The Split

By the time the police arrived she wished she hadn’t rung. As their footsteps thumped on the gravel she drew her shawl around her and hesitated. For a moment she contemplated disappearing out the back door, perhaps to the shed or into the vacant bush that lay beyond the vegetable garden. Then the buzzer sounded and she rose from her chair, avoiding the pieces of broken jug strewn across the kitchen floor.

Why had it come to this? The cops. While waiting for them, her mind churned over the events of the past few weeks. It began with a minor altercation. A mere splitting of hairs, she now realised.

“Are you going to the meeting tonight?” She bent over the counter, pouring coffee.

He did not look up from his magazine. “What’s the point? It’s all a bit of a wank, don’t you think?”

She did not think it was a bit of a wank. Not at all. “I get a lot from it. I think I’ll go.”

Now he did look up. “You get a lot from it? You mean it fulfils your needs.”

She took his last remark as a statement. A crisp summation of what he believed about her.

“I don’t see it like that. It’s true – I enjoy sitting with him. Perhaps I need that sort of quiet space. But there’s more on offer. He helps me see beyond my trips and my patterns. Who I really am.”

The “he” was a visiting spiritual teacher. Not a guru, it was made clear. But someone who had realised the truth of who they are, whatever that meant.

 “Exactly. You need someone else to help you discover who the hell you are. What’s wrong with your mind? Can’t you work it out for yourself?”

She looked at him but did not immediately respond. The coffee cup felt hot in her hand. She drew it to her mouth and blew softly on the dark liquid.

“I suppose you want me to look after the kids?” He was not finished. She heard the edge to his voice.

“Did you have any other plans?”

He didn’t, and she went to the meeting.

When she came home, the babysitter’s car blocked the driveway. “He’s gone drumming,” Kia informed her. Their dreadlocked babysitter lived near the beach, sharing a weatherboard bungalow with other unemployed artists. Her dole money did not go far and she seemed always available at short notice. They used her often, especially this winter.

After Kia left, she poured herself a green tea and retreated to her bed. Through the window she could see the moon rising behind the black trees. He would not be home before midnight, she knew that. There was a mattress on the floor in the spare room, and she hoped their pact not to disturb each other would be respected. 

When they first came together, there was no question of separate sleeping spaces. Awake and in sleep they clung together like limpets, huddled under the doona and luxuriating in the warmth and sensations of their fused bodies. She loved to run her fingers across his skin, feeling his response to her touch, and feeling her own when his arms wrapped around her and drew her deeper into their shared burrow.

If there was a moment or a period in time where the sharing began to wane and the sensations lost their vibrancy, she could not put a finger on it. Imperceptibly, withdrawal crept up on them, like the onset of autumn in the land of her birth as the verdant hues of the forest transmuted into yellows and browns. Before you found time to catch your breath and ponder the wonder of it all, Nature embraced winter and the trees were bare.

Here, in this adopted culture, her relationship felt bare; bereft of the intimacy she craved. For the most part, she was at ease with the isolation that accompanied her migration. Family life had been difficult.  She fled, telling everyone she would be back when she had seen the world. Years of travel followed before she found a niche in this raw, unrefined country with its assorted inhabitants, many struggling as she was to make emotional sense of their surroundings. 

When she fell in love, the world turned. Isolation surrendered to an ever-merging whirlpool in which she drowned happily, finding, she thought, the homecoming for which she had yearned. And when the children came, her world continued to expand. Even her mother was welcome.

She wished she could freeze-frame her happiness but deep down she sensed her euphoria could not last. The world, immune to captivity, rotated according to its nature. Her prayers gave way to a reluctant reality. Now, propped up in bed, she put her cup aside. The tea was too bitter. She concentrated, attempting to visualise if there was any chocolate in the cupboard. Probably not. The kids would have found it. Into her head wafted the chorus of a favourite ballad:

To everything (Turn, turn, turn)

 There is a season (Turn, turn, turn)

And a time to every purpose, under Heaven

As she sang to herself, tears formed behind her eyes and the cloak of sadness descended. The feelings were depressingly familiar. The now-barren crater of their relationship seemed to offer neither the certainty of seasonal change nor the promise of renewal. She closed her eyes and tried to focus on her breathing, as if she was at her yoga class. It sounded a simple practice. Sometimes, at the class, she snuck a glance at the others. They all seemed so serene, at one with themselves and in tune with the teacher. Her mind was rarely serene. A jumble of thoughts and ideas and judgments cascaded over each other and drove her crazy. And now, as she wallowed in a stagnant pool of developing despair, she wondered if there was a purpose, under heaven or otherwise.

When he came in the door she was still awake. She heard him switch on the light and drop his keys on the table. Later, after he had been in the bathroom, there was a brief silence. Then his door closed, slightly louder than necessary. She supposed he wanted her to know that he was home.

Earlier in the evening, at the meeting, there came a point when she sat burning. Burning with the knowledge she was lost and needed help. Gominku, the teacher, reclined in a swivel chair at the front of the room.  As was customary, he invited questions from the audience. She had never asked a question, preferring to listen and to reflect upon the answers he gave to others. Often, their questions were her questions. She was grateful for the vicarious answers. They lived in a small town and she marvelled at the audacity of those who revealed their innermost secrets. Word would get around but nobody seemed to care. I don’t have that kind of courage, she thought. 

But on this night she needed courage. Incessantly, like the lone mosquito that appears after the bed lamp is turned off, a single question swirled about her head.  Her stomach trembled with fear and anticipation. Propelled by an invisible force, she found her hand in the air.

“How do you know when a relationship is over?”

He looked searchingly at her. She felt her cheeks redden and stared down at her hands.

“That is a very good question.”

Some people were laughing. She looked up, meeting his eyes. He did not smile. Neither, for some time, did he speak.

When the words did come, she sat transfixed. His words penetrated into her but she hardly heard them. The room was completely still. Time seemed to stand still. Without warning he ceased speaking and smiled at her. There were no more questions that evening.

She could not remember driving home. Now, with sleep beyond her reach, she struggled to piece together what had been said. Her mind remained blank. She would have to ask Chrissie when they met at the café for lunch. Somehow, the words did not really matter. The impact was what counted. She felt hollowed out, infected with a premature grief. The relationship was gone, irretrievably beyond redemption, and she needed to confront her certainty.

“Mummy, are you awake?”

The tapping on her door became insistent. She rolled over and looked at her watch. Shit, we’ll be late for school.

For the next hour she swung into mother-mode, cajoling the kids into action, making breakfasts and lunches, and driving the two of them across town to the community school. As they ran off, hand-in-hand, after kissing her goodbye, she clung to the wheel while the tears flowed. How could she do this? It was ridiculous. So selfish. Why couldn’t they continue to play at happy families? Already, she could hear her mother on the other end of the phone. “Oh Lara, are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

Of course she didn’t know what she was doing. She just knew she had to do it. Break the deadlock. Give herself a chance. Give the kids a chance, if it came to that. They were not stupid and were picking up on the tensions. She could see it in their eyes, in their tentative responses and their protective gestures. No, hanging in together for the kids - her parents’ choice - was not hers. At least she could take steps to limit the damage. Or so she hoped.

At around ten he came out of his room. The pot of porridge stood cold on the stove. She watched as he poked it with the wooden spoon.

“How was the drumming?”

He did not reply. The coffee was also cold. He poured it down the drain and refilled the kettle.

She persisted, wanting to engage, needing to engage. “Are you going to the yard?”

A month before, he lost his job with the school and could only find casual work at a second-hand and salvage yard. Money was an issue.

“What else would I be doing?”

She felt the force of his derision. Usually, his put-downs would cause her to back off, nursing her hurt. Today was different.

“We have to talk.”  As soon as she uttered the words she felt the fear rise.

He twirled the wooden spoon, flicking specks of porridge across the counter.

“About what?”

“About us. About what we should do.”

She wondered if he would play dumb. Surely he knew what she meant. The conversation had been looming for weeks, if not months. She decided to press on.

“Gary, please.” She claimed his attention. Just.

“It can’t go on like this. We need to see somebody.” As the words rushed out she felt their futility. Once before, when she made overtures, his response was predictable. “Bloody counsellors. What do they know? A bunch of useless do-gooders.” He hated the idea of revealing his personal stuff to a stranger.

This time he said nothing. She saw his fingers tighten around the spoon, regulating his anger. Carefully, he replaced the spoon in the saucepan. The kettle hissed. He lifted it from the stove and slowly filled the coffee plunger. She watched as the grounds combined with the water, transparency ceding to the black, compressed liquid. After a few seconds, he drove the filter down and filled his mug. Without so much as a glance at her, he strode out of the kitchen.

“It’s hopeless, Chrissie. Bloody hopeless.”

They sat in a corner of the café, close to the fire. Her friend still wore her scarf. Outside, the wind picked up as a cold front moved in from the ocean.

“What are you going to do?” 

She had no ready answer. All morning she mulled over the options. If she left, where would she go? With two kids it was not that easy. They too were used to their own space, now the patio was enclosed and weatherproofed. Putting them together again would be met with fierce resistance. Yet, if she moved, they would have to share. Three-bedroom rentals were hard to come by. And those advertised seemed well beyond her reach. Even with Centrelink assistance she could not see how she could manage.

“You could stay with us, at least until you found something.” Chrissie appeared attuned to her dilemma. She was a single mother and knew the ropes. Her husband farmed on the outskirts of town. When they split he kept the property and took on the mortgage. Chrissie received some cash and her old car. Purchasing a new home was out of the question.

She put her hand on her friend’s arm. “Thanks. But I can’t see us leaving. The kids would hate it. I’m hoping he’ll go. It’s much more logical.”

Chrissie looked doubtful but made no comment. They settled into their lunch. As she picked at her salad her own doubts surfaced. Would he go? Would he see the logic? It was hard to imagine him quietly packing his things and walking out the door. There would be a struggle, of course. His reaction, his anger, when he saw she was serious. If she could collect her courage, hold her nerve, she might steer a steady course. Towards a freedom of sorts. Not to act, not to act soon, would be a slow death. 

“Tonight’s the night.”

She looked at Chrissie as she spoke. They both laughed, remembering the skinny lead singer in the pub band, forever covering aging rockers from the seventies, and targeting his female fans, young and old. Though not then the virgin child of Rod Stewart’s suggestive lyrics, she kept well out of his range, harnessing the musically-inspired decadence that infused her thoughts and body. Decadence harnessed was decadence delayed. As she now recalled with a trace of bitterness, it was at the pub she first met Gary.

His ute was in the driveway when she returned.

“You’re home early.”

“I told them what to do with their stinking job.” He was hacking into the bread. An open tin of sardines sat beside the bread board. She looked at the tiny fish, arranged neatly head to tail. Except their heads were missing. Like us, she thought.

“I think we should separate.”

“Separate? Didn’t you hear what I just said? I don’t have a job.” His voice had risen.

She pulled out a chair from beneath the table and sat down. Suddenly, she was crying. She did not want to cry. They needed to talk. There were things that needed to be said.

“Gary…..” She did not get any further. 

“What the fuck are you on about?” His arm swept the counter, sending everything flying. She heard a crack as the can struck the wall behind her. Oil splattered the table and ran down her dress. Severed sardines lay on the table and at her feet. She put her hands over her eyes. The front door slammed.

That afternoon she rang the lawyers’ office. Someone could see her the following week. A woman. She was happy for that.

He did not reappear until Saturday afternoon. The kids were off at a birthday party. She shivered when she heard him pull up.

“I was worried about you.” 

They were sitting in the kitchen. The tea was brewing. She poured milk from the carton into the green jug. He was trying to open the Tim Tams with his teeth. Unconsciously, she turned to fetch the scissors from the drawer. Then stopped herself.

‘Worried? You’ve got to be joking.” He had been drinking, she could tell.

“Of course I worry. I don’t know what state of mind you’re in.”

He glowered at her. “State of mind? It’s your state of mind that’s the issue here. Something’s got into you. It’s that bloody guru, isn’t it? Him and your man-hating mates.”

“Please don’t talk about my friends that way. It’s nothing to do with them or anyone else. Can’t you see, Gary, I’m unhappy. We’re both unhappy. This isn’t how a relationship is supposed to be.”

He cut her off. “And it’s entirely my fault?”

She fought back the tears. “No, it’s nobody’s fault. But I can’t go on living like this. We need time apart to sort out what we really want.”

“You’ve got another bloke.” He was shouting now. “Tell me the truth. You’re fucking someone, aren’t you?” He had her by the wrists.

“You’re wrong; you’re so wrong.” She was shouting back, screaming almost. “There’s nobody else.” He was hurting her. “Let go of me, you bastard.”

He released her wrists. Neither of them moved. She looked at him, her fear mixed with defiance. Never before had he laid a hand on her. The shock radiated through her body.

“I’m off.” He began to rise from his chair.

She sucked in air. “Don’t go.”  He was already on his feet. She poured some milk into his tea cup. “We need to settle this. We have kids, remember. What are we going to tell them?” 
He banged the table. “Tell them their bloody mother has kicked their father out of his house. Tell them that and see what they say.”

She could hear the alcohol talking. It was not a time to reason. Her shoulders slumped and she stared at the jug in her hands.

“You’d better leave,” she said. “We can talk when you’re sober.”

That was a mistake.

“Sober? Now I’m a bloody drunk, am I?” He reached across and picked up the bread knife from the counter. “You’ll be calling me a murderer next.”

 She watched in consternation as he made a throat-slashing gesture with the knife. The jug slipped through her fingers and shattered on the floor.

Then he was gone.
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