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Finally, landed flickered over on the arrivals board for United
flight 839 from LAX. Madeleine let out a little squeal. She
looked up at Henry’s impassive face, her eyes shining.
‘Well, aren’t you excited?’ she said.
‘Of course,’ he said calmly.
‘You’d never know it. If I were you I’d be jumping out of
my skin.’
‘I am, just on the inside.’
She grinned. ‘You can’t jump out of your skin on the inside.
That’s not possible.’
He leant closer. ‘Just between you and me, it’s not possible
to jump out of your skin at all.’
Madeleine screwed up her nose at him. ‘Anything’s possible
in a metaphor.’
It didn’t matter, she was excited enough for the both of
them. She was finally going to meet Henry’s lifelong best
friend, Aiden Carmichael. Well, not entirely lifelong – they
had been roommates in college back in the States, so it was
more like half a lifetime. But Madeleine had never met anyone
from Henry’s past. And from all accounts Aiden was going to
be a lot more forthcoming than Henry, which wouldn’t be
hard, given that Henry was one of the most unforthcoming
people Madeleine had ever known. No, that wasn’t fair, that
made him sound cold or aloof, and he was neither. He was
always calm and supremely patient, while she was generally
excitable and terribly impatient, which often provoked the
observation ‘You two are so different!’, to which Madeleine
wanted to retort, ‘Haven’t you heard that opposites attract?’
But she generally held her tongue these days; she didn’t need
to have a comeback for everything, better to let some things
just slide. Being with Henry had taught her that. He was the
yin to her yang, or the yang to her yin, whichever way it went.
All she knew was that Henry centred her, providing muchneeded balance in her life, and now she couldn’t imagine a
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life without him. And that’s why she was going to marry him,
in just a few short weeks.
Her phone suddenly started to ring inside her handbag. She
used to have the old-fashioned telephone ring, to differentiate
it from all the pop tunes everyone else had. But then everyone
must have had the same idea, and Madeleine was forever diving
into her bag until she realised it wasn’t her phone ringing.
So she’d changed her ringtone to a rumba, or a tango, or the
Macarena, something like that. And now she felt mortified
every time it rang.
‘It’s not work, is it?’
He returned his gaze to the arrivals board as Madeleine
rooted around for her phone. Henry hated the thing, and she
could hardly blame him; it did go off an awful lot, and the
rumba-tango did get pretty annoying. Henry’s phone rarely
went off, seeing as she was about the only person who had his
number.
She finally plucked it out of her bag and checked the screen.
‘Nope, not work – Mum.’ She flashed Henry a quick, appeasing
smile before answering the phone, covering her other ear to
block out the surrounding hubbub. ‘Hi, Mum?’
‘Yes, it’s me. How did you know?’
Madeleine had to go over this every second time her
mother rang. She really should just answer with her stock
greeting, ‘Madeleine Pepper’s phone’, but that usually elicited
the response, ‘No need to be so formal, it’s only your mum.’
‘Your name comes up on my phone, remember?’ Madeleine
explained now.
‘Oh, that’s clever,’ Margaret said. ‘How does it know?’
This was going to turn into one of those conversations if
Madeleine didn’t rein it in now. ‘Listen, Mum, I can’t hear you
very well, so I better not stay on long. What were you ringing
about?’
‘Why can’t you hear me? Are you in the shower?’
‘No, Mum, you can’t take a phone into the shower.’
Madeleine thought it prudent to mention that little safety tip.
‘We’re at the airport, to pick up Henry’s best man, remember?’
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‘Yes, I think I remember him. Pleasant-looking fellow, with
the wavy brown hair?’
She was describing Henry.‘No, Mum, you haven’t met Aiden.’
‘Who’s Aiden?’
‘Henry’s best man. His plane just landed. I haven’t even met
him yet.’
‘Well, you’d better get off the phone and go and say hello or
else it will look rude.’
‘It’s okay, he’s not through Customs yet.’
‘What was that?’
Madeleine had to put an end to this. ‘You’re right, Mum,
I better go say hello. What were you calling about?’
‘I wasn’t calling you, I was calling your sister.’
‘Oh, did you ring my number by mistake?’
‘No, when Genevieve didn’t answer I tried you instead.
I thought you might know where she is.’
Madeleine glanced at her watch. It was just before nine. ‘At
this time of the morning she’ll be in a mad panic trying to get
the kids out the door for school. I think she’d likely ignore the
phone.’
‘But doesn’t she have one of those phones like yours, that
tells her who’s calling?’
Of course she did, which explained why she didn’t pick up.
‘Was it important, Mum?’
‘Oh, no, not important . . . I didn’t mean to bother anyone . . .’
‘You’re not bothering anyone,’ Madeleine tried to reassure
her. ‘It’s just that Gen’s usually pretty frantic before school. She
probably thought she’d let it go to voicemail and then ring
back later.’
‘But I didn’t leave a message. How will she know it was me?’
‘The phone will know it was you.’
‘Goodness, it’s a little creepy, isn’t it?’
‘I guess.’
‘Oh, I just realised . . . Is that why they call them smart
phones?’
‘It’s probably one of the reasons,’ said Madeleine. ‘Anyway, if
that’s everything, Mum, I better go.’
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‘Say goodbye to Henry’s friend for me,’ Margaret said. ‘We’ll
see him next time.’
Madeleine decided it wasn’t worth trying to clarify things
over again, so she said goodbye and hung up, turning off her
phone this time before slipping it back into her bag.
‘Is everything all right?’ Henry asked.
She just gave him a shrug in reply.
Her mother had been like this ever since Madeleine’s dad
died. Well, not immediately after; at first she was grief-stricken
and wandered around the house in a daze. Madeleine had had
to cook and clean, and basically pick up after her as though
she was a child. Eventually the fog lifted, but after that she was
easily confused, her thoughts scattered, her memory patchy. At
Genevieve’s insistence, Madeleine finally took her for tests, but
apparently there was nothing wrong with her, she didn’t have
Alzheimer’s or dementia.The doctor had explained to Madeleine
that as Margaret had always let her husband do the talking, make
the decisions and generally deal with everything, she was probably just a little overwhelmed at having to do it for herself.
Jonathan Pepper wasn’t authoritarian, not in the least; he was
kind and articulate and wise, and they had all deferred to him
to varying degrees. So really, Margaret just had to find her own
voice. She would be her old self again in time, the doctor assured
Madeleine. But nearly ten years had passed, and she was still not
her old self. How could she be, when she’d lost her other half?
‘Any sign of him yet?’ Madeleine asked Henry, craning to
see between the heads blocking her view.
‘The plane only landed five minutes ago,’ he reminded her.
‘He’ll be a while yet. Do you want to go get a coffee?’
‘No I do not,’ she said, horrified. ‘You can’t say for sure how
long it’ll take.What if he was to come down the ramp, searching
hopefully among the faces in the crowd, and we weren’t here?
It’s unthinkable. We’re not budging from this spot!’
‘All right,’ Henry said, looking bemused. ‘Are you always
this anxious waiting at airports?’
She glanced at him sideways. ‘You should see me when I’m
waiting for you.’
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He smiled, leaning closer to press his lips against her forehead. ‘We have had some significant moments in airports,
haven’t we?’
‘Yes we have.’ Madeleine tucked her arm into his. ‘And this
is going to be another. I’m just excited to finally meet someone
from your side. It’s a big deal, like meeting family for the first
time.’
‘But Aiden’s not family.’
She scanned his face for a hint of sadness, but as usual, Henry
wasn’t giving anything away. It was only when they’d started to
plan the wedding that Madeleine discovered there was no family
on Henry’s side to invite. He’d never talked about his early life
much. She knew that he was born in Columbus, Ohio, the only
child of older parents who hadn’t been expecting a baby at that
stage of their lives. Henry said they didn’t really know what to
do with a kid. He was fed and clothed and schooled, but left to
his own devices the rest of the time. So from a very young age
he’d learnt to occupy himself, which was how his passion for
drawing, and later painting, had developed. Madeleine liked to
imagine a Robert Louis Stevenson–type scenario, a small, sensitive boy tucked away in his bedroom creating stories – or, in
Henry’s case, pictures – and later becoming a renowned author
and illustrator of children’s books. She wondered why some
clever marketing executive hadn’t exploited that image ages ago,
but Henry didn’t need it now, his books sold on his name alone.
Sadly, his parents were never to know of his success. His
mother died of kidney failure in Henry’s first year away at
college, and his father died some time after. Although Henry
didn’t say much about it, Madeleine gathered that he and
his father hadn’t had a great deal to do with each other in
the intervening years. He’d had a grandmother, his mother’s
mother, who’d sent him a birthday card every year, with a fivedollar note inside. And each summer he’d made the trek back
out to the Midwest to visit her, until she’d died too. He had no
other family that he was aware of.
‘Aiden’s the closest thing you’ve got to family,’ Madeleine
pointed out. ‘You said he’s like a brother to you.’
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‘Yes, but I also told you he’s nothing like me.’
‘Still, he knew you way back, longer than anyone else I’ve
met.’
Henry looked at her. ‘Are you hoping to dig up some dirt
on me?’
‘I won’t be holding my breath,’ she said drolly. She couldn’t
imagine there being any dirt to dig up on Henry, though for
some reason he did seem to have mixed feelings about Aiden
coming to stay. Madeleine just put that down to the fact that
Henry was an intensely private man, but she couldn’t help
being curious to meet someone who had shared a little of his
past.
‘Look,’ she said, ‘you know all my family, my friends, the
people I work with. Don’t you think that gives you a greater
understanding of me?’
‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘You’re not much like your mother
or Genevieve.’
‘Oh yes I am,’ she begged to differ.
‘All due respect,’ he said, dropping his voice, ‘but they’re
both a little crazy.’
Madeleine smiled up at him. ‘Don’t you remember what I
was like when we met?’
She often wondered now if she’d been on the verge of
some kind of breakdown. Perhaps that was overstating it, but
it would certainly not be an overstatement to say that her life
had been spiralling out of control. And it had probably been
heading that way ever since her dad died. It was a devastating
loss for their family, really for anyone who knew Jon Pepper,
and there were an awful lot of people who knew and loved
him. He’d been a high school English teacher for nearly thirty
years, and he should have had many more years ahead of him.
The good really do die young – and it wasn’t a cliché if it was
true. Madeleine was always being pulled up for her overuse of
clichés and metaphors; it was one of the drawbacks of spending
your working life surrounded by authors and editors . . .
Anyway, where was she? (She was also frequently accused of
losing track of what she was saying. Her mind just went into
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overdrive sometimes. Okay, often.) After her beloved father
died, they’d all had to somehow find a way to go on without
him. But Margaret had struggled, so even though Madeleine
was twenty-five years old with two degrees under her belt and
really should have been off finding her own feet, instead she
had to stay around and help her mother find hers. By then
Genevieve was already living out of home, and as far as she
was concerned, Margaret was primarily Madeleine’s responsibility. Especially with the wedding coming up. Genevieve had
promptly become engaged to her boyfriend after their father’s
death, in a rather impulsive attempt to re-create the family
she felt she’d lost, at least that’s how Madeleine read it. What
else could explain the sheer madness of organising a wedding
when everyone was still in the throes of grief? Madeleine was
appointed maid of honour, of course – a dubious honour
which apparently gave Genevieve the right to treat her like an
indentured servant, but indentured servant of honour didn’t
have quite the same ring to it.
Needless to say, the first year was tough. But with Genevieve
safely delivered into matrimony, and Margaret becoming a
smidge more independent, Madeleine was finally able to start
thinking about her own future. Jonathan had instilled a love of
literature in both his daughters, and so Madeleine found herself
with both a BA and a master’s in English literature and no idea
what to do with either of them. After finishing her bachelor’s
degree she had only intended to take honours, but then her
father got sick and she was incapable of thinking of life beyond
his next treatment, his next test result, his dwindling options.
So Madeleine stayed at uni, where it was familiar and comfortable, and her honours thesis developed into a master’s. If her
father had lived longer, she may well have ended up with a
doctorate.
Jonathan had probably assumed she would follow the family
tradition and become a teacher, just as Genevieve had, but
the idea left Madeleine cold; the sheer patience required was
beyond her. But what else was she going to do? The practical applications of her qualifications were limited, to say the
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least. Despite her obsession with books, she had no desire to
write. Well, the truth was she couldn’t write. She could barely
manage a page of so-so, derivative prose before she got bored.
What she did love to do was read, and she read fast and prolifically, always impatient to get to the end of the story and start
on the next on her to-be-read pile. She didn’t know of any
jobs that paid you to do that.
But she had to do something. Eventually she registered with
a temp agency so that she could gain some office skills, and after
three excruciatingly dull and, frankly, mystifying placements in
finance companies, she was sent to Amblin Press, a publishing
house! Why hadn’t she thought of this before? Although at
her level the work was tiresome and seemed to consist almost
entirely of photocopying, she was surrounded by books and
manuscripts – so many pages, so many words, so much to read!
She was in heaven, and she was in an ideal position to figure
out where she could possibly slot into such an establishment.
The role of publisher appealed, naturally – getting to read
manuscripts and take authors to lunch, while delegating all the
boring stuff. Plus they seemed to be the only ones who had
offices with windows. But the other thing Madeleine soon
learnt was that to be a publisher you had to work your way
up the editorial ladder and earn that office with a window.
She could think of nothing more tedious or thankless than
combing the pages of manuscripts searching for typos and
errors and making corrections and writing tiny little notes
on tiny little post-its. Good for them, salt of the earth and all
that, books wouldn’t be readable without editors . . . but it just
wasn’t for Madeleine. She knew her limitations: she simply did not
possess the patience gene, or the focus gene, or the attentionto-detail gene, for that matter.The more senior editors wielded
a broader brush, but to get to that level you still had to do the
tedious jobs first. There seemed to be no way to bypass that
painstaking route.
Then one day, on another floor, Madeleine discovered the
publicity department and had an epiphany. It was just like in
the movies when they play that angel-chorus sound effect.
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That’s what Madeleine heard when she stepped into the big
open-plan office, buzzing with activity. The women – and they
were all women – were glamorous and confident and totally out
there, and Madeleine was immediately in awe of them. She was
seconded a few times to help out in the section, and although
the work was boring there too – she was only temping, so
it was mostly clipping reviews, answering phones, running
errands – Madeleine was entranced just watching the publicists
do their thing. It was like being in one of those old Hollywood
screwball comedies with smart, sassy, fast-talking women in
tight suits and high heels. If they weren’t on the phone, they
were rushing off to lunches or launches, or meeting planes and
ferrying authors around to ‘it’ restaurants and being on a firstname basis with everyone in the media. And to top it all off, they
got to read books – they had to read books, it was part of the
job! Madeleine had found her calling, now she just had to find
a way in.
She began by dressing the part, transforming her look from
‘student on work experience’ to proper, fully fledged working
adult. Considering she had been an adult for some time, that
transformation was long overdue. From then on, she put up
her hand to work in publicity at every opportunity. If she was
working in another section, she would drop by after she was
finished to see if they needed a hand with anything, like one of
those goody two-shoes, schoolgirl teacher’s pets. Liv the head
publicist started to notice her, and a kind of informal mentorship evolved. They often got to talking, late in the afternoon
when no one else was around. Liv was going through a hard
time since her marriage had broken down, leaving her holding
not one but two babies – twins. They were school age by then
and Liv was trying to juggle a demanding full-time job, which
she loved, with raising her young sons, whom she loved much
more. She constantly worried that she was a bad mother, and
then she worried that she wasn’t giving her all to her job. She
adored her boys, but she wondered when she would ever get
her life back, and then she worried that she was being selfish
even having that thought.
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Madeleine was horrified that someone as accomplished and
amazing and awesome as Liv should be second guessing herself
that way. So she told Liv she wasn’t a bad mother at all, that
her own sister was a married, stay-at-home mum and yet she,
too, was constantly plagued with guilt that she wasn’t a good
mother. That it seemed to Madeleine that guilt was the default
position for all mothers, and she pondered the now rapidly
becoming age-old question of why men didn’t have any guilt
about juggling children and work. The two of them became
fast friends, and the next time a position came up in the department Liv decided to give Madeleine the opportunity.
There was no way she was going to let Liv down, so
Madeleine had literally thrown herself into the job – okay,
not literally, she wouldn’t hear the end of it if she dared to
utter that in front of an editor. One could not literally throw
oneself into a job, that wasn’t physically possible, she got it.
Anyway . . . the job, it consumed her life. It was more than
nine to five, more than five days a week. She was on call
nights, weekends, for days at a time at festivals, or weeks at
a time on author tours, flying around the country, living in
hotel rooms. There was one memorable stretch when she
didn’t sleep a single night in her own bed for eight weeks.
But it was exhilarating and Madeleine thrived on it. She
didn’t have time any more to miss her dad, or feel guilty that
she wasn’t spending enough time with her mum, or listen
to Genevieve telling her that she ought to feel guilty that
she wasn’t spending enough time with their mum . . . truth
was she didn’t have time to stop and think about much of
anything. Certainly not what all of this was doing to her
health and general wellbeing. After a few years in the job
she was drinking way too much, way too often, but it was
difficult to avoid. It was a rare author who didn’t like a drink,
and if you were accompanying them to events you had to be
sociable. She even took up smoking for a while there; again,
a fair proportion of authors liked a smoke, and with all the
regulations they could only smoke outside, and Madeleine
couldn’t let them stand out there by themselves. She had to
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go with them, and it was easier just to join them – it made
them feel more comfortable, and that was her job, after all.
‘To get lung cancer?’ Margaret cried, the first time she smelt
it on Madeleine’s clothes. Her mother was constantly worried
about her. But her mother was constantly worried about
everything: global warming, boat people, the Greens, bacteria
on kitchen benchtops, you name it. She no longer had her
husband’s voice of reason to calm her fears, and so they proliferated unchecked, a little like bacteria on kitchen benchtops. Ever
since she’d taken to listening to talkback radio – she said it kept
her company – Margaret Pepper was frightened of everything.
Madeleine’s lifestyle also provided her sister with endless
opportunities to tell her what she was doing wrong with her
life. Genevieve had the typical married-with-children mindset:
everyone was supposed to settle down, because that’s what adults
did, even if it made them miserable. Madeleine had no business at her age to be out partying and travelling and generally
having a good time.
‘How are you ever going to settle down?’ Genevieve would
commonly ask.
‘Who said I want to settle down?’ Madeleine would
commonly answer.
To which Genevieve would commonly take offence.
Madeleine could never understand why people reacted that
way. If you lived your life differently to them it didn’t mean you
were casting aspersions on their choices. The logical conclusion of that line of thought would have everyone making the
same choices, living the same lives. What a boring place the
world would be then.
‘You can’t keep living like this, Mad,’ Genevieve would
declare loudly down the phone, so that she could be heard over
the cacophony produced by three little boys running amok.
‘It’s my job,’ Madeleine would reply.
‘It’s a young person’s job,’ Genevieve would counter. ‘You’re
over thirty now, Mad, you’re going to burn out at this rate.You
have to start thinking about slowing down, getting into some
other line of work.’
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Though Madeleine would never have admitted it to
Genevieve, she’d started to suspect she might be heading for
burnout. She felt as though she was suffering from a perpetual
hangover, she had to buy concealer in bulk to hide the dark
shadows under her eyes, and she was becoming forgetful and
sloppy. She had arrived late for a number of early meetings,
wearing clothes she had fished out of a pile on the floor. Liv
had started to make the odd pointed comment, and she was a
seasoned party girl herself. However, there was an unwritten
code in publicity: party as hard as you like, but you must never
let it affect your work the next day. Despite having twins to
organise, Liv was never late for morning meetings, Madeleine
had never noticed dark circles under her eyes, and she would
never have been caught dead in the same clothes two days
running. Liv had told Madeleine that she had to start looking
after herself or she wouldn’t be any use to anyone. Then, with
the Sydney Writers’ Festival fast approaching, she was assigned
just one, solitary children’s author. Madeleine was dismayed;
usually she handled three or four authors, depending on how
big they were, if they had come from overseas, and how many
sessions they were booked for. But Liv was adamant. Henry
Darrow was very important, she explained; he made more
money for them than most of the other authors at the festival
put together. It was an absolute coup that he was coming at
all – he was known to be a bit of a recluse, rarely attending
festivals, and yet he was travelling all the way from the States
for this.
Yay. A reclusive children’s book author. This’ll be fun,
Madeleine had thought wryly.
‘I still remember the expression on your face when you
were waiting for me at the airport that first time, holding the
placard with my name,’ Henry said now. ‘You didn’t look very
excited.’
‘I was just having a pout because I was going to miss the
festival opening-night party, and I’d never missed a festival
opening-night party,’ said Madeleine.
‘Just because I didn’t want to go didn’t mean you couldn’t.’
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‘Yes it did. See, it wasn’t just the party, there was the afterparty as well, and they go all night, and I had to pick you up at,
like, eight in the morning.’
‘I’m sorry I ruined your fun.’
Madeleine grinned up at him. ‘I know, the sacrifices I’ve
made.’
She’d had to remain on her best behaviour for the entire
festival, which wasn’t too difficult – children’s authors were
not exactly party animals, and Henry’s sessions were all scheduled in the morning. Madeleine offered to take him to lunch
the first day, but he politely declined, saying he preferred to go
for a walk, explore the city a little. The expression on her face
must have given her away, because he quickly added, ‘It’s okay,
you don’t have to come with me.’
‘But I do,’ she explained. ‘It’s my job.’
‘You’re not really dressed for walking,’ he said with a glance at
her pencil-thin skirt and matching pencil-thin heels. ‘Seriously,
Ms Pepper, I don’t need a minder. And I can make my way back
to the hotel myself, there’s no need for you to wait around.’
Madeleine was perplexed. Liv would not be happy about
this – she should be doing far more to promote him. ‘What if
I set up drinks later, after you’ve come back from your walk?’
she suggested.
‘I’m not much of a drinker, I’m afraid.’
‘But there are lots of influential people here, I can arrange
for you to meet some of them.’
‘Why?’
‘Well, so you can network, make contacts.’
He took his time to answer, and he seemed self-conscious
when he finally did. ‘I don’t know if you’re aware, Ms Pepper,
but I’m doing all right. I don’t really need to make “contacts”.’
Madeleine cringed inside. Of course he didn’t. He would
be the star attraction at any meet and greet she could throw
together, and she could totally understand why he didn’t want
to be put through that, considering his shyness.
Though Madeleine wasn’t so sure she would call him shy.
He was reserved, or maybe contained was a better word, but
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he seemed comfortable enough in his own skin. He led his
sessions confidently, in a quiet but commanding voice that
had his young audiences leaning forward in their seats to catch
his every word. Even Madeleine had found herself mesmerised, and she was clearly not the only grown-up who was.
The mothers lining up at the signings afterwards behaved like
schoolgirls, giggling and flirting; one woman even leant right
over the signing table to flash her cleavage at him, and she had a
four year old with her! Madeleine had felt quite affronted, and
then protective, and then outright possessive. Back off, ladies, she
felt like saying, he’s mine. Um, as in, he’s my charge . . . my responsibility . . . Oh, just back off!
And it wasn’t like he was all smooth and flirty back at them;
on the contrary, he often looked abashed, and a little overwhelmed by it all. There was something in that diffidence, in
the slight, tentative smiles, that Madeleine found endearing. Or
maybe it was his eyes, soft brown eyes you could get quite lost in.
Or his dark hair that looked like it was overdue for a cut, and
was always a little tousled, which made you want to run your
fingers through it to straighten it up, or at least Madeleine did.
Whatever it was, by week’s end she’d decided she could not
leave Henry Darrow to wander the streets again all day on his
own. It was impolite, if nothing else, and he had shown himself
to be polite to a fault. She felt he deserved the same consideration in return – indeed, it was her duty as his publicist.
So when she picked him up on the morning of his final
session she was dressed in jeans and walking shoes. She noticed
a faint flicker of surprise pass across his eyes.
‘I figured you must have walked the entire length and
breadth of the city by now and you might want to go further
afield,’ she explained, oddly nervous. ‘So after your session this
morning, I’ll be at your disposal for the rest of the day. I’ll take
you wherever you want to go.’
She was rewarded with a smile for that. Score. ‘That’s very
thoughtful of you,’ he said. ‘I appreciate it.’
Of course, not knowing the country, he couldn’t really say
where he wanted to go, just that he wanted to go somewhere,
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anywhere, away from the city, and Madeleine knew just the
place. Her father had been a keen bushwalker, and one of his
favourite haunts was the Sydney Harbour National Park at
North Head. It was just out of Manly, so it wouldn’t take them
too long to get there. But it was surprisingly secluded and
unspoilt, even rugged in patches, and as a bonus it had fabulous views to the city across the water. Henry was suitably
impressed, and he seemed to be more at ease out there in the
open.
Madeleine would later tell people that this was the day she
started to fall in love with Henry Darrow, even though nothing
particularly remarkable happened. Mostly they’d just walked
and talked. She learnt that he lived in New York, but that he
also had a place in the Hamptons – he needed to get out of the
city to be able to get inside his head to work. He craved open
spaces, which was partly what had prompted him to accept the
invitation to Australia, but he was a little disappointed to find
that the outback was a long way out back and that Sydney was
as bustling and busy as any international city.
As they walked, Madeleine found herself telling him about
her life, her family, and especially her dad, something she wasn’t
in the habit of doing. Publicists were not particularly prone to
talking about themselves, their job was to talk up other people,
yet here she was, pouring out her life story to a stranger. But
Henry didn’t feel like a stranger. She didn’t know exactly why;
maybe it was because he reminded her a little of her dad, especially in that setting.
Perhaps the most surprising part for Madeleine was that
they also walked for long stretches and didn’t talk at all, which
was a whole new experience for her. But it was okay, she didn’t
feel the need to fill up the silence with mindless chatter. And
the silence, the stillness, was a revelation, clearing her head,
giving her a sense of peace she hadn’t felt in a long time.
That night Madeleine had poured herself a glass of wine
and opened the box of Henry’s books she’d brought home
from the office. They had won awards in almost every
language they had been translated into, but it wasn’t really

16

Dianne Blacklock

about the words – the pictures were universal. His books
were bought by new parents to be the first books they read
to their babies, and they were cherished by those same babies
as they grew up. You were unlikely to find Henry Darrow
books in secondhand stores – they were kept, destined to
become heirlooms.
Madeleine had flicked through them before, of course, but
they were picture books, with barely more than a line of text
to a page. They could be read in a couple of minutes, so she’d
never taken the time to examine them closely. Now she saw
that the pictures were exquisite, simple and sophisticated at the
same time. Clean, elegant lines and smudges of colour – dappled
pink for a child’s cheek, a blot of blue, and there was a baby
with wonder in her eyes, so real that Madeleine could almost
feel her breathing. On another page was a menacing sky in
shades of grey and, unexpectedly, a splash of yellow. Again the
colours were smudged on the page, with only a line and a
couple of strokes to suggest the land below, or tufts of grass on
the horizon. The colours darkened over the page, a storm was
brewing, and Madeleine felt cold.
An hour passed, maybe two, and she hadn’t touched her
wine. She usually rushed through books, gobbling up the
words greedily, but here the words were sparse, every syllable
intentional. Madeleine slowed down, savouring the images.
They held stories too; she just had to be still and give them
time to sink in.
On second thoughts, maybe that was when she fell in love
with Henry Darrow.
The following day, Madeleine took Henry to the airport
for his flight home. He tried to insist that she drop him off at
Departures, but Madeleine wouldn’t hear of it. ‘They make
you check in so early for overseas flights, I don’t want you to
have to wait on your own all that time.’
‘It’s really okay.’
Madeleine didn’t want to push it. Actually, yes she did. ‘The
thing is, I was going to ask you to sign some of your books
for me.’
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He glanced at the pile on the back seat, then gave her a faint
smile. ‘Of course.’
So after he’d checked in, they went to get coffee, and Henry
signed the books, and Madeleine waited with him right up
until his flight was called. They talked, or they didn’t, either
way was fine – she had never felt so comfortable just sitting in
silence with another person. Finally, when they stood facing
each other at the departure gate, she was overwhelmed by an
urge to grab him and hold him close to her, to keep a part of
him with her. There was something he had that she wanted to
hold on to. Although she had met him only a few days ago, she
knew she was going to feel bereft without him. But she had no
idea what to do about it; nothing remotely like this had ever
happened to her before.
Henry was first to speak. ‘It was good to meet you.’
‘It was?’
He smiled.That smile. ‘Yes,’ he assured her, ‘it was very good
to meet you, Madeleine.’
She loved the way he said her name in his soft Midwestern
accent. Who knew Americans could be so soft-spoken?
‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Because I don’t know if I come across
all that well.’
‘Why would you say that about yourself?’ he asked kindly.
‘What I mean is,’ Madeleine quickly tried to explain,
‘I talk too much, like I’m going to talk too much now. I’m
sure someone like me must grate on someone like you.
I mean, you choose your words carefully, and you don’t need
to yabber on all the time, whereas I don’t seem to know when
to stop – you might have noticed. But I hope I didn’t grate on
you, not too much anyway. Because I think . . . I think you’re
nice, you’re very nice, and I’ve really enjoyed being your publicist, and getting to know you . . . and I really hope I see you
again . . . sometime.’
As soon as she managed to get the words out, tears welled
up in her eyes. She could not believe this was happening! He
was going to think she was no better than a moony adolescent,
and she would have to agree. But instead, to her surprise,
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he took both her hands in his, and Madeleine didn’t feel the
jolt of electricity you read about in romance novels, but rather
a sense of calm, travelling right up her arms and through her
whole body, engulfing her. It was like being wrapped in a
warm blanket.
‘I hope I see you again too,’ he said.
Madeleine decided she had to do something to make sure
of that. She had no idea what, but she couldn’t let go of the
first real connection she had felt to another person since her
father had died.
The best she could come up with for now was to send an
email, straightaway, so that it would be waiting for him when
he arrived home. But when she sat down to write it, she had
no idea what to say. They’d only just parted, she had no news
to share, and there were only so many ways to ask him if he’d
had a good flight home. After discarding too many attempts to
count, Madeleine finally decided to be upfront.
When I said I hope to see you again, I wasn’t just being
polite. I realise we live on opposite sides of the world, and
I don’t even know how it would be possible, but I really do
want to see you again.
There, I said it. If you think I’m nuts, just don’t respond to this
email.

But he did respond. Anything’s possible, he assured her, if you
want it badly enough.
The email conversation continued, and they became virtual
best friends over cyberspace. Madeleine babbled about anything
and everything; when she had a prickly author to deal with, or
a stressful meeting coming up, Henry would always remember
to ask her about it afterwards. He wrote to her when he hadn’t
talked to anyone else in days. She knew when he’d had a good
day working, or a bad day, what the weather was like in the
Hamptons, how beautiful the beach was in front of his cottage.
She said she would love to see it. He said she should come over.
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Madeleine said yes without hesitation; she was prepared to go
halfway across the world to be with him even though they had
never so much as kissed. It felt romantic and exciting . . . and
bloody terrifying. What if she was reading more into it than
Henry intended? What if he was only inviting her as a friend?
She had gone on and on about New York and the Hamptons,
how much she’d always wanted to go – perhaps he’d felt
harangued into asking her?
‘Are you kidding me?’ Liv had said in response to Madeleine’s
litany of hypotheticals. ‘He didn’t ask you to come to New
York – and stay with him – because he wants to give you a
cheap holiday and show you the sights. Wake up and smell the
bagels, girl.’
She had a point. ‘Okay, but what if it all goes horribly
wrong?’ said Madeleine. ‘We haven’t even kissed. What if he’s a
terrible kisser? What if I am? You know, at least to him. What I
mean is, what if there’s just no chemistry?’
Liv groaned. ‘So far there’s been nothing but chemistry
between you two. I don’t think you have to worry about that.
You should be more worried you might both spontaneously
self-combust on contact, there’s so much bloody chemistry.’
She was probably right, but still there was more turbulence
going on inside Madeleine’s head than on the flight over. But
she knew what she had to do. She couldn’t stand the uncertainty for a moment longer, and she had to leave no room for
misinterpretation. So she marched through the barrier at JFK
and right up to Henry, threw her arms around him and kissed
him soundly. Although he couldn’t have been expecting it, it
took him only seconds to catch up, and as he brought his arms
around her and held her close, Madeleine had the most overwhelming sensation that she was home – not in America, but
with Henry.
They made love as soon as they got back to his apartment,
but not urgently or frantically; Madeleine could never imagine
Henry doing anything urgently. And she soon discovered to
her delight that there was something to be said for non-urgent
lovemaking. In fact, a lot to be said.
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There followed almost a year of going back and forth
between New York and Sydney – Madeleine only the once,
she didn’t have the leave or the funds to repeat it, but Henry
came out four times. Madeleine had never felt so grounded,
and calm, and just happy. Except whenever he had to leave.
The morning of his last flight home, she was lying on the
bed watching him pack, already missing him. ‘I wish you didn’t
have to go.’
‘Me too.’
She jumped up onto her knees. ‘Then don’t.’
‘What?’
‘I’ll marry you,’ she said. ‘Then you won’t have to go.’
He looked taken aback for a moment, and then he gave her
an indulgent smile. ‘That’s not how it works, Madeleine.’
‘Yes it is, you’ll become a citizen automatically.’
‘No, I won’t.’
She looked blankly at him. ‘You won’t?’
‘Citizenship isn’t automatically granted on marriage,’ he
said. ‘You still have to go through the whole process of proving
your relationship.’
‘Oh. Well, we can do that, can’t we?’
‘It hasn’t been long enough.’
Madeleine’s stomach lurched. She’d put him on the spot.
She shouldn’t have said anything about marrying him. What
was she thinking? Worse, what was he?
‘So you think it’s too soon?’ she said in a small voice.
‘Not me, the Department of Immigration,’ he said.
‘Oh.’ How should she take that? And how did he know all
this? ‘How do you know all this?’ she asked out loud.
‘I’ve looked into it.’
She blinked. ‘You have?’
‘I have.’ Henry closed his suitcase, zipped it all the way
around, then lifted it off the bed and set it down on the
floor.
‘And?’ Madeleine said impatiently.
‘What?’
‘What did you find out?’
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He took a breath. ‘As I’m self-supporting and wouldn’t be
expecting to draw any kind of government benefits, and would
certainly not be taking anyone else’s job, I can apply for a longstay visa and simply wait it out a couple of years. Then, on
fulfilling a few other conditions, like a health check, I will most
likely be granted permanent residency. So we can get married
any time we like.’
Madeleine’s eyes widened.‘Oh . . . So, um, have you . . . have
you thought about what you might want to do?’
‘I’ve already applied for the visa.’
‘Henry!’ She lunged at him from the bed, throwing her arms
around his neck. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’
‘I was going to surprise you,’ he said. ‘But now you’ve stolen
all my thunder.’
‘I’m sorry.’
‘It’s okay.’ He gave her a quick kiss on the lips. ‘But I’ll have
to cancel the skywriter.’
She drew back to look at him. ‘What are you talking about?’
‘It’s just part of the whole big proposal thing I had planned.’
‘There’s no need to tease,’ she said. ‘I was only trying to find
a way that you could stay.’
‘So you don’t want me to propose?’
Now she was confused. ‘I didn’t say that . . . I just wasn’t
trying to force your hand.’
‘Well,’ he said, ‘it’s ruined now anyway. Shame really, it was
going to be pretty amazing.’
Madeleine caught the glint in his eye. She dropped back
onto the bed, propping herself on her elbows and looking up
at him. ‘Well, a skywriter’s okay, I guess. Is that all you got?’
‘No,’ he said, sitting down beside her. ‘I’ll have to call it off
with the zoo as well.’
‘The zoo?’ She raised an eyebrow.
Henry nodded. ‘They’ve been training a seal to balance the
ring on his nose and present it to you during the seal show. It
would have brought the house down.’
‘Stop it.’
‘You think I’m making this up?’

22

Dianne Blacklock

‘I think this is what I get for falling in love with a children’s
author,’ said Madeleine. ‘Fantastical stories about seals delivering rings.’
‘It’s not all “fantastical”, and I’m not even sure that’s a word.’
‘It is so a word. It perfectly describes ridiculous stories made
up by boyfriends to tease their girlfriends.’
‘I’m not teasing you.’
‘About the seal?’
‘No, about the ring.’
‘Enough!’
‘You don’t believe me?’
‘I’ll believe it when I see it.’
‘It’s locked in a safety deposit box back home,’ said Henry.
‘I’ll bring it with me next time.’
Madeleine’s heart was racing, but she still didn’t want to fall
for it.Though she couldn’t recall Henry ever being such a tease
before. She sat up straight, facing him. ‘When did you get it?’
‘Six months ago.’
‘That long?’
‘I’ve known longer than that, but I bought it six months
ago.’
Her eyes teared up. ‘You did? You really did? You’re not
teasing?’
Henry smiled. ‘I wouldn’t tease you about this.’
‘So what have you been waiting for?’
‘These things take a lot of planning, the seal had to be
trained . . .’
‘Henry!’
He took hold of her hands. ‘I’ve been waiting,’ he said, ‘to
have the long-stay visa approved, and to come back here and
tell you that I love you, and that I want to be with you every
day, all the days of my life, for as long as we both shall live. And
that’s when I was going to give you the ring.’
Which was exactly what he did, two months later, in the
arrivals hall, not far from where they were standing now. He
didn’t get down on one knee or anything – Henry wouldn’t
want to attract attention – but Madeleine liked it that way
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anyway. This momentous thing was happening in the middle
of all the hubbub, and no one even knew.
‘We have had a lot of significant moments in airports,’ she
sighed happily, leaning her head on Henry’s shoulder.
‘Ah, there he is,’ Henry said calmly. ‘Oh, sorry, what did you
say?’
Madeleine jerked her head up. ‘No, what did you say?’
‘Aiden,’ he said. ‘He’s walking down the ramp.’
She gasped. ‘Where?’
Henry leant in close to her and raised his arm to point
through the mass of people congregating at the base of the
ramp. Madeleine’s eyes followed, and the face she had previously seen only in photographs suddenly came into focus. She
wondered how she could have missed him; tall and bronzed,
with golden-blond hair, he looked like a movie star in the
midst of all the rumpled travellers.
‘I don’t think he can see us,’ said Henry.
Madeleine sprang into action. ‘Aiden!’ she cried, waving
furiously, before launching herself headlong into the throng.
Henry had to grab hold of the back of her jacket to keep
up with her. Soon they all arrived at the clearing at the end
of the ramp, and there was a moment’s hesitation as they
stood smiling expectantly at one another. Someone had to
say something.
‘Man, you’ve gotten old, Darrow.’
Henry’s face broke into a wider-than-usual-for-Henry
smile. ‘And you haven’t changed at all, Aid.’
Aiden laughed loudly as he shoved his luggage trolley aside
and threw his arms around Henry with such exuberance that
Madeleine thought Henry’s feet might have left the ground.
Aiden eventually released him, turning his sights on her.
‘Madeleine, I presume?’ he said, before sweeping her up
in an equally enthusiastic hug; and, because she was shorter
and lighter than Henry, her feet actually did leave the ground
before he set her down again.
‘You didn’t tell me your wife-to-be was such a knockout,’
he declared.
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‘He didn’t?’ said Madeleine. ‘You didn’t?’ She turned to
Henry with mock indignation.
Of course Henry didn’t, that wasn’t his way. Aiden was
clearly a charmer. Madeleine scrubbed up all right, but she
knew she was nothing out of the ordinary. She had never
been too hung up on her looks – her dad had always made
both her and Genevieve feel like they were the most beautiful girls in the world. But he also used to say that looks were
a gift you were given, character was a gift you gave to others.
Her eyes were her best feature, mostly because they were an
unusual shade of green. She had her dad’s eyes, so she was
happy to accept compliments for them.
‘I had a feeling you two were going to gang up on me,’
Henry was saying. ‘I just didn’t expect it to start two minutes
after you arrived, Aid.’
‘Have you forgotten what a fast worker I am?’ Aiden joked,
offering Madeleine his arm. ‘Grab the trolley, would you,
Darrow?’
Henry trailed behind them out of the airport as Aiden and
Madeleine got acquainted, exchanging all the usual pleasantries: how was his flight? Did he manage to get any sleep? How
were the wedding preparations coming along? Did she know it
wasn’t too late to ditch Henry and run away with him?
‘You know I can hear you, right?’ Henry said from the rear.
It occurred to Madeleine that Henry had also failed to
mention quite how breathtakingly good-looking his friend
was. But she supposed that was something guys didn’t do. She
had seen pictures of Aiden in their college yearbook, but that
was a long time ago, when they were both still very boyishlooking – handsome, but with decidedly bad haircuts, and yet
to fully grow into their features. Henry didn’t have any other
albums, or boxes of old photos; she supposed that was something
guys didn’t do either. So Madeleine had had no choice but to
google Aiden. That always made her feel a bit like a stalker, but
Liv told her that was nonsense, as she grabbed the keyboard
from Madeleine and typed in his name. Unsurprisingly, given
his résumé, there was no shortage of images. Aiden set up relief
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programs across the third world on behalf of a major multi
national, so there were pictures of him standing among groups
of shiny black children in Africa, outside humpies with toothless old men in Vietnam, surveying the slums of Mexico and
India. In the photos he always had a smile on his face, his
eyes bright with hope despite the apparent hopelessness of
his surroundings. But the energy of the man in the flesh was a
whole other thing.
‘Well, gentlemen,’ Madeleine said as they exited the terminal,
‘this is where I must love you and leave you.’
Aiden’s face dropped. ‘What are you talking about? I just
got here.’
‘I’m afraid some of us have to work.’
‘I’m crushed!’ he said, holding a hand to his heart. ‘I thought
your lives would revolve around me from the moment I
deigned to grace you with my presence.’
Madeleine grinned up at him. ‘That’s what you get for
arriving on a weekday.’
Aiden turned to Henry. ‘Looks like it’s just you and me,
bud,’ he said as he slapped Henry on the back.
‘I’ll be home for dinner, we’ll catch up properly then,’
Madeleine promised. She reached up to give him a hug. ‘I’m
so glad you’re here, Aiden.’
‘And I’m glad to be here.’

9.30 am

d

Madeleine had left her car at work the night before so they
would only have to bring one car to the airport today. Now
in the cab on the way to the office, she had the chance to
check her messages. There was already a screenful of missed
calls, texts and voicemails, and it was barely half an hour into
the working day.
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Since Henry had moved to Australia, Madeleine had gradually taken on more responsibility in the office so she wouldn’t
have to do so much travelling. She’d kept the authors she had
at the time, but she didn’t take on any more, nor did she look
after any of the one-off blockbusters – celebrity autobiographies, memoirs of sporting stars, or exposés by journalists with
an inside scoop and often a grudge. As it happened, Liv had
been itching to get back on the road ever since the twins had
started high school and she didn’t have to be quite so hands-on
with them, so the change in roles suited them both. Though
it didn’t take long for Madeleine to see why Liv had wanted
a break: these days, the buck stopped right at her feet with a
resounding thud. Every mistake, misquote, missing author, even
flight delays, either were blamed on her or she was expected to
fix them somehow. It was an entirely different world of stress,
she just got to go home at night. Most of the time.
Madeleine called Stacey first. Stacey was the publicity
assistant and Madeleine’s right-hand girl. She was efficient,
organised, and completely indispensable.
‘Hey, how’s the best man?’ she chirped. ‘Did he arrive in one
piece?’
‘He did,’ Madeleine confirmed. ‘He and Henry are off
having some quality time together, and I’m on my way in now.’
‘I’ve got about a bazillion messages. What order do you
want them in?’
‘From bad to worse, I guess.’
‘Okay, the library called about Emily Tanner’s event, they’ve
only had four bookings so far and they think they should
cancel. What shall I tell them?’
Madeleine sighed. Emily’s self-esteem was wafer thin as it
was. ‘Leave it with me. I’ll give the library a call, see if there
isn’t something we can do. And I’ll handle Emily myself. Next?’
‘Lydia Carlyle rang about the marketing for her literary lunch.’
‘But that’s being handled by the events manager at the
venue.’
‘I know, but she wants us to fix it. She’s angry that they
called her book a romance.’
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‘They called it “a romance in the tradition of Jane Eyre”,’
said Madeleine. Though God knows why. ‘How can she have a
problem with that?’
‘Maybe she’s never read Jane Eyre?’
‘Well it’s about time she did. Leave it with me. Next?’
‘Peter Norris rang, upset about the review in the weekend
paper.’
Madeleine groaned. ‘Did you remind him that we don’t
write the reviews?’
‘Of course.’
‘Okay, I’ll talk to him. Anything else?’
‘Let me see . . . The books haven’t been delivered for the
Taste launch . . . Um, Michael Kelly wasn’t home, or at least he
wasn’t answering his phone at the appointed time for his radio
interview –’
‘Get Amy onto that. He’s her author.’
‘She’s on tour with Brad Mackie.’
The footballer. ‘Damn, I forgot.’
These were the times Madeleine missed only having to
worry about her own stable of authors. At least then if something went wrong it was her fault or her problem and her
direct responsibility. Now she was forever cleaning up other
people’s messes.
‘Anything else?’ she said, less than enthusiastically.
‘Oh, you know, the usual. I can deal with most of this.’ Stacey
was very good at picking up on tone. ‘Have you had coffee yet?’
‘No.’
‘What’s your ETA?’
Madeleine peered out the windscreen to the road ahead.
‘Ten, maybe fifteen?’
‘Okay, I’m onto it.’
Bless her. Madeleine loved Stacey so much she would have
married her if she wasn’t already marrying Henry. And if she
wasn’t heterosexual. And if Stacey wasn’t. And if same-sex
marriage was even allowed.
Madeleine rang the library first, and had a chat to the event
coordinator. In situations like these they could sometimes dig up
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relatives and friends to flesh out the numbers, but the woman said
they’d already tried everything. They agreed it would be worse
to go ahead, but Madeleine discovered that there had been one
other author event cancelled in the last couple of months. That
would help her to put an acceptable spin on it to Emily, to reassure her that this happened all the time. And in fact, it did happen
all the time. But Emily would take it badly. On the other hand,
Madeleine knew she’d be relieved that she didn’t have to get up
and talk in front of all those people.The problem was, this would
make it doubly difficult to convince her to do it next time.
Madeleine put a reminder in her phone to email her – it was
preferable to calling her: Emily wasn’t good on the phone, she
would only be awkward and embarrassed.This way, Madeleine
could carefully word an email, and Emily could take her time
to digest it. And within a day or two, Madeleine knew she
would receive a thoughtfully crafted response. Emily always
wrote beautiful, lyrical prose that broke your heart. Her books
just didn’t sell all that well, and that broke everyone’s hearts at
Amblin Press.
Lydia Carlyle was another story. Real name Lina Hammoud,
she had taken a pseudonym that she considered would be more
marketable in the current climate. Certainly no one at Amblin
had put that on her, and Madeleine was pretty sure it had more
to do with ensuring her books sat in a prominent position
on the shelves. She sold well, but she was what was known
in the trade as a ‘difficult’ author. Her writing was perfunctory, as were her storylines, so why her books were so popular
was anybody’s guess. If publishers knew what made a bestseller,
or even a respectable seller, obviously that was all they would
publish. But nobody knew. The longer Madeleine worked in
publishing, the surer she was that there was no such thing as a
sure thing. Beautiful books failed, dreadful dross prospered, it
might as well be on the roll of a dice. And once in a while an
author came along who didn’t consider themselves lucky at all,
but perfectly entitled, and everyone was forced to cajole and
flatter and generally pander to them. The confounding nature
of fate and success never ceased to bewilder Madeleine.
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Lydia was crisp when she first answered the phone, until
Madeleine had performed the requisite amount of sucking up.
Once Lydia had relaxed, Madeleine started to work through the
‘issue’. As predicted, she had not read Jane Eyre, though she didn’t
exactly admit to that, instead brushing off the question with a
vague, ‘Of course I did . . . I must have . . . years ago.’ Madeleine
certainly had no idea why the events manager had made the
comparison; she could only guess she hadn’t read more than the
blurb of Lydia’s book and her imagination had taken flight with
the reference to a male protagonist tortured by memories of a
wife driven to suicide. But Chasing Butterflies was no Jane Eyre. It
was a tired romance between a lepidopterist and an environmentalist, with pretensions to something more weighty indicated by
a liberal sprinkling of pseudo-scientific ‘facts’ throughout.
Madeleine proposed that Lydia read the classic novel again –
she would even send her a copy – and then, if she still didn’t
like the comparison, Madeleine promised she’d do something
about the offending quote. But Lydia would have to be quick,
she urged; the luncheon was only weeks away and the advertising copy had to go to press ASAP. Madeleine knew that
Lydia wouldn’t read the book, but she would probably google
Jane Eyre and read some critiques, and hopefully that would be
enough to silence her. She’d had her fifteen minutes of attention, which was mostly what this was about. Lydia liked to
remind her underlings on a regular basis that she was Important
and they’d better not forget it.
As her cab pulled up outside the offices of Amblin Press,
Madeleine was just wrapping up her standard spiel to Peter
Norris re the bad review – in essence, all publicity was good
publicity (even though that had never actually been proven
with hard data). She told him that his name and the name of
his book would stick in people’s minds, so that when they saw
it in a store they would think, ‘Oh yes, I’ve heard of him,’ and
not remember the details of what they had actually heard, or
rather read.
‘Sorry, Peter, I’m heading for the elevator, so I’ll probably
lose you. Would you like me to call you back?’
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‘Oh no, don’t worry about it any further, Madeleine,’ he
assured her, in a tone far less vexed than when they’d started the
conversation. ‘It was good of you to call me back so promptly.’
‘Well, of course, you’re very important to us. Anything I can
do, ever, you only have to call. I hope you know that.’
‘I do. Thank you, Madeleine.’
Peter was all right, he was just insecure. He was an author;
that was their default position.
As Madeleine rode the lift to her floor, she remembered
an interview with a director who made the remark that filmmaking would be a lot easier without actors. It could be a little
like that in publishing.
‘Morning!’ Stacey greeted Madeleine with a coffee as she
came around the corner into the bustling publicity department. Whatever problems she knew she had waiting for her,
Madeleine still got a buzz whenever she walked into the openplan office.
‘Thank you, thank you,’ she said, taking a sip of the coffee
and experiencing instant relief. She knew the caffeine couldn’t
have hit her bloodstream that quickly, so it had to be some
kind of Pavlov’s dog effect – the aroma and taste were enough
to produce the physiological response. Whatever it was,
Madeleine was grateful. It was really too late in the morning
for her first coffee.
‘I sorted out the delivery for the Taste launch,’ Stacey said,
following Madeleine to her desk.
‘Great, and I’ve more or less dealt with the others,’ said
Madeleine. ‘Have any more catastrophes occurred in the last
ten minutes?’
Stacey smiled. ‘No, you should have time to drink your
coffee.’
Madeleine dumped her bag on the desk and dropped down
into her chair.
‘So, what’s he like?’ Ren popped her head around the wall.
Madeleine didn’t have an office, as such. She was tucked into
the space created by a nib wall, providing an annexure of sorts.
‘What’s who like?’ Madeleine asked blithely.
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‘The best man, of course!’ Sarah exclaimed, wheeling her
chair over.
‘He has a name,’ Madeleine reminded them.
‘Aiden.’ Natalie pretended to swoon as she did a kind of
pirouette across the floor.
Seriously?
‘Is he like Aiden from Sex and the City?’ asked Sarah, almost
bursting from the very idea.
‘Yes,’ Madeleine said, deadpan. ‘Because all babies who are
named Aiden grow up to look the same. Even fictitious ones.
That’s how it works.’
Stacey smiled.
‘Oh, come on, give us something!’ Natalie stamped her foot.
‘Did you take a photo of him?’
Madeleine hadn’t shown them Aiden’s picture online, or
mentioned his surname, so they couldn’t google him themselves. She had intentionally kept as many Aiden-related details
to herself for now. It was enough for these girls that he was
a single male; they’d become rabid once they actually got a
glimpse of him.
‘Did I take a photo?’ Madeleine pondered. ‘Sure, as he came
through the arrivals hall, I said, “Hi, Aiden, nice to meet you.
Now would you mind posing for a photo so I can show you
off to my desperate colleagues?” ’
‘You know sarcasm is the refuge of the . . .’ Natalie bit her
lip. ‘What is it again?’
‘The smart-arse,’ Ren finished for her. ‘Why are you being
so secretive, Mad? We’re going to meet him soon enough at
the wedding.’
‘And you can’t keep him for yourself anyway,’ Sarah pointed
out. ‘You’ve already got Henry.’
‘Gosh, thanks for reminding me,’ said Madeleine, ‘or I might
have accidentally married Aiden as well.’
‘What’s with all the snark?’ said Ren. ‘We’re just interested.’
‘All right,’ Madeleine relented. ‘For the five minutes I got
to spend with him walking through the terminal, he seemed
very nice.’
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‘Is he good-looking?’ Natalie asked.
‘Yes.’
‘How good-looking?’
‘Very.’
That was met with a collective gasp.
‘What part of the States is he from?’ said Ren. ‘I love a
Boston accent. What’s his accent like?’
Madeleine thought about it. She hadn’t really noticed an
accent, maybe because she was so used to Henry. Or perhaps
with all the travelling he did Aiden had developed one of those
neutral, transatlantic accents.‘It’s not that strong,’ she said finally.
‘I know he’s originally from New York state – Long Island,
I think. But he travels a lot.’
Natalie’s eyes lit up. ‘What does he do?’
Okay, this had gone far enough. ‘Listen, what’s with the
twenty questions?’
‘He’s a single man,’ Ren said flatly. ‘We work in publishing.
We don’t come across many of his kind.’
This was true. The publishing industry was dominated by
women, until you got to the upper echelons of management,
and then there were suddenly men everywhere. No one knew
where they came from, but they were usually older and mostly
married, so it was not a workplace where one was likely to
find a husband. Or even a boyfriend. Or even a date. Aiden was
going to be fair game at the wedding. Poor man, what had she
dragged him into?
‘Right, girls, can we just get on with it?’ said Madeleine.
‘I have not one, but two gorgeous men waiting at home for me,
so I want to get out of here at a reasonable time.’
‘You don’t have to brag,’ Ren muttered, as they all turned
back towards their desks and work.
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The plane trip home was one of Liv’s favourite parts of any
book tour. On the final leg she never travelled with the author,
usually able to concoct an excuse that there was business
to wrap up at their last port of call and she would have to
catch a later plane. This was as much for the author’s sake as
hers. The publicist–author relationship was a funny one – it
involved spending an inordinate amount of time together, but
in short, intense bursts, which led to a level of intimacy that
could be trying, especially if you weren’t a natural fit. As head
of publicity, Liv did her darndest to match the author to the
right publicist, and she generally took on the more difficult
contenders. However, for her troubles, she also kept one or
two of the best for herself. Cameron West was adorable, easygoing, a sheer delight to tour with, and Liv genuinely enjoyed
his books. Maybe because she had boys she had developed an
appreciation of the action-adventure genre. Over the last year
she had introduced Cameron’s books to the twins and they
were now hooked, even Lachie, who was a reluctant reader at
best.
As things had turned out, Cameron was taking a couple
more days in Melbourne to catch up with friends, so there
was no need for any kind of ruse on her part. Liv boarded the
plane as soon as it was called, took her seat by the window, and
set about organising herself for the flight. She took out her
e-reader, though unfortunately, due to somewhat draconian
airline rules, she couldn’t turn it on until after take-off, and
that was a pain in the backside. It wasn’t that she couldn’t cope
without being plugged into an electronic device for twenty
minutes – she loved that she had a legitimate reason to turn off
her phone, for example. No, it was that she wanted to look like
she was occupied, so that whoever sat in the adjacent seat didn’t
think they had an invitation to chat. For the entire flight. Liv
had worked out long ago that she must just have one of those
faces: people were always striking up conversations with her,
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mistaking her for a salesperson in shops, asking for complicated
help or directions in the street, talking to her from the next
table in cafés. Crazy people seemed particularly drawn to her,
all the more so in confined spaces where she had no means of
escape. So on planes she always made sure she had her head
buried in a book. But these days she only carried a Kindle
or an iPad, largely to keep up with her reading for work. Liv
needed to read books before they were printed, and she could
carry a veritable truckload of manuscripts in one slim little
device.
So the rule about e-readers was just plain annoying. The
flight home was Liv’s last chance to be alone for a while. No
more nights in hotel rooms on her own, with no washing or
homework, or meals to cook. She missed the boys when she
was away on tour, desperately at times, but once she was home
it didn’t take long for her to crave solitude, and room service.
Just when she was thinking she might have been lucky
enough to have scored an empty row, she became aware of
someone rummaging in the overhead locker. Damn, she
should have grabbed the inflight magazine and pretended to be
absorbed in it; not that anyone would believe that. Instead she
turned away and stared resolutely out the window as the guilty
party dropped heavily into the aisle seat. Without moving her
head, Liv peered out of the corner of her eye and glimpsed a
pair of men’s shoes. At least there was still a seat between them.
That usually provided enough of a buffer.
‘You use an e-reader too,’ said the owner of the shoes.
Not so much of a buffer after all.
Liv shifted a little to better see what he was doing. He was
sliding his device into the seat pocket in front of him, as Liv had
done with hers; he’d obviously noticed her Kindle protruding.
‘Crazy how they don’t let you turn them on till after takeoff,’ he continued. ‘They’re completely innocuous, especially
with wi-fi turned off.’
Liv offered a faint murmur of agreement. While she valued
her privacy, she was incapable of being rude.Years as a publicist
had trained her to be assiduously polite; maybe that’s why the
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crazies always talked to her. She stole a quick, furtive glance at
her neighbour. He seemed normal enough – he was a reader,
so he couldn’t be all bad – and she knew now that he had
something to occupy him for the trip. So she decided it was
safe to engage, for the moment.
‘I heard it’s because flight attendants can’t be expected to
check everyone’s device individually, to make sure the wi-fi is
turned off,’ she said. ‘So they have to institute a blanket rule.’
‘How much longer do you reckon they’ll get away with that?’
he said. ‘People can barely go five minutes without checking
their smartphones. I foresee an uprising: “You can take away
our freedom to move around the cabin, but you’ll never take
away our right to be plugged in twenty-four/seven”.’
Liv smiled. ‘I’m more than happy to have an excuse to turn
off my phone.’
‘I take your point,’ he said, turning to face her fully for the
first time. He was actually not bad-looking for an old bloke.
‘Old bloke’ being anyone in her general age group. Though
blokes over forty did get out of it so much better than women.
The salt and pepper hair looked great on him; the creases
around his blue-grey eyes as he smiled, damned attractive.
Liv suddenly realised she was staring. She cleared her throat.
‘Anyway, could you imagine a flight where everyone was
taking calls the whole time?’ she said. ‘That would do my head
in. A plane trip is respite for me.’
‘I take it your work involves a lot of time on the phone?’
‘Doesn’t everyone’s?’ she said, and left it at that. Liv tried to
avoid revealing what she did for a living, at least with strangers.
Everyone believed they had a book in them, and as soon as
they discovered she worked in publishing they wanted to tell
her all about their fabulous idea. And a plane was the perfect
place to do just that: she was a captive audience.
They were conveniently interrupted by the pre-flight
announcements over the PA.
‘I hope you’ll excuse me,’ her neighbour said, his voice lowered.
‘But I always try to pay attention to the safety demonstration.’
‘Oh, do you have a fear of crashing?’

36

Dianne Blacklock

‘Well, yeah,’ he said.‘Does anybody like the idea of crashing?’
Good point.
‘Actually, I try not to listen too closely,’ he said. ‘It does kind
of freak me out when they show you the light and whistle in
case you end up in water in the dark. No one really wants that
image in their head when the plane’s about to take off.’
‘Yet now I do,’ said Liv.
‘Sorry,’ he said with a self-conscious smile.
‘It’s fine,’ she assured him.
‘Anyway,’ he went on,‘I feel a little sorry for the flight attendant, standing up there doing her act and being ignored. I just
like to show some respect.’
Liv was oddly touched by that.
‘Besides, I reckon if I make eye contact, she’ll be more likely
to come to my aid in the event of an accident, when everyone
else who ignored her has no idea.’
That made her smile. ‘So there’s method in your madness?’
‘Always,’ he said, returning her smile. ‘I’m David, by the way.’
Were names really necessary? But it would be rude if she
didn’t respond now; it was a slippery slope once you decided
to engage. ‘Liv,’ she said finally.
He nodded. ‘Is that short for anything?’
‘No, my mother named me after the actress Liv Ullmann.
She’s Norwegian.’
‘Your mother?’
‘No, Liv Ullmann. I guess Norwegians don’t feel the need
to have longer names.’
‘Maybe because it’s so cold they don’t want to have to open
their mouths for more syllables than absolutely necessary.’
‘That could be it.’
‘Your mother must have really loved that actress,’ he mused.
‘Not particularly, she just liked the name.’
The flight attendant began her spiel, and David turned dutifully towards the front. Liv wasn’t named after any actress; her
mother wouldn’t have even heard of Liv Ullmann, let alone
seen one of her films. The truth was that Liv was short for
Olive, but she never told anyone that. Most people assumed
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her name was Olivia, and she didn’t correct them. Funny how
one syllable could make such a difference – Olivia was such a
pretty name, you expected an Olivia to be attractive, whereas
Olive was the dowdy sister, scowling in the corner. Apparently
the name was enjoying some kind of hipster resurgence now,
but Liv didn’t care what heights of cooldom it achieved; she
had dropped it as a girl, and she didn’t even consider it her
name any more. Despite the fact that her mother persisted in
using it, in all its drab green glory.
The attendant finished her demonstration, and they were
taxiing to the runway.
‘Can’t say I enjoy take-off,’ said David, almost to himself.
Liv glanced across at him. He was sitting quite stiffly in his
seat, his hands clasped in his lap. ‘I fly so much I don’t even
notice any more,’ she said, she hoped reassuringly. ‘It’s over so
quickly.’
‘I know. I just don’t like that bit after the ascent when it feels
like the engines cut out.’ He grimaced. ‘After that I’m okay.’
Liv found it a little endearing that he would admit to something like that, it was nothing like the macho crap she was used
to. Rick would consider it a weakness. But some people just
weren’t good flyers, and needed distracting; Liv had had to do
it for enough authors over the years. ‘So, are you coming or
going?’ she asked.
He looked at her. ‘I’m sorry?’
‘Well, I mean are you coming home to Sydney, or visiting
from Melbourne?’
‘Going home to Sydney,’ he said. ‘What about you?’
‘Home to Sydney too.’ She noticed that he unclasped his
hands and took hold of the armrests instead. ‘Were you in
Melbourne for work?’ she asked.
He shook his head. ‘No, my daughter’s graduation, actually.’
‘Oh, that’s special,’ said Liv. She should be able to keep him
talking now. ‘What was she graduating from?’
‘Medicine.’
Liv didn’t expect that; he didn’t look old enough to have a
doctor for a daughter. ‘You must be very proud.’
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‘I am,’ he said. ‘And broke. She’s going on to do a specialty
now, so that’ll be another six years, but at least she’ll start
getting paid.’
‘You must have had her very young,’ said Liv.
He smiled. ‘I’ll take that as a compliment,’ he said. ‘But it’s
true, we were very young, and it didn’t last. But I’ve got Scarlett,
so I’m not complaining.’
‘Her name’s Scarlett?’
‘Like I said, we were very young.’
‘No, I think it’s a lovely name.’
‘She doesn’t, not for a doctor anyway. It’s true what they
say – when you’re naming your child you should think about
how it will sound if they want to be a doctor or a lawyer, or a
politician.’
‘I was told to try yelling the names out the back door, see
how they sounded.’
He laughed. ‘So you have kids too?’
Liv nodded. ‘Two boys.’
‘How old are they?’
‘Just turned fourteen.’
‘And?’ David prompted.
She looked at him.
‘You said you had two?’ he said. ‘One’s nearly fourteen . . .’
‘Oh,’ Liv said. ‘Didn’t I say they were twins?’
‘No you didn’t, but now it all makes sense.’ He grinned.
‘Wow, twins, that must be fascinating.’
‘It has its moments,’ said Liv.
‘Are they identical?’
‘They are.’
He was shaking his head with an expression of awe. ‘I’ve
always wondered what it must be like to look at another person
like you’re looking into a mirror.’
‘Well, they’re not mirror image,’ said Liv. ‘That only happens
in about a quarter of identical twins.’
‘Oh. There you go.’
‘I’m a regular fount of fun twin facts.’
David smiled. ‘Do twins run in your family?’
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‘No.’
‘Your husband’s?’
She wondered if that was a veiled attempt to find out if she
was married. ‘Identical twins aren’t hereditary,’ she answered,
sidestepping the husband issue altogether. ‘They’re just an accident of birth. Did you know that the rate of identical twins is
the same across all races, wherever you live, no matter what the
conditions?’
‘You are a fount of twin facts.’
‘Told you so.’ She paused. ‘And we’re up and away.’
David glanced past her out the window. ‘So we are.’ He gave
her a slightly bashful look. ‘Thank you for taking my mind off
it. It was nice talking to you. You’re off the hook now, I don’t
want to keep you from your reading.’
Liv realised she wouldn’t mind continuing the conversation,
but he was reaching for his e-reader, so she reached for hers
as well, with a vague feeling of disappointment, and she wasn’t
sure why. She had all but ceased to think about men as romantic
prospects. It had just been too long. In the beginning, another
relationship was the last thing she wanted. Rick had hurt her
badly, over and over. The coming and going, the admissions of
wrongdoing, the professions of undying love, the abject pleas
to take him back. And then he’d go out and do it all over again.
When Liv thought of herself back then, it made her cringe.
She’d always considered herself a strong woman, fiercely independent. She’d made Rick work very hard to win her over
in the first place. They’d met when they were both working
for the same PR firm; Liv was ambitious, and marriage wasn’t
part of her game plan. As the product of an ultra-conservative
marriage, she had vowed never to find herself trapped in a
loveless – or at least stagnant – union, unable to move out of
it because of inertia, because of the kids, because you simply
didn’t know any other way of being. But Rick convinced her
they’d be different.
‘Then why get married?’ she had protested at the time. ‘It’s
only a piece of paper.’
‘If it’s only a piece of paper, why are you so against it?’
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He was persistent. He wore her down, even bought a ring
and did the whole romantic proposal thing, which only served
to make Liv feel awkward and guilty for saying no. But it didn’t
faze Rick one bit; he took it as a challenge, not a rejection.
He talked about it all the time, always referring to ‘when we
get married’, as if it was a foregone conclusion. He especially
loved it when the topic came up around their friends, who
were all dropping like flies into the marital pond. ‘When are
you two going to tie the knot?’ they would ask, or worse,
‘When are you going to make an honest woman out of her?’
Ugh. And each time Rick would give the same forlorn answer:
‘I would marry her in a heartbeat, but she keeps turning me
down.’ Everyone would sympathise with ‘poor Rick’, wanting
to know if Liv realised how lucky she was to have a man who
wasn’t afraid of commitment, telling her she ought to snap him
up while she could, and offering a lot of other opinions that
she hadn’t asked for.
Liv often wondered what it would be like the other way
around – if it was Rick who didn’t want to marry her and she
moped about, complaining loudly to her friends in front of
him, would they all be siding with her and giving Rick a hard
time? Of course not; she’d probably be hustled out of sight and
admonished by her girlfriends to stop embarrassing herself, it
was only making her look pathetic.
Liv had finally said yes, to shut him up as much as anything.
But it wasn’t going to change a thing, she warned him.
Of course it did, subtly, insidiously. The first time Rick
called her his wife, Liv felt like a possession. Sure, he was
her husband, but for some reason it felt more like a label of
subjugation the other way around. Maybe it was all in her
head, she didn’t know. They got on with their lives, bought
a house, bickered over the equitable division of chores, split
Christmas Day between both sets of parents . . . basically did
all the things a married couple do. Then Rick started talking
about kids. She wasn’t ready, Liv told him firmly. Nobody’s
ever really ready, Rick pointed out, you just have to jump
in and do it. Liv didn’t think that sounded like a very wise
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approach to parenting. Then Rick began sharing articles he
found online, citing studies about the perils of having a baby
over thirty. When their friends started to breed, it came from
all quarters. ‘When are you two going to get pregnant?’, and
Rick was ready with the same forlorn responses, ‘I can’t wait,
but Liv’s not keen.’ This put her in the position of having to
assure her affronted friends that she thought their offspring
were wonderful, and of course she wanted babies, just not
yet. ‘Well, you don’t want to leave it too long,’ they would
caution, before launching into the same studies and statistics
Rick had already thrown at her, while he nodded sagely in
the background. She finally gave in; it wasn’t that she didn’t
want kids, so if it meant that much to Rick . . .
Liv was pregnant two months later, much to his delight
and her surprise. She thought it would take a lot longer, she’d
been on the pill for over a decade. Surprise turned to shock,
however, when her first ultrasound revealed twins. Everyone
was thrilled, except Liv. She’d watched her friends barely
coping with one child, and she was going to have two at once.
It was all twice as bad from then on – the morning sickness,
fluid retention, stretch marks, fatigue. She had to leave work
earlier than planned to have a caesarean before her due date,
and then stay in hospital longer because of something called
placental asymmetry, which had left Dylan underweight and
needing a little closer attention. Put simply, his brother had
hogged the placenta, which, knowing Lachie now, was hardly
surprising. But he also took to the breast as ravenously, keeping
her supply up enough to express milk for Dylan. And that was
how it went on. Dylan never developed an adequate sucking
reflex, and so Lachie breastfed, Liv pumped, and Dylan was
bottle-fed on expressed milk. It was a nightmare, and she would
have considered giving up and sticking them both on formula,
except she knew that Dylan needed the breastmilk even more
than Lachie, and there was something about their little threeway team effort that tugged at her heartstrings. It was almost
as though she and Lachie were looking out for Dylan together,
and in many ways that was how it had continued to this day.
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Needless to say, Liv’s life changed dramatically, but Rick’s not
so much. His career carried on unimpeded, with promotions
and pay rises, and increased status and responsibility, while
Liv ultimately had to give up her job. She had originally only
planned to take six months’ maternity leave, but Rick kept
harping on that it just wasn’t possible with twins. Liv didn’t
appear to have a say in it, but nor did she have the energy
to fight about it. So she extended her leave to a year. That
took them into winter, and Dylan suffered from such chronic
ear infections the doctor was contemplating surgery to insert
grommets. Rick declared it was impossible for her to consider
returning to work right then, so Liv suggested that he take
some leave from his job, while she settled back into hers. He
just scoffed at that. ‘And how do you propose we pay the
mortgage on your salary?’
In the end, Liv had had no choice but to resign her
position; the company couldn’t hold it open any longer,
and she couldn’t return to work full-time with twins and
an unsupportive husband. She was pissed off, but arguing
about it didn’t achieve anything except hostility, and that
wasn’t good for the boys. So she bided her time. After the
twins turned two, she started putting out feelers for freelance
work she could do from home, without telling Rick. The
jobs came trickling in, so she placed the boys into day care a
couple of days a week, for just a few hours at a time. Lachie
flourished, and Dylan eventually settled in okay. But Rick
wasn’t happy, complaining that life was too stressed, that it
just wasn’t workable. But this time Liv was ready. She stood
her ground, stating that she had every right to pick up her
career again, that he’d had everything his way until now but
things were going to change. And they did, though not in the
way she’d anticipated. A year later, Liv discovered Rick’s first
affair. It was downhill from then on.
Three times he talked her into taking him back before she
refused to take him back again. But no sooner had the divorce
papers been lodged than her friends starting urging Liv to find
someone. She thought they had rocks in their heads. It was

