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About the Book




Kathy has worked at beloved Brisbane indie record store Dusty’s Records for half her life. She arrived as a teenager high on her dad’s supply of Led Zeppelin, stayed through her twenties and suddenly thirty is on the horizon and she’s still there, measuring her self-worth by her knowledge of the Velvet Underground’s back catalogue.


Lately, though, cracks have been appearing in Kathy’s comfortable indie bubble. Her friends – feisty Mel, the only other woman employed at Dusty’s, and straitlaced Alex, whom Kathy has known since preschool – are growing up and moving on, while she’s stuck in a cycle of record store, pub, repeat, with the rest of the Dusty’s music bros. But how do you move forward when you’re stuck in a groove? And what happens when you realise that you’ve been working so hard to be part of the boys’ club that you never stopped to wonder if you should be creating a club of your own?


Her Fidelity is a feminist coming-of-age story for anyone who has ever felt that a song understood them more than their own family, for anyone who has ever felt like the culture they love might not love them back, and for anyone who has ever turned to Stevie Nicks for advice while ignoring the sensible people around them.
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PROLOGUE: SIDE A




How much can you give me for Kamahl’s Christmas with Kamahl (1975)?

How much can you give me for Peter Frampton’s Frampton Comes Alive! (1976)?

What do you mean it’s not worth anything?

What do you mean the one listing on Discogs from seven years ago isn’t a reasonable indicator of resale value?

Can I use your toilet?

Why not?

What do you mean it’s staff only?

Do you want me to piss my pants?

What do you mean my bladder is my business?

 

In approximate order of frequency, these are the top nine out of ten questions that every single record shop salesperson is repeatedly asked. Often within the same breath and by the same person. The persistency and regularity of these questions results in them entering one’s subconscious. Over time, they become a droning mantra, albeit with a substantially less meditative effect than ommmmmmmm.

But the hands-down, most-asked question is what I call The Question (Deliberate Use of Capital Letters for Added Emphasis). It’s been asked every day without fail since 1995, and, to paraphrase Nick Hornby, it’s number one with a bullet, so I’ll introduce it with a bullet point.


	This must be the best job ever. Is working here just like working at Empire Records (1995)?



Each word in The Question bounces back and forth across the brain, like Pink Floyd’s ‘Interstellar Overdrive’ (1967) in stereo. So, firstly, we have the arrogant presupposition that this must be the best job ever. No thought paid to the idea that the must should maybe be a maybe. That maybe getting paid minimum wage to sort Guinness World Record quantities of musty Julio Iglesias LPs isn’t the best job ever.

And the Empire Records thing. Look, I get it. It was a big movie. It had its charms. It had Anthony LaPaglia in a button-down shirt, exuding a self-assured masculinity that can only be described as positively LaPagliaesque. This isn’t a rip on Empire Records. But Empire Records is about as realistic as Rachel and Monica affording a West Village apartment – even one that’s apparently rent-controlled – on waitressing tips and chef’s wages in Friends (1994–2004). No reputable record shop would ever have a sign reading vinyls. That ‘s’ is totally redundant, and Empire Records is directly to blame for giving scores of people the misguided certainty that the plural of vinyl isn’t vinyl. Also, despite what it looks like in Empire Records, people in a record shop don’t just sit about all day, or stand about all day, or dance about all day. I mean, sure, there is some sitting about. And some standing about. And, okay, all right, occasionally some dancing about. But not as much as in Empire Records. Like, a third as much as that.

But the greatest distinction of all? There are, proportionately, way more female staff members in Empire Records than you’d ever see in a real-life record shop. Trust me, dear reader. I should know.












TRACK ONE




Brisbane’s CBD feels . . . half-finished, as if a player had given up midway through designing their Sim City. It’s flat, grey, and heavily concreted. There are scant historical buildings, thanks to the demolition bender of the 1980s when everything was razed to the ground under Sauron’s – ’scuse me, Premier Joh Bjelke-Petersen’s – watchful eye. All that remains is Brisbane City Hall, the seat of the city council, which is designed in a vaguely Italian Renaissance style. The streets running north-east are named after royal women, and the streets running the opposite way are named after royal men. Basically, if you’re big on either the gender binary or the British monarchy, it’s a wet dream come to life. Occupying these royal avenues are an inexplicable number of sushi vendors, ugg boot shops, McDonald’s outlets, and JB Hi-Fis. If Adelaide Street’s JB doesn’t have the CD you’re after, you can just hop on over to the one on Queen Street. Forgot to get Signature Sauce for your fries from the Macca’s on Edward Street? No stress! You can pick it up on Albert Street before your Happy Meal even goes cold.

At the very bottom of the mall, before the shops disappear and the landscape is dominated by offices, and across from approximately thirteen bubble tea shops, you’ll find Dusty’s Records, known to locals as Dusty’s. Like old-timer Carl’s house in Pixar’s Up (2009), Dusty’s Records is conspicuously sandwiched between two imposing office buildings and has clung on to its position through decades of capricious consumer trends. The sign above the front door has faded black lettering on an off-white background. Beside the name is a crude illustration of a fat-fingered hand grasping a vinyl record. Beneath that, the proclamation Debbie sux dix! has been immortalised in permanent marker.

Walking down the stairs into Dusty’s (careful, don’t slip on the spilled Slurpee on the third step), you enter a musty basement with flickering fluorescent lights and a vague aura of despair. Or maybe that’s just the black mould. A shelving system that seems designed to actively prevent customers from finding things means you should be prepared to allow at least half an hour more than you think you’ll need for crate-digging. If you do find a record and decide to buy it, be prepared to wait even longer for service at the front counter. The staff aren’t busy, but you’ll damn well feel like you’ve interrupted them unduly, and you’ll pay: specifically, a twenty per cent mark-up. Finally, clutching your bagged item, you’ll find yourself at the top of the stairs, blinking in the sudden glare of sunshine on cement, the record you bought already warping in the humidity. You’ll stagger around the corner to the bus stop, perplexed as to how five hours have gone by. On the bus home, you’ll idly browse Amazon, finding the same record for which you just paid a premium available online for $30 cheaper. You’ll feel hard done by, but you know you’ll be back, because you’re a glutton for punishment (and besides, unlike your very own copy, the one on Amazon has significant ring wear on the cover). You’ll go to sleep hugging your precious cargo tightly to your chest, now reassured that you got yourself a bargain. Your only regret? That you misspelled dicks when you graffitied the shop’s sign.
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There is, necessarily, someone tasked with cleaning up the recurring vandalism at the shop. You might logically assume that this person is selected at random from the revolving handful of employees, or at least based on a hiring hierarchy, with the more senior staff members evading such plebeian chores due to their officious rank. In reality, the person routinely tasked with domestic servitude was not the newest hire, and was definitely not chosen at random. That person was always me.

I have worked at Dusty’s since I was fifteen, and by my next birthday that will be half my lifespan. Ever since I was first asked to scrape chewing gum off the sides of the steps on my first day, I have found myself heaped with certain responsibilities that my penis-having co-workers . . . weren’t. Vacuuming and dusting fell to me, as did ordering lunch and coffees. Initially, I didn’t mind – or, at least, I didn’t mind the coffee runs. I’d use them as an excuse to pop into Sportsgirl or Supré, and secretly pocket spare change from the café. How I came to feel about it is something we can table for later.


So anyway, there I was, using a Russell Crowe & 30 Odd Foot of Grunts T-shirt as a rag to scrub off that week’s batch of graffiti from the sign out the front. The shirt was a promo for Rusty’s single ‘Never Be Alone Again’ (2003), featuring the vocal styling of Chrissie Hynde from the Pretenders. The Gladiator’s PR people had presumably wanted us to wear the shirt to spruik his band, but a missing comma meant that the shirt instead implored the reader to Never Be Alone Again With Chrissie Hynde. Hence using it as a rag.

I was in clear violation of workplace health and safety recommendations, teetering precariously on my tippy-toes on an overturned plastic record crate at the top of the steps. They were slippery from the previously mentioned Slurpee as well as the bucket of dirty water I was using to erase that week’s scribblings. My handiwork was illuminated only by the flickering fluorescent bulb in the shop’s overhanging sign, and the shoelaces on my Chucks were undone. It was like the set-up to a Marx Brothers (1905–1949) outtake.

Kathy. What’s happening?

I looked down altogether too quickly at the sound of my name, and my feet slipped off the crate. Pinwheeling my arms out around me, I saw my life flicker before my very eyes. The scariest part was how uninspiring the slideshow was. I really needed to take more risks. And I’m not talking about risking breaking my neck to scrub off dick doodles every Friday night, either.

Just as I felt certain it was the end for me, I was caught by the owner of the voice who had caused me to slip in the first place. I looked up at my knight in shining armour. Or, knight in threadbare Mötley Crüe tee, as it was. Oz was a retired roadie who for years had regaled me with stories of hauling amps for the likes of Def Leppard, Skid Row and Whitesnake. By his side, then and now, was his devoted wife Doreen, a retired groupie who for years had regaled me with stories of a more intimate variety about life on the road with the likes of Def Leppard, Skid Row and Whitesnake. Oz’s stomach stretched against his T-shirt, and his thin ponytail was as grey as Gandalf’s beard. Doreen came up to my knees and was all breast, blonde hair extensions, and six-inch acrylic nails.

Thanks. I really thought I was a goner this time, I sighed.

Don’t mention it. I’ve still got some muscle left from toting gear. You weigh a far sight less than AC/DC’s amps, lemme tell ya.

I smiled wryly at him, then chucked the T-shirt into the bucket. Rusty’s irascible face stared up at me through the grey water as I carried the bucket and crate down the stairs, Oz and Doreen following closely behind.

Did I ever tell you about the time Bon, Angus and I were in the back of the tour bus together? Doreen chimed in. Malcolm was driving, the bus hit a pothole, and all of us shot through the air. I had a bruised pelvis for days afterwards.

Sounds like you were on a highway to hell, I said.

Oh love, Doreen replied. Highway to heaven, more like.

What am I, chopped liver? Oz asked.

Doreen reached up to squeeze his acid-wash-denim-clad bum.

Darlin’. You’ve got nothing to worry about. You shake me all night long.

Are you two lovebirds after anything special today? I asked.

I’ve got everything I need right here, said Oz, smiling into Doreen’s eyes.


I walked behind the counter and stooped to tie my laces.

Oh, said Oz, casually. Do you still have that first edition Toys in the Attic (1975) out the back?

That depends, I said. Are you going to buy it, or are you just looking at it? Because I already risked breaking my spine once today, and I don’t want to get up on a crate to get it down from the top shelf if you’re just window-shopping.

How’s that for gratitude? Oz asked incredulously.

I grabbed the record out from beneath the counter where I’d pre-emptively put it ahead of Oz and Doreen’s regular visit. Oz would, predictably, gaze at the Aerosmith LP like it was the Holy Grail, but he’d never buy it due to the prohibitive price. I didn’t mind. Seeing how his face lit up every time was worth repeating the ritual. Listening to Doreen discuss Steven Tyler’s big lips and the R-rated things they could do was equally worth its weight in gold.

Here you go, Oz, I said, producing the record with a flourish.

You’re a cute kid, he replied, salivating over the record. You ever need help moving house or something, gimme a call. I’m great at lifting boxes.

[image: image]

Apart from Oz and Doreen, the only customers who bothered to visit Dusty’s Records after happy hour kicked off on a Friday were The Regulars. They were a rag-tag assortment of weirdos who entered the shop each and every Friday arvo. Like Acca Dacca playing the same set list night after night, they were resolutely steadfast in their schedules.


At 4 o’clock was Baramarama Dave. Dave was unwavering in his love for the band Bananarama. For as long as I’d known him, Dave would dedicatedly scour the shelves for anything remotely Bananaramic, from official recordings to the dodgiest of bootleg merchandise. He was never seen without his Bananarama shirt on, and I’d be shocked if his potassium levels weren’t sky-high. Inexplicably, he always pronounced his beloved band’s name Baramarama. I never had the heart to correct him, particularly as we rarely had any Bananarama items to sell him and I didn’t want to crush his spirits any further. Nevertheless, I could feel my eye twitch with each misplaced ‘rama’.

At 5.15 there were the Newlyweds. These guys were a twofer (two-fer-the-price-of-one). I don’t know their names, but they were young and in love. Or maybe just in sticky, sweaty lust. Either way, they were inexplicably aroused by malodorous basement record shops. They would slide down the banister as if they were greased (or perhaps lubed) up, and most times were almost naked before they had even reached Electro/House. Usually, I either sat back with a box of freshly microwaved popcorn or, if I wasn’t in the mood, I’d chase them out with the broom.

Last in line was Neo. He would arrive between 5.30 and 6. Neo wore a long black trench coat, Doc Martens and sunglasses, even after dark. Neo was one of our resident thieves. He’d shuffle in and sneak to the back corner to rack as much as he could get away with. Usually I’d catch him at the doorway and make him turn out his pockets. The back corner had all the clearance stock we couldn’t sell if we tried, though, so sometimes I’d just let him slink out into the simulated reality also known as the CBD.


Tonight was business as usual. It was half past 5 and I’d been visited by everyone except Neo. I’d crushed Dave’s Baramaramic dreams by telling him we were yet again devoid of any Bananarama products, and to alleviate my conscience I’d allowed The Newlyweds to go about their business for five minutes more than usual. Assuming I wouldn’t have any more sales now the pubs were in full swing, I was pre-emptively cashing out the till. I didn’t bother looking up when I heard somebody stomping down the steps towards me, guessing it was just Neo.

Hey. Hello. Are you going to serve me or what.

I glanced up. It was a bulky guy of around forty. He punctuated his words with short, sharp jabs, and somehow asked his question without raising his tone, so it was less of a question and more of an accusation. I instinctively checked to make sure my phone was in my back pocket.

Sorry, how can I help?

He let out a slow, exaggerated sigh.

The Eminem Show (2002).

What . . . about it? I asked.

I. Want. To. Order. It.

I suppressed the urge to rap that this looked like a job for me (‘Without Me’, 2002). Something in my tight, tense guts told me he wouldn’t be particularly impressed with my lyrical recall. Instead, I just replied, Okey-doke. I’ll need a deposit of five bucks, and a number to reach you on when it arrives.

One at a time, he put his hands, veiny and with raw-looking knuckles, on the counter. He leaned forward until his face was so close to mine I could smell his breath. Rancid coffee and stale cigarettes, as well as something sourer, druggy.


What’s this about money? When I asked about it last week, the bloke didn’t mention it.

Meanwhile, Neo had wandered in, true to form. From the corner of my eye, I saw him shovelling CDs into his coat like they were shrimp at a buffet. He looked up at the counter just as the man said, You bitches think you run the world.

I took a step back. Like a single person upgrading to a family-size meal deal, the situation was rapidly getting out of control. But I had years of experience, both as a single person upgrading to family-size meal deals and as a victim of verbal abuse from the public.

Okay, mate. You can either leave on your own, or I can call the police to escort you out.

In response, he began thrusting his groin against the counter (thankfully still with trousers on). His pants dance didn’t take the place of the vituperative language, though, as he asked, Why? Do I scare you . . . cunt?

The plosive sound of the ‘t’ exiting his mouth hit me square in the chest. He continued thrusting.

Is it because I have a cock and balls?

Thrust. Pant. Thrust.

I stared at him, outwardly expressionless beyond my slightly ajar mouth. In my mind, giddy amusement battled a frisson of fear, and I stifled a laugh.

Saliva spraying, he began chanting, Cock and balls. Cock and balls. Cock and balls.

His eyes locked hatefully onto mine. Over in the sale corner, Neo had frozen mid-theft, dropping a CD onto the carpet and staring agape. Shaking myself out of my own stasis, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and tremblingly punched in the number for the local cop shop. After what felt like minutes, my regular operator, Officer Aaron, picked up.

Hi, Aaron. It’s Kathy at Dusty’s. I’ve got a bit of a fracas happening here. A bloke is . . . being inappropriate.

And the award for understatement of the year goes to . . .

What’s he doing exactly, Kathy? Officer Aaron asked.

Trying to avoid looking directly into his eyes, I glanced at the MCP (Male Chauvinist Pig, oink oink). Since I’d been on the phone, he had begun backing slowly away from the counter, but not before bestowing it with a few more pumps.

Um. He’s sort of . . . simulating sex with the counter, I guess you could say, and his language is, well . . .

Hesitant to say ‘cock and balls’ to an officer of the law, I instead held the phone out in front of me to capture the audio live. Shouting his poetic refrain once more for good measure, he strode up the stairs and hocked a loogie onto the top step, before disappearing into the outside world. I waited until I was sure the words ‘cock and balls’ were only reverberating in my mind before I allowed myself to exhale. I sat down shakily on the cracked leather stool behind the counter, processing what had just gone down.

Neo had waited for the MCP to leave before taking his own exit. Once the coast was clear, he walked up the stairs, his black coat dramatically billowing behind him. But before he reached the top, he turned to look back down at me. It was difficult to tell from under the shades, but an expression of concern appeared to flicker across his face. After a moment’s hesitation, he walked back down the steps. I felt a sudden surge of gratitude toward him. It wasn’t his fault he was a thief. He was probably pawning the CDs at Cashies to make rent, or to pay for medication for his ailing yet adoring grandmother. Look at him, coming back to check if I was oka—

Oh.

Neo picked up the copy of KISS’s Psycho Circus (1998) that he’d dropped, shoved it in his trench and bolted back up the steps.

I sat in silence until Officer Aaron reminded me that I was still on the line.

Kathy?

Yeah, I’m here. I sighed. I’d also like to report a shoplifter.

As I trudged up the stairs to close the roller door, I thought wearily, Oh well. KISS haven’t released anything worthwhile since Dynasty (1979). At least he didn’t take Dressed to Kill (1975). Then it really would have a been a bad day. I turned the shop sign to ‘closed’. Thank you for visiting Dusty’s Records, Brisbane’s number one and only independent record shop, I thought. Please never come again.











TRACK TWO




Do you mean to say that slippery little William Gibson wannabe didn’t even stick around to ask if you were okay?

Mel’s voice was muffled from within Alex’s kitchen where she was microwaving popcorn, as at home in Alex’s kitchen as if it were her own. The rich, buttery aroma mixed with the distinct smell of petrichor, that pungent, earthy odour that spells rain. We were waiting for Alex to come home from work. Dennis, her husband, had let us in before wandering back downstairs with their baby, Lewis, in tow. Every so often the sounds of the violent video game Dennis was playing in the den would travel faintly upstairs to where I was positioned on the front balcony. I was sprawled on the couch, a threadbare fold-out replete with all manner of stains. The shabby couch was incongruous against Alex’s revamped and ultra-chic Queenslander but she had lugged it from one house to another, describing it as her ‘cumbersome and only slightly whiffy’ security blanket. I picked at a loose thread on the fabric and breathed in the heavy air, mired in a sticky wetness that preceded the thunderstorm set to roll over the tops of the renovated Queenslanders and McMansions lining the hills of Milton. An empty David Jones shopping bag blew past in the wind. Just like the plastic bag in American Beauty (1999), I thought. The profundity of the mundane and all that. Or maybe it was just a reminder that I was hanging out for a drink.

Most of our customers hardly personify the chivalrous archetype, I finally replied to Mel. Jee-zus. I’m bathed in sweat and it’s barely summer. Remind me why I stay living in this armpit?

Mel came through the doorway, juggling two beers and a corresponding number of tequila shots.

Because, despite the age gap and the perpetual coffee breath, she said as she handed me one of each beverage, you’re secretly harbouring naughty, dirty feelings for our boss?

You read my mind.

I paused, then clarified, About the beer. Not the dirty feelings thing.

Downing the shot gratefully, I wiped my lips on my sleeve before taking a slow swig of beer. I closed my eyes to appreciate the taste, the condensation dripping down the bottle mirroring my own perspiration.

I regret telling you about that dream, I said, reopening my eyes.

What, the one where Dusty came in to work on horseback wearing nothing but jodhpurs?

I gagged, the tequila rising back up my throat.

It was just a dream. A terrible, terrible dream.

A third voice travelled up through the floorboards.


Are you two reliving Kathy’s equestrian fantasy again? What I don’t understand is how a horse would fit through the shop door. A Shetland pony, maybe. But a fully grown horse? Unlikely.

The figure accompanying the voice that ascended the steps leading up to the front veranda wore a form-fitting pencil skirt and polished black pumps (second-hand Louis Vuittons, a steal on Gumtree for $1000). If anybody would know about horses, it was Alex. She spent every second weekend at the country club stables, schmoozing with the Richard Eugene Windsor IIIs and Eleonora Victoria Henson IVs of the north side’s upper echelons. Okay, so it was work-mandated schmoozing, and I made up the names, but rich people always seem to have multiple first and last names, or be the third or fourth of their kind. The more money, the more names. The older the money, the more roman numerals following the multitude of names. It’s just science. Alex’s money wasn’t old enough to warrant roman numerals, but she had added her husband’s surname to the mix when they sealed the deal, so my theory remains technically true.

When she reached the top step, Alexandra Ricci-Martin the First produced a bottle of wine from her clown car of a purse. After she became a mum, she’d switched from a discreet clutch to a cavernous tote for all occasions, stuffed with everything from nappies to novels. Me, I just rock an XL Recordings tote bag so ancient the straps are secured with safety pins.

How many times have I told you not to embarrass yourself by bringing that cheap cask crap around here? I tutted, examining the label on the bottle of presumably hideously expensive chardonnay with a contrived snooty look.


Alex didn’t drink, but didn’t begrudge Mel or me our penchant for hooch. She was also a firm believer in party propriety and deemed it unthinkable to host guests at her home without providing a drink and a snack.

I thought it was worth opening, Alex shrugged. After all, I’m the unrivalled winner of Bastard Bingo another week in a row. Reaching back into her bag, she pulled out her own non-alcoholic supply, her rose-gold bracelet clinking lightly against the glass. Before she could elaborate, Dennis poked his head through the front doors.

Hi babe, he said, kissing her perfunctorily on the cheek. I’m off, then. Just put Lewis to bed.

Mel and I exchanged glances as Dennis pulled on his loafers and ambled down the steps, calling out, You girls have a good night!

Alex shifted Lewis to her hip and shrugged.

Lads’ night, she said simply. Can’t take a bub to the pub.

Funny how lads’ night is always at the pub, isn’t it? I observed tartly. While you’re resigned to stay here with Lewis.

Alex arched an eyebrow.

Not that I mind, I said quickly. I love staying in with my two and a half most favourite people.

Alex rolled her eyes, muttering what sounded like, Good save.

Anyway, I soldiered on brightly, a customer practically thrust a hole into the counter at work today. One more pump and he would have pulled a Jim Morrison.

Blank looks.

Broken on through to the other side, I clarified.

Groans.


Suffice to say, I think you’ll find that I am this week’s bingo champion, I concluded.

Alex sat down heavily on the couch, just as a bolt of lightning lit up the outline of the XXXX factory in the distance. The smell of hops drifted thickly on the breeze, blending with the petrichor and popcorn in a heady funk. Alex kicked off her shoes and unclasped her hair from a claw clip. Barely-there frizz brought on by the brewing storm was the only hint of her naturally tight Italian curls. She leaned forward.

The nineteen-year-old intern suggested today, in so many words, that despite being the head of the division, I somehow know less about the business than he does.

Mel and I hissed.

Then, when I firmly told him where to go, he told me to calm down.

A chorus of booing and hissing.

And then he called me . . .

Without bothering to decant the bottle, she paused to sip on her de-alcoholised Cab Sav, somehow looking dainty despite drinking straight from the bottle.

. . . sweetheart, she concluded, just as a streak of lightning lit up the sky.

Mel and I looked at each other, mutually impressed.

All right, I conceded. The crown is yours.

Corporate sexism just hits different, she shrugged. Anyway, for my prize . . .

She rubbed her hands together.

. . . I’m thinking 23727 Sierra Vista.


Really? I asked. But we’ve seen Valley Girl (1983) already.

Three times, at least. But, like, gag me with a spoon, it never gets old.

I hauled myself off the couch, went into the living room and squatted in front of Alex and Dennis’s packed shelf of DVDs. My gaze flicked unseeingly past Friday the 13th (1980) and Scream (1996). Last month we’d watched nothing but slasher flicks, inventing a drinking game where you take a shot every time the character runs upstairs instead of out the front door, or is punished for having premarital sex by being repeatedly stabbed in the tits and stomach. When Mel and I almost ended up in Emergency from alcohol poisoning, we collectively decided to change the theme. This month we were doing a deep dive into Nicolas Cage’s filmography, for no other reason than we could.

Are these arranged alphabetically or by year? I can never remember.

Alex had followed me inside.

Apparently they were arranged by director, but Dennis has recently taken to categorising them by the degree to which the star overacts. I know this because he won’t stop talking about it.

Mel, who had also made her way into the living room and begun perusing the shelf, nodded her approval.

Credit where it’s due, the system works. On the left-hand side, we have . . . ah yes, Valley Girl next to Moonstruck (1988). Just a touch of Cage hamming it up. Where’s Wicker Man (2006)? Oh, the far right. Makes sense.

Alex shook her head. I don’t get this whole obsession with how books and records and DVDs are arranged. It seems so unnecessarily complicated and arbitrary to me.


Mel and I exchanged a knowing look as she grabbed the proffered Valley Girl DVD from my hand.

You’ve clearly not spent your entire adult life working in a record shop, I said.

I hope I win next week, Mel said. I mean, obviously none of us want to win this particular game, but I really want to watch Face/Off (1997).

I looked at her with mock horror.

I thought we all agreed that post-1990 Nick was a no-go zone?

I definitely remember Wild at Heart (1990) being a fixed demarcation line, Alex said.

Mel looked at both of us, cheeks colouring.

I know you both see me as wise and learned, with supremely sophisticated taste, and you aren’t wrong. But at the end of a long week . . . sometimes I just really want to see a dude wearing another dude’s face.

Alex and I shrugged in understanding, collapsing onto the significantly-less-soiled inside couch. Alex rested her head on my shoulder as Mel ducked into the kitchen to get the popcorn.

Yawning, Alex asked, Are you okay, Kathy? Have you been sleeping?

There’s nothing quite like having your face sliced off to disturb your sleep, I replied in my best Sean Archer as Castor Troy/Nicolas Cage as John Travolta impression.

She narrowed her eyes at me until I gave in and answered truthfully, albeit with my eyes locked on the screen to avoid her perceptive gaze.

You’d think that the violent misogyny would be what would stick in my maw, but it’s not like that’s new to me. Maybe it’s stupid, but I keep thinking . . . Neo didn’t do anything. I mean, I didn’t expect him to leap to my defence, but he could’ve at least . . .

I was suddenly too tired to fall back into disingenuously witty repartee, and too stubborn to admit how afraid I’d really felt. I also avoided disclosing that I’d probably be sleeping with a cheese knife under my pillow for the next week, hopefully not causing my own Face/Off. Admittedly, I eat a lot of cheese in bed so the knife was often nearby, but nonetheless.

The rain began to beat loudly on the roof and against the sides of the house. I inhaled the faint smell of wet dirt.

Do you think you should talk to someone about it? Alex asked.

Like therapy? I shook my head. No way, José. Anyway, being here with you is all the therapy I need.

I noticed Alex share a look with Mel, who had been standing silently in the kitchen doorway. I chose not to interrogate the underlying meaning of the look, and turned the volume up on the TV to drown out the now-hammering rain. Alex moved her head from my shoulder to my lap, and Mel sat down on the other end of the couch. I threw a handful of popcorn into my mouth, a few errant kernels bouncing off and landing in Alex’s hair. I brushed them out, my hand lingering on her soft hair.

You know, my therapist would say you have unresolved father issues about Dusty, she murmured.

Huh?

Well, clearly you’re enacting some kind of patriarchal displacement. Submitting to the will of a white knight. I mean, he’s literally on horseback.


If you ask me, it just means I’ve been working there for way too long, I retorted.

Do you sometimes wonder why we stay working at the shop? Mel asked after a beat. I mean, considering the unbridled sexism.

Unbridled? Is that a horse joke?

It’s no joke, baby. I mean, think about the amount of rubbish we have to endure there. And for what? Below-award-rate wages and persistent night terrors?

I mulled it over.

Yeah, but we can wear what we want, and listen to what we want. And the guys might be gross, but they’re our friends . . . right?

I hear you, Mel said. I worked in some straight-laced gigs before I started at the shop, and I never laughed at any of them like I’ve done at Dusty’s. And most of all, I met you there. It’s just that I’m starting to think I’d accept a dress code and mind-numbing muzak for, y’know, a shred of dignity.

So why haven’t you left? I asked. I mean, if I’ve been there for too long, you’re fossilised.

That’s the question, isn’t it.

Mel looked pensively into her empty glass for what felt like minutes. Alex wordlessly tick-tocked her head between our faces before breaking the silence.

What about you, Kathy?

What about me?

Why don’t you leave? Or, if not that, at least stop hitting the turps with them every second night?

I thought about it, and as I did so, I realised I’d never really thought about it before.


Keep your friends close, and your frenemies closer? I eventually replied.

Alex looked unconvinced. Mel continued to stare into her glass.

Another beer? I asked.

Mel jumped, then sighed quietly. Now that’s a question I can answer, she said. Fill ‘er up.
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When I started at Dusty’s, Mel, seventeen years older than me, had long since swapped her Slits T-shirts for tailored dresses, and outgrown the purple streaks in her bleached blonde hair. The only concession to her old look was a pair of beaten-up red cowboy boots and a revolving collection of silver rings. At first I thought she loathed me, especially after I accidentally undercharged somebody by four hundred dollars for some Big Day Out tickets and subsequently pulled the Shaggy defence (‘It wasn’t me’). She seemed like she wouldn’t take shit from anybody, and I seemed to have an endless amount of manure to dole out. So I went out of my way to avoid her for close to a year. But one day, I was microwaving packet noodles in the office and humming ‘Lust for Life’ (1977) when Mel spoke from her desk, without facing me.

Did I ever tell you that Iggy Pop cracked on to me when I was your age?

My surprise at her indulging me in what amounted to record store water-cooler gossip had me stunned. It took the microwave beeping to shake me out of my reverie.

No. How did you meet?


She swivelled her chair around to face me.

He was here on tour. Or maybe it was when I was in the States on holiday. I can’t remember. There were a lot of drugs back then.

Him or you?

Both. Anyway, he was already pushing ninety, but I did let him kiss me.

Mel paused, as if considering whether or not to speak again.

And that was how I found out I’m gay.

While she looked at me unflinchingly, I pulled the noodles out of the splattered microwave, and sat down on the top of the desk, the container burning my fingertips. I didn’t know how exactly I was supposed to respond, but had the sense that this was some kind of test.

And is that also how you got that uncurable venereal disease? I eventually replied.

Silence. Horrible silence, in which I frantically tried to come up with a way to backpedal from my presumably botched joke.

But then, laughter. At first a chuckle, and eventually a full-belly laugh. Mel has the most contagious laugh I’ve ever known, deep and throaty and warm. There are some people you’d do anything for, no matter how embarrassing, just to hear them laugh. She’s one of them.

Any of these dickheads give you shit, you come to me, understand? she said finally, wiping away a tear. I’ll take care of you.

Over the next few years, Mel patiently and painstakingly encouraged me to evolve my musical palate. She would emerge from the office promptly at 3 p.m., walk over to the turntable, turn off whatever was already playing, and put on a record of her choice, deaf to the cries of resentment from whoever’s selection had been abruptly vetoed.

When Amy Winehouse (1983–2011) died, I found Mel in the bathroom amid piles of tear-soaked Kleenex.

Of all the big-haired broads in this game, I thought for sure Dolly would cark it first, she croaked, as I took in the uncharacteristically demonstrative display. Eventually, she wiped her eyes and checked the mirror to ensure her waterproof mascara hadn’t betrayed any trace of emotion, before stalking back to the shop. There, she chucked L.A. Woman (1971) unceremoniously onto the counter from where it had been mid-spin, replacing it with Back to Black (2006). Raising the volume piercingly loud, she turned back to me, winked, and walked into the office. There, she continued with her work as though nothing had transpired.
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Alex and I, on the other hand, had been BFFs since preschool. Our paths only diverged after high school, when she undertook a double degree in business and accounting and graduated top of her class. Meanwhile, I picked up another shift at Dusty’s, then another, and another, until suddenly four years had gone by and I found myself working full-time at what was only ever meant to be a weekend gig.

This wasn’t the only way our paths had split. Alex had adhered to the rigorously mapped-out life plan she’d devised at age sixteen. Not that she felt she had a choice. Alex’s dad died when she was two of diabetes-related heart disease. Her mum, Sharon, never recovered, and put basely was, well, a lush. I don’t mean that she frequently shopped at Lush Handmade Cosmetics, although she doubtless considered downing the odd tube of Smuggler’s Soul perfume to get a hit of ethanol when the liquor cabinet ran dry. Maybe that’s crude: alcoholism is a disease, and it’s not like I’ve never woken up having no memory of the night before. But Sharon wasn’t a mum to Alex, not in any way that counts. Alex slept over at my house every weekend until she turned seventeen, moved out of home, and worked her perk li’l gluteus maximus off to never have to return again.

After steadily rising through the ranks to a venerable position in her established field, she dated the solid, sober and stable Dennis for two years, and married him after three. She gave birth by Caesarean (which she booked in the first trimester) to her son, Lewis, three point five years later.

Unencumbered by a plan, a road map, or even some kind of a Post-it note with vague directions scrawled on it, I instead made a series of questionable choices that left me consistently reaching for the night cheese. But my revelatory theory is that a friend is a friend even if she doesn’t have a strong opinion about whether or not Avalon (1982)-era Roxy Music is as good as Roxy Music (1972)-era Roxy Music. For the record (pun intended), I consider Avalon to be the strongest album in their discography not despite its pop sensibility but because of it. And besides, the best albums? They might be carefully cultivated works of pop perfection. But if you really listen – lights off, lying on the ground, giving yourself over completely – well, underneath the high-end production is vulnerability and pain and love. DIY, indie rock, self-released CD-R realness. Frayed, and fierce, and always fighting.


The best albums have layers of sound.

For years, I would see Alex for brunch and Mel for lunch. At a certain point I realised that despite our myriad differences, my conversations with each of them were surprisingly similar. If we ever talked about music at all, it was usually only to play Fuck, Marry, Kill, category: musician. Of course, sometimes Mel and I couldn’t help but nerd out over musical lore, but we tried to keep it to a bare minimum. Mostly we discussed what we each shared in common: namely, me. And so I eventually decided that seeing them separately was proving to be too big a strain on both my bank balance and waistline, and I forced the three of us to become a cohesive unit. Now I consider us to be sort of like the Spice Girls. Our group didn’t come together organically, and in many ways we’re each other’s opposites. But we just don’t make sense apart.











TRACK THREE




So, no doubt you’re wondering what came first: the music, or the photographs of Robert Plant’s trouser snake. In my case, the music, but only by a day.

It was 2002. Unbeknownst to me when I woke up that morning, I was about to learn about rock music and the eroticism of an untamed monobrow. Both discoveries would alter the course of my life forever. On this particular day, I was bored at home, and rifling through my dad’s record collection, which I had previously written off because it was old and therefore excruciatingly daggy. There was no TLC anywhere in it. But Mum and Dad had bagsed the telly to watch reruns of Inspector Morse (1987–2000), so it was fated that I was to stumble across a battered copy of Led Zeppelin’s Houses of the Holy (1973).

I didn’t know what it sounded like, but on the other hand I knew without looking what old boy Morse was up to (solving crimes in a curmudgeonly fashion). So I decided I had nothing to lose. I clumsily dropped the needle, not knowing what to expect but definitely not expecting to have a fire lit in my belly, a fire that even the painfully Caucasian dub of ‘D’yer Mak’er’ on the B-side couldn’t quench. All of a sudden, I found myself moving steadily down a path to destination: MUSIC. The journey was slow, because I had to save up my scant pocket money to buy expensive CD singles, so it wasn’t so much a rock’n’rollercoaster as one of those conveyor belts at the airport. Regardless, I was on my way. I rode it all the way to the council library where I borrowed an unauthorised book of Led Zeppelin photographs. Plant’s accentuated bulge was the first thing I noticed, but it left me cold. Clocking David Bowie’s codpiece in Labyrinth (1986) as a wide-eyed child meant that no other man’s pecker could compare. Instead, it was Jimmy Page that irrevocably ruined me. The words ‘double-necked guitar’ had never sounded more provocative. I pored over pictures of him onstage; his sweat-drenched hair, pouting lips, even – nay, especially – his unibrow making me feel, well, things. He looked like a tender lover, the kind of guy who would brush both your and his hair as foreplay. Of course, this was before I learned such fun trivia as Page’s fourteen-year-old girlfriend, and the cheerful anecdote involving the band molesting a groupie with a red snapper. Until such a day, though, I would renew my loan so many times that the librarian would eventually ask me if everything was okay at home.

All of this is to say that I was done for. I threw myself into research mode: borrowing biographies from the library, nicking Dad’s LPs, and weighing down my backpack with home-made mixed CDs to play in my Discman at every given opportunity.


As soon as I discovered Dusty’s, it immediately became my favourite indie record shop. Of course, in a one-horse town like Brisbane, I had limited choices, but still. Habitually visiting the shop after school and on weekends, I attempted to ingratiate myself with what I ambitiously considered to be my tribe. Like an Olympian in training, I was honing my skills in preparation for the opportunity of a lifetime: work experience, the one week where students experience the thrills of capitalism but with no financial recompense. So . . . I guess that’s technically socialism? I digress. When work experience week approached, I was ready.

Being accepted at Dusty’s to do work experience turned out to be a breeze. After all, I was unpaid labour, offering myself on a veritable platter. Getting hired afterwards would also be surprisingly easy, considering how few girls made the cut. Maybe I was brought on board because they deduced that I’d be hanging around regardless, so they may as well pay me. Either way, it turned out that getting in wasn’t the issue. Leaving . . . well, that would be another story.

For my first day of work experience, I wore my prized Ramones T-shirt. I’d bought it at Kmart but it bore an official merchandise tag. I’d also dyed my hair jet black and cut a stark, angular fringe. I was living my fantasy, hunty. Until a customer approached me to ask, apparently entirely rhetorically, if I really liked the Ramones or was just wearing the T-shirt. But I didn’t let it get me down. I committed to vacuuming, dusting, and picking Blu Tack and gum off the walls. Not that there was much in the way of bare wall space. Posters covered every conceivable surface. Even the countertop was three inches thick with laminated posters stuck one on top of the other. There was sticky dust caked to the outside of the air-con vents, out of which tendrils of hair limply wafted. Apparently the carpet used to be green but it was grey, even back then. It crunched underfoot as if it was covered in peanut shells. The empty beer bottles piled up in the overflowing trash cans behind the counter added to the impression that it was actually a bar. Occasionally, I’d shift a pile of CDs or records only to discover a discarded 7-Eleven sandwich or long-forgotten cup of coffee staring back at me. That’s not figurative language: I once stumbled across a half-eaten sausage roll so mouldy it had grown limbs, and was seconds away from starting up its own record shop. I find myself using past tense for these remembrances, but it would be just as accurate to replace all the instances of ‘was’ with ‘is’. Let’s do the time warp again.

The first person I met at Dusty’s was Jason. He had frown lines so deep you could drown in them. His accelerated ageing was caused in part by the strain of his self-conferred title of Floor Manager. Then there was Silent Andy. I went into the office that first day and screamed when I realised there was a guy sleeping with his feet up on the desk, a local street press mag, Scene (1993–∞), covering his face. I wasn’t sure if he was world-weary or just sleepy. I didn’t speak to him for the rest of the day. Well, I spoke to him, but he only grunted in reply. Next up was Ian, who didn’t seem to know a whole lot about music, or indeed too much of anything, but who got bonus points for being pretty and the singer in a local band who got regular airplay on local radio station, Triple Zed, and even national play on Triple J. There was also Warren. He had stick-and-poke tattoos covering his wiry arms and kept a cigarette permanently lodged behind his ear. He came up to me within five minutes of my shift and suggested we go for a drink. I told him I wasn’t old enough. He got a queer look on his face and said he was off for a smoke.

Second last in the cast was the Big Boss, also known as Dusty. He welcomed me to the team by saying, These fuckers keep fucking up and I can’t fucking have a day off for the life of me, for fuck’s sake. Then he put five dollars in my hand and walked away. I soon decoded that that meant I was to buy him a coffee, stat.

Way back in the seventies, when Dusty was a youngish man, he’d had a small budget and a big dream. With very litle competition to speak of, he opened his eponymous record shop and stocked it with the hottest and boldest bands of his generation. Dusty’s sated a need for counterculture that had been sorely lacking in Bjelke-Petersen’s Brisbane. For decades, Dusty’s was lauded and paraded as Brisbane’s very own Rough Trade. But by the time I arrived on the scene, Dusty’s baby had turned thirty, and most of the music stocked there was at least as old. Dusty’s gradually became known less for the appelative shop name and more for the records shoved in its shelves. Dusty, too, was an old man, and whether or not he still loved music, or just loved the respect his formidable reputation commanded . . . well, hopefully soon you’ll be able to determine that yourself.

Last, but not least, was Mel. She worked mostly in the office, doing the rosters and admin-type things. Every time I passed her she was drinking coffee, although after midday she switched to Irish coffee. It took me more than a week to learn that Irish coffee doesn’t just have an extra shot of caffeine. It took me less than a year to learn why she needed it.
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It wasn’t all bad. In fact, at the beginning, I felt like William Miller accompanying Stillwater on tour in Almost Famous (2000). Much like how I’d imagine the air in Stillwater’s backstage area, things eventually got a little stale. But in the beginning . . .

In my first month of quasi-employment, I served Australian rock royalty with thrilling regularity. Members of the Go-Betweens, the Hoodoo Gurus, the Screaming Tribesmen, and the Saints all frequented Dusty’s for their vinyl fixes. I was starstruck, but I stopped asking for autographs when Dusty accused me of being a groupie in front of a former member of the Wiggles. Despite feeling decidedly rankled, I laughed meekly, clinging to the thrill of associating with actual musicians. In the weeks that followed, I learned to navigate the boorish jokes and lecherous looks bestowed upon me by customers and colleagues alike, and I eventually became more or less able to turn up the volume on the music and tune out the persistent background hum of sexism.

The VIP status that came with the job helped with the cognitive dissonance of it all. For the first few years of working at Dusty’s, I didn’t pay a solitary cent to attend a single gig. I’d just call up whoever was selling the tickets and say the magic words:

It’s Kathy from Dusty’s. Any chance of a comp ticket tonight?

The rush of power and prestige would flood my synapses, and I’d feel like I’d chugged a case of Monster energy drinks. Movies and theatre weren’t off limits either, with promoters sending us free passes every week. It was a fleeting golden period when there were limited competitors and the vinyl resurgence was booming. We’d go out to eat and be offered the three Cs: champagne, caviar and cocaine. We were the toast of the town – or, at least, we felt like we were. Case in point: ‘Sweet Sister Ray’.

What happened was this. All of us from Dusty’s were out on the town on a Friday night. We’d drunk our way up Brunswick Street Mall and landed at Ricardo’s, a two-storey dive bar with Long Island Iced Teas so potent they’d make you forget who you were or where you came from. We were squished together in a cracked vinyl booth. Andy was asleep in the middle of the huddle, and Jason was throwing shelled peanuts into Warren’s expectant mouth. Dusty brought back a round of Long Islands and we all clinked glasses.

All right. Whose turn to request a tune? Jason asked.

I lifted my arm up from where it was resting on Mel’s shoulder.

Me, I’m up.

Boo, said Jason.

Nah, trust me, issa good one this time.

I slipped under the table and clung on to the edge of the booth for a second before weaving over to the DJ. He sighed.

I’ve told you before, I don’t take requests, he said, quite reasonably.

Hey, I hiccupped. Don’t you know who I am? I’m Kathy. From Dusty’s.

What do you want this time?

I leaned in close, drunk on power and tequila.

The Velvet Underground, I said.

Barely perceptibly, his hands shook.

Please, don’t say it—


‘Sweet Sister Ray’.

Not ‘Sister Ray’, man, please. His voice cracked. Seventeen minutes is just too long.

‘Sweet Sister Ray’, I repeated. Not ‘Sister Ray’, the seventeen-minute-and-twenty-nine-second song on 1968’s White Light/White Heat. Uh-uh.

His shoulders tensed.

I’m talking about the 40-minute jam recorded at La Cave in late April of 1968.

It’s too goddamn long, man. You can’t dance to it!

I planted my feet squarely on the sticky floor.

Careful, I said. Or you might just find your GLI PMX 9000 mixer doesn’t make it in this month’s order.

B-but I need it for my next gig! You swore it’d be in this month’s order!

I shrugged, channelling my best Tony Soprano. Parts go missing, order sheets aren’t submitted properly . . . what can I say?

He tried one last valiant move.

That’s a bootleg. I don’t have it, he said.

With a slow smile, I unzipped my bum bag. Fishing past half-smoked cigarettes and dried-up lip gloss tubes, I produced a CD. Placing it gently on his console, I patted him on the shoulder.

You put up a good fight this time, my dude. You should feel proud.

Sighing once more, this time in defeat, he inserted the CD and faded out the sure-fire banger he’d been playing (Jamiroquai ‘Little L’, 2001). As ‘Sweet Sister Ray’ began to play, and the dancefloor cleared as though a fire alarm had gone off, I leaned back in the booth. Jason threw a peanut at me and I caught it in my mouth. We may have been big fish in a little pond, but we were swimming in San Pellegrino, and the water supply didn’t seem like it would ever run dry.
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Unfortunately for us, the tables turned. Or, more accurately, the turntables turned. Vinyl emulation software like Serato Scratch meant DJs stopped digging for disco twelve-inches to find breaks. What’s more, the advent of online shopping giants such as Amazon and the crop of JB Hi-Fis springing up like a virulent rash all seemed to hit at once. A little later, streaming services such as Spotify and Tidal were the final nail in the coffin.

Within a few short years, we’d gone from being the toast of the town to the burnt toast that you chuck in the bin without even bothering to scrape off the blackened bits. Once striding into concerts with a faux-fur coat and oversized sunnies like a lost Olsen twin, I now had to save up to buy ticketed entry into shows, like a member of – ugh – the general public. Eventually I stopped waltzing into venues and demanding that impenetrably undanceable B-sides be played for my entertainment. I was reduced to straggling up to the local pub, paying for my drinks, and raising a glass (or ten) to the good ol’ days, when for one glorious moment we were rock royalty, in our small way.

So when Mel and I pondered why we stayed on at Dusty’s as it clung on in an increasingly digitised landscape, and when I contemplated why I continued to drink at the pub night after night with men who should have been in Alcoholics and Sex Addicts Anonymous meetings instead. Maybe it was because we all shared something. A history. A memory. Of a time when music was The Thing and we were It. And sure, maybe the local DJ population (rightfully) resented us, but we got each other. We drank heavily, we laughed hard, and we geeked out about the minutia of music gladly and daily. It’s not often you find someone who will dance to a 40-minute-long Velvets outtake with you on a Friday night at 1 a.m. I’d found six of them. And that’s a hard thing to leave behind.











TRACK FOUR




Before I knew it, nearly ten years had gone by as if in a Wayne’s World (1992) screen wipe. From the lifestyles of the rich and the famous to right here, right now, discounting unsold stock and counting down the hours until closing time. How the mighty had fallen.

Mel, who was just out of sight in the office, was talking to me on the cordless phone as I reorganised the Second-Hand New Arrival vinyl bay.

My shrink says I’m depressed, she said.

Huh, I replied.

She says that I’ve grown gradually resigned to a life of subservience and that this has left me with a debilitating sense of defeat.

Shit, I said, absentmindedly shuffling records. What’s the solution? Valium? Lexapro? St John’s wort?

She says that I need to exercise.

Double-shit. What, like, spin class? Yoga? Aerobicising? Oh, please say aerobicising. I’ve always wanted to re-enact that scene from that movie with Jamie Lee Curtis and John Travolta, you know the one . . .

Perfect (1985).

Right? Jamie Lee’s body-ody-ody. But what’s it called?

Perfect, you idiot. Anyway, I don’t think it matters what kind of exercise. But she said I should try to do it before work so that I’m pumped with endorphins before the crushing reality of the day sets in. Again, her words. Honestly, I think she might have depression herself.

I almost exercised once, I said. I was house-sitting at Alex’s and she had one of those high-tech exercise bikes. It was in front of the TV, so naturally I ended up just sitting there and eating an entire tub of hokey pokey ice cream.

Naturally.

Alex still complains that the melted ice cream rusted the gears.

Eh, she can afford a can of WD-40.

I placed the phone on a stack of records that had been mouldering in New Releases for two years, and switched it to speaker while I continued flicking through the LPs. Across from me, a flannel-shirted guy, mid-thirties, ironic moustache, asked where he could find Ryan Adams.

Country Artists, on your left.

What? Mel asked.

Not you, I said.

Under ‘R’ or ‘A’? he asked.

Mel’s snort was audible through the phone. I coughed to cover it up.


‘A’, I said. Single artists are filed by surname, or if it’s a group, by first letter of the first word.

I turned away, but he grabbed a record and shoved it under my nose.

You’ve got Alice Cooper under ‘A’.

He smiled, a touch too condescendingly for my liking.

Alice Cooper is a pseudonym and also the name of Vincent Furnier’s band, so it technically falls into the ‘band’ category.

He moved to the other side of the rack and pulled another LP out.

You have the Stranglers under ‘S’.

Your point?

The first letter of the first word is ‘T’.

‘T’? I laughed. ‘T’ is a different beast altogether.

What?

If we were to file every band with ‘the’ in their name under ‘T’, it would dominate the shop. Do you want to walk into a shop with a fifty-metre ‘The’ section? It’d be a madhouse. A madhouse!

Well, Thee Oh Sees is filed under Thee. His face had turned distinctly red.

‘Thee’ is a pronoun, not a determiner. And it’s a distinct part of the band’s name.

I looked at him. He looked at me. His knuckles had turned white where he was furiously gripping La Folie (1981). If we’d had The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly (1966) soundtrack in stock, we would’ve had the perfect score to a Mexican standoff. There were even tumbleweeds made up of dust, hair, and chewed-off fingernails.


Cryin’ Adams was the first to crack.

You know, you really should have an alt-country section.

At that, Mel chimed in, unaware she was being broadcast to the entire shop.

What we should have is a pedantic pricks section.

He stared at me, then the phone, open-mouthed. His moustache visibly wilted in dismay.

You people think you know everything!

Throwing down the record in his hands, he stormed up the first step, before turning towards me. I prepared myself for the comeback of the century.

Well, take it from me, he said peevishly. You don’t!

With that, he stormed up and out, tripping slightly on a pile of gig flyers that had been tossed carelessly onto a step.

Another one bites the dust, I murmured as he left, before picking up the stack of not-so-new arrivals on which the phone was balanced.

Anyway, I said, returning to my conversation with Mel. Alex has been bugging me to go to this dance studio in West End that does hip-hop classes every Friday night. We could go together.

But you hate working out.

True, but I’m sick of not knowing how to dance. The last time I really danced was in Grade Seven. We had to come up with an interpretive dance to a song of our choice. I remember one girl doing a routine to ‘Tom’s Diner’ (1987). She just nonchalantly slung empty cereal boxes over her shoulders for two minutes. I thought it was weird at the time, but now I can appreciate her avant-garde choreography.


What did you dance to?

‘The Purple People Eater’ (1958).

What a classic. All right, it’s no 5 a.m. elliptical but it’ll have to do.

I’ll call Alex.
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I’d made a huge mistake.

The warm-up exercise involved tracing your initials in the air using your pelvis. To my left, Mel half-heartedly drew the outline of an M with her groin while shooting daggers my way. On my right, Alex was gyrating an A in a decidedly R-rated manner. This was no dance class. It was hell. I couldn’t bring myself to dance in earnest. Moshing? Sure. Headbanging? No problem. Slouching with hands in my pockets looking nonchalantly cool? I could give that to you. But dancing to pop music by using my pelvis as a laser pointer was a bridge too far? How had I managed to let Alex convince me that this might be fun? When finally the instructor allowed us a moment’s reprieve to have a drink of water, I glanced enviously at the yummy mummies and teen Mean Girls (2004) leaning against the rose-gold ballet barre. Looking down at my own oversized, moth-eaten T-shirt and bike shorts (which, I belatedly realised, gave me a pronounced camel toe) I asked sulkily, This is beginner level? Everyone else here looks like they were born dancing.

She probably did body rolls on her way out of the womb. Mel gestured toward the instructor, a Cindy Crawford lookalike who was at that moment performing agile stretches in high-waisted velour sweatpants and a perfectly matching sports bra. I looked witheringly at her as she flicked her tight braids. Mel ogled her. Alex looked at herself in the mirror, discreetly flexing a toned bicep, before saying to me, You could try. You never know, you might actually have fun if you, I don’t know, didn’t care about appearances quite so much.

Easy for you to say, I said. Everybody here, including you, missy, is the ‘after’ photo of a weight loss commercial. Where are all of the ‘before’s? And why didn’t we get the memo about wearing all-brand on-brand everything?

Well, I haven’t even worked out in fifteen years. Mel appeared suddenly self-conscious. Nobody alerted me to the fact that day-glo is suddenly out of fashion.

You look great, I insisted.

Admit it. The sweatbands are a bit much.

I shrugged.

I appreciate the attention to detail.

What does it matter what we’re wearing, when we’re just going to sweat all over our clothes anyway? Alex said, folding into a perfectly aligned downward dog.

I snorted, and reluctantly shuffled back towards the dance floor as the teacher pressed play on ‘Ignition (Remix)’ (2002).

That settles it, I said. Clearly this class isn’t hip to R. Kelly’s problematic sexual proclivities. As a feminist, I can’t dance to this. Even though it is a low-key banger. Also, is it just me, or have you only ever heard the remix? Or is it even a remix? Is it actually some kind of ironic commentary on reboot culture? Either way, R. Kelly deserves to be trapped in a closet.


I hoped my incessant rambling would distract Mel and Alex from the fact that I was edging towards the door, but Mel grabbed me by the wrist, and whispered in my ear with a ferocity I’d only ever heard her employ on record company reps phoning for overdue bill payments.

You will not leave me here with these people. Do. You. Understand.

Please don’t hurt me, I whimpered.

They both dragged me back to the floor, where I feigned having a stitch to avoid dropping into a squat. I also feigned not seeing the increasingly frustrated and embarrassed glances Alex was shooting my way.

Can’t you just put in a jot of effort? she hissed, while easily performing a complicated scissor step.

Thankfully, the class finished before I felt obligated to moonwalk out of there. I turned to ask the girls if they were keen for a post-workout tipple, but Alex had already grabbed her bag.

I have to run, she said in a decidedly peevish tone.

You, my dear, do not have to run. Or jog, or any form of cardio. You’re fit as a fiddle. Fitter, even. Come to think of it, how can a fiddle be fit? It’s an inanimate object. Now, a fit fiddler, I understand. All of that tricep and bicep work with the bow.

As I spoke, Alex looked at me dead in the eyes without so much as an indulgent eye roll. When I stopped speaking, she muttered a tetchy ‘goodbye’ and disappeared into the night. Turning to Mel, I lifted my hands in a ‘what gives?’ gesture. Mel, in turn, bestowed on me the eye roll I’d so sorely missed out on from Alex.

What? I asked, bemused. What did I miss?


The point, I think, said Mel, albeit in a kind tone. Now, how about a drink? I’m feeling parched. But on the plus side, definitely less depressed than before.

She hooked her arm around my sweaty waist and we headed outside.











TRACK FIVE




Why the fucking fuck hasn’t this place been vacuumed?

The only customer in was Easter Island Head, a furtive figure who drew parallels with the Polynesian landmark due to the awe-inspiring size and shape of his dome. To my recollection, he had only ever purchased one item: a Kylie Minogue poster featuring her sitting astride a rocket in her iconic gold lamé booty shorts. I remember because he made certain to mention that this was his second copy of the print in question, being that he had ‘worn out’ the first one.

Easter Island Head let out a small, barely audible snigger as Dusty yelled his usual tirade at me, then continued leafing through the CD booklet of Madonna’s Erotica (1992) that he was never going to buy, but was in all likelihood going to imprint in his mind for future ‘use’.

I don’t know, Dusty, I said.

What else have you done today, besides fuck about?


I sighed.

I’ve done a replenishment report. I’ve updated the Facebook page. Yes, that hilarious cat playing an electric guitar GIF was my handiwork. I’ve alphabetised the metal section, and oh yeah, I’ve served customers, like our good friend over here.

Easter Island Head looked up in surprise.

You’re welcome, I said, curtsying, as he looked down at his shoes nervously.

Dusty stared at me with such outrage that steam – well, okay, snot – shot out of his nose. A dried glob dangled from his left nostril. It darted to the left, to the right, up and down. It was a better dancer than I was, although, as we all already know, that means precious little.

Don’t yell at me, missy, he said menacingly. You’re skating on thin ice after the lunch break you had.

I was ordering your lunch.

It doesn’t take an hour to make a sandwich.

Tell that to the sandwich maker!

On and on we went, Dusty’s snot globule weaving mesmerisingly between us like a cobra. Arguing with Dusty was like arguing with a child, albeit one who’s constantly hopped up on caffeine and the adrenaline-pumping nightmare fuel of running a small business. But I couldn’t help but take the bait.

I’m just thankful it’s Mel’s weekend, so I don’t have to hear the two of you cackling like a pair of witches all day long, Dusty concluded.

I’d had it. The time had come to pull out the big guns.

Yeah, well, you’ve got snot up your nose! I declared.


Dusty touched his index finger to his nostril, abruptly sheepish.

Oh.

I tried to point at its location.

It’s still there.

Is it . . . did I get it?

Still there. Hold up, lemme get my phone.

I flipped the camera to front-facing mode and passed it to him. There was a sequence of flashes as he accidentally snapped a series of selfies.

There we go . . . got it.

He dropped it on to the carpet.

Have this vacuumed by the end of the day.

He put a five-dollar note in my hand and walked away.

[image: image]

Froth, the café/bar next door to the shop, was so achingly hip that I felt criminally daggy in comparison. Upon entering, it was as if I’d arrived forty-five minutes early to a party, bearing homemade guacamole and a note from my mummy informing the host that I’m allergic to peanuts and have to be home by ten on the dot. Basically, Froth took the trendy café culture associated with Melbourne’s laneways and doubled it. It was laneway culture on speed. No, not speed. That’s not a hipster drug. It was laneway culture on weed – inhaled through a vape, of course. Even the coffees were called things like Deconstructed Half-caff Extracted Ristretto on Organic Mylk. That beverage in particular cost seven dollars, was served on a rustic cheeseboard, and I was pretty sure was just a flat white.


I pushed apart the wooden beads that marked the entrance, giving way to exposed brick walls, which featured a weekly rotating exhibit of paintings.

Squeezing past the macchiato-sipping crowd, I approached the counter.

Sup, girl? asked Jarrah, the barista, as she banged excess coffee grounds out of the portafilter to the tune of an Afro-beats playlist. The wooden beads stacked on her wrist clacked against one another like a metronome. I slumped on a bar stool in front of the counter.

Long week? she asked.

Long week.

Silently, she got busy grinding, pouring, and mixing, and in under forty seconds had pushed a dangerous-looking espresso martini towards me.

Trust me, she said, a knowing glint in her eyes.

I tipped it down my throat. A second passed while the alcohol and caffeine worked their magic. I raised an eyebrow.

You’re not just here for your looks, I acknowledged.

Damn right. The usual order as well?

I nodded.

We chatted idly while she made my coffees.

How’s uni? I asked.

I’m getting slammed, but it’s worth it. Or it will be.

I can’t believe you sling coffees by day and study law by night.

I’m studying right now, she said, gesturing to an open textbook by her side.

Do you realise, I said, that you’ll be a barrister barista?


Rolling her eyes, Jarrah said, I’ll also be the first of my family to go to uni.

I tried to look suitably impressed.

That’ll raise the bar, she concluded.

Hey-o! Your family must be proud.

The whole mob is, I reckon. Do you ever think about studying something?

Nah, I replied. I’m happy where I am.

Jarrah raised an eyebrow and handed me my tray of coffees.

You know lying under oath is a crime punishable by law.

I took the tray.

Yeah, well. I know where to find a good lawyer.

Not for long, babe. Once I get that degree, I’m ghost. I’ll be moving onwards and upwards.

Her bracelets clinked as she pointed up at the ceiling. As I left and walked back over to Dusty’s, I tried not to think too deeply about her words. But they’d burrowed their way under my skin, and I couldn’t get them out. Jarrah was clearly itching to move on from Brisbane and, as evidenced by her shrink prescribing cardio as a cure for her depression, Mel was apparently no longer content with her lot in life either. But what about me? Was I really as happy as a pig in mud? Or had I spent a decade being sucked under by quicksand so slowly I’d never really noticed it had been dragging me down?











TRACK SIX




That night, I went to The Sour Pickle, an old-school pub tucked in an alleyway next to the hulking shadow of the casino. You wouldn’t find any fancy cocktails at The Pickle, unless you counted frozen daiquiris. It was just cheap pints of VB and a roast dinner every Sunday. The Pickle was cheap, cheerful, and best of all boasted a regular weekly performer by the name of The Professor, who played classic rock CDs on a boombox and sang along on a karaoke microphone. ‘Eye of the Tiger’ (1982) was a particular crowd favourite.

I was five pints deep and surrounded by Andy, Ian and Warren. I was drinking to forget the heavy ruminations sparked by my earlier conversation with Jarrah, but at the same time, I was drinking to remember.

Remember . . . remember this . . . this is a good one. Remember when I swapped the keys on Jason’s computer? He was flipping out over that for days.


I don’t remember that. Ian blinked his long lashes slowly.

Jason was steaming about finding curry and rice all over his keyboard after lunch, and he . . . what was I saying?

I looked around blearily.

Oh yeah. He sent an email asking everybody to ‘please refrain from eating curry at this work station’.

Warren raised a glass to me and took over the storytelling.

So Kathy here pried off the letters on his keyboard and rearranged them so that the middle five letters spelled out C-U-R-R-Y. Of course, she had to borrow a second ‘r’ from my PC, but I was happy to help out for a good cause. Anyway, the poor bastard couldn’t figure out why he was suddenly spelling everything so badly. He sent an order to Warner that read like he’d fallen asleep with his head on the keyboard.

I teared up with laughter. This was the side of Warren that I liked. My partner in crime.

He got me back, though, I said. He suspended a piece of string along the bottom of the stairs and told me to come down quickly, something about there being a labradoodle puppy in the office.

You were like Usain – Warren belched – Bolt.

Until I hit the string.

Well, I suppose it was a kind of finish line.

We clinked our glasses, and I stood up, weaving slightly.

All right, boys, same again?

Enthused nods from all present. Warren stood up, pulling a cigarette from behind his ear and putting it in the corner of his mouth, where it fell out onto the table. He looked surprised that it hadn’t behaved like he’d trained it to.


I seem to have found myself a wee bit inebriated, he said.

The line at the bar was ten-deep. While we waited, Warren leaned his head on my shoulder, having to stoop slightly to achieve it.

Those were good times.

The best.

It’s hard to believe, Warren said, that you’ve been here for so long.

Here at the bar? Only since happy hour kicked off.

No, no, at the shop. You were so young when you started. So . . . feisty.

I wouldn’t say I’m without feist now. In fact, I’d say I’m full of feist. I have feist out the wazoo.

Warren nodded blearily, then lifted his head up until it was perilously close to mine, and more specifically, to my mouth. Then he shut his eyes, and it didn’t dawn on me, in the state I was in, that he was going to kiss me. Until he kissed me.

For a moment, I froze. My eyes had closed reflexively when the kiss began, like when you tap that weird part on your knee and your leg kicks out. Totally out of my control. I opened one eye and appraised Warren. I mean, he wasn’t unattractive. His tattoos were dodgy and his facial hair was patchy, but all in all he wasn’t too bad for a guy nearing forty who drank like Townes Van Zandt (1944–1997). Which might be in bad taste, considering how that turned out. In fact, he even looked a bit like Van Zandt, and I’m a sucker for a lonesome cowboy. But I had enough self-respect (or at least self-preservation) to know that hooking up with him would be a risky proposition. Then, too, there was his long-term partner who believed they were in a mutually monogamous arrangement. I pushed him away, gently but firmly.

Maybe you shouldn’t partake in this round, huh?

I’m fine, he slurred. I’m fiiine.

Time to head off home, I insisted.

I don’t wanna get in a cab. His voice was petulant, and combined with his stamping foot, made him resemble a little boy.

I want . . . I want . . . He seemed to be searching for something subtle and lightly flirtatious, finally settling on, I wanna get in the Kathy cab.

For the second time that night, he appeared surprised, as though taken aback by his own witticism. I, on the other hand . . .

Warren, my old friend, I said. You need to hit up the convenience store, grab a meal – nothing too complex, something microwaveable, I’d suggest a mac’n’cheese, maybe mi goreng if you’re feeling bold, but probably forgo the chilli – and go home.

I paused, before adding, To your girlfriend.

He stepped back, stumbling slightly and propping himself up on a nearby table for support. Clearing his throat, he tucked his requisite cigarette back behind his ear, cocked an eyebrow and asked, Y’sure?

I nodded. He shrugged, spun around, and went staggering on his merry way.

Hard to believe you turned that down, said a voice to my right.

I looked over and saw a guy sitting by himself, smiling a little awkwardly. His slightly crooked teeth were the first thing I noticed. Then my eyes travelled down to his arms, which looked like they’d once been toned but had softened deliciously around the edges. He looked back down at the table under my lingering gaze.

Sorry. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, he said.

Snapping out of my daze, I replied quickly, Oh, no, not at all. You’re right. Definitely not . . . not a catch. As if.

I laughed, a braying sound, not unlike a horse. What was happening to me? One brief sighting of a pair of arms and my composure went out the window.

Apparently, though, I wasn’t the only one struggling to appear cool.

Yeah, he said. Do you . . . how do you . . . He trailed off, unable to pick just one question, or maybe unsure where he was going with it, and finally settled on . . . do?

I saw a slight sheen of perspiration break out on his forehead at the conclusion of his circular query.

I’m good. How . . . do you do?

Oh, god. Were we going to doff our bowler hats to one another next?

I’m good. And you?

I could see him fighting the urge to press his cold beer glass against his rapidly flushing cheeks, or maybe to just smash it over his head and be done with it. Meanwhile, I racked my brain for something to say that didn’t regard the refreshingly temperate weather conditions of late, say, or the new yards of exquisite Chantilly lace that the haberdashery had recently begun stocking. Trying to avoid looking at his arms, I turned my attention to his chest. Arguably worse, not better, but, you know, baby steps. Noticing he was wearing a Ramones T-shirt, I struggled to make sense of the giddiness I was feeling, and to resist the temptation to reach out and squeeze his biceps.

Nice tee, I said, just to say something.

He looked down at himself, and in his haste to do so, overturned his beer onto said shirt.

Well. He paused. It was a moment ago.

I scrabbled for napkins and immediately went to town mopping him up. Now we were both blushing, and between the beads of sweat adorning his forehead, my clammy palms, and the beer, it was a wet, hot, sticky mess. Our conversation was so stilted by this point that I decided I had to get out of there before one of us let slip an errant ‘milady’.

Are you here alone? he asked, his face inches from mine.

No, I’m with . . . friends.

Picking up on the hesitation in my tone, he said, You don’t sound so sure. Are you being held hostage?

I laughed.

No, I just meant that they’re my workmates. I mean, they’re my mate-mates, too, they’re just . . . well, you know how it is.

I suddenly remembered he was sitting here all by himself. Maybe he didn’t know how it was.

Are you waiting for someone? I asked, gesturing to the empty table.

No, he said. I just came for a quick drink. Sometimes I need a minute to just . . . be, you know? I haven’t been here before, but I was hoping a band might be playing. I find watching a band and not having to think or talk, can be . . . grounding, I think is the word I’m looking for?


He paused before adding, Of course, this guy’s set was not really what I had in mind.

I laughed.

Sorry, I’m rambling, he concluded.

No, I get it, I said. After being ‘on’ all day, it’s nice to just let the music wash over you.

Exactly.

He looked into my eyes and I felt a disorienting mix of tranquillity tempered with lust.

Do you like the Ramones? I blurted out just as he asked, Do you want to go out sometime?

Oh, I said.

Oh, he said.

Evidently interpreting my ‘oh’ as a rejection, he pivoted to say, I don’t really know their music, but Kmart had this shirt on sale . . .

Meanwhile, his nonchalant reply bamboozled me into thinking I must have misheard his question. Clearly, he wasn’t making a move. What he’d really said must have been, Do you want to go. As in, leave me alone, you loon.

Gathering my wits and dignity both, I gestured outside to where I could see a group of four women all flirting with Ian, and The Professor yelling at a blank-faced Andy: I DON’T CLAIM TO HAVE INVENTED A POST-IRONIC AUDIENCE EXPERIENCE, BUT I’M SURE YOU’LL AGREE THAT PLAYING THE CLASSICS IN AN AGE OF ENDLESS NEW CONTENT IS A BOLD CHOICE.

I’d better get back to my friends, I said brusquely to cover up the chagrin I was increasingly feeling.


He blinked, looking disoriented and maybe even a bit hurt. I turned my back, arguably just as bewildered by the sudden turn of events but too mortified to admit as much.

Have a good ni . . . I heard him trail off as I walked away. I was too flustered to even consider turning back.

All right, Prof? I manoeuvred between him and Andy, who seemed grateful for the intercept, but was possibly just sleepy. After what felt like a half-hour of The Professor explaining in agonising detail the many ways in which he was pioneering the field of ‘post-karaoke’, I allowed myself to risk a glance behind me. The mystery guy was gone, leaving behind only a stack of sodden napkins and an inexplicable feeling of excitement, tinged as it was with regret at the deflating end to our conversation. I squashed down both emotions as I focused on The Professor’s pontification. Or, at least, I tried to.











TRACK SEVEN




The thing is, I messaged Mel covertly from under the table in Mum and Dad’s dining room the next night, it’s a conflicting situation.

[Nauseated face emoji]

What’s conflicting? They cracked on to me, then when I wasn’t viable anymore, they cracked on to you. It’s intergenerational sleaze.

Do you mean once you told them you don’t go for guys?

Are you kidding me? That ramped it up. Those pervs love nothing more than a lesbian. No, doll: I mean once I turned forty.

. . .

Why the sudden introspection anyway? Did you watch Scrooged (1988) again? Bill Murray always puts you in a pensive mood.

Just then, I received another incoming message. Warren.

I don’t remember what I said last night, but there’s no need to tell anybody, yeah?

My reply: Of course not, as I finished scanning over a hundred-word missive of the previous night’s events and texted it to everybody I’d ever met. Then to Mel, It’s mainly just Warren, though.

Case in point: In my first year at Dusty’s, I’d had a penchant for wearing oversized men’s business shirts as belted dresses. I was attempting to emulate Patti Smith on the cover of Horses (1975), in her iconic starchy white collared shirt, but my home hair dye and wonky eyeliner admittedly lent me more of a Robert Smith vibe. When I first modelled the look, Warren said, apropos of nothing, I love it when women wear men’s shirts. Especially with wet hair. It’s like they’ve rolled out of bed after sex, showered, and chucked on their boyfriend’s clothes. It’s just so sexy.

FYI, my hair wasn’t wet, just greasy. No matter how frequently I washed it, my natural oils were in overdrive from ages fifteen through twenty-two. But I kept that tidbit to myself, instead choosing just to giggle in response. Ah, the giggle. I know it shouldn’t be what upsets me the most. After all, sometimes all you can do to avoid eliciting angry calls of ‘hairy-legged feminazi’ is to knock out a quick ingratiating chuckle. Still, it haunts me more than the memory of my amateur eyeliner, which, to reiterate, was very, very bad.

A few years after Shirtgate, I’d upgraded to no-muss no-fuss eyeliner stencils, and switched from my go-to angular side fringe to an ambitious attempt at Bettie Page bangs. When Warren leaned over and stroked my hair, asking just how familiar I was with Bettie Page’s filmography, I internally recoiled but externally emitted the very same girlish giggle. The giggle was less Bettie Page and more Betty Boop: I’ve still got it! ‘It’, in this instance, referring to self-esteem issues and a scattering of acne strategically concealed under my new blunt fringe. I didn’t know how to respond. If I reacted in anger, would he parry with the same? Would I make a name for myself as being humourless, and unreceptive to compliments? And then there’s the pill that’s perhaps hardest to swallow, which is that I initially felt a little thrill at all the attention. When I’d changed my hairstyle, I hadn’t done it to inspire mental imagery of me on all fours with a ball gag in my mouth. But Warren seemed to think that my bangs made me bang-able, and, well, I was flattered.

A text from Mel brought me back to the present.

You seem to be forgetting that rep at the last Christmas party.

Was that the one who told me he wanted to insert his [eggplant emoji] into my [peach emoji] or the one who kept trying to pull me onto his lap??

[nauseated face emoji] I don’t remember him being quite so discreet as to use a [peach emoji]

I seem to recall you weren’t so discreet when you threatened to glass him in return.

I’ve got your back.

My backside? I guess I just mean, it’s not all of them.

You’re right.

After all, a couple of them were in the next room making mango daiquiris.

I hadn’t yet told Mel about the mystery man from the pub. I was attempting to convince myself that my interest was just a potent mixture of prolonged celibacy crossed with reality-distorting beer goggles. I’d acted like Joey Ramone himself had been sitting in front of me.

I shot off another message to Mel.


We do have fun, though. What about last week when you + me + Dusty were scrolling through Damn You Autocorrect for an hour straight? I laughed so funking hard: and so did you and the old boy. Don’t deny it.

Funking?

Damn! Autocorrect.

Put your mobile down while you’re in company, Kathy. Mum tsked from her position across the table from me, startling me. I forced myself to set my phone aside.

Just because you live at home doesn’t mean you can forgo social niceties, she added a touch testily.

I don’t live at home, I retorted. I have an independent residence that just so happens to be directly beneath your living quarters.

And we just so happen to be your landlords, so it’s our house rules. Speaking of which, your board is late.

She pursed her lips in an unspoken ‘again’.

I’ll pay you as soon as Dusty pays me, I said. The old boar’s late with my wages.

I pursed my lips in my own impression of a silent ‘again’. Meanwhile, Dad untied his apron and leaned back in satisfaction, hands crossed sedately on top of his buddha-like beer belly. The apron was his latest proud acquisition, emblazoned with a picture of Che Guevara wearing a chef’s hat, and the words ‘Kiss the Che’.

All right, enough talk of money. How’s that tempeh steak, Vegemite? I had to go to the organic shop three suburbs over for that piece of feat. Mainly just to avoid shopping at the multinationals. He stood up momentarily to pour himself a glass of red wine.

Feat?

Faux meat, love. Feat.


I pantomimed a drum roll on the table with my knife and fork. Ba-dun-tshhh!

Dad bowed slightly and sat down.

The tempeh’s great, thanks, Dad. Anyway, I know participation in the capitalist system is anathema to you, so if it makes you feel less complicit I’d be happy to stop paying rent.

Mum snorted, while Dad seemed to honestly consider my proposition.

If we own private property, but lease part of it to you, it’s ostensibly operating as a hotel, he decided. Therefore, our house is a means of production and, you could even argue, is operationally a socialist microeconomy.

He smiled contentedly while Mum applauded. Hear, hear.

More faux meat, please, I frowned.

Discovering rock music had coincided with my going vegetarian, thanks in large part to the Smiths’ Meat is Murder (1985). Slaughtering animals is so passé, I’d say, smugly. But tofu? Tofu is rock’n’roll.

I’m still pro-chickpea, but I do wish that the most famous proponent of the cause wasn’t Morrissey. Call me crazy, but I just think he isn’t doing the cause any favours by likening meat-eating with paedophilia and Nazism. Nonetheless, as much as I wish I could just stop loving the Smiths, heaven only knows it can’t be done. And besides, if I were to eliminate all problematic male artists from my collection . . . well, my record shelf would just have Kurt Cobain kicking a tumbleweed over Andrew W.K.’s way.

How’s my grandchild? asked Mum in an impressive non sequitur, taking a small sip of chardonnay.


Lewis is good, I said. Alex said to tell you she’s sorry she hasn’t been over in a while. Busy with work, as always. But she promises you an album’s worth of photos next visit.

And how is work?

Same, same.

I took a large mouthful just as Mum asked, And Dusty?

I swallowed.

Same cantankerous bastard he was last week.

Mum sighed.

Kathy. You know he’s not that bad.

Mum. He called me a cackling witch.

He just doesn’t know how to express his affection. He’s from a different generation.

Jabbing his fork in the air with each syllable, Dad intoned, Count yourself lucky you’ve held the same job for so long. We’re in a gig economy now. Just you watch, contracts will be a thing of the past by the end of the year. That’s the problem in a capitalist society. No job security. Everything privatised.

I just think, Mum said, politely ignoring Dad, that you’d be hard-pressed to find another workplace like Dusty’s.

You’re not wrong.

Well, there you go.

We found ourselves in an uncomfortable truce, neither of us entirely sure if we’d just agreed with one another or not. She looked at me, folding one hand delicately on top of the other, thin wrists criss-crossed with light creases.

Maybe you should become a journalist, Dad offered. You were great at English in school. I can give you a few ideas for articles. We’ll start small. Something about how those Yankee bastards are brainwashing their citizens through illiteracy and xenophobia into full-scale Russophobia.

I sighed.

For the last time, I will not help you raze society to the ground and start a new world order. I just won’t do it.

Dad looked at me despairingly.

Why not?

I just can’t be stuffed, Dad. I’m too wiped by the end of the day.

He sighed.

What’ll we do with you, kiddo?

Continue to love and support me and let me live here at a reduced rate, despite my generationally befitting lack of ambition and political apathy?

That’s right, he said, after a confused pause where he appeared to be genuinely considering it. More feat?

Handing over my plate, I nodded my assent.











TRACK EIGHT




Party tonight. No excuses. Attendance is mandatory.

Dusty appeared out of nowhere, barking into and bursting what was left of my eardrum. Most of it had already given way, thanks to listening to records into the red for too many years.

Do you want me to be hungover at work tomorrow? I asked. That’s highly unprofessional of you.

You and I both know you’d be just as hungover tomorrow if you stayed home. I’ll see you at my house at eight on the dot. I know actually cooking anything is beyond you, so you’re in charge of chips and dip.

I wandered back into the office, anguished by how my plans had been foiled. Plans involving the four Bs: bubble bath, beer, a burrito, and a bong. Maybe that counts as five Bs? Anyway, all of that had to be pushed to the side because it was Q Music Awards season and Dusty wanted to schmooze.

I plonked down on top of Mel’s desk.


What are you babbling on about? She typed a sum into her calculator with one hand, grimaced, and entered a figure into an Excel spreadsheet with the other.

Dusty’s party. Are you sure you can’t come?

I told you already, my brother’s in town from Sydney.

She pointed to the Magic 8 ball she kept at her workstation for moments such as this.

Ask it if it thinks you should go.

I still can’t believe you subscribe to this hooey, I said, before grabbing it and dutifully asking, Will tonight’s party be a bunch of industry nobs circle-jerking each other?

I shook it. The words Signs point to yes appeared. I raised my eyebrows at Mel.

She rolled her eyes and grabbed the 8 ball out of my hands.

Just waltz in, start a rumour that Bernard Fanning and Ben Ely are forming a supergroup called Regurgifinger and pull a swift Irish exit. They’ll all be too busy vying to line up the rights that nobody’ll even notice you’ve left.

I sighed.

At least there’ll be daiquiris.

I reached into the bag of Sour Patch Kids Mel kept on her desk for emergencies, nearly choking on an overly ambitious mouthful of lollies. Unable to either talk myself out of it or keep it to myself any longer, I said, So . . . I kinda sorta met somebody.

Mel exaggeratedly fell out of her seat.

What? When? How? Where? She instinctively shook the 8 ball.

Concentrate and ask again, came the reply.

Breathe. I’ll start with who.


I told her everything I could remember, starting with his chipped right incisor and ending with his arms.

He looked . . . well-worn, I finished. Like an old sweater. But, like, inside the sweater was a sexy man.

We both looked at the ceiling as we individually processed the unconvincing metaphor. Eventually Mel shrugged, as if to say, I’ll allow it, then asked, So what’s the problem?

How do you know there’s a problem?

There’s always a problem.

Okay, well there’s actually two problems. One, I don’t know his name, let alone phone number, and two, I was such a weirdo he’d run away from me if he ever saw me again.

It’s Brisbane. The likelihood of you running into him again is higher than the chances of you somehow not eating my snacks, which, by the way, you never financially contribute to.

I swallowed the equivalent of a Sour Patch Kids graduating class, wiping the incriminating white sugar off my lips with the back of my hand.

What snacks?

And you just told me that he was at least as bumbling as you. From what you’ve said, you were both Hugh-Grant-ing all over the place.

I snuck my hand back into the bag and considered what she’d said.

Well, anyway, even if he was into me, which I seriously doubt, for all I know he was a murderer. Stranger danger and all that.

True, but unfortunately that’s the risk we take in love. You, as a person who is attracted to the more violent sex, even more so. I’ve gotta say, despite that, for someone so young, you have some serious trust issues.

I shrugged, and opened her filing cabinet, shifting ancient files to the front and reaching to the very back. Pushing aside a hip flask, I lifted out a box of Oreos.

Can you blame me?

All I’m saying is, stay positive. If not this one, somebody else. Maybe there’ll even be a valid candidate tonight. There’s nothing wrong with sustained singledom, but that story you told me about putting on your undies and a cockroach falling out of the crotch . . . it haunts me.

I separated the top of the biscuit from the base, licked the creamy inside, and put one half into each cheek so I resembled a chipmunk.

Well, I said. It fell out of my undies, not my, you know. I think. It had been a while.

Good god. Get the hell out of here.

Mel wiped my crumbs off onto the floor.

And buy your own snacks!

I took the rest of the box to go.
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Mel’s sentiments weren’t entirely untrue, though. I did have some trust issues concerning men. Allow me to explain, as we embark on a gentle journey down memory lane. If you’ll look to your left, you’ll see the scorched remains of my desiccated heart, and to the right, a looping montage of me binge-eating alone on the couch. My love life has been patchier than Warren’s beard. Even my Ken doll turned me down. Yeah, sorry, nah, he said, hopping in Barbie’s Glam Convertible and putting pedal to the plastic. I just think we’d be better off as friends.

The darkest days were those of adolescence, during which time Alex got boyfriends and I got braces. School discos were especially punishing to my self-esteem. I’d cause major pile-ups on the dance floor during the ‘Macarena’ (Bayside Boys remix, 1995), ‘Nutbush City Limits’ (1973) or any other choreographed number. Fred Astaire I am not. One year, like every other year, Alex and I arrived fashionably early to the annual school dance, wearing twinning camo-print midriff tops and pleated denim miniskirts. We’d braided one another’s hair into tiny plaits, tied off with multicoloured elastic bands and secured with miniature butterfly clips. Raspberry-scented body glitter was smeared on every square inch of skin, and as we walked into the gymnasium we each slicked Coca-Cola-flavoured Lip Smackers across our mouths.

Immediately, a line of boys jostling to dance with Alex formed. She tried valiantly to fob some off to me but there were no willing takers. I walked over to the refreshment table. It was at the punch bowl, as I lifted my plastic cup to my lips, that I spotted him. I’d never seen him before, so my keen detective instincts told me he wasn’t from our school. He was leaning against the back wall, wearing cargo pants that came to just below the knee, and a long-sleeved skivvy underneath an over-sized KoЯn T-shirt. His hair was ashy blonde, and as he effortlessly flipped his floppy fringe I caught sight of his piercing blue eyes. He was like a composite sketch of Aaron Carter and the boy from the ‘Cuckoo Clock of Doom’ Goosebumps episode (1995), or like if the poster boy for Aryan Youth was also a sk8er boi.


I don’t know how I ended up in front of him, but presumably I walked. Although if you told me I’d glided over the dance floor, I’d have believed you. My presumed future looked up at me. My growth spurt had begun that year, so he really had to crane his neck.

Do you want to dance? With me? Tonight? I blurted out.

He looked me up and down, taking in my soft belly and downy leg hair. He patted the seventeen pockets on each leg of his baggy cargo pants, as though one of them contained a convenient exit. He must’ve been nervous; I grinned at him to set him at ease.

He laughed.

You’ve got something in your braces.

I touched my hand to my mouth, and as he continued to laugh I broke away to go to the bathroom. Peering at the grimy mirror, I saw a sizable chunk of pineapple wedged between my two front teeth, speared by my braces like an inter-dental fruit kebab. Not to worry, I thought, picking it out with one of the orthodontic flossing sticks I carried with me before reapplying my Lip Smacker. I resolved to try again. I marched back out to where he was still leaning against the wall, one foot propped behind him.

Sup, he said, smirking.

I got it out, I yelled over the music.

Huh?

I got the pineapple out, I clarified helpfully. It was in the punch. That’s why I normally don’t even drink orange juice with pulp: because, you know, braces. But I always have these little flossing sticks on me. Here, have one.

Huh? he said again.


Do you want to dance with me now?

His friends began to snigger, the one nearest to him elbowing him in the ribs. He pushed himself off from the wall. This was it. The Moment. My moment.

Nah, he said. I’m good.

He crossed the dancefloor, his friends trailing closely behind. I stood there, alone, looking at his retreating back until he was swallowed up by the crowd. In the seconds after Santana featuring Rob Thomas’s ‘Smooth’ (2000), before his voice was muffled by Ja Rule’s ‘Livin’ It Up’ (2001), I heard him say, Did you cop that food in her teeth? What a moll.
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Upon reflection, the incident may have been a catalyst for both my risk-averse personality and my irrational hatred towards Aaron Carter. Suffice it to say, it had an impact. But fast forward a few years and . . . something happened. I didn’t transform from an ugly duckling into a beautiful swan or anything quite so dramatic, but when I started working at Dusty’s, boys started paying attention.

The thing is, you see, that record shops are nerdy. They’re staffed entirely by nerds, and the reason that so many record-shop clerks are so snobby is because the nerds finally have an iota of power. The popular kids who bullied them in school all of a sudden need something from them. Sure, it’s just a CD, but they want it, and the nerds have it, and so they can finally exact revenge by performing the universal record shop eye roll, which cuts deeper than any samurai sword.


And here’s where this dovetails into my love life. See, I myself am a nerd. My co-workers are nerds. And my customers, those boys with their shaggy hair and acoustic guitars slung over their bony shoulders, are, you guessed it, nerds. Like them, I would compulsively re-sleeve my record collection every six months to maintain peak collectability, and I had Opinions on Dylan going electric. In short, I was a girl who knew a little bit about records, and to a certain kind of boy, that was exciting. If Warren and various other full-grown men were anything to go by, it was also exciting to a certain kind of man. And their excitement was exciting to me.

So I said yes. Yes to Mr Jack Kerouac for a Gap Year, and Mr Madonna–Whore Complex, and Mr Losing Your Virginity is a Sacred Thing and I Would Never Pressure You Except for Tonight and Every Single Other Night Until You Give It to Me. Yes to Mr You’re Not Like Other Girls, and Mr My Ex-Girlfriend was a Psycho, and Mr I Would Never Let My Girlfriend Hang Out with Other Men, Are You Kidding Me? Yes to all of them. I was years away from realising that not only was I not obligated to always say yes, but that I could also leave off the please and thank you, and most of all, the sorry.

Long story short, I found out too late that despite the variety of names, each one of these Mr Men was the exact same guy. And it made me suspicious and cynical, and a little bit harder each time. So, yeah. Mel had a point. But I didn’t want to end up alone. So I decided to risk taking a chance on love – or, hey, at least on sex – once again. Which explains how I ended up leaving Dusty’s party with the worst Mr of them all.











TRACK NINE




I stood on the threshold of Dusty’s doorstep, juggling a bottle of red, a bag of chips, an industrial-sized tub of hummus, and an armful of records. The sun setting over the rambling front yard was a Monet watercolour of pastel pinks and oranges that was just begging to go on the ’gram, #NoFilter. I waited until the last of the muted rays dipped behind Dusty’s New Farm house, a sprawling Colonial that dwarfed his neighbours’ modest homes, before begrudgingly ringing the doorbell. A quick sniff of my underarms while I waited confirmed that the odour I’d been smelling wasn’t a dead possum under his front steps. Eeesh. Maybe I should have showered after work. Dusty opened the door and looked at me. He sniffed the air.

Dead possum, I shrugged. Must be under your steps.

He looked at me suspiciously, before asking, Jeans?

His tone brooked no response. I cast a self-appraising glance down at my outfit, then back at his, which mirrored mine: blue jeans and a faded T-shirt – apparently acceptable party attire only if in possession of a Y chromosome. I shoved my offerings at him, sans the records, which I held on to as I made a beeline for the stereo system. If I had to be there, I’d at least enjoy my own carefully curated playlist. I ignored the raised eyebrows and muttered grumblings as I turned off Time Out of Mind (1997) and replaced it with The Teaches of Peaches (2000). Fixing myself a drink, I leaned against the wall. There were a couple of plus ones (that’s wives and girlfriends, FYI) perched together making strained conversation, but apart from that it was wall-to-wall men. If outside was a Monet, inside was one of H.R. Giger’s more aggressively phallic pieces, incidentally replete with coldly biomechanical-looking interiors. No doubt the exposed pipes and steel-grey paint job were considered the height of brutalist edginess in the ’80s, when the record industry was booming and Dusty had the surplus funds to renovate. I sighed, thinking about the current state of the industry. Same phallicism, less money. My bleak contemplation was interrupted by a tap on the shoulder.

Why so serious?

The person attached to the voice was tall and handsome in a clean-cut, Wall Street sort of way. He wore an expensive-looking suit and a lightly crumpled white shirt, with just a hint of manicured chest hair poking out the top. When he spoke, his teeth were startlingly white against his artificially tanned face. All signs pointed to him being a major label sales rep. I shrugged noncommittally and turned away.

Hey, he continued undeterred, don’t I know you?

I don’t think so.


Yeah, you’re dating one of the Dusty’s guys, right? I’ve seen you at gigs, and in the shop.

I sculled the remainder of my first glass before speaking.

You might have seen me in there, sure. If you’ve been in, oh, any time in the past decade.

Confused silence.

I work there, dude, I explained.

Oh. What, out the back?

He ran a hand through his hair, razored down to a number one on the sides but fuller on top, in a kind of corporate imitation of a mohawk.

I’ve never seen you behind the counter, he continued. Are you new?

Nope, I’m just that indistinguishable from the décor.

He laughed hesitantly, apparently not totally convinced I wasn’t admitting to being an actual houseplant, then outstretched his hand. I reluctantly shook it. His palm was smooth and his fingernails were neatly trimmed.

I’m Nathan, he said. Nate, to friends. I actually play with Andy and Jason.

Oh, that’s right. They were looking for a new bassist. When did you audition?

He laughed.

No, I meant touch footy.

Something about the way he corrected me felt patronising, but maybe I was just being sensitive. I felt the need to get away.

It was real nice meeting you, but I have to go to the toilet, I said. Excuse me.


I pushed through the crowd and locked myself in Dusty’s bathroom, where I sat on the closed toilet lid for a few minutes scrolling through ASMR slime videos on YouTube, the squelching and popping of air bubbles soothing my frayed nerves. Realising too late that the audio sounded like something more execratory to those patiently waiting to use the can, I determined it was time for me to go home.

Sorry, I said to the line of people waiting as I pushed through and back to the kitchen. My IBS is really flaring up. I’d stay away from the cheeseboard tonight, if I were you.

I clutched my stomach and squeezed past, overhearing someone whisper, I’m no proctologist, but that didn’t sound like a healthy bowel movement.

I was loitering around the aforementioned cheeseboard and loading up a paper plate for the road when I noticed Nate making eyes at me from across the room. Could he be flirting with little ol’ me? I’ve always preferred crunchy peanut butter, and he was as smooth as they come. Nonetheless, he was handsome, in a Wonder White Country Bread kinda way. Jason appeared beside me and, catching me not-so-surreptitiously looking, raised an eyebrow.

Nate’s a good guy, he said.

I looked at Jason questioningly.

Really?

He crumpled the tinnie in his hand and nodded.

Shit footy player, but.

Despite my better instincts, I was suddenly not quite so eager to leave the party after all. It had gone from being a boring industry affair to a wiener whoopee, a Johnson jamboree, a schlong shivoo, a dick disco. Well, okay, so it was already all of those things, considering the man-to-woman ratio, but now I was kind of into it. Also, I was intrigued by Jason’s summation. Coming from the crotchety one himself, who had once written into Rave magazine (1991–2012) that Hendrix was a ‘capable if derivative’ guitar player, Jason’s appraisal of Nate equated to a five-star review. I snuck another discreet glance back at the man in question. He definitely seemed to be dropping hints like a trail of breadcrumbs. Every time I met his eyes from across the sea of heads, he would raise a glass. At one point, he even winked.

I weighed up my options. I could just leave the party now, blaming it on bad brie. No harm, no foul. And, if I were being truthful, I would say that Nate wasn’t really what I was looking for. What I wanted, deep down, was scruffier, more awkward, and quite possibly at home soaking beer-stained Ramones merchandise in stain remover. But I didn’t even know that *cough* completely theoretical guy’s name. And besides, I was horny. It had been a long time between drinks, so to speak.

Still. I needed to get the situation thoroughly peer-reviewed before I committed to anything I might later regret. Old suspicions die hard. I also didn’t want to make the first move. I could be misinterpreting the signals he was giving off. After all, it had happened before. I roamed the party’s perimeter, avoiding Nate’s watchful gaze, until I came across Andy, who was flipping through Dusty’s books in the lounge room and sipping on dark-brown liquor. He nodded silently at me.

Hey, I said. So. Your mate, Nate. Is he cool?


Andy shrugged.

I mean . . . is he nice?

He nodded. Coming from Andy, this, too, was a hearty yes.

Also, the 8 ball had answered It is decidedly so when I’d asked if I should take a chance on romance. And who am I to doubt a plastic sphere imbued with the inimitable power of foresight? I plucked my way over to Nate.
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A couple of increasingly flirtatious and inebriated hours later, Nate and I left the party together. Still weighing up the pros and cons and not prepared to embarrass myself by putting myself out there, I hadn’t been the one to pull the trigger. It took him progressing from lightly stroking my hair to publicly squeezing my left boob for me to be certain of his intentions.

Should we get out of here? he’d asked.

Sure, I’d said. We could go through the Macca’s drive-thru and get something to eat?

Or . . . we could go to my place and hook up.

My stomach rolling with red wine and hummus, I said yes. Fries could wait. It was time to satiate another basic human need. When we pulled up to his place, I half-fell out of the Uber, before teetering up the drive to his apartment.

Nate’s ultra-modern Paddington townhouse was much like the man himself: sterile and minimal. The faintest hint of citrus permeated the still air.

I like what you’ve neglected to do with the place, I said.

Either he didn’t hear me, or he didn’t care. We proceeded to get down to business. We staggered into the bedroom, which was as bare as the rest of the abode, and fell into his crisp white sheets.

And then.

If you were hoping for a steamy scene out of a Harlequin romance novel, I’m sorry to say you’ll be disappointed. Kind of like his looks, and his apartment, our sexual connection was . . . uninspiring. I guess these things come in threes. And speaking of coming: not even close. Nonetheless, when I jolted awake at 4 a.m., I decided that mediocre sex was better than no sex at all. To hell with R.E.M., let’s give this another go. Sorry, Stipe and co. It’s nothing personal.

I whispered Nate’s name with increasing volume until finally I was borderline yelling and he came to with a frightened snuffle.

WHO’S THERE? he roared.

Oh, you woke me, I whispered, affecting a groggy blink. You must have been having a bad dream.

With enigmatic eyeballing, and the cryptic words ‘Let’s have sex again’, I insinuated that we might wish to, well, have sex again. A lazy grin crept over his face. I reached over him to his bedside table for another condom, and he said, voice thick with sleep, Don’t worry about it. It’s too late for that anyway, babe.

Allow me to repeat that in case you’re catching up.

1. Don’t worry about it.

2. It’s too late for that anyway. Babe.

I was confused over what he meant, precisely, until he helpfully clarified, I took it off. It just never feels as good with a rubber, you know?

I fought through sleepiness and wooziness before his words clicked into place in my brain. Nate had taken the condom off before we’d finished having sex, without my consent. Without my knowledge. As this wasn’t the sort of thing that was raised in sex ed in school – although to be honest, all I learned in those six weeks was that girls get periods, boys get boners, and that the cafeteria apparently had a waste-not-want-not program for leftover bananas – I didn’t know quite how to respond. I muttered something about feeling tired after all and rolled over, feigning sleep until the real thing overcame me. ‘Shiny Happy People’ (1991) ricocheted around my brain like an irrepressible earworm, or a stray bullet, until finally the sun came up.











TRACK TEN




To paraphrase the Bard, to be a musician or to be with a musician? That is the question. Or at least, it’s the question that I found myself pondering when I was younger. If it was that slippery second category, was it that I wanted to be with a musician in a sweaty-naughty-feelings sort of way, or in a best-friend-muse-and-mentor sort of way? Thinking maybe it was the first, I tried to learn two instruments: the first was the drums, for which I had one official lesson. The coordination required to hit multiple things at different speeds all at once left me crying so hard my winged eyeliner looked more like corpse paint. I left the room, never to return.

My second attempt at learning an instrument took place on a sailing camp in high school, and involved me arduously feeling my way through the riff of ‘Smoke on the Water’ (1973) on acoustic guitar. A highly original choice, I know. But ‘Stairway to Heaven’ (1971) was too advanced.


After days of the guitar sitting untouched while everybody else bunked off below deck to make out and rip Gatorade bongs, I begged my teacher, who’d brought the guitar, to show me how to play. I walked over to him with shaky sea legs clad in dubiously low-slung bootleg jeans. My fingernails were bitten to the quick, and my hands shook as I practised the chord progression he’d shown me over and over again. Eventually, after what felt like hours, I had it.

Back then, I usually hid my acne-pitted cheeks behind curtains of oily hair, and smiled without revealing my teeth, so nobody would notice my braces. But as I plucked my way through the rudimentary chords, I didn’t even notice my awkward adolescent body. No, that’s not entirely true. I felt perfectly attuned – pun intended – to my body. It was exhilarating. The biting ocean wind and my elementary skills might have driven everyone else away, but in that moment, I felt like I was Ritchie Blackmore himself. For a short while, I wasn’t consumed with the aching awareness that the target of my current debilitating crush was at that moment downstairs with the hottest girl in school, or anything else that would normally plague me. I was free.

But then I heard the sound of muffled laughter, and looked up to see the aforementioned hottest girl in school whispering to her pretty posse and pointing at me. No doubt she was exclaiming to her clique that she couldn’t believe such a loser was even allowed on the elite sailing camp. Or so I assumed. I never confronted her.

And I never picked up an instrument again.

I probably can’t blame Regina George incarnate for my disavowal of musicianship. Ultimately, I didn’t pursue making music because it’s impossible to fail if you’ve never really tried. But self-analysis isn’t my bag, so let’s just pin the blame on the former, shall we? Anyway, following my brief but passionate tryst with performing, I thought I’d have a go at being an admirer instead. It was, after all, a far safer proposition. Less performance anxiety, more side-of-stage, tits-over-toes eargasming from the sheer joy of the Live Experience.

What I’m saying is that I went to my first concert.

Apart from the odd in-store performance, gigs were hard to find when you were underage in Brisbane in the mid-2000s. Especially since I didn’t have a fake ID, something I was too scared to attempt to procure. I may have loved rock’n’roll, but I definitely wasn’t its embodiment. And so, my first real concert didn’t take place until my eighteenth birthday.

As Alex pointed out, she only consented to come with me because it was a special occasion. Megadeth and Slayer together in concert on an overcast night was not exactly her cup of tea. Still, she allowed me to wheedle her into keeping me company, generously saying she needed a break from studying anyhow. The concert took place before the untimely demise of guitarist Jeff Hanneman (1964–2013) from cirrhosis, exacerbated by spider bite-induced necrotising fasciitis, which is at least an extremely metal way to go. It was held at the Amphitheatre, Brisbane’s only large-scale open-air venue that wasn’t shoved way out in the ’burbs. The brown snake that is the Brisbane River coiled around the sprawling botanical gardens that encircled the, well, amphitheatre. Rain was forecast that night, but raincoats were few and far between. Instead, a sea of black-clad punters converged around the stage. I saw one T-shirt reading ‘True Norwegian Black Metal’. Making a mental note to bone up on my metal subgenres, I looked down to see another shirt proclaiming ‘Jesus is a Cunt’. Alex, evidently clocking the same thing, raised an eyebrow but stayed silent. Blinking rapidly, I ordered my first legal beer, and a Coke for Alex, before staking a place in the throbbing, restless crowd.

We stayed on the crest of the hill overlooking the stage through Megadeth’s set because Alex was afraid to get too close to singer Dave Mustaine’s carrot-coloured hair as it whipped around in a rapid-fire three-hundred-and-sixty-degree arc. The set was fast and tight, the sound was decent, and my vantage point wasn’t bad, but I wanted more. As if in a movie, the sky cracked open and rain unleashed in torrents over the crowd. As ten-dollar mid-strength brews got even more watered down, I thought, Fuck it. It’s my birthday. With an entreating look in my eyes, I turned to Alex. She sighed.

Go on, then, she said. I’ll just be up here, among these . . . people.

Grinning my thanks, I bolted to the front of the crowd, pushing through the tight, wet bodies, just as Slayer entered the stage. They blasted off with ‘Reign in Blood’, as though they’d cast a spell for Zeus himself to make it rain just as they reigned. People were scrabbling onto the stage and, mere seconds before security hustled them away, leaping off on top of the expectant audience, before getting carried to the back of the mosh pit.

Oh my god. I wanted a taste of that.

I saw security breaking up a fight and used the distraction to climb onto the lip of the stage. Steam seemed to rise off the seething, sweating, increasingly rank-smelling crowd. I had a momentary flashback to the trust exercise in drama class where you close your eyes, cross your arms, and fall back into the arms of your classmates. Well, this was the school of rock, and I had to hope my peers would catch me now. And so, I leapt.

I’d squeezed my eyes shut from the moment I jumped, and I only opened them when I felt hands beneath me, passing me back through the crowd; a coffin reverently carried by pallbearers. Squinting through the rain at the blood-red lasers splicing the dark night sky above me, I waved my hand through the smoke being released from the fog machines and grinned. Shutting my eyes to the rain pouring down around me, I inhaled the intoxicating mix of B.O., spilled beer, and churned-up mud.

All of a sudden, I became aware that the sensation beneath me was . . . changing. A few hands seemed to linger in places where they didn’t belong. My skimpy shorts felt even skimpier, and where I’d felt strong, supportive hands, now I felt fingers, slimy and sticky with rain and sweat. Just before I was dropped back down on the muddy earth, one hand slipped beneath the hem of my shorts, and I thought, in a vaguely disassociated manner, that I really should have worn stockings underneath my shorts. That, even though it was too hot for stockings at an outdoor summer concert, and I’d just gotten over an especially nasty bout of thrush, and tights are a perfect breeding ground for yeast infections, I was stupid stupid STUPID not to wear them. That it was my fault.

It was over in a second, and then I was dumped back on the ground. I walked slowly back up the hill to where I’d left Alex. She took one look at my face and somehow knew it was wet with tears as much as with rain. She pulled me into her arms.


At work the next day, during which I was silent and truculent, I got a text from Alex insisting that we properly celebrate my birthday, and that I bring Mel.

Later that night, Alex filled the void of silence left by my normally constantly flow of inane chatter by reporting on her most recent run-in with her overbearing lecturer. As she described his tweed jacket and the crumbs of food embedded in his moustache, I couldn’t help but crack up laughing. Mel handed me a glass of champagne and I took a deep breath,

That’s nothing, I said haltingly, once the laughter had petered out. I guarantee you my week’s been way worse.

And so, as the conversation turned from funny to solemn to incensed, the tradition of Bastard Bingo and my entry to adulthood both began in earnest.
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Twelve years later, the day after the night before, I rolled onto my side after a sleepless night to look at Nate. He was fast asleep, a peaceful half-smile plastered across his face. The bed sheet was draped across him in such a way that I could see snatches of his perfectly muscular torso. I stayed that way for a little while, looking at his toned body, and feeling queasy deep, deep down in my stomach. And it definitely wasn’t from bad brie.











TRACK ELEVEN




Anyway, as some old band once said, life goes on, ob-la-di, ob-la-blah-blah-blah. Back at Dusty’s, Dusty and I were both working the front counter.

So, apparently there’s subliminal fascist imagery in the lyrics of Ace of Base because Ulf Ekberg was a Neo-Nazi, I said.

Dusty hmphed noncommittally as I peeled old price stickers off second-hand CDs. The CDs would end up on the CD tower in the back-left corner, a hulking obelisk bought for pennies from a shut-down HMV megastore. Dusty’s favourite pastime, apart from golf and swearing, was bidding on cheap fixtures from bankrupted businesses. I carelessly tossed a CD case behind me onto a side table purchased after the untimely closure of a Bed Bath ’n’ Table.

Remind me again why I need to take these off?

Because, if the previous seller had it priced for one dollar, but we want to sell it for two, some perceptive fucker is going to get the shits with us when they see the original label.


What happened to the old retail adage ‘the customer is always right’?

Dusty looked slyly around at the empty shop.

The customer isn’t always right, he said. He’s usually a fucking idiot.

I snorted with laughter.

When you’re done with that lot, I’ve got a stack of CDs with ‘Promo Only: Not For Resale’ stickers calling your name.

Would it cost so much more to just replace the jewel cases? I asked, as though for the first time.

Dusty replied, also as though for the first time: It was a wise man who once said, Beware of little expenses; a small leak will sink a great ship.

Then, when I didn’t look suitably inspired, he added, Benjamin Franklin.

Yeah, well, much more of this and I’m mutinying, I said, unimpressed.

It’s time to visit the Chinese dentist and I haven’t even eaten lunch yet! Dusty exclaimed.

I sighed, knowing all too well what was coming.

It’s 2.30, Dusty said.

When I didn’t react, he added the accent: Tooth hurty.

I weighed up my options in seconds. Call Dusty out and risk a rant about how it was just a joke, or worse, risk him doubling down on the bit and maybe even putting on an Indian accent. Or I could just laugh noncommittally and swiftly change the subject. I chose the latter.

It didn’t feel like the right choice.

I’m off for lunch, he said.


As Dusty left, I sighed again, only this time it was in relief. A woman came down the steps as Dusty went up. At the same time, Mel wandered out of the office, looking down at her phone screen.

Check out this raw amethyst pendant on Ebay, she said. It’s on a gold chain, not some ugly waxed cord. The seller is practically giving it away.

I looked at it.

Pretty.

The listing ends in three minutes, she said. I’m bidding. Did you know that the ancient Greeks thought amethyst would prevent drunkenness? Amethyst has cleansing and healing properties, is a tranquilliser, and even treats depression and negativity.

Yeah, well, the ancient Greeks also treated women suffering from vaginal discharge with a blend of mule excrement and wine, so I’m not sure if they’re entirely trustworthy.

Mel stuck her tongue out at me, still scrolling through her phone.

Then again, I continued, according to your logic, I can drink the dung wine and wave amethyst around and I won’t get drunk, so maybe they were on to something.

That’s the spirit, she said absentmindedly, typing a message to the seller.

Hi, can I just grab this when you have a moment?

I looked up to see the woman who had come down the steps standing in front of the counter. She put Germfree Adolescents (1978) by X-Ray Spex down on the counter.

Is this new or second-hand? she asked.


It’s second-hand, Mel said quickly, stepping in front of me so I was wedged between her and the stool. I tried to crab-walk out of the way as she took over the sale. What was happening? Mel usually flat-out refused to work the counter.

’Scuse me, I said. Just – trying – to squeeze past.

Mel leaned forward obliviously, sticking her bum out and pinning me against the stool. I gave up, and resigned myself to sitting down and spectating.

Is that a Sleater Kinney shirt? Mel asked.

The woman, who I only now noticed was stunning, had two long braids and cat-eye glasses and was wearing a T-shirt emblazoned with the slogan ‘Show Me Your Riffs’.

Good spotting, she replied. You know, every other time I’ve worn it the best I’ve gotten is guys sniggering like Beavis and Butt-Head (original series 1993–1997) while they stare directly at my tits.

Which, considering Corinne Tucker designed the shirt in response to boneheads at festivals yelling out ‘Show me your tits!’, I imagine is bitterly ironic, Mel said.

I was going to retire it, the woman said. This was to be its final voyage.

Maybe you should wear it one more time, Mel said. Tonight, say 8.30? We can raise a glass in its honour?

From where I was stuck, my leg numbingly wedged between Mel’s thigh and the stool, I raised an impressed eyebrow. She hadn’t even hesitated. I’d practically hired a private dick to ascertain whether Nate was interested and available before I’d made a move, just in case I’d misread the very clear signals. And it was far likelier, statistically, that he was of the same sexual persuasion as me. I mean, sure, I’d eventually gone for it, but I’d been the receiver of flirtation, not the sender. The risk:reward ratio was in my favour.

Meanwhile, sparks were flying so hard and fast between Mel and the mystery miss that they risked causing an electrical fire. No joke in a building as badly maintained as Dusty’s.

The woman slipped Mel a business card at the same time as her credit card. While Mel rang up the purchase, the woman said:

I’m Tina.

Melanie.

Melanie? I mouthed in shock. Mel put the business card down beside her and I stretched across to grab it.

Tina Wilson, Senior Associate – Pierce & Associates, Sydney City.

Are you just visiting Brisbane? I asked, from behind Mel’s back. Mel shot me a dirty look over her shoulder.

Yeah, I’m here on business, Tina said. But I’m free as a bird in the evenings.

She smiled broadly at Mel.

Name the place.

I’ll text you, Mel said.

Casting one last lingering look back at Mel, Tina ascended the steps and left. On her way out, she again crossed paths with Dusty, who was returning with a pie in one hand and a newspaper in the other.

Walking past me, he threw the foil pie casing on top of the overflowing rubbish bin, causing a Jenga-like cascade of rubbish onto the floor.

Finished with the stickers yet? he asked.


I looked at my paper-thin, peeling nails in resignation. Mel pocketed Tina’s business card and, smiling to herself, turned to leave.

Hey, I called. Don’t forget your phone. Did you win the amethyst auction?

Mel touched her collarbone absentmindedly.

Oh, I forgot, she said. No matter. It was probably just coloured glass anyway.











TRACK TWELVE




I continued peeling off stickers (and layers of fingernail) until the pile had diminished by half. As I did, I considered getting false fingernails. After all, they were like armour for your actual nails. But then I remembered the one time I’d tried them for a fancy party Alex had dragged me along to, and recalled why I’d originally resolved never to do it again: I’d spent the next day scrabbling around trying to pick up loose change off the countertop with inch-thick acrylic nails, while the boys laughed themselves silly at my expense.

If you’ll grant me a moment to be polemic, there really is no way to comfortably conform to the fickle standards of the beauty industry, especially in a retail environment. White clothing gets covered in grime. Heels will have you barefoot and blistered behind the counter. Make-up is promptly sweated off as you stand beneath struggling cooling units. And if you dare to wear a dress with a neckline fractionally lower than a turtleneck, you’ll likely receive a comment along the lines of ‘Nice dress’, delivered not to your face, but to your breasts, as though they themselves are sentient beings.

I snapped out of my trance to hear Dusty on the phone, saying, No, we don’t sell video games. We’re not a game shop.

Pause.

A record shop.

Another pause.

No, we don’t sell boardgames.

A customer approached the counter, looked past me as I continued picking off stickers, and settled his gaze on Dusty, who by now was yelling into the receiver, No. RECORDS. Records and CDs.

The customer moved to stand in front of Dusty and waited to be served. I called over to him, Can I help you?

He jumped, as though I had emerged from the wall in full camo.

No, I’m fine, he said. I’ll just wait for your boss.

Dusty, meanwhile, had turned his back to the counter.

He’s going to be a while. I’m sure I can give you a hand.

This is really more of a matter for old mate here. You wouldn’t be able to help.

Good thing I didn’t still have those falsies on or I would have drawn blood as I dug my nails into my palm.

Why don’t you just let me figure that out, huh?

He rolled his eyes, just fractionally, before digging into his backpack and pulling out a tone arm from a record player.

I need to order a replacement needle for my record player.

He handed me the tone arm. It was cheap and generic-looking, with nothing to identify the brand, make, or model.


Generally, we ask that you bring in the cartridge, rather than the tone arm, I said. The cartridge will usually have some identifiable data on it, and if not we can match it visually against a chart.

He looked at me blankly.

What I’m saying is that I can’t do anything with this, I explained.

Why don’t you check with your boss, he replied.

Goddess Dolly Parton, grant me the strength of your hairspray, I thought.

Like I said, he’s busy. But I can assure you, we can’t order you a new needle without knowing more. There are literally hundreds of styli out there.

He rubbed a hand along his jaw line, bristling with frustration.

Let me explain, he said in a slow, babying voice. This – he tapped the tone arm – is a tone arm. The head shell screws into the top of it, here. The head shell holds the needle. I need a new needle.

Well, at least he wasn’t attempting to impregnate the countertop. It was definitely a step up from last week.

I’m quite aware of how record players work, I said. I’ve been selling them for over a decade.

Excuse me? You don’t have a clue what you’re talking about. And I don’t have time to go home and come all the way back in. I’m extremely busy.

Well, perhaps next time you should call in advance to make sure you know what’s needed.

The man sidled over to Jason, who had just emerged from the office.

Hey, mate, I need to order a new needle. Can you match it using this?


Jason looked disinterestedly at the tone arm, then back at his clipboard.

Nope.

He walked off without a further word, while I tried not to smirk. Well, okay, I didn’t try that hard.

I’m going to go to JB Hi-Fi, the guy said to me. You’ve just lost yourself a customer.

I mimed wiping a tear from my eye.

It will take some time, I replied. But one day, maybe tomorrow, maybe twenty years from now, I will experience closure.

Dear reader, have you ever experienced a recurring nightmare? Maybe you’ve dreamed about falling off a cliff, or your teeth falling out, or being chased by a killer clown. My recurring nightmare is a faceless man, saying over and over again, You wouldn’t have heard of it. You can’t help me. You wouldn’t know. Once, it was suggested that it was inconceivable I’d have heard of AC/DC, because I’m too young and too female. As though, because I have a vagina and was born in the year of the Expo, I process Back in Black (1980) only as white noise. Even if I’m playing something in the shop, if I, myself, have put the record on the platter, it’s been greeted with, You wouldn’t know this.

Sometimes I even experience sleep paralysis. I’m unable to move or even scream, as the shadowy silhouette of a man crouches beside my bed, whispering in my ear, You wouldn’t have heard of ittttt. I’m pinned down, crushed beneath the weight of fifteen years of being underestimated. As day finally breaks, the figure begins to dissipate, whispering one last thing before he disappears entirely.

By the way . . . I like your dresssss.

Oh well. It could be worse. At least it’s not ‘show me your tits’.


I’d already shrugged off the incident by relegating it to the ‘sleep paralysis nightmare fodder’ folder, when Alex materialised from the New Release section, looking for all the world like a runway model. Her beauty and general bodily hygiene elicited stares from those few people present, suggesting her presence in Dusty’s was as incongruous and unfathomable as if Linda Evangelista herself had appeared.

What was that? she asked.

What was what? And where did you come from? Are you . . . I lowered my voice to a conspiratorial whisper . . . a witch?

According to the guys who work under me, yes I am. I was just looking through the CDs to see if you had the latest Demi Lovato for my car but the closest thing I could find was Danzig, whatever that is. Anyway, I was eavesdropping on that whole situation. What an arse!

I shrugged.

No biggie. Just the usual Bastard Bingo contestant, determined to make it through to the final round.

Alex’s mouth gaped.

Usual? Kathy, that guy was so obnoxious. And he didn’t say anything in your defence!

Speaking quietly, she jerked her head towards Jason, who remained conspicuously busy with whatever critical business information was written on his clipboard.

Like you don’t experience similar stuff, I replied. It’s the basis of our unbreakable bond! Speaking of our rock-solid friendship, I take it you’re no longer annoyed at me, after whatever it was I did at dance class?


She shook her head.

I am still annoyed, and you should know what you did, but luckily for you I have more important goings-on in my week. And speaking of workplace harassment that I continue to endure on a regular basis, the difference is I can either report it to HR or reprimand my junior staff personally where possible. There are systems in place to protect me. I mean, sure, that protection takes the form of biannual training on the impropriety of patting one’s colleagues on the behind, but still.

Well, I’m perfectly capable of defending myself, I said.

Yes, but should you have to?

I shrugged noncommittally once more, but Alex’s outrage had lit a spark inside me: just a little spark, akin to striking a match against a soggy carton. Whether it was anger at her judgement or at what she had observed, I wasn’t yet sure.

Anyway, why are you here? You know well enough we don’t serve Lovatics in here.

Alex brought herself back to the present.

Yes, well, I wanted to invite you to dinner with Dennis and me tomorrow night.

I looked suspiciously at her.

Mel has already agreed, she added.

Is it just going to be the four of us?

Plus one of my friends from the country club and his wife, and Dennis’s old high-school friend and his girlfriend.

No way, I said. Uh-uh. I’d rather wake up to a horse head in my bed than hang out with the country club bourgeoisie.

Alex, not surprisingly, didn’t laugh.


Why do you want me there, anyway? I continued. I thought I was banned after the last time I hung out with your other friends. On which note, isn’t it about time you quit this ‘other friends’ charade once and for all? You and I both know that you don’t talk about anything consequential with those losers.

She frowned. Taking the hint, I got back on track.

Anyway, I seem to recall you thinking I was, and I quote, ‘incapable of genuinely participating in a conversation that doesn’t revolve around beats per minute’.

Yes, well, it’s important to me that you get along with my other friends. Having to hang out separately makes me feel like I’m being shlepped from my mother’s house to yours during the holidays all over again. Not that I disliked spending Christmas Day with you and your parents while Sharon nursed a bottle, but . . .

She looked at me with a quivering lip. Damn, she was good.

Fine, I said. Count me in.

Besides, she said, you still owe me from when you tricked me into seeing that movie about Joan Jett.

The Runaways (2010)? You loved that movie.

I mean, sure, it was entertaining enough, but you told me it was a Twilight (2008) spinoff about Bella running off with Jacob.

Well, it did star Kristen Stewart.

Alex stared at me unblinkingly.

All right already, I said I’m coming. But I’m not wearing a dress.

She continued to stare.

Okay, fine, I’ll wear a dress.


She smiled triumphantly, then turned to leave. I waved half-heartedly as she farewelled me over her shoulder, Tomorrow evening, loca. Don’t forget, or I’ll hex you.

[image: image]

So, what is it that you do? asked the portly besuited man at the head of the table.

Alex’s friend (I couldn’t conceive of what he’d done to engender such an honorific, but nonetheless) peered at me over the rim of his wire-frame glasses as though he were on safari and I was an exotic animal he had spotted out the Jeep window. Meanwhile, his wife glared at me as if I were a fly in her soup. Ignoring her, I returned her husband’s bemused stare. Mel, who was seated beside me, wasn’t engendering the same bald-faced looks of curiosity, perhaps because she was dressed in an unassuming black cocktail dress. As promised, I was also wearing a dress, but the gingham pinafore over the top of my jeans admittedly carried a different effect. Especially in combination with the baker boy hat I had stubbornly left atop my head.

Alex and Dennis were sitting across from me, both dressed appropriately for the occasion. Also present was Dennis’s resolutely forgettable friend. His girlfriend was a blonde gazelle who hadn’t said a word all evening. Maybe she was afraid of being eaten, or, by the look of her gaunt frame, afraid of eating. I returned my attention to the white hunter at the head of the table.

I work in a record shop, I said bluntly. With Mel here.

I see. And do you study as well?

Implicit in his question were the words, Is that all you do?


I do, I said, pointedly avoiding making eye contact with Alex.

Oh? And what do you study? Let me guess . . . philosophy? He laughed, and his wife tittered in response. Or perhaps art? Am I warm?

I slurped from my spoon.

I’m actually majoring in Rock Goddessery at the School of Rock. Between you and me, the cost is prohibitive but it’s absolutely worth every cent.

I heard Alex sigh, and saw the man’s wife narrow her eyes in the face of my derision. Her husband however, nodded without listening, saying noncommittally, Very good.

Of course, I continued as he returned obliviously to his entree, I could have studied economics or business or some such artsy fartsy degree, but I wanted something that would guarantee me a steady income stream and land me squarely on my feet, ya know?

Alex dropped her soup spoon angrily. It clinked loudly on her Wedgwood Cottage Rose dinner plate. Mel intervened, turning to the white hunter’s wife.

Alex was telling me earlier that you’re quite the philanthropist.

Hmmm? Oh, yes, she said detachedly. If she looked for all the world like Betty Draper (Mad Men, 2007–2015), her energy was that of a character from Valley of the Dolls (1966). Then again, the Most Addled With Valium Award was probably better handed to the starved gazelle a few chairs down, who seemed to be seconds away from nodding off in her untouched bowl of consommé.

I’m curious, do you work with any LGBTQIA+ charities? Mel persisted.


Oh yes, Betty Draper replied disinterestedly. I’m very active with the gays.

I snorted, clear broth shooting up and out of my nose.

In what capacity? I asked. Fun runs? Or do you prefer to just shove dollar bills into drag queens’ G-strings?

I could feel Mel shaking with barely contained mirth, and could see, from the corner of my eye, Alex shaking with barely contained wrath.

I don’t follow, Betty said, frowning.

It’s time for the main course, I think, said Alex. She stood up and began to clear the half-eaten bowls from the table. The gazelle looked up vacantly as her boyfriend started talking about projections and five-point plans. I jumped, having entirely forgotten he was there. Dennis nodded along enthusiastically to the stock market talk, of which I couldn’t understand a word.

Can you help me clear, Kathy? Alex asked, gesturing to the one spoon left behind. I stood up and trailed her into the kitchen, where I poured myself a glass of wine.

Good god, girl, I’ll never again compete with you for the Bastard of the Week. Your mate out there is such a tosser. And have you been clocking the way his wife is looking at me? I’m afraid to help you dole out the next course, in case she mistakes me for the help and I find myself locked up in the servants’ quarters back at their mansion for the rest of my days.

Keep your voice down, will you? Alex hissed through gritted teeth, angrily carving up the main course. You’re embarrassing me!

Alex’s billowing frustration didn’t escape me, but I chalked it up to inevitable hostress (hostess stress). In an attempt to distract her, I quipped, What’s really embarrassing is the beige-on-beige ensemble Dennis’s pal out there is wearing. He blends in so well with the wall I get a shock whenever he blinks.

Alex sighed exasperatedly.

Not everybody is like you, she said. Not everybody is, like – she gestured futilely – Emily the Strange, or whatever. Eric is actually a halfway decent bloke, you know, when he isn’t mansplaining my ideas. And his girlfriend is . . .

I looked at her with one raised eyebrow, twirling my wine glass by the stem while I waited.

Okay, so she’s useless, Alex admitted. I’ve never had to work so hard to get conversation out of anyone. Lewis talks more and he’s barely vocal, and it’s just about as difficult getting her to eat.

She laughed, despite heself.

Nonetheless, she said, in a gentler tone than before, please try to be nice. They’re my friends and I know you don’t believe me, but they’re nice people. They’re just from a different world. Not to mention that you’re not as clever as you think, and they’re not as stupid. They can tell that you’re trolling them.

Me? A troll? Why, I never!

Take this, Alex said, rolling her eyes and handing me the tray of meat.

I wrinkled my nose in distaste.

You don’t have to eat it, just carry it. There’s vegies for you.

Running a hand over her smoothed-back hair, she added, Just— please try to behave.

She stared at me until I nodded back at her. I hoisted the tray up and marched back into the dining room, Alex following me.


Roast beast, anybody? I called. Freshly slaughtered on safari, for your carnivorous pleasure! I plonked the tray in the centre of the table. Causing me to jump out of my skin for the second time that night, Betty Draper leaned over and said, So you say you and your friend here work in a record shop?

Um, yeah, I said haughtily, certain she was going to ask something woefully predictable, like if people still buy records.

Do you stock much in the way of northern soul?

We stock soul, yeah.

No, northern soul, she corrected.

What’s northern soul? Alex asked.

As everybody around the table waited for my response, I squirmed.

You know, Motown, I said, finally.

Alex nodded, conveying the appropriate degree of polite disinterest, before turning back to whisper something in Dennis’s ear, but Betty interjected.

Actually, Northern soul typically abjures Motown for being too commercial. Northern soul – here she turned away from me, apparently less than impressed by my lack of knowledge – favours underrated or overlooked artists.

Yeah, I jumped in. I mean, everybody knows that. I wasn’t talking about, like, Stevie Wonder.

So who’s your favourite northern soul artist, then, Kathy? she asked.

Shit. I didn’t know northern from western. A full thirty seconds elapsed before Betty filled in the silence.

You’d enjoy the dance aspects of it, actually, Alex. There are regular DJ nights. I’ll take you, if you’d like.


I frowned. Taking Alex to gigs? That was my thing! Well, it’s not as though she’d say yes. She hated gigs.

I’d love to! Alex enthused, literally clapping her hands together in excitement. My frown deepened as she added, Kathy, how about you, Mel, me and Cassie go together sometime? A proper girls’ night out!

Cassie?

Mel nudged me in the ribs, nodding at Betty. Oh.

Alex continued to steamroll over me.

It sounds like you could really learn a thing or two from Cassie.

As Alex and Cassie began to chat about different northern soul dance moves, I slumped into my chair. Mel spoke discreetly into my ear as my inflamed cheeks continued to burn with discomfiture and resentment.

Interesting lady, isn’t she? Mel mused. I bet she cuts a rug on the dance floor.











TRACK THIRTEEN




Between attempting to supress the Nate situation, that week’s round of Who’s the Man?, and Alex’s soulful soiree, I was determined to finish the week by going home, locking myself away, and never entering the outside world again. Thank god for living in the modern world of food delivery and streaming television. Without knocking on Mum and Dad’s upstairs door in greeting, I entered my flat and tossed my bag aside. Putting on my loosest tracksuit pants, I lit a candle and loaded up Dawson’s Creek (1998–2003) on my laptop. I tried to disappear into Joey’s literal daddy issues and Dawson’s pubescent pining, but found I couldn’t switch off. After another hour, though, I couldn’t bring myself to watch any more of Dawson’s self-entitled moaning about being cast into the friend zone, so I industriously went to work trying to find the next best thing: Dawson’s Creek erotica.

Finding saucy fan fiction that doesn’t offend every facet of your feminist being is no easy feat. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve excitedly cracked into The X-Files (original series 1993–2002) erotica hoping for stories about Dana Scully, Director of the F.B.I. to you, wearing a latex pantsuit (underneath an oversized beige trench coat, of course), and cracking a literal whip while executing commands. Instead, I’ve found nothing but non-consensual extra-terrestrial probing. It’s no secret that ninety per cent of porn is deeply misogynistic, but the problems don’t stop there. All too often, the piece will totally betray the source material. I still haven’t recovered from stumbling upon some Pride and Prejudice (1813) porn in which Mr Darcy announces that Elizabeth must allow me to express how ardently I wish to fuck you with my throbbing cock. I’m all for creative licence, but you have to adhere to the nomenclature of the time and universe, people. Sigh. Is it any wonder that orgasm sometimes eludes a lady?

Luckily for me, this time I hit gold. After fifteen solid minutes of digging I came across a tasty piece in which Jack has it off with Pacey on his yacht, unbeknownst to poor Joey, who’s away begrudgingly helping to renovate Bessie’s B&B. The plot stayed true to Capeside lore, and the tension built perfectly to its climax. Jack was cupping Pacey’s cheek – I’ll let you decide which cheek – in his rugged hands. Dirt was lodged under his fingernails from a recent scrimmage on the gridiron field. Pacey insisted, tremblingly, that he wasn’t gay, but that, due to both his family’s financial situation and his irrepressibly recalcitrant spirit, he wasn’t going to college, so any experimenting had to be undertaken now, right now.

By this point I’d undone the drawstring on my sweats and slipped my hand into my knickers. Savage Garden’s Savage Garden (1997) played softly in the background.


I could vaguely hear a faint staccato sound, kind of like a Harley revving up, or distant machine gun fire, but I was so close that I chose to ignore it. The more I tried to ignore it, though, the more insistent it got. Finally, I begrudgingly looked up at the window and was met with the sight of the rapidly retreating backs of Mum and Dad. Dad was repeatedly clearing his throat, in a nervous tic. Whenever he’s upset or frustrated, he clears his throat. The more upset he is, the more incessant the throat-clearing. He was clearing his throat like he was pulling the cord on a lawn mower. Ahem. Ahem. Ahem.

I jerked my hand out of my pants, slammed the laptop shut, and would have thrown my Fig Fantasy candle right across the room if Mum hadn’t persistently ingrained in me the very real perils of housefires. Time simultaneously moved excruciatingly slowly and faster than the speed of light as I processed what had just gone down. Here were the facts at my disposal:

My parents had caught me wanking.

My parents had caught me wanking to Dawson’s Creek erotica.

My parents had caught me wanking to Dawson’s Creek erotica to the tune of Savage Garden’s ‘To the Moon and Back’.

Fuuu . . . I whispered, before jumping up and unlatching the front door.

I could have run to my room and hid under the covers, but I would have stayed there until eventually I perished and my body rotted into the sheets, all so that I would never have to face my parents again. This would have been a totally understandable choice, but I knew that if I wanted to continue the parent–daughter relationship we’d been diligently fostering for nearly thirty years, I had no choice but to face them.


Mum, Dad, I called out nervously.

They looked around equally hesitantly, their eyes squinted half-shut in a display of self-preservation, lest I was standing there in my doorway with my pants down for all of Petrie Terrace to see. The expression on their faces was eerily similar to photographs of war survivors that I’d seen in textbooks: shell-shocked, prematurely aged, with a quiet dignity suggesting they had lived through horror most of us could only imagine.

Vegemite, Dad finally said. We were just popping down to drop in this chocolate cake I whipped up. Little did we know how this one good deed would change our lives irrevocably, I could hear him think.

Th-th-thanks.

Mum joined in.

It’s got beetroot in it. And psyllium husks. The recipe said it helps you to eliminate, which is of course an extremely old-fashioned way of saying it keeps you regular. So I’d suggest thin slices. Of course, I myself just evacuated my bowels upon witnessing my only daughter debase herself, her eyes clearly communicated to me.

So, non-verbals aside, we were going to pretend like nothing had happened? Fine with me.

Thanks guys, I said. Do you . . . want to come in?

They glanced at one another, before simultaneously violently shaking their heads.

No. We’d better crack on, darl, Dad said.

And you look like you’re . . . busy. We’ll let you get back to it, Mum added, before pecking me on the cheek and leaning in to whisper in my ear, Personally, I always favoured Mills and Boon (1908–∞).


She winked discreetly before marching Dad back upstairs.

I blinked, reeling. I guess it’s true what they say. You should never judge a book by its cover.











TRACK FOURTEEN




Mel, Alex, and I met up for dinner at Moui Gogi, my favourite vegetarian restaurant in the Valley, famed for its menu consisting almost solely of deep-fried mock meat in seven tantalising shades of beige. Thus far, I’d been keeping my one-night stand with Nate to myself. To be honest, I didn’t know what to think about it, or how much I cared about it. Or, to be more frank, how much of an effect it was having on me. It’s easy to suppress emotion when you’re working fifty per cent of the time and drinking seventy per cent of the time. But, Kathy, that equals one hundred and twenty per cent! Surely you’ve miscalculated. No, my dear friend, I’m sorry to say I have not. Besides, I had more pressing news to recount.

The worst part wasn’t even Mum and Dad catching me, I said over a mouthful of what could have been imitation ham, or equally duck. I mean, I’m sure that was the worst part for them, but for me it was realising that all of those times Mum said she was reading in the bath she was actually flicking the bean to bodice-ripping romances.

Alex looked queasily at the oily brown lump speared on her fork.

I remember her insisting that the shower get fitted with a detachable shower head during renovations, I said. I thought it was so the tiles could be rinsed off more easily.

I had baths in that tub as a kid, Alex said dully.

We’d share the bathwater in summer to assist the drought-stricken farmers, I rejoined.

Well, I’m sure she rinsed it out afterward, Mel reasoned calmly. After all, she had the extendable shower head.

We’re being cruel, Alex said, after a moment of anguished silence. Of course she masturbates. Just because she’s a mother doesn’t mean she’s devoid of sexual urges. I mean, god, I hope that Lewis isn’t this repulsed by me when he’s older. I want him to have a progressive and realistic understanding of sex and sexuality.

Mel and I collectively looked down at our plates, contrite in our shared immaturity.

Of course, I’ll be installing locks on every door, and we will never, ever speak of such things, so I don’t know how I’ll accomplish any of that, Alex clarified.

My shoulders relaxed as I realised we were equally juvenile.

Anyway, everybody does it, Mel added. Even the Beatles. With a little help from each other.

Alex looked bewildered, as I nodded in confirmation.

Mel clarified for Alex’s benefit. Sir Paul says they sat around and masturbated together.


Alex paled, and began slowly reciting song names, a dawning expression covering her face.

‘Come Together’ (1969). ‘We Can Work It Out’ (1965). Were they all about . . . you know?

We shrugged, and sat silently, as I helped myself to the contents of both of their plates.

So what else is news? Mel asked, finally.

The usual, I replied. Ian, bless his cute cotton socks, can’t tell you jack about shit, but meanwhile I’m court-martialled and forced to provide five kinds of witnessed documentation establishing my credentials as a record shop employee every time I clock on. Where were you all week, by the way? It’s a man cave in there without you. The testosterone gets super-powered, like an X-Men (1963–∞) mutation or something. I had to spray Britney Spears’s Fantasy perfume in the air just to compete with the Lynx Africa that started collectively dripping out of their pores.

Mel shuddered.

Trust me, I’m familiar with the pheromone. I mean, the phenomenon. I worked there without you for many years, my young friend. Anyway, I left a cootie catcher there for you.

At this, Alex went from looking suspiciously at her plate to looking suspiciously at Mel.

Pardon me? A . . . coochie catcher?

Cootie. Don’t you remember from when you were a kid? Those origami fortune tellers? Chatterboxes? Whirly-Birds? Whatever they were called when you were young and I was already a hundred years old.

I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again, I said, you’re such a total badass in every way, but then you go in for horoscopes and all that. It defies logic.

That’s such a Libra thing to say, she replied.

Anyway, Alex wouldn’t understand, I continued. Her favourite form of entertainment as a kid was ‘playing sports’.

What a masochist. Next you’ll be telling me she eats fruit for fun.

Just because you insist on using air quotes doesn’t make sport a fake thing, Alex countered. And maybe if you had participated in any athletics, you wouldn’t be struggling so much in our dance classes.

It was a fair call. The only move I’d managed to execute in the three weeks we’d been going was a death drop. Not the RuPaul’s Drag Race (2009–∞) kind, either. Just dropping to the floor and feeling like I was dying.

I kicked Alex underneath the table.

You’re so insensitive. You know that I have trauma from softball tryouts.

Huh? Mel asked.

Much as we tried not to, sometimes Mel found herself locked out of conversations as Alex and I went into nostalgia spirals tracking back twenty years. Of course, it balanced out when Mel and I fell into debates about the pros and cons of Record Store Day, or ranked Sonic Youth’s discography (Mel insisted that Confusion is Sex (1983) was the original and the best, while I professed that Daydream Nation (1988) was a stone-cold classic for good reason). My turn to feel alienated inevitably came around when Mel and Alex discussed foreign concepts as high-interest savings accounts, regular sleeping patterns, or the ability to participate in a discussion without extensively quoting nineties television programs verbatim.

I tried out for the team, I explained, not because I wanted to, mind you, but because the P.E. teacher told my mum and dad that my Vitamin D deficiency might be causally related to a lack of exposure to the sun. Anyway, I had barely stepped onto the pitch and a softball was pegged directly at my groin. Softballs, it turns out, are not remotely soft, and just FYI, it doesn’t hurt any less for girls to have their mons pubis whacked with a hard round ball. But getting back to more recent ordeals, where were you? It’s not like you to pull a singular sickie, let alone sickies, plural. In fact, the last time I remember you calling in sick at all was when you were hungover after that Christmas party years ago.

The one where I was so blind drunk I actually went momentarily blind? Mel asked.

The one where the mushrooms at dinner turned out to be, well, mushrooms, I clarified.

Oh, yeah. That was a fun night, she said. I had a revelation on the ’shrooms about what I was doing with my life.

What was it?

She paused.

I’ve forgotten most of it.

An awkward silence that I couldn’t interpret descended between us. It left me feeling like I’d missed something.

Do you ever think, Alex finally said, that if you’d persevered at softball you might not resent, or at least struggle quite so much with physical activity now?


Are you implying that I don’t stick with things? I think my decade in indentured servitude proves I’m willing to stay the course.

Ah, but see, working at Dusty’s has always been easy for you—

I beg to differ, I interrupted.

—not in an emotional sense, but intellectually.

Looking like the cat that got the cream, Alex leaned back in her chair.

Thanks for the intervention, I said. Since when did you major in psychology, anyway? First the Jungian dream analysis, now this.

Freudian, Alex corrected. And to defend myself, I know this stuff because I’m highly intuitive, and what’s more, I read.

I threw a piece of brown at her. She evaded it deftly. Must be the agility that comes with sport.

I read! I defended myself.

Kerrang! magazine (1981–∞) doesn’t count, Mel interjected. Anyway, getting back to your earlier question regarding my absence at work this week, I had to run errands.

Looking at me with an indeterminable expression, she added, I was getting everything sorted for Sydney.

I’m so jealous that you’re going interstate, sighed Alex. I haven’t had more than a weekend off in two years, let alone travelled beyond the Enoggera Creek borderline. And maternity leave just wasn’t as fun as you’d think.

I don’t know why you’re prepping so hard, I said to Mel. You’re only going for a fortnight.

I thought I saw Mel and Alex exchange a look, but before I could interrogate them, Mel laughed nervously.


Well, you know me.

You’re acting bizarro all of a sudden, I said. Why so cagey?

I’m not being cagey. Just because you share every stray thought that passes through your brain—

Yeah, yeah, you young’uns, oversharing everything from selfies to photos of your bleedin’ brekkie.

I’m not saying my way is better. I’m just used to it. I like that you talk about all kinds of shit. Although I could do without you talking about shit. I draw the line at bowel movements.

I pooped my pants at a party. I’m a literal party pooper. I had to tell you about it.

Alex chimed in.

Is there anything on your mind, Mel?

This time it was Alex kicking me hard in the shins.

Ow!

Oh, shit, sorry, Alex said. I meant to kick Me— I mean, my leg had a spasm. I must have gone too hard in the last dance class.

She looked at Mel with a strange expression. If I didn’t know Alex was married to a man, I would have suspected there was something going on between them.

You two are being so weird. Fine. If you really don’t want to hear about my IBS, I get it. But at least tell me to my face.

I’m just tired, Mel said quickly. I’ve been out every night.

My sleep’s been garbage, too, I said. Espresso martinis might be a bad idea for a nightcap, I’m thinking.

Alex stared at me with a vexed expression.

The chow mein not sitting well? I asked.

Alex sighed, before standing up.


If this is the extent of the conversation, I have to get home. Dennis is looking after Lewis.

Dennis, I said. Your husband?

That’s the one.

. . . is looking after the son you both share?

Correct.

I hate to break it you, but it doesn’t count as babysitting if he’s the kid’s father.

She sighed.

Yes, well, talk to me about equitable domestic labour sharing when you’re a parent.

I shrugged and turned to the bonus serving of duck forfeited by Alex. Or maybe it was beef. I waved distractedly as Alex gathered her things and left, my attention diverted by the sodium overdose I was happily inflicting on my internal organs.

So, Mel said after another oddly pregnant pause, would I be right to assume there was no ‘sense of completion’?

You mean the masturbation?

She nodded. I went to answer, before what she’d said registered.

Wait, was that a Savage Garden reference?

She sighed.

Oh god. It was. I didn’t even mean to. You’re a terrible influence.

[image: image]

We continued talking after Alex left, but it was clear Mel’s heart wasn’t in it. She texted me later that night, asking if I’d meet her for breakfast the following day.

Can’t get enough of me? I replied.


She responded three hours later, another hint as to her distracted state of mind. Whereas you’re lucky if you get a text back from me within a year, Mel believes in such outlandish concepts as ‘promptly replying’ and ‘actively listening’. Whatever. We can’t be all things to all people. She said she’d meet me at Sandy’s, a sprawling restaurant overlooking the Queen Street mall.

After riding the escalator to the front desk, above which hung an enormous, gaudy chandelier, I cast my eyes over the baby grand in the back corner, and the racially dubious statues standing beside it. Picking my way through tables to get to the wraparound balcony, I walked past the glittering silver leopard statuettes and kitschy teardrop lights. Sandy’s was gaudy and daggy, and therefore my favourite restaurant in all of Brisbane. It also directly overlooked Dusty’s, and the time normally spent walking to a restaurant on a measly half-hour break could be used to squeeze another round in, which suited me just fine.

I staked out a table with a sightline down to the shop, and while I waited, looked upon the tableau of the mall. It was business as usual in Brisbane’s CBD. Since school holidays had ended, the teenage emos had been replaced by the middle-aged goths perpetually loitering outside Dusty’s and yelling obscenities at passers-by, but the scene was otherwise the same as ever. The same Big Issue vendors, the same placard-waving ugg boots salespeople, the same ‘No standing between 9 and 5’ announcement statically blaring out of hidden loudspeakers every fifteen minutes.

Just as the shop had its compulsive regulars, the city at large had its own set of habitually prone residents. There was the Running Lady, who was at that moment charging up and down the street barefoot, her heels callused and blackened, and her arms wiry and shockingly thin. Every day she ran up and down the same street, dodging pedestrians and obstacles with frenetic speed that was quite possibly due to a dependence on actual speed. She hooned past Marilyn Monroe, Brisbane’s version anyhow, who was at that moment relaxing on a bench. She’d been dressing up as Marilyn for longer than I’d been alive, and from a distance, pulled it off. Up close . . . remember that episode of The Simpsons (1989–∞) when Homer invents a make-up gun and uses it on Marge?

Brisbane’s resident bible-basher was standing atop a bunch of tied-together phone books outside the mall’s social nexus, the apparently heritage-listed Hungry Jacks. Anywhere from sixty to eighty years old, he filled his days droning into a microphone about the apparently imminent end of days. The hellfire levels of humidity lent his tirade a convincing air.

His rant of the day, something about the perils of coveting thy neighbour’s beefcake husband, prickled my skin with irritation. Or maybe it was the weather. Regardless, I was becoming decidedly heated. I squeezed my eyes shut and massaged my temples. Upon opening them, I regarded Marilyn. She sat not five scant metres from Jehovah himself, but his moralising vitriol didn’t seem to touch her. She just sat there, looking serenely around at her surroundings as though she really was in the Big Smoke instead of the Sunshine State. She placidly yawned, stood up, and walked over to an open vent, where she stood giggling and swishing her skirt. Tittering coyly, she swished away, completely disregarding the rhetoric polluting the air around her.


Meanwhile, Jehovah was becoming increasingly irate, due in no small part to the flashes of underwear produced by her enthusiastic skirt-swooshing. I smiled to myself. Her act of flirty defiance spoke way louder than his words, no matter how deafeningly he yelled. Marilyn glanced up at a bird flying overhead, and maybe it was my imagination, but I could have sworn her eyes met mine. I smiled and waved. She smiled back at me, or maybe at the bird.

What’s up, chookie?

Mel appeared from behind a dusty plastic palm tree, sat down heavily in front me, and slipped off her oversized shades. Before I could respond she’d beckoned a waiter and ordered two Bloody Marys.

This is going to make my skin flare up, so remind me to use your pressed powder before we go back, I said.

You got it. Hey, did I order water? I should go get some water. You want water? She stood abruptly and darted inside. When she came back, she dropped her fork on the floor, and went to get a replacement. Then, her napkin apparently necessitated folding. Following that, she needed a water refill.

What’s up? I asked.

What do you mean?

If you fiddle that napkin to death anymore, it’ll come back to life as a double-ply zombie.

She pushed her sunnies back down over her face and fidgeted with her collection of agate and snakehead rings, stacked in rows of three on each index finger. Taking a deep breath, she said, All right, here goes then. I didn’t say anything yesterday because, well, it didn’t feel like the right time.


She glanced at me.

I’ll just say it.

Say what, already? The suspense is killing me.

She exhaled, slowly.

I’m not going to Sydney for two weeks.

What, you can’t afford it? I’d loan you money if I could, but I’m this close to moving back into the main house with the ’rents. And after the Dawson’s Creek saga, well—

No. I mean I’m not just going for two weeks. I’m . . . I’m moving there.

I fell silent, for once in my life, unable to fully comprehend the reality of what Mel had said. As reality gradually sank in, I began to feel a churning panic in my belly. When I finally spoke, it was only to say, Huh?

She went to speak but was interrupted by the waiter with our drinks. Mel drained the entire contents of her glass while I impatiently waited for her to explain herself. Finally she swallowed, and halfway clarified, I’ve put in my two weeks. I’ve only really just decided.

But why?

I’m just . . . I’m done with the shop. Dang, doll, I love working with you, and when Dusty’s not yelling at me for something he did wrong, I sort of love him too. Maybe. I don’t know. Maybe I just have Stockholm Syndrome. But you know what it’s like. You’re constantly shovelling shit uphill. I’ve been there for twenty years. Twenty years! It’s a sausage factory, and do you know what that makes us, you and me? The buns, Kathy. We’re the hot dog buns in this analogy, and I don’t know about you, but that’s not what I wanted to be when I grew up.


The tranquillity that had infused my being moments before was gone, replaced by a trifecta of confusion, consternation, and totally misdirected fury.

It’s her, isn’t it. What’s her name, Gina.

I knew her name.

No, it’s not Tina. Although, sure, she’s a big part of it. I like her and I want to see where it’ll go.

Look, I said quickly, there’s no need to be rash. I know dating in Brisbane is hard. Maybe I’ve been unwittingly cock-blocking you. Or is it clit-hitting? No, that doesn’t work. But sure, I get it, it’s hard to get any action with me hanging off you. But you don’t need to pick up sticks just because you can’t pick up chicks.

She looked at me and sighed, albeit gently.

Always with the wordplay. Your dad’s right. You should be a journo.

She interlaced her hand in mine, her cold rings warming beneath my clammy fingers.

But seriously, isn’t it way too fast? What has it been, all of a week? I asked.

If I were moving exclusively for her, then sure. But it’s bigger than that. I need this. It’s been a long time coming.

That’s news to me, I said. Why didn’t you say anything before now?

There was a loaded pause.

I did.

I tried to remember. I guess there had been clues. There was the thing about the ’shroom-induced revelation. Then there was the time I’d used her computer and spied an e-receipt for a one-way plane ticket to Sydney. There was the garage sale Mel had hosted two weeks ago where she got rid of nearly all her possessions. Hmmm. There was the time when she’d rung me and asked, How would you feel if I lived and worked somewhere that wasn’t here? That last one might have been a giveaway, but I’d been looking at pictures of David Duchovny with a teacup over his genitals as she spoke.

Okay, I sighed, so maybe I should have picked up on a few signs, but I’m not a mind-reader, or, like, your Magic 8 ball. Anyway, you can’t quit. What will you do for money?

I have a few things in the pipeline, Mel replied. But honestly, I’m looking forward to just exploring for a while.

Well, that doesn’t sound very fiscally responsible, I said, refusing to acknowledge the plumbless depths of my pettiness. And what will I do without you at the shop? I need you there.

You don’t. And if you do, you can always call. Or text. Or Facebook message. Or Instagram message. It’s a brave new world of instant communication, honey bunch.

I tried to process my emotions. It wasn’t like friends of mine hadn’t moved away before. People were always leaving Brisbane. There was even a movie about it, All My Friends are Leaving Brisbane (2007). I myself had been feeling not a bit of ambivalence towards my home state while listening to Jehovah’s raving only minutes earlier. I couldn’t really blame Mel. So why was I doing exactly that?

You should have given me more warning, I whinged. And then, in a manner I told myself was sincere but that we all know was sarcasm borne from fear, I added, Good luck finding a job at your age.


I immediately wanted to shove the words back into my mouth. I didn’t know where they had come from, but try as I might, I couldn’t unsay them. They hung out there between us, like a noxious fart. And, like the same, I wasn’t about to admit to having said or done it.

Mel tugged her sunglasses off and slammed them on the table. I jumped. She said quietly, Will you listen to yourself? I’m leaving. Can’t you think of somebody other than yourself?

I didn’t reply. I didn’t know what to say.

Do you even realise that I’ve been waiting for you to ask me?

Huh?

Mel mimicked the sound of my voice with scary accuracy, saying, How was your date with Tina?

Then in her normal voice, she continued, You clearly remember who she is. After all, you were quick enough to accuse her of being the Yoko Ono of our friendship group. But did you ever even think to ask me how my week with her was? I spent every night with her. When was the last time I had even one promising date? You brush past a guy in the street and I drop everything to spend an hour on the phone discussing what it all meant. Whether or not his snake-skin loafers were a red flag, about the scent of his cologne. God, I cancelled plans so I could console you after Luke and Lorelai postponed their wedding in Gilmore Girls (2000–2007). But I spend one of the best weeks of my life with an actual real-life person and get nothing from you.

Well, I didn’t want to interrupt you on your dates, I said.

She wagged a finger in my face. No way I’m letting you off that easily. We work together. Are you telling me you couldn’t take one minute to chat with me? You’ve had the free time, it’s not as though we’ve been making record sales. God knows you found time to talk about your mystery man from the pub ad nauseum.

I tried one last excuse.

You don’t like to share, remember? Your private life is your private life. You’ve said as much.

Lay off it. You didn’t consider me and you know it. You’re the protagonist of your story and I’m not even a secondary character.

I didn’t want to look her in the eyes, so I looked instead down at the doorway to the shop. I could see Ian standing outside chatting to Andy, who was leaning against the wall, silently smoking. Two teenage girls looked on, clearly enamoured by Ian, who was typically oblivious to their presence.

Mel was right, of course. I hadn’t considered that she might want to talk about her burgeoning romance. Or maybe it was truer to say that I’d been wilfully ignorant. Maybe I hadn’t wanted to hear about it. Maybe it – maybe she – intimidated me.

Mel waited in stony silence while I analysed myself. I opened my mouth, intending to apologise: no excuses, no deflections. Honest, I did. But here’s the thing. I’ve never been very good at receiving criticism. There’s a reason I’m no artist, and that reason is that peer critiques make my skin crawl.

Also I can’t paint.

Anyway, long story short: when I’m backed into a corner and guns are firing at me, for better or worse I batten down the hatches. And so instead of apologising, I just crossed my arms across my chest, stared sullenly at the table and willed myself not to cry. I looked down once more at the mall. The Running Lady jogged past, obscuring my view of the shop. I could feel Mel’s eyes on me, burning a hole in my head. When she finally spoke, Mel didn’t sound angry anymore. Instead, her voice bore a soft, almost quizzical tone.

You know, when you were flailing around in your first year or so at the shop, I was never angry at you. I never disliked you. I know you thought I did, but I didn’t. You just made me realise that I wasn’t young anymore. That realisation . . . it was hard, for a second. But then the moment passed, and I was so relieved to be beyond all of the defensive desperation that’s part and parcel of being a kid.

She seemed as though she was about to continue, but instead she stood and placed something lightly on the table. I refused to look up, instead listening to the familiar sound of her battered red boots as she walked away. When I finally looked up, I saw that the object she had left behind was her pressed powder. My cheeks were flushed, and I hadn’t even touched my drink yet. My eyesight clouded with tears as I realised that it wasn’t Tina who was contriving to break up the band. If there was anybody risking disbandment, it was me, and only me.











TRACK FIFTEEN




At work, I was staring into space and thinking about how quickly the fight with Mel had amped up. It had come out of nowhere. Or . . . had it? Loath as I was to even consider it, maybe it was the inevitable result of things unspoken, unacknowledged – not least of all to myself.

Immersed in my melancholy stupor, it was a solid thirty seconds before I realised that somebody was standing at the front counter, patiently waiting for my attention. I looked up. My eyes widened. Abruptly, I turned my back to the counter. Then, realising that was a weird and rude thing to do, I pretended to be reaching for something in a cupboard, while sneaking a glance behind me. There they were. Those arms. I’d recognise them anywhere. It was the guy. The guy-guy. The guy-I’d-wished-I’d been-with-instead-of-slick-Nate-guy. The owner of the arms looked at me with mild confusion, probably due to me blatantly ignoring him. Realising I had to face him, STAT, or it would start to feel pretty damn hostile, I grabbed the first thing to hand.

Sorry about that. I just had to attend to . . . this, I said.

I looked down at the object I was holding. I’d grabbed a Girls with Guns desk calendar that Warren had brought in ‘ironically’ to pass around the office. It was open to a bikini-clad bottle blonde with a Trump tan, straddling a slain warthog. She had a massive hunting rifle positioned betwixt her impressive double Ds. The guy (or, as I was emphasising him in my mind, The Guy) looked from the calendar to me.

You had to attend to . . . Miss October? he asked, perplexed.

Yes? I said. Then nodded and repeated, Yes, this time with conviction.

I . . . okay. Sure. I get it, he said in a way that made very clear he decidedly did not get it.

The blush was back. On both of us. Oh no. I shoved the calendar under the counter, and proceeded to ad-lib like I was auditioning for Whose Line Is It Anyway? (1998–2007).

Yes, well, I’m in charge of . . . making sure the calendar isn’t out of date, and it’s November now, so I had to . . . turn the page. It’s very important. Or staff meetings get missed.

The Guy nodded, but then asked, Is that a . . . 1997 calendar?

I looked at it.

Apparently we’ve missed a fair few staff meetings, then.

Truthfully, beyond Dusty meeting with the debt collector, we hadn’t had a meeting at the shop in the entire course of my career there. Annual stocktakes, as far I knew, were a retail urban legend which were passed down through generations of salespeople to make sure they ate their greens and completed their daily replenishment reports.

I needed to extricate myself from this web of lies. Determined not to re-enact our cursed interaction from the pub, my next words were enunciated with robotic precision.

How may I assist you today?

Oh.

Now The Guy looked a whole different shade of confused (A kind of fuchsia hue, with just a tinge of tangerine. It suited him).

I— we met at the pub. I thought maybe you remembered me. I shouldn’t have assumed, he said.

Of course, in reality I remembered with crystal clarity. The spilled beer, and more importantly, the touching of phalanges was burned into my brain. However, in an attempt to appear chill AF, what I said, while shrugging nonchalantly, was: I think I remember meeting you. I was pretty drunk. I don’t normally get so loose. In fact, I barely even drink. I’m basically a teetotaller.

Jason was watching covertly from the other end of the counter, and I could feel his eyes rolling out of his sockets as he eavesdropped. I couldn’t blame him. Would the lies never stop? This was no foundation on which to start a relationship. Then again, what he didn’t know couldn’t hurt him. Then again again, what relationship? Damn you, overactive imagination! And double damn you, every movie ever, for instilling unrealistic and hugely problematic romantic fantasies into my subconscious. My whole life I’ve had Mary Wollstonecraft (1759–1797) perched on one shoulder, urging me to be a strong, independent woman. But since 1998 I’ve also had Carrie Bradshaw sitting on the other, legs crossed just so to show off her Manolo Blahniks, whispering at me that my very own Mr Big is right around the corner. Despite my intellectual convictions, the second I meet a cute guy I find myself sticking a Post-it note on Wollstonecraft’s laptop reading I’m sorry, I can’t, don’t hate me, and planning my impending nuptials.

My internal monologue was, thankfully, internal, but it meant I’d been staring open-mouthed at the guy while I berated myself and my baser romantic desires. Apparently I was a guppy in my previous existence. Tactfully ignoring my slack jaw and mute state, The Guy spoke.

Well, you probably don’t remember this, he said, but when we met we discussed the Ramones. I’m wondering which of their records to buy.

Phew. Now this I could do. Glad to have something to focus my attention on apart from his incapacitating arms, I got to work pulling my top-rated Ramones records from the shelves.

Okay, Ramones (1976) through to Road to Ruin (1978) are obvious choices, and total perfection, but believe it or not, Joey’s vocals on End of the Century (1980) are strikingly ambitious. He actually tries to sing, I said.

The Guy listened to my defence of each album patiently, and when I reached the end of my spiel fifteen solid minutes later, said, I’ll take them.

I appraised the mountain of records I’d amassed for him. I was bummed, for once, that we didn’t work on commission. He even ordered the LPs we didn’t have that I’d insisted he needed to buy. I took down his details to follow through with the order.

So . . . what’s your name?


Patrick.

Patrick. It was a nice, solid name. Unassuming. And a hell of a lot more tangible than The Guy. Pat-rick. I sounded it out in my head. Yep. That would do very nicely.

Passing Patrick a receipt, an electric shock jolted my skin. I tried to suppress any visible shuddering while running through a mental checklist in an attempt at calming myself down.

1. I’d recently had some sex, undoing my prolonged dry spell.

2. I was currently sober and was therefore (somewhat) in control of my emotional responses.

What this all meant was, regardless of any weak excuses to the contrary, the proof of the chia pudding was in the eating. I liked him.

I’ll call you, I said. Patrick looked at me questioningly.

About Rocket to Russia (1977), I hurriedly added. When it arrives.

Patrick nodded and gathered up the stack of LPs I’d foisted upon him before staggering under the weight of them up the stairs and out the door. I let a whooosh of air exit my lungs and slumped onto a stool.

Jason sidled over.

Why are you so smiley all of a sudden?

I just made the shop a butt-tonne of money is all, I said, trying to play it cool.

Is that all? Nothing to do with that utter social disaster I just witnessed?

Oh no. Was it? A disaster, I mean? I asked, all of a sudden panicked.


Perhaps realising he’d struck a nerve, Jason spoke with uncharacteristic kindness. Nah. Well, yes, you were a disaster, but you always are. Anyway, for some reason, he seemed into it. Birds of a feather, I guess.

I grinned.

Speaking of creatures of the avian variety, Jason went on, I heard from a little birdy that you and Nate had a good time together. It seems you know all about the birds and the bees. Not that I’d know from how tight-lipped you’ve been in the intervening weeks . . . there’s no need to be shy.

Laughing at his own relentless punning, he looked at me expectantly. My grin turned upside down.

He was a perfect gentleman, if that’s what you’re worried about, Jason added. No kissing and telling. But he did say you had a good time. Are you going to see him again, or is it love at first sight with – he grabbed the receipt with Patrick’s information on it and said mockingly – Patrick?

Displeasure and resentment curdled in the pit of my stomach, as Jason laughed to himself and waved Patrick’s receipt above my head.

You can do better than this geek, he said, as I finally managed to snatch the docket out of his hands. Give Nate another go-round. What, you’re worried he’s out of your league? He actually likes grungy chicks. Finds them ‘exotic’.

I folded the receipt and put it in my back pocket, silent. Oblivious, Jason charged ahead.

I mean yeah, he lifts, but I’m sure he doesn’t mind if you’re soft around the middle. Don’t feel intimidated. After all, more meat on the bones means more to grab onto. Within reason, of course.


He sniggered.

I snapped.

Maybe he should spend less time in the weights room and more time learning how to treat women with respect, I said, then stopped, taken aback by the words that had spilled out of me.

Jason appeared equally stunned, asking, How’s that?

I wondered how much more to say.

Well, look, I don’t want to go into detail, but maybe don’t go around recommending him to other women.

What, he couldn’t go all night? You know, when men drink, their stamina can be compromised. Not mine, mind you, but . . .

I wrung my hands, unsure how much to reveal, and increasingly fed up with Jason’s ‘jokes’.

No, nothing like that. Just, he did something . . . without my permission.

Jason looked at me blankly, not getting it. I glanced surreptitiously around to make sure no customers were in earshot. No customers were in, full stop.

He took the condom off, I whispered between gritted teeth, before quickly adding, I’m not saying it’s the worst thing ever, but there’s STIs, and pregnancy, and I think—

Jason held his hand out in front of my face.

I’m going to stop you there. This is . . . uncool. That’s all between you and him, and you shouldn’t be talking about this in the workplace.

Oh, I said. I just—

And, look, don’t go around slandering people just because you had a bit of a dud root. The man’s got a reputation to maintain.


What about my reputation? I wondered. Jason slipped his sunglasses on and appeared to be assessing our conversation. When he finally spoke, it was only to say, All right, I’m going on lunch. I’ll be back in an hour.

He ran a hand through his hair and walked away, apparently content now he’d talked some sense into me. Feeling shamed by Jason, I didn’t say a word in my defence.

I began distractedly ringing customers to let them know their special orders had arrived. As I did so, I fingered the receipt with Patrick’s name and number on it in my pocket. I’d wait to see what he had to say about the Ramones latter discography before I made any further decisions. As for what to do about Nate? I guess I’d keep my mouth shut: like I’d apparently forgotten I was supposed to.

[image: image]

Nate’s ears must have been burning, because that night he texted me.

I had fun the other week, he wrote.

I didn’t immediately respond. In fact, I tried to ignore it. My phone felt as though it was burning a hole in my back pocket. Finally, I erased the text.

He wasn’t so easily ignored.

I’m playing touch, Sundee at Roma St. B my cheerleader?

[rugby football emoji]

[flexed biceps emoji]

[cheering megaphone emoji]

I decided to write back, if only because the incessant pinging was driving me up the wall. I mean, who sends each emoji separately?


I typed, Thanks, but I’m busy Sunday.

As I hit ‘send’, I berated myself for my passivity. Why was I thanking him? Why wasn’t I blowing up at him for his behaviour the other week? [bomb emoji]

Anotha time, then?

Sure, maybe, I texted, then deleted the maybe, not wanting to appear rude. For the millionth time I regretted my innate eagerness to please that popped up in moments of tension. Or perhaps it wasn’t so innate. After all, when I was a kid, I was mouthier than Julia Roberts. The older I got, though, I’d found myself getting . . . quieter. More acquiescent. Unless I knew with certainty what somebody’s reaction was going to be, I was the picture of appreciative politeness.

I considered if anything in particular had caused me to change, but I didn’t think so. I thought about the MCP, thrusting against the counter and spitting fury. Already, it had taken up scant space in the back of my mind as just another interaction with the opposite sex. Not the norm, of course, but not that abnormal, either. If anything, it was tabled to become a recurring anecdote on my Greatest Hits reel, pulled out at parties to demonstrate how wacky record shop customers could be. And it wasn’t just me diminishing it. When I’d recounted the altercation to Dusty, he’d walked off chuckling, as though it were the greatest joke since Eddie Murphy’s gay fire truck bit. But not before saying, You were probably wearing that fucking feminist shirt of yours. It’s asking for trouble.

The shirt in question, BTW, pictured Cyndi Lauper with a speech bubble reading, Girls just wanna have fun-damental rights. Talk about provocative.


No, my passivity hadn’t suddenly developed after one, or even twenty incidents. It had been creeping insidiously in for years. But every time, I felt like I was erasing another piece of myself. And there I was, doing it again. Typing thanks to a guy who had pulled a swiftie over me in the sack. Or, to use the term I found out when warily Googling it, who had stealthed me. The connotations of furtiveness and intrusion the term engendered seemed perfectly apt to me.

You wanna hook up later, lemme know, Nate texted.

[eggplant emoji]

[eggplant emoji]

[eggplant emoji]

[eggplant emoji]

I looked in the fridge, hoping I’d find a distraction in the shape of leftover pizza. The only thing in there, apart from mouldy cheese and flat champagne, was eggplant parmigiana from my dad. It was one of my favourites, but all of a sudden, I couldn’t stomach it.

I stared at my phone, trying to figure out an appropriate response that would convey my feelings while de-escalating the situation. Plonking down on my couch, I decided instead to eat an entire box of Cadbury Favourites and check my Twitter feed. I scrolled for forty minutes before realising I hadn’t actually read any of it. By midnight, my stomach ached and my vision was bleary. I curled up, let my phone drop to the floor, and fell into a fitful sleep.











TRACK SIXTEEN




A long week passed, in which I didn’t hear from Patrick. And because his order hadn’t yet arrived, I didn’t have a reasonable platonic-type excuse to call him. In the meantime, I saw Mel every day at work, but we didn’t exchange so much as two words. I desperately wanted to have a gab about Patrick and get her advice on Nate, but I couldn’t even catch her eye. Deep down, I knew I was in the wrong about our fight. I was sole resident, mayor, and head of communications of Wrong City, but I just couldn’t bring myself to admit aloud that perhaps I wasn’t the victim here.

Thankfully, a welcome distraction arrived in the form of Zombie Walk. Zombie Walk was an annual event for charity in which hundreds of participants dressed up as the undead and roamed the city streets. The macabre march was always capped off with a riotous gig in the Valley.

Zombie Walk was a total gas, but unfortunately, I always had to work during the actual walk. Still, nothing helps feeling as if you yourself are becoming braindead like serving hordes of zombies. En route to the procession, zombies would stagger down the stairs, moaning, groaning, and generally freaking out people who weren’t aware of the event, and who genuinely thought that reanimated corpses were terrorising the city. A close look at the zombies scoffing quick snacks would reveal that, rather than brains, they were actually subsisting on onion rings and energy drinks, but still.

As long as I stayed out the front and away from the back office (lest I catch a glimpse of the back of Mel’s obstinately unresponsive head), I knew I would be able to enjoy the day. There’s no denying that I was suppressing certain feelings of culpability, but you can only be weighed down by so much regret, especially when you’re already buckling under the weight of papier-mâché prosthetics and a five-kilo prop bow and arrow.

Oh yeah, I was dressed up as Daryl Dixon from The Walking Dead (2010–∞).

It might surprise you that Dusty let me dress up every year. There’s no denying there were various bones of contention between us, but when it came to dress codes and professional decorum, he was both free and easy. Okay, maybe there was a side order of judgement, as in the case of my Cyndi Lauper tee. But generally, he would say, Wear what you want. I’m not going to tell you how to dress.

Sure, he raised his eyebrows and rolled his eyes the first time I came to work dressed in head-to-toe funereal garb, but ultimately, he shrugged and said, As long as you don’t drip blood on the carpet, I don’t give a flying fuck. Which, incidentally, was also what he said when I asked to take a ten-minute break to go buy tampons.

Dusty also didn’t give a hoot about aggrieved customers. This wasn’t so much because he liked or even trusted his staff, but more that he really disliked and distrusted the clientele. Of course, it was different when he himself was feeling aggrieved. In those circumstances, we were all just a bunch of incompetent fucking buffoons. But if a customer was to complain about anything, he’d just shrug, and say something like, The Sex Pistols didn’t appeal to everyone. I think Dusty was adamantly anti-establishment, and that he considered pandering to anyone to be the ultimate hypocrisy.

Or, hell, maybe he was just rude and grumpy. Look, it is a possibility that I’m unduly valorising him, and that I too may need a one-way ticket out of Stockholm. Dusty really did have redeeming qualities, but they were buried. Deep. Like, Pompeii deep. Sometimes I wondered if, underneath the coarse language and self-aggrandising martyrdom, there might have been a bloke who was halfway grateful for his staff. Who even thought of us fondly. That perhaps his relentless sexism, ageism, and whatever else-ism was merely him struggling to keep up with the march of time and subsequent changing of the guard.

I’d take the two of you cat-fighting over this silent bullshit. Are you both on your fucking periods?

Dusty waved a hand in front of my face as he continued yelling. Okay, so maybe he was just an arsehole.

I was sitting down, struggling with the mechanics of reloading a price gun. But I’d be damned if I was going to ask Mel for help, and her aggressively loud typing clearly signalled that she felt the same way.

Without turning around, she looked at her wristwatch and said, voice dripping with sarcasm, Actually, according to my biological clock, I’m due to begin perimenopause.


Dusty looked at the two of us, one at a time.

And this is why you don’t hire women to work in a record shop.

Silence.

I’m serious. Between the periods and whatever else you have going on, it’s a constant fucking distraction. Thank god Gillard was canned before she could do any lasting damage.

Something in me snapped. Or, more accurately, bent. Like a green-stick fracture. Feeling uncharacteristically confident (perhaps because I was dressed as a man), I half-yelled, That’s not fucking funny.

I finally managed to get the price gun working and gave it an angry test run on the tabletop. Bam. Bam.

And you know what, Dusty? I added. It’s never been funny.

There was a stunned silence, before he quietly protested, You’ve found it funny in the past.

I’ve been too tired not to laugh in the past. There’s a difference.

I was just kidding, he said. It’s just a joke. Jeez. What’s eating you? And please don’t say zombies.

He turned to Mel.

You think I’m funny, don’t you?

She waved a hand at him.

I’m busy, she said dismissively.

Dusty looked at both of us with an expression of total bewilderment, as though he’d put his children to bed and had pulled back the covers in the morning only to discover that they’d exploded into adults overnight. Finally, he retreated into his office, practically walking backwards to avoid any other surprises, like a knife in the back. Or, in my case, a prop Styrofoam arrow. He resumed his grumbling once he was safely over the threshold, audibly muttering, Can’t even tell a fucking joke around here anymore.

Once we were rid of him, I turned to Mel.

Hey, Mel . . .

I glimpsed a barely noticeable loosening of her shoulders as she asked, Yeah, doll?

But then she abruptly shook her head.

I’ve got a lot to do. What is it?

Nothing, I said, my sudden bravado falling away. Nothing.
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After work, I chucked the day’s takings into the overnight deposit box and quickly made my way into Fortitude Valley for the annual end-of-festivities gig. Jarrah, taking pity on me, had agreed to accompany me (although not in costume), but at the last minute had been asked to pull a double at Froth. I tried to coax one of the guys into coming with me by offering to buy the first round but everyone said no, pleading tiredness, band prac, or ‘family commitments’. I suspected they were all too self-conscious to be seen cavorting with a bunch of cosplayers. On my way out, I ran into Jarrah, who was taking a last drag on her cigarette before re-entering the café.

Sorry I couldn’t join ya, she said, grinding the ciggie butt out and turning on her heel. Over her shoulder, she called, Eat a brain for me!

I decided to still go, reasoning that it would be a waste not to show off the costume that had been so sorely underappreciated by my cool colleagues. The distant sound of throbbing house music grew increasingly louder as I drew closer to the gig that was to cap off the day’s festivities. The Walk Inn was a strip club-cum-music venue that, between the handy shandies and fist fights it had seen, would have lit up like a strobe show under UV lights. Barely fitting through the narrow doorframe, I promptly chucked my bulky bow and arrow into a nearby bin and ducked into the seedy, heavily graffitied bathroom to check my FX makeup. The facial hair I’d glued on was peeling off above my upper lip, but it was nothing a quick reapplication couldn’t mend.

Holding the moustache in place with a finger while the glue set, I lined up at the bar to order a beer. While I waited, I watched the zombie ravers. Glow sticks lit up the dark room and illuminated several zombie Abraham Lincolns, undead Audrey Hepburns, and one or two Thriller (1982)-era Michael Jacksons.

There’s nothing like seeing a bunch of flesh-eaters coming together for a good cause to restore your faith in humanity, is there? I asked the bartender when I finally reached the front of the queue.

Expressionless, he responded, What’ll it be?

Sorry?

To drink. What’ll it be.

Oh. Um, just a Milton Mango, thanks. I mean, I suppose zombies aren’t actually human anymore, are they? So maybe I should have said ‘to restore your faith in reanimated tissue’.

I thought I was being endearingly quippy, but the bartender’s unimpressed silence as he retrieved the XXXX from the fridge and stuck his hand out for payment suggested I was having precisely no effect. Maybe my moustache was dulling my charm. Realising this was one egg I wasn’t going to crack, I shrugged and dug around for cash, before having the sinking realisation that I’d left my money at Dusty’s. I hadn’t wanted to carry a bag as well as my cumbersome weaponry to work, and my plan had been to carry my wallet in my pockets. But then I’d discovered that the vest I’d bought for the costume had fake pockets, so I’d shoved cash and my ID in my bra and gone into work. Upon arriving, however, I’d taken it all out (because sweaty cash = itchy boobs). Evidently, I’d forgotten to put it back in at the end of the day. Sidebar, if anything grates my cheese, it’s fake pockets, because they’re fundamentally sexist. Don’t believe me? Ask yourself why fake pockets are only a feature of women’s clothing (and, evidently, men’s zombie apparel). Perhaps it’s because wallets, keys, and anything else that could be conveniently stashed in a pocket adds bulk to one’s outfit, thus causing one to look slightly fatter. And if there’s one thing women (and, I suppose, Darryl Dixon cosplayers) shouldn’t be, it’s fat. Look, I’m calling it. It’s time for a revolution. We gave women the vote, now give us pockets.

Where was I? Oh yeah. Standing in front of the bar with no cash or ID. At least the bartender didn’t seem inclined to check my age: something I would normally construe as an insult, but which tonight was a small blessing.

At the busy bar, I looked down at my feet while I frantically debated my options. Snatch the beer and do a runner? Admit defeat and head home? God forbid, endure the rest of the night sober? People behind me were muttering impatiently as I deliberated, and I felt suddenly embarrassed by my costume. If I’d been dressed as an undead Audrey, maybe the bartender would have taken pity on me.

Suddenly, the prickly barkeep said, Next, and pushed the cold can into my hands. I looked up, bewildered. On the house? Why? Was he flirting with me? His fractious tone suggested otherwise. If this was what flirting looked like, I’d been doing it wrong my whole life. Which was entirely possible, but still.

I leaned over the counter and stroked my moustache suggestively.

What time do you clock off? I asked.

He rolled his eyes and nodded at a woman standing beside me.

She paid.

Oh. I looked at my mysterious benefactor. She was dressed as a zombie bride, blood-streaked veil obscuring her profile. Despite this, there was something strangely familiar about her. I couldn’t put my finger on it. Wait. Her fingers. No, not quite. Her hands? Close, but no cigar.

Oh my god.

Her arms.

I figured it out in the split second she turned around to face me.

There he stood, resplendent in a tattered white wedding gown.

Patrick! I exclaimed.

He grinned sheepishly, badly applied red lipstick showing on his front teeth.

Hi, he said.

Just hi. No smooth one-liners, no negging, no nothing. Just hi.

I liked it.

Luckily for him, I also liked his more verbose tendencies, which promptly kicked in.

I hope that wasn’t presumptuous, he said. You don’t have to drink it. If you don’t want it, I’ll have it. Not that I want it. I have my own. I just don’t want you to feel obligated. I mean, with stranger danger and all of that.


No, I said. I want it.

The ‘it’ wasn’t just the beer, but he didn’t need to know that yet.

We gravitated towards the back wall, where we stood and watched the tail-end of the set.

Another? he asked, once I’d finished my drink.

No, I said, surprising myself. I don’t think I want to drink any more tonight.

Do you want to watch the next band with me? Are you here with anyone? he asked.

I’m here with you, I said.

I smiled at him, and he smiled crookedly back at me.

We watched as the band set up.

Check, check, one, two. One, one, two. Two, three, said the bassist into the mic, while the drummer held a compact mirror in front of her face and inserted red contact lenses. The rigorous sound check (the count got up to ten, ten) was followed by fifteen minutes of guitar-tuning as the rabid crowd grew increasingly restless. They were definitely out for blood. Or brains. I didn’t care, though. As the stage lights dimmed, casting the crowd of sweaty, drunken zombies with a soft glow, I felt Patrick’s hand slip into mine. I gripped his hand back. The rattling ceiling fan blew his tattered veil around us, like we were in a sheet fort, safely ensconced from the rest of the world. The band still hadn’t started playing, but it was already the best gig I’d ever been to.











TRACK SEVENTEEN




Lying in bed the next night, I was wearing my favourite leopard-print onesie and balancing my laptop and a Costco-sized bag of corn chips on my lap while I watched a video of killer whales attempting to tip a baby seal off an iceberg.

C’mon, little buddy, I whispered. Cling on. Use those flippers.

Just as the poor bastard was about to fall off to certain doom, my mobile rang. Startled, I dropped corn chips onto my keyboard, the orange dust joining the skin and hair follicles already clogging up the keys.

Was it Patrick? I’d given him my number at the end of the gig, and he’d said he would call. I looked excitedly at my phone screen. It was just Alex. Balancing my computer on a pile of books that teetered perilously on my bedside table, next to a mountain of half-used face oils and body lotions, I rolled on to my side to keep watching.

Hello?


I could hear Alex puffing, and envisioned her jogging down the street, Bluetooth earphones in, while she pushed the pram with one hand. In a tone that suggested she knew perfectly well that I was prone and sprinkled with a fine layer of Dorito dust, she asked, What are you up to?

Um, lodging my tax return online? I said, just as David Attenborough’s voice rang out. The orcas will feast richly tonight.

I hurriedly closed the laptop, which caused an avalanche of crusty cosmetic containers to cascade onto the floor.

Little late for a run, isn’t it? I asked.

It’s still light out, and Lewis screams blue murder, so that’ll work in a pinch if any creeps try anything. Listen, I spoke to Mel today. You still haven’t apologised to her?

Yeah, well, I’m not convinced I should have to. She should have consulted me before making a decision this big.

Alex’s breath slowed down. She must have come to a stop, probably to execute a quick stretch. Inspired, I stretched my legs out on the doona cover, but immediately got a cramp.

I’m going to ask you something, Alex said, and I want you to respond, not react. Do you remember in school, when I advanced to Maths A, and you didn’t talk to me for a full week?

Sure. I was pissed because you were tutoring me, and once you left, I wouldn’t have anybody to help me with my homework.

She breathed out slowly.

You spent all of maths class drawing the Green Öyster Cult logo in the margins, and left me to do the hard work.

It’s Blue.

Huh?


Blue Öyster Cult. Not Green.

Whatever. My point is, as much as I love you, you have a bit of a tendency towards . . . self-involvement.

Hold up. Are you calling me selfish?

Not selfish. More . . . self-involved?

She paused.

Actually, no, you can be selfish. I don’t think it’s intentional. But sometimes, when something is going great for someone else . . . well, if it doesn’t align with your interests or directly benefit you, you sort of . . . switch off.

I was stunned, a baby seal helpless against a vicious attack. Rubbing at the twinge in my calf, I asked, So you’re saying that I got angry with Mel because, what, her moving away doesn’t ‘benefit’ me? Is that how little you think of me?

I’m not trying to attack you, Kathy. Let me try to explain this better. Mel has been a cornerstone of your life for more than ten years. She’s your safety net. Her moving away means the net has been pulled out from under you, and you’re scared. It’s natural. But she doesn’t exist solely in relation to you. She needs a change, and she needs you, as her safety net, to guarantee that you’ll be there for her if and when she needs you.

This is all very enlightening, but how, may I ask, does this relate to maths class?

Well, it’s the same situation.

Huh?

Instead of recognising that going into advanced maths was important to me, you just thought about how it would affect you. Look, I don’t resent you for it. We were kids.


She paused.

But you’re not a kid now.

Well, tell me how you really feel, why don’tcha.

I really love you. I really cherish you. But I also really know you, warts and all. Some of which are in private places, and I could have done without seeing. Look, this can’t be news to you. Don’t you remember how mad I was after Lew’s birth?

I’d be mad too, after hours of labour. Ugh. I don’t blame you.

I was mad at you, not my baby! Do you know you were the last person to visit me in hospital?

Early-bird tickets were being released for the Stones’ Australian tour, I said. I had to stay online. I came as quickly as I could, really and truly.

There’s wi-fi at the hospital.

It’s a shaky connection at best. I couldn’t miss out on those tickets, Al. Keith Richards could cark it any day.

I don’t know anything about rock music, but even I know that Keith Richards will live forever. He probably bathes in formaldehyde. This was the birth of my child, for god’s sake.

I frowned petulantly, grateful she couldn’t see me.

And that’s another thing. Her voice was shaking with barely contained anger. I get it. You like rock music. That’s great, that’s very cool and all, but you know what I like? Pop. I like pop music, and I don’t deserve to be dismissed because of it.

Hey, I like pop too.

You like pop that has been ironised enough that it’s socially acceptable for you to like it. Everything exists within this convoluted hierarchy that makes no sense to anybody outside of Dusty’s. Why are Hall and Oates okay but not the Backstreet Boys?

Hall and Oates have soul, I said.

You used to think the Backstreet Boys had soul. I still have the laminated Nick Carter bookmark you made for me using that interactive DVD-ROM in primary school.

People’s tastes change.

Sure, I get that. But I’ve seen you singing along when you think I’m not looking. I bet you still know all of the words to ‘Backstreet’s Back’ (1997).

One, it’s actually called ‘Everybody, parentheses, Backstreet’s Back’, I said huffily. And two, it’s easy for you to get all high and mighty about being selfless. I’m not lucky enough to have a husband or a six-figure salary.

And that was the moment that Alex exploded.

It’s not easy for me! she yelled.

I recoiled as though she’d hurled a live grenade through the phone. In our twenty-plus years of friendship, I’d rarely seen her lose her composure. Sure, I’d seen her grumpy, maybe even huffy. But for her to get audibly angry, and I’m talking spittingly, stingingly, steamingly mad was . . . well, out of character.

I work hard, she said. I work from 7 a.m. to 7 p.m. and that’s just at the office. It’s not because I want to, it’s because I have to, to prove that I can.

But . . . you love your job.

I love being good at my job. There’s a difference. And it’s not just the job. Despite Dennis ‘helping out’, I still end up cleaning the house and changing the nappies when I get home.

As though on cue, Lewis started crying in the background.


Alex spoke like she was barely keeping her anger under control.

I’ve always looked out for you, and so has Mel. But there comes a time when—

Let me guess, I have to look out for you guys? I interjected.

No. Well, yes, actually. But I was going to say, when you need to look out for yourself.

I’m confused, I replied. First I was selfish, but now I have to think about myself?

Just think about what I’m saying. Just listen to me, for once.

Okay, okay, I’m listening. What I don’t get is why aren’t you mad that Mel didn’t forewarn you she was leaving.

Silence. In the background, I heard the sounds of traffic.

Hello? You there?

I’m here, Alex said, her voice coming crisply through the receiver. I knew.

Knew what? I asked, still not getting it.

I knew Mel was leaving. She told me. She asked me not to tell you.

What? Why the hell not? And why would she tell you and not me?

Because she was scared of how you’d react.

How I’d react? How would I react?

How you’re reacting.

This time I snapped.

I can’t believe this! I can’t believe you didn’t tell me. Does our friendship mean nothing to you? I tell you everything!

That’s the whole problem, Kathy! You talk and talk and talk, but talking at someone isn’t the same thing as having a discussion. Mel is right. Look, I didn’t want to get involved, but fuck it. How hard would it have been to ask Mel about Tina? She talks about being tired after being out every night and instead of asking her about what she could possibly have been doing during all those sleepless nights, you start talking about espresso martinis. Could you be any more obtuse?

I thought back to lunch.

Well, that explains all the looks passing between the two of you. Not to mention why my shin is bruised. What else have you been talking about behind my back? Are my parents in on it too? Is the next family dinner going to be an intervention?

Like I’d willingly attend another group function with you, she muttered.

What?

After the way you acted during dinner with my friends? I decided then and there to stop inviting you along to things. Although the idea occurred to me long before that, after the last time you deigned to hang out with my other friends.

I didn’t ‘deign’, I said. You made me.

That’s my whole point. I have to bloody well beg you to do things that are of interest to me, and you act like I’ve asked you to hop inside an iron maiden for several hours.

Now, if you’d ask me to go see Iron Maiden, I’d be interested . . .

I waited for a response, but all I heard was deep breathing.

Are you meditating or something?

I’m practising deep breathing, Alex said. And I’m choosing my words very carefully, so I don’t say something I’ll regret. Look, I have to go. Dennis is replicating a soufflé from season one of MasterChef (2009–∞) using only three ingredients, and he’ll be heartbroken if it deflates before I get back. Apparently, that takes priority over the weekly shop or scrubbing the toilet, but at least he’s pitching in.

I went to say something – maybe an apology, maybe not. I wasn’t sure. But as I tried to find the words, Alex must have wandered further into the dead zone of Milton’s winding hills, and our connection broke down. I tried in vain to hear her, the audio cutting in and out, but it was pointless, and finally she hung up.











TRACK EIGHTEEN




Dusty’s Records?

Hi, I just wanted to speak to the girl who works there.

Which girl are you referring to, so I can direct your call?

She has glasses and dark hair.

There are so many women who work here you’ll have to be more specific, I said.

Um . . . pale skin? Like, really pale.

Okay, I’m going to stop you there before you describe my complexion as cadaverous. This is she. How can I help you?

I don’t know if you’ll remember me, but I was in there last month looking for a recording of the song ‘Fields of Gold’ to play at my grandma’s funeral service. You sold me Eva Cassidy’s Live at Blues Alley (1996).

I couldn’t tell where this was going, but I tensed instinctively. I tried to predict what form the complaint would take. Maybe they felt the live recording wasn’t suitable for a funeral. Perhaps the CD was scratched. Or the worst-case scenario: what if the wrong disc was in the case? I had visions of ‘One Week’ (1998) by the Barenaked Ladies blaring out as the coffin was carried away by pallbearers.

The person on the other end continued.

It might seem like a small thing, but I was so stressed, and my parents were distraught. When I couldn’t track down a copy of the song, I was at breaking point. I was probably terribly rude to you, but you really saved the day. And when that song played . . . well, it was my gran’s favourite. We could’ve streamed it, but my mum wanted to put the disc in the coffin with Gran, so she could have it with her forever. Sorry, I’m rambling. I just want you to know you were really patient and knowledgeable and it meant a lot.

I didn’t have the heart to tell them that CDs degrade after fifty to one hundred years, so depending on their definition of forever, Gran would be out of luck in half a century or so. I also decided not to ask if the body was cremated: if so, it put a new spin on the idea of burning CDs.

You’re welcome, I said instead. It’s my job.

Well, thanks again. I won’t forget it.

Resisting the urge to ask them to write a letter restating what they’d said so that I could wave it under Dusty’s nose, I thanked them for their feedback and hung up. I had a warm feeling in my chest that I usually only associated with tequila.

Why are you smiling? Dusty asked me, frowning suspiciously. That call better have been work-related. If I find out you were on the fucking phone to your mum again . . .

Sorry Dusty, I said, continuing to smile. Right you are.

[image: image]


Despite the fight with Mel lingering in the back of my mind, I was in a good mood and decided to try out some funky new phone greetings. These included the fake answering service:

You’ve reached Dusty’s Records. Unfortunately we aren’t available right now. Please select from the following options . . .

The succinct but effective, D’s, sup?

The succinct but effective, D’s Records, sup?

And my personal favourite, Domino’s, can I take your order?

I eventually stuck with the classic, Dusty’s Records. What can I dust off for you today?

Is that Kathy? This is Patrick.

Damn. The one time I try a funky phone greeting.

Hi! How are you? I had fun the other night.

Hey. I’m good. I had fun, too.

His voice sounded slightly crackly, like the hissing and popping of a needle jumping lightly over dust and scuffs on an old record. (There’s no need to explain to me how damaging a busted record is to a needle. It’s okay. Breathe.)

As I listened to Patrick, a line of customers descended on the counter. It’s a phenomenon universal in retail in which, despite there being nary a customer for hours, possibly days, all of a sudden there’re ten or twenty, and they all have urgent business.

Sorry, Patrick, but I have to go. I know this sounds like a blatant lie, considering it’s 2017 and I work in an independent record shop, but it’s really busy here.

His laughter, muffled by the connection, sounded like Rice Bubbles in milk.

Before you go, he said, are you free tonight?


Yes! I said too loudly, causing the businessman at the head of the queue who was clutching a copy of Janis Joplin’s Pearl (1971) to startle, and grumble impatiently. I’d take bets that it was one of two female recording artists in his collection, and the second one was either Joni Mitchell, or, if he was inclined to push the proverbial envelope, maybe PJ Harvey. Trust me. I’m like a magician. Can I get a volunteer from the audience? Let me tell you what card you chose.

Great, said Patrick. Shall we meet for a drink and go from there?

The Extremely Important Businessman exhaled loudly as I spoke, rolling up his sleeve to look pointedly at his gleaming Apple Watch.

I nodded at him, and mimed a ‘talking hands’ gesture while rolling my eyes, to indicate that I wanted to get off the phone, truly I did, but that I was stuck.

I agreed, suggesting The Sour Pickle.

I’m looking forward to it, I said. In fact, thinking about it might even get me through this tedious day.

Fortune 500’s eyes narrowed.

Okay, I said, I’d better go. See you soon.

It’s about time, Fortune 500 said.

Sorry about that. It was an urgent call.

Noting his dubious expression, I continued, Very, very urgent. With our courier company. They . . . lost our delivery of record cleaning fluid. Yep, there was an explosion. The freight truck crashed, and the alcohol in the cleaning solution caused a massive blast. The driver is fine, thank god. But his eyebrows . . .

I shuddered.


Needless to say he’s off duty for a while. I’m sure you’ll hear about it on the news any day now. Anyhoo, just this one today?

He harrumphed and handed me his platinum card.

You’re a real Chatty Cathy, you know that? he said churlishly.

I smirked.

That’s what they tell me.
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Hey.

I called over to Ian, where he was perched at the listening station, immersed in demos of his band’s forthcoming EP, tentatively titled Ian Everly and the Evangelicals Electrolyse your Eardrums. Privately, I thought the title needed some work.

He lifted one headphone up to hear me, nodding his head along to the track.

Sup?

Do you smell something?

He sniffed.

I dunno, man. This place is funky on the best of days. Hmmm. What do you think of Ian Fisher and the Foxxy Ladies Funk it Up?

Ian. Your surname is Quilty.

Yeah, but Quilty’s so un-rock’n’roll. And besides, what else starts with ‘q’? Queen, obviously, but that’s taken.

I would have suggested something like ‘quadraphonic’, but figured it was one syllable too many for Ian’s limited vocabulary.

Anyway, I said, I’m smelling something apart from the usual B.O. and dust blend. Something . . . scatological.


I walked from Soundtracks to Compilations. Nothing. At Hip Hop, the smell got stronger. It wasn’t until Reggae/Dub that I determined its origins. There, beneath my shoe, was a human shit. I repeat, a human shit.

Ah, the vicissitudes of a day in a record shop. Vicissitudes being another word that Ian would need picture cards to spell out.

Oh my god, I cried out. Ian loped over at the sound of my voice.

Oh. My. God, he said.

His exclamation drew the attention of Andy, who slowly meandered over. His eyes widened. Then, quietly, almost reverently, he said, Holy shit.

Record shops, particularly in the heart of a city centre, are not unaccustomed to spilled substances, including of the bodily variety. I personally have become familiar with the sight of vomit and urine seeping under the front doorway. Children will occasionally soil themselves, and dropped fries, dried-up chewing gum, and ciggie butts all eventually migrate into the shop. It sometimes feels like a Bermuda Triangle of trash and bodily excretions. And fingernails. I can’t forget the fingernails. But, by and large, these are manageable accidents. This? This was deliberate.

This was war.

Somebody had pulled down their dacks, relieved themselves of an impressive – indeed, worrying – amount of faecal matter in an empty crate beneath the racks. They had also smeared it on the carpet and nearby wall, and flung the remainder into the waist-high CD racks. The sheer volume of defecation suggested that whomever was responsible was decidedly not healthy. As someone with a touch of IBS myself, I should know. I stood in a state of shock for what felt like the entire duration of Pills ’n’ Thrills and Bellyaches (1990).

I’ll cover the counter while you’re dealing with this, Kathy, Ian said in what sounded like an earnest gesture of goodwill. I narrowed my eyes at the assumption that I’d be the one to clean it up, but before I could complain, Ian had picked his way back to the counter and ensconced himself behind the register. Andy, meanwhile, had conveniently slipped away, perhaps retreating to privately berate himself over his incessant rambling.

Who would do this? Ian asked from his safe position metres away, pallid-faced and immobile.

I don’t know.

I was equally ashen as I gingerly untied my laces and stepped out of my decimated shoes to clean them off.

We do get a few, erm, cooked chooks in here, said Ian. Maybe somebody just didn’t know what they were doing?

Well, one thing’s for sure, I replied. Unless they turn themselves in, we’ll never find out. Dusty’s too cheap to install security cams and I don’t know about you, but I didn’t notice anybody that made me think, They look just the type of person to shit in public, if I’ve ever seen one.

What are you talking about?

Ian pointed to the sign in the doorway that read CCTV Cameras in Operation.

Sweet, stupid Ian.

Dude, I said. Have you ever seen any actual cameras in here? Dusty bought that sign at The Reject Shop. Where did you think they were hidden, in the ceiling? Oh, crap.


In my frenzy to scrub the matter from the soles of my shoes, I had inadvertently broken my thin disposable glove, lodging excrement firmly beneath my fingernail. Ian, even from his remote vantage point, looking increasingly green, which at least was a refreshing contrast to all of the brown that was in my eyeline (although, thankfully, not in my actual eye. Pink eye would truly be the last straw).

Accepting that I was well beyond the point of escaping unscathed, I wiped my hands on my jeans, tied my hair back in a messy bun, and got to work scrubbing. I hesitated for only a split second before tossing my sneakers into the garbage bag. It was only when I was satisfied there was nothing left behind that I allowed the grim reality of the situation to hit me. My shoulders drooped forwards and my head hung, like Charlie Brown practising a forward fold. Namaste. The IBS in me bows to the IBS in you.

When I’d started working at Dusty’s all those years ago, it was safe to say I hadn’t envisioned this day. Not once did the forensic extraction of biohazardous bodily substances occur to me as being in my future as a record shop saleswoman. Not to mention, having decisively chosen not to have children, I thought I’d avoided diaper duty. Nonetheless, it was telling that it fell to me to clean it up. Was it a simple matter of she who smelt it dealt with it? Or was this more insidiously – dare I say – a gendered issue?

As Ian went back to listening to demos and doodling band logos, and Andy returned to his magazine, I grew increasingly irate about the odious injustice of it all. It was as though I were still doing work experience, and getting relegated all the chores that apparently were beneath everybody else’s stations.


A voice interrupted my angry inner discourse.

’Scuse me. Are youse hiring?

It was a lanky teenage boy with a fresh crop of virulent-looking cystic acne. He gripped a second-hand ‘Boys Don’t Cry’ (1979) seven-inch in his hands and looked expectantly at me. When I didn’t immediately respond, his eyes panned down to take in the damp carpet and my equally damp socked feet. Realisation appeared to dawn on the gangly teen’s face. He stepped back to take in the entire scene before speaking again.

This must just be the coolest job, he finally said. Is it just like Empire Records?

I can’t speak for the boys, but I sure as shit felt like crying.











TRACK NINETEEN




I went to The Pickle as soon as I clocked off, my befouled sneakers replaced by a pair of brand-spankin’-new uggs instead. The multiple ugg boot shops surrounding the shop had finally come in handy. Unfortunately, my new shoes were decidedly uggly. The only pair left that would fit my size-nine feet were fuchsia slip-ons, with a diamanté embellishment and faux-fur trim. Morrissey would be appalled, but the sheepskin shoes were the only things available in a pinch. Anything was better than shitty booties, and going barefoot in the city was not an option. Waiting at the bar, I wondered if I could convince Dusty to reimburse me for the boots.

Yeah, right. And pigs eating Krispy Kreme will fly.

What’ll it be? The suspiciously pubescent-looking bartender interrupted my contemplation, his voice cracking on the last syllable like his balls had dropped then and there.

One gin and tonic, thanks, I said, before pausing. Actually, make it two.


I carried my drinks out to the smoking area, where Warren, Jason and one of our beloved (i.e. tolerated) regulars, Mark, were clearly already a few pints deep. Guys from or on the periphery of Dusty’s could be found on any given night at The Pickle. It didn’t matter if their child had a dance recital that night, or if they had an early opening shift the next morning. Bunch of no-good alcos, I thought, as I drained my first G&T. I reached over to snake a handful of roast potatoes off Warren’s plate.

Hey, he said. I wasn’t finished.

Ignoring him, I munched away at his leftovers.

Nice slippers, Kathy, said Jason. I see you’ve finally given up and are now wearing sleepwear to work.

I narrowed my eyes at him as I slurped down my second beverage. He sniffed the air.

Did you come bearing a smellogram, by the way? You are ripe.

Well, I hate to give it to you but that’s as good a segue as any, I said. Have I got a story for you lot.

After draining my glass and pausing dramatically, I began to tell them all about Pooh Corner, as it would go down in the annals (or, in this case, anals) of the shop’s long and storied history.

So I reckon the target had to be either me or you, Jason, I concluded.

Me? Why me?

Well, you have a reputation for being a little bit . . . contrarian.

Contrarian?

You’re not exactly renowned for your gentle touch, I explained. Case in point, two minutes ago.

Jason raised a finger in protest, but ultimately having no satisfactory ammunition with which to defend himself, lowered it back down. Mark, who’d been shopping at Dusty’s since it opened, asked, And if not him, you? How’s that?

Well, I said, I’m Yoko, obviously.

They all looked dumbly at me.

I don’t know if you guys have picked up on this, but I am, in fact, a woman. And much like Yoko, none of the vitriol towards me is warranted. She didn’t actually unYoko the Beatles, and likewise I’m not conspiring to raze Dusty’s to the ground.

So’s Mel, but. Is she a Yoko? Mark asked.

Mulling it over, I replied, To a degree, but I bear the brunt of the resentment because I’m public-facing. Mel is more of a . . . Cynthia Lennon.

Just rewinding for a sec, said Jason. UnYoko?

I was trying something about Yoko and unyoking . . . I dunno, I shrugged.

Points for effort, Mark said. Slung over the back of his chair was a tote bag stuffed with records from Dusty’s he’d gotten first dibs on.

Point . . . my point is . . . what was my point?

I realised I was a bit drunk.

Aha! My point is that Yoko has been historically unfairly maligned, and, like her, I’m patiently awaiting my retribution. And reparation. In the form of beer, please.

I swigged the last of my drink, and held out my empty glass to Jason, who begrudgingly pulled out his wallet for the next round.

The conversation turned to whether or not any of them had fapped it to the nude inset in Ono and Lennon’s Unfinished Music No. 1: Two Virgins (1968). Everyone answered in the affirmative except Jason. Returning to the table with the round of beers, he scoffed, Fuck no. I don’t jerk it to pictures of men.


Before too long, the tête-à-tête moved on to how Bob Dylan, Tom Waits and Leonard Cohen in their later years all sound like Ben Affleck doing his Batman voice. Another scintillating tangent involved how whoever was working the deep fryer at Red Rooster in the Myer Centre had been seriously under-cooking the fries lately (‘nobody likes a limp fry’). From there, the conversation, and the evening as a whole, devolved rapidly.

One by one, Jason, Mark and various other hangers-on who had joined the table dispersed. Eventually, Warren and I were the only ones left standing: in my case, just barely. I ordered The Professor to play INXS, and when he politely declined, I inquired in a tone befitting Her Majesty the Queen if he knew who it was he was talking to. When he begrudgingly obliged, although not before casting me a decidedly dirty look, I forcefully grabbed the microphone from him. Then, I proceeded to perform what I thought was an especially moving rendition of ‘Never Tear Us Apart’ (1988). Before I knew it, I was slurring into the mic.

MichaelHutchenceizdead. Hezdeadandhe’llnevernotbedeadyou guyz.

Warren wrestled the microphone off me, and I snapped, Back off, man. I’m a sales assistant, before shoving him away from me.

Now, to cut me some slack, I think we can probably all agree that at least some of my questionable choices over the course of the evening could be excused due to the spectacularly crappy day I’d had. Not to mention that, if I do say so myself, I had a valid point. Michael Hutchence (1960–1997) is in fact deceased, and that’s a heavy burden for anybody to bear.

Unfortunately, though, my bad behaviour didn’t stop there. A lot of the night is lost to me, for which I’m beyond grateful, but alas, I’m unable to forget dancing on top of a chair to Bon Jovi’s ‘Livin’ on a Prayer’ (1986). I’m also stuck with the memory of singing at the top of my lungs, WHOA-OH, I’M DANCIN’ ON A CHAIR.

That’s not so bad, you might be thinking. That’s actually rather a good play on words, considering your apparent state of total inebriation. Although, between INXS and Bon Jovi, I’m beginning to doubt your supposedly refined taste in music.

Dear reader, to that I retort with three corresponding statements:


	I agree, that was masterful wordplay. It was absolutely off the cuff, and I resent the implication that I thought of it months earlier and had been waiting for just the right occasion to whip it out.

	Who are you, John Peel? I bet you five bucks you’ve got a copy of Slippery When Wet (1986) stashed in your collection.

	I hadn’t finished.



I was halfway through bellowing CHAIR-YUH, my fist swinging out to the side in a victorious punch, when I felt it connect with something solid. In fact, it felt an awful lot like a human head. I spun around to take a look, but didn’t see anybody.

Huh, I said, weaving slightly from side to side.

Warren tapped me on my shoulder and directed my gaze downwards. There, lying prostrate, beer knocked clean out of his hand and puddling on the ground beside him, was Patrick.

I stood precariously on the chair, blearily looking at him, then over at Warren (who was shaking with laughter), before my gaze landed once more on Patrick. The act of looking at their faces left me dizzier and more nauseous than if I’d been for a quick ride on the Superman Escape at Movie World.

I swallowed. Even in my damaged state I was capable of suspecting that there was no coming back from this. I’d undone any progress I might have made in getting Patrick to think of me as a functioning adult woman, let alone one he might be attracted to. I was certain of it.

Ugh, Patrick mumbled, after what was a worrying amount of time. He propped himself up on one elbow. Sitting upright, he looked down at his other elbow, out of which stuck a shard of broken glass, like translucent bone.

Ogh, he said. Blood dribbled down his arm as he lifted his hand to inspect his face, which if I wasn’t mistaken bore the faint outline of my fist. He staggered to his feet, pulled the piece of glass from his elbow, and blinked rapidly as blood spurted out of the wound. This time, when he spoke, he managed to form a sentence, which was a fair stretch better than me. I continued to stare blankly in front of me.

If you didn’t want to see me, you could have just said so on the phone, he said woozily.

It took a few seconds for my befuddled brain to make sense of his words. Through a haze, I remembered him calling me at work to arrange our date. Between the shit incident and the several thousand gins I’d consumed as a direct coping mechanism, I’d completely forgotten about it.

I’m so, so sorry, I managed to say with minimal slurring.

He tried to alleviate my conscience with a pacifying smile, but only succeeded in wincing with pain.


It’s fine.

No, it’s not. I was just really into the song . . .

I could see that.

And I had this play on words, and you know that Michael Hutchence is dead, and . . . I drifted off hopelessly, startlingly close to tears. As somebody whose first time crying in seven years had occurred while high on edibles and watching Paddington (2014), my tear ducts had been alarmingly active of late.

Honestly, it’s okay, Patrick reiterated. I might need a couple of stitches, is all. I’m not sure what Michael Hutchence has to do with anything, but that could be due to the concussion.

I considered it a small mercy that he hadn’t witnessed my INXS karaoke routine earlier.

Patrick outstretched his hand and helped me down off the chair. My grip slipped slightly on his bloodied forearm. Slippery when wet indeed.

Can I buy you a beer to make up for the one I destroyed? I asked.

Actually, I think I should get home and nurse these wounds, he said, sounding aggrieved.

It was my turn to wince.

It’s fine, he said sharply. He took a deep breath, before repeating the words in a gentler tone of voice. I just don’t want to, you know, thin my blood any further.

I had never felt more pathetic. First Mel, then Alex, and now Patrick? If I burned any more bridges I’d be swimming across the Brisbane River to work the next day. And there were bull sharks in that thing. At some point during the chaos, Warren had wandered off to the pokies room, so after Patrick left I was alone. I found myself wondering if perhaps I should reassess my relationship to alcohol. I mean, I didn’t need to drink. It was just a habit: first comes the booze, then the fried food, then the online shopping. Then a nightcap to quell the anxiety produced by imprudent spending. Oh, god. Maybe I did need to get a grip. Was it too late in the year for a resolution? I looked around me at my fellow inebriated patrons. It was like a Santa Claus convention: all broken capillaries and paunchy stomachs. The realisation that I could end up resembling Mrs Claus if I wasn’t careful was frightening.

In that moment, I committed to changing my life. Mustering my resolve, I whispered to myself, Just you watch. I’d be subsisting on avocado and kale smoothies in no time.

Of course, I thought, I may as well ride today out to its natural conclusion and start afresh tomorrow.

Buoyed with excitement for the new me, I marched up to the bar and ordered another drink to celebrate my resolution. Then another. And another.

The rest of the night was a bit of a blur, to be quite honest with you.











TRACK TWENTY




Predictably, the following morning began not with a meditation session, kundalini yoga class or juice cleanse, but with a hangover. That, and four harrowing words.

So, about last night . . .

I looked at Warren in horror.

I think it’s best if we keep what happened between us, he continued.

Please tell me you mean my singing, I pleaded, wondering what I’d forgotten. I’d thought Warren had left The Pickle before me. What had I— what had we done?

Nah, that’s all over the web by now, he said. And it didn’t stop at INXS, by the way. You went through every miserable bastard ballad you could think of. You don’t remember?

I shook my head in despair.

I’ll admit, your Morrissey impression was pretty good. Although I have to say, chucking my roast beef on the ground and mooing to the tune of ‘Meat is Murder’ (1985) was just unnecessary.

I lifted my ugg up. Shards of glass and bits of grey beef wedged under the sole corroborated Warren’s story and reminded me I’d been so hungover and late for work I’d worn the same outfit as the night before.

But no, he continued, I’m talking about what happened after. Back at mine.

Oh no, I whispered.

Oh yes, he said, clearly savouring the suspense as he unhurriedly rolled a cigarette and tucked it behind his ear. He smiled slowly as goose bumps ran down the length of my spine.

The ol’ ball and chain was out of town, and your date had obviously abandoned you after you king-hit him – nice one, by the way – so you suggested we hook up.

I said that? I refused to believe it.

I think your actual words were ‘make like Mulder and Scully in season seven and get spooky’.

Damn. That did sound like me.

All of these years keeping me at arm’s length, Warren continued, wilfully oblivious to my discomfort. I knew you were playing hard to get.

As if it could get any worse, he added, You actually called me Patrick at one point. I didn’t know you were into roleplay, but I was happy to oblige.

A wave of nausea swept through me.

’Scuse me, I said, running into the office, and reaching the trash can in the nick of time. I stood up, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, just as Dusty wandered out from his office.

Oh, for fuck’s sake.

Sorry, I whispered, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.

This is why you don’t have women working in a fucking record shop.

He turned on his heel and walked straight back into his office, slamming the door behind him. I stepped outside to the bin room/car park/local transient population’s ad hoc boarding house. While I was bent over, hosing out the bin, I heard somebody clearing their throat. I looked up to see Mel locking her car door. She dangled her keys from her hand and looked at me expressionlessly.

Hi, she eventually said.

Hi.

I wasn’t talking to you. I was talking to Jerry, Mel said, nodding at a vaguely human shape underneath a cardboard box next to her car.

Do you mind? I’m trying to sleep here, said a phlegmy voice from under the stack of cardboard.

Sorry, Jerry, Mel said, bustling past me to the doorway. But before going inside, she hesitated. Turning back, she said kindly, Better out than in.

Yeah, I said, leaning against the wall, visibly perspiring. Even in my precarious state, I was grateful that she was deigning to talk to me. She looked at me as if expecting me to say more, but getting nothing further, made to walk inside. Just as she crossed the threshold, I called her back.

Hey, I said. I need to tell you that . . . I’m sorry.


Mel waited. She wasn’t going to make this easy for me. Suppressing the urge to vomit again, I went on.

I was sad that you’re leaving, and because I have the emotional maturity of a strawberry, I masked my sadness with anger, because that’s easier to deal with. I know that I sometimes take you for granted. But I’m happy for you.

I paused, before saying really, in the most sincere tone I could muster.

Nothing. Damn. I’d thought it would be easier than this.

And about Tina, I added.

Mel raised an eyebrow expectantly.

I think that maybe I was scared you’d get hurt.

Wuh-wah. Mel cupped her hand around her mouth and imitated a trombone blaring. Try again.

Maybe I was jealous. Maybe I was still scared to really go for it with Patrick. Maybe seeing you diving headfirst into deep waters made me realise I was still in the shallow end, floaties on my arms and too scared to even blow bubbles under the surface. Which, fair, because there’s a lot of urine in public swimming pools. But still.

She looked at me at length once more, then raised her eyes to the roof and shrugged.

That’s a whole lotta maybes, baby. You could’ve just said, I fucked up and I’m sorry.

I fucked up, I said, and I’m sorry.

Mel reached over and squeezed my hand.

We’re good, she said. Considering how close to death you look, I’ll cut you some slack.

I smiled weakly.


Now I just have to get Alex on my side.

If you think she ever left, you’ve got another think coming.

Hope sparked in response to Mel’s optimism, spreading warmly through my chest.

Oh, and by the way, she added. There’s no way you had sex with Warren.

I jerked my head up.

Take a look.

I stuck my head in the doorway. Warren was talking animatedly with Jason, and when they saw me, both burst out laughing. Wearily, I gave them both the finger.

Bastards. But how do you know?

Warren texted me last night, saying he’d put you in a cab, and that he was going to mess with you today ‘for a laugh’. Then he asked me if I wanted a nightcap.

I smiled gratefully.

Thank god for that. I was about to go home and take an acid bath.

We both moved inside.

It was a pretty good apology, she conceded.

Thanks. I may have rehearsed it in front of the mirror a few hundred times.

I especially liked how you referenced strawberries, like you even know what fruit is.

If there’s one thing I remember from high school English, it’s that to make a story moving, it must be rich in evocative detail.

Hence the strawberry?

Hence the strawberry.


That reminds me, she said. I have Strawberries and Cream lollies in my drawer. Just the thing for a hangover.

I love you, Mel.

The feeling’s mutual, she said, sounding like she really meant it. Now go get us some coffee.











TRACK TWENTY-ONE




I limped over to the bar at Froth after tripping on a unicycle leaning against a stool.

You like the series? Jarrah gestured to the paintings mounted on the walls.

This is yours? I asked, moving over to peer more closely at what I’d first taken to be flowers, but now realised were vulvas, in every shape and colour. Some had bushy pubic hair, while some were bald. Some had dangling labia, and some were neat as a Barbie’s. Some were dusky pink, and others were brown like coffee.

Well, I did the paintings. But the vulvas aren’t mine. Except for . . . she looked around, trying to locate it, that one. Anyway, art doesn’t belong to the artist. It belongs to you.

Subtle, I said. I’d love to hang another woman’s snatch on my wall, but I’m flat broke at the moment. Sorry.

Never mind. Come happy hour tonight, every one of these will be bought.


That’s counting your chickens, isn’t it?

Between the horny businessmen and first-year art students, I don’t think I’ll have a problem. And, not to brag, but have you seen what I look like?

I nodded. She had some solid points.

So, you got the new A.B. CD? she asked.

ABCD? What, do I work at Play School all of a sudden?

A.B. Original, she clarified. Always Black, Original. Compact disc. Ya dig?

I looked blankly at her, a monkey clapping symbols together inside of my head.

Biggest-selling Aussie hip-hop group in a while? Yorta Yorta and Ngarrindjeri fellas?

Sorry. I shrugged.

Jarrah sighed. You lot might get some actual paying customers in that dingy basement of yours if you ordered in some music from blokes that aren’t blindingly white. Or dead. Or both.

I flinched from her casual criticism. I mean, I understood the urge to have a go at Dusty. Who hasn’t wanted to smash a canvas provocatively painted with labia majora over the top of his stalwart head from time to time? But . . . me? I just worked for the man, I wasn’t The Man. I mean, I was literally a woman. How could I be the problem?

We have Indigenous music, I finally countered, meekly.

What, like, two didgeridoo compilations?

One, I corrected her in my head. We’d stashed The Art of the Didgeridoo (2015) in World/Other for want of a better home, just in case a tourist came in asking for ‘authentic’ Australian music. Dusty’s words. I looked at Jarrah sheepishly.


I know you don’t run the joint, she said, but you can make a difference.

She handed me the tray of coffees. ‘Flat WHITE’ was written across each cup in what felt like decidedly pointed commentary. I lifted my own coffee out of the tray. Hey, at least I had brought a Keep Cup. Now that’s activism in action.

You’re right, I conceded. But try telling that to Dusty.

I see your point. He’s so old guard he should start wearing a red tunic and a bearskin hat. But, hey, do you think I just marched in and hung honey pots on the walls as soon as I started working here? You have to start somewhere.

That’s inspiring and all, I said, but what if there’s just no hope of change? I mean, what if people refuse to adapt?

She thought for a second, scooping my change off the counter and into the till.

In that case, maybe you’ve just got to start over.

That sounds exhausting.

Well, you could always just buy one of my paintings to hang in the shop, she yelled over the sound of the coffee grinder. That’d stir things up.

I laughed. I’ll order you in that CD. And maybe I’ll even try to get another copy for the shop.

She nodded. Just don’t put the shop copy in . . . what’s the section you’ve got called again? World slash Other? We’re part of the world, babe, and we’re Othered enough already.

My cheeks pricked red with mortification. On the way out, I tripped again on the jutting-out unicycle wheel. I snapped at the person I assumed was its owner, a skinny-jeans-and-suspenders-clad guy whose back was to me as he examined a mauve and peach-coloured vagina painting.

Really, dude? I asked, fuming. Two wheels is just too many for you? And, like, c’mon, if you embraced the cliché any harder you’d be arrested for public indecency.

He turned to face me, and I realised I knew him. Since we’d last spoken, his ironic moustache had grown into a handlebar bigger than that of his unicycle. Just my luck. Of all the people to encounter in this one-horse town, it had to be Cryin’ Adams. His eyes widened. We stared at each other, both apparently equally dumbfounded, before he stammered, voice laced with fright, Are you following me?

I sighed. Brisbane was starting to feel too small for the likes of me.

I took in his dark denim Levi’s and R.M. Williams Craftsmans, both clearly purchased brand new but torn and scuffed just-so in contrived insouciance. His desperation to fit the mould was as palpable as his woody cologne and posh hair pomade. He looked at me as if he was about to launch into another antagonistic rant, but then to my surprise, he said, I was thinking, and I’ve decided that ‘The’ is a definite article.

Sorry? I asked, blinking.

What you said the other week. The store would be a madhouse if you considered ‘The’ when alphabetising. You were right.

Stunned, I stared at him. I couldn’t think of a single other occasion when someone whose knowledge or opinion I’d contradicted at work had ever recanted their hard-held stance. Maybe it was the alcohol, maybe it was his humility, but I was overcome with the sudden urge to respond in kind. On a whim, I stuck out my hand for him to shake. He looked fearful.

I don’t have a hand buzzer, I assured him.

Hesitantly, he offered his hand in return. His shoulders visibly loosened as we shook and it became clear that I wasn’t planning on pranking him. I smiled ruefully, and a little wearily.

See you round? he asked hopefully as I turned and walked away.

Like a record, I said, without looking back. Like a record.
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After work, I decided to walk home. I felt the need to clear the cobwebs, and I’d seen enough movies to know that rambling walks as the sun set were the best way to elicit deep introspection.

Puffing, sweating and cursing my own name within a few short minutes, I was a wreck by the time I got to the Skate-Bowl, an abandoned skating rink in Red Hill. It hadn’t been operational since it had nearly burned down years before, almost definitely due to some kind of insurance scam. All that was left was the exterior shell, bombed-out with graffiti and casting a hulking shadow over its surrounds. I stopped for a moment and squatted on the ground in front of it, ostensibly to look at the setting sun, but really because I had a throbbing stitch in my side. As I crouched, panting, something caught my eye. I hobbled over to a particularly decimated section of the exterior wall, unable to believe what I was seeing.

Approximately five inches from the ground, and heavily obscured by weeds, was a message. Etched into the brick with a metal nail file, it read A & K and was encircled in a crude heart. It stood for Alex and Kathy. I knew, because I was responsible for it.

It was late 1999. We were at the rink to celebrate my eleventh birthday. In attendance was me, Alex, and a handful of ring-ins who were probably bribed into coming with the promise of gift bags. The excitement was palpable, and not just because it was my birthday. We were about to enter the 2000s. The disco ball, strobe lights, and fog machine all screamed that we were about to party like it was almost the end of 1999.

I’d picked the Skate-Bowl as the venue for my big day. I had decided that I was too old for the fairy shop, and way too cool for a McDonald’s party. Well, okay, Dad didn’t let me choose McDonald’s because, and I quote, Ronald McDonald is a corporate clown.

We started lacing up our skates and my nervous anticipation shifted gears into panic.

What’s the matter? Alex asked.

I pulled her close so the other kids couldn’t hear.

I can’t skate, I whispered, my braces causing the ‘s’ to come out in a pronounced lisp.

It was hardly a shocking disclosure. I couldn’t do a lot of things that most kids my age could do. Swimming was a big no-no: the last time I hit the beach, the lifeguard tried to save me from drowning, despite my insistence that it was just how I looked when I swam. I also couldn’t ride a bike, or skip with a rope, or do anything typically associated with healthy, active preteens. I had cultivated the ability to crank out thunderous elbow farts, but that was admittedly a less useful, although far more entertaining, life skill than some of the others.


Alex thought for a second.

Leave it with me, she said, then skated smoothly over to the DJ booth. She whispered something into the DJ’s ear, before returning to take my hand and drag me onto the floor.

Just lean on me, she said.

I looked at her, dumbfounded. This was her plan? For me to . . . skate? What kind of a plan was that?

I won’t let you fall, she soothed me.

Gripping her arm tightly, I skated out with her, my legs quivering like Aeroplane Jelly. Every loop we did around the rink caused me to tighten my grip into a stranglehold. But eventually I started to loosen up.

All right, ladies and germs. The DJ, who was wearing the mandatory DJ uniform of a tuxedo-print T-shirt and whose bleached blonde hair resembled ramen noodles, killed the tunes. We have a special little lady with us tonight celebrating her birthday. Let’s hear it for Kathy!

Alex and my dad clapped overly enthusiastically to disguise the half-hearted smattering of applause from the rest of the invitees.

Normally I don’t entertain special requests, the DJ said, but a terrifying little girl insisted that I play ‘No Scrubs’ (1999), so that’s what I’m going to do.

Alex and I had grown obsessed with TLC’s Fanmail since its release earlier that year. It was the first CD we’d ever chosen independently of our parents. We’d pooled our pocket money to go Dutch on a copy at HMV when it was released. We’d never heard anything so futuristic. Bear in mind, dear reader, that this was the dawn of the Willennium. My parents didn’t even have a home computer yet, and whenever I would ring Alex on her landline I would inevitably be barred by the beedleboOOOp of the dial-up. So you can understand how thrilling it was when our world began to rapidly shift from analogue to digital.

At school, Alex and I would spend every spare moment fawning over our precious CD. We wagered bets on whether or not Vic-E was an actual android, and our grubby fingers left oily stains on the paper insert as we took turns looking at the printed binary code. I enjoyed (without fully comprehending) the salacious lyrics. It was a feeling that could also be conjured by listening to Nick Carter pondering if he was sexual in ‘Everybody (Backstreet’s Back)’. The answer, in case you’re wondering, was affirmative. Or at least, it was back then, before I read about his rape allegations.

Anyway, Fanmail made me feel excited in a different way to the Backstreet Boys. It was like I was connected – to Alex, and to other girls around the world that were at that moment probably also trading carrot sticks for Le Snaks, thinking naughty thoughts about AJ McLean, and resolutely determined that, no, they didn’t want no scrubs, however confusing that double negative may be, and what is a scrub, anyway, and was it related in any way to St Ives Blemish Control Apricot Scrub? Because I actually did want that. That shit was more exfoliating than a chemical peel, and cost less than a cup of coffee.

Well, maybe I didn’t consciously articulate all of that at the time. That kind of sophisticated cerebral thinking would come later. I didn’t even drink coffee back then. At the time, I was just excited.


Back to the night of my birthday party. Alex and I skated around and around the rink, joyously singing the words to ‘No Scrubs’ while my parents looked mortified. My jubilant abandon came screeching to a halt, though, when I realised that Alex was no longer holding on to me.

Alex! I shrieked.

It’s okay, she called from what felt like across the room but in reality was probably only half a metre away.

I looked at her querulously for a second. But then, as the chorus to the song kicked in again, I felt emboldened to carry on skating.

I know I’m making it sound like I went on to become the next Tonya Harding. In reality, I fell down repeatedly. But I got back up each time. And the next day, I relished my bruises.

As I regained my breath and stood back up, some eighteen years later, the darkening sky obscured some of the more phallic graffiti and dimmed the lights on my conveniently prescient flashbacks. I ran the rest of the way home.

I had things to do.











TRACK TWENTY-TWO




In what was another entirely atypical decision, I went to dance class the next night by myself. I had been half-heartedly keeping it up with Mel and Alex, but Alex was still pissed off at me and was otherwise busy shattering the corporate glass ceiling, while Mel was snowed under with moving preparations. Normally I would have used their excuses as my own, but instead I decided to go. I didn’t particularly want to, but I knew it would be good for me. I even showed up early and did a series of warm-up stretches, my cracking joints creating their own percussive beat.

In earlier classes, I’d busied myself chatting to Mel and Alex and taking countless toilet breaks so that I could sit down and scroll endlessly through Twitter. But tonight, I fully committed to the class. There was no ironic slapstick dancing or half-hearted swaying from me tonight. I went all in. I was still several steps behind everybody else, and a chorus of frustrated groans continued to follow in the wake of every collision I caused. But I didn’t care. As I sweated and struggled through the absurdly elaborate routines, I felt a shaky symbiosis between my brain and body begin to fizzle into place. It was a parting of the waters barely discernible to the outside world, but tsunami-like to me.

At the end of the class, as always, we were invited to dance freestyle, to cut loose and get your groove on, girls. I had always opted out, keenly aware that if I tried, I might embarrass myself with my uncoordinated moves, thus betraying my carefully constructed facade of nonchalance. But that night I went for it, with all the sensuality of a wacky waving inflatable tube man at an auto dealer. I was uninhibited, for maybe the first time since playing guitar on sailing camp, or crowd-surfing at Slayer.

The song ended, and I leaned over to catch my breath, my head buzzing and my toes still tapping to the beat.

Whenever I’d felt the urge to play pop music at the shop, I’d usually settled for something that evoked just the right degree of irony. Past selections included Raiders of the Pop Charts (1982), which was of course an homage to Indiana Jones: Raiders of the Lost Ark (1981), or the Sitzfleisch-saluting Ripper (1975). The idea of playing contemporary, dare I say sincere, pop was galling. I’d be laughed out of the shop.

But here in the slick West End dance studio, sweating under florescent lights and regretting scarfing a supersized black bean burrito mere minutes before an intense cardio workout, I realised I was genuinely enjoying the music selection we’d been moving and (loath as I was to say it) grooving to. I waited until everybody else had left before asking the instructor if she would write down some of the tunes for me.


I’ll just share my Spotify mix with you, she said.

I don’t have Spotify, I replied. She maintained an expression of polite disinterest as I babbled: My dad says it’s an omnipresent monopoly that thrives on underpaying artists, and my boss says it homogenises music and smothers the independent music community. It’s not that I disagree with them, but I think they also don’t understand how to actually use it. Boomers, man.

As I spoke, she’d avoided making eye contact with me, packing up her equipment and flinging a towel over her bony shoulder.

Start with Janelle Monae, she said, ignoring my preceding monologue. That’s what the last song was tonight. See you next week?

I nodded.

I’ll make sure my friends come with me.

Good.

She hesitated before adding, And maybe stay in the back row next time. No offence.

None taken, I said. I’m congenitally inept. That’s fancy talk for unco. But you know what? I don’t really care.

[image: image]

When you work in a record shop, you play the same records over and over again. You start to censor what you listen to according to what those around you will tolerate. Sitting in front of my laptop once I got home, I reflected on how much fun I’d had in class, and felt sad to think of how many records I’d missed out on because I’d dismissed them as being overly commercial, or, god forbid, too ‘poppy’. Partly, my reservations had stemmed from a fear of being judged. But after a point, I started to judge myself. As I guiltily set up a Spotify account, and started trying to catch up on the last fifteen years of pop music, I felt keenly what a waste it was to hide who you are. And to please a bunch of supercilious wanna-Beatles, no less! Plus, let’s face facts: the Beatles are pop. They just lost the label once men cottoned on to them and claimed them as their own.

I put my regretful ruminations to one side as I remembered the plan that had started forming in my mind while standing outside the Skate-Bowl. Standing up and zig-zagging through the empty pizza boxes, discarded shoes, and unwashed laundry that was scattered around my living room, I sang along to the playlist piping tinnily out of my laptop speakers. I stood on top of an overturned milk crate to reach the dusty top shelf of a shabby chic (okay, maybe it was just shabby) kerbside-acquired cupboard, feeling around until my fingers grazed the edge of a shoebox.

It was my very own time capsule. Surely everybody, even Marie Kondo, keeps a box just like it. Mine was full of ancient birthday cards, yearbooks and photos, none of which were what I was looking for at that moment. Bringing the box down carefully, I sat cross-legged on my floor. I really needed to vacuum. Did I even own a vacuum? Maybe underneath those Chinese takeaway containers?

I dug through the shoebox, tossing aside floppy discs, pressed flowers and puffy stickers, worrying that I’d lost what I was looking for. Maybe Alex had it after all. I started to worry, but— ah, there it was, buried underneath a mountain of nostalgia. TLC’s Fanmail.

Sure, I could have just used Spotify or YouTube, but it wouldn’t have evoked the same deliciously tangible feeling that holding the familiar CD evoked. Having successfully found the first item I’d been looking for, I climbed back on top of the crate to reach a second shoebox. This one actually contained shoes. Specifically, an old pair of roller skates. Inscribed in black ink on the yellowing leather were the words Lisa ‘Left Eye’ Lopes 4 Life. I’d forgotten that I’d done that. Apparently, I’d forgotten a lot.











TRACK TWENTY-THREE




A week later to the day, I was hovering on Alex’s front steps, butterflies flitting around my belly. Or maybe that was the triple-cheese pizza I’d had for dinner.

Al, Kathy’s here to see you, Dennis called.

I heard incoherent grumbling, before Alex appeared in the doorway, dressed in immaculate athleisure and holding Lewis on her hip. He gurgled hello.

Hey, sweet boy, I said.

What do you want? Alex frowned.

Can I come in?

She nodded brusquely and stood to the side so I could squeeze past. Not that I needed to squeeze. Her hallway was cavernous, but it was clear she wanted me to feel like I was being begrudgingly allowed entry.

Ignoring the hostile energy radiating off her in waves, I walked past her into the living room, and made my way to her stereo system. There, I prepared to insert the disc I’d brought with me, before remembering they didn’t own a CD player.

Dennis was standing point-guard, presumably in case a fight erupted, so I whispered to him, Can you cue something up on your phone for me? You’ve got the, whatzit, Bluetooth, yeah?

Sure, he said, despite looking distinctively unsure.

I told him what song I wanted, then added, Press play when I give you the signal.

What’s the signal?

I nodded.

The signal is a nod, I clarified when he continued looking blankly at me.

What’s this all about? Alex asked, with a heaping dollop of exasperation. I have a lot of work to do.

The question you should be asking, I said, is what about me, your friend?

She cocked her head to one side in confusion.

Am I gonna stand my ground? I persevered. Or am I going to let you down . . . again?

Is there a point to you appropriating TLC lyrics? she snapped.

I moved closer to her.

I know I’ve let you down, I said. Too many times to count. I can see that now. But I’m determined to make it up to you. Starting with babysitting Lew, once a week, every week, until we’re old and grey, or he no longer needs a babysitter: whichever comes first. I don’t know much about babies’ development. But I’m prepared to learn.

At the sound of his name, Lewis had perked up, clapping his pudgy hands together.


I’ve never offered before because I’ve been scared, I continued. I had some time to reflect recently, and it just hit me.

Scared? Of what? Alex asked.

Of being my authentic self.

How does my son threaten your authenticity?

Well, as you know, I’ve never exactly been a baby person. Babies don’t suit my lifestyle. They’re all jam hands and stinky diapers. Both of which are my deal, and I don’t like sharing. Kidding. But also, they just don’t suit my aesthetic. Have you ever heard of a rock’n’roll mum? Well, Kim Gordon, sure, but—

Get to the point.

Sorry. Look, you were right. About everything. I haven’t always been the best, most reciprocal friend, you know, historically. But it’s not because it was an inconvenience. It’s because I’ve been scared that if I try, and fail, then I’ve really failed. So I’ve never really tried . . . well, much of anything. I realised all of this as I was walking home last week—

You walked home?

Not only that, but I even went to dance class by myself. To stay fit. You know, to try and help myself.

I thought I saw a ghost of a smile, but I didn’t want to jinx it, so I kept talking.

Anyway, I want to try. Everything. Even if it means falling flat on my face. Because even if I fall, I know I can just dust myself off and try again.

Aaliyah?

She shoots, she scores. My point is, I’m hereby pledging to try harder from now on. For me, for you, for Mel. And besides, ever since I made close contact with anonymous adult shit, soiled diapers don’t scare me like they used to.

Alex shuddered.

There’s just one more thing, I said, and nodded at Dennis.

As ‘No Scrubs’ started to play, I pulled on my old roller skates and performed a choreographed dance that I’d come up with by myself and had spent all week practising. I hadn’t managed to master pirouetting, pliéing, or even advanced prancing, but I did manage to spin around a bit in roller skates that were two sizes too small. I fell over more than once, but I got right back up again. As the final notes of the song faded out, I skated over to Alex, and slid onto my hands and knees. I didn’t dare look up at her, terrified that it wasn’t enough of a gesture, worried that rather than winning her over, I’d made her mad for scratching up her imported hardwood floors.

At first, it seemed I was correct. Awful silence permeated the room. But then . . . the unmistakable sound of laughter. Loud, out-of-control laughter, filled with decidedly unladylike-snorting. Have I ever mentioned that it’s not only Mel who has the very best kind of laugh?

That was truly awful, Alex gasped at last, wiping tears from her eyes.

I hung my head.

But the fact that you would do that for me . . . She bent down, lifted my chin with her finger, and gave me a kiss on my sweaty forehead.

Does that mean . . .?

Yes, she said. I forgive you. I’d already forgiven you before the Napoleon Dynamite (2004) routine, you dork.


You mean you let me dance – in roller skates, no less – even though you’d already forgiven me?

What can I say? I have a petty side. We all have character flaws. But I love you anyway.

We hugged for a long time. Our embrace was interrupted by Lewis yelling, More! More dancing!

Shall we? I asked, reluctantly pulling away from our embrace. She nodded.

But take off those skates. These floorboards cost more than you make in a year.

I gratefully peeled the skates off my aching, already blistered feet, and scooped up Lewis. The three of us proceeded to dance through the rest of the album, even ‘Silly Ho’, which some naysayers may argue is wildly inappropriate for a child in his formative years. Meh.

At some point, Dennis disappeared into the den, or what he archaically called his man cave, but I barely noticed his absence. As far as I was aware, it was just me, my friend, and my beloved nephew, dancing like it was the cusp of the millennium and we had no idea what the future would hold.











TRACK TWENTY-FOUR




Now that Alex and I were finally back on our normal axis, I tried to enjoy every moment of Mel’s last days in Brisbane. I didn’t slip back into bad habits, though. I continued walking home from work and putting other healthy(er) practices into effect.

The results were astounding.

Did you know, I asked Mel, that if you drink water every few beers, your hangovers aren’t as bad?

She nodded without really listening, having put up with me espousing such wisdom nonstop for the last few days.

And did you also know, I said, that if you eat cheese right before bed, you get weird dreams? It turns out that I’m not reliving a previous life as a Shaolin warrior like I thought. I’ve just been eating too much gouda after ten.

She rolled her eyes.

I’d begun eating more mindfully after reflecting on why I continually made, let’s just say, iffy lifestyle choices. Part of it, I reasoned, was simply that food is delicious, alcohol is fun, and life is for living. But another piece of the pie – sorry, I mean the puzzle – was that food was never just sustenance to me. It was a dopamine hit, a way to shove down messy emotions, a way to focus on anything other than having an uncomfortable staring contest with life.

And booze? Hoo boy. From the first time I shared an after-work pint with the Dusty’s boys and heard the magical words ‘you’re not like other girls’, I realised that beer was an easy way to assimilate into their club, and to be the manic pixie dream girl that all of them wanted me to be. Cue nauseous gagging, and not from too much booze. For years, I swallowed both beer and the idea that I somehow wasn’t like the remaining 52 per cent of the human race. Of course, I didn’t know any of this at the time. I ate and drank so I didn’t have to be self-reflective, no duh! But as I sat down to my dinner of a lettuce burger (a burger in a bun with lettuce inside is technically a lettuce burger), sweet potato fries, and a Coke Zero, because health, it occurred to me that I am like other girls. I’m just like them. And how rad is that?

My quest for a healthier life wasn’t just improving my sleep patterns, clearing up my adult acne, and finding inner peace. It was helping my interpersonal relationships too.

I got Jarrah to make your flat white extra hot today, boss man, I said to Dusty. His jaw just about dropped to the floor. The last time we’d spoken I’d stormed out, after calling him a selfish son of a bitch. He sniffed his coffee, perhaps checking for strychnine. Satisfied, he took a sip. Sucker! Strychnine is odourless.


Mmm, burning a layer right off my oesophagus, just the way I like it. It’s been years since you’ve remembered how I take my coffee, he murmured appreciatively. Why don’t you get Andy to do the vacuuming today?

At this, Andy’s head jerked up, but having already filled his verbal quota for the year, he was only able to complain via a sort of wordless grumble.

Mel, I made you a new cootie catcher, I said, continuing my jaunt through the office. I pulled a folded-up fortune teller from my back pocket and handed it to her. It was, not to brag, a beautiful piece of art. Each outer corner was decorated with hand-drawn illustrations of her favourite Riot Grrrl bands. The pictures didn’t actually contribute anything to the workings of the thing, but hey, they looked good.

Kathy, she said. Her tone conveyed surprise that she was attempting valiantly to disguise. It’s perfect. The last present you gave me was a boxset of the complete series of Roswell (1999–2002) on DVD. And then you borrowed it from me a week later and I never saw it again.

I felt a flush of disgrace at this, but quickly banished it. There was no point rueing the selfishness of days gone by. Even behaviour involving me choosing one of my favourites over Mel’s (Spice World, 1997. What, like punk chicks can’t have layers?). But that was the old me. The new me had a rapidly regenerating liver, a bank balance that was, for the first time in months, not in the red, and a new understanding of selflessness. Yes, I really was Mother Teresa. From my other pocket I withdrew a (only slightly squashed) bag of Sour Patch Kids.


These are also for you.

All right, chicken lips, she laughed, if you’re done with the grovelling, get to work.

I turned to leave, and she called me back, holding out the bag.

But take a few of these, will you? I can’t have you passing out from low blood sugar during my last week.











TRACK TWENTY-FIVE




Excuse me? squeaked a timid voice. I looked over to see a girl of about fifteen standing shyly in front of Jason at the counter.

Do you have Lemonade (2016)? By Beyoncé?

Jason raised an eyebrow.

No, he said curtly. We don’t carry that sort of music. Try one of the JBs.

Oh. She deflated like a balloon. Okay. Thanks anyway.

At first, I didn’t think too much about the exchange. After all, this was de rigueur for how we addressed customers at work. But as the girl put her purse away, something stopped me in my tracks: Jason made a sound.

If you’ve ever shopped in an independent record shop and asked for Air Supply, or Jet, or something similarly unacceptable to the Evolved Musical Palette, chances are you’ve heard the sound yourself. It’s sort of in between a snort and a scoff. It’s a pointed exhalation, produced to convey the haughtiest of haughtiness. In the interests of brevity, and to make myself laugh, I’ll call it the Snorff. Sure, I’d heard the Snorff hundreds of times before. Hell, I myself had executed a few good Snorffs in my time. But for some reason, this time it stopped me in my tracks, and before I knew what I was doing, I was striding over to Jason. The customer I’d been serving, a mid-fifties man who had been proselytising at me about the superior fidelity of Neil Young’s streaming service Pono, exclaimed, Excuse me! Excuse me! in my wake.

I walked over just as the girl was leaving, taking Jason’s derision with her. If I didn’t stop her in time, the interaction would niggle in the back of her mind every time she entered a record store from then on. If left unchecked, it would lead to her developing a record-store-specific form of agoraphobia, until one day, she might see a guy in a My Bloody Valentine T-shirt and suffer a crippling panic attack. She would have to undergo regressive hypnotherapy in an attempt to uncover the root of her neuroses. After several intensive sessions, she’d be told to imagine that Jack White was sitting in front of her and be forced to tell him how she really felt about Third Man Records. Only then would she be cured.

Or, y’know, something like that.

We don’t have Lemonade, I said hurriedly, but we can order it for you.

She looked up at me eagerly, not yet damaged enough to suspect I might be trolling her. I felt Jason’s eyes boring through me, but determinedly fixed my own gaze on her.

Cool. Um, how much of a deposit do I need to leave? she asked apprehensively. I don’t have a lot on me today.


I took stock of her as she spoke, noting her home-job hair dye, and the wonky eyeliner rimming her eyes. A pair of tangled earphones poked out of the top pocket of her jeans.

There’s no need for a deposit, I said. Just your name and number.

She grinned.

I’m Michelle Song, she said.

Before I could respond, she pushed her student ID over the counter towards me. Song, Michelle Mae.

When I was in choir, I had to explain to every second person that it’s really my surname, she sighed.

I think Thelonious Monk had the same problem when he joined the priesthood, I replied.

She stared blankly.

Sorry, stupid joke. He’s a jazz guy.

And a priest?

No. I sighed. I really shouldn’t ever say words.

As I typed her details into the computer, I asked her, So, Beyoncé. Is she good?

Her mouth formed a shocked ‘o’.

You’ve never heard her? You’re kidding me, right?

Well, obviously I know of Beyoncé. But I haven’t really listened to her since her Destiny’s Child days.

The illustriously named Michelle Mae Song leaned forward on her side of the counter, excitement overriding the timidity she’d exhibited earlier with Jason.

Lemonade is amazing. It’s actually got, like, really incisive social commentary on feminism and Black Lives Matter and stuff. And if you watch the video clips, they form kind of a movie. Which is, like, so cool. And her sister, Solange, is awesome. Some people say she isn’t as good, but I reckon she’s at least as good, and living in the shadow of Queen Bey has to put a lot of pressure on you, ya know? My older sister was valedictorian and that was bad enough, let alone having a sister who’s the most famous pop star in the world . . .

As she talked, her face grew more and more animated, and she actually seemed to take up more space. The exclamation points peppering her rapid-fire tangential sentences suggested she’d downed a triple-shot mocha frappalatte before coming in. Or, maybe just that she was a teenage girl, brimming with excitement and possibility.

Hold up, let me grab a pen, I said. Okay, so you’re saying start with Beyoncé and Solange, then, who was it? Oh yep, right: MIA, Grimes, Santigold . . . did you say FKA Twigs? Princess Nokia, Rihanna . . . Wow, this is a lot. Hopefully I’ll have listened to them all by the time your album arrives.

Her eyes lit up.

Let me make you a playlist! she said.

For a moment, I didn’t respond. I was thinking about the mixed CDs I’d made for myself at her age, with nobody to give them to except Alex, who would really rather I’d have given her the latest So Fresh! (2000–∞). I must have been silent for longer than I realised, because she quickly said: Or, maybe that’s too much?

No, I said just as quickly. Not at all. I would love that. Maybe we can even do a trade. Have you listened to much Riot Grrrl? It might be heavier than you’re used to, but I have a feeling you’d like some of it.


She smiled widely.

I gave her the receipt and told her I’d be in touch in about a week. After she’d gone, Jason walked over and said in a low voice, Beyoncé? You’re kidding, right?

Nope, I said blithely. As I reminded myself to listen to Lemonade, I revelled in my freshly squeezed one-upmanship over Jason. He, meanwhile, continued to look as though he was sucking on a lemon: and he clearly wasn’t a fan of the taste.











TRACK TWENTY-SIX




Ping!

I looked at my phone, expecting to see a message from Patrick. After some initial cold treatment following our ill-fated run-in at The Pickle, Patrick had been texting me regularly. He claimed he hadn’t been angry, but that he had been on bed rest after his near-concussion. I decided to accept his explanation and count my blessings. Trying to schedule an actual date was proving to itself be a pickle, considering we wanted a date that was actually planned, and if at all possible didn’t involve me punching him in the face.

When I unlocked my screen, I saw instead that it was a Facebook message from Houdini, the stealther from my swiftly supressed one-night stand. Also known as Nate.

Long time, it read. WYUT?

It took me another moment to decode that he was asking what I was up to. I drafted a reply that was equal parts polite and firmly disinterested, before backspacing the whole thing, and consciously unclenching my jaw. With each backspace I felt more and more consumed with anger. Since I’d been determined to take myself more seriously, to value and assert myself more and more, moments such as this had been increasingly grating my cheese. I asked myself why it was that I felt obligated to cushion the feelings of a guy I barely knew, with the result being that I downgraded and invalidated my own emotions. And for a guy who can’t even be bothered to type out words in full? No way. Not anymore.

I composed a reply.

Nate, I wrote, I have to be honest. I’m not interested in pursuing any kind of relationship with you.

Hesitating, I added, I’m sorry if I’ve done anything to make you think otherwise.

But then I deleted that, too. I felt compelled to do it, as though my body were being controlled by somebody way braver than me: someone like Beyoncé’s alter ego, Sasha Fierce. I allowed my body-snatching doppelgänger to write on. And on.

And on.

When you took the condom off that night, you prioritised your pleasure over my own. You’re not the first to deny me my agency, and you’re not even the worst. But here’s the thing. I’m turning 30 this year, and I’m rapidly running out of fucks to give. They shrivel up as women get old, much like our ova. That was sarcasm, in case you didn’t pick up on it. So, in the words of Beyoncé, who I’ve recently discovered is actually quite good: Boy, bye.

Checking for typos, I felt a tingling sensation rippling lightly through me. I realised that I wasn’t quite done.


One more thing. You’re #blessed to have mates like Jason, who won’t abide a bad word about you. But the thing is, what he’s actually saying when he tells me to be more silent than Silent Andy is that my words make him uncomfortable. It’s not so much your Houdini routine that upset me, as it turns out. It’s realising how few of the blokes around me I can trust to support me.

And that was that. Once I allowed myself my anger and gave it a voice, I felt unspeakably relieved.

When Warren first approached me with indecent proposals all those years ago, I’d frozen on the spot. So, the next time, and I knew there’d be a next time, I’d made sure we were in Dusty’s eyeline, hoping he’d nip it in the bud. But as Warren leaned over to inhale my perfume, and I looked desperately at Dusty, he’d responded by closing the door to his office on the whole sordid scene. The next day, Warren brushed against my chest in a way that could have been accidental, but definitely wasn’t, as we squeezed past each other among the stacks of boxed-up LPs. And I had giggled.

When a rep at the next year’s Christmas party said I want to fuck you up the arse, the men in clear hearing range each looked into their respective beers, as though the solution to putting this awkwardness to rest was to be found in the bottom of their stout glasses. A couple of them coughed awkwardly, one or two laughed, and somebody said, Now, now. Wait until she’s legal, mate!

When, the following year, and the year after that, and the year after that, customer after customer made it clear in no uncertain terms that I was not the right man for the job, what I learned to expect in response became increasingly clear.


And when, at eighteen, I went to my first big rock concert and had my bodily autonomy violated, I figured there was no point telling anyone. That it wasn’t a big deal. That it was my fault it happened, and my fault I cared.

But simmering just underneath the misplaced guilt and shame was anger.

Some weeks I’d carry a ball of rage in my body so hot I’d feel like I was unleashing a torrent of molten lava when Friday came, and I was finally able to unburden myself to Mel and Alex. I’d present my latest offering to them, barely able to disguise my contempt and fear, and I’d wonder how they could sit there and not get burned by the heat emanating off of me. But they would listen, and say they were sorry. And when they were certain I had talked it out and no further volcanic eruptions were forthcoming, they’d tell me their own stories. This act of talking and listening was a cool stream of water over and through the lava, calcifying the rage in tiny pockets inside me. Their love was invigorating, and soothing, and joyous, all at once. And eventually, we’d put on a movie and be able to laugh.

I typed one last thing to Nate, despite knowing he wouldn’t understand what I meant even if I explained.

Me and my girlfriends play a game. It’s called Bastard Bingo. Funny thing is, it’s a rigged game. There’s no winner.











TRACK TWENTY-SEVEN




My phone was pinging in close bursts. Ping! Ping! Pingpingpingping!

Sorry, I said distractedly to the elderly man I was serving. He threw me a disgruntled frown as I reached into my pocket to put my phone on vibrate.

Here you go. I handed him his shopping bag filled with discounted classical records that he would undoubtedly angrily return for a refund after he had realised they were cheap precisely because they were scratched. Unlocking my phone, I saw messages from Nate. And judging by the abundance of exclamation marks, they were urgent.

WTF! Delete your post! FGS!!

Huh? I scrolled back through our chat to find my message, but didn’t see it.

It wasn’t until I saw the Facebook notifications that it dawned on me what I’d done.


Perhaps because I deal in an antiquated medium by trade, I’m not good with technology. I’m forever installing computer viruses, hitting mute during phone calls, and generally making Steve Jobs (1955–2011) roll in his grave at the thought of my relentless technical incompetency.

All of this is to say that what I thought I’d sent as a private Facebook message, I’d actually posted on Nate’s Facebook page. Nate’s public Facebook page.

As if that weren’t bad enough, I’d done it while accidentally logged into the Dusty’s Records account.

Uh-oh.

Ping! Ping! Ping!

Please. My mother is on Facebook!

I didn’t even do what UR saying, not that I even know what UR talking about.

And so what if I did? IDK what UR so worked up about.

When I didn’t immediately respond, Nate’s tone devolved.

Nobody will believe you anyway. You should be grateful a hairy-legged misandrist like you can even get laid.

Somehow, I didn’t think this was what Cyndi Lauper was singing about when she encouraged folks to show their true colours. And yet, seeing the mask fall away to reveal the more violent side of Patrick Bateman (American Psycho, Bret Easton Ellis, 1991), made me feel oddly vindicated. I clicked on the original post with trepidation and was immediately greeted with scores of replies. I’m talking seventy-plus comments, and that was just within the hour.

The first comment I looked at read I’ve never met this Kathy chcik [sic] but she’s obvs got some fkn issues, and was followed by a bunch of comments in a similarly hostile vein. A throbbing vein, if you get my drift.

But then, ten or so replies deep, I noticed a discernible shift in tone . . . and gender. I confess that I cringed at the one reading, Nathan! Call home IMMEDIATELY. Love, Mum. My cockles warmed at the simple hashtag #ImWithHer. And it was with a combination of validation and sadness that I read, He did this to me. Five years ago.

The comments went on and on and on. A bunch of people tagged the shop in their replies. Oh no. Some were downright abusive, some questioned the fairness of posting publicly, but a surprising amount were resolutely supportive. Another hashtag was started at some point in the thread by a woman who said, As a PR agent I’ve been harassed by clients for years. Now I’ve quit I can spend my retirement playing #BastardBingo.

My face began to burn with regret. The idea of shaming anybody was as anathema to me as choosing zucchini fries over regular. I wondered briefly if my inner saboteur had used some kind of subliminal messaging to encourage my subconscious mind to post publicly. After some considered introspection, however, I felt fairly satisfied that no, it had been an innocent mistake.

I started to panic. Nate had definitely been in the wrong, but this kind of large-scale public embarrassment didn’t make me feel good. Biting my lower lip, I composed a defence of sorts. I carefully drafted it in my phone memos before posting online to avoid any further accidents.

Hand to heart, I typed, what I wrote about you was meant to be a DM. To anybody else reading, I’d prefer (and am sure Nate does too) to keep the rest of it private.

Satisfied with the drafted message, I typed Nate’s name into Facebook.

Huh.

Nothing came up. Apparently in the intermission between acts, he had blocked me. I messaged him on his mobile instead, and also tried calling him. No response. Blocked. Denied. You shall not pass.

All I could think to do was to post a version of the same explanatory statement on my own Facebook page. I reasoned that I’d done my best, and that, regrettably, the bingo ball had well and truly rolled out of my control by that point. Even with my feeble attempts to contain the situation . . . well, you know what they say. In this world, nothing can be said to be certain, except death and taxes. And that nothing on the internet ever truly disappears. So, all I could do was hit post and pray for something more compelling to come along and divert people’s otherwise rapt attention. Something like, say, a large-scale natural disaster (with maximum destruction but a minimal death toll; I’m not a monster), or a viral video of a sloth relaxing at bath time. Oh man, that would be so cute. I can picture it now, chilling out in the basin, and then waddling around slowly in fresh, clean, sloth-sized diapers. Can you even imagine?

Sorry, I’m getting off track, aren’t I? I also gestured Jason over and asked him, tentatively, to intercede on my behalf. His response was to raise his hands as if to say, ‘I don’t want any part of it.’ Following this, he said, definitively, I don’t want any part of it. I hurried over to Andy. Explaining the situation, I begged him to pass along my explanation to his friend. He raised his eyes from his apparently enthralling back issue of Wire magazine (1982-∞) and went to speak. Unfortunately, the act of clearing out his throat to use his underutilised vocal cords was not something his body was accustomed to. He broke into a coughing fit. Shuffling out the back door, he composed himself before spitting out a wad of phlegm. When he returned, he sat back down to read, apparently having completely forgotten our conversation.

Knowing that if Andy didn’t wish to be communicative, nothing could make him (besides the shock of encountering anonymous faecal matter, of course), I gave up without a battle. I’d tried my best to redeem myself and restore Nate’s name to its former glory, or whatever it is you’d liken it to. Now all I could do was try to make peace with what I’d done. But not before sending one final message to Nate’s phone.

I’m sorry for how this has gone, I wrote. I felt sincerely contrite, but, to be totally transparent with you, an unkind thought may have occurred to me as I hit ‘send’ that one last time. Try not to worry about it, my inner Sasha Fierce whispered to Nate, before mimicking Nate’s own words. It’s too late for that anyway. Babe.
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Once Dusty realised that most of the comments rapidly pouring into the shop’s Facebook page concerned the sex life of one of his female employees, he proceeded to break his own Guinness World Records (1955–∞) category for Most Flying Fucks in a Single Sentence.


This is my fucking reputation on the line here! Do you have any fucking idea what it will do to the business if people think we’re some kind of sexist fucking workplace? You implicated staff members of this fucking organisation in your takedown of whoever this fucking Nate guy is!

Well, I mean, it is a bit of a sexist workplace, Dusty, a lot of the time, I said.

What, just because I make a few blue jokes here and there? Because Warren throws you a few compliments once in a while? It’s all well fucking intentioned.

And your policy of hiring 99 per cent straight white men?

I won’t even pretend to know what snowflake non-issue you’re getting at with that. If I hired every foreigner who handed in a CV, there’d be nobody left to work at Abra Kebabra. And the fact of the matter is, there aren’t enough girls with the requisite experience. Girls just don’t know as much about music. And you’ve proven, with this shocking fucking lack of propriety, that they’re unable to resist bringing their private lives and emotions into the workplace. It’s just . . .

He spluttered wordlessly until he landed on what he was searching for.

. . . not fucking tenable, is what it’s fucking not!

All right, I said. I felt a wave of calm wash over me. Quiz me, then.

He stopped ranting just long enough to take a breath.

What?

We’ll have a quiz-off. If you really believe women know less about music, that is.


He stared at me.

Don’t be ridiculous.

Unless you’re scared to compete with a girl, that is.

He fixed me with a withering stare, before begrudgingly agreeing. After all, he didn’t want to seem like a chicken. Or worse: a woman.
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The rest of the day was spent in preparation for the biggest battle of the sexes since Billie Jean King pulverised Bobby Riggs back in 1973. Jason resolutely avoided my gaze, focusing instead on boning up by reading Rolling Stone’s 500 Greatest Albums of All Time (2003). I scoured as many online quizzes as I could in between the infrequent customers. Mark, wandering downstairs after lunch to claim a recently arrived Big Star ‘Thirteen’ (1972) seven-inch (near mint cover, slight scuffing on the vinyl), was wrangled into acting as Games Master. We got him to draft a page of trivia that every discerning record shop employee should know. The mood was tense, the stakes were high, and the air, as always, smelled faintly of farts. I walked out the back to where Mel was calmly sitting at her desk.

Not studying?

Nope, she said breezily. No need. Hey, how are you going with all of this other stuff? Are you okay? Pretty crazy plot twist.

Oh, yeah. I mean, I do feel pretty guilty that Nate’s become the unwitting scapegoat for all mankind, I guess.

Forget about it, she said, waving a hand dismissively. How else do we change the conversation without having the conversation? I just wish you had spoken to Al and I about it. We would have sorted it out.

I reached for the nearly empty Oreos sleeve on her desk, took one and chewed thoughtfully. I chose not to think too much about what ‘sorting it out’ meant, suspecting it involved Nate sleeping with the fishes. Mark rapped on the wall.

T minus two minutes! he yelled.

I put my hand on Mel’s and squeezed softly.

Warren pulled down the roller door after abruptly escorting the last lingering customer out, and we each took our places on any available floor and countertop space. Men sat to the left, and women to the right. Because there were five guys and only two women, Dusty volunteered, conveniently some may say, to sit it out. Andy also took a spectator’s seat, thus saving him from having to audibly contribute. We roped in Jarrah to join the women’s team. She came straight from Froth, armed with cold beers, cold fries, and an ice-cold gaze.

Mark officiously placed one hand on the A4 piece of paper containing his questions, raising the other in the air.

I hereby swear to remain objective in this sacred duty, and to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, he said.

Dusty impatiently waved a hand at him to get on with it, and Mark cleared his throat.

Okay, the rules are as follows: rather than higgledy-piggledy yelling out your answers, I’ve provided each team with a buzzer sound. We don’t have actual buzzers, of course, so I’ve cued up Barry White on Ian’s phone in lieu. Ian, a demonstration?

Ian dutifully pressed play and Barry White’s rumbling baritone sounded.


And for the women, we have Mariah Carey.

I obligingly tapped my phone screen, and an ear-piercing shriek emitted from the device, as everyone covered their ears. I’d even turned off autolock so I could hit the Mimi buzzer swiftly.

The team with the most correct answers, obviously, wins.

Ian raised his hand.

What’s the prize?

The gratifying feeling that can only arise from demonstrable intellectual superiority, Mark replied.

Ian stared blankly.

And free coffees at Froth for a year, Jarrah added.

Ian grinned widely.

All right then, Mark said. Let’s begin.
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A hush had descended over the after-hours crowd gathered in Dusty’s. It was broken only by the first question.

Is the Go-Betweens’ sixth studio album titled 15 Lovers Lane, 16 Lovers Lane or 16 Sexual Partners Alley?

Jarrah reached over and smashed my phone screen. Mariah hit a high note.

16 Lovers Lane!

Correct. That’s one point to the chicks. Question two. True or false: Marilyn Manson had ribs surgically removed to perform fellatio on himself?

Barry White boomed.

False, said Warren. Ian contorted his body in an attempt to verify.

Correct you are. Well, as far as we know. What is Sir Elton John’s real name?


A glass-shattering G7 octave.

Reginald Kenneth Dwight.

Is Charlotte Gainsbourg Serge Gainsbourg’s daughter or lover?

A note one decibel below that of a dog whistle accompanied Mel yelling out, Daughter! At the same time, Jason answered, Trick question. Both!

C’mon, he added, as we all stared. We’ve all heard ‘Lemon Incest’ (1985).

On it went, with another eighteen questions spanning local and international music trivia. Insert seamlessly edited montage here: hands manically smashing phone screens, Andy craftily avoiding breaking his cone of silence by writing down answers and handing them to his teammates before we loudly booed our dissent, several smoke breaks, a dusty bottle of rum that had been fermenting on top of the fridge for ten years being passed around, and, of course, the obligatory shot of clock hands circling around in sped-up motion.

Then dead silence, as Mark tallied up the results.

And . . . oh my, he muttered. This is unprecedented. Ladies and gentlemen: we have a tie.

Somebody (possibly me) gasped.

Well, that’s that then, Dusty announced, dusting off his hands on his jeans and standing up. I told you this idea wouldn’t prove anything.

Mel, also rising up to stand, faced him.

Not so fast, she said. This necessitates a bonus round. Agreed?

She looked questioningly around the room. Tentative nods all around.

But I don’t have any other questions, Mark said.


No problem, she replied. There’s this thing called the internet. I’ve heard it’s quite a repository of knowledge. Or, as Tones said, the suppository of knowledge.

She walked over to the closest computer.

Okay, Buzzfeed music quiz . . . This will do. For the power and glory of the empire. Empire Records, that is. What is the name of Beyoncé’s on-stage alter ego?

The silence was so thick you could slice it with a double-necked guitar. I looked at the faces of the men in the room, each of whom looked dumbstruck, and in Ian’s case, struck with dumbness. Jason’s brow was furrowed in consternation. Warren looked, and was, drunk. Andy, sleepy.

I sounded the buzzer, Mimi’s falsetto bringing it home.

Sasha Fierce, I said without a shadow of a doubt. Beyoncé Knowles-Carter’s stage name is Sasha Fierce.

Mel’s face lit up with a grin as Dusty’s face sunk.

I guess we have a winner, Mark shrugged.

Mel and I shrieked high enough to rival Mimi herself, and Jarrah, way too cool to even consider shrieking, hi-fived us. Allowing my elevated heart rate to return to normal, I whispered to Jarrah so that Dusty couldn’t hear.

Hey. So, I, um, added a bunch of less ‘old-school’ artists to the monthly order when Dusty was at lunch yesterday. He’ll have some choice words when he sees the total cost. One word, really. I’ll give you a hint. It starts with ‘f’.

Jarrah smiled.

From little things, big things grow. Speaking of flowers, I need to get back to Froth. Those elderflower and lime martinis aren’t going to decant themselves into those antique copper beakers.


I’ll see you tomorrow to claim our coffee prize, I said.

Until then, I settled for revelling in abashed looks and begrudging handshakes from the losing team. Not a bad prize, all things considered.











TRACK TWENTY-EIGHT




One week later, Mel, Alex, and I were in my living room as the closing credits to Sixteen Candles (1984) rolled. Having finished all of Nicolas Cage’s filmography – yes, even Bad Lieutenant: Port of Call New Orleans (2009) – we’d chosen a new theme. Problematic Faves: John Hughes Edition. Alex was dressed in an uncharacteristically daggy tracksuit, and her unwashed hair was held in place with a barrette. She looked worn out but happy. When I told her that I’d won the deciding round of trivia based on a question about contemporary pop music, she snorted so hard with disbelieving laughter that she choked and went into a racking coughing fit.

Pop? You? she exclaimed. The girl who once reviewed a Led Zeppelin biography for English, and concluded the oral presentation with, In conclusion, Led Zeppelin were, are, and always be, the greatest rock’n’roll band of all time?

I remember, I said. It was Hammer of the Gods (Stephen Davis, 1985). I may have been a tad effusive, though. I think I’ve outgrown the old Led Zep a bit.

So, the greatest of all of 2004, then?

That’s more like it.

I cocked my ear to one side, as if listening for something.

Alex, I asked, how is it you’re able to be here? And is it just me or is Lewis not here?

Very observant, she replied, rolling her eyes. Actually, Dennis has him.

Colour me shocked. How will he play Call of Duty (2003) in peace?

I just told him that he would have to resign himself to a night of Hi-5 (original series 1999–2011).

How did he take it?

I think he was a bit thrown by my bluntness at first, but as I was leaving he told me he was looking forward to a lads’ night in.

Cheers to that, I said. So, Mel, tell me. What’s new with you? How is the lovely Tina? That is her name, yes?

Mel jokingly narrowed her eyes at me, before putting her stockinged feet up on the precarious stack of photo albums masquerading as a coffee table.

She’s been working crazy hours, so we’ve been talking until three in the morning. I’m wiped.

She tried and failed to contain a grin. I didn’t mind the unsubtle subterfuge, though. In fact, when I looked at her face, positively glowing with happiness, I couldn’t contain a smile myself. Before too long, thinking about her romantic life got me thinking about my own, and I started blushing. Correctly guessing that the sudden inflammation was caused by a bite from the love bug, Mel asked, And what about you? How’s your beau?

The love bug must have been a venomous variety, because my cheeks were burning.

He’s good. I think. I haven’t spoken to him since this Nate fiasco blew up. I’ll find out when he picks me up in – I looked at my watch – shit, two minutes.

I’m so looking forward to meeting him, Alex said.

Don’t be a mum, please, I begged. Now is not the time for the Spanish Inquisition.

I’m Italian, not Spanish. Anyway, I’m just going to ask him what his intentions are, and how his credit rating is. And he can just show me printouts of his bank statements after. No biggie.

I checked my phone to see if Patrick had messaged. Nothing. But my screen flashed with an alert that a new episode of Desert Island Discs (1942–∞) was available to download on my podcast app.

How d’you think you’d go on a desert island by yourselves? I asked idly.

Well, if it meant I could have a break from Lewis screaming all day, I’d volunteer to wash up on one. Also, salt water is great for the complexion. I use salt-water-infused exfoliating wipes twice weekly.

As a Cetaphil lifer, I can’t speak to the face wipes, but remember I’m on call for Lewis-sitting duty whenever you need a breather. Plonk him on a raft and send him to my island. I patted her knee tenderly.

You surviving on your own? That’ll be the day, Mel snorted. For one thing, you’d have to learn how to cook. There sure as hell ain’t no Deliveroo. And you’d have to renounce vegetarianism, unless you want to forgo all that fresh fish.

As I mentioned in my now infamous Hammer of the Gods oral presentation, Led Zeppelin have turned me off snapper for life, I said.

Fair ’nuff. I guess you can eat seaweed.

Fabulous for its anti-inflammatory properties, Alex contributed.

Me, I’d never be able to decide on my luxury item, Mel said. The closer I inch towards fifty, though, the more I’m convinced I’d just choose my memory foam pillow.

Luxury item? asked Alex, confused.

We’re talking Desert Island Discs.

Oh, she said. I don’t know that show. She picked at a spot of pilling on her pants.

They interview famous people about their favourite songs, I explained. I’d be a terrible guest. Picking eight recordings is doable, but narrowing it down to one? I mean, if I were to pick Prince’s 1999 (1982), for example, would the upbeat tempo and humorously rendered wang on the front cover be uplifting? Or would I be driven mad from the tragic irony of being stuck in total isolation with nobody to party with, my awareness of what year it is receding along with my recollection of what 1999 was even like? Will the stark juxtaposition between my total lack of wang and the aforementioned illustrated wang tip me further into psychosis?

I sighed.

It’s a minefield.

Maybe an audiobook would be a better choice for you, Alex offered.


Just so long as it isn’t Hammer of the Gods.

Our repartee was broken by the faint sound of footsteps approaching. I pulled on my sneakers, keen to intercept Patrick before he accidentally knocked on the door of the main house. Meeting my parents could come after he’d been subjected to Alex and Mel. One torture at a time.

How do I look? I asked hurriedly. Any food in my teeth?

I grimaced widely and Alex peered at my teeth, before using a manicured fingernail to scrape out a bit of food. She asked, So, things are getting serious between the two of you, hey?

I shrugged coyly, and unconvincingly.

I don’t know that I’d say it’s serious.

Oh, come off it, Mel said.

No, I’m serious. Serious that it isn’t serious, I mean.

Alex rolled her eyes while Mel snorted.

Peeking my head around the door, I gestured to Patrick to wait.

Be right out, I said, before returning my attention to the girls. I spoke quietly so he couldn’t hear.

What I mean is, it’s not serious in a bad way. We haven’t even had sex yet, but so far we’ve got a good thing going. I really like him, and I’m not pretending to be someone I’m not, or obsessing over every little thing. I’m not in too deep, too soon. He hasn’t woke up to the sound of me whispering into his ear about how the loveliest way to die would be by his side. Or, you know, anything like that.

I took a breath before continuing my monologue.

Listening to romantic songs for my whole life lent me the impression that romantic relationships are the whole pie, not just part of the pie. But I’ve finally determined that relationships are just . . . slices of pie. Sure, sometimes you’ll cut a bigger slice than you should, sometimes you’ll go in for seconds, and sometimes you’ll get a bad reaction from all the dairy and end up sorry you ever had a bite, but either way there’s still more or less three quarters of a pie left to live.

Mel tilted her head to one side, digesting the extended pie metaphor.

I can’t believe I’m saying this, she said, but that actually makes sense. More or less.

A timid cough outside reminded me Patrick was patiently waiting.

Okay, see you ladies later, I started to say, but Mel and Alex shook their heads.

Not so fast, Alex said, as Mel hauled Patrick inside. Before he had a chance to introduce himself, they began ruthlessly grilling him.

What do you do for work?

How is your relationship with your mother?

How many women have you dated before?

Who’s your favourite band?

He blinked.

Let’s see if I can remember all the questions, he said. I work in IT: a highly specialised area in which I turn computers on and off again. Occasionally I bang the sides of them with my hand. I call my mum weekly but have recently discouraged her from giving me an allowance. It started feeling uncomfortable at twenty-seven. I’ve had two previous girlfriends. My favourite band is absolutely Nickelback.


I swallowed.

That’s okay, I thought desperately. It’s not good. No, it’s definitely not good. But, hey, if he checked off all the other boxes, surely I can live with listening to ‘How You Remind Me’ (2001) every once in a while. Right? Right?

Just as I resigned myself to a life of Canadian soft rock, Patrick laughed.

I’m teasing, he said. I don’t really know who my favourite band is. I’ve really been getting into the Ramones since Kathy put me onto them. And I’ve started listening to other punk, and stuff. Do you guys know the band Bikini Kill?

Mel handed him a warm beer from on top of the makeshift coffee table.

Oh, I like you, she drawled.

All right, you two, Alex interjected. Get out of here. Have fun and be home by eleven.

I swiped the beer out of Patrick’s hand and put it on a precarious stack of books, so we could flee before either one of them had a chance to call his work for a character reference.

Dad’s bound to have leftovers upstairs if you’re staying, I said to Mel and Alex. G’night.

As I shut the door, I could hear conspiratorial laughing, peppered with snorts from both parties, coming from behind us.

[image: image]

Barely managing to get through dinner without touching each other inappropriately, Patrick and I finally went back to his house. Over dinner I had told him about Nate. I was worried he’d feel jealous over my having sex with another guy, or put off by my indelicate handling of the situation. But, as I’d rambled my way through an excuse-laden recounting of events, he’d put a hand on top of mine and said, simply, I’m sorry that this happened to you. And just like that, any residual worries I’d had about Patrick, being as he was a male-type person with romantic and/or sexual intentions, evaporated into thin air.

Patrick’s house was a worker’s cottage in Rosalie that he shared with another guy, who conveniently worked night fill. I noticed the pile of LPs Patrick had bought at my behest leaning against a new-looking turntable, and I wondered if he’d bought it before or after the splurge. That was as far as my suspicions went, because the next thing I knew, Patrick was leaning in close and asking, Can I kiss you?

After that, there was the obligatory removal of clothing, more kissing, more clothing removal, falling into bed, more kissing, and, yes, sex. The first time, we rushed, spurred on by irrepressible desire. The second time? The second time we slowed it down. I eventually fell asleep, Prince and the New Power Generation’s ‘Gett Off’ (1991) happily ringing in my ears. Speaking of getting off . . . well, dear reader, it’s not like me to kiss and tell. But remember that other Prince song, ‘Orgasm’ (1994)? Well, okay, ‘Orgasm’ is more of a risqué musical interlude than a fully developed song, but pedantry aside . . . let’s just say that it featured in the evening’s playlist. On rotation.











TRACK TWENTY-NINE




It was Mel’s last day. I never thought I’d say those words, but there we were. She was working at the front counter to remember ‘the old days’.

The good old days? I asked.

Just the old days, she confirmed.

I was nine years old when you started working here, I said, helpfully.

Yes, thank you. As always, your reminders of my rapid slide towards death are utterly appreciated.

C’mon, you’re like cheese. You just get better with age.

She looked at me, caught between taking offence and enjoying the cheese analogy.

You know what? You’re right. You couldn’t pay me to be in my twenties again, she said. Sure, I have some regrets, and some pesky perimenopausal chin hair, but all things considered . . .

As we spoke, listening to the Runaways’ Queens of Noise (1977) and fastidiously neglecting our work, we were periodically interrupted by customers, half of whom had come in to offer Mel a fond farewell, and the other half who approached either one of us to say, Are you new here? I’ve never seen you before. Random ephemera was unexpectedly triggering memories, and, because I associated them with Mel, I viewed them all through rose-coloured glasses. The chewing gum that had been stuck under the lip of the counter for seven years? Stunning. The shit stain I’d been unable to get out of the carpet? Gorgeous. Easter Island Head fondling a Madonna bobble-head figure in the corner? Unsurpassed in his misanthropic beauty.

How’s Tina? I asked as I lazily and ineffectively dusted a pile of CDs.

All right, already. I get it, Mel replied. You can stop inquiring after her every half an hour.

I just want to know! How is she? Tell me. Tell me or else I’ll . . .

I pretended to tickle her with the feather duster.

Fine, fine, I concede! Mel shrieked, ducking out of the way. She’s good.

Mel paused. Grinning slowly, she lowered her voice.

I mean, she’s really good. I’ll tell ya, I never was one for phone sex, but now—

I meant how is she with regards to work and life, but I’m happy for you.

I paused my domestic duty, feather duster suspended in mid-air.

You know, I’ve never been into phone sex either. I get paranoid that they’re gonna somehow know I’m actually in my footsie pyjamas on the other end, and not actually in lacy red lingerie like I’m claiming. Is that crazy?


That depends. Are you FaceTiming? Because they can actually see what you’re wearing when you’re on video, you know.

Who am I kidding, I sighed, returning to my dusting. I’ve never gotten comfortable enough with a guy to do phone sex. I can’t even do dirty talk. It’s so embarrassing.

Follow Dan Savage’s advice: if you don’t know what to say to them, just tell ’em what you’re doing, what you’ve done, and what you’re gonna do.

Am I having phone sex in this scenario? Because then it’d be something like, I’m secretly watching TV with the volume off and subtitles on, I ordered a pizza five minutes ago, and in fifteen minutes I’m going to tell you I came so that I can hang up and eat the pizza with the volume on.

Mel shook her head.

One small suggestion? If you try dirty talk with Patrick, talk about his big sausage. That way if you accidentally start talking about pizza, he won’t even notice your attention was diverted.

[image: image]

At five on the dot, Mel and I made our way to Sandy’s for her goodbye drinks. We had a fifteen-minute head start while the others did the banking, and we made the most of it. When they straggled in, we were already several sheets to the wind. Because she had nothing to lose, Mel was taking no prisoners.

So what did you lot get me for my goodbye gift? What heartfelt present will I be presented with as thanks for two decades of diligent back-breaking service?

As though Simon and Garfunkel themselves were in attendance, there was only the excruciating sound of silence in response. Gift? What gift? Of course, it hadn’t occurred to any of them to arrange so much as a card. Mel, after all, had always been the one to organise such things. I let them stew for a moment before handing her a wrapped present.

This is from all of us, I said, with just a touch of superiority.

She carefully unwrapped the paper to reveal a photo album. I watched her face closely as she flicked through the pages. I’d printed out photos stored on my phone as well as old images taken from her and Dusty’s computers. Sure, they were password-protected, but both were dead-easy to crack. Hers was ‘Malibu’, in reference to the Hole song (1998), as well as in reference to where she’d rather be at any and all times. Dusty’s was simply, in all caps, ‘FUCK’.

The first photo in the album was of her and Dusty, twenty years prior. They were both smiling and had their arms around each other’s shoulders. Both had waist-length hair and matching Dusty’s T-shirts. Then there were pictures of her posing with visiting musicians. She smiled in photos with musicians she admired. She smiled while covertly flipping the bird above the heads of those she didn’t. There was a snap of her and Jason from when they were on a bowling team together, which was something I’d struggled to believe had ever happened, even when confronted with the photographic evidence. Jason willingly engaging in something so frivolous? He must have been participating ironically. There was a candid photo of Mel at the front counter serving a stalwart and anaemically pale goth, while next to her Andy was captured talking animatedly to a customer. This had prompted even greater disbelief. Similarly shocking was a photo of her and Warren laughing together over a round of beers.


How could it be that that Warren existed in the same universe as the Warren who repeatedly made inappropriate sexual overtures to underage girls? How did this long-haired, placid Dusty coexist with the Dusty I knew, whose hair had all fallen out from stress and who swore more than Samuel L. Jackson in a Tarantino film? And there was another question troubling me. How was it that I considered this ragtag band of misfits to be my (kinda-sorta) friends, while also resenting them so viscerally at times? How was it possible for them to occupy two such polarising positions in my heart and head?

I don’t know. I wish I had fewer questions and more answers. But maybe, just maybe, insisting on our realness might be enough. Unapologetically announcing your presence in the world, whether in writing or a song. Or by yelling it drunkenly at a group of colleagues . . . which may or may not be a foreshadowing of what’s to come. Maybe small actions, such as these, are what will make men, such as these, start to listen.

Mel closed the album and rested it on the table. A shadow of sadness that I’m certain only I noticed passed over her face.

Thanks, everybody, Mel said, looking only at me. I love it.

And then she took a slow, measured sip of her drink, and said what had been on her mind for the past twenty years. Beginning with Warren.

You’re a cliché, she spat. Are women your own age that repugnant to you that you have to put your slimy, sticky tentacles on any prepubescent that walks in the door?

Before he could react she’d whipped her head around to face Jason.


And you. Your superiority complex clearly masks an inferiority complex. Need I say more?

She checked off names on her fingers as she went.

Andy. Your silence doesn’t make you seem like a Jedi. It just makes you boring.

Dusty. Motherfucking Dusty.

She paused, then said simply: Fuck you.

Before Dusty could retort in kind, she’d moved on to the last name on her list.

Ian. Yes, you. You may not perpetuate it, but you sure don’t try to stop it. Being pretty doesn’t get you off the hook. Neither does having an IQ of twenty.

By the time she’d reached the end of the list, she was out of breath.

If you hated it so much, why’d you stick around for so long? Jason asked, gobsmacked, when it seemed like she’d finally run out of steam.

Mel leaned forward until their faces were almost touching. Jason’s Adam’s apple bobbed discernibly as he gulped. She looked him unflinchingly in the eyes. I signalled to the bar staff to put the police on speed dial, worried that public castration was about to occur. But then, as though her diatribe had never happened, she simply said, Because I like music.

And with that, she excused herself politely to powder her nose. There was a minute of silence before Dusty exhaled slowly.

Now this is why you don’t have women working in a record shop, he said.

There were a few scattered chuckles. I hesitated for only a half-second.


No, Dusty. This is exactly why you should have women working in a record shop.

And I walked up to the bar to order two glasses of champagne.

The last photo in the album, by the way, was of Mel and me. Both of us are flushed from a few too many tequilas. It was taken the night of the Christmas party where, just out of frame, a certain rep had suggested [peach emoji] penetration, and Mel had told him in no uncertain terms where to stick his proverbial aubergine. Despite this, she and I are both grinning from ear to ear. Her arms are encircling my shoulders protectively, and I’m looking admiringly into her eyes while she plays to the camera. I made two copies of that one.











TRACK THIRTY




Hey, Mum. Do you consider yourself a feminist?

Mum jumped from where she was hunched over in the front garden, pulling weeds. I’d turned into the driveway after finishing work for the day. I had expected some kind of atmospheric shift following Mel’s condemnatory commentary at her drinks. But the next day passed, and then the next and the next, without any evident acknowledgment of, let alone reckoning with, her criticisms. Jason was as supercilious as ever, Andy as mute as if he’d been jinxed with a Silencio charm (Harry Potter book series, 1997–2007), Warren as slippery, Dusty as grumpy, and Ian as airheaded. I, however, had felt an electric current surge through me during Mel’s farewell drinks. It was as though, in saying farewell to Mel, I had started to say goodbye to the old me. What that meant, I wasn’t precisely sure, but my resigned acceptance of my station at work seemed irrevocably altered.


Sorry, I said. I was just wondering about it and saw you standing there. So . . . do you?

She was momentarily silent as she processed my abrupt query. To be fair, it wasn’t as inane as my usual enquiries, such as, ‘How long does it take to hard boil an egg?’ or ‘Is it safe to eat mouldy cheddar if I scrape off the outer layer?’ She pulled off her dirt-encrusted gardening gloves as she gathered her thoughts. Mum always took a beat to compose her thoughts before speaking. She was so unlike me in this regard that when I was younger I’d become convinced I was adopted. When I’d asked her point-blank if she was my real mum, she’d paused, considered, and then replied, I remember you babbling from the moment you entered the world. She’d added, Of course, they could have switched you out for another baby after that. I suppose we’ll never know.

I could hear Dad inside boisterously singing along to a compilation I’d found for him in the bargain bin at work, and which had quickly become his favourite of all time: Soviet Red Army Chorus & Band (conducted by Colonel Boris Alexandrov, 1986). His singing was accompanied by the clattering of pots and pans and the irresistible aroma of onion and garlic frying.

That’s an odd question, Mum said eventually.

It’s not, really. You either do or you don’t. So do you? Does Leon Trotsky in there?

Well, of course we do.

I was surprised by her uncharacteristically immediate and casually affirmative reply.

I guess I just never thought you would consider it in those terms, I said. You never speak about things like feminism.


Well, she said, it’s not exactly standard dinner-table conversation. But I would hope it’s implicit in how we live our lives. Haven’t we always tried to raise you as a strong woman?

I realised that of course she was right and felt immediately chagrined at my ignorance.

Besides, your father is always talking about forging a better world. In fact, whenever he tries to engage you in dialogue about it, you prefer to talk about Lawson’s Creek or X-Filings.

Ignoring her malapropisms, I said, But Dad’s always talking about socialism and communism. Never feminism.

He’d be better at explaining his own philosophy, but having lived with the man for forty years, I can tell you that it doesn’t matter what ‘ism’ you give it, it all boils down to the same thing. He – and I – just want you to have the best possible life you can.

I reflected on the myriad ways I thought I’d failed my parents over the years. I’d never gotten a ‘real’ job: whatever that loaded distinction means. I owed them an inconceivable amount of money, mostly in rent arrears. I’d never given them a grandchild, and I likely never would. I never even remembered their birthdays.

I’m sorry if I’ve let you down, I said quietly. I know you wish I was more like Alex.

There was another surprised silence between us, filled with the sound of Dad’s CD resuming, before she exclaimed, Oh, no. That couldn’t be further from the truth.

Huh?

We are so proud of you. We’re proud of Alex, too, of course. She’s our second daughter, really. And she’s had so much to overcome. But that doesn’t take anything away from you. You’ve always forged your own path. Sure, sometimes you veer off the beaten track a bit too far—

Hey, you were singing my praises, remember? More of that, please.

My point is that I understand that you’re still figuring out who you are. Believe it or not, I do vaguely recall being twenty-nine.

I’m impressed, I said. I can barely remember the night before.

Yes, well, I would certainly rest easier if you drank less, but we’ll table that for another discussion.

I hope you know that I couldn’t have done any of the things I’ve done by myself, Mum.

Yes, we’re very happy you have Mel and Alex.

No, I said. I have you.

There was no pause as Mum pulled me into a tight hug. I was sweaty and dirty from cleaning musty records all day, and she from weeding. She smelled like me, and I her.











TRACK THIRTY-ONE




In ten years, I had never spent more than a week apart from Mel. It had now been five weeks since she had moved to Sydney. Five long weeks without seeing her face, talking her ear off, eating her snacks, or watching movies together. Well, actually, none of that had really changed. Even the snack part was unchanged: before she’d left, she’d gifted me her filing cabinet stash of sugary treats.

Alex and I were sprawled out on her crusty old couch, which we’d dragged inside for the night. Lewis was nestled between us. The Breakfast Club (1985) was paused on the TV screen: we were yet to complete our John Hughes-a-thon, having had to suspend it while Mel moved. Alex was nibbling on unbuttered, unsalted popcorn, I was throwing handfuls of heavily buttered, heavily salted popcorn in the general direction of my mouth, and Lewis was rubbing chopped banana over the lower half of his face. It was a toss-up between Lew and me as to who was getting more actual food in their mouth.


I always forget how bad that John Bender up-skirt scene is, Mel said, her voice piping through the laptop we had set up next to us on the couch to face the TV.

It’s repressible, for sure, I said. But despite my better instincts, I have to say, he’s a sexy man.

He’s a teenager, Alex replied, askance.

A twenty-five-year-old playing a teenager.

You’re worse than John Hughes!

I contain multitudes. Some of my multitudes are deviant, I shrugged, hurling another handful of popcorn towards my face.

I could be wrong, but I don’t think that Whitman was granting you permission to perve on Judd Nelson when he wrote ‘Song of Myself’ (1855), Alex retorted. I shrugged once more, fishing a stray kernel out of my T-shirt.

When the movie ended, Alex and I repositioned the laptop on the coffee table to face us.

How on earth did people maintain long distance friendships before Skype? Alex asked.

Carrier pigeons, said Mel through the screen. At least, that’s what we did in my day.

Sounds plausible, Alex said. Listen, ladies, I’m going to put Lew to bed. See you in a bit.

She hoisted him up, but not before I gave him a big, buttery kiss on his forehead. I inhaled deeply as I did so. He smelled like banana and talcum powder, which you wouldn’t think would be intoxicating, but there ya go. His right hand curled into a fist around my index finger, and my heart unexpectedly constricted.

Goodnight, little man, I said.


G’night, he murmured sleepily, his head already lolling on his sturdy neck.

I turned back to the laptop wistfully.

So, tell me everything. How’s Sydney? How’s working for The Man?

If by The Man, you mean My Brother, good. Well, actually, now you mention it . . . he’s trying to lease out a space in Newtown. It’s tiny, the square footage is pretty much nil, and being Newtown, rent is exorbitant.

Not following her, I asked, What, are you becoming a real estate mogul now? Sydney’s changed you, man.

No, I was just thinking . . . Well, I didn’t expect to feel this way, but I actually miss working in a record shop.

Don’t tell me you’re coming back? Oh my god. I mean, it might take some convincing after you told Dusty to, you know, get fucked, but I’m sure I can work on him. If he could move past me vomiting in the office, he can move past this.

No thanks, doll. Hell no.

Oh.

But I spent twenty years there. It’s all I know how to do. I fixed enough of Dusty’s cock-ups that I practically was the boss, only without the title, respect, or pay to match. And I’ve got a Rolodex full of industry names.

What’s a Rolodex? I teased.

Har har. My point is I want to open a record shop down here.

Are you serious?

As a catastrophic cardiac arrest.

You’ll definitely cause Dusty’s heart to seize up if you go through with this. I can just picture it. Every time I come in he’ll be in my ear, raving about ‘that fucking out-of-state traitor’.

Well, you don’t have to hear another one of his rants if you don’t want to.

Are you suggesting I quit?

Yes. But for good reason.

She paused dramatically.

To join me in our shop.

My pause was borne out of confusion.

Sorry, did you just say our shop? I asked, certain that I’d misheard.

I want you to work with me. I know you can’t afford a partnership right now, not officially anyway, but we can sort something out.

With the words ‘our shop’, butterflies had begun breaking out of their cocoons inside my stomach. At the word ‘partner’, they started flapping around as if they were auditioning for the video clip to ‘Love is Like a Butterfly’ (Dolly Parton, 1974).

A record shop of our very own? I screamed, then remembered the tired infant down the hall and lowered my voice.

A record shop of our very own? I repeated in a barely contained whisper.

Feels nice on the tongue, doesn’t it? It’d take a while to sort it out, so you wouldn’t have to rush to move, but if you wanted to . . . Yes. It’ll be ours. By us, for us, and for girls and women and people like us. Guys and gals and non-binary pals, as you young folk say.

As she warmed to the theme, she started speaking faster. Her on-screen image lagged a half second behind her words.


We’ll specialise in music that isn’t exclusively from the pages of Mojo magazine (1993–∞). Think about it. We’d only have a small staff, but we could hire whoever we want. I’m talking total autonomy to buy and play and wear whatever the hell we want.

I thought about it. And the thought made the butterflies erupt forth from my stomach. Less Dolly Parton, more the Chestburster scene in Alien (1979). Only, y’know, in a good way. But then I thought about Dusty’s. I’d been there for so long, it didn’t seem possible to start afresh. The responsibility would be huge. Not just the shop, but moving to a new city. I needed to give this some serious consideration. No need to decide straight away. But as though I were a dummy being controlled by a ventriloquist, I found myself replying, Yes! A hundred times yes!

Mel grinned on camera, and I grinned dumbly back.

That is . . . I trailed off. There was a huge ‘but’ hanging in the air which, in my initial excitement, I’d forgotten. Alex. Hadn’t I just agreed to be a more active presence in her and her son’s life?

I can’t, I said. I was unable to disguise the note of regret in my voice.

At that moment Alex walked back into the room.

Sure she can, she said perkily, pouring me a glass of wine and herself a sparkling apple juice. She had obviously overheard everything.

And she will, she added with conviction.

But . . . Lewis, I protested.

But nothing. He’s past the terrible twos, and Dennis has been making a point to try harder around the house. I’ve been communicating my needs, and he’s really been listening. And . . . She grinned slowly. He’s also been way more attentive in the bedroom.

She lowered her voice.

He bought edible underwear.

I looked at her.

Men’s or women’s?

Alex blushed, sitting back on the couch and crossing one leg over the other. She looked well-rested for the first time in a long time.

I’ll never tell.

Whoa, mama. But getting back to the conversation at hand, I’m not about to forget that I made you a promise.

Yes, she said. You promised to help yourself, remember? This will be a fulfilment of that promise.

Well, that settles that, then, Mel piped in cheerfully. Hey, Al, do you know of any freelance accountants? We’ll need help with our books in a big way.

Alex took a measured sip of her drink, pondering something.

Funnily enough, I’ve been thinking about going part-time for a while.

I looked at her in shock.

You? Working less than eighty hours a week?

She dismissed me with a wave. I have savings, and I want to spend some more time at home. I want more time with Lew, and less time in the rat race. But I don’t see why I couldn’t dedicate a few of my free hours to helping you two out. We can do it over Skype at first, and it’d be a great excuse for me to fly down there eventually and visit you. I could write it off as business expense.


Already she was thinking in accounting terms. I reached over and hugged her, tightly. I discreetly inhaled her shampoo. The day-old smell of the Clairol Herbal Essence she’d used since school, despite being able to afford far posher stuff since her first pay rise, made me feel warm and safe.

Are you sure?

She nodded emphatically, then asked, What about Patrick, though?

I paused. That was definitely another hurdle. I really, really liked him. Like, really liked him. Surely it was far too soon to be dumping this on him. Or, worse, to be dumping him, which I most definitely did not want to do. But I couldn’t ask him to pack up his life and move with me, not this early on. Could I?

Damn, I said softly.

Mel piped in, You have to do whatever makes you happiest, doll. You have to be with the person you love.

Contemplating it for a minute more, I said, I will be. Either way, I will be. I love you, Mel.

I reached over and squeezed Alex’s hand.

And I love you, Alex.

When Mel and Alex replied, it was in unison.

Me too, they both said.











TRACK THIRTY-TWO




I want to live, like cannonballs. Carelessly free, like cannonballs . . .

It was 9 a.m. The shop was devoid of customers, so I belted along without inhibition to ‘The Animal Song’ (1999) by Savage Garden while I ran the vacuum along the gritty carpet. It had been pointed out to me on more than one occasion that I’d misheard the lyrics, but mondegreen is as a mondegreen does, and the lyrics were stuck in my brain as I’d originally heard them.

As I sang, I thought for the hundredth time that morning about the conversation I’d had with Mel and Alex, now over a week ago. I hadn’t exactly changed my mind about the prospective sea change, but in the cold light of day there were . . . contingencies to consider. As far as my bank account went, the cupboards were well and truly bare. I had no qualifications or accreditations to my name, unless you count being ordained as a Dudeist Minister from dudeism.com, or the VIP status associated with my hard-earned Subway Subcard®. Not to mention that, apart from Mel, I had no friends or family in Sydney. I wasn’t exactly Howard Hughes, but the thought of finding my way in the big city definitely had me feeling some kind of way. I had visions of hiding inside my house, Grey Gardens-style. Only, instead of a rambling fourteen-room manor I’d more likely end up sharing an airless room with seven international students and a few hundred cockroaches, all of us (including the roaches) paying $500 a week in rent for the privilege.

I was so lost in my catastrophising that I obliviously ran the vacuum over someone’s feet.

Oh, sorry, I exclaimed.

No problem. Hey, good choice of music.

Assuming the speaker was being sarcastic, I switched off the vacuum and began a well-worn tirade:

Firstly, if you’re going to come into a record store, you should be prepared to listen without complaint to what the staff have chosen to play. It’s just basic manners. Secondly, I’ll have you know that Savage Garden had five number-one hit singles, two number-one studio albums in Australia, both of which reached the top ten in the UK and US, and they won ten – count it, ten – ARIA Awards in 1997 alone.

As I delivered my dissertation, I still hadn’t looked up at the face of the speaker. I was crouched down, focused on pulling hair out of the vacuum brush.

Industry accolades aside, I continued, consider their award-winning single ‘Affirmation’ which manages to appeal to the queer community, the polyamorous community, and the Marxist community all in the space of one verse. A mere boy band? Psssh! *NSYNC could never.


Furiously wrenching the last of the matted hair out of the vacuum, I whirled around to confront my captive audience.

Well, thanks, they said. I mean, that’s what we were going for, but it’s still nice to be appreciated.

Looking into the face of Darren Hayes, singer of iconic Brisbane band Savage Garden, I gulped.

Wh-what? Are you . . . here?

Just visiting from LA. Seeing the old neighbourhood. It’s nice to know we haven’t been forgotten.

I blinked, stupefied.

Of all the gin joints in all the world . . . I whispered under my breath.

Sorry? Darren Hayes asked.

N-nothing, I said. Just browsing?

Just browsing, he confirmed. If you don’t mind me saying, you seem a bit . . . highly strung. Is there something on your mind, or are you just really passionate about 1990s Australian pop music?

I couldn’t believe it. Darren Hayes, of multi-award-winning band Savage Garden was offering me life advice. The world had gone topsy-turvy.

Well, Darren Hayes, I began hesitantly.

Just Darren, he said.

Okay, Darren. I’m seriously thinking about moving cities, leaving everything behind, and opening up a record store with one of my two best friends in all the world.

Sounds great, he said.

Sure, in theory. But there are a lot of risks, with absolutely no guarantees. Am I being reckless? I mean, in ‘Affirmation’ you have a line about the grass being no more green over on the other side.

He paused, leaning against the guardrail leading up the stairs.

True. But consider what I said in ‘The Animal Song’ about living carelessly and freely. From the way you were singing along when I walked in, it seems to me that you might want the same thing.

He paused.

Although I’m not convinced you actually know the words, but regardless.

But how do I know which is the best choice? I asked. I feel paralysed with indecision.

He shrugged.

You just have to listen to your heart. But hey: if your taste in music is anything to go by, your record shop should be a success.

What if I miss home?

He laughed gently.

Trust me. You can take the girl out of Queensland, but you can’t take Queensland out of the girl.

He turned to leave.

One more thing, Darren?

He looked back over his shoulder.

Am I dreaming? Or are you really here?

He softly laughed again.

If this is your idea of a fantasy, you might want to dream bigger.

As his retreating back faded in the bright light of the doorway, I could have sworn I heard him say, If you build it, they will come . . .











TRACK THIRTY-THREE




See ya round the bend, babe, said Jarrah. She’d swung by the shop to drop off an uneaten burger and fries for me after she clocked off.

Biting into the discarded dinner, I asked, You want some money for this?

Nah, she said, waving away the suggestion. Just, I dunno, if you commit a crime in Sydney, hire me as your attorney.

Done deal.

We shook hands.

That’s a legally binding handshake you know, she said.

Sue me.

For what money? You have an unpaid tab at Froth.

Touché. Hey, congrats again on finishing your studies. You’re a powerhouse.

And you’re a businesswoman. Or about to be. Your parents must be proud.


Well, I’m rising above my proletariat station, which is quite concerning to my dad, but overall, yeah. I think they’re pretty proud of me.

I’m not sure if I follow the first part.

Never mind. Anyway, think of me when you toss your mortar board.

Think of me when you’re drinking crappy, overpriced Sydney coffee.

I will.

Throwing a ‘hang loose’ hand gesture at me as she left, Jarrah floated up the steps, her paisley print skirt billowing around her. Her delicate gold ankle bracelet caught the sunlight streaming down the stairs. Only Jarrah could make a Tree of Life maxi skirt and Jesus sandals look that good. I cast an appraising eye over my oversized flanno and ripped skinny jeans. No comparison. But you know what? That was fine. What’s more: I liked the way I looked. Grinning to myself, I polished off the rest of the burger, wiped my greasy hands on my thighs, and took a deep breath. No more putting it off.

It was time.
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What in the fucking fires of hell . . .

I could hear Dusty grousing under his breath as I hovered outside the doorway to his office. He was hunched over in his chair with an expression of consternation, or possibly constipation, clouding his features.

Knock knock, I said.


Without waiting for his response, I walked into his office and picked my way around the piles of books and records strewn haphazardly across the floor. Assuming he was wrestling with an order, I glanced at his computer screen and saw that he was playing a losing hand of solitaire.

Fuck, he muttered, clicking his mouse in impotent rage.

I cleared my throat tentatively.

May I speak with you for a moment?

Without waiting for an answer, I perched on the edge of his desk.

First, let me say thank you for hiring me more than a decade ago. I know relations between us can be, well, fractious, and that we don’t always see eye to eye on . . . anything, but I’ve learned a lot, and had some great times here. Despite our differences, I think of you as a kind of father figure.

I neglected to deliver my treatise on the toxic dynamics of patriarchal familial structures. Better that he take it as a compliment.

Not you too, Dusty said.

Pardon me?

You’re leaving, aren’t you?

Well, yes, I said, surprise inflecting my voice. I am, actually.

In all of the rehearsals I’d done in front of my mirror, I hadn’t expected him to predict what I was going to say. At least not so quickly.

Dusty snorted.

To do what? Go to university? Start your modelling career?

To move to Sydney.

Dusty frowned suspiciously.

To work with Mel.


His frown deepened.

In a record shop.

His frown grew deeper than the Mariana Trench.

That we’ll be opening ourselves.

I can safely say that what came next was something neither Dusty nor I expected.

Dusty, I asked in shock, are you . . . crying?

Of course not! he blustered. I’ve got something in my fucking eye. Because you haven’t dusted in weeks.

He turned his back to me.

If that’s all, I’m very busy.

I looked at the losing solitaire game on his screen again.

Okay Dusty, I said.

Before I left, I placed a hand on his shoulder for a second. It was bonier than I’d expected. He tensed reactively, before slumping a little. Maybe it was just because of my angle, standing above him as he sat in his chair, but this titan of industry, purveyor of vinyl, slinger of expletives, and above all else tyrannical, reproachful, implacable ruler of my entire adult life looked . . . small. Insignificant.

Defeated.

I closed the office door quietly behind me.
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Three weeks after giving Dusty my notice, it was 3.05 on what was to be my last Friday shift. I was visited first by Baramarama Dave. Unbelievably, for the first time in a decade, I had what he was looking for. With all the pageantry of Miss World being handed a crown and sceptre, I presented him with his very own holy grail: a mint-condition second-hand copy of Bananarama’s Bananarama (1984).

He looked at it in reverent silence before whispering, I’ll take it.

At 4.15 came the Newlyweds. As I cracked into a bag of Lays and watched them mere moments away from laying one another, I thought of Patrick. Suddenly I was very thirsty, and not just because of the salty crisps I was hoeing into.

Neo skulked in at 5.20. I turned my back on him so he could rob me blind, just for old times’ sake. What can I say? Bygones be bygones. I can be benevolent when I want to be.

Finally, at 5.45, Michelle Song arrived. She’d already picked up her Beyoncé record, and we’d traded mix CDs. I’d agonised over what to put on hers. It was only when I realised I didn’t need to try to impress her that I let go and just had fun with it. Mixes, I’ve decided, aren’t about curating the coolest tunes, or imposing your taste onto somebody else. Making a mix is like sharing your packed lunch with a friend in primary school. You don’t want your fruit Roll-Up and they don’t want their pizza-flavoured Shapes, so you trade. Or maybe you do want your fruit Roll-Up but you know they haven’t ever eaten one before, so you swap it just so they can taste it for themselves. Mixes, I’ve come to understand, aren’t just CD-Rs or blank tapes or playlists. They’re nourishment, and friendship, and, above all else, conversation.

Bouncing over to the counter with all the energy of Tigger on crack cocaine, Michelle said, I’m love-love-loving owning Lemonade on vinyl. It’s so awesome being able to touch it, y’know? It’s so much realer. You can’t, like, smell digital copies.

I couldn’t agree more, I said, smiling.


Oh my god, P.S., I’m loving your mix, she added. Kathleen Hanna is soooo badass. That Bikini Kill song ‘Rebel Girl’ (1993) is so cool. Hey, do you like my hair?

She’d styled her hair into a bright pink mohawk.

I love it, I said. I’m digging your mix, too. Lily Allen is bitching. So, listen, this might actually be the last time I see you for a while. I’m skipping town.

What? Why?

I’m moving to Sydney. I’m starting a record shop.

Michelle’s eyes lit up like a laser display. That’s huge! Do you need staff? Can I work for you? I’ll do dusting and vacuuming and I’ll buy coffees. Whatever you don’t want to do, I’ll do it.

Slow your roll, aren’t you still in school?

Practically salivating, she said, Not anymore. Or, well, not for long. It’s actually perfect. I’ve been tossing up between Sydney and Melbourne for uni anyway.

I thought for a second. I was hesitant to assume responsibility over her future, but she had assured me she’d be moving away regardless. Besides, maybe I could’ve gotten to this place sooner if I’d taken bigger risks at her age.

I can’t guarantee anything. I’d have to run it by my business partner. If she said yes, and only if she said yes, we’d start you off on a trial basis. Even then, it’d be a skeleton staff, so there’d barely be any hours.

Unperturbed, Michelle replied, I can work on weekends or between classes. No problem.

I frowned.

I’ll see what I can do. You just focus on surviving graduation, and then we’ll talk. But if you do work for me, it’ll be under one condition.

Name it.

You won’t be doing the domestic duties.

Deal.

I thought twice about what I’d just said.

Well, maybe not all of the time, I revised. We’ll share the load.
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I pulled the shutter down on the door for the very last time. Warren, Ian, Jason and Andy were up at The Pickle. Even Dusty had decided to go along. I wasn’t joining them, despite their cajoling. I think they were secretly a bit relieved I’d declined, after the showdown that was Mel’s goodbye drinks. I’ll admit, it felt a bit wrong not to have one last round. Anti-climactic, even.

I momentarily reconsidered: surely one quick drink wouldn’t go astray. But then I saw it all unfold, as crystal clear as if I were watching a movie. I saw myself walking in, sitting down, and listening to The Professor playing the same tunes to the same crowd, all of whom were drinking the same drinks and speaking about the same things. And on, and on, and on and on and on, night after night after night. I realised that the credits had rolled and the curtains had closed on that movie – for me, at least. I didn’t need to have one last hurrah. And I didn’t want to.

More importantly, I had something to do that required my urgent attention. I had to talk to Patrick. Despite finishing the week out at the shop, I’d put off telling him about the move until now. Coward, thy name art Kathy. It wasn’t fair to him, but the idea of telling him I was leaving town after we’d just gotten things off the ground made me feel guilty, and nervous, and kind of like I’d eaten a bad curry. My digestive tract couldn’t take much more. For both our sakes, I had to break the news to him.

My phone vibrated. Speak of the devil, it was a text from Patrick. Cue churning guts and me scouting the perimeter for the nearest public toilet.

Want a lift from the bus stop?

Damn him. Why did he have to be so sweet? He was making this so much harder.

I’ll walk. Thx. Be there soon.

From the shop to the bus stop, for the duration of the ride, and on the short walk to Patrick’s place, I ran various well-rehearsed scripts through my head. I was trying to narrow down the best approach in breaking the news.

Option one was the ‘no holds barred’ approach:

SURPRISE! Guess who’s moving to Sydney?

Hmmm. Maybe too brutal.

Option two was the ‘glass is half-full’ approach:

I’ve got bad news and good news. The bad news is I’m moving to Sydney. The good news is you have a place to stay if you visit Sydney!

Nah. Too evasive.

Option three was the ‘straight-up bald-faced lie’ approach:

I’m in ASIO. I’ve been in deep cover this whole time. I’m being called away on a mission . . . to Sydney.

Admittedly, that one was kinda fun, but definitely not the bravest. Not to mention that in the long term it would require way too much subterfuge.


Option four, my personal favourite, was the ‘thought transference’ approach. This one involved me staring intently at Patrick while laser-beaming my thoughts into his head, thus negating the need for any awkward verbal exchange at all. Unfortunately, after practising on the unwitting person sitting next to me on the bus, I determined that my clairvoyant abilities needed some work. Or maybe, by standing up and moving briskly to the front of the bus, my fellow traveller had just been trying to telepathically communicate with me. Specifically, their crushing disappointment at me ESPing them the news that I was moving to Sydney. How would I know? I’m no mind reader.

After flip-flopping for a while, I’d decided for the sixth time that the top-secret spy approach was the safest bet. I was wondering if I had time to run home and find a more convincing ASIO operative outfit when Patrick opened the door. I hadn’t even had a chance to knock yet. Wait, maybe he really was telepathic. I decided to test it.

What am I thinking about? I asked, narrowing my eyes.

Without missing a beat, he said, Triple cheese pizza with cheesy garlic bread and a side of chilli cheese fries.

Well, that one was too easy.

Ushering me inside, he led me over to the dining room table. It was nearly buckling under the weight of a chocolate fountain and a cheese fondue set, already melting alluringly over a flame. Scattered around the table were an assortment of food items for dipping: Patrick had provided the more traditional crackers, breadsticks and strawberries, as well as chocolate bars, lollies, and potato chips. I thought I even saw a plate covered in spring rolls and dim sims. Before I could react, Patrick had dipped a Kit Kat in the chocolate fountain and placed it in my mouth. I closed my eyes in ecstasy.

Oh my god, I murmured over a mouthful of chocolate-on-chocolate. Was he trying to make this difficult?

STOP, I said, as soon as I could swallow.

Don’t you like it? Patrick asked in dismay. I remember you telling me that you’ve always wanted to rent a chocolate fountain, and I know how much you like cheese, so I just thought . . .

Of course I like it, I snapped. I love it. It’s the perfect balance of savoury and sweet. You eat too much chocolate, you go to the cheese. You start getting cheesed out, you switch back to the chocolate fountain. Willy Wonka couldn’t ask for more. It’s the best goddamn thing any man’s ever done for me.

Patrick looked confused.

Then . . . why do you sound so angry?

Because you’re making this so much harder than it already was! And I’m getting mad at you, which is nuts, but then again I must be nuts to even be contemplating what I’m contemplating and oh my god speaking of nuts is that a plate of Picnic bars?

Patrick nodded, looking no less perplexed.

The saltiness of the nuts, married with the creaminess of the chocolate . . . if I were to dip it into the cheese fountain would that be wrong, or so wrong it’s right?

Go for it, he said encouragingly.

I shook my head forcefully. No! No. I have to focus. Focus, Kathy.

Taking a deep breath, I said, You might want to sit down.

We walked over to his couch, which already seemed so invested with food – I mean, fond – memories. As background music, Patrick was playing the Ramones’s We’re Outta Here! (1997). The choice of tunes felt like a Shakespearean level of tragic irony. It was there, on his comfortable couch, in his colourful home suffused with warm yellow light, that I finally summoned the courage to say what I’d come to say. Surprising myself, I didn’t go with approach one, two, three, or four. I tried to speak as straightforwardly but gently as I could.

Mel has gone to Sydney, as you know, and she wants me to join her. We want to open up our own record shop. I had my last day at Dusty’s today, and I have one week until I move. It was a spur-of-the-moment decision but I also feel like I’ve wanted this forever, and just hadn’t articulated it to myself until now.

I paused to look at him. His face was unreadable.

And I hate that I didn’t tell you right away. I think I just wanted to keep our last days together as . . . untainted as possible. But I see now that it was just a classic case of me running from what’s frightening. Because, the thing is, I really, really, really like you. Anyway, I understand if you never want to speak to me again.

Despite my palms dripping with nervous sweat, I also felt an underlying excitement that, try as I might, I couldn’t suppress. After a moment, Patrick stood up abruptly. He walked out of the room.

My heart sank.

The record stopped.

I counted the seconds as the wall clock ticked. It was punishingly loud. It seemed evident that in his silence, he’d given me his answer loud and clear. I waited a full minute before slinging my bag over my shoulder and storming into the kitchen after him.


So, what, you’re not even going to fight for me? I exploded. You feel so indifferent towards me, towards us, that you just leave the room?

So consumed with hurt and anger was I that I didn’t notice that Patrick was holding a bottle of wine in one hand and two glasses in the other.

I— oh.

Patrick was silent, bemusement etched into every crevice of his face. Eventually he asked, You honestly thought I would just leave the room, never to return?

I thought you weren’t coming back! I thought you were being all silent and stoic and hinting at me to take my leave!

Take your leave? What is this, a Jane Austen novel? I was getting us a drink, for crying out loud.

Oh, I said. So you weren’t mad?

I mean, I’m a bit pissed off you kept it to yourself for so long, to be honest.

He took a big slug of wine.

Actually, you know what? I am mad. I’m steaming. Why wouldn’t you tell me? Why wouldn’t you take me into consideration? I thought we had a real connection. Yeah, I’m mad. But I’m even more mad you were going to leave my house without even saying goodbye. Is that how little you think of me?

Having apparently run out of steam, he fell abruptly silent. After a moment, he peered at my tote bag, which I was now nervously gripping.

Is your bag filled with Picnic bars? he asked in astonishment.

I blushed.


Well, I thought I might as well capitalise on the moment. If you were dumping me, I’d need to eat my emotions!

Luckily he hadn’t noticed my pockets were crammed with Sour Straps and Jatz crackers.

He sighed.

Sit down, he said, forcefully. His self-assurance was . . . very sexy, not gonna lie.

I shuffled back into the living room and took a seat.

If this thing we have were to work, honest, open communication would be crucial. If for no reason other than to avoid you panic-hoarding candy bars unnecessarily. So yeah, I’m kind of angry. But more than being mad, I’m sad. This has been shaping up to be the best goddamn relationship of my life.

I couldn’t bring myself to look at him. I wondered if I was being foolish to throw all of this away over what might amount to little more than a pipedream. As my resolve began to waver, Patrick said, But I can’t be mad at you for pursing your dream.

I dared to meet his eyes.

You have to do this, he added. This is it.

It?

The moment. Your moment.

He squeezed my hand for a second, lingering before removing it to pour us each a glass of wine. The top of my hand was warm where he’d touched me.

It’s just something I have to do, I said, sadly.

I know it is.

We both silently drank from our glasses.

I’m not asking you to come with me, I said, eventually. I know that’s an unreasonable and totally Swimfan-ish thing to do since we’ve barely been dating a minute. All I can say is that I like you, and I don’t want to end this. If you want to try the long-distance thing, I’m game. But I also understand if that’s too much to ask.

I paused.

And, just as a side bar, I’m realising that Swimfan (2002) was an odd pick considering the other more obvious cinematic possibilities, like Play Misty for Me (1971), or even Basic Instinct (1992), but I didn’t rehearse any of this so it’s all coming out a bit wrong, really.

Realising I was rambling yet again, I pursed my lips to physically prevent myself from any further word vomit. I waited for his response, my knee tapping out a nervous rhythm. I secretly hoped for a dramatic declaration of love, an impassioned proclamation of love against all odds, but I suspected that was one wish too many.

Finally, after an agonising interlude, he sighed. If it’s possible to heave out a breath of air, he managed it. I didn’t know if it was a sigh born from sadness, relief, or exasperation at my incessant blathering. Whichever, it wasn’t good. Then he put his head in his hands, and said, simply, Well, shit.

And that was that. The response I’d anticipated, but definitely not wanted. We went around in circles for a while after that, weighing up any possible compromise, but ultimately I didn’t stay over that night. Our relationship was a total eclipse of the heart, but there’s more than one eclipse in a lifetime. That’s just one of those hard truths you’re forced to learn as you get older.











TRACK THIRTY-FOUR




That’s the last one, then.

Oz placed the twenty-odd-kilo box of records into the back of the van as if it were nothing more than a box of feathers.

Thanks so much, Oz, I said. When I couldn’t find any moving vans in time, I was flipping my wig.

My pleasure, darlin’. I’ve got nothing else to do these days.

I can think of something we could be doing, Doreen interjected.

They then proceeded to put the Newlyweds to shame as my parents stood to the side, politely averting their gaze.

That the last of it, Oz?

The driver of the van, a heavily tattooed, long-haired beanpole of a man, stuck his head out of the window. Oz shut the rear doors and banged the back of the van in acknowledgement of the question. Giving a thumbs up out of the window before rolling it up, the driver shifted the van into gear. Heavy metal vibrated through the van. Dad winced as it swiped my mailbox and crushed the side garden. Driving away at full tilt, the horn blared.

Are you sure Kathy’s things are safe in that vehicle? Dad asked.

No worries, mate, Oz assured him. Ted’s the best in the biz.

And what business is that, again?

He’s the singer of Succubus Slayer.

Dad didn’t look convinced by the credentials.

Trust me, he’s used to toting precious cargo around. He’ll treat ’er things like a Marshall MG30GFX and a 1968 Les Paul.

Now Dad just looked confused.

Expensive gear, Dad, I explained.

As I spoke, the van careened around the corner, narrowly avoiding incoming traffic. The back licence plate, already hanging on by a single bolt, swung precariously before coming unscrewed and clattering onto the road.

Let’s thank Oz and Doreen and get on the road, yeah? I said quickly, before Dad could chase after the van like a middle-aged T-800 from Terminator 2: Judgment Day (1991).

Right, Dad said. Well. Thank you again.

Like I said, it’s nothing. Good to know I’ve still got it after all these years.

Oh, you’ve still got it, purred Doreen.

Besides, Oz said between loud, wet kisses, Ted owes me a favour.

Despite nobody asking, he clarified: Let’s just say I filled in for him on the road when he was down with mono, and the cheeky bastard’d stashed a full zip of Acapulco Gold in his guitar case without telling me. It took a hell of a time explaining that to the local PD when they searched the vehicle.


Dad looked confused again. Mum volunteered, I think he’s talking about marijuana cigarettes.

Mum, I said, shocked. How do you know about marijuana cigarettes?

Well, she said, sounding offended, I am a product of the sixties.

Leaning in close, she offered quietly, And besides, it’s a very effective way to relax in the bath.

Making a mental note to tell Alex about Mum’s latest outrageous disclosure, I declined to seek clarification on precisely what bath time activities she was referring to.

As if on cue, a familiar weather-worn hatchback pulled into the recently vacated driveway space. Alex hurriedly stepped out, hopping on one foot as she slipped her ballet slippers on.

Sorry, sorry, hi all. Am I late? Lewis managed to get under the kitchen sink.

I could see him in his carseat, half-awake and gurgling groggily.

Oh no, Mum said. Did he ingest anything?

No, no, he just squeezed detergent all over the tiles. Oh well, they needed a clean. Are we going yet? Oh, hello, she said, only just noticing Oz and Doreen.

Hiii, Doreen drawled, staring openly at Alex. My god, but you’re a pretty thing. You’d’ve done a roaring trade back in the day. Hair like yours, with those lips . . . Elvis wouldn’t have been able to resist you if you were fourteen.

Do you mean despite my being fourteen or because of it? Because your intonation wasn’t clear, Alex said uneasily. Also, roaring trade? What industry are we talking about exactly?

Doreen shrugged.


All I’ll say is that you’re the spitting image of Priscilla.

Oz, I interjected, if you won’t accept payment, at least let me thank you with this.

Scratching my head, I mused, Now, where did I put it? Don’t tell me I packed it in with my records. Oh, wait. Here it is.

With a flourish, I produced Oz’s much coveted Toys in the Attic LP from behind my back.

You didn’t . . . How did you . . . What . . . he sputtered.

Oz, darling, Doreen said. Your jaw’s on the floor.

It’s nothing, I said. But, if anybody at Dusty’s asks, I realised it had ‘mould damage’ and I ‘saved it from the bin’.

Oz teared up: an incongruent spectacle on such a burly, bearded man.

I . . . I . . . he choked out.

I waved my hand dismissively.

Take it. It’s yours.

Seemingly unable to speak, Oz rushed me with a bear hug. If not for his strong grip, I would have lost my balance.

This place won’t be the same without you, Oz said, when he could finally speak.

Doreen hugged me next, squeezing my bum.

Take care of yourself, sweetheart.

Walking past Alex, she cast one last appraising look at her.

Mmm, she said, not unlike a brothel madam appraising a new acquisition. You’d have done very well.

It was very nice to meet you both, Mum said. Her tone conveyed the complete opposite meaning. Dad nodded without much more in the way of conviction.


The four of us piled into the back of Alex’s car. As Alex turned the key, Dad said, Are you sure your possessions are safe in that strange man’s care?
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What should have been a twenty-minute drive to the airport took forty, because Dad insisted on taking every back street in what he stubbornly insisted was a shortcut. Alex had handed the wheel over to Dad after he’d nervously and loudly cleared his throat for the fiftieth time in a row. Luckily I was still approximately three hours early for my flight, because Dad had insisted we needed to leave ample time for unforeseen traffic. I could have been abducted by aliens and returned to earth in another time zone and still have made my flight.

Anybody mind if I play some music? Dad asked.

The three of us shared a glance, but before anybody could say anything he’d slipped Soviet Red Army Chorus & Band into Alex’s disc drive.

Now this is music, he said, leaning back happily.

In the past, I would have argued the point. I would have insisted that my preferred music was the real music. But as the CD reverberated through the car, and Lewis began to wake up fully and clap along, I realised that – as much as it caused me actual physical pain to admit it – I would have been wrong. Not that I was likely to start listening to Russian military music of my own accord any time soon, but who was I to say that Dad’s favoured tunes were inferior to mine? After all, taste is subjective, and surely what really dictates what is or isn’t good music is whether or not it makes the listener happy. For some, that’s Crazy Frog, for others it’s Enya, and for others again, it might be harsh industrial noise. For Dad, it was Soviet Red Army Chorus & Band.

As he contentedly nodded his head to the consistent tempo of the military march, I leaned forward between the seats and reached for the volume knob.

Let your father have his fun . . . Mum began to protest, but, instead of predictably turning the dial to the left, I cranked it to the right. As we pulled into the airport drop-off, Mum looked at me with a slightly bewildered expression.

What’s up? I asked.

Nothing, she said. Just . . . something’s different about you.

I shrugged, slipping off my seatbelt.

Maybe I’m growing up.

There was no time to reflect further, as Dad pulled into the drop-off bay at the airport, loudly insisting on unloading my single backpack from the boot for me. Once it was firmly secured onto my back, Dad stood beside the car with his arms rigidly crossed while Mum choked back tears.

All right, all right, I said. I’m only moving one and a half hours away by plane.

Alex leaned out the window from the back seat, Oroton sunglasses covering her eyes, seeming less overcome with emotion than my parents. Lewis, now on her lap and wide awake, wriggled in bored agitation, his robust enjoyment of Dad’s music having proven to be fleeting.

See ya.

Jeez, I said. Despite what I just said to Mum and Dad, I am moving. I mean, I don’t expect a parade to be thrown in my honour, but you could at least get out of the car.


I took off work to drive with you to the airport, Alex snorted. And besides, I’ll be in Sydney soon enough.

She rolled up the window, but then, seemingly remembering something, wound it back down.

You do realise you have toilet paper stuck to your shoe?

I looked down. Nothing.

Made you look.

Angling my body so my parents couldn’t see, I flipped her the bird. She gave me the finger in return.

Love you, she said.

Love you. And you, Lew.

She wound the window back up as I blew Lewis a kiss.

Okay, Mum, I really do have to go.

I know, I just— don’t use your phone on the plane. Mobile interference can cause crashes, you know. And don’t drink too much on the flight. And—

I cut her off by hugging her closely to me. I don’t know when it happened, but at some point either I’d grown or she’d shrunk. I kissed the top of her head, noticing the solid line of grey regrowth breaking up her dyed auburn hair.

I’ll be fine, I said. I’ll call you tomorrow.

Sniffling, she nodded and stepped back.

Dad’s turn. He hugged me, patting me stiffly on the back as he did.

C’mon now, I said. Is that any way to show a comrade your love?

Gradually, he softened into the hug. After a moment, he stepped back and cleared his throat.


Oh. I packed this for your flight, he said gruffly, handing me a large Tupperware container. I peeled off the lid and sniffed the contents.

Meatloaf?

Tofu meatloaf, he confirmed. I don’t expect the in-flight food will be up to snuff, and airport food is designed to price out the working class.

You want me to take this entire thing on the plane?

Just wash the container and give it to Alex when she visits you to give back to us next time she visits us, he said, as though I were an idiot.

Thanks, Dad. I’m sure it’ll be delicious.

I took a deep breath.

Okay. See you on the flip side.

Before Dad could volunteer to fly the plane himself, I started to walk away. Behind me I could hear Dad’s beloved CD starting up again. I lingered outside, dripping sweat beneath the blistering sun. Heat radiated off the asphalt. Looking up to see if I could spot any planes taking off, I was momentarily blinded by the sun.

I cast a brief glance over my shoulder, blinking to adjust my eyesight. Mum, Dad and Alex were gone. Identical SUVs after sedans after minivans proceeded to take the place of Alex’s hatchback, like in a memory game. Squinting into the distance, I allowed myself to fleetingly entertain a romantic fantasy. I saw Patrick leaping out of one of the arriving cars, running up to me, and beseeching me to stay, like Matthew McConaughey in any of his movies pre-2009. Patrick, who would look like himself but also somehow like Mark Ruffalo, and would sound like himself but also like Chris Hemsworth (What? It’s my fantasy) would say he’d been tossing and turning all night. He’d realised that without me his life was devoid of meaning. In the sunshine glinting off rows of shiny chrome, I could almost see him: bounding towards me, and pumping his delicious arms in order to run faster.

Out of the way!

A harried-looking woman interrupted my reverie, juggling several bags and followed by a procession of small children. Jostled by her luggage, I picked up the warm Tupperware container full of perishable tofu loaf before it toppled onto the ground. Holding it closely to my chest like a security blanket, I kept walking: through the doors, through the security screening, through the departures gate, and right on into my future.












EPILOGUE: SIDE B




Get your flat arse into gear or find your own way to work!

Mel lays on the horn, while I frantically try to find my keys. I eventually spot them hanging out of my jeans, which are slung over the armchair in the living room.

Coming!

I scull the remnants of my coffee, realising too late I’m drinking out of last night’s mug, the contents of which is red wine. I really should run the dishwasher. Shrugging to myself, I swallow the cheap merlot. Dutch courage for the day ahead. Or Bordeaux courage. Whatever. Slinging my keys into my bag, I run out the front door, slamming it behind me.

Haven’t you ever heard of setting an alarm? Mel asks, backing down the driveway before I’ve even shut the passenger door.

Tina makes enough noise clomping around in her heels at 5 a.m. that I don’t need to set an alarm, I grumble. Who wakes up a 5 a.m.? That’s the devil’s hour.


Might I remind you that you’re living free of charge in Tina’s house? I have no doubt she’d be amenable to you paying rent in exchange for her walking more quietly.

Hey, clomp away, I say, quickly. Who needs sleep? Not me!

That’s the spirit.

Mel distractedly connects to Bluetooth with one hand while steering with the other. Just before we get T-boned by a semi-truck, Babes in Toyland’s ‘Bruise Violet’ (1992) rocks the car.

Pay attention to the road, will you? It’d be pretty anti-climactic to get hit by a truck before our first day of trading.

I crane my neck to look at the back of the truck as it arcs around us, blaring its horn.

Especially by a semi with a bumper sticker reading, My other ride is your mum. Ugh.

The rest of the drive is at a glacial pace, as we’re stuck in bumper-to-bumper traffic. I rest my head against the window and count the bridal shops lining Parramatta Road, trying to guess how many of them are fronts for money-laundering. When I start feeling carsick, I face forward.

Our first day open to the public, I murmur. Our first day at our shop.

I grin. Mel looks at me and grins too, before wrenching the steering wheel to the left to stay in our lane. She lowers her window and yells out at the car dealerships and boarded-up restaurants.

Get in line, folks! Form an orderly queue! GIRLS TO THE MOTHERFUCKING FRONT!

An ancient-looking man with suspender socks and a shrunken face stops walking his French bulldog to stare at us. He purses his puckered mouth in evident distaste.


Are you ready for this? Mel asks, her head safely back in the car and her eyes once more on the road.

I lean over and press down on the horn, before lowering my window. I yell my assent into the crisp morning air.

[image: image]

Settling into life in a new city takes time. It would be wildly optimistic to think that you can just walk off the plane and straight into a classic two-storey terrace house with lower than average rent and a spare room devoted to your killer record collection. However, that’s what I did.

Okay, so it was Mel and Tina’s classic two-storey terrace house with lower than average rent and a spare room devoted to my killer record collection and I’m just crashing with them until I find a room that doesn’t necessitate me selling vital organs to pay for it, but still. Dreams do come true. When I arrived in Five Dock, the inner-west suburb where they lived, Mel swung open the front door, pressed a tall glass of vodka into my hand, and said, Welcome home, babycakes.

Every day Mel and I have been driving into Newtown together to set up the shop in preparation for the grand unveiling. We’re operating on a shoestring, but Mel’s real estate mogul brother managed to get us a pretty reasonable lease for the shop, and Alex has been curbing our (okay, my) spending. So at least we won’t be filing for bankruptcy any time soon.

Mel wasn’t joking when she said it was a small space. We’re trying to set up a website so those who can’t fit – literally – can shop online, as well as out-of-state and overseas customers. Although, call me nostalgic, but I want the priority to be the physical, bricks-and-mortar shop. I’m old-fashioned that way, I guess.

Mel thinks I’m getting ahead of myself, but I’ve also been thinking about hosting in-store gigs. I don’t know where we’d squeeze them in, but even if we have to spill out onto the footpath, I’m determined to try. I was thinking we could even host regular all-ages gigs in the shop, with a focus on emerging musicians.

Hell, maybe I could even give it a crack. I’ve been thinking it might be about time to give learning the guitar another go. Tina has an acoustic gathering dust in the corner of her living room, and one night with nothing else to do, I found myself compelled to pick it up. I ran my hand over the strings to wipe the grime off. Before I even knew what I was doing I was strumming away like I was Rodriguez. Y’know, if he’d lost all of his fingers in a terrible accident and had them replaced with sausages. Maybe I’ll take a lesson.

I am a bit homesick. It’s hard not to be, after so long in one place. But I ring Mum and Dad every week, and I get the odd message from the guys at Dusty’s. Ian is actually touring soon, so he’s going to give me and Mel plus ones for his Sydney shows. I read a review online that said that he insisted that girls stand at the front at his latest gig. Andy hasn’t spoken to me since I left. Well, not verbally. He did text me saying good luck when I left, which, coming from him, is loquacious to the max. Jason messaged too, ostensibly with advice on how best to choose what new releases to order in. I told him we’d be just fine.

Warren rang me one night. He was drunk out of his mind, and what little I could make sense of through the slurring involved something about feeling neglected by his mum as a boy, and transference, and . . . I couldn’t make out the rest. I told him I forgave him, for whatever it was that he was apologising for, and then I suggested he find himself a therapist. Maybe that was a bit harsh, but I already have a full-time job, and it’s one that I actually get paid for. Well, kind of. Not really. Not at all, in fact. But soon I’ll be able to afford to pay myself a wage. I hope.

Dusty hasn’t reached out to either of us yet. But I have a feeling he will, in time.

Anyway, back to our shop (it still gives me a jolt of pride to say that. Our shop. Ours. It really does sound good). We already have two casual staff members. Of course, we haven’t actually opened yet, so they’ve been helping us behind the scenes, by filling up the shelves with records and setting up the social media accounts. After the whole ‘publicly outing a guy for sexual skulduggery from the Dusty’s Facebook account’ thing, I’ve solemnly pledged not to have anything to do with the socials. Also, I can’t keep up with the acronyms. ROFL? LMFAO? I’ll gladly pass the baton to the kids.

The first young whippersnapper that we hired was Michelle Song. Mel approved of her after she came into work on her first day wearing a Bratmobile T-shirt, and I liked her even more than I already did after she came into work on her first day bearing lattes and doughnuts. As well as all things Knowles, she’s been enthusiastically expanding her musical lexicon. On any given day while stocking the shelves or curating our Instagram, she’ll be headbanging to Slayer while glitter rains out of her hair, or rapping along to the crudest of Missy Elliot’s oeuvre. Whitney was right: I believe the children are our future.


We also hired Elijah, a fifteen-year-old boy who goes to the high school right across the street. Like Michelle, he only works on weekends and after school, while Mel and I take the lion’s share of shifts. Elijah is the token male. His signature move is to put on the Prodigy at 9 a.m. on a Saturday. Bracing, but cheaper than coffee. So long as I’m not too hungover, we usually all have a dance together to ‘Firestarter’ (1996) before we get to work. Elijah told me that I dance like a direct descendant of Rick Astley, who apparently he knows about exclusively because of Rickrolling memes.

And that’s it. Michelle, Elijah, Mel and me. For five weeks we’ve been unboxing, setting up the phone line, pricing, sweeping, dusting, and Windexing the windows until they shine. We have to clean the windows and sweep every morning, because drunk people ritualistically smear food on the glass, and drop ciggie butts in the doorway like it’s their own personal ashtray. Ah well. I’ve cleaned up worse.

Today, though, it’s not a half-eaten pie or skuzzy pile of durries I see in the doorway after walking the short distance from Mel’s car to the shop.

It’s Patrick.

Oh, did I give you the impression that Patrick and I called it quits? My bad. Nope, we thought about it for a while, but ultimately decided it was worth a shot. And so far it has been. He’s up for review at his work in six months, and says he’s keen for a change of scenery, so who knows? I’m starting to think that the Triffids had it right: it’s a wide open road. And we’re going to drive down it together. Although, as suggested by me bumming rides off Mel every day, I still don’t have a licence yet: so we’ll walk it together instead. Hand in hand.

Hey babe, Patrick says, kissing me on the lips.

I hug him tightly. His arms encircling my waist feel like home. He presses into me, and I— oh.

Patrick, I say in my best Mae West impression, looking down at his crotch, is that a gun in your pocket, or are you just happy to see me?

Oh, I’m very happy to see you, he says, blushing but speaking in an indisputably cocky tone.

Get inside, I say, unlocking the door hurriedly.

What about Mel?

She’s finding a park, I say. We’ve got time.

I pull him into the darkened shop, and we stumble into the tiny storeroom. It’s standing room only but that’s just fine.

As we’re finishing, the lights switch on, bathing us in a bright glow.

Kathy?

I’m coming, I groan. Giggling, I hastily step out onto the shop floor. Mel raises an eyebrow.

Hi Patrick, she calls casually.

Hi Mel, he returns. His voice is slightly panicked and muffled through the door.

How did you know Patrick was here?

Face blank, Mel points to my open fly. Putting her things down behind the counter, she says, Sex, drugs and rock’n’roll, huh? You’re really ringing in your thirtieth in style.

No drugs. Well, not until after work. I’m a professional.


Patrick emerges with ruddy cheeks, shutting the storeroom door gently behind him. Mine are flushed too. In my case it’s from exertion, while for Patrick, it’s embarrassment.

I’ll leave you two to open up, he says. Don’t want to be a third wheel.

Bring back coffee, Mel says.

And cake, please, I add.

Cake for breakfast? Mel asks.

It’s my birthday, I volley.

Before Patrick leaves, he reaches into his pant leg.

I actually do have something in my pocket, he says.

He pulls out a small, square box.

Oh my god.

I hear Mel suck in air behind me. Meanwhile, I forget to breathe. My head starts spinning.

I think I need to sit . . .

I manage to slump onto a crate of records before my legs give out completely. Could it be? The green velvet box is still in Patrick’s hand. He raises his free hand as if to calm a spooked horse.

Whoa there, he says. Easy. It’s just a birthday present.

I open the lid and the ceiling light glints off something silver. Despite his assurance it isn’t a ring, I still exhale a sigh of relief.

It’s a round pendant on a long chain, bearing the Ramones logo in the centre. The names Joey, Johnny, Dee Dee and Tommy run around the outside.

Do you like it? Patrick asks nervously. Wait, before you say anything, look at the back.

I flip it over.


The back has the same Ramones logo, but instead of the band members names, the outside circle reads Kathy and Patrick.

I had it engraved, he says. I mean, that probably goes without saying. Obviously we were never in the Ramones. I don’t know, maybe it’s tacky. I can take it back—

Just as I go to hush him, Patrick stops himself mid-sentence. We both laugh. The days of our awkward rambling and apologetic prefacing are mostly over, but old habits die hard.

I love it, I say, slipping the chain over my head.

I thought it was a bloody engagement ring, Mel pipes up.

I’d forgotten she was even there. I turn around to glare at her.

Now, shove off, Pat, she says. We’ve got things to do.
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Before we open the front doors, I check my messages. There’s a voicemail from Alex confirming her flight. She’s flying down tomorrow, ostensibly for a business meeting (gotta claim that tax), but really to celebrate my birthday. I can’t guarantee we’ll get much actual business accomplished at all, but I’m beyond excited for her to see the shop. I’m going to rig up a baby gate between the office and the shop so Lew doesn’t run right out onto King Street, and I’ve put aside a bunch of old Kamahl records for him to play with. We might have one game of Bastard Bingo, but only for old times’ sake. I think we all agree that it doesn’t work like it used to.

There’s just not a lot that makes us miserable nowadays. Not to say that misogyny isn’t alive and well, but we’ve discovered that although screaming into the abyss is most definitely cathartic, we get a lot more out of laughing into it. And speaking of amusing things, there’s a Nicolas Cage triple feature on at the Dendy, so we’ll hit that up, and maybe grab a bite to eat at one of the many vego restaurants lining King Street. Alex will hate that, but, hey, I’m the birthday girl.

Placing my phone down, I look at Mel.

Are we ready? I ask.

We were born ready, she replies.

Together, we walk over to the front door. I feel like Neil Armstrong walking on the moon, but in reality the distance is scarcely two metres. As I walk, I trace my fingertips over the spines of records, dust particles illuminated in the light arcing through the window. I pause for a moment to look over the shop. We went for blonde-wood fixtures, hardwood floors, and white walls. The only splash of colour is the candy pink ceiling. A coffee-scented candle burns discreetly on the back counter. It gives me arson anxiety, but if the shop fails to make a profit, at least we have an easy way to get insurance. We have one listening station in the corner, set up with a tape player, CD player, and turntable. We have a small zine rack, and an even smaller merch display. Mel had to forcibly prevent me from bringing in furniture off the kerb to fit out the shop, a battle I begrudgingly conceded. The final decision was how to arrange the stock we’d ordered. We deliberated over:


	Alphabetising by first name.

	Alphabetising by surname.

	Alphabetising by pseudonym.

	Creating separate areas for new and second-hand.

	Creating separate areas for each genre: pop, hip-hop, reggae, and so on.

	Giving up, placing all records in brown paper bags, and calling it a lucky dip.



Eventually, we settled on a triple-pronged approach in which the new and used stock were discrete from one another, filed by surname, and arranged according to genre. Logically, it made sense. Aristotle himself couldn’t have contrived a more rational approach. However, when we stepped back and looked at what we’d done, it felt wrong. Already, a strange hierarchy seemed to be developing.

We decided to sleep on it. That night, unbeknownst to Mel, I snuck out of the house, unlocked the shop, and went to work combining everything: no genres, no divisions. (Well, it was still alphabetised, of course. I’m not an agent of chaos.) When Mel came in the following morning, she found me sound asleep behind the counter. Shaking me gently by the shoulder to rouse me, she asked softly, What the fuck did you do?

I stood up, wiped the drool off my chin, and looked blearily around. Maybe it was one of those decisions that seemed masterful in the middle of the night, but that in the cold light of day was as ill-conceived as sleeping on hardwood floors: a decision I was personally about to regret. I tried to plead my case.

I had this idea that we could decolonise the shop. Not in, like, a white saviour way, just . . . I was trying to figure out where to put Tinariwen’s Aman Iman (2007) and the thought of putting it in World felt so Eurocentric, so I thought, why not put it in Rock? But then I thought Rock will end up being sprawling and anything that’s not Rock will have a tiny bay and look tokenistic, so then I thought, what if we just put it all together and that way nothing is elevated or spurned—

Stop squawking, Chicken Little, Mel interrupted. I like it.
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Mel looks at me now, and seems to be reliving the same memory as me.

I still like it, she says.

Flicking through the LPs, I look at Hole’s Live Through This (1994) butting up against Howlin’ Wolf’s The Super Super Blues Band (1968), and I smile. Yeah. It looks good. It looks right.

I still don’t know where the hell to file Thee Oh Sees. Especially since they dropped the ‘thee’ and the ‘h’ to become Osees. They’re in the brown bag section.

Okay, quick checklist before we do this, Mel says. Air conditioning?

Set to a cool 20 degrees.

Cash?

Counted, and securely in the till.

Pyrite crystals?

Charged by moonlight, and strategically placed next to the till to generate prosperity and opportunity.

Sarcasm?

Kept in check. Barely.

Affirmations?

Spoken into the universe.

Mel frowned.


No, really, I clarified.

Look, I still don’t believe in the power of crystal healing or the preternatural properties of tea leaves, but when I woke up today and saw the Post-it notes Mel had affixed to the bathroom mirror, I thought it couldn’t hurt to give it a crack. And so, feeling painfully self-conscious and like I was about to summon Bloody Mary, I chanted I am a bad bitch, and I will make a sale today, three times apiece. I even touched my thumbs to my third eye chakra, said a hail Mary, and prayed to Allah for good measure. What? I’d come this far.

Now to see if anybody out there was listening.

Inhale deeply . . .

I unlock the door from the inside.

. . . and release.

Turning to look at Mel, I ask, Do you want to do the honours?

It’s all yours, baby, she says.

I flip the sign to ‘open’.

We look outside, and wait for the inevitable hordes of customers.

And wait.

And wait.

They must be sleeping in.

After fifteen minutes, Mel ambles back to the counter. Putting on a record, she shrugs. As ‘You Know I’m No Good’ (Amy Winehouse, 2007) starts to play, she says, Probably won’t get anyone ’til at least eleven. We are in the land of brunch, after all.

I shrug too, and join Mel. Leaning against the back counter, I scroll through our Instagram. Michelle’s done a great job. Hopefully it’s enough to stoke the fires of interest. After liking all of our photos I walk out to the front and take a photo of the sign we had made up for the front window. It’s simple, no logo, just bright, fuchsia-pink block letters outlined in solid black, spelling out the name of our shop. Mel and I tooled around for weeks coming up with the perfect name. It took a lot of back and forth and fighting, and really put last year’s puny tiff into perspective, but we finally, finally, chose one. I think it’s perfect, but I’m a tad biased, of course.

Wandering back inside and sitting down, I examine the photo before posting it to Instagram. I know, I know, I said I wouldn’t touch the social media: but surely one li’l photo can’t hurt.

I go back to scrolling Instagram, but I’m jolted from the endless inane content by the phone ringing. Mel waves a hand at me in response to my questioning look. I take a deep breath and pick up the receiver.

Rebel Girl Records. How may I help you?

The voice on the other line is tinny and hard to hear. I can just make out the words.

Are you open?

Yeah, I say, smiling. We are.

What kind of music do you sell?

All kinds, I reply. We don’t discriminate.

Cool, see you soon.

They hang up without waiting for a reply. I wait a moment before placing the receiver down, listening to the empty static. It pops, and hums, and buzzes. It’s full of possibility. And it’s music to my ears.
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