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  To Billi.


  For all sorts of reasons I’m not in the best of

  shapes today.


  Jacques Lacan


  ONE


  Through my bay window the sky is blanched and vague. Maimed beech trees flank the street, their branches parted around electrical cabling like giant skyward pigtails. I don’t know why I find them appealing, their limbs having been hacked away like that. Maybe it’s their ghostly centres, the suggestion of their shape that endears them. After all, my insides have become similarly nebulous and ill-defined, held together by an equally teetering outline.


  Comparing myself to a tree? The part of the tree that’s missing? I shake my head, snort a laugh, but I’m unimpressed, seriously wondering if I can form a thought that will go some way to explaining. You could say I’m a walking mirage, a hologram that from certain angles you can’t see, and before my powers of reasoning dissolve – before I vanish altogether – I’m going to attempt to take stock.


  Of course, there’s the possibility my efforts will come to nothing. Trying to round up details, to calculate their impact, could prove as productive as watching sand fall through my fingers. But excluding the bashing-out of a few choice chords on the guitar, the carolling-up of some anguish-filled lyrics to fit the key, I’m pretty much devoid of tricks. And the thought of talking to a professional – despite being one of those professionals – makes me feel bone weary, a little nauseous. So, what remains? Floating as I am on this unmarked day, the light flat and lacking expectation, I guess I’ve concluded it’s better to bleed on the page than in the brain, if that makes sense.


  I inhale. Realign my chair, which slides a little too easily under me. I do have one niggling concern (there are probably several but this is the one that comes to mind): while I will go on feeling as transparent as air, what I’m about to put in writing will show itself in a dense hue, one that might even shock me. The alternate plan? Spending the day in a catatonic fugue metaphorically propped on my haunches. Well, (and thank God for saving graces) I’m a doer and the prospect of inertia won’t suffice.


  So, with a saying to bolster me… to take the tide at theflood… I’ll not dally. And given that – given everything, actually – I’ll begin at an intersecting point, at a place that cleaves right through the middle of it all.


  TWO


  I‘ve heard people say there’s no nice way to leave a marriage. It’s something I hang onto as I scour the details of my own departure. I wish I could claim to just having left on a train – that after careful consideration, the giving of explanations and apologies, I coolly slipped away. But while the actual exit was carried out with some semblance of calm… guilty on many counts but free to go… I left under the illuminating glow of fecklessness.


  It had been fourteen years and a good swag of happiness that had tied my husband and I together. I’d been in love with him – the father of my child, which is how I now describe him. Back then his name was Dave.


  Dave was a moderate person, stable. (Still is. He’s good.) In fact before things fell off the rails for us he was – almost – the perfect husband. He absorbed stress well, responded caringly, never lost his temper, and he was measured when faced with the most challenging people. Certainly on the surface, Dave was mature, deeply mature, while I. well. I had a lot more of the eternal adolescent in me.


  One characteristic of his flew in the face of this goodness. Under some odd illusion that he was being humorous, usually to people we didn’t know, he had a tendency to say inappropriate things. When asked, for instance, what he’d been up to, he’d respond with a common conversation-stopper like, ‘Minding my own business, ever tried it?’ Or conversely (clearly not taking his own advice) he’d turn to a woman we’d just met and say, ‘I don’t understand why women worry about hair on their upper lip. You obviously feel the same way.’


  After clangers like these, the fact that I was associated with him, let alone intimately connected, would resonate in me like a gong going off, long-lasting embarrassment vibrating percussively. Ears ringing, face glowing, I would look around hoping to be subsumed into the closest physical object.


  I can’t say this led to us splitting up. After all, most of our conversations were composed of intelligent and insightful communication. So? The reason? And I hesitate to put it on the page… the gauntlet already showing its gnarly protrusions… because it makes me sound capricious – worse than that: unreliable. But there wasn’t any getting away from it. Still isn’t. Therefore, appeals aside, admissions pecking… write it!… I woke one morning with a well-defined sexual attraction to my next-door neighbour who – and you’ve probably guessed by now (as if I expect that sort of thing to be tattooed between the lines) – was female. This was the beginning of the end for Dave and me, except that somehow – some gaping black hole appearing in my frontal lobe, perhaps – I completely missed that subtlety and thought it was just a middle part, an along-the-way distraction.


  In defence of my ignorance I’d always been someone who’d assumed and said “forever”. Perhaps that’s why I didn’t catch on when “forever” began failing, first by temptation and, in the end, I do admit, from necessity. Nevertheless, I was faltering; the fast held principle of tenacity was disassembling in me. I was trampling, not so much over myself as inside myself, up and down on beliefs I’d steadfastly held.


  The trampling.


  The dreadful trampling.


  THREE


  Call it coincidence, but I was thirty-three when this epistle kicked off: the age of rebirth, apparently – so called because Jesus was thirty-three when nailed to the cross.


  Rebirth? Bet the Christian fraternity wouldn’t like that. Then again, there’s a type of Christian in the western world – indeed the born-again type – who may well embrace the idea. These Christians surreptitiously smile at the sound of an exclamation such as, Oh my God! In fact, these expletives are, with the slightest adjustment, no longer blasphemous or profane or even irreverent but prayerful: a calling up, a raising to halleluiah, a salutation!


  Rebirth? I’d decided to change my name from Jen to Monty. I can’t explain this fully except to say that for a long time Jen had felt wrong and, like an apotemnophile with a leg that shouldn’t be there, I wanted to get rid of it. I needed, I told myself, something with greater specificity (I knew six other Jens at the time, four of whom were in my workplace) and given that my surname is Montgomery, Monty seemed like the natural choice.


  Despite the name thing, I’m not known for being superficial and frivolous about things or for being merely my persona. Actually, I’m mostly seen as serious, a little dour and in need of a good dose of lightening-up. Don’t worry so much, my friends have often said to me. You can’t fix it.


  But there it is: I have a tendency to belly-on about prejudices and inequalities, oppression and unfairness – all the negative ‘isms’ that circulate our human world. And who knows, there may never have been enough of us pushing for social justice. Even harping on about it may have become a lost art. After all, in the middle class, misanthropy floats easily. I’ve heard the choruses: Same opportunities exist for everyone! No one MAKES the poor poor!


  Most, mind you, aren’t interested. Capitalism covers all corners: Market forces, that’s what sorts the world-out. What is it you call them?… momentary eye contact… inequities?


  By the time I was in my last year of school I’d learnt to calibrate my opinions, which didn’t mean anything much had changed. Welfare was, without a second’s contemplation, a natural path to follow. A social worker, I told myself, must be endowed with healthy rage as well as compassion. And it seemed to me that if I had an interest in the plight of the individual, even better.


  Getting started, I volunteered on the phones at Lifeline. I was seventeen and like a young enlistee, keen enough to fudge the date of my birth. During all-night stints I took long and sad, if not utterly depressing, calls. I had conversations with people much older than I was who could hear the youth in my voice but gave me the benefit of the doubt. Constructing meaningful and productive exchanges with strangers is not, after all, as straightforward as it might appear. Listening on its own certainly won’t do it. Skills are needed, attributes that aren’t easily installed in someone. Apart from basic compassion there are things like curiosity, patience, lack of expectation – even the arc of a discussion is important. As for me, I was poised (almost always, back then) to be the helper. I had to learn to back off, to quieten down, to be the net for people who were falling, rather than the skyhook that was hoicking them out of their situation. Doing too much was counterproductive. People needed a delicate interaction, one that often required the listener to slowly ease themselves into the caller’s predicament.


  Once I’d mastered a few things though, I felt, all in all, I was on a path that would sustain my interest, provide me with gainful employment and serve as an outlet for my bloodletting. As such, for the most part – and everything comes with some revelations, but, certainly in those early years – things knitted together perfectly.


  Between that time and now, it’s fair to say, however, that I’ve vacillated in regard to my chosen profession. I was perhaps not as altruistic as I’d claimed or believed. I’d been known to get sick of people’s stories, their inability to raise themselves from the mire, tiring of their corollary of excuses – excuses that allowed them to remain stuck in appalling situations no matter how unhappy or dissatisfied they were. A lot could have been done and much suffering was experienced, often by children, when nothing was.


  Fed up, I’d want to throw my do-gooder career in – dig holes, knit jumpers, bake, bird watch, anything but face the complexity of someone’s beleaguered circumstances. Still, apart from a necessity to eat, to afford basic luxuries, I got over these troughs, rallying with a second, third, fifty-fifth wind for the whole deal. Listening for money, treating maladies of the emotionally fraught – despite my difficulty, sometimes, in saying it – was my vocation.


  Putting this aside, running parallel, there was my personal metamorphosis.


  FOUR


  Imet my current partner, Renny, while still ens conced in the dual reality of being both attached to Dave and acting as if I was single. I was, to put it bluntly, completely outward bound – a state for which I have no excuses. My band – four women, all of us married, all of us with children – had been cranking out ear-splitting notes to get a break from domesticity for a couple of years. We had a gig in the local hall of the town Renny was living in. It was the annual Reclaim the Night march (significant on many fronts).


  Her Irish name suited her, not least because of her bold figure, robust nature and the drop of ginger that tainted her features. She’d been living in the rural town halfway between Melbourne and the town I lived in, for four years, managing an outreach service to women living with violent partners. She was also a member of the local fire brigade and generally well known for a bloody-good-time-to-be-had at the pub. Renny was the opposite of Dave: larger than life, protective, an organiser from hell, and a social magnet. Do lessons come from opposing corners of the ring?


  The evening in question wasn’t my first foray into women’s events. By then I was well versed, certainly in a country way, to these kinds of social gatherings, so, although I don’t quite remember, I probably bounced up the stairs, brimming with confidence.


  Renny was sitting at a small rickety table getting ready to collect and store the proceeds of the night.


  ‘Wondered if I could get some help?’ I asked her rather dumbstruck face – a look I assumed was born from aggravation but came, she assured me later, from having been struck by a myriad of possibilities at the sight of me.


  She rose, fumbling to close and lock the money tin.


  ‘My amp is a fucking lead weight,’ I said as we headed outside.


  (I have an inclination to swear when I’m self-conscious, which by then – perhaps a little overcome – I was.)


  Love is an odd thing. I can’t imagine picking Renny from a crowd. But looking her in the eye and being sufficiently close to brush up against her was enough. I returned to her many times during the evening and, at three in the morning, when she asked if she could kiss me – a group of us having made our way to the town’s one nightclub, full of gaudy decor and men celebrating a bucks’ night – I melted, both from the kiss and the chivalry of being asked.


  Aided by the fact that Renny and I weren’t into acknowledging what was going on – denial on tap – we didn’t hold back. Dave was away a lot and such was the level of my warped thinking – a level easily reached when justification is fed by need and that need is a conflagration inside – I’d convinced myself he was making himself scarce. Was I also so naive to think my marriage could sustain my dalliance? Obviously. Or perhaps I wasn’t paying attention to what was changing, what already had changed.


  Whatever my premise, according to me everything would be fine. According to other laws – and I’d prefer to leave nature out of it – I was systematically heading for a crash site. Lights, sirens, maps of dangerous pitfalls: there was nothing and nobody that could have talked me out of it.


  FIVE


  It was mid-December and about six weeks after I’d met Renny when Dave found a steamy letter from her to me. It was in the left-hand pocket of my favourite orange corduroy shirt, which was thrown distractedly – as if love had minced my thinking powers – on the front seat of my car. We were having a party for our son, Marcus. It was his sixth birthday and fifteen five-to-seven-year-olds from his small rural school were shouting, eating and giggling their way through the two-hour gathering in a rush that brings motor neurons to mind.


  I wasn’t being my usual helpful self. The roles of carer, cook and organiser had taken a huge flip already. While for years I’d done most of this work, a new order had established itself. As I withdrew, he took up the slack. He could cook and clean, as it turned out, wonderfully. Added to housework, the art of bringing home flowers surfaced. In fact, in those last months he presented more bunches of irises, tiger lilies, gerberas and chrysanthemums to me than he had in the whole fourteen years we’d been together. Unfortunately, by then, I couldn’t appreciate either the work or the flowers. It wasn’t that I didn’t like him being housekeeper extraordinaire – I did; it was more that I couldn’t feel it. The rocky ledge had been tilted beyond my powers to hang on. I saw how quickly life could pivot – how, after so much stability, as easily as a coin being flipped, everything seemed to be altering.


  He got through the party and, with me paying little attention – by the finishing line I was cleaning up inside, ploughing through dishes, nodding and waving from the house as he got the kids into their parents’ cars – I knew something was wrong, but not exactly what.


  ‘I found this.’ He put the letter on the kitchen table, calm as always, if not a little fluttery.


  I glared at it, alarm fixing my muscles.


  ‘Well?’ he asked, still neutral as if we were choosing a colour to paint the wall. ‘It’s that woman. I picked you up from her place. It’s her, isn’t it?’


  And I’d forgotten – he had picked me up from Renny’s three weeks earlier, on his way back from the city.


  ‘Yes,’ I managed.


  ‘So?’


  Unable to speak, my heart throbbing palpably, I shrugged.


  ‘I’ll ring her.’ He nervously propelled himself to the phone. ‘What’s her number?’


  I scoffed. ‘You can’t do that.’


  ‘Why not? I’ve got a right. I met her. I’m going to ring and ask her what she thinks she’s doing.’


  Who knows why I gave him the number – perhaps it was defiance, perhaps cowardice, perhaps the need for something to happen while not being the one to initiate it. He punched in the digits as I spoke them, his resolve steely. The thought of what was to come scorched. Dry ice to my skin.


  ‘Is this Renny?’


  I got up from the kitchen table and funeral-marched from the room, my limbs heavy.


  ‘Are you having an affair with my wife?’


  I slowly ascended the stairs. Standing at the end of our bed, facing away from the pillows, my arms out, I fell backwards as if floating from the edge of a very tall building. I could only hear his muted tone. I didn’t want to know what they were talking about. I kicked off my shoes, curled into a foetal ball, and sank into a heavy unwanted sleep that prevented me from asking.


  SIX


  A kind of madness took over, one that felt close to disassociation – except that, as the central character, I kept being reminded of who I was and what I’d done, even when I begged the universe to render me safely oblivious.


  Eight days later, a few before Xmas, the three of us – Marcus was with my friend Ange, organised by Dave – sat at the table in our open-plan kitchen.


  Because Dave kept demanding – the same question repeated like a theme – So WHAT’S going to happen now? Renny was forced to ask what was, on reflection at least, a ridiculous question: ‘Can I have an affair with your wife?’


  I looked from one to the other, atrophied as the request pushed past me. Not only were they conversing, but they were doing so with a diplomacy that felt surreal, that could have been hallmarked for a UN convention.


  ‘You can’t,’ Dave answered.


  Renny put both hands up, her palms open in stop signs. ‘That’s enough for me.’ She placed them then in front of her, webbing her fingers together and bowing her head in symbolic withdrawal.


  Dave turned to me.


  ‘You’re going to have to leave me if you want a relationship with a woman.’


  And that was it, the pivotal moment, right then -the point at which the quintessential reality of what was happening fused, the exact time it soldered its al-lotropical equation in me and I saw that I was going to have to do exactly that. How strange, I thought even before I answered, the way that buttered-bread falls. Dave was sculpting his demise even as he thought he was saving himself.


  ‘I might just have to do that,’ I said.


  ‘She never will.’ He turned back to Renny who sat motionless, ‘So I’ve won and you’ve lost.’


  She didn’t answer, her face a cold mask, her thoughts hardened.


  He looked at me. ‘We’re meant to be going out to dinner.’


  ‘I know.’


  ‘Are you coming?’


  ‘I’ll be there.’


  I wanted him to give me some time to reassure Renny that I was serious, but that I just wasn’t able to come straight away.


  He did leave to pick up Marcus, his walk housing a strange rickety-ness. Renny left too, monsoonal tears railing down her face, determined that no matter what I’d said, I would never break it off with Dave. ‘Marriage,’ she told me bitterly, ‘has too powerful a hold on people.’


  Somehow Dave and I had a normal evening with friends despite flashes of lunacy poking at my thoughts. We roamed through our usual array of topics: news, weather, work, house matters, politics, art, children, back to news, and so on. The more mundane the conversation, the more madness prodded at my composure. On the inside I was emblazoned, on the out I remained – somehow – cool. It was a duality that tested me. I hung on.


  The next morning, after a breakfast of croissants and coffee, we hopped in the car and drove four and a half hours to Sorrento for Xmas with Dave’s family. That evening I told Dave this was it, our last night together. He didn’t believe me, which made it easier and was, perhaps, another folly on his part because the next day after lunch, after we’d packed and said our goodbyes – his family none the wiser – I asked him to pull up as we got to the train station at Frankston.


  ‘You’re really doing this?’


  ‘I’m sorry, Dave.’


  ‘Where are you going?’


  ‘Michael’s.’ (Michael, my brother, lived in Melbourne at the time. I could ring Renny, see if she could pick me up from there.)


  ‘If you go, it’s over.’


  ‘I know,’ I said, desperate for him to understand. I turned to Marcus, strapped-in in the dim interior of Dave’s van. His small face was taut, a ghostly stare plastered to it. He was taking it all in. I remember my heart booming in my chest, heralding my actions with deafening clarity. I just didn’t know what else to do but to stay calm and trust that I was making a decision, that at least I was taking action. I’d been attracted to women for years by then – for as long as Marcus had been in the world – and there was that nagging, burning question, the one Dave had himself repeated ad nauseam: So WHAT’S going to happen now? I couldn’t fool anyone, particularly myself, any longer.


  I slowly opened my door and disembarked carefully – gravity having deserted me – and walked around the vehicle to the side door to get out a bag I’d packed.


  ‘I’m going,’ I repeated.


  ‘This is it,’ Dave threatened a little more desperately.


  ‘Bye, Dave.’


  I waved meekly to Marcus who seemed to understand the solemness of the moment and didn’t respond.


  It occurs to me now, writing this, that my actions might appear cold, that it would look as if I’d just left Marcus there, in the dingy interior of Dave’s van, without hugs and goodbyes. I had, of course, already explained to Marcus that I was going away for a week and would be back. And all I can say in my defence is that playing down my departure was a calculated move. I didn’t want to start a scene of tears or terse words in front of him. Physical contact may have produced an arm around the neck that I’d have a hard time extracting myself from. Also, not for a millisecond did I think I was leaving him. He was with his dad. And to be honest, it was Dave’s turn – he could make up for a little of the last six years. No, my relationship with Marcus would not change. Back then I actually thought I had to leave before I could continue mothering him. But there’s that flapping adolescent naivety at work, reducing a foghorn-emotion to a convenient detail. Still, I’m neglecting the most compelling aspect: necessity had taken over, and was shifting me to some other longitude. All the trifling messages I was busily feeding myself were really just the props I needed to keep me from tripping up.


  As I turned away from them I was clinging to the thought that at least I was keeping my word to Renny. I couldn’t bear to think of her being broken-hearted. It was a type of yearning, a fretting that I’d only ever experienced in regard to Marcus. It winged me to the station platform. (Was it me who said love is evolution’s most honed trick — that it’s the only presentation impossible to treat therapeutically?)


  The rest of the night – the train trip, the hour at Michael’s, the drive with Renny to stay with friends of hers – I let myself be led along like a donkey on a tether. It didn’t matter that I was going from a man to a woman. I was changing partners and the reality of that – for me, one of those “forever” people – was alarming. In my journal I wrote: I feel like I’m in a maze, going back is as fruitless as proceeding. There’s little choice but to wander about.


  SEVEN


  I‘ve only ever been in one maze – one real one, that is. The green walls of the hedge reached up, allowing only a narrow strip of sky to ingratiate itself overhead. The feeling, while not exactly one of claustrophobia, was odd enough. In essence I walked, quickly, over and over the same path. Disorientation set in. Anxiety inevitably rose.


  The maze that presented itself in my mind during my separation from Dave – time being elastic – lasted longer than you might think. Certainly long after the affair with Renny had been exposed or even my fleeing from Xmas celebrations. Metaphorically speaking, I’d only just stepped under the arbour at the entrance of the maze, little purple sarsaparilla flowers overhead, stern walls of fascist-like hedge facing me. And, just like at the actual entrance, it seemed to be still so straightforward. I was hopeful I was about to head off in a direction that would surely lead me to a central destination. I had no idea the confusion that lay ahead, or even that there were many turns to be made.


  A week after I left Dave, I drove along the winding unmade road to the house where Dave, Marcus and I had lived. While not being the most maternal of people, I was desperate to see Marcus. I was also conscious that – with Marcus in the back of his van – Dave had driven the long haul home from the city with the reality of my departure rattling in his bones.


  Outside, after hugs and kisses and ebullient hel-los from my little boy, I found myself nervously requesting to take him with me for a few days. ‘Ange has offered me the camp site at Seaspray,’ I explained.


  Dave looked past me onto the garden we’d landscaped, the stack of wood we’d carefully constructed for future colder months. I’d seen this distractedness before – a defence, a fall into bewilderment to avoid a kaleidoscope of unwanted actualities. He said, ‘Everything’s set up down there, I guess.’


  I knew he was a man warding off meltdown, a man hanging onto the tiniest sliver of hope, but this clinging to his position as overseer, as foreman of the factory floor when his duties had been rendered defunct, slapped at me.


  I swallowed, struck by how starkly and quickly alliances change. My head dropped dutifully, however. It would be hard for him to hand Marcus over, have the ensuing days totalling up in front of him for real aloneness. Or, perhaps guilt was producing submissive-ness. Certainly Dave and I had never fought. So how could we start now when everyone was so heartbroken?


  He turned to Marcus. ‘Would you like to go camping at the beach with Mum?’ (I was struck by the lightness of his tone. Was this unencumbered question a glimpse into a future of functional separation?)


  ‘Yeah!’ Marcus stepped into action. ‘I’ll get my snorkel.’


  Showing his strong upper lip – just one notch under stiff – Dave turned to follow Marcus to his room. I stood awkwardly at the front door, alone and unfamiliar on the threshold of a house I’d lived in for nine years. Politeness didn’t count; so alien and peculiar was the feeling, I felt as if something as normal as cleaning my teeth had been taken over by a troll.


  The second time this conundrum of "separate parenting" was nudged forward we’d been in a pattern of sharing the task for six or so weeks, Marcus staying with me at my friend Ange’s house where I had moved to. Clearly, or so I thought, I had come some way since that first week. This time, however, our conversation took place outside one of my workplaces. While three days a week I was employed at the local hospital in an outpatient psychiatric team, the other few days I was at a day-training centre for intellectually disabled adults. And it was at this centre that Dave arrived in the car park as I was knocking off.


  ‘Hello Jennifer.’


  It was no longer “Jen”, and “Monty” was out of the question.


  A smile dragged at his face, a slippery half-drawn grin, full of succour and yet strangely smug, sycophantic. I pushed the thought away – it wasn’t like Dave, not the Dave I’d been married to. The wind caught his long hair and lifted it in wayward chunks as he came towards me. He looked old, which was not surprising given what he’d been through. But nonetheless, I hardly recognised him. I couldn’t find the man I’d known. It was as though in a couple of weeks both of us had inextricably altered.


  ‘I’ve written this for you.’ He held out a scrappy piece of paper.


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘Marcus.’ he said. But that was it, his words, it seemed, became glue in his throat. I realised how nervous he was and that he’d written the note with the same apprehensive jitter. His writing, never the best, resembled a child’s and was impossible to decipher. Annoyance – perhaps, looking back, irrational annoyance – rose in me like blowflies trapped.


  ‘I can’t read this,’ I flapped the paper at him.


  ‘I want to have Marcus more than one weekend out of four.’


  ‘You’ve got him all week.’


  ‘The way things are, I don’t do enough with him.’


  ‘Why are you writing this down on paper?’


  ‘Because I forget what I’m going to say.’


  ‘I can’t believe you want him more. He’s living with you,’ I said sourly, upset now.


  ‘Not on the weekends.’


  I glanced at the note.


  ‘You want him two weekends out of four.’


  I turned my head, my sight locking onto a little profiterole cloud as it motored behind the hard edge of the building I’d just exited. ‘You can have him one out of three.’


  ‘One out of three?’


  ‘Yes, Dave, one out of three.’


  I handed him back his piece of paper, feeling, almost absurdly, infiltrated by its presence in my hand. Disdain roiled in me.


  He looked around him searchingly, his top teeth rolling over his bottom lip.


  ‘Alright. I’ll pick him up this Friday. You’ve had him the last two.’


  ‘That’s fine.’ I waited for him to say something else. When he didn’t I pushed my hair from my face.


  ‘I’m going to go. Someone’ll probably come out in a minute and…’ It was my turn to stumble for words. I walked across the black asphalt to my parked car, a strange flutter in my chest.


  I cried as I drove home, furiously sad over the loss of love rather than the loss of him. Indeed, to fall out of love is perhaps as much a shock as any disappointment can be.


  Still, there was an imperative: in these situations one can’t look back.


  EIGHT


  Holidays, special ones, can remain like an imprint on the mind – internalised. A few months after we’d been living with one another, Renny and I flew across Bass Strait to Tasmania. I can see that holiday, remember the feeling of it. Even though we were only there for five days, and even though it was the middle of winter, life was in perfect harmony.


  The cold conditions meant there were no tourists. We had the roads, the restaurants, the forests, the Gordon River, the odd towns and strange landscapes of fallen woods, to ourselves. When we came home to the country town I’d been living in for close to twelve years, I couldn’t suppress a sustained feeling of loathing. I remember having to work hard to stop myself from puking. My physical response to my physical surroundings weighing in, I began to dream of getting out.


  Renny was going to the city anyway and I… well, I was getting my skates on not to be left behind. Within three months, jobs and a lease secured and a vehicle full, we moved, Marcus with us so he’d feel as if it was his new home too, even though he wasn’t going to be living with us. Dave had made that clear; his son wasn’t going to live in the city with lesbians. It was one of the few times I’d seen brutishness surface in him. He was steadfast! Absolute! Certain! As for me, who knows why I capitulated to his demand and agreed that Marcus should reside with him? Perhaps in the end, it just seemed like a good idea – the best thing given the circumstances. I do remember thinking his definiteness was about his desperation not to lose everything and neither did I want that for him. I also knew I couldn’t stay. It was clear for all sorts of unmarked but palpable reasons. The town was repeating on me. The cafes, the people, the streets. I needed a bigger canvas. Somewhere that would offer some expansion, that would allow me to shed my old skin while not having to apologise for it. I needed to cast myself out of the set conventions people had boxed me into. I needed to have everyone step back a pace or two so I could breathe.


  NINE


  So there was that! One life finished and a new one being embarked on. “Chapters”, as people call them, although things felt more fluid than that. Perhaps it’s truer to say periods are fenced around us with intermittent boundaries. We exist concurrently and continuously throughout, osmosis our natural condition.


  Consequently, I thought it would be easy. I was going home, back to the city I’d grown up in, and I was glad to be leaving country life. Clearly, I hadn’t realised the cost of moving away, the wrenching sadness that missing Marcus would bring, pain which would creep up on me incrementally, sinking in like slow-release fertiliser or a dormant virus that at some point would find its trigger of proliferation and fire.


  That was yet to reveal itself though. At first, while I experienced a querulous shock at the city – worried that cars were about to mount the kerb and run amok on the sidewalk – I was absorbed by the stimuli, distracted and occupied from feelings of anything disturbing. Macabrely enough, the place looked clean, shining, almost – and I hate to say it – pristine. Every view was alive and fresh to the eye. The fact I’d been staring upon dowdy, struggling businesses in a town that, while going forward, often seemed to be languishing back, may have been enough to skew my outlook, but the city appeared to be as bright as if someone had brought out the Brasso and a polishing rag and gone to work.


  Even the bone truck from Knapp’s – the wholesale meat outlet next door – was a wonder to behold. It rumbled outside our place every morning, its big mechanical arm reaching like a one-clawed crab into a skip before swinging back to drop a load of shiny bald knuckles and long bloodied dinosaur-worthy bones into its trailer. Don’t be mistaken, despite being amongst quasi-industrial businesses – the meatworks, Reece’s plumbing, Middy’s electrics – Renny and I lived in the middle of caffe latte paradise. Beachside-tourist suburb St Kilda: I adored it. Added to this, and call me strange – beguiling to some, disgusting to others – but St Kilda had a street prostitution scene I’d never before witnessed and, at such close range, found fascinating. Here, without having planned it, we were surrounded by it.


  The sex workers stood along the pavements and gutters, soliciting punters. Our street was even named in the Lonely Planet guidebook under the heading: “Sex Tour”. While backpackers showed little interest, tourist buses of Japanese sightseers came to look at the “ladies of the night” – except that they were women of the morning, noon and every hour.


  Bearing their notoriety with sassy acceptance, these workers simply let their gaze languish past the buses uncaringly into the cars and vans driven by lone men. That look, the delivering of sexual nuance, takes a considerable amount of concentration, some real dedication. But every car, and there were plenty of them, held the possibility of work.


  I had a soft spot for the sex workers; I admired them, actually. Firstly, because they could do what they did, and secondly, because they could put up with jewellery-clad boys from the suburbs who threw eggs as missiles from their boom-boxing hot rods. Whatever anyone said, the work ethic was well instilled in those girls (there were boys, of course, but they stood on another street further into the suburb). They worked long hours, in dangerous conditions. How they managed, on top of that, to be friendly astounded me. Even at seven-thirty in the morning they’d bid me a good day. I’d smile and return their greetings as I headed to my own workplace. I wouldn’t have been so polite if it’d been me out there. I’d have been a rolling snowball of short temperedness.


  I’d see Wouter some mornings – Dutch Wouter from flat six. He’d be strapping on his roller blades in ready for a skate along the foreshore. Wouter, an osteopath, fit and bronzed, who swirled a gay flag every pride march even though, as far as I knew, he never declared his allegiance one way or the other. Dutch Wouter who always smiled and spoke his thick hel-los like chimes, who kept the garden and common areas of our building in an immaculate state. Other mornings I’d bump into old Luigi, his glasses like Mr Magoo’s. Even at the age of ninety-three he gave the impression he could have walked to China if the inclination had taken hold.


  ‘Off to work then?’ he’d say, his nose glowing, perhaps from the homemade grappa he’d told Renny he had a nip of every morning.


  ‘Someone has to keep the country running,’ I’d reply, gurgling a laugh, my heart pounding because there had always been something about old people that made me feel a little lonely.


  The tram left from the terminus in Acland Street and I’d float – such was the feeling of the ride -through St Kilda. The boulevard ran (still does) along the northern edge of the bay. Between huge date palms, winking a thousand sparkling eyes as it fluttered under a light breeze, the water of Port Phillip stretched away as if I was seeing it through a fisheye lens. Not long after that – contrasts abiding – the city would loom up and fill the view like a wolf spider warning off a foe. Commuters paid no heed to the sights. Work, newspapers, novels and headphones, occasionally a conversation, kept them occupied. It was all too familiar to them. I, however, was awestruck. The scene glided by as if thrown from a projector rather than life, until, in the middle of the city – where it always seemed as though the weather had changed for the worse – I’d alight from one tram to wait for another. It was from here that I saw the city waking.


  In sudden freshets, marching like colonies of crabs, people would pour from Flinders Street Station, looking ahead, their eyes locked-in as if they were on some perverse personal quest. Everyone seemed reduced to robotic functionality, a little like Orson Welles had written a script and the city had agreed to participate in a real-to-life fiction.


  If people weren’t walking but waiting like me, their demeanour would flip between boredom and anxiety. Even students in torn jeans, studded belts, high Mohawks and earplugs, would look up under a worried brow, searching for an elusive tram they knew wasn’t coming.


  The second trip was shorter. Past the large hospital – my employer – past gardens full of native trees – gardens that housed the zoo, gardens that were flanked by high-rise flats – the tram would climb into a suburb where an array of fast food outlets stood unashamedly. Marlowe Downs was a short ascent from there. In the middle of prime real estate, amongst the aquiline trunks of gum trees – their skins smelted on seamlessly in piebald pinks and greys – the low-slung building looked back over the city. It was to be my second home. My workplace. The microwave for my freezer brain. A house, supposedly, of good things.


  TEN


  I want to introduce my superior straight off. Tall, s pectacled Celia Dawes. Head-forward Celia, who walked as if her thoughts had amalgamated to cause a magnetic field, one that pulled her northwards or towards the moon. On the morning I started work she was giving a lecture, the details of which were in my pigeonhole. It was taking place at the hospital, back down tram-infested Gingham Road – the tracks connecting the two services like an umbilical cord between unknown species.


  Already late, however, I took a hospital-issue car.


  It should have been easy but wrangling with the car park attendant about my status as a new employee, travelling the grey concrete loops to park, traversing the bowels of the hospital along long underground corridors, and then climbing upwards to study tiny letters on doors in a wide dark foyer made arriving no small feat.


  Finally, on opening the doors to L25, or the Milly Logan Lecture Hall, an unexpected diorama was revealed: a hundred or so people sat listening intensely to the tutelage of a thin angular woman. She was spouting forth in an erudite but, at times, confusing manner on obsessive-compulsive disorder in children.


  Assuming that I was in the right place and this was Celia Dawes, I crept in and slid onto one of the only empty seats, a chair in the first row. Celia’s busy style of speaking, combined with her robust gesticulation, was mesmerising. Following her, though, wasn’t quite as easy. The uncharted course she took began to yaw about so that it was difficult to link her ideas. Some seemed to be just fragments, as if requiring the listener to gather the bits, take them home and, like pieces of an unmade garment, stitch them together. And there was Celia’s long brown hair; it was a little Cousin Itt-ish, shaking the way Cousin Itt’s had when, every so often, her head jerked, seemingly involuntarily, in a manner which was close to a nervous tic.


  ‘I want to show you footage of compulsions,’ she said, taking a step away from the audience towards the front of the room.


  ‘Symptoms are common in well children, but at the point of interfering with—’ Halfway through the sentence she reached up to pull a screen down over the blackboard and at the slightest touch, at almost the suggestion of her hand pulling on the string, the entire contraption, case and all, fell off the wall. It crashed fitfully against her head before clattering loudly and awkwardly onto the floor where it oscillated once before lying motionless. She gripped her head, hunching over. She was obviously in agony.


  When no one got up to help her, I, self-consciously, walked the gauntlet between lecturer and audience, cowering to excuse myself.


  ‘Are you okay?’ I ventured, my arm stretching out supportively although I wasn’t actually touching her.


  ‘Prudence,’ she said in a tetchy tone from under her thatch of hair, ‘would have paid if I’d have found where she was hiding out.’


  Or, at least, I think that’s what she said.


  She kept hugging her head and I crept back to my seat, my feelings of showing off confirmed as I met the listeners’ glutinous stares. Someone killed the lights a minute later, as if nothing had happened, and we began watching old footage – a film on something like sixteen-millimetre celluloid, the images grainy on the whiteboard that had been unsteadily rolled forward from the far left of the room by Celia.


  The vision was of kids repeatedly sketching circles around a word in their school notebooks or fastidiously missing the cracks on a pavement. Then there were children more entrenched in their rituals, one unfortunate boy doggedly circling every tree he passed on the way to and from school. When a teacher tried to persuade the boy to detour from his course, he punched the man in the solar plexus. As the teacher moved off, injured, the viewer saw the boy return to his routine, unremorseful.


  While I could concentrate for the main, a residual hum in my temples reminded me of Celia’s self-injurious flub. I found myself – almost absurdly – wondering what would come out of her mouth when the rasp and hum of the projector stopped, which, of course, it was bound to do. Worse than this, having been told she was my supervisor, I thought, and depressingly so, that there was little chance of the scintillating hothouse experience I’d dreamed of. My heart raced. I became aware of the closed-in air and snuck a slow sly look around, eyeing the audience.


  Confirming my doubts, the entire auditorium seemed intoned with boredom. Everyone’s face was cast – as unyielding as bronze – in a stiff ashen mould.


  Were they rejecting the serious dulcet tones of the narrator – clearly someone from a different era – or were they simply numbed by information they already knew? Whatever the case, apathy rang like the pitch of tinnitus. My mood, utterly out of sync, became a liquid infusion of distress. I’d come to child psychiatry mecca. I didn’t want it to be dull. I wanted to be enthralled.


  When the lights flickered on I pulled myself together.


  Tnere were good reasons as to why I was so earnest. Having worked in a country town for so long, the prospect of the city job had been exciting. I’d told myself I’d be among those at the cutting edge, the frontline. But even on second inspection, there looked nothing frontline about Celia. She could have been the skinny one from Laurel and Hardy, or Gilligan from the sunk SS Minnow. She certainly didn’t seem switched on enough to catch and hold the eye of wayward and troubled adolescents. Nor did she resonate with the glow of someone who engendered inspiration in others – or, at least, me. I had a lot to learn and I worried Celia might just be too much Celia for my liking. Where were the modern city slickers? I screamed silently. One order of charisma with fries, please!


  I tried to relax as I listened hard to the rest of her spiel. She spelt out the connection between anxiety and compulsive behaviour, the growth of neurological pathways from repetition, the release of feel-good chemicals like serotonin from repetitive activity, and the rise in discomfort when the compulsion was thwarted. Yes, but how do you treat the disorder? A thousand ways. Celia traced the general methods of psychotherapy, cognitive behavioural tasks, family therapy interventions.


  ‘I’m breaking the rules,’ she said. ‘Talking about treatment when it’s meant to be the topic of the next lecture. Always breaking the rules.’


  I didn’t believe her and resolved to think she was showing off. She finished with a nervous smile.


  On cue, as palpable as fog, a general rabble of conversation rose from the audience. Where was the applause? Despite my uncertainty, I couldn’t help notice the lack of gratitude. It seemed as though no one appreciated her efforts, the fact that she could speak on the subject, any subject, for that long.


  My gaze, having threaded through the observers, trailed back to Celia. I determined that she was either so brilliant she appeared nonsensical, or – and I had no way of knowing – the reverse. At the very least I was going to have to stalk through a jumble of information to obtain instruction.


  I made my way back to Marlowe Downs subdued and more than a little startled. The reality of beginnings had loaded up in me heavily. My eyes traced dumbly down the plaques on the doors in my corridor. I was even more staggered when I realised Celia’s office was across the hallway from mine. I don’t know where I expected her to be located but it was a huge building full of the same long corridors and to think we would be crossing paths with regularity was a little daunting, perhaps because of her abrupt manner. Without making any certain plan – but, by the same token, not one for facing difficulties head-on – I, in a mixture of nervousness and awe, put off our introduction. Consequently, I began skulking along the passageways, opening and shutting my door with the stealth of a burglar. Marlowe Downs bred "the skulk", I was to learn, in many employees – in my case, in a matter of hours.


  Surprisingly, when the meeting did take place at the end of that first week, I realised Celia was totally oblivious to me and to the fact that I was her underling, supposedly going to be helped by her to assume the role of clinician. It was late in the afternoon and we both happened to be locking up.


  When she didn’t speak, fidgeting at the keyhole to snib her door, I said, ‘Your head… I was there the other day, it must have hurt.’


  She turned, her staccato movement bringing her indignant expression, almost a scowl, towards me. She was trying to make sense of what I was saying, sorting back through the recent past.


  ‘The lecture,’ I added.


  ‘Oh! The blasted screen! World’s worst day, my son rushed off in an ambulance. Suffers haemophilia, a count of two per cent for factor eight. Little mite fell at school. They panic, always call an ambulance. Both of us sitting up to be examined. He loved that, which was the only good thing. Utterly random. That screen…’ she was shaking her head. ‘Did you enjoy the lecture?’


  Her words had shuttled out of her and then stopped abruptly. ‘I did,’ I said belatedly.


  She was struggling to hold a bundle of papers and keep her bag from toppling out of her arms while jiggling the key. I resisted helping. Celia, I had detected even by then, wasn’t at ease with the outstretch of a hand, the offer of assistance.


  ‘Wanted to ask more about treatment.’


  ‘Integrating, realigning. It’s all about the frontal lobe. Getting the child involved with tasks that cause the system to think outside the framework. Refiguring, really. We can see the activity trail so we create a break in that cycle, give the brain other markers. Comfort, quietness, merit, good feelings to attach them to.’


  I nodded as if I was completely with her, still wondering how the therapy was done.


  She was jostling the door, making sure she’d locked it properly.


  ‘I’ve got Simon coming for a session at eleven on Thursday. We can have it in Family Therapy 3 so you can observe.’


  I dutifully went to fish my diary from my bag.


  ‘Tell me tomorrow,’ she responded tersely. ‘Leave a note under my door.’


  She walked awkwardly away towards the centre of the building, her hair kicking up like a mane, the papers threatening to slide from her grip. Still not convinced about her – seeing her as curt, stern, socially inept and a little ditsy – something niggled. As I turned and went in the opposite direction towards an exit at the end of the corridor, I found myself trying to dismantle and, simultaneously, implant the content of what she’d said.


  ELEVEN


  Marlowe Downs had once been a horse stud, after which a bloke named George Marlowe – reduced to ordinariness by his long beard and stalwart face, eyes forward into the camera lens like an early explorer – purchased it and set up an institution for handicapped kids.


  The old house where the disabled kids lived – also portrayed in historic pictures – was eventually knocked down and the present building – a picture of the first brick being laid hung in one of the endless corridors too – had been purpose-built for child psychiatry, or, if you believe the sceptics, child hoodoo-foodoo. The place received this because of endless reports from the community that we performed a dangerous game of pathologising children, often dubbing them with erroneous and unhelpful labels and sending them back out of our castle walls worse off than when they’d arrived. Also – apparently – whenever we could, we were into apportioning blame. The blame, of course, was pinned on mothers.


  As we tried to undo this concept – touting that our cases were unique and complicated – all we managed to do, according to our critics, was back up their claims. Our methodology alone – labelling, sectioning off, medicating – was a crime, they said, especially when most kids had good reason for their troubles: growing up poor, witnessing violence, suffering sexual abuse, and all of this was perpetuated by a lack of good policy, and laws that did not adequately deal with perpetrators. (Psychiatry wasn’t going to help!)


  In fact, the view of those working in the community, in charitable organisations and in foster care, those whose caseloads teemed with kids and adolescents needing our services, was that the only thing going on at Marlowe Downs was the reinforcing of the status quo of children and women as being of zero value. Instead of taking the reality of their situations into account, we were bandaiding, even joining with the oppressor, both individual and state. Added to that, our out-of-date methods were offensive. In short, we were carrying out systemic abuse.


  The subject of our reputation among both government and non-government organisations – not to mention a considerable number of disgruntled parents who saw our shortcomings firsthand – was taboo inside the walls of Marlowe Downs. The clinicians were, according to our PR press club, beyond reproach. With the shutters closed tightly and the walls and roof insulated well, we were to be protected from having to listen and if we did happen to hear, we were to take no notice. As long as it didn’t get into the papers, we could stay out of reach and out of range. But that, in itself, was just another thing the critics were accusing us of.


  So how did I know this? I lived in a world between two worlds. A politically vivid, if not radical, women’s feminist perspective was fed to me via Renny and her peers who worked in the area of domestic violence. They had been perfecting the art of lobbying. To them the tenets of Freud, Jung, Lacan and all who followed in their footsteps, were skewed, and dangerously so. It didn’t help that Anna Freud, Sigmund’s daughter, and other female analysts like Melanie Klein, had become involved. Freud and his cronies should have been hung, drawn and quartered, their theories and following disbanded.


  ‘There are things we don’t accept now,’ was my point to Renny (a point I never succeeded in making, but which I also never gave up on) ‘but that doesn’t mean all of it’s useless.’


  I know why the distrust existed: a lot of bad things have been done in the name of Freud – were done even by the hand of Freud. And Jung, having entered into unethical relations with the women he treated, would be struck from today’s medical registers if he was still practising. But apart from the obvious argument that there’s no point in reading theorists out of the context of their times, it is also true to say that they came up with the most plausible model of an individual’s psyche we have to date.


  This, however, is a spurious discussion. The truth is that many psychiatrists know next to nothing about Freud’s theories; everything is all about the brain these days, as in neurons and synapses and chemical imbalances. Nerve activity. Mental illness really is mental illness, not the fault or fancy of an individual (a wonderful thing for all those who’ve ever been accused of “malingering”). But humans are not simply conglomerations of their hardware. It might be easier if we were, if the mind could be quantified in some physiological computation. And that’s what first caught my attention with regard to Nigel Pathmana-than – excuse me, Doctor Nigel Pathmanathan. From his point of view, life could be perfectly abstracted into an equation. Children were like little machines. If you had a manual and followed the steps, you could fix them.


  TWELVE


  It should be said that I liked the good psychiatrist who was part of the team I was assigned to. Doctor Nigel Pathmanathan was a gentle person. His demeanour meant he was approachable. It was after these first impressions, though, that I began to understand a little of what was going on for him professionally, which I tried, unquestioningly at first, to take at face value.


  The doctor dieted on kinesiology. This crossing of the brain’s hemispheres through activity was the way, according to him, to fix all ills from severe intellectual disability to cerebral palsy, not to mention everything in between. He defended the hours it took to complete the complicated exercise regimes – hours out of a child’s day – and persisted drawing complex diagrams for mothers so they could instruct their children in the art – and it was a kind of art – of performing the routine. Don’t get me wrong: it’s a lovely idea. But this neatly dressed Sri Lankan-born man – unusually tall with a round face and large green eyes and long lashes – was kidding himself. There had been no trials and little clinical opinion to back up his extraordinary claims – a consideration he didn’t seem concerned about. Doctor Nigel Pathmanathan was writing a book about his theories, incomprehensible excerpts of which he willingly handed out for us to read. They made little sense and overlooked many practicalities.


  He talked about being offered a publishing deal. Collectively – there were about twelve people in our team – our blank faces said: You can’t be serious! and, our second thought, The publishers can’t be serious!


  Still, in what became a kind of ritualised response, we’d smile and say it sounded good.


  Added to this, Nigel wrote notes that he regularly delivered into our pigeonholes. He had a habit of putting a smiley face – a circle with dots for eyes and a curve for a mouth – on everything. My immediate reaction to this was that twelve-year-old girls had done it en masse for a couple of years in the early nineties – a fad a whole generation grew out of quickly. The smiley face, however, adorned the page regardless of whether it was a paper discussing the count of Rapid Eye Movement a child suffering night terrors has, or a yellow sticker slapped on the flyer advertising a church meeting.


  And there, since I’ve alluded to it I might as well let another detail fall upon the page: Nigel Pathm-anathan was a born-again Christian – a fundamentalist, in fact.


  In the church Nigel was a member of, recruiting others into the fold wasn’t just encouraged, it was expected. He was required to try to transform those who were tainted – by definition, heathens. His church ignored "disinterest" in Christianity, preferring to call it "waiting". According to Nigel, every disbeliever was waiting in a line outside God’s door, and all it took was for their number to be called and BINGO, they’d want to proceed inside. Nudging the process along, though, Nigel would post notices in our pigeonholes inviting us to hear his local preacher or to gatherings for visiting American evangelists – the sort seen on late-night television.


  ‘While it’s well-known,’ I told Renny in a heartfelt address one evening, ‘that people’s pigeonholes shouldn’t be violated, certainly that nothing should be taken from them, the same cannot be said for what is put inside them.’


  ‘You should say something,’ she said.


  Nigel waggled his head when I approached him. The flyers stopped for two weeks. When they started again the only defence, for a relative newcomer like myself, was to take the path of ignoring them. What else could I do? In a psychiatric setting, psychiatrists are indispensable. Further to that, I was beginning to understand that – often regardless of their merit -psychiatrists wielded significant power. Anyway, there were more serious problems with Nigel Pathmana-than, problems that weren’t so easy to turn the other cheek to. Could there be something to squeeze in beside the kinesiology, the religiosity?


  With his office being three down from mine on the same side of the corridor, I saw many a disgruntled mother leave his room. Red-faced, stormy with umbrage, dragging on her child’s arm – or scuttling away as quickly as possible, ripe with upset and not trusting herself to hold off from bursting into tears – she (collectively) was the one “blamed’” the one our critics were hearing from, and I know there were many more than did complain. I heard about affronts from Nigel, sometimes first-hand. Things such as: If you’re undisciplined, and I can tell you are by your weight, then your child will see you as ineffectual! would drill uncompromisingly into women who were already feeling inadequate. Sotto voce, he would hammer the nail in further with something like: Why would he take notice of someone who watches television all day?


  But even I underestimated his capacity for sideswiping women until a mother complained to me about recommendations he’d made in regard to her child. I asked him openly what he’d been thinking when he’d suggested the father – a man we both knew, a man who’d been violent to the mother – take over the parenting of their son.


  ‘The mother’s unable to discipline the child,’ Nigel said.


  ‘His father’s violent.’


  ‘Only towards her,’ he replied. ‘Not to the boy.’


  It was the tone of his voice, the sureness in it, combined with the fact that I’d chosen an informal setting (in the hallway a few minutes before our team meeting) that stumped me. Never one to carry an arsenal of comebacks, I remained dumbstruck – and left standing alone in the corridor, I felt decidedly ill. The critics were right. I should be better prepared next time; in the future I’d go to his office and flesh out the conversation.


  I don’t remember there being another situation, certainly in those initial months, that gave me such clear grounds to challenge him on this particular issue. I knew that his effrontery was still being played out behind closed doors – it was there in his language when he talked about patients. Undermining women: it went on, and it was something I had to resign my self to.


  Despite this, unable to let it go completely, I always had an ear out, as if waiting on the sidelines to catch him. My eagerness may have alerted him to be more careful – although he never acted as if I was someone to be careful of. Still, either he was subtler after that, or the women were too afraid of upsetting him, because I didn’t hear anything more along those lines, certainly not directly. Perhaps it was a combination of being female and not medically trained, but I was never more than a hillock on an Everest-sized mountain to Nigel.


  Mind you, Nigel wasn’t as powerful in the scheme of things as I’d first imagined. He was just one in a line of puffed-up figureheads at Marlowe Downs vying for ultimate authority.


  THIRTEEN


  Up that rungless ladder was my team leader, Elliot Burton, a man who had moments of brilliance and moments of bust. He was, as some in the organisation described, a cowboy, someone who shoots from the hip. This was a criticism, of course, but to me, in the short-term at least, shooting from anywhere had a charming, if not intellectually stimulating, resonance. At least he was alive and had something to say. And, although some of what he came out with, despite him thinking it brilliant, was just post-feminist (now there’s a fallacy) rhetoric, I still found it attractive and worth listening to.


  Elliot, who moved in frenetic fits of absent-mindedness, would lumber up the corridors as if his limbs might suddenly fly from his torso and continue on without him. He needed all the breadth the wide hallways offered, as he was usually juggling several reams of loose notes, academic papers and journals, as well as assorted bags full of the same. Elliot listened intensely to anyone addressing him, gave merit enthusiastically when it was due and if not, made scathingly accusing responses on the spot – hence the shooting analogy. This applied to worker and service-user alike, even the hoi polloi at the top. He had no time for power mongering and, unlike Nigel, remained clear about what he thought were injustices upon children. At every opportunity he’d leap up to vociferate his opinions, and systemic abuses -especially in government-run services, like schools or child protection – were high on his list.


  ‘Humiliation,’ he’d inure. ‘If they refuse to listen to the client, we’ll take it to the papers, make them feel ashamed.’


  He was the lone, if not largely chaotic, voice inside the place touting rights for individuals. I was impressed but it remained to be seen how much he actually did to ameliorate wrongs. I had been warned that he was bluster without a flame.


  Elliot, like Nigel, was also a writer; however, his results were of considerable quality. With ease he produced long therapeutic letters to clients, often full of complicated compound verbs and circular questions. The best of these were addressed to violent men whose children he was treating for one reason or another. Elliot worked hard to bring these men into the service, to educate them about their behaviour and its effect. I’m not sure how successful he was in his endeavours, but it was impressive that he put in the effort. We needed more of his ilk, more men who were at least speaking up. An occupational therapist by trade – that incarnation having long left him, despite being his ticket into child psychiatry – we had much in common and spoke in a close language when it came to our work. I liked Elliot – his intense and rapid speech, the unafraid way he’d deconstruct a situation by pointing out inconsistencies and power imbalances. It was always good to have someone ready to be a rebel. And although his manner had a sting in it, sometimes closing doors for more meaningful discourse – which is also why others wiser than I called him a cowboy – I’d still opt to have someone to liven up proceedings than not. Added to this, I admit, he saved the egg from falling on my face more than once.


  In this rickety ascent of domination there is one more necessary individual to describe. Anton – or Antwerp as I called him – Pilsner. Antwerp had come from the private sector, specialising in hospital management and integrated systems (whatever they are). He’d been employed by the hospital to use his entrepreneurial skills to turn the preciousness of our ivory tower into a corporate concern, complete with units of measure and customer responsiveness. Antwerp was just the person for the job. You could see it from a hundred paces. He had all the corporate meanness it takes to execute such a thing. And it wasn’t long after his arrival – a little before mine – that the catchcry "bottom line" was being chorused with cheer-squad pomp into our otherwise hierarchically-laden system, which had previously had nothing to do with monetary efficiency. Since when did health, especially mental health, fit between those dictums? Since the modern era began. Academia move over, the burden of fiscal reality is about to take front row.


  Apart from Antwerp being way too slick and smarmy, shallow and dictatorial, and apart from the whole hideous notion of the dollar deciding health outcomes for people, the effect his presence had on the service meant that clinicians had to look at the way they worked. Everything had to be overhauled, streamlined and pared down. Things like waiting lists and throughput indicators needed, in the case of the former, to be reduced, and, in the latter, to be increased. The reality was that clinicians needed to find new ways to be responsive without lowering the quality of service. That was the theory, at any rate. The antidote, or so it had been posed, was to become accessible. Now that sent a shiver down everyone’s vertebrae. Child psychiatry had kept inaccessibility in high regard and would have clearly marked it on a coat of arms if there had been such a thing.


  Along with the state’s other child and adolescent mental health services, at Marlowe Downs thorough examinations, laborious assessments and encumbered processes were the cult of the day. And, now, the board of directors was stamping the hard cold fact of the dollar value onto previously untouchable public programming. The corridors were abuzz. Everyone was loading their carts with suspicions and theories of Big Brother cost cuts and the effects of a government’s leverage that was finally taking hold.


  A newcomer, I sat somewhere in the middle – not on the fence but gladly jumping from side to side. I wanted to soak up as much educational experience as I could from the thickly cushioned brains of the long-term, deeply immersed, analytical practitioners, while at the same time – having come from a position in the country in which I’d been everything to everyone – be as accessible and responsive as I could. I had a great belief in help for all.


  At night, when I got on the tram to head home, I’d almost collapse with the head-spin of this convergence. The day would strike like a hot mix turning to cold hard bitumen. I’d struggle through the crowds in the city and, if I was lucky, find a seat on the number 96 to St Kilda. There, squashed in, I’d feel as if my head had shifted to Angola while my body had stayed on the tram. That’s when the loneliness and regret of a failed marriage would return. Any failed marriage, even the most horrendous, has a lingering sadness. Difficult to account for or not, there’s a malaise. And, sometimes, I felt so submerged and alone without Marcus, that the weight of things seemed suffocating. I missed him especially before and immediately after my weekends with him, which were still occurring at a rate of two out of three.


  At the end of the agreed weeks, Renny and I would travel back to have him. We had negotiated to pay my friend Ange a reduced amount of rent for the use of two rooms and a bathroom at the back of her large house. As things went, while not ideal, we managed to create some sense of normality for Marcus and maintain some privacy for ourselves. It couldn’t go on forever but until Dave and I could sort out a settlement, it would have to do. ‘These things take time,’ I told Renny, who would have preferred we had our own place. ‘These things take time.’


  Returning from these weekends, the memory of his spindly clinging monkey body, his smiling requests and his gurgling laugh planted in me, there would begin a process of tearing away, as, in painfully slow increments, the images and sensations dissolved.


  It wasn’t that I didn’t love Renny. I’ve never not loved her. But in those early days of work, coming home amidst a flock of people rushing to their own piece of privacy, I felt like a displaced person. The crowd, its uncaring throb, only increased the feeling. Renny, who worked much closer to home, would be waiting for me at the tram stop or sitting at a bar we used to drink in regularly. She was always so positive and I would arrive like a scared cat, misery and wretchedness rising in me. I wanted to be better for her, but something else always emerged. I would well up with tears of sadness and exhaustion. I particularly cried if she made me laugh. I was prone to anguish and an act of tenderness from her was enough to open all sorts of cathartic outpourings. Alcohol was the good oil for this and we’d often walk home, her carrying my satchel over one shoulder and me under the other, a pain the size of a small country for Marcus lodged in my heart.


  I was waiting, without knowing how long it would take, to feel better.


  FOURTEEN


  I ‘ve come to think there’s a protective mechanism in humans that – excluding traumatic events – causes us to remember things in a more positive light than was actually the case. In some instances we completely erase sourness from our recall. In keeping with this, certain incidents that occurred prior to our moving to the city seemed to have passed out of my consciousness. These were things I needed to remember when I was blaming myself for deserting Marcus.


  Renny, a memory like an elephant, would tell me in soft tones what some of those things were. One rose in my mind with clarity. It had made our leaving undeniably necessary.


  The precursor to the actual event had occurred when Renny and I went to a pub one evening in what was, for the town, quite a big night. A friend had organised a band from the city to play. I even remember the band’s name: the Jaynes. They were an energetic band, fun, but the atmosphere lacked a little depth charge and consequently Renny and I started to have our own depth charges at the bar. The atmosphere improved and so did our mood. We kissed. I don’t think it was too much of a kiss, but then I was on the inside of it, not the outside.


  However, when I’d gone to pick Marcus up from gymnastics at the end of the week, Dave met me outside, prickly with the news of it.


  ‘I want to talk to you about last Saturday night.’ His lips were drawn back as if he was a father about to deliver an unpleasant but necessary communique with a wayward child. Cars were pulling into the car park and sneakers were twisting noisily on the concrete path around us. I, not wanting to get too close, had my head perched forward in an exaggerated act of paying attention. I was balanced in the stance of sarcastic listener, perhaps thinking that if he wanted to talk, looking at me may have quelled the inclination. But – like many other things – I was wrong.


  ‘You were seen at the pub, Renny’s tongue stuck down your throat.’


  ‘Who said that?’ Deflection, Margaret Thatcher style.


  ‘It’s not important who said it.’


  ‘Yes it is.’


  ‘Well, I’m not saying.’


  ‘I bet they wouldn’t have commented if we’d been heterosexual.’


  ‘That’s not the point.’


  ‘It’s certainly my point.’


  ‘You’ve got to understand,’ Dave said, ‘this is Marcus’s and my town. We live here.’


  ‘I live here too!’


  ‘Everybody saw it!’


  ‘We’re adults. We were in a pub, for God’s sake.’


  ‘Have some consideration.’


  ‘For what? The fact you’ve just told me this is your town, as if all lesbians should be moved on so you can walk around without fear of bumping into one?’ (I’m prone to ebullient speeches if I’m stressed. My mother has the same tendency, and, although I haven’t consciously followed in her footsteps, I’m not exempt, unfortunately, from doing just that.)


  ‘I’m just relaying what they said. That it was gross, over the top.’


  I shrugged challengingly, looking at him nonplussed. ‘I don’t know what you want me to do about that. What do you want me to do?’


  In the time he took to construct an answer, I’d already stepped around him, my eyes burning with upset. I strode towards the hall to collect Marcus, where his little legs were taking him over an obstacle course of equipment. While he was finishing, my blood pressure rose in direct correlation to the effort required in pushing my umbrage down. My sharp call gave him a message of urgency. We shunted out of the hall, my hand sternly gripped around his, his little legs running to keep up.


  On hearing this story, Renny, as I’d predicted, was furious. With Marcus tucked up in bed, she’d paced.


  ‘Hippies. More bigoted than a bunch of conservatives. Backward, pathetic men with long hair in pony-tails. This town! I can’t stand it.’


  The escape to Melbourne had been made six weeks later. Renny and my relationship would never have lasted if we’d stayed. It wasn’t just in Dave’s mind anymore, it had been put in mine: the town had become his.


  FIFTEEN


  Renny’s memories weren’t all in regard to excusing me. Some were told as a way to point out my flaws – in particular, my inability to get on with things. She wanted me to be realistic about life, to take responsibility for my tendency to want to hold on. She reminded me of something that had occurred six weeks or so after Dave and I had separated, and of which I’m deeply ashamed.


  In an amalgam of horror and depression in the early hours of a long and feverish night, I’d rung Dave. He informed me I’d woken him from the first restful sleep he’d had since I’d gone. I apologised for this amongst flurries of tears and recriminations, blathering on about how I thought I’d made a mistake. He was calm, cut off. He told me to call him the next day if I still felt the same way.


  In the morning, under the steely light of a cloud-ridden sky, I knew that madness had gripped me in those dark hours. I was struck by my stupidity and lack of strength. Regret swarmed in me like locusts on a wheat field. There was no way I could go back to Dave.


  I confessed the phone call to Renny. She was hurt, furiously hurt. I was making the ground heave for all of us. I crawled under my doona to nurse my guilt. It didn’t help. My face ruined, I surfaced with my hands, if not covered in blood, then certainly sticky from all my snuffling. It took me two weeks to convince her I hadn’t meant it, that making the phone call to him had been a mistake. Renny, ever practical and learning a harsh lesson about me – a tendency towards doubt that kind people call self-reflection – said we should live together so that this wouldn’t happen again. It was the beginning of autumn and we’d known each other for four months. Since I was living in Ange’s house full-time then I had to ask her if she’d mind if Renny moved in. Renny would have to travel back and forth for work, but between us, we’d been travelling up and down the highway almost every day anyway. As for Ange, she was happy to have the company and the extra cash.


  Renny shifted on a cold morning when the wind was lashing about. Despite her mattress having been secured on the back of her load, somehow it flew off. We laughed with a kind of fatal bemusement, hoping it hadn’t landed on the windscreen of another car.


  Even though we looked for that mattress every time we drove along the highway, we never saw it. It had disappeared into the murky, fetid, whipped-up air and remains a mystery to this very day.


  SIXTEEN


  To find a friend at Marlowe Downs was more than a stroke of luck, it was a celestial experience. When I first saw him, James was standing in the courtyard just outside the staff kitchen window where I stood making a coffee. His round Phil Collins features nodded at Elliot who towered over him, swamping him with his excited, jagged speech. Watching them with half an eye as I pushed on the coffee plunger, I could tell I was going to like this guy. He was dressed in plaid pants and an olive green shirt that changed colours when he twisted or laughed, showing a tinge of magenta, then shades of steel blue. His hair was cropped closely to his scalp and he wore jewellery, chunky silver rings and leather bands around his wrists. To be truthful, I think it was his teeth – straight, gaps between each, stains from black coffee and cigarettes marking them – that convinced me about him. Those stains were a suggestion of rebelliousness in a land of conformity. Even eccentricity was a kind of tradition at Marlowe Downs, but a jewelled man with stained teeth? That definitely was not a typical occurrence.


  ‘Hi!’ I said, walking through the open door, squinting into an ill-defined sun.


  ‘Oh, Monty.’ (Elliot, doing his bit.) ‘This is James. New psychologist. This is Monty, full-of-guts-and-knowledge Monty from the country.’


  ‘Hi,’ I repeated as we shook hands, Elliot’s reference to the country, and the “full of guts” thing, resonating in me with mild irritation.


  ‘Congratulations,’ I said. ‘Welcome to MeadowLea.’ (This was actually Renny’s joke, and technically a steal.)


  James laughed.


  ‘Thank goodness for polyunsaturates,’ Elliot chipped in, his hands deep in his college professor pants as if he really might have a couple of six-shooters hidden there.


  ‘Which team are you in?’ James asked, a generous grin still hugging his face.


  ‘Same as yours,’ I widened my eyes. (News of his arrival had already been announced.)


  ‘Feel like a school kid,’ he said.


  We both laughed.


  James’s office was on the opposite side of the building to mine, past an internal courtyard where a fernery was home to two tortoises and many goldfish. I enjoyed walking through the place to visit him. It was like going on a small trip, especially when I had a new destination – somewhere other than the kitchen – to go. Depending on my mood, I’d either wing along the corridors or slink around them clandestinely trying to avoid the long breath that would be needed to supply answers of this and that – requests, which invariably meant more work in an already busy schedule. It, the slinking, always reminded me of TS Eliot.


  And indeed there will be time


  For the yellow smoke that slides along the streets


  Rubbing its back along the window-panes;


  There will be time, there will be time


  Those words. I’d repeat them endlessly. Always in those corridors. I wasn’t even sure what they were about but to me they seemed about breathing. I guess they kept drawing me along, helped to protect me.


  See? Even I was becoming eccentric.


  James was fastidious, his room so tidy it was a mirage of itself. His files were to envy. While mine were piled in nasty towers outside my filing cabinet, his sat beautifully, well behaved and up-to-date, in the sleeves allotted to them.


  ‘You’re obsessive,’ I scolded him one night after I’d crossed the labyrinth to talk him into doing a cognitive test on a kid I thought had Asperger’s. (Trying to rouse a psychologist was like trying to wake sleeping beauty without a prince on hand.)


  ‘I like it neat.’ He didn’t move from his desk where a slim file sat open, his hand poised to continue.


  ‘My office is like an upturned ship compared to this.’


  He laughed. ‘So long as you remember to jump before it goes down.’ He finished his note, swinging his hand in a signature below it.


  ‘Yeah.’ I was walking around, looking at his displays of plastic dinosaurs, animals carefully placed.


  ‘So, how long’s it been?’ I asked.


  ‘Three and a half months.’


  ‘Passed your probation.’ I grinned at him.


  ‘No one’s said anything.’


  ‘If there’d been a problem, you’d know. Mind, we should be asking if you’ve got a problem with us?’


  ‘Only problem is Nigel.’ James was tapping his pen on the file he’d just noted something in. ‘He told this kid’s mother that her son found her annoying and the way he could tell was because he found her annoying.’


  My mouth fell open. For a minute I held back and then, ‘How has he gotten away with being himself for so long?’


  ‘Does anyone ever challenge him?’


  ‘Elliot has attempted. But like un-detonated missiles his comments sail over Nigel’s head. Everyone else seems inoculated against him.’


  James laughed.


  ‘Seriously. It’s like the place has created a completely separate set of social norms just for him.’


  ‘He’s in a powerful position.’


  ‘Power the organisation has willingly handed him.’ I sat heavily in one of his armchairs. ‘The whole thing’s weird. At one end of the stethoscope he does exactly what I ask. Follows my instructions or impressions about a family to the letter, which doesn’t necessarily make me feel confident. And at the other…’ I shake my head. ‘It’s like he’s a compliant, necessary evil.’


  ‘But exactly how evil?’ James said. ‘That’s the question.’


  ‘He’s got that Christian thing. You know, always smiling and nice even when he’s thinking condescending, judgemental things.’


  ‘God-lover. Send me to hell any day.’


  ‘They’re not going to take you in hell!’ I said. ‘Your neatness, it wouldn’t be tolerated.’


  James was the one person I could talk to on that level. Two frogs amongst toads, or, of course, the other way around. The best thing was to share a client. Words were the enemy in Marlowe Downs and when you came across someone who spoke clearly and precisely, or, even better, if they spoke in your vernacular, it saved hours of tedious barking-up-the-wrong-tree. James and I would go on a hunt for what we thought might be the thread, the key, the computation of what was going on for a kid, while a considerable few would kill any enthusiasm or outside possibilities by wanting to dissect everything you meant when you said things like: The child is protecting herself against sadness, or, The child’s omnipotence has taken a road that leads south. Even worse, others actually passed over completely central and crucial points to laboriously concentrate on something unimportant, such as wanting to investigate the type of laundry detergent being used at home if the kid was bedwetting.


  James and I made an alliance without ever naming it. We bitched, we debriefed and we unofficially supervised each other. When James ran testing for me I’d repay him by seeing the mums of some of his kids. Although we probably didn’t share any more work with one another than we shared with others, it was always easier than alternate collaborations I entered into. In work and play our friendship was like a shining light on a very dull horizon.


  SEVENTEEN


  It would be nice to think that in the aftermath of separation the things people said and did could be excused as emotional flotsam, that the thoughtless comments meted out in the grief of having lost something – even if you’d been the one to drop the bundle – could be forgiven. And, while it’s true that some of the incidents between Dave and I fell into that category and were allowed to drift away without bitterness, there were others that never receded from our minds. It was these events that informed a new history between us – a history that became instrumental, one way or the other, in every future negotiation.


  The first of these post-marital betrayals was magnified by the element of surprise and, in hindsight, fuelled by the underlying, unspoken argument of control. Despite the phone calls and trips to see Marcus, I discovered that when it came to him I was experiencing a severe lack of power. There was no getting away from a certain reality: one parent suffers when the other has the child living with them. Knowing a child’s day-to-day routine, their school programs, concerts, extra activities and general struggles is parenting and when one parent is deprived of that it translates into grief and estrangement.


  I could have done more to push against this: been more chummy, for example, or entered into longer and friendlier discourses with Dave. But it wasn’t just that I chose not to; I found I was having difficulty sustaining any conversation, let alone long ones, despite this being what Dave seemed to want. The problem was that whenever I tried, he would become tediously circular, talking in platitudes. I simply didn’t have the energy or the fortitude to engage. Instead, I led myself down a path of withdrawal rather than be the recipient of a spool of unnecessary chatter. Any reasonable relationship was dying through an over supply of gratuitousness. He still acted as head of the family, even though there wasn’t any family. Renny had another label for it: passive aggression. I couldn’t fully come at that, however. Despite everything, I didn’t want to think I’d been married to a dud.


  To try to make up for some of this and to give Marcus an experience he wouldn’t forget, I decided to take him on a trip and, since I wanted it to be special, I made a list of destinations. Fiji, where children were loved, New Zealand, more expensive and perhaps not so much fun for a kid, or Bali – a Bali that was a cinch after other long trips to far stranger lands, trips I’d shared with Dave. Yes, Bali seemed like the go. A week only, I said to myself, to explore the island. A hut on the beach, away from Kuta and the throng of tourists. I made plans, picked up passport acquisition forms and spoke to Dave on the phone, his normal pressed-surprise echoing into the receiver. ‘Oh, okay, I guess it would be cheap.’ (Was he thinking of me?) There was nothing that I took to be negative. Nothing I thought he objected to.


  ‘Just need you to sign the passport forms. I’ll put them in the mail, pick them up next week when I’m down.’


  Renny and I, having had Marcus for the weekend, dropped him off at school and drove to Dave’s. I know, by then, we must have worked hard to get things patched up after the kissing debacle and other disagreements because Renny came with me and we were all being very civil to one another. Dave showed us through the house he’d just bought, was half pulling down, going to begin renovations on.


  I remember actually feeling light, literally, because the three of us were behaving the way adults should; we were speaking, even complimenting one another. After fifteen minutes or so we wandered back up the driveway towards the road.


  ‘Oh, the form?’ I said.


  ‘Geez, nearly forgot.’


  Dave turned and, whistling People Are Strange by The Doors, he sauntered off towards the house.


  Renny and I bowed our heads. I swung my foot across the pavement in a self-conscious movement, wanting and, at the same moment, not wanting to know what she thought. When she raised her eyebrows at me and smiled, I knew she wasn’t thinking much, which was also a promising sign to me.


  Dave came out waving the form good-heartedly.


  We made friendly, relieved goodbyes and hopped into our car to head back to Melbourne.


  ‘For a minute,’ I said, ‘I thought he wasn’t going to have it done.’


  ‘You should check, make sure.’


  ‘You think?’


  ‘Course.’


  Renny had travelled one block northwards and was negotiating a right-hand turn around a roundabout as I pulled the papers back out of the glove box.


  It was the oddest thing to see them not signed. How could Dave have followed through with a charade like that? How could he have changed that much? ‘They’re not signed,’ I said, ashen voiced, the papers quivering as incomprehension reached my nerve endings.


  ‘We’re going back.’ She pulled on the steering wheel.


  Dave was yanking debris from the lawn at the front of the house. Renny pulled up beside him.


  ‘You didn’t sign them,’ I said, piling out of the car.


  He stood up, looking supercilious with surprise. ‘Oh, I never said I’d sign them.’


  ‘You never said you wouldn’t!’


  Ah… no.’


  ‘You’re not going to let him go?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘I don’t have to have a reason.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘That’s typical,’ Renny said, out of the car as well, calling from across the bonnet, all peace exploding. ‘He’s not going to help you, Monty. You might as well face it, he’s never going to help you.’


  I eyed Dave. ‘You’re saying this to me for real. You’re not going to let Marcus come away with me?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Is it no or yes?’


  ‘He’s not going.’


  I got in the car, slammed my door shut.


  Renny mouthed a few more expletives before getting in too and taking off. I burst into hysterical sobs – the mood, I thought venomously, he wanted to reduce me to. When I finally sobered, swallowing my failed attempts to execute the trip – my reflection staring back at me in despair from the grubby glass of the car window – we drove home in stony silence.


  EIGHTEEN


  With the possibility of an overseas holiday obliterated, I was determined that the two of us still needed to go away, as much for the memory of a journey that only involved him and me as for any other reason. I decided on Alice Springs, a camping tour to Uluru, Kata Tjuta and Kings Canyon. Dave can’t stop me taking Marcus there, I thought. I swallowed my pride. I needed Dave to drive Marcus halfway to Melbourne, so that I wouldn’t have to do the round trip. I tried again to have a decent conversation with Dave about where and when to rendezvous.


  ‘Eventually he’ll be old enough to travel on the train,’ I said, coming up with a bridging comment.


  ‘Alright.’


  We agreed on a time and place.


  ‘Have you written it down?’ I asked him, wanting desperately for this arrangement to work without a hitch.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘I’m sorry, Dave, to ask. But just to be sure, can you read it back to me?’


  He did. When the day came and I was sitting at the allotted spot waiting and waiting, that’s all I could think about, the fact he’d read it out to me. I used my phone and couldn’t raise anyone. Finally, after an hour had passed, I reached a mutual friend. She had no idea where he could be, of course, and I hung up delirious with what I should do. Our plane left at eight the next morning. If I didn’t have Marcus with me, what was the point of going: fares, accommodation, an Adventure Tour would all amount to nothing at very great cost to me. Stockpiling behind my annoyance was the energy it had taken to organise the trip, not to mention the insult at not going to Bali.


  I sat, a demented agitation flowering in me. I couldn’t ring Renny; it was too much to hear her fury at him from a place where she couldn’t assist. When finally he turned up, distrust had pushed infuriation to boiling point in me. He, his new partner, Sue, and Marcus, strolled up the footpath as if they were on their way to a Sunday market. Leaping from my car, I probably became my most pitiful, my own worst nightmare. I was about to fulfil every stereotypical picture of a bitch.


  ‘You’ve done this on purpose,’ I accused him.


  ‘We’re only twenty minutes late,’ he said, unperturbed at my upset.


  ‘You’re an hour and a half late. I’ve been sitting here thinking you weren’t coming. What would I have done then?’


  His girlfriend had the gall to laugh at me.


  ‘Don’t you fucking laugh at me,’ I said to her, mean-eyed. ‘How dare you.’


  I took Marcus by the hand, ripped the small bag Dave had packed for him from Dave’s hand, and turned on my heels. I can still feel the spleen I felt that day, like the uptake of a lethal injection.


  I tried to calm down, for Marcus’s sake. We were off on a holiday – which was, I might add, a very memorable one.


  When we got back to St Kilda and he was tucked up in bed, I felt the unmistakeable severity of the incident. Miffed, I tried to work out what Dave wanted from me. But the more I looked into it the less I could decipher. Perhaps, I thought, I should ask myself what I want from him. But whether it was because I didn’t have the energy or the intelligence, I never got further with my questions. I did realise that all I cared about was how everything fitted for Marcus and from that point onwards, I promised myself, things would change. I would only be concerned about him.


  Still, promises aside, contemplation doesn’t ride away easily. Over the next few months I found myself shaking my head, signalling that I’d arrived at a spot that delivered no joy. Ugly frustration brooded in me. I wondered if the semblance of my life was ever going to coalesce to a point in which I could be, if not proud, then satisfied. A slow-setting despondency lowered itself around me. I felt that the mould had been made, the dye cast, and this was going to be the way of the future. Disillusionment was in construction mode, building me into a corner. I thought I’d asked all the big questions by now, but they only seemed to be coming more thickly towards me. No matter how much people change, I told myself, how much they move on in life, they should be able to keep certain things composed, and in this I had failed.


  I wondered a lot about meaning – what is there if not family? – and to be left with hate – even worse, to harbour a lack of respect – was only going to eat into me. There seemed no way to find a medium, no way to strike a halfway point. To wait for an epiphany in oneself is absurd, to wait for an epiphany in others and to hope that it will occur at the same time, is verging on the impossible. I would have to be satisfied, for the moment – and perhaps forever – that there would never be anything better for Dave and I. Things, after all, seemed to have solidified.


  NINETEEN


  There were, however, things that took me away from my personal quandaries. I found Elliot one morning hovering outside my door. It was six months or so after I’d started at Marlowe Downs. He looked unusually unburdened, while I carried a variety of accessories including two bags, the contents of my pigeonhole and the last of a coffee, all of which I was juggling in an attempt to extract keys from my jacket pocket.


  ‘Here, let me.’ Elliot came towards me, his arms outstretched with the offer.


  ‘Oh, it’s all a bit disorganised,’ I said, smiling, beginning to shed my baggage onto the carpet while kneeling over my satchel to rummage through it.


  ‘Don’t know why I’ve got so much stuff,’ I said. ‘An ox in the Chinese horoscope. Must be that.’


  ‘I’m the year of the horse. Does that mean I’ve got the cavalry on my back?’


  I found my keys in the front pocket of my bag. I smiled belatedly, huffed a laugh. ‘Please, come in.’


  My office, which just yesterday I had fortuitously made neat, was alive with colour and display. As Elliot was a man with even more paper piles than me he was exceedingly impressed and, taking in the children’s drawings, the little city a client had built from blocks, the array of puppets sitting up open-faced and ready for a day’s work of hard play, he complimented me on its fullness and inviting feel.


  ‘Thanks,’ I said, not showing how chuffed I was.


  ‘I’m on a mission.’ He rubbed his big hands together. Elliot loved dramatics, and, now, he looked as if he was about to seal a business deal. ‘Decay is upon us.’


  ‘Oh? How do you mean?’ I took a last sip of my coffee and threw the cup into the bin. I had to draw my eyes away from my wad of phone messages that often meant the difference between a hectic day and a decent one, to show interest.


  ‘The northwest team are sinking, on a road to obliteration, to major collapse. Anton (Elliot wasn’t in the know about using the name Antwerp) has asked me to do a patch and repair job.’


  Elliot’s way of talking was so convoluted I couldn’t always be sure what he was getting at.


  ‘A deployment,’ I said, catching what he meant in the last second and willing to play along.


  ‘Yes, although secondment sounds better.’


  Elliot liked to crack jokes himself, but, if someone else did, he would, more likely than not, butt them out.


  ‘So, you’re happy to go?’ I asked, aware of Elliot’s suspicions of Antwerp, based on their opposing political views. Elliot was a leftwing radical compared to Anton, whose glowing view of global economics and blatant adherence to capitalism put him into a category so far to the right that, metaphorically speaking, his desk was sitting somewhere in the Indian Ocean.


  ‘I am if you’ll be team leader while I’m gone.’


  You could have sideswiped me and I wouldn’t have noticed, such was the state of my astonishment at this.


  ‘I haven’t been here very long.’


  ‘Anton’s got this thing about you.’


  I frowned, probably too intently.


  ‘Nothing untoward.’


  ‘No, I know,’ I said tacitly, ‘I’m just amazed.’


  ‘You stand out. You’re not afraid to try things differently, to get out of the building, create working relationships with schools, to network. What do you think?’


  I leant back on my desk, propped there for a minute, trying to run through the possible catches. When I came up with nothing, I shrugged.


  ‘Yeah, sure, why not? Get to see from a closer range how the wheel of the mighty machine turns.’


  ‘I’ll get Carmen to draw up a contract.’ Carmen was the team’s secretary.


  ‘It’s as easy as that?’


  ‘Because you’re only acting. It’s not permanent.’


  I nodded.


  ‘You’re still accountable,’ he said.


  I laughed. ‘Oh, well, in that case I can’t possibly—’


  ‘Come on, it’s a branch stacking operation, the vital shaking up of the organisation. It’s going to be fun.’


  ‘I was joking. I know I’ll be accountable.’


  Relieved, he smiled and shook my hand as if he’d delivered a major change for the wellbeing of children all over the world. I was left wondering what this new path of power would bring. Had I been too hasty to agree to it?


  That night when I told Renny, her strength folding around me in congratulations, she said she wasn’t surprised at all. There were, however, things to consider. Was I over-committing myself?


  ‘With the weekends we have Marcus,’ she said, ‘and our fulltime jobs, where’s the time for us? My lot is the thin end of the wedge. In fact, it’s past that, I get only the very tip of you.’


  This was not a joke. I bowed my head, feeling heavy, caught between responsibility and… responsibility. Work, in some ways, compared to the maze, was far more straightforward. But then, as I’ve found out, complexity isn’t a set proposition of intersecting derivatives. It’s more like a life form that can be working perfectly well one day and after a simple change in its environment, descend into an array of unworkable parts the next.


  There was no room for not taking note. I had to be careful.


  TWENTY


  In any organisation climbing the ladder is not always the best way to learn about core business. Besides, snakes are attracted to those ladders.


  Antwerp saw me in the corridor a few days after Elliot had talked to me. I was rushing to pick up keys for an office car to take me west of west, Werribee – the suburb which was the rather unenviable location of Melbourne’s sewerage treatment farms, a suburb, nonetheless, that now boasted the fastest growing housing boom in the city’s sprawl. I turned the corner around the wide dark corridor. It was approaching thirty-eight degrees outside and the blinds were drawn as an offensive against the heat. Our leader was coming towards me in a dark baggy suit that gave the impression he was floating, as if his angular body was a coathanger, the suit dangling from it. Beside him was Bernadette Granger, the principal of the Marlowe Downs special school.


  ‘Monty,’ he nodded, between playing niceties with tall, skirt-suited Bernadette.


  ‘Anton, Bern.’ I smiled.


  ‘Monty,’ Bernadette said warmly, smiling her huge teeth at me. She hadn’t been in the position long herself and, being at the beginning of her tenure, she was shining with the kind of happiness people have when they recognise someone from a large staff group.


  ‘Got the nod about you from Elliot,’ Antwerp said, more with the timing of an afterthought, the lilt of a subversive deal, than anything genuine. Antwerp was the sort of man who spoke in pleasantries unless he was unhappy and then you’d get some straightforward nasties from him, nothing softening. Unlike Elliot, his language was plain, but they shared the trait of being hard to follow. I was never quite sure what he was getting at, what he really meant.


  ‘Yes.’ (Since I’d already walked past them I had to turn around.) ‘Glad of the opportunity.’


  ‘We’re grafting some very good buds onto the tree.’


  My eyes slid to take in Bernadette, who was smiling even more widely at him.


  ‘Formula one, we’re going for, formula one,’ she said.


  I dipped my head probably for the second time. ‘I’ll see you then.’


  ‘In the think tank.’


  I spun away on my heels, wondering if he hadn’t, in fact, been headhunted from one of the big car dealerships and not the hospital system at all. When I turned up at the managers’ meeting the following Wednesday morning I had to make sure I’d rid myself of the smile on my face. I needn’t have worried, it was so easily and deeply lost once I got there that I thought it might be totally irretrievable. The proceedings were nothing like fun.


  Anton – I had to go back to calling him by his proper name because I feared I would slip up and call him Antwerp for real – began the meeting by announcing he had just had confirmation we’d failed the accreditation process and the panel (comprised of important public servants) would be back in six months to give us one last chance to prove ourselves.


  ‘Otherwise?’ someone asked. Everyone laughed mirthfully and then, faultlessly serious, they looked back at Anton to continue. I didn’t have the guts to ask the question again or to inquire as to what they were laughing at. He ran through the categories, calling out our results as if we were children. It was mind-boggling. The jargon of the categories was enough to ensure a fiasco. Things such as: State of safety net between differential diagnoses and direct treatment of an individual in the case of wrongful diagnosis due to lack of team consolidation and online management consultation. After each subheading he would read out our score, which seemed to be divided into four quarters but added up to a total of ten points. Anton only got through one tenth of one category, after which, clearly losing interest, he became tongue-tied and couldn’t read further for stumbling. He began to summarise in clipped precision.


  Broadly speaking, the problems fell under three major headings. Firstly and most onerously: our files. Not just our filing system, although that was in need of some sorting, but our assessments, file notes, the order we kept the notes in, even the handwriting – it was all in need of improvement. Secondly and more serious for others because our team had the best results for this, were our waiting lists and throughput tallies. Some teams had wait times of up to six months and the number of people being seen in some teams was extremely low. (I could see Elliot from the corner of my eye, nodding at this. I could also tell by the way he sat up with a biting, alert look on his face that this must have pertained particularly to his team. I imagined that, under his expression, he was saying to himself: I’ll turn the wreck of a team I’ve inherited around, I’m really a hero under all the other personas I have?) And thirdly: our lack of oomph. This, without putting too fine a point on things – another tendency of Anton’s was to give you a feel for things and let the detail emerge – referred to our incapacity to engage with the outside world.


  ‘Finally, people,’ he said, ‘I’ve come up with a new name for the place. SKY-Hooks.’ He wrote the name on a large whiteboard behind him. SERVICES FOR KIDS AND YOUTH – HEALTH OUTLOOKS.


  Could be worse, I thought, nodding as I considered the name. And then I became aware of the reaction of the others in the room who clearly weren’t going to be so generous. My eyes shifted. I wondered what the customary “get fucked” angle was around here and then immediately, I had the feeling I was about to find out.


  ‘I’m concerned about a few things, Anton.’ All heads swivelled to Deborah Armata, a woman who had an unsettling habit of clearing her throat every three minutes – more if she was speaking. After some rhetoric about accreditation and how careful we had to be of not letting the tail wag the dog, Deborah went on to say she was very concerned about the devolution of the powerful and resonating therapy we offered here at Marlowe Downs. She went on to point out that it could only be reached by the deep and laborious probing of analytical frameworks, and should not be forsaken for the sake of glossy widespread appeal. This dissertation went on and I began to realise the reality of what I’d put my hand up for. Deborah – along with some of the others I recognised from the hallways and the staff lounge – was the sort of person I’d probably avoid in normal circumstances.


  Anton, however, was an expert at dealing with exactly this sort of person. Deborah’s verbose and didactic manner was Anton’s ticket to salvation. By being silent he allowed her to bore everyone into a petrified state and hang herself at the same time.


  ‘Marlowe Downs is in trouble,’ Deborah’s voice ground on, ‘that much is clear. What we have to do (chafing of throat like a saw to bitumen) is to make sure we don’t take the old growth trees from the wood while we’re simply trying to clear the undergrowth.’


  My mouth dropped open, not only because of the terrible clichés she was using, but because I could suddenly see the road ahead, and it was paved with consternation. Deborah alone would drive me senseless.


  Elliot weighed in on the argument. He at least had a suggestion: to create a rapid referral and response process that he would be happy to write up and bring to the meeting in a fortnight’s time. Then the clinical head of psychiatry, Dr Albert Musgrove, who had one office at Marlowe Downs and another at the hospital, spoke with authority about creating a new assessment pro-forma.


  ‘Also,’ he said, ‘we will be setting up mock audits on randomly chosen files from personal filing cabinets and from the file archives so we’re ready. And,’ he concluded, ‘I like the idea, Elliot.’ While they were scratching each other’s backs the rest of us were repeating to ourselves what we thought we’d heard. Random audits – now that was a bombshell, and the room had visibly stiffened. My mind went to James and the ease with which his files would pass muster. From the look on other people’s faces, he was not just unusual to me, he was a freak amongst many.


  ‘I want to instil amongst all of you,’ Anton squared up, ‘that enthusiasm is a necessary ingredient for success. Oomph is what’s required. Oomph and an eye for detail. No half-hackneyed processes will happen on my watch. We’re going forward at full steam.’


  Deborah went to open her mouth, a sharp clearing of the throat punctuating the beginnings of her first word like an inverted comma. Anton put up his hand – halfway between a stop sign and a wave.


  ‘Thanks, that’s all folks.’


  I had the strange sensation of having been in a propaganda session with a smiling despot. Damn the public system: services needed to be incorporated and privatised. They needed to be made viable. The words “bottom line” had finally jumped the chasm into the public domain. We were a business and as a business we were to tighten our belts, give more for less, cut corners without losing quality and promote our successes, not our failures. We were, in essence, to adopt a competitive edge.


  TWENTY-ONE


  I was determined to pay a visit to Marcus’s new school. Since Dave had moved from the country house we’d lived in and was now in town, Marcus’s small rural school had been too far away for him to keep going to. ‘The school in town is bigger,’ Dave had told me. ‘He’ll have more stimulation, greater choice. It’ll be good for him.’


  Marcus hated the idea of changing schools but, understanding not to push against life too much, he accepted it with stoicism. It helped that he was going to be put in the same class as Mia, who he’d known for years, her mother and I having been good friends. I rang the school. Renny and I were to visit on a Friday morning.


  The school was on the main street, his classroom a small portable at the back right corner of the property. The teacher met us at the door. Marcus was standing at the large low desk where he’d been seated beside Mia, excitement making him outwardly shake.


  At first we didn’t notice anything untoward or unusual. ‘Marcus is an angel,’ the teacher said, pushing her large glasses over the bridge of her nose. ‘He and Mia, they’re both angels.’


  Marcus had seated himself again when I looked back – the model child, re-engaged with his drawing. Renny and I made our way between the furniture and children who were sitting at various angles, some at their tables, others not.


  ‘That looks good,’ I said, pulling a small chair into a spot that allowed me to see his work. As I marvelled at his determined concentration for the task, his drawing with its mountain and grassy foreground well formed, I saw a large child move about clumsily, holding his chair against his bottom as he did so.


  ‘Nathan!’ The teacher’s shrill voice cut a sharp, reedy tenor across the room. Renny and I exchanged a look that galvanised our simultaneous feeling of uncertainty.


  As we tried to ignore what had just happened, and have as normal a visit as possible with Marcus, the chaos grew so that at one stage the same boy got into a kicking match with another and, missing the kid’s leg, sank a boot into Renny’s calf. HEY!’ she yelled from reflex. ‘Excuse me!’ She sounded fierce and the kid paused, half defiant, half unsure.


  The teacher’s voice skirled. ‘Nathan, go to your seat.’ Nathan made a few steps towards another table. Renny rubbed her leg, squaring her eyes at me. The teacher was attending to the other boy, the victim, by bending over him, saying something we couldn’t hear, something tender. Both Mia and Marcus, finishing their drawings, saying things every so often about what they were doing, seemed, incredibly, to be oblivious to what was going on. Taking shape, his snow-capped mountain with fire coming out of it – Krakatoa perhaps? – was absolutely absorbing him. In fact, both of them seemed unfazed at the outburst that had gone on not six feet away. I concluded that they must be used to it. The second boy, having wormed out from under the teacher’s bent frame, screwed his drawing up and threw it across at Nathan, who responded by aiming a pencil like a dart back at the kid.


  I couldn’t help but call out, one hand clamping my mouth a moment after the word had escaped. ‘Woah!’ I had also raised my finger to the child, frowning. This was outrageous behaviour, and any sympathy I’d had for the teacher was quickly falling away – she was clearly out of her depth. Both Renny and I were unable to draw our eyes away from the other children for fear of what they’d do. They were only a small class of perhaps fifteen, but even so, the teacher dealt with five or six other behavioural incidents while we were there, including: pushing off a large girl who’d draped herself over the woman’s knees; confiscating a pencil from a child who was drawing on another child’s drawing; and unsuccessfully trying to stop a child from singing some unasked-for song. Still, when we looked back, Marcus and Mia were immersed! But how long would that last? It just wasn’t possible to think this was okay.


  ‘She had to push the kid onto the floor in the end,’ I said to Renny as we tromped across the asphalt courts to the administration building.


  ‘That teacher,’ Renny said, ‘will be lucky to get through another week.’


  ‘And the kids? One of them’s going to get hurt.’


  Through the door, we made our way down the hallway to the front desk.


  ‘Hi,’ I addressed the woman behind the desk, her silver lanyard sending spangling shards of light onto the walls as she turned from the computer screen to talk to us. ‘I wanted to give you my address so I could receive the school newsletter.’


  ‘You don’t get one?’


  ‘My son lives with his dad—’


  ‘We only send out one per child. We expect the parents to make sure both of them are seeing it.’


  I blinked and shook my head, as if this double-take might reset the woman’s words and she would correct herself. ‘Well, that’s a little tricky.’ I could have gone into magnificent detail about recent and past difficulties revealing what Dave and I had experienced, but, under the circumstances… ‘So there’s no way I can get a newsletter sent to me?’


  She bridled. ‘No.’


  ‘Just checking,’ I said, trying to keep myself nice. ‘What about the principal? She wouldn’t happen to be available, would she?’


  She held my stare for a moment then slewed her eyes to Renny, who was looking distractedly up and down the hallway.


  Without answering, she picked up the phone and spoke inaudibly into the receiver. ‘Her office is at the end of the corridor to the left.’


  I smiled and we went towards the door, the stakes getting exponentially higher. I was hoping I’d recognise the woman. I’d visited kids at this school often over the years in my previous job. That’s what was a little disconcerting; I’d never seen what I’d just witnessed in that classroom.


  She opened the door before we arrived, stepping into the corridor. We wrongly assumed she’d come out to meet us. After some awkwardness had abated – a little shuffling on our part, the frowning and pulling up of her head on hers – I introduced myself and Renny to the stocky, impeccably dressed woman. ‘I’m Marcus Ashcroft’s mother,’ I said. ‘He’s just started in 1G and we’ve just been to visit him in class.’


  She looked at me expectantly.


  ‘We’ve never met, but I’ve seen quite a few students at this school over the years. I was with the mental health team up at the hospital, but.… I wanted to introduce myself and be sure Marcus had settled in. 1G seemed somewhat hectic this morning.’


  ‘Marcus Ashcroft.’ She nodded, assessing me, perhaps not as favourably as I’d hoped she might. She certainly made no attempt to invite us into her office.


  My own professionalism having kicked in, I wasn’t flummoxed by her stalwart look at all. ‘It’d be good for him to have some stability, be with a teacher who has some experience.’


  ‘I’ll make a note of it,’ she said, understanding, I think, that this was the beginning of my not backing down. ‘Ms H has a composite class. It’s large but she’s a very experienced teacher.’


  ‘Well, if there’s a possibility, he and Mia Alberici… I know it’s not easy to move kids, and I don’t expect the impossible. But, to be honest, seeing you’re here I can’t let the opportunity go. I hope you understand, I have to advocate for him.’


  She looked at me. I had to extract myself before I drove the nail home with a more detailed description of what had just gone on. This woman was onto it. The less she said, I told myself, the more her mind ticked over. I thanked her and she shook both our hands.


  I felt somewhat oversized as we left the school grounds, as if someone was observing our departure. More than that, they were commenting on it.


  TWENTY-TWO


  It was another term before Marcus and Mia were shifted: Marcus into Ms H’s monstrous domain of twenty-eight children, where he’d be for two years; while Mia went to another class. Mia’s mum and I weren’t in contact by then. Like so many other things in my life, the fabric of the relationship had worn to the point of no return. I didn’t have the energy to knit enough back into it to rejuvenate it. It was a little sad – something else scythed away. But friendships are never as pliable as we experience them to be. And when they start to decay often the only alternative is to let things be. In fact, in my experience, the closer the friendship, the quicker it is dismantled, and rebuilding it – as much as we might like to, as much as we might even know how – feels oddly pointless.


  Impossible or not, the moral support friendship can offer should not be underestimated. About a month after the classroom shift took place, I made the three-hour trip east to hear Marcus play in the school orchestra. He was playing a big glockenspiel, under which they’d set a little box that he was to stand on, making his runners appear oddly huge on the ends of his spindly legs. Due to it being midweek, I was on my own, and so excited to finally be seeing him partake in an activity, it never occurred to me that Dave and Sue would be there too. We’d carefully and endlessly talked about the arrangements and I had assumed they would have the nous to let me enjoy the moment in the small hall, under full light, without them being there. But the two of them turned up, standing at the side of the hall, where they could, unashamedly, look both at Marcus and at me.


  I’m not sure what made me so unable to relax, but I found myself keeping my eyes away from them. I was very aware of all the chatter and warmth that was oozing from the little mushroom of activity they seemed to be creating around them. Is this how people in the country socialise? At a child’s school concert?


  As the performance wove between old staples like Click Go The Shears and Morning Town Ride to something only mildly newer like Mello Yello, I tried to keep my mind off them. I was so happy to be there and so rapt to see Marcus juggling the big mallets, striking them down on the keys with the right pressure and timing, concentrating so hard on the teacher who was conducting the music even as it tilted with uncertain timing and discordant difficulties, it was easy to make myself focus solely on him. Yet, I can’t say I was at ease. My face felt hot and I had developed a headache. I felt like the dyke who’d lost her son. I knew it wasn’t true but I still had to sit through it, the feeling rippling in me every few seconds as I knew that from where Dave and Sue stood they would both have full view of me as they grinned with parental pride towards Marcus.


  I thought Marcus might know or somehow understand that this was my night with him. But he ran to them after it was over and I had no choice but to wait it out on my own until he had finished with their effusive congratulations. Eventually, he turned to me, his infectious smile blazing. I took his hand, relieved, and we walked from the hall. I was brittle that night – I felt as if I could have snapped, all my limbs could have splintered from my torso and speared painfully back into me. I was grateful Renny hadn’t been there. I never admitted this to her but the thought of the two of us on those seats, conspicuous and awkward, was worse than just my humiliation, and we would have fought, the pressures being too great to bear. On my own I only had one choice – to grit my teeth. And I did. I was stoic.


  TWENTY-THREE


  As senior clinician, Celia was supposed to give me supervision once a fortnight. It was, however, several months after I’d started at Marlowe Downs when we got into the rhythm of it. Celia would take on two of my cases, rip them apart and paste them back together in an odd-looking shape that sometimes made me feel unbalanced. Sure enough though, her observations and suggestions – no matter how obscure they seemed to be – consistently proved to be correct. People’s behaviour started to alter with the changes orchestrated by her through me. Kids’ symptoms improved so much that sometimes it seemed as if small miracles had taken place.


  In keeping, sessions with Celia remained surprising, unexpected and at times remarkable. They comprised of identifying mysteries and then searching for the reasons they might exist. Choosing which way to bring these to the notice of the family was a little like choosing the least offensive way for them to swallow medicine. When the process worked it was a delight to see a child progress and the family’s relief emerge. In the grand scheme of things it was often the smallest of changes that brought about the biggest differences.


  One day she looked at drawings done by a seven-year-old boy called Tyler. Tyler had been born prematurely and had a range of developmental problems. But his most pressing difficulty was anxiety. He was anxious as a matter of routine and threw tantrums at the slightest provocation. In a classroom setting the possibility of this was quadrupled because of noise and visual stimulation. The first drawings done by Tyler on the day I assessed him were of a large house with a jagged and multi-peaked roof.


  ‘Poor little mite,’ she said. ‘He’s very distressed.’


  ‘How can you tell?’


  ‘His roof. See him for six months and get him to draw another house.’


  ‘See him and do what?’


  ‘That’s up to him. As long as you let him choose, he’ll get better.’


  I nodded, knowing from her tone that Celia had closed the discussion.


  I began to relay the next case to her, thinking that if I held onto the last pearl of imparted wisdom – a few words often go a long way – they’d sink in over the ensuing days and I’d be ready for Tyler by early the following week. As his appointment approached, however, the words seemed more and more distant. In the end I couldn’t even remember if we’d talked about him; I checked the notes I’d taken during the supervision session. I found nothing. When I went to meet the family in the foyer, a smile stuck to my face – glued on – I didn’t have a clue what I was going to do.


  But such is the power of the unscripted. In my office I held off as best I could from asking questions or directing any sort of play. Tyler picked up one of the hand puppets. It had the face of a cheeky boy, complete with freckles and red curls that poked out from under a cap.


  ‘What’s this one called?’ Tyler asked, his pale blue eyes large, a pulse near his temple pumping visibly.


  ‘Jimmy,’ I answered lightly.


  ‘Jimmy’s not well,’ he stated gravely.


  ‘Really,’ I replied as neutrally as I could.


  ‘He needs to go to the doctor.’


  For the next eighteen months, Tyler stuck string, wire, wool and anything else he could find in my room in Jimmy’s mouth and to his neck and arms. He mixed sand with clag and glued it to his head, he cut holes in Jimmy and bandaged them up again. To Tyler, no matter how the state of Jimmy altered, his relationship to the doll did not. He played the part of nurse, doctor – who would write in a scrawl across a pad – mother, father, ambulance officer, even hospital security. When I saw photos one day of Tyler after he was born, his little body housed in a humidicrib, a pincushion for many tubes and pieces of equipment, I understood fully. Tyler had been playing out his early months in the hospital.


  A picture of a house drawn at six months into therapy showed four peaks on the roof of a similar sized house to the first, when the first one had had twenty-two. After fifteen months, when Tyler’s play had changed in theme – Jimmy, restored, if not very ruined and stuck back together, had to now cope at school and home – he drew a house with one peak on its roof.


  ‘Good,’ Celia simply said after looking at the picture and listening to the confirmation of improvements from the school and his parents.


  I couldn’t help but crack a smile – it was a big deal for me to impress Celia. I took the case to a team meeting.


  ‘It’s so powerful when the therapist can do that, present themselves as a blank canvas,’ Robyn, a psychiatric nurse, said, excited at the evidence that therapy seemed to have really changed things for Tyler.


  James piped up. ‘I love the fact Jimmy was never discarded.’


  ‘My number one exhibit.’ I lifted the doll again.


  ‘You should write it up,’ Nigel smiled sweetly. ‘It’s good enough to be presented at the clinical forum.’


  ‘Oh, not sure about that. I’m a novice at that sort of therapy. Feel much more at home with family interventions.’


  ‘You want to impress, don’t you?’ he said, smiling.


  I couldn’t help but reduce his words, immediately trying to pinpoint meaning behind them.


  ‘We’ll see,’ I laughed. ‘It was just good to learn a little about things I don’t know of.’ I turned to other team members. ‘So… let’s hear from someone else.’


  ‘I think Nigel was having a go at me,’ I said to James when we were talking about the meeting a few days later. ‘He’s a master of the backhander.’


  James was smoking and the wind was blowing it into my face.


  ‘Monty. I think he genuinely thought it’d be a good case to present.’


  I wondered whether that was true.


  ‘He confuses me,’ I said. ‘There’s something… I dunno.’


  ‘It’s a sport for him? Number one Nigel, whatever else second.’


  ‘He’s employed as a psychiatrist,’ I said, sarcasm tootling.


  He chuckled. ‘Monty…’


  ‘What?’ I was genuinely cranky.


  ‘Doesn’t mean he’s an intelligent man.’


  I looked away into a mess of bottlebrush that grew along one side of the staff courtyard. ‘I get upset and he remains unruffled.’


  ‘Put time and energy into educating him. You know, that stuff you presented on carers’ entitlements. He had to think outside his box.’


  ‘The real world.’


  ‘Exactly. The real world and what could he say, nothing. You saw him, leaning forward, trying to take it in.’


  James was right. Our team had taken two referrals in which kids were looking after an ill parent. It had become clear that one of them hadn’t been getting the correct payments and that the basic question of payments hadn’t been asked of the children when they were asked how they were doing. It was digestible information and I’d presented it to the staff. Nigel had looked dumbfounded, his dark complexion turning a little grey. It was one of the few times I saw him lose his smugness and a clear sign that he didn’t like having to think about something outside the usual, no matter how simple.


  ‘No one can account for what’s going on behind that door.’


  ‘You start fighting that and the firing squad will be ordered to clean their guns.’


  James looked away from me, studying his cigarette or something on the ground. I wanted him to be on my side. I got up and shuffled about the courtyard, my hands deep in my pockets trying to hide my frustration.


  ‘I guess I can’t watch out for everything.’


  ‘Like being in a minefield, Monty. Sometimes it’s best to back out slowly.’ He trounced his cigarette under his shoe.


  I turned to consider him, frowning a little brutishly. ‘And that’s it?’


  ‘That’s it.’


  I laughed sharply.


  ‘Monty.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Let it go.’


  TWENTY-FOUR


  Singing Silverchair: I’m watching you watch over me, nah, nah, nah, nah, nah, nah, nah, nah, nah, to hide nerves, I walked the corridors.


  After six months of performing the job as team leader I was to be interviewed to take the position permanently. Outside the room I tried to think what they would ask me and who would be on the panel.


  I was counting on Anton being there, as slippery as a black fish and harder to catch. And Celia, a saviour with her vague but brilliant mind; how much power she had in the company of the broad-shouldered, though, wasn’t easy to forecast. Perhaps Nancy, head of the hospital’s psychological services, who I’d only met once, and Eddy, a small bustling man who was in the habit of slipping his feet from his shoes and picking his nose right in front of you. Eddy ran umbrella projects across programs and was the sort of man whose nose-picking and sock-showing had the unusual effect of making you think you were special. In fact, in all the time I spent with Eddy, often in meetings, I never saw anyone flinch or pull him up on this behaviour. Despite his tendency to be a worrier, he exuded comfort and his repeated quirks were oddly endearing. It was as if he was bringing you into his secret fold. There were other people, I’m sure, who didn’t see it like this, but it couldn’t be denied, Eddy was universally liked.


  Eventually, Anton, holding his tie as he swung open the door, nodded and told me they were ready for me. I was right except for Elliot’s presence. Since he was my peer – in the world of hospital hierarchy that seemed important – I was taken aback to see him. My head kicked with surprise, and I realised, for the first time, I didn’t quite trust him. Composing myself, I pushed it from my mind. Who cared if he was there?


  They sat in a semi-circle around me so that I instantly felt like an insurgent under the spotlight. But the interview began normally enough, with a pappy speech from Anton.


  ‘We’re proud of ourselves at SKYHooks, Monty. We’re forging a new era in child psychiatry and it’s innovative stuff. Our inclusion of consumer representatives, our plans to create a hub-and-spoke design to our model, the increase of our outreach services and the triple F: fast, flexible and fitting intake system. We’re pretty snazzy, really.’


  He jiggled the knot of his tie back and forth between his fingers and looked to the others for confirmation that they thought him eloquent and masterful.


  ‘The plan is for the four generalist teams to be moved off-site to the spokes, have mini-spokes shooting off from those again. To take our service into those outlying suburbs.’


  I could see in my peripheral vision that Celia, who was sitting next to Anton, was looking at him in horror. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d interrupted with a: Hang ON a minute, when was this plan drummed up? But she kept whatever she did think to herself.


  ‘If you were successful today, you would be heading up such a move. Do you feel equipped?’


  And so began all the fast-talking, robust and rounded answers of the wanting-to-impress – which was, after all, the point of the exercise. I got into a rhythm, not to be put off until Nancy’s blatant case of narcolepsy caught me unawares. Although I’d noticed her eyelids had been drooping throughout the proceedings, it wasn’t problematic until she fell asleep promptly after asking me a question. I answered – the other four looking at me looking at her – without letting on that she was dead-to-the-world. My heart pumping, hers slowing, it was an odd thing to happen, a secret being concealed in full view. In conspiratorial partnership, I ignored her closed eyes and managed to finish my answer without revealing Nancy’s problem.


  Celia asked me clinical questions about attachment disorders and the presentation of enuresis (bed-wetting) – what investigations I might embark on before coming to a conclusion and deciding on a mode of treatment.


  Eddy wanted to see if I had a commitment to community development, but all I could truthfully offer, given my limited experience, was an acknowledgement of its importance and disappointment at the lack of it in the field. But Eddy – I had noticed this before – appreciated truth and was just happy not to be jerked around.


  Elliot’s questions were all about difficult staff, changing mores, modernising the staid, and kicking out the entrenched culture at Marlowe Downs, which caused Anton to swing his head about in whoops of unhappiness at the obvious criticisms. He wanted only niceties.


  ‘Obstinate,’ Elliot was saying. ‘Some of them still think we’re trying to keep families together.’


  I took a quick look around the room at Nancy in narcolepsy hibernation, Eddy, head cocked over, finger resting up the nose in mild curiosity, Celia, dramatic curiosity scarring her expression, and Anton twisting in pre-explosion frustration.


  ‘Are you going to ask a question?’ he said to Elliot.


  My eyes darted between them.


  ‘I wish to know if Monty thinks she can drag this lot into the twenty-first century. Get them out of their towers.’


  ‘Monty?’ Anton assisted.


  ‘Well—’


  ‘I want to know what Elliot means by that?’ Celia said. ‘I’m sorry to interrupt you Monty but really…’


  ‘I thought I was quite explicit.’


  ‘And I take offence to your comments,’ Celia replied.


  ‘Well, be damned. If we don’t pull our socks up, we’re going to die with them around our ankles.’


  ‘Oh, that’s sophisticated.’


  ‘People, please,’ Anton said, tutting and shaking his head.


  I sat extra still. Nancy was trying to keep her eyes open, although it was clearly still a struggle. Eddy, who now had his shoe hooked on the end of his stockinged toe, was fiddling with his skullcap, pushing the hairpins further onto his scalp, as if a neat, well-secured calotte would make up for a chaotic, untidy fray between highly paid people.


  I realised how divergent the personalities in front of me were, the hotchpotch in the room. I thought of Renny, and looked forward to spilling the news of this stoush to her. Nancy rubbed one eye, yawned in a lengthy, face-shuddering manner and said, ‘I think it’s up to each and every individual to deal with their own deficits. Nobody can drag anybody anywhere much, not really.’


  ‘Perhaps all they can do is suggest,’ I ventured, nodding at the older woman, whose face obviously sagged the way it did from years of struggling to stay awake. ‘There are non-confrontational ways to keep people abreast. Make sure they’re aware of contemporary realities for families. Bring them on board, if you’ll excuse the platitude, might be the way to put it.’


  ‘Perfect answer,’ Anton sang.


  I left the interview ten minutes later, a giggle burbling cheekily in my throat. How could you not love the dysfunction?


  James was at his desk.


  I shut his door secretively. (I had forgiven him for our argument in the courtyard, had even taken his advice and calmed down about Nigel.)


  ‘They started fighting.’


  He sat back, his hands folded in front of him. ‘Who won?’


  ‘I think I handed Anton an open hand.’


  ‘The side the butter is on. That’s good. You’ve got the job.’


  ‘This place…’ I was incredulous. ‘Really. No one agrees on anything.’


  He shrugged, placing his pen in a tray of office accessories. ‘Reflects the general status quo.’


  ‘Their status quo! Not mine.’


  He laughed. ‘They’ll get you.’


  ‘Earth to James, they have got me – us. We’re working with them. That makes us them.’


  ‘You’re the one climbing into their bunker.’


  ‘If I get this job, you’re coming with me. I’ll be appointing you my deputy.’


  ‘Sheriff’s office. Gotta love that.’


  ‘Get your badge on, kiddo.’ I was thinking past James; I wanted to get home to Renny. I was staring out his window at a rockrose, its musty pink flowers drooping, the papery petals missing where it had been rubbing on the glass. ‘Your first task is to tell me if you detect the slightest change in me. I’d hate to become one of them. Hate it.’


  ‘Didn’t you just… aren’t we already both…?’


  ‘Arrh…’ I went towards him growling, my hands poised to close in around his neck.


  TWENTY-FIVE


  In-laws. I didn’t consider, certainly at the time, that I’d betrayed them too. But, like a lot of things, often it’s not until each piece of the jigsaw has been tried for size that people know how things are going to pan out.


  I arrived one morning, as arranged, to pick Marcus up. Geoff and Faye Ashcroft had always been outdoor types. They lived close to the beach and their house, appropriately bleached, had an open-air feel. There were large decked areas around a barbecue and plenty of outdoor furniture, everything framed by striped awnings. They were up-front people, welcoming, sunny. I remembered Dave’s criticisms about their lack of political insight, their disinterest in the arts, their shallow uncomplicated outlook on life. I’d been quick to agree. But as I walked along the side of the looming two-storey house, the memory of our harsh words stuck to me like dried mud. They had always been so good to me, accepted me so readily into their unblemished fold.


  While my parents had suffered from the break up too, the same strong reaction that rose in me that morning had never surfaced when I’d seen them. Maybe this was because our relationship would go on uninterrupted, or maybe since I’d been the one to ruin things, I thought that my parents would be less wracked by the worry of it. I could not understand why tears were rising in my eyes now. I felt as though I was going to throw up and had to stop to take three large lung-fulls of air to calm myself. An image of Faye’s delicious butterscotch pudding came to mind, along with a memory of the taste, which didn’t, of course, make things any easier.


  How do you face people after you’ve rejected their child? I realised I was about to find out.


  I knocked at the back door, my heart thumping.


  ‘Jen!’ Geoff greeted me jovially. ‘He’s just come out of the bath. Been helping me with the mushroom mulch. Didn’t want to deposit him into your car smelling like manure.’


  Geoff’s large freckled features, his fit brown body, was as neat and bold and uncomplicated as always.


  I was differential – contrite, in fact. ‘He will have loved that,’ I managed to say, my voice a little shaky. ‘Such a good helper.’


  ‘He got the hang of using the shovel in a blink. Must be in the genes.’


  ‘You look very well,’ I said then, trying to convey more – the enormous change that had occurred. Geoff didn’t take up my offer to converse about difficulties, his face simply crinkling with his beaming smile.


  Faye appeared. ‘Here’s your little man.’


  ‘Hi Mum.’ Marcus came towards me in new clothes – obviously bought by them – giving me a sideways hug.


  ‘How ‘bout a cuppa?’


  I don’t know if I’m more gutless than anyone else in the world but I felt as if I was going to break down, as if I had a seam loosely sewn down my front, held just by a single, fragile thread. Staying would have meant that thread fully unravelling, my insides bursting out with sobs of recrimination, and all onto these pristine, good living people who never felt down or negative – so it seemed – about anything, even the betrayal of their son. I couldn’t sit down to tea, the thick stain of a sullied character was already building bit by bit on my face; it would have been unbearable.


  ‘I haven’t organised myself very well.’ I began sculpting an excuse. ‘Left no time. Meant to be meeting a friend and… I hope you don’t mind.’


  ‘Oh, course not!’


  These sunny people weren’t going to protest. Poise and acceptance, politeness and forgiveness are sure ways to put worry and remorse back where it rightly sprang from. If they had been angry I could have been righteous, but I was going to have to take responsibility. It didn’t even matter what they really thought or how they spoke of it in private, it only mattered that they treated me with the same respect they always had.


  My eyes brimmed with tears as we hugged our usual goodbyes. I thanked them for having Marcus, my voice choking a little with the finality that we all knew, despite our ease, was inevitable. Life would not bring us together apart from these brief exchanges while Marcus grew up, and eventually even they would peter out. The changes in me that suddenly seemed stark and real in their company would only cause the gaps to grow. I had no reason to continue and it would be unfair to Dave to pursue a connection. Even for my sake, letting it go was the right thing to do. Life simply couldn’t support the amount of time needed to nurture such a connection. Our relationship would dwindle in direct response to the need for it. We were the computation of circumstance and such computations are full of prescriptive and extraneous duties. They are wrong in the wrong time and place. It would be worse to force things.


  Holding Marcus’s hand, my whole body quivering, I walked carefully down the driveway to my car. They would be watching perhaps, or perhaps not. I certainly knew they wouldn’t be so enlightened as to feel no sadness at what had happened. But I also knew they would wipe away blame – say to themselves, it will just have to be accepted. There’s nothing more. Simply a sad, sad thing.


  Before pulling away from the kerb I turned to make sure Marcus was strapped in. He smiled, two new teeth rearranging the balance of his features.


  ‘I love you,’ I said.


  ‘I love you too, Mum.’ He responded, surprise colouring his voice, his smile pressing even bigger as he detected my strained mood.


  Starting the car, I wiped a tear and swallowed silently. The maelstrom of bolting traffic would require concentration. Life was going to drag me forward.


  TWENTY-SIX


  The leaflet slid from the top of my bundle, spearing with some velocity into Teresa (a tiny, no-nonsense woman who looked after the files) before falling to the floor. She bent down to get it.


  ‘Sorry.’


  ‘Not your fault,’ she said, holding out the pamphlet. ‘Let’s blame God.’


  I nodded.


  ‘He’s persistent.’ (She was talking about Nigel Pathmanathan.)


  I read from the glossy notice, ‘Are you looking for a purpose in life? God can guide you to it.’


  Teresa laughed.


  ‘I’ve found those files,’ she said, as I distractedly looked past the poster to my messages. ‘One of them is huge. Did Elliot explain what you need to do?’


  ‘Kind of.’


  I was scrabbling back in my memory, trying to recall what he’d said exactly, after, Can you see Teresa about responding to a freedom of information inquiry?


  ‘Have you got the request?’ I asked her.


  ‘All three of them. Remember, there are three.’


  I followed her, bundled up yet again with folders and paperwork, even more so than usual. Of late, I’d taken to driving and was never as compact getting out of the car as I was the tram, never as ready for the day.


  This morning I was wondering what my diary might reveal. The FOI requests were apparently urgent; a tiny voice inside me cursed and there was the first twinge that comes in most jobs eventually: the feeling of drowning.


  Still, outward appearances unchanged, I marched down the main hallway behind Teresa, doing a sharp right, past the managers’ meeting room, Anton’s office, Dr Albert Musgrove’s office and both their secretaries, to where Teresa was situated.


  ‘Have you ever been asked to a God session, Teresa?’ I said when I was in her room, the door closed.


  ‘First time I saw one of those things I told Nigel Pathmanathan I was Lutheran. He said it didn’t matter. I said it mattered to me and he was to refrain from putting things in my pigeonhole. He said he was following his calling. I said I’d be following my calling right up to Anton’s office if he did it again. He left me alone after that.’


  ‘Are you really Lutheran?’


  ‘Yes.’ She sounded stern and was looking at me with indignation.


  I nodded, feeling a little hollow.


  ‘Look through the entire file, make sure everyone but family members have their names blotted out. There might also be a few things, extraneous things, that can be thrown away.’


  ‘Don’t they just get the whole thing?’


  ‘They do get the whole thing. But it needs tidying up and the names need to be covered.’


  I flipped through the top file.


  ‘I’m not going to take anything out, really,’ I said, smiling a little. ‘Some of this stuff dates back to 1959.’


  ‘You need to make sure there’s nothing inflammatory in there.’


  ‘Teresa, it’s all inflammatory. The people who’ve made the request feel inflamed, that’s why they’re asking for their records.’


  ‘For Christ’s sake Monty, I’m sure you’ve understood what I just said. Do what you can. I haven’t got time to mince words with you. Have a go. Bring it back, I’ll have a look.’


  I let her place the files in my arms, open the door for me and, metaphorically, give me a shove to walk the gauntlet past the bosses’ doorways.


  As I approached Anton’s door I could see him bending forward over something on his desk. Rumours about him and his secretary were circulating and it felt like taking a risk to have even the smallest peek. There was certainly no need to go to Anton about the FOI request and my doubts about doctoring the files. He would have looked put out, irritated. You’ve been given a job. Use your discretion… or some such thing. I kept my eyes forward and walked straight to my room.


  Digging for my diary, I found I had two appointments later in the morning so I settled myself at my desk to look over the files. The first one, the one from 1959, was a relic. The paper, as thin as tissue and just as transparent, had small squirreling writing and some of the script was written in lead pencil; it was difficult to read. I cursed, despite interest. It would take time to decipher the words.


  These were the entries.


  4 September 1959


  Tilley attended a session (brought by her paternal grandmother) and referred by teaching staff at Williamstown Primary School where she attends grade one. At age seven years and three months, she is a small, underweight child, presenting with average intelligence. She appeared nervous, had difficulty answering questions, demonstrating a speech impediment: an extended stutter that prevented her from finishing sentences. Her wishes to see her mother were expressed in her drawings. Note also from the drawings, especially those of the house, she appears to suffer considerable fear of life at home. Her wishes to find her mother, whose whereabouts are unknown, and to have a pet, such as a dog or cat, indicate her sense of isolation and need to be nurtured. My concerns at this early stage are that the child is being abused by the paternal grandfather, which should be investigated, and that neither grandparent is capable, physically or emotionally (not robust enough) to raise the child or to support her through the next important developmental steps.


  I searched for the drawings, but couldn’t find them.


  Second entry:


  19 September 1959


  Tilley presented as withdrawn and troubled today. It was difficult to engage her in a conversation and her eye contact remained very poor. She sat for most of the session in the corner of the room clutching a doll she’d brought with her. At some points, if I asked her about her mother, or a brother that the grandmother has reported to me this morning is still in the care of the mother, she began to rock back and forth, clearly agitated. I have asked both grandparents to attend a session on their own to ascertain their level of competency and understanding of the child’s needs.


  Request for a speech assessment to be done has been lodged.


  Third entry:


  26 September 1959


  Grandparents failed to attend appointment today. Decision made in consultation with Dr Schneider, to inform the State Government Department of Child Services as to our concerns. Action carried out. Further follow up with the department to occur after their investigation.


  It occurred to me that Dr Schneider was one such name that, according to my instructions, should be scrubbed out. But as my hand went up to do it, the white tape stretching a little in my grip, I couldn’t work out the sense of it. Didn’t it render the request ridiculous – didn’t it contravene the purpose of past clients requesting the information in the first place?


  I flipped to the other documents behind the notes. A referral from the school, stating the child’s details, date of birth, parentage, height, weight, physical features, and presenting concerns. Despite the brevity in the report, the weightlessness of it, it felt like a twenty kilogram ball and chain. I went back and covered Schneider’s name and that of the therapist: a Miss Julie Jacobson of the profession of occupational therapy. It was done. If I deleted anything else there would be nothing left. A clawing nauseousness rose in my throat, not only because of my suspicions that Tilley had been removed from her grandparents’ care and there had never been any follow up, but because of the hard cold reality of a file, a hospital file that starkly describes pivotal details about people and their lives. Construing a file one way or the other is one thing, but the physicality of its existence doesn’t change. It stands, often as the only evidence available for why something might have happened, something that may have been catastrophic for someone.


  I sat back in my chair, eyeing a pile of my files that sat on the far right of my desk. I was, ridiculously, trying to remember if I had made any grand statements that might twist the fate of my clients, or that they may need to pore over or be outraged at on some future date. I was tempted to look through them as if they may have been requested for just that purpose but knew it would take hours of reading to satisfy myself and even then I wouldn’t be certain of my innocence. It’s not about me anyway, I berated myself, it’s about all the Tilleys in the world.


  I opened the next one, a fat file of a kid who’d been admitted onto the inpatient ward twice. This was going to take hours and the kid, who was twenty-four now, was requesting the file because he’d become an actor and wanted to investigate his stint at Marlowe Downs as research for a role. I breathed deeply and exhaled in a rush. The entries described a boy who was very difficult to manage: severe mood swings, concentration problems. Diagnosis: attention deficit disorder, of course. I closed the file. He wanted the story; I was going to give it to him. Time was ticking away. I reached for the next, hardened already; my aim was to be as expedient as I possibly could.


  ‘First I became a barnacle. Attached. Now I’m feeding the machine like an artery of oxygenated blood,’ I said to James, him smoking, me pacing three or four repeated steps, back and forth in front of him.


  ‘The machine was made a long time ago,’ he said. ‘It’s perpetually out of date.’


  I sat beside him.


  ‘Our response seems so impersonal. Almost defensive.’ I looked across the lawn at the smooth grey tree trunks, their skin infant-like, softening the walls of the buildings.


  I searched the ground and watched several ants roaming between gumnuts at my feet. For a long time we sat in silence. I was aware of his cigarette crackling as he inhaled. My feelings, I realised, were stalking about on their own and, as such, felt too ruthless. By way of apology, I said, ‘Have you been playing music? You know, recording anything?’ (James was a good guitarist and had made a few demos. But, like all extraneous pursuits, Marlowe Downs seemed to soak up the energy they required.)


  James shook his head resignedly.


  ‘You can’t give it up. That’s how people burn out, get depressed.’ Was I talking about myself?


  He looked at me calmly. ‘I’ve got to buy more memory for my computer, or get a new one. Just waiting for the bank balance to turn around.’


  ‘Oh!’ I said, enthusiasm folding into contrition.


  James laughed. ‘I could say the same to you about being swallowed up. Are you keeping up your hobbies, Mont?’


  ‘I’ve forgotten what a hobby is.’


  ‘It distracts you, you get absorbed in it, you don’t have to defend it. And it relaxes you, keeps you pliable.’


  I watched him disappear into the staff lounge to wash his coffee cup. And, in the few seconds that followed, perhaps at the sight of his receding form, I saw myself, sitting out there on that ugly bench, alone. The image, the most vivid view of myself I’d ever had, was palpable. Not in a frightening or pitiful or even sad way, just in an unadulterated-and-unexpected-surge-of-seeing way, of knowing I was there, of the reality of my presence. No less, no more than who I was. A startling reminder of my omnipotence and lack of it, of my limitations and my strengths. And then it was gone.


  I breathed rather fitfully. A piercing hankering for Renny, for her confidence, for her company and for home flowed into the gap it left. An odd moment had registered and been sucked away equally as quickly. And I was glad. Glad I’d felt it and glad it was over. Tears were issuing from me as I sat on, absorbing my tangibility, my spot here in this scrappy courtyard I knew so well now. And, as after most emotional eruptions, I felt wonderful and crushed, liberated and defeated in the same moment; I knew it signalled something of a turning point.


  Perhaps in a way I’d arrived at banality, the place from where I’d heard someone once say that learning begins.


  There was, of course, the possibility that the hand of corruption was closing tighter around me, but the fact remained that I had seen – even if it had been just for a few seconds – myself, the reality of my presence, my work, the good and the bad of it.


  One other thing stood out; I had to change tack, to step away, be less caught up in my reactions to what I saw. I had to concentrate on doing my job to the best of my ability and let the other stuff – the political implications of the work, the judgemental framework of some of the practitioners – go. Those concerns had sated me and would very soon begin to rule me. I had reached a crossroads and I couldn’t proceed any further. I needed another spot on the horizon to head towards, another marker as a guiding point.


  TWENTY-SEVEN


  James and I organised our diaries to work from home. We had two assignments: the first was to design a pamphlet for the new-look organisation – the SKYHooks we had become – and the second was to write a skit to perform at the Xmas break-up.


  Easy enough. I’d gathered some old pamphlets to work from and chosen some kids’ drawings. It was important to get to the nub of what we did, and relay it in the least complicated way to families.


  It was one of those days that bellowed a rich blue sky – like ground dye – and breathed a stream of cool air into our lungs. Melbourne spring at its best. James lived in the top half of an old house that had been divided into two. Dusty pink, its stucco walls were as thick and impenetrable as old hospital walls. He lived close by, and not having to travel across town made me feel like I was having a day off.


  James had coffee brewing and was tackling an enormous booty of dishes in the tiniest of sinks.


  ‘Can’t believe you’d let that many dishes fester,’ I joked, unburdening myself of possessions.


  ‘The man behind the mask,’ he said.


  I offered a six-pack to go in the fridge. ‘It’s beers on me when we’re finished.’


  ‘Beauty.’


  Through the open window I could see into the kitchen of the house next door.


  ‘That’s close.’


  ‘Learnt not to look.’


  ‘Hope they do the same?’ I noted lightly, wondering if I would cope with such a lack of privacy.


  ‘Saw her bang her head against the kitchen table one night, fall onto the floor. When I couldn’t raise her from ringing the doorbell, I called an ambulance. They got the fire brigade to break in. She hasn’t spoken to me since.’


  I shook my head. ‘Imagine if you hadn’t and she’d carked it. Imagine the headlines: Neighbourly Help Is Dead.’


  He peeled off his rippling laugh.


  We worked on the pamphlet, appropriating snippets from the original, setting out new headings to put the information under. Who We Are. Where You’ll Find Us. When You Might Need Us. How We Can Help. Boring stuff. Pared down. Made-friendly facts. A benign face to a stressful and harrowing experience for the whole family.


  I showed James the kids’ drawings I’d brought for the front of the brochure and we narrowed the choice to four. One was of a tiny house, its chimney gushing smoke that produced a black cloud which overtook the page. Beside it there was a small tree, red apples lying on the ground under it. The next was a house with a bold orange roof – like a mop of hair – but we weren’t sure the printing options would do justice to the colour. There was a For Sale sign in the front yard, which was a common theme amongst little pencil pushers at Marlowe Downs. The third was a picture of a family – all the girls dressed in triangular skirts, the boys in square trousers. But in the end we chose the fourth: a tall, uncluttered house drawn with a shaky hand. It had an interesting roof line, and overhead, a jagged crook of lightning hung, not so much ominously, but a little querulously. There were a few strands of grass in the front yard and one lone flower in bloom. But the most captivating part of the drawing was a crack running in a squiggly line through the face of the house from above the door to the roof.


  ‘Shows strength and vulnerability,’ I commented, my throat tight with sentiment.


  ‘The simplicity makes it a brilliant graphic,’ James agreed. ‘Makes it stand out.’


  ‘Is it full of emotion or is it me?’


  ‘It’s great. Doesn’t look cutesy or ordinary. Even the shape of the house.’


  ‘Okay, good, done. Now the Xmas skit.’


  It was mid-afternoon by the time we’d worked out a script that included the whole team and managed, in a teasing way, to poke fun at the organisation. The idea was based around the hub-and-spoke agenda. Marlowe Downs – contentiously, from the staff’s point of view – was planning to decentralise. Office spaces with two or three clinicians were being negotiated for small outposts in the suburbs, and from these so-called “hubs”, even smaller offices, referred to as spokes – with perhaps one or two clinicians – were on the cards. My role as sergeant major was to enlist the motivation of my team as we prepared to open up these clinics, much like the medical unit of an army might get ready to move camp.


  We laughed a lot during the course of that afternoon, suggesting, rescinding, writing down, crossing out. The best parts, of course, were too true to be included. In the end – the jokes a little naff but not bawdy or offensive – we felt we had created some good clean wholesome fun. We cracked open the stubbies when we could see the finish line. Keeping it light, keeping it very light.


  Later, we sat on James’s small back verandah, looking down on a Hills hoist. The backyard was cut dramatically in half by light and shade. Two lemon trees shone their bottle-green foliage up at us. We tilted our beers in salute. I was smoking a cigarette, a thin rollie I liked the smell of rather than the taste.


  ‘You know,’ I said after the talk of funnier, light-hearted things had waned, ‘if Anton gets his way, Marlowe Downs will be gone in a year. I hate to agree with that woman, Deborah Armata, but…’


  ‘What does she say?’ James asked.


  ‘Well, something Celia says actually. In fact, she probably got it from Celia. It’s that notion that critical thinking only exists when there’s a critical mass of people. The kind of excellence that comes from many minds meeting. We won’t just be corporate, we’ll be split off into tiny spokes.’


  ‘Audit’s in a week.’


  ‘Wonder what’ll happen if we don’t pass?’


  ‘They can’t just shut us down. There has to be some kind of service.’


  ‘There’s a lot of noises about letting some things go.’


  ‘Zzst!’ He made the noise of a mosquito zapper.


  ‘They’ll take the specialist areas: autism, the school.’


  ‘It’s a shake up. You know, something the business world calls getting rid of deadwood.’


  ‘But that’s meant to cut out individuals, selectively prune. If they end up culling programs, the people they most need to sack will hang on.’


  ‘There’s a list.’


  ‘What?’ I was laughing. ‘Who told you that?


  ‘Elliot. There’ll be heads to roll.’


  ‘See!’ I said judiciously. ‘How ridiculous. As if we work for a private billion-dollar company with shareholders to please.’


  We hadn’t spoken like this for weeks. The whine, despite the vitriol in my words, had disappeared from my voice and I could breathe. To my relief, I didn’t need to get so het up about what was going on at Marlowe Downs. Perhaps James detected this because he had a massive grin on his face; he approved of my pique.


  ‘You should be careful of Elliot,’ I said. ‘He talks things up. Has a way of getting your blood going.’


  ‘It’s MeadowLea. The place, from what I can work out, lumbers along no matter what occurs. Like that Ben Lee song, A lot goes on but nothing happens. This’ll blow over, Monty, or take them so long to reform it won’t matter in the end.’


  I drained my beer.


  ‘Another?’ he asked jovially. I nodded.


  Work had reached a holding pattern. Or I’d built up a certain immunity to it and was, at last, able to be circumspect about things. James, luckily for him, was someone more naturally able to roll with the punches. This was his saving grace, and somehow, for now at least, I seemed to have cottoned-on and joined him. Oh, I knew that the train had left the station and I was firmly seated on it, destination unknown. But I’d also become resigned to the fact that I had no choice but to settle back and get used to the ride, even if it was winging at high-speed towards a very wobbly bridge.


  TWENTY-EIGHT


  The auditors arrived and to the vast majority of Marlowe Downs employees they were a band of ghostly figures, never sighted but present. Rumours flew of their entrance and their whereabouts as they toured the complex.


  ‘They’re in the adolescent unit,’ Teresa said to me, not attempting to whisper. ‘Everybody’s dressed to the nines, especially the commanders in charge.’ She slid her eyes away with a hint of irreverence.


  ‘They’ll be sweating on it,’ I said dryly, to which Teresa gave the smallest agreement in the curl of her lip.


  Somehow, for the entire day, they eluded the vast majority of staff. Teresa was reliable enough for information, while everyone else was rather hysterical, so I had no delusions that they were on the premises. The exceptions, those unperturbed, were Eddy, who passed me in the corridor and said, ‘Who can tell what’s happening? The emperor’s new clothing is either working a treat or revealing all.’


  And Celia, who hadn’t even registered what was going on: ‘Auditors? What on earth can they see in a day? The whole notion is ludicrous.’


  And then later I heard her in the staff area, outside. ‘They can scrutinise all they like.’ She had risen from a huddle of her cohorts. ‘Won’t make an ounce of difference to me.’


  Celia’s mates were an array of part-timers, women specialist doctors and psychotherapists: competent, professional mothers who juggled career and home. They had all looked up at her, nodding solemnly and unemotionally. These were the women worth preserving and, from my viewpoint at least, seemed most probably in the firing line for the chop. They were women who lived for their work in a quiet, unassuming manner. It was also probably true to say that they weren’t the best at keeping their records up-to-date – although no worse than me – because their priorities were with their patients and not with a group of health department bureaucrats who were ticking boxes. These women weren’t going to alter their commitment to their mode of operation and, while they understood the dangers of money crunching, they were simply more solid than changing fiscal winds. They paid homage to a higher principle; they had their work, and they believed in their subject matter beyond the hospital bottom line, unlike those in upper management. Elliot, to name one.


  Earlier that morning Teresa had presented me with a list of twenty-five file numbers I was to track down.


  ‘Some of them are still open cases. If they’re not in there,’ she pointed to the file room, ‘they’ll be in people’s offices.’


  In the file room, tall, thick moveable shelving either rattled stubbornly along its tracks or refused to move unless a large amount of grunt and chutzpah was employed – in which case the shelving could be dangerous, as, after a strong push from the right position, it could be sent rushing along its tracks with the lethal force of a runaway carriage. I found Elliot between two of the mighty racks. He had donned a bow tie for the occasion, and was dressed in white trousers as if he’d stepped out of The Great Gatsby or a tea party from Brideshead Revisited.


  ‘Have you seen them?’ I asked, leaning against a steel shelf, talking to him as his fingers ran across the coloured numbers marking the files.


  ‘Met with them first up. Five suits with various titles and decorative letters behind their names. Me, Anton, Eddy and Albert. Went through a few things with them.’


  I was immediately stung, but, fortunately, had the realisation that being insulted was a futile exercise. I managed a wry smile.


  ‘All the boys. Very representative.’


  ‘Yeah,’ Elliot turned, nodding in a concerned manner. ‘Pity Anton didn’t organise it a little better.’


  ‘Great pity.’ Umbrage poked into my words, and then, a moment later, regret. I didn’t want my feelings to show, not over this. ‘Random files,’ I mused, immediately. ‘Are you happy with the ones they’ve chosen?’


  ‘Andrea Menzies, four of hers have been requested.’ (Andrea was a well-groomed speech therapist whose abilities in elocution were second only to the Queen.) ‘Very lucky for us. Means Pamela Ryan’s only had one picked.’


  ‘Hers aren’t good?’


  ‘Barely in existence. Hasn’t even got an excuse.’


  ‘Would that make a difference?’


  ‘Not to the establishment, but to me.’


  I began to run through my list of case files, looking for the ones stored in the shelves Elliot had open. Two of them were amongst this bunch and I began to pull them out.


  ‘That’s it for me,’ he said, wrestling with the stack in his arms, pushing at them to behave. ‘Gotta hunt down the rest, go on a jaunt.’


  There was something so earnest about Elliot. He was so zealous and passionate in a boyish way. But did he miss the point? Were his efforts so important he forgot what the issues of his protests actually were? It wasn’t obvious at first. He was impressive. But after a while a certain solipsism emerged like a veneer adhered over the top of him. In the year and a half that I’d been working with him, I’d had one decent conversation with him that I thought might reveal the real man. He was telling me about his past, a torrid story of two boys being bullied by an overbearing father in New Zealand where he’d been brought up. But even this was so sewn up by him (and perhaps it was the product of years of therapy) that he appeared to wear the story like a badge of honour. It was the way he had told it, with such a sense of purpose and vigour that the emotion seemed stamped on him rather than settled within. We were in an office car at the time and the cabin suddenly seemed small and claustrophobic. I remember having not been able to respond with the usual things people say to such a sad, disturbing story: That’s a hard thing to grow up with, or, Shows great strength that you’ve been able to get on with things. There was nothing. I remember feeling bowled over rather than learning anything in particu lar about Elliot himself.


  I put my back behind one set of shelves and shunted the huge contraption south. When I left fifteen minutes later, I had nineteen of the twenty-five files I had to collect in my arms. Two of them were mine, and a third would be included when I’d gathered it from my room.


  I know I wasn’t meant to but I checked them behind my closed door. The team had done, for the most part, what was asked of them. All the new forms for assessment had been filed, everything – at a glance, at least – seemed in order. Only Nigel Pathmanathan’s writing remained illegible but that was a bit of poetic justice. Let them sort out with him any discipline required and, besides, part of me knew it wouldn’t happen, that he wouldn’t get in trouble for something that almost made a doctor a doctor: bad handwriting.


  I smiled to myself. It was up to the universe anyway. The decision was already part of the present.


  TWENTY-NINE


  By the time I realised that even the idea of travelling to the country on regular trips to see Marcus made Renny gag and feel breathless, it was already too late to make changes to help the situation. I found her sitting on the edge of our bed, red-eyed and with tears that wouldn’t stop coming.


  ‘I can’t come with you,’ she was saying. ‘I’m sorry. I just can’t face it.’


  ‘What are you talking about?’ I couldn’t put the thing straight in my head.


  ‘I can’t get in the car,’ she blubbered.


  Standing next to her, I let her head fall against my stomach, my arms around her shoulders comforting her the best I could, as fear rose in me like a well filling. What choice did I have but to go on my own?


  The trips to the country weren’t the only thing driving difficulties home. There was, in the smallest of variations to my language, an ever-present danger of showing that my loyalties were divided and that, from Renny’s point of view, I wasn’t considering her in my arrangements. I tried to sort through things, to decide where fairness lay and, although I’m prepared to say I could have been mistaken, I never doubted that Renny and I agreed that a child had to come first. Still, the experience of netting Renny’s accusations – and over the last two years there had been plenty – that I didn’t care about her, was like being in a huge, shallow, muddy-bottomed lake. One could walk around for months, years in fact, without finding its shoreline, neither getting closer to danger nor safety; it felt like I was wandering endlessly in uncomfortable, non-productive, murky circumstances.


  Several things were perpetually drumming at my mind, conspiring to keep me at bay. How long could I maintain the trips to see Marcus? Was I establishing a life in Melbourne?


  As for Renny and I, battles rose and fell. On the way up they were full of offensive verbal manoeuvres in an attempt to claim a position, some sort of righteous and noble high ground. On the way down they were full of sad realities that weren’t going to go away. We thought about splitting up over and over again.


  A woman I had worked with before I’d come to Marlowe Downs told me once that good relationships are about individuals being able to pursue independent lives. I held onto this notion like I might an air mattress in Bass Strait. Eventually, Renny said, ‘Why do you keep saying that? I could just as easily say the opposite and it would be just as true.’


  My mind, never wanting to accept even the suggestion that our relationship might be in trouble, tentatively asked her to clarify this.


  ‘I think relationships are about what people do together more than what they do apart, or what they achieve.’


  (Renny had often accused me of being a high achiever at the cost of everything else, which hurt because, and I’d never told Renny this, Dave had accused me of exactly the same thing.)


  As our arguments increased in velocity I began to think that our situation was never going to improve, that the baggage I carried could fill a cargo ship and the prospects I offered would only bring burden. Worst of all, I began to feel I was unable to change it. I went on defending myself despite knowing there was no defence – at least not in Renny’s eyes. At other times I was contrite and begged for one last chance to prove I was committed.


  Even more disturbingly, my communications with her, Dave and Marcus began to alter depending on whom I was speaking to and what the implication of the subject matter was. It became a nightmare of complexity that often put me in a state of confusion, not to mention weariness. I couldn’t think clearly about anything and felt I was disappearing into a compendium of other people’s needs. Sometimes I was so weak from the bitterness of the fights I wondered if I should be getting behind the wheel of a car for the long trip at all. But tenacity, it seems, played its part and, when it came to the crunch, when it was important to keep proceeding, I did, as did Renny. Coming into a relationship when there are demands from outside means unforseen stress. Better people may handle them in calmer ways but I don’t believe they can avoid them. To Renny’s credit she never gave up. And I had joined the long line of grown-ups who know that baggage means compromise in ways that compromise may never have been talked of before.


  THIRTY


  There was one thing that did go well for Dave and me amidst messy interactions and unsuccessful attempts to uphold the sense of respect we once had for one another. This was in the area of finance. It was like breaking bread.


  A year or so after we split up – a year or so before Renny stopped coming to the country with me – Dave and I met outside the large disused warehouse that Marcus’s gym troop were using to rehearse in at the time. While the kids cartwheeled, somersaulted, juggled and did tricks on unicycles, we huddled under a small eave outside in the dark. It was raining. Large daubs penetrated past our clothing and hair, perhaps enabling us to keep it short.


  We had amassed two houses during the time we’d been together. That was easy enough: one each. But there was the matter of Dave having owned a block of land when we’d met (the money from the sale of it went into the properties) and one of the houses, the one I was to get, was worth a little more than the other.


  ‘I’m willing to offer you the difference between the house prices,’ I said, my shoulders hunched as if this would guard against the rain, the blustery weather.


  ‘I just feel… well, there’s the block I had initially. It doesn’t take into consideration that contribution.’


  Maybe it was the weather or maybe I was just relieved to be sorting it out. I took a second, was looking onto the splashes of shine the streetlights threw on the wet road.


  ‘Are you willing to take what you paid for it at the time?’ I asked, circumspectly.


  ‘That would make me feel better.’


  I looked at him, almost wanting to take the offer back. This wasn’t about him feeling better or me trying to make up for what I’d done. But I had been through the whole thing in my mind: I was determined not to have lawyers involved, the legal system nightmare; the Kramer verses Kramer epoch was, I’d been so sure, not going to touch me.


  ‘Alright.’


  ‘I think that would be fair.’


  ‘I’m going to go now, Dave.’ (I always seemed to be warning him of this. Repeatedly separating, over and over again.)


  ‘You’ll come back for Marcus.’


  ‘Seven-thirty, right.’ I had already stepped away from the building. ‘I’ll see you then.’


  In my car I felt happy. I’d bought myself a moment of peaceful negotiation, avoided hours of potentially unhappy bickering. I still don’t feel bad about the deal. Who knows if it was completely fair? But this was the finest hour. We had managed to divide our assets without even so much as a stiff word.


  THIRTY-ONE


  Acouple, I think, often comprises of the waited-for and the waiting-for, or the waitee. In my relationship with Dave I was the waitee. Dave ran his own business as a builder and the long hours he spent away from home only seemed punctuated by the long telephone calls he made and took at night. The always-accommodating Dave. He would chat about the job as much as his clients wanted and people spending money love to engage the people they’re giving it to for as long as they possibly can.


  Being the waitee was most agonising in the first year of Marcus’s life. Twelve-hour days turned into fourteen-hour days when the telephone consultations were included. Dave tried to make it up to me in other ways – bringing home treats, nourishment that required little cooking – everything other than actually getting off the phone or working less. I was the waitee.


  In my relationship with Renny, although I didn’t realise it at first, she took up the mantle and became the one who was always waiting. It didn’t sit well with her either. If she wasn’t waiting for Marcus to arrive or for me to collect him, she was waiting for me to arrive home from work. Marlowe Downs added hours onto a schedule already bulging with commitment. When I rang Renny one afternoon to let her know I would be late because a lecture I was giving to students had been re-scheduled, it was the last bean to tip the basket.


  ‘So what time will it be? Seven, eight, fucking midnight?’


  ‘I’m only expecting it to go over for half an hour. Six-thirty I’ll be home.’


  ‘I don’t believe you. And I’m not waiting. I’m going out.’


  ‘Where?’


  ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Will you take your phone?’ Renny was notorious for not having her mobile phone with her.


  ‘No.’ She was also very good at being very clear. ‘I’ll leave you a note. You can come and find me if you want.’


  I had to be happy with this. The realisation was looming, and the memory of how I’d felt as the recipient of the wait resonated in me. The odd thing about it, though, and this was something I hadn’t realised when I was the waitee, was that mostly this situation is out of the control of the waited-for. It’s a matter of circumstance. I was trapped. Stuck between work, play and responsibility. Where was free choice? When did life have a moment’s give? My head fell on my desk. Tears pooled and my mind heated like a potato in its jacket. I couldn’t afford to get upset. Twenty eager students who, not half an hour ago, had looked at me as if they were journalists about to be delivered a real story, didn’t want me going back on my word. They wanted real-life mayhem and sorrow dished up; they were here to observe live clinical work behind oneway mirrors. Two therapists had cancelled the morning presentation because their clients had decided against it – it is hard for clients to present themselves in front of hungry problem-wanting trainees. I was their only hope.


  I had two adolescents – long-term clients – lined up. When one of them had rung me that morning saying she was going to be running half an hour late, I’d given the students the choice to stay late, otherwise I could cancel the session. They all nodded earnestly that they desperately wanted to stay, so I’d rung Alice back and confirmed the session for 4.30 p.m.


  Celia Dawes was at my door. ‘Monty, I need your help.’


  There were never any hellos or small talk from Celia, she was all about business. She did, however, have a heart, and noticed straight away that I’d been crying.


  ‘Is everything okay?’ she inquired, genuinely concerned.


  ‘Just time squeezing me like I’m a love heart.’


  ‘You are a love heart,’ she said in her brisk tone.


  I tilted my head, not quite able to accept the compliment.


  ‘Perhaps I should come back?’


  ‘No, really. I can cry about one thing, think about another.’


  ‘I wondered if you would see the brother of one of my clients? He’s got learning difficulties, isn’t socialising at school. We can organise for them to come together. Once a fortnight.’


  ‘I don’t understand. Is he living in my team’s catchment?’ (Celia wasn’t in my team and our clients were designated to one or the other team by postcode.)


  ‘Yes. At least now he is. One reason I’m asking. The boys were living in mine when I took the case.’


  ‘Would have said yes anyway.’ I smiled weakly.


  I wouldn’t have turned down an opportunity to work with Celia and because we were in different teams it was a rarity.


  ‘Oh,’ she had begun to leave but turned back around, her impetuous rapid movements making the moment pressed and a little awkward, as usual. ‘You’re going to have to mark out your diary. This place will suck the fat out of you otherwise.’ Her suggestion fired like a barrage of tiny bullets. ‘In regard to your past life, Renny will come round in time.’


  I looked at her, a beleaguered expression on my face because of the shock of thinking she had said something that was both prophetic and utterly confusing. I nodded. ‘Thanks,’ I said, weariness laced in my tone.


  An hour later, still feeling like a dead sea was sloshing around inside my stomach, I went to the afternoon sessions with the students. They sat in a big semi-circle. I wheeled a whiteboard in front of them and, with limbs as heavy as steel cranes, I drew what we referred to as a "genogram" – a basic family map - pertaining to my client. Patty was a young woman of Chinese descent. She’d lived in Australia since she was six months old, was a bright but cynical student - I had learnt that the two can easily go hand in hand - attending a Catholic college that was enforcing the rule that all pupils had to participate in sports. The problem was that Patty didn’t want to play sport at all. Her individual style and her determination to stick up for what she wanted set her apart from the other students. Some teachers feared she would commit suicide and indeed, there was a lot of existential rhetoric in Patty’s head that would have led most people to believe it, rhetoric that depicted a young woman isolated from the great Australian supposition that everybody should be happy in this lucky country.


  When I went to get Patty from the foyer, she immediately said to me, ‘Are you alright? You look terrible. Nothing’s wrong is it?’


  ‘I’m fine,’ I assured her. ‘Are you nervous?’


  ‘No, why would I be nervous? Bunch of blowflies would bother me more.’


  Patty was beyond her years. She also, at least from outside appearances, had an indestructible ego, both dangerous and self-preserving. When she wasn’t wearing me out, she was entertaining me. I was, however, rattled that she’d picked up on the fact I’d been crying, and I made an effort to buck up.


  The students were full of comment and conclusion when Patty left. We discussed the therapy they’d observed, the trajectory and journey Patty was on. Their faces, eager to begin with, were now on fire at the possibilities and power they thought was going to be theirs if they were ever lucky enough – they cautioned themselves – to end up working at a place like Marlowe Downs. Was I perpetuating the ivory tower concept?


  Alice, my next client, was nervous and had considered not coming. (The half an hour excuse thing had been an attempt to cancel.) Alice, now fifteen, had lived in foster homes since she was twelve. Every professional involved in her life had an instinctual sense that she had been sexually abused by her father prior to the foster care and at twelve she was, or so we surmised, too old for his taste so had been thrown out (possibly because she actually wanted the sexual attention she’d always been given). If this hadn’t happened, there was no doubt that something strange had gone on in that family house.


  The session was low-key. I didn’t push Alice. She knew that twenty students were looking at her from behind the huge reflection in front of her, and it would have been better if she’d agreed to meet them first, as most clients did. (It is always better to see than not, the imagination an unruly force at the best of times.)


  Afterwards, even though I had told the group the facts about Alice’s history while leaving out our speculations, they insisted she behaved in a sexualised manner and, because of that, she had been sexually abused. I wasn’t sure whether to be impressed or disturbed. The tendency to label and categorise, even to pathologise, is alive and well and way too robust. It wasn’t that they were wrong. It was their enthusiasm to treat Alice as a sum of her problems that didn’t sit well and, because of the clinical setting, the dry, perhaps incisive way I had delivered Alice’s story, I felt partly responsible. I finished the session with a caution.


  ‘Helping isn’t only about identifying problems. More often than not it means clearing a path, so someone can proceed. Without being able to go forwards, problems get stuck in dark corners. You’re right, Alice will probably be able to admit, if things go well for her, to having been abused. But if you see your clients as problems and not as people with possibilities then you’ll tend to miss opportunities for them to find their potential. You must respect the problems they present to you as theirs. It’s not your job to hang them up, to see people as the things that have been done to them. If you walk with them while they make their way over things, which is often time consuming, they will do their own healing.’


  They looked at me, dumbfounded. I guessed they had always been told to be active and alert, to search for problems, to tease them out and attack them head on, to problem-solve. If they had argued the point, I may have capitulated. They didn’t. I nodded, wishing them the best of luck, and started to mutter TS again, like a child with a favourite nursery rhyme.


  Rubbing its back along the window-panes;


  There will be time, there will be time.


  THIRTY-TWO


  There were other words that kept me going in those days, when moments of calm in my routine at Marlowe Downs sent me slightly adrift, causing me to ponder what it was I was doing.


  When I became worried of obsessive adherence to Tom Eliot, I remembered something of Borges.


  Let no one fear in the bewildering night


  that I will lose my way among the borders


  The workload was growing to gargantuan proportions. Drowning not waving. A lifebuoy was of no help. I didn’t need to float, I needed to be hoicked out of a rolling swell. At times like these there was only bravado to rest against. I kept a smiling face even as a monster wave was looming.


  I had forty-eight open cases. I was meant to be – under our new rapid-response, which had received a huge rap from the audit team – taking in one new case a week, and closing one to keep everything evened out. I decided to close five a week until everything was more manageable. Easier said than executed. When I contacted people to say I was closing their file, they came up with more problems. I regretted having embarked on the exercise and considered closing cases without informing the clients. I knew this wasn’t an option and went back to closing those I could and not worrying about the rest.


  I began to turn down offers to sit on committees. Extra curricula activities were out. I was starting to harden.


  One day, Eddy rang me, begging me to fill in for someone who had pulled out from being on a panel in a hypothetical. The occasion was the Annual General Meeting of the hospital’s psychiatry department and they wanted a representative from every discipline. I was to hold the flag for social workers. I reluctantly agreed, as I owed Eddy for small favours incurred over the two years I’d worked in the place.


  He wasn’t there. In fact, I knew very few of the people gathered in the Milly Logan Lecture hall - the room I’d seen Celia come to grief in on my first day. What’s more, the women looked like headmistresses from the fifties, and the men like ancient cricket players. But I guessed they were all ex-mental health aficionados. The only person I did recognise in the audience, let alone on the panel, was a psychiatrist from another hospital whom I’d come to loggerheads with over a diagnosis they had given a child I’d been working with, when he’d been treated in their inpatient unit.


  They had anointed the kid in question as having attention deficit hyperactivity disorder – not uncommon for a nine-year-old boy, especially one I’d had to catch and peel from his school roof one day. This overrode my diagnosis of adjustment disorder – a diagnosis I’d chosen because his mother had, I suspected, an undiagnosed personality disorder. (See how complicated psychiatry can be! And was I "mother blaming", I had to ask myself.) I was arguing that the adjustment disorder was in response to the mother’s personality disorder. But really the label of adjustment disorder – given that we were required to diagnose every kid we saw – was a ruse on my part to choose the lesser of the diagnoses and to treat the kid rather than just medicate him, as is what ended up happening. Tagged ADHD, he’d been medicated and, since his behaviour had improved – the seemingly obvious fact that he wasn’t in his mother’s company when he was in their inpatient unit not having occurred to them – he’d been returned home after two weeks, only for his behaviour, despite the medication, to have returned to its previous level of naughtiness. Finally, another clinician had labelled him conduct disordered.


  This psychiatrist recognised me, but nodded civilly enough. He was a small neat man, dressed in country fair – moleskins and a checked shirt under a conservative blue tie. I remember feeling suddenly on the back foot. He had an air about him – a perched-up-high air, a hawk-looking-down-for-small-prey air.


  I tried to forget that he was there as I looked around for Eddy. Cursing his absence, I sat alone through a meeting that meant nothing to me. Although they were attempting to romp quickly down the agenda, the business started to stretch into the hour and I waggled my leg with frustration, my head in my hands, thinking of all the other places I should be (home), all the other things I should be doing (carousing with Renny). And then we were being called to the front.


  The panel were introduced, and I put on my ea-ger-to-be-out-of-there-but-nonetheless-eager face. The scenario was presented by a tall gangly psychiatrist also dressed in moleskins – trends are abundant wherever you go – who was suitably quick-witted and handy with the pun. A family had presented themselves at their local mental health service because one of them, an eleven-year-old girl, had stopped talking. Each member of the family was described and the assessment process began. The speech therapist spoke first. She was concerned about neurological problems, she said, and wanted to get the psychologist to test for cognitive functioning, which was duly done. The psychologist, another young woman, who could have found any amount of difficulties, reported finding nothing of significant concern and decided to make a referral to the psychiatrist for a family interview. The psychiatrist – who I had met, I realised then, a couple of times – floored me by saying that he suspected the father was sexually abusing the child. The discussion quickly veered off on a theme about undisclosed sexual abuse. The speechy and psychologist, OT and psych nurse concurred. This was such a leap in judgement I was miffed as to how their thinking had evolved. I began to squirm uncomfortably in my seat and had to stop myself from jumping in. (This was typical of me. I didn’t even know if I was right. I held back.)


  ‘And, Monty,’ Andy, the gangly psychiatrist doing the honours, looked at his card that listed the panel’s names. I sat up. who is heading up the adolescent inpatient unit, is approached by Maria, the psychologist who’s armed with her client’s near-perfect cognitive score, to see whether she’ll be accepted.’ Andy smiled, pausing for effect. ‘There’s one problem. Monty’s team at the unit is on work bans and their operations are severely curtailed. Monty, what’s your response to Maria?’


  I gulped. There had been no mention of any union action, or that I was heading up an inpatient unit -something I’d never done. ‘Well,’ I fumbled, ‘seeing as it’s only work bans and we’re not on strike… we’re still accepting emergency cases.’ (I knew this from that exact situation having been played out at the unit some months earlier.) I went on: ‘And since I classify this as an emergency, seeing the girl’s looking down the barrel of selective mutism,’ (the words, in one of those truly lucky moments, presenting themselves rather inexplicably) ‘I accept her into the unit.’


  ‘So,’ he continued seamlessly, no flicker of doubt, ‘Catherine is admitted to the adolescent unit, to the great relief of Maria.’ There was a titter of amusement from the audience. ‘And. what happens in the adolescent unit?’


  ‘Even though Catherine,’ I said, ‘won’t speak, it doesn’t mean she can’t hear.’ (There was a chance this sounded smug, but it came from frustration. There were some people on the panel who seemed to be dallying.) ‘One on one, in a private room, she’d be spoken to about the choices she was making, about what she was hinging those decisions on, about other paths that could be just as provocative if she wanted to make a statement about unfairness or anxiety. She’d hear about how mental illnesses can develop from habits, about how action, or lack of action, can cause physical changes in the brain. She’d be told everything we know about why someone might choose the path she’s taken rather than deal with other scarier responses such as anger, sadness, the feeling of being hurt.’


  I paused. I had been smart enough, surely.


  Andy nodded. ‘And that’s actually what happens. Catherine’s family admit her to the unit and she slowly gets better under the hothouse treatment of the team. Monty, what’s your surname? I don’t have a surname written here.’


  ‘Montgomery,’ I said, embarrassed now.


  ‘Monty Montgomery,’ Andy smiled, his arm extending in a showy manner towards me as he turned to the audience, ‘completing our hypothetical tonight in good style.’


  I had sat through excruciatingly dry details of AGM minutiae and silly responses to a rather straightforward diagnosis, then I had solved the case in three short minutes. I would have answered the same way if Andy had asked me before asking any of the other professionals on the panel. Despite my earlier talk about complexity in regard to the boy and his mother, psychiatry is often made more complicated than need be. If you treat the symptom rather than always concentrating on the cause, paths for recovery can be opened up. In other words, there’s more than one way in, more than one way to clear the deepest of problems.


  I made a beeline for the door, thinking I’d paid Eddy back in full and notched up some credits. That was until I clocked the psychiatrist from the other hospital, his neat face nodding solemnly at me.


  ‘Congratulations,’ I heard him say as I swung past him, smiling amicably.


  ‘Thanks,’ I slung the word belatedly, surprise and genuine gratitude spiking my response. I couldn’t believe I found revenge so sweet. Why did I care what that man thought? But I did. And I couldn’t help but say to myself: Everything comes back, eventually! Life’s one big circle and it’s all a matter of hanging in there, backing up what you believe in.


  I walked through the double doors, out through the large, blue-lit hospital foyer, its shopfronts closed for the night, one cafe still serving a few dour-faced parents of the infirmed. Outside, the night was all purple and gold, as if the yellow street lighting had bled into the blackness, mutating its colour. I waited for the tram, leaning against the steel rail, as cold to touch as the inside of a freezer. Already the good feelings were dissipating. “Full circles” was such a ridiculous notion – perhaps right for the small things, but get off the grass, I berated myself, your simple philosophy is threadbare; life is not a series of wins and losses, and nothing will come back full score. I clenched my jaw, searched hungrily for the tram. I was going to be late getting home to Renny once more.


  THIRTY-THREE


  Sometimes when Marcus was staying in town he would come to Marlowe Downs with me. I knew that children in the workplace weren’t "tolerated" in these modern days, but come on: it was a child facility, for pity’s sake, and surely preventing mental health problems in employees’ kids was important too. (For the most part, Marcus attended holiday programs that were run at the primary school around the corner from where Renny and I lived. He was always enthusiastic about going but I didn’t want to send him there all the time. It would be like going to school all year round. Added to that was the reality of my annual leave, which didn’t match the time put aside for school holidays, nor the fact that Renny wouldn’t have tolerated me spending all my holidays with him, and rightly so.)


  Anyway, when Marcus came to Marlowe Downs he loved to tidy my office. He would carefully set the toys out. The zoo animals made up one display, the dinosaurs another. Pencils, pens and paper would be neatly stacked, as would all the board games, playing cards and my desk paraphernalia. It was like employing someone to give my office a facelift. He had a gift for it. After this happened a few times though, I found it a little disturbing. He preferred, it seemed, to clean my office rather than play with the toys themselves. Thinking I was reading too much into it and not wanting to knock anything that had to do with tidiness, I didn’t ask, and quelled any thoughts.


  I brought films in for him to watch on the televisions around the place and he made some beautiful "trick books" for me. These would have mazes, quizzes, small crosswords and little poems in them. They were so cute. A lump of emotion would swell in my throat and tears would rise when he presented them to me.


  On one particular day, the last day I took him to Marlowe Downs, he came to a team meeting and sat on the arm of my chair, his small, svelte body slinked around me, his keen eyes and ears taking everything in. The meeting was mostly business; only a few cases – all straightforward enough – were presented towards the end.


  At the finish of the day we piled ourselves onto the tram.


  ‘I wish we were there already,’ he said.


  ‘You don’t like the tram?’


  ‘It takes forever,’ he complained, resting his head on my arm. I thought he might go to sleep but after a while he said, ‘What will happen to the boy who can’t do his shoelaces up?’


  Indeed, in the meeting we had discussed a child who had what we call "pervasive developmental delays", one of the few conditions that falls outside the mad, bad or sad categories that are said to cover all kids coming into Marlowe Downs and any other service like ours. These kids stand out in a school setting but it’s a pity they don’t come to our notice earlier. Pre-school intervention programs have done a good job at picking these kids up, an important thing because these delays, if untreated, cause other difficulties for kids socially and academically. We treat them, but sometimes it is hard to make up for earlier, lost opportunities.


  ‘He needs some extra help to learn,’ I said lightly, ‘that’s all. He’ll be alright.’


  ‘Nathan in my class, he gets special help.’


  I nodded.


  ‘He’s naughty sometimes. Ms H gets so angry her eyes bulge like big bubbles.’ He showed me. ‘But he’s been twice as good lately.’


  ‘Twice as good?’


  ‘Ms H says because he’s getting help he’s not so naughty.’


  ‘Ms H is probably right.’


  ‘I never want to be a teacher.’


  ‘Really? What I do is kind of like being a teacher.’


  ‘No, Mum, you help people,’ he said emphatically. ‘That’s not being a teacher.’


  ‘I think teachers would have something to say about that. They’re helping you by teaching you.’


  But Marcus wouldn’t have it.


  ‘They don’t care what we think, they just tell us what to do.’


  ‘They have to keep the kids quiet so everyone can hear what they’re saying.’


  ‘Yeah, but they don’t have to be mean.’ He said this with such a bite in his tone that I left it, patting his leg as he put his head back on my arm.


  I’d noticed this righteousness before. He’d been voted onto the student council recently – a tiny eight-year-old in office – and had gone to his first meeting with several things to put up for discussion. He wanted the school to grow vines along the steel fences around the boundary of the school, for privacy and to dampen the noise from the highway. It would also make the school look nicer, he’d told me. The other idea he had was to collect five-cent coins because they were annoying to most people and didn’t mean anything to their financial situation. This money could buy treats and fruit from the tuckshop so that kids who didn’t get those things in their lunchbox could have them.


  When he had been telling me all this, I asked him how he’d been chosen as a representative.


  ‘We voted,’ he had said plainly.


  ‘Oh!’ After a moment I’d asked: ‘Who did you vote for? Did you vote for yourself? You know you can do that.’


  ‘I voted for Steven Manse.’


  ‘Is he your friend?’


  ‘No.’


  I was curious. ‘Can I ask why you voted for him?’


  ‘Ms H said we should vote for someone we thought would be good at feeling important. Like they’d be good at it and not become a big head or anything. Steven is very quiet. He’d never become bossy or a big head. He doesn’t have many friends, I think ‘cos he’s so serious.’


  ‘Do you feel sorry for him?’


  ‘No.’ He had looked up at me, open-faced. ‘He’s going to be something important one day, like the prime minister or something, I reckon.’


  I nodded, thinking there was no accounting for what he thought or how he came to his conclusions.


  When we were nearly home I turned to him – encouraged, perhaps, by our previous discussion.


  ‘Your dad and I haven’t been able to get along very well since we’ve been apart. I feel bad about it and I’m sorry it’s like it is.’


  ‘It’s alright, Mum. But I think Dad is very mad at you.’


  Given Dave hardly ever lost his temper, I wanted to know how Marcus knew this. But there was something about his face that brought me to my senses. I hadn’t made the comment to elicit information from him, and wasn’t I perpetuating what I’d just apologised for if I started to probe for an answer? We were back in St Kilda, the tram spinning along the old train track down Canterbury Road. I looked out of the tram’s window at the verandahs of some double-fronted terrace houses across the road. One sported an Australian flag hanging limply, another had a mannequin with a pink wig and wearing a floral dress. I kissed Marcus’s head and thought what a strange reality it is that he wouldn’t remember much of anything that had happened in his life up until now – that none of us do. I mused that, whether they remember or not, it still matters what happens to children. Everything matters; the mind is in full swing, no matter what the memory is collecting in its seemingly random fashion. In the end, as the tram pulled up at the terminus, I was glad Marcus wouldn’t remember Dave and I splitting up; then again, that meant he also wouldn’t remember us being together. Reality bites. That’s the truth. Reality totals, like a tsunami in full force, everything else.


  THIRTY-FOUR


  The front foyer was littered with kids, mothers, one dad, and toys that had been bought new for the visiting auditors and were now, some months on, already shabby from robust play. It was 8.45 a.m. and I didn’t have an appointment until 10 a.m. Some time to do much-needed file work, to pursue closures.


  I took the guff from my pigeonhole, two phone messages floating like shed feathers from the pile to the floor. The mother with the undiagnosed personality disorder had called – a moment’s heaviness piled on me when I saw that message. I needed to talk to her anyway. I had done everything I could for the family. If I couldn’t help them after over two years of involvement, maybe it was time for someone else to try.


  ‘Good morning,’ I smiled, a little forced, at someone I didn’t know sitting in for the receptionist (Patricia, the woman usually in the role, had been taking a lot of time off lately). Walking back past the ruckus down the wide hallway towards my room, I noticed Nigel’s handwriting amongst my notices. Before I had arrived at my door, I’d brought the slip of paper to the top of the pile; the others were mainly academic and research papers that people deposited in all of our pigeonholes perfunctorily, and were less eye-catching. At my office, beginning to decipher his scrawl while simultaneously unlocking my door, I read it, my satchel still over my shoulder, one step into my room.


  Dear Monty,


  Thank you for this information. (What information? I don’t remember giving him anything that required a response in writing or that would have stood out from the dozens of papers I shared with the team all the time.) I have problems coming to terms with homosexuality partly because of my belief system, which is Biblical and condemns homosexual behaviour as sinful. The gay community would proclaim that 10% of the population is gay. The truth probably is that only 1-2% is. The rest adopt homosexual behaviours. The 1-2% probably have a genetic basis to their condition. I can sympathise with people who are homosexual in their gender orientation but have problems in condoning homosexual behaviour, which I think is (“not normal” was crossed out) abnormal or sinful. I use the Bible as my standard – so this is more a faith position because I believe the Bible is the word of God and if God created us then what is Biblically condemned cannot be of God. However, man has marred His perfect creation and therefore sinful behaviours will be evidenced.


  My position is therefore to love the homosexual as a person although I am not able to condone with his/ her behaviours like any other sinful behaviours like adultery, murder or stealing etc.


  Hope this is helpful to you to know as a member of your team.


  Nigel (smiley face)


  What? Was this a joke? The air left my head rather like I’d been twirled on my feet, a chuckle bouncing out of me. It couldn’t be true. Surely no one could write this sort of tripe to their work colleague, let alone to their boss. I laughed, albeit hollowly, walking my body, which had become strangely light, to my desk. I lowered my messages, papers and my satchel, trying to read the letter again. ‘I can’t believe this!’ I muttered under my breath, turning in my office, propping up against my desk and looking at my open door, expecting him, Nigel, or someone, to come to see me, see how I was, given this outrageous intrusion, this condemnation of me.


  When no one did appear I went to find James. He was having coffee and a cigarette with a newly arrived intern. I was all smiles and welcomes, the letter like a burning Judas in my fingers.


  ‘Can I talk to you?’ I asked him and then turned to the intern, ‘I’m sorry Beth, would you mind?’


  Of course she wouldn’t.


  ‘I’ll see you at the department meeting after lunch,’ James said to her.


  ‘Yes, see you Monty.’ She waved, smiling crookedly.


  I beckoned to James to shift further away from the door of the staffroom.


  ‘I need to show you something.’


  James read the letter, a frown niggling his forehead as the words peeled across his retinas.


  ‘This is out there. He’s a bloody fanatic.’


  ‘Forget fanatic. He’s homophobic.’


  ‘Fundamentalism at its worst.’


  ‘He shouldn’t be writing me letters like this. Firstly, he’s questioning my experience of being homosexual, insinuating I’m putting it on, and then he’s saying it’s akin to adultery, murder and theft. That’s not right. He’s a fucking psychiatrist. He shouldn’t be saying this stuff. Even if he thinks it, he should be keeping it to himself.’


  James was re-reading.


  ‘Actually,’ I took the chance to keep talking, ‘he shouldn’t be working with children.’


  ‘What are you going to do?’ James held out the letter to me.


  ‘I don’t even want to touch it.’


  ‘You know he’s a complete nuff, Mont.’


  ‘Still hard to take.’ I was getting surges of anger now. ‘Does he just want me to curl up in a corner, disappear? Maybe that’s what I should do?’


  James held my gaze.


  ‘I’m going to have to speak to him,’ I said, seeming to recover. ‘To pick on me is one thing. But the clients… it’s like we’re running some kind of wacky establishment, something halfway between Fawlty Towers and one of those strange hotels you see in films, that people go into and never come out of.’


  ‘Good luck,’ James said, a rather nervous smile spreading on his face.


  I took the letter.


  Nigel’s office, along the corridor from mine, was open and, having not long arrived either, he was standing over his desk, perhaps looking at his schedule for the day. I was relieved to see him there and free.


  ‘Nigel,’ I said in sotto voce. ‘Can I see you in my office for a moment, please?’


  The words had come out plainly enough. I turned, a little light-headed. He followed.


  ‘Take a seat,’ I said, remaining calm, going slowly, not wanting to repeat a previous mistake when I had asked him about why he was suggesting a boy reside with his violent father instead of his mother. The conversation had finished almost before it had started that day.


  ‘I presume this is a personal letter?’ I held it up and then put it down to show I was in control, and that I found it altogether odious and didn’t wish to touch it.


  ‘Yes,’ he answered, unflinching.


  ‘Well, I don’t care about that. What I do care about is the fact you feel this way. I find it disturbing and, given your position, particularly concerning.’


  ‘It doesn’t affect my work.’


  ‘Do you have any clients grappling with this issue in their lives?’


  ‘No. I’ve not come across it, ever, as far as I’m aware.’


  ‘As far as you’re aware? You do know that high amongst the risk factors for youth suicide is the issue of homosexuality?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘What you seem to feel, however, is that people choose to be homosexual.’


  ‘Being part of a minority group can be attractive.’


  ‘Not in a school playground, the last time I was aware.’ I turned, gestured a little disgustedly at the letter. ‘Personally, I’m not interested in the fact you feel this way. Even as a member of your team. But as your team leader, I don’t want you working with any client who is dealing with this issue.’


  ‘Alright.’


  ‘Alright.’ I repeated the word. It was hard to believe he was agreeing to this so readily.


  ‘That’s fine,’ he said, his smile sunny, if not a little pressed on his face. He stood and walked out of my office, leaving the door open.


  It was a hollow victory. My mind swept up the scattered pieces to examine them. What if a child’s parent was homosexual? Their aunt or uncle? One of their siblings? Two of them? Three or four of them? It was not a good sign for the future. It was certainly not a good sign for psychiatry: one step forward, twenty-five back – back to the days when our big fat diagnostic book had listed homosexuality as an illness, when young people would be sent off for analysis with the explicit hope they would return as heterosexuals. As for our discussion, the good doctor hadn’t even needed to mention Freud, not even to defend his stance.


  In a stunned state I sat on, in my chair. From the outside, I mused, someone might be forgiven for thinking Freud was God; from the inside they’d be a fool. God was God and we’d made him into a monster.


  THIRTY-FIVE


  Renny was gobsmacked. ‘He can’t send you a letter like this. It’s harassment. You’ve got to do something. What’s-his-name: Ivan, Ernie? He should put his big toe in.’


  ‘Elliot.’


  ‘Show him. See what he thinks.’


  I nodded. ‘Maybe.’


  ‘Somebody should stick up for you. Psychiatrist or not, no one should be able to say this to you.’


  ‘I stuck up for myself. I told you what I said to him.’


  ‘Yes, but you should have support over this. He’s a religious zealot. A bigot. He should be disciplined.’


  I thought about this over the next few days. Renny was right. Although I’d held her back from taking the letter to the press, I did have to do something. So one morning, a week after receiving the letter, the corridors of Marlowe Downs suitably icy and dark from an absconded sun, I went to see Elliot.


  ‘This is disgraceful!’ He reacted in a serious manner.


  I told Elliot about the discussion with Nigel that had taken place in my office.


  ‘I didn’t really care at first,’ I said, my words firing rapidly as he re-read the letter. ‘Thought it was so far left-field it was ridiculous to worry about. But after he left my office, having given in so easily, I started to get angry.’


  Elliot, unusually quiet, looked rather blankly at me. After a moment, he clarified: ‘He said he wouldn’t see families affected?’


  ‘Yes, but what does that mean, Elliot? Does it include extended family, or kids that haven’t been truthful with themselves about their sexuality? Maybe they’ll keep it from him?’


  ‘It’s closed-minded,’ Elliot said, looking at the letter again, almost as if he was checking it was real. ‘Leave it to me. I’ll talk to Anton.’


  There was no reason to doubt Elliot. He would, I believed, do what he could to vindicate me, but the mere thought I needed to be vindicated should have sent alarm bells ringing in my head. I had done nothing wrong. I walked out of Elliot’s office feeling tall and potent and as if things would be put right. Nigel Pathmanathan would be put back in his box.


  Only a little distracted by wanting to tell James I’d shown Elliot the letter, I saw two clients. But I eventually went looking and, as at other times lately, I couldn’t find James in any of his usual squats: smoking in the courtyard, scribbling at his desk, making dense black coffee in the staff kitchen. I went outside to the car park to see if I could spot his sedan and yes, there it was, polished so the sun shone yellow medallions on every panel, sitting dutifully in its usual spot, complete with the tartan brown-and-orange patterned seat covers he’d shown off to me.


  I went to the main reception desk to see if he might be using one of the large family therapy rooms, or perhaps seeing a child in one of the inpatient units.


  There was nothing in the book.


  ‘Have you seen James?’ I asked Mali, the receptionist who seemed to have taken over permanently from Patricia.


  ‘He’s gone for a swim in The Meuse.’ The Meuse was the nickname for the small indoor swimming pool on the grounds at Marlowe Downs. It was named after the river in Belgium, dubbed by someone long gone who’d deliberately played on the word, "muse". A swim in the over-chlorinated water was meant to deliver inspiration and wisdom but I’d been to Belgium and driven along the side of the actual river, a polluted but rushing torrent, the banks of which were flanked with steel walls of industry. So, inspiration from such a dip had always seemed to me extremely unlikely. But I don’t mention any of this to Mali.


  ‘Swimming,’ I said. ‘How impertinent!’


  This made Mali laugh, her ring of giggles beating away a little longer than necessary.


  ‘He’s trying to get fit, Monty.’


  I had my back to her, having taken the opportunity to check my pigeonhole for the second time in an hour.


  ‘I can see I’m going to be the last one resisting fitness,’ I said, trying to assess if I needed to scoop up two new messages that lay there, or if they could wait until tomorrow. (Occasionally a pallor would come over me: Who? What? Oh, you must have it wrong, I don’t work at Marlowe Downs, I just ended up here today and in fact I need to get myself home. Usually these attacks would come on in the late afternoon. But today the dread had, like an unexpected change in the weather, weighed in early. It was only 11.30 a.m., 11.45 at the most, and I had an afternoon of appointments scheduled, the last two being consultations to schools in Hoppers Crossing. It was going to be a long day.)


  ‘Well, he’s a great disappointment.’ I was sardonic, turning back to her, leaving my pigeonhole alone.


  ‘He should be fit if he’s going to be a father one day.’


  ‘A father! Now you’re really scaring me, Mali.’


  ‘No, I just say that because he would be a very good father. In the future.’


  She wasn’t really going to let me get away with my disparaging comments so I just nodded. ‘Well, if you see him, tell him to get his fit body around to my office. It’s nothing urgent, just need to talk to him.’


  I walked out of the reception area and through the large waiting room, smiling at a mother who looked stricken with nervousness, probably at the thought she was in a place like Marlowe Downs. She smiled back apprehensively but, I thought, appreciatively.


  I had predicted correctly about the arduous afternoon, and in the end I could only marvel at my ability to get through the hard hours it was comprised of. Even better – a few gems came out of my mouth, which I put down to the expectations of the job. I’ve seen it before, when the mere fact that I’m there and know what I’m supposed to do provides considerable inspiration. There was, of course, also a great hankering for the working day to end, which, in my experience, occurs more quickly when you’re the one doing some of the talking. My saving grace: I was not one for becoming vague. Whether I was with clients or talking to other professionals, I’d learnt early on that in the end it hurts more to lose momentum.


  And then, a final and further reprieve, there was a message on my phone, which I’d let ring out during the last consultation. I listened to it sitting in the car. ‘Hey Mont, it’s James. Hope you’re okay. Ring me if you need me.’ The relief of hearing his voice coursed through me. I sat in the school’s car park, my eyes closing for a second in thanks. I did need him, not for anything specific, but in exactly the way he had just helped. He was like a net for me in those years and no matter the terrain of our relationship, care remained a staple.


  THIRTY-SIX


  When days passed and nothing came of the conversation I’d had with Elliot, Renny couldn’t help herself: she wrote a letter to him. I wanted to see it and I didn’t, I wanted to stop her sending it but I also wanted it sent. In the end, after she read it aloud to me, I nodded my consent, knowing I was handing her power of attorney, so to speak. While I was half convinced that the whole thing was becoming a little soap opera-ish, there was another part of me that couldn’t get over the gall of the good doctor, Nigel Pathmanathan, and the other doctors, nurses, psychologists and all the allied health professionals, not to mention the establishment itself, that would allow this kind of thing to go on. How could they? When I considered the implications in my quiet moments, there was something very disturbing about it. Tnat’s why I let Renny send her letter, even though I knew at the time that I was letting her interfere in something that wasn’t her business.


  Elliot was furious. His shock of grey hair, now a mahogany red from a packet of L’Oreal, came bobbing and forward-thrusting into the staff lounge a day or so later. I was sitting with a couple of women -Celia’s cohorts – from the autism team. One of them had lent me a book cataloguing syndromes because I was trying to diagnose a seven-year-old girl who had pixie-like features and displayed a lot of delays. We were discussing Williams syndrome. A debate was raging in my head as to whether the child should be tested, given the fact that the syndrome was in mild form – if existing at all. She was enrolled at a special school and the mother had no illusions as to her daughter’s learning delays. What purpose would the diagnosis have? Possibly lots, but possibly it held hidden drawbacks as well? The girl’s mother was on her own and had some odd behavioural traits herself. She’d taken her daughter to visit the family of another student and hadn’t left for three days, apparently. Why that had happened, how it had happened, needed to be sorted out before the helpfulness of diagnosing the child could be assessed.


  Anyway, I was listening to my favourite of Celia’s mob, Dr Rosie Whelan, quietly explaining what she knew about the syndrome, as Elliot burst in.


  ‘Monty, can I speak to you?’


  ‘Of course,’ I got up, muttering that I’d be back in a moment.


  ‘Why is your girlfriend writing to me?’ he said, furiously, when we had removed ourselves to the other end of the large staffroom, where a depleted and surprisingly old library of textbooks were shelved. ‘I thought we’d sorted this out.’


  Elliot was staring down at me intensely. Even with his crimson hair, and perhaps because of his hardly-rimmed glasses – which he didn’t always wear – he looked like an owl, an unhappy one.


  ‘I thought you said you were fine, that you’d dealt with it, that you were happy with Nigel’s response.’


  ‘Yes,’ I said a little weakly, trying to remember what it was I had said. ‘But, well.’ I started, ‘as I said to you, the rot started to set in later. What did happen about it?’


  ‘I was going to talk to Anton,’ he said, still snorting discontent.


  ‘There’s no point in talking to Anton,’ I said, as if clarity had suddenly entered my head. ‘He wouldn’t be interested and, quite frankly, because he’s not a psychiatrist Nigel is not going to take any notice of him.’


  ‘I’ll talk to Musgrove. We’ll go and see him.’


  I nodded.


  ‘But this, this is unfair. Just come and see me when you’ve got a problem.’


  He stalked off and I was left with that odd feeling that occurs when convergences collide. While, on the one hand, he was incensed by the letter, on the other it had got him off his backside. What was puzzling about this, though, was that I remember thinking Renny’s letter sounded like nothing more than a professionally scripted nudge, and, given his ire just now, I wondered how exactly did he and others think I should respond to Nigel’s letter? Was I supposed to be okay about what had been written to me, while Elliot could be enraged about being asked to give me some support? Was empathy – a keystone, or so I would have thought, in our line of work – in such short supply?


  Keeping to his word, the meeting was scheduled to take place two weeks later. Elliot came to my office as arranged. We’d go together. He seemed to be back to normal with me, making me feel I’d held out appropriately. In fact, I was very hopeful of the whole thing coming to a resolute conclusion. It didn’t matter that Elliot had had a hissy fit. I could live with that. I even remember thinking it might work in my favour – that he might repeat his outburst in Albert Musgrove’s office, but at the indecency of Nigel this time.


  On the day, as I quickened my gait to keep up with his long step, I reassessed. Collected as he was now, Elliot was most unlikely to have any run-away-at-the-mouth action – still, it didn’t count out a good shooting-from-the-hip. I tried to reassure myself that there was always the possibility of a maverick comment or two.


  At the hospital he parked the car in the staff spots near the buildings. We walked through the corridors, me having to throw an extra step in between every three of his to keep up. On the fourteenth floor of the northwest building we came across Musgrove’s office and could hear him on the phone through the door. We waited and it was then that a bloom of nervousness opened its eye in me. I took a big breath and smiled at Elliot.


  ‘Feel a bit nervous,’ I admitted.


  ‘Don’t you feel nervous. You’ve done nothing wrong.’


  In Albert’s office there was the usual coating of certificates and honorary mentions on the walls. Through the windows, without venturing right up to them, I could see over the gardens towards the zoo. A wash of misty blues and greys drifted across the canopy of gum trees. The wind was strong.


  ‘Monty,’ Albert Musgrove held out his hand, which I duly shook. ‘Take a seat.’ He gestured towards the part of the office away from the windows where sofa chairs were arranged around a coffee table. ‘I hear we have a problem.’


  While registering that Elliot hadn’t really said hello – a small nod of the head, a mumble of acknowledgement – it wasn’t until later that the implications of it sank in. Then I couldn’t help think that they had spoken already that day, if not in the last hour or two. Oblivious to this at the time though, I launched into what I thought were the main points. I’ve always tried to be brief in this kind of setting. It comes from supervising people and appreciating brevity in them. But while I was in there explaining what had happened I had that strange experience of watching myself from outside the situation. For a moment, I was floating somewhere in the echelons above us, observing.


  ‘Why did he send you this letter in the first place, do you think?’ Musgrove asked.


  ‘I can help on that count,’ Elliot said. ‘He was responding to information The Also Foundation, a gay organisation, sent us. I’d asked Monty to pass it onto her team.’


  I had completely forgotten this. In fact, even Elliot saying it didn’t bring the memory back. It wasn’t that I doubted it – the amount of correspondence we received to disseminate could fill a truck or two every month. There also wasn’t any reason why Elliot would lie about this, and I was just happy that he had included himself, even peripherally.


  ‘Can I see the letter?’ Albert said.


  I produced it from a manila folder I was clutching, sitting forward in the low chair to hand it to him. He was leaning back, an arm folded over the tilt of the chair’s backrest, his legs crossed so that one of the points of his shoes arrowed up to the ceiling, and, as I handed the letter to him, I found myself having to shift my face in case his shoe struck me.


  He read it. ‘It’s a personal letter,’ he said, as if surprised.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Well, it’s personal then.’ Albert was smiling a grin that said: And aren’t you a little silly for not knowing it.


  ‘Does that make a difference?’


  ‘Of course,’ he said sonorously, a chuckle following.


  All my hot blood turned to boiling sand, granular and sticky, making me a little rigid. This was not going to go my way. They weren’t interested in the issue, the threat to Marlowe Down’s reputation it posed, or the effect something like this could have on a client - not to mention how it affected me.


  ‘I guess, Albert,’ Elliot said, ‘if someone had written you a letter saying they didn’t like Catholics, didn’t think they were real, it might be the same thing.’


  I thought this was bold and turned immediately to Musgrove to see what his response would be.


  ‘Well, I’m Anglican, but I get your point. As far as a response…’ He was nodding, looking at Elliot who was looking at him. ‘I’ll talk to Nigel. We play racquetball every Tuesday night. I’ll have a quiet chat to him.’


  Racquetball! I wanted to shout. Quiet chat!


  ‘My question to you,’ Albert said, turning to me, ‘is how are you going to go on from here? Are you going to be able to work with him?’


  My head dipped as I digested things. It couldn’t have been worse. Was this now my problem to fix? I looked up, containing myself as best I could. ‘Yes,’ I said, my voice sticking a little. ‘Of course.’


  I had been defeated. In the office of the boss, I wasn’t just sucking eggs, I was chewing on the very points of his dandy shoes I could see the soles of. (Isn’t that an insult in some cultures, to face the soles of your shoes or feet towards someone?) My eyes started to sting and I realised, rather than tears prickling them, they were hurting from having dried out, the sort of feeling you get on a long flight when your eyes have been open for far too long, hot air blowing on them.


  Elliot was all good humour as we left, as if he’d completed a task successfully. I felt like a wet plaster cast of myself, unravelling. I couldn’t tell Renny, for fear of her getting me fuelled up to walk out of my job. I blamed myself in the end – for not being able to stand up to them, for somehow letting down the entire sisterhood and brotherhood, for letting the establishment win.


  It was extremely hard not to show Elliot how dented I felt. I’m sure he noticed the brittleness in my voice as I responded between his inane chatter while we drove back to Marlowe Downs. Part of me didn’t care as long as I didn’t break down completely. I had been a fool. Nobody was really going to understand the implications of that letter except Renny, and she couldn’t help. As for the future, I’d have to go on obliquely. I decided, hollowly, that nothing on the outside could alter. The last thing I wanted was to give them the impression that they had got to me. I’d get on with Nigel Pathm-anathan, and treat him the same way I always had, if not with some degree of surprised fascination and interest that I’d work hard at not turning into condescension. Our professional relationship would not change. Nobody would notice that anything was different and nothing would ever be said about the letter again.


  To my credit – although it felt a lot like I was being complicit to a system that was inherently misguided -we worked together for another eighteen months with only the same slight undercurrent of bafflement and annoyance I had always felt at his calm, gentle, almost massaged narrow-mindedness. But something in me had changed. An unease was born. Revulsion spread in a slim layer over my brainpan, so thin that it hardly mattered, except that it had a pervasive power to get into every filament of my mind. I could sense it from that very afternoon. I’d become an observer, laying down my opinion silently, withdrawing yet again, one step even further back. And, like other blows I’d been taking, I knew its cost, felt the impact even as it was happening, and understood that it amounted to a change like the silent but undoubted turn that a tide takes.


  THIRTY-SEVEN


  Marcus witnessed – well, more than witnessed, was in the middle of – only one horrible scene that I recall between Dave and I.


  Renny had, by this time, stopped coming to the country with me. I had my own place now, having kept one of the houses Dave and I had owned together, the one out of town along a forested road. On this particular day there was a bushfire burning east of the area. I wouldn’t call it a pleasant day but it was clear and the wind was arriving in bouts rather than anything like a constant stream. Still, having listened to weather reports on the way up, I had decided, after picking up some photos and diaries, to drive back to the city with Marcus so that we could spend the weekend there. The fire front was a hundred kilometres from my house and not travelling very fast so I had left plenty of time to visit my property and grab some things.


  But first I went to pick Marcus up. I knocked at Dave’s door and waited, nodding the seconds away to myself while I did. Marcus opened up, his small enthusiastic form pushing forwards to give me a hug. But Dave was there behind him, one arm flapping in warning.


  ‘You’re not thinking of staying at the house?’


  ‘No, I’m going to pick a few things up, precious stuff, then I’ll turn around and drive back to Melbourne.’


  ‘I don’t want him going to the house.’


  ‘We won’t be long.’


  ‘Don’t be an idiot. There’s a fucking fire.’


  ‘Calm down, I’m going to be ten minutes tops.’


  ‘What about the bush down Alfie’s Lane.’


  ‘I’ve been listening to the reports. It’s not past The Cooper yet. That’s at least ninety kays away.’


  ‘I don’t care, you’re not taking him.’


  ‘This is not a wildfire situation, Dave.’


  ‘I’m not letting him go.’


  ‘He’s in my care now, Dave. I’m sorry, we’re going.’


  I took Marcus’s hand and we began to exit from the verandah. Dave was suddenly in front of us.


  ‘Look at the air, Jen. There’s soot and burnt leaves raining down.’ He did seem to produce something that looked like a burnt leaf, but it felt like a trick, like a rabbit-out-of-the-hat kind of performance.


  ‘I can’t see anything.’ I had a high tensile tone in my voice.


  ‘You’re not going to take him.’ Dave’s last words had come through clenched teeth. His hands were around Marcus’s other arm and he began to pull. We were in line with the front fence by then and with the car in my sights, I gave a good yank on Marcus who yelped, his face crimping in fright. I reached over him and pushed Dave, which made no difference, except that because I’d gone towards him, he was able to gather Marcus in his arms and was attempting to scoop him up. I tried to stop him, the fracas going on for a few silent seconds. I could see terror swarming in Marcus but couldn’t stop myself from battling for control. It was three years and I had let control slip through my hands like a sunray. I had none, and I could see that I would never again be able to scoop my position as mother back into any sizeable clump.


  ‘Stop it,’ I screamed.


  ‘I’m sorry, Jen,’ Dave said, swinging away, Marcus in his arms now. ‘But I can’t let you take him.’


  Dave took a few steps back towards the house.


  I tried to compose myself, swallow against gruelling upset and a sense of hatred for Dave so acute it had amalgamated into sharp pain. I burst into tears.


  ‘You bastard.’


  ‘Mum,’ Marcus bleated.


  I turned away from the two of them, pushing tears back into my eyes with pressed hands. Giving in took such guts. A pale silence expanded. I was aware of the separation. The them and the me.


  ‘Do you want to come in for a cup of tea?’ Dave said. ‘It’s probably important Marcus sees us being civil to each other before you go.’


  I didn’t want to but I felt so utterly hollowed out, so sickened by what had gone on, that I couldn’t leave either. I followed them up the driveway. Marcus, having squirmed from Dave’s arms, took my hand, staring up at me with his worried look. Inside, he sat on my knee while Dave made tea. Marcus could tell how deeply I was hurting. He didn’t speak, just curled his spindly, eight-year-old body up against mine, a replica of a tiny child in vitro, staying picture still. I was in need of comfort and allowed him to remain.


  I had no choice but to make the trip to the house on my own.


  I didn’t realise the extent of wrath that had been collecting in me until that day. I had been kidding myself about being Marcus’s mother for some time. As we drove back to Melbourne – me, unable to digest the roadhouse lunch I’d made myself eat – I kept looking over at him, thinking how special he was. I was also thinking there would be a lot that would never happen, things I had counted on, had instinctively woven into a future – travelling as a family, celebrating his achievements together – that were now not possible. And I had done it. I had laid out this future myself. This was the rune I had not only pulled from the bag of my destiny but sought out, pinned down, made sure I got.


  THIRTY-EIGHT


  Ithought this burst of the bubble and the fact that Dave and I had shared tea might better our relationship. Even Renny was saying that he and I had to talk. I don’t know if it was weakness or laziness or lack of caring, but I became sick at the thought of having to converse with him – it was almost as if I thought he was going to trick me, mock or make fun of me, which he’d never really done. (Although it’s fair to say that I never felt he treated me as an equal after we split up; or that he had accepted the relationship between Renny and I.) When I did finally pick up the telephone to talk to him I found myself holding the receiver an inch or two away from my ear. I was raw, protective of the nub of myself left standing.


  Funnily, it wasn’t his tricks or mocking that made me want to finish the conversation, it was his ridiculousness, his verbose and silly conversation, his unwanted sense of humour, his asides and unnecessary dissemination of information that was of no concern to me and which – at least to me – still reeked, albeit with humour, of control. The fight had seemed to release something in him. He’d always been a joker and had been talking in platitudes for some time, but now he began announcing those platitudes prior to delivering them, which seemed even more annoying than the bad jokes. Well, you know what they say: if you can’t dance the tango, get out of the way. Did people really say that? Or, Can’t go without saying: up here for thinking, down there for dancing, in the middle for something else. Really, I know I might have laughed at him during our relationship but he just wasn’t funny anymore and without the other things – conversations, plans, achievements – it was getting harder to remember what I’d seen in him.


  Gone, perhaps, was the indignation that had, up until then, pulsed in me, the fiery type of upset that lives near the surface. Sneaking into its place was a dull, more disturbing, disaffection. It was palpable. A quiet cold sort of disturbance that sinks stone-like to the bottom of a well; the kind of sensation that munches respect like a shredder chews paper; a disquiet that even elephantine might won’t shift and is still there years and years and years later.


  More and more, my heart was shifting towards never wanting to speak to Dave again. And, more and more, I couldn’t shake this gouging, vacant feeling. It was now three years since I’d left, and this was possibly the lowest I’d felt. I took myself to work.


  THIRTY-NINE


  Life just keeps coming. My mother used to say that. It was the only thought I could hold for more than a few seconds while Mali was relaying an urgent message, a message that, because of its horror, I couldn’t quite grasp. I fought my way through the fug in my head.


  ‘The hospital is trying to get hold of you.’


  I watched my hand reach for my messages. It was the client Celia had asked me to see, the brother of her client. I was to go to intensive care. The whole family was there. There had been a terrible accident, a drowning. It wasn’t just one death, there had been many in the family.


  ‘Does Celia know?’


  ‘I’ve been trying to contact her. Eddy got onto her after I got onto him. She’s coming back from her holiday tonight.’


  I nodded, my heart starting to rumble with the news. I didn’t need this. How was I going to be strong enough for them when I wasn’t strong enough for myself? And I’d suffered no tragedy, nothing. Even more selfishly, I realised that my quiet day was shot to pieces. In January, especially between Xmas and new year, Marlowe Downs ran with a skeleton staff, only open in case of an emergency. In past years, I had taken to working over this period because it meant I could get my files up-to-date, get myself in gear for the coming, more hectic months. My heart bent, almost keeled over with the extra weight of this news. Worry and sadness for the family swarmed. Before I reached my room - which I, a little dazed and with no plan, was walking towards – I turned around.


  ‘I’m going up to the hospital. Tell Eddy, Mali. I’ll be in the ICU.’


  I drove my car to the hospital, my whole being closing down so that whatever awaited me wouldn’t bowl me over, so I would be ready for its battering, at least to some degree.


  Taking only my photo ID and my phone, I made my way to the entrance and followed the signs down the cold corridors – cold despite mid-thirty degree temperatures outside – to the ICU. In the corridors outside the unit stood a group of people, their faces white except for the circles around their eyes, which were a colour similar to that of inflamed eczema. I saw Josh’s (my client’s) mum, Leanne, amongst the others. She didn’t know me very well and I waited patiently for her to finish the conversation she was having before I greeted her. I could also see Josh’s father, a man I’d seen even less over the months, but who recognised me and turned from the woman he was talking with and came towards me.


  ‘Brendan,’ I said, as he held out his hands and I took them. ‘I’m so terribly sorry.’


  ‘Bonnie’s gone.’ Bonnie was Josh’s four-year-old sister. Brendan’s eyes balanced tears which, I had the impression, had been there for hours.


  ‘Josh’s on life support. Two of his teenage cousins were taken, lost. There’s no sign of them.’


  Brendan had the look and demeanour of someone displaced in time and space, someone who didn’t recognise anything and yet knew they should, someone who was suspended and couldn’t get down from whatever was keeping them up high. I wanted to give him a hug but it was inappropriate. He was trying to keep a lid on his grief for fear it would consume him; it would not be right for me to be the one to break his membrane of composure.


  ‘Leanne is talking to the hospital social worker,’ he said, vagueness like an illness in him. ‘The other kids are here for observation but they. are,’ a big half-sob cranked up his chest and made him gulp, ‘alright.’


  I put my arm out, touched his. What could I say? Nothing. He looked distractedly around as if he expected something to happen. Everyone was still, dour.


  The hospital social worker came over and introduced herself.


  ‘Fiona Randall.’


  ‘Jen Montgomery,’ I said. ‘People call me Monty. I’ve been seeing Josh at Marlowe Downs for a while. Celia Dawes, one of the other clinicians, has been seeing Aaron, his older brother.’


  She nodded. ‘Aaron’s fine. But Josh’s not responding.’


  ‘If there’s anything I can do to help.’


  ‘We’ve been preparing a statement for the press. Leanne’s brother is here. He’s going to read it.’ She motioned to a man who stood beside Leanne.


  ‘Is that Leanne’s sister beside her?’


  Fiona nodded.


  ‘She’s got two teenage girls, who are still missing.’ I watched her. ‘Presumed deceased?’ I asked, quietly.


  She nodded.


  Leanne approached me then and I mustered all my energy not to break down in front of her. Leanne was a stoic woman; she exuded a motherly strength and maturity that didn’t appear to have abandoned her even in these dire circumstances. We nodded at one another and then hugged.


  ‘Josh’s not good,’ she said. ‘And Bonnie’s left us.’ Her eyes remained dry.


  ‘I know Celia would be here if she could.’


  She nodded, not looking at me and said, ‘Do you want to see Josh?’


  I followed her through the swinging doors into the ICU. The first large room was buzzing with hospital staff. We walked past this frenetic action and through further doors where the contrast was palpable. I’d never been into this part of the hospital and I wasn’t sure what I expected but this wasn’t it. Joshua was in a huge room. His lonely white body, dressed only in baggy underwear, lay on a very high bed. He was hooked up to all sorts of machines that ticked and huffed in the background. In contrast to the noise from just outside where the medicos had been darting to and fro, there was a calmness that was surreal. It was as if his vulnerable state was imbuing the atmosphere, as if everything was touched by his quietness. As we got closer to him I could see that his fine features had already turned to stone. Away from the upset of the family, my senses sobered. I could see that he had departed or, to put it more aptly, that he was absent.


  We both stood for a long time, Leanne more closely than I. A nurse came in, gliding past with the same ephemeral quality everything seemed to be enshrouded by. My eyes followed her as she checked the machines. My body didn’t move; it couldn’t. I felt completely numb, incapable and unable to demand anything of myself.


  Before she left, she came close to me and I got the impression she was going to say something. She leant in, it was almost a whisper. ‘The doctors are wondering if you’d be an independent observer for the brain testing that has to be done on Josh? This is the last one. They need someone to watch.’


  I nearly asked, The last one before what? but stopped myself in time. I nodded my assent. She left the room. The doctors appeared not long after and spoke to Leanne in muted tones as if we were in a church, the funeral already taking place. She turned and left without looking at me, as if she’d forgotten I was there. I stepped further back to allow the medical staff to get closer. There were about five of them. No one spoke to me. I didn’t know exactly what I was supposed to be watching for, but I guessed I was there to make sure they actually did carry out the tests, which, from what I could tell, they seemed to do. Mainly what I saw, or thought I saw, was them having no luck in getting him to respond, their eyes flipping up to screens as they held their probes against him. He’d gone; even with his little nine-year-old chest moving up and down, the skin shifting over his ribs every time the machine huffed, he was gone. The tests had taken ten minutes or so. I waited for the doctors to leave. Then, alone for a second, I said goodbye to Josh, realising that it was his parents’ grief I found more upsetting than the sight of him or the thought that he was dead. With some other clients it might have been different, but with Josh, well, I guess we hadn’t been as close as I’d been to other kids.


  I went back to the family, my head still in a fog of disbelief. The afternoon passed exhaustingly slowly. The media appearances were handled, the well children released to go home and, saddest of all, Josh’s machines turned off. I went home at the end of that day with a massive headache and a cloud, not just hanging over me but lodged within. It was hard to concentrate on anything and whenever I closed my eyes I saw Josh’s little body laid out on that table as if it wasn’t meant to be there, as if it was waiting for a delivery of wings so it could fly into the heavens to flutter and float about forever.


  FORTY


  The rest of the week was almost as gruelling. Death, for the living, especially when it’s the death of the young, is inexplicably draining. For me, exhausted enough already, it was as if I was wearing wet mud-soaked clothes everywhere.


  Celia and I travelled to Leanne and Brendan’s house a couple of times to see how the family was holding up. We had no clear agenda; Celia did most of the talking. It appeared to me that the family behaved in an out-of-body ordinariness. The bizarre nexus of the incident hovered over them, not yet real, as they pushed themselves to go on: Aaron, along with his two remaining sisters, eating cereal at the kitchen table; Leanne collecting a lettuce from the vegetable garden; Brendan on the phone to Josh’s schoolteacher. It was the manner in which they moved, as if gravity had deserted them, rendering them all one or two degrees lighter. It had the effect of making them look like they were floating. Added to that, everyone’s words seemed stuck somewhere between their brain synapses. I felt uncomfortable throughout, and wondered, a little like I had when I saw Josh for his sessions, if I was being of any assistance. During the second visit we discussed what was going to happen at the funerals, which were the day after next; and I remember organising the debriefing session, which, because of poor coordination, would now have to happen after the church services, after the cremations. I was the go-between, on my phone to the critical incident debriefer from the hospital, relaying messages from the family.


  One funeral was held for all four children – Josh, Bonnie and their two teenage cousins. Celia and I sat in the back of the church. Nothing was expected of us so we remained stark-eyed, trying to take it in. Despite our attempts, though, I don’t remember much except for the drawings Josh’s classmates had done, which had been strung up behind the altar. They had the effect of weighting the air, causing sadness to steal into me, millimetre by millimetre. It was impossible to avoid it. I became mesmerised by people’s strength, the stoicism everybody showed, especially Leanne. It was almost too much to bear witness to. I got the feeling that Celia held up a little better than me, although it was impossible to ask her – she just seemed less emotional, I guess, more equipped for the vagaries of life, the inconsistencies and discrepancies.


  On the trip back to Marlowe Downs, Celia hunching over the steering wheel and driving erratically – which she always did and which would normally have rattled me – I couldn’t find my voice and was unusually quiet.


  ‘You’ve lost weight,’ she said.


  I looked at her, a question hanging on my face.


  ‘Everything seems like a struggle,’ I said at last, and turned away to look at the factories, the rows of workers’ cars sitting obediently and neatly, waiting for their drivers, who toiled in the hanger-sized sheds doing, in the main, repetitive and brain-numbing work.


  ‘You know, I never really did anything for Josh,’ I said. ‘I don’t even think I knew why he was coming to see me.’


  ‘Joshua was having trouble engaging. You helped him do that.’


  I contemplated this, wanted to hold the thought.


  ‘Anton plans to put a stop to all that,’ I said finally, ‘to anything that takes us more than a moment.’


  ‘Then it’ll be time to up and leave.’


  I was surprised at this.


  ‘I didn’t think you’d ever leave.’


  ‘Maybe I’ll start a practice. Just need a place to rent, something reasonable. It’s so damned expensive to find good rooms.’


  ‘If people like you leave, the whole face of the place’ll change.’


  ‘People like you too, Monty.’


  I laughed sharply, inexplicitly. An unscripted expulsion.


  ‘Don’t laugh. We need people who can see across the spectrum, who are prepared to stand up for what’s intelligent.’


  My insides rumbled with emotion, partly from her confirmation and partly from tiredness. I was wrung out, even a little defeated, and Celia’s endorsement resonated more fully because of it. I held back tears. In Celia’s company – and it’s strange our human capacity to know such things – crying just wouldn’t have made sense.


  We travelled the rest of the trip in a dense kind of silence.


  At Marlowe Downs the hallways were empty, the building pulsating a cavernous sensation that swelled and bellowed in its stillness. For the first time I felt the ghosts of all the sadness shrieking with a mute roar that pushed on my temples. In this state I couldn’t work and I found myself wandering from usual haunt to usual haunt: outside in the courtyard on my own wishing I had a cigarette when I hardly ever smoked, staring upon the depleted library at the back of the staffroom reading the names on the spines of the books and forgetting them a moment later, or glued to the glass of the little garden where the tortoises lived, searching for them amongst the ferns. (I didn’t have the presence of mind or the energy to go into the garden to search properly.) When I finally pulled back from that glass late one afternoon, leaving a huge patch of mist from my breath, which formed the shape of a butterfly – I stared at that also until it faded – I wandered back to my room, packed my satchel and drove home.


  At the end of the holiday period, people returning refreshed and enthusiastic, I faced the reality of a nasty pile of files. James was sympathetic.


  ‘If there’s anything I can do, Monty.’


  ‘I have to mark some time out, bugger the throughput for several weeks.’


  I spent the next month getting my files up-to-date; meanwhile something in me was fermenting, an idea that had been thrown, and not even in my direction, by Celia. Having caught it, though, I allowed it to flower, could hear the beat of it interwoven in the throb of my heart: private practice, private practice, private practice, no files, no files, no files, no diagnoses, no diagnoses, no diagnoses. These were the words, like the beatings of a moth’s wings against my rib cage, like the flutter of freedom at my temples, that amassed in me. I held onto them, knowing that without them, I could have discombobulated.


  FORTY-ONE


  Idon’t know if this was such a good idea but I re ached for my copy of Sylvia Plath’s Ariel. Renny had told me, tongue-in-cheek, her favourite lines from a poem, and I wanted to find them. Sure enough, in the last stanza of “Lady Lazarus”, there they were.


  Out of the ash


  I rise with my red hair


  And I eat men like air.


  I began an exodus from Marlowe Downs one grey afternoon some six months after the drowning accident had taken place. I had the address of some rooms to rent in the suburb next to the one Renny and I lived in. A friend of a friend, a psychologist, was interested in subletting her room to me. I’d picked up two clients: one was the teenager of a teacher whom I’d worked with over the years – a girl who had made several attempts to take her life – and the other was a child who was refusing to go to school, who I also heard of through a friend of a friend. The rooms were in an old pale blue house, the air inside dense but intoned with the right kind of poignancy. Going out on my own suddenly didn’t seem so scary. It was a punt but something in me felt fatalistic and strong enough to think I could do it. Celia, infinitely more talented than I, was jealous.


  ‘I wish it was me,’ she said, when we had coffee in a cafe not far from Marlowe Downs one afternoon.


  ‘Why don’t you do it?’


  ‘I’d miss the public clientele.’


  ‘Yes, I have a feeling I will, too. But I won’t miss the bullshit, the ducking and weaving, the head-in-the-sand stuff.’


  ‘I’ve stopped weaving,’ she said. ‘I’m all duck these days.’


  On my last day, the farewell, the kindly appreciation speeches over with, I waited until most people were gone and I packed up my personal belongings. I don’t know if it was spite or revenge or a sense that my wage had never been enough for what I’d endured in the place, but I loaded up my car with possessions, many of which were not mine. Someone had told me once – it might have been Eddy, but could just as well have been Elliot – that it seemed to be a tradition for people to steal things from their office when they left Marlowe Downs and I should make sure I didn’t do the same if I was ever to leave. Strangely, these words spurred me on, as if I was happy to meet the challenge they posed. But if I’m truthful, I was also contemplating the fact that I was going to be very poor and it would be a long time before I could afford some of those items. I took a fan, a printer, two reams of paper, and small office items such as staplers, rulers, paperclips and envelopes. I took some toys – the puppets, which were mostly mine anyway, but other things, board games, jigsaws. They would help in the setting up of my practice. I went to the library in the staff-room – my intention to deplete it even further – and took two books I’d remembered from the days after the drowning when I’d spent hours avoiding my files. Both books were works by Sigmund, the first entitled Beyond the Pleasure Principle, the second Civilization and Its Discontents. Somehow this was the sweetest theft of all.


  I drove away, my face red and silent from thinking suddenly that someone was watching me and letting me go with a blind eye. Perhaps it was old George Marlowe staring from his spot on the wall, unable to move to stop me.


  ‘Your time’s nearly up too, George,’ I said, as I pulled out through the gate. And it was true. The be queathed period was going to run out in a matter of years. The state government would likely seize the land and relocate many of the services to the grounds of the large hospital. The adolescent inpatient unit had already been earmarked for a hospital in the west. The ivory tower would be disassembled, slowly but surely.


  FORTY-TWO


  I‘d like to say I saw people from Marlowe Downs again, but the only person I kept in contact with was James. We’d meet in the city, usually at one of the small bars crouched in the side streets or downstairs from the pavement, hidden in underground nooks. The last time I saw him he made me laugh till my cheeks ached, with a story about Nigel that defied all reason. I’d been asking whether the good doctor ever got his book published, the one about kinesiology.


  ‘No, no one’s heard anything about that for a long time. But, not to disappoint, he’s been through a few fads since then, the latest, you’ll love this, the latest is an experiment he ran testing the effect that prayer has on outcomes for clients.’


  I was incredulous. ‘You’d want to be in the control group for that one,’ I said.


  ‘The findings were published.’


  ‘No.’


  ‘And guess what?’


  ‘The people being prayed for got better?’


  ‘Not even God could bring about that, apparently.’


  ‘His hypothesis didn’t hold up?’


  ‘Nigel claimed there needed to be more investigation into the topic, went on with stuff people always say when their hypotheses don’t bring about the thing they hope.’


  Incredulous as I was, I didn’t really begin to laugh until James told me how the experiment was carried out. The congregation Nigel was part of had received numbers which corresponded to file numbers of clients and they prayed for the numbers – C34178 etc. - to be healed or forgiven or whatever it was they asked of God in their church.


  ‘Nothing ever changes,’ I said to James, shaking my head. ‘Remember that afternoon we spent doing the pamphlet, remember that we chose the house with the crack in it? And you remember what happened, Antwerp said that despite the fact that we worked with kids with problems, he didn’t want anything that looked sad or falling down advertising the place. Remember. They produced a thing with strict lines and headings in navy blue that were meant to look corporate but really just appeared unfriendly and uninteresting. It’s the same thing with Nigel. He behaves appallingly and everyone’s more concerned with how they’re going to maintain the status quo for him, for his sake.’


  ‘The God thing is never mentioned.’


  ‘The silent partner in the room.’


  ‘The thirteenth team member.’


  ‘The undisputed adjudicator.’


  Forget the human experience, we’ve got God here to tell us. ‘


  ‘Oh, except, I’m sorry, yes, he’s just nicked out. We’ll have to refer to the text which, although very old now, will do.’


  James smiled. ‘People are scared to leave good and evil up to humans, scared there’ll be chaos and mayhem on the planet if God’s word, let alone his presence, is challenged.’


  ‘Maybe if humans,’ I chipped in, ‘had to take responsibility instead of relying on God’s word, they’d be more trustworthy. Would it have been bad if the hospital had expected more of the good doctor? Made him leave religion at the door. Reminds me of something Dave used to say: God’s word is fuelled by the blood of the disbeliever! Can you believe it, out of all his bullshit platitudes, he came up with something of his own, something brilliant probably.’


  I looked at James. ‘I’m raving.’


  ‘That’s why I like to see you.’


  ‘You’re excusing me.’


  ‘No. I agree with everything you’ve said.’


  ‘But you never seem to have these problems, you seem so much calmer with life.’


  ‘I just take a little longer to react. Believe me, as soon as I’m a little further along with my savings plan I’ll be right behind you. Might even be renting a room from you in a couple of years.’


  We parted company on the streets of the city but I was reluctant to leave for a minute, as if watching James go would remind me it hadn’t all been in my mind, the good and the bad. His head twisted both ways as he checked for traffic and crossed the road, and I was left, unsure if I’d come any significant distance in life. There was always the possibility, after all, that I’d just walked around in a big circle, never having made it into the middle of the maze, just bumbling along in no particular direction. Certainly life was still a mystery, still a challenge, still fraught with the computation of being as good as I could be: for me, for Marcus, for Renny. The two of them were my new family. That much had changed, that much I knew for certain. And Dave? Well, he would have his own version of events, a version I couldn’t worry about. My story had to part company from his, that’s what splitting up means. I had to say goodbye, had to have a vision of myself as separate. And that takes a long time, time that had already led me into the middle of so much more.


  I guess that’s what had been revealed: that as one thing came to an end any gap it left had already been filled. As for broken promises and not being a "forever" person anymore, I decided – there on the busy street, wondering if I might spot James’s disappearing form one more time – that holding onto prescriptions made under one set of circumstances was not always possible when those circumstances change. I had told myself already that while I would have loved to have stayed in a whole family for Marcus’s sake, a part deep within me was smarter than any conscious thinking powers I had at my disposal and, ultimately, that self is a benign force, programmed for survival, emotional as well as physical. It’s important that we listen, and not with our brains but with some level of faith in life – not God! – but life. Mind you, to keep my head up, to keep going when only walls of green hedge and the tiniest sliver of sky was showing, wasn’t easy. Even telling myself that while the maze might be confusing it only covered a relatively small area, didn’t help.


  No. There was only the idea that wandering around – even when almost unable and sometimes unwilling to go on – was better than giving in, better than sitting. And the thought that the answer lay close at hand, or even within me, wasn’t of much use either, but movement (backwards, forwards, sideways) was vital to some kind of explanation emerging eventually, even if it meant leaving a trail of scattered, unfinished business behind. That’s what I’ve decided, at any rate, after this long and hand-throbbing day at the table in my lounge room, after all this scribbling and pontificating.


  And that’s what I’m going to cling to.
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