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Day 1 
Last night my husband, Max, looked at me over his half-eaten Pad Thai and, in calm, measured tones, said, ‘I’ve had enough.’
I took him to mean he’d eaten enough dinner. He’s been on a health kick recently, prompted by watching The Biggest Loser.
I was preoccupied thinking about our two children, who’d left on a school camp that afternoon, and so didn’t pay much attention as he pushed his plate away, stood up and disappeared out the kitchen door. A few minutes later there was a clatter as he pulled his surfboard from its wall bracket. It’s been a long time since Max has hit the waves. And besides, it was dark. I went to the window just in time to see him reversing his car down the driveway at considerable speed, his bright red board strapped to the roof-racks. Stopping briefly to check for oncoming cars, he screeched onto the road and accelerated off into the night.
It’s now three o’clock the following afternoon. He’s not back and I have a sneaking suspicion (well, not that sneaking really) that he’s not surfing because:
1. It’s a cold August afternoon.
2. Nineteen hours is a long time to stay out waiting for sets.
3. Max has been pissed off for some time now.
The cause? We’re three months behind schedule in our renovation process, and said renovations are taking considerable time - and money.
Max, I hasten to add, is the one who insisted on renovations in the first place. He’s also the one who decreed that we stay in the house during the demolition - now complete - and construction - very much incomplete. Instead of the brand-spanking-new kitchen, family room and bathroom we envisaged, the downstairs of the house is a shell, and we spend most of our time huddled in a laundry/storeroom that’s currently doubling as a kitchen and family room. Four people confined to a tiny room in the middle of winter, with a piss-weak bar heater, no hot water and no kitchen is no picnic, thank you very much. The builders haven’t even poured the concrete slab for the new floor yet, there’s an inconsistent flush in one of our two working toilets, and the latest hiccup - a leaking roof.
Bella and Sam, serial school-camp refuseniks in the past, fairly jumped at the opportunity to go to Bathurst and spend their nights in sleeping bags in sub-zero temperatures because the payoff was hot showers, flushing toilets and, conceivably, the absence of bickering parents.
My advice? Be very careful when choosing tradesmen. Do not, I repeat, do not under any circumstances hire someone who drops a flyer in your letterbox and answers to a name like Spud. I did, and . . . well, let’s just say we need to replace the sewer line and no longer have a watertight roof.
No wonder Max has bolted. It’s okay. I’m not hysterical. He just needs time to unwind, to get his head around the mind-boggling cost of Carrara marble benchtops, under-floor heating and the whole ongoing fiasco. He’ll be back.




Day 2 
There’s no sign of Max. Along with a suitcase and his favourite clothes, his essential grooming items - his magic Fudge hair cream, nail clippers and Clinique Men’s Moisturising Cream SPF 25 - have also disappeared.
I call his mobile. It’s switched off.
I phone all the larger hospitals. Nothing.
I call the police. They make it clear they think Max has done a runner. Charming. They take down his details. And mine. ‘Just in case.’
I consider phoning his secretary, Sally. But I just don’t have it in me. It’s not that she isn’t nice; it’s just that I can’t face her cheery, mindless small talk at the moment - the weather, the kids, Madonna’s marriage woes, the latest with TomKat’s daughter, Suri. Rumours about Angelina being pregnant. Again.
I pace around the house - the bits I can get to - looking for . . . What am I looking for? A note? Maybe. Something, anything, that will help me understand what’s happening, why Max has walked out.
Determined to stay calm, I repeat the he’s-just-stressed-and-getting-his-head-together mantra. The alternative is too horrible to contemplate. But I have to admit to a troubling feeling of déjà vu.
Max had an affair a few years back. It happened at a truly awful time in our marriage, when Sam was a toddler with a serious inability to sleep more than a couple of hours at a time. I admit I became hard to live with. Psychotic was the word Max used at the time. And when I found out about the affair, I seriously considered leaving. But Max was genuinely remorseful: implored me not to go, stressed how much he loved me and how our family meant everything to him. He insisted we could save our marriage if we both worked hard at it. And hey, no one’s perfect, so I forgave him on the proviso we had couples counselling to get our relationship back on track. Despite our Icelandic therapist being difficult to understand - and insisting on our participation in cheery clapping songs at the end of every session - counselling brought home to both of us just how bad our communication had become. I discovered how unappreciated Max felt after slogging all day at work only to come home to a cranky wife. I came to terms with the disgruntlement I hadn’t known I’d felt about giving up my career to look after the kids. We got much better at talking to one another after our counselling. We made a point of going out once a week and making the time to do things together on the weekend. Our sex life improved too. In fact, looking back, we had a good couple of years. Until talk of renovation reared its ugly head.
The truth is, things haven’t been good between us for a few months - as evidenced by Max’s increasingly late nights at the office, his sudden apathy regarding the renovations, and his total lack of desire for me. We used to enjoy spending time together as a couple and as a family. But I can hardly remember the last time the two of us had fun together. Not to mention the last time we had sex.
I’d rather believe Max is just Maxed out and has taken off for an extended surfing holiday than left me for another woman. I couldn’t endure the cycle of betrayal, anger, sorrow and forgiveness again. It’s just too heartbreaking.
Four hours later, I have no choice. I have to ring Sally.
‘Sally, it’s Lucy,’ I say, my heart pounding.
‘Hi Lucy, all packed and ready to fly? I’m so jealous.’
‘Pardon?’
‘Max told me about the holiday. I thought you might even have left the country by now.’
‘Just about to,’ I say, pedalling hard. ‘He only told me a couple of days ago and it’s been the most amazing surprise! By the way, Sally, did Max say how long he’d be taking us away for? He’s trying to keep that a surprise too.’
‘He’s told me not to book any more clients until mid-October, so two months more or less, you lucky thing. So, did you hear about the drug scandal at that huge movie premiere last night?’
I make small talk until I can escape, then hang up and burst into tears.
Max has left me. He’s really left me.
I can’t believe it. We have two children. We’re halfway through major renovations. We have commitments to each other, our kids, the mortgage. We’re way too busy for Max to just up and leave.
Besides, we love each other. We do. I think back to when we first got together, and how we fucked like rabbits. Max even commissioned a sign-writer to paint a huge ‘I love Lucy’ billboard, then hired a mobile-billboard truck and driver to follow me for the week. That’s love, surely? Yes, we’ve had some ups and downs, but we’ve been doing so well since the counselling. Although that was a few years ago now.
The tears dry up and anger starts to set in. ‘That bastard!’ I yell at the phone. ‘If he thinks I’m going to sit here and sob for him, he’s got another think coming.’
I storm down to the cellar - which, thankfully, has been left untouched by the renovations - choose three bottles of Grange Hermitage - the ones with neck tags that shout DO NOT TOUCH UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES! - and carry them upstairs to our bedroom.




Day 3 
I’m woken by a ringing phone. Max! Rolling over to answer it, I almost gag. Big mistake trying to move so fast after my escapade with the Grange last night. You know, I don’t really rate it, despite all the hype. Too woody and dense for my liking.
I bite down to quell the roiling in my stomach and reach for the phone.
It isn’t Max. It’s Gloria, my agent and friend - most of the time.
One of the reasons I wasn’t as keen as Max on doing major renovations to our house was that, with the kids getting older, I was trying to rebuild my acting career. Ever since I played a mother on a couple of vegetable commercials a year ago, I’ve become a recognisable face again. Okay, not so familiar that I could jump the queue at Target or get an automatic upgrade to business class when flying, but sometimes strangers stop and stare at me. And point . . . on occasion.
I used to be a soap star not too long ago: popular and hot - everyone said so. I starred in The Young Residents for a good three years as Nurse Sophia Frances, which was a huge success overseas, selling to numerous countries including the Netherlands, France, even Turkey. Prior to TYR I had a leading role in Against Time, and then after TYR, Marvels. Sure, Marvels was cancelled after half a season, but that had nothing to do with me. Last century, audiences weren’t ready for a crime-fighting dog who communicated with his owner (me) telepathically. I’m sure if it was reprised now post-Medium and Heroes, the public reception would be much more positive.
After Marvels, there were babies to look after and I let my career slide. Max liked the idea of me staying at home with Bella and Sam while he headed off each day to his work as a funds manager. And I convinced myself I liked the idea too. I was happy in the beginning, playing Earth Mother and cooking biscuits, muffins and apple pies. But it wasn’t long before I realised the store-bought versions generally tasted ten times better than anything I could come up with. And takeaway was often cheaper than home-cooked stuff. Domesticity never really was my strong suit.
So over the last year Gloria has been putting me forward for acting jobs. And the odd reality program. We’re both serious about me making a huge comeback. Last week I auditioned for a lead role as a femme fatale in a fabulously lavish new dramedy, and let’s just say I’m quietly confident.
‘Can’t talk,’ I say to Gloria. ‘Need to throw up.’
‘Congratulations on finally getting out and socialising,’ responds Gloria in that high-pitched girlie voice that’s so completely at odds with her appearance. I wouldn’t call Gloria a plus-sized person (not to her face, anyway) but she has ‘big bones’, as my mother would say. As well as her big bones, Gloria can be ferocious. She dresses in black, has jet-black shoulder-length hair and pale skin, and only wears Paloma Picasso red lipstick. An altogether intimidating package. Put it this way: I’m always glad she’s on my side.
‘I wasn’t out last night. I was drinking in bed, alone,’ I tell her.
There’s a brief silence. ‘You are joking, right?’
I hang up on her and, since she hasn’t called about an audition, decide to stay in bed indefinitely. Or at least for the rest of the day. Bella and Sam aren’t here, and I’m long overdue for some serious ‘me’ time.
I drag the covers over my head and invest in nursing my hangover.
The phone rings again some time later. My heart starts hammering. This time it has to be Max.
‘Lucy, I need to talk to you. But before I do . . .’ It’s Gloria.
‘What is it?’ I say grumpily. ‘I’m dying here.’
‘Can I just tell you you’re a wonderful person, a great woman -’
I feel sick. ‘Have you spoken to Max?’
‘Max? Of course not. Luce, look, I’ll give it to you straight. You didn’t get the part in Seasons.’
I say nothing.
‘Really sorry, hon. Life’s a bitch. But there’ll be other parts. Besides, who wants a role in an outdated soap anyway? Hey?’
‘Who’d it go to?’ I say.
‘I don’t really remember. Let me -’
‘For God’s sake, just tell me.’
‘All right, but don’t flip,’ Gloria says in a tone that screams, I know you’re going to flip. ‘It’s really no big deal.’
It’s clearly a big deal. A very big deal.
‘Gracie.’
I utter a strangled ‘Fuck!’ Gracie Gardener is my least favourite person in the world. THE WORLD. I can’t believe she’s still popping into my life. Gracie - or should I say, Darlene (her birth name) - and I were at NIDA together. Back then, as well as desperately searching for a more appealing moniker, she always snatched the lead roles from me. And she’s still bloody winning them.
‘To be honest, Luce, she’s lost a heap of weight,’ Gloria goes on, ‘her surgery scars have healed, and her boobs are -’
I hang up again.
Seasons was supposed to be my big comeback. My break. I should have been a shoo-in. The part called for a vibrant, fiery redhead. That’s me. Darlene/Gracie is talentless. And she doesn’t have a single red hair on her head.




Day 4 
Still in bed, still wallowing in my private pit of misery, I think about the things that might have pushed Max over the edge. Forced him to abandon his Pad Thai and take off.
Could it have been the roofing disaster à la Spud?
Too much kitchen-cabinet talk?
Or maybe appliance shopping was the final straw.
A few days ago we went hunting for kitchen appliances. Max really wanted the Liebherr fridge with its bio-fresh compartment and MagicEye cooling. ‘Ridiculously excessive,’ I said. ‘What’s wrong with Westinghouse? Buy Australian.’ Besides, I reminded him, Patch, our one-eyed foreman on the building job - another thing I’d recommend against - had only allowed one metre for the fridge. The Liebherr was one point two metres wide.
Then there was the stove. I liked the Ilve Majestic because, as the name implies, it’s majestic. Okay, so it’s not Australian. Max insisted that the Titan - ‘a state-of-the-art iridium stainless-steel-finish oven with easy-to-use side opening doors and a retractable range hood with illuminating low-voltage halogen downlights’ - was the way to go. I ask you, what would you prefer - Italian design or Kiwi?
We even discussed our preferences at a subsequent dinner party.
‘Oh, the Titan,’ one guy said, eyebrow cocked. ‘We thought about getting it too, with its ten cooking modes -’
‘Which no one but a professional chef would ever use, you wanker,’ I muttered under my breath.
‘- but in the end we went for the Ilve Majestic because, well, it craps on everything else.’
Maybe he wasn’t such a wanker after all.
And I haven’t even mentioned the fracas over the toilet . . .
‘Bathrooms aren’t just about being clean,’ the sales assistant told us. ‘They’re a whole-of-life concept.’
Max’s patience was running thin by now, and his left foot tapped faster and faster on the grey vinyl floor as the sales guy went on and on and on.
‘Today’s up-market bathroom mimics the day spa experience, as busy people like yourselves seek pampering in the midst of their hectic schedules. The Magic Flush 4000 is unique. With its heated soft-close seat, it’ll be the centrepiece of any elegant bathroom -’
‘How much?’ Max snapped.
‘It’s state -’
‘I get that. How much?’
‘Three thousand -’
And Max exploded and stormed out of the store.
Was that the final straw for him? How could I tell people he’d left me over a toilet?
I ring Max’s phone again. Still off.
Another bottle of Grange bites the dust, but there’s still plenty of great wine in the cellar. I creep down to restock, making my way silently past the builders.
Out of the corner of my eye I see Patch sitting down, drinking a cup of coffee. He’s nice enough - pleasant temperament, easy laugh. Some might even call him charming. Tall and tanned, with fashionably messy caramel-coloured hair, he’s easy on the eye too. Unfortunately, he’s also titanically slack and his coffee breaks never seem to end.
Then there’s Jamaican Joel, Patch’s second-in-charge - a nuggetty fellow with long dark dreadlocks. He’s always lurking in the background, tapping his safety glasses. And the twins, Tom and Ted. When I first met them I thought I was going mad, or needed glasses. ‘We’re not that similar,’ said Tom or Ted. I beg to differ. They are identical.
‘I like snakes, all reptiles, in fact. But Tom doesn’t.’
‘I love being in the dark,’ said the other.
‘And you twitch when you’re angry.’
Their chat gives me headaches.
‘Make it easy on yourself,’ Patch advised. ‘Call them both “T” and be done with it.’
The others - there must be five at least, all interchangeable to me - mostly sit on their rather large bottoms smoking and swilling coffee. And, I suspect, urinating on my hydrangeas, which are looking very sad since the builders’ arrival.
I load several bottles of Henschke’s Hill of Grace into a green recyclable bag and carry it through the dirt pit that’s supposed to be my new parquetry kitchen floor. Patch calls out as I slink past but I pretend deafness, run up the stairs to my bedroom and close the door behind me. I don’t mean to slam it, but somehow the doorknob slips out of my hands. It’s so undignified having to sneak past builders in your own house.
I’m into my second Hill of Grace when the phone rings. Gloria again, in serious hounding mode. I listen to her bang on to the machine about a celebrity archery tournament and how I simply must let her put me forward as a participant.
What the hell am I doing with my life? Archery games? Half-empty wine bottles lying around?
In a burst of clarity and optimism, I realise I can’t hide in my bedroom forever. Bella and Sam are coming home tomorrow. Whether Max has left me or not, I have to get my act together.




Day 5 
Easier said than done. Instead of cleaning the house, showering and shopping for groceries, I spend the majority of the day crying so that I’m puffy, bloated and red-faced when I pick up my hungry and exhausted kids.
‘Mum, you look really bad,’ says my daughter, Isabella, who’s far too switched-on for a ten-year-old. You’d never guess we were mother and daughter. For a start, she has dark brown hair while mine is reddish with blonde highlights. Bella has beautiful olive skin, gorgeous big eyes, rosebud lips and long skinny legs. My skin is fair, almost translucent, and it’s been a long time since any part of me could be described as skinny, or even slim. Shapely, certainly.
Now Sam, he definitely is my child with his fair skin, red hair and pale green eyes.
‘Where’s Dad?’ he asks after we arrive home. A typical eight-year-old, he never usually notices anything unless it’s right in front of his nose.
I return to my bedroom, and my bed.
‘Camp was great, Mum. Thanks for asking,’ says Bella, coming into my room after a while. ‘God, it’s filthy in here. I can hardly breathe for the dust. What’s with all the bottles?’
Sam joins her. ‘Why is the carpet all wet and red?’
‘There’s no food in the house.’
‘When are we going to have a kitchen again?’
‘Where’s Dad?’
‘The toilet’s broken.’
On and on they go, bombarding me with complaints and questions.
I look over at the photo beside the bed. It’s of the four of us - me, Max, Sam and Bella - taken five years ago on a beach holiday. We’re all smiles. It’s just a brief romanticised snapshot of our lives, though. Earlier in the day the children had been getting on Max’s nerves. And looking at my beaming self, I notice the hint of a double chin, and think how boring and conservative my blue sarong looked. No wonder Max left me.
‘Mum, we have to eat,’ says Sam, interrupting my reverie. 
I briefly think about cooking a nutritious meal, then abandon the idea and ask Bella to dial Mitzi’s Chinese home delivery.




Day 6 
‘Mum, when are you getting out of bed?’
Bloody kids. Why can’t I hibernate here in my darkened nest forever?
‘I’m sick, Bella,’ I groan, peering sleepily at the clock radio on the bedside table. ‘It’s Saturday morning. It’s nine o’clock. Go and watch cartoons.’
‘But we’ve been awake since six-thirty and there’s no food in the house, not even enough milk for Weetbix.’
The way Bella talks you’d think I was a completely hopeless mother, which is far from the truth. On school days I’m always up (reluctantly) at 6.40 am making sure the children are fed, watered and clothed before sending them off to school with a nutritious packed lunch. Okay, so sometimes it’s a Baker’s Delight bacon and cheese roll and an apple. Still.
‘Anyway, I called Nanna,’ Bella goes on.
‘What?’ I say, sitting up quickly.
My mother marches into my bedroom, yanks back the curtains and opens the windows. ‘For goodness sake, Lucy,’ she bellows, ‘I should report you for neglect. And it’s so stuffy in here.’
How is it my mother can still make me feel like a naughty seven-year-old?
‘I’m the one who’s neglected,’ I say, sniffing a little. ‘And sick. And bloody stressed.’
Mum gives me a withering look. She’s a big woman, not so much in girth as in stature (I inherited my height from her), and while I’m slightly taller, she has an imposing (some might say overbearing) nature. Her hair, like Bella’s, is cut in an immaculate bob, except hers is pure white.
‘What have you been doing while the children were at camp? You didn’t return any of my calls. And Bella says there’s absolutely no food in the house.’
‘There is food. I bought some. The builders have probably scoffed it. Drunk half the cellar as well, no doubt. They’re a disgrace. But I can’t watch them twenty-four seven.’
‘But Mum,’ says Bella, waving a piece of paper in the air, ‘the builders left two days ago - it says so in this note. It also says that if you’re not going to talk to them in a civilised manner, they’re not coming back. Patch has left a number for you to call when you’re ready to apologise.’ 
‘Give that to me,’ I say, snatching the note out of her hand. I have a hazy recollection of a minor altercation about turning off the ear-splitting power tools that had been going full speed fourteen hours a day. I might even have mumbled something about fucking power tools operated by a bunch of fucking imbeciles. Not sure.
‘Off you go now, Bella. I need to talk to your mother,’ says Mum. Her voice has its what-have-I-done-to-deserve-a-daughter-like-this tone.
Oh dear.
Bella eyes me suspiciously. ‘My school uniform hasn’t been ironed, my camp clothes need washing and I’ve almost run out of other clothes to wear.’
‘I hear you,’ I say, slipping further under the doona.
‘Where’s Max?’ Mum barks after Bella has gone off to find more dust and grime to complain about.
‘Away on business.’
It’s not such a lie. He could be away on business. Mind you, that doesn’t explain why I’m lying in bed with the curtains drawn, sporting greasy hair and spots, and surrounded by vintage Grange empties and experiencing a headache that’d reach at least three point five on the Richter scale.
Mum’s itching to question me further, but still working out how to go about it. Quite frankly, I’m not up to any quizzing about Max. If I confide in her, she’ll ask the hard questions and I have no answers.
‘Okay,’ she says finally. ‘Let’s get you up and into a warm bath.’
‘What for? I’m living in hell, Mum, in a half-finished house -’
‘Don’t talk to me about hell, Lucy, we all have problems.
It’s a question of how you deal with them.’
Half a bottle of Henschke is just within reach. I grab for it and miss. Just as well. I’d have been torn between wanting to drink it and wanting to hit Mum over the head with it. She stares me down and I slowly pull back my hand.
‘There’s no hot water,’ I say.
‘I’ve boiled water for you. The bath is perfect.’
‘But Mum,’ I protest, as she pulls the doona off the bed. 
‘But Mum, nothing.’
It’s only after I ease myself into the scalding bath that I realise I’ve barely been out of my bedroom all week. I certainly haven’t left the house. I wonder what’s been going on in the wider world. Perhaps there’s been a change of government? George Clooney might have married? Amy Winehouse might have gone straight? Maybe my concrete slab has been poured - Yeah. Like that will have happened.
Half an hour later, I’m squeaky clean and I wander downstairs. The house - what still exists of it - resembles a bomb site. There’s dust everywhere, and the floors are littered with nails, wood, half-drunk cups of coffee in filthy mugs and throwaway polystyrene cups. Gross.
And Bella’s right. The builders have downed tools and disappeared.
This is all I need.
Outside in the garden - otherwise known as the ten-centimetre patch of greenish grass that hasn’t yet been destroyed by wood piles, a skip and other assorted garbage - Mum has barbecued sausages for the kids’ lunch.
‘I told you there was food in the house,’ I say with a smirk.
Mum glares at me. ‘I did some shopping on the way over here.’
‘So nice to have a home-cooked meal after all the takeaways we’ve been eating for the last few months,’ says Bella as she and Sam stuff their faces.
‘We’ve had no kitchen to cook in,’ I say in self-defence.
‘What on earth are you wearing?’ Mum asks, staring at my green puffer jacket and black woolly Ugg boots. ‘You look like a caterpillar larva.’
I ignore her as I wolf down three sausages and several cherry tomatoes in rapid succession. I’m starving.
‘You should have told me Max was away. I would have come and stayed earlier,’ Mum goes on.
‘Staying? What’s this about staying?’
‘Bella thinks it’s a good idea, just till her father’s back.’
‘I am perfectly capable of looking after my own children, thank you very much.’ I speak with such authority I almost convince myself.
‘Lucy, there are newspapers littering the driveway, piles of washing to be done, the house is full of dust -’
‘I have no clean clothes,’ adds Bella sulkily.
‘Quite right,’ says Mum. ‘I was surprised to find Oscar still here.’
Startled and guilty, I look over at Oscar, our snooty Persian, who looks very thin and is currently choking on a chop bone.
‘I was sick,’ I say. ‘I’m better now. After lunch you can go home, honestly. I’m sure Dad’s missing you.’ I can only hope.
‘He’s at the footy all afternoon and will probably go out afterwards. He’s a big boy. He can manage by himself,’ says Mum.
‘What? And I can’t?’
‘I’ll just stay for the night,’ Mum insists. ‘Just to make sure you’re all okay. You are okay, aren’t you, Lucy?’
God! It’s so depressing that the highlight of the evening is watching Big Brother in the makeshift laundry/kitchen/ family room.
I know how the inmates feel, trapped in their prison and at the mercy of BB - or in my case, Patch and my mother. I drift off to sleep with the words ‘Big Brother will be speaking to you in the morning,’ except I hear them in my mother’s voice. It’s rather unsettling.




Day 7 
Mum has finally departed. In the last twenty-four hours she’s shopped for even more groceries, picked up umpteen newspapers from the driveway, and done five loads of washing, which are now dried, folded, ironed and in their rightful drawers and wardrobes. She has also cleaned the pool, changed several blown light bulbs and cooked a microwave lasagne and microwave chocolate cake for tonight’s dinner. Who knew you could do all that in a microwave?
‘Is Dad at a conference?’ Bella asks after Mum leaves.
A conference! I hadn’t thought of that.
‘Yes,’ I say, clutching at straws, ‘and it’s going for a couple of weeks . . . at least.’
That seems to satisfy her - or at least shut her up - for the moment.
As Bella and Sam rummage through their pencil cases and squabble over rubbers, textas and pencil sharpeners in readiness for school tomorrow, I feel like crying. It’s been almost a week since Max put down his fork and calmly said he’d had enough. Enough of what? And what sane person could walk out on his kids without even saying goodbye? We’ve heard diddly-squat from him.
I’m struck by a terrible thought. Maybe something has happened to him.
I call the police and speak to a Constable Peacock, retelling the whole sorry story of Max’s disappearance. Constable Peacock, who sounds all of twelve, isn’t keen about my suggestion of filing a missing person’s report.
‘Given your husband informed his work that he was taking two months’ leave, I seriously doubt he is a missing person,’ he says.
‘Well, he’s missing from his family,’ I insist.
He tells me it’s not a crime for a grown man to leave home.
‘It bloody well should be!’ I start, then stop and think. 
‘What about Max’s car?’ I ask. ‘Can I report his car missing?’
‘Sure,’ he replies patiently. ‘You can do that.’
So I do.
Later that night, as Sam, Bella and I huddle over Mum’s lasagne in front of the telly, I tell them about Gloria’s ludicrous pitch about the celebrity archery tournament.
‘Why don’t you go on Celebrity Overhaul instead, Mum?’ asks Sam.
‘Or The Biggest Loser?’ says Bella.
‘Because I’m not fat,’ I reply to their giggles.
But after they go to bed, I check myself out in the full-length bedroom mirror. Okay, so I’m no Angelina Jolie. But it’s not like I weigh fifteen stone and have cottage cheese thighs either. As I examine my crow’s-feet I wonder if Max might have left me for a younger woman. Max and I certainly have been drifting apart. When we first met, we shared a lumpy double futon and slept huddled together to avoid the uncomfortable bumps and bulges. After Sam was born, we bought a King - some nights it wasn’t nearly big enough.




Day 8 
After yet another day of maddening, circular thoughts, I venture outdoors to pick up the children from school. I almost get lost on the way, what with roadworks, detours and crazy people doing U-turns. Following the lead of those before me, I attempt an outrageously illegal three-point turn near some nasty trenches and get rear-ended by an enormous silver Land Cruiser.
‘What the fuck,’ I say, climbing out of my mangled car. 
‘Whoops,’ says the more painfully thin of two emaciated teenage girls.
‘Sorry about that,’ says the taller, almost-brunette one. 
‘Look at this,’ I shriek, pointing at my crumpled bumper, dented boot and broken rear lights.
‘Aren’t you someone famous?’ the almost-brunette asks, staring at me, trying to figure it out.
‘I know! You’re in that broccoli commercial: “Make mine broccoli, please, Mum,”’ says the stick, who looks like she lives on broccoli and not much else.
‘Yes, yes,’ I say, enjoying the recognition but not willing to be generous. ‘Have you got insurance?’
‘Sure, like, Dad’s insurance will cover it.’
I roll my eyes. Of course it will.
We exchange information and I get back in my car and limp off to the sound of: ‘Holy moley, Mum’s made broccoli.
Hot and steaming, now we’re beaming.’
Little shits.
Bella and Sam are already on the bus by the time I arrive at school and I have to tap on one of the windows several times to get their attention. Bella gives me a look of horror, shooing at me with her hands. There was a time when Bella wouldn’t take one step onto a bus without me. Now she’s reluctant even to look at me.
The rather rotund driver climbs down from his seat and bellows, ‘Lady, step back. We’re moving out.’
‘But I want my children,’ I say.
Bella continues gesticulating with her hands and several other kids make silly faces through the glass.
‘Seems they don’t want you, lady. And don’t tell me this is a custody thing. I just drive the bus. I’m not getting involved in any domestic stuff.’
‘I just want to take my children off the bus,’ I say in the most authoritative tone I can muster. By now, twenty or more kids and a handful of parents and dog-walkers have ventured over to see what the fuss is about.
He blocks my path as I attempt to get past him. ‘If you’ll excuse me,’ I say, bumping into him slightly.
It’s crazy how these misunderstandings can escalate so quickly. He says I can’t get on the bus; I politely point out that he’s overweight; he calls me rude (Me? Rude?) and mumbles about reporting me to the principal; I tell him he’s inarticulate . . . Anyway, the upshot is I’m forbidden from approaching said bus driver ever again, regardless of circumstances.
Still, at least I get the kids! Now we can spend quality time together discussing the day’s activities on the drive home.
‘That was so embarrassing,’ Bella says.
‘What happened to the car?’ Sam asks.
‘Minor accident,’ I reply.
No one speaks for the rest of the trip.
I don’t think the bus incident is a big deal, but clearly the kids do. To make amends, I take them to the local sushi bar for dinner. Sushi’s their favourite. Mind you, once when I dared offer them raw fish at home, there was anarchy.
‘Mum, we can’t possibly eat that!’ Bella had said, almost gagging. ‘That’s why God created Sushi Trains.’
Despite allowing them a Coke each, and a packet of Tim Tams to share, Bella and Sam hardly speak a word to me until I tackle them in their beds and force them to kiss me goodnight.




Day 9 
The kids hate me. The bus driver hates me. Max hates me. Why else would he leave us like this without a word?
First I feel outraged. Then I feel guilty: that I might have pushed him away, that our perfect little family has been wrenched apart, that my children are separated from their father. Then I move on to feeling like a failure: as a wife, a mother . . . and, clearly, as a renovator extraordinaire. I’m living in loser land.
I venture downstairs. There’s no sign of Patch and his unhappy band of brothers.
We have no kitchen and no builders building the fucking kitchen. Surely Max could have stuck it out until the renovations were finished. They were his obsession, after all. I can’t manage without him. I really can’t.
In my more sane moments, I fantasise about my new kitchen with its brand-new gleaming stainless-steel appliances, marble benchtops, huge butler sink, chrome fittings. Ah! It will be perfect. The kitchen I’ve always dreamed of.
Yes, once the mess is cleared and our ‘to-die-for kitchen’ is fully operational, Max will be back. I can’t manage without him. I really can’t. He just needs a break from the hole in the ground we’re living around.
After the kids head off to school, Bella complaining about the shame of facing the bus driver, I drag myself to tennis. I don’t know why I bother. I hate it. I only go because Gloria insists, and turns up each week to pick me up.
I’m partnered with Bec, the competitive know-it-all. We lose four sets out of four. Actually, that’s not technically true. Although the fourth set should be a loss to us, Bec causes such a fuss when the ball ricochets off her head during the final point that the other team agree to play the point again. Bec calls ‘Out’ when the ball is very clearly in and we win. Cheers.
‘I fucking hate tennis,’ I moan to Gloria during the drive home. ‘I especially hate the fucking skorts we’re forced to wear.’
‘No one’s forcing you.’
There’s a long silence, then I apologise. ‘Glors, I think Max has left me,’ I add.
Gloria looks at me and makes a noise of some sort.
‘Did you just say “woo-woo” under your breath?’ I snap.
‘Might have.’
‘You don’t seem surprised.’
‘I am, and darl, I’m deeply distressed. You would know that if only my forehead was not pumped full of poison.’
‘Gloria, I’m serious.’
‘So am I. Let’s face it, it’s fabulous news, Luce, and about bloody time. We can finally go back to being good friends again.’ She turns to grin at me and her thick mane swings from side to side.
Gloria and Max have never clicked. It harks back to my last four months on The Young Residents, which I played out in a coma thanks to a pay dispute between the network and Max, who, at the time, had taken it upon himself to act as my manager. Gloria maintains that Max ruined my career. Max says Gloria and cellulite did. Gloria hates Max. And vice versa. If you ask me, it’s because they’re so alike.
‘He’s too opinionated,’ Gloria always complains.
‘She’s so opinionated,’ Max says without fail every time he sees her.
They were never going to agree on anything, least of all the management of my career.
‘We are good friends, Gloria,’ I say, sniffing back tears.
‘You know what I mean. Hey, you don’t think Max has . . .’
‘Has what?’
‘Have any of his habits changed, like last time?’
‘You mean has he upped and joined a gym, bought new clothes and had a decent haircut? No, but he has been on a health kick.’
‘Aren’t we all! For goodness sake, Lucy,’ says Gloria, softening, ‘he’s probably just off on some boy’s own adventure. He’ll tire of it soon enough. In the meantime, we can actually socialise - together. Without him. In fact,’ her eyes widen with excitement, ‘come to a party with me on Saturday night. You’ll have fun and it’ll help take your mind off Max.’
Gloria could be right. I grab the mobile and call Alana, the babysitter. I get her voicemail. Drat. She probably won’t be available anyway. That’s what I get for employing a nineteen-year-old babysitter with a better social life than mine. Then again, she’s gorgeous, lives around the corner, loves Sam and Bella, and is the older sister of one of Sam’s mates. Win-win. I leave her a message.
Gloria’s disappointed I can’t confirm and starts to wonder aloud about alternative babysitters.
‘I am not asking my mother to look after them,’ I say, my outstretched arm and splayed fingers almost touching Gloria’s face. ‘She’s spending way too much time at our house as it is.’
‘I don’t care how you do it, but we’re getting you out of the house on Saturday night,’ Gloria says, stopping her car to let me out. ‘And tell me you’ll think about Celebrity Archery?’
I get inside to find a message blinking on the answering machine. It’s Constable Peacock. They’ve found Max’s car, which is great. Not so great is the fact they found it in the long-term car park at the international airport.
I catch a cab to the airport car park, charging the fare to our joint American Express card - all of the bills for which go directly to Max’s office. Had he been thinking, he would have removed the Amex card from my purse before he bolted out the door with his oversized Malibu surfboard.
Max’s black Mercedes is parked exactly where Constable Peacock told me it would be - section D, row M. I’m going to enjoy this. Max hasn’t let me drive his car since I accidentally sideswiped a parked truck just after I found out about his affair with Poppy. Max said I did it on purpose to annoy him. Maybe; I can’t honestly say.
I fix up the exorbitant fee - all four hundred dollars of it - with the Amex card and hoon home.
Unfortunately, when the kids see Max’s car parked in the driveway when they arrive home from school, they rush in eagerly calling out for him.
‘So when is Daddy coming home?’ Sam asks when I explain about the car.
I tell him that Daddy has to stay on for an extra couple of weeks after the conference ends. ‘Your dad’s the best in the business so his bosses want him to train the new guys overseas. It’s a big honour.’
I don’t know why I’m being so kind to Max. I feel like telling them he’s stuck in a coalmine somewhere, unlikely to resurface any time soon.
I give the kids toasted ham and cheese sandwiches for dinner.
‘But this is lunch,’ says Sam, looking at it in disgust.
‘It’s dinner,’ I tell him.
‘Lunch,’ Bella says.
‘It’s six-thirty at night. This is dinner.’
They look at me then reluctantly eat the sandwiches. I guess they decide toasted bread is preferable to no food at all.
* * * 
After Bella and Sam go to sleep, I take to my bed. As much as I’d like to consume copious amounts of booze, the thought of feeling even more wretched tomorrow than I do now helps me to resist - just. Wretched, sad, angry, miserable . . .
Where is Max and what is he up to? Is he alone? A couple of years after Max and I married, he said, ‘So I’m never going to be with another woman - naked - ever again?’ The occasion? His thirtieth birthday after maybe a dozen beers. I couldn’t escape the feeling that perhaps he was hoping I’d suggest a threesome. Why am I remembering that now? Because I can’t stop tormenting myself with the idea that Max has left me and is happily ensconced in someone else’s arms. I want to scream, throw things, punch him. But I don’t have a clue where he is.




Day 10 
I have to bribe Patch and his cronies back to work with a case of French wine from Max’s precious cellar. I also have to promise to answer any house-related questions promptly and desist from abusing anyone using power tools.
‘Well, I don’t like the builders sneaking up on me,’ I say, trying to save face. ‘They seem to be all over the place and they all look alike. I can’t tell them apart, and I’m sick of them urinating on my hydrangeas.’
‘None of my men have ever urinated in your garden,’ says Patch.
I beg to differ.
Then Patch and I squabble over toilet arrangements.
On the subject of toilets, I’ve ordered the Magic Flush 4000. That’s right, the three-thousand-dollar loo that caused a purple vein to throb on Max’s forehead.
Gloria arrives on my doorstep at eleven o’clock bearing Moët and lilies. Acres of lilies.
‘Bit of a mess,’ she says with a sniff as she surveys the disaster area from the millimetre of grass we’re sharing near the barbecue. ‘I’ve been thinking, lovely, now that Max has gone we can really focus on some serious television auditions.’
‘What if he never comes back?’ I say tearily.
‘Good God! The whole idea is that he doesn’t. What do you want a man wasting your time and energy for?’
Patch throws her a dirty look.
‘I’m serious, Gloria. He’s walked out. Who knows for how long? What am I going to tell Bella and Sam?’
‘The truth. Stop whining, girl. As long as you’ve got cash . . . you have still got money, haven’t you?’
I raise my eyebrows.
‘Good. I don’t see what the problem is then. You’re better off without him. So are Bella and Sam.’
‘It’s just that . . . I love him. And I can’t live without him.’
‘Nonsense. You sound like a snivelling soapie character. Get a grip. It’s time we updated your website. All the photos we have of you are too staid, too wholesome. The only sexy ones are from when you played Sophia in The Young Residents, including several of your television wedding to Dr Andres . . .’
Our wedding was the biggest thing since Lady Di and Charles, being paraded around the country in our wedding finery at mock receptions in every city.
‘The point is,’ continues Gloria, ‘we need to jazz up your image, update your wardrobe -’
‘I like the clothes I wear. So do a lot of other people.’
‘Right. And would those style icons include Camilla Parker Bowles? Seriously, Lucy, you need to show some cleavage. You’ve got boobs -’
‘I’m a B cup.’
‘B, D - what’s the difference? It’s nothing a black Wonderbra and good lighting can’t fix. Come on, you need to get those puppies out there. When you waltz into an audition, no offence, but it’s a shock to casting directors.
After all, they’re expecting sexy Sophia and they get -’
‘They get Lucy Springer, mother, queen of broccoli,’ I say.
‘Exactly, my dear.’
Later that night while brushing my teeth, I glance at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. Teeth? Straight, at least. Skin? Okay, given I haven’t been obsessing about it the last week, though somewhat sallow. Could do with a resurfacing peel (or three). Eyes? Clear-ish, but with dark circles under them. Eyelashes? Invisible, but long. Nothing a tint and an eyelash perm can’t fix.
Gloria’s right. A makeover is just what I need. The bones are there - just - and so are the breasts, I guess. But the whole package could do with a hell of a lot of TLC.




Day 11 
‘Great news!’ squeals Gloria down the phone the next morning. ‘I got you an audition - a commercial, but it’s national.’
‘Hit me.’
‘International brand, well known, consumer friendly -’
‘You’re stalling.’
‘Well, it’s for incontinence -’
‘No way,’ I shriek at her. ‘No fucking way. How old do you think I am?’
‘Joking, Luce, joking. It’s a revolutionary new device for dogs. The manufacturer is looking for a public face. You know, to front the whole campaign, print, media . . .’
‘National coverage?’
‘Of course. They’ll also want you to appear on all the morning infotainment programs.’
‘I guess if Paula Duncan can spruik kitchen cleaners and insurance policies on the morning shows, I can spruik revolutionary dog devices,’ I say.
‘And they’re paying big bucks,’ says Gloria.
‘Sold!’
‘There’s one tiny thing I should mention. It’s called porta-puppy-potty . . . ah . . . and you may have dogs slobbering over you when you demonstrate the device. Whichmeansscoopingdogshit.’
‘What? Shit.’
‘Exactly. But it’s national and it’ll be fun.’
Joel starts up a chainsaw and drowns out the rest of our conversation. He’s got his safety glasses glued to his face, as usual, but is working without the guard on the chainsaw ‘so the boys can get a better view, mon’. I wonder if home insurance covers workmen who are obsessed with lecturing others about safety in the workplace but don’t bother following the rules themselves?
I stomp up to my bedroom, take to my bed and drink three-quarters of a bottle of 1991 Hill of Grace. I’ll start on the TLC thing tomorrow.
Some time later I glance at the bedside clock. It’s three-thirty. Any minute now the kids will be arriving home. I go to get up but must drift back to sleep because the next thing I know it’s five o’clock and Mum’s in my bedroom. Bella, the brat, must have called her. Again.
‘I can’t believe you’re lying around the house all day and not taking your responsibilities as a mother seriously,’ Mum huffs.
‘Go and disinfect some walls,’ I yell.
She suggests I need to talk to someone - ‘a professional’.
‘Been there, done that,’ I shout back.




Day 12 
Driving Bella and Sam to school this morning - lack of clean clothes causes them to miss the bus - I politely request that Bella stop phoning her grandmother every two seconds of the day.
‘It’s really quite annoying.’
‘Mum, you’re so weird. Nanna and I agree it’s best if I call her every day just now.’
They agree it’s for the best! Since when did my daughter suddenly age thirty years?
‘Bella, Nanna is not your mother. I am. I decide what’s best for this family,’ I say, glancing in the rear-vision mirror just as Bella does her famous skyward eye-roll.
‘Don’t roll your eyes at me, young lady,’ I snap.
We drive in silence the rest of the way to school.
‘I’ll walk you both in this morning,’ I say, to more eye-rolling.
Bella and Sam walk as slowly as possible behind me, then grudgingly say goodbye at the school gates before disappearing into a sea of grey shirts and green hats. I’m left at the entrance listening to a conversation about the Year Three concert, which is apparently being held next Wednesday.
‘I’d forgotten all about the concert,’ I admit to Nadia when she comes up to say hello. Nadia’s son, Lachlan, is in the same soccer team as Sam, which reminds me that Max is the assistant coach. Bloody Max. How am I going to explain his absence at tomorrow’s game?
‘Yeah,’ Nadia says. ‘It’s hard keeping on top of everything.’
I’ve always liked Nadia. She’s strong and funny, not to mention a stunning advertisement for the single life - expensive golden hair, youthful sun-kissed complexion, wide happy smile.
‘By the way, Max is away on business,’ I say casually, ‘so he won’t be at the game tomorrow, or for the next couple of weeks probably.’
‘Oh, Lucy, please don’t worry; you’ve got enough on your plate as it is.’ Nadia’s tone suggests I’m terminally ill, or worse. What have my children been saying?
An extended group of mothers gathers and we chat a while, though I feel at sea during their talk about such pressing issues as the lack of homework given by Mrs Johnson. Eventually, everyone disperses and I begin the long trek to my car, thinking how you have to be at the school gates every morning and afternoon to avoid feeling left out of the loop. Then again, how could I have forgotten about Sam’s concert? God knows, he’s been practising to trot like a mountain goat for months.
‘Lucy?’ Nadia waves to me from her car. ‘Do you want me to pick up Sam before the game tomorrow?’
‘Thanks, but with his dad away, I should make the effort,’ I say.
Wandering out to the letterbox, I discover a postcard to Sam and Bella from Max. My heart skips a beat and my first thought is: Thank God he’s okay.
Dear Sam and Isabella, the surf ’s great in Bali. Wish you could be here with me. Will be in touch soon. Love, Dad xxx 
I can’t believe it. Bali! What the fuck’s he doing in Bali? 
Outraged, I search around in the letterbox, flipping bills out of the way, and then I find it. A letter for me from Max. Fuming, I decide not to open it. It’s a Dear John letter, I’m sure, and no good can come of reading it.
Back inside our half-house, I run around madly ripping sheets off beds. I can’t remember the last time I washed the bed linen. Isn’t that disgusting? I know I meant to as soon as the kids left for camp, but . . . well . . . shit happened.
At the end of three loads of washing, Max’s letter is still sitting on my dressing table unopened. What if it’s an invitation for the children and me to join him in Bali? For a brief moment, my hopes rise. It might be airline tickets. I feel the envelope. It’s too thin for three tickets to Bali.
I search for other cleaning activities I can do that will help take my mind off Max’s letter. That takes all of eighteen minutes. Despite my reluctance and fear, I can’t hold off any longer. Taking a deep breath, I run my finger along the inside top of the envelope to open it, and pull out a postcard featuring eight scantily clad Balinese dancers.
Be brave, I tell myself, and turn the card over.
Max is succinct. His whole twenty-nine words read as follows: Dear Lucy, Sorry I left without telling you, but life is what it is. I need space and time to think. We’ll talk soon.Take care. Love always, Max.
He needs space? Well, so do I! Max is swanning around in Bali, surfing, drinking Bintang - and I’m here in Sydney, struggling with faulty plumbing and shoddy electrics in the freezing cold. Tears trickle down my cheeks.
I think about him signing off with love always and feel a momentary surge of hope. I remember back to our wedding, to our vows of eternal, everlasting love. We promised each other we’d be together forever. Not to waltz off to Bali when things got tough.
Sorry, the note begins - but Max isn’t sorry at all. If he was sorry, he would never have left me in the first place. He would have stuck it out and suffered alongside me, the way married couples are supposed to. You don’t see me jetting off to some exotic location just because my world has become a kitchen-less, hot-water-less misery!
And to Bali of all places! We were supposed to go there together, as a family, after the renovations were done. It’s one of the things on our To Do list, along with climbing the Eiffel Tower, trekking the ruins of Machu Picchu and filming polar bears at the North Pole.
Why couldn’t he have taken us to Bali with him?
Life is what it is - what the bloody hell does that mean? Reading the postcard again, I can’t help but wonder if Max is in Bali with someone. Then I get angry. Very angry.
* * * 
‘When’s my kitchen going to be ready?’ I say to Patch when I see him trying to avoid me. It’s a reasonable question but my delivery’s a bit off, what with my anger at Max.
‘Lucy, exactly how will your life change once you have this new kitchen?’ he says with that easy smile. ‘You told me you don’t even cook.’
‘I’m going to start cooking once I get my kitchen,’ I retort. ‘And one day I might even have a bathroom to bathe my children in, not to mention somewhere to watch television without a spin cycle in the background.’
‘You’re impossible,’ says Patch, shaking his head and laughing.
I know for a fact I’m not impossible. I’ve seen impossible; I’ve played impossible. I am definitely not impossible.
I stomp off to the bathroom, and scream as I enter to find Joel on the loo, safety glasses firmly strapped to his head. Not a pretty sight. I back out, eyes closed, and make for the safety of my bedroom. I have no idea what Joel is doing upstairs, but I do know I’ll have to thoroughly disinfect the toilet before I can place my bare bottom on its seat again.
I wallow in my bedroom, totally unproductive, until the kids come home. I decide not to show them Max’s card. I want to protect them, keep the truth from them a little bit longer. At least until I speak to Max.
‘Mum, why did God make mothers?’ Sam asks as I haul hot water to the bathroom for the umpteenth time. Obviously, he’s been to scripture class today.
‘Because they know where the clean underwear is,’ I answer.
‘Mostly, they’re supposed to cook and clean and look after us,’ says Bella. ‘Supposed to.’
After a family discussion re dinner, we dial in pizza. The kids drink lemonade and I down half a bottle of champagne - Bollinger, with the same DO NOT TOUCH tag as the Grange. It’s been sitting in the cellar waiting for a special occasion. Tonight is about as special as it gets, I think.
I try Max’s mobile again after dinner. Still switched off. How am I supposed to get on with my life, the children, the renovation, when I have no idea when or, even if, Max is coming home? Clearly, he’s having a massive mid-life crisis, and I can understand, to a point. But why doesn’t he call?
I have to do something to distract myself and my gaze falls on a pile of photo albums that were left in the hall when we were moving everything for the renovations. ‘Come on. Help me move these albums,’ I say to the kids.
Bella and Sam remain squashed on an uncomfortable chair watching Big Brother.
‘Mum,’ asks Sam, ‘why don’t you go on Big Brother?’ 
Bella laughs out loud but at least gets up. ‘Where do you want me to put these after I’ve cleaned them?’ she asks, turning her nose up at the dusty, neglected volumes.
‘Follow me,’ I say, walking upstairs with an armful of memories.
Sam follows Bella’s lead, and sits on my bed looking at a shoebox of old photos, circa 1992. ‘Who are all these people?’ he says. ‘You were so pretty, Mummy. Look at your hair.’
‘Yeah, you look pretty, Mum, and happy,’ says Bella.
They’re looking at party photos from my time at NIDA. I do look happy. And young. But my hair! A spiral perm à la Mariah Carey. I pick up a photo of Gloria and me at a toga party. God, we were fools.
‘These were taken before you were born, when I was at acting school,’ I say. Ah, for those grunge years, when we smoked endless dope, partied hard, wore black clothes, Doc Martens and heavy make-up. I hardly recognise myself - I look so thin. Not gaunt, ugly thin, just clothes-hanger thin with a perfect smile and straight white teeth. I remember religiously cleaning them with bicarbonate of soda every morning and evening. Back then, I was hungry for fame, determined to make it as an actress.
‘Who’s this?’ Bella asks, passing me a photo.
It’s Dom, Gloria and me, all three of us laughing mischievously, arm in arm at the Sandringham Hotel. I’m the redhead between the two dark heads of hair. Dom was so handsome, athletic, and those sparkling blue eyes . . .
This particular photo was taken the first night we moved into a fabulously dilapidated terrace at the seedy south end of Newtown. It wasn’t until after the pub closed, and we were standing outside our new home utterly pissed, that we realised no one had brought a front-door key. Heavy iron bars protected the downstairs windows and doors, so Gloria and I talked Dom into scaling the front verandah and breaking in through the balcony door to my upstairs bedroom. From day one, I lived there with the knowledge that if it’d been that easy for a pissed student to break in, it’d be a snap for a real-life thug. But I loved that place. It always had a faint smell of marijuana, and the fridge was usually empty except for ice, vodka, beer and cheap chardonnay.
‘My friend Dominic,’ I say. ‘Won an art scholarship and left Australia to become a wildly successful sculptor in Europe.’
‘Then what?’
‘Then I met your dad and lost contact with a lot of these people -’
‘Except Gloria?’
‘Yes, except Gloria.’
‘So you don’t know what happened to him?’ Bella continues, picking up another photo of Dominic, this time shirtless (those abs!) in cut-off jeans (what legs!), reclining in a banana lounge in the sun, as was the fashion at the time. ‘He’s kinda cute looking,’ she says.
I don’t particularly want to discuss Dom, especially with my daughter. But yes, he was cute. He was also my best friend, even though I did fall in love with him. I only found the courage to jump him the night before he headed off to Europe on a one-way ticket.
‘Why now?’ he’d asked as I followed him into his bedroom and began disrobing.
‘Because I’ve wanted to since forever.’
‘But . . .’ Dom said, as we lay on his bed.
‘But what?’
‘Luce, I’m leaving the country tomorrow.’
In the end, we did make love. But the fact that it took me three and a half years and a healthy dose of liquor to have one of the most special nights of my life, only for him to leave the next day, was beyond heartbreaking.
‘I don’t have to go,’ Dom had said the next morning.
‘Good idea. Reject the scholarship and stay with me,’ I joked, knowing it was too big an opportunity for him to miss.
‘I’ll write . . .’
After Dom left, I’d cried, showered and then cried some more. I didn’t make it to the airport to say goodbye.
For years, I’d thought back to that night and the following day and wondered: what if? What if Dom had stayed? What if I’d kept in contact with him? What if I’d flown to Europe to meet him?
But after a while I moved on. Although my life was crap on a personal level, I hit the big time professionally. A year after landing a supporting part in Against Time, I scored the lead role of Sophia. It was a dream come true. I knew I’d made it because every second person wanted me to be their girlfriend - including Max.
I resisted Max for a long time. But he was persistent and the intensity of his attention was flattering. Gradually, day by day, month by month, I fell in love with him. We got on well and the sex was great. Before long it seemed natural that we’d marry and have children.
When the kids are asleep, I pick up the photo of Dom and examine it again. Daggy nineties clothes aside, he was bloody good-looking and had a truly amazing smile. He was also a great person to hang out with. We used to spend hours talking, drinking, being stupid and having fun. He’d come up with ridiculous questions like ‘Would you rather be intelligent and extremely ugly or beautiful and stupid?’ and ‘If you were the eighth dwarf, what would your name be?’
Just thinking about Dom and his laugh is enough to make me break out into a sweat. Even after all these years.




Day 13 
Sam’s soccer game kicks off at 8.30 am. I manage to get us there at 8.15. Bella sulks in the car till half-time. When she finally skulks over to me asking for a sausage sandwich, I agree. You have to pick your battles.
Soccer used to be a lot more social. Today, the parents are concentrating intently on the game. No time for chitchat. Trish, our babysitter’s mum, barely manages a nod, so I don’t like to hassle her about whether Alana is around tonight to babysit. Instead, I smile at the people I know and follow their lead by focusing on the game. It’s a bloody big field for eight-year-olds. Little legs scramble all over the place. I can’t tell them apart, so I focus on Sam’s jersey, number thirteen.
‘Good on you for coming,’ Nadia says at half-time. ‘How are you bearing up?’
I look to her for more information.
‘With the renovations? Max?’
‘The house is coming together nicely and Max is at a conference,’ I lie.
Trish walks past us, this time looking furious. I go to wave but she’s clearly in no mood for a cheery Saturday morning greeting.
‘Whatever anyone might say, it’s not your fault. You mustn’t blame yourself,’ Nadia says.
‘What do you mean?’ I ask, worried. It’s the second comment in as many minutes. Obviously she knows something’s up.
‘Uh, I’m -’ she begins, but one of the mothers grabs Nadia’s arm and whispers urgently into her ear.
‘Nadia,’ I push, but she just says ‘Sorry’ hurriedly and leaves with the other woman, giving me a look that convinces me Sam has said something to Lachlan.
Twenty-five minutes later, Sam’s team has lost three-nil and the parents are suitably subdued. As soon as they come off the field, the boys, including Sam, disappear into the nearby scrub, stuffing themselves with lollies and singing rude made-up songs about their teachers.
I try the babysitter’s mobile again. No answer. Obviously out with her uni mates and clearly not too hard-up for spending money. I relent and call Mum.
‘We’re gonna party,’ chirps Gloria when we arrive at the entrance to the Actors’ Studio. I’m not overly enthusiastic, feeling more than ever like an old, deserted housewife. Still, sometimes you’ve just got to cross the bridge and experience life on the other side.
As soon as we step inside, I know I’ve made a huge mistake. Beautiful young things dance to Green Day’s ‘American Idiot’. A surprising number of them are wearing togas.
‘Hasn’t changed much, has it?’ says Gloria, taking a wine glass from a waitress dressed as an exotic Egyptian princess.
I nod and sip. ‘It’s weird how the faces are older but they have fewer wrinkles.’ I’m also aware of the number of older men with much younger women on their arms.
‘There are some new faces as well, darling,’ says Gloria, making a beeline for a dark-haired man wearing a jazzy leopard-print skivvy, his right arm in a sling.
‘How the fuck have you been?’ says a voice in my ear. 
I jump backwards. It’s Gracie Gardener, my nemesis. 
I hate to admit it, but she looks great, despite having cocaine mouth and eating her lips. She’s wearing a black Max Mara diamanté cardigan. I know it’s Max Mara because I tried it on a few weeks ago and it looked positively frumpy on me.
‘I thought you were dead, Lucy.’
‘I thought you were in rehab.’
‘Very funny. Did you hear I landed the Seasons gig? 
I can’t tell you how thrilled I am.’
I’m nodding when she adds, ‘The directors said they knocked back loads of wannabes.’
Thank God, I think, as she zigzags off into the crowd, utterly out of it. I drink faster and say ‘Hi’ to people I don’t know and don’t care to.
‘You look great,’ says someone with feathers in their silver hair. Another person, of indeterminable sex, offers me ecstasy and a ride in their silver Porsche. I hesitate before declining. Who am I kidding? I’m too old to be taking ecstasy, as much as it might provide a welcome change from sauvignon blanc.
An utterly gorgeous woman of giraffe-like proportions glides past me, her head bobbing as she greets the assembled throng. She spots Mini, a girl with bouncy brunette hair who I was at NIDA with. Mini looks stunning but then she’s had a facelift - or six. Her eyes have that startled gazelle look and her chiselled Nicole Kidman nose is a neon sign for a fine plastic surgeon. The giraffe is wearing black Marc Jacobs boots with heels at least twelve centimetres high. I’m mesmerised as she pounces on Mini and they expertly execute an enthusiastic hug and double air kiss without quite touching. It’s magnificent to watch.
I spy Gracie Gardener again, with a small group of admirers, and overhear snippets of conversation. ‘They were so relieved to see me audition . . . after all the dregs they’d had to suffer,’ she says in a stage whisper, running her gnarly fingers through her over-bleached hair. It takes all of my willpower not to interrupt and tell her admirers about her humble beginnings as Darlene, a fifteen-year-old checkout chick at the Blacktown Coles supermarket.
‘You look unhappy,’ says an attractive young gladiator beside me.
‘Well, I’m not,’ I lie. I’ve seen him before but can’t quite place him.
‘Fuck, I’d hate to see you when you’re unhappy then,’ he laughs, and lights up a cigarette. ‘Want one?’
I shake my head and wonder what the hell I’m doing here surrounded by gorgeous people, some barely past their teens. My new friend was no doubt playing with Tonka trucks while I read Dolly magazine to find out if my boyfriend of the time was a cosmic match.
‘Yeah, filthy habit,’ he says. ‘Hey, I know you. Weren’t you the babe in The Young Residents?’
I wonder if that’s code for ‘What happened? You’re an old scrubber now.’
‘I’m Rock, by the way,’ he says, holding out his hand. ‘Rock Hardy.’
I want to laugh out loud but shake his hand instead.
‘I’ve seen your commercials,’ he says, and smiles. ‘Don’t you want to go back to acting though?’
After a brief pause to confabulate I say, ‘I’m thinking about doing this show MTV are producing, you know, the first hip-hop reality sitcom, but it’s still hush-hush.’
I’m just starting to enjoy lying through my teeth when Gloria and one of her charges, Petrea, walk into the conversation.
‘Hello, Rock. Looking gorgeous, as always,’ says Gloria, kissing him playfully on the lips.
‘Look, everyone,’ says Petrea, brandishing a calendar and a joint, ‘I’m Ms September!’
Petrea is in the midst of a crisis. She’s just turned thirty and is terrified of being usurped by younger, better-looking and thinner models. Hence, she recently posed naked for a Sydney radio station charity calendar. Hopes are high the exposure will reignite her modelling career. I know this from Gloria’s indiscreet gossiping. God knows what she tells people about me.
Gloria introduces Petrea to Rock. They laugh, telling Gloria they’ve known each other for yonks. I find myself wondering if they’ve slept together, and then wonder why I’m wondering.
‘Bald head at two o’clock,’ says Gloria, spying one of the ‘it’ girls of the moment, sans hair. Her name? Summer Ashcroft. ‘Shaving your head is de rigueur, Luce. Think Cate Blanchett in Heaven, Sigourney Weaver in Alien 3 -’
‘Demi Moore in Striptease,’ I add.
‘It wasn’t bloody Striptease.’
‘Whatever. I wouldn’t do it.’
‘Suit yourself. That’s why little Summer over there gets the gigs.’
‘Really? It’s got nothing to do with the fact she’s sixteen, ten-foot tall and looks sensational in a bikini? I doubt if I shaved my head it would have the same effect. Were my breasts ever that high?’
‘Look,’ Gloria says, ignoring me, ‘there are people at the bar doing cocaine.’
She’s about to make her way over there when a commotion breaks out near us. It involves Gracie and her ex-husband, Edwin.
‘What’s her problem tonight?’ I whisper to Gloria.
‘See that guy with his arm around Edwin?’ she replies.
A theatre critic with The Australian newspaper, Edwin has a gaunt, elegant frame and is wearing crocodile-skin trousers, a black poloneck cashmere jumper and black boots with a five-centimetre heel. The guy Gloria is referring to is dressed similarly and holds a cigarette between his middle and ring finger. As I watch, Edwin throws his head back and laughs at something the young (very young) and pretty guy has just said.
‘That’s Marcus, Edwin’s new friend,’ says Gloria.
‘No! Edwin’s pushing forty-five. Marcus must be -’ 
‘Barely legal.’
I feel a fleeting twinge of sympathy for Gracie as Edwin and Marcus keep laughing, oblivious to her growing agitation. 
As the evening wears on, I pass the time watching the young things boogie and flirt with each other between popping pills. It’s a million miles away from my life in the suburbs in a house with neither kitchen nor husband. An overwhelming feeling of inadequacy grips me.
‘Status anxiety,’ says Gloria when I finally unburden myself. ‘For God’s sake, don’t compare yourself to others, especially those who have achieved greatness or had greatness thrust upon them. No good can come of it.’
I snort as Gloria shrugs and drifts off into the crowd.
Rock appears again, barely five centimetres from my face. Just as I’m starting to get the impression he likes me, he sticks his tongue down my throat.
‘Let me take you away from all of this, Lucy,’ he says, coming up for air.
Had I been even drunker, I might have been tempted. After all, I don’t get too many offers of gladiatorial nocturnal delights. But I can’t leave with a man-boy called Rock, because I might end up having really bad sex with him and then feel traumatised and hung-over. Besides, I could never wake up in the morning feeling lusty about a guy named after something igneous.
Then I feel guilty, very guilty, about the kiss. I’m a married woman, for God’s sake. I have two children.
I leave with Gloria not long after Gracie jumps into the pool, nude. The water must be all of three degrees.
Fifteen minutes later, we arrive at a fancy cocktail bar in the inner city.
‘It’s been way too long since I’ve done this,’ I say to Gloria.
‘Tell me something I don’t know.’
I tell her about Max’s postcards.
‘Bloody Max,’ she says, before listing all the reasons why she doesn’t like him. It’s a very long list.
‘Wearing slip-ons is not a good enough reason to dislike someone,’ I tell her.
‘It’s my list, I’m allowed to dislike him for any reason I want.’
By the time she tells me the thirty-second reason - he didn’t get Kenny - it’s late in the evening and we’ve downed a bottle of Moët thanks to the American Express card.
‘And,’ she says finally, ‘he’s a liar.’
I nod. Can’t argue with that. Then I feel disloyal and say, ‘Everyone lies. For instance, I’m always running late and blaming it on the traffic.’
‘White lies are fine,’ says Gloria, holding up her hand.
‘If I could count the number of times a day I say, “Fabulous to hear from you, darling,” when I’d rather stick needles in my arms . . . But that’s beside the point. Max is a snake.
A stinking, rotten, lying, slip-on-shoe-wearing snake.’
Tears well in my eyes. It’s time to call it a night.
‘There, there,’ says Gloria, rubbing my back. ‘You were due for an upgrade. It’s over with Max. Just make sure his replacement is richer, better looking, more successful, and preferably younger. Stamina counts.’
‘I’m not going to replace Max,’ I say.
‘True, you need some time to revel in being free again. 
Dance on tabletops, shag someone, many someones. Have fun.’
‘Gloria, you’re drunk. Besides, who’s going to look twice at me let alone shag me? Have you seen my stretch marks?’
Am I really talking about shagging? Two weeks ago, I believed I was a reasonably happily married woman, who would be even more so once the renovations were completed. How did I get here? I know Max and I weren’t as happy as we had been, but I still thought we were reasonably happy, that ‘We’re in this together for the rest of our lives so we might as well make the most of it’ kind of happy. It’s true, I hadn’t asked Max how he was lately. I just assumed he was fine. Except, of course, on those nights when we’d argue and come to the mutual conclusion that we hated each other, our life together was a sham and we couldn’t understand why we’d ever got married in the first place.
‘I need to do something about myself, don’t I?’ I say to Gloria. ‘I need to reinvent myself so that when Max comes home -’
‘Have you heard a word I’ve said? Yes, let’s transform you, it’ll be fun. But please don’t do it for Max. He’s not worth it. Never has been. He’s always treated you like his personal slave. What you need, Lucy Springer, is to forget all about Max.’
‘Don’t be ridickuloose,’ I slur.
‘You’re pissed and you need a fuck to knock some sense into you.’
‘Language! I’m not pissed and I don’t need a fuck as you so eloquently put it. Although, Glors, I was putting some things away last night and came across some old photos -’ Gloria yawns, her interest in the conversation clearly waning.
‘- of Dom. I haven’t thought about him in years.’
Gloria perks up. ‘Hey, I heard recently that he’s back in Australia. It should be easy enough to find him . . .’
‘I don’t think so,’ I say, twirling my empty champagne glass distractedly in my fingers. ‘Both the great loves of my life have walked out on me. Clearly, the universe is trying to tell me something.’
‘Yes it is. One: Max is not, nor has he ever been, the love of your life. And two: it’s time you re-established contact with Dom because he’s the bomb! I’m going to make it my mission to find him.’




Day 14 
There’s an axe in my skull. Someone has scalped me. I reach for my head: no axe, scalp in place, but there’s a hell of a throbbing pain. The price of another excessive night’s drinking.
When I’m finally able to get up, I wander aimlessly around my half-house. There are mountains of grey dust everywhere. It’s centimetres thick in some parts. Builders’ tools block the narrow walkway to the makeshift kitchen/ family room but I can’t muster the strength to swear and kick them to the side. In an effort to distract myself from thinking about Max’s letter, I venture outside and try my hand at weeding. I last four and a half minutes.
I rake dead brown leaves on the driveway. Two minutes. 
The pool! The pool is green. It’s a big job, it’ll take at least an hour, maybe more. I start skimming leaves from the top and vaguely make out the slimy sediment and rotting leaves on the pool floor. Wish I had a barracuda, the pool cleaner, not the fish. Dom hated barracudas, Kreepy Kraulys. In fact, all pool vacuums . . . Thoughts of Dom assail me. Not surprising, really. Gloria’s suggestion last night has triggered lots of memories.
Dom and I hit it off straightaway when we first met. He was easy to be around, handsome, uncomplicated. We just clicked, even sharing the same sense of humour. For the three years we flatted together, I saw Dom almost every day. We knew everything about each other: likes, dislikes, pet hates, fantasies (well, some of them) and phobias - that’s how I know about his dislike of pool vacuums: the slurping noise drove him to distraction. I also heard about his family dramas going back to childhood, like the bust-up of Christmas 1986 when his mum stormed out after losing the annual Monopoly game.
And then . . . nothing. After Dom left for Europe, it was like he’d died. Any latent belief that we’d end up together gradually faded into the background, especially after Max came along.
Oh, why am I thinking about Dom?
Because my husband needs space! And I’m left feeling abandoned, washed-up.
It’d be hard to find two men more completely opposite to each other than Max and Dom. Whereas Dom took easygoing to ridiculous extremes, Max is brooding, sensitive and complicated. It’s almost like I went out of my way to choose a lover who could in no way remind me of Dom and what might have been.
But that’s ancient history.
Still, I can’t help but wonder where Dom’s settled now that he’s back in Australia. What’s he doing? Who’s he doing it with? His life has to be in better shape than mine.
* * * 
When Sam and Bella get home from spending the night at Mum’s, Bella stomps around the building site that used to be our home. ‘I hate walking around with dust in my mouth all the time!’ she yells, then spends the best part of the afternoon cleaning and twitching - reviving memories of the clean-freak stage she went through when she was six. 
‘Every time you pick up the phone,’ she tells Sam, ‘your mouth acts as a vacuum, inhaling germs, bacteria and other airborne diseases like tuberculosis. Do you know what tuberculosis is? It gets into your lungs so you can’t breathe. 
Then you die.’ She snaps her fingers. ‘Just like that. These germs can live for days, breeding, multiplying. They’re out there, Sammy, waiting to pounce.’
Sam starts to cry and I realise I should intervene.
‘Bella, enough! Stop terrorising your brother.’
Where does she learn this stuff? When I was her age, I was staging song-and-dance extravaganzas for my bemused grandparents.
Sam wakes up in the middle of the night screaming, ‘The germs are attacking. The germs are attacking!’




Day 15 
First thing in the morning, I’m trying to separate frozen bread slices when the sharp, serrated knife slips. I wrap a tea towel around my bloody hand.
‘A likely story,’ says Mum who calls - checking up on me, no doubt. ‘Why didn’t you use the microwave?’
‘It’s difficult to reach, not to mention temperamental. Besides, no time.’
‘Takes ten seconds.’
‘Thanks, Mum,’ I say, and abandon the conversation. My hand’s throbbing. I hope I haven’t cut a tendon.
As I’m driving to school, blood drips down my hand onto my lap and Sam shrieks that I’m going to die. Bella tells him that if I was trying to kill myself, I stuffed up big time. She’s obviously been talking to Mum.
‘Bella, that’s it. No more Foxtel for you,’ I say, swerving slightly too close to the edge of the road.
‘I’m only joking,’ she says, rolling her eyes. ‘We’re learning all about diseases at school. You know, like how we cut up sheep brains the other day?’
‘What’s that got to do my hand?’
‘Well, unless you take a truckload of antibiotics, the germs will get in, your cut will get maggots and your hand will fall off.’
It’s a relief to drop them off and head for the doctor’s. 
An hour later, I’m stitched up and ready to leave when my doctor, a no-nonsense Polish woman by the name of Lina, clears her throat and says, ‘About your hand, Lucy . . .’ She then fires off a series of questions about my state of mind. Seems Bella and Mum aren’t alone in their suspicions about my mental health.
Driving home, I can’t help but think that none of this would have happened if I hadn’t hired Spud. If the renovation hadn’t turned into a disaster, Max wouldn’t have got fed up and gone to Bali on a surfing holiday - without me.
If only he’d turn on his phone we could sort out this mess. He has to come back eventually. I just wish he’d hurry up about it. We have two children, for God’s sake. No matter what he’s going through right now, he can’t leave them hanging indefinitely. Things might be awkward for a while but I’m sure we’ll get back on track again. We always have before.
Patch shows me the new toilet for the ensuite bathroom. For something so extortionately expensive it looks very much like your run-of-the-mill, everyday toilet. I feel dizzy when he hands me a list of questions that need answers in the next couple of days, re flooring, kitchen benchtops, taps and sink.
‘What about the oven and dishwasher?’ I ask.
‘Later. What happened to your hand?’ he asks, nodding towards my bandage.
‘A very sharp knife.’
‘Accident?’
I shrug my shoulders.
‘Hurt?’
‘Yep, but a little pain never killed anyone,’ I say with a grin, glancing significantly at the Global knife block sitting on top of the washing machine. Turning my attention back to him, I continue, ‘You were saying about the new oven?’
‘Yeah, I’m on to it,’ he says, twitching a little.
I walk away, confident I’ve left the impression I could turn on him at any moment because I’m so unhinged.
‘Let’s play Monopoly tonight, Mum,’ Bella says after dinner.
And we do. We eat popcorn, we smile and we are happy.
Sam, channelling Donald Trump, buys a gazillion hotels on the green squares (Regent, Oxford and Bond streets) and the yellow ones (Piccadilly, Leicester Square and Coventry Street), while I’m facing bankruptcy. Bella, in jail, cheers Sam on and doesn’t express any desire for freedom, despite holding a Get Out of Jail Free card. We’re in the middle of what is traditionally (in our house) a very competitive board game. Yet the kids are sticking to the rules and being nice to each other. The last time we played Monopoly, I had to bend the rules significantly to get Bella released from jail. It was either that or deal with the catastrophic consequences - tantrums, name-calling, tears. But this time, Bella’s cheering Sam as he strives for world domination. I never thought I’d see the day. I’m not convinced these are my children.




Day 16 
I’m admiring Patch’s spectacularly chiselled arms from a distance when he notices me and walks over. Launching into what sounds like a rehearsed speech, he tells me they’re encountering problems with the renovation: apart from rising damp and a leaking roof, they need to do additional excavation before the cement slab can be laid. I tune out. The bloody slab was supposed to be poured months ago. Why couldn’t Patch have foreseen all this and mentioned it while Max was still here?
‘Can you fix it?’ I ask him.
‘Of course, but it’ll cost.’
I flinch. I’m a little nervous that the money’s going to run out - quite possibly sooner rather than later.
Patch has a smile on his face and looks annoyingly happy. 
Handsome, almost.
‘Why are you so happy?’ I ask him.
‘I just am. Generally speaking, men are happier than women. We can’t get pregnant, and for us chocolate is just food.’
I nod, but he isn’t finished.
‘We can wear white T-shirts in the rain, no shirts in the sun. Car mechanics don’t lie to us, the world is our urinal and people never stare at our chest when talking to us.’
‘Thanks, I get it now. Men are so much happier than women.’
‘You betcha,’ Patch says. He’s still going as I walk away.
‘We have freedom of choice when it comes to growing a moustache, we don’t need to wax our bikini line, or our legs, we can live with the same hairstyle all our lives . . .’
‘I’m leaving if I’m partnered with Bec again this week,’ I say to Gloria when we arrive at the tennis courts. ‘I can’t bear her bossiness. “Keep your racquet up, Lucy”, “Use your forearm grip, Lucy”, “Lucy, the aim is to hit the ball over the net”. Then there’s my hand. I can’t really throw the ball in the air.’
‘All excuses,’ Gloria says and pulls me across the car park.
I’m not partnered with Bec - hurrah! Instead, I’m partnered with the second-most competitive woman in the group: Tracee, with an ‘e’ not a ‘y’.
‘Thought any more about Dom?’ Gloria says as we stagger back to the car afterwards.
I shake my head. ‘Don’t you remember, my therapist said not to.’
‘Thirteen years ago!’ says Gloria, making an ugly snorting noise.
‘Maybe, but we don’t want me becoming “delicate” again, do we?’
‘It’s a bit late for that, don’t you think, lovely?’
‘Whatever. The past should be left in the past.’
‘This time it might be different. Maybe this time around you two could -’
‘Would you just stop? I’m a married woman! And I don’t want to talk about him.’
‘Okay, but I found his website and got his email address -’
‘Enough already!’
But she’s let the genie out of the bottle and I think even more about Dom that night. I’d promised him I’d be there at the airport to say goodbye, but Gloria did the honours in the end.
Would life have turned out differently for Dom and me if I had gone to the airport that day? I doubt it. The only difference is that instead of crying about him in private, like I did, I’d have sobbed in public. And that’s never a good look.




Day 17 
It’s the day of the audition for the porta-puppy-potty. One of the women auditioning looks like Jessica Simpson straight out of the remake of The Dukes of Hazzard. I’m talking bikini top and short shorts with preposterously high stiletto heels. What the hell is she thinking? Do dogs need to see your backside and toned, tanned calves to do their business?
I glance down at my sheer pink blouse. Perhaps if I undo a couple of buttons . . .
During the course of the audition, several breeds of dog, including an overly excited Great Dane, slobber on me and I have to scoop up real dog shit nine times. (I count.)
Afterwards, an attractive young girl bounces up to me. It seems she recognises me from my days on The Young Residents, in particular my death scene.
‘That was so cool,’ she trills. ‘I really thought you were dying. ’Cause I saw my nan die - she was in hospital too - and you died exactly like she did, with a final gasp, snort and then . . . nothing. So cool. The way the family gathered around you crying . . . and then your funeral. God! I cried so much.
‘Did you actually have to lie in that box?’ she burbles on. ‘I mean, of course you did - it was an open casket. We saw everything. Nice death dress, by the way. And your husband! What a bastard.’
You don’t know the half of it, I think as I watch a miniature apricot schnoodle take on a German shepherd. 
‘Shagging his girlfriend in the funeral home bathroom, while you’re all made up in your best clothes . . . I felt so sorry for you. And then the grave scene where your adulterous husband flung himself across the coffin while the band played “I Will Always Love You”. I was like, you prick!’ 
‘Yeah, well,’ I manage, when she pauses for breath.
‘So have you done any other television shows since then?’
I want to say, ‘I’ve done diddly-squat. My husband has left me and would probably dance on my grave if I died tomorrow. I’m miserable. I need a life. A brand-new life,’ but instead I just smile awkwardly.
My mortification is complete when Gracie Gardener sees me mid-poop-scoop on her way past to do a promo for Seasons. I’d thought it was bad when I rushed on stage with one breast hanging out of my dress for the last performance of Romeo and Juliet at NIDA, but now I know public shaming doesn’t have to occur on stage or even in front of an audience.
Retrieving the last remaining crumbs of my pride off the floor, before they get scooped up along with dog excrement, I rush to Sam’s school concert. I have canine slobber and dog hairs all over me. But I’m running late and there’s no time to dash home and freshen up.
To make sure Sam sees me, I take the only available seat - in the front row near the stage. Unfortunately, it’s reserved for the principal, who’s not happy when she sees me plonk myself down. The minion who comes over to remove me from the seat nearly gags as she gets close to me and I realise I really should have gone home to shower and change.
After making a humiliating exit from the seat, I stand at the side of the hall for the duration of the concert, self-conscious because the see-through blouse I’m wearing isn’t the most appropriate outfit for the occasion. One of the mothers, who looks like she sleeps with massive curlers in her hair and wears flesh-coloured granny undies, gives me an unimpressed glance. I glare back at her then turn my attention to my son, who, might I say, makes an outstanding singing mountain goat. It brings tears to my eyes. Max should be here for this.
After the concert, Sam’s teacher, Mrs Taylor, tells me Sam said I’d cut off my arm. I show her my hand and the wound and she smiles sympathetically. ‘How did it happen?’
‘Separating frozen bread.’
‘That’s what microwaves are for,’ she says.
Once the kids are in bed, I switch on the computer with the intention of googling Dom. But before I can, I notice several emails in my inbox waiting to be opened. I scan the list looking for something from Max. Nothing. But my heart skips a beat when I realise there’s one from Dom. Sent two days ago. Bloody Gloria, I’ll kill her.
To: LucySpringer@xbox.com
From: DomDelahunty@littlepond.net
 DomDelahunty@littlepond.net Hey Lucy, how are you? Long time, no Hey Lucy, how are you? Long time, no contact . . . Gloria somehow got hold of me and gave me your details. Won’t bombard you now with a recap of the last dozen years, but I wanted to let you know I’m thinking of you. Dom.
I don’t bother replying. There’s just too much going on in my life to drag Dom into the mix.




Day 18 
It is a truth universally acknowledged that rain causes builders, handymen, plasterers - in fact, tradespeople of all descriptions - to disappear without a trace. This morning, as all of three drops of water fell from the sky, Patch and his team downed tools and scurried away before the sun could reappear. They didn’t know I was watching them, but I was. I have nothing better to do with my time at the moment.
By mid-morning, the rain is torrential and I’m staring out the window at the huge mudslide engulfing our side yard, aka the new family room. The mud room. Any second now, the neighbours will beetle over to tell me their home has been engulfed by our sludge avalanche.
Rain is pouring in through the blue tarp and flooding the laundry/kitchen/family room. Upstairs, the roof is also leaking copiously. Everywhere I turn, there’s foul, dirty water. It’s also bloody freezing.
It was all so exciting when Max and I bought the place six years ago. It wasn’t perfect but I loved it anyway. The gardens alone were worth the money for me. Max kept wanting to renovate, to build ‘the perfect family home’, but I always managed to put him off. ‘It takes a strong marriage to survive a renovation,’ I’d joke, only to have Max reply, ‘We’re perfect candidates. I can’t think of anyone who’s got a stronger marriage than you and me.’
Max is good at charm when it suits him, but in this case he was right. Our early days together were so much fun, filled with unexpected romantic trips - to the Hunter Valley for hot-air ballooning at sunrise; to Melbourne for an overnight sojourn in the Windsor Hotel; picnics in the Botanic Gardens . . . Max and I seemed blessed with happiness. Even as recently as Valentine’s Day this year, Max gave me red roses and Bollinger champagne. (Thanks very much. It was delicious. Pity you weren’t here to share it with me.)
Since Valentine’s Day, it has to be said, there’s been a definite shift. Max’s late nights and early morning starts began before the demolition, but afterwards they really kicked into top gear. When I asked him if everything was okay, he snapped, ‘What is this? An inquisition? You really need to get a life, Lucy, so you don’t keep hammering on about mine.’
So I did - taking up tennis with Gloria, buying a whizzbang sewing machine (still in its box, but I had good intentions), and putting more effort into reviving my acting career. And somehow the crack of distance between us widened into a chasm . . .
* * * 
The rain has saturated the linen cupboard and destroyed our wedding album. I should have taken it upstairs when I moved the others. Now, Max’s and my faces are distorted beyond repair. An omen if ever there was one.
I’m mopping up the laundry/living room when Patch pokes his head in.
‘We can’t work here today,’ he tells me.
‘So I gathered,’ I say, squeezing dirty water into a bucket.
‘Yeah, it’s um, like raining. Bummer.’
I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve broken down in front of Patch, and I refuse to do it again today. Still, my voice catches when I say, ‘Welcome to my world. There are leaks everywhere.’
‘Come on, Lucy, it’s not too bad. The long-term forecast is for sunshine. Still, I guess those weather guys are wrong ninety per cent of the time.’
‘You had me at “The long-term forecast is for sunshine”.
Why did you have to keep talking?’
To my relief, Patch and two of his offsiders work in the torrential downpour for the next two hours, fixing new tarpaulins to the roof.




Day 19 
The rain is so heavy that everything has become damp and mildewy. Black mould is attempting a hostile takeover of the entire house and Bella is on the verge of a nervous breakdown.
Before school, the kids pester me about Max (where is he?) and raincoats (they don’t have any). Why is it that as soon as it rains you can never find an umbrella or a raincoat?
On the drive to school, Sam says, ‘Seriously, Mum, when’s Dad coming home?’
‘Any day now,’ I lie.
I know I should prepare them, warn them their father might have decided to start a new life without us. But now’s not the time. Not when it’s 8.40 am, we’re at the kiss-and-drop zone and the principal’s eyeballing me to make sure I don’t overstay my allotted two minutes. The children, each wearing a daggy old parka, jump out of the car and run for cover in the school grounds.
Stopping at the local coffee shop, I see Trish and wave to her. She ignores me. She’s one moody piece of work lately - or maybe I’ve just become horribly paranoid. Trish leads the weekly prayer meeting at the local church and she’s always inviting me along to pray for our souls, our school and other worthy community causes. But I can never quite make it. For a start, I blaspheme too much to go to church. And part of me (a big part; huge, actually) doesn’t want to be swept along by some perverse cult. Okay, okay, so she belongs to a mainstream religion, but still, sometimes the words ‘religious freak’ pop into my head when I see her. Anyway, last time I declined her invitation she got quite shirty. But that was a couple of months ago. And Christians aren’t supposed to hold grudges, are they?
Armed with my large takeaway soy cappuccino, I sit in my bedroom and re-read Max’s postcard for the umpteenth time. What am I hoping for? An extra couple of sentences I missed the first time? Something like: Having a tiny mid-life crisis but I love you so much and promise to be a happier, more attentive and loving husband when I get back, which will be very, very soon. I love you more than life itself, Lucy, so please don’t worry. Max xx Instead, I get zip.
It’s one thing for him to walk out on me, but to leave Bella and Sam as well? It’s incomprehensible. What would make him do such a thing? It makes me so angry I could cut his clothes up into tiny pieces and scatter them in the pool.
Now, there’s an idea. But what would be the point? I’d just have to fish them out again once my anger subsided because no other bastard would do it for me.
One of the mothers from school threw her husband’s laptop into their pool when he left her. That little incident kept the mothers from 5L gossiping for a good three weeks. But Max seems to have taken his laptop with him.
A tidal wave of sadness engulfs me. Have I really been such a terrible wife and mother? Then I get angry again and want to hit him, hard; maybe throw him in the sludgy pool. Wouldn’t that be a sight to behold?
I’m shoving piles of Max’s clothes into garbage bags when the phone rings. It’s Gloria.
‘Are you sure you don’t want to try out for Celebrity Circus, Luce? The wheel of death is really connecting with the twenty- to thirty-nine-year-olds out there.’
‘Give up, Gloria.’
‘Australian Fear Factor?’
‘There is no way on this earth I’m letting some crazy guy talk me into eating rotten bull’s balls or any other dead animal’s genitalia.’
‘You’re making it hard for yourself, Lucy. You should at least try these things - I, myself, wouldn’t be averse to a bit of ball action of any description right now. Besides, reality TV is not going to disappear, so the sooner you get used to the fact your future involves playing poker, eating witchetty grubs or parading half-nude in a fishbowl, the sooner you’ll get real television work again.’
‘Don’t you think it’s slightly odd that families gather round their television on Sunday nights to watch C-grade celebrities cram as many maggot-infested dead scorpions into their mouths as possible?’
‘Give the audience what they want, that’s my motto,’ says Gloria, then takes a deep breath. ‘Look, you know I’ll keep putting you forward for commercials, Luce, but you have to make an effort.’
‘Speaking of which, have you heard anything about the dog commercial?’
Gloria hesitates. ‘Not yet.’
‘That’s not a good sign, is it?’
‘I’m sure you’ll get it.’
‘You’re such a bad liar.’
‘I’m not. It’s just that a lot of people auditioned. You know how it is. There’s a tinnitus ad coming up. I’ll see what buttons I need to push to get you an audition.’
‘Great! I’ll make sure I keep an ear out for your call. Can’t wait.’
‘Now, now, there are other people in the world -’ she starts, but I hang up on her.
Instead of continuing to pack up Max’s clothes, I check my email messages. There are none from Max, surprise, surprise, but there are two more from Dom. I don’t know how I feel about that, except that I remember I forgot to tell Gloria off for putting him in contact with me.
To: LucySpringer@xbox.com 
From: DomDelahunty@littlepond.net
Hey Lucy, okay, perhaps I was being too subtle with Hey Lucy, okay, perhaps I was being too subtle with my first email. Did you not get the hint that I want you to email me, or, better yet, pick up the phone?Gloria’s filled me in on what’s been going on and it sounds like you could do with the company of an old friend who knew you before The Young Residents and hasn’t seen you espousing the virtues of broccoli.
I think that someone could be me. Come on, girl, call me. Dom xx 
To: LucySpringer@xbox.com
From: DomDelahunty@littlepond.net
Lucy, remember the end-of-year Christmas bash Lucy, remember the end-of-year Christmas bash where I knocked my head and you took me to hospital? Thought you might like to know I’ve still got a scar on my chin. Every time I shave, I think of you and smile. Well, not every time, but most . . . Call me. Dom xx 
I don’t delete the emails but I don’t reply either.
Late that night, I toss and turn in bed, wondering, remembering and cursing. Dom probably has a wife and children of his own, and it makes me kind of sad that I missed out on all of that. Not that I wanted to be the mother of his children - I was never given the opportunity. Besides, I have my own. I’m just sad that more than a decade has sailed by and I don’t know him anymore.




Day 20 
Patch arrives at 7.15 am. He’s wearing scruffy Levi’s, a faded red Chairman Mao T-shirt and brown Blundstones. It’s not his usual workday attire.
‘With all the damage the torrential rain has caused, we’re not going to be able to work here for a couple of days until after the rain stops,’ he says, looking at me expectantly. ‘It’s because your ground is made of clay and clay retains water.’
‘But we’ve got no kitchen,’ I say, bursting into tears.
Patch awkwardly puts his arms around me. He smells fresh. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says, and makes a hasty exit. It’s 7.18 am.
So now I’m mopping up the floors (again!) while my teeth whiten. Yes, I’m wearing whitening strips on my choppers - feels like chewing gum, looks much worse. Why? Because I’m insecure and have succumbed to the advice of Petrea, aka Ms September, the bronzed woman at the Actors’ Studio the other night who flashed her gleaming white teeth at me at every opportunity. ‘White teeth give you a competitive edge every time, Lucy.’ She looked like George Hamilton with boobs the way she was carrying on.
I have a feeling these strips aren’t exactly what Petrea uses to achieve that enviable look, but I can’t exactly embark on cosmetic dental surgery when I haven’t even trialled my three-thousand-dollar toilet.
‘Mum,’ Sam says, walking into the room, ‘Fred told everyone at school I have nits because I scratch my head a lot.’
‘Tho thtop sthcratching your head.’
Sam stands in front of me furiously scratching at his scalp. ‘I can’t. What’s on your teeth?’
I cover my mouth with my hand. ‘Thothing.’
I quickly examine his head. Relief. No lice.
‘Whoth Fred anyway?’
‘A new kid. He can drink chocolate milk through a straw up his nose.’
Tonight I’m having dinner with a group of school mums. Though I hesitated before accepting the invitation, not fancying having to tell people Max has left me, I decided to go because I really need to put in some effort with the mums. Morning conversations at the school gate aren’t much chop, Saturday soccer has deteriorated into a sombre occasion, and I really didn’t make a good impression at Sam’s concert.
As I still can’t reach Alana, I reluctantly agree to let Mum have Bella and Sam sleep at her house, which is probably a good thing. When Sam’s not furiously scratching at himself, he’s blaming me because soccer’s been cancelled due to rain.
‘It’s not my fault,’ I tell him. ‘Contrary to popular belief, I’m not God.’
Meanwhile, Bella’s becoming more agitated because her dad’s not here and hasn’t called.
I try distracting them by taking them shopping, but even new Nintendo games don’t keep them quiet for long. So yes, the break at Mum’s will do us all good.
‘Thanks for picking me up,’ I say to Nadia on the way to dinner.
‘Under the circumstances, Luce . . . I mean, with Max away and everything . . .’
We sit down at the reserved table for eight at the local Thai restaurant.
Emma is the next to arrive. She bounces up and gives me a big hug and kisses me on the cheek. ‘How you doing?’ she asks, her South African intonation unmistakable. Emma’s complexion is flawless. She’d have to be in her mid-thirties, but you’d never know it. I can’t find one wrinkle on her unblemished face and, believe me, I’ve searched.
‘Not bad,’ I say, now truly alarmed that the kids have been telling stories at school about me.
Within half an hour, seven women are drinking riesling and chatting about rostered sex lives. It’s a bit of a change from the actors’ party the other night, with people doing lines of coke at the bar and popping ecstasy tabs like they were peppermints. I notice there are more fat people here than at that party (or maybe there’s just a higher proportion of weighty people at this particular restaurant). There’s also a lot of conservative navy-blue skirts and sensible flat shoes. Black, of course.
‘I’ve told him it’s two nights off, one night on,’ says Lizzie, a buxom brunette whose clothing choices do little to minimise her enormous cantaloupes.
‘You actually schedule sex?’ Nadia asks.
‘Yep, that way he leaves me alone to read my book in bed two nights out of three. It’s great.’
Nadia’s intrigued. ‘What about when you want to have sex? Can you ask for it?’
‘Please! Enough is enough,’ says Lizzie, her bosom heaving. ‘He’s satisfied, to a point, and I’m willing to go along with it because I get peace and quiet.’
‘I read somewhere you should make yourself available for sex with your husband whether you’re in the mood or not,’ says Emma.
Lizzie snorts. Several women gasp. I wonder whether that was my mistake with Max.
‘You don’t actually believe that, do you, Emma?’ asks Lizzie.
‘I know it sounds -’
‘Archaic?’ Lizzie says helpfully.
‘Maybe, but apparently we should adjust to the way our husbands perform and simply trust them -’ Emma continues.
‘Like our mothers did?’ Nadia says.
‘Men these days feel powerless, emasculated -’
‘Please,’ says Lizzie.
‘She has a point,’ says Dee. ‘It’s a gender-confused world.
Men are wimps; women have become she-men. You know, there’s a huge movement of women who want a return to family values.’
‘I know,’ agrees Lizzie, twirling her wineglass. ‘It’s all about keeping the family together.’
‘Protecting the children,’ adds Emma.
‘Save me,’ Nadia whispers to me, as she reaches across my chest for the nearly empty wine bottle.
‘Is she serious?’ I ask.
‘Absolutely. It’s all part of the Subservient Wives Clubs that are springing up.’
Clearly, I’m not in the club. I glance at my watch. It’s only 8.40 pm. Everyone takes a sip from their wineglass, contemplating their own suburban lives. No one asks me about Max, and I daren’t ask after anyone else’s husband because it might mean they’ll mention mine. Gazing around the table, I notice there isn’t enough wine, especially if we’re to continue discussing our sex lives, or lack thereof.
‘Who’s for more wine?’ asks Emma.
Relieved I’m not the only one who wants more, I volunteer to walk to the bottle shop with Emma. Once there, we agree to buy four bottles, then settle on six.
‘Everything okay?’ Emma asks during our walk back to the restaurant. ‘If there’s anything you need . . .’
Armed with a full glass of pinot gris, I relax and try to forget about she-men, Max, the house and my flailing career.
But, of course, I think about Max.
The last time we had dinner with school parents was at a trivia fundraiser four months ago. Max thought he was so clever, jumping up and shouting out the answers before our team could discuss the question and agree on an answer. To pay him his due, he did get them all right, up until the last one concerning an eighties band. An aficionado of seventies’ and eighties’ music, I knew the answer immediately and put it to the table. Max disagreed, shouting out, ‘Wham!’ Victory was snatched from our grasp when another table won with the right answer: A Flock of Seagulls.
‘So tell me,’ says Wendy, who’s sitting at the far end of the table and has barely said a word all night. (Mind you, I wouldn’t want to draw attention to myself either if I lived in leggings that emphasised my eleventh toe.) ‘Is Mr Cutts really an alcoholic?’ Bryan Cutts teaches Year Four maths.
‘Absolutely,’ says Lizzie. ‘My kids say he smells of beer in the morning and drinks from a silver flask during the day. He hides it in his middle right-hand desk drawer.’
‘No,’ says Emma.
‘True,’ says Lizzie, making a cross over her heart with her right index finger. ‘Children don’t make up stories like that.’
‘Seems like a nice guy,’ I chip in.
‘Yeah, nice but a drinker,’ Dee says.
I drain my glass and zone out, wondering if, in a couple of years when the kids go to new schools, this group of women will remain in contact. Unlikely, when there’s nothing much to talk about besides Mr Cutts’ drinking habits and whether Miss Wise (Year One) really is a member of the Children of God sect. (I don’t believe she is.)
‘His wife left him, didn’t she?’ says Camel-toe Wendy, still banging on about Bryan Cutts, poor bastard.
‘Years ago,’ says Dee, refilling her glass.
I feel sorry for Mr Cutts, thinking how I’d probably be taking a flask of vodka to school if I had to teach thirty-one screaming nine-year-olds day in, day out.
‘How are the renovations coming along, Lucy?’ Dee asks.
‘Could be better. Tradesmen defecating in paint pots, that sort of thing.’
Dee stares at me in horror. I mentally slap myself. This is exactly how rumours get started. If I choose not to correct what I’ve just said, it’ll be all over the school by Monday morning. ‘Did you hear? Lucy’s builders poo in the paint pots.’ Bella would never talk to me again.
‘Kidding,’ I say. ‘But seriously, the wee is killing my hydrangeas. According to the builder, we’ve got rising damp, drainage problems, a non-flushing toilet . . . but it’ll all work out eventually, I guess.’
‘I thought Trish was coming tonight?’ says Wendy.
Nadia glares at her. ‘No, I don’t think so.’
‘Is Trish okay?’ I ask Nadia. ‘I’ve seen her a couple of times lately and she’s stared straight through me.’
The other women look sheepishly into their wineglasses. ‘What with Alana -’ Wendy begins.
‘The concert was great the other day, wasn’t it?’ Nadia interrupts.
‘Very good,’ agrees Emma.
Am I missing something here?
The conversation drifts towards predictable talk about private schools versus public, selective versus non-selective, streaming as opposed to not . . . Thank God Max insisted on paying Isabella’s and Sam’s school fees up-front. At least I won’t have that financial burden to worry about. At the time, I didn’t think it made sense but Max insisted. Said that school fees would keep increasing every year so it made financial sense to pay them outright at today’s rates. For a brief moment, that little memory makes me wonder if Max has been planning his getaway for a long time.
‘What the hell are you doing here?’ bellows a voice, causing everyone to turn around in surprise. It’s Trish and she’s glaring at me.
At first I think she’s joking. ‘Occasionally, they let me out for good behaviour,’ I reply.
But she starts screaming and now the whole restaurant’s turning our way. ‘You think it’s funny, your mongrel husband running off with Alana?’ she shrieks.
‘Alana?’ I say, shocked. ‘Max doesn’t even -’ I stop, horrified at the knowledge that’s dawning on me. Max and Alana? Max said he needed space . . . with Alana? The same Alana who started babysitting for us two years ago when she was studying for her HSC? Bookish, freckles on the nose, Justin-Timberlake-lovingAlana? The women around the table shift uncomfortably in their seats. It’s blindingly clear they know exactly what Trish is talking about.
‘My God, why didn’t anyone tell me?’ I say, feeling utterly humiliated. Tears start rolling down my cheeks. ‘I didn’t know he was with Alana,’ I sob.
‘It’s okay,’ says Nadia.
‘How could you have known,’ says Emma, putting an arm around me.
‘Thanks to your husband,’ Trish continues, undaunted, ‘Alana’s given up university. She says she’s in love with him and isn’t coming back.’
I feel faint and short of breath, in the grip of what seems like a panic attack. I want to die. I push my chair back violently and rush to the bathroom. I desperately need to be alone. Except there are a couple of people in the cubicle next to me, doing . . . well, I’m not quite sure what they’re doing now. The noise seemed to stop when they realised another person was present.
Finally, the cubicle door opens and I’m drawn to the keyhole, watching as the couple leave. It’s Lizzie and Dee. Well, there you go. That explains the rostered-sex thing Lizzie’s got going with her husband.
I wash my face and then wait a few more minutes before walking back out to the restaurant. I need to go home. I don’t know what I’ll do when I get there, but I just know I need to go.
‘You all right?’ Nadia asks.
‘No,’ I say, wiping away new tears. ‘My husband’s fucking the babysitter. Everyone knew he was and nobody told me. And now he and Alana have disappeared to Bali.’
‘Come on, it’s not that bad.’
I snort.
‘All right,’ says Nadia, ‘it is that bad, but it’s not your fault. I wanted to tell you, really I did. But then I thought you might think I was butting in. Sorry.’
‘Trish hates me.’
‘Fuck Trish. She’s a pain in the arse,’ Nadia says. ‘But seriously, she’s crazy with grief. It’s really going to fuck with the Prozac she’s taking.’
‘Prozac?’
‘Yeah, Trish is depressed.’
‘Shit.’
‘See. We’re all fucked up in our own way,’ Nadia says and drives me home.
The house is dark and cold. I open the drinks cabinet and pour myself two nips of vodka, down them in one gulp. How long ago did it start? When was the moment when he/she/they decided they’d take the next step? Did Max try and stop himself? At any point did he think, ‘I can’t do this. I have a wife and two children. I have a family and they come first?’ What a cliché - taking off with the babysitter. Couldn’t Max think of anything more original?




Day 21 
I have a very bad night’s sleep punctuated by haunting memories of all the things Max did that show me now how inattentive he was.
1. His eyes would glaze over when I spoke to him. He rarely wanted to talk about anything but the kids.
2. On the very rare occasions we made love recently, he didn’t want to kiss me - because he had a cold; I had a sniffle; he thought he was getting a cold sore . . .
3. He’d even stopped kissing me goodbye in the morning and hello in the evening.
Clearly Max had checked out of our marriage long before he actually walked out. Why hadn’t I noticed? You’d think I’d have learnt my lesson after his affair with Poppy; that Max running off with Alana wouldn’t come as a huge surprise. But it does. I truly thought Max loved me, but no, he had sweet, young and pretty Alana picked out, all ready to replace me.
After Poppy, Max begged my forgiveness, saying the affair was a one-off, reckless lapse (lasting nineteen months) and would never happen again. I believed him, more fool me. Perhaps because we sought counselling.
Max hated going; said it made him feel inadequate. (Honey, try coping with the knowledge that your spouse is cheating on you. Talk about self-esteem issues!) But I insisted. And we worked through our problems - or so I stupidly believed. We renewed our commitment to stick with each other through good times and bad. Not just because of the children, but because we loved each other and wanted to see out our days together. I should have realised he didn’t mean a word of it when he refused to budge on the vasectomy issue. One in four married men gets the snip, but not Max. Clearly because he wanted to save his sperm for Alana.
I torment myself with images of Max and Alana playing happy families in a perfectly renovated country cottage with a white picket fence and adorable, impeccably behaved twins. (Don’t ask me why they have twins. They just do!) 
Then I think about how all those times I was cooking dinner for Max, he was busy fucking Alana. All those late nights at work, or when his mobile was switched off or ‘out of range’, he was fucking Alana. While I was at home being the good wife, listening to our children read or recite their six times table, he was fucking Alana. I feel sick. Furious. I want to kill that no-good babysitter-fucker!
I finish what I started two days ago - that is, throwing every piece of clothing Max owns into plastic bags. When I’m finished, there are thirteen garbage bags. I toss them all into the boot of the car and drive to the nearest charity bin. I heave in the first bag, then the second. And suddenly feel guilty. Max will be furious . . .
I pull down on the handle to open the bin. The only way to retrieve them is to . . . climb in? I jump up on the side of the bin and cling to the handle of the chute, my feet centimetres off the ground.
‘Are you quite finished?’ Something, a walking stick, I think, is poking me in the back.
‘Pardon?’ I say, turning around to an elderly woman who must be pushing a hundred.
‘Are you finished?’ she asks.
‘Sort of,’ I say, falling down beside her. ‘Just trying to figure out how to get a couple of bags out,’ I explain sheepishly.
‘Well, you can’t. That’s stealing.’
‘I’m not stealing. I’m trying to get the bags back because they’re mine. I threw them out by mistake.’
A flash of recognition crosses her face. ‘I know who you are - Sophia! You’ve always been stuck-up. You, with your high and mighty ways. Well, girlie, you can’t give to charity and then change your mind. Now, if you’ll excuse me, Indian giver,’ she says, stepping in front of me, opening the chute and sending three Woolworths’ bags to their destiny.
‘Excuse me,’ I say, after chewing my bottom lip for several moments, ‘but Sophia’s a character I played a long time ago. My name is Lucy. And we don’t use the term “Indian giver” these days.’
‘Who says? Besides,’ she pokes me again with her walking stick, ‘you, Sophia, are an Indian giver, as in a person who gives something and then demands it back.’
The clothes are gone. It’s too late to recover them. I return the other bags the boot of the car, leave the old woman and drive home. The only place I can think of to store Max’s clothes is on top of the bedroom cupboard. I run out of room and hurl several bags on top of Sam’s cupboard as well. If I throw out Max’s clothes, it will well and truly mean the end of our marriage, and even after what he’s done I can’t quite bear the thought. Yet. But our marriage is over. It has to be. I’m worth more than this. So are Bella and Sam.
After two hours of crying, I call Gloria. ‘She called me an Indian giver! Me!’
‘Get over it. It’s like calling you a Puerto Rican blonde or white trash. Sure it’s offensive, but people say it. Besides, she called you Sophia; she’s obviously a nutter.’
‘Yeah, she really didn’t like me or Sophia. I guess I was a bit of a diva in that show.’
‘Was?’
‘Yes, was. Now, about Max and Alana -’
‘Enough. How do you feel about Celebrity Makeovers?’ 
‘Will you concentrate on what I’m telling you for one minute? Who else knew about Max and Alana? Obviously the three hundred and fifty parents at school, but who else?’
Gloria explodes. ‘Fuck Max! Why you trusted him in the first place is beyond me. I mean, the guy dyes his hair, has oxygen facials and gets his eyelashes tinted. Please!’
‘He’s never had his eyelashes tinted.’
‘Has so. I’ve seen him at Buff ’n’ Polish.’
‘He’s only ever had one facial,’ I say.
‘What about his hair then?’
‘So? He doesn’t like being grey.’
‘Exactly. Doesn’t want to grow up. Why are you defending him anyway? He’s screwing your babysitter, for Christ’s sake.’
‘Because it doesn’t seem real. The whole night was surreal.’
When Mum brings the children home in the afternoon, she demands to know what’s going on. ‘Max has never been away for work this long before, and I have to say, Lucy, you’ve been acting peculiar ever since he left.’
I give her the abridged version, ending with, ‘So that’s when I found out about him and Alana.’
‘Alana?’ Mum says, gasping for air. ‘Little Alana?’
‘She’s nineteen, old enough -’
‘What? To be running away with a man more than twice her age? Her mother must be horrified.’
She hands me a cup of tea. There’s dust in it. ‘Do you think he’ll come back?’ she asks.
‘I really don’t know. We haven’t spoken.’
‘More to the point, do you want him back?’
‘I did at first but now . . . the stuff with Alana . . . I don’t see how we can work everything out. How could I ever trust him again? Besides, he doesn’t want me or the children, he wants her.’
‘What do Bella and Sam know?’
‘Not much.’
‘Don’t you think it’s time you sat down and told them?’ 
‘Told them what exactly? Sorry, darlings, Daddy’s humping the babysitter - you know, sweet, adorable Alana who you play SingStar with and love so much? They’re going to live together and Alana’s going to be your second mummy.’
I bury my head in my hands and cry.
‘How would you like to live by the ocean?’ I ask Bella and Sam after Mum leaves. ‘Or maybe the country?’
Bella looks at me in disbelief. ‘Is this because Dad’s left?’ 
‘No, why would you say that? Dad hasn’t left, he’s just . . .’
Bella looks at me sadly and starts to cry. ‘When’s he coming home then? Some of the kids at school are saying he’s left us and we’re going to have to live on the street like poor people.’
‘We’re not going to be living anywhere but here.’
‘You said the beach,’ says Sam.
‘Except the beach, or the country,’ I say without conviction.
‘Where’s Bali?’ Sam asks.
‘Indonesia,’ Bella answers. ‘Very hot, dirty water, doubtful hygiene.’
Sam is holding the postcard his father sent. I must have left it on the bedside table last night when I was reading it again, for the hundredth time.
‘Is that where Dad is?’ Bella asks.
I nod. ‘Yes.’
‘Can’t we go and see him?’ Sam says. ‘We could surprise him.’
I almost laugh and whip the card out of Sam’s hand.
‘He’d certainly be surprised.’
Sam starts crying. ‘I want to go to Bali and find Daddy.’
‘Daddy’s having a break,’ I say to comfort him. ‘To tell you the truth, I’m not sure how long he’s going to be away.’
Bella looks at Sam and then at me. ‘Then maybe we should go to Bali and bring him home,’ she says.
Later, when the kids have gone to bed, I phone Gloria for the third time in a day.
‘Why didn’t you just tell them about him and Alana?’ she says.
‘Yeah, right, and break their little hearts? I’m not that cruel.’
‘But Max obviously is.’
‘Anyway, I’m seriously thinking about moving away from the city -’
‘To where, exactly?’
‘The coast.’
‘Get a grip, girl. The coast is where all washed-up actors disappear to.’
‘The country, then.’
‘The country’s worse. Come on, Luce. Is this because of the dog poo commercial?’
‘I didn’t get it, did I?’
‘Sorry, hon.’
‘Hell, Gloria. I’m a loser. I can’t even nab a gig scooping dog shit. I remember when my life was one big carousel of limos, premieres, charity balls and six-star hotels.’
I was sought after once upon a time. I was loved. Max loved me, for starters. I had fans, stalkers even. Once this man sent me a photograph of myself walking out of my front door. That’s stalking in my book. Men wanted to sleep with me. Women wanted to be me, red hair and all.
‘I’m leaving,’ I say, ‘starting a new life.’
‘There’ll be other commercials,’ Gloria tells me.
‘I don’t want other commercials.’
‘Luce, stay in the city. You love the city. What am I saying? You’re not living anywhere near civilisation as it is, all the way out there in the ’burbs. But at least you’ve got more chance of success than you’ll have living in some hick town three hundred kilometres away.’
‘I should give up this acting crap. You saw those people at the Actors’ Studio the other night, Glors. I’m not in their league. I’m past it. A has-been. No one’s hiring women like me.’
‘Of course they are. You just need sexing up.’
‘I’m not twenty-one anymore. I should bow out gracefully and disappear somewhere with the kids.’
‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ she says, then goes quiet before saying, ‘Did you google Dominic?’
I shake my head, not that she can see me. ‘No.’
‘Thought as much. I’ve been in touch with him -’
‘I know. I’ve received three emails from him. I knew it was due to your handiwork.’
‘What did he say? Are you catching up? Tell me everything.’
‘He said he was thinking of me, told me to call him.’
‘And?’
‘I didn’t reply. My life’s complicated enough.’




Day 22 
I wake up at three in the morning crying, and continue until six-thirty, when I have to get out of bed and be brave for the children.
Mum calls in with some red gerberas and asks how I’m doing.
‘Terrible,’ I reply, putting the pretty flowers in a grubby, dusty vase.
‘You’re going to have to tell the children about Alana eventually.’
‘Hopefully he’ll die in some really bizarre accident and I won’t have to,’ I say.
Mum looks doubtful. ‘What about the builders?’
‘What about them? They won’t be here for days because of the rain.’
‘Lucy, you’ve got to get this place finished.’
‘Why me? Why do I have to do it?’
‘Because you’re the only one here, love.’
* * * 
It’s eleven o’clock in the morning. There’s no rain, the sun is shining and there’s not a builder in sight. According to my calculations, as long as there’s not a downpour again today, Patch should (here’s hoping) be back on-site tomorrow. So I head out for some retail therapy.
Driving to Bondi Westfield, I make the mistake of going through the cross-city tunnel and get stuck in the most God-awful traffic. By the time I reach the shopping centre car park, I’m stressed beyond belief.
I walk briskly from shop to shop, only stopping to pull out Max’s American Express card and buy fabulous frivolities - a pink Spencer & Rutherford bag that’s gorgeous but completely impractical; a pair of pink-and-maroon suede Alannah Hill eight-centimetre-high slingbacks. And seriously, when am I ever going to have occasion to wear a red rabbit-fur poncho? I also buy a complete new tennis ensemble. I can’t hit a ball but I might as well look good trying.
I even eye a new Cartier watch, hesitating for a moment before giving it back to the salesgirl. Maybe next time. Not so with the DKNY green suede coat and black Prada pants.
I’m trying on an exquisite Collette Dinnigan sequined top that goes nowhere near fitting me, when a blonde skeletal sales assistant taps me on the shoulder and says, ‘Maybe you wouldn’t be so depressed if you weren’t wearing such ugly boots.’
Excuse me! Am I wearing a neon sign that says I’m depressed? Are my antidepressants sticking out of my bag, on show for the world to see? I don’t even take antidepressants. I’m not depressed. I turn around to see the giraffe from the party at the Actors’ Studio. She doesn’t bother with the dressing room, just strips off in front of one of the shop mirrors and stands there checking out her physique in a black satin bra and boy briefs. I glare at her, but she’s too self-absorbed to notice other people exist. Now, I’m depressed.
Sipping a skinny soy latte in a café, I calculate that I’ve spent over $5800, and feel guilty, guilty, guilty and furious, furious, furious.
Exhausted, I arrive home to find a message from Max.
‘Lucy, it’s me. I’ve had a call from American Express. 
Been on a shopping spree, have we? How are Bella and Sam? We’ll talk soon.’
I play the message no less than fifteen times before realising that Max’s phone is working. He’s just not taking my calls.
‘I’m drinking all your Grange, you C-U-Next-Time prickhead!’ I scream when the voicemail clicks in yet again. ‘And I’m giving all of your clothes to charity. That’s right. All of them.’
This time, I drive to a different charity bin - I don’t want to risk running into the mad old biddy from last week. I take malicious pleasure in casting all of Max’s clothes into the bin, bag by bag. Driving home, I feel triumphant. Well, a little sad too, but mostly triumphant.
Emma calls and asks Bella, Sam and me over to dinner. I like Emma but we’re not close. Still, she’s invited us over when we still have no kitchen and no husband/father, so I take a bottle of wine from the cellar and we walk the four minutes to her house. The meal is delicious, though I’m so tired and overwrought that I make terrible company.
‘Barry and I have been through tough times,’ Emma confides to me in the kitchen as she whips the cream for dessert. ‘But we’ve worked through it, you know? You and Max can too.’
I nod. Sure, let’s not think about the fact he’s off having the time of his middle-aged life with a teenager.
‘Get this,’ Emma says, shaking a wooden spoon in front of me. ‘Barry told me that my aggressive personality was rendering him impotent, said he needed to feel powerful, in control.’
I look at her for a minute, trying to imagine Barry saying those words. He’s at least six foot three and weighs a hundred kilos.
‘I know, I know. But men are such babies,’ she says. ‘We’ve come to a compromise - he’s stopped questioning me about the house and my cooking and, in return, I’ve stopped trying to micromanage his career, which he’s absolutely hopeless at, by the way. But life’s a compromise, isn’t it?’
She licks the spoon, shrugs her shoulders and pours me another glass of wine.
‘You have to do what you have to do,’ I say, recalling Nadia’s comment about the Subservient Wives Club.
‘Exactly.’
Because I know this line of conversation will lead to further discomfort - my own - I take the coward’s way out and get hideously drunk. Okay, not so drunk that I blather on about Max and how he and his stupid red surfboard have left me, but drunk enough to start singing ‘Billy Don’t Be a Hero’ and other choice hits of the seventies and eighties.
Eventually, Bella demands to be taken home.




Day 23 
Last night was so embarrassing. I’ll have to send Emma and Barry a thankyou card and apologise for my behaviour. Perhaps they’ll think I drink two bottles of wine every Monday night. Which I don’t.
I jump from strategy to strategy, thought to thought. What happens when Max eventually comes home? If he comes home?
My first idea is to make him pay for what he’s done. If Max thinks that the worst I can do is give all of his clothes to charity, he’s got a huge reality check coming. Not that I’d sever his penis with a kitchen knife à la Lorena Bobbitt, or even replace his shampoo with Nair hair remover (great idea though, Lucy!), but I will drag him through the courts. By the time I’m finished with Max, he and Alana will be eating fish fingers and mashed potatoes for the rest of their lives.
But then I think, do I really want to go through a messy divorce? What about Bella and Sam? What if, when I see Max, he’s truly sorry for what he’s done?
Then I start to feel sorry for myself. What have I done to deserve this? Did I make him feel emasculated, ineffectual, weak, powerless and feeble? Did I stop him taking his rightful place as the almighty and powerful protector of his family? I consider that theory for a few moments before dismissing it as the bullshit it is.
But maybe we can work everything out - assuming he ditches the trollop. It’s a given that Bella and Sam would be happier having their dad living at home. And let’s face it: divorce would be difficult for all of us. No, Max and I should definitely tough it out, at least while Bella and Sam are at school. If he still feels the same way in ten years, then he can leave.
We’ll still be young(ish) and can live out our selfish fantasies then. I say ‘our’ but I actually mean ‘his’.
Shit! To hell with Max! What I need to do is take these renovations by the proverbial and get them finished! Except that Patch and his boys haven’t turned up. It’s a sunny winter’s day with not a rain cloud in sight, so I wonder what their excuse will be this time.
I ring Patch’s mobile and go straight through to his voicemail. ‘Just wondering what your movements are today, Patch,’ I say brightly into the phone, thinking, bloody well get over here and finish building my house, NOW.
I want my home back. I want a working kitchen. I want to cook food on a stovetop and have my fridge in the room where it’s supposed to be.
* * * 
‘I tell you, Tuesdays come around just a little too quickly for my liking,’ I say to Gloria as we head to tennis. But at least I have a snazzy new outfit to prance around in.
At the coffee urn, I say hi to Reggie, a quiet young woman I vaguely know. She normally partners her mother, who isn’t here today.
‘Chatting with the prostitute?’ Gloria says after Reggie walks out to the court.
‘You’re going straight to hell, you know.’
‘What? Reggie and her mother manage a brothel in Darlinghurst. Maybe they don’t actually perform intimacies, but you know what they say: the fruit doesn’t fall far from the tree.’
‘You’re an idiot.’
‘I’m just saying, you never really know what’s going on in people’s lives until you get a private investigator involved.’
We head outside, and I trip over my feet and scuff my new racquet. Gloria is still in agent mode, trying to talk me into auditioning for a home renovation show, in two days’ time.
‘I don’t want to host a renovation program,’ I say, ‘it’s an overcrowded market.’
‘Settle. Think back to when they used Noni’s house as a guinea pig for Better Homes and Gardens.’
It turns out Gloria’s scammed a renovation audition for me only because she agreed I’d do Celebrity Blind Date, which is taping tomorrow.
‘Gloria, I can’t do that. I’m busy. It’s too soon. I’ve got nothing to wear.’
‘Please, do it as a favour to me. Catriona Rowntree bowed out. Turns out she’s married, pregnant, otherwise detained.’
‘But I’m married!’
‘By the time the show goes to air, you won’t be. Besides, there’s a free meal involved and, more importantly, it’s a great opportunity to meet a couple of decent blokes. 
Enjoy.’
Gloria decides to hang around when she drops me at home. ‘Where are these elusive twins you’ve been yodelling about?’ she asks, looking around at the empty construction site. ‘Builders’ holiday again?’ We’re still chatting when Sam and Bella walk in the door after school.
‘Sambo, come here,’ Gloria says. ‘I heard you were an excellent goat in the school play the other day.’
Sam nods his head. ‘We got ice-creams at the end.’
‘And you’re getting so big . . . how old are you again?’ 
‘You should know,’ I say. ‘You’re his godmother.’
‘Yes, yes,’ she says. ‘But you know, details . . . cuddle, cuddle, kiss kiss, off you go. Here’s ten dollars, enjoy.’
‘Thanks Aunty Gloria.’
Sam runs outside.
‘Gloria, I really don’t like you throwing money at the children,’ I tell her.
‘But it’s all I have.’
Late in the day I notice a pallet of bricks has been moved from the front of the house to the side. Hooray.
I check my answering machine and find a message from Dom. Damned Gloria!
‘Hey Lucy, Dom here. Just checking in. Have you received my emails? Maybe your internet’s down? I know it’s been a while. Have been thinking about you. We should catch up.’
I feel shaky and sick. I play the message again . . . still sounds like the Dom I knew all those years ago. Insane thoughts and questions pound my head. Is he married? Does he have kids? What’s he ringing for? Does he love me? Is he still drop-dead gorgeous? Do I really want to revisit all of that angst from years ago?
I take a deep breath, press delete and go to bed.




Day 24 
After I drop the children at school I drive to Trish’s house. Part of me really hopes she isn’t home . . . given how angry she was with me Saturday night. But I have to make amends, apologise. Her car’s in the driveway and she’s standing at the open front door before I’ve even walked past her overflowing letterbox.
‘I’m so sorry, Trish,’ I say, walking towards her, not sure whether she’ll hit me or not.
‘I know,’ she says, hugging me and leading me inside. ‘So am I.’
She’s teary and cuddly.
‘Believe me, I had no idea. It never occurred to me that Max and Alana were . . . well. I just don’t know when they would have had time alone together, but that’s all moot now, I guess,’ I say, fidgeting with my hands.
We stand in awkward silence, then Trish says, ‘I knew Alana had a new boyfriend but I never in the world thought it would be a married man. It’s not right . . . and now . . .’
I’m unable to say anything.
‘Vodka?’ she asks, changing the subject. So that explains her subdued mood.
‘It’s ten o’clock in the morning.’
‘So?’
‘Okay,’ I say, reluctantly, then watch as Trish pours two healthy glasses of vodka and tonic.
We sip our drinks and stare out the window. It’s cold and overcast. Bleak.
Forty minutes at Trish’s house feel like four days. The long silences are interspersed with tears and more apologies.
‘I promise if I hear any more from Max, I’ll let you know,’ I tell her. Trish promises to do the same if she hears from Alana.
I feel utterly hopeless as I leave. I know Max and Alana will come back - they can’t live in Bali for the rest of their lives - but when they do, I have a horrible feeling everything’s going to get even harder to deal with than it is now.
A car picks me up and takes me to Pacific Blue restaurant, overlooking the water at Manly, where Celebrity Blind Date is being filmed. Sitting in the midday traffic, I read the publicity blurb. It seems Celebrity Blind Date is like A Perfect Match only without Cameron Daddo and with the celebrity wow factor. The notes are enlightening. Dress appropriately, looking cold is so NOT attractive, sweating is ugly, heavy make-up is a turn-off and loud jewellery will compete with the microphone so don’t. Finally, contestants are advised to check for dandruff flakes before taking your seat. Charming.
Gloria has also told me to ‘Listen effectively, make eye contact, avoid heavy topics (okay, so I won’t mention my adulterous husband running off with the babysitter), be positive and smile.’ I know I’m going to hate this.
As I suspect, Celebrity Blind Date is a disaster. Awkward silences are tempered by me running off at the mouth, even with Gloria’s mantra pounding my brain: ‘Talk less, listen more’. I talk too much with date one, don’t talk at all to date two.
Date three is ‘Virgo by star sign, auto-electrician by trade,’ he tells me.
‘Dream job?’ I ask him.
‘To do absolutely nothing. People tell me I look like David Hasselhoff.’
Sadly, people are right. He does look like David Hasselhoff and not in a good way. He even wears the kind of super-tight dark denim jeans The Hoff wore in Knight Rider to show off his manhood . . . eek!
‘Your loves?’ I ask date number four, glancing at my cue sheet.
‘Nothing better than talking about a hot car . . . to a hot babe,’ he answers, making me want to vomit. ‘And I looove girls in short skirts and low-cut tops,’ he goes on, giving me the once-over.
I’m wearing a classic polka-dot dress, white on black, pulled together with a red leather belt at the waist, and knee-high black leather boots. I think I look good. I’m feeling comfortable and, as the style tips recommend, am dressed in colours that suit me, wearing a style that complements my body shape, and am not showing too much skin. Tick, tick and tick.
‘So, you going to a fancy dress party after this?’ he asks, totally unimpressed.
‘Only date five knew who I was,’ I tell Gloria later on the phone. Not that I care, mind you. ‘Date six, a short, greasy-haired round man, moaned that he’d been gypped and wanted “a real celebrity”.’
‘You’ll have better luck on Modern Life tomorrow,’ Gloria assures me. ‘I’ve got you the gig. You’ll love it.’
‘I can’t wait.’




Day 25 
‘What the bloody hell’s going on?’ I confront Patch when he finally shows up. ‘I’m living in gyprock hell.’
‘Nice to see you too, Lucy.’
‘There are at least eight guys here but I can’t figure out what work’s being done, except that my hydrangea is dead from urea poisoning. You need to buy me a new plant.’
‘I think you’ll find that the hydrangea died from rootrot caused by too much water,’ he counters. ‘Also, hate to be the bearer of bad news, but the high rainfall has caused the soil in the backyard to become so saturated that the inner walls of the newly constructed family room have buckled and need to be redone. To stop this happening again, extensive regrading of the backyard is required.’
‘Excellent. And what’s happening with the bathroom? Has the marble turned black, requiring replacement?’ I say sarcastically.
‘We’re waiting on the massage showerheads, tiles, basins . . . there’s a delay with the frameless glass shower screen -’ 
‘Okay, okay. And the kitchen?’
There are several men standing in a circle staring at me, clearly thinking I’m insane - and they may be right.
‘About the bi-fold doors we ordered,’ says Patch, changing the subject. ‘French doors were dropped off instead. They were meant for number seven down the road.’
‘So my doors are at number seven?’
‘No. No one seems to know where your doors are.’
It gets worse. Patch tells me that to save money he elected to use a local cabinet-maker, who seems to have absconded with the money he was paid, leaving me with half-finished wall units for the family room. Just what I need: a healthy dose of financial ruin.
When I arrive at the Modern Life audition, my heart’s not in it. I know I should be grateful to get a look-in, but when I see who I’m up against - bald-headed Summer, giraffe woman and several skeletal twenty-somethings - I can’t get interested enough to try. And attempting to chat to my fellow actors doesn’t make it any better.
‘I have doorknobs at home with more personality than these guys,’ I tell the producer as I’m going through the motions.
I don’t get the impression my honesty’s going to help win me the part.
As I’m leaving, I run into Rock, the handsome man-boy presenter with the great bod from the Actors’ Studio party.
‘How’s things?’ he says, looking expectantly at me.
‘Not bad,’ I lie.
‘Coffee?’ he asks.
He looks disappointed when I tell him I have to rush off to pick up the kids from school, but he smiles anyway, revealing his perfectly white, perfectly shaped teeth.
Late that afternoon, Nadia pops in to ask how I’m getting along. I’m outside, bouncing an old tennis ball against a brick wall, and I have no idea how long I’ve been doing it. Minutes? Maybe an hour.
‘Still in shock,’ I tell her, bouncing away. ‘I’ve been to see Trish, but it still doesn’t seem real. How can I ever show my face again at school?’
‘You can and you will. It’s no one else’s business. And if someone wants to discuss it and you don’t, walk away.’ 
‘Is that what you did?’
‘Yeah, and I cried, threw things, but bit by bit I picked myself up, got a killer haircut, joined a gym, upgraded my vibrator and said “fuck you” to the world. I guess you have to decide whether this situation is a blip you and Max can work through or whether there’s no turning back.’
‘I don’t know. It’s impossible when I can’t even get hold of him to speak to. How did you know your marriage was definitely over?’
‘Well, let’s see. Brad had an affair with this whore at his work and I found out when I accidentally overheard a phone conversation between them. He ended it with her, but then the whore - Jacqui - rang and told me everything, because I “needed to know the kind of man I was married to”. She listed all the presents he’d bought her, the secret trips they’d been on. Then, to top it off, she sent letters to our neighbours sharing explicit details of their affair. Talk about not wanting to show your face again!’
‘So you separated?’
‘Nah, we limped on for another two years - and hey, I celebrated what would have been our twelfth wedding anniversary this year by taking the kids to Disneyland. I’m still paying it off, but let me tell you, it was worth it. I’m free. My new life’s turning out better than the old one.’
I’m not convinced.




Day 26 
After a particularly bad night’s sleep, I take myself off to Lina, my doctor, and blubber that Max has left me, my builders never turn up when they say they will and I want to run away to a happy place where no one will ever find me.
She nods sympathetically and offers me antidepressants. 
‘No, thank you,’ I tell her in my most indignant tone.
‘How’s your hand?’ she asks, poking it and examining where the stitches have dissolved.
‘Much better.’
‘No more accidents with knives?’
‘No, of course not.’
After a physical check-up and a bit more chat, Lina asks again if I’d like antidepressants. ‘Just until you’re feeling better.’
This time I say yes.
When the kids get home, Bella has a serious freak-out about the dust, and I can’t blame her. It’s horrific. I wonder if the builders sprinkle it everywhere to see how far they can push us before we all have a breakdown.
I’m relieved to put the kids to bed so I can have some time alone. I’m feeling so depressed, I wonder if I really am on the verge of a nervous breakdown. I’ve been trying so hard to stay strong and in control for the children, to avoid falling into a heap every other day. There seems to be a sort of unwritten rule between the three of us that we don’t mention Max. He’s become the big fat elephant in the room who nobody talks about.
I know it’s not good parenting to hide the truth from them, but the truth is, I’m having a really hard time dealing with the fact that my husband’s left me for a nineteen-year-old, for Christ’s sake. Even harder is watching Bella and Sam being so grown-up about this horrible ordeal. They clearly miss him. He is their father, after all.
Nadia suggested I should talk to her lawyer, check out my options. But I’m not ready for that yet. It sounds so final.




Day 27 
I think I’ve been too patient with the builders, Patch in particular. He always has an excuse for why there hasn’t been more progress. ‘I’m sorry to complain,’ I tend to begin most conversations, when in fact I’m seething with fury. The builders have a job to do and they’re being paid well for it. They’ve completely blown out their initial time estimate and I’m over it.
I start writing a whinge list.
1. No feature tiles used under capping in bathroom, which I specifically purchased two months ago. It set the tiler back two weeks because he had to take away the capping, breaking several dozen pre-existing tiles in the process.
2. We still only have one toilet because we surrendered the second one to the builders after I walked in on Joel sitting on the loo upstairs. I still can’t erase the image from my mind. (Since then, Gloria’s taken to calling him Creepy Joel, convinced he’s on the run from Jamaica. The way that woman’s mind works!) Anyway, after that, I relented and agreed that Patch should install a portaloo for the tradesmen. It is still to appear.
3. Builders working with shirts off, nude from the waist up. It’s illegal and contravenes the industrial relations code. Sure, I don’t mind the younger, muscular ones but the over-forties with their flabby guts? I don’t think so. Whenever I mention this to Patch he laughs and asks if I want to see his chest.
4. New fire alarms, purchased weeks ago, are yet to be installed.
I’m staring up at a leaking skylight, ready to write that down too, when Patch walks by.
‘What’s that about?’ I ask him, pointing upwards.
‘The roofer didn’t get to finish the flashing.’
‘I can see that. Water’s still leaking everywhere.’
‘His mother died,’ Patch says, without a flicker of a smile.
I laugh. ‘At least have the decency to tell me the truth.’
‘It’s true, I swear. I didn’t believe it myself until I read the old bird’s death notice in the paper. I’ll get you a copy if you like.’
‘I’m sorry about the roofer’s mother, but could you get someone else to finish the job?’
‘I can, but it’ll cost. Good tradesmen are impossible to find.’
‘Tell me about it. Could you possibly get it fixed before it rains again, please?’
‘Aye, aye, Captain.’
I follow Patch outside. ‘And why can’t the tiler complete the tiling around the outside of the verandah? It’s only half-finished. What about the rest of it?’
‘Ran out of tiles.’
‘What are they?’ I ask, pointing to several soggy cardboard boxes of tessellated tiles stacked in a mud patch near the side fence.
His beady brown eye glares at me.
‘And while we’re talking tiles,’ I go on, unflinchingly, ‘can you tell me why the tiles that lead from the laundry to the storeroom are a different colour than I specified?’
I make him walk back inside with me by pushing him firmly in the back. He thinks it’s amusing.
‘See, they’re plain white, not black and white as we agreed,’ I say. ‘They’ll need to be pulled up and done again with the correct ones.’
‘Good luck telling the tiler that,’ Patch says, and meanders off.




Day 28 
The pool’s completely green and I don’t know how to drain it. Even the mozzies are boycotting it. Any moment, I’m expecting a large flock of migrating geese to land, under the delusion they’ve found Nirvana.
‘I’m feth up,’ I tell Gloria when she turns up with curries for dinner. ‘I’m thick of thith houth . . . and efthing.’
‘Have you heard anything?’
‘Of courth not,’ I whisper. ‘He and Alana have dithappeared.’
‘He’s got to resurface eventually.’
‘What’s on your teeth, Mum?’ Bella asks, appearing at the smell of food. ‘You look like Bucky Beaver.’
‘That’th enough, Ithabella,’ I say.
‘She’s right, you know,’ says Gloria, peering at my mouth through her oversized J.Lo reading glasses. ‘And you sound terrible.’
‘They’re thtick-on whitening thtripth.’ Realising the futility of them, I pull the strips off.
‘Thank God. I guess you’re trying,’ Gloria says, ‘but you look seriously ill, girl. I keep telling you, we need to repackage and relaunch you. We need a bright new Lucy Springer - of course, you’ll still be you, darl, only better. 
Let me make you a star again. Maybe even get you a hosting gig on one of those lifestyle shows -’
‘I wish you’d stop asking me to auditon for ridiculous celebrity dating and dancing shows,’ I tell her. ‘Do you really think Max has gone . . . forever?’
‘Why are you so opposed to taking dance lessons? Reality dance shows are huge. Huge! Especially in Israel. The sooner you learn the quickstep, the cha cha, and the paso doble . . . No, I don’t think Max has gone forever, unfortunately. He’ll be back.’




Day 29 
Patch bounds up to me at seven-thirty-five in the morning to inform me that the concrete slab is being poured today.
‘About time,’ I snap. ‘There’s still a hell of a lot to do.’
He stares at me.
I unfold the notes I’m holding in my right hand and clear my throat before reading aloud my list. ‘Like, start the kitchen, install light fixtures, install and finish new hardwood floor, scrape old paint off ceiling boards, paint ceiling . . .’ I sneak a look at his stunned face.
‘Just give me the list,’ he sighs.
He glances through it, all seven pages, and says, ‘All in hand, Lucy. All under control. I promise the team are devoting themselves to your house until the job’s finished.’
Victory. That’s all I wanted to hear.
‘Are you sure you want parquetry, Lucy? Polished concrete floors are very popular these days.’
I go inside and dig out an enormous packet of Darrell Lea chocolate bullets I’ve hidden from myself at the back of the laundry cupboard and devour them. And, for the first time in weeks, I feel somewhat happy.
The concrete takes, oh, seven hours to pour, give or take an hour or two. There are cement droppings all over the yard, but I’m not going to complain. At least we have a solid foundation and that means floorboards can’t be too far away. (Polished concrete? As if!)
When Bella and Sam arrive home, Bella casually mentions that it was Sam’s news day.
‘That’s nice,’ I say as I’m serving afternoon tea - lamingtons from the family-owned bakery around the corner. ‘What did you talk about, Sam?’
Sam kicks Bella but doesn’t speak.
‘Sam’s news was that Dad’s left us and you’re getting a divorce,’ says Bella, spitting coconut as she speaks. ‘Everyone was talking about it in the playground at lunchtime.’
‘Is that true?’ I ask Sam.
‘Yeah, but Mrs Taylor wouldn’t let anyone ask questions at the end.’
I guess I should be very grateful to Mrs Taylor.
I tell the children that of course their father and I aren’t divorcing, but that he is having some time out from his life. I also mention to Sam that what happens at home should perhaps be kept at home, rather than announced to the entire school community. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if we made it into the school newsletter this week.
* * * 
Late in the afternoon a courier arrives with tap shoes. Black. My size. A present from Gloria. I throw them into the laundry/kitchen/family room. It’s getting crowded in there.




Day 30 
Last night I dreamt about dancing, or rather, attempting to dance and stumbling as disfigured clowns surrounded me, laughing. Then I dreamt I was on a tennis court wearing tap shoes and Bec was screaming at me to ‘Chase the ball, club foot!’ Just the way to start a Tuesday.
I walk around the house inspecting the new concrete slab and checking on the general progress. There are at least six builders here. Most are short and stubby with vile builder’s cracks shouting ‘Hello’ to the world, but I don’t mind. There’s also a portaloo at the side of the garage. Extraordinarily unattractive, but at least my complaints are being taken seriously.
‘Any clones about?’ Gloria asks when she arrives to take me to tennis.
‘Out there, look.’ I say, pointing to Tom and Ted who are manoeuvring a long plank of wood through a narrow pathway. ‘I can’t see a single genetic difference between them. You know they complete each other’s sentences?’
‘Really?’ says Gloria, unimpressed.
‘Do you not find it odd? Freakish even?’
‘Lucy, I keep telling you, you need to get out more.’ She walks outside and stands in front of them. ‘I’m Gloria.’
They both look up at the same time. ‘Ted.’
‘Tom.’
‘Twins, hey?’ Gloria says.
‘Singleton, hey?’ T answers. ‘You’re not going to ask who’s older are you? Or which of us is the evil twin?’
‘Of course not.’ Gloria snorts as we walk to her car. ‘I thought you said they were nice. Singleton indeed!’
Returning home three hours later, I find the house deserted except for a lone spotty, gangly apprentice, Ben. He’s all of sixteen years old. Why couldn’t Alana have run off with him?
I say ‘Hi’ and walk outside to call Patch on his mobile.
It’s switched off. I march straight back inside.
‘Ben, do you know where Patch is?’
Ben shrugs his shoulders and flicks the ash from his cigarette right about where my new kitchen bench should be. Any advance on a shrug of the shoulders, I wonder?
I wait. He finishes his cigarette and says, ‘My bet is, he’s at Station Street.’
‘Station Street?’
‘Yeah, the old lady was getting stroppy that the job wasn’t finished, so he high-tailed it over there.’
Armed with that information, I can do one of three things:
1. Wait for Patch to call me, if and when he deems fit.
2. Slump in a chair fuming, and get angrier by the second, but ultimately achieve nothing.
3. Get in my car, drive over to Station Street and kill him. 
Being the new confident me, I choose option three.
Patch is arguing with a very dirty plumber when I arrive at a Federation home in Station Street ten minutes later.
‘I thought you said your focus from now on would be my house,’ I say, trying to control my rising temper.
‘It is. It’s just that -’
‘No, there’s no “it’s just that”, Patch. We have an agreement. I’ve been trying to call you on your mobile.’ I wave my phone in front of him.
‘Lucy, I’ll be there when I can.’
‘We’ve got a lot to discuss,’ I say.
‘Such as?’
‘Such as the new working timetable you promised me. When is my timber floor going to be laid for starters? The place looks like a pit.’
‘Delay on the wharves, what with all the terrorist activity.’
‘What bloody terrorists? Don’t blame factional fighting in some Third World country for your incompetence.’
‘Hurricane in South America?’
I glare at him.
‘All right, all right. I’m waiting for the gyprockers to finish, but they can’t finish until the electricians finish wiring, and the electricians can’t finish wiring until the council inspector okays it all. And he happens to be having a rostered day off today and won’t be back on the job until tomorrow.’
‘And this inspector is coming to my house tomorrow?’
‘More likely a couple of days . . . What I’m saying is, my boys are ready to go, but external forces are holding us up. I must say, though, I like the new assertive Lucy Springer. There’s a fire in your eyes - it’s kind of . . . sexy.’
I shake my head. ‘Nice try. But the new assertive Lucy isn’t going to stand for any more gibberish or flattery as a means to get around her.’
‘Gibberish? Why, I’d never be so bold,’ he says, grinning.
‘Come on, Patch. Isn’t there anything you guys could be doing?’
He shrugs his shoulders. ‘We’re waiting on knobs,’ he manages.
‘Story of my life,’ I tell him.
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Tonight, Mum insists on taking Bella and Sam so that I can ‘get my head together’. No doubt she’s force-feeding them baked lamb and roasted vegetables, but that’s not such a bad thing. Unfortunately, I let it slip to Gloria that the kids are spending the night at Mum’s so she’s adamant we go out and drown my sorrows on overpriced bubbly.
Because I don’t really feel like going, I choose a bar too close to home. It’s not much fun. Even though the place is packed, it’s full of sensible suburban couples wearing sensible shoes, sipping sensible spritzers and being ever so careful not to get drunk and fall flat on their sensible faces. I recognise several parents from school, including Lizzie and Dee who are talking animatedly together at the bar. Still, I’m surprised to see how many people have social lives on a Wednesday night. Or maybe I just need to get out more.
‘Have you considered writing your autobiography?’ Gloria says.
‘And what would I write, exactly?’
‘Your battle with depression, addiction, mental illness -’
‘I haven’t had any of those.’
‘Really?’ She’s unconvinced. ‘What about family dysfunction, your affair with a cross-dresser who turned out to be your uncle, that sort of thing?’ She smiles benevolently and hugs her wine.
‘Gloria!’
‘Just trying to get you back in the headlines. It worked for Mikki Mansell. You remember her - the drug-addled bulimic whose career nosedived after her ill-fated affair with that transgender American fellow, old whatshisname? Anyway, once she announced she was adopting a tsunami orphan from Sri Lanka -’ Gloria snaps her fingers. ‘Bingo! She was hot property again.’
‘Is she really going through with that?’
‘Of course not, but she and a photographer friend of hers flew over to the orphanage, tossed around a few sweets, mentioned adopting a “swag of children from war-torn and weather-ravaged countries” à la Angelina, and wham-bam-thank-you-mam, life’s sweet.’
‘How you can live with yourself . . .’
‘Publicity, that’s what it’s all about. What about your husband running off with the babysitter and you finding true love with the one-eyed builder? You know he’s keen on you. People love a romance, especially a celebrity romance, and if there’s a disability thrown in - well! Just think of the possibilities, Lucy-Lou.’
‘I’m not sleeping with Patch and there is no romance.’
‘As if that matters. You’ve got to write about something. Gay father? Hermaphrodite brother? A self-help book? You went through a numerology phase, didn’t you?’
‘I’m finished, aren’t I? You can’t get me any decent auditions, that’s what you’re saying. It’s over.’
‘I wouldn’t say that exactly, but you saw the Logies, love-bug. The starlets are all eighteen-year-old tanorexics.’ 
‘I know. I wanted to grab their pert breasts and tell them how far they’ll fall. Gravity gets us all in the end.’
‘Fantasies aside, we need something to remind people what a bombshell you could be - though losing weight, getting a decent haircut and having your toenails clipped and painted would really help me out here.’
Gloria’s bright idea is to start by taking me to another bar halfway across town. I check my watch. It’s only just past nine o’clock. Even I think that’s too early to go home, especially to an empty house.
‘Come on,’ Gloria insists. ‘It’s just opened, and it’s hip and hopping.’
Twenty-five minutes later, she leads me past a burly bouncer, through a narrow door (perhaps to keep out the obese) and up some stairs to a dimly lit room. It’s packed. Thump-thump music is pumping. The crowd is young, groovy and attractive, all throwing back their glorious manes, laughing deep, throaty laughs and drinking attractive citrus cocktails. It’s mere minutes before I see Rock in his designer suit and obvious fake tan. He looks a little like a tandoori chicken. Several groupies cling to him. He buys me a drink and I play hard to get for . . . oh, all of twenty-two seconds. 
Gloria dances past me with not one but three handsome men in tow. ‘Take life with a grain of salt, a wedge of lime and a shot of tequila,’ she says, and swigs from a glass.
Why the hell not, I think, as Rock and I boogie on the dance floor to ‘Girls Just Wanna Have Fun’ (it’s retro night, apparently). I must say, I’m impressed with his young bod and the way he moves. Rock might even make it onto Celebrity So You Think You Can Dance.
An hour later, a combination of his suggestive dance moves, alcohol and eighties tunes leads me to eagerly agree when Rock suggests we go back to his place.
Going home with a handsome minor celebrity to avenge herself on her cheating husband isn’t the worst thing a woman can do. See, Max, I can get laid as easily as you can. And it’s great for my ego. Rock’s kissing me on his worn-out futon and telling me how much he wants me. He’s a good kisser - maybe not as good as Dom, but good enough. Where did that bloody thought about Dom come from? I’m not thinking about Dom! It’s Rock lying above me, Rock putting his tongue in my ear - oh!
‘Oh baby,’ Rock’s cooing, his mouth now at my naked breasts. I stop thinking altogether and give in to the momentary pleasure.




Day 32 
Though last night was fun and did much to restore my sense of being a sexy, desirable woman, I’m thankful to wake in my own bed. I didn’t want to wake up in Rock’s. I haven’t slept in someone else’s bed (except Gloria’s) since Max and I started dating, and staying out all night would have made me feel bad about being a married woman who’d effectively picked up a stray man in a bar. (Hot and young - and the stamina! Oh, baby! Eat your heart out, Max. But a stray, nonetheless.) And that’s not how I live my life. (Yet.)
Of course, Gloria has to call. ‘So, Mrs Robinson, did you seduce the boy?’
‘Oh, shut up.’
‘You don’t have the MASBs, do you?’
‘The what?’
‘The Morning After Shagging Blues. C’mon, Lucy, tell me, was he a good fuck?’
‘Shut. Up.’
‘Ah, so he was. You did well. I could tell from the way he was gyrating on the dance floor.’
‘He’s so young -’
‘Who cares? Anyway, it’s only natural you’d be feeling a bit -’
‘A bit what? Ashamed? Embarrassed?’ I launch, ready to defend myself.
‘I was going to say, emotional.’
Patch tells me we’re over-budget.
‘How can you be over-budget? You haven’t done anything.’
‘I’m working through the list, like you asked me,’ he says, waving several sheets of paper in the air. ‘There’s the trouble with the cabinet-maker, the extra excavation we needed to do in the garden, replacement of the sewer pipes -’
‘How much over-budget?’ I’m trying to remain professional, despite my overwhelming urge to throttle him.
‘About fifty per cent, give or take.’
‘Give or take what?’
‘It all depends on the next stage, Lucy. Appliances, fittings . . .’
I want to take his little head and ram it through the glass door. Instead, I say, ‘I need a breakdown of the costs, including what you’ve already spent and future projections, including extras.’ I’m getting fired up now. ‘And, Patch, I think the contractors are harassing my cat. He turned up the other day in a tizz because bits of concrete were stuck to his tail. I had to cut the fur out.’
Patch puts him arm around me. ‘Have you thought about taking anger-management classes? They’re really very helpful. A client of mine -’
‘For your information, I don’t need anger-management classes,’ I say, removing his arm. ‘What I need are builders who turn up when they say they are going to. What I need is my house back. I’m living with constant dust - on the floor, the furniture, in my hair, my clothes, the breakfast cereal . . .’
‘I like the new forceful Lucy, it suits you.’
I want to go on but Patch’s good eye glazes over with something suspiciously resembling desire. I make a hasty retreat.
Nadia phones and invites the children and me over for dinner.
‘How’s it going?’ she asks, looking totally gorgeous in a white cotton empire-line dress, her magnificent bosom on display.
‘Fine, great,’ I say.
‘Haven’t seen you at school this week.’
‘No, the children don’t like me stopping by unless it’s absolutely necessary.’
Especially after what Sam told his class, the incident with the bus driver, and then Sam’s concert where I wore a see-through shirt, smelt of dog and accidentally sat in the principal’s chair.
‘Don’t take it to heart,’ she says. ‘No one blames you for Max running off with Alana.’
‘Really? I can only imagine what people must be saying about me.’
Nadia looks away for a moment and shrugs. ‘Every family has its ups and downs - you can’t get by in this life without messing up. Shit happens, and it happens to everyone. People who say their lives are perfect are lying . . . or drinking heavily. Speaking of which, here.’ She hands me a glass of wine.
‘Maybe some people are better at hiding it,’ I say, hopefully.
‘That’s the spirit. Just remember, everyone’s fucked up about something. Now, have you rung my lawyer?’
I shake my head. ‘I can’t. It’s too soon.’
‘There’s plenty of time. On the bright side, being single you get to have the whole bed to yourself, don’t have to share the remote control or shave your legs - and you’ve got those cute builders crawling all over your house. Who was the one I saw the other day - had a patch over one eye?’
‘That would be Patch.’
Nadia smirks as if to say, of course, how silly of me. ‘He’s cute.’
‘You think?’
‘Honey, up here anyone who can walk and talk and doesn’t have a hunchback is considered fair game. He’s on the money. I couldn’t stop staring at his biceps. Man, oh man.’
‘Don’t you get lonely?’ I ask, trying not to think about Patch’s cuteness or his bulging biceps.
‘Sure, sometimes. But I have the kids, my trusty vibrator . . .’ Nadia laughs. ‘Seriously, you know Jack’s mum, Andrea? She hosts lingerie parties, husband’s a doctor? I bought a couple from her. She has a handcuff fetish. I’ll introduce you. And occasionally I go out on dates.’
I shake my head, thinking back to last night.
‘I know you can’t imagine it now, Lucy, but the time will come.’
‘No, I -’
‘I’ve been out on some doozies. Once, I even had dinner with a toothless man. Of course, I didn’t realise he was toothless until we kissed.’
‘And?’
‘His denture dislodged and I ended up with a molar entwined with my tongue. True story.’
I arrive home two hours later to the sound of the telephone ringing. Bloody Gloria!
‘Yes, Gloria.’
‘Yes, yourself.’
It’s not Gloria. My stomach lurches. I feel twenty years old again.
‘Dom,’ I squeak. ‘How are you?’
‘Not bad. You’re a difficult one to track down. After I called and you didn’t phone me back -’
‘I can explain.’
‘I’m sure you can. I sent you a couple of emails, three, but you didn’t answer any.’
‘But -’
‘I was starting to think that either you were dead, you hated me, or you thought I was stalking you like one of your lovesick fans.’
‘I don’t have any lovesick fans.’
‘I’ve always been a fan.’
‘Hmm,’ I murmur, lost for words. ‘So . . .’
‘Why am I calling? Thought it was about time I tried again. I know things haven’t been easy for you lately . . . You weren’t going to call me, were you, Luce?’
I hesitate. ‘Of course I was.’
‘Liar, liar.’
‘Okay . . . maybe not right away.’
‘Aha! So how you holding up?’
‘Fine . . .’
‘Except you’re living in a dump. Am I right?’ He sounds exactly like the straightforward Dom of old. I almost forget to be nervous.
‘I wouldn’t exactly call it a dump,’ I say, looking around the dump I’m standing in. For the next forty minutes I tell him everything about the renovation, and Max and Alana. On and on. The more we talk, the more I realise how much I’ve missed him.
‘Luce, it sounds to me like you really need to sort things out with Max. After all, he’s Bella and Sam’s father, and I guess if he can’t be grown-up about it, you have to be.’
‘But -’
‘For the sake of the kids, yourself - c’mon, you deserve more than a lousy postcard. Besides, there’s too much history, too much at stake, for you to throw it all away without at least talking things through, isn’t there?’
When Dom says this, it brings back memories of the history he and I have shared.
‘But he’s in Bali,’ I manage.
‘So?’
I don’t speak because I don’t have an answer.
Finally, Dom says, ‘Promise you’ll call me any time. I mean it. And don’t go stabbing yourself or others and, for God’s sake, do not under any circumstances let Gloria talk you into any more auditions for toilet adverts - with animals or humans.’
‘Okay,’ I say.
He doesn’t suggest we meet up and I’m disappointed. It would have been nice if he’d asked me for coffee, or lunch. Instead, he asks me if I could be any kind of inanimate object for a day, what would I choose.
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The good news? I think I’m starting to get through to Patch. He’s on my doorstep at 7 am looking alert and holding a piece of paper with a list of completion dates.
‘A month away from finishing, Lucy,’ he says. ‘Five weeks tops.’
I really want to believe him because it sounds so doable when he says it.
‘I don’t foresee any problem with the council inspection this morning, even though we’re not quite finished doing the electrics, and if there is, we can always slip the guy a few bob.’
‘You’re joking, of course.’
‘Of course.’
But I wouldn’t put it past him to bribe people, officials in particular. All I can think is that it’s coming out of my pocket. Next thing I know, I’ll be arrested for aiding and abetting dodgy building practices.
‘So what’s next?’ I ask.
‘The plasterers are in today, and after the electrician finishes, give or take a day, we move on to tiling, laying the floors, installing the kitchen and painting. Voila!
’
‘Has the kitchen actually been built?’
Patch hesitates. ‘It’s on its way, well on its way.’
‘Can I see it?’
‘Soon, very soon.’
‘Five weeks tops?’ I say.
‘Absolutely. Definitely no more than six. We’re pulling down the old stairs tomorrow, so for the next week there’ll be ramp access upstairs until the Oregon timber for the new set arrives. Yeah, it’s all taking shape.’ Patch smiles and looks down at his notes. ‘There’s just one more thing. You know that toilet you ordered?’
Yes, I do. It cost three thousand dollars. Buying a toilet to pay back my cheating husband was perhaps not such a good idea in hindsight. The money situation is escalating out of control. The bills come in, I write the cheques, and while no one’s rung to say their cheque’s bounced, logic tells me that the money has to run out eventually. Especially if Max never comes back. For now, at least, his salary is being paid directly into our bank account, and we had money set aside for the renovation, but the costs . . . Who knew something as trivial as waterproofing could be so expensive?
‘It seems to have disappeared,’ Patch goes on. ‘The boys have looked everywhere but there’s no sign of the Magic Flush 4000. Don’t worry, though. Insurance should cover it. Most of it, anyway.’
Despite the disappearance of my overpriced loo and the sick feeling I have regarding spiralling renovation costs, I feel strangely comforted now that Patch has given me a completion schedule. I know he won’t stick to it, but having a piece of paper at least gives me hope.
Patch shows me a Villeroy & Boch bathroom brochure. ‘This one’s a back-to-wall model with a soft-close seat,’ he says, pointing at a black-and-white photo of an ordinary-looking toilet. ‘And it has a built-in auto-flush so you don’t even have to push a button when you’re finished doing your business.’
‘Great . . . I think.’
‘Yeah, it’s so much better than the Magic Flush 4000. It even has an in-built air-freshener. Best of all, it’s a third of the price.’
‘Go for it,’ I say, and fling my red rabbit-furred pom-pom poncho over my shoulders. Why didn’t he show me that one in the first place?
Flowers arrive at the front door with a gift-wrapped little package. My heart jumps. Could they be from Max? Dom, even?
No, they’re from Rock. He must have asked Gloria for my address. I open the package. My knickers. I wondered what had happened to them. I was kind of hoping they’d disappear, never to be seen or spoken of again. Alas . . . At least they’ve been washed.
I do my rounds of the building work and my top lip curls automatically as I watch the plasterers. Don’t get me wrong, it’s progress. The more noise, filth and general disorder, the closer we move towards the logical conclusion of a new kitchen, living area and bathroom. And I really want these things. I do. It’s just that these guys are too loud, too filthy and far too messy for my liking. Today, I can’t even get my big toe inside the laundry/kitchen/family room.
After lunch, the plasterers leave empty Coke cans, half-eaten pies and a mound of cigarette butts. But I don’t say anything. The last thing I want is for them to walk off the job, the way the tiler did three days ago when I made a tiny comment about the tiles not being the right colour. 
Afterwards, Patch told me it would take him forever to find another tiler.
‘But there must be dozens of them,’ I said.
‘Yeah, but tilers talk and word is you’re one difficult customer.’
‘I wouldn’t be difficult if my job had been finished on time. In fact, by my reckoning, you guys should have been out of here three and a half months ago.’
‘You can’t rush perfection.’
‘My point exactly. If it was perfect, I wouldn’t be complaining.’
Given that I can’t stand the sight of anyone in my house, I follow Gloria’s advice and get me to a beautician for a general overhaul; the birth of a brand-new me. A new life . . . my life without Max. It’s time to move on. Because today I’m thinking I can get by without Max. What’s the point of wishing someone would come home when they clearly don’t want to?
I spend the afternoon gaining a new perspective on my life as the beautician sloughs dead skin from my heels and paints my toenails fire-engine red. I also have a manicure, eyebrow wax, eyelash tint and an exotically named youth elixir oxygen therapy facial, which involves a combination of oxygen treatment and a cocktail of vitamins and minerals slathered over my face to restore, tighten and rejuvenate my skin. Excellent.
I decide it’ll be fine if Max never comes home - as long as the finances are under control, which they will be once I transform myself and am offered a television contract.
Lucy Springer is getting her life in order! I’m damned if I’m ever going to do an audition for a dog poo ad again. If Gracie Gardener, slut and my nemesis, can act then so can I. She has a coke habit, for God’s sake. I’m no longer even opposed to adopting an Asian orphan. I could do that. I’m sure Sam wouldn’t mind sharing his room. I’ll have a new life post-Max. So he left me for the babysitter? So he’s in Bali? Big deal.
Walking out of the beautician’s, I feel on top of the world.
Moments later, I saunter past a hairdressing salon and spot a hairdresser - male, drag queen, complete with make-up (obviously). He has the Priscilla thing going and looks fabulous. I’m in love. In love, and unhappy with my same old redhead do. I look exactly like old Lucy Springer, not new me at all.
I walk in, introduce myself to the drag queen - Pete, he tells me - and demand he ‘do me over’.
‘Love, are you serious?’ he screeches.
‘Absolutely. Do whatever you want,’ I tell him, feeling silently queasy. After all, I love my red hair. It’s my trademark.
‘Get rid of the red,’ Pete snaps straightaway. ‘Doesn’t suit you.’
I spend the next three and a half hours having a complete hair makeover. In addition to blonde, I have honey, copper and ash stripes through my hair, the base colour being chocolate. Not a hint of red.
After it’s done, I say to Pete, ‘I want to look more Newtown than North Shore, but do I just look like an aging, cheap slut?’
‘You’re an artist, darling. Artists are entitled to own any hair they want.’
I bobble out of his salon feeling chuffed, proudly flicking my multicoloured hair from side to side . . . and that’s when I happen upon a travel agent’s window.
Fate.
I remember Dom’s comment, about me needing to sort out my marriage before moving on with my life. He has a point. Then there’s Bella and Sam. They need to see their father. I need to see their father. I’m stuck in limbo land, and as much as I think I want to move onward and upward, I really should sort out my feelings about Max as well.
I walk through the travel agent’s door.
If Max can take off to Bali, so can I.
I’d love to say that my day ended on that spectacular note, but as this is a diary I have to be honest and confess how Patch and another builder caught me in my underwear less than an hour after I arrived home from my day of beautification.
Really, it wasn’t funny.
Why was I clad only in my Elle Macpherson Intimates? Because after my beauty treatments, I decided I was looking somewhat pale - I’m naturally a fair-skinned redhead after all. So I proceeded to slather myself in Clinique fake tan - the downside being that I couldn’t put my clothes back on for fifteen minutes until the lotion had completely dried. Eight minutes in, I needed to use the toilet. I didn’t think anyone other than Bella and Sam were in the house. God knows, it was four o’clock and Patch never works late on Friday afternoons.
So there I was, about to enter the bathroom, when Patch and another builder appeared on the landing, having just climbed up the ramp.
‘Avert your eyes,’ I cried and fell into the bathroom, where I stayed for a good half-hour, only emerging after Sam reassured me several times that there were ‘No strange men in the house, Mummy.’
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‘Have you gone barking mad?’ Gloria screeches when I tell her about Bali. ‘It’s that hair, the chemicals, the bleach - it’s rotted your brain.’
‘But we’ll miss school,’ says Sam.
‘What about the germs?’ asks Bella.
‘I thought you both wanted to see Dad,’ I say, admiring my new hair in the rear-vision mirror and making To Do lists in my head as I drive them to their respective sports. We’ll need swimmers of course, sunscreen, passports . . .
‘Bali?’ my mother snaps when I finally find the courage to ring her.
‘Yes, Bali - and don’t try to talk me out of it. I’m taking Bella and Sam too. It’ll be fun.’
‘You’re not going to do anything silly, are you?’ Mum continues. ‘I mean, anything sillier than flying to some godforsaken Third World country with my grandchildren, what with bird flu, drug-smuggling -’ 
‘Don’t forget terrorists,’ I say, inflaming her further.
‘Exactly. And for what? To chase after your lecherous husband and his silly girlfriend. And just what, please tell me, are you going to do, Lucy, when you find them? If you find them, assuming they’re still in Bali.’
While I do have a plan, of sorts, I’m not telling Mum. My information release to her is on a strictly need-to-know basis. I’ve told her we’re off to Bali - that’s as much as she can cope with for now. I have to keep some thoughts private. Plus, I don’t need her ripping my plan to shreds and telling me I’m going to fail. I hear enough of that kind of talk from Gloria.
‘I’ll figure something out,’ I say. ‘In five days’ time I’ll be zipping through duty-free, buying a new pair of hip black sunglasses and several international magazines, and zooming off on that big white bird into the sky.’
Several storage boxes later, I find the kids’ passports. They were done when we almost took a family vacation to Fiji with Max’s secretary/mistress, Poppy. The fucker.
Despite those unhappy memories, I’m feeling rather optimistic about life when I pick up Bella from netball and Sam from soccer. Am singing ‘Walking on Sunshine’, and feeling light on my feet for the first time in weeks. Actually, I feel kind of floaty, like I’m walking on air. I think for a moment and the penny drops. Maybe it’s the antidepressants kicking in. Whatever it is, I’m thankful to be having a good day. To make sure the mood lasts, I take special care not to engage any of the parents in conversation, confining myself to the obligatory nod.
‘Are we still going to Bali?’ Bella asks in the car.
I nod.
‘You’ll get arrested for sure,’ says Sam.
I swing my head around. ‘What? Why would you say that?’
‘That’s what Toby’s mum said. I heard her talking to Oliver’s mum.’
‘When’s your hair going to be normal again?’ Bella asks. 
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‘How can you go away and leave all this?’ Gloria asks on Sunday evening as we huddle in the makeshift family room/kitchen/laundry and I feed her takeaway roast chicken. At least I made the salad myself because we still have a fridge that’s accessible. Just. The room, though, is rather smelly and grubby, and washing dishes in the laundry trough is wearing mighty thin. Gloria looks particularly unimpressed.
‘Aren’t you terrified the builders will disappear while you’re away?’
‘There’s been progress,’ I tell her, poking my head into the new extension and glancing at the junk strewn around the floor. ‘The brickwork’s completed, the gyprock replacing the buckled walls has been started.’ I breathe deeply. ‘The place is really starting to take shape, don’t you think? The stairs have gone. We now have a ramp to access the top floor.’
‘You call that progress?’
I take Gloria on a tour of the new part of the house. ‘See, the electrics and wiring for the kitchen and family room have been started.’
‘Several times, by the looks of all the holes in the walls,’ she sniffs.
‘Sure the electricians have made mistakes with power-point positions but it’s nothing a bit of money and time can’t fix,’ I say, knowing I’m fast running out of both.
‘What happened there?’ Gloria points to some dodgy floor tiles at the entrance to the laundry.
‘They were laid so excess water flows towards the doorway rather than the drain, so they have to be re-laid.’
‘I see.’
‘One day, in the near future,’ I say excitedly, ‘we’ll have a brand-new kitchen and a family room where we won’t have to huddle alongside the washing machine to watch TV.’
‘You keep telling me that, Luce, but I still don’t see any tradesmen. You’ve got to get tough, even if Patch is a potential love interest. Show him who’s boss. Tell him and his lackeys to get on with it.
‘Your hair’s starting to grow on me, by the way. I was a bit frightened at first, but I think it’ll be okay - combine it with a high-protein, no-carb diet and you’ll be back in the big game in no time.’
‘Thanks for the vote of confidence -’
‘Baby steps, darl. Now, what exactly do you need to do before you head off on this ridiculous search-and-destroy mission?’
‘Well, I’ve ordered more tiles . . . the oven . . . I’ve given Patch a timeline of when things need to be completed by, and he’s agreed. The timber floors need to be laid, kitchen installed, then the painting. I guess there’s a fair bit to do.’ I look around. ‘Except I’m not sure about timber floorboards anymore. Maybe vinyl or cork tiles will be okay.’
I can’t afford timber. It’s as simple as that. It’s just taken me a while to realise I have to lower my expectations.
Gloria rolls her eyes. ‘Cork tiles? You’re joking, right?’
‘I’m going to run out of money soon. I need to economise. And there’s no way I can have marble benchtops in the kitchen. I’ll have to settle for laminex.’
‘Stainless-steel splashbacks, at least?’
I shake my head. ‘I don’t think so.’
To distract Gloria from making any more disparaging comments, I tell her about my secret Bali plan.
‘I’ll stake out the surfing beaches, and just happen to be standing nearby as Max walks out of the surf. I’ll be looking glamorous in my batik sarong and windswept hair, and as he saunters past I’ll nonchalantly say, “Max, hi . . . I didn’t realise you were still in Bali.” What d’you think?’
I needn’t have asked because Gloria is doubled over laughing.
‘One,’ she says, holding her index finger in the air, ‘please don’t wear a sarong, batik or otherwise. You’ll look positively frumpy. And two,’ she’s actually snorting now, ‘two, there is no such thing as windswept hair when you’re smack bang on the equator. It’ll be so hot and humid, your hair will be constantly stuck to your face and you’ll be begging strangers to shave it off.’
‘I might get it braided,’ I start, but am cut off by more annoying laughter.
‘Don’t. Please, stop. You’re killing me. You and braids? 
I’d like to see that! Yeah, go for it.’
‘I might.’
‘Dear Lord above, just say no, Lucy. If the only reason you’re dragging your kids to Bali is to spy on your adulterous husband, forget it.’
‘The kids will have fun.’
‘Not if you’re going to force them to spy on their father. Do the adult thing. Find out where he’s staying, sneak into his room when he’s out with his lady love and put scorpions in his bed. For goodness sake, be grown-up about it.’
‘I already know where he’s staying.’
‘See, there you go. Now you just have to buy the scorpions and smuggle them into Bali. Could be a tad difficult. Where is he staying?’
‘Sheraton, Nusa Dua.’
‘Typical. Tell me you’re not staying there as well?’
‘What? No, of course not. That is, I’ve booked a room -’
‘No, Lucy, you can’t.’
‘And why not?’
‘Because it’s stalking. Besides, think of Sam and Bella.’ 
Bloody Gloria. Sometimes I hate her. It’s all systems go when it suits her and her harebrained scorpions scheme. But when I come up with a plan - an excellent foolproof plan, I might add - she laughs and tells me I’m a stalker. So much for my good mood and walking on air.
‘I have to see him, Gloria. He has to face me.’
‘Why? He’ll only hurt you all over again. It’s pointless.’ 
‘No, it’s not. As Dom said the other night, I have to face Max to sort out our marriage. Max needs to see the kids . . . to see what he’s thrown away by running off with Alana.’
‘Dom, hey?’
‘Yes, Dom. I’m allowed to talk to him you know. You’re the one who begged me to get in touch, if you recall. Anyway, it’s no big deal.’
‘I wouldn’t say begged.’
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After dropping Bella and Sam at school, I stop to buy bread and milk at the shops nearby and see several mothers, including Trish, at the café there. No doubt they’re dissecting her woes so they don’t have to examine their own unfulfilling lives, infidelities and inadequacies. I know they’ve been taking her cooked dinners most nights, even though I’m sure Trish isn’t incapable of boiling spaghetti just because her tramp of a daughter has fled the country with my husband.
Am I bitter? Maybe. The thing is, seeing them gossiping and sympathising with Trish about Alana running off with Max makes me feel . . . well, it makes me feel paranoid. Because I know they’re all wondering, ‘Why didn’t Lucy stop them?’ The answer is, because I didn’t know they were running around behind my back. I was ignorant. Blind. Stupid.
Trish spots me standing with my groceries and waves me over to join the group. Practically every mother I know is here, except Nadia. I feel like an intruder who’s accidentally stumbled into a party I wasn’t invited to. Then I realise: I have stumbled into a party I wasn’t invited to.
‘Sorry to interrupt,’ I say.
No one speaks for a moment, then Emma says, ‘Please join us. Have a scone.’
Have a scone? Who eats scones at nine o’clock in the morning? Come to think of it, who eats scones full stop?
She pulls up a seat beside her and pats it. Reluctantly, I sit.
‘We’re talking about how hard it is to stay married,’ laughs Camel-toe Wendy. Nervous titters from the women seated around her. Realising her insensitivity, she back-pedals. ‘Sorry, Lucy.’
‘Don’t mind me,’ I say, waving a hand in midair.
‘Well, relationships in general,’ she goes on, digging herself further into a hole. ‘You know, power struggles . . .’
‘Still doing Pilates, Wendy?’ Emma asks, changing the subject. (Camel-toe’s certainly dressed for it, day in, day out.)
‘No.’
‘I thought you loved Pilates?’
‘Well, I liked saying, “I’m going to Pilates” or “I’ve just come back from Pilates”,’ says Wendy. ‘But actually I don’t like the class at all.’
Then could you stop wearing the clothes, I think nastily.
‘I got kicked out of yoga class,’ says Dee. ‘Swore too much. The instructor said yoga couldn’t help me, I needed therapy.’ She laughs. The group laughs with her.
‘I can’t stay,’ I say, standing up. ‘Got a few things to organise before I fly out to Bali.’
Trish chokes on her latte. ‘Bali?’
‘It’s time this mess was sorted out.’
I’m shaking as I climb into my car. The school grapevine will be working overtime on that titbit.
‘They mean well,’ Mum says, when I arrive on her doorstep fifteen minutes later.
‘They bloody well don’t. They’re the sort of women who, if I put on five kilos, would be around in a finger snap with a huge chocolate mud cake and a shoulder to cry on.’
‘They cared when you cut your hand.’
‘Only because they thought it was a botched suicide attempt.’
‘A cry for help -’
‘It was a bloody accident, Mother.’
‘The point is, they cared.’
‘Only because they thought I was having a breakdown because Max had left me.’
‘And would that be far from the truth?’
‘Whatever. They only come around because they smell drama, blood and failure.’
At home, the winking red light of the answering machine greets me. There are three messages from concerned mothers. They all begin innocently enough with variations of: ‘Does Bella have the spelling words for this week?’ before moving quickly to ‘Are you sure you want to go to Bali?’ and ‘I’m here for you’.
There’s a fourth message. It’s from Trish. She’s crying, rambling, saying words that don’t make sense. She sounds so distraught I ring her back.
‘My little girl has been stolen,’ she sobs. ‘I’m coming with you - I’ll drag Alana home. Except she won’t listen to me, even if I do find her. Who’s to say she won’t disappear again?’
‘Trish,’ I say when she finally takes a breath, ‘I’ll see what I can find out when I get there.’
‘She won’t listen to you either. All she cares about is Max.’
The words sting. This is the father of my children we’re talking about.
‘Look, I don’t want to get involved in rumours,’ Trish says, sounding serious and seriously tipsy.
‘What rumours?’
‘You know. People talk. They say you’re a self-centred diva and that Max got sick of it.’
‘People? Which people?’ I demand.
‘Just people. They’re saying that it’s a wonder he lasted so long. Not that I’m blaming you, of course.’
Of course.
There’s silence for a moment while Trish drinks from her glass. I can hear the ice cubes tinkling.
Slurring her words, she starts up again. ‘The church runs communication classes for couples, you know. Maybe if you’d come once in a while, none of this would have happened. If you’d kept your husband on a short leash instead of trying to pursue a career. I mean, you must be pushing thirty-six - and old people are so ugly on TV, aren’t they? Not that I’m saying you are. But instead of chasing those dreams, maybe you should have been at home reading up on how to satisfy your man.’
‘Trish,’ I start. But it’s useless trying to reason with her when the vodka’s kicked in.
‘Why do Alana and I have to pay for your mistakes?’ she wails and hangs up.
Vodka or not, Trish is right. It is my fault. I couldn’t keep my husband happy, so he found some nineteen-year-old babysitter who would.
When Nadia calls a while later, I’m desolate.
‘Trish is out of her mind with worry. There’s no reasoning with her. I’ve tried,’ Nadia says.
‘But she’s right. Maybe if I’d gone to church, done more counselling, been more available -’
‘Stop!’ she says. ‘Max is the arsehole, not you!’
Still, it gets me thinking. Maybe I am a diva. I should have seen the signs - recognised that our marriage was in serious trouble before Max sought solace in Alana’s slender arms and teenage thighs. Now Alana’s become the one he confides in . . . they’re a team, a twosome. Max relies on her to tell him that there’s goddamn froth on his upper lip or something gross hanging out of his nose. I wonder if Alana kicks him just like I used to, when he snores?
Maybe I should forget about Bali and take the kids to Disneyland instead.
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Holiday doubt kicks in further when everyone I tell is clearly unimpressed. ‘That’s so irresponsible,’ sniffs a mother in the morning kiss-and-drop zone. ‘Taking Bella and Sam to a country with a dangerous travel warning.’
Not as irresponsible as inflicting a ruffled white shirt, thigh-high silver leather miniskirt, textured stockings and lace-up black high-heeled boots on us all first thing in the morning! Love, the go-go dancers from 1966 called. They want their costumes back.
I don’t go to tennis because a bikini wax is in order. But even the beautician harps on at me. ‘There are plenty of other islands - why on earth would you go to Bali, especially with all the political unrest?’ she says as she rips hairs from my vulva.
I don’t want to get into the whole ‘to snoop on my cheating husband’ explanation because I’m not sure whether spying is the thing to go around blabbing to strangers, but nor do I want to tell her it’s none of her business, because she holds the power to hurt and scar me for life. So I just smile politely as she plucks at my pubic hair, while mentally tossing up how this torture compares to giving birth and having pap smears.
The bottom line is: I need to confront Max. For Bella and Sam’s sake, as much as for my own. He and Alana need to face up to their responsibilities. Of course, once they’re both actually back here that’ll create a whole new set of problems, but I’ll deal with them later.
Dom rings in the afternoon demanding to know if I’ve thought about what kind of inanimate object I’d prefer to be. 
‘You’ve had long enough to think about it.’
‘I guess maybe a table, a timber table, because it’s where everyone gathers for meals,’ I blather nervously. ‘You can’t lose a table, or forget that it’s sitting in the middle of a room.’
‘Interesting answer. So, what’s new?’
‘I’m going to Bali.’
‘Really?’
‘The kids and I need a holiday.’
‘Really?’
‘Okay, the truth is, after you and I spoke, I got to thinking that I can’t ignore Max and our marriage anymore. I need to sort everything out. You’ve inspired me to do the right thing.’
‘I’ve inspired you?’
‘Yes, with your “Lucy, you need to take control of your life” speech. Anyway, I agree with you. I do need to get my life back in order.’
‘Wow. Okay, so after you confront Max, sort out visitation rights and come home, you and the kids can jump in the car and head down here for a real holiday. You’ll need it. Maybe you could even venture down before you go to Bali . . .’
‘I’m leaving in three days, so, no, I don’t think so. Besides, I look like a two-dollar hooker.’
‘Tell me more!’
‘New hair . . . I might have overstepped the boundaries of good taste.’
‘Still, I’m sure you’re worth ten bucks, at least.’
We banter a bit more, and just as I’m about to hang up, Dom says, ‘Given that you’d choose to be a timber table, do you have one?’
‘Just an old chipboard monstrosity. I’m waiting until after the renovation’s finished to buy a good one. Now, my turn,’ I say, changing the subject. ‘If you had to be trapped in a TV show for a month, which show would you choose?’
‘Current?’
‘Either/or.’
‘No contest. Superman.
’
‘Jimmy Olsen?’
‘Ha, ha. Clark Kent, thank you very much,’ he says with a laugh.
‘Not Superman?’
‘Superman is what I can do, but Clark is who I am - quoted from Lois & Clark: The New Adventures of Superman.’ 
‘Way too much time on your hands,’ I tell him.
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The stove arrives. When I unwrap the packaging I see that it’s got an electric cooktop and an electric oven. The order form clenched in my hand clearly states ‘gas cooktop, electric oven’. How hard is that to get right?
I’m furious and, while it’s not Patch’s fault, he gets the blame. Because he’s running six jobs at once and while he may be cute, albeit with a gammy eye, he should be devoted to my job.
‘You need to concentrate on this job,’ I snap at him.
‘I know, love, but so many people want me.’
I snort. But it’s my first giggle of the day and my mood softens.
‘Well, they’ll have to wait until I’ve finished with you,’ I tell him. ‘Seriously, when can we get this thing moving along?’
I am pinning my hopes on the dream that once the renovation is complete our lives will miraculously return to normal - though without Max - but at least having a kitchen and family room will make the kids and I feel more settled. This renovation’s been going on forever and it’s wearing very thin.
‘Don’t know why I’m so concerned about my renovation when it’s obvious I’m going to be run out of town by the mother Mafioso,’ I tell Gloria later at her office.
‘And would that be such a bad thing?’ she says.
‘It’s just that -’
‘Just what?’
‘Soon we’ll have a beautiful house; Max will be back -’
Gloria shoots me ‘the look’.
‘- or not, the kids are happy -’
‘They’re kids, they’ll be happy anywhere - well, maybe not Bella but she’ll adapt . . . eventually. As for Max, whether you go to Bali or not, what makes you think he’s going to see you and automatically say, “Yes dear I’ve made a huge mistake, biggest mistake of my life. I’m coming home.” Anyway, why do you want that cocksucker back?’
‘He’s not a cocksucker -’
‘Okay, pussysucker -’
‘Gloria!’ I peer over her shoulder as she scribbles notes on head sheets. ‘What are you doing, anyway?’
‘Updating client profiles. Take Naomi here,’ Gloria shows me a photo of a leggy, horsy brunette I recognise as having been a couple of years ahead of me at NIDA, ‘used to be late twenties, now, I’ll write thirty-ish.’
‘She’s older than me.’
‘Thirty-ish means thirty-nine, you know that. She’s adventurous -’
‘Will sleep with anyone.’
‘With a contagious smile -’
‘Does lots of drugs,’ I laugh.
‘And is a free spirit,’ says Gloria.
‘Exactly, she’s a junkie.’
‘Lucy, these are my clients you’re talking about.’
I stab a finger at a photo of a woman with fluffy brown hair and huge boobs. ‘Who’s this?’
‘Isobel, very outgoing -’
‘Loud and embarrassing.’
‘That’s it,’ says Gloria, snapping her folder shut. ‘I’m closing my books until after you leave.’
‘What did you write about me?’
‘Needs a complete makeover. Voluptuous.’
‘So I am fat?’
Trish comes around, sheepish and weepy. I want to toss her out for being so cruel to me on the phone, but I know she’s devastated about Alana. Her only daughter’s run off with a married, middle-aged man, which, I dare say, isn’t the future she dreamed of when Alana was in nappies and gurgling happily. If Bella did that . . . well, I hate to think how I’d react. It certainly wouldn’t be pretty.
‘I’m sorry for what I said,’ Trish tells me.
‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry for this whole mess.’
She barely stays five minutes. Just long enough to give me a letter addressed to Alana. ‘Please call as soon as you see her, just to let me know she’s okay,’ she asks. We hug awkwardly, before she leaves, still crying.
* * * 
‘Only take essentials,’ I tell Bella and Sam as we pack our bags that night, ready for tomorrow. ‘We’ll buy everything else we need over there.’
‘Are we really going to see Dad at last?’ Sam asks.
‘Yes, darling, we are.’
‘I can’t wait,’ Bella says. ‘Will he be at the airport to meet us?’
Given that Max doesn’t know we’re coming, it’s highly unlikely. It crosses my mind that he might even have left the island by the time we arrive.
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I’m standing at the sink in the laundry, up to my elbows in filthy lukewarm water, washing dinner plates and asking myself why Alana would want to hang out with a really bad surfer who’s more than twice her age, when Patch waltzes in.
‘You’re looking bright and breezy,’ he says. ‘I need to talk to you.’
He positions himself behind me at the sink and immediately I feel uncomfortable.
‘Ever since I saw you at the top of the ramp the other day, naked and giving me that look, I haven’t been able to get you out of my mind,’ he says.
‘That look,’ I say, stepping away from him, ‘was one of mortification. And I certainly wasn’t naked! I had no idea you and the other guy were in the house.’
‘Of course you didn’t,’ he says with a grin.
‘I didn’t!’
‘You’re lonely, I get that. You need a man and -’
‘And nothing.’
I am beyond stunned. Admittedly, I’ve sometimes constructed daydreams about Patch and his impressive biceps, but that’s where I want to leave it - on fantasy island!
‘But I was thinking maybe you and I could get together,’ Patch says, a look of growing concern on his face.
‘I’m flattered,’ I say, ‘but not interested. I have a husband.’
The worried look disappears and he laughs. ‘If you have a husband, I’m flying to the moon next Saturday night.’
He gives me a ‘Later, babe’ look (quite impressive for a man with one eye) and saunters off.
‘He thinks I’m playing hard to get,’ I wail to Gloria later over the phone.
‘Are you?’ she says.
‘Don’t be bloody ridiculous. Do you think I’m crazy?’
‘What? For not taking Patch up on his offer?’
‘No! Get real. I mean the whole taking the kids to Bali bit. Am I insane?’
‘No . . . not unless you do something crazy and end up in a Balinese jail for the next twenty years. However, assuming you don’t get nabbed for smuggling coke or ice, be a honey and buy me some celebrity perfume duty-free to add to my collection. And I mean Sydney airport duty-free, not some foul-smelling goat urine from a mangy street stall in Kuta. Oh, and I want movie-star fragrance, not designer rubbish like Vera Wang or, God forbid, Leona Edmiston. And, Luce, good luck. I’ll be thinking of you.’
* * * 
After showering, I liberally apply fake tan all over my body. I hope I’ve put on enough moisturiser beforehand so the tan doesn’t collect and cause horrid pumpkin-coloured hot spots, à la Rock. I really don’t want to think about him right now. The night with Rock was a oncer! And I am not the sort of woman who goes around town having one-night stands. I can’t be leaving my intimate apparel at strange men’s apartments.
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D-Day.
The first time I wake, it’s 12.12 am, then 12.50, then 1.15 . . . Basically, I don’t sleep. My mind’s too busy ticking off potential disasters. Not the plane crashing or even that I’ll get falsely nabbed for drug smuggling, but really stupid thoughts like: Is the iron turned off? Is my passport up-to-date? Where is my passport? What the bloody hell was Patch thinking? Did he really think I was coming on to him on the ramp? Where are Bella’s and Sam’s passports? Have I packed enough clothes? Will the airline lose my luggage? A distinct possibility, I figure.
All of which brings me to now: ten past four in the morning and agonising over what to wear on the plane. When you spend the best part of two hours worrying about travelling clothes, your brain begins to fry.
I get up and clean the fridge, even though I cleaned it twice last night. The potatoes and mayonnaise I decided were keepers twelve hours ago are now booted out. Same with the open packets of water crackers and cat biscuits.
Oscar’s been sent to the cattery. I wonder if he likes it there. Cramped, alone, cold and dark in a tiny wire cat cage. Mustn’t think like that. He’s tough. I’ll buy him new biscuits when he comes home.
I start tidying the house - what there is of it - but it’s already tidy. Something else I did last night. A complete waste of time because the builders will make a mess of it within minutes of arriving. After the instructions I left with Patch yesterday, I’m cautiously optimistic that (assuming he returns to work after our little incident) we could almost have a brand-new kitchen and bathroom by the time we get back. Almost.
For the next two hours, I fluff around, move cushions, tear sheets off my bed, scrub the spotless bathroom. Put a wash on, then curse myself because it won’t be dry before we leave. I don’t want clothes hanging on an aerator for eight days, especially with the dust.
Finally, the kids wake up and I occupy myself with other activities, like screaming at them. ‘Have you packed your swimmers? Goggles? Toothbrushes?’ I know I’m nagging. I’m nervous. Very nervous.
Dom rings. ‘Good luck, Luce. I hope everything works out . . . and remember to take time out for yourself. Sounds like you could do with a holiday.’
I’m too jumpy to chat, but after I hang up I remember the trip Dom, Gloria and I took to Hayman Island on a break from NIDA years ago - a spur-of-the-moment adventure. It still seems like yesterday - the sun, the surfing, my ill-conceived white bikini that, unbeknownst to me when I bought it, turned transparent when wet. I spent most of my time hiding from view in the water or walking up and down the beach alone, willing it to dry. In hindsight, I guess I could have gone and bought another one in a different colour . . .
More Dom memories flood back. It’s terrifying because they’re all good. Too good. And I know that can’t possibly be true. Perhaps what I’m remembering isn’t true. You know how your memory distorts things, makes them seem better or worse than they really were? Were Dom and I really such good friends?
I glance at the photo of Max, Bella, Sam and me on my bedside table. In years to come when I look at that photo, will I remember it as a fantastic family day because I was so happy that Bella learnt to boogie-board, and for the first time Sam ducked his head under a wave without being prompted, and the four of us sat on the beach eating the best fish and chips in the history of fish and chips? Or will I remember how I felt frumpy in my navy sarong and distraught because Max was ogling a young adult (let’s give him the benefit of the doubt) in a revealing red bikini? All those things happened that day and I distinctly remember feeling both elated and distressed. Which feeling will eventually become the dominant memory?
It feels really good to walk out of the house and close the door, even if it’s only for eight days. For the first time in ages, the kids are excited and bursting with happiness.
As Mum drives us to the airport, Bella squeals, ‘Faster, Nanna, please drive faster. We don’t want to miss it.’ It’s only her second time on a plane.
‘Bella, we don’t leave for another three hours,’ I tell her. 
‘What if they’re running ahead of schedule and the plane takes off an hour early or something?’
‘It’s never happened in the history of aviation and somehow I doubt it’ll happen today.’
Bella sighs and stares out the window.
‘I can’t wait,’ I say, playfully squeezing Sam on the arm. 
‘We’re going to be staying at a resort with bathrooms and restaurants.’
‘We can eat whatever we want and we don’t have to make our beds,’ says Sam.
‘Dust-free for days,’ says Bella, clapping.
‘And Daddy will be there,’ they say together.
As we’re standing in the check-in line for our flight to Denpasar, Mum nudges me and points to passengers whose bags are suffocating in shrink wrap.
‘You should have done that,’ she says.
‘Shrink wrap? Yeah, that’ll stop smugglers messing with my stuff.’
‘I’m not worried about you,’ she whispers. ‘No more than usual anyway. It’s Bella and Sam - they’re innocents in all of this.’
I ignore her. After our nude shrink-wrapless bags have disappeared down the conveyor belt, and I’ve given the check-in assistant the evil eye to let her know I’m wise to her drug-smuggling game, I take the children duty-free shopping. They each buy a one-foot Toblerone, but I don’t mind. They’re on holiday. I’ll worry about their teeth in two weeks’ time.
I buy Gloria the latest Paris Hilton fragrance and giggle. Serves her right.
Finally, it’s time to say goodbye to Mum. She’s blinking back tears and hugging the children tightly. ‘Watch out for jaundice,’ are her final words as the kids and I disappear through the doors towards immigration control and gate 57.
We almost make it through. That is, until the metal detector goes berserk over Bella’s hand luggage. Bells ring and several customs officials hot-foot it over to the machine. People behind us, in front of us and all others within a five-kilometre radius turn to gawk.
‘Step to the side,’ orders a surly fellow with a buzz cut and numerous tattoos.
When he unzips the bag, several stainless-steel knives, forks and spoons tumble out. What the fuck? I think and look at Bella. She stares blankly at me.
‘I can explain,’ I tell the official, even though I’m not sure I really can. ‘You see, my daughter Bella - this is Bella,’ I pull her over to join me, ‘is afraid of foreign cutlery so she packed her own - without my knowledge. She can’t stand using restaurant cutlery in Australia, let alone overseas.’ I smile.
Am I trying to flirt with the tattooed security man? I have no idea, but whatever I’m doing it’s not working. The cutlery is confiscated and I’m warned never to smuggle weapons onto a plane again.
Bella cries as the utensils are binned. ‘How am I going to eat?’ she says.
‘You’ll have to use your fingers,’ Sam offers unhelpfully.
I whack him over the head with my new gossip magazine. 
‘We’ll figure something out.’ But inside I’m still shaking. 
Settled in the departure lounge, I read my magazine. The cover story is about Summer and her ambitious plan to adopt babies from every Third World country. ‘If I could adopt a baby from every country, I would,’ she bleats. Angelina sure started a trend there. ‘I’d like to have ten. Seriously. From all over the globe.’ And she looks serious enough, what with her long blonde mane seductively falling over her face. What happened to the shaved-head look from a couple of weeks ago? Perhaps it didn’t fit the ‘nurturing Earth Mother’ persona; then again, the lingerie she’s almost wearing in the photo hardly promotes that image. Surely, no adoption agency in their right mind would give her a real, live baby to look after? Maybe for a photo shoot, but forever?
Further into the magazine there’s a tiny piece about Gracie Gardener. Apparently, she’s being sued by her ex-husband after enticing him over for dinner, spiking his drink and supergluing his penis and testicles to his abdomen when he was out cold.
Flying over Alice Springs three hours later, my nervous twitching cranks up several degrees. I read a statistic in the in-flight magazine that says one in five flyers use alcohol or prescription drugs to help overcome anxiety. I guess I’m one of those because I’m guzzling a gin and tonic. Although my anxiety’s more about arriving than being up in the air.
Before I left Sydney, Gloria asked me, ‘What makes you think Max will agree to see you?’ Her words play on my mind, even though at the time I told her not to be silly.
‘He has to see me,’ I said. ‘Or he has to see his children, at least.’
Now, I’m not so sure.
What the hell am I doing dragging my kids to a foreign country so I can confront my philandering husband? A year ago, even three months ago, I could never have imagined this was how our first family holiday to Bali would come about. But as I gaze at the endless speckled brown earth below, I realise that I don’t have a choice. I need to go to Bali. Not only to face Max, but so I can work out what the hell to do next. I need to move on with my life.
Sam alternates between playing his Nintendo DS, reading Harry Potter and watching three movies at once. Bella’s still trying to figure out how she’ll cope with foreign germs.
‘What about bird flu, Mum?’ she asks. ‘How will I know it’s that and not some ordinary flu?’
‘You’re not going to get sick. Full stop.’
‘Bali belly?’
‘No.’
Her mind ticks frantically as she lists all the disastrous things that could befall her. Dirty cutlery’s just the tip of the iceberg.
When we’re given our meals, we also get plastic cutlery in vacuum-sealed plastic bags. After much cajoling, the flight attendant gives me another five lots. It’s a good start. Bella’s on a mission to collect at least fifteen sets.
* * * 
We arrive at Denpasar at two-thirty in the afternoon. Everyone, including me, ignores the flight crew’s instructions and immediately stands up and opens the overhead lockers. I look around at three hundred hot, weary travellers all frantic to find a pool, a beach, a beer, or all three. Everyone rushes forward as the doors open.
‘Stay close to me,’ I say to Bella and Sam as I get pushed ahead of them.
A searing wall of humidity hits us the moment we step off the plane. The air’s also heavy with cigarette and petrol fumes, making breathing difficult. As we surge into the terminal, the passengers from our plane catch up to passengers being processed from an earlier flight. The huge mass shuffles forward in a haphazard queue to hand over seventy-five American dollars for temporary visas.
Three-quarters of an hour later, we’re waiting at the baggage carousel for our luggage. Security guards watch us, leaning against the concrete walls and smoking pungent cigarettes. An assortment of shrink-wrapped bags ride the carousel waiting to be claimed. Having taken no such precautions with our bags, I suddenly feel insecure. Twenty years is a long time to spend in jail, even if it is the tropics.
I breathe deeply and try to stay calm as dozens of bags circle, none of them ours.
Several long minutes later, I spot our suitcases under a battered pram and an enormous blue esky decorated with red lobster paintings. Why would anyone import lobsters to Indonesia?
As we make our way towards customs, we’re stopped by several Indonesian men in military uniforms. My stomach lurches as one of them leads us to a desk and unzips our bags. He examines my brown tankini and other personal items, much to Bella’s horror. Then he opens Bella’s bag.
‘This?’ he says, picking up several small bags of plastic cutlery.
Bella squeaks, ‘Don’t let him take them, Mummy.’ She’s on the verge of tears.
‘For eating,’ I explain, putting my hand to my mouth and making biting actions. ‘For my daughter.’
He smiles and waves us through.
Outside the terminal is a thick sea of people, pacing, sitting, standing and smoking. It’s hot and sticky and I immediately regret the pants I’m wearing. Even though they’re made from light cotton, they cling to me. My hair sticks to my head, and my palms, the backs of my knees and my forehead are all soaking with sweat.
Sam spots a piece of cardboard sporting the word ‘SprinGer’. I grab the kids and push through the milling throng towards the smiling man holding the sign.
‘Selamat Datang di Bali, welcome to Bali,’ he says with an enormous grin. ‘My name, Wayan.’
‘Pleased to meet you, Wayan,’ I say. ‘I’m Lucy and these are my children, Bella and Sam.’
The four of us nod and smile at each other.
Wayan’s hand reaches for my head and I take a step back before realising he’s only trying to place a yellow hibiscus flower behind my ear. Very pretty, but I’m nervous and overwhelmed and protective of my personal space. Bella and Sam are given frangipani necklaces to wear.
I keep telling myself everything will be okay and it will be - once we’ve booked into the hotel.
A hot breeze blows through the car as we drive in bumper-to-bumper traffic through the crowded streets of Kuta, narrowly avoiding dogs, small children and tourists. It’s loud and vibrant. The children stare out the window, trying to take in the colour of the market stalls and the DVD shops and the garbled clashing sounds of music, scooters and blaring horns. Many of the buildings we pass are new or half-completed (just like home), but there are also plenty of traditional Balinese-style homes and family temples.
‘Look. Four people on a motorbike and none of them are wearing helmets!’ Sam squeals.
‘You like?’ Wayan says, beaming.
‘Imagine the bacteria in that food,’ Bella says, pointing to a roadside stall where meat is roasting on an open fire over coconut husks.
After a thirty-five-minute journey, Wayan drives into lush gardens dominated by towering coconut palms. Not the Sheraton Nusa Dua, where Max is staying. I do listen to Gloria sometimes. Instead, I’ve book us into a hotel at Legian Beach, several kilometres from my husband and his new lover.
‘Selamat Datang, welcome,’ says the hotel concierge. He leads us into a huge open reception area with beautiful wicker lounges and marble coffee tables. A sandstone terrace overlooks a winding lotus pond. Who would have thought that less than fifty metres away was a noisy world of colour, chaos, crowds and dust. The only sound I can hear now is the trickling water of the hotel’s many ponds and fountains.
A smiling, well-groomed Balinese man takes our luggage and escorts us to our traditional bungalow via meandering stone paths dotted with huge stone buddhas, fish ponds and hibiscus and frangipani trees. Our lovely air-conditioned bungalow has a bathroom overflowing with flowers. We also have a private balcony overlooking a serene garden courtyard. Bliss. I’ve only been here ten minutes but already I feel peaceful and light.
The kids demand to go swimming immediately so we quickly change into our swimmers. Even though my practical side tells me I should unpack our bags and get organised before heading to the pool, I don’t give in to it. We’re on holidays and the three of us almost trip over ourselves to get out the door.
I watch the kids dive into the pool and, minutes later, am ensconced under a palm tree with a strawberry-coloured cocktail, a novel and a smile on my face. Bella and Sam are laughing and playing together. While this might not be a cause for celebration in other households, after the chaos of the past few months it fills me with happiness. No wonder Max chose to escape to this island. It’s heaven on earth.
‘Mum,’ Sam calls to me from the edge of the pool. ‘When are we seeing Dad?’
‘Soon,’ I say vaguely. ‘Soon.’
‘How soon? Where is he?’
‘On the other side of the island.’ Not true, but geography isn’t Sam’s strong point.
‘Can we go see him?’
‘Soon.’
‘That’s what you always say.’
Sam dives back into the pool and swims underwater to the other side without taking a breath.
‘See that?’ he shouts over to me.
I smile and nod.
‘Come for a swim, Mum,’ Bella calls.
I briefly resist, then do a loud belly-flop into the deep end. The water is perfect and the three of us chase each other underwater, splashing and laughing. All of a sudden I’m a normal mother having holiday fun with her two kids. I love it.
Bella taps me on the shoulder. ‘We’re hungry.’ The line isn’t delivered in the whingy tone she’d use at home. It’s presented more as fact. ‘Are you hungry too, Mum?’ she asks.
‘You know what, I think I am.’
An hour later, we’re walking up the main street of Legian. The noise is mind-blowing, what with radios, music videos and live bands competing to be heard over traffic and the general hum of pedestrians laughing and talking loudly in various languages.
‘Come on, hurry up,’ Sam calls, keen to explore. There are endless market stalls selling everything from fresh fruit to T-shirts, children’s clothing, DVDs and beaded jewellery. 
Hawkers whisper conspiratorially ‘Chanel’, ‘Billabong’.
‘Can we buy this?’ Bella asks, clutching a pale pink Von Dutch cap.
‘Hey, cool,’ Sam says, picking up a miniature wooden surfboard. ‘Can I have this?’
Every two steps it’s the same questions. The kids are mesmerised by the latest DVDs, toys, Playstation games and branded hats. I’m momentarily taken aback by several T-shirts emblazoned with the words ‘Fuck Terrorists’, but the children don’t notice and we pass briskly by.
The air is heavy and still and there’s a thick layer of dust everywhere. As we wander past brightly coloured restaurants, spruikers implore us to come inside. ‘Makan malam, ma’am?’
Sam can’t take his eyes off the crabs, fish and lobsters swimming in tanks, unaware that they’re fated to end up on some hungry tourist’s dinner plate. He quickly gets the idea, overcomes any objections, and decides he wants one.
Bella’s not so sure. ‘They’re overcrowded and living in filthy water. I don’t think so,’ she says.
We’re weighed down with bags of pirated movies, beads and hats, and our legs eventually give out. We stop at a restaurant offering fresh fish, lobster, crab and prawns, all packed in ice displays by the roadside.
‘Come in. Try,’ says a cheery Balinese woman clad in a bright orange and yellow dress. There are several kittens roaming around inside the restaurant.
Bella’s cautious but Sam says he’s starving so we go in. Despite knowing Bella and Sam could never eat a whole fish, I let them order one each. We also get a chilli steamed crab, prawns to share and nasi goreng. We’re on holiday, having fun and I feel happy and at peace. I sip a Bintang beer and watch the world go by while the kids feed the kittens. The colour, the lights, the buzz. Can life get any better than this?
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I have a bubble bath at four-thirty in the morning - blame the time difference. I know Indonesia’s only two hours behind Sydney but I’m wide awake, my mind buzzing. Besides, I haven’t had a bath since Mum forced me, weeks ago. Am soaking peacefully when the children wake up just after five o’clock.
By the time we’ve gorged ourselves at the buffet breakfast and head to the pool, it’s still only 7.30 am. Unbelievably, all the sun lounges are taken, at least the much sought-after poolside ones, draped with striped beach towels. Still, there’s no one around to claim them, so we do some moving around of the lounges themselves and end up with a good spot.
‘I might get my hair plaited,’ says Bella as we watch Sam diving for salek fruit seeds from the bottom of the pool. He never seems to tire of it.
‘When are we seeing Dad?’ he asks when he surfaces for a drink.
‘Have you rung him?’ Bella asks me.
I let her question hang in the heavy humid air. Despite the fun we’re having, Max is never far from my mind. As much as I’d like to forget about him and Alana, I can’t. Every time I see my children, I see him. They both look like him, in different ways. And I can’t forget my children - they’re my life.
Before arriving in Bali, I thought that calling Max would be the very first thing I’d do. We’d go to his hotel, all have dinner together and he and I would try to sort out this mess. So, yes, I called him last night after the kids were asleep. But I was relieved when his voicemail kicked in, because . . . well, the kids are happy, and, for the first time in a long time, I’m relaxed. I can forget about my reality back home for a while, where I’m a deserted wife, there’s homework to be corrected, endless chores to be done and the minor problem of a half-finished renovation. The selfish part of me is enjoying some stress-free time with Bella and Sam. It’s a relief to discover we can still have fun together; that despite the ugliness of the last few months, my relationship with them hasn’t been irreparably damaged. And although I want to - have to - see Max, I’ve no desire to break the magic that’s holding Bella, Sam and me together.
‘Yes, darling,’ I tell Bella. ‘I’ve left a message. I’m sure Dad’ll call very soon.’
‘Why don’t we surprise him?’ Sam says.
For a split second I think it’s a good idea, then shake myself. The kids don’t need to see him with Alana.
Although maybe he’s not with Alana anymore. It’s a possibility. Max gets bored so easily. He might be desperately sad and lonely, thinking he’s made the biggest mistake of his life. Or he could be in Panama with Alana, embarking on a whole new adventure.
Late in the afternoon we order pizza by the pool. It’s so hot that the ice in our lemonade melts less than a minute after the waiter’s placed the glasses in front of us. The kids swim then snooze in the shade. I call Max again, and am relieved when his phone automatically clicks to voicemail. I leave him another short message, then phone the Sheraton to check that he’s still registered. He is but he’s out. I leave a message with the concierge repeating the request to call me back.
By six o’clock, we’re exhausted. The sun sets over the ocean, the temperature drops slightly and the hawkers pack up their bags for the day. The kids are ready to collapse in front of a movie. Even though there are newer ones, Bella and Sam fight over Wild Child and Kung Fu Panda.
‘You’d better decide, guys, otherwise it’s Mamma Mia!—Sing-Along Edition,’ I tell them, and don’t hear another word.
Sitting in a comfy chair on our secluded verandah, I read my book in the fading light, daydream and nap. Bliss.
Inevitably, my thoughts turn to Max (I hate him . . . I love him . . . I hate him). Then Rock - he was great for my ego (guilt, guilt, guilt). And Patch. Misguided though he might be, I like Patch. He makes me laugh. Of course, I’d like him a whole lot better if he actually did some work on my house. I hope our little misunderstanding doesn’t cause permanent damage. I want him to finish the job.
And then, of course, I get to Dom. He still sounds incredibly gorgeous with his carefree charm and sexy, throaty laugh. The fact that he was (still is?) tall, dark and striking just adds to his charms. Remembering his tanned, hard physique makes my stomach churn, my nipples hard. We never fought when we were friends and house-mates all those years ago. The closest we ever came to disagreeing was the night before he left for Europe. And then he was gone - all the way to the other side of the world.
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After much coaxing, the kids agree to a day trip to Ubud to visit the monkey forest. On the drive, Max calls. He’s surprised to hear that we’re in Bali. That’s the thing about Max. If he doesn’t want to believe what he’s hearing, he’ll make you repeat it again and again, as if he misheard the first time or you’re going to miraculously change your mind.
‘You’re really here, in Bali?’ he asks again.
‘That’s right.’
My heart’s pounding. I’m talking to him and he sounds . . . normal. Suddenly I miss him. I miss our life together; the fantasy of the perfect family playing board games, sharing good times and bad, but ultimately sticking together.
‘Where exactly?’
‘Right now, driving to Ubud.’
After Max finally accepts I’m not joking, he agrees to meet us at Jimbaran Bay for an early dinner.
‘It’s a small fishing village on the peninsula at the southern-most part of the island,’ he explains, as if reading straight from a guidebook. ‘We can eat on the sand and watch the sun set.’
Why doesn’t he want to meet up right now? Why isn’t he desperate to see Bella and Sam? I would be.
I don’t get the chance to ask, because he abruptly disconnects. I’m left feeling unsettled and anxious. And a little scared.
Ubud is charming. It feels secluded and unrushed, even though there are plenty of tourists strolling the streets. It’s also a lot cooler.
At the monkey forest, we watch, amazed, as masses of monkeys, from babies to the old and withered, fight over peanuts, bananas and other food scraps. The children aren’t so enamoured when the monkeys tug on their shorts, begging for food. One lands on Sam’s shoulder, pulls at his ear, steals his chips and stalks away with his red bulbous bottom high in the air. Sam’s not sure whether to be scared or to laugh.
Wayan drives us to Jimbaran Bay well before sunset. The kids race down to the water’s edge to maniacally splash each other. I follow them at a slower pace, amazed by the number of traditional fishing boats bobbing out on the calm water. The beach has dozens of open-air restaurants, with endless rows of tables and chairs on the sand mere metres from water.
I find the restaurant Max and I are meeting at and ask an enthusiastic waiter for a table in the front row on the sand before ordering a Bintang. The beer comes and I sip slowly, watching the kids play a chasing game on the beach with other children. Every so often Sam looks over to the table, then shrugs and goes back to the game. I glance at my watch: Max is late. Some things never change. I wonder if he’ll show.
You know, I never imagined this particular scenario eleven years ago on our wedding day: that one day, I’d be in a foreign country, waiting to meet my adulterous husband to discuss the state of our ambiguous union.
Then again, I guess no one thinks about such things on their wedding day. It’s all sunshine, roses, happiness and sex. Don’t get me wrong. I didn’t think our marriage would be all Brady Bunch swell times. I knew there’d be dirty socks, disagreements and the odd dull moment. But I certainly didn’t consider that the road ahead might be paved with frustration, boredom and mutual loathing. Not that I thought our marriage was like that - all of the time. And I definitely didn’t entertain the notion that one of us might end up cheating. How could I? Eleven years ago, Max and I were in love.
What if Max wants to come back to me now? To us? Would I be happy? I try to picture Max begging me to give him another chance, but his face is fuzzy around the edges. He’s fading from my memory just like he’s fading from my life.
I’m staring out to sea when I notice Sam and Bella running up the beach towards something . . . someone. Max. And suddenly my heart is in my mouth. I’m shaking and having trouble breathing. I want to throw up. I take a large gulp of beer.
He lifts them both up at the same time and covers them in kisses. He looks different. Casual. Maybe it’s the tan. Or the longer, blonder hair. It’s unsettling seeing him so laidback; at home and at work he’s all about time management, appointments, suits. Is that a bracelet around his wrist?
I walk down the beach to meet him. He hugs me quickly, awkwardly, then stands back.
‘Wow, I can’t believe you guys are really here,’ he says as the children continue to climb over him, smothering him with infinite love. ‘It’s great. I’ve missed you guys so much.’ His tone is upbeat but strained.
I’m struggling to believe him. But then, of course he’s missed the kids - he’s not a bad father, just an absent one. And, generally, Max hates conflict unless it’s with Gloria. He would rather run away (to Bali) than confront me. So part of me isn’t surprised to hear the words. He’d hardly want a scene here . . . or anywhere.
I try to speak but can’t find any words. We head back to the table, no doubt looking from the outside like a normal, happy family.
‘Have you been lonely, Dad?’ Sam asks.
Before Max can answer, Bella points to a beach seller loaded with trinkets that flash neon colours. ‘Can we go and look at what that man is selling?’ she says. Max gives them each some rupiah and seconds later they’re gone.
‘So,’ he says, turning his attention to me. ‘It’s good to see you, Luce.’
He doesn’t ask whether I’m happy to see him. Maybe he just assumes I am.
I finally find my voice. ‘What if we hadn’t come looking for you? Would you still be glad to see us?’
He looks anxious. ‘How can you ask that? I’m really glad you’re here.’
I’m not convinced. At the back of my mind I’m still thinking that he doesn’t want to create a scene. He’ll do the usual Max thing: charm me so I forgive him and don’t ask hard questions.
‘I love your hair by the way,’ he says, and smiles. ‘It really suits you.’
He sounds as though he really means it. Does that mean he still likes me? Finds me attractive? Maybe even loves me again? Or is he just commenting on the new style, much the way a neighbour I haven’t seen for a few weeks would?
He’s not exactly asking for forgiveness, is he? He’s just talking about my hair.
Before I can confront him with this, Bella and Sam return. We eat grilled fish and chips, as though it’s a normal family meal. Until something that’s definitely not normal happens.
‘Max, darling! You said you’d only be half an hour.’ It’s Alana and she’s standing barely a metre away from us.
‘Max, darling?’ In front of me? Worse - in front of Bella and Sam! I want to kill her. Insensitive skinny bitch.
She’s wearing a short, revealing lime caftan with sparkly diamantés sewn around the low neckline to accentuate her tanned breasts. Her perfectly pedicured toes rest on dazzling pink-beaded thongs. Her hair’s loosely tied back in a messy ponytail and her only make-up seems to be the slash of pink across her teenage lips. She’s tanned, blonde and pretty. Which I’m not. She’s also young. Which I’m definitely not. Even in a disco with the lights dimmed, I couldn’t pass for twenty-eight anymore. I’m fading away while my husband’s lover - a girl who’s a mere nine years older than my daughter - is brimming with youth and vitality.
‘Alana,’ says Bella, surprised. ‘What are you doing here?’
‘Holidays, sweetie,’ Alana replies brightly. ‘Don’t you just love Bali?’
‘Lani, Lani,’ squeals Sam. ‘You’re here too!’
Yeah, we’re all here. Me, Max, our children and Alana. Surely there’s something wrong with this picture?
‘Just another ten minutes,’ Max says, his voice silky and soothing.
Alana pouts, then reluctantly turns away, but not before giving Max a come-hither look full of promise. I want to punch her - and him.
‘What the hell is this, Max?’ I demand as the children happily follow Alana down to the water’s edge. ‘You bring her with you to see us?’
He frowns. ‘Alana’s fragile,’ he says. ‘She’s not like you.’ 
Fragile, my arse, I want to scream but the words don’t come out.
‘We’ll talk later on,’ he says. ‘In private.’
‘When?’ I ask, suddenly feeling very tired.
‘Tomorrow morning at your hotel, after breakfast. We’ll go over everything then. I want to do the right thing by you and the kids, I promise.’
He’s in a hurry to leave. His eyes are on Alana, who, despite giving piggybacks to Sam and Bella, is being chatted up by several Indonesian lads. It’s too much. I push my chair back and call the kids, needing to get away from him, from them. I wait while they run up to Max and kiss him goodbye. They don’t seem distressed about leaving their father and that makes me very sad. But I will myself not to cry. I refuse to break down until I’m back at the hotel and can lock myself in the bathroom.
We head back along the beach and my anger almost consumes me. Why should I wait for him again, I tell myself. Why does everything have to be played Max’s way?
‘Stay here a minute,’ I say to Bella, and jog back towards the restaurant where Max is still sitting. I’m not waiting another minute. We need to talk now.
The sight of Alana sitting with him stops me abruptly. I hide from view behind a cart loaded with barbecued corn on the cob. I creep closer to listen but can’t hear a word because three Elvises (complete with white jumpsuits and silver vinyl capes) are serenading diners close by with ‘It’s Now or Never’. So I stay where I am, rigid and straining my neck and ears as far as I can.
They’re laughing and touching each other, holding hands over the candle-lit table. The table where Bella, Sam, Max and I were sitting barely ten minutes ago. Our table, where now, Max and Alana thumb-wrestle and giggle.
I slowly walk back towards the children. They’re further along the beach than where I left them and I’m overcome by irrational fear until I spot them.
‘Why is Alana here?’ Sam asks as Wayan drives us back to our hotel.
‘She’s on holidays too,’ says Bella.
I don’t say anything. My mind is back at the restaurant - where Alana and Max have their heads together, whispering as lovers do, and laughing. No doubt laughing at me, his sucker of a wife. Max isn’t coming home. He’s clearly happy with Alana.
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It’s 1.15 am and I’m lying awake in bed. Did I really expect Max to turn up last night and tell me that the nightmare of the past six weeks was over? To beg me to take him back? To tell me he’s sorry for making the worst mistake of his life? Sadly, yes. Part of me - the part that’s been hoping against hope for the sake of the way we used to love each other, for our children - wants him to tell me he can’t live without me, that he’ll say goodbye to Alana forever and spend the rest of his days making it up to me, to us, till death do us part.
But if he did say all those things - and, let’s face it, it’s unlikely - could I really forgive the lies, the betrayal, the humiliation . . . again? Am I really so wretched that I’d accept him back into my life on his terms?
The sudden ring of the telephone shocks me.
It’s not Max, it’s Mum. I nearly fall off the bed in surprise. She’s hysterical; almost incoherent. My first thought is that something’s happened to one of the children, then reason kicks in. My second thought is that Dad’s had a heart attack. My panic escalates when I can’t decipher what she’s saying through her sobs.
My dad comes on the line. ‘Lucy, is that you?’ I want to say, ‘Who else would it be?’ but can tell this isn’t the time. ‘There’s been a terrible accident,’ he goes on. ‘A bomb in Bali.’
‘No, there hasn’t,’ I say, thinking my parents have finally scooted over the edge into madness.
‘You’re safe - you, Bella and Sam?’
‘Of course. We’re fine.’ Except for the fact that my husband and their father is living it up with his nineteen-year-old floozy.
‘That’s a relief. I don’t want to spoil your holiday but it’s not safe there. You have to come home.’
I can hear Mum still sobbing in the background.
‘A bomb? Are you sure?’
‘Happened a few hours ago - Jimbaran Bay, I think -’
‘Jimbaran, did you say?’
‘That’s right,
I -’ I cut him off. ‘Everything’s fine here. But the kids have woken up so I should go,’ I lie. I need to get off the phone. Get my head straight. Find out if what he’s saying is true. ‘I’ll call you first thing in the morning, I promise.’
I hang up. Fingers shaking, I dial Max’s number. My heart’s pounding so loudly it feels like it’s jumping out of my chest. We were at Jimbaran Bay only a few hours ago.
Max’s phone is turned off and fear overwhelms me. I sit rigid, unable to move. I’m sure Max is fine, I tell myself. He has to be. Dad’s just making it sound worse than it actually is. That’s what parents do. It’s their job to terrify you into looking at the world their way.
I turn on the television and flick to CNN. It’s headline news, with video footage of the bomb sites - one at Jimbaran and another at Kuta. It doesn’t seem real. It can’t be real.
The phone rings again. It’s Gloria.
‘Way to go, girl,’ she says. ‘You okay? I was really worried. I mean, I know you’re a survivor and all -’
‘We’re okay. I’m a bit shaken though,’ I say wearily as I focus on the sickening images on TV.
‘Good, good. Now, I might be able to hook you up with A Current Affair, set you up with some interviews -’
‘Gloria!
’
‘What? This is news. Big news. Huge. And news sells.’
‘People are dying.’
‘Yes, they are. Thankfully, you’re not one of them, though it would be useful had you been a witness or got shrapnel stuck in your leg.’
‘Thanks very much for your concern - hanging up now.’
‘Okay. Call m -’
Staring at the television, I try to take in the information as words and numbers skip along the bottom of the screen - many dead, more injured and unaccounted for. I feel numb. I’m certain something bad’s happened to Max. Something really bad.
I don’t want to think the worst but it’s impossible not to. Images rush into my mind: hearing that Max is dead, having to tell the children they’re never going to see their father again. It’s too much to bear.
I call his number again even though I know it will yield the same result. His phone is off. I call his hotel but there’s no answer.
I sit in a daze, torturing myself with horrible scenarios about Max’s death, each one more gruesome than the last. 
The phone rings again. It’s Nadia.
‘Trish is frantic,’ she tells me, after checking the kids and I are safe. ‘Alana’s phone’s switched off and there’s no answer at her hotel.’
‘Yeah, I’ve tried as well. Tell Trish I’ll ring when I find her.’
‘Lucy, are you sure you’re okay?’
‘I will be once I find Alana and Max.’
Max’s name gets caught in my throat. I say a quick goodbye to Nadia and hang up. I can’t let myself think the worst. It serves no purpose, and I have to be brave and upbeat for the sake of the kids.
‘Who’s calling so early in the morning?’ Bella asks as she stumbles into my room, yawning, her hair over her face. It’s nearly five o’clock.
‘Housekeeping,’ I mumble. I haven’t even noticed the sun come up. I feel frozen with shock.
Bella, sensing that all’s not well, climbs into my bed and gives me a cuddle. I hold her close until she dozes back to sleep.
By seven o’clock Max still hasn’t phoned. I call his hotel and, once more, the receptionist puts me through to his room. As it rings, I think how horrific it would be to have to tell Sam and Bella that their father has gone . . . forever. Having to tell his parents, work, the families at school . . .
‘Sorry, ma’am, no answer,’ the receptionist says after a few minutes, exactly as she has done the other five times I’ve rung.
The mood at breakfast is subdued. The Indonesian staff stand in groups, shaking their heads and looking miserable.
‘What’s the matter, Mum?’ Bella asks. It’s obvious to her that something’s wrong because the Balinese are usually so friendly and relaxed.
‘There’s been an accident,’ I explain, ‘just near where we ate dinner last night. I need to find Daddy -’
‘Was he in the accident?’ Bella says, stricken.
‘No, but I need to make sure, okay?’
Then I lose it and start to cry. Bella does too. Sam joins in. Suddenly the three of us are sitting at the breakfast table holding hands, tears streaming down our cheeks.
‘One of the ladies from the hotel will look after you,’ I say. ‘You can still go swimming but you have to stay together.’
‘Why can’t we come with you?’ Sam asks. ‘Dad said he was coming to the hotel after breakfast.’
‘And he still might. That’s why I need you to stay here and wait for him.’
I explain to Sari, the woman who’ll be looking after them, that the children can swim in the pool but need to wear hats and sunscreen the whole time. ‘No excuses,’ I say, looking at Bella and Sam.
‘I’ll find Dad and the four of us will have a really nice lunch,’ I go on. Bella doesn’t look convinced.
After kissing them goodbye, I head up to reception where lots of people are milling around.
‘Bomb no good for Bali,’ says the Indonesian man standing behind the desk. He looks and sounds sad.
‘I know,’ I say, tears welling in my eyes. ‘It’s just that . . . I think . . .’ I start to cry. ‘My husband is missing. We were at Jimbaran last night.’
Of course, I can’t explain why Max isn’t a registered guest at this hotel.
‘It’s okay, madam, we help.’
‘I need a driver,’ I say, and give him my name and room number.
He nods, then turns to answer the phone. He motions for me to go over to the nearby lobby phone. As I reach it, the phone starts vibrating and I pick up.
It’s Trish. She’s crying. ‘My baby, my baby. Please tell me my baby’s okay!’
‘I saw Alana last night,’ I tell her. ‘And I’m going to her hotel room right now.’
I don’t want to upset Trish further but I can feel my own anxiety levels increasing. Imagine having to tell Trish that Alana has died in the blast. There’s no way Trish could cope. She’d kill herself.
‘But she’s not at her hotel,’ Trish wails.
‘She could be.’
‘No, I’ve rung so many times. She’s not there. She’s dead.’ And she hangs up.
The children and I are fine by the way, I say silently to myself. Wayan appears in the reception area. I am so happy to see a familiar face I could kiss him. Luckily for all concerned, I restrain myself.
‘Loo-see, I take you where you need to go,’ he says brightly.
The drive to Nusa Dua takes forever. There are road closures and traffic diversions. The chaotic atmosphere of the last couple of days has been replaced by a sombre feeling of dread. It’s too early for tourists to be out, but even so it’s eerily quiet, except for the military personnel and police walking the roads and riding motorbikes.
‘This very bad. Not good for Bali,’ says Wayan as we drive past another road closure, this one guarded by several police armed with heavy black machine guns.
‘No, it’s not,’ I answer, a lump rising in my throat.
I’m sure Max and Alana are fine. Why wouldn’t they be? They’ll be at the hotel and everything will be okay. It’s got to be.
Finally, we arrive at the Sheraton. Wayan parks his van and tells me he’ll wait while I search for my friends.
I talk to an official-looking man behind the reception counter and explain the situation.
‘One moment,’ he says, and swipes an access card through a machine. ‘This way, please.’
I follow him along a pathway and up a flight of stairs.
We stop at an ocean-facing suite and he knocks. I hope Max answers, but then what? What if Alana’s draped over him wearing a revealing tiger-print negligee? ‘Sorry, I thought you were dead,’ I’d say, only to have him reply, 
‘What’s all the fuss about? Lani and I have been making love all night - in the spa, beside the stone buddha, on the beach . . .’
It’s amazing how I can torment myself with lurid images. It takes practically no effort at all.
‘No answer, I’m afraid, ma’am,’ He slides the card into a box above the door handle and the door swings open.
The first thing I notice is that the bed - a huge king-sized bed - hasn’t been slept in. Nor is there any other sign that Max came back last night. I feel sick with anxiety.
I wipe away tears, trying to keep it together but fearing the worst. We were at Jimbaran Bay a couple of hours before the blast. It’s not beyond the realms of possibility that Max and Alana were walking past one of the restaurants when the bomb exploded.
On the way back to the hotel foyer, I rack my brain, trying to work out what to do next. The obliging duty manager rings the Australian Consulate helpline and I’m asked for Max’s passport details, flight numbers and last-known whereabouts. But I don’t have those details. I can only tell the consular official where he’s staying and that he didn’t return last night.
I’m told to go straight to Sanglah General Hospital in Denpasar, where I’ll be met by staff and can continue my search. I give the duty manager my number and ask that when, not if, Max returns, could he please phone me.
As Wayan drives me to Denpasar, I stare out the window thinking of all the things I haven’t said to Max. And all the things I wish I had. And I pray - my first time in years (Trish would be horrified). I pray that I’ll find Max at the hospital with only minor injuries. Then I bargain with God, promising that if Max is alive, I’ll never yell at my children again, blaspheme, or make snap judgements about people I’ve only just met. I’ll take the time to be patient and nurturing, the way a kind mother should be. I’ll be the best mother, best friend, best person I can possibly be. I just need Max to be alive. Slightly bruised is fine, but in one piece . . .
I feel like I’m trapped on some out-of-control emotional roller-coaster . . . one minute I’m thinking, even hoping, that Max is off with his girlfriend so he’ll be safe, the next minute, I’m back to thinking he’s dead.
Fuck Max. (Apologies to God. Promise broken.) If he hadn’t left me, we’d still be at home dealing with Patch and thieving cabinet-makers. Now look where I am, heading to a hospital in a foreign country where scores of injured people lay waiting to be treated. What if he never gets to see Bella and Sam grow up? His grandchildren? The grandchildren we helped create?
For a moment, it’s all about me. I’m the one suffering. I’m the one with a broken heart. I’m the one driving to hospital, searching for him. Me! I’m the one dealing with this shit.
The roads are narrow and there’s too much traffic. I’m desperate to get to the hospital, but desperate not to find out if Max is injured, or worse. My skin’s crawling. I almost can’t breathe. What if Max is in pieces somewhere? Why couldn’t he just have stayed at home? I still love him, I realise. Even while I hate him for leaving us for a teenager.
My phone rings and I’m flooded with relief. It’s short-lived.
‘Lucy, is that you?’ It’s Dad. ‘Your mother wants to know when you’re coming home?’
‘I haven’t really had -’
‘Your mother’s very upset. We both are. You need -’
‘Max is missing,’ I cut in. ‘So’s Alana. I’m sure they’re fine. It’s just that they didn’t make it back to their hotel last night, so I’m checking the hospitals, just in case.’
I try to sound upbeat but my voice falters. Maybe I’m really not that good an actress.
I can hear Mum in the background, whimpering.
‘Don’t tell Mum, but we were all at Jimbaran last night,’ I say. The whimpers turn into a shriek. I guess he told Mum. Big mouth.
Mum comes on the line. ‘They’ve been killed!’ she wails. 
‘No, God, of course they haven’t. But I’m going to the hospital just to -’
‘And then you’re coming straight home, aren’t you, Lucy?’ Dad says, taking control of the phone again. ‘Promise me you’ll be on the first available plane out once you’ve found Max.’
At the hospital, the scene is chaotic. Cars, motorbikes and people compete for road space. Wayan stops his van where he can and I get out. I haven’t got a clue what to do or where to go. When I get close to the hospital entrance I see that the area is clogged with dozens of injured men, women and children lying on stretchers, their bodies ripped apart by the bombs. Those who can walk have blood oozing from wounds, metal shrapnel sticking out of their arms, legs and, in one case, both shoulders.
The stench and heat are overwhelming, but I’m shivering. I want to run and vomit under the red hibiscus trees nearby. I’m too afraid to push through the crowd and into the hospital. If this is what’s outside, I can’t imagine the carnage beyond the doors. So I hang around out the front, watching, listening, terrified and shaking.
Finally, I force myself to walk towards a woman holding a clipboard. She’s surrounded by scores of people, all clamouring for her attention. She has short dark hair, an olive complexion, and her worried expression is at odds with the pink tropical shirt and aqua shorts she’s wearing. When I get to the front of the queue, she asks me my name. She has an English accent and is my age, maybe younger. It’s hard to tell. As I piece together all the information I can remember about Max and Alana, she takes notes. I’m pleased I can recall what they were both wearing last night. She asks if either of them have distinguishing marks. My mind goes completely blank. She nods sympathetically and tells me to go inside and search for them there. But my legs won’t budge.
‘The sooner you go in . . .’ she says, placing a hand on my shoulder. ‘In the meantime, their details will be entered into a register. If we find a match, we’ll let you know. But it will be quicker if you can look yourself.’
‘I know. I know,’ I say. I take a deep breath and walk inside the hospital. The corridors are full of able-bodied people like me, crying and searching for friends and relatives. Others - those who have heard the worst or fear the worst - sit slumped in corners, too shocked to move.
I stare at the bodies on stretchers. Many victims are being treated for cuts caused by broken glass; several have horrific injuries, missing arms, half a face. It’s hell on earth. I’m operating on autopilot, remaining calm, in a trance-like state as I walk past dozens of victims searching . . . searching for Max.
I see an arm poking out from beneath a bloodied sheet on an old, sagging stretcher. The rest of the body is hidden from view. Though blood-spattered, swollen and broken, the arm is familiar because of the bracelet. It’s the one Max was wearing last night.
I hear myself screaming. I cover my mouth with my hand but can’t walk closer to the stretcher. I don’t know how long I stand there, dazed, before a nurse comes to my aid.
‘My husband,’ I say, and collapse in tears.
She sits me down on a crowded bench and retrieves the paperwork stuck to the sheet. ‘It is a woman you are looking for?’ she calmly asks me.
I shake my head. ‘No. My husband.’
She pats my leg and explains that the body under the sheet is female.
I’m relieved, then feel guilty that this person is someone’s dead mother, daughter or sister.
As I fill out pages of forms at an overcrowded nurses’ station, snippets of conversation fill my ears.
‘I was at Jimbaran when the bomb exploded,’ a woman with a British accent says. ‘It sounded like waves crashing. People started running everywhere, screaming and crying.’
I bite my top lip, ignoring the pain and blood, keep my head down and continue writing.
‘We were in the building next door to a restaurant hit in Kuta,’ a man, possibly German, says. ‘There was a massive boom and the shop’s windows blew out. Complete chaos. People were lying in the streets with arms missing. Everyone gathered around trying to help however they could.’
I hang on to the hope that Max was one of those helping the victims rather than being helped himself.
It’s just gone eleven o’clock. Again, I phone Max’s mobile. It’s futile. I can’t help but imagine his phone smouldering in the wreckage alongside him. I text him, Where are you? then continue my search through the hospital.
Half an hour later, worn-out and numb, I return to Wayan and the van. There’s no sign of Max at this hospital and no matching descriptions so far. I guess that’s a good thing. But it’s torture not knowing for sure. At least when you have all the facts you can start to deal with them. Until then it’s more searching, and waiting - the endless waiting - and anxious jumping every time the phone rings.
Wayan offers me a cigarette. I don’t smoke. It’s hot, the air is thick and it hurts to breathe, but I accept his offer. He puts his arm around me while I cry and we smoke together in silence as chaos swirls all around us.
Wayan takes me to Graha Asih Hospital, and I repeat the awful process. Nothing.
We head back to the hotel. I’m angry with the gawking crowds growing ever thicker on the streets. Why are they here? Why are there sightseers taking photos of the hospital? They’re blocking the access of those who need to get to the hospital - all those broken bodies still being recovered.
I try to blink away the tears as they form but they’re falling too fast. Glancing out the window, I see my reflection. I look tired and drawn. Millions of thoughts race through my mind: the past, our love, but the most important of all - what am I going to say to Sam and Bella? The thought of telling them their father is dead fills me with dread and despair.
I close my eyes and somehow manage to nod off because the next thing I know we’re back at the hotel and Max is opening the car door.
‘Lucy!’
‘Thank God, Max. Is that really you?’ I fall into his arms, huge sobs escaping my mouth. ‘Thank God, thank God,’ I say, kissing him over and over again. The father of my children is alive. My relief is beyond any emotion I’ve ever experienced. (Including how I felt when Trish blurted out the news about Max and Alana.)
‘Where have you been? Everyone’s been so worried. 
You’re okay?’ I say, hugging him tighter, tears rolling down my cheeks. ‘I thought you were dead.’
Max hugs me back. ‘I know. I’m sorry. I can explain.’
‘As soon as I heard about the bomb, I rang your mobile,’ I say. ‘Then your hotel. When you didn’t answer, the kids and I -’ I swallow my tears. I know I have to be strong. I need to focus on Max and our children.
‘It’s okay. We’re all okay,’ Max tries to reassure me, rubbing my back and squeezing me tightly.
‘I guess, but it’s just so awful - all those dead people, and so many others badly wounded. I thought I’d never see you again.’
‘Hey, I’m all right. I’m here. I’m sorry about everything you’ve been through,’ he whispers in my ear.
‘I was worried for the children . . . you’re their father.’
‘And not a very good one,’ he says. ‘I am so sorry, Luce. I really haven’t done the right thing by you or the kids.’
‘You’re okay now, that’s the main thing.’
I’m so exhausted. I don’t want to argue with Max, or ask him why he’s been fucking us around - his children, his family. Maybe it’s because I don’t want to hear the answer, or maybe I’m just too tired and relieved right now.
‘How are Bella and Sam?’ he continues.
‘Missing you. They’ll be pleased you’re here. I’ve left them in the hotel’s care. And Alana?’ I ask, her name catching in my throat.
‘In shock. She’s spoken to Trish . . . it’s not easy for her.’
‘No, I guess it isn’t.’
Of course, it’s been a cakewalk for me, I want to say, but I don’t because I’m trying to become a better person in light of everything I have seen today.
Bella and Sam are beside themselves with happiness at seeing their dad. Max stays with us for the rest of the day, and in the early evening he has dinner with us in the hotel’s seafood restaurant.
‘Enjoying the evening?’ he asks me at one stage, giving me a warm smile.
I look at the kids engrossed in eating their messy mud crabs, relaxed and safe, and I can’t help but nod. This is making me feel nostalgic for a time when Max wanted to be part of our family.
‘Why were you so worried about the bomb, Mum?’ 
Bella asks. ‘Did you think Dad had been killed?’
‘No, of course not,’ I reassure her.
‘Mum was worried because the whole family wasn’t together, but we are now,’ Max says, stroking Bella’s hair. ‘You’re growing up so quickly, Bell. Soon, you’ll be as tall as your mum.’
‘What about me?’ Sam asks, bouncing up and down in his chair like an overgrown puppy.
‘You too, sport; you’ve shot up in the last few weeks.’ Sam beams with pride.
Max hands me a glass of wine just as the restaurant doors fold back and a dozen or so Legong dancers take to the outdoor stage nearby. We have a perfect view and the children are fascinated.
‘I didn’t expect to be doing this tonight,’ I say, sipping my drink and watching the dancers against the backdrop of the shimmering ocean and full moon.
‘Yeah,’ says Max. ‘It’s been a great night, considering.’
I look over at Bella, who is imitating the hand movements of the female dancers. Sam is mesmerised: first by the musicians, then by the dancers’ colourful bird costumes.
‘Hey you,’ Max says, bending over to kiss me - on the lips. ‘Can I stay tonight?’
‘What about Alana?’
‘I love you, Lucy, I always have,’ he whispers.
‘Max, I’ve been so angry with you. And today, with everything . . . I don’t know what to believe anymore.’
‘You don’t believe I love you?’
‘I don’t know. At the moment, all I can focus on is how happy I am that you’re alive.’
‘I want to come home, Lucy,’ he says, looking sincere. ‘Today, I realised how much you mean to me, how much our family means to me. What a huge mistake I’ve made.’
When Max puts his arms around me, kisses me and tells me everything will be okay, I don’t push him away. I’m confused. I feel distraught over everything I’ve seen today and I want to feel safe, protected, loved. So we snuggle closer and watch the dancers perform a piece about the courtship between a male and female bumblebee. The bees flirt and dance and fly joyously from one flower to another. The music becomes more frenzied, the bumblebees more infatuated with each other, until eventually they are consumed by passionate love.
As we walk back to the suite, Max kisses me again. I feel slightly uncomfortable, but, for God’s sake, Max has been my husband for eleven years. Surely I should be over any embarrassment about him kissing me in front of the children.
Perhaps I’m too easily influenced by the copulating bumblebees, but I want to believe Max. I want to believe that our family can be patched together again. So, for the sake of happy children and happy endings, I let him stay the night . . . in my bed.




Day 44 
I wake up about four in the morning. Max is on his side of the bed, curled up and snoring, just like the old days. For the briefest of moments Alana doesn’t exist. But then I remember . . .
In my heart, I know this can’t possibly work. Not after the heartbreak of another affair, the humiliation, the betrayal. But still, a tiny part of me hopes we can work it out because in many ways it would make life easier. Certainly for Bella and Sam.
I try to be positive. Who knows? Yesterday, shocking and horrific as it was, could actually bring Max and me closer together.
I doze again until the children rush in and jump all over Max. They can’t wait to take him to breakfast.
‘There’s so much food!’ Sam squeals.
‘You go ahead,’ I tell them. ‘I’ll be there soon.’
I take my time showering and dressing. The rational, sensible, adult part of me knows it was a mistake to allow Max to stay last night. Bloody bumblebees and their courtship rituals! It was impossible to say no. Not to mention the half a bottle of wine and two cocktails I’d drunk by the night’s end, which may have slightly impaired my judgement.
‘You won’t let me down, will you?’ I say to Max after breakfast, when he tells me he’s leaving to sort things out with Alana.
‘How can you say that after last night? You and the children are the most important people in the world to me,’ Max says and kisses me gently on the eyelids. ‘My family.’
‘So you don’t love Alana anymore?’ I ask. I can hardly bear to hear his response.
Max lets the question hang and kisses my forehead. ‘I’ll see you soon.’
Back at our room, the phone’s ringing as I open the door. It’s Mum, distraught we haven’t flown home.
‘If we allow these people to hijack our lives, then they’ll win,’ I tell her.
‘But, Lucy, you have children to think of.’
‘Exactly. And they’re on holiday. I’m looking after them. They’re not in any danger,’ I say, peering out to the grounds that are now patrolled by gun-wearing security guards. I’d be less than truthful if I didn’t admit the sight of them unnerves me somewhat.
I reassure Mum again that we’re okay and say goodbye.
When I return to the pool, Sam’s drinking lemonade. ‘Mum, we’re having the best day,’ he says, spitting soft drink all over me.
‘Where’s Bella?’ I ask, anxiously looking around. 
‘You’re supposed to stay together.’ I can’t help the alarm in my voice.
‘Over there,’ he says, before jumping back into the pool. ‘Watch me. I can hold my breath underwater for five minutes.’
Bella’s having her hair braided by three Indonesian teenage girls wearing beige safari suits topped off with beige pink-rimmed caps.
‘Mum, isn’t this cool?’ Bella says when I reach her. ‘Do you like them?’ She twirls one of her new tiny braids. At the end of each plait is a red and green bead. ‘There were so many colours to choose from, it was hard to decide.’
‘You look gorgeous,’ I tell her.
‘Is Daddy all right? Is he coming back? Are we having lunch with him?’
‘Yes, of course he is. Not sure if he’s coming to the pool, though. We’ll have to wait and see.’
Bella becomes engrossed in the many nimble fingers weaving her hair. ‘How will I wash it?’ she asks. ‘You don’t think bugs can get inside the braids, do you?’
I shrug. I’m a million miles away, wondering what’s going to happen with Max and Alana. Will she cry, I wonder. Will she beg him not to leave her? In the distance, I hear the sound of the waves on the beach.
‘Come for a swim,’ Sam urges.
‘I will,’ I answer, distracted. ‘But first I need to change into my swimmers.’
Maybe a swim’s just what I need to take my mind off Max. I blow Sam a kiss and walk back to our suite. Pushed under the door is a letter from the Australian Embassy. The gist of it: . . . Australians concerned for their safety should consider departing Bali . . . the possibility of further explosions cannot be ruled out . . . exercise extreme caution.
I sit on my bed and can’t help crying for the destruction of this beautiful island, for those poor families I saw yesterday at the hospital, looking for their loved ones and fearing the worst. With so many dead, not everyone can have a happy outcome like mine.
I switch on the television. There’s saturation coverage of the bombings. The latest number of dead is twenty-three.
I hope Max comes back soon. We have to talk to Bella and Sam and tell them we’re leaving. We have no choice: I can’t keep them in danger like this, despite what I’ve been saying to my mother. And I want to make sure that Max comes with us.
I ring the number listed on the embassy printout to book the three of us on one of the additional Qantas flights to Australia. Engaged. No doubt clogged with desperate travellers frantic to leave Bali and return to the familiarity of home where they can put this tragedy behind them.
I try the number again and finally get through to an operator. I book this evening’s midnight flight home for me and the kids, then ring Max. He doesn’t answer so I leave a message.
I walk back down to the pool. Water gushes from sandstone gargoyle fountains. The palm trees sway and the scent of frangipani lingers in the air. People sit on beach towels, reading magazines and shielding themselves from the heat of the sun. I can just see the waves on the beach as they crash onto the sand. But for me, this paradise is lost. 
Sam waves me over. He’s joined up with a couple of boys his age and they’re swimming backstroke across the pool, much to the annoyance of the Japanese honeymooners canoodling in front of them.
Nearby, a camera crew is setting up and looking for people to interview, preferably those with first-hand reports of the explosions. All their dreams would come true if they could actually interview the relative of someone seriously maimed or, better still, dead.
Gloria would be in her element here.
As people notice the cameras, the holiday mood shifts. Just near me, a couple whisper to each other, then gather their belongings and leave. A dozen more people quickly do the same.
‘Mum! Mum, are you okay?’ Bella asks. Her hair has thirty-eight tiny plaits, she tells me.
‘Come for a swim,’ Sam calls again.
The sun is scorching. To satisfy Bella and Sam, I jump in the pool and we all hug each other. I’m thankful that we’re all okay.
To take my mind off Max, I settle down with my book, keeping an eye on the kids in the pool. It’s a novel about adultery, which should upset me, but I can’t help smiling because the wife stabs the adulterous husband, who, as a result, becomes impotent and the mistress drops him. I don’t think it’s meant to be a comedy.
I notice a man, probably in his early forties, swimming with two teenage girls, both blonde. One has her hair braided and is wearing a red polka-dot bikini. The other wears a one-piece with dark green and brown Pucci swirls. They’re laughing, hugging him and smiling. A woman joins them. I assume she’s their mother. She sits by the side of the pool, careful not to get her straight, blonde, blow-dried hair wet. She’s wearing a red hibiscus tucked behind her ear. The dad and the red polka-dot girl swim into the centre of the pool leaving Mum and the Pucci teen alone. I hear the girl call the older woman by her first name, Pat. So she’s not the mother! The plot thickens. But she’s wearing a wedding ring, and when the dad swims back she chats animatedly to him.
Then it clicks. Pat is the second wife. I close my eyes, imagining Alana as Max’s second wife.
‘Mum, Mum. Save me!’ It’s the girl with the polka dots calling out to another blonde woman who’s just arrived. The woman shakes her head and laughs as she takes off her sarong to reveal a plain black one-piece. She removes her black bug-eyed glasses, dives in and swims to the man. They hug and kiss. The girls swarm around them both.
I find out later that the other woman is the father’s sister. A good omen for us, I can’t help thinking.
By two o’clock, Max still hasn’t shown and the kids are ‘starving, Mum’. So we head outside the hotel grounds to eat at one of the many food bars nearby. It’s the first time since the bombings that the children have left the resort.
It’s quiet. The sun is burning and the breeze is nonexistent. I closely eyeball passers-by, daring them to mess with me or my children. Quite harsh really, because the only people around are the Balinese with their welcoming smiles and sore hearts. I am the only foreigner walking the streets with children.
The markets and shops are open, and the restaurants and bars still blast upbeat music from tiny, tinny sound systems, but there aren’t any customers, just an air of unease and unrest.
Every couple of metres, a local tries to sell me an Australian newspaper. I shake my head and turn away. I don’t want to read what the papers have to say. But Bella does. She’s mesmerised by headlines shrieking: AUSTRALIANS KILED, DOZENS INJURED IN BALI BLASTS.
Over satay chicken and nasi goreng, I broach the subject of going home.
‘Mum, we can’t leave. We’re on holiday,’ Bella says.
‘I don’t want to go home,’ Sam adds.
I’m torn between wanting to return my children to the quiet safety of their everyday lives and staying so Bella and Sam can continue the holiday they’re enjoying so much.
‘You promised we’d stay a whole week,’ Bella says.
‘That was before -’
‘I know it was before, but everything’s fine now. It’s over, isn’t it?’
I smile at her and continue eating. Every time I see a person in a puffy parka, long dark trousers and a black helmet, I have a mini panic attack. The children are oblivious.
As we walk back to the hotel, several Balinese stop us. One woman hawking silver jewellery tells me, ‘Bali finished’. Another woman rests her hand on my shoulder and apologises for what’s happened. ‘Please be telling your friends, Bali safe. Bali good place,’ she begs.
Bella looks at me. ‘We can’t leave, Mum. Not now.’
‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ says Gloria, when I phone her for advice. I don’t mention spending the night with Max, or that he’s breaking up with Alana. ‘You’re over there now - nothing more will happen. Besides, it’s freezing here. Stay. Have fun.’
‘You’re up to something,’ I say.
‘No, Paranoid Pam. It’s just that your house and life are a mess back here - you may as well finish your holiday. Though I hope you’re keeping a diary so you can write about it when you get back.’
‘No, Gloria.’
‘But I can get you airtime on radio and TV -’
‘No!’ I say, and hang up.
Knowing that we won’t be coming back to this island any time soon, I relent and promise the kids I’ll cancel our flight home. They’re delighted.
Nevertheless, I’m still being swamped by massive waves of fear and sadness. What if the island is unlucky enough to be hit again? We have a chance to escape tonight and I’m turning it down. Am I the most irresponsible mother in the world? People have accused me of such a crime for much lesser incidents. Imagine what they’ll say about me now, putting my children’s lives at risk?
I think about Max’s dismissal of the incident as ‘one of those things’ rather than an ongoing war of terrorism. I bet he wouldn’t be so blasé if he’d been at the hospital with me and seen the mutilated bodies for himself.
As the afternoon eases into early evening, Max still doesn’t come back or call. Bella and Sam don’t seem worried. They’re happy to keep diving into the pool, yelling, ‘Look at me, Mum, look at me!’
It’s a different story when Max doesn’t show for dinner. ‘I thought Daddy was coming back tonight,’ Sam says. We are all hurt and confused. I call Max’s mobile several times but it goes to his message bank. I have a sinking, gut-wrenching feeling and, as the night drags on, I become increasingly agitated.
At eleven o’clock, about the time we would have been boarding our flight home, I turn out the lights.
From Max there is no message, no phone call, nothing. He’s a total no-show.




Day 45 
I don’t sleep well, and when I do nod off I dream about Sanglah Hospital. I’m running down endless corridors littered with lifeless, limbless bodies, searching for Max, hoping he won’t be among the dead. People scream but are silent. I shout as well but no sound escapes my mouth. Everything’s completely and eerily noiseless. I turn over countless dead bodies, searching. Finally, I see Max. I can’t see his face, but I know it’s him and I know he’s dead. I inch slowly towards him, knowing I have to face the truth regardless of how terrifying it is. Just as I reach him, he jumps up, turns and smiles. I wake shaking, twisted in the sheets.
When I fall asleep again, I’m in the midst of dozens of weeping, wailing people holding their dead and dying loved ones in their arms. I’m sobbing, hugging Bella and Sam and telling them that their dad has died. It’s horrible and I wake in a sweat.
It’s just a nightmare, I tell myself, but can’t help but get a sick feeling in my stomach about Max and me. He didn’t call last night. Were the dreams my subconscious mind trying to warn me?
I check that the children are safely asleep in their beds, then I doze.
Bella, Sam and I head to the beach for an early morning walk. Again, I eyeball every walker we pass. Any one of them could be a maniacal suicide bomber waiting for his or her opportunity to pounce. Common sense tells me that no one is going to target three scruffy tourists at seven-thirty in the morning, but I still keep the children within safe snatching distance.
We’ve gone only a few metres before an Indonesian woman comes up to us offering sarongs for sale. I wave her away but she tells me I don’t have to buy. ‘I just practise my English.’
She introduces herself as Betty and says, ‘Your name, ma’am?’
‘Lucy.’
‘Loo-see. Very pretty. How many children you have, Loo-see?’
I point to Bella and Sam. They smile and she smiles back.
‘Very beautiful children,’ she says, her eyes wide. She holds up several sarongs. ‘You like, you try, you buy.’ From her bottomless black plastic bag she also pulls out skirts, cotton shirts, pants and trucker caps in different colours and styles. How can I not buy clothes from her after she’s said nice things about my children? Besides, she’s only asking the equivalent of a couple of Australian dollars.
I glance at Bella and Sam, now doing cartwheels in the sand - yes, they are beautiful. I am so relieved and happy. Then I feel guilty because I haven’t always been the most involved parent, but I’m determined to try harder. After all, I did promise God, back when I prayed Max would be found alive.
As Betty lays out the clothing on the beach in front of us, another local, Bob, appears, selling watches, wood carvings and wallets.
‘You here for bomb?’ he asks.
I nod my head. ‘Yes.’
‘Very bad, very bad for Bali. Terrible,’ Betty says. She looks my age but is probably ten years younger. ‘Nobody come here. All tourists go home.’
‘We’re not going home, are we, Mum?’ Bella says, bounding up.
‘Not yet,’ I say quietly.
‘No, silly,’ says Sam, ‘we have another two whole days. I’m having THE best time.’ He manages a spectacular handstand to prove his point. ‘Can I buy a watch?’
‘You like?’ Bob says, his dark brown eyes pleading with me to buy. It works. I buy three watches and six sarongs in different colours. They are so cheap I feel as though I’m stealing.
‘You come back tomorrow, Loo-see, for manicure and massage?’
‘Maybe,’ I tell Betty. ‘Maybe.’
We finish our walk and head up to the hotel for breakfast where we gobble eggs and bacon, followed by coconut pancakes. We spend the day poolside again, and still there’s no word from Max. I’m trying to remain calm but a bigger part of me is trying to signal danger. If he meant all the things he said the other night, then why isn’t he here? With me. With Bella and Sam. Why is it taking so long to break up with Alana?




Day 46 
I take Bella and Sam to the kids club soon after breakfast. Thank goodness this morning’s activity is handfeeding the fish in the hotel’s many ponds, so there are no protests from either of them. I need some time alone to get my head together, to figure out what the hell is going on with Max. I’ve left several messages for him.
Minutes after I get back to our room, he turns up.
‘Luce, don’t be angry,’ he begins.
I want to kick myself. I want to gouge out both my eyes with my bare hands because I know Max well enough to predict what he’s going to say next.
‘Alana needs me.’
Bingo!
‘You told me you loved me,’ I say, without conviction. I’m so angry with myself. Did I really think this story could possibly have a happy ending? You can’t fix something that’s beyond repair. If I wasn’t so furious, it would be funny. Hysterical.
‘I do love you,’ he says.
‘Just not the way you love her,’ I finish for him.
I hate him. I hate myself. I’m an idiot and I deserve to be treated this way.
‘Lucy, I’m sorry. I still love you, but it is what it is.’
‘What does that mean? What are you telling me?’
‘Alana and I happened. I can’t deny it.’ Max shows no remorse. His face is devoid of expression and he speaks without passion, anger or sadness.
‘Do you love her?’ I demand.
‘She’s so young.’
‘That’s not an answer, Max. Do you love her?’
‘I love you too.’
‘But not enough to stay with me? With the kids?’ I’m furiously wiping away tears.
‘I’ve never felt like this before.’
‘That makes me feel so good.’
‘You know what I mean . . . Alana is my soul mate. I’m sorry, Lucy, really . . . This is a really difficult time for her. You understand.’
I understand? Who am I? Bloody Mother Teresa? Yes, I understand, you C-U-Next-Tuesday arsehole. I feel the roller-coaster of my emotions threatening to derail. Where are my Omega-3 fish oil capsules when I need them?
Max looks over to the buddha statue less than five metres away and I see that Alana’s standing there. Max gestures to her and she starts walking over.
Shit!
‘Why the hell is she here, Max? Tell her to go away. She’s not part of our family.’
‘Maxie,’ says Alana in a bored voice, staring at me like I’m some neurotic over-exaggerating hausfrau, ‘you said we’d go back to the Four Seasons today.’
‘Four Seasons?’ I say. ‘At Jimbaran Bay?’
Max shoots Alana a warning glance then looks away from both of us.
‘Yeah, we stayed there the other night,’ Alana says.
‘I beg your pardon?’ I force the words out through clenched teeth. Surely, I haven’t heard right.
‘That’s enough, Lani,’ Max says.
‘No, no,’ I say, feeling sicker by the second. I think I’m going to faint. ‘That’s why we couldn’t reach you at the Sheraton. You were at another hotel. While I was going crazy with worry, ringing the embassy and searching hospitals looking for the pair of you, fearing the worst, you couldn’t have cared less. You were completely clueless. Have you any idea what you’ve put me through? And Trish too.’
I’m seething with rage but neither of them says anything. It’s like they haven’t heard a word I’ve said.
I have an overwhelming desire to push Max into the pond. I imagine him losing his balance, totally unprepared for my shove, and hitting the sandstone edge, his head cracking open, his face sinking below the water’s surface, his ridiculous puffy white linen shirt turning pink as the blood gushes from his wound.
‘Max, haven’t you got anything to say?’ I ask with as much control as I can muster. ‘And, as for you,’ I turn to Alana, who’s started walking back towards the foyer, ‘what the hell do you think you’re doing with a man more than twice your age?’
She doesn’t look back or answer.
‘Lucy, Alana and I are moving on with our lives. You need to as well,’ Max says matter-of-factly.
I’m lost for words.
He hesitates before putting his hand on my shoulder. 
‘I really do love you, Lucy.’
When I shake free, he looks wounded and confused - as though I’m the one who’s had the affair and broken his heart.
I rush back to my room, slam the door and run into the bathroom where I destroy a full box of tissues mopping up my tears. I can’t stop crying. This is my own fault. I have no one to blame but myself. I have wasted years of my life on an emotional fucking cripple who clearly doesn’t give a damn about me.
I glance into the bathroom mirror. My face is blotchy, wrinkled and sad. How could I ever have had any hope against the youthful Alana?
I’m shaking . . . numb. Somewhere deep inside I’m howling. Completely broken. Crying for Max, for the life that we had together, a life which is over. Finished. I want to hate him but right now I’m too sad. Some day, months from now, I’ll look back on this and realise it was a turning point: the end of an era, a new beginning. But right now it’s too raw. I can’t open my eyes without crying.
My marriage is over. Max isn’t coming back. Why would he? I’m old. Old and wrinkled. It’s over. It’s one hundred per cent completely over. I wonder if Alana has seen the real Max yet. Or is he still on his best behaviour with her? Does he pick his nose in front of her? Belch? Fart? Become an inarticulate slug after three drinks? Wait till she finds out what he’s really like. She might find out that shacking up with a middle-aged man is not all it’s cracked up to be.
I twist off my wedding ring. There’s a white band of skin on my finger where it’s lived for eleven years. I should take the ring down to the beach and throw it into the sea forever, or better yet, give it to poor Betty, but I can’t bring myself to. Instead, I throw it into my make-up bag.
I agonise over the ‘could haves’, ‘should haves’ and ‘what ifs’, and when I glance at my watch I smack the back of my head against the bathroom wall, annoyed because I’ve wallowed far longer than I’d intended.
I wash my face, brush my hair into a high ponytail, then head down to the kids club in search of Bella and Sam. They’re playing ping-pong and eating donuts, oblivious. And as pissed off and emotional as I am, I’m also determined to enjoy these last couple of days with them so they take home good memories of Bali.
When I suggest we take an afternoon cruise, they jump at the chance. After sailing around Lembongan Island, the boat anchors and the kids and I spend our time collecting shells along the shore and swimming. The kids love the banana boat rides and snorkelling, but their absolute favourite activity is the ride in the glass-bottom boat along the fringe of the coral reef, where they can see all the sea creatures up close. Unfortunately, the captain has a penchant for Dr Hook and ‘Living Next Door to Alice’ is on high rotation.
My favourite is snorkelling in the crystal clear water, which gives me time to think without Dr Hook playing in my ear. To think about how much of my life I’ve wasted on Max.
In the evening, after much pleading from Bella and Sam, we walk along the block of shops near the hotel. Speeding scooters and cars zoom through the streets, narrowly avoiding stray dogs, but the taxis are empty. It’s sad and depressing. I feel bad walking into the deserted stores, but the shopkeepers plead for the kids and me to buy, knowing that when this batch of tourists leave, very few will come in their place.
‘You don’t see that in Sydney, do you, Mum?’ Bella says, pointing out two policemen gripping machine guns who ride past on the one motorbike. She has no fear in her voice. Seconds later, she returns her attention to the pirated movies, as if she could possibly buy any more. Perhaps the joy of buying inferior clothes and DVDs takes the fear away. I don’t know.
‘You’re having fun, aren’t you?’ I ask her as we try on bracelets in a bead shop.
‘Yeah, but I wish Dad was here more.’
‘Bell, about your dad and I -’
‘I don’t want to hear,’ she says, covering her ears.
As we walk out onto the street, Sam says, ‘Are you and Dad getting a divorce?’
‘Dad and I are trying to sort some things out but it’s going to take a while. We both love you very much.’
‘So you are getting a divorce,’ Bella says, stopping in front of a reflexology shop. ‘Dad’s not going to live with us anymore, is he?’
I shake my head. ‘No, I don’t think so.’ I stare at my bare ring finger; it feels weird, naked. My bottom lip trembles with the knowledge I’ll never wear my wedding ring again. But I have to keep repeating my mantra: Max and I are finished. It’s over.
‘That’s sad,’ Sam says, hugging me. ‘I’ll always want to live with you, Mummy.’
We’re all silent on the walk back to the hotel. Near the foyer, Bella picks a frangipani flower. ‘Smell this,’ she commands, and pops it behind my ear when I lean forward. ‘You look pretty, Mum. And you’re not frowning so much anymore.’
‘Do I really frown that much?’
‘You used to frown all the time, but you don’t now.’ Bella takes my hand and squeezes it tight.
Waiting in our room is a message from Max. He wants to take the children to Sanur tomorrow. I want to say, ‘Damn you! You can’t take my children away from me on the last day of our holiday’, but then I think: I have to do what’s right for the kids.
I go to bed depressed about Max and humming ‘Living Next Door to Alice’.




Day 47 
Max has the surprising decency to arrive alone at eight o’clock in the morning to take Bella and Sam to Sanur. He asks me along (how very civilised - I hate him!) but I decline, much to his bewilderment. The man has no idea at all. I’m happy for the kids to spend the day with their father and am polite to a point, but I certainly don’t wish to play happy families when we’re anything but.
After they leave, I figure I have a choice. I can stay in my room all day and cry, or I can go out and have fun. I opt for the latter, deciding to make it an ‘I Love Lucy Day’. It’s been years since the last one.
For the first two hours, I sit by the pool and read a new psychological thriller. (Husband mysteriously disappears on a yachting expedition; wife is the main suspect. I hope she has a watertight alibi.) Fantasies of Max similarly disappearing, or getting fatally bitten by a funnel-web or accidentally ingesting rat poison, keep me amused for some time.
Nearby, a father is teaching his son to swim. The boy is all of three years old and nervously clings to his father’s shoulders and neck. ‘Don’t let me go, Daddy,’ he pleads, his chubby arms wrapping tighter around his father’s neck, almost choking him.
A moment later, a woman and a girl, maybe a year or two younger than Bella, jump in beside them. They’re laughing. The father hands the boy to his mother and turns to pick up the girl and lifts her high in the air. ‘Throw me, Dad, throw me!’ she screams. He obliges, and after a splash she disappears under the water. The mother looks at the ripples on the surface, waiting for her daughter to break through the water. Nothing happens. I feel a lurch of panic. But seconds later, the girl’s head appears and she’s giggling. ‘Throw me again - higher this time!’
I turn away, realising I’ll never have that family time again. Max is right: it is what it is.
Over at the pool bar, a couple sit on their submerged stools and talk. He’s drinking a Bintang beer; she’s sipping what looks like a pina colada . . . honeymooners probably. He leans over and kisses her on the lips. She smiles and playfully pushes him away. I wonder if they will grow old together the way married couples are supposed to? Max and I will never grow old together. It is what it is. I wonder whether Max and Alana will still be together when they’re sixty. Sorry, when he’s sixty and she’s forty. And if by some miracle they are, will they finish each other’s sentences and repeat each other’s stories the way Max and I used to?
Every Christmas, Max likes to tell the story about the Christmas before Bella was born, when he was served a dodgy prawn at Doyles. (It had nothing to do with the two bottles of chardonnay he’d drunk.) It’s tradition . . . at least it was when Max and I were together. But now that he’s with her, the Christmas prawn story would be off limits, wouldn’t it?
And what about the kids’ birth stories? At Sam’s future birthdays, Max won’t be able to recount to his new in-laws the drama of me going into labour in the middle of the David Jones food hall. They’re our stories . . . our truths.
He’ll have to find new stories . . . with her. Together, they’ll have to build their own catalogue of anecdotes. So does that mean all our shared stories will disappear from his new life?
I leave the pool, throw on a green sundress and red thongs and leave the hotel grounds. The streets are still empty of tourists. I buy three pairs of totally impractical but gorgeous beaded sandals, numerous beaded bracelets and necklaces, and two rather exotic caftans, one blood-red, the other a piercing aqua.
Exhausted and hot by the time I get back to the hotel, I drop off my goodies at the room and wander over to the day spa. It’s outrageously expensive but I go for the three-hour total relaxation package - Balinese massage, pedicure, manicure and herbal facial. The works.
First, my therapist, Widi, paints me with a thick layer of green marine algae, then wraps me in foil and linen. ‘Very good,’ she assures me as I sweat it out uncomfortably. 
Then it’s on to body scrubbing, which Widi particularly seems to enjoy. Yes, my skin feels revitalised but also a little raw. Thankfully, we move on to the body massage and I use the time to think. I try to slow down the images as they rush through my mind: the hospital, the dozens of critically injured people, the overwhelming sadness that the Max part of my life is over. I wonder if things might have turned out differently had Max been injured, or at least been at the hospital to witness the gut-wrenching chaos and destruction first-hand.
After the spa, I walk down to the beach and search for Betty. She’s startled when I tap her on the shoulder.
‘Loo-see! You come for massage?’
I shake my head.
‘Manicure?’
‘No, Betty, I have a gift for you.’ I give her my shampoo, conditioner, face cream and body lotion.
‘Loo-see, you very kind lady,’ Betty says, her eyes bulging.
‘I have something else as well.’ I search my pockets and hand over my ring.
‘Is this . . . is this wedding ring?’
‘It used to be,’ I say. ‘I don’t need it anymore. It’s yours now.’
I could have thrown the ring into the ocean, but it would be a waste - probably gobbled up by an unsuspecting fish. I know Betty will put the gold to good use.
As I wander along the sand back to the hotel, I wonder if I’ll ever come to Bali again. And if I do, will the island have changed? Will I have changed?
The kids are wildly excited when Max brings them back, and loaded down with T-shirts and a million other trinkets. They unwrap their treasures and spread their massive haul over the beds. I motion for Max to join me outside.
‘I don’t want to talk about this now, Lucy,’ Max says, as I close the door behind us.
‘Well, I need to, Max. The kids and I are about to fly home. I need to know what you’re doing.’
He doesn’t say anything.
‘Our marriage is -’ I start.
‘I’ll always love you, Luce.’
‘I want to hear you say the goddamn words, Max. Tell me our marriage is over!’
‘This isn’t what . . . Look, let’s not do anything hasty.’
As usual, Max would rather not think about or discuss the problem. No doubt he’s hoping that if he ignores it (i.e. me), it (me, again) will go away or, at the very least, shut up.
‘Hasty?’ I repeat. ‘Isn’t it a bit late for that? What? You want your wife, your kids and your mistress, all of us, on a short leash at your beck and call?’
‘If you’re going to get hysterical -’
‘I’m not hysterical. Under the circumstances, I feel I’ve been very patient. But now we have to tell the children.’
‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.’
‘Max, I’ve been behind the eight ball from the very beginning. Okay then, if our marriage isn’t over, tell me you’re going to leave Alana and come home with us.’
‘I can’t do that.’
‘I thought so.’
Max goes to hug me but I throw my hands up in front of him. ‘Don’t ever touch me again.’
Blinking away the tears, I walk back inside and tell the kids, ‘It’s time to pack up, we’re going home.’
Bella and Sam look at their dad. For a moment Bella looks as though she might burst into tears.
‘So you’re not coming with us,’ she says to him.
Max avoids the question. ‘Let’s get you guys packed,’ he says.
Fifteen minutes later, the four of us, standing in the foyer and surrounded by bulging suitcases, paint a glum picture. Bella’s on the verge of tears, Sam’s confused, I’m exhausted. And Max? He appears shockingly devoid of any emotional understanding about what has transpired over the past few days, or the weeks before that, back at home. Perhaps it’s a front - how he’s chosen to protect himself. He’d rather pretend this isn’t happening.
While Wayan crams our bulging bags into his van, Max hugs Bella and Sam tightly. ‘I’m going to see you guys real soon,’ he tells them.
I force myself not to hope he means it. This is the kind of person Max is. When confronted, he’ll tell you what he thinks you want to hear, rather than take responsibility and tell you the truth.
He goes to kiss me on the cheek, but I pull away just in time. ‘Take care, Luce,’ he says.
Moments later, Bella, Sam and I are sitting in Wayan’s van, ready to begin the long journey home.
‘Is that the man you were looking for at hospital, Loo-see?’ Wayan asks me as Max waves goodbye.
‘Yeah, he is.’
‘Ah, I see. All good now.’
* * * 
At the airport, tight security, the lengthy time it takes to check in our bags and the endless wait for our boarding call makes for a very long and tiresome evening. To keep Sam and Bella amused, I buy lollies and toys even though they’re outrageously overpriced and satisfy them for all of two minutes.
Three hours later, we’re on our plane and flying home. Surprisingly, I feel at peace. If I can take anything away from this holiday it’s that you really don’t let go of the things you love. That old saying, ‘If you love something, set it free’, is bullshit. You try with all your might to hold on to it, and go down screaming when you lose it.
But I’ve done my screaming.
Max has made his choice.




Day 48 
We arrive at Sydney airport, weary and flat, at six-thirty in the morning. 
‘Wonder what our house will look like,’ Sam says as we stand in the goods-to-declare line after having collected our luggage from the baggage carousel.
‘No idea,’ I say absentmindedly, cursing myself for buying several wooden picture frames and woven placemats I’ll probably never use. For that moment of impulse buying, I’ll be standing in this line for the foreseeable future.
‘It’ll be a mess,’ Bella says, shaking her head.
I silently agree with her. Without me cracking the whip I’m sure progress will have been minimal.
Along with extreme tiredness, we have only vague memories of swimming, ping-pong and sucking on crab claws with our fingers.
The kids are bored and bickering and I’m fast losing patience - reality hits hard. But I guess disowning them won’t help me much. I have to stay in line.
‘Would you two just be quiet?’
They look at me and giggle, then poke out their tongues at each other.
There’s a commotion up ahead in the line and everyone cranes their necks to see what the kafuffle is about. Drugs maybe? A minute or two goes by before a customs woman holding a grey megaphone stops beside me and begins shouting. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, it is against Australian law for anyone - adult or child - to bring in fruit or meat from foreign countries. Please check your luggage NOW. Rest assured that if you’re caught smuggling fruit - and you will be, mark my words - you will be fined . . . even if you do blame your child for bringing in a rogue bag of rambutans.’
A hunched couple and their screaming toddler are ushered into a small windowless room to the right of our line. People around me half-heartedly peer into their bags as maroon-jacketed quarantine beagles parade up and down the lines of people, tails high in the air as they sniff out trouble.
‘Neither of you have got a banana in your bag, have you?’ I hiss at the children.
Finally, we arrived at the head of the queue. A customs official unwraps our wooden photo frames, and whacks them on the table searching for bugs. Finding nothing, he hands them back and waves us through to the outside world.
We’re standing in another unbelievably long queue, this time for a taxi, when Gloria taps me on the shoulder.
‘What are you doing here?’ I say as I hug her, trying to keep any suspicion from my voice.
‘What? Can’t I pick up my best friend and her children from the airport?’ Gloria says, smoothing out the folds in her black sweater dress.
‘I guess.’
‘Tell me all about it. I want to hear everything.’
‘Okay, well -’
‘Excellent. Before you start,’ she says, taking the laden luggage trolley from me and wheeling it towards her car, ‘I’ve primed the media. They want to talk to you - television and radio, of course. Probably print -’
‘Gloria, I told you I didn’t want to do all that.’ So that’s why she’s at the airport. Witch!
‘But now that you’re back and you’ve had time to think -’
‘I really don’t want to talk about it. It was horrible . . . depressing . . . really sad.’
‘Yes, of course it was, darling,’ she says, wrapping her free arm around me. ‘I get it. But -’
‘No, I really don’t think you do get it,’ I say, shaking myself free. ‘That’s my point.’
Gloria hesitates, then turns her attention to the kids. ‘Love your hair, Bella, and the two of you are so tanned. Did you have fun?’
‘It was great,’ says Sam.
‘Awesome,’ says Bella, swinging her plaits from side to side.
On the drive home Gloria starts up again. ‘Lucy -’ 
‘No.’
‘Just hear me out. I’ve been hard at work for you, hitting the publicity trail to get you back in the public eye. As I said, I’ve alerted the media - told them you narrowly escaped the bombs, and feared for the safety of your children as they played at Jimbaran Bay, metres from where the bomb exploded.’
I turn to the back seat to make sure Bella and Sam are plugged into their new iPods and oblivious to our conversation. Then I glare at Gloria. ‘By the time the bombs went off we’d been back at the hotel a good couple of hours.’
‘The public don’t know that,’ Gloria says. ‘And, more’s the point, they don’t care. All they want to know is that you were in Bali and you survived. You’re a survivor, girlfriend.’
‘I’m not a survivor, and please don’t call me girlfriend. You know I hate it. I had nothing to survive and I’m not going to lie about it.’
Gloria sighs. ‘We’ve talked about lies before, and clearly this particular tale falls into the category of white lie. The truth is, you were in Bali, you were at Jimbaran the night of the explosion, and you were eating dinner barely twenty metres away from where the bomb blew up. No one need know the finer details.’
‘Like the timing, and the fact that my kids were watching Evan Almighty and I was consoling myself with an outrageously expensive bottle of cheap Australian white wine when the bomb went off?’
‘Exactly. And not only are you a survivor, but you spent the whole day afterwards looking for your husband and his mistress.’
‘Shh.’ I glance back to the kids. Nothing, not even a flicker of the eyelids, suggests they hear us.
‘They were presumed dead,’ Gloria goes on.
‘Only by me.’
‘Again, Lucy, mere details. We can spin it - you searched, you found, you were reunited.’
‘This story doesn’t have a happy ending,’ I whisper. ‘Max was with Alana the whole time, in another hotel. I could have killed them both.’
‘Of course you could have, and no doubt you’d get widespread publicity and sympathy for your trouble, but it’s probably not an angle we should pursue, hey?’ Gloria pats my thigh. ‘Max is a fucker, always has been, so let’s just use him to your advantage and move on. What do you say?’
‘I’m not giving an interview, that’s what I say.’
‘You’ll regret it. The media’s desperate to talk about Bali. It’s your big opportunity . . .’
‘Funnily enough, I don’t feel like using Bali’s tragedy to advance my career.’
There’s silence for the next four minutes, which is somewhat of a record for Gloria. She has an insatiable need to speak. It must be killing her. So she’s pissed off.
She’ll come around. I’m not going to talk about Bali. End of story.
‘Thanks for the lift, you shouldn’t have,’ I say when she pulls up in our driveway. ‘You really shouldn’t have.’
‘I know that . . . now. There’s just one more tiny thing,’ she says, snapping back to her usual effervescent self.
‘Gloria -’ 
‘Hear me out. I know you don’t want to give any interviews -’
‘That’s right.’
‘Okay, but I’ve done something I think you’ll be really excited about.’
This is troubling. I’ve only been away eight days.
‘There’s this new show - Celebrity Renovation Rescue.’ 
‘Yeah. You’ve told me about it. No, thanks.’
‘But, Lucy, the most exciting opportunity has come up. Your house has been chosen out of hundreds for the first episode - the pilot. Isn’t it thrilling?’
Standing in my driveway, with exhausted kids and too much luggage, feeling jet-lagged and haggard, I feel like I’m talking to a brick wall. ‘Please, I really don’t want to be involved,’ I say. ‘I just want to have a shower, unpack my bags and go to sleep.’
I’m also keen to see what progress, if any, has been made on the renovation in my absence.
‘Think about it,’ Gloria calls from her car before speeding off.
I don’t want to think about it. How many times have I told her: no reality programs! I’m an actress. Next she’ll be putting me up for I’m a Celebrity . . . Get Me Out of Here! Besides, why would any network be interested in my luckless building work?
Speaking of which, the front yard is an absolute pit. 
There’s an overflowing skip full of rubbish, half-empty pallets of bricks, lengths of wood with nails sticking out of them thrown against mangled hedges . . . Welcome home! 
* * *
As soon as I’ve unlocked the front door, the kids bolt past me to their bedrooms.
‘I’ve missed you,’ I hear Sam telling his menagerie of stuffed animals.
It’s a relief to be home, despite the building debris outside. But I’ve barely had time to bring all the bags inside when the phone starts ringing.
‘Mum,’ says Bella, ‘some woman for you.’
‘Prue Hamilton from the Daily Telegraph, Ms Springer.
How are you?’
‘Fine . . . I think.’
‘Just wanting to talk about your escape from Bali. Do you have any comment?’
‘I’m sorry but we were nowhere near the explosions.’
‘You stayed on regardless, didn’t you? In Bali? Despite dozens of fatalities, you thought, bugger the dead. I’m on holidays enjoying myself. Isn’t that right?’
‘I’m sorry, I have to go.’ I slam the phone down.
Prue’s is the first of four calls from the media. Hers is the worst, though. I direct all their questions to Gloria, then wonder if that’s such a smart idea. Bloody Gloria. I’m going to kill her.
I quickly check my messages. There are calls from Nadia and Dom, as well as a couple of hang-ups.
Dom: ‘Hey, trust you to get caught up in disaster under the pretence of going on holiday! Between you and me, I was a little rattled when I heard about the bombs, but then I know you and knew you could handle it. You’re a trouper, Luce. I want to see you. Call me.’
I panic and delete the message. My life’s complicated enough without adding Clark Kent to the mix.
Nadia says she’ll pop in tomorrow with scones. I assume she’s joking about the scones.
By early afternoon, Bella, Sam and I are so tired we’re almost delirious. I can hardly speak. It doesn’t help that Mum and Dad have been here for two hours forcing me to go over the holiday in minute detail.
‘We’d given you up for dead,’ Mum says, the second she’s in the front door.
‘Stop being dramatic. You spoke to me straightaway.’
‘But the shock . . . I knew no good could come of you going there,’ she replies with a dramatic flurry of arm movements.
‘A monkey bit me, Nanna,’ says Sam.
‘Dear God! Did you see a doctor? Where did it bite you? You’ll get rabies. Oh, Sam, you’ll die!’
I glance over to Sam and raise my eyebrows. ‘Your little joke backfired, didn’t it, Sammy?’
Sam squirms uncomfortably. ‘I was joking, Nan,’ he says quietly.
‘Idiot,’ Bella says, and sneezes.
‘Bird flu,’ Mum shrieks. ‘My poor Bella’s got bird flu!’ 
I laugh.
Mum glares at me. ‘It’s not funny.’
‘At least the builders got stuck into the place while you were away,’ Dad says, after he’s inspected the house.
He’s right. The gyprocking appears to be entirely finished, the painters have primed and undercoated the walls, and the electrics are close to being completed. The halogen down lights in the new extension work, and all of the new windows have been fitted. There’s still only a concrete floor but once the timber’s laid, the family room will be functional. Sort of.
‘Do you really want parquetry?’ Mum says, sighing. ‘It looks so busy. What’s wrong with good old-fashioned linoleum - especially with the kids and the swimming pool?
It’s so easy to keep clean, and quiet as well. No clomping like with timber floors.’
‘I hear bamboo’s the way to go these days,’ Dad says, throwing in his two cents’ worth. ‘Apparently it’s termite-and fire-resistant.’
‘You’re right, Frank. Environmentally friendly as well, not like hardwood.’
‘What’s happening with the hole in the wall over here?’ Dad asks, inspecting the huge cavity in the middle of the family room feature wall.
‘Gas fireplace,’ I say, making a mental note never to invite my parents over to my house again. Blast it - they invited themselves.
I wander to the other end of the extension. No sign of the bi-fold doors. The opening to the outside terrace is still blocked by several sheets of timber, and no sandstone paving’s been laid outside either. I guess I shouldn’t expect miracles. But the whole place seems a lot cleaner, at least on the inside. Most of the mess has been cleared (even if it has been tossed into the front garden). I have to say, Patch has pulled it together. It looks good, almost great.
Dad disappears into the bathroom. ‘I remember when bathrooms used to be the smallest room in the house,’ he says. ‘This one’s bigger than most bedrooms.’
‘I guess,’ I reply. ‘Max wanted luxury.’
‘Well,’ Mum snorts, ‘you’ve certainly got that. There are six showerheads - not at all environmentally friendly!’
‘There’s even piped music,’ Dad says in wonder. ‘You could live in here.’ He’s clearly angling for an invitation to move in. ‘You won’t know yourself once the stairs are up.’ 
‘Well, we were using a ramp till we left for Bali,’ I say, looking at the ladder leading to the first floor. ‘The stairs should be here soon.’
‘I don’t see any smoke alarms,’ Mum comments.
No sooner have I pushed my parents out the door than Trish rings. I’ve been home six hours. It feels like four months. I’m ready to fly back to Bali and disappear into the rice paddies.
‘I thought you were bringing my girl home,’ Trish wails.
‘I don’t have any control over Alana, Trish. Besides, she looked happy enough last time I saw her.’
‘But what about the bombs? She’s so fragile.’
I want to scream. If Alana is fragile then I believe in Santa Claus. Alana is no more fragile than cement, but she seems to have convinced both Max and Trish otherwise.
‘Fragile or not, I think Alana can look after herself,’ I say, trying to be reasonable. ‘She is an adult, in an adult relationship -’
‘You don’t care. My poor, poor Alana.’
‘Max told me she’d called you,’ I say, restraining myself from letting loose with my real thoughts about her dear Alana.
Remember, I tell myself, I’m happy for them. Max and I have run our course. We all need to move on with our lives.
And I believe myself, really. Despite wanting to see Max hit in the head by a freak frozen leg of ham flying through the air.
‘This is your fault, Lucy,’ Trish says, dragging me back to the moment. ‘You’ll be the ruin of us all.’
Has Trish just tried to curse me, I wonder as I end the call. Religious people don’t do that, do they?
Climbing the ladder upstairs, I find Sam asleep on his bed and Bella sitting on a chair behind her desk.
‘You okay?’ I ask her.
‘When will all this be finished? When will we have a kitchen again?’
‘I know it’s hard.’
‘Hard? It’s impossible.’
To cheer ourselves up, we order takeaway noodles, surround ourselves with our Balinese purchases and pretend we’re still over there. Then we pop on one of the pirated movies we bought: Pirates of the Caribbean 3. Midway through, Johnny Depp starts speaking Mandarin. Quite unsettling, but the general story-line is still obvious and the kids, though exhausted, are rather amused.




Day 49 
We sleep in. I’m having a slow morning unpacking bags and sorting through dirty clothes and souvenirs when Gloria phones. I bawl her out about the media calls.
‘They’re obviously running very low on celebrities holidaying in Bali if they’re chasing me for comments,’ I growl. ‘Tell me, were there any other well-known Australians on the island at the time?’
‘Not a one,’ Gloria laughs. ‘Well, there was a minor fashion designer, but no, you’re the most interesting person they’ve got. Darl, I’ve spent a lot of time schmoozing, lining you up with the likes of Melissa Doyle and Ellen Fanning. They’re all nipping at my heels wanting a piece of your action.’
‘Well, they can bite you for all I care because I’m saying nothing.’
‘We’ll see about that, young lady. After all, tomorrow is another day.’
‘Please don’t get all Scarlett O’Hara on me, I’m not in the mood. Anyway, what exactly do you mean?’
‘You’ll see, sweetie. All will be revealed. Patience, patience.’
When the doorbell rings, I have a feeling it might be Gloria or, worse still, Trish, so I’m relieved to find Nadia on my doorstep, her arms full with freshly baked bread, quiche, salad and wine. My mood improves dramatically.
I fill her in on Bali, the bombs, Max, my foolhardy belief that we were close to reconciling, the betrayal. It takes the whole bottle of wine, the entire quiche, most of the salad and half a loaf of bread.
‘Luce, I know it’s damned hard, and I hate to go on about it, but have you called my lawyer?’
I shake my head.
‘Any lawyer?’
‘No.’
‘A financial planner to get some perspective on your financial estate? Did you change your bank details so Max can’t abscond with your money?’
I stare at her blankly.
‘If it’s really over,’ she says, draining the last of her wine, ‘you need to think about these things. Remember, we’re talking war here.’
That night in bed, I glance over at Max’s side - his pillows, his bedside cabinet, his alarm clock. Inside his cabinet drawers are Father’s Day and birthday cards, all handmade by the children and amassed over the years. I harden my heart. If I’m to make a fresh start, I need to clear out all of his things.




Day 50 
Last night I slept peacefully, and when I wake up this morning there isn’t that dreaded twenty seconds where I think everything’s fine, only to realise it isn’t because Max has left me. Today, I wake up feeling that everything really is okay, and that sentiment is still with me one minute, five minutes, even ten minutes later.
Regardless of the renovation and whatever mess Gloria is trying to get me involved in, I don’t have an ominous sense of dread, or a feeling I can’t cope without Max. Because, miracle of miracles, I can cope.
I hear noises coming from downstairs. Building noises and it’s only seven o’clock. Clearly Patch is trying to make a good impression. About time!
Before going downstairs to talk to him, I shower and call the kids. No response. So I go into their rooms and drag them from their beds.
‘Come on, Bella, don’t you want to show your friends your plaits?’ I say as I point her in the direction of her school uniform. (Freshly ironed by me, I might add.)
Sam’s groggy but coherent. We make it to school on time - just.
I have to blink a couple of times when I walk into what will be my new kitchen. Patch has a spiffy haircut, is wearing new navy overalls and is holding a clipboard. I hadn’t expected our embarrassing misunderstanding to have such a dramatic effect.
‘Ms Springer,’ he says, genuine concern in his voice. ‘Welcome home. We were all very worried about you.’
‘Thanks,’ I say. ‘What’s happened? Where have you taken Patch?’
He grins, then checks himself. ‘I have an up-to-date progress report to go through with you when you’re ready.’
Patch - Mr Super Efficient?
A couple of men wearing Levi’s and faded polo shirts stand nearby making notes on their own clipboards. I smile at them benignly. Who are they and why are they in my house?
One of them hands me a thick wad of papers. ‘Ms Springer, isn’t it?’
‘Lucy.’
‘Sure, Lucy. Could you read through this contract and sign your name on every page where I’ve marked an “X”. See, here.’ He points to said X on the front page.
‘What is this?’ I ask. I’m completely confused.
‘The contract.’
‘Contract?’
‘Yeah. We need to start filming as soon as possible, so we need the papers signed, like, yesterday.’
I take the documents from him, murmur ‘Thanks’, and climb the ladder to my room. Am about to hire a contract killer to find and dispose of Gloria when the witch herself appears at the top of the ladder.
‘Gloria!’ I say, waving the sheets in the air like a lunatic. 
‘Oh, I see you have the contract.’
‘It appears so. Exactly what’s it a contract for? Or shouldn’t I ask?’
‘No big deal. It’s like we talked about - you know, the new reality TV show, Celebrity Renovation Rescue.’
‘Is this why you phoned me every other day in Bali? You weren’t checking on my welfare, were you? You were just making sure I was tucked away out of sight so you could organise this deal behind my back.’
‘But, darling,’ Gloria trills, ‘how many workmen are here?’
‘Well . . .’ I think for a moment. ‘Eight to ten, give or take.’
‘Have you ever had that many builders on-site? Don’t answer that because I know you haven’t. I’m doing you a favour. You want the house finished. The Celebrity Renovation Rescue team want a guinea pig. And you’ll get your face back on TV. It’s a win-win situation.’
‘But I don’t want my face on TV . . . not for this.’
‘Let’s talk about it rationally. Obviously we can’t go ahead without your permission, but, Lucy, all the guys have signed up.’
‘Even Joel?’
‘Even Creepy Joel.’
‘So you don’t think he’s a crim anymore, as you so politely referred to him?’
‘If he’s prepared to be seen on national TV, I assume he’s not on the run.’
‘National?’
‘Yes, my lovely, national,’ Gloria purrs.
‘Well, it explains the changes in Patch,’ I muse.
‘He’s into it in a big way. You won’t see him disappearing for an afternoon surf, not while there’s a camera crew here.’
I feel myself wavering. ‘I really don’t know . . .’
‘Well, you’ve only got till five o’clock. We have to sign today so we can get the pilot in the can.’
‘Why would they choose my wreck of a house for the pilot?’
‘I’ve pulled a few strings, darling - you know what I’m like.’
‘That’s what worries me.’
‘Think about it. You’ll see I’m right. I have to dash but I’ll be back. You’re looking great, by the way - your skin has a healthy glow and I’m glad to see that the creeping obesity that was threatening to take over your bod has halted.’
‘Enough with the flattery. I’m sure you wouldn’t want me to get a big head to match my big arse. I’ll think about it. Do I have to be on camera?’
‘Let’s not get bogged down in specifics, dear. We’ll talk this afternoon. You just rest up and have a great day.’
In a flash, she’s gone. She’s definitely up to no good. But at least she’s stopped talking about Bali.
* * * 
I’m going through the mail, mostly bills, when Dom rings. I fill him in on the Max saga.
‘I’ve been over this so many times,’ I tell him. ‘I’m boring myself, and no doubt you as well.’
‘No, you’re not, but it doesn’t sound like the relaxing holiday you were after.’
‘Well, I got to spend some great time with the kids, and I guess Max and I are sorted. Hey, whenever we talk, it’s always about me - my problems, my disastrous marriage. 
Let’s talk about you. What have you been up to the last dozen years?’
‘This and that.’
‘Come on, give,’ I press.
‘Okay, I was married but it didn’t work out. Totally my fault. She needed more attention than I could ever pay her. Maybe I’m not that good at intimacy. I like my own company.’
‘You always have.’
‘Yeah. I think she was hoping I’d outgrow it.’
‘And you haven’t?’
‘You haven’t seen where I live - I’ve got a good fifty hectares to myself, apart from the odd wallaby and a few horses. Speaking of which, why don’t you bring the kids down next weekend?’
‘Thanks, but I really couldn’t. Gloria’s up to something and I can’t let her out of my sight. She’s been wheeling and dealing - you know what she’s like.’
After hanging up, I kick myself for letting my fantasy feelings for Dom get the better of me. He’s concerned for me as a friend. Nothing more. He’s a loner, always has been. Why did I let that particular character trait slip my mind?
On the dot of four, Gloria is back with a bottle of Moët and an expectant expression.
‘Well?’ she says.
‘Okay, it’s actually been a good day. Eight builders have been here all day and they worked hard, like normal people. They took a couple of fifteen-minute breaks, but other than that they toiled solidly for seven hours. And Patch says that the tiler’s coming tomorrow to finish tiling the bathroom and verandah.’
‘Impressive, huh?’
‘I guess, but I’m still not sure.’
‘Darl, this is real life. Face it. you’re a single parent raising two expensive, needy, greedy children.’
‘Steady.’
‘Children who are going to sap all the life and money out of you. Think of the next two weeks as a gentle guiding hand to get you started with your new life.’
‘Two weeks? That’s all it’s going to take?’
‘Two weeks tops, maybe three, positively no more than four.’
‘Gloria!’
‘Kidding, kidding. Two weeks, trust me.’
‘Trusting you is like trusting Tom Cruise not to talk about Scientology - it’s not going to happen. I don’t want to appear on camera and I definitely don’t want my kids on TV either.’
Gloria pours me a large glass of champagne. ‘To your new and improved life,’ she says. ‘To success.’
She watches while I take a sip.
‘Why do I think you’re hiding something?’ I say.
‘Really, Luce, you’re so suspicious. Here, let me top this up for you.’ She takes my still full glass and fills it to the brim with bubbles.
‘Trish called,’ I tell her. ‘She blames me for everything.’ 
‘I’d hardly blame you for the bomb.’
‘Everything other than that. She said I’d be “the ruin of us all”.’
‘Cool. So you’re the Antichrist now? Really, Luce, why didn’t you hang up on her? I think Nadia’s definitely got it right about this Trish character. She’s a nutcase. But on to brighter topics, like, say the renovation show. The thing is . . .’
Here it comes. I knew it.
‘. . . if the renovation program is focused on your home, you need to be seen on camera, don’t you think? It’s a true reality show. They’re keeping all of your tradesmen - at least, those who’ve been on the job from the beginning -’
‘What? No celebrity handymen or gardeners? Jamie Durie’s not going to pop in?’
‘Nup, it’s warts-and-all stuff, totally new concept. Of course, it doesn’t hurt that Patch is charming, there are twins on the team and Joel is Jamaican. But you need to show yourself too, Luce.’
‘And if I don’t?’
‘Sweetheart, if you don’t cooperate, they’ll pull the plug on the whole show.’
‘Good.’
‘For whom exactly? If the network pulls the plug, not only will you never work on a commercial station again, but your renovation - which has been bobbing along quite nicely in your absence, thanks to me - will get stuck again. You’ll have to settle for second-rate appliances, cork tiles, laminate. And you’ll become Vinnies’ favourite customer. You said as much yourself.’
‘Okay, I hear you.’
‘These guys will pick up the tab for your renovation to the tune of three hundred thousand dollars - it’s not to be sneezed at.’
I gape at her. ‘Three hundred -’
‘Thousand, yes. Haven’t you read the contract?’
‘I must have missed that part.’
Gloria smiles. She’s got me. For three hundred thousand dollars I’ll do almost anything.
‘I’ll play the game, but not the kids, okay?’ I tell her.
‘Details, details. Now, hurry up and sign the papers, will you?’




Day 51 
By the time Gloria, my annoying little shadow, turns up on my doorstep a little after ten o’clock, the house has been in full renovation mode for three hours.
‘You look exhausted, kid,’ she says.
‘Thank you so much. What are you doing here?’
‘Just checking you’re happy, pumpkin,’ she beams.
Really? That would be a first. But I don’t say it, because I’m trying to think only good thoughts about Gloria (that promise I made to God). Instead, I say, ‘I gave Patch the interior paint colours and he even complimented me on my choice. So, cautiously, you could say I’m happy.’
‘Good, because I want you to be happy, you know that, don’t you? Now, down to business. Three camera crews are setting up today and they’ll be here for the duration.’
She introduces me to the main guy, Digger - not his birth name, I assume. He’s lanky, with a mop of sandy hair skimming his eyelashes. He holds out his right hand. As I shake it, I notice a thick fur of chest hair poking out from his faded navy V-neck jumper.
‘The show’s host should be here any minute,’ Gloria says, checking her watch.
‘A host?’ I say, just as the door bell rings. ‘You didn’t say anything about a host.’
‘But there’s always a host, darling. You know that.’
Less than a minute later, I find out who the host is. Rock. Dear Lord, give me strength. This is the first time I’ve seen him since I left my knickers in his apartment. Shit. I don’t need to be reminded of that night, or that he actually laundered them for me.
‘Thanks a lot,’ I whisper to Gloria while Rock chats to the crew.
‘Come on, so you shagged the guy. He’s hot property. A coup for the show.’
Rock walks over, takes my hand and kisses it.
Remember your acting mantra, I mutter to myself. Professional at all times. At all times.
‘We were so worried about you,’ Rock tells me. ‘But you made it back. Looking gorgeous as always.’
‘Yes, we were all worried,’ agrees Gloria, the smarmy snake. She draws my attention to a tiny woman sporting super-short blonde hair and wearing a Japanese-inspired wraparound print dress. ‘Lucy, this is Sandy, the producer.’
Sandy and I smile at each other and shake hands.
‘Our Lucy’s a trouper,’ Gloria continues. ‘She even visited the hospital in Denpasar in the days after the bombing, offering words of support and encouragement to the victims.’
‘Gloria!’
‘But she doesn’t like talking about it, brings back dreadful memories.’ Gloria sighs dramatically and shudders.
For fuck’s sake, do I really have to be a part of this charade?
A builder I don’t recognise walks by, sending up a cloud of dust. Rock sneezes.
‘I’m allergic to dust,’ he says, eyes watering. ‘How long are we here for?’ he snaps at Sandy, raising his voice above the roar of the chainsaw.
Sandy looks up from her clipboard. (What is with these people and their clipboards?) ‘Show needs to be in the can two weeks, three, tops.’
‘But I can’t be in this environment every day,’ he bleats. ‘I need a mask. And my shoes! These shoes were like fifteen hundred dollars.’
I glance down at his brown leather boots. They’re nice enough, but fifteen hundred dollars’ worth? And they have a heel.
‘I bought them in Milan, Italy,’ he says when he notices me looking. He turns back to Sandy. ‘So, anyway, I’m thinking I can do my pieces from the studio.’
Sandy laughs. ‘I don’t think so. There’s a schedule, and that schedule states all camera work is to be shot on-site.’ 
‘I didn’t read that.’
‘Trust me, it’s there.’
‘This should be interesting,’ I say to Gloria, and take a deep breath, quietly suffocating on dust particles.
‘Regardless of the schedule, I don’t think my nasal cavities can survive this onslaught every day. Not to mention my throat,’ wheezes Rock. ‘No offence, Lucy, but my voice is my gift and I need to take good care of it.’
Did I really have sex with this man? An image of our night together pops into my mind. Rock’s the first man I’ve been with other than Max for twelve years. Good choice, Lucy. I hope he doesn’t blab to anyone, but then again, why would he? It’s not like we did anything out of the ordinary. He didn’t make me dress up; I didn’t demand that he smother me in whipped cream. Besides, I’m ten years older than him. It’s not really much of a boast to have seduced a wine-guzzling, middle-aged soon-to-be divorcee.
Gloria gives me the eye. ‘Don’t be too hard on yourself, Lucy-Lou, he is handsome. Though . . . is he that colour all over?’
The cameras begin to roll.
Sandy gives her young assistant, Zoe (who’s obviously giving a nod to nineties Goth, with her blue-black shoulder-length hair, pale white skin and black eyeliner ringing her eyes), a list of fittings that need to be chased. Then she drills Patch about his contractors and their commitment to the job. I smile to myself. She sounds just like me. And I’m so glad it’s not me. It wears you down, all that shouting, pleading and cajoling with suppliers and builders.
‘What’s the story with the kitchen sink, and the new staircase?’ Sandy asks Patch, pointing to the ladder.
I feel like chipping in with the background info that the supplier doesn’t care whether my butler sink, imported from France, arrives or not. He’s got my money and so can stall delivery till next year if he wants to. Last week it was the fault of the terrorists in Bali; this week it’s riots in Paris; next week it will be someone else’s fault. But I don’t want to be on camera so I keep my mouth shut.
‘Are wood and nails really that hard to come by at this time of year?’ Sandy goes on, glaring at Patch.
‘The floors have arrived,’ Patch responds, changing the topic.
I go outside to the driveway, where a huge truck is unloading parquetry squares. I want to jump for joy at the sight of my gorgeous floors but Sandy appears and starts directing the camera action.
‘Get Rock over here. We need him in this scene,’ she tells Digger.
‘Yeah, the light’s good,’ Digger says, peering through his lens and adjusting the frame as Rock walks into the picture. ‘Step back,’ he directs Rock. ‘The light’s too harsh - you look a hundred. Quick, come on, the sun’s going to disappear in a tick.’
Rock moves into position as the last of the floorboards are taken off the truck.
‘Bugger that, the sun’s gone.’ Digger shakes his head. 
‘Too much shadow. Can it!’
An hour later, I’m watching the walnut parquetry floors, which my mother calls ‘busy’, being laid. They are stunning. Simply divine. I’m in love and am floating on air. I count nine contractors, three cameramen, and Sandy. There’s so much activity, I’m in awe.
‘Ms Springer,’ says Patch.
I’m so startled I jump back and hit my head on the wall.
‘Are you okay?’ he says, taking my arm.
I rub my head. ‘Patch, you’re freaking me out. Don’t ever call me Ms Springer again.’
‘Of course, Miss.’
‘Or Miss.’
Patch sees the camera and glances at his clipboard. He clears his throat and says, ‘Lucy, we’ll need the wall lights you’ve chosen for the new bathroom by Friday.’
I tell him that he’ll need to speak with the supplier, something about a wharfies’ strike, and walk away to answer the phone.
It’s a writer from Woman’s Day wanting to do a tie-in with the renovation. ‘Something along the lines of “I survived Bali and came home to a brand-new house”. Sounds great, hey?’ she says in an overly cheery tone.
‘You can’t say no to an interview with Woman’s Day - readership, two point five million,’ Gloria tells me five minutes later, after the editor has rung her about my refusal to participate.
‘I don’t want to talk about Bali or my failed marriage, Gloria.’
‘But you’ve got to. It’s what the common people are after. Excitement in their otherwise dull lives.’
‘So they want to read about my dull life instead?’
‘By comparison, your life is not dull.’
When the kids get home from school, they’re amazed at all the activity and the cameras. They follow Digger around all afternoon.
Patch comes to find me again. ‘We seem to have a slight hiccup with the gas fire,’ he says.
I stare at the hole in the wall where the fire should have been fitted - two weeks ago, but who’s counting?
‘The one you ordered they don’t make any more . . .’
‘And?’
‘The wait for the new model is three months.’
‘No, no, no. I ordered it and paid you for it. This is not my problem,’ I bellow, my good mood disappearing. ‘I want my bloody fireplace - it’s the centrepiece of the living area. Otherwise it’s just a bloody big hole.’
‘I’ll see what I can sort out,’ he says and slips outside.
The kids are playing up near Digger, whacking each other with lengths of timber.
‘Don’t get in the way of anyone,’ I bark at them.
‘We want to stay and look at all the cameras,’ Bella whines.
‘Yeah, it’s fun,’ agrees Sam.
‘Are we really going to be on television?’ Bella asks, the whining tone gone as she flutters her eyelashes towards Digger.
‘Well, not us, but our house and the renovation will be.’ 
‘Even the mess?’
‘Even the mess, but not for too much longer. The place will be finished soon.’
‘Does this mean you’re not going on Australian Idol?’ Sam asks.
‘She’s way too old,’ Bella says.
‘Hey, I said you weren’t allowed to film the kids,’ I say when I notice Digger going in for a close-up on Bella. ‘They’re off limits.’
He gives me a ‘for fuck’s sake’ look and points the camera towards the tiler, who’s making a huge mess in the downstairs bathroom.




Day 52 
I keep out of the camera’s way as much as possible. I don’t want to be caught doing something perverse. Luckily, I’m no longer smuggling Grange into my bedroom at all times of the day and night.
But wherever I go in the house, Rock seems to find me. He kind of sneaks up and wham, he’s in my face, like a cold sore that just won’t disappear. And as much as he tries to be positive about this new show and tells me he doesn’t mind at all that he got pulled off Gateways for it, methinks he doth protest too much.
‘Really, I was getting bored flying to Europe every three weeks,’ he says. ‘Sure, it was first-class all the way, exotic locations and fabulous food. But that’s not really who I am. I like getting down and dirty.’
I can see so clearly that Rock absolutely hates getting down and dirty, as he so eloquently puts it.
‘I’m having fun. I love renovating,’ he lies, and flicks dust from his navy pinstripe jacket.
An hour ago he threw a hissy fit because he got white paint on his navy Ermenegildo Zegna shoes. The whole neighbourhood within a ten-kilometre radius heard his ballistic rant. Now he’s wearing socks over the top of his shoes so he won’t damage them further. And what about the surgical face mask, à la Michael Jackson, and the gloves? He can’t fool me. But perhaps others aren’t as observant.
‘We’re ready for you now, Rock,’ Sandy calls out to him.
‘Good luck,’ I say, and watch him walk over to where Sandy has stuck thick black masking tape in an X on the cement floor just outside where sandstone pavers are about to be laid.
‘Are you going to take those socks off?’ she says. ‘And the mask and gloves?’
‘Give me half a chance.’ He bends over and starts removing his socks. As he stands back up he glances over his left shoulder. ‘Do those flecks of dust look like dandruff to you?’ he asks Sandy.
‘What? I can’t see anything.’
‘Are you blind? The white flecks. They’re multiplying on my arm as we speak.’
Zoe, who’s doubling as the hair and make-up person, attempts to brush him down.
‘You need to tone down his tan, as well,’ Sandy tells Zoe.
‘I don’t need you touching my face!’ Rock yells as Zoe approaches him with a damp face cloth. ‘What I need is a proper studio where there’s no dust. I haven’t even had my double decaf soy latte this morning. I really don’t know how you expect me to work in these Third World conditions.’
‘We’ll try to keep the dust down to a minimum, mon,’ says Joel as he walks past carrying three huge sandstone pavers. Jeez, that guy’s strong.
‘Thanks,’ Rock says. ‘That’s all I’m asking. We’re all professionals here.’
‘Rock is so not suited to hosting this show,’ I tell Gloria. I’m on my mobile in the new bathroom - I’ve locked myself in for some peace and quiet. ‘And I’m not just saying that because I slept with him. He totally hates this gig.’
‘Clearly, Rock has issues,’ says Gloria. ‘But you can work with him, snigger, snigger.’
‘What’s that supposed to mean? I’m mortified. I had no idea he was so fastidious. He’s an old woman and I hate being unkind to old women.’
Outside I hear someone calling me. ‘Are you in there, Lucy?’ It sounds like Max, which is impossible because he’s still in Bali with his teenage love.
‘Gloria, you’re not going to believe me but I think I heard Max’s voice. I have to go.’
I click the phone off and unlock the door. It is Max. Allowing for the fact that I am in shock:
a) because he’s in Australia, and
b) because he’s standing in front of me in my half-finished house.
My mind goes blank for several moments before I collect myself and say, ‘Max, what the hell are you doing here?’
‘What? No “Welcome home, Max, it’s great to see you”?’ 
‘What the hell are you doing here?’ I repeat.
‘I’m back,’ he says casually, puffing out his chest like he owns the place - which, theoretically, he does. Well, half of it.
‘I’m not blind. I can see that. Why are you here?’
‘Because I have responsibilities, a family that needs me.’
‘But you told me in Bali that it was over between us and you were moving on with your life - with Alana.’
‘Lucy,’ he says calmly, motioning to the camera that’s appeared in the hallway, ‘let’s just say I’ve changed my mind. I’m home to stay. How are the kids? Missing me?’
‘Of course they’re missing you, but that’s not the point. Our marriage is over. You said as much yourself.’
He glares at me and then at the red rabbit-fur poncho I’m wearing. He twitches. I can tell he’s dying to make a comment about it. He hates it. I knew he would. The thing is, while I did buy the poncho out of spite, it’s actually starting to grow on me. I quite like it despite the fact that, generally speaking, ponchos only look good on girls younger than six years of age.
He loses the glare and smiles at me. ‘Come on, honey. I’m sorry, really. I don’t know what I was thinking. Alana’s so young. You’re the mother of my children. There’s no comparison. I don’t want Bella and Sam to grow up without me. I’m sure you don’t want that either. That’s why I’ve come home.’ He touches my arm. ‘And, of course, I love you.’
I pull away. ‘Enough, Max.’
‘I know I’ve been a lousy husband these past few weeks -’
‘What? You haven’t been here. You’ve been away - fucking the babysitter.’
‘Come on, I’m trying. Let’s start again. A brand-new life. We deserve a second chance.’
‘I gave you a second chance years ago. Clearly, it was a mistake.’
‘Lucy, it’s time we stopped playing games. I’m moving back in. This is my house.’
‘No, Max, you’re not.’ I stand my ground. The camera lights continue to shine.
‘What’s with the cameras?’ he asks, trying to change the subject.
Stay calm, I think. Let’s not have a scene in front of filming cameras.
‘Gloria’s got this insane idea to feature the house on a new renovation show.’
He peers into the new bathroom with its rolled marble tiles. ‘I wouldn’t have done it that way,’ he says. Before I can respond, he walks over to the ladder. ‘Where’s the bloody staircase? And what’s happening with the kitchen? This isn’t what we agreed on.’
Although the kitchen’s a mess, it’s taking shape. The floor’s been laid, the cupboards have been built - minus the knobs - and are ready to be installed. The replacement oven has arrived. The fridge has been delivered. They’re both sitting in the middle of the room waiting to be moved into position. The benchtops, splashback and kickboards are still to turn up, but all in all it’s really starting to come together. I’d be very excited if Max wasn’t here.
‘Why did you choose the Ilve oven over the Titan I wanted?’ he says. ‘We had a deal.’
Out of the corner of my eye I see Digger filming, capturing every word we utter.
‘Max, this isn’t your house anymore. It hasn’t been yours since you took your surfboard and walked out weeks ago.’
He’s checking out the rest of the renovation, not listening to me. Two painters working overtime have completed the undercoat of the entire extension. The rooms look huge and bright. It’s getting very close to completion.
‘I’m not fond of this dirty grey colour you’ve chosen for the walls.’
‘You weren’t here to make the decisions, Max. I like the colour.’
‘A bit insipid - needs spicing up, don’t you think?’
‘I think you should go now,’ I tell him.
‘What? I’m not going anywhere. For God’s sake, Lucy, get rid of these bloody cameras.’ He shoos Digger away.
‘If this is another one of your attempts to cash in on your celebrity, I’m not having it. Not in my house in front of my kids.’
Patch comes in and Max marches straight over to him.
The camera follows him. I withdraw into a nearby ‘dirty grey’ wall.
‘It’s not good enough,’ Max tells Patch, with the authority of someone who owns the house and is in control. Patch looks bemused. Better book that ticket to the moon, I feel like telling him. Except I don’t want Max back either.
‘I want to see progress reports and cost projections immediately,’ Max goes on. ‘And hey!’ He points to Digger. ‘Turn that camera off or I’ll turn it off for you. Why is it that television stations persist in putting C-grade celebrities on TV shows? It doesn’t make them any more interesting to viewers.’
Digger turns off his camera and walks away, presumably to find Sandy and complain about the madman in the house who’s disrupting filming.
‘Well?’ Max turns his glare back to Patch.
To his credit and my relief, Patch doesn’t treat Max any differently from the way he used to treat me. He nods and says, ‘I’ll see what I can find out,’ before starting a discussion with Joel about sandstone paving.
‘Max, what are you doing?’ I murmur.
‘Taking control of this blasted renovation because it’s clear you haven’t.’
‘But you gave up that right when you walked out.’
‘I don’t want to talk about that. It’s over now. I’m back.’ 
I notice a different cameraman has arrived, and he’s turning his lens in our direction.
‘Lucy, don’t you hear what I’m saying? I’m coming home. For the sake of our family, I’m giving up my personal freedom and happiness for you and the kids. I’m in charge now.’
Perhaps this isn’t a renovation program they’re filming, I think. Maybe it’s really an Aussie Punk’d or a reworking of Candid Camera. Surely this can’t be real life? Max can’t be serious about coming back. Or about the hypocritical rubbish spouting from his mouth.
His voice softens. ‘I’m sorry. I went crazy for a while - mid-life crisis and all that. But I want to come home. What am I saying? I am home. For good this time. We can make it work.’
I glance at my left hand - it has an even light-brown tan. There’s absolutely no evidence I’ve worn a wedding ring for eleven years. Which makes me smile. I’m no longer branded; no longer Max’s wife.
‘I’m sorry, Max, I really am,’ I tell him.
‘What do you mean? Why are you smiling? You’re still angry, is that it?’
Granted, I have lots of things to be angry about. The humiliation of finding out about Max and Alana, Poppy before that; his silly hair dye; his silly shoes . . . He just doesn’t get it.
‘The question is, why am I not more angry, Max?’
‘Is it that time of the month? Have you got PMS?’
Yes, I want to scream. Pass My Shotgun. Plainly Max Sucks. Pardon My Smirk.
‘I think I’m ready to move on from you, Max,’ I say graciously, refusing to bite at his previous comment.
‘Is this about the dead people?’
That’s Max. Insensitive and an idiot.
‘No, it’s not about the “dead people” as you so delicately put it; it’s about our lives, the kids. It’s about me moving on from you. You weren’t happy being married to me -’
‘Yes, I was. I mean, I am happy being married -’
‘Max, please don’t. I need you to leave now. Go back to Alana . . . Where is Alana, by the way?’
‘I don’t want to talk about Alana. She’s at home with her mother. They’re both crying, hysterical. I think Alana might be a little fragile. She’s upset about this whole Bali bomb business.’
‘Just go, Max.’ Because I have Pissy Max Syndrome and I don’t want to hurt you. But I will if I have to.
Max goes to speak but stops himself. He seems to realise that I mean what I’m saying. Also, that I will gladly continue this discussion on camera. In fact, the cameras are giving me courage to speak my mind. The way I’m feeling at the moment, I’ll happily tell the world, or at least Channel Seven viewers, exactly what I think of Max and his ‘fragile’ teenage girlfriend. I’m not worried about my own dignity anymore. I gave that up weeks ago.
‘If I leave,’ he says calmly, ‘I’m not paying for any more of the renovation, the household expenses, nothing. You’ll be on your own, Lucy. Do you want that? And I’m taking my car. Where are the rest of my clothes, by the way?’
I throw the car keys at him. Wait until he realises there are no more clothes, and sees the ding on his car’s rear passenger door that materialised on Saturday at the Woolies car park. He’ll be the one with PMS. Psychotic Max Sobbing.
After several minutes of huffing and puffing and declaring ‘You’ll pay for this, Lucy’, and ‘You’re not fit to be a mother’, and, my personal favourite, ‘You don’t have MY permission to film in MY house’, Max drives away and I allow myself to exhale.
The twins come over.
‘You’re -’
‘Not to -’
‘Worry -’ 
‘Love -’
My head darts from one to the other.
‘Your hus -’
‘- band’s a right -’
‘Bastard!’ they finish together.
‘You can say that again,’ I reply. Then walk away before they do.
As I stand in my almost-completed kitchen, cold harsh reality slowly dawns. There’s no way I can keep up with the renovation payments if Max pulls out - and I have no doubt he will. My only hope is that this pilot goes ahead and I get paid three hundred thousand dollars. The sooner, the better. Because what are the alternatives? I put the house on the market after completion, or take out a second mortgage to pay for it? But what bank in their right mind is going to give me a second mortgage when I don’t have a job? I’ve got to get a job. And ring Nadia’s lawyer, and her financial advisor.
‘You okay?’ Patch asks me.
‘Fine,’ I tell him. ‘Don’t worry about Max. He’s all talk.’
Patch doesn’t look convinced.
‘I managed to source a new gas fireplace for you, even better than the one you ordered,’ he says. ‘This one heats up to eighty-five square metres and includes a ceramic mat that diffuses the flame pattern to create an unparalleled flame picture.’ He’s reading from a brochure. ‘And it comes with a remote control. Same dimensions, which means we won’t have to do extra prep work. Costs an extra thousand dollars though.’
‘I really don’t think I should -’ I begin.
‘It was our fault. We’ll pay the difference,’ he cuts in. 
‘It’ll be here in a couple of days.’
I’m stunned by the offer, then notice the camera pointing our way.
I’m reading over the contract and contemplating my financial ruin when Trish rings.
‘Max and Alana have split!’ she screams down the phone.
‘That’s a good thing, isn’t it?’
‘My Lani’s devastated. Crushed. Doesn’t know what she’s done wrong to be treated this way.’
‘I could give her a list,’ I start, then shut my mouth.
‘How can you say that? Lani’s very depressed. When she was with Max she felt cared for, protected. Now what is she going to do?’
‘Alana can have Max,’ I say. ‘I don’t want him.’
‘What are you talking about? Max told my Lani you’d begged him to come home, said you were going to kill yourself. It’s your fault he’s left my beautiful Alana. She’s fragile, you know, a delicate flower.’
‘I’m sure Alana can look after herself,’ I say.
‘You would say that, wouldn’t you. I bet you wish -’
I cut her off. ‘The truth is, Max and Alana can drive off into the sunset and live happily ever after for all I care. Max and I are over.’
* * * 
‘So what’s happening with Lothario?’ Gloria asks when she comes over at the end of the day, laden with antipasto delicacies from my favourite deli.
‘He wants to come back. God knows why. He says he loves me, but he doesn’t mean it.’
‘Serious?’
‘Yeah. He said the bombings in Bali were an epiphany for him, that he’s come to his senses, that his family means everything.’ I close my eyes and inhale.
‘Did you ask him why the hell he was with a teenager in the first place?’
‘Mid-life crisis, apparently. But, Gloria, I can’t afford to take him back. He’ll only rip out my heart again and I can’t cope with any more emotional stuff. He might mean what he’s saying now for a day, a week, maybe even a year, but eventually he’ll go back to his womanising ways. He can’t help himself. He’s like a dog permanently on heat.’
‘Yeah, asking Max to stop chasing women is like asking Paris Hilton to leave her house without a camera crew in tow.’
‘You’d know. Anyway, I’ve had my own epiphany. It’s over. I won’t have him back under any circumstances.’
‘What about cancer?’
‘Excuse me?’
‘If he was dying of cancer?’
‘Gloria!’
‘I’m just asking. What about Rock? He’s a bit of fun and good for the ego, right?’
‘Enough with the twenty questions.’
‘Dom, then?’
‘Dom’s a friend, nothing more. God, he broke my heart all those years ago, I don’t want a repeat performance. Especially not after everything I’ve been through with Max. I don’t have the stamina.’
The Balinese tragedy is never far from my mind. Every night, like tonight, while I’m tossing and turning in bed, I keep asking myself, ‘Is this really how I want to live my life?’ - knowing that at any moment my life could suddenly end as a result of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.
Even though I’m not religious, seeing the devastation in Bali was like God tapping me on the shoulder and saying, ‘Luce, if you don’t make something of yourself down there, there’s plenty of room for you up here.’
And that ‘something’ that I do has to be for Bella, Sam and me. Not for anyone else.




Day 53 
First thing in the morning, Sandy knocks on my bedroom door. I shove my head further under the doona in a feeble attempt to ignore her. But the knocking persists and, finally, I stagger out of bed and open the door.
‘Could you glide down the ladder in a bikini?’ she asks. ‘You know, like you’re about to go for a swim.’
‘It’s seven in the morning and six degrees outside,’ I say, feeling mangy and wiping the sleep from my eyes.
‘The viewers don’t know that,’ says Sandy, who, might I add, is wearing super-skinny black Tsubi zip jeans, a heavy-knit crimson jumper and black woollen scarf.
‘It’s the middle of winter. Besides, I haven’t worn a bikini for ten years.’
Looking me up and down, she exhales stridently and says, ‘All right, I have another shot of you in mind. Really short mini, high heels and singlet, braless, carrying a tray of cocktails in your hand, like you’re about to welcome friends over for cocktail hour.’
 ‘It’s seven in the morning,’ I say again. Christ, she’s thick - although a dirty martini wouldn’t go astray about now. 
‘The audience doesn’t care what time it is. They want to see Lucy Springer the celebrity living her glamorous life.’ 
‘But I’m not living a glamorous life. It’s dull and boring and I have washing and grocery shopping to do.’
Sandy glares at me. ‘This isn’t working. We need to get Gloria on the phone.’
‘What’s Gloria going to do?’
‘Talk some sense into you.’ Sandy goes to walk away, then turns back. ‘Look, I didn’t want you, I wanted Tania Zaetta, but she’s in India playing Miss Bollywood. My second choice was Melissa Tkautz, but she doesn’t own a house at the moment.’
Did I just hear right? Melissa Tkautz. Sure she had a hit with ‘Read My Lips’ years ago, but then she was the face for an ad campaign for erectile dysfunction. This is the calibre of actress I’m competing with? A woman who promotes products for men with sexual problems?
‘So I ended up with you - and I need to try as many different angles as I can to get the audience to see you in a less mummy-like light,’ says Sandy. ‘I know you survived the bombing -’
‘I was nowhere near the explosions.’
She ignores me. ‘But we can only push that angle for so long. A week tops, then you gotta show some flesh or have an affair or something.’
I’m annoyed, exasperated, pissed off. I can’t believe I let Gloria talk me into this.
And there’s still mess everywhere, I notice, when I walk into my laundry/kitchen/family room. Mind you, it is cleaner now. I have Rock, the neat freak, to thank for that. He won’t touch anything or walk anywhere until Joel has gone ahead of him and cleaned up. And I thought Bella had issues. My daughter’s got nothing on Rock. I’m surprised Joel panders to him but he seems amused by the whole procedure.
From where I’m standing at the laundry sink, I can see Joel outside, still sporting his safety glasses, his dreadlocks piled high on his head like some overgrown shrubbery. He’s talking to Patch, who’s wearing another pair of brand-new beige overalls. Inside, I can hear Sandy and Rock arguing.
‘You talk to her. She’s your friend,’ Sandy’s saying.
Rock’s not listening. ‘Can we get rid of this sawdust and the paint fumes?’ he asks. ‘They’re really affecting my nasal cavity and voice, even though I change masks every couple of hours. If I lose my voice, I have nothing. So . . . if I’m not required this morning . . .’
‘Listen! You’re supposed to be doing a piece to camera with Lucy, but she won’t wear a bikini, won’t wear a freakin’ mini, she probably won’t even talk for fuck’s sake. And she’s not the only problem. The electrician and the carpenter both promised they’d be here yesterday and both of them were no-shows. It’s a fucking disaster. But everyone just shrugs their shoulders and tells me it’s not their problem.’
Welcome to my world, love, I think.
Am feeling rather smug until Gloria rings me after I’ve dropped off the kids at school.
‘Why don’t you just move in here and be done with it,’ I tell her.
‘Ha, ha. Sandy tells me you’re being difficult.’
‘I’m not fucking being fucking difficult.’
‘No, doesn’t sound like it. Clearly, it’s all in her imagination.’
‘I’m not wearing a fucking bikini!’
‘Could you scream a little louder? I don’t think the good folks in New Zealand heard you. What’s the big problem here? Okay, so don’t wear the bikini, just do a tiny piece to camera with Rock about your marriage break-up, the romantic reunion in Bali, the bombs, your love-rat husband dumping you . . . again . . . yada, yada.’
‘I don’t want to tell the world that my husband left me for our nineteen-year-old babysitter. It’s pathetic and such a cliché.’ I absentmindedly go to touch my missing wedding ring.
‘Whyever not? This sort of thing happens all the time. 
You’ll get the audience’s sympathy. Then you can say how you’ve transformed yourself, made a go of your life, overcome obstacles . . .’
‘Gloria!’
‘What? It could happen.’
‘That’s why you got them to use my house on the show, isn’t it? Because of Bali, the bombs, then the break-up, my disastrous renovation . . .’
‘Maybe.’
‘Well, I’m not doing it. You’ll have to cancel.’
‘You’ve signed a contract, Lucy-Lou. Now, if you just up your meds . . .’
‘Shut. Up.’
‘You think I’m being funny, don’t you?’
It’s five in the evening. Bella and Sam spent the afternoon with Max and he’s dropping them at Mum and Dad’s for the night. My parents haven’t said much about Max. Dad, in particular, seems to have his head firmly entrenched in the sand, as if this is a little vacation we’re taking away from each other and not a permanent separation. He’s wrong.
I haven’t gone into explicit detail with Mum about what happened with Max and Alana in Bali, but I’ve given her enough information so she can draw a pretty clear picture.
No doubt she’s in the process of pecking at Max for more information as I sit here on a rickety cane lounge in the garden, drinking wine from an ancient Thomas the Tank Engine plastic mug and contemplating my lonely and miserable life.
The way I see it, I have several options:
1. Renege on the TV contract. Obviously, I’ll have to pay some sort of penalty, which will push me further into financial oblivion.
2. Make up with Max. Allow him back into my house and life. Live from here on in an unhappy compromise, albeit with a swanky kitchen and financial freedom.
3. Kill myself.
4. Kill Max.
5. Finish the renovation ASAP, slap the house up for sale and downsize.
6. Compromise with Gloria on the TV contract; get the renovation finished ASAP, then sell the house - all the while retaining most of my self-respect.
Am thinking option six looks like a winner when Rock appears. I hardly recognise him without his mask and gloves. I glance at his shoes and smile. They’re still covered in socks. Of course they are; he’s standing in my muddy backyard.
‘Rock, take a seat. What’s up? Shouldn’t you be out at some fabulous bar?’
‘I came back for my notes. And I’m over bars. Besides, the press hound me everywhere I go.’
‘But you are the press, aren’t you, strictly speaking?’
‘I’m more than the press, I hope. I write my own lines. And hey, I’ve got a book coming out.’
‘Really? I’m impressed. What’s it about?’
‘Me.’
I almost laugh. ‘This calls for a celebration. Come on inside.’
Rock follows me into the laundry/kitchen/family room, alert for dust and debris. I retrieve a bottle of Croser from the fridge and a couple of glasses. I may be on the brink of financial oblivion but that doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy a sparkling wine now and then.
‘This okay?’ I ask, showing him the bottle.
Rock nods and I pop the cork. I hand him a full glass and lean against the washing machine.
‘Cheers,’ I say, clinking my glass with his. ‘Congratulations. Tell me all about it.’
‘Well, it’s about my ups and downs, life’s triumphs until now.’
He’s all of twenty-five years old. What on earth could he possibly have to say to fill an entire book?
‘So you’ve written an autobiography?’ I say, not quite believing him.
‘Well, not exactly. I started writing, but then the publishers suggested a ghost writer. Besides, I’m too busy. It’s all happening.’
‘Won’t having a book out there intrude even more on your personal life?’
Rock looks at me blankly.
‘Given that you want to get away from your fans?’ I go on.
‘Who said I wanted to get away?’
‘I thought you said you couldn’t go anywhere without people harassing you?’
‘I don’t think people harass me. It’s just that they want to talk to me and touch me all the time. Except you.’
I blush crimson. ‘That’s not true.’
‘Where are your children tonight?’ he says, grabbing the Croser bottle and topping up my glass.
‘Er . . . at my mother’s,’ I say, suddenly realising that asking Rock to stay for a drink when the kids aren’t at home is tantamount to inviting him into a full-time relationship.
He takes the glass from my hand and moves in to kiss me. ‘I want you,’ he gasps.
And while my head is saying ‘No, no, no’, my body, and breasts in particular . . . whoops . . . are screaming, ‘YES’. I want to be held, touched, adored. I want to make love and have a man’s strong hands explore my body.
Then sense clicks in. I’m being ridiculous - it’s a disaster waiting to happen. I only want Rock because he wants me. And I don’t really want Rock. I truly don’t.
I’m in the process of pulling away from him when I hear footsteps.
‘Bloody hell, so this is what it’s about,’ sneers Max, storming up to us, his face contorted in rage. He slaps a bouquet of long-stemmed red roses down in the laundry sink. ‘No wonder the kids are at your mother’s. I come home begging for forgiveness, hoping we can have an adult conversation about our future - because I have responsibilities and am prepared to make a huge sacrifice for the family, no matter whether it’s what makes me happy. And here you are, snogging this dork.’
‘What are you doing here?’ I ask, stepping out into the new kitchen.
‘I could ask him the same question,’ Max says, full of contempt.
‘No, you can’t. He’s a guest. You’re an intruder.’
‘Intruder? This is my house.’
‘I’ll be going then,’ stammers Rock.
‘About bloody time, genius,’ Max snarls.
‘Stay where you are,’ I command Rock. ‘This isn’t about you.’
‘Too bloody right it’s not about him, which is why he should leave,’ Max says. ‘Go and fuck somebody your own age. This tart’s old enough to be your mother.’
I hate Max. Really hate him.
‘She’s not that old,’ says Rock, his temper rising now.
‘It’s okay,’ I say.
‘No, it’s not,’ says Rock. ‘Your honour is at stake.’
‘Honour?’ Max spits. ‘What the fuck are you talking about? She’s my wife. If anyone’s going to defend her ridiculous honour, it’ll be me.’
And then Rock goes for Max, swinging punches at him. Most miss but the intent is there. Max grabs Rock by his suit collar. They crash into the wall and knock over a photo frame Bella put there last night. It’s a picture of Max, the kids and myself, all smiling in one of those school fundraiser shots. The frame falls to the ground and the glass shatters.
‘That’s enough!’ I shout, and stand between them.
I can only assume it’s mortification that forces Max to rethink his position. He asks if I want him to stay.
‘Please leave,’ I answer.
He can’t quite believe it, but thankfully he storms out the back door. Rock and I are left standing in the debris of the picture frame.
‘Another glass of champagne?’ Rock says, finally.




Day 54 
Let’s just say things are a little awkward, what with Rock staying overnight and neither of us waking up until after the builders arrive. Thank goodness I have the forethought to throw on flannelette pyjama pants (I’m already wearing a blue singlet), because Sandy confronts me as soon as I step out into the hallway.
‘Seen Rock?’ she asks, eyebrows arched.
‘I . . . I . . .’ I stammer.
‘His car’s here.’ She stares at me, waiting for a response. 
‘We had a few drinks . . . he slept in Sam’s bed,’ I say, feeling like a naughty schoolgirl who’s been caught sneaking boys into her room in the middle of the night.
Sandy tilts her head, her expression disbelieving.
‘See,’ I say, as Rock emerges from Sam’s room, his hair dishevelled. I say a quick ‘Good morning’ to him before rushing to the bathroom.
I’m still wet from the shower when Gloria strides into my bedroom with a cup of tea for me. Just in time to see me hand Rock a towel so he can freshen up as well.
‘Hubba hubba!’ she squeals when he’s out of earshot.
‘You should have told me you had company, Luce. I would have made an extra cup.’
I roll my eyes. ‘We had some drinks, Max came around, it got messy. Max left. Rock and I had more drinks. We ordered pizza. He slept in Sam’s room. End of story.’
‘And?’
‘And nothing. We didn’t do anything. I’m not interested in Rock.’
‘And Max?’
‘Max and I are finished. There’s no going back.’
‘Well, my dear, seems to me you’re in a pickle. If you don’t want the renovation team filming you, what are you going to do exactly?’
I sigh. ‘We’d better have a meeting with Sandy and Rock and get something sorted.’
‘That’s my girl. I’ll go downstairs and you guys come down when you’re decent. Don’t take too long.’
When I climb down the ladder fifteen minutes later, Gloria, Sandy and Rock are lined up like a firing squad waiting for me.
Good news though - the timber for the stairs has arrived and Patch and his men are putting it together.
‘Here she is,’ says Gloria, beaming and pointing a finger at me. ‘I’ve explained to Sandy that you won’t don a bikini or teeter around on nine-inch heels in a mini and that’s fine -’
‘But hair and make-up,’ interrupts Sandy.
‘Yes, hair and make-up are not negotiable when you’re doing pieces to camera.’
‘But surely -’ I start.
‘Lucy, you’re fine as you are for the random moments, the spontaneous you the camera catches in passing, but for the scripted reality scenes, let’s leave it to the professionals, hey?’ Gloria says, clearly willing me not to speak.
‘They really can work wonders,’ Sandy agrees.
‘Sandy and I just want you to be yourself, Lucy. To talk about the house and how you’re transforming it into your dream home. This is the vision you created for your family - the gardens, the pool, the sweeping views across the valley, you know. The viewers love that . . . but we also need to mention Bali.’
‘Gloria, I’m not using the Balinese tragedy to further my own interests.’
‘Of course you’re not. We just want you to say that you were there. It was awful, the poor Balinese -’
‘It was awful.’
‘I know, I know. We’ll have a hotline where people can ring and donate money to the Red Cross or one of those charities that are big in Indonesia.’
‘Will the victims actually get the donations?’
‘Details,’ Gloria says dismissively.
‘I won’t talk about Max or Alana,’ I go on. ‘The public doesn’t need to know what’s happening in my private life. I don’t want the kids exposed either.’
‘All right, we’ll play it like this. The show will revolve around you and the renovation - your dreams for the house and how it’s all coming together. No mention of Max or his whereabouts.’
‘Good.’
‘In return, you say how you were holidaying in Bali when the bombs exploded, you were devastated -’
‘I am devastated.’
‘Of course you are. Then we’ll build a little thatched cabana thingy by the pool, strategically place a few buddhas, a fabulous daybed, some silk -’
‘Plant several hibiscuses and frangipani trees,’ interrupts Sandy.
‘Exactly! It’ll be your tribute and it’ll be fabulous. And we’ll run a toll-free number at the bottom of the screen which the good viewers of Australia can ring to donate money to help the bomb victims. Good?’ I nod, and Gloria turns to Sandy and Rock. ‘Deal?’
‘No mention of the husband and we keep the children’s involvement to a minimum,’ Sandy says. ‘Okay, but Lucy, if you run off and give a tell-all interview to a women’s magazine in the meantime, the deal’s off.’
‘As if,’ I say, shaking my head.
Rock’s got his eye on me, but when I look at him he quickly focuses on Joel, who’s kicking the central heating into action.
‘We’ll talk about your career up to now, things you’ve been doing, plans for the future,’ Sandy says.
‘Not sure I can remember all of this,’ Rock says, dragging himself into the conversation. ‘I’ll need cue cards.’
* * *
After the pep talk from Gloria, I realise I have to change my attitude if I’m going to look at least halfway sane on commercial television. As much as I hate to admit it, she’s right. This is my opportunity to prove to viewers I’m not a has-been. My chance to shine.
Given that I still have a hint of a tan and am not looking overly tubby, I head to David Jones to revamp my wardrobe. This time, I use my own credit cards. Life’s good. Max? Max who?
Rock calls me as I’m trying to squeeze into a Leona Edmiston sleeveless black jersey dress. At a certain age, women no longer have upper arms, we have wing spans. We are no longer women in sleeveless dresses; we are flying squirrels in drag. To cut a long story short, I look hideous.
‘When are you coming back?’ Rock asks. There’s a touch of anxiety in his voice.
‘After I pick the children up from school. Oh, and Bella has band practice.’
‘Can I see you tonight then?’
‘Tonight’s tricky. Bella and Sam will be at home.’
‘But I need to see you.’ Rock sounds as clingy as Sam. He breathes into the phone a few moments more before disconnecting.
I really don’t need that little complication in my life, but in another week the renovation will be over and Rock will move on to another woman. I hope.
I reject the jersey dress because it hugs me in all the wrong places and I go for the soft shopping option: black boots and a black bag.
I also buy the kids new bed linen, a beaded purple lamp Bella’s had her eye on for weeks and a new Venus flytrap for Sam. The last one starved to death. They’re thrilled. Sam spends hours after school catching flies and feeding them to his new best friend. I should buy him a dog.
Even Bella is smiling. ‘Mum, you cleaned my room. You actually vacuumed and changed the sheets.’ She peers under the bed. ‘And under here as well!’
‘Don’t look so surprised.’ Anyone would think I never did that sort of thing.
The kids and I celebrate the end of another week by ordering in their favourite pizza. We take three chairs and a small table into our new dining/family room. I light several candles and imagine how it will all look when it’s finished.
‘So, how are Nanna and Poppa?’ I ask them, admiring the new staircase.
‘Nanna says that Dad’s not coming back to live with us,’ Sam replies, tomato and cheese hanging from the corner of his mouth. ‘But when we saw Dad yesterday he said he was coming home on the weekend.’
Time to tell the truth.
‘No, Sam, Daddy’s not going to live with us anymore. He’ll visit, but we won’t all live together. I know it’s very sad for everyone, but we both still love you and Bella very much.’
‘He’ll never live with us again?’ Bella asks.
‘No. Mummy and Daddy have to live apart, so from now on you’ll each have a bedroom at Mummy’s house and one at Daddy’s house.’ (Assuming Max finds himself a house/apartment/caravan.)
‘But what about all my clothes?’ Bella asks, panicking. 
‘To tell you the truth, I haven’t thought that far,’ I say. ‘But we’ll work something out. You’ll still see Dad lots, probably even more than you saw him when he was living here.’
‘Does that mean I get to have two Venus flytraps?’ asks Sam.
During dinner, Mum phones. ‘Max tells me you’re having an affair with the presenter from Gateways. What’s his name? Rod . . . Rick . . .’
‘It’s Rock, and I’m not having an affair with him.’
‘Well, Max says that you’re having an affair to punish him and he doesn’t deserve it.’
‘He’s barking mad. I hope you hung up on him.’
‘Of course, darling. The man’s insane.’
I don’t believe for one minute that Max is insane. But it doesn’t surprise me that he’s reaching out to Mum and Dad in his own deluded way. Especially now that he knows I’m serious about separating. Max doesn’t like to lose.




Day 55 
This morning we’re filming. My concession to glamour? Black six-centimetre-high slingbacks and a killer black skirt that sits just above the knee. Oh, and a tight black V-neck showing just a hint of cleavage.
Rock’s pieces to camera are woeful, and not only because he speaks with a ridiculous smirk. Since nine o’clock this morning we’ve been shooting a spontaneous (read, heavily scripted and staged) scene where I walk down my new Oregon stairs. It’s now after eleven and most people, including myself, are snappy.
Rock is supposed to ask me what I think of the stairs. In response I’m required to cup my hands to my face and tell him that I never imagined stairs could make me so giddy with excitement. ‘I love them, Rock, I truly do.’ (And yes, I do rather like them. But love them? That’s going slightly overboard. But I’m not going to quibble because, well, the network’s paying for this. Yippee!)
By the sixth take Rock’s still having trouble putting one foot on the bottom stair and turning his face to the camera.
Patch and I look at each other and giggle.
‘You try doing it then,’ Rock says, and he rips the small microphone from his polo collar and stomps outside to the dirt pit.
‘Go and talk to him,’ I tell Patch. ‘I’ll fix him a scotch.’ We’re so close to finishing, I don’t want any hiccups.
But before I can get his drink, the camera catches my eye and suddenly I’m feeling confident and perky. I point outside to where Rock’s huffing at Patch and say in my best David Attenborough voice, ‘These are the creatures we call television presenters. When you catch them in the wild, without their autocues or managers, it’s best to leave them well alone. When startled or mocked, they can turn ugly, very ugly. Managers are like lion tamers - their job is to smooth the television presenter’s ruffled feathers, to stroke his ego and keep the general public - that is, you and I, the riffraff - away.’
‘Keep going,’ says Digger.
‘Follow me,’ I say, motioning to the camera. ‘Here we go into the presenter’s inner sanctum. See how he’s forced to live while on location? In this filthy laundry-cum-kitchen-cum-TV room - very primitive. Note the dust, the grubby dishes on the floor, the rotten apple core lying by the fridge -’
Rock interrupts. ‘Very funny, Lucy. Can we get on with it? I do have other commitments today.’
‘Of course,’ I say, and follow him back to the new staircase, pretending to claw at his back and silently growling like a lion.
‘I know what you’re doing and it’s not funny,’ he snaps.
Patch winks at me and then rolls his eyes towards Rock. Chuckling, I think this reality television gig might be fun after all.
Good news: the kitchen is mostly finished. It’s amazing how much can be accomplished when there’s a camera crew hanging around. The cupboards have been fixed to the walls - they still don’t have knobs so I can’t actually use them, but knobs are only a day away I’m told - and the sink, the one from France, is due in a couple of days. Joel has put the oven in place and, I must say, the Ilve Majestic lives up to its name. It really is a stunning piece of equipment. Not connected to power yet, but I can imagine a not-too-distant future where I’ll be Queen of the Kitchen and baking chocolate fudge cakes. When I learn how to use the oven . . . and how to bake.
The only niggle is the hassle with the bi-fold doors that lead outside to the terrace. They weren’t measured properly - the fault of the people who laid the sandstone pavers, apparently - so when the guys come to install them, they discover the doors are too long and have to take them back to the factory. I always get slightly anxious when fixtures need to be taken off-site to be corrected, or ‘refined’ as Patch likes to call it.
‘They’ll be back in a couple of days, Luce, three at the most,’ he says, dismissing my concern. ‘Good news, though. The kitchen benchtops are arriving early next week.’
Ah, the benches!
My first choice, when I had a loving husband and this was to be our family home for the next fifteen years: Carrara marble, white.
Second choice, when I still had a loving husband and this was to be our family home for five years: Caesar stone, a lovely sand colour.
Third choice, the one where I’m a single mother, don’t have a loving husband but still have access to his bank account: granite, black.
And fourth choice? The one where I have no husband and no money? Laminex. Who cares about the colour.
Thanks to Celebrity Renovation Rescue, I ended up with black granite, third choice. But hey! Better than chipboard. And it’ll never wear out - unlike my marriage.
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It’s Sunday and I’m feeling somewhat housebound. The kids and I haven’t done anything fun since Bali so when I suggest a day at the zoo, they jump at the chance. Being on neutral ground, it’s a good opportunity for me to check, without being too obvious, how they’re coping. I’ve noticed Bella, in particular, has become increasingly twitchy about her room and belongings. She keeps asking how things will work if she’s spending a few nights at her dad’s and a few nights with me every week. Her anxiety’s understandable as I can’t tell her where Max will be living. I’m pretty sure he hasn’t even thought about organising permanent accommodation.
‘But I want to stay at our house,’ she says, as we’re riding the cable car up from the harbour, over the elephant enclosure. ‘Why can’t Sam and I stay at home and you leave when it’s Dad’s turn to visit?’
‘Because it’s my home, Bella.’
 ‘It’s my home, too, and I don’t want to leave,’ she says, tears forming in her eyes.
She has a good point. This is going to be so much harder than those American sitcoms like Two and a Half Men make it appear.
‘Does it mean we get to have two of everything?’ Sam asks, eyes wide. ‘Two Playstations, two iPods, two -’
‘Your dad and I haven’t worked out all the details,’ I say, feeling a tad tired. ‘But we’ll look at all that.’
‘What about Oscar?’ Bella asks half an hour later, as we’re walking past the giraffes and eating soft-serve vanilla ice-creams. ‘Will he come with us when we’re at Dad’s?’
‘Where will Dad be anyway? Are we going to have another mum, like Zac does?’ Sam asks. ‘Zac’s real mum lives in Brisbane, but he has another one here.’
‘I really don’t have all the answers yet,’ I say truthfully, suddenly feeling overwhelmed by the decision I’ve made. 
Despite ongoing talk of housing arrangements, it’s a great day. Sam gets to hold a boa constrictor and Bella pats a koala. Still, their questions hit hard. It’s bloody tough. But at least Max hasn’t shown up at the house again. In fact, the last conversation we had - yesterday, regarding him seeing the kids next week - went rather well. I think the message is finally sinking in. He knows I don’t want to see him, but that he can pick the kids up from school and see them whenever he likes, just so long as he calls first.
The main thing is getting the renovation finished so all of us can move forward with our lives - that’s the rational Lucy talking. And, gee, I like it when my balanced side emerges from time to time. It gets me thinking that maybe I can ease off the antidepressants because all is moving along nicely in my little world.
Nadia’s right though. I really need to talk to her fabulous lawyer.




Day 57 
Between our house and the kids’ school, there’s one set of traffic lights. And just before those traffic lights is a newsagency. Outside, plastered on huge one-metre-high newsstands are the latest women’s magazines’ title covers for the week. The new covers come out on a Monday and I always find them highly amusing. Last week’s was: ‘I did not glue my ex-husband’s genitals to his stomach’ - exclusive interview with Gracie Gardener. That made me laugh and laugh. Because Gloria knows for a fact that Gracie did glue Edwin’s dick to his tummy. Apparently, Marcus took photos as proof.
This morning I slow down at the lights to have a good gawk at this week’s headlines.
It can’t be.
Blaring out from the New Idea newsstand is a Max Springer exclusive: ‘I survived the Bali bombs AND my wife’s betrayal’. My gut churns with horror. This can’t be happening. It really can’t.
I slam on my brakes and swerve, narrowly missing a shaggy cream spoodle sauntering across the road. In the back seat, the kids scream, ‘Mum, you almost killed him!’
Three minutes later, I offload the kids at the kiss-and-drop zone and zip back to the newsagent’s. I slip on my oversized dark glasses and buy the offensive magazine, leaving a six-dollar tip because I can’t bear to wait for the change. Then I drive as calmly as I can to a nearby cul-de-sac and pull over. I open the magazine and read. There are four pages of Max’s wrath. Who would have thought anyone would be interested enough in Max to fill one page, let alone four?
The gist of the article, written by Tina Stump, is that poor hard-done-by Max ‘loves Lucy very much’, but it’s been ‘incredibly difficult living with a temperamental star all these years’.
Really? Do tell.
‘My affair was a cry for help,’ says Max. ‘A wake-up call to Lucy in the hope she’d settle down and not carry on looking at life through rose-coloured glasses. When I saw Lucy last week, I could tell she wasn’t well. She was wearing what looked like a dead rabbit over her shoulders - and her spending is out of control. She spent three thousand dollars on a toilet! I mean, come on. Three thousand dollars for a new toilet? Clearly, the woman’s crazy. She’s unhinged and possibly on medication. She even threw out my clothes. Though what can you expect when she got through three cases of Grange in four days.’
‘Liar!’ I scream out loud and hit my hand on the car steering wheel, causing the horn to blare and two startled joggers to trip over their feet as they pass. I gave several of those cases of wine to Patch.
I don’t want to read on but I force myself. It’s like a train wreck; I can’t help but stop and view the carnage even though it sickens me.
There’s an aside where the old fossil who attacked me with her walking stick at the charity bin comes to Max’s defence. ‘So that was the crazy woman hanging from the local clothing disposal,’ she says. ‘She was trying to steal from poor people.’ Bloody hell. I read further. It turns out the old woman is a Christian and - hold the phone - belongs to the same church as Trish. What are the chances!
There’s another box where the teenagers who ran into my car with their Land Cruiser talk about the bingle. ‘I can’t be sure,’ says Tiffany, ‘but I think she might have been drinking.’
Meanwhile, in the main article, Max’s vitriol continues. ‘Lucy booked a holiday at an expensive resort in Bali on a whim with no notion of how she’d pay for it. She’s living in a fantasy world. She spends her days auditioning for reality television programs and failing. It’s so sad. She needs help.’
The article ends with Max saying that he’s confident ‘my family can get back on track now that Lucy has had a real-life wake-up call. Our children are still young and vulnerable and we need to make sure we do all we can to set them on the right path to adulthood. It’s up to me to get Lucy the help she needs so that our children aren’t affected by her erratic moods.’
Thank you so much, my darling husband - soon to be ex-husband. At least there’s no mention of Rock. I suppose I should be thankful for very small mercies.
In his bleeding-heart story, Max doesn’t apologise to me or our children for the affair or for the distress he’s caused us - and Alana and her family. Instead, he big-notes himself by saying, ‘Of course, I’ll pick up the tab for the renovation.’
I scan the pages again. Is Lucy out of control? the magazine screams. From car crashes to crashing into elderly ladies - it appears this fading starlet is determined to live life on the edge.
There are several photos of me looking tired and unkempt.
Photo one: me putting out the garbage.
Photo two: me walking at six in the morning. (Yes, I walk . . . sometimes.) I look about eighty-five.
Photo three: an ancient picture of me smoking, with what appear to be tomato sauce stains down the front of my shirt. Charming. I bet they really had to search the archives for that beauty.
In all of them I look like an old, fat, dishevelled red setter dog. There’s none of me with my new hair colour.
Of course, there’s also a picture of Max - looking every bit the responsible doting father. He’s playing on the beach at Jimbaran with Bella and Sam - the three of them are laughing and glowing with health and vitality. Bloody Alana! She must have snapped it.
Then I see the little red box with the huge yellow question mark painted inside it and the words: Who is Lucy’s new  man? Could it be the gorgeous Rock Hardy? Will he be able to keep up with her reckless ways? We’ll keep you posted.
The good news? New Idea only has a readership of two million. Barely a drop in the ocean! To think that only yesterday I was gloating over Gracie’s career setback. Now I figure gluing an adulterous husband’s dick to his tummy is actually quite clever.
Mum’s waiting for me with a strong vat of coffee when I arrive home.
‘So you’ve read it?’ she says.
‘Of course I have.’ I bang my elbows on the table and allow my head to slump into my hands. ‘This is going to destroy me.’
‘It’s not that bad.’
‘Not that bad? Which planet are you living on?’
‘Gloria called. She’s coming straight over. Wants to know if you’re okay.’
‘I’m just dandy. Friggin’ dandy.’
‘You don’t have any more wine in the cellar do you?’ Mum asks.
‘As much as I’d love to guzzle a bottle of wine or ten, Mother, I can’t. I still have a film crew here. Besides, I’m not giving Max any more ammunition against me.’
‘Just checking,’ replies Mum, relieved. ‘I see the renovation’s coming along nicely.’
Shaking my head, I stare at the ceiling.
Minutes later, the phone rings. ‘Take a message,’ I tell Mum.
It’s the Daily Telegraph wanting to know if I have any comment on the magazine article. They want to do a ‘he says, she says’ piece for their social pages.
The phone rings again. I let the answering machine take it.
‘Hey Luce, it’s Dom. I know you’re there. Where else would you be? I bet you’re huddled over the answering machine as I speak. Pick up. One, two, three . . . So you’re not picking up? Okay. Call me when you can.’
The phone rings barely three minutes later. It’s Dom again.
‘Lucy, no matter what anyone says, I’m sure you’re still as gorgeous as the last time I saw you. Those photos in New Idea don’t do you justice. Do they? No, of course they don’t. They’re hideous. Absolutely bloody atrocious. Okay, so I’m totally out of line saying the photos are atrocious. Understandably, it’s been a difficult time for you. Besides, I don’t care what you look like -’ 
‘Excuse me,’ I say, picking up the phone. ‘The photos are atrocious, and no, I don’t look anything like them.’
‘So you were huddled over the answering machine!’
‘I told you - you should have got in first and written your autobiography,’ Gloria says when she arrives with chocolate muffins and super-strength coffee in hand. ‘The public love a scandal. Love. It.’
‘You don’t say. My life’s over, isn’t it? I can never show my face in public again.’
‘You can and you will,’ says Gloria.
I don’t mention Dom phoning. He’s just being a supportive friend, but Gloria will make a bigger deal out of it than is warranted and I can’t be bothered humouring her. My heart’s not in it.
‘Hey,’ Gloria says in a surprisingly cheery tone, ‘I’ve got some news that’ll make you feel better. The first reviews are in about Gracie Gardener in Seasons.’
‘The role she stole from me!’
‘Exactly. Want to hear?’
I nod.
‘Gracie Gardener’s new role as a flaming redhead femme fatale is a cinematic train wreck,’ Gloria quotes. ‘Hopelessly miscast, says another. That’s got to give you some hope, Lucy-Lou. And I’ve saved the best for last.’ Gloria clears her throat. ‘Is Gracie Gardener the world’s worst living actress? Evidence continues to mount.’
I don’t mention anything to the kids about the New Idea piece. We eat sushi for dinner and complete the following homework tasks:
• Sam - mastering the eight times table; summarising ‘Captain Cook’s Amazing Adventure’ from the latest School Magazine; drawing the detailed life cycle of a carnivorous plant.
• Bella - algorithms; mapping Skull Island; sequencing in a bullet list the main points of The Story of Camels in Australia.




Day 58 
Because my name is mud and I can never show my face in public again, suddenly, I become Miss Popular.
By ten o’clock in the morning two huge bouquets of gorgeous flowers have arrived - one from the school mothers with kids in Bella’s grade, the other from Sam’s classmates’ mums. And the phone’s been ringing off the hook. Not that I am answering. There are messages inviting me to dinner, lunch, brunch, coffee - all from eager women wanting to dissect my misery. It’s funny, I didn’t hear from anyone except Nadia when I got back from Bali, but now I’m tabloid fodder - public humiliation is much more interesting.
‘Come out to lunch with us,’ Nadia says. ‘It’ll be fun, I promise, and I’ll protect you.’
‘I really don’t want to lunch with the Subservient Wives Club,’ I tell her. ‘Besides, I’ve got nothing to talk about.’
‘Really? You could have fooled me.’
‘Well, nothing that doesn’t cast me in a bad light.’
But Nadia’s right. I need to get out. Patch, Joel and the rest of them are giving me funny looks, and I don’t want to be here if and when Rock turns up. Besides, I have to show my face sooner or later. It may as well be now. After all, my life’s one huge scandal. And let’s face it: I may be humiliated but I still have to eat.
When Nadia and I arrive at The Pickled Herring the others are already seated and drinking wine. Thankfully, Trish isn’t there. I haven’t seen her since before I went to Bali, and after our last conversation, where she accused me of destroying her daughter’s life, again, I don’t want to. Still, I ask Nadia how Trish is doing.
‘Withering under the stress. She’s down to about forty-three kilos and the blue veins on her neck are sticking out.’
I accept a glass of wine from Emma and sit quietly for the first ten minutes, just listening to the conversation.
There’s the usual school gossip: the bulk of last Tuesday’s tuckshop money going missing; a certain silver-headed P&C committee member letting the power go to his head and wanting to take over the school; Harry Mackenzie’s dad driving a new silver Jaguar - thanks to drug money, so rumour has it. There’s also whisper of a hush-hush campaign to rid the school of the principal. Good luck, I think. She’s been there twenty years and the new centenary school hall is named after her. I’m not saying it’s a bad thing trying to vote her out, given that she thinks I’m peculiar. I just think it’d be easier bringing Elvis back to life.
‘What about Soon Yi and his purple hair?’ Dee says, shaking her head. ‘And there’s that new Steiner kiddie in Ben’s class . . .’
‘There’s definitely a radical element creeping in,’ says Lizzie, lightly touching Dee on the arm. ‘Soon we’ll have gays teaching our children!’
Heaven forbid.
‘And don’t you think there should be a rule about suitable clothing attire when picking up the kids?’ Dee says. ‘Those bottom-gate mothers can dress in rags, but tracksuits should definitely not be worn at the top gate. It’s the main entrance - the showpiece of the school.’
Wendy looks decidedly uncomfortable.
Imagine if they knew I sometimes drove my kids to school wearing pyjamas. At least I did before the threat of tradesmen at my doorstep, first thing in the morning.
It isn’t long before the conversation turns to the real point of this little gathering . . . ME. Dissecting my troubled life. I think longingly of old times and discussions of rostered sex lives.
‘Lucy, you poor thing, I’d want to kill him,’ Lizzie says. ‘Imagine . . .’ she lets the word hang in the air ‘. . . the humiliation, the mortification, the shame you must be feeling.’
Smiling weakly, I say, ‘I’m thinking of hiring a hit man to take Max out - you know, professionally, so there’s no slip-up and no evidence.’
Nadia laughs and slaps my arm, but the others just stare at me, mouths gaping. These women. Don’t they get it? I have to make jokes about my life or I’ll cry, and once the tears start there’ll be no stopping them.
‘Joking,’ I say. ‘Though, really, how much worse can things get?’
Seconds later, the waiter trips and tips a full chicken caesar salad into my lap. I scrape egg and anchovy off my pants while the waiter flaps about ineffectually.
‘Maybe it’s God’s way of telling you something,’ says Lizzie.
‘Like what? This restaurant has the clumsiest waiter in the world?’
Jesus, it’s incredibly disappointing if a salad in my lap is God’s way of telling me something in my life is amiss. I feel wretched and small. Tears trickle down my cheeks.
‘We’re all here for you, you know,’ Wendy says, patting me on the back.
‘But maybe you shouldn’t have assaulted the old lady,’ Lizzie adds.
That’s it. I’m out of here. I stand and shake the last bits of lettuce to the floor.
‘I promise I won’t say a word if anyone rings me for a comment,’ Lizzie goes on.
I nod, thinking, why on earth would they do that? Then I realise that’s exactly what magazine writers do.
‘Have they been calling other people?’ I ask. I so do not want to hear the answer to this question.
‘Well, I think they called Trish,’ Lizzie says tentatively, ‘when she was having a bad day. They might have weaselled something out of her.’
‘What exactly?’ Nadia says. ‘Trish had no right to speak to them.’
Lizzie looks worried. ‘I’m only telling you what Trish told me. She talked to them about Lucy, Max and Alana.’
‘What did she say?’ I ask, slumping back onto my seat. 
‘I think she might have said there was a time when you appeared more intent on resurrecting your acting career than taking care of your family.’
‘Which, we all know,’ says Dee without a trace of irony, ‘is why women were put on earth in the first place - to have children and take care of our husbands.’
I have no idea whether Dee’s joking or just a complete idiot. Maybe she’s a Mormon lesbian. It doesn’t matter. I have to leave quickly before I stab everyone in my immediate vicinity with a dinner knife and then go to jail for the rest of my life. Alternatively, I could run outside and throw myself under a bus. But that might prove messy, and what if I wasn’t killed outright but had to be hooked up to life support and live in a vegetative state for the next twenty years? Imagine the burden on Bella and Sam, and Mum. Even Gloria.
‘Maybe lunch wasn’t such a good idea,’ Emma says quietly.
‘Maybe you’re right,’ I say, picking up my bag off the floor. I open my wallet, throw forty dollars on the table and walk out.
Nadia catches up with me on the pavement, where I’m standing arm outstretched hailing a cab.
‘Can I drive you?’ she asks.
‘Thanks, but I’d rather you stayed. Ring me later and tell me how badly I fared.’
She gives me a hug and goes back inside.
I’m angry and pissed off. My chest is tight, so tight it’s threatening to explode at any moment. I’m not the one who had the affair with the teenage babysitter. So why am I the one who’s being forced to stand trial? Because everyone blames me for not satisfying my man - I couldn’t keep his overactive penis at home where it belongs. Therefore, according to the rules of polite society, it’s all my fault and I should feel guilty and ashamed. Well, guess what? I’m over that crap! Yes, I’m mortified because Max is an idiot and has been slandering me, but I’m over feeling accountable for his behaviour.
I try to focus on my breathing: in with the good, out with the bad. The air is cool so the tears falling on my cheeks are cold. I’m shivering. The racket in my head is so loud I can barely hear the traffic noise.
‘They wanted to interview me for that story,’ Patch says when he finds me in a corner re-reading Max’s article and crying.
‘What did you say?’
‘I told them to fuck off. I said you’re really cool and it should have been you who walked out on the prick and you should have done it years ago.’
‘I bet they were thrilled to hear that.’
‘Yeah, not at all. I told them how Max never gave us the time of day, is an up-himself snob and has as much class as a farting dog.’
Despite Patch’s attempts to make me feel better, I’m dreading reading the things Trish has told New Idea in reply to Max’s article. The good news is I only have to wait another six days to find out.




Day 59 
Sandy calls an early morning meeting to discuss the ‘Max issue’ - i.e. the tell-all interview with New Idea. andy
‘I’m worried that we’re going to look like fools doing a show about Lucy when she’s so obviously unhinged.’
‘Excuse me, I’m right here,’ I say. ‘And I’m not unhinged. Don’t you think that Max is the one who’s coming across as slightly insane?’
‘Not really. Anyway, that’s not the point,’ Sandy replies.
‘That little old lady really stuck it up you.’
‘I don’t know why. All I was doing was trying to retrieve bags from a clothing bin - my own bags. Besides, she was crazy. She kept calling me Sophia.’
‘Again, not the point.’
‘Come on, Sandy, any publicity’s good publicity, hey?’ Gloria says.
‘Not if it involves our supposed star being portrayed all over town as a crazed alcoholic spendthrift who beats up little old ladies.’
‘I guess Sandy’s talking damage control,’ Gloria says quietly. ‘You can remain dignified, Lucy, but you need to explain your side of the story. Tell the public that your husband is a dirty stinking rotten philanderer who’s always been jealous of your success. In fact, I’ll do the interview. 
You can just sign your name to it.’
‘You can’t do that,’ I tell her.
‘Watch me.’
‘No, Lucy’s right,’ says Sandy. ‘We need more than that. 
We need face-to-face airtime, like an interview with A Current Affair.’
I shake my head. This isn’t going well.
‘You can’t hide otherwise everyone will believe Max’s story. You know how gullible the public are,’ Gloria starts. 
‘Exactly! We have to come up with a solution or we’re pulling the plug on this program,’ Sandy chips in.
So the three of us sit on the new stairs, drinking coffee and putting our heads together to work out a plan that will see Max humiliated and run out of town. At least, that’s my intention. No doubt Gloria would like to see Max dead, while Sandy just wants a successful, high-rating new television program on her résumé.
‘There’s really only one option,’ says Gloria. ‘You have to do an interview with Today Tonight.’
‘No,’ says Sandy. ‘It has to be A Current Affair.’
‘Fine,’ Gloria agrees.
‘Hang on,’ I say. ‘What do I tell them?’
‘The truth. That Max left you. That you never had a breakdown, and you threw him out of the house because he ran off with your babysitter. The welfare of your children comes first.’
‘Which is exactly why I haven’t done an interview in the first place.’
‘Too bad. You have to,’ Sandy says.
‘The public will be on your side, Luce,’ Gloria assures me.
‘They’d better be,’ says Sandy.
‘I’m onto it.’ Gloria picks up her mobile and punches in some numbers.
Max turns up while I’m raking leaves in the garden. ‘There you are,’ he says. ‘I brought you some more roses.’
I glance at him briefly and continue raking.
‘I’m sorry about the article, Luce. I only did it to get your attention. I didn’t think that Tina bitch would print everything I said. I was only venting, I didn’t mean it. I just want you back in my life. I want us to be together again.’
‘Fuck off, Max.’
‘What? I’ve brought you flowers!’
‘Just get out. Take your flowers with you.’
‘Luce, can’t you see I’m begging for forgiveness here?’
‘You’ve got a funny way of showing it.’
‘Please. I’ve felt so neglected these past couple of years, what with your career taking off again. I was always last on your list of priorities. There were the kids, then your career and then me - in that order. When the renovation started, I slipped further down the ladder. I’ve been so lonely. I’m lonely now.’
Max is fucking lonely. He’s gone a couple of nights without sex and he’s horny.
‘Go back to Alana,’ I tell him. ‘She’s desperate for you. So’s her mother. I don’t want you.’
‘I just wanted you to notice me again. I’m a man, Luce, I have needs.’
Please! Is there a violin in the house? The old ‘I only had an affair so you’d notice me’ line is so pathetic. I’m not bitter anymore, but I still think Lorena Bobbitt was onto something.
‘I have noticed you, Max. In fact, I’ve heard you loud and clear. You have needs. I get that. And I think Alana is just the woman to fulfil them. End of story.’
‘So that’s it, is it? You’re going to discard me like that?’ Max snaps his fingers.
‘It’s been a long time coming.’
Rock, Patch, Sandy and Gloria appear in the garden. They see me and start walking over.
‘You wait,’ Max starts, his tone furious.
‘Keep your voice down,’ I whisper. ‘Please, just leave me alone.’
But Max ignores me. ‘Hey, you,’ he says, pointing to Rock. ‘Did you sleep with my wife?’
‘I’m not your wife anymore,’ I hiss. To my horror, I see Digger behind Sandy, his camera taking in everything.
‘How did you find out?’ Rock asks Max.
Thanks, Rock. Thanks a lot.
‘I thought it was a joke when Tina put that stupid red square in the magazine,’ Max says. ‘I know you snogged the guy, but I didn’t think . . . Then again, there has to be a reason you don’t want me back. Now I know. You’re fucking the hired help.’
Everyone stares at Max, then at Rock and lastly at me. I glance at Patch. I can’t read him at all. Briefly, we make eye contact, then he turns and walks back towards the house.
‘Rock is not the hired help,’ I tell Max.
Rock speaks at the same time. ‘I’m paid to host this gig but there’s no way I’m like a maid or anything.’
‘Max, what I do with my life and who I do it with is none of your business,’ I go on. My tone serves as a warning, I hope.
Sandy rubs her hands together and whispers to Digger, ‘This is going to make excellent television.’
I’m just about to tell Digger to stop filming when a gust of wind creates a dust storm and all of us get covered in a blanket of fine powder.
‘Can I have some water here?’ Rock yelps. ‘I’m covered in dirt. I’m choking!’
‘Just go,’ I tell Max and throw the rake towards him. Unfortunately, the camera captures every word and every action.
‘I’ll be back,’ Max says as he limps off as though injured.
‘You can bet on it.’
‘Lucy, it’s not good,’ Gloria says, after Max has driven off, tyres screeching.
‘Tell me something I don’t know.’
‘No, really. Today Tonight has nabbed Trish and Alana. They’re taping now - they’ll be on the show tonight.’
When the kids get home from school, Sam tells me he has two invitations to parties and Bella has three.
‘Also,’ says Sam, waving a certificate in the air and dancing around, ‘I got an award at assembly.’ He hands it to me and I read it: To Sam, an achievement award for your interest in carnivorous plants. ‘Sam, I’m so proud,’ I tell him.
‘And, I gave a talk in front of the whole class and Mrs Taylor said it was excellent.’
‘Great.’ A definite improvement on the divorce talk. ‘Maybe when you’re older, you might want to work with plants, even train to become a botanist,’ I say, concentrating on the positives in life.
‘Nah. I want to be an assassin.’
‘An assassin? What exactly does an assassin do?’
‘Kills people for money and gets to travel all over the world to really cool places like Egypt.’
How does he know all this stuff? ‘How would you kill people, Sam?’
‘Shoot them . . . maybe torture them a bit first.’
‘Wouldn’t you feel bad killing people?’
‘Nah, they’re baddies, otherwise there wouldn’t be a contract out on them in the first place.’
That’s logical. Maybe I could put a contract out on Max. 
As the minutes tick slowly towards six-thirty pm, the kids play on their Nintendo DS’s upstairs while Gloria and I drink gin and tonics, very strong ones, and make grotesque faces at each other in a futile attempt to cheer ourselves up.
‘It mightn’t be so bad,’ I say. ‘It just depends.’
‘On what?’
‘On how many Prozacs Trish’s taken and how much vodka she’s drunk.’
‘That’s your trump card. You can tell them she’s an addict.’
‘Yeah, accusing the Christian of being a drug addict and an alcoholic? I’ll be run out of town.’
Fifteen minutes later, tumblers refilled, we turn up the volume on the TV and watch.
‘And finally, the story you have all been waiting for,’ says the presenter. ‘Welcome to the studio, Trish, Alana.’
Trish doesn’t have much style, she always gets her clothes wrong. Thankfully, tonight is no exception. She’s wearing head-to-toe suede - a burnt-orange jacket and matching pants - and her hair’s slicked back in a severe bun.
‘No wonder she’s on the verge of tears,’ quips Gloria.
Alana sits beside her mother, gripping her hand tightly. She’s wearing a flowing white lace dress and has a white Alice band framing her pretty face and hair. She looks young. And virginal.
‘Fuck!’ I scream at the monitor.
‘In your own words, Trish, take your time.’ The presenter speaks softly, almost whispering. I gulp my drink.
Trish squeezes Alana’s hand and says, ‘We . . . we welcomed Lucy Springer and her family into our home and hearts, out of pure, innocent kindness. My Alana babysat regularly for them. My son, Josh, and Lucy’s son are - were - friends.’ Trish wipes her eyes and the presenter raises a concerned eyebrow. ‘Several months ago, Alana and Max started seeing each other,’ Trish goes on.
‘Maxie said that Lucy didn’t care about the family anymore,’ Alana blurts. ‘She was preoccupied with chasing stardom -’ 
‘Not true!’ I yell at the screen.
‘- and always so busy with vegetable commercials and auditions,’ continues Alana.
‘She didn’t know what was going on in her own home,’ Trish chips in helpfully. ‘I was forever offering Sam homemade carrot cake and freshly squeezed juices . . . I don’t think he was getting many nutritious meals at home.’
‘Fuck! What the hell’s she saying?’ I scream at the TV. ‘That only she shops at the organic health-food store, has a close-knit family and enjoys baking gluten-free almond biscuits daily in a kitchen that’s stocked with eco-friendly whale-saving cleaning products! What? And I don’t? Fuck!’ 
Gloria pats my arm.
‘And poor Max was so lonely,’ Alana says. ‘Lucy was always off doing something, never looking after him, always making unreasonable demands about the renovation and the children, wanting him to be more involved. I mean, he helps out with Sam’s sport, his soccer on Saturdays -’
‘Yeah,’ I laugh. ‘When he’s not in Bali fucking you.’
‘Shush, I can’t hear,’ Gloria says, waving a hand at me. 
‘Max is a very busy man,’ Alana continues. ‘He works in the city, you know. We fell in love quickly. For me, it was love at second sight. Max called me his soul mate. We were going to be together forever. But then Bali happened -’ At this point Alana and her mother both burst into tears.
‘I know it’s painful for you,’ says the presenter. ‘Do you need a drink of water?’
Gloria snorts. ‘Ha! Vodka more like it.’
‘I’m okay,’ Alana says. ‘After seeing the destruction on that beautiful island -’ she gulps, ‘- Max made the heartbreaking decision to do the honourable thing and come home to his wife for the sake of the kids.’
I can almost see Alana’s halo shining.
‘He didn’t want to, mind you,’ says Trish, ‘because he loves my Alana, dearly loves her, but Max is a man of honour.’
‘This is crap!’ I screech. ‘It’s all garbage.’
‘These people are whack jobs,’ says Gloria. ‘Nuts.’
When I can hardly bear any more, Alana finishes with: ‘I really hope Max and I get back together after his children have grown up. In the meantime, I’m going back to university to study social work to help those less fortunate than me because I’m really good at that.’
I switch the TV off. ‘Well, that was enlightening.’
‘We’ll need to go into serious damage control after that little performance. Because it looks like Trish is going to be the ruin of us all.’ Gloria’s rattled . . . and she never gets rattled.
‘Don’t answer it,’ she barks when the phone starts ringing.
I have absolutely no intention of answering it.
After Gloria’s left and the kids have gone to bed, I check the answering machine. Most are hang-ups but there’s one from Mum (of course), sobbing. ‘My heart, Lucy, my heart. I can’t take anymore.’
Even though it keeps ringing all through the night.
Eventually, I unplug it.




Day 60 
This morning, the last of the kitchen is installed, the power’s connected to the oven, and the black granite benchtops are secured. They complement the walnut parquetry perfectly. While I would have preferred Carrara marble, let’s not quibble. My new kitchen is stunning and I’m thrilled. I say so to Rock when he interviews me on camera.
‘It’s a dream come true,’ I gush, focusing on the task at hand, refusing to mope over last night’s interview. 
‘Tonight the kids and I will be having a lamb roast, that’s for sure.’
‘Why is that?’ Rock asks blandly.
‘Because tonight I will cook on my new stovetop, bake in my new oven. I also have a new stainless-steel fridge. Look.’
Rock barely glances at the appliances.
‘Do you know how long I’ve been without a kitchen?’ 
I go on. ‘Ten weeks; that’s seventy days and nights. But it’s all over now. I’m the happiest woman in the world.’
Beside us, the twins are sweeping the new parquetry floor. I can’t see any rising dust but Rock starts to shake.
‘Sorry -’
‘About -’
‘That -’
‘Mate -’ the twins say as they sweep past Rock, myself, Digger and Patch.
‘Don’t you just love them?’ I say, and smile at them.
‘You’re both hilarious.’
‘Too -’
‘Right.’
‘Bummer about Today Tonight,’ says Patch. ‘Can’t believe people buy into that shit. Doesn’t anyone think the little tart had it coming?’
I give him the thumbs up. ‘I like your take on the situation.’
‘She’s nineteen,’ he goes on. ‘You can’t tell me she didn’t know what she was getting into with the old bugger.’
‘Too right,’ says Twin One.
‘Yeah,’ says Twin Two.
‘Still, I’d do her,’ says Joel as he walks by.
A burly overweight guy with a shabby beard interrupts. ‘You Lucy Springer?’
I nod.
‘Got a delivery for you.’
‘Just pop it over there,’ I say, pointing to the kitchen bench. It’s about bloody time the knobs for the cupboards turned up. I ordered them several weeks ago. Finally, my nagging and name-calling has paid off.
The delivery guy looks at me strangely. Obviously he watches bad TV and reads the weekly trash magazines.
‘It’s a bit large to go there, love.’
‘Why? What is it?’
‘Dining table, eight chairs.’
‘But I haven’t ordered -’
‘Says here it’s from a Dominic Delahunty. You know ’im?’
I nod again, bewildered. ‘I guess here then, in front of the kitchen.’
‘I’ll round up the boys,’ he says.
Several minutes later, a beautiful recycled hardwood timber dining table and eight hand-carved hardwood chairs are sitting in the room in front of my kitchen, which will henceforth be known as the dining room. How posh!
‘Dominic, they’re truly gorgeous,’ I tell him on the phone later. ‘But I can’t accept them. They must have cost you a fortune. They’re beautiful, original, unique.’
‘I’m glad you like them.’
‘Like them? I love them. They’re exquisite.’
‘Well, you said you didn’t have a dining suite. I saw that piece of wood and thought it’d be perfect. It reminded me of you.’
‘Really? Which part? Recycled? Aged? Hardwood?’
‘I was thinking more about its natural character and charm. So, you like?’
‘I love.’
‘Then it’s my gift to you.’
‘I don’t know what to say.’
‘Thank you would be a good start.’
‘Of course, Dom. Thank you. It’s the most beautiful piece of furniture -’
‘Then it deserves to belong to you.’
‘Don’t . . . I insist on paying for it. At least for the divine chairs, something.’
‘I vill not accept zee payment.’
‘Are you doing a really bad German accent?’
‘I guess . . . just trying to lighten the mood. Terrible?’
‘Dreadful.’
‘Just for that, I insist you do pay.’
‘Good, I’ll write you a cheque.’
‘I don’t want your money. I want you and your children to hop in your car - you still have a car, don’t you?’
‘Yes, of course, a little beaten up but it works.’
‘Okay then. Get in your car and drive down to the country for a couple of days as my guests, this weekend.’
‘This weekend! I couldn’t possibly -’
‘You need some time out from all the shitty people crawling out of the woodwork giving shitty interviews and saying shitty untruths about you.’
‘So you saw the interview?’
‘Afraid so. In fact, I’d like your permission to join the parade, go on TV and tell even more outrageous tales about you - like how you used to hide spliffs under your bed, and prance around nude doing unspeakable tricks with ping-pong balls and bananas at all hours of the day and night. Come on, Luce. Throw a few clothes in a bag and come down.’
‘I’ll have to think about it.’
‘Seriously? What’s to think about? And bring that old duck with you.’
‘Gloria?’
‘That’s the one.’
As I’m making fried rice for dinner (I’ve given up on the idea of a roast), I become increasingly panicked. What’s it going to be like meeting up with a man I haven’t seen for thirteen years? Sure, I’ve spoken to him and he sounds like the same old Dom, but thirteen years can change a person. Look at me. Two kids, a failed marriage, a lame career, not to mention a few extra kilos and laugh lines.
When I knew Dom, we were both young and vibrant, had the world at our feet, and Sheryl Crow’s ‘All I Wanna Do’ was the number one song. We spent many a night propped up against a bar, singing along and dreaming that one day we’d go to Santa Monica Boulevard. Since then, Sheryl’s won several Grammy Awards, dated Owen Wilson, got her hair cut, acted in movies, been engaged to Lance Armstrong, beat breast cancer, adopted a child, Wyatt, and is currently one of Revlon’s famous faces. She’s also grown her hair again.
What I’m saying is, a lot’s happened since the last time I saw Dom. Times have changed. I should be moving forward with my life, not trying to recapture the past.
Will I even recognise him when I see him? And what on earth will we have to talk about? We’ve missed out on so many significant events in each other’s lives. How can we possibly build a bridge across such a huge gap?
When I dump all this on Gloria after dinner, she simply says, ‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, hey? He’s invited you down for the weekend, not to spend the rest of your lives together. It’s only one night.’
‘That’s what scares me.’
‘You’re right. Maybe I shouldn’t tag along.’
‘Yes, you bloody well should. I’m not going by myself.’
‘You have Bella and Sam to keep you company.’
‘I need you there as well. Anyway, you’re his friend, the one who’s been talking to him. I wonder . . .’ I stop.
‘What? How long he’s been divorced? Whether he has children?’
‘Exactly.’
‘Then why didn’t you bloody well ask him?’
‘Because he didn’t offer and I didn’t want to pry.’
‘You’re an idiot. I liked you better as a redhead.’
‘Yeah, I’m over this stripy hair business as well.’
‘Hey, I’ve got some news that’ll cheer you up,’ Gloria says, changing the subject. ‘You know how Gracie Gardener’s being sued by Edwin for supergluing his dick to his belly?’
‘Go on.’
‘Well, now Gracie’s being investigated for tax fraud. Apparently she’s been charged with fifteen offences against the Commonwealth for continuing to claim disability support pension payments while working as an actor between 2005 and 2007.’
‘She’s not disabled.’
‘She fell off a horse while filming a remake of The Man from Snowy River in 2004 and got an actor’s disability pension that was only payable while she wasn’t working.’
‘So now Edwin’s blown the whistle?’
‘Sure has.’
I get to thinking my life’s not so bad. I’m not under threat of being sent to jail. I’ve never been caught not wearing underwear in public; I’ve never even been slightly tempted to get a tattoo after a couple of drinks - and my house is almost completed. I guess I have a lot in my life to be happy about.




Day 61 
When I clomp down my beautiful Oregon stairs at seven in the morning and see Sandy and Rock waiting for me, I know from their faces they mean trouble.
‘We need to go into damage control - again,’ Sandy says coldly. ‘First it was print but then Alana and her goddamn mother go and do a blab fest on TV - it’s getting out of hand.’
‘I really don’t -’
‘That combined with the fact that you and Rock are . . . Well, what exactly are you doing with Lucy, Rock?’ Sandy glares at him instead of me.
‘Yeah, I like you and everything,’ Rock tells me. ‘But I can’t risk my career -’
‘Rock, there’s really nothing to explain,’ I say, looking around for a pit to fall into. This can’t be happening. I’m not standing in my brand-new kitchen discussing my one-night stand with Rock. It’s ancient history. And that kiss a week ago? So not going to happen again.
‘I know you’re into me and everything,’ Rock goes on, ‘and I dig you, but I’ve got to think about my future. If I don’t have my television career, I’ve got nothing.’
‘What he’s trying to say, Lucy,’ says Sandy, ‘is that from now on you two need to keep it professional. I don’t know if the program will go ahead in its current format given everything that’s happened in the last week, but if it does, all of us have to remain professional.’ She nods to Rock to speak.
‘Sandy’s right,’ he says. ‘We need to lie low for a while, Lucy, then, when this blows over, we can, you know, be together again.’
I look away, willing myself not to laugh.
‘Hey, don’t cry, babe,’ Rock says.
It’s too much to bear. I run up the stairs to Bella’s room at the other end of the house, lie on her bed and give in to hysterics. I haven’t laughed this hard for a very long time. It feels fantastic.
‘Lucy-Lou, I’m glad I found you,’ Gloria says when she tracks me down in the bathroom, where I’m plucking my eyebrows.
‘Where else would I be? I’m a prisoner in my own home, just waiting for the next instalment of my public humiliation.’
‘Nonsense. That’s what I’m here to talk about. You’ll never believe -’
‘Gloria, I’m not in the mood.’
‘You will be, girlfriend, you will be!’ Gloria squeals. 
‘I’ve been inundated with calls of support for you - women saying they’ll boycott New Idea and the current affairs shows because of how badly you’ve been treated.’
‘You’re joking?’
‘No way. I’ve got it all written down. There are pages and pages of the stuff. I’ve also fielded a call from Centre Management at Westfield asking if you’ll be their official ambassador.’
‘Get out!’
‘True! And get this, Foxtel are launching a nineties month in two weeks and they want you to host the whole shebang, kicking off with - drum roll, please - the very first episode of The Young Residents.’
‘Really?’
‘All true - to coincide with the release of a special edition DVD featuring twelve classic episodes -’
‘The wedding?’
‘Of course - the wedding, the coma, your death scene, it’s all in there. And I had an old woman ring up from Darwin saying she loved you in the broccoli commercial, and another one from Adelaide saying that in her neighbourhood they’ve started a petition to bring back Marvels.’
‘See, I told you a talking detective dog was definitely the way of the future,’ I say.
‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, darl.’




Day 62 
I’ve not had time to feel nervous about seeing Dominic today because I’m still recovering from last night’s celebration with Gloria about my possible acceptance back into polite society. Last night, in a moment of excitement, I rang Mum and told her the good news. Not that she believed me. ‘You’re living in a fool’s paradise, Lucy,’ she said.
Thanks Mum.
But nothing can upset me today. Luckily I don’t have too much of a hangover due to drinking white wine spritzers and downing two Beroccas before bed. It was a girlie night full of giggles and stories from our past. And by the end of it, Gloria and I decided that Max is no more than the father of my children. I have to move on from him and that’s what I intend to do.
And Dom? Well, Dom’s still the one I dream about. 
And today’s the day it could all come crashing down. I keep telling myself not to have any expectations of this weekend. It’s just a chance for old friends to catch up, and for my children to meet the ‘cute’ guy in my ancient NIDA photos.
But I can’t help feeling happy and excited about seeing him. There are so many knots inside my stomach I feel like a tormented Girl Guide.
The kids and I leave the house in Patch’s capable (!) hands.
‘Luce, you won’t know the place when you get back,’ he assures me, as he and three other men position the bi-fold doors ready for hanging.
‘So you keep telling me. I hope you’ve measured those doors properly this time,’ I say, looking them up and down.
‘Third time’s a charm. Have faith. Have I ever let you down before?’ Patch speaks straight to the camera.
‘Let’s wait and see, shall we? And while you’re doing the paint touch-ups, remember the new downpipes need to be painted to match the brickwork, okay?’
‘Will do.’
‘And the smoke detectors need to be fitted.’
‘Will do.’
There are a hundred and one other things that need doing as well but I can’t think of them.
‘We’ll take care of everything,’ Patch tells the camera.
‘Go and enjoy your weekend.’
‘You have my number -’
‘Forever ingrained in my memory,’ Patch says and smiles. ‘Now shoo. Let me get on with it.’
‘What if we have nothing to talk about?’ I say to Gloria on the drive down.
‘With your life? Please.’
‘Well, what if we get there and he’s short, fat and bald and parades his beautiful Eurasian girlfriend and four kids in front of me?’
‘Then you’ll be your charming self. You’ll smile, shake their hands and say thanks for inviting us.’
‘Do you really think -’
‘Of course not. For a start, the guy’s six foot two on a short day, and last time I saw him he was lean, tanned and had a full head of shiny brown hair.’
‘And the girlfriend?’
‘You should have asked.’
Maybe I should have gone to more trouble than throwing on a comfortable pair of jeans, cream jumper and brown boots. A bikini wax wouldn’t have gone astray either. I’m on the verge of hyperventilating. I can’t think straight. This is a huge mistake.
Following Gloria’s messy instructions, we exit the highway, drive along a dirt road for ten kilometres and veer right at the fork in the road.
‘Next we should cross a cow grid,’ Gloria says, peering ahead. ‘And voila! So over we go . . . bump, bump, bump. And just about now we should arrive at Lot 74, the home of Dominic Delahunty. Bingo!’
The land is green and lush, and there’s a huge pond to the left and several horses in a paddock on the right. At the top of the hill is a large rustic homestead. I turn off the engine and breathe in the fresh eucalypt air. I may just throw up.
‘Gloria, I can’t move.’
‘Well, you’d better find your legs soon, honey, because the man himself’s just walked out onto the verandah. I’d say he’s expecting company, and guess what? There’s no lady friend standing beside him.’
Looking up, I see Dom grinning, wearing a red check flannelette shirt, Levi’s and work boots. As I struggle to open the car door, he walks down to greet us. The kids are already running around on the freshly mown grass.
Okay, he’s still tall, tanned and has a full head of hair. Even from this distance, I can see he’s drop-dead gorgeous in a Hugh Jackman/Wolverine way.
He smiles. ‘Hey! What took you so long?’
‘What? It’s only been a dozen years.’ I am desperate to appear happy, together and casual.
‘Thirteen,’ he corrects and engulfs me in a huge bear hug. ‘Come here.’
I’m overwhelmed, but can’t take my eyes off him. His complexion is a little more lined, his teeth a little less bright, but his hair’s as thick and shiny as it used to be. And as for those gorgeous blue eyes, they’re still gorgeous. All of a sudden I’m back in Newtown all those years ago and we’re in love. Or at least I am.
‘Dom, this is Sam,’ I say, pulling the children towards me and hiding behind introductions. ‘He wants to be an assassin when he grows up. And this is Bella, my beautiful girl.’ I push her in front of me.
‘Hi, guys. Welcome,’ Dom says, smiling. ‘Ah, and the dazzling Gloria! Still working that black to perfection I see.’
‘Well, it is my signature,’ Gloria replies, a huge smile across her broad face.
I can’t help staring as he leads us up the stairs and onto the verandah. Even with Gloria poking me in the back, I’m lost for words. Every emotion I felt for him all those years ago is rising to the surface. I’m powerless to stop them.
‘Your home is gorgeous,’ I manage, as Dom takes us on a tour of the house. ‘And your furniture is exquisite.’
‘All locally made,’ he says.
I’m hardly listening. He could say he tortured chickens for a living and I’d reply, ‘That’s nice.’ Clearly, I’m not in charge of my emotions. I’ve been in his presence all of five minutes and my legs are jelly. I just want him to kiss me. 
‘This place is massive,’ says Sam.
‘You live here alone?’ Gloria asks.
I mouth the word ‘subtle’ at her and shake my head. 
She glances in my direction then smiles sweetly at Dom.
‘Nah, I live with Rusty. Hey, Rusty,’ he calls out. ‘Our visitors have arrived.’
My stomach lurches. Immediately, I feel nauseous and sad.
‘Here she is,’ Dom says as a portly red Labrador lumbers up beside him. ‘Rusty, this is everyone. Everyone, this is Rusty.’
‘She’s beautiful,’ Bella says, dropping to her knees and enveloping Rusty in a gigantic hug.
‘If you throw a tennis ball for her, she’ll be your best friend,’ Dom says.
‘Cool,’ Bella and Sam chorus. They run outside, Rusty at their heels.
‘So it’s just you and Rusty?’ Gloria persists. ‘You’re not married or -’
‘Gloria!’ I warn.
‘What?’ says Dom. ‘I don’t mind. Yes, I was married. Didn’t work out.’
‘Lucy was -’
‘Is,’ I remind her.
‘- married to an arsehole,’ Gloria finishes.
‘Surprisingly, it’s not that difficult to marry an arsehole,’ Dom says.
‘So how long have you lived here?’ I ask, changing the topic.
‘I’ve owned the property for eight years, but up until a couple of years ago I’d probably only spent a month here.
I was working overseas a lot.’
‘That must have been wonderful.’
‘To a point. I got tired of travelling, so two years ago I quit.’
‘Sculpting?’
‘Yeah, I was commissioning pieces for various galleries.’
‘Sounds glamorous.’
‘It wasn’t. I spent most of my time planning and juggling budgets instead of sculpting. So I packed up and came home. Now, it doesn’t matter whether people buy my work or not - I’m doing what I love. I decided I didn’t need the money that badly, or the aggravation. I have everything I need right here.’ He gestures to the spectacular view across the hills to the ocean. ‘I was always pissing off my agent because I wasn’t aligned with a particular school or movement, rarely attended openings and got sick of the critics.’
‘Because,’ says Gloria, ‘those who can’t, criticise.’
‘Exactly,’ Dom says with a shrug. ‘And I’m happy here.’ 
‘I can understand why,’ I say, peering out to where Bella and Sam are patting the horse through the fence. After waving to them, I turn to Dom and ask, ‘No horse flu here?’ Mother would be pleased with me.
‘Not likely,’ he says. ‘Disease wouldn’t dare present itself in the southern highlands.’
‘You were saying?’ Gloria asks him, giving me the eye. 
He grins. ‘I like it here. I’m not saying that if a great offer came along I wouldn’t consider it, but I have a piece in an art gallery in Paris. That’s my claim to fame. I’m happy with that.’
‘And a gallery in Wollongong too, I hear,’ Gloria adds. 
‘Yeah, the Gong has one of my sculptures.’
‘So, no desire to go back to the city?’ I say.
‘To live? Not at all. I have a much simpler life here, and I’m much calmer now that I’m running the show.’
‘And what show is that?’ Gloria asks.
‘Dabbling here and there. It keeps me off the streets and out of trouble. But enough about me, I want to hear all about my two favourite girls.’
‘Honey,’ says Gloria, ‘we’ve got more stories than could fill a book.’
‘New Idea, anyway,’ I say.
‘I’m sorry things are a bit of a mess for you,’ Dom says later when we’re sitting out on his verandah in the afternoon sunshine, enjoying a pinot gris from a local winery and some aged brie. ‘You deserve so much better. Max was obviously insane to leave you, Bella and Sam.’
‘Yeah, it’s tough, but in some ways I’m glad he left,’ I say, relaxing into a comfortable wingback rattan chair. The kids are off climbing mountains with Rusty and Gloria’s dozing in a hammock between two ancient gums. It’s all rather idyllic. If I get any more comfortable, I’ll fall asleep too.
Dom gives me an unconvinced look.
‘It’s true,’ I say. ‘The marriage wasn’t working - hadn’t been for a while. It was like a really worn pair of shoes that you know you have to get rid of, but I was scared to chuck them out and go barefoot. But when I did finally take them off and toss them out it was an absolute relief. Does that make sense?’
Dom smiles. ‘You’re happy walking barefoot and Max isn’t coming back?’
I nod and take a sip of wine.
‘But would you take him back?’
‘Of course not.’
‘That’s good to hear. So . . .’
‘So?’
‘What’s up with you and Rock Hardy?’
‘Why? Do you find the match so unbelievable?’
‘That he could be attracted to you? Absolutely not. You’re great, you know that. But do I think you could be with him long-term? Somehow, I can’t quite see it.’
‘Why?’ I say, punching him on the arm.
‘Because, he’s a baby.’
‘Oh, right. So it’s okay for men to cradle-snatch -’
‘Hey!’ He puts his hands up in defence. ‘All I’m saying is that surely whatshisname couldn’t satisfy you . . . intellectually?’
‘Because I’m so scholarly?’ Then I grin. ‘All right, I admit it was all a bit silly really . . .’
‘So, there’s nothing going on?’
‘No, of course not. The man wears shoe gloves, for God’s sake.’
I sip my drink and look around. Dom’s home is rustic country, not pretentious at all, kind of homey and comfortable. I can just make out Bella’s and Sam’s voices in the distance. ‘I love this place,’ I say. ‘It’s so peaceful . . . pure.’
‘Smooth change of topic, Luce, but you can’t get out of it that easily. Tell me about him. Besides being young, Rock’s good-looking and charming, isn’t he?’
‘It was a momentary lapse - I didn’t plan to fall into bed with him. It wasn’t premeditated . . . I was feeling vulnerable . . .’
‘So it was a spur-of-the-moment insanity thing?’
‘Exactly.’
‘And is this madness likely to recur?’ Dom leans across and takes my hand. It’s comforting, strangely familiar and very sexy. It’s as if the years we’ve spent apart have been erased with one touch. I’m having trouble concentrating on the conversation.
‘What about you?’ I manage. ‘You’ve got an ex-wife - any children?’
‘No, unfortunately. We tried though. Really tried.’
I expected him to be guarded. Just because I’m an open book doesn’t mean others have to be. But Dom brings me up to speed on everything about his personal life.
‘In the end, Sybilla couldn’t cope with us not having children, and she blamed me. Said I was too caught up in my work, my own needs . . . It certainly wasn’t an easy separation and divorce, but is there ever such a thing? Lucy?’
I’m thinking about Dom and his ex-wife trying to conceive a child . . . man, oh man.
‘Lucy?’ he says again. ‘Your phone.’
I glance over at my bag. Inside it, my mobile’s ringing.
Loudly. ‘I thought you said you didn’t get good coverage here?’
‘We don’t. Usually. Would you like to . . . ?’
Yes. Yes, I would.
‘. . . answer it?’
‘Of course,’ I blurt and put the phone to my ear.
‘Only me, darling. Have I caught you at a bad time?’
‘Mother,’ I answer, and the moment with Dominic is lost. Not that there necessarily was a moment. Maybe it was all in my imagination.
‘I’m pleased things are finally turning around for you,’ Mum says. ‘What with all the drama of the last few months.
I just wanted to tell you that I’m proud of you.’
While I’m pleased that Mum is proud of me (from memory, she’s uttered those words only twice before: when my wedding scene in The Young Residents was voted Most Popular Soapie Moment, 1996; and again when I gave birth to Bella in 1998), I tell her as gently as I can that I’m in the middle of something and will call back later.
Mum’s still very much on the need-to-know diet, and the last thing she needs to know right now is that I’m a hundred and twenty kilometres away from home visiting the man from my past who I’ve never really stopped loving. The proud status I’ve just attained would be toast.
I’m taking a couple of minutes in the kitchen after dinner to gather my thoughts when Dom saunters in. I can’t think of anything to say so I just smile, but it feels more like a grimace. I’m drenched in excruciating, mind-numbing expectation and want to scream ‘Kiss me!’ I picture the two of us entwined . . .
‘What’s up?’ he asks.
‘Nothing.’
Don’t ask me why, but I jump up to sit on the kitchen bench, attempting insouciance, and knock over a carton of milk in the process. Briefly, I imagine having sex with Dom right here in the spilt milk, before sanity takes over and I jump down and mop up the milk with a tea towel.
‘Carry these?’ Dom asks, ignoring my absurd behaviour, handing me a stack of dessert plates. I follow him back into the dining room to join the others.
‘So,’ Gloria asks Dom and me when we’re all eating ‘homemade’ apple pie from a local bakery, ‘would you rather be happy yet slow-witted and unimaginative, or unhappy but bright and creative?’
‘How can you be happy but slow-witted?’ I ask, inhaling the aroma of baked apples.
‘Look, you’re not allowed to get analytical. It’s not part of the game. You just have to answer the question.’
‘Okay,’ I say. ‘Then I’ll take unhappy but bright and creative.’
‘Why?’ Gloria asks.
‘Because I can take medication to make me happy. I can’t take a pill to fix slow wit and lack of imagination.’
‘Good answer,’ Dom says, sucking his dessert spoon, clearly impressed with my reasoning.
‘I’ve got one,’ I say. ‘Would you rather go a week without bathing but be able to change your clothes, or a week without a change of clothes but be able to bathe?’
Gloria laughs. ‘You’ve got first-hand knowledge of this one, Luce.’
It’s not until a couple of hours later, when the kids have gone to bed with fat Rusty and Gloria’s strategically removed herself from the conversation, that Dom and I talk again.
‘What happened?’ I say, staring into the open log fire, watching the embers as they float up and disappear inside the chimney.
Dom looks at me, serious and concerned. ‘With what?’
‘Us.’ I glance away from him. Us . . . I want to know what happened to us. What might have been, should have been, but isn’t.
‘Luce, it wasn’t the right time for us. You know that. If I hadn’t left that morning, I never would have gone to Europe. I would have stayed behind and -’
‘I might have gone to Europe with you.’
‘Even worse. You were on the brink of great things in your acting career, and, if memory serves, they happened.’
‘So I have you to thank for that?’
‘Exactly. Besides, we were too young. Way too young. At least, I thought we were. You, on the other hand, found yourself a bloke quick smart.’
‘And wasn’t he a keeper?’
‘You know, Luce,’ Dom says, taking a sip of wine, ‘I always thought I’d come back to Australia in a couple of years and we’d pick up from where we left off.’
‘But you didn’t come back for ten years.’
‘That’s only because I found out about you and whatshisname. A couple of years after I leave, you’re married with a baby on the way.’
‘I guess it was a bit quick,’ I say, breathing in the wood smoke.
‘A bit?’
‘I didn’t think you cared. After all, I did throw myself at you that night.’ I cringe at the vivid memory.
‘And I loved it. Do you know how much self-control it took for me to leave the next day?’
‘Didn’t you think I was pathetic?’
‘Never. It was all about timing.’
‘Isn’t it always?’
‘I knew I could wait. And you?’
‘I can explain . . .’
‘The clock’s ticking, sweetheart. I was gutted about you and Max. I wrote you a letter.’
‘I didn’t get it.’
‘I didn’t post it.’
‘What did it say?’
‘Don’t marry him.’
‘I could have done with that advice.’
‘Would it have made a difference?’
‘I’m not sure,’ I answer truthfully. ‘I thought I was in love with Max, but I knew I was in love with you . . . ah, at the time when I knew you,’ I say, back-pedalling.
Dom leans forward and kisses me. It’s been thirteen years. And his kiss is definitely worth the wait.
‘Mmmmm,’ I say.
‘Mmm good? Or mmm bad?’
‘Mmm, more . . . Maybe I still have a little crush on you . . .’
‘What? Only a little one? We’ll have to see what we can do about that.’
A small voice breaks the moment. ‘Mummy, I had a bad dream.’
It’s Sam. Perfect timing. Perfect.
Reluctantly, I wrench myself away from Dom and walk Sam back to his room where I tuck him into bed. After I’ve rubbed his head and kissed him goodnight, I try to leave, desperate to recapture the magic with Dominic. But Sam won’t let me.
‘Please don’t go, Mummy, I’m scared.’
Fair call. We’re in a strange house, staying with a stranger.
‘I’ll take you into my bed,’ I say. ‘Would you like that?’
He jumps up and is in my room before I’ve gathered his dressing gown and stepped out into the hallway. When I catch up with him, I see that Bella has already put herself to sleep in my bed as well.
‘Are you getting in, Mum? It’s freezing,’ Sam says, snuggling next to Bella.
I change into my comfortable pink-striped flannelette pyjamas (see, I wasn’t really expecting romance) and am suddenly exhausted. The three of us cuddle in the king-sized single bed. With Rusty lying across the foot of the bed, it’s very crowded in here! As I’m drifting off, I realise I don’t ever want to leave my kids or for them to ever leave me. 
I’m happy just the way we are.




Day 63 
It’s after nine when I wake. There are no little people in my bed. Surprising, given their fear last night. And there is no dog.
Oh . . . last night.
I realise Sam saved me from making a complete fool of myself. As if I haven’t got enough on my plate without adding the heartache of unrequited love to the list. Did I really believe that Dom and I could make wild passionate love on a sheepskin rug in front of an open fire with only scented candles and the moonlight to guide us? How old am I? Eighteen?
I stretch for a few minutes before deciding I really should get up and tend to my children, even though I’m sure Gloria and Dom can handle them.
‘Must be that fine country air,’ says Gloria, when I finally wander into the kitchen.
‘Coffee?’ Dominic asks.
I nod and quickly look away. What was I thinking last night? The past is in the past. I definitely have to get over it . . . and him. But I can’t stop my eyes wandering back to the man. His hair falls boyishly over his forehead . . . and his hands . . . so strong. His fingers, long and perfect. Just like the rest of him.
His right hand brushes against mine as he sets my coffee down on the table. Dear Lord! At this point, I’d sell my soul for half an hour with Dom naked. Don’t get me wrong though. I wouldn’t sell my children. Rent them, maybe. But never sell them permanently.
‘Glad you slept,’ Dom says with a smile. ‘I didn’t sleep a wink.’
‘Where are the kids?’ I ask, looking around.
‘Watching the Disney channel,’ he replies.
I raise my eyebrows.
‘In the TV room. We’re not as backward in the country as folks would have you believe. We have electricity, telephones and, yes, cable television. As well as a flying fox rigged up over the river nearby.’
‘My kids’ll never want to leave.’
‘That’s okay,’ Dom says. ‘I could use the company. But at the moment, I’ll settle for you,’ he says, looking straight at me, ‘coming outside to collect some eggs so we can have omelettes for breakfast.’
‘Don’t mind me,’ Gloria says and waves us off. She’s happily ensconced at the kitchen table, coffee in one hand, weekend papers in the other.
‘I didn’t know you had chooks,’ I say once we’re outside in the dazzling morning sunshine.
‘I don’t, so this little expedition could take a while.’
Dom takes me by the hand and leads me through a field away from the house.
‘Where are we going?’
‘Up here, so we can be alone . . . maybe talk.’
I want to ask what he means by ‘maybe talk’ but the words aren’t forthcoming. My throat is dry and those stomach knots are back.
Ten minutes later we’re lying on the grass under a gum tree at the top of a hill. There’s no one around; except for a few black and white cows dotted on the hillside and a slight breeze blowing stray leaves, it’s quiet. The sun is warm and the air is a heady mix of cow manure, eucalypt and honeysuckle.
Dom leans across my body and kisses me on the lips. He pulls back and looks at me. I wrap my arms around his neck and we kiss again, this time more insistently. For a very long time. But still nowhere near long enough for me.
I tug at his shirt. Even though my hands are trembling, I pull it over his head and do a double-take . . . He smells fresh, is muscled but not too buff. Just right. And not a hint of fake tan.
I stop. Am I setting myself up for a fall again? We’ve only just re-established contact. Dom is my friend. Why would I want to jeopardise our friendship a second time? I like him and don’t want to wait another thirteen years before meeting up again. I don’t want to have to manufacture reasons to see him. If I stop now and we remain just friends, I won’t have to, but if I have sex with him, everything will change. We’ll no longer be friends . . .
While I’m having these sensible adult thoughts, my hands, evidently with their own agenda, have unbuttoned Dom’s Levi 501s and they’re now lying on the grass.
‘Wow,’ I mean to think, but instead say it out loud.
‘Wow, good or wow, bad?’
‘Wow, amazing,’ I say. Breathe, Lucy. Breathe.
He takes hold of me and pulls me towards him. I am deliriously happy. ‘Would you call this premeditated?’ he asks, drawing circles with his index finger over my stomach through my top.
‘Definitely . . . most definitely.’
‘And you’re willing to take responsibility for your actions?’ he says. My body tingles everywhere he caresses it.
‘Stop talking,’ I say, kissing him with every ounce of feeling I have.
‘You’re beautiful, Lucy.’ He kisses my neck.
‘Take my clothes off,’ I say, eager for some skin-to-skin action.
‘You haven’t answered my question. Will you take responsibility for what we might be about to do?’
‘What might we be about to do?’
‘Not the answer,’ he says, pulling my hands to the sides of my body and straddling me. I try to move my arms but they won’t budge.
‘Yes, yes, I’ll take responsibility. Yes, I know what I’m doing.’ I’m laughing. ‘Anything, Dom, please. Just kiss me and take off my clothes.’
‘All of them?’ he teases, lying back down on top of me and kissing my lips.
‘Everything,’ I demand, showering his cheeks and lips with light butterfly kisses.
I don’t have to ask twice. We’re naked. A good, happy, in the sun naked.
His tongue plays with my nipples. Exquisite. Divine.
By the time he slips his hand between my thighs I’m ready to explode.
‘Make love to me now,’ I croak.
‘Too soon,’ he says. ‘Far too soon.’
He takes me in his arms and kisses me long and hard.
I’ve waited forever for this moment. I want to tell him that I’ve always loved him, and that I’m sorry I didn’t go to the airport. That I wish . . . Well, there are so many things I wish.
‘Dom,’ I start.
‘It’s okay,’ he murmurs, his tongue nuzzling my breasts.
‘Ohh,’ is the last intelligible sound I make for a very long time.
We make love, the weight of his body on top of me, beside me, inside me. It’s perfect. He’s perfect. We’re perfect.
I want to cry with happiness, but I’m still unsure about where I . . . where we stand. I just know I could lie here forever and let the world pass me by. I want to tell him I love him. Always have. Always will. Even if this turns out to be a one-off, never-to-be-repeated episode. But I don’t want this feeling to end. Ever. I’m in heaven and can’t ever imagine getting enough of him.
I wonder if this is what it’s like for Max and Alana - that feeling of wanting to be touched, never satisfied, needing the moment to last a lifetime. I can’t believe I have these strong feelings for Dom, feelings that have been locked away for years . . .
As I reach to retrieve my discarded clothes I wish I could throw a child’s tantrum, demand that Dom and I remain lying together in the grass like this for the rest of the day. I don’t want to go back to the city, my house, reality - because in my reality, Dom has always been a fantasy and fantasies never come true.
On the walk back to his house, I take every opportunity to touch him . . . his arm, his face, his hair. But neither of us says a word. I don’t want to speak for fear of breaking the magic. Just before we reach the back door, Dom bends down to kiss me and I feel somehow overwhelmed, scared. Scared it will all come to an end now . . . after this kiss. Before it’s really begun.
‘What’s up?’ Dom asks when I hang on to him longer than I should.
‘I . . . It’s just . . .’
‘I know. You have a lot going on in your life right now.’ 
‘It’s not that complicated,’ I say, half laughing. I don’t want to have a serious conversation. Don’t want to lose the moment. I reach up and try to kiss him again, but he stops me.
‘Come on, admit it’s a little complex,’ he says, then hugs me tightly.
‘Shhh. Kiss me.’
‘Luce . . .’ he says, releasing me and kissing me lightly on top of my head. ‘Ready to go inside?’
‘No.’ Stay outside with me, I think. Once we go inside, I don’t know what will happen. I’m terrified.
‘Too bad.’ He whacks me lightly across the butt. ‘Come on, we’ll walk this path together.’
‘Where are the eggs?’ Gloria demands as we walk through the kitchen door.
I shrug my shoulders and feel like crying.
‘Thought as much,’ she smirks and pulls a twig from the back of my hair. ‘So . . . voila! Bella, Sam and I collected our own eggs - from the fridge - and made scrambled eggs.’
‘With mushrooms,’ says Sam.
‘And tomatoes,’ adds Bella and laughs.
‘This is delicious,’ I say to Bella and Sam as I devour a huge plate of toast, eggs, mushrooms and tomatoes. ‘I’m ravenous.’
Then I notice the dining table we’re sitting at is the same as mine. ‘This table, Dom?’ I say. ‘You bought this from the same place as mine, didn’t you? It’s almost as beautiful.’
‘Well, dining tables are so important, aren’t they? You spend so much time sitting at them. Eating at them.’
‘Reading the weekend papers,’ says Gloria.
‘Doing homework,’ says Bella.
‘Sticking chewing gum under them,’ adds Sam.
‘Exactly. Timber, especially recycled timber like this,’ Dom thumps the table with his hand, ‘has so much history, mystery. If timber could talk . . .’
‘Go on,’ I say.
‘Too much?’ he asks.
‘Not at all. You’re passionate. I like that. I really like that.’
‘If I could interrupt,’ Gloria says, just as the kids disappear into the other room to watch The Suite Life of Zack and Cody. ‘I found an article in the paper this morning that might be of interest to you both. About Gracie. You remember Gracie Gardener, don’t you, Dom?’
‘Darlene, you mean? Yeah, she was infatuated with me at one time.’
‘You never told me that,’ I say.
‘See, you don’t know everything about me.’
‘Did you ever give her one?’ Gloria asks him.
‘Certainly not. When I told her I was saving myself for Lucy, she went ballistic.’
‘Did you really say that?’ I ask.
‘Yes, and I meant it.’
‘So that’s why the slut has hated me for years. I never understood until now.’
‘Do you want me to read this to you or not?’ Gloria says, busting her chops to reveal all.
‘Go ahead, I’m listening,’ I say.
‘Okay,’ Gloria says, getting all dramatic and clearing her throat. ‘Former Australian soap star Gracie Gardener was not let off lightly on charges of welfare fraud because she’s a celebrity, her lawyer says. Not let off lightly, my arse.’
‘Without the running commentary, thank you,’ I say.
‘Gardener, whose most recent role is as Seasons’ femme fatale, was sentenced to a six-month jail sentence and two-year good behaviour bond with a non-parole period of three months. The thirty-eight-year-old -’ 
‘Thirty-eight!’ I cut in. ‘I knew it. That lying bitchy witch. I knew she was older than me and now I have proof.’
‘Now who’s interrupting?’
‘Girls, enough. Gloria, keep reading,’ Dom says.
‘Gardener’s lawyer said the star was relieved to put a “long and arduous period of her life, which she regrets” behind her and that she urged others in her position to “come clean”.’
‘Yeah, right.’
Gloria glares at me before continuing. ‘Gardener was suffering from depression at the time of the offences, after the recent breakdown of her marriage to theatre critic and sometime celebrity spruiker Edwin Cassidy. The prosecution claimed the only reason Gardener stopped drawing the payments was because she was dobbed in by her former husband after she glued his genitals to his abdomen. The defence argued that Ms Gardener “had an inability to face reality” and had suffered a near breakdown after her fraud was brought to light.’
‘Any more?’ I ask.
Gloria raises her eyebrows and goes on. ‘Gardener, best known for her portrayal of the soapie siren Liv the Lush in the long-running TV series The Young Residents, won a Gold Logie in 1994 for the role, and five Silver Logies for other work.’
‘That’s it?’
‘What more do you want?’ Gloria asks.
‘I never knew Gracie loved you, Dom,’ I say.
‘I didn’t say she loved me. She harassed me. Once she came around wearing a full-length black fur coat and very little else.’
‘Charming. How could you resist?’
‘The point is I did resist. I ordered her out of the house, as I remember, and she went crazy.’
‘Excuse me, people. According to the evidence,’ Gloria waves the newspaper in the air, ‘I think you’ll find she’s still a loon.’
Afternoon arrives far sooner than it should. It almost kills me to pack the car for the drive home.
‘Before you go,’ says Dom, ‘I want to show you something.’ 
My gaze is instantly drawn to his crotch.
‘Not that,’ he says, giving me a nudge. ‘Though, on second thoughts . . .’
‘Okay, okay,’ I say, laughing. ‘What do you want to show me?’
‘My little workshop over here.’ He points to a large building close by.
‘I assume you keep cars, decrepit tractors in here, that sort of thing,’ I say when we arrive at the roller door.
‘Not quite.’
He opens the automatic door and turns on the light. Bella and Sam scurry in behind us.
‘This is so cool,’ Sam says. ‘So you make all this stuff, the chairs and everything?’
‘Sure do. I’m out here most days, making furniture - like tables.’
‘My table,’ I say, tears welling in my eyes.
‘Afraid so.’
‘Wow, I knew you were an amazing sculptor, but these pieces . . .’ I run my hand over a recycled hardwood sideboard. 
‘They’re so distinctive. Original. I can’t believe it.’
‘What’s that supposed to mean?’
‘Nothing. It’s just that when I knew you, you were working with copper wire and making plasticine models.’
‘Fair call, but then I decided I’d had enough of copper.
I wanted to work with wood, so I started doing bits and pieces of furniture. I find it incredibly soothing.’
‘It’s all so beautiful, Dom. I bet you can’t keep up with demand.’
‘Yeah. What I thought would be a quiet venture is turning out to be huge. Word of mouth in a small town is incredible. I started making tables, but now I’m making every piece of household furniture you can imagine - sideboards, TV cabinets, beds.’
‘Where do you find the wood?’
Dom coughs. ‘Timber.’
‘Timber,’ I say, smiling.
‘I search demolition sites, go to country yard sales, travel around Australia attending timber auctions. It’s fascinating -’
‘Because of the history and the mystery?’ Gloria interrupts.
‘Yes, brat girl, exactly. And I make practical, functional pieces that’ll hopefully be around well into next century -’
‘Unless there’s a fire.’
‘Gloria!’ I say.
‘Joking! Geez. I get it. Timber - it’s a living thing, one of a kind, yada, yada.’
* * * 
Dom and I don’t get a chance to talk alone. So when we leave, I feel awkward, sad and confused. I’m torn, and hesitate at the car door while the kids pile in.
‘Come on, Mum,’ Bella says. ‘It’ll be dark soon.’
Why is Dom just standing there? Why doesn’t he hug me, say something, anything? But he doesn’t. He doesn’t ask me to stay. He doesn’t cry or throw a tantrum. He just calmly watches while I reluctantly get into the driver’s seat.
‘So, we’ll catch up in another twelve or so years?’ I say feebly and start the engine.
‘Ten’s long enough next time,’ he says and smiles, then pats the bonnet of my car. ‘Hey Luce, if you could take back something you said or did, what would it be?’
I look at him, not quite understanding.
‘You know, our game.’
‘I’ll have to think about it,’ I say unsteadily.
As I drive away, I can feel the tears on my cheeks.
Max is waiting at the house when the kids and I arrive home. This is all I need.
‘Dad, we had the best weekend!’ Sam shouts.
‘So good,’ says Bella. ‘There were horses and everything.’ 
I busy myself unpacking the car while Max talks to the children. But minutes later, he comes looking for me.
‘Unless you let me come home right now, Lucy, I’ll put a stop on all the accounts and you’ll have to sell the house.’
I look at him, completely shocked.
‘I mean it.’
What the hell! I call his bluff.
‘Max, as luck would have it, the reality show is forking out for most of the renovation so you’re off the hook as far as financing it. And when it’s all finished, we can put the place on the market and sell it. It’s just a house. You’ll get half of what it’s worth - I’m not going to claim more than my share.’
‘Hang on, let’s not rush things. There’s no need to sell the house -’
‘I want to.’
It’s true, I realise. While I live here I’ll be forever tied to Max. I know I’ll always be connected to him because of Bella and Sam, but I don’t want a financial connection too.
I don’t want him or his threats hanging over my head.
‘That’s not what I want. I just want you to love me again . . . please, Lucy. Take me back,’ he pleads. ‘I really want to come home. Don’t you love me anymore?’
Just a few weeks ago I would have welcomed him back with all my heart, despite the guilt, the shame, the everything. But it’s too late now. Way too late.
‘You’re the father of my children, which means I’ll always love you in some way, Max. But it’s not enough. So I’m setting you free to live your life with Alana.’
‘That’s not what I want.’
‘Well, live your life with some other teenager then. But not me. I’m sorry, Max, I really am.’
‘After all this time, it’s over, just like that?’ Max snaps his fingers.
‘I wouldn’t have said it’s happened just like that. You made your choice months ago, and now I’m living with it. But, yes, it’s over. End of story.’
‘But where will I live? What will I do?’
As if that’s my problem. I walk away, refusing to be drawn into Max’s circle of guilt. Max is the one who forced this situation, he’s the one who needs to deal with it. Moments later, I hear the door slam. He’s gone. It’s high time I changed the locks on the front door.
I go to bed confused. I’m desperate to see Dom again, but worried that it is all too complicated. After all, I do come with a lot of baggage - and two kids.
At least I feel confident about my decision about Max. I’m no longer willing to accept how he’s treated me - first the affair with Poppy; now Alana. The Max part of my life is over. But still I toss and turn in bed all night and think what if ?




Day 64 
The phone wakes me at 6.36 am. It’s Mum.
‘Have you got the TV on?’ she asks breathlessly. he ‘I’m not even awake -’
‘Hurry up, hurry up,’ she babbles, then slams the phone down in my ear.
What fresh hell awaits? I drag myself out of bed.
While we were away over the weekend the builders positioned the TV in the new family room - and look at that, I think as I switch it on, it works!
My red leather lounge has also reappeared. Bliss. As well as my favourite coffee table, which is offset beautifully by Dom’s dining table and chairs at the other end of the room. There are even rugs on my beautiful parquetry floor. And primed bi-fold doors opening onto the sandstone terrace. Magic! It’s really coming together. The doors just need a couple of coats of paint . . . There are even knobs - beautiful, mother-of-pearl knobs - on the kitchen cupboards!
I turn the sound up, flip through several channels - Bob the Builder; Greek News; Snooker, Premier League - then stop. I can’t quite believe what I am seeing. It’s the footage of me pretending to be David Attenborough. In the background, the house looks a complete wreck.
‘. . . creatures we call television presenters,’ I’m saying as the camera pans to Rock sulking in the backyard. ‘When startled or mocked, they can turn ugly, very ugly.’
I can hardly bear to watch. Though the piece doesn’t come across as mean-spirited, I’m horrified. Rock will be furious with me.
The footage ends and the female presenter laughs. ‘Lucy’s got that right, hasn’t she, Matt?’
‘She sure has. Who knew Lucy Springer was such a natural talent?’
‘Come on,’ says the female presenter. ‘She was very amusing in the broccoli commercial -’
‘True. Viewers will recall Lucy’s husband doing a tell-all interview in a women’s magazine last week. Well, have a look at this.’
I close my eyes and jump up and down on the spot screaming. What are they going to show now? I imagine footage of me and Rock in bed together, or me sneaking around with bottles of Grange, guzzling wine at all hours of the day and night. I’ll be ruined. Forever. I’ll have to leave the country.
Tentatively, I watch as the screen lights up with . . . Max! More correctly, Max going berserk.
The footage starts with him berating me about the renovation. ‘I’m not fond of this dirty grey colour you’ve chosen for the walls’ . . . ‘Where’s the bloody staircase?’ . . . ‘Get rid of these bloody cameras!’ he shouts. ‘I want to see progress reports and the cost projections immediately’ . . . ‘I’m coming home. For the sake of our family I’m giving up my personal freedom and happiness with Alana . . . I’m in charge now.’
The camera pans to me. ‘I’m sorry, Max, you had your chance,’ I say. I look sad, small and tired. But not mad. I come across as completely normal. Even the red poncho looks good on TV.
Max isn’t doing himself any favours on screen. ‘So you’re still angry, is that it? Is it that time of the month? Have you got PMS?’ . . . ‘Is this about the dead people?’ He puffs out his chest. ‘You’ll pay for this, Lucy’, followed by ‘You’re not fit to be a mother’, and finally, ‘You don’t have MY permission to film in MY house’. The footage ends with him driving off erratically down the street.
‘Well, there you have it, folks,’ Matt says cheerily.
‘Not only has this woman had the public humiliation of her husband leaving her for their teenage babysitter,’ his co-presenter adds, ‘she’s also seen first-hand the carnage in Bali and has been living through a renovation.’
I’m still staring blankly at the TV screen when they go to a commercial break . . . and play my broccoli commercial. Can’t move. In shock. Numb. It feels like mere seconds before the morning show’s back on.
‘We’ve been swamped with emails and telephone calls in support of Lucy Springer,’ Matt says. ‘Guys, we hear you, but now we really need to check out what’s happening with the crazy weather up north.’
* * * 
After I’ve dropped Bella and Sam at school, I go and look for Patch. I find him, the twins and Joel lurking near the new sandstone paving in the backyard.
‘Hey,’ I say, ‘you wouldn’t happen to know how a certain television station came across footage of me impersonating a well-known naturalist and another piece showing Max in meltdown mode, would you?’
‘No,’ Patch says. ‘Besides, wouldn’t it be illegal to knowingly hand over tapes without seeking the owner’s permission?’
‘I thought as much,’ I say.
‘Stroke of genius, though, whoever did send them in.’ Patch smiles and drains the last of his Coke. ‘We’ll be finished here in a couple of days, I reckon. Sandy wants filming wrapped up tomorrow.’
I’m taken aback. I guess it’s not beyond the realms of possibility - there are painters, an electrician and other assorted tradesmen shuffling about, tapping walls and looking busy. But I have to admit, I’ll miss these guys. As painful as it’s been a lot of the time, they’ve also been good company. Or am I getting sentimental because they’re about to leave?
‘Lucy, it’s all good,’ Sandy bellows as she comes toward me. ‘Your reputation is saved. Though I’d watch out for Rock if I were you - he’s not too pleased. But whoop-de-do! We have a show to put together and it’s going to be H-U-G-E. Huge!’
She strides off without waiting for me to reply, presumably to harass Patch and his men.
* * * 
Throughout the day the phone rings off the hook.
‘It’ll take weeks to sort through all the offers. You’re set, Luce. Didn’t I tell you reality TV was the way to go?’ Gloria squeals excitedly.
Unfortunately, Max also calls. ‘I’ve spoken to my lawyers - I have a team of them, you know. They’re working round the clock on this one. My reputation is shot; clients have been ringing all morning. Why are you trying to destroy me, Lucy?’
By the time the kids get home from school, I’m exhausted.
‘Mum, the house looks great,’ Bella says.
‘See, I told you it’d come together,’ I say, following her around as she inspects everything.
‘Look,’ says Sam, opening the fridge door, ‘the fridge is finally full of food.’ He stares inside for a moment before retrieving a mandarin.
‘We’re having a roast for dinner, just like I promised we would.’
‘And chocolate cake?’
‘And chocolate cake.’
‘Never a dull moment with you, is there?’ Dom says when I answer the telephone.
‘Doesn’t seem to be,’ I start, but the words catch in my throat.
‘Lucy, I thought you’d be happy?’
‘I am. It’s just that . . . I’m . . . It’s been a big few days.’
‘Mammoth.’
‘And now I’m thinking I’m never going to see you again, and I feel like I did when you left all those years ago.’
‘Come on, you’ve got a lot going on in your life right now -’
‘I would have gone to the airport to say goodbye.’
‘Pardon?’
‘The answer to your question. Rather than take back something I said, I’m taking back something I didn’t say. 
Anyway, it’s the biggest regret of my life.’
‘Bigger than marrying your cheating, skirt-chasing husband or bedding Rock the boy wonder?’
‘If I had to choose . . .’
‘Yes, you do.’
‘It’s you. It’s not going after you. I was scared.’
‘And now?’
‘I’m still scared but I’m willing to take more chances.’ 
‘Good answer. You win the game.’
After I hang up, I think about the last sixty-four days - they’ve been hell, touched with moments of divine pleasure . . . well, only days sixty-two and sixty-three have been truly sublime. And I can see now that Max and I have outgrown each other. Perhaps he was just keeping company with me until my true soul mate came back into my life and I was forced to confront my past.
Who knows what Max will do now? Whether he’ll go back to Alana or find someone else to take her place? Either way, I’m confident he won’t be alone long. That isn’t how he operates. Still, I don’t regret the years spent with him. After all, where would I be without Bella and Sam?
Speaking of Bella and Sam, I’m under no illusions that the road ahead will be easy. I know it won’t be. But whatever happens with them (barring teenage pregnancy, Bella; and a career as an assassin, Sam) I know I can handle it, or at least give it a damn good shot. I won’t always be a perfect mother; then again, I’ve never claimed to be.
‘Can we have a puppy?’ Sam asks as the three of us and Gloria sit at our new dining table, eating roast lamb and baked vegetables cooked by all of us in our new kitchen.
‘Um, let’s think about it,’ I say as I picture my beautiful renovation scratched to pieces by a marauding dog. ‘How about a goldfish?’
‘We want a puppy, we want a puppy,’ Sam and Bella chant.
‘We want a -’ starts Gloria.
I quieten her with a quick jab to the ribs with my fork.
Despite the cries for a puppy, I can’t help but think I’m one of the luckiest women in the world. I have all the love I could ever wish for and it’s been right here with me all the time.
‘As God is my witness, I will never be part of a home renovation again,’ I happily declare.
‘Of course you will,’ Gloria says, rubbing her side. ‘Didn’t I tell you? I just got word that the network has commissioned twelve new episodes of Celebrity Renovation Rescue and they want you to host. Rock’s taking a break from television. I told them you’d be delighted.’
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