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Excerpt beginning p. 184

Solange dropped in last night. In fact, she had already dropped in by the time I got home. A thud in my chest. Her big black Holden is parked off the street, on the lawn in front of the house, parallel to the driveway. As per her habit, so as not to block my access to the garage, when she comes home before me and intends spending the night. I idled the Jeep in front of the house long enough to consider the possible implications of that car on my front lawn.

Was I hoping she had come to spend the night? Of course not. I mean, under the circumstances, what for? Did I even want to see her? Here? Now? What if she had just dropped around for her things? The Holden wouldn’t be on the lawn then, would it? It’d be parked in the street. What if she had parked it there only for old time’s sake? Out of habit? To not have to carry her boxes an unnecessary distance?

Too many questions were forming a dense hedge I couldn’t see past. I put the Jeep into gear and drove off. I needed time to think. She might be gone by the time I came back. How did I feel about that, then? Nothing. Couldn’t think. I needed a coffee. 

The little coffee shop down the road had turned out to be as good a place as any in which to settle my pulse. By the time I finally turned the key inside the backdoor lock, I was none the wiser. Except that a little voice, probably that of wisdom, had been whispering to me that, now that Solange had initiated the break in such a cut and slash way, the prudent thing for the both of us  would be to roll forward and not try to turn back. 

Back at the neighbourhood coffee shop, I had had time to revisit moments of our week at sea. Me, waiting for her to appear out of the waves, fearing for her safety. The moment the sun had set on Whitehaven Beach. And that other moment on the road when a terrible accident had barely been avoided. Her unbridled excitement about the other driver’s skill had confirmed that, truly, she and I were mismatched at an odd level.

“Emi! Tu es là.” 

Standing awkwardly in the middle of the living room, she sounded relieved. She made to come towards me but something stopped her.

“Of course I’m here. I live here.”

Her hair was loose and curled softly against her cheeks. Grey eyes the colour of the slate on which I was standing.

“What you doing here?” I asked frostily.

She swayed on the ball of her feet while her face tried to arrange itself in a smile. My heart lurched. Her lips still had the same effect on me. Her lips and her eyes. 

“Mes affaires. I thought I’d better come and get them out of your way.”

Affairs. I thought her choice of words, in the plural form at that, particularly unhelpful under the circumstances but, of course, she simply meant her belongings. 

I looked away. The sensual fullness of her lips, the width of her mouth, often triggered an almost compulsive need to feel them against mine. I moved to the sofa but only to throw my bag on it. She shifted her weight sideways seemingly undecided as to what she wanted to do. Had she hoped I’d plop myself down, pat the cushion next to me in an invitation for her to join me?

“Nothing very delicate to pack. Mostly kitchen stuff, right? Are you done?” I moved further away from her to peek into the kitchen where quite an assortment of cooking implements, terrines, baking dishes and pans were hers. 

“Oui, j’ai l’essentiel. I thought you’d get home earlier so I got here an hour ago.”

There were boxes on the floor. Most of them full. A couple still half empty. 

“I’ve been held back at work.” My first outright lie to her. 

So that was it? She had only come to take her things back. 

She was still standing, polite as a stranger, waiting for permission to sit. Gone was the belligerent stance and the odd clicking sounds that had been oddly symptomatic of her unease the last time we had seen each other. The time she had thrown the name of Gretta almost in my face, as a challenge. 

I left her standing there and walked into the kitchen. Once there and blank as to any intention I might have had, I opened the fridge and reached for a bottle of chilled Tattachilla. 

“Le tire-bouchon … the good one. Well … the one we use more often, I’ve packed it away,” she volunteered as she saw me rummage, bottle in hand, through the utensil drawer. 

She had followed a few steps behind me.

“Of course. What’s yours is yours. I’ll just get the other one for now.” 

I reached into the jumbled bric à brac in a bottom drawer and rummaged briefly for the wooden handled, T-shaped corkscrew I remembered having tossed in after our last camping trip. I was still trying to figure out what I might want from her now that she was here, planted in the doorway to my kitchen. Did I want a token explanation for what had happened? Did I want to be gracious and invite her to join me in a glass of wine I hadn’t planned on having and skate around the situation without cracking the ice? For old time’s sake? To keep the whole thing neat and tidy? 

As I twisted the corkscrew into the cork, I became acutely aware of the awkwardness of our stilted behaviour, hers and mine. She used to bound in here, big puppy like, full of energy and almost topple me over with her gusto. And I’d exclaim, as one does to an overly enthusiastic child, ‘Sol, Sol! Wait a minute, will you? Let me put this down – or finish that,’ before I opened my arms to her and hugged her back. Before I let her lips nuzzle my neck. Before I pulled her face back a little to check the colour of her eyes at that particular moment and caress the underside of her lip with the flat tip of my tongue. 

While I struggled with the well-ensconced cork, I was aware of her, immobile by the doorjamb. The cork finally began to budge and slide upwards. It popped out with an incongruous satisfying dry sound.

“Solange, why are you still here?” I had turned around to face her squarely. “I mean, like standing here?”

She looked away through the window and into the garden before bringing her eyes back to me.

“Pourqoui j’ suis encore là?” She paraphrased my question.

“Yes. Why didn’t you load up your car before I got home? Yes. Or … why aren’t you doing it now?”

She sighed. “J’ voulais t’ voir. And just talk.” 

That could’ve been my cue to let frustration turn to sarcasm and say something like, ‘And I wonder what that could be about!’ Or I could’ve exclaimed, ‘Well, well, it’s about time.’ 

Instead, tapping the chilled bottle of white wine with the corkscrew, I said, “Well then, you’d better grab a glass and get on with it.” First she blinked. Then she smiled.

“So … what happened?” I asked from my position on the edge of an armchair.

“Où? Where?”

“Sol, to us!”

“Ah, yes. Why Gretta?” 

“No, not why Gretta. Why anyone? Why leave so quickly?”

Solange was reclining on the sofa, work boots planted on the rug, her glass of wine balanced on the armrest. She wasn’t smiling but she was wearing her relaxed I-can-do-that expression. I didn’t doubt she could. She had, after all, all the answers, and twenty days into her new life without me the talking about should prove a lot simpler than the dismantling of … of … what we had had.

“Ah oui, conversations,” she said, seemingly lost in thought. “Les conversations. Les prises de tête. The one thing you think I owe you.” I nodded. “Em, I’m not good at conversations. You are.” She brought her glass to her lips. I watched her look at me from above the rim and I waited. “You talk and you reason and you make sense. You always end up making sense.” Grey-slate eyes, serious eyes. Hard eyes that make me feel bad for having made too much sense.

“Uh … well … that’s good, isn’t it, making sense?”

“Pour toi. Good for you, yes. Not good for me because at the end of it, I always feel … Oh, j’ sais pas.” She looked away. “I just feel confused and not right. Not right.” She sat up on the sofa one hand on her thigh, on her jeans, the other holding the base of the glass on the armrest.
Tensely, I leaned forward. “Not right … as in–”

“As in … Oh look, I don’t want to go over it all any more. That’s the point. That’s why I didn’t give you that extra conversation. The one you think we should’ve had by now. “

‘Hey, go slow right here, Sol. It’s not like we’ve ever had a single conversation about pulling the plug on us. Because we haven’t, have we?”

“True, c’est vrai. Not a single one.” 

Her lips were tight now. My fingers were tense around the stem of the wineglass. My heart was beating too fast. This wasn’t right. What I would’ve liked to do is push the coffee table out of the way a bit and sit near her on the rug. Near her knees. I would’ve liked to dare look into her eyes, if she bent her head towards me, and deal with the clouds that I knew would be there. Deal. Do. Do what?

“Well, isn’t that a little strange the … up and away thing? At our age?” I asked from my position on the edge of the armchair. 

“Et voilà! There you go again with the age thing. The conversations … we have had them, Em. You know the ones about my childishness, and the ones about my recklessness. We’ve been over that many times. Each time I get up to do whatever it is I enjoy doing. Em, you enjoy thinking. Me, I enjoy doing.” Her hand flashes to her hair to push it back, away from her eyes.

 If I were seated on the rug, next to her shins, I could be drawing little shapes on her kneecap, as I so often have. When we’d be planning our weekends together. When she’d read the movie options out loud and ask which film I’d rather see that evening. 

Would it alter the tone of this conversation if I adopted, now, that old comfortable habit of ours? Would it alter the conversation? The outcome of this conversation? 

“Right, it’s true. We’ve covered that topic. But…“ Solange threw an exasperated look at me. “No hold on, Sol. I’m asking something else here. Uh … Why now … the split? What triggered that?”

“Qu’est-ce qu’il y a eu d’ nouveau? To trigger that? That’s what you want to know? What was new by the time I said, See you. Tuesday morning after the trip?”

I nodded aware of the lump at the base of my throat.

“Well, that’s the point, there was nothing new. You haven’t moved on from thinking of me as if I’m like … like, oh … I don’t know … something like a child woman. Or … a woman child. Tu sais c’ que j’ veux dire. You spend so much of your energy worrying about me, making me feel … inadequate. Even on the boat like, weird for going snorkelling when I did. But that wasn’t new, you see. That was the same old thing.” Solange scooted closer to the edge of the sofa. Three fingers around the stem to steady it, she crossed her ankles and rested the glass on a knee.  

One strand of dark hair had again fallen forward. “Ecoute,” she started again more softly, “the bottom line is that you’ve never appreciated me for the way I am. Different from you. Different from your previous lovers. Different from how you want me to be. You want me to be like you. I can’t be like you. I don’t– ”

“No. I don’t. Sol, you know I love the way–” 

“Except for the impulsive bits. Je sais … you thought a lot of me was great when we … fell in love. While we … well … tu sais, during the period when all’s always well. But after a while, I saw it in your eyes.” She flopped once again against the backrest and stretched her legs. Top teeth biting into her bottom lip. “I could see you just didn’t get it. You don’t get me. Look,” she said again, leaning forward, “this is no good. Em, I … I …That’s not why I waited for you today.” 

I held on to my breath. Was this my clue to ask her why, then, had she waited for me to come home? But I had already asked that question. In fact that had been the very first question I asked her as she had followed me to the kitchen. She just had wanted to see me. Just to chat with me.

“Look, it just came over me on the boat. That’s all. Sur le bâteau.” She looked weary.

“On the boat?” I asked disbelieving. 

“Ouais, on Lazy Moon. Why you so surprised? Didn’t you feel … a bit off, yourself, on that bloody boat?”

“Stressed, Sol. Stressed and worried. That’s really how I felt. Most of the time. Sad too.” 

Sad on Whitehaven Beach. Sad on the long drive home. I guess a direct answer to her question could simply have been, Yes, I did feel off on that bloody boat.

“Tu vois, that’s what this is about, Emi.”

“Tell me about it then.”

“C’est simple, tu sais. What I see most of the time is that you’re running yourself … ragged. All on nervous energy.”

“So? What’s so bad about that? It’s my energy after all. I can do what I– ”

“It’s your energy, yes, mais c’est pas comme ça qu’ ça marche. I’m around too, you know!” she said strongly, eyebrows dark and knotted. “Uh … I mean … when I was around.” Somewhat stricken by her faux pas, she averted her eyes but her eyebrows remained furrowed. “See, I think it’s strange how you manage to look … like … so unfussed. I think that’s the word. Like, relaxed most of the time. But I think, deep down, you just stress out. Way out. Doesn’t show, not really, but it’s definitely there. Yes?”

“Yes.”

“Tu t’ prends la tête tu vois, you get all stressed … to make sure things happen for the best. You do the worried-mother thing.” She glanced up. “I know you can’t help yourself–” 

Hearing her talk about me that way, as if I was despondent, got me all worked up. I had to break in. 

“Uh … look, Sol, let’s get at least one thing straight right here, shall we? I can help myself. I did have a recurring thought, though, during that week at sea. And before. Yes, many times before. You’re right about that. Having you safe was better than having you airlifted. That was my thought, yes. One of my many thoughts while out there. Oh, what the hell! Yes, Sol, OK … All right, I own up. I thought you might die … that you could die out there. OK? Didn’t you think so yourself … that you might’ve died out there? The times you barely made it back to the boat?”

“I had a cramp.”

“You could’ve died.” I needed to breathe. I needed to exhale. I felt like the furnace on one of the old steam engines. Too stoked. “If not from that, then from something else, from any one of your other ideas. Or … have you forgotten why I was so … so bloody worried about you?”

“I haven’t forgotten. I know you were scared.” She lowered her eyes and peered inside her glass. 

I did feel aggrieved at that particular moment. Misunderstood even. Angry, I think. 

So, I had my answer. She had moved on to Gretta, that suddenly, because I had fretted too long and too much for her safety. And I hadn’t known how to hide that from her. And I hadn’t thought hiding it was necessary. Almost a paradox. Not even a complete one.

Was that it, then? 

That was it. 

Partially, yes, that was it. But deep down I knew what Solange meant. I did understand that getting so worked up about her, so worked up about anything for that matter, wasn’t the way to go. Not good for anyone. Not for me, not for her. And that was the bottom line. Something had to give. And while I had only barely begun to contemplate the idea that maybe I could stop doing that dance around her, she had put a stop to it.

“I know you were scared for me. But what’s sad, you know … it’s that you don’t have fun like before, Emi. Not anymore. You make yourself sad. Pire encore … you make both of us sad.” 

As they misted over, her eyes lost their grey-slate hardness. I felt her ache. She wasn’t enjoying this conversation any more than I was. That much was clear. Sol, my soleil. 

What we should’ve done, right at that moment, was just stop talking and hug … just hug. Tightly. Words hadn’t been good for us lately.

I could tell she had more to say, though, and I knew I had to listen to all of it. I knew I had my share of responsibility in this break up. And I knew, too, that her arms around me and my hand gently stroking the back of her head, stroking the little bluebird, not even my lips on the corner of her eyelid could mend us. Not beyond the moment. Not long term. So I stayed seated on the edge of the armchair thinking that, perhaps, I should get up and turn on a couple of lights around the living room. But I didn’t. 

“Em, you … you can’t tie me up, c’est quand même vrai. You can’t have me nice and safe. You see, I was never your child. But again, I never felt your equal either.”

Woh! Why hadn’t we talked about that before? Should I have asked?

“And with … Gretta … you feel her equal?”

“Ah, Gretta … c’est différent. How do I say that?” Solange’s lips stretched into a smile. My heart lurched. “She’s … well … she’s different from you.” That smile used to be tied to a delight, to something high on her feel-good scale. “She’s different all right.” 

The back of my eyes tingled. I would’ve preferred to not have her smile that smile. Not while talking to me about her new lover. That particular type of smile, I had thought, was only for me because I had only seen it on her lips, in regards to moments special to her, not … in regards to anyone else. I wasn’t quite ready for that. Just like I wasn’t quite ready to never kiss her lips and the special spot where they kick up so … sensually. I used to caress that spot, those two spots on either side of her lips, with my thumb, with the tip of my tongue. With my eyes even. And I wasn’t quite ready to stop looking into her eyes for no other reason but to check the exact nuance of the colour of her irises at that particular moment. Mmphh.

“I guess you’d probably say she’s a … a cosmic dyke,” Solange explained, infused by the naive enthusiasm of one newly in love. “She’s into the … Comment c’est déjà … Anyway, she believes that we don’t control anything. She believes that control’s out there.” She indicated somewhere beyond the sliding doors to the garden. 

And I thought of Maxwell Smart. Didn’t he, too, think that Control was out there? When he wasn’t talking ‘on’ his shoe to Ninety-Nine, who was Maxwell Smart talking to? 

“See, Emi, Gretta’s into … the destiny thing. Well, you know what I mean.”

“And that suits you better.”

“Ah, mais oui. See, she simply … even with herself, you know, she simply … well, she lets go. She does whatever she feels she needs to do. And me too. Not what she thinks she should do.”

“How liberating that must be, indeed. The old Que Sera Sera thing.” Jeez, that’s an old one, that one is! I didn’t reckon I had met anyone stuck in that groove since my grass smoking days at uni.

“Ben, oui. You probably think it’s a bit simple, too simple. But … that’s perfect for me.”

“Ah well. If it’s perfect for you … True, though, it’s not what comes naturally to me.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“So, when did you actually decide to … that you’d get involved with her?”

“Je … I didn’t know I’d get involved with her. Not with her particularly. Not with anyone. I mean … not that soon. Em, it’s not as if I … I didn’t know she was in town, did I?”

“Ah … yes. You knew her from before but, true, you couldn’t have guessed she was back in town. Back from Melbourne. Right.”

And then that recurring thought about Solange’s unwitting reference to latex and safe sex snapped back in my mind. I felt a rising heat creep along my neck.

“Well yes, I didn’t know her well or anything. It’s not like I … Like I said, I bumped into her at … you know, at Roger’s.”

 At the party her husband-on-paper had hosted.

“Yes, I know, the night of the poker party. When you already knew you wouldn’t be feeling like driving back to your place afterwards.”

“Oh, tu sais,” Solange shrugged, “that was just a thought that I might just crash there. I mean, there you go again. Why d’ you look at me like that? Wasn’t it a mature enough, uh …a reasonable thing to say, according to you, maybe spending the night there. After drinking?”

I chose to let that one go by. There was something more important I needed to get at. Once, just once. Just to know. I sat my glass on the coffee table.

“So, when did you actually decide you and I were through? Like that Friday night, was it? Because I needed to stay home alone? Or was it on the way to Roger’s party? Or was it when you saw … Gretta? Like where? In the kitchen? In the garden? Or was she playing poker when you set eyes upon her and realised she wasn’t in Melbourne after all. Or did you–”

“Em, listen. It happened before that.”

‘What did?” 

My breath caught in my throat. I looked away. I didn’t want her to see the sudden panic that had made my heart thump at the thought that my intuition had been accurate. Accurate for quite some time. And there was that other panic borne out of whirling thoughts. What might I have done differently, for the better, if I had known then, before then, that Solange was already, already then, feeling the need to stray? Way back when. Whenever that was.
               *****
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