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        And whatever happened

        To Tuesday and so slow?

        Going down the old mine with a

        Transistor radio

        Standing in the sunlight laughing

        Hiding 'hind a rainbow's wall

        Slipping and sliding

        All along the waterfall with you…

        Van Morrison “Brown Eyed Girl”

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Touching Base

          

        

      

    

    
      I met an Aboriginal guy in Kings Cross. I’d just finished an all-nighter shift in a dodgy motel on Darlinghurst Rd. It was summer and we sat in the gutter. I gave him a cigarette and he said to me:

      ‘When my father died I cried so much that I had no tears left. Acid burned out of my eyes, into my skin.’

      I looked at his face, there was scar tissue in the tracks of his tears. That’s serious sadness but strangely it made me feel better.

      ‘How long ago was that?’ I asked him.

      ‘About ten years, but I still feel sad.’

      I told him how I was over the job. Over Kings Cross and he said, ‘You have to go then. Move. Do something else,’ and he started laughing, said, ‘I’m not sad all the time and you don’t want to sit in the gutter the rest of your life.’

      And I could see he was ok, making a joke of life.

      It made me realise that life post-schizo diagnosis wasn’t so bad. I’d been in love a few times. I might have friends if I cared to dig them out. I smoked another cigarette with him but he didn’t say anymore. I went home and slept for ten hours, and when I woke up I woke, I staged a mini-revolt in my life and quit the shitty job. Caught the bus to Melbourne.
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        * * *

      

      I’m at the Homeground office in East St Kilda. I don’t need crisis accommodation, just a clean boarding house for a month or so until I can get some work, reconnect with a few people.

      I should ring Sarina who has tried to be a great friend over the years. I should still be on good terms with her except I didn’t return her calls. She tried many times to get in contact with me, but I was, I don’t know, not well. What about Ryan? An old and true friend, same story. If I told him I’m holed up in a boarding house in St Kilda, the reaction would be:

      ‘Oh shit! What happened? A boarding house?’

      Like I might have committed a crime, done something awful to have ended up like this. Best wait until I’ve got some work, a flat, organised, decent.

      The thing about going crazy, being psychotic is when you get better, get back to a level of normalcy. Your confidence is so shot you find it difficult to get out and about. Forget about it when you’re psychotic. That’s bloody scary stuff. Voices and feeling threatened and thank God I don’t have to put up with that anymore. (Please God.) Good old medication. Hmmm. I had the diagnosis though. Chronic schizophrenia, and it was the chronic that worried me.

      The boarding house was clean. A lumpy single bed, desk, bar fridge and wardrobe but so dark. Even in the middle of the day. No light unless you leave the door open and then you have no privacy. Smoke outside so you can breathe when you’re inside. The room is like a child’s bedroom without the good stuff.

      I’ve applied for five different jobs. One night porter job; one-night packer job; three call centre jobs. Should keep Centrelink happy and hopefully put me in work. It’s not the work I could do, but I can’t go back to that other high-stress life.

      I’m smiling a little more lately. At least that’s what I’m telling myself this morning. I don’t think the other tenants like me. Paranoid or truth? You tell me, I don’t fucking know. I don’t sit around in tracksuit pants and shoot the breeze with them. One guy told me to eat at the Sacred Heart Mission to save money. How I am supposed to react to that? Yeah. Cool. That’s about a forty-dollar saving or I’m not that destitute and fucked up so please stay away from me.

      I look normal. If you saw me in the street you wouldn’t think, that guy’s a schizo who lives in a boarding house. They see me, the other tenants, looking neatly attired and say, ‘He’s up himself.’ But I buy all my clothes second-hand at Vinnies and other Op-shops. They drink alcohol; I don’t. Or maybe they just roll their eyes and say, ‘Get fucked,’ under their breath. I’m a little lacking; I know I am. In confidence and interpretation of what the hell is going on in my head. Shaky ground. Not fitting in anywhere; not accepted. Hence the night-shift jobs. No one to fit in with. I’m in a rut after five weeks in Melbourne, and what happened to that smile I had ten minutes ago? Give yourself a break, man, it’s only been five weeks.

      Hard questions to answer when you’re out of sorts, a little nervous and with still some lingering bad thought processes and paranoia. Push yourself, Nicky. I make an appointment to see a psychologist (free with Medicare) in the city, in a building in Flinders Lane.

      The psychologist’s name was Colin. He was dressed in jeans, a white shirt, and a sports jacket even though it’s hot. He has that look nailed. Perhaps he might need some patches on the elbows of his jacket; yes, some cord patches and he could star in the sequel to The Dead Poets Society. But I’m being facetious and he wants to help. Get some volunteer work into you, he suggests. I tried that but they wouldn’t have me. He gives me a strange look and packs me off and out the door.

      I wake up the next morning, my thoughts are not in order. I know straight away it’s going to be a bad day. I rush to get out of the boarding house with my thoughts racing to Fitzroy St, order coffee (stupid?) at the bakery, cinnamon donuts, three. I walk to the beach fast, breathing hard. You have to talk to someone. Do it. I go to a phone box and call Sarina, now slightly calmer. I tell the truth for ten minutes, gush it all out decrying embarrassment, and she gives me what I want. We agree to meet the next day at 11 am, Saturday. I feel great, my smile is back.

      We agreed to meet at the State Library, Swanston St. I walked around, found a spot in the shade, hope I don’t seem too wired. Too overtly happy to see her, but why shouldn’t I be? I don’t see her until she gently touches my back with her hand and pecks me on the cheek.

      A little smile from me.

      ‘Hey, Nick,’ she says. ‘You look good, you’ve lost a little weight but good. Still smoking, I see.’

      ‘Sarina, yeah, you look good too, as always. Can we sit down together somewhere?’

      ‘What about that bench over there?’ she says, and, ‘Let me get a coffee first. I’m so hungover. Nothing’s changed.’

      She rushes off. I sit down looking at the trees and thinking green—calm because my heart and thoughts are racing along superfast.

      We were never together, just friends.

      ‘Ah, thank God,’ she says, holding up the coffee, almost worshipping it. She plays with her bracelet, pushes her hair back behind her ears, says, ‘Nick, I know you haven’t been well, even before the call yesterday. How could I not know? You’ve had a bad time.’

      I feel a little sad and put out that she thinks I’m somehow totally fucked up, but I push the thought aside. She came to see you. I pull myself together out of the ‘feeling sorry’ state and say, ‘Have you seen Ryan?’

      She doesn’t say anything for a minute, seems to age right before my eyes. Tears roll down her cheeks.

      ‘You’re not the only one who fucked up, Nick. Ryan killed himself about a year ago. Don’t you take that bloody option.’

      ‘Look, Sarina, if he felt like I did at my worst, there may not have been an option. Was it…’

      ‘Don’t you bloody get it, Nick? Ryan and I were together. You can’t tell me anything I haven’t seen before.’

      I don’t know what to do with my hands or how to make things right, and she leans into me and puts her head on my shoulder. We sit like that for ages until she says, ‘Thanks for turning up, you prick. You bloody well let me down that, many times, I nearly gave up on you.’

      ‘Yeah, well, here I am. A shell of a man.’ And I laugh at myself.

      ‘You’re ok, Nick.’

      ‘Am I?’

      ‘I always liked you, you know.’

      I get nervous again.

      What happens now?
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      It was always just us, ever since we met at Renton in year six. Renton was this co-ed private school we all went to in Melbourne. We used to meet at the train station before and after school. Natasha and Molly were friends already. They had started at Renton in year four. Mike and I had become friends because we were the two new kids at school in year six. Then one day, as these things happen, we just started somehow talking to Natasha and Molly on the platform of Glen Iris station. Kids from about five or six different schools all met there, to smoke to delay as long as possible getting to school. Not that we were smoking, yet. Anyhow, that’s how we met. I wish I had a better story about it but I don’t. We’re all graduated. Oh, graduated is so American I shouldn’t use it. We finished year twelve three years ago. We’re happy, but everything between us changed quickly and that’s what I’m going to tell you about.

      It’s 1 AM, I go to the counter and order four coffees, three hamburgers with the lot, and a souvlaki. The souvlaki is for Molly; she loves that meat cut straight off the rotisserie, shoved into a pocket of pita bread, covered in lashes of white garlic sauce. There’s not too much you can say about the hamburgers except they are huge at The Diner on Swan St, Richmond, in Melbourne.

      The Diner tries to be like those diners you see in American movies; a front counter with stools running along it, booths running along the wall opposite, above them, pictures of famous boxers and movie stars. Only there’s no endless cup of coffee like you see in those movies, you know, where the old tired wisecracking waitress asks our hero if he wants a refill. Anyhow, this is July in 2013, we’ve been meeting here since we connected properly on the station that day. I’m with Natasha; Mike is with Molly. It was a big deal when we were younger, maybe fourteen or fifteen. We’d come here on a Saturday afternoon, order coffee, smoke cigarettes. We felt like adults. Now, we usually finish up here at the end of the night. But our nights aren’t crazy drinking nights powered by drugs. We stayed in, mostly, at the house where Mike and I lived in Mary St, Richmond.

      We smoked a little dope and drank a few beers, but what got us going was trying to create stuff. I was trying to be a writer and Natasha acted in and made short films and studied at the College of the Arts. I worked at 7-11 to get cash and Natasha was lucky that her parents still gave her money, and she had this great little apartment above Horton’s Books, near the corner of Gertrude and Smith streets, Collingwood. Mike was into painting and visual arts and worked at the National Gallery on St Kilda Road as a part-time guide. It suited him. He had so much knowledge and liked to impart it without being a big head. Molly was a gun photographer. She had already been part of an exhibition, along with other upcoming painters and photographers at a gallery on Smith St. Some of her photos had sold and it was in this environment, at the share house, that we operated so to speak. Oh, and my name is Dom, and Molly worked part-time for a wedding photographer.

      Molly was the most independent of the four of us, often leaving the three of us at the house in Mary St while she went off wandering around taking her photos and coming back hours later looking pleased with herself and saying, ‘I got some good shots; I’m really happy.’ She liked the area around Carlton Gardens, Royal Exhibition Building, and the Melbourne Museum.

      We pretty much ditched all the others from Renton the second we walked out of the school gates for the last time, and they didn’t care about us, except we somehow pissed them off by being this tight foursome of friends. We certainly didn’t care about them. I guess the big thing was they didn’t invite us to their parties, which were supposed to be a big deal. So whenever I met anyone I’d been to school with, and Melbourne isn’t that big when you’re that age, I never knew what to say, because I hadn’t been to Mac’s party or Andrea’s party the night before. And they always asked me, what is it that you four do? and I never gave a straight answer to that question.

      Mike and Natasha got up to play pool in the backroom after they had finished eating. They always ate as if their lives depended on it. Molly took small bites and chewed slowly like the souvlaki was going to be the last one she ever ate.

      She stopped eating for a second and said, ‘What are we doing, Dom?’

      ‘You mean after this?’

      ‘No, I mean with our lives.’

      ‘I thought we were pretty good. We’re all doing alright, aren’t we?’

      ‘Don’t you think it’s odd? Just the four of us all the time.’ She stands up and fidgets in the pocket of her coat. Pulls out a packet of tissues. She looks quite beautiful in her long blue woollen coat. She’s wearing black jeans underneath it and her hands are barely visible as the sleeves of the coat are too long, and she smiles at me and I smile back and she says, ‘Sometimes I think you and I know each other from before; we’ve indeed known each other for a long time and from a youngish age, but I can look at you and know what you’re thinking, and I know you can do the same with me.’

      ‘I know what you’re talking about. I get it with Natasha too but not on the same level.’

      ‘I’m the same with Mike. Think we should do something about it.’ She sees me get embarrassed but keeps staring at me. I don’t say anything, and she says, ‘C’mon Dom, let’s spice things up.’

      And then she starts laughing and I say, ‘Well, I didn’t know that was coming, so maybe your theory’s all wrong.’

      ‘Come out with me tomorrow. I’ll pick you up at Mary St. I’m staying at my parents’ place tonight. I’ll borrow my brother’s car. Alright?’

      ‘Fine but what…’

      ‘It’s our secret, Dom. I’m going out taking photos and I want you to come.’

      ‘OK. What time?’

      ‘Ten sharp.’

      ‘OK, ten sharp it is.’

      This guy dressed in black jeans and a black leather jacket with a blue open-neck shirt walks in. He’s tall and handsome with thick dark hair, and I recognise him as Sammy Jackson, one year behind us at Renton but he’s a big boy now. I’m surprised when he comes straight over to us.

      ‘Hi, Mike, hi Molly. Seen Natasha?’

      He’s with a very young-looking blond girl with a pixie haircut, wearing an olive-coloured dress with a fur-lined black jacket over the top. I have to admit it’s a rock star entrance and it has kind of flummoxed me that he’s asked for Natasha. I try and be cool and adjust how I’m sitting in the seat, but it doesn’t help that I look like crap wearing old track pants and a hoodie to keep out the cold because my house is only ten-minutes away.

      I say, ‘Out the back playing pool.’ Sammy looks at Molly but she ignores him and starts eating that souvlaki again. He goes out the back and I want to ask Molly why he’s asking for Natasha, but I don’t, and he comes back five minutes later and smiles at us as he walks out, the young blond sexy girl flowing along behind him.

      Natasha and Mike come back a few minutes later and I say, ‘What did Sammy-the-rock-star want with you?’

      Natasha looks pleased that I’m so curious, some jealousy in my voice. ‘I ran into him today on Smith St and I said we might be here, that’s all.’

      ‘So, he turns up here for five minutes just to see you.’

      ‘Yeah, and I bought some speed from him.’

      ‘You’re taking speed now?’ I ask.

      She looks at me and says, ‘There’s a party tomorrow night at this huge house in South Yarra on Punt Rd and Sammy invited us all.’

      I’m wondering where all this is coming from. I make a mental note to remind me that Molly totally ignored Sammy. I say, ‘And the speed is for the party.’

      ‘Yes, for all of us.’

      ‘Not for me,’ Molly says.

      Nobody says anything for a few minutes, and then Natasha says to me, ‘Can we go home to my place?’ She has that look in her eye, like, I want to bonk your brains out, so I nod and say goodbye to Molly and it’s like she said. She knows to pick me up in Collingwood in the morning.

      We catch a taxi back to Natasha’s place in silence, and I’m glad not to be talking about Sammy and speed. At her apartment, she turns the heater on and takes off her jacket and jumper. Sits on the little ledge under the window facing Smith St, some light from the streetlamp catches her face. She hardly ever wears make-up. She has long rope-like brown hair and wide-set dark brown eyes. She smiles at me, and I sit down next to her. She lights a cigarette and I kiss her and her tongue pushes into my mouth and we kiss deeply for a few minutes until she breaks away. She keeps smoking as I kiss her neck. She stands up and takes my hand and leads me to the bed. Butts the cigarette in an ashtray on the chest of drawers. We stand next to the bed kissing, and I run my hands over her bum as she drops back onto the bed, bouncing a little and laughing, taking off her t-shirt and bra.
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        * * *

      

      Natasha and I both wake up early, if you call nine early. I get out of bed and go to her wardrobe where I keep some clothes, put on blue jeans and a dark blue t-shirt, throw my black hoodie back on. I connect Natasha’s iPod to some small speakers and turn it on low volume, and it’s Jagwar Ma with ‘The Throw’ and she says, ‘Thank God you put something decent on.’

      ‘It’s your music.’

      ‘Figures.’

      ‘I’m going out with Molly today to watch her take her pictures.’

      She nods like it’s nothing out of the ordinary, and I think about something Mike once said to me. He said, ‘If you ever had the inclination, you could screw whoever you liked, and if someone told Natasha, she simply wouldn’t believe it. She trusts you implicitly.’ And at that moment I wish she didn’t.

      I stare out the window across the street to Dr Java and I say, ‘Want a coffee? I’m going across the road to Dr Java.’

      ‘Yes, please,’ she says, and I look at her and she has this shit-eating grin on her face.

      I ask, ‘Why so happy?’

      ‘I always like you best in the morning after we’ve had great sex the night before. Come over here.’

      I stay where I am and she says, ‘What are you doing way over there, lover?’

      ‘Don’t call me that. I bloody hate it. If I get into bed, you’re going to want to start something and I told you I’m going out with Molly.’

      ‘Dear old Molly and Dom-the-good-guy. What a pair.’

      ‘What’d you mean exactly?’ I ask, but she doesn’t say anything just turns over and manages to, accidentally on purpose, show me her bare white arse, which is rather nice, but I walk out and down the stairs and across the road to Dr Java where the coffee is always good.

      Back upstairs Natasha gets out of bed naked and walks right in front of the window on her way to the bathroom, so if you were staring into space on the 86 tram bored out of your brain you might have got a nice surprise. I hear her turn the shower on. I finish my coffee and ten minutes later, finally covered up with a towel, she walks over to her cupboard to choose the day’s outfit. Yes, it’s a small studio, kind of a warehouse-style flat but bigger than you think given my description of the goings-on. My cell phone goes off. Molly.

      ‘Hi, are you ready?’

      ‘Not coming up?’

      ‘No, I don’t want to pay for parking. Come on. It’s a freezing cold Melbourne winter’s day. What are you waiting for?’

      She cuts the line.

      Natasha looks at me and says, ‘Have fun with your new girlfriend.’

      I think screw you but don’t say anything, just walk out.

      Molly said she was borrowing her brother’s car. I’m not sure what kind of car it is, and then I hear her blasting the horn diagonally across from me on Smith St, about fifty feet back from Gertrude St, and people in their cars and on the street are looking at her and I bolt across the road. It’s a new Volkswagen Beetle, sky blue, and she has the door open for me.

      I say as I get in, ‘Love the car, but aren’t we just going up the road to Carlton?’

      ‘Not today. Today it’s the beach.’

      ‘Which beach?’

      ‘It’s a surprise.’

      She does a U-turn and goes back down Smith and turns left and drives down to Punt Road, so I figure we’re going to St Kilda Beach. I don’t even mind when it starts raining and I say, ‘I’m hugely in favour of rain and winter in general.’

      ‘Me too. I have a huge umbrella if we get caught out.’

      ‘What’s Mike up to?’ I ask.

      ‘I don’t know,’ she says and she kind of twists up her face. And then she says, ‘Dom, I think there’s going to be a lot of change going on soon, and if you’re not prepared you might totally lose it.’

      What a weird thing to say, I think, and she does that reading-my-mind-thing and says, ‘Think about last night. The rock star. We meet people from Renton by accident, Dom; they don’t come looking for us. At least they don’t come looking for me.’

      I don’t say anything until a few moments pass because it’s not a conversation I want to have if she means what I think she means, so I ask, ‘Why do you like Carlton Gardens and the Royal Exhibition Building so much?’

      ‘Actually, truly, my thing is those two huge steel structures outside of the Melbourne Museum. I don’t know why, it’s like they’re some kind of airport runway to the skies. Or like huge freeway flyovers except they’re beautiful to look at. People must think I’m crazy when I look at them and take photos because I walk backwards underneath them, looking straight up while filming them with my cell phone and taking still shots at the same time. But I don’t care what people think; they just get to me and that’s what good architecture is, isn’t it, if something moves you like that.’

      ‘Thanks for the speech, but I can’t see what’s so great about them. I never took much notice of them and I’m always walking through there from Natasha’s to Carlton, to go out for coffee or go to Readings or something.’

      ‘Well, take the time to stop and admire them on your next little walk. Don’t just bustle along; look up and see the wonder.’ And we both start laughing. We’re on Fitzroy St now, but she doesn’t look to park; she continues to Jacka Boulevard, past Donavon’s Restaurant and St Kilda Beach onto Marine Parade, away from the city. She smiles but I don’t know where we’re headed, and the rain starts coming down heavier.

      Molly has red hair and freckles that start on her left cheek and run across the bridge of her nose to her right cheek. Her hair is a bit of a bird’s nest. I think she’s beautiful, whereas Mike always says to me he loves her even though she’s plain-looking. She’s confident with her body too but doesn’t wear tight or revealing clothes like Natasha does, or if she does it’s once in a blue moon, so when you see her it takes your breath away. Takes my breath away. Those shining dark blue eyes too, it makes her special. Mike’s crazy.

      We park in a side street off Beach Rd in Mentone. The rain is soft now. She takes the umbrella, but we don’t use it. She says, ‘I want some shots of the deserted beach and birds swooping down onto the ocean, and back up again and later maybe the cliffs at Beaumaris or Black Rock. OK?’

      ‘Anything’s OK. I’m just along for the ride.’ We take our shoes off and walk down a cement path to the beach and down across the coarse cold sand to the water’s edge, and I say, ‘Sandringham Beach has the best sand; nice and white and not rough like this is.’

      ‘Let’s walk back towards the city and then turn back and walk to Mordialloc Pier.’

      We walk slowly without talking and she takes her photos of the beach and birds, large and small, flying and swooping about and the rain stays away, and I like the look of intensity she has when she takes the photos. We reach the Beaumaris cliff face and turn and walk up to the path, which is about thirty metres from the water, and walk back towards Mordialloc that way. We stop at this stone shelter that has a wooden roof; it’s like a bus stop on the beach.

      She says to me, ‘Do you remember when we were twelve or thirteen and we played kick to kick at Chadstone Park?

      ‘Yeah, of course.’

      ‘You were always there early, practising your shots at goal on your own. Looking so serious. Natasha and I would walk towards you from Chadstone Road and you’d turn around to line up your kick again but you’d see us, and even though we were two hundred metres away I could see the smile on your face. I always thought you were looking straight at me, and whenever I think about it now, it makes me feel good. Mike hated us joining in because our kicks fell short and we were always talking but you didn’t care; you just kept playing.’

      I don’t know what to say and we walk back down to the water’s edge again and begin the walk to Mordialloc Pier.

      ‘Do you think this is special, this part of Melbourne?’ she asks me.

      ‘I think it’s underrated. People always compare Melbourne’s beaches to Sydney but that’s crazy. You have bay versus surf and this is a different kind of beauty. It’s sparse here. From Bondi to Maroubra it is chock full of people and cafés and pubs. Of course, there are people here and pubs and cafés too but not with the same density as Sydney, but I don’t hang around here much. It is kind of desolate even though we’re only thirty minutes drive from the city and in a built-up suburban area, but that’s because it’s winter and the weather is shit to most people.’

      ‘I started coming here at the beginning of winter and kept coming back,’ she says, and we keep walking and she hands me the umbrella while she takes some shots of what I think are little egrets and also these large white birds with long wingspans. Neither of us knows what they’re called. She takes a few more shots kneeling, looking back from the way we came. There’s no-one else on the beach, not even someone walking a dog. The wind has died down but it’s still cold.

      She gets up and spontaneously hugs me and I laugh and she says, ‘How’s your writing going?’

      ‘Nice, at least I think it is. I had another story accepted, this time by Sapphire.’

      She looks at me while shaking her head and says, ‘Dom, you should be telling everyone about this. Sapphire. That’s huge. Have you even told Natasha?’

      ‘No, she gets weird when I get published. It’s only been twice before but she seems like she almost hates it. Hates me doing well.’

      We start walking again and she says, ‘Things are changing, speed. I’m just hoping you get it, Dom.’

      We climb up on the pier and there are three hardy souls fishing, their legs dangling over the side. Out of nowhere three girls dressed in long black bike-pants and Lycra tops run onto the pier and all around us and then leave as quickly as they came.

      ‘Molly, what was that?’ I ask.

      ‘I think they belong in Brighton,’ she says, but I don’t get it and we keep walking out to the end of the pier and the wind picks up but I like it, getting buffeted about out here facing the horizon.

      Molly leans into me and I put both my arms around her and say, ‘This is allowed, isn’t it, between old friends?’

      My cell phone goes off. Natasha.

      ‘Hello.’

      ‘Where are you?’

      ‘Mordialloc.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘St Kilda. We’re walking along just near the Sea Baths.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Molly’s taking photos.’

      ‘Are you coming to the party in South Yarra? I want to get there around ten. We can go for a drink somewhere beforehand.’

      ‘Just come to the house in Mary St.’

      ‘OK, but I want to go out. I have that stuff from Sammy.’

      ‘I can hardly hear you,’ I say. ‘I’ll be home in a couple of hours.’

      ‘Hey! Wait! Is Molly coming to the party?’ I look at Molly who shakes her head at me and I tell Natasha no and press end call.

      We stay on the end of the pier until Molly says,

      ‘There’s a café on the walking path at Parkdale. Feel like a coffee?’

      ‘Yeah, will it be open?’

      ‘Probably.’
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        * * *

      

      Molly pulls up out the front of my house in Mary St, Richmond, and I ask her in but she shakes her head. I’m getting out of the car and she says, ‘I’ll be at home all night, Dom.’

      I close the door and she drives off. Many years later I look back on this day, those few hours with Molly, and it always makes me feel warm and good about life. What she said about the kick to kick. It meant a lot to me.
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        * * *

      

      Mike is lying on the old dilapidated couch smoking and I say, ‘Hi.’

      He looks up and says, ‘Didn’t Molly come in?’

      ‘No, she said to tell you she’ll be at home all night.’

      ‘Natasha said you went taking photos with her in St Kilda.’

      ‘Um, yeah.’

      ‘Are you coming to the party? I think I’ll take some of the speed. Once can’t do you any harm.’

      ‘Party, yes. Speed, no.’

      Natasha arrives at Mary St around eight, and she has her hair piled up on her head and wearing black tights and boots with a tight-fitting black jacket. She looks kick-ass fine. Mike is into this eighties music phase that is wearing a little thin with me but Natasha seems to like it and I hear INXS singing ‘The Devil Inside’ for the fiftieth time this week. She takes the little plastic bag filled with white powder out of her purse and lays it on the table and says, ‘Shall we?’

      Mike kneels on the carpet next to the table with Natasha who empties a little pile and starts dividing up the powder into lines with her credit card and doing it like she’s done it before, which doesn’t impress me. She snorts up a line through a fifty-dollar note, hands the note to Mike who does the same. Hands me the note and I say, ‘No.’

      ‘Oh, come on, Dom. Loosen up. It can’t harm you,’ Natasha says.

      ‘It’s some mysterious white powder cooked up in a backyard drug kitchen most likely by career criminals who are clearly concerned about quality control. No thanks.’

      She groans loudly, and we all agree to leave and go to the Great Britain Hotel where we are supposed to be meeting Sammy Jackson and others. I don’t feel good about it and Mike says to me, ‘Hey, this stuff is really working. I feel great.’

      ‘I’m happy for you.’

      The Great Britain is a short walk away, and as soon as we walk in, Natasha lets her hair down. Let the games begin. Radiohead is playing and I see the rock star and his little blond girlfriend straight away. They’re surrounded by their friends and I recognise a few people from Renton. Everyone seems to know Natasha and I wonder how this is possible; I think about what Molly was saying to me all day about change. Radiohead suddenly gets louder and Mike looks a little on the outside like me until the blond starts talking to him. I try and get in among the group but I can’t seem to start a conversation with anyone. Natasha has her arm around Sammy Jackson, laughing and flirting, and so it goes on for the next hour or so. Natasha and the blond girl, who I find out is Nicki Furlow, head off to the bathroom several times together and Mike is now the life of the party. They’re all up, the whole group, and Natasha is embarrassing me with her full-on infatuation with Sammy. We leave at ten and the party is in a huge mansion on the top of Punt Road.

      There is what you could only call a huge ballroom just past the entrance hall to the house, house, which is incredibly ostentatious but quite superb. Natasha is hanging all over me and gushing about how handsome I am to try and make up for her behaviour in the pub but it just pisses me off. She’s grinding her teeth a little bit and drinking vodka and lime out of a can. Sammy enters the ballroom, and she backs off me a little bit, though still being attentive. Mike is way off in a corner dancing with Nicki Furlow and looking like he’s the king of the world. I break away from Natasha and make my way outside. Natasha follows me and we find a spot under some fairy lights in a big old tree.

      ‘Isn’t this party out of the world,’ she says. ‘The house, that ballroom, it’s like it’s from another age, all these people. I want to keep doing stuff like this all the time. I wish you’d loosen up, Dom. People are wondering who you are?’

      ‘You mean they’re wondering why I’m with you or more perhaps why you’re with me.’

      ‘Oh, I can’t deal with you, Dom. I’m going back inside.’

      And I let her go. I call Molly and tell her I’m coming over. I walk out of the huge gates onto Punt Road and walk down to Toorak Rd and hail a taxi and ride to a block of flats in Carnegie. Molly is sitting out the front on the small brick wall, in the same jacket and jeans she was wearing today.

      I sit down next to her and I say, ‘Yes, indeed, you saw it coming.’

      ‘We’re alright if it’s just the two of us, Dom,’ she says. ‘I’ve been waiting for you to come around. I thought you’d never get it. Mike and Natasha need something bigger. Let them have it.’
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