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For A and J, who inspired me to dream and swim far. 


And Philippe and the Gaulier crew, who showed me how.









Liberté


‘You ’ave to find your freedom. Ozerwise you will keep breaking ze balls of innocent people.’ Philippe Gaulier


I was running around the stage, flapping my wings furiously, trying to be a butterfly.


‘Mon petit monstre!’ Gaulier yelled. ‘You must open your arms wider. Not to be guarded like zis … you look like … uhhhh … ’ow you say … mouche?’


‘A fly,’ Isabelle Huppert translated.


‘Stop being mouche. Try to be butterfly.’


I took a deep breath, raised my arms to fly, but before I could take off, the boom of his drum came.


‘Mais non! You sit.’


~


Almost two decades ago, I went to Paris with a scholarship and a dream. A young actor in my twenties, I packed up my life and headed off to clown school, studying with French master clown Philippe Gaulier.


A lifetime later, now a writer, producer and actor, I’m returning to the place where it all began. The city that forged me, that took me across the threshold from youth to adulthood, and shaped me into the woman I am today. The place that taught me to play, dream and love. That encouraged me to live large, not mundane, to be a giant and not make myself small. That gave me liberté, égalité and fraternité.


Life is now light-speed busy, and I long for those perfect Paris days, pulling up on my bike to have coffee and croissants with friends in le Marais, or kir and charcuterie by the canal as the sun goes down. I yearn to walk through the Palais-Royal gardens on a crisp spring day and sit by the fountain eating a jambon et fromage baguette. I ache for one more party in our living room, with people from all over the world pouring out onto the terrace to smoke Gauloises as we look out over the rooftops and chimneys.


Hiraeth is a Welsh word that has no direct translation in English. It’s a longing, homesickness, yearning and nostalgia, for a person, place or time. But it also encompasses a feeling of grief, of something irretrievably being lost, something you just can’t get back. Paris is my hiraeth, but I have decided I am going to get it back.


I haven’t had a solo holiday since my son was born more than nine years ago. I’ve been in the trenches of single parenting, and it’s the first time I can take a moment for myself, and take stock of where I have been and where I am going. I’ve dreamed of going back to that chapter of my life, remembering how it defined me. The romance, adventure and vintage dresses with elastic waists to make space for one too many croissants. It’s 2022 and borders have reopened, restrictions have ended. After nearly a decade of single parenting, two years of pandemic lockdowns, and an unexpected medical diagnosis, I’ve never been more pumped to get on a plane in my life.


~


After thirty hours in transit I can’t get off it fast enough.


There are people coughing all around me, the pandemic symphony, and after years on solid ground, I’d forgotten the foul stench of a long-haul flight. And my body aches. Just three months ago, investigating the source of intense pain I have been experiencing for some time, doctors found a large tumour in my left humerus. After all the scans and tests, the jury is still out as to how sinister it is. So I am in the waiting room of ‘careful monitoring’, with re-scans in six months’ time to see what this unwelcome mass does. For now, I’m on a cocktail of drugs, an experiment in reducing pain. The discomfort in my shoulder and neck suggests the experiment has failed, and that real cocktails are probably a better solution for now.


It’s early morning as I swallow the petrol-flavoured coffee, scramble for my glasses and scribble ‘Ms’ Coopes on my customs form. Somewhere in my early twenties, having read Germaine Greer, I stopped writing ‘Miss’ and replaced it with ‘Ms’. Even now, in my forties, ‘Ms’ has stuck.


I’ve never been to Ireland, but thanks to my grandma I can use my Irish passport to take the European express queue, retrieve my bags and propel myself out of Charles de Gaulle tout suite. Uber-happy to jump into my Uber, I begin the familiar journey into Paris. The driver checks in – what kind of music do I want to listen to? He is young, with slick black hair almost grazing his shoulders, topped with a woollen newsboy hat. His dark eyes and skin glisten as he oozes the swagger and charm of someone who doesn’t mind hard work mixed with the slight shambles of someone coming straight from a massive night of partying. I ask him if Radio Nova Paris is still a thing, and he looks into the rear-vision mirror, tres impressed, unpacking me with his eyes for the first time. Oh how I’ve missed these men. So far from the sun-bleached Bondi boys who are more interested in looking at their own sixpacks than at women.


‘Oui, oui,’ he confirms. ‘Vous aimez?’


‘Oui, j’aime bien,’ I say, trying some of my very dusty French on for size.


He turns on a tambourine indie dance beat, opens the sunroof and off we go – from freeways of nothingness into the gridlock of the porte, the bottleneck entry to the circular city. Cars are uncomfortably close to one another as we squeeze into the mutedness that is Haussmann’s Paris. Baron Haussmann was the man who directed the hotly opposed public works program commission by Napoleon III in the 19th century, and is responsible for much of the built environment of modern-day Paris. This morning, the people, just like the city, are awash in neutrals. Beige, blacks, greys: the buildings, the clothes, the mood. The icy nip of winter ending and spring beginning.


We circle – organised chaos, four lanes of traffic – around the Arc de Triomphe. Through the sunroof, the Arc looms overhead. Day is breaking and the blue sky is starting to bleed through the silvery grey. Echoing the sentiment of the city, the Arc cries ‘revolution’ and celebrates liberation. This is the spot where important marches begin and end. Where modern-day revolution still takes place, with protests, shouting and burning cars. The unknown soldier is buried below, resting namelessly beneath the swirling of the endless traffic. Revolution is at the heart of la France, in the tapestry of its culture, along with the national motto of liberté, égalité, fraternité (liberty, equality, fraternity). The Arc sits at one end of the Champs-Élysées, whose touristique, capitalist essence is completely at odds with the Arc’s revolutionary intent – a contrast frequently seen in Paris.


~


I arrive at the hotel and step out of the sanitised chariot to the familiar aroma of old stones, piss and tobacco. Last time I was here, I smoked Gauloises, or rolled my own, addicted to the ritual and the smell more than the actual smoking. I relished sitting on our rue de Maubeuge terrace, drinking wine and talking for hours, fiddling with the papers and filters. There was something so satisfying about measuring just the right amount of tobacco, rolling it repetitively and squeezing the paper closed with a final lick. These days, life is more kids’ basketball games and birthday parties than apéro and cigarettes on Paris rooftops. But on Saturday mornings, as I teach sunrise yoga back in the Bondi Beach bubble, I like to stand next to the window and inhale the cigarette smoke wafting up from the house below the studio. As I tell others to inhale, I breathe in the fumes, and I’m transported back, to once upon a time on the dirty streets, a young woman living la vie en rose (and drinking plenty of rosé).


Physically back on those rues now, I take it all in. It feels comfortingly quiet, even though it’s nearly 8am. Sydney’s perky parks and beaches would be bustling with fitness-obsessed activity by now, and I’d forgotten how silently serene the city’s streets could be so early in the day. The unmistakable luminous Paris light is starting to surface, peeking above the buildings of the shadow-shrouded avenue. There’s only one white car among a sea of black compact voitures, bikes and motorbikes. The lime of the plane trees pops up through the concrete, creating colour in a perfect line amid the otherwise grey landscape. My heart skips with joy to see the little navy and green street signs, and the impeccably dressed Parisians cloaked in trench coats and class. As they make their way to the métro and climb aboard their bikes, these everyday snapshots could grace the pages of any fashion magazine.


Jet lagged and jacked, I check in to the fancy hotel and freshen up with the liberté of a solo traveller. I play my own music loud as I shower by myself, without a cat or child pushing their way in, asking why I have dimples on my butt. Once upon a time in Paris, there was plenty of fun for two to be had in les douches, but these days I’ll take a long solo shower over sexy shower time any day.


As I step out, I survey the naked me in the bathroom’s massive mirror, drying off with a hotel-white fluffy towel. The woman before me looks older, sure, sporting bloodshot eyes with dark travel rings and the subtle story lines of a life well lived, but the joy of this newfound freedom is all over her face. I run fingers across the scar and bulge of a belly that built a human, I look at her rounder hips and buttocks, happy to be channelling a little more Kimmy K, and grateful to have finally learnt to love this body with all its imperfections.


If you ’ave no pleasure, you cannot do any-sing. You must leave ze stage immediately. I’ve just arrived and already Gaulier is here, yelling at me from a warehouse in Montreuil.


I’m going back to the beginning, back to the young woman with the world at her feet, finding herself in a Paris clown school. A young woman with shorter hair and tighter skin, a smaller waistline and bigger dreams. Une petite Australienne who discovered her freedom and her fun, friendship and failure, pleasure and pain.


I blow-dry my hair, throw on jeans and a t-shirt, smash another Nespresso and grab my sweater (it’s Paris in April – it could sun or snow). And I’m off to open this closet, shake some skeletons, and see what we find in the City of Light.









Porquois Paris?


‘You can’t follow your ideas. You ’ave to follow your passion, your heart.’ Philippe Gaulier


It all began in Tassie, aka Tasmania. (Not to be confused with ‘the map of Tassie’, which is something else entirely.) Five years old, staying with Nanny Coopes in Launceston, I sat in the bath – where we had our best chats – and announced I’d live in Paris one day. Later, as I snuggled in my jammies by the heater watching Inspector Gadget with my Pop, Nanny made me a Milo the way no one else could, and asked me why Paris. I didn’t have an answer, except that I’d learnt a few French words at preschool, and I told her that butterfly in French was papillon. ‘Papillon, papillon, papillon,’ I had her repeat.


Far from a Parisian upbringing, my childhood involved sporting a constantly sunburnt, peeling nose from days spent in one of the many pools along Sydney Harbour’s edge. We had our pick, as the Wrights Road kids, residents of a row of harbourside apartments that sat along the water, no fences separating them. With free rein, we ran around barefoot, picking mulberries and selling them back to our neighbours, or rollerskating and riding our bikes in one of the car parks. We were 1980s working-class families, living in Sydney’s inner-city suburb of Drummoyne. Mum and I were very close. She’d given birth to me on an air force base in Victoria at nineteen and raised me solo since I was one year old, so it was mostly just my twenty-something mum and me. There were months when she couldn’t make rent, and for a year we shared our apartment with another single mum and her daughter. The daughter and I pretended we were sisters, and with a much naughtier nature than me, she managed to rope me into trouble on several occasions. In spring, we walked to school with ice-cream containers on our heads as the magpies swooped, trying to pick at my white-blonde hair. On the weekends we ran amok in the Lane Cove National Park, chased by bees, boys and peevish parents dragging us home at dusk.


Every other weekend I went to my dad’s house in Windsor, where I played with the local kids in drainpipes instead of parks, and my little half-sister, baby half-brother and I ran through sprinklers to cool off on scorching summer days. Far from the clinking boats, chatty seagulls and drone of traffic in Drummoyne, the foreign silence of Western Sydney suburbia kept me awake at night, conjuring ghouls and monsters in the backyard’s shadows. Dad banned me from watching Doctor Who, hoping it would exorcise the ghosts. But they persisted.


Dad was always up before dawn, and my happiest moments in Windsor were spent sneaking down the hall, sitting silently as the sun rose and watching him from around the corner. Who was he, this stranger I hardly knew? I would make a list in my mind. He was someone who wore a navy Royal Australian Air Force uniform, who quietly ate Vegemite toast and drank coffee. He listened to the radio, whistled cheerfully, and read the paper while the rest of the world slept. My cat, Pepper, had moved in with him because cats weren’t allowed in the Drummoyne building, and Pepper had visited the old lady in the apartment next door in the middle of the night one too many times. I knew she was a burden for Dad, the way kids understand all the things adults think they don’t, so as she jumped up onto the dining table one morning, I froze, waiting for him to reject her. But he didn’t. He broke off a piece of toast, gave her a pat and chatted to her about their shared love of Vegemite. I added ‘chats to cats’ and ‘loves Pepper’ to my list.


I learnt to be chameleon-like, living between these two worlds. I changed my clothes and character accordingly. I knew how to measure the temperature of mood in the tone of adults’ eyes and voices. And I worked out that the best way to maintain peace in my worlds was to play the good girl, not to rock the boat in any way, and then no one would get hurt.


My bizarre obsession with Paris was consummated in 1993 during my first overseas jaunt with friends, as a just-turned-eighteen-year-old popping her Aussie-does-Europe cherry. From the moment I arrived, I was in deep. My two travel companions and I were staying with one of their brothers and his sultry, moody parisienne girlfriend, Martine, in her tiny apartment. I marvelled at Martine’s wild hair, sophisticated style and careless cool. I wanted to be her when I grew up. She seemed like she didn’t give a shit about anything. She was no chameleon. She oozed a freedom I’d never witnessed in a young woman. In fact, all the girls in Paris seemed to wear that effortless nonchalance. It was so foreign to me, as I was constantly worrying about how I should be, what I’d just said and who did or didn’t like me. I remember sitting with my two girlfriends on Martine’s little balcony, half-naked in striped t-shirt and undies, balancing coffee in a giant ceramic cup with no handle. I wanted to sit there forever, talking with friends. To be untamed, like Martine. I didn’t know what this foreign feeling was, but I wanted to have it all the time. I was young, anything was possible, and somehow the gaze of the revolutionary city emboldened me to be liberated.


Follow your heart, it whispered.


I had been doing an Economics degree at Sydney Uni. I’d always wanted to try acting but felt it was a foolish pursuit, and my parents were unsurprisingly in agreement with that assessment. But as I bought new French clothes, dreamed new dreams and became a new me, I swore allegiance to this new liberated parisienne Rachelle. I promised myself that when I returned to Sydney, I would give the acting thing a crack.


And so follow my heart I did. When I got home, I asked Mum’s friend, who worked in advertising, how I could make a start as an actor. She sent me to a casting agent, Joy, who asked me if I could get to an audition that very day. A computer company called Apple was starting to give IBM a run for its money and was shooting a double-page spread with a bunch of diverse faces – they’d requested actors rather than models so it would feel more accessible. I got the job, signed with Joy, and soon my smiling face was in magazines and newspapers across Australia. So it was Apple that gave me the first of many breaks into the crazy world of acting. But really, it all began with some revolutionary whispers on a balcony in Paris.


~


There was another childhood thread that led me to Paris. In primary school, my English babysitter, Claire, used to pick me up from the school gates dressed as a clown. She had a thick British accent and laughed very loudly. I shared her with my best friends, Annie and Greta, who lived next door on Wrights Road. Our parents worked, and I spent much of my childhood at their apartment with English Claire. They were more like sisters than friends, and their parents still refer to me as their third daughter. Claire was my favourite person in the world. I gripped her hand tight when other kids dared to look in her direction. She had studied acting with infamous French master clown Philippe Gaulier. Philippe had taught many of my favourite actors, including Sacha Baron Cohen, Roberto Benigni and Emma Thompson. During that first European trip, I had crossed the Channel to visit Claire in the UK. I’d sat in a theatre at the Edinburgh Fringe watching her compelling one-woman show, in awe. She’d told me Gaulier was still teaching in London, so I did a workshop with him on the way home. The seed was planted, and from that moment I knew I would return and study with him full time one day.


My second rendezvous with the City of Light occurred delightfully unexpectedly a year later. My baby half-sister, a wordsmith from a very young age, had won a competition, writing in twenty-five words or less why she should win a trip to see mega boy band Boyzone in Japan. She was not a Boyzone fan, but was very keen to go to Japan. (Needless to say, she went on to become an excellent journalist.) The week before they were meant to depart, my stepmother tripped and broke her ankle, leaving me, barely a grown-up, in charge of escorting my tweenage sister overseas. At the last minute, Boyzone cancelled the Japan leg of their tour and, as fate would have it, we were instead sent to Paris to meet Ronan Keating and co.


On arrival, we discovered that Dad had not transferred the money he’d promised he would. With no cash, we spent much of our time in Paris eating bread and pasta in our tiny hotel room, avoiding going out in order to save money. It was the first time we’d ever spent more than a weekend together in our lives. This concentrated, intense time, sharing a pull-out sofa bed, was formative for both of us in many ways. It forged an unbreakable bond between us, and really heralded the beginning of our lifelong close relationship. 


After the Boyzone concert, during the ‘meet and greet’ part of the big prize, Ronan Keating took a liking to me and asked us to come and hang out with the band. Some English boys attending the concert also invited me to London to watch the Henley Regatta. Taking my sisterly duties seriously, I declined both offers. I don’t know what it was, but there was most certainly something about Paris that made me way more visible to men than I’d ever been in Sydney.


Days later, as we watched the Paris Mardi Gras pass through the Bastille, I took a photo of my sister standing there in her cargo pants with her short hair and huge smile, unaware she would soon come out of the closet, just as one of the Boyzone band members had just done. He had been visibly absent from our meet and greet, likely thanks to the controversy surrounding his sudden coming out. Sexuality seemed so central to this city.


It was on this trip that we met up for a drink with my dear friend Raphael and his French girlfriend, Emilie. Little did I know that night would lead to a new life in Paris that would commence a decade later, and that Em would be at the centre of it.


~


So here I am in 2022, back in this city, twenty-something years older than when I had my first drink with Em. After landing this morning and ambling around the city for most of the day, jet lag has me confidently in her clutches. I’m lost in her lethargic embrace, crashing into cataleptic unconsciousness with that weird in-between feeling of time-warping disorientation. But I cannot be in Paris for a whole day without seeing Em and her daughter, my goddaughter, and I want to stay awake as late as possible to try to get on local time.


We meet for dinner near my hotel in the eighth arrondissement. I’m craving a visit to a classic French bistro, and the hotel suggests one that doesn’t disappoint. Café La Belle Ferronnière is set on a traditional Paris street corner, matching cream-and-brown five-storey residences lining the road. The cafe’s name is splashed in bold gold letters across its cream awning, and appears again in yellow neon lights above. Em arrives characteristically tardy and scattered, along with her twelve-year-old daughter, Genevieve, who is contrastingly subdued. Em and I have a fast, joyous reuniting embrace before she begins machine-gunning French instructions to the waiter. He obediently seats us on the terrace, which is enclosed in clear plastic but still has an excellent view of the surrounding rues. The petite, round tables and black, white and red wicker chairs are packed sardine-close, which feels awkward in this socially distanced, post-pandemic world where I’ve become accustomed to standing on strategically placed stickers, metres apart from other humans.


We drink a delectable Côtes du Rhône from large, delicate wine glasses, eat sumptuous steak with pepper sauce, and I savour a scrumptious salade, marvelling at how lettuce in France manages to be crisper, juicier and fresher than anywhere else in the world. With Covid restrictions having eased a week ago, the parisiens seated on top of us rejoice in their newfound freedom. Paris was hit hard by the pandemic, and you can feel the joy of liberté everywhere. As an infectious disease specialist, Em was at the coalface of the pandemic, witnessing the worst, day after day for the past two years. She contracted Covid early and hard. Extremely unwell, bedridden for months, she now tells me that the worst part was the effect on her mind. The poster girl for optimistic pragmatism, she had never felt depressed or low before this bizarre bug invaded her brain. Despite all this, she is still wildly alive, and speaks as fast and furiously as ever.


‘Sorry I’m late, work is a bit crazy,’ she says. ‘Anyway. How is the jet lag? You must be tired, non?’ She has half her attention on me and the other half on Genevieve, with whom she is exchanging French words so rapidly that I can’t keep up. I’m searching the recesses of my brain, hoping the Français part will start lighting up, but alas, it’s like fumbling around blindfolded in the dark. All that work to become fluent while I lived here and nothing to show for it.


I recognise this switch between ‘Mother Em’ and ‘Friend Em’ well, the dance of dividing attention that les mères all become so adept at. I feel a pang for my son, Gabriel, or G as I usually call him. I can’t help but scan the menu for what he would order if he were here, and I feel a deep guilt that he’s missing this experience. Of course, if he was here, I’d probably just be irritated with him constantly interrupting me and complaining about being bored: such is the beautiful contradiction of parenting. He is in Western Australia with his dad, who is finally able to see his family for the first time in three years. Australia closed its borders during the pandemic, with some states completely shutting their doors to others. Western Australia had the strictest lockout policy of all, so it’s the first time G has been able to hug his grandparents and play with his cousins since he was almost too young to remember them.


‘So, this weekend my parents have invited you to La Ramee for lunch,’ Em says, ‘and Gab is coming from London for work, so we will have you over for dinner Friday. Who else would you like me to invite?’ Em’s family has always felt like my famille française. Her kind, gentle and smart brother, Gabriel, was even the inspiration for my own son’s name. She has always been generous in this way, bringing people together and keeping an open-door policy in her home. When I suggest that I invite Rupert, a friend of Gab’s, she jumps in.


‘No, it’s better if I invite him. He’s traditional in that way: if dinner is at our place, the invitation should come from me.’


‘Oh, of course.’ I’d almost forgotten about all the very particular French rules. Here I was, back for five minutes and already failing at being  français.


‘So, Gen finishes school early on Thursday, and then normally goes to art class at the Louvre, but we were thinking she could skip that and come to spend an afternoon with her marraine instead.’


‘Oh, great idea. I’d love some godmother time.’ I smile at Genevieve, who is sipping from a wine glass filled with water. ‘What should we do?’ I ask.


‘I don’t mind.’ She shrugs. ‘We could go to a gallery or the cake shop Daddy loves in le Marais.’


‘I am dying to go to Ladurée,’ I say.


‘As you like,’ she responds politely.


‘Gen doesn’t have a phone, so she can just catch the bus and meet you at your hotel at two,’ Em chimes in.


Art classes at the Louvre and no phone? It’s the polar opposite of the Aussie tweens I know, who cruise around Westfield shopping centres for leisure with their necks jutting forward, eyes fixed on their screens.


‘You know the election is next week, so we will watch it at home that Sunday night. Clemence lives down south now, and Cecile lives in the suburbs – like so many of our friends with kids – but they are both coming to see you and watch the results together. We are so nervous. Le Pen could actually get in.’ The first round of the French election, held just a week earlier, did not result in a majority for any party, so now there is going to be a second round where people will choose one or the other of the two frontrunners: Emmanuel Macron, the current president, or Marine Le Pen.


‘Le Pen was very quiet this time about the far, far right stuff, so more people voted for her,’ Genevieve says.


Being schooled in politics by my tweenage goddaughter? I’m definitely not in Sydney anymore. To avoid embarrassing myself with my ignorance, I shift the conversation. ‘Congratulations on the award, by the way,’ I say to Em. She has been awarded the Chevalier de la Légion d’honneur for her work in medicine, the highest honour in France. This is no small feat, especially at her young age.


‘I think it’s because I was at a lunch one day, and I met this minister …’ As always, Em plays down her success. ‘It could have been anyone really. Everyone who works in a hospital deserves a medal for the last few years.’


As we leave the restaurant, bellies and hearts full, I realise how much I respect and love Em. How much I’ve missed her. How much she means to me. How we crossed the precipice from youth into adulthood together and now here we are, grown-ups with kids and busy lives, reconnecting in the city where we first met. But I don’t tell her. I simply smile, hug her, and say, ‘I’m so glad to be back.’


‘I’m glad you’re back too,’ says Em, as she and Gen collect their bikes.


Gen kisses me once on each cheek. ‘See you Thursday.’


‘A Jeudi!’ I say in my terrible French, and she looks slightly mortified. So I quickly add, ‘I’m so looking forward to it’.


I walk back to the hotel through the quiet rues and I feel my heart glowing with the soft yellow hues of ancient street lights as they cast a luminous spell. I whisper up to the deep indigo sky: ‘Thank you.’ I am so grateful to be here.









Patrick


‘When we see two people wiss complicité, somesing magic between zem, it makes us dream.’ Philippe Gaulier


The first time I saw Patrick, he was naked on stage, in an intimate indie theatre nestled in the backstreets of Sydney’s inner suburbs. Pale and lanky, with soft, blue, puppy-dog eyes, he was the polar opposite of a muscled Hemsworth specimen. I was never into the Adonis guys; I always went for the tall, smart, funny ones, and Patrick fit the bill perfectly. It was his stillness on stage as everyone moved around, acting their pants off (though he was the only one with his pants actually off) that took everyone’s breath away. Including mine. That quiet confidence, persistent half-smile and one-in-a-million talent. The ability to be completely open, vulnerable and rock-solid steady all at once. Patrick was the ‘it’ boy of the industry in the early noughties. Everyone loved him and wanted to work with him, and no matter how small his role was, people couldn’t stop watching.


Back then, I may have appeared grounded and steady like him, but on the inside, I was a hurricane, always on the move: fidgeting, chewing the skin around my nails and twirling my hair. I pushed any hint of vulnerability down as far as humanly possible. It made me feel like I had a motor constantly running inside me, revving up at the lights, just waiting to burn off.


This supressed energy goes a long way back, to when I was growing up. ‘Steel yourself!’ my mum would command any time my hypersensitivity was on display. I stopped eating animals at five, which Mum catered to, but she drew the line at me tearfully apologising to an apple as she cut it into pieces, or when I screamed as a knife sliced open my bunny cake, with his pink insides and coconut icing. I only remember trying one tantrum on for size; Mum threw me under a cold shower until I stopped crying and learnt to put a lid on the big feelings that whirled inside me. Silently, I wondered why no one else seemed to care that there were homeless people, hunger and nuclear weapons just waiting to destroy the world. Did no one see the images of the starving African children with bloated stomachs during the 1984 Band Aid concert Do They Know It’s Christmas?


‘Steel yourself’ became my mantra. By the time I met Patrick, in my twenties and working as an actor, my greatest performance was playing the role of the girl with her shit together: grounded and calm, moved by nothing, riding the waves of uncertainty – which should have won me an Academy Award.


Patrick may not have been Thor, but when we met eventually in a Sydney theatre foyer in 2002, he revealed his superpower: he could see straight through me. He was my kryptonite, and in his presence, the well-put-together girl was completely powerless. He saw my chaotic brain as it was and, perplexingly, found it endearing. He melted my titanium armour with his humour, kindness and ability to really see me.


We became friends. We went on long walks, me dressed appropriately in tracksuit and sneakers, him always dressed the same, no matter the occasion: jeans, a belt to keep them up on his skinny waist, a collared shirt and maybe a jumper. Often a scarf draped unevenly around his neck and a caramel corduroy jacket carried by his side. He strolled slowly, absent-mindedly, seeing everything in technicolour, head in a dream. Though we were physically together, he was a million miles away. I walked fast, with purpose, motor running, seeing the danger in everything. He couldn’t keep up with me, even when he tried, so I had to slow my stride to what felt like a snail’s pace. It didn’t shut the motor off completely, but at least got it to hum at a lower frequency.


It was me cutting my wrist open while pretending to be a nun that really brought us closer. At the time, I was performing in a farce, a play that I’d co-created based on the classical Italian masterpiece The Decameron. Patrick lived in Potts Point, quite close to the theatre, and we’d regularly catch up after the show, talking in the bar until close. During one performance, I accidentally smashed a window on stage in a fast and furious vaudevillian scene, slicing my wrist open in three places. The performance adrenalin kept me going, and the audience watched, at first confused and then increasingly horrified, as I continued to run around in my nun costume, completely unaware that blood was dripping down my arm.


Eventually someone called me an ambulance, but when the paramedics arrived, I insisted I was fine and certainly didn’t need to go to hospital. They patched me up with those butterfly bandaids and sent me on my way.


At midnight, as I made my way home through the shady streets, shock, pain and anxiety setting in, I found myself pulling my massive Nokia mobile phone out of my bag. I needed to talk to someone, and there was only one person I wanted to call: Patrick.


‘Where are you?’ he asked after I’d told him what had happened.


‘Um, I’m just walking up to the strip.’ My apartment was a ten-minute walk from the theatre, at the other end of the infamous red-light strip of Kings Cross.


‘Yeah, but where?


‘Behind the train station.’


‘Okay. Stay there. I’m coming.’


‘It’s alright,’ I said. ‘I’m nearly at the Coke sign.’


‘Rach, you don’t have to do everything by yourself, you know.’


‘But I can.’


‘You should have called me.’


‘I did. I’m calling you now.’


‘Just keep talking to me till you get home. Is your wife there?’ My flatmate and I called each other ‘Wifey’.


‘Yes but she’ll be asleep. It’s past our bedtime. We’re doing our run early and then I’ve got yoga and meditation.’


‘You won’t be going to yoga.’


‘Watch me.’


‘Maniac. Why didn’t you go to the hospital?’


‘I talked my way out of it.’


‘Of course you did.’ There was a smile in his voice.


‘Didn’t want stitches.’


‘Just let yourself bleed to death instead?’


‘Absolutely. It will be very tragic.’


‘Young actress literally paints the town red in Sydney’s red-light district.’


‘Who will play me in the telemovie?’


‘Gwyneth Paltrow. But she will get bad reviews for her terrible Aussie accent.’


He stayed on the phone, filling me in on his day as I blundered up the strip and made my way inside my apartment.


I peered into Wifey’s room. ‘She’s asleep.’ I whispered into the phone.


‘Are you sure you don’t want me to come over?’ Patrick said.


It hung there between us. Like a wave suspended in time. An opportunity to begin something.


‘No, I’m fine.’


A wave crashing.


‘But stay on the phone?’ I offered.


I got into my pyjamas and placed the phone on the old sink while brushing my teeth. I listened to him natter on about the short film he was writing and the audition he was going for the next day, until he’d covered pretty much everything that had happened since last we’d spoken, over coffee that morning.


‘How are you going? Ready for bed?’ he asked.


‘I just have to make sure Wifey put some books over the hole under the oven.’


‘Did the rat come back again?’


We had a resident rodent who was getting very comfortable and was seemingly impossible to keep out, no matter how many of the cracks in the walls and floors we covered up.


‘Yes. But he no longer scuttles up the hall. Just saunters along making eye contact with us like he owns the place.’


I checked the hole, turned all the lights off and crawled into my bed. In the dark of my room, I lay there as my wrist throbbed and waited for the Panadol to kick in.


Patrick was still on the line. ‘I’m meeting Soph tomorrow about producing the short film,’ he said. ‘She’s really excited about it.’


‘That’s amazing.’ I yawned.


‘I’m gonna go. You sound like you’re about to crash.’


‘No,’ I protested. I didn’t want his voice to disappear. It was the one thing keeping the pain away.


‘Promise you’ll go to the hospital if those cuts are still oozy in the morning,’ he ordered.


‘Promise,’ I lied.


‘You won’t, will you?’


‘No.’


‘Coffee at Trop tomorrow?’


‘Yes, please.’


‘Go to sleep.’


‘You’re so bossy.’


‘Night, Rach.’


‘Patrick …’


‘Yeah?’


‘Don’t hang up.’


‘I won’t.’


I kept the phone by my ear and drifted off to sleep with the soothing sound of his silent presence.


~


The following morning, the books had moved, the rat had been in the cupboards again, and the cuts were still weeping. My aversion to needles and hospitals led me to keep gluing the gashes closed with little bandaids. Of course I ended up on antibiotics when they inevitably got infected. They took an age to heal, crooked and wonky, and while the skin slowly knitted together, so too did Patrick and I.


~


Months before, while I had been devising the play about the nun, my dear friend and once-boyfriend, J, had been killed in the Bali bombings. I was meant to have been in Bali with him. The week before the bombings, when we were at a Grinspoon concert together, I’d broken it to him that I wouldn’t be going on the trip: I had just got a role in an independent theatre production, and Mum really didn’t want me to go to Bali anyway. J teased me about losing money on a holiday to do a play I wasn’t getting paid for. That night, out of the blue, he told me how proud he was of me for the choices I’d made. We had done an Economics degree together, but I’d left the corporate world to pursue my passion for acting, and he said he secretly admired me for it. He told me that even though he loved to give me shit about it, watching me follow my heart had been equal parts impressive and amusing. J had always supported my antics. He had come with me to buy my first computer at uni: a laptop with a mouse that was just a little ball you rolled around. He’d taught me to drive a manual and to love family, friends, Seinfeld and Coldplay without limits. He’d made me swim further than I’d wanted to, in the ocean and in life. He’d made me buy floor mats for the car like a grown up, and shown me what love really was. He was smart, funny, ridiculously handsome and fit. The ladies had loved him: that perfect blend of angel and trouble. He had been the most decent, thoughtful, committed partner I could have asked for, but at the time, I had been too young to understand what that meant.


I’d felt a bit flat on the weekend after he’d left for Bali, like something wasn’t quite right. But I was used to having ‘the mean reds’. They were part of my life, the consequence of those moments when the motor that kept running and running finally ran out of gas. No one puts it better than Holly Golightly in Breakfast at Tiffany’s: ‘The blues are because … maybe it’s been raining too long; you’re just sad, that’s all. The mean reds are horrible. Suddenly you’re afraid and you don’t know what you’re afraid of.’


The following Monday, during a break between rehearsals of the co-op play, I checked my phone. A ton of missed calls and even more messages. My blood ran cold, my breathing stopped and I sat on the black tar pavement. My body knew before I did. I’d been aware of the bombing in Bali, but I hadn’t connected the dots. I spent the next week lying on the hessian floor of my apartment, Wifey pouring me baths and making me tea. J was too young, too good. Bad things weren’t meant to happen to good people. I cried with his family and friends. I sat motionless through his funeral, and then with a flash of shame and guilt, I thought about how if I had been there, it could have been me.


Losing J served as a big wake-up call. Time is promised to no one. All the catastrophes I’d obsessed about late at night in an anxious whirl would likely never come to pass, and instead I’d be blindsided in some unguarded, mundane moment. I had to live my life to the fullest and make the most of every precious moment. I’d made a pact with myself on a balcony in Paris, almost a decade earlier, to follow my heart. I’d always wanted to live in Paris and study with Gaulier, and if not now, then when? Because love and life can begin and end on a holiday in Bali, or on a Monday morning during a rehearsal break outside a theatre in the back streets of Darlinghurst.


I applied for a grant that could finally take me to Paris.


~


Months later, following my wrist injury, I found myself spending every day with Patrick. He was the first person I thought of as I woke, and the last person I spoke to before I slept. He somehow knew intuitively how to handle the rollercoaster of my mind, which went from hard and fast joy rides to crashing and burning in an unguarded moment. He validated my creativity and made me believe anything was possible. He encouraged me to write the things that were swirling in my mind, to go for auditions I didn’t think I was good enough for, and to take risks in my choices on stage and in front of the camera. He became a safety blanket I could wrap myself in; there was an ease to being with him that I hadn’t felt before.


Then it came. The ultimatum.


In a typical inner-city Darlinghurst bar, humming with midweek after-work chatter and the screeching beat of The Vines, I learnt that Patrick was not all go-with-the-flow. He was someone who knew what he wanted, unashamedly went after it, and had impeccable boundaries. The reason he could be so open, fearless and empathetic was that he had limits – something I didn’t have at the time. My boundaries were a mess of wishy-washy people-pleasing confusion. It was no accident that he had landed the dream roles everyone wanted at the time, or that he was managing to get his own projects up. Despite appearances, his ability to dream was matched only by his capacity for cutting out anything that hindered his progress. There was nothing apathetic about him. And so our usual banter was interrupted by a suddenly serious expression on Patrick’s face, his half-smile gone.


‘So …’


The ‘so’ hung there, a pregnant pause, as my heart raced and he forced a smile, a look I would come to know well in the future.


‘Rach, I can’t continue like this anymore,’ he said, loud enough to counter the music of the hump-night crowd. I felt like he was screaming at me, even though his face was soft. ‘I don’t want to be your friend.’


‘Ha! That’s nice,’ I joked, half mumbling. Under the table, I started to pick at the skin around my nails.


‘You need to give me a green or a red light. If it’s a red, I totally understand, but then I can’t see you anymore. Not for now. It’s not good for my mental health.’ His voice meant business. ‘You know I want more.’ Firm and gentle all at once, which made me want to scream.


‘I don’t know …’ I mumbled, now furiously picking at the skin, angry at being cornered. Here I was, thinking I’d walked into a regular midweek drink with my good friend Patrick, and there he was, demanding I pick a colour. Reducing human relationships to a set of traffic lights.


‘Orange,’ I shrugged.


‘Well, that’s your answer.’ He put his scarf back on.


It wasn’t ‘my answer’, and I was irritated by him trying to simplify the complexity of my life. J was gone, I had applied for a grant to study theatre in Paris, and the constant cycle of auditions and rejections was getting to me. It was like being the loser in a never-ending season of Big Brother (which Wifey and I watched guiltily every week). It was different for Patrick. He, like my other male actor friends, was working all the time, getting everything he went for. My life was in a state of limbo – I couldn’t even commit to a phone plan, let alone a boyfriend. History had shown me I was reasonably good at starting relationships, but not so good at holding on to them past a year or two.


We finished our drinks in silence, and I said not to worry about walking me home. We parted ways with an awkward goodbye, and I stormed towards home, on a mission, looking back only once to see if he was looking back at me. He wasn’t.


He disappeared into the night, out of sight. Now I just had to get him out of my mind. I grabbed my massive Nokia, which served well as a weapon when walking alone in the Cross, and texted Wifey.


Where r u?


I stopped by a curious sculpture in the heart of Kings Cross that Wifey and I called the ‘Poos on Sticks’: tall poles with giant meatball-like things precariously hanging off them. I waited for her response. I was going to need to download. She would reassure me I’d made the right decision. She would tell me that if I didn’t know, I didn’t know, and it mustn’t be right.
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