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      I first saw Angel on one of those electric Kings Cross nights wild with hunting and testosterone. I had my coat wrapped tightly
         around me against the cold. The mass of bodies jostling together in the wintry dark was so dense I didn’t see the young girl
         squatting like a gypsy on the footpath until I tripped right onto her. She looked up at me with blue eyes serene and unclouded
         as a child’s.
      

      
      ‘Sorry,’ I said, still teetering out of balance against the shop-front, but she didn’t answer, seemingly oblivious to me and
         the swarms of people brushing cruelly past her. There was a dreamy stillness about her as if she was concentrating on something
         beyond her surroundings. She was quite beautiful with her slender neck, a funny little cloche hat framing her face.
      

      
      As I righted myself, an old man stopped beside us. He was so close I could hear the suck of his dentures and smell his spermy
         clothes. Living where I did there were so many tragedies in the air it was hard to take them all personally, so I was surprised
         to feel a surge of rage. It was a crime against nature to see a beautiful child like that get up off the ground, bend her graceful neck towards him to catch what he said,
         and walk off beside him as he snuffled and dribbled, his clawy old hands already scrabbling at her hip.
      

      
      I stared at them, furious, nerving myself to run after them and make a scene. It wasn’t that I had any scruples about doing
         it—she looked far too young to be making that kind of deadly decision with any real understanding of the damage, and for once
         even the law was on my side. My hesitation was more to do with the affront to her; there was a dignified quality about her
         that would have been shamed by such an attack. Here I was, a tall middle-aged woman in an elegantly seedy coat and flashing
         eyes about to pull an old man off a young working girl. Had it really come to this? Was this the end result of a lifetime’s
         hard-won philosophy? That last twitch of a social conscience? An image of suffragettes barging into pubs, breaking whisky
         bottles, and being savaged by drunks, made me smile reluctantly to myself. Sometimes even I was surprised by the knockout
         impulses that came to me when I least expected them, though I’d learned to trust their provenance.
      

      
      As I stood there undecided, fizzy with adrenaline, people milling around me, they disappeared into the crowd and the moment
         was lost.
      

      
      At work Antonio was leaning on the counter in his usual position, his big body hunched over, staring ahead, his brown eyes
         deep set and exhausted. I asked him about her as I walked in the door and put my coat away.
      

      
      
      ‘Outside that discount place? The little girl? That’ll be Angel. Thirteen or fourteen.’

      
      ‘She looks younger.’

      
      I went into the kitchen to clean up.

      
      ‘Is she a junkie?’ I called out to him, and then too late thought better of it.

      
      ‘Don’t tell me,’ he said. ‘Let me guess. You want to find her and bring her here to my coffee bar. You want to scare away
         good customers and ruin my life.’
      

      
      ‘That’s right,’ I said absently. ‘Your downfall and losing my job are all I dream of.’

      
      ‘Angel,’ he said to himself. ‘What kind of name is that, for Christ’s sake?’

      
      Coming into the Bar Calais was always like entering a silent underwater world, sealed off from the mayhem outside. Its inhabitants,
         hunched up in the booths, were mostly secretive and solitary, their conversations conspiratorial, the words exchanged kept
         minimal, from the sheer duress of their lives. Nothing had changed there for years; even the gloom was permanent, a thick
         miasma of smoke and shadows whatever time of day or night. It was the sort of place I felt comfortable in, with its deep-sea
         currents, innocent shabbiness, the strange customers who came and went—sleepwalkers, immersed in their own worlds.
      

      
      I came out of the kitchen and leaned beside him on the counter.

      
      ‘We’re running out of dishwasher powder.’

      
      
      ‘She looks like a good girl, too,’ he said as if I hadn’t spoken. ‘I don’t like her chances now she’s joined the circus.’

      
      I thought of her young, still face and the wheezing man with his spotted old hands.

      
      ‘Ah, the poor little thing. I wonder if that bastard has granddaughters.’

      
      Sometimes it was too much, that kind of long drawn-out observer agony of watching children sink under the terrible weight
         of heroin and no way to help except to show a little kindness.
      

      
      ‘What can you do?’ Antonio said. He wasn’t a hard-hearted man but he had his own preoccupations—his mother for instance, who
         still held the purse-strings from her sick bed. She was full of the kind of deceitful labyrinths a warm-hearted son would
         never be able to escape from, even in a lifetime. He had no energy left from this unending primal struggle and trying to keep
         the place afloat.
      

      
      ‘You could let them stay here and sleep it off,’ I said, and went back into the kitchen. The dishwasher had stopped and I
         set to work unstacking and wiping down the benches. It was calming, straightforward work that kept my mind free for private
         meditations.
      

      
      ‘It’s all very well for you,’ he said, unmoved. ‘You can afford a kind heart. I’m trying to run a business.’

      
      ‘Give me a break,’ I said to him through the open door. ‘I’m just cleaning up behind you. I’m a fifty-two-year-old woman doing
         her sad job, and my hair is turning white.’
      

      
      
      ‘You’re not that old, are you?’ he said, yawning. ‘Say you’re not that old, Faithy, or you’ll break my heart.’

      
      I always felt as if I was joining a parade when I walked out of the place at night. It was like a never-ending carnival weaving
         in and out along Darlinghurst Road, past neon white-lit shop-fronts and the darkness that hovered at the edge, through the
         clang of traffic and shouts of grief and rage that seemed to be coming out of thin air. It was a parade electric with life:
         throngs of people out on the town hyped up by the proximity of so much sex and money, glitter and darkness.
      

      
      The hunters and the hunted, prey and predator, voyeurs and pedophiles, thieves and junkies, killers and damaged children—
         the lost, the lonely, the homeless, the murderous, the freakish —all of them mingling with the tourists, dropping in and out
         of the parade to conduct their business in the frowsty doorways, back alleys, brothels, restaurants and shooting galleries.
         They did everything in shorthand—a set of prearranged signals, unspoken language, a ritual played out on the streets day and
         night, silent nods and handshakes, the passing over of money and drugs, shrill whistles of warning, greeting and recognition.
      

      
      On some nights the strip was manic, as if it was on the edge of some revelation, people out of their head with the excitement
         and fear of it, drowning in the heady currents. When I was depressed it reminded me of the Dance of Death—all of us affected
         by the plague, out there on the streets in a last fevered passeggiata. There were the same unmistakably powerful motivations—sex
         and murder only two of the life-and-death considerations. There were so many human extremes in the crowd: young children like lost angels, people with faces so smeared with evil I had to look away for safety.
      

      
      It was the only public place I knew where polite masks came off and showed the truth of what lay underneath, so urgent were
         the purposes of the seething crowds. It was one of the reasons I liked living there, for all the grief and sleaze—people
         living on the edge had no time for hypocrisy and let their lives show in their faces, while those who came visiting never
         bothered to hide their curiosity, their good humour or their longings.
      

      
      I liked the sharp adrenaline of it all—it was one of my pleasures to walk home unharmed through the sometimes fearsome streets
         with all the nonchalance of a long-time inhabitant, the ease of belonging in my bones.
      

      
      I had my own rituals on the way home from work: buying a Sydney Morning Herald from the knobbly old man on the corner who looked as if he had spent his lifetime marinated in booze; milk and bread from
         the girls at the supermarket; saying hello to the Bar Calais regulars who were still at their posts, shivering in their mini-skirts,
         rat-faced from exhaustion after their long shift.
      

      
      That night Angel was on my mind—the mythical name, dreamy eyes, her heart-breaking childishness had touched a nerve. Each
         time I asked someone if they knew a girl called Angel I felt like a woman in a fairytale. I had that sense of loss and urgency,
         of moving through a fog. Everyone knew her, no one had seen her.
      

      
      When I finally went to bed she even disturbed my sleep. I dreamed an old woman’s dream, intricately connected to layers of the past, of my own daughter, her clear blue innocent gaze,
         trying to save them both from all the dangers of the world.
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      Antonio was bent over his account book when I went in the next morning. It was open on the counter, his fingers tracing down
         the columns in that despairing way he had whenever he had been talking to his mother. The place was empty and there was a
         smell of old cooking fat in the air.
      

      
      ‘It smells in here,’ I told him to head him off, and went into the kitchen to open a window and stack up the greasy pans.
         ‘Is there dishwasher powder up in your store cupboard?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ he said, without looking up.

      
      His upstairs flat was four fusty rooms echoing with traffic. The window overlooking the street had the tied-up curtains stiff
         with dirt that you often saw in ancient boarding houses. There was nothing personal there: bare walls, TV, table, single bed
         and chair and a kettle on the stained gas stove.
      

      
      Once when I didn’t know any better, I gave him a poster of his hometown in Italy and it was still there, all these years later,
         rolled up and stuck behind the TV set. The claustrophobia of his life hit me whenever I opened the door. It was as if he was forced to live on the very margins to propitiate his mother: too many signs of life would bring her demons down on
         his head. Antonio was built by nature and inclination for a conventional life—but he had been forced to jettison nearly everything
         just to survive. He lived, ate, worked standing like a big bear behind the counter, chained and contemptuous.
      

      
      ‘Has Cosmo come in?’ I asked as I came down the stairs, but I knew it was useless to try to stem the tide.

      
      ‘It’s my mother. She’s saying she’ll sell up if things get worse.’

      
      ‘She’s been saying that ever since I started here. Haven’t you been to see her? That’s what she wants.’

      
      ‘Listen, it’s two hours one way with the traffic. You know I try to get out there every week and what does she do when I get
         there? Complain and bitch. She doesn’t even ask me about the business. That’s the stupid thing. Gets me out all that way and
         then doesn’t even ask.’
      

      
      It wasn’t that I was unsympathetic but I tried to keep out of his lifelong business with his mother when I saw which way the
         wind blew. I went to visit her once with him—she was a big woman with a hectic sagging face lying in a darkened room full
         of shadows, lumps and ghostly pictures.
      

      
      She said, ‘My son, he work too much, still no money.’

      
      Her gaze at him was clearly erotic. The atmosphere was charged with primal competitiveness, a contest between us, she laid
         her big worker’s hand on his knee.
      

      
      ‘I would die without him.’

      
      Antonio was signalling me to say something but I couldn’t work out what—I didn’t know what he wanted of me. He said afterwards in the car, ‘Thanks a lot,’ but we didn’t talk much driving
         home. The property she owned—a treeless brick block of flats right on a six-lane highway somewhere was like being in hell
         with the continuous stink and clamour of the traffic.
      

      
      She was exactly like the picture I had in my mind of my birth mother. It disturbed me at the time—they could have been twins.
         There was the same blast of toxicity my aunt described, enough for a lifetime. I’ve always picked up the essence of people
         very quickly so it took only one visit to see the obvious. There were some people so self-absorbed that you could be pulled
         into their black hole within weeks: you could see it especially around their eyes.
      

      
      Antonio straightened up and shut the account book. ‘Faith, can you come with me?’

      
      ‘I’d rather hold the fort here,’ I said quickly, never forgetting his mother’s eyes for a minute. ‘Go and see her, for Christ’s
         sake. You never know what she’ll do out of spite if you don’t.’
      

      
      I wasn’t worried about my job—she knew I was a hard worker and got on with Antonio. Before I came the staff had left in droves,
         so she had to watch her step with me. In the end it all came down to money with her and she knew I was indispensable. She
         had enough spies to know I attracted customers, however disreputable.
      

      
      ‘This could be a high-class joint,’ Antonio said. ‘All you’d have to do is paint the walls, do it up, new furniture. The yuppies
         are moving in everywhere now, Potts Point and all that, and the circus is moving to Cabramatta. I just need some capital, better clientele. Better cuisine. You’re a good worker, Faith, and you’re educated, but you bring all the junkies
         in. They’re nodding off here; they come to borrow money off you. You’re running a fucking drop-in place, excuse me. It scares
         respectable customers off, the way you bring them in.’
      

      
      ‘We’ve never had respectable customers. When I first started here it was even worse. I’ve improved the class of junkie. You
         should be grateful.’
      

      
      ‘Give me a break, Faith,’ he said, not smiling for once. ‘One of them will die here soon and then she’ll finally pull the
         plug.’
      

      
      ‘Why would she? It brings in money in spite of what she says.’

      
      We both knew his mother was too mean to do the place up.

      
      ‘I think this place’ll start to become fashionable. You know, fifties nostalgia. All of this is serious old dirt. It’ll be
         written up in one of those inane lifestyle sections. “Spiky but kindly Antonio has seen many changes on Darlinghurst Road.
         People come and go, but he presides over his authentic Italian café untouched by fashion, producing his solid Italian country
         fare. And the hearty English breakfasts for all those yuppies who are secretly sick of croissants and muesli and want pounds
         of glistening fat to start their day.”’
      

      
      He looked at me blankly, he wasn’t listening. We were silent: me working, Antonio struggling with his life.

      
      ‘She smothers me,’ he said finally. ‘She won’t let me go.’

      
      ‘You have to make the break.’

      
      He said sententiously as if he was arguing with someone, ‘She has no one else besides me, she’s worked all her life for me, every day she’s in pain.’
      

      
      ‘Antonio, she’s eating you alive.’

      
      ‘What would you know?’ he said rudely. I could see he was shaken.

      
      ‘You know what I’m saying.’

      
      ‘What do you know about family obligations, towards blood? Look at you. Living alone at your age. In this place. Where is
         your family? You even taint the love of a mother for her son, drag it into the dirt because you don’t understand it.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, Antonio, Antonio, we’re two little sick babies in the wood,’ I sang. I had managed a couple of gulps from the bottle
         in the kitchen and so the slippery words could pour out too easily. All the same, he exhausted me sometimes with his terrible
         love for his mother. I preferred the days when we worked together in silence and he was his usual dry congruent self, with
         only the occasional barb between us to keep up the necessary rhythm.
      

      
      ‘I’m an orphan,’ I said, ‘and always have been. Mothers are nothing to me.’

      
      Sometimes it made me laugh silently inside, the way the two of us were trying to hold the whole mildewed place together just
         by sheer force of will—the smoky brown walls, shabby booths, puppets of his monstrous mother, the endless parade of grief
         and sleaze outside for spiritual nourishment.
      

      
      ‘At least I’m not in constant denial about every aspect of my life including sex and not using peasant platitudes I learned
         at my mother’s knee to stay like that!’
      

      
      
      ‘You’re just a has-been singer who never was!’ he shouted. ‘You’re a lost woman with nothing to hold on to except junkies!’

      
      I liked Antonio and his lugubrious ways, we had been together so long in that gloomy place that we knew the most secret things
         about each other. When we quarrelled they all poured out like sludge and lightened our hearts.
      

      
      Cosmo shambled in.

      
      ‘Come on, you two, I could hear you from outside. You’re meant to be my light in the streets of darkness and what happens?
         You’re fighting like every other wanker.’
      

      
      He was one of the few junkie regulars Antonio liked because he was a private-school boy with rich parents. I suspected that
         he had hopes Cosmo’s connections might lead to an injection of capital.
      

      
      ‘She drives me mad,’ Antonio said. ‘It has to come out or I’ll get cancer.’

      
      ‘Who drives you mad?’ I asked. ‘You know you’re talking about your mother, don’t you?’

      
      ‘You sound like a married couple,’ Cosmo said. ‘Anyway, how can cancer be caused by verbal abuse? I didn’t know you were a
         New Ager, Antonio.’ He walked to the safety of his table in the corner.
      

      
      ‘Don’t you even know the connection? It’s elementary hygiene,’ Antonio said.

      
      ‘Can I have a cup of coffee? I’ve had a hard night,’ Cosmo muttered. He sat at the table gradually sinking down against the
         wall, his long legs stretching out in front of him.
      

      
      
      ‘Mental hygiene,’ I said to myself. ‘What am I saying? It’s not exactly a well-known concept around here.’

      
      ‘Don’t be so elitist,’ he mumbled, opening one eye. ‘Don’t be so ironic. It doesn’t suit you.’

      
      ‘Do you know a girl called Angel?’

      
      ‘Of course I do. Everyone knows her.’

      
      ‘What’s she like?’

      
      ‘Cool,’ Cosmo said. ‘She’s a nice girl. She’s full of the joys of life.’

      
      I brought him a cup of coffee and he took it with a trembling hand, purplish from the cold. We sat together for a while in
         silence. He could hardly bring the cup to his mouth, his long freckled hand wavered blindly in front of his face for a while
         before he gave up and set the cup down on the saucer again. Like a baby he had no sense of the territories of his own body.
         He didn’t seem to know where his mouth was.
      

      
      ‘What’s happening with your novel?’

      
      ‘Nothing,’ he said, not even opening his eyes. ‘You know it, Faith. It’s nowhere. You’re just humouring me.’

      
      ‘I swear I’m not.’

      
      ‘Can I use your room then?’ he said, giving me a quick flash of a smile, his eyes open brief as a blink. Cosmo had told me
         ages ago he was having a month off school to write a novel and then he was going back to finish his HSC.
      

      
      ‘You know you can. I’ve offered it often enough.’

      
      He had asked me so many times and we both knew he would never come. Sometimes when I saw his sceptical face, I thought about
         this novel of his glistening like poison in his mind, an underground river of dark words never to see the light. It would be something, I knew that from the way his mind
         worked even under the deadly numbness of heroin. There was a quickness, a huge intelligence, a private cast of mind, an acceptance
         of ironies that most writers I’d known didn’t even possess.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Faith, old soul.’ He was slurring, just about ready to nod off. Sometimes we left him there for hours, slumbering
         like an old man in his corner, waiting for death, his novel locked inside him for ever.
      

      
      Antonio said, ‘I’m sorry I’ve been such a bitch, Faithy. How could I run this place? Without you breathing whisky all over
         my customers?’
      

      
      I said, ‘It’s nothing. I forgive you. I don’t mind playing mother to needy boys still locked in the closet as long as it’s
         all kept in proportion.’
      

      
      We had our little ways which were mostly peaceful and played them out a thousand times. We knew them almost off by heart,
         aware that the air always settled back comfortably afterwards. It made for a great ease between us.
      

      
      ‘I’m off,’ he said, ‘back to Mama.’

      
      ‘Ciao,’ I said. ‘Drive carefully.’
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      It was very quiet; the only customer was Cosmo, leaning against the wall like a scarecrow. Outside it was raining softly and
         everything was muffled and muted by the hushed fall of water. I leaned against the counter watching the room, eyes half closed,
         weary, lulled by the rain, the shadowy room, Cosmo’s breathing.
      

      
      It was one of the surprising gifts of middle age, these sudden moments of stillness rising and spreading, past and future
         as fluid and peaceable as the flowing present. They were the result of letting go after the tumult of a lifetime, a delicious
         weariness of the soul, a surrender to circumstance.
      

      
      There was an eddy of light and commotion at the door and a young girl burst in wrapped in a fake leopardskin coat, her hair
         spangled with rain. She came straight over to me, smiling. Up close I could see there were faint violet shadows under her
         eyes and her skin was blurred with weariness.
      

      
      ‘Are you Faith? Ray told me you were asking about me. So did Tracey. I heard it from a few people.’

      
      
      ‘Yes. Who’s Ray?’

      
      ‘A friend of mine. I’ve heard about you. You used to be a singer.’

      
      ‘You’re Angel, aren’t you?’

      
      ‘How did you know?’

      
      She leaned on the counter staring at me, graceful as a dancer, her body alive with curiosity, life, energy, her dark blue
         eyes warm with considering.
      

      
      ‘Is that your real name?’

      
      ‘No. Is Faith yours?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘It’s a street name. It’s like a joke? Why did you change yours?’

      
      ‘A long story.’

      
      ‘This is a pretty depressing place to work in, isn’t it? I never come in here usually. How come you work here?’

      
      ‘I like it.’

      
      ‘Ray said you weren’t a normal woman.’

      
      ‘Who’s this Ray?’

      
      ‘I told you, a friend of mine. So why did you want to talk to me?’

      
      ‘Because you look too young to be here. And I like the look of you.’

      
      ‘Are you a lesbian?’ she said, dragging out each syllable and rolling her eyes like a schoolgirl.

      
      ‘No. Would you like some coffee?’ I asked, to put things on a more equal footing.

      
      ‘No, thanks. Caffeine’s very bad for your body. You should know that. It makes your heart beat faster. Gives you the shakes.’
      

      
      ‘I would have thought heroin had a few more side-effects.’

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘I heard you were a junkie.’

      
      ‘I just take it now and then. Just for the fuck of it,’ she said, her eyes clouding over for a second in a way I had become
         used to. Even Angel obviously couldn’t withstand the dishonesties heroin required. ‘Anyway, it’s none of your business, lady.’
      

      
      ‘I just thought we were swapping basic facts about our lives here.’

      
      She looked at me, smiling. I hadn’t thought of the phrase for years—it was almost Victorian—but it was true that her eyes
         danced. She was so expressive you could almost see the ripples as she received each word. She had a way of concentrating utterly
         on your face as if she were deaf and had to read every nuance with physical effort.
      

      
      ‘I’ve never met a singer before. How do you think up your songs?’

      
      ‘They haven’t come for a while.’

      
      ‘You could write songs about my life,’ she said. ‘I could tell you some stuff.’ She caught sight of the clock and scrunched
         her mouth.
      

      
      ‘Shit. I have to go. See you round.’

      
      And she was off with a swirl of sharp perfume before I could open my mouth. At the door she called seriously, as if she’d noticed him all along, ‘Cosmo, wake up! You can’t sleep all day.’
      

      
      He gave a shudder, opened his eyes for a brief flash and settled back against the wall as the door swung shut behind her.
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      The lost children I was most attracted to were dreamers like Angel and Cosmo. I met them at the Bar Calais as they drifted
         in and out on the rounds of their unspeakable lives. They had the grace of wild animals, shying off at a touch, ferocious,
         innocent, exuding the same musky smell. Their bewildered courage filled me with tenderness when I least expected it. They
         knew the scabbiness of the city, the dark side of it—living in a world where grown men with homes and wives and kids of their
         own came in the night to fuck children and pay for it as absolution. You could see the cars draw up like cruising sharks,
         all shadow and shine, the tense blur of the predator inside, the raggedy bruised children who waited along the Wall on the
         street for their humiliation.
      

      
      There was Darren, for instance, whom I loved.

      
      ‘Babes,’ he told me, ‘it was great. There were three of them and I’m sore all over but I made the best money. It was okay,’
         he said, looking down.
      

      
      He stood in front of me, his face swollen from a recent hit, sad cracked hands, the inevitable deformed runners bulging on his feet. I hugged him, which was nothing in the scheme of things,
         but all I could do at the time. I smelt the drift of musky hair and sweat, his body a bundle of sticks ready to break in my
         arms.
      

      
      ‘Hey, Faithy, can I stay the night? I need a rest. They tore me down there,’ he added, delicately not looking at me.

      
      ‘Go and see the doctor, for God’s sake, Darren. You can’t fool around with that. There could be serious damage.’

      
      He smiled fleetingly. He was so disconnected from life—he drifted like a leaf, his eyes burnt out. There was no spirit left
         in him; he was a beautiful young Koori boy with the thin legs of his ancestors, gentle but dead inside. All those loveless
         adults’ bodies and hands kneading his poor skin and bones for their own pleasure, his soul violently assaulted on a daily
         basis, had squeezed him dry. He would sit in my room for hours with my guitar, just picking out scraps of songs.
      

      
      He was only fifteen, soft as a doe with a habit so searing the ferocity left him out cold in doorways for hours on end, he
         walked around dazed and punch-drunk as if his head had been smashed against a wall. He worked the streets day and night and
         all the money he earned flowed into his veins. There was no point in going on about rehab for I never saw an answering spark
         of hope in his eyes when I mentioned it, as if the possibility of escape was foreign to him. Brought up in a series of foster
         homes, with no one to love him back into the land of the living, he had never been given the human structures to build a meaningful life. So when it came heroin swallowed him alive.
      

      
      ‘Do you want a hot bath first?’

      
      He’d lie there for hours in scalding hot water, bubbles spilling over the edge. Once I heard him singing to himself in a creaky
         voice like an old man’s. How could I not love him, his gentle soul, living in hell as he did and still managing a song. I
         was weak before his sorrows and his courage.
      

      
      The morning after, he was always gone when I got up, his bed hardly disturbed, not a wrinkle on the sheets, as if a ghost
         had slept there. It always made my heart turn, knowing that he had gone without trace and might never return.
      

      
      When they told me his body had been found under a freeway overpass I cried for days, wondering if I could have saved him.

      
      It was easy enough for me working at the Bar Calais: I was a fixture right in the heart of their world. It meant there was
         no effort for either of us—neither for my friends to drift in for a bit of human kindness nor me to give it. They came to
         find me at certain unbearable times in their lives. I probably gave off signals that I was available, that I wasn’t authority,
         and they probably trusted my cynicism, my sardonic face. In their handful of years they had learned things it had taken me
         a lifetime to get to, but they recognised my weight and value as an adult; they knew my flaws and never judged me.
      

      
      
      ‘But why do you live in that weird house with all of us around you? People like us?’ Darren asked me one day.

      
      Some morning the syringes were laid like wreaths at my doorstep.
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      There have been one or two people in my life whom I have recognised instantly. It was as if we’d already shared years of experiences,
         conversations and tenderness so that when we finally did meet it wasn’t so much the mutual attraction of strangers as amused
         recognition, an ease, a tide of strange love that seemed to come from nowhere. They were people I loved straight away with
         a trust that normally took me years to feel. It was like a connection already made—family. It hadn’t happened to me for a
         while and I wasn’t expecting it, especially with a girl like Angel. Here she was, a baby, still in the midst of working out
         some pretty grisly processes, sometimes brainless as a bird, yet I recognised her instantly and loved her like a mother.
      

      
      That morning she wafted in like a spring shower, all rain and drugs and youth, an emaciated girl with junkie eyes hiding apologetically
         behind her.
      

      
      ‘This is Tracey,’ she told me without saying hello, in that disconcertingly intimate tone she had from the beginning. When I knew her more I understood it—she was living in a war zone so she couldn’t afford to waste time when it came to genuine
         opportunities. She was so perceptive, so hyped up for survival, she saw them coming. She recognised something valuable in
         me within minutes and gave herself without reservation like the clever child she was.
      

      
      ‘Hi, Tracey,’ I said.

      
      I was very busy that morning so I couldn’t give them much attention. They waited around for a while and then Angel leaned
         over to me, her electric drug breath in my face.
      

      
      ‘She’s incredibly nervous about meeting you,’ she whispered. ‘Give her a chance.’

      
      ‘I will,’ I said absently. ‘Do you want something to eat?’

      
      ‘No thanks.’ She put her hand on my arm. I saw the delicate veins on her pencil-thin wrist, felt her babyish skin.

      
      ‘You’re such a beautiful thing. You should eat more.’

      
      ‘I do. I eat heaps. I’ll come back when you’re not so busy.’

      
      I smiled at her. ‘Come any time you like.’

      
      Antonio said, ‘ Not another one.’

      
      It was one of those snappish grey mornings full of static. The place looked dusty and there was a smell of old breakfasts
         in the kitchen.
      

      
      ‘That’s Angel. She’s only a baby.’

      
      ‘I know her,’ he said. ‘Some baby.’

      
      ‘What’s wrong with you this morning?’ I asked, not really wanting to know. I sat down for a while at the window table to rest
         my legs and light a cigarette.
      

      
      ‘Do you want coffee?’

      
      
      ‘No thanks.’

      
      ‘Oh, that’s right. It might dilute the whisky,’ he said, spiteful, his profile majestic behind the counter as he worked the
         cappuccino machine. ‘I’d hate to do that.’
      

      
      ‘Give it a break,’ I said absently.

      
      Out the window I’d caught sight of Angel and Tracey standing at the street corner deep in conversation, their heads together
         like two little goblins. A second glance and they were gone, as if I’d imagined them, the morning crowds streaming past without
         a pause.
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      It was true that I drank steadily all day, but it never showed in my face and my hands were steady as a rock. It was probably
         because I was healthy in my habits. I ate an apple every now and then, drank gallons of water and always loved people openly
         however much it sometimes cost me.
      

      
      I took long walks, hands behind my back like my aunt, watching everything attentively. I was invisible to men because of my
         age, except when I smiled a warm motherly smile and then we acknowledged each other’s existence with relief.
      

      
      I walked steadily for hours, avoiding the main roads, down leafy lanes, past fallen-down fences, old-time corner pubs, patches
         of park with gum trees and worn-out grass. I turned corners and stumbled on tiny neighbourhoods appearing like visions from
         the past—a row of terrace houses, the corner grocery, a leafy street—enough there to live on for a lifetime. I went down abandoned
         railway tracks smelling of childhood and behind warehouses, the small surprising vistas of a golden city opening up before
         my eyes, the flotsam and sweetness of the old places and small wildernesses you find if you keep wandering along enough in the heart of Sydney.
      

      
      These walks through streets overflowing with light, around mysterious sun-dappled bends leading straight into the past, among
         people lively with their own business, filled me with well-being, as if I was tracking the song-lines of the city by my daily
         observance. This untrammelled love for my home, these warm connections, the hard physical work at the Bar Calais kept me full
         of health and dispersed the worst effects of drinking.
      

      
      In any case whisky was more to do with a past need of warming than the present: an old habit that had died hard. It was a
         reaction to the coldness I’d been born to and couldn’t seem to shake off.
      

      
      Sometimes I saw the coldness in my emotional history like an Arctic wind that rose in the night, blowing away all boundaries
         in the darkness, covering the world with snow.
      

      
      My aunt was a pure-hearted woman but she had the whole world on her shoulders and there I was, gawky and ingratiating, always
         around her feet, a child embarrassingly in need of approval. She used to call me ‘child’ at my own request, as I was reading
         Dickens and his characters used it all the time in what seemed to me a movingly affectionate way. It was how I wanted things
         to be in our house. I was probably a very precocious child, old for my age, a bookworm, full of important ideas beyond my
         station, sharp, deeply secretive about my manoeuvrings for acceptance. I have photos of myself then, skinny and black-haired, invariably wedged in among adults, a look of mild desperation on my face.
      

      
      At the centre of my childhood was the figure of my aunt—fierce, contemptuous, the stone basilisk I broke myself against again
         and again. She was father and mother; she strode through the world like a colossus, a stick in her strong hands, looking neither
         to left nor right, with me following behind as the chill winds of capitalism nipped at my heels. I looked around askance,
         only half protected by her, vulnerable to the horrors she painted for me.
      

      
      From early on I had realised dimly, as any soft young creature might, that something was missing, some primal comfort or warmth.
         I felt a low-level ache, a visceral feeling of loss, an agony of disconnection I couldn’t put into words. My aunt was too
         overworked to have much time for such a mysterious malaise. She fed, clothed and looked after me kindly, she taught me important
         truths, but we were like two dry sticks rattling around in the house. After I reached a certain age she stopped touching me
         altogether and our bodies, our thin shoulders, grew hard as iron with this deprivation.
      

      
      I learned that the coldness I was born into was something that would never go away and that I had to incorporate it into my
         life or go under. I had enough health in me to recognise it, even though I knew it would be a lifetime’s work. Whenever I
         was too hopeful, too peaceful with myself, it came to me, a voice that had only to murmur once. I knew what it said even without
         hearing the words. I might be walking down the street or waking at night and it reminded me, in case I’d forgotten for a minute, that I had been judged and found wanting: I could never find redemption whatever I did and therefore my sufferings
         were all my own. It reminded me that I could never ask for comfort because she had none to give.
      

      
      In the house of my childhood with its lino in every room, the dusty lawn in front, photographs of bearded Russians looking
         down from the walls, the hardest thing I had to learn was the indifference she felt for me at heart. In the end she couldn’t
         approve of me; I was a glacial shudder in her depths and that was all.
      

      
      She was such a weather-beaten, remote woman, with her workman’s hands, eyes always fixed resolutely on some far horizon. She
         smelt of tobacco and creosote and I used to think she must have been a sailor because of the way she walked with a swagger,
         as if she were balancing against the roll of the sea. Her own life revolved around the Communist Party and she conscientiously
         tried to fit me in, she wanted to make me a child of the revolution for my own good.
      

      
      She taught me that trying to right wrongs and alleviate suffering were simple human obligations as fundamental and unremarkable
         as breathing. It was her own austere life, the tired faces of the comrades that showed me by example. It was from her I learned
         that the true meaning of our lives is found some-where in between awareness of others and compassion, and that without them
         we are sailing rudderless in a dark sea.
      

      
      She was never slow to give me endless ammunition for sorrow either—she had an Irish turn of phrase that filled my childish
         mind with pictures. The baffling and murderous nature of men’s greed in all its detail was always there in front of me: Aborigine children, their thin black legs, huge frightened
         eyes, screaming in fear, the red dust swirling as they were taken away from their mothers—every child’s worst nightmare—overcrowded
         fetid rooms where women bent like slaves over their work in sweat shops making cheerful clothes for a pittance; men in police
         cells being beaten to a bloody pulp as if they were dogs tied up. Women buried alive by the will of some male god, beaten
         by their husbands and working like beasts in the fields with babies on their backs, forgiving silently because they had no
         alternative.
      

      
      How could I not take these terrible truths to heart?

      
      My aunt opened my eyes to the suffering of the world and also to the mercy and goodness you could find if you looked, and
         for that alone I loved her.
      

      
      When I came home from school there they would be, the comrades, sitting around my aunt’s formica table in her kitchen, the
         air thick with cigarette smoke. They were always working on something, arguing and smoking. The smudged, close-typed leaflets
         they produced, full of exhortation and warning, could have been Jehovah’s Witness pamphlets, as I pointed out triumphantly
         to her later in one of my orgies of teenage cruelty. There was the same dogged urgency, the same disbelief that people could
         so wilfully turn their backs to the light.
      

      
      To my childish eyes the comrades were all the same—big wrinkled people smelling of tobacco, their words rolling over me, their
         kindness part of the air I breathed. I saw it with my own eyes, their day-to-day sacrifice: staying poor because they gave to the party, buying raffle tickets and pamphlets, donating to causes. I saw them take their money out of their worn
         purses, they were tired people with families trying to be normal; they wanted to change things for the better. It made my
         childish heart ache sometimes to see my fine-looking aunt, hopeful on the streets, her paper held in front of her face, selling
         the word, her arthritic hip creaking in the cold, the world passing her unseeing. How could you not love such stubbornness?
         Such flying in the face of Mammon? It was this kind of stern goodness I had to absorb then extricate myself from; it was this
         belief that I had to reject and then reinvent a whole new world from what was left.
      

      
      My aunt took me to gatherings where they stood talking about factions and South Africa—they gave the children red sweets and
         let us slide around the floors and run in and out of the toilets.
      

      
      I was always embarrassed as if I was playing a part, pretending to be a child when all the time I was watching the adults
         anxiously.
      

      
      For one Christmas party they set up a tree in the middle of a dusty old hall. I could see immediately it wasn’t even a pine,
         and there were pink paper blossoms wound onto its bare branches. People were standing around drinking from paper cups and
         talking while I was racing stupidly up and down, going through the motions. Inside I felt a terrible sadness about the tree,
         its shabbiness, my own dishonesty.
      

      
      But that was the night when my aunt got me up to sing the Internationale in front of everyone, and in one of those blinding never-to-be-forgotten flashes of childhood revelation, I knew that was my way out. Someone said, ‘That girl of yours
         can sing, Pat,’ and in that moment, when I saw the old comrades’ faces turned to me in genuine surprise and concentration,
         I felt the shape of my life, made sense of it, for the first time. I knew, as a skinny little kid standing beside that forlorn
         tree singing with all my heart, that music was my thread out of the maze and my saving.
      

      
      Looking back now it’s hard to remember exactly what was going on in my ten-year-old heart, how it was I resolved the hard
         knowledge of my failures to myself, how I knew even then that desperate measures were called for if I was to survive. Whisky,
         as it turned out, was only one of them.
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