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For my mother, Lesley, who did a remarkable job of mothering 
the three of us under very difficult circumstances 





The mothers agree that indeed the years do fly. 
It’s the days that don’t. The hours, minutes of a single day
sometimes just stop. And a mother finds herself standing in 
the middle of a room wondering. Wondering. Years fly. 
Of course they do. But a mother can gag on a day.



JAIN SHERRARD 
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Ginie 

She lay naked on the dune, the sand stuck wet against her skin. Seagulls circled, calling to their mates through the sea fog, curling low and languid across the beach.

The smell of rotting seaweed was distracting, even as his tongue and hands moved over her.

She looked down at him, beyond her bare stomach.

Let go, he said. Let go.

She arched her back, pulling thousands of grains of sand into tight fists . . .

Startled by a sharp rapping at the front door, Ginie opened her eyes. She blinked, registering where she was. On the couch. In the lounge room. Next to Rose. The dream sprinted away and disappointment plummeted through her. She felt cheated.

Sex had become a thing of the past. Alongside other common pleasures like Sunday morning sleep-ins and uninterrupted showers, Rose’s arrival had signalled the abrupt departure of Ginie’s sexual appetite. She closed her eyes again, wondering if she’d ever get it back. That delicious sexual abandon with Daniel, a level of intimacy she’d never known before.

The knocking at the door resumed, more insistent now.

For fuck’s sake, she thought, I’m tired. Go away.

She glanced at Rose, a soft bundle of pink in an old-fashioned bassinette, a nostalgic gift from her grandmother. The knocking hadn’t disturbed the baby at all. Once she was asleep, nothing much did.

Maybe if I just lie quietly, Ginie thought, whoever it is will leave.

She stared at the modern chandelier suspended above her, its crystal beads catching the morning light. What time was it? She couldn’t have been asleep for very long. Her laptop was still perched on her knees, cursor flashing in an unfinished email.

She’d been out of hospital for five weeks and Rose was doing everything right. Feeding from a bottle, settling easily, sleeping as well as a newborn could. A textbook baby, so her mother said. As if she’d bloody know.

As usual, thoughts of her mother sent a wave of anger coursing through her. Ginie took a deep breath, attempting to calm herself.

Her Buddhist-leaning life coach had taught her ‘mindfulness’, the technique of watching her anger as if she was a third party. It was all part of making peace with her mother’s absence during her childhood, apparently. Had Ginie’s mother been sick or died, it might have been easier to understand. But instead, as a primary school principal, her mother had devoted her life to education. She’d worked slavishly during school terms and holidays, ensuring thousands of children reaped the benefit of her dedication. Other people’s children, Ginie had sometimes reflected.

When her mother wasn’t working, she’d always seemed more occupied with her siblings. Ginie could remember watching her older brother at endless weekend soccer matches, her mother bellowing encouragement until she was hoarse. Or sitting by her side in the rooms of countless specialists, from orthopaedic surgeons to occupational therapists, discussing her younger sister’s medical condition. Hip dysplasia at birth, her mother had explained to anyone who’d listen. One of her legs is longer than the other. Ginie had always been the dutiful middle child, compliant and sensible, playing Best Supporting Actress to her siblings.

But none of that mattered anymore. When Ginie looked at her present life, one thing was sure: it was far superior to that of her siblings. It was her time now.

She exhaled, soothed by the thought.

The tapping at the door grew louder.

She glanced again at Rose, certain the noise would wake her.

Through the opaque leadlight panels of their front door, she could discern two figures. Her iPhone flashed an impatient alert: Daniel (Mobile). Her husband again.

I’ve organised painters for the nursery. They’re waiting outside.

She rolled her eyes. Hopeless prick.

From the moment they’d discovered she was pregnant, she’d repeatedly asked Daniel to repaint the room for the nursery. She’d been frantic at work, organising the complicated handover required before she went on maternity leave. As the most senior female lawyer at the firm, she earned a hefty salary that allowed Daniel to pursue his writing and photography ventures. Most of which came to nothing.

‘I’m tired,’ she’d complained to him, eight months into her pregnancy. ‘I really need you to repaint the nursery. Please, Daniel.’

‘I’ll get to it,’ came his stock-standard response. ‘Trust me.’

And then the baby had arrived, a full month early, and Daniel had run out of time.

Ginie read the message again, then tossed the telephone onto the coffee table.

Angry? she thought. I’m fucking furious.

Rose stirred in her bassinette. A tiny arm reached out of the muslin wrap. Ginie’s anger instantly receded. From the moment Rose had been pulled from her body, covered in vernix and squirming in the light, Ginie was smitten. The depths of her newfound tenderness for this tiny mysterious creature had taken her completely by surprise.

For a moment she watched, transfixed, as her daughter’s delicate hand grasped at the air. Floating fingers, no bigger than her own fingernails. My daughter. She shook her head, marvelling. Just a few months ago, the concept had seemed so abstract. Yet now, here she was, a mother to this living, breathing, milky soft being.

The knocking persisted. Ginie couldn’t ignore it any longer.

She glanced at her watch and hauled herself off the couch. The first session of the mothers’ group was due to begin. A reminder had arrived from the local baby health centre a week ago but she’d chosen to ignore it. She couldn’t imagine anything worse than sitting around with a bunch of women she didn’t know, eating biscuits and talking babies. Now, with the painters banging down the door, attending a mothers’ group seemed an attractive alternative to watching paint dry.

She opened the front door and directed the tradesmen to the nursery, on the lower floor of their split-level home. Then she placed Rose in the pram and gathered up the nappy bag, a bunny rug and several stuffed toys.

‘Nicole, we’re going out for an hour or two,’ she called up the stairs.

There was no reply. The nanny had arrived from Ireland yesterday, but she still hadn’t surfaced. Jetlagged, no doubt.

The baby health centre was at the top of a hill, only a short walk from the car park. Yet the all-terrain baby jogger, purchased by Daniel the week before, was heavier than she could manage. She was forced to stop along the way to catch her breath, her caesarean scar throbbing beneath her jeans. It was a crisp June day, the sky so blue it almost hurt her eyes. Cerulean, Daniel would call it, in his writer’s way.

When she arrived at the centre, the mothers’ group had already started. She hated running late, for anything. Flustered, she pushed open the glass door with a force that caused it to slam against the adjacent wall. A group of women turned in her direction.

‘Sorry,’ she mumbled. She turned her back on the group and attempted to pull Rose’s pram up the step.

‘Shit.’ The door was heavy against her back, and the pram unwieldy. I’ve got a law degree, she thought, and I can’t even get a baby jogger through the bloody door.

A woman with honey-coloured hair appeared at her side. ‘Let me help,’ she offered, holding the door open for Ginie.

‘Thanks,’ said Ginie, hauling the pram inside. ‘I’m still getting the hang of this.’

‘Heavy, aren’t they? I got mine jammed at the supermarket checkout the other day and a security guard had to help me. I was so embarrassed.’ The woman grinned at her. ‘I’m Cara, by the way.’

‘Ginie.’

‘Well, hello! Come on in.’ A bespectacled silver-haired woman sat at the front of the group, waving a clipboard in Ginie’s direction. This must be Pat, the chatty midwife who’d telephoned several weeks earlier to check on her post-natal progress. Ginie had declined her offer of a home visit.

‘Have a seat, Ginie,’ the woman said, consulting the clipboard and ticking her name off. ‘I’m Pat. You’re just in time for introductions.’

A dozen chairs were arranged in a semi-circle, but fewer than half were occupied. Most of the seats closest to the door had already been taken. As if the women in them might run from the room at any moment, Ginie chuckled to herself.

Cara returned to her seat, in the middle of the row, and leaned over a bassinette to check her baby. Ginie steered her pram towards an empty chair on the far side of Pat, sidestepping car capsules and nappy bags. She sat down next to a woman with wavy black hair and startling green eyes, who was attempting to comfort her baby. She smiled at Ginie in a distracted way, while pushing a dummy into the baby’s mouth. This only seemed to enrage the infant, all red-faced and writhing in its pram.

‘Shhh, Rory, shhh,’ the woman soothed. As the baby’s cries grew louder, she stood up from her chair and began to push the pram around the room.

‘Well,’ said Pat. ‘Now that everyone’s arrived, let’s get underway. Welcome.’ She smiled. ‘You’re all here because you’ve had a baby in the past six weeks and you live in the Freshwater or Curl Curl areas. So, let’s get to know each other first. I’d like you to tell us your name, your baby’s name, and something you’d like to share about your birthing experience. We’ll start at the front.’ She waved a hand at Ginie.

Ginie shifted in her seat. She was adept at public speaking in corporate settings, but this was different. She felt strangely nervous.

‘Okay, I’m Ginie,’ she started. ‘This is Rose. She’s asleep, obviously.’ She glanced down at Rose and, for the first time, realised how much she resembled Daniel. They shared the same high cheekbones and sandy-coloured hair. She looked at Pat again; she couldn’t remember what else she was supposed to say.

‘Would you like to tell us something about your birthing experience?’ prompted Pat.

‘Oh yes, sorry.’

Birthing. She hadn’t properly described the experience to anyone. It was something she’d rather forget.

‘Um, I was in labour for fifteen hours, then I ended up having a caesarean.’

Pat nodded, the picture of concern. ‘And how did you feel about that?’

Ginie shrugged. ‘Relieved, actually. I was bloody glad to get her out.’

Someone giggled.

‘Right. Next.’ Pat nodded at a voluptuous blonde. Ginie sat back in her chair, grateful the focus had shifted elsewhere.

She hadn’t been ready for Rose’s arrival at thirty-six weeks. It was seven thirty-five am and she was steering her two-door black BMW across the Spit Bridge, notorious for its peak-hour bottlenecks. At any other time of day, it only took her thirty minutes to drive from her home in Curl Curl to the Sydney CBD, but on this particular morning she’d already spent an hour behind the wheel. She was speaking to a client, leaning towards the hands-free phone on the dashboard, when she felt a sudden warmth between her legs. She glanced down to see light red fluid oozing beneath her, creeping across the cream leather seat. For a moment she stared at it, as if it was a phenomenon disconnected from herself, then she swerved out of her lane and towards the kerb. Flicking on the hazard lights, she’d abruptly ended her call and telephoned Daniel.

‘There’s something wrong. I’m . . . bleeding all over the car.’

‘Just take a breath, Gin,’ he’d said. ‘Do you think you can keep driving to the hospital?’

‘Oh for fuck’s sake, Daniel, what do you think?’

‘Alright, I’ll call an ambulance. Where are you exactly?’

The ambulance officers had determined quickly that neither she nor the baby was in danger.

‘The baby’s kicked a couple of times, so that’s a good thing,’ said one.

‘What about all the blood?’ she asked.

‘Looks like your placenta has started bleeding,’ he said. ‘It’s quite common at the end of pregnancy. Very soon, you’ll be a mum.’

‘So close to Mother’s Day too,’ said the other. ‘You planned that well, didn’t you?’

Oh yeah, very well, she thought. That’s why I’m going to the hospital in an ambulance, propped up on a stretcher, wearing a business suit.

‘Trying to give us all a scare, eh?’ the obstetrician joked as he attached the CTG machine to her bulging abdomen. ‘Let’s see what’s going on in there.’

The scan indicated that the baby was fine.

‘You’ve had a placental bleed,’ he confirmed. ‘We’ll give it twelve hours and see what happens. But you’ll have to stay in hospital, I’m afraid.’

At least she’d brought her laptop.

Several hours later, she felt the first contraction. But after fifteen hours of labour, her cervix was only five centimetres dilated. She was slippery with sweat, exhausted. Daniel stood next to her, offering her water, a cool washer, lip balm. And what should I do with that? she wanted to scream at him. Stuff it up your arse? Instead, she ignored him, pacing the room and squeezing a cushion as the contractions peaked.

She wished she’d opted for an elective caesarean. At thirty-nine and with private health insurance, she could have demanded one. But a part of her wanted to conquer childbirth, as she had conquered all the other challenges in her life to date. An elective caesarean seemed like a cop-out, and Ginie wasn’t a quitter.

‘Ginie.’ The voice came from afar.

She looked up from the cushion and watched the obstetrician mouth the words. ‘I’m recommending a caesarean.’

‘Okay.’ She was beyond caring. She squeezed her eyes shut against another crushing contraction.

The operation was a haze of anaesthesia and bewildering sensations. She was conscious throughout the procedure, with Daniel standing beside her, stroking her hair. Two obstetricians hovered over her abdomen, talking between themselves like pilots landing a jumbo jet.

‘I tend to go in here, less vascular,’ said one.

‘Do you?’ replied the other. ‘I prefer a more muscle-sparing route.’

She felt suddenly nauseous. ‘I think I’m going to die,’ she breathed.

The anaesthetist, an impassive man in his fifties, leaned towards her. ‘It’s just your blood pressure dropping,’ he said, not unkindly. ‘Let me fix that for you.’ He injected a vial of clear liquid into her drip and, almost immediately, she began to feel better.

She clung to Daniel’s hand and begged him to talk to her, to drown out the matter-of-fact commentary of the obstetricians.

Suddenly there was some forceful pushing and pulling, as if her insides were being wrenched apart.

She couldn’t take any more. ‘Daniel, I . . .’

‘Here we are,’ announced one of the obstetricians.

A bloodied baby floated above her eye line, not even crying. It was a little girl. She was perfect.

Back on the ward, Ginie’s pain was intense. The wound itself—incision through skin and muscle—throbbed with even the slightest movement. The painkillers they had given her appeared to be having little effect. She watched with interest as the curtains began to billow of their own accord, swelling in front of the unopened window. It was a narcotic hallucination, she knew, yet the pain was getting worse.

She tried to explain this to an officious-looking midwife at three o’clock in the morning.

‘Well,’ came the stern reply, ‘you’re not due for any more pain relief. If you have an intervention like a caesarean, it will hurt more. Natural births are much easier on the body. Pain is very subjective, dear.’ The midwife bustled away.

Ginie was too exhausted to object. Defeated, she lay back on her pillow. Rose was in the nursery; the midwives would bring her in when she woke. Ginie desperately wanted to hold her again, to bury her nose in her folds of soft flesh, but she couldn’t even climb out of bed. The noise from the nursery was audible across the corridor. Every time the door opened, the sound of babies crying was like cats mewling in an alley.

Six hours later, Ginie’s limbs trembled beneath the blanket, defying all control. Her wound was throbbing, weeping through the cotton pad stuck across her pelvis with surgical tape. Beneath her hospital gown, her nipples were chafed from repeated unsuccessful attempts to clamp Rose to her breast. So much for natural, she’d thought, as a midwife palpated her nipples like a farmhand milking a cow. Nothing much had happened, despite these exertions. A thin watery substance had oozed from her right nipple, which the midwife attempted to capture with a syringe. 

‘Hello there,’ chirped a friendly voice. ‘How are you this morning?’

She’d never seen this nurse before, a young woman with red hair. She strode over to the window and threw back the curtains. The sunlight was painful.

The nurse turned to her. ‘You’re shaking. Are you alright?’

Without warning, Ginie’s eyes filled with tears.

‘How’s your pain?’ asked the nurse.

Ginie’s voice cracked. ‘I’ve been telling your imbecile colleagues all night. But they’re too interested in making sure my milk comes in, never mind my fucking pain.’

The nurse looked taken aback.

Instantly ashamed of her outburst, Ginie began to cry. ‘I’m sorry . . .’

‘We’ll fix that straight away,’ said the nurse. She patted Ginie’s hand. ‘You shouldn’t be in that sort of pain, you poor thing. I’ll call the anaesthetist and get something stronger written up for you.’

The nurse’s kindness caused Ginie to cry harder. She wept into her hands with long, shaking sobs.

‘You’ll be alright,’ said the nurse, passing her a tissue. ‘Once you’re pain-free, you’ll feel so much better about everything.’

Ginie doubted it.

‘Hello, everyone. My name’s Suzie.’

Ginie started at the sound. The voluptuous blonde pushed a mass of ringlets behind her ears. Her pale blue eyes darted nervously around the room. She couldn’t be much older than twenty-five, Ginie guessed.

Suzie glanced into the pram parked next to her. The baby was making loud suckling sounds. ‘I think Freya needs a feed,’ she said, apologetic. She fumbled with the top buttons of her camel-coloured cardigan, then lifted her baby to her chest.

Ginie looked away, a little embarrassed. Briefly she wondered if her chest might have looked like that had she persisted with breastfeeding. But she hadn’t. After five futile days of hot packs and breast pumps in the hospital, she’d gone home with a tin of formula and a plastic bottle. ‘You’ve got the lowest milk supply I’ve seen in years,’ one of the nurses had said.

Ginie had been gutted. The benefits of breastfeeding were spruiked from every corner—her obstetrician, her mother, even Daniel was an advocate—and Ginie had just assumed it would all happen effortlessly. No one had considered that she might not be able to breastfeed, let alone prepared her for the crushing guilt when she couldn’t. Now, watching Suzie feed her baby so naturally, Ginie felt responsible for depriving Rose of the best start in life.

It was hard to tell if the baby was a girl or a boy: it was pudgy and pink, with a white-blonde tuft of hair poking up from its crown.

Suzie cleared her throat. ‘My daughter’s name is Freya,’ she began. ‘After the Scandinavian goddess of love.’

Oh God, thought Ginie. Bring on the flower power.

‘My partner has Swedish heritage,’ she continued. ‘My ex-partner, I should say. We separated when I was seven months pregnant. So my birthing experience . . .’ Her blue eyes filled with sudden tears. ‘I mean, I had the loveliest midwife at the hospital, but . . .’ She brought a hand to her mouth and shook her head, unable to continue.

No one moved. Ginie looked at Pat, willing her to intervene. But Pat sat motionless, her head tilted to one side, a contemplative look on her face.

Eventually, someone spoke. ‘That must’ve been hard.’

Ginie turned towards the voice. It was Cara, the woman who’d helped her at the door.

‘Do you mind if I go ahead?’ she asked.

Suzie nodded, clearly relieved.

‘I’m Cara,’ she continued. ‘And this is Astrid.’ She bent over her pram, flipping her thick ponytail over her shoulder. She was attractive in an understated way, with a classic hourglass figure and lively brown eyes. When she smiled, it was hard not to follow suit.

Cara beamed as she held up a chubby, strawberry-blonde baby. Daddy must be a redhead, Ginie mused.

‘Astrid was overdue by ten days. So when she finally came along, she was in a bit of hurry.’ She shifted Astrid into the crook of her arm and stroked her hair. ‘I had my first contraction at six o’clock and she arrived two hours later. It wasn’t too painful either, which was a bonus. I guess I was expecting the worst.’

Pat clapped her hands together. ‘Wonderful. Was anyone else pleasantly surprised by the birthing experience?’

‘Me.’ It was the woman Ginie had sat next to earlier. She’d been pushing her pram around the room nonstop.

‘I’m Miranda.’ She pointed to a muslin cloth covering the pram. ‘This is Rory. I don’t think I can stop walking him just yet.’ She peeped under the edge of the cloth, and Ginie caught a glimpse of dark hair. ‘Well, at least he’s closed his eyes.’ She lifted a bottle of water to her lips and swallowed several mouthfuls.

Ginie admired her profile; she was tall and slender, with no trace of baby weight. Her green eyes stood out against translucent skin, peppered with attractive freckles. Her hair fell in black waves over slightly pointed ears, giving her a pixie-like look. Ginie guessed she was in her early thirties. The substantial diamond on her ring finger glinted as she screwed the lid back on to her water bottle.

‘And what about your birthing experience, Miranda?’ asked Pat.

‘Well, I thought it would be horrible.’ She shrugged. ‘But I quite enjoyed it.’

Ginie wondered how anyone could associate the word enjoy with giving birth.

‘But, then, I’d done a lot of prenatal yoga and breathing exercises beforehand,’ Miranda added, ‘which probably helped me move through the contractions.’

Well isn’t your life perfect? thought Ginie.

Pat lit up like a Christmas tree. ‘And I suppose they’ve helped with your recovery?’

Miranda shook her head. ‘I don’t have much time to do yoga anymore. I’ve got a three-year-old at home too. My husband’s son from his first marriage.’

Ginie raised an eyebrow. Perhaps not so perfect after all.

‘But do you get a bit of a break when the toddler visits his mum?’ Pat asked hopefully.

‘No,’ said Miranda. ‘Digby’s mother died when he was six months old.’

God almighty, thought Ginie, rather guiltily.

‘Oh.’ Pat looked deflated. Then she rallied. ‘Well, one of our topics in the coming weeks is “Making Time for You”. When there’s a demanding older sibling around, it’s doubly important to schedule in me-time.’

Miranda didn’t look terribly convinced.

Pat glanced around the group. ‘So . . . who haven’t we done yet?’

A pale, unsmiling woman raised her hand. ‘I’m Pippa.’

Her mousy brown hair, pulled back in a tight bun, was oily at the crown. She was diminutive in stature and her high-pitched voice wavered like a child’s, but the fine lines around her eyes suggested a woman in her thirties. Her clothes were drab; a shapeless grey skivvy teamed with an ankle-length black skirt.

‘That’s Heidi asleep in there.’ Pippa nodded at an oversized stroller shrouded in black windproof meshing, through which it was impossible to see the baby. ‘My birth experience wasn’t pleasant.’

Ginie leaned forward, straining to hear.

‘Would you like to share some of it with us?’ Pat asked.

‘Not really.’

Pat faltered; she clearly wasn’t used to such directness.

‘Right,’ she gushed. ‘That’s absolutely your prerogative.’

Pippa’s hazel eyes were expressionless as she shifted in her seat, smoothing her skirt over her knees.

‘Now, lucky last . . .’ Pat scanned her clipboard. ‘Made . . . and baby Wayne?’

An Asian woman raised her hand. She was petite, almost doll-like, with a heart-shaped face and warm brown eyes. Her shiny black hair was cut into a chin-length bob, which she pushed behind her ears with long, smooth fingers. She smiled shyly at the group, white teeth flashing against caramel skin. She looked barely old enough to have a baby.

‘I am Made.’ Pat had pronounced ‘Made’ as if it rhymed with ‘paid’, but Made herself pronounced her name as ‘Ma-day’. ‘And this is baby Wayan.’ 

‘That’s an unusual name,’ said Pat.

‘We from Bali.’

The baby gurgled from beneath a colourful sarong that covered the pram. Made reached in to lift out a toffee-skinned infant with a shock of black hair. She held the baby up to the group.

‘My firstborn boy,’ she said proudly.

Ginie stifled a gasp. The baby’s mouth was open, disfigured by some kind of bulbous growth adhering to his lip and spreading up towards his nose.

Ginie glanced around the room. Everyone else was poker-faced. Made was nuzzling her son’s ear, oblivious.

Pat was the first to speak. ‘Is . . . Is there anything about your birthing experience that you would like to tell us, Made?’

Made paused, thinking for a moment. ‘It was very paining,’ she said. ‘But he is . . . healthy boy. This is appreciating.’

Ginie smiled. Made’s grasp of English was rudimentary, but her meaning was clear.

‘Good, good,’ said Pat. She shuffled her notes. ‘Now that we’ve introduced ourselves, let’s have a chat about how this group works. My role is to support you on the marvellous journey of motherhood, because being a mum is the most important job in the world.’

Ginie glanced at her watch.

‘Today we’ll talk about sleeping, which is something every new mum is interested in.’ Pat chuckled. ‘Sleep is extremely important for growth and development.’ Her voice had assumed a rehearsed, singsong quality. Ginie wondered how many times Pat had subjected a group of new mothers to this exact spiel.

The session dragged on for another thirty minutes. Ginie spent much of this time checking work emails on her iPhone, concealed beneath the nappy bag balanced on her lap. Officially, she’d taken three months’ maternity leave. But as the firm’s only venture capital specialist, she couldn’t trust Trevor, a private equity colleague, to manage her files properly. She checked her emails regularly, often sending two-line commands to Trevor which usually went unanswered. Her colleagues seemed reluctant to ‘bother her’, as they termed it, so soon after the birth. Ginie had never felt so disconnected from her working life.

‘Oh, ladies, one more thing,’ said Pat, turning to the whiteboard. ‘We’ll meet once a week until the end of July, then once a month to November. You’ll be experts by then.’ She wrote out the dates in a neat line on the board. Even her handwriting was irritating, Ginie thought, all curly and feminine. Instead of dots above the i’s and j’s, she drew tiny heart shapes.

‘Around the four-month mark, we’ll have a special “Fathers and Partners” session.’ Pat circled the date for emphasis. ‘It’s important to get the dads involved.’

The bell on the back of the door jangled and Pat whirled around, a curt expression on her face.

‘It’s not eleven o’clock yet.’ She scowled at a thin, white-haired man who stood in the doorway. ‘There’s a mothers’ group in session here. Didn’t you see the sign?’

The man looked contrite. ‘I’ll wait outside.’

Made stood up. ‘I go,’ she said. ‘My husband. Thank you, Pat.’

She wheeled Wayan in his pram towards the exit. Cara, who was closest, rose to her feet and held open the door for her.

Husband? Ginie stared at the man beyond the door. He must be in his fifties, she thought. Is Made a mail order bride?

‘Made, you might need some help with breastfeeding, considering Wayan’s condition,’ Pat called after her. ‘I’ll contact you next week to organise a meeting with one of our lactation consultants.’

Ginie repressed a snort. There could only be one thing worse than a midwife, as far as she was concerned: a specialist midwife.

Made nodded politely as she stepped onto the street. Ginie craned her neck to peer beyond the door. She caught a glimpse of the white-haired man stooping to kiss Wayan in his pram, before placing a protective hand on Made’s hip.

The rest of the group began to assemble their things.

‘Well, thank you, ladies,’ said Pat. ‘I’ll see you next week. Everyone’s contact details are here.’ She waved a bundle of photocopies at them. ‘I suggest you meet up informally before we reconvene. Being a new mum can be daunting, so it’s good to support each other.’

Cara stood up and looked around the room. ‘Well . . . would anyone like to meet up for coffee this Friday morning?’ She seemed a little self-conscious.

No one said anything. Suzie and Pippa were fussing over their babies, while Miranda drained the last of her water. Ginie stared at her iPhone, pretending to read a message.

‘We could go to the café across the road?’ Cara ventured.

Ginie glanced around the group. She didn’t have time for old friends, let alone new ones. All the same, she reasoned, her problems with breastfeeding had taught her that babies weren’t always predictable. There was hardly anyone in her social network she could turn to for advice—most of her friends were childless professionals. And damned if she was going to ask her own mother.

‘Okay,’ said Ginie. ‘I can make it unless something comes up at work.’ It was a convenient excuse, should she need an exit strategy.

Some of the others nodded too.

‘Great,’ said Cara. ‘Ten o’clock across the road, then?’

‘Um . . . what about the beachfront park, instead?’ Pippa’s voice was hesitant. ‘There’s a little kiosk there, Beachcombers. It might be nicer for the babies, being outdoors.’

Do babies even care at this age? Ginie wondered.

‘Yes, there’s that little playground nearby,’ said Miranda. ‘I’ll have Digby with me and he needs somewhere to run around.’

‘Okay,’ said Cara. ‘Let’s say ten o’clock this Friday at Beachcombers. I’ll let Made know.’

Ginie plugged the date into her iPhone. The rest of the group began to disperse. Unlike the other babies, Rose was still asleep in her pram. She looked like a cherub, floating in layers of pink and white. A tiny pulse flickered at her temple. She was so fragile, so dependent upon Ginie for everything. And I’d do almost anything for her, Ginie said to herself. Even attend a mothers’ group.

She gathered up her things and began to push the pram towards the door. Pat held it open for her.

‘My husband bought the deluxe model, I’m afraid,’ Ginie said ruefully, nodding at the pram. ‘I can’t even fit it in the boot of my car.’ Her BMW coupé had been perfect pre-baby.

‘I’m glad you decided to join the group, Ginie,’ said Pat.

‘Well, I’m going back to work next week,’ Ginie told her. ‘But I’ll come along to as many sessions as I can.’

‘Goodness, that’s a rapid return to the workforce.’

Ginie forced a smile. ‘Well, someone has to pay the mortgage, I’m afraid.’

She lowered the pram onto the street and started towards the car park. 

Why did everyone have an opinion on her returning to work? She’d had a similar reaction from her mother, and Daniel hadn’t been all that enthusiastic, either. If she’d been a man, no one would have questioned it. People expected fathers to go back to work as quickly as possible after their children were born. But mothers, she was learning, were judged differently. An alternative set of principles applied, even if the mother was the breadwinner of the family.

Ginie lifted her face to the warm winter sunshine, such a welcome relief from the dull hours she’d spent inside the house lately. The truth was, as much as she adored Rose, she’d been thinking about returning to work since her release from hospital. In the days after the birth, she’d been half expecting to have the sort of personal epiphany she’d heard about in other women: a loss of desire to work, and a sudden passion for the grander, higher calling of motherhood. But Ginie had worked too hard, become too specialised, to let go of it all lightly. One type of love, the maternal kind, had not usurped the other. Her love for the law remained.

She’d waited until Rose was one month old before raising the issue with Daniel.

‘We need a nanny,’ she told him, returning to the dinner table for the third time in thirty minutes. The quiet Friday night meal she’d planned had been hijacked by an unusually fractious Rose. Daniel looked up from his plate, a chunk of lamb speared on his fork.

‘What?’ she asked, defensive.

‘I’m listening,’ he replied.

‘Okay.’ She took a deep breath. ‘I’ve been thinking. Maybe I should go back to work sooner rather than later. I mean, I’m enjoying Rose and everything, but it’s been a month now and the bills keep coming in.’ Ginie’s salary was quadruple that of Daniel’s earnings. It had always been that way, from the moment they’d met on Curl Curl beach, just over a year ago. And now, with the global financial crisis worsening and Daniel’s communications work dwindling, hers was the only income on which they could rely. Daniel kept insisting that the novel he’d started not long after their wedding would be finished within the next few months, but as far as Ginie was concerned, that was about as likely as winning the lottery.

‘We’ve got a great life,’ she continued. ‘Why change it? Obviously I don’t expect you to alter your own working arrangements because of Rose.’ She paused, offering him the opportunity to say that he would be the primary carer until he started bringing in more work. Daniel remained silent.

‘I’ve looked into au pairs,’ she went on. ‘They’re quite inexpensive for what they do. They stay in your home, help with the housework, look after the baby. I could work four days a week in the office and one from home. You’d be free to do your own thing without having to worry about Rose. Maybe we could even get some quality time together. I mean, we haven’t been ourselves lately . . .’ The words were tumbling out of her mouth. She stopped herself short.

Things had changed between them almost as soon as she’d discovered she was pregnant. When the severe morning sickness had finally subsided, mind-numbing fatigue set in. In the final weeks of pregnancy, her stomach’s swollen surface had resembled blue vein cheese, crisscrossed with newly formed blood supply lines to the baby. And while Daniel claimed her pregnant body was beautiful, she was appalled by it. He’d actually wanted to photograph it, for God’s sake. It was a secret relief to Ginie when Rose came early, so it was no longer an option. But they hadn’t been intimate since. Something had changed for her after the birth. Her body was different, that was clear, but it was more fundamental than that. Every time he reached for her, she almost flinched.

Daniel coughed. ‘When do you think you might go back to work, then?’ 

‘Three weeks,’ she replied. ‘I spoke to Alan today. He wants me back as soon as possible. Trevor’s covering the Kentridge matter, but he’s struggling.’

‘Oh.’ Daniel nodded, the movement slow and exaggerated. It was something he did, she’d learned, when attempting to contain his irritation. The ticking of the cedar clock on the sideboard punctuated the silence.

‘Why don’t you consider this a bit more?’ he said finally. ‘I mean, Rose is only a month old.’

Ginie shook her head. She’d spent hours trawling the internet in the weeks before the birth, researching and comparing agencies. She’d already spoken to the staff at Mother’s Little Helpers and confirmed the availability of a likely candidate, willing to start in a fortnight. Ginie had been impressed by her profile: a registered nurse from Ireland with qualifications in childcare. What else was there to consider?

‘But this way, with an au pair, we can both keep working,’ she said. ‘We don’t have to change our lifestyle, we don’t have to worry about compromising Rose’s care. And we can still get some time for us.’

Daniel stared at her.

‘Right, well, mother knows best.’ He pushed his chair back from the table. ‘I’m going for a walk.’

As he reached the doorway, he turned to face her. ‘Not everything in life can be controlled, you know. Babies can’t be. But go on, Gin, try to map it all out before Rose is two months old.’

The front door slammed behind him.

Ginie dabbed at her mouth with a napkin, her lips trembling.

It’s all very well for you, she thought. Taking the moral high ground with no work to speak of, except a bloody novel. We can’t eat words.

An electronic chime announced receipt of a new message. She reached across the table for her iPhone.

I hate this fucking thing, she thought.

When Ginie got home from the mothers’ group, the painters were crouched near the front door, cigarettes dangling from their lips.

‘Smoko,’ said one, stating the obvious.

She grunted an acknowledgement and steered the pram around them.

Typical bloody tradesmen, she thought. They’d only been there an hour and were already having a break. Where had Daniel found them, anyway?

As she manoeuvred Rose’s pram along the hallway, she detected clattering sounds from the kitchen. She rounded the corner to find Nicole standing at the sink, pink rubber gloves stretched up to her elbows, scrubbing the bottom of a baking tray. The flesh on her upper arms jiggled with exertion. Her brown hair was pulled up into a dishevelled ponytail and her skin was the typical milky pallor of the Irish.

Ginie cleared her throat.

‘Oh, hello,’ said Nicole, wheeling about. ‘I didn’t hear you come in. I hope you don’t mind me getting started?’

‘God no,’ said Ginie. ‘That’s great, thanks. Have you settled in?’

Nicole couldn’t possibly object to the guest quarters on the top floor, complete with king-size bed and ensuite.

‘Honestly,’ said Nicole, her eyes alight, ‘it’s the most beautiful room I’ve ever seen. With ocean views, too! It’s the Sydney I’ve seen in the movies. I can’t wait to tell the folks back home.’

Ginie smiled at her girlish enthusiasm. Nicole was only twenty-three, and it showed.

‘Yes, Curly’s a great spot,’ she said. ‘We love it here.’

Daniel had moved in not long after their engagement, selling his one-bedroom apartment near Mona Vale, ten kilometres north of Curl Curl. The price differential was significant; the proceeds of the apartment’s sale paid off only twenty per cent of Ginie’s mortgage. After her break-up with Frederic, her former partner of four years, she’d borrowed heavily to purchase her dream home on the North Curl Curl headland. And while money couldn’t buy happiness, the hundred-and-eighty-degree view of the Pacific Ocean had certainly helped.

‘Well, Rose has woken up and is due for a feed,’ Ginie announced, lifting Rose out of the pram.

‘I can do that,’ said Nicole, peeling off the rubber gloves. ‘I’ve seen where you keep the bottles.’ She began spooning powdered formula into a bottle of cooled boiled water, before attaching a teat and shaking the mixture. ‘Is Rose still having six feeds a day?’

‘Five actually,’ said Ginie. ‘I think she might have dropped the midnight feed. She’s been sleeping through to dawn over the past few days.’

‘Oooh, lucky you,’ said Nicole. ‘They don’t all do that at six weeks, you know. What a good girl you are!’ She took Rose from Ginie’s arms and lay her in the bassinette, clicking her tongue and waving her fingers. Rose looked at her with interest, hands and feet pummelling the air.

‘Oh, you’re excited are you?’ Nicole laughed. ‘We’re going to have some fun, you and me.’

Ginie smiled. Nicole was a natural.

Daniel would surely see that too.

She’d met Daniel on Curl Curl beach just after sunrise on a winter’s morning. The beach was deserted, as it often was at that hour, with the exception of a few surfers bobbing about like teabags on the swell. Ginie jogged along the soft sand near the dunes, her head down, focusing on her feet. She’d sprained her ankle six months before and didn’t want to injure it again. The physiotherapist had recommended a program of hydrotherapy to aid recovery, but floating around with a group of retirees depressed her. Unless she was puffing and sweating, it didn’t feel like real exercise. As soon as her ankle felt stable, she’d taken up beach jogging again.

Her iPod blared in her ears and she sang aloud to The Verve, unselfconscious in her solitude. She turned to see her footprints in the sand, a transient protest against the corrosive wind. This was one of the wildest beaches on the peninsula, with notorious undertows and collapsing sandbars. She loved its volatility. Starting the day on Curl Curl beach was an antidote to the long hours at Coombes Taylor Watson.

He was almost on top of her when she saw him, running up the beach carrying his surfboard. Given the beach’s emptiness, he was ludicrously close. She stopped jogging to let him pass.

‘Hi.’ He smiled.

For a moment, she didn’t know what to say. The ocean was upon him, tanned skin gleaming in the wet. A long sandy fringe flopped into bright blue eyes. His wetsuit was rolled down below the navel, a fine trail of blond hair disappearing beneath it.

She instantly wanted to touch him.

‘Hi,’ he said again.

She removed her earphones.

‘Beautiful morning,’ he said.

She sensed he might keep running.

‘How are the waves?’ she asked, trying to stall him.

‘Awesome. The big green void puts everything in perspective.’

Who was this delicious creature?

‘I’m Ginie,’ she said, suddenly courageous.

‘Glad you told me,’ he said. ‘I’ve seen you jogging every day for the past month.’

This surprised her: she’d never seen him once. But then again, she’d never really looked in the surfers’ direction. They were as much a part of the landscape as the flocks of seagulls at the water’s edge.

‘I’m Daniel.’ He stretched out his hand. She felt its cool, calloused palm against her own.

‘Might see you tomorrow then?’ he asked.

She felt her cheeks flush. Then he hoisted his board under his arm and disappeared over the dune.

* 

They exchanged pleasantries on the beach for two months. In the beginning, their conversations were brief and oriented around the weather. Then, slowly, they began to disclose minor details about their lives.

One morning, Daniel hailed her with particular enthusiasm.

‘Six-foot waves out there,’ he said with a grin. ‘Now that gets the creative juices flowing. I’ll be productive today.’

Ginie seized upon the inference.

‘You’re an artist?’

‘A writer.’

She remembered his calloused hand. The idea of writing for work was alien to her.

‘What sorts of things do you write?’

‘Well, all sorts of marketing junk at the moment.’ He laughed. ‘Keeps the wolves from the door. I run a communications company with a friend of mine.’ He planted his board in the sand. ‘But when I’m not doing mindless corporate work, I write poetry, plays, fiction. The sorts of things that don’t pay. It’s hard to be a full-time renaissance man, but that’s my dream. To write the stuff I’m passionate about, and be paid for it.’

Ginie digested his words. He’d released more information in two minutes than in the past eight weeks. But poetry, plays and fiction? Was anyone successful at that?

‘What about you?’ he asked. ‘What do you do?’

The sorts of things that do pay, she thought.

‘I’m a commercial lawyer. In venture capital, mostly.’

She thought she saw his eyes widen a little. She was used to that sort of response. Most of the men she’d dated over the years had been intimidated by her intelligence, her success.

‘Well, you keep pretty fit for a fuck-off lawyer,’ he said, his eyes dancing. ‘There can’t be many like you.’

Her mouth dropped open. She didn’t know whether to laugh or feel offended.

‘See you tomorrow,’ he said, winking at her.

* 

Later that morning, she buzzed herself into the office. She was usually one of the first to arrive, but she’d been slow in getting ready. She’d stood for half an hour under the shower, water coursing over her shoulders, thinking about Daniel. How he’d dropped the word fuck into their conversation. There was something coarse about it, and something intimate.

‘Nice skirt!’ Arnold popped up from behind the reception desk. ‘Got a hot date tonight?’

Arnold, the firm’s business manager, was the only element of office culture that ever surprised her. He’d worked at Coombes Taylor Watson for almost as long as she had; in fact, she’d been instrumental in giving him the chance. Amid all the pinstriped suits and plaid bow ties, he was a breath of fresh air. And if he hadn’t been so good at his job, the firm’s conservative partners would have jettisoned him long ago. He was loud, he was camp, but he was far superior to any other business manager they’d ever had.

‘Not in a good mood, hon?’ He pouted theatrically. ‘This will cheer you up. I’ve got a great piece of spam for you this morning.’ He pointed to his computer screen. ‘Subject line of email reads: Your sex prong will grow like on yeasts.’

She suppressed a smile.

‘Body of text reads: Lovers will hanker to observe your bulge and exhibit. Press button now.’ He removed the lid from his grande-sized skinny-cino. ‘I tell you, I’m gonna press that button big time. I just love those spammers in the Ukraine. Now, can I get you a coffee, hon?’

She shook her head and started towards her office.

‘You ignoring me?’

Ginie pulled a face.

‘Well, what about this, then? These arrived for you.’ Arnold lifted an enormous bunch of yellow roses from beneath his desk. ‘A super-cute courier delivered them five minutes ago. Could’ve opened a bottle with his buttocks. I almost got his number.’

Ginie frowned. ‘Who’s trying to bribe me this time?’

‘Dah . . . da-da-da-da dah . . .’ Arnold held a hand over his heart, humming a vaguely familiar tune.

‘Don’t tell me you’re too young for classic Elton John?’ He grimaced in mock disgust. ‘Who’s Daniel then? Tell Uncle Arnold.’ He pointed to a card taped to the bottom of the arrangement and smiled cheekily. ‘There was no envelope, I’m afraid.’

Ginie stared at the words on the card: Can we take things beyond the beach? Daniel.

‘Oh.’ Her stomach somersaulted. ‘It’s just some guy I met jogging at Curl Curl. We’ve spoken for a total of, I don’t know, two hours.’ She read the card again. ‘I can’t imagine how he found me.’

‘There aren’t too many venture capital lawyers in Sydney, hon,’ said Arnold. ‘Not lady ones, anyway. And certainly not of your calibre. He probably just googled you.’

‘Well, that’s flattering, but he could be a stalker.’

‘Oh, spoilsport! You need a night out. Go for it.’

‘Maybe,’ she replied. ‘But take these home for Phil.’ She dropped the flowers back onto his desk.

‘Oooh, fabulous!’ Arnold buried his nose in the bunch. ‘Phil just loves roses.’

The next morning Ginie rose at five o’clock, as usual, for her mandatory six laps of Curl Curl beach. But today, she showered first. She pulled on her lycra leggings and a black sports singlet, sniffed at her armpits and applied two coats of deodorant. She shook her head even as she did this; she was behaving like an adolescent. Her reflection in the bathroom mirror taunted her. Older, ever older, than yesterday. At thirty-nine, she worked hard to stay fit. She kept her weight low, her muscles taut, her limbs supple. But time had marched across her body, bringing with it an army of age spots across her décolletage, a slight sagginess around the hips, and crow’sfeet in the corners of her eyes. She leaned forward and strained to inspect the crown of her head, her face almost touching the mirror. No stray white hairs protruding, not today anyway. She brushed her blonde hair into a long plait before pushing it back through her sports visor. She rubbed her lips with cocoa balm and, for an instant, imagined Daniel’s smooth mouth pressing against hers.

As she bolted along the sand at Curl Curl, her heart rate monitor sounded its alarm. The beach was uncharacteristically still, shrouded in a blanket of sea fog. The ferries would be cancelled on Sydney Harbour this morning, she thought, they couldn’t run in a fog like this. Arnold would be late for work.

She was close to the northern end of the beach when she spotted Daniel, some twenty metres away. He held his board under his arm, turned in her direction and waved. She continued jogging towards him, increasing her pace. When she finally stopped in front of him, she leaned over, hands on her knees, and sucked in deep, ragged breaths.

‘That’s some effort, sporty,’ he said.

She smiled. ‘Thank you for the flowers. I’d like to . . . take it beyond the beach.’

She looked down at the sand. For a moment, she recalled the sober face of her ex-boyfriend, Frederic. His characteristically French self-assurance, his razor-sharp intellect and passion for the law, his unflinching conservatism. His desire to raise a family which, at the beginning, had seemed so endearing. They’d loved each other, no question. But while Ginie had continued to vacillate on the question of children, he’d been resolute. In the end, he’d delivered an ultimatum: Marry me and start a family, or we go our separate ways.

Her mother had wept when she’d conveyed the news of their break-up. It had been a long eighteen months of celibacy since.

Daniel’s blue eyes moved over her, then met her gaze.

He took her hand and they scaled the dune, picking their way through a carpet of fleshy succulents on the other side. She followed him, almost bent double, pushing through spiny grass and twisted banksias, until they found a sheltered, sandy trough. It was the northernmost dune on the beach, above the scrubby undulations of a popular dog exercise area. But there was no distant barking this morning. The sun was only just beginning to rise, obscured by the thick sea fog.

‘Here,’ said Daniel. He brought her hand to his lips and kissed her palm, lingering at the underside of her wrist. She gasped at the sensation. He looked up at the sound and smiled.

I can trust you, she thought.

They slid into the sand. He peeled off her singlet, her sports bra, her leggings. Suddenly she was naked, vulnerable on the dune. He rolled down his wetsuit, its rubber squeaking against damp skin.

‘We can’t . . .’ She didn’t carry contraceptives around with her.

‘I know,’ he said.

His mouth roved downwards, his hands gripped her hips.

‘Let go.’ His breath was warm on her stomach. ‘Let go.’

She closed her eyes, falling towards annihilation.

She wasn’t sure if they were having a relationship, but she knew she was having the best sex of her life. She’d had so many stitched-up years of long hours and sensible choices. Daniel was like a wild vacation from her ordinary life. Three weeks after the encounter on the sand dune, Arnold popped his head into her office.

‘You’ve got a lovely little inner glow going on,’ he said with a fiendish smile. ‘Dare I ask—Daniel?’

She nodded ever so slightly. ‘Get me the Kentridge file, please, Arnold.’

But work was a farce; all she could think about was having sex with Daniel. On Curl Curl beach, in her car, against the wall in a public toilet, from behind on the roof of his apartment. He was insatiable, devouring her body and reconstituting it in written form. His poetry was sensuous, simple. She’d never felt so sexually liberated.

Six weeks later, she began to feel sick.

* 

‘It’s not a disaster,’ he said, reaching across the restaurant table to take her hand.

‘I’m almost forty,’ she snapped. ‘Having a baby wasn’t part of my life plan.’ Daniel had been using condoms, boxes and boxes of them. But even so, here she was, pregnant at thirty-nine. A statistical anomaly.

‘Life doesn’t always go to plan.’ Daniel smiled. ‘It’s only taken me about thirty years to learn that.’

She sat back in her chair and considered him.

A waiter approached, but she waved him away.

‘How old are you, Daniel?’

They’d been having sex for two months and he’d dodged the issue with smart-alec quips like ‘over the age of consent’ and ‘old enough to know better’. She’d assumed they were roughly the same age.

‘Does it matter?’ he replied.

‘Not really,’ she said. Thinking, maybe it now does.

‘How old do you think I am?’

‘No idea. I’m not good at guessing games.’

‘Go on, have a swing at it.’

‘Well . . .’ She surveyed his tanned skin. ‘Maybe thirty-seven?’

‘I’m thirty-two,’ he said. ‘The surfing makes me look older. Way too much sun.’

‘Oh.’ She swallowed hard. I’m pregnant to a man seven years my junior.

She studied the menu. ‘Are you eating?’ she asked.

‘Are you buying?’ he replied.

She looked around for the restrooms. ‘I think I’m going to vomit.’

She slammed the bathroom door behind her and leaned heavily against a wash basin, her forearms resting on the cool marble. She turned on the tap and watched the water cascade down the plughole. Slowly the nausea receded.

She splashed her face and stared at her reflection in the mirror. An accidental pregnancy. So fucking adolescent.

She could abort it now, and no one would ever know. She’d already googled a clinic on Macquarie Street that could practically do the procedure in her lunch hour.

The thought made her retch. She pressed her hands across her stomach as she heaved into the basin. There’s something growing inside of me, she thought. Someone.

The door swung open. It was Daniel.

‘This is the ladies’ room,’ she snapped.

‘Clearly,’ he replied. ‘Are you alright?’

‘I don’t know.’

He walked across the tiles and slid an arm around her waist.

‘Marry me,’ he whispered. His breath was warm on her face.

‘What?’

‘You heard me. How about it?’

She stared at him, stunned. ‘And why would that be a good idea?’

‘Because we’re great together, Ginie. Okay, we haven’t known each other for very long. But we laugh, we have fun. We have fantastic sex. And when we’re apart, all I think about is you.’ He pulled her closer. ‘I could spend the rest of my life making you happy.’

No one had ever said anything like that to her. Frederic had only managed ‘I love you’ two years into their relationship.

‘But . . . I’m pregnant.’

‘Icing on the cake.’

‘You’re crazy. It’d be the biggest risk of our lives.’ She knew about risk. She spent her working day managing it.

‘Living is risky business,’ he said, smiling. ‘We’re two intelligent people. We’ll make it work.’

She’d always been so measured in her life choices. Prudent, her mother called it, as if it was a good thing. But all this risk aversion had got her where, exactly? At the top of her game, having take-away Thai dinners on a Saturday night, alone.

She was ready for a change. Daniel’s confidence was infectious.

* 

A month later, she’d taken Daniel to dinner at her parents’ home in Lane Cove and announced their engagement. Her mother, unable to conceal her alarm, was silent throughout the meal. Her father seemed much more relaxed; relieved, almost. He kept winking at the two of them, leaning back in his chair and saying, ‘Well, well.’

As Ginie cleared the plates after dessert, her mother followed her to the kitchen and ushered her into the walk-in pantry. Ginie could remember scaling its broad shelves as a child, in pursuit of the biscuit barrel. It had seemed so spacious at the time, concealing all manner of tantalising treats. Now, face to face with her mother inside the pantry, she felt claustrophobic.

‘Who is this man?’ her mother hissed. ‘And why are you in such a hurry to marry him?’

Ginie sighed. ‘Mum, I don’t expect you to understand. But Daniel’s a good person. You just have to get to know him.’ She considered blurting out the news of her pregnancy.

‘Do I just?’ Her mother’s lips quivered. ‘And how long have you known him?’

‘Long enough to know he’s worth marrying.’

Her mother frowned. ‘But he doesn’t seem . . . your type.’

‘Opposites attract.’

‘This is so unlike you, Ginie.’ Her mother’s voice was anxious. ‘Be careful.’

Ginie shrugged.

‘Mum, I appreciate your concern, I really do. But I hope you can be happy for us.’ She pushed open the pantry door.

‘Have you told Jonathan or Paula yet?’ her mother called after her.

Ginie shook her head. Her mother would telephone her siblings, she knew, as soon as she and Daniel had left.

Her mother had never offered guidance when it mattered. Ginie had sought her opinion on countless occasions throughout adolescence, on issues that seemed so important at the time—the machinations of female friendships, the uncertainty of future career paths, the angst of unrequited love. Irrespective of the question, her mother’s response had always been the same: ‘You’ll do the right thing, Ginie. You’ll be fine.’ Compared to Paula, was the inference. The daughter with special needs, the one who monopolised her mother’s time and attention.

‘Paula won’t be as lucky in life as you,’ her mother had often whispered. ‘She’ll have to choose her career carefully, she’ll have trouble finding a husband. Nothing will be easy for her. You’ll be fine, Ginie.’

But despite her mother’s assurances, Ginie hadn’t been fine. As the recipient of an equity scholarship at an elite Catholic girls’ school, she’d never felt entirely accepted by her peers, most of whom were the daughters of doctors, solicitors and accountants. With a teacher for a mother and a plumber for a father, her lower socioeconomic status had been obvious to all. But she’d been blessed with natural intelligence and she’d worked hard to gain entry into law, a prestigious career path that carried the social cachet her family lacked.

It was in her first year at university that she’d met James, a handsome postgraduate with an internship at one of the Big Five law firms. She’d seen him around campus; he was outgoing vice-president of the Law Society, a member of the Student Representative Council, and a regular at student debates. She couldn’t believe her luck when a friend introduced him at the end-of-year law revue. And she couldn’t believe her ears when he asked her out for coffee the following evening, the last day of semester.

He’d arrived at her parents’ house in a navy Alfa Romeo just after eight o’clock.

‘It’s my dad’s, don’t worry,’ he said, grinning at her mother. ‘He’s a QC and he’ll put me behind bars if I scratch it.’ His laughing eyes turned serious. ‘I won’t have her home too late. We’re just going for a coffee.’

‘James, don’t be silly,’ her mother purred. ‘You two just enjoy yourselves.’ 

Their conversation in the car was stilted. Ginie was nervous and desperate to please: she’d never had a boyfriend before. James seemed preoccupied and, unlike the night before at the law revue, a little reserved.

When he turned into a dark cul-de-sac that bordered parkland at the back of the university, she was confused.

‘Come for a walk,’ he said, flashing a disarming smile. ‘Then we’ll go for coffee.’

‘Okay.’

The night was moonless and the terrain unfamiliar. They hadn’t gone far before she was disoriented. Suddenly she found herself pinned against a tree, his mouth all over hers. She tried to follow his lead, but his tongue thrust so deeply she gagged. His hands moved up under her shirt and into her bra, tugging at her nipples.

‘Ouch,’ she said.

‘What, first-year nerves?’

‘No, it’s just a bit . . .’

‘Whatever.’ He breathed into her ear, biting hard on the lobe.

‘That hurt. James . . .’

His hand groped beneath her skirt.

‘No,’ she said, pressing her thighs together. ‘Can we . . . go for coffee?’ She tried to move away. But he was much bigger than her—a second-rower in the university rugby union team—and she found she couldn’t.

In the darkness, the whites of his eyes hovered centimetres from hers.

‘Please,’ she begged, unable to believe this was happening. ‘Let me go.’

James said nothing at all.

Afterwards, he drove her home in silence.

She turned the key in the lock, pale and shaking.

Her mother looked up from the newsletter she was reading. A pile of documents was stacked on the table next to her, work she’d brought home for the weekend.

‘Oh dear,’ she said, in a disapproving tone. ‘You didn’t have a very good night, then?’

Ginie shook her head, not trusting herself to speak.

‘Well, that’s a shame,’ her mother said, before returning to her newsletter. Ginie stood for a moment, blinking back tears. Then she retreated to the bathroom, betrayed for the second time that evening.

And so Ginie had buried the experience deep inside herself, carrying the shame around like an invisible, oversized coat. But she’d sworn that she’d never be so vulnerable again. She’d avoided sexual relationships, focusing instead on her studies and, later, on advancing her career. Until Frederic came along, with his innate solidity that, at last, signalled some kind of safety.

It was only in her late thirties, prompted by the life coach she’d hired after breaking up with Frederic, that Ginie recognised how angry she was. The first time the life coach had articulated it—gently asking Ginie if she felt abandoned by her mother—she’d sat dumbfounded, tears streaming down her cheeks. It wasn’t her mother’s fault that James had assaulted her, Ginie realised. But like so many other times in Ginie’s life, her mother hadn’t been there for her. She’d either failed to see the signs of Ginie’s distress, or simply ignored them. It was the common pattern of her childhood: you’ll be alright, Ginie.

Weren’t mothers supposed to have some sort of instinctive maternal alarm bell, Ginie had demanded of her life coach. Weren’t they the ones who knew how to nurture and comfort their children best? And if your mother doesn’t look out for you in this world, who will?

I can’t answer these questions for you, Ginie, her life coach had said. I can only help you answer them for yourself.

But when Ginie met Daniel, she’d cancelled her life coaching sessions. 

In a matter of months, she’d reinvented herself. Suddenly she had sex, love, a pregnancy and wedding plans. Even an invitation to apply for a partnership at Coombes Taylor Watson.

Life had never been better.

It was while compiling the guest list that Ginie learned that Daniel’s parents had died in a car accident when he was fifteen years old. An only child, Daniel had gone to live with his aunt for the remaining three years of high school. After that, he’d lived independently and worked his way through university.

‘That must’ve been terrible for you,’ Ginie had remarked, shocked. She couldn’t conceive of losing both parents, even now.

Daniel grunted. ‘Growing up, it was always the three of us—Mum, Dad and me. Then suddenly it was just me. I’d never wanted a sibling until then.’

Ginie reached for his hand, unsure what to say.

‘My aunt was great,’ he continued. ‘She didn’t try to pretend it away. The night I moved in to her house, she said, “Dan, I’m never going to be your second mother, but I’ll always be your friend.” And she has been.’ His eyes were watery.

‘I understand,’ said Ginie, although she wasn’t sure she did. ‘Were you lonely?’

‘Not really,’ he said. ‘When I wasn’t at my aunt’s place, I hung out with my best mate, Chris. He’s like a brother to me now. And I wrote pages and pages in my diary. Lots of bad poetry.’

Ginie smiled.

‘And I got serious about surfing. It was my lifeline.’

Ginie nodded. Somehow she’d sensed that Daniel’s connection to the ocean was more than just a hobby.

‘I’ve asked Chris to be my best man.’ He passed her a list of names. ‘But I don’t have too many people to invite, really. Aunt Emma and Uncle Dave are the only family I’ve got.’

Ginie scanned their two lists: sixty-four on her side, twenty-three on Daniel’s. Why did he have such a limited circle of friends?

‘What?’ asked Daniel.

She gave him the benefit of the doubt.

‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘I just can’t imagine what you’ve been through.’

They were married on Curl Curl beach on a Sunday afternoon in early January. The day was stifling, a typical summer scorcher, but by mid-afternoon a bracing southerly had sprung up. The theme was ‘Barefoot on the Beach’ and, much to the bemusement of Ginie’s mother, most of the guests were shoeless. Ginie wore a simple champagne-coloured slip with spaghetti straps and a beaded bodice. It was a floating, summery kind of dress, not particularly bridal. She knew she could wear it again.

Her whole family attended, apart from her brother, who couldn’t extricate himself from his work in London. The market was skittish, Jonathan had explained, and trading across equities had slumped. A holiday to Australia was out of the question, even for his sister’s wedding. Ginie hadn’t been particularly disappointed. His absence was more than compensated for by a swarm of other friends and relatives.

‘You’ve got dozens of cousins.’ Daniel laughed as they stood side by side, greeting arrivals near the North Curl Curl Surf Club.

It was all over in thirty minutes. The celebrant, a woman in her fifties with wild red hair, had difficulty projecting her voice above the wind. But Ginie didn’t care. She stood, goosebumps creeping across her arms and chest, looking into Daniel’s eyes. Her world was changing right now, she realised, in this very moment. The predictability of her former existence was gone forever: this was day one of the rest of her life. It was terrifying and thrilling in equal measure.

They exchanged white-gold wedding bands and kissed as the crowd cheered. Ginie had never envisaged herself as a crying bride, but the tears came. She clung to Daniel, beaming and snivelling. This must be what true love feels like, she thought, wiping her cheeks with the back of her hands. 

Afterwards, guests milled about at the top of the dunes, sipping champagne and nibbling canapés. Ginie felt positively buoyant as she watched them. She was a married woman now, a surprisingly satisfying thought. The guests appeared to be enjoying themselves, despite the persistent wind. She closed her eyes and inhaled the sea air. When she opened them, she found Daniel among the throng, talking to her sister. Ginie stared at Paula’s transformation from dowdy housewife to flirty coquette, twittering like a canary in Daniel’s presence. Ginie downed the rest of her champagne, before realising she’d just flouted the alcohol guidelines for pregnancy. She touched her belly reflexively. She’d have to be more careful in future. At eighteen weeks, her slightly rounded form was still concealed by the contours of her dress. No one knows what’s inside me, she thought.

‘You look beautiful,’ said a voice behind her. She turned to see Chris, the best man, holding out a bottle of champagne. ‘Can I get you another one?’

‘No thanks,’ she replied. ‘That’s enough for me.’ She nodded towards the horizon. ‘I don’t think we’ll be here much longer anyway, by the look of that.’ Dark clouds were rolling in from the south, hanging low over the ocean.

‘Great ceremony,’ said Chris. ‘Very Daniel. I’m glad you’ve made an honest man out of him. I didn’t think it would happen.’

‘Oh?’ said Ginie. ‘Why’s that?’

‘You know, with his parents and everything. Dan’s always been a rolling stone.’

Ginie looked at Chris, wondering what else he knew about her husband that she didn’t.

‘It’s a good thing we can all change, isn’t it?’ she said, feeling a little queasy.

Suddenly the clouds opened overhead and splinters of rain fell across the beach. Guests scrambled for cover, holding handbags, esky lids and overcoats above their heads.

‘Time to go!’ called Daniel. She ran towards him, giggling and kicking sand behind her.

She was thirty-two weeks pregnant when she fronted the interview panel, wearing black to minimise her bulge.

Ginie wanted the role of partner more than anything, but she knew she didn’t stand a chance. Not now, anyway.

The week before, Arnold had printed out a confidential email and slipped it into her in-tray. He’d risked his job to do it, transgressing the firm’s privacy protocols.

‘Sorry, hon,’ he’d whispered, raising a finger to his lips and backing out of her office.

As she’d read the email, from the firm’s managing partner to the selection panel, the blood had drained from her face. It confirmed the candidates shortlisted for interview and singled out Ginie for comment:

While I have added Ginie’s name to the shortlist, in my view she will struggle to be the preferred candidate. While her pregnancy should not, in itself, be an impediment to her appointment, we all know what kind of commitment a partnership requires. It is important, however, that due process be observed.

She reread the email countless times.

‘Due process’? What the fuck is this, the Middle Ages?

The panellists had clearly made up their minds before the interview. Or, if they hadn’t, the managing partner had set her up for failure. She scanned the list of other interview candidates and recognised them all. She was their junior by at least ten years.

In the days leading up to the interview, she considered her position. It was a patent contravention of the Sex Discrimination Act, a breach that the Equal Opportunity Commission would relish. She’d win the battle, she knew, with publicity and compensation. It was unthinkable that an established law firm such as hers, with overt diversity guidelines and an impeccable record of gender equality, couldn’t ensure a fair recruitment process. She pictured the front-page headline: OLD BOYS NETWORK SHAFTS PREGNANT LAWYER. But she’d be practically unemployable afterwards.

She imagined confronting the firm internally. But what would she demand from them? An apology? Hush money? Unless she was prepared to leave her job, the prospect was untenable. Not to mention the position she’d put Arnold in, when forced to reveal her source. She contemplated withdrawing from the process altogether, citing ill-health or a change of circumstances. But the fundamental injustice of it all prevented her from pulling out, on principle. So she resolved to make them sit through an interview with her, despite the foregone conclusion.

Arseholes, she thought, smiling at the five panellists.

‘Ginie, why do you want the role?’ asked the managing partner.

It was an unoriginal opener.

‘I have the leadership skills and technical experience to take our venture capital and private equity practice to the next level,’ she replied. She rattled off several examples of her pivotal role in gaining, and servicing, several of the firm’s existing clients.

‘And in terms of the way the current partners run the firm as a whole, how would you do things differently?’

I’d sack a few swinging dicks around here. And I’d offer paid maternity leave.

‘The current partners are well-respected,’ she replied. ‘It would be an honour to join them. I have a few ideas for innovation, of course. But my partnership style would be one of refinement, not revolution.’

‘Now, Ginie,’ said the only female panellist, the director of a recruitment firm. ‘You’re obviously pregnant. That has no bearing at all on our decision today. But tell us, how do you think you’ll cope with a new baby and a partnership?’

Ginie swallowed. They’re clever, she thought, getting a woman to ask that question.

‘Look, I have female staff members with children on my team and, in my experience, they’re actually more productive than most people in the office. But I have good support mechanisms in place, including a husband who’s committed to shared parenting.’ She could feel her face reddening. ‘It shouldn’t impact on my capacity at all.’

She eyeballed the managing partner. He jotted some notes on the edge of his paper. He was just going through the motions.

The managing partner called her late on a Monday evening from Beijing. The line was poor, but the message clear.

‘I understand, thank you.’

She put down the telephone and began to cry. Daniel cradled her head against his chest.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said.

‘Fuckers.’

‘You knew it was coming.’

‘Bloody sexist, ageist pigs.’

‘I know,’ he soothed. ‘It’s terrible.’

She wiped her eyes with the tissue he proffered. She didn’t begrudge the successful candidate his partnership. He was an accomplished lawyer and a strategic thinker, a private equity specialist she’d worked with for several years. But she still felt betrayed. By the firm, and by her pregnant body. She had no doubt that if she hadn’t been pregnant, she would have had a fighting chance.

‘You never know, Gin,’ said Daniel. ‘Maybe it’s for the best.’

She lifted her head from his chest. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Well, you know,’ he said. ‘With the baby and everything. You might end up glad you didn’t get the role.’

‘I doubt that.’ She leaned against the kitchen bench. The baby had started to kick boisterously, particularly at night. She’d heard of other women who enjoyed watching their stomachs ripple as the foetus moved, but she found it disconcerting. It was like watching a science fiction movie. 

‘You okay?’ he asked, rubbing her shoulders.

‘I’m fine.’

She wanted to slap him. To scream that if she’d known the baby would cost her a partnership, she might have got rid of it.

What sort of person am I? She was horrified by herself.

She needed to book in with her life coach again, and quickly.

‘Come to bed,’ said Daniel.

She nodded.

As she turned off the kitchen light, her mobile rang. It was her mother, again. Ginie had only told her of the pregnancy two months earlier, when it had been impossible to obscure any longer. Since then, her mother had rung on a daily basis, offering some piece of unsolicited wisdom.

‘For God’s sake, Mum, it’s late,’ she muttered, pressing the ‘ignore’ button.

It takes a pregnancy to spark her interest in me, she thought. She’ll probably make a really great grandmother.

‘Come to bed,’ insisted Daniel.

She watched him pad down the hall in boxer shorts, the muscles in his back moving beneath tanned skin. For the briefest of moments, she remembered the sweet delirium of their first few weeks together. The taste of sea salt and perspiration, languid words whispered on twisted sheets. That woman was a world away now. Her stomach was a lumbering impediment to intimacy. After one particularly awkward attempt when she was six months pregnant, they’d given up on sex altogether.

She followed him into the bedroom. Wearily, she changed into her maternity pyjamas and rolled the elasticised support band across her abdomen. Bedtime had become an elaborate exercise in the placement of cushions, propping her body at precise angles in an attempt to ease the heartburn that visited her at midnight.

They lay in bed, hands touching.

‘Can you please repaint the nursery?’ she pleaded into the darkness. ‘It’s a shit-hole in there.’

Daniel didn’t reply.

‘Did you hear me?’

‘What, babe?’ he slurred. She couldn’t fathom how he fell asleep so quickly.

‘Nothing.’

‘I can’t believe how fantastic Nicole is,’ Ginie whispered. They lay in bed listening to her move about the kitchen, fixing Rose’s bottle. It had just gone five thirty, the feed Ginie loathed. Anything between midnight and six am was insufferable.

‘I know,’ agreed Daniel. ‘You were right, Gin. I was against the idea in the beginning, but she’s really great.’

Two months after Nicole’s arrival, they could hardly remember life without her. She made herself useful in ways even Ginie hadn’t imagined. Planning and cooking their weekly meals, doing the shopping, collecting the dry-cleaning, going to the post office. One week, when something had come up for Ginie at work, Nicole had even attended a mothers’ group meeting and written up notes on the topics discussed. Handwritten notes! And now she’d offered to do the dawn feed to allow Ginie to return to her jogging routine.

Ginie could hear Nicole in Rose’s bedroom now, lifting her from the cot to the change table. She rolled over and looked at Daniel’s silhouette in the semi-darkness. He reached out and traced a finger down her cheek. She lay perfectly still. You’re the father of my child, she mused. The reality of that fact still amazed her. How they’d moved from two to three, how Daniel had morphed from husband to father. She loved watching him with Rose, playful and tender. And yet for all of that, his sexual advances still left her cold. Why didn’t she feel anything, anymore?

The kettle in the kitchen began to whistle.

‘Better take that off the stove,’ said Daniel, rolling out of bed. ‘Don’t want the house burning down.’

Ginie listened to him walk down the hall, muffled voices in the kitchen. Rose squawked, impatient for milk.

After several minutes, Daniel popped his head around the bedroom door.

‘Hey, why don’t you go down to the beach for a jog?’ he said. ‘Nicole’s got it all under control here. Clear your head.’

Ginie smiled, grateful.

‘Is anyone else getting up five times a night?’ Pippa’s tone was flat. Heidi lay sleeping beneath the sun-proof canopy in which her pram was permanently covered.

Ginie glanced sideways at Pippa. She often had an unwashed look about her, but today was worse than usual. Her oily hair was uncombed, and her chin was dotted with small red spots. In fact, Ginie swore she could detect an odd, stale smell about her. Ginie shifted in her seat, edging ever so slightly away from Pippa. Whenever she could, Ginie always tried to sit next to Cara or Miranda. But she’d arrived late today, and she’d had no choice. Now she was marooned between Pippa and Suzie, the women she liked least in the group.

‘Heidi’s more than three months old,’ continued Pippa. ‘All the books say she should be waking up no more than twice a night. But sometimes she wakes five, even six times. I just don’t know what I’m doing wrong.’ Her eyes darted in Cara’s direction.

‘Oh, don’t be too hard on yourself,’ said Cara, her tone sympathetic. She brushed her honey-coloured fringe out of her eyes and rocked Astrid’s pram with the other hand. ‘Astrid wakes at least three times a night and disturbs poor Richard, who has to go to work the next morning. So I just keep pulling my boobs out to make her quiet. I wonder what the books would say about that?’

Everyone laughed, even Pippa. But that was Cara, Ginie thought. Always putting the group at ease.

Apart from Cara, Ginie felt most drawn to Miranda. She’d had a successful career in arts management before Rory arrived, and her husband worked in finance. Ginie had seen their house, perched on the southern cliffs of Freshwater beach, and was struck by how similar it was to her own. Architecturally elegant, a simple rectangular prism with a slatted facade, oriented to a dramatic waterfront view. They were clearly aesthetes, moving in social circles similar to hers. And despite being permanently tired, Miranda always managed to look stunning. Her long limbs, pixie ears and intense green eyes gave her an otherworldly quality that drew the eye.

As for the others in the group, Ginie often struggled to make conversation. For starters, she could never tell if Made understood her properly, so she’d given up trying. And when Made had revealed her age—just twenty-two years old—Ginie couldn’t quite believe it. Under no other circumstances, apart from this mothers’ group, could she imagine socialising with an Indonesian woman almost twenty years her junior.

Suzie, on the other hand, was just plain irritating. She wore long earrings that jangled and figure-hugging clothes in psychedelic colours, inevitably overemphasising her curvaceous figure. If I had a bum like that, Ginie had thought on more than one occasion, I wouldn’t be wrapping it in bright green batik. And she didn’t know when to stop talking, often hijacking the group’s conversation with inanities. Last week, it had been a ten-minute tirade on the benefits of pawpaw ointment: it was all Ginie could do not to yawn.

As for Pippa, Ginie couldn’t work her out. She was educated, with a degree in psychology, but always seemed so prickly and uptight. She was thin-lipped, pale and never laughed out loud. Ginie had tried to engage her on several occasions, but Pippa had never kept the conversation going. It was like having an undertaker in the group, Ginie thought, solemn and lingering at the edges.

Cara looked at Pippa. ‘If the night waking’s getting to you, maybe you should take a break. Do you have any family nearby?’ she asked. ‘Someone who could take Heidi during the day, maybe?’

Pippa shook her head. ‘My parents are frail, I couldn’t leave Heidi with them. Robert’s parents are pretty much unavailable. He’s the youngest of seven kids, so they’re always busy with everyone else’s children.’

‘Maybe you should consider a nanny?’ Ginie suggested. ‘It’s made such a difference to me. If Rose cries in the middle of the night, the nanny handles it. When I’m at work, I know she’s in safe hands. Don’t get me wrong, Daniel’s great. But you know what men are like. They’re just not as thorough.’

Pippa didn’t meet her gaze. ‘We can’t afford it.’

Ginie said nothing. It was hard not to feel superior. No one else in the group had been as proactive in getting hired help, and now they were all sleep-deprived. Except for Suzie, who claimed she was getting ten hours a night by co-sleeping with Freya. Which only served to confirm how crazy she was.

‘So the nanny’s working out for you then, Ginie?’ asked Miranda, leaning forward to check on Digby, who was worming his way under a nearby table.

‘Absolutely,’ she replied. ‘We’re going away together next weekend. I couldn’t bring myself to leave Rose behind, so we’re taking Nicole along to babysit.’ Ginie glanced about the table, trying to contain her glee. ‘It was Daniel’s idea, actually. It’ll be the first time we’ve had a whole night to ourselves since Rose was born.’

‘Oh, lucky you,’ said Cara, her smile wistful.

Suzie pushed her blonde curls behind her ears. It was another grating habit of hers. ‘Gosh, I wouldn’t be brave enough to leave Freya alone with someone I didn’t really know,’ she said, all wide-eyed and earnest.

Ginie bristled. Over the past two months of mothers’ group meetings, her initial lack of interest in Suzie had morphed into active dislike. She was always mouthing some platitude about positive parenting, or trying to save the world one eco-nappy at a time.

‘Nicole’s a professional with nursing qualifications,’ said Ginie, her tone even. ‘She’s more equipped to look after babies than anyone else I know.’

Suzie pursed her lips. ‘But Nicole hasn’t had any children of her own, has she?’

Ginie could feel the anger rising, constricting her chest. We’re not all hand-holding hippies like you, she wanted to say. Instead, she drained the last of her skinny latte. ‘Well, she’s done a great job of looking after Rose so far. She’s worth her weight in gold.’

‘Oh, that’s good to hear.’ Suzie’s smile was beatific. ‘Because I can’t imagine how awful you must feel, leaving Rose every morning.’

Ginie blinked. The truth of Suzie’s words stung. The first day she’d returned to the office, leaving Rose in Nicole’s arms, she’d cried all the way to work. She’d been forced to redo her makeup in the car park and talk sternly to herself. It’s all for the best. I’m doing the right thing. Daniel’s there for Rose too. Later that night, she’d returned home and scooped up Rose, hugging the baby so tightly that she’d squealed her objection. Nicole had politely suggested that, in future, Ginie refrain from texting her quite so much in one day.

Ginie glared at Suzie, seething. Then she lowered her head and pretended to check her iPhone.

The awkward silence was broken by Astrid, who suddenly farted loudly on Cara’s lap.

‘Oh, lovely,’ said Cara, rubbing Astrid’s back. ‘What a delicate little flower you are.’

Cara had a knack for defusing tension.

They went to the Central Coast for the weekend. Ginie organised everything online—two apartments, each with a laundry and kitchenette. The resort-style complex was set in rainforest hinterland, and had a heated pool, sauna and tennis court.

Nicole gave them all the privacy they needed, entertaining Rose in her room or by the pool. Precisely the conditions they needed for sex, Ginie thought. But when they’d arrived on the Friday night, they’d just collapsed on a couch and watched a DVD. Months ago, it would have worried her. But now she was secretly relieved.

‘Nicole’s amazing,’ said Ginie as they lazed by the pool on the Saturday afternoon.

Nicole had purchased a pink polka-dotted swimming costume for Rose and was wading with her in the pool. Ginie only wished she’d thought of buying it.

Rose gurgled with delight as her feet skimmed the surface. ‘Rose is becoming so much more interactive now, isn’t she?’ Ginie remarked.

‘Mmm,’ said Daniel. He was lying on a banana lounge in board shorts and black sunglasses, a sheaf of papers stacked next to him. He was supposed to be working on his novel, but he sounded half asleep. ‘Makes me want to have another one.’

‘Another weekend away?’

‘Another baby, bozo.’

Ginie flinched. This was the second time in as many months that Daniel had raised the prospect of having another child. They’d talked about it at length the first time, with Daniel admitting that his desire was based, mostly, on his experience of losing his parents.

‘I just don’t ever want to leave Rose alone in the world, without a sibling,’ he’d argued. ‘It’s not fair to have just one child, if you can have more.’

It had taken all of Ginie’s powers of persuasion to convince him to defer the discussion. But she resented having to revisit it again so soon, on their weekend away.

‘You know we can’t consider another baby yet,’ she reminded him. ‘Not in the current climate. We don’t know when this financial crisis will end. Look at Jonathan.’

It was her trump card. Only last week, her brother had been forced into voluntary redundancy, along with thousands of other workers in the finance and investment industries globally. The flow-on effect was becoming evident across all professional services, especially legal and accounting firms, even in Australia. Coombes Taylor Watson was the quietest it had been in years. If she was made redundant, they would lose their home, their lifestyle.

‘But I’m happy to consider it when the crisis is over,’ she added. ‘When we’re on a firmer financial footing.’

‘That’s if you’re still, you know . . .’ Daniel trailed off.

She knew exactly what he was referring to: her age.

She flicked through the pages of her book, trying to suppress her irritation. She’d hoped to rekindle their sexual spark, but this conversation was an instant turn-off. It was all very well for him to hanker after another child so soon after the first. But she was the one who’d have to put her body through another pregnancy and deal with the career disruption. Not to mention the effect it might have on their relationship. Why did he want to complicate things so quickly after their first?

She’d had enough of this discussion.

‘I’ll go over and give Nicole a break.’ She nodded towards the pool.

‘No, I’ll go,’ said Daniel, sitting up and stretching. ‘You’ve had a busy week.’

He picked up the pile of papers next to him. ‘Maybe you could have a read of this? I’ve almost finished. Dominic reckons it’s ready for submission. He’s talking an advance of ten, maybe fifteen thousand. Publication in May or June of next year, if we’re lucky.’

Ginie sighed. ‘Can’t Dominic do any better?’

Her only meeting with Dominic had left her wary of literary agents. Too much talk and not enough action, as far as she was concerned.

Daniel looked wounded. ‘Dominic works hard. He knows a lot of people in publishing. He’s the best chance I’ve got. No one makes any money out of writing, you know. Unless you’re J.K. Rowling.’ He stuffed the manuscript under the banana lounge.

‘Look, I’ll just finish this chapter.’ She waved a copy of Eat, Pray, Love in his direction. ‘I’m doing the hard yards here. For the mothers’ group book club, remember? Then I’ll start on your novel, I promise.’

Daniel shrugged.

She reached over and touched his face, a conciliatory gesture. ‘It’s good to get away with you.’

He stood up and tightened the drawstring of his board shorts. ‘I’ll go keep the nanny happy.’

He ran towards the pool.

‘Rosie,’ he yelled, spraying Nicole with water as he jumped in.

She laughed and splashed water back in his direction.

Nicole could lose some weight, Ginie thought.

Daniel held out his arms and Nicole passed Rose to him, fussing over her rash vest and hat. She clearly wasn’t going to let Rose out of her sight, even in Daniel’s presence. Ginie found this extremely reassuring.

We’ll definitely do this again, Ginie decided. A few more trips like this and we’ll be back on track.

She closed her eyes, resting her book on her lap. She felt as if she might sleep for days.

Ginie grimaced at the sign on the door, penned in Pat’s girlish handwriting: Fathers and Partners—Welcome!

‘This could be gauche,’ she whispered as they pushed the glass door open.

‘It’s okay,’ Daniel whispered back. ‘I chose to be here, remember?’

For a moment, she saw what the others would see as Daniel walked into the room.

Tall and muscular, handsome in a dishevelled kind of way. He grinned at her, that mischievous smirk of his, and her stomach fluttered. He could still do that to her, even now.

Suddenly she felt so much better about the upcoming session, which she’d been dreading. She was sick of Pat and her solicitous advice, however well-intentioned it might be. She smiled to herself to admit it, but she much preferred the group’s informal meetings at Beachcombers on Friday mornings.

‘Hello!’ called Pat, all teeth and clipboard as usual. ‘Ginie and . . . ?’

‘Daniel,’ he replied, grinning as if she was a long-lost friend.

Pat cocked her head. ‘I’ve seen you before, haven’t I?’

Daniel winked. ‘I hope not. I’ve only fathered one child, as far as I know.’

Pat exploded into laughter, clutching her ribs for support. Daniel’s charm was irresistible, it seemed, to almost everyone.

‘Hello,’ Cara called from the change table. She was grappling with Astrid, holding her two ankles in one hand, changing a dirty nappy. A redheaded man hovered at her side, holding wipes and a tube of rash cream. ‘This is Richard, my husband.’ Cara nodded in his direction.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Richard. He made a ‘no hands’ gesture with the wipes and rash cream.

‘I know how you feel, mate,’ Daniel said with a laugh. ‘This is Ginie, I’m Daniel and . . .’ He picked up Rose from the pram. ‘This is our little Rose, between two thorns.’ Rose giggled as Daniel lifted her above his head. Ginie loved that little sound: a gurgling, airy guffaw that only Rose could make.

‘Help yourselves to refreshments,’ called Pat, gesturing towards a rickety table stacked with styrofoam cups and instant coffee. ‘Ah, who do we have here?’ She turned towards the door.

Ginie nudged Daniel. ‘This is the couple I told you about,’ she whispered. 

‘I’m Gordon,’ said the white-haired man, holding the door open for Made, who pushed Wayan’s stroller through the gap. ‘Made’s inferior half.’ 

Before he’d closed the door, Suzie arrived, all windswept and smiling, carrying Freya in a sling. ‘Hi,’ she said.

‘Come in, come in,’ Pat said, scanning her clipboard. ‘Good to see you. Is anyone joining you today?’

Suzie looked embarrassed as she shook her head.

‘Me neither,’ said Miranda, stepping through the doorway too. ‘Willem’s interstate again.’ With Rory balanced on her hip, Miranda attempted to shepherd three-year-old Digby over the threshold. Digby pouted his objection and pushed an elbow into her leg.

‘Come on, Dig,’ urged Miranda. She propelled him through the door and towards a crate of toys in the far corner of the room.

Pippa arrived next with her husband, who was carrying Heidi in a BabyBjörn.

‘Hello, Pippa,’ said Pat, crossing her name off. ‘And you are . . .?’

‘Robert.’ He was athletic, with the look of someone who spent a lot of time in the outdoors. The polar opposite of Pippa, Ginie thought. She couldn’t imagine how they came to be together.

‘Right, come and join the circle.’ Pat pointed to a ring of chairs. ‘We’ve got limited time today and a lot of territory to cover while we’ve got these gentlemen here.’ She smiled as they took their seats. ‘But first, let’s do introductions.’

Not again. Ginie glanced heavenward.

‘These ladies already know each other quite well,’ added Pat. ‘They’ve been meeting outside our formal sessions, haven’t you?’

Several of the others nodded.

‘So, gentlemen, I’d like you to tell us your name, a little bit about yourself, and one thing that you like about fatherhood. And then perhaps one thing that you’re finding challenging about being a dad.’ Pat smiled at Daniel. ‘How about we start here?’

Ginie glanced at Daniel, edgy on his behalf.

‘Thanks, Pat,’ he said, exuding his usual confidence. Daniel was good at ad-libbing.

‘Hi, everyone. I’m Daniel, Ginie’s toy boy.’

Several of the women giggled. Ginie stared at her hands. She didn’t know these people well; why was Daniel being so casual?

‘I’m a writer,’ he said.

After a fashion, Ginie thought.

He bounced Rose on his knee. ‘I’m really enjoying being a hands-on dad. My work’s pretty flexible, and Rose is doing lots now. Smiling and laughing and all that. Aren’t you, sweetie?’ He nuzzled Rose, who responded with a squeal. ‘As for what I’m not enjoying . . . Well, Ginie and I are both pretty strong-minded . . .’ Ginie’s eyes widened. ‘And because we’re first-timers, I guess it can be a bit hard to know who’s right, you know?’

Ginie couldn’t allow him to continue. ‘That’s why having a nanny’s been great for us, hasn’t it?’ she interrupted. ‘It’s like having a parenting expert on tap.’

She turned to Daniel with a forced smile. Back off now, she said with her eyes.

‘Yeah, Nicole’s been great,’ he agreed. ‘But sometimes it’s like having three chiefs and no Indians.’

Ginie tried to look nonchalant.

‘Ah yes,’ said Pat with a chuckle. ‘The balance of power between a couple can shift after children. That’s a very good point, Daniel, and one we’ll return to later.’

Pat nodded at Richard, signalling it was his turn to speak.

Ginie consciously focused on the man’s pale lips moving, his ginger hair thinning at the crown, the square tortoiseshell glasses. But her irritation remained. Three chiefs and no Indians?

‘I’m an accountant,’ said Richard.

No prizes for guessing that one, Ginie thought.

He was obviously nervous and stumbled over his words. Cara leaned back in her chair and casually rested a hand on his.

It seemed to make all the difference. He relaxed and smiled at Pat. ‘I’m enjoying watching Astrid grow,’ he started. ‘She’s already much bigger and that makes bath time a bit easier.’ He paused. ‘What I don’t like is . . . not really knowing what I’m doing a lot of the time. If she’d come with a manual, that would’ve been great.’

Pat laughed. ‘Ah, but babies are do-it-yourself and that’s what makes them fun! There are some good resources available, including this baby health centre. We’re here to support you.’

Pat’s eyes roved across the group and stopped at Made’s husband. ‘Next?’

‘I’m Gordon.’ He held Wayan in his arms and jiggled him from side to side. ‘I’m an engineer by trade, so I understand why Richard wants a how-to manual for babies. But our Wayan’s got his own little agenda.’ He ruffled Wayan’s hair affectionately. ‘I think the best thing about being a father is discovering that my wife is a natural-born mother.’ He smiled at Made. ‘It’s one of the most satisfying experiences of my life.

‘As for what’s challenging, well, keeping this little fellow off the floor for the past three months has been pretty tough at times.’ He looked around the room. ‘Made might have told you that the Balinese believe newborns are pure, closer to the gods. So you can’t let their feet touch the ground, or they’re vulnerable to black magic. But once they’ve had a special ceremony at three months, it’s all sorted.’ He laughed. ‘We’ll be heading back to Bali in the next month or so. But Wayan’s getting heavier by the day and I’m an old man. I’m not sure my back can take it anymore . . .’

Made giggled and slapped him on the knee as if he’d just told a fabulous joke.

Pat looked from one to the other. ‘Is that similar to a christening ceremony?’

Gordon shook his head. ‘Not really. For Balinese parents, it’s when you find out who your baby really is. A spirit medium tells you who’s been incarnated in the baby. There’s nothing like it in Australia. Fascinating stuff.’

It sounded completely foreign to Ginie. And to Pat, too, it seemed.

‘Right, one more,’ said Pat, moving on. ‘Robert?’

‘Yep,’ said the rugged-looking man at Pippa’s side. His faded blue work shirt was tucked into navy King Gee trousers, and his Blundstone boots were caked in dried mud. ‘Um, I’ve got to go back to work soon, sorry.’ He looked around at the group. ‘I’m a builder.’

A man who actually works hard, thought Ginie.

‘What do I like about being a dad? Um . . .’ He rubbed his hands together, thinking. ‘Um . . .’ The silence began to drag. ‘Well, I guess it’s nice seeing her asleep.’ A pinkness had spread across his cheeks. ‘And what I don’t like is . . . when she doesn’t sleep very well.’ He glanced nervously at his wife. ‘I mean, it’s really hard when she’s waking up six or seven times a night.’

Pippa’s gaze was fixed on the white wall opposite.

Pat nodded sagely. ‘Yes, sleeping problems are by far the biggest cause of stress for parents in the first year of their baby’s life. That’s why it’s so important to get babies into a good sleep routine from the outset.’

She stood up. ‘Right, thank you very much for sharing, gentlemen. It’s great to have you here. Today’s topics are: effective co-parenting, communication skills and finding time for “us”. Some of you have already touched on these issues. So, let’s get started.’

Ginie’s eyes began to glaze over. Her hand strayed to her iPhone.

‘Yeah, I enjoyed it,’ said Daniel, pushing Rose’s pram as they made their way back to the car park. ‘I mean, especially the informal chat afterwards. No one’s got a clue about parenting, really. We’re all just having a swing at it. And shit happens, literally, to everyone.’

‘How very philosophical of you.’

‘Robert’s a nice guy, Richard’s a bit quiet,’ he continued. ‘I’m not sure why you’re so hung up about Made and Gordon. He seems pretty laidback. He’s a surfer too, you know.’

Ah, thought Ginie. The surfing fraternity prevails.

‘But don’t you think she’s a bit young for him?’

‘Well, you married a younger guy.’ He winked at her. ‘No one’s calling you a cradle-snatcher.’

Her irritation erupted to the surface. ‘Yes, what the hell were you thinking, referring to yourself as my “toy boy” back there?’

Daniel stopped walking and turned to face her.

‘What’s wrong?’ He seemed genuinely puzzled.

‘I just didn’t appreciate it, in front of people I hardly know. And as for “three chiefs and no Indians”, you made me sound like a control freak.’

He looked at her for a moment then grinned. ‘Well, you are. Don’t tell me you’re going to deny that?’

She relented a little. ‘Well, maybe I am, sometimes. But not when it comes to Rose.’

‘Oh, right.’ His smile was teasing now. ‘Well, all I can say is, I could do with a fathers’ group to give me some support. Maybe I’ll contact those guys back there and suggest a men’s shed for the downtrodden and demoralised.’

‘Oh come on,’ she scoffed. ‘What could you possibly need support for? You’ve got me and Nicole. Don’t tell me she’s not working for you?’

He couldn’t refute it, she knew.

‘Right you are, Counsel.’

Ginie stared at the gridlock, snaking across the Spit Bridge and up into Mosman. She sipped at her takeaway coffee. Some mornings were better than others, when she left Rose with Nicole. There were times she practically ran down the driveway, eager for the sanctuary of her car. But other days, and today was one of them, she felt a peculiar tightness creep across her chest as she slipped into her charcoal grey two-piece. She’d watched them in the rear-view mirror, a lump in her throat, as she drove away. Nicole standing in the driveway, flapping Rose’s hand madly before turning back towards the house to start on the breakfast clean-up.

She glanced at her watch. Right about now Nicole would be putting Rose down for her morning sleep and Daniel would be taking a shower before retreating to his home office. Sometimes he’d take Rose for a walk at midday while Nicole had lunch, sending a digital snap of Rose to Ginie’s iPhone. Receiving such images in the middle of a meeting would instantly affect her: she’d flush red with pride or love or, sometimes, a wave of jealousy. She envied Daniel all the time he spent with Rose—unencumbered fun time, with Nicole at the ready to do the drudgery of changing nappies, bottle-feeding, or baths. All the things that Ginie automatically did on the weekends, by virtue of her role as mother.

Ginie sighed and stared out the car window. She hated thinking like this. All these petty resentments, percolating non-stop. I’ve turned into a bloody whingeing mother, she thought. Just like my mother, always bitching about something. Quit it, Ginie, she said to herself. You chose this path.

As if on cue, her iPhone chimed.

Where are you? Arnold wrote. You have an eight o’clock. Kentridge and Co.

‘Oh, fuck.’

She’d arranged it the Friday before, she remembered, on her day off. But somehow she’d failed to put it in her calendar. Thank God she had an ally in Arnold. She hurriedly texted him back.

Cover me? Buy you lunch.

She shook her head, castigating herself. Her job wasn’t working for her anymore, in so many ways. She’d been back at Coombes Taylor Watson for more than two months and, on the surface, she’d slipped seamlessly back into corporate life. Nothing had changed in the office, yet she was different somehow. Things she hadn’t noticed before were becoming regular irritants in her day: the partners’ expectations of acceptable working hours (arrival by eight, dinner at your desk); the extended networking lunches with boozy clients; the hours wasted on water-cooler trivia or nonessential meetings. All of it was precious time she could have been spending with Rose. She loved her work—the intellectual stimulation, the expertise she’d accrued, the relationships she’d developed in the office. But for all of that, she loved Rose more.

She remembered the exclusive Catholic girls’ school at which she’d been educated. The headmistress, Sister Ursula—a formidable woman of indeterminate age—had drilled her charges with the mantra ‘girls can do anything’. As a teenager, Ginie had admired her energy and conviction in assembly, as she exhorted her students to study law, medicine, engineering. The world had been hard for women once, Sister Ursula had said, but not now. These days, girls, biology isn’t destiny. You’re limited only by your imaginations. You can do it all.

Only now, with Ginie back in the office and her four-month-old daughter at home, Sister Ursula’s words rang hollow. The worlds of work and family weren’t that easily reconcilable. Contrary to the propaganda, Ginie thought, women can’t have it all.

Her iPhone beeped. Arnold again.

Quick sticks, sweetie, you’re officially pushing it.

She threw her iPhone onto the passenger seat.

Something had to give.
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