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1 Sydney vs. Melbourne


‘I’m moving to Melbourne,’ I blurted, and waited for the fallout.

‘What?’ My three friends chorused their disbelief, their voices echoing through Oceans Bar, which was uncharacteristically empty for a Sunday afternoon. It was a scorcher, so most locals were on the beach, and it was just us in the restaurant.

I’d known for three weeks I was moving but wanted to wait until we were all together to deliver my prepared speech. I watched bikini-clad women walk by and a drop of sweat made its way down my leg. I took a deep breath and began.

‘I’ve been given the chance of lifetime – a job as a manager in the newly formed Department of Media, Sports, Arts, Refugees and Indigenous Affairs.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Liza asked as she sucked an oyster from its shell.

‘You know I’ve aspired to greater things for a while. And this job looks perfect. With my policy-making experience, there’s a real chance that I can move through the ranks quickly – and to be honest, there’s no reason why I couldn’t one day be the Minister for Cultural Affairs. We’ve got Linda Burney, but we’re always talking about how we need more Blackfellas across government, in fact, all sectors.’

‘Wow, that’s huge,’ Alice said. ‘But…’

‘But what? I don’t want to hear buts from my friends today. I want to hear That’s great, congratulations, we’re happy for you.’

‘Of course it’s great,’ Alice said.

‘And congratulations on the promotion,’ Dannie added.

‘And, yes, we’re happy for you.’ Liza lifted her glass in a toast.

‘But…’ they all said in unison.

‘It’s just that it’s so sudden. We’re a bit shocked,’ Alice said.

‘And why Melbourne?’ Liza asked.

‘I know, I know, it’s not ideal, but the job is in Melbourne, so that’s where I’ll be. And besides, it’s only for a year. I didn’t tell you I applied because I didn’t want to jinx it, or have you talk me out of moving south.’

‘But Peta, you hate Melbourne,’ Liza said accusingly.

‘Loathe Melbourne would be more accurate,’ Alice said as she stuffed a hand-cut chip in her mouth.

‘Actually, I don’t believe I have ever heard you say a nice word about Melbourne,’ Dannie reminded me. She was right – they were all right – but how could I agree with them now that I’d made the decision, accepted the offer and started packing?

‘So, you’re taking James with you, then?’ said Alice. And there it was: the obvious question.

I tried to keep it light.

‘Are you kidding? Taking a man to Melbourne would be like taking a sandwich to a smorgasbord.’

The girls looked at me in disbelief.

‘I thought you were getting serious,’ said Alice. ‘Peta, he’s totally into you. Surely you don’t want to be single again?’

I had been in a relationship with James for eight months, but the more serious he got, the more unsure I became of myself and of us as a couple. He was already talking about moving in with me, and I felt pressured. He was a lot like Alice, wanting to get married and have kids by a certain date. He wanted it all done and dusted by the time he was thirty-five. He was thirty-three, but I was still only thirty.

‘I liked being single before I met James. Remember? I used to have loads of fun. Of course I have fun now, but I’m just saying, being single wasn’t a drag for me like it was for you.’ Alice looked confused and I couldn’t blame her. For the eight months I’d been seeing James we’d always been together on weekends and seemed very tight, but he was also one of the reasons I had to leave Sydney. At this point in my career, he was an albatross around my neck.

‘Look at my track record – I’ve been in love so many times but it never lasts. Men never satisfy me like my job does, so I stay in the same work and just change the boyfriend, and somehow, I’m always relatively happy and content, pretty much like you girls but around the other way.’ As I said it, it made complete sense to me. I had finally worked it out: my best relationship to date had been with my job, not men.

‘You know what you are?’ Dannie said, waving her fork at me – something she’d rouse on her kids for doing at the dinner table.

‘Tell me, oh wise one. What am I?’ Dannie was getting a glow up and was about to throw some pearler at me.

‘You’re love fickle. Love fickle! That’s what you are.’ And the other two nodded in agreement.

‘Do tell.’ I was amused.

‘You’ve had more crushes than I’ve had fights with the kids over using their devices at meal times, and that’s every day,’ Dannie said.

‘That’s a bit harsh,’ I said. I’d had a few boyfriends, but did that make me love fickle? ‘At least I’m not a relationship accelerator, thinking about getting married on every first date.’ I didn’t look at Alice but she knew I was talking about her. So did the other girls. We’d all been through Alice’s ten-point plan to find her Mr Right, and in the end he turned out to be the guy who’d been emptying her garbage bin every week for years. Before meeting Gary, every date she went on somehow turned into an interview for a potential husband.

I was completely the opposite. While Alice used to say she loved being single, I don’t think she actually meant it. The difference was I did. I had never dreamed about the wedding and white picket fence – or in the case of Coogee, the car space outside the apartment. That was Alice’s dream. I dreamed about professional accolades and titles and an office door with my name on it. I wanted the power to make change through government policy. I wanted the high-flying career and a team of staff – and a pay cheque to match.

I wasn’t embarrassed to say I loved shopping. I was the Carrie Bradshaw – or Koori Bradshaw – of our group because I had an obsession with shoes. (Dannie, the only parent in our posse, always pointed out, ‘You only have two feet, Peta. How many pairs of shoes do you need?’) I didn’t have that sacrifice-everything-for-your-kids gene that married, maternal women had. I had the me-me-me gene, and I was quite comfortable with it.

‘Look, the reality is that I’m not ready to settle down yet, and I want to be completely sure when I do. I want to have my own life sorted out first and then I’ll be ready to share it, properly.’

‘But James is a good guy. A great guy. An honest, caring, generous guy.’ Alice looked me straight in the eye. She’d be pissed off if I let him go. He was truly a rare find, particularly in Sydney.

‘And he’s gorgeous,’ Liza added with a mouth full of salad.

‘And he’d do anything for you. God, I can’t imagine you’d ever have to nag him,’ Dannie said, then sipped long on her wine. ‘And you’d never have to work. He would make the perfect husband.’

‘But I want to work. That’s the point. I want to be out there doing it, making social change, not changing nappies.’ I looked to Dannie. ‘No offence.’

‘And just because he’d make the perfect husband, does that mean he’s perfect for me?’

‘I reckon he’s your soul mate, Peta, and you only get one of those,’ Alice said.

‘My soul mate is Chris Evans, but I can’t marry him,’ Liza said and we all laughed. They were probably right about me and James. He certainly was a lovely bloke. Considerate, caring, wonderful, funny, sexy. I couldn’t really fault him. But sometimes I thought he loved me too much. It didn’t seem healthy. With James I couldn’t do anything wrong, even when I did.

‘You’re all right, of course – we’re getting on just fine. James is a great guy and he’s perfect. And I do love him dearly, but this is the chance of a lifetime.’ What I was doing was right for me and for James. I was being fair to both of us. I’d be a more complete woman when I returned in twelve months.

Alice just wouldn’t let it rest. ‘I know you always enjoyed the single life, but I thought maybe this time you’d met your Mr Right, just like I did with Gary.’ I wasn’t quite sure if it was friendly concern or something else in her voice. I tightened up my halter-neck dress and sighed.

‘Look Alice, your holy grail might have been finding Mr Right, but mine has never been that. I’ve only ever wanted to enjoy my life, make some social change where I could through Indigenous education or whatever, and then, oh, I don’t know, maybe one day settle down, when there’s nothing else to do. Isn’t that enough for now? I would’ve thought you’d be happy for me.’ I delivered my words with a dramatic tremble in my voice and a quivering bottom lip, trying to make them all feel guilty. I could feel the alcohol kicking in and stood up for effect, not quite sure what I was going to do next. They all looked at me startled, as if to say, What are you doing?

‘I’m going to the loo.’

I think they thought I was about to cry and if they kept humbugging me I probably would have. I tripped over my handbag, pushed my chair out of the way, turned towards the bathroom and steadied myself. Guilt was good when used correctly. I’d got a lot of favours from whitefellas by suggesting that something be done for me ‘in the spirit of reconciliation’. Couldn’t pull that card with these girls, but guilt can come in many forms, and they were now riddled with it. As I walked off, Alice sang after me.

‘We are happy for you! Of course we are! We’re delighted for you, sis, don’t get upset. God, we’ve got somewhere to go for weekends away now and great shopping.’

‘Excellent shopping,’ Dannie said loudly.

‘And great restaurants,’ Liza bellowed. There were still no other patrons so we had claimed the entire restaurant as ours.

When I returned to the table, Liza was still stuffing her face. She could always pack it away, but I noticed that she’d clearly gained some weight over the past few months since moving in with Tony. I’d read that contentment with Mr Right saw couples put on something like five kilograms in the first three years together. I certainly couldn’t afford to do that. My skinny Murri ankles were flat out holding me up as it was, and when I did put on weight it went straight to my boobs. James, being an architect, used to say, ‘If you were a building, you’d be structurally unsound.’

I sat down, but no-one was speaking. The mood was uncomfortable. ‘Well, what now?’ I asked no-one in particular. Liza immediately sat upright and grabbed a pen and pad from her bag, looking slightly pissed but nonetheless in control.

‘No, please, not that. Anything but that!’ I said.






2 The SWOT analysis


‘Why don’t we do a SWOT analysis about you moving to Melbourne, just to be sure it’s the right thing to do?’ Liza said.

‘Oh, it’s right for me, love,’ I told her. ‘Do you want to see if it’s right for you girls if I go? Is that what this is about? Okay, I’m fine with that. Why don’t we start with the fact that at least going to Melbourne means I won’t have to keep doing bloody SWOTs all the time?

‘Let’s SWOT whether Alice should meet Mr Right. Let’s SWOT Dannie having another child. Let’s SWOT Liza moving in with Tony, let’s SWOT which restaurant to try, let’s SWOT, let’s SWOT, let’s SWOT. I feel like our lives are just one ongoing SWOT analysis! Sometimes I wanna bloody well swat you, Liza!’

Dannie was glassy-eyed from the wine; I could see that she agreed. Alice, on the other hand, was thrilled. Liza was unaware, tearing pages off her steno pad, writing headings, handing pages to each of us – the perpetual lawyer.

‘Right, seeing as you are the only one at the table who thinks there is some strength to you going to Melbourne, perhaps you should start, Peta. Alice, would you like to do the weaknesses?’

Alice gave me a huge smile as she took her page. ‘Oh, if I have to,’ she said sarcastically.

‘That will be sooo hard for you, won’t it, Missy?’ I could see she was going to try and slaughter me.

‘Peta, you’ll have a chance to rebut with the opportunities,’ Liza said.

‘Gee, thanks.’ I was thinking I had better sober up quick smart.

‘And Dannie, I know you’re just dying to list the threats.’ Liza had that look in her eye: she knew something entertaining was coming with Dannie in one corner and me in the other.

‘Yes, as a mother I’ve become very good at threats.’ And there was Dannie with the humour that I knew I would miss in Melbourne.

‘More drinks, ladies?’ The restaurateur was standing at the table rubbing his hands.

‘Do we look like we need more, Andy?’ Alice asked.

‘You look gorgeous is all I know.’

‘What? Have you been drinking too?’ I joked.

‘That’s not very nice. I meant that sincerely.’

‘Another round,’ Dannie said. It was her once-a-month outing and she always made the most of it.

‘Dessert, ladies?’ We all held our bellies, as if to say, I’m so full.

Dannie succumbed first. ‘I’ll have the banoffee pie.’

‘Me too,’ the rest of us said, suddenly with room for more.

We all watched Andy walk off.

‘He’s nice, eh?’ Dannie said.

‘What? You shopping, are you, sis? What about George?’

‘George says it doesn’t matter where I get my appetite, as long as I eat at home,’ she said as she started on her list.

We all put our heads down, determined to prepare our cases.

‘Okay, Peta, I’m the judge and jury, and you can go first. I want you to present the case for the strengths. You have three minutes.’ All of a sudden our boozy lunch had become another of Liza’s life-changing workshops and it was nowhere near as much fun when the sides weren’t even. It was three against one – against me.

‘Well, the main strength is that this job will make me both professionally and personally happy, and I guess that should be enough, but clearly it’s not for you ladies, so let me go on. I’ll talk about the job proper in the opportunities category shortly, but there are other strengths. Melbourne has fabulous shopping – have you heard of Toorak Road, Chapel Street, Collins Street? Yes, I’m looking forward to going shopping for shoes and other gorgeous pieces of clothing, with my pay increase, but I do hope I can fit into my new clothes, because I’ll be spending my nights trying out the fabulous food in Melbourne along Lygon Street and Gertrude Street and, as I plan to live in St Kilda, will probably be eating a lot of cakes on Acland Street, too. Now, as I’ll be working in the arts and culture, I will definitely be visiting the live music venues, the galleries, the theatre and, of course, the numerous wine bars. All in the name of professional development, you know. As part of my cultural research, I’ll also have to check out some sports, like the AFL, which you know is a religion in Melbourne. Doing that will be a drag – having to watch gorgeous men with long lean bodies and muscly arms running around for hours getting sweaty. Actually, why do we only ever go to the Marn Grook round every year?’

We all looked out the window towards the sea. There were four hot bods across the road, boardshorts low on their tanned hips, lean and enticing.

‘Oh that’s right, you gals prefer to observe the ocean life. That’s okay, that’s a very Sydney thing to do. Not so much fun in the winter months though.’

‘And finally, while I’m not looking for a man, as you know, I do think it’s a strength to have more single, straight men around.’

The girls looked startled by this diatribe, but they laughed. Andy had pulled up a chair at our table and gave me a round of applause.

‘Alice, you can counter now with the weaknesses,’ said Liza.

‘Oh yes please, but let me preface my words by saying that I love you, Peta. I think I speak for us all when I say we all love you.’ She looked towards the others, who raised their glasses in agreement. ‘Here, here!’ they toasted.

‘So with that in mind,’ she continued, ‘I do need to point out that a weakness of your plan is that you’ll be leaving behind those who love you and I don’t just mean James, but us too. And that’s not all you’ll be leaving behind. Look!’ She gestured over the balcony at the shimmering ocean of Coogee and we all knew she was right. My entire life, from Coolangatta down to Sydney, I’d lived with stunning coastline right on my doorstep.

‘Next: you don’t play or even like sport, so the AFL will be of no use to you, religion or not, especially given you’re an atheist. As for entertainment, the last band you saw was a cover band at the Coogee Bay. And as for food, please, we have Barangaroo and Norton Street, plus Woolloomooloo Wharf – correct me if I’m wrong, but didn’t you have your birthday there last year? And that dress you’re wearing today, wasn’t I with you when you bought it? Yes, that’s right, on Oxford Street, Paddington.

‘And sorry for pointing out the obvious, lovey – Melbourne might have the MCG but Sydney has the world’s number one best harbour and its bridge. We have the Sydney Opera House, remember? Home of the first recorded corroboree, Bangarra opening night, and the Dancerites, as you always point out to others. Sydney has great national parks, the Rocks, the world’s best New Year’s Eve fireworks and what about our beaches? Oh sorry, yes, I might have mentioned them already.’

‘Melbourne has beaches!’ I proclaimed, and they all laughed, including Andy, who was a surfer.

‘You can’t swim at Melbourne beaches, Peta,’ Alice said sternly.

‘And you certainly can’t surf,’ Andy added, getting up for more wine.

‘You’ll have to travel way out of Melbourne to get a nice, clean beach. You could swim and surf a hundred metres from here right now if you wanted to.’ Alice was on fire. ‘And you’d have more sunny weather to swim in here too. Have you even considered the weather?’

I’d been waiting for that. Of course I’d considered the weather, it was one of the reasons I loathed Melbourne – stifling hot in summer and grey and gloomy for too many months in winter. But I had some ammunition, or at least I thought I did.

‘I have indeed. Did you know that Sydney gets more rainfall than Melbourne, so the idea of it raining in Melbourne all the time is a myth?’

‘Actually, lovey, it’s not.’ Alice sounded slightly condescending. ‘We might get more rain, but ours falls in one big hit usually, where theirs falls lighter and over longer periods, which is why it seems like it’s always grey and wet down south. You’ll have to do better than that. But while you’re thinking of how to argue against me, let me remind you also that you have absolutely no friends down there.’

‘Great rebuttal, Alice,’ Liza cut her off finally. ‘Now, Peta, you have the chance to put forward all the opportunities you’ll have by moving to Melbourne. Time starts now.’ Liza was impressive as a mediator. As long as I could get the lawyer onside, the others would be a pushover.

‘The real opportunity is this job. It’s an amazing, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to play a significant role in a new department, managing a team, and getting the sort of direct experience which could one day lead me to holding the portfolio. I’ll get to travel, especially to remote communities in the western desert where a lot of our internationally acclaimed artwork is coming from. You can’t argue against that, none of you can.’ They nodded because they knew I was right.

‘The contract is only for one year, in which time I’ll set up the team and oversee the introduction of some new systems, write policy and implement some groundbreaking cultural projects and programs. I reckon I can stay out of the local Black politics for a while. I can just be a Murri on loan and not be expected to have an opinion about who’s Black, who’s not Black, where the boundaries are, which land council I should join and so on. Actually, it will be a little holiday from Black politics – yes, that’s what it’ll be.’ They all laughed, because they knew what a ridiculous idea that was.

‘Yeah, you’re right, not political at all,’ Alice said. ‘I reckon you’ll be made a spokesperson before you know it.’

‘Dannie, I think we need to move on to the threats before Peta talks us all into moving to Melbourne with her just-for-career opportunities and cakes and AFL players,’ Liza said, hinting that I was doing well in the debate. My day was starting to lighten up a bit.

‘Let me start by saying to you, Peta, that you need to be prepared for the Melbourne vs. Sydney argument when you head there,’ Dannie said, licking the last of the banoffee pie off her spoon.

‘What? You think the argument hasn’t started here already? You girls haven’t stopped since I mentioned the move.’

Completely ignoring me, Dannie went on. ‘Personally, I’ve never met a city suffering such low self-esteem. And that’s because when you exist on the fringes of greatness, it’s hard not to want to try and assert your identity.’

‘Wow, that’s a little philosophical, and arrogant, isn’t it?’

Dannie was always trying to remind us that she had a degree – even if she had no use for it at home, pumping out kids.

‘So that’s your comeback is it, Peta? Well, I won’t even bother.’ She was offended but I didn’t have time to repair the damage as Andy piped up.

‘What about me?’ he asked. ‘Don’t I get a say in the Sydney vs. Melbourne thing?’

‘Girls?’ Liza looked to the three of us, seeking our approval. We all nodded.

‘Please, give us your five cents’ worth, Andy, but if we don’t like it, we’re not paying for the last round of drinks,’ she said.

‘The last hour of drinks have been on me anyway, ladies, so I don’t care if you like what I have to say or not,’ he laughed. ‘Look, Melbourne might be great for food, fashion and a wide range of moody, intimate bars for a single girl to haunt, but really, I prefer Sydney. You can’t beat the harbourside glitz.’

Alice and Dannie looked at each other smugly, as if they’d just won the national debating competition in high school. Liza made a few notes, then looked up. ‘Right, as judge and jury, and having taken into consideration all the arguments, I’d say the debate is a draw,’ she said, to my relief.

‘Please, can I have the pages as a memento of our last supper?’ And I collected all the stray bits of paper. Truth be known I agreed with everything the others had said, but I could never admit it – it would kill all my arguments for going. I just hoped that I’d start to believe my own arguments over the next twelve months.

‘Look, it’s only for a year, anyway. I’ll be back splashing in the surf and building sandcastles with you all again before you even learn to spell out the department’s name in full. The only difference is when I come back I’ll be able to move into a higher level in the department here, and I’m really looking forward to that.’

‘Yeah, and then you’ll be off to Canberra and by then you’ll be the minister of all things diversity. Anyway, at least Canberra’s only three hours away. Why don’t you just go straight there? Then we could drive down there every couple of months to see you. Actually, seeing as there are no Spanish or Italian quarters in Canberra, and no Chinatown, and shit shopping and no sport, and it’s bloody freezing, you’ll have to be doing the driving back to Sydney to see us instead!’

‘Jesus, I haven’t even gone to Melbourne and you’ve already got me moving to Canberra too. Give me a break, will you?’ I was exhausted.

Dannie was still stewing a bit and took a shot at me. ‘You do realise, Miss I-Can-Do-Everything-and-Suddenly-Love-Melbourne, that you don’t become minister by being department head. You have to join a political party.’

I pulled a card from my wallet.

‘It’s all under control, joined up a few months ago, just sussing out mentors now. I’ve got some years to go, but I’m on the right track.’

‘Yes well, it will take years.’ Dannie was being a bit catty, but I deserved it.

‘Girls, girls, lay off sis here,’ Liza said. ‘We should be supporting her. It’s her dream job, she gets a pay rise to do more shopping, and when we get bored we can go visit her and hang out.’

‘Yeah, they probably sell some really trendy rain gear and gumboots so you’ll be fine!’ I said, and laughed – more at Liza saying ‘sis’ than anything else. It always sounded funny when whitefellas used our jargon, and talked about mobs and stuff, but I never said anything. I always wondered how the white girl with the Italian heritage came across at the Aboriginal Legal Service; I hoped they loved her as much as I did.

‘I think we should toast the future Minister for Cultural Affairs who will one day be President of the Republic of Australia. To Peta!’ Alice led the toast.

‘To Peta!’ Liza and Dannie echoed.

‘To me!’ I raised my glass to theirs. I’d miss the girls, Coogee and Oceans Bar.

‘Okay ladies, more drinks?’ Andy asked, and opened another bottle at the table. I’d miss him too. He was young and gorgeous, and cheeky as all hell. He liked to remind us that he was ‘good for a spoon’ whenever the opportunity presented.

‘Do we look like we need more, Andy?’ I asked.

‘Lots more,’ he laughed.

‘Then fillerup!’

‘Peta,’ Alice said, running a lip-gloss wand across her bottom lip, ‘I have a deadly young cousin in St Kilda. Her name’s Josie and she’s soooo cool. I’ll hook you up with her and she can show you around, I know she’d love it. Just don’t mention it to Mum, okay?’

‘Why?’

‘Trust me, just don’t.’






3 NO sex, and NO-ONE calling me babe!


‘So how’s it going to work then, you in Melbourne and me here without you, all alone, with no-one?’ James was half joking but in his eyes I could see he was heartbroken. We sat in my one-bedroom flat with dozens of boxes already packed, huge mounds of clothes in garbage bags waiting to be deposited in the clothing bin (if they survived Alice’s rummaging), piles of recycling needing to go downstairs, and depressingly bare walls. I was going to miss my little piece of surfside paradise, and I knew that James would too. His own place was in the inner west, where the temps were always much higher and the air more stifling in summer.

I was taking a break from packing, watering the collection of small plants the neighbours and my landlord had given me over the years. I’d have to leave them behind and wanted to ask James if he’d like them, but it wasn’t the right time. There were bigger issues to deal with than my orphaned plants.

‘Firstly, you’re not alone,’ I told him. ‘You’ve got all your mates, and Gary and Alice would love you to drop in occasionally, you know that. Secondly, it’s just twelve months, which is nothing in the big scheme of things. Thirdly, we’ll ring and zoom and text, and we can have weekend visits. I’ll have work trips to Sydney. It might even be exciting seeing each other just once a month.’

‘Once a month? That’s enough for you?’

‘Stop it, James, stop nagging me. I’m about to uproot my life to another state and I don’t need all this emotional blackmail crap. For god’s sake, I’m trying to be realistic about how we might manage it – both of us, not just you, but me also.’ I started to cry. ‘I’m leaving my friends and the place I’ve called home for ten years. I’m scared as hell. You’re supposed to be the man, the strong one, and I feel like I’m carrying the load for both of us.’

‘I’m sorry, babe,’ he said and held me close.

I kept crying uncontrollably. ‘You know I hate being called babe.’ Everything was bugging me.

‘But you are my babe, you always will be, until we have real bubs of our own, and sorry, but then they’ll be my babes.’

‘I hate children, they cry like this all the time. I’d never cope. And you’d never cope with me and them crying at the same time.’ He just laughed and rocked me.

James wasn’t emotionally crippled like most other men I’d known. He was good at being supportive when I was upset. He’d just listen and hold me. That was what I loved about him.

He was an overachiever, though, and didn’t do anything by halves. Even at his young age, James had already reached his professional goals and was a partner in a major architectural firm. That was part of the problem; now that he’d made partner, he was starting to think about his next goal: marriage and kids. He was always talking about other people he knew getting engaged. He’d already given me a gorgeous Ceylon sapphire ring for my birthday a few months back. James was romantic and not afraid to spend money showing it. Alice always said that if she had met James before Gary, she would’ve married him for sure. But I wasn’t Alice. I had always seen marriage as a threat to my independence, my individuality and my ability to party.

‘You know you don’t have to go,’ he said hopefully. ‘I mean, if you changed your mind, it’s not too late. We could just move in together, now that most of your stuff is packed and everything.’

‘I haven’t changed my mind, James, and I won’t. You don’t understand, because you’ve got the career you want already. I haven’t. Not yet.’

‘But don’t you want to settle down, too?’

‘Of course I do, maybe, I think, one day. But not yet. There are other things I want to do first. I’ve got career goals, you know that.’

I’d managed to put off moving in with James, and for some reason he thought it was because I didn’t believe in living together before marriage. I’d tried to explain that I just didn’t believe in marriage itself, and wasn’t even sure if I wanted kids, but he’d laughed and said, ‘Don’t be silly, all women want babies.’

‘So, are you going to be dating other people, then, while you’re reaching your goals?’ The sarcasm in James’s voice was uncharacteristic, but the jealousy was no surprise. The green-eyed monster was one of his flaws. I honestly gave him no cause – I flirted innocently at times, but did that mean I didn’t love him? Mum had always said that when you were in a relationship it was okay to perve on other people, or in her words, you could look at the menu but you just couldn’t order. That wasn’t how James saw it. He didn’t even like me talking to Andy at Oceans.

‘You haven’t answered my question,’ he said impatiently.

‘Going to Melbourne is about my career,’ I said, exhaling. ‘It’s not about not seeing you so I can date other people. In fact, I’ve decided I’m going to be celibate.’

‘Don’t you mean faithful?’

‘No, I mean celibate. The difference between being faithful and celibate is that being faithful is something that’s expected of you when you’re apart from your partner, while being celibate is something you choose to do for yourself. And I don’t expect myself to be faithful – being faithful is just normal to me, but I will choose to be celibate because I am in control of my actions and my body. Does that make sense?’

‘Kind of.’ He started pacing. ‘So, am I supposed to be celibate or faithful then? Because right now I haven’t got a clue what you want from me.’

‘To be honest, James, this isn’t about you right now. I’m only in control of what I do. I don’t know that I can ask a man as gorgeous as you and as sexy as you to go without sex for months on end. I mean, you’ll be getting offers, there’s no doubt about it. I’ll just have to live with the consequences.’

‘So you don’t care whether I have sex with someone else or not?’ He went red, covering his face with his hands to avoid the shame and the emotion of it all, hurt and angry at the same time. ‘You’re totally confusing me about us. What’s really going on here? If you don’t love me anymore then just say it, but this argument or discussion or break-up or whatever it is that’s going on here is doing my head in.’ And James broke down. It was the first time I’d seen him cry and it pained my heart. ‘I thought we were a happy couple,’ he sobbed into his hands.

I put my arms around him but said nothing. I had never been the ‘happy couple’ kind of girl. I wished I could be, just to fit in, but I’d never even really believed in the concept of eternal love. I didn’t really know anyone who was truly happy. You never know what goes on in someone else’s home. All you see is the front they give you, even your friends. Still, with James I’d found something pretty close. I didn’t get dry-mouthed and sweaty-palmed and my heart rarely raced when I saw him anymore, like it had at first, but that didn’t matter. He was kind and generous, mature and sensible and patient – even romantic.

I gripped him tighter. ‘I do love you, James, more than anything in the world.’ We stood still and silent for a few minutes, just listening to the dull sounds of the ocean, and then he pulled away.

‘I have something to show you.’ He walked into the flat and started rummaging through his work materials. ‘I’ve knocked up some designs on a house for us,’ he said proudly, unrolling the sheets and holding them under the light.

I stepped back into the room feeling defeated and exasperated. ‘Will this house be in Sydney?’ I asked.

‘Well, yes. I don’t think I could live anywhere else. Look, it’s a four-bedroom, lots of space for when we’re ready to have a family.’

James was so eager, he was already too many houses and kids in front of me, but to say that now would make me sound ungrateful. Any other unmarried woman in her right mind would jump at the architect and the house plans. I was a nutcase for sure.

I tried to keep it jokey. ‘James, haven’t you heard anything I’ve said? In case you hadn’t noticed I’m not like most other women who want to settle down and have kids and all that. I’m Peta. I’m not even sure I’ll have kids at all.’

‘I know you’re not like other women, that’s why I love you so much.’ It was like he was there and watching my mouth move but not hearing the words coming out. ‘I want to marry you. The only reason I haven’t proposed is because I’m frightened you’ll say no. At least there’s hope if you haven’t already said no.’

‘Look, I’m just not ready for that kind of commitment yet.’

Even if I wanted kids and was ready, how could I know if James was the one? How could you tell when you’d met your soul mate? When the Melbourne job came up, it had seemed like an omen. The new job would be a huge step forward in my career, of course, but it would also give me time out to think, to grow as an individual and to be sure James was the right guy for me.

‘So, seems the plans didn’t work.’ James rolled them up. This time he was the one sounding defeated. ‘I thought maybe if I showed you how serious I was you’d change your mind.’

He had to know that it wasn’t him, that it was me, that I was the one who was frightened. I had to tell him, there was no other way.

‘James, I’ve never told you this, but my mother was married three times and divorced three times. She had four kids to three men – a hundred per cent plus strike rate, she called it. I’m frightened I’ll be like her, and that’s not what I want. The reality is I don’t think I’d last five minutes with kids, and not much longer married. I honestly don’t think married and maternal is in my genes.’ And I broke down in tears again. I was exhausted from the to-ing and fro-ing, from the questions and the attempted explanations. I didn’t want to have this conversation anymore.

‘I don’t know your mother, but I think you’re being a bit harsh on both of you.’

‘I can’t talk about it anymore tonight, please. I’m so tired.’ I wiped my nose on his sleeve like a child and smiled at him. ‘Can we just love each other tonight?’ I looked into his eyes and saw the warmth that I knew so well, that made me feel safe.

I pulled his t-shirt up over his head. ‘I mean, seeing as it’s going to be a few weeks…’ I whispered as I kissed his earlobe and undid his belt, then unzipped the back of my dress, ‘… a few long weeks before we’ll be together again, can we just love each other tonight?’ His pants got caught around his ankles and we both laughed as we fell on the bed.






4 Aunt Homophobe


A week later I went with Alice to see her parents and say goodbye before I moved. My own mum was up in Coolangatta and I rarely heard from her, so Aunty Ivy had always been a pseudo mother to me. She always fed me when I dropped around, and sent me away with a food parcel, which I appreciated as a non-cooker myself. And she always asked, ‘When are you getting married, Peta?’ whenever I visited. Aunt had taken to hassling me more since Alice hooked up with Gary. It was like it was her personal goal in retirement to make sure there were no young, single Koori women in her world.

‘I don’t think I’ll get married until I’m about thirty-five, Aunt, when I’ve reached most of my professional goals. I might even go back and do some more study before then.’

‘So many choices for you young girls today, it’s great, but it takes you away from what women are meant to do: have children, raise families, and be matriarchs.’ Aunt was old school. Dannie loved her take on the world.

‘Yes, well I’m sure I’d feel differently about the matriarchal thing if there was an adequate patriarch around, Aunt. But most men today aren’t like Uncle out there,’ and we both looked out the window and saw her long-time love mowing the lawn. I could see where Alice got her desire to settle down. Her parents were the perfect role models. None of my mum’s husbands had ever mowed the lawns, and in recent years she’d found that it was better – and easier on the eyes – to pay a young guy to tend her garden.

Alice walked in with a basket of washing. I couldn’t believe she still got her mum to do it, but Aunty Ivy didn’t seem to mind. It was that nurturing matriarchal thing she was talking about.

‘So when are you moving to Melbourne, bub? Alice told me you’ve got a great new job.’

‘I’m leaving next week, almost got everything organised.’ I was glad that Alice had made my move sound like a positive to her mum. I felt more supported as the time of moving drew closer.

‘You know, I’ve read there are lots of men in Melbourne.’ Aunty Ivy nudged me in the ribs and smiled; she was relentless. Alice used to tell us how her mum pressured her to meet a man, but I never really believed it until Aunt started pressuring me.

‘I read that too, but that’s not why I’m going. I have a boyfriend here anyway. But he’ll just have to wait.’

‘You sound pretty sure he’ll wait for you, Peta. Be careful – a good man won’t last long alone,’ Aunt warned me.

Truth be known, I wasn’t worried. I wasn’t going to just settle for the first guy who wanted to marry me anyway. My mum didn’t. Well, she didn’t settle for the second or third either, but I wasn’t planning on going to that extreme.

‘Where will you be staying in Melbourne? At the Aboriginal Hostel?’ Aunt asked.

‘Oh, no, I have family down there. My Aunt Nell, Mum’s sister, is in the burbs. I’ll crash with her and my cousins until I find somewhere of my own. I’m sure I’ll make friends quickly too. I’ve got a few connections and Alice told me she’s got a cousin there I should meet – Josie, is it?’ I’d remembered the cousin bit but forgotten that Alice had told me not to mention her.

‘What? No, you can’t meet Josie! Alice, what are you doing?’ Aunt looked at Alice, shaking her head, not happy at all. In a concerned voice, she said to me, ‘Josie’s a lesbian. You’re not a lesbian, are you, Peta? Is that why you’re leaving your boyfriend behind?’

‘No Aunt, I’m not a lesbian.’ Alice was rolling her eyes and mouthing I told you so behind her mum’s back.

‘Well, what do you think of them?’

I couldn’t help having some fun with her. ‘What do you mean, Aunt?’

‘What do you think about, you know, what they do, as lesbians?’ And she screwed her face up.

‘Oh for god’s sake, Mum.’ Alice was fired up too. I knew she’d had a lot of fights with her mum over the years about her homophobia.

‘Don’t use the Lord’s name in vain in this house.’

‘Well, for Biyaami’s sake, then, if you’re going to be more worried about a white god than a Black one.’

Her mother just ignored her and kept on at me. ‘Peta?’

‘Actually Aunty, I don’t really think about what lesbians do, but if I did, I’d probably think that only a woman knows what a woman likes.’ I winked at Alice.

‘I’m not sure what that means, Peta, but I hope it doesn’t mean you’re a lesbian too. It seems like everyone’s a lesbian these days.’

‘I told you so.’ Alice said as she folded her washing and shook her head at the same time.

‘I’m really looking forward to meeting Josie. She sounds like fun, and I think of you as family, and she’s your niece, so she’s my family too, right?’

‘Yes, Josie’s my niece, but she goes to girls only nights at the pub. She’s never had a boyfriend, but her mum, my sister, won’t admit it; she hasn’t been to any family events for six months cos she’s avoiding people. I can’t blame her; I was beginning to think the same way about Alice before she met Gary. And he’s so manly, drives the big council truck you know. Garbologists they call them these days. Yes, a real manly man, like men in the old days.’

‘That’s it,’ Alice said. ‘Come on, Peta, say goodbye to Aunt Homophobe.’

I hugged Aunty Ivy, gripped the food parcel she’d prepared for me and followed Alice, as ordered, out of the door.






5 Saying goodbye


The boarding call announcements distracted me as James was trying to say goodbye.

He held me tight. ‘I love you so much.’ He leaned into my neck and sobbed quietly.

I wiped a solo tear from the corner of my eye and grabbed my cabin bag. ‘I should go through security now. No use you coming in, I’m going to the Qantas Club.’ I sounded cool, almost flippant, though I didn’t mean to. I just didn’t want to talk about it anymore, or cry for that matter. We’d both done enough of that the past two weeks.

I walked off and left him standing there, shoulders sagging. I felt exhausted as I put my bag on the X-ray conveyor belt and walked through the barrier. The alarm went off, and I had to take off the chunky choker James had given me as a farewell gift.

Once through security, I turned to see him still standing there, red-eyed but smiling bravely. He gave a weak wave. I blew him a kiss and he pretended to catch it, then I walked away.

I made my way down the concourse and up the escalators to the Qantas Club, and suddenly I felt excited again. I was looking forward to the bar and to chilling out in peace before the flight. I showed my card and boarding pass and sauntered in like it was somewhere I was meant to be.

I looked at my watch: it was one pm. Somewhere in the world it was the right time to have a drink and that was good enough for me. I didn’t want to look like a cheap lush, so didn’t just go to the self-serve wine bar, but took a leaf out of Alice’s old book – before she met Gary and could booze on – and ordered a gin and tonic from the nicely uniformed young man behind the bar.

Then I slowly passed by the food counter. Cold meats, cheeses, salads, rice crackers, nuts, corn chips, and an espresso machine. I was so confused and oddly anxious, I thought I’d grab a coffee as well, even though I hadn’t found a table or had a sip of my gin yet. I stood perplexed for a moment, not knowing where to stick the cup, and a middle-aged man in a navy pinstripe suit gently moved my hand and cup under the spout for the burst of hot water and steam. I liked the Qantas Club.

Next I grabbed a magazine and newspaper. Anyone would’ve thought I’d never even flown before. I was like a child at a carnival who had to do everything at once, immediately. I found a table with four lounge chairs and only one taken.

‘Do you mind if I share?’ I asked a casual-looking guy reading the entertainment pages of the day’s broadsheet.

I sipped my coffee and my gin and tonic – which didn’t turn out to be as pleasant as having just one or the other – and pretended to read as I scanned the spacious lounge. LCD screens with sports and the news and TV screens with flights departing, delayed, boarding and arriving. Businesspeople in suits with laptops, couples going on holidays, a sports group of some description all wearing the same tracksuit, and families. Too many families. It wasn’t as peaceful as I thought it would be, but I wasn’t complaining. I was on my way to my new life in my new city and my new job.

I thought I’d knock over some emails while I had wifi, but when I opened my tote and pulled out my laptop, my notebook and Vogue fell the ground.

‘Let me help you,’ the guy reading the paper offered, picking both up and placing them on the small, heavy table.

‘Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome. My name’s Mark.’ He shook my hand and held it a few seconds too long to be just friendly.

‘I’m Peta,’ I said quickly, and withdrew my hand. James’s tears were still drying on my collar. I pushed my sunnies down, turned on my laptop, trying not to notice that Mark was still staring at me.

My flight was delayed as the weather was poor in Melbourne. I laughed to myself, knowing the girls would have gone to town with that information. I didn’t care about the delay – I just had a few more drinks. The more I drank, though, the more I wanted to shove my entire fist into the lidded jar full of corn chips. And the plates were just too small to put anything of any substance onto. They were smaller than a saucer. That would be my constructive feedback to Qantas as a first-time visitor. Bigger jars and bigger plates for the nibblies.

I could probably have spent the entire day in the QC – which I decided was a better name for the place – and just hung out and chilled. I could probably have met men as well, if that were my intention. I’d already met two in the course of thirty minutes. But my thoughts were disturbed by a noise, an annoying noise – a kid, no, two kids, whining, moaning, and crying. I looked around to see if it was bothering anyone else, but it didn’t seem to be. I thought the QC was a place for peace, for grown-ups, for businesspeople, and policy-making departmental types like me. Not kids and certainly not spoilt kids at that. Noisy, naughty, annoying brats who whine and moan even when they are in the QC and can have all the cold meat and soft cheese they want and an endless supply of gin and tonics, or Australian wine, or beer. Kids are so ungrateful. Then my mobile rang. It was James.

‘Hi. Where are you?’

‘In the car park.’ He sounded tired.

‘What? Why? Flat battery?’

‘Flat heart.’

My heart sank. While I felt sorry for James and his flat heart weeping in the car park, I didn’t feel at all compelled to put down my very tasty gin and tonic or my soft cheese and go find him.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, this is the first and final boarding call for Qantas flight 433 to Melbourne. Your flight is now boarding through Gate 6.’

‘They’re calling my flight, baby, I have to go. I’ll call you tonight.’

‘I love you.’ He said it with pain.

‘You too.’ And I turned my phone off.

Reality kicked in. I was on my way to Melbourne for twelve months, but I felt like a kid going on a school excursion to the zoo. I picked up my bag, sipped the last of my drink and made my way out of the lounge.

On the way to the gate, I saw a number of First Nations titles on display in the front of the bookstore, and it reminded me I should read more, and get my finger on the literary pulse. With my background in the education sector I had some idea about specific books used in the classroom, and I was aware that more and more storytellers and artists were going into schools and doing workshops these days, but I really needed a better grounding in everything from the history of the Indigenous visual arts movement to the latest books released. I was impressed to see so many First Nations women on the shelves, and across genres: Melissa Lucashenko, Larissa Behrendt, Evelyn Araluen, Alexis Wright. With all the policy papers I’d read of a night in my old job, I hardly ever had time to read novels, but that was going to be a commitment to myself: more reading. As I continued to scan the shelves I was pleased to see the works shelved by genre and an ‘Australiana’ section. Other books by and about Blackfellas? I made a mental note to myself to follow this up when I started work.



I went to grab the first of my cases off the carousel and a young guy in black jeans and jumper grabbed it for me. He then leaned over and grabbed his guitar case as well. Chivalry was alive and well in Victoria. Musos too, it seemed. I’d heard there was a healthy live music scene in Melbourne and I was looking forward to checking it out as part of the new job. I was impressed with my first few minutes in my new home.

At the taxi rank, I checked the messages I’d missed while in the air. There were two messages from Alice, one from Dannie and one from Liza.


Miss u already, how’s the weather? x

PS It’s a gorgeous day at Coogee, bout to go for a swim.

Facetime me as soon as you’re set up. Miss you

Don’t eat every cake on Acland Street cos you’re homesick!



It was muggy and overcast, but at least the rain had stopped. This was Melbourne summer and I was just glad that the girls weren’t here to see it. I would never live it down. I sent them all a message:


Just landed, weather STUNNING, will be in touch after shopping, Luv ya x





OEBPS/e9781761109935/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781761109935/xhtml/nav.xhtml

    
Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Chapter 1: Sydney vs. Melbourne


		Chapter 2: The SWOT Analysis


		Chapter 3: NO Sex, and NO-ONE Calling Me Babe!


		Chapter 4: Aunt Homophobe


		Chapter 5: Saying Goodbye


		Chapter 6: Settling in Fine, with Vegan Wine and a Place That’s Mine


		Chapter 7: Manipulative Max


		Chapter 8: Getting Cultured in Melbourne


		Chapter 9: Two Snow Peas in a Wok


		Chapter 10: Painful Piercings


		Chapter 11: Toorak and Tramlines


		Chapter 12: Lattes and Las Ramblas


		Chapter 13: Getting Friendly at a Fundraiser


		Chapter 14: Italy on Eight Hours’ Sleep


		Chapter 15: Happy Easter


		Chapter 16: Poetic Policing


		Chapter 17: The Stalker Cop


		Chapter 18: No Pig Jokes, No Pick-Up Lines


		Chapter 19: Foot in Mouth


		Chapter 20: The First Serious Argument


		Chapter 21: Babysitting


		Chapter 22: Stock Market Cum Meat Market


		Chapter 23: Luna Park


		Chapter 24: Finding the Answers for Myself and Others


		Chapter 25: The Art of Seduction or Seductive Art?


		Chapter 26: Dinner at Entrecôte


		Chapter 27: It’s Nice Being a Couple


		Chapter 28: Woodford Dreaming


		Chapter 29: Saltwater, Spas and Steam Rooms


		Chapter 30: A Trip to the G


		Chapter 31: Black Lives Matter


		Chapter 32: Authentically, Not!


		Chapter 33: Virgin to Vegas


		Chapter 34: Heavenly Hands But a World View from Hell


		Chapter 35: Caring for Constable Care


		Chapter 36: The ‘Too Cute’ Guy


		Chapter 37: My Cup Floweth Over


		Chapter 38: A Day at the Guggenheim and the Gardens


		Chapter 39: The World Famous Fat Bastard Burger


		Chapter 40: Singing the Kimberley


		Chapter 41: Kissing Cousins


		Chapter 42: New Year’s Resolutions


		Chapter 43: Heavy Hearts


		Chapter 44: Should Old Acquaintance…


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgements


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		II


		III


		IV


		V


		VII


		VIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376








OEBPS/e9781761109935/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781761109935/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781761109935/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781761109935/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781761109935/images/9781761109935.jpg
Avoiding
Mr nght

\






OEBPS/e9781761109935/images/title.jpg
Anita
HEISS

Avoiding
Mr Right

SIMON
SSSSSSSS





OEBPS/e9781761109935/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


