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For Mum









THE FIRST TIME I MET you was unremarkable. We were at the Clarke Street house, this June just gone. All my friends were there, plus Travis, as he and Renee had started dating. You’d come with Travis. It wasn’t a party, just a gathering of us. The nights had become utterly bitter and we’d decided to rechristen the chimenea for another winter. I arrived at eleven, after a show. I was in the dregs of a season and had reached that particular state of delirium where I was sick of playing for even the weirdest laughs. Midway through a show lines that were never meant to be funny – Pass the milk, Johnny – are played and played and played, and afterwards the cast laughs about how easy it is to make an audience lose it to anything if you ham it up enough. But I was past that; all that was keeping me going was the knowledge that each act only went for an hour and I could count the number of times I had to do the show again on two hands. I didn’t know then that it would be my final show.


You were the first person I saw that night. Standing in the doorway to the kitchen, on the outer of my friends. I passed you on the way to the fridge, where I placed the beers I’d brought. Whatever conversation had been happening moments before was interrupted with the cheer of my name and someone asked me about work. I quoted a line from the script, exaggerated, like a character in a play acting that they’re in a play. My friends in the kitchen laughed and I left to go stand by the fire outside. I passed you in the doorway again and you introduced yourself. I shook your hand but didn’t bother saying my name as everyone had yelled ‘Eva!’ when I’d arrived. I found Annie and Sarah in the backyard and I don’t remember anything else about that night. Not because I got blackout drunk, which I occasionally did back then – it was just an unremarkable evening.


THE SECOND TIME we met was two weeks later. Gareth Liddiard was playing in the front bar at The Tote. You were there with Travis and Renee and I was with Sarah and James. No Annie, as she wouldn’t drink the night before a big week. It was a ‘secret show’ – one they don’t advertise or sell tickets to, but tell people to tell people. The place was steaming with the smell of bodies and beer. We were stuffed from door to door, beanies and coats in hand. A line of people pressed right up against the bar looked like they were standing guard, armed with their pints. This was why when Sarah, James and I saw you three we didn’t try to move towards you but just smiled from across the room. Each time the crowd loosened slightly we would shuffle a little closer, and you to us, and eventually I was standing between you and Sarah. I remember Gareth Liddiard saying, ‘This is a song about divorce. You’ve all been divorced, yeah? You’re ugly enough to be, anyway.’ We all laughed, Sarah the loudest. We were in the middle of the crowd and kept being pushed closer to the stage. People trying to move through the room would get stuck. Beers were held aloft to save them being spilled. More than once, I ended up with a person paused near me, their beer held uncomfortably close to my face. At one point a girl standing in front of us spotted a friend who was standing behind us. This girl reached her hand back between you and me, grabbed her friend and pulled her close. She kissed one cheek, then, when her friend had already started moving away, she pulled her back and kissed the other. ‘I just got back from Europe,’ she said. You and I widened our eyes at each other, shared a silent laugh. Gareth Liddiard started a new track and at the end of that, while we were clapping lightly, we looked at each other again, exchanged knowing smiles.


The group of us sat in the courtyard that night drinking pints. Beanies and coats back on, shoulders hunched for warmth. There were three smokers, which counted you but not me. Travis announced that you had just started up again and you replied, ‘Back with a vengeance.’ You were unashamed, rolling new cigarettes with one still smouldering between your fingers. We didn’t talk that night, not one on one, but our eyes met often and we nodded at one another’s contributions to the conversation. I remember Travis told us about his band. You described their style as ‘dreamy metal’, which I found hard to imagine, although the fact Travis was in a band was unsurprising – he almost always spoke like he was at a mic. We also talked about the fact that there’s a Nicholson Street in Brunswick East so close to a Nicholson Street in Coburg. You said it was because the street once stretched the entire way, until houses were built between the two parts. Otherwise two streets so close together wouldn’t be given the same name. I nodded, staring at you. I never know basic, interestingly uninteresting facts like this and I always wonder how other people do.


THE LAST TIME I saw you was mid-July. I was at a party with Sarah. I don’t know whose party; Sarah had been invited through someone at work. I hadn’t expected to see anyone we knew, but you were there with Travis. He was high, eyes like a possum’s, telling everyone how much he loved Renee. The lethal combination of two kinds of ecstasy – the synthetic kind and that of the newly in love. ‘She’s, like, the coolest girl in Melbourne,’ he told me. She broke up with him the following weekend, the poor bastard. But as she would say later, thank God she did it when she did. If she’d waited just two more weeks, she would’ve been stuck. Nobody wants to dump the bereaved.


I remember asking you, ‘Does Travis realise he only ever talks about himself?’


You laughed with your eyes closed, silent. Nodded your head. ‘I think he does realise.’ There was so much affection in your voice. You shook your empty beer, like rattling a change tin. I drained the rest of mine and followed you to the bathroom. I got fresh beers from my bag and you cut lines on the vanity. That was when I told you how much I hated acting. How when I was younger I’d wanted to be a dancer, but I wasn’t flexible enough and everyone told me I had the face and the body for acting. I started to feel the MDMA hot in my arms and face and my sentences were rolling, rambling. ‘That doesn’t even mean anything, because if you don’t have the body for acting you can just not eat or work out or whatever.’ I told you how I got my first TV role straight out of school and how ironic it was that most people I went to drama school with were failing auditions while I got all the jobs and I didn’t even think I was any good.


‘Isn’t that exactly why you get them?’ you asked.


‘It is, it is!’


I tried to steer the conversation to you, but you deflected. At most you offered me one or two comments before you’d shift back to me. I was high so I didn’t notice at the time; I just kept talking.


We held hands in the back seat of the Uber on the way to my house, not having kissed yet. We giggled as we walked up my driveway. Sneaked through the house to my room, even though we knew we weren’t going to disturb Sarah because we’d left her at the party. We didn’t actually kiss until we landed on my bed. Our sex was like our conversation. You went down on me for a long time and when I tried to return the favour you stopped me. ‘Just relax,’ you said. We sobered up as we did it and afterwards kept talking. Silvery light was peeking in around the edges of my curtains and you told me I needed to quit my job. ‘You can’t live your life saying you’ll get around to doing something you know will make you happy.’ You were lying on your back in my bed. Your hands were laced together on the centre of your chest and your eyes were closed. I traced a finger through your pale chest hairs. ‘You just have to do it,’ you finished.









September









I WAKE TO THE SOUND of the shower running. One and then the other, but almost simultaneously – apples being tipped from a bag – I remember what day it is, what I have to do today, all the facts of my life right now. It’s Saturday. I don’t have work today. Don’t know when I’ll have work again. I remember what I do have to do today and I think about the fact that the shower is running. There’s only one reason Sarah would be up and ready to go earlier than we have to on this Saturday – because she hasn’t slept. I’m still tired. My doona is comforting like the arms of a bad man, warm. I know I have to get up because of where we’re going this morning, and also because sleeping more won’t help this tiredness.


I think about walking in on Sarah in the bathroom, but I’m sure I’ll vomit after I pee, so I go to the backyard and squat. I hitch my oversized t-shirt to my belly – it’s white and says Nobody really cares if you don’t go to the party in large print – and watch as my urine disappears into the grass and then eventually begins to pool there. I’ve just finished pissing when I begin to gag. I manage to repress it, but then I gag again and vomit. A small bit of bile, maybe half a cup, splatters on top of the foaming piss.


Back inside I put the kettle on then lean against the kitchen sink, head tilted down, looking at my phone in my hand. Sarah opens the sliding door to the kitchen, one hand across her chest holding her bath towel.


‘What’s wrong?’ she asks.


I lift my head and look at her. Realising I’m not upset, just looking down, she turns to leave then almost immediately turns back and says, ‘Hi, by the way,’ before going to her room and closing the door. She looks pissed off and terrified. She definitely hasn’t slept.


I brew coffee and the smell almost gets me. I turn quickly and hang my head over the sink. Small pieces of waterlogged onion and flat-leaf parsley crowd the plughole. I manage not to spew this time. I make Sarah a cup of coffee, very weak. I leave it outside her bedroom door and then I shower myself.


WHEN WE LEAVE for the appointment, it takes ages just to back out of the driveway. It’s Saturday and people are going places, like to Bunnings, and whoever designed Thornbury was entirely shortsighted about how many people would eventually live here and how many of us would drive cars. Finally, there’s a break in traffic and we get going. I’m driving, because Sarah had amphetamines last night.


‘I’m such an idiot.’


‘You’re human: we’re all idiots.’


‘Is that a line from a play? You always say it now.’


I don’t always say it now, but I did say it once recently when Sarah told me she was sleeping with her ex. And it is especially stupid for her to end up in this state today. A throwback to two years ago, when we were all on the fresher side of twenty-five and Sarah’s Facebook name was ‘Sissa’ and she took antidepressants and ecstasy on alternating days and cried to me and Annie about it a lot. I don’t say any of this, though.


‘I was only planning on getting really drunk, and then this girl in the toilet offered me a pinga and she was pretty so I just took it. Do you have any water?’


I reach over with my left arm and flick open the glove box. There’s a plastic bottle, half full. It’s probably very old, most likely given to me on a set.


Sarah has a sip then exhales. She looks sweaty and tired, like she’s run a marathon. She looks like shit.


‘She probably would’ve hooked up with me,’ she continues, ‘but then she was telling me about her shithead boss and then I was helping her draft an email to him and then we sent the email.’


I’ve often wondered in the past year, since Sarah cleaned herself up somewhat, how I used to manage this. Annie and I would tell each other we were such good people, such selfless friends, to deal with her cycle of going on a bender, crying about her life, showering, repeat. And now I remember it – the joy of this version of her. She’ll cry herself to sleep tonight. I’ll have to soothe her, lie about it not being that bad, how it’s understandable … whatever she wants to hear. But Sarah is the only person I know who would get high and help draft a stranger’s email to their boss. Laughing now, I’m reminded that I’m not a big person, and that I love her.


‘I feel awful.’ She pulls her denim jacket over her head and slides down in her seat.


‘Look, your baby probably had a sick one last night, getting high, and now it’s coming down and it wants to kill itself. You’re, like, the best mum ever.’


I turn the radio up and we spend the rest of the drive trying to find a station that plays good music this early on a Saturday. Sarah says, ‘I hate this song,’ and I change the station. And again, and again. Eventually we arrive without having found one.


We get a park on the street directly in front of the building. In most circumstances this would feel lucky, but luck in this situation feels ominous.


‘I can’t be bothered.’ Instead of unbuckling her seatbelt, Sarah slides even further down in her seat, as though she’s trying to slip out of view of anyone in the building.


I switch the engine off and turn to face her. ‘You’re going to go in there and then it’ll be over and we’ll go home.’


I skip the part where her uterus is vacuumed.


THERE’S NOBODY HERE. We stand on one side of a glass door, through which I can see a standard waiting room. Padded chairs and ugly patterned carpet. No children’s play area, like in other doctors’ surgeries. There’s a desk, but no woman with a name badge behind it, and a single closed door, which I assume leads to the appointment rooms. I hit the doorbell on the intercom again and again, but nothing happens.


‘What the fuck is this?’ says Sarah. ‘Let’s leave.’


‘What? And you’ll just have a baby?’


Immediately I put my arm around her, regretting my bluntness.


Eventually a receptionist appears. I see her notice that Sarah is crying.


‘Is everything okay?’ she asks as she unlocks the glass door to let us in.


‘Yeah.’ I don’t know what else to say. Don’t worry, she just had pingas last night and she hasn’t slept. The tears aren’t about the abortion – we’re pro-choice. ‘Sarah Burns.’


We take a seat in the waiting area as the woman goes behind the reception desk and begins typing. Eventually she prints something out and leaves again. I realise she’s dressed like a nurse.


‘She’s on reception and she’s a nurse,’ I say.


‘Maybe the receptionist is hungover and called in sick.’ Sarah has her eyes closed, her head leaning back against the wall. It looks like she’s steeling herself.


‘Maybe the receptionist is the woman from the toilets last night. Maybe it’s the boss here you emailed.’


Sarah scrunches her face – a bit of a laugh, a bit of a cry.


When the nurse–receptionist reappears and says, ‘Miss Burns?’, Sarah looks at me. Any resolve she’d felt moments ago has disappeared; she looks as confident as a guinea pig.


‘After this, we get to go home,’ I tell her. I’m talking to her like she’s a child, but she doesn’t object.


She sighs, stands. I reach for her hand, squeeze it. ‘Let me know if you need me.’ We both know she won’t be able to.


This is the first time I’ve ever been to an abortion clinic and yet when Sarah told me weeks ago that she was pregnant I was surprised at the knowledge I had somehow acquired without ever needing it. I knew abortions were four hundred bucks, but eight hundred if you want to go under. I knew that you should definitely go under. I knew there were two places in Melbourne to get them. And now I’m sitting here and Sarah is getting an abortion and suddenly I realise I have no idea how long this will take. An hour? Two? Five or ten minutes? I think about looking it up but don’t, because I don’t want to freak out when it takes way longer or shorter than it’s meant to. I wait and try really hard not to think about the time I played a swimmer who had to get a backyard abortion in order to compete in the 1956 Melbourne Olympics. I remember stripping down to my undies side-stage so the costume department could scrub fake blood from my legs in the quick-change. There was fake blood down to my ankles. I don’t think about this at all.


SARAH SLEEPS AND I promise her I will stay home in case anything happens. I vow to myself I’ll have the house cleaned and dinner cooked when she wakes, but we only have bread and corn and I can’t go out to get more food without leaving her and I can’t do any real cleaning without making a lot of noise. I wipe dust from the leaves of our houseplants and scrub a dark green ink stain of wilted spring onion from the bottom of the vegetable crisper. My phone tells me it’s twenty-six degrees today, hotter than it’s been in ages. It feels too hot for early spring. I don’t actually remember the temperature of this time last year, but I know that if it was this warm a year ago we’d be in the park. I can picture what Edinburgh Gardens must be like right now – a throng of male and female mullets, bikes, eskies, dogs.


I close all the blinds and turn off the lights, keeping the house dark and cool, like we do in the middle of summer. I lie on the couch and wait until I’m needed for something, I don’t know what.


Eventually I wake to the sound of the shower, just like I did this morning. I sit up on the couch, uncomfortable, unused to sleeping on my back. I reach for my phone on the windowsill and see it’s 7 p.m. I boil the kettle then take two cups of tea to Sarah’s room and place them either side of her bed. Before I get in, I lift the doona to check there’s no blood on the sheets, which there isn’t. When she returns, I’m horrified for a few seconds at how bad she looks, before I remember she didn’t sleep last night and she looks about the same as she usually does after a bender – like she’s aged ten years overnight. Sarah is one of the most beautiful people I know, except when she’s hungover. She has pale skin that looks like porcelain when she powders it but translucent when she hasn’t slept. Her red hair is long and thick, but it knots quickly if left unbrushed. Her dark eyebrows are striking when she’s made-up but look drawn on, caricatured, when she’s not. Her countenance is much like her moods – ugly–beautiful, hot–cold.


I ask her how she’s feeling.


‘Really shit.’


‘Well, that’s to be expected.’


She drops her towel and pulls on a t-shirt. For the few seconds her naked body is exposed, I stare at her abdomen, expecting maybe to see a scar, even though I know that’s not how it’s done.


‘Yeah, but it’s hard to know what’s to be expected because I had an abortion and what’s to be expected because I went out last night.’


‘Was it fun at least? Who was there?’


‘I don’t know,’ she says at first. ‘Renee. Ginnie. Matthew. Travis.’


I feel sick when she says his name even though I’d asked wanting to hear it.


‘I can’t believe Travis was there, actually.’ Sarah leans in close to her mirror, runs her fingers over her face. ‘He was all mopey.’


‘Understandably.’


‘Yeah, I know – so maybe stay home if you’re sad your mate died.’


I cross my hands over my abdomen.


When Sarah finishes at the mirror, she turns to me. ‘What are you doing?’ She’s looking at me holding my stomach.


‘I’m starving.’ This isn’t a lie.


‘Me too.’


There’s a KFC at the end of our street. I don’t go there because I’m a vegetarian and actors aren’t meant to have fast food pimples. Sarah isn’t vego, but maintains she doesn’t go because I make her feel bad about it, though I don’t remember ever telling her it was disgusting and neither does she. But about twice a year, if there’s an emergency situation, we go there together. We call it the emergency department. I offer to go alone this time, but Sarah says she’ll come too.


‘Maybe a walk will help me.’


I think this is probably true for the comedown, probably not true for the vacuum.


My sense of smell has become so acute that sometimes I think I can smell the fat from the ED when I’m in our backyard. We’re only halfway down the street when I first think I might spew. I decide to fill up on chips, reasoning that I should be able to stomach those.


On the walk back, a hot plastic bag in my arms, I’m almost quivering with nausea.


We sit cross-legged on Sarah’s bed. She’s eating chicken and I’m washing down chips, one at a time, with a sip of water. A record plays softly below our conversation and we don’t talk about the abortion. We talk about Sarah’s ex who ‘did this to her’, and we talk about a campaign she’s working on that requires her to run an Instagram account for a houseplant. I update Sarah on the situation with my agent. ‘She says I’m too famous to sell insurance, not famous enough to sell face cream.’


‘I never saw it,’ Sarah says. ‘Why everyone thought you were a good actor.’ She pauses, sucking grease from her fingers. ‘Your stage face reminded me of someone looking bored during sex.’


I feel vindicated and offended at once.


Sarah hasn’t noticed that I haven’t been drinking for the past two weeks, or that I’ve been vomiting at least once a day and sleeping in the afternoons. She never seems to notice me much, in fact. Only when she berates me for not being home on a night when she wanted company. Mostly friendships aren’t like relationships, where you check in and evaluate and worry yourself sick if it’s not working. A lot of the time friendships probably aren’t working – not in the sense of being toxic and full of screaming (although occasionally they are), but in the sense that they’re not doing anything, have been put to rest like a bicycle on a rack. You exist alongside one another, separately. Then one day something happens, like one of you has an abortion or maybe you just get high and you have a conversation where you talk about yourselves, and you realise that all that time spent existing alongside one another, seemingly not caring, allowed some kind of understanding to seep between you. Suddenly you’re having this conversation and you realise your friend understands things about you that you didn’t and they’re presenting you and your life to you in ways you hadn’t seen before and you’re falling in love with your friend the way you only fall in love at the beginning of a relationship. And it’s because of this love, its surprising appearance and depth, that I get swept up in our friendship for a moment and I tell Sarah I’m pregnant.


‘Are you kidding?’ She gags on her chicken. Wipes her mouth with her palm and then wipes her hands on her sheets.


‘No. I’m having a baby.’


‘And you’re telling me now?’


I was planning on waiting until Annie got back from Japan for this. I was planning on telling Annie first.


‘I’ve been dying,’ I say. ‘I’ve been vomiting in the shower with the water running so you wouldn’t hear me.’


‘I heard you; I just thought you were hungover.’


Even though I haven’t had a drink in weeks. I feel a twinge of annoyance, despite all the love I felt moments ago. I listen to the record filling the silence and realise that from now on Jen Cloher will probably always remind me of this day with Sarah.


‘Well, I can’t lie to you,’ she says eventually. ‘It fucking sucks. I swear it felt like my cervix was being stabbed with a knitting needle. It was horrid. I’m sorry, but it’s your fault for telling me you’re pregnant when I’m coming down.’


She went under, so she shouldn’t have felt anything. Unless maybe you can still feel something. Or maybe she decided to save four hundred bucks and not go under. I want to ask, but I decide against it for now.


‘I’m having a baby, Sarah.’ I stare at her eating chips. I keep staring until she stops eating.


‘Why?’


‘I want to.’


‘No, you don’t.’


I continue staring at her and I can see the moment she realises what I’m saying. She peers at me, like she’s reading fine print on my face. She doesn’t say anything, just watches me. I feel sick, maybe because of all the salt or maybe the admission or maybe the foetus. It starts to rain outside, slow and heavy drops. I can hear cars driving fast, and that makes me feel sick too. Sarah takes a breath, about to speak, but then I see another thought cross her face. ‘Wait,’ she says, although neither of us was speaking. ‘Who’s the father?’


‘It’s Pat.’


I’m surprised and a little relieved when I start to cry. I thought women got weepy when they’re pregnant, but this is the first time in weeks that I’ve cried, the last time being five weeks ago, when I suggested to Pat that we see each other again and he said no. Since then, when I cried because I thought he didn’t see me as girlfriend material, I haven’t cried. Not when I found out he was dead; not when I was told it was suicide; and not after that, when I found out I was pregnant with his baby. I dry my eyes with my palms because my fingers are salty.


‘I think the salt is giving me anxiety.’


‘Have you told Travis?’


‘I’m not going to tell anyone who the father is. Only you and Annie.’


I’d planned to tell Sarah and Annie what I told my mum – that the father was a tourist visiting from overseas – but the lie wilted in my mouth the second Sarah asked me.


If Sarah feels sorry for me, or happy, she doesn’t show it. She stands up from the bed.


‘Look, maybe I’ll tell Travis eventually,’ I say. ‘I just can’t right now.’ This isn’t true. I know that this is not true at all.


‘I’m going to sleep. Move.’ She takes the cardboard box of chicken with two hands and places it on the floor. She gets back into her bed and wraps her doona tightly around herself. Clenched in the sheets, her face is hidden, but I can see her forehead is furrowed.


‘I thought I’d sleep here with you tonight,’ I say, although I’m already getting up.


‘The doctor said I might bleed in the night. I don’t want to spill my abortion all over you.’ She’s loud and harsh, her words clear even from under the doona. I’m not sure if it’s true about the blood.


When I curl up in my own bed I want to cry again but I’m too pissed at Sarah, so I play the same Jen Cloher album and I stare at the stains on my bedroom ceiling, misshapen circles of damp. When I’d imagined telling my friends I’d pictured them squealing like girls on television, even though we don’t often do that.


I channel my frustration into masturbating, give it a good shot for a couple of minutes, but I can’t get it going. I haven’t been able to do that in weeks either. I haven’t cried. I haven’t wanked. All I do is feel sick. I refocus my anger on Sarah and eventually, somehow, I feel myself starting to slide into sleep. Pregnancy will do that to you. No matter how angry or worried or busy you are, you’re always twice as tired.









I DON’T KNOW IF SARAH disapproves of what I’m doing or if she’s mad I stole the attention from her own crisis. I don’t know what the rules are for having a dead man’s baby and while it feels as though we’re all meant to treat abortions like root canals now, I don’t know if maybe that’s insensitive too. It’s easier for me to put up with her being momentarily mad and let it pass than it is to sift through these feelings, so that’s what I do. I suspect this is what she’s doing too, and that she knows she can only get away with being angry at me for a short while, so she’ll make it count.


For a week we live like actors in a play that’s been canned by the critics. We hate ourselves and we hate each other and we don’t talk about the fact that I’m pregnant, not directly. Sarah complains the toilet smells like vomit so I go outside to throw up. She cooks salmon for dinner every night, which she wouldn’t usually do.


‘You know there’s going to be more plastic in the ocean than fish by 2050,’ she tells me, cooking the dinner I can’t eat.


I told her this recently.


‘The world is fucked,’ she finishes.


The fish smells strong and I try hard not to gag.


‘Your plant is dead,’ she says one night, a response to my asking how her day was. She points to the fern in our lounge. Leaves browning at the edges or speckled with yellow and greying in their centres. She looks me in the eye. ‘You killed it.’


I walk in the kitchen and see her reading my copy of What to Expect When You’re Expecting. She puts it down as soon as she sees me. ‘You need vitamin D,’ she says.


‘I’ve been sitting outside every morning.’ I smile at her.


‘Then why are you still so pale?’ She goes back to reading my book.


The house is quiet. The days are long.


I’m heavy and clogged, haven’t shat for days. I google ‘taking laxatives pregnant’. I don’t even need to open any of the search results to learn that I am constipated because I am pregnant. That’s not a side effect they put in a lot of movies. Knowing the cause doesn’t put me at ease. I feel twisted up, physically and emotionally. I’m grumpy because I’m constipated. I’m pissed at Sarah for being pissed with me. Sarah is angry with me because I’m pregnant. I’m constipated because I’m pregnant. If I tried to map out the cause and effect of it all I’d end up with mess on a page.


On Friday night Sarah and I mount our bikes in the driveway to ride to Clarke Street in Northcote.


‘Ready to go?’ I say.


She eyes me critically. ‘You’re not going to be able to do this soon. You won’t be able to balance once you get really fat.’


She rides fast ahead of me, even up the hill on Westbourne Grove that usually we would walk together, bent over, pushing our bikes like prams. Now she stands on her pedals, her arse stuck out behind her, moving side to side. I take my time, arrive long enough after her that our friends might think we’ve come from different places. I’m afraid of them realising she’s mad at me. As though if they realise that they might guess why.


Later, sitting around the fire pit, someone asks why I’m not drinking. I say I have a role as a marathon runner coming up and no more questions are asked. It’s amazing how easily people believe you are going about your life being you.


‘You better lose some weight then,’ Sarah shoots at me across the circle. None of our other friends comment on her comment.


‘It’s okay,’ I whisper to myself back at home, under my doona. ‘Annie will be back soon.’









IN THE MORNING I MADE coffees that went cold while we had sex again. We used a condom that time. I remember walking across my room to the dresser to get it and being conscious of you looking at my arse. Conscious in a good way, as it was taut then; I was still working out. It’s amazing how quickly I’ve changed. I’m softer now, whether because I’m pregnant or because I stopped exercising as soon as I quit acting I’m not sure, as both happened at pretty much the same time.


I should’ve thought then about not having used a condom the night before, and that afternoon I should’ve gone to get the morning-after pill for the second time in my life. But it wasn’t until the next day that I realised. I got the used condom from our morning sex from my paper basket and moved it into the kitchen rubbish that I was about to throw out. I didn’t want the pasty, foggy smell of semen to accumulate in my room. There was one condom, not two.


But it was too soon after my period to be ovulating, surely.


I’d had unprotected sex a handful of times before and never got pregnant.


This, I assume, is what I thought. I don’t actually remember thinking about it that much. What I did think about was lying against your body, tracing my finger through your sparse chest hair and kissing your neck, my nose burrowed in behind your ear. I thought about the conversations we’d had that morning. We’d talked about climate change, about how the international climate council had estimated the human race had twelve years to change course before we reached the point of no return. How many years are we at now – eleven or ten? We’d actually talked about children, which sounds like fiction, but we did. I said I thought it was morally irresponsible to have a child – twelve years! You said, ‘The solution to climate change isn’t to stop having children.’ A simple sentence, uttered with more surety than anything I’d said. Which was why, when I realised I was pregnant, I dismissed climate change as a reason not to go through with it. And I think that was why I took your advice about acting to heart, too. Why I told my agent I didn’t want any more work. You seemed more certain than me. You were definitely more confident, I’d thought.


‘You can’t live your life saying you’ll get around to doing something you know will make you happy,’ you said. ‘You just have to do it.’









ANNIE LOOKS TANNED AND SOMEHOW older, as if her holiday gave her new wrinkles under her eyes. She has big brown freckles on her face that I don’t remember. Her dark, boxy haircut looks fresh, despite her having only arrived home two days ago. It suits her and confirms a suspicion I’ve always had – that Annie will age much better than Sarah and me. We talk about her trip for all of two minutes. I tell her I’ve left my agent, sort of. She tells me she knows I’m pregnant.


‘Are you happy?’


It’s one of those spring days that is warm and cold in patches, changing whenever a cloud passes over the sun. I’m seated on the edge of a large planter box in her garden in Collingwood. She’s in there on her hands and knees, still wearing her netball uniform from a game this morning. I’m drinking a glass of water she had poured for me when I arrived. I can hear the trams on Smith Street behind us. I am pregnant. These are things that I know.


‘I’m doing it.’


‘Good. Then I’m happy for you.’


She tugs at a stubborn weed that’s grown in the tight space between the planter box and the fence. She grunts as she pulls it out.


‘Can you talk to Sissa?’


Annie and I sometimes refer to Sarah by her old Facebook name when she’s acting like a brat. I know she’s already spoken to Sarah – that’s how she knows I’m pregnant; what I’m really asking is for her to tell me what Sarah said. Annie doesn’t answer, doesn’t look at me. She drops the weed on the ground then picks a pea from the vine and eats it, shell and all.


‘Have you been to the doctor?’


‘Yes.’ I answer impatiently, a little offended she thinks I wouldn’t do this.


‘What did they say?’


The appointment basically consisted of another pregnancy test, a referral to the hospital, where I don’t have to go for a while, and where to book in a scan, which I haven’t followed up on.


‘She said I’m doing great so far.’


‘Are you going to contact Pat’s family?’ She hands me a pea, a casual gesture to offset the heavy question. This must be what she and Sarah talked about. I open the shell and run my finger along the tiny blips of vegetable inside. I regret being testy with my first response. I don’t look at her when I speak.


‘Can we just park that one for now?’


‘How are you going to afford it if you’re not acting?’


A born lawyer, her questions are pointed and specific.


‘I have savings from that miniseries in New Zealand last year.’


I can’t help but say this with resentment. When I went to Centrelink, hoping to get unemployment benefits, I found out I have too much money to qualify for government support. I told the woman I was pregnant – one of the first people I told, and one of the least interested. She explained that I would be eligible for money once the baby is born, but not now. I remind myself this is a good thing. Other people need taxpayer dollars more than me.


‘Will you ever act again?’ Annie asks.


‘I don’t know.’ I eat my pea.


I quit my agency before I found out I was pregnant. I ignored calls from my agent, Kate, for a week until she gave up ringing me. When I found out, I rang her back, and with no reference to her ignored calls, asked her if I could do commercials but not actual roles. Kate asked if I was having a meltdown. I said no, but I didn’t tell her about the baby. Sometimes I think that if I miscarry I might just go back to acting, which doesn’t really make sense, because I quit before I knew. I decide if the collection of cells survives this hardest part, I’ll take it as a sign that I’m on the right path. Already I am shifting responsibility.


‘It’s amazing.’ Annie flicks a small piece of uneaten stalk into the garden.


‘What?’


‘That you’re actually going do it.’


She pulls off her gardening gloves and comes to sit beside me on the edge of the planter box. She drinks from my glass of water, then refills it with the garden hose and hands it back to me. Together we do the sums, calculating how long I can survive on the savings I have, minus my rent and the money I need for food and bills. We look over her backyard and talk about how I’ll pay the rent and not about how the father of my child killed himself. I’m aware that Annie’s equanimity is potentially as insincere as my own – in my heart I am screaming – but I appreciate its reliability.


When we eventually go inside, Annie’s boyfriend James has started dinner. ‘Is Sarah coming over?’ he asks.


‘Yes,’ says Annie, looking to me, not James. I smile at her, but she doesn’t smile back. Her look is mildly disapproving. I want to argue – These are extreme circumstances; it’s not like Sarah and I are so immature we can’t remain civil for a few weeks without you – but I know that raising that point would also disprove it.


When Sarah arrives, she comes straight for me.


‘Hello, friend that I love.’ She gives me a hug and pats me gently on the back. When she pulls away, she puts her hands on my cheeks and looks me in the eye. ‘It’s a good thing there’s going to be more of you.’


We smile at one another. She throws her backpack on Annie’s kitchen table and pulls out two bottles of wine. James lines up four glasses and Sarah places her hand over the top of one. She rubs my stomach, friendly this time, not like when she told me I’d be too fat to ride a bike. James looks between us, wearing an expression I often see on him – one of not being in on a joke.


SARAH AND ANNIE and I met in primary school on the Sunshine Coast. Sarah and I were friends from year one; Annie didn’t arrive until year four. She was a sweet, obedient girl whom Sarah and I used to dominate. Annie always had two biscuits in her lunchbox – Iced VoVos or Monte Carlos – that she would hand over to each of us. If we ever had to pair up, for schoolwork or a bus seat, it was always Sarah and me together, Annie left behind. And in four square, Annie was forever in the dunce position despite being much better than both Sarah and me at P.E. I shudder when I think of these things now. None of us ever mention it.


When we moved to high school the bullying stopped completely. I’d love to say it’s because we’d matured but I think we were intimi dated. There were more students in our year level alone than there had been in our entire primary school. We shuffled close together for comfort. The three of us weren’t popular, but we weren’t unpopular either. Annie was excellent academically and Sarah and I were good enough. Same with our behaviour. Sarah and I occasionally got detention – for talking in class or being late, never anything serious – but Annie not once. At some point, around year eleven, we started dreaming about moving to Melbourne. It was possibly after the first presentation we had about going to uni and what courses we could do. Or maybe it was that the bands we thought were cool on Triple J were mostly from Melbourne. Or both. I don’t remember much about school from then on. A part of me had mentally clocked that we were leaving and I didn’t need anyone but the friends I was leaving with. Other people from school did move here eventually, a couple of years after us. Annie would catch up with them and tell us about it, but neither Sarah nor I bothered introducing them to the city. Sarah called them ‘followers’. I was self-aware enough to know that sounded arrogant, but I agreed with her. When I’d dreamed of Melbourne at school, I pictured wearing denim jackets and berets on campus and drinking pints of beer, even though I didn’t like the taste at the time. I’d break up with lots of boyfriends, smoke joints and amble down corridors between classes. Drama school was basically exactly what I’d envisaged but what’s happened after is completely different. I thought once I started working, I’d have a big open-plan apartment with a record player, vintage furniture and a hot boyfriend I’d drink wine with. I’d envisaged having money and also nice things. A good career but also lots of spare time. At least this dream mostly came true for Annie, who probably doesn’t begrudge occasionally feeling on the outer of Sarah’s and my bullshit now.


I SIT ACROSS from James at the kitchen bench as he cooks. He’s making a salad, one that requires two pans and the oven on the go. Annie is behind us in the dining room, choosing records. Sarah speaks to us from the back door, pausing after statements to blow long, thin streams of smoke outside. Everyone but me is drinking wine. It’s dark now and the kitchen is filled with warm light, soft music and familiar, contented voices. I’ve told both my friends now. Sarah is no longer mad at me. I should feel relieved, but instead I feel hyper attentive. Like when you’ve just taken drugs and your senses are alert, waiting for what’s next to kick in.


Sarah is quizzing James about his masculinity and buying habits. She tells us she’s working on a project to sell a line of alcopops to boys. When Sarah started working in advertising, she was going to transfer her skills into positive behavioural change, try to make people use green bags or waste less food. I haven’t heard her talk about that plan in over a year now.


James is talking about a spreadsheet he has for his purchases and Annie and Sarah are laughing. I go to the bathroom frequently. I’m still constipated but I also need to pee constantly. I thought that only happened when the baby was squashing your bladder. Apparently it’s the size of a grape, but somehow already I’m always on the toilet.


I’m quiet over dinner, only picking at my food.


‘I thought pregnant women were always hungry?’ says Sarah.


‘They’re also always nauseous,’ says Annie.


James chokes on his wine.


THERE’S A HOUSE party in Coburg. I say I’m not going. Then Sarah says Travis will be there so I say I’ll go. For an hour, two at most. We leave the dishes for Annie and James tomorrow and call an Uber.


I regret my decision even before the car has arrived. It’s not like I’m going to tell Travis that I’m pregnant to his dead friend at a party. I’m not planning on telling him at all. It’s not like I’m going to ask him if he knows why his friend killed himself. I’m not even sure what I want him to say. That Pat left a message for me before he died? I know this won’t be true. I sometimes draft messages to Travis, limp apologies and generic offers of support. I don’t send them. I only met Travis a few months ago. He wouldn’t want my condolences and he wouldn’t understand why I want his. There are so many things that, if true, I don’t want to know – that Pat said nothing about me after we slept together; that he mentioned I’d asked him out and he said no; that he was so depressed he hardly spared a thought for me – and yet I want to be near Travis, to hear from him. As though I’m holding out hope he might actually have something nice to say. Something that would make me feel better, whatever that might be. It’s like the unhinged feeling of lusting after someone I know is unavailable.
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