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About the Book




Sisters Eleanor and Maggie have been running the Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir for fifteen years. It has become a haven for the lost and lonely women who have found their home in the stately federation house by the lake. When Eleanor enters the choir into the All Voices Championship, it offers them all a chance to make up for lost dreams.


Single mum Hannah arrives in Lyrebird Lake, homeless after being widowed and hoping for a new start with her son. With her angelic voice, Hannah could give the choir a winning edge. But when Eleanor hears her singing a long-forgotten lullaby, she is transported to her past, a traumatic time when two teenage girls were banished from their Irish homeland to a faraway country.


Will Hannah’s arrival mend old wounds, or will the secret she unknowingly carries tear the sisters apart?


A lyrical, deeply moving story of facing secrets, finding your way back home, and the power of discovering your voice.
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The Very First Rehearsal of the Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir
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Thursday, 1 July 2004

Feeling like there’s something missing? Need a creative endeavour?

Want to join like-minded women in companionship and song?

Then join the new Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir.

When: Every Thursday evening, starting 6:30 pm.

Where: O’Sullivan’s Surgery – front rooms.

Who: All women. Any age. Any ability. All welcome.

Can’t sing? That’s perfectly fine. We’ll teach you.

We’re about connection, not chords.

Light refreshments provided.

 

Maggie O’Sullivan stood in the foyer of the grand old house, clutching the flyers. They were printed on pink paper, with a border of treble clefs and crotchets that she’d hand-drawn. She clung to the hope that plastering the flyers all around town would mean a good turnout.

Her sister, Eleanor, stepped up beside her and wrapped her arm around Maggie’s shoulder. ‘This is a good idea, Maggie. Really. But don’t be upset if we don’t get a huge amount of interest. A choir isn’t for everyone. You know that.’


Maggie did know that but wouldn’t be perturbed. ‘You heard the murmurs in the surgery when we put these out,’ she said. ‘People are keen.’

Eleanor smiled. ‘Are you sure they weren’t just being polite to the only doctor in town?’

That was possible, and it wasn’t as if Maggie and Eleanor had been back in Lyrebird Lake long enough yet to stitch themselves into the fabric of the place. But Maggie was certain there were women, just like her, who wanted to build connections. And, really, who didn’t love a choir? Or at least to sing, even if only in the shower. And if their choir could create the right atmosphere, then maybe the shower singers would feel comfortable enough to emerge from their bathrooms and join them. She knew people would come. She just had to provide them the opportunity.

Maggie knew Eleanor hadn’t been sure about coming back to Lyrebird Lake, and her hesitation wasn’t unwarranted. Maggie wasn’t oblivious to the odd sideways glances thrown her way from the older residents, whose memories were long. She just didn’t let them get to her the way Eleanor did. But that wasn’t surprising; Eleanor took her role as protective big sister very seriously. Even after all these years. She always had.

But when Maggie had seen the old place come up for sale, she knew there was a chance to take a piece of their fractured past and turn it into something full of light. And it had only taken a modicum of persuasion to bend Eleanor to her will.

‘We could set ourselves up for retirement away from the city.’

Eleanor had frowned.

‘We could turn that vision we once had for the place into a reality.’

Eleanor’s eyebrows had raised.

‘Please? I can really see us doing this.’


‘This wouldn’t have anything to do with you coming down with a serious case of empty nest-itis, would it?’ Eleanor could always see through her.

Maggie had turned her nose in the air. ‘I’m thrilled my son has gone off to see the world, to fill his life with adventure.’ And she was. Genuinely. But Eleanor was right. With Tim off travelling, the house that had been their little piece of sanctuary since Maggie’s husband had died had become an empty shell – a reminder of a life that was no longer hers.

‘It can be a fresh start.’ She’d looked Eleanor in the eye. ‘For both of us.’ Maggie had wanted this. But she’d known Eleanor needed it. ‘Will you do it? For me?’

Maggie knew she hadn’t played fair, but she also knew the end goal would be worth gently exploiting her sister’s fierce desire to ensure Maggie’s happiness. And just quietly, she’d hoped the move, and now the bold step of setting up the choir, would recapture some of the spark they’d shared in their younger days. When Eleanor would write in that now-ragged songbook she still kept secreted under her pillow; when they would burst into well-known lyrics at the mere mention of a word; when they would dance together under the hawthorn trees in the moonlight. Before their lives changed forever. When Maggie’s life was changed forever. Before the shadow of that night had settled in their lives.

Eleanor didn’t believe in fate or destiny or magic or signs. But Maggie did. Part of her still believed in the fairies that legend said lined the Irish fields of their childhood home. First, the house that once had held so much promise and pain for the sisters had come on to the market after the death of Maggie’s husband, then Tim had moved overseas, and shortly afterwards Eleanor was made redundant from her admin job with the Arts Council – if they weren’t signs to move back to Lyrebird Lake, then she didn’t know what was.


And now they were here, Maggie was determined to make the most of it. And that meant starting the choir.

‘Come on.’ Maggie nudged her sister. ‘Let’s set out the chairs.’

The bell over the front door chimed and Maggie glanced towards the sound, where she saw the familiar figure of one of her patients walk in. Janet’s faded blue eyes darted around the large open foyer. Maggie had heard the rumours around town – everyone had – about her husband’s infidelities. At fifty, the same age as Eleanor, Janet, a kind, funny and intelligent woman, had given her life to that scoundrel, and that philandering excuse for a man was a fool, if you asked Maggie, for even looking at younger women.

Behind Janet, two more women stepped cautiously into the foyer and Maggie’s heart sang.

‘Told you they would come.’ She bounced up and down next to Eleanor and rushed to greet the very first members of the Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir.











chapter one




Sydney

Thursday, 1 July 2004

Hannah stood in the wings, waiting for the actor on stage to finish his soliloquy. The poor guy was bombing, stumbling over his words, mixing up his lines, but as they were taught to do, he soldiered on.

‘Most of the time the audience won’t know if you make a mistake,’ Miss Kincaid always said. ‘But they will notice if you stop and draw attention to it.’ The graduating students at The Kincaid School of Performing Arts had had this drummed into them since day one.

Hannah silently willed Billy to get through the next verse without a mistake, because while Miss Kincaid was probably right about a normal audience, tonight’s audience was anything but. There were agents sprinkled among the friends and family seated in the small theatre. Agents who had the power to turn dreams into reality from this one showcase evening.

Billy turned around, using a natural pause in the soliloquy to look her way, eyes pleading for support, hiding the moment with a bend of the knee and a fist to the forehead, his face turned from the audience, his Hamlet truly grappling with the question of whether to kill Claudius or not.

‘You’ve got this,’ she mouthed.

As the two oldest members of the graduating class – Hannah had recently hit thirty, Billy was in his forties – they’d formed a strong working relationship over the last few years, though studying part-time meant Hannah was at the school only two days a week.

Billy steadied himself, winked at her, and with the remnant grace of a trained dancer, rose and launched into a flawless performance of the remainder of the piece.

Hannah’s palms began to sweat, and she wiped them down her black bootleg jeans, then retied her white sequinned scarf around her hips. Breathe in. Breathe out.

She made exaggerated vowel shapes with her mouth to warm up silently. Her solo was the last performance of the night, and she knew it was an incredible show of faith from Miss Kincaid to be given the honour. This was where Hannah could shine. Her dancing and acting had most definitely improved since studying at the school, but her strength was still her vocals. And if she had any hope of ditching the pub gigs – even though they paid the rent – and of proving to herself, and others, that she’d made the right call changing career directions, she had to nail this song. She’d been paying her dues for five years now on the pub and club circuit. This had to be her moment.

Billy finished, took a deep bow to enthusiastic clapping, and ran off stage, embracing Hannah quickly on his way past. ‘Knock ’em dead,’ he whispered.

She twisted her hand in the scarf at her hips. Here goes. She stepped on stage and the spotlight caught her, blinding her to the audience. Which was probably just as well. If her mother wasn’t there – and that was more than likely – it would only upset Hannah. And she didn’t need her throat constricting. The band began the introduction to ‘I Dreamed a Dream’, and Hannah planted her feet on either side of her marker, raised her chin, squared her shoulders and entered that sweet state of being where everything else slipped away – the expectations, the fear, the tiny voice of doubt, the past, the future – and all she could feel was the bliss that singing brought her. The rasp, the soft fall and the soaring notes came to her without thought as she lost herself in the words and melody of the song.

As she hit the crescendo of the final phrasing, she held the high note – Fantine’s moment of surrender – and then closed her eyes briefly. With the theatre wrapped in stillness, she delivered the final lyrics with airy gentleness.

Silence filled the theatre and Hannah’s hands began to shake. Had she been so lost in her Zen that she’d stuffed up the song and not realised? Oh god. They hated her. What would she do? The spotlight was still on her.

Bravo! A familiar voice resonated through the dark as the spotlight turned to the audience and the house lights went on. The theatre rose as one with cheers and whoops and thunderous applause.

Hannah took her bow, relief washing over her. When she stood back, she searched the audience. There in the middle: her tall, floppy-haired oasis of calm. He wasn’t cheering, wasn’t clapping. He just stood there, still, his face full of pride, tears falling down his cheeks, the lopsided grin he shared only with her beaming up. The chair beside him was empty and when she looked back to him, he mouthed ‘I love you,’ righting her equilibrium again.

The whole class rushed on stage and hugged each other, bursting into ‘I Believe’ from the musical Honey. Hannah and the other singers moved to the side, and the dancers broke out in a mix of hip-hop and ballet, centre stage. The audience clapped in time with the music, and the celebrations continued.

 

Hannah moved through the throng of people mingling in the foyer – some trying to reach the bar, some chatting in small excited groups, some greeting everyone they could, whether they knew them or not. A shake of the hand here, a congratulatory pat on the back there. Air kisses. High fives.

‘Hannah, isn’t it?’ A man wearing jeans and a Jacquard vest stopped her in the middle of the crowd. ‘Gregory Hun.’ He extended a business card. Not that he needed to. Hannah knew who he was.

‘It’s a pleasure to meet you.’ She shook his hand.

‘You were fabulous tonight.’ He leaned in, the noise of the crowd making it difficult to be heard.

‘Thank you.’ She smiled, pushing down her excitement. Be professional.

‘Now’s not the time,’ he said, being jostled to the left by a family shoving past to reach their pride and joy. ‘But do call the agency on Monday.’ He moved towards the bar.

A pair of strong arms wrapped around her waist. ‘Oh, my, god, you were amazing,’ the deep, warm voice whispered in her ear, and she spun around. ‘I’m so proud of you.’ Noah’s bright blue eyes looked into hers. He kissed her, deeper than was probably appropriate in public. Not that anyone around them would have noticed.

‘Was I okay?’ She forced herself to pull out of the kiss. ‘Really?’

‘You stole the show.’ He ran a finger down her cheek.

‘You have to say that. You’re my boyfriend.’

‘Which only goes to prove what impeccable taste I have.’ He gave her that crooked smile she’d loved since the moment they’d met.

‘Well, who am I to argue with that?’


He draped his arm over her shoulder. ‘A big star in the making, who’ll be demanding only blue M&Ms on her rider and will argue anything she wants.’

‘Ha ha. You know I only like the red ones.’

‘That’s true. And sparkling water fresh from a hidden spring in Hawaii.’

She laughed. ‘I don’t think sparkling comes from a spring . . .’

‘Or maybe we just haven’t found the right spring yet. I’d give you the world, if I could.’

‘You already do.’ She took his hand and kissed it. Staring into his eyes, she sighed. ‘She didn’t come?’

‘I rang, but . . .’

‘Hannah?’ Miss Kincaid pushed her way towards them. ‘There’s someone I’d like you to meet.’

Hannah turned to Noah.

‘Go.’ He pushed her into Miss Kincaid’s path. ‘Be brilliant.’

 

An hour later, Hannah had spoken to three agents and set up two meetings for the following week, and as some very tired, very drunk people started making their way home, she searched for Noah.

Standing at the door in his leather jacket, he pushed his hair out of his eyes when he saw her approach.

‘God, that must have been boring for you.’ She hugged him. ‘I’m sorry you had to wait so long.’

He helped her into her pink helmet, securing the strap beneath her chin. ‘You’re always worth the wait. But now I’ve got a surprise for you.’

‘A surprise? What?’

He pursed his lips and raised an eyebrow.

‘Okay, okay,’ she laughed and followed him to his bike, which he must have pulled round the front of the theatre while she was networking. ‘Can you at least tell me where we’re going?’


He shook his head. ‘Get on.’

Sitting behind him, she wrapped her arms tightly around his waist. It was nearly midnight and after such a big day, she should have been exhausted. But adrenaline, excitement, the leftover thrill of performing, were coursing through her veins as Noah took them over the Harbour Bridge and headed north.

As the tang of salt in the air filled Hannah’s lungs, she threw her arms out to the side and leaned back, imagining this was what it must feel like to fly.

‘Hang on,’ Noah called as they came to a bend, and she nestled back into him.

Eventually, he pulled the bike to a stop in a quiet street and Hannah looked around to get her bearings. She’d grown up in the inner west, but had become familiar with Noah’s childhood stamping ground over the last few years. He’d been renting an apartment in the city since she’d met him, but he often brought her to the Northern Beaches on weekends or for date nights.

She dismounted the bike and took off her helmet, shaking her long auburn curls free. The sound of waves crashing somewhere not far from them replaced the roar of the engine as Noah turned off the bike.

‘What are we doing here?’ She looked around at the houses all blanketed in dark.

‘I said I have a surprise. Follow me.’ He took her hand and pulled her up a driveway.

‘Are we about to break the law?’ Hannah laughed. ‘Sneak into someone’s pool for a midnight . . .’

‘Not that kind of surprise.’ Noah grinned, though the glint in his eyes suggested he’d actually be up for it if she was. ‘Come on.’ He looked at his watch.

She followed him a few steps. ‘Really?’ This wasn’t like him at all.


Ever since he’d approached her that night five years ago after one of her pub gigs, white business shirt unbuttoned at the neck, grey suit trousers hugging his strong legs just so, his goofy smile and floppy hair at odds with his earnest demeanour as he told Hannah her voice was like an angel’s, he’d been the sensible, logical yang to her dreamy, creative yin. He worked hard in his IT job and encouraged her to follow her dream of singing on stage; he supported her, championed her.

‘What do you think?’ He stopped a few metres from a rundown-looking weatherboard house.

‘I think the owners are going to call the cops on us if they hear us out here.’

‘Nah, I won’t.’ He bumped her hip with his.

She turned to face him. ‘You won’t what?’

‘I won’t call the cops.’ Noah took her hands in his. ‘You said the owners would call the cops. I won’t.’

Realisation dawned on Hannah. ‘Are you saying you bought . . .’ She turned back to face the house.

‘It’ll need a lot of work. It’s pretty dire inside. But I figure we’ve got all the time in the world.’

‘We?’ She turned back to him.

‘This is ours.’ He spread his arms wide.

‘This must have cost . . . even in this state . . . and with renovations on top . . . we can’t afford . . .’

Noah grabbed the sequinned scarf at her hips and pulled her closer to him. ‘I’ve crunched the numbers. It’ll be tight, sure. But with my income and the money you bring in from your gigs, even if it takes a few years for your star to rise – and it will rise, by the way – we can do it. What do you say?’

Tears of happiness welled in Hannah’s eyes. ‘I . . . we . . . I mean . . . This wasn’t part of your five-year plan.’ Her grin spread wide.


‘I have a new plan now.’ He looked at his watch again and dropped to one knee, just as strings of fairy lights lit up the trees lining the driveway. ‘Hannah,’ he held a ring out in front of her, ‘love of my life, light of my life, will you marry me?’

Hannah threw herself into his arms, snapshots of a future they could have together flashing through her mind.

‘Yes. Of course, a million times yes!’

Rain started to fall, refracting the light from the trees in pretty yellow hues. Noah jumped up, grabbed Hannah’s hands and pulled her towards the house.

‘Come on. I’ve got the keys.’

As the rain fell heavier, splotching onto the gravel driveway beneath them, they dashed into their new home, stopping at the doorway for Noah to pick Hannah up and carry her across the threshold. Lightning flashed as they shut the door behind them.











chapter two




Sydney’s Northern Beaches

Saturday, 12 January 2019

Hannah pulled her small Holden to a stop outside the red-brick building and stretched her arms out in front. She’d let Leo sleep a little longer – curled up on the back seat, his Spider-Man blanket tucked tightly under his chin. She would have to find a way to wash it soon, though tomorrow she had training for the restaurant job she’d applied for, and who knew how long that would take.

Leo stirred behind her. ‘Hey, buddy.’ She mustered her brightest voice.

‘Are we here?’ He stretched his thin arms out to the side. At eight years old, he was way beyond the age of needing a daytime nap under normal circumstances. But their current circumstances were not exactly normal.

‘We are, buddy.’ She handed him a wet wipe from the centre console.

He washed himself quickly, straightened his t-shirt and shorts, smoothed his hair down and reached out to pat her arm. ‘We got this, Mum.’ His bright smile broke her heart. Full of love and admiration and wonder, it was the one he reserved just for her. The one that echoed his father’s.

They got out of the car, Hannah smoothing down her boho floral dress as best she could – she never would have guessed she’d miss her iron so much – and hand in hand they walked up the four steps to the large glass door.

Thankfully the rain had stopped now, though the midday sky was grey, and the air carried a heavy chill that suggested last night’s storm might not be done with them yet. Hannah didn’t mind rainy nights. There was something romantic about heavy raindrops falling from a stormy sky. Every rom-com she’d ever seen had reinforced that. Granted, their current situation was maybe more tragic than romantic, but still. Whenever the rain came, she allowed her mind to wander, to daydream, to imagine.

To remember.

The rain also meant most people stayed indoors, and even if they were out and about, they rarely lingered anywhere long enough to notice what was around them. To notice Hannah and Leo living in their car.

Leo never slept well when the thunder and lightning raged. He’d finally drifted off at four this morning, and Hannah had been driving around since seven so he could sleep for a little longer. She’d watched the petrol gauge with concern, but she couldn’t stay parked by the water where they’d spent the night. Seven o’clock every morning, Hannah moved them to another spot, never staying in the same place both day and night.

She pushed the door open, and they were greeted by a young woman with piercings in her nose, eyebrow and lip. She smiled at them warmly, but behind her dark-blue eyes sadness shadowed. ‘Hello, I’m Mia. How can I help you?’

‘Hi.’ Hannah stepped forward. ‘We,’ she looked down at Leo, ‘were hoping to find a room for the night. I heard you might have a vacancy.’

‘We do. Do you have a referral?’ She tapped away at the screen in front of her. ‘What’s your name?’

Hannah’s pulse quickened. ‘Ah, no, I don’t have a referral. Do I need one?’ Hannah had only done a quick search to see if there were any shelters in the area and was so relieved to find this one, she’d not gone any deeper.

‘Ah, yes. We can only take referrals, I’m sorry.’ She frowned. ‘Have you called the Domestic Violence helpline? They can refer you.’

‘Ah . . . No.’

‘Maybe if you call them now . . .’ the girl shrugged, ‘they could email over an emergency referral. They’re open twenty-four hours.’

Hannah looked down at Leo. If it meant he had his first comfortable night in weeks, she could justify a lie. She wouldn’t feel good about herself, but she could rationalise it. She pulled out her phone. Moments like this were what she saved the pre-paid credit for.

A young woman came in from outside, clinging a baby to her chest. A deep purple bruise bloomed on her cheek and dried blood was matted in her hair. The baby was awake, but simply stared into space. Leo pulled a face to try to make it smile, but its expression remained vacant.

Mia greeted the girl – she couldn’t have been older than nineteen – and talked to her in a low voice for a time, before handing her some forms. Then she turned to Hannah. ‘Have you rung them?’ Mia asked.

Hannah put her phone away. ‘Is there anywhere else you can recommend where we might find a bed?’ she asked.

‘Umm,’ she looked at a pile of documents beside her computer. ‘Try here.’ She scribbled an address onto a piece of paper and handed it to Hannah.


 

They climbed back into the car and Leo hummed the theme song from Spider-Man as he sat in the front passenger seat. ‘I wish we could go back to the hotel,’ he moaned.

‘I know, buddy.’ She tapped his leg. ‘But we’ve talked about that, remember.’ There was more bite in her response than she’d intended, her frustration spilling over, and the moment the words left her mouth, she wished she could take them back.

‘Sorry, Mum.’ He cast his eyes down.

‘No. Mummy’s sorry.’ She grabbed his hand and squeezed it. ‘Maybe one day we can go back there. But for now, we’re on an adventure, remember?’ She smiled.

Leo frowned.

‘We’re intrepid explorers.’ She ran her fingers down his chest. ‘And we’re on a quest.’ His frown wobbled. ‘Travelling through the multiverse.’ She tickled his tummy. ‘Until we find . . .’ He began to squirm.

‘Our way back home.’ His chuckles filled the car.

‘That’s right, buddy.’ Hannah wrapped him in a tight hug.

She’d started the multiverse game to help Leo through the trauma that had become their life in the last eighteen months. To help him navigate the new landscape of their lives. It also gave her comfort to play make-believe with him and forget, for small snatches of time, that their life had been turned upside down.

‘What part of the multiverse do you think we’ll enter next?’ she asked Leo.

He screwed his face up in thought.

‘Let’s see.’ Hannah tapped her chin. ‘We’ve done the water-verse.’ Their first rental, with views of the ocean, where each night they pretended they were Merfolk on the hunt for a magical pearl that could transport them anywhere they wanted.

‘I liked the water-verse,’ Leo said.


‘Me too. Then we had the cheese-verse.’ Hannah pinched her nose and Leo laughed.

‘Stiiinky.’ He poked his tongue out.

Their second apartment, while cheaper than the first, still ran through their savings at an alarming rate. It had come fully furnished, but the sofa had an inexplicable cheesy waft to it, no matter how many times Hannah cleaned it. In that fantasy they were part of a mouse army, trying to take down the evil rat overlord.

Hannah had tried to rent a small one-bedroom flat after they left the cheese-verse, but she either couldn’t afford what was on offer, or there were so many people applying for the dire hovels that she could afford, she simply didn’t stand a chance of being approved. A few weeks ago, she stood in front of her car with no other option left.

‘And now we’re in the mystery-verse.’ Living in their Holden, a different beach carpark each night. ‘So, what’s next?’ she asked Leo.

‘Maybe it will be the talking-pig-verse.’ Leo’s eyes brightened.

Hannah laughed. ‘Maybe. Or perhaps there’s a glitter-spider-verse.’

Leo scrunched up his nose.

‘What about . . . a rock-and-roll-verse?’ Hannah suggested, singing the first few bars of Imagine Dragons’ ‘Believer’. Leo joined in. Tucked away in the wings at her gigs, on Noah’s shoulders more often than not – her two favourite groupies – he’d heard her sing it many times. It was his favourite cover from the sets she used to perform, and while Hannah preferred the Ed Sheeran or Gaga songs she did, this one always brought a smile to Leo’s face.

As they drove through the crowded city streets, singing at the top of their lungs – Leo with his dad’s off-key tone – they danced the routine they’d made up to go with the tune. And after three more songs, they reached their destination.


 

Standing outside the shelter, Hannah smoothed Leo’s unruly brown curls as best she could, took his trusting hand in hers, and wrapped her lucky scarf around her waist. More grey than white now, and the few remaining sequins tarnished, she still couldn’t bring herself to let it go. She drew herself up tall and pushed the door open.

The young man at the front desk was busy on a phone call, so Hannah looked around. The office was neat, with pinboards and whiteboards lining the walls, some with thin make-shift curtains covering their contents, some plastered with posters advertising various health and government services, with happy cartoon figures in bright happy colours. Services Hannah never thought she’d need.

‘Sorry about that,’ the young man said as he hung up the phone. ‘How can I help you today?’

‘Good afternoon. We’re looking for a room. We’ve got ourselves . . . outside of our normal arrangements, and need . . . well, a little bit of time until we can get back on our feet.’ She put her arm around Leo’s shoulder and they both stood a little straighter. ‘We heard you had a vacancy. Just for a short while, of course. Just until . . .’

The young man frowned. ‘For both of you?’

Hannah didn’t quite understand the question. Of course, for both of them. ‘Well, yes.’

The man shook his head, his blond dreadlocks falling across his face. ‘Ah, I’m sorry, ma’am. We don’t take anyone under eighteen.’ He looked down at Leo and Hannah pulled her son closer to her.

‘But you do have a vacancy. Mia said you did.’

‘Mia?’

Hannah wondered if she’d got the girl’s name wrong. ‘Yes, the girl over at Hope House. She said you had a vacancy, and we should come by.’ She gave him the most confident smile she could manage.

‘Ah, Mia. She’s new,’ he said, as if that explained everything.

‘So you don’t have a vacancy?’ Hannah tried to control the wobble she could feel threatening her voice.

The young man pushed his dreadlocks back. To his credit, he had the decency to look genuinely sorry. ‘We do have a vacancy. But, as I said, we can’t take anyone under eighteen. Some housing is adult only, some women only, some . . .’

His words all jumbled together as Hannah tried not to crumble. ‘But Mia told us to come here.’

He put his hands on the desk. ‘Mia is new and it can be a complicated system to get your head around. She obviously didn’t check the files for what services are offered where.’

With the distraction of the bruised young woman and baby who’d come in, it wasn’t surprising Mia hadn’t checked. ‘I see.’ Hannah stared ahead, unable to move.

‘I can ring around and see if any of our family housing options have a vacancy.’ He picked up the phone without waiting for Hannah’s answer. ‘Take a seat.’ He pointed to the blue vinyl chairs in the waiting area. ‘This might take a minute.’

Beside her, Leo sat in silence, shuffling a tattered deck of Spider-Man playing cards in his hands. She tried to determine the pattern he was working to – there was always a pattern, usually a complicated counting game, something he used to play with his dad – but his fingers moved too fast for her. Instead, she counted her own breath. One, two, three, in deep; four, five, six, seven, eight, out slowly. Nine, ten . . .

She’d been doing that a lot since they’d found themselves in their current predicament. Years of doing yoga with the school mums was good for something at least. Breathing. Not good for much else though – all that time trying to make friends over warrior one poses and chai lattes after sessions had been, as it turned out, for nothing.

She’d never really fitted in with the Lululemon crowd, despite her best efforts. She’d tried, for Leo, and for Noah. All she’d wanted was to be a part of her husband’s life in every way, including making friends with the wives and mothers in his Northern Beaches circle. And while Noah’s work in IT hadn’t garnered the salaries of his old school mates, he’d been welcome in the solicitor-surgeon-finance scene by virtue of their shared history. But, as a singer with only a few minor stage roles to her name, Hannah had never quite gelled with his more conservative friends, and they’d not gone out of their way to embrace Noah’s bohemian wife. And without Noah, she wasn’t really a part of their world. So, one by one over the past year and a half, they had phased her out of their tight circle.

Leo handed Hannah a queen of diamonds, and shuffled the deck some more, before handing her the jack of spades. Hannah was about to ask him what she was supposed to do with them when the young man hung up the phone and came out from behind his window.

He crouched down beside them with some pamphlets in his hands, going through the virtues of the various services on offer – counselling, mental health, budgeting guidance – and Hannah only half listened.

‘Unfortunately,’ he started, the genuine look of sympathy in his eyes now annoying Hannah, ‘all the shelters in the local area are full tonight. It’s always worse on weekends. But we do have some emergency accommodation here . . .’ With a little hesitation he handed her a piece of paper with an address on it. ‘You’ll only be able to stay two nights, then you’ll have to reapply, but maybe by then a place will have opened up at a more suitable service. It’s a hundred dollars a night. Is that okay?’


It would be a stretch, but they could both do with a bed and a shower. Hannah nodded.

‘Come back on Monday, and we can see if there are any openings somewhere else.’

Hannah didn’t hear any optimism in his voice, and she knew the chances were slim. ‘Thank you,’ she said. Two nights were better than none.

Leo put his playing cards into his backpack, took her hand, and helped her to standing. In silence they left, and as the rain started to fall heavily, Hannah navigated her way to the temporary emergency accommodation, twenty minutes away.

They pulled up outside what was obviously once a hotel in its day. Rows of small windows, five storeys high, were set into the 1970s red-brick building. The bottom two rows of windows were caged behind metal bars covered in pigeon droppings. Stained yellow-brown curtains blocked any light from entering. Old concrete steps, painted with profanities, led to a bolted steel door.

Hannah rang the entrance buzzer and pulled Leo tight against her side. Her heart began to pound in her chest. Surely they wouldn’t have sent them here if it wasn’t safe. The light from a hidden door camera flashed in her eyes and the door unlocked with a clicking sound. With a deep swallow, Hannah pushed it open and they stepped inside.

The stench that hit her as they entered the building made Hannah step back. Leo coughed. Mould? Urine? Stale smoke? She couldn’t pick out just one smell and was grateful for that.

Just inside the door was a small foyer, shockingly neat and tidy given the exterior of the building and the smell of it. An old man behind the desk waved. Hannah headed over to him, and Leo held tightly to her hand. The man barely glanced at the referral Hannah had before handing over a key. ‘Second floor, end of the corridor.’


The old lift was clearly out of commission, with red-and-white striped tape across its doors. As they climbed the stairs and the stench got worse, Hannah refused to use the railing covered in black grime. Other than a layer of dust, the corridor on the second floor was clear, and showed no evidence of where the offending smell might be coming from. Brown wooden doors with patinaed brass numbers lined either side, and the place was eerily quiet. Just before they reached the end of the corridor, the unmistakable sweet and woody smell of weed drifted from under a door into their path. Hannah pulled Leo quickly past and ushered him into their room two doors down.

The room was small, with a double bed against one wall. The white sheets were clean but threadbare, and the two pillows were flat. Next to the bed was an old wooden nightstand and a lamp covered in dust. In the corner of the room was a door that led to a tiny ensuite bathroom. The tiles in the shower were cracked and etched with black mould that had settled into the gaps. A strong smell of bleach from the toilet did little to hide the stains that had clearly been there a long time.

Hannah laid out Leo’s Spider-Man blanket on the bed and set him up with a picnic dinner of baked beans.

‘What are you having, Mum?’ He took a big spoonful.

‘Oh, I’m not hungry, buddy.’ Hannah smiled, her stomach tightening.

After Leo changed into his pyjamas, he lay in her lap, and they began their nightly ritual.

‘So, what should we call this part of the multi-verse?’ Hannah played with his curls.

‘The stinky-verse.’ Leo frowned.

‘I think we can do better than that. What about . . . steam-punk-verse.’

‘Hmm.’ Leo didn’t sound convinced.


Hannah dug deep into her tired imagination. ‘The bars on the windows keep the robot-hybrids out.’

‘Especially the cowboy robot.’ Leo yawned.

‘Oh, especially him. He rides into town every night on his metal horse . . .’

Hannah’s gentle words lulled Leo to sleep. She untangled herself from her son and stood by the window, using a tissue to hold the curtain aside. Through the black of night, the city lights shone and bounced off the inky puddles on the street below – picture perfect, the darkness hiding the grit and grime. From the quiet behind her, a shriek rang out and Hannah rushed to the door. The shouting was close. Too close. Next door? A little further down the corridor? She couldn’t tell. The voices got louder. A thud – something hitting a wall. Crying.

Hannah checked the feeble lock. It wouldn’t hold much back. The shouting continued. Another thud. Sirens getting closer.

She slunk to the floor, her back braced against the door, heavy footsteps echoing down the corridor. Leo woke as the electric pulse of a taser sounded and a woman screamed. He scrambled over to Hannah.

‘What’s that noise, Mum?’ He nestled into her lap.

‘I think it’s the cowboy robot.’ She wrapped her arms around him. ‘But the sheriff with the flame-shooter-arm has just arrested him. It’ll be alright.’

‘Awesome.’

There on the floor, Hannah started singing the lullaby her father used to sing to her when she couldn’t sleep: a tune about a faraway lake and the song of the lyrebird. Leo drifted back off to sleep as Hannah stayed awake on guard, humming softly to herself, using the rise and fall of familiar tunes to keep her fear at bay.
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The Thirty-first Rehearsal of the Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir
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Thursday, 10 March 2005

Maggie padded around the room, her long tiered skirt swooshing around her legs. She set out the cups and saucers, making the small table look as pretty as she could. She’d tried to make brownies to go with the tea and coffee they would have after rehearsal, but she’d never been very good in the kitchen, and they’d come out hard and flat.

‘Don’t worry.’ Eleanor laid out the scones she’d picked up from the local café. ‘People don’t expect too much. They come for the singing, not the food.’

Maggie shifted her weight. ‘I know. It’s just . . . with our numbers growing, I want to make sure everyone feels welcome and keeps coming back.’

‘They will,’ Eleanor assured her as she put out the last few chairs. ‘Especially once we decide on those two candidates we looked at yesterday.’

Over the last eight months, they’d grown from a modest five to a more robust twelve members. They’d started to sound more melodious, and while Maggie thought Eleanor was doing great work conducting the choir, Eleanor had insisted it was big enough now to bring in a more experienced leader.

‘It’s a big decision. One that could seriously change things for the choir.’ Maggie furrowed her brow. ‘Do you think either of them will be a good fit?’ Maggie knew both would do an adequate job, but she also knew neither would have the same passion as Eleanor did. ‘The tall one has a lot of experience.’

Eleanor shook her head. ‘But she talked about auditions. I don’t think we want that, do we?’

‘Not a chance,’ Maggie agreed. That wasn’t what their choir was about at all. ‘The young one certainly had a lot of enthusiasm.’

‘She did. But even less experience than we do.’

‘So . . .’ Maggie raised an eyebrow.

‘I see what you’re doing.’ Eleanor pursed her lips. ‘Do you really think after all these years, I don’t know when you’re manipulating me?’ The lines around her green eyes crinkled.

Maggie raised a hand to her chest. ‘Manipulate is such an ugly word. I’d never . . .’

Eleanor raised an eyebrow. ‘Never? Since you were about five years old.’ She laughed. ‘Fine. I’ll do it. Keep conducting. But not because you manip—’

Maggie opened her mouth.

‘—suggested it.’ Eleanor raised her hand. ‘Because I think it’s the right thing to do. But one day, we might have to entertain the idea of bringing someone else in.’

Maggie smirked. ‘One day. Maybe.’ Not if she could help it though.

Since moving back to Lyrebird Lake together, Eleanor had taken on the role of practice manager, but Maggie could see it wasn’t enough. Eleanor had needed a project. And the choir was fitting that bill nicely.


One by one, the choir members straggled in and took their seats in the horseshoe arrangement, little organisation as to who sat where. When they were only five members it didn’t really matter, but as they grew, Eleanor had tried to get them to sit in something resembling alto and soprano sections. People were creatures of habit though, and most of the time the women sat near their friends.

‘Right then, ladies.’ Eleanor tapped her foot. ‘Shall we get started?’

Everyone murmured their agreement. Sitting at the back of the group, Maggie watched as Eleanor led them through some basic do-re-mi warm-ups, a smile creeping across her face. Even when they were kids, Eleanor was happiest singing in the church choir.

After rehearsals, half of the women hung back for tea and coffee, including Janet, who hadn’t missed a single practice yet. She stood to the side; her eyes cast down.

Maggie stepped up beside her. ‘Is everything alright?’

Janet shook her head, and tears fell from her eyes. Maggie ushered her into the kitchen for a little privacy.

‘She’s pregnant,’ Janet sobbed. ‘He’s gone and bloody-well knocked her up. What does he think he’s doing, becoming a dad at fifty-five?’

‘Oh, Janet.’ Maggie knew, of course. Five weeks ago. She’d done the blood test herself, but was bound by doctor–patient confidentiality and couldn’t say anything. She was glad it was out now. That sorry excuse for a husband had kept Janet on a string for far too long. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘I don’t know. He’s selling the house. Kicking me out. Apparently, he’s going to set up home with her. Can you believe it?’

Maggie could believe just about anything when it came to men. ‘Will you go stay with one of your kids?’

‘One’s in Perth. The other’s in Auckland. I don’t want to leave. This is my home. But where can I go? I’ve got no money of my own. No savings. Maybe I’ll get something when the divorce comes through, but I can’t be sure of that. He’s always been cunning . . .’ she sucked in a great gulp of air.

Eleanor wandered into the kitchen, dishes in her hands. ‘Everyone’s gone, but . . . Oh. What’s going on here?’

Janet filled her in.

Eleanor frowned, then Maggie saw that familiar spark flash in her eyes.

‘Why don’t you stay here?’ Eleanor suggested.

‘Here?’ Janet asked.

‘That’s brilliant, Ellie. We always said we would.’ Maggie raised an eyebrow. She’d even used the idea in her pitch to convince Eleanor that buying the place was a good idea. ‘But we’re not ready to take in lodgers yet. We haven’t even started fitting out the rooms.’

Eleanor put a hand on Maggie’s shoulder. ‘When have we ever been ready for what life has thrown at us?’

Maggie looked into her big sister’s eyes and saw the determination that had always been there; hints of that young girl gazing back at her, always trying to solve everyone’s problems. Maggie’s problems.

Maggie pulled her shoulders back. ‘I’ll go make up a room.’

Downstairs, there was the waiting foyer, which doubled as the choir’s rehearsal space, two surgery rooms, an office, kitchen and bathroom. Upstairs held Maggie’s and Eleanor’s bedrooms, eight vacant rooms – some currently storing old medical records they hadn’t got around to digitising yet – and three bathrooms.

‘I won’t stay long.’ Janet looked up. ‘Just until I figure out what I’m going to do.’

‘Stay as long as you need.’ Maggie didn’t need to run that by her sister. They both knew what it was like to feel desperate and have nowhere to go.


Once Maggie had found some spare linen and Janet was settled in one of the rooms, the sisters returned to the kitchen for their cup of tea – an evening ritual.

‘You did a good thing tonight, Ellie,’ Maggie said, as Eleanor started writing a list of jobs that needed doing to get the rest of the rooms upstairs ready and turn their dream of The Lyrebird Lodge into reality. Now they’d opened themselves to this, they would commit fully.

‘Seems like old times,’ she laughed. ‘I have a crazy idea, you make it happen.’

Sometimes, of course, the crazy ideas turned out differently from the way Maggie imagined. Differently from the way either of them could predict.

Eleanor looked up, smiling, a hint of sadness at the edges of her expression.

Maggie cleared her throat. ‘Right. Off to bed for me. First patient is at nine-thirty tomorrow, but there’s always pathology reports to read through.’ Even in her small practice.

‘Night,’ Eleanor blew her a kiss.

Maggie retreated to her room upstairs. From her bed, she could see the lake, silver shards of moonlight rippling across the water, and in the distance, the familiar whip of a lyrebird called.

She touched the photo that sat on her bedside table of Tim in front of the Empire State Building, about to start a new job. It was the only personal thing on display. She’d made it a rule in her life never to have a photo or knick-knack more than a year old on show, instead decorating the room with brightly coloured patchwork pillows and bold prints. Slices of pure joy.

She’d learned long ago not to live in the past. Not to surround herself with memories. Because even the good ones had a habit of reminding her of pain. They were always intertwined. The good and the bad. One thought leading to another. A year after her husband had died, she’d packed up the photos she’d had of him, of them together, and put them in the trunk that was hidden away at the back of a cupboard, with all the photos of her past. Tucked away where old memories couldn’t reach her, couldn’t harm her.











chapter three




Sydney

Sunday, 13 January 2019

Hannah pulled the car into the park across from the restaurant and stopped under the shade of a liquidambar tree. Her training started in an hour and if she could just close her eyes for a moment, she might be able to shake off the heavy fatigue from her sleepless night on the floor. The shower had been cold that morning, which actually helped, marginally. At least the new outfit she’d bought to wear hadn’t needed ironing: black trousers and a white shirt, setting her back thirty dollars. Still, it was cheaper than anything she could find in the local op shops. Apparently, rummaging for items in charity stores for five dollars was a thing of the past. The prices she’d seen lately were even more expensive than new clothes from Kmart. But she justified the spend, knowing her usual ensembles of peasant tops and tiered patterned skirts weren’t really appropriate for this job.

She handed Leo his Spider-Man comic book and a piece of bread with peanut butter on it. ‘Mummy’s just going to have a little rest and then you can play on the swings while I do my training. It shouldn’t take long, but if you get bored, you can come into the restaurant and play some games quietly on my phone.’


As she closed her eyes, a kaleidoscope of happy images danced through her mind. Leo and Noah kicking a soccer ball around the yard under warm blue skies; the three of them sitting by the fire in winter, hot chocolate in their matching mugs, craft supplies spread across the coffee table in front of them; Noah in the half-finished kitchen, attaching the skirting boards while singing off key to Coldplay; their wedding day, standing on the beach, the beaming grin on Noah’s face as he looked at her walking down the sand; Leo’s first day of school, waving at Noah as he went through the gate, Noah wiping a tear from his eye; inside the delivery suite, Noah with a screaming Leo in his shaking arms, the love in Noah’s eyes.

A shadow teased the edges of the fragmented snapshots.

Noah, an only child whose parents had passed, working longer and longer hours to pay the tradie bills that kept rolling in; a gutted bathroom, unlaid tiles piled in the corner; a second storey begun; Hannah regularly booking auditions for small parts in ensembles, but for any starring role being too old, not the right look; her voice strong, acting not so much.

The looming shadow crept closer.

The sirens blaring as they sped around The Bends. Leo refusing to leave his dad’s bruised and broken side in the hospital. That one long, life-changing beep. Hannah on her knees in silent disbelief.

Foreboding dark, engulfing all the light that was once her life.

When you’re in your thirties, you think you have all the time in the world to renovate and extend your dream home. You think twenty-five years is more than adequate to pay a mortgage and multiple loans. You think that well before those twenty-five years are up, your career will have taken off. And you think five-year plans are cute, perhaps even useful, though not strictly necessary. You think you have plenty of time to sort out life insurance and grown-up things like that. You think your husband will be around forever.


You never think that when you’re forty-three, your husband will go for a ride on his beloved motorbike one clear sunny morning and never come back.

And you never think that when you’re forty-four you’ll have sold all bar the necessary belongings and be living in your car with your eight-year-old son, everything you once had, gone.

But sometimes the universe has other ideas.

You never think that six months after your husband’s death, you’ll be forced to sell up, the loan repayments far beyond anything you can earn, because you have no hope of bringing in even half of what he used to make. And you think the small amount you made from the sale of your half-finished house will be enough to move into a rental, until you sort yourself out.

But sometimes the universe has other ideas.

In a sweat, Hannah jolted awake. She looked at her watch. It was nearly midday. Her training started at eleven-thirty.

Shit.

‘Are you okay, Mum?’

Shit. ‘I overslept, buddy. Ready to go to the playground?’

She bolted out of the car and urged Leo out.

‘I need to pee,’ he moaned.

‘Oh, buddy, I’m late. Can you hold it?’

He shook his head and rocked back and forth. ‘I really, really need to pee.’

Damn it.

The toilet block was on the other side of the park, and when Leo was done, they sprinted back across the grass, Hannah leaving him on the slide with strict instructions to either stay in the playground or come inside so she could find somewhere for him to sit quietly. She’d have to hope the manager either didn’t notice or didn’t mind him being there.

‘I want my blanket.’ He pouted.


‘We don’t have time.’

‘But I want . . .’

‘No!’ Hannah said sharply and Leo’s eyes glistened with tears.

‘Dad would get it for me,’ he sulked.

‘Well, your father isn’t . . .’ Hannah stopped the words just in time and knelt on the grass beside him. ‘I’m sorry, buddy. Forgive me?’

Leo looked down.

‘Why don’t you . . . think about where our next multiverse adventure will be tonight?’

‘We’re not going back to steam-punk-verse?’

Hannah shook her head. There was no way she was going back to the temporary accommodation.

Looking relieved, Leo gave her a quick hug and ran off towards the swings, and Hannah slipped away while he was happily distracted.

She burst through the doors to the restaurant, adjusting the shirt that was just a little too tight across her arms. As soon as she saw the manager’s expression, she knew she was in trouble. ‘We can’t abide tardiness,’ the grey-haired man scowled at her. ‘You can turn around and head back to whatever you were doing that delayed you getting here on time.’

‘But . . .’

He raised his hand. ‘Traffic?’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Sick kid? Dog died? Laundry flooded? I’ve heard it all before. You didn’t even ring to let me know you’d be late. Perhaps if you had—’

‘I’m sorry. It’s just that I . . .’ Her words spilled out quickly, but not fast enough.

‘I,’ his loud voice cut her off, ‘don’t have time for excuses. Do you know how many people applied for four positions we have going, lady? I have plenty of reliable choices.’ He turned his back on her and sauntered through the dining room to where a group stood stiff and tall, holding trays heavy with glasses, their eyes darting around the room. All of them were at least twenty years younger than Hannah.

She backed out of the restaurant. She’d been counting on this. She’d found some studio work the last year – singing on backing tracks, jingles, that sort of thing – but those jobs were unpredictable. This was full time. And even though it wouldn’t have been enough to turn their life around completely, combined with her Centrelink payments it would have made a difference.

Hannah trudged across the park, her hands deep in her pockets, chewing her bottom lip. From the top of the slide, Leo gave her his Spider-Man salute – pressing his third and fourth fingers into his palm, an imaginary web shooting from his wrist. It was his own special version of a thumbs up. Hannah forced a smile.

‘Look at me!’ he called.

‘I’m looking.’ She waved back.

He slid down on his tummy and then walked back up the slide again, before sitting with a thud.

‘Is your work finished? I’m not finished playing.’

‘The job . . . wasn’t for me.’

Leo’s shoulders dropped. ‘Is it my fault?’

Hannah stepped forward. ‘Oh, no, buddy. It’s no one’s fault.’

‘Is it Dad’s fault?’

Hannah stepped back. ‘Of course not. Why do you say that?’

Leo inched down the slide. ‘Things were better when Dad was here. Then he died. Sometimes I . . .’

Hannah moved closer, waiting for him to reach the bottom. When his feet landed in the dirt, she put her arms around him. ‘Sometimes you what?’

‘Sometimes . . . I hate him. For dying.’ Leo broke free of her embrace and ran across the grass towards the trees.

Hannah closed her eyes, counted to five and followed him. She lowered herself onto the ground where he’d plonked himself down.

‘I hate him for leaving us.’ Leo’s little voice cracked as he fought to hold back tears.

‘You don’t mean that.’

‘I do.’ He sniffled. ‘I really do. You hate him, too.’

Hannah frowned. ‘No, I don’t. Why would you think that?’

Leo shrugged. ‘Because you never talk about him.’

Hannah closed her eyes before answering. ‘I don’t hate your dad. Ever. I hate what happened. But that’s not the same thing.’ She opened her eyes and was met with Leo’s sad gaze. ‘I don’t talk about him because I loved him and I miss him, and it makes me sad.’

‘I get sad a lot, too.’ Leo leaned into her.

‘And that’s okay. It’s normal to be sad about what happened. As long as we remember all the good things about your dad too. Like . . . What’s your favourite memory of Dad?’ Hannah asked, her voice soft.

Leo answered without hesitation. ‘When he let me help him fix his bike.’

The image came so clearly to Hannah’s mind. The two of them sitting in the driveway, sleeves rolled up, little Leo copying Noah’s every movement with his own plastic tools. A gentle moment. A nothing moment, really. Earlier that day, they’d been to a water slide, or perhaps it was the zoo. And the following day Hannah had an audition. She forgot now for which show. But she remembered that gentle nothing moment, of watching her husband and her son from the kitchen window, in detail so fine it could have happened yesterday.

Perhaps that was what made a life. Not the milestones and big events. Not the promotions, or the anniversaries, or the forever reaching for more. But those quiet moments in between.


‘You were wearing your blue dinosaur t-shirt,’ she let the memory wash over her.

Leo looked at her with wide eyes. ‘Not Spider-Man?’

She shook her head. ‘That was before you discovered Spidey.’

‘Sometimes, my memories get muddled.’ Leo frowned. ‘Especially the ones about Dad.’

‘Well.’ Hannah stood and helped Leo up. ‘Maybe if we talk about Dad more, they won’t be so muddled.’ She held out her hand. ‘Deal?’

Leo responded with a strong handshake. ‘Deal.’

As they walked back to the car, another one of those in-between moments appeared in Hannah’s mind. ‘Do you remember when you were sad because you missed your turn to bring Ted E Bear home from daycare?’

Leo shuffled closer to her. ‘You and Dad put on sparkly boots, and we danced around the house singing.’

‘Do you remember the song?’ She handed him her phone and with fast tiny fingers, he scrolled through her playlist.

‘Was this it?’ He showed her the screen.

‘Yep.’ She opened the car door and they buckled in. ‘And what volume do we need?’

He turned it right up.

It might have been silly, turning to ABBA in this moment, but Hannah had, her whole adult life, held the belief that it was nigh on physically impossible to be sad when one blasted ‘Dancing Queen’ at full volume and sung along with it.

Leo reached for the high notes beside her and a broad grin replaced the pout that was there just moments earlier.

It was a quick fix. A surface fix. But sometimes, when the pain and sadness were just so big, three ridiculous, loud minutes of escapism were all you had.

 


As evening rolled in, Hannah drove around the city until Leo fell asleep beside her. With his rhythmic breathing heavy, she turned down the radio and drove until she was sure all the restaurants along the waterfront would be closed. There were a handful of vans in the beach carpark, home to surfers wandering the coast in their carefree way. It hadn’t taken long for Hannah to realise the beaches with the most vans had the best amenities blocks, and she always took heart in their presence.

She parked in the darkest corner she could find, away from the streetlights, and covered Leo with his Spider-Man blanket. They’d be safe here. As safe as they were anywhere else, at least.

And she stared out the window with heavy eyes, determined not to let her raw emotions bubble to the surface.











chapter four




Sydney Central train station

Sunday, 20 January 2019

The following Sunday morning Hannah and Leo sat on a train. Hannah stared out the window at the concrete and steel that lined their way out of Central Station, while Leo played Roblox on her phone. The two-hour drive there and back to visit her mum was outside Hannah’s petrol budget this week, so a twenty-minute bus ride into the city followed by a one-hour train trip it had to be. She pushed aside her nerves about leaving the car in the supermarket carpark, though she didn’t like the idea of being so far away from it for the better part of the day. When playing studio gigs, she parked it across the street; when at the library, the carpark could be seen from the floor-to-ceiling windows by the reading couches; job interviews rarely went long enough to make her nervous about where she had to leave it.

But a train trip across the city to Happy Shades retirement home, plus the time they spent with her mother – and she never let them leave in under an hour – made her anxious. They hadn’t caught the train to visit her since their car became their home.

 


Hannah’s shoulders tightened as she walked with Leo into the perfectly manicured grounds of Happy Shades. Sweeping sandstone walls bordered the driveway entrance and opened to a neat green lawn hedged with purple lavender bushes. Japanese maple trees dotted the carpet-soft lawn, their golden and red leaves falling to the ground and creating a natural mosaic. Leo ran ahead of her, and she rolled her shoulders, releasing the tension. This was for him, she reminded herself. She could just suck it up.

The administration building ahead stood tall, glowing a soft gold thanks to its sandstone façade. Leo ran inside and turned around, waiting for Hannah.

‘Come on, Mum.’ He beckoned her in.

Hannah looked up to the sky and steeled herself.

‘Good to see you again, Mrs Carter. Kathleen was saying this morning that you’d be in today.’ The woman at the front desk beamed, her long blonde hair tied in a plait and flicked over her shoulder.

‘Hello, Barbara.’ Hannah signed herself and Leo in.

‘How’s life been treating my favourite little visitor?’ Barbara reached over the desk and ruffled Leo’s hair. He shrank away from the touch, but that didn’t seem to deter her.

‘As well as can be expected,’ Hannah answered for him when he shot her a look.

It wasn’t a lie. Hannah’s expectations these days were pretty low.

‘Kathleen is waiting in the courtyard for you, I believe.’ Barbara waved them through.

Of course she was. Every month she expected them. Every month they came. Except the month after Noah died, and Hannah didn’t hear the end of that for nearly a year.

Leo skipped ahead and Hannah followed trying not to let her reluctance show.


As she was every month, Kathleen was sitting under the jacaranda tree, deck of cards ready on the wooden table. Leo called out to her, and she turned and smiled at her grandson. It was a genuine smile, one that was rarely shared with Hannah. And true to form, when Kathleen caught sight of Hannah, the edges of her mouth tightened ever so slightly.

‘Hannah, my girl. I was beginning to wonder if you’d forgotten me.’ She gave her a stern look.

Hannah looked at her watch. They were only twenty minutes later than usual.

‘We caught the train, Grandma,’ Leo’s excitement bubbled to the surface.

‘The train?’ Kathleen frowned. ‘What’s wrong with your car?’

‘There’s nothing wrong with the car, Mum. We just thought it might be fun to take the train.’

‘It sure was.’ Leo sat down opposite Kathleen. ‘Best part of the holidays so far.’

‘Even better than a game of snap with your gran?’ Kathleen asked as they began playing their cards. She peppered him with questions about his other holiday activities, a device they all knew was an attempt to distract Leo. Not that it often worked. It had been a while since Leo had lost to his grandma. Hannah was just grateful that while Kathleen was engrossed in the game, she wasn’t focused on her.

Another fifteen minutes passed, and the bulk of the deck changed hands numerous times, alternating with who was in the lead. Leo grinned every time his nimble little hands slipped under Kathleen’s on a match until he finally won out. Kathleen frowned – she never took losing well – but held out her hand and congratulated Leo with a firm shake.

‘That’s forty-two to you, Grandma, thirty-one to me.’

‘So it is.’ Kathleen pulled out the notebook that was always in her handbag and jotted down the result. Not that she needed to – Leo never got the count wrong. ‘At this rate, you’ll overtake me in no time.’

Leo smiled. ‘You’ll always be the master, though.’ It was Kathleen who’d taught him the game one rainy Sunday a few years back.

‘And you’ll always be my little apprentice, Leo.’

Jumping up, Leo moved around the table and hugged his grandma. ‘Can I go down to the pond?’

‘Of course.’ Kathleen waved him away, and Hannah weaved her fingers together and squeezed her hands.

Kathleen stood up, leaning heavily on her walking stick. ‘Shall we?’ She raised a thin eyebrow at Hannah, as if daring her to refuse, knowing she never would.

‘It’s a beautiful day for a walk,’ Hannah complied.

They strolled around the colourful grounds – red dahlias, yellow frangipanis, white agapanthus, all in flower in the neat garden beds – passing other residents, some reading on garden benches, some out strolling, a small group playing croquet on the green. And each time, Kathleen would stop and point out that her family were visiting.

‘Yes, Glenda, that’s my grandson over there.’ She pointed to the pond.

‘Ah, the little pride and joy.’ Glenda nodded.

‘Morning, Murray. You remember my daughter?’ Kathleen continued the charade.

‘Yes.’ Murray smiled. ‘The singer. Voice of an angel, your mother says. She’s very proud of you.’

Hannah held her tongue.

As they approached the pond where Leo was counting the goldfish that lived there, Kathleen slowed down. ‘So, Hannah, how’s the job search going?’


‘Slowly. I had a few interviews this week.’

‘Good. You really need to step up, you know. And not just for Leo’s sake. You had so much potential.’ She shook her head.

Here we go. Hannah resisted the urge to groan out loud.

‘Broke my heart the day you left your studies behind. You couldn’t have stuck it out one more year?’

‘You know law wasn’t for me.’ Hannah was tired of still having to defend her decision.

‘Maybe not. But there were so many other things you could have done instead of wasting your time chasing that ridiculous dream of becoming a singer. All of your twenties wasted.’ She frowned. ‘And most of your thirties. You’re lucky Leo came along before it was too late.’

‘Mum . . .’

‘I’m just saying, you could have been so much more . . .’ Kathleen spread her hands in front of her, frowning. ‘You know, Maisy’s daughter is now a Queen’s Counsel. And old Fred, do you remember him? Lived up the road from us years back. Of course you remember. His son is now the head of Google. Of Google! Living it up in California. Big house overlooking the water. Fred’s going over there next month to visit.’

Hannah had heard all this before. Everyone else’s outstanding achievements. She’d looked up Fred’s son after the last time Kathleen expounded on everyone else’s virtues. He worked at Google, yes, but he certainly wasn’t running things. Not that it would matter to Kathleen. She never let the truth get in the way of an opportunity to make Hannah feel inadequate.

‘Maybe you could go back to study now. Finish your degree.’

‘Mum, it’s been twenty years. Don’t you think it’s time to let it go?’

‘You could have had everything.’ Kathleen shook her head.

‘I did have everything. Remember?’ Her voice was tiny.


‘You can’t keep playing the grieving widow card, Hannah. Noah’s gone, you lost the house, but it’s time you took responsibility for your life. Your father insisted we support you when you dropped out of university, foolish man, and without Noah you’d have had to get a proper job well before now. When you’re young, you don’t always understand the consequences of your choices. But you’re not young anymore. It’s time you grew up and got yourself out of that flat you call a home and provide properly for your son.’

Hannah had walked into that, and she really should have known better. Thankfully, Kathleen didn’t know the extent of the mess Hannah was in now, or this lecture would have been even worse.

‘I’ll figure it out, Mum.’

‘I certainly hope so. That little boy deserves the best.’ She waved at Leo.

One thing Hannah and her mother could agree on.

Leo came running to them from the pond. ‘Twenty-six today.’ He frowned. ‘That’s one less than last time.’

‘Ah, yes.’ Kathleen put her hands on her hips. ‘Goldfish are a little fickle, and,’ she leaned in and narrowed her eyes, ‘some of the old dears around here have been known to sneak them food from the dining room, even though they know they’re not supposed to.’ She tapped her nose.

Leo laughed. Hannah smiled at the image she conjured of the residents tiptoeing across the grass under the cover of dark, dressed in their grey fluffy slippers, pastries and breads and mini sausages stuffed into the pockets of their brightly coloured dressing gowns. She could even see Kathleen doing it.

‘Gives them a sense of excitement in their otherwise dull lives.’

Yes. Hannah could definitely see her mother doing it.

Together they took morning tea in the quaint sunroom that overlooked the garden. Hexagonal in shape, every edge of the room had floor-to-ceiling windows, which, on a clear blue day like this one, allowed picture-postcard views of the grounds.

‘Argh,’ Kathleen grumbled. ‘In another hour this room will be a sweat box. They’re trying to cook us, you know.’

Leo smirked at Hannah. A few months ago Kathleen had complained it was an ice box and they were trying to freeze her to death. She may well have hit eighty recently, but no amount of freezing or broiling would knock her off her perch, Hannah was certain of that. By shear virtue of stubbornness, that woman wasn’t leaving this mortal coil until she decided to.

Morning tea was put on by the village every Sunday – a spread of coffee, earl grey, scones, lamingtons and finger sandwiches. It wasn’t the only reason Leo liked visiting his grandmother – the other draw card was the goldfish – but it certainly didn’t hurt. He looked at Hannah before reaching for a lamington and she gave him a subtle nod. It was the most decadent thing he’d eat all week. She stuck with a few finger sandwiches, having learned a while back it was easier to go without sweets completely, then she didn’t miss them between visits.

Kathleen stirred sugar into her tea: one teaspoon, three turns. ‘Sorry if you felt I was harsh earlier. I only want what’s best for you and Leo.’

The tension in Hannah’s shoulders eased just a little, and she knew that on some level, Kathleen meant it. Perhaps she should tell her the whole truth. Ask for help. Not that Kathleen had a lot to spare. Instead, she took a third serving of curried egg and lettuce in a cute multigrain rectangle. She could probably go without dinner tonight if she had one of the ham ones too.

Kathleen frowned. ‘Tsk, tsk. You really ought to watch that waistline. You’ll never get another husband if you put on too much weight.’

Put on too much weight? While she didn’t have a set of scales anymore, Hannah knew by the fit of her clothes that she was slowly losing weight, not putting it on.

‘I’m not interested in finding another husband.’ Her frustration built.

‘Why on earth not?’ Kathleen pushed her glasses down her nose and looked over the top at Hannah. ‘If you’re lucky, you’ll land a catch with a half-decent bank balance.’

‘Mum!’ Hannah nearly spat out her sandwich.

‘I’m just saying . . .’

‘Well, don’t.’

Kathleen raised her hands in surrender. ‘Fine. But Lord knows it wouldn’t hurt you to have a man help you make decisions, given . . . well . . . your track record.’ Each word dripped with disappointment and judgement. ‘Noah was a decent bloke, but perhaps he should have been . . . firmer.’

‘Firmer?’ Hannah nearly choked on her sandwich.

‘He indulged you and your frivolous fantasies a little too much, in my opinion.’

‘At least he supported my dreams. Believed in me.’

‘And how is that all working out now? I always thought you had your head in the clouds, but he was even worse.’

Hannah seethed with fury. ‘He was the one who provided me and Leo a great life. He helped you when you moved in here and couldn’t afford the buy-in.’

Kathleen waved her hand in the air. ‘All I’m saying is that Leo needs you to step up now. As mothers, that’s just what we have to do. Put our own dreams aside for our families.’ Her gaze trailed to the window and Hannah thanked the universe for the reprieve.

Hannah didn’t want to reinforce this absurd idea her mother had that she was useless. So there was no way she would ask Kathleen for help. No. She just needed a little more time and she’d sort it out herself.


 

With the sun setting behind them and the emotional toll of visiting Kathleen finally slipping from Hannah’s weary shoulders, she watched Leo play in the sand after their peanut butter sandwich picnic dinner. She looked at the emails on her phone. The three jobs she’d interviewed for in the past week had all decided ‘not to pursue her application any further’. Surely these rejections could have waited until Monday morning, normal business hours. Receiving them on a Sunday evening somehow seemed to rub salt into the wound.

She filled her lungs with the bracing night air as the sound of waves crashing on the shore punctuated the quiet. From somewhere further down the waterfront, a distant cheer floated on the air. A celebration at one of the restaurants no doubt. She remembered the days she had something to celebrate. When carefree happiness filled her moments. When the only thing she had to worry about was whether Leo’s bag was packed for school, what Noah would want for dinner after a long hard day at work, and if she’d get home in time from a Saturday night gig before Noah fell asleep on the couch. They were hazy memories now, barely tangible no matter how hard she tried to conjure them.

A sob rose in her throat. ‘No. Stop it. You don’t get to fall apart.’ She counted to ten, pacing back and forth beside the car. ‘Get a grip, Hannah.’

Leo ran towards her, kicking sand up behind him.

‘Ready to hit the sack, buddy?’ She wrapped him in a tight embrace.

‘It’s too early,’ he moaned.

‘Well, we have to get back in the routine of early nights before school starts again.’

His face fell. ‘Do I have to go back?’

Not only had the Lululemon brigade slowly phased Hannah out of their circle but, naturally, Hannah supposed, their children had done the same to Leo. She’d thought keeping him surrounded by the familiar after Noah’s death would help him with his grief. Help her with her grief. But nothing in their lives felt like home anymore.

‘You really don’t want to go back?’

‘I hate it there.’ Tears welled in his eyes.

Hannah had been holding on so tightly to the fragmented pieces of their life, of what they used to have, and for what? For Leo to lose his friends anyway? For Hannah to beg for jobs that wouldn’t get them out of the mess they were in? To have her ability to provide for her son questioned by the one person left in this world she should have been able to count on? To live in their car?

‘Let’s worry about that later. Right now, we need to settle in for the night.’

As they’d done every evening for the last week, they exchanged stories about Noah.

‘What’s your very favourite-ist memory, Mum?’ Each night he asked. Each night she told him a different story.

It usually helped to send him off to sleep, but tonight it just seemed to excite him. He bounced around in the back seat next to her.

Exhaustion sat heavily in every one of Hannah’s muscles and joints. She had to find a way to get him to sleep. For her own sake.

‘Come on. Sit next to me.’

Making sure the blanket was snug around them, Hannah started singing the song from her childhood that always brought her comfort. With each line of the Lyrebird Lake Lullaby, Leo’s breathing slowed and eventually his eyes closed, and he drifted off to sleep.

Hannah kept singing as she stared out the window up to the blinking stars.



As lyrebirds call across the lake



If only they could escape into the words of the lullaby.


Close your eyes my love so your dreams dance free



Where there were no reminders of what they’d lost. Where Hannah and Leo weren’t homeless and alone.


Where moonlight skitters along the lake



A thought began to take shape in her mind.


And you’ll find your way back home to me



And that thought, ever so slowly, turned into a plan.











chapter five




Lyrebird Lake

Sunday, 20 January 2019

Eleanor O’Sullivan sat at her desk under the dim light of the banker’s lamp, poring over the quotes sprawled in front of her. The roof repairs were going to be far more expensive than she’d thought. She probably should have expected it, a house this old, this large, but she hadn’t realised just how much structural damage the storm had inflicted last month. Not to mention the water damage.

She and Maggie had always been frugal. They’d needed to be all their life, and when they took on this project, their vision clear in what they wanted it to be, it was even more important. They had money behind them, yes. They couldn’t have done this if they didn’t. But these quotes? Even the cheapest was just a little ridiculous, coming in at twenty-five grand. Who had that kind of money lying around for fun?

Still, it wasn’t time to panic. It was never time to panic. It was time to start thinking outside the box. How could they make the repairs, keep their tenants’ rent low, keep the choir going and do it for the next fifteen years – like they had for the last fifteen?


That was the problem. Not the now, but the future. Neither Eleanor nor Maggie were getting any younger. And neither was this house. Both semi-retired – Maggie picking up locum work, and Eleanor doing admin for a few local businesses – they would get by. Especially if they managed things carefully. But wouldn’t it be nice to know without doubt they had enough put aside to keep this place going well into their old age. If they couldn’t keep The Lodge running as it was, well, she and Maggie would be fine. But where would the other women who called it home live? And what would happen to the choir?

Standing up from the desk, she stretched out her limbs and walked around the study. The house was quiet. Maggie had gone to bed early. So had their tenants. Claudia always turned in before nine, despite being the youngest resident of Lyrebird Lodge at only twenty-seven, as she had to commute each day to the hospital sixty kilometres away. Janet, their longest-standing resident, often stayed up reading in the small library, lights on into the wee hours, glasses skew-whiff on her face, but tonight she’d also gone to bed early.

Eleanor padded down the dark hallway. Even Kitty had turned in, it seemed, the music from her old gramophone now stopped. She had been dancing in the garden to an old Cole Porter record when Eleanor had headed into the study. The residents of The Lodge, those who’d been there long term and those who only stayed briefly, had learned to wear earplugs when the gramophone was out. No one ever minded though. Not really. Everyone here had their quirks, and everyone made allowances.

Eleanor and Maggie had created such a warm home for the lost and lonely, and they planned to make sure this place stayed open for many years to come for any woman needing a safe place to start over. She and Maggie knew all too well how hard it could be to begin again. To put back together the fragmented pieces of a life. When one minute you had everything and the next it was gone.

[image: image]

Eleanor walked along the stone wall that once served as Ballycorlann’s village boundary, the imposing grey remains of the fifteenth-century fort looming over her. Only forty minutes from Cork, her little corner of Ireland was a world away from the bustle of the city. The setting sun cast long shadows across the patchwork fields in shades of emerald, shamrock and fern, and Eleanor took her time marvelling at the golds and reds of the autumn leaves that lined the road.

It was her favourite part of the day: the walk home from the bus stop after her long hours at university in Cork. The only part of the day she was all alone, with just her thoughts for company. With her arms outstretched she imagined she was standing on a stage, a full band behind her, the audience below going wild, waiting for her next song. She lifted an air mic to her lips, the make-believe crowd holding their breath, and she mouthed the words to her hit new tune. She flung her arms out at the climax and bowed, soaking in the adoration of the imaginary strangers. One more bow, and she continued towards home.

She took the long way, as she often did, across the fields, where she could entertain the thought of a life in the spotlight, or backpacking across Europe, or trekking through the Andes, the possibilities seemingly endless for a modern young woman in 1973. Any kind of life other than the one already laid out before her.

In the distance, the bells of Ballycorlann Church rang through the valley. ‘Ah, you eejit.’ She looked at her watch. She’d dawdled too long and she was going to be late for supper. It shouldn’t matter; she was nineteen now and most of her friends were allowed to come and go as they pleased. But that was not the case in the O’Sullivan household. Eleanor’s mother expected her home in time for dinner prayers.

She buttoned up her fawn corduroy coat and made sure the purple paisley scarf around her head was tied tightly before cutting across Mr Brennan’s field. Her flares flapped around her ankles, and she cursed the platform boots she’d chosen to wear that day. They looked fabulous, but they were hardly practical for running across farmland.

As she dodged the small flock of grazing sheep on the edge of Brennan’s farm, their black faces lifting towards her, incredulous at her heavy-footed intrusion of their peaceful evening, the three-hundred-year-old hawthorn tree came into view. Nestled between three large grey rocks, it stood watch over the flock, a solitary sentry in the middle of Brennan’s rolling parcels of green. Everyone in Ballycorlann knew that cutting down a hawthorn meant invoking the wrath of the fairies who protected them, and even though no one in town could say they’d ever actually seen a fairy, no farmer or land owner in his right mind would risk his stock by bringing harm to a hawthorn.

When they were younger, Eleanor and her sister, Maggie, used to come out here and play. Under the thorny branches heavy with green foliage, they imagined they were in the magic fairy world. In late spring, if they were lucky enough to come across fallen sprigs of delicate white flowers that hadn’t been snapped up by brides wanting to wear the pretty symbol of love, they would thread the flowers through their hair, pretending they had found their Prince Charming and were heading down the aisle themselves.

Eleanor stopped, and with one hand resting on the scaly bark, took off her boots. ‘Give me speed, little fairies,’ she asked before racing off again.


By the time she got home, Eleanor was panting heavily. She stopped just outside the back door and took a moment to compose herself, before seeing Maggie crouched down behind the firewood.

‘What are you doing?’ Eleanor strode over to her younger sister. ‘Why aren’t you inside already? Ma will pitch a fit.’

Maggie stood up, a scrawny kitten in one hand, a baby bottle of milk in the other.

Eleanor narrowed her eyes and smiled. ‘You can’t keep doing this.’

‘Why not?’ Maggie looked at her in defiance.

‘Well, for one thing, Ma and Da won’t let you have another pet. Especially after Rumsnuckles.’

‘Rumsnuggles,’ Maggie corrected her. The stray dog she’d taken in last summer had eaten Ma’s prized roses and knocked Father Milligan over more than once when he visited.

‘They’ll never let you keep it.’

‘I know. I’ll just get her well and then find her a home.’ Maggie bent down and tucked the kitten into a basket she had already hidden in the shed. ‘I’ll be back, little one,’ she whispered.

‘Do you really think you’ll find someone to palm that creature off to?’

‘I have someone in mind.’

‘Who?’

‘Never you mind. We’d better get inside before Da gets the belt ready.’ Maggie shoved past Eleanor and Eleanor grabbed her hand, stopping her in her tracks.

‘Wait.’

Maggie looked at her with wide green eyes, and Eleanor reached up to where two thin braids met at the back of Maggie’s head. ‘What’s this?’ She pulled out a small hawthorn twig, caught in her soft tendrils. While the two sisters looked similar in their facial features – same green eyes, heart-shaped faces, pale freckled skin – Maggie’s hair was straight and dark and always immaculate, whereas Eleanor’s red mane always looked like she’d just been caught in a storm.

‘Oh . . . it’s . . .’

‘Were you in the fields . . .?’

‘Girls?’ Ma’s voice called from inside. ‘Is that you?’

Fear flashed in Maggie’s eyes. Eleanor tossed the twig aside and fixed Maggie’s hair so it was perfect.

‘Thank you.’ Maggie stretched up and kissed her on the cheek and Eleanor shook her head, smiled and followed her inside, blessing herself at the brass Celtic cross on the wall inside the back door, more out of habit than any deep belief.

 

After prayers, Da asked Maggie about her day at school, while Ma served up dinner. Maggie obliged in telling funny tales about her classmates, never crossing the line of spilling the gossip that was truly interesting – which was anything to do with the nuns.

Da listened with that dreamy expression he always wore when Maggie was holding court. His miracle child after the three boys Ma had miscarried in the years after Eleanor was born. Ma corrected Eleanor’s posture and Eleanor resisted rolling her eyes: Maggie was even more slumped over than she was. But then Eleanor always was the disappointment – their firstborn but not a lad; possessing none of her sister’s natural grace and talents; always having to work harder than those around her yet still falling short. She’d thought getting into UCC would garner some sort of praise from her parents, but an arts degree was, apparently, not all that boast-worthy.

‘Ma, I was wondering . . .’ Eleanor began, but her father held up his hand.

‘Let Margaret finish,’ he said gruffly.


Again, she resisted rolling her eyes. Perhaps she should have left the twig in Maggie’s hair. That would have raised an eyebrow, and a few questions. Though Maggie probably would have sweet-talked her way out of any trouble. She always did. Eleanor wished she had Maggie’s talent for making everyone love her.

Da let out a bellowing laugh when Maggie finished telling him how Sister Clarence had caught Lucy Flannigan smoking behind the English classroom. ‘Ha. That’ll teach ol’ Seamus to raise his daughter better. He was bragging just the other day at the town council meeting about his angelic little offspring. Humph. New money never has the same class as old.’

Resisting the urge to mention just last week she’d caught Maggie doing exactly the same thing, Eleanor groaned and she copped a clip across the back of the head from Ma.

‘You ought to be grateful for your family’s standing in this community, young lady. Not mocking it,’ Da scowled at her.

‘Aye, Da.’ Eleanor cast her eyes down.

‘Take a leaf out of your sister’s book,’ Ma said. ‘Exceptional grades. Polite. Charming young lady. A rare beauty. She’s going to go far, this one.’ Ma patted Maggie’s hand.

Eleanor looked at her sister and Maggie grimaced. But Eleanor had always tried not to resent her parents’ favouritism – to varying degrees of success. It wasn’t Maggie’s fault and Eleanor could understand why they thought Maggie was pretty perfect; she was certainly the ‘better’ daughter. And Eleanor’s desire to break free of the expectation the O’Sullivan name carried with it wreaked more damage to her relationship with them than any comparison to her sister could inflict.

‘Father Milligan called by earlier today.’ Ma beamed with pride. ‘We’ve been chosen to host the Stations next Easter.’

Da nodded his approval.

‘It’s only six months off, so I’ll have to start preparing soon.’


Da reached across the table and took her hand. ‘You’ll do a grand job, my love.’

Eleanor hated the outdated tradition of the Stations of the Cross. ‘We still have to do that?’

The party afterwards she didn’t mind so much. But Mass within their home and the stress it caused their mother, and therefore the whole family, was something Eleanor never quite understood.

‘It’s an honour to be chosen, and you’ll do well to respect that and the traditions that celebrate our good Lord, young lady.’ Ma’s words carried a warning tone.

‘It’s just such an antiquated burden.’ The words flew out of Eleanor’s mouth before she could stop them.

‘Go to your room,’ Ma said. ‘Until you remember to keep a civil tongue in your head.’ Mary’s devotion would not be questioned under her own roof.

 

When Eleanor was sure her parents were asleep later that night, she snuck out of the house and sat on the swing in the backyard, her bare feet trailing through the soft grass.

‘You should stand up to them. You’re an adult, after all,’ Maggie’s soft voice carried on the gentle breeze and she took the swing next to Eleanor.

‘Aye. But I still feel like a child around them.’ Another reason Eleanor was determined to leave Ballycorlann behind. ‘Anyway. It’s not me I’m worried about getting into trouble. Are you going to tell me about the boy you fancy?’

Even in the soft moonlight, Eleanor could see Maggie was blushing.

‘Not yet.’ Maggie looked away.

‘So, there is a someone special?’


Maggie laughed. ‘Like you didn’t know that already. But it’s not as if you believe in love or romance or any of that mushy stuff anyway, so why would you even be interested?’

‘It’s not that I don’t believe in it.’

‘It’s just that you think it’s silly.’ Maggie pulled a face.

‘It makes people do silly things.’ They’d had this conversation more than once. Maggie even had a favourite song she liked to entice Eleanor to sing with her every time the topic came up. Not that that was anything special. Between them, they had a song for just about every occasion, and together they had a knack for being able to take any random word in a sentence and find a suitable song for the moment. Maggie was particularly good at the game, and Eleanor hoped she wasn’t about to burst into song now.

Thankfully, she didn’t. She just slumped against the chain of the swing. ‘Oh, it doesn’t matter anyway. Ma and Da would never approve.’

Eleanor tipped her head back. ‘Well, the list of what they do approve of is pretty short. That’s why I can’t wait to get out of here. Make my own way in the world.’ She spread her hand across the sky with practised drama.

‘And what are you going to do?’ Maggie asked. She’d heard it before, but Eleanor suspected Maggie liked listening to it over and over again, because then it seemed possible.

‘Once I’ve got enough money saved up, I’m going to London to try my hand at writing songs.’ While she often pretended she was on stage, Eleanor much preferred the notion of writing songs than singing them. There was something about finding the right lyrics and putting them in the right order that spoke to her soul.

She’d made new friends at UCC – musician friends her parents knew nothing about – and they often sat in the quad at lunchtime jamming together. Eleanor hadn’t worked up the courage yet to share with any of them the songs she’d written. It was too early for that.

‘They’d hate that,’ Maggie laughed, the creases of her right eye tightening.

‘Aye. But they don’t have much faith in me doing anything they’d be happy with anyway. And if that doesn’t work out, I’ll backpack around Europe for a year or two, and then maybe head to the States. Try writing there and marry someone who Ma and Da will never accept.’

‘And I can come visit?’ Maggie reached her hand out across the space between them, and Eleanor took it.

‘Any time you like. Though you’ll probably be too busy making everyone in the village proud, future Doctor O’Sullivan.’

As they swung back and forth in sync, Maggie exhaled heavily.

‘What’s wrong? You’re still going to be a doctor, right?’ Eleanor turned her head and could see the anguish on her sister’s face. Her whole life, that had been her destiny. And one she’d seemed so keen to follow.

‘Yes. Of course. I really think I could make a difference to people. Just . . . maybe not the people of Ballycorlann . . .’

Eleanor stopped swinging, jerking Maggie to a stop with her. ‘What do you mean?’

Maggie trailed her foot in circles in the grass. ‘I don’t know. I guess . . . I guess I just wonder if there’s something more . . . something different out there for me. You know, maybe I could practise medicine in a third world country, or set up a free clinic for the poor, or . . . I don’t know. Just something beyond this tiny village. You won’t tell, will you?’ Panic spread across her face.

‘Of course not.’ Eleanor pushed off with her feet and they swung in unison again. She squeezed Maggie’s hand. ‘And for the record, there’s always more, always something different out there. We just have to be brave enough to look and daring enough to turn a daydream into reality.’

They swung together, hand in hand, looking up to the bright stars. And as Eleanor dreamed of a life beyond Ballycorlann, Maggie started humming the introduction to The Monkees’ ‘Daydream Believer’. They looked across at each other and started singing, their voices soft, in perfect harmony.











chapter six




Pacific Highway

Monday, 21 January 2019

Hannah rolled her head from side to side, releasing the stress that she always seemed to carry at the top of her shoulders. Beside her, the rhythmic rise and fall of Leo’s chest told her he was still asleep.

They’d left the beach carpark just as dawn was lighting the morning sky, before the surfers and early walkers searching for their Zen hit the sand.

She wasn’t running away. She just wanted some time and space. To think. To plan. To breathe. A change of scenery for both her and Leo could be just what they needed.

She had no actual plan for when they arrived in Lyrebird Lake. Her Google search had told her the caravan park was full and the holiday rentals had no vacancies – not that she could have afforded them anyway. She’d figure something out when they got there, hopeful the tourists would start heading home soon, with the beginning of term just around the corner. A few more days, or even weeks, living in their car wouldn’t matter too much. And at least now she was doing something different, something almost exciting. A road trip into the unknown.


She and Noah used to take spontaneous road trips all the time before they had Leo, jumping on the back of Noah’s bike and taking off with no destination in mind, stopping where and when they wanted, often sleeping under the stars. Sleeping under the stars was a far more romantic notion when it was a choice. And temporary.

Hannah had always felt free on those trips, and while this one was tinged with anxiety, the once familiar excitement bubbled away inside her. Besides, what did they have to lose at this point?

Half an hour later, Hannah pulled off the main road and with one hand on the wheel checked the map on her phone. Normally she drove with the voice of the app guiding her, but she hadn’t wanted to wake Leo. Straight for ten kilometres, left turn, three kilometres, right turn . . .

As the surface of the road became bumpier and the trees lining the way became denser, Hannah slowed the car down, not wanting to miss the upcoming turn-off.

Leo stirred beside her and yawned.

‘Hey, sleepyhead.’ She reached across and rubbed his leg. ‘We’re nearly there.’

He gave her one of his heart-melting smiles and looked out at the scenery. Not that there was much to see except tree after tree. He wound down the window and a cool blast of freshness rushed in, replacing the stale air inside. He took in a deep breath and Hannah copied him. A sweet tang filled her lungs.

Just ahead, a small wooden sign hanging nailed to a wooden post was painted with the words: ‘Lyrebird Lake, population 1537’.

She put her indicator on.

A little further down the road, one side of the tree corridor thinned out and properties appeared. They were great big houses on great big acres of land, surrounded by sprawling lawns and thick tree lines; some were bordered by wooden fences, some by neatly manicured hedges. The property on the left had a paddock with two brown horses; the one on the right had cows, actual cows in a field – Leo gasped and pointed; the one just up ahead had a lovingly tended rose garden that was bigger than any Hannah had ever seen.

The further east they drove, the smaller the properties became, until the edge of a township came into view. In stark contrast to the dense forest on the other side of the road, small brick and weatherboard houses perched on quarter-acre blocks. Some were immaculately looked after; some were in need of a tidy-up and a whipper-snipper. A few side streets shot off the main road, and the street names definitely had a theme: Kookaburra Avenue, Rosella Street, Banksia Lane, Wattle Crescent, Wombat Way.

They passed a small school on the main road and Hannah wondered if the kids were friendly.

Just past the school was a pub and beside that a café just opening for the day. Two women bustled inside, nearly tripping over each other as they went through the doorway. The street buzzed with more people than Hannah was expecting to see, and she wondered how much the small town’s population swelled during holiday seasons.

A roundabout covered in purple and pink flowerbeds slowed Hannah down. It was clearly the centre of town, with a crossroad of wider-than-average streets intersecting there. Shops lined the main street and every one of them, as far as Hannah could see in each direction, was painted a different colour. A bakery painted green, a newsagent in orange, a small red IGA, another pub rendered in white, a few small boutiques of pink and yellow and purple, a blue real estate agency.

A toot from a car behind startled Hannah, and she realised she’d been stopped at the roundabout for a few seconds too long. She waved her hand behind her in apology and moved on. She pulled the car up in front of the real estate agency and as she and Leo got out, he looked around.

‘I don’t see the lake, Mum.’

‘No. It’s further down . . .’ she looked at the map on her phone, ‘. . . down this street.’ She pointed to her right. ‘Let’s have a look around first.’

They would wait till dark before finding a place to settle for the night. Perhaps they should have left Sydney a little later, arrived just before dusk, but Hannah had been so excited when she looked up Lyrebird Lake to find it was a real place, not just existing in her lullaby, she couldn’t wait to arrive. A rash whim, perhaps, but surely anything was better than what they were leaving behind. Lyrebird Lake had been the gateway to most of her childhood dreams as she drifted off to slumber, and the thought of coming here had been too hard to resist. Even if they only stayed a little while. To think. To plan. To breathe.

They strolled casually up and down the street, looking in windows at things they had long stopped being able to afford: succulent cuts of beef and lamb in the butcher, which had a navy shop front; the hairdresser, with a striped peach-and-white frontage, its plush black chairs waiting for customers; the gift store, painted with lavender and lemon swirls, its scented candles and ornate lyrebird souvenirs being grabbed at by tourists.

As they came to the crossroad, they stopped on the corner and waited for a few cars to pass through the intersection. They were joined by a gentle press of people, the tourists distinct in shorts and thongs, the locals obvious, with their identical takeaway coffee cups in hand. Hannah put her arm around Leo and squeezed him tightly.

‘Do you want a coffee, Mum?’ He lifted his angelic face to her.

She would love a good coffee. There was a time in her life when she couldn’t start the day without grinding her own beans, standing by the window in their kitchen, hot mug warming her fingers, the delicious black gold slipping down her throat . . . Oh, that was a dangerous thought.

She shook her head, for her own benefit as much as Leo’s. Coffee fell into the luxury column she kept in her head. Not the necessity column. And every time she managed to scrape together enough money to indulge in something from the luxury column – coffee, chocolate, haircut – she would decide not to spend it, in the hope of one day actually getting ahead. One day.

The woman standing next to her, her buzz cut dyed green, took the lid off her cup and the aroma hit Hannah in a wave of regret and longing. She looked at the paper cup with the name of the café stamped in rose-pink: Bean There.

‘I like the name.’ Hannah pointed to the cup.

‘Best coffee in town.’

There was a break in the traffic, and everyone started to cross. Hannah and Leo moved with the crowd. Just as they were about to pass the café, the two women who Hannah had seen jostling in earlier came bustling out, one greeting buzz-cut lady, one bumping into Leo.

‘Oh, sweet Mary and Joseph, I’m sorry, lad.’ The lady put her hand to her chest, the hint of an Irish accent touching her words.

‘How many times have I told you to watch where you’re going, you eejit?’ The taller of the two women elbowed her companion.

Leo giggled.

‘We’re sorry,’ Hannah interjected. ‘Are you okay?’

‘We’re grand.’ The woman who’d bumped into Leo smiled. ‘My dope of a sister here is right. I’m always running into things I shouldn’t.’ She ruffled Leo’s hair. ‘Or people I shouldn’t.’ Her laugh was full of joy.

Hannah didn’t know why older women seemed to have a penchant for running their hands through the hair of young boys they didn’t know, and normally Leo hated it and would squirm away. But in this instance, he simply grinned at the lady.

‘In town for long?’ the taller woman asked.

‘Oh. Not sure, yet,’ Hannah replied.

Leo bent down and picked up a piece of paper the woman had dropped.

‘Thank you, little man. We run a choir.’ She waved the flyer at Hannah. ‘We’re hoping to attract new members for the new year.’

Hannah looked at the flyer. ‘Join the Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir. Camaraderie, fun, tea and biscuits’.

‘Mum, you love to sing.’ Leo pulled on her blouse sleeve.

‘Do you?’ The woman leaned forward. ‘I’m Eleanor, and this is my sister, Maggie.’

‘Hannah, Leo,’ Hannah introduced them.

‘Lovely to meet you. If you’re staying in town any length of time, we’re always open to new members,’ Eleanor said.

‘We start back up Thursday week. Even if you’re just looking for some holiday fun.’ Maggie turned to her sister. ‘Come on. We’d better get the rest of these up.’ She was holding a stack of flyers too. ‘Welcome to Lyrebird Lake. Have a great day.’

Hannah smiled and Leo watched as the two women strode off, arm in arm, stopping at another shop along the way, once again fighting with each other to get through the door.

‘I like them,’ he giggled.

‘Shall we find somewhere to have some breakfast?’ Hannah suggested. They had bread and fruit in their cooler bag and a picnic breakfast sounded like a good idea.

‘Let’s do it.’ Leo took her hand. As they walked along the high street, Hannah saw a small office – grey façade – with compact, neat lettering painted on the window: B.A. Sharma, Solicitor: Property, Probate, Family and Business Law. Inside, there were two grey armchairs either side of a small table, on top of which sat a green pot plant that could do with some watering. There was a door to the left, which Hannah assumed led to the main office.

‘Come on, Mum. I’m hungry.’ Leo tugged on her arm.

As he pulled her away, she noticed a small sign in the corner of the window.


Executive Assistant wanted.

Enquire within.

Wed–Fri. Can be flexible with hours.



Hannah stopped. Leo pulled on her arm again.

‘Coming, buddy.’

 

They found a large park with deep-green grassy areas and a children’s playground with swings, a slide and a climbing net, and with the morning sun warming the air, Hannah and Leo ate their breakfast and then Leo asked if he could play.

‘Of course.’ Hannah gave him a quick hug and she watched him climb up the slide and down the net, waving to her every time he reached the summit or touched the ground. She kept thinking about the job advertised in the window of the lawyer’s office. What were the chances she could talk her way into it? Enrol Leo in the local school, even for just a term? She was already here; she might as well fully commit to the whim of running away to a town she’d only ever known in song.

Once Leo had tired himself out on the playground, they made their way through town again and stopped at the caravan park, just in case the internet had been wrong. But there were no vacancies till next week.

‘Would you like to reserve a site for then?’ the young girl asked, and Hannah nearly said yes. But her whim wasn’t quite strong enough for that. She might not have been big on five-year plans, but being with Noah for so long meant a little of him had rubbed off on her. She’d implement a five-day plan instead. She’d see about the job first, camp in the meantime and then, if they stayed, she’d book in.

They left the caravan park and drove down to the lake. While there was no way Hannah would make camp during the day, she needed to scope out the place in the light. Find the best spot they could come back to under the cover of dark.

The lake that gave the small town its name sat at the end of Main Street. It was bigger than Hannah had imagined, and Leo let out a soft ‘wow’ when his eyes took it in. Just beyond the carpark, there were a handful of picnic tables under gum trees, one public barbecue under a corrugated iron shelter and a paved walkway that meandered to the east around the edge of the lake. One block back was the caravan park, with a clear track through the bush to the water.

Hannah and Leo took a stroll by the lake’s edge. A young couple pushing a pram walked along the path and smiled at Hannah and Leo. Leo said hello to the baby, then ran back to Hannah. The woman they’d seen earlier with the green buzz cut came towards them and nodded her head politely, her glasses slipping down her nose. ‘Beautiful morning for it,’ she said.

Leo stopped dead in front of her, making her jolt to a halt. ‘I like your hair.’

The woman laughed and held out her hand. ‘I’m glad to hear that. I’m Janet.’ Leo shook her hand earnestly. ‘It’s lovely to meet you,’ the woman said to him, smiling at Hannah. ‘What do you think of our lake?’

‘It’s huge,’ Leo said.

‘It is. And it’s home to the biggest population of lyrebirds in all of Australia, and it’s protected from development now.’

Leo’s eyes went wide.


‘And,’ Janet continued, ‘did you know that lyrebirds are considered peacemakers in my culture, and that’s why the spirits gave them the ability to speak all languages to all creatures?’

Well, that had Leo just about falling backwards onto his butt. ‘Really?’

‘Uh huh. Enjoy your time here.’ She sidestepped Leo deftly.

Leo slipped his hand into Hannah’s. ‘I like it here.’

They made their way along the path. ‘I do too, buddy.’

‘And,’ Leo continued, ‘I think I know what to call this part of the multiverse.’

‘Oh?’

‘Of course. The lyrebird-verse, silly.’

‘Of course.’ Hannah pulled him into a hug.

‘And we can live by the lake, and we can make friends with the lyrebirds, and maybe I can become king of the lyrebirds, and, hang on. What would that make you? You can’t be queen because you’re not my wife. And maybe . . .’

Hannah steered him along the path as he brought to life the newest incarnation of their multiverse.

It ran for a few hundred metres until it stopped at a clearing, before the eastern edge of the lake was swallowed by a forest of tall gum trees that wrapped around three-quarters of the water in a protective embrace. From the clearing, they could see across the lake to where the trees thinned out again, to the only two dwellings Hannah could make out anywhere along the water. In between the houses, there was a pier jutting into the lake.

Hannah got her bearings and realised the houses weren’t too far from the carpark, but she wouldn’t have seen them because they were separated from the public space by a cluster of tall gum trees and thick undergrowth.

Perhaps that patch of bush would be a good place to stay tonight. Hidden from sight, but close to civilisation.


 

They filled in the rest of the day exploring the town and doing their laundry. Well, Hannah did the laundry, including Leo’s Spider-Man blanket, which by now was beginning to reek. Thankfully, the laundromat was opposite the library, with a clear view of its front doors, and she left Leo on the lime-coloured beanbags in the children’s section with a pile of books to keep him happy – Sami Bayly’s Illustrated Encyclopaedia of Ugly Animals, the latest edition of The Guinness Book of World Records, a copy of Andy Griffiths’ The 117 Storey Treehouse, which he’d already read so many times he could recite it word for word, and three books about lyrebirds.

In the laundromat, Hannah ironed her white shirt and black trousers. She would hang them from the handle in the back seat of the car till Wednesday, when she would head back to Mr Sharma’s office and see about the position. If he said no, she would be no worse off than she was now.

When the washing and ironing were done and packed away in the hatchback, she walked over to the library to fetch Leo. Catching her reflection in the big glass doors, she frowned. She would have to do something about her hair before Wednesday. Her auburn curls were unruly and needed a jolly good wash, and unlike the beach suburbs back home, which had public showers, she hadn’t seen any such facilities here. Maybe she could buy a can of dry shampoo. She did the budget maths in her head. Maybe.

 

Back by the lake as the evening sky darkened, Hannah and Leo strolled along the western shore, scoping out the spot to pitch their tent. Close up, the cluster of trees beyond the carpark looked like it would do the job. It was secluded, with a small grove in the middle big enough for them and their two-man tent. She hadn’t been able to tell from the clearing on the opposite shore how far away the two dwellings were, so they came out of the tree line and walked further along the lake. They passed the small cottage she’d seen from the other side of the water and Hannah was relieved. It wasn’t as far away as she’d have liked, but looking back to the tree cluster, she was fairly sure they wouldn’t be seen.

The cottage was quiet, and despite the darkening sky, there wasn’t a light on inside. Perhaps the owners were away. Perhaps it was an empty holiday rental.

As they passed the wooden pier, Leo noticed a rowboat tied to one of the posts.

‘Mum, can we?’ he asked, skipping along the deck of the pier, stopping directly in front of the temptation.

‘I suspect it belongs to the people in the cottage,’ she said, and his face fell. He lay down and put his hand into the boat, running it along the lacquered capping. ‘Come away. We don’t want to get caught snooping, do we?’

‘There’s a fishing rod in here,’ he called, and leaned over a little more.

‘Now, Leo.’ Hannah’s voice was firm.

He stood, his shoulders slumped. ‘Yes, Mum.’ He exaggerated his trudging steps back to her. ‘If Dad was here, he’d take me fishing.’

The words pierced Hannah’s heart, but she let the comment slide.

From the pier, she could see the other house, which was much larger than the cottage behind them. It was old, with two storeys and a magnificent balcony. There were lights on in there, and as they got closer, they could hear muffled sounds carry across the grassy clearing.

‘Why don’t we head back?’ She turned around, not wanting to risk getting too close.

‘Is it time for the camping to start?’ Leo had already forgotten her previous reproach and he took her hand, swinging it back and forth.


‘Sure is. Let’s get set up.’

After pitching their small olive-green tent and spreading out their pillows and Leo’s blanket ready for the night, they ate a quick dinner of peanut butter sandwiches. As night settled in, they lay under the stars, Leo telling Hannah all about what he’d learned in the library that day. It took her ages to convince him to climb into the tent and get ready for the night, but once she did, he was out straight away.

With Leo sound asleep, Hannah tiptoed to the edge of the trees and watched the cottage for signs of life.

Every now and then, as the light evening breeze swirled around, she could hear music coming from the big house across the clearing, and she swayed in time. Eventually, all the lights in the house were turned off one by one, and as the place went dark Hannah headed for bed.











chapter seven




The Lodge

Monday, 21 January 2019

Eleanor made a cup of tea in the kitchen and sat down with the newspaper. She could hear Janet singing out in the garden with a couple of the other Lodge residents, their voices softly in tune with the gramophone, which was playing Beyoncé, one of the younger women’s choices if Eleanor had to guess – far too in your face for Eleanor’s liking. She much preferred the golden age of the ’60s and ’70s when it came to music.

Two of the short-term residents were leaving and this was a small farewell do for them. While Eleanor was proud that she and Maggie could help these women for as long or short a time as they needed, it was sometimes hard to say goodbye. If Janet ever left them, she didn’t know how she would cope.

Eleanor could hear Maggie singing along, always happy to, no matter which song was playing: new, old or classic. She’d even give rap a crack, given the opportunity. Music was part of their soul; it was stitched into the very fibre of their beings. Eleanor thought fondly of her beloved choir. Their rehearsals were a highlight of every week – the group of women, their harmonies, the music they shared. And it was always exciting when a new member joined their ranks – you never knew who would come after a day of handing out flyers.

The mother and son they’d seen today flashed into her mind. That woman – what was her name? Hannah? Eleanor slowed her thoughts and stopped on one that had been in the back of her mind since Maggie and she had seen the pair. There was something about her. Something almost familiar that Eleanor couldn’t quite put her finger on. An echo.

Giving herself a little shake, she went back to her newspaper, forcing the feeling aside. She’d learned over the years echoes were best ignored.

[image: image]

As the late autumn sun tried to warm the morning air over Ballycorlann, Eleanor dressed for Sunday Mass.

She adjusted the collar of her blue A-line dress, making sure it sat straight, and fastened the buttons at the end of the bishop sleeves. She would much prefer to be in her corduroy flares, but some expectations simply weren’t worth railing against.

Before leaving her room, she looked at the world map above her bed, where yellow pins dotted across every continent marked all the places she wanted to visit. Around the map, she’d pinned the postcards received from her Aunt Bernadette, the wandering black sheep of the family. A sister Ma rarely spoke of. An aunt Eleanor hadn’t seen in years.

She stopped at Maggie’s door to make sure she was ready before they headed downstairs together. As always, Maggie looked perfect, her lemon-coloured dress showing off her dark hair beautifully. Hair, Eleanor noticed, even more perfectly set than usual, with a few hawthorn flowers tucked into the white ribbon that held the sides back loosely.

Eleanor said nothing, but made a mental note to pay extra attention during the morning service. It made sense, she supposed, that Maggie’s secret boy would be at church, if he was local. And he surely had to be local, because where else would Maggie meet a boy?

‘Girls?’ The call from Ma sounded up the stairs. ‘We don’t want to be late.’

They were never late for Mass. Ever. While Eleanor wasn’t particularly keen on hearing Father Milligan drone on about sin and repentance in his dry, flat monologues, there was one part of the service she always looked forward to.

‘Coming, Ma,’ she called out, and she and Maggie raced each other down the stairs and into the drawing room, bumping into each other as they burst through the doorway, giggling.

‘Enough of that.’ Ma shot them a look and Eleanor and Maggie straightened themselves up.

‘Ready?’ Da asked, dressed in his best suit.

Eleanor nodded. With a cheeky side eye to each other, she and Maggie fell in behind their parents.

‘Eejit,’ Eleanor mouthed to Maggie.

‘Dope,’ Maggie mouthed back.

They walked along the potholed street towards the church that sat on top of the hill overlooking the village. They were joined by other families as they went, everyone greeting Da with respect and Ma with either genuine affection or slight trepidation, depending on who they were.

Once at the church, Eleanor and Maggie took their places on the mezzanine with the choir. The congregation was slowly filling the long wooden pews in the nave below, the aisles bordered by pillars and grand white archways. Directly ahead, behind the pulpit, the centuries-old marble altar was stark white against the peach and mint walls of the apse. Colourful icons, gilded with gold, were lit by dusty shards of morning light filtering in through the narrow stained-glass windows.

This was her second favourite part of the service, the moment when the peace and tranquillity of the church started to come to life. Father Milligan took his place at the pulpit, and Eleanor allowed her mind to wander beyond the green and grey borders of Ballycorlann. She imagined sitting on the Charles Bridge in Prague, playing music beside her bohemian friends; standing in a recording studio on Abbey Road, her songs being sung by the next big voice in pop or soul; hiding behind the curtains at Radio City Music Hall, listening to her lyrics wash over an enthralled crowd.

At the end of the service, Eleanor was brought back to the present by a quick nudge in the ribs from Maggie. She raised her hymnal and stood up. Now, the moment she loved most at Mass. As one the choir breathed in, and on cue their voices rang through the church.

The melody filled Eleanor with calm as her voice rose and fell with the choir. Beside her, Maggie sang the higher harmony, her expression full of content. Ma always said it was a gift from God that the sisters sang so beautifully. Whenever Eleanor and Maggie sang together – here in church, walking through the village, or softly in the night when they sat up after Ma and Da had gone to bed, sneaking a midnight hot chocolate by the hearth in the kitchen – Eleanor felt she was home.

As the song reached its crescendo, Eleanor looked across to her sister and noticed the dreamy look on her face. She followed Maggie’s gaze down to the second-last pew. Looking up to the choir, right at Maggie, was Heinrich Somers. Eleanor’s eyes flicked between them, and she hoped she was wrong. Perhaps it was the boy behind, or to the left.


No. Heinrich and Maggie definitely held each other’s gazes. Unwavering. The left side of Heinrich’s mouth lifted as he gazed up at her.

Oh no. Eleanor’s heart sank. Of all the boys in the parish.

The choir finished and retook their seats, and Eleanor said a silent prayer, hoping she was wrong.

 

As the congregation spilled out into the church grounds, Eleanor and Maggie walked behind Ma and Da in silence. Maggie shot Eleanor a questioning frown, but there was no chance for her to say anything without being overheard. Not here.

As a family, they stopped to chat with Father Milligan, Ma and Da shaking his hand, congratulating him on another top-notch service.

‘And we’ll see you over for dinner next Friday?’ Ma confirmed the standing arrangement.

‘I look forward to it, as always.’ Father Milligan smiled. He’d been dining with the O’Sullivans on the last Friday of the month for as long as Eleanor could remember.

They took their leave, and Ma and Da gathered just a little further along the grassy knoll, where everyone in the parish wanted to stop and chat. As the only solicitor in the village, it wasn’t unusual for Da to be bailed up on a Sunday morning by people seeking his valued advice, with Ma beside him, relishing the attention. With their parents preoccupied, it was easy for Eleanor and Maggie to slip off to the side without them noticing. Sometimes they’d head behind the playground, away from prying eyes, where they’d sit with the younger children of the tinkers who were passing through, teaching them to read and write. But today, the tinkers not seen for the last few weeks, Eleanor knew where Maggie would go. She just hoped she was wrong about who might be joining her.


Eleanor was about to follow when Ma called her over. ‘You remember Eamon, Eleanor.’ Ma put her hand on Eleanor’s back, angling her towards the handsome young man chatting with them.

‘Eleanor.’ He held out his hand. ‘It’s a pleasure to see you again.’

A not-so-gentle pinch in her back made Eleanor focus on the young man in front of her. ‘Aye.’ She blinked. ‘Hello, Eamon. Good to see you too. You must be finished your studies by now.’

Of course she remembered Eamon Brennan. The Brennans were the biggest land-owners in Ballycorlann and Eamon, the youngest of five sons, was only two years older than Eleanor. As the town’s two matriarchs, Ma and Mrs Brennan often took tea together, and when Eleanor and Eamon were little, before Eamon was shipped off to boarding school in Dublin to join his older brothers, they’d often played together in the fields of the Brennans’ sprawling manor home. There had been no hint of the young man standing before her now back when he used to eat the grass they played in.

‘Nearly. In my final year,’ he said.

‘Of law.’ Ma nudged Eleanor. ‘At UCC.’

‘I know, Ma. The whole town knows.’ The Brennans made sure everyone was aware what their heirs were up to. The eldest was destined to take over the estate, of course. The second and third were both doctors, now working in Dublin, the fourth a professor at Trinity, and Eamon a law student.

‘Mind your manners in the Lord’s garden.’ Ma flicked Eleanor on the hip.

Eleanor didn’t flinch, the reprimand one she was used to. ‘It isn’t rude if it’s fact.’

The corner of Eamon’s mouth twitched.

‘Perhaps you two could catch up one day for lunch. You know Eamon, our Eleanor is also studying at UCC. An arts degree.’

Eleanor, eyes wide and mouth open, looked at her mother.


‘I would love to catch up with you at the college.’ Eamon smiled. ‘If it’s alright, Eleanor, perhaps I can call you sometime?’ He looked her in the eyes, the depth of his gaze warm.

Eleanor was too surprised to speak.

‘She’d like that,’ Ma answered for her.

Eamon nodded, waves of his blond hair falling across his brown eyes. ‘I’d better be off. I’m back in Ballycorlann for the weekend because Ma isn’t too well. I should get home and check on her.’ He brushed his hair back.

‘Yes. Do give our love to Fiona.’ Ma shook his hand. ‘I’ll pay her a visit during the week. And Colm has business with your father too, I believe?’

Da mumbled his agreement.

‘I think so,’ Eamon said, looking directly at Eleanor, his gaze lingering a moment longer than necessary.

She fiddled with the curls behind her ear as he walked away, his tall lean frame exuding all the confidence that a privileged upbringing provided.

Ma pushed Eleanor’s hand back down. ‘Hasn’t he grown into a lovely young man?’

Eamon’s family were the only people in town that Eleanor’s parents saw as worthy of their respect. And Father Milligan, of course. Eleanor was certain that if the age gap weren’t so stark, Ma would be pushing Maggie on Eamon. But it appeared Eleanor would do instead.

‘Yes, I suppose.’ Eleanor had nothing bad to say about Eamon. Nothing good or bad. She’d barely seen him since his grass-eating days.

‘Where’s your sister?’ Ma looked around.

‘Oh, I think I saw her talking to the O’Connors,’ Eleanor lied. If Maggie was where Eleanor thought she was, talking to whom Eleanor thought she was talking to, Ma wouldn’t be pleased. ‘I’ll get her.’


She hurried away before Ma could say anything.

The grey stone exterior of the old church was a stark contrast to the colourful interior, and it imposed itself over the green lawns surrounding it. After Mass, everyone gathered on the front lawn, catching up on the week’s news and gossip in the sun, while the younger children played among the oak trees that lined the grounds of the church. In the back there was a small cemetery to the left and to the right was the sacristy. That’s where she’d find Maggie. It was dark and cold behind the sacristy, the sun never reaching that corner of the church grounds. But just beyond it, there was an old stone bench seat under a cluster of thick oak trees. From there, you could watch the congregation play out its Sunday post-Mass ritual without being seen. Eleanor had found Maggie there many times after the service, singing and dancing barefoot in the grass.

She rounded the church and made her way to Maggie’s secret spot. When she moved into view, her heart dropped. Singing and dancing would have been one thing – a good thing. Eleanor often joined her. But today, she wasn’t doing either.

Eleanor cleared her throat and Maggie looked up, startled. She relaxed when she saw it was Eleanor who’d sprung her, though the red in her cheeks gave away her embarrassment.

‘Ellie.’ She gave her a small wave.

Eleanor eyed Heinrich, who at least had the decency to stand and look sheepish.

Maggie grabbed his hand and the poor boy looked terrified. He had nothing to fear from Eleanor, but he didn’t know that, she supposed.

‘How long have you two been seeing each other?’ Eleanor asked.

‘A few months.’ Maggie smiled, and Eleanor couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen her baby sister this blissfully happy. Her heart melted and broke at the sight. ‘He caught me singing here one day after Mass while you were playing with the O’Connor kids.’

Heinrich found his voice. ‘It was beautiful. She’s a real talent.’

‘That’s nothing compared to your talent.’ Maggie bumped his hip with her shoulder. ‘He has such a way with wood. You should see some of the things he’s made, Ellie. Last week after school he showed me the most exquisite robin he’d carved for his aunt’s birthday.’

Eleanor frowned. ‘But you don’t go to school.’ She looked at Heinrich. As far as she knew, he was working the Brennan farm with his father. Had been since he was twelve.

‘No. I’ve been tutoring him,’ Maggie shone with pride. ‘Once a week.’

‘I wait down the road for her in the afternoons,’ Heinrich said, as if it was all so perfectly natural. ‘And, well, we became friends.’

‘Friends?’ Eleanor asked, and Maggie’s cheeks flushed. She knew as well as Eleanor did that Ma and Da would never accept a daughter of theirs dating a farmhand. Especially not a German one.

‘You won’t tell, will you, Ellie?’ Maggie frowned.

‘Of course not.’ Eleanor shook her head and Maggie beamed back at her, grabbing Heinrich’s hand.

‘I told you she’d be cool.’

‘But you need to be more careful.’ Eleanor raised an eyebrow. ‘Certainly more discreet than this.’

Maggie jumped up from the bench and threw her arms around Eleanor, squeezing her tight. ‘Thank you.’

Heinrich smiled at Eleanor and then looked at Maggie with such affection, Eleanor knew they were all in for trouble.

 

Three weeks later, Eamon was back in Ballycorlann and called on Eleanor at the house. They’d caught up a few times in Cork, mostly on Eleanor’s lunch breaks, for a quick bite between classes, when she wasn’t hanging out with her muso friends. He stood at the front door now, a small bouquet of cream-coloured roses in his slightly shaking hands.

‘Thank you.’ Eleanor took them, a hint of red rising in her cheeks. Ma was just behind the door, doing a very poor job of hiding the fact she was spying on them. She gave Eleanor a beaming smile, and Eleanor couldn’t help but relish in the warmth of her approval.

At first, Eleanor had agreed to catch up with Eamon so she could feel what it would be like to finally do something her mother didn’t disapprove of, but it turned out Eamon wasn’t nearly as stuffy as she’d imagined, and Eleanor had started to enjoy his company.

‘I’ll just put these in some water and then we can go for a walk.’ She dashed into the kitchen, leaving Ma to chat with him, and put the flowers into a vase.

Maggie was by the sink and made exaggerated smooching faces at her. Eleanor thumped her on the shoulder and Maggie yelped. ‘At least I can bring my fella home,’ Eleanor teased her quietly. It was a low blow, she knew, but a not-so-small part of her was enjoying life as the golden daughter for a change.

As soon as she’d said it, Maggie’s face fell, and guilt came over Eleanor. She put her arm around her sister and squeezed her tightly. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered in her ear, and Maggie squirmed beneath her embrace. ‘That was a bit mean.’

‘It’s okay,’ Maggie pushed her away gently. ‘Maybe they’ll be so happy about you dating Eamon and what he does for the family image, they won’t even care who I’m seeing.’

‘Maybe.’ Eleanor smiled, even though they both knew that would never be the case; but there was time enough to burst that bubble later.


Maggie pushed her away. ‘Have fun with your boyfriend.’ She drew out the word.

Boyfriend. Eleanor had never had one, and it felt strange giving Eamon that title. Did a few lunch dates and walks along the banks of the River Lee make someone your boyfriend? Eleanor had no idea. No boy had ever even looked her way before.

‘See you later, you eejit.’ Eleanor turned and hustled out of the kitchen.

‘Not if I see you first, you dope.’

 

Eleanor and Eamon walked along the narrow streets of Ballycorlann, the stone and brightly coloured cottages getting smaller as they wound their way down the hill. They ambled through the centre of town, past the row of shops and the solid blue wall of O’Connor’s Tavern, its white window boxes dripping with trailing ivy.

When they reached the small stretch of beach nestled between the two grey cliff faces that edged their tiny town, they slipped off their shoes and let the cold sand squish between their toes.

‘Did Sean arrive in Madrid safely?’ Eleanor asked after Eamon’s brother, an unusual silence between them.

‘Aye. I thought about going with him, but the conference he’s at is for a few weeks, and with my class schedule . . .’

‘You could go for a weekend, maybe,’ Eleanor suggested.

‘I could.’ Eamon stepped closer. ‘Do you want to travel, Eleanor?’

Eleanor’s cheeks burned. ‘I dream about it all the time,’ she admitted.

Eamon stepped back, and the air between them lifted. ‘Maybe, once we’ve both finished our studies, we can go travelling together?’

Eleanor swallowed. ‘Where would we go?’ she asked.


‘We could start with Norway. I have family there, distant cousins, and if we don’t get on each other’s nerves too much, we could head to France after that.’

‘On each other’s nerves?’ Eleanor put her hands on her hips. ‘I certainly don’t get on people’s nerves. But you and your silver spoon . . .’ she raised her hand and waved her finger in the air. ‘Well, that is yet to be determined. It’s far too early to tell.’

He raised his hands to his chest. ‘You wound my fragile ego.’

‘You come from a good family, are studying a good degree and have mildly good looks. I doubt very much that anything I think or say would dent your healthy ego.’

‘Well, that’s where you’d be wrong.’ He reached up and brushed her wild red curls behind her ears. ‘Mildly good looks, you say?’ He cocked his head. He stepped in closer.

Silence. Stillness.

Eleanor’s heart raced. She had to take control before she did something old-fashioned like swoon, faint or something equally ridiculous for the modern independent woman she was.

‘Hmm,’ she croaked and swallowed the lump in her throat before continuing. ‘Getting into the habit of telling me I’m wrong might become a bit annoying when we travel.’

The corners of his mouth turned up and his deep brown eyes crinkled at the edges. ‘Then I’ll only do it when we’re not travelling.’

‘Oh . . . you . . .’ Eleanor laughed, and he stepped back and bounced on his feet.

‘Me what?’ He baited her.

‘You complete eejit.’ She threw her shoe at him. He ducked out of the way, his university rugby coming in handy, and picked up her shoe. ‘You won’t be getting this back without an apology.’ He waved it in the air.

‘Hell will freeze over before that happens.’ She turned her back, squared her shoulders and began to stride away.


As she left the beach and walked onto the grassy shore, turning left behind the cliff face, her shoulders dropped. Had she just made a fool of herself in front of Eamon Brennan, and now had to walk home with only one shoe?

‘Not so fast, Miss Eleanor O’Sullivan.’ Eamon’s deep voice sounded behind her, and his arms wrapped around her stomach. Without letting her go, he turned her around. ‘You are a stubborn one, aren’t you?’

‘Stubborn?’ Her voice cracked and her cheeks burned. ‘Or merely independent?’ Her words were far bolder than she felt.

‘Mmm.’ He ran his thumb and forefinger down one of her curls. ‘I’m not too sure yet. But I’d like to find out.’ His hand moved behind her neck and he pulled her in closer. ‘There’s a lot I’d like to find out about you.’ He leaned in.

Eleanor drew in a shallow breath as Eamon’s lips brushed hers softly. It only took a moment for her to relax into the kiss, his mouth soft and sweet against hers. His lips parted and she followed his lead. The kiss deepened, his urgency growing. She pulled back, needing air.

‘I’m sorry.’ His voice was low and husky.

‘Don’t be,’ she whispered. ‘I liked it.’ It surprised her just how much. Not that she was brave enough to tell him that.

‘Well, maybe we can do it again sometime.’ He grinned at her.

‘Maybe.’ She turned and started walking up the path, and Eamon fell into step beside her, taking her hand in his.

There was no maybe about it. Eleanor was most definitely going to ensure they did that again.
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The One-hundred and Eighty-fifth Rehearsal of the Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir
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Thursday, 3 July 2008

Maggie smiled as the choir launched into the last song of the evening, finishing as they often did with a Queen classic. This time it was ‘Don’t Stop Me Now’. Last week it was ‘Under Pressure’.

Jacinta, the newest member of the choir, flailed her arms about at the edge of the group of women in slow, dream-like movements, make-up caked into the deep crevasses of her face, and Maggie held back a giggle. Jacinta claimed, in her first week with the choir a month earlier, that physical movement was a way of releasing one’s best sound: ‘Just as important to warm up the body as the voice.’ Her theory hadn’t yet caught on with everyone, Janet, sporting a pink pixie cut these days, the only one brave enough to copy Jacinta’s movements.

Maggie wondered if Jacinta had a secret rock ’n’ roll past in her younger days and made a mental note to ask. She could imagine the now septuagenarian as a young groupie hanging out backstage with bands, partying.

As they hit the final lines, Jacinta spun around and kicked her leg in the air, and Maggie fully expected the black leather trousers Jacinta wore to split.


Maggie burst out laughing. ‘Sorry.’ She raised her hand in apology, and Eleanor shot her a look. To anyone else, it would have appeared a stern reproach, but Maggie knew what that crease beside her left eye meant – Eleanor was trying desperately not to laugh too.

After tea and biscuits, with the choir sharing gossip and innuendo at the back of the room, Maggie caught Jacinta before she left. This was only the poor woman’s fourth rehearsal, and Maggie didn’t want to scare her off with her childish behaviour.

‘Oh, don’t worry, darling.’ Jacinta reassured her as she stood at the door. ‘Music brings out all our emotions. It’s supposed to. I once laughed in the middle of a song at a funeral. And I was the one singing.’ She waved her sun-spotted hand as she left, the sleeve of her green embroidered kimono-top flapping with the movement. She turned back. ‘It was “Another One Bites the Dust”, mind you.’ She winked and sauntered into the night.

After they packed away the chairs and tables, Eleanor made herself and Maggie a cup of tea and they sat down with their newspapers. Maggie had needed the choir tonight, after a particularly early wake-up call from Tim, who still, after all this time, had trouble wrapping his head around the time difference between Australia and America’s east coast. At least that had been a happy call, though. An exciting promotion. The rest of the day hadn’t been so kind.

‘Hard day?’ Eleanor asked as she handed Maggie her pink floral teacup.

Maggie flopped into her chair. Rarely were her days practising medicine easy, but those on which she had to deliver terminal news were the hardest. ‘There’s only one way to deal with days like today.’

‘Laugh inappropriately in the middle of choir practice?’ Eleanor raised an eyebrow.

‘Ha, ha. No.’ She turned the radio on. ‘Don’t even try to tell me it didn’t take every ounce of your famous self-control not to burst out laughing too.’ She got up and held out her hand.

Eleanor refused to take it. ‘Oh no you don’t. I’m too old for this.’

‘Bollocks. You’re only fifty-four. Look at Jacinta. She’s got nearly twenty years on you. Besides, you know you want to.’ She pulled Eleanor to standing. Coldplay’s ‘Viva la Vida’ started playing. ‘Oh perfect. Come on . . .’

Eleanor stood firm, but as Maggie began to dance, she couldn’t help but get caught up in her joy and she gave in, dancing around the room with Maggie. They flung their arms out wide, just like they used to, and Maggie’s heart warmed, knowing that the playful big sister she remembered so fondly was still in there. They danced up the hallway and as they spun around, stopped mid oh-oh-oh in the bridge of the song at the sight of a bedraggled young woman standing in the doorway.

Maggie walked towards her. ‘Claudia, isn’t it?’ She hadn’t seen the girl in a few years and rarely saw the family in the practice. She must have been sixteen now. Seventeen, maybe.

Claudia nodded, tears streaming down her face. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come.’ She turned to head back out the door.

‘It’s fine, Claudia. Come in.’

She looked at Maggie. Such desperation in her young eyes. A look Maggie knew well.

‘I heard you . . . you might be able to help me.’

Maggie ushered her to the chairs in the front room and Eleanor followed behind.

‘Tell me what’s happened.’

Claudia gulped but said nothing.

Maggie put her hand on the girl’s leg. ‘You’re safe here.’

She chewed on her bottom lip. ‘My parents . . . they . . . I . . . I came out. They didn’t take it too well.’ She sobbed. ‘They kicked me out. I’ve got nowhere to go.’


Maggie shot Eleanor a knowing look. ‘You can stay here. Of course.’

‘Really?’

‘Really,’ Maggie reassured her. ‘Just give us a few minutes to make you up a bed.’ Maggie dragged Eleanor out of the room before Eleanor could put her foot in it and announce they had no rooms available. ‘We can’t turn her away, Ellie,’ she whispered as they walked down the hall.

‘Of course we can’t,’ Eleanor agreed. ‘But I don’t know where we can accommodate her.’

‘We could ask Janet if she’d be willing to share for a while?’

Eleanor considered that. ‘We could. But I think Claudia could do with a bit of space, with everything so raw.’

Maggie knew Eleanor was right. ‘Okay. I’ll bunk in with you, then, till a room becomes available,’ Maggie declared. Decision made. ‘You’d better not snore.’ She turned and headed up the stairs. ‘I’ll change the bedding and you go let Claudia know she has a home here as long as she needs.’











chapter eight




Lyrebird Lake

Tuesday, 22 January 2019

For the second night in a row, there was no movement or light in the cottage. The bigger house across the clearing was a different matter, though. Happy noises and shadows played behind the curtains well into the night.

Hannah and Leo had visited the library again that afternoon, and Hannah had splurged on printing out a somewhat . . . embellished resumé. She was ready to march into that lawyer’s office tomorrow full of false confidence and convince Mr Sharma to give her the job. Under normal circumstances, Hannah wouldn’t condone lying in a job application, but she was desperate. And listing her motherhood duties of the past few years as actual skillsets under the title ‘project manager’ wasn’t technically a lie. She just hoped Mr Sharma didn’t question her too closely. If he did, she’d play up her university experience, be a little vague on the timeline perhaps.

While she was using the library’s computer, she’d also looked Mr Sharma up, so she was as prepared as possible for tomorrow. His experience was impressive. Ten years at a big city firm specialising in insolvency, and his Lyrebird Lake practice seemed to cover all manner of civil law. From conveyancing and leases to family law. It wasn’t surprising, Hannah supposed, to have a more general practice here in a small country town. How many major insolvency cases would Lyrebird Lake serve up? The tone of the website was professional, yet casual. It was a one-man operation, and the photo of him showed a man in his mid-to-late forties, with a close-trimmed salt-and-pepper beard, kind dark eyes and a slightly crooked smile.

Hannah crawled into the tent and lay down next to a sleeping Leo. She set an alarm, not that she expected to get much sleep, different permutations of answers to anticipated questions running through her mind, nerves coursing through her veins.

 

Before sunrise, Hannah slipped out of the tent, a small bag of toiletries and her interview outfit in her arms. Leo didn’t stir, and – not for the first time – she sent up a silent prayer of thanks that her son was a heavy sleeper. She didn’t like leaving him alone in the tent, but she wouldn’t be gone long, and she wouldn’t do it if she didn’t think it was necessary. And being presentable for the day’s mission was absolutely necessary. That meant a proper shower and washing her hair. Unfortunately, it also meant breaking the law – the irony of which wasn’t lost on her.

She could see it now, question three or four, maybe, after probing into her qualifications and experience.

‘So, Ms Carter, given the nature of the work we do, I have to ask, have you ever engaged in criminal activity?’

‘Unless you count this morning’s break and enter, no, Mr Sharma.’

She watched the cottage for a few minutes more before stepping out of the trees and sprinting across the short distance. At the back door of the cottage she waited, listened. No noise. No movement.

This was it.


She tried the door handle. Locked. Of course it was. Damn. She tiptoed to the front door, glancing over at the bigger house, grateful no lights were on yet. The front door was locked too. She hadn’t really thought this through. Just kind of hoped that living in a town as tiny as Lyrebird Lake would mean people didn’t worry too much about security. But even in a small country town, people probably locked their doors when no one was home, she supposed. She moved around the porch, trying the windows. The first one, locked. The second, locked. Her shoulders dropped. Please. She really needed this.

The third window slid up and she nearly cheered. It was a tight squeeze, but she made it through.

In the dim light, she could just make out the furniture of what she assumed was the living room. But she wasn’t about to turn a light on to find out. The place was small, so it didn’t take long to find the bathroom.

Swiftly, she stripped off and stepped into the shower, turning on the taps, hoping it wouldn’t take too long for the water to heat up. She nearly groaned when steam started to fill the room.

Right, Hannah. Quickest shower you’ve ever had. Get in, wash your hair, get out.

Once the hot water fell over her shoulders, though, she knew she’d made a mistake. It was so warm and relaxing. How could she possibly jump out quickly? A minute. She’d allow herself just one minute. She closed her eyes, every muscle in her body begging her to stay there under the hot, soothing stream.

With herculean effort she rinsed the suds out of her hair and turned off the taps, a small whimper escaping her lips.

Enough. Dry off, get dressed and get out of here.

With the scratchy towel she shared with Leo, she patted herself dry and then slipped on her underwear. She dried her hair as best she could with the thin fabric and pulled on her trousers. She wondered if the owner had a hairdryer, then decided against looking. She couldn’t risk the noise. She wrapped her hair in the now-damp towel and would use an old t-shirt back in the tent to finish the job as best she could.

Just as she was about to pull on her shirt, she heard a noise. A car? Yes, it was definitely a car engine. And it was close.

Shit.

She shoved her things into her bag as quickly as she could, dropping the small bottle of nearly empty shampoo. Its contents dripped onto the tiled floor.

Double shit.

She wiped up the mess with her sleep-t. Argh. She’d have to wear something else to bed tonight.

Scrambling, she finished gathering her things. A car door opened, then closed.

Mother of shits.

She had to get out of there. Now. She didn’t have time to put her shirt on. She hustled down the hallway towards the back door, hoping it didn’t need a key to unlock from inside.

There was a snib. No deadlock. Thank goodness.

As she reached for the handle, she heard the front door open. She slipped out onto the porch, and bolted out into the morning sun, topless.

 

Hannah set Leo up in Bean There café with his worn-out copy of Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone, a chocolate milkshake and a chocolate-chip cookie. The café was just up from Mr Sharma’s office, and there was every chance that Hannah would be in and out of there within five minutes once Mr Sharma realised she had no actual qualifications and very little experience.

‘I won’t be long,’ Hannah said to Leo as he opened his book. ‘I’ll be just over there.’ She pointed to the lawyer’s office.


Leo looked up. ‘Does this mean we’re staying in the lyrebird-verse?’

‘I don’t know, buddy. We’ll just have to see what happens. One day . . .’

Leo finished their mantra: ‘. . . at a time.’

‘That’s right.’ She gave him a hug and approached the counter. ‘Hi.’ She introduced herself to the man she assumed was the café’s owner. ‘Do you mind if I leave my son here for a few minutes while I pop into Mr Sharma’s office? He won’t be any trouble.’

‘Sure, that’s fine, love. I’m Davey. Happy to look out for him.’

‘Thank you. I’m Hannah. That’s Leo.’ Leo looked up and waved. She straightened her shirt and trousers.

‘You look really pretty, Mum,’ he said as she went back to kiss him goodbye. He gave her one of his special smiles and his Spider-Man salute.

You’ve got this, Hannah, she told herself, heart racing. She had to have this.

There were still five minutes until nine o’clock, but Hannah hoped if Mr Sharma was already in the office, he would appreciate her being keen. She held her doctored resumé tightly against her chest with one hand, and with the other, slightly shaking, she pushed the door to the office open. Here went nothing.

A buzzer rang as she entered.

‘Won’t be a sec,’ a deep voice called from out back.

Hannah looked around the small reception room. The two grey chairs looked comfortable, and she considered sitting, but was worried that might appear too casual. She had to make a good impression. Was standing too intimidating? She rocked back and forth on her heels. Sit? Stand? She pulled at her shirt sleeves.

Good lord. How was she going to convince this man to give her a job if she couldn’t even decide whether to sit or stand? She sang a few lines of the Backstreet Boys’ ‘I Want It That Way’ in her head. It may not have been an obvious song choice to help calm her nerves – unlike something by Enya or Fleetwood Mac, or a soft jazz tune – but it was the song playing the moment she met Noah, and it always filled her with peace.

Footsteps sounded from behind the sliding door.

Pull yourself together. She squared her shoulders and stood up taller. The door opened.

‘Hi. I’m Benjamin Sharma.’ He extended his arm and Hannah shook his hand. ‘What can I do for you today?’

He wasn’t quite what Hannah had been expecting. He did look just like his photo on the website, but he was dressed in jeans and a casual checked shirt, top button open with his sleeves rolled up, holding a ridiculously large mug in one hand.

He followed her gaze. ‘Coffee. Can’t start the day without it.’

‘That would be enough to start my whole week,’ Hannah laughed.

Mr Sharma grinned. Perhaps he had a sense of humour. Which might serve them both well when he looked at her resumé.

‘Too many years running the corporate rat race has left me with a dependency, I’m afraid. Could be worse though. Coffee is at least legal.’ He paused. ‘I didn’t catch your name.’

She brushed a stray strand of hair behind her right ear. ‘I’m Hannah Carter. I saw your sign in the window for an executive assistant and I wanted to apply for the job, Mr Sharma.’ She adjusted the sleeves of her shirt again, wishing she was in one of her comfortable flowing dresses. She probably could have worn one, given how casually Mr Sharma was attired.

‘Please. Call me Benjamin, Ms Carter.’

‘Benjamin.’ She nodded. ‘And you can call me Hannah.’

‘Nice to meet you, Hannah. Come through and we can have a chat about the job.’ He moved aside and held the door open for her.


They stepped into an airy open-plan space with a large conference table in the middle, a small kitchenette off to the left, and a desk and a wall of bookshelves to the right. A small corridor branched off next to the bookshelf and led to a washroom door.

‘Can I get you a coffee? I’ve just made some,’ Benjamin asked.

‘Yes, please. I do miss the stuff so much.’ Oh shit. She hadn’t meant for that to slip out.

‘Detoxing, are you?’ he asked over his shoulder, as he grabbed a mug from the cupboard and poured her a cup from the expensive-looking machine.

‘Something like that.’

‘I wish I could.’ He turned around and handed it to her. ‘Sit.’ He waved his hand towards the large, grey leather conference chairs. ‘But she’s my one true love in this world, and we can never be parted.’

Hannah laughed as she sat down.

‘And what’s your one true love in this world, Hannah?’

She was not expecting that to be the first question of a job interview, but at least it was easy to answer. ‘My son, Leo.’

‘No kids myself. Divorced.’ Benjamin shrugged. ‘Thankfully before we had any. That’s how I ended up here.’ He spread his arms out wide. ‘It was a wake-up call, I guess. I was working like a dog to make partner. No balance at all. So, I left the firm I was with in Sydney and came here. What brings you to Lyrebird Lake?’ He took a long sip from his mug.

This was more like the sort of questioning she’d been expecting and was prepared for. ‘A tree-change, I suppose you could say.’

‘Nice place for it. How old is Leo?’

‘Ah, he’s eight.’ Perhaps Benjamin was trying to ease her into the interview by asking questions that were simple to answer.

‘Will he be going to Lyrebird Public?’


‘Oh, we . . . haven’t really thought that far ahead. But I guess so.’ If I can land this job, she thought.

She slid her resumé across the table. ‘I’ve brought my CV with me. There are a few gaps, as I’ve been raising Leo, but I do have some experience I think you’d find useful and I’m a very quick study.’

He took the CV but didn’t open it. ‘I’d rather just have a chat first, if that’s okay. I find you get a better feel for a person that way, rather than looking at a piece of paper. But if you’re not comfortable with that . . .’

‘No. That’s fine.’ In fact, it was better than fine. It would be easier to embellish her relevant experience and justify her distinct lack of qualifications in conversation.

‘Great. So, why do you want to work here?’ He leaned forward.

She’d expected that question, and had spent the night coming up with all sorts of plausible answers: always having had an interest in the law – not strictly a lie; having a real passion for organisation – a fair bit of a stretch; wanting to find a fulfilling role helping people – not a bad reason, and under different circumstances, might have been the driving force. But sitting here across from this man, who’d been surprisingly warm and welcoming, most of them fell away and the truth came out.

‘Well, I studied law at university, and though I’ve never practised – in fact, I didn’t finish the course, much to my mother’s distress – I found it an interesting field. I’d like to work in the area. And, to be perfectly honest, I need a job whose hours are conducive to being a single mum. And I saw your sign . . .’

Benjamin laughed. ‘Right. I appreciate your candour. And I know a little something about trying to meet parental expectations.’

Hannah tilted her head. ‘I dare say you’ve succeeded. Unlike me.’


‘You might be surprised.’ The corners of his mouth turned up.

‘A successful lawyer? Surely any mum would be proud.’ Hers certainly would be.

‘Mmm. I’m a divorced lawyer, in my forties, who hasn’t provided her with any grandchildren yet.’ He grimaced.

‘Ah, I see.’ Hannah took a sip of coffee. ‘This is good.’

‘It’s a special blend I get from an artisan producer on the outskirts of Sydney.’ Benjamin was clearly proud of his barista-ing. ‘I don’t miss much about the city, but this is something I can’t live without.’

Hannah smiled. ‘I’m starting to get the sense your coffee is very important to you.’

‘Understanding that is the first key to a good working relationship with me.’ He took another sip.

‘My husband was the same about his coffee.’

‘Divorced too? You said you were a single mum.’ Benjamin frowned. ‘Oh no. Am I wrong?’

‘Widowed. Noah passed away eighteen months ago.’

‘Oh, crap. That sucks,’ Benjamin said.

And Hannah laughed. Out loud.

He raised an eyebrow.

‘Oh, it does suck,’ she said quickly. ‘More than you can imagine. But it’s refreshing to get such an honest reaction.’ In the months after Noah’s death, she’d heard every genuine condolence and empty platitude there was. Sorry for your loss; he’s in a better place; and all the ‘at leasts’ she could poke a stick at – at least you had those years together, at least he didn’t suffer, at least you have Leo to remember him by, at least, at least, at least. She’d heard it all. Except that. The one sentiment that summed it up best of all. That sucks.

‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘You’re . . . welcome.’ For the first time since he’d shaken her hand, Benjamin seemed unsure of himself. But only for a moment. He sat up straighter and continued. ‘I suspect, Hannah, we might get along working together. Would you like to know more about the role?’

She allowed relief to wash over her. ‘Yes. Please.’

Benjamin outlined the duties and expectations: carrying out property and business searches, drafting wills and leases, keeping his diary up to date, general administration tasks. Hannah answered his questions as best she could, and half an hour later Benjamin stood up and Hannah followed him.

‘Thank you for coming in today. Leave this with me.’ He held up her CV. ‘I assume you have references listed?’

‘Yes, but as I said, I’ve primarily been raising my son, so some of them are a little dated.’

‘That’s okay. Based on our chat, I think we’d work well together, I’ll check these out and get back to you.’

‘Thank you for your time.’ Hannah shook his hand. The interview had gone better than she’d expected. She just hoped it had gone well enough to secure her the job. She didn’t really have a plan B.











chapter nine




Bean There café

Wednesday, 23 January 2019

Eleanor stood at the café counter, making sure the choir flyers were displayed properly and not obscured by the flyers for the preschool fair – not that she had anything against the preschool fair, of course. She did have something against rodeos, though, so she pushed the flyers advertising one in Green Gully to the very back.

Maggie sat at the table next to Leo. He was all on his own. He’d told Maggie his mum was at an interview and would be right back. That was half an hour ago now. But luckily they didn’t have anywhere else to be, because Maggie had apparently decided she was going to play noughts and crosses with the lad till his mum came back.

The café door opened, and Hannah walked in.

‘How’d it go?’ Leo looked up from the game and smiled at his mum.

‘I think it went well, buddy.’

‘Does that mean we can stay?’

‘Hopefully, yes.’ Hannah was confident it had gone well and Leo jumped up and threw his arms around her. ‘Unless my referees are unkind – which they won’t be – or Benjamin decides that I’d be terrible at the job after all. Which I hope he won’t.’ She laughed.

‘You’re not terrible at anything, Mum.’

The young boy looked up at her with so much affection it made Eleanor’s heart squeeze a little.

‘If you do stay, maybe you’ll think about joining the choir?’ Eleanor asked. ‘Especially if you’re not terrible at anything.’

‘She’s especially not terrible at singing.’ Leo nodded his head so earnestly Eleanor worried he’d hurt himself.

‘Oh, Ellie, let them settle in first.’ Maggie slapped her arm playfully. ‘Always trying to enlist new recruits.’ She ruffled the little boy’s hair.

‘Alrighty, Leo,’ Hannah said. ‘Time to let these ladies get back to their day.’

Leo had sat back down next to Maggie and started another game. ‘Can we finish this first?’ He looked up to his mum with pleading eyes.

‘I’m grand to play a little longer,’ Maggie said. ‘If it’s okay with you, Hannah.’

‘Sure. Just one more game,’ Hannah said.

Leo and Maggie both clapped and then laughed together, tilting their heads.

Eleanor knew she was imagining it. She looked to Maggie, who didn’t seem to have noticed anything. Of course, she was imagining it. Because it was impossible. Her subconscious was allowing fragments of her past to filter in, to confuse her, to make her see things that weren’t there.

‘Huzzah!’ Maggie called when the game ended, Leo conceding defeat.

‘We really must be going now, buddy.’ Hannah put her arm on Leo’s small shoulder.


‘I know.’ He pouted.

There. Eleanor frowned. An echo. A memory.

This wasn’t the first time her imagination had got the better of her. How often over the decades had she seen phantoms that weren’t there? In the laundromat near the flat they shared in Sydney in their twenties, a lemon-coloured blanket coming out of a dryer; in the park, a strand of red hair poking out of the hat of a woman walking away; the notes of a familiar tune playing somewhere around the next corner, silent when she reached it. Each time just an apparition.

This was just another of those times.

Surely.
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‘Do you have to head home?’ Eamon kissed Eleanor deeply as the bus rumbled up the street to the university stop, pulling her close against the cold autumn air. Underneath her coat, his hands moved up and down her back, letting the November chill in. His touch had been getting bolder every time they were together. How could something that felt so right be a sin, like she’d been told her whole life? It was a question she’d been asking herself a lot lately and the answer both thrilled and terrified her.

‘Yes. Unlike you, I don’t have my own apartment here in Cork.’

He frowned. ‘Maybe we should rectify that.’

Eleanor laughed. ‘Wait.’ She leaned back, noticing his expression. ‘You’re serious?’

‘I’ve heard of dumber ideas. You’re nineteen. Why not?’

‘My parents, that’s why not. They’d never agree.’ She shook her head. ‘A single young woman living on her own in the city? You may as well stab a dagger right through the heart of God, as far as they’re concerned.’


He rested his chin on her forehead. ‘Can someone tell them it’s 1973, not the 1950s?’

‘Believe me, I’ve tried. But Ma’s faith is everything.’

‘I know. And I admire her devotion to God. I do. I just hate saying goodbye to you every evening. We hardly get enough time together between our class schedules. And on weekends, there are’ – his voice lowered – ‘too many eyes on us.’

Eleanor loved the idea of spending more time with Eamon, but she just didn’t see how they could. The bus pulled up. ‘I know. I’m sorry.’ She turned to leave, but Eamon grabbed her hand and pulled her back, kissing her one more time.

 

As the bus bumped and rolled along the country roads towards home, Eleanor pulled out the notebook she never went anywhere without. She scribbled some pictures of flowers and butterflies around the edges of the page before words started to form. The lyrics came easily – a young man with a warm smile, a young woman trying to deny the attraction, a chorus of glances and soft touches. ‘Adoring Eamon’, she wrote at the top of the page. No, that was a terrible title. Too saccharine. She’d have to come up with something better than that.

The bus was late pulling into Ballycorlann, thanks to a rambling flock of sheep a couple of miles from home refusing to move off the road. Eleanor raced through the fields and a movement by the hawthorn tree caught her eye. She didn’t have time to appease the fairies with her usual greeting, so she just waved her hand and hoped that would be enough.

‘Ellie, wait!’ a familiar voice called across the field and Eleanor spun round. There stood Maggie, her A-line shift askew, her hair messy.

‘What are you doing here?’ Eleanor asked, just as Heinrich stepped out from behind the hawthorn tree. She looked back and forth between the couple, her eyes narrowing.


Maggie turned and hugged a pouting Heinrich, and Eleanor grabbed her arm and reefed her off him. ‘We don’t have time for this. Do you know how late we are?’

‘But I always stay out till you get home.’

Eleanor fussed about, fixing Maggie’s dress and hair. ‘Yes, but my bus was late.’

Maggie looked down at her watch and her face fell. ‘Ah feck.’

 

Out of breath, they reached home in record time, and Eleanor was about to congratulate herself when Ma opened the back door.

‘Where have you two been? Father Milligan has called around for supper and you and your sister are nowhere to be seen.’

‘I . . . we . . .’ Eleanor scrambled to find her words. She could explain her own tardiness easily enough, though no excuse would satisfy her mother, especially if Father Milligan was here. But Maggie’s lateness?

Think, Eleanor, think. She could feel Maggie trembling beside her.

While Ma was caught up ranting about how embarrassing it was that her daughters weren’t home, after dark, with their priest waiting for them, Eleanor slipped her arm around Maggie’s waist.

‘Ma!’ Eleanor raised her voice and Ma stopped. ‘Maggie is injured.’ She hoped Maggie had enough of her wits about her to follow along. ‘We’re late because we had to hobble home.’

Maggie’s face dropped into a forlorn expression. ‘If Ellie hadn’t found me,’ she sniffled for dramatic effect, ‘I might still be out there lying in the dirt.’ She hobbled forward to complete the ruse.

Eleanor pinched her on the back. Keep it believable.

Ma looked from one to the other, her face slowly rearranging before their eyes. ‘Oh, my sweet Lord.’ She flung her arms around Maggie. ‘What happened? Are you alright?’


She helped Maggie inside and sat her on a stool in the kitchen. ‘Don’t just stand there, Eleanor,’ she barked. ‘Get me some ice and go and explain to your da and Father Milligan what’s happened.’

Of all the days Father Milligan could’ve called for supper. A day when Eleanor had been having thoughts that would definitely be considered impure, and Maggie was quite possibly doing deeds that were.

 

When supper was over, Ma sent Maggie up to bed to rest and Eleanor along to help. With her arm supporting her sister up the stairs to maintain their lie, Eleanor dug her fingers into Maggie’s side a little deeper than was necessary. When they reached Maggie’s room, Eleanor pushed her sister onto the bed.

‘What were you thinking?’ She turned on her after she shut the door. ‘You have to be more careful than that.’

Maggie at least had the decency to look guilty. She tilted her head to the side. ‘I’m sorry. We got carried away . . . I didn’t realise the time. And you hadn’t come home . . .’

‘It’s not my fault!’

‘I know. Honestly, I’m sorry.’ Maggie got off the bed and hugged her. ‘Thank you. For covering for me with Ma.’ She looked up, her green eyes wide and warm.

Eleanor never could stay mad at Maggie. ‘It’s okay. You did well going along with it. Though, you might have oversold it just a little.’

A cheeky grin spread across Maggie’s face. ‘It worked though.’ She tossed her long dark hair over her shoulders.

Eleanor put her arm around Maggie and squeezed just a little too tightly – just because she couldn’t stay mad at her sister, didn’t mean she had to let her off scot-free. ‘But do you think maybe you should cool things down a little with Heinrich?’

Maggie pushed away. ‘Oh, Ellie, I thought you were on my side.’


‘I am. Always. But you’re young . . .’ Today’s recklessness worried Eleanor.

Maggie put her hands on her hips. ‘I may be young, but I know my heart. We’re in love, Ellie. In love. Do you know how that feels?’

A month ago, Eleanor couldn’t have even imagined what it would feel like to be in love. But now . . . She didn’t know if that was how she felt about Eamon – she had nothing to compare it to – but she suspected maybe she did.

‘We’re going to run away together,’ Maggie blurted out.

‘What?’ Eleanor shouted and then covered her mouth. She stepped towards her sister and whispered the question again. ‘What?’

‘When I finish school. Ma and Da will never approve of Heinrich. You know that. And we want to be together. It’s the only way.’ She flopped onto her bed and Eleanor sat beside her. ‘We’re going to get married and move to Dublin and have a happy life together.’

‘And what are you going to do for money? And what about studying medicine?’

‘Well,’ Maggie sat up. ‘I’ll get a job singing in one of the clubs and Heinrich can find labouring work or something. I can work in a restaurant at night, study in the day. It will all work out.’ Maggie oozed confidence. ‘You’ll see.’

‘Maggie . . .’

‘Ellie, surely you understand. I know how you feel about Eamon. What if Ma and Da forbade you to ever see him again? You can’t tell me you haven’t thought about what it would be like to marry him, share a life with him.’

Eleanor raised her hand. ‘It’s far too early days for us to think about that.’

‘It’s never too early when you’re in love,’ Maggie said dreamily.

Eleanor knew it wasn’t that simple. Yes, she’d been caught up lately in the giddy feelings Eamon seemed to elicit from her, but she knew not to get carried away. Life was never that simple. She frowned.

‘Oh, no.’ Maggie stood up. ‘Don’t do that.’

‘Do what?’

Maggie waved her finger in the air. ‘Go get all sensible on me again. This thing you have with Eamon is good. It’s loosened you up, and I like the new Ellie. She’s far better than the one who used to think love was . . . crazy.’ She winked at Eleanor.

‘Oh no. We’re not going to . . .’ Eleanor protested. ‘Now is not the time.’

But Maggie danced her way over to Eleanor and grabbed her hands, pulling her off the bed. ‘It’s always the time.’

‘You’re supposed to be injured, remember?’ Eleanor laughed.

Maggie handed her a brush and picked up her can of hairspray, raising it to her lips. She sang the first line of ‘Crazy’ by Patsy Cline and looked at Eleanor, waiting.

Eleanor hesitated, even though they both knew she would join in. She raised the brush and sang the second line into its bristles.

They took it in turns to sing a line each, and when they got to the chorus they sang in harmony and danced around the room, leaning into each other and out again.

As they got to the end of the song, Maggie looked at Eleanor. ‘It’s never crazy to love someone.’

 

Before Eleanor went to bed that night, she stood at her dresser staring at the letter she’d received that morning from the Cork Music Festival. She’d secretly entered a songwriting competition for amateurs, not even telling Maggie about it, and inside that envelope was the outcome – whether she’d been accepted into the short course they offered over spring, or not. She hadn’t been able to bring herself to open it yet.

Summoning her courage, she picked it up and crawled into bed, pulling the covers over her head. Tearing open the envelope, she dared not hope.

There, in black and white, was her acceptance. She hugged the piece of paper to her chest, joy filling her heart.

 

Two weeks later, Eleanor stood in the choir at Mass. Beside her, Maggie looked like she was about to cry.

‘You okay?’ she mouthed.

Maggie turned her sad gaze away.

After the service, they walked behind Ma and Da as the congregation exited the church. Maggie wobbled and Eleanor supported her weight. Da noticed and held his hand up to Maggie’s forehead.

‘No fever, but you’re as pale as a ghost. I promised Brennan I’d go over a contract for him, and your ma is heading over to the O’Connors’ to plan the Christmas fair. Can you take her home?’ He looked to Eleanor.

‘Of course.’

When they finally got back to the house, Eleanor helped Maggie upstairs.

‘You rest up.’ She tucked her into bed. ‘I’ll be right here if you need me. Did you eat something disagreeable at Molly O’Connor’s birthday last night?’ She pulled a chair up beside Maggie’s bed.

Maggie looked up. ‘It wasn’t Molly’s birthday. I’m not sick.’

Eleanor laughed. ‘Well, what are you then?’ Come to think of it, Maggie had been quiet, not her usual self, for more than a week now.

‘I’m not sick. I’m late.’ Maggie’s gaze was steady and she raised an eyebrow, waiting, it seemed, for Eleanor’s penny to drop.

‘Oh.’ Clunk. ‘No, you don’t think you’re . . . but you couldn’t be . . . surely not?’ Eleanor fell back into the chair, nearly missing it and ending up sprawled on the floor. ‘No. Maggie. No.’

Maggie shuffled across the bed until she was level with Eleanor.


‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph.’ Eleanor squeezed her hands together and then brushed them over her cheeks. She removed the yellow scarf from her neck, feeling hot and a little choked.

‘What’s that?’ Maggie stood up, pointing at the love bite on Eleanor’s neck.

‘Oh, I think we’ve got bigger problems to worry about than this right now, don’t you?’ Eleanor pushed her hand away.

‘Have you and Eamon done it?’ Maggie’s eyes grew large.

Eleanor stepped towards Maggie, and she moved backwards. ‘No, actually, we haven’t. But you have, apparently.’ Eleanor let out a long slow breath. ‘Right, so. I guess we could get you to London . . .’

‘No way.’ Maggie’s hands covered her belly.

Eleanor took Maggie by the shoulders and gently lowered her to the bed, sitting beside her. ‘I know the Church says abortion is a sin, but God will forgive you.’

Maggie shook her head. ‘This isn’t about God, Ellie. I want this baby. Heinrich wants this baby.’

Eleanor couldn’t believe what she was hearing. ‘That’s easy for him to say. He’s got nothing to lose from this . . . situation.’

‘This isn’t a situation. It’s a baby, Ellie. My baby.’

She wrapped her arm around Maggie’s shoulder. ‘Oh god. You’re right. I’m so sorry.’

‘I think we can agree to leave God out of it,’ Maggie said. ‘But I can’t do this without you. Please say you will stand by me,’ her voice cracked.

‘Always.’ Eleanor placed a gentle kiss on her forehead and sang the first line of Ben E. King’s soul classic, ‘Stand by Me’.

Maggie relaxed into her embrace and with a soft voice joined in. They finished the song with Maggie harmonising the last line.

‘I will always stand by you, I promise.’ Eleanor squeezed her hands.


Later that night, after Colm and Mary had gone to bed, Eleanor and Maggie sat on the swings outside, seeing who could make the biggest puff of steam as they exhaled into the cold night air.

‘What’s it like?’ Eleanor whispered.

‘What?’ Maggie turned to face her.

‘You know . . . it . . .’ Eleanor was glad her younger sister couldn’t see the red in her cheeks in the dim night light.

‘Oh.’ Maggie giggled. ‘It’s amazing. It’s warm and caring and exciting and . . . every part of you just explodes. I highly recommend it.’

‘Margaret Mary O’Sullivan!’ Eleanor gasped.

‘Of course, only if you love him,’ Maggie added.

‘You really do, don’t you? Love Heinrich.’

‘Ah huh.’

‘And you’re really going to keep the baby?’ Eleanor already knew the answer.

‘Ah huh.’

Ice ran through Eleanor’s veins. ‘How in sweet Jesus’s name are we going to tell Ma and Da?’











[image: image]

The Four-hundred and Forty-fourth Rehearsal of the Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir
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Thursday, 14 November 2013

Maggie and Janet, whose tightly cropped hair was currently a bold shade of red, set out the chairs, with the other early arrivals giving them a hand. Even the newcomers had picked up the routine. Over the last few years, they’d gained and lost members, but their numbers had always hovered around twelve to fifteen. Their choir might not rival some of the bigger groups Maggie often watched on YouTube, falling down the rabbit hole of viewing Welsh male choirs, tear-inducing children’s choirs from around the world, and early seasons of Britain’s Got Talent at two in the morning, but she was proud of what she and Eleanor had created.

She didn’t watch those videos just to compare. She watched them because they brought her joy when she couldn’t sleep. And that was happening more often now she was fully in the throes of menopause.

She pulled out a blue-and-white floral fan as a hot flush hit her and took a moment to pass.

The bell above the front door tinkled as more members wandered in.


‘Hold it, please?’ a woman called, and two teachers from the school held it open. ‘Thank you.’ The woman pushed her wheelchair into the foyer.

Dressed in a tight gold-and-white leopard-print top and a long pink skirt, the woman was in her mid-thirties, Maggie guessed. Maggie walked over and introduced herself.

‘Lovely to meet you, Maggie. I’m Fifi. My husband and I have recently bought the caravan park, and I thought this would be a good way to make friends.’

Maggie shook Fifi’s extended hand. ‘Welcome to the Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir. Have you sung in a choir before?’

It didn’t matter what the answer was, obviously, but asking if new members had experience did help them to know what they were working with.

‘No. Is that alright? What I lack in skill, I’ll more than make up for in enthusiasm.’

‘It’s more than alright.’ Maggie laughed. She liked Fifi already and knew she’d fit right in. Most people who joined the choir did. That was, after all, the point – a place for everyone to belong. Every now and then someone would come to rehearsal to try it out and Maggie wouldn’t see them again, and she always wished they’d given it a few more weeks before deciding it wasn’t for them. She knew how much they were missing out. Still, it wasn’t for everyone, as Eleanor kept reminding her.

Maggie introduced Fifi to the other members of the choir, and they chatted until Jacinta wrangled them to start rehearsal. She had unofficially taken over warm-up duties, making sure everyone raised their arms in unison and swung them with abandon. She sometimes made the choir do squats, sometimes made them walk around the room making animal noises. Maggie had no idea if it helped them sing any better, but it sure did make for a fun start to rehearsals and put everyone at ease. Even if Eleanor tended to hide her amusement behind her composed exterior, she too enjoyed Jacinta’s antics, before taking over the singing part of rehearsals just after the warm-ups with a stern, ‘Okay then, ladies. Let’s settle down and loosen our voices now. Do re mi . . .’

Today they finished rehearsal ten minutes earlier than usual and Eleanor started the very important meeting to discuss the annual Christmas concert. ‘We’ll be coming on after the school band and singing three carols. We just have to decide which ones.’

Murmurs and mumbles rippled through the group. In the end, they decided on ‘Silent Night’, a perennial favourite, ‘Good King Wenceslas’, for lovers of the classics, and ‘Six White Boomers’ for the kids.

‘Our last rehearsal will be on December nineteen and the concert is on the next night, the last Friday before Christmas. Then we’ll start back up again the first Thursday of February.’ Eleanor stood up. ‘Right. Let’s pack up and head home, ladies. Great job tonight.’

‘Excuse me?’ Fifi raised her hand. ‘What do we wear? For the concert?’

‘White blouse, black bottoms,’ Eleanor said.

Fifi pulled a face. ‘That’s a little boring, don’t you think? Not a lot of joy in black and white.’

Maggie stifled a laugh.

‘Maybe,’ Eleanor frowned. ‘But we find most people can manage it without having to buy new clothes.’

‘True.’ Fifi nodded. ‘But maybe we could . . . spice things up a little.’

Part of Maggie was worried Fifi would suggest some sort of animal print. The other part of her wanted to see how that would play out with Eleanor.

‘I could make us all lyrebird brooches to wear. They’ll be tasteful, I swear. A pop of blue in the tail for colour.’ Fifi pointed to the little gold butterfly brooch she had pinned to her blouse.


‘You crochet?’ Maggie asked.

‘Took it up when I was in hospital after the accident.’ She tapped the arm of her chair. ‘It passed the long days and kept my mind occupied. Been making blankets and toys for the past eight years.’

‘I think it’s a fabulous idea.’ Maggie could see the choir wearing them. ‘What do you think, Ellie?’

‘Oh, why not?’ She grinned.

After they packed away the refreshments, Maggie saw Fifi to the door.

‘Will you be seeing family over Christmas?’ Fifi asked.

Maggie tilted her head to the side. ‘My son is visiting from New York.’

‘You must miss him terribly.’

‘I do.’ She’d sometimes thought about moving over to the States to be closer to him, but she couldn’t leave Eleanor. Or The Lodge. ‘But he comes back a couple of times a year.’

‘Just the one son, then?’

Maggie shifted her weight. ‘Yes, and I lost my husband a while back now.’

‘Sorry to hear that.’ Fifi squeezed Maggie’s hand.

‘Thank you. Will we see you again next week?’

‘Absolutely. Good night, ladies.’ With a flourish of her arm, Fifi rolled down the ramp Maggie had installed for her patients when she first set up her practice.

Maggie closed the door and flicked the light switch off, leaning back against the solid wood, just for a moment.











chapter ten




Lyrebird Lake

Wednesday, 23 January 2019

Hannah and Leo skipped around the lake as the sun began to set, buzzing from Benjamin’s call twenty minutes ago.

She still couldn’t believe Benjamin had given her the job. Granted, three days a week wasn’t going to change their world completely and it was on a trial basis to begin with, but it would certainly help ease the pressure, and pay for them to stay at the caravan park when a vacancy became available. And if it did lead to more work . . . Hannah barely dared to hope. It was the first real chance she’d had in a while to even contemplate a way out of her mess – she was most definitely on a high.

The next thing to do was, Hannah thought, get Leo into Lyrebird Public. At this, she frowned. Enrolling Leo in school would mean having to give the school an address. An address she didn’t have. However . . . maybe now that she had a job, she could book into the caravan park next week. There should be vacancies by then. She could book it for the month of her trial with Mr Sharma and use that as her address. And then . . . well, and then she’d see. For the first time in a long time, waiting and seeing didn’t fill her with dread.


Not even the dark clouds rolling in were going to dampen her spirit right now. Heavy drops of rain began to fall onto the pavement, staining it with dark grey spots. She launched into a rendition of ‘Singin’ in the Rain’, and Leo sang with her as he splashed in the puddles forming.

‘I guess we won’t be camping tonight, buddy.’ She put her arm around Leo’s shoulder. She couldn’t risk the mud it would now entail.

‘We’re not going to sleep in the car again, are we?’ he grumbled.

‘I’m afraid so.’

‘I don’t like the car.’

‘I know, buddy, but now I’ve got this job, we can find something better. Soon. I promise. Can you be my brave little Spider-Man for just a little longer?’ She hated asking, having already expected far more bravery from him than he should have had to display at his age.

He nodded, his frown remaining.

Hannah had noticed on their visits that the library carpark was dotted with trees, offering ample cover from casual passing eyes. So, she’d park there tonight. Of course, if anyone looked closely, they’d notice her and Leo, but thankfully most people didn’t pay much attention to the things around them. Especially unpalatable things they didn’t really want to acknowledge existed, like a homeless mother and child.

 

The next morning they left the library carpark early, not only to avoid being seen, but also to ensure Hannah got to work on time. She wore one of her long flowing dresses, deciding it was better to be comfortable all day than be worried about her shirt not fitting properly. She doubted Benjamin would mind, given how casually he dressed. She’d pulled her hair back into a tight ponytail, hoping the curls would behave and not be falling around her shoulders by morning tea. A futile hope, she knew.

Just before they walked into the office, Hannah knelt on one knee in front of Leo. ‘Remember what we discussed?’ He gave her his Spider-Man salute.

‘I won’t let you down, Mum. I’ll stay quiet and out of the way. You and Mr Sharma won’t even know I’m there.’

She pulled him into a tight embrace. She had no idea what she’d done to deserve such a good kid, but she was beyond thankful for him.

‘Right.’ She stood up. ‘Here we go. We’ve got this.’ The pep talk, though, was definitely for her benefit more than his.

True to his word, Leo spent the morning reading his book in the corner and playing with the one remaining bucket of Lego they’d kept after selling most of their belongings. And he was nearly invisible, while Hannah set to work ticking things off the to-do list she’d written after Benjamin had run through her tasks again.

It was obvious why he needed an executive assistant. He may well have been a good lawyer – that Hannah couldn’t yet determine – but he was absolutely useless at admin. There was very little organisation to the mess of papers and folders strewn about the office, and Hannah wondered how he ever found anything. She might not have had a strong administration background, but even she could see that she had to get his filing under control first. Hannah had no idea how the man functioned in this kind of chaos.

By lunchtime, she’d managed to completely overhaul his filing system, if you could call it a system, and was about to begin answering some of over two hundred emails sitting in his inbox when he returned from a meeting with a client, a large paper bag in his arms.

‘Is it time to eat?’ He sauntered through to the back room and placed the bag on the conference table. ‘Wait. What’s happened in here?’ He looked around at the shelves his files had previously been stacked on in no apparent order. ‘You’ve managed to . . .’ He looked at his watch. ‘In just a few hours.’

Hannah raised an eyebrow.

‘When Mum puts her mind to something, there’s no stopping her,’ Leo said, lured by the delicious aroma coming from the bag.

‘I’ll say. At this rate I’ll have to give her a raise next week.’ He gave Leo a wink. ‘But before then, how about some lunch?’

He unpacked the food, placing a variety of hot mini quiches and a couple of salads on the table.

‘I wasn’t sure what either of you liked, so I got a few of everything. Anything we don’t eat now, you can take home with you.’

Panic rose in Hannah. ‘Oh. Um, how much do I owe you?’ There was enough food here to feed them for a week.

He waved his hand in dismissal. ‘Nothing. The company paid. My welcome-to-the-job treat. Bean There make the best lunches this side of Sydney. I eat from there most days I’m in the office. Dig in.’

Leo looked at Hannah with wide eyes waiting for her permission. To his credit, he didn’t attack the quiches like a total wild animal, when she winked, letting him know it was okay. Just a semi-feral one. She couldn’t blame him, though. The smell alone was enough to have her almost salivating.

She took a sundried-tomato and chicken quiche and a spoonful of spinach and beetroot salad and ate slowly, savouring every delicious mouthful.

‘Told you it was good.’ Benjamin got up and made some coffees for himself and Hannah. ‘Here you go. You definitely deserve this after the morning you’ve put in.’

‘Wait till you see what I have in store for your email inbox this afternoon.’

‘It’s embarrassing, I know, but I just can’t be bothered with it. After all, that’s what search functions and keywords are for, right?’


Hannah laughed. ‘If you’d prefer I did one of the other tasks—’

‘No. It needs to be done, and I’ve certainly put it off long enough.’

 

After lunch, Hannah spent a few hours going through Benjamin’s emails. Many of them were easy enough to deal with – general enquiries requiring general responses which she could take care of. Some were more complicated and required actual legal knowledge, and she set up a system for labelling them according to the action needed. She also set up a new email address for Benjamin, separate from his general info one, so that she could flick him anything he needed to take care of himself, leaving her to deal with anything mundane and non-legal that came in.

At four o’clock, Benjamin finally got off the phone and stood by the small desk he’d set up for her at the opposite end of the room to his, leaning over her shoulder. She could smell his aftershave – a subtle scent of sandalwood and orange. She talked him through the new system, and he stood back, hands on his hips. ‘Well, that’s an improvement.’

‘To be honest, anyone with an ounce of email knowledge could have sorted it out.’ As soon as the words left her mouth, she realised what she’d said and couldn’t help but smile.

Benjamin’s eyes were also crinkling at the edges. ‘I am fully aware of my shortcomings when it comes to this sort of thing. At the firm I worked with in Sydney, we had a whole team of assistants and paralegals making us look better. Your mum’s pretty good at this,’ he called to Leo.

‘I know,’ Leo said. ‘She likes cheesecake, you know. If you want to thank her.’

Hannah held back a smirk. She did like cheesecake, but not as much as Leo did. Sneaky little guy.

Benjamin tapped his nose. ‘Noted. The only problem is, you’ve been far more efficient than I was expecting, so I’m going to have to find more things for you to do tomorrow. There’s a big case I’m still consulting on for one of my old Sydney clients and it’s a curly one. And that means lots of paperwork and insanely boring admin tasks that I’m afraid have your name on them. I was going to ease you into it, so I didn’t scare you off, but if you’re happy to start on them tomorrow . . .’

‘More than happy to start tomorrow.’ She smoothed down her teal dress.

‘Great,’ Benjamin said. ‘I think, to celebrate a good day’s work, I should shout you and this young man dinner at the pub.’

‘It’s only four o’clock,’ Leo frowned.

‘Hmm. True. What about a walk around the lake first, and then we’ll head to the pub?’

Hannah wasn’t sure about that. Socialising meant conversation. Conversation might lead to personal questions. And a meal in a pub meant spending money she didn’t have.

‘I’m happy to keep working through this.’ Hannah pointed to the computer screen. She caught Leo’s shoulders dropping at her protest.

‘Well, as your boss, I order you to stop for the day. One of the reasons I moved here, Hannah, was to find some sort of work–life balance. And I have to say, best thing I ever did. I insist all my employees also have that balance.’

‘I’m your only employee.’

‘Right. So, I’ll notice if you work longer than you should. How about a lake walk, Leo?’

Hannah could see Leo giggling behind Benjamin. Traitor. She sent him a look she hoped would convey her sentiment. Apparently, it didn’t.

‘Did you know, the lyrebird gets its name from the Greek instrument?’ Benjamin spouted as he held the door open for Leo. Hannah had no choice but to follow.


‘Its European name, that is,’ Benjamin clarified. ‘And did you know it has several Indigenous names.’

Leo nodded emphatically. ‘Werin . . . weringerong, woorail, and bulln-bulln. I don’t think I got those right.’

Benjamin stopped walking. ‘You did. I’m impressed.’ He looked back to Hannah.

‘We spend a fair bit of time in libraries,’ she said proudly.

As they came into view of the lake, Leo ran ahead to the edge of the water and started throwing stones across the surface.

‘He’s a good kid,’ Benjamin said as they approached the pier. ‘The last couple of years must have been hard on him.’

‘He’s been through a lot, but he’s been very brave. Probably more so than me.’

At the edge of the pier there was a small wooden bench, and Benjamin lowered himself onto it. Hannah joined him.

‘Losing your dad – that’s a lot for little shoulders to carry.’ Benjamin stared out across the water.

Hannah simply nodded.

‘It must be tough.’ Benjamin’s voice was gentle. ‘Doing this on your own.’

‘There are plenty of people doing it tougher than us.’ Hannah told herself this every night, her mother’s words drilled into her from a young age. Now, it was a mantra she needed to hang on to.

‘That may be so,’ Benjamin said. ‘No matter who you are, there’s always someone worse off. But it’s all relative, isn’t it? If I’m going through the toughest thing I’ve ever gone through, even if it’s nothing compared to the person next to me, it’s still the toughest thing I’ve ever been through.’

Hannah had never given herself permission to admit how hard the last eighteen months had been. Not just because it would have felt indulgent, knowing there were worse things out there, but also because she couldn’t afford to give in to self-pity. To collapse into despair. She had to hold herself together for Leo. To stay strong just to drag herself through each day. And here was Benjamin, giving her permission to acknowledge the hardship she’d been through. Yet if she stepped down that slippery slope . . .

‘And, if you’re going through something tough alone . . .’

Leo called out as he ran along the pier. ‘Mum, can we go in the boat?’

Hannah had never been so grateful for one of Leo’s interruptions. Benjamin was dangerously close to opening the door to the darkness she kept at bay. She jumped up from the bench and hurried over to Leo. ‘Not today, buddy. We still don’t know who it belongs to.’

Benjamin followed her. ‘I know who it belongs to.’

Leo spun around and jumped towards him.

‘It’s mine,’ Benjamin said.

‘Yours?’ Leo clapped.

Hannah’s heart beat faster.

‘Yep. My boat. I live in the cottage just there.’ He pointed to the scene of Hannah’s crime.

She could feel the heat bloom in her cheeks. She’d broken into her boss’s home. Shit. It was unlikely he’d ever find out, but that didn’t stop the guilt from rising in her. And what if he did find out?

Hannah had never liked secrets. Had never been good at keeping them. Except the big one she was keeping from Kathleen currently. But that was out of self-preservation, so she justified it. Otherwise, she was always one for the truth. But, she thought, there was no way she could confess her crime to Benjamin. While he seemed like a genuinely nice guy and would possibly understand her predicament, he was her boss, and he’d only known her two days. She couldn’t afford to lose this job.

‘Is everything okay, Hannah? Are you okay?’ Benjamin asked.


‘I . . . we . . .’ No. She couldn’t tell him. ‘We haven’t been. Okay, that is.’ She pushed down the lump in her throat. ‘But I think . . . maybe we will be.’

Benjamin held her gaze. ‘I don’t know what else life has thrown at you, Hannah, but it’s obvious you’re strong. You’re a good mum. And if you and Leo need to start over, Lyrebird Lake is a good place to do it.’

Tears pricked her eyes. Nobody had truly seen her in such a long time. But Benjamin seemed to actually be interested, to really listen. And it made her uncomfortable. The last person who’d been able to see through her like this had been Noah.

‘So, Mum.’ Leo’s voice pulled Hannah back from the emotions that threatened to overwhelm her. ‘Can I? Can I go for a ride in Benjamin’s boat?’

She looked between the two of them. ‘Maybe another time,’ she forced out shaky words.

‘Of course,’ Benjamin said quickly. ‘Looks like that rain cell from yesterday has swung back round, anyway.’ He pointed to the greying sky. ‘So, let’s do it another day, mate. There’s probably not enough time before dinner anyway. Should we head to the pub?’

‘Actually, Benjamin. We might take a raincheck.’ Hannah put her arm around Leo. ‘It’s been a long day.’

‘Right. Of course.’ He nodded. ‘Another time.’

‘Maybe. Let’s head home, Leo. Thank you for a great first day, Benjamin. I’ll see you in the morning.’

As they got to the car, Leo was grumbling. ‘Why did you say no to Benjamin? I really wanted to go to the pub.’ He pouted.

‘I know, buddy. I’m sorry. We’ll go another time. I promise. Mummy just needs a rest after my first day at work. Let’s go get some ice cream together instead?’ Hannah forced some levity into her voice. She hadn’t expected such understanding and caring. And Benjamin’s kind eyes and warmth didn’t help the pull she’d felt towards him. But she couldn’t go there. He was her boss, for goodness sake, and she was not ready to even think about another man after Noah. She flinched at the idea. My god, she thought, what is wrong with me? You cannot screw up this job, Hannah.

‘Ice cream for dinner?’ Leo exclaimed, clearly not believing she was serious.

‘Why not?’

‘I suppose.’ He rolled his eyes, which Hannah was not at all prepared for. She thought she had a few years before the eye-rolling started.

Thunder rumbled and rain started hitting the windscreen as she pulled away from the kerb.











chapter eleven




The Lodge

Monday, 28 January 2019

Five days of steady rain had opened up new leaks in the Lodge’s already damaged roof, despite the makeshift tarpaulin that had been put up after the last storm. Now the rain had finally eased they could start the clean-up, and Eleanor’s shoulders ached from lugging buckets full of water from the upstairs hallway to the bathroom to empty them – she felt closer to eighty-five than sixty-five.

Thankfully, none of the private rooms had any water damage. Just the hallway and the main room downstairs, where water was seeping down the wall. Perhaps it was time to think about dipping into their safety net account. Though she’d really rather leave that as a last resort. She and Maggie had made a success of their lives by being sensible with their money. It was why – one of the reasons, at least – Eleanor had gone into arts administration instead of chasing the uncertainty of a creative path. Always doing the responsible thing.

She emptied the last of the buckets and went downstairs to see how Maggie was getting on mopping up puddles in their rehearsal space.


‘Is it as bad as it looks?’ she asked, when she found Maggie and Janet on all fours surrounded by soaking wet towels.

‘I guess that depends how bad it looks,’ Maggie said. ‘There’s no real damage, as far as I can tell. But there’s a fair amount of water on the surface, which we’ve started mopping up. We’ll need to find a better solution than that tarp, though. It just can’t handle the wind.’

Eleanor had already thought about that. ‘I know.’

‘At least the forecast says the rain is finished and we’ve got dry weather for the next few weeks.’

‘That’s something, I guess.’ Eleanor told Maggie of her plans to access their funds.

Maggie shook her head. ‘We’ll find another way.’ She stood up gingerly. ‘These knees aren’t what they used to be,’ she groaned.

‘Nothing is.’ Eleanor rubbed her shoulders. They’d been looking forward to retiring fully, Eleanor indulging in some travelling, Maggie visiting Tim in New York more, but that may have to wait now. ‘I could pick up a few more clients, or maybe start giving singing lessons,’ Eleanor said. As she had done at various points in the past. A side hustle, the young ones these days would call it. She’d just called it a second job. One she’d enjoyed, keeping her love of music present in her life.

‘That’s not a bad idea. And I can easily take on an extra day,’ Maggie said.

‘You don’t need . . .’

‘Uh, uh.’ Maggie raised her hand. ‘Remember, we made a pact. The reason we’ve had this great life is because we’ve faced everything the universe has thrown at us together. We’ve always found a way.’

A gentle smile graced Eleanor’s face. They had faced everything the universe had thrown at them. Mostly together.

The bell above The Lodge door chimed.

‘Ah, here they are. I called the cavalry,’ Janet announced.


Five members of the choir came bustling in, towels and portable fans under their arms.

‘We’ll have this dried out in no time.’ Jacinta stood at the doorway with her hands on her hips.

‘And I’ll get my hubby to fix that tarp properly,’ Fifi called, as she moved past the women setting up the first fan.

Maggie slipped an arm around Eleanor’s waist and laughed. ‘That’s what friends are for, I guess.’

Eleanor knew what was coming, seeing the glint in Maggie’s eye as she started singing Dionne Warwick’s 1985 classic, her impression fairly accurate. Powerless to resist, Eleanor harmonised as they sang ‘That’s What Friends Are For’ while they danced around the remaining puddles of water. Always facings things together.
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Eleanor and Maggie stood in the living room in front of their parents. For the last three days they’d been rehearsing what they’d say, how they’d say it, practising their delivery and calm reactions to their parents’ responses.

‘Da, Ma,’ Eleanor started, her voice slow to control the shaking. ‘We have some news we need to share with you.’

‘We?’ Da raised an eyebrow.

‘Well, Maggie,’ Eleanor said, looking down.

‘The results aren’t due back from your exam for another week, are they?’ Ma asked, turning to Maggie, her face beaming with expectant pride.

‘No. This isn’t about the exam.’ Maggie shifted her weight from side to side. ‘Though I think I did well.’

Eleanor’s heart broke over Maggie’s attempt to hold on to her parents’ good graces just a little longer.

‘What then?’ Da took a long sip of his wine.


Right. This was it. Beside her, Maggie grabbed Eleanor’s hand.

‘Maggie has been seeing a boy.’ Eleanor would lead in gently, Maggie would continue.

‘Who?’

‘Why don’t we know about this?’

‘Maggie, don’t you know you’re too young to be dating?’

‘Who is he?’

The questions came in a litany so fast Eleanor could barely tell which of her parents had asked what.

‘Well,’ their father said firmly, ‘I hope we can agree this will stop as of right now.’

Maggie looked at Eleanor with pleading eyes.

‘They really do care about each other, and he’s very good to her.’ Eleanor would soften them up, Maggie would break the news.

‘Whisht,’ Ma silenced Eleanor. ‘What matters is your study, young lady, your future.’ She looked at Maggie with that gaze that had intimidated them as children.

It still worked.

‘This is about her future.’ Eleanor had delivered all her lines. It was now up to Maggie.

But no words came out of her sister’s mouth.

‘Tell them,’ Eleanor whispered insistently.

Maggie shuffled beside her. ‘I’m pregnant,’ she blurted out.

That was not how they’d rehearsed it.

Beside her, Eleanor could hear Maggie’s shallow breathing. She waited for her parents’ responses. They’d expected yelling, cursing even. Accusations, a few tears. A plate thrown across the room maybe. Every saint invoked to help save their precious angel’s soul. Threats against the baby’s father. Disappointed shakes of the head. A fist slamming into the table.

But there was nothing but a stunned silence, before Ma and Da left the room. Eleanor and Maggie held hands, neither saying a word. Time slowed down as they waited. When their parents returned, their shoulders were set stiff, Ma’s eyes brimmed with red.

‘St Brigid’s,’ Ma said quietly.

Eleanor had heard hushed tales of the home for wayward girls. Surely they wouldn’t.

‘What?’ Maggie cried out, knowing the tales as well, but Ma and Da ignored her.

‘Da?’ Maggie’s shaky voice barely carried.

‘Ma, Da, I want to keep the baby.’ Maggie raised her voice a little.

‘Eleanor, tell your sister she’ll do no such thing.’

‘I’m right here,’ Maggie shouted. ‘And I’m keeping my baby.’

Maggie turned to Eleanor. ‘Ellie, please?’

‘Ma, Da, you cannot seriously be thinking of sending Maggie away to one of those awful places. Can’t we just talk about this, work something else out?’

Ma looked at Eleanor, a mix of anger and sadness in her gaze. ‘There’s nothing to talk about. Your sister has disgraced this family. Disgraced her church.’ She made the sign of the cross. ‘This will ruin her. Ruin all of us.’

‘Ma!’ Maggie began to sob. ‘We’re going to get married. We love each other.’

‘Who? Who’s this lad who thinks he can defile you and make it right with empty promises?’ Da demanded.

‘He didn’t defile me,’ Maggie raised her voice. ‘Did you not hear me? We love each other.’

‘Whisht,’ Ma spat. ‘If he truly loved you, he’d be here now, telling us himself. Who is he?’

This was not going even remotely the way Eleanor and Maggie had thought it would.

‘Ma, if you just hear Maggie out . . .’ Eleanor tried to calm the situation, but everybody’s voices just kept getting louder.


‘Tell me. Tell me now!’ Da’s voice boomed. ‘Who’s this gallant lad who’s going to marry you and can’t even face us?’

Eleanor squeezed Maggie’s hand. ‘Don’t,’ she whispered. They’d agreed to keep his name out of it until Ma and Da got used to the idea of Maggie being pregnant.

But Maggie couldn’t hear her. Or perhaps she didn’t want to.

‘You tell us who right now, young lady!’ Da shouted.

‘Heinrich Somers!’ Maggie screamed.

Ma dropped her wine glass. Da sat down.

‘Brennan’s farmhand?’ Ma asked, her eyes wide, looking at Da.

Da lowered his head into his hands.

Feck. Eleanor had to find a way to salvage this. ‘Why don’t we all calm down?’

‘Go to your rooms,’ Da interrupted before she could say any more.

Neither of them moved.

‘Now.’ His voice was low, rumbling. Maggie ran to the back door in tears and off into the night.

Eleanor stood there frozen.

‘Leave us,’ Ma whispered, and Eleanor ran outside after Maggie.

She found Maggie in the Brennans’ field under the hawthorn tree, her knees pulled tight to her chest, her head buried in her folded arms.

‘What am I going to do?’ Maggie asked through tears.

‘We’ll figure something out.’ Eleanor put her arm around Maggie’s shoulders.

‘How? They’re never going to be grand with this. You know that. I wish I could just escape, go somewhere far away. Just like Aunt Bernadette did. Away from this stuffy, suffocating place.’

‘I hardly think you can run away to Australia.’ Eleanor laughed, but Maggie sat up straighter.


‘Why not? I mean, not the running away bit. But why can’t Heinrich and I move somewhere far from Ireland? Start fresh, have an adventure. Australia, or America, or . . . anywhere but here.’

Eleanor couldn’t bear the thought of Maggie leaving. ‘Well, I think that’s probably a little drastic.’

Maggie put her hand on her stomach. ‘This is a little drastic.’

‘Give me some time to work on Ma and Da. Turn them around.’

‘Okay,’ Maggie agreed. ‘But if they don’t come around, Australia it is.’ She laughed bitterly.

 

On the fourth day after the reckoning, as Eleanor and Maggie now referred to it, Eleanor stood on the lawns of the quad, waiting for Eamon to pick her up and take her back to his pad. She had paid hardly any attention to her first two morning lectures, so she didn’t feel even remotely guilty about mitching the rest of the day’s schedule. There really was no point her being there with her mind so distracted.

‘There’s my beautiful wan.’ Eamon slipped up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. ‘I’ve missed you.’

She turned around and looked up into his dark welcoming eyes. ‘You saw me yesterday.’ She managed a smile.

‘You know I can never get enough of you.’ He kissed her, pulling her tight against him. ‘Shall we?’ He stepped away and held out his hand.

Eamon’s flat was only a fifteen-minute walk from campus. When he opened the door, he took her in his arms and kissed her so deeply, she fell back against the wall.

‘Eamon?’ She pushed him off her.

‘Told you I missed you.’ He took her hand and led her into the lounge room. He leaned into her, forcing her onto the couch. ‘I missed you a lot.’

She squirmed out from under him and shuffled across the couch.


‘Nor? What’s wrong? I thought you said you were ready.’ He sat back and spread his arms across the back of the sofa.

‘I did. I was.’ It was why she’d agreed to come over. But that was . . . before.

He leaned forward and took her hand gently in his. ‘You’ve been quiet all week. Has something happened?’

Eleanor felt awful about letting him down, but she couldn’t have sex with him. Not right now. ‘It’s Maggie.’

‘My mam told me she’s been sick with flu. Is she alright?’

‘She’s not ill. She’s been seeing someone, and . . .’

‘Ah. Is it that Somers lad?’ He furrowed his brow.

‘What?’

‘She’s been hanging out with Heinrich Somers, hasn’t she? I hear they’ve been getting very . . . close.’ He winked.

‘What?’ Eleanor couldn’t seem to find any other words. Maggie and Heinrich had been so discreet. At least she thought they had. Eleanor thought she was the only one who knew about them, but if Eamon knew . . . Oh god.

‘You don’t think anything happens on our land we don’t know about, do you?’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Has he broken her heart?’

Eleanor shook her head. ‘She’s . . . she’s . . .’

He must have seen Eleanor’s face. ‘Oh, Nor.’ He moved closer and wrapped her in his arms, and for the first time since the reckoning, she cried. He held her till her tears subsided, brushed her cheeks dry, then got up and paced the room. ‘Feck, Nor. Really? This . . . changes everything.’

Confusion washed over her. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Somers and his old man will lose their jobs. My family can’t be associated with that sort of thing. If it was just some fooling around, we’d turn a blind eye, but this . . . this is big.’

Eleanor looked at him with wide eyes. ‘This sort of thing isn’t exactly new to families like yours.’ The history of every wealthy, entitled family in Ireland was littered with scandal and illegitimate children.

‘And what happens to the people behind the rumours?’ He held her in his steady gaze.

The girls usually disappeared. Eleanor was sure Mr Brennan had been involved in such a scandal not so long ago, and poor Cara Preston was last seen on a boat to London.

‘And this isn’t just about us. Your father’s reputation is on the line too.’ He stopped for a moment. ‘Though I suppose, if this is handled discreetly . . .’

‘My sister isn’t something to be handled.’

‘You know how this world works. Especially our world. Reputation is everything. We can’t be associated with—’

‘With what? You mean, if Maggie isn’t handled, you can’t be associated with . . . me.’ Eleanor stood up and backed away.

‘Ah, feck,’ he cursed, as he paced back and forth. ‘Eleanor, I’m sorry. But this is a disaster.’ He mumbled other expletives. Came towards her. Backed away. He turned from her and murmured words that made Eleanor seethe with anger. ‘Why couldn’t your sister keep her legs together?’

‘What? You were about to spread my legs,’ she retorted furiously.

‘Aye, but we would have been careful. And we’re adults. I suppose . . . Once this blows over, once things have been taken care of, maybe—’

‘Maggie wants to keep the baby.’ Eleanor’s words slipped out.

Eamon blanched. ‘Oh, Nor. I have to marry a good Catholic girl from a respected Catholic family. If Maggie keeps the baby . . .’

‘You’re serious, aren’t you?’ She fought to keep her voice calm.

‘Maybe you can knock some sense into her.’ He stepped forward and took her hands in his. ‘You mean a lot to me, Nor.’

‘Not enough, clearly.’


He didn’t answer. She turned and walked to the door. Don’t look back. Don’t break.

‘Wait.’ He ran up to her and grabbed her shoulder, but she didn’t turn around. ‘Nor, I’m . . . I don’t want . . . I’m sorry.’

‘I’m sorry, too.’ She opened the door and stumbled into the cold air.

 

Eleanor trudged through the rest of the day and took the first bus back to Ballycorlann after her last class, her heart in ruins, her mind a mess. As she walked through the Brennans’ field, she could see a lone silhouette under the hawthorn tree, but it wasn’t Maggie. She pushed her heavy legs through the long grass. Sitting on the rocks that surrounded the tree was Heinrich, head bowed, hands holding a small parcel.

‘What are you doing here?’ Eleanor asked.

‘Waiting for you, actually.’ His voice was low, tired. ‘Can you give this to Maggie?’ He handed her a wooden box, intricate hawthorn flowers carved into its lid.

‘Why can’t you?’

‘We have to leave town. Be gone by the end of the week. I’m not allowed to see her. The Brennans . . . if we don’t leave quietly, they’ll make sure my da never works in the county again.’

Eleanor couldn’t believe it, though she really shouldn’t have been surprised. ‘What am I supposed to tell her? She loves you.’

‘Give her that, and this.’ He handed her a note. ‘And tell her I will find a way back to her one day.’

‘No, Heinrich, you can’t.’

He looked stricken, scared. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I have to go.’ He turned and ran off.

 

Maggie read the note from Heinrich that Eleanor had given her, her expression flat, unmoving.


Eleanor hadn’t given her the music box yet. She was worried Maggie might toss it across the room, or something equally dramatic.

‘So, he doesn’t love me.’ Maggie folded the note back up.

‘That’s not what that says, surely?’ Eleanor stepped forward, but Maggie tore the paper into tiny pieces.

‘No. But if he did love me, he wouldn’t leave.’

‘That’s not true. The Brennans have power, and we don’t know how bad things are for the Somers family. Perhaps he felt he had no choice.’

Maggie’s expression was hard. ‘There’s always a choice.’

‘But—’

Maggie raised her hand. ‘It doesn’t really matter, does it? The why. Whether it’s because he never really loved me, or because he needs to help his da or any other reason. At the end of the day, he didn’t choose us.’ She put her hand on her stomach.

‘I don’t know if it’s that simple.’ Eleanor shrugged. But what did she know about love anyway?

‘I’m going to bed now, Ellie. Tell Ma I won’t be down for dinner.’

All evening, Eleanor tried to think of a way to help Maggie. With Heinrich leaving, would she still want to keep the baby? Eleanor knew the answer to that. The minute Maggie knew she was pregnant, there would have been no other choice for her. But Ma and Da would never allow it. They would try to force her to give it up, but she wouldn’t. She’d run away. And Eleanor couldn’t have that.

She looked up to the map on her wall, at the postcards around it. America. Australia. The idea of them leaving the country under the circumstances was borderline ludicrous. Maggie’s ideas often were. But maybe . . . No. Eleanor had to find another way.

She was woken in the night by a loud crack of thunder. At least she thought it was thunder. Heavy rain fell; lightning flashed outside her window. She went to check on Maggie, who was often scared by storms.

Maggie’s room was empty, and on her pillow was a note.

Ellie, you know Ma and Da will never let me keep my baby. I’m all alone. I won’t ruin your life too. I love you. Remember that. M xo

Eleanor bolted downstairs and pulled on her raincoat and wellies. As she sloshed and pushed through the mud of the Brennans’ field, she called out. ‘Maggie! Where are you?’ She followed the road along the cliff face and through the sheets of rain she could make out a lone figure standing there, looking out to sea.

‘Maggie?’

Maggie didn’t move.

She pushed harder through the rain. ‘Maggie?’ she shouted over the wind and rumbling thunder.

When she reached her sister, precariously close to the cliff’s edge, she noticed the shake in her shoulders. ‘Oh, Jesus, Mary and all the saints, you’re frozen through.’ She wrapped her arms around her.

‘This is not the answer, Maggie. Please.’

Then she saw a suitcase at Maggie’s feet, and next to it an umbrella that had turned itself inside out and given up all fight, abandoned in the grass.

‘I wasn’t going to jump, Ellie. But I can’t stay here. I need to keep this baby.’

‘We’ll figure something out.’

‘I went to see him. Heinrich. He sent me away.’

‘I’m so sorry, Maggie. That must have been awful. But you don’t need to run away. Where are you going to go? And with what? A suitcase of clothes and a hope?’

‘Well, yes. That’s all I have now.’ Her voice was devoid of any emotion.


‘You have me. Maybe we can talk to Heinrich tomorrow. Together.’ Eleanor had to try something.

Maggie shook her head. ‘He was very clear he doesn’t want any association with me or my baby. He was cruel, Ellie. I never thought he could be cruel. I don’t want anything to do with him ever again.’ Anger infused her words.

Eleanor pulled Maggie away from the cliff’s edge. Her intention might not have been to jump, but the ground was slippery and Maggie clearly wasn’t calm. ‘Running away isn’t the answer. I’ve been thinking. About your idea. About Australia.’

Maggie stepped back. ‘That was nonsense. A foolish scheme when I thought Heinrich and I were . . . I can’t go to Australia.’

Eleanor hadn’t thought this all the way through yet, but she’d thought enough that there was some merit to the idea. She paused, for the briefest of moments, thinking about the letter on her dresser inviting her to the song-writing course. She closed her eyes, letting that dream go.

‘I’ll come with you. We could go to Aunt Bernadette’s. Maybe she can sponsor us. We’ll start a new life. Fresh. Adventurous. Away from here. Together, we can make it work.’

‘You can’t be serious, Ellie.’

‘I can. But not out here in this storm. Come home, and we’ll figure this out. Together.’

She held out her hand and Maggie took it.

As they trudged back home, Eleanor’s brain ticked over with hows and whats and whens, turning over dozens of scenarios in which they could turn their wild idea into reality.
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The Five-hundred and Sixty-ninth Rehearsal of the Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir
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Thursday, 20 October 2016

‘Alright, darlings.’ Jacinta clapped her hands to get everyone’s attention. ‘Let’s start with our warm-up exercises.’

Everyone sat on the floor, except Fifi and their newest member, Christine. Just turned eighty, Christine looked around her as everyone else settled into position. Claudia saw, and pulled a chair over for her. Dressed in scrubs from her shift at the hospital, Claudia was at her first rehearsal in a month, her ever-changing schedule wreaking havoc with her personal time. Maggie was always pleased when she could attend, though. The second-longest resident of The Lodge, Claudia had grown from a scared lonely teenager into an impressive young woman, now finished her nursing studies, and Maggie knew it wouldn’t be long until she’d move out and start the next chapter of her life elsewhere.

That was the only problem with The Lodge: when women she came to think of as friends, as family in some cases, moved on. But that was what life was supposed to be, wasn’t it? A series of moving-ons.


‘And with your next breath,’ Jacinta’s low, gentle tone floated above the sitting choir, ‘I want you to imagine you’re a walrus . . .’

Had Maggie heard that correctly? A walrus? She opened her eyes and glanced at Eleanor, who had a smirk on her face. Yep. A walrus.

Maggie surrendered to the moment, having given up long ago on trying to figure out the logic behind Jacinta’s methods. All that mattered was the infectious joy that emanated from her. If she wanted a walrus, Maggie would give her a walrus.

After rehearsal, most of the ladies gathered around the refreshment table in easy chatter, and Maggie made a beeline for Christine. Christine had joined the choir a year ago, at seventy-nine. She couldn’t sing to save her life, but she never missed a rehearsal. Maggie handed her one of the cupcakes that Claudia had picked up from the new café in town. ‘How are you, Christine?’

‘No point complaining.’ Christine winked. ‘Those vultures – otherwise known as my children – are circling. Want me to sell up, move in with one of them. But this is my home, Maggie. At my age, home is all you have left.’

Maggie empathised, knowing that at any age, home was all you had. Sometimes you lost it. Sometimes you found it. Sometimes it wasn’t easy to come by. Though she tried not to think about those days. Not often, anyway.

And sometimes you found home in the most unlikely of places.

‘Anyway. Joke’s on them. I’m leaving everything to the animal shelter in Tall Gum Point. I only wish I could be there to see their faces.’

‘Christine?’ Maggie was shocked.

Christine winked at her, then frowned.

‘Are you okay?’ Maggie asked. ‘You look a little peaked.’

‘Just feeling a touch woozy. Happens at my age. Be a pet and fetch me a cup of tea?’


Maggie returned moments later and put the cup and saucer on the floor. ‘Let me look at you.’ There was sweat beading on Christine’s brow and her colour was a pale grey. Maggie took her pulse. ‘Do you have any pain, Christine?’

Christine nodded, but before Maggie could ask where, Christine toppled off the chair.

‘Christine?’ Maggie dropped beside her. She took a breath and then calmly started CPR. The choir members huddled in silence as Eleanor rang the ambulance with shaking hands.

 

The following Thursday, for the very first time since the choir started, rehearsal was cancelled. After Christine’s funeral, where the vulture-children feigned distress, the choir gathered by the edge of the lake and each member lit a paper lantern, pushing them out onto the water for their own private tribute. Maggie drew herself up and began singing the opening lines of Queen’s ‘These Are the Days of Our Lives’, and one by one the choir members joined in. Claudia held on to Janet’s elbow, steadying her. Jacinta moved between the dozen women as the song continued, touching a shoulder here, squeezing a hand there. Fifi sat, in a rare moment of silence.

Maggie held Eleanor’s hand as they sung lyrics about their inability to turn the clock back.











chapter twelve




Lyrebird Lake

Tuesday, 29 January 2019

Hannah walked down the gravel path leading to the caravan park reception. Leo held her hand, swinging his arm as he hummed a made-up tune. After the last few days of constant rain, Hannah was glad the school holidays were finished and she could, hopefully, secure them somewhere dry to stay, even if it was only temporary.

As she approached reception, a woman wearing a black-and-white leopard-print top came out to greet them. She waved a perfectly manicured hand with bright pink nails in their direction.

‘You must be Hannah and Leo,’ she greeted them. ‘I’m Fifi. Owner of this fine establishment.’ She spread her arms out to encompass the vista of the caravan park.

‘You know our names?’ Leo frowned and stepped closer to Hannah.

‘It’s a small town, little man. And Benjamin has been telling me what a good job your mum’s been doing.’

That appeased Leo, and he stepped towards Fifi’s wheelchair, tracing a finger around the pink spokes. Hannah was about to reproach him, but Fifi didn’t seem fazed and whispered something in his ear that made him giggle.

‘I’m not sure how much good I’ve done in the couple of days I’ve been there.’

‘Oh, my dear. That man is a fabulous solicitor and an all-round decent human being, but he couldn’t organise his way out of a filing cabinet if his life depended on it. You must be a godsend.’

Hannah laughed.

‘So, what can I do for you two today?’ Fifi asked.

‘We’re looking for a place to stay.’

‘Excellent. We’ve not got anything fancy here. Our visitors tend to camp or bring their own caravans, so we haven’t got around to putting in any of those whizz-bang cabins you might see at other places. But I have two caravans on site that a couple of our regulars leave here in the off-season. They’re small but comfy.’

‘Small but comfy sounds good.’ Hannah smiled. They couldn’t be any smaller than her car.

‘How long would you be looking at?’

Hannah didn’t want a long-term agreement. She had no idea if the job was going to work out. She had learned the hard way that wishing something to be so wasn’t the same as it actually being so. ‘I was thinking maybe . . . week by week.’

‘Perfect. Follow me.’ Fifi turned and wheeled down the path, with Leo skipping beside her.

 

For the first time in weeks, Leo got to have a long, hot shower. The park amenities were basic but clean, and with no one else around, Hannah let him take his time. There’d be a race across the park in the middle of the night if nature called, but it was better than anything they’d had in a while. And she was most definitely grateful.

Inside the caravan, she pulled the top bunk down for Leo, and he climbed up, excited to have his own bed. From her bunk below, her once white and sequinned scarf tucked under her pillow, Hannah sang the Lyrebird Lake Lullaby, hope daring to creep into her heart.

 

The next morning Hannah stood in the playground of Lyrebird Lake Public School, nervously watching as Leo walked into class with his new teacher. The meeting with the principal, Mrs Champion, had gone well. She assured Hannah her enrolment of Leo at the school could be temporary if they decided not to stay in Lyrebird Lake.

Hannah was really hoping they could stay. The joy on Leo’s face when he met his teacher, Miss Sarkisian, when she came to the office to collect him with another little boy who seemed very excited to have a new friend coming to his class, made her even more determined to make this work.

As the morning sped by, Hannah was grateful for the mountain of admin Benjamin needed doing, as it left her very little time to worry about how Leo was getting on at school. She ordered three title searches, scheduled four appointments, answered five emails and started scanning and indexing a stack of files he’d earmarked. There were two enquiries about wills, and getting on top of Benjamin’s billing would be next, which seemed to be a few months behind.

‘Here you go.’ He handed her a freshly brewed coffee mid-morning, and she gave him a stack of letters to sign. He rolled his eyes, but shot her a warm smile.

She stole sips of her coffee between phone calls, the last one about a neighbour’s fence that was apparently encroaching on this very unhappy lady’s property, and whether she had legal recourse to make that ‘inconsiderate couch potato’ tear it down. Hannah empathised with the woman and assured her Mr Sharma would ring her back at his earliest convenience.


‘Thank you,’ Benjamin said. ‘Mrs Forster rings at least once a week with something bothering her.’

‘Once a week?’ Hannah raised an eyebrow. ‘And is she always so . . . animated?’

‘Ah, yeah. There’s a reason I didn’t mention her when telling you what this job entailed.’ He smiled. ‘You handled her better than I usually do, though. Kudos.’

They worked through lunch, not that Hannah minded, and by two o’clock she could see Benjamin frowning and running his hands through his thick hair. Without a sound, she went over to the kitchenette and made him his third coffee for the day.

‘You look like you could use this.’ She placed it in front of him.

‘Thank you.’ He looked up. ‘You are a lifesaver. I’ve been so bogged down in this,’ he waved a dismissive hand at his computer screen, ‘I haven’t had a chance.’ He took a long sip.

‘You’re welcome,’ Hannah said, smoothing down her green maxi dress as she sat back down.

‘Actually, Carter,’ Benjamin leaned forward on his desk. ‘Do you mind if I call you that, or does it sound as though we’re in an episode of Law and Order?’

‘Carter is fine,’ Hannah laughed.

‘I’m wondering how you would feel about increasing your hours to four days a week. With the Loder case I have in Sydney I could do with your help for that extra day. Though I don’t want to scare you off,’ he laughed.

‘Oh no.’ She shook her head. ‘You haven’t scared me off at all. I’d love the extra work.’

‘Great!’ He looked relieved. ‘Can you believe this is what I used to live for? Big settlements like this.’

‘Do you miss it?’ Hannah asked. ‘Working in a big city firm? A far cry from dealing with Mrs Forster, I assume.’


‘You’re not wrong about that. But no, I don’t miss it. I still act on a few cases my old firm handles, like this one. They employ me as a consultant,’ he said. ‘These cases can take years to resolve, so better for them to use the knowledge I have than to start from the beginning with somebody else. That work, and the variety I have here, very much keeps me on my toes. Moving to Lyrebird Lake is definitely one of the better decisions I’ve made in my life.’

‘You don’t seem like the type to make bad decisions.’

‘You didn’t know me when I was young. And you haven’t met my ex.’

Hannah dropped her pen.

‘Sorry. I’m not really being fair,’ Benjamin said. ‘You’d probably like her if you met her, actually. Most people do.’

Hannah smiled. ‘Just wasn’t the one for you?’

‘I wasn’t exactly the most attentive of husbands, and she took comfort elsewhere. More than once. Neither one of us was blameless. I used to beat myself up about it. Wondering why I wasn’t enough for her, what I did wrong – well, I kind of knew the answer to that – how I could have fixed it. You know that work–life balance I keep harping on about?’ He looked Hannah in the eye. ‘I used to be really bad at finding it. But even if I’d been the perfect husband and man – which I absolutely was not – I think it still would have ended, one way or another. When it did, I came here to start over.’

‘Sometimes you have to let go of the past . . .’ Hannah barely whispered the words.

‘. . . so you can open yourself to a new future,’ he finished.

They held each other’s gazes in silence and Hannah felt her cheeks warm.

She cleared her throat. ‘You make starting over sound easy.’

He laughed. ‘You should have seen me when I first arrived here. Certainly wasn’t this example of masterful togetherness you see before you today.’


‘No?’

‘I was a blubbering mess. For two years, I reckon. Every time someone said hello to me, I cried like a baby. No exaggeration.’

Hannah frowned, trying to picture Benjamin a total mess.

‘It takes time. To heal. To find yourself again. Everyone says that, probably because it’s true. But when you’re in the thick of it, that kind of bullshit advice isn’t very helpful.’

Again, Benjamin’s directness took Hannah by surprise. ‘I know exactly what you mean. So what is helpful then?’

‘Coffee, obviously, and when that fails, something sweet.’ He went over to the fridge and came back, plonking a piece of cheesecake on her desk.

‘Cheesecake in the middle of the day? Isn’t it more of a dessert?’ Even as she said the words, Hannah was forking a bite into her mouth.

‘Maybe. But whoever made the rule that dessert could only be eaten after dinner should be thrown in jail for crimes against humanity, I say.’

Hannah looked up and saw the warmth in his eyes. ‘I can’t argue with that.’

 

That evening, Hannah and Leo sat at one of the caravan park picnic tables, eating sausages she’d cooked on the park barbecue. It may not have been a very fancy or even balanced dinner, but it sure made a nice change from peanut butter sandwiches and baked beans. Benjamin was paying her weekly, and she wanted them to be able to celebrate Leo’s first day at his new school.

As he poured more barbecue sauce onto his plate, Leo barely stopped for air while telling her all about his day and the friends he’d made.

‘All the kids are really nice. Except Kenny. He picks his nose. But everyone else is nice and they wanted to play with me.’


Hannah felt a wave of relief.

‘My favourite part was when Miss Sarkisian made a teabag fly. Up! To the sky! I think I like science. What was your favourite subject at school, Mum?’

‘You can probably guess.’

‘Music.’ He took a big bite of his sausage, continuing to talk, even though his mouth was full. ‘What about Dad? I don’t remember what his favourite thing to do was.’ A sad expression washed over his face.

Of everything they’d been through in the last eighteen months, this was what worried Hannah the most, broke her heart the most: the thought that Leo might forget his father.

‘Well, his absolute favourite thing to do was spend time with you. But he always told me his favourite subject at school was sport.’

‘Kenny likes sports.’ The edges of Leo’s eyes crinkled like they always did when he was deep in thought.

‘Your dad would be really proud of the way you made friends on your first day of school.’

‘Really?’

‘Really. He was good at making friends too.’ She tapped him on the nose, and they ate the rest of their dinner to the soundtrack of Leo’s chatter.

 

On Friday, Hannah sat outside the principal’s office in the foyer of the school admin block at Lyrebird Lake Public. She’d been called in for a meeting, but the school wouldn’t tell her over the phone what for. At least, not explicitly. Just that the principal and his teacher wanted to discuss Leo settling in and nipping some potential issues in the bud. Hannah tapped her left foot on the ground as she waited, trying to control the nerves racing through her body.


Just before the afternoon bell was due to go, Miss Sarkisian walked in with Leo, who, instead of running to greet Hannah like he normally would, stepped towards her, eyes cast down.

Hannah raised an eyebrow. ‘Is everything okay, Leo? Do you want to tell me what’s happened?’

He shook his head.

‘What do we always say?’ she prompted him. ‘It’s better if you . . .’

‘If I tell you myself.’ He didn’t look up.

‘Why don’t we head into Mrs Champion’s office and chat?’ Miss Sarkisian suggested.

Hannah followed them in.

‘Mrs Carter, Leo is a bright, polite boy, and for the most part, he has settled in well.’

Hannah looked back and forth between her son and his teacher. ‘But?’

‘But yesterday there was an altercation with one of the other boys and this morning in line, Leo hit him.’

‘Hit him?’ She turned to Leo. ‘You hit someone?’

‘Not someone. Kenny.’

‘Why?’

Leo didn’t answer and Hannah looked back to the teacher.

‘We haven’t been able to get to the bottom of it.’ Miss Sarkisian frowned. ‘Am I right in thinking this isn’t usual behaviour from Leo?’

‘Of course not.’ Hannah counted to three and then lowered herself, so she was at eye level with Leo.

‘Leo, buddy. Tell me what happened.’

‘Kenny . . . he said . . .’ But the words didn’t come.

‘Has Kenny said what happened?’ Hannah asked Miss Sarkisian.

‘No.’


‘Leo?’ Hannah turned back to her son. ‘I can’t believe you were fighting. What would your dad think?’

‘Nothing.’ Leo spat his words. ‘He’s dead, and dead people don’t think.’ He ran out of the room.

Hannah went to follow him, but Miss Sarkisian stopped her.

‘Mrs Champion is right outside; she’ll get him. I think, if I’m putting the pieces together properly, that maybe Kenny teased Leo about his dad.’ She outlined a few things she’d noticed over the last few days. ‘We understand Leo’s been through a lot, and we’ll certainly be following things up with Kenny, but we wanted to let you know what was happening, so we can nip . . .’

‘This in the bud,’ Hannah finished the saying. ‘I’ll talk to him. Thank you.’ She got up and moved towards the door.

‘Mrs Carter, we’re here to help you, in any way we can.’

Hannah nodded. ‘I appreciate that.’

Outside, she found Leo sitting under a large gum tree, Mrs Champion talking quietly beside him. Hannah watched on for a few moments before making her presence known.

Mrs Champion got up and gently touched Hannah’s arm on the way past. ‘He’s a lovely child, Mrs Carter. Sometimes big emotions in little kids don’t come out in the best way. We understand that he’s been through a lot. You have our full support. Maybe we can chat again next week about some resources we have.’

Hannah waved her thanks. She sat beside Leo in silence. He was just like Noah when it came to dealing with what was bothering him. He could never be pushed into talking about it. He had to get there in his own time.

They sat under the shade of the gum tree for a good half hour, neither saying a word. Hannah watched the teachers leave one by one. Mrs Champion was the last to go, and she handed Leo a small stuffed chameleon on the way out.


‘Who’s this?’ Hannah asked him.

‘Connor.’

Connor the chameleon. Hannah held back a laugh.

‘He’s the school cuddle buddy. Kids are allowed to take him home and look after him,’ Leo explained.

Mrs Champion waved to Hannah and walked to her car.

‘Does Connor need a lot of looking after?’ Hannah asked.

Leo didn’t look up. ‘Sometimes. Especially when he’s worried.’

‘What does Connor worry about?’

‘All the other chameleons have their dads. At his last school, there were heaps of chameleons with only part-time dads, some with no dads. But not here.’

Hannah’s heart squeezed for her son. ‘Ah. Does Connor get teased?’

Leo nodded. ‘Sometimes. And he sometimes gets mad.’

‘Would Connor prefer to be back at his old school?’ Hannah wasn’t sure what she hoped the answer would be.

Leo shook his head, and Hannah was surprised how relieved she was by that.

‘Hmm. Then I guess we need to find a way to help Connor. You know, it’s okay that he gets mad sometimes. All chameleons do. There’s nothing wrong with that.’

‘You don’t get mad.’ Leo looked at her with sad eyes.

Oh, how wrong he was. ‘I do, you know.’ She got mad and sad all the time. She just didn’t have the luxury of being able to show it. If she gave in to the torrent of emotions that ran through her daily, well, there was no telling what would happen.

‘What do you do when your anger is all swirly inside you?’ Leo asked, his voice soft.

‘Sometimes I scream into my pillow,’ she said, though she never did that when Leo was around.

He looked at her in disbelief.


‘Like this.’ She took Connor, buried her face into his blue and yellow stomach, and screamed as loud as she could.

Leo stared at her.

‘You try it.’

He took Connor, hesitated, and then copied her.

‘Feeling any better?’

‘A little. But that hurt my throat.’

Hannah laughed. ‘Yes. It can. What if, instead of screaming out your swirly anger, or hitting it out . . .’ The look of regret that crossed Leo’s little face melted her heart. ‘What if you talked it out?’

‘Who to?’

‘Well, I bet Connor is a good listener, but he’s not always around. You know who else is a good listener?’

Leo shook his head.

‘Me.’ She gave him a shoulder bump.

‘I know . . . but . . . I don’t want to make you sad.’

Hannah was out of her depth here and she knew it. She made a mental note to ask the school about counselling. Leo had had some straight after Noah’s death, but Hannah knew that the thing about grief was that it didn’t fit a timeline. You weren’t magically fixed after six months or twelve sessions, or anytime really. And it didn’t stick to any kind of pattern. Sometimes you grieved the shock and the loss. Sometimes, there was a mix of pain, longing and thinking about all the might-have-beens. Hannah suspected those lasted forever. Sometimes you grieved for the tiny adjustments and accommodations you were forced to make. Sometimes you grieved the big moments you couldn’t share. There were even times when you didn’t think about grieving at all, and in those moments, it was almost like you missed the grief, a constant companion, suddenly absent.

And there was never any telling which part of the convoluted mess would strike when.


‘Let’s make a deal,’ Hannah said. ‘Instead of letting the anger and the sadness get all swirly, you talk to Connor, or me or Miss Sarkisian. I bet she’s a good listener too.’

‘Deal.’ They shook hands.

 

As they walked home, they passed the small preschool down the road, its annual school fair just setting up. There was a kindy farm, a blow-up slide and a long trestle table on which some of the parents were laying cakes, cookies and slices. There was a fire truck that children were climbing, and a face-painting stall with a long queue, despite the fact the young girl dressed like a fairy hadn’t even got her paints out yet.

The local Rotary Club was lighting up the barbecue, and just near them the Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir had taken to a makeshift stage. Leo lined up for the face-painting and Hannah joined the people gathered to listen to the choir. They sang three songs, and Hannah had to admit they sounded pretty good.

As the choir continued, she and Leo ate dinner from the barbecue, and after they finished, Hannah watched him go down the slide too many times to count.

When it was clear the fair was winding down, Hannah fetched Leo from the kindy farm. ‘Time to go, buddy.’

‘Do we have to?’

She picked him up and carried him away.

The choir sang one last song and as they came off stage, Hannah went up to Eleanor and Maggie.

‘You guys are great,’ she congratulated them.

‘Really? Does that mean you’ll join us?’ Maggie asked.

Hannah didn’t really want to commit to anything outside the necessities until after her trial period at work was over, but she had to admit, the thought of joining these women on stage was appealing.


‘Once we’re settled.’ She nodded. ‘I’ll certainly think about it. I think you have something special here. Do you perform anywhere else?’

‘Just locally,’ Eleanor said.

‘Well,’ Hannah said, ‘you’re good enough to hold your own with most choirs I’ve heard.’

Eleanor and Maggie both stood a little taller. ‘Thank you,’ they said in unison.

‘Enjoy the rest of your evening.’ Hannah bade them goodnight, and she and Leo walked home, Hannah wondering what it would feel like to be on stage again. Even a small country one.











chapter thirteen




Lyrebird Lake town centre

Friday, 1 February 2019

After the performance was finished, Eleanor said goodnight to the choir members who didn’t reside at The Lodge. A hug here, a wave there. She was oddly pleased by Hannah’s comment that they should perform beyond the bounds of Lyrebird Lake. She’d toyed with the idea many times over the years, but never had quite enough confidence to follow it through. Performing in front of people who loved you was one thing. They thought you were great whether you were or not. But in front of strangers? That was a whole different story.

She knew her choir was good, but were they good enough? Hannah seemed to think so. But would the ladies even want to perform on a bigger stage?

An idea struck her. One she wasn’t sure she should entertain. Maybe it would be nice to show off the talents of the Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir. And maybe it would be nice to have something more substantial to work towards. And, if there was a chance to win some money too, well, wouldn’t that be a bonus?

When she got back to The Lodge, Eleanor sat on her bed with her laptop open and searched every choir forum she was a member of, looking for opportunities that might fit.


She eventually narrowed down a shortlist of five possible prospects. All of them offered the chance to perform in front of a large audience and compete for prize money. The mere thought of it had her buzzing with excitement she hadn’t felt in a long while.

When Maggie had convinced Eleanor to return to Lyrebird Lake, she never thought the place would become such a part of her soul. But it had. The patients she’d welcomed into Maggie’s practice, the friends she’d made, the women they’d housed, the community she was now part of. The choir.

One thing she’d learned over the years was that life always threw the unexpected at you.

[image: image]

Eleanor stood outside Sydney Airport, a pregnant Maggie beside her, their suitcases at their feet. The heat in the air was oppressive and Eleanor removed her paisley scarf from around her neck. A week ago, they had been rugged up in front of the fire on a cold Irish day. Weeks before that, their lives, and the possibilities they held, had been so vastly different.

Eleanor allowed the fear, mixed with excitement, to ripple through her.

It hadn’t taken much to convince Colm to buy two tickets to the other side of the world, the long speech Eleanor had prepared in order to sway him not needed. And the fact Bernadette had been willing to sponsor their visas sealed the deal. Eleanor wondered if there wasn’t the slightest trace of guilt behind Colm’s agreement. Especially when he handed her a small sum of cash so they had something behind them.

Mary had said very little, embracing them and quietly praying for their souls to be forgiven, her face pale and inscrutable. Eleanor wondered, with a stab of distress, what their leaving would do to their parents. Then she thought back to the confrontation when Maggie had told them she was pregnant, and her resolve that she and Maggie had taken the right – the only – path, hardened again.

A pale blue Torana pulled up beside them, horn tooting wildly. A whirlwind of a woman jumped out of the car.

‘There are my girls,’ Bernadette came at them with arms wide open, her long, willowy frame the exact opposite of her sister Mary’s, but her facial features leaving no doubt as to the family connection. ‘Eleanor, Maggie, you’ve grown so much. No longer the young girls I remember.’ She embraced them in a squishy hug and then stood back to take them in again. ‘Two beautiful young ladies. I’m so pleased you’re here.’ She touched them each on the cheek with her long fingers.

While her eyes and the shape of her face were that of Mary’s, her smile was altogether different. Warm, genuine, joyous.

‘Come, come. We’ve a bit of a drive ahead of us, and I want to get you settled before supper.’ She threw the suitcases into the boot of the car, and Eleanor and Maggie followed with a quick look of amusement passing between them.

Despite Bernadette’s constant chatter during the drive, Eleanor was drifting off two hours later, as she leaned against the head rest, the breeze blasting through the open window, a welcome cool against her skin. Maggie sat in the back seat, gazing out to the scenery that flashed by – gum trees, thick green foliage and not a lot else. It didn’t seem to bother Bernadette that neither Eleanor nor Maggie was answering her litany of questions, as she answered most of them herself.

‘Is the flower shop still there, next to O’Connor’s Tavern? Oh, no, that closed a few years ago, didn’t it? That’s right. And what’s Father Milligan like, since taking over the parish? I hear he’s charming, but a little rigid. Your ma doesn’t write me much, and rings even less, but I still have friends who fill me in on the latest. How is your ma? Obviously a bit upset about you getting into trouble. I haven’t had this much contact with her in a long time. Does she ever say much about me? I suppose not. We didn’t exactly part on good terms. Still. Never you mind. Always was close-minded, that one. I imagine she’ll get over her upset quickly enough. One thing Mary O’Sullivan is good at is moving on. Did she ever tell you about the lad she dated before your father?’

Eleanor stirred from her dozing.

‘No, I suppose not,’ Bernadette continued. ‘She wouldn’t want anyone remembering that.’

Eleanor flicked a glance back to Maggie, who leaned forward. She was about to ask Bernadette more about the mystery boy, but before she could, Bernadette was off again.

‘Is there anything you two girls want to see now you’re here? I know we could have taken in the Opera House, seeing we were in Sydney already, but I thought it best to get you home and settled. There’ll be plenty of time for sightseeing later. You’re not too far along yet, are you? Ten weeks or so? And of course, there’s a lifetime after the little one arrives. Did you know . . .’

Eleanor leaned back in her seat. A lifetime. The words sat heavy on her heart. Would they really be here for the rest of their lives? She hadn’t actually thought about it in those terms when she’d decided on this move with Maggie. All she’d known was that she couldn’t let Maggie come to this unfamiliar place on the other side of the world on her own, and maybe the adventure and freedom of being away from Ballycorlann could set her own life on an exciting new path. She hoped she could finish her degree; wondered what the Australian music scene was like.

She hadn’t been thinking about forever. Not really. She’d thought about being there for Maggie. For the baby. And that one day they might even return home.


But now, as they drove further into the Australian countryside, tall eucalyptus trees lining the road, the odd carcass of a wombat or possum or some other furry creature dotted here and there, the bright hot sun and big blue sky stretching before them, home seemed further away than ever.

Her heavy eyes closed.

 

Eleanor woke with a start when the car jolted to a stop.

‘Ah, sorry, sweetie.’ Bernadette leaned across and patted her on the leg. ‘Didn’t mean to wake you like that. A wallaby ran across the road, and I didn’t want to hit him. Apparently, we’re not supposed to swerve for animals. That’s something they taught me when I moved here. Can you believe it’s been ten years? But how could you hit one of those cute critters?’

Eleanor stretched and looked out the window to the wallaby Bernadette was talking about, now happily chewing on some of the yellow-green grass by the side of the road.

‘Not far now, girls.’ Bernadette winked at Maggie in the back seat.

Eleanor turned around. Maggie looked pale and tired and had barely said a word since they arrived.

‘Is everything grand?’

Maggie nodded, but there was no conviction in her expression. Eleanor had no idea what to expect when they arrived at Bernadette’s. They knew little about their aunt. She was a teacher. She’d travelled the world. They’d received her postcards, birthday cards and Christmas cards, along with those newsy letters that Eleanor was sure no one ever read carefully, but that was just superficial stuff, really. And all Mary had ever said was that her sister had too free a spirit and belonged in that backward, lawless country on the other side of the world.

Rumours around Ballycorlann suggested Bernadette had followed a young man Eleanor’s grandparents hadn’t approved of, but that he’d dumped her and left her alone in the outback. Even though they’d been driving for forever, this didn’t look like the outback to Eleanor. She wondered what had been rumour, and what was truth.

She turned to her aunt and studied her. No ring on her finger – not that Eleanor expected one; surely they’d have heard if she’d married. A colourful pink and maroon kaftan. Long brown hair peppered with the beginnings of grey, flowing wild in the breeze coming through the open car windows. Big bronze sunglasses that covered half her face.

Bernadette turned to the girls. ‘You will love it here. I promise.’ Her permanent grin broadened. ‘And by here, I mean here.’ She swept her arm in front of her, and Eleanor turned her gaze to the front windscreen.

As they rounded a bend, a field of green grass stretched before them, rolling into a large lake that was bluer than anything Eleanor had seen before. On the bank was an impressive homestead, two storeys with window after window that looked across the lake. Both the ground floor and upstairs were wrapped in large balconies, with elaborate cream-coloured wooden fretwork that stood stark against the red-brick building. The back of the homestead was nestled into gum trees that lined the northern edge of the lake, the forest getting thicker as it wound its way around the water.

‘Not there.’ Bernadette tapped Eleanor on the shoulder. ‘Here.’ She pointed to her right, where a small cream weatherboard cottage with brown trims was perched on short wooden stumps.

‘The grand house is owned by the Wiles family. I rent my cottage from them. They’re not bad neighbours to have, as they split their time between here and their house in Sydney. A bloody waste if you ask me.’ She raised her hands. ‘Ten bedrooms, they have. Far too many for one family.


‘Anyway, they’d be about due to return for the summer, sometime before Christmas, so they’ll probably arrive in a week or so.’

Eleanor looked at Maggie, who put a protective hand across her belly.

‘Don’t worry. Even if they find out, they’re unlikely to care too much. They keep to themselves, and it’s not as if we move in the same circles. If we were one of them, it might be a different story.’

Maggie looked to Bernadette. ‘But aren’t we technically . . . one of them?’ she asked.

‘Oh, sweet child.’ Bernadette’s shoulders dropped. ‘Not anymore. But that’s a good thing. Take it from me. I left all that money and status nonsense behind when I split from the family. All that judgement malarky is exactly why I escaped. Here, I’m just a simple teacher going about her own life, in her own way. That’s why your mother agreed to you coming here.’

‘I know. To get rid of her shame.’ Maggie cast her eyes down.

‘I can see why you’d think that. And to a degree, it’s true.’

‘There’s no other way to see it,’ Eleanor grumbled.

‘There’s always another way to see things, my darlings.’ Bernadette brought the car to a stop outside the cottage. ‘Why did you girls cook up the plan to come here, hmm? If you’d stayed in Ireland, what would your life have looked like?’

Maggie tilted her head to one side. ‘They would have sent me somewhere secret to have my baby and probably taken it away.’

‘Not probably, my sweet girl.’ Bernadette leaned over and patted Maggie’s knee. ‘And then you would have been trapped in a world of regret and sorrow. A world where you could never talk about your son or daughter, let alone see them. You were right to want to escape all that. And I suspect your ma was a little relieved you had an alternative. I know it seems daunting now, but this is a real chance at a good, free life.’

The corners of Maggie’s mouth turned up slightly.


‘Freedom and adventure,’ Eleanor said, reminding Maggie of their pact.

‘Exactly. Here, where no one knows you, we can tell whatever story we want. Whatever we want people to know or believe.’

‘We won’t tell them the truth?’ Maggie leaned forward.

‘Well,’ Bernadette pressed her lips together. ‘Things here aren’t as rigid and old-fashioned as at home, but minds can still be narrow. So, we will need to be a little discreet. But we could tell people that you’re widowed. It would make things a lot smoother, and there’s no one here to say otherwise.’

Eleanor looked between Maggie and Bernadette.

‘Something to think about.’ Bernadette got out of the car and hauled their suitcases from the boot. ‘Welcome home. It’s small and nothing special, but I love it. Come then, girls.’ She beckoned them to follow. ‘I’ve moved into the guest room, so you two can share the bigger bedroom. Sorry I can’t offer you a room each. Come, come.’ She ushered them towards the steps that led to a porch looking over the lake.

Inside, the cottage was neat and from every wall macramé hangings dangled in browns and creams and oranges – pot plant holders, decorative owls with wooden beads for eyes, intricately knotted pieces strung on hoops hanging from hooks.

‘Just a little hobby of mine,’ Bernadette said when she caught Eleanor’s gaze. ‘When I’m not grading papers or marking exams, or traipsing around the countryside.’

‘You’re very talented,’ Maggie said, reaching out and running her fingers over one of the owls. ‘I’ve never done anything creative.’

‘Not what I hear.’ Bernadette dropped the suitcases by a doorway at the edge of the small living room. ‘You sing like an angel, your ma says. And you’re a smart one, aren’t you? She was lamenting you having to leave your studies when she rang to say you girls were on the plane. I’m tone deaf. But we do all have our creative strengths. What’s yours?’ She looked to Eleanor.

‘I can draw,’ Eleanor declared. ‘And I . . . like to write songs.’

‘And she’s fabulous at it.’ Maggie’s smile was genuine for the first time since they’d left Ballycorlann. ‘She’s really good. And at drawing.’

‘See?’ Bernadette put her hands on her hips. ‘Now, the bathroom is through there.’ She pointed down a short hallway. ‘Second door on the left. You need to let the hot water run a bit before it kicks in, but not too long or we’ll run out.’ She waved her hand in the air. ‘You’ll figure it out. I’m the door before that one. And you girls will be in here.’

Eleanor and Maggie’s room was big compared to the rest of the cottage, and Eleanor felt guilty that Bernadette had given up her space for them. There were two beds on opposite walls, draped with olive-green comforters, and a large bookcase between them. Above each bed hung one of Bernadette’s macramé hangings: one lemon, one peach.

‘We’ll add some personal touches once you’re settled,’ Bernadette said with a cheery flourish of her hand. She sauntered out of the room, her kaftan swirling around her legs, strappy sandals poking out from the long fabric as she swished out the door.

Maggie sat on the bed under the window, claiming her spot, and Eleanor started to unpack her things into the brown wooden wardrobe at the end of the room.

 

After dinner, Eleanor and Maggie went for a walk, arm in arm along the lake, the warmth still in the air surprising them. The sky glowed pink, melting to a deep orange at the horizon. Between the cottage and the ‘grand house’, as Bernadette called it, a wooden pier jutted out into the water. There were small stones in the grass around the pier’s pilings and Eleanor picked a few up, placing them in the pocket of her burgundy corduroy trousers.

‘It’s beautiful here,’ she said, as they walked to the end of the pier to watch the sunset.

‘It is. And I guess it’s home now.’ Maggie put a hand on her belly. ‘Ellie, do you think we can be happy here? That we did the right thing?’

‘Well, Bernadette seems like a right card, and I’m sure she’ll do everything she can to look after us. So,’ she wrapped an arm around Maggie’s shoulder and squeezed tightly, hoping Maggie was too jetlagged to notice the worry in Eleanor’s voice, ‘I think we will be okay. As long as we stick together.’

‘Always.’ Maggie put her head on Eleanor’s shoulder. ‘We’re such a long way from home, though.’ Tears welled in Maggie’s eyes.

‘We are. But we’re doing it for your baby. I won’t lie. This won’t be easy.’

‘Everything feels wrong.’ Maggie stared at the sky. ‘It’s all upside down and I’m scared, Ellie.’

‘I know. I’m scared too. But we will get used to it.’

‘Promise?’

‘I promise,’ Eleanor said with more conviction than she felt. She reached into her pocket and handed Maggie a stone.

‘Remember when we used to go on picnics when we were little, and we did this?’ Eleanor flicked her wrist and sent a stone flying, willing it to sail across the surface. But it plopped straight into the water.

‘I remember you were never that good at it.’ Maggie squared herself to the lake. ‘You never go flat enough.’ With a quick flick and swoosh, Maggie’s stone sailed across the water, skimming the surface three, four, five times before it sank, sending peach and crimson ripples across the lake.


‘Show off.’ Eleanor poked her tongue out.

‘Sore loser,’ Maggie returned.

Eleanor tried again, failing, and Maggie’s next stone went even further.

Eleanor shook her head. ‘Who’d have thought we’d ever be skimming stones in Australia?’

A familiar glint sparkled in Maggie’s green eyes.

‘What?’ Eleanor frowned. ‘There can’t possibly be a song with . . .’

Maggie twirled and started humming a tune Eleanor recognised but couldn’t quite place.

‘Oh, you know it.’ Maggie started dancing and sang the opening line to ‘Crocodile Rock’.

Eleanor threw her head back as the lyrics rushed into her mind. ‘How do you do it?’

‘It’s a gift.’ Maggie continued with the second line. When she got to the third line, about holding hands and skimming stones, Eleanor joined in. They danced on the pier together, singing as loudly as they could and as Maggie got to the second round of la-la-las, she grabbed Eleanor’s hands and twirled her around.

‘Alright, you eejit.’ Eleanor laughed. She continued dancing, the joy in Maggie’s face giving her hope that they could, somehow, be happy here.
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The Six-hundred and Fifty-seventh Rehearsal of the Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir
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Thursday, 27 September 2018

Maggie stood beside Eleanor at the front of the choir, trying to bring about some sort of order to the squawking that was building. There was no other word for it, cruel as it was. Squawking. Out of tune. Almost painful.

The new altos were too high. The new sopranos too flat. Some sort of warbling was causing a discordant sound that was altogether unpleasant. And everyone was standing willy-nilly, anywhere they wanted. Eleanor was doing her best to wrangle them, but with so many new members who’d joined in the last six months, it was hard. Jacinta, god bless her pure heart, was adding to the kerfuffle, trying to warm everyone up. But she only succeeded in confusing the new members.

Dressed in a black-and-white tiger-print jumpsuit, her nails painted green, Fifi spun around the room, deciding she’d be the best person to help. She moved the new members around, but in the opposite configuration to what Eleanor wanted.

Maggie had to force herself not to laugh at the spectacle before her. This would be a night they would talk about over tea after rehearsals for quite some time to come.


The bell hanging over the wooden door chimed, and one by one, each of the ladies stopped singing and talking, and all eyes turned to see who it was.

Maggie walked towards the woman, and then noticed the suitcase at the feet of the middle-aged woman, who sported a single blonde plait tied at the nape of her neck.

‘You must be Kitty. I’m so glad you came.’

Kitty looked decidedly unsure of herself. ‘I’m sorry. Am I interrupting something?’

‘No, no.’ Maggie stepped towards her. ‘We weren’t expecting you till tomorrow, but you’re very welcome.’

One of Maggie’s old colleagues in Sydney had referred Kitty to The Lodge. Kitty had lost her partner when he walked out on her after her double mastectomy; her treatment and recovery had pretty much bankrupted her.

Every now and then, women were referred to Maggie and Eleanor from other towns, or the city, through a network Maggie had built over the years. These women never usually stayed long, with no ties to the local area, leaving once they got themselves back on their feet. They stayed a few weeks. Sometimes a few months.

‘Come in. We were just about to start choir rehearsal.’ Maggie stepped to the side, letting Kitty pass.

‘Looks . . . interesting.’ Kitty raised her eyebrows.

Janet, this month’s hairdo a purple undercut, strode towards them. ‘I’ll show her upstairs,’ she offered, ‘while you try to . . .’ She waved her hands in the general direction of the chaos.

A few minutes later, both women returned, a grin on Janet’s face.

‘Kitty here might be of some help.’ She moved her hands in front of Kitty like Delvene Delaney showing off a prize.

‘I understand you don’t have a piano player,’ Kitty said.


Maggie looked back and forth between the two women, and beckoned Eleanor over.

‘It must be a full moon,’ Eleanor threw her arms up in frustration. ‘Nothing is settling them down tonight.’

‘I’m willing to have a crack, if you’ll let me,’ Kitty offered.

‘No harm in trying,’ Janet said.

Maggie crossed her fingers behind her back as their newcomer stepped towards the piano. Kitty played a few notes and Eleanor tried to get the choir’s attention with a do re mi, to no avail.

Kitty held up her hand and mouthed hang on to Eleanor.

Within a few seconds her fingers were dancing across the black-and-white keys with such deft musicianship, Maggie stood in stunned silence. Bar by bar, as Kitty played ‘Pachelbel’s Canon in D’, every woman in the room stopped what they were doing. Jacinta, mid-warrior pose; Fifi mid-something that looked like a wheelie.

Kitty moved seamlessly from the classical arrangement into a more modern ‘Streets of London’ and sang the opening verse, and Maggie realised they were based on the same tune.

She turned to Eleanor, stunned, and whispered in her sister’s ear, ‘Right. She’s got their attention; you get this show on the road.’











chapter fourteen




Lyrebird Lake

Tuesday, 26 February 2019

In the four weeks since moving into the caravan park, Hannah and Leo had settled into a comfortable routine. She didn’t exactly like running across the park in the middle of the night for bathroom trips – the possums scuttling in the treetops always freaked her out. But it was a small price to pay for the sense of security they had, and on the odd occasion when she heard a lyrebird’s whipping call from the bush, she actually thought there was nowhere else she’d rather be.

The slow pace of Lyrebird Lake felt strangely more like home than Sydney ever had, and if it weren’t for the ever-present memories of Noah, she doubted she’d ever think much of the city these days.

Except for her mother, of course. At some point, Hannah knew she would have to face Kathleen and tell her that she and Leo had moved to Lyrebird Lake. Yes, in her mind they had officially moved. It should have been a strange thought, but it wasn’t.

The income she was earning four days a week and the relatively small rent for the caravan meant Hannah was starting to put some money aside. It made perfect sense for her and Leo to stay. Except she knew Kathleen wouldn’t think so. Hannah wondered if she could simply avoid her mother for the next year or so.

Perhaps Kathleen wouldn’t even notice.

She got Leo ready for school, walked him to the gate and waved goodbye as he entered the grounds with his now best friend, Kenny. Kenny’s mum, Zoë, had brought him by the caravan park after the altercation and the boys had played while the mothers talked about how sorry they were for the boys not getting on, and how they would guide them moving forward to avoid further teasing, and certainly no more hitting. As children straggled in to start the school day, the number of parents mingling at the gate swelled, all of them engaging in a cacophony of conversation. Hannah was beginning to learn their names and who belonged to which child, and there wasn’t a Lululemon-clad butt among them.

On her way to work, Hannah stopped at Bean There to pick up a mixed box of muffins and cheesecake slices for morning tea, the one treat she indulged in each week. She greeted the other customers – Ted, the builder working on the extension to the library; Flo, the cashier from the supermarket; Mrs Saya, one of Benjamin’s clients; and Barry from the op shop, who had a wonderful selection of bohemian maxi dresses. Hannah had bought two with her last pay.

Mrs Forster sat in the corner of the café, a pot of tea in front of her.

‘Morning, Mrs Forster.’ Hannah walked over to her. ‘Lovely weather.’

‘Not really,’ Mrs Forster growled.

‘Will we see you in the office this afternoon?’ Hannah asked.

‘Yes. There’s a matter I’d like to discuss with Mr Sharma.’

There was always a matter to discuss on Tuesday afternoons.


At the counter, Hannah asked Davey to make sure he included one of his lemon meringue muffins, Mrs Forster’s favourite. That and a chat was usually all it took to calm her down.

‘How’s that boss of yours?’ Davey asked as he handed over the box of sweets. ‘He was in here as I opened up this morning, looking a little stressed.’

Hannah didn’t doubt that. The Loder case was proving more difficult to close out than he’d anticipated, as she’d gleaned from the emails and files she was dealing with.

‘Maybe we should throw in a piece of your Toblerone cheesecake,’ Hannah said.

‘Already on it.’ Davey pulled a slice out of the fridge and put it in a special container for her. ‘Good luck.’ He winked.

When Hannah arrived at the office, she found Benjamin leaning over his desk, hand running back and forth through his beard. She placed the cheesecake in front of him.

‘You’re a star, Carter,’ he said without looking up.

Hannah frowned. Usually, a slice of Toblerone cheesecake produced a smile. He was more tense than she’d expected.

She knuckled down to work, fielding as many enquiries, both over the phone and via email, as she could. It wasn’t until lunchtime that Benjamin took a break, and only after Hannah suggested it.

They pulled their lunch out of the office fridge and sat down at the table.

‘I’m going to have to go to Sydney at the end of the week to brief the barristers. Looks like Loder’s case is going to court in the next few weeks.’ He dug into his chicken salad.

‘Is there anything I can do to help?’ Hannah asked.

‘Not unless you want to come with me.’ Benjamin paused. ‘Actually . . . could you come? The firm can pay. It would be really good to have your help. Those files you’ve been indexing are vital to the case. And you know your way around them better than I do.’


‘That’s not true.’

‘Oh, I know the case inside out. Sure. As a consultant, I have to. But you are much better than I am at putting your hands on the information quickly. You proved that the other day when I asked about the affidavit. And unfortunately, my word isn’t much chop without the documents to back it up.’

A trip to Sydney. Hannah had no particular desire to go back there, but it would mean she could go see Kathleen. Her chest tightened.

‘You’re doing it again, Carter. Pulling that face. I’m never sure what it signifies.’

‘I’m not sure myself, in this instance.’ She supposed she had to face Kathleen at some point. ‘I’d be happy to come, but I’d need to sort something out for Leo.’ She was sure Kenny’s mum would have him for a night, but Hannah had never left him before. She needed to give that some more thought.

‘Normally, I could get my sister to watch him,’ Benjamin said. ‘But she’s still in Delhi visiting the fam.’

‘That’s very generous of you to offer up your sister without asking her.’ She laughed.

‘She’s used to me imposing on her life. She wouldn’t mind if she was here. Despite what I put her through when we were younger,’ Benjamin said.

‘Sounds like there’s more to that story?’

‘I’d rather not incriminate myself by answering that. Do you have siblings, Carter?’

‘No. I’m an only child. My dad always referred to me as their miracle baby – they weren’t able to have any more children after they had me.’

Benjamin frowned. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. Well, when it comes to siblings, there’s always a ringleader for trouble. And that might have been me.’


‘Well, now I wish I could meet her and find out what you got up to.’

Benjamin shook his head. ‘Lucky for me you won’t have the chance.’

‘Lucky for you indeed. But we will circle back to that one day.’

Benjamin laughed. ‘Can you take care of the arrangements?’

‘I’ll get on it now.’

 

The hotel apartment was bigger than the last unit Hannah and Leo had rented. There was a spacious bedroom, a fully equipped kitchen and a large living room with two comfortable sofas. She wished Leo could see this. Maybe he’d have called it the fancy-verse. But she’d decided it was better for him to stay in Lyrebird Lake, with Zoë and Kenny, so she could concentrate on the job she had to do.

In about half an hour, she would accompany Benjamin to the meeting with the barristers and Ms Loder. As she got ready, she tried not to let her nerves take hold. This was a big case for Benjamin. Six years trying to reach a settlement with the insurance company, and she didn’t want to let him down. She pulled on the new green floral maxi dress she’d bought from the op shop last week and brushed her hair into a loose bun at the nape of her neck.

There was a knock on the door of her room.

‘Ready?’ Benjamin asked, as she opened the door to him.

‘I guess so.’ She was as ready as she could be.

 

Hannah and Benjamin left the meeting with the team three hours after they first sat down. It was exhausting; Hannah hadn’t concentrated like that in years.

Benjamin suggested they debrief at a café a couple of blocks from where they’d had their meeting. They ordered their lunch and the waitress addressed Benjamin by name.


‘I take it you come here a lot,’ Hannah said, as she took a sip of her sparkling water.

‘I used to. My old office is just around the corner. And whenever I’m back in Sydney, I try to pop back in. Bean There definitely makes superior cheesecake, but you can’t beat this place for a veggie burger. There are days I would actually kill for one of those.’

‘Note to self,’ Hannah grinned. ‘Never get in the way of Benjamin and his burgers.’

Benjamin laughed. ‘Just the veggie ones. You did a great job today. I’m glad you were there. When we get back to the hotel, we can go through your notes and send through those final documents the team needs.’

‘I didn’t do that much.’ Hannah had sat in the background taking notes, pulling up files Benjamin asked for as he deftly briefed the barristers and answered all their queries, so confident and assured. Though, as Benjamin had explained on their trip down, the arguments couldn’t stand up in court without ready access to relevant documentation to back them up, so in that way, as he’d hoped, she supposed she had been helpful.

‘No, Carter. You don’t realise. You can’t bake a pie without preparing all the ingredients, and you did that beautifully. Counsel is now confident the insurance company will settle with Loder out of court. Which is a great result.’

‘Oh . . . I . . .’

He held up his hands. ‘Nah, Carter. Take the compliment.’

Hannah allowed a spark of pride to wash over her. ‘You bake pies?’

‘No.’ He laughed. ‘But I do enjoy cooking.’

Their food arrived, and Hannah had to admit Benjamin’s burger did look delicious. So did her chicken nachos.

‘Dig in.’ Benjamin raised his fork in salute.


Hannah didn’t need to be told twice, and she savoured every delectable mouthful.

‘So, about your past?’ Hannah asked between bites. ‘Regular teenage mischief? Or sealed record kind of mischief?’ she joked.

‘The latter.’ His answer was matter of fact.

Hannah’s eyes widened. ‘I was not expecting you to say that. You don’t have to tell me anything.’

‘No. It’s fine. I made peace with it all long ago. At first it was just silly stuff – turning bins over, throwing mud onto neighbours’ cars, nothing bad, really. I’d drag my sister along to see what I could make her do. But then I got bored with that and fell in with a bad crew.’

Hannah listened intently as she ate.

‘I was acting out, rebelling against my strict parents. I kept my sister out of the heavier stuff, though. Thankfully. And I went too far, got in too deep before I realised. I got arrested one night for stealing a car and crashing it. I was fifteen.’

Hannah watched him in silence as he continued. Simple facts. No shame. No pride. Just his story laid bare.

‘Mum and Dad let me sweat it out at the cop shop overnight before bailing me out. Just the scare I needed. I knuckled down, straightened myself out, and . . . well, here we are. So, yeah. Not always the respectable lawyer, but it is part of who I am.’

‘I broke into your cottage!’ Hannah blurted out the words, Benjamin’s honesty apparently catching.

Benjamin laughed. ‘That’s not usually the reaction I get if I tell people my story. What are you talking about?’ He looked confused.

Hannah cast her eyes down to the table. ‘We were – are – homeless. I wanted to be presentable when I enquired about your job. But I had no idea it was your place. I just saw an opportunity and I took it. All I did was take a shower, though. I swear.’


‘I believe you, Hannah. I’m a little freaked out someone broke in and I didn’t even notice, but I am relieved it was you. Thank you for telling me.’

Hannah looked back up and saw nothing but kindness in his eyes.

‘Homeless, huh?’ He raised an eyebrow.

Hannah paused and told him her story. Simple facts. No shame. No pride. Just her story laid bare. And Benjamin listened.

‘I knew you guys had had it tough,’ he said when she finished, ‘but I didn’t know it was that bad.’ He reached across the table and took her hand in his. ‘You’re amazing. What you’ve done on your own to turn things around.’

Hannah couldn’t tear her eyes away from his warm gaze. ‘Well, I did have some help. You taking a chance on me, giving me a job, has made the world of difference.’

‘I knew my lack of organisational skills had to have a higher purpose. They were waiting for you.’

‘I wouldn’t have picked you as one to believe in fate.’ Hannah looked into his eyes. A pause. A moment.

She cleared her throat and Benjamin pulled his hand away.

 

They headed back to the hotel in silence and Benjamin walked Hannah to her room.

‘Right. Do you want to just email me those other files?’ He pushed his hands deep into his trouser pockets and headed to his room.

‘Sure.’

Inside her suite, Hannah leaned against the door, trying to make sense of that moment in the café. It was too soon, wasn’t it? Less than two years after Noah. Too soon to have even a fleeting moment of attraction . . . to someone else. Was that what she’d felt? She knew deep down it was.

Less than two years. What were the rules of moving on after the man you loved so much had passed?


Hannah pulled herself together. It didn’t matter. Whether it was two years or twenty, Benjamin was her boss, and she could not jeopardise this job.

 

The following morning, Benjamin greeted her slightly awkwardly at breakfast and suggested she could take the day off, saying that now the case was being settled he could handle the meeting today and that she deserved a break. She was the reason they’d come to an agreement yesterday, after all. Part of her was relieved, as she was still trying to process what, if anything, had happened. The other part of her was worried that she’d overstepped an invisible line, and she wouldn’t be able to step back.

And another part of her knew it meant she had no excuse not to visit her mother.

 

The sun was shining over Happy Shades when Hannah got there, but it did nothing to warm her mood.

On the drive down to Sydney, Hannah had wrestled with how to tell Kathleen that she and Leo had moved to another town without letting her know, but in the end she decided she would just see how things went. She had learned over the years that there wasn’t much point to planning out conversations with Kathleen, because even after a lifetime of trying to understand her mother’s motivations, Hannah still had no idea how to deal with her.

Kathleen was sitting on the bench, as expected, completing her crossword puzzle.

‘Ah, there you are. I was beginning to wonder if you were still coming.’

Hannah had phoned ahead to let Kathleen know she was dropping in. She didn’t bother checking her watch. She knew she was right on time.


‘How are you, Mum?’ She sat down beside her.

‘Not much point complaining. It’s not as if anyone listens anyway. Where’s Leo?’

‘He’s at school.’ Hannah left out the part about school being in Lyrebird Lake.

‘Of course. I’m not used to you visiting on a weekday,’ she said pointedly.

‘How are the plans coming along for the bridge club trip?’ Hannah asked. She knew she was stalling but she really wasn’t looking forward to the conversation she needed to have.

Kathleen launched into what could only be called a tirade about the incompetence of everyone involved, from the receptionist at the motel where they were staying, who didn’t understand a simple request for adjoining rooms, to the secretary of the host bridge club, who couldn’t organise a tournament properly if her life depended on it.

‘I would have done more myself, but my arthritis has been playing up, which you’d know if you rang more often.’

Hannah furrowed her brow. ‘I’m sorry. I’ve been busy.’

‘With what?’

‘Actually, I’ve got a job. In a law firm.’

That seemed to stun Kathleen, and for a few moments she was silent. Just a few moments. ‘That’s wonderful news, darling. Does that mean you’ll be going back to study?’ So much hope and expectation in her eyes.

Hannah should have anticipated that. ‘No. It’s just a job for now. To help me get back on my feet. But . . .’

‘But what?’

‘It’s, er . . . It’s not here in Sydney.’

Kathleen cocked her head to the side. ‘What do you mean, not in Sydney? Sydney is where you live. Where is this job?’

‘It’s in a place called Lyrebird Lake.’


The colour drained from Kathleen’s face, her left eye twitched, and to Hannah’s dismay, she slumped down the bench.

‘Mum?’ Hannah leaned towards her. ‘Mum! Are you okay?’











chapter fifteen




Lyrebird Lake

Friday, 1 March 2019

‘So, what do you think?’ Eleanor asked Maggie and Kitty as they took a stroll after lunch. She’d broached the prospect of the competition at rehearsals last night and was looking for confirmation the idea wasn’t ludicrous. ‘Should we do it?’

‘I think it’s a brilliant idea,’ Maggie said. ‘And it’s usually me who comes up with the fabulous ideas.’

Eleanor gave her a playful nudge.

‘We’ve never sounded better. I think we owe it to the ladies to see just how far we can go. Seriously, Ellie.’

It was true. They were sounding good. And if they were simply doing one of their community concerts – Christmas by the lake, or the annual fair for the local preschool – then there wouldn’t be a problem at all. But Eleanor wasn’t sure they were ready for this: to compete at the All Voices Championship, where choirs from all over New South Wales faced off at Sydney’s Town Hall for the honour of being named best choir in the state. Not to mention the prize money. She’d spent all night looking up past years’ competitions on YouTube and some of the choirs, unsurprisingly, were exceptionally good. And this year’s competition was only one month away. The Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir would improve before then, of course, but there was still something missing. If they were to have any chance of coming close to taking out the competition, they needed something more.

She knew it. And while Maggie was too encouraging and upbeat to say anything, Eleanor could tell she knew it too.

‘I’m not going to lie.’ Kitty turned towards the two sisters. ‘I’ve been to the championships, and it will be tough. The competition is stiff. And we don’t have a lot of time to prepare.’

‘So, you’re saying we can’t be ready in time?’ Eleanor’s heart dropped.

‘She didn’t say that,’ Maggie reassured her. ‘Of course we can be ready. Besides, when did life ever wait for anyone to be ready?’

They stopped by Bean There and ordered coffees.

It was no longer just about the money or setting the choir a challenge, though. Since Eleanor had mentioned it at rehearsal last night, Fifi had let it slip to Davey, who’d let it slip to the whole of Lyrebird Lake that the choir was entering, and there hadn’t been so much excitement in the town since . . . well, since Hugh Jackman had passed through on his way up north to film a project – three years ago now. The signed photo of him and Davey standing in front of the counter had hung proudly on the wall of the café ever since.

Eleanor looked up at the two beaming faces that watched over the café’s customers every day. Got any tips, Mr Greatest Showman? she wondered.

‘The choir’s photo will go there too,’ Davey said, as he handed the women their drinks. ‘When you lot win that big city comp, it might even bring in some more tourists. With so many people doing it tough these days, it’s just the pick-me-up we need around here.’

As the women sat in a booth in a corner of the café, Maggie and Kitty started discussing song choices, bouncing ideas off each other as Eleanor sat back, lost in her thoughts. She felt the weight of expectation heavy on her shoulders.

 

Later that night, Eleanor lay in bed, reached beneath her pillow and pulled out her old songbook.

‘Hello, old friend.’ She stroked the worn leather cover. ‘It’s been a while.’

It had been years since she’d looked at it. Even longer since she’d written in it. She picked up a pen from her bedside table and tapped her chin. She flipped through the pages of the songbook, each one filled with lyrics and decorated with drawings. Silly Irish ditties, heartfelt ballads, breakaway pop songs that never saw the light of day. Lyrical prose she’d forgotten; awful rhymes crossed out that she wished she’d never thought up.

She kept the duds, even though she’d be mortified if anyone ever read them – that’s why the book lived under her pillow – because even awful rhymes captured a moment in time. Sometimes happy moments, sometimes pain, always life.

Where the joy and despair were so often intertwined, and you never knew which one was coming.

She turned the pages of her songbook, careful as always to skip past the jagged remains of the only page she’d ever torn out. On the first blank page she came to, with thoughts of her choir dancing in her mind, she started to sketch around the edges – silhouettes of women, music notes floating above their heads – and she wrote the words courage, resilience, hope, home.
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The sisters’ first Christmas in Australia passed with very little fanfare. It was beyond strange to have a cold chicken salad picnic by the lake with a group of strangers made up of Bernadette’s friends – in the blazing heat. The locals were friendly, accepting Bernadette’s story about Maggie being widowed. Although it was the most relaxing Christmas Eleanor could remember having, without family, a raging fire in the hearth and Mass at Ballycorlann church, it felt more like a simple gathering than a real Christmas.

Mary and Colm had rung in the morning, for all of a few minutes, to wish the three of them a Merry Christmas. No questions were asked. A prayer was said.

Two weeks later, Eleanor was standing at the front door of the grand house, her hands folded in front of her to prevent them from shaking.

‘You’ll be fine,’ Bernadette patted her arm. ‘Despite her wealth, Mrs Wiles is a thoroughly decent woman.’

Eleanor had no reason not to believe her aunt, but the question of Mrs Wiles’s decency wasn’t the problem. It was the fact that Eleanor had never had a job, not even a part-time summer job delivering papers or serving ice cream down at the beach. And while she’d had chores living under Mary and Colm’s roof, which she always completed with diligence, odd jobs around the house were a far cry from actually being employed to do a task. And being employed by someone who was even richer than her family filled Eleanor with dread. Still, she was grateful for the opportunity. With no experience and no qualifications, it was never going to be easy for her to find a good job, and a job was something she most definitely needed if she and Maggie had any hope of finding their feet in their new home.

Home.

Eleanor wondered if she’d ever get used to calling Lyrebird Lake home, calling Australia home. Part of her wondered if she even wanted to. Once she did, that would mean she’d let go of the tiniest scrap of hope she held on to, tucked away in the darkest corner of her heart, to maybe return to Ireland.


Footsteps click-clacked towards them from behind the door, and Eleanor’s heart sped up. As the heavy wood swung open, she stepped back. Standing in the doorway was a tall woman with long blonde hair that sat perfectly straight, perfectly parted in the middle, deep-blue eyes that shone with intelligence, and a poise to her stance that, unlike Mary’s stiff posture, was easy and natural.

Mrs Wiles reached out an elegant hand. ‘Miss O’Sullivan.’ Her handshake was firm but gentle. ‘Bernadette.’ She gave Eleanor’s aunt a genuine smile. ‘Come in.’ She stepped to the side to allow them in, her blue silk shirt-dress swishing with the movement. ‘I have tea and scones set up in the drawing room for afternoon tea. Bernadette, you know the way.’

Their footsteps echoed on the polished floorboards of the long hallway as they walked past room after room. Eleanor snuck a glance through each doorway as she passed, noting a formal dining room with a large oak table standing proudly in the middle; a living room with an opulent tapestry couch, gilded with gold edging, and a television on a wooden stand at one end; what appeared to be a study, with a large desk surrounded by bookshelves; and three doors that remained closed.

At the end of the hall on the left was a kitchen, a sweet buttery smell wafting through the open door, and opposite that Bernadette entered the drawing room. Eleanor followed her inside and her mouth dropped open at the number of portraits decorating the walls. There were modern photos – Eleanor could see Mrs Wiles in a number of them, looking resplendent – interspersed with more traditional oil paintings of various distinguished gentlemen and sweeping landscapes. Around a coffee table laden with fine-china teacups and saucers, and a tiered stand heavy with scones, four velvet wingback chairs were angled to face each other.

‘Please sit,’ Mrs Wiles moved her arm in an elegant arc. ‘From what I understand from your aunt, Miss O’Sullivan, you don’t have a lot of experience, but are keen and don’t mind that it won’t be glamorous work.’

Eleanor didn’t mind. ‘Yes. I’m happy to do whatever you need, and I’m a quick study.’

Mrs Wiles outlined what her duties would be – daily dusting, vacuuming, washing bedding, polishing furniture, and cleaning the windows once a month.

Eleanor winced at that one. There were an awful lot of windows in this house. But she would do whatever it took. The money Colm had given them would run out soon. She and Maggie couldn’t rely on Bernadette for assistance indefinitely, Eleanor knew that. And she didn’t want to.

The work would be ongoing, even when the Wiles family wasn’t in Lyrebird Lake, though obviously the summer would be more demanding.

‘Mr Wiles will be back in another week, and he likes to host dinner parties and often has guests stay over in the rooms upstairs, and our cook will need extra help on those nights too, so naturally that will keep you very busy. But if you’re prepared to work hard, we pay a decent hourly rate, and I’d be happy to give you a month’s trial.’

‘Thank you, Mrs Wiles,’ Eleanor said. ‘I’m more than willing to work hard.’

‘Good. Now finish your tea and I’ll give you a tour of the rest of the house.’ She rose, and Eleanor understood that meant there really was no time to finish her tea. Let alone the fluffy white scone that was calling to her. She followed quickly behind, and Bernadette joined them. Eleanor thought her aunt had exaggerated when she talked about the grand house, but there genuinely were ten bedrooms upstairs. And three bathrooms.

Eleanor had been in plenty of impressive homes thanks to Mary and Colm’s social circles, and even though this didn’t rival the Brennans’ manor, it was impressive. And daunting, when she thought about having to clean the place. She was relieved that most of the time it would only be Mr and Mrs Wiles she was cleaning up after.

‘So,’ Mrs Wiles said, holding the front door open after the tour, as Eleanor and Bernadette walked out onto the balcony. ‘Do we have an agreement?’

‘Yes.’ Eleanor shook her hand. ‘Thank you. I’m looking forward to starting on Monday.’

‘Good. See you bright and early.’

Arm in arm, Eleanor and Bernadette made their way back to the cottage. The warm sun beat down on them, and from the forest on the other side of the lake a whipping sound echoed across the water. Eleanor stopped and cocked her head. The song of a lyrebird was still strange to her ear, so very different from the chirping chaffinches and robins that had punctuated her childhood. Everything here was different – the light, the heat, the sounds, the birdsong.

But there was promise. Opportunities they wouldn’t have in Ballycorlann. Here, Eleanor would be an aunt. She could study arts, or music, or business, or writing, or anything she wanted without the pressure of her parents and their set ideas of what she should be doing with her life. She could stay single if she wished, like Bernadette, or marry if she chose, who she chose.

As they followed the edge of the lake, Maggie rushed out of the cottage to greet them. ‘How’d it go?’ she asked, stopping in front of them.

‘I start on Monday.’

Maggie’s expression was a mix of relief and concern. ‘That’s great. I wish I could too.’

‘Stop.’ Eleanor raised her hand. ‘We’ve talked about this. We’re in this together, and we’ll do whatever it takes.’

‘I promise, when this passes,’ she raised a hand to her stomach, ‘I’ll get a job too.’


Eleanor took her hand. ‘No, you won’t. You’re going to university and will make something of your life and give that baby everything it could ever want.’

‘But we’ll never be able to afford that.’ Maggie frowned.

‘Yes, we will. If I work hard enough.’

‘But Ellie . . .’

‘No buts about it.’ Eleanor put her hands on her hips. ‘I’ll have the chance to do my own things soon enough.’

As they reached the cottage, Bernadette checked her watch. ‘I have to ride over to the Porters’ for my tutoring session with young Isaac. Maths is not his favourite subject and it’s a bit like pulling teeth getting him to do it, but that’s why they pay me the big bucks to tutor him over summer.’ She laughed. It hadn’t taken Eleanor long to work out that Bernadette only accepted a small token payment for the handful of students she tutored in the holidays, knowing that none of the families who sent their children to the small school could afford to pay much.

Bernadette bent down and tied the hem of her teal kaftan up into a knot so it wouldn’t catch in the chain of her rickety old pushbike. She mounted the rusty contraption and started to pedal off. ‘I’ll be home in time for dinner,’ she called as she rode away.

Eleanor and Maggie waved after her, even though she couldn’t see them, as she sped around the lake before heading off on the path that led into town.

‘She’s something else, isn’t she?’ Maggie shook her head.

‘She really is.’ Eleanor wrapped her arm around Maggie’s shoulders. ‘Shall we have some lemonade on the pier?’

With their feet dangling in the lake, Eleanor and Maggie watched the sun sink in the sky and made plans for the next few months that lay unknown before them. Well, ‘plans’ was a bit of a stretch, more like a list of ‘desired maybes’: Eleanor impressing Mrs Wiles so that she kept her on after the summer; saving up as much money as she could so they didn’t have to rely on Bernadette; Maggie studying with hopes of matriculation; the baby’s arrival in July.

Eleanor was daunted by what was to come, but almost relieved that Maggie was assuming an attitude of wilful ignorance about the impact a baby would have on her life, their lives, only imagining the cute cuddles and play time, and trying out possible names – Sinead and Olivia were her preferences for a girl, Brian and Gerard for a boy. And Eleanor didn’t begrudge her the bubble of her thoughts. Time would eventually reveal the difficulties that might lie ahead. There was no point dwelling on them now.

They’d started a list of things they’d need to buy or acquire somehow – clothes, a crib, nappies, bottles, a pram – every day adding to it. And they each made sure to read the copy of Dr Spock’s Baby and Child Care that Eleanor had found in the library last week, so Maggie could learn about breastfeeding, and how to manage a colicky baby, and all the needs of a demanding young infant.

As the lake lapped at their bare feet, Maggie lay back on the pier and Eleanor pulled out her songbook. She hadn’t written anything in it since arriving in Australia, a little too overwhelmed to even try turning words into lyrics. But as a lyrebird called out once more across the water, she closed her eyes, and a sense of calm washed over her. She twirled her pen in her fingers, looked up to the sky and then began to write.

A lyrebird calls across the water, its song . . .

Its song? She tapped the pen to her chin. Was that the right word?

‘What are you writing?’ Maggie jumped up and grabbed the book.

‘Give it back, you eejit.’


‘Nuh uh.’ Maggie waved the book in the air, before looking at the page Eleanor had been writing on. ‘A song about lyrebirds? Well, that’s new.’

Eleanor pulled a face. ‘Der.’

‘What sort of a tune?’ Maggie sat back down and handed the book back.

Eleanor wasn’t sure. She rarely had a tune in mind when she first started writing new lyrics. It was usually something that came later.

‘A slow ballad? A punchy pop tune?’ Maggie hummed a few notes.

‘Maybe a ballad. But, as you can see, I’ve barely written a line, so who knows?’ She slammed the book shut. She didn’t like it when Maggie read her work before it was finished.

‘Alright. I’ll leave you to it.’ Maggie stood up. ‘I’m getting tired, anyway.’

‘Are you feeling okay?’ Eleanor made a move to stand, but Maggie put her hand on her shoulder.

‘Yes. I’m fine. I’m pregnant. I’m going to get tired. I just need a rest before dinner. You stay here. I’ll give you a yell when Aunt Bernadette gets back.’ Maggie smiled and walked off back to the cottage.

Eleanor watched the blue sky turn pale, orange tinting the horizon, but the words wouldn’t flow. She got up and walked along the edge of the lake, away from the cottage and towards the forest, singing the few words she had out loud to various tunes.

As she got closer to the tree line, she heard a rustle, and froze. Her pulse racing, she chided herself. Don’t be silly. Lyrebirds weren’t aggressive, were they? She had no idea, and didn’t really fancy finding out.

She quickened her pace.

A cough sounded behind her.


She spun around, holding her book in the air.

A tall man jumped back, his arms raised in surrender. ‘Don’t shoot,’ he said, a cocky smile spreading across his face. ‘Or throw. Or whatever you’re planning on doing with that.’ He pointed at her book. ‘You must be one of Bernadette’s nieces. Mum told me we had new neighbours.’ He stepped closer, and Eleanor stepped back.

The man extended his hand. ‘I’m Wayne. Wayne Wiles.’

Eleanor let her shoulders drop. Mrs Wiles’s son. Bernadette had mentioned in passing there was a Wiles lad.

‘Oh, hello.’ She took his offered hand and shook it with a firm grip. ‘I’m Eleanor.’ She took him in without fear pumping through her veins. He was a few years older than her, at a guess, with thick black hair that framed a very handsome face in sweeping long waves, deep blue eyes that unnerved her with their intent gaze, and a slim but strong build. He was dressed in flared jeans and a fitted white shirt printed with small blue flowers, the top few buttons open at the collar.

‘Nice to meet you, Eleanor.’ He smiled, revealing dimples in his cheeks. ‘Sorry if I scared you.’

‘What were you doing in the bushes?’ She narrowed her eyes.

‘I’m a bit of a birdwatcher. Trying to get a good look at the lyrebirds.’ He pointed towards the scrub. ‘What was that song you were singing?’

Eleanor’s cheeks flushed. ‘You heard that?’

‘Hard not to.’

‘Right.’ She averted her gaze. She never sang her new songs for anyone except Maggie.

He leaned in close to her. ‘You sing beautifully.’

She tucked her unruly red curls behind her ear. ‘Oh, no. My voice isn’t . . . I should be going.’ She waved her hand towards the cottage.


‘Yes.’ He put his hands in his pockets and started to move off. ‘I’m sure we’ll be seeing more of each other, Eleanor.’ He brushed her shoulder as he walked past, and a shiver ran up her spine. He waved to Bernadette standing on the porch and made a beeline for the grand house.

‘I see you’ve met Wayne,’ she said as Eleanor climbed the steps to the porch. ‘Bit of a ladies’ man, that one. Watch yourself.’

‘Oh. I’m not interested . . .’ Eleanor shook her head. ‘And he wouldn’t be . . .’

Bernadette raised an eyebrow. ‘Come in and wash up for dinner.’

Eleanor stayed a few minutes more on the porch, watching Wayne’s retreating silhouette. He turned and gave her a wave, and her cheeks flushed again. Nope. She spun on her heel. She did not have room for that in her life, and even if she did, the sting of Eamon’s rejection still burned.

 

On her first day working for Mrs Wiles, Eleanor made sure she arrived early, determined to make a good impression. She straightened the simple white blouse she wore over a practical pair of yellow-and-white plaid shorts Bernadette had pulled out from the back of her cupboard to give her.

‘You’ll be too hot in any of the trousers you brought with you,’ she’d said.

They were a little loose around the waist, but as the sun beat down on her back while she walked over to the grand house, she was grateful for the loan.

She raised a shaking hand to knock on the front door and counted to three before announcing her arrival. Stepping aside while she waited for an answer, she drew her shoulders back and lifted her chin. The door swung open, and Eleanor was greeted by a bleary-eyed Wayne with a broad grin.


‘What time of the day do you call this?’ He smiled at her, checking his watch.

Eleanor looked up, then down, and to the side. Anywhere to avoid looking at Wayne, who was apparently still in his pyjamas. ‘Is your mother in?’ She pushed the question out in a croaky voice.

Wayne called over his shoulder, ‘Mu-um! Eleanor is here.’

From behind him, Mrs Wiles swanned down the hallway, immaculately dressed in a pink wide-legged jumpsuit tied at the waist with a gold cord. She clipped her son over the back of the head.

‘Go back upstairs and get dressed, Wayne. This is not how we open the door to visitors.’ She shot him a look that no one could mistake for anything other than disappointment.

‘Sorry, Mum.’ He gave Eleanor a grin and a quick wink before scuttling away.

‘Please forgive the rudeness of my son. He’s a good lad, really. Just a little too cheeky for his own good sometimes.’ She shook her head.

‘Oh, it’s no bother, Mrs Wiles.’

‘Now, come with me to the kitchen, and you can get started.’

 

Despite the aches she felt in just about every bone and muscle come lunchtime, Eleanor wasn’t about to let her first day defeat her. She would only take fifteen minutes for lunch before cracking on with the upstairs chores.

With the warmth of the midday sun relaxing her muscles, she sat at the wrought iron table in the middle of the small garden at the side of the house. From there, she could look out over the lake, golden light rippling across its surface. She could see the cottage in the distance, quiet now that Bernadette had taken Maggie into town for her first appointment with the local GP, Doctor Swan.

Eleanor took a bite of the ham and cheese sandwich she’d made herself and sucked in the clear air. Mrs Wiles had given her permission to help herself to anything in the fridge or pantry during her lunchbreak. And while she was tempted by the rich potato salad dripping in mayonnaise and bacon, or the leftover chicken vol-au-vents tucked underneath cling wrap, she didn’t think it would be wise to take advantage of Mrs Wiles’s hospitality on her first day. She rolled her neck back and forth and stretched her arms into the air.

‘It’s a lovely day to sit in the sun,’ a deep voice said behind her.

Eleanor turned around to see Wayne standing there. Thankfully, he was out of his pyjamas and in a pair of faded jeans and a tan-coloured t-shirt.

‘But only for another minute,’ Eleanor said.

‘Sorry about earlier,’ he said. ‘I seem to keep catching you off-guard. I don’t mean to.’

‘Don’t worry about it.’

He sat on the chair next to her. ‘Still, I feel like we should start fresh.’ He held out his hand and smiled, his dimples on full display. ‘Hi. I’m Wayne Wiles.’

Eleanor’s eyes crinkled at the edges as she took his hand and shook it firmly. ‘I’m Eleanor O’Sullivan.’

‘Lovely to meet you, Eleanor.’ He held on to her hand a little longer than was necessary. ‘Do I detect an accent there?’

Eleanor laughed. ‘If you’re not sure, you might need to get your hearing tested.’

Wayne put his hands up in surrender. ‘Touché. It’s as strong an accent as I’ve ever heard. I was just trying to find a polite way into a conversation. Can’t blame a guy for trying.’ He gave her a sheepish look.

‘Does this charm thing usually work for you?’ Eleanor raised an eyebrow, Bernadette’s warning that he was a bit of a ladies’ man firmly at the forefront of her mind.


He frowned. ‘Actually, yes.’

Eleanor wasn’t above taking pleasure in his obvious discomfort. She looked at her watch. ‘Well, I have to get back to it.’ She stood and picked up her plate, turning on her heel to head back into the house.

‘Wait,’ Wayne called after her. ‘Clearly I’m going about this all wrong.’ He stood in front of her and blocked her way. ‘It just isn’t very often that we get new people around here. Especially people my own age. I’d really like to get to know you.’

‘You know my name. You know I’m Irish. And that I’m living with Aunt Bernadette. And you know that I work as a cleaner.’ She put her hands on her hips. ‘That’s all there is to know.’ She took a step to the side and moved past him.

Once inside, she scuttled into the pantry and closed the door behind her, leaning against it with her back. Eleanor had fallen for good looks and charm once before, and the scars of that were still too raw. She certainly wasn’t about to let it happen again.

She gathered her cleaning supplies, a pile of linen from the cupboard, and headed upstairs to start on the bedrooms. When she’d finished in the first room, having readied it exactly the way Mrs Wiles had told her to, she opened the window to let the fresh air in, as she’d been instructed. She looked out to the lake and over to the cottage; Bernadette and Maggie were pulling up in front of the porch. She waved out the window, hoping to get Maggie’s attention, but her sister was deep in animated conversation with their aunt.

As she turned around to focus on the job at hand, she caught a glimpse of Wayne down in the garden. He was looking up at the window and when he saw her, he smiled at her and gave a lazy salute.











chapter sixteen




Sydney

Friday, 1 March 2019

‘Are you okay, Mum?’ Hannah asked.

‘Of course.’ Poise returned, Kathleen settled herself properly on the bench.

‘Do you know Lyrebird Lake? Have you been there?’

Kathleen furrowed her brow, her grey eyes darkening. ‘Never heard of it.’

‘But do you remember the lullaby Dad used to sing to me? I could hardly believe the place in it really exists, but it turns out to be a really lovely small town, a few hours’ drive from here.’

Kathleen seemed to gather herself. ‘That ridiculous ditty? He never could sing in tune, that man.’

Hannah smiled. Kathleen was right. He was a terrible singer. ‘He called it the Lyrebird Lake Lullaby.’

‘Did he?’ There was a slight elevation to the pitch of her voice.

‘Did Dad used to go there? To Lyrebird Lake?’

Kathleen’s expression clouded over and she shook her head. ‘Not as long as I knew him.’

‘Hmm. I wonder where the lullaby came from then?’


‘For goodness’ sake, Hannah. How would I know? Maybe he visited the place as a child. Maybe his parents did. Maybe his grandmother made up the lyrics in her youth and passed them down. What does it matter where it came from?’ Her shoulders stiffened. The end of her sentences clipped.

‘I’m just curious, I suppose.’ Hannah knew she wasn’t going to get anywhere.

‘Hmph. Curiosity is unbecoming.’

‘Anyway, with this job I have – I’m really enjoying it, and it has potential. So . . .’ Here went nothing . . . ‘Leo and I are going to be staying in Lyrebird Lake for a while.’

‘You’re what?’ Kathleen shrieked, and another resident looked over from the conservatory. Kathleen lowered her voice again. ‘Why?’

‘I thought you’d be happy.’

Kathleen frowned. ‘Happy about you abandoning me?’

‘How is this abandoning you?’

‘What about Leo and school?’ Kathleen raced past the question. ‘You probably haven’t even thought about that, have you?’

‘That’s where he is today. I’ve enrolled him at the school in Lyrebird Lake. He’s been there a month already and he’s loving it.’

Her mother spoke softly now. ‘Are you really going to make that godforsaken place your home?’

‘Godforsaken? I thought you said you’ve never been to Lyrebird Lake?’

‘I haven’t. But . . . it’s obviously in the middle of nowhere!’

Hannah looked at her mother, the expression on Kathleen’s face familiar. She was hiding something.

‘What’s wrong with that?’ Hannah knew not to confront her head on, but rather to try to catch her out instead.

‘I just can’t understand why anyone would want to live in the middle of nowhere.’ She folded her arms across her chest.


‘Well, Leo and I do,’ Hannah said.

Kathleen pursed her lips. ‘This is a mistake, Hannah. Come home. If you need money, perhaps I can help you out.’

Hannah baulked. Not once since she had abandoned her degree all those years ago had Kathleen offered her any financial assistance. Not when Leo was born. Not when Noah died. Not when Hannah sold the house and moved into the flat. Not once when she needed it. The offer now could help her and Leo, and for the briefest moment, Hannah considered saying yes.

‘This isn’t about the money, Mum. Not anymore, anyway. We really do like it. I think we could make a life there.’

‘After being there only a few weeks? How can you possibly know you want to do that? Your impetuousness has always got you in trouble. It will again now. Mark my words.’

Hannah had expected resistance to the idea, but she hadn’t thought her mother would be quite so vehement.

‘Maybe, Mum. Maybe it is a mistake. But I’ve made a few of those in recent times, and this doesn’t feel the same. It feels right.’

Kathleen straightened, though Hannah could swear there was still something – confusion perhaps, or concern, maybe even fear – lurking just beneath the surface.

‘Fine then,’ Kathleen said. ‘This is what I get for trying to live a charitable Christian life.’

A line Hannah had heard often. She’d long stopped paying it any heed.

‘This won’t work out. And then you’ll come back to me. You’ll see. You’ve never been very good on your own. Always needing someone, your father, Noah, to prop you up.’

Hannah didn’t bother to respond. She knew well her mother’s tactic of sowing seeds of doubt. But she was certain she and Leo were meant to be in Lyrebird Lake. She wouldn’t let Kathleen inside her head.


She said goodbye and left, knowing there was no point continuing the discussion.

 

That afternoon, Hannah stared out of the window of the passenger side as Benjamin drove them back to Lyrebird Lake. She shifted in her seat, replaying the conversation with her mother in her mind.

Stop it, Hannah, don’t let her in.

Benjamin turned the radio down, AC/DC fading to a quiet hush. ‘Are you okay, Hannah?’

‘What?’ She turned to him.

‘You’ve been . . . unsettled since you got back from visiting your mum. Is everything okay?’

‘My mum has a tendency to do that. Unsettle me. I mentioned to her that we’re planning to stay in Lyrebird Lake, and her reaction . . . I don’t know. It was just a little . . . over the top, I guess.’ Hannah was trying to make sense of it. ‘Even for her.’

‘Did you ask her about it?’

‘Yes. Sort of. Then I walked away. Talking things through has never been our strong suit.’ Hannah could have tried harder, she supposed. ‘Besides, I didn’t really want to hear any more about why Lyrebird Lake is a mistake.’

Benjamin tapped the steering wheel. ‘Do you think it is? A mistake?’

Hannah shook her head. ‘I don’t. I think it’s the first good decision I’ve made in a long time.’

‘Then I think you should trust your gut.’

 

As they pulled into the caravan park, Fifi came rushing out to meet them. ‘Thank god you’re back,’ she called as Benjamin and Hannah got out of the car.

‘What’s happened?’ Hannah asked, alarmed. ‘You look like . . . something’s happened. Is it Leo?’


‘No, no, he’s fine. Zoë brought him back after school, as arranged. Though he would have preferred to go back to her place to play with Kenny. He’s playing cards with my hubby inside. It’s the plumbing.’ Fifi looked devastated. ‘In the amenities block. One of the pipes burst this morning. Made a bloody great mess, I tell you. Water, sewage – everywhere.’

‘Oh no.’ Hannah couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

‘Your van is safe,’ Fifi continued. ‘It’s far enough away. But we have no working plumbing. I’m sorry . . .’

Hannah’s pulse quickened.

‘. . . but you can’t stay here for the moment, Hannah. Not until we get it all fixed.’

‘Mum?’ Leo came outside and threw his arms around her waist.

‘Hey, buddy.’ Her mind was racing, but she tried to focus on him. ‘Did you miss me?’

‘I played cricket at school and did Fifi tell you about the water?’

‘She’s just telling me now.’

‘I’ve spoken to Maggie,’ Fifi said. ‘She and Eleanor have space and can take you. Or the hotel on the highway has vacancies. Of course, we’ll refund your tariff.’

Hannah squared her shoulders.

‘Thank you, Fifi. Thank you for making enquiries, for thinking of us. The Lodge certainly sounds like a good solution – that’s very kind of Maggie and Eleanor.’ Hannah looked to Leo. ‘Buddy, shall we go and pack, and then we can head over?’

He ran in the direction of the van.

‘Do you need a hand?’ Benjamin asked.

‘We’ll be all good. Thank you, though. See you at work next week.’

 

Hannah and Leo sat at the kitchen table in The Lodge, Eleanor and Maggie opposite them. A pot of tea covered in a crocheted cosy sat in the middle of a circle of teacups, next to scones on a platter with jam and cream in ceramic bowls. Hannah listened as Eleanor explained that the residents took care of their own rooms, their own cooking and washing, and could use all the common areas whenever they wanted.

‘Thank you so much for taking us in,’ Hannah said. ‘Is there anything I can help with? Maybe some general cleaning?’

‘We like to look after each other here,’ Eleanor said. ‘So everyone just chips in however they can.’

‘It’s how we always wanted to run the place,’ Maggie said, pride obvious in her voice. ‘Since back in the day when the idea was born on that pier.’ She pointed to the lake. ‘We used to live in Benjamin’s cottage, you know? And when we came back, we wanted to turn this grand old house into something special. That’s what we used to call it, back then. The “grand house”.’

Eleanor placed her hand in Maggie’s and squeezed. ‘So now we run The Lodge, providing affordable accommodation to women who need it.’

‘Sounds like you have created a wonderful home.’ Hannah smiled at the sisters gratefully. ‘And the choir too.’

Eleanor gave her a rundown of how it had begun.

‘We won’t force you to join us immediately,’ Maggie said with a twinkle in her eye. ‘At least not on your first night. That’s more a second week thing.’

Eleanor laughed, though Hannah suspected maybe they weren’t joking.

 

Half an hour later, Hannah and Leo stood in the family suite at the end of the hall upstairs. It was now theirs, at least for the foreseeable future. It had two beds with clean, soft sheets and fluffy pillows, and there was a cupboard for their clothes, a wingback chair by the window that looked out over the lake and a full-length mirror on one wall. On the bookcase in the corner, Hannah had put Leo’s Harry Potter book, his bucket of Lego, and her small evening bag containing their toiletries. Downstairs in the kitchen was a shelf that was all theirs and a space in the fridge where Hannah could store food for herself and Leo.

‘Mum?’ Leo asked as he spread his Spider-Man blanket over his bed. ‘How long will we stay here?’

‘As long as we need to, buddy.’ She gave him a squeeze. ‘A side quest into . . .’

‘The lodge-verse. Or the lady-verse. Am I allowed to be here, if it’s only for girls?’

Hannah tapped him on the nose. ‘I think that just applies to grown-ups.’

‘Phew.’

 

In the evening, some of The Lodge’s residents had a welcome dinner for Hannah and Leo in the yard. Kitty made a potato bake, Janet cooked sausages, Claudia threw a salad together. Hannah tried to help out, but none of them would let her.

They sat around the outdoor setting eating and talking. ‘So, Hannah.’ Janet leaned forward in her chair. ‘I ended up here fifteen years ago when my good-for-nothing ex-husband ran off with a woman twenty years his junior. I’m what we call a lifer at The Lodge. They couldn’t get rid of me now if they tried.’

‘Not that we would,’ Maggie laughed.

‘And I moved in six . . . seven months ago, because my cancer bankrupted me,’ Kitty announced.

Claudia raised her glass in the air. ‘My dad kicked me out of home when I was seventeen because I came out to my parents, and they couldn’t accept my sexuality at all. I’ve been here since. Now I’m a nurse at the hospital in Tall Gum Point.’

Eleanor, sitting next to Claudia, put her arm around the young woman. ‘This is where you belong,’ she whispered.


‘So.’ Janet turned her attention back to Hannah. ‘What sees you join our ranks?’

Hannah paused. These women had been kind, open, and she felt comfortable with them. ‘I lost my husband nearly two years ago. Unexpectedly. Then I lost our house, and Leo and I ended up homeless. We came to Lyrebird Lake on a whim. And I suppose you know why we had to leave the caravan park.’

‘Well, welcome to the fold, Hannah.’ Janet stood up. ‘I think there’s only one thing left to do to welcome you properly.’ She disappeared into the house, returned with an antique gramophone on a trolley with wheels and, to Hannah’s delight, right there in the middle of the garden Janet put on The Beatles album Help! And everyone got up to dance. Leo came running over and the two of them jumped around holding hands.

After the third song, Hannah dragged a very tired Leo away to put him to bed. While The Lodge was, undoubtedly, more comfortable than the caravan park, Hannah had been worried about losing the independence and privacy the van offered. But the sincere welcome of The Lodge women and being in a home that clearly revelled in music were allaying her concerns about staying somewhere in close proximity to virtual strangers. With the glow of the evening warming her soul, she was feeling, finally, blessed.

 

After Leo was tucked safely in bed, Hannah unpacked the last of their things – a small photo album; Noah’s favourite coffee mug she couldn’t bear to part with in the garage sale that had seen most of their belongings sold off; a framed picture of Leo and his dad that she’d taken one spring afternoon at the beach. With what she’d already unpacked earlier, that was it. All that was left of the life they’d once had.

She hung her dresses in the cupboard, folded Leo’s Spider-Man blanket and lay it at the foot of his bed. She draped her worn-out sequinned scarf over the edge of the mirror, then she turned off the light and headed back outside. Claudia had gone to her room – she had an early shift tomorrow – and Janet and Kitty were collecting the dishes.

Hannah moved to help them, but Maggie waved for her to sit. Another song on the album started to play and Maggie began to sing. Eleanor simply sat there listening, and Hannah could understand why. Maggie’s voice was beautiful. She closed her eyes, and as ‘Yesterday’ floated on the evening air, Maggie’s voice drawing her in, she harmonised with her new housemate.

The song came to an end, and she opened her eyes to find Maggie and Eleanor staring at her. Janet and Kitty were frozen mid clean-up.

‘Oh, sorry. I didn’t mean to take over.’

Maggie grabbed her shoulders. ‘Are you kidding me? Hannah, you can sing. I mean really sing.’

‘I was semi-professional.’

All the women reacted simultaneously. An ooh. An ahh. An oh my goodness.

‘Before I had Leo, I was trying to make it on stage. In musicals. But it didn’t work out. I’ve played gigs in pubs and clubs too. Before . . .’

‘Forget what I said earlier about not roping you in to the choir on your first night.’ Maggie stood up. ‘Please tell me you’ll join.’ She clasped her hands in front of her chest.

‘Maggie, let the woman have some space.’ Eleanor shot her sister a look.

‘But the competition.’ Maggie turned back to Hannah. ‘We took your advice about spreading our wings and well, Eleanor went rogue and took it a few steps further. We’re registered to compete in the All Voices Championships.’

‘All Voices?’ Hannah let out a whistle. ‘Nothing like aiming high.’


‘Exactly. And we could do with some help.’

‘Maggie,’ Eleanor admonished her sister. ‘Don’t pressure her.’

‘It’s fine.’ Hannah raised a hand. The thought of singing again filled her with excitement. ‘I’d be happy to come along to your next rehearsal and audition for you, if you’d like.’

Maggie threw her arms around Hannah. ‘Fabulous.’ She pulled away. ‘But we don’t do auditions.’

‘We’re a community choir,’ Eleanor explained. ‘We take anyone who’s willing, regardless of their ability.’

‘Oh, okay.’ Hannah smiled. ‘I guess . . . I guess count me in. It sounds wonderful! I think I’ll head back upstairs now ladies. Thank you so much for a lovely welcome.’

The thought of joining a choir, even a community one, filled Hannah with warmth and longing. After Kathleen’s reaction to Hannah’s move, it would have been easy to see the disaster at the caravan park as a sign that moving to Lyrebird Lake was a mistake after all. But with the warm embrace of The Lodge, the pull to join the choir was stronger than any sign. This was right. This was where she and Leo were meant to be.

She felt it, deep down inside.











chapter seventeen




The Lodge

Friday, 1 March 2019

Eleanor looked at Maggie, who stared back at her, mouth agape.

‘Do you think our prayers have just been answered?’ Maggie asked.

Eleanor shrugged. ‘She’s good. I’ll give her that.’

‘Good? She’s brilliant. And she’s just what we need. That depth. That tone. Ellie, she could make all the difference.’

Indeed – that depth, that tone. The feeling Eleanor had tried to ignore after she first met Hannah, that phantom lurking in the shadows, had returned. She swallowed the lump in her throat, hoping Maggie wouldn’t notice her unease. She needn’t have worried; Maggie was far too excited at the prospect of their new singer.

‘I can’t wait for rehearsal on Thursday so she can really see what we’re about.’ Maggie’s face fell. ‘Oh, wait, what if she decides we’re not good enough for her?’

‘She’s already heard us perform. She knows our standard.’

‘Yes, but didn’t you hear her? She’s semi-professional. What if—’

Eleanor put her hand up. ‘Slow down, Maggie. Let’s just see how this plays out. She may well think she’s too good for us.’ Eleanor didn’t get that feeling, though. ‘Or she may be thrilled to join us. Whatever she decides, we can’t force her. Despite how much you think we need her.’

‘Or,’ Maggie drew out her words, ‘it might just be that she needs us. You heard what she’s been through. How she came to be here.’

Eleanor had been wondering about that. Wondering why Hannah and Leo had come to Lyrebird Lake, specifically. But she couldn’t very well explain the odd intuition she had. She didn’t even understand it herself. The phantoms were just that. And to entertain otherwise, to describe those long-pushed-aside ideas to Maggie, would do neither of them any good.
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Eleanor tried to avoid Wayne over the weeks since she’d first met him, but it wasn’t easy. And not just because she worked in his house, but because he seemed to be everywhere.

If she took a walk around the lake, he was out walking too. When she ventured into town with Bernadette, he was there running errands for his mother. Eleanor knew that’s how small towns went. She was always polite when she saw him, of course. And it only took her sloshing his suede shoes with dirty floor water once for him to get the message that he really shouldn’t bother her while she was working. Okay, so that moment wasn’t particularly polite, granted. But she figured he’d deserved it, with his dimples and soft hair and casual lean against the kitchen bench, cheeky grin on his face as he tried to distract her with charming stories about fishing on the lake or promises of taking her to the city for sightseeing one day.

 

On a warm Sunday afternoon in February, Eleanor and Maggie took a picnic lunch down to the water’s edge. They took one of Bernadette’s crocheted Afghan blankets with them to sit on, and a picnic basket with freshly made ham and cheese sandwiches, grapes and lemonade, and sat on the pier with their toes dangling in the water. Yellow-gold speckles danced off the lake’s blue ripples, shards of misty light cut through the trees on the opposite bank. They also brought with them some of the decidedly flat scones Maggie had made two days before.

Despite Bernadette’s protestations that nobody in the township of Lyrebird Lake would care, Maggie still wasn’t sure about venturing out in public too often. She was showing now, and she was worried that even with their cover story, people would judge her. She claimed to enjoy spending her time pottering around the cottage, but Eleanor knew better. Ireland-Maggie would never have stayed cooped up like this. Australia-Maggie was a different story. There was a fire missing.

Eleanor tried to get her out and about more, but working at the Wiles’s left little time for her to do so. Bernadette’s solution, in between homeschooling Maggie so she could attain her Higher School Certificate at the end of the year, was to teach her how to cook. Or at least try to. It was not going particularly well, given Bernadette herself wasn’t great in the kitchen.

‘They look pretty bad, don’t they?’ Maggie frowned when Eleanor had taken out the rather sad-looking scones and put them on a paper plate.

‘Well, no. Not if you . . .’ she turned the scone over in her hand, ‘. . . look at them from this angle.’ She screwed up her face.

Maggie threw a grape at her. ‘Ha, ha. Thanks for your kind support, you dope.’

‘Anytime, you eejit.’ Eleanor laughed. ‘It doesn’t matter what they look like, anyway. What matters is how they taste.’ She grabbed the homemade jam Bernadette had given them and a knife, and tried to cut one open. But the knife wouldn’t go in. She looked up to Maggie with an expression of mock horror.


Maggie’s face fell. ‘I think it’s safe to say cooking is not going to be my strong suit. Agh, what kind of a mother am I going to be if I can’t cook food for my baby?’

Eleanor shook her head. ‘You’re going to be a great mum. There’s still plenty of time for Bernadette to teach us how to cook. Surely between us, we’ll be able to cobble together a handful of dishes that your baby won’t throw up.’ She held back a laugh and copped another grape to the side of her face for her trouble.

‘And what are we supposed to do with these?’ Maggie picked up one of her failed scones.

Eleanor threw one up and caught it, testing its weight. ‘Well, it is the right shape. Smooth edges. I reckon this little sucker might want to try flying.’ She stood up.

‘No, Ellie. It’s too heavy. What if you hit a duck?’ Maggie giggled and grabbed Eleanor’s arm.

‘Do you see any ducks?’ Eleanor looked at her.

Maggie shook her head. ‘Well, no. But what about the fish?’

‘They might appreciate the variation to their diet, once it’s been soaking on the bottom for a while to soften it up.’ She pulled her arm back and flicked her wrist, sending the scone skimming across the water.

‘Did you see that?’ Eleanor jumped up and down. ‘It actually skipped three times. That’s a record for me.’

‘Well, bully for you. My baby will starve, but you can skip scones.’

‘Aww, come on, Maggie.’ Eleanor put a scone in her hand. ‘It’s good to laugh at our failures.’

‘Well, my failure, not yours.’

‘We’re in this together, remember? We did make a promise to always stick . . . together . . . forever . . .’ Eleanor began dancing around Maggie and burst into the chorus of Aretha Franklin’s ‘I Say a Little Prayer’. Maggie joined in for two lines before giving Eleanor a playful shove. Arms waving, Eleanor gave a little screech before she tumbled over the edge of the pier and into the cold water below.

‘Holy mother of God!’ Maggie gasped, crossing herself before laying on her side and reaching her arm into the water. ‘I’m sorry. Are you okay?’

Eleanor splashed about, drawing in water as she tried to stop laughing.

‘I’m—’ cough, splutter, ‘—grand . . . I—’ spit, splutter.

‘Eleanor!’ A loud voice boomed somewhere in the distance. It wasn’t Maggie, but Eleanor couldn’t see where it was coming from. She was too busy trying not to drown. She felt a splash beside her, then hands reaching around her waist. Wayne pulled her towards the pier and pushed her back up onto the warm wood.

Maggie wrapped her arms around Eleanor. ‘Oh, Ellie. Are you okay?’

‘I’m grand. Really . . .’ she looked over to Wayne hauling himself out of the lake, his torso bare, water beading across his muscled chest.

‘What the hell were you two thinking?’ Wayne stood and shook his hair, spraying water over them both. ‘Mucking around like that. Can you even swim?’ He looked at Eleanor.

She put her hands on her hips. ‘Of course I can. I just got a bit of a shock, is all.’

‘You’re lucky I was passing by. I heard your singing and was heading over here. If I hadn’t—’

‘If you hadn’t, I’d be perfectly fine.’ Eleanor put her hands on her wet hips. She was fairly sure she would have been fine. Once she’d composed herself. She wasn’t a bad swimmer at all. She just hadn’t expected to end up in the water, and she hadn’t expected it to be so deep. ‘You should be more worried about the fact you left home and forgot to put on a shirt.’


The corners of Wayne’s lips turned up slightly. ‘I didn’t forget my shirt.’ He pointed to the grass where his shirt and shoes were lying abandoned.

‘Oh.’ Eleanor looked down.

‘I believe the words you’re looking for are thank you.’ Wayne stepped off the pier and put his shirt on before turning back to them. Maggie stepped forward. ‘I’m Maggie, Eleanor’s sister. You must be Wayne.’ She held out her hand and he shook it.

‘She’s mentioned me then.’ He raised an eyebrow.

‘No, I haven’t.’ Eleanor found her voice. ‘But, as we’re the only two houses on the lake, of course she knows who you are.’

‘Uh huh.’ Wayne looked smug. ‘Nice to meet you, Maggie. If the two of you are sure you’re okay, I’ll leave you to it.’ He raised an eyebrow at Eleanor.

‘We’re perfectly okay. Thank you,’ she said through gritted teeth.

Wayne gave a little wave and walked away.

‘He’s cute.’ Maggie took a bite of a sandwich as Eleanor lay out in the sun to dry off.

‘And?’

‘You didn’t say he was cute. You just said he was annoying.’

Eleanor reached out and hit Maggie on the leg. ‘Well, he’s both. A man . . . a person, can be both, you know.’

‘Uh huh.’

Eleanor could hear the tease in Maggie’s voice but chose to ignore it.

‘Just because my life is over,’ Maggie dragged out the last word, imitating Mary’s intonation, ‘doesn’t mean yours is.’

Eleanor sat up. ‘Your life is not over.’

‘And neither is yours, Ellie.’ Maggie gave her a pointed look. ‘You cannot sacrifice your future just because you’re looking after me. If you like him . . .’

‘I’m not sacrificing anything.’


‘Good. He is cute, isn’t he?’ Maggie teased her.

Not trusting herself to answer, Eleanor simply stared after Wayne’s retreating figure.

 

The next day Eleanor walked to the grand house, apprehension rippling through her veins. She knew Wayne would be there. He always was on Monday mornings. And she doubted very much that he would give up the opportunity to rub her embarrassment further in her face. But she couldn’t avoid it, avoid him. She could, however, delay the inevitable by sneaking in the back. Especially this early, when he was likely still in bed. She pushed the screen door open and padded quietly into the kitchen.

‘Well, well, well. If it isn’t my favourite drowning rat.’

Eleanor spun around to see Wayne sitting at the small breakfast table in the middle of the room, cup of coffee in hand, smirk across his face.

‘Good morning, Mr Wiles.’ Yes, that’s right, Eleanor, play it aloof.

Wayne laughed, and Eleanor couldn’t decide whether it was genuine or mocking. ‘Oh, Miss O’Sullivan, I think after yesterday we’re beyond formalities, aren’t we? I did, after all, save your life.’

Eleanor’s cheeks burned. ‘You hardly saved my life. I was perfectly fine. In fact, you jumping in like that and scaring me made things far worse.’ She turned her nose up in the air and went about wiping down the benchtop.

Wayne stepped up beside her. ‘I’m sorry if I made it worse. I really did think you were in trouble and was just trying to help.’ His voice was low, his breath warm on the back of her neck. His hand trailed up her arm.

She cleared her throat and stepped away, searching in his eyes for the mocking she was sure would be there. But all she saw was what looked like genuine remorse.


‘Apology accepted. But for future reference I am quite capable of looking after myself.’

‘Noted. Truce?’ He put his hand over his heart.

‘Truce,’ she conceded with a smile.

Wayne moved aside and leaned against the bench as Eleanor continued to clean the kitchen. ‘It was nice to meet your sister,’ he said, as she fetched the mop from the cupboard. ‘How far along is she?’

‘About four months.’ Eleanor wasn’t sure where this was going to go.

‘And her husband . . . died?’

At least the grapevine was working.

‘She’s a bit young to have been married, isn’t she?’ Wayne raised an eyebrow.

‘She’s not as young as she looks.’ Eleanor hoped there was enough conviction in her voice. No one who’d met Maggie since they arrived here in Australia had questioned her age. Whether it was because they believed what they were told, or whether they just didn’t want to get involved, Eleanor didn’t know. All she did know was that she was thankful she hadn’t had to face this kind of questioning before.

‘Ah,’ Wayne tapped the side of his nose. ‘I see.’ He tilted his head to the side. ‘No judgement from me. I’m your friend, Eleanor. At least I want to be.’

Eleanor looked him in the eye. Were they friends? Could she trust him?

She wanted to but she wasn’t sure she had much faith in her own judgement of character. She didn’t exactly have a great track record in that department. It would be nice, though, to have a friend here in this new home of theirs. To have someone she could maybe talk to about, well, life and all sorts of things. Someone other than Maggie. Perhaps a leap of faith was in order.


‘Friends.’ She held out her hand and he shook it, not letting go, a broad grin spreading across his face, his dimples deepening.

Heat coursed through Eleanor’s veins. And she knew she was in trouble.
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Thursday, 7 March 2019

Maggie cleaned the foyer thoroughly, though it wasn’t necessary. The Lodge was always spotless. But she needed tonight to be perfect. Not since the very first choir practice fifteen years ago had she been this nervous for a rehearsal.

It was silly, she knew, to be worked up, but she also knew how much was riding on Hannah joining the choir if they wanted to win the All Voices competition. And Maggie really wanted to win. For herself. For the women she thought of as family. For Ellie.

Eleanor had always done so much for her, and now Maggie wanted to pay her back. Though she owed Eleanor more than she could ever repay. But this was a small way to let her sister know how much she meant to her.

After she cleaned the foyer, she walked into town and picked up the food order she’d placed with Davey. It was too much, and she was grateful for the rogue trolley outside the IGA that she commandeered, otherwise she never would have made it back home. There was probably enough food here to feed the residents of The Lodge for a whole week. But she was leaving nothing to chance. She was going to blow Hannah away tonight with how amazing the choir was, so the unsuspecting woman had no choice but to join.

Maggie started setting up earlier than usual and stood back from the refreshment table when she was done, proud of her effort.

‘Wow,’ Eleanor came into the room. ‘You’ve gone all out.’

Maggie was quite chuffed with herself.

‘At the end of the day, she’s just another singer. You know that, right?’ Eleanor said.

Maggie turned to her. ‘You and I both know that’s not true. With her we can win. A little bit of effort to woo her will be worth it.’

Footsteps on the stairs echoed through the room and Maggie saw Leo bounding down, Hannah behind him.

Showtime.











chapter eighteen




The Lodge

Thursday, 7 March 2019

Hannah stood to the side in the front room as members of the choir arrived in twos and threes. Maggie greeted each woman warmly as Hannah watched on. A young girl with rainbow hair bounced in, wearing Doc Martens, a broad grin on her face; a woman in her eighties wearing a crocheted cardigan over a flowing kaftan swished in, hugging everyone, including Hannah; a middle-aged woman in a grey suit, her hair tied in a tight bun, waved a general greeting and stood to the side; a couple in their thirties, both tall and slim, one classically beautiful, the other with an edge to her fine features, embraced Eleanor and chatted easily with kaftan lady.

Hannah had seen some of these women around town and the familiarity was comforting. Comfort she couldn’t believe she needed – but she was actually nervous. All week, she’d heard chatter about the All Voices competition and how she was the key. And while she knew she could probably sing circles around most of the women here, that didn’t make her the key. A choir wasn’t about a single voice. It was about blend, complementing each other. It was about . . . belonging.


She swallowed the lump in her throat.

Fifi wheeled into the room, sporting a yellow-and-white zebra-print top and purple nails, and headed straight for Hannah.

‘So glad to see you here. Fabulous bunch of women, this lot.’

Hannah smiled. ‘How are the repairs?’

‘I got two quotes today. I may have to sell a kidney.’ She laughed. ‘We’ll be fine. It’s just going to take some time. You’re happy here though, right?’

‘No complaints so far.’

Fifi squeezed her hand and moved over to Doc Martens, and Hannah turned back to watching the door. She counted fifteen arrivals, and they kept coming, including a few of the school mums. Hannah waved as Maggie came over to her. ‘We’ll warm up shortly. Still a few more to come. And Jacinta needs to do . . . her thing.’

Hannah raised an eyebrow.

‘Oh, you’ll see. In the meantime, why don’t I introduce you to everyone properly.’

Hannah was curious and they talked to the school mums first, slowly moving around the pockets of conversation taking place. Leo had found the refreshment table and was making himself quite at home there.

Kitty and Janet hustled over. ‘Great. Everyone’s getting acquainted. You wait till you hear Hannah sing,’ Janet gushed to the others.

‘Oh, please don’t, Janet. Let’s keep the expectations reasonable,’ Hannah smiled.

‘If that’s the case,’ Janet whistled. ‘I need to speak even . . .’

‘. . . more highly of you,’ Kitty finished her sentence.

The hairs on Hannah’s neck tingled. She’d never been part of a choir before, but the thought of performing again was thrilling.

As the choir members mingled, Kitty made her way over to the piano and Jacinta moved to the front of the room. She began to move her hips from side to side, and one by one the women started swaying where they were.

‘Tree,’ shouted Jacinta and everyone posed like, well, a tree. That was followed by what was possibly some tai chi. Then everyone moved into position, with Hannah remaining at the edge of the group. Eleanor took over from Jacinta and went through some traditional vocal warm-ups.

They sang their first song, and while they sounded fine, Hannah couldn’t help but notice things that could be improved – their blend, their timing, listening to each other. But she didn’t want to say anything, rock the boat five minutes in. No one would appreciate that. She simply hovered at the back, observing, listening, taking mental notes.

 

After half an hour, they broke for a rest and Eleanor, her expression concerned, came up to Hannah.

‘Is there something wrong?’

‘No.’ Hannah didn’t want to cause any offence. And the choir was great, so really she shouldn’t say anything. ‘I was just getting a feel for things.’

‘I know we’re probably not up to your standard.’ Eleanor frowned.

‘It isn’t that at all.’

‘Out with it then.’

‘You guys are good . . .’ Hannah said.

‘But?’

‘But we could be even better, right?’ Maggie joined them.

‘The blend could do with some work,’ Hannah suggested.

‘Maybe you can help us.’ Maggie looked hopeful.

‘I don’t want to interfere.’ No one liked a know-it-all, and no one liked that know-it-all taking over. ‘You’ve been together a long time, and it does work.’


‘Maybe that’s our problem,’ Eleanor said. ‘We’re doing things the way we’ve always done them. You can’t improve if you never change things.’

Maggie laughed. ‘Okay, who are you and what have you done with my sister?’

Eleanor screwed up her face. ‘Don’t be an eejit.’

‘Can I try something?’ Hannah asked, sensing her opportunity. She liked these women, and she knew she could help them.

‘Go for it.’ Maggie gave her a gentle push. ‘Eleanor, get everyone into position.’

Hannah moved around the room and started humming a familiar Beatles tune. One by one the ladies joined in, their sound filling the room until everyone was humming the melody to ‘Let It Be’. As she continued to move through the choir, Hannah started leading them into the lyrics, and gradually she moved members around, regrouping them into sections as she listened closely to their pitch and the way their voices blended. Janet belonged in the middle of the altos; Claudia, her strong voice behind them in the back row; Fifi stubbornly stayed at the edge of the sopranos, despite the fact Hannah had placed her with the altos; Jacinta, a strong soprano, behind Fifi, so her voice could carry over the top.

As the song built to its final stages, and Kitty joined them on the piano, the sound rounded out, the harmony floating on the air. Hannah directed a few more women to move and placed Maggie at the back of the sopranos. Her voice was lovely.

Hannah continued the warm-up by instructing each section to clap along with the extended chorus, hands in varying positions. Alto twos, hands around the knees, alto ones in front of their stomachs, soprano twos in front of their faces and soprano ones in the air. Jacinta clapped rather enthusiastically.

Hannah took her place at the back of the alto ones and started singing.


Everyone stopped and stared at her.

‘Holy guacamole,’ Fifi exclaimed.

‘Alrighty, ladies. Shall we get back to work?’ Eleanor’s voice was firm. ‘We’ve worked on this one for the last two weeks, so let’s see how we’re going. Hannah, if you could take the lead for your section, that would be great. I assume you read music?’

Hannah nodded. Maggie handed her a folder with sheet music inside, open to ‘Blackbird’. Hannah glanced over it quickly, not needing long to acquaint herself with the part, and gave Eleanor a thumbs up.

Eleanor raised her arms, and the choir took a collective breath. The alto twos started in the lowest register and the alto ones joined to harmonise. As the second verse started, the soprano twos began, adding a higher layer to the sound, and the soprano ones joined in before taking the lead in the third verse. The women swayed as they sang, and with the penultimate verse, the alto twos took the lead again.

‘Well, ladies,’ Eleanor said as they finished. ‘That’s the best we’ve ever sounded. Let’s run through it one more time, paying attention to that entry into the third verse.’

After one more run-through, Eleanor invited the choir to sit and she handed out new music, talking through the new song, Harry Styles’ ‘Sign of the Times’. Hannah was impressed with the modern choice, and she knew Eleanor was being strategic with her mix of songs. Something familiar, something new.

‘Would you like to help with this?’ she asked Hannah.

Hannah broke the choir into groups, giving each section something specific to work on. She moved around the room helping, guiding and correcting.

After half an hour, Eleanor brought them back together as a whole group. At Hannah’s gentle suggestion, Eleanor had each section sing their part and then had them sing together, and it didn’t sound half bad. Not for a first run-through, anyway.


As the evening drew on, it was clear some of the older members were fatiguing, and it showed in their voices. Especially those whose voices weren’t as strong to begin with. Hannah wasn’t the only one to have noticed, and Eleanor brought rehearsal to a close.

‘Let’s finish off with a favourite.’ She raised her hands, and everyone stood. ‘Remember to listen to each other. We want to make sure our tone is matching so we can blend.’

Kitty began to play ABBA’s ‘Thank You for the Music’ and all the choir members began to sway in time, their expressions full of happiness – even grey-suit lady cracked a grin for the first time all evening.

 

After rehearsal ended, most members hung around for the spread provided by Bean There, chatting amiably with each other, Fifi crocheting something Hannah couldn’t make out. Kitty and Janet hoed into the mini cupcakes on offer, an ever-hungry Leo by their side.

Maggie came up to Hannah and opened her arms but stopped short of embracing her. ‘So, did you enjoy yourself?’

Hannah could see the hope in her eyes.

‘Actually, I really did. You have an amazing choir here, Maggie.’ Joy was coursing through her veins.

‘Oh, I’m so glad. And with you joining, we’ll be even better. You are joining, aren’t you? Officially?’ Maggie frowned.

‘If you’ll have me.’

Maggie clasped her hands in front of her chest. ‘Oh, we’d be honoured to have you. Eleanor, come hear the good news.’ She beckoned her sister over. ‘Hannah is officially joining us.’

‘That is good news,’ Eleanor seemed thrilled. ‘Thank you for your help tonight. I was wondering something. If it’s not too much of an imposition, how would you feel about being my co-conductor?’

‘Ellie?’ Maggie’s voice was high-pitched. ‘This is your baby.’


Eleanor held up her hand. ‘Yes, it is. And I want what’s best for it. Perhaps a combination of old,’ she touched her own chest, ‘and new,’ she pointed to Hannah, ‘is just what we need.’

‘I’d be honoured.’ Hannah was bursting at the seams, finally back to doing something she loved, with people who loved it just as much as she did. A sense of belonging washed over her.

‘I was also thinking,’ Eleanor continued, ‘with the competition only a few weeks away, we need to make best use of our strengths, and I was wondering if you think everyone would be up to rehearsing twice a week?’

‘I’m in,’ Janet called.

‘Me too,’ Kitty echoed.

‘Yep.’

‘Aye.’

‘Sure.’

‘Why not.’

Everyone agreed.

‘I’m on board too,’ Hannah said. ‘But now I think it’s time little ones went to bed, buddy.’ Hannah gave Leo her you’ve-had-fun-but-it’s-enough look. ‘You’ve got school tomorrow. Run upstairs. I’ll be up in a minute to tuck you in.’

 

Upstairs, Hannah checked on Leo, who’d already fallen asleep. She tried to read, settle in for the night, but after an hour she gave up. She was too excited to sleep. She padded back downstairs and into the living room of The Lodge, allowing the essence of the evening to wash over her again, imagining herself on stage with the choir. She took in the room, still oozing warmth despite being empty. She’d been in here a few times since moving in but had never really taken it in properly.

The length of the back wall was covered in picture frames and an eclectic collection of artworks: photos, paintings, a Venetian mask, and two large macramé hangings. She ran her hands along the framed photos – some black, some wood, some silver, some white. As she examined each picture, she recognised younger versions of Eleanor and Maggie in many of them; canvases of the lake at sunset and dawn; black-and-white photos of the Lyrebird Lake main street; and pictures of the choir at rehearsals and performing with crocheted Lyrebird brooches pinned to their white shirts.

Hannah started singing ‘Thank You for the Music’, unable to get the tune out of her head. As the lyrics filled her, she moved along the wall, and sprinkled among the pictures were drawings in a style that seemed familiar. She stepped in and took a closer look.

Was that . . .? No, it couldn’t be.

The drawing in the middle featured the same flowers that adorned the paper her lullaby was written on. The same line work. The same composition. The same colours. She leaned in to read the signature in the corner. ‘E. O’Sullivan’.

Hannah stopped mid-lyric, her heart thumping. She turned around and raced out of the room into the dark hallway. Everyone else was tucked away in their bedrooms. As she headed towards the stairs, Eleanor stepped out of the pitch-black kitchen, dressing gown on, mug in her hand, and Hannah nearly ran into her.

‘Oh, sorry.’ Hannah looked at the woman, questions with no words forming then dissolving, and she brushed past her.

‘Are you okay?’ Eleanor called after her.

‘Fine. Just need to go to bed.’ She ran up the stairs and into her room. Leo stirred when she shut the door a little too heavily.

‘Mum?’

‘Sorry, buddy. Back to sleep.’

She pulled the piece of paper out of its home in the small wooden box beside her bed, and looked at the torn page she’d examined more times than she could count over the years, running her hands over the flowers in the corner. Flowers in the style of the drawings downstairs.

She sang the lullaby, the tune of ‘Greensleeves’ playing from the open box, and Leo closed his eyes.

Questions with no answers swirled around Hannah’s mind.











chapter nineteen




Eleanor padded into the rehearsal room, not turning on any lights. Practice had gone well. So much better than she could have imagined. Hannah was exactly what they needed, and Eleanor believed, no, she knew, they could win. The evening had been exceptional, until just now. Hannah had seemed spooked. Eleanor had seen that look before. In the eyes of Maggie’s patients after receiving bad news, the eyes of women who turned up on The Lodge’s doorstep, frightened, with nowhere else to go. What was in this room that had got to her?

She cast her eyes over the space that had brought her so much comfort in the last fifteen years. Old photos, forgotten memories. So much history. History she’d been feeling the weight of lately. One of her drawings on display was at a slight slant and she straightened it.

She sat at the piano, softly tapping the keys, a tune finding its way into her fingers. She paused, playing with her new lyrics in her mind. It could work. She tinkled some more.

She was happiest at this stage of songwriting. When she could hear the music and the lyrics come together at the same time. It didn’t always happen that way. Usually the lyrics came first, occasionally the music. And once, she’d taken an old tune and tried to put her own words to it.

[image: image]

Eleanor slid the mathematics textbook away from Maggie, moving it to the other side of the dining table.

‘What are you doing?’ Maggie leaned across the table to snatch the book back, but Eleanor blocked her. ‘I’m trying to study,’ Maggie said.

‘You’ve barely had your nose out of these books the last few weeks.’ Eleanor tapped the pile of school texts that was precariously balanced on the kitchen bench. ‘It’s time you had some fun. Remember what that is?’

‘Of course I do.’ Maggie pouted. ‘It’s just that I have a lot to fit in before this little one arrives.’ She rubbed her stomach.

‘You could stop studying now, never open another book again, and you would still ace the HSC. You can’t sit it till the end of the year anyway. So, Wayne and I are taking you out for the day. No ifs or buts.’

Eleanor moved behind Maggie and pulled her chair away from the table. She grabbed Maggie’s arms and hauled her to standing.

‘Stop it!’ Maggie squealed, as Eleanor pushed her towards the door. ‘This is kidnapping. Bernadette, save me.’

Washing up at the sink, Bernadette turned around and smiled. ‘My darling, I’m inclined to agree with your sister. I think a little bit of fun will do you a world of good.’

‘This is a conspiracy,’ Maggie protested.

Eleanor grabbed Maggie’s hat from the hook hanging by the door and pushed it onto Maggie’s head as she heard the sound of tyres on gravel outside. ‘Yes. Yes, it is. That’s him. Let’s go.’ Eleanor pushed her sister out the door.

Wayne sat in the front of his silver Jaguar, arm draped along the edge of the open window.

Eleanor waved, tiny butterflies fluttering in her stomach. Ever since their truce, their friendship had slowly grown, first over Wednesday lunches in the garden of the grand house, then every Sunday with an afternoon walk around the lake.

‘Hey, little magpie,’ he greeted Maggie as she climbed into the back seat. Maggie hated the nickname he’d given her last week when he and Eleanor returned from their walk to find her studying on the pier. And he knew it.

‘I can’t believe you’re forcing me to come along, Wayne-the-pain.’ She poked her tongue out at him, and he simply laughed in response.

Eleanor climbed into the front seat and Wayne leaned across, saying hello with a kiss on her cheek. It hadn’t gone any further than that yet – a chaste kiss on the cheek – but every time, the kiss lingered just a fraction longer than the last. And every time, Eleanor’s skin burned a little hotter.

‘Ready for some adventure?’ Wayne winked and steered the car down the dirt road that led to the main street.

‘Sure are,’ Eleanor replied. ‘Where exactly are we going?’

‘There’s a great lookout on the other side of the forest. You guys have been here long enough, it’s high time you saw some of the countryside.’

The radio blared as they drove north, Wayne making jokes over the loud music, Maggie sitting quietly in the back, staring out the window. Eleanor hoped she hadn’t upset her, but she really did think her sister needed the break.

After half an hour of driving along the narrow road that wound its way up a steep rise through thick forest, they came to a clearing. Wayne stopped the car and they all climbed out. The air was cool, despite the warmth of the day and the sounds of the forest surrounded them. Rustling leaves, wind dancing through tall branches, unseen animals scuttling in the undergrowth. And the now familiar whipping sound of a lyrebird hidden somewhere in the brush.

On the other side of the clearing was a paved lookout, and Eleanor made her way over, arm in arm with Maggie. They could see the lake below, the cottage and the grand house, and the edge of town just to the east, before it disappeared behind another hill covered in tall gum trees.

‘This is . . . breathtaking,’ Eleanor’s voice was airy. ‘We have nothing like this back home. It’s beautiful.’

‘A beautiful view, for two beautiful ladies.’ Wayne stepped up beside them.

Maggie rolled her eyes, which Eleanor chose to ignore. ‘Is that a walking track?’ Maggie asked, pointing to a dirt path through the trees.

‘It is,’ Wayne said. ‘There are a few good bushwalks around here. They’re signposted, and all bar the Long Walk are pretty easy going.’ He went over to a wooden sign at the edge of the forest and pointed out the various tracks.

‘I might go for a walk.’ Maggie moved towards the shortest of the trails.

‘Maybe we should come with you . . .’ Eleanor looked doubtful.

‘Ellie, I’ll be fine. I’m pregnant. Not an invalid,’ Maggie said. ‘You’ve been telling me for weeks I need more exercise. If I get into any trouble, I’ll sing out.’

‘And we’ll come running.’ Wayne wrapped his arm around Eleanor’s waist.

Maggie smiled, though Eleanor could tell it was forced. ‘I’ll be back in twenty minutes. Tops.’ She strode down the path and once she was out of view, her voice floated on the air back to Eleanor as she started singing.

‘She has a real pretty voice too,’ Wayne said, as he angled Eleanor back towards the view. ‘Is that what she wanted to do? Before . . .’

Eleanor shook her head. ‘We were both in the church choir, and we love to sing. But no. It was never on the cards for her to follow music. She was destined for a higher cause.’

Wayne raised an eyebrow.

‘She’s going to be a doctor.’

‘But . . .’

‘But nothing. She’s smart enough. And she’ll be good at it.’ Eleanor looked out over the view. ‘She’ll be accepted into university, even when she’s a mum.’

Eleanor had been thinking a lot lately about how things would be after the baby arrived. She was looking forward to caring for the baby while Maggie was in class, imagined playing with her niece or nephew, singing to them while Maggie studied. They’d move to Sydney for Maggie to go to university and Eleanor could teach singing during the day and get a job at nights in a restaurant, or join a band, maybe.

They’d have to be frugal, but they’d manage.

Once the child was old enough to go to nursery, or when Maggie was qualified and working, Eleanor would finish her studies, then get a job working at the Opera House, or in one of the theatres, while she pursued her dream to become a songwriter. An almost carefree joy filled her whenever she thought about it.

‘Hey.’ Wayne put a gentle finger under Eleanor’s chin and raised her head so she was looking directly into his eyes. ‘Where did you go?’ He brushed her cheek.

‘I was just . . . thinking.’ She wasn’t sure about sharing that part of herself with him yet.


‘That was some serious thinking if ever I saw. Making grand plans for the future?’

Eleanor’s smile was gentle. ‘Something like that.’

‘What? No desire to be a doctor?’

She couldn’t think of anything worse. ‘No way. I was studying an arts degree back home. I’d like to continue that one day, but I really want . . .’

‘Want what?’ Wayne asked gently.

‘I want to become a songwriter.’

Wayne’s eyes widened. ‘Have to admit, I wasn’t expecting that.’

Eleanor reached into the woven bag she had with her, pulling out her songbook. She gave it to him and he flipped through the pages, pausing every now and then to pore over certain lyrics. ‘Wow. I really like these.’

She felt a small burst of pride. ‘Some of them, maybe, have potential.’

‘I reckon you’ve got real talent, songbird. I like this one.’ He handed her back the book, open at the last entry. It was the song she’d been writing about him, a sketch of his profile on the adjoining page. She’d forgotten that was in there. ‘Oh, that’s . . . that’s . . .’ she blushed.

He put his hand on her cheek, leaned in and kissed her. It was gentle and sweet, and she didn’t want it to end. But she pushed him away.

‘Sorry,’ he said, a little breathless. ‘I thought you’d like . . .’

‘I would . . . I did . . . but . . .’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re not Maggie and I’m not the guy who did that to her.’ He hadn’t said anything about Maggie’s situation since he’d pieced together the truth. True to his word, there was no judgement from him.

Eleanor chewed on her lip, and Wayne held her hand.

‘It’s okay, songbird. We’ll take it slow, I promise.’


‘Thank you.’

‘Now, tell me, when will you go back to your study and get some of these songs published?’

‘Oh.’ She waved a hand in dismissal. ‘Not yet. While the baby’s still little I’ll have to help Maggie.’

Wayne pursed his lips. ‘The baby’s her future. What about yours? What do you want?’

‘It doesn’t matter right now what I want. My time will come, but first I have to look after her. She’s my responsibility.’

‘Your responsibility?’ Wayne sat on the bench at the edge of the lookout and Eleanor followed, lowering herself a safe distance from him. ‘How is she your responsibility? I’m pretty sure you’re not the one who knocked her up.’

She decided to ignore his turn of phrase. ‘No. But I came to Australia to help her.’

‘I’m a bit older than you, songbird. So maybe I have a bit more wisdom, but it seems to me Maggie made a choice. Her fella made a choice. Why should you have to pay for it?’

‘I made a choice too. To come here. To be here with her.’ They’d all made their choices. Heinrich chose to walk away from his mistakes, granted not without coercion. Eamon chose to wash his hands of things that didn’t go his way. Colm and Mary chose not to stand by their daughter. All of them were weak choices, as far as she was concerned. ‘And my choice was made out of love.’

‘Hey, sorry, songbird. I just hate to see you pay for someone else’s mistakes. You deserve better than that. I can help you find more than that.’

‘I’m not paying for anything,’ she spluttered, echoes of her parents’ words playing through her mind. ‘She’s my sister. I love her, and I want to be here for her, and be the best aunt I can be to her baby.’

‘Shh.’ Wayne ran his hands up and down Eleanor’s arms. ‘I didn’t mean it like that. Of course. You’re an amazing sister and you’ll be an amazing aunt. But what about once Maggie’s built the life she wants from all this? What happens to you then?’

Given Wayne’s words, she didn’t want to taint her imagined future with his negativity. So, she simply shrugged.

He pressed closer, and she could feel his strong chest against her back. His lips tickled her ear. ‘I don’t want to see you end up all alone,’ he whispered. ‘You deserve so much more than that. You’re special, songbird. Maybe no one else has ever told you that. Maybe no one else can see that. But I can.’ He slipped his arms around her waist and held her tight. He kissed her neck.

She turned in his arms and looked up into his deep blue eyes. ‘I am?’

‘You are.’ He kissed her again, firmly this time. Deeply.

From somewhere behind them, the sweet tones of Maggie’s lilt pushed through the heat building between Eleanor and Wayne, and Eleanor wriggled out of his arms. She straightened her hair and fanned herself, hoping Maggie wouldn’t notice the flush of desire on her cheeks.

Maggie rushed towards them. ‘I saw one, Ellie. I saw a lyrebird. He was magnificent.’

‘Really? Oh, that’s fabulous.’ Eleanor smiled, grateful Maggie was wrapped up in her own excitement.

‘You should have seen his tail. I’ve never seen anything like it. He put on a display for me.’ She hugged Eleanor.

‘Ah, then you must be pretty special, magpie. They don’t tend to like people and stay away from them usually.’ Wayne pointed his head towards the car. ‘Shall we?’

Maggie’s grin faltered briefly, but she followed Wayne and Eleanor to the car.

During the drive back to the lake, Wayne turned up the radio again and sang with every song that came on, encouraging Eleanor and Maggie to join in. Eleanor did, happily, smiling at Wayne with every new tune, laughing when he got the words wrong. Maggie didn’t, and when they pulled up outside the cottage, she jumped out of the car and hurried to the porch, stopping at the top, waiting for Eleanor, who lingered next to Wayne.

‘I’d better go,’ Eleanor said, glancing over to her sister.

‘I had a good time today.’ He leaned across and kissed her, but she pulled away, conscious that Maggie was watching.

‘Me too. But I really should be going.’ She reached for the door handle, and he put his hand on her leg.

‘Okay. I’ll let you go, but only because I’ll see you again tomorrow.’ His deep voice rumbled through her. ‘I think she’s a little bit jealous.’ He tilted his head in Maggie’s direction. ‘Someone else has your attention. But I see you, songbird.’

She dragged herself out of the car and watched him drive across the clearing. When she climbed the stairs to the porch, she was met with a glare from Maggie.

 

Dinner was a quiet affair, Bernadette filling the silence that she seemed unaware was sitting awkwardly between the two sisters. Maggie excused herself before dessert and when Eleanor came to bed, hoping to chat with her, she was already asleep.

As the moonlight shone through the partially open curtain, Eleanor stirred, blinking. She looked at her watch. One in the morning. She rolled over and sat bolt upright. Maggie wasn’t in her bed.

Eleanor tiptoed into the living room, but Maggie wasn’t there either. She looked out the window and saw her sitting on the pier. Pulling on her dressing gown and slippers, Eleanor slid out into the night.

When she heard her approaching, Maggie turned her head away, trying to hide her tear-stained cheeks.

‘Hey.’ Eleanor lowered herself onto the pier beside her. ‘What’s all this then?’ She wiped away a stray tear from Maggie’s face.


‘Baby’s kicking. I couldn’t sleep,’ Maggie murmured.

‘Is that all?’ Eleanor knew that when Maggie had trouble sleeping because of the baby, she usually curled up on the couch with a good book. She didn’t usually wander out into the night.

‘Mostly.’

‘Is this about today? Do you not like Wayne?’

Maggie got that look in her eye Eleanor knew meant she was holding something back. ‘It’s not that I don’t like him. I just think he’s a bit . . . smooth. Like Eamon. I don’t want to see you get hurt again.’

‘He’s not like Eamon.’ Eleanor slipped her arm around Maggie’s shoulder. ‘And you don’t need to worry about me. I can take care of myself.’

‘I think maybe you have a type, Ellie. You can’t see it, but he’s more like Eamon than you realise. I think you need to be careful.’

Eleanor frowned. ‘I will be.’ Was Wayne right? Was Maggie jealous?

Maggie squared her shoulders. ‘Neither one of us has had much luck when it comes to choosing boyfriends.’ Her lips quivered.

‘Ah.’ Eleanor figured out what was happening. ‘Is this about Eamon and Wayne, or Heinrich?’

‘All of them.’ Gentle tears fell from Maggie’s eyes. ‘I miss home,’ Maggie whispered. ‘And I miss him. My baby’s never going to know its father.’

‘Oh, Maggie.’ Eleanor’s heart broke for her sister.

‘Why?’ Maggie asked, as her tears fell once more.

‘Why what?’

‘Why wasn’t he brave enough to choose us?’ She put her hand on her stomach. ‘Why did he turn me away that night?’

‘He was probably scared.’ Eleanor tried to soothe her. ‘Felt he had no choice.’

‘Men are idiots.’ Maggie wiped away her tears. ‘Heinrich is an idiot. And Eamon is an idiot. And Wayne is probably an idiot too. If this baby is a boy, he’d better not be an idiot.’

Eleanor let a small laugh escape. ‘With you raising him, he will turn out perfect.’

‘With us raising him,’ Maggie corrected her.

‘With us raising him.’ Eleanor squeezed her tightly.

They leaned against each other, looking up to the stars.

‘You know,’ Maggie teased her. ‘Maybe you should marry Wayne-the-pain and you’d get to live in the grand house. Not just clean it.’

Eleanor laughed. ‘I want a simpler life than that. Besides, it’s far too big.’

‘You could fill it with children,’ Maggie suggested. ‘Be Australia’s answer to the von Trapps. Or use all that space, all those rooms, to help others. Or turn it into a refuge for wayward girls like me. Ones who want to keep their babies. Or . . . I don’t know. Any other number of things.’

‘You have a heart of pure gold, Maggie O’Sullivan.’ Eleanor embraced her tightly. ‘One day, we will set up a refuge for wayward girls like you, or women in need or something. Just you wait and see.’

They headed back to the cottage and eventually Maggie fell asleep. Eleanor tiptoed back out into the night and sat on the pier, watching the moon dance across the lake. She took Heinrich’s music box out of her pocket. After that night on the cliff back in Ireland, Eleanor had decided she’d wait to give it to Maggie until her anger had subsided. And when they arrived in Lyrebird Lake, she’d had the idea of how to turn a reminder of painful memories into a gift of hope. She pulled her songbook out of her bag to work on the gift some more.

With ‘Greensleeves’ playing softly, speckling the silence of the cool night air, Eleanor’s pen hovered over the partially filled page.











chapter twenty




Lyrebird Lake

Tuesday, 12 March 2019

Hannah used the computer at work to google the Lyrebird Lake Lullaby, wondering if perhaps it was a well-known but long-forgotten song. Maybe it was one of those once common tunes that previous generations knew but had fallen out of circulation. Or perhaps, given it was set to the tune of ‘Greensleeves’, different regions had different versions, so she looked up the music combined with the keyword ‘lullaby’ to see if that yielded anything. But nothing came up for either scenario.

She also googled Eleanor O’Sullivan, in case she was a renowned artist in a former life and her drawings could be found in all sorts of places, like tea towels and coffee mugs, or notebooks whose pieces of paper someone might write lyrics on and shove into the drawer of a music box.

Nothing again.

Kathleen’s suggestion that the lullaby might have been passed to Hannah’s father through his family was plausible, but it didn’t explain the drawings. If Eleanor had drawn the flowers on the paper that lived inside the music box, then how had the sheet of paper got in there? Eleanor was younger than Hannah’s father, so it couldn’t have already been there to pass down to him.

So . . . Did her father know Eleanor? How would their paths have crossed if Eleanor had grown up in Ireland, and her dad in Sydney? Perhaps there was an overlap somewhere, once Eleanor and Maggie came to Australia. Was there an affair? Was her father capable of that? Is that why Kathleen never liked the music box? A constant reminder of her husband’s infidelity.

All of it was possible. But how would she find out? If that were the connection, she couldn’t very well come straight out and ask Eleanor or Kathleen. Could she? No. What did Benjamin say about practising law? Never ask a question you don’t already know the answer to. That might not quite apply here, but it would be wise to do a little more probing before she approached either Kathleen or Eleanor.

But how was she to research something when she didn’t know what she was looking for?

She would start with what she had. A music box. A handwritten lullaby. A mother who’d become tense when asked about the song. Drawings of a flower and a lyrebird.

The lyrebird was easy to explain, given the subject matter of the lullaby. But the flower wasn’t one Hannah was familiar with. She put a description of it into the search engine and scrolled through a number of images until she found the one she thought matched best.

A hawthorn flower.

More googling.

Introduced to Australia. Native to Europe, north Africa, parts of Asia. Symbolises love and protection. Common in Ireland and featuring prominently in Irish folklore.

Hmm. All that really did was suggest that Eleanor could have drawn the sketches.


She opened the notebook by her keyboard and jotted some questions down.

When did the sisters come to Australia?

When did they come to Lyrebird Lake?

Had they ever lived in Sydney?

Was Eleanor an artist?

Had Eleanor ever sold her work?

What did hawthorn flowers have to do with lyrebirds?

Did Hannah’s father have a connection to Lyrebird Lake?

Unfortunately, there was no family left on Hannah’s father’s side to ask if they’d spent any time here. And it was clear Kathleen wasn’t going to share her information, if she even had any. So those were the questions she’d have to start with.

Hannah trailed her pen along the margin of the notebook, creating a vine with tiny flowers running the length of the page.

‘How are you going with that file?’ Benjamin asked, not looking up from his desk. ‘Is it giving you trouble?’

‘No. Why?’

‘You’ve got that look going on.’ He waved his hand in front of his face. ‘And you’ve been quiet all day.’

‘Oh. Sorry. No, that’s something else. I didn’t mean to get distracted.’

‘Anything I can help with?’ he asked.

‘I don’t think so.’ She wished there was. Forcing her thoughts away from the lullaby, she opened the file she was supposed to be working on. ‘Actually, Benjamin. I know you’ve only been here five years or so . . .’

‘Six next week.’ He smiled.

‘But how much do you know about the history of the place?’

Benjamin sat back further into his plush office chair and raised an eyebrow. ‘Only what I’ve been told. Was part of an old cedar route. Discovered by tourists in the eighties. That’s how I ended up here. My family used to come every summer for holidays and when my marriage fell apart and I needed to leave Sydney, there was nowhere else I could imagine coming.’

‘What about the people?’

‘What do you mean?’ he asked.

How was she going to explain her interest? She couldn’t very well say, I think my dad had an affair with Eleanor and I’m trying to find out the connection.

Well, she could, she supposed. Benjamin had an honesty and directness to him. However, she didn’t want to start any wild rumours that might not be true. Best to try a more oblique approach for now.

She needed to come up with something that didn’t sound bizarre. ‘Leo has an assignment for school. The kids have to interview a local about their life here when they were children . . .’

‘Ah.’ He nodded. ‘Mrs Forster’s been here ages. Third generation, I think. Maybe he could talk to her. We know she likes a chat.’

‘Thanks. Maybe I’ll ask her.’

A pensive look crossed Benjamin’s face. His gaze on her was warm. ‘Carter, while we’re talking, I . . .’ Then he stopped.

‘Yes?’

He cleared his throat, ‘Oh, nothing. I should get back to work.’

‘Of course.’

Hannah rang Mrs Forster and invited her out to tea. ‘We have an extra choir practice on Sunday morning, so how about after that? Okay, great. See you then.’

‘Extra choir practice?’ Benjamin looked up from his work. ‘They’re getting serious.’

‘We’re lucky it’s just the one. I overheard Eleanor and Maggie talking over breakfast this morning, saying that they wished we could rehearse every day.’


‘That doesn’t surprise me.’ Benjamin laughed, the softness returning to his expression. ‘That choir means the world to them.’

‘It means the world to all the ladies, I gather.’

Benjamin nodded. ‘You’re right about that.’

 

The afternoon air held a hint of autumn as Hannah walked down the main street towards Bean There to pick up some lunch. She stopped and talked to people she knew, grateful Benjamin wasn’t one to watch the clock. A five-minute trip to the café often took her half an hour or more.

She pushed open its door and saw Eleanor and Maggie sitting in one of the booths. ‘Afternoon, ladies,’ she greeted them.

Maggie smiled. So did Eleanor, but she wasn’t quite looking Hannah in the eye. Ever since the last rehearsal, Hannah had noticed a slight change in Eleanor’s demeanour towards her. Perhaps she was just being paranoid, though, looking for signs that fitted her theory. She really shouldn’t let her imagination run wild. It wasn’t helpful. More likely, Eleanor wasn’t as thrilled about making Hannah her co-conductor as she had led people to believe. Perhaps she thought it was all a big mistake.

Kitty and Janet burst into the café, concern written on their faces. ‘What is it? What’s wrong?’ Eleanor stood up.

Kitty began. ‘We have news, and it . . .’

‘. . . isn’t good,’ Janet finished, slipping into the booth beside Maggie.

Kitty slipped in beside Eleanor, forcing her to sit back down again. ‘You aren’t going to believe this,’ Janet pushed the words out through gritted teeth. ‘Another choir in the competition is doing “Blackbird”.’ She slumped back into the chair.

‘What?’ Eleanor asked. ‘How did you find that out?’

‘There’s a forum on Facebook,’ Kitty said. ‘For All Voices. I’ve been chatting with people from other choirs and some of them have been sharing what songs they’re doing. It’s one of the Sydney choirs, too.’

‘It’s my fault.’ Eleanor lowered her head. ‘It’s a popular song for choirs, so it’s not surprising someone else would do it. I should have had us practising something else.’

Maggie reached across the table and patted her hand. ‘Don’t blame yourself. We’ll just have to do it better than them.’

Janet and Kitty exchanged glances.

‘What?’ Eleanor pursed her lips.

‘Well,’ Kitty started, ‘when we found out about this we started talking, and we think . . .’

‘Out with it, young lady.’ Eleanor’s voice was firm.

Janet took over. ‘Maybe this is a blessing in disguise.’

‘What do you mean?’ Maggie asked.

‘The choir is sounding good and with our newest member,’ Janet looked at Hannah, ‘it won’t take us long to elevate our performance. But . . .’

‘But what?’ Eleanor’s patience was clearly running out.

‘I can’t help but think there’s still something missing.’

‘Like what?’ Maggie frowned.

Kitty put her hand to her chest. ‘If we want a shot at winning the competition, we can’t just sound good. Or even excellent. We have to bring something extra.’

‘Heart,’ Hannah said.

Eleanor shot her a look. ‘The Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir has more heart than any other choir around. That, I can guarantee.’

‘Sorry,’ Hannah apologised. ‘That’s not what I meant. The choir is fabulous. The women are amazing. But maybe you, we, haven’t found the right song to showcase that.’

Eleanor pursed her lips.

Maggie turned to her sister. ‘She’s right. We need a song that shows the world who we are, not just what we are.’


Kitty agreed. ‘I know it’s late in the game to switch things up, but we need a song that means something to us, to each member of the choir, and to us as a group. What it is that makes us, us.’

‘I might have a solution,’ Eleanor said quietly.

All eyes turned to her.

‘Well, don’t keep us waiting, Ellie.’ Maggie leaned forward.

‘I’ve been working on something.’ She pulled a leather notebook out of her handbag.

‘Oh, that’s a fabulous idea!’ Maggie clapped.

‘What is?’ Janet and Kitty asked in unison.

‘I’ll need your help Kitty, and maybe yours, Hannah,’ Eleanor said as she opened the book. ‘And do be honest. I won’t take offence if you think it’s no good. But what about this?’

Hannah nearly fell off her chair as Eleanor showed them the song she’d written. The paper. The sketches and doodles. They were a match for her lullaby. She stared at Eleanor, unable to find any words.

‘You write songs?’ Janet asked. ‘All these years we’ve lived under the same roof, and I never knew.’

‘Well, now you do. It’s not something I advertise.’

‘Read it to us,’ Maggie urged.

Eleanor read out loud the lyrics she’d written, about strangers becoming family, about making your way through the dark when it seemed there was no light, about being all alone and finding your way home. Finding your family. And she hummed a few bars of a melody. ‘It needs a lot of work,’ she closed the songbook.

‘It’s beautiful.’ Maggie looked misty-eyed.

‘I can definitely work with that,’ Kitty seemed excited.

‘What do you think, co-conductor?’ Eleanor asked.

Hannah blinked. She’d barely taken in the lyrics, but could tell from the reactions of the women beside her that whatever Eleanor had written had struck a chord.


‘I think it’s just what we need,’ she said. She glanced at the songbook, then back at Eleanor, unable to form coherent thoughts in her mind.











chapter twenty-one




The Lodge

Tuesday, 12 March 2019

That night, Eleanor paced back and forth in the office at The Lodge.

It was an audacious plan to change songs this close to their performance. And even more audacious to go with an original song. She wasn’t sure if Hannah was as convinced as the others; for a moment, the look she had given Eleanor reminded her of the way Mary had looked at her when Eleanor ever dared mention her songwriting.

What was wrong with her lately? Loosening the reins on her choir, entertaining risky ideas, imagining things that weren’t there. Next thing, she’d be believing in signs, fate and other woo-woo malarky. She was too young to be losing her mind, and too old for a midlife crisis. But something was definitely tipping her world off-kilter. Was it just guilt finally catching up with her after all these years? Because that’s what guilt did. Instead of eating away at you until there was nothing left, it stayed with you. There in the background. Taunting you. Goading you. No matter how far you tried to run from it, it pursued you. And it only ever took just enough of your soul, so there was still more it could take, never letting you go.

You didn’t always know it at the time, how your decisions, big or small, would affect your life. A phone call. A choice. Saying yes instead of no, or no instead of yes. The moment you stayed, or the moment you walked away, each path holding potential for great happiness, or great sorrow. And often you couldn’t tell the difference. Not until it was too late.
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Eleanor O’Sullivan had made a decision. Until Maggie’s baby was born, and they were settled into whatever their life was going to look like, there was no room in her life for distractions. And that included Wayne Wiles.

She stayed away from him for two days after their trip to the lookout, but told him her thoughts when they sat down to have their usual lunch together on Wednesday. He seemed to take it very well.

‘You do understand, don’t you?’ she asked him, as he took a mouthful of cold lemonade.

He cocked his head to the side. ‘I understand you think you need to do this. But I know how you feel about me. You can try to deny it, but I know.’

‘How I feel is irrelevant.’ She threw her hands in the air.

He stood up and kissed her on the forehead. ‘That is where your naivety shows, songbird. How you feel is the only relevant thing. But I’ll give you the space to work through this yourself. I’ll be heading back to uni next week, and I won’t be around as much. A weekend here or there.’ He squeezed her shoulder.

True to his word, Wayne left Eleanor alone in the days before he returned to Sydney. She didn’t mind that every now and then he left her a flower nestled in between her cleaning supplies, tied with a purple ribbon, her favourite colour; or a note under his pillow when she changed the sheets, with poetry or song lyrics about patience and longing and surrender; or that every now and then when she sat on the pier after a hard day’s labour, she caught him watching her from a distance, and he’d blow her a kiss before moving on. They were the gestures of a man open to showing his feelings, and how rare was that? But she had to stay firm.

 

Summer gave way to autumn and the days began to shorten. By the time the cool air hinted at winter, Maggie’s belly was bulging, and she was only two months off due.

On a brisk May evening, with Bernadette at a CWA meeting, Maggie was curled up on the couch studying. Eleanor cleaned up after dinner. There was a knock on the cottage door. Eleanor shot Maggie a quizzical look; they weren’t expecting anyone. She opened the door, and her jaw dropped.

‘Wayne?’

‘Hey, songbird.’

He’d rung Eleanor a few times since they’d last seen each other, but Eleanor had refused his calls. She thought, after all these months, he’d surely give up on her.

‘I’m home for the weekend and thought it might be nice to catch up. It’s been a while. Me and some of my college friends are having a party tomorrow night. There’ll be a bonfire to ward off the cold. I was hoping you might like to come.’

Seeing Wayne standing there in front of her, his deep blue eyes, his warm smile that she sometimes dreamed about, she knew she should say no. But her heart wasn’t listening to her brain. ‘Actually, that would be nice. It’s good to see you again, Wayne.’

She heard Maggie cough behind her but ignored her.

Eleanor followed Wayne outside to the porch. ‘Thank you. For inviting me. How have you been?’


‘Missing you.’ He reached out and brushed her unruly hair away from her face. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’

He started off into the night, and Eleanor tried to calm her racing heart while watching him make his way around the lake towards the grand house.

 

The following evening, Eleanor could hear the party before she could see it, and she wondered just how many people were there. An orange glow came into focus as she moved towards the south side of the lake, where the bonfire was in full force. Small clusters of people stood around the tall flames, some chatting, some dancing, many drinking. Music rang out through the night air, and Eleanor searched the surrounds to see where it was coming from. Perhaps one of the cars parked over by the trees.

‘Oh, there you are.’ Wayne sauntered towards her, a can of Tooheys in hand. ‘I was beginning to think you weren’t coming.’ He draped an arm over Eleanor’s shoulders.

‘I’m not late, am I?’ Eleanor raised her wrist to look at her watch, but Wayne kissed her on the lips. His breath was overly sweet and musty.

‘Every minute without you feels like forever,’ he whispered in her ear.

Eleanor cleared her throat.

Wayne introduced her to everyone, referring to Eleanor as his girlfriend. The way he said it – so full of pride and belonging – made Eleanor stand a little taller.

One of Wayne’s friends offered Eleanor a spliff.

‘Oh, no thank you.’ She forced herself to be polite.

Wayne squeezed her shoulder tightly. ‘Why don’t we let these bozos have their fun and we can go somewhere quiet and chat.’ He steered her away.

When they were far enough away not to be heard, Eleanor stopped and turned to face Wayne. ‘Why did you do that, Wayne? Call me your girlfriend? When we haven’t seen each other in months.’ While she liked the way it made her feel, it had come out of nowhere.

‘I was just giving you the space you asked for, songbird. I meant what I said before I left. I’m serious about you, Eleanor. There’s no one else for me. As far as I’m concerned, you are my girlfriend.’

‘But what does that mean, Wayne? Are you asking me to go steady?’ Eleanor was confused, and she wondered if he was going to give her a say in it, or if he’d simply decided for both of them.

‘If that’s what you want to call it. Come with me,’ he said. ‘I want to show you something.’ He grabbed her hand, spun her into his arms and kissed her with so much force she stumbled backwards. The alcohol on his breath was strong and made her reel a little.

‘Come here, gorgeous.’ He kissed her again, this time not loosening the firm grip he had on her waist.

‘Stop, Wayne. Please.’

His hands reached below her blouse and made their way upwards.

‘I said stop.’ She pushed him away.

‘But we’re going steady, remember? You said so.’ He lurched forward, but she dodged out of his way.

‘No, I didn’t. And even if I did, that doesn’t give you the right to manhandle me.’ She turned away from him to head back towards the bonfire.

‘Where do you think you’re going, songbird?’ Wayne called after her.

‘I think you’ve maybe had a little too much . . . fun this evening. And I’ve certainly had enough. It’s time to call it a night.’

Wayne caught up with her and grabbed one of her hands. ‘I’m sorry, Eleanor. Come back away from the fire and we can talk about it.’ His hands wandered around her back and down to her bottom, which he squeezed.

‘Please don’t.’ She squirmed in his rough embrace as he forced her to take a few steps backwards.

He laid his head against her shoulder. ‘Ah, songbird, hasn’t it been long enough?’

‘What?’

‘All summer I waited for you and boy you made me work for it.’ He lifted his head. ‘Come on. Let’s go somewhere quiet. You know you want to.’

Eleanor slapped him across the face. Hard.

Peals of laughter rang out and Eleanor turned around, realising that a group of men was watching them. Jibes of ‘Never could hang on to a woman,’ and ‘Another one bites the dust’ carried on the air.

She spun on her heel and ran towards the cottage. Wayne’s voice called after her, and she ran even faster.

 

On the Monday following the bonfire, Eleanor turned up to work grateful that Wayne had returned to Sydney. She couldn’t bear the thought of facing him. She headed into the kitchen via the back door and started cleaning as usual. The house was decidedly quiet.

When she’d finished for the day, she walked home along the lake, the sun warming her back, listening to the gentle lapping of the water on the shore. She stopped and stretched out her arms, trying to release some of the tension in her body. When she turned around, she saw a familiar figure walking towards her.

‘Wayne?’ Her heart started beating faster. ‘Why haven’t you gone back yet?’

‘I don’t have class until tomorrow and I thought maybe we could talk. I think I owe you an apology.’ He gazed at her with a look that she could read only as contrition.


‘I’m listening.’

‘When I get together with those mates, sometimes the drinking gets out of hand and I don’t handle it too well. I don’t always behave like a gentleman.’

A small laugh escaped Eleanor’s lips. ‘You don’t say.’

‘Ah, come on, songbird. I’m being man enough to apologise, and you did kind of put me in my place.’ He raised a hand to his cheek. ‘I forgive you. Can’t you forgive me?’

She stepped back, still unable to find her voice. He forgave her?

Okay, so maybe she shouldn’t have hit him, but he shouldn’t have come on so strong. She was about to tell him so when he reached out and ran his fingers through her curls.

‘My special girl. You have so much to learn about grown-up relationships.’ He leaned down and briefly touched his lips to hers. ‘Let’s put this silliness behind us, hey? And give each other another chance.’

He was right about one thing. She knew nothing about grown-up relationships. Her only other experience was with Eamon, and that hadn’t turned out the way she believed love was supposed to. But this? She wasn’t sure this was right either.

‘Me on Saturday night, that was just the booze,’ Wayne continued. ‘It was nothing. You know the real me. I care for you, songbird. You know I do.’

He stepped closer to her, and she didn’t back away, wanting for the most fleeting of moments to feel the comfort she knew his arms would offer.

‘I don’t know, Wayne.’

A movement in the distance caught her eye. Maggie was out on the cottage porch. Her arms were folded, her gaze hard in their direction.

‘Wayne, I’m sorry. I should never have slapped you.’


‘It’s okay, songbird.’ He took her hand and squeezed it. ‘We all make mistakes.’

She pulled her hand free. ‘I know. But I don’t think we can be together.’

‘Because of one drunken night?’

Saturday night had shaken her and she’d hardly slept since, wondering whether Wayne would have her fired after humiliating him in front of his friends. But it was also more than that.

‘Because I don’t know what my future holds. Because I have Maggie to worry about. And yes, because of your drunken actions, I’m . . . not sure you’re right for me.’

Wayne cleared his throat. ‘You’ll come round. But just know I won’t wait around forever. And one day, you might have to choose between her and me.’ He brushed her cheek, turned around and off he went, back to the grand house.

 

The following morning Eleanor dragged herself to work, hoping Wayne would have finally left. When she arrived, she looked for signs he was there but didn’t see any, and she sighed with relief. She grabbed her bucket and moved upstairs to start on the bedroom windows. As she pulled out the bottle of Windex, the cloth coming with it, a rose fell out of the folds of the old rag. A red rose, its stem slightly bent, tied with a purple ribbon.

A shiver ran up her spine. She took the rose and added it to the vase of blooms in the hallway, removing the ribbon, hiding it in the pocket of her shorts.

 

The cottage was unusually quiet when Eleanor opened the front door later that afternoon and she looked around, surprised to see neither Bernadette nor Maggie at the stove, concocting something that may or may not resemble dinner.

‘Anyone home?’ she called out.


No answer.

She headed to the room she shared with Maggie and found her lying on her bed. Her face was pale, and Eleanor rushed to her side.

‘Are you okay?’ She checked for a temperature and was relieved her forehead felt normal, if a bit sweaty.

‘Yeah. The little blighter has been giving me hell today. Help me up.’

Eleanor helped her to sitting and after a few moments, the colour returned to Maggie’s face.

‘Thank you. That feels better.’

‘I should get started on dinner,’ Maggie groaned, trying to stretch into a more comfortable position.

Eleanor put a hand on her shoulder. ‘Bernadette and I can take care of that. Do you know where she is?’

Maggie waved towards the door. ‘She headed out a few hours ago on her bike. One of her afternoon jaunts into the countryside. At one with nature and all that.’

‘Okay.’ Eleanor stood up and squared her shoulders. ‘I can cobble something together.’

‘This, I have to see.’ Maggie followed her into the kitchen, moving a little gingerly. ‘Do you even know how to boil water?’

Eleanor pulled a face. ‘Any eejit can boil water.’ She pulled a pot out of the cupboard.

‘I’m not talking about any eejit, though, am I?’ Maggie poked out her tongue. ‘I’m talking about you.’

Eleanor threw the closest thing she could get her hands on – an onion – and it sailed past Maggie, within an inch of her head.

‘You missed, you dope.’

‘I meant to, you eejit.’

Searching through the fridge and the pantry, Eleanor decided to try her hand at bangers and mash. How hard could that be?


She peeled and boiled the potatoes and set the frying pan on the stove for the sausages. Maggie watched from the dining table as Eleanor moved around the kitchen.

‘Look at us, cooking up a storm.’ Eleanor laughed as she plunged the masher into the potatoes. ‘Can you grab two plates?’

Maggie smirked and hummed a few bars of a tune Eleanor couldn’t quite place. ‘Seriously? What did I possibly say that made you think of a song?’ Was there no end to this talent of hers?

‘Cooking. And plates.’ Maggie sang the chorus of ‘Summer Breeze’, leading into the verse with those two words in the lyrics. Eleanor threw her hands in the air, and together they sang the song from the top as they plated up dinner.

A knock at the door interrupted them mid-chorus. They stopped, confused; they never locked the front door so it couldn’t be Bernadette returning, and it seemed an odd time for someone to visit. Eleanor froze for a moment, hoping it wasn’t Wayne coming over on some weak pretext.

‘I’ll get it,’ Maggie called over her shoulder, and Eleanor started laying the table.

‘Ellie?’ Maggie called out a few moments later. ‘I think you’d better come here.’

Eleanor turned around and saw two police officers standing in the doorway, their hats in their hands.

‘Miss O’Sullivan?’ the taller of the two men greeted her.

‘Yes.’

‘I’m Sergeant Gittelman, and this is Constable Murphy. I’m afraid there’s been an accident.’
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Sunday, 17 March 2019

Maggie could barely contain her excitement as the choir gathered and chatted on arrival. After their warm-up, Eleanor introduced the new song.

‘We’ve been working on this for a few days, myself, Kitty and Hannah. And we’ve still got some kinks to work out, but we think it’s worth trying.’

She was met with concerned expressions from nearly all twenty-five of the women standing before her, and Maggie understood why. She knew that starting over with a completely new song was a risk this close to the competition, especially with an original. But in her bones, she felt it was the right decision.

‘Shouldn’t we do something a bit more classic?’ A voice from the altos.

‘Something we already know, at least?’ A woman in the middle row.

‘I’m not sure this is a good idea.’ An alto.

‘What if we can’t learn it?’ A soprano.

‘How will we learn the lyrics in time?’ Someone in the back.


‘I think it’s fab-u-lous,’ Fifi sang as she crocheted.

‘Enough!’ Eleanor’s voice boomed through the room, and silence followed the interruption. ‘Enough,’ she said quietly. ‘Ladies, I love you, and all Maggie and I ever want is what’s best for the choir. We believe we can win the competition with this song.’

There were a few nods around the room.

Maggie put her hand on Eleanor’s arm. ‘You lot are our family and we’ve always trusted in each other. Hannah, sweetheart, why don’t you tell everyone why this song will work.’

Hannah cleared her throat and stepped out of formation to stand beside Eleanor in front of the choir. ‘When you sing from your heart, you sing best. Whether that’s in a band, as a soloist, or in a choir. I might not have known you ladies long, but I think I’d be right in saying that when you became part of this choir you found a home. I know I have. And that’s what Eleanor’s song is about – finding home. Discovering that you’re not alone, even when you feel invisible. Just take a look at the lyrics and listen to Kitty’s music. If you don’t think it’s right after that, then that’s okay, we’ll figure something else out.’

Thank you, Maggie mouthed to her.

‘But do give it a chance, at least. I think you just might like it.’

The women agreed, and Leo jumped forward, taking the music from Kitty and helping to hand it out to the choir. Claudia hummed the first few bars. Kitty started playing, and one by one a foot started tapping, a hand drummed a leg, a line was sung and the melody was found, as they allowed the lyrics to sink in.

Maggie looked around the room and saw expressions of love, happiness and hope ripple over the group. As the women came to the end of the song, looks passed between them.

Silence filled the space.

‘Well, I’ll be a monkey’s uncle. I think we’ve found our song,’ Fifi said, slipping her crocheting back into its bag.











chapter twenty-two




Lyrebird Lake

Sunday, 17 March 2019

Rehearsal went better than Hannah expected it to, given the reluctant start, but she couldn’t hang around and enjoy morning tea. She had a coffee date with Mrs Forster.

Hannah sat across from her at Bean There, with Leo beside them, playing on Hannah’s phone. She waited until Mrs Forster had taken a few bites of her lemon meringue muffin to start chatting.

‘So, Benjamin tells me you grew up in Lyrebird Lake?’

Mrs Forster nodded. ‘Yes. Why do you want to know?’

‘It’s for a project.’ Hannah looked at Leo.

‘Hmmm.’ Mrs Forster frowned.

‘You don’t have to tell us anything you don’t want to.’

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Go ahead. Ask your first question.’

Hannah would have to tease this out of her. She started with the simple. How long had Mrs Forster been in Lyrebird Lake; what was school like; had she lived anywhere else.

With each enquiry, Mrs Forster seemed to relax and her answers grew in length.


‘Did you work here in Lyrebird Lake?’

Mrs Forster listed a few jobs she’d done before getting married. ‘I even worked in the grand house for a bit in my twenties – that’s what we called it back then. That was just after Maggie and Eleanor lived here the first time, when the place was still in the hands of the original owners. I was very happy when the sisters bought it fifteen years ago. Seemed rather poetic, I don’t mind saying.’

‘Oh?’ Hannah leaned forward. ‘Why’s that?’

‘Eleanor worked there when she and Maggie first came to Australia. So the stories went. The Wiles were a certain breed, thinking they were above everyone else. Mrs Wiles thought I was going to go after her son. But he was a right git. Wouldn’t have touched him with a ten-foot pole. There was a fair bit of gossip when Eleanor and Maggie left. Didn’t know them myself back then. They didn’t mix much with the locals. The gossip was probably mostly lies, that’s why I never repeat it. But, kind of feels like them being in the house now is the universe coming full circle.’

So, Eleanor had worked in the house at one point. Hannah didn’t know if that was helpful, but it was definitely interesting.

‘When was that?’ she probed, hoping the question seemed like a natural flow on.

‘Well, it would have been a summer in the early seventies. Maybe ’73 or ’74. Definitely before ’76. That’s when I started working there.’

At least now Hannah had a timeframe to work with.

‘The family sold the place a few years later. It changed hands quite a few times after that, was even a boutique guest house at one point.’ Her expression softened, remembering something she wasn’t sharing.

‘Do you remember when that was? The guest house?’ Could her dad ever have stayed there? Maybe his parents had. Perhaps Eleanor had left the lullaby in a bottom drawer of one of the rooms and Hannah’s dad had found it years later on holiday.

‘In the 1980s, I think. Probably. Sometimes the dates get muddled. Never names. I can tell you every teacher I had right back to kindergarten.’

‘I wonder if my dad’s family ever had a connection to the house.’

‘What’s their name?’

She rattled off her father’s name, his mother’s maiden name, Kathleen’s maiden name and a couple of nicknames, just in case.

‘Nope. Don’t remember anyone with those names. If they did come here, they weren’t regulars.’

Hannah’s shoulders dropped.

The café door opened and Eleanor and Maggie stepped in and said hello.

‘We were just talking about you,’ Mrs Forster said.

‘Oh?’ Eleanor raised an eyebrow.

‘When did you two arrive here?’ Mrs Forster got straight to the point. ‘The first time, I mean. When Maggie was—’

‘Are we done yet?’ Leo whinged. ‘I’ve finished my milkshake, and you promised me we wouldn’t be long.’

Eleanor had stiffened. Maggie’s smile had faltered. Only for a moment, but long enough for Hannah to notice.

‘Sounds like the young man is ready to go,’ Eleanor said, and she went off to order at the counter.

Knowing she couldn’t probe any further with Eleanor there, Hannah thanked Mrs Forster for her time. She and Leo walked along the lake, Hannah’s mind buzzing with questions. At the water’s edge, Claudia and a group of friends were kicking a soccer ball.

‘Can I go join them, Mum?’ Leo jumped up and down beside her.

‘If Claudia says it’s okay.’

He ran off, calling, ‘She will,’ behind him.


Hannah walked on, thinking about how much their lives had changed in such a short space of time. She saw Benjamin sitting on a bench and waved.

‘Hey, Carter. I was just thinking about you. Would it be alright if we had a chat?’ he asked, standing up to greet her.

‘Of course. What’s on your mind?’

‘Hmm,’ Benjamin said. They stood beside each other, looking across the water. ‘We haven’t spoken about anything but work since Sydney, and I’m worried I . . . overstepped a line when we were there.’

‘Oh no. It was fine. I’m fine. Do I not look fine?’ Her words spilled out quickly and she wasn’t even sure they were making sense. ‘Sorry.’ She took a pause. ‘I feel as though I’ve got a lot on my mind at the moment.’

‘Oh?’

She turned to him, and they locked eyes. ‘I’ve just been chatting with Mrs Forster. And it wasn’t about a project for Leo. It’s for me.’

‘A project for you?’

‘I think there might be a connection between my father and Eleanor. Or my father and The Lodge. Or something. But I can’t figure it out.’

He pulled a funny face. That clearly wasn’t the answer he was expecting.

She decided to be open with him and told him about the lullaby, the drawings and the song Eleanor had written for the choir. ‘I’m worried they maybe had an affair. But I’m not sure the timeline fits, and my father would have been a fair bit older than Eleanor. And I’m not sure how their paths would have crossed.’

‘Uh huh. And maybe that’s why your mum wasn’t thrilled about you moving here.’

‘Yeah. Maybe. I just don’t know. None of it makes sense.’


‘Have you asked Eleanor?’

‘If she had an affair with my father? I’m not sure how I would work that into general conversation.’

‘We’ve been straight with each other since we met, right?’

‘Except for the small matter of my break and enter, yes.’

He laughed. ‘Except that. So maybe just ask her straight out. They’re good people, Eleanor and Maggie.’

‘There are a lot of good people here.’ Hannah knew how lucky she was to have ended up in Lyrebird Lake.

‘It’s a special place.’

‘I’m glad we came here,’ Hannah said.

Benjamin ran a hand over his beard.

‘I am too. That’s why I wanted to clear up what happened in Sydney. I felt like we had . . . a moment, and I don’t want things to get awkward between us. But . . .’

‘Oh.’ Hannah could feel herself blushing. ‘I thought maybe . . . but clearly . . . I would never do anything to—’

Benjamin raised a hand. ‘Carter, stop. You didn’t do anything wrong. Okay. Straight up, I like you. But I don’t think we can . . . I’m very aware of my own issues, given my failed marriage. And there’s the minor detail of me being your boss. But mostly I don’t want to be a complication for you. Not when you’ve worked so hard to get your life back on track.’

Hannah’s heart beat faster. She was relieved she hadn’t imagined the connection between them, but how could she entertain anything other than a working relationship with Benjamin? The smart thing to do would be to agree with him. To put a stop to anything before it began.

But looking into his eyes, she didn’t want to do the smart thing. ‘I don’t see you as a complication.’

‘Right.’ He leaned over and tucked her hair behind her ear. ‘But I am still your boss.’


‘You are.’ She didn’t move.

‘We shouldn’t.’ He twisted the strand of her hair around his finger. ‘We really shouldn’t.’ His gaze burned with longing.

As she took in his eyes, Leo came running over, and hesitated, looking back and forth between Hannah and Benjamin before inserting himself between them. ‘I want to go home.’ He pouted.

‘Hey, Leo.’ Benjamin startled a little, and moved away from Hannah. He held his hand up for a high five, but Leo didn’t oblige.

 

Back at The Lodge, Hannah got Leo ready for bed. He’d been quiet ever since the lake.

‘Want to tell me what’s up, buddy?’ Hannah asked.

‘What’s going on with you and Benjamin?’

Hannah shook her head. ‘Nothing.’

‘It didn’t look like nothing.’ Leo pulled the sheets up tight around his neck.

‘I thought you liked Benjamin.’ Hannah tucked his Spider-Man blanket around him.

‘I did.’ He pouted again.

‘But not anymore?’

He turned his head and looked at the wall. ‘Not if he’s going to replace Dad.’

Hannah was taken aback. ‘Why would you think that?’

‘Kenny said that’s what happens. When mums find new boyfriends.’

Hannah climbed onto the bed and lay down beside him. ‘Firstly, Benjamin is not my boyfriend. Secondly, and most importantly, no one will ever replace your dad. Ever. Not Benjamin, not any other man, not even Spider-Man could. Do you understand?’

Leo didn’t respond.

‘I love you, buddy. Always,’ said Hannah, her heart beating fast.
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Thursday, 21 March 2019

Maggie finished setting out the refreshments just as everyone arrived for rehearsal. A newfound enthusiasm among the women meant they’d all shown up on time. They moved straight into formation and began their warm-up – tonight tapping their shoulders as they sang a bunch of nonsense words that Jacinta called out to them.

‘Alright, ladies.’ Eleanor demanded everyone’s attention after the warm-up was complete. ‘Our new piece is coming together very nicely, but we think there’s an element we could add to really take it to the next level.’

‘Interpretive dance,’ Fifi called out, turning her wheelchair in circles. Everyone laughed.

‘Well,’ Eleanor smiled. ‘That would definitely be an . . . element, but not quite what Hannah and I were thinking. How do we feel about adding some solos?’

A murmur rippled through the choir.

‘Fabulous idea,’ Maggie answered first.

‘As long as it isn’t me,’ Janet chimed in, ‘then we’re good. I know I’m one of the weakest singers here.’


‘But you are the most enthusiastic,’ Kitty championed her friend, and Janet gave her a gentle shoulder nudge in appreciation.

‘I think it’s a great idea,’ Claudia said, and everyone turned to face her, not used to her speaking up during rehearsals. Her face burned bright red.

Eleanor raised her hands to quiet the chatter that ensued. ‘Glad to hear that, Claudia. Can you and Hannah both step forward.’

‘Me?’ Claudia asked.

‘Yes, you.’ Jacinta gave her a gentle push. ‘You’re the second-best voice here, and everyone knows it.’

A murmur of agreement.

‘But I can’t. I . . .’

Maggie moved over to Claudia and took her hands. ‘Claudia, love. You’ve got this. And we’re all behind you. We’ve got your back.’

‘We sure do,’ Kitty and Janet chorused.

‘Hell yes,’ Fifi said.

‘And I’ll help you, any way I can,’ Hannah added. ‘Being a soloist in a choir isn’t like fronting a band. We highlight certain parts of a song, sure, but the choir is still the star.’

‘Okay,’ Claudia agreed. ‘I’ll give it a go.’

‘Great, that’s settled then.’ Hannah placed herself in front of the choir and divided up the beginning of the song, giving each section a distinct part to accompany the soloists. After workshopping the new arrangement for about twenty minutes, they moved into the task of bringing it together.

With each partial run-through they stopped where necessary, to adjust and fix their timing, their harmonies, the rhythms or dynamics, with Eleanor and Hannah guiding them through.

During the refreshment break, the members chatted excitedly about the new arrangement of their piece, and Maggie reassured Claudia that she could actually pull it off. Back in their chairs after the break, they workshopped the song some more until Eleanor called them to standing.

‘Alright, ladies. Let’s go through this top to bottom.’

The women shuffled on their feet, Kitty played the introduction, and the choir stilled.

Claudia stepped forward, drew in a deep breath and sang the opening lines. As she sang her last phrase, she looked to Hannah and stepped back, passing the solo to her. With a full heart, Hannah nodded and stepped forward, the lines pouring out of her until she reached the end of her part and rejoined the group. Together, the choir filled the room with resonant harmony.

At the end of the full run-through, the room fell quiet.

‘Well, that was bloody marvellous,’ Fifi broke the silence.

Maggie wiped a tear from her eye, and everyone cheered.











chapter twenty-three




Eleanor stood on the pier after rehearsal, having removed herself from the usual gathering around tea and snacks after they finished. Hearing her song sung so beautifully, brought to life so perfectly – it was overwhelming.

Maggie stepped up beside her. ‘I think we can call that a success.’

‘We sure can.’ Eleanor clasped her hands in front of her chest.

‘Your song is . . . everything. You’re amazing, Ellie. This place is amazing.’

Eleanor put her arm around Maggie. ‘We sure have a lot of memories on this lake, huh?’

Maggie began singing the Maroon 5 song they did in choir a few months ago.

Eleanor joined in for a moment, then slipped into silence, allowing Maggie’s sweet voice to wash over her as she let the memories surface.

[image: image]


Bernadette’s funeral was a simple affair, held in the church just north of town. Many of her students and their families attended, and everyone had lovely things to say about her, though Eleanor couldn’t take in the platitudes. She’d been numb since the policemen had broken the news of Bernadette’s accident. They thought her bike may have slid on loose gravel, and that she had either fallen into the path of an oncoming truck speeding on the quiet country road, or his vehicle had hit her. The driver had fled the scene, but the police had caught up with him not far down the road, where he was unable to give much of an account in his shocked, and inebriated, state. The local sergeant had assured Eleanor the man would be charged and would likely be looking at a prison term. But that would not do Bernadette any good.

As the sisters said goodbye to the people who’d come to pay their respects, Eleanor stood arm in arm with Maggie, thanking them and forcing an appropriate smile. She heard the whispers as they left. How heartbreaking, everyone loved Bernadette, her poor students, those poor girls. And Maggie, so far along in her pregnancy and no husband. What would happen to them now?

Eleanor had been wondering the very same thing. What would happen to them now? She and Maggie would have to discuss it soon, but right now everything felt too sad, too raw, too scary, too much.

Mrs Wiles and Wayne were the last to leave the church.

‘I’m so very sorry, Eleanor, Maggie.’ Mrs Wiles shook each of their hands. ‘You take all the time you need before you come back to work, dear,’ she said to Eleanor. ‘And if you need anything, Maggie, sing out. First your husband, now this, with you so close to due.’ She pressed her hand to her chest as if the tragedy was too much for her to bear. ‘We can talk about rent and such matters later.’

Wayne paid his respects next, as his mother moved forward to talk to another family. He’d returned home just for the funeral.

‘I’m sorry for your loss.’ He kissed each of them on the cheek.


Eleanor couldn’t muster a smile, hoping he could see in her eyes that she was, in fact, grateful.

‘Thank you,’ Maggie managed to say to him before moving away.

Wayne stepped closer to Eleanor. ‘How are you holding up?’

Eleanor squeezed a fist into her chest. ‘I . . . I . . .’ Tears fell down her cheeks. ‘I can’t . . .’

‘Despite what’s happened between us, I want you to know that I’m always here for you, songbird.’ Wayne reached out and wiped her tears.

She wanted to fall into his arms, let him take away her sorrow, her burden. But she was numb. Unable to move.

‘You’re in shock, I get it. But you will find your way back to me. I know it. I’m all you’ve got now,’ he whispered.

His words prickled Eleanor’s skin. ‘I have Maggie,’ she croaked out. ‘And the baby.’

A flush of red blanched Wayne’s neck and tinged his cheeks before he turned his back on her and walked away.

 

Eleanor returned to work a few days after the funeral. She wasn’t keen to leave Maggie alone all day, but she had no choice: she had to bring in money, especially now. She’d managed to save a fair bit over the last few months so they could buy things like a crib and a pram and other baby paraphernalia, and to buy food. But she hadn’t saved enough to stop working and still be able to afford rent. Without Bernadette, she was now solely responsible for Maggie and the baby.

After the accident, Eleanor had rung their mother to tell her what had happened. Mary had gasped and gone silent at first, and Eleanor thought perhaps she’d heard sniffling. After the long pause, Mary had asked after her daughters. ‘Do you still have a roof over your heads? Are you safe?’

‘Yes. For now,’ Eleanor had said, trying to sound reassuring.


‘That’s good.’

Eleanor had waited for her to ask how Maggie was progressing at the end of her third trimester, but even the shock of Mary’s sister passing away wasn’t enough to shake her from her steadfast beliefs and doctrine. Eleanor knew in that moment, that Mary would never acknowledge her grandchild.

‘I’ll put you on to Da,’ she’d said, and Colm had offered to send a small amount of money and told Eleanor to call again if they needed anything.

What they needed was their parents; an olive branch extended; the offer to come home, perhaps. But no such offer came.

The distraction that cleaning, polishing and washing offered was just what Eleanor needed. While she was working, she didn’t have to think too much about what was next. What tomorrow would bring. Or next week. Next month.

After lunch, Wayne, home now on semester break, entered the dining room, his tight blue polo shirt setting off his eyes. Despite herself, Eleanor’s breath hitched in her throat.

‘Hey, songbird.’

‘Hello, Wayne,’ she said wearily.

‘Really? Such a formal tone?’ He moved closer to her, trapping her between a dining chair and the table. ‘I thought we meant more to each other than that.’

‘Wayne, I will forever be grateful for your friendship. But now is not the time for—’

‘For what? For us? You said that, but I know you don’t mean it.’ He ran his hand up her arm.

The touch sent a shiver down her spine, but unlike the first time he’d made such a move, this shiver chilled her.

‘Wayne.’ She moved away. ‘Please. Not now.’

He stepped closer. ‘You’re right. Once you’re over the shock of all this, we’ll find our way.’


All Eleanor wanted to do was finish her work, check on Maggie and hit the sack. She was too exhausted for anything else.

‘If there’s anything you need, you let me know,’ he said. ‘It won’t be easy doing this alone.’

She watched him leave, his words piercing her soul. She had no idea how she was going to support Maggie alone. But she would find a way.

 

Eleanor trudged home well after six, despite trying to finish her tasks as quickly as she could, and helped Maggie with dinner. Once Maggie was asleep, she slipped out to the pier with a torch and opened her songbook. The lullaby she’d been writing was nearly ready, but she still had to play with the rhyme and rhythm. While she ran through some of the couplets in her mind, she sketched the tail of a lyrebird onto the page already decorated with hawthorn flowers.

A scream punctuated the night air.

She sprinted back to the cottage and found Maggie doubled over on the edge of the bed.

‘What is it, Maggie? What’s wrong?’

But Maggie couldn’t answer. Eleanor ran into the kitchen and rang Dr Swan, whose number Bernadette kept on the side of the fridge.

She waited with Maggie, rubbing her back, trying to keep her calm. When Dr Swan finally arrived, he shooed Eleanor out with a disapproving glare.

Pacing the living room, Eleanor chewed her thumbnail down to the quick. She wished there was something she could do to help. Was there something she should be doing? She had no idea. Why did she think she could handle being Maggie’s sole support when she knew so little about how to help her? They were supposed to have Bernadette to guide them, to help them.


She grabbed the copy of Dr Spock’s book and flicked through the pages, but she had no idea what was wrong. Pain in pregnancy – the causes were infinite. She threw the book onto the couch in frustration.

After what seemed like ages, Dr Swan appeared in the dining room.

‘Your sister is fine. We call them growing pains. They’re the body’s way of adjusting to the baby. A lot of pregnant women get them.’ He dismissed the issue. ‘Nothing to worry about.’

‘And the baby?’

‘The baby is fine. Maggie is, of course, well into her last trimester. She’s bound to get tired and find herself in pain from time to time. You can help by giving her gentle massages.’

‘Thank you, Dr Swan. Thank you for coming so quickly.’

He looked over the top of his glasses. ‘I liked your aunt. She was a good woman. I’m happy to come again if you need.’ With a curt nod of his head, he left.

Eleanor went back into the bedroom and found Maggie standing by the window, rocking back and forth. ‘Is the pain gone?’

‘Mostly.’

‘Anything I can do?’ Eleanor sat on the end of the bed.

‘Sing to me.’

Eleanor eased into her favourite hymn, her soft tone filling the quiet room, and Maggie swayed in time with the melody. Eleanor closed her eyes and let the song wash over her.

 

Two nights later, just past midnight, a loud thumping on the door woke Eleanor. She hurried to the front of the house before the racket could stir Maggie. When she opened the door, Wayne stood there, a glassy sheen to his eyes.

‘Wayne, what are you doing here?’


‘I’ve been worried about you.’ His words were ever so slightly slurred. ‘You need me now more than ever, songbird. Whether you realise it or not. Don’t push me away. Haven’t I proved how much I care for you?’

Eleanor felt a weariness deep in her bones. ‘Wayne, you can’t expect me to make any decisions right now.’

‘Don’t say that. Now’s the perfect time, Eleanor. I love you.’

‘What?’ Eleanor couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

‘I do. I probably shouldn’t, but I do. And you need me. With Bernadette gone, how are you going to provide for Maggie?’

He got down on one knee. ‘If you marry me, I’ll look after you. And I’ll make sure Maggie is looked after too.’

Eleanor stared at him in disbelief. ‘Wayne, I care for you. I do. But this . . . this is . . .’

‘This is perfect. Everyone wins. We get to be together. Maggie keeps a roof over her head. Everyone’s happy.’

His words came out so fast, Eleanor could barely take them in. Was he offering her an easy way to provide for Maggie – something she feared she couldn’t do on her own? She’d barely slept a wink since Bernadette’s accident, awake each night with worry. Was this her solution? Her way out? Would a life with Wayne in Lyrebird Lake be so bad?

‘Think about it, songbird. I can give you everything you need. And it’ll mean Maggie can stay here.’

She should say yes. She knew she should. She opened her mouth. She paused. Her thoughts began to focus.

‘Wait. Wayne. What are you saying? I thought Maggie and I could both stay here, as long as we pay rent?’ Eleanor stepped back.

‘Are you turning me down?’

‘Are you evicting us if I do?’

He folded his arms across his chest. ‘It would be a little awkward for you to stay after turning down my proposal.’


‘You wouldn’t,’ she gasped. Eleanor tried to control the trembling inside her, the bile rising in her throat.

He leaned in, pressing his hot lips to her ear. ‘Let it all sink in. I’ll drop by in the morning, once you’ve come to your senses.’

Eleanor was letting it all sink in, and for the first time since she’d met Wayne, she was most definitely in tune with her senses.

‘Make sure you think carefully.’ The edge returned to his voice. Wayne hugged her, squeezing her too tight, kissed her on the cheek and jumped off the porch in an elegant movement, shooting her a wink before striding across the clearing, not a care in the world.

Eleanor’s knees seemed to buckle beneath her, and she sat down on the porch step feeling slightly dizzy. She had, she was pretty sure, just rendered her and her pregnant sister homeless.

An hour later, her pulse still thrummed in her ears, panic rising through her body. She paced back and forth, trying to think. She needed help. Looking at the phone on the wall, she calculated the time difference between Australia and Ireland. There was nowhere else to turn. No other choice. She knew what she had to do. On wobbly legs, she stepped forward to make the call.











chapter twenty-four




Lyrebird Lake

Friday, 22 March 2019

Hannah sat at her desk, unable to concentrate on her work. All week she and Benjamin had avoided talking about their moment by the lake, and yesterday he’d gone to Sydney for the final handover of the Loder case. So she was all alone with her conflicting thoughts. There was something between them, yes. But could it really go anywhere? What would it mean to Leo? Did she even have the space to think about all this? She was squeezing in extra practice with Claudia to work on their solos together, often at odd hours, given Claudia’s shifts at the hospital. And then there were the questions about Lyrebird Lake, the lullaby and Eleanor still hanging over her head.

She stood up and stretched. There was no way she’d be getting even the most routine of tasks done today. Pacing the room, she took her phone out of her bag. Kathleen picked up on the second ring. ‘Darling, so good of you to remember your mother, here all alone.’

Right. She was in one of those moods. Normally she would back off if Kathleen was prickly, but Hannah was frustrated and really wanted some answers. After the obligatory small talk and list of Kathleen’s friends’ ailments, Hannah decided to get to the point.

‘Mum, did Dad have an affair?’ Well, that came out more bluntly than she’d intended.

‘What?’ Kathleen’s voice rose. ‘How could you even suggest such a thing? Your father was a model husband.’

‘I’m just trying to work out his connection to Lyrebird Lake.’

‘I’ve already told you.’ There was a slight catch to her words. ‘There is no connection. It’s a random song, a random place.’

‘Actually, I don’t think it is. I found—’

‘Enough, Hannah.’ Kathleen’s voice was shrill. ‘I told you that gallivanting off to that backward place would do you no good. Come home where you belong. Here, where I can help look after you and Leo.’

Hannah was momentarily lost for words. Hadn’t she always wished for this outpouring of care from her mother? Was it finally happening? Was it time to go home?

But didn’t Lyrebird Lake feel like home now?

‘No, Mum. I’m not coming back.’ Hannah kept her voice steady. ‘I have a good job. Leo is settled in school. We like it here.’

‘Hannah, please.’ There was desperation in Kathleen’s tone that Hannah had never heard before.

‘Why don’t you come for a visit? See what it’s like here. See how happy we are. Maybe you could stay a while and help look after us here, for a bit.’

‘I can’t. You don’t understand . . .’ Her shaky voice trailed off into silence.

‘Then help me understand, Mum. Why don’t you want Leo and me to be happy here in Lyrebird Lake?’

‘It’s not that . . . it’s just . . . I’m sorry, Hannah. Please just come home.’


Hannah paused a long moment before she answered. ‘We are home, Mum.’

Kathleen cleared her throat, and when she spoke again, her voice was crystal clear. She was in control once more. ‘I’d better look into the bus schedule then. I’ll let you know when I’ve booked something.’ She hung up.

Hannah stood there, unsure what had just happened.

 

Just after Hannah finished her lunch, the files on her desk still waiting to be put away, Benjamin burst through the office door.

‘Who’s ready to celebrate with some strawberry cheesecake?’ He held a box up in the air.

‘You’re back! It’s done?’

‘Signed.’ He put the cheesecake on the table. ‘Sealed.’ He walked towards her. ‘Delivered.’ He stopped just inches from her.

‘You have every right to celebrate.’ Hannah stepped back, despite wanting to give him a congratulatory hug. ‘You’ve worked hard on that case for a very long time.’

‘We’ve worked hard. Maybe I can take you out to dinner tonight, to thank you for all your assistance with this.’

‘The cheesecake isn’t enough thanks?’ She laughed.

‘Doesn’t even come close. I’ll take you and Leo to the pub. I do owe you that from a while back.’

‘I’m not . . .’ She wasn’t sure Leo would be up to socialising with Benjamin right now, but she didn’t have the heart to tell him that.

‘If tonight doesn’t work, we could do tomorrow?’ Benjamin said.

She wanted to say yes. ‘Leo’s at Kenny’s tomorrow night. He’d be very disappointed if he missed out on the pub meal you promised him.’ She figured the fib was worth sparing Benjamin’s feelings. He’d be gutted if he knew Leo wasn’t his biggest fan right now.


‘Then how about I cook you dinner at my place?’

Damn it. This was why Hannah preferred the truth. Even innocent fibs could get you in trouble. She tilted her head to the side. ‘Given . . .’ She waved her hands between them. ‘Is that a good idea?’

He put his hands on his hips. ‘I’ll have you know, I’m an excellent cook.’

‘That’s not what I meant.’ She smiled.

‘I know, Carter.’ He put his hand on her shoulder. ‘Just a casual dinner. Just me, thanking you. Nothing more.’

‘Nothing more,’ she agreed, wishing with all her heart that it could be more.

 

On Saturday afternoon, as the sun pushed through the autumn clouds, Hannah walked Leo to Kenny’s place for his second-ever sleepover. He’d been so excited about it all morning, he’d asked Hannah every five minutes if it was time to go yet.

‘What are you going to do without me around tonight?’ Leo bounced beside her.

Hannah baulked. Even innocent fibs could get you in trouble. ‘Well, Benjamin has invited me over for dinner.’

Leo stopped dead in his tracks and looked up at her.

‘We’re just friends, buddy. I promise. You like having Kenny to talk with about stuff, don’t you?’

He nodded.

‘Well, I like having friends to talk with too. And Benjamin is a good listener.’

He didn’t look convinced. ‘You’re not going to run off and marry him and make him be my new dad?’

‘Is that what Kenny said would happen?’

Leo looked at the ground. Hannah cupped his chin and raised his head. ‘Nobody is running off with anyone. I promise.’


‘Pinky promise?’ He held out his hand and she hooked her little finger with his.

‘Pinky promise.’

Kissing him three times when they arrived at Kenny’s front door, Hannah tore herself away from Leo and headed home to get ready for her date.

No. It wasn’t a date. She couldn’t think of it like that. It was two colleagues having dinner to celebrate a work triumph. Nothing more, nothing less.

She put on her brown-and-blue kimono shirt and a fawn-coloured skirt, applied a light covering of make-up then sprayed de-frizz into her curls and let them fall down her back.

Not a date at all.

When she was finished, she stepped back from the mirror. Not too shabby. When was the last time she’d dressed up like this?

Her last fancy dinner with Noah. The thought sucked the air out of her. She took down the scarf draped over the mirror and held it to her face. She lifted her head and closed her eyes. ‘He’s a good man, Noah. Kind to Leo. If this was a date, I think you’d approve.’ She folded the scarf neatly, kissed it, and tucked it away in the dresser drawer.

As she headed downstairs, she came across Maggie in the hallway.

‘You look beautiful, love.’ Maggie squeezed her hand before heading to the kitchen. ‘I hope you enjoy your date,’ she called over her shoulder.

 

Hannah looked around the cottage while Benjamin busied himself in the kitchen. The walls were painted a soft grey, and artwork was dotted around in no particular arrangement. The living space was open plan, with a rustic wooden dining table, a plush charcoal sofa and a light-grey recliner chair. A bookcase adorned one wall, and an old stereo another. The kitchen looked newly renovated, all white with matte-grey appliances: a toaster, kettle and KitchenAid.

‘So, what’s on the menu, Mr Chef-extraordinaire?’ Hannah asked, as Benjamin added vegetables to a pan.

‘Just a simple stir-fry tonight. But I think you’ll like it.’ He looked at her with hopeful expectation in his eyes.

Hannah nodded. ‘Anything I don’t have to cook myself tastes pretty good to me.’

‘Then we’ll be okay.’ He laughed.

It wasn’t long before he was ready to plate up. ‘Can you grab out the slotted spoon? Should be top drawer on the left.’

Hannah moved over to the bench, opened the drawer and fished around for the spoon in the utter chaos she encountered. She checked three drawers before she found it.

‘Are you kidding me? This is worse than your filing system.’ She couldn’t believe what she was looking at.

‘Ouch.’ He put his hand to his chest. ‘Just give me the spoon and close the drawer.’

Hannah stifled her laugh.

‘This may not be the most impressive dish in my culinary repertoire, but it never fails to hit the spot.’

Hannah handed him the spoon. ‘You’re more impressive than you think.’ The words slipped from Hannah’s lips.

‘Am I just? With my lack of organisational skills and my disarming wit?’ Benjamin stepped towards her.

‘With everything. Your kindness, your honesty. How good you are with Leo. The way you really see me.’

He brushed her hair behind her ears. ‘I didn’t think we were . . .’ his voice was raspy.

‘We aren’t.’ Her pulse thrummed. ‘We can’t. Not until we figure out how to navigate the professional mixed with the personal. And until Leo is okay with this.’


His expression dropped, just for a moment. She didn’t want to hurt him, but he deserved her complete honesty.

‘Right.’ He nodded. ‘Why don’t we take this onto the porch.’ He picked up his bowl and she followed him outside.

They sat on the wicker bench seat, eating and talking well into the night. Benjamin pulled a blanket out of a basket beside the bench and tucked it over their legs.

‘So, tell me more about your singing days,’ he asked her. ‘Word around town is you’re a bit of a superstar.’

‘Not the word I’d use. Not for want of trying, though.’

As they watched the lake sparkle in the moonlight, they swapped stories of their lives.

Just after midnight, Hannah’s eyes growing tired, she couldn’t stop a yawn from escaping, and they agreed to call it a night. Benjamin walked her across the grass back to The Lodge.

‘Thank you for dinner. I had a lovely evening,’ Hannah said as they stood on the porch.

‘Me too.’ Benjamin’s voice was low. He leaned in towards her, slowly. He paused. And he kissed her on the cheek, his soft lips lingering for just a moment. ‘Goodnight, Hannah,’ his voice rasped.

Hannah opened the door to The Lodge, and closed it behind her softly, her hands shaking, heart racing.

 

She was woken the next morning by a commotion downstairs. She pulled on some clothes and went to investigate. In the foyer, Kenny and Zoë burst through the door as soon as Maggie, beating Hannah to it, opened it.

Hannah’s heart dropped. ‘What’s happened? Where’s Leo?’

‘When I got up this morning,’ Zoë said through heavy breaths, her face stricken, ‘the boys weren’t in Kenny’s room. I searched the whole house. Then this one,’ she grabbed Kenny, who was hiding behind her, and pushed him forward, ‘came skulking home and told me Leo had run away.’

‘Kenny.’ Hannah fought to stay calm. ‘Where is Leo?’

‘I don’t know.’ He kicked at the floor.

‘All he told me,’ Zoë continued, ‘was Leo woke him up early and said he’d been thinking all night that he was mad at you – sorry, his words – and he wanted to run away, and would Kenny go with him, and this little bugger agreed.’

Hannah’s heart raced and she pushed aside the myriad of awful scenarios crashing through her mind. ‘Where is Leo, Kenny? You’re not in trouble. We just want to bring him home safe.’

Kenny looked up, his eyes wide. ‘We walked along the lake.’

Hannah nearly doubled over, caught by Eleanor who’d joined them at the front door.

‘And then we took one of the trails.’

Hannah got down on her knees and spoke with a calm gentleness she most definitely didn’t feel. ‘Which trail, Kenny?’

‘I don’t remember. One of the ones Dad takes us on.’ He looked at his mother.

‘At the lookout?’ Zoë asked.

He nodded. ‘Leo climbed a tree and got stuck. I was scared, so I ran home.’ A small sob escaped his throat.

‘Thank you, Kenny.’ Hannah stood up. ‘How many trails are at the lookout?’

‘Three,’ Maggie said, and Hannah forced herself to breathe deeply.

‘Kenny,’ Eleanor said steadily. ‘If you went back to the lookout, do you think you’d remember which trail?’

He shrugged. Then nodded. ‘I’ll try,’ he said.

‘I’ll drive us,’ Zoë said, and she pulled Kenny behind her, Hannah following them to their car.


Across the grass, Benjamin was standing on his porch, coffee cup in hand and he waved to Hannah. She stared at him unable to hide the fear in her expression.

‘What’s happened?’ He hurried over.

Hannah blurted out the details so fast she had no idea if she was making sense.

‘I’ll come with you.’ He opened the car door and got in after Hannah.

 

They stood in the clearing of the lookout, Hannah squeezing Benjamin’s hand as Kenny looked around. His little face was screwed up in concentration. After what felt like ages, he pointed to the trail leading west. ‘That one,’ he said with some confidence.

‘What if he’s wrong? What if it’s one of the other trails?’ Hannah’s voice was ragged.

‘Kenny and I can take this one, just in case,’ Zoë suggested. ‘Faster if we split up. You’ve got my number, haven’t you, Hannah?’

Hannah nodded. ‘If we find him, we’ll let you know.’

‘Likewise.’ Zoë and Kenny headed west.

Benjaman took hold of Hannah’s shoulders. ‘When we find him.’ Hannah nodded.

Fifteen minutes later, Benjamin stopped dead on the rough track they were following and held up his hand. Hannah listened. The faint sound of sobbing floated on the air. ‘Leo!’ she screamed, running forward.

‘Mum?’

Hannah looked around but couldn’t see him.

‘Up there.’ Benjamin pointed to a large Moreton Bay fig.

‘I can’t get down,’ Leo cried, his tiny body precariously balanced between two branches a little way up the tree.

‘Hang on, buddy,’ Hannah called.


‘I don’t think I can,’ he whimpered. ‘I feel sick looking down and I keep slipping.’

Without hesitation, Benjamin started climbing the tree, and all Hannah could do was watch on.

Seconds passed.

Benjamin climbed.

Leo cried.

‘I’ve got you,’ Benjamin said when he reached Leo. ‘Put your hands here. That’s it. And your legs here.’

‘Be careful,’ Hannah shouted, as if Benjamin would be anything but.

Inch by inch, Benjamin made his way down the tree with Leo on his back.

‘There we are.’ Benjamin reached the ground and Hannah threw herself at her son.

‘Are you okay? Are you hurt?’ She checked him over as Benjamin rang Zoë. Leo had scratches on his legs and arms but seemed okay. She pulled him into a tight embrace, and he winced. She lifted up his t-shirt, and there was a bruise blooming across his back.

‘I fell,’ Leo sniffled.

‘Why, Leo? Why did you run away like that?’

He glanced at Benjamin. ‘Kenny said all mums find new husbands and those husbands never like the mum’s kids. He said it happened to his friend Mitch, and his friend Willow, and it would happen to me too. That Benjamin would be my new father and I have to forget all about Dad.’

Hannah’s heart sank. She felt paralysed, had no idea what to say.

Benjamin got down on his knees, eye-level with Leo. ‘I really like your mum, Leo. And I hope she likes me too. But I would never try to take the place of your dad. Ever. And I certainly wouldn’t want you to forget him.’


‘But Kenny said . . .’

Benjamin nodded. ‘I know. But you know how your mum and I had dinner last night?’

Leo nodded.

‘Do you know what we talked about?’

Leo shook his head.

‘You. A lot. Like, a lot a lot. And we also talked about your dad.’

Leo’s eyes widened.

‘It sounds like your dad was a pretty cool guy.’

‘He was.’

‘Maybe you could tell me some stories about him, too, sometime.’ Benjamin put his hand on Leo’s shoulder, and Leo didn’t back away. ‘I’m sad I never got to meet him, but maybe if we talk about him heaps, it would be kind of like I did. He’s a part of you, Leo, and a part of your mum, and I would never want to take that away from either of you.’

‘I could do that.’

‘I’d like that,’ Benjamin said, and Leo nestled into Hannah and smiled at him. Hannah’s heart swelled with affection.

‘How about we get you home?’ She kissed the top of his head. ‘Get you cleaned up.’

Leo nodded but didn’t move forward. ‘My foot hurts.’

Hannah looked down and saw the swelling around his ankle.

‘I can give you a lift.’ Benjamin turned around, and with only a slight hesitation, Leo climbed onto his back.

 

When they arrived back at The Lodge, the residents and some choir members had gathered waiting for them. They all bustled inside and Maggie and Claudia checked Leo’s ankle and bruises, declaring there were no major injuries. There was a collective sigh of relief, and everyone settled into an Afternoon of Leo. Kitty, Janet and Fifi took turns to play games with him, bring him treats and sit with him as he watched the Spider-Man movie in the living room with his leg up, ice wrapped around his ankle.

As Hannah stood in the doorway watching on, Eleanor came up beside her and handed her a cup of tea. ‘How are you holding up, love?’

‘Thank you.’ Hannah took the tea and enjoyed its earthy aroma. ‘I’m fine. He’s the one who went through the ordeal, and he seems okay. He most definitely seems to be enjoying himself right now.’

‘Kids are resilient.’ Eleanor nodded. ‘But you went through the ordeal too. How are you, really?’

‘Really?’ Hannah turned to face Eleanor and was met with her kind eyes. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever been so scared, and that’s saying something, given everything we’ve been through in the past two years.’ Hannah swallowed the lump in her throat. The night Noah died, selling the house, that first night sleeping rough. None of it compared to the fear she felt when Zoë said Leo had run away.

Eleanor rested her hand on Hannah’s arm. ‘I cannot begin to imagine.’

 

The afternoon slipped into evening, and the group moved into the kitchen, where Janet and Kitty made lasagne for dinner. Jacinta was on salad duty. Leo was put to work buttering garlic bread. For the fifth or possibly sixth time, Leo told the story of how Benjamin climbed the tree to rescue him, just like Spider-Man.

Hannah kissed Leo’s head and he looked up at her and whispered, ‘It’s okay if you like Benjamin.’

She smiled down at him and then stepped back out of the way and stood beside Benjamin against the back wall.

‘Do you think he’s going to milk this attention for all he’s worth?’ Benjamin grinned.


‘Asks the man who hasn’t stopped fussing over him since he rescued him from the tree.’

‘Touché.’ He laughed.

‘But yes, I have no doubt he’s going to enjoy this level of devotion as long as he can.’ Hannah couldn’t begrudge him for it either.

‘He’s such a resilient child. Pretty high level of emotional intelligence, too. You and Noah – I bet you were fantastic parents together.’

‘Thank you.’ Her voice caught in her throat.

‘You must be exhausted.’

‘I am.’ She nodded. Every part of her ached with fatigue. Tears stung the corners of her eyes.

‘Come with me.’ Benjamin took her hands and led her into the quiet rehearsal room, closing the door behind them.

‘It’s okay now, Hannah. Leo is okay,’ he whispered. Dim moonlight shone through the window. ‘You can let it out now.’

Hannah looked into his dark eyes, and she knew he was talking about more than Leo’s side quest today. She let the first tear fall. Then the next. Then she couldn’t stop.

For the first time since losing their home, she allowed herself to cry.

Benjamin wrapped her in a tight embrace, and she sobbed uncontrollably into his chest. He didn’t move, didn’t say anything. He just let her cry. All the tears she’d kept in, fought back, denied herself all this time. And he held her.

Eventually Hannah’s tears slowed; her breathing evened out. And still he held her. She took comfort in the warmth of his embrace a moment longer then moved back, just a little. His embrace loosened, but he didn’t let her go.

‘Well. Sorry about that.’ She wiped the wet patches on his shirt, and he took her hands.

‘You never have to apologise to me, Hannah. For anything.’


‘I’m not sure you know me well enough to make a statement as bold as that,’ she said.

‘I think maybe I do.’ He held her gaze.

Silence.

‘Dinner!’ A call echoed down the hall.

‘We should . . .’ Hannah tilted her head.

‘Chow down, people.’ Another call.

‘We should.’ He nodded.

Neither of them moved.

Benjamin bent his head down and paused. ‘If this isn’t okay . . .’

Hannah closed the distance between them and kissed him, her hands wrapping behind his neck. His lips parted and he kissed her with unmistakable desire.

As the kiss grew heated, Hannah reluctantly pulled away. ‘We really probably should . . .’

‘Uh huh.’ Benjamin nodded, catching his breath. They headed back to the kitchen, where Leo, a mouth full of lasagne, gave them his Spider-Man salute.

Everyone squashed in around the table, talking over each other as they dug into the cheesy, beefy decadence. Benjamin sat next to Hannah, their legs just touching under the table. Leo let Kitty serve him another slice of lasagne, though he was more than capable of managing it himself. Hannah would have to talk to him about not taking advantage of people’s kindness. Tomorrow, maybe.

She looked around at the now familiar faces and let the warmth of the room wrap around her. She began to doubt her need to find answers about her father’s connection to Lyrebird Lake. What if those answers led to all this coming undone? Should she just let it go? And be happy that she’d found a place where she and Leo belonged? Could she let it go?

Hannah had begun to think of the ladies of The Lodge as family. She already knew Lyrebird Lake was home. If the past two years had taught her anything, it was that both family and home were fragile things. Was she willing to risk losing them again?

As she put Leo to bed much later than usual, she sang the lullaby that had brought them here, her voice floating into the night.











chapter twenty-five




Eleanor stood in the hallway, perfectly still. The sound drifting out of Hannah’s room was clear as day.

That song.

That song.

She looked around. No one else was about.

That tune.

Those lyrics.

Her lyrics.

But how? A coincidence? A cruel trick of fate?

Or were the phantoms in the shadows that plagued her dreams real?

Eleanor listened to the song, unable to move.

A song she’d thought lost four decades ago.

A song that should have been buried, resurfaced here, now.
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Eleanor’s eyelids began to droop, and she rolled the car window further down, hoping the cool air on her face would keep her awake. Beside her, Maggie stirred and mumbled, but went back to sleep. They’d been driving for an hour now, and it wouldn’t be long before the sun began to wake the world around them. They could have waited, she supposed, and left after breakfast, but they couldn’t be sure that Wayne wouldn’t be on their doorstep, making demands or trying to talk her around with his persuasive charm. And if it were the latter, Eleanor wasn’t sure she’d be strong enough to resist. Because he was charming, and she had fallen for it. And so much of what he said was true. If she said yes to him, she would secure a future for herself and Maggie. But at what cost? She’d seen glimpses of his true colours, and she didn’t know how deep they ran.

Leaving under the cover of darkness also made it less likely that anyone would see them or notice Bernadette’s car being driven out of town. Eleanor had told Maggie about Wayne’s thinly veiled threats, and to her credit, Maggie refrained from telling Eleanor ‘I told you so.’

She’d also told Maggie about her call back home. ‘I spoke to Da,’ Eleanor explained. ‘He’s worried about us, with Bernadette gone and the pains you’ve been having.’

When Eleanor had called home, having to reverse the charges to get through – to her relief, Colm accepted the call. Though Mary still wouldn’t entertain discussion of Maggie’s ‘situation’, after Eleanor had explained their predicament to Colm, somewhat to her surprise he had shown concern about them being homeless in Lyrebird Lake, and in the care of what he called ‘some clueless country GP’.

‘He thought we should go to Sydney,’ Eleanor told Maggie. ‘He says he has a friend there who will help us – with accommodation and with the pregnancy and birth.’ The friend owed him a favour, apparently, and had experience helping young girls who’d ‘got themselves into trouble’.

They’d packed up their belongings, left the key under the mat and driven into the early morning.

Eleanor didn’t know what to expect when they got to Sydney. Her instructions from Colm had been to go to a certain address, ask for Dr Kelly, and be grateful for any help he offered.

 

As the horizon grew light with a hazy glow, the Sydney skyline came into view, silhouetted against a dark pink sky. If she had any hope of finding the address Colm had given her, Eleanor would have to find a place to pull over and look at the Gregory’s Street Directory sitting under the passenger seat.

Maggie woke, stretching her arms out, as Eleanor circled the streets of Surry Hills.

‘Here.’ She bent over and handed Maggie the street directory. ‘I keep missing the turn-off. Can you navigate for me?’

A car beeped behind them, and Eleanor apologised – not that the other driver could hear her. Maggie shifted in her seat and then focused on the map in her lap.

‘Right here,’ she instructed. ‘Then . . . the second left.’

Eleanor turned and within ten minutes they were parked just down the road from Dr Kelly’s rooms. ‘I guess we’re here,’ she declared.

‘What time is our appointment again?’ Maggie yawned.

‘We don’t have an appointment, exactly. So, why don’t we find somewhere to grab some breakfast?’

Maggie’s stomach grumbled. ‘I think that’s a yes,’ she said.

They found a small milk bar one block over and ordered some eggs and toast.

 

Eleanor and Maggie stood outside a three-storey building with white marble arches and hesitated before pushing open the door. They were greeted by the tight expression of a pointy-faced young receptionist, whose eyes darted first to Eleanor’s stomach, then to Maggie’s.

‘How can I help you?’ Her question was polite but cold.

Eleanor cleared her throat. ‘We’re here to see Dr Kelly. I believe he’s expecting us. My father, Colm O’Sullivan, told us he had organised an appointment.’

‘Miss O’Sullivan, yes. Dr Kelly is expecting you. Please wait until you’re called.’ She indicated the green leather sofa just a little further down the hall.

Minute after minute passed. Eleanor tapped her foot on the parquetry flooring while Maggie flicked through one of the Woman’s Day magazines from the short glass table in front of them. Eventually, a woman came into the hallway. ‘Miss O’Sullivan?’ She looked at Eleanor and Maggie over her glasses, her black hair tied back in a tight ponytail that pulled at the edges of her blue eyes. ‘Dr Kelly will see you now.’

Eleanor rose from the sofa and helped Maggie up. Arm in arm, they walked into the office.

Dr Kelly appeared to be just a few years younger than their father, early forties, Eleanor guessed. He was a tall, thin man with a serious face, grey sprinkled through the hair at his temples and just the hint of an Irish accent when he spoke. Behind him, his degrees were framed on the wall, and a glass display unit held trinkets, a golf trophy and a chess set.

‘Maggie, I presume?’ He nodded in her direction. ‘And your sister, Eleanor? Please sit down. Your father and I were at UCC together, though he was a few years ahead of me. We moved in similar circles, and he got me out of a minor scrape a few years back. He’s filled me in on your . . . situation, Maggie. Why don’t we have a look at you first and see how your pregnancy is progressing? And then we can discuss what happens next. Nurse Woods will take you through to the exam room.’


The woman with the tight ponytail stepped forward. Maggie shot Eleanor an uncertain look as she left the room.

‘It’ll be grand.’ Eleanor tried to sound confident. ‘I’ll be right here.’

‘We’ll look after her.’ Dr Kelly put a firm hand on Eleanor’s shoulder. ‘Won’t be long.’

Half an hour later, Nurse Woods brought a pale-looking Maggie back into the room followed by the doctor.

‘Now, Maggie, I need you to sign for the tests I talked to you about.’

He pushed some papers towards her and pointed to where she needed to sign. ‘Here. And here. And here.’

‘That’s a lot of tests.’ Eleanor leaned over to have a look, but Dr Kelly whipped the papers off the desk as soon as Maggie put the pen down. ‘Is everything okay?’

‘The pain Maggie had a few nights ago doesn’t sound like anything to worry about, but I want to be sure. We wouldn’t want there to be anything wrong, hiding away, would we?’

A shiver ran up Eleanor’s spine. That night she’d called Dr Swan had scared her and she didn’t want to go through that again. Didn’t want Maggie to have to go through that again.

‘Did you know Nurse Woods and I help run a home for girls just like you, Maggie? I’d like you to come and stay there so we can guide you through the rest of your pregnancy properly. Your father actually suggested it.’

Maggie looked to Eleanor and raised her eyebrows.

‘I think it’s a good idea. Da did say Dr Kelly would look after you.’

‘Okay.’ Maggie nodded. ‘But you’ll come with me, won’t you?’

Eleanor looked at the doctor.

‘We can accommodate you at the home too, Eleanor. As a favour to your father,’ he said.


‘If you’re willing to earn your keep,’ Nurse Woods chimed in.

‘Oh, absolutely.’ Eleanor wrapped her arm around Maggie. ‘I’ll clean, cook, anything.’

Maggie stifled a laugh at Eleanor’s offer to cook.

‘It’s settled then,’ Nurse Woods smiled.

 

Eleanor and Maggie stood outside the single-storey red-brick home surrounded by perfectly manicured lawns. St Anne’s Home for Unwed Mothers. There was a balcony out the front dotted with wicker chairs, and small shrubs in the garden offered a backdrop of yellow and pink flowers in every direction Eleanor looked.

She allowed relief to wash over her, knowing that with Colm’s help, they’d found a safe place for her and Maggie to stay. As they approached the front door, they were greeted by a nun who welcomed them inside. ‘I’m Sister Agnes. Give me your car keys so I can have our groundsman put your vehicle in the garage, then come in and get yourselves settled.’

Inside was eerily quiet and Eleanor was hit by a smell of iron, bleach and ammonia. She and Maggie were ushered through a long hallway of closed doors. At the end of the hallway, Sister Agnes stopped and opened a door. ‘You’ll be in here, Maggie. Eleanor, you’ll be in with the nuns. We don’t usually allow relatives in the home, but with Dr Kelly’s orders we’ve made an exception.’

Maggie’s room was tiny and poorly furnished with a thin mattress on an iron bedframe and a small bedside table, on top of which sat a bible. In the far corner was a stained chest of drawers.

‘Unpack your things and be in the dining room in twenty minutes for supper. Eleanor, follow me.’

Maggie threw her arms around Eleanor before Sister Agnes cleared her throat.

‘I won’t be far,’ Eleanor whispered.


Across the garden was a small building with rooms where the nuns who ran the home lived. Eleanor was given a tiny room – little more than a broom cupboard, really.

‘You can unpack later. Cook needs you in the kitchen to wash up.’ Sister Agnes turned on her heels. Eleanor dropped her bag and followed.

 

From the kitchen, Eleanor could see through the saloon doors to the dining room, where ten girls sat quietly at a long wooden table, their faces drawn. She’d washed the pots that had been used to make a stew of indeterminable ingredients and helped the cook serve the limp-looking dish into white bowls. Two girls, both heavily pregnant, entered the kitchen and started ferrying the bowls to the table.

Eleanor caught sight of Maggie coming into the dining room, and she waved to her sister. Maggie gave her a soft smile and sat at the end of the table. Sister Agnes led the girls in a prayer. ‘Oh Lord, please help these girls understand the errors of their ways and we thank you that you have, in your infinite wisdom, chosen them for this purpose. Please help these wayward souls find their way back to you through the giving up of their children and the understanding that it is the only way to atone for their sin.’

‘Sweet Mary and Joseph, what nonsense,’ Eleanor muttered, and was swatted with a tea towel by the cook, who shooshed her with a deep scowl.

‘We thank you for this sustenance and pray for the wisdom to understand our place in your universe. Amen.’

A chorus of ‘Amen’ rippled through the room.

Eleanor moved towards the saloon doors and was pulled back by the cook. ‘Where do you think you’re going?’ She put her thick hands on her round waist. ‘You’ve got more washing-up to do. This place is a darn sight better than some of those other homes I’ve heard about – we run a tight ship here.’ The cook shoved the tea towel into Eleanor’s chest. ‘If you’ve got somewhere else to go, by all means, there’s the door.’ Her arm wobbled as she thrust it in the direction of the front garden.

Eleanor slumped over the sink. There was nowhere else for them to go. And Dr Kelly had promised he’d look after Maggie. He may not have cared about the sisters, but he was indebted to their father. He would keep his word, Eleanor was sure.

 

In the middle of the night, after the nuns had gone to bed and the lights in the home were out, Eleanor snuck out to find Maggie. She tried the back door, but it was locked. She tried the front. Locked too. Ah feck.

She made her way around the building, calculating which window would be Maggie’s. She couldn’t be sure, but eventually she took a chance. Through the metal bars that caged in every window of the home, she rapped on the glass of one near the end of the block.

There was a shuffling sound inside. The window was pushed up.

‘Ellie?’ Maggie’s timid voice broke her heart.

‘Maggie, I’m here.’

‘I don’t like this place, Ellie. Do we have to stay?’ In the moonlight, Eleanor could see the tears trickling down Maggie’s face.

‘For a little while, yes. Until we know you and the baby are okay. Then we’ll figure out something better. Once the baby arrives safely, we can find somewhere proper to live. We’ll be alright.’

Eleanor’s words carried far more conviction than she felt. She had no idea if they would be alright.

‘I want to go back to Lyrebird Lake,’ Maggie sobbed.

Eleanor closed her eyes, grateful that Maggie couldn’t see the torture in them. ‘We need to make sure the baby is safe first.’

Maggie wiped her nose with the sleeve of her nightie.


‘Once you’ve had the baby, Maggie, we can get out of here.’ Eleanor could just make out her sister’s face in the darkness. ‘Everything will be okay. I’ll make sure of it.’ She reached through the bars and squeezed her hand.

 

The next day, between chores, Eleanor made sure she got a chance to speak to Dr Kelly. While she waited outside his office, a tall, striking woman with dark red hair and high cheekbones, the left accentuated with an array of freckles in a perfect heart shape, brushed past Eleanor as she left the doctor’s room.

Her turn.

Inside, Dr Kelly and Nurse Woods sat with her over a cup of tea. They assured her that Maggie was in the best possible place right now, and that they’d make sure she received the finest treatment. ‘She’s far better off here than in any of the other homes,’ Dr Kelly insisted. ‘We give these girls the treatment they need to bring their babies safely into the world, so they can go to good, loving, God-fearing homes.’

Eleanor frowned. ‘But Maggie is keeping her baby.’

‘She’s made her wishes very clear.’ Dr Kelly pursed his lips. ‘Perhaps while she’s here, though, she’ll come to see that a proper family who can look after that precious new life in a way she won’t be able to is an option worth considering. Tell me, Eleanor.’ He fixed her with a steady gaze. ‘What kind of life could Maggie really provide a baby? A baby who will grow and need more from her than either of you can even begin to understand.’

Eleanor opened her mouth and closed it again. They would find a way. Granted, things hadn’t exactly worked out for them yet, but once the baby arrived, everything would be fine. Together they’d provide a good life for the little one. Wouldn’t they?

‘Just keep an open mind.’ Nurse Woods put a gentle hand over Eleanor’s. ‘Perhaps the good Lord has blessed her with this gift so she can help a couple who are desperate for a family but can’t have one. A family with a mother and a father and the financial means to raise that baby in comfort. Doesn’t every mother want that for their baby? A happy, comfortable life.’

Of course that’s what Maggie wanted. What Eleanor wanted.

‘If I was in her position, and I really loved my baby, I know what I would do,’ Nurse Woods said.

Eleanor had heard enough. She pushed her chair back, and through gritted teeth thanked them for their time. She took measured steps until she knew she was out of sight, then ducked behind the large white gum tree at the back of the building and leaned her back against it. Anger coursed through her veins at them for even suggesting Maggie should change her mind.

Eleanor had come to Australia with Maggie to help her. And despite the fact they currently had nowhere to live, very little money and no one to help them, she would fulfil that promise. They’d made it this far together and as long as they stayed together, they’d be okay. All three of them.

Later that night, after she’d cleaned the kitchen from top to bottom, Eleanor lay on her thin mattress, her songbook perched on her knees, and longed for the comfort of Lyrebird Lake. She raised her pen.











chapter twenty-six




The Lodge

Monday, 25 March 2019

Hannah headed upstairs to the room she shared with Leo. She’d returned from work early, as – at Leo’s insistence – Benjamin was picking him up from school and taking him for a milkshake. As she walked down the hall, she saw the door to her room was slightly ajar. She slowed her steps. Was someone in there? Claudia would be asleep after her nightshift. Kitty and Janet were probably at their once-a-month very long lunch. She wasn’t sure where everyone else was. A soft voice carried on the air. A voice she recognised. She pushed her door open.

‘Eleanor?’ She took in the sight before her. The woman was bent over Hannah’s side table, her hands in the top drawer.

Eleanor turned around, the music box in her grasp. ‘Who are you, Hannah?’ she whispered. ‘Why do you have this?’

‘Why are you in my room?’ Hannah countered.

Eleanor looked terrified. ‘Hannah. I need to know where you got this.’ She waved the music box in the air.

Hannah stepped into the room with apprehension and took out the old piece of paper she’d tucked away in the book she was reading. ‘My dad used to sing this lullaby to me and he kept it in that box.’ She handed Eleanor the page and the woman’s hands – one holding the music box, one the lullaby – were shaking.

‘Did you write that, Eleanor?’ she asked.

Eleanor nodded. ‘How did your father get hold of these?’

‘I was going to ask you the same question. I have no idea. I’ve asked my mum, but she says she doesn’t know.’

‘Is the lullaby what brought you here?’ Eleanor asked.

‘Yes. Leo and I were homeless, as you know, and we were both so unhappy in the city. I was desperate to leave the sadness behind, but I had no idea where to go. Until one night I was singing the lullaby. Throughout my childhood, the idea of Lyrebird Lake was such a comfort, so I decided to take a chance and drive up here to see what it was like. And when I saw it, it seemed like a good place to start over. Did you know my father, Eleanor? Richard Thompson.’

‘No. I’ve never heard of him.’ Eleanor shook her head, her brow furrowed.

Hannah guided her to the bed and sat beside her. ‘How is it that I’m in possession of a lullaby you wrote?’

‘And Maggie’s music box.’ Eleanor handed it to her.

‘It’s Maggie’s box?’ Hannah asked.

‘Technically.’

‘What does that mean? This isn’t making any sense, Eleanor. Can you please tell me what’s going on?’

‘I wish I could. But I’m not sure I know entirely. Maybe she kept it.’

‘Who?’ Hannah asked, but Eleanor was clearly lost in her memories.

‘Why would she do that? She promised me . . .’ She looked up at Hannah. ‘But if she didn’t . . . does that mean you’re . . .’

‘I’m what?’


‘Oh, sweet Mary and Jesus.’ Eleanor grabbed the edge of the bed. ‘Not what, love. Who.’

‘Who?’ Hannah was getting more confused by the minute.

The bell above the front door chimed. ‘I’ll go get rid of them.’ Hannah slipped the music box into her pocket and walked down the stairs trying to keep her thoughts calm, trying to order them. ‘I’m sorry, there’s no choir practice on today,’ she called. But as she came into the foyer, there was Kathleen, her shoulders back, face pinched.

‘Mum! What are you doing here?’

Kathleen smiled tightly. ‘I told you I’d come to visit. And here I am. Are you going to invite me in?’

‘Of course . . .’ Hannah stumbled over her words. Her mother now, on top of everything else.

‘Do we have a visitor?’ Maggie came in from the backyard, gardening gloves in hand.

As Maggie walked closer, Eleanor came down the stairs.

Hannah counted to three to steady herself. ‘Maggie, Eleanor, this is my mother, Kathleen.’

‘Lovely to meet you.’ Maggie greeted her with warmth and Kathleen nodded politely.

Eleanor stepped forward, her eyes narrowing, examining Kathleen’s face.

‘Mum, these are the sisters who own The Lodge and run the choir.’

‘Sisters?’ Kathleen asked. She looked between the two women. ‘Isn’t that lovely. It’s nice when family stick together.’ She shot Hannah a pointed look.

‘Come in and we’ll fix you some tea.’ Maggie gestured towards the kitchen.

As Maggie boiled the jug, Hannah put some biscuits on a plate. She went to sit down beside her mother and the music box in her pocket dug into her leg. She placed it on the table.


Both Eleanor and Kathleen looked at the box, then each other, their eyes widening as their gazes met, Kathleen’s face pale.

‘You?’ Eleanor whispered. ‘Your freckles. You were there . . . That day.’ She looked at Hannah and back to Kathleen. ‘It was you at the car, at St Anne’s.’ Eleanor’s voice rose. She reached out for Maggie’s arm, white knuckles digging into Maggie’s skin.

‘Eleanor?’ Hannah leaned forward. ‘Mum? What’s going on?’

Kathleen’s left eye twitched as she looked at Eleanor. ‘Please. Don’t . . .’

‘I think . . . I mean, they told us you’d . . .’ Eleanor turned to Hannah. ‘But it wasn’t true? Was it?’ She returned her gaze to Kathleen. And Hannah saw horror there. ‘I didn’t imagine it, did I? Oh, Maggie.’ Tears began to fall down Eleanor’s cheeks.

‘Ellie, what’s going on?’ Maggie’s voice wavered, her expression narrowed with confusion and concern.

‘Yes, would someone care to explain to me and Maggie what’s happening?’ Hannah raised her voice.

‘Eleanor, I beg of you.’ Desperation raged in Kathleen’s eyes, her voice, her bearing; every part of her bubbled with it. ‘No good can come of this.’

‘Right. Whatever this is,’ Hannah circled her hand in the air, ‘it’s coming out, and it’s coming out now.’











chapter twenty-seven




Eleanor’s heart was racing. So much so, she thought she might be about to have a heart attack. But she needed her questions answered first. She took a deep breath and turned to Maggie. ‘All this time, I thought I’d imagined it. I never said anything because it couldn’t have been true. And then these past few weeks, the phantoms returned, and I thought I was losing it again. But it was true. It is true. Oh god, I’m so sorry, Maggie.’

‘Ellie, tell me what’s going on.’ Maggie’s words were soft and low, and Eleanor’s heart broke for her. For what might have been. For what was about to be.

‘Hannah, I never meant for you to find out,’ Kathleen said quietly. ‘Certainly not this way.’

‘Find out what?’ Hannah asked.

Eleanor turned and faced Maggie. She spoke only to her baby sister.

‘There were so many times over the years I wanted to tell you, but I didn’t really believe it myself. I thought it was wishful thinking more than anything else. I thought, after everything we’d been through, that surely I imagined it. I thought you’d think I’d lost my mind. And now, all these years later, I started reliving those moments. Then last night, I heard Hannah singing the lullaby. And she has the box.’

She picked the music box up off the table and handed it to Maggie.

Maggie examined it closely. ‘It’s beautiful. What is it? It looks like . . . like something Heinrich could have . . .’ Her voice dropped. ‘Ellie, what’s going on?’

Eleanor closed her eyes and told Maggie everything.
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In the two weeks after moving into St Anne’s, Eleanor worked in the kitchen beside the cook, and managed to pick up a couple of paid shifts in the laundry. She wasn’t earning much, but every little bit counted if she had any hope of finding somewhere for herself, Maggie and the baby to live in Sydney.

Maggie had withdrawn into herself and looked pale and weak. She hardly ever smiled. Eleanor always made sure to slip her a little extra to eat, but that wasn’t helping either.

When she wasn’t on duty, Eleanor would sit with Maggie, massaging her back, singing to her, or quietly chatting about Ireland or Lyrebird Lake, or anything that might lift her spirits.

Eleanor had Sundays off and today she sat with Maggie on her bed as the winter sun made a feeble attempt to shine through the small window. All morning Maggie had been uncomfortable, but refused to let Eleanor get one of the nurses or sisters.

She squirmed, then groaned. Then she let out an almighty scream and doubled over.

Eleanor ran out into the corridor and called for help. Sister Agnes bustled into the room and checked Maggie over. ‘She’s in labour.’


‘But there are still a few weeks to go,’ Eleanor protested.

‘Babies have their own timetable.’ She put her hands all over Maggie’s stomach and Eleanor wanted to pull her off. Sister Agnes frowned and then left without another word.

Maggie’s moans got louder. Eleanor didn’t know what to do.

Fifteen minutes later, Sister Agnes returned, Nurse Woods and Dr Kelly in tow.

‘Maggie?’ Eleanor tried to get closer to her sister, but Sister Agnes held her back.

‘Let the doctor do his job,’ she said in a stern voice.

‘She’s definitely in labour,’ he said over his shoulder. ‘This isn’t good,’ he said to Nurse Woods.

Another scream from Maggie. Deeper. More guttural.

Eleanor broke free of Sister Agnes and ran to her side. ‘Maggie. It will all be okay. Relax so the doctor can help you.’

The look of sheer terror on Maggie’s ghost-white face turned Eleanor’s blood cold. She grabbed Dr Kelly’s arm.

‘You have to help her.’ Eleanor dug her fingernails into his skin.

‘Sister!’ he called. ‘Get her out of here.’

Sister Agnes grabbed Eleanor around the waist and dragged her into the hallway. Another nun came running towards the room, and Nurse Woods barked orders at them.

‘Sister Agnes, we need to get Maggie to the delivery room. You,’ she looked at the younger nun, ‘keep her out of the way. No matter what.’ She shoved Eleanor into the nun’s arms.

‘Come now, dear. You’re no help to your sister under foot. She’s in good hands.’

Eleanor tried to escape the woman’s embrace, but she kept a vice-like grip around her. In a flurry, Dr Kelly, Nurse Woods and Sister Agnes wheeled Maggie past them and down the hallway, shouting words so quickly Eleanor couldn’t take them in properly. Fully dilated. Footling breech. Mec liquor.


Maggie let out another chilling scream and Eleanor fell back against the wall, sliding to the floor. She still hadn’t moved from the floor in the hallway over an hour later when Sister Agnes came to her.

‘You can see Maggie now. They had to do an emergency caesarean. The baby was breech. Maggie’s still sedated but she should come round soon.’ She reached out her hand to help Eleanor up.

Inside the delivery room, the air was thick and quiet. Maggie lay on a bed, still and grey. A crisp white sheet was pulled up tight under her chin, and there was a drip in her arm. Slowly, quietly, Eleanor lowered herself onto the chair that sat beside the bed. She reached beneath the sheet and gently held her sister’s hand.

‘Hey there, Maggie,’ she whispered. ‘Be strong. You need to pull through. A baby needs their mum.’

The baby. Eleanor looked around the room. Where was the baby?

Eleanor asked Sister Agnes, whose stone face faltered briefly. ‘The doctor will be around soon.’

‘Ellie?’ Maggie’s weak voice was barely audible.

‘I’m here. You’re going to be okay.’ A tear rolled down Eleanor’s cheek.

‘Stay?’ Maggie pushed out before closing her eyes again.

‘Always.’ Eleanor leaned forward and laid her head on the blanket, hoping Maggie could feel that she was there.

 

Bright light warmed Eleanor’s face as the sun moved across the sky and the shadows lengthened on the floor of the labour ward. It had been an hour, maybe two, since Maggie had stirred. The crick in Eleanor’s neck pinched tightly. She’d dozed off at some point, but she was far from rested. She stood up and stretched her legs, looking out the window. Two young girls, one heavily pregnant, one just showing, were walking in the garden. They looked through the window to Eleanor and gave her sad smiles as they put their hands across their protruding stomachs. She hoped their deliveries would be smoother than Maggie’s.

Sister Agnes came in to check on Maggie. ‘She’s comfortable. The labour and surgery took a lot out of her. Her body just needs a little time.’

‘Where’s the baby?’ Eleanor stepped forward. ‘Can I see the baby?’

Bent over Maggie and taking her pulse, Sister Agnes’s body stiffened slightly. Without looking up, she answered, ‘As I said, you’ll have to speak with the doctor.’

Eleanor stormed out of the room towards Dr Kelly’s office, at the back of the home. She burst in, and with a voice far stronger than she felt, demanded to see Maggie’s baby.

‘Sit down, Eleanor.’ His voice was firm.

‘I want to see my sister’s baby.’ She put her hands on her hips. Something wasn’t right.

‘Sit down.’ Nurse Woods, always by the doctor’s side, pressed firmly on Eleanor’s shoulder, forcing her into a chair. There was a small yellow stain on the collar of her uniform. In a calm voice, Dr Kelly addressed Eleanor as if she were a child. ‘I’m afraid the baby didn’t make it.’ He pushed aside a file with the letters BFA written on top.

‘What do you mean, didn’t make it?’

‘Breech births are always fraught with danger. It’s not uncommon with these young mothers. They’re simply not strong enough to carry healthy babies. The mortality rate is higher in these circumstances.’

‘It died? Are you saying . . . the baby . . . died?’

‘I’m afraid so, Eleanor.’ Dr Kelly folded his hands on his desk. ‘But in time, you and Maggie will see this as a blessing in disguise.’

‘How can you say that?’ She spat the question out, her voice full of anger.


He ignored her. ‘Maggie will need to stay in bed for a few weeks to heal from her physical trauma, but then we can discharge her.’

The words blurred together; Eleanor didn’t know who’d spoken them. It didn’t matter.

Then, she was moving. Someone was guiding her. Dark hallways. Soft sounds. Left. Right. An open door. An altar. Someone guided her into a pew. A hand covered hers. Words came into focus.

‘It is for the best.’ That was Sister Agnes.

Eleanor shook her head.

‘Best for all of you.’

‘Does she know?’ Eleanor asked. ‘Does she know her baby died? Was it a boy or a girl?’

Sister Agnes put a gentle hand on her shoulder. ‘It was a girl. I’ll tell her once she’s fully awake.’

‘No,’ Eleanor barked. ‘No.’ Her voice fell away. ‘I’ll tell her.’ She wouldn’t let a virtual stranger break Maggie’s heart.

‘I know this isn’t how you thought it would be, but now Maggie can go on to have a full life and put this sorry mess behind her.’

Eleanor let out a strangled cry.

‘This is God’s plan. For both of you,’ Sister Agnes said.

‘Has the baby been buried yet?’ Eleanor asked.

‘No. Not yet.’

‘If I give you something, can you make sure it’s buried with her?’

‘Of course, my dear. I’ll make sure it goes with her.’

Eleanor ran across the yard and into her room, where her songbook and Heinrich’s music box lay on the floor under her bed. She opened the book to the page where she’d been writing the baby’s lullaby. Set to the tune the music box played, it was unfinished – Eleanor was still working on the last verse. She grabbed a pen, took a moment and let the words flow. She tore the page out of the book, folded it neatly and slipped the Lyrebird Lake Lullaby into the bottom drawer of the music box.

Back in the chapel, she gave it to Sister Agnes. ‘Could you please make sure this is buried with her.’ Eleanor held back her tears.

A trace of sadness crossed Sister Agnes’s face. ‘Of course.’

‘I’d like to go to Maggie now.’

‘I’ll come with you.’

As they walked back to the ward, Eleanor ran through script after script of how she would break the news to Maggie. But everything felt too . . . hollow. Maggie would never recover from this. Eleanor knew that. She would exist with a dark cloud over her head, living a half-life somewhere between what was and what could have been.

When they walked into the room, a different doctor stood over Maggie.

‘Where’s Dr Kelly?’ Eleanor asked Sister Agnes.

‘He’s finished his shift,’ the sister said.

‘Ellie?’ Maggie pushed herself up on the pillows. ‘Have you seen my baby? Is it a boy or a girl? Is it perfect?’

Eleanor couldn’t respond.

‘Ellie?’ Maggie’s voice cracked. ‘What’s going on. Is it okay?’

Sister Agnes looked at Eleanor.

‘No, Maggie.’ Eleanor pushed her words out. ‘She didn’t make it.’

Maggie’s face crumbled. ‘I had a girl?’

Eleanor held back her tears. ‘A perfect little girl. But she was born sleeping.’

‘My baby . . . died?’

Eleanor stared ahead, unable to utter a word.

Maggie’s tears eventually slowed, and Eleanor held her. She wouldn’t collapse into her own grief. She had to stay strong for Maggie.

 


Once Eleanor was sure Maggie was asleep, she walked out of the room into the corridor. She leaned against the wall, gulping in air, shaking her head. No, no, no. Her pulse quickened. She had to move. Get out of there. She walked down the corridor. One step. Two. Faster and faster. She burst through the front door of St Anne’s, flinging herself into the open space. So desperate for air.

She bolted across the lawn, her vision blurry with unshed tears. She skidded to a stop and nearly collided with a couple heading to their car. The world around her slowed. The woman in front of her wore a cream beret, one bright red curl escaping from it. In the woman’s arms, there was a bundle wrapped in a soft yellow blanket.

‘Well, I never,’ the woman admonished Eleanor, holding her baby tighter to her chest.

‘S-sorry,’ Eleanor stuttered, looking at the scrunched-up red face poking out of the blanket, tiny eyes squeezed shut. She examined the baby, then the woman. Impossibly high cheekbones, a cluster of freckles in the shape of a heart under her left eye. The same woman she’d seen leaving Dr Kelly’s office a couple of weeks earlier.

‘Let’s go, love.’ The man put his arm around the woman’s shoulders and guided her towards their vehicle.

Eleanor stood frozen, her mind a jumble, unable to string one thought after another. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Sister Agnes striding towards her. Eleanor looked back at the couple.

‘Come now, Eleanor.’ Sister Agnes’s words were soft, firm. ‘Maggie’s awake and is asking for you.’

Eleanor turned to face her. ‘That baby . . .’ she pointed to the couple.

‘Come now.’ Sister Agnes turned Eleanor’s shoulders so she faced the home. ‘Maggie needs you now. You’ve both had quite the shock today. And you’re upset. That’s understandable. You’re probably not feeling very well either, are you?’


Eleanor pressed a hand against her aching head. Nausea rose in her stomach.

‘Maggie’s asking where you are. Come on, let’s go back and see her.’ Sister Agnes’s words sounded thick and muffled in Eleanor’s ears.

Eleanor’s body felt heavy, numb.

‘Come back inside. Maggie’s awake. She needs you.’

‘Maggie needs me.’ Eleanor pushed the words out, her mouth dry.

A car engine started.

A baby’s cry rang out.

The soft notes of ‘Greensleeves’ danced on the distant air.

‘That’s right, Maggie needs you.’ Sister Agnes pushed her gently forward.











chapter twenty-eight




The room fell still. Kathleen’s hands were raised to the faded, heart-shaped cluster of freckles above her left cheekbone. Hannah sat with her mouth open, unable to process what she’d heard. Opposite her, Maggie didn’t move.

‘I sat with Maggie all night after that,’ Eleanor continued.

‘You didn’t leave my side.’ Maggie’s voice was barely a whisper.

‘The next day, I asked Sister Agnes if any of the other girls had given birth at St Anne’s. She said there were two. I didn’t check. I should have checked. But I figured I’d imagined what I’d seen, in the haze of shock and grief and wishful thinking.’

‘BFA . . .’ Hannah’s voice croaked, the pieces falling into place. ‘Baby for adoption. It was quite a common practice back then.’ She’d read articles, seen documentaries, absorbed the stories as an outsider, fleeting moments of sympathy she’d felt quickly forgotten.

‘We never did read any of the forms Dr Kelly had you sign.’ Eleanor’s haunted gaze was still only on Maggie . . . ‘I should have read them.’


Hannah ordered her thoughts. ‘So . . . you’re saying . . . I’m . . . I was adopted? And Maggie is my birth mother?’ She turned to Kathleen. ‘Is that right, Mum? You never told me I was adopted. Why? Did you know that Maggie didn’t want to give me up?’

Kathleen shook her head vehemently. ‘I never knew, darling. I swear to you. I mean, I had heard whispers about that sort of thing going on. I knew a little bit about St Anne’s, but I didn’t know anything about Maggie, about the circumstances.’

Hannah tried to focus on the basics of breathing, brutally aware of the pain in her soul. Her whole life was a lie.

‘Hannah, sweetheart,’ Kathleen continued. ‘Let me explain. Please. I’d had four miscarriages. Richard was so eager for a child. And I kept failing him, and my time was running out; I wasn’t getting any younger. I’d made my peace with never being a mother, but Richard . . . He couldn’t accept he would never be a father. He would have left me. I was desperate, you have to understand.’

‘So desperate, you justified stealing me.’

There was torment in Kathleen’s expression, agony in her words. ‘I didn’t know I was adopting anyone’s baby against their mother’s will.’

‘But you’d heard rumours? And you didn’t think to question anything?’

Kathleen cast her eyes down in shame. For the first time in Hannah’s life, she saw her mother truly vulnerable.

‘You never wanted me, did you?’ So many things now made sense – Kathleen’s withholding of affection, her perpetual disappointment in Hannah, Hannah never being quite good enough. How could she be? And her father: were the fond memories she had of him all lies too? ‘Did Dad ever really love me as his child?’ Hannah asked.

‘Absolutely!’ The raw emotion in Kathleen’s voice shattered what remained of Hannah’s heart. ‘He wanted a child more than anything else in the world. The moment he held you, you were his.’

A cold numbness washed over her. ‘I think you should go, Kathleen. There’s nothing more you can say right now that I want to hear.’

‘But . . .’

Hannah raised her hand. ‘Please.’

Kathleen gathered her suitcase. ‘I’ll book into a hotel.’ Her shoulders dropped and Hannah watched her leave, Kathleen’s brittle demeanour broken.

 

Seconds passed. Minutes. Time stood still. Hannah, Eleanor and Maggie sat in silence.

Eventually, Hannah spoke. ‘I . . .’ She faltered. ‘You . . .’ but she couldn’t find the words.

‘I am so sorry,’ Maggie leaned across the table and took Hannah’s hands. ‘I never wanted to give you up.’ Tears fell from her eyes. ‘If I’d known you were alive, I never would have stopped looking for you. Never.’

Hannah lowered her gaze, anger and confusion and shock battling inside her. ‘Of all the apologies this . . . situation . . . requires. Yours isn’t one of them. I’m sorry you went through that. The betrayal you endured . . . I can’t even imagine.’

Maggie let out a long breath. ‘Were they good to you, your parents? Did you have a good life, Hannah? I have so many questions.’

Hannah didn’t doubt that. She had enough questions of her own running through her mind, and they wouldn’t come close to the number Maggie probably had.

‘My life was good. Kathleen and I have always had a . . . difficult relationship,’ she scoffed. ‘But my father . . . Richard was caring and gentle and we were very close. Wait.’ The thought suddenly occurred to her. ‘Who’s my birth father?’


Maggie gave her a sad smile. ‘His name was Heinrich Somers.’ She turned to Eleanor. ‘Do you think you can give me some time with my . . . with my daughter?’

‘Of course.’ Eleanor stood, then hesitated. ‘I really am sorry, Maggie, Hannah.’

Neither of them responded.











chapter twenty-nine




Under the cover of night, Maggie O’Sullivan sat on the edge of the pier, her feet moving through the cool water below. Her daughter was alive. Alive and living in The Lodge. With her. Maggie wasn’t sure she would ever get her head around what had transpired today. Everything, everything she’d known and understood about her world was obliterated in an instant. How would she ever come to terms with that?

There was still so much more to learn about Hannah. So much for Hannah to learn about her. So much to figure out about how they could fit into each other’s lives. She’d have to tell Tim he had a half-sister, but that could wait until after she was a little more used to the idea herself. After forty-five years, what difference would another day or two make? What did time mean to this fractured family reuniting. Reuniting. Was that the right word? They never were united. Never knowing each other existed. A void that could never be filled. Oh, Heinrich. Did he think of her? Wonder what had become of his child? Had he wondered all these years? Guilt squeezed Maggie’s heart. Would Hannah want to try to find him? It was a question she was too scared to ask. For now, it didn’t matter, she supposed. There’d be time enough. What mattered now was Hannah was here.

Maggie’s baby girl was alive.

The light from a phone bounced through the night and the familiar beat of Eleanor’s gait tapped across the pier.

‘May I?’ Eleanor asked.

Maggie stared straight ahead. ‘I suppose.’ It was a petulant response, she knew, but she figured if anyone was entitled to be petulant right now, it was her. Not that Eleanor deserved it, not completely. But Maggie didn’t have anyone else to level her hurricane of emotions at.

Eleanor eased herself down beside Maggie. ‘Can you ever forgive me?’

Maggie didn’t even know what forgiveness would look like under the circumstances. ‘Why didn’t you say anything at the time? Or any time after? Or when Hannah showed up here? If you had even the slightest suspicion . . .’

‘I’m so sorry, Maggie. I wanted to. I sometimes thought I should,’ Eleanor said quietly. ‘But those days at St Anne’s were a horrible muddled haze. And how ridiculous would it have sounded? I didn’t want to cause you any more pain. What if I’d said something and I was wrong, or you didn’t believe me?’ Eleanor pleaded.

‘But,’ Maggie replied flatly, ‘what if you had said something and I did believe you? Maybe we could have stopped them. Maybe we could have looked for her, found her. Maybe not then, but maybe later.’ Maggie knew she would wonder that for the rest of her life. ‘Maybe it would have been impossible. But at least we could have tried.’

Tears fell down Eleanor’s cheeks, but Maggie’s eyes remained dry. Forty-five years ago, when her baby died, Maggie had cried all the tears she had in her, and not once since then had she allowed herself to cry again about what had happened that day in 1974.

‘I don’t know what happens next for us, Eleanor. We always promised to tell each other everything – complete honesty, no matter what. But you didn’t. You didn’t tell me about Heinrich’s music box. You didn’t tell me what you saw that day. What else have you not told me, I wonder. Maybe I wouldn’t have believed you. Maybe I would have. But we can never know, can we?’

Eleanor reached out, but Maggie wouldn’t take her hand. ‘I honestly believed there was no upside to telling you, Maggie.’ Eleanor’s voice was thick with regret. ‘They told me straight after the birth that your baby died.’

‘Hannah. My baby has a name. Not one I gave her, of course.’ Maggie knew she should be angry at Dr Kelly, at Nurse Woods, at St Anne’s. At any number of people and institutions. Not Eleanor. But she couldn’t help it.

‘Maggie, if I’d told you what I thought I saw that day, even if you thought I had completely lost my marbles, part of you would have always wondered, longed after a phantom.’

Maggie laughed, the dark sound surprising her. ‘Well, isn’t that the kicker. Because the longing never stopped, Eleanor. The pain never stopped. Not for one single second.’

‘I’m truly sorry, Maggie. If I could do it over again . . .’ Eleanor’s voice trailed off.

Maggie stood, straightened her skirt and looked Eleanor in the eye. ‘Well, you can’t, and I need a little time to get over that.’ She turned and strode off into the night.











chapter thirty




Lyrebird Lake

Friday, 29 March 2019

Hannah sat in a booth in the corner of Bean There, poring over the 2012 ‘Commonwealth Contribution to Former Forced Adoption Policies and Practices’ report. The first-hand accounts of vulnerable young women and girls forced, coerced and tricked into giving up their babies made for harrowing reading. The tactics used, the damage done and the scope shocked Hannah. She had trouble getting her head round the scope. Over 100,000 babies. Other sources estimated the number even higher.

But Hannah had to keep reading, determined to find out all she could. She would read hundreds of heartbreaking accounts if it helped her understand, even just a little, the how and the why of what had happened to her, to Maggie.

At times she felt sad. Over the last few days she’d felt a lot of anger. Sometimes, she was grateful she now knew. Sometimes, she wished she’d never learned the truth. Really, she didn’t know how she was supposed to feel, so she was taking each emotion as it came. She sat with it, listened to it, then let it slip away, ready for the next one.


Perhaps she would volunteer with one of the organisations that helped support the victims of forced adoption practices. After she got used to the idea that she was one of them, and her life wasn’t what she’d thought it was.

Did you ever get used to that idea?

‘Another coffee?’ Davey asked as he cleared her second cup of the morning. ‘You’ve been at that for hours.’

‘Thank you.’ She smiled.

He returned shortly after with a mug of long black and a slice of Jaffa cheesecake.

‘You’re a god among men.’ She closed the report to take a bite – the chocolate-orange sweetness was exactly what she needed.

The café door opened and Eleanor walked in. She saw Hannah sitting there and hesitated. Hannah beckoned her over. The poor woman looked terrified. Hannah couldn’t imagine what she’d been going through. No one was escaping this unscathed. Hannah, Maggie and Eleanor had been dancing around each other since the truth was revealed, none of them quite knowing how to interact with each other.

‘Thank you. I am so sorry, Hannah. About everything.’ Eleanor cast her gaze down.

Hannah could see her remorse was genuine. ‘Well, I’m certainly in no position to understand what you were both going through at the time.’

Eleanor looked up, and Hannah saw the pain in her eyes.

‘If only I’d questioned what happened at St Anne’s, confronted Dr Kelly when he asked Maggie to sign those forms, or . . .’

Hannah reached across the table and squeezed Eleanor’s hand. ‘Don’t let yourself do that. What if you had confronted Dr Kelly? He would have just denied it. And if you’d told Maggie such an inconceivable story – I can’t imagine what that would have done to her. It’s easy to get buried under a thousand “if onlys”. And none of them change anything.’


‘Thank you. That’s very generous. I’m not sure everyone sees it the same way.’ She twisted her fingers together.

‘Your sister’s hurt is different from mine,’ Hannah said. ‘Maggie has to find her own way through it.’

Discreetly, Davey placed a cup of tea in front of Eleanor, and she looked like she might cry. Hannah and Maggie had been having long conversations every night about the situation, about their lives, past and present, and it was cathartic. Perhaps it would help Eleanor too.

‘What happened after St Anne’s?’ she asked Eleanor now.

‘I got a job in an office, full-time, while Maggie finished her studies. Taught singing on weekends. Maggie got top marks in her HSC and got accepted into medicine at Sydney University.’ Eleanor smiled. ‘Once she was qualified, I went back to uni and finished my arts degree.’

Hannah tilted her head to the side as she listened.

‘I worked in admin for various creative organisations and institutions over the years. Got to travel with my work too.’

‘Did you continue writing songs?’ Hannah asked.

Eleanor shook her head. ‘After what happened, I didn’t have the heart for it, I guess. I shut down those emotions in the beginning, a bit of self-preservation, I suppose, and then life got busy, as it does. I made life get busy. A way to cope.’

‘You didn’t have a family?’

‘No. To be honest, for a long while I just couldn’t bear the thought of a relationship, after Eamon and Wayne, and the pain Maggie had gone through. As the years went on though, I had dalliances to distract me.’

The hint of a spark shone in her eyes and Hannah made a mental note to come back to that discussion one day.

‘Some of those relationships lasted longer than others, but none ever stuck.’


Hannah caught sight of Benjamin entering the café, and Eleanor followed her gaze. ‘I should probably go.’ Eleanor stood up. ‘Thank you for the chat, Hannah.’

Benjamin touched Eleanor’s arm as he approached the table. She looked at him fondly. ‘My niece is a pretty special woman.’

‘Of that, I am very well aware.’ He slid into the booth beside Hannah, who was trying to get her head around Eleanor calling her ‘niece’.

‘Ready for lunch?’ Benjamin kissed her on the cheek.

‘It’s the last thing I need after all the coffee and cheesecake Davey’s been force-feeding me, but yes. I’m ready.’

‘Force-feeding?’

‘That’s my story and I’m sticking to it.’ She stuck out her chin.

‘How are they holding up?’ He pointed towards the window, where Eleanor was walking up the street.

‘As well as can be expected.’ Hannah’s shoulders dropped. ‘There might have been a hint of a thawing at rehearsal last night, but they’ve got a lot to work through.’ Hannah rested her head on Benjamin’s shoulder.

‘They’ll find their way back to each other.’ He ran his hand up her arm.

Hannah hoped he was right.

‘And how are you today?’ he asked. ‘Have you spoken to Kathleen?’

Hannah nodded. ‘She’s still staying in the hotel on the highway. I’ve taken Leo to see her every afternoon since . . . since the bombshell.’

‘Does he know about Maggie?’

She shook her head. ‘I will tell him. Of course. But I’m not sure yet how to do it in a way he’d understand. I don’t even understand it.’

Benjamin’s smile was warm. ‘You’ll figure it out when the time is right. There’s a lot to unpack. But kids are more resilient and perceptive than we give them credit for. It’s often the adults who have a harder time of it.’

He wasn’t wrong. Hannah’s inner turmoil was evidence of that. She had no doubt Leo would embrace having an extra grandma. Hannah wasn’t so sure how to process having two mothers, though. She didn’t know what role Maggie would play. And she had no idea how her and Kathleen’s relationship was supposed to function now. The woman who’d raised her, but shown her little affection. The distance that had always existed between them, that Hannah was only now beginning to unravel. What she’d always thought of as indifference, perhaps was more about guilt, or fear, or regret. And for that she could try to understand Kathleen better. Should try.

But all those years when Hannah was a child longing to be close to her mother, never feeling like she quite belonged, never understanding how her father could be so kind and attentive to her and her mother couldn’t. Child-Hannah was innocent in that, and adult-Hannah couldn’t help but feel resentment.

‘The strangest thing is,’ Hannah twisted in her seat to face Benjamin, ‘it feels like, for the first time in my life, Kathleen’s making an effort. Ringing me every morning, taking an interest in my life. The criticisms haven’t entirely stopped, but I can see she’s trying to hold them back, be nicer.’

Benjamin held her hands. ‘I’m not going to pretend to understand your mother, your relationship, and I can’t understand what being forced into that position back then, carrying that secret all those years, would do to someone. But maybe that was her barrier to you. That secret heavy inside her. And now the truth is out, perhaps the two of you can . . . I don’t know . . . renegotiate the terms of your relationship.’

Hannah couldn’t help but laugh. ‘Spoken like a true lawyer. I’ve missed you these last few days.’


The night everything had imploded, Hannah had cried on Benjamin’s shoulder for hours while Claudia babysat Leo. Benjamin had soothed her tears, listened to her disjointed account, and he had given her a week off work, so she had time to spend with Maggie and Kathleen; space to try to process everything.

Hannah leaned into his touch. ‘I’m sorry we haven’t had much time together this week.’

‘Well, you have had other things to worry about. And as far as lives being turned upside down, this has to be right up there.’

Hannah laughed again.

‘Do you remember the conversation we had by the lake that day?’ Benjamin squeezed her hand. ‘When I said I didn’t want to be a complication for you?’

Hannah sat back, worried where he was going with this.

‘Given everything that’s happened, I will totally understand if you need to press pause . . .’

Hannah felt a sudden panic. ‘Is that what you want?’

‘Absolutely not.’ He shook his head. ‘I’d love to explore what we have between us. And the only thing I want more than that, is for you to be happy. So, if this is too complicated at the moment . . .’

Hannah raised her fingers to his lips. ‘You’re pretty much the only thing that makes sense in my life right now. I won’t let this come between us. I kind of like you a lot Benjamin Sharma.’

‘I kind of like you a lot too, Hannah Carter.’

‘I’m very glad to hear that.’ She leaned in and kissed him, her off-kilter world righting as they did.
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The Very First All Voices Performance of the Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir
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Saturday, 6 April 2019

Hannah looked around her. The chatter on the bus was a mix of excitement and nerves, and she wasn’t sure where she fell on that spectrum. Every day leading up to the competition, she’d alternated between the two. Leo was definitely all excitement, sitting beside Benjamin on the other side of the aisle to Hannah. He was so full of excitement, Hannah worried he’d burn himself out before they even made it to Town Hall. Claudia, sitting up front with the driver, was 100 per cent nerves. Every five minutes, she checked her watch, looked at Hannah, smiled unconvincingly and then stared back at the road.

In front of Hannah, Maggie and Fifi talked quietly while Fifi crocheted a rug, and next to them, Janet – her hair dyed aubergine to match Fifi’s nails – and Kitty could barely sit still. They were worse than Leo.

At the back of the bus, Jacinta sat with Eleanor, who was nowhere near as excited as she should have been. She and Maggie had made small steps forward, enough to put the choir and today’s performance first, at least. They still had a long way to go, but Hannah saw snippets of hope in both of them. Small steps – sometimes they were the only way.


Hannah started singing a slow tune, mindful of not tiring her voice. As she moved into the second line of ABBA’s ‘When All Is Said and Done’, Claudia joined in, followed by Janet and Kitty, until the whole bus was singing. Even Benjamin – if you could call what he was doing singing. A gentle harmony filled the bus, as the Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir drove their way to the All Voices Championships.

 

Inside Town Hall, choirs of all different sizes and make-ups jostled backstage and in the hallways, waiting for their time to perform. The choir doing ‘Blackbird’, dressed head-to-toe in formal black, finished their song to steady applause.

Now Hannah definitely knew where she stood on the excitement-versus-nerves spectrum. One hundred and fifty per cent nerves. Beside her, Claudia began to fidget. Obviously, Hannah wasn’t the only one feeling the pressure.

‘Claudia.’ Hannah took her hands. ‘Look at me. Look at me. That’s it. Now follow my breathing. There you go. You’ve got this. We’ve got this.’

‘Can you hear that?’ Janet poked her thumb behind her, in the general direction of the stage, where the next choir was performing ‘Titanium’. ‘They’re good. Really good.’

Hannah had to agree. ‘They are. From a technical perspective they sound just about perfect. But you know what I don’t hear?’

Claudia looked confused, and Jacinta came up behind them.

‘Heart,’ Jacinta said. ‘They’re not singing with heart. And that’s something no choir here will match us on.’

The women gathered in a circle, linking arms.

‘I’m very proud of you all,’ Hannah said. ‘Now, let’s show them what our hearts are made of.’

 

Just before they stepped on stage, Hannah pulled Eleanor aside. ‘I have an idea.’ She whispered the last-minute change in Eleanor’s ear.


‘Genius. I love it.’ Eleanor embraced her and they both took a moment.

The Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir filed up onto the stage under the blinding bright lights. Applause from the audience reverberated around the large open space and as Hannah soaked in the atmosphere, her nerves dissolved. Dressed in dark-blue denim bottoms and crisp white shirts, every woman on stage, including Kitty at the piano, wore their crocheted lyrebird brooch with pride.

Eleanor raised her arms. The choir took a breath. Kitty played the introduction to ‘Home of my Heart’, lyrics by Eleanor O’Sullivan; music by Eleanor O’Sullivan and Kitty Chambers. Eleanor stepped away from her place in front of the choir, joining the group. Today the women would perform together as one.

Then Claudia stepped forward for her solo, nodding at Hannah. Excitement filled her. They had this. The choir’s harmonies rose and fell, filling the hall. The joy with which they sang spread to the audience. As they moved into the call and response section, reaching crescendo in unison, they repeated the line that hit home for all of them: ‘With none of us alone.’ Unrehearsed, one by one, each woman grabbed the hand of the woman next to her, and their voices soared.

By the time Hannah led them into the closing lines, not one of them had let go. With the last gentle note, the audience rose to their feet and cheered uproariously. Hannah saw Benjamin clapping madly, with Leo standing on the chair next to him. Kenny and Zoë were beside them, waving. Fifi’s hubby, Mrs Champion and Miss Sarkisian were two seats in front of them, whooping loudly. Davey stood behind Benjamin, Mrs Forster beside him, and if Hannah wasn’t mistaken, there was a tear in the woman’s eye. On the other side of Leo, Kathleen looked on proudly. And every single one of the choir’s supporters was wearing a lyrebird brooch.


Kitty joined the choir for a bow, and Hannah looked up and down the lines of women. Everyone’s hands were still clasped, including Eleanor and Maggie in the centre.











epilogue




Lyrebird Lake

Sunday, 14 April 2019

Hannah stood on the pier, looking out over Lyrebird Lake, the grin she’d worn since the Town Hall performance a week ago still plastered on her face. Benjamin kissed her on the cheek and wrapped his arms around her. ‘Still basking in your victory?’ He nuzzled into her neck, his beard tickling her, and she squirmed.

‘Of course. And I intend to bask for some time, in fact.’ She lay her head on his chest.

‘So you should. You deserve it. You all do.’

‘Thank you. It’s been a big couple of weeks, that’s for sure,’ Hannah said.

‘So Kathleen stayed in Sydney after All Voices?’

Hannah nodded. ‘Which you might think would offer a small reprieve in the tangle of emotions I’m dealing with, but Maggie’s Tim arrives next week. I’m excited to meet him, but also pretty nervous.’

‘That’s to be expected.’ Benjamin ran his hand down her back.


‘I’m hoping my boss might give me a few more days off while Tim’s here.’ Hannah managed a small laugh.

‘I reckon he will. I hear your boss is pretty reasonable. And not bad-looking.’

Hannah relaxed into Benjamin’s arms, the sense of belonging almost overwhelming her.

‘Where’s Leo?’ she asked.

‘Looking for my fishing hat.’

‘You have a fishing hat?’ she laughed.

‘No. It’s just a hat. But getting him to search for it gave me a few minutes alone with you.’

She turned around in his arms and gazed into his dark eyes. ‘You’ll be getting plenty more minutes with me now.’

He cupped her chin in his hand and tilted her head back slightly. With soft gentle lips, he kissed her, the need between them growing as the kiss deepened.

‘Found it!’ Leo called, bounding down the pier, before stopping at their feet. ‘Eww, gross.’ He pulled a face.

Benjamin turned and picked Leo up, spinning him around before taking him over to his boat and lifting him into it. The two of them rowed out into the middle of the lake, and Leo perched happily with Benjamin’s fishing rod in hand, hat on head, ready.

‘Not into fishing?’ Maggie asked Hannah as she walked down the pier.

‘Nope. I have to say I’ve never understood the appeal.’ Hannah shook her head.

‘Me neither. How are you coping, Hannah?’

‘I guess not too bad, considering. But I think you and Eleanor are having a tougher time of it than me. How are you?’

‘I don’t really think we can compare the depth of pain any of us are in.’ Maggie sat on the bench at the end of the pier.

Hannah joined her.


‘I’m not sure how we will heal from this properly,’ Maggie said. From her pocket, she took out the music box and placed it between them. She opened it and ‘Greensleeves’ played softly.

‘I’m not even sure,’ Hannah said, ‘what healing actually means in situations like this one. We can’t change what happened or make up for lost time. But then maybe that’s not what healing is supposed to look like.’ She watched Benjamin and Leo gesturing to each other in the boat, smiling, laughing. ‘Maybe for me, now I know the truth and can understand the why behind certain issues in my life, like my relationship with my mother, I can accept those things, rather than try to force them to be something they’re not. And now I’ve found where I feel I belong, perhaps I can come to terms with where I’ve been and be at peace with letting Noah go, keep him in my heart, but still allow happiness in. Maybe that’s what my healing looks like, accepting the past, things I cannot change, and embracing the new. And I suspect we each have to find a different way to heal.’

‘You’re very wise.’

‘Good genes.’ Hannah smiled. ‘One thing I do know is that it might help if you and I try this healing thing together. Each of us needing to take our own path, but allowing the paths to intertwine.’

‘I like the sound of that.’

Hannah still carried the lullaby lyrics around with her and she gave them to Maggie. ‘You never got to see these, did you?’

Maggie shook her head and studied the words.

‘Ironic.’ She looked at Hannah with such sorrow in her eyes ‘What happens if you can’t find your way back home?’ Maggie smiled softly, her eyes crinkling at the edges.

‘Then we redefine home.’ Hannah held her hand out to Maggie, who grabbed on tight.

With ‘Greensleeves’ floating on the air, Hannah sang the first line of the lullaby.



As lyrebirds call across the lake



Maggie joined in with the second line, holding Hannah’s hand as they both looked out over the water.


Close your eyes my love so your dreams dance free



And they sang the rest of the first two verses together.


Where moonlight skitters along the lake

And you’ll find your way back home to me


Evening darkens and quiets the sky

As the lyrebird welcomes the tranquil night

Hush now, push away dark thoughts

Dreaming dreams of a life lived in light



As they started the last verse, a third voice joined from the other end of the pier. Neither Hannah nor Maggie turned around as Eleanor harmonised with them from a distance.


Please think of me in the fading glow

Waiting for you here by the lake my love

You’ll find my heart where it once was yours

Where the lyrebirds beckon you home













author’s note




Forced Adoptions

In February 2012, the Senate Community Affairs References Committee released a report on the Commonwealth Contribution to Former Forced Adoption Policies and Practices. That report estimates there were 140,000 to 150,000 total adoptions in the period between 1951 and 1975. Because forced adoptions and the practices of coercion, pressure and deception weren’t something organisations and institutions wanted to keep ‘evidence’ of, actual records (birth mothers weren’t even listed on babies’ birth certificates) and numbers aren’t available, so it isn’t really possible to know the exact number of people affected by these practices.

However, depending on the source of the statistics, some estimates state the number of forced adoptions in Australia for the period 1940 into the early 1980s could have been as high as 250,000. Apart from this staggering number, what struck me as I researched this part of our history was how late into the twentieth century these practices continued. While the number of adoptions dramatically decreased with the introduction of Whitlam’s Supporting Mother’s Benefit in 1973, there are stories of forced adoptions happening as late as 1984. As a child of the 1970s, I found the fact this happened in my lifetime incredibly shocking.

I also read first-hand accounts of what places such as my fictional St Anne’s were like, and the effect forced adoptions had (and continue to have) on the victims. I hope I’ve done them justice in my portrayal of Maggie’s and Eleanor’s story.

There are numerous organisations and support services available today to the survivors of these awful practices, and a good starting point for anyone wanting to access these services is dss.gov.au/forcedadoptionsupportservices.

Homelessness

More than 122,000 people, from all walks of life, are homeless on any given night in Australia. Often when we think of homelessness in Australia, we think of it as a problem affecting only certain sectors of society, but it can happen to anyone. The single fastest-growing demographic of homelessness in our country is women over the age of fifty, and according to Homelessness Australia three in four people using homelessness services in March 2023 were women or children, with women under forty-four the biggest group. Women just like Hannah. Often all it takes is a relationship breakdown, or the loss of a job, or an illness, and people we traditionally never would have thought homelessness could happen to find themselves in this vulnerable and frightening situation. It could happen to you, me, the people we love, and I wanted to explore this with Hannah’s story.

There are many organisations that are able to assist people who face homelessness, and as I researched this book, I found the people at Mission Australia warm, insightful and very helpful. If you or anyone you know is facing homelessness, do reach out to them at missionaustralia.com.au.
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Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir Book Club Questions
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	Hannah moves to Lyrebird Lake on a whim, inspired by her childhood lullaby. Have you ever made a big decision from gut feeling alone?

	When Maggie and Eleanor move to Australia, Eleanor is awed by the different landscape in her new home. Have elements of nature ever made you feel homesick for somewhere else, or welcomed to somewhere new?

	Do you think that Wayne truly loved Eleanor? Why/why not?

	Both Hannah and Maggie are victims of Australia’s forced adoption policies that were in place during the 1970s. Did you know about these before reading this story? How did they make you feel?

	Hannah struggles to forgive her mother, Kathleen, for her part in Hannah’s forced adoption. Do you think Kathleen is at fault, or is she a victim too?

	Do you believe that Eleanor shoulders some of the blame for Maggie losing her baby? Should she have told Maggie what she saw?

	The choir is a source of companionship for many of the women in this novel. Do you think finding a sense of belonging can be difficult in contemporary life? How so?

	Music is very important to many of the characters in this story. What does music mean to you?

	Hannah is still grieving Noah when she begins a relationship with Benjamin. Do you believe she has space for both grief and love?

	Through Hannah and Leo’s story, the author wished to shed light on rising rates of women’s homelessness. How did their experiences at the various shelters make you feel?

	Discuss the notion of home as it is explored in the novel. What does it to mean to different characters and at different times?

	How does this novel compare to other books by Sandie Docker that you have read?











About the Author




Sandie Docker grew up in Coffs Harbour, and first fell in love with reading when her father introduced her to fantasy books as a teenager. Her love of fiction began when she first read Jane Austen for the HSC, but it wasn’t until she was taking a translation course at university that her Mandarin lecturer suggested she might have a knack for writing – a seed of an idea that sat quietly in the back of her mind while she lived overseas and travelled the world. Sandie first decided to put pen to paper (yes, she writes everything the old-fashioned way before hitting a keyboard) when living in London. Now living in Sydney with her husband and daughter, she writes every day.
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The Wattle Island Book Club

The Redgum River Retreat
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Heart-warming and charming women’s fiction – the multi-generational story of three women in the small Australian town of Kookaburra Creek.

THE PAST

For Hattie, the café has been her refuge for the last fifty years – her second chance at a happy ending after her dreams of being a star were shattered. But will the ghosts of her past succeed in destroying everything she’s worked so hard to build?

THE PRESENT

For Alice, the café is her livelihood. After Hattie took her in as a teenager, Alice has slowly forged a quiet life as the café’s manager (and chief cupcake baker). But with so many tragedies behind her, is it too late for Alice’s story to have a happy ending?

THE FUTURE

For Becca, a teenager in trouble, the café could be the new start she yearns for. That is, if she can be persuaded to stop running from her secrets. Can Becca find a way to believe in the kindness of strangers, and accept that this small town could be the place where she finally belongs?


One small town. Three lost women. And a lifetime of secrets.
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Welcome to Rosella Cove, where three damaged souls meet and have the chance to rewrite their futures.

LOST

Nicole has left her city life for the sleepy town of Rosella Cove, renting the old cottage by the water. She plans to keep to herself – but when she uncovers a hidden box of wartime love letters, she realises she’s not the first person living in this cottage to hide secrets and pain.

FOUND

Ivy’s quiet life in Rosella Cove is tainted by the events of World War II, with ramifications felt for many years to come. But one night a drifter appears and changes everything. Perhaps his is the soul she’s meant to save.

FORGOTTEN

Charlie is too afraid of his past to form any lasting ties in the cove. He knows he must make amends for his tragic deeds long ago, but he can’t do it alone. Maybe the new tenant in the cottage will help him fulfil a promise and find the redemption he isn’t sure he deserves.
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A year is a long time in the memory of a small town. Stories get twisted, truths become warped, history is rewritten.

MYSTERIES

When Laura discovers an old photo of her grandmother, Lillian, with an intriguing inscription on the back, she heads to the sleepy seaside town of Banksia Bay to learn the truth of Lillian’s past. But when she arrives, Laura finds a community where everyone seems to be hiding something.

SECRETS

Virginia, owner of the iconic Beach Shack café, has kept her past buried for sixty years. As Laura slowly uncovers the tragic fragments of that summer so long ago, Virginia must decide whether to hold on to her secrets or set the truth free.

LIES

Young Gigi and Lily come from different worlds but forge an unbreakable bond – the ‘Sisters of Summer’. But in 1961 a chain of events is set off that reaches far into the future. One lie told. One lie to set someone free. One lie that changes the course of so many lives.
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Welcome to the Wattle Island Book Club, where some chapters may end, but others are just beginning . . .

COURAGE

In 1950, teenager Anne flees Wattle Island for the big city, where she learns that establishing the life she’s always dreamed of isn’t as easy as she thought. When a secret she’s been keeping is discovered, she has no choice but to retreat home and live a quiet life. But when tragedy strikes, establishing the Wattle Island Book Club is the only thing that offers her solace.

PASSION

In 2018, spirited librarian Grace has been writing bucket lists since she was a child, and is ticking off as many challenges as she can now that life has handed her a hefty dose of perspective. Heading to Wattle Island on one of her adventures, she is determined to uncover a long-held mystery surrounding the town’s historic book club.

HOPE

All too aware of how fragile life is, Anne and Grace must come together to help the residents of Wattle Island find the bravery to move beyond the trauma that tore the book club apart. Budding relationships offer new hope, along with a library project for the town’s future – but it will take more than a few lively literary debates to break the silence and heal the past.
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Welcome to the Redgum River Retreat, where harmony is found when hope is lost.

HOPE

Single mother Sarah is guilt-ridden when an accident leaves her young daughter Melody seriously injured and their once music-filled lives silent. When she discovers her grandmother Rosalie’s war correspondence, she thinks she might have found a way to save her family, but it will require a leap of faith . . .

HEARTACHE

In 1945 Rosalie is desperate to forge a career as a journalist, and taking photos for soldiers serving in the war might just lead to the job of her dreams. But when two brothers she’s been corresponding with come home to Redgum River, her life is turned upside down, and she flees, vowing to never return.

HEALING

Decades on, the hope that a music retreat can help Melody lures the three generations of women to Redgum River, where Sarah draws together the threads of Rosalie’s past. A heartbreaking family mystery comes to light, and they discover that the ghosts of the past can lead them to their future, and they might all be more in tune than they first thought.
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