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Praise for
 GREEN DOT


‘I felt so much joy reading this utterly assured writing. Green Dot is written with such poise, such confidence, I could not look away. I was mesmerised by its sheer brilliance.’


JESSIE TU,
 author of A Lonely Girl is a Dangerous Thing


‘I am obsessed with this book. I am obsessed with Hera, with her dad, her friends, her dog. I am obsessed with how funny she is, and how hopeful and dark and tender and bleak the world is through her eyes. Green Dot is a book about love, and how stupid and funny and absolutely beautiful life can be. I would read it forever if I could.’


LAURA MC PHEE-BROWNE,
 author of Cherry Beach


‘Laugh-out-loud funny and beautifully, brutally relatable – Green Dot is a book that will stay with me for a very long time.’


EWA RAMSEY,
 author of The Morbids


‘Incredibly funny and a bit too real. This debut novel captures the zeitgeist.’


BRIGID DELANEY,
 author of Reasons Not to Worry and Wellmania




For the workers in song
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I am falling in love and I don’t know what to do about it Throw me in a haunted wheelbarrow and set me on fire


Hera Lindsay Bird, ‘Monica’




For some years of my twenties I was very much in love with a man who would not leave his wife. For not one moment of this relationship was I unaware of what every single popular culture representation of such an arrangement portended my fate to be.


Having done well in school but having found little scope in which to win things since then, it is possible that my dedication to this relationship was in fact a dedication to my belief in myself – that I could make a man love me so much that he would leave what he had always known, all his so-called responsibilities, purely to attain my company forever. I offered nothing but myself, you see. I was not rich; I had no assets or important connections. I did not have children or things that tied me to anywhere, really. Whereas he had all of these things – so settled into the couch of his life and just approaching middle age! I craved the stability he seemed to exude – I was intoxicated by the promise of ordinary happiness implied by his cargo shorts, by his chemist-bought sunglasses. I was besotted with the way he combined a high-powered job with the nervous shyness of someone who was bullied in primary school and has since taken on knowing timidity as an endearing personality trait. My god, how I wanted him. And I just knew that if I did enough, put in enough energy, waited long enough, was understanding enough, kind enough, funny enough, horny enough, accommodating enough, I could have him. And then I could have a life which didn’t require me to make decisions anymore. I would adjust myself to snuggle in with him, into his life couch. No more anxiety about what to do or who to see or how to spend my evenings. I would be his, and that would be enough, and I could rest.





PART ONE





In high school, my classmates would often speculate about their dream jobs, and about which degree they should pursue to attain that dream job. In our final year of school, we would sit around on the deck at lunchtime, girls from different social groups and hierarchies, girls with different skirt lengths, all of us united in filling in the blanks of this vague hypothetical time of ‘when school is over’. As I was one of the highest achieving in our grade, the ball was inevitably lobbed my way. I was supposed to say a dream job that required a high leaving certificate mark, and an exclusive university degree, and then everyone would nod because the things that I said would have made sense.


Although I was clever, I had never conquered my times tables or evidenced any aptitude as a woman in STEM, so my options included lawyer, journalist and academic. Lawyer: money. Journalist: exciting. Academic: worthy. I just had to pick one, I knew this, and then the conversation would flow on like a bounce pass from a wing defence to a nimble centre.


But I couldn’t do it. I fobbed the pass. I intercepted my own shot. (This is something I have made quite a habit of, as you’ll see.) In a condescending monotone I said, ‘Well, I don’t really want to do anything but learn or, like, read because everything else seems kind of tragically depressing and meaningless and on the way to school I see people on the bus who are going to work and they look fucking devo.’


My friend Soph was on the deck with me, and I looked to her for support. She gave an encouraging grimace; I read this as her giving me the go-ahead to dig in, dig deeper.


I have a habit of scratching my neck when I am nervous to feign casualness and what I imagine to look like cool impropriety, and I certainly did this then. Attention was on me. I was aware of my body, my pose – which I’ve been told can read as defensive. Holding myself in, using my arms as a cage. But what is defensiveness if not a waving hand above a drowning body? It seemed to me that surely, any day now, I would be caught out. I used my words, my wit, to deflect from my trembling fingers, to divert attention from the fact that my thighs chafed as I walked, no matter how little I ate, no matter how far I ran. Outside the school walls I struggled to retain agency – my lack of confidence in engaging with members of the opposite sex correlated to a direct deflation of my human capital out there. Inside the school walls, however, with words, and with girls, I could do it, I could direct the play.


At this moment I had not entirely lost the crowd. I could see others thinking back to their own morning commutes, I could see them reflecting on the dejected faces of those wearing skirt suits with trainers and running miserably for the bus. But then one of the boarders, sounding exasperated that she even had to explain something so simple, piped up: ‘Yeah but my dad says if you love your job you’ll never work a day in your life.’


A Greek chorus of other boarders murmured in assent. Without the support of the boarders I could not hope to win the popular vote: their numbers were simply too vast.


I knew then that I was about to be mean and I just didn’t have the self-restraint to stop myself; I was powerless to resist the temptation of a clap-back barb.


‘What does your dad do?’


‘He’s a farm manager.’ Arms crossed against plaid polyester, back against bench legs, territory claimed.


I looked to Soph for reassurance, to confirm that I could go on, hook the blade. Her expression was impenetrable; she’d evidently decided that she was just going to sit there, observing. She’d watch me make a mess, like she had done many times before. Unlike me, Soph always knew when to stop.


I had one more chance to not be a dick, and I did not take it.


‘Right, well your dad is either an idiot or a liar, unfortunately, and that sucks for you.’ And then I gave a little comic grimace, to convey that I did not relish telling her this bad news but, regrettably, someone had to.


This did not go down too well, as you might imagine. Some of the popular girls snorted laughter but most didn’t, because even though what I had said was funny, it still wasn’t cool to be an outright cunt. I did know this, I had gleaned this before, but my anger at the prospect of a future of remunerative labour must have briefly obscured my social self-preservation instinct. Or, perhaps more accurately, I had spied a window of opportunity in which I could confound, upset, confuse, and so I took it, because I was angry with the world and I didn’t know where else to direct my anger, except at people who seemed more content with their lives than I was.


The boarder was upset; I could see that I had hurt her feelings. Soph looked at me with love and with pity. I think that’s how she looked. That’s how I read it, at least. It seemed to me that she was thinking, Oh, my sweet Hera, when will you learn?


I made a half-baked attempt to apologise to the boarder, but I hadn’t yet internalised the word ‘systemic’ and so my apology-cum-explanation lacked the rhetorical gravitas I could have given it a few years later. More to the point, I had learned self-hatred but I had not learned humility. What I actually said was that I was sorry I was right.


The moment after I said this, I regretted it, but it was too late to take it back. Then, before the next stage of the conversation could unfold, the lunch bell rang, and, physically tethered to the structured patterns of our days, drawn inexorably by the summons like plates of sushi on a train, we knew we must dissipate back to our various locker rooms to collect our folders and pencil cases for periods five and six. The boarder was mutely crying as she passed me, and her boarder friends gave me death stares. I averted my gaze, no longer broiling with the conviction that had directed my acidic tongue just moments before. I wanted the scene to be played out, done, and so I waited on the deck until it was.


That afternoon, however, I was walking past the school staffroom and I overheard my favourite history teacher narrating a not totally inaccurate version of the exchange to a young substitute teacher, and rather than being disapproving or grave, both of them were cackling with laughter, so it was very hard for me to feel as guilty about being a bitch as I should have been. By the end of the school day the zing of my cruelty had been transfigured into an amusing anecdote among my friends. Only Soph did not join in the laughter, and I wondered how much of me she could see: I feared her recognition as much as I wanted desperately to be known.




As a teenager I presumed that in life I would encounter rooms I wanted to enter more fervently than the teachers’ staffroom at lunchtime, but this has so far not proved to be the case. Each one of the teachers, even the substitutes, must have had some sort of life before coming here. And yet they had all decided that this room was it for them. I was desperate not just to impress the teachers but to know them. I wanted to know which teachers liked which other teachers, and which students were universally detested by them. I wanted access to all the schoolyard anecdotes from the perspective of those whose social lives were not determined by those anecdotes. I wanted to know why Mrs Vale had left Ireland, and why she always had such a sadness in her eyes when she plotted our assessment marks on the whiteboard like a passive aggressive Rorschach test. I wanted to understand why Mr Simmons was so obsessed with e e cummings – who had hurt him? I wanted them all to tell me candidly what they thought of the outside world, and whether they recommended ever entering it.


Back then, what was difficult to convey to others was that I really was not being disingenuous when I said that I had no specific career ambitions. I did not want to have a job. Obviously we would all need money to feed and house ourselves when school was over; I didn’t not foresee that. Maybe for most of us this would mean having to do stuff for companies or whatever happened in business. KPIs? P&Ls? Circling back? But why were we all talking like the way we wanted to subsist was via indefinitely spending most of our waking hours doing something with very little relation to the formation and development of our selves, a development which, until this point, we’d been told by our teachers and parents was very important? Why would anyone dream about having a job? I felt like the world was trying to trick me. I felt like the butt of a joke I did not understand.


I’m aware that some people have terrible school experiences, and so creating a life for yourself on your own terms might seem like a really appealing prospect. But far from feeling bridled by restriction in my school uniform and my timetabled classes and the school gate that locked stragglers out at 8.45 am, I must admit that I enjoyed this little haven, sundered as it seemed from the rest of the world. Here, we had no obligation to anything but our own learning. Sure, the system was set so that our knowledge about Sparta would eventually transmute into a leaving certificate mark that would gain us entry into a profitable university degree, but just for now, if we experienced this chunk of our lives in the abstract, the goal was simply to learn about the hoplite phalanx and the socioeconomic stratification of ancient civilisations and metaphors in Australian poetry and the relation between Anselm Kiefer’s indexical traces and the collective guilt of post-war Germany. It was a girls’ school: there were no boys to distract us from our bizarre fixations and antics. It was a girls’ school: we were insane and brilliant.


Disappointingly and confusingly for my guidance counsellor, who prided herself on her ability to ‘match’ students to their perfect future careers by asking them five questions about their interests and aims, I worked hard in school because I liked learning and because I saw school as a perfect little realm of intellectual industry and competition that could act as a litmus test for my own potential. I wanted to confirm my own suspicion that if I put my mind to it, I could beat everyone I knew. I wanted direct evidence that I was not like the other people, and that if in life I did not gain money or professional accolades this was not because I was less capable than others, but because I chose not to engage in systems that presented careers as rewards.


Others would be rich, but I’d have the music, or something to that effect.


I thought that if I beat every other person my age in high school, then as the years rolled by and the disparity between their incomes and my own grew ever larger, or maybe they felt happiness and contentment and I didn’t, I could comfort myself by knowing that I was smarter than all of them. Much like when I lost a tennis match (or, indeed, any game I played as a child), I totally could have won if I’d tried.


As someone who now writes this without money or my own Spotify subscription, I suppose if I were either cruel or even pragmatic I would report back to seventeen-year-old me and warn her that her logic would actually bring her neither the riches nor the music. But I am neither cruel nor pragmatic, and she’ll find out soon enough, with or without help from me. It might also be helpful to tell her that ‘Dance Me to the End of Love’ is actually about the Holocaust, so perhaps best not sing it to boys at parties like it’s a seductive come-on – but no, you’re right, she’ll work it out.




When I first meet my married man, I have not yet worked it out. I have been through a fair bit of pain and I am aimless and sapped, despite still being in my mid-twenties, which seems young to most people but not to people in their mid-twenties. I feel like I have lived for a very long time, and the prospect of having to keep doing it until I die is exhausting. I am in Sydney, the city of my birth, and I am living in my father’s house because I do not have any money on account of the choices I’ve made. I’ve spent the years since school trying to kick and scream into existence a life I care about and have a stake in protecting and cultivating. I have loved someone but not enough to want to stay with her forever, and she deserves more than that and so do I. I’ve finished degrees in other cities and now I have them and I don’t really know what else to think about them, these degrees, these bits of paper. My degrees are the years of freedom from work that I have bought with money aka loans. Unfortunately there are only so many degrees you can do before it occurs to those around you that your passion might actually be less for study and more for not working a job. You can do one PhD, but if you do a second people tend to ask what is wrong.


After another day of being twenty-four years old and living in my father’s house and listening to his records and wondering when he will be home from work because I look forward to talking to him, I decide to answer The Smiths’ immortal question: soon is, in fact, now. I need to go on Seek and find myself a job, and then do that job, and then ‘start’ a ‘life’. I cannot think of ways to put it off any longer and I have listened to Morrissey’s emphatic drawl too many times. Our dog, Jude, who acknowledges my position as second-in-command when Dad is not home, follows me from the lounge room to Dad’s study. I place my laptop on the desk and sit myself in Dad’s chair. Jude lies down with his chin on my feet.


It is hard to convey to those who have been fortunate enough not to have been jobless and browsing Seek how truly soul-destroying the experience is. Imagine you’ve been in love with a person for years, and your relationship has brought you every good feeling and you find every single thing they say interesting and holding them brings you a comfort you hadn’t known was possible. This person embodies everything you’ve ever hoped for, all the ways in which your life might mean something. Now imagine that this person is, for a totally arbitrary reason, removed from you, and instead a random stranger places a rock in your hand and says, ‘This rock is what you have now. You don’t have your partner; you have this dirty rock.’


That is kind of like what it is like to scroll through Seek, except on Seek the rock is, for unclear reasons, a hot commodity that everyone wants, and you might not even get the rock. For every rock, there are two thousand other people who want the rock. And at the end of the day the one person who gets the rock … gets a rock.


As I have three variations of arts degree under my non-existent belt, I am vaguely competent in reading, writing and knowing rudimentary things about a lot of different areas of the humanities. I could once have told you the three major classical column types used in ancient Greece. At twenty-four, a few long years out from Introduction to Art History, I could perhaps tell you two. Sitting at my father’s desk, scrolling the Seek home page, I know that Zoroastrianism is very old and has something to do with duality. I know that the trolley problem is tricky for all involved and that utilitarianism does not sit right with me, but I do not have a better or more practical alternative when asked for one. I know that content production is not my calling but at this point it looks like my options are content production or working in a call centre, and I know I can’t work in a call centre because a few years ago I interviewed to work in one fielding donations for firies and I was rejected by the manager because the average Joe would find my accent a bit uppity, he thought.


Fair enough, content production it is, I say to myself as I stretch my fingers like Mr Burns.


There are a lot of content producer jobs because, as far as I can tell, content production is pretty much just everything there is. From the job descriptions I read, I intuit that the main difference between content production and journalism is that content production pays a bit more and, unlike journalism, it actively prefers that the content produced evidences absolutely no subjective input from its creator. A content producer sources images (googles photos and then uploads them to a company website). A content producer writes engaging copy (paraphrases marketing emails and uses the word ‘dynamic’ a lot). A content producer uses social listening to monitor audience engagement and edits content accordingly (glances at which topics are trending on Twitter and then uses those topics as SEO tags for corporate posts about optimisation).


Am I fluent in Photoshop, Seek wants to know. I reason that I know what Photoshop is and I know how to use Google, so yes. I affirm my competence in most of the ‘required key attributes’ by the same reasoning.


Do I enjoy working in a team? ‘Enjoy’ ‘working’. These two words juxtaposed as if they aren’t fundamentally incompatible! I do not enjoy collective work any more than I enjoy lonesome work, but I can’t say this if I want to secure a position in an agile multidisciplinary team in a transformational environment. Clicking on the ‘further details’ hyperlink for this particular job precis, it becomes apparent that ‘agile multidisciplinary team in a transformational environment’ actually means ‘rural local council office’.


You know when you’ve not slept well and it’s 11 am and you’re at the electronic barrier at the train station and you just keep tapping your card, tapping your card, and nothing is happening and you curse technology and you curse your own life, and eventually an old woman next to you points out that the card you have been tapping with mounting frustration and audible sighs against the scanner thingy is in fact your health insurance card and might this go some way to explaining why the gate is not opening? That is how I feel writing cover letters for content production jobs, armed as I am with four facts about art history, two about religion, one about philosophy, and the ability to type with only three fingers out of the traditional ten.


However, I soon get into a rhythm. The key here, as it is for many things, is disassociation. The key is to sit at the laptop like the Buddha, if he were unemployed and on Seek. You must ease yourself into a state of Zen-like ambivalence, allowing buzz words to course through your veins and onto the blank document without ever consciously noting what it is that you are typing. Sometimes it helps to recite Virginia Woolf’s great mantra as the page fills with the corporate gibberish that you yourself, apparently, are writing. I am rooted but I flow. I am rooted but I flow. I am rooted but I flow. Jesus Christ I will kill myself. Sometimes the odd stray thought slips in but ignore it, recite the mantra, keep typing.


My bum hurts from sitting on my father’s wooden chair for so long. My posture is bad which does not help. I’ve removed the clock from my home screen’s taskbar, and I’ve placed my phone upside down and on aeroplane mode more than an arm’s reach away. I must fend off all distraction.


I hear a knock at the front door, and I exhale with relief. Jude rises and barks, as is his job. I feel like Bernard Black when he doesn’t want to do his taxes, so he invites the Jehovah’s Witnesses in for a drink to talk about Jesus. I would invite anyone into this house right now. I would ask them about their childhood and then I would ask detailed follow-up questions. I would make them tea I would bake them a cake I would FaceTime their nana with them I would read the entire dictionary aloud in an Irish accent and then see if they wanted to hear it again with more of a northern twang.


I run downstairs to the front door, Jude at my side, and manage to catch a glimpse of the postman’s disappearing posterior. The package on the doormat is addressed to my father, which makes sense as I have little currency with which to purchase packages. Deflated by the non-event, I debate the pros and cons of going to buy a takeaway coffee.


Coffee: good. Money: none.


I am twenty-four and I am scrolling Seek in order that I might find an opportunity to produce content in exchange for money so I can move out of my father’s house and pay a few hundred dollars a week to live somewhere less nice and tell people that I am independent and that my life is following a recognisable bildungsroman narrative arc. I return to the desk, play a Taylor Swift song for motivation and refresh the page. Now at the top of the screen, above the ads for a content producer for a cancer charity and a content producer for a government department for ‘digital transformation’, sits a new, gleaming prospect.


Online community moderator. There it is!


Have I ever had any aspirations to be an online community moderator? I cannot say that I have. However, this job is advertised by a well-respected and smart-signifying media organisation, and I figure that this is likely the only way I’ll ever get an interview to work in those hallowed journalistic halls, being as how I have no non-retail job experience because, as mentioned, I have never wanted a job. Compelled by a deranged masochistic impulse, like squeezing a pimple that is not ready to be popped, I think: ‘Perfect.’ I think: ‘This will allow me to observe how the rest of the people live, in their offices, day after day, going to after-work drinks, buying succulents on the weekend, hoping for “promotions”. If I get this job I’ll have enough money to live and I can spend my days judging those who are trying to make the system work for them more earnestly than I am.’


When I google the position to see if there is a Reddit thread or a Glassdoor review that might help me to nail the cover letter, what I instead find is a widely shared opinion piece by someone who was once an online community moderator, the title of which is ‘I tried to kill myself after two years as an online community moderator’. The rest of the article is, as one of my old teachers would say, ‘what it says on the tin’. The writer describes how his job was to delete racist comment after racist comment, block trolls and impotently attempt to attenuate the worst of humanity, and that after a while he thought a better alternative would be to asphyxiate himself in his Mazda, Willy Loman–style.


I see this article as a positive sign, suggesting that there will be less job competition for me, like when a murder has occurred in a house so then the house sells for less at auction. I guess in this case it is more like buying a house cheaply but with the murderer still at large in the house with no promise that he will ever leave, but no matter, who doesn’t like adrenaline and saving cash dollars? I begin to construct my cover letter.


My name is Hera Stephen and I am passionate about online community moderation. As the world becomes more and more divided, it is increasingly important to facilitate the operation of discursive platforms for community members to engage in meaningful discussion and debate about the news of the day. I am committed to ensuring that open political debate can flourish in a safe online environment, in which freedom of speech is valued but hate speech is not tolerated. I am a diligent worker with a fine attention to detail and I enjoy working both in teams and on solo projects. I am self-motivated and will bring tenacious energy to this role.


Christ. The way it slips out of me like mercury is disconcerting. Like I am made of bullshit, and my skin just contains it until I type.


Eventually I press ‘submit’ on the application, and I close my laptop defiantly, as if I have achieved something.




I read a book in the lounge room to pass the hours until Dad gets home, when I will inevitably monologue at him about the intricacies of my mundane day. For most of my uni years I lived in share houses, in grotty rooms, so to live in a house with a stocked fridge and a parent who cares about my life is a treat, even if it does put me behind my friends in terms of life trajectory.


Dad gets home, goes upstairs to change out of his suit, then heads to the kitchen to prepare dinner. I hover around him like a well-meaning but unhelpful bee. Jude stares up at him cutely in a shameless attempt to procure a treat.


As he dons his apron, Dad asks how my day was, and I tell him I’ve applied for a fancy journalism job that will most likely solve conflict in the Middle East.


‘That’s my girl,’ he responds. ‘Private school education paying off. Could you fix my golf handicap next?’


‘That depends,’ I say. ‘Can you get any better at golf?’


‘I didn’t raise you to be so cruel.’ He gives me a mock-hurt look, and pulls a jar of pasta sauce from the pantry.


‘And yet, here I am!’ I do a kind of frenzied shrug-pirouette, arms up to down like a personified bottle-opener.


‘And how was your day?’ I ask.


‘Well, I submitted my final designs for what may be the ugliest office atrium ever conceived, and not for the first time this year, I considered retraining to be a gardener.’


‘So just another day, then?’


‘Indeed.’


I tell him I’m going to shower and I’ll be back down in a tick.


‘As she wishes,’ he laments to Jude, and Jude stares back at me accusatorily; I have upset his favourite person, even if it is in jest.


When I return downstairs, Dad and I set the table for dinner, and we sit down to eat. He has made pasta; that is, he’s made pasta sauce. That is: he’s poured sauce out of a bottle into a pot, and warmed it. He’s boiled the pre-made pasta: we are not Italian.


He first started making this dish – if you can call warming a sauce and pouring it over packet ravioli a dish – when he and my mother divorced and, after a long fight in court, he got full custody of young teenage me. Dad grew up in a mining town in England where gender roles meant he’d never really mastered the whole ‘cooking’ thing, but soon enough necessity meant he had to or we’d both starve. Occasionally when I was younger we’d have well-meaning aunts and ambiguously related older women come for dinner, and Dad would serve them variations on this meal, and they’d look at him, and they’d look at me, and you could see the pity in their eyes like, Look at what this poor young girl is stuck with; look at how she lives with a single father who can’t cook; look what life has already robbed her of.


But what they didn’t understand was that I loved this dish. I loved how plain it was; I loved how it screamed, ‘man was overwhelmed by the large supermarket’. I loved my dad. I would trade a million fancy meals for frozen spinach ravioli and this man. I would trade a million mothers to hang out with this good dad; this good dad who wanted to be my father, even when the world didn’t really want him to; this good man who went through hell to keep me.


So I sit at the table with my dad and eat this pasta like I have a thousand times before, and even though I am jobless and the world is absolutely ending and if I ever do have children they probably won’t know what plants are and I’ll have to try to find the language to describe a shade of green that used to exist and now doesn’t, I’ll have to try to conjure the sound of beaches for them – even though I know all of this, there is, incontrovertibly, a solace in this pasta ritual with Dad that makes me remember that there have been times I’ve felt safe and have had hope for the future, and that there are good people in the world who can be relied on, and that I might be hopeful again, it isn’t so impossible a prospect.


I tell him more about the job – that it isn’t journalism, actually, but comment moderation. That I’m not exactly thrilled about it but I feel I should do something, and this seems maybe more like what I should be doing than working in another shop.


Dad looks at me across the table with so much love, but I can see a little worry in his eyes too, a worry that he is getting worse at disguising as I am getting worse at disguising my sadness – or maybe I am just getting more sad. In exchanges such as this, over dinner, I jolly him and he jollies me, but there are pauses, there always are, when I lose energy for a second, forget to smile, go quiet for a bit, and then I have to jerk back into the present, express humour, express vibrancy.


His sadness at my sadness is the one thing I cannot stand; so much of my laughter is for him. So much of me waking up each day and continuing to live is for him, because I know that if I died he would die. And the fact that he exists in the world does give me the strength to keep doing the same. I think we are both scared of the inevitable future in which he won’t be around, and anxious about how I will fare; if I will fare, more to the point. I mean, he would never admit to having that fear, he always says how strong I am, how I could take on anything. Sometimes I believe him, and sometimes I think it’s just false bravado on his part. And of course I will survive; I’m being melodramatic. But am I? Is it melodramatic to say you fear not surviving? Survival is so unassured; for me it is a worry premised in realism. That we don’t all admit to this is bizarre. The lies we tell ourselves and each other across the kitchen table.


We finish dinner, I wash up, Dad dries. I make him listen to pop music and he purports not to like it. We have a joke where he pretends he thinks every song I play him is Britney Spears, and I pretend to believe him. We are good at this joke, we have many years of practice. We started on tapes, then we had CDs, and now, here we are, making the same joke with Sonos.


My ex-girlfriend used to say that life was about ‘commitment to the bit’, and if that is the case I am living life so much it’s wild.




A week after I submit the application, there’s a phone call from an unknown number. I have landed an interview for the comment moderator job. They are very impressed with my CV (three arts degrees?!).


I have never been good at interviews, and I think this relates to my not having had friends as a young child: it is just extremely clear in any interview situation that I desperately, desperately want to be liked. Unfortunately, the manic imperative I feel to win over each interviewer often results in bizarre slips of the tongue, in erratic hand gestures, in blurting out truly deranged shit that I don’t even believe and have literally never contemplated before, let alone formed an opinion about.


I understand that desperation is an inescapable part of the interview dynamic, in that one person has the rock that the other person wants. But again, I have never ‘wanted’ a job so much as I have wanted job offers. I would like to know that I could have the job, if I wanted it, and then I want to not take the job.


The nature of living, however, is that you have to pay for things, and during my undergraduate years I interviewed for innumerable terrible part-time jobs, most of which I did not get.


I think back to second-year uni, to my fifteen-minute ‘chat’ with Diane in HR at a company that facilitated business conferences. The position advertised was for a receptionist/office lackey, and no experience was required. The company headquarters took up one floor of a grey building in the city near the harbour. I had arrived late because I always arrive late. It was a hot, sticky day. My baby curls clung to my forehead like sweaty pubic hair, and my foundation dripped off my face and onto my collared crop-top. As soon as I got out of the lift and into the reception area, I realised that I would not be getting this job. It was not so much anything about the physicality of the office space per se, although that was unsurprisingly terrible, but more about the way that the dead eyes of the employees rolled over me with confusion. It was as if they could sense the mania that snap-crackled like electricity between the conductors of my unshaven leg hairs; they could feel that my presence was already messing with the equilibrium of their hushed sad space. I had never used Excel, it was so obvious.


Almost immediately after sitting down, I was summoned by Diane to stand up: appearing from behind a sliding door, she gestured for me to follow her into the beyond, which I did, with a gross speed that was off-putting to me, let alone to anyone else.


Diane did not introduce herself, I just surmised that she was Diane based on her appearance and also on the name attached to the rejection email I was to receive about half an hour later.


She led me into a brightly lit cave and asked me what I had studied at university. I told her art history, even though ‘journal article abstracts’ would have been a more honest answer. Her face registered some affect at this; she told me that she had once hoped to study architecture.


I asked her whether this hope was as yet unfulfilled because she’d changed her mind, or because something had happened that had prevented her from fulfilling it. In hindsight this was a stupid question to ask in my position.


She told me that she hadn’t got the marks to study architecture. She looked sad.


I now interjected manically, with false bravado and an evident inability to read the room. I exclaimed, ‘But look at you now, huh?!’


Diane looked at herself; I looked at her too. The view was unrewarding for both of us.


Diane did not like me and I was not going to get this job; nevertheless we continued on with the charade.


Diane asked me about my organisational skills, and I told her I was very organised. Now it was our turn to look at me: my unironed shirt belied my avowed time-management skills, as did my smudged mascara.


The next one was the kicker; the true evidential crux of my fundamental inability to tessellate within corporate environments. Diane looked me straight in the eyes, just knowing I was going to fuck this up. With the smugness of a maths genius asking a baby to explain the Riemann hypothesis, she said: ‘And if you were an animal, which animal would you be and why?’


I was panicking. The overhead light bright on my sweaty foundation skin, I stalled by commending the ingenuity of Diane’s question. I knew what was expected of me: I knew that I was supposed to say that I would be a golden retriever because I am loyal and follow instructions well. Or a beaver because I am industrious and tenacious. Or I could have said I was a bird, thereby stressing my ability to always see the big picture, from overhead. But I did not say these things: I did not take these options.


‘I’d be a meerkat,’ I said, ‘because I am both sneaky and vindictive.’


I’d like to say that this response was entirely the result of conscious self-sabotage due to my lack of respect for capitalism, but unfortunately, I’d be lying. In that moment, the answer I gave seemed right to me. I wanted Diane to know that if I worked for her, I would get shit done, I would have no scruples, I’d be a corporate hack, I’d be her little bitch. I was thinking in for a penny in for a pound, I guess.


What I learned though, from Diane’s dropped jaw, is that HR personnel don’t actually want to be told the truth in job interviews. They want to relate to potential employees in the fabricated sickly-sweet language of neoliberal positivity. Diane wanted to hear about me wanting to be part of a team, her team, and I failed her. I’m sorry, Diane. I’m sorry for what I made you face that day. I’m sorry if it ruined your yoghurt snack break later. I’m sorry you didn’t get into architecture – but, really, I’m not that sorry because you were a bitch in your rejection email to me, and I could see in the reflection of your glasses that you were typing it as my interview was still ongoing.


But that was then. This time, this time in the interview I will know what to say. I am older now than I once was, I’ve had more time to soak in the rhetoric, and I also do not care about the community moderator job other than the interior that it allows me access to, the vantage point it facilitates. This will make me canny; they will sense that I am canny but also totally unmotivated to become a journalist. I can imagine that most of the people they interview and hire for this position are obliquely intent on using this boring role to leapfrog into actual content production for the company, and that this would be annoying for the hiring managers, who simply want lackeys. I will therefore stress in my interview that I have no journalistic aspirations; that while I respect the work of the journalists I would be surrounded by, my own passion is for online community moderation.


I worry that I do not know how to dress for the interview, because I have no corporate clothes, and whenever I try them on they make me look like either a cosplaying child or a frumpy woman with no waist. I go with a voluminous pink dress, which is probably wrong, but no matter, I ace the interview.


This is in large part because the weekend before the interview I go to my friend Sarah’s house to drink chardonnay and ostensibly ‘prepare’ for the career grilling. I am determined not to repeat the meerkat fiasco. Sarah is my most competent friend. She has a jewellery stand for her earrings, so they never get all tangled together. At pub trivia she’ll whip out some fact about transit policy in 1987 with such confidence that the rest of us just nod deferentially, like, of course Sarah knows that. Sarah works in comms and she has never once said the word ‘communications’ to me – it’s comms.


Soph was my best mate at school, whereas Sarah and I grew into our adult selves together at uni, where we both studied art history and bonded over our shared hatred of most other students. We particularly despised the mature-aged students, whose tutorial contributions almost always began with the disclaimer that they would like to ‘play devil’s advocate’. Sarah and I came out around the same time: she by sitting her close friends down in her lounge room like it was an intervention, explaining she was interested in women as well as men, but mostly women, and then opening up the floor for questions; me by bringing my girlfriend to a house party and proceeding to messily make out with her at all public events for the next few years.


Sarah knows that I am smart but she also knows that for all intents and purposes I am an idiot, and she is happy to guide me in the ways of the workplace, to translate the lingo into concepts that I understand.


‘Hera,’ she says, as we are two fishbowl glasses of white wine in, sitting on the leather couch in her share house lounge room, ‘what you have to remember is that these people are bored and they just want to hire someone so they can get on with their day. You just have to come across as competent and not unhinged. And don’t laugh when they say things about their corporate ethos, okay? Do not laugh.


‘Google who started the company. Bring up that person’s name within the first three minutes and say you admire them.


‘When they ask you for examples of when you’ve made a workplace more organised, do not talk about how you used to steal belts during the one week you worked at David Jones and then gave the belts to Vinnies because there was a belt surplus in women’s fashion and the belts kept getting tangled and that made it harder for the sales assistants to quickly select belts when customers asked for accessories to try on with their Ted Baker dresses.’


‘Well, then what do I say?’


‘Tell them you like lists.’ Such authority Sarah has.


‘Lists?’


‘Lists. Tell them that though you have, of course, implemented many more complex time-saving strategies over your career, you find that the best organisation begins at the micro level, and for you, that means organising daily tasks and long-term projects in a series of lists, which you then mark as completed at each step.’ She looks at me meaningfully. ‘Trust me, people in offices love lists.’


Bitch is not wrong. When I talk about my penchant for lists in the interview two days later, the HR women fucking froth.


‘Ah! Mary-Alice loves lists too, don’t you, Mary-Alice?’


Mary-Alice looks up from the other side of the conference table, where she’s been doodling on my CV. ‘I do, I love them.’


Snap!




I start the job two weeks later, after I’ve signed a bunch of tax forms and exchanged many pleasantry-filled emails with the company’s HR woman. She recommends bringing a shawl to the office as the air conditioning is very cold. We all have our office shawls! ;), she writes to me, as if this is a fun situational bond rather than evidence of sexism in office design at the most basic level.


To kill time before I start online community moderating, I read a thick book about the wives of modernist writers and I become very angry about how Zelda Fitzgerald was treated. Scott basically stole her ideas and then had her locked up in a mental institution?! What is this world we are in?!


I’ve also been included in a company-wide group email chain in which everyone who works there, from lowly moderators to the editor-in-chief, has been forced to welcome me to the company in writing. I feel sorry for all of them, and for myself. How many of these do they have to do a year? Do I have to respond to each well-wisher individually?


Can’t wait to have you on the team!


Like, yes you can? What are we DOING?


Zelda was GASLIT.


The morning of the first day, a Monday that is to begin at 8.30 am (insane), I wake agrog. I am not used to waking with an alarm, and I resent the noise. Nevertheless, I am determined to be peppy. If I am to slink into corporate life and judge everyone from my cubicle, I must ensure my demeanour is bright, chirpy, happy to be there. I have to look like I don’t hate everyone and everything.


Sarah once told me that my resting face appears as though I am always thinking about a white man called Barry getting promoted, and as usual Sarah was correct in her assessment. My default expression is a kind of blank gaze, staring bleakly into the future knowing that it will look just like the past, interrupted intermittently by a little smirk if I happen to recall that ‘Oi Mister, You Me Dad?’ Victorian doll meme.


Determined to rewrite the story my face tells before my inevitable office promenade, I practise a neutral smile in the mirror. I go to the bathroom and splash water on my face and say, ‘Get it, girl.’ I decide on a navy dress, I straighten my hair. I put foundation on my face and mascara on my eyelashes. I only own one pair of shoes – a pair of old Doc Martens – and the overall look is slightly undercut by this, yes, but last night, at Dad’s behest, I polished the Docs and they are no longer covered in dirt and alcohol – another concession to the Man.


I google ‘News’ and the news is bad.


I walk to the bus stop and look at the other commuters, wondering if they think I am one of them or if they can tell that I am a chaotic fleshbag in a navy dress. Two men in suits standing next to me are playing Candy Crush on their phones, separately, and another woman is on Tinder; they seem extra-ordinarily engrossed. Some schoolgirls are huddled around the bus stop bench bitching about their so-called ‘friend’ – would you even call her a friend if she said she was going to get a matching group name with the core four on the back of her year twelve jersey and then when the jerseys arrived at school it turned out she just, like, hadn’t done that? She’d gotten, like, ‘Maddison’?
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