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			About The Making of Christina

			Interior designer Christina Clemente is caught off guard by an intense affair with her charismatic client, Jackson Plummer. He quickly becomes both the cure to Christina’s loneliness and a surrogate father to her young daughter Bianca.

			When Jackson suggests moving to a rundown farm in the mountains, Christina soon forgets her initial hesitation and absorbs herself in restoring the rambling century-old house, Bartholomews Run, becoming obsessed with solving its mysterious history.

			But while living on the isolated farm, her once effervescent child transforms into a quiet sullen teenager and Christina increasingly struggles to connect with her.

			Because Bianca has a secret.

			And the monstrous truth threatens to destroy them all.
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			To my daughters – may you always be strong

			

		

	
		
			chapter one

			Four Weeks Till Christmas

			Not for the first time, Christina considers how life has narrowed to something she endures. Here she stands on the verandah of the farmhouse in which she grew up, forty-five and living with her mother. Two desiccated women facing an uncertain future with only each other to cling to. The truth arrived like an act of God. It swept through their lives carrying away possessions and experiences, shattering memories, reminding them how temporary and illusory control over life really is. In its wake is guilt. Guilt tattoos Christina with the scars and scabs of a rash that came with the first knowing and never left. A kind of braille blistering over her skin, telling her story. The truth fixes nothing. For one thing, it hasn’t brought back Bianca.

			She can hear her mother shuffling about inside. Imagines Rosa’s hand searching through her personal darkness for the next landfall, gripping the back of a chair or the corner of a table as she charts a tentative course through the house she has lived in for fifty years. In these last twelve months, Rosa has lost her husband Massimo, who buckled under the stress of the trial never to find his feet again, and much of her eyesight as Christina’s tragedy grew to become hers too. Rosa rides grief as if it is a bucking horse, grim in her determination not to be thrown. Christina knows Rosa cannot understand how she allows anguish to trample her so. Her mother sighs and clucks but unlike the old Rosa, the sharp edges of her words have worn smooth. Words, like heartbeats, are finite and long weeks inside a courtroom have used up all of theirs.

			Bianca, who has more to say than either of them, is not here to utter a single sound. She is spilling her words out in some Costa Rican village where she teaches English courtesy of Christian philanthropy. A place chosen as much for its distance as its inadequate telephone services. Bianca communicates via gaudy postcards, which Christina reads aloud at Rosa’s insistence, before sticking them in an untidy row on the fridge. Before she left, Bianca promised she would be home for Christmas but Christmas is only four weeks away and Christina has heard nothing more about it. Perhaps Bianca will return when her students are fluent in asking a passing stranger for the time or when the next bus to the city will arrive. Or maybe not. After all, they both know she owes her mother no common courtesies.

			Rosa calls out from the cool recesses of the house, ‘I hear a car.’

			Christina looks up, shading her eyes. She sees nothing. ‘Are you sure, Mama?’

			‘Course I’m sure. I’m blind not deaf.’

			Walking to the edge of the verandah, Christina sees a cloud of dust rolling along the fence line past Mr Graukroger’s place.

			Rosa cracks open the screen door and turns a milky stare in the direction of the sound. ‘It’s been a long time since we seen our little girl, eh?’

			‘We haven’t heard from her. Wouldn’t she have called?’ Christina’s voice waivers, hope strangling logic.

			The car stops at the edge of their property. A person climbs out to open the gate. Even from this distance Christina can see it’s not Bianca. They might be estranged but her daughter’s halo of chestnut hair, her long easy limbs, the way she covers her mouth when she laughs; details like that are imprinted forever.

			The stranger drives through the paddock gate and shuts it behind them. Turning towards the house, they raise a hand and shield their eyes from the beating sun. Christina feels the gaze lock on her and sinks into the shadows.

			‘It’s not Bianca, Mama.’ The words squeeze out in a panic. She never answers the phone unless she recognises the number. They never have visitors they don’t know. No email, no Facebook, no way to contact her, or use people of a vague acquaintance to find out where she is. It’s safer that way; he has allies.

			‘Maybe we should go inside, Mama.’

			‘Why, Tina? Who is it?’

			‘I don’t know.’ Christina takes her mother’s arm and presses her towards the house.

			Rosa shakes her off. ‘Well is it a man or a woman?’

			‘I can’t tell.’

			The noise of the car climbing the drive brings the geese honking and flapping from the cool shadows of the house. The occupant attempts to shoo them away and the old gander snaps at their hand. Christina hears a woman’s squeak. As she drives closer, her features coalesce into a face Christina thought she’d never see again.

			She sits in the car, as if acknowledging she is trespassing and seeking permission to come closer. Christina focuses her gaze centimetres above the woman’s head, refusing to admit her presence.

			Rosa hollers Italian expletives at the geese and the birds draw back from the car, snapping and hissing, unwilling to relinquish their role as guardians. ‘Can you see who it is, Tina?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Well?’

			Christina cannot believe the gall of the woman. That she would even dare presume to come here. It raises the hairs on the nape of her neck. ‘It’s Sarah Plummer.’

			‘What does she want?’ Rosa spits.

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘You gonna find out?’

			Christina sighs, takes the steps one at a time, in no hurry either to rescue the woman or find out why she is here. She claps her hands at the geese and sends them away. When they are at a safe distance, Sarah Plummer clambers out, running a hand through cropped hair now a dirty grey. She closes the car door and leans against it, casting a wary eye at the geese, which have lost interest and sought the shade of the hydrangeas.

			‘This is a nice place.’

			‘What are you doing here?’ Christina says.

			Sarah digs her hands into her jeans and takes them straight out again, rubbing them down her thighs. She glances up at the house where Rosa stands staring, listening, and back at Christina. ‘It’s so damn hot. Is it possible to sit in the shade?’

			Christina twists her mouth. She spent many years in the opposite corner to this woman. Sarah playing the indignant wife to Christina’s role as home wrecker. Neither of them owes the other a thing. Christina stomps up the steps, leaving Sarah to figure it out for herself.

			Sarah offers a tentative hello to Rosa who responds by going inside, letting the screen door wheeze and smack against the frame. Sitting on the steps, Sarah worries a gold cross back and forth along its chain. With her head bowed, Christina can see the toll this past year has taken on Sarah. Her hair has thinned along the part, the skin stretches around the heavy bone of her jaw. She knows how that feels – to wear your skin so tight it crushes you.

			‘My children have taken this thing with their father very badly. Ashleigh’s out of control,’ Sarah begins.

			The mention of Ashleigh reminds Christina of Anne Rushmore’s words about damaged children. The detective is often in her thoughts; Christina misses her reassuring presence in her life.

			‘Simon, well he’s cut from the same cloth as his father.’

			Christina glares over the paddocks.

			‘Oh I didn’t mean like that.’ Sarah’s hands flutter. ‘I meant hard, uncompromising, well, you know.’ Her smile is grim.

			Christina doesn’t want to hear about Sarah’s pain. She is as much to blame as Christina. Perhaps more so because she was his wife for all those years before. Years when Sarah saw or heard nothing. If she had opened her eyes, acted, stopped him, they wouldn’t be standing here in the scorching summer heat. They wouldn’t even know each other. Christina would be free of the burden of misery.

			‘Josh was the surprise but you may have guessed that.’

			Christina grips her arms by each elbow, stilling the tremor rising through her core.

			Sarah gives a slow nod of comprehension, as if Christina has responded. ‘He was always quiet, to the point of being withdrawn. I assumed, well, that he chose to be that way because it was impossible to compete for centre stage with his brother and father.’

			Christina glimpses through the veil cast by her own anger and despair. Sees the tears spill, tracking along the grooves of the woman’s face. Sarah Plummer is defeated. He has made her old. He has made them both old.

			Sarah shifts on the step, chasing the shade. ‘I assumed it had to be Ashleigh because she’s always been such a handful. The piercings, the tattoos, that awful black lipstick.’ Sarah shudders. ‘When she turned thirteen this violent dark person emerged. She even tried to kill me once, but you probably already know that.’

			Sarah’s appalling confession transfixes her. She keeps talking, assuming Christina shares an interest in the details of her children’s lives. It is hard to believe Sarah thinks their shared experience gives them some sort of sisterhood. All Christina keeps thinking is, Why are you here?

			Sarah continues, ‘Anyway, the point is, I assumed it had to be Ash because she was always daddy’s little girl. Because she was highly strung and unpredictable. She fitted the stereotype.’ Sarah is breathless, exhausted by her words.

			Christina watches her anguish, thinking how right Sarah is. How they were raised in a generation when only little girls were thought of as vulnerable. Before everyone realised how institutionalised and widespread this violence really was.

			‘All the time it was Josh.’ Sarah hunches her shoulder as if this will protect her. ‘I didn’t realise until after the trial when he tried to hang himself.’

			Christina raises her eyebrows.

			Sarah nods. ‘Yes, from the railing in his wardrobe. It’s got this especially high railing because the boys are so tall.’ She draws it with her hands and then drops them to her lap, realising what she has said. ‘Of course you know that.’

			A flush rises up Christina’s neck. Sarah continues, ‘Thank God I got to him before any real damage was done. The alternative doesn’t bear thinking about.’

			Christina swallows against the surge of pity churning in her guts. The mutual destruction of their families is not a good enough reason for Sarah Plummer to come all the way from Sydney to bare her soul. She waits, expecting more.

			The copper pipes shudder and clang as water travels from the outside tank to the kitchen. Christina hears the tap running, hopes Rosa has tested the temperature before scalding herself like last time. She shifts her weight in readiness for a cry for help.

			Sarah Plummer clears her throat. ‘And Simon is living in New York. He cut off all contact after the trial. I tried reasoning with him but he said from now on if anyone asked about his parents he planned to say they were killed in a car crash.’

			Christina rubs her hand across her face, swallowing against the sickness rising in her belly. As if by wishing something true made it so. How like the father is the son.

			Sarah’s voice drops to a confessional whisper. ‘I was only twelve when I met him, you know. He was a few years ahead of me and a surfie; cool. Even at sixteen he had swagger and all the girls at school were besotted with him. When he asked me out, I thought I was so special. Right from the start, I’d do anything for him. Anything at all.’

			Christina shivers and brushes her hands over her arms. The words could be hers.

			‘I fell pregnant when I was fifteen. I didn’t want a baby, I was no more than a child myself. Jackson was so angry, told me I was a stupid slut for getting knocked up. But the thing is, I wasn’t trying to trap him. It sounds incredible now, but at fifteen I didn’t understand how easy it was to fall pregnant. He dragged me around to my parents’ place and told them he’d marry me. They weren’t thrilled but they adored Jackson and at least we were doing the right thing. They offered us the granny flat behind the garage, as if two young kids had any other choice. If they ever heard the fighting, they never said anything. My parents were old school. What goes on behind closed doors in a marriage is nobody else’s business.’

			Sarah rubs the sweat from her palms and stares out over the paddocks shimmering in the afternoon heat. ‘Jackson never hit me but he was often cruel with words. In the first few years of our marriage, he demanded sex every day, even at that time of the month, because he didn’t want to be one of those poor bastards who never got laid again once they were hitched. Those were his exact words. I didn’t like it but I wanted to do the right thing. I can still remember how embarrassed I was hanging the sheets on the line to dry. The stains were so stubborn. What did my mother think?’ Sarah appeals to Christina and Christina can see that vulnerable girl in Sarah’s eyes, still nursing her hurt after all these years.

			But she can’t allow herself to feel sorry for this woman. The possibilities contained in her words make Christina angry. ‘Why did you stay?’

			‘At first because I fell pregnant again and my parents couldn’t exactly take me in, could they? Anyway, where was I to go at nineteen with two kids under four?’

			‘Yes but later, when the boys were older.’

			Sarah shrugs. ‘By then we’d launched TBK and I was useful. I’m good with numbers.’

			It was a fact Christina had heard a million times before.

			‘But the point is, he settled down once we started making money. Life was good. Everything was moving in the right direction. I put it down to him being young and frustrated and blaming me.’

			And there it is – this other version of the story, similar enough but different to the version Christina knows, the one where Sarah is the culprit. She has already spent endless hours trying to reconcile her past with the truth; she isn’t sure she has the energy to go there again. ‘Why are you telling me this?’

			‘I feel so guilty about the kids.’

			The flush on Christina’s neck deepens. ‘But you supported him in court. Every day you and your children sat there sneering. You called me a lying bitch!’

			Sarah’s mouth opens and closes, the words dry in her throat. Christina fights the urge to shake the answer out of her.

			Averting her eyes, Sarah whispers, ‘I believed him. I had to believe him because if you were telling the truth, I had married a monster.’

			The truth hangs there, a belligerent guest, demanding attention.

			A coughing fit rattles Sarah’s body. Duty makes Christina run into the house to fetch a tumbler of water. Leaning against the coolness of the sink, she notices Rosa hiding in a twilight corner by the kitchen window. She opens her mouth to speak but Rosa presses a finger to her lips. Outside, she stands over Sarah’s crumpled figure holding out the glass.

			Sarah sips the water and when her breath calms, she says, ‘You remind me of me. All twisted up inside, eaten away by guilt. Plenty of time on your hands to ask all the questions with no right answers.’

			Christina wonders what Rosa thinks of Sarah’s notion that there are no explanations for what happened to them and recognises what a nonsense it is.

			Sarah picks a leaf off the camellia bush and shreds it down the spine. Studying the pieces, she asks, ‘How’s Bianca?’

			The small flame of compassion Christina feels towards Sarah flares and dies at the mention of Bianca. ‘That’s none of your business.’

			Sarah’s face dissolves into pity. ‘Christina, I have little hair left and what I do have is grey. I’ve lost my appetite and what I do eat makes me ill.’ She rips open the buttons of her shirt. There, where there should be a breast, is an angry crescent-shaped welt. There are two round knobs where her collarbones meet her shoulders; rows of ribs strain against her chest. ‘Mastectomy a year ago, right after the trial. The other one comes off in a month.’

			Stunned, Christina mumbles, ‘I’m sorry,’ turning to where she knows Rosa is listening behind a veil of lace.

			‘Don’t be. I’m not after your pity. I’m here because my time has run out. But yours hasn’t. You must make peace with yourself, Christina, because guilt,’ – here Sarah clutches the scar which whitens beneath her fingers – ‘guilt will destroy you and then he has won.’

			Christina cannot help staring at Sarah’s mauled chest. One breast sags under the wrinkled nipple that once gave life to her children. The other has been ripped from her body, leaving a puckered scar that travels into her armpit. Sarah sits there half naked and unashamed. Christina remembers her when she was an elegant woman in expensive heels with a perfect manicure. That woman would never have stripped to the waist and bared her disfigurement.

			Sarah smiles. ‘I know, I’ve become repulsive.’ Her hand fumbles over the buttons.

			Only when she has finished does Christina breathe again. ‘You haven’t told me why you came here today.’

			Sarah smiles. Christina is sure she can see the red welt pulsing beneath her cotton shirt.

			‘Josh kept diaries. After he tried to,’ Sarah gestures, she will not say the words again, ‘he showed them to me. I could only read a few pages. That Jackson could do that to his own son.’ A sob escapes her lips. She clasps her hand over her mouth as if to catch it. Christina feels a lump rise in her own throat. Too much pain, so much failure.

			Sarah clears her throat. ‘I’ve asked him if he wants to press charges. Josh says he won’t. Not after what he saw Bianca go through.’ Sarah smears her mascara as she wipes away the tears. ‘You’ve survived, Christina. You should be proud of Bianca, she is a brave young woman. After everything he has put you through, that’s worth holding on to.’

			But Christina finds it hard to accept that Jackson’s ex-wife has travelled all the way to Tasmania, ill as she is, to sit on their front verandah and seek absolution for her part in this singular tragedy.

			‘I don’t blame Josh for not wanting to dig over the past, but maybe if he’d said something sooner, we could have helped you.’ Sarah cannot hold Christina’s eye. She searches her pockets for the car keys before realising they are still in the ignition. Struggling to her feet, she walks to the car.

			Christina watches her, unable to think what comfort she can offer this broken woman. 

			Sarah pauses once she opens the car door, swipes against the tears. ‘I’m sorry, Christina, I truly am. But please make peace with yourself. You cannot let him win,’ and then she climbs into the car and rolls down the hill in a cloud of dust.

			Christina watches Sarah open the paddock gate, drive through and return to close the gate. Sarah gives a wave before climbing back into the car, not waiting to see if Christina returns it, then drives away.

			Christina moves into the shade of the verandah, listening to the whining thrum of the cicadas and the cackle of distant hens. Sarah Plummer had no right to come back into her life, to say those things, to bare her brutalised chest. No apology will ever be enough to make up for all the damage Jackson has done, for all that Sarah should have done, for all that Christina did not do. The past is a place she’d prefer never to revisit but it dogs her, refusing to let her go.

			

		

	
		
			chapter two

			Christina stood on the pavement as her boss Oscar squeezed his 4WD into an impossible parking space. It was the only one within cooee of the Plummer’s house and, like a lot of streets in Sydney’s salubrious beachside suburbs, parking was at a premium. She studied the bland veneers of the expensive houses separated by clipped hedges and expanses of glass. The surfwear millionaire wasn’t the only one around here making money hand over fist. In preparation for today’s meeting, Christina had done her research and knew that his company TBK had been bounding up Business Review’s Fastest Growing Aussie Companies list for the past three years. He counted entrepreneurs, fund managers and CEOs as neighbours. Maybe that’s why he was so blasé about leaving his garage door wide open exposing the two Mercedes Benz, the Porsche, the Range Rover and the sunflower yellow Lotus to the passing public and potential thieves.

			Walking down the front path, she caught a glimpse of the sparkling ocean. Two attractive ceramic pots filled with agaves guarded the front door, but those aside, the house was horrible. Christina pressed the doorbell, frowning at Oscar who was poking the end of his pencil into the failing mortar. When the door whooshed open, Christina stepped back in surprise. The man standing before her looked nothing like his corporate headshots. Jackson Plummer was wearing board shorts patterned in pink elephants and an oversized crimson shirt. His blond hair stuck out from his head like a cartoon character that had stuck its finger in an electrical socket, and when he smiled, his whole face crinkled up like a walnut. It reminded her of her father.

			‘Jackson Plummer. Come in. Come in,’ he said, shaking their hands before bounding down the stairs shouting, ‘Coffee?’ over one shoulder. Oscar shot Christina an amused smile and they followed the millionaire down to an open-plan living area carpeted in olive-green shag pile.

			Once Jackson had produced them each a mug of coffee from an expensive-looking machine, he took them on a tour of the house. He entered each room with a flourish, his pride louder than his shirt. A king in his castle, Christina thought. They ended the tour on a vast timber deck. Below, a lawn sloped down to a wooden gate hanging from its hinges. Beyond lay the sands of Forty Baskets Beach. The location, unlike the house and its seventies sensibility, was spectacular.

			‘So you don’t need me to tell you the house is crap.’ Jackson grinned, balancing his empty mug on the handrail, and collapsed into a director’s chair. ‘But this is what I think we need to see.’

			Christina sat too and took notes as he laid out his ideas for the house’s makeover. He spoke with his hands; hands with broad palms, manicured nails and a wedding band that flashed in the sun. Even his feet fidgeted, wiggling inside battered docksiders as he spoke. Jackson Plummer was a man in constant motion and it made her want to be quiet and still.

			Oscar, clearly put out that the entrepreneur had not once asked for his expert advice, injected himself into the monologue. ‘So to summarise, Jackson, you and your wife Sarah want the house to allow space for your three children to grow, to be able to entertain clients and to reflect the relaxed feel of your business. Less seventies chic and more beach culture.’

			Jackson frowned at the interruption. ‘Not just beach. We manufacture snow gear as well as surfwear and next year we’re launching our range of casual apparel. Hello, Princess!’

			A dark-haired child slunk from the shadows of the house and burrowed into her father’s embrace. He stroked the nape of her neck and the little girl’s eyelids fluttered with pleasure. Unbidden, an image of Jamie sprang to Christina’s mind. The way he always clutched Bianca in an awkward A-frame hug, patting her back as if he were burping a baby. It hurt Christina that Jamie could be so unfeeling as to keep his only child at such a distance. Since the split twelve months ago, Bianca needed her father’s reassurance that she was still loveable, that the collapse of her parents’ marriage was not her fault. One thing for certain, Jamie would never let Bianca curl up on his lap as content as a kitten.

			The little girl stayed there, twirling a strand of hair first one way then the other, until on impulse she slipped from her father’s lap and disappeared into the shadows from where she had first arrived. Christina realised that this was the problem with the house – too many hidden corners.

			‘What are your initial thoughts on this, CC?’ Oscar asked, drawing her into the conversation.

			Christina smiled at the two men, wondering if they were even conscious that their body language sent a clear signal that they would never be able to work together. Too much ego between them. ‘The house is a rabbit warren. Opening up the public areas will maximise the natural light and create a flexible living space for the family and entertaining. Using different textures will add warmth so you don’t feel like you’re living in a specimen box.’

			Jackson Plummer grinned. ‘Sounds perfect,’ he said, and she basked in the warmth of his approval.

			A week or so later, Oscar popped his head over her cubicle wall and shared the news. Peterson Partners had won the Plummer contract. Christina was surprised and then embarrassed when Oscar added there was one proviso. Jackson Plummer had insisted that Christina manage the project. As the senior partner, Oscar had every right to have his nose firmly out of joint, but if it was, he had the good grace to hide it. Later, Della reminded her that Oscar Bennett never let anything stand between him and a pot of gold, so perhaps it was less graciousness than pragmatism.

			Whatever the reason, Christina was glad it was she who had to spend the following weeks walking through the rooms of Jackson’s home. She had done as much as she could with her tiny two-bedroom apartment and being unleashed on Jackson’s seaside home was heaven. Together they despaired at the stench of mildew pervading the ground floor and argued over colour charts and fabric swatches as if it were life and death. Jackson railed at Christina’s attempts at economy, refusing to compromise on quality. His natural instinct for design was obvious, although at the time it surprised her. In years to come Christina would tire of Jackson’s need to constantly remind people that he was the creative brains behind TBK and Sarah was the bean counter. How he’d then laugh and, of course, his audience would always laugh with him.

			In all those weeks, Christina only saw Sarah Plummer the once. One day Sarah came home when Christina and Jackson were outside discussing decking options. Christina watched her fling her car keys on the kitchen bench and pour herself iced water from the fridge before leaving the room. Not even a hello. Jackson just shrugged and said, ‘Design makes Sarah’s eyes glaze over.’

			She told Della later that Jackson’s wife was a cool blonde who hid her dumpiness behind expensive linen and high heels. But in a funny way, Christina was grateful to Sarah. Without a third party to appease, Christina was free to help Jackson realise his vision. This was his personal domain, the expression of his achievements. And she was the woman he had chosen to make that happen.

			Around them, builders demolished walls, jimmied up burnt sienna kitchen tiles and lifted the olive green shag pile. Every day Christina and Jackson shared a coffee and the thrill of watching the deconstruction of the house. Working with Jackson was an inspiration. Christina was sure that a part of it was Jackson’s super abundance of charisma. His energy was infectious. He made her feel that she was the linchpin of the project, critical in the fulfilment of his dreams. It was tempting to believe Jackson when he told her how fabulous she was, but she had already noticed that he tended to shine a light on everybody within his orbit. There was a very good chance she was imagining Jackson thought she was someone special.

			As Christina returned to her modest apartment after another long day on site, she reflected that this was another problem with spending so much time around Jackson. Keeping up with his boundless energy was exhausting enough but it had also become an exercise in severe contrasts. For instance, she had spent the day ordering the very best Italian tiles for the bathroom floors at an exorbitant cost per square metre and arguing the importance of fair trade timber with a man who cared less for cost than aesthetics. Now here she was, trudging up the darkened stairwell to her apartment, weighed down by a tired and grumpy Bianca, her school backpack and her own shoulder bag. How she wished she were coming home to a house where the lights were on and the scent of a delicious meal wafted from the designer kitchen. And it was all very well Rosa tut-tutting and saying she should have stayed with Jamie for the sake of Bianca, but even if Christina had stayed, she’d still be coming home in the dark with no better prospect for dinner than scrambled eggs on toast.

			After she’d tucked Bianca in bed, Christina poured herself a glass of wine to steel herself for the weekly chore of sorting the mail. The sight of a window envelope always chilled her heart. It didn’t matter how hard she worked, mortgage repayments, childcare, utilities and groceries absorbed her monthly salary. Opening another envelope, she saw her car rego was due and the insurance premium had risen again. Christina thought of Jackson and the way he bandied about his black American Express at the tile shop. The difference smacked her in the face. Her life and Jackson’s were worlds apart.

			And so it might have continued except that one day something happened that changed everything. She was rechecking the measurements of the narrow walk-in wardrobe off the master bedroom when she heard Jackson arrive. Christina always knew when he was on an international call because he had this habit of talking louder as if his voice would carry across the oceans. She was reading the plans as she walked out to greet him and hadn’t realised how close he was. She walked around the corner and straight into his arms. ‘God! Sorry, Christina. Misjudged that one by a mile,’ he grinned as he shoved the phone back in his pocket and gestured for her to go ahead.

			Christina rubbed her arms to smooth the goosebumps that had risen at his touch. She was mortified by her reaction, grateful that walking in front in some way hid her embarrassment.

			‘What about these wardrobe railings, Christina?’ Jackson had ducked into Josh’s room.

			Christina turned and gripped her clipboard to her chest. ‘Yes?’ It was an accident but she was sure he’d held on to her, maybe just a heartbeat too long. Jackson was a bit of a flirt. It didn’t mean anything.

			Jackson cocked his head, ‘Are you with me? You look like you’re miles away.’

			She blinked and smiled, glad he could not read her thoughts.

			‘I said, can we make the top rails in the boys’ wardrobes higher? They’re both already over six foot tall and bloody Josh is only twelve.’

			She was probably reading way too much into it. Jackson was like her father. One of those guys who could make an old lady with her hair in curlers feel attractive. He wasn’t trying to charm her in particular, that was just his nature. Clearly Christina needed to get out more. She made a note to alter the railing heights.

			Christina revisited the incident as she flicked through the TV channels that night. Bianca had insisted on three stories, Christina had only had the energy for two. There’d been tears. Christina had given in and not for the first time felt the burden of being the centre of her child’s unrelenting attention. The more she thought about it, the more certain she was Jackson had held her when she ran into him. The question was why. Jackson was a wealthy and influential client. Crossing the line would put a lot at stake for both of them, but especially for Christina. Jackson was a married man. She could lose her job.

			Christina and Bianca sat on the floor with their backs against the hallway wall waiting for Jamie. By the door was Bianca’s overnight bag with Bluey Baa-Baa tucked between the handles and one of Bianca’s paintings from preschool Christina had framed for her father. To pass the time, Christina played ‘This Little Piggy Went to Market’ with Bianca’s stubby toes sticking out from their sandals.

			Bianca wriggled away from her. ‘Where’s Daddy?’

			The question set Christina’s teeth on edge. Sighing, she said, ‘He’s late, sweetheart.’ Jamie was always late. He had a casual disregard for the value of other people’s time, coupled with an obvious reluctance to spend any of his with Bianca. ‘Do you want an apple juice?’ Christina offered as a distraction. Anything to avoid the threat of heartbroken tears.

			She sat Bianca at the kitchen bench and whilst her daughter was preoccupied poking her straw at the ice cubes bobbing in her juice, Christina tried to get hold of Jamie. His mobile went straight to voicemail, the home phone rang out. Christina checked the time. She was supposed to be at Jackson’s house in half an hour. Their weekly project meeting with the builder had been shifted to Saturday to accommodate Jackson’s travel schedule. There was no way she could miss it. She tried Jamie’s numbers again, fighting the rising tide of desperation.

			‘Mummy, I need a wee.’

			Christina threw the phone on the bench and followed Bianca to the toilet.

			She helped Bianca pull down her pants and popped her on the seat. Outside she was calm but inside she seethed. Once again, Jamie was so wrapped up in his own life that he had forgotten about Bianca. Why couldn’t he see that even though she was only two, Bianca sensed that she was not important to him. One day she’d be twelve and refuse to have anything to do with Jamie and he’d be asking Christina why. Jamie had put her in an untenable position. She had no choice but to take Bianca with her to the meeting. It was unprofessional to let down a prestigious client at such short notice. Between flushing the toilet and washing Bianca’s hands, Christina sealed their fate: she would take Bianca with her, just this once.

			‘A bridge, Mummy,’ Bianca shouted as they approached the gangplank connecting the footpath to the Plummer’s front door. She pulled Christina across, chattering away about billy goats and trolls. Veering around the skips overflowing with scraps of timber, bricks and broken glass, Christina steered Bianca down the side path to the garden.

			Jackson and the builder had set up camp under the ancient Norfolk pine. Hunched over plans weighed down with a coffee pot and mugs, they didn’t acknowledge Christina’s arrival. She settled Bianca on the grass with crayons and a colouring book before pouring herself a coffee. As had become her habit since the wardrobe incident, she stood at a point furthest from Jackson. Any closer and her mind wandered to the golden hairs springing from his forearms or contemplated how the slight hawkish bent to his nose made him seem patrician rather than calculating. Maintaining a physical distance kept her focused. She tuned into the conversation.

			‘It’s all going to have to come up and be laid properly with a waterproof skin,’ the builder drew his finger over the plans to emphasise his point.

			Jackson tilted back in his chair, squeezing the bridge of his nose. ‘It’s not the money, it’s the bloody time. How many weeks d’you reckon?’

			Christina stayed silent. She’d warned Jackson about downstairs right at the start. Some bright spark had cut corners by laying the original concrete floor directly onto the ground. This allowed the damp through, hence the mildew and the awful smell. It was a specialist job. More to the point, they would have to allow weeks for it to cure before they could continue the works.

			‘Mummy, I’m thirs-ty.’ Bianca tugged at Christina’s shirt.

			Jackson and the builder stopped talking.

			Christina crouched down, shielding her little girl. ‘You had an apple juice before we left home, sweetheart,’ she whispered, tucking an errant curl behind Bianca’s ear.

			‘But I’m thirs-ty.’ Bianca pulled away.

			Christina took her hand, drew her closer. ‘Well, we packed your water bottle and a snack in your bag. Shall we get that?’

			Bianca’s eyes welled with tears. ‘I lefted it in the car.’ Such was her nature that even the smallest incident assumed disastrous proportions. ‘I’m sorry, Mummy,’ she whispered, heartbreak written across her little face.

			Christina enveloped Bianca in a hug. ‘It’s okay, sweetheart. Mummy will pop up and get it in a sec.’

			‘Mummy!’ Bianca’s voice rose another octave.

			Christina contemplated the uphill trek to the car with a reluctant toddler in tow. If she didn’t act quickly, Bianca might have a meltdown. More fool her for bringing a two year old to a client meeting. She could make excuses. Bianca had had a late night. It was hot. And then she felt bad for making Bianca the centre of her poor decisions.

			Out of nowhere, Jackson swooped down and swung Bianca up onto his shoulders. ‘Why don’t you come with me, Missy Moo, and we will find you a nice cold drink of water in the house, hey? If you’re lucky, there might even be ice blocks.’

			Surprised and charmed, Bianca squealed, ‘I’m Busy Bee not Missy Moo, silly!’ Christina watched her swaying on Jackson’s shoulders, clutching fistfuls of hair as they lurched towards the house. She trailed behind, listening to the delighted shrieks and giggles as Jackson pretended to lose his balance and staggered up the hill. But Christina could see he kept a firm grip on those little thighs wrapped around his neck and she couldn’t help but smile.

			Some men just have a way with children, Christina reflected on the drive home. She suspected it had something to do with their ability to tap into their inner child. Her father always loved clowning around, often to Rosa’s annoyance. Then again, with three children of his own, Jackson must have had heaps of experience wrangling mercurial toddlers. Whatever it was, he had secured Bianca’s wide-eyed adoration. Christina could hear her babbling away in the back seat, ‘It was the best play date ever, Mummy. And he says I can visit again, Mummy. Mummy? Please?’

			‘We’ll see.’ Christina smiled into the rear-vision mirror. There was no point explaining to a two year old that Jackson was just being nice, but it did have one advantage. Bianca seemed to have forgotten all about Jamie’s no-show.

			As it turned out, neither of them saw Jackson again for a while. He disappeared to Vietnam for the new season’s production meetings, leaving written instructions for Christina and the builder. At first, Christina was indignant at the lack of notice, before remembering he paid Peterson Partners for her services; he wasn’t answerable to her. It was a firm reminder that at the end of the day she was just another employee. But the house, though loud with demolishing and rebuilding, seemed hollow in his absence.

			It did offer one opportunity though. Motivated by an imagined Jackson, Christina was determined that on his return he would be amazed at how the project had progressed without his steadying presence. That he would see her as a safe pair of hands he could rely upon. She’d learned a lot about managing people observing Jackson, and Christina put it to good use, in turn arguing, cajoling and praising the team to keep them on time and on budget.

			Della told her she was obsessing. ‘Petersons do not pay you enough to work seven days a week, CC,’ she said as she rolled out homemade pizza dough on the marble slab. Friday night was pizza night in the MacAllister household and Christina and Bianca had a standing invitation. Often Mary-Lou and her tribe turned up too, which made for an instant party.

			Christina pureed the roasted tomatoes for the sauce in the Moulinex. ‘That’s not strictly true, Della. I get paid to deliver a project. If I have to work seven days a week to do that, that’s my problem.’ Like her mother always said, you do what it takes to get the job done.

			Della paused in her rolling. She opened her mouth to say more but, for whatever reason, changed her mind. Christina wasn’t fooled though. She knew Della sensed there was more going on here than professional dedication. But what Della always forgot was that she no longer worked. Each night she welcomed home an adoring husband and every day she relished the demands of two young children. Her sister regularly turned up with her three in tow and often with their mother and a little something for morning tea as well. Rosa and Massimo may have been only be a phone call away but as to popping in for a coffee? Tasmania may as well be on the moon. Once she’d tucked Bianca into bed at seven o’clock, Christina was on her own and what else did she have to do but work on the Plummer project? She knew she sounded a bit pathetic, but imagining Jackson’s delight when he saw what she had achieved in his absence went some way to driving out the prickling loneliness.

			And as unexpectedly as he had disappeared, Jackson reappeared. Christina arrived at the house one day to hear his voice echoing around the empty rooms. She rushed to greet him, pleased to be able to share with him the work that had been done whilst he was away. They toured the house, Christina updating him as they went, jotting down his comments in her notepad, her pleasure bubbling beneath the surface. She lifted the painter’s plastic sheeting taped to a doorway and Jackson brushed against her as he passed. But this time there was no apology. Time slowed. They went from room to room, spending too much time in empty spaces, barely pausing in those where the tradesmen worked. It was not a hot day but sweat trickled between her breasts and warmed her thighs. She concentrated on her notes until there was nothing more to add.

			‘Have lunch with me,’ he said.

			

		

	
		
			chapter three

			Passers-by turned to stare at the Mercedes convertible gliding through the traffic. Christina felt self-conscious. No one ever stopped to stare at her in her ten-year-old hatchback. At the traffic lights, Jackson turned up the volume on The Rolling Stones and all anyone who cared to look could see was a crazy blond guy hooting along in his sympathies for the devil as he played the drum track on the steering wheel. Jackson seemed immune to the attention.

			She closed her eyes and felt the sun warm her cheeks. Imagine what it would be like living this life? To be so wealthy that she’d never again have to stress about childcare fees or the mortgage repayments. To be one of those people she read about in magazines who rented a villa in Tuscany for the summer or went skiing in Japan each January. Today’s destination was lovely but not quite so exotic. Not that she had any complaints about Freshwater Beach.

			The sign on the front gate said the graceful timber building had started life as tearooms in the 1880s. The work of local artists hung on every available wall and through the open windows an aqua sea broke in arched waves along the shore.

			‘Mr Plummer, how lovely to see you again!’ The maître d’ fussed around Jackson, snapping his fingers at a scurrying waiter. ‘Show Mr Plummer and his guest to his usual table.’

			They had barely been seated when a platter of bread, olives and a chunk of parmesan arrived at their table. The waiter presented an ice bucket with a bottle of sparkling water to Jackson.

			‘Would you prefer vino?’ Jackson asked, although the waiter had already begun clearing the excess glasses.

			‘No, no, that’s fine.’ Christina assumed he was being sensible because he was driving. He was probably right, best to keep a clear head.

			She ate whilst Jackson shared stories from his recent trip to Vietnam. It turned out he owned a large apartment in a converted colonial building right in the centre of Hanoi. ‘You and Bianca should go and stay there sometime,’ he offered, sliding through the photos on his phone. ‘No one uses it when I’m not there. Sarah hates the humidity.’

			By the main course, he was sharing his vision for the future of TBK. The truth was, most of it went over her head. The numbers were so large it sounded like Monopoly money. But it was a significant shift from the scattered conversations she had with Della and Mary-Lou on Friday nights between the constant interruptions of six kids, and light years from Jamie’s obsessive talk about the state of the Australian music industry.

			By the time the coffees were ordered, Jackson appeared to have exhausted his topic. Christina prepared herself to discuss the comparative merits of various whitegoods or find out if he’d finally decided on a colour for the feature wall in the lounge. What she wasn’t expecting was, ‘Are you married?’

			She’d known Jackson for over four months. It seemed odd to be asking this now. ‘Not any more,’ she answered. The thing was, Jackson and Christina moved in completely different circles. Chances were, the moment this project was finished they’d never see each other again. What difference did her marital status make?

			‘So you’ve just got Bianca?’ Jackson selected a petit four, sniffed it and returned it to the plate.

			Christina nodded, chose a small chocolate and popped it in her mouth.

			Jackson pointed at the plate, indicating Christina could have the second chocolate if she liked. He didn’t need to offer twice. ‘She’s the spitting image of you, isn’t she?’

			If Christina had a dollar for every time someone had said this. She couldn’t see it herself. When she looked at Bianca she saw Rosa. ‘Bee’s actually a lot more like her grandmother. We just have the same hair.’

			‘And you’d be hard-pressed to create perfection twice,’ he winked.

			His flirtation rippled over her.

			Jackson drained the dregs of his coffee, signalled for two more. ‘It must be hard being a single mum. Do you get much downtime?’

			Christina laughed. ‘Socialising isn’t exactly high on my agenda.’ Although Della was always offering to babysit. Nagging her to take some ‘me time’. ‘Book a facial, go to a movie,’ she’d say. But the thing was, visits to the beautician or a trip to the movies cost money.

			‘Doesn’t your ex have her on weekends?’

			Christina shifted under Jackson’s scrutiny. She made it a policy not to badmouth Jamie and never in front of Bianca. The last thing she wanted to be was one of those bitter and twisted women who constantly bitched about their ex. However, there was a big difference between badmouthing and glossing over the truth. How could she admit to a man like Jackson that she’d married an aspiring rock star? So she kept it simple, saying, ‘He works shifts so he sees her when he can.’

			‘More fool him. He’ll live to regret that decision.’

			Christina wasn’t sure about that. It did, however, narrow the opportunities for Jamie to be a bad influence.

			‘Maybe one day you’ll meet Mr Right and you can have more little carbon copy CCs,’ Jackson laughed, signalling for the bill.

			Christina blushed. If she had the emotional and economic security a man like Jackson offered, she might very well be the mother of a tribe of children. But she kept her response neutral. ‘It’s hard being an only child when you’re growing up. I used to beg my parents for a baby sister. People think you’re spoilt but I’m not sure that’s true. For Bianca’s sake I wish she had a sibling.’

			Jackson leaned forward and laid his hand alongside hers, whispering, ‘Your ex is an idiot.’

			Christina crossed her legs, fiddled with her coffee cup, vain attempts to squash her feelings. Please God he hadn’t noticed. It had been that long since she’d had sex, it was clouding her judgement. The last time was with a blind date Della had set up. From the moment Christina had split up with Jamie, Della had smothered her with dinner invitations and play dates for Bianca with her daughter Izzy. Della found Christina’s loneliness unbearable. Anyway, the date was a failure. Maybe it was because she and Jamie had only been separated for six months and it was too soon. She only slept with the guy out of pity, for him or for her she wasn’t sure, but it wasn’t a huge success. He was cute and far from incompetent, so it must have been her fault. Or maybe it was because the last time she had had sex with Jamie, ever, was before Bianca was born. Their marriage was already dead by then. Twenty-eight years old and she’d been laid twice in three years. Pathetic by anyone’s standards.

			‘Do you have any brothers or sisters?’ she blurted out, crossing her legs against desire.

			Jackson leaned back in his chair. ‘An older brother, Teddy.’

			‘Are you close?’

			‘When we were kids we were. We surfed together most days. It was actually Teddy who started the business. Back then, he was a screen printer and he used to make these pretty cool T-shirts he’d flog at the markets.’

			Christina nodded and waited.

			‘Sarah was pregnant with Simon and I was holding down three jobs trying to keep body and soul together. I needed to make some serious moolah. Anyway, a couple of the local surf shops wanted to stock his shirts and Teddy was like, “Yeah, whatever, mate.” Here he was sitting on a potential goldmine and he was blowing it up in smoke, literally. Drove me nuts.’

			‘So what did you do?’

			‘You can’t work with someone who’s half cut all the time. There was this huge gap in the market, ours for the taking, but to Teddy it was just dope money. So in the end I bought him out, replaced him with some kids straight out of college. Our boys had started school by then so Sarah came on board and together we took TBK from the garage to the world.’

			Jackson’s story had the smooth delivery of being often told. Christina wondered what else was going on. ‘What happened to Teddy?’

			Jackson waved away her question. ‘When he’s not surfing, he’s sitting on the front porch smoking dope and solving the problems of the world with the old man. They’re both pissheads, they deserve each other.’

			It sounds like harsh judgement to Christina’s ears. ‘And your mum?’

			Jackson stared out over the ocean. ‘Shirley racked off years ago. Couldn’t stand the mean old bastard for another second so she packed up and left us to it.’

			Christina followed the line of his gaze to where surfers bobbed on the swell, thick as summer flies. It was the first time she’d seen Jackson be less than charming. There was a whole other story here, one where Jackson had been hurt.

			The faraway look in Jackson’s eyes disappeared. ‘Yeah well, I see Teddy does all right. He’s got nothing to complain about.’ He snapped open the bill and signed the chit.

			Christina regretted the awkward end to the conversation. She’d read somewhere that successful people often came from unhappy backgrounds, that this was what drove them. It was clear that Jackson’s childhood had been far from perfect, but then without it, would he be the man he was today?

			She excused herself and went to the bathroom. ‘He just wanted someone to have lunch with,’ she pouted, applying her lipstick. She spritzed perfume and smoothed her skirt, unable to contain the deep sigh of frustration. ‘You’re such an idiot, Clemente,’ she told her reflection, ‘he’s a client.’ She walked out of the restaurant feeling that she had regained her composure, but as she fastened her seatbelt Jackson placed his hand over hers and whispered, ‘Can we go somewhere private?’

			Fumbling for her keys, Christina worried how tidy her flat was and when she’d last changed the sheets. As the key turned in the lock, Jackson reached around her and pushed open the door, kicking it shut behind them with his heel. Before Christina knew what was happening, he had wrapped his arms around her and his mouth melted into hers as he kissed her again and again.

			Her reaction shocked her. She had expected an urgent, rough coupling that rubbed hard at the nub of desire. Not this. Not slow kisses that squeezed her throat shut and forced her breath out in shudders. Her eyelids fluttered open and she saw he was staring at her, the blue of his irises eclipsed by the pupils. She let the curve of his body anchor her to the cool wall, inhaling the intoxicating scent rising off his skin.

			She was so aroused that tension screamed inside her. The loneliness and longing swirling between them felt so real she could reach out and touch it. Jackson’s mouth against hers filled her body with waves of sticky heat. Her legs trembled, anticipating his bare skin pressed against her, the contour of his muscles, the moment when he would be inside her. She struggled against the urge to rip off her clothes and absorb him into her like rain on a parched earth.

			He pressed his elbows beside her head, his expression agonised, his breath coming in short rasps. Christina waited for him to kiss her again and, as she waited, the air cooled.

			‘I have to go.’ Jackson pushed off the wall and raked his fingers through his hair.

			‘What? Why?’ Christina clutched her blouse together at her breast, aware now of how her skirt skewed around her waist, that her thighs were slick from where his fingers had been.

			‘I can’t stay,’ Jackson said as he tucked his shirt back into his jeans.

			‘But you can’t go now!’

			Jackson groaned. ‘Oh God, don’t do this to me, CC. I want nothing more than to fuck you inside out but we can’t.’

			‘What do you mean we can’t?’

			‘This will never work.’ He rubbed at his eyes with the heels of his hands. ‘Don’t you understand? This is so wrong. People who don’t deserve it will be hurt, you included.’ He touched her face, his eyes shiny with tears. ‘I’m an all or nothing kind of guy, CC. If we sleep together, it means I’m putting my whole life on the line for you.’

			Christina had thought no further than hot sweaty sex with this man and now he was standing there, his cheeks wet with tears, talking of something much bigger. She went to touch him but Jackson recoiled. ‘Don’t, CC, please. This is hard enough.’

			Shocked and humiliated, she buttoned her blouse and straightened her skirt. Searching for a skerrick of dignity, she said, ‘What do you want from me, Jackson?’

			He kissed her hairline and placed his forehead against hers. ‘Don’t be mad, darling girl. Can’t you tell I’m crazy about you? I think I’m in love with you. And I so want you to feel the same way about me, but . . . this way I’ll just hurt you.’

			Her throat was too swollen and rough with emotion to answer. She trembled with the effort not to cry.

			Jackson rubbed his thumb over her bottom lip. ‘I’m going now. You need to think this through, okay? I know I’m asking a lot of you, CC, but if you’re sure you want this too, I promise I’ll be back.’ He kissed her forehead and turned to leave. At the door he paused. ‘We’d be fantastic together, CC, you do know that, don’t you?’ A grin shadowed his face and he vanished, his footsteps echoing in the stairwell.

			The downstairs door clicked shut but Christina kept listening, hoping he’d return and say he’d made a mistake. Her body ached from his touch, his scent wafted over her when she moved. She traced his passage over her hips and between her thighs. All she had wanted was to be naked and consumed by him; instead he had left her wound up tight with misery. She slid to the floor, desperate and empty.

			In the days and weeks that followed, that afternoon haunted her. In the darkness of her bedroom, she wished the hands pleasuring her were his. It wasn’t about Jackson, she told herself, he was just the first guy she’d been attracted to since Jamie. Lack of sex had made her frantic. But oh how her insides ached, tormenting her, and in her heart she knew the torment would stay until Jackson soothed it away.

			Jackson said he didn’t want a casual fling but how could it ever be more? It was easy to say that he was the one contemplating adultery, not her, but he was also right when he said that innocent people would get hurt. To avoid the issue, she scheduled her site visits around when she knew his routine took him away but replayed his voicemail messages over and over. He never referred to that day. He’d said the choice was hers. If she wanted him, she could have him, but she had to take all of him, in the full knowledge she was party to the sin. Her decision.

			Christina sang Bianca ‘You Are My Sunshine’, tucking the covers around her and smoothing her curls when she was done. She kissed Bianca on her darling little nose, kissed Bluey Baa-Baa’s nose too, and reminded herself of her priorities. Life came with no guarantees. If Jackson was around for a while and then gone, how would Bianca feel? She’d always been determined that Bianca would not grow up with a series of ‘uncles’. A discreet fling was one thing because it could be conducted without Bianca’s knowledge. A relationship? All good reasons to stay away from Jackson Plummer. The risks were too great. But all her good intentions came to nothing. It began with the late night phone calls.

			‘Hey CC, what are you doing?’ No hellos, there was no need. No one else ever rang after nine. No one else had that low easy drawl.

			‘Not much. I’ve just put Bee back to bed. She had a nightmare and now I’m watching the news.’

			‘She okay?’

			‘Fine. Just shattered after a day with Jamie. He never remembers her nap and she ends up overwrought. But she can sleep in tomorrow.’

			‘Mmmm. Ashleigh’s snuggled in bed with me. We were watching a movie but she’s passed out. And she weighs a ton.’

			Christina smiled at the image of father and daughter snuggling under the doona.

			‘Anything exciting on this weekend?’ 

			‘Not really. Bee has her swimming lesson on Saturday morning. What about you?’

			‘Sport all day Saturday. Sarah and I drive halfway across Sydney for those bloody kids. Friends are coming over for lunch on Sunday. We’re going to test out that new deck of yours,’ he chuckled.

			She held her breath, so alive to him she wanted to scream.

			‘I miss you, CC,’ he whispered.

			Christina’s heart thudded in her ears.

			‘Did you hear me, CC?’

			‘Yes,’ she whispered, ‘I heard you.’ And hung up before she said something she might regret.

			For weeks this went on, although it felt like an eternity. Christina kept her promise. She never rang Jackson and she was never alone with him on site. But night after night, she lay in her bed, edgy and disappointed. Jackson had switched on something inside her. She tried her hardest to ignore it but it seemed staying away from Jackson only served to make him loom larger in her imagination.

			Christina welcomed Christmas with Rosa and Massimo, as much for the opportunity to spend time with her parents as the chance to escape. The Plummer project was finished. Whilst she and Bianca spent twelve days caught up with life on the farm, the Plummers would be enjoying the festive season in the lavish and tasteful home of her creation. Christina and Jackson had no reason to see each other, nothing more to talk about, and she would be free. She returned to Sydney in the new year hopeful and determined that life would return to normal.

			She hadn’t counted on Jamie though. Bianca returned from her father’s one day looking completely miserable.

			‘Busy Bee, why the long face?’ she asked as Bianca folded herself onto Christina’s lap and concentrated on rubbing her hair between her fingers.

			‘Sweetheart?’ Christina untangled the hair and held Bianca’s fingers still.

			Every time Bianca spent time with her dad, she came home in a mood. Jamie’s schedule was chaotic and the lack of routine upset her. Now aged three, Bianca had a better sense that her father had no idea what to do with her. From Christina’s point of view, she thought Jamie tried either too hard or not at all. Whichever way it played out, after one of her visits, Bianca retreated to her bedroom, finding her centre by chatting to her dolls or humming tunelessly as she drew. Being that little bit older seemed to have made Bianca more aware of the tensions between her parents and increased her anxiety.

			Bianca squirmed and sighed. ‘I hate Summer.’

			Today had been hot. Christina ran her hands over Bianca, checking for signs of sunburn or a temperature. ‘Are you thirsty?’ she said, reaching for a glass of water on the side table. Bianca shook her head.

			‘She smokes and I’m not a baby,’ Bianca’s forehead creased with indignation.

			Summer was a person. A person Christina had never heard of. ‘Who’s Summer?’ she asked, her tone conversational, her heart murderous.

			‘Daddy’s girlfriend.’

			Now this was news and news Christina would have preferred to have heard straight from Jamie. Biting back her irritation, she said, ‘Well I’ll talk to Daddy. She’s not allowed to smoke around you. But she’s nice otherwise?’

			Bianca kicked at the chair leg – kick, kick, kick – Christina held her, waiting.

			‘We made peanut butter cookies but they got burnt.’

			‘You and Daddy?’

			‘No. Me and Summer.’

			‘So where was Daddy?’

			Bianca shrugged. ‘With Vince.’

			Vince from the band, the band Jamie persisted in believing was on the verge of its big break.

			Christina hugged Bianca tight, glad she was safe, but the urge to protect burned hot inside her, fuelled by Jamie’s wilful neglect. No one but Jamie would leave his small child with a complete stranger whilst he waltzed off somewhere. Anything could have happened to Bianca. God knows what other filthy habits this Summer had.

			Christina lifted Bianca to her feet. ‘C’mon, Bee. Let’s run you a big bubbly bath.’

			As Bianca stripped, Christina swooped on her clothes, depositing them straight into the washing machine. She shook the contents of Bianca’s overnight bag on top and threw in Bluey Baa-Baa as well. Adding a liberal dose of nappy wash, she turned on the machine then washed Bianca from head to toe, ignoring her complaints.

			To make up for Jamie’s neglect, Christina read Bianca The Gruffalo a third time without being asked and finished it even though Bianca was already asleep. Tucking her in, Christina retreated to the kitchen and poured a generous slug of wine. She was sick to death of Jamie. He got away with paying no child support because he was paid cash for gigs and the guitar lessons he taught. He’d never turn down a gig but he was more than happy to abandon Bianca at short notice. Other men had serious jobs and were still better fathers. There was Della’s Tony, an investment banker, and Mary-Lou’s husband Brian was a paediatrician yet managed to be hands-on to three boisterous girls. She’d seen Jackson and the way he was with his little girl. All at once she felt overwhelmed by the injustices of life. Poor Bianca, missing out on what other children took for granted. Tears slid down her cheeks as she admitted to herself she was lonely. For the twelve days at Christmas, Rosa and Massimo had spoilt them rotten, then they had to come home to this. Not for the first time, Christina wished her parents lived in the next suburb instead of Tassie. She was sick to death of how hard it was doing everything on her own.

			That’s all it took for her to call Jackson. Christina picked up the phone and dialled his number. He answered on the second ring. She poured her heart out, he listened. ‘Take a day off work tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I’ll come round.’

			She didn’t so much step over the line as charge over it.

			When Jackson walked in the next day carrying lattes and patisserie éclairs, the coffees went cold and the cream from the éclairs ended up smeared between her breasts. He talked dirty whilst he explored her body, creating fantasies about where they were and who was watching. It was a bit weird at first but when he laughed at himself, she laughed too. Unlike Jamie, he wasn’t interested in black lace and suspenders; he wanted her naked beneath her clothes, always available. ‘It turns me on,’ he said, ‘knowing I only have to run my hand up your skirt to find heaven.’

			Week after week, she dripped with desire, desperate to see him again; curious to find out what Jackson had dreamed up for their next encounter. One day it was a roll of black plastic and a bottle of olive oil. Another, she watched her first porno movie. The ménage à trois made her squirm but she still went down on him like he asked as he played it again.

			One day he arrived empty-handed. She wore a sundress with no bra, acutely aware how her dark nipples showed through the thin fabric, aroused when she saw him noticing. He slid the shoestring straps from her shoulders, kissed the top of her breasts, rested his hands on her hips and rocked her into him. He whispered in her ear what he wanted her to do. She flushed and shook her head no, unable to meet his gaze.

			‘It’ll bring us closer,’ he whispered in her ear. ‘It’s a sign you trust me.’

			‘I can’t,’ she said but her resolve was weaker than her ardour. Jackson persisted with his kisses but stayed above the dress line, hands firm on her hips, rocking her, persuading her, arousing her until she submitted.

			‘Can I leave my dress on?’

			‘No.’

			Her hands shook as she wriggled out of the dress and reluctantly let it slide to the floor. Her skin tingled as Jackson appraised her body. For weeks he had pushed the boundaries of what pleasured her. Sex with Jackson was electric, but this request made the shyness return. Naked, she climbed onto the bed and, unsure how to start, she fussed with the pillows.

			‘Spread your legs, I want to see everything,’ Jackson said.

			She did as she was told. Embarrassment made her shiver with goosebumps, he fully dressed at the end of the bed whilst she lay naked before him. In a low voice he guided her hands over her body, instructing her, his voice mesmerising. Her cheeks burned with desire but she wanted him inside her, not left to finish by herself. He kept her coiled tight, playing with her body under his direction. She was desperate to climax in the hope he would then come to her. When she did, it was a frustrating hollow spasm. Christina felt exposed and curled away from him. Jackson lay down beside her and stroked her spine.

			He kissed her earlobe, whispering, ‘I knew you would do that for me.’

			Christina turned to him and strained for a kiss but Jackson pulled away. Taking her hand, he led her into the bathroom.

			Running the shower, he drew her into the warm water. He soaped her breasts, ran slippery hands over her stomach, pressed into her until she ached with wanting. Leaning against the shower wall, she arched her back, willing him inside her. Jackson turned her around and soaped her neck and shoulders. His hands slid down her back and over her buttocks, prising her legs apart. Christina arched, a silent yearning for him to take her. When he did, she screamed. ‘No!’

			‘Shush,’ he whispered, covering her mouth, smothering her shock and pain. ‘Shush,’ he said again as if quietening a frightened child. He pushed further into her and to her surprise, the pain soon eased. All the time he kept whispering how good she felt, how hot she made him, and she came when he did.

			Despite having been married, Christina didn’t know if this was what normal couples did. She had never had a proper boyfriend at school. She was too shy to do much more than kiss. The boyfriend before Jamie had turned out to be gay. Christina had been his attempt at figuring that out. Needless to say, the sex had not been worth mentioning. Jamie came along and he was so cool. Everyone said they were such a good-looking couple. Up until now she had thought their sex life had been fine, not part of the reason they’d split up, although Jamie’s antisocial hours and boozy habits often meant they were ships in the night. But sex with Jackson was a whole other experience. He was pushing her out of her comfort zone, challenging her to understand what her body was capable of. It was scary and thrilling and it was the best sex she’d ever had.

			But one question gnawed at her. Christina didn’t know how to ask Jackson and kept putting it off. Finally, on a day he had surprised her with a purple dildo, she built up the courage to ask. ‘Have you ever done this stuff with Sarah?’ She gestured to the dildo but she meant all of it.

			Jackson laughed. ‘Never. I told you, Sarah’s a cold fish. You, on the other hand, are a natural.’

			Of course, she was flattered and his compliment had a powerful impact on her. Christina couldn’t recall Jamie ever telling her she was good in bed. Not beyond the ‘That was great, babe’ kind of comment. Nothing that ever went further than skin deep. Whereas one word from Jackson and she knew she would do everything he ever asked of her. She would be the woman who brought him pleasure.

			She never shared the details with Della. Partly because it was an intimacy too far and partly because Christina knew Della disapproved. She made it clear right from the start that she wanted no details of Christina’s relationship.

			‘You’ve never even met him. Why don’t you like him?’ Christina pressed her.

			‘Because he’s married and he will hurt you.’

			Christina laughed. ‘Don’t worry, Della. It’s not like that.’

			Della gave her a sorrowful look. ‘All I want is for you to be happy.’

			‘I am happy, Della. Jackson is the best thing that has ever happened to me.’

			Della handed her a glass of wine, her fingers lingering on the stem, reluctant to let go. ‘Can’t you see? It’s the wrong kind of happiness.’

			

		

	
		
			chapter four

			Four Weeks Till Christmas

			The day after Sarah’s visit, Christina wakes, her head heavy from another restless night. She dreamed of when she first met Jackson and thought he was the best thing that had ever happened to her. How he had put her up on a pedestal and she had been foolish with happiness. Della had been right, the wrong kind of happiness. 

			She blinks and groans, forcing her feet to the floor, escaping her bedroom as soon as she’s dressed. In the kitchen she makes a thermos of coffee and grabs a bread roll before heading out to the ute. She drives up to the top paddock where the heifers have pushed through the fence and escaped onto the common. This part of their property is shaded in the mornings, giving her plenty of time to fix the fence and herd the cattle back in before the sun comes around.

			As she works, she reflects on yesterday’s revelations. Last night, Sarah’s words haunted her dreams but in the twist of her imagination, Bianca hung from the wardrobe railing, not Josh. She woke gasping for air, knocking a glass of water from her bedside table where it stained the floor.

			Grabbing the mallet, she bangs first one and then the other star post into the earth, threading the wire through the holes. She searches through the footwell of the ute for the wire strainers and a box of clips. How could Sarah even suggest Christina make peace with herself when there are so many opportunities to reflect on what might have been. Wishing she had never met Jackson slips into if only she had never met Jamie – an impossibility because without Jamie there would be no Bianca.

			She takes an almighty swing and pounds another star post in as far as it will go. The effort rocks her back on her heels and she staggers downhill a few steps before pausing to regain her breath. In a cruel twist, without Bianca there would never have been a Jackson. She understands that now. It was always a two-for-one deal.

			Christina twists the wire strainers around and around, her muscles burning as the wire tightens. When she was little, Massimo insisted she help him fix fences. She’d bustle about him, bursting with self-importance. Not once did she realise, as she ballooned her cheeks with the effort, that Papa was doing all the work. He just liked her company. She releases the clip and tests the tension with her thumb. Papa would have been proud.

			Madness lies too in thinking about arts college where she met Jamie and qualified as an interior designer. Christina was good enough to win a coveted graduate placement at the uber-stylish Peterson Partners. Whilst working there she met Jackson, but then again, she also met Della. Thank goodness for Della. Without her friendship, Christina and Bianca would have had nowhere to hide.

			Christina throws the dregs of her coffee on the dirt and piles the tools in the tray of the ute. Striding to the top of the rise, she seeks out the tan and white rumps of the cattle, wondering how co-operative they’ll be about returning to their paddock. She follows their wet tracks through the grass, watches the sun cast the hills in gold. She should take a picture but she no longer owns a camera and the camera on her cheap mobile is rubbish. Bianca does. She bought a digital for the trip. Before she escaped to Costa Rica, Christina asked her if she could take a photo, a keepsake in her absence. Always a reluctant subject, Bianca moved at the exact moment Christina clicked the shutter. In the photo two images of Bianca shadow one another, a frowning spectral vision staring out from the fridge.

			The photos from their life at Bartholomews Run still nag Christina – not the ones they found in Jackson’s drawer, she tries to never think of them, but the proper ones. Where did they all go? Not that it matters any more, or more to the point, as if there is a damn thing she can do about it. Either Jackson threw them away in a vindictive rant or the police kept them as evidence. She longs for photos from happier times, the ones that still withstand the scrutiny of hindsight. Bianca as a baby, the school portraits with gappy smiles and the annual photo on Santa’s knee. Christina opens the gate and herds the cattle through. Photos from when Bianca’s eyes were still lit with innocence.

			Bumping down the hill to the house, Christina parks the ute in the shed and heads back to the house. As she knocks the mud from her boots, the familiar melody of her father’s favourite Christmas carol drifts out on the breeze, bringing with it the clearest of memories. Christina can see her father, his full belly straining against his good shirt as he dusts off the LP of Italian Christmas carols, the one with a younger, thinner Pavarotti on the cover. The careful way he laid the disc on the turntable. How he’d cradle the arm of the record player on his little finger before laying the needle on the vinyl. Hand to his heart, Massimo would join Pavarotti in singing ‘Tu scendi dalle stelle’ – you come down from the stars. By the last bar, Massimo’s eyes were always shiny with tears. Not last Christmas, though; last Christmas the house was silent.

			‘Hey, Mama,’ Christina shouts as she follows the music into the lounge. There she finds Rosa sitting in her favourite armchair and on her lap is the transcript of the trial, bound with red ribbon. Christina stops, watching her mother pat the rhythm on the stack of pages as she sings. The transcript belongs on the chest of drawers in Christina’s bedroom collecting dust. That her mother has trespassed is not new; Rosa doesn’t believe in personal boundaries, but what does Rosa want with the transcript? Then Christina remembers Rosa struggles to read at all any more and her English was never good enough to read a legal document.

			Nevertheless, ‘What are you doing, Mama?’ she says.

			Rosa maintains her rhythm. ‘Not much. I was thinking about Christmas.’

			Christina lowers herself onto the hard-backed chair near the window, her eyes stuck on the transcript. ‘Christmas is weeks away.’

			Rosa shrugs her economical one-sided shrug, ‘Because it will be nice having Bianca home again.’

			How can her mother think this? When Christina thinks of Christmas, all she sees is three damaged women sitting around a table piled with too much food and nothing to say to each other. Like last Christmas. The mere thought fills her with panic. What if Bianca doesn’t return? What if Rosa’s dogged faith that Bianca will be here is misplaced? Christina searches for a gentle way to temper her mother’s optimism. ‘I know that’s what she said originally but it’s hard to tell from her letters whether she still plans to be back in Australia by then.’ Letters she calls them, as if a few sentences scrawled on the back of a postcard are anything but a placation.

			Rosa nods along to the Christmas carols. Christina’s stomach growls but she is not leaving Rosa nursing the transcript until she knows why her mother has taken it from her bedroom. Recycling here is a besser block incinerator. That’s what she should have done with it the moment the solicitor sent her a copy. After the trial, a trial from which she was largely absent, she thought reading it would fill in the gaps, help her to understand the full extent of what had happened to Bianca, explain why she ran away. That this would be the way to bring Bianca and her together again. But the moment Christina signed for the parcel, she regretted her decision. The transcript has sat on her chest of drawers ever since. It warms her to think she could snatch it from her mother’s lap and within minutes the transcript could be floating grey ash. Perhaps Rosa is thinking the same thing. The problem is, it’s not Rosa’s decision to make.

			The song ends. Rosa threads her fingers back and forth along the red ribbon, as if testing its resistance. Over the hiss and crackle of the old disc, she says, ‘So have you read this?’

			‘No,’ Christina licks sweat from her upper lip. ‘I’m not sure I want to.’

			Rosa shrugs. ‘Then don’t.’

			Typical of her mother’s black and white view of the world. On, off. Yes, no. Read it, don’t read it. How is it possible she is related to Rosa, she who worries every little problem raw? ‘I don’t know, Mama. I thought it might make things clearer, give me some sort of closure.’

			She regrets the choice of word as soon as it leaves her lips. Closure, a word the counsellor bandied about in every single session Christina attended. After Jackson’s arrest, Christina and Bianca went to counselling every week. Anne Rushmore said it would be a good idea, to help manage the stress and the guilt. Bianca seemed to benefit, becoming on good terms with her counsellor, Jocelyn. She of the harem pants, wrap-around cardigans and cow eyes. Christina knows she should be grateful to Jocelyn, and in a way she is grateful to her for supporting Bianca through the awful hell of giving her testimony. But there is a part of Christina still angry at a system that denied her that role.

			Closure. Although the trial was little more than a year ago, people expect her to have moved on. As if grief works to a timetable and that as the calendar clicks over to a new year and a new page, Christina is magically freed. She suspects, no she knows, her mother is in this very camp.

			‘Since Bianca left, you’ve done nothing but mope about the house sighing like some,’ Rosa twirls her hand above her head, searching for the right word in English, ‘drama queen. So melodramatic.’

			Christina recoils from the sting of Rosa’s attack. ‘That’s not fair, Mama.’

			‘Nothing is fair, Tina. But what you gonna do about it, hey?’

			Rosa’s once penetrating gaze might be milky but her words are not. ‘I’m your mother, Tina. You cannot fool me.’

			Christina’s arms burn. The rash flares. The urgent need to scratch makes her clench her hands to protect herself. She says, ‘Bianca worshipped Jackson when she was little, and why wouldn’t she? He was a better father to her than Jamie ever was. She loved him because I loved him. This is all my fault.’

			Rosa trembles, ‘You should hear yourself.’

			‘Jackson is spending the best part of the next fourteen years in gaol, Mama. Society has judged him a bad man so he must have always been a bad man, right? But I was happy once, he was good to me. Can you imagine how that feels?’ Her hand spans her chest, repressing the sobs that threaten to double her over, but that is not what stops her speaking. When the perfect bauble of their life burst, the sharp fragments buried themselves deep inside her. Happy memories cut her to shreds. ‘If only we’d never gone to Bartholomews Run.’

			Rosa thumps the transcript down onto the coffee table and strides towards her. Christina flinches as Rosa bends down and lifts her under the armpits as if straightening a broken child.

			Rosa holds her there, her voice swollen with yearning. ‘No good comes from living in the past, Tina. You can’t change it. You must reconcile the truth with your heart.’

			Christina sobs. ‘I’m frightened I’ve lost her, Mama.’

			Rosa’s eyes slide to the transcript. ‘You have, or who she was.’

			Christina’s hand folds against her cheek as if Rosa has slapped her. Hearing these words out loud give them an awful truth. ‘What if she never forgives me?’

			Rosa steps back sharply. ‘She promised she’d be home for Christmas. Bianca always keeps her promises.’

			Christina sits on the coffee table next to the transcript. She is so very tired. Her mind will not leave her alone. If it were not for the farm, for the need to keep going, for this stubborn old lady and her failing sight, Christina is certain she would not have survived the past twelve months. ‘What’s wrong with me, Mama? Why didn’t I see what was going on, what kind of man he really was?’

			Rosa takes the other end of the coffee table. ‘I don’t know, Tina. Five years is a long time to see nothing.’

			‘I thought he was so wonderful. I believed everything he ever told me. Did I choose not to look? I don’t know. I can’t explain it. Why was I so stupid?’

			Rosa reaches out for Christina’s hand and squeezes it tight. ‘Your father and I love you with all our hearts, Tina, you know that, si?’

			Christina nods. Although as a child maybe her mother’s way of showing love made less sense than Massimo’s generous indulgence. The moments Rosa squeezed Christina’s hand are few and far between. Far fewer than Christina needed.

			Christina sighs, her voice small and tired. ‘I just wanted to be happy. Like everybody else.’

			‘Then there’s your answer.’

		

	
		
			chapter five

			One minute Bianca was posing outside the gates on her first day at big school with her new uniform swamping her tiny frame and the next she was waving goodbye to her mother without even a farewell kiss. Christina took last year’s school portrait off the fridge and compared it to the one that had arrived home in Bianca’s schoolbag. She loved the way the gummy smile and the baby teeth had given way to gappy smiles and two enormous front teeth Bianca had yet to grow into. She peels another photo off the fridge, this one of Bianca, Christina and Jackson riding the rollercoaster at Funworld, hair everywhere, arms in the air and faces captured mid-scream. Bianca must have been about four in that one. It’s not just in looks that Bianca has changed. She used to be quite clingy, a real Mummy’s girl. Now’s she’s into everything. Ribbons for swimming, ribbons for athletics. Gymnastics after school on Fridays. Credit where credit was due, Jackson had a lot to do with it. In the few short years they had been together, he’d been a big influence on Bianca. He really challenged her to be the best version of herself. Truth be told, he had the same positive effect on Christina. The only fly in the ointment was that he wasn’t around full-time, but Jackson had made it clear right from the start that leaving Sarah whilst the kids were still at school was not an option, so Christina had learned to live with it. Happiness had its price.

			Not to say she didn’t enjoy their girl time. Especially this year because Christina had negotiated to leave work early two days a week so she could pick Bianca up from school rather than sending her to after-school care. Bianca was thrilled; she hated care.

			Christina waited for Bianca outside the Year 3 classrooms. The poor Year 3 children had drawn the short straw when it came to classrooms, getting the hot demountables with inadequate airconditioning. Bianca didn’t need much persuading that they should detour via the beach on the way home.

			Christina stood in the shallows up to her knees watching Bianca catching the small waves with her boogie board and making sure she stayed within the flags. A group of teenage girls ran past carrying whip-thin boards, wetsuits dangling from their narrow waists.

			They zipped up each other’s wetsuits and, tethering their boards to their ankles, ran into the surf further up the beach. Christina watched them paddle hard against the break. They rode the crests of some waves, others they pierced with the tips of their boards before spitting out the other side. Once past the break, the three girls straddled their boards, chatting and laughing, until united by some instinct they lay flat, heads turned, anticipating the rising wave. They paddled fast, first one, then the other, finding their place in the water. The smallest girl jumped to her feet, shifting the rails of the board along the wave until she was gliding down its surface. One girl dropped out, falling behind the wave as her friends twisted and turned until the wave sank beneath them and dropped them in the shallow water. They stood, tossing their hair out of their eyes, droplets of water fanning out from them as if they were mermaids rising from the deep.

			‘I wish I could do that. It’s so cool,’ Bianca said, her boogie board bobbing at her feet.

			Christina tousled her hair. ‘They’re a lot older than you, Busy Bee.’

			‘No they’re not!’ Bianca dug her toes into the sand, her mouth a tight line. ‘I’m nearly eight.’

			Christina regarded the stubborn figure beside her. No was so much easier to say than yes. Her face must have looked just like Bianca’s when she was a similar age and Rosa said no to her latest desire. Papa was the yes man. Yes, she could learn to ride a horse. Yes, she could help him fix the fence. As it was, Christina didn’t learn to cook until she left home because Rosa never let her in the kitchen. That she might be behaving like her mother was enough for her to relent. ‘Maybe Jackson can teach you.’

			Bianca’s face lit up. ‘Will he?’

			Christina had no idea but she said, ‘It doesn’t hurt to ask. He’s home for dinner tomorrow night, why don’t you ask him then?’

			The moment they arrived home from school the following day, Bianca flung her backpack on the kitchen bench and set about her chores. Christina didn’t even have to remind her. She unpacked her lunchboxes, finished her homework and set the table for dinner. Then she disappeared downstairs into the communal garden, returning with a jumble of flowers she arranged in a vase. Christina stifled a smile. Bianca was certainly no slouch in the sweet-talking stakes. When the kitchen clock ticked closer to seven, Bianca kept an eye on the front door, waiting for the echo of footsteps in the stairwell. At the sound, she rushed to let Jackson in.

			‘Hello, Busy Bee!’ Jackson swept Bianca into his arms and twirled her around. She kissed his cheek, rubbing her nose afterwards to stop the tickly itch. When he let her down, Bianca picked up his briefcase and carried it two-handed down the hall, the leather bag banging against her calves. Jackson raised an eyebrow at Christina. She shrugged and smiled, returned to peeling potatoes, thinking that Jackson’s children must have been equally obvious in their desires at Bianca’s age. He shed his jacket and kissed her before helping himself to an Indian tonic water out of the fridge. Christina pushed a bowl of pistachios across the counter and fetched another bowl for the shells. Bianca wiggled onto the bar stool next to Jackson.

			Jackson cracked a nut between his teeth. ‘How was your day, Bianca? Did you make the boys cry?’

			She giggled, drawing the word ‘No’ into a long dismissal.

			Christina rolled her eyes, thinking, Here we go again.

			‘A good-looking kid like you? Are the boys at your school all deaf, dumb and blind?’

			‘I’m only seven and three-quarters, Jackson,’ Bianca reminded him, eyes solemn.

			‘Never too early to start practising, Busy Bee.’ Jackson signalled the end of the familiar routine by shaking the ice to the bottom of his glass and pouring in more tonic.

			Bianca brought a lock of hair to her lips before realising what she was about to do and dropped it. A casual conversation at school about how someone’s cat had to have an operation to remove a massive hairball had disgusted Bianca and she was now trying hard to break the habit. Drawing a deep breath, she worked up her courage and asked the question she had been dying to ask since Jackson arrived. ‘Can you teach me how to ride a surfboard?’

			Jackson snorted tonic out of his nose and Bianca’s face, tight with expectation, collapsed in confusion. Christina handed Jackson a paper towel and glared at him as he dried his face and blew his nose. She held her palm out to retrieve the used towel and inclined her head towards Bianca.

			Clearing his throat, Jackson said, ‘Surfing is much harder than it looks you know, Bee. It takes dedication and resilience, not to mention lots of practise. There’s no wussing around, you know.’

			Bianca nodded.

			Jackson examined her from head to toe. ‘You’re only a little thing. The sea could snap you in two if it wanted. Are you sure you’re up to this?’

			‘Yes!’ Bianca pleaded. She gripped her pyjama pants so tight, her knuckles turned white.

			Jackson knew how to play his audience. He let the silence build. Bianca’s forehead creased further with anticipation. Christina rubbed a cloth over and over the same spot on the kitchen bench.

			Jackson cracked a nut between his front teeth and spat the shell into the empty bowl saying, ‘Well then, answer me this. Can you swim fifty metres freestyle?’

			‘Yes!’ Bianca erupted.

			He held up a finger. ‘Can you swim fifty metres freestyle without stopping?’

			‘Yes!’

			Surprised, Jackson turned to Christina. ‘Can she really?’

			Christina nodded, biting back a smile.

			Jackson made a show of digesting this information. Poor Bianca’s eyes were as round as saucers.

			‘Right then,’ he said. ‘Have you ever gone bodysurfing?’

			Bianca’s shoulders fell. ‘No.’

			‘Ah. But you’ve got a boogie board, right?’

			Hope lit up her little heart-shaped face.

			Jackson sucked in his bottom lip, as if weighing up Bianca’s answers.

			No longer able to fight the urge to intervene, Christina said, ‘She’s a good swimmer, Jackson.’

			He waited a heartbeat longer than comfortable before saying, ‘Okay, we have a starting point.’

			Bianca shrieked and jumped from her stool, knocking them both off balance. A grin spread across Jackson’s face as she hugged him tight.

			‘First things first, Bee,’ Jackson said, pushing her out to arm’s length so he could look her in the eye. ‘We’ll get you catching waves properly on your boogie board but you have to promise me you’ll practise when I’m not around. Now here’s the thing. A private lesson with an instructor will set you back about seventy bucks an hour and you’ll probably need between five and ten lessons before you can catch a wave confidently. That adds up to somewhere between three-hundred-and-fifty and seven-hundred bucks.’ He expelled a low whistle.

			Bianca frowned and glanced at Christina.

			‘I’m just saying that it’s a big investment of my time, Bee. At my hourly rate, you couldn’t afford me.’ Jackson laughed. It was moments like this Christina could quite cheerfully kill him.

			‘So I’ll make you a proposition,’ Jackson continued. ‘I will give you five lessons as your birthday present. Does that sound like a good deal?’

			Bianca’s expression said it all. This was a luxury beyond their means. She had asked for too much.

			‘It’s all right, Bee,’ Christina rushed to reassure her. ‘Jackson is saying yes. He’s just joking about the money.’

			Uncertainty mapped Bianca’s face. Then Jackson scooped her up, saying, ‘Yes, I will teach you to surf. Okay?’ Relief replaced Bianca’s frown with a grin. Christina wished that just once Jackson could say yes to something without turning it into a major production. But he hadn’t in almost five years and probably never would.

			He was true to his word though. Every second Saturday Jackson gave Bianca a surf lesson. They began on his old Mal, a nine-and-a-half foot fibreglass shell, chipped and dented, the wax grey with wear. Bianca fidgeted as Christina restrained her curls in a ponytail and rubbed sunscreen into her shoulders, longing to wriggle free from her mother’s grasp. Every time Christina released Bianca, she battled down the fear that something might go wrong. She trusted Jackson but the opaque sea and what hid inside it scared the life out of her.

			Jackson and Bianca walked into the water either side of the board, steadying it with their fingertips. As the water deepened, Bianca jumped higher and higher, sucking in her ribs as the cold sea slapped her chest. Jackson held the board steady and she clambered on. She gripped the board with both hands, digging her toes into the waxy surface. A wave broke over them, turning the bounce of Bianca’s curls into a slick tail. Jackson slipped in behind her and paddled out. Up and over the gentle swell they glided, Christina’s heart leaping and falling with them, until they reappeared a long way from shore.

			Jackson let wave after wave pass until, with no visible cue that Christina could see, he paddled hard and jumped to his knees. His weight centred the board as it torpedoed towards the beach in an unbroken line. As the shore loomed, the wave broke and Bianca disappeared into the foam. Christina stood at the wet edge of the sand and gripped her elbows. The board shot up, Bianca clinging on, her shrill laugh mingling with the screech of seagulls. Jackson waded behind, his face cracked by a giant grin. The wave abandoned them to the shallows and Jackson nudged Bianca off the board. She ran the rest of the way to Christina.

			‘Did you see that, Mummy?’ Bianca shrieked. ‘Mummy, did you see me? I caught a wave.’

			Christina dropped to her knees. ‘I thought you might get the death wobbles and fall off. Did you swallow any water? You’re okay, aren’t you?’ She ran searching hands over her daughter’s skin.

			‘Hey, Bee, that was fantastic.’ Christina flinched as droplets of freezing water fell on her bare back. She looked up at Jackson. ‘Isn’t she amazing? I can’t believe how brave she is.’

			Jackson shrugged. ‘I took it easy on her. I didn’t want to frighten her first time out.’

			Christina realised how gauche she sounded and nodded. ‘So what now?’

			Jackson held a hand out to Bianca, ‘We go again. Are you ready, champ?’

			Bianca scrambled to her feet and followed Jackson back into the water. Christina stayed on shore and watched, snapping the odd photo on her phone to share with Rosa and Massimo later. It was such a perfect afternoon.

			One day, as the summer waned, Jackson stood on the shore and surveyed the water. Bianca tore off her shorts, fidgeted as Christina applied sunscreen and tied her hair in a loose plait. Set free, Bianca ran and stood next to Jackson, slipping her hand into his, squinting up at him as he stared out to sea. On the sand lay a short board that used to belong to one of Jackson’s kids. It was now Bianca’s. She was one step closer to being a girl in a wetsuit with sun-bleached hair.

			Jackson dropped to his haunches. He talked to Bianca in a low voice and gestured towards the horizon. Bianca smiled and stuck out her skinny chest. Her body language said, yes, I can do this, but Christina wondered whether Jackson expected too much of her.

			‘I’m gonna take her out the back and then I’ll pop her on a wave and she can ride it into shore,’ he said over his shoulder.

			‘Do you think she’s ready?’ Christina wished that she could ask this without sounding like an overprotective mother, but she did worry. Despite thinking she was grown up, Bianca was still very much a little girl.

			Jackson squeezed Bianca’s hand. ‘I’ll look after her. You trust me, don’t you, Bee?’

			Bianca fidgeted as fear wrestled with excitement.

			‘What if she falls off?’ Christina joined them, resting a protective hand on Bianca’s shoulder.

			‘I’ll be right behind her,’ Jackson said, grabbing the board. Christina held on to Bianca a moment longer before she grew impatient and tugged herself free.

			Unaccustomed to the smaller board, it took Bianca three attempts before she made a wobbly stand. Each time she cartwheeled off the board, unused to its light, whippy nature. Each time she got back on and let Jackson tow her out. And each week Christina asked her if she was sure she wanted to keep going. That she was only little and had plenty of time. That she shouldn’t feel pressured in the face of Jackson’s incessant enthusiasm. But week after week, fresh and determined, Bianca took to the water, until one day she rode a wave all the way to shore, her face split wide open by a grin. Christina grinned too, though she cried as well, foolish with pride.

			A few weeks later, when summer was a memory, they arrived at the beach to see that a breeze had sprung up. It ruffled the water’s surface and sent spray arcing in rainbows that danced above the waves in the afternoon light. Bianca rode a wave to shore, her arms flapping like seagull’s wings in an effort to keep her balance. She waved to Christina before paddling out again. Christina burst with pride, marvelling at how brave Bianca was compared to her. She’d never get on a board. She preferred the stability of riding something with four legs.

			The water swirled sand around Christina’s feet until she was buried up to her ankles. She dragged her feet from the sucking sand, uncovering an orange translucent shell. Picking it up, she slipped it into her pocket to give to Bianca later.

			The breeze grew snakier, whipping Christina’s hair across her face. In minutes the temperature plummeted as the southerly blew around the cliffs on its way up the coast. Christina was freezing. She wished Jackson and Bianca would come in. She trudged up the beach and fetched a jumper, squinting against the spray. The wind picked up towels and sent stray umbrellas freewheeling along the shore. Stragglers zigzagged over the sand, attempting to capture their belongings. By the time she returned to her shoreline vigil, Jackson was yelling at Bianca to paddle hard onto a wave. It was the biggest messiest wave of the afternoon.

			Her take-off was rough. The board skittered along the wave and Christina prayed that Bianca realised it was too dangerous to stand up. The wave overtook her, lifting her high towards its crest. Joyous moments earlier, Bianca registered something was wrong and turned to Jackson.

			‘Stay down, Bee. Stay flat,’ he yelled, the wind carrying his words to Christina. Jackson cut through the water, motioning to Bianca who did as he said. The ebbing tide revealed a ditch of sand that sucked the waves down and churned them into a seething crescendo of white foam. As the wave broke, it dragged Bianca into the ditch, the water hissing and spraying in every direction. Bianca disappeared; her eyes squeezed shut and her mouth an O of horror. Christina waded through the water, seeing nothing but white sea. The board rocketed skyward, breached and fell, spinning to the shore. There was no sign of Bianca.

			Jackson had already caught the next wave and was barrelling for the shore. Bianca still hadn’t come up for air. Christina screamed, ‘Bianca! Bianca!’ as she sieved the water with her hands, straining the sea for her daughter.

			Jackson yelled, ‘She’s over there,’ and waded away from Christina.

			Bianca’s hair streamed around her like kelp, her arms and legs thrashed, but she did not or could not raise her head. Jackson grabbed the back of her wetsuit and hauled her to the surface. Mouth agape, Bianca flapped her arms as if they were billows forcing the oxygen into her lungs.

			‘Help her, Jackson, help her!’ Christina screamed.

			‘Calm down!’ he snapped, kneeling in front of Bianca. ‘Breathe, Bee, breathe,’ he kept repeating, his hands wrapped around her waist, holding her steady against the panic. In a ragged tearing of air, Bianca dragged in a wheezing lungful, spluttering confirmation that she had survived.

			‘Get some water,’ Jackson shouted.

			Christina rushed up the beach and fetched a bottle. Jackson forced Bianca’s head back and washed the salt water from her mouth. She struggled against him, arched and coughed as she tried to push him away. Jackson pulled her to him, telling her she was okay.

			‘My chest hurts,’ Bianca wailed.

			‘Shush, little Bee, it’s all right. You’ve just been dumped. You’ll be okay.’ Jackson rocked her whilst Christina hovered behind them, her fingers itching to take Bianca from Jackson. She tucked a towel around Bianca’s shoulders to protect her from the cold and held her hand. It was enough to make Bianca reach out for her mother and slide into Christina’s embrace. Christina made an apologetic face at Jackson as she bundled Bianca into her lap, soothed by the solid warmth of it as Bianca pressed against her.

			By the time they made it home, Bianca’s first dumping had become a life and death experience in which Bianca had triumphed over a merciless ocean. Her throat was raw from the salt water and she still complained that her chest hurt, but Jackson had convinced her that she was the victor in this age-old battle of man versus nature. Christina gripped the steering wheel tight, her anger growing as she listened to him selling Bianca this new version of the story. Bianca was only halfway up the stairs when Christina erupted.

			‘She could have been killed,’ she seethed at Jackson.

			Jackson slammed the car boot, harder than necessary, though his voice remained light and reasonable. ‘Don’t be stupid, CC. She got dumped, that’s all.’

			Christina stood between Jackson and the steps, demanding that he take her seriously. ‘She could have broken her neck. She could have drowned. I don’t want her doing this any more.’

			Jackson pushed past her, bounding up the stairs. Christina’s arm pulsed from where he had shoved her. She looked up to see Jackson and Bianca staring down, hair stiff with salt, shoulders rosy from the sun. Christina swallowed and trudged after them.

			Christina waited until Jackson left before she tried reasoning with Bianca. The trouble was, they were both so easily persuaded by him. They needed to be alone to break his influence. She found the pearlescent orange seashell in her pocket and hid it in her fist. ‘Guess which hand, Bee?’ Christina said, holding out two fists. Bianca’s eyes lit up. She went back and forth, paralysed by choice. Christina nudged the correct hand forward and Bianca took the hint. Christina opened her palm and Bianca pounced on the shell. Wetting her lips, Christina said, ‘You don’t have to keep surfing just because Jackson says, sweetheart.’

			The smile left Bianca’s face. She shoved the shell in her pocket. ‘Jackson says you can’t call yourself a real surfer unless you’ve been dumped at least seven times.’

			‘Seven times! I don’t think I could go through this afternoon even once more, Bianca.’

			‘But it’s the only way I’ll get good. Jackson says you can’t give up just because something is hard.’ Bianca’s voice rose at the end of the sentence, pleaded for her mother’s understanding.

			Christina recognised the stubborn defiance on Bianca’s face and knew she had lost the battle. It was Rosa all over again. There was no point pushing further.

			It was never the same after that day. Going to the beach ceased being a family outing where Bianca and Jackson surfed whilst Christina read a book. It shifted to the pair of them creeping out of the house before dawn for an early surf before school or grabbing a quick wave before dinner. One Saturday afternoon when Christina felt under the weather, they took off without her, telling her to rest up. Shivering under a pile of blankets, she told herself she should have gone too. Dragging herself into the kitchen, she threw some ingredients into the slow cooker. Jackson and Bianca did not return until the first star rose in the sky. Their feet patched with sand, their hair wild from the sea, they devoured takeaway fish and chips at the kitchen bench, reliving their afternoon whilst the slow cooker simmered fragrantly in the background.

			Christina watched their banter, burying her sense of exclusion. The feeling reminded her of her school days when her supposed friends needled her for refusing to behave like them. Christina had no desire to drink, smoke or curry favour with the boys. She didn’t want to sneak out her bedroom window on a Saturday night so she could hang at the park and drink grog stolen from parents’ liquor cabinets. She didn’t want to be with the boys who only liked girls long enough to disappear into the bushes or the back seat of cars. The uncanny way teenage girls had of making inclusion feel like exclusion felt exactly like this. Christina suspected this revealed an ugliness inside her. After all, she had encouraged Bianca to develop a close emotional bond with Jackson, as a surrogate for the relationship she should have had with her father. But Christina had not anticipated their intimacy would shut her out. She could not have it both ways. Her petty jealousy shamed her.

			

		

	
		
			chapter six

			It was easy for Christina to hide her moments of jealousy from Jackson and Bianca because she loved them both. More to the point, Bianca was lucky to have Jackson, who did so much more for her than her own father did. Christina overheard Bianca one night, as she sat on Jackson’s lap watching TV, telling him she loved him. Christina stopped folding washing to hear his reply. Jackson kissed Bianca’s forehead, saying, ‘I love you too.’ She was so grateful they had such a good man as part of their lives.

			It made a stark contrast to the way things were between Bianca and Jamie. Ever since Jamie had announced that Summer was pregnant, there had been a definite shift in their relationship. Bianca still saw her father, when it suited him, but the bedroom defined as Bianca’s had become the nursery. She now slept on the fold-out bed in the sunroom, the drying socks and discarded furniture moved to make room for her. Christina confronted Jamie about this and all he could do was shrug and say, ‘you know what pregnant women are like, babe.’ And although Christina appreciated the child-free time, she put up no resistance if Bianca ever refused to stay over, and when she did, Christina dreaded what stories Bianca would tell on her return.

			Christina left work early one Friday afternoon and headed to Della’s via the bottle shop. She arrived to hear the familiar shouts and laughter from the backyard as the kids made the most of the pool. She rushed out to say hello to Bianca, who had spent the previous night at her father’s. Not brilliant, being a school night, but Bianca hadn’t seen her dad for ages and had said yes to the invitation.

			Christina knelt in front of her squirming child and gave her a massive hug.

			‘Stop it, Mummy, you’re tickling me.’

			Christina held her a moment longer to reassure herself, disguised it with a kiss.

			‘Mum!’ Bianca demanded.

			Smiling, Christina released her and watched her run off to play with Izzy and Tom in the pool.

			‘Here, this will cure what ails you.’ Della thrust a glass of shiraz into her hand.

			‘Thanks, Dell. What’s been happening?’

			Della fetched salad ingredients from the fridge, set up a chopping board and fussed over selecting the right knife from the wood block. Christina slid onto a bar stool and watched the kids through the leaves of the vine-laden pergola. After letting Della prep salad as if there were points in it, she prodded her again. ‘Well?’

			Della bit her bottom lip, the knife poised over a cucumber. ‘I saw Jamie today.’

			‘Lucky you.’

			‘Yeah.’ Della half smiled and concentrated on deseeding and dicing the cucumber.

			Christina took a sip of wine. ‘And?’

			‘And he dropped Bianca at school this morning,’ Della said over one shoulder as she popped outside to pick some mint.

			‘Sure.’ Christina shrugged. ‘Bianca stayed over at Jamie’s last night.’ Her hand strayed to her collar, making sure she’d concealed the bruises of Jackson’s appetites. Six years and he still made love to her with an urgent passion. That was one benefit of their arrangement: no time to grow tired of the everyday. ‘Was Summer with him?’

			Della stopped chopping. ‘How many weeks is she now?’

			Christina rolled her eyes. ‘No idea. Not my problem. Stick to the point.’

			Della went to say more but seemed to think better of it. Taking a large sip of wine, she said, ‘He was riding a motorbike. One of those big noisy ones you can hear coming from half a mile away.’

			‘Oh.’ Christina took a piece of pita bread and dipped it in Della’s homemade baba ganoush. Funny how Jamie could afford a motorbike but couldn’t afford to pay maintenance. ‘Where was Bee?’ She bit into the bread, relishing the way the garlic and lemon blended with the creamy eggplant. Too good.

			Della stared at her. ‘On the back of the bike, CC.’

			‘What?’

			Della turned her palms up. ‘Exactly that.’

			Christina frowned at Della. ‘But Jamie can’t ride a bike.’ Once she’d seen Jamie on a bike. At the farm. On the quad bike.

			‘He has L plates,’ Della added, raising her eyebrows to emphasise the significance of this piece of information.

			‘Is it legal for a nine year old to ride pillion when you’re a learner?’

			Della shrugged.

			Christina didn’t know either. ‘But Bianca had a helmet on.’ A statement because surely Jamie wouldn’t be stupid enough to let Bianca ride pillion without a helmet.

			Della glanced at her through her fringe. ‘Yes, but it didn’t seem to fit properly. It looked like an adult helmet.’

			‘Jesus.’

			‘Precisely.’

			The implications assumed graphic proportions in Christina’s imagination. If some frantic mum in a 4WD had rear-ended him, at best Bianca might have been thrown clear. At worse, Christina shuddered. ‘Did you say anything to him?’

			‘I couldn’t. He came via the Pacific Road entrance. I didn’t even realise it was them until Bianca took off the helmet. She’s pretty hard to miss with those titian curls.’

			‘She could have been killed.’ The thought coiled and settled in Christina’s gut.

			Murderous shrieking and splashing erupted in the garden. Startled, Christina shot out to the terrace and checked the state of play in the pool.

			‘You’ll talk to him about it?’ Della grabbed a Spanish onion from the bowl, catching Christina’s eye.

			‘Yes, of course. I’ll call him tonight when Bee’s asleep.’

			‘Why not do it now, whilst Bee’s busy? Get it over and done with,’ Della pressed.

			This was the way their friendship always worked. Christina prevaricated. Della acted on instinct and damn the consequences. After growing up with Rosa, Christina hated shouting and arguing. Della thought a good stoush helped clear the air. She saw it as her job to push Christina into action, to stand up for herself instead of always trying to find a way to keep the peace. Poor old Tony might spend his days managing billions of dollars but at home he kowtowed to Della without a murmur.

			Tom dropped a bomb in the deep end sending an arc of water raining down on the sunbaking girls. Screaming death threats, Izzy and Bianca chased him around the pool. Tom scrambled to escape but Bianca was too quick. She caught him and shoved him in the back. He toppled sideways into the pool, grabbing Bianca’s arm as he went. Bianca splayed backwards, falling into the water after him. Neither resurfaced and Christina was about to yell Enough! when up bobbed Bianca. One hand covered her mouth, catching her laughter, the other twirled Tom’s swimmers over her head. She flung them into the peppercorn tree whilst Izzy hooted and stamped out a victory dance on the sidelines.

			‘Idiots.’ Della chucked Tom a towel to protect his seven-year-old modesty. She waited until he had run back to revenge himself on the girls before continuing their discussion. ‘She wasn’t wearing protective clothing either. Just her summer uniform and the helmet.’

			School uniforms designed to cool little bodies in summer, not protect them from skidding along gravel at sixty kilometres an hour. Christina thought of all the times she’d come off horses at half that speed and worn the scabby grazes as badges of her foolhardiness for weeks.

			‘Dinner’s in ten minutes, you lot. Get dressed, please,’ Della yelled into the backyard.

			The girls ran through the house, screaming and laughing on their way upstairs to Izzy’s bedroom. Christina bit back the nausea, saving her fury for when she got home.

			‘What the hell were you thinking, Jamie? Oh, silly me, you weren’t thinking, were you?’ Christina’s anger had had plenty of time to fester between dinner at Della’s and Bianca’s bedtime. Now it boiled over. She had no need of Della in her corner tonight. Christina was furious.

			‘I know how to ride a bike, babe. I’m not an idiot.’

			‘Ooh no, I think you’re wrong there, Jamie. Only an idiot takes a nine year old on the back of a motorbike with no helmet and no protective gear. Are you trying to kill her?’

			‘That’s not fair, CC, she was wearing a helmet.’

			‘Della, from two hundred metres away, could see that helmet was too big. Not much use if she’d smashed into the ground headfirst, Jamie.’ The words soured Christina’s stomach.

			‘I’m careful.’

			‘Ha!’ Christina thought she heard Bianca stirring and went out onto the back stairs. ‘You’re not careful, Jamie. A careful father would not put his daughter’s life in jeopardy in the first place. Careful is caring so much about her wellbeing that you would never dream of letting her ride on a motorbike, no matter how many layers of protective gear she’s wearing because everybody knows, everybody but you, Jamie Davies, that riding a motorbike is incredibly dangerous.’

			‘Not if you know what you’re doing.’

			Even without being able to see his face, years of trying to reason with Jamie made his reaction all too familiar to Christina. He’d be leaning against the bench, arms folded across his chest, a nonchalant cross of the ankles, and he’d be wearing that smirk. The picture fuelled her anger.

			‘Christ, Jamie. In case you hadn’t realised, this isn’t actually about you, it’s about our daughter. You know, the one we’re both supposed to cherish and keep safe?’

			‘I do, CC.’

			‘What? Leave her with Summer whilst you’re off playing rockstars with Vince?’

			Silence.

			‘Well?’ Her heart beat so hard it felt like it was trying to escape her chest. Reasonableness was a distant idea abandoned the moment Jamie answered hello. What she didn’t expect was for Jamie to bite back.

			‘You know what, CC? I’m sick to death of your rules,’ Jamie shouted down the phone. ‘Bianca is my daughter too and how I choose to spend the little time you let me have with her is my business. You treat me like I’m the worst father in the world but you have no idea how bad some blokes are. I love Bianca. And as much as it kills you to admit it, you know she loves me too.’

			‘You’ve got a funny way of showing it.’

			‘Oh for fuck’s sake, CC. You’ve disappeared so far up Jackson’s arse you can’t see daylight any more.’ Here he put on a falsetto voice. ‘Oh, Jackson’s bought Bianca a new bike for her birthday. Jackson’s taking us to the Gold Coast for the Easter holidays.’

			‘Which is more than you’ve ever done for her,’ she hissed.

			His words stung. If for one minute Jamie had managed to inject genuine affection into his relationship with his daughter, Bianca might not strive so hard for his approval but her father was oblivious to her naked yearning. It broke Christina’s heart how hard Bianca tried. It would be better for all of them if Jamie just gave up the pretence that he cared.

			‘Fuck you, CC! You can’t tell me what to do with my own daughter in my own time.’

			‘The bottom line is she’s not safe with you, Jamie. That you can’t see that is the real issue here. You don’t deserve to have a daughter.’

			With that she slammed down the phone, vowing that from now on she would make it as difficult as possible for Jamie to be alone with Bianca. And then Jackson made the decision that made it nigh on impossible for Jamie to see Bianca at all.

			

		

	
		
			chapter seven

			By the time their seventh anniversary came around, Christina had loved Jackson for so long and in such desperation that the twinkling possibility of achieving her heart’s desire seduced her. Not once did she stop to think, Why now? Never did it occur to her that agreeing to Jackson’s plans might extract such an intolerable price. To her perennial shame, she relished her victory.

			Jackson had taken his sons Simon and Josh to the Mentawi Islands for a boys’ own surfing adventure. Three weeks in which Christina received not a phone call, a postcard nor any indication whatsoever that Jackson’s proclaimed last-ditch attempt to bond with his sons had been a success or a failure. The only communication she’d had was an SMS message telling her he would be home Friday. If he had remembered it was also their anniversary, he had failed to mention it.

			Those three weeks had scraped Christina hollow. The enforced silence frightened her, allowing her insecurities, normally soothed by Jackson, to rise to the surface. What if he repaired the bond with Simon and Josh? What if distance made him realise their relationship was nothing more than a petty dalliance that really had dragged on for far too long? What if he decided that in the end he could never leave Sarah? This was the fear that shouted above all others.

			By the day of Jackson’s return, Christina had worked herself into a state of high anxiety. Over the years she had shut out the women with whom she would have normally shared every obsessive thought. Her distance from Rosa was as emotional as it was physical. Della, well, she had never wavered from her stance of disapproval over Christina’s relationship with Jackson, and Christina didn’t see enough of Mary-Lou to feel comfortable sharing those kinds of confidences. Over time, Christina had developed the habit of saying as little as possible about her relationship with Jackson. Alone, with all her fears bottled up inside her, she waited for his return. She sat in the afternoon light of her lounge room, watching the digital clock in the kitchen tip over the minutes and then the hour. The shadow of the jacaranda tree had travelled from one side of the room to the other by the time she heard the sound she had been willing into existence.

			As the key scraped in the lock, Christina raced down the hall. She flung it open to be greeted by a crazy crinkly smile and a ridiculously large bouquet of flowers. All her doubts evaporated in Jackson’s arms as he pulled her close and kissed her like a thirsty man.

			‘Honey, I missed you so much,’ he declared once they paused for breath.

			‘Me too. Come inside quickly.’ Christina needed the reassurance of his skin on hers to confirm that nothing had changed between them.

			‘Happy anniversary.’ Jackson thrust the flowers at her.

			Christina pulled him down the hall, abandoning the flowers and their clothes in their fervour.

			Afterwards, they lay in a tangle of sheets, Christina gazing up at Jackson from where her head rested in his lap. She felt languid and sated. The prickling uncertainty was gone, rubbed smooth by Jackson’s insistent attentions. Never still, Jackson reached for her again.

			Christina batted away his hand. ‘Don’t do that! School pickup’s in ten minutes.’

			‘Ample time,’ Jackson grinned and rolled her off his lap.

			She drew him into her, let her head fall back over the edge of the bed and relished the thrust and pull of desire. When Jackson moved inside her, there were never any doubts, no fear gnawing at her hollow edges. Always, at such times, she knew Jackson belonged to her.

			Their lovemaking had made Christina late for school pickup but she spotted Della hanging out under the giant camphor laurel in the school playground. Bianca and Izzy dangled upside down on the play equipment. Christina first apologised to Della and then told Bianca, ‘Jackson’s back,’ and in an instant Bianca swang to the ground and raced to collect her schoolbag from the pile jumbled near the steps.

			They arrived home to find Jackson slick from the shower arranging the rescued flowers in a vase. Bianca raced ahead to claim first cuddle. He swept Bianca into his arms and pulled her ponytail, saying, ‘Hey, Busy Bee, break any hearts today?’ Bianca shook her head in a fit of giggles and Christina laughed at the pair of them. Although Bianca kept growing taller and taller, in every other way she was young for ten. Still more than happy to be indulged with cuddles and tickles when many of her friends were developing the haughty indifference they would use to shield themselves through their teenage years. Christina was grateful Bianca wasn’t like that. As far as she was concerned, the longer Bianca stayed a little girl the better.

			Jackson tested Bianca on her spelling words whilst Christina fixed pasta. She caught his eye and smiled as much for the pleasure of this renewed domesticity as for the aching reminder of him every time she moved. Over dinner he regaled them with tales from his holiday. Bianca smiled though she pushed her olives into mounds on the plate, concealing them under a roof of penne better than she concealed her disappointment. Jackson had told her this was just a trip with a bunch of old mates but Christina could tell the exclusion hurt. Bianca was jealous.

			When she caught Bianca stifling a yawn, Christina seized the opportunity. ‘C’mon, Bee. Bedtime.’

			Bianca slumped in her chair. ‘Oh, Mum, do I have to?’

			‘Yes. Teeth, toilet, bed.’ Christina shooed her from the room with one hand and cleared the half-eaten plate of pasta with the other. ‘You’re not hungry either?’ she said, picking up Jackson’s plate and taking the stack to the sink.

			‘Sorry, CC, but I ate on the plane.’

			‘Mummy!’ Bianca yelled down the hall.

			Christina turned to Jackson. ‘Why don’t you tuck her in tonight? She’s missed you and she’s put out that you didn’t take her with you.’

			‘Really?’

			‘As far as Bianca’s concerned, she’s your surf buddy. I think she’d be even more offended if she knew you took Simon and Josh instead of her.’

			Jackson looked alarmed. Christina had no idea why. Bianca accommodated the knowledge that Jackson had much older children from his marriage. She just didn’t realise that he still lived with them when he wasn’t around. In Bianca’s mind, he lived in the penthouse because that’s the only place she ever saw him apart from here. Christina swished Jackson with the tea towel. ‘Go on, go and cheer her up.’

			Christina listened in whilst Jackson sang Bianca her favourite song. She stacked the dishwasher and put the kettle on. When he returned and flopped back down at the dining table, she handed him the rest of the bottle of tonic. He looked tired and distracted. Christina warmed her hands on her cup of coffee and tried waiting out his silence.

			Within minutes she gave in. ‘So you and the boys had a great time?’ she prompted.

			Jackson started at the sound of her voice, pausing to register what she had said. ‘Yeah. God I’m tired though. I’m too old to keep up with the young blokes any more. Mind you, there was this one guy, from Pittsburgh of all places, not much older than Simon but about half his size, who left us all dead in the water. He was brilliant.’

			Jackson sighed as if deflating. ‘Anyway, enough about the trip. It’s our anniversary. I’m sorry I should have planned something more romantic.’ He gestured for her to sit on his lap and they started kissing. His hands slipped up under her jumper but she could tell his heart wasn’t in it.

			‘What’s the matter, honey?’ she mumbled in his ear. ‘Did this afternoon’s efforts tire you out?’

			‘Mmm, sorry, CC. I’ve got a lot on my mind.’ Jackson raked his fingers through his hair and leaned back in the chair.

			‘Anything you want to share?’ She rested her hands on his shoulders but her senses switched to high alert.

			Jackson smiled a thin tight smile. ‘Can you believe it’s been seven years, CC?’

			‘I know, it’s gone so fast.’

			Jackson returned a faint echo of her smile.

			She narrowed her eyes. ‘Jackson, what’s bothering you?’

			He didn’t answer, instead picking at a patch of sunburn on his arm. The clock marked another minute and Christina waited for them to reach the point, any point, which meant she wouldn’t be the one to speak next.

			Jackson splashed tonic water into his glass and cracked the bottle against the tabletop. He couldn’t even look at her when he said, ‘I don’t know how much longer I can carry on like this, CC.’

			The cold words rendered her silent with terror. 

			‘Seven years of sneaking around like a couple of teenagers trying to hide from the olds. It’s not what you’d call a meaningful relationship, is it?’ He gripped her wrist so tight it burned. ‘You can’t tell me this makes you happy.’

			Christina absorbed his bitterness, too wounded to reply. It didn’t matter, Jackson was on a roll.

			‘You put your life on hold whilst I am here, then twiddle your thumbs until the next time I show up. It’s pathetic. I don’t know how you stand it.’

			His criticism stung. By some unspoken agreement, they always ignored the inconvenient truths of their relationship. It existed primarily within the four walls of Christina’s apartment, without mention of Sarah, school fees or who was going to take the car in for a service. Neither of them wanted a relationship defined by such mundanities. Those rules had been set long ago. 

			‘So what’s the solution, Jackson?’ she whispered.

			‘I think it’s time we put an end to this,’ Jackson stood, forcing her to her feet. He escaped to the window and stared out at the bare branches of the jacaranda.

			Seven years together, she thought, and this is it? End of story. Did he expect she’d say, ‘Yeah, it’s been fun but we both know all good things come to an end?’ Shrug it off as nothing more than a budget holiday fling.

			In her head, How can he do this? repeated over and over in a vicious mantra. For years she had moulded her life around his, brushed over the times he stood her up or changed plans at the last minute. Alone, crying into her wine, wishing she could confide in Della or have Mary-Lou turn misery into a joke. But she’d made her deal. Bargained with herself about what she was willing sacrifice in order to keep Jackson. Mary-Lou’s words came to her. That statistically speaking, married men rarely left their wives for the other woman and only when their hand was forced. For years her every action, her every word was driven by the need to remind him that she was the good in his life. Every single day for the past seven bloody years.

			The fragments of what would remain once Jackson left terrified her. Everything good about herself she owed to him. Around Jackson, she felt capable, clever and sexy. He had mended the self-confidence so shattered by Jamie. She feared that without Jackson her identity would diminish. That she would become a shell of the woman she was today. The panic of it pounded inside her. Only a hair’s breadth of dignity stopped her from flinging herself on his mercy. Christina dared not look at him. She concentrated on staring beyond him to the garden.

			‘Taking Simon and Josh away proved what I already knew. Blame me, blame Sarah, it’s kind of irrelevant. The boys are nice to me when I’ve got my hand in my pocket but quite frankly they don’t give a stuff if I live or die. In fact, they’d probably prefer I did die because I’m worth a bucketload more to them six feet under than I am whilst I’m breathing.’ Jackson raked his hand through his hair, ‘And don’t even start me on Ashleigh.’

			Christina stayed silent. She knew Jackson had a strained relationship with his children but it was terrible to hear him admit it was beyond redemption.

			‘Working with Sarah is a nightmare. We call it creative tension but it’s nothing more than restrained animosity.’

			She knew this part of the story too well. She’d seen Sarah at the house once and that was enough. Sarah Plummer came across as an uptight bitch and every story she had heard for the past seven years confirmed this.

			‘I got my kicks out of building the business but now . . .’ Jackson trailed off, grabbing the bottle and pouring more tonic. He gulped it down and poured another.

			‘But what’s the solution?’ Hope flickered but she tamped it down.

			Jackson shrugged. ‘I spend my days in endless bloody meetings. The boredom is driving me insane. Sarah hides behind the numbers because she doesn’t dare say she’s noticed I’m unhappy. Woe betide anyone who shows any emotion.’ 

			She’d heard his sarcastic rants so many time she knew them by heart. This time she wanted more. ‘But what will you do?’ 

			Jackson looked at her properly for the first time. ‘I think it’s time I left Sarah.’

			Christina had imagined this moment in so many ways, embellishing the scene in her mind until she could recite it word perfect. Now Jackson had uttered those magic words and they struck her afresh.

			‘The key is to divest myself of my commitments at TBK.’

			Christina grabbed hold of this, saying, ‘Maybe Sarah could buy you out.’

			Jackson shook his head. ‘Honey, if Sarah finds out I’m leaving her for another woman, she’ll have my balls for breakfast. She won’t let me leave with my reputation intact, let alone my bank balance.’

			Christina chewed a hangnail. How was it possible to leave Sarah without Sarah knowing? She waited.

			Jackson opened the pantry and found the container of pistachios. He poured a few in his palm and cracked a nut. ‘I thought I’d buy a farm.’

			Christina bit down so hard on her finger she drew blood. She gasped and shook her hand. ‘A farm?’

			Jackson grinned, pleased with his neat, logical solution. ‘Sarah hates the country. There’s no way in hell she’d ever come near a farm. She’s allergic to everything.’

			Christina floundered. ‘But what does buying a farm have to do with selling your share in TBK?’

			Jackson helped himself to more nuts. ‘Well we’ll need a place to live. You’re always saying how much you miss your parents’ farm. So I thought, obvious solution.’

			Christina had never said any such thing. She missed her parents, being at home, not the farm itself. She and Jackson had dreamed of spending a year living in Tuscany sometime in the distant future, never a farm.

			‘Honey, think of it.’ Jackson came around the bench, took Christina’s hands in his. ‘If I buy a farm, we can run it as a going concern. Raise cattle, grow olives, whatever. It gives me time to disentangle myself from TBK, which will probably take a good twelve months anyway. In the beginning I’ll be living in two places, but at least it gives us a base to build from.’

			Christina jerked her hands away. ‘Two places?’

			Jackson frowned. ‘I’ll keep the penthouse. It’s handy, plus Sarah thinks I’m there when I’m with you anyway. There’s no point rocking the boat for the sake of it.’

			‘But where will Bee and me be?’ This sounded a lot like Jackson wasn’t changing anything, apart from adding a farm to his property portfolio. She didn’t want to leave Sydney, their life was here.

			‘What d’you mean?’ Jackson fetched a fresh tonic from the fridge and held up a bottle of wine in case Christina wanted a drink too.

			Christina shook her head. She was confused enough as it was. Alcohol was the last thing she needed. ‘Are you expecting that Bee and I will move to this farm and live there permanently?’

			Jackson grinned.

			He was so pleased with himself. Why could he not see what a monumental change this represented for her and Bianca?

			‘I have a job. Bee’s going into Year 6 next year and then high school. It’s important she has continuity and stability.’

			Jackson unscrewed the tonic and took a swig. ‘CC, you always get stuck on the details. I know it’s not Italy but it’s still our chance to be together forever. Since I’m funding this adventure, we’ll do it my way. We both have to make sacrifices.’

			‘Hang on a minute, Jackson.’ Christina pressed two fingers to her forehead, attempting to corral her thoughts. ‘Let’s go back a step. Why move to the country? It’d be so much easier for everyone if we stayed in Sydney. What about the ocean? You can’t bear being far from the sound of the sea.’

			‘Because,’ Jackson exaggerated his words as if talking to a simpleton, ‘if Sarah or Ashleigh find out we’re playing happy families, they will go bananas. I’ve been looking over my shoulder for seven years, CC. Do you know how that feels? And there I was sitting on a boat in the middle of the Indian Ocean, feeling more relaxed than I had in years.’

			Christina’s heart contracted with the hurt of him feeling so free whilst she had been stuck here pining.

			‘There I was, miles from anywhere, where no one could see me and no one could give me grief. It made me realise it’s not the ocean that counts, it’s what it represents. That’s why a farm, so we can get away from all this crap. Start again as us, a proper couple.’

			Christina ignored her misgivings and focused on what Jackson was talking about. All of a sudden the future was no longer a distant dream. Did the where really matter? It was far better for Bianca to change schools whilst she was still in primary. If they lived near a big enough town, Christina could even run her own design business. She’d always said she’d love to go out on her own. With Jackson’s financial backing she could. Jackson was right. There was no point fussing over the details. She sounded negative and risked killing his enthusiasm. She couldn’t afford to do that – seven years was a long time to harbour hope.

			She stepped towards him, so close they breathed the same air. ‘Are you sure this is what you want, Jackson? You’re not just saying this for my sake?’ She searched his eyes for the truth.

			Jackson’s expression softened. He rubbed a tender circle on her cheek. ‘I’m so tired of wasting time, CC. If I’m going to spend the rest of my life with you, I’d better get cracking before I’m too old to enjoy it.’ His forehead touched hers, his laugh a sweet breath on her face. ‘All hell is going to rain down when Sarah eventually finds out, but you know what? She’s not the first wife in the world to be left for the other woman and it’s not like she’ll be short of a quid, is it?’

			He ran his hands up her arms and held her face with his fingertips, placing a gentle kiss on her mouth. ‘I want to be with the two people in the world who truly love me and make me feel good about myself. I am sick to death of living a lie.’

			Their world had turned in an instant. Together. Forever. The three of them. She couldn’t wait to share the news with Bianca.

			

		

	
		
			chapter eight

			Three Weeks Till Christmas

			Once a week Christina goes into town to collect the mail and buy supplies. In the lead-up to Christmas, the council has strung lines of red and green bunting across the main road and threaded ropes of fairy lights through the plane trees that divide the street. The birds don’t like the blinking invasion and every year the locals grumble about the damn cockatoos whose strong beaks clip the wires in half. She spots a council worker up a ladder repairing the damage, a cost that riles many ratepayers, Rosa included.

			Most of the shops have loops of tinsel in their windows or a battered tree shrouded in dust from seasons past. Unloading the ute, Christina sees that Mr Pucciarelli, the butcher, has taped a sheet of cardboard to the glass announcing Smoked Hams, Geese, Turkey, Ducks. Order Now 4 Xmas! A lot of the poultry used to come from their farm but not now Rosa is losing her sight and Christina hasn’t the heart. All the butcher stocks these days are Rosa’s quails and their free-range eggs. Carrying a styrofoam box of frozen carcasses, Christina pushes on the diagonal steel bar to open the door, yelling a greeting.

			‘Christina! Come stai?’ Mr Pucciarelli smacks a kiss on each cheek and holds her shoulders.

			‘Fine, Mr Pucciarelli. Mama sends her regards.’

			His face collapses from beaming to sorrow. ‘Your poor mama,’ he says. ‘It’s been a bad coupla years for your family.’

			Mr Pucciarelli’s elastic face reminds Christina why he was the last person Massimo ever picked for a poker buddy. Plus he is a gossip. Deboning chickens and carving slabs of chuck steak for his customers allows ample time for the butcher to add his two cents worth. His wife Maria, who makes all the rissoles and scaloppini, is worse.

			‘Everyone has their troubles,’ she says, proffering the box. ‘The eggs are in the car, I should get them before they bake.’

			Exchanging the eggs for a parcel of Maria’s scaloppini which she knows Rosa will sniff and dismiss as having too much sage or salt or not enough of either, Christina thanks him and promises she’ll be back next week.

			At the post office the letterbox is stuffed full of flyers, magnetised calendars and catalogues packed with Christmas gift ideas. She discards them in the cardboard box provided and unearths the real mail hidden beneath. It is a meagre offering compared to the haul she used to collect at Bartholomews Run: a couple of Christmas cards, a phone bill and a notice to collect a parcel. Christina sighs and joins the queue, keeping her sunglasses on and her gaze down to avoid catching the eye of anyone she might know. Even so, someone tugs her sleeve.

			‘Excuse me, I think you might have accidentally thrown this out?’ A woman with two small children clutching at her skirts hands Christina a postcard. ‘I know what it’s like. It’s so easy to lose real mail amongst all that junk you get these days. Once I lost a cheque my aunt sent me from Toowoomba for a hundred bucks! Can you believe it? It was for the twins’ birthday. Well of course, what could I do? I had to buy the presents out of my own money. Brad, that’s my husband, says I’d lose my head if it wasn’t screwed on.’ She twitters. ‘He’s probably right.’

			Christina thanks her and tucks the postcard between the electricity bill and the card from Della. The woman tilts her head, ‘Aren’t you going to read it?’

			Christina turns away and examines the Christmas gift display.

			In the car she opens the windows and waits for the steering wheel to cool. Della’s Christmas card brims with chatty news about Izzy’s first year of Economics at Sydney Uni and Tom’s selection in the school’s cricket team; she says that Tony sends his love and, in brackets, that he’s still working too hard and has yet to deliver on the promised family break to Fiji. Being Della, this last thought includes a drawing of a face with an upside-down smile.

			A two-dollar scratch lottery ticket falls out of the other Christmas card. Anne Rushmore writes that she hopes Christina might scratch up some luck, that all is well and that she must pop in next time she’s in town. Christina smiles at the last. Anne knows she will never return to Bartholomews Run, let alone Kitchener where the detective is stationed. The phone bill contains no surprises, which leaves the remaining known piece of mail: Bianca’s postcard.

			It lies face up on the passenger seat. The photo is of a sloth hanging off a lichen-encrusted branch, its face a caricature of adorable happiness. The dark stripes of fur around its eyes look like eye shadow, its buttonish nose is too large for its face, and the corners of its smile almost meet its eyes. An overgrown fringe of fur over its face would make it look like a shaggy little human were it not for the long claws. Squeezed on the reverse, Bianca has written:

			Hi Mum and Nonna, Isn’t this picture gorgeous? We met up with another group of English teachers from Holland and visited the Sloth Sanctuary. Amazing! Not allowed to hold the baby sloths but got some great photos. We paddled canoes down the Estrella River and saw toucans! Gijs, Pheebs and me went on a jungle walk. We camped overnight – the jungle is so noisy! It’s stopped raining all the time now. School soon over 4 the year. We’re helping the kids make Xmas presents for their families. Can U believe only 4 wks 2 go! Love ya! [image: Bee.jpg]

			Christina reads the card twice. Bianca’s world is unfamiliar, full of strangers and exotic places. Her powerlessness to keep her daughter safe squeezes her throat shut. Phoebe she knows, but who is Gijs? Male, female, aggressive, kind? She mentions Christmas but not whether she is coming home. Her words mean everything and nothing. She sounds happy though. That’s something.

			Hugging the postcard to her chest, she holds it there until she fears her sweat may blur the words. Kissing Bianca’s little bee, she puts the postcard on the seat and picks up the thick envelope that was the reason she was forced to queue at the post office.

			In the corner is the logo of the Crown Prosecutor’s office. The red-inked franking stamp indicates it was posted three days ago. There is an address in Sydney for the return of mail if undeliverable. If she’d known it was from the Department of Public Prosecutions, she might not have signed for it and then the envelope would have been returned. Now that opportunity has passed. Opening it, she reads the first paragraph and wishes she hadn’t. Flinging the paperwork on the front seat, she reverses onto the street, earning a blast from the driver forced to prop behind her. She waves an apology and takes the road out of town. It’s bad enough that Bianca won’t commit to returning home; now this, a Christmas present from the Crown. They say bad luck comes in threes. What will be the third? She thinks of Rosa and presses the accelerator to the floor.

			Christina finds Rosa sitting on the stone bench in the garden. Something as simple as watering her precious flowers is now fraught with danger. Christina worries about falls, burns, snakebites, although the red bellies are far more likely to slither into the bushes than attack. The rose garden is Rosa’s sanctuary, wrestled from a bare clay soil some fifty years earlier when the farm was rundown, abandoned and the only place the newly migrated Massimo and Rosa could afford.

			Rosa has laid out each bed in accordance to a strict plan. There are weeping bowers of fragrant pale-skirted roses framing beds of their larger, bolder cousins. All buzz with drunken insects gorging themselves on the excesses of summer. As a teenager, Christina spitefully called this garden Rosa’s Folly. But during those terrible years at high school when she could not escape the persistent attention of Melanie Woods and her cronies, Rosa’s Folly became Christina’s sanctuary too. Over the years the name has stuck. Partly because it amazes Christina that her mother squandered the opportunity to grow even more vegetables and reserved a place in the garden for the sole purpose of providing pleasure.

			She sits next to her mother and Rosa pats her knee. They chat about Mr Pucciarelli and Christina remembers she’s left the scaloppini in the car. In this heat, it will have to be thrown out. It’s hard to know which Rosa will think is worse – the waste or eating Maria’s veal.

			She comes at the issue sideways. She reads Della’s Christmas card but ignores Anne Rushmore’s. The detective’s name alone is enough to flood Rosa’s cheeks with colour. In her mother’s mind, Anne represents the hurt and loss they now endure, even though without Anne’s help Christina is certain Jackson would never have gone to gaol. She reads Rosa the postcard, describing the gleeful sloth, whilst her mother nods and smiles, frowns at the mention of Gijs, smacks her lips when Christina finishes.

			‘It’s good she’s happy, eh?’ she says, snatching a weed and snapping it in half, discarding it on a pile growing at her feet.

			Christina’s ‘Yes’ comes out as a sigh. From this far away, how can they be sure Bianca isn’t smoothing over the truth to protect them? Once she’d have considered such a thought disloyal, but the last few years have put paid to that. Christina knows how adept Bianca is at concealing the truth.

			‘She didn’t say whether she’s coming home. She’s made new friends though. Do you think Gijs is a boy or a girl?’

			Rosa shrugs. ‘How much did Joe give you for the eggs?’

			‘Four dollars a dozen.’

			‘Ha! That robber. He’s fleecing me and so close to Christmas.’

			Joe Pucciarelli has bought eggs from Rosa for close to thirty years. Every year he pays a higher price than the year before, without being asked, and has never once complained about the wastage. The truth is that these days Rosa couldn’t sell enough eggs to keep her in toilet paper. Her petulance over the price of the eggs is a smokescreen for what really worries her, what worries them both. Christina remembers the scratch lottery ticket Anne sent her and thinks how astonishing it would be if they actually won anything. Being broke is much harder than she remembers.

			‘Maybe Gijs is Bianca’s boyfriend?’

			Rosa waggles her head, clearly enticed by the idea. ‘It’d be good for her to be with someone her own age.’

			Christina jumps to her feet. ‘Mama!’

			Realising her mistake, Rosa purses her lips and stares at the ground. What she won’t do, what she never does, is apologise.

			Christina knows her mother spoke without thinking, it’s a habit of a lifetime, but it stings. And now she must share the other news. ‘There’s something else, Mama.’

			Rosa worries the gravel path with her toe, refusing to look up.

			Christina sits back down. ‘Mama. This is important.’

			Rosa shrugs.

			‘There was another letter today, from the DPP.’

			Rosa drops her head, as if in prayer.

			‘A date’s been set for the appeal. For early February.’

			Rosa continues worrying the gravel with her toe. Christina can’t blame her, the news left her speechless too. ‘I rang Katie Sommers.’

			At the mention of the Crown Prosecutor’s name, Rosa stills.

			‘She says Jackson is appealing on several grounds, most of it technical legal stuff, which we expected.’

			Rosa purses her lips, ‘So we have to go back to court?’

			Christina shakes her head. ‘No.’

			Jackson’s sentence was fourteen years, eight years non-parole, out of a possible maximum of twenty-five. Katie Sommers said it was an excellent outcome. Anne Rushmore said it was longer than she’d hoped. Christina thinks they are playing games with numbers. In her eyes, every year less than twenty-five is a failure.

			Whatever the case, Bianca left Australia buoyed by the verdict, vindicated after the years of suffering she endured at Jackson’s hands and again at the hands of an uncompromising legal system. She has already served her time, but if the appeal overturns Jackson’s conviction, he’ll secure an immediate release. Everything will change. Bianca might be better off staying in Costa Rica.

			Christina keeps these thoughts to herself, saying instead, ‘Knowing her evidence is being disputed, that Jackson may be released, could be the undoing of her.’

			‘Her, or you?’

			Christina sinks into the stone bench. A fly crawls up her bare arm searching out a bloody pool or a weeping sore on which to feast. Smacking down hard, she winces at the pain, watches the fly fall backwards onto the gravel. Like her faith in her instincts, it’s dead.

			Knowing Jackson has the right to appeal is one thing. It’s another thing entirely to have a concrete date. Christina finds herself standing at her chest of drawers; the growing detritus of her life camouflages the transcript. There’s a tube of ointment for her rash that she has cut in half to reach the last of the lotion. Elastics with strands of copper hair balled around them. A value pack of sunscreen. The untidiness is out of character but she finds the growing ensemble appealing. She’s added a sweet-smelling rose from Mama’s garden, using an old spice jar for a vase, and much to her delight, a bagworm cocoon. When Bianca was little, they used to hunt for the slender tubes in the garden. They’d find them glued to the eaves of the apartment or stuck to the garage’s brick wall. Covered in tiny twigs, like little timber shingles, the cocoons are works of art.

			Geography makes it easy to shield Bianca from news of the appeal. For once, their one-way communication is to Christina’s advantage. If Bianca does return for Christmas, Christina’s joy at seeing her will be tempered by the news, but what will be Bianca’s reaction? Fly off the handle, collapse in a sobbing heap or stride defiantly back into battle? Christina doesn’t know any more.

			The stress of the appeal has brought the rash flaring across her body in a riot of red blisters. Christina runs a bath and pours in oatmeal, watching the water turn milky. She tests the temperature against the inside of her wrist before sinking into the tepid water, shivering despite the heat.

			As she lies in the bath sponging her sores, Christina’s thoughts return to Sarah’s visit. Is it possible Sarah came not seeking absolution but as a forward scout? She dabs at the blistered track along her thigh. Sarah must know of Jackson’s impending appeal. Sarah might still visit him in gaol and Jackson was always one to press an advantage. Christina can imagine him ordering Sarah to come down here and check the lie of the land, search for weaknesses in their defences. But no – if what Sarah said about Josh is true, that seems unlikely. Either way, though, she never told Sarah where Bianca was. Christina smiles and sinks under the water.

			Imagine if Jackson knew she was on the other side of the world in a South American jungle with no email and very, very poor telephone services. Christina breaks through the surface, picking oatmeal off her skin. This time being in the middle of nowhere might play to their advantage. Unlike their days at Bartholomews Run where isolation had been Jackson’s trump card.

			

		

	
		
			chapter nine

			The Range Rover sped along the Bells Line of Road past the fruit stalls selling apples, pies and juices and the turnoff to the botanic gardens. Christina studied the map spread across her lap whilst Jackson drummed along with Fleetwood Mac on the steering wheel. Looking up she took in the blue-green bush and flaming orange cliffs plummeting into hidden valleys. She never grew tired of this view.

			Almost too late Christina yelled, ‘Left here! Left here!’ and in a hail of gravel and dust, Jackson accelerated the car through the curve. They settled onto a narrow road that snaked along the valley floor. Dirt turned to asphalt as they followed the road up into the mountains where bush gave way to sharp drops of wind-ravaged pasture.

			‘It’s steep country.’ Doubt seeped into Jackson’s tone.

			Christina said nothing. It was a rare day when she held all the cards and she had no intention of letting Jackson ruin her surprise. He had charged her with finding them a place to live and as far as she was concerned she had excelled in her assignment.

			The land flattened out at the top of the ridge and they soon passed a road sign marking their arrival at the hamlet of Bartholomews Run. Since her first visit, the showground was recovering from the ravages of the annual rodeo. Patches of green spread across the dirt, although she wondered for how long given the faded sign advertising next month’s pony club rally. Alongside them, the railway track appeared and road and rail ran parallel until they converged on the town.

			Although town was perhaps too big a word for two buildings. On her first visit, Christina picked up a pamphlet from the general store. In the early 1800s, Bartholomews Run was a thriving village at the end of the railway line. Here travellers rested after their alarming train journey up the mountains from the Cumberland Plains before continuing via horse-drawn coaches on to Kitchener and beyond. Once eight hotels had graced the hillside; now only one remained, sitting in solitary splendour on the high side of the road. Even the church was just a collection of crumbling brick footings and the odd headstone poking out of long grass. Nothing had survived the loss of the railway.

			They turned over a causeway and followed the dirt road through a stand of towering eucalypts.

			Jackson flicked off the stereo. ‘Where is this place?’

			Christina could tell that Jackson, impatient at the best of times, was nearing the end of his tether. ‘Keep going, we’re nearly there,’ she coaxed, smiling to herself. If only he knew they were already on the property and had been since they crossed the causeway.

			‘Bloody hell!’ Jackson slammed on the brakes. ‘Will you look at that?’

			He reacted exactly the way she had hoped. Around the curve of a dry-stone wall Dutch irises in every shade of purple imaginable carpeted the hillside. Dense golden thickets of daffodils drifted underneath mature English park trees and cascaded into the valley below.

			‘This is sensational!’ Jackson rolled the car past rusty wrought-iron gates. New sounds came to them through the quiet: the crunch of tyres on gravel and the lonesome calls of whipbirds.

			Without warning, the house reared up before them. It reminded Christina of a stone lion squatting on its sandstone plinth. The house curved along the crest of the hill, its impassive facade broken by enormous windows staring out over the valley.

			Jackson swore under his breath and peered up at the majestic sight. ‘It’s spectacular! You’d never even know it was here.’ He leapt from the car, spinning on his heels, slack-mouthed with admiration. ‘Get a load of that view.’

			Christina joined him, picking a daisy from the garden spilling over the driveway.

			‘Are we able to see inside?’ Jackson shuffled on the spot, eager as a puppy.

			She was enjoying this. Gesturing to Jackson to follow her, she retrieved the keys from behind one of the waist-high sandstone pots of gardenias guarding the front entrance. The real estate agent, Michael Spalding, had apologised for his absence this morning and given them a free run of the place.

			She fiddled with the cantankerous brass lock until the heavy door groaned on its hinges, releasing a musty odour into the fresh mountain air. Jackson strode past her and stood in the middle of the room. He turned in slow circles, taking in the fifteen-foot ceilings, the oversized picture windows and the enormous fireplace dominating the far wall. The marble mantelpiece was cracked and chipped but Christina saw beyond the faults to the virtue within. She was already debating the merits of leaving it in this semi-parlous state versus trying to restore it. A question she could easily apply to the whole house.

			Jackson squatted and rubbed decades of dust from the parquetry flooring. ‘Look at this timber, will you? Is it oak?’

			‘Unlikely.’

			‘I bet you it is.’ He glanced up to admire the ceiling and noticed the archway on the far side of the room.

			Doors lined either side of a hallway wide enough to fit a grand piano. On the eastern side, the morning sun poured into rooms of generous proportions, illuminating the thick eddies of dust that swirled in their wake. But on the opposite side of the passage, camellias and rhododendrons crushed up against the glass, obscuring all light. Damp plasterwork made some of the ceilings sag and the air was heavy with the stench of mould. These failings barely detained Jackson who was drawn by a set of French doors at the end of the passage and the promise of something delightful beyond.

			The doors opened onto a deep sandstone verandah heavy with a wisteria vine that framed a view over steep paddocks to a far tree line. Jackson ran down the broad staircase to the swimming pool. Thick unkempt hedges sheltered the pool from the prevailing winds and once-white marble statues of naked nymphs and cupids frolicked in the spring sunshine. Any moment Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire would exit the cabana and dance cheek to cheek poolside.

			Jackson spread his arms trying to capture the scope of the house. ‘This is brilliant.’

			His obvious joy swelled Christina’s heart. She knew how he felt. On her first visit she had been flabbergasted that such a house could have gone untouched for so long. The second time she came here, her veins fizzed with its potential. Stumbling across Bartholomews Run expanded her vision beyond the humble quest to find a family nest befitting Jackson’s status. This property, restored to its former grandeur, could be the centrepiece of her portfolio. A career-defining, reputation-building work of art. The marriage of Jackson’s money and her expertise meant that together they could achieve something bigger than both of them, far outstripping the achievements of the house at Forty Baskets.

			‘What’s that up there?’ Jackson pointed to a timber barn looming behind them.

			Christina started, his voice loud in the peace. Here the garden crowded around them, not a single house visible on the surrounding hills. There was something meditative about the quiet. Right now they could be the only two people in the world. She realised Jackson was staring at her, waiting for an answer. Christina struggled to remember the question but then it came to her.

			‘The studio.’

			Jackson bounded ahead, tackling the overgrown path leading off from the patio. ‘How do you get into this place?’ she heard from deep within the thickets of camellia. When she caught up with him on the other side, Jackson was pulling sticky strands of spider web from his face.

			‘Round this way.’ Christina squeezed past him, stopping at two barn doors. Jackson popped blisters of peeling paint as Christina fitted first one key then another into the rusty padlock. Inside was a disappointing dark space that smelled of wet concrete, but tucked away in the far corner was a rickety staircase curling towards a beckoning spill of light. Up here, amongst the mouse droppings and dust, old paintbrushes and scraps of rags littered the floor. She picked up a brush and held it to her nose, convinced she could smell the faint odour of turpentine. Jackson used a rag to erase years of grime from a set of windowpanes. Revealed was a view that extended over the lichen-encrusted slate of the main house and down into the valley on three sides. Behind them, out of the fourth set of windows, a brooding forest smothered the hilltops. There were brick stables, sheds, rows of neglected fruit trees and the outline of a potager garden.

			‘All of it is rundown or running wild but the bones are magnificent.’ Christina felt pride weigh warm in her chest, as if she had created rather than discovered the magnificent old home.

			‘Who owns this joint?’ Jackson circled the room, absorbing the scale of the property.

			She rested against the windowsill. ‘You won’t have heard of him.’

			Jackson paused and she enjoyed the small surge of excitement this tiny piece of information afforded her. ‘Try me,’ he said.

			A smile danced across Christina’s lips. How long could she keep Jackson in suspense?

			‘Well?’

			Christina relented. ‘Bartholomew Rivers.’ Not so long then. Although, it took a moment for the name to register.

			‘What? You’re kidding me!’ Jackson pulled a face worthy of a winner on a game show.

			‘I kid you not.’ It was amazing. Who would have thought that Bartholomew Rivers had once stood in this very spot.

			Jackson elbowed her in the ribs. ‘Only joking. Who’s Bartholomew Rivers?’

			Christina shook her head in disbelief. ‘Only a famous, or should I say, notorious Australian painter from between the wars.’

			Jackson looked none the wiser. ‘So how come this joint has been left to rot?’

			At last she had his undivided attention. ‘Well the story goes that Rivers bought the place in the early 1920s when it was still a coaching inn. He spent a not inconsiderable sum in those days expanding the main building and adding the studio. Rumour has it that a protégée of Edna Walling did all the gardens.

			‘After moving up here with his wife Mary, Rivers began drinking heavily. The more he drank, the less he painted; the less he painted, the less money there was. Mary left him in disgust and took everything of value – including almost all of his paintings. He died penniless, pitied and eventually forgotten. With no children, the house went to a cousin in Canada who never bothered to see the place and neither did his kids when they inherited it. According to the real estate agent, they’ve been trying to offload the place for years. In the meantime, the public have forgotten about Bartholomew Rivers and no one will take on the property because it’s under local heritage restrictions and, given its condition, it’s a money pit.’

			Jackson’s grin shot from ear to ear. ‘It’s like something out of a movie. We are going to live in the house of Bartholomew Rivers. It’s amazing.’

			‘So you like it then?’ she teased.

			‘Honey,’ Jackson embraced her, ‘I love it! It’s got history, it’s got a heart. You’re such a clever girl for finding it. We can convert the stables into a garage for my cars. You can renovate the house. We’ll live like Lord and Lady Muck!’

			‘Cars! What about horses? We back right onto that fabulous forest. You’d ride for hours before you saw another living soul.’

			‘All right. We’ll have horses too. One for each of us.’

			‘But you can’t ride,’ Christina said, pointing out the obvious flaw in his argument.

			‘Well you’ll have to teach me. In fact,’ Jackson peeled the sweater over his head and started unbuckling his belt, ‘you can start right away.’

			‘Jackson! It’s not ours yet. Anyway, the floor’s filthy.’

			Jackson paused and took her face in his hands. ‘Do you want it, CC? Isn’t this place the stuff of dreams?’

			‘God, I’d love to live here, Jackson, but it’s a hell of a lot of work.’

			Jackson rubbed her cheek with his thumb. ‘This is it. We’ve found our castle, Lady Muck.’ He grinned and pulled her to him. Dust swirled in the sunlight as they celebrated their good fortune.

			In his usual manner, Jackson left the details to her. ‘Somebody’s got to wear the hard hat,’ he said, tapping his knuckles against his skull to illustrate the point. She’d roll her eyes at that but secretly she loved the novelty of them being a single unit.

			And she was besotted with the property. Christina knew that the moment Jackson bought Bartholomews Run she’d be running around too busy to think, but she didn’t care. Although Jackson was yet to part with a single cent, she purchased a notebook and labelled it Bartholomews Run Restoration Project so she could capture ideas as they came to her. She dreamed of a time when the restoration was completed. A few minor Rivers would hang throughout the house, or at least some of his sketches. They’d open their home to the public so people could see the artist’s works in situ. Sketching a floor plan, Christina decided that the southern wing of the house with its quirky hexagonal room would make an ideal artists’ retreat. Perhaps local artisans could run workshops. The terrace would be perfect for alfresco dining. Plus Jackson would be thrilled to see the house making a return on his investment instead of just being an extravagant, not to mention ridiculously large, home for three people. Giving the local community the opportunity to explore Bartholomew Rivers’ artistic legacy would also showcase Jackson’s philanthropic endeavours. For a man who placed such a high value on his reputation, Christina thought it was an easy sell.

			However, Jackson had no love of flights of fancy. More than once, Christina was sure they’d lost the deal.

			For starters, the real estate agent, Michael Spalding, tried to jack up the price.

			‘Tell him I’ve made my offer,’ Jackson said when she told him.

			‘Yes but . . .’

			‘But nothing. He can take the offer or watch the price go down.’

			Each time she presented the agent’s demands, Jackson swatted him away like a fly. Her apartment had cost $250,000. Now they were talking ten times that amount. Christina fretted thinking all her aspirations might come to nothing and eventually she said so.

			‘Jackson, please talk to Michael yourself,’ she begged. ‘I’m a hopeless go-between. If the sale falls through I’ll never forgive myself.’ Tears of frustration pricked her eyes. Their dream was going to be just that. There would be no castle in the sky.

			Jackson switched the television over to the rugby. ‘It’s not the money, CC, it’s the principle. Mick Spalding thinks that because I’m loaded he’s somehow entitled to a chunk of it. I’ve got news for him.’

			‘But what if we lose the property?’

			‘CC, the place has been on the market for years. Who’s Spalding kidding? What, buyers are lining up and this is a Dutch auction? All he’s thinking about is his commission cheque. It’s a game. Go back and tell him it’s the final offer. Take it or leave it.’

			Christina twisted her fingers in misery. She hated negotiating and because of her they would lose the house. ‘I’m just worried all our efforts will be wasted,’ she tried again.

			Jackson rested his heels on the coffee table. ‘CC, you are way too emotionally invested in this purchase. If the answer’s no, we walk away and look for another property.’

			‘What! But we’ll never find anywhere like Bartholomews Run.’ Her despair made her shrill but at least Jackson looked away from the TV.

			‘It’s a house, CC. There are plenty of houses for sale.’

			Christina dragged herself to the kitchen and picked up the phone. As Jackson had stipulated, she made their final offer. After the call, she burst into tears. She couldn’t help herself, the strain was too much.

			‘What’s wrong?’ Jackson asked from where he sprawled on the couch. ‘Did he say no?’

			Christina shook her head and reached for the box of tissues. ‘No,’ she gasped between sobs.

			‘Shark.’

			Christina flapped her hands. ‘No, I mean yes. He said yes. We got the house.’

			She thought sharing the good news with Della would be easy. Despite Della’s entrenched views about married men in general and Jackson in particular, how could Della be anything but thrilled? After all, Jackson had turned out to be the exception that proved the rule. Here was a man prepared to leave his wife for his mistress. Contrary to Della’s dire and oft-repeated predictions, Christina had not invested years of her life in a dead-end relationship when she might have been meeting Mr Right. Surely that Della had been wrong on this matter should have been a positive? But no.

			Whilst Della prepared lunch, Christina outlined what she thought was the perfect solution to her dilemma.

			‘You’re selling your flat?’ Della stopped buttering garlic bread, the knife poised midair. ‘Have you gone mad?’

			‘I can’t see any way around it, Dell.’ Christina continued laying the table for six. ‘I mean, Bartholomews Run is amazing but there’s an incredible amount of work to be done to make it even habitable. Remember what this place was like when you bought it?’

			Della dismissed five years of renovating an enormous Victorian terrace and gardens with a wave of her hand. ‘I appreciate that it’s a lot of work but we had somewhere else to live whilst we endured the worst of it. That’s my point.’

			‘But Della, I can’t supervise tradesmen and suppliers in Bartholomews Run from Sydney, plus keep working at Peterson Partners. Can you imagine it? Pick Bee up from school at three-thirty on a Friday, a mad dash up the mountains to miss the peak-hour traffic and same all over again on Sunday nights. Apart from being utterly exhausting, it would take forever and a day to finish the house. I’m not superwoman, Della.’

			Della stabbed the butter knife in Christina’s direction. ‘And dare I point out, CC, that Jackson has neither left his wife nor sold his business. If that doesn’t happen, you will be left high and dry.’

			Christina winced. Rosa had said something similar. ‘How can you be happy when this bastardo is cheating on his wife and lying to his children?’ Rosa had yelled down the phone. ‘You think he’s gonna treat you any different?’ For years Christina had used the twin advantage of her parents’ geographical distance and Bianca’s ignorance of Jackson’s other family to shield them from the truth. But the truth had a way of revealing itself eventually and ever since Christina had to endure Rosa’s glaring disapproval and Massimo’s sad shake of the head. That Rosa thought Christina a fool for throwing in her lot with Jackson she expected, but it wasn’t entirely fair either, given that Rosa had followed the love of her life to the ends of the earth. Of course, there was no comparison in Rosa’s eyes.

			What all of them failed to grasp was that Jackson leaving Sarah was a detail Christina had no control over. And anyway, it was too late to change plans now. Bianca would start at Valley View Grammar at the end of January and Jackson was already making noises about how the farm needed to start paying its way as soon as possible. How he could place the farm’s financial viability ahead of the renovations was beyond her comprehension. By her estimates, making the house liveable was a full-time job for at least the next twelve months. Something had to give.

			Della’s husband Tony wandered in from the patio carrying a platter of barbecued steaks.

			Della pounced. ‘Tones, CC wants to sell her flat. Tell her she’s crazy.’

			Tony placed the steak on the kitchen bench and took his cue from Della. ‘Mate, you need to keep your assets for a rainy day.’

			‘Sure, but with the money I’ll have left over after I’ve repaid the mortgage, I can buy a house in town that I can do up and let. That way my money is still working for me and because it’s local I can keep an eye on it.’

			‘She’s got a point, Dell,’ Tony appealed, helping himself to some marinated olives.

			Della shrugged. Unfazed she tackled Christina on her next point. ‘Darling, it’s not just about financial security. If everything goes pear-shaped, you may very well end up back in Sydney.’

			Christina stopped folding napkins. Della’s pragmatism sometimes strayed into tactlessness. Taking a deep breath, she explained her position. ‘Della, I can’t be half pregnant. Either I throw my lot in with Jackson and trust him to fulfil his side of the bargain, or I don’t. It’s that simple. I can’t say I want a future together that I won’t commit to myself. Everyone has to make sacrifices.’

			Della snorted, ‘Exactly what sacrifices has Jackson made?’

			‘That’s unfair, Della. He’s selling his business and leaving his wife and children for me. I can’t question his intentions just because it’s not happening at the pace I’d like.’

			‘I thought he was keeping the penthouse?’ Tony asked as he grabbed a beer from the fridge.

			Christina fetched the salt and pepper grinders. ‘For now, because in the short-term he needs a place to stay in Sydney. But not once this business with Sarah is sorted out.’

			She felt rather than saw the look that passed between them.

			‘And Bee? What does she think about her life being uprooted?’ Della persisted.

			Unlike her father, Christina was a hopeless poker player. ‘She’s over the moon,’ she said, focusing her attention on laying out cutlery, side plates and napkins. ‘The promise of a pony has her totally sold on the move.’

			‘And changing schools?’ Della wrapped the loaves of garlic bread in foil ready to be put in the oven.

			Christina kept her back turned. ‘We’ve talked about it and she’s accepted that she can’t have one without the other. Plus, of course, I told her you guys would be up all the time.’

			How can she tell Della that Bianca sobbed at the thought of leaving her friends behind? That Christina had rocked and soothed her, talking of all the wonderful things they could do once they lived in the country. Grow their own veggies, collect baskets full of warm eggs for breakfast. Just like at Rosa and Massimo’s.

			‘I’m allergic to eggs,’ Bianca had wailed.

			‘Since when are you allergic to eggs?’ Christina had asked, wiping the tears from her daughter’s eyes.

			‘Since forever,’ Bianca insisted. ‘Izzy’s allergic to eggs and so am I.’

			‘Izzy’s not allergic to eggs. She just doesn’t like them. It’s not the same thing.’

			Bianca collapsed, sobbing into Bluey Baa-Baa’s already sodden coat. Christina had to try hard not to cry herself. This was going far less smoothly than she had envisaged. Here she was busy upselling all that fresh air and sunshine but who was she kidding – at ten, Bianca was far more concerned about her familiar social networks. She knew Bianca would be fine once she got there and settled in, it was getting her there in one piece that was proving the problem.

			‘We could have a dog, two dogs even. Any kind of dog you want. You’ve always wanted a dog, haven’t you?’

			Bianca dragged her nose along the length of her sleeve. She lifted her mottled face to Christina’s, saying, ‘A beagle? Maddy has a beagle.’

			Christina nodded. ‘Sure. We could get a boy and a girl. What will we call them?’

			Bianca wrinkled her forehead. She thought for a while before taking a shuddering breath, ‘Tilly and Tully.’

			Christina pulled Bianca into her embrace. She shared happy memories from her childhood – Pizzazz, pony club and the annual show. How growing up in a small community meant you knew everyone and everyone knew you. And you could just run and run and run, as wild and free as you liked. City kids had no idea what they were missing out on. How lucky were they to be able to escape? Christina omitted to mention the downsides.

			‘Can I have a pony too?’ Bianca eyes had widened with possibilities.

			That was the deal clincher. As if Christina would ever have said no.

			‘What about Jamie?’ Della slid the garlic bread into the oven.

			Christina perched on a bar stool and accepted a top-up on her glass of red from Tony. ‘I haven’t told him yet.’

			‘No, I meant how does Bee feel about seeing less of her father?’ Della disappeared into the walk-in pantry.

			Christina was glad Della couldn’t see her face. She’d never dream of saying so within Bianca’s hearing, but the thought of leaving Jamie behind in Sydney buoyed Christina with relief. Parenting had enough challenges without juggling the whole drama of access visits, conflicting schedules and Jamie’s no-shows. Not once had Bianca mentioned her father as a reason to stay. Christina knew she did not enjoy sharing her father’s scant attention with the baby. She had been more disappointed there was no surf at Bartholomews Run. As far as Christina was concerned, this was proof that Jamie’s relationship with his daughter was beyond repair. Della had already heard this a million times before, so all she said was, ‘You know Jamie doesn’t have that much to do with Bianca any more. If he wants to continue their relationship, it won’t kill him to make the trip.’

			Della accepted a hug from Tony. She sipped her wine, her eyes round and thoughtful. The silence lingered before she said, ‘Well, it’s your life, darling. It’s not for me to tell you how to run it. I just want to make sure you’ve thought through all the issues.’

			But Christina left Della’s house heavy with dissatisfaction. The evening had not gone as planned. She had assumed Della would be thrilled for her and instead she was left with the sense that Della thought her a fool, or at least impulsive. She couldn’t bear to lose Della’s friendship and, for the first time ever, feared she might.

			Mary-Lou’s reaction was to throw a party. ‘You’re not riding off into the sunset with Lover Boy without a proper send-off. I’ll brook no argument, CC,’ she said. Over the years, Christina had learned that you disagreed with Mary-Lou at your own peril, so she said yes.

			A few weeks later Christina walked up Mary-Lou’s driveway hearing the sound of people enjoying themselves bubbling out into the late December afternoon. Who on earth had Mary-Lou invited? Reaching the garden, she found women milling about in clutches of three or four. Children raced between their legs and their partners thronged around the barbecue or the grog table. Bianca disappeared with her friends, engrossed in ten-year-old chatter. These were women Christina only knew because they were parents of Bianca’s schoolfriends. Their telephone numbers were stored in her phone with the name of their child in parenthesis to remind Christina who they were. They were not what Christina would describe as real friends and certainly not people she would ever consider inviting up for a weekend at Bartholomews Run.

			Christina heard Della’s signature guffaw and began picking her way through the crowd.

			‘CC! You’re here!’ Mary-Lou appeared from nowhere. She wore a sundress that flared out over her hips, swishing as she waltzed over to peck Christina on the lips, leaving a smudge of fuchsia in her wake.

			‘That is one amazing dress, Mary-Lou.’

			‘Christmas present from Brian. He likes to see my pins.’ Mary-Lou twirled so the skirt flared up. ‘Oooh, I’m a terrible hostess. You haven’t got a drink. Champagne?’

			Mary-Lou grabbed Christina’s hand and led her over to a trestle table groaning under the weight of ice buckets. Christina accepted a glass of champagne but declined to be force-fed pâté, smoked salmon blini or a mini asparagus and goat’s cheese tart.

			‘Well if you won’t eat, Skinny Minny, let’s mingle.’ Mary-Lou renewed her grip on Christina’s elbow and prepared to set-forth.

			‘Not yet, Mary-Lou.’ Christina removed her hand. ‘I just want to let Della know I’m here.’

			Mary-Lou pouted and dismissed Christina with a wave. It was only seconds before Christina heard Mary-Lou descending on her next victim.

			She found Della sitting on a stone bench in the dappled shade of a Chinese tallow tree. Dressed all in white bar a slash of her favourite red lipstick, Della looked like a miniature goddess.

			‘Darling, you’re here!’ She grabbed Christina’s hand and squeezed it. ‘Sit down and give me an update.’

			Della shuffled over and Christina sat next to her. ‘We settle on the eighth of January and I’ve booked the removalists for the ninth. That’s it. We’re gone.’

			Della sucked in her bottom lip. ‘I can’t get my head around the fact that you’re actually leaving. We’ve spent almost all of our adult lives together and now I’ll never see you again.’

			Christina slipped her arm around Della’s shoulder. ‘Don’t exaggerate, Dell. Bartholomews Run is only a couple of hours away. The house is enormous – you guys are always welcome, you know that. Anyway, there is this invention called the telephone, you know.’

			‘It’s not the same thing.’ Della sniffed. ‘I feel like I’m losing you forever.’

			‘Don’t be so melodramatic. I’ll be in Sydney all the time. We’ll catch up then.’

			Della nodded and rested her head against Christina’s shoulder.

			From this position they had a clear line of sight to the house. They watched Jackson saunter across the verandah, giggled as Mary-Lou accosted him and kissed him full on the lips. Jackson squirmed like a small boy forced to kiss his lavender-scented aunt. Mary-Lou offered him a drink, he shook his head no, she insisted and dragged him over to the trestle table, holding the dripping bottle of tonic water up to his face. Glass in hand, she dragged him over to Brian and Tony who separated, allowing Jackson to join what was almost certainly a dissection of their morning’s round of golf.

			‘I should probably rescue him.’ Christina placed her champagne glass on the grass behind the seat.

			Della patted her knee. ‘Of course you must, darling.’

			The afternoon wore on; the guests with tired toddlers left, leaving a smaller contingent to carry on for dinner. Someone had lit the barbecue and the fragrant aroma of herbs, garlic and chilli wafted on the breeze. Christina fetched Jackson another tonic and noticed that the bathroom was empty. It seemed as good a time as any.

			She was washing her hands when a sunflower-scented cloud drifted in through the tiny window above her head. There was a clink of glasses then Mary-Lou said, ‘Whatcha thinking about, Della Mac?’

			There was the click of a lighter and the smell of cigarette smoke. Della had snuck out the back for a quiet smoke where Tony couldn’t find her. Christina always teased Della that she hung on to smoking as the last vestige of her wild days and not actually because she enjoyed it. Since Della had never contradicted her, she knew it must be true. Della exhaled, saying, ‘Oh, I don’t know, Mary-Lou. Am I the only one who thinks Christina is throwing her life away on that man?’

			Christina stopped drying her hands.

			‘What do you mean, Della?’ Mary-Lou replied. ‘He’s handsome, rich and he’s taking her off to live in paradise. Women kill for less than that. Lucky for CC, I already have Brian.’

			‘I’m not sure I’d marry a man with money, Mary-Lou,’ Della said. ‘It’s different when you earn it yourself or have been together forever and it’s a team effort like you guys and us. But having it handed to you on a plate changes the power dynamic.’

			Her words cut Christina. It was all very well for Della who met Tony at uni and never looked back. Not everyone had the luck to meet Mr Right so early in life. It was no reason to judge her.

			‘I never figured CC for a gold digger, Della Mac.’ Mary-Lou’s voice sounded hard and Christina silently thanked her.

			‘I’m not saying that,’ Della hurried to explain. ‘But let’s face it, it’s impossible to separate Jackson from his money. And it’s impossible to deny that CC’s going from making ends meet to a blank cheque. Of course her life will change.’

			Mary-Lou tapped the rim of her glass. ‘As my mum would say, it’s just as easy to fall in love with a rich man as a poor man.’

			Della sighed. ‘Well is it? If Jackson were another Jamie, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. There’s no way CC would be running away with him if he were poor, no matter how good the sex was.’

			Christina felt the prickle of angry tears. That Della, her best friend, could reduce her relationship to a financial transaction hurt. Della knew Christina loved Jackson with every fibre of her being, but Della refused to see past the fact that Jackson was married. This blinded her to all the good he had brought into Christina and Bianca’s lives. Until now, though, Christina had never heard Della say the words out loud.

			Over the sound of champagne being poured, Mary-Lou said, ‘Doesn’t she deserve her shot at happiness, Della Mac?’

			‘I don’t know.’ Della tapped an impatient rhythm on her glass. ‘There is something about that man I just cannot put my finger on. Surely you of all people must see that?’

			‘There are plenty of men who leave their wife and kids in the lurch. And plenty of women who cling to a relationship they know is already dead and buried. I’ve learned not to judge unless the evidence is in front of me.’

			Christina started as someone turned the door handle and gave a tentative knock. She ran the tap for a moment so they knew the bathroom was occupied. Outside was silence and she thought Della and Mary-Lou must have gone back to the party when Della said, ‘I guess I’m being over-protective. I’ll miss her terribly. And Bee. Every time I think about how far away they’ll be, I get this giant lump in my throat.’

			‘Listen, Della, put yourself in Christina’s shoes. She’s already waited seven long years for the man she loves. She probably feels it’s a gamble she has to take. Her options aren’t limitless. The way I see it, she’s got nothing to lose by giving it a go.’

			

		

	
		
			chapter ten

			Three Weeks Till Christmas

			Christina dumps the mail on the kitchen table and calls for Rosa. The opening bars of ‘It’s Beginning To Look A Lot Like Christmas’ play on the radio. She snaps it off and calls again. Padding through the house, she hopes to find Rosa resting, but her mother is neither in her bedroom nor the lounge room. Boots back on, she heads through the rose garden to the chook yard. The birds gather, eyeing her off expectantly, even though she’s not carrying a bucket. Shooing them away, she returns to the house, scanning the paddocks and sheds for signs of her mother as she goes, swallowing against the rising alarm. ‘Rosa!’ she calls, cupping hands to make the sound carry. ‘Mama!’ No answer.

			The sun is high in its arc, the heat unbearable. Christina climbs the hill above the house towards the stables. To her left is the riding arena Massimo levelled more than thirty years ago. Neglected, the sand is a scarred patch broken by tufts of grass. In her mind’s eye, her father sits on a battered blue milk crate in the centre of the ring, offering quiet words of advice and encouragement as she schooled her charming but capricious Pizzazz.

			Christina kicks at the collapsed wall of rubber tyres marking the edge of the arena, sees a cracked ice-cream lid hanging by a thread of baling twine, the faint outline of the letter H still visible. A movement out of the corner of her eye makes her turn. Probably a snake. Christina picks a stalk of paspalum and sucks on the sweet juice waiting to see if it will reappear before following the fence line up to the stable.

			She checks the wiring she fixed a few days ago. Now the heifers have discovered there is sweet grass to be found down by the creek, she knows they will attempt another breakout. For now, though, the fence is taut and a scan of the back paddocks reveals nothing of interest. Calling her mother’s name, she follows the wallaby track to the stable.

			Ever since the peach tree lost a branch in a storm, its limbs rest on the stable’s corrugated-iron roof, unable to right itself. As a teenager, she’d hide from the world up here, Pizzazz’s head in her lap as they shared a late summer peach – her face scrunched in a mixture of laughter and disgust as he dribbled sweet sticky juice on her. Countless times she’d hid here sobbing into his mane, confiding the latest injustice inflicted upon her by the school clique. Melanie Woods’ words still rang in her ears: ‘You think you’re so pretty. Pretty dumb that’s what you are.’ Pizzazz understood what if felt like to be bullied, marginalised; she could tell by the way he pricked his ears in mute sympathy.

			They buried Pizzazz in the bottom paddock in the long shadows of the cypresses. Christina never goes there. She hates remembering how he looked the day he died – his muzzle frozen in a macabre sneer, exposing the soft pink flesh of his gums, his tongue clenched between bared teeth, one eye fixed skyward. She remembers kneeling in the sopping pasture, aeons elapsing before she dared reach out and touch the stiffened fur of his lifeless cheek.

			Mr Graukroger helped Papa dig the hole with the backhoe, then together they manhandled Pizzazz’s rigid carcass into the grave. Christina watched on. When Massimo handed her the rough wooden cross he had made, she sank into the giving earth, sobbing until her ribs ached. Her mother had no words of comfort – she stepped around the hole in Christina’s life, believing she would get over her loss in time. Then, she was right.

			‘Mama!’ Christina shouts.

			‘Si?’ Rosa creeps along the far wall of the stables, the roughened timbers guiding her back to the shade of the peach tree.

			‘What are you doing, Mama? I’ve been looking for you everywhere.’

			‘No way are the bloody birds getting all these peaches, Tina. Look at them! All over the ground going to waste. Help me pick ’em up.’ Rosa clutches her floral apron up to her breasts. It sags with the burden of fruit.

			Christina wonders how Mama can tell where the peaches are. Is it her imagination or does Rosa’s sight seem to come and go as it pleases? Perhaps she’s being unkind. ‘Where’s your basket, Mama?’

			Rosa shakes her head in irritation. ‘I dunno. It’s round here somewhere.’

			The basket lies buried in the long grass next to the trunk of the peach tree, hard even for Christina to see. There is too much fruit for one basket so she braves the feed shed, banging about to warn off the snakes and rats, and finds an old feed tin and a hessian sack. They load the less damaged windblown fruit onto the sack and take the best of the ripe fruit from the tree, leaving the rest for the bats and birds.

			‘We can’t possibly eat all these, Mama,’ Christina says as she carts the feed tin into the shade. Considers whether she might be wise to fetch the ute.

			Rosa clicks her tongue. ‘Peach chutney for Christmas, huh? It’s nice with a baked ham. Maybe some jam too. The church, they always have a stall for Christmas.’

			‘The church?’ Christina shields her eyes from the sun, checking to see whether Rosa is joking.

			Although born and raised Catholic, Rosa and religion parted company long before Christina was even a wish. It is incomprehensible to Christina that her mother would consider donating jars of chutney to the church’s Christmas fair. When Massimo died, Rosa refused to talk to Father O’Leary, let alone step foot inside his place of ministry.

			Christina remembers sitting in the rose garden, fighting over the funeral arrangements.

			‘No good-for-nothing Catholic priest, no church,’ Rosa said, cutting the air with her hand. ‘We go to the crematorium and we bring Massimo home. Here is where he belongs.’

			So soon after the trial, Christina did not have the energy for this fight. She understood her mother’s fierce loyalty to Massimo, but her refusal to honour the man she loved in the accepted manner was as aggravating as it was unfathomable.

			Drawing breath, Christina approached Rosa from another angle. ‘People like to pay their respects. What about Mr Pucciarelli? Or Papa’s card buddies?’

			‘No!’

			‘Mama! People will call us sfaciade. You can’t lose face like this.’

			‘I said no. Massimo never liked fuss. Just family.’

			Christina raised her hands in helpless supplication. ‘Family? What family? You, me and Bee. That’s it. There is no one else.’

			Rosa sucked in her lips. ‘We came to this country to get away from the church. Never again will I step foot inside one. Your papa, he felt the same.’

			‘Mama, this is ridiculous! Everyone loved Papa. It’s important to have a funeral so people can say a proper goodbye and show you, us, they care. Why are you being so stubborn?’

			‘Because the church is full of people who fear God on Sundays but live their lives as heathens.’

			And now it seems Rosa has had an epiphany and metamorphosed into a cake-baking, jam-bottling fully fledged member of the Friends of St Faith’s.

			Rosa fusses with the hessian sack, making sure none of the soft fruit rolls away. ‘Si. The church. All the ladies make jams and cakes, why not me?’

			Christina swallows a smile. ‘No reason, Mama. I just didn’t know that you had –’ she pauses, the words had a conversion on the road to Damascus on the tip of her tongue. Rosa had never searched for friendships amongst the women in town. The Pucciarellis didn’t count since they were business acquaintances and the only other Italians in a mostly Anglo district. But now Christina thinks of all the jars of jams and bottled fruits Rosa has made over the years. Always more than the three of them could consume in a lifetime, all because she couldn’t bear waste. What a delicious proposition to think Rosa has been donating excess supplies to the church jumble sale. She restrains herself, saying, ‘– were interested in charitable endeavours.’

			Rosa bats the comment away. ‘I always done it.’

			And Christina thought she knew her mother. Such a dark horse, she thinks as they pick their way down the hill. Christina carries the feed tin and two corners of the sack, Rosa holds the other two corners. Christina will make a second trip to collect the basket of peaches.

			She can’t let it alone though. Her mother’s secretive charity has tickled her fancy. ‘But even if you make a ton of chutney and jam, there is still too much good fruit to waste.’

			Rosa doesn’t miss a beat. ‘I’ll ring Matthias.’

			Christina stops dead. ‘Mr Graukroger?’

			Rosa urges her forward. ‘Si. Invite him over for afternoon tea. I need to make biscotti anyway. I can make a peach crostato too.’

			In the end, Mr Graukroger was the only other person who came to farewell Massimo at the crematorium. The old Dutchman often made a fourth at cards with her father. All the old men sitting outside the town hall until they died or seized up so much they couldn’t fan the cards in their palms any more.

			Curiosity gets the better of her. ‘I’ve been back here nearly a year, Mama. If you’re such good friends, how come he’s never been to tea?’

			Rosa shrugs her free shoulder. ‘We chat on the phone. He pops over sometimes when you’re out. We’re old, I don’t need to see him to be thinking of him.’

			Christina can’t believe it. As children, all the town kids had been terrified of Mr Graukroger. Like Massimo, he towered over them, but where her father was as likely to find sweets in his pockets or a butterfly wing to draw the children in, Matthias Graukroger erred on the side of hellfire and brimstone. If he caught kids roaming the fences of his property or riding their dirt bikes up and down the lane he shared with the Clementes, he was liable to pull a verse or two from the Bible and hurl it at the reprobates with all the menace he could muster. He’d scowl as they laughed at him, but even the bravest boys waited until they were at a safe distance before offering the old man the one-fingered salute.

			His wife Traude had died of cancer after Christina moved to Sydney. Now she thought about it, Traude was the one famous across the district for her jams and baking, especially her Christmas puddings. After she died, Matthias Graukroger sank in on himself and none of the local kids could bring themselves to be frightened of him again. In an unspoken mark of respect, they stopped riding their dirt bikes up and down the road outside his house. Instead, they took themselves up the unsealed track through the old growth forest near the common. When the breeze blew the right way, Christina could hear the growl of their bikes.

			It would never have occurred to her that this sunken God-fearing old man and her feisty anti-Church mother could have formed any kind of alliance, let alone a friendship.

			It is obvious, though, as soon as Matthias Graukroger removes his boots, hangs his hat and coat on the peg and shuffles inside, that the house is familiar to him. He greets Christina by sandwiching her hand in his. Rosa he kisses on both cheeks before producing a paper bag crammed with small green nectarines from his jacket pockets and placing it on the kitchen table. He picks the chair with the crocheted cushion on it, placing the cushion behind the small of his back. Meanwhile Rosa brews tea from a packet Christina has never noticed before and the kitchen fills with the aroma of liquorice. There is no conversation. The ritual unfolds, the long-formed habit of two old companions.

			Matthias picks up the Rural Advocate from amongst this morning’s mail and flicks through the pages as he waits for Rosa to bring his tea. Stabbing at a page, he says to Christina, ‘Isn’t that your old joint?’

			She leans over his shoulder and catches her breath. A picture of Bartholomews Run fills half the page. It’s the photo she had planned to use for the website after the Heritage Council accepted the house for listing. She can’t understand the next photo at all. This is a picture of a house with soot-blackened windows and half the roof caved in. Round it is a perfect ring of scorched earth. Unfolding the paper, Christina reads, Historic Gem Lost in Blaze.

			‘Sit down, love.’ Mr Graukroger pulls out a chair and presses on her arm. Rosa slides across a mug of tea and a large slice of the peach crostata.

			Christina ignores them and smooths the paper flat. The story spreads over two pages. There are more alarming shots with captions such as Remains of the studio/barn, and underneath a photo of tumbled-down bricks it says, The original stables built in 1885. The words come at her in snatched phrases but it is clear that days before the house was due to go to auction, fire destroyed Bartholomews Run. At the end of the article is a lone sentence. The journalist mentions that the property’s owner is surfwear pioneer Jackson Plummer who is currently appealing wrongful conviction.

			The article is attributed to the paper’s editor, Gordon Wakefield. He’s one of Jackson’s local cronies, along with Michael Spalding, the licensees of the pub, Dave and Sharon Martin, and Mrs Pryde who sold them their horses. Jackson loyalists, one and all. At the sentencing hearing, Mrs Pryde had blocked Christina’s exit from the courtroom, hissing that she ought to be ashamed of herself allowing an innocent man to be gaoled. Christina can’t remember how she replied; in all likelihood she said nothing. It still shocks her that some people truly believe Christina used Bianca to punish Jackson. Christina stares at the blackened house. It’s quite probable Jackson paid to have the house destroyed. She supposes it is just as likely that Jackson paid Wakefield to have the paper run a double-page spread. Then again, the house is infamous; so is Jackson, at least in those parts.

			‘“On the wing of abominations will come one who makes desolate, even until a complete destruction,”’ Matthias interrupts Christina’s thoughts.

			‘Pardon?’

			He slurps his tea, letting out a small gasp when he is done. ‘The Book of Daniel. Daniel prophesised the desecration of the Holy Temple in an apocalyptic vision, calling it “the abomination of the desolation”.’

			Christina stares at the old man, back at the photos. ‘What do you mean?’

			‘An abomination is a perversion of a holy thing. When the Roman emperors put a statue of one of their gods in the Holy Temple, the Jews considered it a desecration, a perversion. First the Babylonians destroyed the Holy Temple, then the Romans. The Bible predicts that a third temple will be built on the same site by the Antichrist.’

			‘You mean the devil?’

			Matthias nods, cups his hands around his mug. ‘The Antichrist is the ultimate false prophet. He is the abomination that causes desolation for all who follow him.’

			Christina stares at the photos of the scarred remains of the house. Thinks of the years she spent nurturing it back to life, her battle with the Heritage Council to have it recognised as a property of significance. All that effort, all that history, incinerated. She traces the outline of the photo of the studio where Bartholomew Rivers painted the pictures that now hung in galleries and private collections. The revival of interest in his work was supposed to be her reward for bringing an important Australian artist back into the public eye. Jackson’s encouragement motivated not by philanthropy but by the need to distract her, for her to be so consumed that she would not see what was happening under her own nose.

			Rosa cuts Matthias a second slice of the peach crostata and passes it to him. ‘You mean that fire was no accident.’

			Matthias nods.

			Christina folds the paper in half to hide the story. Bartholomews Run haunts her. She poured her heart and soul into turning that crumbling wreck of a house into a showcase property. Pouring all that love and energy into a house instead of her daughter. What a fool she was.

			She’d always assumed Jackson would sell the house. After all, he is in no position to live there, and thanks to Christina’s efforts he had made a substantial financial gain. Then she thinks of Matthias’ words, ‘the desecration of the temple’, and realises Jackson never intended to sell Bartholomews Run. He would never allow the smears of his occupancy to become part of its fabric. Far better to destroy Bartholomews Run and all its secrets, to ensure nothing survived.

			

		

	
		
			chapter eleven

			On the first morning of their new lives, Christina awoke as the sun slid over the hilltops and bathed the room in golden light. She slipped on a pair of jeans and carried her boots so as not to disturb Bianca who lay sprawled on the mattress, Bluey Baa-Baa clutched in an outstretched hand. The heavy scent of jasmine filled the air and mist curled up out of the valley and wrapped itself around a mob of kangaroos grazing in the far paddock. A flock of shrill lorikeets descended on the giant scribbly gum in the gully below and side-winded along the tree’s smooth limbs before dangling upside down to drink nectar from the creamy blossoms. This was heaven.

			Packing boxes were stacked in one of the spare rooms leading off the kitchen, each box labelled, numbered and itemised in Christina’s architectural script. Retrieving the one marked kitchen essentials, she unpacked the kettle and ran the tap. Brown water spluttered and shuddered into the sink and it was an age before the water ran clear. She plugged the cord into a suspicious-looking power point. She flicked the switch, squeaking when a small flash of blue light arced towards her. After all that, the coffee tasted metallic and she poured the remainder in the garden.

			Christina was teetering on a dining chair, cleaning the enormous window in the main lounge, when Bianca stumbled into the room. Half asleep, Bianca appeared so much younger than her ten years that Christina could not resist the urge to spring from her chair and wrap her in a hug.

			‘Morning, sleepy head.’ Christina released her. ‘Okay. First things first. I’ve put towels in the bathroom off the kitchen. The water’s a horrible colour but don’t worry, it’s because the pipes are rusty.’

			Bianca peeled away and ambled off. Whilst she dressed, Christina finished cleaning the window and stepped back from her handiwork. ‘I don’t care what you do in life, Tina,’ her father often said. ‘Clean windows if it makes you happy. At least they always sparkle.’ And it did lift her spirits seeing the room transformed. Even if all she did over the next few weeks was clean the windows and cut back the camellia and rhododendron branches on the western side, by the time Jackson returned from Vietnam, the house would be unrecognisable.

			‘Hurry up, Bee,’ she said. ‘We’re heading into town.’

			‘What for?’ Bianca grumbled, pouring cornflakes into a bowl.

			‘We need supplies and we need to find a hardware store,’ Christina said, scooping crumpled balls of paper towel into a plastic bag. ‘We need floor polish, a longer ladder, contact paper for the kitchen cupboards, which are beyond redemption, and the name of a decent electrician and plumber. Happy now?’ Christina lobbed a ball of paper towel at Bianca’s head and laughed when Bianca threw it straight back.

			At seven on the dot the following Thursday, two overweight blokes with matching tufts of hair sprouting from their blue singlets introduced themselves as Stan and Colin – the electrician and the plumber, and so obviously brothers. Given the extent of the house’s neglect, Stan and Colin agreed to go their separate ways and see what they uncovered.

			An hour later they regrouped on the terrace for smoko. Christina poured steaming mugs of sugary tea and passed around a packet of shortbread creams. In her ear she could hear Rosa chiding her for taking the cheap supermarket option – ‘Not even sandwiches, Tina!’ Tomorrow, Christina promised her. Tomorrow she would make a better effort.

			Slurping tea, Stan and Colin – ‘Call me Col love, everybody does,’ – revealed the list of problems and which repairs were most urgent.

			‘Your hot water service is cactus,’ Col said, holding out his mug for a top-up. ‘I’ll pop into Kitchener this arvo and pick you up a new one.’

			‘While he’s out,’ said Stan, ‘I reckon it’s just as easy to put in one of them new circuit boards rather than buggerising about with these old-fashioned ceramic circuits. They might be more authentic, love,’ Stan addressed Christina, ‘but they’re no fun when the power blows and you’re fiddling about in the dark.’ Stan winked at Col and took the last shortbread cream. ‘Someone’s got to be the old maid, hey?’

			Every day Stan and Col’s sour cigarette smell and whistling duets filled the house as they began the process of bringing the grand old lady to life. In the mornings, after she put a cake in the oven, Christina drank a mug of coffee that had the taint of nothing more than rainwater and watched the family of magpies chortling amongst themselves as they stalked the lawn for worms. For the first time in her life she wrote cheques for new copper pipes and tapware without worrying where the money came from. For now she was using her own funds but Jackson had promised he would reimburse her on his return. The freedom to pick exactly what she wanted without compromising quality for price was a fresh joy every time.

			Keeping out of the tradesmen’s way, Christina polished floors, scrubbed mould from tiles, baths and shower recesses and cleaned acres and acres of glass. After a couple of weeks of this, she had to wear a belt to stop her jeans from sinking over her hips and her T-shirts were indistinguishable from the rags permanently tucked in her back pocket.

			One by one, the stack of packing boxes diminished as homes were found for their contents. Bianca spent a whole day choosing first one bedroom then another until Christina put her foot down, warning, ‘I am not moving that chest of drawers again, Bee.’

			Stan insisted she get their younger brother up to sweep the chimneys. ‘It gets colder than a mother-in-law’s kiss up here once the wind comes across the mountains,’ he said, adding with a wink, ‘Plus his wife’s sick to death of him being under her feet so he may as well make himself useful.’ His brother also cheerfully chopped a winter’s worth of timber for seven fireplaces.

			Col introduced her to an expert in restoration plaster and paintwork who began stripping the architraves back to the western red cedar beneath. Between the tradesmen, their apprentices and whoever else was called in for an extra pair of hands, on any given day Christina fed a small army.

			In this manner January disappeared and it was only as she added items to a shopping list tucked in the pages of her diary that Christina realised Bianca was due to start at Valley View the following Tuesday. Scribbling uniform shopping under tomorrow’s date, she rushed outside to wave goodbye to the tradesmen. She stood in the drive, stretching first one way, then the other, listening to her body crack and pop in protest. The trail of tail-lights disappeared around the bend and darkness snuffed out twilight, leaving Venus alone to glow in the sky.

			She checked her watch and calculated the time difference between Bartholomews Run and Hanoi. She could hear Bianca singing in the bath, washing away the grime that accumulated every day she spent emptying the stables of clutter and scrubbing the stone floors. Christina had tried to tell her she was getting ahead of herself but it made Bianca happy and she admired her dedication to a task with no immediate reward. When she had offered to help, Bianca shook her head and said, ‘No, it’s my special job, Mum. I can’t get a pony until I’ve made it safe for him.’

			Christina trudged up the driveway until her mobile had reception. Despite living on a mountain, the phone coverage came and went on a whim. She had rung the telephone company about getting a landline and the girl on the other end had told her, ‘Eight weeks – provided there is cabling nearby.’ It was probably an optimistic estimate but Jackson needed phone lines in order to run his businesses. Without them, as he reminded her time and again, it was unfeasible for him to spend more than a day or two a week here, and Christina knew she needed to keep Jackson close if she was going to keep him at all. An image of Sarah and her smug smile flashed across her mind.

			Pulling her shirtsleeves down against the chill evening air, she waited for Jackson to answer. She hadn’t the heart to tell Bianca that ponies were a long way down the list. Not now the tears and tantrums that had preceded their exodus from Sydney had subsided. Perhaps, she hoped, Bianca was beginning to realise how lucky they were to live in such an amazing place.

			When Jackson picked up, it sounded like he was in the middle of a party. Jackson hated parties, she wondered where he was.

			‘I’m at an embassy trade function,’ he yelled, sounding tinny and far away. The bad connection and the time delay meant they kept talking over the top of each other.

			‘Maybe we should hang up and try for a better line?’ she yelled across the oceans.

			‘Can’t. Gotta get across town for a meeting. I’ll call you later,’ and the line went dead.

			Christina scanned the inky void, seeking signs they were not alone on the mountain. Where her parents lived, clusters of light spotted the surrounding hillsides. You could hear neighbourhood dogs barking, the growl of a trail bike and, when the wind blew in the right direction, a mother shouting at the kids to come inside for dinner. On this moonless night the hills had disappeared. She felt like she was suspended in the middle of nowhere. Out of the darkness came the ribbit of frogs, the snuffling of bandicoots and other unidentifiable squeaks and wheezes. A cool breeze lifted her hair from her shoulders and she shivered. Rubbing her arms, she turned back to the house.

			Maybe it was time she shouted Bianca lunch at the pub. Country people always congregated at the nearest watering hole and with Jackson away so much she needed to know they had neighbours they could call on for help. Slipping inside, Christina let out a grateful sigh and turned on the lights, chasing away the shadows that haunted such a rambling old house. Jackson raved about the privacy up here but in his absence Christina felt isolated.

			In clean jeans and polished riding boots, Christina swung open the frosted glass doors of the Grand Hotel, anticipating a room full of rowdy locals sucking down beers and playing one-upmanship. Instead, she encountered nothing more than the exhausted odour of stale beer and cigarette smoke. In the corner an old couple tucked into meat pies swimming in pools of tomato sauce and peas grey from overcooking. At the end of the bar a man hunched over a half-folded newspaper and scratched away at the crossword. The publican was keeping a weather eye on the TAB odds scrolling across the bottom of a TV screen mounted on the far wall.

			Christina made her way to the bar and ordered a pink lemonade for Bianca and a shandy for herself. Passing the barman a twenty-dollar note, she said, ‘Hi, I’m Christina Clemente and this is my daughter Bianca. We’ve just moved up here from Sydney.’

			Sliding an eye over them, the barman grunted, ‘G’day,’ and poured ice into a schooner glass, keeping one eye on race 3 at Rosehill.

			Christina waited for the race to finish before ordering two steak sandwiches and a basket of hot chips. Back at the table, she put down their drinks and a red raffle ticket required to collect their meals. Christina glanced at the old couple and the man at the bar and smiled into her beer. Who needed a red ticket?

			With Bianca’s attention absorbed by her mobile phone, Christina took the chance to study her surrounds. Across the corridor, the dining annex was furnished with the predictable captain’s chairs crammed around tables too small for four comfortable place settings. A wide staircase lead to what she guessed was accommodation, though she couldn’t imagine it was used any more. She was startled back to reality by the nasal whine of a woman’s voice announcing, ‘A24! A24!!’ over the tannoy. Christina went to the bar and handed the publican her ticket, amazed that he made a point of checking the number before banging her meals onto the countertop. No wonder there were so few customers.

			‘The chips are delicious.’ Bianca dunked a crinkled golden finger into the pot of tomato sauce.

			‘Mmmm. So are the sandwiches. Don’t eat all the chips, Bee,’ Christina said, wiping beetroot juice from her chin with the back of her hand.

			She watched Bianca nibble her sandwich. The school year began on Tuesday and as the day drew closer, Bianca grew more and more despondent. Jackson’s insistence that Bianca catch the bus to school made matters worse. The pub was neutral territory; it was as good a time as any to tackle the issue.

			‘Did I tell you that I rang your new headmistress, Mrs Hardcastle, yesterday and she confirmed that the bus run picks up at the general store at seven-thirty and drops off at four? That’s nice and handy, isn’t it?’

			Bianca stopped shovelling chips into her mouth. ‘Don’t make me catch the bus, Mummy. I don’t know anyone. Pleeeease?’

			Christina’s heart clenched. She wanted to say yes, she really did. After all, it was her fault Bianca was in this position. It was easy to forget how shy Bianca was because in Sydney she always travelled with Izzy and Maddy. How could she expect her to bluster her way into an existing circle of friends who had also probably known each other since they were newborns. Worse, over the summer, the hormones had hit Bianca hard, a physical reminder that very soon she would be turning eleven. Christina had been startled to notice that Bianca’s budding breasts formed small lumps under her singlet and her sweat had begun to carry a sour tang. But it wasn’t the only issue. She sighed.

			‘All right, only this week though. Jackson’s back on Friday night, so after that you’ll have to catch the bus. Rules are rules.’ Although if Christina had her way, she’d be more than happy to drive Bianca to and from school. But Jackson said it was a waste of her time and in the end it wasn’t a big enough issue to force an argument.

			Bianca sunk her teeth into the steak sandwich. A mouth full of food stoppered a response.

			Christina ate a chip, relieved Bianca didn’t make a fuss. Her joy was short-lived.

			‘Mummy, when can I get a pony?’

			Christina swallowed. ‘Heaven’s, Bee. We’ve only been here five minutes!’

			‘But, Mummy, you promised!’ Bianca’s tone escalated as Christina’s shoulders sagged.

			‘I know I did, sweetheart, but the house has to be fit for human habitation before I worry about the comfort of ponies.’

			Bianca slumped in her chair and twisted a large chip until it broke. She shovelled both halves in her mouth and chewed with her mouth open, daring her mother to admonish her.

			‘Don’t look at me like I’m the wicked witch of the west,’ Christina chided. ‘Ponies are a lot of work and it won’t be me getting up at the crack of dawn to feed and muck out. I know you think Papa’s an old softy but when I was a girl I wasn’t allowed to eat breakfast until Pizzazz was fed and watered. Rain. Hail. Or shine.’ Christina tapped the last out on the tabletop, certain of her ground.

			Despite Bianca’s sullen pout, she battled on. ‘Anyway, good ponies are as rare as hen’s teeth. It’ll take us months to find a decent one.’

			Bianca frowned and Christina relented. She was hopeless at being the tough cop. After all, she had promised. ‘Look. How about we visit the pony club lady one day after school and see if she knows of a suitable mount. Maybe we can lease a pony for now, see if you cope with the responsibility before we fully commit. Is that fair?’

			Christina made the promise thinking she’d bought herself plenty of time. Plus she didn’t feel comfortable making a commitment until she’d discussed it with Jackson. He’d definitely want to put in his two cents worth. Of course, as luck would have it, the pony club lady, a reed-thin imposing woman called Mrs Pryde, knew of the perfect beginner’s pony for Bianca.

			Even so, Christina put off the decision until Jackson’s return. This had been a long trip and the six weeks seemed to have exhausted him. He was tetchy and tired, citing jet lag, so Christina gave him a couple of days to settle in before she broached the subject. She used the time to practise what she would say. With Bianca turning eleven in a few weeks, maybe the pony could be an early gift. Jackson loved showering the children with gifts. He was bound to like the idea.

			Christina paused at the door to his office, listening to the tap of the keyboard. Jackson hated being disturbed when he was working, so she hesitated before giving the barest of knocks and waited for him to say if she could come in. When he did glance up, she hovered in the doorway and explained the situation.

			Jackson shrugged. ‘One thing’s for certain, it’ll keep her mind off chasing boys.’

			Christina expected more but he picked up the phone, indicating that the matter was dealt with, and waited for her to leave.

			The telephone company’s nonchalant dismissal of Christina’s request had become Jackson’s challenge, one he solved with apparent ease. Despite the difficulties of conducting such a transaction from Vietnam, within a week of him ‘making a few calls’, two phone lines and a separate fax line were installed. Undermined as she felt by his success, it did mean Jackson could now spend the better part of his week at Bartholomews Run. He’d chosen a room with a north-easterly aspect overlooking the gardens as his office. It had the added benefit of a clear line of sight to the driveway, allowing him to track the comings and goings on the property. His clothes hung on one side of the closet in their bedroom and occupied an entire set of drawers. His disposable razor and toothbrush sitting next to hers on the bathroom shelf was a daily thrill. She just resented that now he had phones, he spent so much time on them.

			Christina had to wait until dinnertime to raise the subject again. She watched Bianca jump up to fetch Jackson a tonic, desperate to win his seal of approval. It reminded Christina of when Bianca had wanted to learn to surf. Almost three years ago, but it felt like a lifetime. So much had changed since then.

			After they’d cleared the dinner table, Christina tackled Jackson again. She sold Jackson on the benefits of having a pony before dropping the bombshell. ‘She’s five thousand dollars. Plus tack will easily add another two grand to that.’

			Bianca glared at her but what did she expect Christina to say? Good ponies cost money.

			‘What’s this horse’s name?’ Jackson asked.

			‘Sugar. She’s a purebred Welsh Mountain Pony. She’s brown with a white stripe down her face and she has four white socks,’ Bianca rushed out.

			Jackson studied Bianca’s earnest face then turned to Christina. ‘If she’s such a good horse, why are they selling her?’

			Bianca answered before Christina had a chance. ‘Because the girl who owns him, she’s at my school, she’s got a new horse called Caramel. He’s a . . .’ Bianca faltered and looked to Christina for guidance.

			‘A palomino.’

			Bianca nodded.

			Jackson raised his eyebrows, mirroring her seriousness. ‘So she’s pretty but why so expensive? After all, sounds like she’s only a little squirt like you.’

			Bianca’s hand captured her giggle, covering teeth that would need braces before long.

			Christina placed a hand on Jackson’s thigh, drawing his attention. ‘Beginners’ ponies are worth the money if they are genuinely bomb-proof and have the good looks to go with it,’ she said. ‘Plus if we buy Sugar, once Bianca outgrows her we’ll make our money back selling her on.’

			Bianca gripped Christina’s arm. ‘No, Mum! You can’t sell her. I want to keep her forever.’

			Christina stared down at her hand. A cut sliced a red line from thumb to knuckle. From the look of it, it was days old. Bianca didn’t run to her with ‘owies’ any more and for some reason this made her sad.

			She turned to Jackson. ‘I’ve looked around and I can’t find another pony comparable to Sugar that’s within easy distance. There’s a nice little gelding north of Noosa but then we’ve got the hassle of floating it down from Queensland.’

			Jackson turned to Bianca. ‘When’s your birthday again?’

			Christina rolled her eyes. Unlike a lot of men she knew, Jackson never forgot any of the children’s birthdays. Hers he always forgot, but he knew full well that Bianca’s birthday was 21 March.

			‘I’ll make you a deal, Busy Bee. If you promise Mum and me that you’ll look after her properly and ride her every day, I will buy Sugar for your birthday, but under no circumstances is she to be left in a paddock to rot. Do you understand?’

			Bianca’s face crumpled and Jackson’s eyes widened in alarm. Christina opened her arms and a grateful Bianca slid into her embrace.

			‘Do you promise, Bee?’ Jackson reiterated, although with less conviction than moments earlier.

			Her face pressed into Christina’s shirt, Bianca nodded. Christina stroked her hair, feeling the excitement bubbling inside her small frame. Jackson mouthed, ‘What’s wrong?’ and she whispered, ‘She’s happy.’

			‘Oh,’ he mouthed and said, ‘Well shake hands then, Bee. It’s not a deal unless we shake on it.’ Bianca pulled away from Christina, dragged her sleeve across her face and offered Jackson her left hand. He laughed and said, ‘The other one, Bee. You shake with the other hand.’

			Bianca blushed and swapped hands. They shook twice and Jackson released his grip.

			Jackson’s face cracked into a giant smile. ‘Looks like you’ve got your first pony, Busy Bee.’

			Bianca burst into tears and hugged Jackson so hard he had a bruise on his arm for a week.

			First term at school was still fresh and optimistic when Bianca began her love affair with Sugar the Welsh Mountain Pony. Christina sat on a battered milk crate in the middle of the ring, singing out, ‘Up, down, up down, up down.’ Jackson straddled the fence and watched Bianca’s wobbly rising trot around the small arena. They both laughed when Sugar shook herself from head to tail and unseated a surprised Bianca.

			The language of ponies made for easy friendships at Valley View Grammar School. Lead by Phoebe Kennedy, a gaggle of girls encircled Bianca. She was still her shy little self but at least she wasn’t alone and Christina counted that as a blessing. Bianca spent every second Sunday at the showground practising her flatwork and learning to jump under the penetrating eye of Mrs Pryde. She took instruction well and since she promised Jackson she would ride every day, she made quick progress. Her whim quickly developed into an obsession.

			Jackson’s interest became obsessive too. He asked endless questions about pony club and what competencies Bianca needed to move from E to D grade. A number of times Christina caught him sizing up Sugar against the more stylish ponies of the older children.

			The thing that made Christina laugh was that this man, who stepped around puddles rather than risk mud on his shiny RM Williams, loved helping groom and rug Sugar, even if it only meant holding the lead rope whilst Bianca or Christina did the dirty work.

			‘It used to be that I could never find you, Jackson,’ Christina said one day on discovering Jackson sitting in the stable corridor with Bianca cleaning tack, ‘but these days the first place I look is the stables.’

			Jackson laughed, threading the bridle back together as if he had been doing it his whole life. ‘I’m beginning to see why little girls like ponies, CC. They provide endless hours of distraction.’

			Christina elbowed him in the ribs. ‘For Bianca yes, but you? Maybe it’s time you got your own pony. Then you’d have a decent excuse for hanging out here. Isn’t that right, Bee?’

			Bianca gave her a watery smile and slipped away to the feed room to fetch hay. Christina watched her go, wondering at the sudden change in mood. Maybe she should have a chat to Jackson. He was very competitive, always on Bianca’s case about excelling at everything she did. Maybe he should just relax and let Bianca enjoy herself. She’d have to find the right time to talk to him though, he got a bit snakey if he thought she was interfering.

			Jackson hung the bridle back on its hook and wrapped his arms around Christina’s waist. ‘I can just see myself on a stockhorse riding around the farm. Then Bee and I could round up the cattle together.’ He slipped away and stood in the doorway of the feed room. ‘You’d like that, Busy Bee, wouldn’t you?’

			

		

	
		
			chapter twelve

			Obtaining heritage listing for Bartholomews Run was proving much more complex than Christina had anticipated. She hated to think how many months of her time she’d invested in the project. And after today’s phone call, how many more it would take. Christina slammed down the phone and stomped into the kitchen. As she waited for the kettle to boil, she replayed the conversation.

			The man from the Heritage Council told her she was welcome to nominate Bartholomews Run for heritage listing but whilst he appreciated the house had once been home to a minor, okay yes, he was prepared to concede, an important Australian painter, in order for her nomination to be successful, they needed a story.

			‘What story?’ Christina asked. She already knew they needed a story. She wasn’t some local yokel who thought great- grandpop’s garden shed was historically significant. ‘What could be more substantial than the fact this was once Bartholomew Rivers’ house?’

			‘Verification is the key word,’ he said. ‘For instance, which years did Bartholomew Rivers reside at the property? What significant alterations or additions did he make to the house and/or its surrounds? Which of his better known works can be proven to have been painted there? Supposition isn’t good enough. We need facts.’

			Christina took her coffee out onto the terrace. The sandstone flagging was covered in yellowing leaves as the garden shed its summer coat and prepared for the bitter winter ahead. She usually found it soothing to look out over the pool and listen to the whipbirds calling to each other across the valley. Not today though. The man from the Heritage Council said that the physical buildings were an important time capsule to attach stories to, but it was the actual stories that brought a building to life and created that sense of interest and intrigue about what might have happened there in the past.

			‘That is what prospective visitors want,’ he continued. ‘If you can find the story, Miss Clemente, then you can expect to see visitors by the busload.’

			Christina tossed the dregs of her coffee over the garden. Like a petulant schoolgirl, she had wanted to shout, ‘But I have the story!’ However, she had to concede there were many, many gaps. There was an intriguing entry in that tombstone of a book on art history Australian Art of the Twentieth Century she had found at the Mitchell Library on a visit to Sydney. In the biography, it mentioned that Rivers was rumoured to have a penchant for sexual adventures with his models. A couple of lines in an old Sotheby’s catalogue said it was the model featured in Rivers’ painting The Ravishing of Sophia who was Mary Rivers’ bȇte noire. It was impossible to build a credible story when there was so little correspondence beyond the odd receipt for materials or a bill of sale. As far as establishing provenance for the house or the man, Christina had fallen far short of the man from the Heritage Council’s final stipulation: ‘It must capture the cultural imagination.’

			She had managed to track down some pencil drawings and the odd charcoal sketch. The Ravishing of Sophia was in private hands but The Wallbuilders had vanished altogether. And either way, there was no proof Rivers had painted them here.

			Although The Wallbuilders gave Christina an idea. What if the gardens were the key? She found a website that said listed gardens had to be an early or representative example of a style employed by a landscape architect of national importance. Constance Sutton may not have garnered the fame of a Paul Sorensen, but she was a protégée of Edna Walling and Bartholomews Run was an early example of her work. Plus she was a woman and there were few women represented in the ranks of landscape architects at the time. That had to be worth something. Reinvigorated, Christina determined she’d track down Sutton’s family and see if they had records of Constance’s plans for Bartholomews Run. Perhaps the way to unearth the true history of Bartholomew Rivers was via the women in his life. After all, they were his weakness, so Constance Sutton might be the key.

			Her thoughts were interrupted by the sound of the front door opening. Christina checked her watch. Goodness, four-thirty already, where had the day gone? She shut her laptop and wandered out to find Bianca.

			‘Hey, sweetheart,’ she sang out as she came down the hall.

			Bianca stood at the pantry door with a guilty look on her face. Christina frowned then realised she’d caught Bianca red-handed with the chocolate biscuits.

			Christina smiled. ‘Yes, you can have one. Here, pass them to me, I’m starving.’ Again she had forgotten lunch. They sat at the kitchen bench, the packet between them, munching away. Christina made herself a coffee and fetched Bianca a glass of cold milk.

			‘Anything exciting happen today?’

			Bianca went to say no but then her face lit up as she remembered she did in fact have news to share. She fumbled about in her schoolbag and retrieved a crumpled note.

			Christina smoothed it out. ‘So Phoebe’s invited you for a sleepover. Is it her birthday?’ although as soon as the words left her mouth she remembered that Phoebe had had her twelfth birthday in the school holidays.

			‘No, Mum. See, it says this is not a birthday party. So can I, pretty please?’

			Sleepovers were a bone of contention in their household. Christina knew other parents were far more relaxed about their children staying over at friends’ places, but apart from Izzy’s and Maddy’s, Christina had never let Bianca go to anyone’s place overnight. It was all very well knowing the mothers but she rarely met any of the dads. It didn’t seem right to let a young child stay overnight in a stranger’s house. Bianca knew this, and the fact that Jackson agreed with her mother.

			Seeing the hope written all over Bianca’s face made Christina feel bad but that wasn’t going to change anything. ‘Sweetheart, I know it’s Phoebe but it’s the rules.’

			Bianca’s face went an angry red. ‘The other girls are going. I’ll be the only one who isn’t there.’

			Christina presumed she meant the other girls from pony club. Not that that changed anything.

			‘What other girls?’

			They both spun around at the sound of Jackson’s voice. He’d appeared as if from nowhere, although he’d been locked in his office most of the day. Often their paths barely crossed. Not like the old days when Bianca being at school allowed for hours of unadulterated fun. On occasions Christina tried tempting Jackson into bed for some afternoon delight, but if and when he did say yes, it lacked the passion of their early days. She hoped it was age or familiarity and not that he no longer found her desirable. If she let it, it worried her, but she tried not to let it. He was with her, that’s what counted.

			Christina looked to Bianca, waiting for her to explain, but Bianca seemed intent on studying the biscuit packet.

			‘Phoebe’s invited Bee for a sleepover tomorrow night. I explained she couldn’t go.’ Christina knew she sounded defensive but she didn’t want Jackson thinking she was saying yes when they both knew the answer was always no.

			‘Bad luck, Busy Bee.’ Jackson tousled her hair and reached into the fridge.

			Christina wasn’t sure, but had Bianca flinched? She shook her head. The pair of them used to be the best of mates but the Bianca who couldn’t wait to go surfing or who cried with joy when Jackson bought her Sugar was a distant memory. Bianca was so prickly now and not just with Jackson. She often gave Christina a look of such sullen animosity that Christina wondered what on earth she’d done wrong. 

			Jackson drank the milk straight from the fridge, left the carton on the bench as he grabbed a handful of chocolate biscuits. ‘Do you want to go for a drive, Bee?’

			Bianca looked startled. ‘I’ve got homework to do.’

			Jackson laughed, ‘On a Friday night? C’mon Bee, live a little.’

			Bianca frowned at her hands. Christina shook her shoulder gently. ‘Yeah, Bee, c’mon. Maybe you could drive us down to the bottom paddocks and we can check on the cattle. Lulu might have had her calf by now.’

			Jackson shook his head. ‘No can do. I’ve got a mountain of crap in the ute. There’s not enough space for the three of us.’

			Christina sighed. ‘I may as well get started on dinner then.’

			Seeing Bianca’s downcast face she added, ‘It’s all right, Bee. You and I can go for a drive tomorrow instead. Just the two of us.’

			Bianca slid off the kitchen stool, mumbling that she’d better get changed.

			‘Don’t bother, Busy Bee. We won’t be that long.’ Jackson herded her out the door, saying, ‘We’ll feed the horses when we’re done.’

			They didn’t return until darkness had well and truly descended. Bianca rushed past Christina straight for the bathroom and locked herself in. Jackson sauntered in after her. 

			‘What’s wrong with Bee?’ Christina asked him. 

			Jackson shrugged. ‘Buggered if I know. Ask her yourself.’

			After watching Bianca pick her way through dinner, her head resting on one elbow, Christina knew there was definitely something wrong. When Bianca excused herself, Christina followed her into her bedroom. Bianca’s eyes were squeezed shut, Bluey Baa-Baa clasped to her chest, but Christina could tell she was not asleep.

			‘What’s wrong, Bee?’ she asked, sweeping a curl from her face.

			Bianca swatted her hand away. ‘Don’t, Mum.’

			Surprised, Christina nursed her hand. ‘There’s no need for that, Bianca. I just wanted to know if you were all right.’

			Bianca rolled over. ‘Why won’t you let me stay at Phoebe’s tomorrow night? Her parents are really nice.’

			Christina sighed. They had had this conversation so many times and each time it ended with Bianca either in tears or screaming at her that it wasn’t fair. But despite all the arguments, Christina was not prepared to back down on this issue. ‘You know the reasons, Bee. I don’t know Phoebe’s parents from diddly squat. I’m sorry that you disagree but if that’s what’s upsetting you, I’ll say my goodnights and hope you wake up in the morning in a better mood.’

			She switched off Bianca’s light and pulled the door shut. Jackson had already gone to bed so she finished loading the dishwasher and joined him. Jackson rolled over and spooned her from behind. ‘Did you talk to Bee?’

			Christina snuggled into his lap. ‘She wouldn’t talk to me.’

			Jackson chuckled. ‘Welcome to the next six years of your life, CC.’

			She turned to face him. ‘Meaning?’

			Jackson pulled a pained expression. ‘Teenagers.’

			Christina sighed. He was probably right. He’d been there before, after all. She reached for his hand and pressed it to her breast, hoping for a response.

			Jackson yawned. ‘God, I’m knackered,’ and rolled over to the other side of the bed.

			Clutching the spare pillow to her chest, Christina waited for sleep to overtake her.

			Through the winter and well into the following summer, Christina scrutinised the bones of the garden, sketchpad in hand. The dry-stone walls arced and spanned the acreage closest to the house, a rib cage to the house’s sternum. The Great Depression had led to legions of unemployed men labouring to first dig out the ironstone and then build these distinctive walls at sites across the Blue Mountains. She examined where the walls met the gateways, searching for a mason’s signature in the rock, hoping for a symbol akin to the convict arrows found all over early Australian buildings. But it seemed this particular army of dislocated men had disappeared without leaving their mark, much like the painting they had inspired.

			Constance Sutton’s garden gave her nothing that satisfied the criteria of ‘capturing the cultural imagination’. But as she documented the garden, Christina did find other curiosities, hangovers from the Edwardian era – a grotto, a folly and a rather wonderful garden theatre.

			‘In Rivers’ artistic circles,’ she enthused to a reluctant Jackson, dragging him around the overgrown hedges of the theatre, ‘there must have been plenty of would-be thespians to grace the garden stage – especially the pretty girls that Rivers was so fond of.’

			‘What man isn’t fond of pretty young girls?’ Jackson said, pulling her close.

			Christina slapped him away, laughing. ‘I didn’t say young. Well, maybe, as in, not illegal, but certainly too young to be having relations with a much older man.’

			‘It didn’t stop you.’ Jackson snatched her back and kissed her. Christina squirmed with delight. Yesterday Jackson had knocked on the door of the room she used as an office. Not really an office but a quiet space beneath a window with a view of the garden. Taking her hand, he had lead her down to the cabana by the pool. There on the pool lounges he had done things to her that reminded her of their early days.

			Afterwards they had swum naked in the pool then lain on the sandstone to dry in the warm air. Unable to resist, Christina had swung her leg over his and placed her hands on his shoulders. Jackson had smiled at her and obliged. The memory made her shiver with pleasure.

			‘So if I met you at eighteen, this would be wrong?’ Jackson said, sliding his hand inside her jeans and pulling her to him.

			As they kissed, Christina thought of the model who posed for The Ravishing of Sophia. From the small photograph in the art book, her age was impossible to determine. She had never been identified, perhaps a local farmer’s daughter, an unavoidable cliché since eighty-odd years ago Rivers’ choices would have been slender. For all Christina knew, the model could have been Mary.

			‘Well morality aside, assuming this girl was eighteen and Rivers was about thirty-five, there’s a balance of power issue, isn’t there. But either way, I have no evidence . . .’

			‘And without evidence,’ Jackson released her, running to the overgrown patch of lawn that formed the stage, ‘there is no charge to be laid. Bartholomew Rivers is innocent, Your Honour.’ Jackson bowed with a flourish to an imaginary audience.

			Christina applauded and laughed. Jackson had always been a ham. Perhaps the garden theatre might find itself pressed into service again.

			Christina checked her watch. ‘I’d better get going. I promised Bee I’d help her prep Licorice for the show tomorrow.’ 

			‘I’ll come and help.’ Jackson slung an arm over her shoulder. ‘Many hands, light work et cetera.’

			‘Ha! I’d love to see you plait a mane.’ Christina wrapped her arm around Jackson’s waist and they followed the path to the stables.

			‘Fair cop but I’m an expert at cleaning tack.’

			‘Or are you worried we’ll talk about you behind your back?’ she said, giving him a dig in the ribs.

			Jackson squeezed her tight. ‘I’d hate to think what secrets you two share.’

			Christina wished Bianca shared her secrets with her but those days were long gone. Bianca’s descent into puberty had been rapid and ugly. These days Bianca struggled to say a civilised word to her, except when she wanted something. Even so, she’d barely managed a thankyou when Jackson shelled out ten grand for Licorice. Moments like those, Christina worried that Jackson’s affluence was turning Bianca into a spoilt brat. She wondered if Izzy was being equally as atrocious. She should ring Della. But as soon as the thought formed, she knew she wouldn’t.

			They found Bianca in the wash bay, hosing down the black Galloway. Sugar watched on from her yard. Christina grabbed a carrot from the bag and broke it in half, offering it to the pony. ‘Poor old Sugar, Mummy still loves you,’ she cooed as the pony snuffled her hand hoping for more.

			‘Poor old Sugar is eating me out of house and home.’ Jackson came over and scratched the pony behind the ears.

			‘It’s not her fault Bee’s outgrown her.’

			Over the summer holidays Bianca had shot up. Now thirteen, there was no way she could have kept competing on Sugar. Her legs dangled well below the pony’s belly and Jackson needed no convincing that Bianca required a bigger horse. Christina loved seeing Bianca ride Licorice. They looked good together and Bianca had developed a much stronger interest in competing now she owned a horse that loved to jump. During the show season they travelled all over the countryside. Jackson usually tagged along, using the trips as an excuse to go treasure hunting. It was the only time Bianca ever seemed to be her old self. Laughing with her friends, taking selfies with their ponies and cheering each other on. It gave Christina comfort to think that the old Bianca was in there somewhere, even if she chose not to show her to Christina and Jackson.

			‘Are you ready for me to start plaiting up yet, Bee?’ Christina came over to where Bianca was rugging Licorice.

			Bianca shrugged, which Christina took as a yes. Burying her annoyance at Bianca’s rudeness, she grabbed a comb and started sectioning Licorice’s mane. Bianca might find Christina and Jackson’s presence intolerable but she was far from pleasant company herself.

			

		

	
		
			chapter thirteen

			Winters often saw them stuck inside. They had been at Bartholomews Run for three years and Christina was used to hibernating in the house as the bitter winds whipped the mountain and the rain fell in sheets. With a fire crackling in the grate, all three congregated around its warmth. Christina knew Bianca would prefer to be working on her assignment in her bedroom but they had a rule about devices. No laptops in the bedroom and mobile phones went in the kitchen drawer between dinner and breakfast. After her own experiences at school, Christina had no wish for Bianca to be exposed to the maliciousness she had endured in those bad years between fourteen and sixteen. Even at a school such as Valley View with its firm stance on bullying in general and cyberbullying in particular, Christina felt it best to shut down all avenues for Bianca to be a victim. 

			This afternoon Bianca was working on her laptop whilst Christina lay in front of the fire perusing a book Kitchener Library had secured for her about Constance Sutton. Jackson sat by the window flicking through the weekend papers.

			‘Mum, can I show you something?’ Bianca turned in her chair.

			Christina marked her page then went and stood beside Bianca. The screen filled with an image from their garden, lush with textures of green and dripping with rain. From the angle, it appeared to have been taken from the studio above the barn.

			‘Wow! Great photo, Bee.’

			Without looking up, Bianca said, ‘Thanks.’

			Christina contemplated the delicate shell of Bianca’s ear, the tiny curls that licked her golden skin. Bianca’s interest in photography arose after accompanying Jackson on one of his treasure hunts. Together they would roam the countryside rummaging through car boots and deceased estates, poking about in shops that called themselves antique stores when they were really just a collection of junk. One trip they had unearthed an old manual Nikon SLR and Jackson had helped Bianca set up a dark room. Christina assumed Jackson funded the purchase of the paper and chemicals. Bianca had no job, no means to afford such luxuries on her own. The camera had inspired her to take photography as an elective at school and Christina knew Bianca planned to continue with it next year.

			Studying the photo, Christina realised that Bianca was really very talented. She was so secretive about her work, she never shared it. She supposed it was normal, but it made her feel as though she didn’t know her daughter at all. She’d borrowed a book from the library about teenage girls. It gave her some comfort to read about teenage brains rewiring and hormones playing havoc with their emotions. A lot of the examples the author, a psychologist, used as illustrations indicated that Bianca was in no way the worst behaved by a long shot. What the writer emphasised was how important it was for parents to be a steady presence, guiding them through these tumultuous waters. Christina had no idea if her emotional support was enough. It certainly didn’t feel like it. Given Bianca rarely shared anything with her these days, Christina chose her words with care.

			‘I didn’t know you’d taken photos of the garden, Bee.’

			Bianca mumbled, ‘There’s lots of things you don’t know, Mum.’

			Christina flinched from the intended barb. ‘Yes, but my point is, it’s really good. Jackson, you should come and have a look at this.’

			Jackson smoothed the folds of his paper. ‘In a minute.’

			Christina hurried on. ‘Are there more, Bee?’

			Bianca filled the screen with a photo of the summerhouse and the weed-infested pond. Her lens transformed them from dilapidated and neglected into objects of beauty. Each click revealed another image, some in colour, others in black and white. They were so good, Christina thought they’d make the perfect accompaniment to her notebooks and sketches. They could make it a joint project; perhaps it might go some way to bridging the gap that had opened up in their relationship. They’d certainly produce a better book than the one she was reading now.

			Bianca scrolled through her images. There was the wrought-iron archway covered in a sublime weeping rose. A sundial in the middle of a bed of French lavender. The family of magpies that spent their mornings on the lawn captured at dawn.

			‘You have a real eye for detail, sweetheart.’

			Bianca shook off the compliment. ‘This is what I really wanted to show you.’ She changed screen formats and thumbnails of her photos filled the monitor. She pointed to various pictures. ‘You’re looking for proof of Rivers’ work.’

			‘I searched the garden for a link to him, something distinctive, personal, but I haven’t found anything.’

			‘Because you weren’t looking closely enough. See the gates and that screen with the purple thing that grows over it every summer . . .’

			‘Clematis.’

			Bianca rolled her eyes. ‘The point is somebody must have designed and built these gates and screen. It’s not like they went to Bunnings.’

			Christina didn’t want to undermine Bianca’s efforts, she truly didn’t, but Bianca’s idea was a bit of a stretch. ‘Sweetheart, in those days blacksmiths were common. Anyone could have designed and made the wrought ironwork.’

			Bianca’s cheeks flashed red. ‘I think he made them.’

			Christina drew breath. She needed to tread with care. A few arty shots and Bianca was convinced she had prosecuted her case. ‘Maybe you’re right,’ Christina conceded, ‘but the thing is, that annoying man from the Heritage Council wants solid proof.’

			‘I know that!’ Bianca snapped. She glanced across at Jackson, still engrossed in the business news, and leaned closer.

			Christina found this schoolgirl urge for drama amusing, though she took care to hide it.

			‘Up at the stables,’ Bianca explained, ‘the stall at the end opens onto the yard, the one with the cobblestones and the well.’

			‘I know which one you mean.’

			‘Well, remember when we first moved here and I cleaned out the stables?’ Bianca searched her mother’s eyes.

			Christina nodded, although she had no idea where Bianca was heading with this.

			Satisfied, Bianca continued, ‘There were bits of old metal and an anvil that you said the blacksmith probably used when he came to shoe the horses. Remember?’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘No, it’s only half right. You said that originally this place used to be a Cobb & Co inn, before the railway closed down.’ Bianca leaned closer and a waft of coconut shampoo reached Christina. This close, she could see Bianca had plucked the arch of her eyebrows. When had she started that?

			‘The end stall was where the blacksmith set his fire because it was the easiest place to shoe large numbers of horses passing through.’

			‘Maybe.’

			‘So whoever built the ironwork in the garden must have used the same space. It was already a working forge. It had the well in the courtyard.’ Bianca clicked on another photo to illustrate her point.

			‘This doesn’t prove it was Bartholomew Rivers.’ Although Christina wished it did. It would be wonderful to think Bianca was right.

			Bianca clicked through her photos, saying, ‘But someone made it, so I looked through the stuff I cleared out of there . . .’

			‘You kept it?’

			‘Yes,’ Bianca hissed. ‘You said not to throw anything out because we didn’t know what was important and what wasn’t. Remember?’

			‘Did I?’ Bianca was probably right but Christina’s life was so busy she had enough trouble remembering what happened three weeks ago let alone something that happened years ago.

			‘God, Mum! Anyway, I didn’t find anything but it kept bothering me. I started checking the wrought iron around the property and then about a month ago I found this.’ Bianca changed screens to a close-up of one of the gates from the driveway.

			Christina had never seen them in such detail before. Now she thought about it, had they ever even closed the gates in the four years they had lived here? If asked, she would have said the gates were wreathed in leaves, possibly ivy. Bianca’s shot revealed that those leaves contained tiny birds’ nests with rounded eggs and strange little gnomic men frolicking amongst them. One peered out at them, poking out his tongue. Bianca zoomed in on one of the flowers. ‘See here, Mum? This is what I am talking about. I think that’s his signature.’

			Christina peered where the cursor pointed. In the flat surface of the petal were the initials BR. Bianca changed screens again, zoomed in on a garden seat that circled an American dogwood down beyond the pool – again BR. Bianca had collected dozens of examples, too many to be coincidental. There could be no feasible alternative. Christina exhaled, ‘Bianca, this is amazing. Why didn’t you tell me sooner?’

			Triumph flushed Bianca’s cheeks. ‘Because I still needed proof that it was Bartholomew Rivers who had done the forging. I mean, random I know, but what if someone who happened to have the same initials branded every gate and fence around the property? And then, remember how Mrs Pryde made us do that course on how to shoe our ponies?’

			‘Which you hated.’

			Bianca covered her smile with her hand. ‘Yeah, that one. Anyway I was bored, waiting for my turn to trim a hoof, so I was just sort of looking through the farrier’s gear.’

			‘You were snooping?’

			‘Mum!’

			‘Sorry. But it’s true.’

			‘Can I get on with the story, please?’

			Christina nodded.

			‘Well in the old days, blacksmiths did more than shoe horses, right? They made heaps of other stuff. Anyway, I picked up this rod, which had this heavy lump of metal on the end. The farrier must have been watching because he scared the crap out of me yelling, “You’re lucky that’s not hot, it’d give you a nasty burn.”

			‘And after I’d stopped having a heart attack I said, “What is it?”

			‘And he said, “A branding iron, like you use for branding horses.”

			‘Everyone was laughing at me because, you know, they all live on proper farms where they have to help out with this stuff all the time, not like here. I mean we don’t even have a dog.’

			‘Jackson doesn’t like dogs.’

			Bianca rolled her eyes. ‘But the important bit was that the farrier said he used the one I was holding when he made things for people’s houses – like gates and sculptures for their gardens.

			‘He said that he branded the decorative pieces so he could always prove that the piece was his. And that’s when it clicked. As soon as I got home I dug through the feed box where I’d shoved the scrap metal and I found it, the brand that had made all those signatures.’

			Bianca pulled away. Her eyes shone and she pursed her lips as if locking her mouth now all those words had tumbled out. The sullen teenager had vanished and Christina wanted to grasp this girl to her heart and hold her there forever. ‘Where is it?’ she said.

			‘Up at the stables. Do you want to see?’

			They darted through the pouring rain and scuttled into the dry corridor that ran the length of the horses’ stalls. Sugar and Licorice whinnied and hung their heads over the stable doors. Christina gave them each a net of hay before rejoining Bianca in the feed room. She was bottom up, feeling behind one of the feed bins. Rocking back on her heels, Bianca looked stricken. ‘It’s not here!’

			‘What do you mean it’s not there, sweetheart. It has to be.’ Christina wriggled in beside Bianca and wedged her arm behind the bin, praying for no nasty surprises. ‘What’s it doing back here anyway, Bee? It’s not like anyone’s going to steal it.’

			‘I thought I should keep it safe, just in case. Can you feel anything?’

			Christina stretched until her shoulder was wedged between the wall and the sharp edge of the feed bin. Her fingers grasped at a knob of something cold and hard but she couldn’t shift it. ‘Grab me the torch, sweetheart, and maybe the rake.’

			Whilst Bianca shone the torch between the feed bin and the wall, Christina used the handle of the rake to tip the metal rod up and over so she could pull it out, but it stuck in something soft. She twisted the handle and fished it out. It was one of Jackson’s jumpers, the one he had accused her of wearing and losing.

			‘What’s this doing here?’ Christina unfolded it, showing it to Bianca. It could have been the anaemic beam of the torch but Bianca seemed to pale at the sight of the navy sweater. Before Christina could be sure, Bianca switched off the torch. ‘Bee, don’t do that. I can’t see what I’m doing.’ Bianca switched the torch back on but kept her face hidden in shadow.

			Christina laughed. ‘Did you think I had a dead rat or something, silly?’ She leaned over the bin and hooked the rake handle under the rod, tipped it up and grabbed it. Moving to the pool of torchlight, Christina wiped the dust off the brand with Jackson’s jumper and turned it upside so they could see the inscription on the metal base. Even in this poor light Christina knew Bianca was right. For good measure, she ran the brand under the tap in the yard and stamped it into the dirt floor of an empty stall. The mark read BR.

			Making their way back to the house, Christina felt reinvigorated. She could feel the story building around Bartholomews Run. Armed with this new information, she planned to revisit all the art books and comb them for clues as to how Rivers used the garden in his work. She linked her arm through Bianca’s.

			‘There must be other pieces that connect Rivers to Bartholomews Run apart from The Wallbuilders, Bee. The ironwork must feature in the landscape. Maybe those gnomic men and the birds are a recurring motif. What do you think?’

			Bianca did not reply. After they took off their boots and hung up their sopping jackets, she handed Christina the navy jumper. Christina noticed there was a large white stain on it, probably pony slobber. Bianca must have borrowed the jumper and then, feeling guilty about ruining it, shoved it behind the feed bin. ‘Oh, yes, thanks. I suppose I should wash it. Although I wouldn’t mind thrusting it under Jackson’s nose to prove it wasn’t me who lost it. What d’you think, Bee? Can you imagine his reaction?’ Christina laughed.

			Bianca regarded her mother for a moment before grabbing the jumper and throwing it in the machine.

			Christina watched her stomp into the house. Confused, she called out, ‘Bee? Are you okay?’ There was no reply and Christina reflected on how brief the respite from her sullen teenager had been.

		

	
		
			chapter fourteen

			Two Weeks Till Christmas

			Coincidence or not, the two items arrive on the same day: a postcard from Bianca and a letter from Mary-Lou. It’s on company letterhead but with her own scrawl underneath, saying personally what she cannot say as Christina’s lawyer. Seeing Mary-Lou’s effusive scrawl makes Christina smile. The farewell party might belong to another lifetime but Christina never forgot how Mary-Lou refused to judge her then and has remained steadfast in that refusal.

			Bianca’s postcard has a pair of iridescent macaws rolling about playing on the grass – or dead and discarded – it’s impossible to tell. They lie there, claws contracted to their breasts, blue eyes open and expressionless, beaks clamped shut. Somewhat revolted by the macabre possibilities, Christina turns it over and reads Bianca’s message.

			Hey Mum and Nonna,

			By the time you get this I’ll be in Hawaii. Woo-hoo! We decided we needed fast food and mojitos. Ha! Don’t worry – a bunch of us are going!! ♥[image: Bee.jpg]

			Christina sits on the edge of the kitchen table. This must mean Bianca is on her way home. Re-reading the postcard, she snags on the word ‘we’. Who is ‘we’? Phoebe? Maybe this Gijs person? Is ‘we’ a safe number? Bianca was always a bit of a loner. Christina shakes her head. She keeps doing this, making assumptions about Bianca’s behaviour as if she knows her daughter when the events of the last few years prove otherwise. Bianca being a loner was not a choice; it was survival.

			The screen door wheezes as Rosa returns from the garden. By the softness of her tread, Christina can tell her mother has been communing with Massimo. If she had been forking hay to the cattle or feeding the poultry, her feet would beat a staccato rhythm across the timber boards. But as the anniversary of his death draws near, Rosa spends long afternoons sitting on the wooden bench in the shade of the bower talking to Massimo. When he died, she filled a deep hole with his ashes, a handful of lime and an old iron nail. Into this fertile mix, Rosa planted a frosted-pink rose. Now in its first bloom, she fills the house with its flowers, their delicious honey fragrance permeating every room.

			‘Do you want me to run you a bath, Mama?’ Christina calls out, tucking Bianca’s postcard in her pocket.

			‘Si. That would be nice, Tina.’ Rosa places stems of a golden yellow rose and a colander of pea pods on the kitchen table and continues up the hall.

			Whilst Rosa undresses in her bedroom, Christina sits on the edge of the deep enamelled bath and watches the steam rise. Out of habit, she checks her feet are not touching the pink tinged spot where Massimo’s blood spilt the morning he crashed to the floor. Mama scrubbed it, Christina bleached it, but the florid bloom remains a stubborn testimony to Massimo’s last earthly moments. Christina shifts the bathmat with her foot so it covers the stain.

			Rosa stands in the bathroom doorway dressed in a thick quilted dressing gown. It’s too heavy for such a hot summer’s afternoon but Rosa says the cold has settled deep in her bones. Christina helps her mother sit on the edge of the bath so Rosa can check the temperature of the water for herself. Satisfied, Rosa undoes her belt and Christina turns away to fold a towel and place it within easy reach on the vanity as her mother slides into the water. She hangs the dressing gown on the hook on the back of the door and tells Rosa to call if she needs anything, leaving her mother some privacy.

			As her mother soaks away the day, Christina returns to the kitchen and prepares risotto, soaking the porcini mushrooms, measuring the rice and finely chopping the herbs and onion. She checks the heat of the pan with her palm before pouring in a slurp of olive oil and adding a pinch of salt to the onion mixture. She waits until the risotto is simmering before she reaches for Mary-Lou’s letter and reads through the official verdict of her relationship with Jackson. Whilst there are no divorce papers, there is still paperwork. Christina is no longer joint signatory on any bank accounts and the various powers of attorney have been revoked. Attached to the letter is a document with yellow ‘sign here’ stickers on various pages. It’s a deed of settlement.

			Mary-Lou insisted Christina pursue a financial settlement with Jackson. It seemed wrong, bizarre even, considering they were in court against him, but Christina was, remains, broke. The rental property the next town over never eventuated. There were no funds locked away for a rainy day. Signing this paperwork will free Bianca of university fee debts, maybe buy her a little apartment somewhere, help her build some concrete foundations for her future. So why does signing this agreement feel as if Christina is acknowledging Jackson’s victory?

			Stirring the risotto, Christina recalls the last meal she shared with Mary-Lou. It was in one of those swanky Sydney restaurants across the road from Mary-Lou’s office. There were white linen tablecloths and high ceilings from which hung pendulous chandeliers.

			Pausing to tear bread from a warm loaf and mop the fatty juices from her plate, Mary-Lou said, ‘In so many ways, your case is no different from all the other women who walk through my door with a failed relationship. You are all betrayed and abandoned. However, you must remember this: no matter how bad your choices, no matter how awful a person you are, you don’t deserve this outcome. The men always want it both ways. They want their freedom and they want to keep their money.’ Mary-Lou pointed a manicured nail in Christina’s direction. ‘I will not allow you to become one of those women whose life is reduced to a spreadsheet. You were his partner, CC. It’s time to play hardball.’

			Christina dabbed her eyes with her napkin. ‘But Mary-Lou, I don’t want to do anything that might jeopardise Bianca’s case. If I go after him financially, his lawyers might say that the money was what it was all about in the first place. How could I possibly accept a financial settlement from him after everything he’s done? It would be like hush money.’

			Sighing as if her heart were too heavy a load, Mary-Lou leaned forward and clasped Christina’s hand in hers. ‘You’ve got the wrong end of the stick, CC. This isn’t about you any more. It isn’t even about Bianca. The situation has, if you like, assumed a life of its own.’

			Christina snorted, wondering how she had ended up in a place where she had to rely upon people who saw everything as a process. Mary-Lou, like DS Rushmore, dissecting her life into steps to be taken to achieve a favourable outcome.

			‘CC, let me put this to you another way. Jackson is fighting for his freedom. And who’s to blame him? At his age, he is literally at risk of spending the rest of his life in gaol. That is a terrifying prospect for anybody. Even assuming his lawyers are only half decent, they will tell him to throw everything he has at you to save his skin.’

			Mary Lou searched through her handbag and passed Christina a man’s handkerchief that someone, not Mary-Lou, had ironed into a perfect square. She waited until Christina had blown her nose and wiped away the tears before she went on. ‘Jackson faces losing everything – his freedom, his power and his social standing. On the other hand, you and Bianca have already lost everything that matters. In this kind of battle, that gives you every advantage. By threatening you with financial ruin, Jackson is betting you will run to the DPP and beg them to drop the charges against him.’

			‘But it’s not up to me. It’s Bianca’s case.’

			Mary-Lou nodded. ‘But you’re Bianca’s mother. Pressuring you puts pressure on her. It’s his only option. At this point in time, the property settlement is his only leverage. Believe me, before this is over, he will call you an adulteress, a whore and a drug addict.’

			Mary-Lou smiled as she said this but her words dug holes in Christina’s heart. If Mary-Lou’s summation was correct, how would this help Bianca? Christina had failed her once. There was no latitude to fail a second time. She was in no position to take risks and she said so. ‘If I make a claim for a property settlement, Jackson will twist it around and say that it only proves this is all about the money and demand we drop the charges. It’s a waste of time.’

			‘Precisely – but his, not yours.’ Mary-Lou drew two boxes on a legal pad with a spray of arrows pointing outwards from each box. ‘I want him to have a fight on his hands. I want him to direct his efforts towards defending an outrageously large property settlement. The more energy he spends protecting his wealth, the less energy he has to defend the criminal charges laid by the DPP. It’s hard to win when you have to spread your efforts across more than one front. Just ask the Nazis. My bet is he will fight for his money.’ A row of dollar signs completed her diagram.

			‘I’m not so sure.’ Christina scratched her blistering hands. The peppered spots appeared the night she was summonsed to Bianca’s school. The rash flared across her body like spot fires raging in every crease and crevice and no amount of cream soothed the savage itch. ‘Jackson has worked hard to cultivate his reputation as a savvy businessman and philanthropist. He can be vicious towards anyone who tries to undermine that.’

			Mary-Lou snorted. ‘Good. It will make his downfall of Shakespearian proportions.’ She tapped a fingernail on the table. ‘Listen to me. If Jackson Plummer has one brain cell in his head, he is going to throw a mountain of crap at you. We are going into battle and you must be prepared to fight and fight hard. If I hear you say one more time, “Oh but I don’t want Jackson’s money,” I will strangle you myself. They all want to keep a choke hold on the money, CC. Economic power is one thing all men understand. So just to make sure Jackson gets the message loud and clear, I am planning to claim half the value of Bartholomews Run, a lump sum financial settlement and the return of that ridiculous painting he bought you for your fortieth. That alone must be worth a lazy million.’

			Other diners were listening to Mary-Lou all but pound the table in her declaration of war. ‘I don’t want the painting,’ Christina said under her breath.

			Mary-Lou threw her hands in the air. ‘Christina! You will not see a single cent or one ounce of justice unless you develop a backbone. Do I make myself clear?’

			Christina had spent countless hours at play dates, lunches and school assemblies in the company of Mary-Lou and had never once seen this side of her. Mary-Lou was intimidating in her single-minded pursuit of her quarry. Christina hoped Jackson would think so too.

			‘Tina!’ Rosa warbles from the bathroom, startling Christina back to the present. She refolds Mary-Lou’s letter along its creases. The news is not unexpected. Jackson’s lawyer refutes her claimed contribution to Bartholomews Run. Furthermore, his letter goes on to state that she still owes Jackson money for Bianca’s school fees, the two motor vehicles he purchased on their behalf, as well as the purchase price and agistment costs of the horses. However, in a gesture of goodwill, his client is prepared to pay her a lump sum of one million dollars provided she signs the attached deed and agrees to forego all future claims against him or his estate.

			The fire has ensured Bartholomews Run is now worthless. No amount of insurance money can replace such a house. Her mother was right. So the million dollars amounts to hush money. And so close to the appeal. Mary-Lou’s scrawl says, amongst other things, Painting??? Indeed, there is no mention of The Ravishing of Sophia, but after the fire, Christina is certain it has gone too. Mary-Lou advises Christina to accept the offer, scrawling, Darling he’s hiding money everywhere – Lichtenstein! She has a week to return the signed deed. His solicitor wants it lodged by Christmas.

			But another thought worms its way into Christina’s brain. There may be another reason Jackson is offering her such a substantial sum. Despite everything – the betrayal, the court case, the incarceration – Jackson Plummer wants to be seen as generous in defeat. That way he can glow in the praise heaped upon him as people marvel at how big-hearted he is despite Christina and Bianca’s plotting. Not hush money then, something far more sinister. Jackson is holding on, still binding her to him. Every loaf of bread she buys, every new dress, even Bianca’s university fees will be a reminder that he is out there, that he is still a part of their lives.

			She adds the letter to the pile on her dresser – on top of the DPP’s letter regarding Jackson’s appeal and the untouched transcript – and goes to help Rosa out of the bath.

			As her mother dresses, Christina places plates of risotto on the table and dries rocket in the salad spinner, dropping the dark green leaves into a bowl and tossing them with her hands in a simple dressing of balsamic and olive oil. Rosa shuffles into her seat and Christina offers her the pepper and salt before sitting herself. Rosa slurps a mouthful, saying, ‘Bene.’ They finish eating without speaking. From the lounge room drifts the sound of a classical concert playing on the radio. A chorus of cicadas and frogs accompanies the bursts of applause. In the kitchen, the only sounds are the clink and scrape of cutlery, metal against china. Christina’s chewing is loud in her ears.

			‘Bee sent us another postcard, Mama.’ Christina drops into the silence. She takes it from her pocket and gives it to Rosa. Christina describes the dead (or not) birds and then Rosa passes it back for Christina to read.

			When she’s finished, Rosa says, ‘So, not long now, eh? I better start thinking about Christmas lunch.’

			Now she’s re-read it, Christina realises Bianca’s postcard is open to interpretation. ‘She didn’t actually say she was coming home, Mama, only that she was going to Hawaii with friends.’

			The shrug. ‘Where else is there for her to go, Tina?’

			That is the question. Christina draws her spoon through the risotto. She no longer has faith in her instincts, they have failed her catastrophically. She grew up with a father who had a gift for raising impossible smiles with his gentle nature and insistent kindness. Massimo believed in the present and hoped for the future, the past reduced to a pleasant scroll of memories. Rosa was the one to inject the gaps with doses of reality, using the same brutal efficiency with which she drenched the cattle. Christina preferred her father’s truths, even though she knew they were generous.

			She would never forget the day she had been in town with her so-called friends. They were lazing in the park opposite the shops when Melanie Woods started a game of truth or dare. After the usual questions about who had kissed whom, Melanie decided to dare the whole group. All of them had to go into the pharmacy and shoplift one item. Christina had tagged along wishing she could stay on the park bench and wait for them. Knowing they would call her a coward. She had no intention of stealing, instead hovering near the display of perfumes as the others pocketed nail polishes, lipstick and eyeliner. They were caught. The store owner locking the shop doors whilst he called the police. As horrified and humiliated as she had felt, Christina had taken comfort that at least she was no thief. Except in her pocket was a compact of eyeshadow. She had slipped her shaking hands into her jacket and felt the unfamiliar rectangle of plastic. When the police arrived, it was her they questioned first. She handed over the offending article without another thought, desperate to be rid of it. In the time it took for this small transaction, the other girls had rid themselves of their petty thievery leaving Christina alone to deal with the lecture and the warning that there had better never be a next time. Burning with indignation and injustice, she had trailed after the others back to the park bench where they, high on adrenaline, laughed at their close encounter. All Melanie said was ‘sucked in, Clemente’. When she confessed to her parents, she remembered the pucker of Rosa’s lips, the soft fold of Massimo’s embrace as she cried tears of humiliation and regret. 

			It was a mistake forgetting that for many people the truth is a tradeable commodity best kept locked up until absolutely needed. How had Christina forgotten that? Bianca had been more fortunate than others. She had convinced a jury in a court of law that her version of the story was the undeniable truth. That was all that mattered to Bianca. Christina understood the importance of being believed. 

			She pushes her plate away. Despite the Melanie Woods of this world, somehow, Christina had grown up to be a person who took the truth at face value. Jackson’s charm, wealth and good looks were the veneer behind which he hid his true self. There was little consolation in knowing that she wasn’t the only person he fooled and none whatsoever in recognising the ease with which he had manipulated her. He had a talent for taking strengths and turning them into weaknesses. In Jackson’s hands, that she was hardworking, loyal and a peacemaker by nature became a weapon. But Jackson had his Achilles heel and that was his precious reputation. In the end, it had taken a child to bring him undone.

			

		

	
		
			chapter fifteen

			TBK was long sold, the proceeds split fifty-fifty, and despite Jackson’s dire predictions, Sarah had not squealed about getting a divorce. With the children grown and their accumulated wealth, Christina suspected Sarah was more than happy to have her freedom after devoting her youth and life to servicing the interests of the family. For a time Christina hoped Jackson might put a ring on her finger and formalise their commitment, but he never mentioned it and she worried she’d sound needy if she did. Anyway, he often said marriage was overrated, so she guessed that was her answer. 

			Leading up to their tenth anniversary Christina had nurtured a foolish hope that a decade was a significant milestone, one Jackson would surely recognise and honour, even if he wasn’t prepared to recognise her as his wife. However, it passed without a murmur. Likewise, her birthdays came and went, as uneventful as the days that preceded or followed them. Compulsory gift-giving rankled Jackson. ‘I’d much rather surprise you with the perfect present when you least expect it,’ he’d say. Last year he’d surprised her with a top of the line Range Rover but spoilt her joy by mentioning that he’d put it through the company for tax purposes. With her fortieth looming, Christina was torn between wishing it would pass unnoticed and hoping Jackson would surprise her with something special. Aeons ago, she’d been on a rare night out with Della and Mary-Lou. They’d seen that Bridget Jones movie, she couldn’t remember which one now. Anyway, this was way before Jackson, and Mary-Lou and Della had been comparing mere male stories about Tony and Brian. When Christina had ventured the question, ‘Why do you put up with it?’ they had burst out laughing. When she had recovered, Mary-Lou had said, ‘CC, hun, you’ve got to understand. None of them are Prince Charming when you get to know them.’

			Christina watched Jackson clean his fingernails with his teeth and sighed. How right Mary-Lou was. Time had certainly taken some of the shine off their relationship but she needed no reminders of what life would be like without him. Every time he went to Vietnam, loneliness threatened to engulf her. She tried to make the most of the girl time with Bianca, but sometimes she swore Bianca avoided her, splitting her time between Phoebe and the ponies. Soon Bianca would finish school and make her own way in the world. Christina would be lucky then that she did have Jackson. If she’d remained a single mother, she’d be all alone.

			Christina made her way to the bathroom, washed her hands and checked her face in the mirror. Forty. Goodness. Finally, unavoidably, middle-aged. Turning this way and that, she searched for new lines, stray hairs, signs of grey. ‘C’mon, CC, get a wriggle on.’ Jackson poked his head through the door. ‘I’ve booked the table for seven.’

			Christina was grateful that at least this birthday Jackson was making an effort. He had booked at Bartholomews Table, the newly renovated restaurant at the Grand Hotel. For a man who never drank, Jackson spent much of his spare time there, which Christina suspected was due to the new licensees. Dave and Sharon treated Jackson with a level of deference bordering on worship. Jackson enjoyed basking in the warm rays of their attention. Christina found them sycophantic but she never said anything; she didn’t want to get her head bitten off.

			Between courses, Bianca gave her a body lotion and soap set from the chi-chi homewares store in town, a purchase she knew was funded by Jackson. Far more meaningful was Bianca’s handmade card. It had an arty photo of Sugar and Licorice in a misty paddock on the front cover and on the back was Bianca’s hand-drawn Busy Bee logo: the words ‘made with love by’ circling a little gold and black bee.

			‘Thank you, sweetheart. I love it.’ Christina reached across the table and clasped Bianca’s hand. Bianca dipped her head, her long curls concealing her face.

			Christina contemplated her daughter. Bianca had blossomed from the skinny little girl who was all elbows and knees. She wore a top Christina thought too mature for her when they saw it in the shop, but Jackson had vetoed her decision, saying, ‘Bianca’s old enough to pick her own clothes.’ And so her half-woman daughter sat in the soft glow of the candlelight in a diaphanous peach top with barely there straps and an immodest amount of cleavage. Christina supposed she would have to get used to this. Rebellion was not Bianca’s nature and if this was as far as her rebellious streak went, then Christina had much to be grateful for.

			‘Happy Birthday, CC.’

			Christina blinked. Jackson held out a flute of French champagne, an amused look on his face as if he had already said this once.

			She released Bianca’s hand. ‘Sorry, honey. I was thinking what a beautiful woman Bianca is turning into.’

			Jackson surprised her by passing Bianca a glass of champagne too. ‘Like mother, like daughter.’ He splashed champagne in his glass and raised a toast.

			Jackson had once told her why he didn’t drink. At seventeen he’d been at a party where he’d drunk himself into a stupor and he’d never touched the stuff again. Strange, then, that he would encourage Bianca.

			‘To my beautiful partner without whom I’d achieve half the things I do.’ They clinked glasses, Jackson putting his down untasted. Bianca sipped hers, rubbing the flavours across her lips with her tongue before taking another, more generous sip and relaxing back in her chair. Christina expected her to wrinkle her nose but she acted as if she drank French champagne all the time. She was definitely growing up way too fast.

			By the time they got home, Christina was a bit tipsy. She kissed Bianca goodnight and watched her walk down the darkened corridor until Bianca switched on her bedroom light. When she walked into their bedroom, Jackson ordered her to close her eyes.

			Christina giggled. ‘Why? It’s pitch black in here. What’s happened to the lights?’ She bit her lip as Jackson tied a silky cloth across her eyes and led her to the bed. When he pushed her down, she laughed, her body tingling with anticipation. It had been months since Jackson had instigated sex.

			‘Don’t move,’ he said.

			She heard him padding across the floor, a rustling sound on the other side of the room where Jackson kept his drawer of toys. Not knowing his intentions escalated her excitement.

			Jackson returned, pulled her to a sitting position and removed the blindfold. The smile on her lips faltered and died as Jackson stood before her, fully clothed. He switched on the bedside lamp. ‘Do you notice anything different?’

			She dropped her gaze to his feet, followed a line to his face and found nothing but his grin. Christina dragged her eyes away from him and scanned the room – bedside tables, the chest of drawers, a painting.

			Christina sprang to her feet. ‘Oh my God! Jackson, it’s . . . It’s . . . Where on earth did you find her?’

			It was so much bigger in real life – at least the size of a small dining table. Although she had studied the photo countless times, it was like removing a veil and revealing its true face. Christina stepped away so she could study the painting in its entirety.

			The subject was a young woman reposing nude on a chaise lounge covered in crimson velvet and edged in gold brocade. Her hair was the colour of burnished copper filled with golden highlights that cascaded in a curling mane over her creamy shoulders. At her side crouched a much older man, his billowing white shirt undone to the waist, his hand raised to touch the pale pink nipple centred on a full and milky breast. One of the maiden’s hands covered her pubis, the other she offered to another man standing behind her. He was kissing the pale skin inside her slender wrist and a mass of dark locks hid his face from view. A third man cradled the heel of one foot in his palm and kissed her unvarnished toes, leering up at her through bushy eyebrows. To the right of this scene was an ornate gold pot in which grew an apple tree covered in blushing fruit. Above it, a small window framed a starry moonlit night. In the other corner lay a King Charles spaniel with its head resting on its paws, looking up at its mistress with doleful eyes.

			Onto the gilt frame was screwed a small gold plaque with the painting’s name inscribed on it. She knew its name but how wonderful to run her fingers over its etched grooves and say the words aloud, ‘The Ravishing of Sophia by Bartholomew Rivers.’

			A picture in an art history book had not prepared Christina for the real thing. The painting assaulted her senses. Leaning in close, she swore she could smell the varnish. She patted the roughened texture of the canvas, felt the ridges of oil paint and traced the almost illegible scrawl of Bartholomew Rivers’ signature. What startled her, what she had not anticipated, was the depth and vibrancy of the colours. Close up, the individual oils Rivers had used to create the translucent skin of the maiden separated, every hair in the bushy eyebrows of the kneeling man was an individual stroke. The fullness of Sophia’s lips and the pale pink of her nipples were the same hue. Her eyes shone, black with just a rim of hazel, her eyelids fluttering so that her gaze seemed unfocused and full of lust. Sophia was glorious and, like the apple tree in its pot, burdened with ripeness for the picking. That’s what made the picture so disturbing.

			‘It must have cost a fortune,’ she said.

			‘It was worth every penny, my love.’ Jackson folded his arms around her and rested his chin on her shoulder. ‘I know you think I don’t care about this project of yours, but the truth is, I seem to have absorbed all your prattle by osmosis. I thought if I bought you one of his paintings, you might shut up about Rivers for five minutes.’

			Christina laughed. ‘Are you crazy? I think you’ve just made it worse.’

			Jackson groaned. ‘Oh, well. More fool me.’ He turned her around and kissed her in a way she had almost forgotten, but her body remembered. ‘I just thought that a beautiful rare girl deserves a beautiful rare gift once in her life.’

			A fist of heat burned in her belly.

			Jackson lifted the hair from the nape of her neck and kissed her there. ‘Happy Birthday, CC.’

			As he kissed her, Christina studied the magnificent Sophia, the way her locks curled and wound around her shoulders almost as if they were alive with desire. So much younger than Christina had thought from the photos and so much more beautiful. She shuddered as Jackson’s kisses descended her spine. Her nipples tightened as Jackson slid the straps from her shoulders and the dress slipped to her waist. His hands ran over her skin and she knew she would give him everything, anything, as long as he kept touching her this way.

			‘How did you manage to keep her a secret? I would have been bursting.’

			Jackson pressed her dress over her hips so it slid to the floor. ‘That’s half the fun,’ he said, ‘keeping a secret.’

			He swung her around onto the bed, lifting her knees and spreading her legs. Christina opened them more, she wanted him to see how ready she was, but Jackson shook his head, positioned her knees back the way they had been. He moved up her body, put pillows beneath her shoulders and lifted her left arm above her head so her breasts sat high on her chest. He glanced at the painting and placed her other hand over her pubis, making sure her fingers fell the same way. Lastly, he arranged her hair in cascading curls over her shoulders. Satisfied, he stepped back so he could admire the painting and Christina in one glance. He smiled and said, ‘So do you want to pretend you’re a beautiful young virgin and let me ravish you?’

		

	
		
			chapter sixteen

			It was late spring of their fifth year at Bartholomews Run before Christina turned her attention away from the garden and back to the house. An unusually dry winter meant the time was now perfect to sand and polish the timber floors of the main rooms. They were decamping to the south wing so the resealed floors could cure.

			‘Only you could get this excited about parquetry,’ Jackson grumbled as they manoeuvred Bianca’s bed into one of the spare rooms.

			‘Hmmph.’ Bianca blew a loose strand of hair out of her face as she shuffled after them carrying armfuls of clothes. ‘Clearly you haven’t seen Mum in the kitchenware shop in town. People have been born and died in the time it takes her to pick tea towels.’

			‘Oh ha ha, Bianca,’ Christina shot back over her end of the bed. ‘I could say the same about you in the saddlery.’ Was it just Bianca, or did all teenagers think they had the wisdom of the universe? Still, at least Bianca was talking to her. That always made a pleasant change.

			Despite Christina’s imagined artists’ retreat, the south wing had remained unheeded since they moved here. They had more than enough space in the main house to never bother with these rooms. Visitors were rare and on the odd occasion anyone did stay over, it would be rude to banish them to the far reaches of the house. Della had stayed one time when Jackson was in Vietnam. Izzy and Bianca had ended up sleeping top to toe and Tom and Della had bunked down in the room next door to Christina. That was years ago though. Somehow a second visit had never eventuated. Time and distance had undone the spontaneity that was once the hallmark of their friendship. Christina missed Della and their shared confidences, but she guessed their friendship could never be the same without the constant contact they once enjoyed.

			The bed installed, Christina walked through the south wing. It consisted of a long hallway with a series of rooms opening out onto the sandstone terrace. At the end of the corridor was a room unusual for its hexagonal shape. Revisiting it reminded Christina how lovely it was. On the far wall was a marvellous fireplace flanked by bookcases made from the honeyed timbers of Queensland maple. French doors opened onto the terrace. Christina tried the doors and found them locked. None of the keys in her possession fitted.

			Irritated, she searched the shelves for the missing keys but found nothing more than mouse droppings and wafers of dead silverfish. Reaching the centre of the bookshelves, she tugged on the mother-of-pearl handles of the one cupboard. It sprang open, revealing a lid with a bevelled mirror. Green baize lined the interior and glass shelving went around the perimeter. Its purpose was obvious even before she picked up a broken swizzle stick.

			Christina wondered why Rivers would have put a cocktail cabinet at the far end of a long corridor at the furthest reaches of the house. In the days when people changed for dinner, it wasn’t the most convenient place to congregate for aperitifs. But after four years spent sourcing stories about Bartholomew Rivers, Christina had tired of trying to second-guess him. She circuited the room, noted the unusual sunburst pattern of ceramic tiles around the fireplace and a set of pokers that again featured those little gnomic men from the driveway gates, this time on the handles. She examined one for the BR brand and found it at the top of the shaft. The man from the Heritage Council had found Bianca’s discovery of the brand interesting but insufficient. As a result, Bianca’s momentary enthusiasm for the project had waned. Christina didn’t blame her; she too flagged as every avenue of inquiry turned into a dead end.

			Earlier in the year she’d received a curt reply from a second cousin of Mary Rivers who said their family had no interest in discussing that ‘dreadful’ man. More recently, her hopes had risen when Constance Sutton’s niece had said she’d love to help Christina with her inquiries. Thrilled, Christina had responded with an eager offer to visit them at Bartholomews Run and see the gardens for herself. However, Carol’s reply had intimated that her visit would be dependent on financial restitution. Christina had declined the offer but not before Jackson said, ‘I told you so.’

			It was always the way. Jackson had no problem with Christina’s ‘obsession’ so long as it did not involve him. She knew he humoured her quest for heritage listing for one reason and one reason alone – it would add substantial value to the property. He had zero interest in unravelling the secrets of Bartholomew Rivers.

			Christina closed the lid of the cocktail cabinet. The mechanism was a little jerky but nothing a few drops of sewing machine oil wouldn’t fix. She ran her hands across its surface, thinking how thrilled Jackson would be about this marvellous piece of furniture. By now Jackson could name every country town that held a fete, spring fair or car boot sale, whether a village had an old wares shop or ran to a full-blown antiques store. He and Bianca regularly set out early on a Saturday morning and returned late in the day with a haul of junk. Bianca had a collection of porcelain ponies, and chickens for some reason; a pair of stag heads hung above the fireplace in the lounge and they now had a designated games room with a full-sized period billiard table including revolving cue stand and a restored marking board. The hidden cocktail cabinet would be a further delight.

			Christina turned to leave but stopped short. To her left, painted into what she’d thought was a blank wall, was a cupboard. She ran her fingers around its perimeter. There was no architrave, so the door sat flush in its frame, and someone had sealed it there with several coats of paint. She needed something to jimmy it open with.

			Intrigued, Christina strode down the hallway. She checked in on Bianca who lay on her bed leafing through a back issue of an old Hoofs & Horns magazine, just as Christina had when she was fifteen. Jackson had stumbled across a car boot full of them at a sale and picked up a couple of boxes for five bucks each.

			‘A bargain!’ he’d said, lugging them through the house and dumping the boxes on Bianca’s bedroom floor.

			‘Ew!’ Bianca had recoiled. ‘Why exactly would I want some mouldy old magazines?’

			Christina had fallen to her knees. ‘Oh, I used to devour these as a kid. Every month I’d get off the bus in town and go straight to the newsagent for the new issue. It meant an hour’s walk home and having to put up with Mama yelling at me for being late, but I didn’t care.’ She pulled a random issue from the closest box and leafed through it. ‘God, how I dreamed one day it would be me on the front cover, Pizzazz all sleek and shiny with a row of championship ribbons tied around his neck. Maybe it will be you instead, Bee, huh?’ Jackson and Bianca had stared at her as if she were mad.

			And yet, here lay Bianca, headphones on, foot tapping along to the tune blasting in her ears, giving an excellent impression of being as engrossed in an old Hoofs & Horns as she used to be. Christina checked her watch: two-thirty, Jackson was due home soon; if she hurried and opened that door, she might have a surprise for him. Scrabbling through the toolbox, she found a paint scraper with a narrow blade and a torch.

			Passing Bianca’s bedroom again, Christina noticed she was getting changed. ‘Are you going for a ride, sweetheart?’

			Bianca whipped around, a pair of jodhpurs in her hands. Silhouetted against the window, revealed the curve of her chest and a narrow waist. Thighs made strong and shapely via horse riding had replaced the skinny legs of childhood. The ubiquitous sack of a school uniform kept all this shapeliness hidden. Christina found it hard to reconcile this blossoming woman with the traces of the girl she carried with her from childhood – the braces on her teeth, the way she covered her mouth when she laughed, and tattered Bluey Baa-Baa flopped on the chest of drawers. She hadn’t shared a bathroom with Bianca since Sydney. In this rabbit warren of a house, they could pick and choose where they bathed, every day if they wanted to, and she now saw the price of such affluence. In Sydney, teeth had been cleaned whilst someone showered; makeup had been put on despite someone’s pressing need for the loo. In Sydney, Christina had known every inch of Bianca’s body.

			Seeing Bianca cowering behind her jodhpurs filled Christina with a sudden yearning for the intense discussions that might have been – about facial scrubs or the relative merits of depilatory cream versus waxing. Options that might have been discussed with the gravitas of solving world affairs, but in reality she had no idea where Bianca stood on the issue of hair removal any more than she knew her daughter’s preference for underwear. Bianca had banished her from laundry duties years ago, declaring it ‘gross’ for her underthings to pass through her mother’s hands.

			Christina winced with a fleeting jealousy towards the person who had taken her place and stolen her daughter’s confidences. It was a mother’s job to offer advice on bras, pimple treatments and lipgloss, all those items that marked the milestones to womanhood. Usurped by schoolgirls, probably Phoebe. She wasn’t even sure whether Bianca had started her period yet. Their most intimate interactions were passing a serving dish at dinnertime. Loss gaped before her and, overwhelmed by an urge to hold Bianca close, Christina stepped forward.

			Bianca stepped back, pulled her jodhpurs higher to cover herself.

			Christina felt the blow of it and leaned against the doorframe. ‘Are you going for a ride?’ she said.

			Bianca shrugged, cupped her elbows in her hands, hiding her chest without seeming to do so.

			Christina tried again. ‘Maybe you could take Licorice down to the showground and practise some jumping?’

			Bianca’s mouth twisted. ‘I dunno. I might go for a trail ride.’

			‘Good idea.’ Christina smiled and waited for Bianca to reciprocate, then wilted as Bianca shifted from one foot to the other, staring at the magazine open on the bed.

			Realising Bianca’s embarrassment, Christina rushed to cover it up. ‘Well whatever you end up doing, make sure you’re back before it’s dark.’

			Bianca nodded but did not move, did not shift her gaze from the bed. Some unutterable sense of loss pinned Christina there.

			‘Mum?’

			‘Yes all right, I’m going. I’m going.’ Christina fled back to the hexagonal room.

			Thoughts jostled inside her head. Was it just her? Every time she tried to interact with her daughter, Bianca ran like a scalded cat. Christina had no basis of comparison, no way on knowing if this was a normal relationship to have with a teenage girl or whether she was a terrible mother. It was a dire truth to admit. She sensed the secrets Bianca kept hidden from her but despaired of a way to unlock them, to return to their once easy relationship. However she came at it, she was forced to acknowledge that around Bianca her failings as a mother were writ large. 

			Her eyes rested on the cupboard door and wondered what secrets it contained. Gripping the paint scraper, she slid it along until she found a gap between the door and the frame. She wriggled it but nothing budged. This time she put all her weight behind it and dug the paint scraper in as deep as she could and loosened a finger-length sliver of paint. Christina let out a triumphant, ‘Yessss!’ Within minutes she had removed enough paint to slide the paint scraper between the lock and the frame. As she jiggled the ball of the lock, the door came free, only a millimetre or two but it was enough. Rocking back on her heels, she prised it open and peered into the gloom. Strange, the cupboard was not dark. Her memory of this wing was that it stood at an angle to the main house with a thicket of rhododendrons in between. Maybe her assumptions were wrong.

			Christina played the torch through the narrow gap and in a recessed corner spotted a suitcase. She tried to reach it but the suitcase remained inches from her fingertips. Examining the door hinges, she decided that if she scraped away the paint from the screws and removed the hinge pins, the door might come free from the frame without damaging it. For what, though? The suitcase probably contained nothing more interesting than sheet music.

			Removing the hinge pins worked. Within minutes the door hung at right angles to the room and the gap was wide enough to pull the suitcase out into the light. It was filthy, but even if it did only contain sheet music, she had to know.

			As the sky slid from amber to steel, Christina unbuckled the suitcase. Inside was a thick wad of papers. Not wanting to touch them with dirty hands, she poked at them with the paint scraper and saw drawings. Her pulse quickened. If these were sketches by Rivers, she had finally found something that inextricably linked the painter to this house. She scrambled to her feet and rushed to the nearest bathroom to wash her hands.

			On the way back, she noticed Bianca curled up on her bed, her back to the hallway and Bluey Baa-Baa pinned against her chest.

			‘Bee?’ she said but Bianca didn’t answer. Although darkness had well and truly fallen, it was too early to be asleep. She tiptoed into the room and peered over the prone form of her daughter. Unless Bianca was a very good actor, she did look fast asleep. Christina pressed her hand to Bianca’s forehead. There was no heat. She went to turn the bedside lamp on but thought better of it. It was Saturday, there was no school tomorrow and the number of nights Bianca barely slept at all, it was no wonder she was tired. She should sleep. Missing dinner was not the end of the world.

			Kneeling next to the suitcase, Christina laid out the sheets of paper. Some were letters between Constance Sutton and Rivers about the plans for the gardens. She grouped them in rough chronological order and began reading. With growing excitement, she discovered that Rivers had spoken to the Danish landscape designer Paul Sorensen but, reading between the lines, had baulked at the cost of employing this rising star of the Blue Mountains set and inquiries had lead Rivers to Constance Sutton. In her first letter, Constance expressed immense keenness for a project of such scale and inquired whether living on site during the garden’s construction was a possibility. She mentioned a daughter, Genevieve, who would need to come too as she had no one reliable to leave her with in Melbourne.

			Christina rested on her haunches. A daughter. She re-read the letter but Constance did not mention her age. A single mother, divorced or more likely widowed. The next letter appeared to have been returned to Rivers by Constance, who had scrawled an illegible reply on the last page. 

			My dear Mrs Sutton,

			I am delighted that you are interested in accepting the commission for the design of the gardens at my Blue Mountains residence. Perhaps I should make it clear to you that this is a large undertaking as the existing garden is almost exclusively lawn and native flora. From this I wish to create a garden worthy of comparison to the great gardens of northern Italy. My vision is that these designs shall be a strong influence on the final layout at Bartholomews Run. To that end, might I respectfully point out that this will be an arduous engagement requiring your commitment for several months. If you conclude that it is too difficult a contract for a member of the fairer sex, I shall not be offended.

			However, if your commitment remains steadfast, there is another small matter I feel honour bound to raise with you. Turning our Blue Mountains house into a grander version of itself is as much an artistic endeavour as it is a practical one. My loving wife Mary currently finds herself in a delicate condition. She hopes the remote location will mean we receive significantly less visitors and thus, without the strain of entertaining guests, she shall have more time to rest before the Spring arrival of our newborn child.

			Christina paused. Mary Rivers was pregnant when they came to Bartholomews Run but there were no records of the Rivers ever having children. Had she not carried to term?

			Forgive me, Mrs Sutton, but I feel that it is in both our best interests that I am candid with you. You say your daughter Genevieve is fifteen. I am sure she is an accomplished girl, given her mother is a woman of many accomplishments herself, and I do wonder that in the interests of matrimonial harmony whether it might be best if the young lady obtain a live-in position as a companion or maidservant in your absence. This will have the added advantage of providing her excellent skills and experience that will be most beneficial in her own future marriage.

			Furthermore, a woman of such tender years may find several months in the remote locale that is Bartholomews Run a tedious venture. I shall of course be working. I felt the muse somewhat stifled in Sydney and I find the change of scene inspirational. Naturally, my dear wife shall be resting and you will be busy with the garden. I cannot help wondering whether your Genevieve might distract you from your work, a distraction neither of us can afford. It is mine and my beloved Mary’s aim that our relocation to the Blue Mountains shall be an ocean of calm after what has been a somewhat inclement period in our marital relations. As a woman who has experienced the married state herself, I am sure you fully comprehend the sensitivity of my missive. I look forward to receiving your considered response in due course.

			Yours most sincerely,

			Bartholomew Rivers

			Christina re-read the letter. It was dated 16 April 1929, so Mary would have been around three or four months pregnant. What had Constance Sutton made of this pompous, wordy letter? It sounded as if the real reason Rivers gave her the commission was because she was a woman, an unknown, and therefore cheaper. But how arrogant to tell Constance to put her daughter into service rather than bring her to Bartholomews Run? The gall of the man.

			‘What are you doing, CC?’

			Christina shrieked, her hands flying to her mouth. ‘God, Jackson, you scared the life out of me.’

			Jackson laughed, sitting on the floor next to her. ‘What’s all this?’

			She explained, showing him the plans of the potager vegetable garden, the walled orchard, the paths and the dry-stone walls. There were elaborate sketches Rivers had made of the wrought ironwork, showing how he intended for people to move through each garden room. Jackson examined the plan of the summerhouse and its ornamental lake.

			‘Looking at these makes you realise what a massive undertaking this was. Rivers had to build everything from scratch,’ he said.

			Christina gathered the sheaf of papers and photos and returned them to the suitcase. ‘I know. There must be an expert at the historical society who could examine what’s left of the garden and compare it to the original design.’

			Jackson grimaced. ‘More strangers traipsing over the place.’ He indicated that she should turn around and he began massaging her shoulders. Christina relaxed into his grip, felt the tension ripple down her spine and sighed. ‘Oh that feels so good.’

			‘All part of the service, ma’am.’ Jackson dug his thumbs into the base of her neck.

			Christina groaned. ‘Bianca was a bit funny this afternoon,’ she said, her concern floating back to the surface.

			Jackson’s fingers dug deep.

			‘Ouch!’

			‘Sorry, honey, sorry.’ Jackson kissed her neck and Christina leaned back into him. ‘Is she sick?’

			‘I don’t know. One minute she’s lying on her bed reading a magazine. The next she says she’s going riding but when I turn around she’s fast asleep on her bed, fully dressed. Well I think she was asleep. Either that or she’s a good actress.’

			Jackson’s hands slipped away and Christina swallowed her disappointment. He stood and offered her his hand. Pulling herself up, she asked, ‘What are you going to do now?’

			Jackson shrugged. ‘Make a few calls.’

			‘Are you hungry?’

			‘Not yet.’

			‘I might stay here a while longer then. Keep sorting through these papers.’

			Jackson nodded and walked off down the corridor. She watched him leave before picking up the torch.

			Squeezing her shoulders through the door, she let the torchlight scout ahead of her. The room was long and narrow with low ceilings. Looking at the rough thick timbers beneath her feet, Christina realised it had once been a verandah. Why in a house that had in excess of thirty rooms would Rivers choose to enclose it?

			There were several pieces of furniture shrouded in dust covers. Something in the far corner caught Christina’s eye. She swung the beam expecting more furniture, but slumped in a chair was the lifeless figure of a woman.

			Christina shrieked and clasped her hand to her breast. She waited for her breathing to slow. When she was sure she could hold the torch steady, she stepped forward.

			In the half-light, she seemed real enough, but if it weren’t for the surprise, the discovery of the slumped figure wouldn’t have given Christina such a nasty shock. Given the rest of her glamorous attire, this great beauty should have been wearing full-length satin gloves with a large diamond bracelet clasped around one wrist. But her hands were hideous mittens, tied at the thumb with kitchen string. One arm rested on the chair, the other lay in her lap, clumsy appendages unsuited to a beautiful woman.

			They used them when she was a student. Every artist owned a lay figure for when the flesh and blood models went home or had to rest. They were useful for focusing on minute details such as the play of light or a fold of fabric. The question was, what was she doing in here?

			Christina cast the beam around. Beneath a small window stood a wooden etching press. A cabinet as wide as she could stretch her fingertips filled one wall. It had many small drawers with bevelled edges and black iron handles. In one she found three rusty tins of Indian ink. Stacked in a wider drawer were copper plates that had oxidised and were now worthless. Another drawer held an array of etching pens, another wax. If it were not for the degraded state of the items, Rivers could have walked into the room and commenced preparing an etching. 

			But Rivers could not have painted in here for there was no natural light. The torch beam revealed that the only other furniture was a single bed and a couch. She peeled off the dust cover and exposed a stained crimson velvet. Stacked against the foot of the bed were several sheets of plywood.

			Holding the torch between her neck and her chin, she lifted up the first sheet and laid it face up on the bed. What she saw brought tears to her eyes. Her first instinct was to check the right-hand corner for Bartholomew Rivers’ scrawl. The painting was breathtaking, not only for its subject and the skill with which it was executed, but also for the fact that Christina recognised it immediately.

			It was the hexagonal room. No other room in the house had a fireplace with a sunburst pattern in amber ceramic. There was the cocktail cabinet, open with a martini glass in which swam large green olives, the bottle tipped over dripping onto the carpet. Gold tassels tied back thick drapes allowing a fortuitous band of sunshine to illuminate the crimson velvet lounge. Against the velvet sprawled a naked woman. She was the picture of anticipation with her back arched and her magnificent breasts thrust towards the man who observed her, the artist. She had turned her long neck so she could see him approach through a half-opened eye, a martini glass precariously balanced in her hand. She was taunting him with her fecundity. It leapt from the painting and in an instant Christina made the connection.

			This was the girl who modelled for Sophia. The auburn locks were the same but gone was her lightness. Taking the painting out into the light of the hexagonal room she propped it against the wall and rifled through the photos in the suitcase until she found the ones she wanted. There was a woman, head thrown back in laughter, her arm around the shoulder of Mary Rivers. The laughing woman wore pants and a man’s shirt. Mary stared into the camera’s lens as if imploring it to release her. Her shapeless frock failed to disguise her advanced pregnancy. Christina turned the picture over. Scrawled in Rivers’ cursive, it said Connie and Mary in the new garden theatre.

			Dumping the contents of the suitcase onto the floor, she no longer cared about protecting or preserving it. There had to be more photos. Christina scattered the plans and letters, snatched up each photo, looking for evidence. A large cream envelope contained folded plans and as she pulled them out a number of photos cascaded to the floor. She sorted through them as though shuffling cards, slowly at first then faster as she realised the enormity of her discovery.

			In photo after photo, Rivers had captured the nude figure, mostly in the garden. There against the doorframe of the newly constructed summerhouse; here, sunning topless by the pool. Rivers had written to Constance telling her he did not want Genevieve at Bartholomews Run, but Christina does not need to read her name scrawled on the back of photo after photo to know it is the same girl he had painted in The Ravishing of Sophia and in the hexagonal room. Christina could see that any mother would want to keep her beautiful daughter by her side where she could protect her from danger. She would never have left Bianca at fifteen alone in the city whilst she disappeared for months on end. Yet, here she was in what could only be construed as compromising circumstances. 

			There are other more disturbing photos of Genevieve. Dressed in sheer frocks, her underwear discarded. In one she stands naked but for a large straw hat, gazing at the camera with a look far too knowing for one so young.

			Christina put the photos aside; she could no longer bear to look at them. This new painting of Genevieve was unnerving. Christina had completely misunderstood Rivers’ intentions. She had thought The Ravishing of Sophia was Rivers both idealising virginity as well as capturing that moment before it was gone. However, now Christina knew that it was Genevieve who had posed for Sophia, it cast a whole new light on the painting and the man. Genevieve was a fifteen-year-old girl, no doubt caught up in the attention she provoked in Bartholomew Rivers. After all, she was at an age where young women were often developing an awareness of their sexual powers and testing its boundaries. In Sophia, Genevieve’s purity had not been transgressed, although it was clear that Rivers intended to take it from her, if not in real life, at least in oils. Christina was sure the three men in Sophia were all incarnations of the artist. But in the hexagonal room painting, Genevieve’s innocence was long gone. 

			How Constance could have allowed this to happen was beyond her. And how much Mary knew of this liaison, Christina could never know, but she wondered if it went some way in explaining why Mary had fled the Blue Mountains. Not vengeance after all, but humiliation.

			

		

	
		
			chapter seventeen

			One Week Till Christmas

			Christina holds open the car door and helps Rosa make the awkward move to sit in the back seat. She passes Rosa her navy cardigan, which Rosa will wear, despite the heat.

			‘I wish you’d take the passenger seat, Rosa,’ says Matthias, turning the brim of his hat around and around in his hands.

			‘No, Matthias, Tina needs the leg room.’ Rosa wriggles across the middle of the back seat and flaps her hand over her shoulder until it catches the strap of the seatbelt. ‘Anyway, I don’t like sitting in the sun.’

			‘You sure you don’t want me to drive, Matthias,’ Christina offers again. ‘It’s a long trip.’

			Matthias answers by settling his hat on his head and himself in the driver’s seat. He adjusts the rear-vision mirror a fraction and catches Rosa’s eye. ‘I don’t mind the drive, Christina,’ he says. ‘I find it relaxing.’

			Christina contemplates joining her mother in the back seat. It seems wrong sitting up front but Matthias has never made the trip to the nut farm and someone must navigate. For as long as Christina can remember, the drive to Pleasant Valley has signalled the true beginning of Christmas. The rest of town might string up fairy lights and tinsel, but for the Clementes the annual pilgrimage to buy chestnuts is the marker from which they count down the days. Except Christina sits here, up front, in her mother’s place. And this man, whose hand seeks the constant reassurance of the gear stick, who is vigilant in checking the rear-vision mirror and maintaining a constant speed of ninety kilometres per hour in a hundred zone, should not be driving them.

			Her father always drove with reckless attention. Steering whilst resting an elbow out the window, searching the radio for a song he liked. A speed sign announcing a hundred was an invitation to nudge the car up to one-twenty. The rear-vision mirror was for winking at first Christina and then Bianca in the back seat. Except for the Christmas before last. That year Bianca had sat in the driver’s seat, Massimo by her side. Bianca had her learner’s permit and was now officially allowed to drive. Christina remembers how impressed her father was at Bianca’s driving skills.

			‘I don’t know why, Papa. I was driving on the farm as soon as my feet reached the pedals. Even before that you used to let me sit on your lap and steer.’

			Jackson had taught Bianca to drive when she was twelve. They were always tootling all over the farm in the old ute. Christina had thought nothing of it. That’s not true. She had thought that’s what being a good father was all about. She scratches at her arm, as if peeling back the layers to the truth beneath, and stares at the familiar landscape rolling by.

			Matthias tunes the radio to a talkback station and offers a running commentary on the topic of the day. His incessant chatter annoys Christina and highlights the absence of those she’d rather were here. She sees Rosa’s reflection in the window and wonders if she too feels the lack, but Rosa’s eyes are closed, her hands clasped in her lap. Asleep or shutting herself off, Christina cannot tell.

			Christina and Bianca have never missed a Christmas at Casa Clemente. It has been a constant in their lives. Her parents sent Christina the airfare when she was an impoverished student. It outlasted Jamie, became a retreat in her years as a single mother and a source of tension with Jackson, who insisted on spending Christmas with Sarah and the kids. ‘But we’re your family now,’ Christina would argue. ‘Mama will be insulted. Can’t you make an exception, just this once?’ But Jackson never made exceptions. So every year Christina and Bianca arrived Christmas week and stayed until 6 January. Neither Rosa nor Massimo mentioned Jackson’s absence and Bianca flourished under her grandparents’ doting attention.

			Every day of those two weeks they spent at the farm followed a pattern set as much by Italian traditions as by Rosa’s own. In the week leading up to Christmas they prepare special seasonal dishes, and in order to make those dishes, they take the two-hour journey to the Pleasant Valley Nut Farm. Bianca is late. She should be here. It’s time she came home.

			‘What are we buying again?’ Matthias asks, circling the car park searching for a shady spot under one of the spreading trees.

			Christina feels he is making a point about the value of this trip. She wants to tell him to grab the first available spot, not to be so pedantic, but he is her mother’s friend, not hers. It is not her place to say.

			A family walks across the car park from the crowded produce shed carrying boxes of peaches and cherries. Matthias puts his indicator on and waits as they pack the boxes in the car boot and their youngest son relieves himself behind the tree trunk. Matthias waves a thankyou as they vacate one of the few shady spots available on such a busy day. Christina bites back her frustration. Massimo would never have bothered, nor would she. A spot is a spot.

			In the crowded shed, ragged queues radiate from the open boxes of nuts. Mounds of dried cranberries, cherries, apricots and raisins perfume the air with musty sweetness. Rosa grabs Christina’s arm and together they muscle through the crowd, parting it with their determination. Before they leave, they will buy small quantities of the nuts and fruits with which to make panforte, and uncracked nuts to eat fresh over the holidays. However, they don’t drive all this way, year after year, for produce easily obtained at the markets in town. They are here for the chestnuts.

			Once, when she was in her twenties, Christina made the mistake of buying freeze-dried chestnuts she had found in a gourmet food emporium in Sydney. ‘Look, Mama, aren’t these great? So much easier than cooking and peeling them yourself,’ she said. As she took the package, Rosa acted as if Christina were the cat offering her a rat’s carcass. Years later, Christina found the packet crusty with ice buried at the bottom of the chest freezer.

			Of course, she now appreciates why they make this annual pilgrimage. Hidden in the coolroom at Pleasant Valley Nut Farm are fresh nuts available to only a handful of devotees. Aficionados know that what makes these nuts extraordinary is their unseasonal availability in the Australian summer. Christina googled it once. In the southern hemisphere, the chestnut season is late March to May and modern preservation techniques mean fresh nuts can be stored for up to three months but then the bounty is over.

			However, an old Croatian man, as shrivelled as the nuts he produces, owns Pleasant Valley Nut Farm. Through some magical hybridisation of late-flowering cultivars, careful grafting and a cool microclimate, he is able to produce fresh chestnuts in time for Christmas. These days his sons and grandsons run the farm, but he still oversees the production of his special nut trees. His chestnuts are a genuine Christmas miracle.

			Years ago, after much tinkering and failure, Massimo converted an old deep fryer into a chestnut roaster. It allowed enough steam in to make the tough chestnut skins easy to peel and cooked the kernels to perfection. The Clementes became a family who enjoyed the deep pleasure of roasted chestnuts in winter and the Christmas indulgence of Rosa’s chestnut tortelli – Baby Jesus’ Pillows.

			On the other side of the crowd, Rosa nods at one of the girls serving and looks towards the coolroom. The girl shouts to the back of the shed and one of the Croatian’s grandsons appears. He recognises Rosa, kisses her cheeks three times and repeats the ritual with Christina before sliding into the coolroom. He reappears with a box of cherries stacked on top of a styrofoam box full of chestnuts. Rosa turns to Christina and she passes over the box of frozen quail carcasses she carries. The transaction is complete.

			They stack the boxes inside the esky used to transport the quail and because Rosa worries that the cherries might turn in the heat of the boot, the three of them climb back in the car and make the return journey to Casa Clemente.

			The following day, the real work begins. On Christmas Eve they will trek to the coast to pick up fresh oysters and the tiny sweet school prawns Rosa prefers. In the days in between, they will rise at dawn and cook until the sun has long set.

			Christina is awake early. She ties her hair from her face and inspects her hands and nails with extra care as this year these hands will be her mother’s. Rosa is already at the kitchen table sorting cherries into piles. The softer ones, destined for cherry jam, Rosa slices open with a paring knife and drops into a large pot. The firm cherries will be chilled and served after lunch on Christmas Day. Christina makes coffee and surveys the benches hidden under jars and packages, the fresh fruit on the kitchen table, her mother’s homemade cheeses, pouring cream, double cream and sour cream lining the top shelf of the fridge. She pours two mugs of coffee and hands one to Rosa.

			‘Mama, who exactly are you expecting for Christmas?’ It is as neutral a question as she can contrive.

			Rosa continues separating the cherries into jam and eating piles. ‘I’ve invited Matthias. He’s all on his own, you know.’

			Christina purses her lips. It would be petulant of her to object to Matthias joining them for Christmas lunch. Ever since his wife died, he’s joined the Clementes on Christmas Eve, bringing fragrant apricots from his orchard to go with Rosa’s soft cheeses. But this is not what Christina means. She tries a different tack.

			‘We haven’t heard from Bianca since Hawaii, Mama. So much food seems a waste if there’s only the three of us.’ To emphasise her point, she adds, ‘None of us are big eaters.’

			Rosa does her one-shoulder shrug. ‘Bianca will come. Anyway, it saves cooking for the rest of the holidays.’

			Christina rubs her eyes; they are scratchy from lack of sleep. Last night she dreamed the same confused dream she often does. It is a nightmare really and she lay awake until the birds welcomed the dawn. Bianca slept poorly for years. So badly that Christina took her to the doctor about it. Bianca had not wanted to go and refused to answer the doctor’s questions. In fact, Christina now recalls, she outright lied, saying she only slept badly ‘sometimes’. He suggested a mild sedative. Christina had the script filled but she had no way of knowing if Bianca actually took them. She suspected not because some nights Bianca cried out in a desperate pitch of terror and Christina would slide from her bed and race to her side. She remembers Bianca sitting on her bed, knees drawn to her chest, her head buried in her lap trying to stifle the sobs.

			‘It’s all right, sweetheart,’ Christina would say, rubbing soothing circles around Bianca’s back, wondering at the cause of her daughter’s distress. It’s not that she didn’t try to alleviate Bianca’s pain, but every time Christina reflects on those years, the woeful inadequacy of her response stabs her afresh.

			There would be Bianca, heaving and crying, but never once did she share the contents of her dreams, although Christina asked again and again. Always Bianca said she couldn’t remember. So Christina would make her warm milk and stay with her, singing remembered fragments of ‘You Are My Sunshine’ until she went back to sleep. Treating her thirteen-, fourteen-, then fifteen-year-old daughter as if she were three. Once Bianca’s breathing had settled, Christina would take Bluey Baa-Baa from where he now lived on the chest of drawers and tuck him in his old spot under Bianca’s arm. In the morning, Christina would see the dark smudges in the hollows of her eyes and know she had not slept for long. But every time she tried to tackle Bianca on the issue, Bianca pushed her away. I’m fine. Stop hassling me, Mum. In the end, Christina had assumed that she would just have to trust Bianca to make her own judgements about her wellbeing. It was not like she could force her to take the tablets. 

			Pouring them both another coffee, Christina pushes the memory away. ‘Do you want the oven on yet, Mama?’

			Rosa nods and asks Christina to fetch her the potato masher. She stands over the pot of cherries, pounding them to pulp, then adds sugar and the juice of a couple of lemons. Christina carries the pot to the stove and, as the cherries simmer, wipes down the kitchen bench and boils more coffee.

			The length of each chore measures the hours. They feed the poultry, make panforte, biscotti and cherry jam. In town Christina picks up pancetta and a kilo of Mr Pucciarelli’s pork and fennel sausages for the stuffing and checks the post box in case Bianca has sent word. Staring into the hollow box, she wonders what she must do to bring her daughter back.

			When the truth came out, Bianca’s insomnia disappeared and Christina’s started. The telling had been Bianca’s saving, the knowing Christina’s undoing. Now it is her turn to wake in the night, gulping for air. It is always the same dream.

			Bianca is stuck inside the house, Christina dashes from locked window to locked window, pulling uselessly on door handles. She can hear Bianca crying, ‘Help me, Mummy! Help me!’ Finally, Christina breaks in and runs down an endless hall, following the crying voice. ‘Help me, please. I can’t find Bluey Baa-Baa. I can’t find him anywhere.’

			There’s just that disembodied voice. Christina runs towards it and trips, ending up sprawled on the floor. Sobbing, she looks around to see what fell her and sees a bloody carcass like roadkill. Crawling over to the mauled thing, she prods the eviscerated remains. A leg rolls away under the pressure and reveals a patch of blue. Screaming, Christina gathers the bundle in her arms but it is too late. Bluey Baa-Baa is dead and the house is silent.

			Whilst Rosa bathes, Christina gathers salad greens for dinner. The geese honk softly, acknowledging rather than rebuffing her presence. She shakes the dirt from the leaves and puts them in a colander.

			The meaning of the dream is crystal clear but too late to be useful. Far better if she had been able to intuit why Bianca was having nightmares in the first place. Better still, to have circumvented the cause of the nightmares altogether. Five years she lived her fantasy, oblivious to the unpalatable truths that hovered in the periphery of her vision. Try as she might to understand why she saw nothing, or provided such a benign interpretation to what she did see, to Christina there is only one inescapable truth: there is something very wrong with her.

			The counsellor she saw off and on that year disagreed. She said that there was a pattern to predatory behaviour. Winning trust was important, creating dependency vital. Separating the victims from familiar locations and support networks, such as career, family and friends, allowed the predator to isolate and control his victims. As if that makes Christina feel any better.

			Christina hears her name being called. She has left Rosa soaking in the bath. Hurrying to her feet, she picks up the colander of leaves and shoos the geese away.

			She guides Rosa to her room where she has laid out fresh underwear, one of Massimo’s old shirts and a pair of cotton trousers. Leaving Rosa to dress, she goes to the kitchen and rinses the greens.

			Having that dream now must mean something, she thinks. Maybe it’s a premonition. Maybe Bianca isn’t coming back. Panforte, gingerbread angels or Baby Jesus’ Pillows are not enough to entice Bianca home to face her mother again. Christina smacks her palms against the draining board. There is too much food here. All that hope and love poured into preparing a meal that will be fed to the animals. It is such a waste.

			

		

	
		
			chapter eighteen

			The discovery of the suitcase changed everything for Christina. After dropping Bianca at the school bus, she’d rush home, make a cup of coffee and head back to the hexagonal room. There, as she laid out the photos, letters and drawings on the floor, a growing sadness for Genevieve enveloped her. Here was a girl caught up in a series of events that in the end overtook her. Too young to blame for the tragedy but fate was always cupped in fragile hands.

			Although her evidence was circumstantial and some aspects would always remain a mystery, Christina thought she had enough pieces of the puzzle to understand why Bartholomew Rivers went from being a rising star to disappearing into obscurity.

			Even without Sophia, anyone examining the volume of drawings concealed in the locked room would conclude that Rivers was obsessed with Genevieve. He drew her everywhere and from every angle. Seen through a twenty-first century lens, the images were deeply disturbing. Genevieve was still a child really, and young enough to be his daughter. Imagine if it had been Bianca?

			Some months after Mary’s hasty departure, Constance Sutton also left abruptly. They were all living under the same roof. It beggared belief that Constance Sutton was clueless as to Rivers’ transgressions. Christina believed Rivers had seduced Genevieve, the second painting supported that theory, as did the sheaf of drawings. But what lay behind the images? Art galleries were filled with pictures of naked young women, many in far more compromising positions than Genevieve. Obviously, it was impossible to draw a woman in these positions without her knowledge and consent but that did not make it right. Were the social mores of the 1920s so far removed from today’s values? It was not too big a leap to conclude that what she called seduction may very well have been coercion. After all, Rivers had economic power over all three women. That he was older, attractive, artistic were also qualities bound to bewitch an impressionable young woman. No doubt flattered, Genevieve must have found Rivers obvious attraction to her intoxicating. Unaware that Rivers was more than happy to use Genevieve’s adoration as his weapon. 

			Christina spent her days mulling over this, sifting through the photos and letters, a glass of wine by her side. She heard the slam of the front door, the scrape of the schoolbag as Bianca flung it to the floor. Bianca called, ‘Mum?’ and Christina shouted, ‘In here,’ pleased to hear Bianca’s voice and curious as to why her daughter was keen to speak with her.

			Bianca rushed out what she wanted, leaving Christina flabbergasted. ‘Why on earth do you want to board when we live half an hour away from school?’

			‘By bus it’s almost an hour,’ Bianca retorted. ‘Anyway, Mrs Hardcastle has designed this cool new program for the Seniors. She asked who was interested. Phoebe and I put up our hands. Mrs Hardcastle is sending a letter home to parents this week.’

			‘What kind of program?’ Agitated, Christina took a gulp of her wine. Bianca’s proposal was nonsensical. She had everything she could ever need or want here.

			‘Like all our meals are made for us and there is an exercise programme. You can book to see a teacher for before- or after-school tutoring. Plus I’ll be able to use the darkroom after hours for my major work. There’ll be special workshops and mock exams and we’ll learn meditation so we can manage stress. It’ll be so cool.’

			‘All your meals are made for you here,’ Christina snapped. ‘And if you’re so keen on exercise, can I remind you that you have two horses to work?’

			Bianca folded her arms across her chest. ‘I can be a weekly boarder. Then you’d only have to drop me off on Sunday afternoons and pick me up Fridays and I’d still have more time to focus on my studies. I need eighty-five to do Vet Science at Sydney Uni.’

			Despite her defiant stance, it was clear Bianca was desperate for Christina’s agreement. Christina stared at Bianca’s pleading face, hurt at the implication that home was not where Bianca wanted to be. Bianca had always said she wanted to work with animals when she finished school but she hadn’t realised Bianca’s dream was so specific. Not once had Bianca consulted her about these elaborate plans. ‘What’s wrong with the local uni?’ she said. ‘That way you could still live here.’

			‘You can’t do Vet Science at KU, Mum,’ Bianca exploded.

			‘All right, Bee, there’s no need to shout.’ Christina took another mouthful of her wine. ‘We’ll have to talk to Jackson. At the end of the day, he’s the one who’ll have to pay for it. But I have to warn you, I can’t see him being happy with your decision.’

			‘Why?’ Bianca shouted. ‘Why do we have to talk to him? Why can’t you pay for it?’

			‘Oh!’ The word escaped as a nervous chuckle. Christina rubbed her palms on her hips and fought the urge to turn away from Bianca’s accusing eye. ‘I’m afraid that’s not possible.’

			Bianca paled. ‘You’ve spent it all?’

			It was hard to explain to a child how easily money disappeared – a little here, a little there – but Bianca was furious, so she tried. ‘There are always expenses, sweetheart. There were your horses . . .’

			‘But he bought those!’

			Christina licked the line of sweat forming along her lip. ‘Well yes, but you know there were other things as well – the tack and whatnot.’ Anything not tax deductible, she thought. ‘Your clothes. Birthday presents. Things for the house. It adds up over time.’

			As a rule, Christina tried not to think about where all the money had gone. She’d had a hundred thousand dollars left after settlement. It was frightening how quickly it had vanished. Christina hated asking Jackson for money for every silly little purchase she wanted to make. He had a way of talking her out of things, told her she had champagne taste and a beer budget. But there was more to it than that. It was important to her to maintain some independence and not be running to Jackson with her hand out every five minutes.

			But over time it had become easier and easier to let Jackson take financial control. She reminded herself often that she made a tangible economic contribution to their relationship supervising the extensive restoration of the house and gardens. And that was fine because they were a team and as Jackson often said, ‘A rugby squad needs hookers and fullbacks to win a match.’

			Watching Bianca’s glow of confidence flicker and fade, Christina wished she didn’t have to crush her daughter’s dream. ‘I’m sorry, Bianca, but I can’t afford to pay boarding fees. You’ll have to stay a day student.’

			‘Fine.’ Bianca snatched the elastic capturing her long curls in a ponytail. Released, they bounced over her shoulders. She tossed her head, lifting the mane of hair over her collar. ‘In that case, I’ll ask Jackson.’

			Christina’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Oh, I don’t think that’s a good idea, sweetheart. I think it’s best if I handle him.’

			Bianca snorted. ‘Why? Since when does he ever listen to you?’

			Christina opened her mouth to object but Bianca was already striding off in the direction of Jackson’s study. Christina trailed behind, making anxious comments about avoiding a confrontation with her stepfather. The problem with Jackson was that he had a short fuse and when he went off he was very intimidating. Funny how he never used to be like that when they lived in Sydney. True, Jackson rarely lost his temper at Bianca, but if Bianca went about this the wrong way, her chances of boarding at Valley View would be nil.

			They reached the door to Jackson’s office and as Bianca raised an arm to knock, Christina held her back, whispering, ‘Please, Bianca. Let me see if I can convince him how much this means to you.’

			This close, she could hear Bianca’s breath singing through her nostrils. The tension in her muscles reminded her of the quivering nervousness of a frightened horse whose every instinct was to flee. A horse like that could explode into action at any second, harm all around and itself in the process. The urge to soothe her ran through Christina’s fingertips. 

			‘Sweetheart,’ she said at the same time as Bianca’s free arm shot out and rapped on Jackson’s door. Not waiting for an invitation to enter, Bianca strode around his desk and sat in the visitor’s chair. She pinned her knees together, captured a stray lock behind one ear and swallowed.

			Aghast, Christina hung in the doorway.

			Jackson swivelled in his chair. Christina could see he was about to say something nasty about interrupting his work, but he stopped himself, taking in Bianca’s prim schoolgirl pose and Christina’s reluctant grip of the doorframe. She could tell that he knew something was up; he looked set upon by their unexpected arrival.

			Bianca tilted her chin and said, ‘Can I talk to you about something?’

			Jackson glanced up at her, then back to Bianca. She could hear his leg knocking against the timber panelling under the desk. Bianca hadn’t said anything yet. It was a bad sign.

			Christina said, ‘Bianca, I –’

			Jackson cut across her. ‘What do you want, Bee?’

			Taking a deep breath, Bianca outlined the same argument she had given Christina. Jackson pressed his twitching leg against the desk. It was proof he was deeply unhappy with Bianca’s proposition. To his credit, he waited until Bianca had finished before he exploded from behind his desk.

			‘Why should I fork out another three grand a term so you can board when we live in a thirty-room house, Bianca? You want a study enclave? Take the south wing. This is the most ridiculous idea I’ve ever heard.’

			Christina remembered one of Jackson’s favourite sayings: the best form of defence is attack.

			Bianca had lowered her eyes during his onslaught but she stood now and squared her shoulders. She elaborated on her argument but Jackson refused to be placated. Christina could see the rage bubble and froth inside him as he struggled to contain it. All of a sudden, a brilliant solution popped into her head. ‘I think I have an answer.’

			Jackson and Bianca swung sharply, barely a shoulder width apart. They seemed surprised to see her still standing there. Christina stepped forward. ‘Maybe a way of offsetting the cost is to sell Sugar.’

			Bianca’s mouth dropped open in horror but Christina was determined to stand up for her daughter and make Jackson see reason. ‘Selling Sugar,’ she forged on, ‘will go some way to covering the additional expenses. And it will mean one less horse for Bianca to take care of. It’s a fair compromise.’

			Bianca burst into tears, her self-control abandoned. Christina’s smile faltered but at least Jackson had stopped yelling. In a flash he had gone from incandescent rage to cold control.

			It seemed to Christina that now she’d made a tangible offer as part of this negotiation, Jackson was back on familiar turf. He even smiled. She assumed it was because he agreed that she’d presented a rather clever option and returned his smile. Although she noticed Bianca had collapsed back into her chair and was twisting a lock of hair across her lips. 

			‘So,’ Jackson considered the bowed head of the inconsolable Bianca, the fury of his temper blown away, ‘you never mentioned you were willing to sacrifice Sugar, Bianca.’

			Bianca looked up at her mother through her curtain of hair and mouthed, ‘Why?’

			‘Yes, CC, Bianca’s right.’ Jackson’s smile broadened. ‘Why would you say that? If I didn’t know you better, I’d think you were keen for Bianca to leave.’

			Christina pressed her fingertips to her lips. Tears threatened. Jackson made it sound as if she was pushing Bianca away. That wasn’t her intention at all. She was trying to help Bianca, wasn’t she? And look how the situation had turned out. Bianca miserable and Jackson gloating. She wished she could undo her words.

			Trapped between them, whatever Christina said next, she could not make them both happy.

			She said, ‘I was just trying to offer an alternative solution.’ Christina drew breath. ‘Of course it would be an option of last resort.’ She hoped Bianca could see how she was being sincere.

			Except Bianca glared at her. She was breathing so hard that even from the doorway Christina could see her chest rising and falling beneath her uniform. She rushed to reassure her.

			‘I don’t want you to leave home, sweetheart. I know how much you love it here and I don’t want to get rid of the horses either. Of course I don’t. I, we,’ she gestured to include Jackson, ‘want you here with us, don’t we, honey?’

			Jackson beamed. ‘Indeed we do, Bee. It’s just a shock seeing you growing up and wanting to have a say in what happens in your life.’

			Christina smiled too. ‘Exactly! We appreciate you’re not a child any more and are old enough to make your own decisions. That’s a normal part of growing up.’

			Jackson seemed to find Christina’s attempt at diplomacy highly amusing. Bianca wouldn’t even look at her. Christina hoped she was not making things worse.

			She walked over to Jackson and placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘Would it really be the end of the world if we let her weekly board? She’d still be home weekends and holidays. We wouldn’t necessarily need to sell Sugar.’

			Jackson shook her off and stepped away. ‘You do this every time, CC. Trying to please everybody doesn’t work. You know she plays us off against each other and I’m sick to death of it. She’s sitting there acting all broken-hearted because she knows she’ll get your sympathy.’

			Bianca buried her chin in her chest. There was nothing to see but a mane of chestnut curls. Christina wanted to go to her but Jackson moved between them, forcing her attention back to him. ‘You’re encouraging this bullshit behaviour we’re witnessing, CC. Let me remind you that this is my house, my money, my rules,’ he stabbed the desk with his finger on each point. ‘Now I suggest you leave Bianca with me to reach some sort of compromise without you muddying the waters. Get on with your stupid heritage listing or whatever it was you were doing.’

			Her cheek burned as if she’d been slapped. Jackson had attacked her on so many fronts she didn’t know which accusation to respond to first. Christina glanced across at Bianca who wore a strident flush from her chest to her chin. The way she stared at Jackson made Christina shiver. This situation was becoming ridiculous.

			‘I don’t think that’s appropriate, Jackson,’ Christina began.

			‘For fuck’s sake, Christina, don’t you speak English?’ he roared.

			She stepped back in fright, her heart hammering in her chest. Her mouth opened but the words buzzed in a chaotic frenzy inside her head, refusing to come out. Christina turned to her daughter. ‘Bianca?’

			Bianca turned and concentrated on the wall of photos. ‘Bianca?’ Christina repeated. Bianca twisted further in her chair and waited. Now Christina didn’t know what to do. Why wouldn’t Bianca answer her? What was going on here? ‘Sweetheart, do you want me to stay?’ but all her words earned her was a small shake of the head. Christina backed away and hesitated in the doorway. If only Bianca would look at her, give her some sense of what she needed, but Bianca refused to face her. Half in, half out of the room, Christina pleaded with Jackson, ‘You won’t say anything stupid, will you?’

			Jackson began closing the door after her. ‘Just go will you, CC? Bianca is big enough to handle her own negotiations, aren’t you, Bee?’

			Bianca nodded, turning to offer Christina a thin smile, but her eyes were sad, as if she’d lost something precious.

			Alone in the hallway, Christina waited for her heart to calm. She was missing something but for the life of her could not think what. Perhaps if she stayed and listened at the door. It wouldn’t be eavesdropping; after all, whatever agreement they reached affected them all. Creeping forward, she put her ear to the door. She heard the key turn in the lock and felt embarrassed that she as a grown woman was snooping on her own family. She decided to go to the hexagonal room and distract herself with her research on the Rivers estate.

			Changing Jackson’s mind couldn’t have been easy for Bianca. Jackson really knew how to dig his heels in, but then again Bianca could be equally as stubborn when she had her heart set on something. Bianca had come to find Christina after they were done, to tell her she had won the fight to finish school as a weekly boarder. Christina hadn’t known what to say. Getting her own way should have made Bianca happy, but standing there with her eyes scribbled red and her face grim, Bianca had looked far from it.

			The strange thing was, Jackson didn’t seem happy either. In the weeks that followed, Christina tiptoed around them both. Bianca refused to answer a direct question and Jackson bit her head off.

			‘Have you changed your mind, sweetheart?’ Christina ventured one day. She had tracked Bianca down to the stables, waited until Bianca had finished her workout in the arena. Christina held Licorice whilst Bianca unsaddled him and hosed him off.

			Bianca flashed her a look of horror. ‘No!’

			‘It’s just that I thought . . .’

			‘Leave it, Mum. It’s fine.’

			The trouble was, it didn’t feel fine. And that troubled feeling stayed after Bianca left. Christina noticed the spaces where she ought to be. Although her concerns were somewhat alleviated by seeing how well boarding suited Bianca. The dark circles around her eyes faded. She put on a bit of weight, which may have been due in part to the lack of exercise. Poor Sugar had been sold and Licorice spent his weekdays getting fat and lazy in the paddock.

			Christina found comfort in her continued investigations into Genevieve’s fate at Kitchener library. She spent days reading pages and pages of the 1929 issues of the local newspaper. Notices of the bankruptcies, births, deaths and cattle sales competed with advertisements for the town emporium. In the drowsy central heating of the library, the names and events of pre-war Kitchener blurred into a single mass of life so that she almost missed the two lines buried in the personal notices. She was halfway through 1931 when she saw it. It read:

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							SUTTON, Genevieve 6 September 1931. Death by misadventure.

							May the good Lord see her gentle soul rest in peace.

						
					

				
			

			

			She was only seventeen years old. Christina slumped in her chair, her mind racing with possibilities. What did misadventure mean? Had she had an accident or, worse, had she taken her own life? 

			Back in the hexagonal room, Christina pinned a copy of Genevieve’s death notice in its rightful place on the timeline that ran around the walls. Christina re-read Bartholomew Rivers’ death certificate. The immediate cause of death had been a blow to the head occasioned by a motor vehicle collision. Perhaps the real cause of the painter’s descent into drunkenness wasn’t Mary’s departure, it was the death of Genevieve. It seemed too great a coincidence that the car accident that killed him occurred only months after his muse’s death.

			Was Genevieve’s death also the reason Rivers had locked all his paintings and brushes, his etching equipment and his easel, himself really, into that closed-in verandah and sealed the room? Was it in grief or guilt that he had ceased to be an artist?

			Christina propped the two completed paintings of Genevieve next to each other. The inevitable conclusion was that Bartholomew Rivers had shown no compunction in taking from Genevieve those qualities that were youth’s gifts – purity, innocence and physical beauty. He had recorded that bounty in every stroke of his brush and every line of his pen. Preserving her for posterity had left him free to ruin the flesh-and-blood Genevieve. To betray rather than protect her. 

			Christina had succeeded in unearthing the story of Bartholomews Run, a story that unquestionably captured the cultural imagination. In all these years, this was never how she had imagined success would feel. It was a hollow moment to recognise that uncovering the true history of this artist was not a moment of celebration. The truth was, Bartholomew Rivers disgusted her.

			Christina completed the application for heritage listing with fanatical care. She had started this exercise envisaging the restoration of Rivers’ property and good name as an act of philanthropy. But now her motivations had changed. The annals of history were full of men like Bartholomew Rivers, admonished for their personal failings whilst celebrated for their genius. The truth glossed over for the sake of art, commerce or political power. Now Christina wanted to tell Rivers’ story for different reasons. Genevieve deserved to be remembered. As the muse of an iconic Australian painter, of course, but Christina hoped in sharing Genevieve’s story she had found a way to give meaning to the girl’s tragic life and unfortunate death. 

		

	
		
			chapter nineteen

			The thin envelope from the Heritage Council arrived in the mail. Christina was so nervous her chest hurt. She couldn’t bring herself to open it when she collected it from the post office box – what if the answer was no? She waited until she had returned home. Whatever the answer, she didn’t trust herself not to burst into tears on Kitchener’s main street.

			Arriving home to an empty house did nothing to help. She wished Bianca or Jackson were here to share this moment, to commiserate or congratulate as the circumstances demanded. But Bianca was probably slouching around the senior girls’ dormitory gossiping over packets of chocolate biscuits, and Jackson was cocooned in a first class berth jetting somewhere between Hong Kong and Hanoi.

			Six years work. Christina told herself that whatever the Heritage Council’s decision, she had solved a mystery and brought to light an important part of Australian art history, not to mention recovered valuable works. Those facts would not change if the Heritage Council had rejected her application.

			Steeling herself, Christina tore open the envelope. When she had read the letter, she slumped against the wall. The Heritage Council wanted to send an inspection team to verify the claims with a view to offering preliminary listing approval.

			Christina rang Bianca’s mobile but she didn’t answer. Jackson’s flight was still midair so it was pointless ringing him. She was alone in her excitement. Leaving the chill of the hexagonal room, she sought the warmth of the kitchen. Outside, the weather had worsened. She drank a coffee watching the winter storm rail against the mountain like an angry spouse. Christina loved this kind of weather, as long as she was snug and cosy inside with a roaring fire and a good book.

			The thought must have jinxed her because suddenly the house descended into darkness. Grabbing a torch from the kitchen drawer, she went into the mudroom and dressed in her Driza-Bone, beanie and wellies. She trudged around the outside of the house to the porch and reset the circuits. She tried the power but the electricity flicked off again. The rain lashed at her as she tried each set of circuits one at a time, trying to isolate the power failure. She wondered if it was just Bartholomews Run or whether the whole mountain had blacked out. Her mobile rang reminding Christina she’d left it on the kitchen bench. There was no point rushing to answer it, she’d never get there in time, especially in the dark.

			It started ringing again as soon as it had stopped. Christina continued working her way through the sections of the house. Divided into two rows, the circuit board had twenty-four different circuits in all. Christina completed a random check, growing convinced that it wasn’t her circuits that were the problem.

			Back in the mudroom, Christina shivered as she peeled off layers, water puddling around her numb feet. She’d ring Stan in the morning. No one should be out on a night like this.

			Her mobile rang again. Cursing Bianca’s timing, Christina slipped across the kitchen floor, towelling water from her hair. She got to the phone just as it went to voicemail. Christina listened to the message. It wasn’t Bianca, it was Mrs Hardcastle.

			‘Ms Clemente, I am sorry to trouble you at such a late hour but I need a word with you regarding Bianca.’

			Christina hit redial. ‘Yes, I’m here, Mrs Hardcastle,’ she rushed out, dropping the damp towel on the kitchen bench.

			‘Ah, Ms Clemente, I’m sorry to trouble you on such an unmerciful night but I would appreciate it if you could pop by my office this evening.’

			Christina glanced at the kitchen clock. It had just gone seven but she’d dealt with this woman for enough years to know what ‘pop by’ meant.

			‘Why? What’s wrong?’ she said, bouncing on her toes trying to restore the blood flow.

			‘Bianca is fine.’ There was a distinct pause as the woman chose her next words with care. ‘She is in a rather sensitive predicament that would benefit from immediate attention.’

			Alarmed, Christina asked, ‘Has she broken something?’

			‘No, nothing like that. We can discuss the matter when you arrive.’

			Standing in the dark silent kitchen Christina felt an acute sense of her aloneness. Jackson always teased her about how she worried over every tiny detail but seemed oblivious to the bigger picture. She grabbed the keys and ran through the pelting rain to the car.

			Fear rode with her as she drove blind through the dark countryside. The Range Rover skidded on the slick tarmac and the pummelling rain rendered the windscreen wipers useless. No one in their right mind would be out on a night like this – unless it was an emergency.

			And it had to be an emergency. There was no mistaking Mrs Hardcastle’s tone.

			At the intersection, she watched the convoy of semitrailers burn down the highway, trucking fresh produce to the Sydney markets. She tapped an impatient rhythm on the steering wheel, waiting for a break in the flow. When one came, she floored it. The chrome grille of a Mack truck descended on her, its horn blasting, the flaring headlights bleaching her hands the colour of bone. Christina licked the sweat from her top lip. Jackson would be proud of her. He always said she drove like a granny.

			When she was twelve, Bianca had been representing Valley View at the annual interschools equestrian event. Sugar had refused the triple jump, sending Bianca sailing over the top. She’d broken her arm in the fall. Back then, the school’s instructions had been to head straight for the base hospital and meet Bianca there.

			Christina checked the clock on the dashboard. Even in this weather she’d be at the school in twenty minutes. Last year one of the seniors had ended up at Kitchener police station with a fake ID, a six-pack of vodka mix and a small amount of dope. But Bianca would never make such a blunt statement.

			She plunged off the highway, following the snaking road along the valley floor and up to the school. She crunched over speed humps before pulling into the car park with a hard yank of the handbrake. Bursting from the car, Christina sprinted towards the senior girls’ dormitory. Head down in the torrential rain, she barrelled into somebody standing in the shadows of the portico and sent them both stumbling. She reached out to steady the other woman, an apology rushing to her lips. Mrs Hardcastle seized Christina by the elbow, steering her away from the dormitory and towards the administration block, with the words, ‘This way if you please, Ms Clemente.’

			Once inside the sanctuary of her office, Mrs Hardcastle let go of Christina’s arm and disappeared into her private bathroom. She returned with a plush white towel that she handed to Christina before sitting on a chair opposite the Chesterfield sofa. The headmistress tucked her legs to one side, smoothed the pleats of her skirt and indicated that Christina should sit too.

			As she towelled her dripping hair, Christina regarded the mellow leather of the sofa then her dirty jeans and muddy boots. She felt like a street urchin granted a royal audience.

			Drawing breath, Mrs Hardcastle began, ‘There is no easy way to say this, Ms Clemente, so forgive me for being blunt.’

			Despite her warning, the headmistress paused and studied Christina’s face with the same intensity she had the first time they had sat across from each other in this room. Back then, without uttering a single word, Mrs Hardcastle had made it clear that Bianca’s acceptance into Valley View was as much an assessment of her family as it was of her.

			‘As you know, Bianca shares a room with Phoebe Kennedy,’ she continued. ‘She says Bianca has been out of sorts for days now, going to bed early, sleeping in. Phoebe says she’s been preoccupied.’

			‘She has insomnia, it catches up with her.’

			Mrs Hardcastle fluttered her hand, acknowledging a fact she knew only too well. ‘However, this evening Bianca was unable to keep her dinner down and rushed from the dining room in tears. Apparently she became quite hysterical. Phoebe called the head of house, Mrs Dalrymple, who tried to calm Bianca and ascertain the problem.’

			Christina realised she was punctuating every sentence the headmistress said with a nod, like one of those bobbing glass birds that were all the rage when she was small. She concentrated on staying still.

			‘I must impress upon you that until tonight no one was aware that anything was amiss. Bianca is a fine girl and a modest and decent student.’

			Christina waited. She itched to shake Mrs Hardcastle until her elegant chignon unravelled. 

			‘I am genuinely surprised to be having this conversation about a girl like Bianca. Of all my students she is not the one I would expect . . .’ Mrs Hardcastle trailed off, perhaps realising she had drifted away from the subject. With a tilt of her chin, she squared up to Christina. ‘The truth of the matter is that Bianca has informed us that she is, or rather she believes she is, pregnant.’

			The image of some boy slithering over Bianca in a dirty gasping coupling wrenched at Christina’s guts. ‘I don’t understand. Are you saying she has . . . Why do . . . Who do you think it is?’

			‘At this point we cannot be certain.’

			Christina went to speak but the headmistress interrupted her with practised firmness. ‘Bianca won’t answer questions but she’s adamant that she is pregnant.’

			Christina tried to swallow the rough lump stuck in the back of her throat. ‘But she’s only a child. She can’t be.’

			Mrs Hardcastle pursed her lips. ‘She is sixteen, Ms Clemente. You may find it incomprehensible but it is, unfortunately, entirely within the realms of possibility.’

			She wasn’t stupid. Teenage girls fell pregnant all the time. But Bianca wasn’t that kind of girl. She didn’t even have a boyfriend.

			Shifting in her seat, Mrs Hardcastle said, ‘Valley View takes a serious view of our students’ mental and physical health, Ms Clemente. Therefore I should advise you that I have asked Dr Connelly to come to the school this evening.’ The headmistress held up her hand. ‘I appreciate that I failed to consult you but under the circumstances I decided to sacrifice the formalities for the sake of timeliness.’

			Christina nodded, acknowledging more than anything how thoroughly Mrs Hardcastle had wrested control.

			‘At the very least,’ the headmistress continued, ‘Dr Connelly will be able to ascertain if indeed Bianca is pregnant or,’ she added with delicacy, ‘if she requires other medical assistance.’

			‘What do you mean? You said she wasn’t hurt.’ Panic ballooned in Christina’s chest.

			‘There are no signs Bianca is hurt and, from the little she’s told us, it’s impossible to know precisely what has occurred. Experience tells me that in difficult circumstances it is wise not rule any possibility in or out of the equation.’

			With those words, Mrs Hardcastle rose. ‘Perhaps you would like to see her now?’

			Indicating Christina would find her in her office, Mrs Hardcastle left her outside Bianca’s room. Christina waited until the confident form of the headmistress rounded the corridor and disappeared. The floor was quiet except for the sound of a girl singing in the shower some doors down. The smell of toast lingered in the kitchenette. Unlike the junior school, with its camp camaraderie and shrill volume that continued until lights out, the seniors’ house had a calmness that reminded Christina of a convent.

			She slipped inside the room. The only light came from a thin strip beneath the bathroom door. From under the doona came a muffled snivelling. She tiptoed over to the bed and peeled it back. Bianca lay there, curled up in a ball, her cheeks shiny with tears. The sight made Christina’s insides ache. Smoothing the damp curls from her daughter’s face, she whispered, ‘Sweetheart, it’s Mum, I’m here now.’

			At her touch, Bianca buried her head in the pillow, sobbing, ‘I’m so sorry, Mum.’

			Christina frowned. ‘Sweetheart, you’ve nothing to be sorry for.’ That gaping sense of inadequacy that overtook her whenever Bianca was sick or sad struck her now. She began rubbing circles around Bianca’s back, hoping it helped, but it only made Bianca howl even louder.

			‘I’ve ruined everything.’

			Christina paused. ‘Sweetheart, this is not your fault.’

			Lifting her head, Bianca wailed, ‘I don’t want to have the baby.’

			Christina clutched Bianca to her chest and absorbed every shuddering breath as her own. Rocking her, she stroked Bianca’s hair and wished away her pain. ‘Sssh, sweetie, sshh. There are ways of dealing with this. It’ll be all right, I promise.’

			But as she rocked and soothed her little girl, Christina longed to ask her how they had come to be in this place. She was holding a young woman with secrets and Christina had no idea why Bianca had locked her out. She was considering how to ask this when Dr Connelly appeared in the doorway.

			Trisha Connelly reminded Christina of one of those ageing Balmain hippies. The doctor went in for long flowing skirts in rich velvets, fiddly earrings and ballet flats. Years ago, when they were new to the area, she’d taken Bianca to see Dr Connelly for a sore throat. The doctor’s brusque judgement of Bianca’s tonsils, inferred, to Christina’s mind at least, that her daughter’s illness was somehow her fault. Angry and humiliated, she never returned to that surgery and ended up seeing the semi-retired Dr Angus on Railway Parade, who preferred to smile and fuss over his patients rather than condemn them.

			‘Ms Clemente,’ Dr Connelly offered a silver-ringed hand for her to shake. ‘Mrs Hardcastle has explained everything.’

			The doctor’s words sent the unwelcome thought skidding across Christina’s mind that there was more to this than the headmistress and the doctor were telling her. 

			Trisha Connelly got straight to the point. ‘Hi, Bianca. Mum’s told you why I’m here tonight, has she?’

			Bianca mumbled a reply.

			‘We need to have a bit of a chat and I’d like to have a feel of your tummy and do a couple of tests. Do you want Mum to stay whilst we do that?’

			Bianca shook her head at the floor.

			Just a heartbeat, that was all the time it took to register what remained unsaid.

			Strangling the rejection that rose in her throat, Christina kissed Bianca’s head and whispered, ‘I’ll be in Mrs Hardcastle’s office when you need me, sweetheart.’

			Outside, Christina strained to catch the doctor’s words, but her voice was a murmur and the inquiring stare of a passing student sent her scurrying away.

			In the headmistress’ office were a tray of sandwiches and a pot of tea but no sign of Mrs Hardcastle. Christina poured a cup and stirred in plenty of sugar and milk, her mind seething with possibilities. Finding a thread of reason through the tangled mess was impossible and she longed, how she longed, for Jackson to be here. He was the crisis manager not her, but she knew the first thing he’d say would be, ‘Pull yourself together.’ He would be firm, logical and uncompromising. In his absence, she must demand to know who the culprit was and ensure this student owned up to his actions.

			The problem was, which boy? She was sixteen but Bianca had never had a boyfriend. As friends, yes, but no one she mooned over or whose name she enclosed in a love heart in the margins of her Biology notes. Bianca and her friends took selfies of themselves and their horses. Boys were lame or losers, even the ones at pony club. Christina stared out over the deserted quadrangle, every corner floodlit and glistening with rain. How then did Bianca fall pregnant?

			The jingle of Dr Connelly’s bangles interrupted Christina’s thoughts. A thousand questions crowded her mind but the doctor veered off towards the sofa and collapsed into the cushions. Mrs Hardcastle wandered in and acknowledged Christina with a thin smile, before busying herself pouring tea.

			Fortifying herself with a slurp of black tea, the doctor fixed Christina with a piercing stare and said, ‘Well I’ll cut to the chase. Bianca’s not pregnant.’

			Christina’s cup clattered to the saucer. ‘Oh thank God! Are you sure?’

			‘Absolutely. The urine test was negative and the internal examination confirms that. I’ve taken bloods as a precaution but I don’t expect to be wrong.’

			Burying her face in her hands, Christina took deep calming breaths. Alone, she would have shed tears of relief, but not with the headmistress and the doctor as witnesses.

			Dr Connelly slurped more tea. ‘I’ve given her a sedative. She’s overwrought and needs to rest.’ The doctor’s gaze narrowed. ‘Bianca says she doesn’t sleep much.’

			Re-gathering herself, Christina said, ‘She suffers from insomnia.’

			‘How long has this been the case, Ms Clemente?’

			Christina went to put her cup and saucer on the coffee table and accidentally sloshed tea on the leather sofa. Embarrassed, she hurried to fetch a handful of tissues from a box on the table. ‘Oh I’m so sorry, Mrs Hardcastle, this will mark. It was very clumsy of me.’ She dabbed at the dark stain spreading across the cushion.

			Relieving her of the damp tissues, the headmistress said, ‘Let’s worry about that later, Ms Clemente,’ and offered a reassuring smile before disposing of the sodden clump in the wastepaper basket.

			‘Ms Clemente?’

			Startled, Christina found Dr Connelly staring at her. ‘I’m sorry?’

			‘I said, how long has Bianca suffered from a disrupted sleeping pattern?’

			Why did the doctor choose those words, as if Bianca had a long-term illness and she’d failed to recognise it. ‘On and off for years.’

			Dr Connelly raised her eyebrows. ‘Can you be more specific?’

			‘Um, since thirteen, fourteen maybe? I can’t remember the exact dates. Our GP says it’s the change in hormones.’ From the tray she selected a sandwich she had no intention of eating, just to avoid Trisha Connelly’s intense gaze.

			‘There’s something else,’ the doctor leaned towards her, ‘Bianca thought she was pregnant because she hasn’t had a period for three months.’

			‘That’s not unusual at this age though, is it?’ Christina had read an article about that at the hairdressers.

			‘If a girl has an eating disorder or is chronically underweight, no.’

			‘She’s picky but she does eat. Well when she’s at home she does.’ She glanced at Mrs Hardcastle. ‘I can’t speak for here.’

			Christina trailed off under the sharp scrutiny of the headmistress and the doctor. It seemed they expected an answer to a question she was sure they had not asked. 

			Whatever they were hinting at, it was late and she was too tired for games. Keeping her eyes fixed on the floor, she spat out the question. ‘Will one of you please tell me what is going on?’

			Silence seeped into the rug like spilt red wine. She looked up and found Dr Connelly sweeping her fringe from her eyes and Mrs Hardcastle twisting a gold wedding band around and around her fine-boned finger.

			Anguish stabbed Christina’s chest. ‘Please answer me. What’s wrong with Bianca?’

			Clearly the headmistress and the doctor were each waiting for the other to speak. 

			‘Bianca was sure she was pregnant. She was quite specific about the dates,’ said Trisha Connelly eventually.

			‘You’ve already told me that.’

			The doctor ploughed on. ‘She was using 20 March as her guide.’

			‘That’s the day before her birthday.’

			‘So she said.’ Dr Connelly leaned forward. ‘She says that was the last time.’

			‘I’m sorry, you’ve lost me. What was the last time?’

			Mrs Hardcastle gazed at an unseen point of interest outside the window, drawing all their attention to the darkened pane.

			Christina swallowed against the lump swelling in her throat. She was conscious she was holding her breath but feared the act of exhaling would destroy her last remnants of control.

			Dr Connelly turned back to Christina, her mouth thinned to a red gash. Her words came out in a cold flat line. ‘March 20 was the last time her stepfather had penetrative intercourse with her.’

			The words smashed into Christina’s chest, leaving her slack-jawed and gasping. All of a sudden the room became impossibly bright and somebody was screaming an incomprehensible ugly stream of sound. She was angry with them for making such a racket. How was she supposed to think with all that noise? She felt clammy and nauseous. Alarmed, she threw back her head. Mrs Hardcastle was descending upon her with a brown paper bag, so she jerked her arms over her head to protect herself. She couldn’t bear the thought of having anything over her face.

			Her voice came out in a shrill whistle as if she were sucking in air through a straw. ‘You’re wrong,’ she wheezed. ‘We went out for dinner for Bianca’s birthday.’

			As the memory grew more solid, the constriction in her chest eased. ‘No, you’re definitely wrong,’ she rushed out, ‘we went to the Grand Hotel. We had pink champagne and I’d organised for the chef to make Bianca’s favourite meal – rack of lamb in an orange glaze. We had individual pots of tiramisu for dessert, which is never as good as Mama’s but Bianca didn’t mind.’

			Christina turned to the two women. She had proved Dr Connelly wrong. She knew exactly what they had been doing that night, as clear as if it were yesterday. The staff had joined them and sung ‘Happy Birthday’ and ‘Why Was She Born So Beautiful’. There had been the usual jokes about being sweet sixteen and never kissed, all laughing as Bianca blushed. ‘Jackson had one of the staff tie a napkin around her eyes and when he gave the word the napkin was whipped off and there was a set of car keys.’

			The headmistress and the doctor frowned. She would have to spell it out. ‘He bought her a car for her birthday. Nothing fancy just a little car, a metallic black – well it’s called Obsidian but it’s black really – Golf. Jackson had got personalised numberplates. Busy Bee. That’s her nickname.’

			Thinking about it, she remembered something else important too. Christina smiled at the women, eager for them to see how their facts were wrong. ‘It couldn’t have been that night. Bianca drove us home in her new car, the three of us were together the whole time, and then Jackson left early the following morning because he had to go to Sydney. I remember because –’

			‘How long have you been in a relationship with Bianca’s stepfather, Ms Clemente?’ Dr Connelly cut across her.

			She faltered beneath the doctor’s dark stare. ‘Thirteen years.’ 

			Before she could ask how on earth that was relevant, the doctor said, ‘And up until today, how would you have described Bianca’s relationship with her stepfather?’

			‘Oh Bianca adores Jackson. He’s like a father to her.’

			A gleam of triumph alighted in the doctor’s eye.

			Every cell of her body screamed in a shrill discordant chorus – No! No! No! No! No! Dr Connelly’s suggestion was preposterous. Christina shouted above the din. ‘Jackson would never hurt Bianca. He’s known her practically her whole life.’

			The words bounced unheeded off the walls and thudded to the floor.

			The doctor refused to be deflected. ‘Bianca alleges that her stepfather has been sexually abusing her since she was eleven years old.’

			‘No, he can’t have. He’d never hurt her.’

			‘You don’t believe your own daughter?’

			Mrs Hardcastle cut through the tension. ‘I think what Ms Clemente is trying to say, Dr Connelly, is that she finds the prospect unbelievable.’

			The doctor whipped around. ‘In my experience, when a young girl tells me she has been raped for the last five years of her life, she is telling the absolute truth.’

			The headmistress ignored her outrage. ‘What I am suggesting, Dr Connelly, is that maintaining a reasonable attitude may be more helpful to all parties concerned.’

			Christina sank to the couch. She studied a lump of dried mud that had fallen off her boot. Scooping it up, she crushed it in her fist. The grains sparkled like a million tiny diamonds in her palm. An immense calm descended upon her. She was back in the hexagonal room, piecing together the story of Bartholomew Rivers, of Genevieve. Where was Bianca? Out riding. On a treasure hunt, up at the stables or driving the ute. Alone, with him. A million opportunities. Christina rubbed her hand clean on her jeans. What had she done?

			‘I’m sorry, Mrs Hardcastle, but we both know Bianca would never make up a story like this. It’s not in her nature to lie.’ Christina wrapped her coat around her. Was it possible to believe two opposing ideas were true, even if they contradicted each other? Another memory surfaced. Jackson saying how if Christina ever had to pick between them, he knew she would always take Bianca’s side. Now she knew why he always said that. But he was right. Her head cleared and the panic subsided. She made her voice firm, even as her heart lay bruised in her chest.

			‘If Bianca says Jackson has been molesting her for the past five years, then I believe her. What I cannot understand is why I didn’t see it and . . .’ She paused, the words were there but saying them was unbearable. Drawing a ragged breath she continued, ‘Why wouldn’t she have told me?’

			The question hung there, a dark cloud.

			Drawing herself tall, Christina spoke with the last speck of maternal authority she had. ‘I have to see Bianca. Now.’ She rose but so too did Dr Connelly.

			‘There’s something else, Ms Clemente. By law, I must report cases of suspected sexual assault to the Department of Community Services. They’ll want to talk to Bianca.’

			Deep inside her pockets, Christina’s fingernails sliced half-moons into her palms. ‘Hasn’t she been through enough for one day?’

			‘Apart from my duties as a GP, I am a case worker at the Central Women’s Health Unit. I’m on good terms with the regional head of the team that investigates matters of child abuse. I think I should call Anne Rushmore and fill her in on the details.’ The doctor directed this last comment to Mrs Hardcastle.

			The word abuse pounded in Christina’s ears. Taking a deep breath, she said, ‘I guess you have to do your duty.’

			Trisha Connelly’s expression transformed from urban hippie to battle-hardened crusader. ‘The police will want to interview you too, Ms Clemente. Separately, of course.’

			It was clear from her tone that Dr Connelly held Christina responsible, that she saw her as an unfit parent. Not without good cause. But Dr Connelly was not Christina’s concern, Bianca was. ‘I’m going to see Bianca now,’ she barged towards the door, daring the doctor to stop her.

			Mrs Hardcastle moved to accompany her but Christina dismissed her with a limp wave. ‘I know where I’m going, thanks.’

			Once hidden from sight in the darkened corridor, Christina slumped against the wall. The sense of calm lifted and shock and sorrow welled inside her, threatening to breach the flimsy dam of self-control. Clasping her hands over her mouth, she suppressed the urge to scream.

			When she finally trusted herself to speak, Christina went in search of Bianca. She expected to find her asleep so she didn’t think to knock. She entered to find Bianca lying on the bed with her head resting on Phoebe’s shoulder, their fingers intertwined. Seeing her mother, Bianca shot to her feet.

			‘Mum.’

			Phoebe slid across to her own bed and sat with her arms folded across her chest. Christina took the point – Phoebe was going nowhere. Bianca edged towards the bathroom door and Christina’s heart clenched at the obvious rejection. She told herself Bianca was uncomfortable in her presence because she had no idea what Dr Connelly had told her. Could a sixteen year old stipulate that details of her consultation be withheld from her mother? Christina had no idea but guessed patient confidentiality probably excluded her. She said, ‘How are you feeling, sweetheart?’

			Bianca shrugged. ‘Okay.’

			It was a poor start. ‘Can I get you anything? I’m sure sick bay has paracetamol if you need it. Or would you like me to make you a cup of tea,’ she said, gesturing towards the kitchenette down the hall.

			‘It’s not that kind of pain,’ Phoebe snapped.

			Christina regarded Phoebe. She should be grateful, she was grateful, that Phoebe was Bianca’s best friend. Bianca was lucky to have someone as loyal as Phoebe to protect her. The thought jolted Christina. Because she had not. She tried to smile, to lower the tension growing in the room. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t knock, Phoebe. The doctor said she’d given Bee a sleeping pill. I didn’t expect to find you here.’

			‘Someone has to look after her,’ the teenager retaliated.

			‘Pheebs,’ Bianca whispered.

			Phoebe shot to her feet, ‘Well it’s true, Bee.’ She turned on Christina. ‘This is all your fault.’

			Christina felt her mouth go dry. As evenly as she could manage, she said, ‘I had no idea what was going on, Phoebe. That’s a terrible thing to admit, I know, but it’s the truth.’ Turning to Bianca, she added, ‘I’m sorry. To my shame, I knew nothing.’

			‘But you should have known!’ Phoebe shouted. Her eyes were shiny with tears but she planted herself in front of Christina, determined to say her piece.

			Christina didn’t want a scene in front of Bianca. Phoebe was entitled to her accusations, no doubt she was right, but Bianca needed them both to stay calm. ‘You obviously know more than I do, Phoebe,’ she said, trying to placate her.

			‘Bianca has told me everything. Haven’t you, Bee?’

			Bianca shook her head and fled to the bathroom, locking the door behind her. The shower came on.

			Christina stared at the locked door. Wondered if Bianca really was showering or just blocking them out. Turning to Phoebe she asked a simple question but one she wasn’t sure she was prepared to hear the answer to. ‘What’s Bianca told you?’

			‘Everything,’ Phoebe hissed, tilting her chin.

			The blunt truth of this sawed at her insides. ‘How long have you known . . . everything?’

			Phoebe crossed her arms. ‘Ages.’

			‘But how long is ages, Phoebe?’ Christina pleaded.

			The lanky teenager sucked on her cheek. ‘Most of this year. Since Bee started sharing a room with me.’

			Christina’s eyes burned but she would not cry in front of this angry child. ‘After she started boarding, did she say if he . . . Has anything happened since?’

			‘Yes.’

			Truths besieged her. Ages, Phoebe said. Five years, Dr Connelly said. Since they’d been here in the mountains. Nausea rolled over her in waves. Her skin felt like it was on fire. She snatched at her jumper, wrenched it over her head. Stared at her bare arms suddenly clustered with angry red welts.

			Phoebe was not done. ‘Do you want to know why Bianca hates you so much, Ms Clemente?’ She didn’t wait for a response. ‘Because she tried telling you – she did!’ she shouted before Christina had a chance to say a word.

			‘He’d do stuff to her in the house, even when you were there. He thought it was a game. He said it was such a big house, she could scream her lungs out for all he cared. You’d never notice.’

			The truth of Phoebe’s words battered her. Bartholomews Run was riddled with places to hide. So many rooms: the studio, the barn, the stables.

			‘He bought her underwear from Victoria’s Secret,’ Phoebe spat out, her face twisted with disgust.

			Christina’s mouth filled with a silent scream.

			‘He’d make her go through the mail-order catalogues with him whilst he picked pieces he liked. She told me that sometimes he ordered two sets. One for Bianca and one for you.’

			Christina collapsed onto Bianca’s bed. Initially Jackson had hated her wearing underwear, then all of a sudden he changed. Her drawers were crammed with lacy thongs and sheer baby doll pyjamas. There was a particular satin and chiffon cami set in pale apricot that she adored. For a time Jackson requested she wear it every time they made love. And Bianca?

			‘He used to laugh about it and tell her how much sexier she looked in it than you did. Then he’d make her do stuff.’

			‘Stop!’ Christina throws her hands over her ears. ‘Enough, Phoebe, please.’

			But Phoebe couldn’t or wouldn’t stop. ‘He was always buying her stuff. Jewellery, shoes, clothes. He said he liked to dress her up.’

			Fragments filled her mind. Bianca insisting she wash her own clothes. The locked box on Bianca’s chest of drawers. When asked, Bianca said it held her treasures. Christina never even thought to insist she unlock it. 

			The shower turned off. Phoebe stepped closer. ‘You’ve ruined Bianca’s life.’

			The toilet flushed, Bianca would be out soon. Phoebe hissed at her. ‘She doesn’t want you here.’

			‘You can’t know that.’ Peppered with Phoebe’s accusations, the words lacked conviction.

			Phoebe sat next to her, too close, thigh against thigh. Christina shifted away but Phoebe moved closer. ‘Bianca thought she was pregnant. She was frightened and she knew she needed help. Imagine carrying your stepfather’s baby.’

			Christina stared at her knees, breathing in, breathing out, trying to ignore the relentless whispering in her ear.

			‘The plan was to run away. Go to Sydney, to uni. Leave you playing happy families with your rich boyfriend in your oh-so-fabulous house.’

			Christina gulped, in and out she told herself. Don’t listen to her.

			‘He told her if she kept her mouth shut, he’d buy her an apartment on the harbour – Kirribilli or Potts Point, wherever she liked. That nothing need ever change. He said he knew a thousand ways to distract you. She would be his forever.’

			Christina faced the darkened window, stared out into the void. Her arms burned. She scratched and scratched at them, felt the skin collect under her nails. She scratched harder until her arms were slippery with blood. She leaned her forehead against the glass, felt the slide of sweat. Her guts boiled and Christina realised she was going to be sick.

			She pushed past Phoebe and headed for the kitchenette. Into the sink went her tea, her tears and her life. Christina vomited until there was nothing left except bile, but even then she felt no relief. Her legs shook and her arms burned and her insides felt like they had been eaten by acid. What had she done to Bianca?

			

		

	
		
			chapter twenty

			Five Days Till Christmas

			The weather is typically hot and humid. As they weed and mulch the vegetable beds, Christina feels rivulets of sweat stream over her body. The sky fills with towers of clouds that will brood in the long hot afternoon before exploding in a fury of thunder and lightning. Three kookaburras on the branch of a gum tree throw up their cackling cry, foretelling the impending storm. By Christina’s knee, a colony of ants races back and forth, their instincts warning them to make safe their nest.

			Two beds over, Rosa pinches the tips off the basil so it will grow bushier and rubs the bursting skins of the tomatoes, pocketing a few for later.

			‘Have you thought about what you’re gonna get Bianca for Christmas, Tina?’ she says, moving over to the peas and picking tender pods for tonight’s dinner.

			Christina, who is sprinkling potash over the potatoes, pauses to consider the question. A present. Beyond Bianca’s safe return, she has given no thought to a gift. What meaningful gift can she give her daughter other than her contrition? An actual object is beyond her imagination. If asked, Bianca would no doubt tell her to buy an Oxfam goat.

			Bianca has grown to hate money. She believes Jackson’s wealth was the key to what happened. She despised their dependence and the false sense of security it provided. She had recognised that money was more than an economic necessity. It advantaged people in ways intellect or social standing alone did not.

			As far as Bianca is concerned, Christina’s reliance on Jackson’s money made her unwilling to rock the boat and Jackson knew it. He used that knowledge to threaten Bianca and force her to keep silent. Bianca had been right. If only she were here so that Christina could tell her so. That Della too had been right when she’d questioned the power of money to corrupt love and Christina had not listened. 

			Christina wheels a barrow of spoilt hay to the end of the row, the geese trailing behind her. They gather honking at the gate, hoping for a treat, until Rosa yells at them and they waddle back to their favourite spot under the hydrangeas.

			Fetching another barrow load, Christina remembers a later time when they were preparing for the trial. Bianca said, ‘Jackson knew you too well, Mum. He knew you would not want to believe it was true. I kept trying to tell you. That time at the stables? That wasn’t pony slobber on Jackson’s jumper.’

			‘Oh, Bianca.’ Christina tried to embrace her but Bianca pushed her away.

			‘All those times Jackson was teaching me to drive,’ Bianca hooked her fingers in the air, ‘and I kept saying I didn’t want to go and you said I had to learn to drive, that it was a life skill. Remember how I begged you to come with us, to teach me yourself. And you laughed, Mum, you actually laughed and said Jackson was a way better teacher than you were.’

			Bianca’s words slapped Christina in the face. It felt so physical she clutched her cheek in response to the pain. She did remember. But what she remembered thinking was that Bianca was making a fuss over nothing. Being a typical flouncy teenager. ‘You could have told me why you didn’t want Jackson to teach you.’

			Tears rolled down Bianca’s cheeks. ‘Wasn’t it enough, Mum, that I asked you to teach me? That I made it so obvious that I didn’t want to be alone with him.’

			Again Christina reached for Bianca, desperate to hold her daughter against her, to comfort her. And then Bianca said those terrible, terrible words.

			‘Don’t touch me,’ her voice swollen with betrayal.

			‘Tina?’ Rosa touches Christina’s arm. ‘Why are you crying?’

			Christina wipes her eyes on her sleeve. ‘Nothing, Mama.’

			Rosa picks up a potato. ‘Potatoes make you cry?’

			Her bottom lip wobbles. ‘No, Mama, not the potatoes. I was thinking about the present. What possible present can I give Bianca that she’d accept from me?’

			Rosa finds a cotton hanky tucked inside her sleeve and passes it to Christina. ‘The human race is full of people who have made terrible mistakes, Tina. None of us are perfect.’

			Christina blows her nose. ‘I can’t think of one thing you or Papa ever did that was terrible.’ Compared to what she did to Bianca, her parents’ slights were small.

			Rosa worries the knuckles of one hand in the palm of the other. ‘Awful things happen in life. You have to find a way to be better.’ Her face hardens.

			Christina squints up at her mother, sees the lines crack and deepen across the planes of her face as if the earth has shifted and revealed its hidden core. ‘Is that why you came to Australia, Mama? Were you running away?’

			Rosa raises her eyes heavenwards and whispers, ‘I promise Massimo I never tell you while he still alive.’

			‘Tell me what?’

			‘Why we left Italy to come here.’

			Alarm cautions Christina to remain silent. She can see that Rosa is fighting an internal battle over the decision to speak. When the words do come, it is as if each one is the weight of a brick. ‘I met your papa when I was fourteen. He lived in the next village but there was only one church and that was in our village. So I saw him every Sunday and holy days. He was a very handsome young man. A bit older but very proper. My parents thought it was a good match.’

			There is an old photo of them on the sideboard in the dining room. There are few from those days but her mother is right, Massimo was handsome. He had hair styled in burnished waves, eyes the colour of wet pebbles and a strong brown jaw. Next to him was a more slender version of the tiny Rosa with a tilt to her chin and a cleverness about her.

			‘I worked in the palazzo of a big man. Us girls from the village, we did the cleaning, the washing and cooking as the señora was too good to lift a finger in her own house.’ Mama sniffed and set her chin, all but flicking her fingers in the direction of the rich family she served.

			‘One day, Señor Cavallaro, he comes to the laundry. He smiles and talks about this and that. He make me nervous. There’s no one else around and he has no business being there. Before I know it he is on top of me pulling up my skirts. I try to scream but he put his hand over my mouth. There on the stone floor, my head jammed between the wall and the tub, he did his business with me,’ Rosa snarls in disgust.

			Christina cannot speak. Rosa looks away from her, across the garden, into the past, her hand kneading one of the tomatoes she has picked for dinner. The story pours out of her like she is letting blood.

			‘He left me there on the floor with not another word. I cried for days and days. I couldn’t see Massimo no more because now I was no good. Every Sunday morning he came to our house, every Sunday morning I told Mama to send him away, but he never stop coming.

			‘One day I was bringing in the washing. I unpegged a sheet and there he was. Tears pouring down his face like someone had tipped a bucket of water over his head. It broke my heart all over again. I couldn’t turn him away. We sat in the long wet grass and when I told him what happened, he said it didn’t matter. He wanted to marry me anyway.’

			Christina could see Papa’s kind face in front of her and her heart swelled with love. He was too good a man to have ever deserted Rosa.

			‘Then I found out I was pregnant. It was shocking and I felt,’ Rosa wound her hands in tight circles searching for the word, ‘infected. Si, like he had given me a disease. Massimo could not marry me when I was pregnant with another man’s child. I had brought shame on him and my family. I had no choice but to leave my village and go up into the mountains and hope I find someone to take the baby.’

			‘But surely they wouldn’t have rejected you? It wasn’t your fault.’ Christina is shocked that this is her history, that her poor mother had to endure the blatant hypocrisy of a mountain village.

			‘Things were different then. You talk about sfaciade? My parents had another daughter to think of, my younger sister Julietta. My shame would have been her shame. It was best if I left without making any fuss.

			‘I went to the nuns. Every single day they told us we would rot in hell and our babies would never be clean of our sin. They made us scrub floors and bake bread and pull weeds all day long. Some of the girls lost their babies because they were not strong enough for the work, but they were already shamed and had nowhere else to go, so they had to stay. Once I heard a girl screaming and screaming all night. As the sun came up, it went quiet. She died and so did her baby, but you know, the nuns they never even call a doctor for her. How could these women say they are married to Jesus and show no compassion?’

			‘Why didn’t you run away?’

			‘I did. I knew I would die if I stayed in this sinful place any longer. I crept out whilst the nuns were at matins and followed the fields down to the valley. I walked fifteen miles to Massimo’s village with only a loaf of bread and a skin of water I stole from the kitchen.’

			Rosa holds the tomato to her lips, inhales the scent of summer. Thunder rolls across the sky. Christina feels a fat drop of rain fall on her shoulder but she dare not interrupt her mother.

			‘I hid in the shed and waited until Massimo came to fetch his bicycle to ride out to the fields. Full of fear, I whisper his name. “Massimo! Massimo!” He can’t see me, so I stand up.’ A smile reminiscent of young promise spread across Rosa’s face.

			‘He cried and I cried. He insists we marry straight away. He say, “The child is a part of you and we gonna raise it as our own.” He would tell everyone he was the father.’

			Christina closed her eyes, felt her eyelids pulse as the blood roared through her body. Her mother’s terrible words coursing through her system like adrenaline. She wants her mother to stop talking, to take back this monstrous secret, but the shocking reality is that now everything makes sense. This is why she and her mama have always clashed. Señor Cavallaro is her real father. What a burden for her mother to have carried all her life. How Massimo must have adored her to raise her as his own child.

			Rosa tests the tomato with her thumb. It splits and the seeds drip onto the ground. ‘But the village was small. People knew. We had the baby and, one month after she was born, we went to the church as husband and wife to have her christened by the priest. The nuns’ words rang in my head. There was no way I was gonna have my baby condemned to hell. But when we reached the threshold, the women of the village they blocked the way in. They say we’re not welcome. Massimo says, “It’s our church. We belong here. We will come in.” They say no. And through a gap in the crowd I see Señor and Señora Cavallaro and their three children sitting in the front pew. Señora Cavallaro is smiling like she win and then I know.’

			‘I don’t understand. Why didn’t you stand up to them?’

			‘Because Señora Cavallaro, she knew the baby I was holding was her husband’s and she didn’t care. How many bastardos had he fathered that she could sit there being so superior to me, just a girl, knowing her husband had raped me? You shoulda seen her face, Tina. So smug, so privileged. She had the title and the beautiful house and the bambinos. Nobody was gonna take that away from her, especially some village puttanesca.’

			It is like Rosa has peeled off her skin. Christina studied her own arms, the trail of flaming broken flesh a constant reminder of painful truths. ‘What did you do?’

			‘We moved to another village near Trieste where my sister Julietta lived with her new husband Carlo. She had a little girl the same age and she would look after the babies when I went to the factory to make blouses.’

			Rosa turns on her heel and heads down the path to the rose garden. Christina follows.

			‘Lucia was a pretty little girl with golden ringlets and round brown eyes. Cecilia, Julietta’s girl, was big and loud. Lucia made friends easy but people didn’t like Cecilia so fast. Julietta was jealous that me, the ugly sister, I had the beautiful bambina, and she, the pretty one, she had the ugly baby. But beauty, hey?’ Rosa flicks the skin of her cheek.

			Christina grabs her mother’s arm. ‘Lucia? I thought you were talking about me.’

			Rosa’s face creases with confusion. ‘You? No, Tina. I’m talking about your sister. You came later.’

			‘So Papa is my papa?’

			‘Si. Who did think was your father?’

			‘Señor Cavallaro.’ Isn’t that why her mother is telling her this story? It explains, doesn’t it, why she is so fundamentally flawed.

			Rosa’s eyes widen in alarm. ‘Oh no, no, Tina. Massimo is your father.’

			Christina is hopelessly confused.

			‘Every day, all the mamas and nonnas would meet in the piazza to gossip over coffee. The children played near the fountain.’ Rosa breaks the bruised tomato in half and flings it to the geese.

			‘They tell me later the children were playing hoops, rolling them along with sticks. Lucia’s only three you know, she can’t roll the hoop with the stick so good. It got away from her and bounced down the hill. She chased after it and didn’t see the scooter coming around the corner.’

			Mama stares ahead, ignoring the raindrops signalling the beginning of the storm. Christina is speechless with unanticipated grief. A sister she never knew she had. She the late only child. Her hard mother, her forgiving father.

			Rosa sighs. ‘After she die, we couldn’t even take her to church for the funeral.’ Rosa swings around to face Christina, beseeching her to understand. ‘She’s not baptised. They won’t let her be buried like a proper person even though she just a baby.’

			Christina can see it, feel it, as if it were Bianca. The physical pain so familiar. She’s been so caught up in what she has done to Bianca, so busy heaping the blame upon herself, carrying the twin burdens of self-pity and guilt, that she has failed to see what this fresh tragedy meant to her parents. A pain that struck her poor father down, that has blurred her mother’s sight.

			Rosa has not finished. It is as if this story, buried inside her for decades, must be excised. ‘We didn’t know I was pregnant again, but the week after Lucia died, I lost the baby. Those God-fearing churchgoers killed my babies.’

			Rosa beckons to Christina and they walk to the rose garden. Her mother sits on the wooden bench and continues. ‘So we left to make a new life in a better place. When we buy this farm, straight away I plant this garden. All the way over on the boat I planned it.’

			Mama plucks a yellow rose and hands it to Christina. ‘This is Lucia’s rose. It was the first one I planted.’

			All through summer and autumn, Mama fills every spare jar, vase and bottle with these golden yellow roses. Filling the house with the scent and colour of Lucia.

			‘Over there, over the archway to the chickens, is the baby’s rose. And this one,’ Mama plucks a coral-coloured rose bursting with petals, ‘this is yours. It’s covered in thorns and only flowers if I give it lots of attention.’ Mama laughs, a rare and unfamiliar sound as light as a summer dress.

			Christina takes it and adds it to the yellow rose. Her head is in a whirl. So much about her mother now makes sense. Her toughness, her refusal to be bowed comes from this place of pain. She wants to hug her mother but she can’t recall the last time they did. Instead, she says, ‘I didn’t know you had a rose for me.’

			Rosa smiles. ‘I have a rose for everyone I love. You are all here, in my church.’

			Rosa’s Folly. All these years Christina has mocked her mother’s obsession with this garden when in reality it contains all her love.

			The tears come. ‘Oh, Mama. I’m so sorry.’

			Mama pats her hand. ‘It’s all right. You have a good cry. You’ve always been soft-hearted like your papa.’

			Christina cries for her mother, for her father, her dead siblings, her lonely childhood, and for Bianca. She is not the brave woman her mother is. Rosa left everything she knew behind to start a new life in a new country with the man she loved by her side. It was Rosa’s choice. Whereas Christina had to flee and she had nowhere else to go but home to the farm. It is here she treads water, not wanting to go back, unable to move forward. There is no ocean for her to sail across. She can mulch potatoes and pick beans all day long but this is not her life. It’s Rosa’s life.

			Thunder rumbles in the distance. The air is intense with anticipation. The birds are fleeing to the safety of their nests and hollows. Lightning fragments the horizon. The storm front is coming.

		

	
		
			chapter twenty-one

			After emptying her pain into the kitchen sink, Christina  returned to Bianca’s room to find the door locked. She’d tapped, begged Bianca to let her in, but was met with resounding silence. Mrs Hardcastle offered her a bed in the sick bay and, thinking she’d at least be close by if Bianca changed her mind, Christina accepted.

			At some point before dawn she fell asleep. The sound of the school bell calling the children for breakfast brought her screeching back to consciousness. The easy clean surfaces of the room’s benches glowed in the feeble light and Christina detected the faint smell of bleach. She sat up, disorientated. Then she remembered why she was here and the weight of it pushed her head back into the pillow. She lay there, eyes jammed shut, piecing together the events of last night, feeling the nausea roil in her belly again. At the second bell, she turned towards the light and noticed a note under the water glass on the bedside table. It was from Mrs Hardcastle. It said the police were interviewing Bianca this morning, that it was informal and that Bianca had requested her mother did not attend. Christina crushed the note and threw it in the bin. If she was not there, who was?

			She drove straight to Kitchener police station but when she got there she realised the police were not about to allow her to burst in and rescue Bianca. So she lingered outside and watched the constant parade of people going in and out of the wire-embedded doors. A yawn overtook her. As she stretched, she felt the ache in every muscle, every bone, every breath. Her shirt pulled where it stuck to her arms. Yesterday’s red welts had blistered and burst. The itch of them raged across her back and down her thighs. For some reason, this astounded her. That grief and guilt would find a physical expression.

			Her mobile phone bleated. The battery was going flat. Digging it out of her pocket, she stared at the screensaver. It was a photo of Bianca and Jackson clowning for the camera. She slid her thumb across his face. Bianca had not spoken to her since she disappeared into the shower last night. Christina had not spoken to Jackson. She wanted to; words boiled inside her, seething and hissing, dying to escape. She pressed her hand across her mouth, containing them, saving them. Not one of them was up to the task of expressing her anger or the searing pain of betrayal. Best not to go home either, where the phone might ring or the enormity of the lies she must confront might crush the life from her.

			The facts were that Bianca was inside Kitchener police station, alone, with officers extracting her story. Christina chucked the phone in the glove box. Yesterday she would never have dreamed there would ever be a reason for her to enter a police station. Today was a different reality.

			The first thing she noticed upon entering the station was that the central heating was set too high. The nylon carpet stank of stale sweat, and from somewhere behind the front desk, the tinny monotone of a dispatch radio crackled in loud bursts.

			The duty constable looked up from his paperwork and registered her presence. ‘Can I help you?’

			‘I’m here to see Detective Sergeant Anne Rushmore.’

			‘Take a seat.’

			There was a vacant plastic chair between an old woman in a grotty orange coat clutching an overstuffed tartan bag and a young man with a mullet stabbing the buttons of his mobile phone. Christina chose instead to stand in front of the noticeboard where she pretended to read the posters from victim support services and the missing persons notices. She wished the police had spoken to Bianca at school and not brought her here. The atmosphere was suffocating.

			‘Ms Clement?’

			A round woman filled the doorway. She had maybe five years on Christina, dark hair cut short, simple cream sweater and sensible shoes.

			‘Clemen-tay,’ she corrected from long habit.

			‘Clemente, sorry.’ DS Rushmore waved her security pass across the scanner and led her on a twisting route down cinder brick corridors, pausing to grab coffees from a machine in the hall.

			Another officer waited for them in the interview room. He was dressed like an investment banker: dark suit, paisley tie and shiny black brogues. He fiddled with the recording equipment whilst DS Rushmore checked her handwritten notes. Somewhere close by, water plinked into a metal bucket. There was no sign of Bianca. Why had they brought her here?

			When DS Rushmore looked at her, Christina was startled to see irises so dark the emotion was impossible to read. She pulled her jacket tighter.

			‘Do you prefer Chris or Christina?’ began the detective.

			Christina shrugged.

			The detective smiled. ‘I’ll stick with Christina then. As you know, Christina, we interviewed Bianca this morning.’

			‘Where is she now? I want it on the record that I am deeply unhappy I was not present.’

			The detective tilted her head. ‘Bianca chose to have one of our social workers sit with her. Her teacher,’ she checked her notes, ‘a Mrs Dalrymple, accompanied her here.’ She gave Christina a reassuring smile. ‘It was not a formal interview. Nor is this. But in order for us to progress, we need your assistance.’

			‘But I don’t know anything.’ Trapped in every word was a long night of recriminations and the reminder Bianca had not confided in her.

			DS Rushmore’s expression did not alter. ‘Perhaps if I put it into context for you? The law considers any person under the age of sixteen incapable of consenting to sexual acts, so should Bianca choose to file a complaint, your partner will have a case to answer. It’s our job to ascertain whether those charges will stand up to examination.’

			‘But he did it, didn’t he?’ Christina glanced from one detective to the other. Surely Jackson’s guilt was not the question here.

			The detective ignored her question. ‘The point is that in most sexual assault cases there’s little or no evidence. It’s Bianca’s word against his.’

			Christina thought of all the DNA evidence that had been lost because of Bianca’s silence. How much easier this would have been if Bianca had spoken out earlier. Better still if Bianca had no need to speak out at all. 

			‘The cold hard reality is that the DPP won’t consider prosecuting this case unless they believe Bianca will convince a jury.’ The detective fixed Christina with the bottomless well of her stare. ‘Your corroborating evidence could be crucial.’

			‘Me? But I told you before, I don’t know anything.’

			Too late, Christina realised how defensive she sounded. She pressed her thumbs hard into her eye sockets to relieve the pressure building in her head. The dripping water beat an incessant rhythm.

			‘In thirteen years you must have noticed something.’ The detective’s voice remained low and hypnotic.

			‘No! Of course not.’ Slick sweat glued Christina to the vinyl chair. She’d spent the long hours of the night asking herself exactly this question. Going over her life with a fine toothcomb looking for clues. Anger mixed with the bitter brew of the coffee and Christina burst out. ‘What are you trying to say? Jackson was raping my daughter in front of me and I ignored it?’

			‘Some women do.’

			She recoiled. ‘What? I saw the signs but didn’t care enough about my daughter to ask her what was wrong?’ Because that was a valid question, wasn’t it? Had she seen the signs? Had she ignored them?

			The detective blinked so slowly it was as if she were remembering how to do it. Neither officer said a word.

			‘Or maybe you think Jackson and I were in this together? That I encouraged him and told Bianca that being a grown man’s sexual plaything was normal?’ Christina’s hand flew out and knocked her cup to the floor. She bent to pick it up but the detective shook her head. Christina dropped her weight back in the chair.

			DS Rushmore continued with the same tranquillising tone. ‘We believe you can help corroborate her evidence.’

			Christina stared at the concrete floor, her head too heavy to lift. ‘How can I be a witness to something I knew nothing about until last night?’

			DS Rushmore pushed her notes to one side. She leaned forward as if about to share a confidence. ‘I understand how responsible you must feel, Christina, but that is not the purpose of today’s interview. Our number one priority is to support Bianca, but for us to be effective, she needs to decide whether she is going to press charges.’

			Christina thought back to the hysterical Bianca of last night. ‘She’s very distraught. I don’t want her any more upset than she already is.’

			Again the slow, unsettling blink. ‘There’s also the issue of your safety.’

			Her head snapped up. ‘Why would you say that? Jackson’s not violent. He’d never hurt us.’

			The senior detective’s voice was as flat as her gaze. ‘He already has, Christina.’

			A mountain of white beads on the interview table was all that remained of the styrofoam cup. The bitter instant coffee had left a nasty chemical coating on Christina’s tongue. The detective and her colleague waited for her to speak.

			Christina owed it to Bianca to work with DS Rushmore. It might be the best way of repairing the damage done to their relationship. Revealing her own truths was nothing compared to the hurt inflicted on Bianca.

			‘What does TBK stand for?’ DS Rushmore glanced up from her note-taking.

			Christina sighed. ‘The Big Kahuna.’ 

			The detective looked blank. 

			Della had figured it out before Christina. ‘How’s the Big Kahuna?’ she’d asked over a Friday red wine.

			Back when Christina had first started work on the Plummer project, she’d gush about Jackson and, in those early days, Della hadn’t minded.

			‘The what?’

			‘Isn’t that what TBK stands for? You know, as in, Jackson is The Big Kahuna. It’s surf talk, CC. C’mon, get with the lingo!’ Della had mimed riding a board.

			Christina had laughed. ‘Since when do Greek girls from Marrickville know anything about surfing, Della?’

			‘When they have a brother-in-law who lives at Lennox.’

			Friday nights at Della’s were from a lifetime ago. What Christina would give to be back there now. She looked at the detectives. ‘It’s what they used to call the best surfer in those cheesy beach-party movies from the fifties and sixties. Kahuna means high priest or sorcerer in Hawaiian. It’s supposed to be a joke.’

			Neither detective smiled.

			And so it went. How had they met? What was her role at Peterson Partners? Was she always so hands-on with a project? Dull details far removed from the reason they sat here today. She needed the bathroom and wondered whether the detective would call a toilet break or whether she should interrupt the flow of questions and ask.

			‘How long after that did you become lovers?’ DS Rushmore asked.

			‘Pardon?’ The question came from nowhere.

			‘I asked how long into the building project did you and Jackson Plummer start a sexual relationship?’

			It was a phrase bent into the shape of a barb. The inference was clear. On DS Rushmore’s left hand was a thin sliver of gold. Christina found it hard to imagine the detective’s head flung back in giddy passion.

			She cleared her throat. ‘A few months into the project.’

			‘How exactly did it start, Christina?’ Anne Rushmore persisted.

			How this was relevant to Bianca’s case, she had no idea but, wary of sounding defensive, she said, ‘We went out for lunch mid-project . . .’

			‘Just the two of you?’

			‘Yes, but it was a business lunch.’

			‘So where was his wife then? What’s her name?’

			Christina watched as Anne Rushmore noted down Sarah’s details.

			‘So you took a valuable client to lunch. I’m assuming you paid, did you?’

			Christina blushed and shook her head.

			‘I see. Yet you knew he was married to Sarah and they had children. How did those facts impact on your decision to form a sexual relationship with Jackson Plummer?’ 

			Christina’s bladder pressed into her back. She shifted position to ease the discomfort. Before she had a chance to formulate a response to the detective’s question, Anne Rushmore continued, ‘What I am trying to figure out, Christina, is if there was anything about Jackson Plummer’s behaviour in those early days that now strikes you as inexplicable or out of the ordinary?’

			Christina pressed her fingertips hard into her temples, running her memories through this new filter. A thought sprang out at her but it was such an insignificant detail. It had never occurred to her to see it as anything more than flattering. ‘When Jackson rang my boss Oscar to say he was giving Peterson Partners the contract, he said it was on the proviso that I manage the project.’

			If Christina’s revelation intrigued Anne Rushmore, she didn’t show it. ‘Why was that, do you think?’

			Maybe Christina was reading too much into it. It was way before they had started their affair. But then she thought of Bianca and the effect of thirteen years of assumptions. ‘It’s so long ago. Most decisions are made without a particularly good reason. I’m sure this was no different.’

			The detective’s large brown eyes refused to let go of her. ‘But why did he want you, Christina?’

			She studied her nails. The cuticles were shredded. At Peterson Partners, her hands were always neat and clean, ready to point to a colour swatch or a detail on the client’s plans. 

			‘Christina?’

			She spoke to the table. ‘Because he’d already decided he wanted a relationship with me?’

			‘He deliberately targeted you,’ confirmed DS Rushmore.

			Christina’s head snapped up. ‘Of course he didn’t. How could he have? He didn’t even know me then.’

			Anne Rushmore leaned forward, forcing Christina’s focus onto her. She said, ‘How long until he knew you had a daughter?’

			Christina sawed her thumbnail across her teeth. The coffee had gone straight through her. She desperately needed the bathroom. They couldn’t stop her leaving. She wasn’t under arrest.

			‘Well?’ The detective’s voice rang out in the silence.

			Christina struggled to speak. Rearranging the words changed their meaning, changed the past. How was it possible that it could all come down to one simple, stupid decision? The words escaped in a whisper. ‘When I brought her with me to a site meeting. Her father hadn’t turned up, so I took her with me. Bianca was thirsty and Jackson gave her a shoulder ride up to the house.’

			Christina returned to Bartholomews Run in the afternoon. Following the gravel side path, she threaded her way through the beds of perennials, deadheading the flowers as she went. The garden was not at its best in late June. Fighting frost, biting winds and dumps of snow, it was bedraggled and beaten.

			She walked up past the house to the paddocks. Licorice nickered and trotted along the fence line. He was lonely now Sugar was gone. Christina scratched behind his ears until his muzzle touched the frosty grass. She opened the gate and the horse followed her down to the stables, not needing a lead rope to walk at her shoulder. She threw another rug over him and fetched a net of hay. He had not been fed since last night and began devouring the hay. Christina stayed, listening to his contented grinding until the dark drove her down to the house.

			There were no welcoming lights. No one had been here since she rushed to the school the previous day. She had forgotten to call Stan. Christina stood there palpitating the edges of her new agony.

			She fumbled for the light switch and warmth flooded the room. A blackout then. Christina put her car keys, her mobile phone and her wallet on the kitchen bench next to the letter from the Heritage Council. The stag heads sneered down their snouts at her as she passed them on her way to the kitchen.

			The answering machine displayed four messages. At least one of them would be Jackson. She put a tub of minestrone in the microwave, watched the lazy spin of the container, waited for the three shrill beeps and for the digital display to flash END. Christina put a bowl and a spoon on the bench but decided it would only make washing up and put the bowl back in the cupboard. The tub of soup had a frozen mass in its centre but she ate it anyway, standing at the bench with her back turned to the blinking machine. When she had finished, she put the tub and spoon in the dishwasher, wiped down the bench, dried her hands on the tea towel, folded it in half and hung it over the oven door. Then she reached over and pressed play.

			Jackson’s voice boomed, ‘Hi, honey it’s me calling from Hanoi . . .’

			Christina hit erase. In the sudden silence, her heart thumped in her ears.

			Jackson was her best friend. Whether they returned from a gala day at the pony club in a blaze of glory or the Heritage Council threw another roadblock in her path, he was there. She loved his charisma and charm, admired his business brain and his refusal to be intimidated by anyone. Jackson faced life without fear, and with him in her corner she’d felt safe. Christina had trusted him and relied upon him. She loved him and he had betrayed her. What he did to Bianca was unspeakable.

			Christina took the phone from its cradle. She felt a desperate urge to talk to someone, but Della, her mother, Mary-Lou all had to be explained to. And what words would she use to tell them that she had allowed her daughter to become the victim of an unspeakable crime? Where would she begin? Without even dialling a number, Christina could already taste their unspoken criticism. The truth was she had left her old life behind, and up here on the mountain there was no one to turn to. She had moved here hating the isolation of Bartholomews Run and had grown to love the solitude. Now it scared her.

			The phone rang out in the empty room. She yelped, dropping the handset as if it had bitten her.

			‘Hello? Hello? Are you there, Ms Clemente?’

			Christina picked up the phone and pressed it to her chest. She drew a steadying breath. It was the detective from this morning. Massaging the tension in her forehead, Christina hoped she was not planning a repeat of this morning’s interrogation.

			Christina pressed the phone to her ear. ‘DS Rushmore.’

			‘Are you all right?’ said the detective. ‘I thought I heard the phone drop.’

			‘I’m fine,’ Christina moved around the kitchen bench and began reordering the fridge magnets from largest to smallest.

			‘I’d like to come out and see you tomorrow morning if I may.’

			‘I’ll come down to the station.’

			‘That won’t be necessary. I want to look over the property. Get a sense of the place.’

			Christina sawed her thumbnail across her teeth, calculating a plausible way she could prevent DS Rushmore from coming. ‘I wasn’t planning to be here,’ which was no lie. She needed to see Bianca. 

			The detective didn’t miss a beat. ‘I’d appreciate you changing your plans for me.’

			Christina sagged against the bench. ‘What time?’

			‘About nine. I’ll bring the coffees. Black, no sugar. Right? See you in the morning then.’

			Christina stared at the telephone. The detective remembered how she took her coffee? Then again, more than one coffee had fuelled this morning’s conversation with DS Rushmore.

			Christina spied on DS Rushmore from the vegetable garden. Peering through the withered beanstalks, she watched the detective place a cardboard container of coffees on the roof of the car, wrestle her handbag out of the passenger footwell and balance a paper bag in the other hand. The detective left them all on the roof of the car and wandered towards where Christina hid as she buttoned her coat against the cold. DS Rushmore pulled a green and gold beanie from her pocket and jammed it over her ears. Surveying the immediate surrounds, she stomped to higher ground, removed a digital camera from her pocket and started photographing the property.

			Alarmed, Christina snuck around the garden shed, pushing a wheelbarrow to legitimise her entrance. ‘Oh hello, DS Rushmore. I didn’t realise you were here already.’

			‘Good morning, Christina. How are you feeling today?’ Anne Rushmore slipped the camera into her pocket and offered her hand.

			Christina shook it but not before explaining, ‘Sorry I’m a bit grubby. I’ve been weeding the vegetable garden.’

			Anne Rushmore smiled. ‘Occupational therapy. I use it myself.’ She gestured towards the terraced beds. ‘There’s plenty here to keep you out of mischief, isn’t there? I don’t know how you keep on top of it all.’ The detective turned to take in the view.

			Once Christina would have been happy to show off her home. She had poured her heart and soul into every nook and cranny, a fact that now made her mute with shame. Everything was tainted, as surely as if coated in fine black fingerprint powder.

			DS Rushmore continued, oblivious to Christina’s torment. ‘I’ve heard about this place but I’ve never had a reason to come here. Do you have open days?’

			‘No we don’t. Jackson doesn’t like intruders – I mean, he values his privacy. Shall we drink those coffees before they’re stone cold?’ Christina grabbed the tray of coffees and the paper bag from the roof of the car and loped towards the house. She’d hardly slept again last night and already she was too tired to think.

			The paper bag contained a raspberry Danish. Christina fussed with plates and cut generous slices, passing a piece to the detective. Anne Rushmore bit into it with relish. Her face screwed up with pleasure as she savoured the sour fruit, custard and flaky pastry. Wiping the corners of her mouth with her little finger, she said, ‘Have you spoken to Bianca this morning?’

			Christina bit her lip. This was only the second time they’d met and already Anne Rushmore was proving she had a knack for finding a person’s weak spots. Trying not to sound defensive, she said, ‘I tried. I think she was in class or her phone’s flat. Bianca’s always forgetting to charge it.’ At least she assumed it was forgetting. Since yesterday, she’d lost all conviction she knew anything about her daughter.

			Anne Rushmore gave a sisterly grimace. ‘To be fair to Bianca, it’s pretty normal to avoid those closest to you at times like these. If Bianca hadn’t thought she was pregnant, we wouldn’t even be having this conversation. Now she’s disclosed the truth, I’m guessing she’s terrified of the consequences.’

			Christina picked at her Danish. ‘She can’t bear the sight of me.’

			‘Don’t be so sure,’ DS Rushmore said, stirring more sugar into her coffee. ‘Can we take these with us whilst you give me the grand tour?’

			Outside, the detective retrieved her camera and began snapping photos. Christina found herself counting them at each location. At the stables, it was twenty-four shots but the old studio warranted only nine. She took photos of Bianca’s bedroom from every angle, even some outside looking in. Christina’s nerves twanged with every click of the shutter.

			The tour ended at Jackson’s office. Christina had always disliked this room with a passion. He had forbidden her from touching it but had failed to do much in the way of refurbishment either. Pride of place went to an old oak desk with an inlaid burgundy leather blotter that Jackson had found on one of his treasure hunts. He loved that desk not because of its aesthetic but because of its secret compartment.

			When he’d first brought the desk home, he had refused to show her where the concealed drawer was. ‘I’m not telling you how to find it.’ Christina remembered him giggling like a child delighted with its secret.

			She had played it cool. ‘Why? Is that where you keep your porno stash?’

			He had feigned horror. ‘You’ve been snooping.’

			‘And you’re a liar. Your porno stash is in the games room at the back of the cocktail bar.’

			This time his shock was genuine. ‘How did you find it?’

			‘I was looking to see if we had any Marsala for a sauce I was making. You were bound to get caught one day, honey.’

			‘Not much of a reader, is he?’ said Anne Rushmore, running a finger along one of the rows of empty bookshelves.

			Christina started. ‘Sorry? Oh, no, no, he’s not. Just the papers, that sort of thing.’ As she said this, her eye caught the stack of kindling and newspapers in the fireplace. There was a box of matches on the mantelpiece but Jackson never lit it. He preferred using the reverse-cycle airconditioner shoved in the corner.

			The detective studied the desk, empty but for a pile of business magazines and a laptop docking station. ‘Does he use this room much?’

			Christina took in the spartan desk and realised what the detective meant. ‘Jackson spends most of the day in here, it’s the hub of his business,’ but as she said the words, she realised she was making assumptions. Yes, Jackson did spend so much time in here, but was it business? She could not say.

			Anne Rushmore moved around the desk. Above the mantelpiece, where a portrait of Queen Elizabeth II would have been in keeping with the feel of the room, hung a framed Wallabies jersey from the 1999 World Cup, autographed by every member of the squad. Framed photos covered the rest of wall, relics from Jackson’s office at TBK. Some were of surfers catching waves or posing next to their boards, others were of Jackson shaking hands with sporting celebrities. Autographs dashed in black texta covered most of the photos. On either side of the fireplace hung framed certificates of appreciation from a variety of children’s charities and medical foundations.

			‘Would you describe him as competitive?’ the detective said, examining each picture.

			After a day at a local show, Jackson always said to Bianca, ‘Where’s my blue ribbon?’ The purchase of Licorice had far more to do with Jackson wanting to see Bianca compete on a superior mount than it did with Bianca outgrowing Sugar. And Licorice turned out to be a champion jumper. Now that Christina thought about it, she and Jackson seemed to get far more pleasure out of Bianca’s wins than Bianca ever did herself. She thought of another one of Jackson’s sayings: ‘No one remembers the second man on the moon.’

			‘Why would a competitive man tuck himself away up here rather than be in the thick of things in Sydney?’ Anne wondered.

			Christina hesitated. The answer was complicated. ‘He wanted to live somewhere far from his ex-wife and children.’

			DS Rushmore frowned. ‘Why was that important?’

			‘Sarah didn’t know about our affair and Jackson didn’t want to risk her finding out in case she refused to sell their company.’

			‘What about his kids?’

			‘Well by this stage they weren’t kids any more.’ Christina shook her head in disgust. ‘Those kids had had everything handed to them on a plate. The boys only liked Jackson when he had his hand in his pocket, and the daughter Ashleigh was a nightmare. She just partied, took drugs, that kind of thing. I think her attitude was the breaking point.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘When she was little, Ashleigh was Jackson’s little princess. I used to wish Bianca’s dad was half the dad Jackson was.’ Christina paused. How awful those words sounded now.

			‘And?’

			‘Once she hit puberty, Ashleigh’s behaviour degenerated. She was destructive and apparently very aggressive towards her mother. Jackson came home one night and heard them screaming at each other. He walked in to find Ashleigh straddling Sarah with a kitchen knife at her throat.’ Christina remembered thinking that Sarah must have been a pretty awful mother for the situation to have got so out of hand. Who was to know though what had really happened. Jackson probably made the whole story up, perhaps concealing an even worse truth.

			Anne Rushmore seemed unmoved by the story. ‘So the next day he announces he’s leaving his wife. That doesn’t sound very supportive.’

			‘Oh no,’ Christina corrects her. ‘That was a few months before he took his sons on a surfing holiday. When he came back from his holiday he told me he was leaving Sarah. He described the family dynamic as toxic and said he was heartbroken about Ashleigh.’ She remembered his exact words: ‘My little princess is gone.’ And then the rest of his words hit her. ‘He’d decided that he wanted to spend the rest of his life with . . .’

			Light-headed, Christina leaned against the desk.

			‘With?’ DS Rushmore loomed in front of her.

			She struggled against the words, what they meant. She whispered, ‘He wanted to spend the rest of his life with the two people who loved him most in the world.’

			Anne Rushmore blinked slowly. ‘Not the other way round?’

			‘No.’

			Then the detective continued her examination of the room. ‘This is sweet,’ she said, lifting a handmade card off the mantelpiece. She flicked it open and read it aloud. ‘Dear Jackson, Happy Birthday!!!! Love Bee XXXXOOOO.’

			Bianca had written each letter in a different coloured texta and around the borders she had drawn flowers and love hearts. The detective closed the card. On the cover, there was a hand-drawn picture of Bianca riding Sugar. The pony, Christina noted, had a blue ribbon around her neck. DS Rushmore turned the card over and studied Bianca’s logo of a bee circled with the words ‘made with love by’.

			She placed the card back on the mantelpiece. ‘How old was Bianca when she made this?’

			‘Eleven maybe.’

			The detective took out her camera, snapped off six rapid shots and left the room.

			Christina trailed behind her.

			‘Do you mind if I help myself to some water?’ Anne Rushmore asked back in the kitchen.

			Christina shook her head.

			Filling a glass, the detective took a long sip, finished the glass then refilled it. She made no effort to converse.

			The long silence grated on Christina’s nerves. ‘What happens now?’

			DS Rushmore settled back on a stool. ‘You said Mr Plummer is in Vietnam until the end of next week. If Bianca chooses to formalise her complaint, I’d like to take advantage of his absence.’

			‘And if she doesn’t?’

			The detective shrugged her shoulders. ‘Well either way you’re stuck here.’

			Christina gasped. ‘What? We can’t stay here!’

			‘There’s nothing the police can do unless Bianca decides to press charges.’

			Christina was shocked. She expected that after speaking with Bianca, the police would race off to avenge her daughter. The reality was far more crushing. ‘I don’t understand,’ she said. ‘You’ve interviewed her. Don’t you have an obligation to act on her allegations?’

			‘I can’t act unless I have a complaint to act upon.’

			‘Then why are you here?’

			Anne Rushmore went over to the kitchen sink and poured them both a glass of water. As she drank hers, she picked up a jar of whole nutmeg from the spice rack, unscrewed the lid and inhaled the aroma. Nodding to herself, she screwed the lid back on and returned the jar to its spot between the marjoram and the oregano. Without turning around, she said, ‘Did you know that across the whole of Australia, around four thousand cases of child sexual assault are reported and proven to be true every single year?’

			Christina shook her head.

			‘And the academics reckon the police only hear about ten per cent of cases. So doing the maths makes four thousand the tip of a very ugly iceberg.’

			DS Rushmore returned to her seat, picked at a flake of Danish clinging to the paper bag. ‘What those numbers don’t tell you is how challenging it is to secure a conviction.’

			The detective’s brown eyes bored into her. ‘Plenty of cases make it no further than the police. Families don’t want to put their kids through the stress of a trial. Or the DPP doesn’t think the case is strong enough. Even when we’ve got everything right and have the best prosecutor and a victim willing to take the stand, too often the perpetrator gets off scot-free.’

			‘Are you telling us not to bother? That Jackson is going to get away with this?’ Christina could not believe her ears. 

			‘I need you to keep some perspective on this. Just remember, in simple terms, only one out of every ten sexual offences reported results in a conviction.’

			The unfairness of it was obvious but Christina wondered how the detective got out of bed every day and faced those odds. 

			DS Rushmore dusted the icing sugar off her hands. ‘So there are two possible scenarios. Scenario one: let’s assume Bianca makes a formal complaint today. Even if Mr Plummer were in the country, we can’t just barge in and arrest him. We need time to pursue the allegations, develop a line of questioning. If he gets wind of the investigation before we’re ready, who knows what he might do. We’re not going to get a second crack at this, Christina. Until then, you’re not going anywhere.’

			‘But we can’t stay here and pretend life is normal,’ she said. The thought of even being in the same room as Jackson revolted her.

			‘Scenario two is that Bianca decides against formalising her complaint, in which case you are free to do as you wish.’

			Trying not to sound as hysterical as she felt, Christina said, ‘He’s ruined my daughter’s life. We need to get as far away from here as possible.’

			The detective turned the glass upside down on the draining board. ‘You need to tread with great care, Christina. If Mr Plummer thinks he has been exposed or feels trapped in any way, his reaction may be a violent one.’

			‘I’ve told you before, he’s not like that.’ Why did the detective keep going on about violence? Jackson yelled but he didn’t hit. 

			Anne absorbed her anger and frustration as if she were a bottomless well. She reached out and placed a calm hand over Christina’s.

			‘You don’t wake up at age forty-four and suddenly decide you’re a paedophile. He’s done this before. Maybe his own daughter or one of her friends, we may never know. One thing I do know is this man is a complete stranger to you.’

			Tears leaked down her cheeks. The detective waited until Christina had cried herself dry and then fetched her some more water. Christina gulped it down and held the cool glass against her cheek. ‘I’m sorry. I’m okay now.’ She took a deep shuddery breath. ‘All right. So what do we do?’

			

			

		

	
		
			chapter twenty-two

			Four Days Till Christmas

			Christina feels she is trespassing being in the rose garden without her mother. The early morning is bright and cool with the promise of a hot day to come. She sits on the wooden bench, cast in shadow by the bush roses. There is Lucia, there is Papa, Bianca, the baby and her. Christina plucks the rust-coloured rose and sniffs at it. It has little perfume. A nasty little thorn sticks in her finger and she sucks it out. It reminds her of that story – she has no idea if it is true or not – about the man who died from infection after being pricked by a rose. She sucks her blood and wonders if that could still happen or whether antibiotics have made an old wives’ tale of it. That such an inconsequential accident could magnify into enormous pain and a lingering death seems a random act of fate, somehow unfair. Though in death pain ends and in that there is at least relief.

			And now her mother’s story. It weighs on her too. Three generations of loss. It makes Christina angry to think of how these men get away with preying on vulnerable women and children and that it goes on and on. She’s done the counselling, she knows logically that what Jackson did was not her fault. That she was, in a way, his victim too. The problem with accepting this is that it ignores the unassailable fact that she made it possible to be Jackson’s victim. Blinded by her need to be loved, her loneliness, her vanity and her pride. She once thought everything good about her was because of Jackson. Laughable if it were not so horrifying. It’s clear now that what made Jackson so clever was his way of turning strengths into weaknesses. But she was not about to turn a blind eye from the faults that had allowed Jackson into their life. In her attempts to give Bianca the father Jamie was not, she pushed Bianca into Jackson’s arms. She held him up as a role model, all but told her innocent young daughter that she should adore him. And because Bianca loved her mother, because her mother was the centre of her universe, Bianca trusted that this was the right thing to do. Bianca was a good little girl who did as she was told and look what that had done to her.

			Christina can no longer sit. She stalks the gravel paths of the rose garden in agitated twists and turns. Rosa’s Folly, a floral tribute to all that was lost. Death and destruction replaced by a riot of colour and air heavy with scent. But she cannot help wonder if her mother’s pain is still alive. If it is ever possible to reach a point where the past makes sense. Rosa and Massimo created a physical distance from their past, time had done the rest, but had it healed them? Christina reflects on her mother’s hard edges, the deep well of her father’s kindness. She has no idea what they were like before events changed their lives. The saying goes what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger but Christina’s not so sure. 

			She looks around her mother’s garden. Here the roses flourish, produce flowers and rosehips because that’s what roses do. Christina is the same. She wakes each day, she breathes in and breathes out. She dresses, she eats. She notices a small patch of onion weed has staked its claim. She kneels on the damp soil and digs around it with her fingers, careful to lift the clump of white bulbs. With nowhere to put them, she places them in her pocket. The simple rhythms of the life she lives with her mother make it possible to find a purpose in each day, even if the only purpose is to pick peas, to pod them and eat them.

			That is not the same thing as finding strength through misfortune.

			Sarah said Christina needed to make peace with herself. But how can she when has caused great harm, has damaged another’s life. She remembers giving birth to Bianca and the midwife saying that labour is pain with a purpose. Christina had not quite believed her, thought such a natural act should be free of pain. But at least that pain had faded into memory. The pain she feels now is a constant enervating burden that she will carry with her until death’s kind release.

			They are days from Christmas. There is still no word from Bianca. Christina needs to see her, to judge for herself what has become of Bianca. Has the last year changed her sense of herself? She retraces her path and finds the rose her mother planted in Bianca’s name. It is a blousy flower. Its tight buds are flame orange that fade to a delicate apricot once the flower opens. Christina inhales its divine scent. How she hopes Bianca is like her rose bush. Alive, producing flowers and rosehips because it is a rose bush and that’s what roses do.

			

		

	
		
			chapter twenty-three

			When Christina arrived at school, she found Bianca sitting cross-legged on her desk, staring out over the sporting fields, still dressed in her pyjamas. Christina took in the unmade bed, the pyjamas and the mess of Bianca’s hair. In the sun-starved light of a cloudy day, the room had the atmosphere of an infirmary, a place where quiet and calm must be maintained in order to optimise patient recovery.

			She crossed the room, wary as she planted a kiss amongst Bianca’s curls. ‘How are you feeling today, sweetheart?’

			Bianca shrugged and pointed at the plastic bag. ‘What’s that?’

			Mrs Hardcastle had told Christina that Bianca was refusing to eat. Christina had seized on this, at last feeling like a real mother. She knew Bianca’s favourite colour, the names of her closest friends, her favourite TV show and that her favourite treat was vanilla slice.

			Christina rustled the bag. ‘I came here via the bakery.’

			No reaction. Everything about Bianca was wrong. From the collapsed angles of her body to the sleepless anxiety etched in her forehead to the way her unbrushed hair hung in thick tendrils. It wasn’t just the pyjamas that spoke of Bianca’s invasive weariness, her words too were flat. ‘Mum, I’m not in the mood.’ She turned back to gazing out the window.

			Christina so wished Bianca were still small enough to curl up on her lap. Days when her head nestled in the curve of Christina’s shoulder and her little heels bumped against Christina’s shins. But apart from three nights ago, when the truth was raw, Bianca had avoided any physical contact. Christina had tried. At first to embrace her, later an offer to brush her hair, and it ripped her from gullet to jugular that Bianca shrank from her touch.

			‘When you were little, I always bought you one of these when you were . . .’ She trailed off. The right word for how Bianca was feeling eluded her. Miserable? Sick? All the choices were woefully inadequate. She whipped the lid off the white cardboard box.

			Bianca stared at the slab of vanilla slice. Her smile was so small it made Christina’s heart ache.

			She pushed the box across the desktop, ‘Why don’t you have some?’ Vanilla slice was hardly one of the five food groups but it was a start. That was all Christina wanted, to make a start.

			Bianca picked up a flake of fallen pastry, no bigger than her fingernail. Christina watched her flick the icing sugar off with the tip of her tongue and nibble at the sliver. When she was done, she dusted her hands along her pants and resumed staring out the window.

			That was it? There was a time her auburn-haired beauty would have demolished an entire vanilla slice in three bites. This wispy creature did not seem to have the energy. ‘Do you want to climb back into bed and I’ll make you a hot chocolate?’

			‘I’m not sick, Mum,’ Bianca snapped.

			‘I know, sweetheart. I can’t . . .’ Christina raised her hands, helpless, let them fall to her side. ‘I’m sorry.’

			Outside, soccer players ran up and down the field. Valley View pressed its advantage against the visitors in black and gold. As the ball hit the back of the net, the crowd rose as one in a frenzied cheering. Christine yearned to be in their midst, lost in the spirit of school sports, houses and points. Instead, she studied the curve of Bianca’s spine.

			‘I met with DS Rushmore yesterday,’ she said.

			Bianca remained silent.

			It was a loaded question but she had to ask. ‘Did you like her?’

			‘Yeah, she’s nice.’

			‘Oh.’ That made sense. Anne Rushmore would be kind to Bianca – supportive, informative, someone to rely upon. After all, Bianca had done nothing wrong. ‘She really wants to help you but her hands are tied until you make a decision.’

			A storm started blowing in off the mountains, bending the row of poplars surrounding the oval sideways and turning the spectators’ umbrellas inside out.

			‘It wasn’t s’posed to happen like this,’ Bianca whispered.

			Christina held her breath.

			‘All I wanted to do was finish school and go away to uni. I never meant to tell anyone.’

			The horror welled in her mouth.

			‘I’ve ruined it for everyone.’ Bianca buried her face in her sleeve.

			‘No, sweetheart, you’re wrong. You haven’t ruined anything.’ Christina laid her hand on Bianca’s shoulder but when she flinched, Christina let it drop to her side.

			‘There’s no point lying, Mum.’

			‘I’m not lying.’

			Bianca’s head shot up. Anger had turned her eyes dark. ‘You love Bartholomews Run, the whole lady of the manor thing.’

			‘That’s unfair, Bee. I’ve worked my guts out to make a beautiful home for our family to share.’ Her choice of words was tactless but before she could restate their lives in more accurate terms, Bianca attacked again.

			‘Remember when Jackson bought the Rolls Royce?’

			Christina rubbed her forehead, felt her headache returning.

			‘Jackson put on that fake English accent and you sat there in the front seat waving like royalty, like you were somebody special.’

			‘We were joking, Bianca.’ Only now, she agreed, it wasn’t funny. Christina took a deep breath. Was this the future of their relationship? Reinterpreting every little gesture and word in the search for meaning. Not hard to do really, given the truth had painted their lives at Bartholomews Run in a different hue. But Christina feared that going down this path would surely destroy them. She couldn’t bear that. ‘Please stop this, Bee. You’ve every right to be angry with me but I’m trying to help. Please just . . .’

			Bianca lunged at her, screaming. ‘Pretend it didn’t happen? Sorry for upsetting your perfect world, Mum.’ Hatred contorted her beautiful face. She drew her arms across her chest. ‘I wish I’d never told you.’

			Bianca’s misery struck Christina like a hand to the chest. She fell back a step but she would not walk away from Bianca knowing she was in so much pain – pain she could neither reach nor remedy. Walk away and she risked losing Bianca; a chunk carved out of her own body gone forever.

			‘What he’s done to you is against the law. There are no ifs or buts about it. I understand that you don’t feel comfortable sharing the details with me . . .’

			‘I can’t. It’s too disgusting,’ Bianca sobbed.

			A door slid closed in Christina’s mind as if she were hiding a tumbling pile of clothes in a hall closet. She would deal later with the images Bianca’s words threw at her. ‘You don’t have to press charges just because DS Rushmore says so.’

			The detective’s startling recitation of the facts made Christina think there was every reason not to. One in ten. The odds were not in their favour.

			After all Bianca had been through, formalising the charges opened up a whole other set of challenges. Christina believed Bianca had suffered enough. ‘We can leave. Find somewhere to live where no one knows us.’ The idea overtook her. If Bianca said yes, they could run away today before Jackson returned. A headstart would make all the difference.

			‘No!’ Bianca’s whole body clenched. ‘My friends are here. This is my last year of school. I don’t want to start all over again. I don’t think I could do it.’

			Bianca’s rejection threw her. ‘But once people find out . . .’

			‘Phoebe knows.’

			Christina flinched at the mention of Phoebe. She was torn between being angry at Phoebe for staying quiet and understanding her decision to respect Bianca’s confidences. She watched Bianca closely as she asked, ‘When did you tell her?’

			‘A couple of weeks ago.’

			And Phoebe had told her she’d known all year. Bianca’s version seemed more likely. 

			‘I told her not to tell anyone,’ Bianca added.

			Christina pressed her fingertips to her brow. ‘If you want to stay, we will.’ Though the wisdom of Bianca’s choice defeated her. How to manage Jackson, pretend nothing had changed, protect Bianca. It was nigh on impossible to keep a secret in a small town. She thought again of Phoebe, felt a flutter of panic in the light of Bianca’s vulnerability.

			Bianca burst into tears and rushed to the bathroom.

			Christina stared at the slammed door. She was not leaving on this note again. This time she would wait Bianca out. She grabbed the doona and shook it out before smoothing it into the corners of the bed. She threw the mascara-smeared pillowcase in the laundry basket and replaced the cover, resting Bluey Baa-Baa against it. Lastly, Christina hung Bianca’s dressing gown on the hook inside the wardrobe then sat on the visitor’s chair to wait.

			When Bianca did emerge from the bathroom, Christina was surprised to see she had changed into her uniform. ‘You’re going to class?’

			Bianca stood in front of the mirror and brushed her hair. ‘I’ve got double photography and I have to talk to my teacher about my major work.’

			Christina tried to hide her confusion. ‘Well that’s great, sweetheart.’ The speed with which Bianca travelled from one emotion to the next made her head spin.

			Bianca concentrated on plaiting her hair, threading a navy ribbon through the elastic, and avoided catching Christina’s eye in the mirror.

			She waited until Bianca had finished before asking again, ‘Will you talk to DS Rushmore?’

			‘I don’t even want to think about it, Mum. I’ve gotta go.’ Scooping her books off the desk, Bianca disappeared down the hall. No farewell kiss and no definitive answer. Christina accepted that it was Bianca’s choice. Pressing charges was a potential hornet’s nest. Not pressing charges meant they had to act before Jackson returned at the end of the week. She left via the kitchenette, leaving the vanilla slice on the bench for hungry mouths. It was time to talk to Mrs Hardcastle.

			Christina did not have to wait long. Mrs Hardcastle appeared at her office door and, though surprised at Christina’s presence, quickly ushered her inside.

			Christina paraphrased her conversation with Bianca. Outlined her concerns of the consequences should Bianca decide to press charges. ‘I still think our best option is to leave Bartholomews Run. Obviously neither of us can live there any more. But Bianca’s now saying she wants to stay here at Valley View. I’m not sure where that leaves us.’

			The headmistress’s expression was all sympathy. ‘Well as it happens, we – we being Bianca, myself and her head of house Mrs Dalrymple – had a meeting to discuss Bianca’s options going forward,’ she said, offering Christina a glass of water from a jug on her desk.

			Bianca had neglected to mention that.

			‘Bianca has settled into the routine of boarding very well. She has a strong support network and between her studies and her extracurricular activities, she is kept busy.’ The headmistress paused.

			Mrs Hardcastle’s words made Christina feel the slight of that. That Valley View had succeeded where she had failed.

			‘Under the circumstances, Bianca is coping extremely well. If she changed to full-time boarding rather than weekly between now and when she finishes her HSC, including school holidays,’ the headmistress emphasised the last, ‘then that effectively alleviates the problem of where she will live. I appreciate, however, that leaves you in a difficult position.’

			The year ahead stretched out in front of her. Bianca might be safe at school but where could Christina go? Her gut reaction was to get as far away from Bartholomews Run as possible, but not alone. She tried to tell Mrs Hardcastle this. ‘I don’t think –’

			‘A lot of students leave their horses here over the term breaks. Licorice could board here, for free of course, and in exchange Bianca can help out in the equestrian centre, exercising horses and whatnot. Bianca is very much in favour of the idea.’

			It was the final cut. Bianca had found a way to ensure she never had to return to Bartholomews Run. Christina imagined Bianca’s sense of relief. Valley View would provide her sanctuary. She wished her own options were so clear. When she thought of her beautiful house all she saw was a gilded cage.

			‘Except, Mrs Hardcastle, it all depends on whether Bianca decides to have Jackson charged. It’s all very well if she does, but if she refuses, Bartholomews Run will no longer be our home. Under the circumstances, I will need to move far from here. How then will I protect her?’ The impossibility of their choices curled tight inside her.

			Mrs Hardcastle nodded, continued at a brisk pace, ‘Which leads nicely into the next point. As part of resolving Bianca’s living arrangements the conversation flowed onto this issue of whether she wanted to formalise her complaint against her stepfather. It cast the matter in an entirely different light when Bianca knew her safety was no longer compromised. An appointment has been made for this afternoon.’ Mrs Hardcastle checked her watch. ‘In fact, she is on her way to Kitchener police station as we speak intending to provide a full statement to the police. It’s a big step, I know, but Bianca is a very brave girl.’

			Bianca had said she was going to see her teacher about her major work. Before Christina could reflect further on that, her phone beeped. It was DS Rushmore, and Christina too was summonsed to Kitchener police station to make a formal statement.

			‘I know this is hard,’ the detective said afterwards as she steered Christina out through the security doors, ‘but I agree with Mrs Hardcastle. In the long term it will be for the best if Bianca stays at the school. It may be some weeks before we are ready to make an arrest. There is always a risk she will let something slip that may jeopardise the investigation.’

			Christina wasn’t convinced. ‘Of course Bianca’s needs are paramount but it doesn’t resolve the issue that Jackson will be suspicious if Bianca is suddenly at school full-time.’ Although the thought of Bianca ever having to step foot inside Bartholomews Run again was equally as horrifying.

			Anne Rushmore paused to consider this. Already used to her long silences, Christina waited. Finally, she said, ‘Bianca is due home Friday, correct?’

			Christina nodded.

			‘And Mr Plummer is due home tomorrow.’

			Christina started. Tomorrow? Was tomorrow Thursday? It had come around so quickly. Just the thought of it made panic flutter in her chest.

			‘Tell you what, make her excuses this weekend. We’ll see how we go from there.’

		

	
		
			chapter twenty-four

			Thursday morning, Christina woke before the birds. She curled up on the window seat and wrapped her cardigan around her. The early morning chill seeped into her bones, only her fingers warm as she sipped her third cup of coffee. So caught up had she been these last few days with Bianca that she hadn’t allowed herself to dwell upon Jackson. But with Jackson due home within hours, a rush of feelings flooded her. Bianca was safe for now, but what about her? DS Rushmore had tried to reassure Christina that as long as she acted normal, in the short term she’d be fine. The detective had forbidden her to ring anyone. Not her parents, Della or Mary-Lou, especially not Jamie. And so she was trapped. How was she supposed to act normal when she didn’t feel safe?

			‘Make sure you stick to normal routines,’ DS Rushmore had reminded her when she had called last night. ‘But if anything Mr Plummer says or does alarms you, ring my mobile.’

			Putting her cup on the bench, Christina wandered through the empty house. She ran her fingers along the wooden dados, pressed against the walls and inhaled the limey smell of paint. It brought back memories of those mornings of hot tea and homemade cake, the whistling duets of Stan and Col, the joy, love and hard labour invested in breathing life back into the old house.

			In the hexagonal room, her notes and photocopies marched around the walls, marking Christina’s pyrrhic triumph in securing heritage listing for Bartholomews Run. She had captured the story of those long-ago people caught up in a sexual maelstrom whilst, under the very same roof, she remained ignorant of an even viler crime. The restoration firm had rung to say they had finished repairing the unnamed painting of Genevieve and would she please call to make an appointment to inspect the work. Christina had deleted the message. In the harsh glare of the last few days, the fate of Bartholomew Rivers’ paintings had faded in importance. In the end, her passion and commitment had been at the expense of the reality unfolding around her. For years, no one but she had truly cared about the history of this house and now it had extracted its price. If she hadn’t been so obsessed with a dead painter, none of this would have happened, of that she was sure.

			For the first time in a week, Christina showered in the ensuite off the master bedroom, opening the windows to freshen the air. She made up the bed with fresh sheets, which Jackson would expect, even though she had not slept in this room since that night. She dressed in clean jeans and shirt. Rummaging around in the bathroom cabinet, she found a tub of expensive eye balm hidden at the back. She dabbed it under her eyes and waited for the miracle of dark-circle removal, anti-ageing and rehydration. Smearing the last of a tub of night repair cream over her skin, Christina glanced in the mirror and glimpsed the painting.

			The day she’d taken DS Rushmore on a tour of the house, Christina had looked at Sophia with fresh eyes. How many times had Jackson told her she reminded him of Sophia? It wasn’t true, of course, it never had been. That titian hair, the youth. Peel back the layers and beneath the skin of the man she loved was an animal. A vile wave of rejection rose inside her and she only just managed to reach the toilet before she heaved all that ugliness into the bowl. Clinging to the rim of the seat, she howled and felt the wrench in her guts as the love, trust and belief in Jackson slithered out of her.

			Christina sank to the floor, the tiles cool against her cheeks. How was she supposed to face Jackson today and pretend life was the same as the day he left? How was that possible? Then she saw Bianca’s crumpled face, heard her weep for what she had endured, and hauled herself to her feet. The eye balm was no match for the ravages of emotion. She put in some eye drops, hoping they would reduce the puffiness and red lines that inscribed her grief. Even cleaning her teeth twice did not disguise the distinctive odour of vomit. Rosa would tell her to chew on fennel seeds. The thought made her retch.

			Standing at the lounge room window, she waited for Jackson. Every instinct was to flee. If her voice waivered or she could not look him in the eye, Jackson would confront her. He had an overdeveloped awareness for when things were not right. Now she knew why. At the sound of tyres crunching on gravel, Christina scurried to the lounge and arranged herself in a casual pose. She raised the Rural Advocate in front of her face and dug her elbow into the couch to stop the trembling. As his footsteps grew louder, she took a deep breath and prayed to the God she did not believe in.

			The door flung open and Jackson thrust his arms in the air bellowing, ‘Hi, honey, I’m home!’ Grinning his naughty schoolboy grin, he abandoned his coat and luggage and beckoned Christina for a hug.

			She lowered the paper and forced a smile. Cold fingers squeezed her heart tight. ‘Hello, stranger.’

			Christina stood. Steeling herself, she stepped into his arms. She closed her eyes as his fingers found the familiar crevices of her body.

			‘I missed you,’ Jackson murmured into her hair.

			‘I missed you too.’ The words caught in her throat.

			Jackson released her. ‘What’s been happening? I haven’t spoken to you much this trip,’ he asked over one shoulder as he wandered off to the loo.

			Christina perched on the arm of the lounge and dug her nails into the upholstery to anchor herself, ‘Not much. Same old stuff,’ she called after him.

			‘And how’s Bee behaving herself?’ Jackson sauntered back into the room, zipping his fly.

			The smile froze on her face. Such a normal question but not now. Christina swallowed. ‘Oh fine. She has exams soon, she’s studying like mad.’

			Jackson opened the fridge, ‘I’m starving. I haven’t eaten since I got off the plane.’ He lifted the cling wrap off a bowl and sniffed the contents. ‘Ew!’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘I’m guessing it’s the pub for dinner then.’

			‘Great idea.’ Christina leaped off the couch. Anywhere where there were other people.

			Jackson was in his element at the Grand Hotel. He relaxed over his steak and regaled anyone he could waylay with a free drink with tales of his adventures in Vietnam. Christina half listened to his performance and drank another glass of red. Jackson, of course, was on tonic water. She tried to recall the reason Jackson gave her for not drinking. Some story about going a bit too hard one night with his mates at a party. Turned him off the stuff for life. Now she wondered if that was all it was, a story. Maybe the real reason he didn’t drink was so he didn’t lose control.

			Christina sipped her wine. Also, why did he spend so much time in Vietnam? Yes, she knew it was a hub for clothing manufacture, but did Jackson need to go there as often as he did? She’d never questioned why he’d started another clothing label after TBK. He’d said it was the business he knew, but was that all there was to it? Christina ordered another wine, laughed along with the others at some joke Jackson had made that she hadn’t heard. She had promised herself she wouldn’t drink but sitting here smiling and nodding in all the right places did nothing to quell the ballooning panic.

			‘Act normal,’ Anne Rushmore had said. But what did normal mean? Until Jackson had held her in his arms, she hadn’t fully registered what acting normal might involve. Did the detective mean, ‘Have sex with him if that’s what it takes’? How could she stretch out naked beneath him, have him touch her with the same hands that had assaulted Bianca? It could not happen. No one was that good an actor.

			Excusing herself, she rushed to the ladies’ room and spent as many minutes as she dared hiding there.

			When Christina ventured out again, Jackson had sought company in the bar. The locals broke into laughter as she entered the room. Their blatant toadying, once so amusing, disgusted her.

			He caught her eye and squeezed her tight to his side. ‘There you are, honey. I thought you must have done a runner.’ He whispered he was tired then made a big show of yawning and blamed the jetlag.

			‘I thought I might take Bianca out to Orange for the weekend. There’s this massive antiques fair. I wouldn’t mind taking a gander,’ he said as they reached the car.

			Christina cleared her throat, ‘Oh Bianca is staying at school this weekend. She’s trying to get ahead on her major work, take a bit of the pressure off.’

			‘On whose say-so?’

			Her legs were damp against the car’s leather seat. ‘Mrs Hardcastle okayed it.’

			‘Oh Mrs Hardcastle okayed it,’ Jackson singsonged, mimicking Christina. In his own voice he said, ‘We had a deal. Home weekends and holidays.’

			Jackson’s leg twitched madly in rhythm with his drumming on the steering wheel as he drove. ‘Busy little Bee, eh?’

			She ignored his sarcasm. ‘You’re the one always saying she needs to put the work in. You’ve taught her well.’

			Jackson shot her a glance. ‘And you’re never going to put your foot down, are you, CC?’

			‘I didn’t see a problem with it.’

			Jackson let one hand slip from the wheel and slid it along the inside of her thigh. ‘So the little chickadee has flown the coop and left the grownups to play in private.’

			There was nowhere to go in the tiny space of the Porsche. Christina had expected Jackson to react with incandescent anger and demand that Bianca return home immediately, not this. She knew he didn’t really want her; to Jackson she was nothing more than sloppy seconds. Trying to keep her voice from trembling, she attempted to distract him. ‘Anyway, I’d love to go the antiques fair with you.’

			‘Bianca and I have an agreement.’

			‘Can’t you just let it go?’

			Jackson slammed on the brakes. He leaned in so close they shared the same breath.

			‘Why, CC? She’s breached the terms. That’s never acceptable.’

			She gulped back her fear. Here, by the meagre light of the dashboard, Christina defended Bianca. ‘It’s done now.’

			Jackson slid one hand between the leather seat and the silk of Christina’s blouse. He pulled her close enough to kiss. ‘You don’t seem all that pleased to see me either. Has something changed since I’ve been away?’

			‘Don’t be silly. It’s just that . . .’ she trailed off, pinned by Jackson’s stare.

			‘Prove it.’ Jackson ripped at the buttons of her blouse. She stiffened and knew he mistook it for excitement. His head dipped to her breast and Christina stared at the roof of the car, biting her lip. A long time ago, this was what they did after two weeks apart; screwing for hours until the burning, swollen nub of desire was soothed. When Jackson’s interest in sex had slowed, Christina had been desperate for them to return to this. Not now.

			She grabbed his hair and tried to push him away but Jackson chuckled and pressed her into the seat. He kissed her, his beard a hot graze upon her lips, his hands pulling her blouse apart. Christina gagged as she wrestled against him.

			‘Stop it, Jackson,’ she managed to shout when he moved his mouth from hers. Jackson ignored her. He knew this game and how they played it. She felt his erection hard against her thigh. ‘Please get off me.’

			No matter what Jackson’s sexual demands, she’d never once been frightened, but everything had changed. Trapped in the confines of a small car on an unlit and deserted road, she knew that if he insisted on finishing this, she had no choice but to co-operate.

			Jackson kept his weight on her. ‘What’s the matter, CC?’ His hand slid between her thighs. ‘Have the painters come to visit?’

			He’d handed her a gift. She pulled her blouse over her naked breasts. ‘That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. I don’t want to make a mess of the car.’

			‘Fuck.’ He flopped back in his seat and stared into the blackness.

			Christina fumbled with the buttons. Two were now missing, she struggled with the others. Jackson’s hand closed around hers. Christina started. ‘What?’ she whispered.

			He pulled her hand to his crutch where his fly was undone and his erection poked out of his boxer shorts. He wrapped her fingers around it.

			‘I can’t go home like this, CC.’ He gripped his hand over hers and rubbed himself up and down.

			Her eyes stung with tears but if she did this right, got it over with quickly, it wasn’t so bad. Not as bad as the alternative.

			Jackson shifted in the driver’s seat, arching his hips. She concentrated on the rhythm, trying to bring him to a quick climax, but he grabbed the nape of her neck, pressing her down to his lap.

			Christina gagged but could not move, held there by the pinched grip between his fingers and thumb on her neck, jammed between his thrusting erection and the steering wheel. It was all she could do to breathe. Jackson had crossed a line, this was not part of their game. Her mind fled to Bianca, and the sour taste of wine rose in the back of her throat, threatening to spill over. He was taking forever, thrusting again and again against the back of her throat. His rhythm grew more rapid and she hoped this would mean the end of the humiliation. Jackson’s movements grew desperate and jerky until the salty spurt choked her and his erection grew flaccid in her mouth. The pressure on her neck eased. Christina lifted herself upright, the cramp in her hips tearing as the blood flowed back into her legs. Jackson tugged up his zip and snapped on the ignition. She wiped the saliva and secretions from her mouth. The car jerked as he released the handbrake. They drove to the house in silence.

			Christina sat on the toilet and cleaned her teeth. She heard the mattress sink under Jackson’s weight, the click of the bedside lamp, the feathery shake of the doona. Their sex life had once been the most reliable barometer of their happiness. In those first few years Jackson lit her from inside, but then it all changed. Christina spat out the toothpaste. When they moved here, Jackson’s desire waned. Now she questioned whether he ever had.

			She stood goosebump naked in the doorway wishing she could hide inside a pair of pyjamas but they had always slept naked. The cool satins and lacy trims were for dress-ups, not for sleeping in. If she came to bed clothed, Jackson would be suspicious. Christina saw him watching her in the dressing-room mirror as she stole across the room and slid between the sheets, clinging to her side of the bed.

			Jackson lay there with the doona humped around his shoulders. It rose and fell and she waited for him to fall asleep so that she might relax her guard. Her own eyelids were fluttering when Jackson startled her awake. ‘I’m ringing that meddling school teacher in the morning. She has no right to interfere with our lives.’

			Christina stared at Sophia reclining on the crimson chaise lounge as the tears leaked into her pillow.

			‘CC! Are you awake?’

			She murmured yes.

			‘Did you hear what I said? I said that do-gooder is going to regret messing about in family business.’

			‘Okay, honey,’ she placated, willing Jackson asleep.

			How was it that she had lain naked next to a man who for years had sought and found comfort in her body as he simultaneously soiled her daughter’s? How he had fooled her into thinking it was she that made him groan when he felt the hot slick of her desire. When the snoring started, Christina slipped from the bed and scrubbed the filth from her body in the shower down the hall, the tears pouring down her face. She had no idea how she was going to endure the next few weeks. Then she thought of the years Bianca had endured far worse and the tears dried.

		

	
		
			chapter twenty-five

			The weeks after Jackson returned passed at an excruciating pace. Christina absented herself from the house as often as possible, saying she was going to the library, which was mostly true. Her daily phone calls included Bianca, Mrs Hardcastle and DS Rushmore. The headmistress was the only one of the three who spoke to her at any length or returned missed calls.

			She managed to make Bianca’s excuses for two of the weekends. Thankfully there were zone championships and Josh’s birthday weekend which meant they were free of Jackson. But it was unavoidable that Bianca should make appearances, however fleeting, and those hours were fuelled on adrenaline and coffee. Hypervigilance masqueraded as a keen interest in spending hours together in the kitchen baking or Christina sitting on the battered milk crate whilst Bianca worked Licorice. They exchanged few words, neither of them trusting what words they should speak, but Christina took comfort from Bianca’s physical closeness.

			Jackson tried to separate them, suggesting a drive down to the back paddock to check on the cattle, but Christina insisted on coming too. She spent her nights barely sleeping alert to any shift on the far side of the bed, often roaming the house in the small hours, pausing to watch Bianca’s restless sleep.

			On that final weekend, Christina lay in bed, finding respite in the quiet hours before the dawn. DS Rushmore had promised that Jackson’s arrest was imminent but had refused to be drawn as to the exact time. ‘For your own sakes, it’s best not to know,’ she had said. As she lay there, planning the hours of the day stretching ahead, the peace was shattered by the ringing doorbell. One long sound cracked the silence. It was five am. Christina closed her eyes, whispering ‘Thank God.’

			‘Who the fuck is that?’ Jackson was half out of bed, the back of his hair squished flat from sleep.

			Christina buried herself under the covers. She had imagined this moment in a thousand ways – Jackson resigned, relieved that the truth was finally out, and in every scenario devastated at the irreversible damage to his precious reputation.

			The single note of the buzzer rang on urgent and relentless as Jackson threw on some pants and stomped down the hall. She held her breath. A steady thumping joined the ringing doorbell. Jackson yelled, ‘This better be fucking life or death, mate.’

			Christina grabbed at her discarded clothes on the ottoman and peeked around the doorjamb. Her heart thumped loud in her chest. This was it.

			Bianca’s eyes, as round as a possum’s, peered through a crack in her bedroom door.

			They both started at the sound of the front door being wrenched open. Jackson shouting, ‘What the fuck?’

			Above the sounds of scuffling, swearing and glass splintering, Anne Rushmore’s voice floated in clear calm syllables. ‘Jackson Rex Plummer, I am arresting you on charges of sexual assault against a minor, aggravated indecent assault against a minor and inciting a person under the age of sixteen to commit acts of indecency. You do not have to say anything but anything you do say may be used in evidence against you.’

			‘Are you insane?’ Jackson screeched. ‘Do you know who I am? Get your hands off me.’

			It sounded like an army was trying to pin him down.

			In the semi-darkness, Bianca’s skin was luminous and pale, stretched taut across her cheeks, sunk into the corners of her pinched lips. Looking at her broke Christina’s heart. 

			Bianca shrunk into her bedroom. In an effort to show her there was nothing to fear, Christina dragged herself down the darkened hall and hovered in the shadows of the lounge, her heart hammering in her ears.

			Two solid police officers held a handcuffed Jackson at arms’ length. Struggling against his keepers, Jackson twisted around and saw her cowering in the corner. She pressed into the wall, horrified by this unrecognisable version of Jackson, his face contorted by outrage, spittle clinging to his chin like some rabid dog.

			He lunged at her, jerked to a standstill by the hand gripping his shoulder. ‘I’ll fucking get you for this, you cunt,’ he screamed and hawked a gob of spit at her. It coagulated on the parquetry in a frothy white spot. Her body shook, disgusted by the intimacy of such an action, frightened by the way hatred had transformed his handsome face.

			The officers pinned his elbows to his sides and frogmarched him to a paddy wagon where two more officers waited. Anne Rushmore trailed in their wake, muttering to her colleague as she walked, uninterested in the vigour with which the four cops flung Jackson into the van.

			Jackson screamed through the metal louvres, ‘Do you have any idea who I am?’ The bolt slid shut.

			One of the uniformed officers approached DS Rushmore and whatever she said made him grin. He climbed in the van, did a u-turn and took off down the driveway at bone-crunching speed.

			Christina could not move. A continuous loop of footage played in her head. Jackson spinning around, screaming obscenities, a gob of spit on the floor. The expression on his face when he turned. Not fear, not anger, but boiling murderous intent.

			She pulled her cardigan across her chest. The tears that had begun to fall were like water hitting a hot pan: dry the moment she saw his face. Through the open doorway, Anne Rushmore shook hands with a man dressed in overalls. The word FORENSIC was written in capital letters on the truck behind him. Officers carrying camera equipment climbed the hill towards the barn and the stables, others slouched against the truck sculling coffees.

			‘Are you okay, Christina?’ Anne Rushmore crossed the floor.

			Christina nodded, then shook her head and pulled the cardigan tighter. ‘I’m really cold. I should have worn something warmer.’

			‘Even when you’re expecting it, it’s a shock when it happens,’ the detective said, moving to the kitchen and filling the kettle. She found mugs and teabags and made two cups of tea.

			Handing one to Christina, she indicated for her to drink the syrupy tea. ‘People say all sorts of things in the heat of the moment.’

			Christina scratched at a red patch inside her elbow. ‘Maybe.’

			DS Rushmore didn’t push it. Instead, she picked up the second tea. ‘Where’s Bianca?’

			Christina looked around. ‘In her room, I think.’

			DS Rushmore propelled Christina up the hallway. ‘Let’s see how she’s survived the ordeal, hey?’

			Bianca was fixed by her bedroom window, the perfect spot to observe the police operation.

			The detective offered the tea with a sympathetic smile. ‘How are you feeling, Bianca?’

			‘They had guns!’ Bianca said in a tiny voice.

			DS Rushmore grimaced in sympathy. ‘It’s tough to watch, isn’t it? Not like on the telly.’

			Bianca rewarded her with a small smile.

			The detective continued to offer information in digestible chunks. ‘We’ve arrested your stepfather and taken him into Kitchener for questioning.’

			Christina straightened Bianca’s elastics and brushes on the dresser, picked up a pair of discarded jeans and looked for the dirty washing basket.

			‘What do we do now?’ Bianca said.

			DS Rushmore indicated that Bianca should drink her tea, adding, ‘It’s time for you and Mum to leave. I want you well away from here before he returns.’

			‘What!’ Bianca sagged against the window ledge. Christina hadn’t told Bianca about this part of the plan. Anne Rushmore had asked her not to. The only reason Christina knew was because it was she who had had to make the arrangements.

			‘There’s no guarantee he’ll remain in custody,’ continued the detective. ‘He will be questioned and charged but I fully expect the magistrate will grant bail.’

			‘That’s not fair!’ said Bianca.

			The detective nodded. ‘Unfortunately bail is not about guilt or innocence. It’s about flight risk and the perceived danger to the community.’

			‘He is a flight risk.’ Christina came to stand by Bianca’s side. ‘As soon as he’s free, he’ll be on the first plane to Vietnam.’

			‘The magistrate takes all that into account.’ The detective continued, clearly used to victims’ indignation, ‘We’ll press for an AVO and daily reporting.’

			‘Which means what?’

			‘An Apprehended Violence Order and a Telephone Intervention Order are standard in these cases. In plain English, he’s not allowed anywhere near you, where you live or,’ she turned to Bianca, ‘where you go to school. He can’t even talk to you.’

			‘He’s not going to care about some stupid orders,’ said Christina.

			‘Forcing him to report to Kitchener police station three times a week, in person, will seriously curtail any plans he may have to do a runner.’

			Christina glanced at Bianca. Saw her daughter was thinking the same thing. ‘I’m sorry, DS Rushmore, but you don’t know him. Jackson thinks rules are for losers. He won’t turn up.’

			The detective seemed unperturbed. ‘Failing to report is a breach of bail conditions, for which he risks imprisonment. I’m sure his lawyer will make him see sense.’

			Bianca started crying. Christina folded her in her arms, relieved that for the first time since that night Bianca didn’t try to escape.

			DS Rushmore checked the time on her phone. ‘I need to get going. I’ll be interviewing Mr Plummer and laying formal charges. Then we go to court and convince the magistrate to impose the toughest bail conditions we can get. It will only buy you a few hours.’

			Christina released Bianca. The detective was right. They needed to focus on the practicalities. ‘I’ll pack our bags.’

			‘More bad news. You’ll have to leave in pretty much what you’re wearing.’ DS Rushmore shrugged in apology. ‘And I’ll have to check your bags.’

			‘What!’ said Bianca. Christina just shut her eyes.

			‘I’m sorry. I was sure I’d told you.’

			Maybe the detective had, but with everything else going on, Christina had enough trouble just remembering what she was supposed to do each day. Sighing, she said, ‘Anyone would think we were the criminals.’

			The detective grimaced. ‘Think of it this way. You want to make sure his defence team can’t accuse you of concealing or destroying evidence.’

			‘But it’s our stuff,’ Bianca protested.

			‘Sure, but I want to shut down every avenue of objection possible. Trust me, you don’t want to give the defence team oxygen.’

			DS Rushmore checked through their toiletries, their handbags and the pockets of their clothes. She took both their laptops, their lifelines to the world, saying, ‘It’s evidence.’

			‘Evidence of what?’ Christina wanted to ask but she knew the detective would not provide an answer.

			In the kitchen Christina went to grab her keys from the fruit bowl. Anne Rushmore shook her head and put out her hand, saying, ‘We’ll lock up when we’ve finished.’

			Christina watched the detective’s fingers close around the key ring and felt her life repossessed. DS Rushmore insisted on checking the car, popping the boot and inspecting the pockets in the back seat before she let Bianca climb in.

			Tapping on the driver’s side window, the detective motioned for Christina to wind it down. ‘I’ll call you as soon as I can. Is there a number for this place at Hoopers Bay?’

			When DS Rushmore had told Christina they’d need a safe house, she’d suggested her parents’ place. The detective had vetoed that option: it was too far away, too obvious and too easy for Jackson or his ‘representatives’ to track them down. It had to be somewhere Jackson had no idea about that was secure and well hidden from prying neighbours. Hoopers Bay, Della and Tony’s secluded nook on Pittwater. As Christina had described it to the detective, she had hoped Anne Rushmore would find something wrong with it but the detective had thought it an excellent option. It had left Christina with no choice but to reach out across the years and call Della.

			It was the hardest phone call of her life. 

			When Della answered, Christina truly did feel her throat close over as if her body did not, would not, let the words come out. But she forced them out, one painful word at a time. To make matters worse, before she had properly explained the why of it, Della said, ‘Of course, darling.’ No questions, no accusations, just friendship. Christina was mortified.

			The home number had not changed in six years but Della had corrected her when she’d checked the mobile number.

			‘Oh that number’s years old, darling,’ she’d said without the slightest criticism, but Christina had blushed anyway.

			A week later and here they were, leaving Bartholomews Run forever. She gave the detective Della’s numbers. It was time to go. Christina looked across at Bianca who had wrapped her school scarf around her face and screwed herself up into a tight ball on the front seat. DS Rushmore mouthed, ‘It will be okay,’ and squeezed Christina’s arm. Stepping back from the car, she signalled they could leave.

			Contemplating this moment, Christina had promised herself that when they left Bartholomews Run she would not cry, she would not feel sorry for herself and she would not look back. Releasing the handbrake, she pulled down her sunglasses and eased the car down the driveway. Through the wrought-iron gates where the gnomic men hid, past the dormant field of Dutch irises and the scrappy grasses where the daffodils would soon poke up their heads to welcome spring. Was Anne Rushmore still standing in the driveway, waving them off, as those officers in white overalls trampled the house? Christina steeled herself against a glance in the rear-view mirror, gripped the steering wheel tight.

			‘Bluey Baa-Baa!’ Bianca shouted. ‘I forgot Bluey Baa-Baa. Mum, we have to go back. Please Mum, turn around.’

			Christina shook her head, the tears pouring down her face. ‘I’m sorry, sweetheart.’

			Bianca’s wails filled the car.

		

	
		
			chapter twenty-six

			Three Days Till Christmas

			Christina layers the delicate serving platters in a sink full of soapy water. At the kitchen table, Rosa kneads flour, eggs and water into dough. Their traditional Christmas Eve dish is lobster ravioli in a champagne, saffron and chive butter sauce, but with money tight this year, Rosa’s is making spinach and ricotta agnolotti.

			Christina sets up the pasta machine for her mother. The table has a groove in it where the clamp has worn down the wood over decades of pasta making. Rosa wraps the ball of dough in cling wrap and puts it in the fridge.

			‘Do we need so many platters, Mama,’ Christina asks as she soaps a platter and puts it on the draining board to dry.

			Rosa clicks her tongue to show she resents this incessant line of questioning. She refuses to say who she’s invited for dinner on Christmas Eve – or lunch the following day for that matter. This past week they have prepared enough food to feed a dozen or more people. Three days from Christmas, Christina is none the wiser but she knows Rosa is up to something – a smug dimple puckers her mother’s cheek.

			Rosa dismisses her with a flick of the wrist. ‘Why you keep asking, Tina? I don’t ask no one you don’t already know.’

			Christina pounces on the clue. ‘Yes, but who, Mama? I know you’re convinced Bianca is coming home and you’ve invited Mr Graukroger. But who else would we share Christmas with? You haven’t invited the Pucciarellis, have you?’

			Rosa barks with laughter, shaking her head.

			That’s all very well, but a constant worry nags Christina. What if Rosa has invited virtual strangers to avoid the strained silence of an unhappy family meal? ‘Please Mama, I don’t feel up to entertaining. I have no small talk any more.’

			Rosa ignores her. Running her hand along the bench, she finds a tea towel hanging on the oven door. Picking up a platter, she begins to dry. She puts it on the kitchen table and says, ‘You worried about yourself or Bianca?’

			Christina studies her mother for a moment. Rosa continues drying dishes so Christina turns her attention back to the washing up. She lifts out the large green platter with its thick pattern of cabbage leaves and lets the water drain into the sink. Rosa is right. Worried as she is about a houseful of strangers, there’s also the concern strangers may frighten Bianca away. As soon as the thought forms, she knows it is a less than honest response. Out loud Christina says, ‘I realise she has spent the better part of the last twelve months living in a foreign country where she doesn’t speak the language amongst people she doesn’t know, well except for Phoebe of course.’ Phoebe, whose idea it was to embark on this adventure in the first place.

			Rosa is absorbed in drying the platters.

			‘But it’s not the same as inviting strangers into your home,’ Christina rushes out.

			Rosa offers half a shrug. ‘You want Bianca to yourself.’

			Christian drops the washcloth, splashing them both. ‘That’s not what I meant, Mama.’

			‘Sharing her will be like watering down fine wine,’ Rosa continues without a single note of recrimination.

			Christina soaps a platter. As each day passes, her yearning for Bianca grows. As much as her brain keeps telling her that Bianca would be here by now if she were coming home, her heart longs for her daughter with an unreasonable clamour. It refuses not to hope.

			‘But you know, Tina,’ Rosa takes the platter from her, ‘maybe Bianca will feel safer with more people to share the conversation.’

			Rosa’s words sting. Drawing breath, she says, ‘Is talking to me so hard, Mama?’

			The shrug again. ‘You want so much from her. More people might help you both relax.’

			Christina scrubs at the carcass of a dead cockroach glued to the plate. ‘What if a table of strangers overwhelms her?’

			‘Not Bianca,’ Rosa says, discarding the damp tea towel on the bench and reaching for a fresh one.

			‘You always think you’re right, don’t you?’ Christina snaps and as she does, the platter slips from her hands and cracks on the draining board. It has split across the words eseguito a mano. Christina realises she is shaking. This platter was a wedding gift, one of the few treasures her parents brought with them from Italy all those years ago. Her carelessness has destroyed it. ‘Oh Mama, I’m so sorry.’

			‘It’s only a platter, Tina.’ Rosa picks up the broken halves, wraps them in a thick layer of newspaper and puts them in the bin. She fetches a bottle of cold water from the fridge and pours them both a glass.

			‘Della and Tony,’ Rosa says, sitting down. ‘They’re bringing Isabella and Thomas. Mary-Lou and the girls are coming but she says her husband is working Christmas Day so maybe he’ll come down later. She don’t know for sure.’

			Christina sinks into the chair opposite her mother and marvels at Rosa’s duplicity. Della, Mary-Lou, people who once filled her days. Her friends, her true friends, who she dropped to run away with Jackson. Abandoned for a rundown old house and the man she loved. Not realising that he was separating her from her closest friends to isolate her and Bianca and make them dependent upon him. He didn’t have to worry about her parents. Distance meant they were effectively already out of the picture.

			Christina hasn’t seen Della or Mary-Lou since the days immediately following the sentencing. Once Jackson was locked up, she couldn’t wait to escape Sydney. In that sense she understands Bianca’s reasons for picking Costa Rica, but for herself, she needed to come home.

			Christina gives her mother a look intended to remind Rosa that she’s noted her underhand tactics and does not entirely approve. ‘When will they be here?’

			Rosa blots the ring of water from her glass with the tea towel. ‘Della tomorrow. Mary-Lou the day after. It’s too much to have everyone arriving together.’

			And then it dawns on Christina. ‘That’s why you’re certain Bianca will be home for Christmas. Della’s bringing her, isn’t she? Bianca’s back in Australia.’ She cannot believe that Bianca is this close, that within days she will be able to hold her, to feel the warmth of her pressed to her chest. To be able to look into her eyes and judge for herself if the year has healed any wounds.

			Rosa sips her water. ‘I don’t know. Maybe, maybe not.’

			An Indian mynah bird hops onto the windowsill, tilts its head and flaps to the floor. Christina snaps a tea towel at the cocky pest shouting, ‘Shoo! Shoo!’ It hops across the boards, ignoring her threats, snatches a cicada from a crevice then flies back out to the garden. Christina checks it has not left a message on the timber floor before returning to her seat.

			‘So did you organise this?’

			‘Si.’

			Christina rubs a thumb through the condensation on her glass. Rosa might be right to invite Bianca’s friends. The house will ring with youthful laughter, a reminder of the old days.

			‘Bianca knows about this then?’

			‘No. It’s s’posed to be a surprise for her too.’

			Christina swallows the wrong way and water fizzes through her nose. For a few seconds she splutters and coughs. ‘Then why did you invite them? The kids will be expecting to see Bianca. Why else do you think they are making such an effort? Oh, Mama, if Bianca doesn’t come, it will be unbearable.’ She blinks against the sudden tears.

			‘No, Tina, it won’t.’ Rosa lays her palm facing upwards on the table and motions for Christina to place her hand in hers.

			Her mother’s grip is warm and dry. Like the skin of a dam in drought, a network of lines covers her arms. Rosa’s thick dark hair was once salted with renegade white hairs; now black hairs pepper the white. The heavy lines of a smoker crease her top lip, even though the days when her mother smoked have almost passed from memory. It was always Massimo who had a cigarette paper dangling from his lip. Massimo who paid the price, rolling the strands of his own demise. She misses her father and his easy camaraderie but Rosa is the parent who is left. Rosa, who has found a way to comfort her whether Bianca returns or not.

			She squeezes her mother’s hand. ‘Thank you, Mama. It was a good thing to do.’

			Returning to the sink, she finishes washing the platters and tries to remember if they have enough spare bed linen to go around. It’s been a long time since the good crystal’s seen daylight. Best she washes that too.

			Rosa finishes her water and smiles.

			

		

	
		
			chapter twenty-seven

			Taking one turn then another, they wound their way down the narrow road from the ridge of Ku-ring-gai Chase to the bay. Designed to disappear amongst the treetops, the house was easy to drive past; she almost did.

			As soon as they arrived, Bianca disappeared into the bedroom she’d always shared with Izzy, slamming the door behind her. Christina let her go. Nothing she could say would make this better. If Bianca had had her way, she would have stayed at school amongst friends. Anne Rushmore had flat out vetoed the idea, saying that, riled up, Jackson might be stupid enough to go there. She was safer with her mother for now.

			Christina dumped her bag on the bed in the upstairs room. She opened the wardrobe door, setting the row of wire coat hangers tinkling against each other. She dumped her loafers and her sneakers in the bottom. The chest of drawers had ample space for a change of clothes. In the bathroom, she unpacked a hairbrush, shampoo and moisturiser. She had forgotten conditioner and not bothered with makeup. What was the point?

			Her mobile rang and she rushed to answer it, pausing when saw who it was.

			‘Hey, chick.’

			‘Hey, Della.’ Christina lay on the bed. The sheets smelled fresh.

			‘Are you there yet?’

			‘Yep.’

			‘Do you need anything? I’ve put some basics in the fridge but I can duck down to the shops for you if you like.’

			‘Not for now.’

			‘Oh, okay. Um, have you heard . . .’

			‘No, not a thing. I was hoping you were her.’

			‘Sorry.’

			‘Don’t be. It’s too early yet but the waiting’s killing me.’

			She picked up a glass jar of seashells from the bedside table. Beneath the window was a cane chair with lemon-striped cushions, the same yellow matched in the gingham blinds. Little touches that made the holiday house homely. ‘I can’t stop thinking about what he’s doing. I’m really hoping he is, I don’t know, confessing, for Bianca’s sake.’

			Christina heard running water, the clink of a glass, and imagined Della in her showroom kitchen, every bench immaculate, drinking her filtered water. Physically, this was as close to Della as she had been in years. But she was wary of Della’s blanket acceptance. The details she had given Della so far were sparse. Seeing Della, telling her everything – what would her old friend think of her then?

			‘How’s Bee holding up?’

			‘Not great. She forgot to pack Bluey Baa-Baa and it was all downhill from there.’

			‘Oh God.’

			‘She knows our life is about to explode but neither of us knows the timing.’

			‘I can only imagine. Let me know as soon as anything happens. Call me if you want me to come over, okay?’

			‘Yeah, Della, I will, thanks,’ grateful that Della did not insist on being here. Christina wasn’t ready and she doubted Bianca was either.

			She wasn’t hungry but they needed to eat. Breakfast had been a chocolate bar when they’d stopped for fuel. Christina heated up a tin of chunky vegetable soup and made a plate of toasted ham, cheese and tomato sandwiches. At her urging, Bianca came upstairs, picked at lunch, all angles in her misery. The second hand of the kitchen clock marked the passing of time. The not knowing, the waiting, tick, tock, tick.

			Leaving a half-eaten triangle, Bianca said she was going for a run. Christina was too surprised to question when Bianca had taken up running. She forced down the rest of her sandwich, hating to waste what little food they had. She scraped the crumbs into the bin, wiped down the benches and washed up two plates, two glasses and the bread knife.

			When she was done, she took the sandy path that wound down to the water, hoping to catch Bianca. Scanning the empty beach, she swallowed her disappointment and sat on the rocks to catch her breath. In summers past, the kids sat right here with a hand-held line dreaming of catching dinner. Or they’d search the rockpools for tiny blue periwinkles to drop into the sea anemones’ red bellies, tricking them into closing up their tentacles. When they grew bored, they’d tear down to the little kiosk on the wharf and console themselves with ice-creams. They travelled as a mob: Bianca, Izzy, Tom, Maddy and her sisters. Meanwhile, the three mums lolled about on the banana lounges drinking Cosmopolitans and reading well-thumbed paperbacks from the glass-fronted bookcase. In the background, the kids squabbled over Trouble, Uno or Cluedo. They were lazy sun-filled communal days. At night Della battered fish whilst Christina parboiled the potatoes for chips. Mary-Lou kept them well lubricated with bubbles or pinot depending on the time of year.

			Christina walked the sliver of sand along the tidal beach, picking up plastic straws and bottle caps, the flotsam jetsam that drifted to shore from the sailing boats a certain sort of people weekended on – the sort who loved people like Jackson.

			Her pocket vibrated. It was Anne Rushmore.

			The detective cut to the chase. ‘We’ve charged him with three counts of aggravated sexual assault, four counts of inciting a minor to commit acts of indecency and two counts of being in possession of illegal images. It’s a beginning not the end. We hope to add to the charges as our investigation continues but it was enough meat on the bones for the magistrate to take the matter seriously.’

			‘What did Jackson say?’

			Anne Rushmore hesitated before answering. ‘He’s denied all charges.’

			‘He what?’ Anger burned a hole in Christina’s stomach. ‘He’s saying Bianca’s lying?’

			Silence. For a moment Christina thought the line had dropped out but then the detective said, ‘No, he’s saying you made the whole thing up.’

			‘Me? Are you serious?’

			‘He says you put Bianca up to it.’

			‘That’s insane.’

			‘Calm down, Christina. His behaviour falls into the category of the best form of defence is attack.’

			She picked up a stick and stabbed holes into the sand. ‘So what happens now?’

			‘The magistrate has granted him bail on a two hundred thousand dollar surety. He has to hand in his passport and report to Kitchener police station in person three times a week.’

			Christina feels panic bubbling inside her. ‘Two hundred thousand isn’t enough. He’s got that in cash.’

			‘Mmmm, but the magistrate feels handing in his passport is enough of a deterrent.’ The detective paused, waiting for Christina’s objection but she was too busy stabbing holes in the sand. ‘I promise you, Christina, he’d be a fool to breach his bail conditions.’

			Christina spun the stick into the sea and watched it splash down past the buoys. A flock of seagulls scattered skywards, their white wings finding purchase in the air and carrying them away. She envied them.

			‘How’s Bianca holding up?’

			Christina wished she knew. All she could share were her observations. ‘She’s pretty quiet. Anxious. What do I tell her?’

			‘That he’s out on bail but not to worry.’

			Christina snorted.

			‘If he tries to make contact with either of you, call me or 000 straight away.’

			Somehow that information failed to be of comfort. How naive Christina had been to think that the system shared her moral outrage. DS Rushmore was no doubt dealing with tens if not hundreds of crimes. The officer could not devote all her time to protecting them. ‘So what do we do now?’

			‘Sit tight. Expect a call from the social workers. I’ve asked them to make you both an appointment. It will do you good to get this off your chest. I’ll need to talk to Bianca again but I’ll let you know when we’re ready.’

			Christina wished she could talk to Bianca but every morning Bianca slipped out of the house to run the tracks that skirted the bay. Christina waited for her return, formulating the conversations they would have when Bianca came back, only to watch her disappear first into the shower and then into her bedroom where she claimed she studied. Christina buried the hurt that came with the knowledge that Bianca was avoiding her but she knew the point was looming where they must talk. 

			She waited for Bianca to run, shower and shut her bedroom door. Waited for her to emerge some hours later when hunger finally drove Bianca into the kitchen. Christina watched Bianca slather sticks of celery with peanut butter, put them on a plate and as she turned to leave, Christina grabbed the opportunity. 

			‘Bianca, we need to tell your father and your grandparents what has happened.’

			Bianca stiffened. Christina didn’t blame her. It wasn’t the kind of news anyone relished sharing. But with Jackson charged, it was time. Since Bianca’s revelations, Christina had continued to ring her parents weekly, glad she’d had an excuse not to tell them. Now she did not.

			‘I’m sorry, darling, but we have to. I have to.’

			Bianca had scraped her hair into a ponytail. It drew attention to her cheekbones, how thin her face had become. She said nothing, just walked to her room and locked the door.

			Talking to her mother, Christina stumbled over the words until she could think of nothing more to say. What scared her the most was Rosa’s silence. In the background she could hear Massimo asking, ‘What’s wrong? What’s wrong?’

			Rosa drew a ragged breath. ‘They gonna throw that miserable son of a bitch in gaol?’

			Christina sagged under the weight of her mother’s lack of comprehension. ‘Mama, they can’t put him in gaol until he’s found guilty.’

			‘What do you mean? His guilty. His gotta go to gaol,’ Rosa shouted.

			Christina held the phone away from her ear. ‘It’s not that simple, Mama.’

			‘They better. I’ll kill him with my bare hands otherwise. Gaol’s the safest place for him.’

			Christina couldn’t face any more of Mama’s village sense of justice, she asked for her father. She told him their story and wept with the telling.

			‘You need to come home,’ Massimo said.

			‘We can’t, Papa, it’s not possible. The police won’t let us.’

			‘You need to come home.’

			Christina sobbed. ‘I’m sorry, Papa. I’m so sorry.’

			After the tension of waiting for the police to formalise their investigation, then Jackson’s arrest and their flight from Bartholomews Run, Christina had expected the pace of the weeks that followed to continue with the same intensity. Instead, two weeks after they’d arrived at Hoopers Bay, Anne Rushmore gave Bianca the all-clear to return to school. Bianca was so relieved to be returning to Valley View, she barely managed to wave goodbye to her mother. Christina smiled and wished Bianca well but despaired at having to let her daughter out of her sight. An irrational fear consumed her that she may never see her daughter again and she gasped with the shock of it.

			Without Bianca, Christina’s life was rudderless. She was used to running her days by schedules and to-do lists. Now the only item on her list was WAIT. Worse than that, time on her hands allowed Christina to torment herself with the ever-growing list of her personal failings. Not just the years at Bartholomews Run but the whole relationship came under scrutiny. Whichever way she cast the light upon her past, it revealed a series of poor choices. Della had been right when she’d said choosing Jackson had been the wrong kind of happiness. Christina had been selfish and stupid and made foolish by love. For that there was no forgiveness.

			Every day she walked the strip of sand along the tidal beach and collected the rubbish. Sometimes she waded out into the shallows to scoop up a tangle of fishing line or a floating can. Christina made sure she always carried a plastic shopping bag in which to store her seaside scraps. If the tide was far enough out, she’d venture around to the next little beach and clean it up too. It filled the hours left empty by the glacial pace of the justice system. Sometimes it even let her mind rest. Precious moments of peace which she did not deserve but nevertheless gave her some respite.

			Bianca refused to be enticed from her sanctuary at school for weekends at Hoopers Bay. Fear or the desire to avoid her mother, Christina did not know. Della popped in once or twice a week, bringing way too much food for lunch, enough to keep Christina fed for a week. Christina was grateful, walking the trails around the bay, holed up away from the world. The thought of facing the real world made her sick with anxiety.

			The case made its way inexorably up the judicial ladder. First the suburban magistrates court which sent the case straight to the district court where all serious charges were heard. Each time Christina’s spirits rose at the development, each time they were dashed as inertia replaced the sporadic flurry of activity. Jackson’s lawyers compounded the long wait by finding a myriad of excuses to delay or change dates. Eventually, though, they could not stop the legal system processing the next step.

			DS Rushmore and the Crown Prosecutor Katie Sommers warned them that the purpose of the arraignment was to formally read the charges to the defendant and for the prosecution to outline their case to the judge. No witnesses would be called. There was no jury. The judge alone would determine if there was sufficient evidence to make the expense and time of a trial worthwhile.

			Even so, being there in Justice Grainger’s courtroom felt every bit as if Jackson was at last forced to face what he had done. As they congregated there on that day, Christina and Bianca, Rosa and Massimo, Jamie and Della, for the first time it felt as if justice was about to be served. Jackson sat in the middle of the table and his team was so large that one of their number had to borrow a chair from the prosecution table. Christina searched for Bianca’s hand and gripped it tight.

			Christina watched Katie Sommers stand and hand a single sheet of paper to the clerk who then passed it up to Justice Grainger. Waited as the judge read through the list of charges then, passing the sheet back to the clerk, said, ‘Arraign the accused.’

			Christina willed herself to listen as the clerk read the first of the charges. ‘Jackson Plummer, you are charged that on the afternoon of 14 May . . .’

			The words lacerated her as charge after charge was read out, as time and again Jackson pleaded, ‘Not guilty.’ This was the first time Christina had heard the intimate details of Jackson’s assaults. At first she was numb with the shock of them, but this soon melted away to anger. She glanced at Bianca, surprised that she looked so composed. Then Christina noticed the crushed water bottle in her hands.

			It was not long after lunch that Justice Grainger delivered his decision. ‘In the event the accused pleads not guilty, it is for the court to decide whether the case is sufficiently robust to withstand the stress and considerable expense of a full-scale trial by jury.’

			He emphasised the word ‘expense’, glaring at the man who stood before him with a disrespectful puff of his chest. Justice Grainger turned a grave and weary face to the court.

			Christina pressed her hand to her breast. How many cases had DS Rushmore said made it beyond this point? Three? Four? The odds were so small. If the judge decided against them, Bianca was putting herself through hell for nothing.

			The judge’s voice rolled across the room. ‘Based on the prima facie case presented to this court, it is my view that the accused faces a reasonable chance of conviction in front of a jury of his peers.’ He turned to the defence table. ‘Do you agree, Mr Kent?’

			All eyes pinned Jackson’s barrister to the spot, except for Christina’s. Hers were glued to Jackson as if he might disappear in a magnesium flash and a puff of smoke.

			David Kent squared his shoulders and, without a glance at his client, faced the judge. ‘Yes, Your Honour.’

			A ripple of surprise spread across the courtroom. Bianca’s hands flew to her mouth and suppressed a sob. Della hugged Christina, who looked for a reaction from Jackson and saw a man stunned by this turn of events. Christina saw the angry frown directed at the man supposed to represent his interest and knew he never expected the case to get this far. His public acclamations of innocence were as much to convince himself as they were to convince others. How shocked he must be that his wealth and power had failed to protect him from the law. His face turned blank, she concluded, because Jackson had no way of expressing his disbelief.

			Justice Grainger raised his voice to silence the room. ‘In which case, I send this matter to trial.’

			For days after the arraignment, Christina felt free. She slept, she ate, she took her long walks around the bay, each step bouncing on the sandy paths, buoyed by the optimism that maybe Bianca was going to be counted amongst the one in ten. But once the initial relief wore off, Christina realised that with Justice Grainger setting a trial date three months from now, nothing much had changed at all. She still had nothing better to fill her days other than with long walks around the headland or dips in the bay, too cool yet for more leisurely swims. On Sunday nights she rang Bianca at Valley View but rarely caught her. When she did speak to her, Bianca’s answers were little more than a word here or there. If Christina tried to offer words of support about the upcoming trial, Bianca cut her off and changed the subject. Christina came to dread the phone calls. Bianca was slipping away from her, unable or unwilling to pick up the threads of their relationship. She feared that even if Jackson was found guilty, the damage she had done to her relationship with Bianca was irreparable.

			Rosa rang Christina every day. The conversations tended to go along the same lines. ‘What are the police doing about that sonnofabitch?’

			‘There’s not much they can do until the trial, Mama.’

			‘His lucky he was dealing with the police because if I ever get my hands on him I’ll string him up by his heels and beat him with a switch until his got no skin left.’

			Christina flinched, examining her own skin where the rash flashed and burned its path, the blisters weeping, the excruciating itch.

			It was through Rosa that Christina heard the details of Bianca’s life. Her mother spoke to Bianca quite often by the sounds of it. Although what they spoke of, she did not always ask. It felt like trespassing. She knew Rosa sent panforte and jars of peaches ‘because she’s too skinny’. They’d talk of Bianca’s academic progress, her photography, studying these fragments Bianca gave them for clues as to her state of mind.

			Christina’s phone calls to Mrs Hardcastle offered little more reassurance. Bianca was a little withdrawn but that was understandable in the circumstances. She was eating, sleeping better. DS Rushmore agreed, although Christina had stopped asking her direct questions about the case, constrained by the fact that she was a witness and, as DS Rushmore reminded her, Bianca was the person with whom they were obliged to communicate.

			Justice Grainger had, in his own way, vindicated that a crime had been committed. Forget emotionally or morally, legally there was a case to answer and in some way it shifted something within Christina. Having hidden herself away at Hoopers Bay, she now wanted to get out and interact with people in a normal way. As if now there was a trial date she could look people in the eye.

			In the months that followed the arraignment, she made it her habit once a week to drive to Mona Vale for a cup of real coffee and supplies. Mary-Lou had said she was entitled to an allowance from Jackson and that he had to continue paying Bianca’s school fees. Mary-Lou had asked for a thousand dollars a week; Jackson’s solicitor had countered with two hundred and they had settled on four. Every time Christina withdrew money for coffee, for petrol, for food, Jackson paid for it, but she didn’t have to feel guilty for long. As soon as Justice Grainger set the trial date, Jackson cut off all funds and refused to respond to any of the court applications Mary-Lou filed. He didn’t care about the contempt of court notices. This was a high-stakes game and Christina knew from Jackson’s business dealings how ruthless he could be when he had a lot invested in the outcome.

			She found a park outside the library. Reading allowed many hours of escape from the relentless monotony of her life. Christina put her books in the return chute and went downstairs to fiction. She avoided crime and romance. She had no appetite for either. After the library, she bought a coffee and crossed the road to the fruit and veg shop.

			‘Morning, Andy!’ she called out.

			From the dark back room of the greengrocer’s appeared Andy carrying a sack of purple onions over his shoulder. Dropping them to the floor, he spread his arms, saying, ‘Christina! How ya going?’ and planted a kiss on her cheek.

			The citrus scent of his aftershave lingered. She wondered what he would say if she told him he was the only man who had touched her in months. How the roughness of his stubble against her cheek abraded her loneliness. She bought a couple of tomatoes, a bag of lettuce. A pile of mangoes drew her eyes and although they were a luxury, she could not resist. She paid Andy and let him carry the bags to the door of his shop. She knew that when she returned to Hoopers Bay there would be more than she paid for. Sometimes Andy slipped in a head of garlic or an eggplant. For their own reasons, they both pretended not to notice.

			Christina finished her rounds at the supermarket. After paying, she followed the ramp down to the parking station away from the scorching summer heat. Her eyes took a while to adjust to the sudden change in light but there were few cars at this time of day and the Range Rover was easy to spot in the corner. Throwing the bag of books in the footwell, she made a nest out of a beach towel on the passenger side for the mangoes.

			‘CC, what a surprise seeing you here.’

			Christina banged her head against the roof of the car. Clutching her throbbing skull, she spun around. There, in the semi-darkness, she saw him lounging on the bonnet of a car. 

			He continued to speak in that warm familiar way. ‘It’s been months, CC. Life’s been lonely without you.’

			Jackson left a gap for her to reciprocate but she could not. His soft voice, reminiscent of a time of love and longing, hurt. A thousand times she’d imagined what it would be like when she spoke to him again. It would be in court, she would be in control, steely in the face of the monster who had hurt her child. But here was the old Jackson, with the crooked grin and the merry eyes, poking holes in her defences.

			Except that Jackson was not real. ‘You’d better get used to being lonely,’ she snapped. She scrutinised the car park but saw no one. Where was her phone? Christina felt her pockets but came up empty. As Jackson sauntered closer, she realised how stupid she’d been to park in a corner spot.

			‘C’mon, honey, you can’t switch feelings on and off just like that,’ he said, clicking his fingers in front of her face.

			She flinched but held her ground. ‘There’s an AVO out against you, Jackson. You’re not allowed anywhere near me.’

			Jackson ran his hands down his face. When he looked at her, his eyes were filled with sadness. ‘Can you hear yourself, CC? I never thought we’d come to this.’

			‘Come to what?’

			He raised his arms and let them fall to his sides. ‘Did you stop, even once, to think about what you’re doing to me?’

			An elderly couple battling a trolley with a wonky wheel steered it to the car opposite hers. Options whirred through her mind: beg the couple for help, call the police, run back to Andy’s or jump in the car and drive. Where were her keys? Jackson paused and they watched the couple put the shopping bags in the boot of the car. His wife beamed at Christina and gave a little wave. Jackson returned the old man’s salute as they exited the car park.

			She watched their brake lights disappear.

			Jackson leaned against the rear passenger door, stretching his arm along the roof, inches from her. ‘How could you believe for one moment that I would hurt a hair on Bianca’s head? I’ve always treated her like one of my own. The three of us built a world together and you want to throw it all away before you’ve checked your facts.’

			His fingers were close to her head and she swore they were creeping closer. Christina leaned away but the open car door trapped her. Her only option was to brave it out. She reminded herself he had never physically hurt her. It made breathing a little easier. She said, ‘What facts would they be, Jackson?’

			He looked confused. ‘The ones you’ve used to manufacture these trumped-up charges, CC. If you had issues with my behaviour, why didn’t you raise them with me face to face? After thirteen years, surely you owed me that. But no, instead you conned Bianca into playing your stupid games.’

			His words cleared her head. ‘I haven’t conned Bianca into anything, Jackson.’

			He shrugged. ‘Honey, c’mon. Let’s stop this charade. You love me. I love you – despite all this craziness you’ve put me through.’ He cracked his trademark crinkly grin.

			Anger spread through her like a shot of hard liquor. ‘You’re in breach of your bail conditions, Jackson.’

			His grin faltered but he pressed on, ‘You’re not listening to me, CC. Drop these silly charges and let’s go back to the way we were.’

			Christina laughed. ‘How, Jackson?’

			His left leg twitched and she knew it meant he was losing his temper but he continued speaking in an even and persuasive voice.

			‘I want to marry you, CC. Declare our commitment in an open and public way. I’ve let this loose end dangle for far too long.’

			She spotted her mobile phone half hidden beneath the towel she’d used to make a nest for the mangoes. She grabbed it and began dialling. ‘Why, Jackson? So you can shut me and Bianca up and save your own sorry arse. I’m calling the police.’

			Jackson lunged at her, pinning her to the car and twisting her head sideways in one movement. She had never seen him move that fast. Pain stabbed above her eyebrow and blood trickled from a cut. Jackson dug his thumb into the soft skin inside her wrist as she tried to tighten her grip on the phone. His face loomed in front of her, teeth bared like a rabid dog as he squeezed harder and harder until she screamed and let the phone go. It fell to the ground and smash into pieces.

			Grabbing her by the hair, he shoved her inside the car. She tried to twist her hips to get a shot at kneeing him in the groin but he figured out what she was trying to do and used his weight to crush her. Twisting her hair in his fingers, he jerked her head back. His breath was hot and moist on her skin.

			Wedged between Jackson and the seat, there wasn’t much she could do but she scratched and screamed, and felt her fingers gouge a track down his face.

			Catching her free hand, he wrenched it backwards and held her there. Frightened, unable to move, how she hated him, hated how easily he could do this to her. Her throat thick with tears, it was all she could do to breathe as he crushed her chest.

			‘You’re going to regret you ever knew me,’ Jackson hissed and pushed away. He kicked the pieces of the phone under the car and stalked off into the dark reaches of the car park.

			Fuelled by adrenaline, she scrambled out of the car and ran after him. ‘Jackson!’ she yelled, her voice echoing off the concrete pillars.

			He stopped. Her breath was laboured, her voice untrustworthy, but she mustered as much malice as she could. ‘I won’t be the only one living with regrets, Jackson. Millionaire surfwear magnate? Your reputation won’t protect you. The media are going to spread your name all over the newspapers. Soon, people won’t think “creative genius” when they hear the name Jackson Plummer. They’ll only think one thing: “paedophile”.’

			Christina stumbled to the car to discover the keys had been in the ignition the whole time. She accelerated out of the car park. If she had a phone, she would have rung DS Rushmore, but since hers was in a thousand pieces, she chucked a right hand turn and started the two hour drive to Kitchener police station. At Bilpin, she finally stopped crying. 

			Anne Rushmore read Christina’s statement in silence. This was the first time Christina had been in the detective’s office. She wondered why there were no humanising touches: photos, a pot plant or a kid’s crayoned scribble. The detective pushed the statement to one side and helped herself to another cream-centred biscuit, offering the plate to Christina.

			‘Well I’ll say this, Christina,’ she said, leaning back in her chair, ‘I never thought I’d see the day you stood up to that man.’

			Christina touched the hard lump forming under the gash in her forehead. ‘I can’t believe he had the gall to front me like that.’

			The detective seemed less surprised. ‘Up until the arraignment, Jackson Plummer could tell himself that this matter would disappear.’

			Christina went to protest but the detective held up her hand ‘Yes, I know, I know but that doesn’t change the fact that this is a man who is used to getting his own way. Here he is, with the best lawyer money can buy, against a sixteen-year-old girl and her mother. One is hiding out at school, the other he has cut off all funds to knowing she has no financial means of her own. As in most of these matters, the crime has been perpetrated in private, so it’s his word against a child’s. His lawyer no doubt buoyed his hopes, reminding him that only a tiny proportion of cases make it to trial. So Jackson Plummer was convinced the case would never see daylight. Except that’s not what happened. Instead, in a couple of months he will face these charges. My guess is that today’s events in the car park are a direct result of Jackson Plummer’s lawyers convincing him that he is in strife.’

			The one in ten. DS Rushmore’s constant mantra. No wonder Jackson was shocked things had got this far. But his method of dealing with it? ‘How could he be so stupid?’

			‘Not stupid. Just good old-fashioned denial.’

			‘So what do we do now?’

			‘We’ll ask the magistrate for a tightening of his bail conditions. His side will probably offer an explanation to avoid more stringent conditions. My guess is that they’ll take an AVO out against you.’

			‘What? He attacked me! He should be locked up.’

			DS Rushmore folded her arms on the desk and pinned Christina with those eyes. ‘Every time he breaches bail, it goes on the record. What’s important is that when we go to trial, there’s history. Making threats and physically assaulting witnesses or victims is not behaviour judges take kindly to.’

			‘Isn’t that stating the bleeding obvious?’

			‘I think the fact that you refused to be intimidated will stop him trying such a stupid tactic again. That, and his lawyers reading him the riot act. My bet is that they’ll be able to keep him out of gaol for now but they know he has increasingly little wriggle room.’ The detective helped herself to another biscuit and chewed in silence. ‘It’s interesting he contacted you and not Bianca.’

			‘Are you are kidding? Mrs Hardcastle has Valley View secured tighter than Fort Knox.’

			‘That’s not what I meant.’ DS Rushmore picked up another biscuit but halfway to her mouth changed her mind and put it back on the plate. ‘In the beginning, Jackson used you to get to Bianca. All those years, he kept Bianca quiet by telling her she’d ruin your life if she spoke out. But now he’s blaming you for the criminal proceedings? He knows you’re nothing more than a witness. It makes no sense.’

			‘I don’t get your point.’

			‘If he honestly believed you were in control, he would have attacked Bianca. That way he’d be betting you’d drop the charges in order to protect her. But instead he hurt you.’

			The detective sighed and gave in to the urge for another biscuit.

			‘Because threatening me was his way of sending a message to Bianca?’

			‘Yes.’

			In a convoluted way, it made sense.

			‘I think you should stay with a friend until after the trial. You’re too isolated out there in the middle of the bush.’

			‘But he doesn’t know where I am.’

			The detective frowned. ‘Christina, he turned up at your local shopping centre. Of course he knows where you live. I told you right from the beginning that Jackson was a volatile man and you said he’d never been violent.’

			Christina blushed. She had, hadn’t she? She shook her head. It was unbelievable how dumb she’d been. 

			‘I can’t afford for you to be hurt weeks out from the trial. How would we explain that to Bianca? Let alone the consequences for the prosecution’s case.’

			‘I guess so.’ Although moving again was a complication Christina didn’t need. ‘I’ll ask Della,’ she said, gathering her keys and automatically feeling for her dead phone. Christina couldn’t afford to replace it, she could ill afford not to. ‘Well, thanks, DS Rushmore,’ she said at the door.

			The detective smiled. ‘It’ll be okay. These things have a way of working themselves out. One step at a time.’

			Christina wasn’t convinced.

		

	
		
			chapter twenty-eight

			Two Days Till Christmas

			She opens the door and there stands Della, arms open and rushing to fold them around her.

			‘Merry Christmas, darling!’ she gushes, examining Christina for reassuring signs. ‘You’ve lost weight,’ Della announces, before turning to yell at Tony to hurry up.

			Tony raises his arm, letting Della know he’s heard. Izzy and Tom struggle up the drive, each holding one handle of a large canvas bag. They collapse on the bottom step, ignoring the honking geese nudging at their heels.

			Rosa hobbles up behind the geese, clapping her hands and yelling in Italian.

			‘Mama, I told you to rest,’ Christina admonishes. ‘We can manage this ourselves.’

			Yesterday Rosa slipped on the way back from the chook yard and twisted her ankle. She insisted her mother rest on the couch with the swollen ankle iced and elevated, but Rosa was old school. Declaring it was better to be mobile, she was back on her feet an hour later.

			‘Hello Rosa, how are you?’ Della coos, kissing Rosa’s cheeks three times. ‘Everyone’s hot and bothered. Can I trouble you for some water?’

			Rosa beams and hauls herself up the stairs. Christina can see the pain in every step. There is no way Rosa can manage a heavy tray, so before she reaches the screen door, she says, ‘Stay here in the shade. I’ll bring out a jug of something cold.’

			The children collapse on the verandah, their legs weighed down by shiny new runners. Della holds an arm out to Rosa and helps her over to the wicker chairs. She plumps and positions the cushions behind Rosa’s back and puts one on the footstool, lifting Rosa’s foot to rest on it. Christina sees this through the kitchen window and knows that if she attempted such tender ministrations, she’d get a smack on the wrist.

			It is a relief to be in the cool darkness of the kitchen. As familiar as these people are, their invasion into their quiet rhythms is unsettling. Rosa might have been too ambitious inviting them to stay at the house. Perhaps they should have booked in at the motel in town or driven down from Launceston for the day. And Mary-Lou and her brood are still to come. So much noise and bustle, neither Christina nor Rosa are used to entertaining on such a grand scale. It’s a large task to manage, especially now Rosa’s twisted her ankle. These thoughts rush and crowd Christina as she lays out a tray of glasses and she bursts into tears.

			Rosa warned her that she had no idea whether Bianca would come with Della but Christina had convinced herself that this was the planned surprise. Arriving in Sydney, Bianca would go straight to Della’s place, catching up with their oldest friends before coming home. The car that brought them here is jammed with baggage and mountains of gifts wrapped in festive paper. There is no Bianca.

			‘Do you need help with anything, darling?’ Della appears at the kitchen door, startling her.

			Christina drags a sleeve across her eyes. ‘I, ah, I was wondering whether the kids might prefer a soft drink or some iced tea?’

			Della laughs, ‘Well anything with zero calories is fine by Izzy, which reminds me, Tony’s brought a case of Peroni and champagne, real champagne. Let’s ditch the whole soft drink thing and go straight for the hard stuff. What do you think?’ Della takes over, swapping highball glasses for champagne flutes. She says nothing of Christina’s tears.

			‘Mama doesn’t drink champagne, it gives her reflux,’ Christina begins.

			‘It’s Christmas, darling, everybody drinks champagne at Christmas, except for my father who only drinks ouzo or red wine. But he’s a stubborn old man who thinks he is still back on Mykonos.’ She taps her temple with a finger.

			Rosa drinks the champagne. Forever contrary, she follows the first glass with another. Christina puts together an antipasto plate to absorb the alcohol, listening behind the obscurity of the lace curtains to her mother flirt with Tony and answer with delight when Della asks all the right questions about the poultry and the garden.

			Apart from cases of wine and beer, Della and Tony have also brought crayfish and slabs of King Island steaks that Tony barbecues as the sun droops in the summer sky. Rosa supervises Izzy and Tom as they collect tomatoes and rocket, basil and mint. Christina is flustered, unused to so many pairs of helping hands. She brings a canteen of cutlery to the outside table then hovers beside Tony, unsure what to do.

			Della stands on the verandah holding a bottle of pinot noir. ‘Come and sit down,’ she insists, patting the vacant chair next to her. ‘Everything is under control.’

			Christina drops into the chair, accepts the proffered glass of pinot.

			‘You seem sad, darling,’ Della says behind the veiling dusk.

			Christina twirls her glass, studies the rich red of the wine. There are so many absences in her life. She imagines these physical holes inside her, hollowed-out places where love once resided. She can’t bear to think of them and instead deflects Della.

			‘Sarah Plummer came to visit.’

			‘What? Here?’ A spilt drop of wine spreads across Della’s capri pants. She pours mineral water on it and holds the fabric away from her thigh.

			‘Yes. Here. Turned up in a hire car and wanted to speak to me.’

			‘About what?’ Della’s eyes shine in the growing darkness, round with the possibility of gossip.

			‘I’m not sure.’ Christina smacks at a mosquito. She should light a coil. ‘She has breast cancer.’

			Della shrugs. Perhaps it is a bit harsh but then Della has always been an eye for an eye kind of girl.

			‘I’m guessing she still lives in Sydney somewhere, but –’

			Della leaps in, ‘Well not in the house you dollied up for them, darling. Did you know she put it on the market straight after the trial?’

			Christina has no room to feel anything about the house at Forty Baskets. It is too long ago and it was never a part of her the way Bartholomews Run was.

			Della carries on in an appalled tone, ‘There she is on page three of the real estate liftout with the three kids gathered around her, all of them looking like an ad for a dental practice. When I read the story I couldn’t believe it.’ Della raises her eyebrows. ‘No loyalty lost there then. I reckon she made a premium of at least six hundred thou. Not that she needed the money but you get my drift.’

			Christina ignores her insensitivity; she knows that’s not what Della means. Having an investment banker for a husband has allowed her to leverage the couple into a substantial property portfolio. Della devours the property pages the way most women read glossy magazines.

			‘My point is,’ Christina interjects, ‘Tasmania is a long way to come for no good reason.’

			‘Exactly.’ Della slops more wine into her glass. ‘She’s got cancer so she’s had a come-to-Jesus moment and decides to fly down here and say sorry.’

			‘She didn’t apologise for anything, Della.’

			‘Well she should have. There’s no way you can tell me she didn’t know what he was like.’ Fuelled on red wine and indignation, Della points a finger at her, ‘How dare she turn up in court and defend him.’

			Christina shrugs, ‘I don’t think she did know. Their son Josh tried to hang himself, after the trial.’

			‘No, really?’

			‘Apparently he kept diaries. Sarah found them. Can you imagine what that must be like? Reading about what’s happening to your child in his own words.’ Christina shudders.

			‘Are you for real?’ Della is looking at Christina as if she has lost her marbles. ‘You do know what that feels like. Newsflash, this is your life, CC.’

			Christina shakes her head. Thinks of the transcript gathering dust on her chest of drawers. ‘Not really. Bianca refused to give me any details. I was only allowed in court to give my testimony. I never heard hers.’

			Della splashes more wine in their glasses. ‘You never read the transcript?’

			Christina runs her finger around the rim of the wineglass. ‘I can’t see how that would help. Or maybe I’m just scared that knowing everything will, I don’t know, make it impossible to find a reason to face each day.’

			She sips her wine, feeling the peppery aftertaste burn the back of her throat. ‘Do you think she might be dying?’

			‘Did she look like she was?’

			‘Yes. No. What does someone who’s dying look like?’ She begins crying, great heaving sobs fuelled on a disastrous combination of wine and exhaustion.

			Della crouches in front of her, rubbing her thigh. ‘It’s okay, darling. Let it out. Let it all out.’

			Tony comes towards them carrying a platter of steaks and half a bottle of Peroni. Della shoos him away. ‘Go help the kids,’ she whispers.

			Searching her pockets, Della passes Christina a tissue. Soaking up her grief, she looks to where Della crouches at her feet and voices the thought that has occupied her the whole time they’ve been talking. ‘Why hasn’t Bianca come home?’

			It’s just them and the cicadas. Rosa is in the kitchen, telling the kids how to make a proper salad, chatting to Tony on the side. Across the valley is the reassuring wink of house lights. A dog is barking, probably chasing a fox.

			Della passes her a dry tissue. ‘She will.’

			Christina snorts. ‘You’re as bad as Mama. You’re all convinced Bianca is coming home but Christmas is only two days away. She’s running out of time, unless she’s planning to crash Christmas lunch.’ Her laugh is shrill.

			Della leans back against the weatherboard. ‘She’ll come, CC, because in her heart she knows she has to. Bee left in such a rush. We all understood that she couldn’t wait to escape. Costa Rica was the only way she could leave without looking like she was abandoning you. She needed breathing space, CC. You both did.’

			‘You think so?’

			Della squeezes her thigh. ‘I know so.’

			Tony’s head appears out the kitchen window. ‘Sorry to interrupt. Rosa wants to know if you want bread with dinner.’

			They agree to bread and Tony makes a show of snapping the window shut to prove he’s not eavesdropping.

			‘Jackson’s appeal is soon, isn’t it?’ Della says.

			Christina nods. ‘But Bianca doesn’t know that.’

			For a while neither of them speaks. From inside comes laughter. The others have started eating without them. Christina is grateful for their tact.

			‘This thing with Josh, can it be used in the appeal? Further evidence, that kind of thing.’

			Christina feels a rush of love for Della. For her best friend, the word no only means she has to find another way to yes. If only she was more like her. ‘It’s not admissible. If Josh did decide to press charges, that would be a whole new case.’

			‘But the diaries must improve his odds immensely. If Jackson got more gaol time then both Josh and Bianca could live their lives without his release hanging over their heads. Surely that would be the argument for yes?’

			It occurs to Christina that maybe that’s what Sarah intended. To come here and tell her face to face that she had been wrong about Jackson and wrong to support him. Of course, that’s not as good as Josh pressing charges and Sarah, like Christina, cannot do it for him. Bianca’s words come back to her. ‘I just want to be believed.’ That was the most important outcome of the trial for Bianca. And she was right. When all is said and done, that is what it comes down to. To be the victim of a crime where there are no witnesses, where it is her word against another, a child versus a grown man, all that really counts is to be believed.

		

	
		
			chapter twenty-nine

			At last, nine months after Jackson was first arrested, came their day in court. Bianca arrived from Valley View the night before. It was the first time Christina had seen her in over a month. Christina was sure she had grown a little, she looked physically well but her eyes revealed the fragility within. At least staying at Della’s meant Izzy proved a wonderful distraction from dwelling on the eight weeks the judge had set aside for the trial looming ahead of them.

			On the opening day of the trial, Christina and Bianca caught the ferry across the harbour and the train up from Circular Quay. As they crossed Hyde Park, their destination came into view. There was a light drizzle and pedestrians sheltered under their umbrellas. Christina didn’t have one but Bianca had borrowed one from Izzy and shared it with her mother. As they waited for the lights to change, Christina peered up at Downing Centre Local Court. From the street it looked like a fairytale castle with its slated turrets, white glazed bricks and golden trim draped around windows and under eaves like tinsel. Tilting her head back, she read the scroll of plaques announcing Hosiery, Corsets, Gloves and Costumes: a reminder that the ornate and gilded building began its life as a department store in an era when shopping was an occasion.

			They crossed the road and joined a stream of people pouring in through the glass doors and across the elegant terrazzo floors. At the elevators, the queue was three deep. When their turn came, they crammed into the small car. Christina’s bare arms rubbed against the fine woollen suits of lawyers who moaned about their workloads and shared jokes about the misery of their clients. Trapped, she stared dead ahead and pretended not to listen. Bianca studied her shoes.

			The doors opened, disgorging them into a vast room. Harassed court administrators crisscrossed the floor, dashing around lawyers and clients huddled in pre-trial conferences. Rows of seating were bolted to the floor outside the courtrooms, reminding Christina of an airport lounge, except the faces of those sitting there were not bright with the prospect of holidays but pinched and sallow with waiting.

			She spotted Anne Rushmore waving at them from across the floor and waved back.

			It was quiet outside courtroom number 4. By Anne’s side sat Jocelyn, Bianca’s counsellor. Jocelyn untangled herself from the chair and stretched out the kinks. Unlike Christina and Bianca, who had dressed up for court, Jocelyn wore her usual cardigan and harem pants.

			‘Hey, Ms Clemente, how are you?’ Jocelyn’s face was soft with sympathy. ‘I’ve brought hot chocolates and some magazines.’ She indicated the cardboard tray on the table. Turning to Bianca, she tilted her head, ‘Do you want to go to the waiting room now or hang here with your mum for a bit?’

			Bianca slipped her phone in her pocket and picked up one of the hot chocolates. Christina saw how her shoulders relaxed at the offer of an escape and felt the familiar stab of rejection.

			‘Bee?’ Christina asked. She knew their time together was limited but she needed a few moments . . . to what? Offer words of support, hug her frail child, anything but this.

			Buttoning her jacket, Bianca twisted away.

			‘Sweetheart?’ Christina begged, offering her hand, hoping Bianca would take it.

			Bianca dragged her eyes from the carpet to the row of chairs but raised them no further. Christina’s hand dropped to her side. Bianca’s reaction filled Christina with an unshakeable sense that her role was reduced to that of an unavoidable attachment. Words tumbled and turned inside her but failed to surface. ‘It will be okay,’ was all she managed.

			Bianca walked off with Jocelyn, leaving Christina stranded. Left there by a legal system that judged Christina unfit to protect and comfort her child in her time of greatest need because when she’d had that opportunity she’d failed. Christina recalled the shocking words of an officer of the DPP, who had put it in blunt terms: ‘Where and how Bianca spends her time waiting to take the stand is not information you need to know.’ But she did need to know. She needed to be able to place Bianca in a room somewhere in this building, assured that she was safe. The law declared that it would protect Bianca and pursue justice on her behalf. But the reality was that when Bianca stood in front of the judge and jury, facing Jackson Plummer, it would be Jocelyn by her side, not Christina.

			She sank into the nearest chair, nursing her uselessness. A discarded newspaper lay on the seat next to her. Someone had attempted a few clues of the crossword but had made little progress. One of the answers was wrong. ‘Not a nut but a legume’ was peanut not walnut. She dug for a pen in her bag and corrected the squares, determined to find distraction in solving the puzzle.

			As the hour of ten crept closer, the day expanded with purpose. The chairs outside the courtrooms filled and the air became dense with urgent chatter. Now and then Christina raised her head and peered in the direction of a voice she thought she recognised. Her anxiety grew with the passing minutes. Della had insisted on bringing Rosa and Massimo and, today of all days, she was late. She dared not go looking for them as occupying this chair was her only way of reserving a seat for her parents. She crossed her legs and tried to ignore her urgent need for the bathroom.

			A voice rang out above the hubbub. Christina raised her eyes. No lawyers, no family. He crossed the floor as if he were here for a board meeting rather than the fight of his life. Jackson had seen her, she knew he had. He even wore the trademark lopsided grin that had once made her heart melt but now made it clench in revulsion. She had not seen him since that day in the underground car park and he was walking straight towards her.

			Her mind seesawed between two terrifying possibilities. Either he intended talking to her or he was planning to attack her again. A sideways glance proved he had drawn no one else’s attention. She was on her own. Flicking the lid off the top of the biro, Christina unsheathed her only immediate weapon. A voice within her said, ‘The eyes! Go for the eyes.’ As he loomed larger in her vision, she saw the crisp line of his pin-striped trousers and the pale sheen of anklebone above the fine silk socks. Willing herself to have the nerve to follow through, she gripped the pen tighter. But Jackson kept walking right past her. Sinking into the chair, she turned and followed his retreating back.

			Shock held her gaze. Made her see Jackson fold his ex-wife into the warmth of his embrace, holding her for long seconds, murmuring as he tucked her hair behind her ear. When he took Sarah’s hand and they crossed the floor to greet his legal team, he rubbed the inside of her wrist with his thumb. There was the familiar shake of hands amongst the four, the false bonhomie of the barrister, David Kent, his jowls wobbling as he laughed at his own joke. David Kent, the barrister famous for his impressive track record of getting clients off.

			There was a sharp pain in the soft web of skin between her finger and thumb. Christina stifled a cry. Her blistering skin had peeled back and bled. Rummaging in her bag, she found a tissue and pressed it to the spot. As she fussed with repairing her hand, the clanging of the warning bell signalled the time had arrived.

			She saw Jamie emerge from the crowd. After the phone call to her parents, Christina had thought she was ready to tell Jamie. She knew how he’d react and had steeled herself for it before she dialled his number. Even though she stuck to the most basic of facts, Jamie went nuts. 

			‘Five years, Christina. How the hell could you have not noticed that prick was molesting our daughter for five fucking years?’

			Christina absorbed his anger. She could count on one hand the number of times Jamie had bothered to come and see Bianca since they moved to Bartholomews Run. That he too never noticed something was wrong.

			He called her stupid, selfish, told her she should be in gaol for what she’d done to Bianca. All that she could endure but then he said, ‘When I took Bee on the back of my motorbike, you accused me of criminal negligence. Well what’s this then, Christina? You tied her to the fucking railway tracks and waited for the train to come.’

			After his outburst on the phone, Christina was pleased Jamie made no effort to kiss her cheek hello or acknowledge her presence in any way. Truth be told, she felt the same way about him.

			Rosa crossed the floor leaning on Della’s arm. She was dressed in a funereal black skirt, blouse and cardigan. Over her arm, she carried a large tapestry bag with wooden handles. At her side slouched Massimo in brown corduroys and an old jacket. He wore a thin white shirt buttoned at the collar that pressed the folds of his neck into deep crevices.

			‘Papa. Mama.’ Christina embraced them. Her once strong father felt broken in her arms. He was too ill to be at the trial but on this opening day none of them appreciated how brutal this battle was about to become.

			Behind Katie Sommers trailed her assistant and a legal clerk towing a trolley of paperwork. Christina stood, welcoming the opportunity to grab a quick word with the prosecutor before proceedings commenced. But Katie Sommers did not break stride, throwing the comment, ‘We’re as ready as we’ll ever be’ behind her as she barrelled into court.

			Jackson lingered in the foyer. He kissed Sarah’s cheek and, following the heraldic flourish of legal gowns, sauntered into court. On his way, he offered a congenial smile to the media contingent filing in with him. Everything about him said he was entering court as a free man should, via the front door. Long after the wooden doors had closed, Christina continued staring, as if by studying the grain of timber she could divine the events unfolding on the other side.

			‘You may as well grab a seat, Christina.’ Anne Rushmore appeared at her shoulder, holding a tray of coffees. ‘We’ll be here a while.’

			An hour ticked by in slow motion. Anne Rushmore explained that the first day or two were given over to legal process and the jury selection and empanelment.

			‘Then what happens?’ Christina asked.

			‘The legal warnings. In short, because there are no witnesses to the crime, the jury must scrutinise Bianca’s evidence with great care before they consider a guilty verdict. The judge will advise them that it is dangerous to convict someone on uncorroborated evidence, especially when so much time has passed. And the jury has to assess whether they believe the victim’s reasons for waiting so long before telling anybody.’

			Christina’s heart sank. All those months ago when she had urged Bianca to run away, that she didn’t need to press charges, Bianca could not have known where this path would take her and how hard it would be. The thought that it might all be for nothing crushed Christina. ‘I thought Jackson was on trial, not Bianca.’

			‘He is but in our legal system all defendants are innocent until proven guilty and his right to a fair trial is enshrined in law.’

			Anne Rushmore extracted a tub of lip balm from her handbag and smeared some on her lips. She offered Christina the tube and when she said no, Anne threw it back in her bag.

			‘You told me that the psychological research says it’s normal for children not to disclose. So first Bianca is punished for not telling me at the time and then she’s punished again because the law says the lapse in time is suspicious. No wonder Jackson’s so cocky.’

			Another hour slid by. Christina stared at the crossword puzzle until the boxes blurred. Jamie bristled opposite, rubbing his knuckles smooth inside the palm of his fist. Rosa stared at her hands folded in her lap. Massimo stared at the floor. All out here because the judge had ordered the case be heard in a closed court. Anne Rushmore had retrieved a two-dollar romance called Love Strikes Twice and devoured it at almost the same pace as the packet of jersey caramels in her bag.

			The clock marked the coming of another hour and Jamie sprang to his feet, saying, ‘I need some air.’

			An hour later the doors opened and for an instant Christina’s hopes lifted, but the legal arguments continued. The afternoon rolled by, punctuated by the computerised gunfire from Jamie’s iPhone and Anne Rushmore’s chewing. Christina’s hopes sank into the grey carpet.

			The following morning they went through the same routine. Jocelyn met them with hot chocolates, although today she had brought a pack of cards and travel Scrabble with her. Christina watched Bianca walk away until she disappeared around a corner, both silenced by emotions words were inadequate to express.

			Jackson swaggered into the foyer moments before the bell, accompanied by Sarah and his children, still buoyed by his belief in his inevitable victory. After court yesterday, Christina had bought a women’s magazine with one of those colossal crosswords at the back. As Jackson passed, she pretended to be engrossed in finding solutions but it was impossible to miss the elevated chatter of Simon and Ashleigh as they mused aloud about the farcical nature of the case and their father’s certain success. Josh kept his own counsel. As Sarah passed she hissed, ‘Lying bitch’ loud enough for Christina to hear.

			Once the courtrooms absorbed the day’s cases, everyone else settled into waiting. Jamie had brought a stack of music magazines, Rosa resumed frowning at her lap, Massimo’s head slumped to his chest and Anne read a well-thumbed Georgette Heyer. Christina sipped coffee and worked on the giant crossword. She avoided catching Jamie’s eye. She’d heard enough about how he was going to make that smug bastard pay when this was all over. Deciphering crossword clues was far less traumatic.

			Fifteen minutes into the morning session, the wooden doors sprung open and in ones and twos, the media straggled out.

			Anne shifted in her seat. ‘Looks like we’re on.’

			‘Really?’

			‘Ah-ha. If the media are coming out, Bianca must be about to take the stand.’

			Christina tried to see inside the court but the doors closed as swiftly as they had opened. She scratched the back of her knee, reliving the anxiety she had felt when Bianca announced she intended to give her evidence in person.

			‘Don’t do it,’ Christina had begged.

			‘I have to, Mum.’ Bianca had been calm and determined.

			‘Make her do it on CCTV,’ Christina had pleaded with Katie Sommers.

			‘I wouldn’t recommend this if Bianca wasn’t over sixteen. You have to understand, it’s about more than Bianca’s word against the accused. There will be twelve jurors in there, ordinary men and women, each with their own set of biases and stereotypes. You’d be amazed how many people will believe she wanted a sexual relationship with her stepfather.’

			Christina had flinched. She’d heard this before. How jurors, even judges and lawyers, questioned why a child kept their abuse secret for so long, could remain living under the same roof as the person who hurt them and not say a word. Jocelyn called it child abuse accommodation syndrome. A fancy title to explain how children coped with the years of emotional and physical terror at the hands of someone they were supposed to be able to trust.

			‘Taking the stand will go a long way to making Bianca’s version the right version,’ Katie Sommers had said.

			‘And if she falls to pieces?’

			The prosecutor hadn’t even blinked. ‘We’ll probably lose the case.’

			Bianca had stood up, tall and defiant. ‘I’m not hiding from him. I want him to look me in the eye and say I’m lying.’

			Christina had reeled from Bianca’s cold confidence. She’d been warned Bianca might fall apart after her confession and to watch out for signs of post-traumatic stress disorder so common in victims of sexual assault. But telling her story seemed to have had the opposite effect on Bianca. After the initial shock of the first few days, Bianca had become calm, focused. Somehow, through genes or circumstance, Bianca had developed a tough inner core.

			Now the moment had arrived where the gamble must be played out. Behind these doors Bianca sat in the witness box, metres away from Jackson, flanked by the jury on one side, the judge on the other and the teams of lawyers forging the front line. All bar Bianca were seasoned players who knew the rules of engagement and where advantage could be found. Her word against his.

			Christina closed her eyes. It might as well be Bianca on trial. And locked outside the courtroom, there was nothing she could do to help.

			‘What do you think’s going on in there?’ Jamie flicked his head in the direction of the court.

			She expected Anne to answer him, but when she remained silent Christina said, ‘First they play the tapes of Bianca’s interviews with the police and then Katie Sommers will ask some follow-up questions.’

			‘Sounds straightforward.’

			At lunchtime the doors swung open. Christina rushed over but the court was just a bland space of pale pine and grey carpet. The room was empty, Bianca had disappeared.

			‘You must eat,’ Rosa commanded at her side. Anne told her to go, so she followed her mother downstairs.

			She returned an hour later, the sandwich a doughy lump in her stomach. When Anne joined her, she smelled salmon and raw onion on the detective’s breath.

			‘Katie Sommers says Bianca did well,’ Anne said.

			‘Oh good,’ relieved as if Bianca had answered every question right in an exam.

			‘The real test will be how she stands up to David Kent’s cross-examination.’

			An officer for the DPP had run Bianca through every scenario and dirty tactic he knew. But practising in an office high above the city was no preparation for taking the witness stand and having every word scrutinised and dissected. David Kent had no interest in who was telling the truth. His job was to secure Jackson’s freedom. From the little she had seen of him, Christina did not believe David Kent was a man of much mercy.

			Christina strained to hear a hint of what was happening on the other side of the thick timber doors. She eavesdropped on the smattered dialogue of the journalists for clues as to David Kent’s plan of attack. Formed and rejected lines of questioning to weasel information out of Anne Rushmore post lunch with Katie Sommers. She looked at the crossword on her lap. She had been colouring in the squares, undoing a morning’s work.

			The doors flung open and several journalists rushed over, eager for snippets.

			‘They’ve played the tape again,’ Anne said without looking up from her novel.

			‘How do you know?’

			‘David Kent does this all the time.’

			‘Does what?’

			‘Plays the tape again and again, supposedly so the jury have a full understanding of the police interview.’

			‘But?’

			‘He’s using aversion therapy. Play it often enough and the jury get over their shock and distress at hearing the details of the abuse and become bored and distracted.’

			‘And that’s fair?’

			Anne shrugged. ‘It’s legal.’

			The following day David Kent played the tape twice more. By Christina’s calculation, the jury had been listening to Bianca for twelve hours. A whole room of strangers privy to a young girl’s distress as she recounted events that were humiliating, embarrassing and revolting to her. Jackson had listened too, whilst Bianca sat metres away. And in some surreal play, Bianca watched everyone listening to her.

			At day’s end, Christina stood at the elevators. The arrows lit up, people brushed past her on their way out of the building and into the real world. She willed the metal doors to open and deliver Bianca. When at last they did, Jocelyn had her arm threaded through Bianca’s and mouthed the words, ‘Rough day,’ at Christina.

			Jamie barrelled over and hugged Bianca. ‘Gumdrop. How are you, little mate?’

			‘I’ve seen that stupid tape so many times. I can’t believe he made me watch it again,’ Bianca burst out.

			Christina hesitated before saying, ‘That must have been upsetting,’ an understatement if ever there was one but all words were woefully inadequate.

			Bianca shook her head, irritated by the misunderstanding. ‘No! I mean, apart from the fact I look terrible and my eyes are all swollen from crying and stuff. I can’t believe I was sixteen. I looked so much younger then.’

			Christina had no answer to such a response. As if they were talking about photos from Bianca’s Year 10 formal.

			‘I mean, what’s the point of showing it to the jury a gazillion times? All it proves is what a sicko he was doing all those things to me. I can’t see how it helps him win the case.’ She switched on her mobile and logged into the outside world.

			Jamie nodded in a show of solidarity.

			Christina trod with caution. ‘Maybe the barrister kept you on the stand to rattle you.’

			Bianca scrolled through her messages, not bothering to look up. ‘Yeah well it worked.’

			‘If it’s too much . . .’

			Bianca spoke as she texted, ‘I’m not doing this on CCTV in some remote location where I have no control over what’s going on. I have to be in that room.’

			Christina surrendered. ‘Okay, okay.’ She sighed, ‘But tomorrow, when the barrister starts his cross-examination, he’s going to try to wrong-foot you.’

			‘I know, Mum. Katie’s told me, Jocelyn’s told me. I know to expect the worst.’

			As the courtroom doors locked, Christina feared David Kent would start day four with another run of the tape, but word came out that the barrister had begun his cross-examination. Christina’s first reaction was relief until she saw the pinched furious face of Katie Sommers rush past her at the morning break. Anne Rushmore registered it, sighed and returned to Caribbean Romance.

			At lunchtime Jackson emerged with a satisfied expression and a relaxed legal team. Christina squeezed her eyes shut. Whatever was happening in the courtroom was not going Bianca’s way. When the afternoon session commenced she found out why.

			‘Kent’s making Bianca go over each of the incidents on the tape.’

			She didn’t understand what Anne Rushmore meant.

			‘He’s questioning every nuance of her behaviour: gestures, tone of voice.’

			‘What the hell for?’ Jamie attacked the detective. Without thinking, Christina laid a hand on his arm. Jamie shook her off.

			‘Little by little, Kent is chipping away at her, hoping she’ll contradict herself or inadvertently blurt out information he can use against her. He needs something he can use to get Jackson off.’

			‘And the judge lets him do that?’ Jamie said.

			‘As long as the defence stays within the accepted boundaries of the law, most judges allow quite a rigorous cross-examination of the witness.’

			‘She’s only a child. How can that be fair?’ said Christina.

			Anne Rushmore gazed at her with those impenetrable eyes and said, ‘I never said it was fair. And she chose to be there.’

			And she would not have been there at all were it not for Christina. It was her fault. Charged with giving her child safe passage to adulthood, she had failed. These thoughts crushed the air out of her. Christina’s failures as a parent, her neglect, would burden Bianca for life; this was not a sore tooth that could be removed and then the pain would be gone. What was happening in the courtroom would become part of who Bianca was. Christina had made it so.

			The afternoon passed in slow seconds. At one point the door opened and Christina swore she heard Bianca cry out, ‘No!’ She ran to the toilets to hide her tears.

			The following day David Kent ratcheted up his attack. Again he made Bianca go through each and every incident in excruciating detail – not once but twice. In the lunch break Christina rang Bianca’s mobile, desperate to speak to her, but it was switched off. She tried Jocelyn’s with the same result.

			The situation deteriorated as the afternoon wore on. The breaks came every twenty minutes. Each time the doors opened, she heard Bianca sobbing.

			‘He’s pulling her to pieces.’ Impotence and outrage boiled inside her.

			‘You have to understand this is a deliberate ploy,’ Anne soothed.

			Jamie snorted.

			Anne ignored him. It was Christina she spoke to. ‘He’s pressuring her to crack. If she refuses to continue, the trial will be aborted. It’s as good as a not guilty verdict.’

			‘No, no, no. He can’t do that to her. She’s waited nine months for this.’ The words spilled from Christina’s mouth.

			Rosa raised her head and frowned. ‘She won’t crack.’

			‘How do you know, Mama?’ Christina could not keep the hope from rising.

			‘You don’t set out to climb a mountain and decide halfway you’ve changed your mind,’ Massimo said, smiling at his wife.

			Rosa patted his hand, nodding. ‘Si. Have faith in her, Tina. You can give her that.’

			Faith, a strange word from her godless mother. Saving Bianca would take a much bigger miracle. Christina pointed towards the courtroom. ‘David Kent knows Jackson is guilty. He doesn’t care if he humiliates and degrades Bianca as long as he gets his client off. That is not justice.’

			Anne Rushmore closed her book. ‘This is about the law, Christina. If you get justice as well, then that’s the icing on the cake.’

			Christina searched Anne’s face. She couldn’t tell whether cynicism or resignation was behind that comment. ‘So what’s the point?’

			‘Jackson’s right to a fair trial is at the very heart of our legal system.’

			‘And what about Bianca’s rights? What’s the law’s view on that?’

			Anne looked over Christina’s shoulder. ‘Looks like we’ve finished for the day.’

			Bianca crossed the almost empty foyer, angrily smacking gum. ‘He kept telling me I was lying,’ she said, digging in her handbag for her phone. ‘He tried to make out I’m some sort of skank.’ Her voice rose. ‘Like I was somehow responsible for what Jackson did to me.’

			Christina boxed her own anger away for later. Faith, her mother said; how was faith going to fix this? ‘Sweetheart, you know he is being paid to paint you in a bad light.’

			Bianca tipped her handbag upside down, scattering the contents over the carpet. She swooped on her phone. ‘But I’m telling the truth.’

			Christina knelt beside her, handing her a lip gloss and a floral tampon packet. ‘I know you are, sweetheart. We all do.’

			This close, she could see the swell of Bianca’s lips where her teeth had broken the skin. How Christina wished that right now she could fold her daughter in her arms and absorb all this anger and pain.

			Bianca finished shoving her belongings back into her handbag. She looked up at Christina, her eyes brimming with hot tears. ‘Why don’t they believe me, Mum?’

			Have faith. ‘We believe you, sweetheart.’

			Bianca sagged on her haunches. ‘He’s not going to do this again tomorrow, is he?’

			Christina held out her hand and helped Bianca to her feet. She kept hold of her, Bianca’s cool fingers cocooned in hers. ‘I’m sure the worst of it’s over, sweetheart. Tomorrow you’ll be finished on the stand.’ Knowing as the words leave her lips that it may be nothing more than wishful thinking.

			But David Kent was far from finished. He began the day by making Bianca go over her testimony for a third time. Christina only found out later the details of what happened next. All she knew at the time was that a break was called and a staff member rushed into the court carrying a bucket and cloth. Bianca had vomited in the witness box.

			She demanded Anne Rushmore take her to Bianca but that was not permitted. Christina hated the way her role had been reduced, shrunk like wool in a hot wash. She felt useless, even her role as a witness was not central to the case. She was peripheral to parenthood. She remembered an officer of the court saying, ‘You don’t own your children, you just look after them.’ Never had the truth of this statement been so clear.

			Bianca had already been on the stand a total of twenty hours. It was her fifth day, her fifth day of thinking on her feet, trying to make sure she stayed faithful to her testimony, alert to the underhand tactics of the defence that sought to prove her evidence was fatally flawed and thus secure Jackson’s freedom. Five days of hypervigilance, five days of being called a liar, a fabricator, Lolita-like in her desire to entrap an innocent older man. Bianca, a seventeen-year-old child, abused by an adversarial legal system that allowed the bullying of children. It was not enough that she had been raped and emotionally abused in her own home for six years. Now that Bianca was seeking justice, the law was designed to doubt and deride her every word.

			‘Someone has to make this stop,’ Christina begged.

			Anne Rushmore shook her head. ‘It’s up to the judge.’

			‘Then why isn’t he doing anything? I thought the defence was not allowed to harass her.’

			Anne returned to her book.

			Christina counted six more breaks. At the last an officer of the court asked if she by any chance had brought spare clothes for Bianca. Bewildered, she said no.

			Rosa reached into her bag and brought out a thick roll of notes. ‘Go buy her something, Tina.’

			Christina ran through the city streets, dodging and weaving the three blocks from Liverpool to Pitt Street, unaware that David Kent had finished with Bianca. As she burst through the doors of David Jones and tried to remember what floor women’s wear was on, Katie Sommers was introducing the contents of Jackson’s desk into evidence. The images the police had found were being played on a large screen and they were enough to show that David Kent’s cavalier treatment of Bianca, in front of judge and jury, had been a tactical error.

			Christina returned to the court to find Anne Rushmore pacing outside with her mobile phone pinned to her ear. ‘How do I get these to Bianca?’ Christina interrupted her. The detective put a finger to her lips, saying to the person on the other end, ‘Yes, the judge has just ordered it.’

			She smiled at Christina, a big confident smile. Christina turned and realised that no one else was here. Her mother and father, Jamie, Della were not in their seats. She frowned at the detective. Anne Rushmore finished her call with, ‘He’s called recess until tomorrow morning at ten.’

			It wasn’t the end of the court case, although it was certainly and unmistakably the turning point. Christina had known none of this at the time. As a corroborating witness, she could not be told what had gone on behind closed doors that day. She gave her own testimony in a later session and failed to recall a single word she said once she left the stand. How had Bianca withstood the onslaught for days? But she would never forget the pictures. 

			She knew the forensic IT team had gone through the contents of all the computers and broken into the secret drawer in Jackson’s desk. There were photographs of young children in his apartment in Hanoi. Videos and other images of child pornography, though thank goodness, none of Bianca. What had happened to her was bad enough without thinking about her image being shared across the globe by thousands of men like Jackson.

			David Kent tried to recover by claiming Bianca could not have been sexually assaulted as she exhibited no clear symptoms classic to child sexual assault victims, namely PTSD. But in Justice Grainger’s closing directions he said, ‘Just as soldiers in the theatre of war who experience death, torture, fear and deprivation do not all go on to develop post-traumatic stress disorder as a consequence, it is also true that not all child sexual abuse victims exhibit “appropriate” signs of abuse. There is no gold standard of psychological symptoms specific to sexual abuse. There is no one set of symptoms or behaviours displayed by all sexually abused children. Depending upon the individual child, and their age and circumstances, some exhibit a high number of symptoms whereas others exhibit none at all.’

			For all they had been through, the years of abuse, the nine months of legal process, perhaps it was the judge’s final instructions to the jury that made the difference in the end. Of course, they would never know what had gone on inside the heads of twelve strangers, nor why they decided that Bianca’s word had more veracity than Jackson’s, but as far as a summation of the case went, Christina could not have said it better.

			Justice Grainger concluded by saying, ‘The experience of the law confirms that complaints are often not made directly after the sexual assault, especially in the case of children. The prosecutor in her address to you has put forth an argument that the complainant was young, confused, had feelings of guilt about the acts and felt compelled to protect her mother’s interests. It has been said that the defendant used his position of power within the household as a tool of coercion and his considerable wealth to buy the complainant’s silence. All these suggestions may explain the delay between the crimes being perpetrated and the reporting of said crimes, but there may well be other reasons. Experience has shown that it is not uncommon for such a delay and the law requires me to say that the delay in and of itself does not necessarily mean that the allegations are false.

			‘The defendant has chosen not to take the stand in this case, as is his right. The complainant has shown great bravery in placing herself within the courtroom where she has been subjected to a thorough and vigorous interrogation. It has been an emotional and stressful time for all concerned. However, it my duty to warn you that in order to reach a guilty or not guilty verdict, the jurors must satisfy themselves that behind the emotion the criteria for conviction have been met.’

			The jury took one day to deliberate and return a guilty verdict. Justice Grainger made arrangements for a sentencing hearing and rose to leave the court.

			Buttoning his coat, Jackson cleared his throat. ‘Your Honour, I’d just like to say a few words to my family before . . .’

			The whole room stilled. Justice Grainger looked at the bailiff and said, ‘Do we have security?’ and then left the court.

			Jackson was cuffed and taken away. This time he left the courtroom by the back door.

			

			

		

	
		
			chapter thirty

			Christmas Day

			The sun rose in a clear blue sky with a latent energy warning of the sizzling day to come. Christina awoke to hear rustlings in the kitchen and Mary-Lou’s distinctive laugh.

			Last night had been a warm reunion of old friends. Mary-Lou arrived with just Maddy as the older girls had boyfriends and a fiancé’s families to visit. Brian was rostered on but would arrive the day after Boxing Day. They had inserted the leaves into the dining table and sat along its length in the candlelight, a cool breeze running through the room, every door and window open to scatter the last of the day’s heat. So much French champagne with which to wash down platters of fresh oysters, salmon carpaccio, a salad of octopus and Rosa’s agnolotti of spinach and ricotta. If that were not enough, there were plates layered with freshly steamed crayfish and bowls of herb butter. It was a glistening cornucopia, a feast fit for a king or a welcoming banquet for a returning daughter who had not returned.

			Were it not for Della and Mary-Lou, Christina would have left the table but they sat either side of her and laid her plate with a choice of delicacies – an oyster here, a pillow of agnolotti there – enticing her as if she were a recalcitrant toddler who must be tricked into doing what is good for them. The champagne achieved what they could not, numbing the pain enough for her to be generous towards Mr Graukroger in a way she did not feel. He had brought fragrant apricots from his trees and they sat in a bowl on the sideboard, scenting the room whilst he sat in her father’s chair. Rosa glowed in the candlelight and for that Christina was glad. Understanding her mother’s past had given her a new admiration for Rosa. Even when it battered her with its relentless cruelty, Rosa had never allowed life to defeat her.

			Christina swings her bare feet onto the floor, the timber cool beneath her toes. The morning light is creeping over the hills and outside the garden is blanketed with dew. She spies Rosa, her arm threaded through Della’s, on their way to pick roses for the table before the rising sun steals their sweetness.

			Christina stretches out the kinks of sleep. On the chest of drawers lies the transcript. She notices that the top layers have curled in the humidity, as if well thumbed by nature. Last night Della told Mary-Lou that Christina had it, shared the story of Sarah Plummer’s unexpected visit, and Mary-Lou asked Christina the same question: ‘Do you think you’ll read it?’ Christina dismissed her with a wave of the hand. Now, in the cool morning light, she wonders why she bothered holding on to it. It has sat there for over twelve months. She’s had ample time to read it if she chose but she did not. Christina can guess why. Knowing every tiny detail of what happened to Bianca won’t help her heal. It won’t bring her understanding and it won’t bring them closer. She can see that now. Perhaps she might be better taking a leaf out of Rosa’s book and leaving the past where it belongs.

			By the time Christina emerges from the bathroom, Rosa is busy at the kitchen table trimming roses. Della is brewing coffee. Alongside the roses is a loaf of pane di casa and Mary-Lou is beating eggs with cream. They have co-opted Izzy and Maddy into squeezing oranges for juice, and some of Mr Graukroger’s beautiful apricots have been pureed, blushing a sinful pink in a jug.

			‘Happy Christmas, darling!’ Della kisses her cheeks.

			Mary-Lou shrieks and rushes to retrieve a bottle of champagne and four chilled glasses from the fridge. In moments, there are apricot bellinis and Mary-Lou delivers hers with a kiss, ‘Merry Christmas, CC!’

			Maddy smiles, rolling her eyes at her mother’s theatrics.

			‘Merry Christmas, Iz, Maddy,’ Christina says. ‘Are you having one?’ but both girls say it is too early in the day for them. Christina thinks it is too early in the day for her as well but there is no point arguing with Mary-Lou.

			The hours fly by in a rush of preparations. Christina is grateful for the busyness. If it were only her and Rosa, she would wallow. Thinks again how perceptive it was of her mother to ensure they have no space to dwell. The children set the table under Rosa’s instruction. The women fuss in the kitchen.

			‘Tony’s gone exploring,’ Della says. ‘I made him take his mobile phone in case of snakes.’

			‘If it’s snakes he wants,’ Christina replies, ‘he need only look under the verandah.’

			Della shudders and returns to scrubbing potatoes.

			There is the smack of hands. ‘It has to be perfetto,’ she hears Rosa scold. Tom and Maddy lay damask tablecloths over the long table. Izzy washes and polishes the good silverware. Christina washes last night’s glasses and more platters that Rosa thinks they might need. Della moves on to podding peas.

			As the sun peaks over the roof, the smell of slow-roasting veal wafts through the house. Mr Graukroger arrives and helps Tony sharpen the knives. As the kitchen clock pushes towards two, they assemble in front of their designated places at the dining table, all of them bar one. Rosa insists on serving the first course herself, but allows Della and Mary-Lou to deliver them to the table. Lunch will begin with bowls of stracciatella, the Italian egg-drop soup, and antipasto. With a start, Christina notices that Rosa reserves a bowl with a tea towel over it to keep it warm. If her mother knows Bianca is coming, Della and Mary-Lou would know too. Surely there’d be the crackle of a secret in the air but all the air is heavy with is heat.

			Behind the chatter and laughter, Pavarotti warbles his way through Italian carols and popular hits. Right now it is ‘Tu scendi dalle stelle’. The loss of Massimo sits low in her chest. Christina raises her glass in a private toast to her father. At the far end of the table, Rosa raises her glass too.

			They are clearing the plates after crisp-skinned quail, dropping them into a sink of sudsy hot water, when Della yells from outside, ‘Someone’s coming.’

			Christina pulls open the lace curtain at the kitchen window. Della is right. A blue van has pulled up at the front gate. A man gets out and opens it, an unseen person drives through. Stopping to let the man hop back in, the van trundles past the lucerne paddocks. Of course the geese have heard the low whine of the engine as it labours up the drive. They stir from under the hydrangeas. Christina wipes her hands on a tea towel, drops it on the kitchen bench and goes outside. Shielding her eyes, she tries to see who is in the van, but with the light bouncing off the windscreen, the occupants are unidentifiable. That doesn’t stop her hoping, of course it doesn’t. Hope is all she has left.

			It’s a funny-looking van. If it were not for the paintwork, it could pass for a run-of-the-mill delivery van except one with a giant sunrise painted along its side. There are palm trees and a dolphin leaping out of an aqua sea. Seagulls fly across the roof and, as it faces up the hill, she sees clown fish swimming around the grille. It lurches to a stop and the geese cluster around. The driver’s window winds down and a hand appears, shooing the geese away saying, ‘Piss off, you idiots.’ Christina smiles, she’d know that voice anywhere.

			The passenger door opens and out climbs the man. He wades unconcerned through the flock of grubby geese towards the rear of the van. The windscreen fills with Bianca’s bottom as she crawls through to the rear space. Christina hears the creak of the boot opening, comfortable laughter and talking. That’s what keeps her here on the step instead of running towards the van, catching her first desperate glimpse of her daughter in almost twelve months.

			Bianca emerges around the side of the van. If it were not for the timber post, Christina might have sagged to the ground. This tall brown girl walks towards her with a confident lope. She is wearing cut-off jeans, a man’s shirt knotted at the waist. Around her neck is a collection of beaded necklaces, shells, silver charms knotted onto leather. Her ears are pierced all along their delicate shell, each hole connected by a tiny golden chain. But it is her hair that shocks Christina most. Replacing her glorious chestnut mane is a writhing mass of Medusa dreads restrained by a colourful scarf. As Bianca walks towards the verandah, her hair comes alive as beads wink like tiny eyes.

			She slouches on one hip. Her hand strays to her mouth but she recognises the childhood habit and lets it drop saying, ‘Merry Christmas, Mum.’

			Christina cannot recognise this young woman before her. She has been nursing a memory of Bianca for all these months. Yet that Bianca has disappeared. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she says, ‘Merry Christmas, sweetheart.’

			The man appears around the side of the van and Christina realises he is not a man at all, he is just a boy. He wears blue jeans, a crisp white T-shirt, Dunlop volleys and a patch of beard as slim as a finger beneath his bottom lip.

			Bianca reaches out and takes his hand in hers. ‘This is Gijs.’

			Christina nods, unable to speak.

			‘Bella Bianca. Benvenuti a casa! Buon Natale.’ Gripping the railing, Rosa rushes down the steps, almost tumbling into Bianca. She wipes her hands on her apron and grasps her granddaughter in both arms. Shameless tears pour down her cheeks. Bianca grins at her nonna, apologising in a glance to Gijs, whose rather ordinary face is transformed by a smile into handsomeness.

			A jumble of Italian erupts from Rosa. She cannot stop touching Bianca, praising how well she looks, how glad she is that she has made it home for Christmas.

			‘I would never miss Christmas, Nonna. I promised, remember?’ Bianca introduces Gijs to Rosa and she clasps him to her bosom, already accepting him as part of the family.

			‘Come. Come,’ Rosa urges, clutching their hands. ‘Get out of this sun. You must be thirsty? Are you hungry? We’re having veal.’ Rosa presses the children towards the house, past Christina and up the stairs.

			Christina watches them go. The screen door wheezes shut. Della stands in the shade, wiping her hands on a tea towel. Here comes the sound of Izzy and Maddy squealing an enthusiastic welcome. Perhaps it is the sun, but Christina has a sudden rush of dizziness. She stumbles towards the cool of the verandah. The geese are smarter than she. They have squatted under the van where they bicker and jostle for the shadiest positions.

			Della sits beside her, flings a casual arm around her shoulder. ‘She looks great, doesn’t she? Very sassy and sure of herself.’

			Images of this new Bianca flash through Christina’s mind: the hair, the jewellery, the grey eyes rimmed in kohl, the thickly mascaraed lashes. She’s filled out too.

			‘Gijs is a boy.’

			Della raises an eyebrow.

			Christina laughs, realising Della has no idea what she’s talking about. She explains. ‘We thought he was a she because Bianca met her, him, teaching English in Costa Rica.’ She remembers the postcard where Bianca said that she and Gijs had camped out in the jungle on the Estrella River. With a jolt, she realises, ‘They’ve slept together.’

			‘You can tell that already?’ Della clasps a hand to her breast, feigning shock.

			‘They’ve had sex,’ she grabs Della’s arm. ‘Bianca’s had sex.’ From the look on Della’s face Christina sees she doesn’t understand the importance of this. How could she? In her safe affluent world, whether her daughter has had sex is neither here nor there. After all, Izzy is eighteen; if she has sex and who she chooses to have it with is entirely her concern. But that Bianca is so obviously sleeping with this boy, has brought him home for Christmas, travelling in a hippie van barely big enough to contain their long limbs – it means something.

			The screen door wheezes. Bianca comes out holding two flutes of champagne. Della flicks her tea towel over her shoulder and makes noises about gravy and steaming the peas. She squeezes Bianca’s arm as she passes but says nothing. Bianca takes her spot on the step next to Christina, handing her one of the glasses.

			‘Hey,’ Christina manages. She cannot believe how Bianca glows. For twelve months she has fretted over her daughter’s fragile mental state, whether she was recovering. She is struck afresh by Bianca’s vitality.

			‘Hey.’ Bianca runs her finger through the condensation on her glass.

			‘You made it then.’

			Bianca darts a glance at her. ‘I said I would.’

			Christina nods. Yes she did. And Christina was too afraid to believe. Faith, Mama, she says to herself. She searches for something neutral to say. ‘So Gijs is a boy.’

			Bianca’s forehead wrinkles up. ‘Yeah?’

			‘It’s just that Nonna and I have been getting your postcards and wondering who your new friend was. We thought he was a girl. It’s hard to tell with a name like that.’

			Bianca covers her laugh with her free hand. ‘He’s Dutch, Mum. Gijs is from the Netherlands.’

			Christina pretends to be huffy. ‘Well I know that now.’

			Bianca mistakes her tone, rushing out, ‘Don’t be cross.’

			Christina places a hand on Bianca’s thigh. ‘I’m not. I’m surprised, that’s all.’ Surprised, too, that Bianca does not flinch at her touch.

			Into the perfect blue sky a single fluffy cloud floats, as if painted by a whimsical child. Christina watches it pass and waits for Bianca to say more about this boy. When it is obvious no more is forthcoming, she says, ‘Are you . . . going out together then?’

			Bianca studies a wide cuff she wears on her wrist. It has a crudely drawn creature that could be a man or a woman or neither. Its arms loop around and hold its breasts. It wears a cap like a beret or it could be its hair, Christina cannot tell. Bianca sees her looking and explains, ‘It’s the goddess of fertility. Gijs bought it for me.’

			Which she guesses is Bianca’s way of answering the question. Christina tries a different tack. ‘So is he staying in Australia long?’

			Bianca catches one of her dreadlocks in her fingers and feathers it across her lips. Christina waits, longing to reach across and remove the hair from her hands like she did when she was a child. But she is not sure of Bianca any more. There is something about her, from her hair to her jewels to the taut calf muscles that makes Christina feel her daughter’s presence here is tenuous.

			‘Gijs is travelling through Australia for a few weeks. Then he’s planning on going to New Zealand for a bit. He has to be home by the summer, when uni starts.’

			Christina smiles to hide her relief.

			‘I’m going with him.’

			Her smile falters. Bianca stares at her, willing her to comprehend that what she says is important.

			‘To New Zealand?’ Christina suggests, hoping this is all Bianca means.

			An impatient flick sends Bianca’s dreads clacking. ‘No, I mean I’m going back to the Netherlands with Gijs. To live.’

			A groan rushes out of her before she can stop it. As if winded, Christina lies with her head on her knees, her ears filled with a whooshing sound. ‘When?’ she mumbles.

			Bianca’s voice is small. ‘Probably the end of April, maybe May.’

			Christina pulls herself upright. ‘No, I mean when are you leaving here?’

			Bianca turns away and fiddles with her hair. The sun sinks in the sky and bathes them in golden light. Bianca is a bronzed goddess, fearsome and beautiful all at once. ‘In a day or two, maybe,’ she says.

			Christina feels the enormity of this news swell within her. ‘So soon?’

			‘We’ll travel for a bit while we still can. Once Gijs is back home, he’ll have to knuckle down with uni and work and stuff.’

			‘Stuff?’

			Bianca puts her untouched champagne down and walks down the steps. The geese lift their heads, honking softly, an inquiry not a threat. She turns, her dreads fanning out around her and settling over her shoulders. She is slouching on one hip again, half turned towards Christina, half towards the van. ‘I’m pregnant.’

			Christina gasps. The past ricochets and hits her in the chest. ‘But . . . you . . . you’re only eighteen.’

			‘Nineteen in March,’ Bianca reminds her, rubbing small circles around her middle.

			Neither of them mentions what is right there in front of them. A night three years ago, another pregnancy, a different father.

			‘Why?’ Christina flounders helplessly in a sea of questions she knows she will never ask.

			Bianca crosses her arms. ‘I was wrong then. Obviously.’

			‘Obviously?’

			Bianca shakes her head in irritation, her beads clack and snap. ‘Well obviously because I could never have been pregnant to him.’

			Christina has no idea what she’s talking about.

			Bianca’s bottom lip drops. ‘Oh, Mum,’ she says, squatting in front of her. ‘I thought you knew.’ She rests her hands on Christina’s knees. ‘I spent years being terrified that I would fall pregnant, never realising that it was impossible.’

			Christina shakes her head. She cannot comprehend Bianca’s words.

			‘Mum. You must know. It all came out later.’

			‘What came out later?’

			‘At the trial. Didn’t anyone tell you? It’s in the transcript.’

			Which is buried under the detritus of Christina’s life on the chest of drawers. 

			Bianca keeps talking, ‘When I was old enough to realise the risk of pregnancy, I begged him to let me go on the pill or for him to wear a condom but he refused. He’d laugh, saying I was worrying about something that could never happen. He knew it frightened me because we both knew that if I did fall pregnant you would find out. It was all part of his power trip.’ She squeezes Christina’s hands. ‘He’d had the snip, Mum.’

			Christina strokes her beautiful daughter’s cheek. ‘But why are you having a baby now, Bianca? You’re so young.’

			Bianca rocks back on her heels. ‘Not so young, Mum, no. In fact, if anything I’d say I’ve lived a thousand lifetimes.’

			Christina reels from the smack of Bianca’s words. Thinks how her childhood was cut short. ‘What does Gijs think?’

			Bianca unfolds herself. She towers over Christina, the sun lighting up the snakes of hair writhing around her once sweet face. ‘Gijs is thrilled. So’s his mum. She’s a midwife. We’re going to live with his parents on their farm. Manon will help with the baby so I can learn Dutch, go to uni. I’ll have family around me, Mum. I’ll be safe.’

			The screen door wheezes and Izzy is standing there. ‘There you are, Bee. Your nanna wants to know when you’re coming in for lunch. She said to tell you she’s made Baby Jesus’ Pillows, whatever that means.’

			‘Coming Izzy,’ Bianca responds brightly, the anger and pain evaporating in the afternoon sunshine. She takes the steps two at a time, past Christina, up into the house. She laughs, wrapping an arm around her friend, saying, ‘Izzy, I have news.’

			The screen door wheezes shut behind them. The girls are gone. Across the other side of the valley, Christina can see young children playing on the trampoline they got for Christmas. Their dad is assembling something. Their mum sits on the deck patting the dog, laughing and cheering them on. It is Christmas Day, everyone is happy.

			Christina feels empty. She has been yearning for Bianca’s safe return for so long and now she is here it is as if a weight has gone. Whilst Bianca nurtures her baby on the other side of the world, what will she be doing? Christina thinks of the unsigned deed of settlement. She is sure Mary-Lou will figure out a way to appease Jackson’s lawyer. With that kind of money, maybe she and Rosa could fly over for the birth, maybe even detour via Italy and lay some ghosts to rest.

			From the kitchen window, Rosa calls, ‘Tina, I can’t find the cream.’

			Her mother sounds vibrant, invigorated by the guests and the return of her granddaughter, ignorant of how little time she has left before Bianca will be gone. In a day or so they will wave her off in her little hippie van, the father of her child at her side as they depart for a future rosy with promise. Christina remembers that feeling, the excitement of heading towards castles in the sky, everything so perfect she believed she was untouchable. Being young brings such capacity for joy.

			She goes into the cool of the house, filled with chatter and laughter, the clink of cutlery and the smell of delicious food. Christina looks around the table, sees all the shiny faces and feels a rush of gratitude. This is her family. These are her friends, Bianca’s friends. They are not alone.

			When she wakes in the morning, Christina has a singular thought. She shoves her feet into her old sneakers and takes the transcript from its spot on the chest of drawers. It leaves a clean rectangle amongst the dust. The house is quiet, the sun hasn’t even peeked over the horizon although the birds carol its imminent arrival. Christina carefully slides back the glass lounge-room doors. Here is where the young people sleep on an assortment of blow-up and foam mattresses. Bianca has one arm flung above her head, Gijs sleeps with his head on her chest. They look so peaceful, Christina hates to wake them.

			‘Bee,’ she whispers, stroking her hand down her daughter’s thigh.

			Bianca stirs, rolls over and frowns sleepily. ‘What’s up?’

			‘I need you to get up. There’s something we have to do.’ Now, she wants to add, as if what she plans is urgent. It is to Christina but it’s the privacy she craves more.

			Bianca rolls over onto the floor and lifts a hand to ask for Christina’s help. She hauls her to her feet and passes Bianca a cardigan draped over the back of a chair. ‘Come with me,’ she says, crooking her finger.

			Bianca, who is too sleepy to protest, follows Christina down the hall and out the back door. Christina finds her a pair of gumboots. Bianca puts them on grumbling, ‘Where are we going?’

			They thread their way through the vegetable garden, past the compost heap and a stack of logs and stop in front of the incinerator.

			Bianca blinks at her mother.

			Christina draws a deep breath. She has been rehearsing what she wants to say since she woke in the wee hours of the morning. ‘I think we should burn the transcript.’

			Bianca seems surprised, as if she has only just noticed the box in her mother’s arms. ‘Why have you got that?’

			Christina nods. ‘After the sentencing hearing, when you left in such a hurry, I thought I’d lost you forever. That Costa Rica was just an excuse never to come home.’

			Bianca has the good grace to look a little sheepish and Christina feels some relief that not all her fears were groundless.

			‘I thought if I read the transcript, it would fill in the gaps in my knowledge, let me see the trial in its entirety. And I thought that knowledge would bring me a better understanding of your experience. That it would somehow help me bring you back.’

			Bianca says nothing, feathers her lips with her hair, but Christina can tell she is listening and for that she is grateful. ‘But you came back anyway.’ Christina puts the box on the ground, feels around in her pocket for the matches. ‘Do you need me to read this?’

			Bianca studies the box, shakes her head.

			Christina holds out the matches. ‘Do you want to do the honours?’

			Bianca takes the matches. Christina lifts the first wad of paper and unties the red ribbon. Opening the lid of the incinerator, she fans the paper which twirls to the bottom. ‘It will burn faster that way,’ she says to Bianca.

			Bianca bends over and picks up another ream of paper, throws it on top of the first. When they are all in, Christina and Bianca stand back at the overflowing tide of white paper covered in the black scrawl of their history. From the kitchen comes the sound of people awakening. The smell of coffee drifts out. They both sense the urgency. Bianca takes out a match, strikes it against the box and tilts it until the flame grows large. She lights a corner of paper, then another and another until the match has burned down. She flicks it into the flames and holds out the matchbox to Christina. ‘Your turn.’

			Christina takes them but not before she holds Bianca’s eye. Those lovely grey eyes that have weathered the storm, seen more than they ever should have. Christina can see a tiny version of herself reflected in them. She blinks back tears. Now is not the time to feel sorry for herself. Now or ever again. She strikes the match and flicks it into the flames. Grey ash dances above the fire and drifts over the garden.

			Christina wraps an arm around Bianca, feels the solid warmth of her daughter as she leans into her.

			Christina thinks of the appeal. Now Bianca will be living on the other side of the world, does it matter what happens? A year or two longer or shorter will make little difference.

			She is burdened with a lifetime of poor choices. Her list of sins is long as a woman choosing the soft cushions of dependency rather than the stiff-backed chair of independence. She has failed as a mother, as a daughter, as a human being. Here is where her choices have brought her. This is where she deserves to be.

			The last time she saw Anne Rushmore, the detective reached across the table in the coffee shop and, clasping Christina’s blistered hands in hers, said, ‘You need to go back to the beginning.’

			And here they are, Christina and Bianca, at some sort of beginning.

			Bianca moves away from her. ‘Hey Mum, did I tell you Josh Plummer sent me an email?’

			Christina thinks of Sarah’s visit. She will be dead before Jackson sees freedom. Her son might well have died too were it not for his mother. ‘What did he want?’

			‘He wanted to know if it was worth it.’ Bianca gestures at the incinerator.

			‘What did you say?’

			‘I said being believed was the only thing that could set me free. So yes, it was worth it.’

			Bianca picked up a stick and poked at the ashes, stirring the fire back to life. ‘I caught up with him when we were in Sydney. He’s decided to press charges. He kept diaries, his case should be simpler than mine.’ Bianca smiles at Christina. 

			Two precious days. Days to talk, to laugh and cry, to find a way to be together again. They fly by. In the end she had been wrong when she told Rosa, she had no gift. On their final morning together, she surprises Bianca with it. A little soiled and sad but unmistakably Bluey Baa-Baa. ‘I thought the baby might like it,’ she said and held Bianca as she sobbed in her arms.

			It is inevitable that Christina finds herself on the steps of the verandah, watching Bianca drive off into the future whilst she stays anchored here. Christina knows there is no absolution for sins such as hers. She knows that guilt will always be her burden to bear. But as she waves and cries and watches the painted van disappear in its cloud of dust, she also knows that she has raised a magnificent, resilient child. Life will not destroy Bianca. She feels Rosa’s hand reach out and grip hers. Life will not destroy any of them.
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