FURTHER THAN YOU THINK

~ ~ ~

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

~ ~ ~

Mum knocks on my door late Saturday afternoon.

It’s a bit of a challenge, trying to do homework at Mum’s house. It’s better than trying to do it at Nancy’s, though. I have a large desk here and a computer and my own private space. Nancy’s not hollering at me to put Sarah down for a nap or to clean the kitchen or to do jobs for her when I’m clearly trying to study. But at Mum’s there’s more distractions. All I have to do is look out the window to see the long, rolling greens, the tiled terrace with the old-fashioned white table and chairs, look straight down to see the top of the conservatory which hadn’t been included in Dad’s few re-collections of the house.

It’s beautiful art to watch, and even more tempting to step into then staring blankly at the plain beige walls of my room at Nancy’s, but they will wait for me while questions on sleep disorders will not. I welcome the break by Mum though, and call her in.

Mum opens the door and sticks her head in. ‘I’m not disturbing you, am I?’

I push back from desk on the chair and turn to look at her, smiling. ‘Nah. I was ready for a break, I think.’

Mum patters into the room and hops onto my bed, crossing her legs in front of her. Except for the soft wrinkles around the corner of her lipstick-covered mouth and chocolate eyes, she could easily look twenty years younger. Her hair is pulled back into a high ponytail and her reading glasses are perched carefully on her nose. Her pink jumper is old and her blue jeans are faded. With her big toe sticking out through a hole in her white sock, she looks the role of a young housewife rather than a classy movie star.

Mum looks over at my books. ‘What are you studying?’

‘Psychology. Sleep disorders. Fascinating reading.’ I shut the book and throw it at her. She catches it. ‘Maybe you could make a fascinating movie on it.’

She smiles and puts it down beside her. ‘I act, Lexie. I can’t write creatively.’

‘Neither can I.’

I get up and sit beside her on the bed, and stare into the mirror opposite us. Mum looks just like me, only thirty years older.

‘You looked just like your father, you know. When you were a baby.’

I look at Mum in surprise. ‘You’re not a mind reader, are you?’

‘What makes you ask that?’

‘I was just thinking that you look like a forty seven year old version of me.’

Mum picks up some long strands of my hair and holds them between her fingers. ‘Don’t let the hair and eyes fool you. You have your father’s features, his mannerisms… everyone said you reminded them of him.’

I stare at her. ‘I didn’t get your beauty.’

Mum puts a finger under my chin and looks at me for a long, hard moment. ‘Lexie, there are plenty of beautiful women in the world. There are only a few handsome women, and sometimes that can be a more precious thing to look because of its rarity. Sometimes the more rare something is, the more attractive.’ She pulls her hair back tight against her skull and raises her chin. ‘Besides, beauty has a price.’

Only then can I see the slight scarring of face-lifts. ‘Was Dad handsome when you met him?’

‘God, yes.’

‘What happened?’

Mum knows I am not talking about whether his handsomeness disappeared. She knows exactly what I am talking about and, like with Carrie and Dad, she doesn’t say anything. 

‘How come you never re-married?’

‘I just didn’t feel like it, I suppose.’ Mum picks up a brush from my bedside table and starts to slowly brush my hair. ‘I’ve had boyfriends, but it was either fun or I was too busy. Either way, it was never the real deal. You only get one soul mate.’

‘Do you believe in soul mates? True love?’

‘Yes. Yours will come along. When he or she does, don’t screw it up…’ Mum’s voice trails off, but I can hear a smile on her lips when it comes back. ‘How do you like Nancy?’

‘Do you want the honest truth?’

‘No good comes from lying.’

‘I think she’s stuck up, a bitch and I think she thinks the whole world revolves around herself. I thought that the moment I met her and my view of her has never shifted.’

‘I thought so. Now would you really want a male version of Nancy as a stepfather?’

Mum’s boyfriend springs to mind. He was a bad enough version of Nancy. ‘Hell no.’

Mum’s quiet for a moment, and all that can be heard is the slight pulling of my hair. ‘I heard you went to see a psychiatrist.’

I turn my head slightly to look at her. ‘How did you know?’

‘Grapevine.’

‘So how did it go? And turn your head back around.’

‘Waste of time, I think. Told me to tell everything that’s happened since the crash, then told me I was in shock. I feel fine.’

Mum and I are reflected in the mirror, and for a moment she looks so much older than she really is. Sadness flashes across her eyes before she wraps her arms around my shoulders, pressing her cheek close to mine. I watch her lip-sticked mouth brush against my skin out of the corner of my eyes and in the mirror. ‘You look so much like your father, did he ever tell you that?’

He hadn’t, but before I tell her that the buzzer sounds downstairs to tell us there’s someone at the gates, and Mum leaves. I hop off my bed and sit down at the vanity, staring at myself in the mirror for a moment before taking a photo from a drawer. 

It’s of me and Dad, over the summer. I had been watching backstage while he sang at a sold-out concert for six thousand people, then waited for him in his changing room. After managing to escape people wanting autographs, he’d fled into the room, picked me up and thrown me onto his very sweaty shoulder. James had came in at that point to capture the moment eternally.

I study it, then study myself carefully in the mirror. I don’t have his hair colouring nor his eyes, I don’t have his height and unlike him, I get dimples (which I hate) when I smile but it’s not like I have anything to smile about anymore. Where does Mum see Dad in me?

I pull my hair back into a loose ponytail, and there it is. The length of my hair and its hairline. The lines on my forehead when I furrow my brow. The high cheekbones and the swallow gaps under my eyes. 

Seventeen growing on fifty-two.

Mum comes back into my room and I hastily put the photo away. ‘Lexie, they say they’re friends of yours from Lorne.’

‘Did you let them through?’

‘Yeah, I can always get rid of them again if they’re not who they say they are. Your hair looks good at that length, by the way.’

I leave the room and follow Mum out onto the inner balcony. Through the foyer windows I can see Jocelyn, Anton and our sidekick walking up the gravel driveway. ‘They’re my friends.’

Just a matter of why on earth they were here. It had been close to six weeks now with no e-mails, no phone calls, not a sight of them. Now suddenly they show up on Mum’s doorstep. 

Jocelyn’s running towards me as soon as I step out of the house. ‘LEXIE!’ She barely finishes my name before her arms are thrown around me and I nearly become winded. ‘It’s been forever!’

‘It’s only been six weeks, Jose. Not even.’ Anton replies easily behind her. I stare at him. He’s as aloof as always and even now is running a pocket comb through his beach blonde hair. He has to be the only eighteen year old on earth who owns a pocket comb and who actually carries it around with him at all times. And since when has he called Jocelyn, Jose?

All troubles aside, I have to admit that I’ve missed him as he sets me free from Jocelyn’s death grip and wraps his arms around my waist. ‘I’ve missed you too, beautiful.’

‘You’ve probably being having a field day with me gone.’

Anton’s blue eyes look intense as he stares down at the top of my head. ‘Do you really think that?’

I do, but I’m not about to say that. ‘Of course not,’ he replies, kissing me briefly. ‘How have you been?’

‘Getting there….’ Anton’s drifted away before I finish and he pinches me on the butt as he walks past. There’s one thing I didn’t miss and the second thing I didn’t miss is Melanie as she gawks.

‘This is your house?’ she whispers as she stares up at Mum’s place.

‘My mum’s, yeah.’ I look at Jocelyn and lower my voice. ‘Why did she come?’

‘She wanted to. Anton had the room.’

‘That doesn’t mean you had to take her along with you!’

Jocelyn gives me a sympatric look and I can’t quite tell if it’s fake. ‘Come on, Lexie. We’re only here for the weekend, learn to give and take.’

‘Oh my God! It’s you!’

Most of the time, I can’t stand Melanie’s piercing voice. This is one of the few incredibly rare times when I embrace it, because it doesn’t give me the opportunity to retort back at Jocelyn. Then I look at what Melanie’s gone over the moon about and feel sorry that I’ve never been able to run as fast as she can.

At the front doors, Mum gives me a pleading look over the top of Melanie’s head as she pats her awkwardly on the back. I slowly walk over to them. ‘Melanie, would you mind letting go of my mother?’

Melanie immediately springs away and I’m very quickly remembering why I never had her meet Dad. ‘Laura Terrace! You’ve had no idea for how long I’ve wanted to meet you!’

I glance at Jocelyn. ‘I thought she was obsessed with Dad?’

‘… It’s a pleasure to finally see you in person! You’ve so beautiful in real life…’

‘She is. She’s just in love with every other movie star now… not like that.’

‘… Oh, Ms Terrace, you’ve no idea how many times I’ve seen all of your films! You’re wonderful on screen!’

‘Melanie!’ I finally snap at her. Mum looks half like she’s ready to escape and half like she’s ready to kill me and my somewhat unusual friends. ‘Would you give it a rest?’

Melanie glares. 

Time for introductions. ‘Mum, this is my friends Jocelyn and Melanie, and my boyfriend Anton. Guys, this is my mother, Laura Terrace,’ I say rather quickly, possibly so quickly everyone missed it, and shepherd everyone inside.

I look at the three of them standing in the foyer. Melanie’s running around like a kid in a toy-and-candy store and Jocelyn is carefully fixing Anton’s hair in the mirror because a single hair fell out of place. I stand feeling rather embarrassed that I know them.

The slamming of the front door makes me turn around. Mum’s thrown herself against the doors, her arms spread wide, and is peeking out one of the windows to make sure there are no further aliens coming up the driveway and to reassure herself that she’s still in Kansas. 

‘Mum – ‘

She looks at me. Her facial expression is identical to the one that was on Dad’s face when he told me that my friends sounded like dickheads.

‘Mum, I’m sorry. I didn’t know they were coming and if I had known I would’ve warned you this time last year so you could prepare yourself.’

Mum stares at me for a short time before sighing. ‘It’s okay, Lexie. Just… could you get them – and especially her,’ she nods her head slightly in the direction of Melanie, who’s now gasping over a pot-plant as if she’s never seen one before. ‘ – out of the house?’

‘Ms Terrace?’

Mum struggles to compose herself. ‘Yes… Melanie?’

‘Do you actually water the pot-plants yourself? I mean, it’s amazing, that someone like you would actually water your own pot-plants!’

Mum takes the stairs two at a time to get to the second story, then leans over the balcony railing to glare down at me. ‘Get them out of here!’ she mouths at me before hiding away in her study.

In the end, the three of them get me out of the house… all the way to an underage nightclub.

It took me awhile to warm up to the idea of clubbing. It took Mum even longer to warm up to the idea of me going clubbing and at the time I had thought it was because she hadn’t warmed up to the happy three.

‘Mum?’ I knock on her study door and open it a crack when she calls me in. She’s lying back in her desk chair and her feet are propped up on her closed laptop. She slowly flips through a heavy looking script with a highlighter and holds a can of coke in one hand. She must have the stealthiness of a cat to have made it to the kitchen and back without being detected under Melanie’s nose.

Mum shuts the script but keeps a finger at the page she’s up to. Taking off her glasses, she looks up at me in the way that makes me feel horrible about interrupting her work. ‘Yes, Lexie?’

I close the door behind me and lean against it. ‘You know how you said you wanted my friends out of the house?’

‘Yes, I vaguely recall saying something like that for possibly an unimportant reason.’  

‘Well… it’s like this. They said there’s this underage nightclub going on in the city tonight that Anton knows of… and because we haven’t seen each other in some time we thought…’

Mum gives me a slight smile. ‘In other words, you want to go clubbing.’

‘Yes.’

‘Lexie…’

Hearing my name said with a sigh usually meant a no coming from Dad, so I have no reason to believe it doesn’t mean the same thing coming from Mum. I go over to her and throw my arms around her like she had done to me earlier. ‘Mum, I’ve never been clubbing before. And it’s underage, so there’ll be no alcohol. And Anton will be there, he can take care of us. I’ve wanted to go before but Dad never let me and Nancy wouldn’t know what clubbing is even if it bit her on the butt.’

‘I think Nancy might know what clubbing is.’

I looked at her. Mum stared back at me for awhile before sighing again, and rubbing the bridge of her nose beside her glasses. 

‘Alexandra. I’ll let you go if you meet some conditions.’

‘Shoot.’

‘Your friends are not staying here tonight.’

‘I think they booked a hotel room.’

‘Good. You’re to be home by midnight, regardless if your friends want you to stay there after that.’

Sigh. ‘Okay.’

‘No drinking, no smoking, no going near any kind of drugs.’

‘Definitely no problem with that.’

‘I don’t want you dressing up in ultra mini skirts, tissue tops and come-fuck-me boots.’

‘I don’t like that sort of clothing because I think it looks trashy. Besides, how do you know girls my age wear that sort of clothing?’

‘I’m an actress and sometimes I work with girls your age. I’m well aware of what they wear.’

I nod and stand up. ‘Okay, Mum, we have a deal. You’ll let me go if they don’t stay here, I’m home by midnight, I don’t drink, I don’t smoke, I don’t go near people with drugs and I don’t dress like a slut.’

Jocelyn would later say that’s a lot to abide by. I would later say I didn’t really care what Jocelyn abided by herself.

‘There’s two more things, Lexie.’

I look down at her. ‘What are they?’

‘You don’t have a mobile phone, do you?’

I shake my head. ‘Nope. I never really needed one and never really wanted one.’

Mum opens one of her desk drawers and gets out a mobile. She switches it on and hands it to me. ‘In boarding school, I don’t see an obvious reason for needing one. This is Melbourne, you’ll be moving around the place, you need a mobile. I’ll get you one. In the meantime, this is one of my work phones that doesn’t really get called anymore. If anything goes wrong, just give a call here and I’ll come and get you. I don’t care what the time is.’

I lock the phone and slip it into my jeans pocket. ‘Thanks, Mum.’

‘You got enough money to tide you over?’

Only several millions. ‘Yeah, I got seventy in my wallet.’

Mum looks at me for a long time then opens her script again. ‘Have fun, Lexie.’

I give her another hug. ‘Thanks, Mum. Dad would’ve said no.’

‘Let me go back to my work before I change my mind.’

I leave her to her work. 

***

The nightclub Anton thought of is in the city and called the Hotel Rivera. When he told me what it was called I was thinking a classy hotel and wondered why a classy hotel would hold an underage nightclub. For those reasons and because Mum had laid down the law, I opted to wear black dress pants and a white shirt unbuttoned from my non-existent breasts down. Mum was happy with the outfit, I was happy with the outfit but as soon as I got to the hotel I knew that for the forty-fifth thousandth time in my life, I was out of place.

Jocelyn can’t believe the outfit. ‘You don’t look like you’re nightclubbing, Lexie. You look like you should be a waitress or something daggy.’

‘With my shirt unbuttoned?’

‘You’re even wearing a bra.’

I glance at Jocelyn in a non-lesbian fashion. She told me flat outright earlier that she wasn’t going to wear a bra in order to pick up as many guys as possible. 

I step back and look at both Jocelyn and Melanie’s outfits, and about the thousand or so other teenage girls milling around the hotel. They’re wearing exactly as Mum described and banned me from wearing – ultra mini skirts, tissue tops and different variations of come-fuck-me boots such as the come-screw-me boots and come-pay-me boots. I think Mum was pleased with my I’m-a-virgin boots.

‘I think she looks fine.’ Anton kisses the top of my head and wraps an arm around my waist. He wears a plain shirt and jeans. 

‘It must be so easy for you guys to dress.’

‘Don’t underestimate us. We have to pick out our clothes carefully, do our hair, our makeup, the whole shebang!’

Hearing that from every other guy, I would be laughing. Hearing that from Anton, I wonder which parts of it are true.

Anton got tickets for this nightclub somewhere and as we draw closer to going inside he gives one each to us. I study it for a moment. ‘Anton?’

‘Hmm?’

‘Can you actually get in here?’

He looks at me, somewhat distracted. ‘Get in where?’

‘Inside the nightclub.’ I point at the ticket. ‘Says right here, underage. Seventeen years and under only.’

‘They never ask for ID.’

‘Never?’

‘Ever. Now will you quit worrying? You’re supposed to have a good time here!’ With that, Anton grabs my wrist and pulls me inside. One smiley face stamp on my hand and a push through black double doors later, and my senses are bombarded.

There are easily half the amount of people that would show up at one of Dad’s sold out concerts stuffed into a space the size of the lower floor of Mum’s house. My breathing room totals about five centimetres around my head. People are squeezed in like sardines on the dance floor and it’s a forever waving ocean of bobbing heads. Music that’s louder than Dad’s concerts pumps into my ears and I can feel its vibrations under my feet, and the lights blind me but I think that’s because I’ve just stepped out of a dark room the size of a wardrobe.

Through whatever’s going on, I grip Anton’s hand tightly.

‘Hey!’ Jocelyn’s had to scream in my ear to have me able to listen to her. ‘I’m going to go put mine and Melanie’s bags in the cloakroom. You want me to put yours there as well?’

I look up at the cloakroom. While there’s a security guard there, my gut feeling tells me to keep my bag to myself. ‘No, it’s okay!’ I scream back just as loudly.  ‘Where’s Melanie gone?’

‘Chatting up the DJ! Apparently he’s popular on the radio around here and she reckons he’s hot!’

She probably reckons he’s famous too, I think briefly. But then Melanie leaves and Anton’s hand drifts out of mine and I’m left swaying between a hundred sweaty bodies. 

‘Hey, love, you going to move or just stand there?’

‘Sorry…’ Too late. The guy pushes past me and so does fifty other people. It’s the first of many unheard apologies out of my mouth tonight. I see Melanie still over with a DJ who looks like he’s trying to get away with her and, clutching my bag to my chest, begin to push through over to her.

A guy tries to dance with me with a cigarette jutting between his lips. The air is thick with smoke and I don’t think I’ve ever seen as many people smoking in one small space before. I can just tell my hair and clothing is going to stink after this. When Dad smoked his twenty a day, he always had the courtesy to go outside and smoke (James said at one point he may as well live outside).

Melanie spots me making my way to her and grabs my wrist, hurling me up next to her. ‘Where’s the others?’

‘I don’t know!’

She grabs the jeans leg of the DJ, who turns to face us looking exasperated. ‘Hey! This is Lexie, she’s Robert – ‘

Not again. But I’m saved this time by a tap on the shoulder and I turn around to see a security guard standing right behind us. ‘Sorry, ladies, but you can’t be up here. I have to ask you to go back down to the dance floor.’

‘Sorry.’ I grab Melanie’s wrist and start dragging her back across the dance floor. Behind us I catch the DJ sending the guard a look of thanks.

‘That wasn’t very nice of him!’ Melanie protests.

‘Of who?’

‘The guard! It wasn’t like I was going to attack the guy or something. He’s just hot.’

‘And famous.’

‘What?’

‘Nothing.’ I pull Melanie up to the counter where it’s quieter and pay for an overpriced bottle of water. ‘The DJ’s doing his job and they don’t want him mobbed or anything. You don’t need to be hitting on guys to have a good time.’

Melanie gives me a strange look. ‘Lexie, you were always a bit of a weirdo. Beats me how your parents, considering who they are, could have such a boring kid. Liven up.’ With that, she disappears back into the ocean of people and I am left alone, again.

I take my bottle and make another painstaking walk through the crowd to an empty bar stool, throwing my bag down on the bench in front of me. Opening up the water bottle, I pull out Mum’s mobile and light up my face in the screen’s harsh green glow. Nine o’clock. I’ve only just arrived and I’m ready to leave. Looking around, I wonder why I had been so desperately begging Dad to let me go to nightclubs. Waste of time even thinking about wanting to go. At least I know that now.

Putting the bottle on the bench, I stare at it in surprise. How did I drink three quarters of the bottle in just a couple of minutes? I push my hair back to find sweat clinging to my brow and realise my shirt is sticking against my skin. I haven’t even danced and I feel like I’m living in a sauna. I’m now beginning to realise why the girls are wearing such skimpy clothes – so they don’t overheat. 

I force the last of the water down my dry throat. No way am I paying for another overpriced bottle of water when it disappears that quickly. But where else am I supposed to get water… the taps in the toilets. It might not be very hygienic water but it’s clear, free and I remember reading somewhere that tap water is better than bottled.

Yet another exhausting walk.

The bathroom is like another atmosphere. The lights in the ceiling are blue so heroin users can’t find a vein to inject into, but they’re frightening all the same. When I was little, some of the concert venues that Dad played at had blue lights in the bathrooms and I was too afraid to go on my own, so his guitarist Gaelle would have to go with me because she was the only female member of the band. I’m still afraid, but not so that I need Gaelle anymore to hold my hand. If there’s one good thing about the blue lights, it gives the bathroom a more serene, rather than sterile, feeling to it.

The girls seem to drift in the blue light and it feels like we’re underwater. Some girls fix their makeup and we all look different shades of blue in the mirror. It’s almost peaceful in comparison to the dance floor, where currently the strobe lights are flashing and it feels like you’re living in a static television screen. Nevertheless, I fill the bottle quickly from the tap and leave.

And see a familiar blonde guy and a familiar redhead girl making out under the stairs in the darkness. Anton and Jocelyn.

I don’t know why I stand there. Maybe it’s because it’s far too unexpected and I have to let it sink in to understand that what I’m seeing is real, considering I’ve just come out of an underwater bathroom. Jocelyn has her hands planted firmly on the back of Anton’s neck and his hands are slowly crawling up under her tissue top. It’s unbelievable but I know its happening and Anton knows something else is happening because he feels somebody watching them.

‘Do you mind…’ he begins to say, looking up at me. Then he realises who I am. ‘Oh, fuck, Lexie!’

Jocelyn turns to face me but I don’t want to see her face so I rush back into the bathroom again. I shut and lock a cubicle door and sit down on the closed toilet seat, pulling the mobile back out of my pocket and ringing Mum’s house.

She answers on the third ring. ‘Hello?’

‘Mum, it’s me.’ Why does my calm voice surprise me?

‘Lexie? Are you alright?’

‘Can you come pick me up now? Please?’

I can tell Mum’s surprised. ‘Are you sure? You haven’t been there long.’

‘I’m sure. I want you to pick me up now.’

‘Okay. I’ll be out the front in ten minutes.’

‘Thanks.’ I hang up, and nine minutes later I leave the bathroom to find Anton and Jocelyn waiting on the other side of the door. Anton looks both panicky and guilty, while Jocelyn doesn’t seem to care at all.

Anton reaches out for my hand but I pull away. ‘Lexie, I – ‘

‘I don’t want to hear it. I’m going home.’

‘I’ll drive you.’

‘Mum’s picking me up and I don’t want to go anywhere with you.’ I walk quickly past them, heading for the double black doors, impatient for fresh air and away from the smoke that’s stinging my eyes.

Anton follows me outside into the night and I can see Mum’s car parked a little way up the street. I begin to walk faster than I ever have in my life but am stopped when Anton’s fingers snake around my wrist. 

‘Let me go.’

‘Lexie, I’m so sorry.’ He’s breathless and his eyes are pleading. ‘I know Jocelyn’s your best friend – ‘

‘She’s hardly my best friend now, is she?’

‘ – and I didn’t mean to – ‘

‘Yes, you did, because what would’ve happened if I hadn’t seen you?’

The moment Anton’s grip loosens, I take off again. I can hear him behind me but I reach Mum’s car and open the passenger door.

‘Lexie, when are you coming back to Lorne?’

I stare at him. He looks pathetic, standing there on the sidewalk, and behind him at the doors I can see Jocelyn watching us. People have stopped to stare and for once I don’t care. Melanie’s probably still dancing to the music inside and completely unaware of the drama that’s unfolded out here. How ironic that she’s missing it.

Anton’s waiting for an answer.

‘When I have something to go back to.’

I get in the car, slam the door shut and Mum puts the car into drive. I sit there quietly with my bag on my lap and cradling the bottle, trying to work out what’s just happened. 

At the red traffic light Mum brakes and looks at me.

‘Do you want to talk about it?’

I’m quiet for a moment before looking at her. She looks tired, and I wonder if I’ve woken her up. ‘Did I wake you?’

‘No, but I was about to head to bed when you called.’

‘Oh.’ I make up my mind to tell her. ‘I think Anton and I are through and my friendships with Jocelyn and Melanie are over.’

‘I thought so.’ The light goes green and she takes off again. ‘I think he really does love you.’

I look at her, stunned. ‘Who, Anton? Mum, he was making out with my so-called best friend! I saw him do it! If he loved me – which I thought he did – he wouldn’t have been making out with anyone!’

‘But he came after you. He didn’t want to let you go. I don’t think you should turn you back on him just yet.’

I turn my head and press my forehead against the cool glass window, watching the lights of the city reflect on the Yarra River. ‘Maybe. I don’t know.’ I sigh. ‘Must have been easier with you and Dad.’

‘You and Anton aren’t exactly married, Lexie.’

‘I mean, when you got divorced. Being in agreement, deciding it was for the best.’

‘What makes you think that?’

I look at Mum in surprise. ‘What else would it have been?’

‘Well… for example… what if your father had walked out on me and I had wanted him to stay?’

I find that very difficult to believe. No way would Dad ever walk out on anyone, especially Mum. I couldn’t even imagine him walking out on Nancy. The idea of Dad being so cold, taking me just as a baby from Mum and not looking back to care didn’t fit. Dad wouldn’t have done that, I know he wouldn’t. Besides, when two people get a divorce it means they don’t love each other anymore, so Mum wouldn’t have wanted him to stay even if Dad had walked out on her, which he hadn’t.

Mum stares quietly out the window, focused on the road. She had said ‘for example’, so that couldn’t have been true anyway. I wonder if she’s waiting for a response from me or not. ‘I bet you had problems with boyfriends before Dad like I’ve just had with Anton.’

‘Actually, I hadn’t ever had a boyfriend before I met your father.’

Mum’s just full of surprises tonight. ‘What? You’re kidding! When did you meet Dad?’

‘First year of university. I was nineteen. Your father was in his fourth year of university, twenty-four years old and one of the most sought after men on campus…’ Mum has a dreamy look on her face. I groan and close my eyes. ‘And don’t you tune me out young lady! You asked and I’m telling you. Besides, it’s a lovely story and you’re going to have one of these to tell your future children one day.’

‘Not bloody likely.’

‘Anyway,’ Mum continues as if I had never spoken. ‘In 1976 – yes, that year did exist, the world did not start the day you were born – there were a lot more guys than girls at university and because there wasn’t any more room left in the girls’ dormitories when I arrived and your father was living in an apartment on his own, I ended up living with him.’

‘Can’t imagine he was too impressed with that.’

‘He wasn’t to begin with because he didn’t get a choice. It was a one-bedroom apartment, but he was such a gentleman about that. He took the couch every night and let me have his bed right up to the point when we realised that we were going to screw each other anyway.’

My eyes shoot open. ‘Mum! I do not want to imagine you and Dad having sex! No kid wants to imagine their parents having sex! Ever!’

Mum’s grinning. ‘I never said you had to, but I knew that would get you.’

I shudder and lean back into the chair again. ‘Ugh… you can continue the story and I’ll listen as long as you never mention you and Dad doing… that again.’

‘Wow, Lexie, thanks for your permission. Anyway, I was studying acting and your father was studying to be a radiologist.’

I burst out laughing at the idea of Dad, in a white lab coat working in some x-ray place somewhere singing rock songs to relax the patients. ‘What was he studying that for?’

‘He was kind of interested in the medical field.’ The dreamy smile reappears on Mum’s face. ‘But he was a brilliant singer and amazing on the guitar, everyone on campus knew that, even the teachers. He and his band would play every Friday and Saturday night down at the café there and it would be packed. No one was surprised when he dropped out of his course the following year and went solo. By that Christmas, it wasn’t just us at university who knew who he was – the whole world knew him.

He stayed in the apartment with me because it wasn’t a university-owned one, and I was already getting parts on television and movies by the time I finished two years later. Within a few months I was already starring in my first official movie and with the money we were making with our names in the stars, we brought and moved into the house I’m in now the next year.

Our careers were flying, everyone knew who we were. We married in 1983 and, once again, no one was surprised. But while our careers continued to soar, we were having just martial troubles of our own, and half way through my pregnancy with you, we decided to separate. You were born, and we divorced. Ten, almost eleven years down the drainpipe.’

Mum doesn’t continue. ‘What, that’s it?’

She looks at me. ‘What more did you think there was of it?’

‘I don’t know… just seems strange that you two were both really happy and then suddenly you divorced and there wasn’t any more to it.’

‘Sometimes there isn’t any more to it.’

Mum’s back to complete focus on the road as I study her. I know she’s lying, she’s avoiding telling me what Carrie didn’t want to tell me and what Dad never did tell me. One day I know I’ll find out, but I don’t want to push Mum into telling me.

Instead, I lean my forehead back against the window. Mum’s house is coming into view, the one she and Dad brought together. ‘I miss Dad. I want him back.’

Mum’s voice is so quiet I nearly miss it. ‘I want your father back as well.’

~ ~ ~ TBC ~ ~ ~

