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No family can hang out the sign:
“Nothing the matter here.”

CHINESE PROVERB
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PART ONE




C  H  A  P  T  E  R   1




Hobart, Tasmania, Australia

1979






The day the Faraday family started to fall apart began normally enough.

Juliet, at twenty-three the oldest of the five Faraday sisters, was first into the kitchen, cooking breakfast for everyone as she liked to do. This morning it was scrambled eggs, served with small triangles of buttered toast. She added parsley, diced crispy bacon and a dash of cream to the eggs, with a sprinkle of paprika as a garnish. She also set the table with silver cutlery, white napkins, a small crystal vase with a late-blooming red rose from the bush by the front gate and a damp copy of the Mercury that had been thrown over the fence before dawn. The big earthenware teapot that had once belonged to their grandmother had center place on the table, resting on a Huon pine pot holder that sent out a warm timber smell as it heated up.

Juliet stepped back from the table, pleased with the general effect. She’d been asked by her new boss at the downtown café where she worked to come up with ideas for menu items. She made a record of this morning’s arrangement in her notebook under the title “English-style Traditional Breakfast???” A smoked kipper or two would have been a nice touch, but they were hard to come by in Hobart. Too smelly, anyway, if her childhood memory served her well.

Twenty-one-year-old Miranda was next up and into the kitchen. She was already fully made-up—black eyeliner, false lashes and very red lipstick—and dressed in her white pharmacy assistant’s uniform. She looked around the room.

“Juliet, you really are wasted with us. You’d make some lucky family a lovely maid.”

She absentmindedly pulled in her belt as she spoke. Two months earlier, a visiting perfume sales representative had flattered her by mentioning her slender waist. She’d been working vigorously to get it as thin as possible ever since. She worked in the local drugstore, publicly expressing an interest in studying pharmacy, privately thrilled with the access to discount and sample cosmetics.

Juliet was also dressed for work, in a black skirt and white shirt, with a red dressing gown on top for warmth. She ignored Miranda’s remark. “English-style traditional breakfast, madam?” she asked.

“I’d rather skin a cat,” Miranda answered, reaching for the newspaper.

Eliza, sister number three and nineteen years old, came in next, dressed in running gear. She did a 4k run every morning before she went to university. “That’s not how you use that phrase, is it?”

“It is now. I’d rather skin a cat within an inch of my hen’s teeth than put my eggs in Juliet’s basket.”

Juliet looked pointedly at Eliza. “Would you like an English-style traditional breakfast, madam? Toast? Coffee or tea?”

“I’d love everything, thanks. And tea, please. I’ve got a big day today.” Eliza was studying physical education at university. During the week she coached two junior women’s basketball teams. On weekends she ran in cross-country competitions. The only time any of her family saw her out of tracksuits was if she went to church on Sundays, and she rarely did that anymore. She took up her usual seat at the wooden table. “Why do you put yourself through this every morning, Juliet?”

“Practice. Research purposes. A strongly developed sense of familial responsibility. It’s all good training for when I have my own café.”

“Really?” Miranda said. “So if you were training to be an undertaker you’d embalm us each morning?” She was now eating a grapefruit and ignored a yelp from Eliza as her jabbing spoon sent a dart of juice across the table.

“If you get any funnier, Miranda, I’m going to explode laughing.” Juliet put Eliza’s toast on and stood by the window. She pulled her dressing gown tighter around her body as a sharp breeze came in through a gap in the frame.

It was autumn in Hobart, getting colder each day. Their weatherboard house was heated by open fires in the living room and the kitchen, though they were never lit in the morning. Wood was too expensive. This morning was bright and crisp, at least, the sun strong enough to send gentle light through the red and orange leaves in the front hedge. A scattering of frost lay on the ground. There’d been warnings already that the winter would be a cold one. Possibly even snow, and not just on top of Mount Wellington.

Juliet touched the windowpane as she refilled the kettle. It was icy cold. Their North Hobart house was in the dip of a hilly street, but high enough to give them a view of the mountain, though the trees their father had planted years ago were now threatening to block it. If she stood on tiptoes, Juliet could see the glisten of frost on cars in the street and on the hedges of the houses opposite. She gave a fake little shiver. She liked telling her friends that this weather was nothing like the cold she remembered from her childhood in England. Not that her memories were all that strong anymore. Like their English accents, they had nearly faded away.

The whole Faraday family had emigrated to Tasmania twelve years earlier. The girls’ father, Leo, a botanist specializing in eucalyptus plantations, had been headhunted by a Tasmanian forestry company. Juliet could still remember the excitement of packing everything up in preparation for the month-long sea journey from Southampton. None of them had even heard of Tasmania before then.

The toast popped. Juliet prepared Eliza’s breakfast and passed it across. She refilled the teapot for the others. Sadie and Clementine’s cups were already on the table. Juliet took down her father’s cup and saucer from the shelf. It was a delicate blue color, with a border of cheerful red blossoms. Their mother had always had her morning tea in that cup. Juliet could remember her sipping it, closing her eyes and saying, “Ah, that hits the spot.” Only Leo used her cup these days.

The kitchen door was pushed open with a bang. “Hell, Juliet. Look at the time.” Sadie was still dressing herself as she walked in, her head emerging from an orange and red striped poncho. Her hair, last night the model of current fashion with its teased perm, looked like a flattened haystack this morning. None of her sisters remarked on it. She threw her canvas bag and a pair of cork-heeled boots into the corner of the room with a clatter, then slumped into a chair. Sadie woke up grumpy every morning. “Why didn’t you wake me? I told you I have an early lecture.”

“You didn’t ask me to wake you. Do you want some breakfast?”

“What is it?”

“Cat sick on toast if you keep talking to me like that.”

“Sorry, Juliet. I’d love some of your beautiful cuisine. Thank you for getting up early to prepare it for me.” Eighteen years old, Sadie was in her first year of study for an arts degree. One month earlier she’d been in her first year of a science degree. She’d also completed one week of a teaching degree, before changing her mind about that as well. “Such a shame there’s not a degree in dillydallying,” Miranda had remarked. “You’d top the class in that.”

“Where’s Leo?” Eliza asked, bringing her teacup over for a refill.

“Shed Land. He’s been there all morning.” Juliet had been up at seven and the light in the garden shed their father used as his inventing room was already shining. He was spending more time in there these days than out looking after his tree plantations. She decided to give him another ten minutes before checking on him.

Miranda pushed the newspaper away and gave a graceful stretch. Her glossy dark-red hair shimmered down her back as she flexed her arms above her head. “If you ask me, we’re being re- placed in his affections by test tubes and soldering irons. Juliet, call the authorities when you’ve finished washing the dishes, will you? If it isn’t bad enough that we’re motherless, we’re now heading toward fatherlessness.”

“You said you preferred it when he’s busy out there.”

“Busy out there is one thing. Abandoning his daughters for days on end is another.”

Juliet secretly preferred it when Leo was in one of his inventing frenzies. Life was much quieter. He didn’t care whether each of them had done their share of the housework, or express dismay about Miranda’s too-short skirts, tell Sadie off for playing her music too loudly, remind Eliza to mow the front lawn, tell Juliet to find more uses for mince or tell Clementine to get over her hatred of mince. He hadn’t even noticed when Juliet served roast chicken midweek, instead of as a rare Sunday luxury. She’d done it as a test.

If things weren’t going well in Shed Land, it was like having a bee in the house. He was always around, offering help that wasn’t needed and getting in the way. A real sign of his frustration was when he shut the tin door of the shed loudly enough for them to hear over their pop music, strode into the kitchen, turned off the stove or the grill and declared that he was feeling housebound and was going to take the five of them out for dinner somewhere. They usually ended up at Bellerive beach, eating fish and chips at one of the wooden tables by the water. Money was always too tight for restaurants.

“Morning, everyone.” It was Clementine, still in her pajamas, her school blazer over the top, her long, dark hair tied back into a ponytail.

Four voices answered in a singsong way. “Morning, Clementine.”

Clementine had barely taken her seat when she stood up again, pushed back her chair and made a dash for the bathroom down the hallway. Eliza and Juliet looked at each other. Miranda kept reading. Sadie began to look ill herself.

Clementine came back, white-faced, clutching a washcloth. “Sorry about that.”

Juliet looked closely at her little sister. Clementine was always pale—all five of them were—so that was nothing new, but she did look especially peaky this morning. “Were you sick?”

Clementine nodded.

Juliet guided her gently into a chair and rested a hand on her forehead. She could remember sitting in that chair and having their mother do the same thing to her. It had felt so cool and comforting. It had always made her feel a little better, straightaway. “You don’t have a temperature, Clemmie. It must just be a bug.”

“Poor Clemmie,” Miranda said. As Sadie leaned past her to the sugar bowl, she made an exaggerated face, flapping her hands in front of her nose. “Breathing in Sadie’s alcoholic fumes would give anyone a bug. What time did you get in last night, Sadie? I really don’t think you are taking your studies seriously, young lady.”

“You’re just jealous because I have a good social life and you don’t,” Sadie said, putting three spoons of sugar into her tea.

“I have an extraordinary social life. It’s just that I also have an extraordinary working life, unlike you two layabouts. Thank God I decided against going to university. Look what it’s doing to the two of you. Turning you into hippies in front of our eyes.”

“I’m not a hippie,” Sadie said.

“What’s wrong with being a hippie anyway?” Eliza asked.

“Nothing’s wrong with being a hippie in the same way that nothing’s wrong with being a smelly old dog lying around in front of a fire. It’s just not what I want to be.”

“You think you are so perfect, Miranda,” Sadie said. “You’re not. You’re so superficial. All you care about is makeup and clothes—”

“And perfume,” Miranda said. “Don’t forget perfume. And I’m reasonably interested in magazines, fake compliments and men buying me drinks.”

Juliet stepped in. “Do you want to try some toast now, Clemmie?”

“No, thanks. I’ll skip breakfast.”

“You’re not on a diet again, are you, Clementine?” Miranda said. “The pressures of impending fame getting to you?”

She managed a smile. “Something like that.”

“Everything okay with the play?” Juliet asked. Clementine had been out late each night that week doing final rehearsals for her school play, on top of all the weekend run-throughs. She had a walk-on role as a pirate and a credit in the program as assistant set designer. Juliet had been very pleased to hear it. Clementine was usually more scientific than artistic and not usually this enthusiastic about afterschool activities. Juliet had discovered the real reason two weeks earlier, when she spotted Clementine and David Simpson, the boy playing the lead role in the play, holding hands as they walked down Elizabeth Street.

“It’s fine. Why?”

Juliet shrugged. “You’ve seemed distracted the last couple of weeks.”

“It’s all fine. Just busy. But there—”

“Juliet, are there any eggs left?” Sadie interrupted. She always went for seconds. Miranda called her the Human Scrapbin to her face, Piggly-Wiggly behind her back.

“In the pan. Help yourself.”

“Would you serve it up for me? Please?”

“No bones in your arms?” Juliet asked.

Sadie waggled her arms in a floppy way.

“Fall for that and you’re a fool, Juliet,” Miranda murmured, flicking the page of the paper.

Juliet served Sadie anyway.

“Where’s Dad?” Clementine asked.

“Shed Land,” Juliet, Miranda, Sadie, and Eliza said together.

“No, he’s not, he’s here. Morning, my lovelies.” Leo Faraday came through the side door, bringing a gust of the cool morning air with him. He was dressed in a wide-lapeled gray suit, a crisp white shirt and a blue patterned tie. His hair had been slicked back, the usual dark-red quiff smoothed over. “And yes, before you feel duty-bound to point it out, I do look extremely smart today and yes, I do have a meeting. Juliet, breakfast smells delicious. Miranda, what is that black stuff around your eyes; you look like a lady of the night. Eliza, have you been for a run already? Sadie, pick up your boots, would you? What’s up with you, Clementine? You look like a wet dishrag.”

“She’s got a stomach bug,” Juliet said.

“Poor chicken.” His concerned words rang false. He was smiling from ear to ear.

Juliet passed across the blue cup and saucer. “Everything all right, Dad? What’s going on out there?”

“Good things, Juliet. Interesting things. Unusual things.”

“In your mind, or in reality?” Miranda asked.

“We hardly see you anymore, Dad,” Sadie complained.

Leo put down his cup and rubbed his hands together. “Something hot is a-cooking out there, my girls. Something is nearly at boiling point. This time I really think—”

“Good heavens, is that the time?” Miranda said in an overly dramatic tone. They’d all had too many years of his invention talk. The revolutionary motor oil that put their old car off the road for three months. The device designed to repel spiders that had done exactly the opposite. The electronic rain gauge that burst into flames on its first test run. “I’d better finish getting ready or I’ll be late.”

Clementine stood up and ran to the bathroom again, clutching the washcloth to her lips. They all heard the door slam.

“My word, she’s a sensitive soul,” Miranda remarked, looking after her. “Clemmie, it’s all right, I’ll be back after work.”

Clementine returned a few minutes later, pale-faced. “Sorry.”

“Have you been sick again?” At Clementine’s nod, Juliet felt her sister’s forehead once more. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

Leo felt her forehead too. “You’re not hot, but you are a bit clammy.”

“Clemmie’s clammy,” Sadie said.

Miranda gave a bark of laughter. Sadie looked pleased. She liked making Miranda laugh.

“Have you eaten anything unusual?” Leo asked. “It’s not food poisoning, is it?”

“No, I’m sure it’s not.”

“Too many late nights, that’s what it is,” Sadie said. “The sooner that romance—oh, I’m sorry, Clementine—the sooner that play is over, the better.”

“What will I wear on opening night?” Miranda asked. “My blue gown or that amusing little lace number my couturier sent over from Paris last week? What about you, Sadie? Will you wear that sweater made of yak hair or perhaps that simply darling little patchouli-steeped handweave I saw you prancing about in last week? How many small rodents died in the making of that, I wonder?”

Leo was still concerned. “Clementine, I’m not sure you should go to school today. You really do look peaky.”

“I think she should go to the doctor. That’s the third morning this week she’s been sick,” Sadie said.

“Third time this week?” Miranda raised an eyebrow. “Really? I didn’t realize that. Uh-oh. It’s morning. She’s sick. Put ’em together and what do we see? P-r-e-g-n-a-n-cee.”

There should have been a laugh from one of her sisters. There should have been a denial from Clementine. There should have been a rebuke from Leo, and a smart answer back from Miranda.

Instead there was silence.

Juliet knew, right then. Was it Clementine’s expression? The fact that her forehead hadn’t actually felt that clammy or hot? The knowledge that this David of the play was all that Clementine had talked about for weeks? Whatever it was, Juliet wasn’t able to stop the words.

“Clementine? Is Miranda right? Are you pregnant?”

Leo laughed. “Juliet, for heaven’s sake. She’s sixteen years—”

“Yes, I am.”

“—old.” He swallowed. “Tell me you’re agreeing to the fact you are sixteen, Clementine, not—”

“I’m pregnant, Dad.”

“Oh Holy God.”

The room fell quiet. No cups being picked up, no cutlery being used, no newspaper being read. Just Clementine at one end of the table and her four sisters and father in the other chairs, staring at her, dumbstruck.

Her expression was calm, even if her hands were clenched. In her pink-and-white-striped pajamas, she looked even younger than sixteen. Her long hair had come out of its ponytail and was now in a tumble around her shoulders. “I’m three months pregnant. I went to the doctor yesterday.”

An intake of breath. Juliet didn’t know if it had come from her or one of her sisters.

Leo’s voice was very low. “Who, Clementine? How?”

She gave her father a withering look. “Dad, please. It’s David’s.”

“David?”

“David Simpson. Her boyfriend,” Sadie said.

“Since when did you have a boyfriend?” Leo was staring at Clementine as if she was a stranger at the table.

Juliet answered for her. “She’s been going out with David for months. He’s in the play with her.”

Leo stared around the table. “Why don’t I know any of this?”

“You’ve been busy.”

“Oh, I think that might have been worth a little visit to Shed Land. ‘Excuse me, Dad, we think you should know that your sixteen-year-old daughter is sleeping around—’ ”

“Dad!” Juliet and Miranda spoke as one.

Clementine was still calm. “I wasn’t sleeping around. I slept with David. Only David.”

“Who is this David?”

“He’s the pirate king in the play.”

Leo stood up abruptly. “That makes it better. That makes it okay. Yo ho ho and a bottle of rum; by the way, I’ve made your daughter pregnant, Mr. Faraday.”

“We did it together, Dad. David didn’t make me do anything.”

“But you’re just children.” Leo was now behind the chair, his hands on the backrest. His knuckles were white. “I can’t believe this. Just when I thought things were getting better for us. Two of you with jobs, two of you at university, you showing such promise at school, Clementine. Good times ahead for us again as a family at last—”

Clementine stood up too. “We’re talking about a baby, Dad, not a nuclear war.”

“You’re sixteen, Clementine. Sixteen. Have you any idea what lies ahead of you? Years of nappies and no sleep. It’s hell having babies. I should know, I had five of them.”

“Thank you very much.”

“There were two of us, your mother and I. We loved each other and we wanted all five of you, don’t try and twist my words. But it is hard. Very hard when there’s two of you, let alone one.”

“You’ve managed alone the past eight years.”

Leo’s face hardened. “You will not compare my situation to yours. What’s got into you, Clementine?”

“David, it seems,” Miranda said.

Leo pushed the chair. It clattered against the table. “That’s enough, Miranda. Outside.”

“No.”

“What do you mean ‘no’?”

“No, I’m not going to miss this. We need to hear it together. I’ll go if Clementine wants me to go, but otherwise I’m staying.”

“Clementine?”

“Stay, Miranda. I want everyone to stay. I was going to tell you all soon, I promise. Tonight. Or tomorrow. After I’d told David—”

“You haven’t told David yet?” Leo was incredulous.

“I was waiting until after the play.”

Miranda snorted. “In case it puts him off his performance?”

“Miranda, I’m warning you. Shut up.” Leo reached for his coat. “Right, Clementine. Go and get dressed. We’re going to go and tell him now. You and me. See what he’s got to say for himself. His parents too.”

“I’m not telling him in front of you. It wouldn’t be fair.”

“Fair has nothing to do with this.” The conversation was only between Leo and Clementine now. He ran his fingers through his hair. The dark-red quiff stood straight up. “You’ll tell him in front of me, and we’ll set a wedding date today if we have to. You’re three months, you said. If we move quickly, we can go and see Father Cavalli this afternoon, get everything underway before—”

“Dad, I’m not marrying him.”

“No daughter of mine is going to live in sin.”

“I’m not going to live with him either. I’d miss you all too much.”

“Are you telling me—”

“No, I’m not going to have an abortion.”

“Then what the hell are you going to do? Give the baby up for adoption?” He sat down again abruptly. “I didn’t even think. Of course that’s what you’re going to do.”

“I’m not doing that either. I’m going to keep it. Keep him or her.”

He gave a sharp laugh. “Of course you are. Sixteen-year-olds make wonderful mothers. You’ll get a few nannies as well, I suppose? To mind the baby while you go off to discos with your friends?”

“No. I’ve got other ideas. I was going to talk about it with you tonight. I’ve had some news.”

“More news? I can hardly wait.”

“The university course I wanted to do is going ahead.”

“The environmental science one?”

“I found out yesterday.”

“But that’s wonderful. That’s really wonderful.” It was clear in his face, his pride at her news. Then his expression changed. “But you can’t possibly go to university now.”

“Why not?”

“Why can’t she?” Juliet asked.

He threw out his arms. “Can’t you see? She’s having a baby. She can’t just put it in a bassinet and head off to lectures.”

Juliet moved then. She went over and stood behind Clementine, and put her arm around her. “Yes, she can. I’ll help her.”

Miranda didn’t hesitate. “Me too.” She moved and stood on Clementine’s other side.

Sadie and Eliza followed. All five were at one end of the table, Clementine in the middle, facing their father at the other end. Clementine reached for Juliet’s hand and squeezed it.

“You can’t all help her. You’ve got work and study too. When are you going to find the time?”

“We’ll take it in turns, like we do with the housework.”

“I’d rather not change its nappy,” Miranda said.

“I’ll do all of it,” Clementine insisted.

“No, Clemmie, Miranda has to help,” Juliet said. “You can’t pick or choose, Miranda. What does the poor little creature do if its nappy’s full? Wait for one of its less-squeamish aunts to arrive home?”

“It will just need to learn a bit of self-discipline.” Miranda’s tone was matter-of-fact. “I’ll make bargains with it. ‘Listen here, sonny, you hold it in until your mother gets home and I’ll take you to the park tomorrow.’ ”

“Girls, you’re not being realistic about this. You’ll lose interest. You’ll be like children getting a puppy for Christmas—bored with it by New Year’s Day.”

“Of course we won’t,” Juliet said. “We’ll make a pact now. We promise to help you, Clementine, until your baby is at school. You all agree, don’t you?” She looked at Miranda, Eliza, and Sadie.

“Of course,” Miranda said. “I’m sure the school won’t mind admitting her as an early-age student. Six months old, say.”

“Until he or she is five,” Juliet said firmly. “Miranda? Eliza? Sadie?”

Eliza and Sadie nodded.

“Five, did you say?” Miranda looked alarmed.

“It won’t be in nappies for five years.”

“All right, but if we’re going to help look after it, do we get to choose the name?” Miranda asked.

“You can make suggestions,” Clementine said. “If it’s a girl, I want her to have Mum’s name as her middle name. If it’s a boy, Dad’s name. The tricky thing is Faraday; it’s hard to get a name to go with it.”

“I’ll pick up a book from the library and we could—”

“Excuse me.”

“—take votes on some of—”

“Excuse me.” It was their father, knocking on the tabletop. They stopped talking and looked at him. “So that’s it, is it? Clementine calmly tells all of us that she is having a baby, that this entire house is going to be turned upside down for the next umpteen years, and you all just accept it? Start bickering already over who gets to call it what and who changes its nappy?”

Five nods.

“As if it’s as simple as that? As straightforward as that?”

Juliet spoke on behalf of them all. “It is as simple as that, Dad.”

Clementine moved toward him. Not right up to him; halfway. “I’m sorry I disappointed you. But I don’t think it’s a bad thing. It’s a wonderful thing. Don’t you think?” She smiled, the great open smile that all five of his daughters had. “A baby in the house. It will be fun, won’t it?”

“It will be, Dad.” Juliet’s voice was soft. “It’ll be okay. We’ll manage. We know how to.”

He shut his eyes. They waited. They had each walked into the kitchen or the living room in the past eight years to the sight of their father having silent conversations with their mother. They knew he wasn’t just sending up a prayer to his wife now. He was sending up an emergency flare. Less than a minute later he opened his eyes.

“On one condition.”

Clementine waited.

“I never want to change its nappy either. I saw more nappies with the five of you than I ever want to see in my life again.”

Clementine stepped forward and held out her hand. “It’s a deal.”

They shook on it.


C  H  A  P  T  E  R    2

Even before Clementine’s big announcement, the Faraday house had operated on rosters. It was their father’s idea. There were rosters for meals, cleaning, washing and shopping, each task listed in a column with a box beside it to be ticked when the job was done. The rosters changed weekly, the new one pinned on the wall next to the fridge each Sunday night. There were also monthly family meetings to discuss items of interest and review the work schedules.

Miranda had protested once that it was like living in an army camp. She argued forcibly for a new relaxed attitude in the household. Juliet argued back just as forcibly that Miranda’s idea of being relaxed was no work being done. Miranda argued back again that a person’s home was supposed to be a sanctuary, not a workhouse.

The news of Clementine’s baby called for yet another review. No discussion this time. Leo drew up a new roster on a mathematical basis, the tasks divided precisely between them. They would all take turns cooking, cleaning, and washing. Himself included.

“But Juliet loves cooking,” Miranda complained when she saw she was rostered to cook dinner every Tuesday. “I don’t want to deprive her of an evening’s entertainment.”

“She has to have one night off. And I don’t want any of my daughters going out into the world with only one skill to their name. I want you to be well-rounded, multitalented individuals.”

“So how come Clementine only has to do the dusting and dry the dishes?” Sadie asked.

“You know that lump growing out of her stomach?” Eliza said in a bored voice, not looking up from the sports magazine she was reading. “It’s a baby. In a few months, she’ll hardly be able to move. Dad’s just planning ahead.”

“I’m actually here listening, in case you’ve forgotten,” Clementine said. “Dad, Sadie’s right. I’m pregnant, not sick. I’m happy to do the gardening or the vacuuming.”

“The roster stays as it is. I don’t want you exerting yourself.”

Miranda studied the roster, a look of disgust on her face. “I tell you something, once I get out into the world, I will never peel another potato, lift another broom, or wash another dish.”

Leo pushed back his glasses. “How wonderful for you, Miranda. You’re getting a slave, are you? And paying them with what? One of your dazzling smiles at the end of each week?”

The other four girls snickered.

“I have plans,” she said. “This is no way to live. You treat us like trained monkeys.”

“So move out if you don’t like it,” Sadie said.

“I can’t. I’ve promised Clementine. Besides, you can’t have someone who looks like me out loose on the streets. Imagine the uproar. Men crashing their cars after just one look. No, the family nest is probably the safest place for me until I work out a way of disguising my sexual allure.”

“That’s enough, Miranda. You know your mother didn’t like that kind of language.”

Miranda abruptly stood up. “Excuse me, everyone, but I feel a sudden overwhelming need for some fresh air. Could we have a short recess in this otherwise riveting family meeting?” As she passed her father she gave what might have appeared to be a playful smile if her voice wasn’t so serious. “Face facts, Leonardo, your dictatorship is in its last days. The peasants are revolting. An uprising is rising.”

He didn’t smile back. “If your mother could hear you. You know how important it was to her for us to stay united.”

Only Clementine, in her usual chair at the end of the table, closest to the door, heard Miranda’s muttered answer.

“But she can’t hear me, can she? And I’m sick of pretending she can.”

Clementine found Miranda out on the back veranda a little later. She was smoking and making no attempt to hide it.

“Don’t get upset,” Clementine said. “Dad’s just doing his best.”

“She’s gone, Clem. She’s been gone for eight years but he won’t accept it.”

“He still misses her.”

A flash of anger from Miranda. “And so do I. So would you if you remembered her better.” If Miranda noticed Clementine’s expression she didn’t remark on it. “But when do we move on? Sometimes I think he enjoys it, you know. It’s like he’s been cast in a lead role as the eccentric brave father of five little motherless girls. You know what people call us, don’t you? ‘Those poor Faraday girls.’ I had enough of it when she died and I’ve had enough of it now. I heard it again this week, in the pharmacy. ‘Is it any wonder that youngest one got pregnant, no mother to mind them, those poor Faraday girls.’ ”

“Shut up, Miranda.”

“I’m not attacking you or your baby, so don’t get up on your high horse and start galloping around. I’m just sick of being one of the poor Faraday girls, Clem. Do you know what I think? He’s secretly thrilled about you having this baby. He’d love us all to stay here forever, in a cocoon, living life by his rosters, carrying out Mum’s rituals at Christmas, at birthdays, at Easter. He treats those scrapbooks of hers like holy relics. He still talks about her as if she was alive. I want to say, ‘No, Dad, let’s remember that Mum is dead, that she is not coming back and she is not speaking to us through the supernatural medium of bits of colored paper that she stuck into an old book two days before she—’ ”

“Stop it, Miranda. Don’t talk about Mum like that. I like the rituals. I like living together like this. I like remembering Mum as often as we can. And those scrapbooks will be the only way my baby will know her. They’re important.”

Miranda didn’t speak. She stayed looking out over the veranda rail, lifted the cigarette to her lips, then moved it away again. They both watched the red glow of the tip move against the darkness of the garden. There was silence for a few minutes.

Miranda was glad it was Clementine who had followed her out. If Sadie had been there, she would have kept talking, reminding Miranda of how hard it had been for her, that she was the one who had been most in need of her mother at that time, just a few years away from becoming a teenager. Eliza, judgmental as usual, would have called Miranda a cold, selfish, self-serving cow. Juliet would have entreated Miranda to see it from everyone else’s point of view. Clementine always said what she felt needed to be said and left it there. She could calm Miranda down by her very presence.

Anyone who said there weren’t favorites among sisters didn’t have sisters, Miranda decided. Of course there were. The truth of it, though, was that the favorites changed constantly, the alliances shifting back and forth in some unspoken parody of a folk dance, two of them close for a time until a change in tempo forced them to break up and turn to different partners.

At any given time, Miranda was fighting with at least one of her sisters, sharing confidences with another and barely talking to another. There didn’t seem to be any real pattern to it either. Sometimes it all happened depending on who was first home from work or school, which sister got the first blast of post-work conversation that sometimes bred confidences or sometimes developed into a row. Five sisters, five different personalities too, regardless of how many times over the years people might have stopped their father and mother, gazed down at the girls in their school uniforms or smart Sunday clothes, and exclaimed how alike they all were, with their dark hair, dark eyes and pale skin. “You Faraday girls, you’re like peas in a pod.”

No, we’re not, Miranda had wanted to snap back for as long as she could remember. She started dying her hair red the moment she could afford to buy hair dye. In fact, she dyed it before she could afford it, begging samples from visiting representatives to the pharmacy.

Beside her on the veranda, Clementine shifted position. It gently interrupted Miranda’s reverie. She turned to her little sister. “I’m sorry, Clementine.”

“It’s okay.”

“It’s just that I want more than this. Maybe I should move out. Before it’s my turn to do the washing again. I hate doing the washing.”

“You hate doing everything except flirting and looking at yourself in the mirror.”

Miranda laughed. Her temper storms were always brief. She gathered her sister against her and kissed the top of her head. “Dear little Clemmie. And there I was thinking I’d pulled the wool over your eyes.”

“Not for a minute, ever. Nor am I little. Or Clemmie. I’m Clementine, I’m about to be a mother of one, so I’m more mature emotionally and physically than you. Now get away from me. You stink of cigarette smoke.”

Miranda didn’t take offense. She popped a peppermint into her mouth, threw the cigarette butt into the garden and made an exaggerated gesture of straightening her shoulders and taking a deep breath. “Back into the fray we go, Clementine. You go first, so I can follow in your mature about-to-be-motherly wake.”

Clementine stopped, her face serious. “You won’t move out, Miranda, will you? It will change everything and I want my baby to know you all as much as he or she can.”

“I’ll visit occasionally, even if I do move out. Fly in from Rio or some glamorous place I’ll soon be calling home.”

“Don’t joke all the time. You keep this family together, you know that.”

“No, I don’t.” Miranda sighed. Her face was serious. “This family is kept together by gossamer threads, lies, and memories, Clem. Nothing to do with me.”

•   •   •

“Anyone home?” Juliet called out as she opened the front door, took off her coat and hung it on top of the others on the rickety row of coathooks.

At least eight coats were always hanging there and no one ever seemed to wear them. It was like the shoe cupboard, full of shoes she never saw anyone wear either. Her fingers itched to have a big cleanup and throw everything out. Not just the clothes and shoes. The faded paintings. The threadbare rugs. Even the now-chipped blue-and-white crockery. It was out of the question, of course. It had all belonged to their mother’s mother in Ireland, shipped out with their other belongings when they first moved to Tasmania.

If their mother was alive, there would probably still have been a battle about getting rid of anything. It had been a source of mock-arguments between her parents: Leo wanting to buy new items, Tessa preferring the old, yet the irony was their father hadn’t thrown out a single thing since their mother died.

It had come as a shock to Juliet one day, four years earlier, when she hung up one of her father’s shirts in his wardrobe and discovered her mother’s dresses and cardigans still on the rack. She hadn’t mentioned it to the others. It played on her mind for days afterward. Shouldn’t he have thrown them out long before? Their mother had been dead for four years at that time. Surely he didn’t think she was coming back?

“Anyone home?” she called again.

She went into the kitchen and checked the roster. Her turn to cook dinner again. She spent all day cooking, she came home and kept cooking. She was too tired to do anything special. She decided on spaghetti bolognese, followed by bread and butter pudding.

She wondered where Miranda, Sadie and Eliza were. They hadn’t left any notes on the noticeboard. She knew that Clementine was out with David, on their weekly trip to the cinema. Since Clementine had announced her pregnancy four months earlier, she and David had met three times a week, regularly on Mondays, Wednesdays and Saturdays. Like old-fashioned dates, if you ignored the fact Clementine was very obviously pregnant and just as obviously very young. Juliet thought it was quite sweet. Like David himself.

“Sweet?” Miranda had said. “Sappy, more like it. And he’s terrified of Clementine, if you ask me. Have you noticed he barely says a word when he’s here? Just stares at her.”

Juliet suspected it was Miranda that David was terrified of, even if she did secretly agree David was a bit of a sap. A very handsome one, though. If the baby was lucky, it would inherit David’s looks and Clementine’s composure. She’d always been wiser than her years. When her pregnancy started to show, they’d all had a conversation about how and what to tell people outside the family.

“Just tell them that I’m having a baby,” Clementine had said. “You don’t have to explain how it happened.”

Juliet had felt uncomfortable. She’d wanted to save Clementine from as much shame and gossip as she could. She also had a niggling feeling inside about how it would reflect on her; on all of Clementine’s sisters. Struggling to find the words, she’d been relieved when Clementine interrupted.

“Juliet, I honestly don’t care what people think. It won’t change anything. I’m sorry if you’re embarrassed but I promise you don’t have to be on my behalf. Just tell anyone who asks that it was a big happy surprise and you couldn’t be more delighted.”

“Or follow my lead, Juliet,” Miranda said. “Tell everyone we woke up one night to find Clementine under a spotlight from a flying saucer being impregnated by aliens. And we can’t wait until the baby is born and we’ve got bets on whether it will have blue skin or scales. Honestly, it shuts people up.”

Juliet just marveled at her sisters’ confidence, yet again. Some of it was to do with looks, she knew that. Clementine was very pretty, with her long dark hair and big eyes, but it was actually Miranda who was the family beauty. Feature by feature she wasn’t: Her nose was too big, her skin a little too freckled, her hair was obviously dyed red and she was more gangly than elegant sometimes, but there was something about the way she presented herself that spelled style. If Juliet was to wear the same clothes as Miranda, she knew she’d feel ridiculous, like a little girl in dress-ups.

As for the other two … Juliet secretly thought Eliza would look better if she had a good haircut now and again rather than just pulling it back into that ponytail. It would also be nice if she wore something other than tracksuits occasionally. Sadie had quite a pretty face but she always seemed to look scruffy. She also changed hairstyles as often as she changed university courses. Her current permed look didn’t suit her at all.

Juliet knew she wasn’t cover-girl material herself, either. She was too round-faced and pink-cheeked.

The ABC news jingle played on the radio. Six o’clock. She’d better get a move on with the dinner. More haste, less speed. She’d seen that exact sentiment on a fridge magnet in the café that day. Her English-born bosses Mr. and Mrs. Stottington adored fridge magnets with pictures of kittens and soothing sayings. It’s nice to be important but it’s important to be nice was their current favorite.

Juliet had just started cooking the bolognese sauce when she heard the front door slam. Moments later, the kitchen door opened. Miranda and Sadie walked in. They were in mid-fight.

“Don’t even try to deny it, Sadie. I worry for your future, you know that? If you can’t even steal makeup from your sister without being so obvious about it, how are you going to get on in the big wide world?”

“How dare you accuse me—”

“I’m not accusing you. I’m stating a fact,” Miranda snapped. “Just because you haven’t two pennies to rub together because you wouldn’t know work if it came up and bit you in the face doesn’t mean you can steal my hard-earned goods instead.”

“Hard-earned goods? You get them all for free at work.”

“I don’t get them for free. They are samples, rewards for my hard work.”

“Rewards for something, at least.”

“Meaning?”

“Small town, Miranda, people talk.”

“And what do they say, Sadie?” Miranda had taken a small piece of skin on her sister’s arm and was twisting it tightly. The smile stayed in place, her voice was calm but there was a hard glint in her eyes. Juliet remained silent. It was a glint they all knew to avoid.

“Jill’s brother works behind the bar in the hotel you always go to.” It was the smartest hotel in the city, with a view over the waterfront. “He gets to hear and see all sorts of things.” Sadie pulled away and rubbed at the spot. The color was high on her cheeks.

“Like what?”

“Like married salesmen leading giggling shop assistants up to their rooms.”

“And does he know for sure what goes on in those rooms or is he just a small-minded gossipy big mouth like someone in this kitchen?”

“I’m just telling you what I heard.”

“You didn’t defend me?”

“How could I? I didn’t know the truth.” Sadie was almost in tears.

“You’ll pay for this.” With that, Miranda turned on her heels. They heard the back door slam. Moments later the faint smell of cigarette smoke drifted in through the open kitchen window.

“Don’t mind her, Sadie,” Juliet said.

Sadie was now sobbing. “You should hear what people say about her. She’s getting a real reputation. And it reflects on us as well. How do you think it’s been for me around the place? Everyone already talking about Clementine being pregnant and now this as well?”

“It’s 1979, not 1879, Sadie, come on.”

“I’m sick of it, that’s all. It’s so unfair in this family. Miranda gets away with murder. Dad’s carrying on about Clementine as if she’s won the Nobel Prize or something. ‘Don’t work too hard, sweetheart’ ‘Here, Clementine, let me carry your bag for you.’ ”

Juliet laughed at the mutinous expression on Sadie’s face. “What do you want him to do? Shave her head and make her parade down Elizabeth Street in shame?”

“I just think she gets away with it because she’s the littlest. She always has. ‘Oh, Clementine is so clever. She could read by the time she was four. Top of the class every year, even after her mother died.’ I was in the top five percent of my class in high school one term but I didn’t get any special praise.”

“Sadie, stop that. You know Dad is proud of you.”

“No, he’s not. Makes me want to go out and get pregnant myself. It’d be the only way I’d get any attention in this house.” She stood up. Her chair clattered. Sadie always managed to make more noise than the rest of them put together. “What time’s dinner?”

“Seven, as usual.”

“It’s not spaghetti again, is it? I wish you cooked healthier food. It’s no wonder I’m putting on weight.” She slammed the kitchen door behind her.

Juliet breathed deeply, fighting a temptation to take the saucepan of bolognese sauce and pour it down Sadie’s fat, ungrateful throat.

•   •   •

Out on the veranda, Miranda took a long drag of her cigarette and blew the smoke out into the garden, still angry. She was sick of Sadie. They had never got on. Miranda tried to be kind, tried to be understanding, but there was no way around it. She just found Sadie annoying.

The most annoying aspect of this evening’s fight was that everything Sadie had said was true. Miranda had indeed slept with the married salesman. His name was Tom Hanlon. She’d been sleeping with him for the past seven weeks, each time he visited Hobart from his Sydney office. Separated, he told her, though she didn’t believe him. He’d been wearing his wedding ring the night they met at an industry dinner in the revolving restaurant at the casino. She’d sat beside him. She’d heard him talk about his wife and children to the person sitting on his other side. He’d reminded her of the big bad wolf from the fairy tale. Dark-haired and heavily built. They had talked and laughed all night. She’d been aware of every one of his admiring glances.

He’d rung her the next day, at the pharmacy. Told her he hadn’t been able to get her out of his mind. How her hair, her face, her figure was haunting him. He had sounded quite desperate. “I have to see you again.”

“Have to? Or want to?”

“Don’t tease me, Miranda.”

His words had given her a thrilling feeling. A powerful feeling. She’d been curious—eager even—to find out what exactly she could do with that power. What it could bring her.

A lot, she discovered. A dinner in his hotel. Urgent kissing in the corridor on the way to his room. That must have been when Sadie’s stupid barman friend had seen them. As it turned out, it was over in such a short time that she felt short-changed. Tom was so overwhelmed by the sight of her in the carefully chosen lingerie it had lasted less than five minutes. The second time was better. By the sixth time, it was becoming very good indeed.

He had phoned her ten days ago. “Miranda, I’ll be in Hobart again next weekend.”

“You will? I hope you have a lovely time.”

“I’ll be at the same hotel, in the same room.” He named a time. “I want you there. Ask for the key at reception.”

If he had asked, if he had pleaded, she would have said no. It was the statement “I want you there” that sold her. She told her father she was out meeting a friend. She arrived at the hotel, collected the key and went to his room. She walked in, expecting to find him sitting at the desk like last time. The room was dark. She tried the light switch, once, twice. Nothing. She felt her way across to the bed, looking for the bedside lamp. She screamed when a voice said her name and a hand reached out and grabbed her.

“Tom, you frightened the life out of me.”

“What if it wasn’t me?” he said, his voice low in the darkness. “What if you had come to this room and a man started doing this,” he slowly unzipped her dress, “and then this,” his fingers followed the path of the zip, hot against her bare skin. He kept talking, doing as he said, all with the lights off.

It was unbearably exciting. By the time they were both naked she was desperate for the feel of him. She, or was it him, mentioned something about condoms. They’d been careful until that night. “Are you safe?” he said, his lips hot against her breast. She did a rapid calculation. The last thing she wanted was another baby announcement.

“It’s fine.”

“Are you sure?”

She was sure. It made it even more illicit, the feel of him without protection. They made love three times that night, all in the dark. She initiated it the second and third times, speaking in a low voice, telling him exactly what she was going to do, describing a scenario: her waking up in her hotel room to discover she wasn’t alone, reaching out and feeling him on the side of the bed, her fright turning to desire as she felt his body, felt his lips on her skin, all touch and no talking …

“You’ve got quite an imagination, haven’t you?” he said afterward as they lay on the bed, smoking cigarettes.

“I’m surprising myself,” she said honestly. It was becoming very good between them. She was only barely letting herself admit it, but she very possibly was just the slightest bit in love with him. It was all hypothetical, of course. He had a wife. Children. He was fifteen years older than her. He lived in a different state. Her father would be appalled, not to mention her sisters. But being with him made her feel bold and free and—

“Miranda, your turn to set the table.” It was Juliet, calling from the kitchen.

It made her feel everything she wasn’t while she lived in this house.

“Coming,” she called. She had five more years of this? It felt like a prison sentence. The sooner that child of Clementine’s was born and off to school, the better.

•   •   •

Across town, Eliza was lying on a hard mattress on the floor of a badly lit room on the second floor of an ordinary office block.

“Harder, Eliza, harder,” the man said.

Eliza was panting, sweat all over her body. “I can’t,” she breathed.

“You can. One more time. Come on.”

She lifted the weights above her head, held them for three arm-shaking seconds and then brought them to the floor, barely keeping control.

“Good girl. Told you you could do it.” Her coach, Mark, took the weights from her and returned them to the stand. Seven years older than her, muscled, tanned, and fair-haired, he had been training Eliza for nearly eighteen months.

“And nearly killed myself in the meantime.” She moved across the mattress away from the weights and sat up, reaching for her towel to wipe the sweat from her face.

“Now the run,” he said. “Then I have a proposition for you.”

“Tell me now.”

“Run three kilometers first.”

“You’re a slave driver, not a coach.”

He smiled the slow smile, the one that had got her into his thrall when she first joined his running group. They often traveled around the state together, competing in amateur meets.

“Shame he’s got a wife,” Miranda had said once, after spotting him at one of the events. “I mean, he’s not my type—all that brawn, and his shorts are too tight—but you’re the perfect couple. Ever thought about an affair?”

Eliza hadn’t met her sister’s gaze. The last thing she wanted was for Miranda to guess her secret. She’d been in love with Mark since she’d met him. “He’s a married man with two children, Miranda.”

“That why it’s called an affair, Eliza. If he was single, it would be called a relationship.”

“Come on, Faraday,” Mark said to Eliza now. “The sooner you get going, the sooner you’ll be back.”

Eliza was smiling as she ran down the stairs and out into the street. She breathed in deeply as the cold air hit her and then headed down the road. She did the 3K run through the streets in thirteen minutes, a little faster than her average.

He was waiting with the stopwatch as she came up the stairs. At this time of night, they had the gym to themselves. He handed her a drink and talked her through her stretches.

“Okay, what’s the proposition?” Eliza asked when they finished.

“You do have a one-track mind.”

“You’re the one who taught me to be focused. I focused on the run, now I’m focused on your proposition.”

“I have to ask you some questions first.”

She lowered herself onto the mat. “Go on.”

“Do you love living in Hobart?”

“Yes.”

“Could you leave?”

“Not yet. Not while I’m studying. And I’ve made a commitment to Clementine to stay until her baby is at school.” After the original shock of the news, Eliza had realized the promise they’d all made to Clementine worked in her favor. She’d already been working on a three-year plan. She’d simply changed it to five years. She’d enrolled in a second course at university, specializing in sports nutrition. She’d signed up for a long-term women’s basketball coaching stint. She’d also made a personal goal of competing in—and winning—the statewide cross-country championships for at least three consecutive years. If she was going to be living at home and staying in Hobart, she was going to make use of every moment.

“After that, then. Looking into the future. Could you leave?”

“Of course, if the situation was right.”

“Would you miss your family?”

“Very funny.”

“I’m serious.” He sat down beside her. “Eliza, I’m moving to Melbourne and setting up my own fitness company. I know it’s a few years off for you, but I want you to think about coming to join me when you’ve finished your degree.”

Eliza ignored the second part of his question for the moment. “You’re moving to Melbourne? Just like that?”

He nodded.

“And what does your wife think?”

“I don’t know. It won’t really affect her. She’s fallen in love with another man and we’re splitting up.”

Eliza blinked. “Are you joking? What about your boys?”

“I get weekends. Once a month.”

“You can’t leave Hobart then.”

“I have to. I don’t want to be here. It’s a bit awkward.”

“Why?”

“The man she’s fallen in love with is my cousin.”

“Your cousin?” She stared at him. “And I thought I had trouble with my family.”

“You? The Waltons? The happiest family in Hobart? You know what people say: ‘Those Faraday girls are so wonderful, so loyal—’ ”

She ignored that. “I’m sorry, Mark.” She was lying. She wasn’t sorry.

“Thank you.”

“But are you serious about this? Moving to the mainland, offering me a job? This far off?”

He explained in more detail. Everyone knew that the future was in tailored individual programs. “My plan is to get work in a gym to begin with, suss out the market before I take the plunge with my own business. I want to target both sexes and research shows female clients prefer female trainers. So I’m booking you in early. I’ve given it a lot of thought. We already train well together. I like your attitude, your determination. I think we would work well together too.”

“It’s a long way off. I’d have to think about it.”

“Good, I’d expect you to.” He stood up. “You didn’t answer my question about your family, though. If you could bear to leave them.”

Eliza stood up too. She wasn’t smiling anymore. “I can’t wait to get away from them.”

•   •   •

By the time Miranda finally came back inside, Juliet had finished setting the table.

“Thanks so much for your help,” Juliet said.

“I’m sorry, I fell into a trance looking at the stars. At least leave the centerpiece for me, would you?” She reached up past Juliet to the cupboard above the stove and pulled out a bundle of fake holly left over from the most recent July Christmas celebration. The Faradays celebrated Christmas twice a year, a summertime one in

December and a winter one in July. It had been another of their mother’s ideas. “Midweek dinner, no need to go to too much fuss,” Miranda said, pushing the holly into a jar.

Juliet looked up from the stove. “Did you have to be so mean to Sadie before?”

“Yes, I did,” Miranda replied, taking down the water glasses and putting those by the place mats. “Because Sadie can be a mean little sneaking cow sometimes. Please don’t talk about her, I’m trying to work up an appetite, not make myself nauseous. How are things at work? Still cooking up a storm in that café of yours?”

Juliet quelled her temper. She hated the patronizing way Miranda spoke about the café, as if working in a pharmacy was any more worthwhile. At least Juliet made something, fed people. All Miranda did was wear a white dress and spray perfume around. “Everything’s fine, thanks.”

“What’s up with you?”

“Nothing.”

“You suddenly turn into the Ice Queen and then you won’t tell me what’s wrong? For God’s sake, what is it with you and Sadie tonight?”

“What is it with us? Ever wonder whether you and your behavior might be the recurring theme here?”

“Forget it, Juliet. You want to set yourself up as the great martyr, the wise woman of the house, you go right ahead. But spare me the lectures, would you?”

“What are you two talking about?” It was Sadie back again, wearing a sulky expression.

Miranda spun around, her eyes flashing. “Do you know, Sadie, if I was asked to list your ten most annoying habits, and believe me, I’d have no trouble finding ten, your infuriating bloody nosiness would be number one. You want to know what we were talking about? It is None of Your Business. And before you have another go at me as well, Juliet, save your energy. You need it for your mother act. Please don’t worry about my dinner tonight. All of a sudden I’ve decided I’m going out.”

“Where?”

“Out. I’m a bit short of spending money, Sadie, so a quick hour’s work in the hotel should fix me up, wouldn’t you say?” She stalked out of the room.

Three minutes later they heard the front door slam.

“It’s all true,” Sadie said. “I’m not making it up.”

Juliet didn’t answer. She didn’t want to know if it was true or not.

•   •   •

Three streets away, Clementine and David were sitting in a small café near the cinema. They’d met for a coffee after school, been to see a film and were now about to have supper and a hot chocolate together. She’d known since they met that evening that there was something on his mind. She wasn’t surprised when he finally stumbled his way toward his news.

He almost babbled in his attempt to tell her everything. She half-listened. She felt ten years rather than ten days older than him sometimes. She knew girls were more mature than boys but she was surprised sometimes how obvious boys were. And at that moment, she realized, how boring.

“I got the letter from Melbourne University yesterday and I’ve been trying to think of the best way to tell you, ask you, I mean—”

She had thought herself in love with him. She’d made a considered decision to sleep with him. She’d wanted to discover sex in a good situation, not in the back of a car, like one of her friends. It had been lovely between her and David. Romantic. He’d lit candles in his bedroom and “borrowed” a bottle of champagne from his parents’ wine cellar. He presented it to her, with a red rose in a glass vase. They had laughed a lot, especially when neither of them could get the cork out of the champagne bottle. He’d kissed her first, or had she kissed him? They’d taken their clothes off, item by item, until they were both naked under the sheets. More laughing, lying tangled up in each other, looking up at the football posters on his wall. It was awkward at first but she’d loved the feeling of being so close to him. She was cross at herself for miscalculating the safe dates. She had intended to go on the pill but it hadn’t seemed necessary the first time. What were the chances of that, after all? Very high, the doctor had told her later.

“… I applied for this mathematics course months ago. It’s the best in the country and I could defer. You know I want to be around as much as I can. If you want me to turn it down—”

It wasn’t her decision. If he’d considered leaving, then his mind was already made up. “It’s up to you.”

“How can you be so calm?”

That’s just the way she was. Her father often commented on it at home. “Clementine, being with you is like being on my own, and I mean that in the nicest possible way. You are the most soothing member of the human race I have ever met. Forget these halfhearted attempts at inventions and world domination. If I could bottle you, I’d make a fortune.” Her school reports said the same thing: “Clementine’s steady approach to her studies is to be applauded. A mature, good-tempered member of the school community.” She often wondered whether it was because she was fifth in the family. Calm was the only character trait left for her. Juliet was hardworking. Miranda dramatic. Eliza determined. Sadie anxious. Clementine calm. There they were, in a nutshell. Mature beyond her years. Losing her mother would make any little girl grow up, she knew that was what people said about her. Old beyond her years, her father described her.

Beside her, David was still tripping over himself to explain, to apologize, to promise that he would always be there for her.

“It’s all right, David. Really.” She stopped him with a touch to the arm. “I don’t mind.”

“I’ll always love you.”

“You might not. You might meet someone else.”

“Will you be all right?”

“I don’t know yet.” Clementine had never been able to lie to make other people feel better.

“I’ll get back to Hobart as often as I can.”

“You don’t have to.”

“It’s my baby too.”

“Yes, I know.”

“I want to be as involved as I can.”

“I know you do.”

She could practically see the relief coming off him now that he’d broken his news. There were lots of things she could say. Point out the facts, to begin with. How could he be involved when he was living in another state? Nappy changing, middle-of-the-night feeding, clothes washing—all of that was out of the question. She had a mental picture of visits in years to come, him awkwardly holding his child. Birthday cards and hastily bought presents arriving days or weeks late. None of it bothered her.

She’d thought about it for a long time, since the day she realized her period was late. She’d kept the news to herself quite deliberately, wanting time to think things through. By the time everyone knew she had felt sure in her head. More than sure. Content. Even excited. As if this was all meant to be. And once she had decided that, and pictured herself with a baby, in the house, with her father and her sisters around her, she had discovered David was not appearing in her mental pictures. She never imagined the two of them strolling along the waterfront, pushing a pram. Setting up house together. Shopping. Sitting under a Christmas tree watching their child unwrap presents. It dawned on her slowly. She would never say it to him, or even to her own family, but she could think of no place in her life for him.

He took her in his arms, awkwardly, uncomfortable with her rounded body and the eyes of the couple on the opposite side of the café who were clearly eavesdropping.

“I’ll always love you,” he said again. “And if you ever need anything …”

She hugged him back. “Thank you, David. For everything.” If he noticed she hadn’t said she would always love him too, he didn’t mention it.

•   •   •

Clementine arrived home just before nine. Juliet looked up from her book as she heard the front door open. She was alone in the living room. Sadie was in the kitchen, noisily washing the dishes.

“You look comfortable,” Clementine said, noticing the fire, the book and the thick socks on Juliet’s feet.

“Middle-aged before my time, you mean? How was your date?”

“The film was far-fetched but good. The chocolate ice cream was lovely. And David and I split up.”

Juliet pushed the book aside. “You what?”

Clementine reported the conversation. “I knew he was interested in that course. And he had to do what’s right for him, the way I—” Her expression suddenly changed, from serious to a big smile. She put her hand on her belly. “She’s moving.”

“He is?” They liked switching between the sexes. “Can I feel?”

Juliet put her hand on Clementine’s belly, and Clementine put her hand on top of Juliet’s. They both felt a little movement, a tiny push against her skin, a pause, and then a stronger movement. Two smiles.

“It’s body language from the baby,” Clementine said. “Telling me not to worry.” She settled into the chair opposite Juliet and put her feet up on the low table.

Where were the tears? Juliet wondered. “Aren’t you a little bit upset? The father of your child telling you he is disappearing? Your first great love affair ending?”

Clementine was thoughtful for a moment. “I can’t explain it, but it all feels as though it is happening the way it should. It would have been harder somehow if he was staying around. This is cleaner in a way.” A pause. “Do you mind about this, Juliet?”

“Mind?”

“It’s out of order, isn’t it? You’re the oldest. You should be the one getting married first, having the baby first.”

“Fortunately you’ve ruined everything by having the baby without getting married. Anyway, I don’t think there is some predetermined plan, is there?”

“In nature I think there is,” Clementine said.

“Nothing natural about this family.”

“It will change everything, won’t it?”

“In good ways,” Juliet replied.

“In other ways, too.”

“What was it like, Clemmie?”

“What?”

“Sex.”

“Juliet! You’re older than me. I should have been asking you.”

“What are you talking about?” They spun around. It was Sadie.

“Nothing,” Juliet said.

“Sex,” Clementine told her.

“Can I join in?”

Clementine shut her eyes. “No. I’m never doing it again. It got me into enough trouble the first time.”
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