FURTHER THAN YOU THINK

~ ~ ~

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

~ ~ ~

Back in Lorne, we never celebrated Easter much. Neither boarding school was necessarily religious but there was a chapel for those who were gung-ho on religion and you could usually find them in there most of the Easter week. For most of us, Easter only consisted of two things – going home and pigging out on chocolate.

I had no problem with the pigging out on chocolate part. At a school where almost everyone was made of money, buying lots of chocolate was something that was high on our list of things to buy that wasn’t going to put us out of pocket. Jocelyn, Melanie, Anton and I would give each other lots of Easter eggs then buy a kilo one between us, holding the annual competition of seeing how many times we could toss it around before it finally broke on something. Like a bedpost. Or the wall. Or on Jocelyn’s head like one year.

I have all expectations this year that this competition would not be held.

Dad and James always sent me lots of chocolate for Easter, but it never really made up for the fact that while everyone else went home for the two weeks of Easter break, I remained behind. Watching everyone else go home from up in the dorm always made me feel like I was the kid that no one wanted, though I knew that was a complete lie. A couple of years I had gone home with other people’s families, but it just wasn’t the same. Chocolate did not make up for your absent father.

So you’d think that the idea of spending Easter this year with my mother, stepmother, aunt, half-sister and James would be somewhat appealing and not filling me slowly with dread.

I admit it was my idea to have Mum join in for Easter. I knew that she’d probably spent lots of Easters alone just like I had and now that I was back in her life and she in mine, I wanted to spend Easter with her. Nancy and Sarah had each other as far as I was concerned and Mum and I didn’t really have anyone.

As much as I didn’t like Nancy, I knew it would further develop a wedge between us if I just asked flat out-right if I could spend Easter with Mum. So I waited for the perfect moment – a dinner that was going rather peacefully a week beforehand.

‘Nancy?’ I was making an attempt to sound curious when in fact I didn’t care about the answer I would receive much. 

‘Yes?’

‘What do you guys do over Easter? Anything in particular?’

Nancy continues to thoughtfully cut her slice of roast. ‘Carrie usually comes down for Sunday lunch. Chocolate eggs, just me, Sarah and Carrie. And now of course, you. Why?’

So in other words, nothing that could be interrupted without a big screaming match. I wonder how to put it delicately for a moment, then decide just to charge on ahead.

‘I want to spend Easter with Mum.’

Nancy looks at me and it’s like the whole room has darkened. ‘Why?’

‘Because she’s my mother.’

‘I’m your stepmother.’

I wonder if Dad ever had these arguments with her. If he did, I can see why he was away a lot. ‘Nancy, you have Sarah and Carrie to spend Easter with. You don’t need me around. Mum’s been living in this great big house for years on her own and the least I can do is spend Easter with her so she’s not alone.’ I had been rehearsing that and I thought it sounded good.

Nancy looks back down at her roast. ‘I doubt that – she’s probably has her pretty boys to keep her occupied.’ She looks up at me with a plastic smile, almost challenging me to argue with her. But I won’t, because I know that if I argue with her I’ll lose my cool and then she won’t agree to anything I want. 

‘I haven’t, and I’ve spent every Easter since I was seven on my own. I want to be with my mother.’ And I never want to be with you, I add silently. 

‘All the more reason to be around lots of people then.’

Then suddenly, there’s the silver lining on the dark grey sky. The pot of gold at the end of the rainbow. The way I see it, Nancy’s just dug herself her own grave. ‘You want me to be around lots of people for Easter? Okay, how about this – we all spend Easter with Mum.’

The room was beginning to lighten for a second there. ‘Alexandra, be serious.’

That’s another thing that annoys me about Nancy. When I’m in trouble with her, she calls me Alexandra. I have no problem with Mum and Dad calling me that because as a Christian girl in Lorne told me when sprouting the Ten Commandments for no particular reason that I could see, I’m suppose to honour my mother and father. The commandments never said anything about honouring my stepmother.

God, thank you for providing that small loophole.

‘I’m completely serious,’ I reply. ‘I want to be with Mum for Easter, you want me to be with you for Easter. If we all have Easter together, we all get what we want. Where’s the problem?’

‘You know exactly what the problem is.’

‘All I know is that you and Carrie don’t like Mum. I don’t know why.’ And one day I will find out. Nancy’s eyebrow twitches. She doesn’t like what I’m presenting to her, so I’ll present it a way she really doesn’t like. To do this, I grab the salt and pepper shakers off the middle of the table. ‘Option A,’ I begin, and put the salt shaker at one side of the sauce bottle. ‘You, Sarah and Carrie – as a happy little family – go to Mum’s place – where I shall be as it’s the weekend – for Easter lunch and we all have a happy lunch together. Option B…’ I put the pepper shaker on the other side of the sauce bottle, ‘is that I don’t come home until Sunday evening because I’ve spent Easter lunch with Mum and Mum alone, not caring about what your wishes about it were because you didn’t agree to Option A and so you deserved it.’ I return her plastic smile. ‘So, your choice is?’

Nancy, I can see, wants to knock me out and chain me up somewhere I can’t escape. ‘Would you shut up about it if I agree Option A?’

‘As long as you buy Mum an Easter egg, yes.’

‘Are you finished with dinner?’

‘Yes.’

Nancy takes Sarah out of her high chair and sits her on the floor, then picks up all of our plates to take into the kitchen. ‘Fine. Option A it is. Now go do your homework.’ She walks away and I can hear her mutter under her breath, ‘Spoilt little rich girl.’

I get up, go to my bedroom, shut the door and have no intention of doing my homework. Instead, I pick up the phone receiver and punch in Mum’s number.

She’s breathless when she answers, so I speak first to give her a chance to catch her breath. ‘Hi, Mum, it’s me.’

Mum catches it. ‘Hey, Lexie, what’s up?’

‘What’s up with you? You sound like you’ve just run a marathon.’

She laughs. ‘Not quite. I was on a set all day and I had just hopped out of the car to hear the phone ring. So I rushed inside and answered it. Now you can tell me what’s up.’

‘What are you doing on Easter Sunday?’

‘Other than you spending the weekend with me like per usual, nothing. Did you want to do something?’

I pause and then decide to bash through the bush like I did with Nancy. ‘How would you feel if Nancy, Sarah and Carrie came to spend Easter lunch with us?’

There’s a bit of a silence. ‘Are you sure this is a good idea, Lexie? It’s not exactly a secret that Nancy and Carrie don’t like me.’

‘I know, but I want to spend Easter with you and Nancy wants me to spend it with her. And let’s invite James, too.’

‘Have you asked Nancy about all of this? She does know James, doesn’t she?’

I’m not sure if Nancy does know James. I presume she does, considering he’s Dad’s manager. ‘I have no idea.’

‘I think you should tell her that part first.’

I sigh. ‘Mum, I had to fight salt and pepper shakers to agree to having us at your house for lunch. I’m not going to be able to get her to agree on having James around as well.’

There’s confusion in her voice. ‘Salt and pepper shakers?’

‘Never mind. Just… we’re coming, okay?’

I savour the brief moment of when I smile in self-satisfaction at Nancy. I have won.

***

James does end up coming for Easter and lunch is actually rather civil. It’s probably one of the most civil moments in the Terrace households. Mum’s, Nancy’s and Carrie’s conversations are one-liners and clipped towards each other, with most of the conversation passing between James and I. He admits he’s been looking for someone new to represent. I think it’s disrespectful to Dad, but I know James has to make a living.

The intercom buzzer sounds and Mum leaves to answer it. I look down at my chicken, ignoring the grey cloud of silence hanging above the dining room table. It would’ve been equally as silent if Mum had been here for Easter on her own. Everyone’s together and I’m not sure if things would have been any different if everyone was alone.

‘Lexie?’ Mum calls me over to the intercom. She looks a bit confused and pained. ‘It’s Anton.’

‘At the gate?’

Mum nods. ‘Did you invite him?’

‘No…’ I press the talk button. ‘Anton? What are you doing here?’

His voice is lost and cracked. Somewhere I want to believe that it’s not the intercom causing his voice to break up. ‘Lexie, I need to talk to you.’

‘You should’ve just phoned.’

‘I want to talk face to face.’

‘What about?’

‘Everything.’

Somewhere I love him and everyone’s desperate. ‘Okay. I’ll buzz you in.’

I sit by the foyer windows, watching his car pull up the drive. His sleek car is dusty and the red P plates have faded in the sunlight. Two long trips from Lorne to Melbourne and back in two weekends have taken their toll on him. He looks exhausted and his clothes look like as if he’s slept in them. Without his hair done up, his fringe falls across his eyes, adding to the rugged look, but the dark circles under his eyes makes him look tired. He better not have cried. He hasn’t had the need to.

I let him inside and we stand watching each other for a moment. His three day old beard scratches me gently on the cheek as he leans towards me. We always used to stand like this. His mouth pressed against my ear and my face buried in the side of his neck, breathing in the aftershave that’s always smelt of cinnamon. But I move away before I smell it. ‘I thought you were going to Mount Gambier.’

‘I was but… after…’

‘They would’ve wanted you there.’

I turn away to climb the stairs rather than look at him. Nancy’s voice cuts through the air, frighteningly sugary. ‘Lexie! Aren’t you going to introduce us to your little friend?’

Damn. Damn them all.

Anton looks around him to the voice. ‘Who’s that?’

‘Nancy. My stepmother.’

I lead him down the hallway back to the dining room. Mum’s not impressed to see him but Nancy smiles the same horrible smile she wore when we met. ‘Everyone, this is Anton Kennedy, my…’ Nancy’s still smiling ‘… boyfriend.’ Nancy’s smile disappears. ‘Anton, this is my stepmother, aunt, sister, father’s manager and you’ve already met my mother.’

‘Hello.’

Mum masters a thin-lipped smile in response to him. Nancy looks the role of the sweet, caring mother. It’s not working. ‘Will you be joining us, Anton?’

‘No, thanks. I just came to talk…’ In his eyes he looks destroyed. I’ll hear him out, but I can’t imagine I’ll care.

I can feel Mum watching us as we leave the room.

The grey cloud of silence follows us up the stairs and into my bedroom. We sit far apart – him on my desk chair and me on my bed. We try not to notice each other when all we want to do is the opposite.  

‘Nice room.’

I play the role of the Ice Maiden so well.

‘Why did you come?’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Sorry you came? So am I.’

Anton stands up. I watch as his shoulders stiffen. ‘Lexie, don’t – ‘

‘Sit down.’

He sits back on the chair and I sit on my hands. They’re shaking. They’re not supposed to be shaking.

‘I love you.’

‘You’re a liar.’

‘Don’t call me that.’

‘I will call you that because you are one,’ I snap at him. ‘If you love me, you wouldn’t have slept with Jocelyn.’

Anton stands quickly and slaps his hand against the wall so hard that I jump and I’m sure they can all hear that downstairs. ‘For fuck’s sake! I didn’t fucking well sleep with her!’

‘And how am I supposed to believe that?’ 

‘You…’ He sighs and rubs his hands slowly up his face, bringing his fingers down slightly over his eyes before running them through his hair. He’s so tired. His hands are beautiful and strong. He used to rub them sensually down my arms and my body temperature used to rise. 

My body temperature used to rise just in anticipation.

He walks towards me now, half defeated and half determined. I make no move to stop him. ‘You can’t, or you won’t. I don’t know. I don’t know what I can say to make you, but it’s been so hard for me lately – ‘

‘It’s been hard for you?’ He cringes and so he should. ‘Geeze, Anton. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I haven’t been in Lorne for you. I’ve kind of had my own matters to attend to here. Just ordinary stuff, you know, like my dad dying. But I’m sure it’s really irrelevant and I’ll move back to my usual self really soon, so I can go back and help you with your apparent problem about thinking with your little brain!’

If downstairs didn’t hear him hitting the wall earlier, they sure heard that.

Anton looks at me steadily for a long time before something seems to break behind his eyes and his face becomes that of a man ten years older. I would’ve done anything to ease that pain and tension, even if he didn’t want anything. I just stare back at him. ‘I’m heading back to Lorne.’

‘Now?’

He lets his hand drift down my cheek once he realises that for some reason, I won’t snap back, and I involuntarily rub my cheek against his hand. There’s that srength. But it disappears as soon as it came. ‘Lexie, I didn’t sleep with Jocelyn. I’ve missed you and she’s liked me for bloody ages but she’s too much of a slut. All the guys know that. When she came on to me… I don’t know… I guess she was just a replacement for you. Not necessarily a replacement for sex because I didn’t mind waiting for you but… just someone…’

My chest squeezes tight. Something I haven’t felt in a long, long time. I don’t want him to speak, but he will.

‘It’s over, Lexie. We’re done. I’m sorry.’ And he truly is. ‘I love you, you know I do. But I have to let you go and you have to let the past go now, don’t come back home when you’re ready.’

He turns his back on me without giving me a choice. Just like everybody else! Then Anton opens the door and I struggle to breathe.

He’s Dad from behind. Taking the step over the door frame, about to close the door behind him, behind me, behind everything. Leaving my bedroom instead of the hotel room. Not sure if he would ever come back and when he’s supposed to come back, he never will. 

Don’t leave.

I’m terrified in knowing someone else is slipping away. It doesn’t matter this time that I know he won’t be coming back. Worse than thinking he will come back and then he doesn’t. Ever. 

Tears threaten painfully. It’s not over until it’s over. It has to be true now. ‘Anton, wait!’ 

Anton hardly gets time to turn around before my hands curl, holding fists of his shirt as I press my mouth to his, kissing him with an desperation I’ve never felt before. 

It’s the opposite now to what it’s always been. Now my tongue pushes against his lips, wanting him to respond, wanting him to open up to me. Wanting him to take everything away, just leaving him behind. Him, me, us behind.

Finally, he does. I ignore the tension in his muscles as I press one hand to the back of his neck, pushing him as close as I can, melding us together. 

It’s not our final kiss, it won’t be. I won’t let it be. It’ll be the start of going into the deeper level. I pull my mouth away from my frenzied attack slightly enough to whisper. ‘Anton, please… I want…’

I don’t care if he doesn’t understand that part right now. My lips slide across his lips again, over and over, that moment of whispering too long for me to stand. He responds to me, his hands holding my hips, moving steadily up my waist to bundle up my shirt. His hands warm and calming against my bruised and battered skin, or so my skin feels like.

And then his hands leave. And his mouth leaves. And his body leaves mine. And he stares at me, his eyes pitying. ‘Don’t do this.’

‘I love you! I want you… to stay… and… please don’t… please…’ He takes my hands in his and gently lowers them back to my sides.

His voice is softer than I think it’s ever been. ‘I love you enough me not to want you to look in the mirror after and break down into tears because you shouldn’t have and I wouldn’t be here. No.’

He leaves without giving me the chance to pull him back a second time, the door closing silently behind him.

I listen to his footsteps along the corridor and know something’s broken.

~ ~ ~ TBC ~ ~ ~

