

[image: Image]



[image: Images]



[image: Images]




For my father, who is thankfully nothing at all like Harland Vincetti.
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I


Medical History
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“Shall we begin by taking it as a general principle that all disease, at some period or other of its course, is more or less a reparative process …?”


Florence Nightingale,


Notes on Nursing: What it Is and What it Is Not





Prologue
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“There’s probably nothing wrong with me.”


The conviction in little Freya’s voice was admirable, particularly as it was in spite of the overwhelming evidence to the contrary. Her teacher, Mr Stevenson, was at that moment once again wondering whether he shouldn’t have followed his childhood dream of becoming a dolphin trainer after all. They really don’t warn you about this kind of stuff at university. Oh sure, there’s the usual altruistic spiel about how education is the foundation of society and all that junk. What they don’t tell you is that one day, somewhere in between Computer Studies and PE, you may well find yourself staring down at an eight-year-old girl who is completely unconcerned about the presence of her own blood smearing her dress.


Freya stood up, picked up her teddy bear, Mr Christopher Rumples Worthington CXI, and wiped off the specks of blood around the corners of his great black eyes. “Mr Christopher Rumples Worthington the eleventy-first doesn’t like blood.”


“Doesn’t he?” asked Mr Stevenson, as he dabbed at the blood on her dress with a handful of tissues.


“Nuh-uh. Or marmalade. He doesn’t like that at all. Especially when I try to make him a jacket out of it and then Daddy’s face goes all red like my really red gumboots and then I have to give him a bath and he smells like stinky socks for a week. My bear that is, not my dad.”


“Well, I suppose I wouldn’t much like that either.”


“Are you sad, Mr Stevenson? When I’m sad I like to imagine that I am a big fat walrus and that always cheers me up.”


Mr Stevenson frowned. “Freya, does this sort of thing happen often?”


She shrugged. “Here, I have my homework for you.”


“Thank you, Freya. Now wait here while I call Nurse Jenny to come and collect you. I know how much you like chatting to her.”


Freya beamed and nodded, pushing a crumpled piece of paper into his hand.


WAT I AM GOING TO BE WEN I GROW UP


By Freya Constance (even tho Constance is a dum name) Miller


“Wen I am growned up I am going to be a nurse and I am going to make peepul betterer. I am going to fix theyre faces wen they fall over drunk in hi heals like my aunt Gwen. I am going two make sick kids well again and hopfully by the time I am growned up I can not only help make them well again but make them even better than before liek with laser eyes and xray vishun and stuf but well have to see if the scientists have time for new invenshuns like that wen they arent two busy making up new flavrs of cola and figuring out the best wayse two blow peepul up in wars like on TV.


My hero is Florents Nightingail even tho she was preety ugly she helped a lot of peepul and I want to help a lot of peepul two. That is why wen I grow up I am going to be a nurse.
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Cakewalking
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“I hate this song.”


“Freya, you didn’t answer my question.”


“I’ll take a Moscow Mule. Cheers.”


A disapproving frown invades Jane’s face. “I didn’t ask if you wanted another drink, Frey, I asked if you’re serious about this.”


“Yeah, I heard you. I was hoping I could change the subject. Look, I don’t want to think of it so much as ‘giving up on my lifelong dreams of working for the Red Cross in East Timor’ as ‘embracing my back-up dream of sitting on the couch getting fat watching Seinfeld re-runs’. East Timor will still be there in a year or two. Well, unless Indonesia forcefully reclaims it, I suppose.”


“But this is what you’ve been working towards, what you always said you were going to do … four years’ experience in a local hospital, then a job in East Timor. You bored us all to death talking about it. I get that you’re upset about what happened to Valerie …”


Freya winces at the mention of Valerie’s name, images of blood and steel ricocheting through her head. “No. You don’t get it at all. If I had a religion to lose then I would be losing it right now. What happened to Val was … Christ, you know what? We’ve been over this. If I start talking about it again I’m just going to end up the weird girl crying in the bar that everyone looks at. Let’s talk about something else. You want another drink?”


“Vodka and Coke, easy on the vodka.”


“Got it.” Freya stands up and moves through the crowd of already bleary-eyed early evening revellers. The air is a sweltering haze of foul-smelling smoke and ear-wrenchingly bad American electro-noise. It sounds like a drunken tattoo artist singing karaoke over the glitchy bleeping of an ancient Commodore 64 computer. On nights like this the clouds of colour swimming in front of her eyes are usually more a source of entertainment than annoyance, but right now their buzzing and bouncing greatly vexes her. She ignores the ‘little Kandinskys’ dancing in her vision and walks inside.


She passes through the doors of Ric’s for, what, the ten millionth time? How many hazy drunken nights has she begun, regretted and then repeated here? Too many to count. She checks her reflection in the glass and is as satisfied as she ever allows herself to be. A curtain of crimson hair frames her elegant cheekbones and kryptonite green eyes. She would like to be a little thinner, she supposes. Her tight red dress, paired with matching red gloves, displays her curves that are teetering between “femininely seductive” and “a little more to love”. But if she lost any more weight she could hardly criticise the waif-like creatures on TV and, more to the point, filling this bar, with half as much vitriol. And she enjoys doing that.


She stands at the bar waiting for the Barbie doll ahead of her to finish her mating dance with the bartender. When the girlish tittering and batting of eyelids have gone on for too long she says, “Hey twinkle toes, when you’re done very obviously staring down at that fake blonde’s fake breasts you want to rustle me up a couple of drinks? I’ll take a Moscow Mule, heavy on the Moscow, and a vodka and Coke, heavy on the part that isn’t Coke.”


“Hey sweetheart, I’ll serve you these but, after that, you’d better slow down.”


“Sorry nosebleed, I have a strict policy of not taking advice from anyone who has brand-name tattoos on their neck.”


“Nosebleed? Shit! Is my …?”


“Not yet. It’s a pre-emptive nickname. Call me ‘sweetheart’ one more time and it’ll suddenly be highly applicable.”


“Jesus, I was just being friendly!”


“You and Merriam-Webster have very different interpretations of ‘friendly’. Now hurry up with that booze. I’ve got a future I need to avoid thinking about.”


The bartender complies with a grimace. She grins at him and walks back outside, holding the two glasses as proudly as a hunter bearing fresh kill.


Jane’s brow is furrowed with the same endearing yet irritating concern as when Freya left. She takes the drink from Freya’s hand and nods appreciatively. She sips it then says, “Christ! Freya, are you sure you asked them to go easy on the vodka? This is like making out with Dostoyevsky!”


“Yeah, pretty sure,” Freya lies. She’s a good liar. It’s a skill she prides herself on. The clamour of the bar rushes in to fill the silence that sits between them until finally Freya says, “Listen, I know I’m getting a little worked up about this. I don’t mean to be a bitch. I just need a year in a cakewalk job before I get back to saving the world one penicillin injection at a time, you know? I’m still serious about nursing. You remember the poster I had on my wall all through high school?”


“Of Florence Henderson?”


“She was on the Brady Bunch, taco-brain … Florence Nightingale. How can you be a nurse and not remember her?”


“I never liked History. Too many wars and bad outfits.”


“Sure, that’s one way to describe the sum totality of all human experience. Anyway, the point is that after what happened to Valerie, I need some time out. Or off. Or maybe in. I can’t bear the thought of spending the next ten years as a guilt-ridden workaholic until I get knocked up by some surgeon who decides two weeks before the baby’s due that he’s staying with his wife after all. I need one lap around the sun. To paint, eat, drink, live, love, drive to the beach. Not necessarily in that order. Then I’ll get back to turning into the person I’ve spent the last quarter-century trying to become.”


“But it seems crazy to want to give it all up. All through university, you worked twice as hard as any of us. Even if Karen had slightly better grades …”


“Karen had slightly better breasts, too, and a tendency to display them to any tutor with questionable morals. I’m happy to take second place with my integrity fully intact.”


Jane sighs, leans back into her chair and takes another swig from her allegedly half-strength vodka and Coke. “Okay. Fine. Are you really serious about wanting a cakewalk job?”


“I just want to go cakewalking for a year, I swear.”


Jane nods begrudgingly. Freya can see the disappointment in her friend’s eyes, but at present she has more than enough guilt to wrestle with on her own, let alone dealing with someone else’s. “Jane? You’ve got that face on. That face you get when you’re trying not to say something you really want to say, like when you found out that the girl Mark left you for had been admitted to the emergency room after the collagen in her lips exploded …”


“Alright, alright, alright. I have something and, from the sound of it, you’d be paid really well to do almost nothing, plus the job’s right here in Brisbane.”


“Are you kidding me? What the hell have you been holding out on me for?”


“Well, the whole thing’s a little … unusual. And Tanya made me swear I would talk you into going back over to East Timor with her. But if you really want to put your serious career work on hold for a year, well, I know how goddamn stubborn you are.”


“Like a mule, Jane; an adorable mule.”


“Alright, but don’t say I didn’t warn you. All I have is this little ‘help wanted’ card that some weird rich lady gave me at that fancy benefit at the Tivoli last week.”


Jane reaches into her handbag and removes a pristine white card that’s more like a wedding invitation than a job advertisement. Freya inspects the front.




WANTED: NURSE


(a proper girl one, not a silly male one)


PRETTY (but not too pretty)


CLEVER (but not too clever)





“Hmm. Not big on tact, these people, are they? Certainly sounds weird enough to be interesting. Now, can we leave the serious talk ’til tomorrow when we’re chronically hung-over and start getting properly drunk?”
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Three, or maybe four, or maybe sixteen hours later – it’s hard to tell after inhaling heroic quantities of booze – Freya finds herself at a bar she swore on her mother’s grave to never enter again. She mumbles an apology to her dearly departed and downs the last of her drink.


“Callum, do you think I’m a fuck-up?”


Callum sips at his whisky before answering. “Freya, I think that even da Vinci would be asking that if he was as drunk as you are now, although he might phrase it differently.”


“Everyone’s doing … like … amazing things … and I’m not. I want to find out about the world before I start trying to save it. And maybe date someone close to normal before I have to start collecting caesarean scars, a mortgage, a husband who resents me for letting myself go too quickly and a little house on the prairie.”


“Jesus, has Jane been drilling that stuff into you again? Why’d she go home so early anyway?”


“She has to do some disgustingly wholesome activity tomorrow morning, like bake cupcakes for the homeless whilst running a marathon to raise awareness for canine epilepsy or some crap. That girl is always so da– Oh my God I love this song! No … wait … fuck. I love that David Bowie song they sampled to make this piece of shit. Now everything’s going all purple. I hate when everything goes purple. You know what I mean?”


He smiles and shakes his head. “Rarely, if ever. But yes, I understand. I’m hardly the poster boy for the Suburban Australian Dream.”


“Oh yeah, I forgot. Hey, everybody, look at Callum … he’s a boy who likes boys. Isn’t that so different and interesting?”


“Frey, if I didn’t love you to death I would more than likely beat you to death with this bar stool.”


“I wish I could say you were the first person to tell me that. Tonight. And Jane’s not so bad – I shouldn’t be so harsh. She just makes the rest of us look like jerks because she’s such an overachiever. She found a job offer for me. Says it’s easy and the pay is good, but it sounds a little weird.”


“You gonna check it out?”


“Sure, why the hell not? I’ve got the card in my– ” Freya’s sentence aborts in midair as she begins madly hammering Callum’s arm with her fist.


“For the love of God, Freya, what the hell is your problem?”


“Look!” she whispers in reverential awe, pointing at the street outside. “It’s her!”


“What the hell are you whispering for? Her who? Oh, her! Yes, she is something, isn’t she?”


They watch as the “her” skilfully navigates obstacles presented by the drunken horde as though she were in a platform video game; dodging multicoloured projectile vomit, flailing limbs, lascivious leers and glasses smashed haphazardly on the pavement. She glides through each of these minor perils with the unwavering grace of a Russian princess. Her eyes are focused straight ahead, each step is poised and dainty. She is dressed, as always, in an outfit so grandiloquent that it very nearly defies the laws of physics.


A feather boa curls around her neck like a flamboyant serpent, her dress clings to her like a second skin and her bright red heels clack heavily on the concrete like a war drum. She ignores the heckles thrown her way not so much with silent defiance as the imperious manner that shows responding is completely beneath her.


“She is so amazing!” Freya sighs in admiration.


“Really, you don’t think she’s a little strange?”


“Obviously, but that’s the whole point. She is what she is and she doesn’t care what anyone else thinks. She’s so enigmagnetic!”


As though she can hear Freya and Callum across the crowded street, she turns for one brief moment and glances their way. Marilyn Monroe locks eyes with them and treats them to a dazzling, confident smile, then disappears into the throng.


Freya smiles at the space where Marilyn once stood, before staring drunkenly into Callum’s handsome brown eyes and murmuring, “If you weren’t my best friend and also annoyingly gay, I would definitely take you home with me.”


“Thanks, that’s the best offer I’ve had all week. One last round?”
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A curious odour of cigarettes and Middle Eastern spices lingers beneath the taxi’s ineffective veil of air freshener. The sun is starting to creep over the horizon, and very soon it will insist upon blazing directly into Freya’s eyes for the next ten hours or so. She squints at it with futile fury, willing it to disappear.


“And look, Izeezy, all I’m saying, right, is that, you know, I just don’t like … see the point in marking diff’rences in races, you know? I mean, I’m white, you’re sort of mocha-coloured, my people stole this country, people want to steal oil from your country, but deep down we are all people.”


“Please, madam, I must respectfully remind you that my name is Eziz, not Izeezy.”


“Eggs-act-lee! I mean, that is what I’m talking about, cos like, when you take away names and colour and all that shit then what are you left with? A bunch of cells and protein strands and DNA sequences kinda rambling round till something goes wrong and then I have to try and fix it, ’cept I can’t remember the correct rhythm for cardiopulmonary resuscitation ’cos they change it every twenty fucking minutes and anyway I spent too much of my time in that class trying to get Tim-fucking-Wentworth to notice me and then he turned out to be crap in bed and he did this annoying thing when he ate where he opened his mouth really wide when he chewed and it was like watching a garbage compactor, but a really disgusting garbage compactor with bad breath and terrible taste in music. You ever … you ever felt like that?”


“Please to be stop talking now.” Eziz turns up the radio.


“I mean, if you took a kid from, I dunno, Mozambique or Costa Rica and raised him or her in like, Connecticut, they’d be the same as every other … whaddaya call someone from Connecticut? Connecticutian? Conneticutter? Sounds like some kinda robot cartoon show, huh?”


“Please madam, you are talking very loudly! I must concentrate my driving.”


“Yeahyeahyeah, very, you know … studious of you or whatever. I guess they raise ’em good in Tajikistan.”


“As I have said before, I am a proud son of Turkmenistan.”


“Right! I knew … I knew it was one of the ’stans. Pakistan, Uzbekistan, Kurdistan, Cantunderstand. Ha! Lil joke. You like that one? No? Nothing? No dice? Doin’ the ol’ stare straight ahead and pretend you can’t hear me, huh? You know what, I’d probably do that too if I was driving around some drunk idiot who didn’t know how to tell the difference between countries. Fair call. Hey, you know once when I was on holiday in Fiji I met this American guy who wouldn’t stop staring at my chest and he was all like ‘I love the choc-o-late from your country’. And I was like, ‘Are you talking about Austria?’ I mean, Christ, how can you be so ignor– Wait, this is my house! Okay, lemme … I gotta find my … Oh fuck …”


“What is problem?”


Freya rummages through her handbag. “I think … I think I lost my purse in the Beat … or maybe the Bowery.”


“Madam, I must have my pay.”


“No but, see, s’okay cos I keep a twennie in the letterbox for this ’xact reason.”


Freya tumbles awkwardly out of the cab with an almost impressive lack of grace. The skin of her feet collides with the cold cement of the footpath, painfully alerting her to the fact that she has also lost her shoes. She snatches the twenty-dollar bill she keeps hidden in an envelope beneath a rock behind the front fence and hands it to Eziz.


“Peace out, brother,” she slurs, holding up two fingers in what she imagines is a magnanimous display of cross-cultural solidarity, but more closely resembles the gesture of a pop star posing for the paparazzi on her way into rehab. Eziz considers demanding the extra $1.25 she owes him, but thinks better of it and speeds off into the early morning where a microwave dinner and his long-suffering wife await him.


Freya struggles with the lock on the door and bursts inside with a series of crashing noises. She stumbles up the stairs to her apartment, opens the door and hurls her handbag against the wall, where its contents spill out like the organs of a goat beneath a voodoo knife. Among the rubble of make-up, aspirin and fast-food vouchers is an extravagant white and silver card that she can vaguely recall Jane giving her, somewhere between their fourth and fourteenth Moscow Mule.


The card lies there, incongruent with its squalid surrounds. If it had a voice, it would no doubt be a royal accent lamenting the agony it was enduring among this trash and riffraff, demanding the floor of a far more luxurious abode. Freya giggles maniacally at the thought of a talking business card, then picks it up in her hands and says, “Sssssh, sssssssssh.” She squints to discern the words hiding within the grandiose flowing font. She realises that she has not yet read both sides of the card. Through the thick clouds of her drunken stupor she can barely discern the contact information accompanying the message:




APPLICANTS WITH AN


EXCESSIVELY CURIOUS AND


INQUISITIVE NATURE ARE


DISTINCTLY NOT WELCOME.


LIGHT DUTIES. LARGE PAY.


(ALL CASH, NO QUESTIONS ASKED OR ANSWERED)





Freya lacks the mental energy to be sufficiently confused by the strange cluster of words printed in embossed silver on the card. She carries it over to her desk, opens her email, attaches her CV and clicks send. Precisely two seconds later she is struck by the horrific realisation that there is no “undo” function on her email and her CV is now recklessly hurtling through cyberspace. She is about to perform some sort of panicked dance that will involve manic arm thrashing and an eclectic collection of yelping noises, when the extraordinary quantity of alcohol rushing through her bloodstream overpowers her and she passes out on the keyboard with a satisfyingly heavy clunk.
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Everlastine
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You wouldn’t recognise his face if you saw it in a crowd. You wouldn’t know his name if you saw it printed in a newspaper. You probably wouldn’t even recognise the name of his company if you saw it on a stock listing. All of this is by design. Though his appearance would indicate the contrary, the portly, dishevelled man standing in the hallway with the putrid crimson beard molesting his face is among the richest men in the world. Wilson Davies trades through a labyrinth of shell companies and sub-sub-subcontractors, intentionally managing his operations so that the left hand does not know what the right hand is doing nor which filthy places it’s been.


You’d know his products though, guaranteed. Go and open your bathroom cupboard. There? See that? No, not the condoms you haven’t touched in an embarrassingly long time. Next to those. The pills. The little white packages of magic and chemicals in neat cardboard boxes. He makes those, just for you. You and every other sap on the planet seeking a quick fix. Sure, you might think you have a choice of sixteen different brands of painkillers at the supermarket, but in actual fact more than half of them are an identical formula displayed in different-coloured boxes with varying price tags. He owns the patents, he owns the production facilities and he owns the distribution networks. Collectively, his myriad companies have an annual turnover that would cause the American national deficit to dash to the bathroom and then have a quick lie down on the sofa.


Wilson pops one of his favourite products into his mouth. It’s his Maltese falcon, his jewel of the Nile, his heart of the ocean: Everlastine™. When his labs showed him the stats on the beta product he nearly puked with excitement. All the potency of Viagra with the blissful side effects of massively increased tactile sensation and a barely-subtle-enough-to-be-legal euphoria. He had been able to produce it at a cost of $2.40 a pill, and it hit the shelves with an asking price of ten times that. He’s always been good at finding ways to make money: withholding AIDS medication in Tanzania to drive up demand, contaminating water supplies in Northern India to create the need for antidiarrhoeals, but nothing came close to spinning money like Everlastine™. When it came to cash, the life-threatening needs of the third world couldn’t hope to compete with the income-generating sexual neuroses of the first.


Currently, Wilson is working on an extensive campaign to convince women of a newly discovered and yet surprisingly common “Stress-induced Female Sexual Dysfunction Syndrome”. The appropriate placebo has already been developed, branded and packaged. As soon as the “health reports” are filtered through the appropriate news networks, Wilson is confident he’ll be able to sit back and watch the deluge of dollars fill his numerous offshore bank accounts.


He grins broadly as he slams open the door to Alicia’s room. Her painfully contrived pout and “come hither” gaze clearly demonstrate how much he repulses her. As if he could even begin to care. He pays her well enough to do a decent job of faking it. She’s wearing an elegant silk robe that slides easily down her perfect shoulders. He can feel the Everlastine™ kicking in; a warm familiar rush of strength and vigour storming his senses. He reaches eagerly for her, licking his lips like a Viking prince reaching for a plate of spit-roasted pig.


He feels the warm touch of her skin and then …


And then …


He watches his hand as it slumps limply to his side. A feeling of pins and needles mixed with a burning sensation buzzes through his body, and then there is nothing. Nothing at all. He watches in confused horror as his body slumps backwards off the bed and slams heavily onto the wooden floor, just shy of the plush, inch-thick rug. He watches as a sticky red pool of blood spreads out towards it. He tries to move his arms, wiggle his toes, move his eyebrows and yell. Nothing happens, and then nothing happens again and again and again. His thoughts are barrelling madly around in his brain, screaming at his nerve clusters and neurological pathways.


Above him he watches Alicia’s wide blue eyes fill with fear and listens to her Hitchcockian scream fill the room. He would like to cover his ears. He would like to do a lot of things.


From the periphery of his vision he can barely make out the madam, Sylvia, charging in with her heavily armed doorman, no doubt concerned that he has tried to hurt Alicia. “Call the police,” he hears her crisp voice command. There is a small storm of terrors and fears jostling for his attention at the present moment, but fiercest and foremost of them all is:


Is this it? Am I stuck like this? Will I never move again?


Sylvia prods him with her stilettoed foot and sighs before saying, “Motherfucker, that rug is a one-of-a-kind from Kashmir. You owe me three hundred bucks for dry cleaning.”


The tiny lake of blood starts to touch against his lips.


If he could taste it,


  it would be


     sickly


        sweet.
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Elijah
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The phone’s ringing shakes Freya from the embrace of sleep. She thrashes her hand around the desk trying to smash the sound into a thousand silent pieces. She jerks upright. Her head is pounding like a sweatshop the night before a rush deadline. Finally locating her phone, she stabs at the red button to decline the call but her fine-motor functions are horrendously impaired and her finger lands on the green. A cold, articulate female voice attacks her eardrums from the speaker.


“You have a pretty name. Not common, but not too unusual either. I thoroughly abhor the idea of trying to fumble my tongue around some ridiculous garble of consonants like Agneshka or something. You aren’t vegan or kosher or anything preposterous like that, are you?”


“No, no I’m not … who is this?”


“You should know, we had a lot of applications, but they all wrote insufferably loquacious discourses about themselves and how they joined the medical profession to make the world a better place and so on and so forth. Honestly, young women these days seem to so consistently harbour the misconception that the whole world is interested in their dreary biographies. The job we are offering, a monkey could do. But we want a pretty, quiet monkey who has the good sense to not stick her nose where it doesn’t belong. For which the monkey in question will be very generously compensated.”


“You want a monkey?”


The caller sighs wearily. “Oh dear. You aren’t stupid, are you? Stupid won’t do at all. I have neither the patience nor the inclination to deal with stupid.”


“I can categorically assure you I’m not stupid. I am, however, currently not sure who is accusing me of being so?”


“Your CV, mailed this morning. At 5:43, I see. I like a girl who gets up early and doesn’t fuss around with niceties and chitchat. You are speaking with Evelyn Vincetti. You do still want the job, I assume? You haven’t changed your mind in the six hours since you applied for it? Capriciousness is another habit that I will not suffer in an employee.”


“The job! Yes! Of course, silver card, lots of mon– ah, marvellous opportunities.”


“Quite. You will come to dinner. You will dress elegantly, but not ostentatiously. You will arrive promptly at 7pm, not a moment before or after. Write this address down.” The words come as a rapid-fire sequence of statements of fact rather than requests. Freya scribbles the address on the envelope of an unpaid bill as Evelyn speaks.


“Any questions?”


“No, I suppose not.”


“Correct answer. I look forward to meeting you.”


Freya opens her mouth in an attempt to formulate some sort of appropriately formal expression of gratitude, but finds herself listening to the dull tone of a dead line.
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“Shit. Shit. Shitshitshitshit.” The hangover Freya is combating is of superhuman strength and, at 6:23pm, shows no signs of abating. She groans as she opens her wardrobe door in search of attire that is “elegant but not ostentatious”.


She grabs at dresses one by one and hurls them to the floor, muttering appropriate rejections. “Too slutty, too small, red-wine stain, too 80s, no shoes to match, too boring, tiny tear I got running away from a security guard that I never got around to fixing … This one?”


She throws on the simple blue dress and a pair of white shoes, then darts her eyes back and forth between her box of gloves and her box of large bracelets before deciding on the latter. She removes a simple wooden piece Jane brought her back from Bali that fits snugly over the part of her wrist she needs to conceal. Outside, a car speeds past blaring some bass-heavy eurotechno which, for a moment, floods her eyes with a kaleidoscopic sea of red and orange as the little Kandinskys dance in front of her face.


“Argh, shit shit shit! I don’t need this, not now, not now …” She bangs at her temple, despite knowing it will do nothing to help. Biting her lip and breathing deeply to calm herself, she darts out the front door, then steps back inside when she realises she has forgotten her keys. Freya runs back up to her apartment, rescues them from the pile of handbag debris she spilled on the hallway floor earlier and clutches them between shaking hands. She steps back outside where the door of her off-white 1993 Toyota Camry greets her with a rusty squeak. She checks her reflection in the rear-view mirror and turns the keys in the ignition. The clunking engine sounds like it’s chuckling at her hangover.
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“Jesus fucking on a motorcycle …” Freya whispers. She checks the address on the envelope, then the number on the letterbox, then checks again. The mammoth mansion sprawled across the riverfront looks like the kind of place God would have as his weekender. As Freya exits her Camry, she catches a glimpse of a gargantuan yacht moored out the back of the mansion. She guesses it’s roughly twice the size of her entire apartment.


Motion-sensing lights fill the driveway as she approaches. She squints through the glare and struggles to keep her balance as she trudges through the gravel, each step punctuating the percussion in her brain. She breathes deeply, uses her phone to quickly check her hair and rings the doorbell.


She hears the ring somewhere inside and eventually the door is opened by an imposingly large and sombre grey-haired man in his fifties. His piercing brown eyes remind her of the look she imagines a lion bestows on an antelope when it is not feeling particularly hungry. “You must be the girl,” he states in a tone suggesting the observation is vaguely unsatisfactory. “Come in. You are on time. That’s a good enough start.”


Freya follows him into the lobby and discovers that the mansion’s interior is even more remarkable than the outside. The main hall is a countryside of polished marble, paintings, vases, sculptures and antique furniture that could give the Guggenheim a run for its money, behind it lies a vast ballroom staircase that has been oddly augmented with a rubber ramp. Flanking the enormous staircase are corridors with red carpet runners that sit on top of the marble like long tongues in the mouth of a pale white china doll. Each of these corridors hosts a cavalcade of thick oak doors adorned with elaborate vine carvings. She is smart enough to not let an awed gasp escape her lips as she crosses the floor into the dining room.


A table with heavy mahogany legs carved into the feet of some great mythical animal and set with glistening silver and crystal runs almost the full length of the room. Two blonde women seated at its far end stand to greet her. The first, who appears to be in her late twenties, has exactly the kind of petite figure that Freya is fond of reproachfully critiquing. She welcomes Freya with the pearly white smile of a real estate agent. The other woman is middle aged but has clearly employed every available means of alteration and augmentation available to make it appear as though she was born after the invention of the compact disc. She greets Freya with a mirthless display of teeth as she takes her hand.


“Hi, I’m Freya, lovely to meet you,” Freya says, using her best firm-and-confident-because-I-want-this-job voice.


“I had hoped you’d be a little thinner,” the older woman says, not so much to Freya as to herself. She casts her eyes up and down Freya as though examining a wall hanging at an auction. “Still, you are quite presentable. Bright eyes, that’s a good quality. I’m Evelyn. Do you drink Merlot?”


Freya answers, “Yes,” though it’s her second preference to slamming the arrogant Evelyn to the floor like a Mexican wrestler.


“I’m Rosaline!” says the younger woman as she shakes Freya’s hand with new-puppy zeal.


“Freya. Nice to meet you,” she replies, her disgust for Evelyn overtaken by the confusion of her hand being worked up and down in an earthquake of ebullience.


“And you met my husband Harland, of course,” says Evelyn, waving her hand towards the man standing behind Freya.


“I did, yes.”


“Wonderful. Well, we’re nearly all ready to get started then. Maria!” she bellows. A small, rotund Latina woman appears from the kitchen.


“Yes, Mrs?”


“Fetch Jack, would you? We’re ready to eat now.”


“Mr Jack, he ask can I take dinner to him in his room. He busy working.”


“If you can call it working. Very well, Maria, bring dinner out for the rest of us now.”


“Yes, Mrs.”


As Harland takes his seat at the head of the table, Freya feels he would make a convincing Mafia don or corrupt ambassador. He sits with his shoulders set straight against the high-backed chair and raises a glass of red wine to his lips with unhurried stoicism. Freya catches a glimpse of the bottle’s label. The wine is older than she is.


Evelyn vanquishes the rest of her wine, brings her hands together in a firm clap and announces, “So! Freya. Now that you’re here we can get down to business. I’m going to outline what’s prohibited. If you have a problem with any of that there’s obviously no point wasting one another’s time, is there? Should you agree to abstain from everything I list for you, we can get you started straightaway. Sound good? Excellent.


“First of all, no fraternising of any kind on these premises. Your friends, boyfriends, second cousins, book club, long-lost sisters and Tupperware parties are not welcome here. You want to socialise, you do it elsewhere. There is to be no smoking in the house or anywhere on the grounds. No illegal drugs of any kind are to be brought onto the premises, and believe me, if there are we will know about it and it shall not end well for you.”


Evelyn studies Freya’s face for a moment, looking for signs of resistance. Freya does her best impression of a smiling, courteous employee.


“Next, and this is critically important … do not ask questions. Not about our business, not about our personal lives, not even about the weather. Should any of us wish to communicate with you we shall initiate that interaction and you may continue accordingly. You are to be our employee, not our friend. Our last nurse failed this horribly, with regrettable consequences …


“Everything that goes on here, Freya, stays within these walls. This is our sanctuary and we will not tolerate an employee spreading gossip and slander. Harland,” says Evelyn, turning to her husband, “anything you wish to add?”


“Evelyn, you know how this works. I handle the business, earning the money and doing the things that actually matter. The tiny kingdom of this house is yours and yours alone to administer.”


Evelyn narrows her eyes at him before turning back to Freya. “Do you anticipate any problems in adhering to our rules?”


Freya pushes aside the various venomous responses clamouring for release and answers simply, “None at all.” Her gift for feigning congeniality is unparalleled. Years of restraining herself from strangling annoying hospital patients have taught her to conceal her anger, bottle it and then release it like a pressure cannon at the appropriate juncture.


“Excellent. You will be paid $2000 per week, in cash. This income is not to be reported to the tax department or anyone else in government. Harland will set up a phantom job for you in one of our businesses so that you will have some vocation to offer future employers. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to run to the lavatory. Talk among yourselves.” Evelyn’s heels make a series of loud, commanding clicks across the marble floor as she exits.


“Don’t mind her, she’s kind of a bitch but at least she tells it to you straight,” says Harland as Maria places a plate of lobster and salad before him. Freya resists the urge to lunge at hers with her bare hands, taking her cues from Harland as to how to disassemble it daintily.


“Yeah, she’s a doll really!” Rosaline giggles. “Plus you and me are gonna be such good friends, talk about girl stuff, go shopping, all that jazz. Hey, you could even come to my Zumbalates class with me!”


Rosaline reminds Freya of a girl who joined her high school after ten years of home schooling. A decade locked inside her storage-container-sized apartment with only her mother and their six cats for company had made her disconcertingly perky. She makes a mental note to google “Zumbalates” in order to find out what it is without having to endure some twenty-minute dissertation. “Sure, that sounds great,” she lies politely. Rosaline flashes her real estate agent smile as Freya captures the first bite of lobster and her body trembles with ferocious satisfaction. For this kind of food and pay, I’d work for Mussolini.


“That’s an interesting bracelet you have there! Can I have a look?” Rosaline’s hand darts out across the table to touch it, shifting it a fraction down Freya’s arm before she snatches it away. She wonders if Harland glimpsed what was hiding underneath, but he merely regards her with a stony face.


“It was my grandmother’s. Family heirloom and all that. I didn’t mean to be so jumpy.”


“Oh honey, I totally understand. I shouldn’t have been so presumptuous.”


“How’s the lobster?” asks Harland in a tone indicating he doesn’t care for a response.


“Best I’ve had all week!” chirps Freya, telling the truth for the first time this evening.
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Maria clears the culinary battlefield; remnants of lobster and soufflé are strewn amid the rubble of resplendent silver cutlery.


“Well, I trust you enjoyed your meal, Freya?” Evelyn asks, smiling with a faint glimmer of sincerity that appears strangely foreign on the landscape of her face.


“I did! Thank you!”


Maria begins to clear the plates and asks, “You like, senorita?”


“¡Si claro! Gracias, Maria.¡Muy rico! Me gusta mucho.”


Maria’s eyes widen with excitement as Evelyn’s narrow into a tunnel of accusation. “You speak Spanish?” they ask simultaneously.


“Oh … only … you know, un poco. I learnt some at high school, but I can’t do much besides order food and tell someone that I think they have a very beautiful donkey …”


Maria laughs and touches Freya gently on the shoulder. Evelyn and Harland are both holding their eyes on her as though they expect her to produce some sort of basement-assembled explosive.


“So, Freya! We haven’t given you the tour yet, have we!” yelps Rosaline excitedly, breaking the silence.


“Quite so,” Harland says, rising from the table. “You’ve been admirably abstaining from questions as per our instructions, but it’s only fair that you know where it is you are working and what it is you are doing here, isn’t it?”


Freya nods. She feels suspended in a gorgeous bubble of opulence and luxury, but she is nagged by the voice at the back of her mind insisting that she is about to be press-ganged into becoming some sort of drug mule or high-class prostitute. She doesn’t want her little bubble to burst, but she can’t very well stay seated at the table with half a glass of a 1985 Merlot in front of her, can she?


She drains her glass, savours the exquisite oak-with-a-hint-of-fruit flavour enveloping her tongue and follows her hosts across the vast marble floor and up the lavish sweeping staircase. They pass room after room: billiard room, bathroom, exercise room and an entire room filled with crockery. What kind of family has an entire room devoted to crockery? she asks herself. The house is the size of a boutique five-star hotel, and twice as ostentatious. In spite of the knowledge that she needs to suppress her inquisitive nature, she cannot shake the fear that a meth lab resides somewhere within these walls.


“Your room will be here, just a few doors down from Elijah’s. You will handle the majority of his care, but Rosaline, Harland, Maria and myself will help with many of the basic tasks. Jack may also emerge from his cave to assist from time to time. I’ll give you a roster, but understand that we are paying you a premium rate and will expect premium service. You may be called upon at odd hours to perform tasks that are outside of your usual job description.”


Evelyn fixes her with a penetrating glare. Freya holds her gaze and starts planning how she’s going to spend her first pay cheque in order to distract from her mounting apprehension.


“Besides our bedrooms, most of the rooms in this house are yours to enter as you please, provided you stay within the boundaries outlined earlier, of course. We’ll give you a magnetic key, programmed to open only the rooms you are permitted to enter. Everything else will be inaccessible, to avoid confusion,” Evelyn says in a tour-guide voice.


“Of course,” Freya replies, as she bites her normally razor-sharp tongue, which has been aching to deliver a hundred shades of sardonic scorn all evening. She knows that no comment, no matter how hilarious she may find it, is worth throwing away $2000 a week and all the lobster she can eat. She makes a mental note to record the evening’s events and re-enact them in full for Callum at the earliest opportunity.


“Our work keeps both myself and Evelyn busy at unusual hours, so we won’t be around often, but Maria, Rosaline or Jack, if you can find him, will be able to assist you should you need anything,” Harland states as he stops outside an ornately carved door. He removes his magnetic key and swipes it against the lock. It opens with a quiet bleeping and the lights inside automatically flicker to life as he enters.


The windows, in an extravagant European style, stretch nearly to the vaulted ceiling, which hosts one of the most striking chandeliers Freya has ever seen. The room contains a magnificent collection of antiques, a library that appears both expensive and expansive and a small kitchenette with a collection of appliances that hum and blink and pulse with more streamlined gadgetry than the average fighter jet. The rear wall appears to be some sort of shrine, covered in a vast and incomprehensible collage of photos, certificates, trophies, ribbons and medallions. Through an open door in the far right wall she can glimpse an en-suite with a spa bath and marble-topped vanity.


As impressive as all of this is – and Freya estimates the value of the room’s contents to equate to her projected lifetime income as a ward nurse – none of these adornments is the room’s most striking feature. In the middle of the room, a sprawling web of cables snakes and crawls into one central point. They connect the monitors and machines and gadgets and gizmos to an immobile young man lit by the soft green aura of the plethora of mechanical devices encircling him. The forest of machines produces a quiet choir of beeps. Freya feels as though she has entered the church of some esoteric pagan deity. She opens her mouth to say something, then thinks better of it.


Beep.


Beep.


Beep.


“This is our son, Elijah. We’ll leave you two to get acquainted,” Harland says before the three of them exit the room and click the door shut on Freya and the young man.


The beeping of the machines translates in her vision as a stream of tiny, slender, white ribbons. She does not approach him straightaway but takes her time to inspect the library – early and first editions of Keats, Poe, Austen, Eliot, Pushkin – the wall of awards and accolades – under 16s state swimming championships, Substantial Contribution to Amnesty International, certificate of outstanding merit and achievement from Médecins Sans Frontières – and the various 22nd-century appliances – toaster with weather display, oven with holographic timer, espresso machine with voice activation.


It is only after she has carefully assimilated all this that she ambles over to Elijah. Freya glances over the monitors; she’s seen similar equipment before, of course, but not of this calibre, not even at the best private facilities. These are either fresh off the factory line or custom made. Either way, expensive beyond the telling. He is in sleek satin pyjamas embroidered with the initials ”E.V.” across the top left corner of his chest. His skin is a surprisingly healthy hue, and his cheeks are freshly shaven, but it is clear from the apparatus connected to him that he has been comatose for some time. He’s handsome, strikingly so. He has the kind of strong, well-proportioned face that would look right at home on a Greek statue. Freya notes the extensive scarring on his right arm, and draws her finger lightly across the scar tissue.


The obvious questions detonate like a cluster bomb in her brain – What happened to him? How long has he been like this? Who was he? What am I doing here? Will he ever wake up? – but for the moment she suppresses them, to let them exist as hungry ghosts at the outskirts of her psyche. She reaches out and places her hand against his cheek. She feels strangely comforted by the warmth that greets her palm.


“Hi, Elijah,” she whispers. “I guess you and me are going to be friends.”


The door opens, startling her, and she snaps her hand away as guiltily as a child caught stealing biscuits.


“Wait outside,” Harland commands crisply as he and Evelyn enter. She obeys and the door slams behind her. Her fingers dance over one another in an awkward series of arrivals and departures. A moment later the door opens.


“He approves,” Evelyn states simply. She does not appear to be referring to her husband. “Have Maria give you the paperwork with the detailed instructions of your duties, and your keycard. You may move in and begin work on Wednesday. We look forward to seeing you then.”


The door closes sharply, leaving Freya staring at the flowing vines carved into the oak. She turns away and studies each of the stairs as she descends them. In the living room, Maria is waiting with a folder with Freya’s name scrawled on it. She places it in Freya’s hands with a conspiratorial wink.


“Welcome to the family, chica.”


“Maria …”


“You gonna have plenty of questions for me, better you wait a little bit, get yourself settled in, okay?”


“Okay. Gracias. Hasta luego, Maria.”


“Hasta pronto, chica.”


Freya sits silently in her car, staring at the manila folder. It seems appallingly mundane in comparison with the evening’s events. Finally, she places it on the seat beside her and switches on the ignition. The radio is playing her favourite Bowie song, but it fills her eyes with a heavy swarm of gold and orange rivers, so she flicks it off and drives home in silence.





4


Pineapple Cutter
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Freya had told her mother that fourteen was far too old for novelty birthday cakes. But the poor thing couldn’t let go of her bible, the Women’s Weekly Children’s Birthday Cake Book. And Freya couldn’t bear to take away her mum’s special joy as she stirred, baked, iced, assembled and presented her annual vibrantly coloured confectionary monstrosity. This year, she had chosen the caterpillar.
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