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To Shoba and Moira.
 And to Alan Pilkington who said ‘you’ll see’









The Danger Zone


I jumped out of the taxi onto the slippery hospital driveway.


It was still raining like Noah was in town.


‘Shit!’


I slapped a fifty into the happy driver’s hand, ran round to the other side of the cab and opened the door. Mia slid out – belly up, legs akimbo.


I steered her towards the entrance as she dropped small red bombs of blood every few feet.


Doors hissed and we were suddenly in the terrifying sterility of the Cabrini Emergency Department. It was unbearably white and bright, an overlit limbo. A digital desk calendar on the counter clicked over to 1.19 a.m.: 09/09/99.


There were three nurses sitting behind the admissions desk, drinking coffee. One of them was whinging about her inept husband, keeping her two colleagues highly amused. A country music song was whining on the late-night radio: ‘ … and that was the tremendous Tanya Tucker with “I’ll Come Back as Another Woman” – but when you’re as beautiful and talented as Miss Tanya, why would you want to?’


‘Excuse me,’ I said. ‘We need some help here.’


None of the nurses paid us the slightest bit of attention. I banged the bell on the desk. ‘Hell-ooo!’ I bawled.


‘We’d like to help, Sir, please calm down,’ Nurse No. 1 said, putting down her cup. ‘Now, if you’d just like to fill out this form—’


‘Fuck the form!’ I frisbeed the clipboard back over the counter at her. ‘My wife is pregnant and bleeding and I want some help – right now!’


The nurse rolled her eyes and made a lackadaisical announcement into a microphone. After a minute, another nurse materialized and took Mia’s elbow. ‘Sir, I’ll take care of your wife if you take care of the paperwork,’ she said, leading Mia off into the glare.


I swore again, reluctantly took the clipboard back from the desk nurse and began scrawling furiously. The other two nurses continued their conversation as if nothing had happened while I spilt the entire contents of my wallet onto the floor trying to locate the requisite health insurance and credit card details.


I finally completed the form and handed it back with a fierce ‘Here.’


‘Thank you, Sir,’ the desk nurse said. ‘Now one of these other nurses will take you down to where your wife—’


But I was already walking.


‘What’s wrong with her?’


Mia had her legs up in stirrups. She was hooked up to a foetal monitor and there were a couple of drips stitched into her forearm. She looked green.


‘She’s lost a lot of blood,’ the junior doctor in blue said quietly. ‘But we’ll have that under control in a minute. The baby – how many weeks is it?’


Twenty-three? Twenty-five? Fuck. I wasn’t exactly sure. My brain was jelly. And the ponytailed doctor looked too young to drive a car, let alone handle an emergency like this.


‘I think about twenty-four weeks,’ I guessed. ‘Near the end of the Danger Zone.’


The doctor nodded. ‘Her gynaecologist is on his way. About ten minutes.’


I held Mia’s hand as they continued to take readings. I looked at the ultrasound, at the tiny being who had brought us here. It didn’t seem to be moving much.


I couldn’t think. I couldn’t talk. I just kept wishing there was a teleportation machine that could zap Doctor Hill to us in an instant.


‘Guy?’ Mia said quietly. ‘What’d the doctor say?’ She sounded dreamy, far away.


‘She said Hill’s on his way.’


‘Oh. Good.’


Mia was thirsty. I went out into the corridor. Two young orderlies were leaning on the water cooler, discussing the details of last weekend’s Blues–Lions football final.


‘Excuse me,’ I said, moving in between them. The water was cool but it did nothing to slake my thirst. ‘Excuse me,’ I said again, refilling my cup. The orderlies finished their breeze-shooting and slow-waltzed off with their buckets and mops.


I leaned against the cooler myself for a moment, closing my eyes: trying to turn unbearable reality back into a bad but baseless dream. I tried to convince myself that with all the miracles of modern science and technology, nothing really catastrophic could happen to my wife – or our unborn child. After all, this was almost the twenty-first century. This wasn’t an episode of ER; this was a real hospital with real medical professionals.


Like Doctor Hill.


Then he was suddenly there in front of me: bald, patient, kind – just as Mia had described him. My words spewed out in a torrent: ‘Oh, Doctor Hill thank God you’re here Mia’s bleeding and she first started last Friday night and I’m sorry I haven’t come to meet you yet but I was going to come next week and—’


Hill held up a palm. ‘Please, Sir. Calm down. You must be Mr Russell?’


‘Guy.’ I pumped his hand, spilling Mia’s water with the other.


‘Now, when did Mia start bleeding this evening?’


When? When? Fucking when? Think, man, think!


‘Um, well she wasn’t feeling well so she went to bed early. She called out to me at about 12.30 a.m. and she was bleeding then. In fact, the sheet was all covered in blood.’


Truth be told, I was still up reading my father’s old Penguin copy of The Count of Monte Cristo and had had a few drinks: that’s why I’d had to call a cab instead of driving Mia myself.


Hill didn’t say anything. We were walking quickly towards Mia’s room.


He looked at me kindly. ‘Why don’t you wait in the waiting room down the end there while I talk to Dr Ross,’ – that must have been the name of the junior doctor – ‘and examine Mia.’


Hill’s firm but gentle hand on my arm suggested I should do as he asked. He went into Mia’s room and closed the door.


I don’t know how long I sat in the purgatory of that waiting room. I plucked a Gone Fishing magazine out of the rack and flicked through it blindly. A new nurse brought me a lukewarm coffee. But she said nothing, and then walked away again.


I flipped the page and stared at an old black-and-white photo of Ernest Hemingway standing next to a shark he’d caught down in Cuba in the fifties.


Like many young writers, I’d had my obligatory ‘Hemingway Phase’. Immediately after university, I hitchhiked to Western Australia and got a job on a filthy old fishing trawler called Dirty Mary in a windy coastal town you’d miss if you blinked. Dirty Mary’s captain (I knew him only as ‘Olav’) was a mountainous bewhiskered old Norwegian drunk whom I suspected had fled his homeland after murdering someone there.


Anyway, the naive plan was that I’d work on the boat during the day and write down my visceral and fascinating Old Man and the Sea type experiences at night in my cramped, smelly bolthole above the town’s only hotel. The problem was, after a day hauling nets and cutting bait, I was just too damned tired to work at night.


I lasted just three months and drifted back to Melbourne with only three pages of notes and a nasty case of Hep C from drinking too much cheap Australian whisky and eating mouldy food out of rusty tin cans.


I lifted the magazine closer: The one that didn’t get away from Papa, the caption read. Hemingway looked like a big fat shark himself. But despite his sunny smile, I felt as cold as an iceberg. I needed a cigarette. Or a joint. Or maybe something even stronger.


‘Mr Russell?’ Hill was in front of me again, trying to get my attention. ‘Guy?’


‘Hmm?’ It was hard to refocus on reality. Light was bouncing off his pate like a laser display.


‘Guy, come with me. I have something I need to discuss with you and your wife.’


*


‘The thing is,’ he took Mia’s hand, ‘we’re seeing foetal distress. Low heart rate. The baby’s trapped in a hostile womb.’


He could have been speaking Swahili. I stood there, paralysed and confused. Meanwhile, a nurse I hadn’t seen before was plumping Mia’s pillow. She was an older woman, with streaky grey-blonde hair. There was severity in her face rather than sympathy. She punched the pillow like a middle-weight.


Hill went on. ‘In simple terms, your baby’s amniotic sac has ruptured. That’s why Mia is bleeding. And possibly why the baby’s not moving. There’s also meconium in the amniotic fluid.’


I wondered if Mia had mentioned to Hill about the last time we’d had sex – the Friday before.


He read my mind. ‘That bleeding Mia experienced when you last had intercourse,’ – he pronounced the word as if it were a major crime – ‘may have been an early sign of the problem. In fact, given its exuberance – he gave me a searching look – ‘the intercourse may have even aggravated the situation somewhat.’


The foetal monitor gave a reproachful little groan of agreement before clicking back into gear. And I could have sworn the old nurse tut-tutted as she gathered up Mia’s soiled linen.


The nurse paused with her bundle of sheets and slips, squeezed Mia’s shoulder and grunted at her, ‘Don’t worry, love – it’ll all turn out the way it’s meant to. You’ll see.’


There was something not quite right about her. She brushed past me with a scowl. I was glad she was leaving.


Letting Hill’s words sink in, Mia flashed a sideways look at me – and it was not the look of love. She was sitting up. Her face was almost as white as the sheet that she had pulled up to her neck. Hill and I stared at the outline of her abdomen, rising and falling like a bellows.


And the good news kept right on coming. ‘The bleeding is most likely attributable, however, to placenta praevia. Scar tissue on the uterine wall that forces the placenta to take up an abnormal position. Probably a result of the interventions Mia undertook prior to the birth of your first child.’ He looked at me again. ‘On top of the other difficulties, the foetus is also currently lying in a breech position.’


Interventions. The two abortions I’d strongly encouraged Mia to have a few years prior to having Callum, our first-born, who had just turned three. My career had been even more important to me in those early days. I often worked till midnight: I didn’t have time back then for changing nappies or humming lullabies. I was young, selfish and stupid. And ashamed now because of it.


Mia gave me another look: I suddenly felt as though I was the one being monitored.


‘Can you fix it?’ I asked stupidly.


‘Unfortunately I can’t,’ Hill replied. ‘And neither can Mia. The thing is: the baby needs to be born right now if it is to have any chance of surviving.’


He waited a beat. ‘But the problem is we have no idea how the baby has been affected by what’s happened.’ He waited again. ‘And the fact that the baby will be born so early could result in some severe abnormalities.’


Severe abnormalities? In our baby?


‘What should we do?’ Mia’s voice sounded disembodied, as if it was coming out of the air conditioning ducts or the washbasin.


Hill held her hand. ‘We have to deliver the baby now – for your future health, if nothing else. However—’ Hill paused and looked at us both very gravely.


‘However what?’ I asked.


‘However, given the foetus’s high risk of abnormality or major health problems, you may choose to terminate it before it’s born.’


Mia looked to the wall.


‘Under state law, you would be perfectly within your rights to request a termination if I, as your doctor, were to assert that not performing the termination would be deleterious to your physical or mental health. In another two days when the pregnancy enters its twenty-fourth week, however, the situation becomes a bit trickier: we would have to move you to a public hospital and the decision would then have to be made not by you or myself but by an ethics committee.’


I walked round to the other side of the bed and tried to catch Mia’s eye. But she looked straight through me and turned back to Hill. ‘Have you had many other cases like this?’


Hill shrugged his shoulders. ‘I’ve had similar cases but, of course, no two sets of circumstances are ever exactly the same.’


Mia finally met my gaze. ‘What did the other women … I mean couples … decide?’


‘Some couples who were childless – or who had strong religious beliefs – chose to proceed with the birth without … “intervention”. And risked the consequences. The majority of other couples, however – the ones who already had children – chose intervention.’


He gave us a hard little smile. ‘You already have a delightful little boy, don’t you? I met him with you at my office, Mia, C—’


‘Callum,’ we said together.


He nodded. ‘Callum, that’s right. With the blonde hair. And after today’s … procedure, there’s no reason why Mia couldn’t become pregnant again some time in the future.’ Hill walked toward the door. ‘But, as I said, whether you choose intervention or not is completely up to you. I’ll leave you two alone now to discuss it.’


‘Dr Hill?’ Mia was barely audible.


‘Yes, Mia?’


‘Is it a boy or a girl?’


‘It looks like a little girl.’


I didn’t know where to look. I certainly couldn’t look at Mia.


All I could focus on was the pile of fluffy white towels that the nurse had left on top of the windowsill.


I was woken by a garbage truck air-braking in the dark alley behind the hospital, carting away God-knows-what to God-knows-where. In the cold hour before the dawn, I lay curled on a blue plastic hospital chair, next to my newly empty wife. The chart at the end of her bed read ‘Stable’. Whatever the fuck that was supposed to mean.


Mia’s arm was dripping into a tube. My nose was dripping onto my shirt.


His and Hers catatonia.


I blearily recalled a pleasant get-together we’d hosted just a few weeks before:


Our wide kitchen window looking out onto shiny green grass and glorious gum trees.


The clink of glasses, the faces of friends.


The exhilaration of anticipation.


Mia was leaning against the sink, crying.


Her oldest friend, Jane, had her arms wrapped around her.


‘Oh, I’m such a sook!’ Mia laughed, wiping her eyes. ‘I’ve only had half a glass of champers.’


Jane playfully poked Mia’s forehead with her finger. ‘It’s the hormones, you idiot!’


She patted Mia’s belly. ‘Little Mamma Mia!’ Jane assumed an exaggerated Italian accent and refilled her own glass to two-thirds. Then she toasted us both with a big, generous nod.


‘To the future!’


Before we’d fled to Cabrini in the cab that night, I’d called Jane frantically and asked her to get over to our place as soon as she could to take care of Callum. The two of them arrived the following afternoon, just as an orderly was wheeling our new dead baby out of the room on a gurney.


After having been given some time by the staff to ‘say goodbye’ to her, our lifeless little girl had just been left lying there by the wall for half an hour, covered by a thin cotton shroud.


‘Bubby’ we had nicknamed her during the pregnancy. Our dear departed daughter.


‘Daddy!’ Callum rushed past the orderly pushing his stillborn sister and into my arms.


Mia had her eyes closed. ‘Hello, little man,’ I whispered, ‘Mummy’s just having a rest.’ I winked at Jane, who was still standing in the doorway. She smiled back with tears in her eyes, made a coffee-drinking sign and left our family to lick its wounds.


‘It’s OK,’ Mia murmured. ‘Come over here, darling.’ Callum bounded onto the bed and Mia crushed him to her. ‘Oh I’ve missed you! Were you OK? Were you a good boy for Auntie Jane?’


‘Yep. She made me French toast – all the way from Harris!’


‘Do you mean Paris, darling?’ Mia laughed but then winced. She put a hand to her strangely flat stomach.


It was then Callum noticed the little white crib just outside the bathroom.


He jumped off Mia’s bed and ran up to it. He stood on his tippy toes, straining to see over the side.


I couldn’t move. I couldn’t say anything.


Mia put her hands up to her face.


Callum strained harder to get a peek. He put both hands on the side of the crib and tried to hoist himself up. It tipped, hung suspended in the air for one dreadful moment, then toppled to the floor. The coverlet slid off, forming a soft white puddle next to it.


‘Where’s Bubby?’ he squealed with delight.


‘Oh my God!’ Mia wailed.


Callum jumped back and screamed.


But, of course, the little white cot was empty.
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Happy New York


One of the first things you notice about New York is the water towers.


Everywhere you look up in Manhattan, you see rusting, rotting, cone-headed water towers pricking the famous skyline. Big ones, small ones, squat ones – like sage old Chinese gentlemen tipping their hats to each other across the rivers and streams of black and white and grey and yellow far below.


Of course, I’m not Chinese. Nor am I American. I’m Australian.


And I’m still not really all that old.


Although some days I feel 500 years old in here.


In my new office.


It’s strange to think back on it all these years later: how I got from ‘there’ to ‘here’.


Was it fated? Predetermined? Decreed by some horrible higher power with a black, brutal sense of justice? Looking back now, I can see how I might have made other choices, taken a different fork.


But I was that man then. That other whiter, brighter version of me in his safe little office with his safe little life.


If only he’d realized how lucky he really was.


But towards the end of the last century, that other me had found his life repetitive, routed, predictable.


His life had become, well, lifeless.


And then there was the thing with Bubby.


He was only halfway through his life, yet he already felt half-dead.


It was a brand-new century, he figured. So why not a brand-new him?


And so he hauled his little family all the way from the cosy familiarity of Melbourne, Australia, to the scabrous streets of New York City.


To #27 West 72nd Street, Manhattan, to be precise.


*


Our new home, the Hotel Olcott, stood proudly in the heart of the Upper West Side.


I’d always been intrigued by atmospheric old buildings and hotels and, according to my Internet research back in Melbourne, the Olcott had an illustrious, if slightly disquieting, history.


The revered character actor Martin Balsam – who famously falls backwards down the staircase in Psycho – had been a former resident. Tiny Tim used to tiptoe through the Olcott lobby; Robert De Niro pulls up outside the hotel in Taxi Driver; while Mark David Chapman lived there for a short time, before indulging in his own peculiar form of Beatlemania and shooting John Lennon.


In September 1951, Isidore H. Bander, vice-president of a pharmaceutical company, either fell or jumped to his death from the top of the hotel. His body oozed like a marshmallow out of his grey flannel suit all over the 72nd Street sidewalk. He had told his wife he was going out for a stroll but took an elevator straight up to the roof instead.


Yet the Olcott actually went right back to the late 1920s: a fifteen-storey forest of old dark wood, dim yellow lights, claret-coloured carpets, and elevators that worked only when they felt like it. A bit like the porters: who mooched around the lobby, hiding behind newspapers, surreptitiously smoking and sniggering about the guests. When they were there, that is; the lobby was sometimes as deserted as a graveyard, especially once the desk clerk had decamped for the evening.


My friend and fellow Aussie – and new boss-to-be – Anthony Johnson had offered to put us up somewhere swankier, but knowing my fascination for the ‘dark and dingy’ as he called it, suggested that the Olcott’s quaint, Addams Family-ish charm might be more our speed.


We’d managed to avoid any Y2K airplane malfunctions and had cleared customs without a hiccough. And although we’d left Melbourne on a hot and humid New Year’s Eve, due to the sixteen-hour time difference it was still 31 December when we arrived in New York. Only now it was cold and dark and snow was whiting-out the windscreen of our first yellow cab.


We slid into Manhattan across the Queensboro Bridge and arrived at the Olcott just after 10 p.m. The Hispanic porter took us and our slew of suitcases up the service elevator and opened up our room.


#901.


Nine is my lucky number. At least it used to be.


First up, there was a tiled entrance hall equipped with three coat pegs, a wall phone and a fire extinguisher. Two steps on, the world’s smallest kitchenette. Then a general living area with an ugly round, brown kitchen table, which was obviously too big for the kitchen, and a low-slung three-seater couch facing two chunky armchairs. An art deco lamp flickered ghostly behind the TV, another smaller couch sagged under the window, while a waist-high bookcase bulged with careworn Readers Digests and New Yorkers, a musty selection of fat eighties airport novels and old Agatha Christies like The Murder of Roger Ackroyd and The Mirror Crack’d from Side to Side. Deep-blue faded wallpaper featured flower petal and ivy motifs (or little scowling owl faces, depending on how you looked at them). The bedroom really lived up to its name, jammed with two double beds and not much else.


Callum’s favourite bath toys – a one-legged Tarzan and a yellow rubber ducky – would also have to get used to much smaller quarters.


‘Welcome to the Waldorf,’ I said.


Callum was clinging like a sleeping monkey around my neck.


Mia tried to be upbeat. ‘We won’t be here long. It’ll be fine short-term.’ She took in the tiny kitchen, absentmindedly rubbing her belly and yawning. ‘Although don’t quote me on that.’ She walked two steps into the kitchen and opened the three wooden drawers, one by one. They seemed to be empty except for the very last one, from which she extracted a rusty old fork.


‘And we may have to invest in some new cutlery.’


She opened the small metal bin with her toe and ceremoniously dropped the fork into it. I smiled in affirmation.


Moments later, Mia tucked Callum into one of the beds and fell in next to him, still fully clothed.


But I was beyond sleep: it was Friday night, the New Year’s Eve of a brand-new century – a brand-new millennium – in New York City. And I didn’t have to start work till Monday.


We had a whole weekend to soak up the city and, right now, I felt like a drink. I showered, changed, and rode the elevator back down to the lobby. I asked the desk clerk if there were any decent bars nearby. Sporting a name tag that read ‘Michael’ and a tie that had Yosemite Sam blazing guns on it, he looked up from his crossword. ‘Plenty,’ he confirmed in broken-nosed Bronxese. ‘But the nearest one is right there,’ he pointed with his fountain pen. ‘Through that door. My friend, Enriquo, will look after you.’


Like a magic portal through to Texas, you could walk straight through the Olcott’s lobby into the Dallas BBQ Restaurant next door. Happy, hungry faces, tantalizing smells and an excessively moustachioed barman – Enriquo, I presumed, handing me my first Corona and lime and a ‘Happy New Year, amigo!’ – provided the perfect antidote to the day I’d spent in the sky.


I slid onto a stool, but then noticed the jukebox. I craved something suitably ‘New York’.


I got up, walked over, dropped my first American quarter into the slot and let Frank Sinatra’s ‘One for My Baby’ float me off into oblivion.


‘DADDY!!!!’


My jet lag never had a chance.


Callum had decided that it was time for me to wake up, and dive-bombed me a second time. The sun was just peeping in. I peeked through the curtain: early morning, light snow.


‘Aren’t you still sleepy, darling?’ I whispered hopefully. Unlike Mia and me, Callum had slept most of the way on the LA to New York connecting flight.


‘Let’s play!’ he squealed again.


‘Ssssh!’ I hissed. ‘You’ll wake Mummy. Let’s go out for a walk and see the snow.’


My son had a mop of blonde hair, which made him look like a little girl when it grew too long. We’d discovered after he was born that his name meant ‘dove’. The origin of Callum’s angelic locks remained a mystery, but he’d definitely inherited Mia’s eyes: dreamy cornflower blue.


I dressed him in the new winter clothes Mamma Giancarlo, Mia’s mother, had given him for Christmas and dropped him into his pushchair. Though I soon learned they were called ‘strollers’ over here – which sounded a lot less like hard work.


‘Where are you going?’ Mia groaned as I grabbed my gloves out of a drawer.


‘To get you your first New York “corfee”.’


She pulled the bedclothes back over her head. ‘No thanks. I still haven’t got the taste back for it.’ She yawned as if from underwater. ‘You know, you were babbling in your sleep again last night, Guy.’


‘Declaring my undying love for you, no doubt.’


‘No,’ Mia yawned again and leaned up on her elbow. ‘You kept shouting “Stay away! Stay away!” Then you started mumbling something else, though I couldn’t understand what you were saying. You were quite agitated. At one point you grabbed hold of one of my fingers and started pulling it, really hard. I had to thump you to make you stop!’ She smirked at me.


I found Callum’s blue woollen hat and put it on his head. ‘See ya later. I’ll bring back the papers.’


Mia rolled over again. ‘Hey – can you also get me some more sleeping tablets from a pharmacy? Dr Hill gave me a script that I can use over here. It’s over there in my handbag.’


‘Dis bag here, lady?’ I said, in my best New York cop accent.


She folded back the bedclothes and nodded. Mia slept a lot these days, except on planes. Her eyes were red and puffy. I had a vague memory of her crying in the middle of the night through my beer-soaked dreams.


‘You OK, honey?’


‘Just a bit jet-lagged, I think.’ She popped two blue pills out of the blister pack by the bed and reached for her water. ‘I’ll try to grab another hour now.’


Light was spilling like honey over the frosted hemline of Central Park.


I pushed Callum’s stroller down to two-wheel drive to make it easier to plough through the snow on the pavement, his little legs kicking excitedly in the snap-frozen air.


After one hundred mushy metres, we finally made it to the corner. I got a shock when I looked up, even though I already knew from my Melbourne research what I would find here at the corner of 72nd and Central Park West.


There it stood in all its dark, gothic glory: 1W72 – the Dakota.


Looking every bit as ominous as its haunted-house reputation, the filigreed wrought-iron gate and carved reliefs were straight out of Poe – or Transylvania itself. So too were the high gables, pitched roofs and wide porte-cochère entrance for horse-drawn carriages of yesteryear. Gargoyles glared from the stone block walls, low enough for Callum to reach out and touch – although he quickly changed his mind once he got up closer to them. A glowering Indian warrior kept lookout atop the central gable.


A charnel house in popular culture, up close and in real life the Dakota seemed equally foreboding.


I shivered.


We pulled up outside the guardhouse. Right there, just a few feet back under the archway, was the exact spot where John Lennon had been shot. I recalled that famous photo that Annie Leibovitz had taken of John just hours before he died: he was curled up naked in the foetal position with his arms around his beloved Yoko – or ‘Mother’ as he used to call her.


Inside the wooden sentry box, a fat face under a blue cap was scanning the New York Post and chewing a pencil. ALL VISITORS MUST BE ACCOMPANIED read the sign on the low chain slung across the entrance. I also remembered reading somewhere that Mark David Chapman, Lennon’s chubby assassin, had actually patted five-year-old Sean Lennon’s head and told him not to catch cold just a few hours before he murdered his father.


A Japanese tourist wearing a ridiculous golf hat and a serious-looking camera snapped a photo of Callum and me in front of the box, just before an evil-smelling bag lady with big dark glasses cursed at me as she almost ran her home over my foot. We were already being introduced to the city’s manifold charms.


My stomach was no longer jet-lagged, so we squelched into a gleaming new Starbucks on the corner of Columbus and 73rd. I ordered a medium latte, a chocolate chip cookie for Callum, and waded into the first New York Times of the new millennium.


Callum, meanwhile, drew a little smiley face with his floury forefinger on the window pane.


‘Look, Daddy,’ he smiled. ‘I drawed Bubby!’


The rest of the weekend was as special and as memorable as any first weekend in New York could possibly be, ticking off virtually every tourist cliché. We clip-clopped round the Park behind a fairy-tale white horse, checked out the park’s little zoo and carousel, and sat Callum astride the burnished back of Balto, hero husky to the sick children of Alaska. Mia ogled the art at the Met while Callum and I threw snowballs on the steps outside. We visited the Warner Brothers Movie Store where a giant talking Tweety told Callum that he had indeed just seen a ‘puddy tat’.


At Anthony’s insistence, I took a chopper flight over the city, scooting between the skyscrapers then swooping low over the park and the East River like a hornet headed for the Hamptons. The people below looked like tiny figurines in an elaborate toy kingdom.


We rode the Staten Island Ferry and marvelled at the ‘Big Green Lady’ of Liberty standing on top of the water. We bought me some new 5th Avenue winter clothes and shoes. We feasted on pastries at the famous Muffins Cafe on Columbus, Callum rebranding their mouth-watering wares as ‘nuffins’. Callum and I rode up and down the Olcott elevator, and he delighted in yelling out ‘L for Lobby!’ every time we reached the ground floor.


I snapped two whole rolls of film. And we walked – God did we walk, block after block after block.


It was good to start leaving our miserable Melbourne selves behind.


‘So waddya think?’ I asked Mia on the Sunday night. Callum had already fallen asleep in front of Scooby Doo.


My wife was beautiful. Not beautiful like a magazine model, but in a natural, soulful way. Her southern Italian features were more deliberate than delicate. She had a cute snub nose and thick black eyebrows that she plucked loudly and religiously. Her lips were full and heart-shaped and her teeth were soap opera white. She had a killer smile. But it was those eyes that I’d really fallen for. The lashes were unnaturally long and her irises were the most heartbreaking hue of blue, dramatically offset by her luminous olive skin.


I adored her with all my heart.


‘It’s way too early to tell.’ She sipped her Galliano white. ‘We’ve only had a tourist weekend, not a real weekend.’


She was right. Living in a hotel and seeing the sights was far removed from the day-to-day challenges of ‘normal’ New York life – whatever that was going to mean. We’d have to wait a few weeks before our new reality set in.


‘But we had fun, didn’t we, Bucko?’ She kissed her finger and touched my cheek. She seemed happier than she had for a while. But her happiness was like a veil. I knew that she still carried a world of hurt underneath.


‘Now get some sleep. The Big New Job starts tomorrow.’ She made for the bedroom.


‘Yikes!’ I cried, like Shaggy running scared in Scooby Doo.


But I was still way too wired to sleep.


So after Mia went to bed, I sank into one of the spongy old armchairs with a dog-eared New Yorker I’d picked from the shelf.


I started to read an article about Jackson Pollock’s Herculean artistic and alcoholic adventures out in the Hamptons during the forties and fifties.


It reminded me of the first time I’d met Mia, fifteen years before.


I’d hosted one of my legendary weekend ‘Barbie-Benders’. These explosive bacchanalian festivals usually kicked off mid-Saturday afternoon at the house I shared with a PhD philosophy student and a primary school teacher, and often didn’t finish until thirty-six hours later. Grass, hash, speed, coke, microdots, magic mushrooms, MDMA: whatever anyone threw into the ring, we had it. All washed down with gallons of beer, scotch, brandy, white wine and anything else we could pile into our dirty bathtub.


We were a grungy, nihilistic, pleasure-seeking collective of dissolute advertising creatives, talentless musicians, tyro academics, loud left-wing teachers and out-of-work actors. Looking back, the only thing we really had in common was our youth and our obsessive and sometimes dangerous love of partying. Anthony was never part of that crowd and never would have been: he was already over at business school in America by then, making himself even smarter.


Anyway, that Sunday morning saw the bitter end of a particularly indulgent bender. My mate, Smithy the geography teacher, had mailed some peyote back to himself from Mexico, and I’d made the mistake of sipping the rancid tea you make with it. Soon I was solemnly declaring to anyone who was still awake that I wanted to see God at dawn.


Predictably, God never appeared. But as I staggered like a madman across the football ground behind our house, I saw Satan’s face laughing with delight in the clouds as angry trees tried to reach down and stab me with their branches.


Mia found me shuddering like a scared little kid at the feet of a terrifying green giant disguised as a bush. My arms were straitjacketed around my knees.


‘Well look at you, Bucko …’ She dropped to her haunches with a wry smile as her Labrador’s slobbery tongue started to unroll across the grass like a long red carpet. ‘Who’s been a silly boy then?’


She lived in our street. We used to wolf-whistle at her from our front balcony as she lifted heavy prints and paintings in and out of the back of a grey minivan that had the name PICTURE PERFECT adorning both sides. I later learned she had her own successful niche business working as an art broker to companies and high-end individuals, often storing the works in her hallway before delivering them to prospective clients to hang in their foyers, boardrooms or bedrooms at a later date.


A couple of weeks before the party, the two of us had been vying for the same parking spot. I’d unchivalrously beaten her to it, but then let her have it anyway, and even helped her carry a couple of heavy, gilded frames to her doorstep.


I’d always fancied her smile. And those beautiful eyes.


God knows what she saw in me – except perhaps the challenge of major rehabilitation.


Anyway, Mia took me back to her place, gave me some charcoal to offset the effects of the drugs – she’d been a nurse before deciding she was really much more interested in art – cleaned me up, and put me to bed. And that was it: I never really moved back to my own place after that.


But we didn’t really come together until her dog Sky died.


It happened about three months after I’d moved in with her: a P-plate driver; an old dog’s wonky eyesight; a foot slamming on the brake pedal just a fraction too late …


Sky had been Mia’s faithful companion since she was seven. The old Lab had been by her side through countless boyfriends, a hundred haircuts, a handful of addresses and the thousand ups and downs that attend the flowering of a girl into a young woman. In the short time that I’d known her, I’d never seen her so upset.


I buried Sky for her in the park where we’d first met – near the now strangely benign green bush. Before I covered the grave, Mia threw in a new bone and an old Sesame Street doll that he’d liked to chew, and then motioned me out of earshot so she could say a few final private words to her beloved friend.


Such was her grief, she could barely walk home.


So I picked her up in my arms and carried her back down the drowsy, dappled street to her bed.


As the blood-red sun sank below the horizon, I lowered Mia’s head to the pillow and kissed her hair. Then her furrowed brow. Then, through her tears, I kissed her eyelids. Then I kissed her cheeks and her cute little nose and her lips. She couldn’t stop crying. I couldn’t stop kissing her.


I wanted to kiss her better.


It took her a week to get out of bed after her dog died.


A true Italian, I discovered that Mia could be highly emotional and took some things very hard.


But when she wasn’t crumbling herself, Mia was a rock.


I’d lost my way after my mother died and Mia became my compass.


But in recent months, my darling wife had run a little off-course herself.


And I was still trying to work out how to bring her safely back home.


*


The Big New Job was at 1160 Avenue of the Americas: Suite 1999.


Brave Face Public Relations was a company that had been established in the UK in 1988, before rapidly expanding its operations into Europe, Scandinavia, Asia and, more recently, North America.


The office was located halfway between 46th and 47th Streets, in the middle of Midtown. A stone’s throw from Times Square.


My subway commute on the B line from W72nd to Rockefeller Center was only ten minutes. That didn’t really give me much time to reconsider how I was going to make this whole crazy thing work. I had spent many hours back in Melbourne dreaming and scheming about how my little one-man agency was going to grow, under Brave Face’s auspices, into a global communications conglomerate of Saatchi & Saatchi proportions. But now, as I was riding up the elevator for Day 1, I wondered if I hadn’t made some catastrophic mistake.


Back in Melbourne, I had at least been somebody: writer and creative director on a number of high-profile automotive accounts; a Cannes Gold Lion for a skin cancer public service TV ad; author of the well-loved tagline ‘Go to zzzleep’ for an international bed manufacturer.


But now, here in New York, I was suddenly the newest kid on the world’s biggest block.


Anthony Johnson was the man I held largely responsible for my temporary insanity.


‘Hello, mate!’ I extended my hand.


My old friend bear-hugged me. ‘Maaaate – you made it! Without getting mugged? Over your jet lag yet? What have you seen? How’s Mia?’ Running a manicured hand through his impressive thatch of blonde-white hair, he was the epitome of the successful PR man.


Anthony had been one of my best mates at uni. He’d been in my Modern English Literature tutorial in second year, but I didn’t really get to know him until I fell into the notorious ‘Booze Brothers’ drinking club, which met irregularly at a variety of ignominious venues both on and off-campus.


Anthony had then graduated with a law degree combined with a masters in marketing and economics and moved to the States to further hone his nascent business skills. After that, he spent some time in London learning the PR ropes at Burson-Marsteller. But he’d returned to Melbourne quite a few times over the years and we’d always caught up, had a few beers – although he’d curbed his prodigious university intake considerably by then – and discussed our respective careers.


Anthony Johnson had a rapid-fire laugh, but his mind was even quicker.


He gave me the grand tour. Brave Face occupied half the tenth floor, had nineteen efficient-looking employees, eleven offices and an L-shaped boardroom that boasted a heart-stopping view of the Chrysler Building. The other half of the floor was let to a dotcom company called v-deliver: an online service that delivered videos directly to your home – like pizza – saving you a trip to the store.


‘Good idea, but probably five years ahead of its time,’ Anthony said.


Unlike the gauche fit-outs of many communications agencies, Brave Face’s decor was stylish yet understated. Cool green and soft off-white walls were enlivened by big, classy contemporary prints and a long row of framed PR awards. The effect was pleasing: Anthony had always exuded impeccable taste as well as enviable chutzpah – qualities immediately evident from his

GQ wardrobe of handmade Savile Row and Milanese suits.


‘I’ll show you to your office. It’s not huge but it should at least accommodate your colossal ego,’ he said.


‘Thanks, mate. It’s half the size of yours then, eh?’


He was right. The office itself was nothing to write home about: a shiny new ruby iMac, a desk, a bookcase, a coat stand. But the view was a New York postcard. Like the boardroom, my window also looked directly out towards the Chrysler Building. I whistled softly.


‘Thought that might inspire you. Come on – let’s go meet the team. They’re all very excited to meet the new creative director.’


The rest of the day was a brain-blitzing blur of faces, names and titles. Almost everybody seemed to be a vice-president of something or other, even if they were still in their early twenties. And as I was being introduced around, my obvious ignorance of American business jargon was cause for some good-natured ribbing from Anthony and my other new colleagues: ‘heads up’, ‘gap analysis’, ‘bandwidth’ and ‘knock-on effect’ were all a foreign language to me.


‘How was it?’ Mia called out when I walked in the door at seven. I kicked the last vestiges of snow off my new Kenneth Cole brogues and shook some more out of my new Barneys scarf. ‘It was awesome,’ I replied in mock-Americanese. ‘Actually it was good. Anthony looked after me and everyone was super-friendly in that super-friendly Yank way.’


She was searching for something in the cupboard-sized kitchen.


I hung up my new Zegna pea coat. ‘What are we eating? Should we get takeaway or what?’


‘It’s called “take-out” here, Michael, that funny desk clerk told me. No, I’ll cook with one foot out in the hallway because I got us a couple of prime New York sirloins in honour of your first day in the Manhattan work force. I finally managed to pick up some decent cutlery today, too.’


Without turning around, she held up a brand-new, black-handled, two-pronged carving fork.


Just then the phone rang on the hall wall behind me. ‘I’ll get it,’ Mia brushed past me with the fork still in her hand. ‘That’ll be Michael with exciting news on getting some extra sheets and pillows up here as well.’


As she scooped the handset from the cradle, a subterranean memory from long ago rose up in me.


I’d been reading a Mad magazine when the phone rang.


‘May I speak to your mother, please?’ the important-sounding lady at the end of the line had asked.


‘Who should I say is calling, please?’ I almost added ‘ma’am’ as she sounded so officious.


‘Er, can you please just put your mother on, young man? I’ll explain it all to her.’


I dropped my magazine and covered the mouthpiece.


‘Mu-um! Phone. Sounds important.’


I could hear my mother spluttering and cursing in the bathroom – she hated having her bath interrupted.


She padded out in a ratty, threadbare towel, leaving watery footprints behind her, and snatched the phone from me.


‘What are you looking at, boy? Give that here. Hello … ?’


And as I watched the expression on my mother’s face dissolve from anger to agony, I knew that something had just been broken that could never be fixed again.


I shivered as Mia hung up the phone and playfully poked the fork towards my abdomen. ‘Hmm put that thing down, will ya? You look dangerous,’ I said.


I followed her back into the kitchen as she dropped the new fork back in the drawer. I tried to cuddle her from behind, but she suddenly froze. It was a distressing new habit she’d developed over the past month or two. ‘Where’s our little space ranger?’ I asked, trying to restore the initially jovial atmosphere.


‘Bouncing on the beds like Austin Powers.’


I held up the cute white shirt with the tomahawk emblem. ‘Anthony gave me a little Braves top for him.’


*


‘… And so the big old giant never bothered the people of that town ever again. The end.’


‘Hmm.’


‘Did you like that story?’


‘Yeah. But it was a little bit scary.’


‘But they got rid of the giant in the end. Then all the people were happy.’


Callum considered this and then had a thought. ‘Daddy, would I be like a giant to Bubby?’


‘Yes, you would have. But Bubby’s gone away now, remember?’ I kissed his head. ‘OK, darling, ni ni.’


‘Daddy?’


‘Yes?’


‘Where did Bubby go?’


I hesitated. ‘I don’t know. Maybe she didn’t want to come to America so she hid somewhere back home.’ I had had no idea how to answer that question, and was so unprepared for it that I said the first inane thing that came into my head.


‘Oh,’ he sounded unconvinced. ‘I still miss her.’


‘We all do. Now cuddle Buzz and go to sleep.’


I really didn’t want to be reminded of Bubby. Bubby’s sad, short life had had a terrible impact on all of us, but particularly Mia.


As I switched off his Noddy lamp, Mia was standing in the doorway. I smiled but she didn’t smile back. She stared at me through the half-light like one of the Dakota gargoyles. It was as though she could read my mind. Mia didn’t want to forget Bubby any more than Callum did. She couldn’t forget. How could she? I was the monster trying to erase her pitiful little memory from the family archives. Mia brushed past me, kissed Callum on the forehead and climbed silently into the other bed, fully clothed.


I went to bed myself soon after. Even though I hadn’t done any actual work yet, the first day on the job had been as enervating as it was exciting. Mia was already exhaling deeply beside me as I dozed off into a recent happy memory.


The three of us – four including the baby – were lying on our bed back home in Melbourne as Sunday afternoon rain serenaded us through the window. Callum had drawn a big smiley face on Mia’s bare bulging belly with a black Texta colour. As we succumbed to the natural lullaby outside, I had the feeling that we were on a lovely soft raft. Drifting together on a huge, gentle and kindly ocean.


*


Part of Brave Face’s new business-building strategy was to offer advertising as well as their usual PR staple to the ever-expanding roster of FMCGs, utilities, government departments and dotcoms they wanted to snare. And that’s what I did: advertising; peddling powders to the great unwashed; feeding the piranhas.


After studying Anthony’s ‘Clients We’d Love to Work With’ list, I surmised there were about eight companies that could benefit immediately from running targeted B2B or consumer campaigns – mostly dotcoms based in the giddy gold rush of Silicon Valley, as well as a couple in New York’s own ‘Silicon Alley’. One of the reasons Anthony had hired me over a local recruit was because he suspected a direct, no-bullshit Aussie approach might be enthusiastically received, especially by the fast-moving new Internet companies he now wanted to target. (The other reason, of course, was that he was a good guy who wanted to help give a buddy a fresh start.)


I ran the names by him. Based on his broad knowledge of the dotcom sphere, he scratched out a couple of my suggestions and added three new ones that hadn’t made his master list yet.


‘There you go, Girly,’ he said one evening in my office as the sun kissed the Chrysler Building goodnight. ‘Nine companies, nine new business pitches. That should keep you out of trouble for, what, how long?’


Anthony often called me Girly – as in ‘Guy/Girl’.


‘Just strategic and creative first thoughts? Or fleshed-out spec campaigns?’


‘Say spec campaigns for the most promising half and strategic outlines for the rest – I’ll tell you which ones.’


‘Give me a week to organize an art director. After that, maybe a presentation every fortnight?’


‘Good – you’re busy for the rest of the year, then,’ he grinned. ‘So I reckon you’ll be looking forward to a summer break with us out at North Fuck in July?’


‘North what?’


‘Sorry,’ Anthony laughed. ‘That’s what Susanna and I call our holiday shack out on North Fork, Long Island. Getting away from the Big Bad Apple can do wonders for your sex life.’


‘Really? What about Sex in the City?’


‘Nah, that’s just a TV show for women who orgasm over their shoes.’


North Fuck in July: it sounded good somehow.


‘You’re on. I’ll bring the massage oil and the Barry White CDs.’


I soon developed a productive and enjoyable routine: in the mornings, I researched the clients we were planning to pitch to; in the afternoons, I interviewed art directors. At lunchtimes, I tried to get out of the office and explore the neighbourhood. After all, with Times Square just a block behind us, I was virtually at the centre of the universe as we know it. Sometimes I’d check out the CDs at the Virgin Megastore. Or wander down and see what films were playing at Loews.
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