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				‘To escape is the greatest of pleasures’

				Virginia Woolf

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				One

				For thirty minutes, our aircraft has been lashed by a violent sub-tropical storm as we descend into Brisbane. Flashes of lightning penetrate the dense cloud that has enveloped us and the bumps feel as if we are hitting solid objects. (It’s a seductive idea, ‘flying above the weather’. Eventually, though, you have to come back to Earth.) Following terse instructions from the captain, the cabin crew were all packed up and strapped into their seats well before the top of our descent.

				I’m a reluctant flyer, but Robert, the closest thing I have to family in Australia, flatly refuses to get onto a plane. When I want to see him or he wants to see me, it is I who must make the journey. He’s driven to Sydney only once, and declares he’ll never tackle it again. He complained about the traffic, but that was mere ritual: the real problem with Sydney, for Robert, is that it isn’t in Queensland. He’s never been to Melbourne, or Canberra, or anywhere south of Sydney. Robert is a Queenslander through and through. He grew up west of Townsville, so when he says ‘southerners’ he means the residents of Brisbane, though he’s been one himself for forty years.

				This time, he wants to see me. I have no inkling of our agenda: Robert simply said he’d appreciate a talk ‘some time, no rush’, which, knowing Robert, I’ve interpreted as an urgent summons.

				Our 737 continues its descent through thick black cloud, rocking and lurching, the engine note fluctuating as the pilot adjusts to the appalling conditions. When we finally emerge from the cloud base, the windows are streaked with rain and a powerful wind is still buffeting us. Through the turbulence, we feel the reassuring clunk of the wheels locking into place, and there’s a burble of nervous chatter among the passengers as we strain for a view of the city lights. The pilot straightens us for our final approach and the cabin falls silent as we touch down, bounce once, then hear the roar of the engines’ reverse thrust.

				•

				Robert is in his mid sixties and a man of so few words, I often feel garrulous when I’m with him. He’s married to my mother’s cousin, Shirley. Despite that rather tenuous family connection, he’s been a warmly avuncular presence in my life for as long as I can remember. My mother died when I was twelve, my father when I was in my early twenties, so Robert and Shirley and their two children became the only local representatives – and the rather precious symbols – of my extended family, most of whom live in Scotland.

				 Following our established practice, Robert waits for me at the baggage carousel. The airport is busy, as it usually is on Friday nights, and it takes me a moment to spot him through the crush. (Why are so many people always on the move? Why does everybody look so anxious?) We greet each other with a formal handshake: Robert would not be comfortable with the hug I’d like to have given him. He’s dressed in the ancient tweed jacket that is his uniform, except in high summer, with immaculate moleskins and a battered, broad-brimmed akubra in his hand. He still affects these badges of rural life, even though he and Shirley have lived in suburban Brisbane all their married life.

				We grab my bag and head for the car park in silence. Talking is a serious business for Robert, so he tends not to combine it with walking. He can’t bear television programs where the characters do most of their talking on the move – almost as bad, in his view, as programs where people talk while eating.

				We climb into his ten-year-old Commodore – Robert has never driven anything but Holdens – and set off into the early-spring evening. The rain has stopped but the gale is still blowing its heart out. Stars are beginning to peep between the scudding storm clouds.

				I glance into the back seat. ‘No Monty?’

				‘He’s home with Shirl.’

				I feel a flicker of anxiety. Robert and his dog are normally inseparable.

				‘So how’s everything?’ This is Robert’s standard opening gambit, and I’ve come to understand he means it as a real question. He listens attentively as I bring him up to date on the state of my counselling practice, hint at my growing weariness with the work – my urge to do something quite different – and assure him that, no, there’s no new woman in my life. It’s been almost four years since Clare left.

				‘You think you might move on? Do something else?’

				It’s hard to know how to answer that with the unvarnished honesty Robert would expect. I’m conscious of his continuing evolution into a quasi-father role in my life, but we extend some courtesies to each other – we keep some distance – not always present in a father–son relationship. There’s no joshing with Robert. There’s none of that close personal history of rearing that many fathers assume gives them licence to intrude on their sons’ privacy or to bring up old stuff. Even with his own children, Robert was always remarkably non-judgmental. He asked plenty of pointed questions that gave them every opportunity to hang themselves out to dry, and uses the same tactic with me. On the single occasion when we talked about the break-up of my marriage, Robert never once uttered a word of criticism of Clare, nor of me. But by the time we’d traversed the ground opened up by his gentle probing, the anatomy of the break-up was fully exposed, my role in it quite clear to him, and to me. Getting people to talk is supposed to be my stock-in-trade as a counsellor, but I doubt if I’m as skilful at it as Robert is.

				When he asks if I might actually be planning to move on, the question is framed for me by the knowledge that his entire working life has been spent with the same timber company, starting as a kid sweeping sawdust and now, late in his career, receiving an unexpected promotion to state sales manager. Shirley is intensely proud of that promotion, achieved only three or four years away from Robert’s likely retirement. Loyalty has always been his watchword: he would never have contemplated leaving his employer as long as his work was appreciated.

				Robert is slightly in awe of the fact that I seem to have made a living as a self-employed professional, so the idea of throwing away something I’d taken years to build up would appal him. But I have nothing as definite or as dramatic as that in mind.

				‘I don’t really know the answer, Robert. The practice is healthy and a number of my clients are quite dependent on me at present, so it’s not a decision I’d take lightly. But I admit to feeling a bit burnt-out sometimes, a bit jaded. I wouldn’t just abandon it, but I wouldn’t mind adding something else to the mix.’

				Robert absorbs this and remains silent for some minutes. Eventually he responds. ‘Any ideas?’

				‘None at all. It’s just a feeling I’ve been getting.’

				He hums a bar or two of some ditty while he ponders this. ‘For what it’s worth, in my experience, it’s better to go with the flow. Things just happen – know what I mean? Nature takes its course. Something turns up. You react – you don’t decide. I hope I’m not teaching my grandmother to suck eggs.’

				A great believer in the power of common sense and the lessons learned from life, Robert is deeply suspicious of psychology. He’d never directly question the value of my work, but he operates on the assumption that, regardless of my training, I’m simply too young to understand human nature as he does. He may well be right.

				‘Not at all, Robert, not at all. It’s a good point. I see the signs of it all the time in my practice. People who suddenly realise they’ve been doing something for years that they’d never consciously intended to do. Sometimes it’s a job. It might even be a marriage, or having kids. “I don’t remember actually deciding to have kids” – several of my clients have said exactly that. Jobs are a classic, though. One of my clients keeps telling me he still hasn’t decided what he wants to be when he grows up, and he’s in his late forties. A mate once asked him to help out on a building site, and he’s been working on building sites ever since.’

				‘Sounds a bit like me – sweeping the floor at fifteen, and still cleaning up the mess almost fifty years later.’ His laugh is too hearty to match the remark, and I wonder again what Robert might want to talk to me about. ‘Different sort of mess, of course. But a lot of people do just drift into things.’

				‘How about you?’

				‘Did I drift into my job? No way. My father decided it was time for me to leave school and go into the timber game. So that’s what I did. Fifteen years of age. I had absolutely no say in it. Different times, Tom. Different generation. Hard for someone like you to understand. And you didn’t know my father, of course. Not a man to argue with, my father. If you asked him something, he’d fix his gaze on the horizon, tip his hat back, give the subject a bit of thought and then deliver his answer. It was like a pronouncement. A verdict. Discussion wasn’t something we were familiar with in my home. Give my father a problem and he’d solve it. Then and there. Consultation? Forget it.’

				‘But it’s worked out okay?’

				No response from Robert. This is too close for comfort; too personal; too explicit. I’m still learning where the limits are with Robert; how close to the heart I can aim. Shirley told me she once tried to raise with him the question of their daughter having her long-term boyfriend, now her husband, stay the night. Robert said nothing – literally nothing. The next day, he installed a lock on his daughter’s bedroom door, which mystified everyone at the time but turned out to be Robert’s seal of approval: he wanted to ensure her privacy.

				We lapse into silence until he can change the subject without seeming to have done so.

				‘You were on the latest 737, I see. The 900 ER. Very flash.’

				‘How did you know that? I didn’t know you were interested in planes. I thought you avoided the topic entirely.’

				‘Being as old as the hills, I know everything. And I’m actually very interested in planes. Always have been. Wouldn’t want to fly in one, of course – different thing altogether. I’m interested in guns, too, as you know. Doesn’t mean I want to shoot people. Well, not many. Suddenly I’m even interested in nursing homes, but I sure as hell don’t want to be in one. Poor Shirley. Poor bloody Shirley.’

				I have never heard him refer to his wife as Shirley before. She’s always only ever been Shirl. This is Robert’s typically oblique way of giving me some bad news.

				‘Nursing homes? Shirley? What’s this, Robert?’

				After a long silence, he says, very quietly, ‘Shirl’s lost her mind.’

				‘Her memory, you mean?’

				‘Her mind. Lost it. Gone. Wouldn’t know me from a bar of soap most days. Comes and goes a bit but, basically, kaput.’

				‘I’m sorry. I had no idea. Last year –’

				‘Last time you came up, you might remember, you never actually saw Shirl. I told you she was visiting her sister, which was code for spending some time in a nursing home near us. Sorry I wasn’t more frank with you, Tom. Wasn’t sure myself, back then, how this would sort itself out. You hope things might improve – the doctor might think of something. I see now it’d take a bloody miracle. Anyhow, she goes into this place every now and then, basically to give me a break. Place is run by some wonderful women who seem to know just how to handle Shirl. It’s beyond me. I soldier on as best I can, until it all gets too bloody hard. Too bloody hard, Tom, and there’s something I never thought I’d hear myself say. Especially not about Shirl.’

				We drive on in silence. Robert, normally the most mild-mannered of men, is cursing the traffic. There’s been no hint of any of this on the phone: we’ve only spoken four or five times in the past twelve months, which is about average for us, but never a word of this. Typical of Robert, of course. Play it close to the chest. Wait and see. Something might turn up. No need to alarm Tom – he’s got enough troubles of his own. I can hear him saying it. But I’m not surprised he’s shocked by the speed of Shirley’s decline, if it’s early-onset Alzheimer’s. One of my clients is going through precisely that with her husband, and she describes her struggle to maintain the sense of being a partner when she’s basically become a full-time carer. ‘Spoon-feeding him and wiping his bottom rather changes the nature of the relationship, if you can still call it a relationship.’ I wonder if Robert understands what lies ahead of him.

				If this were anyone other than Robert, I’d reach out and touch his arm or squeeze his shoulder. But Robert would value sympathetic silence above anything overt.

				‘By the way, this isn’t what I wanted to talk to you about. That can wait till tomorrow. I just wanted to put you in the picture as far as Shirl’s concerned. She’s home at present. You’ll be able to see for yourself. This is your field, I suppose. Anyway, you and I will go out for dinner tomorrow. The other matter can wait until then.’

				Another residue of his rural background: ‘dinner’ means lunch.

				•

				We arrive at their comfortable old Queenslander, a timber home with a wide verandah, in the oldest part of Ashgrove. I’ve been coming here since I was a small boy, and nothing ever seems to change. The walk up the front path is evocative of childhood, especially at night. Though it’s barely spring, the rich perfumes of jasmine and frangipani are heavy on the night air, and I have to duck under the low branches of the jacaranda that dominates their front garden, the vivid blue of its blossom apparent even in the pale light of a street lamp.

				Their children, now well into their thirties, both live in the UK. Phillip, still single, is riding the crest of a brilliant medical career in London; Amanda, an academic lawyer married to an Englishman, is taking time out to raise a family in the Cotswolds. Robert would love to see Amanda’s kids – his only grandchildren – but he’ll never fly and Amanda tells him it would be too much of a hassle for the whole family to come to Australia, at least until the youngest of the three children is out of nappies. Money is an issue, too.

				Shirley has been to England twice, and brings back glowing accounts. Now it seems her most recent trip will have been her last.

				It’s almost nine o’clock, and I expect Shirley to be in bed. Through the open front door, I catch sight of her down the hall, sitting in her favourite chair in front of the television. Monty, a kelpie/border collie cross, is sitting on the floor beside her, his head resting on her lap. She hears us coming and turns the sound down. As we walk into the living room, she looks up and smiles. If Robert had said nothing to me, this would all have seemed perfectly normal. The smile is perhaps a little uncertain – or am I simply expecting it to be? I bend down and kiss Shirley on the cheek and she puts an affectionate hand against my arm. She doesn’t speak; doesn’t say my name. I pat Monty: without moving his head, he rolls his eyes up to look at me.

				Shirley looks at Robert, as if waiting for some explanation. His face has fallen into a deep sadness, but he forces a smile. ‘I’ll see Tom to his room. You should be heading for bed soon. I’ll come and give you a hand.’

				Shirley’s smile fades into a half-frown. She has no idea who either of us is.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Two

				By midday on Saturday it’s a relief to be back in Robert’s car, heading towards his favourite lunch spot – the bistro at the Breakfast Creek Hotel – and his favourite lunch: a huge steak, char-grilled. We’ve been coming here together for at least fifteen years, through a series of modernisations that have maintained the faintly Spanish character of this old Brisbane landmark. Once or twice, in all those years, Shirley has joined us, but Robert likes to think of this as a male domain.

				Breakfast with Shirley was a strain, but what did I have to complain about? She kept smiling at me, as if she thought I was a visitor to be treated with special respect. She asked no questions and made no spontaneous remarks at all, but when Robert or I spoke directly to her, she responded animatedly, almost gratefully. I remarked on the weather, and she complained about the humidity – but anyone who’d ever lived in Brisbane would know to do that, so I couldn’t tell if it was an authentic reaction or a habit so deeply ingrained it could still function like a reflex. She seemed so gut-wrenchingly careful, so anxious to please, so obviously out of her depth, it was hard to stifle tears of simple sadness. People say dementia is a breeze for the sufferer and a killer for the carer, but this is no breeze for Shirley: she looks as of she knows something is desperately wrong, but has no idea how to put it right. The sadness of their situation has seeped into every crack of the house. It has become a sad house, and it will never be anything else for Robert, whether Shirley is physically present or absent. She’s gone, one way or the other.

				Somehow Robert manages to get Shirley dressed and packed up and into the car, to be dropped off for another short stay at the nursing home. After helping her inside and leaving her in the care of the staff, he beckons me to join him at the entrance to a small annexe to the main building.

				Monty, napping beside me on the back seat, jumps up when I open the car door and runs across to Robert.

				‘I’m not a religious man, Tom, and neither are you, I fancy.’ It isn’t a question. ‘But just take a look in here. It’s a nice little spot for a bit of a think. I’ve spent hours on end here. Just wondering, mainly.’

				We enter a small room, furnished like a chapel. The walls are whitewashed, bathed in a soft, pink light coming through two stained-glass windows. Music is being quietly played over a sound system; it could be monks chanting.

				Robert sits on a short bench against one wall, closes his eyes, tips his head back and sighs, one hand resting on Monty’s head. He looks completely exhausted, but I know he will recharge his energy and in another day or two be back here to collect Shirley and do what he can to care for her at home. It would be pointless – even offensive – to ask why he doesn’t make this a permanent move.

				I sit a discreet distance away. Time passes and Robert remains motionless. I let myself yield to the atmosphere of rest and reflection. Perhaps we are there for ten minutes; perhaps it is half an hour. Suddenly, Robert stands up, turns and smiles at me rather shyly and strides from the room, Monty at his heels.

				•

				Seated at our usual table in the bistro, Robert is regarding me from under his bushy eyebrows, now almost white to match his crop of still-lush hair. ‘Ever heard of a bloke called Simon Fenner?’ he asks me.

				‘Fenner? Give me some context.’

				‘Corporate world. Wheeler dealer of some kind.’

				‘Fenner. Yes, of course. He was all over the media a few years ago. Wasn’t he caught up in a scandal involving conflict of interest – advising both sides of a deal, something like that? Is he a minor corporate cowboy of some kind? Not sure. I don’t really understand that world, Robert. Not really interested, to be frank.’

				‘Ah. Not really interested. I know what you mean. I wasn’t really interested, either. Once. Anyway, what are you drinking? Will you have a steak? Of course you will. Can’t get beef like this in Sydney. Come and choose yourself a beast.’

				We go through the Brekky Creek ritual, Robert selecting with great care a steak that, to me, looks indistinguishable from all the others. I follow his lead. We each order a Fourex and carry our drinks back to our table in the spring sunshine. Over Robert’s shoulder, I catch a glimpse of the masts of a few yachts, bobbing on the turning tide in the creek.

				‘So why is Fenner on your mind, Robert? By the way, I’ve just remembered something else about him. One of my clients works for his firm in Sydney. Never talks about him, though. What’s your interest in him?’

				‘Interest? Hmm. You could say interest. I’m taking early retirement, in a manner of speaking, courtesy of your Mr Fenner.’

				‘My Mr Fenner?’

				‘Sydney. I mean Sydney’s Mr Fenner. Typical Sydney bull artist, if you want to know what I think.’

				There’s a tension in Robert I’ve not seen in him before. Perhaps it’s anger – and why not? First Shirley, and now some crisis at work at an age when he might have thought he was entitled to a few more years of stable employment without too many challenges to contend with. He could be forgiven for thinking his life is falling apart. Those, of course, are not the words Robert would ever use: if pressed, he might concede he’s having a rough trot.

				‘Can we start at the beginning? You’re taking early retirement? You don’t sound terribly happy about it.’

				Robert shrugs, looks up at the sky, then back at his beer. He takes another sip. Then another. ‘Wouldn’t matter if I wanted to or not. The firm’s been sold, and now we have Mr Simon Fenner lording it over us. Most of the senior people, including yours truly, are for the high jump. What am I saying? Most of the people – never mind senior. It’s the end of the line for nearly everyone, young and old.’

				‘Has Fenner bought the company? Is that what you’re saying?’

				‘Not Fenner himself personally. It’s never that simple. He’s acting for someone else – could be one of his own companies, I suppose – who knows? Wheels within wheels, Tom. You’d never work out who’s behind it. Anyhow, Fenner’s acting for the new owners. That’s the way it was put to us – acting for the new owners.’

				‘Weren’t you taken over once before?’

				‘Correct. Good memory, Tom. That’s a few years back now. Didn’t turn out too bad, that time. Bit of a ruckus at first, of course, lots of rumours, the usual thing. But the new owners were timber people. Decent people. They were Kiwis, actually. Knew the game. Respected the way we went about our business. Same ethics – know what I mean? They bought us because they liked us and they let us get on with things the way we always had. Anyhow, we made the Kiwis a lot of money, and now they’ve sold us. God knows why. An irresistible offer from Fenner, I suppose – what else?’

				Robert takes another sip of his beer and looks over at the waiter who’s serving the table next to ours. The waiter assures him our steaks won’t be much longer and mentions that he’s thrown a few bones to Monty, who’s tied up in a shady spot in the car park. Robert gives him a thumbs-up and turns back to me. ‘Couldn’t be more different this time. Couldn’t be more different. Know what I mean?’

				‘Just a cold commercial deal? Is that what you’re saying? Fenner just wants you for a cash cow, to be milked?’

				‘Cash cow? In a manner of speaking, at least for the first few months. They intend to gouge the place. When your Mr Fenner says he’s slashing costs, he means it. The entire technical department is going, for a start – all that expertise costs money. Huge amounts of stock are being shipped off to a new housing estate on the northern fringe of Brisbane. An estate being developed by a company controlled by – guess who?’

				‘Fenner?’

				‘Correct. Of course. What’s left of the stock is being sold off for a fraction of its value. Everything’s being savagely discounted for quick cash. Never seen anything like it.’

				‘Then what? Why wreck a business you’ve just paid good money for?’

				‘Good question. I’ll come to that. The sales force is being decimated. Admin’s been torn to shreds. All the financial systems are being harmonised with the new owner’s existing operations. D’you like that? Harmonised. Fenner’s word.’

				‘I assume that means you’re being integrated into someone else’s computer system. That would be today’s meaning of harmony.’

				‘Correct.’

				‘And?’

				‘You’ll have trouble with this next bit, Tom. I’m still having trouble with it myself, even though it’s got bugger-all to do with me. I’m out of the place. Gone.’

				‘Already? You’re already retired?’

				‘Or sacked. We’re calling it early retirement. Finished up on Wednesday of last week. Anyhow . . . ah, good boy, Barry.’

				The waiter has arrived with our steaks and a choice of mustards. He and Robert are on friendly terms.

				‘Barry, this is Tom, my relative from Sydney. I think you might have met him before.’

				Whether we have met previously or not – and I can’t say I recall him – Barry greets me as if any relative of Robert’s must be a fundamentally good bloke.

				‘What’s on for the rest of the weekend, Robert? Fishing? They were doing all right with diver whiting off Bribie this morning.’

				‘My hands are a bit full this weekend, as you can see. Relatives, and one thing and another.’ He gives Barry a theatrical wink, orders two more beers, and turns his attention to a T-bone steak that is scarcely contained by the plate, accompanied by a potato in its jacket and a generous pile of coleslaw.

				‘Enjoy,’ says Barry.

				We eat in silence for a few minutes. Eventually, with our steaks half-demolished, Robert takes up his story with renewed energy.

				‘Anyhow, after they’ve ripped the guts out of the place, taken all the materials they want, cut all these costs and got rid of all these people – after all that, believe it or not, they want losses. Huge losses. They want the firm to bleed money. Can you imagine that? Red ink. That’s what they want.’

				‘I said I don’t understand all this stuff, Robert, and I really don’t. Is this to minimise tax by offsetting massive profits somewhere else in the company?’

				‘Who knows? One of my colleagues – another member of the scrap-heap brigade – has sussed it out, and reckons it’s the only explanation that makes sense. Turns out your man Fenner has form with this sort of thing. Move in, take over, bleed the thing for cash, then run it at a thumping loss until it ultimately falls over, or you decide to do something else with it – even crank it up again, I suppose, if it suits you. Bugger the people, of course. Collateral damage.’

				Robert’s voice sounds calm, but his fists are clenched.

				‘On top of all that, the attitude of your man Fenner –’

				‘You keep saying that, Robert. He’s not my man.’

				‘Quite right, Tom. But he is pure Sydney – no offence. Comes into the office, all oily charm, practically dripping grease on the floor, then goes through us like a packet of salts, not so much as a by-your-leave. Now we find the superannuation deal we thought we had – rock-solid, we thought – is a pale shadow of its former self. As I understand it, we’re getting about two-thirds of what we thought we’d be getting. Our fund has magically become part of some other fund and . . . well, you know the sort of tripe they go on with down your way. More harmony, I suppose. That’ll be it.’ 

				Robert is about the least materialistic man I know. He worked to support his family, never to indulge himself, and he’s as uninterested in possessions as it’s possible for a man in a rampantly consumerist society to be. But he’s always said his superannuation was the key to a decent retirement for him and Shirley. ‘Not for the kids – they can look after themselves. They’re both doing better than I’ve ever done, in that respect. But I’m determined I’m not going to ask the government for a cent. My father walked away from his property in the drought and ended up on the old-age pension. Nearly broke his spirit. Wouldn’t take a penny from me, of course.’

				I sit there, mute, wishing I knew more about such matters and wishing I knew more about Robert himself. This man, so dear to me for so many years, is still a stranger in so many ways.

				‘Are you surprised I hit him, given all the circumstances?’

				‘You hit your father? When?’

				‘Not my father, Tom. Why would I have hit him? He did what he thought was right, all along the line. No, Fenner was the one I hit. The day he told me about my super. He’d already sacked me the day before. I was just coming in to collect my pay and get my entitlements straight. Never even gave it a thought, really. Just hit him – right fist, straight in the nose. Blood everywhere. Nothing serious, worst luck.’

				‘What happened then?’

				‘I gave him my hanky to clean himself up and left him to it.’

				‘But –’

				‘No need to look so shocked. I’ve never hit anyone before, and I’ll probably never do it again.’

				‘Probably?’

				‘Don’t worry, Tom. I apologised later and he didn’t know where to look. Some of the blokes at work reckoned he’d have me charged with assault, but there’s one thing I know about Fenner’s type – there’s no way he’d want to see his name in the paper over a thing like that. Wouldn’t want all the details to come out, either, not when he’s basking in the glow of such a brilliant deal – all your Sydney types thinking he’s such a clever fellow. So I decided I was on pretty safe ground. The truth is, I didn’t hit him very hard. The nose tends to bleed rather freely, so it looked worse than it really was.’

				Robert is starting to relax. This is what he’s been needing to tell me. And he has his defence ready, whether he needs it or not. (Just this once, I think he does need it.)

				‘Tom, I realise you’re a words man – talk it over, say what you’re feeling, let it all hang out. Me, I’m more of an action man. Words were never my long suit, as you’d have noticed over the years. But I’ll tell you this for nothing – I’ve never felt better than I did walking out of that office, with Mr Simon Fenner hunched up in the chair, dabbing his nose and wondering what to do next. Talk about therapy! That was therapy all right, and I didn’t utter a word.’

				And neither do I.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Three

				It’s often the names of my clients that break my heart first. I listen to their sad stories of misalliances, misdemeanours, misadventures and missed opportunities and wonder whether their parents might have chosen differently, when they named them as babies, if they’d had any inkling of what lay ahead. Samantha Jane, lying so sweetly in her mother’s arms – who would have guessed she’d be addicted to heroin by the age of fourteen, in and out of rehab, and now, at thirty, gamely tackling the Higher School Certificate at a TAFE college?

				And what about dear little Ricky? Born prematurely, he spent his first few weeks of life in a humidicrib. His absent dad sent him a cricket bat a week after he was born, having insisted to his estranged wife that the baby be called Ricky on the grounds that it was a good name for an Australian cricket captain, which he was determined his son would become. Ricky’s mother quite liked the name but was infuriated by the stupidity of the gift, and the bat lay unused on the bottom of Ricky’s wardrobe, mocking him through a childhood spent fatherless and without a skerrick of sporting prowess. These days, when he comes to me for help with his feelings of worthlessness, he calls himself Bill.

				Sometimes names sound like a promise of greatness, or at least uniqueness. If parents hope their children’s names will work like a talisman, how do they feel when the peer group takes over and Epiphanie, Moonbeam or Indiana end up being called Pip, Quince or Poncho? If they had ever pondered (but who would?) the possibility that their children would one day be pouring their hearts out to a counsellor, or in prison, or in disgrace, might they have gone for something plainer; something that didn’t draw too much attention to disappointment?

				•

				Myra is thirty-six, which makes you wonder how she got a name like Myra. I suspect that it isn’t her real – or original – name, but who cares? She swishes into my office smelling like sunshine. She tilts her head in a most becoming way. She looks away a lot, which makes it even nicer when she looks back. She favours silk dresses generously unbuttoned at neck and hem, or trim business suits with short straight skirts. Her laugh is a tinkling bell. I hear her trying to engage Maddy in conversation before she comes into my office: she might not yet have realised the extent of that challenge.

				Although you could never accuse Myra of reticence, her tales of woe often involve men who, she says, refuse to take her seriously in her working role. (She’s the client I mentioned to Robert – a market analyst in Simon Fenner’s firm. She hasn’t mentioned her boss’s nose having recently been bloodied in Brisbane.) Myra needs to be the star attraction in any setting and thrives on social occasions where, by her own account, the alpha male invariably gives her his undivided attention. She claims to be embarrassed about that, and innocent of any initiative. Always innocent. She widens her eyes a little when she describes these things.

				Myra has a husband called Jeff – ‘with a J’, she says, as if apologising for it. She loves him, she tells me repeatedly, but seems permanently on the look-out, as if hoping someone better will sweep her off her feet so she won’t have to give Jeff a reason for leaving him. She’s adamant that she wouldn’t leave him. Not of her own volition. Why would she? She loves him, doesn’t she? That wide-eyed look again.

				It would be intriguing to see them together: does Jeff resent her appeal to the most powerful man in any room, or does he know it’s actually vice versa? Does he watch over his wife like a sentry? Or has he been reduced to a weary cynicism by her careful calculations of the precise voltage of charm needed to win the day, every time? Does he just shrug, or does he get a perverse thrill out of watching other men respond to Myra, and Myra to them?

				She’s never slept with anyone but Jeff, she tells me. Not since they’ve been married, she means. They have two children – a girl who is a beautiful little Myra clone, and a boy who, she says, always scowls at the camera. She’s shown me the photos.

				I enjoy Myra’s visits. Therefore I want them to continue. Therefore I don’t want her to make too much progress too quickly. Therefore I’m already in breach of the ethics of my profession.

				I can scarcely recall the reason why she began coming to see me three months ago. I think she felt her life was falling short of its potential: like many of my clients, Myra has a vision of perfection and wonders why her personal reality won’t measure up. My notes include a mention of sexual harassment on her first visit: a client had been complimenting her too lavishly, pressing her to have dinner with him, and she felt this had compromised their working relationship. I found myself, even in our first couple of sessions, idly wondering what his side of the story might be.

				She occasionally calls me Tim-Tom. It’s completely inappropriate, of course. I’m not sure why I haven’t bothered to correct her.

				•

				‘Sorry I’m late. I had to drop the children off at different destinations. Anyway, here I am.’

				Myra beams at me, then allows her face to cloud over briefly as if to acknowledge we’re in counselling mode.

				I issue my usual invitation: ‘Where would you like to begin?’

				‘Mmm?’ Myra is adrift somewhere, or wants me to think she is.

				‘The session. Can we begin? Last time, you were talking about Jeff’s –’

				‘Can I tell you something?’

				‘Of course. That’s why you’re here,’ I say warily.

				‘No, before we get onto all that stuff. I want to tell you something else. About you. About us, really.’

				‘I think perhaps –’

				‘Don’t be so proper for a moment. Why are you always so proper? Just hear me out. Isn’t that supposed to be your job?’

				‘Touché.’

				‘Sometimes I’m overwhelmed by the most powerful feelings about you. Suffused by them. I’m just walking along the street, or driving, it could be anything, and I get this amazing sensation. I just, I just . . . I don’t know. It’s not exactly sexual, it’s sort of all-consuming. I can’t give it a name.’

				Myra is breathing shallowly, lips parted, eyes unfocused.

				‘I think I can, and it’s not something you need to be worried about. It’s called transference, which is a pretty common thing between clients and counsellors. It happens when you transfer feelings for someone else onto your therapist. It can be positive or negative – you could just as easily be experiencing feelings of loathing towards me, although Freudians would say some positive transference is necessary for the therapeutic process to work. Anyway, this is counselling we’re doing, not full-blown psychoanalysis, and you’re an intelligent woman so I’m sure we can deal with it.’

				Throughout my mini-tutorial, a tiny smile plays around the corners of Myra’s mouth. It’s a smug, irritating smile. She remains silent for some time and I hold her gaze.

				‘You’re talking as if it’s a problem. It’s not a problem, silly boy. And it’s not transference, either. I did Psych One, too, remember. I know about transference. This is very physical when it happens, quite erotic and quite lovely. I wouldn’t even describe it as an emotional state – certainly not as a problem. And it never happens when I’m actually here with you. Well, hardly ever. I just wanted to tell you – as a compliment, I suppose. You often look so serious, I thought it might cheer you up to know you have that effect on me. That’s all. Now we can start properly. Yes?’

				‘Yes. Please begin.’

				To let Myra play these games is reprehensible and silly. I know it. The transcripts might not be enough to hang me professionally, but the electricity in the room would be.

				‘Ros is at it again.’

				‘Ros?’

				‘The neighbour across the street. The one with the perfect, perfect twins in their perfect, perfect little double stroller. Well, big stroller really. It’s huge. Now she’s gone and bought a country cottage. Climbing roses. Wide verandahs. Gravel drive. Little orchard out the back.’

				‘You’ve seen it?’

				‘The pictures. She told me about it and I went on the agent’s website and did the tour. It’s gorgeous. It would have to be. That’s Ros.’

				‘Have to be?’

				‘Everything has to be so eye-wateringly perfect with her. Kids, husbands, schools, cars. Now it’s country houses. It never stops.’

				‘And your response to that?’

				‘Not jealousy, if that’s what you’re thinking. Ros is a beautiful woman and I wish her no harm. I certainly don’t want her husband, or her children. But I wouldn’t mind that cottage, I must admit.’

				‘Have you and Jeff ever talked about a house in the country?’

				‘Doesn’t everyone? Jeff grew up in the country – he’d be there in a flash if only I’d say the word.’

				‘And?’

				‘And what?’

				‘You haven’t said the word?’

				‘Are you kidding? You don’t know Jeff’s family. Bor-ing. They talk about the weather, cattle prices, the neighbours, the banks, and more weather. Always the weather. I’m quite interested in tomorrow’s temperature – I like to plan my wardrobe like any sensible woman – but they’re really, really interested. They can tell you the dates of the last ten times the temperature reached forty-five and how many days it is since it rained.’

				‘It’s their livelihood, of course.’

				‘Whose side are you on? No, you’ve got no idea. The country would be death to a person like me. Heat, dust and flies. Snakes! I need colour and movement, reliable air-conditioning, a pavement under my shoes and a decent latté at regular intervals.’

				‘But the cottage?’

				‘Anyone ever tell you you’re too logical for your own good, Tom? Too rational? I just like the look of it. I don’t want to be there. Anyway, Ros’s so-called country cottage isn’t really country at all. The Southern Highlands have gotten almost suburban these days. An hour and a bit down the freeway? Come on.’

				There’s a gentle patter of rain on the window. Myra wraps her arms around herself and gives a little shiver of pleasure.

				‘Am I your last victim for the day?’

				‘You are.’

				‘Would a drink be out of the question?’

				‘I’m afraid it would. That’s a boundary we must not cross.’ I sound as if I’m saying more than I mean to say, though it’s no more than I’m thinking.

				‘Is your clever little secretary still here?’

				‘Maddy? Yes. She always stays until I’ve finished the last appointment. We go through tomorrow’s schedule. Why do you ask?’

				‘Why do you think I might ask? Use your imagination.’

				I look down at my notes.

				‘So, you and Jeff?’

				‘Are you prying?’

				‘Of course not. Last time you spoke about your sense that the marriage was becoming . . . what? Hollow? I just wondered if there might be anything else you’d like to say about that?’

				‘What more is there to say? Nothing’s changed. Nothing will change. I will never leave Jeff – why am I even saying that? I would never do anything to hurt Jeff. Look, it’s not perfect for me and it’s not perfect for him. I see him spending a lot of time in the back garden, talking on his mobile phone, so he might even have someone else, for all I know. We don’t sleep together, although he keeps bringing it up. I suppose we don’t even really live together, not really. Same house, of course, and we live with the children as a family, but that isn’t really living together, is it?’

				‘Go on.’

				‘I suppose I’m just a dreamer. I want something Jeff can’t give me, but that isn’t his fault. He’s a good man. A good provider. A good father. We have a lot of fun, Jeff and I. Don’t get me wrong. But I just know how different life could be. You’ve helped me to appreciate that, you know. I think I was more content with my lot before I started coming here.’

				‘I hope that isn’t true. You seemed quite distressed when you started coming.’

				‘Oh, that. That silly man kept pestering me to go out with him, as if I wasn’t married at all. People are strange sometimes. Well, men are. They seem to think they can have whatever they want, married or not. I let him have lunch with me a couple of times, but nothing more. He was actually a nobody. I got over that pretty quickly.’

				She looks at her watch. Her unbuttoned skirt has fallen away from her thighs. She looks straight into my eyes as she pulls the two edges together and fastens one of the buttons.

				I despise almost everything about Myra. She uses very simple tricks and makes them work, even when they’re transparent.

				There’s some more inconsequential chat about her work and the children. It’s more like a catch-up over coffee than counselling.

				‘Well, if you’re not going to buy me that drink, I must be off. By the way, Ros tells me things get “under her goat”. Don’t you love it? And we get “irregardless” all the time.’

				I permit myself a smile and say nothing. I see her into the outer office and leave her with Maddy to settle her account. My room is filled with Myra’s absence. From my window, I watch her walking through the rain to her car. Her black umbrella is as shiny as silk, its ruffled edge looking, at this distance, like lace.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Four

				When a couple separates, the pulse of the neighbourhood skips a beat. If the split is acrimonious, its tensions seep into the lives of the neighbours, especially those who’ve been reckless enough to take sides. Even if it isn’t bitter, and the partners are assuring everyone their separation is amicable, most people will want to tread warily, alert to any sign they’re being recruited in a silent war. If children are involved, the pall of sadness hanging over the family spreads like fallout across their circle of friends and neighbours.

				Only the separating partners themselves ever really know what’s going on, and half the time, as in the case of my neighbours, Ruth and Rich Abel, only one of them seems clear about it. People do most things for more than one reason, or for no reason at all, and the reasons they give are rarely the real ones. That’s why I’m a firm believer in never asking why: it’s the thing we always want to know, but the answer never comes straight from the question.

				Even so, I wish I could break my own rule and ask Rich: why, why, why? Yes, he’s gone to live with Mervyn, his academic colleague and secret long-term lover, and it’s all very admirable, finally admitting his heart wasn’t in the marriage. But why now? Why not negotiate something less traumatic for his three adorable children? Why keep Ruth in the dark for years – about Mervyn, about his sexual preference, about his wretched unhappiness, if that’s what it was – and then deepen her darkness by clearing out at a moment’s notice?

				There’s something else I wish. I wish my own life were as complex, as risky, as crowded as Rich’s. I wish it were not so easy to summarise what I’ve done; who I’ve been; what might become of me.

				I’m forty-three years old. I have been married once, to Clare. She moved on after five years of putting up with me trying too hard to please her. I know Clare is lost to me, yet I still hanker after something about her. Her vitality, perhaps? Her confidence? Certainly not her savage tongue or the high standards she set for me.

				 I’m probably a little in love with Ruth. She’s still Rich’s wife, of course, even if he no longer wants her, but I treasure the time we manage to spend together. It began with me being supportive after Rich’s departure, offering to take out the garbage and do other little jobs around her house. Ruth is a busy GP with three demanding children, so there are many ways to offer support. It feels to me like a potential romance, but there’s no sign it appears that way to Ruth; not yet.

				I’m probably a little in love with Myra, too. (Is that possible?) She is also encumbered by a husband and children, and she’s a client, which means I can’t expose any of my heart’s secrets to her. And there’s the additional problem of actually detesting her while being enchanted by her.

				I observe these things about myself, along with my own unwillingness to act decisively. I’m not pursuing either woman with the recklessness I often admire in others, including some of my clients whose passions have landed them in a mess.

				As a counsellor, I carry a heavy burden of obligation to my clients – or, when I’m at my most lugubrious, to the whole world of suffering – but I sometimes wish I could lay it down. I’m not yet ready to switch from counselling to something completely new; the idea is tempting but shapeless. The truth is, it’s comfortable not to decide, not to choose, to let it all unfold. It’s not as if I’m paralysed by indecision: there’s no issue pressing me for resolution. But I sometimes wonder if I’ve condemned myself to a half-life, hemmed in by comfort.

				•

				I live in a cul-de-sac called Winter Close, on the unfashionable western fringe of Castlecrag – once a raffish, bohemian, bushy suburb of Sydney but now an unambiguously posh enclave dominated by large houses, most of the older, more modest cottages, having been renovated beyond recognition.

				‘Come in, Tom. Don’t sneak past like that.’ Alex Frost, not yet thirty, lives with her two-year-old daughter in number seven, directly across the Close from me, and has caught me returning from my evening stroll. Alex thrives on contact.

				‘You’ve been avoiding me and I don’t like it. Dad has been here for almost a week and you haven’t even come over to say hello. He’s playing with Jemma while I put her bath on. Come in.’

				Alex’s husband, Chika, is in prison for a drug offence. It’s hard to imagine him being more than a bit player in anything nefarious: in Winter Close, Chika is renowned for incompetence rather than malevolence. He’s in a low-security prison too far from Sydney for Alex to make more than occasional visits, and she’s getting on with her life. Her parents support her and presumably wish Chika would simply disappear. I like Alex. She’s as naïve as Chika, but turns it to good causes, like the local asylum-seeker support group. She has kept her spirits up in the face of one disappointment after another.

				I shake hands with her father and we exchange brief pleasantries. It’s clear he’s itching to get back to Jemma, and Alex, I sense, is similarly impatient to get me into her kitchen where she can cross-examine me, as she frequently does, about the state of my love life.

				‘So . . . you and Ruth? Are you still playing cat and mouse, and which one’s the mouse? I have a sinking feeling it could be you.’

				‘Alex, I really don’t think –’

				‘Are you scared of women, by any chance? A lot of men are. That’s cool, as long as you admit it to yourself.’

				Alex treats me rather like an older brother and I enjoy our zesty exchanges. There was a time when I used to fantasise about life with Alex. With her husband in jail and Alex in need of some emotional support, it was easy to entertain the idea of something developing between us. At the height of this nonsense, my fantasy led me into the convenient delusion that a client I was seeing at the time was Chika’s mistress. I did actually spend a night in Alex’s bed once, after a dramatic hailstorm had punched some holes in my roof and falling trees were wreaking havoc in Winter Close. She was not there, though: she was safely tucked up in another room with her adorable daughter. Since then, our relationship has become wonderfully breezy and open. Alex occasionally feels the need to remind me that she’s not attracted to me sexually, and takes delight in teasing me over my spectacularly unsuccessful record with women.

				‘Actually,’ I say, ‘it’s all fine as far as I’m concerned. Ruth is understandably distressed over Rich leaving so suddenly and I’m trying to offer support. We’re friends. We’re good friends. That’s about it.’

				‘Good God. You really believe it. You’re pathetic, Tom, you know that? In the nicest possible way, of course. But you’re quite good at support, aren’t you? Quite – what’s the word – sensitive? Not that I ever fancied you the way Ruth seems to.’

				Alex reaches for a bright pink folder lying on the kitchen table. I know what’s coming; I’ve been exposed to the contents of that folder before.

				‘I have a new poem in the works. It’s not ready for public consumption yet.’

				I’m relieved to hear it. Listening to Alex reading her poems is a testing experience. It took me a while, but I’ve finally learned that a new poem is no different from a new baby when it comes to acceptable reactions: you don’t mention its crooked ears or wonder out loud if it’s lacking in alertness. Alex has never quite forgiven me for trying to clarify the possible meaning of a line in an earlier opus – clearing fresh bebop juice, hang willow down – but, in its defence, it’s a line I’ve not forgotten and the recollection of it always makes me smile. I should tell Alex that.

				‘I’m entering a new phase – less rustic and a bit less romantic than my earlier work. Grittier. That’s the word my teacher uses: grittier. Grittier and more robust. Cool, eh?’

				‘That’s terrific. I’m sure those are compliments.’

				‘The thing is, there’s a poetry competition coming up and I’m entering it. That’s what I’m working on. I thought you might like to help me with the title. I’m hopeless at titles.’

				I try to look as noncommittal as possible. Alex is brimming with enough enthusiasm for both of us.

				‘It’s a poem about an unwanted pregnancy, but I don’t want that to be totally obvious from the title. I thought of Cell Block. What do you think?’

				Alex wrinkles her nose appealingly and looks about sixteen. I’m almost tempted to buy into this project. Then there’s a splash and a squeal from the bathroom, followed by peals of laughter from Jemma, and Alex goes to investigate.

				‘Must go,’ I call as I let myself out.

				•

				There’s an email waiting for me from Myra, wanting to change the time of her next appointment. My repeated requests to do all this through Maddy have failed to deflect Myra from her policy of making regular contact with me, mostly by email but sometimes by text, since I gave her my mobile number in a weak moment. It’s all quite improper and Maddy is annoyed with both of us.

				‘What you did with Myra would be your own affair, Tom, if only she wasn’t on our books. If she wants to keep coming here, she’ll have to start playing by our rules. By the way, what are our rules, Tom? Are there any left?’

				Maddy thinks, not unreasonably, that I’ve lost the keen edge I once had when it comes to running my practice. She’s right when she says we would once not have tolerated the games of a Myra (though we’ve never encountered a Myra before, it must also be said).

				I need to change my time for Wednesday, says Myra’s email. Can I come later? Six? I’m off the hook for the children’s dinner, so there’s not the usual pressure. Best always, Mx

				I reply: I can probably see you at six. Please phone Maddy in the morning to confirm. Best wishes, Tom.

				I copy this to Maddy. Her blood will boil when she opens it. I should be grateful she’s so involved. I am grateful.

				From next-door, I hear the unexpected sound of Ruth Abel practising her scales. (Singing was her first love; medicine was the way she pleased her parents.) I haven’t heard her sing anything for six months, and I regard this stirring resumption as a hopeful sign.
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