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            LEGEND OF THE HOLY FATHER’S BOOK GLASSES

          

        

      

    

    
      According to myth, a pair of eyeglasses were crafted in Rome over two and a half centuries ago for the pope from a stone sent by God. It was understood that whoever had the good fortune to wear these glasses was blessed with superior vision. However, their real power was revealed when the wearer of the glasses was reading a book. The reader was given unmeasurable wisdom and knowledge beyond belief.

      The Occhiali da vista scrolls of Pope Leo XIII from the 1881 Vatican Secret Archives, now missing, were rumoured to have told the story of this pair of book glasses commissioned between 1700 and 1800 by the Papal Basilica of St Peter for the sole use of the pope and all future popes. The lenses were to be crafted from a unique clear stone, rumoured to be blessed by angels. The origin of the stone was unknown but renowned experts at the time all agreed that it hadn’t come from the ground. Instead, one autumn day after morning prayers, the stone had suddenly appeared in the Vatican City centre—a gift from the heavens above after a hailstorm. Apart from the unnamed cardinal who found it, only a few individuals, high in the inner circle of the Catholic church, knew of the stone and its origin. No other reference to this event was ever recorded, before or after this time.

      Experts who examined the stone were sworn to secrecy. Not even the sitting pope, Pope Benedict XIV, knew about it. Secrecy was paramount and death would befall anyone who dared even talk about it. This curse of death was common knowledge and thus, silence was respected and the existence of the extraordinary stone, and subsequently the glasses into which it was crafted, remained hidden from the world.

      All documents that referred to the Holy Father’s book glasses disappeared from the records. Only the myth endured, but, fearing the curse, people still do not dare speak openly about the book glasses.
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        Friday, 22nd August 1919

      

      

      A bitterly cold gale came out of nowhere, whistling down the streets and stirring up the fallen snow, forcing the young corporal out of his shadowy vantage point to take shelter from the storm in the nearest establishment open on such a harsh winter’s night.

      Before crossing the threshold, he looked over his shoulder, but the Munich street was empty, its covering of snow taking on an eerie glow in the darkness.

      Once in The Bavarian, the soldier, constantly on alert, scanned the room as he walked up to the bar and ordered a warm beer. Yet he noticed that every eye in the room furtively followed his movements. The packed local was full of people desperate not to be seen on this stormy subzero night and they were highly suspicious of strangers.

      Without looking up, he paid the barman, picked up his beer and made his way back to an empty chair near the entrance.

      They watch me, but not with the prestige I deserve. How dare they glare at me like that? Keeping his head down, he struggled to control his mounting anger and his hand started to shake, almost spilling his beer. Could no one give him the respect he was due? He was a decorated war hero, yet these nobodies ignored him.

      One day they would acknowledge him. He knew he was destined for greatness. As for his army career, what would it take to rise through the ranks? He glanced at the two-bar chevron on his uniform sleeve with distaste; it was humiliating to still be a corporal after all his faithful service. He should have been promoted well before now, but his superiors were blind idiots who could not see his true brilliance.

      One day, they would do his bidding. And that day could not come soon enough.

      He approached the only table with an empty chair. A man also sat there. “Excuse me, is this seat taken?” the corporal asked politely.

      The well-dressed man looked up and smiled. “Please sit down. I would enjoy the company. What’s your name, corporal?”

      “Adolf, sir. Adolf Hitler.” He sat opposite him in the window seat.

      “I am Anton Drexler. Pleased to meet you. Warm in here, ja voll?”

      “Ja, but it’s getting bad out there.”

      “What’s a corporal doing out this late at night?”

      “My job keeps me busy working all sorts of hours, sir.”

      “And what is your job, may I ask?”

      “Intelligence agent for the reconnaissance unit of the Reichswehr.”

      “Intelligence agent, you say?” He nodded. “Very impressive, young man, but what good is that now? It’s 1919. The war ended last year.” He slapped his beer glass against the corporal’s before taking another drink and drowning his loud burst of laughter.

      The soldier raised his glass to his lips, but didn’t drink, and put the glass back down on the table. “Sir, I know who you are. May I suggest a few things to you? I hope you don’t mind.”

      “So, you know I’m the chairman of the German Workers’ Party, do you?”

      “Yes sir, I do!” Forgetting where he was, he took his glasses out of his inside jacket pocket and put them on. When he realised what he had done, he hoped Drexler wouldn’t notice them. His lapse in judgement made his heart race but he remained stone cold on the outside, concealing his discomfort at revealing his new eyeglasses with their distinctive engraved metal frames.

      “What an unusual pair of eyeglasses you have. Are they army issue?”

      “No, they’re mine. I got them abroad, and they do the job.” He hastily took them off and returned them to his jacket pocket.

      “Well then, go ahead and tell me what’s on your mind. I need to go soon, so hurry up.”

      His hand closed over the notebook in his side jacket pocket, but he let go of it, deciding to wing it without reading from his notes. Taking a deep breath, he said, “Thank you, sir. It’s about communicating to the masses. I believe all effective… er… messages should be limited to a small number of points and that your party’s slogan should be inserted into every speech or message until every last member of the public understands what you want him to understand by it.” He picked up his drink again and waited patiently for Drexler's response.

      “Very interesting, but what masses? We only have fifty-four members.”

      “That’s what I’m talking about, sir. You don’t have a clear message to draw in a crowd.”

      “But we are only a new party. These things take time, young man.”

      “Sir, fifty-four members is a good start. I would like to be your next member.”

      “You’re a corporal in the army. How could you be a member of the German Workers’ Party? Stop now and drink up. Look, you haven’t touched your beer.”

      “I’ve already discharged myself from the army and I want to utilise my knowledge for a good cause. I could help you better support workers to get back their rights. All you need are more members, and I am good at communicating with people. What do you think? Are you after more members, sir?”

      “You’ll need to trim that moustache first. I can’t have you attending looking like you’re still in the trenches. It’s a working man’s party, understand?”

      “Yes sir, the moustache will be trimmed.”

      “Ja, I tell you what, our next meeting is on September twelfth, and we get all new members to give a speech on their first night. Do you know where we meet?”

      The soldier nodded.

      “So, come and have your say and let’s see what you can offer. I can’t promise you anything. The worst thing is that you become a member of the German Workers’ Party.”

      “Thank you, sir. And I can guarantee you will be impressed with my speech.”

      “If you are as confident at the meeting as you are now, we have nothing to worry about. Now drink up. Here’s to you, Adolf Hitler, and to civilian life!”

      Drexler knocked back the last of his beer, nodded at his companion, got up from his chair, put on his coat and hat, and walked out into the intensifying blizzard without any hesitation. Hitler remained seated in front of his untouched beer, feeling euphoric at obtaining Drexler’s personal invitation to attend his next party meeting. He intended to infiltrate the party and he was off to a good start.

      He pushed his full glass of beer to one side and pulled out his latest prized possession—a pair of medieval-looking reading glasses he had found a couple of years earlier while stationed on the western front. Having only recently discovered the powers of the glasses, he regularly took them out of his secret strongbox where he hid them away for safe-keeping and used them every chance he got, with extraordinary results.

      After placing them back on, he took out his notebook and recorded some ideas for his first speech. He was on his way to fulfilling his plan to entrench himself in the party and provide himself with a platform from which to get his views across to the masses.

      Hitler’s relentless surveillance over the last few weeks had exposed Drexler’s daily routines and personal habits. Arriving at the chairman’s favourite drinking spot at almost the time for him to leave and go home for his usual Friday night late dinner had been masterful. He hadn’t suspected a thing and was oblivious to the fact that he had followed him for almost three weeks.

      The bait was set and, with the eyeglasses in his possession, Hitler was ready to execute his strategy to get an audience and thus the respect that he deserved as a first step to achieving complete control.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WINDOW DRESSING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Monday, 26th August 2013

      

      

      Samantha Page turned to view her reflection one last time in the department store window as she rushed out on to the busy street with the bustling city crowd. As she admired herself in the full glare of the morning sun, flicking her hair up with one hand in a swift action from side to side, styling it the way she liked it, she tried to block out the nasty comments from people walking by who felt she was obstructing their path.

      She was caught up by her imposing mirror image in almost blinding brightness, sending her mind into doubtful thoughts. She looked okay, but would it make any difference this time?

      “You are fucking stupid and have no friends, you loser.”

      The words echoed in her head and hurt every bit as much as they had the first time she’d heard them. She’d endured a lot at the hands of her foster parents but her time with them had helped her master the art of concealing any evidence of the hard knocks that life had inflicted on her.

      Sam put up a defiant front for the world. Twenty-three years of failure had not destroyed her. She carefully hid the fact she had spent her entire childhood in foster care, had not graduated from high school and had never had a permanent job.

      Unfortunately, her situation hadn’t got any easier as the years had passed. Surviving on leftover food from the local women’s refuge where she volunteered had been harrowing, and hunger left her with no choice but to endure.

      Maybe this time would be different.

      It was the second day of summer—a beautiful clear Sydney morning with a marble blue sky—as she walked along the busy streets in her borrowed red high heels, short white dress, red belt, and off-white handbag.

      For good luck, she was wearing her best owl earrings with the tiny light blue stones for eyes that matched her own. Her long brown hair was neatly secured in a hairclip. It didn’t matter that her makeup and nails had only been partially done at the sampling counter of the nearby high-end department store—nothing was going to get in the way of her 11 a.m. appointment. She would get this job and start living her dreams, believing a utopia of endless possibilities lay in wait for her.

      As far back as she could remember, she had wanted to travel all over Australia, but the furthest she had ever got was Manly via Circular Quay and it had taken her almost a year to save the money for the ferry ticket. Many times, since that day, she had walked up to the Quay and fondly recalled her trip, hoping to take another ferry ride once she secured a full-time job. She had been living in the same one-bedroom unit since moving from her last foster parents’ house on her eighteenth birthday. Her unemployment benefits just covered her rent and utilities, but there was nothing left for anything else.

      And she couldn’t get a job. Preparing for interviews had always been her downfall. It wasn’t that she couldn’t read, but the words were all jumbled around and hard for her to decipher. Doctors and specialists asked too many questions and didn’t give any helpful answers.

      She picked up the pace and was in front of the building with thirty minutes to spare. Feeling confident, she entered the utilitarian structure and gracefully stepped onto the travelator. A cheeky gust of wind came out of nowhere and prompted her to hold her skirt down.

      At the top, she disembarked the travelator with a charming skip and a hop and headed to the front desk of the lobby in high spirits.

      “Good morning, can I help you?” asked the concierge.

      “Yes please, I’m here for my 11 a.m. interview with Brown Department Stores. I’m a little early,” replied Sam.

      “I’m sorry, but they’re not accepting any further applications.”

      “No, you must be mistaken. My name is Samantha Page. I have an 11 a.m. appointment. Please check.”

      “You’re here for the window dressing position?”

      “Yes, that’s it.”

      “Yep, people have been waiting since six this morning and they are not accepting any more applicants, sorry.”

      “But I have an appointment for—”

      “Please contact the person you spoke to about the position. Who’s next, please?”

      Shoulders hunched and red-faced, Sam quickly exited the building. She felt as if everyone was looking at her and laughing. Shattered beyond belief, she hit a new low point in her life and climbing back out of it would take a miracle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE OLD WOMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam made it out of the building on one full breath, covering her face with one hand. She had gone about three blocks before realising she was heading toward the refuge. Paralysed with fear, she stopped, then calmed herself, and continued down the street.

      Consumed with grief, she pushed past the staff, volunteers and homeless women congregating in the great hall, preparing for lunch. After almost knocking over a few women in her path, she finally found herself alone in the toilets and gave in to her despair.

      “It’s okay, darling. It’s okay. Tell me what’s upsetting you, sweetheart,” said a benevolent, gentle voice from behind her.

      Startled, she quickly looked up. A woman stood behind her. Sam was taken aback, almost shocked, by her appearance. She was a little shorter than Sam with startling deep brown, almost black, eyes. She looked derelict, dressed in a style long gone out of fashion. Her feet were bare. Her dress had bolero style panels at the shoulders with a sweetheart neckline and the bodice was lined to the waist, over a circle skirt.

      Sam recognised the style from watching Happy Days reruns, but the dresses on TV never looked this dull, torn, or raggedy. “Sorry, I thought I was alone,” she said.

      “That’s okay, love, I’m used to people not seeing me,” the old woman said with a short laugh. “Now tell me what’s wrong.”

      “I haven’t seen you here before. Are you new?” asked Sam as she dried her eyes.

      “No, but I’ve seen you, Samantha Page.”

      “How do you know my name?”

      “Everyone here knows you, my darling. Who did your makeup?”

      “Why do you ask?” Sam turned to face the mirror and they both burst into uncontrollable laughter. “They didn’t show me my entire face in the mirror. They only showed me parts of it!” Sam spluttered, between laughs.

      “Who did?” the old woman asked.

      “The department store’s makeup and beauty assistant.”

      “Stop it. You didn’t know you were walking around the city with makeup on only half your face?”

      “I went to a job interview like this!”

      Despite trying hard to keep each other upright, both women slumped to the bathroom floor, laughing uproariously, bringing Sister Sue into the room to see what was going on. Sister Sue managed the day-to-day operations of the refuge for the Catholic church. Her lined face frowned at them until she realised who it was, but her blue eyes sparkled with kindness.

      “Samantha, I didn’t realise you were here.” Her eyes twitched to her companion.

      “I’m sorry, Sister Sue, were we making too much noise?”

      She waved her hand dismissively. “It’s all right. I just wasn’t sure what was going on. I’ll leave you to it.”

      Again, glancing at the woman with her, the sister went back to her work.

      Sam and the woman picked themselves up off the floor and composed themselves, the poor old lady hacking out a nasty cough. As Sam washed off her half-done makeup, she filled her in on her disastrous morning. “I went for an interview at Brown Department Stores. They said to come at eleven, but people had apparently been turning up since six! The job was long gone by the time I got there.”

      The old woman patted her hand where it rested in the edge of the washbasin, recovered from her coughing fit. “Never mind. I’m sure you’ll get the next job.”

      “That’s just it,” said Sam in despair. “I can’t get a job. I’ve tried and tried.”

      “It will happen.”

      She shook her head. “But all jobs require reading and I’m not that good at it. It’s no use. I’ll never get a job.”

      The old woman waved a business card in front of her. Once Sam had dried her hands, the card was placed in her hand. “Here you go, my darling. I would like you to have this.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a business card of an old friend. His name is Charles Harman and he’s the director and CEO of the Australian Museum. I want you to go see him about a job and tell him Joyce Thomas sent you.”

      “No, I couldn’t possibly. Not after what just happened!”

      “Don’t be silly. You go, girl, and don’t look back. You want a job, don’t you?”

      “Yes, but what will I say?”

      “Just answer his questions, that’s all. Off you go.”

      Miraculously, Sam started to feel confident that she could go to the museum and ask to see Mr Harman. Maybe she could even answer his questions. “I’ll go now, Joyce. I’ll do it, thank you!” She straightened herself up and turned around for one more look in the mirror.

      “No, wait. Have lunch first and please fix your makeup, silly!” Joyce said with a wink.

      Too excited and nervous to be hungry, Sam consumed half a salad sandwich and washed it down with a cup of weak tea and got the sisters to help fix her makeup. Then she headed for the museum, full of expectations.
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      Sister Sue watched as Sam left, hope in her heart. Joyce seemed confident that Charles would accept her recommendation and give Sam a job. Oh, if only it could be so easy! It would be the first luck Sam had ever experienced since arriving in Sydney on her eighteenth birthday.

      The sound of coughing distracted her—deep wracking coughs. She sought out a dark corner of the refuge and wasn’t surprised who she found. “Joyce?”

      “I’m not feeling well, love,” she said. She coughed into her blood-soaked handkerchief.

      Sister Sue shook her head. “You should be in hospital.”

      “No. I want to be here when Sam gets back.” But she sank to the floor, unable to stand anymore, and Sue raced to call an ambulance.

      With much sadness, Sue contemplated the worst. She and Joyce had been friends since their teens. They had studied together in Rome, lived with each other for years and had also been bridesmaids at each other’s weddings. Marrying two brothers had made them real family.

      Raising their children together while travelling with their husbands all over Europe had been an exciting time for them both. It had been the happiest period of their lives, until the accident that had taken both their children and husbands away from them.

      The memory of the car crash, almost twenty years ago, was still clear in Sue’s mind.

      Watching Joyce being carried out to the ambulance brought back everything about that tragic day. Her faith in God had kept her going all these years, and she knew he would continue to help her one day at a time.

      She had also looked to God for understanding as to why Joyce didn’t want Sam to find out about who they really were and how much they loved her. But she would never betray Joyce and therefore, couldn’t tell Sam anything about their shared history. It had saddened her to have kept quiet all these years, but her reward was spending the last five years with Sam and that was worth it.

      She picked up the phone and dialled her second in charge, forgetting Jenny was in Melbourne on training. She stopped the first sister who walked past her office. “Sister Jan, come in, please. Tonight, you are my 2IC as I’m off to the hospital to see Joyce. If there are any problems, call me on my mobile. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
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      St Vincent’s Hospital’s emergency desk was jam-packed with patients and their family members and Sue knew she didn’t have time to waste, so she slipped through the crowd and into the emergency room without anyone noticing.

      The row of ambulance gurneys with patients on them waiting for attention was distressing for her but she kept on searching for her friend. Overwhelmed at the sight and sounds of so many suffering people, she burst into tears.

      As she stood in the middle of the emergency room weeping, a kind voice spoke from behind her. “Excuse me, Sister, can I help you? Are you looking for someone?”

      She swiftly wiped her eyes with her hands and turned around to see a tall dark-haired young doctor holding a folder and looking concerned. “Yes, please. I’m looking for Joyce Thomas. The ambulance brought her here.”

      “Hello, I’m Dr Yasi. I was here when Joyce came in and I’m sorry to say her condition is critical, and she was transferred to intensive care. You may go in and see her, but I must prepare you for what you will find.

      “Her lungs are shutting down and her body is not getting the oxygen it needs. There is nothing we can do but try to make her comfortable. I’m sorry, but it’s only a matter of time now.” He directed her to where she could find Joyce.

      Sister Sue put on her best face and walked into the intensive care unit with a smile. She was devastated to see Joyce strapped up to the oxygen apparatus next to her bed. Her friend’s face was pale, her cheeks sallow and dark rings had formed under her eyes. Her blue lips were clearly visible through the face mask.

      Hearing her enter, Joyce opened her eyes, ripped off the mask and tears streamed down her face. “You took your time.” She struggled with each word.

      “Did you wait for me?” Sue said with a smile, holding back her heartbreak.

      Joyce struggled through the words. “I don’t want Sam to see me like this,” she said, breathing heavily with short, shallow gusts of air.

      This tore Sue’s heart out and she reached out to take her hand and mustered all the strength she could to hold back her tears. “She won’t, my darling.”

      “I’m ready to see my little Nicole now,” Joyce whispered.

      “I know, honey, I know.” She blinked back the tears.

      “I love you, Sue,” Joyce mumbled. Then all the bells and alarms sounded at the same time.

      A nurse came in and led Sue to a chair as she cried out Joyce’s name. Another nurse appeared and checked Joyce’s vitals, then systematically turned off each of the alarms and monitors.

      “She’s gone,” the nurse said. “Would you like to stay for a while and say goodbye?”

      Sue had expected this but still wasn’t ready for it and sank back into the chair and wept.
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      The shortcut through Hyde Park got Sam to the museum in no time at all and, with a deep breath, she walked through the grand entrance.

      “Welcome to the Australian Museum. The line for tickets is to your left. Have a nice day,” said an elderly man in a sharp black suit with a red bowtie, before turning to usher in a group of school children.

      “Excuse me, sir, can you direct me to Mr Charles Harman, please?” Sam asked, showing him the business card.

      “Who, may I ask, is here to see him?” he asked politely.

      “My name is Samantha Page.”

      “Yes ma’am, certainly. I am James Barlow. Please follow me, I will escort you to his office.” With a wave of one hand, he directed his younger assistant to take his place at the door.

      Sam couldn’t believe her ears. No one had ever spoken to her like that before and it felt good.

      The walk was long, and her anticipation grew at every twist and turn James took. The hallway they travelled along was behind the exhibitions and displays, and the many ‘staff only’ signs along the way showed it was not for public use.

      There were various workrooms, and she was dying to take a quick peek at all the behind-the-scenes activities, with historic artefacts and half-finished displays being worked on by an array of people in crisp white lab coats.

      The office door, at the end of the last corridor, was open, but James stopped at the doorway and waited until the person in the office had finished his call.

      “Excuse me, sir, I have a Samantha Page here to see you,” James announced, standing almost at attention, his back ramrod straight and arms at his sides.

      “Thank you, James. Please send her in,” a male voice said.

      “It was a pleasure to meet you, Samantha. You may go in. Mr Harman will see you now.” Stepping to one side, James waited until Sam walked into the office before closing the door behind her.

      Sam entered slowly and felt as if she had stepped onto the bridge of a ship. The spectacular panoramic views overlooking Hyde Park took her breath away, but the artefact and photographic collection that filled the office was even more remarkable. She couldn’t believe it was an office and didn’t know where to look first.

      “Please come in. Take a seat. I’m Charles Harman, Director and CEO of the Australian Museum. Tell me, do we have an appointment?” he asked while looking at his open desk diary.

      “No, sir. Joyce Thomas sent me to see you about a job. She said you were looking for people and for me to get in early before all the jobs are filled,” Sam explained, trying hard not to look away from him.

      “Yes, I planned to start a new round of recruitment as of tomorrow, but who sent you again?” he asked, looking puzzled.

      “Joyce Thomas. She gave me this card, sir.” Sam handed it to him.

      “That’s my business card all right,” he said with a smile and returned it. “Please describe her to me.”

      “She’s a lovely old grey-haired lady who I only met today. She’s a little shorter than me and doesn’t look well; a little frail even. But she was very pushy about me coming to see you right away.”

      “Did she perhaps have very dark brown eyes?”

      “Yes. I could never forget those eyes.”

      “Oh, that’s Joyce Page, she was on the board of the museum. She was our chairperson for a time.”

      Time stopped for Sam. Her heart started beating fast. “What did you say her name was?”

      “Joyce Page. Is she any relation?”

      “That’s what I’m wondering. I only met her today.”

      “You know, Joyce had the final say in hiring me for this position. I’ve been here five years now and I’ve been so very grateful to her giving me this opportunity. Unfortunately, soon after I took up the position, she stepped down from the board, and we haven’t stayed in touch. Whatever the situation, a relative or not, if she sent you here then that’s good enough for me,” he said as he retrieved a folder with ‘recruitment’ written on the front.

      “Now, we have five positions available. Two lab assistant roles, two ticketing staff roles and one ticketing manager role. The lab roles are mainly cleaning duties so let’s put you in a ticketing staff position. What do you say about that?”

      “I would prefer one of the lab assistant roles if you don’t mind, sir,” she said, holding her breath in hope. Words and numbers terrified her, so cleaning was her best option.

      “If you prefer to work in the lab, then congratulations and welcome aboard. Let’s start you next Monday, a week from now. Your staff induction will commence then, so be here by 8:30 a.m. You will report to your laboratory manager, Tom Anderson, who will go through all your necessary paperwork before you start the staff induction. Please direct any questions to him. How’s that?”

      Sam nodded in agreement.

      “And I would be very grateful if you would inform Joyce of this and pass on my regards next time you see her.”

      Mr Harman personally escorted Samantha back to the front entrance and entertained her with fascinating stories of some of the exhibitions they came across along the way. Sam appreciated the effort and the job, but her mind was occupied trying to understand who Joyce Page was and why she had introduced herself as Joyce Thomas.

      As soon as they reached the front entrance, she thanked Mr Harman for his time. After giving him a firm handshake, she raced back to the refuge, hoping Joyce was still there.
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      “Sister Sue, Sister Sue, earlier today just before lunch, you came into the toilets and found me and an old lady in there, do you remember?” Sam asked as she burst into the sister’s office.

      “Yes, of course I remember,” Sister Sue replied.

      “I’m looking for the old lady. Do you know where she is?”

      The woman’s face fell, her eyes filling with tears as she reached out her hands to take Sam’s. “Yes, I’m sorry to say she collapsed, and we called an ambulance. But they couldn’t help her, the poor old thing. She died. God bless her.”

      Sam couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Where did they take her?”

      “St Vincent Hospital but—”

      Sam ran from the room and raced to the hospital, only a few blocks away. But they only confirmed Sister Sue’s story. Joyce had died of suspected heart failure.

      Sam didn’t know why she felt the way she did. After all, she hardly knew the woman. But where had she come from and why had she made the effort to talk to her?

      She thought back to her interview at the museum. At least she finally had a job! Earning a regular wage and enjoying some sort of reasonable existence was now a real possibility.

      Tears of happiness filled her eyes. But it was bittersweet because her thoughts immediately returned to Joyce. Who was she? Why did she have the same surname? And why had she come into her life now, only to leave with so many unanswered questions?

      The refuge would be her best chance of finding someone who knew Joyce. She was determined to leave no stone unturned to discover all she could about the mysterious Joyce Thomas Page.
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      The week flew by and by the end of it, Sam was exhausted. Anyone she came across at the shelter was subject to a barrage of questions about Joyce. Yet still, she had no answers. No one knew her or had even heard of her.

      Maybe she wasn’t real. But she still had the business card in her pocket, so she quickly dismissed that notion.

      Sunday night arrived, and as she prepared her clothes to wear to her first day of work, a peace settled over her when she realised she could ask Mr Harman about Joyce.

      Sam got up extra early, put on an old dress and covered her hair with a blue and yellow scarf, then took off to help with breakfast at the refuge. It was more crowded than usual so preparing and serving the food was hard work. But it helped to settle her nerves.

      At seven-fifteen, a few sisters got together to remind her to start getting ready for her new job at the museum. They all held hands and ran around in a circle with her in the middle shouting, “New job! New job!”

      They sent her off home where she had a quick shower, got dressed and carefully applied the red lipstick she had squirrelled away for this day. She walked briskly across Hyde Park and slowed down further as she approached the museum.

      Arriving with five minutes to spare, Sam was led into the staff room and told to wait there. She didn’t need to wait long.

      “Hi, Samantha. I’m Tom Anderson, the laboratory manager.” He offered his hand and gave her a firm handshake.

      “Hi, Tom,” she said, returning his friendly smile.

      “About our dress code—you can arrive and leave dressed however you want but you will be issued daily with a special set of work overalls that don’t leave the museum. It’s our responsibility to clean and maintain them, you understand.” Without waiting for her acknowledgment, he continued, “Please come with me to the laboratory where we can sort out your paperwork and start on your induction. You’ll be an old hand in no time.” Tom chuckled as he kept one eye on Sam while escorting her down deep into the pits of the museum.

      She kept sneaking looks at him. He was stunning. He stood over six feet tall, had brilliant blue eyes, a fair complexion and shoulder-length wavy blonde hair tied back in a ponytail. She guessed he was in his early thirties and she loved his gorgeous smile. His clothes looked as if they’d come out of the same charity donation bin as hers, but she couldn’t keep her eyes off his brawny arms and shoulders. It wasn’t until they were almost finished filling out the paperwork that she noticed he wore a wedding ring.

      The room they were in was completely enclosed by four enormous laboratories, separated from them by ten-inch-thick multi-layer glass walls. Sam was told she could only enter this room using the elevator and that the entrance to any of the laboratories was only via this room, but only after completing some sort of sterilisation routine. It was all too much for her to understand so she just held on for the ride.

      “Before we commence your staff induction, first let’s get to know a little about each other, I’ll go first. I’ve been married ten years, and I’ve got two kids—Jenny is eight and Tom Junior is seven. My wife Sue works in a bank and we live in Redfern.

      “It’s hard to believe, but I’ve been here for almost fifteen years and I’ve had the laboratory manager position for about five years. You know, I started here in the very same position you are in. Anyway, enough of me, tell me about you,” Tom said as he politely pointed at her with a smile.

      Before Sam could run, Bruce grabbed her by the hair with one hand and forced her into her bedroom. Leaving the door open, he king-hit her so hard she fell face-down on the bed as Sam sobbed. “I’m telling Grandma and Poppy how you treat me. I’m telling them how you come into my room at night. I’m telling them everything!”

      Sam pushed the memories of her foster father out of her mind. She hated it when they arose and took over everything. They were in the past, and now she had a job, something Bruce had told her would never happen. “I grew up in Melbourne and moved here when I was eighteen.” Thanks to the help of the government youth protection assistance programme, but he doesn’t need to know that. “I’ve been trying to find a job for a while now and have been volunteering at a local women’s refuge to get some work experience. The sisters there were so good to help me out.”

      She asked Tom if he knew Joyce Thomas. But Tom made it clear he had nothing to do with senior management, especially the board of directors. He put on a serious face. “Look, you are not getting any special treatment from me just because the boss hired you. If you don’t pull your weight around here or if you get here late, you’re out!” Then, with a ghost of a smile, he shook his finger at her. “And don’t even think about chucking a sick day, okay?”

      With a short burst of laughter, Sam shook her head from side to side. “No way.” She loved everything about him and knew she would love working with him. He made her feel comfortable in every way.

      “Do you have any questions, Sam?”

      “If we are in here doing this, who is doing the cleaning?”

      “We have contract cleaners. We are the only permanent cleaning staff and it’s my job to coordinate the contract cleaning crews. Your job is more about touching up their work after they complete a big job.”

      Tom began breaking down her duties clearly and systematically. Cleaning was her main function and anything else was left to the other staff. He drummed this into her for hours and explained they used specially formulated cleaning detergents rather than supermarket brands to avoid damaging the fossils, artefacts, and other delicate items.

      Tom gave her a comprehensive cleaning demonstration and Sam was enthralled.

      “Okay, let’s break for lunch. I bring my own sandwiches and eat them in the park across the road. You can join me if you like.”

      Sam didn’t know what to say and kept packing away the cleaning equipment he had used for his demonstration.

      “I get it—you want to be alone. No worries. Let’s meet in the lobby after lunch. You haven’t got an electronic pass yet, so I will organise one for you to allow you to access the lab without calling me. You have one hour for lunch, so I’ll see you in an hour.” He smiled, grabbed his lunch, and walked her out to the foyer.
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