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For Ber and Di





Little kids, little problems.

Big kids, big problems.

History will be kind to me for I intend to write it.

–Quote falsely and often attributed to Winston Churchill






Author’s Note

About Winston Churchill

The epigraph on the previous page references the famous Winston Churchill quote ‘History will be kind to me for I intend to write it.’ According to the International Churchill Society, this is a misquotation and what Churchill actually said was this: ‘For my part, I consider that it will be found much better by all parties to leave the past to history, especially as I propose to write that history myself.’ I used the more succinct quote because I prefer it and was brought up by my father to ‘never spoil a good story with the facts’. Dad was no doubt influenced by another famous quote, ‘Never let the truth get in the way of a good story’, attributed to Mark Twain, although there is no conclusive evidence that Twain ever said that either, which very much proves his point.

About the HBO Series

After Big Little Lies was published, it was adapted into a successful HBO series, which moved the story from Sydney to California. There was a lot more money, glamour and sex in the series than in the book. Inevitably, there were changes, and some characters, like Madeline’s son Fred, disappeared entirely. Big Little Truths is a sequel to the book, not the series. It follows the book’s narrative. We are in Pirriwee, not Monterey; Fred exists; and Madeline never had an affair.

It would be disingenuous, however, to pretend the adaptation hasn’t had an impact on this novel. For example, the character of Renata only has a relatively minor role in the first book, but Laura Dern played that role with such magnificence I had no choice but to give her more prominence in Big Little Truths.

Similarly, Celeste’s mother-in-law was played so deliciously by the extraordinary Meryl Streep in the second season of Big Little Lies, that this book had to feature Mary-Louise, albeit an Australian version of her. I will be forever grateful for all the incredibly talented people involved with bringing Big Little Lies to the screen.

That said, if you have never seen the series, or read Big Little Lies, or if you read it so long ago you can’t remember much, you’re fine. Big Little Truths is a sequel (my first ever sequel) but it also works as a standalone novel.

Okay, I’ll stop talking now.
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9.22 am, D-Day

It was a soft-breezed spring morning on the Pirriwee Peninsula north of Sydney. Bright yellow native wattle lined the winding coastal road. Jacarandas blossomed lush-purple against a cloudless blue sky. Chicks warbled adorably in their nests. A protective magpie, alert to potential predators, swooped like a missile at the helmeted head of an innocent cyclist.

The morning rush was still underway at the beloved beachside café, Blue Blues, but the beach itself was quiet. A small dog pelted across the flat, firm sand, followed by its guilty owner, leash in hand. Surf conditions were ‘clean and peaky’. The main swell was from the east.

A handful of grey-haired surfers sat astride bobbing boards, shielding their eyes to watch a pod of dolphins leap and dive like a line of music across the horizon. Just past the point, unseen by the surfers, a whale ferried her rambunctious firstborn calf through the coastal waters of the ‘Humpback Highway’.

At Pirriwee’s beachfront park, a circle of new mothers sat cross-legged on picnic blankets, cradling tiny babies and speaking plaintively of sleep schedules, while a nearby tai chi class of senior citizens painted invisible rainbows in the air, smiled at the babies and remembered their own.

Then: a sudden discordant flash of noise and movement.

Footsteps pounded like galloping racehorses.

The new mothers clasped their babies close as a pack of teenagers ran through the park.

Not really a pack. They were not wolves, and there were only six of them: three girls and three boys. It just seemed like more. Their legs were so long. Their emotions so seemingly outsized. They bolted down the concrete steps and onto the beach, where they collapsed on the sand, shrieking as if they’d reached safety or crossed an invisible finish line. They were empty-handed except for one boy, who hugged a laptop to his chest. One of them burst into tears, or laughter. It was hard to tell. It seemed possible they were drunk.

The high school where these students were enrolled, and where they should have been at that time, was a ten-minute walk uphill from the beach. Students were pouring noisily out of classrooms like concertgoers attempting to leave a venue. They clogged the hallways and stairwells. It was ‘Tech-free Tuesday’, so everyone was being discreet about their device usage.

Mrs Lottie Wang, Pirriwee High’s administrator and executive assistant to the principal, sat at the reception desk sorting the mail.

She opened a large yellow envelope addressed in black marker to the school principal, Dr Ferdinand Seawright, whom she could hear in the adjoining office, talking loudly to himself as he sat at his desktop computer, which apparently did not fall within the category of ‘technology’.

This was Dr Seawright’s first year at the school and Lottie had yet to adjust to his habit of speaking aloud as he typed, as if he were dictating the words to himself.

‘Once again … my patience … wears thin,’ he said.

Mine too, she thought.

‘Parents should … be aware … this behaviour is not condoned … is prohibited by the Pirriwee High School Code of Conduct,’ he said.

Lottie sighed.

The yellow envelope contained a white Styrofoam box, a little smaller than a mobile phone box.

She used the point of a pair of scissors to break through the tape holding the two interlocking halves together and pulled them apart.

‘Ew!’ She recoiled.

A realistic-looking replica of a man’s finger, complete with a few black hairs and a nicely filed fingernail, was nestled in a rectangular cut-out cavity in the bottom half of the box. How unnecessary and unpleasant and bad for the environment! The things companies did to get attention with their direct marketing promotions!

She looked for the accompanying letter, which she expected would say something ‘clever’ like, Point your students in a different direction.

Anna Kennard, Head of Science, appeared at Lottie’s desk. ‘I’m sorry to keep bugging you, Lottie, but I really need to know about the roster for –’ She stopped. ‘What’s that you’ve got?’

Lottie smiled up at her. ‘Oh, it’s just some promotional thing. It almost looks real, doesn’t it?’

‘May I see it?’

Lottie handed her the bottom half of the box. Anna tipped it upside down and the finger fell free. It had been tightly cling-wrapped and sealed smooth like a school sandwich.

Anna carefully loosened and unravelled the cling wrap. She gave it a little shake. The finger rolled slowly onto its side.

Anna took a pen from the container on the reception desk marked Clean Pens, held it cap-down, like a scalpel, and tentatively prodded the finger.

It was soft, mottled, with splashes of dried blood below the knuckle.

‘That’s a human finger,’ declared Anna, and she pulled her blouse up to cover her nose. ‘Smells.’

‘No.’ Lottie pushed her chair back, away from the desk. ‘It can’t be.’

‘No doubt at all,’ said Anna. ‘It’s a real finger.’

Lottie shrieked. She stood and swayed on the spot. ‘I feel sick.’ She had low blood pressure.

‘Sit down,’ said Anna reasonably.

‘What’s going on?’ Dr Seawright emerged from his office just in time to catch Lottie under the armpits. Anna rushed to the other side of the desk and they carefully laid her on the floor. Dr Seawright averted his eyes as Anna pulled Lottie’s skirt over her knees.

There was a discreet, deep cough, and they looked up to see a whiskery fifteen-year-old holding a red behaviour-monitoring card.

‘Come back later, Ruben,’ said Dr Seawright. ‘Mrs Wang is not well.’

He assumed the gormless expression on Ruben’s face related to the sight of Mrs Wang’s knees. Anna Kennard was unaware that Ruben had witnessed her prodding of the human finger and therefore did not request his discretion, not that he would have given it. He was a gregarious child. His father was a distinguished public radio broadcaster, and so Ruben knew how to deliver breaking news without sensationalism or embellishment.

It needed none.

Within the hour the entire school community was aware that someone had sent the principal a severed finger. Any doubts about the veracity of Ruben’s story disappeared when a police car was seen driving into the visitors’ parking area.

Phones across the Pirriwee Peninsula vibrated ecstatically with the ping-ping-ping of parent WhatsApp group notifications. These were caring, involved, hands-on parents, many of whom could have sent their children to private high schools but chose not to for worthy ideological reasons, so were therefore entitled to VIP treatment for not spending the money they could so easily have afforded to spend. All they asked was transparency. If a severed finger had been sent to the school, they should be informed without delay.

Their children, meanwhile, were euphoric about this ghoulish interruption to their day, although some experienced nausea, and the theatre kids, who felt things deeply, wept and fainted, or did their best to faint.

It was one of those days from their childhood every student would remember: that sunny spring day when somebody gave their school principal the finger.

SAFE SPACE STUDENT COUNSELLING SESSION TRANSCRIPT

CONDUCTED BY BRENDA MOORS-CHARLES

PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL

Hello! Good morning! Welcome! Thank you for being here! My name is Brenda Moors-Charles. A mouthful, I know, so please do call me Brenda! I’m from Safe Space Student Counselling and I want you to know this truly is a ‘safe space’. Don’t keep it G-rated for me! Everything we discuss will be kept confidential. Now, I know you’ve all spoken to the police about what happened last week –


	Josh: 	D-Day.



I’m sorry – D-Day?


	Ziggy: 	We were calling it D-Day because of Winston Churchill. We chose him for our history documentary because he really fitted the ‘misunderstood historical figure’ theme. On the one hand he defeated Hitler, but –

	Amabella: 	If we’d stuck with Winston we wouldn’t be here today, would we?

	Ziggy: 	Obviously not.

	Max: 	I never saw it.



You never saw what?


	Max: 	The finger. Ruben got to see it.



Well. That’s – so before we discuss the, ah … the body part … if we could back up? Maybe start way back at the beginning? I understand your parents were –


	Chloe: 	Please don’t blame our parents for any of this. They knew nothing about anything.

	Skye: 	Especially don’t blame Chloe’s parents.

	Amabella: 	All our parents have been very distracted this year. They’ve had a lot on their minds. Their jobs, their tax bills, their appliances, their divorces, their eyelids –



Sorry, did you say eyelids?


	Amabella: 	I think maybe they droop? Which is a problem? Also, there has been a lot of menopause going around.

	Skye: 	Which causes ‘brain fog’. Because your estrogen levels drop. Whereas our estrogen –

	Amabella: 	– and there have been some tragedies. RIP, Nana, for example.



I’m so sorry for your –


	Amabella: 	Oh, don’t worry, Brenda, I’m not grieving. She was my least favourite grandparent.

	Skye: 	There have been some milestone birthdays too, so I guess all the parents have been thinking about their mortality, you know, what is the point of my actual life, that kind of thing.

	Chloe: 	They take ages to recover from parties. Their hangovers are so dramatic.

	Skye: 	It’s because their bodies can’t metabolise alcohol anymore. Poor things.



Well, yes, it can be hard for us, but let’s start at the beginning –


	Ziggy: 	So that would be Chloe’s mum’s fiftieth birthday party.

	Chloe: 	It feels like centuries ago.

	Skye: 	It was like, eight months ago but it feels like years.

	Amabella: 	It’s been a turbulent time, Brenda.
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Madeline

On the morning of her fiftieth birthday, Madeline Martha Mackenzie woke to raised, querulous voices and snapped to attention like an elite soldier. She sat up in bed, tossed back the covers in one swift movement, and swung her feet to the floor, ready to launch herself into the familial fray. She would determine who was right or wrong, who needed to apologise, clean it up or give it back.

But her fifty-year-old left shoulder had other ideas.

The pain was so astonishing she fell backwards as if she’d been shot. Her head slammed into her orthopaedic pillow. Oh, calamity.

She had never heard of the term ‘frozen shoulder’ until her recent diagnosis.

‘It doesn’t sound real,’ she’d said to the physiotherapist who had explained it might take up to a year before her shoulder ‘thawed’. She was seated on the examination table, while he – muscular, young, unfrozen – sat on a low-wheeled stool that allowed him to scoot back and forth between her and his other patient, an elderly man doing rehab after a knee replacement.

‘It’s real, alright, very common among middle-aged women,’ he said without looking at her, busy scribbling notes on his clipboard, crossing her off his list, content with everything about himself: his youth, his hair, his hormone levels, his plans for Friday night. ‘My mother had it a couple of years ago. She’s good now.’

This was a new, unwelcome phenomenon. Younger people kept bringing up their mothers as if it were a way to connect with her, as if she were the same age as their mother, which, even if she was, she didn’t need to know. She had originally planned to also tell him about the cruel throbbing pain in her left big toe, but now she didn’t bother. He might have recommended a comfortable brand of ugly sensible shoe worn by his mother. He might even have used that word.

‘That’s a bunion,’ said Renata at Pilates last Tuesday night.

‘It is not,’ said Madeline as she gingerly moved into plank position. She hadn’t yet known about her frozen shoulder. She thought the pain in her shoulder was yet another symptom of middle age that would disappear on its own, to be replaced by something else. All these minor ailments turned out to be nothing, unless they didn’t, and then you were reprimanded for not having had them checked out earlier. Her whole body protested against the plank. A cacophony of pain: her shoulder moaned, her toe screamed, her stomach muscles said, Not this again, it doesn’t even work.

‘My mother has them,’ said Renata, her plank as rigid as her opinions. ‘So does Oprah. You’re in good company.’

‘I do not have a bunion,’ said Madeline. She pressed her forearms into the floor and watched the varnished gold floorboards of the gym blur. No pain, no gain, but for goodness sake, she had actual tears in her eyes.

‘Our feet spread as we age,’ said Renata.

‘My feet are not spreading,’ said Madeline.

‘It happens. My mother’s feet doubled in width,’ said Renata.

‘I have slender fucking feet,’ said Madeline.

‘Stop it, you two,’ begged Celeste, planking on the other side of Madeline. ‘Don’t make me laugh. My pelvic floor can’t handle it.’

‘Nothing funny about bunions,’ said Renata grimly. ‘They’re incurable.’

‘Turmeric tea might help with the inflammation,’ said Bonnie, in her regular spot, next to Celeste, closest to the open window. ‘I’ll bring some next week.’

Bonnie had spoken in her normal dreamy voice, as if she were lying flat on her back on a beach towel rather than planking, because she was a yoga teacher, and she only did Pilates to catch up with her friends. They forgave her for her abdominal muscles, in the same way that they nobly looked past her inability to speak badly of anyone. Bonnie was lovely and Madeline loved loving her. She wasn’t even faking it. People who loved their ex-husband’s young second wives were emotionally intelligent.

Obviously she couldn’t spend too much time with her. There were limits.

‘Only twenty more seconds,’ said their instructor. ‘The record for the longest plank held by a woman is over four hours! You can do hard things, ladies!’

An endless second passed as the ladies did hard things.

‘Squeezy Time,’ commented Renata.

‘Squeezy time?’ asked Celeste.

‘I think that’s what my pelvic floor app is called,’ said Renata. ‘You’ve got to look after your pelvic health. I’ll send you the link.’

Celeste’s plank had buckled at that point, permitting Madeline to give up hers as well.

Jane, on the other side of Renata, had laughed and sworn but managed to hold hers for an impressive few more seconds because she was still in her free-and-easy thirties.

Sometimes it felt like Jane and Bonnie had done it on purpose: cleverly rationed time and stashed away all those extra years to use at their leisure.

Celeste, who was older than Madeline, wore her age like a gorgeous gossamer-thin wrap suitable for an outdoor wedding in Fiji. Madeline, on the other hand, wore hers like a chattering monkey with its hairy little limbs wrapped around her neck.

Renata was the same age as Celeste but she refused to wear her age at all. She railed against it like poor customer service.

The physiotherapist had told Madeline she could still do Pilates and Beach Boot Camp, and in fact she should do both because exercise was important for her frozen shoulder. She just had to work within her ‘pain limits’. He also said that she shouldn’t try anything new. ‘Over-forty-year-olds trying out a new sport have a one hundred per cent chance of injury,’ he declared.

‘Well, that can’t be true,’ protested Madeline, but he was already scooting athletically off on his stool to talk to the elderly man.

Now she watched the sunlight wash across her bedroom ceiling and whimpered. She had never believed in suffering in silence. She remembered that little rat of an obstetrician who suggested she ‘calm down’ when she was giving birth to Abigail. This level of pain was outrageous, cruel, truly unkind, it was … starting to abate. Just like a labour pain, actually, except no-one would hand over a terrifying, exquisite baby at the end of it.

She lifted her head from the pillow. No more raised voices. Whatever it was, Ed had it sorted. There had been no need for her to jump to attention. It was just old muscle memory from when the children were little and there were so many more people in the house (just two more people, but they were such loud people) and she’d felt truly essential. Ed and Chloe were probably arguing over the preparation of her birthday breakfast. Please, not pancakes. Her dress for tonight’s party was form-fitting and she wanted to look great in the photos. Ed had got so skinny lately. Was he secretly taking weight-loss medication? It seemed like only a few months ago he’d patted his stomach and said, ‘Might need to lose a few kilos,’ and then he just did. That’s all a man had to do: decide to lose weight.

Maybe Ed had had to drag Chloe out of bed: Get up, it’s your mother’s birthday! He was not coping well with the volatility of Chloe’s moods. One day their daughter was a gorgeous giggly curly-haired sprite in pink silk pyjamas, lighting up their lives, introducing them to new music, new language, new ways of thinking, and the next: a glowering, hunch-shouldered skulking figure in her brother’s old black hoodie, mistreated and misunderstood, sentenced to live in this cruelly understocked house for a crime she had not committed. ‘Why is there never any food in this house?’ Their definitions of ‘food’ differed. ‘Why are you both so mean?’ Their definitions of ‘mean’ also differed. The murderous expressions that clouded her beautiful face were funny but you must never, ever laugh. Never make direct eye contact with a premenstrual teenager. This was not Madeline’s first rodeo. Still, her younger daughter was giving her a run for her money.

‘What have I done?’ Madeline sometimes asked, pitifully, knowing it was the wrong thing to say even as she said it. The ideal parent of a teenager had no feelings or personality, never sang, danced (oh my God, obviously), sneezed, laughed, spoke too loudly in public, accidentally left their phone light on (What’s wrong with you, Mum? Turn it off!) or made embarrassing self-deprecating try-hard jokes about how embarrassing they were to their offspring.

‘Oh my God, Mum, would you stop? It’s not all about you!’

The last time Chloe had said that, Madeline was ironing her school uniform and naturally Madeline pointed this out, with some passion. Apparently this proved Chloe’s point, because Chloe didn’t care if her uniform was crumpled: Madeline was only ironing Chloe’s uniform because she wanted to look like a good mother.

Teenage offspring knew their parents’ weak spots. ‘You’re not as funny as you think you are, Dad,’ Chloe said to Ed.

‘Oh, of course you’re as funny as you think you are, darling,’ comforted Madeline, when poor Ed seemed a little stunned by his daughter’s contempt, and she reminded him what Abigail had been like at the same age. She wondered if Ed was thinner-skinned now he was older (and literally thinner!), or if Chloe had more power to hurt his feelings because she was his biological daughter rather than his stepdaughter, and his expectations of respect and unconditional love were therefore higher.

Perhaps Madeline had become more sensitive too. She did feel strangely fragile at times, and that was not a word she would have ever used to describe herself.

Or perhaps it was just that the dynamics between the three of them had changed now Chloe was the only child left in the house.

‘Can you two please just look at something other than me?’ Chloe had said at dinner last night.

Madeline and Ed had exchanged rueful smiles. They’d never had a relationship without a child in the mix. Abigail had come on their honeymoon. Nathan was meant to look after his daughter but something had come up. Of course it had. Her ex-husband had been reliably unreliable back then.

Madeline thought, What happens when Chloe is gone too and it’s just me and Ed? It will be so quiet! Possibly boring? Will it be great? Will we re-ignite our passion? Sure. That feels likely. Or will we have nothing to talk about? Will we get a divorce because I can’t stand the sound of that dry cough?

The lingering head cold was not Ed’s fault. A dry cough did not make someone less loveable. It’s just that she would love him more when it was finally gone.

Her phone buzzed on the bedside table and she carefully reached for it. It was her sweet middle child, Fred. Happy 50th Mum. Love U. Hope tonite is fun! He was living his best life, studying ‘supply chain management’ at an American college. He appeared weirdly enthralled by this surely uninspiring subject. He’d remembered her birthday! Well. Possibly he had. More likely Ed had messaged him: Text your mum, mate. Her phone buzzed again with a picture of something fleshy and pale that for a terrifying second appeared pornographic (had he accidentally sexted his mother?) but which thankfully turned out to be a close-up of a piece of cooked chicken breast captioned: This cooked enough?

She expanded the picture with her fingertips for a closer look. It looked fine but she texted back: Give it a minute more. She’d rather he ate overcooked chicken than got sick with salmonella on the other side of the world.

She kept the phone on her chest in anticipation of the next birthday text and tilted her head to see the morning sky outside the window. She was pleased to see it was blue and cloudless, like the sky of a childhood memory. It had been an unpleasantly sticky, sweaty summer. For weeks she’d been waking up to oppressive grey skies and the sensation of being on the verge of some unspecified but catastrophic event. Was that just a permanent feeling she had to endure now? Because of technology? The twenty-four-hour news cycle? Perimenopause?

‘You peri?’ asked Samantha Fisher cheerily in the line for coffee at Blue Blues the other day, and for some reason Madeline heard Perry and her stomach lurched at the sound of his name.

She was embarrassed by that dramatic stomach lurch. Celeste’s husband had been dead for ten years and Madeline had no right to be traumatised by his memory.

Of course she was ‘peri’. Nearly every woman she knew was battling their hormones in some way, and menopause was openly discussed in the media these days, like, a lot, which was great but also kind of … invasive? She sometimes felt like saying, Shhh, that’s enough now, we don’t want the men to hear, it’s not … pretty.

Certainly everyone agreed it was just wonderful to simultaneously be dealing with hormonal changes, disdainful teenagers and elderly parents. Why was being a woman so dreadful? Just because Eve gave Adam the apple? The man was probably hungry. The woman was always in charge of organising the fucking snacks.

Her mother had told her that menopause was nothing to get worked up about and that when she herself was in her fifties, her periods just got lighter and lighter and then finally faded away altogether, like a delicate sunset. Madeline had been looking forward to her own sunset, but the opposite was happening. Her periods were now like natural disasters, so unacceptably heavy she could not leave the house on the second day. ‘Flooding,’ said Dr Cushman with a sympathetic wince. ‘If it keeps happening we can look at medication. Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask, have you been to Croatia?’ It had kept happening but she hadn’t got around to booking a follow-up appointment with Dr Cushman. It was just something else to do. Another thing to tick off on the endless life-maintenance list: fix the frozen shoulder, smooth out the fine lines, get on top of the operatic periods, get your teeth cleaned. If only you could trade in your body like an old car that was costing more money in repairs than it was worth.

Well. She was not going to waste her fiftieth birthday thinking about Perry Freaking White or peri-freaking-menopause. Tonight was going to be wonderful. Wasn’t it? Did a secret part of her wish she was just staying home on the couch watching a movie? What the hell? No! She loved parties. She was a party girl!

She was not used to this second-guessing of herself. But lately she secretly felt like she was losing her nerve for … what? For life? For everything: from tight parking spots to software updates. Supposedly you cared less about what people thought the older you got, but Madeline wondered if she’d had more confidence at forty. She still behaved as if she were famously feisty Madeline, but sometimes she woke in the night with a pounding heart, replaying everything she’d said that day and questioning her every decision.

‘I just love your confidence, Madeline,’ her ‘boss’ often said. (Something condescending about her tone. As if she were complimenting an aunt’s pretty blouse at a family event.)

Madeline worked three days a week in the events department of the Pirriwee Pacific Hotel. She loved it! Well. She quite liked it. As the senior events manager, she managed corporate events like breakfast meetings and product launches, as well as the smaller weekday weddings. Those were mostly second weddings, which were much nicer and more relaxed than first weddings. The director of events, her Gen Z ‘boss’ (a year younger than Abigail and therefore secretly referred to as ‘The Child’), handled the more glamorous affairs. Madeline didn’t mind ‘reporting’ to someone so young. Not at all! It was fine! The Child was a sweet, intelligent young woman, but just occasionally Madeline experienced a warm flush of humiliation, when, for example, The Child double-checked Madeline’s work. She had to keep reminding herself that this was what she wanted: a part-time job that was stimulating but not all-consuming. She hadn’t worked in a normal nine-to-five full-time job since before Abigail was born. She’d always hustled. She liked that word. It made her bitsy career feel like an edgy, cool choice. Her favourite job had been working at the local theatre, but it had closed down, of course. Everything good closed down in the end.

She didn’t want or need The Child’s job. Sometimes she saw mothers on television dramas earnestly discussing how they needed ‘more’ in their lives and she’d think, Are you kidding? Less! I need less! Please give me less.

She carefully wriggled back up to a seated position and propped a pillow behind her against the headboard, ready for Ed and Chloe to present her breakfast. She smoothed her hair.

While she waited she used two fingers to massage under her left armpit as per the recommendation of the physiotherapist, who said his mother diligently did these massages and kept her pain under control. Good for her!

Her phone buzzed with happy birthday messages and she turned it over on her lap so she could watch the names. She would read the messages later.

Nathan. Her nostrils did not flare at the sight of her ex-husband’s name. She was so mature now she was fifty.

Perfect Boyfriend. That’s how she had Abigail’s boyfriend saved in her phone. Her nostrils flared ever so slightly. Creepily texting his girlfriend’s mother a happy birthday message before his girlfriend had got around to it! She couldn’t admit her dislike to anyone because the man was universally adored. It would be akin to saying she didn’t like Blue Blues. (She loved Blue Blues and sometimes imagined herself lying in front of a bulldozer to save it.) (There were no plans for redevelopment. She just enjoyed visualising potential conflict.)

Abigail and Perfect Boyfriend were both twenty-five, with double degrees, well-paid corporate jobs, financial plans and the glorious self-assuredness of recent Oscar winners. They’d moved in together after just three months and there was nothing to worry about, nothing at all, it was true love. Madeline needed to stop watching true crime documentaries. Obviously she would never stop watching them – she loved them so much – but they were skewing her view of the world. Every handsome, charming man was surely not destined to be a murderer.

More messages:

Darling Jane.

Darling Celeste.

Her gym. Her dermatologist. Abigail. Yes, about time, sweet daughter of mine. The Child. A request to rate and review her recent experience renewing her health insurance. Nothing from her mother yet, which was odd: twinge of worry. Madeline would find an excuse to call her if a message didn’t pop up soon. Bonnie. Renata. It’s not a bunion, Renata. Her message was accompanied by a strange, slightly mean gif, which came across as aggressive, not funny. Poor Renata sometimes tried too hard when it came to their friendship, like she couldn’t believe she got to be Madeline’s friend. Exactly, Renata. Stay grateful. Melody. She paused and frowned: Who the hell is Melody? Oh, wait. That woman who joined Beach Boot Camp last week. New to the area, had a job teaching history at the high school. Chloe would probably take her class. She must have heard Madeline talk about her upcoming fiftieth, taken note of the date and looked her up on the Boot Camp WhatsApp group. Thoughtful! She was trying to break in, letting Madeline know, I am up for friendship. Madeline would do exactly the same thing if she moved to a new area. She would consider Melody’s application favourably.

She could hear Ed and Chloe walking down the hallway. The clatter of cutlery on a plate. It smelled like pancakes and she was suddenly ravenous. She would eat them all. Spanx was invented for a reason. They were singing ‘Happy Birthday’, out of synch. Chloe laughed and said, ‘Start again.’ She was in a good mood. Her younger daughter in a good mood could course-correct the worst day. Madeline grinned. She was about to adjust the strap of her nightgown when her fingertips froze.
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Jane

Happy 50th Madeline!!

No. Delete, delete. The number fifty looked offensive. Jane didn’t want to remind her friend of their sixteen-year age gap. Most of the time she felt like they were the same age. When Madeline said, as she often did, ‘You’re taking so long to turn forty!’ Jane always felt like she should apologise for the delay.

Droplets of salt water dripped onto the screen of her phone as she deleted her text. She slung her ponytail over her shoulder and squeezed it out onto the sand.

She and Ziggy had swum the bay together and Ziggy had run up to collect their breakfast from the café while Jane plonked herself on her towel to text Madeline.

It was a thirty-minute swim. A good work-out. Longer when the swell was up. It was their Saturday-morning ritual when the weather and the water were warm enough, the best part of Jane’s week. Ziggy finished ahead of her now. She suspected he might even be deliberately swimming slower so she didn’t get too far behind. He was nearly sixteen, taller and stronger than her, which was a peculiar feeling, because her instinct was to protect him even as she asked him to open jars, which he loved to do: the oh-so-casual ‘not a problem, Mum’ manly expression on his boyish face as he handed it back to her. Recently, as they crossed Pirriwee Road together on the bend, a car came around the corner much too fast, and Ziggy’s arm shot sideways to shield her. She didn’t really like that. Her arm should have shot in front of his body! But he saw the car before she did.

‘Mum?’ said Ziggy.

She looked up. He was bare-chested, still dripping wet, arms full of their breakfast. He’d just gone striding up to Blue Blues without even bothering to towel himself off. She smiled up at her exquisite man-child. Broad-shouldered but still baby-faced, especially after a haircut. Tiny whiskers on his chin, a stuffed toy on his bed.

He was looking at her intently, but she’d learned that meant he was examining his reflection in her sunglasses. Celeste said it had taken her a while to catch on to the fact that Max’s loving glances were not meant for her but for his own image.

Ziggy didn’t have Max’s self-confidence. He described himself as ‘mid at best’, and each time Jane protested, ‘You’re not mid, you’re beautiful,’ Ziggy said, ‘You’re just saying that because you’re my mother.’ She’d thought that self-loathing was reserved for teenage girls, but apparently not. All the mothers said the same thing. These days it was the boys spending hours at the gym, obsessing over their quads, their pecs, their biceps and triceps, following rigid ‘eating plans’ that involved ‘bulking up’, where they ate far too much, almost to the point of being sick, and then ‘shedding’, where they ate far too little. They were all obsessed with protein and zero sugar Coke. Fruit and vegetables, sadly, were still not of interest. Men on the internet told their sons what to think and what to eat. Jane had to make a deliberate effort to detach herself from Ziggy’s diet, because she was pretty sure the remnants of her long-ago eating disorder were still smouldering away in her psyche.

‘Just let me text Madeline for her birthday,’ she said.

She quickly tapped: HAVE A FAB DAY BEAUTIFUL BIRTHDAY GIRL, SEE YOU AT THE PARTY, LET ME KNOW IF YOU NEED ANYTHING. SORRY FOR SHOUTING. STARTED IN CAPS AND CAN’T STOP XXXXXXXXXXX

She put down the phone and held up her hands for her long black, her spinach and kale juice and her haloumi wrap. Ziggy had a smoothie and a bacon and egg roll with extra bacon. Tom timed their breakfast order perfectly so it was ready and waiting the moment they finished their swim. Free! This was the advantage of being married to the owner of Blue Blues, a fact that still aroused envy. Wait, you’re married to Tom? THE Tom? So you get your coffee for free? It wasn’t actually free, of course. Jane did the books. She knew exactly how much that haloumi cost. It was kind of cute and childlike how so many women, in high-paying jobs or married to high-earning men, truly coveted a free tab at Blue Blues. And of course there was Tom himself. Everyone was in love with her husband. He could have an affair at the snap of his fingers. But he would never do that. Never. She sighed.

So do you actually want him to have an affair?

No, of course not! What sort of question is that?

Well. That was a weird little conversation to pop up in her head.

Once, when she and her friends all got tipsy together, they’d somehow stumbled upon the fact that Renata had only one voice in her head. The rest of them all said they berated themselves, or praised themselves, tried to talk themselves into or out of something. They all agreed they needed to improve their ‘self-talk’ and be kinder to themselves, but Renata was baffled by the concept.

‘But there’s only me,’ she said. ‘I just do what I choose to do. There’s no going back and forth. How would I talk to me?’

‘You are a unique specimen, Renata Klein,’ said Madeline, and Renata seemed so pleased.

Ziggy sat companionably on the towel next to Jane as they unwrapped their breakfast.

‘Good swim,’ said Jane.

‘Great swim,’ said Ziggy.

Jane bit into her wrap: amazing as always. The cost of the good haloumi was worth it.

She and Ziggy both lifted their hands to wave at Stu Fisher, who was heading down to the water with his board under his arm. He belonged to the circle of parents Jane had known since their children were in kindergarten together, although their kids had never been friends.

‘Oh, you know what, I was talking to Stu the other day and he was telling me how his nephew –’ Jane watched Ziggy grimace, lift up the top bun of his bacon and egg roll and fastidiously remove a few tiny curls of carrot that Tom had tried to sneak in there. ‘Oh my God, Ziggy, one tiny bit of carrot isn’t going to kill you.’ Ziggy grinned as he dropped the carrot onto the sand. ‘Anyway, his nephew’s doing a gap year at the moment and Stu was showing me these amazing photos he’d sent of this nightclub in Berlin with all these different floors. People stay there all night. It was called Berg-something. I wrote it down.’

There was a pause.

‘Wow,’ said Ziggy, with his mouth full.

‘You could go there when you do your gap year.’

‘I could,’ said Ziggy flatly. ‘If I do a gap year. Maybe I won’t do one.’

‘Oh,’ said Jane. ‘Well, sure. Gap years are not compulsory.’

‘Good to know.’

She looked sideways at him. ‘You okay?’

‘Why wouldn’t I be?’

She shouldn’t have mentioned the Berlin nightclub. Nobody wanted to go to a nightclub recommended by their mother. It was just that she sometimes felt oddly panicky about all the choices that would soon be available to Ziggy. It wasn’t so much concern he’d make the wrong choices but whether he’d even be aware those choices were available. He was smart but dreamy, and occasionally he’d say something so innocently stupid she’d be overcome with the weight of her responsibility. She didn’t know what the kid didn’t know! Madeline said that Fred had submitted the initial application for an international student scholarship to Georgia State University without even telling his parents. She couldn’t imagine Ziggy doing that. Had he even heard of Georgia?

‘You know Fred got a scholarship –’ she began.

‘Mum,’ said Ziggy. ‘I know. You told me before.’

‘Yes, of course,’ said Jane. She paused. She knew she was about to be annoying but she couldn’t seem to stop herself. ‘Georgia is in the south –’

‘Whatever, Mum, I don’t care about Georgia!’

His aggravation radiated from him like a fever.

She remembered her own teenage years, and how she’d perceived her parents to be essentially irrelevant, occasionally bothersome, shadowy background figures in her life. She wanted to say, But I’m still relevant, Ziggy!

Well, a little teen grumpiness was nothing to get worked up about. Ziggy was a good kid. Last year, there had been a scandal at the high school. A group of boys had been ‘rating’ girls on social media. Celeste had told Jane that when she heard about it her immediate thought had been: Please, please, not my boys.

And then Celeste had gone on a little rant, enunciating her words a little more clearly than she normally did, almost as if she were preparing a pre-emptive legal defence for her boys. Celeste pointed out that social media had been invented when Mark Zuckerberg and his friends created a ‘hot or not’ website at Harvard, and that schoolkids had always done that kind of thing even before the world went online. She said that when she and her friends were fifteen they had an exercise book where they gave one- to five-star ratings to boys based on their looks.

(Sometimes, Jane heard the faintest whisper of a judgemental thought: Celeste is too soft on those boys.)

Fortunately, the twins were not involved because it had been revealed that one category on the scandalous site was ‘not-even-rapeable’. Celeste’s defence would surely have faltered at that distressing revelation.

It hadn’t even occurred to Jane to worry that Ziggy had been involved, not because she thought she was such an amazing parent but because she didn’t think it would be his style. He was still such a kid. He would turn sixteen on the second day of the school term in February. He didn’t want a party, thank God. Parties were stressful.

Jane’s first kiss had been at a sixteenth birthday party, with the birthday boy himself, in his laundry, up against the washing machine. His name was TJ, and he’d also kissed one of her friends on the same night in the same laundry (fair enough, it was his birthday), and all she and her friend could talk about afterwards was TJ’s mum’s bra sitting on top of the dryer. They had never seen such an enormous bra. By the end of the night someone had hung it from a light fitting.

Jane wondered for the first time if poor TJ’s mother had come downstairs the morning after the party, garbage bag in hand, ready to start cleaning up, and discovered her good bra hanging from the ceiling. She kept doing this lately: replaying all her teen memories, and then suddenly flipping to the perspectives of the adults. What did TJ’s mother do for a living? Did she know her son kissed at least two girls in her laundry that night?

Jane knew Ziggy liked girls, but she was sure he’d never kissed one. That was the thing with this age. All those children sitting in the same classrooms at wildly different stages of development. Deep-voiced giants playing handball against high-voiced pipsqueaks.

Madeline said Chloe’s friends used the term ‘body count’ when referring to sexual partners and Jane had been so shocked. ‘You mean some of them have already had multiple sexual partners?’

‘Best not to think about it,’ said Madeline. ‘I mean, who knows if they’re actually telling the truth.’

Jane had read that you should talk to your teenage sons about sensitive matters when they were in the car, but the last time she had tried to talk to Ziggy about sex, he’d put his hands over his ears, closed his eyes and chanted, ‘Bro, make it stop, make it stop.’ So she’d stopped. Tom said he’d had a few (brief, terse, but fine) conversations with Ziggy about sex and he would keep checking in. She’d been relieved, because supposedly you were meant to be ‘honest’ and what were her honest thoughts about sex? Sex is beautiful. Sex is ugly. Sex is boring. Sex is terrifying. Sex is nothing. Sex is everything. I don’t want to talk to you about sex because you are my little boy and the thought of you having sex makes me feel very, very strange.

She changed the subject. ‘You looking forward to tonight?’

‘What’s tonight?’

‘Ziggy. Madeline’s party. Remember? She wants you to be there.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, I think she just wants you kids to hang out. It’s been a while, and you all used to be such good friends. You and Chloe and the twins –’

‘The twins are not my friends.’

‘Okay,’ said Jane carefully. ‘But they are your brothers.’ An infinitesimal pause containing infinite shame. ‘Your half-brothers.’

‘I know they’re my brothers. Mary-Louise keeps texting me,’ said Ziggy gloomily. ‘She keeps saying, “I need to see you and your brothers!” Didn’t we see her, like, last week?’

Jane thought. ‘I guess it’s been a few months.’

‘She won’t be there tonight, will she?’

‘Mary-Louise? No. Definitely not.’

Mary-Louise was a mildly unpleasant obligation, like the dentist. Jane facilitated Ziggy’s interactions with her even though her feelings about Mary-Louise were inevitably complicated. She was Ziggy’s biological grandmother, and she’d loved Ziggy ever since she discovered his existence when he was five. Mary-Louise’s feelings about Jane were probably complicated too. She was polite to Jane. Not icy. But definitely chilly, as if Jane had wronged her in some way and Mary-Louise had chosen to rise above it.

‘How dare she be chilly!’ Madeline often said, but Jane thought she might actually find it harder if Mary-Louise were warm and kind. That would be confusing. Their relationship felt appropriate under the circumstances. But she enjoyed Madeline’s outrage on her behalf.

‘I actually met Madeline on her fortieth birthday,’ she told Ziggy. ‘Ten years ago today. We’d only just moved here, and we were driving to your kindergarten orientation. Do you remember?’

‘Nope,’ said Ziggy.

‘She tripped over on the road. You told me to stop.’

‘I don’t remember it, Mum.’

Well, it was a long time ago. She had blank spots too. For example, just the other day she was chatting with Madeline and trying to remember the name of that peculiar mother who’d based her entire identity on her friendship with Renata. ‘Harper! How could you forget Harper!’ cried Madeline. ‘You got in a fight with her in the sandpit! She was the one who started that terrible petition when everyone thought Ziggy was the kindergarten bully.’

Jane had remembered the petition, but she couldn’t even remember Harper’s face, just her Renata obsession, and she thought Madeline was probably misremembering the part about an argument in a sandpit. It was far more likely Madeline had been the one to argue with Harper, not Jane. Two years after the petition, Harper had moved her kids to another school and thus disappeared from Jane’s consciousness. (And Harper had lost touch with Renata! How did she continue to exist?) Sometimes when Jane thought of Ziggy’s first year at school, it was like somebody else had been his mother. A weird messed-up girl with a bad hairstyle.

‘You were so cute,’ she said to Ziggy.

‘Mum. I didn’t, like, die, I’m still right here,’ said Ziggy. He crammed the last of his roll into his mouth and said, without making eye contact, ‘Is Amabella going to Madeline’s party?’

‘Yes,’ said Jane.

‘Okay,’ said Ziggy. He leaped to his feet in one fluid movement, brushed sand off his knees and shrugged on his t-shirt. ‘I’ll go to the party.’ He looked down at her. ‘I’m going to run back.’

‘Oh,’ said Jane. She looked at her half-eaten wrap. Normally they walked back together. ‘I’ll see you –’

But he was already gone, jogging quickly and easily across the sand, tossing his rubbish in the bin as he ran past it.

Amabella. Renata’s daughter was no longer the shy, tiny girl she’d been when Jane first met her but a long-legged, charismatic teenager who looked about ten years older than Ziggy. Please don’t have a crush on Amabella, Ziggy. If Amabella was in the market for a boyfriend she wouldn’t be looking Ziggy’s way. A shared childhood interest in Star Wars wouldn’t cut it.

History never repeats. Wasn’t that the name of a song her dad liked? But it did. It could. Jane might have a blank spot in her memory when it came to Harper, but she hadn’t forgotten the time Amabella handed out those pink envelopes in the playground. One for everyone except Ziggy. Jane had long since forgiven Renata; of course she had. The five of them – Jane, Celeste, Madeline, Renata and Bonnie – were now a close-knit group bound together forever by the events of that year. When Jane looked at old photos she almost blushed. She couldn’t believe how serious she and her friends had all been about the social dynamics of kindergarten. Those tiny adorable children didn’t have addictive phones or social media. Their playdates had to be organised for them!

Now it was serious.

It seemed like once you became a parent you could never relax, not for a moment, not for the rest of your life, because there was always too much to lose. The stakes just got higher and higher and you had less and less control.

She looked out at the ocean and watched Stu Fisher get wiped out by a tiny wave.

Virtually a ripple.
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Could I quickly interrupt? I’m just trying to understand the dynamics at play here. I gather you’re all connected outside of school?


	Skye: 	We’ve all been close friends since childhood.



Oh, that’s very –


	Max: 	Fake news. I literally didn’t see you for all of last year.

	Josh: 	What the – we all go to the same high school!

	Max: 	Never saw her. All of last year. Never saw her once.

	Josh: 	I saw her.

	Skye: 	Thank you, Josh. We’re all in separate friend groups, Brenda. I’ll explain. The twins are sporty and cool, Chloe is popular and well known, Ziggy flies under the radar, I’m kind of nerdy but not in a bad way, and Amabella defies definition.

	Max: 	You’re cooler than Ziggy, Skye. I mean, look what happened to him when he tried to get out from under the radar.

	Ziggy: 	Fuck off, Max. Oh my God, I sincerely apologise, Brenda, I forgot you were here.



That’s perfectly fine. Please speak freely!


	Chloe: 	I’m not ‘popular and well known’. What does that even mean, Skye?

	Amabella: 	You should probably also know that Skye and Chloe share a half-sister, and the twins and Ziggy are half-brothers. I am not connected to any of these people by blood or marriage. Thankfully.

	Ziggy: 	The point is, we reconnected at Chloe’s mum’s birthday party.

	Chloe: 	Which was exactly what my mother wanted. She’s a master manipulator.

	Ziggy: 	It was the weekend before school went back.

	Skye: 	Yes, that’s right. I remember everyone was wondering how the new principal would change the school culture.

	Max: 	Nobody was wondering that, Brenda.



From the Office of Dr Ferdinand Seawright

For the Attention of All Pirriwee High School Students and Parents


Dear Students and Parents,

I trust you’re enjoying the last few weeks of the summer holidays and looking forward to the commencement of the new school year! Personally I can’t wait to sink my teeth into the chewy challenges awaiting me as your new school principal!

I ‘shadowed’ my predecessor last year and I won’t ‘gild the lily’. Certain behaviours must cease! Please be aware that wading, swimming, fishing, surfing and snorkelling in the Ponder Fountain are strictly prohibited. This monument was bequeathed to us by a beloved local resident, Mrs Patty Ponder. Let’s respect her legacy.

I know many parents are troubled by the pernicious impact of screen time on our young people. I’m thrilled to be launching an exciting new initiative: ‘Tech-free Tuesdays’. More to come!

I will also take this opportunity to welcome new staff member Ms Melody Montclair. Ms Montclair comes to us with many years of experience teaching history and has a particular interest in ‘feminist historiography’. One word: Wow! How wonderful for our young ladies.

Yours respectfully,

Dr Ferdinand Seawright, BEd (Hons) DEd MEd (EdMgt) DEdPsych



Year 10 Parents WhatsApp Group


Welcome Year 10 Parents! For those who don’t know me I’m Thea, proud mum of Violet C, and I’ll be moderating the Parents WhatsApp Group. Let’s keep our interactions relevant and respectful! The school year begins next Wednesday.
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Celeste

‘Have you boys ever tried to surf in the Ponder Fountain? Or … snorkel?’

Celeste lay on the couch in the living room, reading the first communication from the new school principal on her phone. She really needed to get up and get herself ready for Madeline’s party.

No answer. She lifted her chin. Max lay on the opposite couch, earbuds in, looking at his phone. Josh lay flat on his back on the floor, in between them, doing the same thing. The only parts of them that moved were their thumbs on their screens, and their enormous sandy feet. The ‘pernicious impact of screen time’ indeed: all three of them on screens at the same time, but it was a Saturday, and it was nearly the end of the summer holidays. She would be a better mother when the boys were back at school.

‘Boys?’ She raised her voice, and each of them lifted their head and removed a single earbud, their movements in synch. She and Perry had been given all sorts of advice about telling their identical twins apart – paint one of their toenails, dress them in different colours – but she could tell them apart when they were just three weeks old. Max was Max and Josh was Josh.

‘Have you seen this email from your new school principal? He says something about surfing in the school fountain?’

The boys looked at each other and chuckled: deep, knowing chuckles.

‘That would be impossible, Mum,’ said Max, straight-faced.

She was still adjusting to their recently acquired deep voices. She would be at home, reading her book, secure in the knowledge it was just her and the kids, and be startled by the rumble of strange men in her home.

Celeste lifted a hand. ‘Don’t tell me! I don’t want to know.’

Well, they obviously hadn’t got caught. No dreaded phone call from the school. There had been a stressful period of mild delinquency when the boys turned thirteen. Her heart used to sink each time she saw the school’s number on her phone. If they had gone to the exclusive private school they were meant to attend, the one their father had enrolled them at within an hour of their birth, they would have been promptly expelled. It was like they’d set up a roster to ensure one of them was always in trouble. It had reminded her of when they were babies and it seemed they took turns to sleep so as to ensure she never did.

The bad behaviour stopped, without intervention, while she was still reading up on the appropriate methods to handle it and wondering if she needed to take them back to counselling, which she really had not wanted to do. She wanted the three of them to just be.

In the years after their father died, there had been so much talk, so much expensive therapy. All those complicated feelings dissected and honoured. She’d finally said, ‘No more.’ The boys had sports to play and lives to live and then a pandemic to endure. They were good. She was good. More than good. She was over it, over him. Healed. Cured. Fixed. She was enjoying this stage of parenting. It was actually maybe her favourite so far. Often she found herself experiencing piercing moments of joy that she did not have to reach for or make herself recognise. They were just there for her. ‘What are you smiling at?’ Max had said the other day and she’d said, ‘I just ate the best kiwifruit I’ve ever had in my life.’ He’d patted her shoulder and said, ‘Happy for you, Mum.’

‘I don’t know why you’d surf in a fountain when there is a perfectly good beach just minutes away,’ she said, pointlessly, because both boys were lost in their phones once more, although grins lingered on their faces from the memories of whatever hijinks had taken place last year in that damned fountain.

They were gorgeous.

Sometimes she wished Perry could be here for just this one moment, just long enough for her to exchange glances of shared wonder with him, the way they had all those years ago when the ultrasound technician pointed out ‘Baby A and Baby B’. The technician was young and excited. It was her first set of twins. ‘Two babies,’ she’d said, nodding to herself, eyes on the screen, one hand on the mouse. ‘Two heartbeats.’

Celeste’s phone buzzed with a text from Jane: Sunk your teeth into any chewy challenges lately?

This was the universe tactfully reminding her that at the time she and Perry were marvelling over those two heartbeats, a young woman Celeste had never met was already pregnant with Perry’s baby: the son he never knew existed.

Celeste applied a laughing face to Jane’s text.

The doorbell rang.

‘That’s not for either of you, is it?’ she asked. ‘Because we’re going to the party, remember?’

The boys ignored her. She sighed. It must be a delivery. She threw her phone on the couch and stood, poking Josh in the stomach with her toe. He curled up his long, tanned hairy legs, like a mollusc, like the curled-up, tiny-fisted baby he’d once been, and grinned up at her.

She opened the front door and the polite smile she had prepared for the delivery person disappeared.

‘Mary-Louise! Is everything okay?’

‘Yes, of course, why would you say that? What’s wrong with me?’

Celeste’s mother-in-law smoothed her hair and ran a thumb over her teeth as if to check for lipstick, although she never wore lipstick. She was dressed immaculately and conservatively in white pants and a floral-patterned collared blouse, like a wealthy ex-nun.

Perry’s mother had once been an extraneous person in Celeste’s life. Not even significant enough to be an irritant. She’d channelled all necessary communications through her adored son. It sometimes felt like she hadn’t really existed before Perry’s death. For example, Celeste had no particular memories of her being around when the boys were babies, although Mary-Louise had plenty. Celeste could only recall her own mother helping out.

This feeling was amplified by the fact that when she first knew Mary-Louise she knew her as Jean. However, a week after Perry’s father died, she’d said to Celeste, ‘In future I would prefer it if you called me by my first name.’ Celeste had been taken aback. She’d never known that her mother-in-law’s name was Mary-Louise Jean and it was only Perry’s father who’d called her Jean. But Celeste had adjusted easily enough to the new name, which probably indicated how very little she’d used the old one.

‘No, no, Mary-Louise, you look lovely. You always look lovely. I’m just surprised to see you.’

So many of their conversations went like this, where Celeste inadvertently gave offence and then had to walk herself back. It was better than the dreadful time after Perry died when Mary-Louise questioned her every parenting choice, but Celeste still exhaled each time she said goodbye.

‘Why would you be surprised to see me?’

‘Well,’ said Celeste. ‘I wasn’t … I don’t think I was, was I … expecting you?’

Her mother-in-law didn’t ‘drop in’. She planned everything well in advance. All appointments and social activities were fastidiously written in a faux leather diary in the manner of a 1950s secretary keeping the calendar of an important man. No abbreviations. All addresses written in full, including postcodes.

Mary-Louise was busy pulling a bottle of wine from her tote bag. She finally extracted it and handed it to Celeste as if that explained everything. ‘The man told me this was very good for the price. It’s a New Zealand pinot.’

‘Oh, thank you. That’s – well.’ Celeste took the wine and opened the door wider, as Mary-Louise was clearly behaving like an expected dinner guest. Had Celeste forgotten Madeline’s party and double-booked? Surely not. She and the boys had seen Mary-Louise only last week, and they normally saw each other about once a month. That seemed fair.

‘Come in, come in. So is this an impromptu visit?’

She closed the door, and Mary-Louise leaned forward and bizarrely poked Celeste in the shoulder, in a similar manner to the way Celeste had just poked Josh with her toe. ‘Your hair is – goodness!’ She fluttered her hands around her own head. ‘Indescribable.’

Celeste had been swimming that morning and had let her hair dry naturally, so it was a tangled, crazy mess. The boys called her Witch-Mum when her hair dried like this. She wore a faded sundress. No bra. No make-up, of course. She rarely wore make-up these days. Madeline said she now dressed like a humanities student from the nineties, but she normally made herself look respectable when she was seeing her mother-in-law. In all the time they’d known each other, Mary-Louise would never have witnessed her looking like this.

As Mary-Louise took her in from head to toe, an emotion flashed across her face that resembled genuine distress, or even panic. Gosh, Celeste didn’t look that bad, did she? Was Mary-Louise wondering how this ramshackle woman could possibly take care of her precious grandsons? Mary-Louise tolerated Celeste so she could see the boys. She adored the twins, and they kind of adored her back, or at least they did for short bursts of time. Celeste could see their knees starting to jiggle as they lost patience with questions like, ‘And tell me, what are you studying in English this year?’

‘I was in the area, Celeste,’ said Mary-Louise slowly and carefully. It was really quite extraordinary how a certain type of older woman could still make Celeste – an educated, professional woman in her fifties – feel like an idiot. Mary-Louise lived ‘in the area’. Two years ago, she had announced that she was moving to an apartment on the peninsula to be closer to her three grandsons. At the time, Celeste had been horrified, wondering just how often they would be required to socialise, but their unspoken monthly schedule had remained the same.

‘I hope it’s not inconvenient,’ said Mary-Louise. ‘I’m trying to be more spontaneous. It was my New Year’s resolution.’

‘Really?’ said Celeste. ‘That was your New Year’s resolution?’ It wasn’t so much the use of the word ‘spontaneous’, it was that Mary-Louise would resolve to change her behaviour in any way. Celeste thought Mary-Louise’s entire belief system and personality had been carved in stone back in the eighties.

Mary-Louise sniffed delicately. She always did the same dainty sniff whenever she entered Celeste’s home, presumably because she did not appreciate the scent of salt water, surf wax and damp wetsuits.

Celeste liked it. It smelled like freedom to her.

There was another knock on the door.

‘That will be my driver,’ said Mary-Louise, as if this were obvious but she would patiently point it out anyway.

‘Your driver?’

‘Yes, my car is being serviced so I came in a taxi, and then when I tried to pay, there was a problem with my credit card.’

She’d come in a taxi. Mary-Louise did not approve of taxis. She believed them to be unsafe and self-indulgent. Also, she’d said she was ‘in the area’. It didn’t make sense. ‘So you want me to go pay the taxi driver?’

‘I will obviously pay you back, Celeste. I repay my debts.’

‘No, sorry, I didn’t mean … of course, I’m very happy to pay.’

But Mary-Louise was no longer listening because Max had wandered into the hallway and was allowing himself to be hugged adoringly by his grandmother, as if he were a celebrity being hugged by a super fan.

Celeste grabbed her purse and went to pay the fare.

‘Is that your mother?’ the driver said as she tapped her card against his machine.

‘Mother-in-law,’ she said, and she instantly saw her own mother’s soft, worried face. Celeste’s mother had died when the boys were seven, anxious about her place in the world until the very end. If there was an afterlife, Celeste hoped it was one where her mother was no longer intimidated by people who she perceived to be smarter or better dressed or wealthier. She was probably the reason why Mary-Louise could still make Celeste feel inferior. Thanks for that, Mum.

‘Make sure she hasn’t fallen for a scam,’ said the taxi driver. ‘She tried three different cards. That’s what happened to my mother.’

‘Thanks,’ said Celeste, but it was impossible that Mary-Louise was being scammed. She was suspicious of everyone, and kept her finances in perfect order.

Celeste went back inside to find Mary-Louise sitting at the island bench with the boys. Josh was at the sink filling the kettle with the water running too fast so it was splashing everywhere. Max was in the pantry calling out the names of teas. ‘Peppermint? Chamomile? French Earl Grey? Black peppercorns? Nah, only joking, Grandma, that’s not tea! English Breakfast?’

‘They’re making me a cup of tea,’ said Mary-Louise. ‘It’s quite a production.’ She winked at Celeste, or that’s what it looked like, but it seemed more likely she had something in her eye. She was not a woman who winked. ‘English
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	Josh: 	Our grandmother came with us to Madeline’s fiftieth. She wasn’t invited. She just said, ‘I’ll come too!’ and Mum went, Oh, okay then, sure, if you want, Mary-Louise, you can come, even though nobody knows you.

	Max: 	Mum asked Madeline if Grandma could come. It wasn’t a big deal.

	Josh: 	It was weird.

	Max: 	You’re weird.






PENGUIN BOOKS

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

www.penguin.co.uk

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published in Australia by Pan Macmillan Australia Pty Ltd, 2026
 First published in Great Britain by Penguin Michael Joseph, 2026

Copyright © Liane Moriarty, 2026

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover photograph © SaintM
 Cover photos/iStock/Getty

ISBN: 978-1-405-96717-4

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture. Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


All correspondence to:

Penguin Books

Penguin Random House

One Embassy Gardens, 8 Viaduct Gardens, London SW11 7BW



EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/images/p030.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg
BIG
LITTLE

MORIARTY

THE MULTIMILLION- SELLING UTHOR
e OF("’BIG LlTTLE*’i ES

4

. ‘ew v
s i xa.f»an-x)* -






EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		By the Same Author



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Epigraph



		Author’s Note



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Chapter 43



		Chapter 44



		Chapter 45



		Chapter 46



		Chapter 47



		Chapter 48



		Chapter 49



		Chapter 50



		Chapter 51



		Chapter 52



		Chapter 53



		Chapter 54



		Chapter 55



		Chapter 56



		Chapter 57



		Chapter 58



		Chapter 59



		Chapter 60



		Chapter 61



		Chapter 62



		Chapter 63



		Chapter 64



		Chapter 65



		Chapter 66



		Chapter 67



		Chapter 68



		Chapter 69



		Chapter 70



		Chapter 71



		Chapter 72



		Chapter 73



		Chapter 74



		Chapter 75



		Chapter 76



		Chapter 77



		Chapter 78



		Chapter 79



		Chapter 80



		Chapter 81



		Chapter 82



		Chapter 83



		Chapter 84



		Acknowledgements



		Copyright













		i



		ii



		iii



		v



		vii



		ix



		x



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416



		417



		418



		419



		420



		421



		422



		423



		424



		425



		426



		427



		428



		429



		430



		431



		432



		433



		434



		435



		436



		437



		438



		439



		440



		441



		442



		443



		444



		445



		446



		447



		448



		449



		450



		451



		452



		453



		454



		455



		456



		457



		458



		459



		460



		461



		462



		463



		464



		465



		466



		467



		468



		469



		470



		471



		472



		473



		474



		475



		476



		477



		478



		479



		481



		482



		483



		iv













		Cover



		Frontmatter



		Begin Reading











EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


