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Chapter 1 I’m on a man-fast


‘I’m a born-again virgin!’ I panted. ‘Seriously, I can’t remember the last time I had sex.’

‘There’s no man on the horizon?’ Lauren asked, as we jogged around Lake Burley Griffin.

It was good to have her back from Manhattan. I’d missed my tidda when she’d left the National Aboriginal Gallery to work at the Smithsonian, and we were still catching up on basic goss and news.

‘Oh, he’s there on the horizon all right, I just never seem to reach it. And I can’t even be bothered trying anymore.’

I was half-joking, but Lauren turned serious. ‘You need to focus on what you really want, Libs. A fling or love?’

‘I don’t want either; the barman in New York was my last unintentional fling. And as for looking for love,’ I said, jumping over a small puddle from some late-night rain, ‘in my case, it’s like jogging on a treadmill. You know, running and getting nowhere.’

I stopped and bent over, sweat dripping down my spine as the January sun stung my shoulders. I pulled the elastic on my ponytail tighter and was glad that nearly all the layers and my fringe had almost grown out. I breathed deeply, smelled the freshly cut grass and listened to the sounds of local birds chirping good morning to each other. Lauren did some stretches.

Our friendship was as strong as ever, but we didn’t get to see each other much since she had returned with Wyatt, her Mohawk fiancé who adored her. I was worried she would become one of those women who dropped off the radar altogether when they meet a man, only available to their friends when the bloke was busy. But she wasn’t like that.

‘It’s good to have you back, Loz,’ I panted.

‘I missed you too, Libs,’ she said, as we started to run again. ‘But you know you’d miss me less if you had someone to love.’

‘Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard it all before.’ I ran faster.

‘I’m serious, you’ve become a loner.’

‘I’m not a loner,’ I protested, ‘I’m just self-sufficient! I don’t need a bloke or romance to be happy.’

I kept jogging, Lauren keeping up with my pace.

‘Don’t you want to fall in love?’ she asked seriously.

‘Love schmove, you know it’s not my thing. I’ve been on a man-fast since I got back to Canberra. The way I see it: no love, no lust, no dramas!’

Lauren looked at me with a frown.

‘I’m telling you now, Loz: I’m never having another boyfriend – EVER!’ The words carried me back to my first heartbreak in Moree, when my first love, Peter, cheated on me. In my misguided youthful life, I’d had my share of loser boyfriends. I’d sworn then that I wouldn’t date again, but this time I meant it.

‘Never say never, Libs. Anyway, I really don’t understand why you’re on this man-fast as you call it. You used to like men; you used to have fun. You used to try and set me up with blokes, remember? And you didn’t waste any time on that fella at the Australian bar in New York. You were like a bee to honey.’

‘I was on holidays, and there was nothing really in that, no heart stuff anyway. Which was lucky because he was full of shit. Gonna send me emails and come visit: blah, blah, blah. He never did and he never will. I’ve just learned not to expect anything from men, they can’t be trusted.’

Lauren stopped running and looked at me, concerned. ‘I want the old Libs back, the fun Libs who perved on firemen and worried about her friends’ dating dilemmas.’

I wondered if I really had changed that much over the past couple of years. Maybe Lauren was right. Maybe I needed to get back into the dating game. But why would what worked for Lauren work for me? She and I were different. She always wanted a man in her life, whereas to me a bloke was secondary to my happiness. ‘I don’t need you to look after me, Loz. I need this man-fast.

I need a bloody good detox of them, just like you needed with Full-of-himself.’

Lauren stopped still at the mention of Adam Fuller, her ex. She had spent months agonising over her first love – Canberra’s bad-boy footballer otherwise known as Adam Full-of-himself – who had once crushed her self-esteem and her sense of logic.

‘We don’t talk about him anymore, remember?’

Lauren hadn’t mentioned Adam’s name since Wyatt declared his love for her atop the Empire State Building eighteen months ago, like all good men did in all good love stories, apparently.

‘You’ve been away so long, you’ve forgotten what my love-life was like before you left or, indeed, while you were gone. Shall I remind you?’

I turned around and jogged backwards, aiming to work my postural muscles, ankles and hips. Lauren stayed forward-focused, guiding me with her hand so I didn’t bump into anything or anyone.

‘Ben, remember him? Scrawny, sickly white, shaved head?’

‘That’s mean. He seemed all right, just not right for you.’ Lauren never really said harsh words about anyone, even ex-boyfriends.

‘Mean? I’m being generous, trust me, he totally gaslighted me, only to tell me at our final meeting that he was gay.’ I had really liked Ben and my tone softened at the thought of how devastating his revelation had been to me. ‘I felt like I was just his litmus test, to see if he liked women or not. It hurt.’

‘I can understand that. It’s unfortunate he hadn’t figured out his sexuality before he met you.’ Lauren was trying to help but I knew she couldn’t possibly have understood what it felt like for me.

‘I should’ve known when he agreed so easily to watch Bridgerton with me. If it wasn’t for the gorgeous costumes, it most definitely was for Regé-Jean Page. I mean that’s why I was watching too.’

‘Fair enough, Libs, he’s hot!’

‘Maybe it’s all my own fault. I told him, “Look, if you love Regé-Jean so much maybe you should leave me for him.” I mean, as if that would have even been possible. But you wouldn’t read about it, he ended up dating a guy in Sydney who’s a dead ringer for the Duke of Hastings. Lucky bastard.’

‘Ouch!’ Lauren screwed up her face. ‘That had to hurt!’

I tried to jog off while Lauren keeled over laughing.

‘Oh well, good on him for moving forward with his life, I guess. It’s not good for you, but at least he’s found his match, eh?’ Lauren somehow remained the eternal romantic, even if it meant her best friend lost out.

‘Yeah, I guess.’

I loved working and working out with Lauren. It was moments like these with her that made me feel like I had a sister, a real sister. It was hard sometimes being the baby of five brothers, with Mum – whom everyone else called Aunty Iris – living up in Moree. I missed having someone close to talk to about life and men. The girly conversations were important, and often I just wanted to yarn with Lauren. It was difficult while she was away; the time difference made it hard to FaceTime.

As for talking to my brothers about men issues, they simply refused to accept that their little sister was a fully-grown woman who could be sexually active. I was always just the baby of the family.

Lauren would not change the topic. ‘And what was wrong with that John guy again? He didn’t last long either. I don’t think I met him more than half-a-dozen times. But he seemed really sweet.’

‘Yes, really sweet, that was John the Fyshwick Freak!’ I jogged on.

‘That’s right. Oh god, now I remember, Fyshwick. You can pick them.’

‘How is it I find a bloke who every weekend wanted to invest in “marital aids” despite the fact we weren’t even married? And swinging by Fyshwick wasn’t the only swinging he wanted to do either.’

‘No, seriously?’ Lauren looked shocked.

‘Seriously! And it’s not like I’d been living under a rock, but it reached the point where I would’ve been grateful for some boring missionary sex.’

‘Geez, I’m glad I’ve got Wyatt!’ She slowed down. ‘Not that I mean he’s boring or anything, just that he’s “normal”, you know?’

‘I know. And you should be grateful, because after Ben and Matt there was Richie. Remember him?’

Lauren started laughing. ‘Yes, the one you called Hamlet behind his back.’

‘Only because I am sure he was in love with his mother!’ I said, looking Lauren directly in the eyes.

Lauren’s tone changed dramatically. ‘Now, there’s some serious issues going on there.’

I shook my head. ‘Tell me about it. How many times can you cancel dinner because you have to do things with your mother? And when he wasn’t with her, he was talking about her.’

‘That’s too weird.’

‘Then there was the bullshitting barman and, well, I threw him back in the sea and haven’t really been interested in fishing since.’ I made long sweeping brushstrokes with my hands. ‘I’ve literally wiped my hands clean of men altogether.’



As I got ready for dinner with the girls that night, I looked in the mirror and noticed two small creases around my eyes. I wasn’t game to see if there were any grey hairs. Mum didn’t go grey until she was in her forties, so I knew I had good genes; the creases were simply ‘laugh lines’.

I was in good nick for thirty-two: the running had toned my legs, the nightly crunches made me believe there was a sixpack there somewhere, a good bra made my D-cups sit right and the pigmentation in my skin was evening out after regular glycolic peels. I had big boobs and big hips, but everything was firm at least.

I was pleased I never got into women’s magazines and all the propaganda that affects the self-esteem of female youth. Two legs, ten fingers and toes, a brain, teeth and all my senses meant I was doing okay in my books. I did want my fringe to finally be gone, but at least my hair was strong and shiny, and the new shade of burgundy really suited me.

‘I love this place,’ I said as we entered the busiest Vietnamese restaurant in Canberra, iconic to locals. I always enjoyed reading the walls covered in testimonials from pollies, locals and tourists.

‘I wish they’d ask me to write one,’ Lauren said, also scanning the newest additions.

‘Lucky-dip dinner?’ Bec enquired, only vaguely looking at the menu.

‘Yes!’ Lauren and I agreed.

It had been a while since we’d all been there together. When Bec and I shared a house we hung out all the time. Now she shared with a local lawyer, Caro, while Lauren shared with Wyatt and I lived with my cats Bonnie and Clyde. These days we had to schedule girly catch-ups in advance.

‘We’d like three mystery dishes, thanks,’ Bec instructed our waiter, who smiled at the opportunity to surprise us.

‘I missed this when I was in New York,’ Lauren said, pouring water for us all. ‘My flatmates worked the weirdest hours so we didn’t go out for dinner that much.’

‘And you were clearly very busy.’ Bec rolled Lauren’s hand over to reveal a stunning emerald-cut diamond.

‘Apparently,’ she giggled, losing herself in the stone’s brilliance as if it were just her and the ring in the restaurant. ‘Wyatt is absolutely perfect for me.’

Lauren looked like she was the first woman to have ever fallen in love.

‘I can’t believe I ever dated He-who-shall-remain-nameless. We had nothing in common, but Wyatt – he and I were made for each other.’

I couldn’t imagine ever being ‘made’ for someone. Were my previous boyfriends ‘made’ for other people?

Lauren continued, ‘I always believed I would meet the love of my life up the Empire State Building and I did. Okay, so I didn’t know it was going to be Wyatt, but half the premonition was correct.’

Lauren drifted off into a romantic headspace where only she and her sparkling rock could fit. I was happy for my friend but couldn’t imagine wanting a man in my life like she did.

Although I hadn’t known my dad for long – he abandoned me by dying from lung cancer when I was only six – I’d always been surrounded by men at home. My five older brothers were there all the time: working, brawling, causing Mum grief sometimes, making her laugh hysterically other days, and they were nearly always there at dinnertime.

Mum is a good cook, not like me. I hate cooking, always have, always will, and I certainly have no desire to cook for a man or men every night like Mum still does. I’ve always admired her ability to throw together a meal for the boys and all their mates at the last minute. Snags become a gourmet curry, and mince is never mince in Mum’s kitchen.

I had decided I could probably do without living in the same house as a man ever again after leaving home, unless he could wash, cook and clean for himself. And definitely didn’t smoke. God knows I was flat out getting myself organised in the morning and then working long hours at the gallery. I couldn’t imagine having or wanting to coordinate daily meals and clothes for a man as well. Making sure Bonnie and Clyde were fed every day was a hard enough task for me.

And yet, somehow, meals had always been the cornerstone of maintaining my relationships – personal and professional. Now with Lauren glowing like a meteor across the table from me, and her diamond as blinding as a mirror hitting the sun, I wondered if the right man might make me glow like she did.

‘Yummy calamari, yummy chicken and yummy vege hotpot for you ladies tonight.’ The waiter placed the dishes on the table.

‘Looks like you’re going to have it all,’ Bec said, smiling at Lauren as she served rice into her bowl. ‘Career, great man and eventually kids, right?’

Lauren beamed in response, but I couldn’t help myself.

‘Do you really think you can have it all?’ I asked gently, not wanting to rock the romance boat, but desperate to understand how it was possible.

‘Of course you can, and I can.’ Lauren sounded defensive. ‘Don’t you think so?’

‘I’m not as confident as you are, Loz. I have a hundred per cent happiness at work; I don’t think it’s then reasonable to expect a hundred per cent with relationships as well.’

‘What are you saying?’ Lauren looked confused.

‘I’m not convinced that we can have everything without some serious trade-offs. It’s not possible.’

‘But you think men can?’ Bec asked.

‘No, I don’t think men can either.’

‘Ploise explain?’ Lauren said, in a perfect send-up of Pauline Hanson.

‘Women complain that men have it all because they can have careers and families and lifestyles. But they only appear to have it all, because in reality they trade important things off.’

‘I still don’t follow,’ Bec said, before putting a forkful of chicken in her mouth.

‘Men trade-off time with their families to have careers and so it’s the same trade-off women make to have careers. But women whinge about it, men don’t.’

Bec nearly choked as she swallowed too fast in order to speak. ‘God, the feminists will hate you.’

‘I’m a feminist, it’s just no-one ever talks about men and kids and so forth, they just say that women can’t have families and careers. Well, they can’t. No-one can. There are only so many hours in a day, so many hours to go round to so many different aspects of life. We all make choices on how the day is broken up.’

‘Go on,’ Lauren said, as both girls stopped eating and listened intently.

‘Personally, I think it’s because a lot of men don’t actually want to be at home, and that’s cool. If I met someone and chose to have kids and stay home, I wouldn’t complain about not having a career. I’d be happy to be a full-time mum until the kids went to school. Or I’d marry someone who wanted to stay home and I’d go to work.

‘Everything, for everyone, is a trade-off though. You trade-off time with kids to go to work, or you trade-off going to work to stay home. And you trade-off time for yourself doing either or both. That’s life. But don’t say you lose time with your kids because you have to work to pay off the McMansion and the two cars and three TVs. People – men and women – don’t have to have all that stuff; they trade-off staying home in order to have careers and things.’

Lauren finally spoke. ‘It sounds like you’ve given this a lot of thought, Libs.’

‘I grew up in a house where Mum did everything after Dad died. She had to. She didn’t have a choice and we didn’t have lots of toys or holidays like families we knew.’

Lauren and Bec didn’t take their eyes off me as I spoke and yet somehow still managed to dish out the vege hotpot for themselves. I kept talking, ‘She worked long shifts at Lillyman’s Cordial Factory to feed us all, otherwise she would’ve stayed home like she did when Dad was alive. They had a good groove.’

I picked up my fork with the aim of eating something, but felt the need to keep explaining.

‘Mum worked making our house a home and keeping us dressed and clean and our whole lives organised. Dad busted his guts labouring to give Mum the resources to do that. It worked for them and it worked for us kids, and someone was always home after school.’

‘Yeah, I wasn’t a latchkey kid back in Goulburn either,’ Lauren said, and I wondered if it was a regional thing, mums always being there to mind the kids.

‘Don’t get me wrong, I loved that Mum stayed home when she could and I was grateful when she worked. She never complained about either, though.’

‘To be fair, not all women complain, Libs,’ Lauren said.

‘Not all, no. But I work with mothers coming into the gallery with children and they seem to love their lives. I work with a few dads too. I also listen to the women in my book club who never stop complaining about how much of an effort it is to get to a meeting once a month because their kids are so much work, or they can’t find a good babysitter or whatever. I’m over parents complaining about choices they make. Don’t have babies if you’re going to whinge about losing your figure or career, or about your lack of money or time for yourself.’

I suppose it seemed like I must’ve given the topic some thought now that I was providing social commentary on an issue I knew little about, not having kids and not being in a position to have them. I wasn’t even sure I wanted them. I took a sip of my wine.

‘That’s what you think?’ Bec asked, raising her eyebrows.

‘I’m just saying that we all make sacrifices and compromises in life to have what we want.’

‘So it’s okay to trade off wages and working conditions for women then, is it?’ Bec was the union rep at her school and always conscious of equity in the workplace.

Lauren raised her eyebrows as she looked at me, equally questioning and awaiting my response.

I got defensive. ‘I didn’t say that. You’re talking about a different issue. Of course I support equality in the workplace, but I’m talking about choices we make as individuals to have both work and home lives. I don’t necessarily want or need to have the fabulous home with every gadget and heaps of living space; god knows I fall asleep as soon as I get home after work anyway.

‘I made a choice to have a career in the arts – which we all know is crap money – and I love it. I love my life, and if Lauren takes maternity leave then I’m going to move up the ladder faster and be next in line to take Emma’s job as director.’

I could see Lauren gasp with surprise and fear at the thought of me taking her holy grail. Bec smiled and gave me a wink, knowing I was joking.

‘I’m kidding, Loz,’ I said, to put my friend out of her unnecessary misery, ‘but I know your priorities have changed now you’re with Wyatt. You want to settle down and have a family, right?’

Lauren was calm but her tone was serious. ‘Yes, I do. But I still want a career even if it’s not as the director of the NAG. So that hasn’t changed.’

I tried not to look sceptical but knew it was in my voice. ‘We’ll see how you feel about that once you hold little Wyatt junior or little Libby – yes, you will call your firstborn female child after me – because I bet you’ll be thinking otherwise. I’ve seen it happen before: career women have babies, look at the kid they’ve just brought into the world and never want to go back to work again.’

Lauren nodded, half-conceding. ‘That would be fine, but don’t write me off, Libs. I’m still career-focused for the next few years. I’ve been toying with the idea of reviving the Aboriginal Arts Management Agency after my work at the National Museum of the American Indian was so successful. And if I do that, then Emma’s directorship is all yours!’

‘Gee, thanks for letting me have it in that case.’ I laughed as I finally caught up on eating what was left of the hotpot. Bec had been devouring every dish.

As if as an afterthought, Lauren added, ‘Anyway, I’ve got some time before my fertility is apparently going to drop and the biological clock starts ticking.’

‘Jesus, a woman’s got to think about fertility too! It’s all too complicated for me,’ I said sarcastically as I looked at my watch. ‘My own clock says we should just eat, drink and be stunningly single!’

‘Libby, sometimes you are so negative.’ Bec poured me some more wine.

‘I’m not negative: I’m a realist, as opposed to a romantic, that’s all. That’s why we all get on. There’s a mix of Yin and Yang, up and down, in and out, black and white. It’s called balance.’ I looked at Lauren. ‘As far as I’m concerned, life is a series of cycles. It’s complicated and complex, and quite frankly, I’d like to keep mine as simple as possible. If that means no bloke, then so be it.’

Lauren shook her head. ‘God, you’re so depressing, do you really mean this? What happened when I went away?’

‘Let’s see, when you went away I kept working my butt off at the gallery, Emma promoted me to manager of educational programs, as you know, and Bec and I hung out as much as we could. She moved in with Caro, then she met David and I only saw her sporadically.’ I looked at Bec. ‘And that’s cool, really. I don’t need constant company or attention, and I’m comfortable with myself.’

‘Oh, shut up!’ Lauren said, laughing. ‘I think you have just managed to depress us all.’

‘Hypothetically speaking, Libs, if you were interested, what kind of man would you want?’ Bec asked, determined not to let me off the potential-husband hook.

‘Hypothetically speaking, I don’t imagine a relationship ever happening again.’

‘But you have to visualise it to make it happen.’ Bec wiped some sauce from the corner of her mouth.

‘Have you been listening to me at all?’ I asked, pretending to pull hair out of my head. ‘I actually like my solitude. I like being alone. I’ve never been happier since I got myself mortgaged to the eyeballs and bought my little place in Braddon. Bonnie and Clyde love it too. I have an exercise routine that keeps me relatively healthy despite my inability to cook much, and I can still hang with you girls. And you,’ I poked Lauren in the arm, ‘haven’t dropped off the radar completely, yet.’

I was putting on a brave face. I knew that eventually our friendship would become like Emma often warned: ‘When you’re married with kids and everything is about the soccer and excursions and homework and so forth, you really don’t keep up with the perils of single life.’






Chapter 2 The One!


In the city shortly after, we walked into Hippo Co. with the sounds of jazz as a backdrop as we met up with the latest member of our posse, Caro, a forty-year-old, brown-eyed, long-legged, thin-hipped, thin-lipped, wispy-haired, big-drinking, dry-humoured, highly-accomplished lawyer. She was waiting with cocktails for all of us – one of the many bonuses of the electronic message stick known as the iPhone.

‘I’m so glad the live music is back after COVID, I missed these jazz nights,’ I told Lauren as I sipped my Bellini and witnessed what looked like a very old-fashioned hen’s night in full swing.

‘I’ve never seen so many trashy hens in one city, on one night, ever!’ Bec leant over the table and whispered so as not to offend anyone nearby. ‘Last night, Dave and I went for dinner at Rebel Rebel and then went for a drink in the North Quarter and, I kid you not, we saw four’ – she held up four fingers – ‘hens and their entourages along the way.’ She sipped her drink then added, ‘I didn’t even know hen’s nights were still a thing.’

‘That should give you some hope, Libs,’ Lauren winked at me.

‘Hope for what?’ I shook my head in exasperation.

‘Finding your soulmate, falling in love, getting married.’ She had a glassy-eyed romantic look on her face.

‘And having a trashy hen’s night, it seems,’ I threw a nod to a hen wearing devil’s horns at the bar. ‘Trust me, you’ll be having yours first, my dear tidda. Let’s talk about that.’

‘Aha, so there was a hint! You do believe romance is possible then.’ Lauren acted victorious.

‘Of course I believe it’s possible for some, but I don’t believe in soulmates or love anymore,’ I answered coldly. ‘I believe in compatibility and companionship, real things – things that can be proven and tested and demonstrated.’

‘What about the love of your life? The One? Do you believe in the One?’ Lauren looked like she might start crying if I said I didn’t believe in it like she did.

‘For a fleeting, blink-of-the-eye moment, I believed. Years ago.’ I remembered back to being a student. ‘When I was studying at Melbourne Uni, I dated a guy, Andy, whom I’d met at a reconciliation event on campus.’

‘Oh, the politics–science major who wanted to be President of the Republic of Australia one day?’

Lauren had been the only person I’d discussed Andy with. The experience had been so painful at the time, and for years after, that for my own emotional wellbeing I didn’t ever bring his name up, but tonight seemed an appropriate time to use him as justification for my defined ‘negativity’ in relation to love.

‘Yes,’ I sighed. ‘Andy was so passionate about everything: his study, politics, cooking, singing, sex and me. He could’ve been in one of my firey calendars with his sixpack, huge biceps and steamy bedroom eyes.’

I found myself smiling about him now for the first time in eight years, but I also felt the pain beginning to form in my chest. I knew exactly where my story was going to end.

‘You’ve never told me about him,’ Bec said, almost disappointed that I hadn’t shared my history. I gave her an apologetic look.

‘Sorry,’ she said, ‘it’s not about me, go on.’

‘We were hot and heavy and everyone thought we were made for each other. I sure felt that way, and he said he did. We adored one another and couldn’t get enough of our time together. He made me laugh all the time, even on the bad days. He inspired me to study more, live more. We went out for three years, the entire time of my undergrad degree, and we were inseparable.

‘I found it easy to love him, even after teenage heartache in Moree. Andy insisted on coming up home because he wanted to see Gamilaroi country and meet Mum and my brothers. It was the only time the boys were on their best behaviour. I was amazed that Bazza didn’t give him a hard time.’ I smiled thinking about my protective brother.

The girls said nothing, just listened. It was the first time I’d talked about my past with men in a way that didn’t involve me trying to turn it into a silly television sketch to hide the disappointment of another bad choice. Andy was different, and I could tell the girls knew it.

‘When we went back to country it was the most important thing a man had ever done for me. He cared about my heritage. He wanted to see where I called home. I took him to meet all the aunties and uncles, most of the cousins and we hung out in Stanley Village and Mehi Crescent.

‘He loved it. And I loved being back home with the mob. I took him to the library and we talked about the Freedom Rides in Moree. It was important for me, if I was going to be with a whitefella, that he understood my history.’

The girls nodded in agreement, understanding the issues involved with interracial relationships; Lauren had been in one with Adam, Caro had been married to a Frenchman, and Bec had witnessed the dramas both Loz and I had had over the years. I continued, ‘Mum even shouted us a night in a motel with an artesian spa so we could have some privacy. We soaked up the energy from the underground minerals and talked for nine hours straight about politics, the future, how we were made for each other.’

‘I always thought he sounded perfect – for you, that is, until…’ Lauren said, putting her hand on mine, knowing the heartache I had been through.

‘He was. Then out of the blue, a few months later when we were back at uni, some girl from over west showed up at a function at the Wilin Centre with a local student she was dating and everyone, including me, could see how Andy reacted to her. The way he looked at her was so intense you could almost grab his stare out of the air. I knew that look: it was the way that I looked at him. The way I’d thought he looked at me in return, but I knew then I had been wrong.’

‘What happened next?’ Caro, typically the listener of the group, spoke for the first time.

‘The problem was that she looked at that other fella the way that Andy looked at her and I looked at him. And while he never said anything, I knew immediately that it was over between us. I knew that the one I thought was my One, now thought the other woman was his One, and she thought someone else was her One.’

I took a sip of my Bellini.

‘Andy just faded out of my life then because he was focused on her and how to get her. I cried every day for a year, and swore I’d never fall in love again, never trust again. And so there’s been no bar, no expectation. That’s why I have the fucked-up relationships I’ve had. And I don’t want any more. None, zero, nil.’

I took a deep breath of relief at getting the truth off my chest. I’d carried it all too long, too painfully long. At least now the girls might stop humbugging me about meeting a fella. Maybe I should’ve told them sooner.

‘So,’ I said, looking at Lauren, ‘to answer your original question, I think if everyone is expected to end up with someone then there probably needs to be at least two or three Ones to choose from, if in fact there is such a thing.’

The women looked at me sympathetically. Even I felt a little sorry for myself.

‘You still have to believe your soulmate is out there to make it happen,’ Lauren said. ‘You have to at least be open to it.’

‘Assuming I believe – and I am not saying that I do – how will I know when I meet him? Or, more to the point, how will I know when he meets me?’

‘That’s easy,’ Caro said. ‘He takes you shopping at Tiffany’s, would rather make love on Sunday afternoon than watch the rugby, and he thinks you look hot in your trackie dacks and a hoodie.’

She raised her glass in a toast and took a sip.

Caro was divorced with no kids and, although sometimes cynical and somewhat scarred, she was emotionally wise about love and how to negotiate the world generally. Caro wasn’t particularly interested in meeting men at this stage in her life, although she believed everyone should get married at least once. ‘My wedding was the best party I’ve ever been to,’ she often told us.

She’d had more life experience than the rest of us and her friendship was a blessing for me. Ever since she moved in with Bec when Lauren was abroad, we had all started hanging out together and she often invited us to events and seminars being run by her office at the National Centre for Indigenous Studies at the Australian National University.

Her lawyerly way of viewing the world – everything was either right or wrong, fact or fiction – worked in my world too. We were similar in many ways, despite the eight-year age gap. Apart from being helpful with a whole range of legal advice, Caro’s singledom meant that she and I hung out more now too, and we often ‘observed’ the married motherly women who’d let themselves go.

‘Shoot me if I wear Crocs and leggings to the shops, ever!’ she said to me one day.

‘Absolutely. Having kids doesn’t mean you can’t dress properly.’



As I lay in bed that night, I thought about how different Lauren and I were when it came to men and relationships. I never sought love, ever. And I’d only been really close to two men, the first when I was eighteen and back in Moree. I hadn’t wanted to mention that relationship to the girls earlier, because it still hurt too much.

His name was Peter, and he was known as the ‘Dark Dreamboat’ around town. He was the ‘nice guy’ and hotter than all the other Moree men put together. He was the only good-looking fella I wasn’t related to, so I was lucky when he chose to take me as his woman to the National Aboriginal Islander Day Observance Committee barbecue at Chocker’s house. It was a statement to the mob that we were together.

All the girls were jealous, especially Jodi Upton – who everyone called Uptown – the self-defined Princess of Moree who all the boys wanted and most eventually had. Everyone knew she fancied Peter, but even Jodi knew he was mine.

Peter and I did everything together – we played pool, we went to karaoke on Thursday nights at the Amaroo, dinner at the RSL, we went out for Chinese, watched the Moree Boomerangs play footy on Sunday, drove over to Walgett on weekends to see some of his family.

I was his woman and he was my man. He said we’d be together forever and I had no reason not to believe him. I was happy with Peter in Moree, just like my mum and dad had been at our age.

Peter told me he loved me all the time. But the last time he said it was when I loaned him fifty dollars for petrol to drive to Grafton to see Archie Roach play. I couldn’t go because I worked Saturdays at Jeanswest. I missed him the minute his purple Commodore pulled out of my street, but he didn’t get a chance to miss me because Jodi cadged a ride with him to Grafton and that was that. I didn’t stand a chance.

Jodi had legs that went up to her armpits, and a pout that made even married men drool. I had the boobs and the blue eyes, but I also had the skinny ankles and flat bum. Jodi didn’t have either. She had normal ankles and a booty to shake, which she did, all the time. She had no shame, and there were rumours that she had gone so far as to tease the local priest.

I heard about Peter and Jodi hooking up before the concert had even started in Grafton. The Koori grapevine is fast, especially when there’s drama involved, and girls can be bitchy. I waited for Peter to come back to confront him. I didn’t sleep that night, wondering if my Dark Dreamboat was really with Jodi Long-Legs and if so, how could he truly love me?

When he finally showed up at my place on Sunday night with hickeys on his neck, I threw up straight after I threw him out. We didn’t even argue. I just told him to leave. I felt betrayed and that was it. No turning back. I felt absolutely gutted and couldn’t breathe. I cried like a girl whose favourite doll had gone missing.

Mum cried with me. She wanted Dark Dreamboat grandkids. She used to brag to her friends at line dancing that I had scooped the best-looking fella in town. But I knew that wasn’t why she was upset. She hated to see me suffering.

‘I think I loved him,’ I sobbed into her shoulder. ‘He said we’d be together forever. Like you and Dad were.’ I sniffed hard. ‘Until he died, that is. Another man who didn’t keep up his end of the deal.’ Mum ignored the remark.

‘Men don’t think with their heads or their hearts, Libby, they think from down there.’ Mum looked towards her lap. ‘It doesn’t mean he doesn’t love you. It just means he’s weak. But you know you can’t be with him anymore. I didn’t raise my daughter to be treated like that. That Jodi’s mother is just like her daughter.’

Mum would say what needed to be said, or so she thought, to make me feel better.

‘I don’t want to be with him!’ I yelled and stood up. ‘I’m never having another boyfriend: ever, ever, ever.’

I blew my nose and Mum hugged me once more before going to get tea ready. I was determined I would never cry over a man again. Jodi Loose-Legs could have the Dark Dud.

The truth was I’d never really gotten over Peter. He was, after all, my first boyfriend. ‘You never forget your first love,’ Mum used to say, and she was just lucky that Dad was hers.

I couldn’t imagine ever having a second love, even though Andy appeared some years later in Melbourne. But that experience was something better pushed to the darkest recesses of my mind as well.

I couldn’t remember ever having true romance in my life. I’d never received roses or chocolates or celebrated anniversaries. None of it interested me. I didn’t rate relationship props anyway. If you needed ‘things’ to show you loved someone, then to me it probably wasn’t love.

Lauren was at the other end of the spectrum. She was the eternal romantic, preferring to suffer heartache than go without the possibility of love and all its trappings. I was prepared to avoid heartache at all costs and find my fulfilment and happiness in my work.

It was the one thing I had complete control over, and it never betrayed me.






Chapter 3 Cultural Canberra


The following week at work was hectic as I went through the draft of an educational program we were about to implement, including a new set of teachers’ notes for school groups.

I met with the consultant for the package and compiled all the feedback from Emma, Lauren and the head of marketing. There were still some amendments to be made to the materials before we could sign-off and send them to the designer and printer. I was excited about the direction my job had taken while Lauren had been away and liked having much more authority and control.

However, come the weekend I was exhausted and grateful for a sleep-in before catching up with the girls. After my morning run around Lake Burley Griffin, I met Caro at the National Multicultural Festival in the city, strolled around Garema Place and checked out the stalls in City Walk and Petrie Plaza. The sun was so hot I wore the hemp hat I’d bought at the Heritage Festival, when we’d had a scorching day and I’d slathered 30+ on my face and shoulders.

It was cool seeing local Aboriginal performers in Civic, but I found new inspiration from the international acts: Brazilian, Bosnian, Celtic, Latin, Punjabi, Japanese and Spanish cultures in all forms filled the centre of the city with life from around the globe. I walked through, grooving to the music.

Caro had to leave at 1 pm to meet her mum but I hung around a little longer. ‘You going to be okay?’ she asked, acting like a big sister.

‘Of course, I love my solitude, remember?’

‘Anyway, you’re not really alone, are you?’ Caro scanned the space, acknowledging what we both recognised was an extraordinary number of good-looking men for the political city.

I hadn’t been consumed by thoughts of meeting the love of my life or the One, but I didn’t ignore the fact that handsome men made welcome eye-candy; particularly the flamenco dancers and the Greek guy serving souvlaki, as well as the Chinese drummer.

I may have been on a man-fast but I was still human. I would allow myself to at least look at the menu but I knew I’d worked myself into a corner with Bec and Lauren regarding my attitude of disinterest towards men. It wasn’t so much a corner as a lifestyle choice.

My concerns over maintaining my stand against men were forgotten as my stomach grumbled. I was often so buried in work that I was only reminded to eat when my stomach spoke. It was another reason I was glad Lauren was home: meals and good food were never neglected when she was around.

I walked the stalls, tossing up between Indian, Vietnamese, Lebanese and Mongolian. I found myself lured to the French crêpe stall. I ordered a savoury crêpe and salad, sat down and indulged in fast food so delicious it took my mind off men altogether.

As I ate and watched people go by, I wondered how bastardised the foods, the dresses, the dances and music had become by the time they reached me in Canberra. I thought back to my time in New York with Lauren and the mix of cultures I experienced there just walking down the street in Chelsea and around Grand Central Station.

People from across the globe made their home in New York, New York. I could’ve too, it was such an amazingly welcoming city. I loved the energy there. Millions of people, millions more lights, thousands of yellow cabs, bars, cafés, tour guides, the smell of donuts and pretzels and bad American coffee.

I closed my eyes and remembered the pulse of Times Square, the freezing cold day walking through Central Park, partying at that Australian bar, the cocktail up at Monarch Rooftop, and shopping. I loved those few days in New York and the white Christmas. But the city dreams are made of was a galaxy away from Canberra, even if the festival was trying to bring some of the world to the ACT.

Before I knew it, it was 4 pm and I was meeting the girls in three hours for drinks and dinner. I usually had a nap on Saturday afternoon following a massive working week, but for some reason the adrenaline was pumping from a day in the sun and my pseudo-world trip via my day at the fair.



Our newest meeting spot was an upmarket wine bar in Acton called The Parlour which was known for its extensive Spanish wine list and tapas and art deco interior. We sipped cocktails: a Paparazzi for Bec, a Garden Party for Lauren and my latest fave, a Bellini, for me. As we settled in for a night of catching up, I was inexplicably edgy on my seat as I scanned the boutique environs and older crowd.

‘I think it’s a bit odd to have a Victorian-style parlour in Canberra,’ Lauren said, scanning the room.

‘I’m just glad there’s no smoking in the outdoor area anymore.’ I watched as some smokers disappeared from view around a corner, taking their vaping mates with them.

I was also glad that none of my tiddas ever felt the need to light up. I never tried smoking as a teenager when all my friends were doing it after school and every chance they got. Dad dying of lung cancer had made me hate it, and almost anyone who did it. I had never kissed a man who smoked, because to me anyone who sucked on cancer sticks didn’t respect their health.

I never understood why Dad smoked and, being a kid, I guess I wasn’t expected to. Mum hated Dad’s habit but didn’t nag him too much, even though she never let him puff in the house. I remember he always went out onto the back porch. I used to sit there with him and wave the smoke away with my little hands. It was the only time I ever had him to myself.

And then watching him die was the worst thing I could ever imagine, and I cried for what seemed like forever as a child. When my brothers started smoking I cried more, because I thought they would die too.

As I got older, we’d just argue and have screaming matches. Two of my brothers, Keiran and Jackson, both vape. I’m sure they’ve got scars on their lungs already and they’ll be abandoning their own kids soon enough. Idiots, both of them. And Dad.

Lauren’s and Bec’s phones beeped with messages almost simultaneously. They looked at their gadgets, smiled at each other and then looked at me.

‘Sorry, rude, putting it on silent,’ Bec said. As an experienced teacher, she knew what behaviour was acceptable in what forums. ‘Phones are not allowed in classrooms either.’

‘And you?’ I asked Lauren.

‘Sorry, it’s Wyatt, he’s out with Dave tonight,’ she said, throwing a warm glance at Bec, ‘just telling me all’s cool, having an awesome time.’

‘Great.’

I was happy for Wyatt and Dave and Lauren and Bec, but I felt slightly out of the loop with no simultaneous text messages or man to add to the boys’ night out.

It never bothered me in the past but now it was the three amigas and their two amigos, and Caro when she wasn’t travelling for work, which was almost more often than not. Being the Pacific representative for Indigenous Intellectual Property Rights meant in any week she could be in Samoa, Noumea or the Solomons. I loved her lifestyle. I joked about tagging along on her exotic island trips, but never did anything about it.

The voices in my head were taken over by loud rumblings in my stomach that everyone could hear.

‘Oops!’ I looked at my watch. ‘We better head off, I booked for 7.30 pm. I’m starving,’ I said as my stomach grumbled again.

‘Me too, I haven’t eaten much lately what with the stress of dealing with kids in the playground and some bullying that still has my mind in knots.’

Bec didn’t talk about work much, but we knew that the rise of bullying, even at her Catholic primary school, was something to be concerned about.

‘Do you want to talk about it?’ Lauren asked.

‘Thanks but no, we had a major staff meeting after school yesterday, and we’re adopting some new strategies. It just makes me scared for kids who are fragile. And makes me think I don’t want to have kids myself who will then go to school and get bullied. Oh god, I’m already talking about it, aren’t I? Sorry, that’s it.’

‘Don’t be sorry. Are you all right?’ I was concerned.

‘I’m good, let’s go eat.’ Bec was up and almost out the door before Lauren and I had a chance to get our frocks out of our undies.

We walked around the corner to Monster Kitchen and Bar, and took a selfie when we entered the groovy Ovolo Nishi Hotel. We walked the few steps to the restaurant and amid conversation with our friendly waitress, we consumed cabbage and cottage cheese momos, roasted broccoli and butternut squash katsu, washed down with a rosé from a winery in Orange.

‘I think I’ve been bitten by the travel bug,’ I said.

‘Really? When, how, where?’ Lauren asked enthusiastically.

‘I want to see more of what I got a taste of in Manhattan and then today at the festival. Culture, history, food, arts and crafts. Oh, and probably some shopping too, because I did have fun doing that in New York and I don’t have enough pairs of shoes, not if I’m going to maintain my Carrie Bradshaw role in our group.’

‘More like Koori Bradshaw,’ Lauren said, and we all laughed.

‘I’m thinking of ways I can weave in some professional development if I can. Or maybe do some volunteer work overseas.’

I did want to travel and I was inspired to see the world, but I increasingly felt the need to prove it was okay to be single and that a woman could still lead a complete life, in Canberra or abroad.

‘I want my own international adventure. A journey of learning.’ I continued to justify my new idea.

‘And on the journey, you may just find your own Wyatt.’ Lauren looked hopeful.

It was painfully and drunkenly clear that my friends were only going to be happy if I admitted that I too needed a Wyatt or a Dave. I felt somewhat defeated by my gorgeous girlfriends who both thought I was desperate for what they had, and that I needed a man to be completely happy.

‘Okay, I might even find my own Wyatt’ – I shook my head at having given in – ‘but…’

‘Because there is always a “but”,’ Bec said.

‘But,’ I glared at her, ‘that’s not why I’m going, remember?’ I waved the waitress over and did the international sign for ‘bill, please’.



The night was sultry and the sky was a blanket of stars as we walked into Civic to enjoy the carnival. Our arms were linked and our heels clicked on the bitumen.

‘You need a plan,’ Lauren said, ‘a “how-to” thingy.’

‘You know me, I’m the list lady. I’ve already got them in my head. I’ll start writing them down tomorrow and do some research online.’

‘What will you research, pacifically?’ Bec said. When she’d been drinking she couldn’t say ‘specifically’. She was also wobbly on her feet and Lauren and I were keeping her steady.

‘You should do some research about where the best lovers in the world are. There’s whole surveys done on that stuff, apparently. I’ve never participated in one, but I heard something on the radio once.’ Bec was rambling. ‘I can dig something up for you if you like; actually, I’d be happy to do that.’ She went over on her ankle.

‘Ouch!’ she squealed. ‘I hate these shoes, you can have them for your collection, they’re too high for me anyway.’

She took them both off and walked barefoot. I wanted to escape her ramblings, but she looked like she was losing her balance. As Lauren and I gripped our friend tighter around the waist, we all walked in time with each other – left, right, left, right – and I took control of the conversation.

‘I want to blaze my own trail, so to speak. I want a challenge, a non-English-speaking country so I can really push myself and get immersed in a truly different culture. I loved New York, New York,’ I said, trying to high kick while walking, ‘but it was easy to get around on the subway and cabs, the food was similar – although not as good as here, of course – and we’re so flooded with their media that it was like being on a movie set the whole time. I loved it, really, but it wasn’t challenging to me at all. Not after multicultural Melbourne.’

‘So where are you blazing to then? Which continent? Europe? Asia?’ Lauren asked her questions in time with our steps.

‘I want to do something useful – work if I can. But it’s not like a fellowship is going to drop in my lap like it did for you, Loz.’ I leaned forward, looked past Bec over to Lauren and smiled.

‘I know what you mean. That was the greatest opportunity of my life, no doubt.’

It had taken some convincing for Lauren to finally realise that the chance to go to Manhattan and work at the Smithsonian was the best professional gift she was ever going to get. At the time, part of me had wanted her to go just so that I could visit her. We’d both won on that front.

‘You can teach ESL for room and board in some countries,’ Bec offered.

‘That’s a thought, and it would be challenging.’ I liked the idea.

‘You could do one of those volunteer abroad programs too,’ Lauren suggested.

‘Another good option, thanks. And if I can do something in the arts that’d be optimal. I’ll get online and start researching tomorrow.’

We finally arrived at the heart of the festivities, where families, teenagers and even retired folk were out to enjoy the best cultural activities Canberra had to offer.

There was a buzz of summer excitement and communal happiness in the air at the carnival, and although I wasn’t a fan of fireworks – they’re bad for the environment and a waste of money – it was nice to see the Canberra sky light up with colour. I wondered what the carnival in Rio – where half-naked men did the samba – would be like, or the carnevale in Venice with all those burly gondoliers.

I started to feel like a fraud thinking about men and yet telling the girls I wasn’t interested. But of course I was interested in men, I just wasn’t keen on the effort, the inevitable heartache or the expectation that I would probably have to breed and then become one of those women who complained about losing my career and my figure. As far as I was concerned a man meant complications, and I wanted a satisfying, simplified life.

That night, with the smells of spices and incense in my nostrils and the sound of fireworks ringing in my ears, I thought about how I’d returned from New York with a form of postnatal depression, only without the natal.

Some of it had to do with coming home to a comparatively lifeless Canberra and some of it was related to the barman never coming good with his promises of staying in touch. But I’d been so busy with the evolving gallery that the thought of another trip abroad hadn’t even crossed my mind. But now, as every minute passed, I became more consumed with thoughts of taking flight to somewhere new, lively, challenging.

The women I hung with were all world travellers. Aside from Lauren, Caro had been to numerous conferences in the US and Canada and to the UN in Geneva, and Bec was planning a trip to Bali with Dave.

I’d done my trip to New York, but it hadn’t been long enough. I hadn’t had enough time to immerse myself in the city. Rather, I’d played tourist. I wanted more now. I wanted time to explore a new country and its landscapes, and most importantly its cultural activities, its museums, galleries, libraries and coffee shops.

I went to bed imagining being a volunteer in Western Europe or South America. I’d done a beginner’s course in Spanish at the Canberra Institute of Technology but never used it. What was I waiting for? I had accumulated leave that I needed to take anyway. I hoped that Emma would let me schedule in a decent break, especially with Nancia, the new education program assistant, about to start.



After a solid sleep, I met Caro the next morning at Interlude Espresso Bar for breakfast. I cycled over to Acton with the aim of burning off the cocktails from the night before.

I ordered the truffled eggs with herbed potato rosti and a turmeric latté and I was in breakfast heaven.

‘Wow, that’s something spesh,’ Caro said, looking at the pile of deliciousness that arrived at the table.

‘You know what they say, order the first thing that catches your eye.’

I filled Caro in on my revelations of the day before and she was immediately excited about my plans to travel, suggesting some volunteering opportunities in South America.

‘I have contacts in Brazil and Peru if you like, and I know a few people in Chile and Venezuela as well. We had an international conference at the ANU last year and many of us have kept in contact. I’m sure some of my colleagues would love to help if they can.’

I was taking notes to add to my as-yet-unwritten lists as Caro spoke. I put another forkful of rosti in my mouth.

‘Sounds good, thanks. I was also tossing around the idea of going to Western Europe or Africa.’

‘Well, I know you’ll love the food.’ Caro raised her eyebrows in surprise at my nearly empty plate.

‘Yeah, I know, I had crêpes at the festival yesterday for lunch. I think it might be a sign, I should follow my stomach to my working holiday.’

After breakfast, Caro went to Dickson for a swim, preferring to do two kilometres of laps rather than run with me. She had weak knees for running, but the best toned arms on any woman I’d seen, Michelle Obama included.

I rode back to Braddon, changed out of my sports gear and into a summer dress, climbed into my silver Astra and cruised over to Paperchain in Manuka to check out some travel guides for ideas and inspiration. Even though nearly everything is online these days, I really like to able to bookmark and sticky-note pages when researching, so I grabbed Lonely Planet’s Western Europe and a Western Europe planning map that could be spread out across my kitchen table.

I flicked through 501 Must-Take Journeys, which included everything from the Sahara Desert to the famous Route 66 in America. Chuck Berry started singing in my head. I picked up, and put down immediately, a book titled Places in Italy Every Woman Should Go. I was glad Lauren and Bec weren’t there – they would’ve made me buy it for sure.

I became aware of the music being piped through the shop: Edith Piaf singing ‘Hymne à l’Amour’. The sound of her voice, rather than her melody, lured me to search out books on France. I picked up 101 Beautiful Towns in France and admired the photographs and stunning countryside.

I looked at Julia Child’s book, My Life in France, recalling her annoying voice as portrayed by Meryl Streep in the film Julie and Julia. And then I saw it, a book simply titled Paris, on the art and architecture of the city. It had gorgeous photos of the city’s most acclaimed buildings including the Musée du Quai Branly.

Then it hit me, just as if a hardcover book had actually fallen on my head. I had to go to the Musée to see the Australian Indigenous Art Commission. I had to visit the space, learn about the other collections and maybe even do some work for the Musée. I had found my destination, at last.

I felt relief and an odd sense of achievement at reaching my conclusion in less than twenty-four hours. But it was typically me, processing ideas quickly and being decisive. No time for ‘gonna do’ or ‘gonna be’.

I put the book down, knowing I had to get to the NAG, where there would be material in the staff resource library. I sped from Manuka to Parkes with determination, grateful that the gallery was open seven days a week.

‘What are you doing here?’ Terry on security asked. ‘Can’t stay away, eh?’

‘Yeah, I know, it’s a problem when your job becomes your entire life.’

I grabbed my bag off the conveyor belt and walked at pace to the resource room. There was an extensive non-borrowing library for the public, but I wanted to sit and read in peace.

In the staff library, the resources were divided up by regions across Australia and then the world. The European collection wasn’t huge and generally contained a lot of catalogues from galleries that had run Indigenous exhibitions, both solo and group.

I put my hand almost immediately on a slim hardcover volume titled Australian Indigenous Art Commission – Commande Publique d’Art Aborigène au Musée du Quai Branly. One of Michael Riley’s signature works graced the cover.

A now iconic image in Indigenous arts, it was a boomerang floating in the blue sky, from his cloud series. It was the same image used on the cover of The Macquarie PEN Anthology of Aboriginal Literature, and had become one of the more well-known works of the late artist, who died early in life. Emma was trying to acquire some of Riley’s work for our permanent collection and I knew Lauren was aiming for a Riley exhibition in the next few years. I wasn’t surprised that it was part of the Musée commission.

I’d heard a lot about the Musée du Quai Branly. The location on the romantic Seine was enough to woo any budding arts fan or tourist to visit. But it was the Australian commission – gifted as part of the original building and opening of the site – that was the pièce de résistance as far as we were all concerned. I ran my hands over the pages of the book, closing my eyes, wanting to feel the texture of the façade of the building, and the work of Lena Nyadbi that adorned it.

I imagined what it would be like to be a Blackfella in the heart of Europe in one of the most artistic cities in the world, seeing the work of a respected Aboriginal artist as part of the architecture of one of Europe’s most important modern buildings. A shiver shot up my spine. I knew that was where I had to go.

Other staff came and went over the hours it took me to absorb the book cover to cover, but I didn’t shift from my seat. My mind was ticking over as I took in every detail of the eight artists who were commissioned to have their work as part of the architecture and installations in the Musée.

I felt a special surge of pride and inspiration as I read a quote in the book from artist Gulumbu Yunupingu, whose work Garak, the universe was a massive ceiling installation that allowed the millions of visitors to the Musée to enter the artist’s own universe over time. Yunupingu said of her contribution, ‘This is my gift to you, to the French people, and to the people of world, this is my heart.’

And what a gift it was. I was overwhelmed by the extraordinary insight and skill of the artist, and I needed desperately to be one of those visitors to see the night sky as she did, at least through her installation.

I started to think of my role as a professional working in the arts, and how I wanted to be part of a process of bringing the extraordinary works of a few to the masses, to be part of a gallery that helped tell the stories of Indigenous Australia to an international audience.

I wanted to be part of a movement that took us to a new understanding of who we are as a people, the First Peoples. I wanted, like Yunupingu, to be able to gift something to the world also. The only way I could do it was to showcase some more of those who did, and teach their work as well. The decision had been made, at least in my head.

I went back to Braddon and spent the afternoon online reading about the Musée and looking at hundreds of images of the building and the collections within it. I didn’t waste time looking at Bec’s suggested ‘research’ on the world’s best lovers, and I didn’t care at all anymore about a decent kiss. I was totally focused on the task at hand – developing a proposal to get some more Aboriginal artwork and myself to Paris.

I needed my Sunday afternoon nap though. I was tired, my eyes were heavy and I knew that going without it was something my body wasn’t used to. But my adrenaline was pumping and although I tried lying down for a few minutes with the ceiling fan on low, earplugs in and eye mask on, I couldn’t get to sleep.

My mind was working overtime, knowing that I’d set myself the biggest professional goal to date. I liked to set myself challenges to test my own growth: it’s what kept me motivated. But I always had a fallback plan, so I was sure to land on my feet in a way that left me dignified and still challenged.

I thought it was worth making lists of different countries and opportunities to travel, just in case my idea to go to the Musée as something more than a tourist was simply too ambitious – for me and Emma. After all, who was I to tell the director of the National Aboriginal Gallery that we should do a temporary exhibition in a space that already had one of the most significant commissions of Aboriginal artwork in the world? Was I mad?
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