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  PROLOGUE


Last night, I had the dream again – the one I’d had every night for the last week. 
It always began the same way: me swimming at the local leisure centre, gliding through the clear blue water, following the black line below. Stroke after effortless stroke, the water supporting my body, keeping it afloat, the repetitive action soothing my mind. I reached the end of the pool and performed a neat tumble-turn, pushing off the edge to glide into another lap. This time, the black line began to get further away and then further still until I could no longer see it, not even as a wavy line in the distance. On I swam. 
The water became almost green, and far below me, the sand was speckled with sea grass, a little at first but then a forest, waving and swaying in the current. Weaving through the sea grass was a dugong, sometimes hovering across the top of the grassy grove, stopping every so often to feed. The water was now thick and the current heavy, my stroke laboured, yet I knew I had to keep going. If I didn’t, I’d sink. 
That’s when the dugong flipped around to look at me, and it was no longer a dugong but a mermaid, her emerald lips matching the streaks in the black hair streaming behind her and some of the scales in her luminescent tail. Even in my dream, she reminded me of someone I used to know. 
Most nights, the dream ended there, but last night, the mermaid swam towards me – so close I could touch her – and paused, beckoning me with a crooked finger to follow. I’d heard all the stories about mermaids, how they lured sailors to their deaths, yet still I followed, the seagrass giving way to a sandy bottom littered with white shells, some large, some small, some broken. Beams of sunlight through the water formed patterns on the sand, and rather than forcing my way through the current, soft waves pushed me closer to a shore I still couldn’t see. 
It wasn’t long before I could stand to walk onto the beach, one I recognised from my childhood, and on it were what looked to be a castle and four figures, the second of which was sitting on a throne on a patch of grass, the sea rushing around the grass but never quite making it to her feet. As I drew closer, the standing figures became flatter yet more distinct, and then the tarot cards became clear: the Tower, Death, the High Priestess, and Ten of Pentacles, with the central position occupied by the Queen of Cups. But instead of the queen, the card wore the face of my aunt Rose. 
I turned away for a second, less than a second, and as I did, a wave towered over me and broke on top of the card figures. When I looked back, they were all floating, heading out to sea – except for the Queen of Cups. She was lying on the patch of grass, her eyes open and sightless. Beside her lay another card – the Fool. 






  
  CHAPTER ONE


‘Twenty percent of the company value plus sixty percent of the house and we sign and walk away. My client does, after all, need a place to live.’ Andi Shaw pressed a red-tipped finger into her cheek, lifted one shoulder, the green silk of her blouse rippling, and stared defiantly across the polished timber boardroom table at me. Every part of her posture was designed to bluff me into accepting her offer.  
Beside me, Marta shifted in her seat. If I glanced sideways, I’d see her hands trembling in her lap, the beginning of uncertainty in her brown eyes, so I didn’t. Instead, I slowly and deliberately gathered my papers from where I’d spread them in front of us. I met and held Andi’s steady gaze. ‘That’s a shame because we’re not budging.’ 
I cast a disdainful stare at the man sitting beside Andi. Roman had stalked so confidently into this boardroom less than an hour before, and now his eyes skittered away from mine. ‘Do I need to remind you your client left the marital home for the first time prior to my client registering her company name? She has built this business from the ground up with minimal financial or emotional assistance from your client. If your client is looking to my client for a house deposit, I’d suggest he approach his bank instead. In the full and final settlement, we are, however, prepared to offer him a cash settlement to acknowledge the two years they were together and thirty percent of the sale proceeds of the marital home – even though my client provided the original deposit and has been solely responsible for the payment of the mortgage for the past three years. Your client is also welcome to any furniture and other goods he’d like to take from the home.’ I leant forward, my forearms resting on the smooth wood. ‘You and I both know that’s more than he’s entitled to.’ I paused for half a beat before continuing, my attention now on Roman Cametti. ‘This is a generous offer, Mr Cametti, and certainly more generous than what I would’ve advised my client to make to you.’ As Roman would’ve opened his mouth to say something, Andi held her hand up in warning. 
I passed across a slip of paper on which I’d scribbled a figure. 
Andi reached for the slip and opened it, her eyes widening slightly. ‘I’ll need to consult with my client.’
I leant back in my chair, tapping my pen on the buff manila folder. ‘Naturally, but you should know the cash settlement portion is on the table until the close of business today. You can use the meeting room across the hall. We’ll wait for you here.’
Marta and I sat silently until they left the room. ‘Do you think he’ll sign?’ Marta’s voice, normally so strong and certain, wavered.
‘I do.’ I opened the folder and pulled out an agreement I’d prepared earlier. ‘He knows he won’t get a better deal, no matter what he originally asked for. I am, however’ —I smiled gently— ‘concerned about you. Are you sure this is what you want?’
Marta took a deep breath. ‘Are you married?’ I shook my head. ‘Have you ever been married?’ When I gave a small nod, she asked, ‘What was your divorce like?’
I attempted to prevaricate. ‘It was a long time ago.’
‘But what was it like?’ Her voice had almost a desperate edge to it as if she wanted me to reassure her that the acrimonious divorce we were finalising for her was completely normal.
‘It wasn’t pleasant,’ Conceding the truth brought it back without warning. ‘We were both young and didn’t have much to fight about, but even so … No.’ I tried to push aside the memories of that time. ‘It wasn’t pleasant, but then again’ —I laid my hand gently on her arm— ‘divorce isn’t meant to be easy. The vows were serious, so unwinding them should also be serious.’ I let out a half laugh. ‘I often think divorce is as hard as it is so we can be doubly sure it’s what we really want. So I’ll ask again, are you sure this is what you want?’
She nodded jerkily. ‘Yes, Clem, it’s what I want.’
‘Then that’s what we’ll get you.’ The boardroom door opened again, and Andi walked in, followed by a subdued Roman. I waited until they’d sat. ‘Do we have a deal?’
Andi looked across at Roman, whose focus was on a water glass he was pushing around on its coaster. ‘We do.’ Andi pushed her black-rimmed glasses firmly onto the bridge of her nose. ‘We’re ready to sign.’
Roman’s head snapped up. ‘Can I say something first?’ He directed his question to Marta. 
She glanced first at me and, at my nod, answered him. ‘Okay.’
‘Do we really want to do this, Marta? I love you – I’ve always loved you.’ His hands were open, beseeching. ‘I know I’ve behaved badly in the past, but I’ve changed, and I’m asking for the chance to make it up to you.’ 
‘But—’ Marta twisted her fingers.
‘I know what you’re going to say – you’ve already given me a second chance – and a third chance too – and I wouldn’t blame you for not wanting to give me another, but you and me, babe’ —he shook his head, a wistful expression on his handsome face— ‘we’re magic together. We always have been, and we could be again.’
A sob escaped Marta’s lips, and inwardly, I groaned. Across the table, Andi grimaced. Suppressing an unprofessional chuckle, I reached for Marta’s arm. She shook it off and leant further forward in her seat as if to hear him better.
‘I love you, babe.’ His smile was sheepish. ‘In every kind of way.’ Good God, the man was quoting Harry Styles. ‘What do you say? Let’s forget about all this and just go home.’ When Marta turned to me, confusion on her face, he added, ‘If I’m being honest, I think I was jealous of your success and the way it shut me out.’
So now his infidelity was her fault?
Roman was still speaking, his words spilling from his mouth. ‘I never wanted a divorce. I just wanted you to notice me again, to pay me the same attention you gave to your work.’ He brushed away a tear from dry eyes. ‘Let’s put this behind us and start again. It’ll be just like when we were first together … What do you say, babe?’ He stood and stretched his arms out to Marta. ‘You do still love me, don’t you?’ Fear had crept into his voice, and I couldn’t believe Marta was falling for it.
Neither, it seemed, could Andi who mouthed, ‘Oh my God.’
‘Yes, Romy, I still love you. I’ve never stopped.’ And she was out of her chair and running to him as fast as her stiletto heels could take her. He caught her and, bending her over his arm in an exaggerated Hollywood style, kissed her thoroughly. 
When he finally released her, she scuttled back to where she’d been sitting, picked up her Louis Vuitton tote and turned to me. ‘I’m sorry, Clem, but I love him. Send me the bill.’ Addressing Andi, she added, ‘Send me both bills.’
We waited until they’d left the room arm in arm before collapsing in laughter.
‘Give that man an Academy Award,’ Andi managed between chuckles. ‘You know she’ll be back, don’t you? Do you want to make a wager about how long it lasts?’
‘And next time, he’ll have a valid claim against the business,’ I said with resignation.
‘You’re right, of course.’ Andi rested her hand on top of her burgeoning belly.
‘How long have you got to go?’ One of those women who combined beauty and brains, pregnancy had only enhanced Andi’s bloom. With her long black hair, prim black-rimmed glasses and dressed in an emerald silk blouse with a form-fitting black skirt, she made pregnancy look both professional and sexy.
She rose to her feet, sighing heavily. ‘Six weeks, but it’s getting harder to walk in these heels.’ She grimaced and placed one hand in the small of her back. ‘Todd says I should give in and put the Louboutins away. What’s next, though? Sensible shoes? Perish the thought.’ She shuddered. ‘On another note, how’s Miles?’
‘Good, I think – not that I’ve seen much of him lately. He’s been working on a major acquisition and has been back and forth from Singapore for the last few months. He’s home tomorrow, though – we’re heading to Bali next week.’
Her clear green eyes narrowed. ‘That’ll be nice – you probably need the break, but how are you about him being away so much?’
I shrugged. What could I say? Andi and Todd had only been together a few years so were still in that first flush of love where everything was new and exciting. Plus, they were expecting a baby together – a honeymoon baby, she’d said. Even if I had told her that in our case, absence hadn’t made the heart grow fonder, she wouldn’t have understood. ‘I’m getting used to him not being there.’
‘I see.’ Maybe she understood more than I was prepared to say. 
Crossing to the rain-spattered window, I looked out. Below, Collins Street was a sea of colourful umbrellas as workers spewed out of office buildings to commence their commute home. The plane trees were beginning to change colour, but in today’s drizzle, the fiery colours were muted and dull. 
Roman and Marta emerged hand in hand, Roman taking Marta’s umbrella from her and opening it above them before pulling her towards him and kissing her deeply. How long had it been since Miles had kissed me like that? Months? With a strange emptiness inside, I turned back to Andi. ‘Do you ever wonder if this is all there is?’
Andi frowned, her hands full of papers she was placing back in their respective folders. ‘What? Helping clients you know you’d never date in a heartbeat extricate themselves from marriages so they can be unleashed onto a whole new set of unsuspecting women? Actually,’ she mused, ‘I probably would’ve dated Roman back in the day and believed him when he told me that either a) he wasn’t married or b) he was separated or c) she didn’t understand him.’ Her chuckle was that of a woman lamenting past mistakes while also grateful she’d moved past them and found her forever man. She walked over and stood beside me, watching the couple below. ‘I know what you mean, though. They’ll be back, and next time, you won’t be able to get away with a settlement as low as you almost did today.’
I nodded absently and watched the pair as Roman opened the taxi door he’d hailed, sweeping his arm around with a ‘your ride is here, ma’am’ flourish and taking her umbrella as she slid inside. I’d seen it all before – he’d love bomb her for the next few weeks – months maybe – until she was more in love with him than ever. He’d then begin to involve himself in the business she’d built, little by little. Yes, they’d be back, and next time, he’d be pushing for a percentage of Marta’s company – and would get it. I rested my forehead against the glass. Was this what I’d worked for? When had I become so cynical? Ten years ago, all that had mattered was reaching partner status. But now I was there, what else was there? Another, what, two decades of helping rich people uncouple at the least possible expense to themselves? Sure, it was lucrative, but what did any of it mean? Was this really all there was? Although the glass was cool against my forehead, an image of a sun-filled room flashed through my mind, the light so bright the colours were faded. Why had that phrase – is this all there is – brought back that image? And why now? 
‘Hey.’ Andi’s voice was soft. ‘We do good as well, you know. We fight for our clients in a way they wouldn’t be able to fight for themselves.’ I cast her a disparaging look. ‘Think of all the women we’ve helped back on their feet after years of trust and love comes crashing down around them, and think of the kids we’ve protected through appropriate custody orders.’
‘And think of everyone we’ve helped screw over haven’t deserved to be screwed over …’ I shook my head. What was the point of talking about it now? 
‘Clem.’ Andi was serious now, her hand resting on the small of my back. ‘You’re one of the best in this business. The pre-nups you draft are legendary and if, God forbid, I ever needed to get a divorce, it’s you I’d come to. No one fights for their clients the way you do, and as far as I can tell, the only reason you’re not a senior partner here is because there’s no room in the boy’s club. If ever you wanted to move on, you’d be snapped up in a heartbeat.’ 
My smile was grateful. ‘Ignore me, I’m having a moment.’
Understanding the conversation was over, Andi changed the subject. ‘You are joining us tonight, aren’t you?’ She’d returned to the board table, the rustling of papers telling me she’d resumed packing her things.
I groaned and turned to face her. ‘Sorry, I completely forgot!’ Once a month or so, a few of us got together for a drink in a bar in the city. We were all lawyers for Melbourne city firms, and these meetings were our only chance to let off a little steam with other women who understood the pressure we were all under. ‘But yes, I’ll be there.’ 
‘You have to be.’ A mock stern expression filled her face. ‘After all, it’s your birthday we’re celebrating. When is it? Tomorrow?’
My birthday, I’d almost forgotten that too. ‘Yes. Of course I’ll be there.’ I grinned widely, shaking away the uncharacteristic melancholy. 
‘Great.’ Andi placed the last of her folders into her Ted Baker tote bag. ‘See you there – usual place, usual time.’ With a little wave, she was off.
Back in my office, my assistant, Meera, was waiting with a fistful of messages. I glanced at my watch and sighed. ‘Give it to me in order of priority.’ I softened my words with a resigned smile.
‘Miles called. He said not to bother calling him back – he’ll catch up with you later. Stephen needs to see you before you leave—’
‘Do you know why?’ It was never good news when Stephen, our managing partner, needed to see me. I cast my mind back through my caseload, looking for the possible reason and came up blank.
‘No, sorry.’ She didn’t appear at all sorry. ‘And your father’s called twice. He’s asked that you call him back as soon as you can.’
I grimaced. With Dad, it was always important – until I spoke to him and it turned out to be not at all important. He would, however, continue to call until I rang him back. ‘Okay, got it. You head home, and I’ll take it from here.’ 
Meera lingered in the doorway. ‘How did it go with Marta?’ 
‘We had them ready to sign and then’ — I rolled my eyes— ‘he convinced her to give him another chance.’
‘You’re kidding! After all he’s put her through, she believed him?’ 
Meera reminded me of how I’d been at twenty-five – ambitious, keen and so absolute – although I don’t think my ponytail was ever that high or that perky. She had yet to learn the world wasn’t black and white but rather endless shades of grey … so much grey. I shrugged. ‘What can we do? The heart wants what the heart wants.’
Meera frowned, her smooth forehead slightly furrowed. ‘She’s mad. But at least this way we’ll get two sets of fees out of her.’ As quickly as the frown had appeared, it was gone, a grin in its place. ‘When she’s back, I mean.’
My laugh was rueful. ‘That’s one way of looking at it. Now, you get out of here. I’ve got drinks with the girls tonight so won’t be too far behind you.’
I closed the door behind her, catching my reflection in the mirror behind it. Thanks to a good hairdresser, my mid-length chestnut hair was still free of grey, the layers, highlights and lowlights giving softness to what otherwise would’ve been a too-square jaw. Did I look almost forty-four? Patting the underside of my chin with the back of my fingers, I had to admit the skin was softer there than it used to be, but other than a few lines around my hazel eyes and in my forehead – neither of which were too deep – my skincare regime was working. When I smiled, the dimples in my cheeks made me look younger, so maybe I should just smile more. But what was there to smile about? As quickly as the thought slid into my mind, I pushed it aside, reopened the door and made my way down the hall to Stephen’s office, knocking once before letting myself in.
‘Aaah Clementine, thanks for dropping by.’ He got up from behind his desk and walked around to meet me. Tall and slim, Stephen wore his Italian suits and silk ties with flair. Although we’d started with the firm at the same time, Stephen was always going to get to the top before I did. It wasn’t just that he’d been to the ‘right’ private schools and had the ‘right’ network, he also had the right attitude and look. Stephen was, to put it simply, the whole package, and now he was managing partner.
Stephen selected a Waterford crystal flask two-thirds full of amber liquid from the tray on a shelf in the maple bookcase. ‘Can I tempt you?’ At my nod, he poured a small measure into two wide glasses in the same cut crystal and held one out to me.
‘Thanks.’ I took a sip, closing my eyes briefly as the whisky warmed its way down my throat and across my chest, and sank into one of the red leather chairs opposite his desk. He took the other.
‘How did it go with Cametti versus Cametti?’ His tone was conversational.
‘We were about to settle, and then Mr Cametti persuaded his wife to give the marriage another chance. So they’re back on, and the settlement is off.’ I took another sip of the whisky, inhaling the rich, smoky, peaty fragrance.
‘That’s unfortunate.’ Stephen cradled his glass, a pensive frown marring his urbane features. ‘I was hoping that one would go to litigation.’
‘You know I prefer to settle than go to court,’ I reminded him. ‘It’s a much better process for the client.’
‘But not as lucrative for us. What’s the likelihood of the reconciliation lasting?’ I waggled my hand in a so-so motion. ‘So it’s likely she’ll be back? Good.’ 
Smiling at his cynicism, I nodded. ‘I’d say so. In the meantime, I’ll call and see if she’ll consider a postnup. Not that I think she would, but it’s worth a try.’
‘Good idea.’ He drained his glass and stood. ‘Another?’
‘No, thank you.’ I reached forward to set my glass on the desk before sitting back and crossing my legs. ‘What did you need to see me about, Stephen?’
‘Are you sure you won’t have another?’ He held his glass up.
My heart beat faster, a ripple of foreboding running through my chest. ‘Do I need another?’
‘No, not really.’ He sat back in the chair and crossed one leg over the other, lightly resting the whisky glass on his knee, his overly casual posture doing nothing to quell that foreboding. ‘Are you aware of the matter involving Helen Bouras?’
‘Helen? Mark Pollock’s junior? Didn’t she leave a month or so ago?’ What had Meera said? Something about it being a quick exit … ‘What has she to do with me? I barely knew the woman.’
Stephen tipped his glass to the side, tracing the angles of the crystal with his fingers. ‘It seems as though her departure wasn’t as clear-cut as it might have been.’ His words were slow and measured.
I sighed. ‘Please don’t tell me Mark—’
‘No, nothing like that.’ Stephen was quick to jump on my unspoken suggestion of any harassment. ‘She’s made a complaint about work pressures and unreasonable hours.’ He shook his head in exasperation or disbelief – I couldn’t decide which. ‘You and I both know the race to achieve the most billable hours is part of the deal, and we’ve all been there, but Helen is making an issue of it.’
‘Riiiight …’ I still wasn’t sure what she had to do with me.
‘We’ll need to be careful with the hours we ask our associates – in particular our juniors – to work, at least for the time being. It’s a box-ticking exercise, you understand.’ 
I inclined my head to let him know I did, indeed, understand. ‘You want me to keep an eye on Meera’s hours?’ There had to be more he wasn’t saying.
He didn’t answer immediately – his attention focused on the play of light on amber as he slowly turned his glass. ‘It’s also about annual leave. Fair Work makes a big deal about all employees taking a holiday each year – and that includes salaried partners.’ He shifted his eyes to mine. ‘And that’s where you come in … You currently have eight weeks’ annual leave accrued in addition to your long service leave entitlements.’
‘And …?’
‘And we need you to take it.’ 
‘I’m taking a week from close of business tomorrow, remember? Miles and I are off to Bali.’ His eyes flicked away from mine, but before they did, I caught something in them that made the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. ‘Are you sure that’s all there is?’
‘Absolutely.’ 
His single-word answer should’ve been reassuring, but there was something in the tautness of his jaw and the way his eyes couldn’t meet mine that had my antennas on alert. ‘How much of this leave do you need me to take?’
He placed his glass on the desk and stood to walk back around to his computer. Sitting, he tapped at a few keys. ‘We need to get your annual leave down to below twenty days if we’re to demonstrate to the commission that we’re serious about work-life balance.’
I couldn’t help the laugh that escaped me. ‘You’re joking, right? We’ve never been serious about that.’
He had the grace to flash me a sheepish grin. ‘I know, but we must be seen to be doing the right thing. Besides, how long has it been since you had a holiday?’
‘God knows. Bali will be our first proper break in a few years. With Miles being away as much as he is …’ Miles was an equity partner here at Marshall and Hale, and we could rarely get our respective acts together regarding holidays, usually making do with the enforced two-week closure over Christmas. 
‘Yes, it would make it difficult, but surely there’s someplace else you want to go. Europe’s nice at this time of the year – my social media is full of people in Italy – and everyone seems to be on the Amalfi Coast or Greece.’ 
I squirmed in my chair. ‘On my own? Miles is too busy to get away for longer.’ A thought occurred to me. ‘He must have as much leave as I do – does he need to take it too?’
‘Being an equity partner makes it different.’ He sighed and added with a too-bright smile, ‘Is there anything you want to do around the house? You’ve been working very hard …’
‘We live in an apartment,’ I reminded him. ‘There is nothing to do around the house.’
He pushed away from his desk and stood again, a sign that the meeting was over. ‘Well, I’d suggest you find something to do as you’ll be on leave for the next month. And before you ask, cashing it out is not an option.’
I stood too, pulling my tight navy skirt down as I straightened. ‘When does this leave of mine start?’ I searched his face for a sign that there was more to this than ticking some box on a Fair Work checklist. Nothing. 
‘You were already redistributing your caseload as it is, and Meera will be reallocated to Mark Pollock – he’s still recruiting – so there’s no reason you can’t simply stay away for longer.’ 
My breath caught in my throat – there was something more to this. ‘Stephen, what’s going on? Am I being investigated for something? Has one of my clients made a complaint?’
His face tinged pink, and again, he couldn’t meet my eyes. ‘You’re not being investigated for anything; none of your work is in question. We simply need you to get your leave down quickly.’
‘Is the firm being investigated?’ All my spider senses were on alert. There was something he wasn’t telling me.
The colour spread to his ears, and eventually, he spoke. ‘All employees benefit from four consecutive weeks’ leave a year.’ Opening the door, he added, ‘I’ll let you get on with your evening.’ As I would’ve pressed the subject some more, Stephen shook his head slightly to signal for me to leave the matter alone. ‘I’m sorry, Clem; I can’t say more than that.’ As I walked out, he called, ‘Have a good night.’
I lifted a hand in farewell but didn’t reply.






  
  CHAPTER TWO


Drinks with the girls turned into dinner, and although I laughed at the right times and contributed to the conversation when I should have, I found myself preoccupied with the meeting I’d had before leaving the office. 
‘Hey,’ Andi softly scolded when I was a little slow to respond to something she’d said. ‘What’s on your mind?’
I snapped back to attention. ‘I’m sorry; what did you say?’
Andi waggled her finger. ‘Not fast enough, Ms Carter. What’s going on? You’re off on holiday on Monday, so you should be excited. Is it pre-birthday worries or something more? You’re not yourself tonight.’
A stab of remorse ran through me. These women were some of my closest friends, and we didn’t get to catch up nearly often enough, yet here I was, wasting the time we had dwelling on something that could yet turn out to be nothing. ‘Sorry, I had a weird conversation with Stephen tonight, and I’m trying to decide if it’s something or nothing.’
‘Try us.’ Lara was a corporate lawyer, mother of two and the eldest of our little band of legal renegades. ‘If you can’t tell us, who can you tell?’
‘Go on,’ encouraged Goldie. ‘Andi’s right, you’re not yourself tonight.’
Taking a breath, I launched into a recap of the afternoon’s conversation. ‘I know I should be grateful he’s telling me I have to have a month off, but I can’t help wondering if there’s something else happening.’
Lara nodded slowly. ‘I know what you mean, although it could be a box-ticking exercise – especially if this junior has made a complaint to Fair Work. The best way to counter that is to prove they’re actively concerned with ensuring employees at all levels have proper breaks from work, but …’
‘Other than the senior partners, I probably do have the most accrued leave. I’ve certainly been there longer than most people, so perhaps that is all there is to it.’ I wasn’t sure who I was trying to convince – them or me.
‘But your instinct is telling you something different.’ Andi absently twirled the straw in her mocktail, her brow furrowed in thought.
‘Exactly. I asked him outright if I was under investigation or if any of my clients had made a complaint, but he categorically denied it.’
‘Did you ask if the firm was being investigated?’ Goldie was always quick on the uptake.
I hesitated slightly before answering. ‘I did, and he repeated that this was an issue about annual leave.’
Lara chewed at her bottom lip. ‘I think you’re right – something’s going on, and while it mightn’t be anything to do with you, it might involve something you know and they need you not to compromise yourself—’
‘Or them,’ interrupted Andi.
‘Or it could be about someone you know,’ suggested Goldie.
The table was quiet for a few seconds as we all absorbed her meaning. ‘You’re talking about Miles, aren’t you?’ 
Goldie lifted a shoulder in response, the others silent as I considered and then discounted the possibility that whatever this was about involved Miles.
‘How are you two?’ Lara broke the silence.
I caught the eye of a passing server and indicated we needed fresh drinks. Although I contemplated avoiding an answer, as Lara had said, if I couldn’t talk to these women, who could I talk to? ‘About as well as a relationship can go when one party is never in the country and when he is, is attached to his phone or his email. Don’t get me wrong, Miles has always been like this, so I knew what I was getting into, but we’ve been together seven years, and just lately, I’ve begun to wonder—’
‘If that’s all there is?’ Goldie finished my sentence. 
There it was, that phrase again. I nodded mutely, wanting to tell them that these days we rarely talked and rarely touched – our apartment was somewhere for Miles to sleep in between flights, meetings and calls – but the words stuck in my throat. Goldie rubbed my arm in sympathy, somehow knowing what I couldn’t say. The delivery of our drinks was, however, a timely distraction.
‘Or we could all be wrong and this is just about finance needing to reduce leave accruals before the end of the financial year.’ Lara shrugged. ‘I, for one, would love to be told not to come to work for a month. On which note, I think we have a duty to Clem to come up with some activities for when she’s back from Bali.’
‘Or maybe some holiday destinations,’ added Goldie. ‘You don’t want to waste your time staying at home.’
‘Speaking of which,’ said Andi. ‘I’m knackered, so as soon as I finish this drink, I’m heading home.’ She yawned to illustrate the point. ‘Anyone who tells you this last trimester is a breeze is lying.’
‘But you’re blooming,’ protested Goldie.
‘About the only thing that is blooming is my sex life. I don’t think I’ve ever been this horny … well, except for when we first got together … and then there was our honeymoon.’ A wicked smile floated across her face. ‘Maybe it’s because we have to be more creative – I’m not exactly flexible at the moment. All I’m saying is don’t discount doggy-style.’
As I shook my head and laughed, Goldie stuck her fingers in her ears and proclaimed it was ‘too much information’. 
Lara, however, didn’t hold back. ‘Really? With each of my two, I didn’t want him anywhere near me … although maybe it was that I didn’t want him anywhere near me.’ She laughed, and we all laughed with her, but as we did, we knew the humour was to hide the fact that Lara was still hurting from the pain of a separation that had blindsided her – and an impending divorce she didn’t want. 
Goldie put her arm around Lara’s waist, Lara resting her head against Goldie’s shoulder. ‘I need another drink,’ she muttered.
‘And that’s my cue to love you and leave you.’ Andi kissed us all goodbye and fluttered her fingers in a wave. ‘Happy birthday, Clem!’
By mutual agreement, we moved to the bar next door for ‘just one more’.
‘What’s going on over there?’ I wondered aloud. In a dimly lit corner, a woman sat at a small card table covered with a crimson velvet cloth.
‘I think she’s doing tarot readings.’ Goldie’s face lit up. ‘What fun! Let’s have one.’
‘Oh yes, let’s!’ Lara clapped her hands. ‘Maybe she can tell me when that dick of an ex-husband will agree to the settlement he’s been offered.’
‘I don’t know,’ I said slowly, unsure why I was holding back. Again, the image of that sun-filled room flicked into my brain.
‘It’s just a bit of fun,’ said Goldie. ‘I’ll go put our names down.’
‘Do you believe in it?’ Lara asked once she’d gone. ‘Tarot, astrology and the like. It is just a bit of fun, isn’t it?’
I took a sip of my wine before answering. ‘Yeah, it’s a bit of fun … You know, my aunt is an astrologer. She dabbles in tarot too.’
‘For real?’ 
I traced a drip of condensation on the outside of my glass. ‘She works at a New Age shop in her town.’ I smiled softly as the sun-filled room was again before me. This time, though, the picture was clearer: me sitting on a rug on the wooden floor, my long legs splayed out, charts and other papers full of symbols scattered on the floor and across the top of the well-worn wooden dining table. 
Goldie had returned in time to hear what I’d said. ‘You never mentioned that.’
‘It was a long time ago.’ My smile was pensive, my mind on hazy summer beach holidays, on another life. I hadn’t thought about those days in years, possibly decades … Why had the memories surfaced today?
‘Well, it’s your turn first, so you’ll have to let us know whether she’s any good.’ Goldie chuckled, a twinkle in her eye.
I approached the woman at the table with some trepidation. As cynical as the years in family law had made me, the lost and lonely teenager who’d turned to my aunt for advice was still within me. 
‘Hello, dear,’ the woman greeted me. From a distance, I hadn’t been able to place her age, but up close, dressed in layers of lace, with reams of silver around her neck and on her wrists, she would’ve had to be sixty, maybe older, maybe younger. ‘I’m Glenda. What’s your name?’
‘Clementine. Clementine Carter.’ My voice wavered as my heart hammered. Why on earth was I nervous? ‘Everyone calls me Clem.’
‘Then that’s what I’ll call you too.’ Her smile was gentle and reassuring. ‘Your friend said it was your birthday in a couple of days?’
‘Yes, tomorrow.’
She nodded and reached for her phone. ‘You’re an Aries … I don’t suppose you know your time of birth?’
‘I was adopted, but my aunt is an astrologer and she worked out my birth time.’ I wrote the details on the sheet of paper she pushed across to me.
‘She rectified it?’
‘Yes, that’s the term she used,’ I said.
As she tapped the details into what I assumed was an app on her phone, I suppressed a smile at how much things had changed. Back when Rose would plot charts for clients, neighbours and friends, she’d hand draw them, consulting a book called an ephemeris which contained all the planetary positions. At the time, it seemed like an awful lot of palaver, and as much as I soaked up what she had to say about planets and signs and the aspects that influenced their behaviour, I never had the patience to draw charts myself. All my practice was on charts Rose created for me – even after I was ready to read them myself. An involuntary smile came to my lips as I wondered whether she now used an app or still painstakingly performed the calculations as she used to. 
Glenda looked up from the phone and turned it towards me. ‘You said your aunt is an astrologer so I assume you’ve seen your chart before?’
I nodded. ‘I have. She taught me how to read them but I’ve forgotten most of it now.’ I laughed nervously and took a sip of my wine, unwilling to disclose that for a time that’s how I too earnt an income. It was, after all, another life.
‘You’d be surprised at how much you do remember – with your chart placements, you could probably do this for a living.’
I laughed uncomfortably. ‘I doubt that very much.’
Rose’s voice came to me from across the decades. You’re naturally intuitive, Clem – don’t ever forget that. 
Glenda said nothing but smiled enigmatically as if she’d heard the voice in my head. ‘Have you ever heard of the Uranus opposition? It’s something we astrologers refer to as one of the midlife crisis transits.’
Another memory floated through: my aunt talking to someone – a client? Be grateful he’s just bought a sports car, dear – it’s a lot less expensive or hurtful than another woman.
I nodded again, seemingly unable to do anything else, my brain reacting to the words Glenda used as it would to a language I hadn’t spoken for many years.
‘It’s something that happens to everyone between the ages of forty-one to forty-four, but the easiest way to explain it is you can find yourself feeling quite restless and questioning who you are, who you want to be, the choices you’ve made and whether this is all there is.’ She narrowed her eyes, and it felt uncomfortably like she’d eavesdropped on my conversation with Andi this afternoon. ‘It’s that which is in play when you hear about people suddenly leaving jobs, marriages or homes and acting out of character. Of course,’ she clarified, ‘not everyone does something extreme. Some will buy a sports car, get a tattoo or wish they were brave enough to step out of their own lives for an hour, a day or a year.’ She softened her voice. ‘It hits people in different ways, but does that sound familiar?’
‘Are you sure my friends haven’t set me up?’ My giggle sounded high-pitched. 
‘No, Clem, they haven’t. Another thing happening to you now which is exacerbating this is’ —she frowned as if wondering what to tell me or how to explain a concept— ‘your progressed sun is about to change signs, and that’s something that only happens every thirty years.’ Elbows on the table, she steepled her fingers under her chin. ‘There are massive changes coming your way. You might want to push against them at first, but these transits are designed to help you become who you need to be – who you might’ve forgotten to be. That mightn’t make much sense to you now, but it will soon. Plus, with Mercury about to turn retrograde through that part of your chart, you could find yourself revisiting people and places of the past. Let’s pull a few cards.’ She reached for a deck of cards on the edge of the table. ‘Shuffle these for me.’
As I shuffled, Glenda rearranged the tumble of crystals on the table.
‘Now, I’d like you to use your left hand to cut the deck three times before placing the piles back together in any order you like.’
I did as she asked.
‘Sweep them in a fan shape across the table, face down and choose five cards.’ She pointed to where she wanted me to put the cards. As I chose the last one, an extra card fell out. She moved it to the side.
I placed the cards, and she turned them over. As she did, a shiver ran through me, and if it hadn’t been as dark as it was, Glenda would’ve seen the colour drain from my face. The Tower, Death, the Queen of Cups, the High Priestess and Ten of Pentacles – the same cards I’d seen in my dream last night. Finally, she turned over the two accidental cards: the Fool and the Emperor.
Glenda’s eyes flicked to mine, and although I’d attempted to keep my expression impassive, she must’ve seen something to concern her. ‘Clients tend to be afraid when they see the Tower and Death cards,’ she said. ‘But it doesn’t signify actual death – rather the death of something. These cards are about change – in the case of the Tower, unexpected sudden change – but with Death, it’s more about the transformation that comes from an ending.’ She looked up and smiled gently. ‘Something needs to end or die so something else can begin or be born. Every new beginning comes from some other beginning’s end.’ At my slight nod, she continued. ‘The Tower can sometimes be an Aries card because of the way Aries approaches change – as a challenge to be wilfully overcome rather than something to be frightened of, but I also think the High Priestess is you – someone whose subconscious mind and intuition is telling her something, but she’s learnt over the years to ignore that.’ I reached a finger out and traced the edge of the card, unable to explain the sudden pang deep in my stomach. ‘The Queen of Cups is a woman too, a compassionate, caring, intuitive woman. Here she is sitting on her throne at the edge of the sea, her feet on the ground yet connected to the water. She’s a woman in touch with her and other people’s emotions, yet not overwhelmed by them. She’s also at the centre of the situation this spread represents.’ At my gasp, Glenda met my eyes again. ‘Your aunt?’ 
The lump in my throat grew. ‘I think so.’
‘I do too. And as for the Ten of Pentacles, this one is about financial security and wealth, but see the old man in the picture with the younger people? He’s passing on what he’s learnt. This card is also about legacy … inheritance, if you will. It could be money, or it could be knowledge or craft. I think the Emperor represents you too – see the rams on the throne?’ I nodded. ‘As for the Fool – have you heard about The Fool’s Journey?’
‘I think so.’
‘The Fool signifies taking a step into the unknown – he has questions but no answers, and he’s prepared to go on a journey to find them. Astrologically, it’s like the new moon –when everything is as dark as it can be, but you trust there’ll be light soon.’ She peered at me in the dim light. ‘For that reason, this is also quite an Aries card. It could be that you’re being called on to go on a quest of some type … Pull another card.’ I did as asked and turned over the Queen of Swords. ‘Interesting. The Queen of Swords can also represent an Aries woman – someone who is independent, self-sufficient, intelligent and honest, yet is also blunt and able to get to the truth of a matter.’
The truth is important to you, Clemmy, and whatever you do, make sure you don’t allow it to be covered up. Dig for the truth – even if it gets you into trouble … 
‘This spread is very much about you – almost as if it’s a reminder of who you are.’ She paused, ‘Have you ever attempted to find your birth mother?’
I shook my head. ‘No. It always seemed … disloyal … to do it while my parents were alive.’
‘Maybe that’s your quest – to find your birth mother.’ She straightened suddenly. ‘Okay, that’s our ten minutes. I’ll get you to send one of your other friends over.’ She passed me a business card. ‘Take this and book in a reading with me if you’d like to know more and be kind to yourself.’ She hesitated. ‘Better yet, maybe you should give your aunt a call – before it’s too late.’
I didn’t tell her I hadn’t spoken to my aunt in way too long, or that I hadn’t spoken to her about astrology or the tarot or anything that used to be such a big part of my life in decades. I’d left that version of myself – along with a broken heart – in Whale Bay.
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