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Praise for Pip Karmel and her acclaimed film

ME MYSELF I

“[A] sweet, thoughtful comedy … enormously appealing … combines high-flying romantic notions with the nitty-gritty.”

—Roger Ebert, Chicago Sun-Times

“The film’s observations are very much on the money. [Its] accessibility rests on the universality of re-examining one’s big what-ifs, something almost everyone does at times, and the comic spin Karmel puts on the neatly structured story makes it go down easily.”

—Todd McCarthy, Daily Variety

“[ME MYSELF I is] directed and written with remarkable self-assurance by first-time feature-film maker Pip Karmel. Karmel’s intelligent and deliciously witty screenplay … [is] simultaneously acerbic and heartwarming, and always keeps you guessing.”

—Toronto Globe and News

For orders other than by individual consumers, Pocket Books grants a discount on the purchase of 10 or more copies of single titles for special markets or premium use. For further details, please write to the Vice President of Special Markets, Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, 9th Floor, New York, NY 10020-1586.

For information on how individual consumers can place orders, please write to Mail Order Department, Simon & Schuster Inc., 100 Front Street, Riverside, NJ 08075.
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The sale of this book without its cover is unauthorized. If you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that it was reported to the publisher as “unsold and destroyed.” Neither the author nor the publisher has received payment for the sale of this “stripped book.”

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

The author and publishers would like to thank the following for use of copyrighted material: Lyrics from “You’ve Got a Friend” by Carole King copyright © 1971 Colgems-EMI Music Inc. All rights reserved. Used by permission. “What I Like About You” by James Marinos/Michael Skill/Walter Palarmachuk copyright © 1979 Romantics Inc. All rights reserved. Used by permission. “Respect” by Otis Redding. Reproduced by permission of Warner/Chappell Music Australia Pty Ltd and Rondor Music Australia Pty Ltd. Unauthorized reproduction is illegal. “Cheek to Cheek” by Irving Berlin copyright © 1935 by Irving Berlin, copyright © renewed, international copyright secured. All rights reserved. Reprinted by permission. Lyrics from “I’m Gonna Wash That Man Right Outa My Hair” by Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein II copyright © 1949 by Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein II, copyright renewed Williamson Music, owner of publication and allied rights throughout the world, international copyright secured. Opening quotation from The Passion by Jeanette Winterson, first published in 1987, Bloomsbury Publishing Ltd. Line from A Fly Went By by Mike McClintock, Random House Children’s Books, a division of Random House, Inc.
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For Lena and Peter Karmel

I looked at my palms, trying to see the other life, the parallel life. The point at which my selves broke away and one married a fat man and the other stayed here, in this elegant house, to eat dinner night after night from an oval table…. Perhaps our lives spread out around us like a fan and we can only know one life, but by mistake sense others.

—Jeanette Winterson, The Passion
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Pamela Drury was twelve years old the day her mother caught her trying to burn her underpants in the backyard incinerator.

“Pammy? What on earth are you doing?”

Pamela turned guiltily “Nothing!”

Her mother leaned into the incinerator and prodded around with the wrought-iron poker, managing at length to spike the singed underpants through the elastic waistband. She pulled the poker out and held the soiled item in the air, which flapped ungainly in the breeze. Pamela burst into tears and ran into the house.

Clearly, Mrs. Drury had left their little talk a little late, and it was with much back-pedaling that she explained to Pamela the facts of life.

“So, really, you should be pleased. It means you’re becoming a woman.”

The words were said with as much conviction as could be realistically mustered. Pamela sat glumly on the edge of her bed, staring at the wall until her mother had left the room. Tears streamed down her face as she contemplated another forty years of messy underpants. How could God be so cruel? Why had everybody neglected to warn her that being female was an unfortunate exercise in personal hygiene? How could she ever lead a normal existence with a surfboard wedged between her legs, and wearing three pairs of underpants for safety?

Pamela came to dread P.E. lessons, swimming carnivals, and school excursions with a pathological fear, and she swore that in her next life she was going to be a boy. She hated being a girl. She simply was not cut out for that.

And then, in Pamela’s thirteenth year, God said, “Let there be libido.”

Life was full of surprises. The first time a boy stuck his tongue down her throat, Pamela was surprised. The moment she’d been feverishly anticipating turned out to involve more saliva than a trip to the dentist, and it didn’t come anywhere near the nightly fantasies she shared of being with Robert Redford under the privacy of her Flintstones blanket.

Philip O’Rourke was not an entirely unattractive boy, though he was blighted with more than his fair share of blemishes and could have afforded to wash his hair on a more regular basis. He had an extremely long and active tongue and permanently damp underarms, and he really had no way of competing with the Sundance Kid in the smoldering stakes. The relationship lasted three and a half weeks, which, by the teenage calendar, was considered a decent run. After one school dance, five phone calls, a James Bond movie (The Man with the Golden Gun), and multiple diary entries, Pamela sent word via her best friend, Terri, that she just wanted to be friends. All went according to plan. She never saw Philip O’Rourke again.

So it was with a great sense of satisfaction, and not a little relief, that Pamela chalked up her first real boyfriend. Now that she had scored on the board, she had the confidence to set her sights a little higher. She called him Sebastian, but she didn’t know his real name. He had clear skin, golden-blond, clean hair, and Pamela adored him from afar. That is, he sat at the back of the bus, and she always got on too late to make it much past the driver’s seat. The bus arrived at Pamela’s school first, and she would push and shove her way down the aisle to disembark through the back door, in order to pass a little closer to her object of desire. Every day they made fleeting eye contact, and Pamela thrilled to the undeniable electrical charges that flew between them. She was sure he had dry underarms. At night, Sebastian’s face blended with Robert Redford’s, and each diary entry described in detail the morning bus journey and its intricate erotic tapestry.

Pamela carried her obsession close to her breast. Even Terri was oblivious to her secret passion. Pamela was waiting until she and Sebastian graduated to the next level of their relationship before she went public. And for the moment she was savoring the nonverbal courtship. Weeks passed. A whole term went by. The relationship was never consummated. Words were never exchanged. Sebastian never knew Pamela existed. Some years later, she was to find out that Sebastian’s real name was Kevin, and he had been two years her junior, a reality which, in those days, bordered on the obscene.

She had just turned fifteen when her less-than-eventful love life took a dramatic turn. It was a stinking-hot day during third semester when Terri delivered the message that Tony Rafter liked her. This marked Pamela’s auspicious entrée into the Group. The Group from the Girls’ School was an exclusive clique of friends who inhabited the social middle ground between the Dags, Try-Hards, and Rejects on the one hand, and the Druggies and Toughs on the other. The Group was made up of attractive, intelligent girls with an uncanny talent for appearing stupid if there was a boy in their vicinity The corresponding Group from the Boys’ School were attractive young men with lower-than-average IQs and a talent for appearing intelligent if there was a girl in their vicinity.

Pamela had been known to linger on the fringes of the Group, but usually she swung dangerously close to the Dags. She was not well versed in the Group’s social mores, did a little too well in class, and had yet to perfect the acting-dumb thing. But when Terri announced that Tony Rafter liked her, her hopes rose immediately Tony not only ran with the Group; he had a high rating. Pamela felt a rush of excitement. She couldn’t quite picture him, but she was sure he was good-looking and, at the very least, would make a prestigious entry in her diary.

Terri was an honorable member of the Group even though she fit none of the criteria. She was short and chubby, covered in freckles, and cared not a hoot for impressing boys, having been raised with four brothers. But she lived along the bus route to the Boys’ School, and she had great contacts. It fell to her to transmit messages between the two Groups, and she became adept at facilitating budding relationships, as well as their often abrupt demises. The other girls trusted her implicitly with their love lives and rewarded her by including her in the Group as a kind of royal gofer. They tolerated Pamela only because she came with Terri—until Tony Rafter noticed her, of course, and then she became acceptable in her own right.

Pamela and Terri had been best friends since the third day of kindergarten, when Terri found Pamela alone in the sandbox crying. Pamela was dealing with the realization that kindergarten was not just once but every day and that her privileged life at home with her mother was completely and truly over. It was a nasty shock, and one she was convinced she would not survive, with the same sense of doom she was to suffer through every other transition in her life. Terri was the opposite to Pamela. Already extroverted, she couldn’t resist a rescue mission like Pamela. She plonked down in the sand opposite the sobbing four-year-old and watched the tears stream down Pamela’s face.

“My name is Theresa Gallagher. I have four brothers, and now Mummy has stopped. Do you want to be my sister?”

Pamela shook her head fiercely. “Go away.”

But Terri wouldn’t take “no” for an answer.

It had been decreed that Pamela and Tony Rafter would get together at Rebecca McDonald’s fifteenth birthday party Pamela begged her mother to make her a new dress especially for the occasion. It was a bright, striped summer shift with shoestring straps that tied at the shoulders. Pamela spent all her pocket money on a pair of bright yellow cork platform shoes and green eyeshadow. She felt like a million dollars.

As soon as she laid eyes on Tony Rafter, she remembered what he looked like. She had actually been thinking of Tony Pellizari, but it didn’t matter. This Tony wasn’t the crème de la crème. This Tony had a kind of square head, creepily translucent eyes, and was slightly shorter than Pamela, but he was definitely attractive, in a reptilian kind of way. They mumbled a hello to each other. Then Tony put his arm around her. The other girls looked on with approval. When he kissed her, about ten seconds later, Pamela felt a surge of physical euphoria. Tony’s technique washed away the memory of Philip O’Rourke into a dribbly blur. She knew she was in the arms of an expert. She could have made out with Tony all night. In fact, she did. Scintillating conversation certainly wasn’t on the agenda. He led her into the garden, laid her down on the grass and stuck his tongue in her mouth while expertly untying her shoestring straps. Then he slid a hand under her dress, up her thigh, and proceeded to explore territory that Pamela’s own hands had not yet charted. Pamela promptly snapped her legs shut and guided his hand back above her waist.

She was in a state of permanent excitement for days after that. She knew it wasn’t love—they’d hardly exchanged words. But they had exchanged an awful lot of saliva, and that must have counted for something. Pamela also knew she was playing with fire. Tony obviously wanted to exchange more than saliva, and she would have to be on her guard. But wasn’t it perfectly reasonable that they should stick to making out, which surely was the best bit after all, and completely risk-free? Look at what became of girls who went all the way—like Jacinta Caley, who disappeared from school last semester without a trace. No, Pamela wasn’t going to let an imprudent moment of lust ruin her life. She was destined for better things. So she happened to have her period whenever she saw Tony, and that, naturally, meant the underpants zone was out of bounds.

Although not an intellectual giant, Tony did manage to work out that a three-week-long period added up to an awful loss of blood. Finally, while in the throes of slobbery teenage passion one day after school behind the Girls’ School oval, Pamela had to concede that she was no longer unclean, but she protested that now was the worst time to have sex, in case she got pregnant. Tony had come fully prepared for that argument—a strip of Lifestyles was discreetly tucked into one of his socks. He pulled out one packet, unwrapped it, and feverishly fumbled it onto his overexcited appendage. It was then that Pamela realized with utter clarity that there was no way she was going to lose her virginity to a desperate specimen like Tony Rafter. She’d got about as much experience from him as she needed, and more than enough for a good diary entry Besides, this whole affair was interfering with her schoolwork. She stared at Tony’s rubber-clad penis, which stood at the ready, and wondered how she was going to let him down gently. She also observed how unappealing the male genitalia really were—this being her first time witnessed up close. She tried to commit it to memory so she could draw it in her diary Her disenchantment must have been evident, because it wilted under her scrutiny.

The next morning Terri jumped off the school bus bearing the message that Tony just wanted to be friends. Pamela was furious. She had wanted to tell him first.

Pamela never got so much as a nibble from the boys’ Group after that. She later discovered that, in the spirit of friendship, Tony Rafter had put the word out that she was frigid, which was at least preferable to having VD, which was what Mark Steadman said about Tina Walsh after she refused to go all the way. Pamela decided that she was not cut out for running with the Groups, and instead she turned her attention to her career. She was going to have a brilliant one after all, and she’d be rich and famous and travel the world, while the Groups would end up in dead-end jobs, married to one another, with three children before the age of twenty-five.

So as Pamela neared her sixteenth year, she threw herself into her roles as editor of the school magazine, chairperson of the school council, and captain of the debating team. She took Robert Redford off her bedroom wall, replaced him with John Travolta, and gave her Flintstones blanket cover to the Smith family. She even got herself a boyfriend—the last speaker for the affirmative in the “Youth Is Wasted on the Young” inter-school debate. Colin was good-looking, intelligent, witty, considerate, respectful, and earnest. Being studious himself, he didn’t take up too much of her time; he never once suggested that they go all the way, and he never once implied that she was frigid. The perfect boyfriend.

Terri, on the other hand, had hooked up with a boy at the end of year ten and was content to finish school with average grades. Her boyfriend was the son of friends of Terri’s parents. They had met at church one Sunday, and they had been fucking like rabbits ever since. As far as Pamela knew, Terri was the only girl in the Group who was actually having real sex instead of pretending to. Keith adored Terri, freckles and extra pounds included, and they swore they would be together forever. They were a serious young couple and extremely responsible—Terri could recite the pros and cons of ribbed versus sheer versus peppermint-flavored, and she claimed she could apply a condom with her eyes shut. Pamela was very impressed, and quite content to consider herself sexually active by association.
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The night Pamela first laid eyes on Robert Dickson, she decided to go on the pill. Not that she spoke to him that night, nor would she for another three weeks. But she knew he was the one to whom she would willingly give up her virginity, and she was determined to have it ready for him on a platter. Anyway, if it didn’t turn out to be him, there was bound to be someone else. Just as her school days were over, she decided, so, too, were her days of frigidity, if not prudence.

At the end of the first week at university, Pamela and Terri ventured into the campus bar on Friday night, reveling in their newfound adult status, even if they did have to keep their eye on the time—their parents weren’t quite convinced of their daughters’ instant maturation. The orange geometric carpet smelled of beer and cigarettes, and the motley band playing in the corner was appalling, well deserving of its name, The Deadbeats. But Pamela and Terri didn’t begrudge them their lack of talent as they happily swilled beer and bopped energetically to a rather dorky and tentative rendition of “Baby, You’re Out of Time.” Pamela couldn’t keep her eyes off the drummer. Obviously the dark, silent type, he wore black jeans and a faded purple T-shirt with a rip in it that hinted at manly chest hair. He had broody eyes, strong features, and a head of thick, wavy hair. A dreamboat, as Pamela was later to describe him in her diary. He played the drums with intensity, totally absorbed in the music, not the least because it took all his concentration to stay in time.

Terri had eyes for the bass player. He was rather more extroverted than the drummer, jumping around like a wild thing and tossing his dirty long hair from shoulder to shoulder in time to the beat in his head, if not the drummer’s. Officially, Terri was still going out with Keith. But Keith had gone away to join the army and had told Terri she was free to see other guys if she wanted to. So much for forever. Terri had cried for a week after he left. Then she had decided to get on with her life, which, to Pamela’s surprise, she seemed to be having no trouble doing.

The Deadbeats were still bashing out bad covers of classic songs when Pamela and Terri left the bar, drunk, sweaty, and exhausted, and late for their midnight curfew They stumbled outside into the quadrangle.

“I think the bass player smiled at me!” Terri missed a step and clung onto Pamela before lurching for the balustrade and vomiting into the stairwell. She hadn’t eaten anything all day, in an attempt to lose her chubby-schoolgirl image once and for all. As she threw up the entire night’s beer consumption, she wondered whether this liquid-diet thing was going to work. Pamela held Terri tightly, to stop her falling over the edge of the balustrade as she gagged, satisfied that their adult lives were off to a good start.

Friday nights at the university bar became a ritual in Pamela and Terri’s schedule—and the highlight of their week. They learned The Deadbeats’ entire repertoire and dominated the tiny, and usually empty, wooden dance floor between where the band played and the men’s toilets. It became clear to the musicians that they had groupies for the first time in their not-so-dazzling career. On the fourth Friday, during a break, the bass player sidled up to Pamela and Terri at the bar and grinned cockily at them.

“Seen you two lovely ladies at our gigs before, haven’t we?”

Pamela and Terri nodded, embarrassed, trying to think of something intelligent to say.

“It’s great music—especially the Rolling Stones stuff.”

“And the Pink Floyd.”

The bass player took his oversized beer mug from the barman and gulped down the brew, leaving a becoming moustache of froth around his mouth. He wiped it on his arm and burped loud and wetly. “You’re never around when we finish our last set, though. Turn into pumpkins at midnight, do you?” He roared with laughter at his dazzling wit. “Hey Dicko! Come and say g’day. These lovely ladies reckon we’re better than the Rolling Stones!”

Pamela and Terri exchanged looks, immediately perceiving that the name of the band might well reflect the characters of the band members. As the drummer approached, Pamela dreaded her own imminent disillusionment. His name wasn’t a good omen. The bass player slapped the drummer on the back and handed him a beer. “Ladies, Dicko. Dicko, ladies. Oh, and I’m Geoff. They call me Big Bad Geoff for short!” He guffawed again. Terri smiled brightly while Pamela looked away with embarrassment.

“Hi, I’m Terri, and this is Pam.”

The drummer nodded. “G’day.” He smiled briefly, then proceeded to roll a cigarette. He didn’t say another word until they started the next set. Big Bad Geoff, on the other hand, wouldn’t shut up.

Pamela and Terri stayed for the first song of the last set, then made a hurried exit. They ran all the way to the bus stop, doubled over with laughter.

“They call me Big Bad Geoff for short!” Terri mimicked.

They sat down in the gutter and trashed Geoff until they were aching with laughter and on the verge of wetting their pants.

“But the drummer seemed all right, don’t you think? I thought I could feel some vibes coming from him.” Pamela was still harboring hopes.

Terri shrugged. “Dicko? Well, he didn’t seem like a complete dickhead. But he’s friends with one, so that’s not a good sign.”

It was a quarter to one before they realized that the 12:05 bus wasn’t coming.

Terri grimaced. “My folks are going to kill me. What are we going to do?”

They started walking the impossibly long route home, hoping that a rare Friday-night taxi would go by. Three blocks away from the university grounds, a 1963 Falcon slowed down beside them. The driver rolled down his window. It was Dicko, the dreamboat drummer.

“Hey.”

“Hey.”

“Need a lift?”

Pamela and Terri looked at each other, having sworn to their parents that they would never hitchhike.

Terri grabbed Pamela’s arm and pulled her toward the car. “We know his name, for God’s sake.” The backseat was crammed full of drumming equipment, so Terri opened the front passenger’s door and leaned in a little drunkenly “Thanks, Dicko. You’d better drop me off first. I’m closest.”

Terri pushed Pamela in front of her so that she was forced to sit in the middle of the front seat, up against Dicko. Pamela shoved Terri in the ribs and glared at her, suddenly not so sure she wanted to get so close to him that quickly.

Terri talked all the way to her house, then jumped out of the car. “Thanks for the ride, Dicko.” She shut the door and leaned in the opened window and whispered to Pamela. “Don’t worry. I’ll get the plate number.”

The ride to Pamela’s house was long and painful. She racked her brain to make small talk. “So, how long have you been playing in the band?”

“A fair while.”

“Must be an interesting lifestyle.”

“It’s okay.”

“Who’s your favorite band? I mean, besides the Deadbeats!”

“Don’t really have one.”

Pamela gave up and stared out the window the rest of the way home.

“This is my house,” she lied. Her house was up at the other end of the street, but there was no way she could actually get out of Dicko’s car in front of it, in case her parents were watching. “Well, thanks, Dicko.”

He nodded. “Dickson. It’s my surname. Hence, Geoff calling me … Everyone else calls me Rob. And to tell you the truth, I think the band sucks. We mutilate every great song ever written. I’m only involved because Geoff talked me into it. And he only started the band because he reckoned it would be a good way to pull in the chicks.”

Pamela nodded. “And does it work?”

“Sometimes.”

Pamela smiled awkwardly and got out of the car. “Thanks anyway, Dic——Rob. And I don’t think the band sucks … that much.”

Pamela waited for him to drive off. But he didn’t. And she couldn’t walk into a house that wasn’t hers, so she hovered behind some shrubbery like an idiot. She waved him off again and backed away But the car didn’t move. What the hell was he doing? She went back to the passenger’s window and poked her head in.

“Thanks. Don’t wait for me to get inside. I don’t want my parents to wake up, and your engine’s a bit noisy, so, if you wouldn’t mind …”

He was looking pensive. “Actually, it doesn’t work. The chick thing. I think Geoff scares them off.”

Pamela nodded. “Yeah, well, I can see how that could happen.”

They smiled. There was an awkward pause until he put the car back into gear. “See you.”

“’Bye.”

Pamela waited before she headed toward her house. But, he did a noisy U-turn at the end of the street, drove back toward her, and rolled down his window “What’s your name again?”

“Pam.”

He brought the crawling Falcon to a halt. “Look, I’m going to get pizza. I guess you wouldn’t be interested?”

Pamela’s parents were going to go absolutely ballistic. It was already two o’clock in the morning. There was no way she could go with him.

“Sure.”

They went to La Fontana, commonly known as Charlie’s pizza joint. Charlie was a wiry Chinese chain-smoker who, oddly enough, made the best pizza in town, according to Rob. Inside it was dark and smoky. The place was furnished with red laminated tables and plastic checked tablecloths with cigarette burns. The walls were covered with dusty travel posters of Roma and the feature wall was a hand-painted attempt at the Fontana di Trevi. An old black-and-white television flickered soundlessly on top of the fridge, while the radio on the counter played golden oldies day and night.

Charlie wiped down their table with a soggy rag that didn’t bear scrutiny “How are you tonight, Rob?”

“Not too bad, thanks, Charlie. Yourself?”

“Oh, you know Won three hundred on the fourth. Lost four hundred on the fifth. Bloody horses. I could run faster myself.” He squinted at Pamela. “And who’s your new friend?”

Pamela smiled. “Pamela.”

“Welcome to La Fontana, Pamela. May you bring me better luck.”

Rob ordered a carafe of house red, which arrived freshly decanted from the flagon, and rolled himself a cigarette while they waited for the pizza. He noticed Pamela watching him. “Do you want one?”

She shook her head. “Thanks. I don’t smoke.”

After he’d downed his first glass of wine, Rob became more talkative. After the second, he was positively chatty. It became apparent that he was less a musician than a final-year architecture student. He couldn’t even read music. But he was smart and funny and seemed genuinely interested in Pamela’s ambitions to become a political journalist.

They polished off a large Charlie’s Special between them, and a serving of garlic bread. They were thinking about ordering a second carafe of wine when Charlie approached them apologetically. “Sorry, folks, we’re closing.”

Pamela looked at her watch. It was after three A.M. She was going to be crucified.

They left the pizzeria and sat in the car kissing and talking until the sun came up. During the stints of conversation Rob would roll a cigarette. Under the heady influence of cheap red wine and burgeoning love, Pamela finally succumbed.

“Can I have a puff?”

He handed her the cigarette. She sucked on it casually and exploded into a violent fit of coughing. Her head started spinning and she had to lean out the window and breathe the cold night air to prevent herself from throwing up on the genuine leather seat. Rob smiled.

Pamela poked her tongue out at him. “How can you bear to smoke these things? They’re vile.”

He dropped her off around the corner from the Drury household at seven A.M. They took another half hour to say good-night before Pamela tore her lips from his, climbed out of the car, slammed the door, and waved him off in a smoky, bleary, up-all-night daze. Walking back to the house, tired eyes aching from the morning sun, she wondered how she was going to face the wrath of her parents. But she knew that even if they killed her, it would have been worth it.

She lost her virginity, at her own insistence, two weeks later in the Falcon. The actual event was something of an anticlimax, but a necessary hurdle to be jumped, and Pamela was soon to discover that with sex, as with smoking, practice did indeed make perfect. So began a wonderful three-year romance with Robert Dickson, and an addiction to tobacco that would endure far longer.

In the beginning, logistics were a nightmare. The couple had the choice between sex in the Falcon, behind the dunes at the beach, or at Rob’s share-house at Dempster Street, with Geoff listening through the walls or “accidentally” walking in on them in the bath. So Pamela found herself a part-time job as a dishwasher in a local Indian restaurant, and she and Terri moved into a share-house at 99 Edith Road with Janine Litski, a blond Early Childhood student from Adelaide. Pamela’s parents put up a fight, but in the end they contributed a little to the rent, secretly relieved at not having to lie in bed at night wondering when she would be returning home.

Pamela and Terri spent a morning at Shady Syd’s shopping for secondhand furniture for the house, and for the princely sum of one hundred dollars they managed to snaffle a great terrazzo-patterned laminated table with six matching chairs, a fake-leather sofa, slightly cracked, a set of bookshelves, two secondhand mattresses, and a 1930s oak wardrobe with mirrored doors.

Pretty soon a routine developed. Pamela spent Wednesday nights at Robert’s house, and he spent most of the weekends at hers. Terri and Janine were cool about Robert, but Geoff was totally persona non grata since the night he made drunken passes at both of them, then puked on the fake-leather sofa. Pamela and Robert were known as the blissful couple, and they were the only constant in a household of fleeting relationships. Janine had a string of drop-dead gorgeous boyfriends with few brains, and Terri was happily searching for the one to make her forget Keith.

It was a heady time of late nights spent smoking dope and cigarettes, having sex, drinking flagon claret, playing records, arguing about the state of the world, drinking cardamom tea on Sunday afternoons, and eating Terri’s fampus double-chocolate-mousse cake. And, of course, they attended lectures, when absolutely essential. Pamela was less than enthused by campus life, and she became hell-bent on winning a journalism internship with the leading newspaper. She did just that in her second year. Rob finished architecture school and landed a job as an assistant in a large firm, where he wore a suit and tie and became known as Robert. His dream was to go out on his own, or in partnership with Geoff—an idea that Pamela tried to quash as tactfully as she could.

They had intended on a romantic and sophisticated celebration of their third anniversary. But on a whim they decided to go to the Royal Easter Show, instead—well, Robert decided, and Pamela grudgingly succumbed to his enthusiasm, consoling herself that at least she might be able to get a story out of the event for the paper. Neither had been to the show since they were kids, and Robert was keen to relive childhood memories. Pamela had less fond memories, like throwing up on herself on the Big Zipper and howling with abject terror in the House of Horrors, but she swore that this time she wouldn’t make the mistake of eating three Dagwood Dogs and a stick of cotton candy before going on the rides. She didn’t like the rides anyway, and after one horrifying ride on the roller coaster, she was content to watch from the ground as Robert whizzed through the air, thrilling to all the rides that he wasn’t allowed to go on as a ten-year-old.
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