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To Dad 



Just you wait until your own nightmare 
wakes, loud and roaring, just wait until it 
comes alive to scream in your face.
Susan Johnson, A Better Woman 
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1

There’s a point on Jindarra Street where you crest the hill and suddenly the city skyline appears on the horizon. Even on hazy days you can see the figures of the buildings, straight and tall, taking more than is their due. Far from the quiet desperation of Elizabethtown. Not so quiet at times.

When I crest that hill I always think of Lara and Daniel, high up in Governor Phillip Tower, seated in the offices of their respective firms. Then I draw a line south across the city, passing Tim’s office near Central Station, down to Abigail at St George Hospital. I extend the line west, pausing briefly to glance down toward Canberra where I think Liam and his girlfriend are still living, and then link them all back to me in Elizabethtown – Befftown – where  Nick and I are hurtling along Jindarra Street in the work car.

Today we occupy the car in pained silence until Nick, who is driving, rubs his hand on his thigh and asks, ‘A penny for your thoughts, Woman-of-steel?’

The moniker that even he has adopted for me brings tears to my eyes. I know that my steel, once shiny and impenetrable, is now rusty and corroded. Almost all the way through.

I shake my head, looking out my window. A Silverchair song comes on the radio and Nick turns it up. He always drives the car with one hand on the gearstick, even though it’s an automatic. Old habits. Death is always hard.

We pull up outside Gerard’s fibro shack and Nick switches off the engine. Seatbelts still on, we brace ourselves for the stench that will hit us inside the house, not to mention the thirty-five-degree heat that penetrates the car the second the aircon is off.

Nick reaches for the medication box on the back seat and lifts it onto his lap.

‘In and out, right?’ I say. ‘No chatting. It’ll take everything I’ve got not to heave my guts up in there.’ I am a little hung-over.

Nick flips open the top of the box and fishes out an ampule, a syringe and a needle. The car rapidly heats up even though we have parked in the shade of a lonely eucalypt. Our faces are moist and I can feel a drop of sweat rolling  down my décolletage. I wind down my window pointlessly. The cicadas have set up a robust, unflinching song.

‘I am so not supposed to do this,’ Nick says. ‘And please don’t dob me in to the naughty-nurses board, but I’m going to draw up in here so I can walk straight in and give it to him.’

I watch him rip the packaging off the syringe.

‘I hope I didn’t upset you last night.’ He taps the bubbles out of the ampoule with his fingernail.

‘Oh . . . no no,’ I say, ‘not your fault.’

‘Some of it’s my fault.’

I shake my head again, tears brimming, and this time he sees them.

‘You’re a good person, Holly.’ Dear Nick. He wants to comfort me.

‘You don’t know anything,’ I mutter. I want him to comfort me. But I am speechless with anger at myself, and I won’t look at him.

‘I just wanted to put it on the table.’

‘Well. You certainly did that, Nicholarse.’

‘Anyways,’ he says, drawing the viscous liquid from the ampule into the syringe, ‘let’s get Gerard done, and then it will be time for lunch.’ He touches my right cheekbone. ‘You need it.’

He throws the needle he used to draw up into the sharps disposal and fits a 21-gauge needle in its place.

We both glove up – I only glove up at Gerard’s house –  and get out of the car, faltering briefly in the heat.

‘Hotter than hell,’ says one of us.

I look across the road and see a woman come out of her home. It is another fibro shack and someone has punched two great big holes in the front wall next to the door. She wears black from ankle to wrist and a black hejab. I wonder how she doesn’t collapse from heatstroke.

It’s strange how you can’t see death from outside a house, but you can feel it as soon as you are inside. I used to stand on the footpath after Liam’s mum dropped me home from rehearsals, looking at my family’s house. It looked, for all the world, like the other houses on our street. But as soon as I was inside the door, death filled the space. Waiting.

I raise my fist to knock on Gerard’s door and notice a dirty scrap of paper stuck to it with sticky tape. I lean in closer to decipher the scrawl.

I cant take the side affect ‘Hmmm,’ I say. ‘Good times.’

‘Bloody hell,’ Nick says, looking around at the filthy porch, the hideously overgrown grass in the yard, the letterbox overflowing, the generations of rain-sodden, sun-dried advertising catalogues littered every which way, the garbage bin on its side in the gutter with stinking detritus spilling out.

‘This guy needs a hospital of the old school,’ he continues helplessly, ‘not us and a fortnightly fight about a needle.’

I tear the note down and knock on the door. The dog in the next yard starts barking furiously.

No answer.

Nick does his ‘policeman’s knock’ with one of his strong carnie arms. I can see the peppering of new and old burn scars on his hand. Playing with fire is stupid, I tell myself.

No answer.

‘Odd,’ he says. Usually Gerard is quick to answer the door and start arguing with us.

I try the doorknob and it turns. The door swings open to reveal nothing but the empty hallway, but we must know on some level because we instinctively reach for each other’s hand.

‘Gerard?’ I call. ‘It’s Holly and Nick.’

No answer.

‘Gerard!’ Nick joins my call. ‘Still asleep, mate? Rise and shine!’

Adrenaline begins to pump through our bodies as we cross the threshold together and walk slowly down the hall.

In the kitchen we see him.

The needle and syringe drop from Nick’s hands onto the ancient lino. His hands connect with my body and he is shoving me out of the room.

‘Get out! Get out, Holly!’ His shouting is hot in my ear.

‘Oh shit! Oh no.’ I think that’s my voice.

Nick is still shoving me, all the way down the hall  and back onto the porch. The dog next door’s barking is aggressive, deafening.

I yank my work phone off my belt. Nick runs back inside, and, as I dial the three zeros and press the green button, I can hear him frantically ransacking the kitchen for a knife.

‘Police!’ I tell the operator out of habit. ‘No, ambulance! No, both!’

I can hear Nick swearing.

‘Yes, I’m in, um, Guthrie Hill. There’s a man hanging. Uh, 26 Koorana Street. ‘K-o-o-r-a-n-a. Guthrie Hill. Nearest cross is Jindarra Street. It’s a fibro house. White. White-ish. Um, I don’t think so . . . I don’t know. Nick! Is he alive? Nick? I don’t know. I’m from the, uh, mental health service. Elizabethtown.Yeah. Gerard Stanek. S-t-an-e-k. Okay.’

I hang up, and Nick appears by my side. He pulls off his gloves.

‘He’s dead.’

I hook my phone back onto my belt and take off my gloves too.

‘Is he down?’

‘No. No knife. And . . . he’s dead. We’ll have to wait . . . the ambos’ll have something. To get him down.’

We sit on the step clutching hands until we hear the sirens, far off, over the screaming of the cicadas.
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One year earlier

It was the eucalypt that we signed the lease for. The flat itself was much like all the others.

Uninspiring red brick? Check.

Original kitchen, read: ancient lino, filthy electric oven, stained sink, hardly any bench space, peeling, cockroach-ridden cupboards? Check.

Shared laundry? Check. Which we had no quarrel with really. The machines were pretty old and festy, but hopefully they would clean our clothes, which is all we asked.

Neat bathroom. Read: bathroom installed before Gough was PM but it does the job so just lump it, you know you can’t afford any better? Check.

Carpeted throughout. Read: carpet so so skanky with years of stains but why would the landlord put in new carpet when he could use the money for his son Toby’s rugby tour to the UK? Check.

Vertical blinds that perhaps were white or beige at the beginning but are now brown, blotchy and tangled down the bottom? Check. 

Exorbitant rent and ten other harried, worn-down-looking applicants all willing to pay it and not mention the skanky carpet or the shitty fittings? Check. Hello, Sydney.

But this flat was on the top floor and had a tiny balcony that looked out over tiled roofs of duplexes to the west and identical red-brick apartment blocks to the north. In one of the back yards was an enormous eucalypt, its trunk and branches gleaming white, its delicate foliage a brilliant green in the sunlight, and shaking with the tiniest breeze. 

‘That tree is beautiful,’ I said to Tim, unable to tear my gaze from it. ‘We can sit out here after work and drink a beer in summer. Bring out a cup of tea to catch some winter sunlight.’

Tim frowned and wiped his brow with the bottom of his T-shirt.

‘Nice abs,’ I said, momentarily distracted.

‘This is the hottest flat we have seen by far,’ he said. ‘It’s right up top and all the windows are west-facing. It’ll be so hot in summer. And it’s skanky.’

‘We’ll be at work under aircon for most of the days,’ I soothed. ‘In the dusk it will cool down heaps and we can sit out here in shorts and T-shirts . . . ’ 

‘No T-shirt for me.’

‘Sweetness!’ I said, slipping my hand onto his belly and sliding my fingers just under the waistband of his shorts.

‘I don’t know, Hol.’ His reservations were increasing at the same rate as my enthusiasm.

‘It’s close to everything, it will become less skanky the more we get to know it, and add stuff to it. Look at that tree,Timbo. It’ll make us strong.’

‘It’s a tree.’

I was going to have to pull out the big guns.

‘Don’t,’ I pulled his pelvis against mine, ‘be a North Shore pussy, sweetheart.’

He looked into my eyes, smiling without using his lips. He was softening.

‘Come on, our own place.’ I cajoled. ‘And we’ll have our Saturdays back. And we can be as loud as we want! Whenever we want. In whichever room. Not a parent for miles.’

‘Your mum’s only in Petersham.’

‘Who cares about the skank factor; we’ll be high on endorphins.’ I was free-stylin’ now. On a roll. A woman about to get what she wants.

Another couple came out to inspect the balcony. I looked inside and saw two more couples come in the front door and greet the skinny blonde property agent.

‘Now go,’ I squeezed him in a hug, ‘and flirt with the agent.’

Not many women can resist Tim’s understated charm,  and this woman was certainly not one of them. One week later we pushed open the door to Ray Payne Dulwich Hill and sat down to sign the lease and pay the bond, plus the first two week’s rent in advance. On top of that, there was a fifteen-dollar ‘lease preparation fee’. Payable by us. Right up there with ATM fees, random ‘account keeping’ fees and the twenty-dollar ‘administration fee’ you had to pay to get on the waiting list for a staff parking pass at Elizabethtown Hospital. I wanted to present that skinny agent, in turn, with an invoice for a twenty-dollar ‘lease signing fee’ from me and Tim. We were lucky to be offered the place though, I guess, as neither of us had ever rented before and had no rental references. We had both put down our parents as referees, which hurt, but there was nothing else for it as the application form was quite specific about wanting to know where we had both been living.

But we had evidence of permanent full-time employment, albeit on new-grad salaries, and a one-bedder between the two of us was do-able. We signed here, here, here, here and here on their copy of the lease, and then same again on our copy of the lease. We were gouged another $15 for the keys deposit, then the agent finally gave us our two sets and booted us out onto Marrickville Road, where we stood, slowly becoming giddier and giddier with the freedom that was coursing through our veins. It was 11 a.m.

We drove Tim’s cretaceous-era Mazda 626 to the Supa Centa to look at fridges.

For moving day we hired a two-tonne truck and lined up Lara, Abigail and Daniel to sweat and grunt it out with us. My stuff was only coming from the family manor in Petersham so we knocked that over in an hour. Tim’s stuff, however, had to come all the way from the North Side so he and Daniel drove the truck over together, leaving us girls to unpack, assemble the clothes rack and wait for the new fridge to be delivered.

‘Omigod, there’s so much stuff we don’t have,’ I worried. ‘Kitchen stuff . . . and we don’t even have a coffee table.’

‘Don’t worry,Wozza,’ Abigail comforted me. ‘Tomorrow you can pop in to Kmart and pick up a few things. This crate will do for a coffee table for now.’

‘Yeah, it’ll come together, sweetie!’ called Lara from the bedroom.

It was hot. I went into the bathroom and splashed water from the cold tap onto my face. God knew where the towels were. I lifted my singlet to wipe my face.

‘What do you feel like listening to?’ I asked Abigail as I unpacked the speakers.

‘Hmm, KOL,’ she replied.

Once they were playing I opened the balcony door all the way across and listened to the cicadas singing. Tim was right, even with all the blinds shut, the flat was stiflingly hot.

At 4 p.m. there was still no sign of the boys so we slumped on my old double-futon-turned-couch with cold drinks from the little esky packed by Abigail’s mum.

‘I googled Liam last week and found a work email address for him,’ I ventured.

‘Who?’ exclaimed Abigail.

‘You googled who?’ Lara chimed in, as if they were singing a madrigal.

‘Liam-who?’

‘Liam-who!’

I had one on each side of me and they were no longer slumping but sitting dead upright and looking at me in demand of an explanation.

‘I’m serious, I emailed him at the new address. Unions are big on transparency, I guess. He was right there on the website.’

‘Why did you do that?’ Lara’s question was quiet but confronting.

‘Well, obviously because I . . . wanted to hear from him. To talk to him.’

‘Holly.’ Lara was incredulous. ‘He doesn’t want to talk to us. He’s either shut down his Hotmail or he’s just not replying. He’s changed his mobile number. He hasn’t given us an address in Canberra.’

‘Or a landline, or anything,’ Abigail interjected.

‘It’s done; he’s gone. He’s been gone for the better part of a year.’

‘It can’t be done,’ I protested. ‘It cannot just be done like that.’

‘Hols—’

‘Abs!’

I sat up straight, crossed my legs and decided against telling them that the week before I’d also rung Liam’s mum, their landline number etched into my brain since high school. She was genuinely delighted that I had rung, and I tried to keep the conversation as subtle as possible. I didn’t put her on the spot and ask for his new mobile number, or his address in the Berra. I didn’t say, ‘Your son has surgically removed himself from our friendship . . . why?’ I just said I was sure he’d been busy, and the move had been such a big deal, and I’d had some trouble getting in touch recently. Could she please ask him to call me when she speaks to him next? I gave her my mobile number ‘just in case he’d lost it’, which I’ll admit was pathetic.

‘Woz,’ said Lara gently, ‘he has all of our numbers. Mobiles. Landlines. He’s got our email addresses. He knows where we live. Well, where we live.’ She gestured at herself and Abigail. ‘You know he’s more than capable of getting in contact. He’s a smart guy.’

Liam was indeed a smart guy. I remembered the day I opened my HSC results, my whoop of delight and relief at my respectable nineties mark, versus his casual shrug at his spectacular 99.70 the year before. Then he won the university medal. But by that stage he had stopped  asking me to things. On his graduation day I skulked in the cloisters until I saw him across the quadrangle. He was having pictures taken in his cap and gown and holding the medal with his mum and girlfriend. I watched for quite a while, obviously a glutton for punishment.

‘I just . . . ’ I couldn’t explain to them why I could not accept Liam’s absence. It didn’t add up. It was like waking up one morning minus a limb. ‘It can’t just be . . . we were, you know . . . He was . . . ’

‘Hol, he’s an international man of mystery,’ said Lara, firmly. ‘What can you do?’

‘Interstate,’ I corrected miserably. ‘An interstate man of mystery.’

There was a knock at the door.

‘Babe!’ called Tim’s voice. I opened the door. ‘We’re gunna bring the bed up.’ He kissed me briefly, saltily.

At 6 p.m., Tim drove the truck back to the rental place at Campsie, and Abigail followed him in her car to bring him back.They returned to the flat at 7:30 with two brown paper bags filled with Vietnamese takeaway, two six-packs of cold beer and a bottle of cheap champagne.

‘Yeah, baby.’ I chuckedTim’s cheek and disappeared into the kitchen to find the plates and cutlery that my mother had donated to the moving-out effort.

We sat cross-legged on the carpet, eating hungrily and toasting Tim’s and my bid for freedom.

‘Brunch as usual tomorrow?’ I asked the general assembly. 

‘I’d love to but I have to go into the office tomorrow.’ Lara grimaced.

‘Me too,’ said Daniel. ‘We’re working to a deadline. Again.’

‘Ooh, I might see you then, Dans!’ Lara and Daniel work in the same building.

‘Unlikely,’ said Dan. ‘Very unlikely.’

‘I’d love to have brunch!’ said Abigail brightly. ‘Let’s leave the corporate types to themselves.’ When we are alone, Abigail and I have been known to change ‘types’ to ‘whores’. On occasion. ‘You and Tim can take me to Big Brekky again.’

‘It’s not too far for you?’ Tim asked.

‘Nah! I like the local colour. Plus, any excuse to take out the new bambina.’

Abs had recently bought herself a car. It was only a few years old and it too smelled of freedom. Not that her parents weren’t quite generous with their car. But not to have to ask! Gold.

After we had destroyed theVietnamese food and made a big dent in the beer, we all felt buggered and it was time to say goodbye. I hugged Dan while Tim kissed and thanked the girls.

‘Thanks so much for helping, Danny-boy. We will totally help you if you ever decide to fly the coop.’

‘Thanks, honey-pie,’ he replied. ‘But I’ll probably just hire moving men and stuff.’

Right, of course he would do that, what with all his cashola. Somewhere in my brain I knew he hadn’t meant it to be a barb, but the events leading up to Liam’s departure from our fold, indeed our city and the state of New South Wales, had me jumpy.

‘Man, what a stinky-Dan.’ I withdrew from the hug. ‘Go home and have a shower, big fella.’ I slapped him on the arse and regarded him for a moment, in his ripped old shorts and four-year-old Splendour in the Grass T-shirt. My oldest mate, who had helped me with my long division in Grade Three, completed my logarithms for me in Year Eleven and taught me how to do them myself in time for Year Twelve. I had a sudden premonitory flash of him standing in a doorway wearing the same outfit, in ten years’ time, helping me with a much more serious move – the disbanding of a marital home – me holding a baby and trying to work out what to do with the box containing my wedding dress.

I pushed the image aside – where did I come up with such dark shit? Vintage Holly that was. My mind will always go to the worst-case scenario, and then some. Couldn’t just leave it as a premonitory flash. Had to add a bit of Dickens, a bit of Hardy, me clutching a squawking bundle . . . and the wedding dress! Pure Miss Havisham. I turned to Lara, who slapped my arse and hugged me.

‘Good luck and fair winds to apartment number 5 and all who sail in her,’ she said.

‘Yeah, well done, Hols,’ added Abigail.

‘Lord and Lady Espie-Yarkov of Dulwich Hill,’ boomed Daniel from out in the vestibule.

‘That’s us.’ Tim grinned at me and slipped his arm around my waist. ‘Good night.’ He shut the door behind them.

‘Well Ms Yarkova. Here we are.’

‘Here we are indeed.You are a very handsome de facto.’

We hugged and then took the plates to the kitchen, as we were fading fast. We discovered that we had no dishwashing liquid, no dish brush and no dish rack. Nor a rubbish bin or bin liners.

‘I’ll add them to the list,’ I said.

Suddenly I was conscious of my hair frizzing out in all directions, my body covered in dirt, dust and dried sweat, and my mouth tasting of alcohol, chilli and garlic. Tim looked similarly deflated.

‘Have we got soap and towels?’ he asked.

‘Um, yeah, I have a tiny bottle of body wash.’ I put both my arms around his waist. ‘And there are a couple of old towels I nicked from Mum’s linen press.’

I kissed his neck and tasted salt. ‘But,’ I kissed his neck higher up, just below his ear, ‘when we save up a bit, we can buy some nicer ones...’ I kissed his lips. Tim is the only person I had ever been with where I one hundred per cent did not have to put any effort into a sexual response. Nor did he, I suspect. It just happened. Even after a year  together, I kissed him and I was on. He always looked so damn healthy. Maybe he appealed to my reproductive instincts. Plus he was the best kisser . . . ever.

‘Babe.’ He pulled me close to him. ‘I’m all stinky. Don’t you want me to have a shower first?’

‘Nuh,’ I said. ‘Want . . .Timbo. Now.’

We lurched down the hallway, kissing and pulling off each other’s T-shirts right there in the open. There was nobody around. It was our place.We reached the bedroom and I sighed the little sigh I used to tell Tim I meant business. We landed as one on the linen-less mattress.

I woke to the sound of the first big jet passing overhead. Ah, the inner west. It wasn’t as loud though as, say, Tempe or St Peters. In St Peters, you can actually see the rivets holding together the steel plates on the plane’s underbelly. 

Here we are, I thought, and turned to study Tim in the early light. We were lying on the greyish (formerly white) fitted sheet that we’d hastily applied in a fug of post-coital exhaustion the night before. He was in his usual sleeping pose – on his back with one arm stretched high above his crown and the other hand resting on the lower quadrant of his belly.

Even in the relaxation of sleep his lips retained their definition. His mother must have had a lot of folate or some kickarse pregnancy vitamin on the day those lips were forming in utero. They are prettier than my lips. I lightly  kissed them. No response. A fierce stab of ownership threatened to pierce the tranquillity of my early-morning worship. Possession is nine-tenths of a relationship, I have always felt. Good thing I didn’t have to come of age in the 1970s. Free love would have pushed me over the edge. This one was mine.

I gently heaved myself on top of him, carrying most of my own weight on my knees and wrists, marvelling at the jolt of life that his skin on mine always sent through me.

‘Here she comes,’ he said groggily, not opening his eyes. His arms went around me.

Timbo, I thought. My happiest accident.

As was our custom – at least in the time we had spent together not in our parents’ houses – we made love early and fell asleep again for a couple more hours, waking to fierce cravings for coffee and bacon. It was time to go and meet Abigail for brunch. The three of us chatted and read the paper, on the front page of which there was a big picture of a boatload of Sri Lankan refugees off the West Australian coast. They held signs saying Please help us and there was a man holding a baby, perhaps one year old, that was naked except for a nappy. How would you change nappies on a crowded boat? I thought. Where would you put the soiled ones? What if baby got a rash? Do they have wipes? Where would a baby play?

There were people on the table next to us discussing the same picture, three women, about ten years older than us.

‘—you know? We’re full! We got our own problems.’

‘We cannot be taking in every fucking person who wants to come here.’

‘Our problems,’ I said. ‘Our problems are in a different league. Little League. Haven’t they read Anil’s Ghost?’ 

‘Shh,’ said Tim, worried that my voice would carry over to their table, which I didn’t give a damn about. ‘What’s Anil’s Ghost?’

‘It’s a book,’ said Abigail. ‘By the guy who wrote The English Patient. Set in Sri Lanka.’

‘Oh.’

‘And Hols,’ Abigail grinned at me, ‘they probably haven’t read it.’

‘Well, why would you come to breakfast in Petersham and mouth off like that? It’s putting me off my food.’

‘Hon,’ said Tim, ‘nothing puts you off your food.’

‘So Abs,’ I was happy to change the subject. ‘Still planning on palliative medicine next year?’

‘Mmmm.’ She looked uncertain.

‘Swinging back toward oncology?’

Silence.

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Back to obstetrics?’

Abigail had the brains, the empathy and the communication skills to be a wonderful doctor. She had this groundedness as well . . . It’s hard to describe, but people picked up on it. I knew she was going to be a force for good in people’s lives in tough situations. I could see her  spreading calm and dignity in a sea of grief and terminal pain.The doctor that came to us when my father was dying was a godsend.

‘I just don’t know anymore,’ she said. ‘I’m conflicted.’

‘About . . . which one you’d be better at?’

‘No.’

‘Insurance premiums?’

‘No.’

‘What?’

‘Just . . . what I want my life to be like.’

‘Tres mysterioso, mon compadre. I have no idea what you mean. Timbo, what does she mean?’

‘Sounds like a quarter-life crisis if ever I heard one.’ He stood up. ‘Another round of coffee?’

‘Yes please.’

‘Yes . . . ’ Abigail sounded drained of energy. She wouldn’t look at me, which was awkward, given we were now the only two at the table.

‘Oh, Abs. I don’t know how any of us are supposed to make the choices we make. Someone put a UAC form in front of me . . . I ticked a box . . . I was seventeen. Why do you think Dan and Lara work for those empires?’

‘Money,’ said Abigail. ‘And status.’

‘They could have money and status elsewhere.’

‘Not in the same amounts, Hol. Nowhere near the same amounts.’

‘Not to mention pride and . . . making a real contribution. Those firms just suck and blow, and charge four hundred dollars per hour.’

‘Most people don’t give that sort of thing the same amount of thought that you do. And Liam did. Does. One assumes.’

‘Don’t you remember Dan at school? Organising all his Free East Timor lunchtimes, anti-mining, anti-nuclear-power fundraisers, wearing those T-shirts, going to rallies against mandatory detention? Collecting for Greenpeace. He used to “give it thought”.’

‘You don’t know what Dan thinks about,’ said Abigail, almost sharply.

‘It comes down to what you want out of work,’ I said. ‘Money and status . . .What do you want, Abs?’

‘I want . . . ’ She sounded heavy. ‘I want to work during the day and sleep at night.’

‘Yeah. Nights and on-call are a bugger.’ I had one coming up the next weekend, I remembered with a sink of the heart.

‘What do you want, Hol?’ She looked into my eyes.

‘I . . . want to know that I’m using my powers for good, and—’ ‘You want to make a dead man proud.’

‘Whoa!’

‘You want to put bandages over severed arteries that really need to be sewn shut.’

‘Um—’ 

‘You want the moral high ground. You and Liam both. And you know what? He and you shouldn’t presume to weigh in on the decisions that other people make in their lives.’

‘Let’s leave it there, shall we?’ I rifled through the Sydney Morning Herald folded up on our table. ‘Let’s read some newspaper again. Good Weekend for you, sunshine?’

‘News Review.’

Tim and I drove to Burwood Westfield for what turned out to be breathtakingly expensive trips to Target and Woolies.The bond on the flat and all the new stuff had put me outside of my financial buffer zone.

‘Thank god it’s pay week,’ I muttered to Tim, as I studied my account balance receipt at the ATM.

‘Babe, I’ve got nearly a grand left in my account. We’ll be sweet.’

When evening came, we were too exhausted to have a maiden voyage in the skanky kitchen, so we slunk over to my mum’s place hoping to be fed.

It was weird to be sitting down to dinner at the big old table as a guest. Weird, but somehow so much less strained. Tim and my brother Paddy giggled over an episode of Flight of the Conchords on Paddy’s iPod, while Mum and I topped the strawberries for dessert.

As soon as we had finished eating, Paddy adjourned to continue moving his stuff into my old room.

‘He’s pretty excited about having this place to himself,’ said Mum, pushing her dessert bowl back. ‘Oh, there’s a present for you both on the hall table.’

I found a big David Jones bag and brought it back to the dinner table.

‘Sorry it’s not wrapped, guys,’ she yawned.

Inside was a new set of double-bed linen – crisp white damask.

‘Oh thanks, Mum,’ I cried, instantly bucked up by the prospect of our bedroom looking a little less grim.

‘Yeah thanks, Missus Y,’ said Tim, using the nickname for her that was their special joke.

‘You’re very welcome. And if they’ll let you get rid of those blinds, I’ll make you some nice white curtains to match.’

‘Mum?’

‘Yes, Holly.’

‘Can we wash the sheets here? It’s three bucks a pop in our laundry, and they might get nicked off the communal line.’

Monday morning. Moment of truth. The alarm sounded at 6:30 and of course, being a school day, we both slept through the morning jumbo-jet cacophony to moan in indignation at the Liszt blaring from Tim’s mobile phone alarm setting.

I ironed our shirts with the new iron and ironing board  while Tim was showering, and he made us toast and a plunger of coffee while I showered. We ate standing up in the kitchen – the next weekend we planned to go to IKEA and buy a little kitchen table and two chairs, which would just fit in the corner.

Then we pulled the door shut behind us, descended the dubiously fragranced stairwell of our new abode and stepped out into the street looking, for all the world, like two grown-ups heading off to work.

At the station, the platform was crowded with people waiting for the city train, and I didn’t envy Tim the ride in, all squashed in like cattle. My ride out to Befftown was very roomy by contrast. One of a few perks.

We kissed goodbye in the crush as my train arrived first, and I watched as Tim was swallowed up by the crowd.

Only God knew where my iPod was in all that mess at the flat. I had only my own thoughts for company that morning, and for as long as it would take to find the tiny little thing.

I sat in my usual seat – third row from the rear, upper carriage, two-seater side – and tried to enjoy the view from the last half-hour of reprieve from work.

The warehouses and distribution centres gradually gave way to sparse, unsightly suburbia, which by now was very familiar. I really wasn’t a new grad anymore. After almost a year I could no longer blame every fuck up on being a baby social worker. Come to think of it, I’d been fucking  up quite rarely, and when I did it was less monumental and my recovery time was quick.

And now I had the trifecta: a job, a handsome live-in boyfriend and a flat in a red-brick block. On track for all life goals. I thought about the day ahead, starting with where my first at-work coffee would come from. I workshopped some possible toilet breaks into my schedule – you have to try to plan these things in my line of work, and be strict about adhering to them, otherwise you can go a whole day with no toilet break. Which can’t be healthy. I ran through some possible scenarios for excusing myself from ‘manual handling’ training that afternoon.

Then I saw the flag flying on top of Westpoint Square, still far off, but signalling that the train would soon be at Befftown. I fumbled around in my bag for my lanyard with my swipe card and ID attached, hung it around my neck like a yoke and leapt down the stairs in one go. When I stepped onto the platform I could feel the temperature was at least three degrees warmer than it had been at home. Maybe five. And it was only 8:15 a.m.

I climbed the stairs up and out of the station singing that Clare Bowditch song ‘Divorcee by 23’. Not that I was getting divorced, or even married, but the meditation on being twenty-three was a bit of a theme that morning.

I crossed the Old Town Square among columns of school students on their way to the high schools near the station. My long hair and bare legs bobbed along in a sea  of navy-blue hejabs and long pants. I must look old to them, I thought, as their eyes flickered over my neatly pressed white shirt, grey skirt and sensible closed-in shoes as per OH&S requirements. Thank god for my satchel-style leather handbag, worn sideways across my body, which alone stood between me and decrepitude some days.

The Elizabethtown Community Health Centre was a two-storey building, an oddish pale orangey-pink, that stood amid many businesses up and down the street. By 8:20 there were no parking spots left, but there was a feeling of space and the absence of crowding that you don’t find in the inner city.

I hurried around to the side entrance for staff. As I raised my swipe card to the little black box, I noticed someone huddling in the alcove. It was Niah from Drug Health, with her back to me hissing into her mobile phone.

‘—but it’s more weird if you just totally ignore me at work.You completely avoided eye contact yesterday . . .Yes, you did . . . That looks weird; that’ll give it away. Just say hello, how’s it going or something, as if I’m . . .You know  ... how you used to . . . ’ 

I hauled open the heavy glass door and got through it quick smart before I found out anything else I didn’t want to know. The bottom floor of the building holds the interview rooms, the reception and waiting area, some speech pathologists, the Drug Health team (comprising 1.5 five full-time equivalent positions, but they call  themselves a team so who am I to rain on their parade?), the Domestic Violence counselling team, who have looked progressively more haggard since the changes to the Family Law Act came in, the two Ethnic Health workers and the Child, Youth and Family team. The whole first floor is Mental Health and seeing as it was first thing in the morning and I had a tiny bit of energy, I bypassed the lift and took the stairs two at a time.

A long corridor led to an open-plan area of cubicle-upon-cubicle-as-far-as-the-eye-could-see. There were six offices along the corridor, inhabited by various managers, one for the senior psychiatrist, one for the senior social worker and one for all the registrars to share. All the doors were open, and I was now humming an Interpol song as snippets of various Monday-morning shitstorms floated out of the office doors:

‘I’m not saying there’s no risk, I’m saying there’s no foreseeable risk.’

‘So a date’s been set for the hearing and there’s no precedent for this . . . I think federal will trump state and back she’ll go and the baby too . . . ’

‘—working party is due to meet again this week—’

‘—with Clinical Governance now and we’ll have to see what comes out of the Root Cause Analysis—’

‘He’s in withdrawal, that’s why he’s agitated; how is that our problem?’

‘There is no excuse for parking in the Director’s parking space.’

The last office belonged to Tessa, the senior social worker, and the mother that many of us never had. A single mother herself, Tessa was very rarely at work by 8:30, and her office was still in darkness. I reached in and switched the light on for her, before continuing to my own desk.

‘Good morning, Befftown,’ I called as I hoisted my bag over my head and retrieved my wheelie-chair from the far side of my little cluster. Four days, seven hours and fifty-nine minutes until the weekend.
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