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one





Grey, grey, grey; the sky, the city, the hour. Today the wind is the kind that sucker punches you, stealing the breath from your lungs and making you feel, well, winded. It is the kind of wind that cyclones around your body, binding your clothes to your legs, halving each step you take. It is the kind of wind that knots your hair.


January has lived here just shy of a decade but she has learnt the ways of the wind; how to walk when nature is intent on pushing you back, that rain can fall sideways instead of on the ground, that the combination of lip gloss and hair paint your face with stripes in the slightest breeze.


She is a black sail in the wind; her long skirt flies behind her and her hair whips her in the face. Her pace is slow despite her rush; another morning, another alarm slept through. If she rushed now what kind of precedent would that create? They might expect her at the office on time every morning. January rubs her eyes, forgetting the black eyeliner encircling them. Now at least her tiredness looks like a sartorial decision; a carefully thought-out look to make her green eyes pop against her olive skin.


The street almost deserted an hour ago has filled with people and cars all rushing past the beautiful old houses that slowly turn into the shiny buildings that the eighties left behind. Signs advertising the latest apartment development scream – on-site gym, competitive prices, investors take notice! The buildings are sterile; too new to have any kind of character. In certain lights, if you squint, they are like giant filing cabinets; tidying people away stacked neatly on top of one another. On one balcony a terracotta pot filled with the remnants of a once living plant; the soil dried out by the wind. A small-town girl at heart, January wants a lawn, a piece of green to sit on and tend. She doesn’t care if it is only big enough to lay a beach towel down. An impossible dream. She will be renting for the rest of her life. Yet she knows if she ever gets the money together for a deposit that this is what she could afford. Hell, not even these. She’d be lucky if she could afford a studio, the kind that real estate agents euphemistically call ‘cosy’ or ‘open plan living’. The apartment buildings are jagged teeth in a smile that taunts her – ‘You can’t aspire to anything greater than me!’


It is no coincidence that she still lives by the university. For one, she can afford the rent and she can walk to work. But what really anchors her there has nothing to do with pragmatism. Something inside her doesn’t want to let go. When she was studying the world was portioned out in semesters and exams; each class was an item on a list to be ticked off. She knew exactly what she wanted because she chose it from the calendar every new year. Success was black and white – a pass or a fail grade – not the undefined, murky depths of ‘self-satisfaction’. What does that even mean; money, a spouse, a job? Somehow January has spent four years in her tide-me-over-until-my-career-starts job. In the beginning she still believed that she would find something better, something fulfilling, and she’d apply for anything. But one by one the rejection letters came, closing off each aspiration, making the next application that much harder to send, until eventually she gave up on leaving all together. Besides, it is easier to bitch and moan about your life than to do anything about it.


January walks to exorcise her of these thoughts. Every day she bundles them up and sets them free on the wind. Somehow they always find a way back.


BEEP! BEEP!


The driver honks and yells at the pedestrians that have thwarted his attempt to run the red. January’s heartbeat is as scattered as the rest of the flock the ugliest car in the world almost mowed down. She can’t control the giggle. The pedestrians bubble around his car like he is a piece of ice in a glass of lemonade. Except he’s lost his cool; stuck in the middle of the intersection. Drivers like that ought to be branded, at least for public safety. He must know it too; why else would he buy a boxy old tank painted safety orange? When he gets his green, January waves to him; his snarl folds the rest of her fingers to her palm, her hand twists and her middle finger continues its lazy arc.


The rush of elation at being alive is dissipated by the reality that she is alive here. January feels queasy; she should have called in sick but she’s taken so many days off lately that there would have been questions. Her feet suddenly turn to concrete as she trudges toward her office, the feeling of drowning in the grey of the city slowly filling her mouth and nose. She will emerge from here five days from now, grey and lifeless, and she’ll undergo a two-day resurrection before she is thrown in again. It’s not fair. Jesus had three days. January steps inside her building. She gulps a breath and holds it; clinging to life as work drags her down to oblivion.


‘Oh look. It’s our least favourite month. Late as usual.’


The Anorexia Twins. They lord over reception, eye candy, probably hired by the manager as a testimony to his own inadequacies. Thoroughbred, their bloodstock destined for some rich man, as a trophy. They stick together and are never seen apart. Which is a good thing, because combined they almost make a whole person.


A1, as January likes to think of her, palomino skin against bright white hair. Startling blue eyes peer out under long black lashes, her teeth bright as pearls against her permatan.


A2, a glossy brunette, fine-featured and skittish, her deep brown eyes veiled with impossibly long dark lashes. January got the feeling that she would take flight if stared at head-on.


They watch January as she approaches. January suddenly feels like she ought to have brought an apple or a lump of sugar to appease them.


‘It has been unusually warm for May …’


‘What are you talking about, you weirdo?’


January suddenly feels apologetic for her existence. ‘Um, the weather?’


It has taken ten years for January to finally understand her high school drama teacher’s favourite monologue:


Will you hyenas shut up! There is no sound on this earth that is worse than girlish giggling! None!


It is worse when it is directed at you.


January is riveted to the floor, afraid if she moves that they might bolt and stampede; crushing her beneath their spiked stillettos. The acid of their laughter leeches away and the tone becomes lighter, sweeter. The twins sit up, pulling their shoulders back to make the most of what their surgeon gave them. January knows that this is not for her benefit, and turns to see a courier behind her.


‘Hey ladies, I’ve got a package for you.’


The twins bray on cue. He gives January a wink and she slinks away while the twins are distracted.


January has managed to sneak undetected all the way to her desk, keeping her head low past the cubicle walls. It is her computer that gives her away, greeting her like an over-enthusiastic puppy when she turns it on.


‘Morning Jan. You should probably mute that …’


‘You say that every day, Alice.’


‘And you never listen to me. So what happened this morning?’


‘I was almost killed.’


‘Really?’ Alice purrs the first syllable; stretching it out. ‘Like the time you thought you had Legionnaires’?’


‘The water tasted funny. But this time I really did …’


‘Almost die?’


‘And before I had my coffee too.’ January drops her head to her desk with a heavy groan. ‘How did it happen, Alice? How did we get stuck in a job like this?’


‘We were lifed.’


‘That’s not even a word …’


‘This job provides us with the means to nurture ourselves physically; a roof over our heads and food to eat. But it doesn’t do anything more than that. The fantasy that there is a career out there that meets your every need is just a fantasy. You just have to stop defining your life by your job, January. It can’t possibly fulfil your needs on a spiritual level. You need to find something else to fulfil your life.’


Great, something else to search for. It’s hard enough to find a cute pair of shoes in this town, never mind a great purpose.


‘Here, this will make you feel better.’


January cannot lift her head under the weight of Monday and mortality. Her desk is cool and slightly sticky against her cheek. Two cups of coffee slide into view.


Is she offering me Chairman Meow?


The Chairman Meow mug was a special Christmas gift. Alice’s mother had had a picture of Alice’s precious cat, the aforementioned Meow, printed on it. January had thought of two things when she first saw it. Firstly, who knew you could get your cat printed on a mug? Secondly, who would get a picture of their cat printed on a mug? Since the moment she opened the gift Alice has been obsessed with her mug: even more so now that Chairman Meow is past his glorious party days and his fur is matted and dull. On the mug he sits up proudly, his fur gleaming; ceramic perfect glaze. Alice hates anyone touching her mug.


Everyone else in the office uses the brown glass Arcoroc mugs that have been scratched to death by the dishwasher. Alice’s mug has never seen the dishwasher. It is carefully hand washed by Alice, hunched over it protectively like a person trying to hide their PIN at an ATM. The only time it leaves her desk is to be filled with coffee or to be washed. It sits in its own groove on Alice’s desk, created by coffee ring after coffee ring melting the perfect hole just to the right of her keyboard. January often marvels at the way Alice can bring it to her lips and place it down precisely, not a millimetre off, back into its position fifteen centimetres diagonally from the shift key. It is like there is something that draws it to the spot, like it is meant to be there, and for the past few years it has been.


January’s hand hovers over Meow: the devil inside her wants to take it and see what Alice would do – would she stand by and watch as another pressed her lips against it, feeling the infidelity as keenly as if it were her spouse? Would January enjoy Alice’s jealous squirm as she drank deeply from the cup, her lips plump and wet from the heat of the coffee? Is she really that cruel?


Perhaps she will never know. Chairman Meow disappears from view and nestles safely in his owner’s plump hands. January lifts her head slightly to take a sip of coffee. It takes a while to hit her system, but when it does the caffeine jolts a memory free. She should thank Alice, that’s what people do. She straightens her back and prepares herself. Short and sincere is all that is needed. Just look her in the eye and say … but as January lifts her head she registers the full horror of the situation. She tries to look away, but her eyes are riveted and she cannot.


‘You’ve done something to your hair,’ is all she can manage.


‘Yeah, I had it done this weekend. You like it?’


January is no stranger to hair disasters herself, having spent the late nineties sporting the Wellington fringe, an over-short thick fringe that made her look like she had a mono-brow. Women all over the city fell prey to this evil haircut: they would look at each other with sympathy as the fringe would puff up in the wind because it did not have enough weight to stay down. Their fringes would be shiny with sticky product to coax the hair to lie straight, gluing it to their foreheads. The worst part was when they had had enough and tried to grow the damn thing out. January decided to lop all her hair off rather than suffer through the indignity of looking like an electrified poodle. She unconsciously touches her long, dark hair and promises never to do that again, shuddering at the memory.


Yes, January had borne witness to hair disasters in her day. But Alice’s hair was in a category of its own, off the Richter scale.


‘It’s like …’


It reminds January of vegemite and crackers, the salty snack she would pine for as a kid. Thick soft butter spread on small cream crackers, salty black vegemite spread on top. She insisted on even numbers of crackers so she could sandwich two together, pressing them so hard that worms of buttery vegemite would ooze out of the cracker’s holes to be licked off.


Alice’s head looks like vegemite worms: yellow mixed with black and a few that were muddy brown, curls of butter turning greasy in the sun.


‘It’s like someone pressed your head too hard.’


‘Is that supposed to be a joke?’


‘Is your hair?’


Alice’s eyes blink rapidly and her chest heaves. Her cleavage and face come up with splotchy red marks as if she is allergic to her emotions.


‘How can you be so hurtful?’


January speaks slowly, thinking about each word this time, ‘I just meant that …’


‘Forget it.’


Alice rips apart the picture that she had shown her hairdresser on Saturday. She knew she could never be as thin or beautiful as the model in the photo, but at least she could have her hair. Her stylist said that it was bang on trend and that she looked fabulous, and for two days she had believed him; her curls looked exactly like the ones crowning the model’s head: dark chocolate browns merging with lighter caramels twisting again into deep espresso. She had felt good, sexy; hell, even the Ana twins had given her a compliment this morning, and it wasn’t even back-handed. Alice is angry at herself for even caring what January thinks; her self-esteem cannot be reliant on the whims of others. She is, after all, her own woman. Alice carefully lines up the strips of the torn picture and tapes it back together. She should give January a piece of her mind, but January will probably just take it without acknowledgement, like she does with everything that Alice gives her.


The silence between them is an awkward wall too high for January to scale. It is strange the things you miss when they are suddenly gone. January had never imagined a time when she’d grieve the loss of Alice’s voice. Usually she lets the drone of vowels and the staccato of consonants wash over her, watching Alice’s mouth forming unintelligible shapes. She has wondered if deaf people find talking ridiculous; if they see others’ grimaces and twitches and think them barbaric. January misses the white noise of Alice’s voice, quieting the tinnitus of her own thoughts.


January inches her head over their partition, ready to duck if Alice looks up. As usual, Alice’s positive affirmation calendar taunts her –


Life is Precious, Make it Count.


January wonders what kind of fool needs to be reminded of that fact. Who on earth does not know that life is precious and is not paralysed by the thought? That each decision you make affects your life; that everything you do counts; that you may die tomorrow and what will your life have been? How can you live your life without the pressure to live up to it? The hot pink and orange of the words sear themselves into her retina; would ghost on her eyelids if she closed them. It is a wonder that something can be so upbeat, yet so threatening.


A little like Alice herself as she catches January’s eye, and shoots her a look that makes January feel like one of those ducks at a fun fair. You can almost hear the ricochet of the BB as January folds back down to her desk.


Click. Crack. Ping.


January’s hands shake as she tries to type, creating a free style of spelling not seen since the heady days before the invention of the dictionary. She’d drain her coffee to calm herself if she hadn’t drunk it dry already.


January needs a break, a few minutes away from reality. She digs around in her bag to check that her book is safely hidden. It is a book within a book; the paperback romance A Traitorous Heart fits neatly into a carved hole in a hardback shell. She chose a classic: Hesiod, to act like lead to an x-ray, completely concealing the romance. It is a conceit so that people will think that she reads literature, instead of the bodice-rippers that thrill her.


‘I need a cigarette,’ January announces to no one in particular, but with a sideways glance at Alice.


Alice opens her mouth to deliver the usual speech but clips it shut when she remembers that she isn’t talking to January.


Positive energy begets positive energy, Alice chides herself, repeating the mantra over and over again. When she looks up January has disappeared from view.


It is worse than January thought. Alice didn’t even try to give her carcinogens speech; she didn’t reach for her self-help book, mark January with the sign of the Red Cross, repeating ‘Let the power of the patch compel you!’


No, January has her bag slung around her and is almost out the door by the time Alice looks up. Alice’s eyebrows rise to her hairline and seem to drag her eyelids with them. Her mouth is an oval of surprise as January, head down searching through her bag, ploughs straight into A1. Winded and surprised, A1 grabs the straps of January’s bag to steady herself, but she is already too far back on her stilettos and just succeeds in pulling them both to the ground.


As she lifts herself off the floor January half expects to find A1’s frail body shattered underneath her.


‘Why don’t you look where you’re going?’


A1 sits in the middle of the debris liberated from January’s bag: old bus tickets, moisturiser, cigarettes and a lighter; an old lipstick rolls slowly underneath a desk and tampons are scattered like little white bullet casings from a spent Gatling gun.


‘Oh my god,’ A1 brays, ‘I think it’s broken.’


If it’s a broken leg, she’ll never race again, mate. The best we can do is put her out of her misery.


The gun is loaded and the safety is off …


BANG!


‘What are you doing, you freak?’


January realises her hand is cocked and puts on the safety before holstering it. She scrambles on the floor, dumping whatever she can in her bag as quickly as she can.


Alice rushes over. ‘Jan! Jan! Are you all right?’


‘Her? What about me? I was the one almost crushed.’


‘It’s a good thing that silicone bounces then,’ January says, and despite herself Alice smiles. No matter how hard she tries to stay angry with January, she never succeeds for long. January always makes her laugh.


A1 stamps her ‘broken’ ankle and stalks off; halfway to reception she remembers her injury and lamely limps with the help of A2.


Alice rolls her eyes as she helps January collect her things. January is too slow to reach her book before Alice does. The book lies butterflied on the floor, and as Alice picks it up January’s secret vice is revealed. A Traitorous Heart indeed.


Alice turns over the hardcover book and laughs.


‘I thought you were so deep, reading classics. But you read romance Jan? Really?’


Et tu Alice?


There is nothing worse than the sound of female laughter, nothing. January snatches the book from Alice’s hand. She needs to get away from this.


‘Jan, wait. I didn’t mean …’


The door clips off the rest of Alice’s sentence before it reaches January. She is already on the stairs, her breath struggling to keep up.


Four years ago, January discovered the only place she could hide from Alice was with the smokers. At the mere mention of the word ‘cigarette’ Alice crinkled her nose. January bought her first pack of smokes that day, becoming a closet non-smoker. A couple of months into her ruse a man – young, cute and on the fast track to cancer – asked if he could bum a ciggie. He’d pay her back when he got paid.


She passed over her weathered pack and he lit one.


‘Geeze. That’s stale. How long have you had that in your bag?’


‘A couple months. I’m trying to give up.’


He smiled and nodded his head.


‘I tried once too. Decided I liked it too much. Mind you if they tasted like this I just might. You should sell the idea. The stale ciggie plan. You’d make a mint.’


‘Maybe.’


January thought that she could be alone with her thoughts on these mini-breaks from Alice. What she hadn’t counted on was how damn sociable smokers are.


They smile in recognition as you stumble outside in the rain. They huddle in groups against the wind, lest it take their precious flame away.


They ask for a light.


They bum a ciggie.


It is the closest January has got to a group of friends. A friendship in miniature, where commitment is measured in the burn of tobacco racing along rice paper a couple of times a day. It is like they are war buddies; people who in a normal time would not have met or, for that matter, liked each other. But the battle has brought them together, made a family of the few that remain. January can hear Taps in the wind as another comrade falls to the enemy, their arms patched and their mouth stained with gum.


Today, January needs a smoke. Her head pounds in the daylight. Today, she can understand why they come out here; the physical need to calm down, to breathe deeply again. It could be a form of yoga, but for the smoke. Today, January finally feels like she belongs.


Part of the reason January likes the smokers so much is that they have no regard for death. How can you when you willingly shorten life every day, with every heavy breath? Death for them is not a spectre. It is not something that creeps into their life and makes a home in their pores. They don’t think about their own death like January does. The thought of their mortality doesn’t paralyse them, tainting each decision with doubt. Every puff they take, they thumb their nose at death; each breath is the strongest affirmation of life January has ever known.


The smokers’ garden: a hard bench open to the elements, usually packed with smokers side by side, sharing their body warmth with each other like survivors; a couple of sad trees clinging to life in a container, cigarette butts as a mulch despite an insistent sign on a container of sand – SMOKERS PLEASE.


January pulls out a pen and scrawls THEMSELVES, underneath.


She fishes around in her bag. The packet of cigarettes she bought a few months ago is unearthed, a little torn but OK. She fumbles with lighting the cigarette, having only ever held one. Her flame falls victim to the wind a couple of times before she remembers to cup her hands around it.


The first hit of smoke sears her lungs, shutting all her airways violently. She coughs as if trying to bring up a lung. January can see now why people do this; it’s so relaxing. She learns to take small drags on the cigarette and mixes it with air, as if she is tasting a fine wine. A little easier, but still there is burning pain. She wonders what dedication you must need to become addicted to these things in the first place.


January closes her eyes so that she can concentrate on her breath; in and out, in and out … but all she can hear is their laughter and Alice, even Alice, laughing at her. Her frown pinches her already tight brow; she feels as if a migraine is coming on, as if embarrassment was not enough of a malady.


Smoking does nothing to calm her down; she is twitchy, her head hurts even more and she feels ill. The throb in her head keeps rhythm with her heaves as January vomits into the ash-pot. The sand soaks up the liquid, leaving the little food she has eaten today mixed with cigarette butts. It reminds January of that guy in high school who was so drunk he sculled a bottle of beer filled with ash and butts, and promptly puked. The image of him bent over spewing out foamy beer and ash turns her stomach, and she vomits again.


Pity the poor smoker who finds her there. Sneaking out for a quiet cigarette, only to become nurse to that strange girl who holds a cigarette but never lights it. She tries to help; tries to hold back her own retches as she pulls January to the bench.


January smiles at her, bile still staining the corner of her mouth. The fishy smell of it hangs heavily in the air; the woman has to breathe in through her mouth. Oh wind! Why have you abandoned us now?


She croaks: ‘I ought to give up,’ before she leans over and vomits again.


It is this kind soul who drags January back to the office, desperately hoping that every jerk won’t set her off vomiting again, as the only receptacle to hand is her new purse; picked up in the weekend, the last payment made.


It is this kind soul who insists that January be taken to the emergency room; or at least to a doctor to be checked out, and who says it is obvious to her that January will need a few days off to recover.


It is this kind soul who, looking down at the pack of crumpled cigarettes in her hand, is reminded of the yellow bile mixing with ash and other cigarette debris, and thinks that she might just give it a miss today.


At the hospital, January feels a little embarrassed to have been at the mercy of others; to be so helpless that she could not do what was necessary for herself. She silently thanks the woman, and thanks the Universe that it wasn’t Alice who found her. She would have lorded it over January for the rest of her days.


She shudders as the cold liquid from the drip hits her system. It feels like all the veins in her body have run dry, the walls collapsed together and stuck; the saline is a gentle rain in a drought, coaxing her sluggish blood to move. She absently pinches the skin on the back of her hand and marvels at how it becomes tighter and tighter as she is slowly filled with fluid. The same can’t be said about her migraine. It is still pulsing in her temples when the drip is empty. The nurse gives her two pain relief options: paracetamol orally, or by suppository. January considers asking for a doctor who might give her something a little more glamorous, a little more rock ’n’ roll than something you can buy at a supermarket; but then she’d have to wait, and she runs the risk of pissing off the nurse, who will be removing that drip needle at some stage. January opts for the oral despite the protests of her stomach, as she has suffered enough humiliation today and doesn’t want to add the indignity of dropping trou to that list.


On the way home she regrets her decision, as the taxi lurches around another corner and the drugs dissolving in her empty stomach nauseate her. She pays the fare with a hand clamped firmly across her mouth and is barely out of the taxi before she vomits into the bush outside her front door. It is only water and the two white pills, a little blurred at the edges.


It takes all her concentration to grab some water from the kitchen and make it to her bedroom without spilling any. Each step she takes seems to take a million years. When she finally collapses into the soft bed it feels as though it engulfs and embraces her, and she sleeps the dreamless sleep of the exhausted.
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January’s phone buzzes beside her ear just loud enough not to be ignored. She opens one eye to look at it and the word WORK shouts at her. January stuffs the phone under her pillow until the vibrations die away, but before she can take a breath it begins again. This time it is ALICE calling. January throws the phone across her room, not caring if she breaks it, and for a moment the room is silent. It is long enough for January to close her eyes and try for oblivion again.


Until the land line rings.


January opens her eyes. She can trace her flatmate’s footsteps from the kitchen to the lounge and down the hall to her door. He doesn’t bother to knock; he pushes the door wide open.


‘The phone’s for you.’ He slurps his cereal, spills some milk on the floor and rubs it in with his foot.


January puts her pillow over her head and wishes that she was still asleep.


Her flatmate is still at the door. ‘You’re going to be late.’


‘I’m not going in.’


‘Another sickie eh? Or is it a mental health day?’


‘Leave me alone.’


‘I’d be glad to. But that Alice chick is persistent. Called yesterday and the night before …’


‘Fine,’ January glares at him until he gets the message and slopes off to the kitchen.


She pulls on her old track pants and a sweatshirt over the t-shirt she’s been sleeping in. Her feet are bare, and she steps in the puddle of milk left by her flatmate.


Bloody … flatmate!


It is funny how she can’t bring herself to curse him by name. Is it true that if you name something then you have power over it? She doesn’t know, but it seems to her that to name something you have to give a little bit of yourself. He already uses her shampoo – isn’t that enough?


She picks the phone up from the arm of the couch.


‘Hello?’ January’s voice is scratchy and shaky, a performance that has taken many years to hone.


‘January? It’s Alice. I missed you yesterday. Are you coming in?’


‘I’m still not well.’


The flatmate is at the lounge door with his jacket on. He wags his finger at January and then mimes his nose growing just like Pinocchio. His lopsided smile is a challenge which January answers with the finger. He picks up his bag and waves goodbye. January throws a cushion at him but is too late – the front door has already slammed behind him.


Alice prattles on. ‘It’s just … Well, you know, if you take more time off you need a doctor’s certificate.’


‘Doesn’t a trip to the emergency room count?’


‘You know how HR are.’


January weighs up her options. A visit to the doctor is costly, both in time and money, and even though it is pay day she can think of more interesting things to spend forty bucks on.


‘I’ll see you soon, Alice.’


She digs through her wardrobe for something to wear. Everything seems too constricting after a couple of days in t-shirts and baggy pants. She’s not ready for the outside world with its buttons and zippers; she’s so comfortable and cosy at home. But what would she do at home for one more day? She’s read all her books; the only thing left to do would be to watch the crap that passes for daytime TV: those touchy feely shows (but not in the interesting R18 way) that seem to be able to cure all a person’s woes in their allotted half hour slot: Book me in for my twenty-three minutes of psychiatry, I feel a realisation coming on.


January dresses as if she is attending a funeral: black on black on black. Thick cotton tights and a form-fitting turtle neck, merino, which makes her skin tingle before the itch dissipates. Over these, a black woollen dress, nipped in at the bodice with a full skirt; the hem falls just above the knee. She skips the concealer under her eyes, hoping that the dark circles will give the impression that she is, in fact, too sick to be at work and that she will be sent home.


But no one says anything remotely helpful when she mopes into the office. The only comment from A1: a pathetic You’re late, which is what she says every day anyway. No one says she looks like death warmed up and that she should have stayed at home and here’s a taxi chit because you shouldn’t be walking in your condition. No one even looks up when she walks to her cubicle except Alice.


‘You look much better than you sounded on the phone, Jan.’


‘I don’t feel like it. I think I’m going to throw up.’


Alice moves her papers away from the cubicle wall she shares with January.


‘Well, if you’re not up to work …’


‘Please say you’ll cover for me while I take a nap in the photocopier room.’


‘Actually,’ Alice leans over the wall and whispers, ‘I thought you might like to help me with a special project.’


‘What special project?’


‘The social club Matariki party.’


‘But that’s a month away.’


‘Three and a half weeks, and there’s so much to do. Venue, catering, decorations …’


Alice unfolds her project plan – the spreadsheet stretches over three A4 pages that have been taped end to end. The tasks are printed in different colours, and each day and hour is accounted for. January wouldn’t be surprised if this conversation was planned and mapped out on Alice’s sheet, but Alice folds it away before January can confirm that.


‘Thanks Alice. But I’d rather stick to data entry.’


‘Aw, c’mon Jan, it’ll be fun.’


‘You know me Alice. I’m just not that … social.’


‘Look, you can do the decorations. That’s easy. Please.’


January thinks about arguing, but Alice will eventually wear her down anyway, like water dripping on a stone. If she accepts now at least she won’t have to listen to Alice plead for the rest of the day.


‘Fine.’


‘Thanks Jan. Here’s my brainstorm about the decorations, but y’know, whatever you do will be fine.’


Alice hands January a board covered with pictures from magazines, quotes from printers and a floor plan of the venue.


Searching the internet for Matariki decorations makes the minutes that slip by less excruciating than usual. January has managed to look busy all day without actually doing any work at all.


She decides to treat herself to a new book; at least a new-to-her book. The second-hand bookstore is in an underground arcade; its old book smell competes with the butter chicken from the food court a few metres away. Next door to the bookstore is a music shop, where you can learn your instrument of choice for a low, low price. Today someone is learning the trumpet; the parps punctuate the quiet of the books. Towards the back of the store, tucked between the adult erotica and the popular fiction, is the romance section, like a bridge between the genres.


January runs her fingers along their coloured spines, each one a visual synopsis. Pure romance is pink, historical purple, light blue if you feel medically inclined. January’s hand stops at the red spines; so obvious, red the colour of lust, the colour of desire. She picks one at random, not bothering to read the blurb. She also picks up another book just in case someone asks what she bought.


The trumpet heralds her arrival at the counter, and the man smiles at her as he adds up the prices.


‘You’ll enjoy this one. I’m a bit of an ornithologist myself.’


‘I’m sorry?’


He picks up the book – New Zealand Native Birds – An Illustrated Guide. ‘Bird watching, eh? Where are you going?’


January shrugs, ‘Botanical gardens.’


‘Not much to see there. Except for ducks.’


‘I like ducks.’


Wah wah wah, the trumpet says as January leaves the store and hops on the escalator. She shoves the books in her bag before she walks past her usual bookstore, where she buys magazines and other novels. January is sure that the clerks can see her shame plainly on her face. Her pace quickens before she can see them shake their heads in disgust and laugh at her behind their hands.
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January dreams: sunscreen and cut grass tang the air. Twilight confuses colour, making the world look as if it has been shot by a Lomo camera, the colours soft and saturated. She dreams of strawberry pips and picnic rugs, the wool making her skin tingle through her thin dress – or is that because his hand brushes against her leg? Her smile is coquettish; over her shoulder with downcast eyes, her eyelashes skimming her cheeks. He tilts her chin up and crushes a kiss on her lips; he tastes of strawberries. They need to be alone, now. Everywhere they go there are people, people. Late summer still warms the skin and people stay out as late as they can, storing up heat to tide them through winter. Surrounded by light and people he pulls her hand and they run. Then it is dark and rough. His whiskers at her neck, his coat on her thigh, the tree she is up against rubbing the skin between her shoulder blades; is this what love is? All she can think about is the bird that sings under the street light not knowing that it is night. She sighs for it and for a moment her pity is visible as it is chilled in the air. He is gone and so is summer; the leaves are turning brown on the limbs that held her so firmly.


She wakes to find the remnants of skin under her nails. The heat of the blanket and the weeping wound on her leg have bound the sheet against her. Light has flooded her room, her allotted daily fifteen minutes of sunshine barely making it worth opening the curtains. As winter approaches the minutes will become less and less and the damp in the corners will make the whole room musty and cold. She strips her bed; this is not how she planned to spend her Saturday. She peeks out the window. At least it is sunny so she can get this lot dry. January stuffs her sheets into the washing machine and flicks it to hot wash. When her eczema is this bad she needs everything to be clean, clean. She is like a walking wound.


Had she known she would have bound her hands in the thick heavy socks she keeps in her beside cabinet, taping the tops to her wrists. Futile, but it buys a few hours as her sleeping form fights against the tape.


Had she known she would have taken more vitamins, found new creams, and worn pure cotton.


She would have given up dairy, wheat, meat, air, anything.


But she did not know. Again and again through the night her fingernails had sought the spot, satisfying, until her flesh was reduced to a sodden mess, raw and weeping.


She watches as her blood swirls and gurgles down the shower’s drain. The water bites at her knee, but the pain is good. It reminds her that she is alive. The white noise of the water clears her mind, giving her room to think. She looks at the wrinkled pads of her fingertips and shudders with disgust as she shuts off the shower.


The steam in the bathroom blurs her reflection in the mirror. A good thing too: her hair has been at once both tamed and made wild by the water; it wraps around her neck like seaweed on a sinker. She flips her head to the side, wrings out her hair and wraps it in a towel.


The bathroom cabinet is a graveyard of misplaced hope. January runs her fingers along the row of jars, each of their promises broken on her skin. Still she looks for a miracle, the cream that her skin won’t react to; of course, the world being as it is, the more expensive the cream, the better. This one, a pretty little jar, made her eyes swell up despite the gold lid and the cream that smelled a little like roses. It is one way to get rid of wrinkles; her crows’ feet had smoothed out over puffy watery eyelids.


Nothing here will help her skin, but still she persists. January wipes the mirror and suddenly her face comes into focus. Against the white of the towels her eyes look greener; less like a murky pond and more like the sea. She daubs cream around her eyes with the ring finger of her left hand in the way all the magazines have told her is correct.


With her towel wrapped firmly around her, January dashes from the bathroom to her bedroom. She opens her wardrobe and is stumped. Sartorial decisions cannot be rushed, particularly before her first cup of tea. As a stop gap January pulls on her sweatshirt and track pants; their texture odd against her naked skin.


January tip-toes around the flat. Is he even home? The question leaves her flat-footed. Most Friday nights he spends with his girl friend, but even when he is not here he is; January can see evidence of him all over the house. A shirt he peeled off and left on the floor, his shoes kicked off in the hallway. She can even smell him as she walks into the flat; his odour leeches out of his room and through the flat. Sometimes, the voice of David Attenborough invades her mind:


Here, his movements can be traced by the trail he leaves behind: a dirty glass here, a newspaper there. A full-grown male can easily destroy a nest within a few minutes of entering.


If she could, January would happily live alone. Then she could indulge her desire to have matching cutlery, a nice couch and matching ottoman, a gorgeous rug on hardwood floors. She has looked at small one-bedroomed flats, studios and bedsits. Almost anything she can afford is damp and cramped, devoid of sunlight. She would be stretching herself to live like that with power and a phone line on top. There would be no money left to buy her couch or rug. So for now she has to share her space with anyone she can put up with.


January fills the kettle and turns it on. As she waits for her tea to brew, she attempts to scrape off dried egg from her white dishes, but just like her flatmate it stubbornly clings on. Buying these was her first step towards leaving her student lifestyle behind. She was so happy that day to have something so pristine, new, without chips and the hairline cracks that start to go black as you use them. Her kitchen, in her mind, would be as pristine as those plates; it would be a place worthy of housing them. Unfortunately, her flatmate has taken advantage of this resolution, leaving his dishes for January to wash. She has thought about just leaving them, about slipping back into that comfortable way of life again, but she can’t. Dishes must be washed every night, not left to pile up, unloved.


Dinner plates, side plates and bowls sit in neat stacks of six in the cupboard. Any day now she’s expecting him to break a side plate, and the set will be ruined. She knew she shouldn’t have bought this set. Not yet. But the deal was too good to pass up. January would leave the cupboard door open to admire them if she wasn’t so clumsy. It would be just like her to clip the door and black her eye.


She considers hiding the plates in her bedroom, but then they’d have nothing to eat off, since she has thrown their op shop mismatched plates away. She has filled her room with the things she will have in her own home: a small love seat heaped with cushions, framed prints to hang on her walls, lamps for mood lighting. If there was an earthquake she would be lost under her books and cushions, her nick-nacks and dreams. As if her dreams do not already crush her.


January hugs her tea to her chest as she presses her ear harder against his door. There is no snoring from his room; perhaps he did stay away last night. It must be a luxury to wake up beside your lover. He has taken to calling her his partner, another annoying habit January would be happy to live without. But it would be nice, to be somebody’s partner.
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