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Chapter 1

In the Ordinary 

On a gloomy Tuesday morning in early August, Freycinet Barnes 
wakes with a potent and unaccountable sense of dread. 

Her feet and legs ache. No, it’s not an ache. It’s a heaviness. They 
seem unwilling to move into the day. She blinks at the ceiling, presses 
her thighs with her hands and tries to coax them into action.

‘Come on,’ she whispers ten minutes later when she’s still lying in 
the same position. ‘Get up.’ Recalling a favourite expression of her 
father’s, she adds, ‘You can’t fly so you have to stand.’ 

She finally hoists herself to a sitting position and searches her 
memorised weekly schedule for events out of the ordinary that might 
be causing this weighted apprehension. There are none. It occurs 
to her that the events in the ordinary could be to blame. The drear 
of repeated activity. Another round of school lunches. Another Tas-
man ian August in which the days get longer but also colder and the 
hints at deliverance from winter are just cruel teasings.

‘I’ll put something different in today,’ she whispers to her feet. 
‘I promise.’ 

She moves gingerly to the bathroom and stands before the mirror, 
gathering human intelligence from the evidence before her. 
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Swollen eyes. Otherwise known as eye- bags. Freycinet wonders 
what she might unpack from them. Two glasses of wine and a restless 
sleep are likely to be the most immediate items. Three, actually. 
Three glasses of wine on a school night. Associated shame. Other 
items muddled into the restless sleep are the forgotten name of a 
schoolteacher, a missing birth certificate, a misplaced spare key, the 
dog’s constant licking of his left paw, Year Ten maths and the rising 
unease that comes with buying an expensive green rug when perhaps 
it should have been blue. Layered in with those is the self- contempt 
that comes with worrying about rugs when there are people sleeping 
in the streets with no rugs, plastic floating in the oceans, and 
other things far more deserving of worry. The cycle of privileged 
disquietude. 

Frey’s heart is beating oddly. Too fast, tripping on itself at inter-
vals. There is no adrenaline to explain it, no adventure. Just another 
Tuesday with its ordinary ticks and ordered tocks. Scheduling, 
marshalling and logistics have become Frey’s thing. Her craft. 
She stares at her reflection and thinks back to a time when her 
days never knew what might come. A time that seems like a faded 
storybook. 

The doorbell rings. 
‘Once upon a chime,’ she says to her reflection. 
It rings again. ‘Can someone get that?’ she calls. ‘God, who’s this 

early?’
There is a squabble in the hallway and a ‘Fuck off, Tom’.
‘Hey!’ Frey calls. 
The doorbell rings again. 
‘Someone?’ Frey takes a jade face- roller to her puffy eyes and says, 

‘You can’t answer the door looking like that. You are the Minister for 
Home Affairs and Social Services.’ 

This is her husband Gil’s favourite title for his wife. ‘Ah, here 
comes the Honourable Minister for Home Affairs and Social 
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Services,’ he will declare when she joins him at a work function. 
‘My wife, Frey.’ 

Lately the title has begun to grate. She wonders whether all the 
things that grate on a person eventually leave the skin fragile and thin. 

The management of the household, with its labyrinthine intri-
cacies, has begun to rankle too. Its immaculate timings and smooth 
runnings have got a bit wobbly in the wheels. If the wheels were to fall 
off, Frey wonders, would the minister be forced to resign? 

There is a sudden and urgent knock on the bathroom door. 
‘Mum?’ 
Frey jumps. 
‘Mum? MUM? Tom took my sushi.’ The whine in the child’s 

voice makes Frey think of blackboards and fingernails. And wine, 
frankly. She holds her breath, squeezes her eyes shut and wonders 
how she might disappear. And she vanished in the puff of an eye.

‘MUU-UUM. He took it out of my lunchbox. Tell him to GIVE 
IT BACK.’ 

Frey opens her eyes and whispers to the lines on her forehead, 
‘Tom, give Lily’s sushi back.’ 

‘NOOO! Now he’s EATING IT!’ Lily’s voice sirens through the 
walls. ‘MUU-UUUM.’ She pounds on the bathroom door. 

Frey, fearing collateral damage, opens it a little way, puts a finger 
to her lips and pulls Lily into the bathroom. 

‘Okay, you’re right, we have to do something about this. Let’s call 
the police.’ 

Lily blinks up at her mother, her pale eyes suspicious, then furious. 
‘Mu- um.’

‘Theft is a crime. Sushi theft is especially heinous. I’d better get 
dressed first. Don’t let on, he might make a run for it.’

‘I’m serious, Mum. He’s such a dickhead, I wish he’d just die.’ 
‘Oh, that’s even easier. Let’s kill him.’ 
‘Mum.’ Lily begins to cry. ‘You’re being a dickhead too.’ 
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‘Actually, you’re being the dickhead. You haven’t thought of the 
fact that if Tom ate your sushi for breakfast, then you get his sushi, 
and he gets breakfast in his lunchbox.’ 

Lily sniffs. ‘You called me a dickhead.’ 
‘Yes. You called me one too. And I’m in my pyjamas, which make 

my bottom look huge and me especially vulnerable.’ 
‘I don’t like egg sushi.’
‘But it will be worth taking the egg sushi in exchange for seeing 

Tom go to school with porridge in his lunchbox.’
Lily giggles. 
‘Now, can you let me get dressed in peace? And I mean peace. 

Don’t go anywhere near Tom. Or Grace. Morning Grace is a very 
deadly monster.’ 

‘You can’t have a very deadly monster. It’s either deadly or it’s not.’ 
‘A brain like that and it still didn’t think of porridge revenge? 

Be off with you.’ 
Frey pushes Lily back out the door and returns to her reflection. 

She turns side- on and runs a hand over the curve of her bottom. 
The doorbell rings again, three times in grumpy, quick succession.
‘Shit,’ she says to her reflection. ‘Shit. I’ve lost the spare key. Lily?’ 

she calls. ‘That’ll be Dad, I haven’t left a key out. Can you let him in?’ 
Gil clatters in from his morning bike ride a minute later and 

booms, ‘Jeez, don’t rush, you lot. Where’s the spare key?’ 
Something flutters in Freycinet’s stomach. She marvels at how 

closely anxiety can mimic adoration. She also notes the time. 
‘Right,’ she whispers. ‘You’re behind. You are fine. You’re just a bit 

sluggish. Hurry up.’ She pulls on her shapewear knickers and bra, 
then slips into a green silk shirt and black pants, an outfit carefully 
selected for a Tuesday comprising a school association meeting, a 
vet visit, lunch with Gil, an afternoon assembly with Tom present-
ing as sports prefect, an hour waiting at Grace’s dance class and no 
adventures. She smooths her already smooth blonde hair (the weekly 
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schedule includes a Monday wash and blow dry) and applies a subtle 
coating of makeup to her face, some shimmer to her cheekbones and 
a delicate swish of mascara to each eye. 

‘Frey?’ calls Gil.
‘I’m just coming,’ Frey replies, hoping that no one mentions the 

sushi in front of Gil. Sushi is clear evidence that the school lunches 
are not homemade. 

‘The spare key’s gone.’ Gil is right outside the bathroom door. 
‘Yeah, sorry. I’ll get another one cut.’ 
‘And I can’t meet you for lunch today after all. Clients want to talk 

cute Tassie niche assets.’
Frey opens the door to see Gil, lycra- clad, rippling with handsome 

health. 
‘Morning!’ she says. ‘You were quick today. I  didn’t think you 

could get any fitter.’ She plants a kiss on his lips and breezes past, 
turning her face away (Don’t look at my eye puffs). ‘Don’t worry about 
lunch. I’ll go and see Dad instead.’ 

‘That okay?’ asks Gil, following to be sure. ‘I tried to get out of it 
but it’s interstate investors and they’re only here until tonight.’ 

‘No worries. Really.’
‘I’ll make next week’s happen, I promise.’ He catches her arm, 

pulls her to him. 
Frey kisses him so he can’t focus on her eye- bags. He kisses her 

back, gives a little ‘mmm’ of desire. 
Tom, their seventeen- year- old, turns into the hallway. ‘Gross,’ he 

says without looking up from his phone. ‘Old people kissing.’ 
‘Hey, Tom,’ says Gil, releasing Frey and following his son towards the 

kitchen. ‘I shaved ten whole minutes off my best time this morning.’ 
‘Yeah, massive tailwind, Dad,’ says Tom. 
‘Not ’round at Taroona.’ 
Frey watches the swagger in Tom’s shoulders as he walks to the 

pantry. He is perpetually pleased with himself, she thinks. 
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‘You should get yourself into something, Frey,’ says Gil, who, Frey 
realises, walks with the same gait as his son. ‘Keep yourself fit.’ He 
unwraps the newspaper.

Frey clenches her bottom. She gets the milk from the fridge and 
remembers the time she’d broached the idea of a horse- riding trip 
away on her own, back when Lily was a toddler and Frey had felt at 
her most confounded. 

‘How’ll we manage that?’ Gil had asked, and Frey hadn’t known 
how to answer. Tom was still having to do complicated physio exer-
cises back then, no one but Frey knew how to put Grace’s hair into 
a perfect ballet bun, and who would manage lunches and bedtime 
stories? How would indispensable Gil Barnes find time away from 
Barnes and Rutherford Property Development? And there was the 
question of the inevitable mother- guilt. Frey couldn’t be sure that 
even solitude, horses and exhilaration could salve such guilt. So, the 
idea was filed as ‘all too hard’, then shelved. The Minister for Home 
Affairs remained in her seat. Around the same time, Gil had told 
Frey she was selfish for not sharing her pineapple juice. Again, she 
believed him. 

Frey flicks the kettle on and tries to relax her clenched jaw. She 
hasn’t yet made the beds or got last night’s pyjamas in the washing 
machine. 

She can’t bring herself to fill Tom’s lunchbox up with porridge. 
There’s a particular brand of scorn Tom reserves for his mother, 
which is starting to burn. She makes him a chicken sandwich, pops 
an extra chocolate ball (homemade) in with Lily’s egg sushi, then 
applies an extra layer of makeup under her eyes in time to drop all 
three children at their respective school gates and get to the vet with 
Acorn the labrador, to see about his licking. 
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Eight hours later, Frey pulls into the carpark of Derwent Dance 
Academy and wonders 

1. How could I have possibly fit in lunch with Gil? and 
2. Where has another day gone? 
There had been the time spent working out a new diet for her 

itchy- footed, processed- food- fed labrador. Then a long visit to her 
father, Roger, who did a crossword and used up most of his custom-
arily sparse conversation on the dog. Then she had Barnes and 
Rutherford work to do, the school association meeting, chopping 
and stacking wood, grocery shopping, the chemist and school 
assembly and hello, three o’clock. Time to pick up Grace for her 
dance class. She hopes no one asks what she’s been doing all day, the 
way they usually don’t.

Grace is out of the car before it’s fully stationary, inside the 
academy building before Frey can wish her goodbye. Of course, 
thinks Frey. She’s sixteen, not twelve. What a difference a few years 
makes. Frey remembers the earnest little girl with the pale ringleted 
hair and the huge smile, now thoroughly lost to womanly beauty and 
cool self- confidence. 

Frey locks the car and follows Grace inside, where the waiting 
room is warm and she can comfortably catch up on her emails. She 
has just tapped the inbox icon on her phone when someone to her 
right giggles, then says, ‘Hi, Frey?’

Frey turns to see a small, yellow- blonde woman with bad posture 
and a face she’s seen before. ‘Yes, hi.’ 

The woman giggles again and Frey feels prickles of irritation then 
shame. She wishes it wasn’t the hair and the posture she’d noticed 
first. The woman’s smile is warm beneath its shyness. Frey tries to 
remember her name.

‘Tammy,’ says Tammy, evidently noticing Frey’s memory lapse. 
‘My Diana is in Grace’s class at school.’ 
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‘Yes, of course. Hi Tammy.’ Frey looks for eye- bags, but sees none.
‘They used to be in the same dance class, too, but Grace is miles 

ahead now. You have such a talented daughter; you must be so proud.’
‘Thank you.’ Frey turns back to her emails. 
Tammy clears her throat. ‘And Diana adores your Tom.’ 
Frey has a sinking feeling. ‘Does she?’ 
‘He’s quite the heartbreaker, isn’t he.’ More giggles.
Frey wants to say, ‘Actually, he’s a right arsehole. Lock Diana up 

immediately.’ But instead she says, ‘He’s really just a big kid. I don’t 
think he wants all the attention.’ 

‘That’s not what he indicated to Diana.’ Tammy smiles again, but 
the warmth has faded. ‘Before he stopped talking to her altogether.’

‘Oh.’
‘Yep. The full ghost treatment.’
‘I’m so sorry.’ 
‘No, no.’ Tammy puts a hand on Frey’s arm. It feels weighted. The 

heaviness of Frey’s morning returns. ‘I’m just saying because I was 
worried Diana might have done something to hurt him. She can 
be thoughtless sometimes. Not nasty- thoughtless, never nasty, just 
vague.’  Frey watches Tammy’s right hand clench as her arms fold. 
The index finger of the left hand taps the upper arm. Animosity, Frey 
thinks, and ponders how Tammy managed the initial warmth in her 
smile. This woman does passive aggression quite well. 

‘I’m sure Diana didn’t do anything wrong,’ Frey says. ‘I’ve heard 
how lovely she is.’

‘Yeah,’ says Tammy. ‘People take advantage of her kindness.’ 
‘To be honest,’ says Frey, eyeing Tammy’s right foot as it taps 

the ground, ‘Tom doesn’t say much. He’s a typical seventeen- year- 
old boy.’

‘He didn’t mention Diana? They were dating for quite a while.’ 
‘Um, well, he did. I think. Sorry. He’s having an arrogant phase. 

I’ll talk to him.’
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Tammy’s smile returns. A hand briefly grasps Frey’s arm. ‘Oh no, 
please don’t. Diana will kill me for saying anything. And don’t be 
sorry. She was probably way too keen. Not cool, you know.’

‘Grace says she’s lovely.’ Frey wishes she could spontaneously 
shape- shift into a different person entirely. I need a disguise. 

‘Thanks,’ says Tammy. ‘She doesn’t hang out with Grace much, 
really. Diana loves to dance but she’s not really part of the group. Big 
boned, two left feet, if I’m honest. Not like Grace. I’ll let you go.’ 
Tammy touches Frey’s arm again.

‘Yes, I have to be . . .’ Frey hasn’t realised she’s been edging away. She 
gestures vaguely with her thumb in the direction of the exit. Tammy 
nods a bit of thinly veiled understanding and walks towards a group 
of parents, hugs one of them. Frey follows the stern direction of her 
thumb out of the building, through the carpark and onto the street. 

‘Shit,’ she says to herself. ‘What do you think you’re doing out here?’ 
She curses Tom and walks on, turns into a side street, away from 

passing traffic. There’s an old- time milk bar feel to the New Town 
neighbourhood. Frey is automatically fond of it. In her faraway, 
coastal town childhood the streets were like this. Hot bitumen, 
sleepy, modest houses, distant ice- cream truck music. She suddenly 
craves a bag of Samboy chips and a strawberry ice cream. 

She passes an open window, through the smell of casserole and 
the sound of someone hammering. Industry. Other people doing 
their things. 

Her thoughts turn to dinner. She wonders whether she should try 
offering up casserole to her family, whose tastes favour a trendy Medi-
terranean diet. Her stomach rumbles. She is cold, wishes she could 
just surrender to the requisite Tasmanian puffer jacket, for warmth 
and for the possible relief of assigned identity or, failing that, camou-
flage. Who am I trying to be if not a mother waiting for her children? 

In the tinted windows of a car, Frey catches sight of her care-
fully set face. The palsy of decorum. She unclenches her jaw (again) 
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and walks on, a small smile tacked onto her lips. It settles in, the 
smile, because on the next corner is a pretty blue- and- white house 
with frilled shutters like eyelashes. Frey imagines them fluttering. 
She walks on, up a rise, past a tiny flower shop and down again. The 
afternoon begins to feel less cold. It’s always a good idea to move out of 
your usual beat, she thinks. You start to see things again. 

And that’s when it happens. That’s when Frey, just recalling her 
promise to put something new into Tuesday, steps right into the path 
of an oncoming car. 

The discordant squeal of tyres drowns out everything, but her 
body is primed and switched on. It sees the car just before impact 
and jumps, turns counter- clockwise, tucks and rolls across the 
bonnet, hits the windscreen, then slides back the way it came. With 
time lagging now, she registers the comical appearance of the little 
car and its rounded, lemon- yellow bonnet with its funny, surprised 
headlights. 

Spotto, she thinks, recalling a game her children used to play 
involving spotting yellow vehicles. We haven’t played that for years. 
She rolls across the bitumen and comes to rest in a pile of green silk 
and fine black wool. 

Stepping Stone Number 104, from La Lista by R.K.:
Make the effort to find out people’s names, remember them, use 
them. It will make people you meet feel worthwhile, and more likely 
to remember you. It isn’t nice to be forgotten. 

The Angry Women's Choir_TXT.indd   10The Angry Women's Choir_TXT.indd   10 29/4/22   2:11 pm29/4/22   2:11 pm




