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PRAISE FOR START AT THE END

‘Emma Grey’s delicate balance of light and shade in her storytelling is nothing short of genius.’ Tess Woods, author of The Venice Hotel

‘Equal parts tender, hilarious, and achingly perceptive, Start at the End broke my heart, and then swiftly put it back together again. I laughed, I ugly-cried, I absolutely loved it!’ Pip Drysdale, author of The Close-up

‘Emma Grey is an expert at pulling at the heartstrings. A compelling and emotionally rich story that celebrates love in all its wonderful and complicated forms. Start at the End is a warm, emotionally layered novel with characters you can’t help but invest in.’ Rachael Johns, author of The Lucky Sisters

‘Emma Grey delivers a graceful, emotionally honest tale in Start at the End, capturing the many possibilities of life with warmth and sensitivity. It’s an uplifting read that reminds us new beginnings can emerge from even the hardest moments.’ Megan Rogers, author of The Heart is a Star

‘This book should come with a hanky and a tub of ice cream. Start at the End is devastating, hopeful and deeply human. Emma Grey has done it again—written a book just for me. I suppose I’ll let her share it with the rest of the world.’ Jane Tara, author of Tilda is Visible

‘From one of grief’s most haunting “what ifs”, Emma Grey crafts a tender-hearted, life-affirming tale of love, loss, and finding oneself again.’ Kate Horan, author of On the Edge

‘Grey is the queen of breaking readers’ hearts and mending them again. And boy did she turn up the emotional dial with Start at the End. A clever, tender and heart-wrenching examination of what it means to love.’ Sandie Docker, author of The Lyrebird Lake Ladies Choir

‘Grey writes about raw grief with hope and honesty in a style to rival Marian Keyes. Her writing shimmers with warmth and wry humour. Prepare to demolish this in a weekend.’ Kate Solly, author of The Paradise Heights Craft Store Stitch-up

‘Captivating and original, this exquisitely crafted story sits in the ache of loss and gently shows us how to breathe again. Emma Grey writes as though emotion itself is her native tongue.’ Anna Johnston, author of The Borrowed Life of Frederick Fife

‘Emma Grey is a talented, beautiful writer, full of wit and wisdom and brilliant observations. I loved this book immensely . . . not wanting it to end.’ Robinne Lee, author of The Idea of You

*

Emma Grey is the author of six books, most recently the two international bestselling novels, The Last Love Note and Pictures of You, which have attracted multiple foreign translation deals and a TV option. Pictures of You won the gold medal in the American Independent Publisher Book Awards and was shortlisted in the ACT Literary Awards. She lives in Canberra, where her world centres on her three children, loved stepchildren and step-grandchildren, writing, photography, and endlessly chasing the aurora australis.
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For Sebastian

May you always return to your music




 

 

 

For readers who wish to know about sensitive themes contained in this book, you will find a list on page 390.
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Well, this is an uncontested new low. My best friend has let herself into my apartment and found me passed out at the piano in my wedding dress. She shakes me gently, pain shooting to my head as I meet her compassionate gaze—shame chasing the pain, tears chasing the shame, a finished piece, the best I’ve ever written, taunting me on the music stand beside an empty bottle of wine.

‘That was for him.’ I nod at the manuscript, voice raspy, throat dry from a thousand glasses of pinot gris and hours of wailing. Black and white notes blur as I stumble through the opening bars, clashing tones hurting my brain, scared I’ll never get this jangled mess straight again. Not just this piece. My life.

‘Audrey, come on. I’ll make some coffee.’ She lifts my hands from the keyboard and pulls me from the piano stool into a hug. ‘I’m sure it’s incredible. You’re just tired.’

We both know I am more than tired. Much more. I’m hungover. Devastated. Angry. Furious, actually—

We catch sight of ourselves in the full-length mirror: Rachael in dark jeans and a soft cream jumper, blonde layers slicked into an immaculate ponytail as she props me up—face blotchy, eyes red, brown hair tumbling from a claw clip—the bride of Frankenstein. I loved the simplicity of this second-hand gown. I was convinced the black ribbon belt would elevate the ivory, as if fussing over the little details could somehow have saved us from this mess.

‘All of this would have been lovely,’ Rach says as we slip further into a warped horror version of what was supposed to be the happiest day of my life.

Sunlight was meant to be streaming through these windows, but the curtains have been drawn for days. There should be mimosas. Strawberries. Croissants. Hope.

The doorbell cuts through the fantasy, and I clutch Rach’s arm. ‘Did you call off hair and make-up?’ I can’t bear the idea that a duo of flawless, upbeat women may step into this wreckage. I don’t have the strength to explain this turn of events to a single other person, or even to hear Rach explain on my behalf.

‘It’s all done,’ she assures me with gentle confidence as she heads to the door. My parents and Sara aren’t due until after lunch. I need to sober up before I can endure even my own family reeling alongside me, reaching for some higher purpose to explain my cancelled wedding, because apparently everything has to happen for a fucking reason these days.

When Rach returns moments later, she’s smothered by a delivery of flowers. An explosion of pastel pink and antique cream peonies—my favourite—tied with a white ribbon. Flowers like these don’t say, Sorry your life is in bits. They blast Congratulations or Well done or Good luck! I pull the card from its little white envelope. And, as the florist’s handwriting comes into focus, all the oxygen whooshes from my lungs: See you at the church. Fraser. x

When did he order these?

Back in our other life, no doubt, before everything lurched sideways, forcing Rach to spend two straight days tearing apart our fairytale. She assured me that handling this was an unwritten role in the bridesmaid duty statement—making the calls, cancelling the bookings. Detangling me from the future I was promised. Sweeping away the wedding when it all imploded . . .

‘All the best love stories end at the altar,’ I whisper as the peonies hit the wooden floor, crushed petals scattering at my feet.

In Rach’s eyes, there’s a flash of some boiling maelstrom of emotion that I can’t pinpoint and that we simply can’t entertain. She cannot break. She is the scaffolding.

Just as fast, it’s gone again and she gathers herself, grasps my bare shoulders, holds me firm, and makes me look at her while she tries to bore some optimism into my brain subliminally. She is so beautiful. So competent and comforting. So lucky that this is me and not her . . .

‘I know it seems impossible now, but this doesn’t have to be the end for you,’ she promises, unable to disguise the waver in her voice.

I cannot take toxic positivity today. Not even from Rach, who is just trying to save me from myself. I won’t.

‘Look around us,’ I whisper, glancing at the bomb site of tulle and lace and the climate-scientist-sanctioned eucalyptus-leaf confetti I was so obsessed with just a week ago. ‘It’s all over, Rach. Accept it. This is the end.’




THE START
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Three years ago

AUDREY

‘Just wait, you’ll change your mind! You’ll wake up one day and that biological clock will be blaring!’

It’s too early on a Monday morning for this. Jill is my colleague. My age, mid-thirties, with babies three and four on the way. She bounded into the office after the ultrasound last month, marched straight over to me, and said, ‘We thought we’d try for one more and of course we hit the jackpot, didn’t we! Twins!’

I was pretty sure I was meant to give a standing ovation. Instead I just said ‘Wow! Twins! Imagine!’ and tried very hard not to imagine it, because doing so would have broken me out in hives.

Mercifully, my phone vibrates now. I wave the device at Jill and point at the screen as if to convey that I have urgent business to attend to even though I’m the office manager and it’s probably a reminder to reorder the firm’s letterhead or finish the mandatory training.


Dear Audrey,

Thank you for sending the latest bill. On my calculations, we were overcharged $600.00 . . .



Shit. I processed the invoices in a rush last night, hurrying home to catch an online masterclass in advanced orchestration and acoustic sound analysis—something my boss, Peter, will neither understand nor appreciate. He aims to ‘delight clients’. Not because he likes them. But because they fund his ski trips to Aspen, which is an expensive endeavour from Australia’s capital, especially if you’re forced to ‘drag your ungrateful family of five with you’. Peter has a very low tolerance both for his children and for the variety of careless errors I seem to litter through the workplace, as my mind is frequently anywhere but on this job.

Jill darts out of the kitchen. She spends several hours a day wrangling hyperemesis gravidarum in the office toilets and the rest of her time playing phone tag with the primary school principal, strategising about her eldest, Raphie. He’s named for the Renaissance painter, she’d told me on my first day here in case I was confused, perhaps, that she might have named him after the Ninja Turtle. Raphie was free-range-parented until he sent Jill into a spiralling meltdown, so now he’s enrolled at an exorbitantly priced Montessori school from which, on a particularly bad day last week, he managed to escape.

I flick on the kettle and read the rest of the client’s message.


I’m sure it’s just an oversight, but grateful if you could follow up. Please note, I’ll be on a three-month work trip from tomorrow with patchy internet access.

Best,

Fraser Miller



Three months? What does he do?

My mistake with Jill was divulging my secret: I don’t want kids. Now she’s acting like my admission was some sort of stealth attack and has launched a relentless multi-level-marketing-like sales pitch for motherhood.

‘You say you don’t want them now,’ she chirped yesterday. ‘But you will! You’re still in your twenties.’

‘Thirty-four,’ I’d clarified.

‘Fertility drops off a cliff at thirty-five, Audrey . . .’

Not if I push it off first, Jill.

The water boils and I pour it into my Ruth Bader Ginsburg mug and let the tea brew while I heat my lunch and respond to the email.


Dear Fraser,

Thank you for your message. I’ll check this and get straight back to you. I hope you’re travelling somewhere warm.

Best,

Audrey Sullivan



I’m nothing if not an ironic mix of overqualified and administratively incompetent. Perhaps ‘qualified for a different job’ is a better description, although I don’t want to think too hard about the pieces of paper that I technically do and don’t hold or the whole thing will bring on heart palpitations again.

With the response sent, I lean against the bench and shut my eyes. I’ve been trying to incorporate micro-meditations into my day, even though I am not that sort of person and the entire staff is foiling it. I’m half a nostril through a cycle of alternate-nostril breathing when another colleague, Brenda, materialises and starts ferreting for a tea bag and rattling through spoons just as Jill returns from her efficient performance in the bathroom and kicks off as if she’d never left. The all-day sickness detracts from her campaign, so she tries to conceal it from me, which is a good thing as I’m a sympathetic vomiter.

Spotting an accomplice, she sidles up to Tea-Bag Brenda and, in a holier-than-thou whisper—as if she’s just discovered some scandalous piece of office gossip, like why the senior accountant left so abruptly (mutinous affair with the executive assistant) or who leaves the microwave in such a state (Derek)—she says, ‘Audrey will regret this childless-by-choice malarkey, don’t you agree?’

They glare at me so intensely that I’m forced to appraise myself in their wake: tailored black pants, ordinary white business shirt, flyaway brown hair in a loose ponytail. It’s not high fashion, or any fashion really, but I’m sent to the dusty basement several times a week to retrieve archival boxes full of legal documents, so—

‘Is it just that you haven’t met the right man?’ Jill argues, through her heteronormative lens.

‘The right person,’ I suggest, but her face is blank.

I can’t pick this battle now. I’m freshly panicked about the fact that my friends melt at the sight of a baby while my insides twist. ‘Would you like to hold her?’ mothers ask, forcing the bundle into my arms, where it assimilates with my anxiety and starts screaming. I don’t know how to operate babies. I don’t want to know!

Just as I’m willing the microwave to ding or my phone to illuminate with a legitimate, work-related matter that I must excuse myself to attend to instantly—paper jam, sticky-note shortage, demise of another tropical fish in the office aquarium—I seem to manifest Fraser’s reply, which I scrutinise as if my life depends on it.


Antarctica. Currently minus 57 degrees Celsius . . .



So, about as frosty as this office.

‘I blame the hormones in chicken,’ Jill declares, cradling her bump. Brenda, dunking her tea bag and staring into space, is probably rehashing her curriculum vitae or imagining herself on some beach in the Maldives, as I often do.

It’s actually climate change, I want to argue. It’s that I’m terrified of bringing a child into a future this bleak. I see myself abandoning the poor thing when I’m eighty. Over to you, kid. Apologies for Armageddon . . .

But I can’t say that. Jill will accuse me of traumatising her unborn twins. Instead, I nod, as if I’m seriously pondering the hormonal-chicken hypothesis and type to Fraser—a man I have never met:


Antarctica? Wow! Why?

p.s. Please tell me it’s the penguins?



‘It could be vaccines . . .’ Jill muses, her TED Talk taking a well-worn conspiratorial turn as Brenda, finally showing proof of life, flicks her eyes at mine.

The phone in my hand stays disappointingly silent. Fraser is probably a busy man. My imagination dresses him in a dark suit and deposits him in a high-rise boardroom, lobbying about some vital piece of environmental Antarctic business. I shouldn’t be fraternising with a client without chalking up the billable time, but as Jill is now drawing ‘causal links’ between my childlessness and what she frequently refers to in hushed tones as ‘feminism having gone too far’, I am absolutely desperate.


Sorry, I don’t mean to be inquisitive, Fraser. I’ve just never known someone to travel somewhere so remote. Are you a photographer? Is it the isolation?



‘It’s just unnatural not to want a baby, Audrey!’ Jill declares. ‘At church last Sunday, the pastor said—’

‘Audrey, can I have a word?’ Brenda interjects, finally roused from her mundanity-induced coma and hovering beside me, ready to airlift me out of Jill’s one-woman war on population decline. ‘There’s an anomaly in the weekly budget report you emailed earlier.’

Is this about Fraser Miller or some fresh mistake? Either way, I rescue my lunch from the microwave and trail behind Brenda to her immaculate desk, where it becomes apparent that there is a yawning chasm between where I am now and where the exacting KPIs of Bates, Scrivener and Daley Family Law expect me to be. It makes a refreshing change, at least, from being berated over my lack of maternal drive.

All through the conversation, I keep one eye on my phone. Have I offended him, somehow, with the inquisition?

Once Brenda lets me go, I type a hurried and professional follow-up while walking back to my desk.


Fraser, my apologies for taking up your time. I’ll be in touch soon re: your bill.



Tumbling into my workstation, I search ‘How to know if you’re having a quarter-life crisis’. Wait, that can’t be right. I’m thirty-ish now, four threes are twelve, carry the zero—Am I more than a third through my life already? What am I doing with it?

And that’s when a notification flashes, announcing an email from a former university classmate.


Subject: Bit of a weird one

Audrey, sorry to contact you out of the blue. Have you heard about this investigation into historic claims of academic misconduct?



I go stone cold. Everything rushes back. The confusion. The fear. The shame and guilt and defeat. Suddenly I don’t care about Jill or my fertility or Brenda’s spreadsheet or whatever percentage of a life crisis I was galloping towards. I can’t think straight about any of it, because I’m right back at that distressing fork in the road where I so spectacularly lost my way.

I drop my phone on the desk as if it’s poison, which nudges the mouse and wakes the computer, the whole exchange with Fraser Miller fluttering into the inbox like a burst of sunshine.


Thanks, Audrey. Appreciate it. And no need to apologise.

Cheers,

Fraser

(Ocean scientist. Likes penguins.)
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FRASER

Another message arrives from Bates, Scrivener and Daley Family Law. From the partner this time, Peter Reed. The sight of his name shoots a Pavlovian pain to my heart.

It’s a shock that Maggie and I are here at all, seeing divorce lawyers, trying to steer ourselves and Parker through the wreckage without careening off this broken road, sheer drops on either side. Floundering at the wrong end of the story we began, barefoot and idealistic, beneath a hibiscus trellis on a Fijian beach nine years ago.

‘It’s not that I’m opposed to traditional weddings,’ I’d explained to Maggie back then. What I really opposed was the flamboyant version favoured by her parents. They’d wanted a splashy, black-tie affair at a Sydney rooftop bar, the guest list a Who’s Who of the people most likely to give us a leg-up. ‘I just think it would be nice to exchange vows on a finite resource before climate change devours it.’

‘You want to start our marriage on shaky ground?’

I took her hand in mine, gazed into her beautiful, disappointed face, and used what she would later describe as my ‘lethal Adam Brody charm’ as I said, ‘Not shaky ground, Maggie. Precious ground . . .’

And that had been it. No more acquiescing to her parents! She was in love with the symbolism. And with me. And I loved her. Still do love her, in changing ways that I’m fumbling to articulate, except that it’s not in the way she needs—a fact the shared-custody consent orders attached to the lawyer’s email make blaringly, heartbreakingly real.

Shared custody. I glance in the mirror at Parker’s empty car seat—sun hat and colouring book flung beside it—and there’s that growing band of pressure in my chest. Maggie and I have been separated for more than a year now. None of this is new. But I feel like I’ll never acclimatise.

‘Think of it as part-time unencumbered,’ my workmate advised. His own marriage is in a shambles, and he doesn’t have the guts to do anything about it. Unlike Maggie, who is dismantling this relationship as if it were an Olympic sport. I’m hit with a jarring memory of last week’s disastrous handover. The way Parker clung to me while Maggie, with tears in her eyes, prised her gently from my arms.

Compartmentalise, Fraser. Get out of the car. I shove the phone into my jeans pocket, on a mission to collect the last few things for tomorrow’s expedition, over six thousand kilometres from the epicentre of this chaos.

‘Work always comes first!’ Maggie accused in Wednesday’s mediation session. ‘Could you have chosen anywhere further from us?’

Could have gone to the Arctic, I’d thought, but I’d already been chastised for using humour to deflect from our problems. I wasn’t about to mansplain geography.

‘I applied for the research grant eighteen months ago,’ I reminded her. ‘Our break-up wasn’t on the radar then.’ Not technically. But this marriage has been on life support for years. Sometimes I wonder if our focus on Parker was an unconscious attempt to glue together frayed ends, only for the weakened connection to sever in the middle.

Inside the shopping centre, a teenager slams into me, swallowed by a giant puffer jacket as if he’s the one heading south. I barely understood the various subspecies of teens when I was in high school myself, despite knowing my own confirmed place in the ecosystem: science nerd. I try not to fast-forward to this phase of parenting with our daughter. She’ll be drifting between two houses while everyone else’s parents green-light vodka-fuelled parties and Schoolies on the Gold Coast. Our biggest negotiation with her now is whether or not she can have Minecraft on her iPad.

Surely I can’t be the only person in this shopping centre running on empty? What’s that word? Sonder. That idea that everyone you pass has a life as complex as your own and you’re just a background extra in theirs.

It’s one thing being irrelevant in the lives of strangers. Another when it’s your wife. With every passing legal document, Maggie and I are shifting roles, casting each other in fewer scenes. I can’t work out how to assign her a minor part, when she’s been the main love interest all this time. Her playing ‘mother of my child’ dooms us to stress fractures and jagged edges. A lifetime of papering over rifts because this can never be the clean break we really need.

My phone pings. It’s her. Did you get the email about the consent orders?

Her need for certainty is driving this divorce at warp speed. We’ll blink and it will all be signed off and done, everything parted and separated and settled, the three of us ensconced, no doubt, in some wretched new normal.

‘Everyone finds parenting hard,’ my mother chimed in last night. ‘Your father and I slept in separate bedrooms for two years after your brother was born! Can’t you give it another shot? Have some counselling? It doesn’t look good . . .’

And there it was. Mum’s obsession with How Things Look.

The boys are hugely successful! I imagine she boasts. Joshua is a renowned conductor of a symphony orchestra. Fraser’s a scientist. Blissfully happy with Maggie—she’s a talented psychiatrist, no less! Oh! And my grandchild! Here, let me show you the brag book . . .

As she dished up roast vegetables and whisked the gravy, she carried on as if it had been me who took an axe to the marriage. ‘How is fracturing your family in Parker’s best interests, Fraser? Why don’t you fight for Maggie?’

Fight for her?

In that moment it dawned on me that my wife is right. You can’t fight for something you no longer want. There’s no battery left between Maggie and me. The harder we work to rewire things and the more we solder over our brokenness, the higher the risk we take that this quiet desperation will destabilise and mutate into something more explosive.

‘Mum, the relationship is complete.’ That’s how Maggie had put it. She’d said it was easier for the brain to accept than saying it was over.

‘But we don’t do divorce in this family!’ Mum wielded the brag book as evidence, as if her precious bunch of photos could save us from years of corrosion. In frustration, I ripped it from her hands.

‘You have to stop shoving this at everyone!’

‘I don’t!’

‘Dad said you showed photos of Parker to some woman at the print shop yesterday.’

‘She was interested, Fraser. Parker is glorious!’

‘She was collating a job application,’ Dad added, quietly, never very keen to enter the fray.

I’m not normally so short with Mum. Or with everything. ‘I’m sorry we can’t retrofit our story to match a perfect narrative,’ I said, more kindly. ‘I wish we could.’

By the time I gather my wits at the shops, I’ve delivered myself to the outdoor adventure store and seem to have paused beside a display of soft toys that Parker would love. They’re all bundled up in cute little scarves and beanies and mittens, and the fact that I’ve gravitated here can be easily explained: I desperately miss my almost eight-year-old.

A trifle more ambiguous is why I’ve subconsciously bypassed all the seals and orcas and Parker’s personal favourite, the polar bears, in favour of the plush penguin that has found its way into my hands.

It could be a loaded gun, the way I place it carefully back on the shelf and back away. The ink isn’t dry on the divorce papers. I cannot entertain . . . penguins and their flirtatious associates. I’d only wreck things for some other woman while my head is still scrambled. I need to compartmentalise this, too.

‘What are your three things, Daddy?’ Parker asks as I dump the shopping on the dining table an hour later. We’re on our regular after-school video call, and she’s asking what three things I am grateful for today—a list I’m finding increasingly hard to assemble lately.

‘Well, I have an incredible little girl,’ I start. It’s how this always goes, and she giggles.

‘You’re going on an important trip,’ she reminds me. ‘You’re fixing the world.’ I really should sit her down and explain that there’s only so much that one scientist can manage. Our narrative—Maggie’s and mine—has always been that Daddy wouldn’t just leave for several months at a time unless it was very important work. And here I am, going away again, wrestling with familiar guilt, but it’s worse now when my time with her is already halved.

‘What’s your third thing, Daddy?’ she asks, twirling her dark curls through her fingers. It’s a self-soothing stim according to Maggie, who believes that Parker may be somewhere on the autism spectrum, something we intend to investigate properly once we’re through all this family disruption.

The email exchange with Audrey Sullivan floats to mind. But how can I tell Parker the highlight of my day was a few chatty messages about financial administration with the office assistant at the firm handling our divorce?

‘I saved six hundred dollars,’ I spin it instead. ‘When I get back from this trip, why don’t we have a little holiday at the beach?’

And there’s the iridescent little smile that I live for.
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AUDREY

‘Can you see where you’ve gone wrong?’ Peter booms, pointing at the second page of the employee agreement I skimmed when I started work here. I feel like I’m starring in a police procedural.

I am so bad at boundaries. Obviously, I buried that lead during the interview for this job, given we deal in highly sensitive material, but now it looks like I’m going to bring on my own demise.

‘The error was your fault,’ he accuses me.

‘It’s only six hundred dollars!’ I argue. A minor issue surely, given the amount of money this place turns over. ‘And Fraser Miller wasn’t angry about it!’

Fraser Miller was quite charming. And I’m used to dealing with an endless parade of cranky, incompatible couples citing no-fault ‘irretrievable breakdown’. I take their coats and shuffle them into our fancy lounge while I deliver inane niceties like ‘Did you find a spot okay?’ knowing there is zero parking near our office, they’ve probably had a blow-up about it in the lift, and now they’re glaring at each other, and at me like I caused it.

‘Fraser Miller wasn’t angry because he is a good person!’ Peter says. ‘In fact, you couldn’t have picked a nicer man to financially inconvenience!’

Usually, I go the other way. I am magnetised to the bad boys. Historically, I’ve selected the type of relationship that burns up like space junk re-entering the earth’s atmosphere in the kind of spectacular crash that makes everyone look up and say, Ooh, did you see that? What’s happened to Audrey now?

Not that a brief email exchange over an accounting discrepancy with one of our technically still-married clients falls into the relationship category.

‘And then, instead of investigating the complaint properly or fixing it,’ my boss continues—unfairly, I might add, because I was investigating it—‘you chose to flirt with our client, pressing him for details about his personal itinerary!’

Flirt with him?

He waits for me to dig myself further into this hole, and of course I oblige within seconds. I’m one of those people who crumple in the face of expectant pauses.

‘He was going to Antarctica!’ I argue. ‘Wouldn’t you be intrigued?’

He smacks the desk with the contract, nostrils flaring. If he doesn’t settle down, he’ll bring on a medical episode and I’ll have to whip out my half-baked skills from the first aid training I autopiloted through.

‘It is not your role to be intrigued,’ he says, shouting. ‘It’s your role to get the accounts right so that our valued clientele do not have to contact you in the midst of their busy and important lives—which in Dr Miller’s case involves rescuing us from extinction—to discuss penguins!’

I stifle a smile. And a crush. On Dr Miller, obviously, not my rage-fuelled boss.

‘Perhaps this would be more amusing if it was your only offence,’ Peter suggests.

Sorry, is a SWAT team going to pop out from behind the leather armchair and arrest me? I’d known this job would be a fiasco from Day One. My attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (self-diagnosed until I can find the doctor’s referral) means I am not cut out for things like keeping on top of the filing and sending entirely accurate bills. What I am good at is fetching boxes of tissues when warring couples break down in the conference room. Or when I break down in the toilets, wondering if my parents ever looked at me as a baby and thought, I hope she grows up to follow her dream of always ensuring there’s enough toner in the office printer.

Actually, knowing my parents, that’s exactly where they envisaged me—rummaging through filing cabinets in my mid-thirties, inventorying the paper clips. You want a nice, safe job, Audrey. There’s too much uncertainty in the world. Just choose this one predictable thing in your life and you’ll thank us.

What they really meant was DON’T CHOOSE MUSIC.

Thwomp! Peter dumps a big pile of manuscript paper onto the desk, and I recoil in horror. These are very familiar lines and dots and squiggles and lyrics. My show.

‘This was discovered on the photocopier,’ he says. Exhibit B. My work in progress. Not my ‘work work’, obviously, but in my spare time I’m crafting a musical set in a divorce lawyer’s office, starring an unlucky-in-love millennial receptionist—

I thought my document had failed to print. ‘Who found this?’ I ask. Some joyless stickler for office etiquette, no doubt. Surely everyone uses the office printer for private matters every so often?

‘It’s not just the fraudulent use of office supplies, but the fact that you’re clearly working on this theatrical masterpiece on company time.’

‘That’s not true,’ I insist, jumping up, finally having an inaccuracy to defend. ‘I can’t think creatively in the office.’ Believe me, I’ve tried, but the vibe at Bates, Scrivener and Daley is lethal to the imagination.

‘Please turn to page forty-six,’ he demands in the type of withering tone he reserves for closing arguments.

Page forty-six? Suddenly, all feeling drains from my limbs. I know exactly why he wants me to turn to that section, and I feel like I’m in a courtroom witness box. In a panic, I try to remember the definition of slander. Or libel. Whichever applies when you unambiguously call the fictional boss at a made-up triple-barrelled law firm the ‘Antichrist’ in your show.

‘This was a private document,’ I explain weakly. I am horrified that he seems to have read the whole thing in such detail, partly because it’s very much a first draft and I need him to know, if he’s about to boot me out, that I am better than this, creatively. I haven’t even shown it to Rach or Sara yet. Gawd, my sister will have a field day when she hears this story: Oh, Audrey—how could you? Penguins? And the Antichrist?

I tell myself it’s liberating to be unexpectedly jobless. Am I not forever dreaming that fate will force my hand and make me rely on my music to pay the rent? Isn’t this exactly what performers and artists and composers and writers have been doing for centuries?

Although, how am I going to accomplish that? Busk outside Woolworths? Nobody carries cash anymore. I could pick up some piano or composition students. Surely there are a whole bunch of stressed-out high school students who I could shepherd through their final exams?

Or I could do what I’ve been promising myself for years and pick up some sort of casual job while I finally finish writing the show. Really work on it, properly, and pitch it to investors . . .

I go into my email one last time and set an out-of-office message: Audrey Sullivan is no longer employed by Bates, Scrivener and Daley. Please contact Anne O’Rourke with any questions.

As the sliding doors part and I escape from the glass atrium into the freedom of a meetingless midweek midafternoon, there is one final, unprofessional email that part of me regrets not taking a minute to fire off:


Dear Dr Miller,

Anne O’Rourke is a stickler for financial accuracy, but should you find her wanting in the Penguin Appreciation Department, here’s my personal email . . .






4

FRASER

‘Can I steal you for a second?’ a woman says, slipping her hand through the crook of my arm, disturbing me from the breather I was taking on the back balcony. I’d barely returned from my three-month trip when my colleague Zoe insisted I attend her costume party to ease back into normalcy—and now some stranger is dragging me down the steps into the courtyard garden, not that I’m putting up a fight . . .

Even after a full week with Parker (mostly spent wrestling her maths homework, hosing a meltdown over the read-a-thon, then sending emails back and forth with Maggie about whether or not we should be concerned that Parker seems to be scratching her arms—is it anxiety?), I’m still acclimatising to ‘real life’.

Frankly, I’m missing the singing of the ice and the creak of the ship’s bow as it slices through slush, broken ice sheets roaring as they thunder into the ocean. And the boundless space I had on the research trip to get my head together. Give me the eerie silence under a dazzling aurora sky over this blast of music and lights, and this throng of people shouting to be heard while I’m forced into small talk with humans. Or with this woman. Who seems to be dressed as a cat.

She glances towards the costume party as she pushes me behind a hedge, black latex suit pressed against me as she adjusts her whiskers, champagne on her breath, and says, ‘I told some lecherous drunk in there that you were my fiancé.’

What is happening?

‘Actually, he’s not some random,’ she confesses, falling onto a concrete seat beside us and pulling me onto it next to her. ‘He’s my ex-boyfriend.’

‘Shit, really?’

‘Oh, it wasn’t serious! In fact, it was a giant mistake. The Everest of dating debacles—’

This sort of thing doesn’t happen at the South Pole. That’s why I like it. No anonymous Catwomen entwining me in their failed romantic exploits.

‘I know all about mistakes,’ I start to say. Where am I going with this? I haven’t been on Tinder. Nor do I see my marriage that way. That was more a case of two people getting involved before our brains had matured, dazed on the idea of love. But now I’ve broken Zoe’s rule: No thinking about Maggie at the party. And for God’s sake, shave off that beard and make an effort, Fraser, unless you’re in costume as a reclusive scientist.

I am a reclusive scientist. But I did what she said. The closest thing I had to a nineties costume was a David Beckham jersey that I dug out of one of the boxes I have yet to unpack in my new rental. Maggie stayed in the house and is in the process of buying me out. Stop thinking about her.

‘Don’t worry,’ Catwoman reassures me. ‘This isn’t going to snowball into one of those full-blown fake dating sagas, like in Hallmark movies and romance novels.’

I wasn’t worried, because I didn’t know fake dating sagas existed. They sound hideous. And the way she’s still got one eye on the house is unnerving. Eventually, she drags her attention from the balcony, thrusts her face uncomfortably close, inspects me in the moonlight, and says, ‘Have we met?’

As her features are obscured behind a shiny mask with pointed ears, it’s difficult to say. ‘Perhaps in one of your eight other lives?’ I suggest, diplomatically.

She laughs, loudly, then clamps a hand over her mouth and puts a finger to my lips as if to shush me, too, not that I have any intention of blaring our whereabouts to the alleged thug she used to date.

‘Could we have met at the university?’ I ask quietly, after I remove her finger. ‘I’m in the School of Science.’

She shakes her head. ‘Not likely. I’m a very boring cybersecurity analyst. Currently researching international espionage, but I can’t really talk about it . . .’

The woman takes self-deprecation to a new level. ‘You do seem quite dull,’ I volley, deadpan. She shrinks a little, clearly one of those brilliant people with no sense of irony. ‘Between the false engagement, the spy-wrangling, the whole’—I wave my hand at the costume—‘cat situation.’

She laughs and seems to relax, forgetting the house and turning to face Zoe’s climbing roses, illuminated by a string of party lights. ‘I hate costumes,’ she admits. ‘This is not who I am.’

Isn’t that the whole point? Before I can argue, the back door bangs open and we’re silenced by the heavy tread of boots on the wooden planks of the deck above us. Shadows flick through the cracks, over her face.

‘Rachael!’ a voice booms over the banister.

We’re stock-still, then she moves closer to me as footsteps tramp down the stairs into the fenced-off courtyard that we’re trapped in.

I rise to my feet before he sees us, a tattooed brick of a man who looks like he was born in a gym. His eyes narrow furiously at the sight of me, but I stand tall and straighten the glasses on my nose. Not exactly a power move. Rather a nervous habit. Unfortunately not a more intimidating one.

‘Just move on, Connor!’ Rachael says. From where he’s standing, he might not have heard the crack in her voice, but I can. ‘It’s been over for six months!’

Six months?

‘And you’ve had time to get engaged?’ he roars.

Exactly! I try to invent a story that explains how I’ve apparently met, fallen for, and proposed to this woman, not half a year after they split. But inventing stories is not in my wheelhouse. I deal in scientific fact. Perhaps it’s the Beckham get-up that makes me artificially confident, but I step forward and extend my hand—a civility Connor resolutely declines. Rachael is probably wondering why she picked a partner for this ruse who’s conducting the altercation in the manner of Colin Firth.

‘It’s been a whirlwind relationship,’ she says, by way of explanation.

A tornado, from where I’m standing.

Connor’s eyes roam over me, his hands balling into fists. ‘You don’t look like the whirlwind type,’ he points out, quite fairly.

‘I’ve been pretty gun-shy since my divorce,’ I admit, throwing my arm around Rachael’s latex-clad waist, deciding the only way I can be remotely convincing here is if I’m honest. ‘We just clicked.’

Five minutes ago.

He doesn’t need to know I’d be the last person to rush into a premature betrothal. Not when I’m still painstakingly removing the splinters from the last one.

The sight of my hand on her waist gets his hackles up. ‘Mate, she’s asked you to leave her alone,’ I hear myself say, pulling her tighter to my side. It’s the first time in my life I’ve used the term ‘mate’ in a threatening manner, and I’m trying to remember anything—even a single move—from my teenage tae kwon do classes.

‘Did you even wait for my side of the bed to cool?’ Connor pushes on. ‘No surprise, I guess, the way you look tonight.’

I don’t even know this woman, but suddenly all my hesitation gives way to anger. Fighting words, still rather Firth-esque, burst forth: ‘That is fucking it.’

He laughs—a high school bully picking on the science nerd behind the bike sheds—and makes his move. I push her behind me, certain I’m about to be introduced to the inside of an ambulance but ready to involve myself anyway, when he’s unexpectedly brought up short by a deluge of water and what looks like hundreds of ice cubes. Having dumped them precisely on his shaved head from above, the bucket-yielding woman yells, ‘Leave her alone, you pathologically self-serving, insufferable twit!’

Whether he’s stunned by the ice or the insult, I can’t tell, but I capitalise on his confusion, grab Rachael’s hand, and pull her past him as he shakes off the frozen shrapnel. We rush back upstairs, where I deposit her into a swarm of concerned friends and outraged strangers. Before we can exchange another word, she is spirited away, glancing back at me as she’s pulled through the house, out the front door, and into someone’s car, like a celebrity exiting a New York restaurant. She’s down the street before a humiliated Connor decides to leap the fence. The whole ruckus simmers as Zoe, ever positive, attempts to reassemble the fractured vibe.

‘Wow! I’m so sorry, Fraser,’ she says, cornering me in the living room once things are back on track. She’s in one of those MC Hammer–inspired fluorescent parachute tracksuits that she’s probably had in her wardrobe for three decades. ‘Thanks for your help.’

‘Who was she?’ I ask.

Her eyes sparkle as she looks at me, thrilled at my interest. ‘That was Rachael McKenzie,’ she says. ‘She works for Defence. Secret Squirrel stuff that she can’t talk about—’

‘No, I mean ice-bucket woman.’ I’m describing her as if I’ve discovered some missing link from eight million years of human evolution.

‘Oh! Britney Spears over there?’ Zoe says, looking at her across the room. ‘She’s hilarious. And very single. No crazed ex-boyfriends lurking in the wings, which is obviously an asset . . .’

This is not a dating agency. Even if it were, Zoe wouldn’t have to worry about me getting tangled up with Rachael. As talented and attractive as she clearly is, guest-starring in that soap opera for five minutes was enough.

Her rescuer, though, holding court with a small group near the dining table, is all big eyes and dramatic energy, gesticulating wildly as she spins the story, admirers entranced.

‘If anyone needs some hilarity in their life right now, it’s you, Fraser,’ Zoe nudges. ‘You and Maggie were miserable for years, obviously—’

Was it that obvious? I thought we’d staged quite the convincing act of marital bliss.

‘I know for a fact Maggie’s on the apps.’ As Zoe breaks her own ban on Maggie Chat, I’m surprised at the measured way my body greets this news. Calmly, as if we’re talking about an acquaintance and not my wife of nine years. Strangely, it’s almost a relief to know Maggie is focused on something other than project-managing our break-up.

But dating? Why touch a flame when you know it’s going to burn?

‘It’s time to get back on the horse, Fraser!’

Britney Spears pulls her audience closer with the conspiratorial body language of a practised raconteur. ‘I’m not sure I have the energy . . .’ My sentence drifts as I’m distracted by a peal of laughter from her fan club.

‘For horses?’ Zoe teases.

I snap my focus back to her. ‘For hilarious women.’

‘You don’t have to marry her, Frase! Just have a chat. Win her over with your scintillating intellectualism.’

This week’s atmospherics lecture springs to mind. A pencil case loudly hit the floor, knocked off the desk by the hypnagogic jerk of a sleeping student, who was obviously captivated. This is a woman who breaks up fights and is besties with a spy specialist.

‘I’ve no intention of marrying her.’ Or anyone. I’m just struggling to take my eyes off her at present—a fact Zoe has clocked. ‘What’s her story, then?’ I ask, the question and Zoe’s reaction to it dislodging my equilibrium as she clasps her hands, tightens her black ponytail, and draws up a barstool, pulling me into a huddle.

‘Well, we met at the conservatorium. She was brilliant. Gifted, really. Infuriatingly talented but tortured, you know, the way composers can be?’

Stuffy visions of Beethoven and Mozart are kicked aside by this backyard vigilante in the preppy skirt, shirt tied at the waist, over-the-knee socks, Doc Martens, blonde wig, and wide-open smile.

‘Tortured and infuriating,’ I parrot, playing down my enthusiasm. ‘Got it.’

‘But then something awful happened . . .’ Zoe begins. ‘Hey!’ she calls across the room, wheeling her hand in the air to encourage her over.

‘Zoe, please don’t—’

And what awful thing happened?

But it’s too late. Ice Woman is on the move. Barrelling towards me while my heart hammers the way it should have done at the earlier mention of my ex-wife’s activity on the apps.

As she approaches, her face cycles through a range of emotions. Surprise. Confusion. By the time she reaches me, she seems incredulous, somehow, that I appear to be standing here at all.

I didn’t realise I’d made such an impression. She’d seemed so focused on Connor and Rachael. But then she speaks, and it takes just one shaky word for her startled expression to make complete sense.

‘Joshua?’
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AUDREY

‘No, Audrey, this is Fraser,’ Zoe corrects me, as I backtrack instantly out of the mistake. ‘You know, my lovely academic friend? I’m sure I’ve mentioned him . . .’ She hasn’t. ‘Fraser—meet Audrey.’

Zoe shuffles us together as if she is an intimacy coordinator on a film set, while he stands here, familiar-looking brows arched into a thoughtful frown, intelligent brown eyes on mine, and it’s all I can do not to go to pieces.

This man is so like Joshua Miller.

And now my heart is doing unnecessary cartwheels, ahead of the inevitable, imminent attack of nervous babbling. ‘Sorry! My mistake. It’s just you remind me very much of someone I used to know.’

It’s not just the light brown hair and the height and build. It’s the intellectual detachment, as if he’d rather be dreaming up some brilliant idea in the recording studio. Of course, my mind has snagged on a memory of that night in the studio with Josh. The way he lit the match that blew up my life . . .

Even after all this time, I can taste that toxic cocktail of deep disappointment and fierce disagreement and fury—

‘Josh is my brother,’ Fraser explains, coolly, the information scattering anxiety through my body.

This is the brother Josh used to talk about?

‘You’re the science student?’ I seem to be caught in a time warp. It’s been twelve years. Joshua’s brother is as much a pompous postgrad—Josh’s description, not mine—as I’m still a doctoral candidate.

In fact, now that I look at him properly, Fraser isn’t any sort of pompous.

‘Research scientist these days,’ he says. ‘But yes.’

I might have had several drinks tonight, plus the adrenaline hit of an altercation with my best friend’s ex-boyfriend, but I’m clear-headed enough to take this information, tack on Joshua’s last name, and come up with ocean scientist, likes penguins.

‘You’re Fraser Miller?’ I challenge him. This is Canberra, a city notorious for everyone knowing everybody else, but I cannot believe that all along I had been ‘flirting’, to quote the Dishonourable Peter Reed (as I now describe my former boss), with Joshua Miller’s brother.

‘You got me sacked!’ I inform him, quite unfairly. A jury would dismiss the charge in minutes.

He looks rattled. ‘I’m sorry, do we know each other?’

Let’s see. I am the woman who bungled your divorce account, along with a high-voltage situation at university with your brother, which I can’t be sure, given my reaction tonight, that I’m fully over.

‘You’re Fraser Miller,’ I tell him. ‘You like penguins.’

There’s a beat of silence, while our history catches up with him.

‘Audrey Sullivan?’

‘I trust Anne O’Rourke sorted your bill?’

The belated professionalism is astounding, given our celebratory whereabouts. If only Tea-Bag Brenda and Hormonal-Chicken Jill could see me now . . .

‘Peter fired you over that?’ I can sense the injustice pumping through his body so tangibly I could almost touch it.

‘To be fair, there were one or two other issues,’ I admit. ‘The usual suspects. Poor attention to detail. Mixing up appointments.’ Do I really need to conduct a professional postmortem with this man? ‘I wrote Peter Reed into my law-firm musical and called him the Antichrist . . .’

There’s a brief glimmer of surprise, but otherwise he has a serious poker face.

‘So that’s how you met my brother,’ he says, quietly. ‘Through music.’

Oh, I really don’t think we need to get into the details of how I met his brother. It will invariably expose the whole saga of why I dropped out and quit classical music—a story that always ends in tears.

‘And now you moonlight as a hit woman.’

‘Yes. I mean, not always. Not ever before, actually. But something came over me tonight and—’

‘You stormed to her defence.’

‘I would storm to it every time. I hate that man! Connor is the latest in a long line who were all charm. Then it went so badly, so quickly. Now I don’t trust men at all!’ Flash of Josh. ‘Even penguin-loving scientists.’ Too much prosecco.

He doesn’t argue, even though I’ve tarred him with Connor’s brush, despite his unfailingly polite emails and the fact that Dishonourable Peter Reed had said I couldn’t have picked a nicer man to financially inconvenience.

He looks like Joshua 2.0. A decade older, even though he’s the younger of the two. Josh and I were never in a ‘meet the family’ situation, but second-hand information pushes up from the murk of my memory. Insufferably serious. Painfully aloof. Barely emerges from the lab.

As I look at Fraser now, it’s not making sense.

‘I’m going to go,’ I announce quickly. ‘I suddenly feel scrambled. Not by you. Just—’ Stop. Talking!

‘Can I give you a lift?’

He doesn’t know what he’s asking. Or why I can’t accept.

‘I’ll get an Uber. But thanks.’

I shoot him one last glance, my brain still striving to recast his identity, awash with conflicting details. This is definitely not Joshua. You can see it in his eyes.

He is, however, Joshua adjacent. And given the way that man makes me feel, the sensible thing, not that I’ve ever done the sensible thing in my life, would be to run a million miles.
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