

CHAPTER ONE 

The summer after I wrote the story that killed Tracey Doran, I had just stopped sleeping with two very different men, following involvement in what some people on the internet called a ‘sex scandal’, although when it was described that way it didn’t seem like the kind of thing that happened to me. It seemed like something that happened to the people I wrote about, who were a different sort of people altogether. That summer I was living in a tumbledown terrace in Glebe with my small daughter Maddy, who was the centre of everything. The house was old, and it stood under the firm guardianship of a giant Moreton Bay fig which was even older than it. The fig was huge and occasionally menacing, like a cross between a giant pterodactyl and a piece of ancient fauna that belonged in the business end of a fairytale. It was always threatening to overwhelm the house, but I had other things to worry about then. The fig I lived with, the house I loved. It stood across the road from a park that was stitched into the foreshore, and it boasted harbour glimpses, if you stood on the lip of the bath and threw up the sash of the window above the toilet. I often stood on the lip of the bath, not to glimpse the harbour, but because it was the only way you could get a survey of your entire outfit, there being no full-length mirror in the house. Since moving in, I had been meaning to buy one, and fix it to the back of a door, but that had been over two years ago. There never seemed to be any time for this project, and I had become used to regarding my body in segments – face, décolletage, a pair of floating legs. As I moved through the city for my job, every now and then I came upon myself reflected in a full-length mirror in an office bathroom or a boutique. Here I am, I would think. There I go. It was a fresh surprise every time, this vision of my whole self.

The lack of a large reflective surface was not the house’s only fault. It had rising damp and crumbling plasterwork. The backyard was carpeted with spiky sweet gum pods and its French doors swelled when it rained. Still, it was the kind of uniquely Sydney prize that caused real estate agents to slime their business cards through the letterbox on a near-daily basis, and even, once, to sidle up to me at Maddy’s preschool Christmas concert (she played an unconvincing sheep) and ask if I was thinking of selling, the market being what it was. I would never have thought of selling, not least because the house wasn’t mine. It belonged to my Uncle Sam, who had bought it for $20,000 in 1970, a fact which caused people to gasp when he relayed it at dinner parties.

Maddy and I had lived there since she was two years old and I had left her father, following The Incident. Or Charlie had left me, I still wasn’t sure which. All I knew was the idyll of early motherhood, of milk stains and night feeds, of worries and firsts – first smile, first finger-clench, first step, first supermarket tantrum, first haemorrhoid (mine), first pang of gut-clenching guilt – had come to a crashing end for me. Later, when I discovered how hard it was to care for a child alone, Charlie decided that it was me who had done the leaving. He settled on that position and could not be moved from it. He taunted me, reviling me, saying I chose to go, so what did I expect? But I wasn’t sure how much choice really came into it.

At first the Ruby Street terrace was meant to be a temporary arrangement, but Uncle Sam had been so charmed by Maddy – a delectable toddler who threw out smiles like confetti – that we ended up staying. Eventually it was Uncle Sam who moved out, after he had a fall in the bathroom and broke his hip while Maddy and I were on holiday in Queensland. He went to a Potts Point retirement facility where he was visited by a plump and efficient nurse, and where he could walk the harbour at Beare Park, or at least hobble the harbour at Beare Park. It was his favourite stretch of Port Jackson, he said, and it was where he wanted to die. Uncle Sam talked about his death quite openly, as though it was a trip he was planning, a sort of long service leave he would soon be taking up.

I didn’t mean to kill Tracey Doran, and as the summer began, I would never have dreamed it would be defined by her death. She was just another story.

*

It being Sydney, the summer started actually sometime in September, when the bottlebrush trees bloomed and the magpies began to warble and swoop with murderous intent – a double act that represented the Australian bush: its beauty was only offered in a context of danger. That year a magpie actually did kill someone, a cyclist, by swooping him so viciously he veered off the cycleway and into the path of an accelerating Mack truck. How to prove mens rea in a bird? I had half a law degree but I didn’t know. Whether it was murder or manslaughter was between the magpie and his god, said my colleague Victor as we read this story in horror, sat at our desks and scrolling through the news. Or her god, I said, because since Maddy had been born I had been trying to eliminate all forms of sexist language in my speech. This was a goal that was certainly doomed because, despite living in a progressive middle-class milieu, and being mothered solely by a single mother (me) who did literally everything for her, Maddy was a strong enforcer of gender norms. She refused to believe that any child with long hair could be male – something that proved embarrassing in playgrounds full of bountifully tressed boys named things like Leaf and Miro. Maddy also corrected me laughingly when I told her the prime minister could be a girl, too. ‘No it can’t, Mummy!’ she chortled, and I had to admit that the evidence I had for my case was scant. Maddy wore pink clothing as though it had been mandated by a higher power than me, and she had somehow absorbed the holy trifecta of girlish interests – fairies, princesses and unicorns – despite my attempts to push on her books about inspirational female trailblazers, and other blatant early feminist propaganda, like a picture book entitled Mummy Goes to Work!

I hoped she kept these opinions to herself at her preschool, where she was looked after beautifully by a tribe of kind but firm women, far more patient than me in their ministrations to her. Every morning before I went to work, I conveyed Maddy into their arms, like they were simply the next link in the maternal daisy-chain, the women who worked so that women like me could work. Who looked after their children while they worked? It was a Russian doll trick that feminism had no answer for. I tried not to feel too guilty about them, or to feel guilty about the fact that Maddy was in childcare full time, while most of the other children were only there a few days a week, like they were in a job-share arrangement, or just indulging a hobby. The mothers of the part-time children had careers but also the ability and financial freedom to take a few days a week to absorb the fleetingness of their children’s early years. This was a fleetingness of which I was achingly aware, never more so than when I dropped Maddy off in the mornings and left her dabbing at a bowl of cereal, the fleshy column of her arm dimpling where it met the crease of her wrist in a way that made me want to hold her close, to fit her back into me like a puzzle piece. Despite the mess she found herself born into, I thanked god I had her. Or I would have thanked him, had I believed in him (or her).

On these mornings I would be rushing to work while also wishing myself into my parallel life, the one that had been tagging me like a persistent shadow since The Incident. In this life, Charlie and I were still together, and happy in the kind of way that meant he still kissed my neck. In this parallel life I would have a boutique yet successful career I could dabble in a few days a week, allowing me to use my brain and participate in the right kind of dinner party conversations, but which would also allow me to have days with my child. Days would be spent at the park, and going to storytime at the library, and making shopping trips to Kmart, trips which started off ironic but quickly became something I looked forward to because they broke the tedium. This was true motherhood, as it seemed represented to me by the women I knew. There would be days and days in full mummy-mode, attending indoor play centres and inquiring about the best swimming classes, packing well-balanced lunches into Tupperware that came with special compartments so as to minimise plastic waste, and paying good money for babycinos, which, my colleague Vic had roughly calculated, had a higher profit margin than a blood diamond. These days would give me entrée into another type of dinner party conversation, the kind that occurred in the kitchen, among the women, as they helped the hostess clear up. That conversation was a mixture of podcast recommendations and tips for good parenting books, and was edged with judgement of other mothers who were not in the room, judgement which was couched as concern for their children. In reality, I avoided those dinner party conversations, and stayed with the men at the table, to talk about subjects that I was interested in, and that were sufficiently distant from me, like politics or media industry gossip. I suspected I wasn’t invited to a lot of those kinds of dinner parties, anyway. After that summer I was probably the one being gossiped about, something which necessitated my absence.

One day in early November, I shepherded Maddy through the door of our Ruby Street house and closed it behind us. I helped Maddy negotiate the roots of the fig, which were surging through the pathway, and opened the rusted iron gate. It let out a quiet scream. Maddy was four years old, and she was a slow walker. Our speeds were always mismatched on the walk to preschool, because Maddy liked to trail her fingers along fences and pick up things she found on the ground, like bottle tops, and important rocks. I held her hand and checked my phone for emails, and the time. After I dropped her into the arms of one of the demigods, I walked to take the bus to the office of the newspaper where I worked. I still called it a newspaper, even though writing for the newspaper was increasingly less important than writing for the website and foraging for what was called reader engagement. I had 50,000 Twitter followers and nearly 10,000 on Facebook, and I also had an open Instagram account on which I posted vignettes from the stories I was researching – a prime ministerial press conference, a shot of a kerbside media scrum, or a trayful of sweet tea and almond biscuits laid out by a family of refugees who had fled certain death.

That day I was running early, which was unusual, and I decided to walk into the office instead of taking the bus. The jacaranda season was at its full height, and the streets were full of purple clouds which rained flowers onto the pavement. They were sticky balloons underfoot. The air was still cool but it was edged with the promise of later warmth. I was listening to News Agenda through my headphones, when the phone rang. It was my news editor, Curtis. Curtis was sort of a news editor cliché – excitable, a smoker, recently divorced. I told her I was on my way in.

‘So you haven’t heard?’ she asked.

The question irritated me. All journalists fear people knowing things before them, as it is our job to know things before other people. My dealings with Charlie had made this instinct even more acute. My psychologist had told me that the cohort of people who had been gravely deceived could be divided into two types: the need-to-know people and I-don’t-want-to-know people. I was a need-to-know person, something which had caused me pain. This need-to-knowness meant I had numerous unwelcome images indelibly scored on my temporal lobe, images the brain stubbornly held onto against my will. My chronic, long-term sleep deprivation caused me to forget all sorts of things, from my PIN number to, once, my own mother’s name. But the images stayed, and sometimes they were so vivid they were more present and real to me than my own reflection.

‘Haven’t heard what?’ I asked. Possibilities fled through my mind – news events that were big enough for my editor to call me at 7.50 am. Terrorist attack? Political assassination? Perhaps I had been nominated for an award.

‘Oh god, Suze,’ said Curtis. ‘There’s no easy way to say this.’ She paused.

‘No easy way to say what?’

‘Tracey Doran has died. She died last night. She. Ah. Listen, Suze …’ Curtis mumbled herself to a halt. ‘She killed herself.’

I stopped walking. Saliva vanished from my throat, like seawater sucked from a blowhole. My legs grew unreliable. I moved to sit down on the stone wall of a garden I was passing. There was a yellow rose bush there, in fierce bloom.

‘I spoke to her just last night,’ I said. ‘So I don’t think so. She was alive last night.’

‘We saw it out on police wires early this morning,’ Curtis said. ‘Then one of Kate’s guys confirmed on background it was her.’

Kate was a police reporter. She was prone to breathlessness in her copy, but never mistakes.

‘Fuck.’

‘I know,’ said Curtis. ‘But listen to me now. She was troubled, right? So I don’t think we should go blaming ourselves here. This is not your fault. Your story was accurate.’

Technically, that was true.

‘How did she do it?’

There was a pause. I could hear Curtis breathing into the phone, heavily, like a sex pest, or a toddler.

‘Curtis.’

‘Do you really want to know?’

My heart beat like it was angry. ‘Yes,’ I said.

‘Pills. She drugged herself. Alcohol and pills.’

That stood in the air for a while, mingling with jacarandas and the mildness of the morning, and the yellow cheer of the roses. I wondered where Tracey was, physically, when she died. Was she in her bed, Marilyn-style? Or in her claw-foot bath, floating on a fragrant sea of petals and essential oils, like an Instagram Ophelia? Perhaps she had laid herself out like a sacrifice on her white linen couch. All of these possible suicide locations I had seen on her social media accounts. Just last week she had posted an Insta story tagging the manufacturers of the couch. They were French. Tracey called them ‘cotton providores’.

Curtis breathed out again into the phone. I realised she was smoking as she was talking to me. Whenever I smoked, I liked to do it alone, in contemplation, like a form of cancer-causing meditation. Curtis’s habit was more like breathing – she did it as an accompaniment to all other activities.

‘Why don’t you take the day?’ she said. ‘Go spend it with your daughter. Take her to the beach or something. It’s pretty much beach weather already.’ She paused. ‘Water might be a bit cold still.’

‘How will we report it?’ I asked. ‘Will we report it?’ The protocol for reporting suicides was strict, in order to prevent copycats. I had a ghastly thought about how Tracey was what they called a social media influencer.

‘We’ll work out how to cover it,’ Curtis said. ‘You don’t need to be involved. Just stay home today. Take a bath. Take a walk. Do … those things.’

In other circumstances I would have laughed at how flimsy was Curtis’s grasp of what people did in their downtime. Curtis herself didn’t have downtime, only time when she was either working or sleeping, or segueing between those pursuits I couldn’t think of anything worse than taking a walk or a bath, or spending the day with Maddy – her innocence, her sweetness, the bloom of her would seem like an insult in light of this news. So I told Curtis I would see her soon. I walked down the sandstone steps to the harbour path that wound around cliffs and past boatyards to the office. I watched the sunlight spark the water. A jogger passed, her ponytail twitching like a hand puppet. Seagulls sat in a row on the wharf, like pensioners at a matinee. Early summer days like this were my favourite kind of day. They were a warm-up, the heat was still gentle, the sunshine still dappled, the humidity no big deal. They were a tickle before the gut punch of summer. I walked on, into work, and as I walked, I tried to gauge the weight of what had just descended.

*

Curtis was at the news desk, chewing nicotine gum and scrolling Twitter with frantic energy. She chewed the gum to tide her over to the next cigarette, not because she was trying to quit. Sometimes I wondered about her blood chemistry. She closed down the screen as she saw me approach.

‘Ben really wanted you to stay home today,’ she said, looking up.

Ben was the newspaper’s CEO. He managed public relations, budgets and staffing, and mostly stayed out of editorial matters. He was bear-like, but not in a cuddly way. He was one of those people who commanded power through silence, and the threat he might only break the silence with something you didn’t want to hear.

‘I’ll take it easy,’ I said. ‘I’ll keep a low profile.’

I took the papers and my coffee to my desk, just as I did every morning. On my desk was a photo of Maddy from her babyhood, smiling broadly and toothlessly, her hair tufted up in a way that always stunned my heart with love. The photo was my only personal effect. It stood on a pile of notepads and stacks of paper – reports, freedom of information requests, and other documents. Post-it notes bloomed out from the paper stack like algae. I had some statuettes from the awards I had won, which I kept on my desk only because it seemed too pretentious to take them home and display them there – for what? For whom? Coffee cups studded the mess, hosting puddles of curdled milk. The newsroom was quiet, as though pretending for a moment it was an august place, like a library, or courtroom. I loved being there when it was still, before the whomp of the daily news cycle began. It was like being in a theatre before the crowds filed in and the curtain was raised. I liked to walk past the empty desks of my fellow reporters, which looked like they had been ransacked overnight – few journalists were neat in their personal habits. I liked the newspaper stacks with the latest editions laid freshly on them, like new sheets on a bed. I liked to drink my first coffee while I read the morning papers in hard copy, relishing the brief pause between the delectation of yesterday’s news and the writing up of today’s. I didn’t see why this morning should be any different. Mostly, I didn’t want to be alone in the gawping, early too bright day that was waiting for me outside, blankly, without work to fill it up.

It was not my fault.

After I finished with the papers, I fired up my computer and opened my Twitter, took a look, and logged straight back out again. I opened my email instead. There were various media notifications from ministers about their activities for the day. E-newsletters from the overseas newspapers I subscribed to. An email from a former evangelical pastor I was working with about a story on a sexual abuse cover-up within his church. My eyes lit on an email from Tom, the guy I was involved with (sexually, not romantically, never romantically). The email had nothing in the body of it except a weblink to an obscure art show. I clicked on the link. The exhibition seemed to consist of dismembered televisions. It was called Disruption. The subject heading of Tom’s email said, simply: ‘Wanna go?’

I most certainly did not. In the years since The Incident, I had gone to bed with many men but had never woken up with any of them. I was not looking for love, or companionship, or anything approximating it. I didn’t even bother making excuses to myself about this anymore, although occasionally I had to make them to other people – single mothers (possibly single fathers too, I had no idea) became accustomed to the earnest pity of their acquaintances, the people who said I don’t know how you do it. I saw fear in the eyes of these people. They worried that what happened to me was contagious somehow.

But the flipside of the pity was even worse. It was the go-girlism of being asked how your love life was, and if you had been on any dates lately, the perky questions about whether you were on apps or websites, questions asked with curiosity so naked it gave you no alternative but to suspect, hopefully, there was some deep bed of dissatisfaction within the marriage of your interrogator. To those people I made excuses about why I wasn’t ‘dating’ (since when had we accepted this Americanism so gladly into our lexicon?). I had so little time! I was focused on Maddy. I was focusing on my career. Babysitting was expensive. I was taking a break.

Tom was different, because he had just sort of floated into my life like a benevolent cloud. He was a local barista who worked at a café where I often took Maddy. I patronised this café because it gave out babycinos free with adult coffees. Our fling had begun with Tom dropping at our table extra pink marshmallows for Maddy, a sort of inverse version of the Marshmallow Test, which Maddy passed admirably by eating up every one, and then turning her milk-pudding face to Tom to ask for more. It started with the marshmallows, and culminated in my ad hoc visits to his share house, just up the hill from us, on Glebe Point Road. Tom was black-haired, bearded and tall, but in a furtive, loping way, as though his height was something he forgot about until he went to move himself through the world. He was expert and efficient in bed. He was, I believed, both involved in some sort of attempt at an artistic career, and far too young for me. I wasn’t sure exactly how far, because I was afraid to ask.

I was about to turn 40, and although I had an ideological commitment to never hiding my age, or being ashamed of it, that commitment was faltering as I neared the birthday. At times I had the vertiginous feeling I was inching towards the invisibility zone middle-aged women talked about, which felt more like a drop-pit. Beautiful women had a preternatural fear of the drop-pit, I had noticed, as though they had lived their lives on credit and now their debts were being called in. I supposed that included me. I was tall and long-legged. Men had admired my eyes. My hair, which I grew long, was a pleasing auburn, but the colour was borrowed – more and more of it belonged to the hairdresser every week, while my real hair turned grey as rain clouds. I had begun to suspect my eyebrows were on the march to invisibility, sidling out the door slowly, so as not to alert attention. One day I would whirl around and they would be gone. Some of my pubic hairs had lost pigment, while other parts of me sprouted unauthorised hair.

Tom restored something to me. One afternoon, soon after we began seeing each other, I smoked a cigarette as I lay stretched and naked on his provisional bed. He had foraged the mattress from the street, a fact I wished he had never told me. He lay in opposite formation to me, with his feet up near my head. His head was framed by a square of sunlight projected from the window above him. He raised his head to look at me, and he told me: ‘You know what you are? You’re lithe.’ I kissed his ankle and said nothing, but silently I took the compliment and put it in my pocket to inspect later. It was something to turn over in my hand and examine for its truth. For now, at least, with my hair endowed by the hairdresser, and under Tom’s gaze, I stayed visible, and I was grateful for that. But that could not translate to public displays. There would be no art shows or introductions to friends. I resolved to politely ignore Tom’s email, although it occurred to me that there was no way for Tom to understand the polite part of me ignoring him. Perhaps I would text him later, or even drop over. I knew, from long experience, that sex was my best chance at avoiding questions.

Scanning my inbox, my eye was caught by an email from a name I didn’t recognise – Patrick Allen. I opened it. I learned that Patrick Allen had associates. I learned that Patrick Allen was a lawyer. I learned that Patrick Allen was a lawyer representing a now-retired mogul I had passingly referred to in a story I wrote a couple of weeks back. I learned that I was being sued.

*

It had run on page two, an unimportant page where stories went to die, or at least to rest for a minute or two before vanishing. They had buried it online, and for once I had not been bothered. It was short, a harmless 400 words, covering the state funeral of a former deputy prime minister. That morning I had dropped Maddy at preschool, ignoring the reddening skin around her mouth, while at the same time telling myself it was just saliva rash – an unheard-of medical diagnosis I invented as I rushed to make the funeral, which was at Town Hall at 9 am. I made it with minutes to spare. There were swathes of flowers and mourners in black. There was a string quartet and a haze of words about the great man. There was a widow, bowed and bent.

The deputy prime minister was known for his role in the reformation of the tax system, for advocating unpopular cuts to university funding, and for being one of the most shameless sleazes Canberra had ever seen. He wasn’t just handsy, according to the stories. He also used his eyes to grope (‘I believe it’s called an eye-rape,’ one older colleague of mine had noted to me, drily) and he used his arms to turn hugs into hostage situations. His female staff were on notice, and the older ones used to guard the younger ones, never leaving them alone with him, although sometimes even that was not enough, because there were stories which had him detaching foot from shoe during meetings, and working a socked toe up the leg of a young female neighbour.

All great detail, none of it publishable, at least not on the day the great man was buried. Sometimes truth is in the silences, in the gaps, but gaps are hard to report. So I had written a fairly bland story about the funeral and the names who had turned up to it. One of those was Bruce Rydell, who, in the 1980s, had been the owner of a commercial television network. He was rumoured to keep a pistol in his desk drawer. He was often described as ‘colourful’, which meant he was a prick. Rydell had wanted to own a newspaper as well as a television company, but media ownership laws prevented him, so he went to war with the government over the laws. The deputy prime minister, who also had the media and communications portfolio, was his chief point of contact, and of conflict. There was an old story, which had been reported before, about the two men clashing during a meeting in the deputy prime minister’s office. The language had been allegedly colourful. Threats had been allegedly made. I had placed asterisks in all the offending words and included this anecdote at the bottom of my story, a sort of historical footnote to liven things up. As I went to file it, a thought streaked across my mind: I should probably get this legalled.

But then a call had come in from Maddy’s preschool. The red spots around her mouth had been confirmed as hand, foot and mouth disease, a fresh bacterial horror which managed to sound both agricultural and medieval. The preschool manager, a woman well practised in disease control, told me Maddy’s temperature was 39.5 and said I had to collect her immediately. I experienced a swirl of guilt so vivid it wrong-footed me for a moment, and I had a flash of the parallel life. In this life, Maddy would not be the last child standing at daycare when her mother raced in, heels skidding, at two minutes to 6 pm, a little soldier with the buttons on her cardigan done up wrong. In the parallel life, there would have been no constellation of mouth sores, no confusing hours spent in the preschool isolation room. There would have been days at home with colouring in and cookies. There would have been calm, and a proper family GP, not the array of 24-hour doctors Maddy had to see because I could never quite escape work in time. There would have been order, and fewer meals consisting of 2 Minute Noodles, and less worry about what trans fats did to four-year-olds. In the parallel life, there would have been someone to hand me a glass of wine after Maddy’s lights-out, someone to rub my shoulders and offer small ministrations, like How was your day? and Dinner’s ready! and (love’s greatest act!) You stay there, I’ll go. But that life was a ghost and this, here now, was the flesh, covered in sores though it was. The true life.

So: I had filed the piece in haste and raced to collect my daughter, who was too sick to even cry. She flopped mutely as I took her home, and I spent much of the night making sure the rise and fall of her chest stayed reliable: just in case, just in case. It was a mother’s first duty, what it all came down to: the continuation of breath. All thoughts of legalling had been lost. No lawyer had scanned the story. It appeared in the Saturday paper, apparently blameless, although I didn’t notice because I spent much of that day agonising over whether to take Maddy to the hospital. It seemed a stark choice between being the mother who overreacted to a simple infection, and being the mother who didn’t take her child to hospital even when her temperature was edging 40 and her forehead was aflame and she seemed too tired or sad to talk and what on earth was the woman thinking. Finally, I bundled Maddy into a taxi and took her to casualty, where the nurses were so nice I could have hugged them, or wept, and in the end I did both. Maddy’s symptoms subsided once she had ibuprofen and an ice block. After we came home from the hospital, safe, Maddy went to sleep on the couch in a nest of cushions, clutching her blanky and the ringless ring finger of my left hand. I spent the next four days at home with her. I waited for the sores to change from volcanoes to crusts, so I could return my girl to preschool and myself to work.

*

‘I hope you’re not on the internet. Twitter is a sewer today. Like, even more than usual.’

Victor greeted me as he slid into his desk. Vic was an investigative reporter who specialised in underworld stuff. I kept to myself at work, and many of the journalists I once knew had taken redundancy, so now Vic was my only real friend in the office. He spent his days quite mysteriously, sometimes reappearing right before deadline with the knees of his trousers dirtied, or once, a grazed hand. ‘Oh, I had to crawl under something,’ he would say. Or, ‘It was just a bikie thing.’ He had a puff of hair which he coloured lavender. He was softly plump and could easily, from the back, have been taken for the kind of lady who judged sponge cake at the Easter Show. Vic was from a small town in northern New South Wales. The town had a jacaranda festival and, from the snippets Vic had told me of his childhood, a widespread distaste for effeminate boys. His early suspicions about himself had been confirmed by his own father, who had pulled him aside when he was playing with his sisters’ dolls, aged six, and told him that only faggots played with girl toys.

Ah, Vic thought. That’s what I am.

I swivelled in my chair to face him. He was wearing a button-up shirt covered in zebras. This shirt was one of his favourites. He said it was a witty play on ‘zebra print’.

‘So you’ve heard?’

‘It’s all over the internet,’ Vic said. ‘Are you okay? You know it’s not –’

‘What are people saying?’ I asked. ‘I want to know what they’re saying. I’m too afraid to look.’

Vic had turned on his computer and I glanced at the screen, which was open to our website. Tracey Doran’s face, with its wholesome cheeks, looked directly at me. Her death was the top story. She was holding an emerald-coloured smoothie and smiling. Her teeth gleamed with health.

‘Okay. Well,’ said Vic. ‘Here’s what I’ve read. It seems that after your story broke yesterday, Tracey’s fans turned on her, many of them. They started bullying her online. Fake bitch, I hope you die, why don’t you just kill yourself, that sort of thing.’

I closed my eyes for a moment.

‘Are you okay?’ Vic asked.

‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘Go on.’

‘And so the reaction to her death seems, mostly, to be turning into an anti-bullying kind of thing,’ he said. ‘You know – people talking about the insidious nature of internet trolling. Mental health. That sort of thing.’

‘What are people saying about me?’

‘Just stay off the internet for a bit.’

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘The internet is easy to avoid.’

We were interrupted by Curtis, who told me the CEO wanted to see me. She led me into one of the glass-walled meeting rooms which edged the newsroom. The reporters called these glass boxes ‘crying rooms’, but if you wanted to weep unnoticed in one of them you had to crouch in a corner like a ninja, or shield your face with a phone. I knew this – in the dark days after The Incident, I had cried at work a lot.

Ben and Curtis sat across the table from me. Ben’s barrel-chest jutted out over the table top in a way that made me lean back in my chair. I could see the dark mat of his chest hair under his white shirt. Ben was a person who was mostly silent. But his silence somehow helped him fill up more space, not less. He explained that management wished to protect me and keep me out of the spotlight for a while. He said he would be taking me off news duties and I could continue to work on features with longer lead-times. He said it was for my own good. As he spoke, Curtis fidgeted, seemingly uncontrollably. When Ben finished talking, the only sound in the room was the noise of Curtis’s pen, which she was repeatedly rapping on the table with the rhythm of a metronome set to fast. He turned to look at Curtis’s fingers and the rapping stopped.

‘So,’ I said. ‘I’m in trouble. I’m, like, in some sort of disgrace here.’

‘Not at all,’ said Curtis, jiggling. ‘This is not that. It’s to protect you.’ She ran her hand through her hair.

As Curtis spoke I remembered the words of a criminal psychologist I had once interviewed: If you want to catch the lie, watch the hands. He had told me that lying people almost always felt the need to move their hands, to exorcise their anxiety through some sort of movement. Through long observation of Maddy’s father, I had concluded this was true.

‘Protect me from what?’ I asked. I looked at Ben, who had no trouble meeting my eye.

‘From what people are saying, mostly,’ Ben said.

‘But what if what people are saying isn’t true?’ I asked.

‘That doesn’t matter.’

Ben turned his watch on his wrist and looked at it. The watch was an expensive gold thing that looked nautical, as though he might be called upon at any moment to check his coordinates. His gesture was minute and meaningful. It said: We are done here.

*

Tracey Doran was a wellness expert, organic food fancier and a social media influencer who had pretended to have bone cancer, and then pretended to cure her own bone cancer with an organic vegan diet. She had documented her ‘journey’ (nobody had stories anymore, only journeys) on her well-subscribed Instagram account, building a huge social media following. She posted pictures of herself, bright of cheek and shiny of hair, drinking green juice in a pastel kitchen. She curated salads of kale and rocket, on which boutique vegetables and ancient grains were laid like jewels. Her pets became part of the spectacle – a ginger cat and a slurry-coloured mutt who had a disconsolate air, like he was the only one sceptical about the enterprise. The cat and the dog were photographed and posted, with Tracey at their centre, the sun to their sunflowers. After a while, Tracey got a book deal. Six figures for recipes and wellness tips, interlaced with snippets of memoir. The deal was written up in trade journals and on business pages, as one of the early examples of crossover, of traditional media being led by disruptive media, by social media. But to Tracey, the book was merely a flirtation with legacy media, necessary to boost her profile for the main game: the wellspring of the internet, where fame could be tracked in real time and mountains of money could be made from taps and swipes, the distracted semi-attentions of her fellow millennials. There was also a podcast, on which she hosted various wellness industry guests. Nearly all the money, she said, bar running costs and a small salary for her, was going to charities. She named which ones, tagging them on social media, and received effusive thanks in return. That was her brand – wholesome, selfless, unthreateningly spiritual. A few weeks previously, the Sunday lifestyle lift-out of The Tribune had run a story about Tracey, and the next day I received an email. I read it as I ate a packet of cheese twists at my desk.

Hello, it read.

I hope you read this. I am a Queensland housewife and a fan of your work. I enjoyed your story on the foster care system. Why are politicians so hopeless! Yesterday I read a story in your newspaper called ‘The Wellness Warrior: How one woman conquered cancer through diet and mindfulness.’ The subject of that article was Tracey Doran. I have known Tracey all her life. She attended Newgate High with my daughter, graduating in 2008. She is 28, not 23 as the article claims. I know because I was at her 18th birthday party. I worry she is a pathological liar. She has never had cancer. Her own mother does not believe her lies. It is one thing for Tracey to lie to her family but it is another to lie to Australia. What if other people who are really fighting cancer fall for her lies? You MUST investigate this. Sincerely, Concerned Reader.

I licked cheese dust off my fingers. Sceptical, I did some casual Googling. Then I made a few calls. Once I had a high school, I could find alumni (they had their own Facebook group) and from there, it took not much more than a fortnight of phone interviews and internet research to unravel Tracey Doran’s organic life. I quickly found that most people close to Tracey did not believe her claims. It was only when she began to disseminate them on social media that they took on the solidity of truth. If a story was retweeted enough times, it hardened into fact. My exposé was legalled okay, and I waited until the last possible moment to contact my subject for comment. I didn’t want to risk Tracey cruelling the story by posting a spoiler to her online ‘community’, as she called them. I gave Tracey a day to respond to a long list of questions. She came back with a bizarre and rambling email in which she reiterated her philanthropy, alluded to ‘dark forces which threaten authenticities of the soul and heart’ and attached a spreadsheet documenting her alleged donations to charity. There were no receipts and some of the charities she named did not seem to exist. Rarely had a story fallen so neatly into my lap – something which only served to exacerbate my guilt later on. It was almost too easy. The newspaper splashed with the story. It went viral: 100,000 unique page impressions by noon. Camera crews arrived at Tracey’s Brisbane home that afternoon. In the evening, as I ate what was left of Maddy’s fishfinger dinner, I took a call from Tracey threatening a lawsuit. She sounded drunk. And now it was morning, and she was dead. It seemed too short a cycle. It didn’t seem real. It didn’t seem true.

*

I spent the rest of the morning making desultory phone calls for a feature I was uninterested in writing, a profile of a female politician, and fending off thoughts of Tracey. I hoped it hadn’t been the bath. For some reason it was important to me she had died on the couch, as though her death could be softened by organic French linen, and so, too, could the consequences of it. About three o’clock, my phone rang, startling me. The ring tone was the first few bars of ‘Gimme Shelter’ – this was something Tom had done, somehow, as part of an argument we were having about which was the best Rolling Stones song. I hadn’t worked out how to remove it. The call was from an unknown number. I picked up. There was a pause, and then a voice talked into the phone – it was a female voice, spry but earnest, and it took me a moment to realise it was Tracey Doran’s. It took me another moment still to realise she was not alive. The voice was not speaking to me, but rather, it was being played to me. It was audio from one of her podcasts.

‘Hey guys, it’s Tracey here. Today we are going to talk about courageous participation in your own truth. And how that speaks to your wellness goals,’ said the voice. ‘And how energy blockages –’

‘Hello?’ I said into the phone. ‘Who’s there?’

‘– can interrupt your path to growth –’

I put the phone down. I looked around me, feeling as though someone might be watching me. My phone pinged with a text message – again, this had been made into a ridiculous sound, courtesy of Tom. Now it was the noise of a bass guitar being plucked, with the effect that every text sounded like an incoming porn movie soundtrack. The message was not from a number but from an email address I didn’t recognise. It said: I hope you’re proud, you fucking bitch. You killed her.

I decided to leave work early. I went to pick up Maddy.

*

Maddy’s preschool was an early childhood utopia laid out to stimulate different developmental outcomes. There was a ‘home corner’, where dolls lay in shoebox cots, all crammed together as in an unregulated orphanage. There was a science corner, where insects sat sullenly in tanks, peered at by toddlers. Occasionally they were brought out to be prodded by them too. There was a free play centre where the children slashed at felt canvases like small expressionists. I could not say my daughter had an aptitude for drawing, or art. Her works were on the lazy side of impressionistic. I punched in the security code to enter, and scanned the yard for Maddy. One of the teachers saw me and greeted me. This woman’s name was Indira. She often put Maddy’s hair into braids, crowns of plaited hair that had her looking like an escapee from a children’s book set in Switzerland. Maddy adored her.

‘She’s in the reading room,’ Indira told me. As she spoke, a child gouged her ear with a straw. I often wondered how these women coped. Was it because they worked in shifts? Perhaps everything was bearable if you could count down towards its end. I walked back inside to the reading room, a womb-like space with low lighting and cushions on the floor, a place which resembled nothing so much as the chill-out rooms of the illegal warehouse raves of my teenage years. It even had a lava lamp. I looked through the pane on the door and spied Maddy. She lay with her head on a cushion, listening to a story being read. Her face was framed by her dark hair, the sharp lines of the haircut at odds with the round proportions of her features. I could have written a sonnet to my daughter’s cheeks. She was my clearest line to joy, the closest access to delight I had ever had.

Following The Incident, sorrow had leaked out of me like droplets of condensation. But even at my lowest, the pleasure I took in Maddy was never spoiled. Maddy was the steady cliff from which the light shone.

One day when Maddy was around three, about six months after Charlie left our lives, apparently for good, I left her drinking milk on the couch in front of her cartoons, as was the custom after she came home from preschool. I slipped outside to the laundry to put on a load of washing. The backyard was a possum playground. They were pests – they threw masticated figs around like rice at a wedding, and the fig morsels stuck under my sandals as I sorted darks from lights. As I walked back across the yard, a neighbour attracted my attention. We chatted for a few minutes over the fence, until I heard, faintly, the constricted wail of Maddy’s distress, muffled but unmistakable. I ran to the back door and opened it, and found Maddy cantering hysterical laps of the house, a terrified pony, her panic as animal as a scent. She had wanted me, looked for me, and, not finding me, she had believed herself deserted. I calmed her and made her a silent vow: I will love you even more fiercely. I will love you more than double. My one will be better than two.

I opened the door, casting an isosceles of light into the warm dark of the toddler cave.

Maddy lifted her head from the cushion, and squinted up at the doorway. ‘Mummy!’ she cried.

*

It was Maddy’s firm belief that mice, a class of animal with which she was obsessed, lived in trees. This belief didn’t come from nowhere. It was the result of a misleading picture book I often read to her, in which the mouse-family lived in a treehouse – an elaborate, beautifully furnished house with turrets and winding staircases and little mouse-sized runners along the corridors. These tree-mice were one of the main sources of conversation between Maddy and me, although we also discussed Maddy’s dolls, Maddy’s friends at preschool, what we were going to have for breakfast, lunch and dinner, what we were doing on the weekend, and, lately, what colour people’s eyes were. The discussions were completely distinct from our arguments, which were chiefly about what Maddy would wear, and things she didn’t want to do at any given time – eat dinner, leave the place where we were, brush her teeth or hair. There are many things no one tells you before you become a parent. At the top of the list is how hard it is to brush the teeth of another person. I found these arguments frustrating, and there were times when I had to walk out of the room and go to my own bedroom and shut the door to breathe myself back into calm. I would sit on the blue counterpane and look through the French doors which gave out to the balcony, and think: I have become enraged by the refusal of another person to wear socks. And it really was rage – an uplifted pulse, a temptation to say something irrevocable, a loosening of the tongue in readiness for shouting.

But the rages came and went. Our discussions were lasting and satisfying – often meandering in unexpected directions, like inquiries into what are bones from and where is the sun gone and do we only have one coat of skin and once, terrifyingly, where are people made?

‘Babies grow in their mummy’s tummy,’ I said, briskly, and Maddy accepted that, although she seemed to sense it was only part of the truth.

We discussed mice as I walked Maddy down the street after picking her up. I took her to Tom’s café for a shake-milk, which is what Maddy called milkshakes. She also said ‘cockporn’ instead of popcorn, which was embarrassing at kids’ parties. The café was one of those ones that had chalkboard-black walls and signs advertising the origin of the coffee they were serving that day. Today’s was from the Galapagos Islands and had notes of brown sugar and green apples. I ordered a cup of it, and a banana milkshake for Maddy. She wriggled out of her chair to go play with the miniature kitchen they had set up for children in the corner. It was sufficiently Scandinavian in its design to blend into the café’s aesthetic. She liked to make me tea and bring me slices of cake made from blond wood. I looked around for Tom but remembered he had mentioned it was his day off. I wondered briefly what he did in his free time. It wasn’t something we talked about. Sometimes we talked about the books Tom had strewn around his room, many of which I had read before I dropped out of university.

A young, pretty waitress delivered my coffee. She had a tattoo which advanced like a vine from her neck to her breasts. The breasts were lovely. I thought about how many times a day Tom must glance at them, just a quick shot of the eyes, downwards briefly and back up to the face. Most men seemed to be able to accomplish this glancing quickly, although others seemed incapable. I wondered why Tom was sleeping with me when he could be sleeping with this young woman, or any number of others who had interesting tattoos and a self-assurance I had long grown out of, if I ever had it. My own breasts were defeated, as though they were the only part of me that had truly absorbed the sorrows of the past few years. The rest of me had held up quite well, I thought, at least physically. But my breasts – disc-like, uninterested – had sponged up the tragedy and become tragicomic themselves.

As I watched Maddy play, the sounds of a bass guitar emanated from my phone. I looked down to see a text from a number I didn’t have saved in my phone, but which I knew well. I’m around tomorrow. Are you?

The tattooed waitress swung over to us bearing the milkshake. I called Maddy over, and she sat on her stool and drank the milkshake earnestly, occasionally pausing to push her hair out of her eyes in a gesture that seemed adult. Her head tipped down and her cheeks plumed outwards, perfectly spherical, like balls of ice cream. I looked at my daughter and felt the same commingling of responsibility and love that had awed me when her father left (or when I left him). The first time it happened, it was frightening – this overwhelming realisation, arriving suddenly, that I would be wholly responsible for keeping this baby alive, that it was on me to feed her and to read to her, to make sure I had the right clothes for her, to make sure those clothes were clean, to earn enough money to buy a house where we could one day live (because I knew the Ruby Street idyll could not last forever), to cut her fingernails, to teach her manners, to teach her how to talk, read, drive, love, be; to explain to her where are people made. I had to support her belief that mice lived in turreted tree-manors until it became undeniably obvious that they didn’t. This responsibility oppressed me. There was no point pretending it didn’t, except I did pretend, all the time. I left it out of conversations, and sat with it alone, sometimes in the middle of the night when I worried, absurdly, about some goalpost that was far off – who would teach Maddy how to change the oil in a car? Among all the responsibilities, I tried hard to hack out some space for myself. The main space I had was work, and so work was how I stayed visible. Work was how I kept my head above the waves. It was the oxygen I gulped.

When you are left to care for a small child alone, your choices contract like a frightened creature. Your personal liberty shrinks to a pinpoint. Small envelopes of time – a train ride alone, the few hours between her bedtime and yours – become more valuable to you than your own teeth. Developmental milestones are blunted by hurt. Time becomes leaden and the afternoons – especially the afternoons – are long. The defection sparks anger, a tsunami of righteous aggrievement – how can it not? It sparks anger so titanic it threatens to swallow you. You learn that if you are to make a life, you must keep your head clear of it. You must find your oxygen. So you exercise your only choice: you decide how you will bear it – because you have no choice but to bear it, a fact unacknowledged by the I don’t know how you do-its you meet at dinner parties and in the park. Nobody likes an angry woman. A bitter woman – a mutterer, a denouncer, a seeker of vengeance – she makes people uncomfortable, and that is intolerable. Repellent, even. Nobody asks themselves how it is possible to bear abandonment politely, with grace and ease. Certainly, nobody tells you how to do that. People like the saintliness side of the single mother thing. They’re not so hot on the anger, the struggle, the unholy mess of it. I made my decision early on. I chose not to be angry, which is to say, I decided to govern and police my anger, even though often it felt utterly ungovernable – wild, rogue and fearful as an animal escaped from captivity, charging down main street, villagers fleeing. As Tracey Doran would have said, you have to manage your brand. If I couldn’t abolish my anger, I would ignore it. I would be a high-roader.

Maddy trotted over, wearing a mini-apron. ‘Mummy, would you like sugar, madam?’

‘Yes, two sugars please, café lady.’

‘It’s only attending, Mummy.’

She meant pretending.

‘Okay. Can I have some attend sugar?’

‘I don’t have any attend sugar.’

‘Oh right. Milk then.’

‘Say please, Mummy.’

‘Please.’




CHAPTER TWO 

He chose the hotel. In all the time we had been meeting, he never took me to the kinds of hotels he stayed in while travelling for work – the expensive, elegant ones with views over parks or harbours or rivers, the ones with complimentary slippers and doors that made no sound when they closed behind you. He said those hotel rooms were just as lonely as all the others, and he was the expert. Instead, I met him in middling hotels, hotels which awarded themselves a few stars for being clean and commodious, but made you pay extra for wi-fi and breakfast. In those hotels he was unlikely to run into anyone he knew. I often observed the other guests at these indifferent places and wondered who they were. Middle managers, tourists, perhaps other adulterers. The hotels were always part of a chain, and the chain always had a name like Allure or Azure or once, Entice.

The hotel that day was in North Sydney, a place with as little romance as you would expect from the secondary commercial centre of a major city. We were not about romance. As I drove across the Harbour Bridge, the water flashing at me, I had a vision of the parallel life, of driving this way with Maddy in the back and Maddy’s dad in the front, heading up to Palm Beach, or somewhere north where the traffic would thin out and the shadows would grow long with the afternoon, somewhere we could watch Maddy chase waves into the sea like a puppy. I waited for the image to pass. They always did. I parked and found the hotel. It was wedged in a snarl of roads right under the Harbour Bridge, but with no view of it. He was already checked in, he had texted me while I was driving: Hurry up. He liked economy. I walked past reception and took the lift up to the room, along the corridor, past a maid tugging a vacuum cleaner cord like the leash of an unruly dog. I smiled at her thinly, and followed the chemical scent of the air freshener. That was another crucial difference between the middling hotel and the five-star: the five-star hotels were scentless. The mid-budget hotel always had a pungent, cloying scent distributed soundlessly through the air vents, or somewhere, a scent that was meant to make you forget what it was trying to cover up: the smell of people.

I knocked on the door. He swung it open and nodded to me, holding his finger to his lips. He was speaking on his phone.

‘It’s room service,’ he said. ‘I’m having lunch at the hotel. Yep. Nup. Yes, I will. Okay then, Beano.’

It was his wife. He called her Beano. He said they hadn’t had sex in three years.

‘I think so. No, I’ll take a cab. See you then.’

He pressed his thumb on the phone to end the call, and
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