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				Prologue

				New York City, 1984

				Therese Deluca removed her reading glasses and arched her long neck over her shoulder. ‘Everyone leave the auditorium!’ she commanded.

				She paused and turned further in her seat with the grace of a willow branch bending in the breeze. ‘Mrs Kerr, please join me here.’ In the recessed darkness, the red velvet chair where my mother was sitting flipped back in place with a thud. Then Miss Deluca nodded towards me on the stage. ‘And you, Virginia.’

				My mother, Barbara, strode down the aisle to the trestle table where Miss Deluca, flanked by Valeriya Kuznetsov and Jonathon Broome, was sitting. Valeriya, a principal dancer with the New York City Ballet for eight years, glanced the length of my mother’s physique. Although nerves buzzed in my ears and prickled across my chest, I still felt the sting of her scrutinising flicker. I had seen this before; the instructor who surreptitiously studied my mother’s body for the possibility of more height and slimming length in my development. But Mom’s stout build offered little reassurance. Anyway, at seventeen, I wasn’t likely to change much.

				I inhaled deeply, forcing my breathing to calm. Nerves always winded me. Standing in third position, my right leg poised in front of my left, I squeezed my thighs more tightly together. Shoulders back and settled, pelvis in, ribs pointing downward, spine erect – everything to hold my vertical line. Anything to make me look longer.

				During my entire audition, my balance had never wavered. I had nailed every chaîné turn, every grand jeté, every pirouette and rond de jambe. Technically, I was strong. Technique and performance were my advantages, the elements I had spent days, months and years honing.

				They will recognise that. The quality of the dancing will matter more than anything. But standing here, summoned forth like this, was disconcerting. Either a dancer was accepted into the City Ballet School or rejected. I dared to cling to hope.

				Therese Deluca laced her fingers together, looked up at me and simply said, ‘I dread dancers like you.’

				Beside me, my mother stiffened.

				Miss Deluca spoke quickly and firmly. ‘I always hope that someone else will have discouraged you before you get to me. But no. The tenacious ones, the ones with the real talent and passion, hold on. The ones who could be so brilliant if only –’ She raised her arms, opened her hands and gestured in near supplication to my body. ‘Virginia, I wish someone had told you before now . . . that it’s very, very unlikely that you would ever be accepted into any truly reputable ballet company in this country. You could, of course, dance for a lesser company. But . . . that prospect makes you inappropriate for our school.’

				For the first time that day, my spine weakened and my balance deserted me. I broke out of third position to stand as I would anywhere else but in a dance studio. Not as Virginia the Ballerina. Not even as Virginia the Dancer. Just Virginia. Just Ginny.

				I was crumbling. Surely they saw that in the quickening of my breath. Jonathon Broome spread his muscular hand on the table in front of me. The mahogany skin of his forearms rippled with dancer’s muscle. He smiled gently.

				‘We were hoping we could convince you to attend the contemporary side of the school. You would be one of my pupils.’

				His words cluttered my brain. Then his meaning stabbed through, and I swallowed back a sob. ‘You mean . . . quit ballet?’

				‘I’d never tell anyone to quit dancing,’ he said, straightening. ‘What I’m saying is that the contemporary path is the one open to you at our school. I’m doing some cutting edge choreography,’ he added. ‘You know, experimenting.’

				I attempted to smile, but a tear escaped down my cheek when I blinked. Jonathon’s face closed and he settled back in his seat. Miss Deluca leaned forward.

				‘You’re at a critical crossroads, Virginia. You could come to a school like ours and pursue contemporary dance. But to do that, you would be sacrificing the development of practical skills that would come with a strong college education. Skills that could open a world of other opportunities for you.’

				I didn’t know what to say. Suddenly, all I wanted was to get out of there. To gather my failure and humiliation, and flee before I disintegrated into tears.

				‘Why does it matter?’

				At my mother’s voice, I snapped around to stare at her. Please, Mom, no. But she said it again. ‘Why does it matter if she’s not built perfectly?’ She looked pointedly from Miss Deluca to Jonathon then Valeriya. ‘Hasn’t the world progressed past this kind of . . . superficiality? Virginia’s a joy to watch. She always has been. At nine, she danced Clara in the Nutcracker at –’

				‘The Lincoln Center,’ interrupted Miss Deluca. She put her reading glasses back on and glared over the rims at Mom. ‘Do you have any idea how many Claras I’ve seen at ballet auditions? They’re all over the country. All over the world!’ Strands of her famously long grey hair fell on her cheek and she pressed them over her shoulder with long, delicate fingers. ‘I understand, Mrs Kerr, how disappointing this sort of thing can be on a parent as well – the hours, the money. Of course, Virginia couldn’t have gotten this far without you.’

				‘This isn’t right.’ My mother’s voice was low, belligerent.

				‘It’s okay, Mom.’ I moved in front of her, took her hand and attempted to smile for the panel. ‘Thank you for your time. We’ll go now.’

				But Mom wouldn’t budge.

				‘How can this be?’ Mom planted herself in front of them and I realised with horror that she was on the verge of tears. ‘How can you shatter someone’s dreams and dismiss their talent because of some skewed notion of a perfect female form? It’s just wrong!’

				Valeriya inhaled deeply. Her blonde hair was slicked back into an impeccable bun. Everything about her – her neck, shoulders, torso – seemed woven from long, heavenly sinews. Once again, she scanned my mother’s unkempt braid, her handmade dangling earrings and the frumpy, bohemian wrap of her skirt.

				‘Mrs Kerr,’ declared Valeriya, ‘for more than a hundred years audiences have filled great halls all over the world to see the ballet we nurture. It may not be fair, but it is the reality.’ Therese Deluca’s hand snapped out and closed over Valeriya’s wrist, but this didn’t stop the younger ballerina. ‘Perhaps if you had presented this reality to your daughter, instead of some skewed notion of women’s liberation, we all would have been spared this episode today.’

				Mom’s face reddened. For a moment she seemed dazed. I moved away, yanking her behind me. Therese Deluca murmured a ‘good luck’, perhaps Jonathon said something too. Leaving is the only part of that audition that I couldn’t remember.

				But my memory of the rest was as sharp as broken glass.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Part I

				Security is mostly a superstition.

				It does not exist in nature, nor do the children of men as a whole experience it.

				Avoiding danger is no safer in the long run than outright exposure.

				Life is either a daring adventure, or nothing.

				HELEN KELLER

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				One

				New York City, March 2000

				‘Pick up, Mom. Come on . . . Okay, listen. I can’t have lunch today. Things are a little crazy at the office, so it would be best if we just rescheduled. Okay? Mom? I’ll call you later. I prom –’ BEEP.

				•

				Panic. As I walked down the hall to my office, I could practically smell it. Nobody was working. Across the floor of cubicles, account executives and their assistants huddled in whispers. One group, spying my approach, halted their murmuring and returned to their desks.

				An office door opened and laughter streamed out as Carol emerged, papers in hand, her head tilting over her shoulder with a teasing smirk aimed at Howard. His gaze twitched the length of her elegant back before he dropped his head and resumed his work. As she pulled the door shut, her glance met mine, and she turned away.

				So today was the day. Standing in the middle of the agency’s bullpen of cubicles, I attempted a wry smile. Something, anything, to show them – to show me – hope that we would all get past this. That everything would turn out just fine.

				‘So it’s happening?’ I asked.

				Emily, one of the account executives, pressed her lips together and nodded. By the end of the day, she probably wouldn’t have a job. Chances were that I wouldn’t either, and everyone there knew it.

				‘Hey kids!’ Simon strode across the floor. In his faded jeans, long-sleeve, front-buttoned T-shirt and black high-top sneakers, he was easy nonchalance next to our corporate wardrobes. In an instant, he was on my heels. ‘In your office, Ginny. Now. Now. Now!’ He paused long enough to loom over Emily. She looked up at him, her expression all fragile anxiety.

				‘Why aren’t you working?’ he asked her. ‘Have you been fired?’ He pressed his fingers to his mouth. ‘Oops, I mean, have you been laid off? Or, am I supposed to say made redundant?’ He spoke from one employee to the next like a clown working a children’s party, stirring them to giggles. ‘What is the politically correct way to ask someone if their boss has pulled the fucking rug out from under their life?’

				He grabbed my arm, making a show of dragging me into my office. ‘Would all of you excuse me for a moment? I need to have wild sex with Ginny. I’ll come back and check on you later. Oh, and we’re still on for drinks at Leo’s after work!’

				Simon cheerfully waved to them as he closed my office door. I set my morning coffee – fresh and hot from the corner deli – on my desk. He perched on the edge and helped himself to a gulp.

				I snatched it from his hand. ‘You don’t need any more caffeine.’

				He inhaled deeply and rolled his shoulders as if trying to unload his hyperactivity. ‘You’re right,’ he said, and grabbed it back.

				‘How bad is it?’

				‘As bad as we imagined.’ He leaned over and pressed his hand to my cheek, his skin reassuringly warm after the cold outside. ‘Are you really that bummed, Gin? You knew the day of reckoning was near.’

				But as much as I had prepared for it, even rehearsed the meeting with Howard in my head, the reality of it – its imminent delivery – still knocked me so hard that I felt winded. I pulled away to hang up my coat and wipe off snowflakes that threatened to sop the wool. The moist chill wet my fingertips. It was snowing hard outside. If I was fired within the next hour or two, chances were it would still be snowing then.

				Behind me, Simon wrapped his arms around my waist. He brushed a kiss over my ear, then leaned his cheek against my hair. I let myself settle back into him, to soak up, just for that moment, his unwavering confidence. ‘Gin,’ he said gently, ‘you’re gonna be fine.’

				But I didn’t feel fine. I thought I would, but I didn’t. Suddenly, I felt exhausted, like someone had strapped an eighty-pound weight on my back and forced me to carry it for months. All the research and crack-of-dawn flights and late nights that turned into sleepless ones. How many campaign presentations had I prepared and given, sprinting to meet insane deadlines? And the coddling. Coddling clients who couldn’t make up their minds what they wanted, then coddling the creatives who literally had to go back to the drawing board because the client said the work ‘just didn’t feel right’.

				Seven years of it, after university, business school and smaller stints in the industry that were stepping stones to advance to where I was now. But all the stressful, gruelling times were worth the thrill of seeing a campaign I had managed from its infancy, a concept I had nurtured like a gardener tending a precious flower, burst onto television screens, magazines and radio airwaves across the country. Like a narcotic, it delivered an exhilarating high that I rode for days.

				And now, in a meeting that would probably last no longer than ten minutes, it would all be over.

				The shock of Simon’s kiss on my neck jolted me. I wheeled around and pushed a finger into his chest. ‘Simon, you know better.’

				He raised his hands innocently as I strode past him to my desk.

				‘Anyway,’ he said brightly, ‘I think today’s cloud may have a silver lining.’

				His eyes were twinkling with boyish mischief. I knew this look, the signal for Simon’s particular brand of mania. He’d had this same look when he’d dropped his pants in front of a grouchy old lady in a hotel elevator during one of our business trips to Tampa.

				I glared up at him. ‘What are you doing?’

				‘What do you mean?’ He barely hid a smile as he crushed my coffee cup and basketball-lobbed it into my trash basket.

				‘You’re up to something.’

				He shrugged. ‘Our buddy Howard fired Joel last night. Of course Joel was here late playing on his computer. Howard must have figured that was a good time to tell him – if Joel had one of his meltdowns, no one would witness it.’

				Fired Joel. With Simon, Joel was the creative backbone of this agency. But Joel was . . . different. In Joel’s presence, Howard almost squirmed like he’d been forced into a room with something distasteful.

				‘Even Howard wouldn’t be that short-sighted.’

				‘Joel doesn’t fit Howard’s mould. Neither do you.’ Simon picked up a sheet of sales figures for the Midwest. Several moments passed as he quietly folded it into a paper aeroplane. ‘You know that Carol is staying, right?’ He didn’t look at me as he asked this.

				‘I expected that.’ And I had. Yet, now that I knew it for a fact, insult and disappointment still ploughed across my gut.

				‘Come on,’ coaxed Simon. ‘Jealousy doesn’t become you.’

				‘Well Simon, I’m not really sure how I’m meant to be gracious when she gets to keep her job and I don’t.’

				Sitting back, I buttoned the jacket of my grey pantsuit. With my white satin shirt, the outfit set off the dark brown of my hair and my blue eyes. Black pumps – two-inch heels – gave me some height without killing my feet after a long day. But I wasn’t sleek like Carol. Carol was a lady in the Grace Kelly sense of the word: cool, sharp, glamorous.

				‘Howard is changing the corporate culture. He’s the boss and that’s what he gets to do.’ Simon pushed up his sleeves, revealing the long, wiry muscle of a man whose frenetic nature was his sole and sufficient source of exercise. ‘I’m proud of Joel. He really held it together. As part of his severance package, he got Howard to agree to pay for a new Mac plus the latest and greatest design software. And that, dear Ginny, is good news.’

				Simon was completely abuzz now. I loved him and hated him like this; when his body seemed charged with energy. ‘I’m not following.’

				‘But you will. In just a little while, you’ll be free of all this shit!’ His arm swept over the pages of sales figures and market research results for Wagner Olsen littered across my desk. ‘Let me guess – ultra thin sanitary pads with wings. Wow, pretty cutting-edge stuff. Personally, I’ve always been intrigued by the idea of women having wings down there. Just imagine –’

				‘Simon,’ I snapped, ‘I’m really not interested –’

				My desk phone rang. Howard already? I stared at it, breathed away panic as I recognised ‘reception’, and pressed speaker. ‘Good morning, Annabelle.’

				‘Mornin’ Virginia.’ Annabelle’s deep voice oozed through the receiver. She had to be in her fifties, an elegant African-American woman with extraordinary posture. Sitting erect behind the downstairs desk, she firmly culled all forms of humanity who dared enter the office building.

				‘Your mother is on her way up,’ she announced.

				I glanced at my watch and raked my fingers through my hair, thinking fast. I’d left her a message. Shit. Shit! Even if she didn’t get it, she wasn’t supposed to be here for hours. Next to me, Simon’s eyes were wide.

				‘I’m out of here,’ he whispered.

				But it was too late. At the familiar knock, Simon flicked open the doorknob, stood back and stuffed his hands in his pockets in resignation.

				I hurried around my desk and pecked a kiss on my mother’s cheek, but not before she registered Simon’s presence. In that instant, her face winced from an easy smile to a wary glare for him, then me. She turned her back to Simon and yanked off her black woollen gloves.

				I barrelled onward. ‘Mom, I left a message for you at home this morning. Unfortunately I can’t make lunch today.’

				‘Did you?’ she replied breezily, ‘I didn’t listen to my messages this morning. It was important to get up and out. On a day like today, it would be too tempting to make a cup of tea and stay in bed with a good book otherwise.’

				‘Honestly, you have to get a cell phone. Then I could have stopped you from coming all the way in here for nothing. And, you know,’ I said, meaning it, ‘it would actually be okay if you hung out in bed with a book and a cup of tea every once in a while.’

				At the idea of such indulgence, my mother shook her head. Her hair was thick, the grey enriched by natural streaks of pure white. As usual, she wore it in a single braid down her back. Her coat was more of a black woollen wrap over a maroon turtleneck and long aubergine skirt.

				‘It’s not even lunchtime,’ I added, glancing at Simon. He was watching her back, his face tight.

				‘I know that, but since I pass by here on my way to the MoMA, I thought I’d stop in.’ She grinned, suddenly all excitement. ‘I have five days to myself this week. Our new manager is renovating the shop, so he’s given us a week off with pay.’

				‘Hello, Barbara,’ Simon offered.

				At the sound of his voice, Mom startled and swung around to face him. She took in his easy casualness, settling her gaze on his black high-top sneakers before looking him straight in the eye.

				‘Hello, Simon,’ she said edgily. ‘You look like you have some time on your hands this morning. Aren’t you busy? You always seem to be so very, very busy.’

				Simon’s jaw shifted. ‘Actually, no. A good chunk of this company is being laid off today. I was thinking of waiting it out right here. You know, knitting in front of the guillotine.’

				Impulsive bastard. As my mother wheeled back to gape at me, I opened the door wide and glared at him.

				‘What?’ Simon blinked from my mother, back to me, with feigned, wide-eyed innocence. ‘You want me to leave?’

				‘Maybe you could save this,’ I hissed.

				He sauntered into the doorway, then stopped. ‘Leo’s tonight at five for drinks, Ginny. To celebrate.’ He winked at my mother. ‘Always a pleasure, Barb.’

				Her smile for him was glib sweetness as I pushed the door closed behind him.

				‘Prick,’ she murmured.

				I came around my desk, dropped into my chair and stared at her for a long moment. ‘Why don’t you just wave a red flag in front of a bull?’

				‘There’s no reason why I have to be nice to him.’ She plonked down and crossed her legs. Her boots were sensibly low-heeled and leather with a sole of thick tread. She must have had them for at least fifteen years.

				‘Actually, there is. It’s unpleasant for me when you behave that way.’

				‘Oh Ginny, you know he’s a shit. I know he’s a shit. Why do you tolerate him?’

				‘Because I work with him, and he’s brilliant at what he does.’

				But I won’t be working with him for much longer. I tossed a pen on my desk where it rolled over test market results for panty liners designed for G-strings. Two months ago, their manufacturer, Wagner Olsen, was acquired by one of the world’s largest consumer products companies – a multinational that apparently required more tampons, sanitary pads, pregnancy tests and women’s hygienic powder in its arsenal of global offerings. But that company didn’t use our agency, nor did it care to hire us. Now, all the jobs that had depended on Wagner Olsen were being cut.

				I was the Group Account Director for Wagner Olsen; they were my baby. Mine would be the most senior head on the chopping block today.

				‘What’s this about layoffs?’ Mom asked. ‘This isn’t about that takeover, is it?’

				‘I’ll deal with it,’ I said, attempting to wave her off.

				She sat very still, watching me until silence filled the room the way it always did when she focused only on my demeanour. It was as though she could quiet the world to summon the clarity to read me. I had learned long ago not to bother telling her lies. She always saw right through them.

				‘Are they keeping that other woman?’

				‘Carol? Yes.’

				She snorted an exhale and I spoke quickly. ‘I have no recourse, Mom. If Howard wants to keep her instead of me, I can’t prove it’s unethical.’

				‘If it weren’t for you, Wagner Olsen wouldn’t have become a client in the first place.’

				‘And now Howard can just argue that if I had done my job better, they would have kept us.’

				‘That’s bullshit.’

				I breathed deeply and closed my eyes. ‘Mom, please –’

				My phone buzzed. I swung around to look at it. Howard.

				‘It’s him, Mom. It’s time.’

				My mother nodded, then stood and slipped her worn leather handbag over her shoulder. But as I moved to open the door for her, she blocked me, cupped my chin and gently kissed my forehead. Startled, I jerked away and blush flooded her cheeks.

				‘Call later?’ She smiled almost shyly then. Despite her fifty-plus years, she still had a certain impishness when she smiled.

				‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Of course.’

				‘You’ll be fine.’

				I had heard these words from her before. As usual, they felt spoken to reassure her more than me.

				•

				I strode into the office as if nothing was amiss. Howard had worked hard on squelching the rumours, telling me straight to my face two weeks earlier that my job was secure. He loved double-breasted suits – the ‘creative’ executive’s corporate dress of choice. Today, he wore a pinstripe with a white shirt and black tie striped with silver. Despite it being March in New York, he was tanned except for the white ovals around his eyes that were the suspicious shape of solarium goggles. He gestured to the seat on the other side of the desk.

				‘Virginia, good to see you.’ He tugged at the thighs of his trousers, sat down and then crossed his legs. ‘I take it you’re well?’

				I summoned a smile. ‘Very well. Thank you.’

				He leaned forward and folded his hands on the desk. ‘You know I have to let people go, right? I mean, if it were up to me, I’d keep everybody. But now that we’ve lost the Wagner Olsen account,’ he paused, ‘your major account, we really have no choice but to make cuts.’

				I nodded, waiting.

				‘Virginia, I’m letting you go. Six months’ pay and benefits. And, of course, I’m happy to give you a recommendation.’

				Silence.

				‘Nothing personal,’ he added, shifting in his chair. ‘It’s just business.’

				I couldn’t help it – I gasped a laugh. ‘It’s always personal.’

				He blinked. ‘Excuse me?’

				‘Well, think about it. Say you’re in a situation where you have to choose between two equally qualified people. Inevitably, you choose the one who appeals to you more. Their qualifications are the same, so it’s certainly not an objective decision. You just prefer to have one person around more than the other. That seems pretty personal to me.’

				Howard stiffened and glanced towards the door.

				‘I’ve worked here for seven years,’ I continued. ‘Industry award-winning work, by the way. I think that a full year’s pay with all benefits would be more appropriate.’

				His eyes narrowed. I was pushing hard; I knew it. I was a workhorse. I made things happen, put in the extra hours and made concessions to keep everyone happy. He didn’t expect me to fight.

				‘I don’t think we can do that,’ he said.

				I crossed my legs and leaned forward. ‘There are other people at my level with less experience who are keeping their jobs.’

				His smile flattened into a hard seam. He would never give me a decent recommendation now. But he wouldn’t have given me one anyway. I already knew that. He was telling people that he thought I was just ‘okay’, code for ‘mediocre’ without lowering himself to bad-mouthing a colleague. No, this bridge was already burning.

				‘You mean Carol?’ Howard shook his head. ‘Wagner Olsen wasn’t her client.’

				‘Because she didn’t have the experience, or the relationship. And absolutely every person here knows that. And it’s certainly not my fault that Wagner Olsen was taken over, or that their new parent company wants to fold them into the work they’re doing with their other agencies.’

				I wasn’t going to budge, and he knew it. He could call Security, but I was calm and quiet. He’d only look like a jerk.

				‘So tell me, Howard. What is it that makes Carol the “not personal” choice over me?’

				We both knew the answer. I was the workhorse.

				She was the thoroughbred.

				Howard sighed and reached out his hand. ‘One year’s pay. Full benefits.’ We shook, then he gestured towards the door. ‘Now please leave.’

				And I did, with the surprising sensation of unloading an eighty-pound weight on his doorstep.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Two

				I loved margaritas. The tang. The salt. Maybe it was the tequila that made the tipsy lighter, sweeter, like a tonic that tickled through my veins and feathered across my pelvis.

				Leo’s at happy hour that Friday night was abuzz with twenty- and thirty-something executive types. Filled with boozy chat and laughter and generous servings of free hors d’oeuvres, it was a favourite drinking hole for local businesses. Steely Dan jammed on the sound system, always a sentimental choice among the former fraternity boys who wandered in from their banking jobs. Huddled by the bar, they sang the lyrics of ‘Pretzel Logic’ and ‘Barrytown’ into the necks of their beer bottles. Most of our agency was there, buying drinks for those of us who had been fired.

				Fired, despite busting our asses.

				Careful not to slop my third margarita, I plonked down onto the seat next to Simon. Across from us, Joel had collected the sugar packets from five tables. Slowly and methodically, he aligned one packet over the next like dominoes, creating a railroad of sugar over our table and another he had wedged against it. Some assistant account execs observed his absorption, then dropped their voices in whispered giggles.

				‘Joel,’ I ventured, ‘it looks like we’re in the same boat.’

				He didn’t look up from his work. In front of me, his shaven head gleamed under the bar lights. ‘Why?’

				I shifted in my seat worried, suddenly, that he didn’t understand the magnitude of his situation. I glanced at Simon.

				But Simon was grinning. ‘Joel has a new job already,’ he announced. ‘Plus a brand new Mac.’

				Joel? A job already? The sting of envy was unexpected and I took a deep swig of my margarita. I couldn’t imagine Joel walking into interviews and wowing management. But, apparently, he had. Now his firing would mean little more to him than stepping off one clear path and on to another, while I was tripping into a wasteland. I sipped again, eyeing him as he compulsively pressed the last packets into a perfect line.

				More than any of us, unemployment would have destroyed him. There was no room for resentment there.

				I leaned forward and folded my hands on the table, careful not to disrupt his project. ‘That’s great, Joel. Tell me your secret, because I’m thinking I’m in trouble here. And how did you get that Mac out of Howard?’

				‘Didn’t,’ said Joel with a shrug. ‘My mom got it. When Howard came and talked to me, I didn’t say a word. I just listened to him and called her right away. Then she called him and he came back into the office and said he’d pay for a new Macintosh, but I had to pack up all my stuff and leave pronto.’

				Joel flicked over the first sugar packet. The next fifteen or so flipped and streamed in a rustling flow until one sideswiped the next and the whole thing just stopped. All that work and it ended. Just like that. He angrily shoved the clump of packets into the centre of our table.

				At twenty-seven, Joel still lived with his mother. Trapped by love and obligation, she probably had little choice but to spend the rest of her life caring for him like she would a ten-year-old. I imagined her phoning Howard and giving him an earful of threats to sue him for discrimination. Faced with her fury, he had capitulated.

				At least I didn’t live with my mother. Despite everything, I didn’t need her to hold me up.

				‘What’s your new job?’ I asked.

				Finally, Joel made eye contact. ‘Simon and I are forming our own company – a new agency. Digital imaging to the max!’

				I swung around and faced Simon. Arms folded, he was watching Joel, the side of his mouth raised in a satisfied smirk.

				‘Howard is such a dinosaur,’ Joel declared. Listening to him, I had to smile. He wouldn’t have identified this character trait on his own; he was parroting Simon’s sales pitch to him. ‘He doesn’t understand that digital technology is easier and more cost-efficient. With a computer, scanner, the right software, printer and megapixel camera, two people in a digital shop can do the same amount and quality of work as ten in Howard’s agency.’

				‘I see.’ I downed the last of my margarita and ordered another one. ‘And how long have you boys been planning this?’

				‘We decided last night,’ chimed Joel.

				‘As if it would be that easy.’ I glared at Simon.

				‘I do have a business plan,’ he replied.

				‘Yeah?’

				‘And financing.’

				At this, I dropped back in my chair.

				Simon must have been planning this for weeks. The sense of it all – his blithe attitude this morning, his cavalier gesture after the firings – tumbled into place. Packing my office, I had glimpsed him pass my door, his stride oddly determined compared to his usual nonchalant amble. Perhaps it was that difference that made me follow him, then loiter by Emily’s cubicle when I realised he was heading for Howard’s office. Emily, her shoulders set in obvious determination not to cry, was untacking the last of the greeting cards she collected on her corkboard. I tapped her shoulder and nodded towards Simon.

				Thinking he had finished for the day, Howard nearly collided with him in the doorway.

				‘Hey Howard.’ Simon’s hands were casually stuffed in his pockets. ‘I was hoping you had a minute.’

				‘Can’t, buddy.’ Howard’s response was startled, breathless. ‘Driving up to Vermont for the weekend. It can wait until Monday, can’t it?’

				‘Well, I’d rather it didn’t,’ shrugged Simon. ‘I just wanted to let you know I quit.’

				A gasp from the cubicles. The people packing their things stopped and gaped at the two men. Howard, his leather-gloved hand still working a button into a hole on his coat, stared at Simon for a long moment. Then his face eased into a smile.

				‘I know. It’s been a rough day for everyone.’ Howard glanced at his watch then quickly gestured towards his office. ‘I have a few minutes left. Come on in and tell me what you’re thinking.’

				But Simon didn’t move. ‘I’m thinking that you’ve fired everyone I want to work with, so there’s not much point in sticking around.’

				Howard straightened. ‘That’s not the attitude of a team player.’

				‘Sorry, I was never much good at sports.’ Simon scratched his head through his pale hair. ‘But I guess you’re talking about loyalty. See, I don’t think it’s really fair to use sports metaphors and the idea of loyalty to bully your employees, particularly if you’re not going to be loyal back.’

				Howard’s brow had furrowed. He wasn’t following.

				‘Never mind.’ Simon had exhaled a laugh and waved him off. ‘I’m just telling you that I’m out of here.’

				Now, watching Simon help Joel rearrange the sugar packets in their containers, I knew his plan would work. Simon would be the agency’s front man and design maven while Joel was the technical guru. Just a couple more people, and they could fly.

				Abruptly, Joel stood, tugged on his electric-blue down coat and pointed directly at me. ‘And you will get us the clients.’

				‘What?’ I jerked from Joel to Simon.

				Simon leaned over and squeezed my hand. ‘That’s right,’ he beamed.

				‘Oh come off it.’ The margaritas were warming me now. Reaching for my glass again, I knocked over the salt-shaker, spilling grains on the table.

				‘Another?’ asked Simon, nodding at my nearly empty glass.

				‘No.’

				Joel pulled his woollen beanie over his head. The stitches were uneven, and it occurred to me that his mother had probably knitted that for him, too, after she’d made him shave his head because he couldn’t be relied on to wash his hair.

				‘I’m tired. I’m going home. Bye.’ He announced.

				Simon and I watched Joel wander through the crowd, weaving around people he had worked with for years and might never see again. Some attempted to say goodbye, moving closer as he approached, but he simply snapped an awkward wave and kept going.

				‘It’s good of you to look after him,’ I said quietly.

				Simon chuckled and laced his fingers with mine under the table. ‘I’m not doing him a favour, Ginny. He’s amazing at his job. He’ll do anything at any time. The humanitarian component happens to be a fringe benefit.’

				But I knew his appreciation for Joel ran deeper than that. Whenever they merged their talents, they made things happen – different and exciting things. It was with Joel that Simon felt like he was part of a team.

				And, often, I knew he felt a similar camaraderie with me.

				Still gripping my hand, he pulled his chair closer, watching me with tender eyes that were a deep grey under dark lashes. His front teeth crossed the tiniest bit, making his smile boyishly crooked.

				‘Do you remember the boots?’ he asked.

				‘What?’

				‘Betcha Boots. The campaign targeting adolescents. The client wanted thirteen-year-old girls wearing mini-skirts and midriffs for the print ads. You hated it, but it was what the client wanted. You remember that, right?’

				I nodded. I’d almost quit over that campaign.

				‘Come with us, Gin, and you’ll be able to choose the clients you want. Great clients who can’t afford to work with a bigger agency. Think of all the smaller arts organisations around the city. We could do work that has more substance, more integrity.’

				Remembering, I reclaimed my hand. He was getting too close. After everything, I should know better than to let him touch me, even look at me, this way.

				‘You have a selective notion of integrity, Simon.’

				But he took back my hand and held it almost in a plea. ‘And we could get past all that stuff, Gin. Think about it. Think how great it could be.’

				Watching Simon’s excitement, I knew I should feel it. Normally, his enthusiasm was contagious: I had fallen for it more times than I cared to remember. But the faster he spoke and the more his voice rose, the more tired I felt.

				He cupped my face in his hand, brushing his thumb over my lips. Tears, hot and unexpected, pricked my eyes. He wrapped his fingers around the back of my neck and drew me into his chest.

				‘You’re tired, hon. Absolutely exhausted.’

				I nodded into his shirt, inhaling the scent of fabric softener. His collar had unbuttoned so that a sprinkling of chest hairs tickled my cheek. I should have cared that most of the agency was there, watching us. That most of them were probably thinking I was pathetic given what had happened before. But any concern I had for their judgement was dulled by an odd and draining apathy.

				Simon stood and tossed his head. Errant wisps of hair flicked out of his eyes, a small, easy movement that nonetheless triggered a tugging warmth deep inside me. I should have worried about that, too, but I didn’t.

				‘Another round,’ he insisted.

				‘No,’ I repeated. I opened my purse and started fishing for my wallet. ‘Let me pay you back for some of this.’

				He watched me rummage. ‘No way, Gin. My treat. Hey –’ Before I realised, he stuffed his hand into my purse and withdrew my cell phone. ‘You were supposed to give this back before you left!’ His voice sounded indignant, but mischief filled his eyes.

				‘Was I?’ I had expected to get fired, but not to sacrifice my phone. As I stared at it through a margarita haze, this seemed inordinately unfair.

				‘Let’s have some fun, shall we?’

				‘Simon . . .’

				‘Seriously, who should we call?’ He had transformed into his frenetic juvenile delinquent. Seeing my scowl, he slung his arm around my shoulders. ‘What’s Howard going to do about it, Gin? Fire you?’

				I crossed my arms, surrendering. Let him call who he wanted. The last of my fight was gone.

				‘We’ll call your friend. The one who hates me.’ Already, he was scrolling through my phone’s address book with a malicious grin. ‘That girl who went to Australia. Eloise, right?’

				Thinking about Eloise, I felt a tempting wistfulness. God, I missed that girl. ‘But it’s the middle of the night there.’

				‘So?’ He waved the phone in front of me. ‘Free overseas call to one of your best friends. Oh, it’s making noises!’

				I snatched the phone from Simon and pressed it to my ear. With all the bar banter, I could barely detect the clicks and twangs travelling across the planet to make the distant connection. I stood, teetered for the slightest instant, then quickly weaved through the tables to the back hall to hear better.

				The ring tone, more of a trilling drone, riddled down the line. I walked further down the hallway, past the bathrooms, around a corner, letting it ring eight, ten, fourteen times before I pulled the phone away, surprisingly crestfallen. Eloise wasn’t home. She was sleeping elsewhere. Sleeping with someone.

				I hoped he was worth it.

				A groggy voice. ‘Hello?’

				‘Eloise!’

				He came from behind. Simon was there, his arm grasped around my waist, his other hand moving down my abdomen in a firm stroke, then down some more, as his lips trailed my throat. I gasped and dropped my head back, almost collapsing against him.

				‘Ginny,’ said the distant voice, ‘is that you?’

				‘Yes,’ I managed, and wheeled around to face him. I stuck out my arm, wedging it between us. ‘I wanted to say hi. I got fired today and I have to turn in my cell phone. You’re my last call.’

				Simon jerked away my arm and shoved his pelvis against mine. Reaching down, he slid his fingertips up the inside of my thigh.

				‘Do you have something else lined up?’ She sounded irritated.

				‘Nope.’

				‘You’ve known this was coming for weeks, and you have nothing?’

				I bit my lip and reached for him, my hand grasping then rubbing down the front of his jeans. He dropped his forehead to my shoulder and groaned.

				‘Ginny, did you hear me?’

				‘Sorry . . . What did you say?’

				‘Come visit me.’

				Simon yanked my blouse out of my pants and pressed against me harder. I didn’t know where his hands were. They kept moving, sliding over my ribcage and hips, undoing my buttons.

				‘I can’t visit you. You live in Sydney!’

				‘Melbourne. I need you to come.’

				‘Why?’

				‘Because . . . I do.’

				Was that loneliness in her voice? A mental alarm grated in the distance. So unlike Eloise –

				Pinning me against the wall, Simon wrenched my bra strap down my shoulder. Cold air swept across my exposed breast and I shivered. He bowed his head and flicked his tongue across my nipple.

				‘Elle –’ I tried to hold my breath steady, ‘I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?’

				‘You better –’

				I snapped shut my phone, and closed my mouth over his.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Three

				Winter morning light, flat and joyless grey, filled my room. Simon, splayed on his stomach, slept beside me. Like a child who kicked in bed all night, he lay with my violet quilt slung back, exposing a naked butt cheek. The skin along my ribcage was sore as I rolled over; Simon would have kissed me there. Simon always delivered his kisses with a jutting roughness.

				Nausea flooded my stomach in waves of self-disgust as I sat up. I pressed my head to my kneecaps and focused on breathing. The nausea receded but not entirely, leaving behind a bilious threat in my throat. I was a grown woman for God’s sake. I knew better than this. No excuse was good enough – not unemployment, not drinking. Not even Simon’s warm and wandering hands.

				Yet here I was again, with Simon, slipping out of bed and wishing a shower was enough to cleanse away my weakness. Like an alcoholic falling off the wagon, I would pick myself up and repeat my vow to abstain from this man who was my poison. Then I would resume my battle to maintain that resolve.

				I stood to head for the shower. Warmth, like tears, ran down my leg.

				No.

				No!

				As I grabbed my bedroom’s trash basket, I knew it wouldn’t be in there. It was too far from my bed; he wouldn’t have bothered to move that far. I checked anyway, hoping.

				Empty.

				Forcing calm, I tore into my bathroom and rummaged through the plastic bin.

				Not there either.

				Back in my bedroom, I dropped to the floor and searched under the bed. I ran my hands along the mattress, beneath the edges of his body, under his pillow. He stirred and I tore off the quilt, flung it over my shoulders and wrapped it tight.

				‘Get up!’ I practically shrieked it.

				He rolled over and perched backwards on his elbows, staring at me wide-eyed.

				‘Gin, what the fuck –’

				‘Where is it?’

				‘What?’

				‘The condom you wore last night!’

				He blinked. ‘You’re on the Pill.’

				I stepped forward then wheeled back. ‘Please say you’re kidding!’

				He sat up, clearly bewildered. ‘Gin, I asked you. You said you were still on the Pill!’

				‘I am!’

				‘So, what’s this about?’

				‘I’m sure you started with a condom.’

				‘And after I asked you about the Pill, I took it off.’ His face relaxed into a playful smile. ‘I’m not entirely surprised that you didn’t notice. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen you that wasted.’

				‘Simon,’ I whispered, ‘you know you should’ve worn one.’

				‘Why?’ He opened his hands towards me like he was trying to reason with an idiot. ‘You’re on the Pill!’

				I didn’t want to say it. Shame trickled down my spine. Even after all this time, all these months, I felt dirty from it, guilty even, as if it had been my fault. Even though it wasn’t. But that reality refused to settle in my heart.

				He left me with no choice. I pushed out the words.

				‘You’ve already made me sick once.’

				‘Oh, that,’ he sighed. ‘But we took the medication and now that’s all gone.’

				‘Are you kidding?’ Suddenly, I wanted to lunge at him, to curl my fingers in a fist and slam it in his sex-satisfied face. Anything to make him understand. ‘We were lucky! It could have been worse!’

				He grabbed his boxers. They must have been about five years old, decorated with mustang models in garish colours. The cotton around the elastic band was so frayed that the rest of the material dangled from his waist like badly hung drapes. Or, maybe they weren’t that old at all, and their raggedness was due to women who had wrenched them off his body.

				‘Oh, stop!’ he declared. ‘You worry too much!’

				And I hadn’t known. Not before the fever. It wasn’t much, just a low-grade thing that, along with the burning, was wearing me out. Even then, I had waited before seeing my doctor. I was used to forging through minor ailments to stay on top of work. They all seemed to pass eventually.

				As she sat at her desk with my test results, my gynaecologist had steadily informed me about my sexually transmitted disease. She didn’t have to tell me how I contracted it or ask me probing questions. After being my doctor for nearly a decade, she knew that Simon had been the first man I had slept with in nearly two years. She only had to wait, watching my face shift from shock to humiliation to the devastating realisation that the man I loved had been boldly and carelessly sleeping around.

				But it had been something else that had hit me more brutally. She had closed her eyes and wearily rubbed her wrist across her forehead.

				‘You’ve had this for some time,’ she said.

				I didn’t understand her implications. ‘I was busy.’

				‘Ginny, Chlamydia can cause sterility.’

				It had been too much. I had gasped into sobs. Having children was my choice. It had to be. I hadn’t imagined life otherwise. Maybe I would never have a husband, but I could choose whether or not to have a child. That was my right. As a woman, it was mine.

				And this one man had threatened that possibility, simply because he couldn’t keep his cock in his pants.

				Now I swallowed and braced myself. ‘Simon . . . Since we were last together . . . you’ve been with other women.’

				His mouth pulled down and he shrugged like it was no big deal. ‘We haven’t been a couple for a while.’

				‘But were you careful?’

				His brow pinched in confusion, then cleared. ‘I was . . . selective.’

				‘That’s not enough and you know it!’ I pressed my lips together, willing control. ‘Did you wear protection?’

				‘Yes.’

				I think I saw it then: the uncertainty in his gaze as it darted to the floorboards then back to me. But I couldn’t be sure. There was no way to be sure.

				He read my doubt. ‘I never lied to you.’

				‘But you deliberately deceived me.’ The quilt dropped below my hip, revealing a flash of my buttock. Quickly, I tugged it up and wrapped it more tightly around me.

				‘You don’t have to do that,’ he snapped.

				‘Do what?’

				‘Hide yourself in that quilt. You’ve always been beautiful to me.’

				‘Cheating on me with other women doesn’t make me feel beautiful, Simon.’

				‘I said I was sorry!’

				How much I wanted to trust him. Standing there in his stupid boxers, he was almost pleading. Funny thing – sometimes I believed him when he said he cared about me more than the other women, when he claimed they had meant no more to him than an impulsive release. Simon, full as he was of reckless energy, would be unable to survive the cage of a conventional relationship. Surely, it was unreasonable of me to expect anything more.

				But, at other times, I wondered if I just wasn’t enough to hold him. After we broke up colleagues told me about the client whose skirts curved over her backside and the package designer with the cinched belts around her tiny waist. They admitted how they had known that Simon was a sleaze, how they didn’t want to hurt me with the truth. And now, now they were so relieved that finally I had the sense to walk away.

				And then there were fleeting moments. Rare, emancipating seconds – like that first gasp of air after being submerged underwater for too long – when I believed that it didn’t matter if Simon felt I was good enough. Because I was. To deserve love, loyalty and thoughtfulness, I was enough.

				Simon drew his hands down my quilted arms. ‘Ginny, tell me, how many times do I have to apologise?’ He grinned sheepishly. ‘Give me a chalkboard. I’ll write it a hundred times if you want.’

				Staring at him, the honest reality of my answer hit me. No number of apologies would be enough; I could never forgive or trust him again. Ever. So there was no point in even trying. We were over. We had to be.

				I inhaled, breaking through the water’s surface and filling my lungs.

				‘It’s time for you to go.’

				‘Go,’ he repeated. He scratched the stubble across his jawbone. ‘What do you mean “go”?’

				‘Go, for good.’

				He paused, then tugged on his jeans and shook out his shirt. ‘What about the job?’ he asked, casually tucking in the soft cotton that I had so readily wrenched off him last night. ‘Despite . . . things . . . we’ve always made a team. A good one.’

				‘It was easier for you than it was for me.’

				He sank his hands on to his slender hips and looked away for a moment as if tuning in to a distant thought. When he turned back, his voice was firm.

				‘You know what? I’m going to keep the offer on the table. For three months. I’ll give you a fifteen per cent salary increase over what you were being paid until yesterday.’

				Until yesterday, when I lost my job. Desolation nudged at my resolve.

				No!

				‘Go now.’

				He hesitated, searching my face.

				‘I mean it, Simon. I’m going to take a shower. When I get out, I want you to be gone.’

				‘Okay,’ he said. But his face was tight as he shrugged on his coat. Standing there with the door open, I wasn’t even giving him time to lace on his sneakers. They dangled from his fingertips. ‘I’ll call you.’

				‘Don’t,’ I said as he passed me.

				He turned then and locked his gaze on mine. ‘Three months, Gin. It can be a surprisingly long time. I’ll call you then.’ Before I could move, he leaned over and pecked me on the cheek. ‘You can count on it.’

				•

				I awoke that afternoon to the distant wail of police sirens. Although the windows of my apartment building were thick enough to seal out the noises from the outside world, sirens could always pierce the stillness. The Queensboro Bridge loomed in the distance, cars belching and honking as they barrelled over it. But their sounds were muted to me. Like they didn’t exist.

				After two Tylenol and some cleaning up, I felt better. It was 5.45 p.m. and a dusky grey already enveloped the city. Out on the Queensboro, the cars blurred into fairy lights. So many people, all of them with a sense of purpose strong enough to propel them into a freezing night.

				And here I was curled up on my sofa, going nowhere. Weeks of unemployment yawned before me. I needed a game plan, but a game plan required focus and determination. It demanded that I pick myself up and summon the drive to persevere, to find another job as good as – if not better than – the one that had just dismissed me.

				I closed my eyes and tried to dig deep. On Monday, I would call headhunters. I knew people all over this city. Or I could spend a week with Mom in New Jersey, then start my job search when I returned . . .

				Again, I gazed out at the hundreds of travelling people and considered the effort involved in putting on clothes and venturing outside. I couldn’t muster the will for any of it. All my energy, all my motivation, had been subsumed by a strange apathy. Deep as I could try to dig, nothing was there.

				The evening’s grey thickened to darkness before I flicked on the lamp beside the sofa. The metal of my cell phone flickered in the light. Idly, I picked it up and called my landline. It rang. My cell was still alive.

				All those numbers for business contacts and friends; if nothing else, I should force myself to write them down. Scrolling through the names, I reached Eloise and stopped. Her voice, followed by the sensation of Simon’s lips tracing my neck, flooded back to me. I had said I would call her. She had asked me to, hadn’t she? But, more than that, something in her tone had been wrong, strained. She needed me, she’d said.

				Eloise never used the word ‘need’, at least not when discussing herself. From that first day I met her in accounting class at business school, her confidence had always seemed unshakeable. Wearing brown suede boots, a waist-length leather jacket and snug designer jeans, she had strolled in late and nonchalantly scanned the lecture hall for the closest free seat. In a breeze of cigarettes mingled with Opium perfume, she plonked herself down next to me. At the front of the class, Professor Hurley paused mid-presentation and pointedly watched her as she slid out her name card and placed it in front of her. If she perceived his attempt to chasten her with humiliation, she didn’t show it.

				Professor Hurley’s gaze swept over the 250 students who filled the auditorium. He rubbed his hands together and a playful smile emerged beneath his trimmed, salt-and-pepper moustache. ‘Okay, ladies and gentlemen. This is a big class. Please stay in these same seats with your name cards for the rest of the semester so that I can endeavour to get to know you individually.’

				With that statement, I was obliged to sit next to Eloise twice a week for the next three months.

				I was prepared not to like her much. Eloise was more than pretty; she was groomed. While most of my female classmates and I attended school in our baggy woollen sweaters and aged denims – so buried under assignments that we barely had time to blow-dry our hair – Eloise sauntered into class looking like she had just spent the weekend in the Hamptons. Coiffed and pressed, she made it look easy, because she was brilliant. And driven. Given the cost of her wardrobe and reputed coke usage, she evidently enjoyed the added blessing of wealth. In the past, I had found that girls of Eloise’s calibre possessed an elitist demeanour that excluded me. In return, I harboured a wary resentment towards them.

				Accounting didn’t faze Eloise. She blithely scribbled notes and snuck bites of the avocado and sprout sandwich she always brought to class. But the more Professor Hurley scrawled numbers over the chalkboard – barely slowing for a breath – the more I felt like a swimmer losing the strength of her limbs. Already I was gulping for air. Pretty soon, I would be drowning.

				About a month into the semester, I heard him call: ‘Virginia Kerr!’

				Panic squeezed my chest as Professor Hurley leaned back on his desk, crossed his arms and looked up at me pleasantly. ‘Virginia Kerr, on the board we have a bond with a par value of a 1000 dollars and a four per cent coupon rate. You’ve purchased it for 950 dollars and it matures in three years. How would you calculate this bond’s yield to maturity?’

				Chairs creaked and papers rustled as the rows and columns of students in the huge hall shifted in their seats to stare at me. I had no idea. None. Try as I might to study our accounting chapters, I only ever understood bits and pieces. Professor Hurley waited, watching me. Everyone was watching me. Heat prickled down my arms like someone had suddenly shoved up the thermostat. I kept my face still, determined not to expose the roiling panic that threatened to shut down my brain.

				Months later, Eloise would say that she couldn’t bear the terror emanating from me at that moment. She likened it to ‘watching a kitten caught in a tank’s path’. Part of me bristled at her regarding me as being so inept. But when she had leaned forward and called out: ‘You have to calculate three years’ worth of compound interest payments at four per cent of 950 dollars,’ she saved me. With that question solved, the pounding of my heart receded from my ears. Finally, I could sink back into anonymity.

				But Hurley wouldn’t let me off the hook so easily. ‘Virginia Kerr!’

				‘Oh shit,’ I muttered, and straightened to attention again. Beside me, Eloise lowered her tawny head and giggled.

				‘Eloise provided one very important factor.’ His eyes held a glint of mischief. ‘What would happen if I asked you to provide another factor?’

				I was cornered. Clearly, he had figured out I was lost in accounting. Most of my classmates had probably cottoned onto the fact as well. There was little point in hiding it anymore.

				I sighed. ‘I really wish you wouldn’t.’

				Next to me, Eloise actually chortled. Several students – themselves evidently lost in the machinations of bond yields – broke out in applause. Professor Hurley raised his hand to silence the surprisingly sympathetic laughter that rippled across the hall.

				‘Okay, Virginia, I’ll tell you what.’ He opened his arms to the breadth of rows. ‘Next class, you’re going to come up here and explain to all of these people how to calculate a bond’s yield to maturity. That way, you’re going to be sure to know it. How’s that for a deal?’

				As if I had a choice. I pressed a smile on my face. ‘Great. I look forward to that.’

				Professor Hurley clasped his hands together and shook them triumphantly towards me.

				Eloise didn’t start packing up at the end of that class. Instead, she crossed her legs and eased around to face me with her pale blue eyes. Freckles splattered lightly across her nose.

				‘What did you study in undergrad?’ she asked. Her voice carried a southern lilt.

				‘History – not the most quantitative of majors.’ I glanced ruefully at the chalkboard. ‘I’m a little out of my depth in some of these core classes.’

				‘You’re going into marketing,’ she stated.

				‘Yeah,’ I replied, ‘how could you tell?’

				‘Well, you don’t seem like you’d be comfortable in finance.’ I shrank at her bluntness, then relaxed into it just as quickly. So she was a woman who didn’t mince words. But her face had softened, revealing an unexpected kindness beneath her brusque confidence.

				I glanced at her immaculate notes. ‘You seem to be on top of all this stuff.’

				‘I should be. I studied business in undergrad.’ She started gathering her notebook, pencils, eraser and calculator. ‘Don’t let Jack intimidate you,’ she added casually. ‘He just doesn’t want any of his students getting too lost.’

				‘Jack?’

				Eloise nodded to the front of the lecture hall to where our professor had been standing. ‘Jack Hurley.’

				‘You know him?’

				‘I’ve met him a few times.’ As she said this, I could have sworn that her southern accent thickened.

				But I didn’t know her well enough to probe. ‘If you’ve already studied business, what are you doing here?’

				She shrugged. ‘I need the Masters degree to get any farther. It’s almost impossible to get a good job in banking or consulting now without one.’

				I watched her as she shoved her gear into her bag then heaved it over her shoulder. She was aiming to join the elite breed, that handful of students who would receive some of the highest salary offers in the country. The ones whose drive and ambition were so powerful that they were prepared to endure seventy-hour weeks of cut-throat labour to succeed. Although I barely knew Eloise, I had no doubt that she possessed the cool, razor-sharp intelligence to do just that.

				‘You know,’ she said, ‘I’d be happy to help you.’

				I recoiled. ‘No, listen, that’s okay. I’ll be fine.’

				‘Really,’ she insisted, ‘I’d like to. It would actually be good for me. It’ll force me to learn the material thoroughly.’

				‘So you mean . . . tutor me?’

				She shrugged. ‘If that’s what you want to call it.’

				‘It’s only fair that I compensate you.’

				‘We can do it a couple of evenings a week over dinner. You pay. That’s the deal. The cost of the university’s food shouldn’t set you back too much, right?’

				‘No . . .’

				‘Great.’ She tore a piece of paper out of a notebook, scribbled down her name and phone number and pushed it over the desk to me. ‘We can start tonight if you want.’

				‘Tonight?’

				The side of her mouth twitched in what I would learn was her version of an amused smile. ‘You do realise you’ve got a presentation on bonds the day after tomorrow?’

				So Eloise tutored me. We started with accounting, then moved to statistics and eventually operations management. As is the way in graduate programs, studying soon consumed our lives. More and more, we did it together – Eloise would come over to my student apartment or me to hers – to research, write and memorise in companionable silence. About once a week, we burst, escaping to a local bar for a night of boozing and flirting. On those nights, Eloise didn’t always come home, but I did. During our second and final year at business school, we moved in together. When we both received offers with New York City firms – me in advertising, her in consulting – we couldn’t have been happier.

				Now, I dropped my head back on the couch and stared at Eloise’s number. It was the middle of the night in Melbourne; she worked too hard for me to justify disrupting her sleep – again.

				Watching the bridge, I imagined the promise of sunshine cracking through bleakness. I thought about the company of a good friend I hadn’t seen for too long.

				I scrolled further down my phone list to ‘Mom’.

				She answered almost immediately. ‘Hello?’

				‘It’s me.’

				‘Ginny, I’ve been waiting for you to call since yesterday. How’d it go?’

				‘It went.’

				‘Why didn’t you phone me?’

				Hearing the anxiety in her voice, a mixture of shame and anger curdled in my gut. Of course she would have been waiting. Waiting for reassurance that she didn’t need to worry about me.

				‘I didn’t want to talk about it,’ I replied quickly. ‘I got good terms, though.’

				‘What’s “good”?’

				She wasn’t going to drop it. Like a terrier with a bone, she would wear me down for every detail.

				‘Good enough, Mom.’

				She met my rebuke with silence.

				‘Listen, financially I’m okay for the short term. I was thinking that maybe I would fly down to Australia and visit Eloise. Did I tell you she was transferred there?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘Well, she’s invited me down.’

				‘How long would you be gone for?’

				It would upset her too much to tell her the truth – that part of me yearned to abandon the stress and uncertainty of my future and escape forever. Mom never accepted self-pity.

				‘I suppose it depends on how long Eloise is willing to have me. Maybe a month. No longer than six weeks.’

				A grinding sound whirled in the background; she was making her last cup of coffee for the day. I had to remind myself that a machine couldn’t be angry, even if it made a noise that sounded like it.

				‘Do you think that’s wise?’ she asked flatly.

				‘Why wouldn’t it be?’

				‘Well, maybe you should set up another job first, then take some time off before you start. Think about it. It could be better – taking a vacation when you have the relief of knowing that everything’s in place when you get back.’

				The cool, rational sense of her suggestion infuriated me. She wasn’t in my skin. She wasn’t feeling this, this . . . exhaustion. She couldn’t understand.

				‘Mom, it’s been years since I’ve had a real vacation.’

				‘Well then, maybe just take a week off now. Go someplace warm, like the Bahamas. Then come back and find a job. They’re not going to mind if you don’t start right away. You could go to Australia for a little while then.’

				And that was it. I snapped.

				‘How the hell do you know what they’ll mind?’

				‘It seems like a plausible idea, I mean –’

				‘You don’t know anything about this job market!’

				‘Ginny, I’m just trying to help.’

				‘But you’re not! You’re trying to steer my life!’

				‘I’m not trying to steer –’

				‘You are! This is what you do. When you get anxious, you step in and try to take control like I’m a child who can’t manage on her own. And you’re wrong. You’re wrong now, just like you were wrong about –’

				‘Ginny, that’s enough!’ My mother’s voice roared down the line and suddenly I was pressing my hand to my mouth, fighting back tears.

				‘Go then,’ she said. ‘You don’t need my approval.’

				But I did. At thirty-three years old, I was searching for my mother’s approval to take a vacation to Australia.

				And that realisation was enough to forge my decision.

				‘Okay then.’

				‘When are you leaving?’

				‘As soon as I can get a visa. This week I hope.’

				‘This week is . . . soon. What do you plan on doing with your apartment?’

				‘Nothing. I won’t be gone that long. It’s not worth the effort subletting it.’

				Normally, she would have pressed her certainty that I could find a tenant, even for such a short period. But I had silenced her. I had aimed low, and she was still reeling.

				‘You use it,’ I added. ‘When you come into the city, just stay here. It’s a lot easier than travelling all the way back to New Jersey.’

				‘Well . . .’ she sighed.

				I should apologise. Before I left, I knew I should tell her I was sorry for exploding, for dredging up the past and being so ready to shove it, like a mound of putrid mud, in her face.

				But I couldn’t. All I could do was palm a tear off my cheek and say, ‘I’ll call you soon.’
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