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Tangled web

'Oh, what a tangled
web we weave

When we practise
to deceive.'

Sir Walter Scott

David M. Russell

© Copyright 2004



2

Chapter One

The whole bloody world sucks - big time!

eep within my psyche there lurks an evil twin of the person I like to be: the pleasant, cheerful 
Jennifer Clothier who's generally well-liked and respected. This twin is a savage beast, hell-bent 

on wreaking havoc. It lashes out without warning and is particularly disdainful of men. It slithers its 
way to the surface of my being a dozen times a year and no matter how hard I try to repress it, it lashes 
out at the unwary. If the beast is not disturbed it remains quiescent but once aroused it takes no 
prisoners. Today, it is on the prowl. If I had my own way I'd cage the creature and stay in the sanctuary 
of my apartment so as to protect the unwary but bosses - usually men, go figure! - insist we all turn up 
to work even when our hormones are running riot. It's as if they cling to some notion that we will 
maintain productivity despite the burden we carry within us. Truth be known, they wouldn't have a 
clue. Wouldn’t understand even if we explained it with diagrams.

This repressed rage is not doing me any good, I sense, and while I want to lash out at anyone that 
comes within reach, I know deep down that they probably won’t deserve it and I'm going to feel bad 
after biting their head off. Oh, well, life wasn't meant to be fair, was it? If it was, men wouldn't be in 
charge, would they? Mongrels. Funny thing is, I really like guys. Not today, though. Not today and 
certainly not right now. If I could put a sign up on the door that said:  'Stay well away from me' there 
wouldn’t need to be any dramas. But people keep coming through the bloody door. Won't damn well 
leave me alone. Dickheads.

Then along comes Dale. Poor Dale. Didn't really know what hit him. He just didn't see the frightening 
glare I put on my face as he peeped around the door jamb. Tried to warn him. 'Back away now and 
don't come near me,' was the clear message projected from my squinted eyes and pursed lips. Getting 
the corners of your mouth to turn down at the same time, too, takes some mastering but once you've got 
it licked it's a mean look. 

Dale's role in corporate life was to plumb the bowels of the building delivering internal and external 
mail and any other odd jobs that needed doing. You wouldn’t say he was particularly good at it. 
Compared to some of the other staff Dale wasn't even that bad, and in fact, his usually cheerful 
demeanour could prise some praise out of me. But not today. Not bloody today.

'Jen, can I have the National IQ Test coupon out of your Courier-Mail, please?' he asked. 'I did really 
well in yesterday's quiz and I think I could get a prize if I keep doin' that good. So, I'm gonna have a 
go.' 

This was delivered with the zealous smile of contentment that signifies a true fanatic. The confidence 
that suggests they could never lose even though they do all the time. 

'Fuckwit!' I raged under my breath. 'You wouldn’t know an IQ if you fell over one'. 

Why is it that dumb people keep doing quiz tests? Are they gluttons for punishment? Really intelligent 
people who might reasonably be assumed to get a buzz out of proving how smart they are almost never
do quizzes. What do they have to prove? They know they're clever dicks so why would they bother? 

And where do we get off watching a stupid television program called 'The National IQ Test'?  What the 
hell does it matter if this test-thing demonstrates that Australia as a nation has a collective IQ level of 
ten above or below that of a cud-chewing cow? Does anybody really give a damn about such nonsense, 
for god's sake? The crushing truth is that something like one in ten men, women and children in every 
electrified dwelling across this vast continent ended up watching this bloody disgrace called an IQ 
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Test. You have to wonder about people. They get caught up in the strangest things. It matters not that 
entire species are being wiped-out at an alarming rate, these square-eyed addicts want to watch Big Tits 
Crabtree (the glamour-puss hostess of this television farce) giggle simperingly at all manner of cretins 
in the audience while managing to jiggle her breasts just enough to capture another percentage point or 
two in the ratings. Which would probably boost her annual salary by another several thousand dollars. 
There's just no justice in the world. If only real women were allowed to host prime time national 
television specials. Somebody like me, for instance, could wow the viewers with sheer intellect without 
having to resort to Barbie doll-style feminine wiles to capture their attention. Not that I couldn’t mix it 
with bloody Crabtree. My own breasts are very nice, thank you, and while my rear-end is somewhat
larger than I would like, I pretend to myself that it has some J-Lo-type attraction to the opposite sex. 
Not that most of them ever notice. Most of them can’t tear their eyes off my chest. If you could just 
stop the dickheads ogling them, breasts could be a lot more enjoyable. 

I was brought back to reality by finding Dale surreptitiously - yeah, right! - trying to peep down my 
shirt. Prick! This time my glare is rewarded by a smidgin of recognition that he has been sprung. 
Furtively he glances down at the mail in his hand and proffers it to me while quickly looking up and 
over my shoulder. Tell the truth, I don’t normally mind Dale's preoccupation with my tits. He's not 
pushy and always has the decency to blush when caught out. Silly boy - if only he could summon the 
courage to buy me a drink, he could probably get his hands on them. Not a serious grope, mind, just a 
quick feel-up to get his heart racing. And my heart too, truth be known. But not bloody now - they are 
swollen and sore and I wish they weren't causing these bloody straps to cut into my shoulders.

'Did I spill something on my shirt, Dale, or were you trying to see what colour bra I'm wearing?' I 
hissed. 

Like a puppy that has been slapped across the face for some sin he didn't realise he had committed, 
Dale's face crumpled momentarily and then flushed bright red. 

'What colour undies are you wearing?' I asked while staring blatantly at his crotch.

As he looked up and caught the direction of my gaze, he frantically swung a handful of internal travel 
envelopes down in front of his nether region. His hasty, embarrassed reaction created a small slapping 
sound. 

'Careful, you might hurt him,' I snarled. 

This was just too much for Dale. He turned to flee but I halted his escape by saying: 'Yes, Dale, you 
can have the bloody coupon'. 

He froze in mid-step and slowly turned back towards my desk but could not raise his eyes to meet 
mine.  He stood abjectly a couple of paces away while I flicked through the paper to find the page with 
the coupon. I reached into my drawer for some scissors and then cut out the section he wanted. As I 
held it out to him he was forced to step forward. Quickly I thrust the scissors towards his crotch while 
making a rapid cutting action. He leapt backwards as if scalded by hot steam, dropping the envelopes. 
With a startled gasp, he reached down, grabbed them and fled towards the door in one motion. 

'Have a wonderful day, mate,' I chortled as he surged down the corridor. Poor Dale, it wasn't his fault 
but someone had to pay the price. I felt like a real bitch but even so I could feel the tension draining 
from my system. You couldn’t say I was now in a good mood but at least the pressure valve had been 
released.

In the void created by Dale's departure, I was forced to face up to the thousand and one things that I 
just had to get done today. The last thing in the world - the very last thing - that I wanted to do was get 
on the phone but I had no choice. As an account executive at Connaught Feldman I had responsibility 
for pulling together a pitch to a rapidly-growing new property development group that was cashing-in 
on the current real estate boom happening in south-east Queensland. I had wangled the chance to 
present our credentials through a chance acquaintance I had made a short time back while catching a 
quick afternoon coffee down the street. A good-looking guy bumped me at the counter as we both 
placed our orders at the same time. Apologising, he offered to pick-up the tab for my caffeine. If he 
hadn't been cute, I would have rejected his offer but he had a cleft in his chin like John Travolta and I 
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just wanted to look at him a while longer. We exchanged pleasantries while sipping our lattes and soon 
found that neither of us was in a rush to get on with what we were supposed to be doing. There was the 
heady aroma of attraction in the air and we enjoyed a lot of verbal jousting. Pushing my luck, I asked if 
his company was in need of some fabulous marketing. His initial reaction was sceptical but I promised 
that if he gave me the chance to do a pitch, I would give him at least three good ideas to enhance their 
image and reputation. If they didn't accept the pitch he could keep them for free. Telling me I was a con 
artist, he nonetheless agreed, subject to being able to persuade his Managing Director to hear us out. 
His firm was a substantial player in the property development scene on the east coast: Austral Pacific 
Properties. Recalling a presentation I had seen at last year's Urban Development Institute of Australia 
state conference, I knew that APP was big into broadacre development with a particular penchant for 
'affordable housing'. Not my personal cup of tea, perhaps, but there was a huge market for housing 
which the lower middle class could afford while still sending their offspring to private schools.

Two days later Michael (I won't tell you this guy's last name because you just wouldn’t believe it!) rang 
to say we had a deal and that I had three weeks to prepare. He insisted that I run the proposal past him 
before we formally presented and I agreed. Now it was two weeks later and I still had a million things 
to nail down. Gripping the telephone handset as if I was ready to beat off some imaginary attacker, I 
punched in numbers and either cajoled or harangued various people who had some involvement with 
the pitch. Jenny in graphic design rightly said she couldn’t get stuck into prettying-up the presentation 
because it hadn't yet been written. Ian our IT guru said he hadn’t been able to put together a 
PowerPoint presentation because the pitch hadn't yet been written. Sally in Admin said she couldn't do 
up the corporate gifts we would give because she didn't yet know the theme - the presentation hadn't 
been written yet. And George my offsider said he couldn't finalise the presentation because I hadn’t 
written the pitch; identified the three ideas I was giving away; nor had I set the price at which we 
would offer our services. The unseen, untouchable condemnation in their voices was palpable as it sank 
in that everyone was waiting on me. Christ, I hate some days. They just aren’t worth getting out of bed. 
There was a knot of fear in my belly as I had reinforced yet again that several people - friends, really -
owed their jobs in part to my capacity to sell our collective services. I liked them and I normally take a 
quiet pride in my ability to land business that kept them, partially at least, in work. Today, though, it all 
tasted like shit. I could almost smell my own fear. Not a pretty sensation. Even so, there was a bedrock 
of pride fashioned from my knowledge that we were a great team and that I was the lynchpin. It was 
very rare that we didn't pull it off. We were the best and we worked for the best.

Connaught Feldman was the largest marketing communication consultancy in the country even though 
its Brisbane office was comparatively small compared to Sydney and Melbourne. C-F was one of the 
major global conglomerates and comprised a bewildering array of advertising, PR and marketing 
outfits around the world. No-one ever seemed to know just which agencies comprised our network at 
any one time because there was a constant process of mergers, acquisitions and rationalisations 
happening across the five continents. Being part of such a global giant added a certain lustre to my job 
but, frankly, it made very little difference from day to day. The profit motive reigned supreme and we 
were kept very focused on making sure our own little part of the empire produced the goods. Every 
quarter we were reminded - brutally on occasion - that there were little bean-counting gnomes huddled 
in the global HQ in London who kept a razor-sharp eye on our accounts. It didn't matter if they didn't 
know where Brisbane was, they sure knew if we were under our budget.

The Connaught Feldman ethic was work hard, play hard. You were expected to be a leader in your 
field or, at least, an up-and-comer. Every member of staff was given a business development target 
which forced us all to be continually on the lookout for companies or organisations which might be 
persuaded to make use of our capabilities. Those who exceeded their target were rewarded with bonus 
payments and goodies and those who fell under too frequently were shown the door. Stripped-down it 
was a form of prostitution but there was a definite cachet to working for Connaught Feldman and 
almost all of us were egotistically eager to be part of the team.

My own role was to conceive big ideas, sell them to clients willing to pay big bucks for them and bring 
them to fruition successfully. It required a substantial package of talents and I was proud I had them. I 
could extract great deals from most people I dealt with and I had a large dollop of performer in me. If I 
was honest I'd probably own up to being a bit pushy and a flirt - but well within acceptable bounds, I 
hasten to add. I wasn't a harlot. Good grief, no. Having said that, though, I don't mind a good time if 
there's one to be had, if you know what I mean.
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Which was not the frame of mind I was in when Helen waddled in to my office. To the naked eye, this 
girl moved slower than a wet fortnight. Yet miraculously she stayed ahead of the fastest-moving gossip 
in the office. There wasn't a person in the building about whom Helen didn't have some soupcon of 
scandal to offer. Being a gossip is a tricky business. If you say too much you can get a reputation as a 
busybody not to be trusted. And that's metaphorical death for a gossip, so the art is to spread rumours 
without really appearing to do so. A bubbly personality is a huge bonus and Helen has this in spades. 
She almost drives you crazy, but not quite. Visitors still weren't welcome in my lair but Helen was a 
better prospect than the many phone calls I still had to make. 'Guess who's pregnant? ' she chortled.

'Who gives a rat's?' was my jaundiced reply.

'Ooh, we're full of the milk of human kindness this morning, aren’t we? Still, you won’t believe it . . .  
it's Georgina.'

This was a somewhat unfortunate woman in Scheduling who was as plain as a beige cardigan. I 
couldn’t recall ever hearing about her having a date, let alone a partner or serious relationship. Frankly, 
we all thought she had probably 'healed up' if you know what I mean. So, to be knocked-up would 
suggest a very serious straying from the path of virtue. Or, a serious bout of very bad luck. One thing 
you knew if you had been around here a while was that you did not bet against Helen. Her information 
was extraordinarily accurate. Sure, sometimes, she got things wrong - or events didn't pan out the way 
she suggested - but it wasn't very often. You'd be happy to be as confident of winning the lottery as 
trusting Helen's snippets to be spot on. She sidled out and I resumed my bloody phone calls. 
Fortunately, this godforsaken day would soon be over.

That evening, life was not much better. When I got home I managed to stumble through the bedroom, 
shedding clothes as I went, on my way to the bathroom where I washed away every residue of 
Connaught Feldman that was humanly possible. Afterwards the fridge yielded a half-full bottle of 
chardonnay and I actually slurped the first mouthful. Not an attractive sound, I have to confess.  The 
wine started to ease the tension I was feeling but it all too quickly degenerated into another headache. 
Cooking dinner was simply too much hassle to even contemplate so I rummaged through the freezer 
compartment to find some pizza that the microwave rejuvenated. A million miles from nutritious but, 
hey, what the hell? A carbohydrate hit before I slurped too much wine was what was needed and I 
couldn’t believe my capacity to be so sensible. Amazing! I kept at the half bottle of vino at a pace that 
was well beyond ladylike. Still, its mellowing effects started to kick-in and I eventually slumped in 
front of the idiot box. Television was the least onerous of the recreation options I faced that evening but 
it was a morass of crap and I retired to bed to read. That lasted all of thirty seconds, I reckon, before I 
was snoring. Just as well not many blokes get their slippers under my bed.

At least the next morning yielded some relief from the cramps. The nasty little goblins that had been 
messing with my brain the day before had scurried back to their insidious little Garden of Evil to plan 
next month's attack on my wellbeing. Fortified by relief from period pain, I got to work with a fresh 
outlook on life and a desire to achieve something worthwhile. So eager was I, that I ignored the daily 
paper beckoning from the corner of my desk. Its allure was usually more than I could resist - a 
throwback to my time in journalism. Once that newsprint gets under your fingernails, it's hard to 
remove. Some of my mentors told me it was an indelible lifetime stain. Wasn't sure I shared their belief 
but I certainly did have an addiction to reading the headlines every morning. As I logged on to my 
computer, the phone rang. Continuing to enter my password and opening Microsoft's wonderful Inbox 
to check my emails, I heard the sultry voice of Ian Maddox in my ear. 

'Well, good morning to you, Ms Clothier,' he kind of sighed.

'What the bloody hell do you want?' I responded

'Just to hear your voice makes getting out of bed worthwhile.'

'You're a sick bastard.'

'Well, if that's how you feel then I won't pop down to fix your little synchronisation problem.'
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Shit, I thought. I had forgotten all about reporting this malfunction yesterday. Was it only yesterday? 
God, it must have been a bad one. 

'Ah, sorry mate. Yes, I'd appreciate it if you would have a look at this bloody laptop. It's only a minor 
thing but damned annoying.'

'See ya in a minute'.

Ian was a techno-geek but not your usual nerd who's into computers and nothing else. He was 
Connaught Feldman's web administrator and it frequently seemed as if there was absolutely nothing he 
didn't know about how PCs worked. The thing about Ian was that he was tall, dark and handsome with 
a body that suggested a more than passing interest in keeping very fit. I knew he was a runner because 
a year or two ago he used to jog to work occasionally.  But showering here was somewhat of a hassle 
and he soon gave up the practice. If you ignored his rapidly receding hairline, and his preoccupation 
with all things PC, he was a good score. 

We had flirted on and off for the past eighteen months without it ever becoming serious. I suspected he 
liked to play the field but saw office romances as just too stifling. There was a definite spark between 
us but we had never allowed it to flare into anything significant. Mind you, some days when he was 
bending over my laptop, I had to restrain myself from grabbing his butt. It was so tight, I wanted to just 
caress it.

'Penny for your thoughts,' he said suggestively as I recoiled in surprise at his quick and surreptitious 
entrance to my office. I blushed furiously for fear that he could sense what I was thinking. There was a 
wicked, supercilious smirk on his face that suggested he could picture me with my hands cupping his 
arse cheeks. My annoyance that he had sprung me like that added to my frustration and I blushed all 
the harder. He was good enough, though, to divert his appraising gaze and pull back my chair. As I rose 
to make way for him, I could feel his body warmth as I slid past. Still that teasing grin remained fixed 
on his dial. I wanted to slap the back of his head. Conceited bastard!

In next to no time, he pushed back the chair and told me all was now fine. As I slid back into my chair I 
could feel the remaining warmth from his backside. It felt somewhat intimate and I realised that he 
must have experienced my own body warmth earlier. This time he gave me a really gracious smile and 
a lingering look that all but said: 'Yes, wouldn't it be nice, if we did?'  I gave him a genuine warm fuzzy 
in return.

At which point the phone rang and Melissa the Switch Bitch announced that Mr Angelo was on the 
line. 'Bloody hell,' I thought, 'What am I going to tell him?' Overcome with a flood of guilt, adrenalin 
coursed through my veins as my neurons frantically scrambled to arrange themselves in some sort of 
working order so that I could conceive a passable lie to tell my caller. Mr Angelo, of course, was 
Michael from Austral Pacific Properties. Some companies might think that a marketing manager called 
Michael Angelo was just a trifle over the top but then APP's whole approach was quite in-your-face. 
Their sales stance was low-margin, high-volume, rapid-turnover. It was fast and furious and could 
make sales staff and others in the food chain a whole lot of money in a very short time if it all kept 
happening. But if anything interrupted the cycle, it was like a house of cards getting knocked by a stray 
elbow. Many people shared the grief and only a few survived. As you might expect, the survivors were 
pleasant people on the outside but total arseholes underneath. They'd buy and sell their grandmother if 
the price was right and if sufficient margin wasn't there, they'd abandon her in the street. It was too 
early yet to tell which side of the divide Michael fell on but his dimple chin made me want to believe it 
was the side of the angels. I'd fallen flat on my face plenty of times previously while making such 
assessments and I was subconsciously resigned to doing so again. I wouldn't say No if he wanted to 
tuck his shoes under my bed but I had more immediate issues to deal with.

'Thanks for calling, mate,' I lied sweetly. 'Was just thinking about you. I mean, APP.' Hoping he 
wouldn't pick up on my stumble, I rushed ahead. 'We are just putting the finishing touches to our 
proposal. I think you'll be really pleased with what we've come up with.'

'Fantastic! I really had to call-in a favour with the Managing Director to get him to listen to your pitch 
so I was hoping that my instincts about you were not wrong. Would you be ready for today fortnight?'
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'Sure thing,' I breezed brightly. 'We are keeping it simple. Good ideas don't need embellishment.'

When he rang off, I cursed myself time and again for being so stupid as to wind up his expectations. I 
had nothing. Not a bloody thing. And there was precious little time left to come up with the goods. 
Today was Friday which left me just two weeks to get everything to all the other staff so they could 
produce their respective goodies. I crossed the office to my filing cabinets and grabbed all the materials 
I had been able to compile on APP and their many developments. The answers surely lay in there but 
could I spot them? The cold feeling in the pit of my guts was hardly encouraging.
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Chapter Two

The first taste of forbidden fruit

y frenzy over APP aside, my weekend looked like passing in a time-warp of boredom. My 
current beau, Brett Stevens, was away on an Army Reserve training camp, somewhere up in the 

wilds of far north Queensland. He was 18 months into his stint and was busting his balls to become a 
Captain. He had already achieved Second Lieutenant status but was determined to push on. On the 
occasions we argued about his regular and extended absences he swore - with all the piety that a man 
could generate while knowing he was lying through his teeth - that he would quit in another two and a 
half years. He solemnly espoused that this would give him time to amass a small nest egg which he 
would commit to purchasing a house that we would both share. As plans went it wasn't a bad one. It 
was just that I knew he would not say goodbye to his camouflage-clad mates when the time came. Yes, 
he was probably sincere in wanting to commit to a life with me. It was just that would want me to share 
it with his Weekend Warrior mates. He loved them and the camaraderie they shared as much if not 
more than he did me. Prick!

Time and again I questioned myself brutally about what I saw in him. It was little enough, I had to 
confess. He wasn't a philanderer in the sense that he chased other women. A big plus for any guy. But 
sharing his affections with fourteen other guys in his platoon was hardly a monogamous relationship, 
either. There was no doubting that he would readily lay down his life for his mates; he was that sort of 
guy. Quintessentially rugged and without enough brains to realise just how valuable one's life truly is. 
Machismo coursed through his veins as soon as he put on his uniform. The transformation was subtle 
but nonetheless powerful for that. His eyes hardened when he was in uniform. Even he probably didn't 
appreciate the difference but a lover could tell all. At other times, he was quite the sensitive new age 
guy. He was a real throwback - a true gentleman who knew how to look after a woman and was not 
afraid to do so. Going out with him was a real treat. He was considerate, courteous and calm. 
Conversation flowed easily and he avoided the usual male tendency to ogle anything in sight, although 
you just knew he didn't miss anything with tits. Oh, and he always picked-up the tab. Brett had this 
thing about a girl never having to pay. A feminist would find him beneath dignity but I was able to 
force myself to accept his generosity. Bless him! Funny thing was, he wasn't patronising about it. You 
got the feeling that if he invited someone else out - even a male - he would be inclined to pay just 
because he had issued the invitation. After we had reached a truce to stop fighting about the issue I 
would insist on paying for us every so often and he graciously accepted but you knew it would never 
happen twice in a row.

In so many respects, Brett was a wonderful catch. He had a great build and was quite pleasing to the 
eye. But he was boring. That was the sin that I found hard to forgive. We had shared eighteen months 
together now and he frequently stressed that he believed we should share the rest of our lives. To be 
honest, there were times - in earlier days - when I, too, thought that was possible. Now I realised that it 
was a sham: a fool's dream. The promise of stability and security was attractive but the price of sharing 
my life with someone who was essentially boring and who felt an almost equal affinity with a bunch of 
pretend warriors was simply too high. Deep in my heart I had reached the conclusion that our 
relationship was over. I just hadn't figured a way to break it to Brett without hurting him too badly. 
Imparting such news to some of my previous lovers had resulted in a variety of weird reactions. One 
had cried and begged me to reconsider. Another had smashed half my crockery and prompted two 
neighbours to intervene before he got stuck into me, too. Yet another had taunted with me an
accusation that he was already shagging someone else and that breaking up with me would merely 
leave him more stamina for her. Cut a bit that one because I had kind of figured I was being two-timed.  
Brett would take the news stoically so confrontation was not really an issue. Well, I guess, it was 
because I would rather cop an earful of abuse than confront someone who would simply crumple in on 
himself and accept all blame for whatever had gone wrong between us. Even though it was not his 
fault. I was the heartless bitch who had lost interest in him. The guilt I felt was a bloody nuisance and I 
was more than ready to end it but just couldn't seem to find an appropriate opportunity. Given that I 
had been feeling this way for a couple of months now, something had to give - and soon. 

M
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Trouble was I still enjoyed our sex life. He was a wonderfully gentle and attentive lover who seemed to 
take more pleasure from my own satisfaction than he did from his own. Christ, they don't make them 
like that any more and I confess I was reluctant to lose such gratification. As a lover, Brett was gold 
medal status. He used his mouth in ways that set my whole body on fire. Just thinking about him set 
my breasts atingle. He simply couldn’t get enough of them and suckled them like a ravenous baby. He 
could lick and suck for 20 minutes at a time and frequently brought me to a climax just through his 
devotion to what he liked to call his 'girlfriends'. A stupid name, sure, but he lavished such wondrous 
care and affection on them I was happy for him to call them whatever he liked. And then he would 
move down. Honest to God, sometimes I thought I would drown him I got so wet. But he would just 
suck and suck and suck until I thought I would have to scream. The orgasms he could trigger would 
leave me totally breathless and without an ounce of energy. Aaagh! How could he make me feel so 
complete sexually and be so bloody boring at the same time? It just wasn't fair.

Still, I had a bigger problem than Brett right at the moment. Michael Angelo was a pleasant thought but 
his company, APP, was a different kettle of fish. I grabbed my files and a glass of wine and retreated to 
the balcony to nut out some concepts for my presentation next week. The newspaper and magazine 
clippings they had gathered for me at the office did not reveal much of value. They portrayed a 
company that had exhibited rapid growth over the past five years and was now regarded as a market 
leader in so-called affordable housing. Their prime focus was on large-scale developments on the 
fringe of Australia's major east coast cities: Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane. Environmentalists loved 
to hate Austral Pacific Properties because their modus operandi was to purchase broadacre lots and 
bulldoze just about everything to simplify the installation of infrastructure such as water and sewerage 
mains, roads and footpaths. Sure, they implemented substantial plantings once their projects were 
nearing completion but it would take a decade to restore the kind of leafy ambience that had existed 
previously. Their mind-set was that those who wanted a reasonable standard of housing relatively 
cheaply would have to do without the shade and wildlife associated with leafier developments at a 
premium price. 

This tendency to 'raze everything in our path' approach to development did not sit well with me and it 
was becoming increasingly harder to get through various local Councils but I could not afford such 
moralistic quibbles. If I was to maintain my privileged position with Connaught Feldman, I had to keep 
pulling-in substantial clients. APP would be a real feather in my cap if I could land them although I had 
to acknowledge the odds were long. As the wine started to have its mellowing effect I stared 
appreciatively at the tall trees and well-maintained gardens surrounding my unit. They offered respite 
from the western sun and a modicum of sound-dampening from the traffic roaring along the freeway 
two blocks away. The units enjoyed really pleasant landscaping thanks to the efforts of a few dedicated 
gardeners - mostly older people - who had spare time and who were unselfish enough to allow other 
residents in the complex share the enjoyment of their hard work. I used to lavish praise on their efforts 
and it yielded me some really lovely plantings close to my balcony. My compliments were genuine but 
they sure got me what I wanted. My reverie eventually linked gardens with APP and I felt the first 
stirrings of an idea. What if APP effectively reinvented itself as environmentally-friendly? I was not 
naïve enough to think I could turn around the entire company culture but I was still a brave enough 
optimist to think I could persuade them that a different approach to landscaping - and their subsequent 
marketing of it - could yield a higher dividend. 

I mulled over a few concepts. What if APP trialed a development in which buyers shared a common 
recreation area? This was certainly not a new idea but it would be a radical departure for APP. I was no 
expert in land development but I figured that retaining some small areas of native habitat in new 
developments could hardly destroy the financial viability of a project. In fact, properly marketed, I was 
confident it could return a higher price for each lot sold.  I thought that if they badged some new-style 
developments with an emphasis on a green and leafy environment, they could attract a substantial new 
market segment. Names such as 'Greenbank Gardens', 'Riverdale Meadows' and 'Shelby Woods' sprang 
to mind. Pausing briefly to refill my glass, I resumed my musings. Grabbing the notepad beside my 
chair, I started sketching concepts for brochures. Trees and greenery were the constant theme. Then I 
thought that each new lot sold could carry an offer of free turf and an allocation of $500 towards trees 
and shrubs to be planted by the new owners. The plants could be purchased from one central supplier 
and could be restricted to certain species that were viable in the area and not likely to prove a menace 
down the track. My enthusiasm grew but darkness closed in and I retreated inside. The summer heat 
made outside more appealing but the mosquitoes were a menace. I abandoned my environmentally-
friendly mood and turned on the air-conditioner, persuading myself that it would help my thinking. Not 
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sure if it was the cooler air or the next drink that got my juices flowing but soon I was feeling very 
happy with myself.

My next focus was the style of advertising that APP ran. Bottom line was that they worked. You 
couldn’t go from an also-ran to one of the largest residential developers in the nation in a little less than 
a decade without having advertising that worked.  I reckoned it could be better, though. My notepad 
doodles were starting to develop some consistency. I re-framed their core messages and messed around 
with a startlingly different layout style. I was no graphic artist - far from it. But I could visualise what I 
liked and get a modest version of it down on paper. Come Monday I would grab Mark Petersen our 
senior graphic designer and get him to work-up some of my concepts. My offerings were far from 
sophisticated but I had faith that I could convey my feelings to Mark sufficiently to get something 
worthwhile happening. Mark was fabulous - a real talent - and he could always extrapolate someone 
else's ideas into artwork that was usually stunning. Having got this far in just a couple of hours I was 
feeling really chuffed. Putting down the notebook I started pondering what I might do on this 'free' 
Saturday night. Knowing that I simply had to get some ideas happening for APP this weekend I had 
rejected a couple of loose offers late in the week. Now I was regretting my formerly praiseworthy 
discipline. The easiest option was telly but glancing through the TV guide confirmed that this was a 
non-ratings period and there was nothing but drivel for the poor masses who had nothing else to amuse 
themselves with. The thought that I might fall into that category was repugnant - if frequently true!

The nearby Storey Bridge Hotel would be pumping with live music but I just didn't feel like resisting 
the unwanted attentions of lots of randy males looking for a good time. Not that I wasn't interested in a 
good time. Actually I felt quite horny but I didn’t want to end up making a dud selection who only 
knew how to provide a wham-bam-thank-you-ma'am before falling asleep in a drunken stupor. A 
passionate session of love-making with someone I liked, now that would be great. But who? Wracking 
my brains produced no fabulous ideas. All my creative juices must have been expended on APP. Then 
it came to me! Call Heather. She had asked me out on Thursday but when I declined due to my 
amazing discipline, she'd said she would stay home then. Lurching out of the chair, I grabbed my 
mobile and dialled her number. With no answer after seven rings, I was about to push the red button 
when I heard a voice. After a quick hello both ways, she explained that she had just got out of the 
shower and was preparing to retire with a good book. No, I urged her forcefully. Let's do something. 
But what? Options that appealed were very scarce so we eventually decided to just trawl around New 
Farm and find somewhere to grab a casual meal, some wine and some good coffee. 'See you in half and 
hour, ' I said and set off purposefully to the bathroom. A quick shower revitalised me and provided the 
stimulus to find something appropriate to put on. 

My earlier horniness had not dissipated so I slipped into a g-string to enable me to wear my tight white 
slacks. A push-up, cleavage-enhancing skin tone bra was just right for a halter-style top that would give 
any eager looker an eyeful. If you've got it, flaunt it, I thought to myself with a good deal of smug 
satisfaction.  Still, I worked bloody hard to keep what nature had given me looking good and I had 
earned the right to show it off. Grabbing my purse and phone I was about to head down to the garage 
when I thought, bugger it, I'll grab a cab. Fortunately there was not a long delay and I made it to 
Heather's only a couple of minutes late. She, too, must have been feeling ready for a good time because 
her make-up was flawless and her dress melted around her curves in a wonderfully alluring way. She 
looked a million dollars. 'Go girl!' I thought, 'Let's have some fun.'

After another short wait and a quick cab trip, we got let off in the heart of the fashionable café strip and 
headed towards the loudest hustle and bustle. On a hot Brisbane evening it was all happening. Most of 
the places seemed full of people intent on partying their hardest. Heather and I wandered along - like 
many other couples - just taking in the sights while we chattered on about anything and everything. We 
had first met over a decade ago when we started uni together. We were enrolled in a Bachelor of 
Business (Communication) but Heather majored in Journalism while I was committed to Marketing. 
Unlike many others who chopped and changed subjects trying to find some meaning and purpose to 
their studies (other than landing a fantastically well-paid job that provided regular round-the-world 
travel) we both loved our majors and were delighted by the skills we gradually acquired. Even before 
graduation, Heather had landed a job with the local community newspaper group. She started as a 
'nothing' but quickly climbed the greasy pole - such as it was at The Eastern Times. Politics was her 
forte and she had no fear of anyone, no matter how high up a totem pole they were. Her questioning 
was fearless and her instincts uncanny. She could smell a brewing controversy a mile away and would 
let nothing come between her and a scoop. A bull mastiff was more likely to let go of a leg than 
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Heather was of a story lead even though suburban newspapers were not noted for winning journalism 
prizes. At one stage she had been talked into taking a local government round on Brisbane's major daily 
paper and she left The Times. It just wasn't what she wanted, though, and she quit after less than a year 
to return to her original job. There was something about local news that excited her and her former 
colleagues were delighted to have her back.  She was talented and possessed of a great personality 
which made her truly popular. In my mind's eye I saw her as a knight on a white charger, fearlessly 
protecting the interests of the local community from anyone who would abuse power, patronage or 
privilege. 

Heather's greatest advantage, however, was her good looks and great body. Male politicians especially 
- she had covered local council for years - kept falling under her spell. Fascinating thing was, she didn't 
even lead them on. Well, apart from wearing clothes that accentuated her fulsome figure. Even this was 
not artifice. She wore her clothes to please herself, not anyone else.  It wasn't her fault if men lost their 
concentration while ogling her and kept running off at the mouth when, under other circumstances, 
they would have shut up tighter than an oyster. 

Eventually we came across Pedro's and got tantalised by the smell of authentic Tex-Mex cooking. We 
both loved beans and chilli in any combination and there were quite a few seats available. No doubt 
because it was such a hot evening, quite a few people had wimped-out on Mexican food, thinking they 
would work up too much of a sweat. No such concerns for us, though. We were addicts. We knew the 
wonderful, cooling qualities of margaritas and ordered-up a jug of strawberry heaven to help us browse 
the menu.  A series of delights featuring guacamole, fajitas and chilli con carne kept us salivating as we 
rambled through a gamut of conversational topics that wandered about like a missile whose guidance 
control has malfunctioned spectacularly. We found it hugely amusing, though, as we kept gurgling our 
margaritas. There were some extraordinary sights promenading out front of the courtyard we were in. 
A low shrubby hedge was all that separated us from the footpath so it was as if we were on the 
sidewalk itself. A couple of times we even ended up in conversation with some of the passers-by. 
Funny thing was, most of the guys that we deemed to be worth a second look all seemed to be gay or 
already well attached to some female company. Didn't matter much, the food and the drinks were 
excellent and we were soon high as kites. 

Somehow the time just flew by and we suddenly realised it was nearly 11 o'clock. Standing up a little 
unsteadily, we settled our bill and slipped sideways, back and forth, until we were out front. Amazingly 
enough a cab with its light on was cruising by as we hit the pavement. It must have been something 
about Heather's dazzling 38 double-D cups heaving almost out of her dress as she draped herself across 
his bonnet - in a life-threatening act of selflessness or sheer drunken stupidity, not sure which - that 
made the cabbie pull up very quickly. Piling in the back we somehow decided to abandon further 
outdoors activity and headed for Heather's house two suburbs over. 

How we paid him, or who paid him, or how we got up the stairs or got the door open or managed to get 
a cup of coffee before settling on the couch are questions that remain impossible to answer. It's all a 
blank. Shocking to think that a young woman (well, perhaps not that young any more. I mean, when 
I'm truthful, I'm 32 now and that's getting along isn’t it?) could drink that much and still be 'thirsty'. Ah, 
well. A lush in her thirties. My situation could be seen as very sad in one way but still full of promise 
in another. My recall is that I was vacillating between the two. Surely life is not over at 30? I don’t 
intend for it to be. Want to live life to its fullest. Just having a smidgeon of trouble getting thoughts of 
age out of my head. Don't mean to. Just happens. Bloody annoying but a fact of life.

Anyway, we collapsed onto the couch with our coffees and after a brief discussion settled on some 
banana schnapps to go with them. We were perhaps a bit maudlin when we finally got onto the subject 
of Heather's divorce a year ago which had come out of the blue - to her - and which had consequently 
shaken her faith in everything. The past thirteen months had been characterised by mood swings from 
wonderfully optimistic to devastatingly defeatist. Fortunately, most of the time she was up. It was just 
that her lapses into negativity were usually sudden and fierce. Didn't intrude on others when it 
happened, either. Kept to herself and often it was noticing her withdrawal from normal events that set 
an alarm bell ringing. You'd check on her and find her desperate to talk but unable to seek someone 
else out. If you could get her talking, it would tease out her angst and, ultimately, bring her back to 
normalcy. No great deal but just very sad to witness, especially when it's your best friend. Mind you, 
she did seem to be getting onto a more level keel over the past few months and tonight she was able to 
discuss Lenny, his departure and her new life much more rationally. 
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'Would you like to share a joint with me?' she asked. 'Sure, why not?' Heather had notched-up two 
small-scale marijuana busts a few years earlier though anyone who knew her would vouch that she was 
no drug-peddling menace to society. Her indulgence these days was on a low-key basis. I had tried it 
with her back in uni and still enjoyed it from time to time though I could take it or leave it a lot more 
readily than Heather. 

Another banana schnapps subdued the lousy taste of the marijuana and were feeling very loose by then. 
Can't recall quite how it happened but I found we were cuddling one another. It was comforting and 
most enjoyable. I was very 'relaxed and comfortable' when, lo and behold, I found Heather was 
undoing my top and cupping my right breast out of my bra. It still felt pleasantly pleasurable when she 
started suckling it. There was a surge of electricity along my spine. It was like an electric current from 
my nipple to my vagina.  Other things started to tingle that I hadn't known existed. The grog and the 
dope were mostly to blame for this - I think - but it all felt real good. Then we were kissing and I didn't 
quite like that so much. I loved Heather but didn't want to be her lover. No sooner had this thought 
registered than I felt my slacks going down past my hips and onto the floor. My thong followed suit 
quickly and the most marvellous sensation started to flood my being. Heather's sucking and licking and 
gentle finger teasing were making magic in my inner sanctum. It was like melting into a puddle and I 
wanted it to continue. I managed to gasp: 'Don't stop, whatever you do,' and she seemed to have no 
hesitation in complying. 

When the climax came it was paralyzing. I just lost all capacity for movement or even feeling for a 
while. I was just 'out there'. As I came down, I found I had the urge to reciprocate. Twisting Heather's 
shoulders, I unfastened her dress and slid it off her. Her bra was gorgeous. So sheer it was hardly there. 
It allowed her large areola to be seen clearly. They were tantalising but not so much as her very large 
nipples which were so positively erect they screamed to be sucked. I freed those lovely boobs and gave 
as good as Heather had given me. While enjoying her breasts, a little voice nagged at the back of my 
mind that there would have to be a necessary progression and I felt quite unsure about going down on 
her. We had never done this before. On a few occasions we had shared a brief kiss and we were very 
open if we had to get changed together. We admired each other's bodies and felt privileged to be as 
well-endowed as we were. Ours was an easy familiarity that had never encroached onto a sexual basis 
previously. Tonight's experience for me thus far felt more like a hands-on gift of friendship than a hard-
edged sexual liaison with someone of the same sex. Going the next step, I sensed, would have 
consequences beyond what I might want to deal with later. All this frenetic thinking was made 
irrelevant, however, by the response Heather was making to my amorous assault on her. She had 
climaxed once already and seemed deliriously keen for more. Abandoning caution and surrendering to 
my own passionate excitement, I slid lower. I tugged at her panties and got them off. As I took them 
over her feet, a doubt re-emerged in my consciousness. But I pressed on and tentatively tongued her 
labia. The odour was so familiar but so unexpected, somehow, at the same time. So that was what I 
smelled like. Never before had I gone this far with another girl. 'Old woman, more like', I flagellated 
myself. That thought was quickly driven from my mind by Heather's roaring snarl as she came a 
second time. I was starting to get a little jealous by this time. I had only come once. But I kept my eyes 
closed and sucked deeper and started to finger her clit. That certainly seemed to hit the spot. Her back 
arched like a cattle prod had been thrust between her buttocks. Couldn’t help but feel a twinge of 
satisfaction knowing I could cause such a response in another human being. 

Our tryst lasted another half hour before we finally pulled apart and looked at each sheepishly in a new 
light. Nothing would ever be the same again. It was scary but you couldn't help but feel a stronger 
bond, too. Standing and holding out her hand, Heather pulled me up from the couch and led me to her 
bedroom. Alarm bells started to ring in my head again but Heather looked at me as she sat me gently on 
the wardrobe side of her bed and said: 'Just to sleep, Jen, just to sleep'. Was my bloody face so 
expressive, I wondered? Could I keep nothing a secret? Fact was, Heather had always been able to read 
me like a letter from Mum. She just captured all the nuances - good and bad - instantly, and frequently 
without need for explanation. We would be like sisters except we were such good friends.

True to her word, Heather just slid over to me and cuddled lightly into my back after I got under the 
light cover. All the grog and smoke I had ingested that night put me to sleep instantly. I was buggered. 
And nothing had changed when I woke late on Sunday morning. The hangover was beating an Irish 
funeral dirge in my inner eardrum while Cyclops was trying to gouge his one eye out of the middle of 
my head. Unbearable pain slammed my head back into the pillow which caused its own nauseating 
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reaction. Things were not good. In fact, it could be readily said that things were, in fact, fucking awful. 
Magically, Heather appeared with a glass of water and two tablets which she assured me would knock 
out a horse. 'You must drink all the water,' she said forcefully. I badly wanted to do a pee but couldn’t 
imagine that I could stand upright and take myself somewhere. Perhaps never again. Oh dear, things 
were bad!

It was nearly mid-afternoon by the time I had arisen, showered and got dressed again. I couldn't bear 
the thought of a taxi but Heather said she was ready to take a slight risk on a Police random breath 
testing pull-over given that Sunday afternoons were usually a quiet time for the boys and girls in blue. 
We didn't talk much on the short trip and it was mercifully quick. It took another shower in my own 
bathroom before I started to claw my way through the fog of the hangover. I put on some comfort 
clothes and turned on the telly. Figuring that food was going to give me some strength I prepared a 
small omelette with heaps of greens. It did the trick and I felt better quickly. Last night's liaison kept 
springing to my mind but I repeatedly suppressed it. I didn't know how I wanted to feel about it. 
Decisions like that would have to wait until I felt better. Part of me worried that the experience might 
change my relationship with Heather and I didn't want that to happen. We were just so comfortable 
with each other and I would hate it if anything jeopardised that. Equally, I could still feel the sensations 
Heather had excited in me and there was a residual warm tingling in my groin as snatches of last night's 
events sprang to mind. When bedtime finally came, my primary thought was that if it never happened 
again - if it was just an aberration - then things would be all right. And, surely, that would be the end of 
the matter. Wouldn’t it?
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Chapter Three

Where to from here?

ork was like a haven of normalcy on Monday morning. Slotting into the usual routines was 
comforting and reassuring. It grounded me. Best of all, things were really hectic and that 

permitted no time for reflection on the events of Saturday night. Not that what happened would leave 
my mind completely. Like squashing a green ant, you could wash your hands afterwards and even 
scrub them but there would still be traces of the unique odour lingering to get up your nostrils just 
when you least expected it. So when Helen James popped her head round my door and asked: 'Well, 
did you lose your virginity on Saturday night?' I nearly dropped my bundle. The breath I was taking at 
that moment seemed to catch in my neck for reasons known only to itself and I gagged. I ended-up 
doubled over, coughing and spluttering like a two-packet a day smoker having their first fag of the 
morning. Helen rushed to my desk to pat me on the back and help kick-start my normal breathing 
reflex again. 

'Honey, if I knew your virginity meant that much to you, I wouldn't have given you that pack of 
condoms for Christmas.' 

This was Helen's version of wit. It was dry and sarcastic and frequently quite out of left field. She 
hadn't given me any condoms. Not at Christmas, nor any other time. But it was the sort of thing she 
could quite conceivably do. I mean, if Helen actually gave you a packet of condoms you would just 
really accept them with gratitude and assume she was happy for you to get laid. One thing I had learned 
over the past few years was that it was fraught with danger to ask her what she meant. You might get a 
rapid-fire riposte that would make you chuckle or a coherent, detailed and unashamed explanation that 
might pin your ears back and make you wonder why you were silly enough to ask. There wouldn't be 
anything wrong with the answer - perhaps apart from the blatant honesty, or the unflinching analysis 
that might cut too close to the bone, or the unashamed sexual innuendo that from anybody else might 
seem sleazy but which, to Helen, was just part of her: completely frank. 

As my breathing returned to normal, Helen cocked her head to one side and fixed me with a penetrating 
gaze that made me want to jump under the desk. Her eyes widened initially but then her eyelids slid 
closer together until there was a mere slit through which she seemed to look into my soul. This was not 
a comfortable experience, I have to tell you. Frankly, it scared the shit out of me. Clearly it wasn't only 
Heather who could read my face with such omniscience. Staring back at her own visual cues, I could 
see that Helen could truly discern what I was thinking. 

'It's not what you think,' I stuttered, looking quickly down at the floor. Don't know what I thought I 
would see there but anywhere was better than reading 'my stars' in Helen's eyes. 

'What did you get up to this weekend?'

'Nothing. Honest.' 

'Yeah, sure! You nearly gave birth just then which tells me unmistakably that I hit something close to a 
bone.'

There was a reason Helen was the office gossip. Finding gem-like nuggets of information was a vital 
precursor to spreading them along the grapevine as the opportunity arose. So, if Helen could sniff out 
that some remarkable event had happened in my life over the weekend, it would be known in every 
corner of the building before sundown. My only hope of 'salvation' lay in 'fessing-up to something 
plausible which was far from the truth. 

'Nah, it 's just that I lowered my standards and let myself have a good time with someone who was way 
too young. Matter of fact, I doubt he was barely legal age.'

W
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'Get out,' chortled Helen. 'You naughty girl. Or should I say: "Dirty old woman"?'

There's not many things you can keep from Helen once she starts to prise information from you and I 
had muttered into my slops several times over the past year or so about my age. She always said I still 
looked in my late twenties and was moderately jealous of my looks. Sticking to something with a grain 
of truth in it helped Helen accept my ruse.

'Well, well! And was it stamina over finesse or did you actually have to teach the little darling what to 
do?' This said with a snort of derision that W C Fields himself would be proud of.

'He wasn't little and he sure knew what he was doing.'

'Oh, so we're very satisfied today are we?'

'Deliciously satiated, you might say.'

'Ooh, I'm so jealous. My Malcolm got lucky on Saturday night but he was the only one.'

Helen made no secret of her contempt for her husband as a lover. His shortcomings were legendary all 
'round the building and if he ever learned what was said about him behind his back he might become 
celibate. Despite her husband's failure to provide Helen with adequate gratification, she let it be known 
that she would resort to 'letting him have his way' just to keep her private parts moist, so to speak. 
Didn’t want them drying up forever. After all, where there was life, there was hope. No, she didn't hold 
much back, our Helen.

'You rotten little sod, I'm so jealous. I'd love to have my way with a strapping lad who was eager to 
learn. That would be lovely. He wouldn’t even have to talk to me - just do what he was told.'

'Don't worry, Helen, if you keep dreaming something long enough, it will come true. Just picture him 
in fine detail in your mind and "Hey, Presto" along comes your dream when you least expect it. Have 
faith, girl.'

'Easy for you to say with your body and looks. If I had tits like yours I could be beating them off with a 
stick.'

It wasn't that Helen didn’t have large boobs - it was just the rest of her was larger still. In proportion, 
then, they were kind of dwarfed. But she didn't let it worry her too much.

'Hey, have a great day,' she said as she wandered off into the corridor. 'Try to keep your mind above 
your navel, now.'

Well, thanks Helen, I thought. You've just spent ten minutes chatting about sex and now I'm supposed 
to immediately put it right out of mind. Fat chance. A quick flashback to Heather's first climax on 
Saturday night prompted a sly grin of smug satisfaction to waft across my face. It was nice to give 
someone so much pleasure. But before I could take my reverie any further, the phone rang and it was 
Mark Petersen, our graphic designer.

'I heard you wanted to see me.'

'Sure do. Your place or mine?'

'Happy to get away from my desk. Would you like me to bring a cup of coffee with me?'

'White with one would be wonderful, thanks Mark.'

I chased-up a few other things on the phone till he arrived. When he did I was shocked. His left eye 
was a frightful bluey-sickly yellow colour and nearly closed with swelling. It did not stop a broad self-
deprecating grin from making a huge contrast to the lower half of his face. Mark was quite handsome 
but today he looked more like a down-and-outer who spent nights on a park bench.
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'What the bloody hell happened to you?'
'Ah, it's nothing. You should have seen the other guy,' with which his smile grew even further.

'Come on, Mark. Tell me the truth.'

'Well, I was minding my own business in the Jindalee Arms when this pretty young thing comes up to 
me and asks if I'd buy her a drink. Well, of course I would. She was cute and seemed fairly tipsy.'

'So, you thought you'd take advantage of her. Bastard.'

'Hey, she came up to me. I didn't go looking for her.'

'And what happened then?'

'I'm not quite sure. I was chatting to this girl when all of a sudden I had this big hunk of a thing shoving 
his nose in my face. "Are you trying to steal my chick?" he asks.  Not bloody likely, says I. Didn’t 
know she was with you. No offence meant. Next thing I know he says: "What? You saying she's not 
good enough for you?" Well, at that point I knew I was in real trouble. I looked around to see if there 
was a way out when I got king-hit from the side. Never saw it coming and I don't remember anything 
after that until I came-to propped up outside on the footpath.'

'You poor thing.'

'Yeah, you might well say that. Went to the emergency centre yesterday and got an X-ray. Seems the 
bone is only slightly cracked and they reckon just to be very careful and let it heal naturally. No 
damage to the eye itself. Must say, though, it's kinda put me off pubs for a while. Bloody hell, I wasn't 
doing anything.'

'Well, in future, don't try to take advantage of young girls who are the worse for wear,' I moralised, 
entirely ignoring the pretend scenario I had only just outlined to Helen. I could have felt hypocritical 
but it was just too much trouble.

'You've got to be kidding. I was set up from whoa to go. She got a drink out of me for free and her 
boyfriend got his rocks off by thumping me. No doubt they reckon it was a great Saturday night out.'

'I'm so sorry, Mark. Still, I've got a concept here that I think you'll really like. Can you see properly?'

'Yeah, just a bit lop-sided but I'm okay.'

My notepad sketches were of a considerably lower standard than I recalled from Saturday night but 
with a wordy explanation from me they seemed to make reasonable sense to Mark.

'Yeah, I reckon I can do something with this. It might look quite different to what you've outlined but I 
think you'll like the end product.'

'Mark, you know I've never disliked anything you've done for me so I won’t be starting now. Mind you, 
there's a lot riding on this one so I would appreciate some superlative work, eh?'

'And I've never let you down and I won't start now!'

Mark then said he thought we would need some really good nature photography to capture the mood I 
wanted to create. 

'There's a couple of guys I think can do the work but I don’t know if you have somebody you'd prefer?'

'Well, I usually use George Hannaford but that's mostly been for portraiture. I'm not sure how he is 
with nature-based stuff.'

'What's your time-frame?'
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'The presentation to APP is in two weeks. Friday week, so we've got a bit of time up our sleeves. I'm 
hoping to run it by Malcolm next Tuesday, so we'll need rough mock-ups by then.'

'Not a prob. I haven't got too much on at the moment - just a few retail brochures for McGinty's Liquor 
Barns. I should have something done b y the end of the week. But the sooner you can get me some 
photography, the better. I can source images from photo libraries but the royalties will be a pain in the 
arse to sort out. Especially if it's a major campaign because they want to know how many people you're 
going to reach and what frequency so it becomes a nightmare to work out and then they charge you a 
fortune.'

'Don't worry, I'll ask around this arvo and come back to you.'

As I wandered back to my office, I stopped by Brigid Evans' desk to arrange a time to see Malcolm 
Burns, our MD. He was out to lunch on Tuesday but he had committed to coming back to the office. 

'It's just an Institute of Business Leaders' lunch so he should be circumspect,' said Brigid. 

'Excellent. He should be loose but not lost. Can you grab me half an hour at, say, 4 o'clock?'

'Done deal, Jen. He's out at the moment but if there's any problem with that I'll come back to you post 
haste.'

That's great, I thought. It's all coming together. I'll call Michael Angelo to confirm a time to meet the 
APP Board and then find a bloody fantastic photographer who can make my ad mock-ups look terrific.

There were eight emails waiting for me in my Outlook Inbox, only one of which I actually wanted to 
receive. That was from my friend, Sheryl, who wanted to know if we were still on for Wednesday 
evening to go to the movies. This was a standing date for us both and most weeks we'd go see a new 
picture. My Brett usually had Army Reserves' training on Wednesday evenings and Sheryl's husband, 
George, was just happy to have control of the TV remote without having to defend what he wanted to 
watch. It was a win-win situation, although when we first started this routine some eighteen months 
ago, Brett used to get jealous and worry that we would get picked-up every time we went out. But 
when we kept coming home 'on time' and clearly without having just engaged in sexual relations, he 
came to realise that he needn't fret about my fidelity. Not that Sheryl and I didn't have some fun on 
occasion! We'd often get 'the eye' from guys going to watch the same movie and a couple of times we 
had allowed a pair of good-looking guys to sit with us. It was all harmless fun and we always left on 
our own after the movie without George or Brett being any the wiser. 

As I worked my way through the emails, the phone rang and I grabbed it quickly. 'Hello, Connaught 
Feldman, Jennifer Clothier speaking. How may I help you?' This was one of Malcolm's little quirks. He 
absolutely insisted that we all answer the phone in the same way and within five rings. He'd 
occasionally do a sort of mystery shopper ring-around just to check everyone was adhering to his edict. 
Anyone who didn't would get summoned to his office for a dressing-down. We all treated it as a bit of 
a joke but rarely did anyone not answer the way Malcolm insisted. His tongue lashings weren't too 
unbearable but they still made you feel really guilty.

'I love the way you say that! It's sooooo sexy. Like you're all prim and proper and probably virginal.'

It wasn't just the voice - which I recognised instantly - but the salacious banter which let me know it 
was Heather calling. My heart started beating a little faster even though I was telling myself to be calm. 
This was my best friend, after all, so why should her call make me nervous? Because you just made 
love to her, idiot, my inner voice screamed!

'Oh, get out, Heather. And what do you want?'

'Well, that's a bit snappish, isn't it?'

'Sorry, I'm just a bit hectic at the moment.'
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'Too busy to talk to your mate, eh?' I wasn't sure but I had a feeling that her use of mate was a double 
entendre - a play on our Saturday evening fling. 

'I always make time for you, Heather, as you well know,' I said far more waspishly than I meant. 'Sorry, 
I'm just a bit rattled right now.'

'Are you talking about work or us?' Heather asked forthrightly.

'Both,' I responded limply, 'Feeling a bit confused, I have to confess.'

'What? Didn't you enjoy yourself?'

Feeling ridiculous, I still glanced over my shoulder towards the door to see if anyone was listening 
before I answered.

'Yes, of course I did. I just didn't ever imagine that we would go so far. It feels strange that we should 
have done that.'

'Done what? Really enjoyed ourselves? Expressed true admiration for another person in a way that 
brought extreme pleasure to us both?'

'You really know how to wind me up, don’t you, Heather?'

'I'm just telling it like it is, Jen. We made love. It wasn't something planned. It just happened 
spontaneously. And that can't be a bad thing, can it? Nobody was hurt. Nobody else need ever know. 
And, if you're really worried, it need never happen again.'

'You're right,' I replied, my voice heavy with defeat. 'Sorry.'

'Hey, nothing to feel sorry about. In fact, I still feel marvellous about it. It was wonderful. You made 
me come so hard - and so many times. It was really delicious. I can still feel the sensation.'

As she said this, I couldn't help but squirm a little in my seat. Just reflecting on that session of passion 
started a tingling between my thighs. But I gripped the phone tighter and said thinly: 'Look, that was an 
aberration. I don't know how it happened and it shouldn't ever again. It might create difficulties and I 
don’t want anything to come between us.'

'Understand perfectly and I'm with you. We share something special, don’t we? Our friendship is truly 
out of the ordinary and I care for you so very much.  Just want to make you happy.'

No sooner had she uttered these phrases in a small, soulful voice than she reverted to normal and 
boomed: 'But wasn't it great? I felt like I'd run three laps of the block next morning. You have such a 
wonderful body. I was privileged to share it and I thank you for trusting me and responding in kind. 
You are a wonderful lover, you know. A real natural. Anyone would be lucky to be on the receiving 
end of your ministrations.'

'Stop it, you're making me blush,' I gushed. Now where had that silly little girl statement come from? 
My nervousness had started making me say things I didn't really intend. This was crazy.

'Yes, I enjoyed it, Heather, but I just don't see myself as a lesbian.'

'Whoa, girl, sorry to disappoint you but I'm no lesbian. I love guys. Well, some guys. But that doesn’t 
stop me enjoying pleasure when it is administered by someone I care about very much and who turns 
me on in a non-kinky way. You know I've always admired your breasts and it was wonderful to touch 
them at last. And your vagina is so sweet looking. They're not all gorgeous, you know. Some have a 
much sexier shape than others. And yours definitely falls into that category. Sorry to be the bearer of 
such bad news,' Heather rejoined sarcastically.

By this time, I was crossing and uncrossing my knees. I was starting to get moist even though that was 
the last thing I wanted. Bloody Heather, she could really get under my skin.
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'Look, I appreciate the compliments but I'm just not comfortable about this.'

'Ooh, you ARE prim and proper, aren't you? Bet you answer the phone like that just because you want 
to!'

'I do not!'

'So, tell me, what do you think of my pussy? How did it taste?'

I nearly dropped the phone but a grim fascination kicked-in that didn’t let me. I wasn't at all 
comfortable with this sudden, weird twist in the conversation but I couldn't hang up - this was my best 
friend, after all.

'It was fine,' I found myself whispering involuntarily. 

'Afraid someone will overhear you? Don't worry, they'll just think you're talking to Brett.'

Not bloody likely if they just took one look at my face. Judas Iscariot could not have looked guiltier 
than I did right now. And while it was true that Brett and I did fairly frequently have some remarkably 
steamy conversations, they never aroused the kind of guilt I was feeling at this moment.

'Was I moist enough for you?' she asked provocatively. 'Tell me how my breasts felt like when you 
sucked them?'

'Why are you doing this, Heather? What has come over you?'

'Just answer me, Jen,' she instructed.

'They were lovely,' I answered almost automaton-like. I had lost the battle to control the conversation 
and was now being led along a path to who knew where.

'Did you like my nipples?'

For the life of me, I couldn’t work out why Heather was being so forward. She had never spoken to me 
like this before and although we frequently exchanged easy banter about sex, we didn’t discuss each 
other in such a way. My reticence was wrestled to the ground by a strange fascination to find out just 
where this conversation would now lead. I felt like a moth hurtling headlong towards a blinding light. 
Not slamming into it was simply not an option I felt able to exercise. Hook, line and sinker came to 
mind though I didn't have time to dwell on such notions.

'Yes, they are delightful,' I acknowledged, still in a half-strangled whisper in case anyone could hear 
me. 'They are so different to mine. So large.'

That much was certainly true. Whenever we would go to the beach or a pool together, Heather would 
wear bikinis that emphasised her lush figure. Her backside was J-Lo style but not quite as pronounced. 
Her breasts were, well, bounteous. She had a double-D pair and she ensured no-one could miss them. 
Because she took considerable delight in flaunting her figure, her body seemed to respond to the 
slightest stimulation and I became used to her nipples standing taut almost every time someone looked 
at them in an obvious way. Come to think of it, this happened whether it was a man or woman doing 
the looking. 

'Why, thank you. But, you know, I admire yours because they're full without being saggy. Mine hang 
while yours simply poke out in front of you. It's not fair. Anyway,' Heather added, 'I'm having a couple 
of people over Friday night. Will you join us?' 

I exhaled, realising I had been scarcely game to breathe while she played verbal cat and mouse with 
me. The change in topic was wonderfully welcome and I considered her invitation. If it had been just 
her, I think I would have summoned the strength to say No. But given the safety margin of other 
guests, I felt a measure of comfort and acquiesced.
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'Great! Well, see ya! Keep yourself nice, eh?'

I couldn't help but smile as I returned to work. That girl could really pull my strings.
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Chapter Four

Some serious string-pulling

he next couple of days were filled with team meetings at work, client meetings outside the office, 
and lots and lots of tedious tasks. For the most part, there was hardly time to think about anything 

other than the demands of my job and if I was truthful I'd have to admit I kind of wanted it that way. 
Even my normal gym sessions became exercises in how hard I could push myself. It had the desired 
aim of sapping all my strength so that after a cursory meal in the evenings I simply crashed and 
virtually fell straight to sleep.

For the first couple of days after the weekend, I found that I was missing Brett. For a couple of months 
now I had been slowly becoming more frustrated with him and by him but now, thanks to Heather's 
intended or unintended onslaught on my own sexual self-awareness, I found myself wanting to make 
love to Brett. I wanted his broad, hairy chest rubbing up against mine and his sheer male physicality 
dominating my body. I wanted him in me and I savoured the prospect of him being quite rough. This 
was not his natural style but occasionally, if I pushed him, he would give in and act like a genteel 
version of a street tough to help excite me. In fact, I wanted him to take me up against a wall and pound 
me until I had hardly any breath left in my lungs. Despite these superficially enticing scenarios, though, 
deep down I still felt jaded about him. My longing for his maleness was a de facto affirmation of my 
non-lesbianism. It was like holding up a wooden cross to ward off evil and even I could see how silly it 
was. 

The fling with Heather was not going to derail my straight heterosexuality. It had excited me greatly 
and delivered a lot of satisfaction. It could even be said, in some ways, that I loved Heather. But not as 
a sexual partner. Not any woman, really. I liked the female form but had never had any desire to make 
love to women as such. Kissing another woman passionately simply didn't turn me on and it was only 
because I was so close to Heather and had such trust in her that I had been able to respond to her 
advances last weekend. Nor could I ignore that the excessive intake of alcohol had been a huge factor. 
So, after a couple of days of rationalisation, my fretting receded and balance returned to my life. From 
here on, Heather wouldn't be a problem. Brett on the other hand could be a major fly in the ointment. 

Good lover or not, I slowly came to the realisation during those couple of days that it was over between 
us. My initial post-weekend yearning for him was a typical rebound reaction to the emotional 
disruption of my unexpected dalliance. What a bloody shame that Brett would have not a clue what 
was about to befall him. He would be shocked by my decision. Simply wouldn't see it coming; how 
could he, really? After all, I had only just come to the realisation myself. Nasty bitch, I thought in a 
weak moment of self-scarification. Mind you, it would be hard managing the split-up. Thank god I had 
been so slow to take up his repeated offers to move in together. The prime motivating factor in this had 
been my determination not to end up his chief cook and bottle-washer. I was grateful for his talents as a 
lover but was not willing to pay the price of being his de facto domestic in order to get a good root on 
demand.

A couple of times in recent months I had nearly weakened and had even started cleaning out a closet 
for him on one occasion. This on-rush of sentimentality was usually after he had done something 
romantic. Like six months ago when he had surprised me by arriving for a Friday night dinner date in a 
limousine and whisking me away to a dirty weekend in a Gold Coast high rise apartment instead of my 
expected Indian meal around the corner. Things like that could turn a girl's head. Or arriving in my 
office one morning to find half a dozen bunches of flowers carefully arrayed around the room. Boy did 
that get tongues wagging around the office. Found out later that Benny had run a book on my receiving 
a proposal of marriage. Couldn’t get any takers because almost everyone was convinced something 
serious was in the air! 

T
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Oh Brett! We had had some real good times together. But there was no escaping the reality that he 
loved his mates as much as me and I feared I would always take second place to his real enthusiasms -
like the Army. He'd keep softening the blows with romantic touches but the blows would always be 
there. I wanted more. God I must be a selfish bitch. Janelle, a died-in-the-wool feminist friend of mine 
would crucify me if she knew such thoughts were running around my head. 'The only thing men are 
good for is reproduction and most of them can’t even do that properly,' she was fond of saying.

Brett would only be home on Sunday night so I had some time up my sleeve to figure out how to deal 
with the situation. Hopefully, if he was late, he would go straight to his place and not rush around to 
see me. Mind you, he would be so randy after two weeks bashing about the bush he would be more 
than eager to get his hands on me. Home-comings after his Army Reserve stints usually involved some 
gung-ho fornication. Regrettably, after two weeks of only occasional masturbation, he'd come very 
quickly and it would be over all too soon for me. Still, it was pleasing to see how much pleasure his 
own release gave him. Truly the earth moved for him on these occasions. For me it was a case of 
getting out my trusty vibrator from the bottom bedside drawer after he had gone home and stimulating 
myself to a climax. There was a measure of disappointment in this but it still released my pent-up 
urges. Once I had come I'd sleep like a log but, if not, I'd found that I would toss and turn and dream 
fitfully of all sorts of weird sexual adventures. Yes, Bruce (as I called my vibrator) was a real friend. 
Always there when I needed him!

As it happened, I had occasion to call Heather during the week. I was somewhat tentative in case she 
became overly provocative again but I needn't have worried. She was snowed-under with work and 
almost brusque. Over many years I had learned not to take this personally. It was just her way. In the 
early days I used to get hurt quite frequently and feel very miffed after I phoned for a chat but got a 
quick brush-off. Anyone who intruded while she was trying to focus would get short shrift and I came 
to realise it was not just me that suffered. Heather was never even apologetic about it. 'When I've got 
stuff to do I've just got to do it,' she'd say. 'If they want to get offended, that's their problem.'

Sensing her impatience, I quickly asked if she knew a photographer who was good with nature work. 
This caught her attention and she asked what I wanted it for. Explaining my concept for APP, she 
mulled-over my enquiry for a brief moment and said she would try Brendan Pierce for me. I had seen 
some of his work on postcards and it was striking. Big, bold stuff.  He was known to the public as a 
outstanding landscape photographer but I knew from industry contacts that he did quite a lot of 
commercial work, too. Even so, he was strictly top-shelf stuff.

'You don't think he might be over the top for what I need,' I asked.

'Well, it's your call but I thought you wanted to wow APP?' Her challenge was fair enough. APP could 
certainly afford a high quality campaign and if I wanted to persuade them to try a new approach I had 
to carry some impact.

'Okay. We don’t have much time left, though. Perhaps he might consent to using some of his existing 
stuff for mock-up purposes and, if APP like the style, we can shoot specifically for them later?'

'Worth a try.'

'Thanks, mate. Let me know how you go.'

I was very edgy Friday morning after I still hadn't heard from Heather and was getting ready to chase-
up some other photographers when she called.

'Geez, I'm good to you, Jen. Turns out his brother-in-law bought an APP home not long ago and he, 
too, felt they could do things differently. I gave him a run-down of what you were telling me about 
your pitch at dinner on Saturday night and he thinks it could work really well for them. He's quite keen. 
In fact, I invited him along to my place tonight so you could have a chat. He's shooting some stuff way 
up behind Toowoomba today so he'll be a bit late but promised he'd be there.'

'You are wonderful, Heather. Thank you so much. What time do you want me there?'
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'I'm just going to do some stir-fry so around 8.00ish would be fine. You can give me some help before 
everyone else arrives, if that's okay?'

'No probs. I'll see you then.'

Brisbane was still sweltering in the high humidity of our hottest month - February - so when Saturday 
evening arrived I pinned-up my hair and wore a simple lime green cotton shift with thin straps and a 
cut-away neckline that was quite short and showed my brown legs off to advantage. It was so hot I 
didn't bother with a bra.

When Heather answered the door she, too, had opted for simplicity wearing a bikini-style halter top 
with knee-length shorts cut low to her hips. This offered a teasing glimpse of the small butterfly tattoo 
she affected just above her groin. Depending on who was coming tonight, I was sure it would be a topic 
of conversation. She gave me a quick peck on the cheek but it was nothing sensual. There appeared to 
be a cheeky glint in her eye but my slight moment of discomfort passed quickly and we moved inside.

The doors to her verandah were wide open allowing a wispy breeze to waft in. But there was not much 
of a cooling effect in the house. I could see we were going to eat outside tonight and gave a silent 
hurrah. I loved her view and could sit and stare at it for hours.

She had bought this place ten years ago before the suburb became trendy. Meeting the mortgage 
payments had been a major burden for her in the early days but they were more manageable now. The 
fact that her colonial cottage had trebled in value over that time eased the pain of the monthly payments 
considerably. The property was not much to look at - Heather was not what you'd call house-proud. 
She kept it tidy but it did look a lot like a poor cousin to the other super-gentrified houses lined up 
either side along her terrace. Barristers and brokers, wallies and wankers had moved in to take 
advantage of the expansive views that offered glimpses of the city lights. The up-market crowd had 
plenty of disposable income and they seemed to take an inordinate delight in paying ever-higher prices 
to enter this enclave so that they could fuel each other's capital gains. It was like a form of pyramid 
selling where the last person in paid the highest price and carried the greatest risk. No-one knew when 
the boom would come to a halt and the last few to buy-in would run the risk of actually suffering some 
capital decline. The blow to their pride would cause more concern than the stress on their hip-pockets 
as prices had reached a level now where only the very well-heeled could contemplate a purchase. Every 
week Heather received enquiries from real estate agents wanting to sell her property and, almost as 
frequently, offers to buy it. A little while back the word was that several of the adjacent home-owners 
had loosely formed a consortium to buy Heather's place and do it up so that it was not such a marked 
contrast to their own spit-and-polish facades. That kind of attitude could put many people on the back 
foot but not our Heather. She was nothing if not a tough nut. Since she was making money hand over 
fist by sitting and doing nothing, she simply couldn’t see any sense in moving. 

Most of her dishes were already prepared and there was not much for me to do. Instead of stir-fry she 
had whipped-up two of her favourites: a lamb korma curry and a beef vindaloo. You beauty! Even 
though it was still hot, I never tired of spicy food. My taste buds craved titillation and Heather was 
similarly addicted. It was one of our major bonds. Eating out was a passion for us but if we didn't have 
a shared love of hot and spicy food it could have proved problematic. 

'Will you stir some turmeric through that steamed rice, please?'

'Sure. You want some chopped shallots in with it?'

'Marvellous, thanks. I'll do some pappadums later. Just waiting for some baked pumpkin pieces to 
finish in the oven and then we're just about ready. Hope no-one's too late.'

As I asked who else was coming there was a buzz at the door.

'Want me to get it for you?'

'Thanks, it could be Melissa and Mark or Briony and Paul.'
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Many were the meals I had shared with both these couples at Heather's. We weren't close and didn't 
seek out each other's company away from Heather but we were all relaxed and comfortable together. 
Paul was a bit reserved for our liking and could be a tad aggressive after too much grog but mostly he 
was just a fairly passive observer. Mind you, we had learned quite a few home truths about Paul, too, 
during our many long nights of animated conversation. Our exchanges could be described as full and 
frank. There was a hardly a no-go area and basically anything was up for discussion. We all baited each 
other and more often than not our laughter was uproarious. My spirits lifted and I poured myself a 
generous glass of sauvignon blanc to get the juices flowing.

It was, in fact, Melissa and Mark arriving. They had two more bottles of sauvignon blanc - thank you, 
New Zealand, for your best ever export! - as well as some mango mousse ice cream. Yummy! This was 
going to be good. Almost immediately the buzzer went again and I let Briony in.

'Where's Paul?' 

'He's lecturing in environmental science this semester at Griffith University and he has a meeting with 
the Dean first thing Monday at which he has to present his course notes for the whole subject. Seems 
they want to put them on the internet for distance students as soon as Orientation Week is over and 
that's nearly on us. So he's been hunched over the computer all day and in such a foul mood I was glad 
to leave him at home. Oh well, all the more food and drink for us, eh?'

Briony was a sweetheart; the daughter of two academics who never seemed entirely aware of the real 
world. This was truly ironic because they both worked at Queensland University of Technology which 
billed itself as a university for the real world. My own strong impression - having got my Bachelor of 
Business (Communication) there was that both Briony's parents and the university were as far removed 
from reality as was possible. She knew we would be happier without Paul but didn’t let it get her down. 
She was involved with Paul for security primarily and his general lack of interest in other people 
extended to women so she was confident she would never have to fear him straying from home.

Melissa and Mark were a different kettle of fish altogether. To say their relationship was fiery was to 
suggest Mount Vesuvius was placid. Despite their capacity to flay each other with sarcasm that was 
truly caustic, they shared a binding regard and respect that kept them impervious to the other's insults. 
Mostly!

Amid happy chatter about what we were all doing at work, we carried the food out to the verandah. 
Stuffing our faces precluded conversation for a while but once we had satiated our appetites and 
cleared the table, we sat back and started some serious drinking. Except for Briony who had to drive 
herself home and wanted to stay under the legal limit in case she was stopped for a random breath test. 
Melissa and Mark were still arguing over who would drive home and they kept up a substantial pace 
while doing so. It was clear to the rest of us that whoever lost the argument would still be in no 
condition to drive home legally.  As is the Australia way, though, we pretended this wasn't happening 
and kept drinking ourselves. Being the first one to arrive I had snaffled the last remaining car park 
space in Heather's drive and now had the option of staying sober or catching a cab. Plenty of times I 
had sprawled in a stupor over Heather's couch until the next day but after last weekend I was not keen 
to expose myself to more of the same. Given my penchant for alcohol, though, a cab was the likely 
outcome of the evening.

We had just contemplated dessert - fuelled by a mind-blowing joint that Mark had rolled with some 
heads he had scored from some Tongan mate apparently - when the buzzer went again and Heather 
went to let Brendan Pierce in. It was a mild relief to see that it was him and not someone in the uniform 
of the Queensland Police Service standing in the doorway. No matter how comfortable you were with 
dope, it always built a sense of paranoia. This was accentuated by the fact that as we sat smoking on 
the verandah the intense odour of our smoke was wafting hither and yon among the backyards and back 
decks of many eminent members of the legal fraternity. You never knew if they sat not far away 
wishing they, too, could partake or if they simply wished to jail anyone stupid enough to indulge in 
illegal pursuits.

Brendan was not what I had expected at all, though I couldn’t have given a clear description of what I 
did have in mind. Perhaps someone a good deal shorter than him. He must have been nearly two 
metres. He was slightly built but not what you'd consider wussy. There was a sinewy strength to him 
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that was revealed in the sharp lines of his jaw and the total absence of any fat around his face. His nose 
was slightly too long and hooked but otherwise he was a good looker. Looking over my shoulder from 
the dinner table, I could see he carried an ample wine cooler in one hand and a substantial camera bag 
in the other. He either went everywhere well prepared or he had arranged with Heather to take some 
shots tonight. That musing was shunted aside as Heather made the introductions. 

'Are you hungry? How was your drive back from Toowoomba? Can I get you a drink? Do you want to 
freshen up?'

'Holy mother of God, woman! Stop it with the questions. Now, yes, if there is still anything left to eat 
I'd love some tucker. My drive was good but it's been a long time since I was anywhere near a loo so to 
freshen up would be great and, above and beyond anything else I would simply LOVE a drink! I've got 
some cans of Bundy and Coke in my cooler. Which way is the bathroom?'

As he strode purposefully back into the house to follow Heather's directions, we all exchanged 
meaningful glances. The surfeit of raised eyebrows suggested he had made a positive impression. In 
fact, Briony and I swapped a look that suggested he was a spunk. Heather wandered back to the kitchen 
and seemed to have her irrepressible cheeky smirk firmly in place as she did so.

We had been discussing the relative merits of private versus public education and after Brendan had 
returned and polished-off some of the leftovers he argued passionately in favour of the public system. 
He was angered by the level of federal funding directed to schools whose parent body was already 
enormously wealthy and which enjoy facilities beyond anything a public school could dare to even 
imagine. None of us had children which made our vehemence a little facile and it seemed we were 
mostly arguing for positions that had more direct relevance to relatives and in-laws. Still, it made for 
stirring discussion and, despite the seriousness of the topic, for lots of laughter as we mocked each 
other's positions. The wine continued to flow and we had another couple of small joints so by the time 
Briony said she should head off the rest of us were pretty well wasted. Melissa and Mark finally agreed 
that Mark should shoulder the burden of driving home. We remonstrated about the evils of drink-
driving but he assured us that he had not had much to drink and had, instead, stuck with the dope. None 
of us was convinced that this was a viably better alternative but we failed to argue the toss so they left 
to negotiate their way to the western suburbs, quite exposed to Police interception in the light early 
morning traffic.

I was feeling quite sleepy even though Heather and Brendan were all go. Brendan asked about my pitch 
to APP while retrieving his camera case from the lounge. As I explained my concepts and extolled the 
virtues of incorporating an environmentally-friendly focus, Brendan set up a highly sophisticated tripod 
next to the railing. He then produced a large, black and silver camera that looked very swish. Aiming at 
the city and the glimpse of the Storey Bridge back-lit by the city lights, he fired-off quite a few shots. It
was all very interesting and he kept up a steady patter the whole while. Heather suggested we go inside 
for some desserts - the mango mousse left behind by Melissa. 

As we sprawled onto the two couches in the lounge-room, Brendan brought his camera inside. Mind if 
I capture a couple of pics, he asked as Heather and I salivated over the mousse. Don't think we even 
heard the question or bothered with an answer as we savoured the delicious sweetness of the ice cream. 
It was only when a flash bulb went off seemingly behind my ear that I gave a startled gasp. Heather, 
too, looked up in surprise but quickly pursed her lips in a kittenish, minxy pose. Putting down her bowl 
she started acting-up a treat for the camera. Her antics soon had Brendan and I laughing almost 
uncontrollably. Then it was my turn. The tripod was carried to another corner of the room along with 
this white umbrella housing a very bright flash bulb. It seemed a little strange at first but then I was 
feeling no pain at all after all our indulgences during the evening. Posing is not my style and I felt quite 
rigid as I tried to emulate Heather's natural grace in front of the lens. Brendan swung behind me again 
and asked Heather to 'give him something worthwhile to work with' as he loaded another roll of film 
into the camera. With barely a moment's hesitation she pressed her upper arms into her sides creating a 
veritable canyon of cleavage. 

'Nice,' said Brendan, 'but you can do better than that. What's that tattoo?'
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Heather smiled salaciously and rolled the top of her shorts down on the side the tattoo was on, 
revealing the small butterfly and its beautiful colours. It was a mixture of bright and dark blue with 
some red shading. It really was very attractive.

'You've got to be careful,' said Brendan, 'pussy might get the butterfly. Let's see what sort of mood 
pussy is in.'

I know my heart started beating faster at this point as it sunk in that this photographic session might be 
going a whole lot further than I had originally anticipated. No sooner had this notion sunk in than 
Heather had unzippered her shorts and rolled them down to the floor along with her undies. Her 
luxuriant hair hid her private parts as she kept her knees together. But then Brendan asked her to 
remove her top. As it came off, my body gave a shiver as if a cold breeze had blown over me. I looked 
with real interest at Heather's buxom breasts with those remarkably long nipples. Looking back at 
Brendan it was clear he was delighted by what he had discovered, too. He lowered the tripod and 
moved it closer to Heather, clearly focusing very closely on her breasts. Snap, snap, snap went the 
camera as he moved backwards and forwards and side to side. I gave a little gasp as he suddenly swung 
it around to me.

'Well, Jen, what do you have to offer?' he asked.

Copying Heather's original lead I puckered-up my bosom and made as much cleavage as I could. With 
this, Brendan swung the camera down by his side in one hand and placed the other on his hips as he 
adopted a petulant stance. 

'That won’t excite anybody,' he said, 'show me what you are really made of.'

'Go on,' urged Heather, 'you'll blow his mind with your beauties.'

Pouting with gratification at this compliment, I dropped one strap off my shoulder and did my best to 
summon-up a sultry look. Clearly it didn't work as Brendan sighed mightily and asked Heather to help 
him. She arose smoothly from the couch and came up behind me. Sliding the other strap down she 
rolled my dress down to my waist and then cupped my breasts. It felt awfully naughty but good at the 
same time. I could feel myself becoming really moist. Heather then gripped my shoulders and raised 
me off the couch. My dress slid to the floor. 'Off with your undies, girl,' she commanded, 'show him the 
real McCoy.'

Feeling quite self-conscious I refused to go that far and quickly sat back down. Brendan moved in 
closer. As he held the camera still in his right hand, his left gently took my left ankle and crossed my 
legs so as to hide most of my panties. A cool wisp of air reinforced how exposed I was. Even so, I 
could feel myself getting hotter and hotter. Brendan moved around while still taking snaps and then 
retrieved his tripod again.

'Let's move into the bedroom so we can get some shots of the both of you.' He moved off towards the 
front of the house where Heather's bedroom is. 

'Hey, Heather, hold on. What's going on?' I slurred as I grasped her arm to stop her loping off behind 
Brendan. 

'Who knows, gorgeous, just come with me and let's see what happens.' With that she kissed my breasts 
in turn before bending and blowing some hot air on my pussy. Again I twitched involuntarily. She 
grabbed my hand and led me away.

Brendan was setting-up his tripod and flash umbrella in a corner of the room as Heather lay down with 
me on the cover. Perhaps sensing my reluctance to kiss, she started suckling my breasts, first one then 
the other. Sucking and pulling and twisting and kneading. The stimulus made my groin feel as if it was 
on fire. My back was arching and I could sense Brendan watching us but couldn’t open my eyes to 
check. Heather moved down and soon I was oblivious to everything but my vagina. Her tongue was 
licking deep inside me and he lips were sucking my labia deep into her mouth. When she started on my 
clitoris, I began to explode. It was a mild tremor at first but it gradually built until my whole body was 
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as rigid as a rail line. I could hear myself verbalising all sorts of instructions but couldn’t even fathom 
what I was saying. Only one thing mattered: 'Don't stop, Heather. Don’t stop!'

At last it was over and I sank back into the pillows entirely spent. I had a thick sheen of sweat covering 
me and my breathing was laboured. It didn’t take long, however, to realise that Brendan's flash was still 
going off with monotonous regularity. I sat up with a start as I realised that my private parts were the 
subject of this dazzling illumination. As I opened my eyes, I could see the lens only inches from the 
essence of my womanhood. Slapping my legs shut, I only succeeded in squeezing out a loud pussy fart 
that made me blush furiously. 

'Stop that,' I hissed at Brendan. 'What the hell's going on?'

Heather leaned over and said: 'Hey, he's just capturing some images. You'll get to see them in a few 
days and I bet you'll be surprised how much you like them. He's a fabulous photographer and he really 
understands the female form.'

Brendan laid down the camera and started to pack away his gear. I rolled the cover over me and tried to 
catch Heather's eye. There were many answers I still wanted but she was having none of it. 

'Are you driving home?' she asked Brendan.

'Yeah, I've got a landscape shoot at the old botanic gardens just after lunch. I'd better grab some shut-
eye. See you, Jen, and thank you. You'll love the shots, I promise,' he said cheerily before hoisting his 
swag and making for the door.

Heather returned with two big glasses of cold water. She knelt demurely in front of me and turned on 
her brightest smile. 'Now, what's the matter?'

'You know damned bloody well what's the matter. Did you set this up?'

'No, I didn't. Not at all. Brendan never goes anywhere without his camera. It's just part of him. And, as 
I said, he just loves the female form. How could you blame him for not wanting two capture two 
splendid creatures like us?'

'Yes, but I had no clothes on!' I yelped. 'I've never been photographed naked before. How do I know 
where those photos will end up. You can’t be too careful.' Realising I sounded like a waspish matron, I 
shut up. But my lips were quivering and I felt uneasy.

'Hey,' said Heather cuddling me in her arms, 'am I not your best friend? Who do you trust more in the 
whole world? Would I do anything to harm you? Have I ever done anything to hurt you? So, why 
would I start now?'

Of course, there were no sensible answers to these deliberately rhetorical questions. Nor was my 
edginess assuaged by Heather's steadfast cheerfulness. Twice in the space of a week now I felt I had 
been taken advantage of by my best friend. What was happening? More importantly, why was it 
happening? Were these just two random events or was there something more to it? There were no 
answers forthcoming as the combined effects of alcohol, grass and sheer tiredness cast me into a sound 
sleep. I woke to find Heather on the verandah enjoying a cup of strong coffee. 'There's another one 
there if you'd like,' she said. 'Come join me.'

Not knowing how to start a conversation I felt had to be had, I sat there in silence, brooding on a whole 
range of what-ifs.

'Now, now, don't work yourself into a lather, girl. What happened, happened and you don't need to be 
concerned. I've known Brendan for years and I trust him. Last night was just a bit of fun and you'll 
understand what I mean when you see the proofs.'

'Just tell me this: did you intend for that to happen the way it did last night?'
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'Of course not, silly! I was having a dinner party and you wanted to meet Brendan so it was an ideal 
opportunity. You were the trigger for it, weren't you? How could you have been set up?'

What she said made a certain sense but I still harboured grave doubts. Finishing my coffee I begged-off 
staying for lunch. Brett was due home - at what time I did not know - my unit was a mess and I still had 
work to do on the APP pitch. Using all this as an excuse I fled for the sanctuary of my place. But if I 
thought peace of mind would return once I was there, I was mistaken.
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Chapter Five

The elusive quest for peace of mind

y highest priority was to clean up and I made straight for the bathroom. Along with the big
balcony this was one of the main reasons I had chosen this unit. It came with a spa bath. It was 

only narrow but it had jets that really pumped the water around. You could lie back and get pummelled 
quite deliciously which was just what I was craving. While it filled-up I put on the kettle and made 
myself a cup of Earl Grey tea. This was an addiction I had inherited from my mother, Bettina. She 
couldn’t start her day without a cuppa - invariably Twinings' Earl Grey. Equally, she liked to share her 
cuppa with someone so she could have a yarn. Didn't matter what about, just some conversation to pass 
the time. We had an easy relationship and I had always enjoyed these little sessions. Pity she was so far 
away in Melbourne. A chat would have been lovely though there was no way we could have discussed 
what was most on my mind. Pouring myself a large mug of the sweetly aromatic infusion I headed 
back to the bathroom. 

The spa was too hot but I forced myself in anyway - very slowly, mind you - and with lots of 'ouch'ing. 
Once I was in and had stabilised to the water's temperature, it felt like heaven. I sipped my tea and 
slowly roasted. With hot liquids both inside and out I began to sweat profusely. Time for the jets! They 
pushed and prodded me with their invisible fingers and I rolled around ensuring my whole body got 
'the treatment'. To be honest, sometimes I would straddle one of the jets and get quite aroused by that 
pulsating blast of water. It involved bending your knees to get into just the right position and was 
hardly comfortable but the sensation it could deliver was certainly worth the effort. I wondered if the 
designer and manufacturer had any idea how it would be used by some of their customers. Today was 
not such an occasion, however, and I contented myself with simply kneading my muscles. Last night's 
cavorting was still too fresh in my mind and I had Brett to contend with later. No, I was going to be a 
good girl.

Making a sandwich for lunch, I retreated once again to my beloved balcony. My pride and joy was a 
long, early settler's lounge. This was a beautifully-crafted cedar recliner with a genuine canvas sling 
that was heaven to doze in. That could come later, I promised myself, if I first got through the APP 
proposal. 'Shit!' I exclaimed as an unwelcome thought intruded. Had I actually told Brendan what I 
needed for the APP mock-ups? I tried to trawl through the events of the previous evening but found it 
hard going due to the fog of a good time. We had discussed the APP pitch, that much I could 
remember. But had we arranged for Brendan to deliver some shots to Connaught's so we could make 
up some draft ads? No way was I going to call Brendan. Not that I had his number anyway, so that was 
a moot point. I dragged myself out of the chair and called Heather. Didn't want to, really, but had no 
choice. 

'Of course we did, silly! He's going to get them to you tomorrow morning. Said he would make a 
selection of shots this evening and courier them to Connaught's first thing.' 

'Thanks, mate. I'll talk to you soon.'

'Don’t be a stranger!'

I could hear the mild sarcasm in her voice but that was just second-nature for Heather. She could never 
resist a jibe and she certainly seemed to be enjoying my current discomfort immensely. It was like the 
whole thing was a joke. Some joke, I chided myself, but slammed the door mentally on that situation. 
Other things had to take priority right now. Then there was Brett. NO! I slammed that door shut, too. 
Time for him later. First I had to get APP out of the way. If I could pull this one off, I would have a 
major store of brownie points and - possibly - a good bonus if all went super well. It could also provide 
me with some good leverage for My Grand Dream. I hadn't kept this a secret but I was circumspect 
about who I revealed it to. Over the years I have learned that most people like to pour cold water on 
others' dreams. They're not necessarily intentionally negative; they simply extrapolate their own lack of 
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success onto others. Try it some time. Throw a grand dream into a conversation and listen to what 
happens. Like a pool of carp seizing on bread scraps thrown into the water they will tear the idea to 
shreds. Even in your own most brutal assessment of the concept you will never come across so many 
valid reasons why it could never happen. Yet the people who conjure up this negativity would probably 
be mortified if told they were being so cruel. They just think they're making conversation. Anyway, 
that's why I like to keep my cherished little dreams to myself for the most part. I'm already aware of the 
Harsh Realities and don't need an extra bunch of thorny issues to tear holes in the fabric of my 
optimism, thank you.

In fact, as grand dreams go, mine was relatively restrained. I wanted a nest egg of $50,000 (or 
thereabouts!) to enable me to pack up and go working and travelling around the world. I wanted badly 
to work in America to see whether I could compete in the birthplace of marketing communication. I 
also wanted to see Europe and savour the antiquity of the place. It might be true that Australia is the 
oldest continent and that our indigenous peoples had lived here for 40,000 years but when it comes to 
traces of constructed civilisation Australia has a fairly paltry contribution to the ancient wonders of the 
world. Sure, the Sydney Harbour Bridge and the Opera House are world-class structures but there is 
nothing to rival (or even hold a candle to) places like Westminster Abbey, the cathedral of Notre Dame, 
the Coliseum and scores of other wonderful heritage sites back in the old world. Regrettably, my love 
of a good lifestyle ensured my bank balance was inadequate for what I had in mind. Still, APP was a 
major national developer and if I could convince them of a substantial change in their marketing 
approach - and earn a bottler bonus at the same time - I'd be taking a huge leap forward in being able to 
realise my dream.

Thus it was, with renewed vigour, that I applied myself to the task on my balcony. I'd been drafting 
copy ideas for about an hour when the phone rang. Figuring it might be Brett, I wandered in with about 
as much enthusiasm as a naughty schoolgirl being called up before the Headmistress. As soon as I 
answered, his voice boomed down the line with rabid enthusiasm. You couldn’t dislike him for that. 

'We're just about to leave Gympie now, darling. We're about halfway back home. Reckon we'll be 
back, unpacked and finished parade by about 9.00. See ya then?' 

It was hardly a question. Usually I was as randy as him and would be looking forward to a good wrestle 
in the bedroom. Nor, as far as I could recall, had I ever denied him this opportunity at the end of a 
major exercise. Just a week ago I had yearned for his body in a bid to exorcise the demons of my 
pseudo-lesbian fling with Heather. Now, I didn't want to know about sex, full stop. No answer would 
come to my lips.

'Are you there, Jennifer? Is anything wrong?'

'Sorry, Brett. No, nothing's wrong. I'm just trying to finish a major pitch that I've got to present to 
Malcolm on Tuesday morning and I'm a long way from finished.'

'So . . . that's a lifetime away. You know you never finish anything until the deadline's almost run out.'

'That's true, that's true. Oh, all right then, I'll see you, what, around 9.30 then?' God I was hopeless. I 
mentally kicked myself for my weakness.

'Can't bloody wait, Jen. I've been missing you something dreadful.'

If only that was reciprocated, I thought as he rang off. Bloody hell, what a mess! Still, I didn't have to 
break the bad news to him straight away, did I? Procrastination was one of my strong suits. Not 
something to be proud of but a reality even so. Anyway, first things first. Back to APP. 

When I picked up my notebook and reviewed what I had committed to paper, I was delightfully 
surprised. The task was basically done. My concepts had been sketched out and revised a number of 
times. Essentially, all that was left now was the final graphic design mock-ups with the inclusion of 
Brendan Pierce's photography. Oh dear, that just left my life to think about. Scary! Hadn't done a real 
deep and meaningful appraisal of my life since Mum and Dad split up several years ago. While it had 
ripped my heart out at the time, thankfully it was not as bitter and twisted as most separations seem to 
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be. Oh, they were caustic to each other and neither missed a chance to score some points but they didn't 
resort to really vicious attacks on each other as I had witnessed some of my friends' parents do.

Not that I wanted to wander down that path. Way too many bad memories. Guilt was predominant. 
How did the Catholic Church wield that emotion with such devastating effect? Especially given that 
while it inculcates all its adherents into guilt as a lifestyle, it steadfastly refuses to accept guilt as a 
meaningful response to the predatory proclivities of its paedophile priests. One law for the church, one 
for its believers. No wonder I'm so badly lapsed. Still, there were problems closer to home that I had to 
deal with; the church could wait for later. Brett was now only a couple of hours away and I needed to 
get my head around my approach to him.

Sadly, he was a good friend. We readily shared our emotions and held back very few secrets. Trust was 
the bond of our shared experience and we would often talk long into the night, especially after love-
making. Long drives and picnics were another favourite pastime and we could talk for hours during 
these outings. Admittedly there was more of that during the early phases of our relationship as 'young 
love' besotted our brains. Of more recent times, physical touch had somewhat supplanted verbalising. 
A wonderful way to convey meaning and emotion though very few men, in my experience, were adept 
at this. Clumsy as a wet fart, most of them. 

As I catalogued the good times we had shared, my resolve began to weaken as inexorably as sugar 
dissolves in a hot drink. Brett would be devastated, I was sure, when he found out that I was over him. 
Yet what had he done to be made to suffer so? Was I just being a bitch? Was there something wrong 
with me? An honest answer would have to be firmly in the negative and I well knew that no valuable 
relationship could survive on sympathy as the prime ingredient. No matter how good the sex was. 

What Brett offered was security and a pleasant, routine life. Surely that was a good deal? Most couples 
rarely got more than that. What right had I to expect more? Indeed, what else did I want? Vagueness 
clouded my responses. What I did want was almost tangible. I could feel it inside me like a foetus that 
doesn't yet kick. It was no less real for lacking clear definition. Travel was an essential. Surely, though, 
Brett and I could travel together? In many ways, having a companion made travel a whole lot easier. 
That shared experience thing. Except I wanted to experience things by myself. Deep down I was a 
loner. Pretty hard to deny that when you are in your thirties and don’t have a life partner. I winced as I 
confronted my biggest insecurity: age.

There was a sense of dread that lurked within my psyche, nipping at my mental heels like a terrier with 
a disturbed dislike of ankles. In my late twenties it was a minor insecurity but it developed a whole new 
persona once I turned thirty. Ridiculous I know but, hey, so I'm irrational? Conceit was not one of my 
vices but I could stare in the mirror for ages seeing if those fine lines around my eyes and in the corners 
of my mouth were getting deeper and more pronounced. These days I was beginning to use a rowing 
machine rather than run because I didn’t want my breasts sagging to my knees thanks to all that 
bouncing. Gravity was still being held at bay but I knew that was a lost cause due to my size. How 
cruel is that, eh? Every man in history wants to ogle big breasts but as soon as they sag, they turn their 
heads elsewhere. Bastards! All of them. Then there was my stomach. How much longer could I keep 
that flat? And what about marriage? The concept of a family was attractive but I still had so much I 
wanted to achieve in my career. Hadn’t even started to scratch the surface, really. How could I fit that 
in and still have time to find a decent human being to share the remainder of my life with?

Each of these insecurities pricked my psyche until I felt like a pin-cushion. Brett was a reasonable 
option but no better than that. Failing to achieve the rest of my dreams I could handle - but not if I 
didn't give it my best shot. If I surrendered my dreams now I would become embittered and then god 
help whoever was sharing my life. No, I had to be true to myself. Even the bloody Catholics taught 
that. So, I would discard Brett and pursue my dreams not weighed down by the baggage of a partner. It 
might be scary but I could do it. Brett had just lost the fight even though he was blissfully unaware of 
it. The coming showdown was no less daunting but I felt a greater strength and resilience with which to 
meet it. There simply wasn't any other choice. Sorry, mate, it's not you, it's me. And that's all, she 
wrote.

A couple of quick glasses of a sweetish Riesling bolstered my new-found courage so that, until the 
doorbell rang, I was feeling quite courageous. My bravado evaporated faster than a summer shower on 
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a hot bitumen road as I opened it to let him in. Wouldn’t you know it, once again my face must have 
betrayed me. 

'What's the matter, baby? Is everything all right?'

The funny thing was that seeing him again after two weeks' absence actually reinforced my resolve. I 
saw something different in the cast of his face. Nothing untoward - just not as appealing. Weird how 
quickly things can change although I suspect it's not that we change in a hurry, more that we eventually 
catch up with our innermost feelings. Our subconscious has moved on while our conscious mind is the 
last to know. 

'Well, nothing is wrong exactly. It's just that I have been doing some serious thinking and I've reached a 
few decisions.'

Suddenly he was serious and I could actually see his face pale as though the blood, literally, was 
draining away. A strange phenomenon that. I led the way to the dining table. Felt the couch was not 
quite right.

'Brett, I think it's over between us. I'm sorry to take you by surprise. The realisation has only just sunk 
in to me. But I do think it's the right decision.' I could hear myself gabbling like a turkey about to lose 
its head but seemed unable to stem the flood of words.

'I have really enjoyed our time together. I think that much has been obvious. You are a wonderful, 
considerate lover and I'm sorry to hurt you. I'll have fond memories forever and hope you do, too.'

'Whoa, Jennifer. Slow down. What has brought this on?'

The last thing in the world I was going to divulge to a guy I was dropping was that I had just had two 
significant lesbian-style experiences with my best friend. But how else to explain what had brought my 
underlying feelings into such sharp focus? Stick fairly close to the truth was what my father had taught 
me years ago when I was exposed for telling lies. You should never do it, he confided, but if you feel 
you really have to, then sticking as close as possible to the truth will confuse your audience and make 
you more convincing. Thanks, dad.

'It's my career as much as anything, Brett. I am desperate to work overseas before I settle down and 
time is running out. If I got married, it would derail everything I have dreamed of for years and I 
simply couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t give it a go.'

'But I still don't understand what has brought this on.'

'It's all the time you spend with your mates. The last two weeks has reinforced this. I often think you 
like them more than me, Brett. The thing is, I want a man who wants me as the prime focal point in his 
life, not as an afterthought once his male-bonding is over.'

'But you know how much I care for you, Jennifer. How can you possibly suggest I like anything - or 
anyone - more than you? And you have your friends, too. What's wrong with my mates?'

'There's nothing wrong with them, Brett. It's just that you can’t wait to get away with them, whether it's 
the pub or the football or a car show. I can't help but feel that you need their male company more than 
you need me.'

'But that's crazy.' At this he stalled and drew breath, determining what he would say next. I held my 
tongue. 'All right, all right, I'll stay home with you more,' a note of desperation in his voice now. 'We 
can go out together more. Whatever you want.'

'You know Brett, I think you actually would. Unfortunately, I think you'd often regret not being out 
with them and having you stuck with me while your heart wanted to be elsewhere would be a recipe for 
disaster. You'd come to hate me and I can't run that risk. I'm sorry.'
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Looking at him, I could see something change in his eyes: an acceptance that he would not change my 
mind. 'That's okay, Jennifer, I can understand. Perhaps you're right; perhaps it's for the best.'

Excuse me? Nice sentiment but I had been expecting him to be devastated and here he was taking my 
shock, horror confession with seemingly imperturbable nonchalance.

'Now that you've raised the issue, I guess I've reached a decision, too.'

Excuse me? Whoa, neddy. This was getting too weird.

'Yes, I'm going to sign-up for the Army full-time. Take a Captain's course. They spoke to me about it 
while we were away. Seems they've been keeping an eye on me and think I have leadership potential.'

'Well, that's great, Brett,' I stammered. 'I know you love the life.'

What the hell was happening here? I was asserting my dominance and being true to myself only to find 
I was getting dumped at the same time. This was grossly unfair. I felt tears starting to moisten my eyes 
but I would never give him the satisfaction of seeing me at such a low ebb. Bugger him!

'Hey, isn't that funny?' I continued. 'Together we've arrived at life-changing decisions.' Which would 
have been a fine statement if my throat had not constricted and made my voice rise about three octaves. 
The shrill pitch clearly indicated a surfeit of emotion and that made me cranky.

'I figured that you would not want to be an "Army bride" given your career aspirations so there wasn't 
much of an alternative really.'

'That much is true, Brett, and I'm glad you have settled on a career path of your own at last.' 

Life as an on-the-road rep for Coca-Cola Amatil was a reasonable job but it was not what I regarded as 
the pinnacle of achievement. The easy pace of life in the Army and being with a bunch of mates all day 
every day would suit Brett right down to the ground. Can't imagine why he had not thought of it before.

'The money's not that great compared with the bonuses I could earn at Coke but then you don't have to
put your hand in your pocket much in the Army. Most things are provided free and the rent they 
charge, particularly for single quarters, is bugger-all. They say I could easily make Major and the 
money then is really good. Mind you, it will take me a few years.'

'I have no doubt you will be able to climb their greasy pole with great success, Brett. It's a bit out of the 
blue but when I think about it, it makes perfect sense. It's something you really love and that alone will 
help you achieve at a higher level.'

'Thanks, I appreciate your support. Are you going to be okay?'

'Just fine, thanks mate. I do have good memories of our time together.'

'Me, too. Well, I suppose I had better get going then. Are you sure you'll be all right?

'Yes, thank you.'

It all seemed so lame. We walked to the door and, with a modicum of discomfort, pecked each other on 
the cheek before he strode down the stairs, wishing me good luck over his shoulder. The sound of him 
whistling as he moved out to his car struck an odd note. That was not the behaviour of someone I had 
thought would be devastated. The mongrel! He wasn't unhappy at all Which raised the issue of how 
long he had been over me. What was that line about rent for single quarters? The bastard had been 
planning this for some time! All of a sudden I was the one feeling jilted and sad. This wasn't how the 
script was meant to unfold.

My first port of call was the fridge. Grabbing the half bottle of Riesling that was still in the door, I 
swiped a glass off the adjacent shelf and beat a path to my balcony. I sloshed a big measure into the 
glass and it disappeared real quick. Replenishing it, the next one hardly touched the sides either. My 
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thoughts were still confused. Brett was six years younger than me. He used to laugh at suggestions that 
I was his 'older woman' but perhaps, deep down, it wasn't funny. At least he wasn't dumping me for 
another woman. That was a major consolation. Not sure how I would have handled that.

My emotions did a passable impersonation of a metronome as they swung from one side to the other. 
They arced between annoyance that I had been dumped; relief that a pleasant outcome had been 
achieved and a measure of elation that I could start afresh. In my positive moments, I knew I should 
use this situation to make a determined push to achieve career advancement and work overseas. When I 
surrendered to the weepies, however, I felt lost, alone and afraid. A prime source of moral support was 
gone. Heather would normally have been my shoulder to cry on but I was still so ambivalent about her 
and her role in the events of these past two weekends that I could not bring myself to ring her. What 
had happened last night was still weighing heavily on me. There had certainly been a real thrill of 
titillation as the photography escapade unfolded. My excitement had not been imagined, it was 
palpable. Stripping for the camera had turned me on even though I was not comfortable with actually 
posing. Some women have a natural talent for looking sexy but that wasn't my style. And once more I 
had succumbed to Heather's amorous advances. Perhaps I was a lesbian? No, that wasn't me at all. Still, 
a smidgin of doubt persisted.

My concerns were two-fold. No, three-fold. First, someone I barely knew now had photos of me in a 
steamy lesbian sex act. Second, what Heather was doing to me - and what I glimpsed had been snapped 
when I opened my eyes - was not just a little risque, it could be classified as porn. Third, what 
assurance did I have that the photos would not be misused? It had all seemed relatively innocuous at 
the outset but now the damage might well have been done.

What could I do? I just felt like running away and hiding.
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Chapter Six

Baiting the hooks

very fitful night's sleep and not enough time to process the alcohol in my system left me feeling 
like a dog's breakfast on Monday morning. I had even skipped gym although I made up for that a 

bit by doing a lot of laps in the pool at the units. Usually I disliked swimming there because it was 
exposed to prying eyes but today I didn’t give a rat's arse about what anyone else thought or did. I was 
a girl on a mission. Don’t cross me.

Which was unfortunate for Melissa, the receptionist. No sooner had I stepped into the foyer from the 
lift than she chirped gaily: 'So, did you and Brett have an awesome one after he got back from the 
Reserves?'

For a millisecond I considered biting my tongue but a tsumani of spite swept up my spinal cord into my 
brain and I snapped: 'Mel, if you'd spend more time getting your own roots instead of worrying about 
other people's you might find out what satisfaction really is.' 

With that, I stormed off into my office where I promptly burst into tears. My angst was primarily a 
delayed reaction to breaking-off with Brett and partly to do with being a bitch to Melissa who was, 
after all, a really sweet creature and normally someone I confided in. We called her the Switch Bitch 
more for alliteration than anything else and it was so utterly wrong as a descriptor of her that it was like 
a sarcastic joke. I despised anyone who was so callous as I had been and my guilt made me feel like 
vomiting. Mel had only asked because I was the one who had conspiratorially smirked on Friday 
afternoon that Sunday night should be a 'lucky one' for me due to Brett's return from two weeks away 
in the bush. Mel was well within her rights to have a dig at me. I had decided to drop back downstairs 
and apologise to her when there was a gentle tap at my door.

'Yes, what is it?' I asked in a brusque semi-baritone in an effort to disguise my weepy condition.

'Just me,' said Melissa. 'I'm terribly sorry I upset you. Wouldn't ever want to do that.'

'Oh, Mel!' I exclaimed as I held out my arms to give her a cuddle. 'It's not your fault. It's got nothing to 
do with you. I'm just fragile today - as you might have noticed! Fact is, Brett and I split up last night so 
you inadvertently cut right to the bone.'

'That's terrible,' said Mel with wide eyes and sincere sympathy etched on her young face. Under other 
circumstances I might nearly have laughed at her naivete. 'What happened?'

'It was just time. Time to move on and time to get on with other things.'

'Yes, but it sounds as if you aren't very happy about it.' Ah, the touching earnestness of those just out of 
school and still yet to learn all the rigours of romance.

'Well, I am and I'm not. It was the right decision but it just takes a while to get used to it, I guess. No 
matter, I'm okay now and I want you to know I am truly sorry I said that to you. Didn't mean a word of 
it. I'm just a cranky old cow, I'm afraid.'

'Don't be silly. Anyway, I can hear the phone so I'll have to get back to the switch. See me later, eh?'

'Sure thing, mate. And thank you.'

A
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Bloody hell. I'd have to lift my act. Couldn’t keep burning bridges like that. I needed quite a lot of help 
from quite a few people this week if I was going to pull off this pitch to APP. All the other turmoil in 
my life would have to be suppressed. Time to focus, girl. Pull your finger out!

I put in a call to Mark Petersen to check on how his design layouts had progressed. Stella his offsider 
said he had received a bundle of photos by courier early this morning and was engrossed in cutting and 
pasting them digitally into some layouts. With a burst of excitement I asked if they were for APP. 

'Don’t want to disturb him. He's in one of those "withdrawn from the world" moods but I'll look over 
his shoulder. Hold on a mo'.'

If it was actually Brendan Pierce who had sent the photos, I would be delighted. Above all else, it 
would show that he was reliable and, thus far, a man of his word. Equally, it might mean that he was 
trustworthy and that had substantial implications in so far as some of what might be termed his 'private 
photography' was concerned. 

'Yeah, it's the APP stuff. And it looks pretty good, too. Says he'll be down to see you later. Don’t know 
when.'

YES! Oh, thank you, Lord. Maybe, just maybe, things might be starting to go right. My spirits lifted 
immediately. A sense of well-being returned. This was the normal me. Unflappable, imperturbable, in 
control, on top of things. I was the one everyone else turned to for positive vibes. I was the one 
everyone called Miss Enthusiasm. My equilibrium had been seriously out-of-kilter these past two 
weeks and it had been having a serious impact though just how serious I had not realised. Whooee! 
Watch out world, I'm back!!!!

Michael Angelo was my next target. That was easily achieved because he took my call himself. 

'What, no secretary to screen yourself from the Great Unwashed?' I jibed. 'Surely a man in your 
position shouldn’t be subjected to rude interruptions from mere mortals?'

'So, that's how you see yourself, is it?' he threw back. 'And to think I was convinced you were God's 
gift to marketing! What am I to think now? Perhaps you aren’t the person we need?' he continued.

'You just wait, Michael. I've been busting my boiler on this since we first met and I really believe I've 
got something very worthwhile for you. Are we still set for Friday?'

'Sure are. Graham Bissell, the Chairman, is due up from Adelaide on Thursday night for a Board 
meeting. In fact, Patrick Seymour, our Managing Director had wondered if we should let you lot 
present to the full Board.'

The suggestion was left hanging in the air and I was not the person to let such an exceptional chance go 
by.

'Michael, I truly believe this presentation is worthy of the Board. I swear I would not waste your time 
nor embarrass you by delivering something inferior. I well recognise the extent of the opportunity if we
were allowed access to the Board. Frankly, the direction I am proposing should probably be considered 
by the board at some stage so it might as well be right up front. If they like us we are all winners. If not, 
well, I guess we'll retreat to lick our wounds and you can heap calumny on us.'

'Such big words, Jennifer! Tell you what. Run a detailed outline by me before Wednesday afternoon 
when the Board minutes are finalised and I'll make a recommendation to Patrick on whether or not to 
take it to the highest level.'

'It's a done deal, Michael. I'm due to run it by Malcolm, my boss, tomorrow and I'll come back to you 
after that. But I honestly believe we are on a winner.'

'I love your enthusiasm. Look forward to hearing from you tomorrow.'
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All was going well. In fact, I could hardly have dreamed of a greater opportunity. The full Board! This 
was life and death stuff. Do it well and I'd be a hero; fail and I would be looking for a job elsewhere. 
You didn't pitch to a major client like APP in this town and fail. Word would spread like wildfire and 
Connaught's would never let it be thought it was their mistake. It was not unknown for people in such 
situations to be hung out to dry and forced to resign as 'proof' of their incompetence. The adrenalin was 
coursing through my veins and, in the manner of a junkie with a syringe about to pierce his skin, I was 
in my element. Crash through or crash: that was my motto.

Lunchtime came and went without anything from Mark. It came and went without me eating anything, 
either. No artwork, no appetite. Around 2.00 o'clock he burst through my door and slammed a wad of 
paper on my desk. Grabbing a chair, he slid it alongside mine and pushed all my paperwork to one side. 
Sliding his own creations towards us he started taking me through the series. They captured your 
attention instantly. They were fantastic. I loved them! Brendan's nature photography was outstanding. 
It gave the artwork such a lift. Mark had used a lush typeface that enhanced the emotive appeal of the 
imagery and the copy was at once part of the photography but also raised out of it like a 3-D image. 
Mark's ability with computer-aided design was remarkable. A true talent. 

He had both black & white as well as colour layouts for use in both mainstream papers and magazines. 
Then he blew my mind with some exhilarating poster mock-ups for use on outdoor billboards and bus 
shelters. The photography seemed to transport you to a better place somehow. It was almost magical. I 
was really excited, as was Mark. We both knew he had created something out of the box. I stood and 
hugged him, telling him we would share a champagne after I had won APP's endorsement. Mark was 
willing to leave this set with me so I could peruse it this afternoon and revise any of the copy I had 
drafted earlier. Not many changes were needed and I got the revisions up to him by 4.00. He would 
have the finals to me by 8.30 in the morning, well in time for my meeting with Malcolm. 

Now that my zest for living had returned I was eager to get to the gym and when I did I punished 
myself with enthusiasm. It was fine at the time but when I got home I was buggered. A quick salad 
sandwich and I was off to bed.

Wanting to gain Malcolm's approval next morning, I wore a plain skirt and a very fine weave cross-
over top. If any of the artwork bored him, he could satisfy himself by perving at my boobs. It could be 
a distraction when he did that but we all knew he couldn’t help himself and we were all quite used to it 
by now. Only new staff tended to get put off by his candid fascination. God should have given him a 
pair. It was an injustice that he missed out.

Mark was true to his word and I had just enough time to sort through the presentation and check my 
notes before meeting Malcolm. When he welcomed me, he stressed that APP would be a major coup 
for CF. He didn't want to burden me with expectations (yeah, right!) but a win would be conveyed 
swiftly to our own regional executive management committee in Singapore. Thanks, Malcolm, I really 
appreciate the pressure. That was his typical modus operandi. Challenge them in the crucible of stress. 
The tough would survive, the weak would end up elsewhere. It wasn't by any means a relaxed and 
comfortable style but, by god, it was effective. You shaped up or shipped out under Malcolm Burns.

At 1.97 metres and with a frame almost as solid as he was tall, Malcolm was larger than life. He loved 
to convey an image of how he wanted people to see him. The real him was locked away in a dark place 
with no-one allowed to view it. Occasionally you'd get a glimpse but it was always fleeting; as you 
might picture a ghost wafting across your vision. He was a man of many habits. Strong coffee was one. 
He had a percolator on his credenza that was always kept full by his long-time PA, Brigid. We all 
figured that this was an affectation from his many trips to the States. Perhaps, though, he just liked 
strong coffee. You would never know which version was closest to the truth. His style extended to 
always wearing slip-ons, never lace-ups. Most days he would not wear a tie. Nor could you pick which 
days might warrant a tie - it seemed to happen without rhyme or reason - and Brigid either couldn’t 
pick it herself or was utterly loyal to Malcolm because she always professed ignorance of his rationale. 
For instance, he would wear one some days when he didn't even have a meeting on. Personally I think 
he did it just to mess with people's heads. That kind of a guy.

Malcolm was accustomed to mingling with the movers and shakers, though he didn't appear to seek out 
that particular lifestyle. He was fond of saying that his grey hair was proof of his experience. He wore 
it long over his ears but always well-trimmed. Once a week, every week. 'I've been around, boys and 



38

girls,' he would chuckle merrily. Truly it seemed so, for whatever issue might arise in a conversation he 
could offer a pertinent and pithy comment. His interventions weren't egotistical, just a reflection of the 
fact that his life had been rich and varied and he was very well-read - three papers a day come hell or 
high water.

Malcolm's office was imposing: to go with his character. It kind of had to be to cope with his large 
frame. It was replete with scores of souvenirs of his adventures in various parts of the world. War 
shields and spears from Papua New Guinea; kabuki dolls from Japan; a large, furry winter army cap 
with the bright red star of the Chinese People's Liberation Army and numerous other trinkets. Even a 
genuine lacquered opium smoking pipe and bowl from Vietnam. These mixed with a dozen or more 
state and national awards and Diplomas and a Master's degree on the wall to the side of his desk. They 
weren't right behind him so as to be ostentatiously prominent - but you simply couldn't miss them 
either.

Malcolm asked if I wanted a drink from his fridge: I grabbed a bottle of spring water. Really felt like 
something much stronger but that would have to wait. Still, now I was raring to go so I launched 
straight into it. No point wasting time on preliminaries. If this wasn't going to excite him immediately, 
nothing would save it.

Fifteen minutes later I wrapped-up with a verbal flourish that I hoped would impress him. He clapped 
gently and said: 'You don’t think you can improve on that?'

This was typical Malcolm style. If you answered in the negative he might offer a suggestion that would 
make you seem either silly for not thinking of it or careless for not including it. Making it worse, you 
would also want to rebound quickly if he did suggest something else, so saying up front you couldn’t 
think of anything else totally precluded that option.

'I do think it's very good but I'd happily welcome any suggestions you might make, Malcolm.'

'Actually, nothing much comes to mind. I do believe you are on a winner here, Jen.'

'You bloody ripper!' I gushed. 'Oh, Malcolm, I really agree. I think they are going to truly like this. 
God, I hope so,' I said fervently.

'So, conceptually it seems a good thing. What about your pricing?'

'Ah, yes. Well, I was having trouble coming to grips with that. Not sure how much we could get away 
with. If they had given us a formal brief, I could have estimated what level of servicing they wanted 
and tailored a price accordingly. But given that I effectively shoved my foot in their door, I'm having 
real trouble. They are a major national company so they can afford a big price but I don't want to scare 
them off. You know: a bird in the hand sort of thing.'

'Jen, Jen, Jen. You are a good operator and I love your work but you still have a lot to learn. Which is 
okay because I'm still learning and I've got a lot of years on you, mate.'

Malcolm leaned forward in a pose we had all come to recognise as the precursor to a lesson. 

'It is a difficult situation but let me share a bit of wisdom with you that I learned from a very smart man 
- old Bill Helpmann who founded the original consultancy before it was merged with C-F. He was fond 
of saying he knew how much to charge by looking a client in their eyes and gauging their level of fear.'

'But Austral Pacific aren't afraid. They're vying for number one in the market and they've got a good 
reputation.'

'That's how you see it, eh?'

'Well, yes.' Now I had a suddenly burgeoning sense of unease. When I'd finished my pitch, I was 
feeling ten feet tall and bullet-proof but now Malcolm had preyed on a deep-seated weakness. I could 
devise great campaigns but knowing what to charge for them eluded me. It was an arcane skill and one 
I had certainly not yet mastered.
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'So, why do you think they let you pitch to them? Why do you think the full board is going to give you 
a hearing? Doesn't that suggest something to you?'

'No. What?'

'Jennifer, if they were ruling the world, they wouldn't need you - or Connaught Feldmann. Instinct tells 
me they are having troubles. Let's look at some of the relevant factors: the Reserve Bank has raised 
official interest rates twice in the past nine months and that has killed some of the excess enthusiasm in 
the property market; the boom in Melbourne and Sydney slowed dramatically a year ago and hasn't 
picked-up since; the boom in Queensland is continuing but it is now focused on inner-city units, not 
small lot enclaves; and, the shortage of major broadacre development sites is now critical, dramatically 
slashing the potential margins for developers.'

Of course, this was all true. I just hadn't put APP into that context. I felt naïve while Malcolm sat back 
and tried to keep a smug smirk off his face. 

'Oh, and there's another thing.'

'What?'

'Their Managing Director, Gordon Preston, will be shown the door next week.' This time the smirk did 
show through.

'How could you know that?'

'It pays to have contacts, Jennifer. You can't ever have too much information when targeting a potential 
client.'

'But I went through all the clippings dealing with APP and there was no hint of anything like that,' I 
protested.

'I know. Some things just aren't for publication.'

So . . . my boss had been doing his own research. Here was me thinking he would leave it all up to me. 
How foolish I was. Naturally, it made sense. How could he realistically wash his hands of such a deal? 
He, too, was judged harshly by the head honchos above him. And there was always someone else 
higher up the totem pole, no matter how dizzying the heights you might scale. 

I was still scrambling to fit all these new pieces together when he asked if he could accompany me to 
the presentation.

'Of course, Malcolm. I'd be delighted.'

Well, that wasn't entirely true. We both knew that I was so ambitious that I would revel in capturing 
APP all on my own. It would be a great coup and would reflect glory on me for several years to come. 
Even so, having Malcolm on board would seriously maximise my chances of winning the deal and 
there would be more than enough glory to share. 

'I'd certainly love to do it on my own but I would still be grateful for your assistance,' I offered with 
genuine frankness.

'I know. I understand how your mind works and I won't cruel your style. You give it all you've got and 
I'll just sit on the sidelines . . . until it comes to negotiating a price. That's my contribution!'

'That's a deal, boss!' He loved it when you acknowledged his positional superiority.

We discussed a few other angles he had uncovered during his own researches then set a time to meet 
Friday morning before setting off for APP. At which point it was time to call Michael Angelo and 
assure him everything was on track.
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Back in my office, I got a call from Heather. I was so excited by Malcolm's enthusiastic response to my 
pitch that I was bright and bubbly.

'You sound like you're on a high.'

'I've just outlined my Austral Pacific pitch to Malcolm Burns and he thinks it's a winner.'

'That's wonderful, Jen. I'm really pleased for you. I've got a feeling you are going to pull this one off. I 
really do.'

'Why, thank you. I appreciate your support.'

'Hey, what are you doing Thursday night?'

By now, my memories of the past two weekends came flooding back and I was hesitant.

'Now, now don’t be a scaredy cat, Jen, I think you'll like this. Brendan phoned me and he wants to 
bring around the proofs of his shots from Saturday night. Want to come over?'

Dread fought with intrigue fought with embarrassment fought with some stimulation as I pondered 
quickly what the photos might be like. This was something I wanted to run away from but there was a 
weird fascination at the same time that propelled me onwards.

'Guess I need to see what so attracted Brendan's interest. Yeah, I'll be there. Eight o'clock? See you 
then.'

Well this would be interesting. I couldn’t help but wonder what I looked like. Would I be sexy or just a 
frump? If someone - say, Brett - saw one of them would he be aroused? Or would it make him laugh 
out loud? God, but I hoped I looked halfway okay - to look like a dag would be a cruel blow. In all 
honesty I had no idea how the photos might turn out. But they didn’t call me Miss Enthusiasm for 
nothing. I liked being able to titillate others. If it was my mind that turned them on, so much the better. 
But if I had to resort to physical attraction then so be it. Screw anyone who thought I was lucky to look 
the way I did. It cost me an awful lot of effort and enormous discipline to stay in shape. I suppose I 
have certain natural attributes that warrant praise for my genetic forebears but the rest is the result of 
damned hard work. So I allowed myself a brief reverie to mull over what I might look like. Try as I 
might, though, I really couldn't quite get a solid image in my mind. What I did know was that I was 
eager for Thursday night.

Before that, however, I had to finalise the pitch and ensure all fifteen copies of it were properly printed 
and collated. Attention to minor details had won many a pitch and I was determined to maximise my 
chances on this deal. Nothing was going to go wrong if I could help it. Malcolm's enthusiastic 
endorsement really stoked my optimism regarding a hefty bonus. Nothing had been said but it was a 
fairly common reward around C-F and I figured that not only would this client bring substantial 
remuneration but considerable prestige as well. As was my wont my enthusiasm was running away 
with me. So much so that I could almost taste the cash.

I phoned Michael Angelo to advise that all was ready and ask when he wanted to see me for a briefing. 
His suggestion that we do dinner Wednesday night took me completely by surprise. That was out of 
left field. Instinct told me it was sleazy but he was an angel (how could anyone ignore a pun like that?) 
and I could still vividly see his chiselled-features when we bumped into each other at the coffee shop. 
Yes, I could handle the risk that he was a slime-ball. Could end up disappointed but, hey, nothing 
ventured, nothing gained. Never know - it might be a hoot. And now there was no Brett to complicate 
things I could try out my new freedom.

'Sounds like a funny time to do business, Michael, but if that's the only time you have available. I 
suppose it's all right.' 

Let him make of that what he would. It should keep him guessing about my attitude towards him. He 
suggested Eliazar's down The Valley just outside the CBD. Hadn't been there myself but had heard it 
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was a trendy new Mediterranean place that featured a row of cute booths down the back. You could 
apparently see and not be seen at the rear or be right out in the open and on display in the main area of 
the restaurant. We agreed on 7.30.

There were no street parks so I used the multi-storey Council parking station two blocks away. Michael 
was there when I arrived which impressed me. Waving to me, I saw he was - surprise, surprise - down 
the back. He proposed that we order a drink but ask the waiter to leave us alone for half an hour while 
we discussed the proposal before even thinking about food. It appealed to me and once my vodka 
cruiser arrived, I spread my first set of images out and started explaining the campaign. My cruiser and 
his G&T lasted no time so we caught the waiter's eye and refreshed. Then it was back into it. 

When I'd finished, he sat back and appraised me coolly. 'I made the right choice didn't I? That's very 
good, Jennifer, very good indeed. You've sold me and I reckon you've got a good chance with the 
Board. Now, what about price?'

'Honestly, I don't know. Malcolm Burns our Managing Director is coming with me and he has some 
thoughts that he wishes to discuss. But I'm sure you'll find us exceptional value!'

Couldn’t resist. If you want someone to think a certain thing, plant the seed. Same as: if you want 
something spontaneous to happen, organise it. Maximise your chances.

'You ready for dinner now?'

'Michael, I could eat the leg off the table.'

We ordered - and enjoyed - lots of small dishes that we shared. The food was beautiful and we washed 
it down with a couple of bottles of Shiraz that Michael asked to be chilled lightly. Don't know what a 
wine aficionado would think of the practice but to my mind it seemed to really enhance the taste. Our 
conversation was light and flowed easily. He was charming and very well-mannered. A couple of times 
our knees or legs would make contact - inadvertently, I thought, but I couldn't be sure - and he would 
move his away, not immediately or sharply, but almost determinedly making forthright contact while 
disentangling. I felt sure he was sending a message but he was so smooth (if, indeed, that was what he 
was doing) that I could not be sure. Any which way, did I really mind? By the end of the meal I had 
formed the view that if he wanted to put his shoes under my bed, I would lift the duvet for him. Of 
course, a tinge of bitterness towards Brett was massaging my emotions. The slight of having him dump 
me was still a raw spot. That would-be Stormin' Norman could kiss my arse. He'd regret choosing the 
Army over me. He was probably homosexual deep down which would explain his desire to go live 
with a bunch of guys! Whew - such angst.  

'Hello! You still here?'

'Oh, sorry, Michael. Got a bit lost there. Please forgive me.'

'That's quite fine, Jennifer. I just wouldn't want to be on the receiving end of that particular set of 
emotions!'

God, that must be my bloody face again. Every new feeling plastered all over it like a departure board 
at a station. 

'Oh, well. Time to go, I guess. Had enough?'

'Yes, thank you very much. It was a great meal and a great restaurant. And a great reaction from you. 
I'm SO glad you like the proposal.'

With that I stood up, maintaining my balance by the skin of my teeth, and thrust an arm through his as 
we made a bee-line for the till. Instantly, I kicked myself mentally. I didn't want to make any overtures 
to him. Didn't want to be seen to be using feminine wiles to alter his outlook. Why had I made contact 
with him? And why so blatantly? You fool, I cursed myself with silent self-reproach.

When we were on the footpath, Michael asked how I was going to get home. 
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'Not driving, I assume?' His tone making it clear he didn't think I should get behind the wheel. 'Where 
do you live? Perhaps I can drop you off. Or I'll call you a cab.'

'I'm at Kangaroo Point but a cab will be fine if that's not too far out of your way. I don't want to 
inconvenience you.'

Oh, shut up you prat! Stop fawning all over him.

'I'm at Yeronga so it can be on my way. Please allow me.' With that, he put his arm through mine and 
we sauntered off to his car. When I saw the parker lights on a bright yellow BMW 520i go off, I almost 
looked around to see if someone else had operated the remote keyless entry. But, no, it was Michael's 
beast. How heavenly! This man truly was an angel.

Slumping into the sumptuous leather seat that seemed to Glad-Wrap me into a safety cocoon, I felt 
quite euphoric. Life was great! How much better could it get?

As we swung around corner after corner, I tried to stop my skirt riding up my thighs. It was a losing 
battle as my seat belt seemed to play the skirt like a trout fisherman winding-in his catch. Let it out a 
little bit but then pull it in hard for a while. As we got closer to my place, Michael was finding it 
difficult not to look directly at my very exposed legs. He was trying to be a model of restraint but his 
sideways glances were a dead give-away as were his exaggerated leftward leanings to check traffic on 
my side of the car. Every time I tried to tug it to protect my honour, it only drew attention to the fact 
that it had almost disappeared. It was a wonder the crutch of my knickers wasn't showing. Couldn’t 
have been far off.

Pulling-up out the front of our units, Michael quickly hopped out and came round to open my door. 
Once again, my attempt at being lady-like while exiting the Beemer was hardly a great success. If he 
had not made it obvious he was looking the other way, he would certainly have copped an eyeful of 
what the royal jewels were wrapped in. As he walked me to my door, I conducted an intense debate 
with myself as to how I would play out the looming end-of-the-evening scene. Let him kiss me, let him 
in, let him have me? Decisions, decisions, decisions. I was no closer to resolving things when he 
pecked me chastely on the cheek and took a few paces back down the corridor. Turning, he waited until 
I had my door open and had the light on before bidding me a cheery goodnight and striding off to his 
car.

Bugger it! Now that he had made a tactical withdrawal I suddenly knew that I had wanted him to be on 
the offensive. I was left feeling randy but with no opportunity for satisfaction. What a waste. Oh well, 
there was every chance we would be seeing more of each other so perhaps it was for the best that 
things did not progress too far, too soon. A cooling shower helped restore my senses and I had a 
wonderful, restful night. Which was just as well because I had an interesting one lined up the very next 
evening. Life was just all go for this girl!

Thursday drifted by all too slowly. Try as I might to get on top of a rash of paperwork clogging my 
desk, it seemed as though I was jogging through deep, soft sand. Time and again, I found myself 
picking up a piece of paper - which carried with it a decision needing to be made - but putting it back 
down again without having resolved the issue. Every management text in the world rails against this 
procrastination but I was entirely unable to rise above it. Torpor and lassitude chose a shoulder each 
and sat on either side of my head stuffing cotton wool into my ears. I wanted to achieve but found 
myself wholly unable to. Perhaps the only good thing was that I was too lethargic to even get angry 
with myself. This was a rarity for me but symptomatic that my mind was elsewhere. It was lost in 
contemplation of scarily salacious photography with me the unwitting star. 

The one time my mood did crystallise - and I found myself building a head of steam - was when Helen 
wandered into my office and parked her ample frame opposite me.

'So, we're not going to hear wedding bells this year, then?'

She had to have been talking with Melissa although I couldn't really blame her for not keeping her trap 
shut. Helen had a true talent and she could extract information from anyone without them even being 
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aware they had said anything. Had her physical dimensions been half what they were she might have 
been able to pursue a career as a government agent. 

'Come to rub my nose in it, have we?'

'Not at all, Jennifer. I'm a shoulder to lean on.'

'You've got all the juicy goss you are going to get on this issue, Helen,' I warned her. 'I have no 
intention of discussing it any further.'

'Look, I understand. And I can sympathise. It's just bloody men. They're all a bunch of bastards. Fancy 
walking away from you! Is she younger?'

'You bitch, Helen,' I almost yelped, 'there is no other woman. He is going to join the Army full-time 
and do a Captain's course.'

Even as I gushed these details I kicked myself mentally for getting sucked-in so easily.

'Yes, don’t suppose life as a war bride has much appeal, really. He was a good deal younger than you, 
though, wasn't he? Perhaps the sex wasn't what he'd hoped for?'

'We had fantastic sex, thank you very much,' I responded archly. 'Matter of fact, he couldn’t get 
enough.'

Once more, I was annoyed I had risen to her bait. I stood to indicate to Helen that this conversation was 
over. We were usually good mates but this scab had barely started to heal and I didn't want it picked-
off.

Rising and turning to go, Helen flung over her shoulder: 'Now, don't be too hard on yourself. Don’t go 
withdrawing from public view. Get out there and flaunt what you've got. You'll get another bloke soon 
enough.'

If only you knew the half of it, Helen. But I kept my lips firmly together and smiled wanly as she 
floated off up the corridor. Damn it. I had given her more than I intended and within minutes it would 
be all over the building. Oh well, couldn't be helped. The snippets I had let slip were hardly juicy so I 
hoped the issue would die quickly. Without any sensational tidbits, the break-up would fade from 
memory in no time and my role as a topic of interest could be taken by someone else with personal 
problems.

There was no suppressing a wry grin, however, as I recalled her comment about not withdrawing from 
public view. She had no idea.
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Chapter Seven

A toe in the water

was on tenterhooks for the remainder of that afternoon. So much seemed to be happening in my life 
at the moment. It was all verging on overwhelming but, offsetting that, there was also an adrenalin 

rush that kept me on a high. Truth was, I didn't have time to collect my wits. Life is like a roller coaster 
in many ways. It's all peaks and troughs. You take off nice and slow and then head upwards for quite a 
while before plunging to desperate depths. Then you repeat the cycle. Again and again and again. So 
much so that what used to terrify you at the outset eventually seems quite tame by comparison.  If 
nothing else, this repeat cycle ensures you never really get bored with life. 

That evening I made myself a quick mini-pizza, with plenty of grated vegetables to keep up my vitamin 
and mineral intake and some olives to add some saltiness (just to be naughty), before driving over to 
Heather's. Since there was no other car in her driveway, I gratefully accepted the parking spot. As she 
let me in she asked how I was feeling. Truth to tell I was still not entirely sure. 

Bottom line was that I always felt comfortable when I was with her. We had been close friends for so 
long and had shared so many thoughts and feelings that we were truly soul-mates. Being together was 
like being reunited with a twin. Didn’t matter if you sometimes didn't like each other, you still wanted 
to be kind of together, if not in close physical proximity, at least knowing what was going on with the 
other person. So, while she was making me feel edgy lately, I still liked and trusted her. Is that silly or 
sensible? Faithful or foolish? Can you adequately rationalise such value judgments? Life seems to be 
like a series of these game show-type questions. You answer to the best of your ability and screw up or 
win big, as the case may be. As with a boxing bout, you never know when the fight will end nor how 
the score cards will read at any particular stage. Are you in front or coming from behind? Will it ever 
matter or is it a waste of time? 

These thoughts ran through my head as I wandered off to the deck while Heather deviated to the 
kitchen to get us a drink. I had been sitting and losing myself in the view for quite a while until she 
brought out our glasses. She wanted to know how I felt about seeing the photos.

'Frankly, I just don't know. I'm very nervous but a little excited at the same time. Mostly, I'm worried 
about how I'll look. I worry that I'll seem either stupid or like some pathetic slut. Really, I wish we 
hadn't let him take the shots.'

I could have easily launched into a diatribe about her leading me up the garden path but remonstrating 
to Heather was a futile exercise at the best of times. Once something had happened, she was over it. 
Don't cry over spilt milk was a cornerstone of her guiding philosophy. I wished I could be so sanguine.

She had poured me a glass of wooded Chardonnay which was rather more complex than I liked but it 
still gave me a buzz that helped calm my nerves somewhat. It only took a few moments before Brendan 
became the topic of conversation and I asked how Heather knew him. She answered quickly enough 
but I could sense some reticence. I got the feeling that they may have been sexual partners, though she 
wasn't letting on. Don't know why I thought they might have had a fling. Just a feeling. I kept hoping 
she would offer more information about her 'relationship' with Brendan but it wasn't forthcoming and 
the conversation soon turned to other things. At least my ill-at-ease feeling dissipated. It never mattered 
what Heather and I said to each other. Truth be known, often we didn't even listen. Just kept chattering 
to make a sound to fill the space, I guess. Knowing we were content in each other's company was a 
pleasant reassurance.

But when the doorbell went, I jumped. Lifted right out of my chair! Made Heather splash some of her 
drink on her lap. Not happy, Jan, she would have said. But she bit her tongue and strode away to 
welcome Brendan. My heart started beating faster as I glanced surreptitiously over my shoulder. He 

I
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had that bloody great camera bag with him again. Maybe it was true: he never went anywhere without 
it.

Looking-up and seeing me, he flashed a broad grin. It seemed like he was privy to a private joke but his 
radiant smile was also very welcoming. Confident, the cocky bastard. But he was handsome. Mind you, 
now that I lowered my gaze to examine the rest of him, I found I didn't like his dress sense. Shorts and 
heavy, biblical-style sandals. Perhaps practical for outdoor, nature-based photography but it looked 
somewhat out of place in trendy Paddington. Once again, it seemed as though my face had given me 
way because he quickly glanced down at his feet, taking-in - as if for the first time - the outfit he was 
wearing. He threw back his head and laughed mightily. 

'Yeah, I know, I look like a dickhead, eh? Sorry. Forgot I was going out in the big smoke. Dressed for 
the bush. Happens all too frequently, I'm afraid. Keep thinking I'm on assignment.'

I gave his comments a good laugh. He was, after all, handsome and he seemed to be incredibly sincere, 
flashing his big brown eyes at me quite intently. When Heather returned with coffee she didn't let the 
grass grow under her feet: 'Well, where are the photos?'

Brendan bounded inside to his bag, bringing it back with him and putting it beside the French doors. 
From it he extracted a leather folder. Pushing back some coffee cups and placing it on the table, he 
flipped back the cover.

The proof sheet images were tiny but I still gasped as I saw what they revealed. Christ! Oh no, that 
couldn’t be me! Not me. My God was that Heather straddling my chest? I had no recollection of that. I 
wanted to pick it up and have a close look but felt too embarrassed. Heather had no such qualms. From 
seemingly nowhere she produced a large, rectangular magnifying glass and gave the sheet a real good 
going-over. I tried to pretend there was something in the view over the railing that caught my attention.

'Have you ever been photographed intimately before?' asked Brendan, giving me a direct and enquiring 
glance.

'No, never. It's a bit of a shock. Don't know what I expected but . . . ' My voice trailed off. I didn’t 
know what I was thinking so it was hard to articulate anything meaningful.

'It's always daunting at first. Mind you, a lot of people find a formal session in the studio even harder to 
cope with. Being in familiar surroundings reduces the anxiety level, I find.'

'But I thought you were a nature photographer?'

'Ah . . . well, yes. That's how I earn my taxable income. Every cent recorded in the finest detail by 
printers and publishers and book-sellers and the rest. Can’t hide a bloody thing and the tax man takes 
an unconscionable slice. My "saucy shots" as I like to call them, keep me in cash. Very lucrative, too. 
There's a lot of couples who like a set to show how sexy and "in love" they are. The experience of 
doing it is a turn-on for them but they are mostly too timid to show them to anyone else so they end up 
simply gathering dust. It's an underground industry, really. Not advertised openly, just spread by word 
of mouth. There's a few photographers doing it. Naturally, people want their privacy respected and 
they'll only engage someone who will guarantee confidentiality. Some couples spend a thousand 
dollars or more having a proper album done. If they're really fussy they can spend heaps on the right set 
for the shoot.'

This was all news to me and I said so. Even Heather agreed that she hadn't heard of it. Mind you, 
neither of us was a couple so perhaps that explained it. Heather passed across a few proof sheets and 
the magnifier but I left that on the table. What I could see didn't need amplification. There was 
certainly nothing left to the imagination. The lighting was not that good in some of them and Brendan 
was quick to acknowledge the deficiencies. As he pointed-out, however, this was not an arranged 
shoot, just a few intimate home snaps.

My palms were sweaty as I stared entranced at the images in front of me. Not wanting to leave 'paw 
prints' all over the shots I left them on the table and nudged the edges with my nails as I switched from 
one to another. There seemed to be so many of them. In actual fact, it was Heather who was revealed 
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the most. She was on top in the bulk of them so her nether regions received the greatest exposure. And 
exposed, they certainly were. Nothing was left to the imagination. She gripped my thigh and asked 
what I thought? 

'Bloody hell. I just don't know. Embarrassed . . . but grateful that I don't look silly, I suppose.'

'Are they a turn-on, though?' she pressed.

'Well, I guess they do tend to arouse you a bit.'

'What about you, Brendan? Do they turn you on?' she asked.

'I'm certainly not happy with the lighting and the setting. But don't get me wrong: to have two beautiful 
bodies like yours spread around like that certainly works for me,' he responded with a huge grin. 'I 
mean, you two have got great bodies. Yes, age is starting to have an impact but don't forget that anyone 
over 24 is starting to lose that absolute tightness of youth. Now, you can bitch and moan about that but 
there's just no escaping it. You both have wonderful breasts and very fine bodies. What can I say: you 
get me hard,' he said, again with that 1000-watt cheeky grin.

'There's no need to be so critical of our bodies,' Heather remonstrated. 

'Now . . . don't take me too seriously. I get to photograph pretty young things all the time who hardly 
have a flaw on their bodies. It's just the way of the world. But while their thinness and tightness is a 
turn-on I don't feel an overwhelming desire to have sex with them. Sure, they get me hot and I feel very 
randy when photographing them but mostly they don't have a brain in their heads nor do they really 
have an appreciation of sensuality. You, Heather, can put on a smouldering look that would light a fire 
under a priest. It is a sensuality that comes from deep within and it is a far greater turn-on than any 
particular body. I suppose I am lucky in that I get exposed to so many nubile young things all the time 
but, seriously, the novelty wears off. I am far more attracted to you two - for instance! - than most of 
the gorgeous creatures that pose for me. Remember, I'm a nature photographer by inclination. That's 
what people know me for and I enjoy that reputation. This other stuff is just a sideline. It pays the bills 
and gives me some thrills. Ya gotta love that!'

'I don't know,' I said. 'It seems like voyeurism to me. All those people exposing themselves in front of 
you, especially those couples doing albums. I just can't imagine how you feel,' I said, not wanting to 
sound quite so prim.

'You'd be surprised. It's not always a turn-on, you know. I have to put up with some pretty weird stuff.'

'What do you mean?' asked Heather.

'Well, you get all types. There are young men who are insecure and ready to punch me out just because 
I am looking at their naked girlfriend. A lot of them really can’t handle it. And the funny thing is, it's 
their girlfriends who want the photos. Then there are guys who get erections and don't know what to do 
with them so they get really embarrassed and it takes ages to shoot a set that looks even reasonably 
okay. Then there are the girls who want to think they're sex kittens but who haven't got a clue how to 
strike a pose. They're all gauche and naïve and it shows. All too often I can't even make a sale to them. 
Frequently they don’t even turn up to view the proofs and, if they do, they effectively run away and 
never place an order. That's a lot of time I've wasted - and the expense of all the film and other outlays. 
So, don’t believe I've got the greatest job in the world. Like anything, there are plenty of down-sides.'

Meantime, Heather was doing a champion job of plying us with wine while preparing bowls of really 
tasty dips - she produced, seemingly out of nowhere, guacamole, chilli con carne and some chorizo-
based albondigas. Brendan and I kept rolling our eyes as we savoured these remarkable taste 
sensations. It was delightful and we were soon feeling very relaxed. Strange, but I had a niggling 
notion that Heather was intentionally leaving us alone together. Still, as the conversation flowed there 
was really no time to ponder whether I was being set up or I was just imagining things. Any which 
way, I was feeling relaxed and comfortable. Prime Minister John Howard would have been very proud 
of me, I'm sure.
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'So, what do you think of your body?' Brendan asked me out of the blue. The question shocked me and 
I was genuinely at a loss how to answer. The amount of effort I put into keeping me in shape was 
extensive and I knew the results showed-up positively. My body had always attracted attention - even 
back in secondary school - and I was proud of it. My chest was ample and still perky. Actually, I really 
like my breasts. But how to answer Brendan? 

'I guess I like it. I work hard at keeping in shape and I seem to attract quite a lot of attention from the 
guys,' I said almost defensively, though not meaning to sound that way.

'What are your best features?' he quizzed.

That threw me even further and I had to stop to consider my answer. 'My lips are full and my hair is 
thick. Guys seem to like that.'

'No, what do you most like about your body - not your face?'

'Oh . . . um, well, all right, then. I like my breasts.'

'What about them in particular,' he pushed me again.

'Ah, I don't know. I suppose my nipples are large and they haven’t yet surrendered to gravity. Though 
I'm sure it won't be long before they do and that will make me really sad.' Gee, I was waxing lyrical 
now.

'And what apart from your breasts?'

Well, there weren't too many other options, really. Not that I could really like. Sure, my biceps were 
pretty firm but they didn’t exactly excite me. My calves were really tight and well-formed. I liked 
them, truth be known. Not that I could get excited about them. No, there was only one other part of me 
that inspired real excitement. And I didn't want to say it out aloud.

'Come on, then,' he taunted with an unmistakeable cheeky glint in his eyes.

'Down below,' I stammered before realising how silly and twee that sounded. Fact is, I'm not at all 
comfortable using the names men use for our private parts, often with gay abandon. A lot of guys seem 
to be willing to use it every second word if left to their own devices. Secretly listening-in to a couple of 
labourers is always an eye-opener. They swear like there's no tomorrow and with apparently no 
vehemence or blasphemous intent at all. Men - a mystery! But still Brendan was waiting for my 
answer.

'My vagina,' I followed-up in a hoarse stage whisper. 

'What's cute about your vagina?' he continued his verbal assault. I was on the brink of getting annoyed 
by his impertinent questions but I was also enjoying the game of seduction (could it really be that?) he 
was playing at the same time. He was deliberately confronting me and, while I felt self-conscious, I 
also liked the way he was making me think about my body. Why was a man making me do this when I 
should have been doing it myself?  Well, okay, I had thought about my body and my reactions to it 
fairly extensively. As a woman - or, even, a man - it would be wrong not to. But my responses, my 
answers to my own self-probing, didn't seem to register very strongly in my consciousness. This man, 
however, was pushing my buttons mightily and revealing a clarity I had not previously acknowledged.

'My labia,' said in a fairly strong voice. I was rising to the occasion now.

'What's good about them?' he persisted. As he did so, though, he reached out his hand and grasped 
mine. It was simply a gesture of connection (or so I took it) and appeared to have no sexual 
connotation. It felt like an affirmation of friendship.

'They're large. They are a lovely shape.' Whew. That was brave. But there was more. Having come this 
far I was feeling embarrassed but not inclined to clam up and lose face. Wouldn’t do to let a man gain 
the upper hand, eh?
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'And my clitoris. It's pronounced and . . . and . . . very sensitive,' I concluded with not quite so much 
bravado.

'Couldn’t help noticing that myself, the other night. Of course, only when Heather could drag herself 
away from it. Quite the glutton our Heather.'

I blushed furiously but the verandah was kept in quite a dim light to provide privacy but also minimise 
the number of mosquitoes attracted to our exposed flesh in Brisbane's late summer humidity. Brendan 
graciously chose not to notice my flush of redness.

When she returned, Heather was exhaling from a large joint she must have rolled in the kitchen. Say 
No, I urged myself but it was to no avail when Brendan passed it on after taking a few very deep sucks. 
I coughed and spluttered but kept down quite a bit of smoke because it very soon started to make me 
quite woozy. Pleasantly so, but I was glad I did not have to stand up.

Conversation evaporated. Smoking a joint and passing it along was a semi-formalised process in itself. 
Inhaling and holding the smoke made conversation redundant. Then, when it was stubbed out by 
Brendan, we all slumped into a torpor of private thoughts while the tetrahydrocannabinol took effect.

Don't know how she did it but Heather managed to produce a liqueur coffee - Bailey's Irish Cream - not 
long after and that was blessed mercy on my raw and scratchy throat. My attention was focused on 
enjoying it slide down into my tummy when Brendan dragged me back to reality with a thump. He 
fanned-out our collection of photos along the edge of the table, gave them a lingering glance, then 
turned to me and said: 'Why don't you take your clothes off now?' 

His lips parlayed a challenging smirk but his eyes crinkled with humorous reassurance. Even so, the 
notion was shocking and I gasped as I recoiled from it. Then I mulled it over and - for reasons I simply 
cannot fathom now - began to wonder what it would feel like. Then I thought it might feel nice. All of a 
sudden I was standing and unbuttoning my blouse. Unzipping my skirt, I let it drop to the deck. Then, 
with only a slight hesitation, I unfastened my bra and dropped my knickers. The feeling was 
extraordinary. I could feel gentle, cooling breezes caress my body like a dozen hands massaging me all 
over. It felt heavenly.

I was swirling on my tippy-toes when I came back to reality with a jolt. Suddenly, I clutched my hands 
in front my groin and quickly sat down. 

Brendan then stood and said: 'Bravo, girl, bravo. That took courage. I'm proud of you. Now, I'll show 
you why you should be proud of your body.'

Pulling his tee-shirt over his head and then undoing his belt and letting his many-pocketed shorts drop 
to the floor before swiping off his undies without even seeming to, he swivelled and pirouetted in front 
of us. While intrigued by what his 'equipment' might look like, I kept my eyes much higher up. I 
noticed a small pot-belly starting to form but didn't drop my gaze any further. Then he stopped and 
faced me. He was about a metre away and I could feel his eyes boring into me. 

'Go on - have a look. It won't hurt you. Doesn’t bite!'

As if unable to disobey his command, my eyes slowly dropped lower and lower until I was glancing at 
his crotch. Funny thing was, he had so much hair sprouting there it was hard to tell in the low light just 
what equipment he actually had. Except there seemed to be enough of it. Whoa! The bloody thing was 
growing as I looked at it. I swiftly looked sideways but then couldn’t help swinging back to see what 
was happening. His thing was now starting to stand up and it was pointing directly at me. This time I 
looked away and kept my gaze averted.

With this all going on, Heather clearly decided she didn't want to be the odd body out and she also shed 
her outer skin. She took it a step further, though, and moved to the railing while spreading her legs and 
arms akimbo and stretching her back as if to show the world exactly what she was made of. You 
couldn't tell how many people might be looking up our way at that exact moment but with so many 
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houses crowded around on the adjacent hills and gullies, you felt someone, at the very least, would be 
getting an eyeful.

Must have been the Bailey's, but up I jumped again and hopped over to Heather's side and copied her 
pose. It almost seemed normal when Brendan came and squeezed-in between us. There we were, three 
supposedly mature adults flashing themselves on a deck in the middle of one of the most densely 
populated areas of the city. Insecurity and fear rattled away in one side of my brain while adrenalin and 
a sense of naughtiness rolled around on the other side. Not sure what had sparked this but it truly did 
feel good standing there, thumbing our noses - or something much more personal! - at the world.

Not much time passed, I must confess, before reason kicked in and we returned to the relative obscurity 
of the table, down behind the wide, wooden slats. After a while Brendan piped-up with the most 
remarkable question.

'Heather, do you have a ladder?'

'Yes, why?'

'Is it an extension ladder or a step-ladder?'

'Step.'

'Fairly tall?' he asked as he rose and peered over the railings into the backyard below.

'Yeah, it's a six-footer. Under the house.'

'Good. Now let's have a bit of fun. I'm going to take a shot of you guys flashing to the world. Your kids 
will love it. Ha, ha!'

With that, he grabbed his gear bag and rushed off downstairs. We could hear him getting the ladder out. 
After a while he called softly from the yard, asking about an extension lead for the flash. Heather rose 
and headed for a cupboard in the hall. Moments later she returned and dropped a lengthy bright orange 
cable over the side. A couple of minutes after that and Brendan called out quietly that he was ready. In 
a loud stage whisper he said he would fire the flash at the count of six and wanted each of us ready, in 
turn, when he called out. After some short and sharp verbal exchanges, Heather got the picture that 
there was no way I was going first. She positioned herself up alongside the railing and adopted her 
earlier, star-jump pose. I only heard Five and then Six when suddenly there was a blinding light and 
Heather appeared etched in the sky. She sat down quickly. Then it was my turn. I hastened to the 
railing before I lost my nerve and adopted the same pose. This time, I only heard Six     . . . then Flash! 
as I leapt in the air, arms and legs akimbo. Landing on the balls of my feet, I quickly turned back to the 
table. I could hear some ribald cheers in the distance and some slow hand claps and wolf whistling 
much closer. I sprinted for the French doors and leapt inside. Heather followed quick smart and doused 
the interior lights. We huddled in a corner until Brendan came up the stairs and then we all collapsed 
on the couch and armchairs in the dark. We were short of breath and giggling like mental patients. It 
was a fabulous buzz - a real rush - and it transcended any effects of the alcohol and marijuana. 

After some excited chatter, things turned quiet and I realised that if I stayed, there was probably going 
to be only one outcome and I was pretty sure I didn't want to be part of it. More important was my 
presentation to APP in the morning. My head had to be clear for that so I made my excuses and sidled 
off to get dressed. This involved slithering out onto the deck to retrieve my clothes but there was no 
more cat-calling so I figured the neighbourhood - or those who had had the good fortune to catch the 
action - realised the show was over and had gotten back to whatever they had been doing earlier. 
Sitting on Heather's cold, polished wooden floor, pulling up my knickers and skirt, I realised how silly 
the episode had been. Still, it was fun. I shoved my bra into the band of my skirt and buttoned up my 
blouse. Muttering my apologies for having to leave, I scuttled down the hallway and out the front door. 

A shower refreshed me but the buzz of my illicit adventure kept me awake for quite some time. I was 
also thinking hard about my big test the next day and that kept me wired, too. When sleep came, it was 
more than welcome. I wanted to be bright-eyed and bushy-tailed for the big challenge. A lot was riding 
on it. My career and my lifestyle. Plenty of incentive there, girl.
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Chapter Eight

Casting the lines

n any normal day, I'd wake around 5.30 and get up straight away to do my exercise. This morning, 
though, it was raining and dark and I slept in until 6.15. Boy was that a heart-starter! Flinging 

back the cover, I hurtled towards the bathroom and quickly got myself ready. By missing my exercise, 
I would avoid being late but I hated to start the day without having got my heart pumping and working-
up a sweat to flush out my open pores. Not being able to turn back time, however, there was a restricted 
range of choices on offer and on a day like today I chose to be into the office early.

Plonking myself behind my desk, I reached for the small pile of proposal documents that I would take 
with me to APP. A quick read-through refreshed me and I confidently knew I was as prepared as 
anyone could be. Bring it on, baby!

When Helen popped in I was still on a high dreaming of my pitch. I sketched the broad details to her 
until I realised that she was hardly listening. Looking at her closely, I could see an unmistakable smirk 
lurking at the sides of her mouth.

'What is it?' I asked.

'Well, I knew you'd want to know. Just had a call from Bronwyn over at Coghill McKenzie, the media 
buyers. You know her, we've been out a few times together. Last we met was at The Ice Bar as I recall.'

Nodding my acceptance of this information, I rolled my hand in a circular motion a few times to 
suggest Helen get on with it. She noted my prompting and gushed on.

'Seems she was at The Broncos Leagues Club last night and happened to come across Brett Stevens.' 
Her eyes were ablaze with excitement as she dropped this tasty morsel in my lap. My heart sank 
because I just knew I wasn't going to enjoy the rest of this story.

'Yes, he was buying drinks for Wendy Thornton. She's a cashier at Energex in the city. Morals of an 
alley-cat, I've been told but I can't say for sure.'

Typical Helen. Didn't matter how badly she trashed someone's reputation, it was always accompanied 
by an apparently sincere protestation that she couldn’t vouch for the accuracy of the information she 
passed along. Mind you, she was usually on the mark.

'Yes . . . ,' I prompted her again. Better to get it over with as quickly as possible.

'Well Bronwyn knows Wendy and she got to talking with her. Seems she and Brett are an item!' 

This last was delivered with a shrewdly penetrating look that sought any tell-tale signs that I was upset 
at the news of Brett's 'infidelity'. Helen's eyes widened with scarcely hidden delight. You didn't need 
special skills to interpret the look on my face at this news. I was shocked. In fact, I felt like I had just 
stubbed my big toe. Sharp pain was coursing throughout my body and I could do nothing to ease it. 
This was a body blow. Surely that bastard couldn’t have been two-timing me? We were sort of on the 
verge of committing to a serious, live-together relationship. There had been no inkling that I was aware 
of that he was in any way unhappy with me or us. Fuck! 'Sorry to disappoint you Helen but I ended it 
with Brett because I was well and truly over him. Nothing has changed. He's welcome to anybody he 
can pick up. Now, if you'll excuse me I really have to prepare for my pitch to APP this morning. I'll 
catch you later.'

O
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Being dismissed in such a peremptory manner did not bother Helen. She had scored big time and she 
knew it. This juicy news would spread far and wide during the course of the day and there was not a 
bloody thing I could do about it. If there was one tiny consolation it was that I had to focus completely 
on APP and would not be able to spare a thought for my miserable love life for several hours yet. Even 
so, I felt betrayed and violated. Could that bastard really have been two-timing me? We had even had 
unprotected sex a few times over the past few months and now I had to think of the prospect of him 
doing the same with some tart who was regarded as an easy lay. Terrific! I felt like nothing so much as 
a long, hot shower but there was no chance of that at the moment.

Collecting the copies of my proposal, I wandered off to Malcolm Burns' office. Brigid, his PA, said he 
had just phoned and would be entering the downstairs car park in a few moments. I was to meet him 
there. As I exited the lift in the basement, I saw his blue Jaguar sweep down the steep ramp from the 
street outside. I'd hardly closed the door behind me than he slammed it into gear and we reversed at 
speed back up the slope. Bloody hell - I nearly lost my knickers we took off so fast! That was one of 
Malcolm's many mannerisms. He always drove flat out. So far as we could tell he seemed not to get 
caught by police speed cameras which was amazing because the bloody things were everywhere. Just 
another sign of the charmed life he seemed to lead, we assumed.

It was a good twenty minutes' drive to APP but we were half an hour ahead of our appointment so we 
could have taken it reasonably easy. Not Malcolm, though. He snaked and squealed his way through 
and around traffic as if he was competing in a Formula 1 event. Fighting hard to keep nausea at bay as I 
was flung to and fro, I tried to concentrate on bringing him up to speed on the proposal. Not much had 
changed since I had run through it in his office but there were some minor details he should be aware 
of. They seemed of little or no interest to him as he kept telling me about enhancements he had made to 
his Jag. Something about low-profile tyres and special mags. Then there was special blueprinting of his 
engine. None of it made much sense to me so I just kept making positive noises when it seemed 
appropriate.

We got a parking space just along from APP with fifteen minutes to spare which made Malcolm very 
happy. As we strode over to their office entrance he kept casting admiring glances back over his 
shoulder at the blue beast. This toy was only three months' old so it still commanded his lavish 
attention. Another few months and he would have fallen in love with some other trinket that would cost 
twice or three times my annual salary.      Ah . . . what it would be like to have serious money. Dream 
on, girl.

We cooled our heels in the reception area which was all brushed aluminium panelling and very spartan. 
Kind of nice but also daunting. A booming hello interrupted our reverie and Michael skipped down a 
flight of stairs. He thrust his hand out at Malcolm and announced his own name. I got quite an 
enthusiastic kiss on the cheek and then we were heading-off up the stairs behind his slender frame. 
Bastard had a gorgeous arse. His trousers were slim-cut but there was still heaps of room in the seat. 
Cute! I flushed as I caught Malcolm watching me out the corner of his eye and smirking. He had me 
pegged. 

We were ushered into a boardroom that could hardly have been more at odds with the foyer: it was all 
timber panelling with what seemed like serious artwork all around the walls. At the far end two broad 
wooden panels were folded back to reveal a whiteboard. A projector was sitting front and centre at the 
that end of the heavy-set rectangular table-top. Scattered around the edge like so many well-placed 
throw cushions were five quite sombre, middle-aged men. Malcolm did the introductions. Though I 
tried hard, I could not catch all their names. I hated this failing of mine, recognising that it could 
potentially be a career killer. It was one that caused me embarrassment quite frequently. You'd think it 
would be quite straightforward to remember people's names - but not for me. Oh well, I'd just have to 
charm these dudes by other means. Give the blatant ogling of my bosom by a couple of them, that part 
of my act seemed to be going just fine. I had chosen a sheer, ultra white business blouse with a stark 
white underwire bra underneath, matched with a knee-length tight black skirt with a deep front slit. It 
was formal in a business sense but the blouse was transparent enough to accentuate my charms quite 
provocatively. In fact, even through the faint mist on my mirror after the shower this morning, I could 
see quite an outline of my nipples. Initially, I worried I was being too provocative but then I trampled 
that thought into the mire of my mortgage. Hey, I wanted this business and didn't mind a small degree 
of 'prostitution' to get it. My shoes were sling-backs with two and a half inch heels. They were sheer 
murder and I prayed that I would not topple over in them. But they made me very tall and that was 
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again to my advantage. From the way Malcolm had looked me up and down in the foyer, I knew the 
package was very effective. Just to make sure I didn't blow the whole show, I kept reminding myself 
not to move too far away from the table so that I could clutch at the edge should I overbalance.

With his mellifluous voice (Lord knows how many cigarettes and bourbons had honed those vocal 
cords over the years of Big Nights Out With The Boys), Malcolm brought the room to attention. 
Ensuring he had their full interest, he provided some tension-relieving small talk then a brief 
introduction before handing over to me. Showtime! My PowerPoint presentation  was cued and I 
launched straight in. There were a few muttered asides from time to time as I took them through the 
strategy I had developed but I was not interrupted by any questions. I had their attention and was 
keeping it. My adrenalin levels were sky-high and I deliberately forced myself to slow down to 
counteract the natural chemicals in my system. Finally it was time to show them the ads we had 
designed and now they started to chatter amongst themselves. There was quite a buzz happening 
around the table and I could see they were impressed. Malcolm gave me a big, sly wink when he 
caught my eye. Then, suddenly, it was all over. Were there any questions? I asked. A few issues were 
raised about whether such a marked turn-around would have any substantial impact on APP's core 
brand and market perceptions of the company. Michael Angelo took it upon himself to respond to these 
in an assured and very positive manner. He was an enthusiastic supporter of our proposed new 
direction and strongly conveyed this to the board. Then a whining, nasally voice from the top 
questioned what our services would cost. Now it was time for Malcolm to earn his keep. He was born 
to this.

'Gentlemen, you are to be congratulated on your achievements with APP. You have built this into one 
of the most outstanding construction companies in the nation. You have an enviable reputation and the 
firm is held in high regard. Your stewardship of this company has yielded great dividends.' A few 
smiles flashed around the table although some of the directors kept their faces implacably bland.

'The fact is, though, that the market is changing by the day. The Reserve Bank has raised official 
interest rates twice in the past nine months and most observers are tipping at least another two rises 
over the next year. That is going to hit the market hard. The government's first home-buyer's grant has 
disappeared and that has taken a lot of enthusiasm out of the market. You are also heavily exposed in 
the inner-city residential apartment market and that is being cruelled by over-supply. I am sure your 
research is telling you exactly what I am: things are getting grim and they are going to be damned 
uncomfortable - if not worse than that - in a year's time. How will you be positioned to weather that 
downturn?

'We have done a lot of research, too, and we know the extent of the difficulties you face. Our 
understanding is that you have scaled-back your exposure to near-CBD apartments. In fact, I am 
assured you have very recently scuppered two major developments that you were nearly ready to go to 
market with: one in Sydney and one in Melbourne. If this became widely known the media would beat 
it up, further weakening sentiment and perhaps starting a series of fire-sales as some of your less-robust 
competitors start to get squeezed.'

Shock openly registered on the faces of several of the directors and there was an immediate clamour to 
know how Malcolm had come by this information. His response was frank and forthright.

'Gentlemen, there would be no point in hiring us if we did not have outstanding market intelligence 
and, more importantly, a sound appreciation of what that data tells us. We happen to be in the 
marketing business but we are, first and foremost, business people. We present a pretty face to the 
world because that is what we are good at. But don't ever mistake our business acumen or our 
determination to succeed. We share those same qualities with you and in the same measure.

'That's why today's meeting is so important. We believe both companies have an excellent 
compatibility. Indeed, we are convinced the potential goes well beyond just a client-consultancy 
arrangement. Our research suggests a close strategic alliance between us could pay a very substantial 
dividend to both entities. And I do mean a close relationship. Again, our assessment of market factors 
leads us to believe an interlocking shareholding would be a positive way to go. You seven directors 
own 21 per cent of APP and control another 64 per cent. Advice to us suggests that 275,000 shares in 
C-F, equivalent to 19 per cent of the company's issued capital, would have an approximate value equal 
to 7 per cent of APP, or approximately 43,000 shares. We wish you to consider a formalised exchange 
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of a shareholding of this size - with appropriate board representation. If that proceeds, we would 
propose a in-house staff placement program so that key members of our staff would work with your 
team in your premises. The greater our understanding of your business, the better we can promote your 
product. Equally, our marketing expertise will provide you with even better capacity to judge what the 
market will be seeking in two or three years' time. You can be persistently and cleverly ahead of the 
market by a good margin. That will provide a major boost to profitability.

'For us, we gain a toehold in the urban development market which diversifies our revenue base and 
gives us the chance to accrue substantial capital gains in the medium term if we can correctly and 
accurately predict the trends in your sector. We are confident we can, and are willing to back that faith 
with the prestige of our corporate reputation and an injection of human resources.'

Malcolm's reassuring patter had not fully won them over. They were intrigued by the offer but 
somewhat daunted by the audacious nature of it; dumped in their laps with no forewarning. Also, they 
were still trying to work out how he had come by knowledge that they had clearly assumed was secret. 
Malcolm continued his pitch to wind them in again.

'Guys, let's cut to the chase. The residential property market is heading for a brutal two-year downturn. 
Plenty of companies are going to go to the wall and there is absolutely no guarantee APP might not be 
one of them. That is an unpalatable scenario, I know, but it is not one that can be ignored. Frankly, if 
you don't think things are that serious we are probably wasting our time and we should leave now. Is 
that the case?'

Amid some less than enthusiastic grumbling around the table, a consensus emerged that Malcolm 
should push on.

'But I haven't come here today to depress you. We are here to give you a fantastic competitive 
advantage. One that will see you emerge from this coming chaos with substantially greater marketshare 
and a level of profitability that will enable you to really clean-up over the balance of the coming 
quadrennium. Things are still going to be tough but our shared expertise will give us a competitive 
advantage not matched by any of your competitiors. We are not land developers as such but we know 
how to secure and interpret high quality market research. No-one can sell your product better than us. 
Incorporate our marketing savvy into your operation and you will sweep almost all before you. 
Certainly APP will remain one of the real giants in a market about to be substantially cleansed.

'Our positioning for your new projects will stimulate the waverers. It will provide them with 
reassurance that to buy an APP home is the best financial decision they will ever make. You will be 
like everybody's friendly uncle and we will devise, develop and implement strategies to help you be 
perceived as environmental saviours. There are many facets to our strategy and they will build on each 
other to generate a wave of support for APP that will tide you through the coming hard times.

'The choice is stark. Continue as you are and find yourselves cornered by market forces you cannot  
control or . . .  re-position yourselves and end up with greater marketshare and higher profits. You have 
seen our strategy here this morning and I could see it impressed you. Let us come on this journey with 
you and we will each savour the benefits. Mark my words: that is not a promise, gentlemen, that is a 
commitment.'

No-one seemed to know where to look. The directors clearly wanted to burst into conversation with 
their cohorts but they didn't want to betray their feelings to such bombastic and in-your-face outsiders 
as Malcolm and I. Michael Angelo retrieved things quickly by asking us if we would step outside while 
the board determined how it would deal with our proposal.

This was an opportunity I was eager for. In fact, I couldn’t bloody wait. The concept of a merged joint 
venture between Connaught Feldman and Australia Pacific Properties had never been raised so far as I 
was aware. Could Malcolm have made that up off the top of his head or had he discussed this whole 
scenario with regional management and sought their views on how to proceed?  'Where the hell did that 
come from?' I hectored him when we found ourselves back in the austere reception area. 'How would 
we make a joint venture like that work? What role would I play?'
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'Isn't that for me to know as the Director for Northern Australia?' he counter-queried with a smug smirk 
that wound me up a little tighter. 

I still had a surfeit of adrenalin in my system and had not anticipated the twist that Malcolm had 
introduced. Why hadn't I seen it coming? Would I be involved? Of course I had to be involved - the 
whole thing was my original idea, wasn't it? My concern was that if we did not receive a straight 
retainer, my beloved and much-anticipated bonus would disappear. Corporate policy was that bonuses 
were not guaranteed but everyone knew there was a rough formula that for every $50,000 in new 
income any staffer brought-in, there was a one-off payment of $2,500. There was always a lot of 
pressure applied by senior management to not discuss bonuses but they were a hot topic at the coffee 
machine and in various bars around the city after work hours.

'Don't worry,' Malcolm said, 'I'll see you're looked after. You won't miss out on your financial reward. 
And remember that you are the key to making this work. You will gain exceptional experience from 
working inside APP.'

'Oh . . . so I am supposed to pack up at C-F and wander over to APP? When were you planning on 
telling me this little snippet of information, Malcolm?' I asked with what I hoped was withering 
sarcasm. 'I take it you did intend telling me some time?'

'Now, now, take it easy kiddo. Keep your cool. You asked me to help with the pricing, didn't you? And 
that's what I'm doing. If I fail, then you can have a piece of me. But, if not, we'll have a deep and 
meaningful discussion about how the real world works, okay?'

The smile on his face did not waver and I knew it was a thin veneer. He didn't like anyone questioning 
his judgment at the best of times and right now he was in a pressure-cooker situation so any 
rebelliousness by me would carry a substantial price tag. Back off! screamed my inner brain. I wasted 
not a moment. 'Okay, I surrender. You are the guru at this. I'm sorry - didn't mean to doubt you. But I 
had been counting on a substantial bonus if this came in as I had hoped it might. I'm just disappointed I 
didn't get to discuss how the proposal might be framed, I guess.'

'Mate,' he said, putting an arm around my shoulders, 'I only received my riding instructions on my way 
into work this morning. Jeremy in Hong Kong told me in no uncertain terms that London believes this 
could be the prelude to a very significant diversification for the group. If we can study their operation 
from the inside it will enormously expand our understanding of the property development sector.'

'What! You want me to be a bloody spy?' my voice shrilled.

'Keep it down, buddy. Keep it down. It's not like that at all. It's simply a case of working together 
closely and if there is a sound synergy, then we might proceed to another level. That's all.'

I knew his rationalisation made sense but I also knew that he was trying to sucker me. Still . . . if this 
deal meant as much to London as he was suggesting, then there might yet be a hefty pay-off down the 
track. As I started to mull over those ramifications, Michael skipped down the stairs again.

'Sorry, guys, would you come back, please? The directors have some issues they wish to discuss.' Then 
he smiled conspiratorially and whispered: 'Don't worry. I think things are going to work out, Malcolm.'

Something in the way he said that made me think he had discussed matters with Malcolm at some 
stage. And that had never been raised with me by either of them. Was there something deeper going on 
here than I had realised? Such speculation was still-born as we re-entered the lions' den.

Fairly brusquely we were waved to two chairs at the presentation end of the table while Patrick 
Seymour, their Managing Director and Michael's direct boss, addressed us. 

'Without wishing to comment one way or the other on your proposal today, we are concerned by your 
firm's relationship with AsiaLand. You have had them as a client for three years now. However, they 
would be a direct competitor if APP was to potentially implement a strategic progression into a master 
planned community. We would be very concerned by a possible conflict of interest if Connaught's was 
to try to service both companies.'
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Not wishing to risk my tell-all face conveying everything, I kept my gaze steadfastly on my folded 
hands, nestled well within my lap. No matter how I tried, though, I was shocked by Seymour's 
suggestion. AsiaLand was known to be one of C-F's most prestigious clients and a blue chip one. Their 
fees were like manna from heaven and C-F had been a stalwart during their lengthy battles to get 
approvals for their Avocado Grove community through the local Council and the Planning & 
Environment Court until, today, there were 180 of a mooted 2,500 homes already constructed. To toss 
AsiaLand aside would be unimaginable. Which could only mean that we could not win Austral Pacific. 
I wanted to vomit. How could things have gone so sour so quickly? Why had I not considered this 
before? 

Well, in fact, I had. Unfortunately, not wanting to really consider the negative implications of not 
actually winning the APP business, I had glossed over it. It was also the case that AsiaLand was 
handled mostly out of Sydney, though I had played a solid role for them here in Queensland. I knew 
that some of the valuable data I had been given during the shaping of my proposal had come from our 
corporate learnings from the AsiaLand project but still I hadn't been privy to any information that 
might be construed as commercial-in-confidence.

Malcolm interrupted my reverie in a way that made my mouth fall open. 'Gentlemen, we are willing to 
sever our ties with AsiaLand immediately and take-on Austral Pacific exclusively if you agree to the
broad outline of the equity swap I have proposed today. Naturally we are willing to allow latitude in 
how this proposal might eventual solidify but if we can have a positive indication of your acceptance 
then your concerns will be addressed forcefully. The sibilant hiss as several of the directors inhaled 
sharply at the same time was the loudest sound in the room. 

'Gentlemen, do we have a deal?'

The APP directors leaned as one into a huddle at their end of the table while Malcolm and I gazed - I 
guess we hoped insouciantly - at some of the paintings around the walls. Some of the comments from 
down the other end were a little heated from time to time but it was not long before Graham Bissell, the 
chairman, leant back and cleared his throat.

'You must recognise that such a proposal needs to be considered very carefully. Even if it is seen as the 
best way forward, it cannot be done overnight. I hope you can understand that we cannot at this time 
formally accept your proposal.' My heart sank and the knuckles of my clenched fingers gripped each 
other tighter.

Then, he cleared his voice once again and said to Malcolm: 'I think you can appreciate that this is a 
huge and entirely unexpected scenario for us. However, I believe we have a consensus that we find the 
proposal to be of serious interest. Truth be known, we are inclined to favour it. But it would be 
imprudent under the law not to ensure due diligence. So, we would like to convene a formal meeting 
tomorrow morning, to include our respective legal and financial advisers, to begin to address relevant 
issues. Having said that, colleagues, I think we are soon to be in business together!' he positively 
beamed at us both.

Malcolm leapt up and strode down to shake hands with his new colleagues. Michael Angelo came 
round the other way to hug me. Now, that was nice. I could take some more of that, thank you! 
However, Malcolm headed for the door and we quit the room quickly. Michael accompanied us once 
more down to reception and as we went through the sliding glass panes into the car park, he again 
planted a celebration kiss on my cheek. He was a cocky bastard but that only made him more 
attractive!

The blue Jaguar leapt forward the moment we were settled in. Malcolm was excited now and he 
expressed it joyfully through the motorised cat. If I thought I was perturbed on my trip across earlier, I 
was now experiencing true fear. It was as though Malcolm thought himself immortal: that he was 
immune to death. 

No words were forthcoming from the Boss. He just had this huge shit-eating grin plastered all over his 
dial. No way was I going to intrude. At last, as he ground rapidly to a modest speed after coming up 
behind a Police patrol car, he exhaled heavily and started to talk. Out it gushed. Like a lexicon on 
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amphetamines. The fear that he would suddenly reincarnate as a Formula 1 driver prevented me from  
focusing too much on what he said. But his happiness knew no bounds. The cops, thank heavens, 
cruised along comfortably until quite near our office so 'Schumacher' had to rein-in his fantasies.

With the Jag back in its safe haven we headed up to Malcolm's eyrie. 'Got 'em by the short and curlies, 
Brigid,' he crowed on his way past. 'Got 'em good!'

'Get me Jeremy in on the line, please Brigid and, while I'm talking to him, get us that bottle of Dom. 
You get it chilled? Make it three glasses. You can join us.'

All this shouted over his shoulder as he threw aside his jacket and flopped down heavily in his leather 
executive chair, hefting his giant boots onto his desk. Seemingly as if in one motion his hands flew up 
behind his head while his fingers laced themselves in support. This was his favourite position and he 
spent almost as much time perched like this as he did at his keyboard.

'Jeremy's on your line now.'

'Jeremy, that you? Great! Mate, we bloody did it! They've held back their formal answer subject to due 
diligence but have said they are almost certain to proceed with the proposal. Old Graham Bissell nearly 
died at first but basically said it was a done deal in one form or another.'

I thought this was overstating the case just a smidgin - unless Mr Bissell had whispered something 
different to the Boss. Still, I wasn't going to rain on Malcolm's parade. I wanted too much to be in the 
front row with him. 

'It was suggested we have a formal meeting tomorrow and bring along our finance and legal people. 
You want Henry from Blackburn's to handle the legals? And what about Harry McGregor from HSBC 
in Melbourne for the figures? What was that? You'd prefer Anton on the financials? Okay: I'll call them 
straight away. Want to keep things on the boil.  What about you call Colin Frenzell on the APP board? 
He's probably still in with his colleagues at the moment but later you might find out something extra.'

Then the conversation lapsed into a drone as I gazed out Malcolm's window and dreamed of what my 
bonus might be. A flash of figures zipped through my mind but I was scared to let myself dwell on any 
of them for fear of subsequent disappointment. I felt on a high, however, and was feeling really happy 
and at peace with the world. Things couldn’t get better than this, could they?
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Chapter Nine

Was that a nibble I just felt?

y feet actually lifted off the carpet I was so startled by Brigid's tap on my shoulder. 'Sorry, 
Jennifer, I didn't mean to give you a fright. Just wanted to give you your champagne.'

'That's fine, Brigid. Don’t mind me - I was a thousand miles away. Ooh, this is fun,' I gulped as the 
Dom bubbles wafted up my nostrils and ignited a tingly chain reaction that was pure scintillation. It 
was not yet 11.30 but as Malcolm would probably say: the sun's up over the yard-arm somewhere in 
the world so we might as well toast it. Don't let the grass grow under your feet.

'Well, Jennifer,' he boomed as he put down the phone and turned back to Brigid and I. 'You deserve a 
real pat on the back. You performed wonderfully well over there today. You were on top of your stuff 
and it showed. I've made my views known to Hong Kong, too. Don’t worry about that.' Raising his 
glass to me as a salute he then brought it to his lips and I watched with wry amusement as two-thirds of 
it disappeared in the manner of those accustomed to drinking heavily. 

Returning to his theme, he said: 'To be honest, I thought they might not take in a word you uttered in 
the beginning. A couple of them couldn't take their eyes off you - or certain bits of you at any rate,' he 
guffawed. 'Brigid, you should have seen them - it was like they were using X-ray vision to discover 
paradise.'

Brigid looked over and smiled at me somewhat wanly but with sincere sympathy. While intensely, 
some would say overzealously, loyal to Malcolm she could still air her disapproval of his bad habits. 
And sexual innuendo was one of Malcolm's fortes. We had all learned that there weren't many things in 
life that he couldn’t turn around to sex in the twinkling of a phrase or two. You wouldn’t say he was 
preoccupied with sex but when in mixed company it was like he continually raised the subject as a 
means of charging the atmosphere. Almost invariably he would make the assembled company laugh at 
his 'naughtiness' but it also always reminded everyone of their gender differences. Teasingly and 
briefly to be sure, but there was an edge to it. None of us understood what his motivation was -
sometimes we wondered what Freud or Jung might make of him - so mostly we just laughed and got on 
with whatever task was at hand. 

'Tell you what, Jennifer,' he said as he re-filled his flute, 'I think we should purchase that outfit off you 
and frame it as part of a corporate museum. We could call "The APP eye-popper".' What with the buzz 
from the champers and the appraising gaze from Malcolm, I could feel my nipples firm determinedly 
under the double layer of sheer fabric that sort of hid them. I turned away in a vain bid to hide my blush 
and sat down on a settee on the far side of the room. Brigid joined me and gave me a knowing wink as 
she told Malcolm to behave himself.

Acknowledging her mild reprimand with a self-mocking slap on his own wrist, he demanded to know 
where we were going for lunch as he flopped into an armchair opposite us. 'Come on, girls. We've got 
some serious celebrating to do. It won't be for the faint-hearted!'

Numerous constraints had to be considered in choosing a venue for such a festivity. Raucous behaviour 
would have to be tolerable to the management. Loud and frequently bawdy conversation could not be 
off-putting to fellow diners. And there could be no suggestion of the staff getting away early. Lunch 
would not end until afternoon tea . . . or dinner . . . or even supper. One time, the word was, it had 
concluded with breakfast though I had not come on board with C-F until after what was now regarded 
as the benchmark in corporate lunching. In fact, legend had it that this extraordinary lunch had even 
been raised in the hallowed hallways of London. Not that those august captains of industry and 
commerce could be expected to admire such excess in the colonies. No, it would merely serve to 
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remind them that their own genteel behaviour and refined civility was what enabled them to aspire to 
the pinnacle points of global business. Rambunctious revelry was only to be expected of the troops in 
the far-flung outposts of the Connaught Feldman empire. Clearly, it could not in any way be condoned 
as acceptable behaviour but if it had to happen then there was at least a soupcon of satisfaction to be 
gleaned from the knowledge that no-one else was likely to do it any 'better' than C-F.

A dozen or more restaurant names were tossed around but each died a death by lack of an overly 
enthusiastic reception. Malcolm was nominating swanky places in the heart of the city but that was just 
because he liked to see and be seen. Wanker! Brigid was more circumspect and opted for city-fringe 
places that offered some respite from prying eyes. Always trying to protect The Boss. Me, I didn't 
really care - I was still on a high from the rush of this morning's presentation and, now, from the surge 
of champers in my system. Take me anywhere, baby, I'm ready to party!

One thing I did know was that I was not going to be partying if I had to wear these stupid bloody heels. 
They might have been terrific for the presentation but now they were just damned painful. Kicking 
them off, I worried also, a little about my transparent top but - frankly - just couldn’t really give a 
damn. I was cruising and ready to party! Bring it on!

As the other two concluded a process of elimination by lack of enthusiastic response, we came down to 
two options. One was the city: Gambaro's Oyster Bar where being raucous was frequently the norm 
and we were well-known there so they didn't mind overly if we stayed well beyond normal hours. 
There were plenty of bars up and down the precinct, too, if we decided to kick-on. The other option 
was quite out of left field. It involved heading off to the bayside where there was a choice of the Grand 
View Hotel at Cleveland situated high on a bluff overlooking the fabulous Moreton Bay. A superb 
outlook by which to get pissed. Which many scores of Queenslanders did each day either during or at 
the end of their customary working hours. Over the years I'd had a few lunches there, both mid-week 
and at the weekend and it was always sure to provide lots of entertainment. The crowd that gathered 
was young and hip - for the most part - with a solid smattering of 'older folk' which helped keep things 
generally under control. 

The other bayside option was The Lighthouse Café at the end of Cleveland Point. It was uniquely 
placed in that it partially overhung the water with the gentle waves of protected Moreton Bay providing 
a wonderful lapping of slap, slap, slaps during your meal. The cocooning trance of nature's hypnotic 
rhythm lulled you into a sense of deep contentment. Then again, maybe it was just good food and lots 
of grog that lulled - or was that dulled? - the senses. A bit more to-ing and fro-ing got us not much 
further so Malcolm decided to resolve the impasse by calling-in Mark Petersen the graphic designer. 
No sooner had Brigid phoned him than he popped his head in. Quickly sizing-up the scene he said: 'Bit 
of a party, then, eh? I take it that Austral Pacific gave us a good hearing?'

'Sure bloody did. Hook, line and sinker, mate. Fucking amazing it was. But, listen, there's more 
important things right now. We've got to do lunch and we can’t work out where to go. We've come 
down to two possibles: The Lighthouse Café or the Grand View Hotel. What do you reckon?'

'I'm invited then, am I?'

'Of course, you bloody are! Why the hell else would I be asking your opinion, mate?'

'All right, Boss Man, just checking. Then I'd go for the Café. Fewer people and we can always move on 
to the Grand View if need be.'

'Knew you were the right person to ask,' said Malcolm. 'Let's stop wasting time and get our arses over 
there. There'll be no cars, guys. Leave 'em all in the lock-up. Brigid would you grab some taxi vouchers 
for them and you'd better tell Melissa and Gavin they'll be needed, too.'

Off she bustled to make it all happen while Malcolm herded us down to the foyer. After only a few 
moments a cab arrived and, after checking with the driver that another one was on its way, we took off. 
At the café, a large table had been reserved for us right in the back corner. It overlooked the remainder 
of the restaurant and, hopefully, much of our rowdiness would be blown away on the fresh breeze 
scudding across the bay. Both Stradbroke and Moreton Islands glistened in the shimmering haze of a 
late summer's early afternoon. A light patchwork of white sailboats mingled with zooming speedboats 
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and the very slow-paced ferries plying their torpid trade across the waters. All of us agreed that this 
was fabulous and quite the best place to celebrate our victorious morning's effort.

We had slipped into some imported beer and domestic sparkling wine by the time Brigid, Mel and 
Gavin arrived. They, too, oohed and aahed as they feasted their eyes on the magnificent three-
dimensional watery tableau abutting our table. Impressing the need for urgency on the waitress, 
Malcolm soon had a drink for all of us and proceeded to make a toast.

'Guys, I want you to know how proud I am of you. Today's win - with Austral Pacific Property joining 
our client list - is a wonderful achievement. And each of you played a role in winning this business.' I 
couldn't help but notice Melissa and Gavin exchange a glance at this. Their eyes questioned what role a 
switchboard operator/receptionist and a media planner could have played in landing this new client.

'Many people use the cliché of saying their organisation is only as strong as the weakest link but it is a 
simple reality that every single staff member in our firm plays a significant role in helping us achieve 
our corporate objectives. I regret that sometimes our highest-level strategies and game plans aren't 
always apparent to those down the ladder a bit. That's not intended as any form of slight to what might 
be termed "junior" staff. It is simply a fact that sometimes commercial initiatives have to be kept secret 
or they will be blown out of the water. None of you should ever underestimate the importance of doing 
what you do to the very best of your ability. That's what makes a winning individual and a winning 
team. Jennifer was the leading edge today of a team effort, but each one of you played a role in 
supporting C-F and each of you deserves a share of the praise. I thank you for your effort. You should 
be very proud. I salute you!'

With that, he raised his glass and tilted it at each of us in turn. Very symbolic, very demonstrative. 
Typical Malcolm, the man known for The Grand Gesture. Legend had it that he had once ordered 24 
dozen red roses for his wife after a particularly late night out with the boys. That was his first wife, of 
course, and even his second had opted for greener pastures but never let it be said that Malcolm was 
not willing to go the whole hog in pursuit of a goal. Commitment, that was what mattered! 

'I don't think Gavin or Melissa have joined me before for a corporate lunch. Sometimes it's quite 
straightforward, guys, but other times it can go on for a little while. The choice is yours. Dip out 
whenever you want and we'll get a cab for you straight away. Let me stress that - don’t go beyond what 
you are comfortable with, all right?'

This time the look that passed between Mel and Gav was positively incredulous. They didn’t know 
what might happen or how they were supposed to behave if and when 'it' did happen. Their naivete was 
refreshing but also tugged at the heart-strings. I wanted to put an arm around and reassure each of them 
but said instead: 'Hey, don't worry about it. Just enjoy yourselves and revel in the bullshit you are about 
to hear. A lot of it's true but some of it might be a slight exaggeration. Work out for yourselves which 
is which.'

With that we settled into our drinks and to working out what we wanted to eat. Malcolm loved to take 
charge at events like this so he ordered three platters of entrees to get us going. Left to my own devices 
I liked to order for myself - after all, that was a key part of the going-out-for-a-meal-experience, wasn't 
it? But the control freak tendency in Malcolm had to dominate by making the choices; exercising the 
options. You could let it really get up your nostrils but what would be the point?: he'd still be the boss 
tomorrow. Just shut up and enjoy what he had ordered. That was the unwritten rule and it wasn't too 
hard to obey.

The conversation ranged far and wide as we wolfed our way through the entrees and then the main 
courses. The wine flowed freely, as did the beer. On several occasions, I remember looking up and 
seeing quite a few heads turn our way as Malcolm let out some ridiculously loud epithet that simply 
could not be overlooked by the majority of other diners within earshot - and, no doubt, all houses 
within a radius of about 500 metres! But you could tell he was having a wonderful time and that left 
most people willing to cut him the necessary slack. Don't know where the time went but I suddenly 
noticed that everyone else in the place had left, apart from two builders who had wandered down the 
other end about half an hour earlier. I stood and stretched my arms wide to catch the fabulous cooling 
breeze wafting off the bay. It was heaven. 
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'Come on, turn around and show us your winning attributes, gorgeous!' 

Not wanting to rise to his bait I held still but, then, having had enough to drink, I felt a surge of 
rebelliousness and I swung around and thrust my chest out while curving my back. Seeing Gav's eyes 
expand enormously as he gaped at my bosom, I felt an extra surge of adrenalin. My nipples were fully 
erect now and everyone's eyes at the table were fastened on them, even Brigid. There was a hot tingle 
in my crutch and I felt a surge of electricity flow through my arms and legs. It felt great! Then I looked 
up and was horrified to see Michael Angelo casually leaning on the corner of the bar and smirking 
mightily at my show.

I leapt for my seat while my face flushed brighter than the noonday sun. Where had he come from? The 
bastard sauntered across the deck and pulled up a chair, nodding his hellos to Malcolm and smiling at 
everyone else at the table. He reserved a particularly smug grin for me but held my eyes to say that he 
was laughing with me and not at me. At least I hoped that was what he was doing. The thought that I 
had made a complete and utter fool of myself was difficult to bear.

Checking the time on my watch, I was stunned that it was now well after 5.00. Brigid announced that 
she had to get to an aerobics class and would drop Gavin and Melissa off on the way back to her place. 
It was framed as an offer but really it was a command. They obeyed meekly anyway, probably glad to 
escape whatever might yet unfold. Truth be known, their passing was hardly noticed. Michael fitted-in 
perfectly and the banter raced around the table as it had done for the past few hours. Every so often I 
remembered asking myself why he was with us. How did he know where to find us? Why had Malcolm 
not seemed surprised to see him?

Then it was Mark's turn to depart. His excuse was a lecture and tutorial in advanced computer 
modelling at University of Queensland. Malcolm used this as the trigger to suggest we push on to the 
Grand View. The café had filled-up again with night-time diners and we would either have to eat 
another meal there or move on. I was not convinced about braving a beer garden dressed as I was but 
Malcolm assured me it was Monday night and the pace would be quiet. Until the split-up with his 
second wife he had lived near here for many years and had been a frequent drinker at the pub. He said, 
as a final blandishment, that if I didn't like it when we got there, we would bugger off to somewhere 
else. With that, I relented and we took off. Fortunately, he was right and we were able to capture a very 
quiet table away from the main lights on the edge of the courtyard. With not many other people around 
it felt like we were fairly alone. I relaxed. Michael must have noticed this because he soon was 
touching my arm quite casually but fairly frequently. It occurred to me that he was going beyond just 
friendly but I was fairly sloshed by then and chose not to object. 

The war stories kept flowing from Malcolm. He had, after all, been a marketer for some thirty years 
and he had a wealth of experience. He had mixed with some amazing people and been involved with 
some incredible projects. Even if he had been nowhere and done nothing, he was such a gifted 
storyteller that he would have kept any audience amused.  Michael and I laughed uproariously most of 
the time. Then I felt Michael's hand on my thigh. It was light and gentle and, I had to confess, not 
entirely unwelcome. Malcolm was regaling us with a hilarious account of some of his adventures in 
Port Moresby when he was Speechwriter to the Prime Minister. That was when I became acutely aware 
that Michael was unmistakably and quite firmly moving his hand up from my knee. Slowly, ever so 
slowly. But inexorably. I felt my vagina spasm like a poker machine that has just had a coin thrust in its 
slot. This shouldn't be happening, something said in the back of my head. A very faint voice, as I recall. 
All the time he was jousting verbally with Malcolm. Very bloody clever, I thought. Just don’t pay all 
your attention to him. If you are making an assault on my pleasure nest, stop focussing elsewhere. He 
was parting my skirt slit ever so determinedly to gain better access to my upper thigh. Malcolm rose to 
get another round of drinks and Michael quickly took my chin in his other hand and moistly kissed my 
lips. Firecrackers started going off behind my eyes. His hand raced home the final furlong and came to 
rest at my gate. He had to know I was willing because even I was embarrassed by how wet I felt. I was 
gushing and god but it felt good. At that point, things could have gotten very messy but he kissed me 
again - longer and more passionately this time - as he withdrew his hand. 'I think we have to do 
something about this,' he gasped in a strangulated voice. 

'No arguments from me,' I croaked back hoarsely.
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Michael placed both hands above the table to clear some glasses as Malcolm returned. We were 
halfway through when Michael said he thought he should get me home - if that was okay with 
Malcolm. I received a searching gaze from Malcolm as he asked if I wished to go with Michael. He 
was making it clear that he would stop things instantly if I registered any kind of demurral. In reply, I 
grabbed Michael's hand and said it would be just fine. He figured we were hot for each other and 
grinned at us both. 

'Have a wonderful time, kids. I'm sure it's going to be a great partnership.'

We staggered down the side of the pub to the front parking lot where Michael headed towards his 
yellow Beemer. It looked wonderful in the moonlight. Can't remember much between collapsing in the 
seat and getting to Michael's apartment. There was some difficulty getting up the stairs and through his 
door. My arms and legs seemed not to be working too well. His bed was also exceptionally inviting and 
I remember falling towards it as the softest, smoothest place around to rest my head.

-----------------------------------------------------

It was blessedly dim when I finally was game to open my right eyelid. There was no avoiding the pain 
but at least I could see I was in pleasant surroundings. Just where I was took a little while longer to 
bring to mind. Michael! Against my better instincts I shot upright and looked around to see where he 
was. He was not in bed. I quickly pulled back the covers to see what I was wearing. Bra and knickers. 
Had we had sex? Didn't look like it. Wouldn't have had any clothes on otherwise, eh? I felt myself 
down there and nothing seemed out of the ordinary. It was moist but not sore. Thank god for that! I 
could see my clothes neatly placed over an armchair in the corner of the room. With a little effort in 
focusing, my watch informed me it was 9.30. How the hell could I have slept in so long? It must have 
been years since I stayed in bed that late. I wanted to get up but the pain in my head made any kind of 
movement unwise. I laid back on the pillow as gently as I could and wondered about what had 
transpired over the previous few hours. I could remember nothing after leaving the table and saying 
goodbye to Malcolm. There were no other memories so I must have blacked-out. Christ, I must have 
drunk some grog! Yes, you did, I chided myself. You went for about twelve hours, silly bitch. It wasn't 
a record-breaker with C-F but it wasn't shabby, either. A stabbing jolt of pain along the central cortex 
of my brain soon dispelled any notion that what I had done was in any way smart. Disturbed by the 
thoughts of what might have been, I agonised over my silliness and decided I had to get out of there 
immediately. 

I had no idea where Michael was and wondered if he was still in the apartment. There were no 
noticeable sounds I could hear and I simply hoped against hope that I would not have to encounter him. 
The pain was down to tolerable levels if I did not move quickly, so I eased myself out of bed and 
across to the armchair where I re-dressed. Making like I was in control of the situation I moved out to 
the lounge and then the kitchen. No sign of him! There was a note, however, on the end of the servery. 
It said: 'Hi! Hope you are feeling okay. Nothing happened (damned shame!). I have a corporate retreat 
this weekend down the Coast. Call me on my mobile if you need anything. Thank you.' His number 
was neatly written along the bottom but I had no desire or intention of making contact. Not now at any 
rate. 

Holding my shoes, I tripped out his door and down the stairs barefoot. Would probably have broken my 
neck had I tried to negotiate the stairs in my heels. I called a cab on my mobile but had to cancel the 
call when I realised I didn't know the address. That prompted a sudden panic attack and I broke into a 
cold sweat. Fortunately, the street name and number were printed on a very handsome plaque at the 
entrance to the apartment complex. Standing outside, I actually recognised it as not being all that far 
from my place.

The worst part of the cab drive was the leering of the driver in his rear-view mirror. It was not difficult 
to work out a likely scenario for my trip. Still, he kept his mouth shut and I was grateful for that.

My beloved shower was a god-send. I swear it has curative powers, like some renowned European spa. 
I pulled out my loofah and, with liquid cleansing lotion, gave my body a thorough going-over. My 
entire being was tingling and I shone like the glow of Mars, such was my redness. Once dry and 
dressed I wandered out to get the paper and check yesterday's mail. In the box was a large, thick plastic 
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padded envelope. The sender's name was Brett Stevens and that certainly grabbed my full attention. 
What could he be sending me, I wondered?  I hastened inside to discover the contents. With the bag in 
tattered shreds at my feet I found a grey cardboard box the size of a large Easter egg and lifted back the 
lid. A gasp fluttered from my lips as I gazed upon a photo of Brett and I taken at an Indian restaurant 
just a few months back. Underneath, as I gingerly lifted out the photo, was a tissue-wrapped matt black 
Ronson gas cigarette lighter. I'd given it to Brett for his birthday a few days before he departed on his 
last camp. It felt strange in my grasp as if it was especially cold. There was a lifelessness about it that 
seemed to drain the energy from my hand - and my heart. It chilled my whole being. Underneath that, 
too, were several other photos. These were very special mementoes we had shared. More than a year 
ago we had gone for a picnic to the hill country up the Tweed Valley in northern New South Wales. 
Finding a glorious stream running alongside a mini-rainforest, we had settled in for a long lunch of 
fresh breads, cheeses, fruits, chocolate and wine. A feast fit for the senses underneath the leafy canopy 
and with the burbling brook providing a natural concerto, it was a delicious occasion full of sensitivity 
and tenderness. At Brett's urging, I had disrobed to stand provocatively on the banks of the stream 
while he snapped several photos on his old Minolta SLR camera. He fancied himself as a good 
photographer though he only infrequently went out correctly equipped for a photo session. Some of his 
shots were quite good and I encouraged him to do more of it. My heart hadn't been in the naked stream 
session. Not because of any inherent aversion to such things but because the water was bloody freezing 
and there was a road nearby which left me feeling as thought we would get discovered at any time. 
Given he only had a small camera-mounted flash, the shots were surprisingly good. It was just that I 
hated my poses as they looked completely contrived and simply not sexy.

Hadn’t bothered Brett, though. He got them developed by a mate who worked Saturdays in the local 
Rabbit Photo franchise. My instinctive reaction was to burn them when I first saw them but Brett 
would have none of it. He said they gave him a hard-on and he showed me the proof. I guess that kind 
of distracted me and we were soon engaged in pursuits that put photography out of mind. Frankly, I'd 
forgotten entirely about them but to see them there - spurned - by my recently-ex lover was a slap in 
the face. I felt sick at the rejection. Surely my body was good enough to still arouse his interest even if 
we had split up? A few minutes of rejection soon gave way to a slow-burning anger as I felt humiliated 
that he could have subjected me to such a callous rejection. Okay, if he didn't like me any more he 
could just destroy the photos. He didn't have to pointedly rub my nose in it by returning them.

Even I was surprised by how much this slap in the face was hurting. It seemed so harsh. Coming on top 
of my depleted state after the previous night's excess, I was at a very low ebb. I cried and cried, 
eventually taking myself to bed and falling asleep once again without any effort. Before I did, I placed 
my phone off the hook. Didn’t want to talk to anyone. No-one!
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Chapter Ten

You can't believe what's out there

unday morning arrived and I felt a thousand per cent better physically but still emotionally drained 
thanks to Brett's little present. The bastard. But enough tears had been shed. Life had to go on, 

didn't it? So I wandered downstairs to retrieve The Sunday Mail and curled-up on my couch to absorb 
what had been happening in the rest of the world. Once it was ten o'clock I felt safe to ring Heather -
she's not what you'd call an early riser. Thankfully she was home and assured me she was alone. With a 
brief explanation I filled-in what had happened. 'Your place or mine?' was her response. Driving - and 
even being out in the real world - had no appeal at all for me so she said she'd be 'round soon. Good to 
her word, it was only half an hour later when she rang my bell. Knowing that I was going to unburden 
myself to her, I figured I had better provide some relief. I had whipped some cream, opened a fresh jar 
of strawberry jam and microwaved some pikelets. Nothing like comfort food! The pleasant but pungent 
aroma of fresh-brewed mocha coffee gave the apartment an inviting ambience. I had even managed to 
put on a Nora Jones' CD to fill the place with some positive vibes. It was flimsy window-dressing but it 
did help.

'So, tell me what happened, girlfriend.'

Stripping it all down to fairly bare bones, I recounted my exploits at Austral Pacific Properties: the 
amazing twist at the end of the presentation when Malcolm had made his extraordinary offer; their 
rapid and positive response; the setting for our great celebratory luncheon; my flashy faux pas as 
Michael Angelo arrived; our decamping to the Grand View; his hand on my leg; my blackout; waking 
up in his bed and, finally, my relief at finding nothing had happened and he was not at home. Then I 
started a new chapter by recounting Brett's nasty little parcel. By this stage, the pikelets had 
disappeared, the coffee had been drained and Heather had opened a very welcome bottle of sparkling 
wine that I had had stashed on top of the vegetable crispers.

It is fair to say that men did not come out of our subsequent discussion very well at all. No particular 
reason for it but, hey, they deserve to cop some crap, eh? Bloody men! Brett was not what you'd call 
Heather's best friend. She'd never liked him. Perhaps because he had come between us at various times 
during our friendship when I had opted to go out with him rather than Heather. Mind you, there had 
been plenty of times when Heather had not been available to me due to her regular flings but she 
always seemed to take any of my preoccupations quite hard. The unfairness of this was certainly not 
lost on me but it was offset by having someone - okay, anyone - so willing to be my friend. After a 
couple of drinks our conversation had died away for the most part and we were just sitting there, 
pensive, when Heather suddenly lurched up and grabbed her shoulder bag from the chair by the door. 
From it, she pulled a brown A4 envelope and flopped back onto the couch. Tossing it sideways onto 
my lap, she said: 'These are for you.'

As soon as I picked it up I could tell it was photos. My whole body kind of froze. I was not game to 
open the envelope. There could only be one set of photos that she wanted to show me and I didn’t want 
to confront recollections of that particular episode just now. Heather was having none of that, though. 
'Take the bloody things out, Jen. Don’t be such a prude. I think you look fabulous.' She flicked back 
my hair in that way of hers. It was quite a common habit, I had noticed a while back. Only to me, 
though, not anyone else. It was like a secret handshake or a gesture of friendship.

The envelope crinkled softly as I slid out the photos. They were upside down but suddenly Heather 
reached over and grabbed them. She slid sideways alongside me and turned them over. A tiny 'ooh' 
escaped my lips as I gasped to see my flank and the side of my right breast with Heather astride, 
reaching forward to kiss me. The way Brendan had arranged the light in this one was quite terrific. The 
whole scene had a quality look about it. I had not noticed this one, as I recalled, in the pile of proofs we 
had seen a week or so earlier. Actually it looked a bit sexy. Stealing a glance at Heather, she smirked 
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and reached for the next. It was similar, just taken from a higher angle. The next one, though, caused 
me to gasp again. It showed Heather kneeling at my side with her teeth pulling firmly at my nipple and 
her right index finger clearly inserted . . . well . . . in me! Even that was not so bad. What had caused 
me such a shock was the expression on my face. I was coming. No mistake about it. Either that, or 
someone had pierced my kidney with a knife because there was certainly plenty of expression on my 
face. Whooeee! Was that really me? 

'Geez, I sure know how to push your button, don’t I?'

'Well, I have to confess that it certainly looks like it. That seems to me to be one satisfied girl, there. 
Sorry to say but I don't recall it specifically. I certainly remember an overwhelming orgasm but I was 
not focused on the world around me right then. The earth was moving. Thank you!'

She pulled me to her and stroked my hair. 'Don't worry, Jennifer. I'll always be there for you. No matter 
what might happen, you'll have me as a friend.'

'Thank you, Heather, I really appreciate that.' Rolling my head, I looked up at her only to find she 
leaned forward and kissed me. Funny, this time it seemed not so strange or shocking. Fact was, it was 
quite nice and I responded earnestly.

Gently but firmly she cradled my head on her bosom and started to massage my shoulders and neck. In 
no time at all, it seemed, her hand had moved down to my breasts and she traced their outline through 
the t-shirt I was wearing. With no bra, it was almost like skin to skin. Pulses were starting to race 
throughout my body. There was a general tingling that felt sensational. Even my groin started to twitch. 
Which must have been when her hand arrived down there. Without even noticing it, my skirt was up 
over my waist and Heather's hand was stroking the inside of my thigh. Up and down, ever so gently. 
Back and forth and ever closer to the heart of me. How many more strokes would it take before she 
touched me there? Five, six or . . .  god, could I be so lucky . . . only two? As if reading my mind, she 
quickly started massaging my lips through the crotch of my panties. But by now I wanted more and I 
reached down to pull aside my knickers in a clear message for her to go the whole hog. I wanted it. 
Frankly, I wanted her.

Somehow the time simply raced by and daylight departed. Our entanglement ended in bed until, around 
7 o'clock and after a lovely luxurious nap, Heather said she had to get home and get ready for the week 
ahead. It had been wonderful fun but I was not entirely sad to see her go. My feelings reminded me of a 
guy who feels the desperate need for a smoke after sex. Thing is, he doesn't really want or need the 
smoke, it's just a reflex action that's actually designed to conclude the intimacy. I, too, did some tidying 
and readying for work before slipping back to bed and into a deep and relaxing sleep.

Next morning I retrieved the photos from the lounge and hid them under my undies in my top drawer. 
Don't really know who I was hiding them from. Certainly not that mongrel Brett. I diverted myself to 
the laundry to put on a load of underwear then got myself ready for the office. After parking and 
making my way upstairs, there was quite a deal of loud talk coming from Malcolm's office so I 
wandered down the corridor. Seeing quite a lot of staff standing around, relaxed and chewing the fat, I 
popped my head in.

'Jen . . . our hero,' boomed Malcolm. 'Come in, girl, come in. Everyone, give her a big hand for her 
efforts. She's a champion!'

It was embarrassing but great at the same time. Always nice to be appreciated. They say recognition's 
worth more than money and it's true. Not that I would be willing to surrender my yet-to-be-determined 
bonus for the APP win. No, ma'am. Don't be messing with my money, folks. I've earned it and I want 
it. My over-riding thought was that I'd have to get into Malcolm's ear shortly to ask about it. Not right 
now, though. With questions being fired at me from all sides, I had some spin-doctoring to do. Fifteen 
minutes later everyone retreated to their desks, fully aware now of just how talented I was, and we all 
resumed our normal workaday lives. For me, though, normality lasted half and hour until the phone 
rang and I answered it to find Michael on the line. 

'How are you going? You feel okay? You get home all right? Why didn't you call?'
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'Steady on, Michael! I'll answer if you'll let me get a word in sideways. Yes, I'm fine thank you. I do 
apologise for passing out. Most unfortunate. I'm not in the habit of doing that and I am sorry.'

'Jennifer, you don’t need to apologise to me. I just want you to know that nothing happened and your 
dignity was intact the whole time.'

It was a kind reassurance but it only caused me to blush to think that I had nearly had sex with this 
man. He was nice - well, actually, he was damned handsome - but I was still not sure right now that I 
wanted to engage coitally with him, if you know what I mean. 

'Thank you, Michael. You are very kind. Tell me, what is the word from APP? How is everyone feeling 
about the deal today?'

'The mood's good,' he responded, with no apparent acrimony that the conversation had been so 
deliberately steered away from me collapsing senseless on his bed. 'The MD's like a stallion with a 
fresh mare this morning so I think everything's just fine!'

Interesting imagery, there, boyo. Hold your horses. Now that the deal had been won, I was concerned 
about how it would come together, in light of Malcolm's proposal for me to work inside APP.  'How do 
you see this actually working?' I asked.

'Well, I was wondering if we might have a cup of coffee to discuss that very subject. Tell me, are you 
free now?'

There were heaps of little things demanding my time and attention but nothing of real significance or 
urgency. Besides, I was feeling pumped after the office 'reception' this morning and was eager to 
remain on a high. I asked where he'd like to meet. After some brief to-ing and fro-ing, we settled on a 
Gloria Jean's franchise sort of midway between our offices. The attraction was not so much their coffee 
but their apple turnovers. To die for!

Arriving almost simultaneously, we grabbed a table to one side, placed our orders and settled down to 
discuss the detail of this new deal. Apart from him appraising me a little too intently it was a sensible 
business discussion. As it progressed, however I came to soften my initial reaction of not wanting to 
bed him. The curve of his muscular upper body was not disguised by the lightweight fabric of his suit 
and I could almost feel the strength with which me might hold me while pounding me senseless.

'Sorry, Jennifer, did you just ask me if I'd press harder?'

My god, I screamed silently, had I really uttered those words?

'No, no, no, silly. I said: "Would you like another?" Another coffee?'

'Oh, my apologies. I must have misheard you.' He quickly diverted his attention to call for a waitress to 
replenish our cups.

It was then that I remembered something that had been nagging away at me and asked: 'How come you 
found us at the café on Cleveland Point?'

'I called Malcolm with some information our MD wanted me to pass on and he mentioned the big 
celebration. Thought I'd played a big enough role to warrant inclusion in the party!'

Of course, I thought, silly me. As our conversation veered back to business, he said he didn't think a 
physical amalgamation would be possible for quite a while. I wondered if he had dropped a double 
entendre into the conversation but he kept his face straight. APP literally could not squeeze another 
desk into their current offices and a new headquarters building was already designed and in for Council 
approval but work on it wouldn’t start for at least another six months and it would take quite a few 
months more for construction and fit-out and everything else to be completed. His view was that I 
would continue to work inside C-F for the best part of a year yet. This was pleasing news but I felt I 
had to remonstrate that this whole scenario had been concocted without any reference to me. I enjoyed 
working for Connaught Feldman and, while damned proud to have won APP, was not so sure that I 
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wanted to work in their environment. It might be very different to C-F and I would have to make a 
whole new set of officer friends. More to the point, I had a growing feeling that some people knew a lot 
more about this C-F/APP deal than I did despite the fact that I was supposed to be the one who had 
conceived it and executed it. It was weird and dissonant. Like a déjà vu flash-back that wouldn’t quite 
come to mind. I pressed him on the issue and noticed a slight tightening around his eyes. There was 
now a defensiveness about him that I had not noticed before. Something was going on here, I thought. 
What did he know?

But he was not about to reveal anything if, indeed, there was anything to know. He flashed his plastic 
to clear the bill and we parted with him promising to give me detailed feedback on my creative 
concepts ASAP.  Unfortunately, the rest of the day did not rise above mediocrity. Nor, indeed, did the 
rest of the week. I had other accounts demanding my attention since I had been so preoccupied lately 
and my working hours were filled with client meetings, developing promotional initiatives, signing-off 
finished creative for advertisements, revising draft media releases and compiling my dreaded 'cheat 
sheets' - the time-sheets that recorded all the hours we each spent on individual accounts. A pain the 
backside but essential for billing clients. Before and after work I focused on hammering my body into 
shape again to undo my indulgences of the past couple of weeks. Come Friday afternoon, I was lean, 
mean and ready to have a good time once more. Without Brett, though, I was at a loose end. I had not 
dared look at the photographs he had sent back to me but despite his slap in the face I found I still 
missed him. There was a gap where he used to be. In my maudlin state, I was thinking his only 'crime' 
in our relationship had been to like being with his mates. That was hardly a capital offence, if I was 
honest. But then I recalled that he had been two-timing me, according to Helen's information, so I 
slammed the door on any soft spot I had for him. It was back to Heather to find some action and she 
rose to the occasion.

During a couple of phone conversations towards the end of the week, she had suggested we go visit 
Brendan Pearson. Initially I was reluctant but she twisted my arm by saying he had a fabulous place up 
Mount Tamborine and that he was a fantastic cook. Even these blandishments did not cut much ice 
until I recalled Brett's cheating and his brutal return of our shared mementoes. More out of spite than 
anything else, I had agreed to join Heather for a visit to Brendan's eyrie. Adding fuel to her urgings, she 
hinted that it would be 'really interesting' and that I would have my eyes opened in no uncertain 
fashion. To suggest that I was eager would certainly be overstating the case but my interest was  
piqued. Over the past few weeks my life had taken many exceptional and unanticipated turns, 
especially in respect of sexual liaisons, and if I was honest I found I was becoming somewhat more 
daring and less restrained than I had been previously. Perhaps I was becoming a little too reckless? It 
was not how I would normally describe myself but, equally, there was no denying the bloody-minded 
streak of rebelliousness that was surging through my system currently. The last time I had felt quite 
like this was when hormones started coursing through my system at puberty. At least now I wasn't as 
moody.

I recalled the 'interesting evening' Heather and I had had at her place and how Brendan had offered -
dared, more like - to show us some 'interesting' web sites. During our discussion I explained that I had 
never visited a web porn site though I had certainly heard plenty about them. This had caused him to 
laugh and then boast that he would give me an experience I would never forget. Well, that certainly had 
me intrigued! My sex life had always been quite active but I had to confess that I had never seen a truly 
blue movie. There were some erotic novels I had read and I'd seen some occasional dirty magazines but 
nothing that I would call hard core porn. 

The temptation to go searching for porn sites had bitten me plenty of times but the right opportunity 
had never presented itself. It was a strict policy - repeated quite frequently - at C-F that any employee 
caught accessing inappropriate web sites would be sacked. The company made no bones about the fact 
that it conducted random checks on staff usage of the internet. Ian Maddox our IT guru used to cop 
plenty of flack from us about his snooping activities. Until George Byers got sacked and the word was 
that it was for having downloaded porn from the web. Ian had always refused to confirm this but he 
derived plenty of satisfaction from giving us knowing nods and winks which suggested he knew a lot 
more than he was willing to let on. Some of us doubted him but no-one was really game to put him to 
the test.

Part of my salary package with C-F was provision of a late model laptop and I had a Dell Latitude that 
was fantastic. I took it home most evenings and consequently did not bother having a PC at home. One 
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less repayment! The upshot was that I I never accessed naughty sites on my laptop. This ensured I was 
quite excited by what I might discover through trawling the web. Doing so at Brendan's seemed as 
good a place as any.

Heather knew I preferred not to drive at night so she came by to collect me late Saturday afternoon. We 
both had brought along two bottles of wine so it seemed as though we were preparing for a hard night. 
My offering was also embellished with some orange-chocolate slices. As we rocketed our way along 
the M1 motorway - Heather was a real lead-foot - we discussed the events of the past week with the 
now-departed Brett featuring strongly. Part of me still held fond memories of the good times we had 
shared - and there had been plenty of them. Heather, however, reckoned he was an untrustworthy 
bastard who was not good enough for me. Her conviction on this issue was quite unshakeable and by 
the time we were winding our way up the picturesque but treacherous Mount Tamborine road, she had 
me ready to slip a knife into his back if he ever got that close again. I was worked up into such a state 
that I felt quite liberated. I was fit and able and ready to achieve anything that life was willing to throw 
at me. Including a devious, perhaps pornographic, photographer who was offering to titillate us by 
revealing some of the secrets of the Internet.

By this time we needed our headlights on high beam to pick out the laneway that passed for Brendan's 
street address. We headed westward for about half a kilometre before turning up a steep driveway 
heading back east and further up the hill. Just when I thought we should turn back, we popped over a 
rise and landed on a wide, open plateau. Tucked into the western hillock was a glorious looking 
modern 'colonial' with wide verandahs and virtually a total wall of glass across the front. No-one could 
see in over the lip of the plateau and it afforded total privacy. It was truly in a world of its own. 
Darkness had descended and there were a lot of twinkling lights down in the valley beneath. 

Brendan greeted us in an apron and with a tea-towel slung over his shoulder. Such a picture of 
domestic bliss! Ushering us over to his verandah, he left us confronting a delightful array of tapas 
displayed on a solid timber table under the roof awning while he continued inside with an armful of our 
wine. We snuck a few samples of the food as Brendan returned with two chilly glasses of lime-tinged 
wine. Bless the man, it was Sauvignon blanc. 

With a full glass in our hands, Heather and I wandered across to the eastern lip of the plateau to peer 
over the edge at the world beyond. It was a wide valley made to look even larger by the insignificance 
of the tiny lights way below. It was breathtaking. Brendan joined us and passed along a joint. What a 
pleasant surprise! It was certainly a fabulous place to get high.

Three bottles of sparkling, heaps of glorious Spanish/Mediterranean food and another joint later, I was 
feeling no pain. In fact, I wanted the evening to progress to the next stage. I was eager. Marijuana had 
that effect on me. Sure, part of the price you paid was a degree of paranoia but, if I was in surroundings 
that felt comfortable, I'd get right 'into the mood'. Not sure who raised the topic but the internet was 
mentioned and Brendan took his cue and asked if we wished to have our eyes opened. I jumped at the 
chance. This was what I was waiting for. 

We girls ferried three cups of coffee between us, while he carried two slider chairs from his kitchen up 
the stairs to the mezzanine recreation area cum study where his computer was set up. Heather and I sat 
on either side as he leaned over the keyboard and kicked the PC into gear. Explaining that sometimes 
the volume of telephone traffic on the mountain jammed the available lines, Brendan indicated we 
could suffer from slow connections. Still, he said, you could never tell when it would be congested and 
we might be lucky.

The screen eventually opened onto Google, the popular search engine. Quickly he typed-in an address 
that I didn't catch. He said it was Kevin's Kingdom or something like that. A surge of excitement 
welled-up in my chest. This was new to me. Heather shot me a glance that said she, too, was as eager 
as me to discover whatever lay beyond the Google screen on Brendan's PC. It took some time for the 
home page of the site Brendan had chosen to open up. There were lots of banner advertisements on the 
screen. Only small ones but most flashed continuously to trap your eye and persuade you to visit 
whatever it was they offered. As they revealed themselves, the array of breasts and penises was such 
that I could feel myself blinking in rapid succession as I tried to cope with the surprise of what I was 
watching. There were female heads bobbing up and down frenetically on penises that looked too large 
to be true. My god! Then up flashed another ad showing a stream of cum splashing across a girl's face. 
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This was extraordinary. It was repulsive but fascinating at the same time. Heather and I both leaned 
forward to see this phenomenon up close.

Brendan scrolled down the page and came to a section which offered lots of underlined options. One of 
them was Thumbnail Pages and he clicked on it. Momentarily it opened up and, scrolling down again, 
he came to another large section of options. This was incredible. Reading from left to right, it offered: 
Amateur, Anal & Ass, Anime, Asian, BBW, Big Tits, Black, Blow Jobs & Cum Shots, Bondage, 
BDSM, Celebs, Fetish, Bizarre, Gay, Group, Hardcore, Inter-racial, Latina, Lesbian, Porn Stars, Trans, 
Mature Ladies, Nudes, Variety, Voyeur, Young Ladies. I couldn’t begin to guess at what each of these 
choices offered but I was stunned by the smorgasbord on offer. Where did all this stuff come from? 
Who was responsible for it?

In response to Brendan's inquiry about what she wanted to check out first, Heather nominated the last 
on the list: Young Ladies. The mouse clicked under Brendan's rapidly-tapping right index finger. This 
page was considerably slower than the others. Apparently it takes quite a while longer for detailed 
graphics to download and the ads and self-promotional material were very detailed. In the heart of the 
page, a series of 16 small 3cm by 3cm 'thumbnails' opened-up for viewing. Again clicking on the first, 
the screen went grey then opened once more with the thumbnail now ten times the original size. The 
'girl' shown coyly slipping her bra strap down her shoulder and exposing some of her bosom mound 
was certainly youthful looking but nothing like the 16 or so she was presumably supposed to be. In 
reality, she was probably in her early twenties. Brendan clicked that one closed, returned to the 
previous page and clicked on another in the series. This one showed her in a bath with heaps of sudsy 
bubbles but with her bare breasts very much exposed. Heather and I glanced at each other with a look 
that said: 'Yeah, I know how this goes!' So, at our joint urging, he clicked back to the home page and 
offered us a second choice from the menu. My turn! Aaah? Let's try Big Tits.

In a flash we were seeing a pretty site labelled Big Naturals opening up. There were four sequences of 
three thumbnails of attractive women with large breasts. The sigh escaping Brendan's lips eloquently 
spoke of his natural desires. These women were enormous. Their bra straps must kill them. But they all 
had nice chests, you couldn’t deny that. 

Brendan blew my mind by asking if I realised that this was all free. The 'home pages' we were looking 
at offered visitors a week's access to untold thousands of photos of gorgeous women and scores or 
hundreds of x-rated videos for just $3.95 a week (credit cards accepted with no details revealed, the 
screen said). The material we were watching for just for titillation. Get a sample and come in for more. 
From what I was seeing,  a voyeur would never need to pay for anything extra. This was truly mind-
blowing.

Heather now suggested Lesbian and Brendan once more straightened in his chair while clicking the 
mouse. I noticed that he had started to squirm in his chair. Things must be getting 'tight' down below. 
Couldn't blame him: even I was getting a tingle where it mattered. This was fascinating. The first site 
we entered showed a series of 12 pictures of three women entangled on a bed in the middle of a room 
that looked like it was in some sort of castle. It wasn't that opulent, just big. These 'girls' were arranged 
in all sorts of clearly stage-managed poses to show as much of each of their private bits as possible. 
Didn't matter that they were posed, to the passing glance they appeared to be enjoying themselves very 
much. Brendan went back to the last menu then clicked on another site. This one showed two women 
on a couch, sharing a dildo. There was a more than passing resemblance to the photos Brendan had 
taken of Heather and I last week. Which must have been why she nudged me behind Brendan's back. I 
acknowledged it but still couldn’t take my eyes off the screen. It was hypnotising. 

My turn again! What say we go for Voyeur? Well . . . ! The first site was of two women in separate 
places in a European city (no doubt somewhere avant garde like Amsterdam) who were walking stark 
naked along shopping streets and parks with heaps of by-standers, most taking no interest at all. 
There'd be a stampede if the same thing happened in any Australian city. The boys would be rapt to 
catch something like that. The next site featured a young woman in mauve underwear and a very short 
skirt walking up a flight of stairs. She couldn't stand up properly, however, and had to place her hands 
on the step in front of her thus affording the photographer the chance to shoot up her dress and show all 
there was to see. Enough. The next was a series of photos taken to look like they were poking through a 
bathroom window with a girl taking a shower and engaging in an excessive amount of lathering. The 
photos were not very convincing. Did Brendan want a go? 
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His choice was Bizarre. Once more, Heather and I exchanged glances. I couldn’t imagine what might 
lie ahead. Brendan was chuckling but also had to pull the crutch of his trousers a little to one side to 
allow his now obvious erection some space. We bit our tongues and refused to comment. The first site 
was Pregnant Ladies and it featured a woman in her thirties with a gigantically extended belly and 
breasts whose areola were nearly black. How she was not on a delivery table I could not imagine. This 
girl was ready to pop. Instead of labour, though, she was giving herself a thorough going-over with a 
dildo. Some people are never satisfied!

Next we moved to something I will never forget. The site was Water Sports but there was not water 
polo. Two women - who resembled nothing so much as two heroin addicts were taking turns in 
urinating on each other in a shower cubicle. Extraordinary! Without forming clear sentences, Heather 
and I conveyed our shock and surprise at such antics. Again Brendan laughed. He scrolled down some 
more options before clicking on a new one. This time we were confronted by a guy peeing in the face 
of a girl who was actually taking it in her mouth. This was too much. I told Brendan I had seen enough. 
He closed the screen and turned round to suggest we move back out to the front. We did so with some 
alacrity. Coffee was in order and Brendan readily complied. This boy had potential, I thought,  because 
he certainly knew his way around a kitchen and he appeared not to be afraid of doing domestic chores. 
The coffee was as good as his earlier food. Now, he served-up my orange-chocolate slices and they 
were heaven. Just to ensure we enjoyed the chocolate all the more, he produced another joint which 
made our craving for sugar almost overwhelming. There would have to be a huge amount of exercise 
next week to offset this indulgence. My Catholic-inspired guilt was never far away.

Our conversation ebbed and flowed sporadically as we individually drifted off into marijuana-incuded 
reveries. When we happened to coincide in coherence, however, we marvelled at the extraordinary 
diversity and sheer quantity of pornographic material available. Brendan assured us there were a 
remarkable number of sites like the one we had just seen freely available on the Net. He felt the one we 
had visited was the best but admitted there was certainly no shortage of competition. Heather said none 
of it bothered her. Then again, she admitted she had seen such sites quite a few times previously. In 
fact, she confessed, she would occasionally check them out at home on her own PC. 

Eventually Brendan stirred and asked if we were ready for some more adventure. Without waiting for 
an answer, he headed-off back inside and up the stairs. We arose and followed like timid sheep 
following the shepherd. Back on the mezzanine floor, we went beyond the PC/study space and came 
upon a large room fully equipped as a photographic studio. It had a blue cotton sheet draped down and 
along the floor with numerous lights directed at it, along with myriad cables snaking across the front 
area, connecting lights and other equipment. Centre stage was a large camera on a tripod of 
considerable complexity. Brendan was to one side with a cheesy grin on his face. Under the 
circumstances he probably imagined it as a seductive come-on but it was just cheesy. 

'Ah, so this is it,' commented Heather.

'Yes, you now have the choice to be mere voyeurs . . . or participants,' he chortled.



70

Chapter Eleven

In for a penny, in for a pound

y show of dithering might have convinced the other two but probably not. There was no certainty 
in my mind as to just when I had decided I would see this through to the end but certainly I had 

done so. My commitment was not without nervousness, however, and I did not want to think about it 
too much. 

'Well, let's show the world what we're made of, Heath.'

'You sure? You know what you're doing?'

'No. But I don't want to die wondering.' This was a bullshit line but it sounded good and I hoped no-one 
would challenge me on it. They didn't. Perhaps they could sense my inner fragility and uncertainty. 
Again, I found myself torn by conflicting desires. Everything lately seemed to be a never-ending series 
of diametrically-opposed decisions. All black and white with no apparent grey and me seeing positives 
in either end of each spectrum. It was draining. But there was no time for further reflections as Heather 
undid her yellow top and dropped her white canvas jeans to the floor. This gave me a real charge and I 
reached behind my head to pull off my own top. Then my jeans were shed and we stood looking at 
each other. Brendan intruded and injected a fresh dose of reality by suggesting we should do the first 
session one at a time. Who wanted to go first? My initial bravado now deserted me and I shrugged. 
Heather cast me a questioning glance that turned into a sympathetic smile as she walked, ballerina-like, 
onto the sheet. 

Her matching bra and bikini briefs were black and lacy. The bra pushed up her chest and created a 
mountain of cleavage. Immediately she dropped her knees forward and flounced her hands on them 
while pouting erotically for the camera. If I didn't know her better I'd have said she'd been doing this all 
her life. Fair dinkum, it was as if she had stepped straight from the pages of some girly magazine. 
'Where did you learn to do that?' I gasped. 

'You've got to let it come from your heart, mate,' she replied while turning rearwards and looking back 
provocatively over her shoulder. 

'Keep it going. That's marvellous,' Brendan enthused. His camera kept up a steady clicking as he 
hunched over the tripod, keeping pace with Heather's sexy gyrations. 'Now, slide off your bra. One 
strap at a time. That's right. Lower. Lower. Now take it right off. Good girl. Okay, squeeze your breasts 
together. That's right, plenty of cleavage. Good stuff.'

Brendan was a model of efficiency as he moved the camera in a sort of slow-dancing rhythm with 
Heather. But I was just dumbstruck. I stood there, mouth agape, as though I had never seen this woman 
before. What I wouldn’t give to be so alluring. It wasn't just her fabulous body, it was the way she 
exuded sensuality. Her sex appeal was amazing and it all seemed so natural. My own self-confidence 
evaporated completely and I wanted nothing more than to put my clothes back on again. Any vestige of 
bravado I had had was now gone and I feared being laughed at if I tried to emulate Heather's sultry 
sexiness.

Then she was sitting on the floor pulling her panties down to her ankles. With a deft kick, she tossed 
them in the air and away to one side. 'Great going, Heather. Now open your legs. That's right. Now dip 
to one side. Back again. Okay, now roll over on to your tummy. Arch your back. Now squat back down 
to your heels. Forward again.  Damn! Okay, hold it. Got to re-load, sorry.'

M
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Without even a backward glance at the supine Heather in all her naked glory, Brendan walked over to a 
low table in the far corner and retrieved a roll of film that he proceeded to insert into the black 
compartment of the camera. Almost without missing a beat he started issuing instructions to Heather 
once more. 

'Okay, I want you to sit facing me and to run your hands down the side of your pussy.'

My head darted to the side, checking out Brendan as if he was some sort of pervert. The silliness of my 
reaction was immediately apparent but neither of them appeared to notice. They were in the moment 
and appeared completely unaware of me. What did I think we were doing, anyway: taking Sunday 
school snaps? I snorted with derision at my own naivete but was soon caught up again in Heather's now 
rampant wantonness.

She was pulling her labia apart and exposing the very core of her being. God, but she was hot. Once 
again I started to get that strange sensation deep within me that heralded sexual arousal. If asked, I 
would still say that our relationship was platonic but there was no escaping the fact that she could turn 
me on, good and proper. Up until a couple of weeks ago she had been my best friend for as long as I 
could remember. Now, she was more like my lover. The concept that we were an 'item' seemed 
ludicrous yet there was no denying that we had, out of nowhere, suddenly made love several times 
including once in front of a camera and now we were engaged in what could only be described as a 
porno shoot. Once more, part of me rebelled against this notion but another part - a more dominant 
streak - was willing to push on; to see where it might all go. Heather was the leader but I was a willing 
disciple. 

Even so, I was not sure I could go quite as far as her in exposing myself. I didn't want anyone seeing as 
much of me as I had just seen of her. My mind started making excuses that I could give to save myself 
from the embarrassment that I now perceived lay ahead. But, suddenly, there was no time left. Brendan 
stood up and arched his back to relieve the strain of bending over the camera for so long. He took off 
his shirt, exposing a very well-defined and hairy chest. Heather had arisen and languidly moved over to 
Brendan. She looped an arm casually around his neck and gave him a kiss on the cheek. I couldn’t help 
but notice how easily her body draped itself over him and felt a quick spurt of resentment. Just as I was 
about to say something to break the moment, she turned away and walked towards me. With an 
embracing cuddle she kissed my hair and squeezed her body into mine. Any negative thoughts I had 
been entertaining bolted from my mind and I hugged her back. She was my friend and I trusted her. 
Clearly, no harm had come from her session, so I drew a deep breath and asked Brendan if he was 
ready for me.

'Sure thing, mate. Show us what you've got!'

I wanted so badly to look as sultry as Heather. I started emulating her original poses but somehow they 
just didn't work. I kept looking at Brendan and, beyond the dazzling corona of his arc lights, sensing all 
the mechanical paraphernalia of a professional photographer. It made the process seem very clinical 
and I felt myself shrinking inside. Despite trying several different poses, even with Brendan 'arranging' 
me, it just didn’t work and I was soon on the verge of tears. In fact, I said: 'Let's just call it quits. I'm 
not cut out for this, I'm sorry.' Heather, still entirely unclothed, came over to me and held me while 
saying that I should block out the camera, and Brendan, and everything else. That I should withdraw 
into myself and just feel my emotions. Telling me to wait a moment, she withdrew to Brendan and had 
a quick discussion. He left the room but quickly returned with two large lambswool fleeces which 
Heather tossed on the floor, side by side. She drew me down onto them and cuddled me. In doing so, 
she ran her hands over my breasts and kissed my earlobes. My nipples rapidly became erect and a 
familiar tingling surged through my body. Feeling my response, she turned me to her and started 
kissing my nipples. It took only a few moments for this to set my pussy on fire. Everything else 
receded into oblivion and, once again, I started making love to my friend. 

More sure of myself after our two recent sexual encounters, I took the dominant role though I would 
not have said at the time that I was doing so. It just seemed natural. I massaged her breasts before 
suckling them like a newborn. Then I moved lower and satisfied myself with her more private parts. 
Suddenly I felt her begin to climax and she grasped my head brutally as she forced my tongue deeper 
insider her while letting out a shuddering groan. It was amazing but I could taste a change in her juices. 
She was wetter than I could ever have imagined. Falling limply back into a state of complete 
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relaxation, I sat up and turned around to see what Brendan was doing. I nearly cracked my skull on his 
camera he was so close. 'That was wonderful,' he breathed heavily. 'Boy, you two really know how to 
push each other's buttons, don't you? That was amazing stuff. These shots are going to be wonderful.'

He retreated to his gear and I lay down beside Heather, feeling quite spent. She, however, was not quite 
finished and rolled over on top of me. Proceeding at a leisurely pace, she kissed and massaged what 
seemed like my entire body before playing with my clitoris in a way that brought me to a shuddering 
climax. This was heaven. Once I had regained my breath, I thought of Brendan and wondered what he 
was up to but he was not in the room. I relaxed again and lay cuddled into Heather. With one hand 
under my neck, she played with my hair while telling me how wonderful the experience had been. I 
could only agree with her. Brett and other guys I had been with could give me an orgasm that was 
mind-blowing but there was something about reaching a climax with a woman that was totally 
different. Whether it was just Heather or if it would be the same with other women, I had no idea. I just 
knew that I liked it. It was different, but it was good!

The cumulative effects of the wine, the marijuana and the food conspired to render me near-comatose. 
Heather was similarly mellow. I could feel us drifting asleep when Brendan returned and said there was 
a thick futon in the spare bedroom which would be much more comfortable for us. Lending a hand, he 
pulled us to our feet and helped steer us to the bedroom. His arms were around our shoulders and we 
were still completely naked but there seemed to be no sexuality in the touching. It was as if we were 
long-standing members of a nudist club who were entirely at ease in each other's nakedness. As 
Heather and I dove under the covers and cuddled into each other, Brendan beat a retreat, saying he 
would see us for breakfast in the morning. The lights switched off as he retired to his own bedroom.

Several times that night I awoke with a fuzzy mouth and severe thirst. Once, I was woken by Heather 
getting up to fetch a glass of water. Don’t know where she got it but I was never so glad to see - or taste 
- anything. It was heaven. Slaking my thirst seemed to help me sleep and I finally drifted into a deep 
slumber. 

Some time later a bright light dazzled me and made he turn sideways to avoid its harsh scrutiny. 
Initially, it felt like someone had trained a torch on me and I threw my arm across my eyes. The new-
found darkness helped but the reverberations of my energetic movement spasmed inside my head 
causing a sharp pain to swish between each ear. As the waves of sensitivity passed backwards and 
forwards, they caused a throbbing that was entirely unpleasant. I needed water and headache tablets. 
Quickly!

Slowly, ever so slowly, I slid from under the cover and took my bearings. Heather had disappeared. 
The light was a shaft of brilliance making its way through the partially-opened door. Beyond it, I knew, 
lay potential salvation. Could I get water and chemical relief without bringing-up dinner? God, I hoped 
so. I crawled towards the door, knowing that I would have to stand once I got there. It was the thought 
of pain relief that helped me rise to my feet and stagger through the door. Out into the corridor and the 
mezzanine landing. The bathroom lay on the other side of the house so I made my way gingerly 
forward. Once it was in sight - at the end of another short corridor - I felt I would be all right. With 
only a few paces to go, I heard a strange sound off to my left. Brendan's bedroom, I assumed. 
Something halted me in my tracks. I turned towards the sound even though part of me cried out to push 
on towards the bathroom. Don't go there, screeched a voice in my befogged brain. But a force more 
powerful than sanity levered me leftwards. The bedroom door was ajar and I sidled up to it. Pushing it 
inwards with a gentle pressure I gasped as I saw Brendan's naked arse punching forward with brute 
determination into Heather's quivering rear end. His neck was arched tightly and he was clearly in the 
grip of an approaching orgasm. Unable to take my eyes off the scene, I could see her breasts slapping 
back and forth as she slammed rearwards to take his every centimetre. The noise I had heard was a 
strangulated gasp escaping her constricted throat. It was part pain but plentiful pleasure, too. 

My knees buckled and I slumped to the carpeted floor. My heart was pierced by a hurt that scorched 
my soul in unison. Betrayal was the sentiment that hammered my head. Unable to take my eyes off the 
perfect buttocks that were sending Heather into a paroxysm of delirium, I was still anguished to see my 
friend - my lover and my soulmate - finding such intimate union with someone else. We had no claims 
on each other sexually and, indeed, the whole concept of us having 'lesbian' sex still seemed strange 
but, equally, I found it hard to imagine how she could have switched her emotions to someone else so 
soon. I felt jilted and violated though there was no legitimacy in my feelings. As Brendan drove deeper 
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still into Heather's all too willing rump and began to moan his own climax, I slumped sideways and 
started to crawl back to my bedroom. Any thought of painkillers had evaporated. I just wanted to 
escape the proximity of their entanglement. I wanted refuge. Wanted to block out all sensation, thought 
and feeling. I just didn't want to be there but the only safe place I could think of was the doona cover on 
the futon. Having gained its sanctuary with my last reserves of strength, I covered my head to smother 
my tears and cried myself to sleep. I awoke I don't know how much later to find Heather kissing my 
forehead and asking me to wake. 

As I emerged from the mists of slumber, I must have recoiled from her. She shrank back with her hand 
to her mouth, asking what was wrong. In one of those instantaneous decisions that we take but wonder 
how we ever arrived at it, I pretended I had not seen her tryst with the photographer. Expanding the 
pretence, I made as though I had just been startled out of sleep and had recoiled instinctively. A 
questioning glance in Heather's eyes told me she had not fully accepted my statement but she let it ride. 
'Breakfast is ready on the verandah, Jennifer. Come and join us.'

I wanted to yell out; to complain about the unfairness of her all-too-willing sexual liberty, but turned 
away to hide my angst. Muttering that I would be out as soon as I had dressed, Heather padded away. 
Out the corner of my eye, I could see she had on a man's dressing gown. Where were my own clothes? 
Must be next door in the studio, I recalled. Standing a little more easily this time, I made it to the door 
and checked outside to make sure no-one was around. Quickly I slunk along to the studio and saw my 
clothes lying where I had left them late last night. Once my nakedness was hidden from external view  
I felt a trifle more comfortable. But still I was unsure how I could engage my friend and the 
photographer. Summoning more courage than I believed I had, I made my way downstairs and out into 
the brightness of the day. Cheerful, enthusiastic greetings came my way as I gingerly slumped into a 
chair at the far end of the table. There was a large plate of bacon, eggs, chipolatas and potato wedges 
mounded up in the middle. My companions had started cramming heaps of food into thick Indian narn 
breads with oodles of tomato sauce. It was such a parody of an Aussie male meal that I thought they 
were having a lend of me. But, no, their gusto was evident for all the world to see. Thick red sauce 
dripping between their fingers onto their plates and their mouths were crammed beyond polite levels, 
demonstrating very clearly the gusto with which they were attacking this greasy, salty smorgasbord. 
Thing was: it seemed strangely appealing. My mouth started salivating and I grabbed a hefty swag of 
the items on offer. Even as they surfed their way down my throat, I could feel my whole body 
commencing the rehabilitation process. And white men think Aborigines have weird natural remedies! 
What experiments must have taken place to find that this combination of foods was an antidote for 
excessive alcohol consumption? 

Fortunately, the food voided the need - or ability - for conversation and we gulped in silence aside from 
various stifled umms and aahs of contentment as the food hit our stomachs. A piping hot coffee 
completed the repast and I had to confess that I felt a million times better than I had not long earlier. 
But while my stomach was recuperating, my heart remained broken and I was less than good company. 
Sensing my mood but no doubt unaware of its cause, Heather soon made excuses to leave. We grabbed 
our things and slung them into her car. As we made our farewells, she tossed the keys to me and asked 
if I would drive. The challenge was not appealing but I figured it would give me something to do and a 
reason to remain silent - focused as I would be on the traffic.

We wound our way down the mountain in no time. The day was glorious and Heather's yellow Mazda 
sports was a joy to drive. It had a Tiptronic gear shift but I just kept it in automatic mode. As we made 
our way onto the M1 motorway, the afternoon peak was clearly not far off. This was the usual Sunday 
rush of Brisso's making their way back home from the seaside delights of the Gold Coast. Moving into 
the second of four lanes, I maintained a steady pace, trying to avoid the outrageous antics of the ever-
present young hoons who made driving on this highway - always a potential life-and-death a game of 
chance.

The sun was setting and each bend towards the west slanted the sun into our eyes. It made driving 
difficult and I kept to the speed limit. As we neared Beenleigh, about halfway home, I moved into an 
overtaking lane to clear an ancient rust-bucket that looked as if it wouldn’t ever make it back to 
Brisbane. Having got ahead of the slow-coach I moved back leftwards into the slower lane. Despite my 
indicators being on, there was a sudden screech and an almighty thump as something hit the car's rear 
off-side bumper. For a moment I couldn’t see what had happened until an old red panel van swung into 
sight in my rear vision mirror. It emerged from a small cloud of dust that arose from our impact and I 



74

could see the young driver gesticulating furiously at me. Heather was yelling and I felt a furious urge to 
cry but kept my hands steady on the wheel and indicated once again to move to the edge of the 
roadway. As we pulled up I noticed lots of drivers going past all gawking at us as they sped by, no 
doubt celebrating the fact that they had avoided such an incident. Arising unsteadily from the care, I 
was greeted by a foul-mouthed young man who had on a pair of jeans that barely rose above his crutch 
and nothing else - unless you call a carpet of tattoos clothing. He scared me dreadfully and my fear was 
made worse by the other young men I could see still in the van. Something inside my head questioned 
why they, too, were not out inspecting the damage. Perhaps the smoke still escaping the windows was a 
cause of their reticence? Heather had come around to the rear of the car and burst into tears. The Mazda 
was her pride and joy and it looked decidedly the worse for wear, though the damage was not all that 
great. Acting with a maturity that I certainly did not feel, I asked the other driver if he had some paper 
to swap names and addresses. He looked at me as though I was some form of lower life and unleashed 
another wave of invective before turning back to his mates and conferring with them through the 
passenger-side window. By now, Heather had somehow produced a notebook page with her name and 
phone number on it and she held it gingerly, ready to swap with Mr Jeans. He emerged from his huddle 
with a very shifty look on his face and a torn scrap of paper that looked as though it carried toxic 
germs. In the distance I could hear a wailing siren and suddenly the other driver snatched Heather's 
details and jumped back behind his steering wheel. Nearly collecting both Heather and I he roared 
away in a small cloud of rubber from his screeching rear tyres. Another tirade of abuse was directed at 
us from inside the van as it lurched sickeningly back into the traffic and up the highway. 

A minute or two later, a police sedan pulled up behind us and two constables emerged. Quickly asking 
if we were all right, they sought details of what had happened. I briefly explained my own version of 
events while Heather proffered her scrap of paper to the closest officer. The woman constable looked 
askance at Heather and asked if she was being serious? Not understanding the question, Heather looked 
at me but I had no idea what was going on. The women held up the slip of paper for Heather to read. It 
said - in barely decipherable writing - 'Fuck off sluts'. This time Heather started yowling such was her 
anguish. Cuddling her seemed to make no difference as I tried to answer a stream of questions from the 
other cop. All I could tell him was that it was an old, red Holden panel van. No, I'm sorry, I did not get 
the number plate. The two officers exchanged meaningful glances and told us we had been had. They 
asked if there was much damage to the van and I replied that it appeared not to have suffered much 
though I hadn’t actually checked-out that side of their vehicle. The police radioed the details - such as 
they were - of the other car to their colleagues but said they held out little hope of detaining them. They 
asked Heather to report to her nearest police station within the week to check if anything had happened. 
Otherwise, we would just have to mark it down to experience, they were afraid. Taking their leave, 
they offered consoling glances but you could tell that they thought we had been suckered well and truly 
and that we could easily have prevented it if we had been just a trifle alert. Their cynicism did not help.

The tension between us as we returned to my place was horrendous. Heather was furious about me 
damaging her car while I was still angered by her tryst with the photographer. The little conversation 
we did exchange was terse and bitter. We parted with barely a word between us. It would take more 
than a shower to wash away the dregs of this little fuck-up but it was the best I could think of. Several 
times that evening I almost called her but a mixture of pride, anger, embarrassment and indignity held 
me back. The fact that she didn't call me simply reinforced our estrangement. Of such mole-hills are 
mighty mountains sometimes created.
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Chapter Twelve

Who said bad couldn't go to worse?

till laden with guilt and angst, I dragged myself into work the next morning. Work was the last 
thing I wanted to know about but I felt I had obligations that must be met. I really liked my job: the 

challenges it provided and the great team I worked with. But today I was still emotionally over-
wrought. Still, the Austral Pacific Properties' win was still fresh in my mind and I wanted to start 
serious work on the project. There was much to be done and nothing else on my plate was as appealing. 

The one thing that was disturbing me was AsiaLand, our competitor client that APP wanted out of the 
way. They had been a core C-F client for years. In fact, it was well known that we had helped guide 
them to their current pre-eminence in the home-building sector. They were a substantial outfit when 
they came to us but over the past five years or so we had partnered them to extraordinary growth until 
today they were recognised as one of the top five master-planned community developers in the nation. 
As I recalled, they currently had approval for something like 2300 homes in six projects along the three 
eastern states. It would take a decade to complete all these new dwellings and that made AsiaLand a 
blue chip entity because once the approvals were in the bag, the rest was fairly straightforward: just an 
issue of balancing cash flows, ensuring sales receipts matched infrastructure outflows. Word was that 
their fee income to CF for media buying - the purchase of advertising space in print and electronic 
media - topped $15 million a year. In addition, we billed them another $1.75 million for advertising 
creative, direct mail, graphic design, PR and general marketing communication services. And yet 
Malcolm had slammed the door in their face as soon as APP had suggested it. 

What troubled me was that AsiaLand was a 'bird in the hand' while APP - no matter how much 
potential they appeared to have - were simply small fry by comparison and with no guarantee that they 
might ever garner the critical mass of AsiaLand. I just didn't understand. Mind you, it wasn't my place 
to necessarily understand all the corporate machinations that went on across our vast and diverse global 
group but, usually, you could discern sensible reasons for what was happening. This case was just plain 
mystifying. I fully intended to give Malcolm an intense grilling once I had the chance to button-hole 
him. He had been in Sydney and Melbourne for most of the past week but was due back today, 
according to Brigid. She said his diary was fairly free this afternoon but that assumed he had not made 
other commitments he had neglected to pass-on to her. Would she let him know I wanted to discuss 
APP and AsiaLand when he had a moment? Her response was positive but I couldn’t help but notice a 
raised eyebrow at the mention of AsiaLand. Something was definitely going on though I had no idea 
what. Brigid would be the last person to reveal any information so I didn't bother to press her.

Returning to my office, I grabbed the files on AsiaLand from my filing cabinet. There were several and 
they took up quite a lot of space. Some material had been garnered by my predecessor, Heidi, but a lot 
was my own work and focused mostly on a lobbying campaign I had been involved with get the 
Queensland Government and the Pine Rivers Shire Council to approve the massive Avocado Grove
project. Our in-house PR firm, Corporate Strategy, had handled the lobbying at state and local level and 
I had worked with them to develop a suite of promotional materials to demonstrate to stakeholders how 
handsome it would look when completed and what a superb addition it would be to south-east 
Queensland, the fastest-growing area of Australia. Demographers estimated that another one million 
people would come to live in this fairly small area over the next sixteen years to 2020 and adequate 
infrastructure was a vital priority. Avocado Grove would feature a university campus, hospital, massive 
shopping centre and several light industrial estates and commercial precincts. It bordered a light airport 
and had two railway stations within its boundaries. Not quite 200 of its planned 2500 homes had been 
completed nor was much of the grandly-touted infrastructure ready yet, apart from one smallish 
shopping centre. But it would come on-line as revenues grew. 

S
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There was not much in the files of any great value but I was hesitant to dispose of them. Some of it 
could have direct applicability to APP and why would one want to re-invent the wheel? I wondered 
how the news that we had relinquished them as a client had been received by AsiaLand executives in 
Sydney. I'd visited their offices on the North Shore a couple of times and been very impressed. They 
were cutting edge funky and I'd love to be able to work in them. Very different from Austral Pacific's 
premises here. They were quite nice but didn’t feel as comfortable as the C-F offices. To be honest I 
was quite upset about the thought of having to leave my mates here and take up residence with a new 
team at APP. The prospect of threatening to leave if they pushed ahead with my forced relocation had 
not risen into my consciousness but it was certainly under-bubbling. It would take a lot to persuade me 
to leave behind all that I had built here but it could be done. A bloody great bonus cheque would 
certainly help keep me tied to C-F! 

After lunch, Brigid buzzed me to say that Malcolm had phoned and would be returning to Brisbane 
tonight - but only to attend a function at The Sheraton. Tomorrow morning he was flying across to 
Perth and would not be back in the Brisbane office until Friday. This was not an unusual schedule for 
him as he took full advantage of the new-found freedom that divorce offered him. The property 
settlement might have nearly destituted him so it was a pleasant bonus to be able to travel and enjoy the 
high life on his corporate expense account. As often as not he was travelling outside Australia as within 
and that was an extra bonus for Malcolm. He was just the guy to have a girl in every port. Brigid said 
she had passed-on my request to discuss our property clients and he'd promised to make time when he 
got back. Thanking her, I resigned myself to the wait and returned to work.

A number of times I thought about Heather and very nearly rang her to apologise for the accident and 
sympathise. But I held back. I was still hurt by her liaison with Mr Happy Snaps (and to think that at 
one stage I'd thought he was quite handsome!) and I did feel guilty about the damage to her car. Her 
harsh reaction, however, and the fact she had made no effort at all to hide her anger held me back from 
calling. My resolve nearly weakened several times over the next few days but as each hour passed and 
Heather didn't call me my resistance to making the first move became more deeply entrenched.  

On Thursday evening as I arrived home and collected my mail, I found an envelope with Heather's 
handwriting. It was caught up in a clutter of direct mail crap and sundry accounts so I left it until I had 
accessed my sanctuary, rid myself of my shoes, and poured a glass of chilled white wine. Wondering 
why she had written and not called, I assumed the envelope contained an invitation to attend some 
function or other. It was nothing like so pleasant, though. In fact the nastiness of what I found soured 
my entire evening. A large yellow lined Post-It Note featuring Heather's almost unintelligible doctor-
like scrawl advised that the accompanying invoice was my responsibility and would I settle it quickly?  
Lifting the note, my eyes tracked to the bottom of the statement to find an amount of $500 specified. 
Wording higher up the page explained that it was a premium excess applying to Heather's 
comprehensive motor vehicle insurance and stipulated payment needed to be made within seven days. I 
was stunned. Truly shocked.  It was not even the demand for money that so upset me, it was the way it 
had been handled. Had she bothered to drop by to have a chat and discuss the issue, I would probably 
have felt obliged to pay the excess and be done with it. But this callous, impersonal slight was deeply 
wounding. Thinking about what it might mean I could only conclude that Heather was signalling the 
end of our friendship. It was hard, if not impossible, to imagine us ever again sharing good times and 
pleasant laughter after an estrangement like this. In mediaeval times, this would have been a vigorous 
slap across the face with a chain mail glove. A fight, perhaps to the death, would have ensued. 

It took quite a while because the anger burning in my heart kept them at bay but, eventually, tears 
started coursing down my cheeks. Once that happened it was no time before I was heaving great 
wracking sobs. Never had I felt so much like my heart was broken. Even my break-up with Brett was 
less hurtful than this. And it wasn't even my bloody fault! I was a victim in this just as much as 
Heather. At least I hadn't betrayed her by offering my pussy to the next person to come along. Slut! 
Another glass or two of wine and I was ready to drive round to her place and have it out with her once 
and for all. No holds barred. Let's call a spade a spade. Bring it on, bitch! But sanity prevailed and after 
a few more bouts of tears, I retired to bed to a fitful and unrefreshing sleep. My consoling thought was 
that things could hardly get worse than this. 

The next day I opted for decisive action. If Heather was going to ostracise me, then I wanted no further 
links. I drew a cheque for the full $500 and mailed it to her insurance company. Fuck her, fuck them, 
fuck the world was pretty much how I was feeling. Later I was to recognise that as a kind of high point. 
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Things were sliding downhill pretty quickly and although I couldn't know it, the slope was about to get 
steeper and ever more slippery. 

The funny thing was, I didn't even have a bad feeling when Melissa buzzed to ask if she could pop up 
and see me. As one of the nicest people in the place, I assured her she would be welcome at any time. 
Expecting her at any moment, I was surprised when it took her quite a few minutes to come in. She 
assured me nothing was wrong and that it had just taken a little while to find someone to mind the 
switch while she wandered away. She sat wringing her hands and immediately I could tell she was 
really uncomfortable. 'What is it?' I asked.

'Look I'm sorry to be the one to tell you this but I think you have to know.' Fidgeting with a biro, she 
looked at me sheepishly as if unable to find the right words. 'Has anyone told you?'

'Told me what? I fired back at her with a growing sense of dread.

'About the internet.'

'What about the internet?' I prodded her.

'Your photos,' she whispered.

My breath caught in my throat and my heart chilled like leftover pizza tossed in the freezer. I hardly 
dared ask her what photos. I knew without being told. What I couldn’t figure right then was how - or 
why? 

'Talk to me, Melissa. Tell me what you know,' I commanded.

'The word is that some of the people around the office have heard there were dirty pictures of you on a 
website. I said it couldn’t have been you; that they must have been mistaken. But they reckoned they 
were right.'

Her naivete was refreshing but the more urgent issue was who had seen whatever there was to see and 
just how many people knew. The questions 'Why?' and 'Why me?' screamed themselves inside my head 
endlessly and refused to accept that I simply didn't have any answers.

'Melissa, how can I find out what's going on?'

'You could talk with Ian Maddox. I think he might know something. But I'd better get back to the 
Switch.' She scurried away with such a sad and sympathetic backward glance that I felt my situation 
must be terrible. Christ, why me? What had I done to deserve this?

I stormed off down the corridors to Ian's lair. His was a popular space since everyone had an interest in 
the internet and Ian could answer just about any tricky question fired at him. If the question stumped 
him, he would find someone who did know, usually one of his legion of mates, and get back to you 
with a rationale. It wasn't that he liked being everybody's corporate help desk; it was just that his ego 
didn't permit him to admit defeat. Putting up with the drudgery of everyone else's nerdy lack of 
knowledge was the price to pay for continually reinforcing his self-perceived superiority. To get to 
him, more often than not you had to fight your way through a defensive barrier of brand new and yet to 
be installed equipment or trashy old stuff that hadn't yet been thrown away. Either way, if technology 
was not your currency you were made to feel inadequate. It was also the case that most times you 
arrived to speak with the guru you had to wait until he had finished consulting with the previous 
enquirer. His popularity was not personal but his knowledge of the hardware and software of our times 
was such that at some stage, almost inevitably, you would have to consult The Oracle. You mightn't 
like the answer - or the consultation process - but you could be confident you had the correct 
information. 

There was no-one in a queue at his desk today, though, and it seemed almost as if he had been 
expecting me. 

'What's troubling you, Jennifer?' he asked without so much as a glance in my direction.
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'I'm told there are certain photos of me on the internet,' I replied with as steady a voice as I could 
manage.

'What would I know about that?' he challenged.

That was all the incitement I needed. He had just lit my fuse and I didn't care who was in the blast 
zone.

'Listen to me you dirty little creep. Tell me what's going on or I'll find a way to cause you massive 
grief,' I hissed at him. As threats go it was hardly earth-shattering. Even I felt a tad miffed that it came 
out nowhere near as scary as I wanted. But something in my voice must have conveyed my general 
angst because he flinched and held up his hands briefly in mock surrender.

'Well, the lighting's very flattering, I must say. And it's clear the two of you are very compatible,' he 
smirked with a leer that caused my bubbling anger to boil over. I guess I kind of snapped. Grabbing his 
short front, I nearly wrenched him out of his chair. Didn't think I was that strong but I guess a degree of 
emotional trauma can help you rise above your normal operating limits. 'Tell me what you know,' I 
snarled. Even that went a bit awry because a fleck of spittle left my mouth and sailed nearly into the 
corner of his eye. He felt it and my startled surprise confirmed what had happened but even so 
something about my mood made him decide not to pursue the issue and he sat up straight. Well, as 
straight as he could with my fist in his throat and his bunched-up shirt preventing him breathing 
properly. Indicating surrender again he persuaded me to let go. 'Come on,' I snapped. 

'Look: go and search Google for Kevin's Kingdom and check out the thumbnails. Have a look under 
"Lesbian".'

As I stumbled away from his desk and back into the corridor, I could hear him mutter 'Crazy bitch' at 
my retreating back. 'Screw you, you bastard!' I thought as I swept back along the hallway to my office, 
slamming the door behind me as I almost leapt for my laptop. Hitting the blue 'e' icon to launch the 
Internet Explorer browser, I waited impatiently for the Google site to come on screen. When it finally 
did, I typed in 'Kevin's Kingdom' into the Search bar. Moments later, up came the site I recognised 
from that bloody photographer's place last weekend. Remembering Ian's instructions, I scrolled down 
until I came across the Thumbnails link and clicked on it. Once that menu appeared, I searched through 
the options until I came to Lesbian. Once there, I noticed it was in date order. The latest section was 
under yesterday's date. There was a bewildering array of headings. Things like: 'Lesbian lovers go muff 
diving'; 'Two in a tub'; 'Hard core threesome' and 'Nurses tend lucky patient' all vied for my attention. 
Where the hell would I start? The simplest option seemed to be at the beginning and work my way 
through. Some of the scenes that greeted me took my breath away. I know I had seen plenty with 
Heather and 'him' but I couldn’t recall such explicitness. Must have been the booze and drugs that had 
dulled my senses then because what I was seeing now really shocked me. This was much more full-on 
than I had remembered.

Suddenly I came across a site that intuition told me was the one. The title was 'Aussie girls share 
everything'. Almost dreading what I would find, I clicked on the link. The home page was lurid pink 
and the banner screamed 'Scented sweethearts'. It offered visitors 'hundreds of movie-length video 
features for just $3.95 a week with no details on your credit card statement'. My hands were sweaty and 
my pulse was racing. The first thumbnail to open up was of Heather kneeling in front of me and clearly 
admiring my body. The next had her massaging my breasts while the third showed her kissing my right 
nipple. Now I was blushing furiously at these lewd photos of myself and my best friend. My ex-best 
friend, I quickly reminded myself.

The photos got juicier and juicier as Heather went to work on my clearly welcoming body. There was 
simply no doubting our genuine passion. I had seen shots the previous weekend in which some of the 
participants were acting - and acting badly - as they tried to portray passion. Some had such dark bags 
under their eyes you had to wonder how much heroin they had ingested prior to the shoot or how much 
they were hanging out for a fix once the photography was completed. There was a sadness about these 
set-ups that gnawed at your heart though I was not naïve enough to think that many male viewers 
would notice or even care.
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The set of sixteen thumbnails concluded with Heather clutching my left breast with her right hand 
while the other parted my labia as she readied herself to plunge into my wetness. My slit was so opened 
that you could actually see my exposed clitoris and into my vagina. I was shocked. I hadn't even been 
aware that such revealing shots were being taken. Sure, I had gone there aware there was a possibility I 
might take part in a very revealing shoot but I had never imagined that I would see myself on display 
like this. Nor had I ever imagined that any photos of me would end up on a popular internet site for the 
whole bloody world to see. I felt violated. This was more like a public rape than a fleeting, private 
sexual escapade in the privacy of someone's home.

So many thoughts were rushing through my mind that I could not focus on anything adequately. I was 
stunned that the photos were so revealing. That left me feeling cold and clammy, knowing I had made a 
huge mistake. The fact that they were actually on the internet did not quite compute. How could it have 
happened? This was the worst betrayal of my life. I never should have trusted that bastard 
photographer. But was Heather involved, too? Was this some weird and twisted act of revenge for my 
part in damaging her car? My anger over this fought with a feeling of absolute dread at how many 
people might actually see me during the time my photos were on the internet. I had to find out more 
details of what went on in situations like this. Then I was hit in the guts like a punch by the realisation 
that many of my own work colleagues had apparently heard about them already. I had a panic attack 
and shut down my computer. It was not a rational response but it seemed like the only action available 
to me that I could actually control. What was I to do?

Nothing if I didn't have more information, so I turned my laptop back on.  I needed information about 
the site to be able to do something, though I didn't have a clue just what options might be available to 
me. First and foremost I wanted to get those photos off public display. How I would achieve this, I 
wasn't sure. Who operated these sites and how did they work? The nature of their content suggested 
they were not managed by squeaky clean publicly-listed enterprises. Perhaps they were operated by 
crime syndicates? I just didn't know. 

Tracing my previous steps, I returned to the Google search site and typed-in KevinsKingdom once 
more. Just a few seconds later up popped what was now becoming a familiar sight. Figuring that legal 
or other information was not going to be allowed to compete with space dedicated to parting punters 
with their hard-earned dollars, I scrolled down to the bottom of the home page. Sure enough, the last 
little bit was the 'fine print'. Looking past the 'Want to have your pictures on this site? Click here' 
section, I came across what was called a Release and Consent Statement. It advised that 'By submitting 
pictures to "KevinsKingdom" I hereby certify that all persons in the pictures were at least 18 years old 
at the time the photos were taken. All submitted pictures belong to me, or I have permission to use 
them. The Webmaster of KevinsKingdom is not responsible for any bad experiences as a result of 
posting a personal ad on this site. By submitting pictures to KevinsKingdom I have given the 
Webmaster of KevinsKingdom the permission to use my pictures for any purpose. I will not claim 
copyright infringements and I will not sue him for using my pictures.' It further advised: 'No 
copyrighted photos, please. Submit only in JPEG, JPG format or in a zip file. Minimum of five pics'. 

My heart sank further given the apparently all-encompassing nature of their refusal to accept 
responsibility for anything. It shouldn’t have come as any surprise, really, but I still felt like vomiting 
as I realised I might never be able to stop my photos being shown all around the globe. It occurred to 
me that some dirty little pervert in England might be looking at me right now. Worse, he might be 
getting turned on by my images. God forbid, he might even be masturbating as he drooled over my 
shamelessly exposed private parts. And this could be happening anywhere around the globe. Perhaps 
worse, it could be happening just down the corridor for god's sake! How many people visited these 
sites? How long did they display the photos on them? Scrolling back up, I clicked on the Thumbnails 
section once more and then on to the Lesbian link. Wading down the list I saw they kept about six days' 
worth of sites. Each one had from ten to 25 sites listed. The titles that had caused me to laugh last 
Saturday evening now made me want to choke.  They included: Perfect lesbians flashing and licking; 
Girls having fun; Two hot females making love; Two nice girls kiss and lick; Lesbians soaping each 
other to ecstasy; Busty lesbians with horny snatches; and Pussy-loving girls. Their web addresses were 
almost equally in your face. There were titles like Freelesbiandirectory.com; sapphicerotica.com; 
sassy-ass.com; and yummy-cummy.com. None of them inspired any confidence that some person 
contacting them to say 'Hey, I'm really a nice girl, please take my photos off your site' would have any 
impact at all.
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Returning to the site that featured my own shots, I wrote down that it was called 
www.supersnatch.com.au. It promoted itself as 'Scented Sweethearts'. Scrolling down to the bottom, I 
noted a Legal Liability notice that was virtually the same as the one at KevinsKingdom. As I pondered 
my dire circumstances, the phone rang. It was a rep from the local paper enquiring about the placement 
of an ad for one of my clients. It jolted me back to my work reality and I scrabbled to re-focus myself 
on the swag of tasks that needed my attention. Nothing was more vital than my publicly-accessible 
nakedness but work did command a higher immediate priority. The next several hours were consumed 
by routine calls and paperwork. No other staff came near my office and, while I was grateful for that, it 
also told me that news of my unsavoury situation had spread widely. Normally, my space was one of 
the favourite hubs of our workplace and most staff dropped by briefly at some stage of the day to 
exchange pleasantries or just to say hello. Not today, though. It was as if someone had posted a 
'Beware! Contagious disease inside' poster on my door. In the crucible of my despair, I felt lashings of 
love for brave young Melissa who - alone - had had the courage to come and tell me. Somehow, some 
way, I would reward her. By 3.30, I couldn't take the ostracism any longer. Grabbing my bag and a 
couple of un-read papers, I scuttled down to the car park and took off for home. My great hope was 
that, once there, I would be able to think clearly and determine a way out of this mess.

That was a forlorn aspiration as it turned out. Never had I felt so alone. Continually, Heather popped 
into my mind because she was my usual port-in-a-storm, the one who metaphorically held my hand and 
made things better. Once it used to be mum or dad but those days had gone. My parents were living 
apart now; mum in Adelaide and dad in Perth. They hadn’t actually divorced but it was now clear they 
wouldn't get back together. I knew why they got on each other's nerves but surely, having invested that 
three decades in each other, they could salvage a working relationship that allowed them to at least 
remain friends? Seemingly not, though, and they appeared irretrievably set for the divorce courts. 
Perhaps if I could work my way out of this mess, I could spend some time with them trying to be a 
mediator. The size of the bonus I figured I was entitled to for landing Asia Pacific Properties would 
enable me to take a real break from Brisbane while still leaving enough to pursue my dream of working 
somewhere overseas for an extended period. But, first, I had to work my way through this. And it 
certainly wasn't an issue I could discuss with my parents. Oh god, what if they were ever to find out? 
They would be horrified. In fact, I wouldn't be surprised if it actually killed my mother. Her heart 
wasn't the best (I kept telling her to exercise properly but she would never listen) and she was 
dreadfully prim and proper about such things. Sex was something to be locked away in the bedroom of 
adults who had betrothed to each other. It was not for anyone else and should, in her unfashionably 
conservative opinion, be kept off television and out of magazines and other media. Were she ever to 
see her own daughter, exposed the way I was, it would hit her like a runaway truck. There would never 
be forgiveness. She was not that kind of person. Dad would be shocked and saddened but accepting in 
his own laid-back way. Whatever excuse I might offer him would be accepted in the spirit of the 
unconditional love with which he had always indulged me. 

Still, no time to worry about my parents' evaporating marital bliss at the moment. Bigger problems 
needed to be confronted. Should I call Heather? That issue kept coming back to me but I continued to 
bat it away. I had 500 reasons - her insurance excess - to let her rot in hell. She was the one who had 
gotten me into this, I railed to myself. If it hadn’t been for her, I would never have met that bastard 
photographer and I wouldn’t be suffering this dreadful embarrassment. But, consuming though my 
anger was, I knew deep inside that I could not lay all the blame for this at Heather's feet. I had been a 
willing accomplice all the way through and had - in the final stages - enjoyed as much titillation as her. 
My conscience kept telling me that she deserved to know. She would be shocked and, I was sure, 
would vow revenge on whoever was directly responsible. 

At 6.30 I could contain myself no longer and punched her number into my mobile. She answered 
quickly but the hostility in her voice when she recognised it was me almost made me hang up. It felt 
like I had been slapped across the face by a stranger. In fact, my shock at her frostiness actually kept 
me glued to the phone. I was so at a loss for words that I couldn't think how to end the call. To fill the 
vacuum, I simply blurted out that photos of us were on the internet and that it seemed as if all the staff 
at Connaught Feldman knew about it. I just wanted to warn her. It was her calm response that stunned 
me. 'Oh, they're up are they?' was all she said. 

My mind felt like I was stuck in a jar of treacle. My capacity for sensible reasoning appeared to have 
vanished. Why was she not shocked? Why did she seem to know the photos would be on a website? 
Had someone told her before me? No, because she hadn’t indicated she had seen them. What was going 
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on? The jumble of questions just kept growing and I had no answers to any of them. Eventually I said: 
'You don't sound very surprised.'

'Why should I be?'

'Well, surely you didn't expect this to happen?'

'Why wouldn't I?'

'Well, you never said anything about it to me.'

'But why did you think we were taking the photos?'

'Just for the experience. Just to try something different. Just for the thrill of being naughty.' Even as I 
uttered this naïve rationale, I recognised that I sounded like a silly little schoolgirl. But it was true: that 
was how I had felt. God, it seemed so stupid now. There was nothing I would have liked more than to 
hang up but I had come this far and now I had to see it through.

'Heather, why are you treating me like this? I'm dreadfully sorry I damaged your car even though I 
don't think it was entirely my fault. I've paid your blood money anyway,' I said somewhat more 
petulantly than I had intended.

'That's something I suppose. Do you know it's going to be off the road for two weeks? And my no 
claim bonus has been suspended.'

'How could I know - you haven’t spoken to me since the accident,' was my plaintive response.

'I didn't have anything to say to you. You were shitty with me for something at Brendan's and it seemed 
as though you wouldn’t have minded something bad happening to me. Which it did.'

'Heather! I have never wished anything bad to happen to you. How could you say that?'

'Do you deny that you treated Brendan like dog shit?'

'But . . . ' was all I could stammer. Something wasn't adding up right here. Why was she angry at me for 
being cranky with Brendan?

'I don't understand, Heather. Besides, what was I supposed to think when I found you hard at it with 
him in his bedroom?'

'Did you spy on me?' her voice rose an octave as she spat out the accusation.

'No I bloody didn't! I was wandering around looking for a bathroom when I heard you two having an 
orgy.'

'Don’t be so damned melodramatic, Jennifer. We made love that's all.'

'But I thought you had feelings for me.'

'Look, Jen, you and I had a fling. A couple of bouts of passion, that's all.'

'Well it felt like more than that to me. And what about Brendan - were you going to tell me about that?'

'What's Brendan got to do with anything? He and I have sex occasionally. It's just convenient 
sometimes. He doesn’t want emotional entanglement and that suits me fine. Besides, he is a fantastic 
lover. You should try him.'

'Heather!'I exclaimed again, 'I don't want to have sex with that man. He doesn’t turn me on.'

'He would if you gave him half a chance,' she retorted.
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'How long has this been going on?'

'The first time was a couple of years ago. I suppose half a dozen times since then.'

'Why haven't you ever told me?'

'No particular reason. I guess I just thought you might respond negatively about my first set of web 
photos.'

'What first set of photos?' I asked with a sense of foreboding.

'Ah . . . well, I've done this before, you know.'

'How could I bloody know if you didn't tell me? I thought we shared everything, Heather?'

'Well, sometimes some things just don't seem right to share. Everyone has their secrets, Jen.'

'Yes, but not us. At least that's what I thought our relationship was like.'

'Look, it's no big deal, okay. Brendan provided the opportunity and I went along with it. It was quite 
fun, really.'

'What sort of photos, Heather?'

'Just a couple of sets of me taking my gear off. They were quite tame, really, compared to this last lot.'

'Did you do it deliberately?'

'Of course I did. It was great. That was the first time we had sex. He was so understanding during the 
shoot - he got me really hot - and I guess one thing led to another.'

'But you let them be displayed on the internet?'

'Yes. It was no big deal, Jennifer. In fact, I got a real thrill checking them out. There's something truly 
erotic about seeing yourself naked and knowing that anyone in the world can see and admire your 
body. I loved it.'

'But what about people who know you seeing the photos?'

'Well, no-one has ever mentioned them to me and I can’t even recall anyone looking at me strangely. 
The thing is, Jen, that there is so much of this stuff out there that no-one takes any real notice. Funny 
thing was - I ended up in three different categories. Each of the sets was listed in a different place. One 
was Amateur, one was Big Tits and the third made it to this obscure site devoted to Puffy Nipples.'

'You've done this three times?' I almost screeched.

'Four actually, counting this last lot.'

'Heather, I'm confused.' This was masterful understatement on my part. The further this conversation 
went, the more lost I was becoming. I would have sworn there was nothing about Heather I didn't know 
but now I was learning that perhaps I hadn't even begun to scratch her surface. There were more 
answers I needed.

'Tell me this: was it always your intention that the photos we took last weekend would be given to an 
internet site?'

'Yes, Jennifer,' as if patiently explaining something totally obvious to a complete moron. 'What's your 
problem? It's a harmless bit of fun and you might find it gives you a real thrill to see yourself.'
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'Actually, I've seen my photos - our photos, really - and they didn't turn me on in the least. The fact that 
everyone at Connaught Feldman is talking about them, too, has just about wrecked my entire life. How 
can I ever look any of them in the face again? How could you do this to me?'

'Oh, grow up, Jennifer. It's time you stopped behaving like a little Catholic schoolgirl. You're a woman 
and it's your entitlement to express yourself how you choose. It's your body, your life.'

'That's fine for you to say but you never even suggested to me that I might be exposed like this nor did 
you ask me if I would be willing to go along with this sick fetish of yours. Frankly, Heather, you 
disgust me.'

With that, I slammed the phone closed and sank back into the couch. Oh, if only it could swallow me 
up and end all this hideous mess. On top of everything else, I now found that I had been betrayed in the 
worst possible way by someone I had counted as my best friend. I had been suckered and I was entirely 
at a loss to understand Heather's motivation. What could have prompted her to turn on me like this? 
The tears flowed freely after that but they offered no solutions and no insights. What was to become of 
me?
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Chapter Thirteen

Things are grim when worse becomes 
worst

nable to face anybody at work, I took the coward's option and rang Melissa to say I was ill and 
that I would not be able to come in to the office. Today was Thursday and I thought that if I could 

avoid everyone until the following week, I might have worked things out a little. Ah . . . what an 
optimist!

Instead of finding relief away from work, I actually compounded my angst by suffering guilt attacks 
because I was not really sick. Talk about a glutton for punishment. I was more down than I think I had 
ever been when all of a sudden I found a new way to beat up on myself. Having all that time on my 
hands was not really helpful because I simply couldn’t figure a way out of the mess. Mind you, I just 
couldn't face anyone at work worrying about what they might be saying. I was such a failure that I 
couldn't even ease my frustration by eating. There was hardly any decent food in the apartment because 
I had been running around so much lately but now I was afraid to go to the shops for fear someone 
from work would see me and report me for not being actually ill. As if! More likely they would point at 
me and snicker that there was the woman who was happy to have the whole world view her naked 
lesbian fantasies. Sick puppy: that's what they would say about me.

My litany of woe was starting to really lengthen. It all seemed to start when I decided to break up with 
my boyfriend, Brett, only to find that he was sick of me and wanted me out of his life. That was a blow 
to the ego. Then I thought I had found solace in a new emotional and physical relationship with my 
best friend, Heather, only to find that she was just experimenting and was happy to find comfort in the 
arms of a man I now despised. That was followed by the accident in Heather's car and her consequent 
ostracism of me. And now, worst of all, came my betrayal by her and her 'lover' resulting in my 
humiliation at work. What had I done to deserve this? I was reminded of a favourite saying of my 
father to explain bad luck: You must have killed a Chinaman in a previous life. More like a whole 
bloody village!

Still, there were a couple of specks of brightness in the gloom. My win with Austral Pacific Properties 
was a coup and the bonus it would bring would provide me with some much-needed financial freedom. 
The more I dwelt on my problems, the more it seemed as though it might be best if I moved on from 
Connaught Feldman in Brisbane and use the extra money to start a new life elsewhere. Just where that 
might be was still eluding me. There was good money to be made in Sydney - and, certainly, you could 
have anonymity down there - but there was something about the place that just didn’t grab me. 
Melbourne was too cold and none of Australia's other capital cities offered enough suitable jobs. 
Perhaps it really was time to bite the bullet and go live overseas as I had dreamed of doing for many 
years. I still had nearly two years left on my lease and it was a desirable apartment so I'd have no 
trouble finding a new tenant. My furniture was of reasonable quality and would probably fetch a decent 
price. The same with my car. It had been looked after and Hondas were acknowledged for their 
retained value. My parents would protest but, after all, they were thousands of kilometres away and 
they were so busy fighting with each other they might not even miss me. No, when you added it all up 
there was not much to keep me here any longer. I would speak with Malcolm Burns on Monday and 
get the details of my bonus. Maybe, I could even get work with one of Connaught Feldman's agencies 
in Hong Kong or Singapore. Now that would be a hoot. With that glimmer of hope to sustain me I 
fantasised about possible new lives that might await me in exotic offshore locations. Surely if I was 
outside Australia no-one would recognise me from some dirty pictures on an internet site. Such 
optimism! It was a far cry from my current grim reality but I had to have something to sustain me.

U
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Midway through Friday, Brigid rang to confirm that Malcolm wanted to see me at 11.00 on Monday. 
Was I sure I would be in? Yes, I assured her. I was eager to discuss a few issues with Malcolm and my 
diary was free until late Monday afternoon. We didn't exchange many words and while I tried to pick-
up any inflection in her voice that might indicate she knew about my escapade, there was no indication 
she had. Thank god for that.

A few times during the next couple of days I used my laptop to return to the KevinsKingdom site to 
view the photos. The link was moving down the list quite fast and it seemed to be only another day or 
two before it would be gone. I wondered if they used shots like this again and again or if they had such 
an influx of photos of women wanting to get their rocks off that they didn’t need to regurgitate old 
stuff. Ian Maddox at work was the only one I knew who might know the answers - apart from that 
photographer bastard - but I certainly didn't wish to discuss the issue with either of them.

While I was on the 'net I checked out quite a few other sites and the more I saw, the less embarrassing 
my own photos seemed by comparison. Well, almost. Wow, there were some sites that left me shocked 
by people's wantonness and even depravity. Very strange stuff, indeed. I didn't want my own images 
being associated with all these others and I wondered - fruitlessly - how I might persuade the compilers 
of the Scented Sweethearts site to release them back to me. That was one of the issues I could not work 
through. Since I was not the person who submitted them, how could I persuade the operators that the 
images were truly of me and that I had not consented to their use in this manner? I was sure I was not 
the only person who had had second thoughts after seeing themselves on a PC screen in all their glory. 
But what would these web people care? If my photos were sufficiently titillating to enough male 
voyeurs, the operators would presumably be making a reasonable profit out of me and they wouldn’t be 
inclined to surrender them. It was not difficult to imagine the response of people like this to a scared 
female desperately seeking the return of evidence of her steamy lesbian fling. It would probably just 
give them a chuckle and provide yet another yarn to be told wherever it was they gathered with their 
mates to have a drink. Mongrels! 

So it was that Monday morning came around and I had come no closer to working out how to resolve 
my problem. Determined to put negativity behind me I headed off to the gym early and put in a very 
vigorous session. Unfortunately, I twisted my ankle getting off an exercise bike and had to hobble out 
of the place on one foot. I could hardly put any pressure on it and even found it difficult to drive my 
car. Still, there was my Malcolm meeting to look forward to and that helped ease the pain somewhat. It 
was Melissa's mournful mien when I got to Reception that brought me up with a jolt. No doubt she was 
simply expressing her sympathy for my predicament but it hammered home that I would have to deal 
with the office gossip today. Things couldn’t be allowed to drag on. Even so, it was a source of great 
relief that no-one came to see me prior to my 11.00 meeting. I had fully expected Helen to come 
bursting in and confront me to confirm her no doubt salacious take on my folly but she must have been 
busy. Such a change from being a busybody. Ha, ha!

I grabbed my APP folder as I headed down to Malcolm's office. Brigid ushered me straight in and I 
flashed The Big Man my brightest smile. When he stared back at me stony-faced I wanted nothing so 
much as to go to the toilet. I flushed and could feel a sheen of perspiration break out on my forehead as 
he told me to sit down in the chair in front of his desk. No jokey patter in his corner lounge today. 
Something was seriously wrong but I had no idea what. Didn’t take long to find out, though.

'Jennifer, I'm sure you know our policy on internet usage?'

Oh, god. Not this! How had he found out? Surely someone hadn't blabbed to him? He had been away 
all week so he couldn’t have heard any gossip. Perhaps Brigid had told him something. But that was 
not like her. She protected confidences both ways.

'Yes,' I managed to stammer.

'Well, how do you explain your violation of our policy on accessing inappropriate websites from your 
laptop?'

His manner was so stern and forbidding, I couldn’t think straight. He didn't seem to be the same 
person. I was used to someone who always had an easy laugh and a totally devil-may-care attitude. 
This new incarnation was scaring me. I felt thoroughly intimidated.
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'Look, I can explain,' I started as my mind desperately scrambled to find some excuse that would not 
reveal the true reason I had accessed those sites. This task was not made any easier by the sudden 
insight that Ian Maddox must have reported me. So, it was true that he had dobbed other people in for 
this infringement of company rules. It had been talked about but never confirmed. The only one - apart 
from Malcolm himself - who might reveal such details was Brigid and she never let such things slip.

'Come on, Jennifer. This is an extremely serious issue. I need your response.'

For half a second I thought I might throw myself on his mercy but one glance at the flint-hardness in 
his eyes told me that would be futile. He might as well have been wearing the black robes and skull cap 
of a judge ready to pronounce a death sentence.

'Malcolm, I got caught up in some foolishness out of work. It was a mistake and I'm really sorry. I just 
had to check out some information and I had to do it quickly so I used my laptop. Truly, I'm sorry. I 
had no intention of breaching any rules.'

'Well, I'm sorry, too, Jennifer, but I'm afraid that isn't going to help you. You see, I have been shown 
the sites you visited and what I found was deeply disturbing. So much so that I don’t even want to 
discuss it. Normally what staff do in their own time is their own business but when a senior account 
executive like you takes part in activities like this it reflects very adversely on our corporate image and 
reputation. Imagine what our clients would think if they found out that their Connaught representative 
spent her off-duty hours starring in pornography?'

'Malcolm, it wasn't like that, I can assure you,' I pleaded.

'Jennifer, the only assurance I need is what I have seen with my own eyes. I cannot begin to imagine 
what led you to this position but you are going to pay a high price for it, I'm afraid.'

'What do you mean?' I asked, dreading his next response.

'Your employment with Connaught Feldman is terminated with immediate effect. You will be escorted 
to your office and you will have three minutes to collect your personal things. Anything left behind will 
be packed up and forwarded on to you.'

'Malcolm, you can’t be serious. Tell me this isn't true. This can’t be true.' I burst into tears but even 
through this watery veil I could see his facial expression had not softened one iota. My distress was 
preventing me breathing properly and my brain was still a mush but I knew there were some things I 
had to get straightened out or I would never have another chance. With every ounce of discipline at my 
command, I forced my body to respond and calm down. 

'What about my bonus for landing APP? How much am I entitled to for that?'

'Jennifer, you can't be serious. Don't you understand that you are no longer an employee of this 
company?'

'But even if that might be the case, what has it got to do with my performance in securing a new client? 
That happened well before any breach of internet policy.'

'You're not making this any easier, are you? Look, for a start, it's not just your flagrant violation of 
company policy on visiting pornographic websites. What is on that site is even more disturbing. How 
could any company which valued its reputation employ someone who conducts themselves in such a 
manner? Worse, it's not even as if you simply did it in private. No, you have to flaunt it to the whole 
world! Your morals - or lack of them - are your own affair but when you deliberately choose to thumb 
your nose at community standards, then you have to accept you are going to pay a price for that.'

'But, Malcolm, I have been victimised in this. I had nothing to do with putting those photos on the 
internet. It was done entirely without my knowledge or my approval.'
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'That's hardly the point, Jennifer. You have acknowledged that it is you in those photos and how they 
came to be on a website is simply not relevant. Your behaviour - by the very fact that it was
photographed - is just unacceptable.'

Sensing that I was not going to budge him on my sacking, I returned to the issue of my bonus.

'All right, Malcolm, I can see your mind is made up even though I believe you are being utterly unfair 
to me. However, my bonus is another matter entirely. I earned that payment through my own hard work 
and initiative. That work was done and finalised well before any of this happened. I wanted to discuss 
it with you last week but you have been out of town.'

'Jennifer, what are you trying to suggest? How could you seriously claim that winning APP was all 
your own work? That is outrageous and you know it.'

His reaction actually stunned me and my capacity for clear thought evaporated once again although it 
was very quickly supplanted by a burning anger as I realised he was not kidding. Unless he was a 
consummate actor, he really believed what he had just said.  And that was preposterous.

'Malcolm, I met Michael Angelo in a coffee shop by chance and after having a chat with him about 
APP, I actually broached the possibility of our bidding for their work. It had nothing to do with anyone 
else.' With this, my voice became shrill and brittle. It was not enhancing my pitch for consideration.

'For your information, Jennifer, Michael and I had been discussing this project for many months before 
you happened to butt in. It is true that your presence at the pitch carried some lustre with some of the 
APP board members - if only they had seen your photos on the internet! - but all the pieces had been 
put in place well before you got involved.'

My mind could hardly come to grips with the fact that he was saying this. I retrieved my memories of 
the meeting I had with Michael and my subsequent research. Then there was that weekend I spent 
drafting concepts and basic ad layouts. All this I gushed out to Malcolm but his visage simply grew 
even angrier for reasons I couldn't fathom. 

'Are you really so naïve, Jennifer? Do you not have a clue? Do you really think it was possible to pull-
off the C-F/APP share swap at a moment's notice? These things are enormously complex and they take 
forever to work through. This project has been on the drawing board for months.'

I wanted to say that I would have thought so but the words died in my mouth like the crumbs of stale 
blue-veined cheese. The futility of my situation was obvious even through the miasma of weirdness 
and inconsistencies that was enveloping me. There were so many things that weren't quite right but I 
was just too much on the back foot to be able to marshal my mental faculties to meet the challenge. The 
injustice of what was happening here was threatening to send a tidal wave of bile up my throat. I felt 
sick, violated and brutalised. Anger was also coursing through my system but it couldn’t find a stable, 
defined target so it remained merely a distraction on the periphery. The last thing I wanted was to 
acquiesce to this lynching but I just could not find a way to fight back effectively. Thus, my parting 
shot was more bravado than conviction as I said: 'You may think you have gotten away with this, 
Malcolm, but I won't let it finish here.'

With which he leapt forward across his desk and said with absolute malice: 'Don't push your luck, 
girly. You are out of your league and you'd better understand that if you try to create trouble it will 
come back at you in ways that will break you. Just let it go or you'll wish you were dead.'

The venom of his outburst withered my remaining bravado and it hung pale and limp around me like an 
orchid flower well past its prime. He buzzed Brigid who came through the door immediately. She 
extended her immaculately-manicured hand as a gentle but firm summons to leave. I rose somewhat 
unsteadily and made my way out to the corridor and down to my own office. Hah! It wasn't that any 
longer, I kind of sneered to myself as the grim reality of my predicament pressed in on me. As I moved 
behind my old desk, I looked to Brigid for moral support but there was none. She was retrieving an old 
brown cardboard box in the corner by my pile of discarded newspapers. It hit the desk with a thump 
that again served to remind me of how different things now were. I quickly grabbed a few pens, a bottle 
opener and loose change from my top drawer; some old letters and photographs from my second 
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drawer; and some manila folders containing draft TV scripts I had dabbled with a long time ago from 
the bottom one. As Brigid glanced ostentatiously at her watch I nervously cast my eyes around the 
room. A couple of photos and my two framed degrees stood out and I grabbed them to chuck in the box 
which now had very little room left. There was a slender bookcase with many of my former textbooks 
but they weren't going to fit. I asked Brigid if they could be forwarded and she simply nodded silently. 
My diary from the top of my desk was the last item I could fit and once it was in, Brigid moved to my 
side to unsubtly suggest my time was up. I swung the carton under my arm and pushed by Brigid to 
seek sanctuary anywhere but here. She did grip my elbow briefly before I walked through my door for 
the last time as if to signify some moral support but I was having none of it at that stage. I was in a daze 
as I stumbled down the corridor and out past the Switch. It was as if the office had been subjected to a 
deadly gas attack because there was no sign of life to be seen anywhere. Even the Switch was ringing 
unanswered but no-one came near. I felt like the dead being carried away from a plague-infected house 
in olde England. There was no point saying anything to the Sphinx-like Brigid so I just scurried down 
to the car park and into my faithful car. Maintaining as much dignity as I could under the 
circumstances, I still flinched sharply as someone came out from behind a pillar. It took a moment to 
recognise it as Melissa. Dear, sweet Melissa! 

'I couldn't let you go without saying goodbye,' she whispered. 'We'll all miss you so much. This is a 
terrible thing.' This last was uttered through a torrent of tears as Mel surrendered to the passion of the 
moment. I, too, dissolved as I put my arm awkwardly around her thin shoulders through my window.

'Go on, get back inside before they catch you,' I said urgently. 'You're a beautiful person and I love you, 
Mel. Thank you so much.'

She hesitated uncertainly until I pushed her gently towards the stairs. As she moved away, I accelerated 
out into the street for the last time. All I wanted to do was gain the safety and security of my place. But 
underneath the weight of all that had happened this morning, I could still feel a glimmer of relief that I 
was out of there. That was a foolish and futile revisionist view of the situation, I knew, but it did not 
dissipate the feeling even so.
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Chapter Fourteen

Coming to grips with reality

hattered and shell-shocked, I sat in my lounge struggling to make sense of my ordeal. Fuelled by a 
couple of glasses of wine, I was now deeply in the throes of repressed dialogue syndrome. You 

know, that peculiar form of frustration - or self-flagellation - in which one mentally 'rehearses' the 
things we would have liked to have said during that important conversation that has now evaporated 
into the ether but which we continue to re-live as though it could be rewound and replayed to come up 
with a different and more satisfying conclusion. As a form of delusion it is unsurpassed given the 
complete and utter futility of it. Still, it serves as a form of healing rather much like an embalming 
process. Each time we come up with a new and telling piece of verbal virtuosity, we score some 
additional points over our absent conversational adversary. Finally there are so many make-believe 
versions of the incident in our head that the true one is buried ever deeper until even our own recall is 
confounded by fantasy and we find it difficult to fathom the true version. For most of us - those who 
retain sanity through this process - one thing remains unchanged: the outcome. We can magically 
adjust the dialogue so that our own performance is succulently sweet but there is no avoiding the harsh 
bitterness of the actual after-taste. 

In between practising great one-liners that would forever fall upon deaf ears, I asked myself myriad 
questions as I struggled to make sense of the morning's events. Just how I had been dobbed-in had risen 
to the top of the pile. In the absence of any better explanation, I guessed it had to be Ian Maddox, the 
webmaster. How he could determine my internet movements was a mystery to me but other staff 
believed he could so I accepted the situation. Who knew how these techno-geeks did their thing? What 
I couldn't work out was how Malcolm knew what my photos were like. I could understand that my web 
site visits could be tracked but I didn’t see how Malcolm, even if he had followed my electronic path, 
as it were, could have stumbled across the very site that featured Heather and I. There were literally 
hundreds, perhaps thousands, of sites compiled under the various links on the KevinsKingdom site and 
I couldn’t imagine Malcolm or anyone else patiently trawling through them all to find my stuff. No, 
they had to have been tipped-off and that left only two possible candidates: Heather and that bastard 
photographer. I still couldn’t bring myself to use his actual name. My initial reaction on discovering his 
tryst with Heather was shock which grew into intense dislike. But my negative reaction to him had now 
elevated by a factor of ten. The thing that entirely eluded me was why he would want to make my life 
such a misery? I had never done anything to him. Indeed, I had been exceptionally generous, I felt. A 
logical conclusion was that he had sold my images to these pornographers but that was not necessarily 
so. The notices I had read on the sites we had visited suggested people were more than willing to 
submit their images for free - just to see themselves on the internet and get titillated by it.

Oh, if only Brett was still around. With everything else in my life turning to sack-cloth and ashes, he 
was - by contrast - almost a shining light. He was big and strong and tough and more than anything else 
I really wanted someone to go and bash Mr Happy Snaps' head in. Well, to be fair, I wasn't actually a 
fan of violence but even so I sure wanted some harm to come to that mongrel. I wanted done unto him 
what he had done unto me. And that damage kept growing by the hour, it seemed.

But what if it wasn't him, what if it was Heather? My mind had trouble coming to grips with that 
notion, however. She had been a real bitch lately, it was true, but I just couldn't imagine her wanting to 
hurt me as much as this episode had. Still as I replayed fragments of our last - tense - conversation, I 
found it easier to conceive she had willingly, perhaps even deliberately, got my pictures onto the 
Internet. Her motivation for doing so without even mentioning it to me remained shrouded in mystery. 
It was unfathomable. My desperate desire for moral and emotional support was unrequited. The 
difficulty was that I was ashamed of the trigger for all this and could not reveal to any of my other 
friends just what had caused my sacking. That was a huge frustration but one that I couldn’t seem to 
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budge. I wanted their comfort and verbal healing but the price to pay - revealing the truth of my 
predicament - was just too high.

Still, with a few more wines under my belt, I was beginning to feel quite anaesthetised. So much so that 
I had started thinking about my refuge of last resort: dad. He was always my friend in a time of crisis. 
Many daughters turn to their mothers but my relationship with Bettina was difficult. She was fiercely 
protective of me and loved nothing more than to boast about me to her wide circle of friends. Truth 
was, however, I found her cloying and domineering. She always felt she knew what was best for me 
and had no hesitation in telling me what I should do in any given circumstance. Nor would she let it go 
at making her views known. No, this woman would nag and nag until she got her own way, entirely 
ignoring the fact that it was my life. It was as if the obstetrician had forgotten to sever the umbilical at 
my birth and mother felt compelled to continue her version of life-support for me. These days we were 
quite estranged given my move to Queensland many years ago. There had been hell to pay at the time 
with daily, then weekly, then fortnightly phone calls to ostensibly ask after my health and well-being 
but, truth be known, to inflict guilt upon me and make me feel tawdry for having deserted her. The 
sheer pressure of her challenge to my flight to freedom was eventually so great that I faltered and 
actually invited her to come north to be close to me. The relationship between her and Andrew had all 
but ended by then, though they still had a couple of years of pretence left to live through before 
admitting to their friends what all and sundry already knew: that it was a marriage in name only. Thank 
God for me she refused the offer of 'travelling north' to continue her pretence of a 'perfect relationship'. 
It was only - I suspected - that so many of her society peer group eventually succumbed to divorce or 
separation that enabled  Bettina to finally bite the bullet and allow Andrew to go his own way. He was 
such a wuss that he would have tolerated unhappiness forever to avoid the conflict of actually telling 
Bettina that he didn’t want to be with her any longer. Finally, she saved him the trouble and enabled 
herself to be the 'victor' by announcing that she was leaving him. The fact that he was a well-known, if 
discreet, philanderer mattered not a jot to Bettina. If she was seen to be the one to end the relationship, 
she, in her own mind at least, emerged the victor.

So it was that Bettina remained queen of her social circle in and around Adelaide and enjoyed the 
snobbishness of feeling that anyone living north of Sydney was probably adversely affected mentally 
by the sub-tropical heat. She hated flying and would never drive such a vast distance, so my freedom 
was quite protected here in Brisbane. The difficulty I had with dad - which was never normally a 
problem - was that I always confided in him. Whenever a substantial crisis arose, I would gush out 
everything to him and he would patiently lead me through the circumstances until an avenue of 
resolution became apparent. Andrew was very clever like that. It was part of his journalist's training: an 
ability to marshal facts, in a way that he chose, to lead readers to a carefully-constructed conclusion. 
Dad always drew a distinction between journalists and reporters. He had an opinion on everything and 
he was never shy of making it known. As such he resiled from simply reporting the facts and preferred 
to embellish his stories with opinion. Strictly speaking this was anathema to journalistic ethics but he 
assured me it was almost second nature in contemporary media and any close reading of today's papers 
confirmed it. These days he was a feature writer so expressing his opinions was part and parcel of his 
role now. My issue was how I could broach the subject of my sacking to him without revealing the 
cause. A few more slurps of the vino, however, and my need to talk to someone - anyone - overcame 
all else. I dialled his number at The West Australian and asked for Andrew Clothier in Editorial. 

'I'm sorry but Andrew is not at his desk at the moment, do you want to try his mobile?' came the 
response from the news room.

'Yes, I'll do that, thanks.'

Two wrong numbers later, I came to the conclusion that I was more wasted than I had realised and I 
struggled up to find my diary with dad's number in it. Swaying precariously, I made it back to the 
couch and, again after two botched efforts, managed to push the right numbers. 

'Hello, Andrew Clothier.'

His voice sounded so clear and strong even though he was 3000 kilometres away that I burst into tears 
before I could even say my name.

'Who is that?' he queried. 'Hello, can I help you?'
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'Dad, it's me, Jennifer,' I sobbed before starting to blubber uncontrollably again.

'Jennifer! What's wrong, darling? Has something happened? Now calm down and tell me where you 
are.'

I could hear the scraping of chairs and some muttered conversation. Had I been less out of it, I would 
have realised that with Perth in a time zone three hours behind us, he was probably in the middle of a 
long lunch. It was simply what he did most days. Extracting information from his sources, he called it 
but it was simply an excuse to foster his alcoholism. 

'I'm okay, dad. There's nothing seriously wrong. I just need to talk to you,' I managed to get out.

'Look, I'm just leaving a lunch. Let me get outside and I'll call you straight back.'

Since we didn't chat that often anymore, I gave him my number and told him it wasn't urgent.

It was only a couple of minutes later, however, that he rang back to say he had retrieved his car and 
was now safely parked off the main drag and able to talk without interruption.

'So, what's going on, darling?'

'Oh, dad, I'm so sorry to trouble you. I know you're busy and I don't want to burden you with my 
problems.'

'Had a couple of drinks, have we? Well, never mind. And don't worry about disturbing me; you've 
probably saved me from a real piss-up that might have gone till dinner-time. Now: stop farting around 
and tell me what's happened. The suspense is killing me.'

'I've been sacked.'

'But why? I thought you were their golden-haired girl?'

'It's a long story, dad, and I don't really want to go into it if you don't mind. Let's just say I think they've 
behaved like bastards and been really unfair. I wanted to talk to Heather but she and I have had a 
falling out and there's no-one left I can turn to.' He had met Heather once or twice on his occasional 
forays into the Sunshine State and they had established a solid rapport given their shared occupation.

'Well, I'll take being your confidant-of-last-resort as a compliment, kiddo. Glad I'm up towards the top 
of your list. And glad it's me and not your mother you turned to! But what's with you and Heather? I 
thought you two were as thick as thieves?'

'We were, dad, but I pranged her car the other day and she got really shitty with me and sent me a bill 
for $500 for her excess payment. I wouldn't have minded but I don’t think the accident was really my 
fault.'

'Were either of you hurt?'

'No. We got sideswiped by some hoons who raced off before the cops could get there and they didn’t 
leave their details.'

'You got their number-plate, though?'

'I knew you'd bloody ask that! No, we didn't. It was just one of those things. The whole thing was a 
screw-up from whoa to go.'

'All right, all right. But tell me about work. What really happened, darling? I need to know if I'm to 
help you.'

'Look, it's a long story but I got busted for accessing some porno web sites on my work computer.'
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'God, that happens here quite often. It's amazing because at least five people I've heard about have been 
sacked because of it. It just seems to be something employers simply won't tolerate any more. But why 
were you accessing sites like that? And why were you doing it at work?'

Even in my inebriated state I knew we were straying too close to the truth now and I tried to fob him 
off by saying I was just doing some research. He was having none of it, though.

'Jennifer, it doesn't bother me what you look at on the internet. After all, you're a woman now and what 
you choose to do is your own business. I can’t deny that I have a bit of a trawl around some of those 
sites myself from time to time. Your mother and I rarely saw eye to eye but we had a good sex life and 
it gets lonely these days now that we're separated. Still . . . I don't understand why you'd be researching 
something like that at work. Have you got some sort of a weird new client?'

I told him No and tried to steer him away but, in true journalist's fashion, he kept asking probing 
questions until at last I cracked and confessed that I'd been told there were dirty pictures of me on an 
internet site and I had gone looking to check out if it was true. Once that hole in my defences was 
breached it was as if the floodgates were opened. Out it all poured. Well, not quite all of it. Even 
though I was by now so pissed I could hardly have stood up, something deep inside kept me from 
admitting just what the photos were and how they came to be taken. Even a wonderfully broad-minded 
and accommodating Father Confessor has his limits. Still, he got to know that I had posed naked for 
some strange photographer whom I hardly knew and that this pervert had subsequently - and without 
my permission - sold them or given them away to a porno website. 

The silence on dad's end of the phone indicated he was mulling-over this information. I was on the 
verge of gushing out even more detail but - and perhaps it was divine intervention, who knows - I 
managed to keep my mouth shut. A clearing of his throat told me instinctively that he had mentally 
prepared his lecture and was about to deliver it.

'Jennifer, darling, you know how much I love you. Whatever happens in your life you need to 
understand that I love you unconditionally. Even if you should somehow - god forbid - be charged with 
murder one day, I would still be there for you. That's parental love, as I see it. No matter whatever 
happens to you and or what trouble you might get into, I am here for you. Doesn't matter how bad it 
might be, okay? I can't say I'm over the moon with happiness at what you've told me but I am deeply 
appreciative that you've had the guts to tell me honestly about the mess you're in. Frankly, I can't help 
but feel that there's something else in this equation but I'll accept what you've told me.'

'Thank you, dad, I love you so much,' I interrupted with a slurring that I simply could not disguise.

'Yes, well, we'll leave that for the moment, okay? Now, first things first, all right? Do you want your 
job back? Do you believe you were unfairly dismissed?'

God, he didn't miss a trick. That was an issue I hadn't even considered yet. I was convinced in every 
fibre of my being that my sacking was unfair and that I had been unjustly wronged. Yet my mind 
hadn’t gone to the possibility that I might want my job back. The funny thing was, now that I started to 
think about it, the prospect was unappealing.  I knew as an article of faith that I shouldn’t really have 
been sacked but there was no groundswell of emotion in me that demanded I wanted it back.

'No, I don't . . . look, dad, I'm sorry but I've got to go. Please can I call you back tomorrow?'

'Sure. You okay?'

But by then I had lurched off the couch and was hurtling towards the bathroom desperately hoping I 
would make it in time. As I hung my head over the toilet bowl, every other consideration in the world 
faded away. God, but there's nothing worse than vomiting. It's the pits. There was some slight relief in 
getting all that crap out of my system but it didn't really make me feel much better. Still, it made me 
stop thinking about everything else and all I wanted to do was crawl into bed and hide away from the 
world. If only I had someone to cuddle me and make all my pain go away. Alas, no such luck for me. I 
was cold and shivering and huddled into the littlest ball that was physically possible. On the positive
side, I was still alive and breathing but that was no consolation at all.
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Chapter Fifteen

Revenge is a dish best served cold

y habit of keeping a giant glass of water on my bedside table was a godsend. As was usually the 
case when I drank too much, my sleep was disturbed and not very restful. A cork tossed into a 

shore break on a surf beach could not have tossed and turned more than I did that dark and dreadful 
night. Every demon I had ever imagined paid me a visit while Satan raised the temperature of hell so 
high that I nearly perished from thirst. Or so it seemed until, finally, dawn crept through my curtains 
and forced me back into consciousness. Even the doof-doof drumming that vibrated the inside of my 
head like the skins on a set of bongos during a live concert encore was a welcome respite from the 
hallucinatory goblins that had permeated my nightmares during that long and feverish night of despair. 

As I fought back waves of nausea during the battle to boil the billy for a cup of coffee, I reflected on 
the fact that I was my father's daughter. Was there an alcoholic gene entwined in our family's DNA? 
Certainly, there was no denying we both had the taste for the grog. Ever since I had turned eighteen, I 
could remember pushing the limits of alcohol consumption, though I never displayed the more obvious 
signs of what others might call a true alcoholic. I never drank in the morning. I never hid bottles around 
the apartment. I never told lies about my consumption. And while I readily admitted that I drank too 
much, too often, I only occasionally staggered to bed. The big question was this: was my honesty about 
my drinking a sign of sensible awareness or was I merely pushing my own buttons to try to convince 
myself I didn't have a problem when I actually did? These thoughts ran around my head like a merry-
go-round that had overshot its go-slow, fail-safe mechanism. I had no answers and the very issue 
merely made me more unwell.

You wouldn’t think you could doze off after a cup of coffee but I managed it. An hour had passed and I 
felt strong enough now to stagger to the bathroom for a hot spa bath. This was both a form of torture 
but also a remedy. The trick was to get it as hot as you could handle so that you sweated out as many of 
the toxins in your system as comfort would permit. A medico might have said this was a flight of fancy 
but I felt it worked for me and even a placebo effect was better than my current level of suffering. I 
started with it fairly warm: so much so that I felt my vagina twitch like an egg bobbing in boiling 
water. But, good ex-Catholic girl that I was, I pushed ahead with my punishment. I turned the hot tap 
on again and raised the temperature some more. I did so three or four times until my skin was bright 
red and sweat was oozing from every pore. Uh, oh! Gone too far. A coil of queasiness unleashed itself 
deep in my gut and travelled upwards at surprising speed. I barely managed to flip over the edge of the 
bath and make it to the toilet bowl before I lost my coffee and some remnants of the previous day's 
excesses. The frigid embrace of the blue-patterned white tiles was a caress like no other. It soothed my 
burning skin and helped reduce the nausea. Still weakened but now on the path to rejuvenation, I 
hoisted myself upright and made it back to the bedroom to clothe myself and make ready for whatever 
might lie in store on this bleak Tuesday.

It was still only a little after 9.00 so it was too early to call back dad. Besides, I still had to work out 
just what I had told him. I could recall with a sick feeling of guilt that I had said too much but just how 
much I was still unsure. I returned to the couch to try to jog my memory and, amazingly, it worked 
reasonably well. I knew I had rung off without saying goodbye properly but I could recall that he knew 
I was pissed so he had probably worked out what had happened. What was worse was thinking about 
what I had told him. He knew now that his one and only daughter was a pervert who had plastered dirty 
pictures of herself across the internet so that any dickhead anywhere in the world who wanted to slake 
his pathetic fantasies could get his rocks off while viewing her nakedness. That was bad enough. God 
forbid he might ever find out that this escapade also involved Heather and that my romp was not just an 
experiment in liberation but a lewd, lesbian lust session. His willingness to forgive anything might just 
be stretched a little too far by that scenario. At which point my mobile rang. Assuming it was dad, I 
grabbed it from the coffee table and answered it eagerly, if a tad uneasily.

M
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'That you, dad?'

'Ah . . . no, Jennifer, it's Brett.'

'Brett,' I squealed in a way that made me cringe. God, I sounded like a love-sick puppy. But then my 
battered and bruised memory kicked in and I recalled my unfortunate recent interactions with Brett: the 
break-up and the return of our photos. 'So, what can I do for you,' I followed-up in a voice that dropped 
in pitch like a newsreader addressing an audience.

'I was just wondering if you were okay?'

'Yes, I am, thank you,' I responded somewhat more tersely than I had really intended. Hey, my 
brainwaves were still fairly scrambled and it was hard to co-ordinate a sensible response to what was 
an unanticipated surprise. 'Why do you ask?'

'Ah . . . look, if I'm intruding, I'm sorry. As I say, I was just wondering how you were and if things 
were going okay for you?'

'Hey, I'm just trying to work out why you've contacted me now?'

'What do you mean? I don’t know what you're getting at.'

'Sure, like someone hasn't tipped you off!'

'Jennifer, I really don't understand. Are you sure you're okay?'

'Of course I'm okay! I've just lost my job, I've lost my reputation and I've been done out of a major 
bonus. And the guy who dumped me and two-timed me is calling out of nowhere to rub my nose in it. 
How the fuck do you think I am?'

Even I was shocked into silence for a moment after this outburst. Where had it come from? I knew I 
was upset but I didn't think I was distraught. Even to myself I sounded a little on the edge. Perhaps - if I 
was honest - a little over the edge. Keep a grip on it, girl. 

'I don't know what you are talking about, Jen. Honest, I don't. Haven’t got a clue what you're on about.'

'Well, I don't feel like discussing it with you. How could you be so callous as to return every single 
keepsake you had of me? You could have thrown them in the bin and I would never have been the 
wiser. But to send them back to me like that . . . well, it was cruel. It was a lousy rejection and now, 
here you are, ready to scoff at me.'

'Will you listen to me, please, Jennifer!' This was delivered quite sternly and I did actually stop and 
take greater notice of what he was saying.

'I spoke with your father the other week and he suggested I call you. Didn't think we should have split 
up and urged me to see if I could make a go of it again with you. I said I'd try but look where that's got 
me.'

I pondered his statement for a moment and asked: 'Why did you two-time me? How could you have 
been so callous?'

'What do you mean? I've never dated anyone since I first met you. Well . . . I did have two dates with a 
girl I already knew before we met but, once we'd . . . ah'm . . .  teamed-up, that was it for me. I can tell 
you honestly that I have never been unfaithful to you. Not for a moment. Haven't even wanted to.'

'But I was told that you were taking-out some tart while we were still together.'

'Who told you that? It's an absolute lie. Who said that?'
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'Helen in our office. She said she'd been told by . . . ' But all of a sudden I couldn't remember who 
Helen said had told her. Maybe she hadn’t named anyone as the source. Try as I might, my mushy 
brain just wouldn’t replay that tidbit of information. So I tried a different tack.

'What were you doing calling my father? Even I don't get to talk with him often,' I whimpered. Whew! 
That was a cry from the heart and it just snuck up on me. The emotion of this situation was getting to 
me.

'Jennifer, just understand one thing, okay? I care for you. Have ever since I met you and I always will. 
But if you are determined to freeze me out I guess I can't stop you. I'm sorry if you didn't want me to 
intrude and I won't bother you again.

With that he was gone! Poof . . . into the ether like he had never existed. Stupidly, I stared at the phone 
as if it would deliver him up to me again. But it didn’t happen. I could have dialled Number Recall but 
I wanted some breathing space; needed to digest what he had been trying to say. He made out like he 
actually cared for me and denied ever having cheated on me. What if he hadn't? What if that story had 
been a mistake? But, no, he had still floored me by saying he, too, wanted to break up and then he had 
callously thrown our keepsakes in my face. But what was he doing calling my father? And why had 
dad not mentioned it last night? Maybe he did? No, no matter how pissed I was, I would have 
remembered something like that. And what if he hadn't known about my sacking from C-F or that 
dreadful internet shemozzle? Nah, the whole bloody world would know all about it by now. I wouldn’t 
be able to go outside my door for fear of being laughed at by hoons and perverts spotting me on the 
street. My whole life would for evermore be haunted by yells of  'Show us yer tits' coming from louts 
who drooled at nights in front of their computer screens. God, but I was feeling sorry for myself. Mind 
you, wallowing in self pity seemed a legitimate activity given what I had been through the past week. 
Calling dad was what I wanted t do but it was still too early in Perth. So, I had another nap. And it must 
have had remarkable restorative powers because it led to an equally remarkable turnaround in my 
mental well-being.

Whatever thoughts meandered through my subconscious during that nap I have no recollection, but 
there was one notion that had taken up residence in my frontal lobes and which commandeered my 
critical faculties to the exclusion of virtually all else when I clawed my way back to consciousness. It 
was that I was by now heartily sick of being a victim. All manner of people and events had conspired in 
recent weeks to effectively kick the living crap out of me. Well, enough was enough. I was not 
normally a meek and mild creature but I had been thrown well and truly off-balance by life's little 
adventures lately and their seemingly rapid-fire onslaught had overwhelmed me, making me much 
more reticent and tentative than usual. That was not representative of my normal state of mind. Without 
putting a gloss on it, I was a kick-arse type of person. But both my mental and physical immune 
systems appeared to have been out of whack lately. I had buckled when normally I would have sprung 
back like a piece of high-tensile steel. But no more. Things had to change and if I didn't initiate that 
change, no-one else would.

Where to start, though? My bravado might have been returning from its recent repressed isolation but 
there was no clear pathway forward. I had to take stock. The first thing, really, was my self-belief. 
Despite all that had happened, I honestly believed I was a good person. I made it a point not to hurt 
other people and I had in recent years suppressed my youthful sarcastic tendencies which had inflicted 
much embarrassment on various people who had suffered some of my caustic witticisms. What I saw 
as witty bonhomie they felt as hurtful denigration. It was when I realised that I was burning every new 
friend I made that I curtailed my tendency to lampoon others. These days I restrained my verbal agility 
to what I hoped was a lambent wit which generated laughter without the hurt. I had also made self-
deprecating humour my stock-in-trade and found that this was a fine stimulus for friendship. Not that I 
formed many close attachments. My easy ability to play the clown and entertain others masked an 
insularity that was not so much a rejection of others, merely a contentment with my own company. I 
could live in my head quite easily without the necessity for others to provide a foil for my thoughts. 
Thus it was that Heather was my closest friend; perhaps my only true confidant. Still,  it seemed that 
that relationship was now doomed although I couldn’t figure out what had turned Heather so 
steadfastly against me. Certainly she was dotty about her car but not, I felt, so much so that she would 
turn on me the way she had. No, I was missing something aboput all these events; some key that would 
unlock a different reality and provide me with a new perspective that would sudedenly make sense of 
the madness that had enveloped my life lately.
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What I needed was more information. There were a million questions in my head and no sensible 
answers. But where to commence? Connaught Feldman was an obvious starting point though the fact 
that I was person non gratis and the subject of humiliating gossip made that a daunting prospect. There 
was one person who might help me, however, so I grabbed the phone and dialled a familiar number, 
ready to drop it like a hot cake if the wrong voice answered. I needn't have worried as the silky tones of 
young Melissa soothingly invited callers to divulge how she could help them. In a passing flash I 
wondered just what sort of weird comments that invitation might sometimes generate. Melissa's 
inquiring: 'Hello, is anyone there?' brought me back to my task.

'Hi, Mel, it's me, Jennifer. Can you talk?'

'Jennifer!' she gushed but in a sotto voce restrained style. 'What are you doing?' How lovely to hear 
from you. What's happening?'

'Ah, Melissa, you sweet creature, I thought. Young and naïve and delightfully unsullied by the 
cynicism that steadily accretes to our personas as we tackle ever more of life's testing challenges. Mel 
was a shining light. She radiated warmth and sincerity and never had a bad word for anyone. Why 
hadn’t I appreciated her qualities more when I had the chance?'

'Are you there, Jennifer?'

'Sorry, mate. I was just thinking about what a wonderful person you are. Got a bit distracted, forgive 
me. Look, I wondered if you might trust me enough to spare me some time so I can tr to explain to you 
what happened. I'll understand if you don’t want to risk being seen with me but I would like to see you 
again.'

'Oh, Jennifer, sure I'd like to see you. Would you mind, maybe, if I came around to your place? I could 
probably make it after work tonight?'

'That would be fine, Mel. There's a spare car park next to mine under the building and you can come up 
without anyone from work ever knowing you were here. Are you sure you wouldn’t mind?'

'Of course not, silly. Just give me your address and I'll see you some time after 5.30.'

After supplying the details, I rang off and put on a quick load of washing before changing into my 
running gear and going for a jog around the neighbouring parkland. The residual effects of last night's 
excess constrained me to a slow shuffle at the outset but gradually my rhythm returned and my body 
settled into an easy pace that allowed my mind to switch off from external stimuli and focus inwardly. 
While my customary regime of regular exercise had taken a beating recently, I retained an inherent 
fitness that was deeply satisfying. As my body sweated out more toxins, I could feel confidence and 
energy replenishing themselves from some mystical reservoir. More than anything else, I felt myself 
coming back to life. With it came a burning desire to right some of the wrongs that I felt had been done 
to me. I wanted to dance on the graves of a few people whom I felt deserved a real comeuppance. Only 
trouble was, it was a pretty lengthy list.

As I returned home to shower and change, I tried dad's mobile but there was no answer. I called his 
work but was told he was on an assignment and no-one was quite sure just where he was. It was kind of 
his mates to cover for him, I thought, but no doubt he was simply on  a long luncheon trying to use the 
persuasive force of alcohol to get a dining companion to reveal some tantalising tidbits that could be 
massaged into a reasonable story that would be as long on conjecture as it was short on facts. Still, it 
was an art form and only great experience could permit practitioners of this tatty style of journalism to 
get away with it. Anyway, I could talk! Dad at least had a job and a reputation that was relatively intact 
- more than I could say for myself at the moment. Ah, well. Forcibly pushing these thoughts to the back 
of my mind for a while I showed enormous self-control and discipline by cleaning the apartment as a 
prelude to getting my life back in order. When I was at school, the Catholic nuns had frequently told us 
that a sound mind resided in a healthy body. If I put the physical pieces of my life back together then 
my mental well-being should follow suit. A Deepak Chopra tape pumped a geyser of positive mental 
attitude into me and by the time the doorbell went, I was ready to rumble!
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'Hi, Jen. Good to see you. Hey, I'm really sorry about what happened.'

'Shut it, you, and come inside.' Clutching her wrist, I gently ushered her into the lounge and sat her 
down. Not wanting to get sucked into the excesses of last evening again my only offer to Melissa was a 
cup of tea but she didn't seem to mind and asked for two sugars. When we had shuffled through the 
usual pleasantries, albeit with some awkwardness due to my sudden and unanticipated departure from 
C-F, I brought the conversation around to my fact-finding mission. Explaining that Brett had phoned
me out of the blue and was mystified by the accusation that he had two-timed me, Melissa pondered the 
circumstances of that particular piece of gossip.

'It was Helen who told me but I can't remember who she said had told her. I do recall that Helen was 
pretty confident of her source. There was no doubt in her mind that Brett was carrying on with 
someone else.'

'But who is this girl?' I probed.

'Don't know. Never met her and had never heard of he before this.'

'So, was there anything else said about Brett or her?'

'No, just that he was schmoozing her in this pub.'

Bastard, I thought. He had been up to something. What a fool I was getting sucked in by his superficial 
sincerity.

'Oh, that's right,' chirped Melissa, 'I'm pretty sure Helen said someone called Heather had told her. She 
said she knew you and that's why the story was reliable.'

This little bold from the blue took my breath away. It stunned me and I tried not to let on that this 
Heather was supposedly my best friend. Most of the chats Heather and I had were mobile to mobile so 
the few calls that came through the switch for me from Heather might not ring a bell for Mel. Certainly 
she didn't say anything so I was happy to let the subject drop. I steered the conversation in other 
directions and Mel appeared not to notice my reticence to pursue the gossip issue any further. She said 
that staff at work were upset and even angry about my dismissal but most were too scared to rock the 
boat b y taking my side. Mind you, some felt I had been my own worst enemy and didn't deserve 
sympathy but others said I should have been given a second chance.

Trying to reveal how I had come to have such revealing photos taken was truly a difficult task. The 
thing was that I wasn't really sure how it had happened myself. My frecollections were necessarily hazy 
gven the influence of alcohol and dope on each occasion. Now, there was obviously a warning in that 
assessment but I was not willing to confront it just yet. Better to let some tricky issues remain swept 
under the carpet, eh? But Mel's tea cup was now empty and I felt it necessary to offer some explanation 
for the photo fiasco. If only one would come to mind! In desperation, I plunged in without knowing 
just where I was headed. 

'Have you ever felt a real attachment to someone else; someone you like and truly trusted?'

'Sure.'

'No, I mean someone . . . oh, I don’t know. Look, what happened with those photos was something I 
never, ever expected would happen. It all came about purely by chance. Frankly, drinking too much 
was a key contributing factor so let that be a warning to you.' I couldn’t control myself but I could 
lecture others, that was a laugh!

'By the way, have you actually seen them?'

'Yes, as a matter of fact, I happened to take some mail up to Ian Maddox one day. I remember he nearly 
died when I spoke to him. He hadn't heard me coming and he got a real fright. In fact, it was because he 
nearly jumped out of his skin that I looked at his computer screen. It was a natural reaction, I didn't 
mean to pry.  I recognised you straight away. Well, I didn't really think it could be you but I certainly 
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thought it looked like you. I was about to run back to the Switch when Ian grabbed my wrist and swore 
me to secrecy. He said it involved a serious breach of company policy and that there would be trouble. 
He said I shouldn't get involved. I wanted to tell you but I didn't know what to say and I was just too 
scared, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to let you down.'

'That's fine, Melissa. I would expect you to do anything. It was all way out of your hands.' That was 
Mel: never one to push tricky issues or poke her nose in where it wasn't wanted. But even given her 
refreshing simplicity, I couldn’t think of a sensible reason for my experimentation. Try as I might, the 
words just would not come to mind. The fact was, I simply couldn’t find an adequate explanation to 
enlighten anyone as to just how this misadventure had come about. The more I wanted to protest that it 
was simply a naïve and quite innocent folly of self-indulgence, the more inadequate that suggestion 
seemed. In the end I resorted to simply telling Melissa what had happened - well, a very condensed 
version of it - without trying to explain it. I told her I had a very dear friend with whom I shared all my 
secrets and who meant more to me than just about anyone else. That we had got drunk one evening and 
she had come on to me. That we had ended up exploring each other's bodies and that the experience, 
while challenging for me initially, was still very pleasant. I admitted that I had never anticipated such a 
thing happening and that I had never really wanted it to. And that I was not gay.

In response, Mel wanted to know how come there were photos of it. Oh god, was there no end to this 
nightmare? How was I to explain this?

So, I said that my friend had seduced one night after a party at her place. Another friend of hers, a 
photographer, had stayed late and had started taking photos while I was unaware of what was 
happening. This seemed farcical, even to me, and Mel certainly looked dubious. I had to admit that I 
had drunk way too much alcohol and that it was probably about time I started to curb my drinking. As 
you know, there was more to tell but I just couldn't summon the strength to take this conversation any 
further. Fortunately, Melissa seemed to have heard enough to last her a lifetime and she certainly didn't 
ask any more questions. Having reached a nadir of serious embarrassment and weakness, I did ask her 
if she could forgive my folly and please not condemn me for my own stupidity. In true Mel style she 
gushed that she still thought I was a lovely person and that she would always care for me. Her altruistic 
trust was, in a way, more condemnatory than a judicial sentencing.

Recognising the potential of our get-together was nearly exhausted, I tried to elicit some more 
information from her about the events of the past two weeks but - not knowing what I was even looking 
for - it was a fairly fruitless exercise. Melissa was so trusting she hardly ever saw the actions of others 
in a negative connotation. Still, there was one other snippet I found interesting and it was that Michael 
Angelo had been a frequent visitor to Malcolm Burns. It probably meant nothing but it did register an 
impact with me.

We swapped sweet talk for a little while longer but were, I suspect, both relieved when she said she had 
to take off for an evening yoga class. We swapped cheek kisses at the door and swore to stay in touch 
though I couldn’t help but think it might be quite a while before we had a heart-to-heart again.
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Chapter Sixteen

The world is full of surprises

hen my mobile started its rendition of Ravel's Bolero I reached out to grab it. Truth be known I'd 
rather listen to my ring-tone than answer my calls. Still, duty must be done and so it is that we 

respond like Pavlov's dogs when our umbilical to the global telecommunications net summons our 
presence. Not knowing who it is ringing (mostly) we obey like automatons when the ring tone chirps. 
The remarkable thing is not that we can be contacted almost anywhere in the world these days, it is that 
we allow this invasion of our privacy and - worse - that we are so gormless that we lack the spine to 
refuse to answer. Just because we can be contacted we feel we should allow ourselves to be. What 
stupidity!

As living proof of humanity's fearfulness of insularity, I breathed my name into the mobile's 
microphone. The basso profundo voice on the other end was unmistakeably my dad's. It was a 
reflection of the exact number of cigarettes and bourbons that he had consumed during his career as 
one of society's gupper fish - cleansing lurking predators of the detritus of their previous conquests: 
superficially independent but undeniably reliant on the wages of their sins. Putting such fleeting 
ruminations to one side, I slipped into accepted norm and engaged my caller.

'Dad: how wonderful of you to call me back. Thank you. How is your day going?'

'I'm fine, darling, but - more to the point - how are you now?'

'Yeah - I'm sorry about the other night, dad. Had a sip too many, I must confess. Was just a little in my 
cups, I'm afraid.'

'That much I know, my precious. But don’t try to fob me off. You were very upset and I want to know 
whether you are all right.'

'I'm okay - truly, dad. I got myself into a mess but I'm working my way out of it. I was stupid but at 
least I know I've made a mistake and I most assuredly won't be repeating it.'

'I'm glad to hear you say that, Jennifer, and I never really doubted it. You are a fine woman and I have 
untold faith in you. Still, it was disturbing to hear you in such obvious distress. Now, I want you to 
listen to me carefully. I've called in a few favours since you phoned. You can rest assured that those 
photos have gone from public view. You will never have to worry about anyone seeing them again.'

'But how, dad? I don't understand.'

'Ah, mate, when you've been in this game as long as I have you build up quite a network. I called-in 
some favours from some police mates of mine. And if you think I've got a good network, any cop 
worth his salt knows someone who knows just about everybody else on the planet. These internet 
operators tread a fine line and they don't want to push their luck against the long arm of the law. A 
polite request led to a quick and positive response. Surrendering a couple of photos is way less hassle 
than having to face court on some trumped-up charges. In polite society it might be called blackmail -
to me, it's just exercising some influence. Any which way, you don’t have to worry anymore.'

My father's assurances were music to my ears but there was a jarring note in the recital. It was 
wonderful that he had supposedly got rid of those photos: but how? Had he seen them? That was a 
notion I just didn't want to countenance.

W
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'Dad, you must know that that is wonderful news. I can't thank you enough. But, also, I can't apologise 
enough that you were caught up in this. I am really sorry that this ever happened. It wasn't like 
whatever you thought it was. I . . . I just got caught up in something that seemed like a bit of fun at the 
time. I now realise the consequences of such silliness and I'm truly sorry it unfolded this way.'

'Jenny, Jenny, Jenny, what were you thinking?'

'Oh, dad, it's such a long story. I never thought it could ever turn out this way. I got suckered.'

'Well, it sure seems that way, darling.'

I simply couldn’t avoid the one question I just didn't want to ask: 'Dad, did you see the photos?'

There was an audible intake of breath on his end of the call and a lengthy delay while he clearly 
debated what his answer would be.

'Yes, I did, as it happens. They were emailed to me at home.'

'Oh, god,' I groaned.

'Well might you say that,' he intoned as he twisted the stiletto of guilt between my ribs.

'Dad, I don't know what to say. I am so ashamed.'

'Well . . .  I can’t say I disagree with that view. What you did was stupid and totally lacking in 
commonsense. I really thought you were smarter than to get caught up in something like that.'

'I know, I know. Look, I can't ever explain to you how it happened, dad, I'm just sorry that it did, okay?'

'That's fine, I'm just glad I was able to help.'

'Will you ever forgive me?'

'Darling, you surely must know by now that as your father I can forgive you anything. I will always 
love you, no matter what. It just distresses me that you could have exposed yourself to such harm.'

'Thank you,' I muttered remorsefully.

'Look, you needn't feel guilty about exploring your sexuality. That doesn't bother me at all. Your 
preferences are your own and I will accept whatever path you choose to wander along. The issue for 
me is how those photos came to be on the internet.'

'It would take a long time to tell you, dad, and it's just too embarrassing. But I have learned my lesson, 
I can assure you. I just don’t want you to think I am some kind of slut. Or that I am a lesbian.'

'Well, I can't pretend that the evidence suggests otherwise but I hear what you say, girl.'

'Dad, you have to believe me. It was just a random act of foolishness. And I'm embarrassed that you 
have seen me like that.'

'Well, it was a helluva peep show, I have to confess!'

'What do you mean?' I gasped with indignation.

'Geez, Jenny, those shots were something else again. They sure got my heart racing!'

'Dad, what are you saying?' I almost shouted.

'Hey, steady on. Look, you were the one in the photos. It's not me touting myself as an object of desire 
all around the world.'
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'But, you're saying you got turned on by them?'

'Well, not in the manner you seem to be suggesting but that girl you were with, she's a bit of all right, 
eh? Besides, what do you think I am - inhuman? You and your friend are bloody good looking women, 
Jenny. And those photos were mighty provocative. I'd have to be dead to not get aroused by them.'

'But you're my father!' I squealed.

'Hey, for your information, I am still a human being. I'm made of flesh and blood and there's hardly a 
man alive who wouldn’t get turned-on by those photos.'

'But you're my father,' I repeated.

'So what? Look, I'm a good parent and I would never touch you in an improper way. I despise child 
molesters. They should be locked away for life. But that doesn't mean I can ignore your sexuality. Ever 
since you were a young girl, I have admired your body - and your awareness of it. You are a beautiful 
woman. But I have never crossed the line and done anything improper.'

'I'm shocked, dad, I can't believe you're saying this.'

'Oh, get real, girl! For years you delighted in confronting me with your burgeoning womanhood. You 
know you have been provocative with me. Think of those times you flaunted a new bra at me or a new 
pair of bikinis. And I think that is all part of a normal growing up process. You have a wonderful body 
and you are a very sensual young woman. I'm not necessarily proud that you have sexually stimulated 
me over the years but I am proud that I have never given in to the temptation. Restraint is the only 
difference between a parent who abuses their position of trust and those who don't.'

'But, you’re saying you've had dirty thoughts about me?'

'No, I'm not. Now listen to me carefully, Jenny. What I have said is that as a mature male, I have been 
aware - and, if you like - aroused by your womanhood on a number of occasions over the years. But I 
have never gone beyond that. I have never entertained immoral thoughts about you. That's sicko stuff 
and it's not my style. I love you too much.'

'I'm glad to hear you say that, dad, because I was getting worried there for a while.'

'Hey, don’t bloody start that with me, girl. You’re the one we are discussing. You’re the one who's had 
a lesbian fling plastered all over the internet for the gratification of any lecher anywhere around the 
world. Don't you get hoity-toity with me!'

'All right, all right. I just haven’t ever thought about my father getting turned-on by me before.'

'Now, look. Let me explain to you very clearly so you don't have any weird misunderstandings, darling. 
On occasions, when confronted by your magnificent body, I have had an automatic reaction. Purely 
instinctive and, frankly, you should take it as a compliment. But I have never - NEVER - for a moment 
had the slightest thought about doing anything to you. The very concept is revolting. Hey, if you want 
reassurance, talk to your mother. We've had several discussions about it over the years so you can rest 
easy that your dad hasn’t been having incestuous fantasies about you.'

'Okay, dad, I'm sorry. I trust you completely and always have. You are just about the best thing in my 
life and I treasure you. If I have been provocative over the years, I'm sorry. Didn’t mean to make you 
feel uncomfortable.'

'Well, uncomfortable just about hits the nail right on the head. Anyway, that part of your growing up is 
behind us and here's hoping this latest episode is, too.'

'At the risk of belabouring the point, dad, I can't possibly thank you enough. I will repay you by never 
doing anything so stupid again.'
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'That's fine, darling, that's my role as a parent. Anytime you want help - or just someone to talk to - I'm 
here for you. It's unfortunate we're so far apart but that can’t be helped. Anyway, I'm glad you're okay 
now. Take proper care of yourself - and for god's sake don't start drinking to excess. I hope I hear from 
you again soon. Love you.'

In the silence that followed, my thoughts were a maelstrom, swirling hither and yon, as I grappled with 
a raft of emotions. Relief was the strongest feeling but it was jostling for space with embarrassment, 
surprise, mild indignation, curiosity and a degree of wonderment as I reappraised memories of my 
young adulthood and my relationship with dad. You just never stop being confronted by learning 
situations in this life. Almost inevitably, my thoughts turned to mother and then guilt closed in like a 
shroud of mist on a foggy winter's morning. It was a long time since I had spoken to her and if I was 
honest it was a lot longer since I had been the one to initiate contact. It wasn't such a painful experience 
but it did require some stamina. Each new contact led to my lifestyle being prodded and poked and it 
was inevitable that I would receive a lecture on some topic or another. That was just mother's way. The 
urge to go for a run and avoid this task was almost overwhelming but some semblance of decency held 
me still and I gingerly reached out for the phone again. Perhaps I could be lucky and she would be out 
with her friends. No sooner had I punched in the numbers, however, and her imperious voice informed 
me that she was at home all right.

'Hi, mom, it's Jennifer.'

'Jennifer?' she said querulously, 'do I know a Jennifer? Surely it couldn't be that young woman I gave 
birth to and whom I nourished and nurtured for well over two decades. Not that Jennifer?'

'Very droll, mother, very droll! Have you ever thought about a career on stage?'

'Funny you should mention that because I was regarded as having acting talent but, of course, I was too 
devoted to raising my wonderful daughter. I turned my back on fame and stardom to ensure you got the 
best possible start to your life, darling.'

Oh, this was her in her best guilt-inducing mode. The Catholic Church could have learned something 
from this woman. She knew all the buttons to push to make you cringe. She had it refined to an art 
form. The desire to simply hang up was growing relentlessly but I pushed it to one side and fought to 
get back on the front foot.

'How have you been? Have you been well?'

'As if you really care,' she sniffed, 'but it is nice of you to ask. Yes, my knee plays up every now and 
then but otherwise I am fine, thank you. And what about you? Don't tell me you've got married since 
we last spoke - or that you've given birth!'

'You know very well it hasn't been all that long since we spoke, mother. Work is hectic and very 
demanding. There's only so many hours in a day.'

God, I thought, please don't let her ask me about work. What would I say? Time to change the subject.

'Have you been to many interesting social gatherings lately?'

'We did go along to a recital at the Arts Centre last week and a new exhibition at the gallery the week 
before. Other than that it has been mostly cards and cups of tea. But enough of this chit-chat, dear, what 
has prompted you to call me?'

'I just wanted to see how you were, that's all.'

'I'd be deliriously happy if that were the case, Jennifer, but we both know social pleasantries are not 
your strong suit. Was there something you wanted to ask me?'

Bloody woman. She had an unerring instinct for identifying my motivations. I could try pretending that 
I really did want to know how she was going but what would be the point? She'd end up crashing my 
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defences sooner or later. Might as well get it over with, though I was not at all sure how I would broach 
the delicate topic I wanted to discuss.

'Well, I was talking to dad recently and we got around to discussing sex.'

Before I could get any further, she was all over me.

'Oh, so you can find time to be friends with your father but not your poor old mother, eh? Doesn’t 
surprise me. And it's hardly a surprise that he would be talking about sex. Pity he hadn't done a bit 
more than talk about it for all those years.'

Whoa, whoa, whoa. Too much information! Could this possibly be mother saying she wanted more sex 
from dad than she got? The concept was fascinating but I really didn't want to go there.

'Actually, it wasn't about you mother, it was about me.'

'Well, go on, you're telling the story.' 

If only I could get a word in edgewise. 'I don't know, it was just that dad said I had . . . I don’t really 
know how to put this . . . that I had aroused him sexually while I was growing up. He swore he never 
had any naughty thoughts about me but I was just shocked that he could have felt that way.'

'Ahh! So that's it, eh? I must say I am surprised the old bastard was so forthcoming. But it's true, dear. 
And I have to confess that I'm not sure he can be blamed for it. You were very provocative sometimes.'

'I was not!' I protested.

'Jennifer, even I was stunned by some of your antics over the years. Remember when you were going 
out on that end of year formal with that boy from up the road? You waltzed into the loungeroom in just 
your underwear to show what he wasn't going to get his hands on. Your father nearly had a coronary on 
the spot. You left nothing to the imagination.'

'But I didn't mean to  . . .  to arouse him.'

'I doubt you did but he's a man after all and they just get excited easily, dear. It's the way they're made.'

'But don't you think it's wrong for a father to behave like that?'

'Jennifer, I love you dearly and I dislike your father in almost equal measure but I have to be honest and 
say that you were the one "behaving". How could you not think that pirouetting in front of a man 
dressed in almost nothing would not stimulate a response?'

'But he's my father!' I yelped.

'Yes, and he's human - well, partly so, at least. He and I spoke about this, you know. It worried him that 
he had - how shall we say? - an involuntary reaction to you parading around in next to nothing. Don’t 
forget that you were always quite precocious and you had a very full figure right from puberty. 
Remember some of those pool parties you had with your girlfriends? It nearly killed him all that 
delicious, firm young flesh flaunted under his nose. And, from what I could see, you all knew what 
effect you were having.'

'Mother! How could you say that?'

'Oh, dear, be real. I may be old now but I was young once and I certainly remember how a girl learns to 
be a woman. Look, your father was many things but never a pervert. He loved you more than he did 
me, truth be known. He would die for you without a second's hesitation. The simple fact is that he has 
always had an eye for women. Can’t help himself. If I had even ten cents for every time I caught him 
ogling some other creature, I would be a billionaire by now. But the reality is that he didn’t stray. Oh, 
I've no doubt he was unfaithful several times during our marriage but they were all harmless flings or 
one-night stands. He always got his relief by masturbating. Wonder he didn’t go blind, actually.'
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'Mother! How could you say such a thing?'

'Only telling the truth, girl. There are many regrets I have about the years I spent with your father but I 
can tell you that I have never had a moment's doubt about his love and affection for you. The very fact 
that he even discussed your effect on him was proof of that.'

'Oh, mother, it's a relief to hear you say that.'

'Surely you didn't think otherwise, Jennifer?'

'Well, not really. But I did have some doubts, I have to confess. It's just strange thinking your own 
father could get aroused by his daughter.'

'Good god, girl, what planet have you been living on? The rate of sexual abuse and incest in this 
country is absolutely appalling. It seems as though it's a miracle that anyone ever reaches adulthood 
without losing their innocence or virginity - and I'm talking about both girls and boys. And, if they 
don't get led astray by their families or relatives, it's a wonder they survive their teachers. I don't mean 
to be overly cynical but the proof is there every day in the papers and on television. Society is rotten. 
But, much in all as it hurts me to defend him, I would guarantee that your father never did anything 
wrong by you. Just accept his honesty and get on with your life.'

She was right, of course, and I admitted as much. Fortunately, she never asked why or how this issue 
had arisen and we continued to prattle on for quite a while about who I was seeing, where I was going, 
what I was doing until it was time to say goodbye. We did so with me promising to be in touch more 
frequently in future. Then I went a step further.

'Mum, I just want you to know that I love you. I really, really do. You mean the world to me even if we 
kind of get in each other's faces sometimes. I'm sorry I'm not, perhaps, the ideal daughter but that 
doesn’t change the respect and care I have for you. I love you.'

'Well, well, well. That was out of left field, wasn't it? I'm sorry, I'm not having a go at you. I'm just 
taken aback, that's all. But very pleasantly so, Jennifer. And I know I can be a pain at times and I guess 
I'm not likely to change at this stage so you'll just have to put up with me. But never, ever forget that I 
love nothing in this world so much as you; not even life itself. Take care, darling, take care. And 
remember that I am here for you whenever you need me.'

Tears welled in my eyes and I started blubbering even before she had rung off. In no time the crack in 
the dam wall had become a mighty breach and I was howling uncontrollably. This time, however, I had 
something good and positive to celebrate. The love and affection of your parents never matters so much 
as when you think it doesn't. To have them both swear their allegiance to me, if you like, was a 
wonderful, mind-blowing confidence booster. It shook me that there was such a well-spring of support 
if ever I needed it and from that grew a new faith that I could turn my life around. Things had been 
grim lately but I was determined to break that cycle. As I dried my eyes, I swore a vow: watch out, 
world, I'm ready to kick arse.

And the biggest looming target was a person called Heather.
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Chapter Seventeen

A new mantra: take no prisoners

n my mind I was now ready for a confrontation with Heather. She had been a central figure in all that 
had gone spectacularly wrong in my life lately and I wanted to know how and why. There were a 

million unanswered questions in my mind and I knew I had to work my way through them and get 
closure before I could turn around the rest of my life. One thing was for sure: I had plenty of time on 
my hands, thanks to no job. Mind you, the consequent lack of income dictated that my period of respite 
from work had to be necessarily brief. Frugality was a genetically-imprinted trait that insinuated itself 
into my personality from my mother's side, though it was fairly neatly offset by dad's devil-may-care 
fiscal imprudence. The result was that I had blissful faith that I would soon resuscitate a healthy 
income but a nagging fear that my hard-earned dollars were dwindling even as I sat and contemplated 
my future. Thanks to mother's decisively domineering demeanour I had accumulated considerably 
more savings than debt and, thus, could withstand the ravages of unemployment for quite a while yet. 
Even so, her maternal influence had ensured that I perused the employment sections of the weekend's 
papers with proper zeal. Nothing yet, but I was sure an opportunity would present itself before long. 
After all, Jennifer Clothier was on the way back - and she wasn't inclined to take prisoners.

My newly-restored, gung-ho optimism was a powerful force but I still had to determine where to 
channel it to ensure it was truly effective. The overwhelming impression I had of Heather was that she 
had been playing games with me. Just why remained a mystery. Her motivation was inscrutable and 
bewildering - even to the point that I sometimes wondered if I was not judging her wrongly. Instinct 
told me that such generosity was misplaced and that I was on the right track. If only I could see a way 
forward. One thing was for sure, I wanted to play this little game on my terms: I was absolutely and 
utterly determined not to lose this one. The hour of reckoning was at hand but I knew I needed to be 
well-prepared. 

How could I learn more? The prospect of engaging a private investigator occurred to me but the 
potential cost and the fact that I had no idea where to find one or even what to say to him left that 
notion still-born. Various ways of confronting Heather also came to mind but none of them lasted long. 
If I was to be successful - though I had no idea what that concept even entailed at this stage - I had to 
know more. But, again, where was I to gain that information? I needed someone with their finger on 
the pulse; someone with their ear to the ground. I needed . . . someone who knew the goss. And that 
was it! It was staring me in the face: Helen James from Connaught! She was the biggest gossip either 
side of the Black Stump and she had a reputation for unerring accuracy. If anyone could unearth some 
dirt on Heather Cox it would be her. But would she talk to me? Of course she would. Helen prided 
herself on being a black sheep and loved nothing more than to push the boundaries. We had shared a 
thousand laughs and quite a few tears at C-F over the past few years, sufficient that I felt I could call in 
a favour. How to go about it, though?

Given Helen's uncompromising attitude it was best to just be open and honest. I might have to reveal 
some more details, and embarrass myself further in the process, but if Helen didn’t feel sympathetic 
towards me, she would not have the necessary motivation to be able to help. The next hour or so I spent 
mulling-over possible alternatives but since nothing else viable came to mind, there was no recourse 
but to run with Plan A. Grabbing the phone, I placed a handkerchief over the mouthpiece so that no-
one at C-F would know it was me and ignite speculation over why I was calling. Momentarily, I heard 
the officious tone of Janine, the lunch-time Switch relief, asking who I wished to be connected to. 

I
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Apparently she didn’t pick-up on my ruse and a moment later Helen's hearty voice hollered down the 
line. Whisking away the handkerchief, I confessed who it was calling and asked if she was willing to 
talk with me. 

'Honey, you've got to be kidding! Most blokes I know don't have enough balls to do what you did so, 
sure, I'd love to talk to you. What you got in mind?'

'Well, as I hope you might appreciate, everything's not always what it might seem. I wondered if you'd 
like to have a coffee and let me explain a few things to you.'

'Jennifer, I'm always in the market for information so you just name the time and place, girl, and I'll be 
there.'

'Ah . . . look, I don't want you to get into trouble with Malcolm Burns so I'm not sure where we should 
meet.'

'God almighty, girl, his approval or disapproval don't matter to me. Anyway, he's in Adelaide till 
Friday so that's not a problem. What about the Coffee Club down the road?'

'Yeah, that'd be fine, Helen. What say tomorrow at 10.00?'

With that sorted, I finally got to indulge my yearning for a run. This time I set out at a swift pace and 
maintained it for forty minutes until I returned home totally spent and what seemed like half a kilo 
lighter. After cleaning-up I prepared a healthy stir fry for dinner and read until bedtime. At first, I 
tossed and turned for a while but then a deep and satisfying sleep overcame me and I awoke fresh the 
next morning ready for my meeting with Helen. Would it yield any insights into my problems?

I was ensconced early and fidgeting fretfully as Helen failed to appear on time. When she did make an 
entrance few in the vicinity could miss it.

'A skinny chino with a thin slice of non-fat mud cake, honey,' she boomed at to the startled waitress 
behind the counter before bursting into uproarious laughter while wending her way to my corner table. 
'Well, girl, how you goin'?' she enquired as she hefted her ample frame onto and over the sides of her 
chair.

'You're bloody amazing, Helen. You just thrive on being larger than life, don't you?' I responded.

'Well, there are unfortunately far too many dreadfully dreary people wandering this planet and if I can 
shock some of them into some kind of response - any kind of response! - I think I have achieved 
something. So, tell me what you've been up to. Have you found a new job, yet?'

'Nah, haven’t even started looking seriously to be honest. I've run my eye over the Positions Vacant but 
nothing appeals. Not sure what I even want to do next. Still trying to come to grips with what's been 
going on in my life lately.'

'So . . .  do tell!'

'God, Helen, I came here to pick your brains, not fill you full of more gossip about me.'

'Oh, so that's what you want, eh? All right, if I know what you want to find out then I'll gladly help. 
But, honey, I do need to know more about those amazing photos. Come on . . . tell me how it 
happened.  I just know this is gonna be a great story!'

As she started to demolish her calorie-riddled cake, I gave her a rough overview of my relationship 
with Heather and how one thing had led to another. She lapped it up like a cat with a saucer of cream, 
eyes shining brightly as each new frisson of scandalous behaviour titillated her imagination. My 
recitation left me feeling emotionally raw once again but Helen's appetite had only just been whetted. 
She delved deeper into the nooks and crannies of my erotic experiences than I was in any way 
comfortable with but I felt I had no choice than to comply given I was about to start asking big favours 
of her. Eventually my ordeal was at an end and she relaxed back into her wooden chair which emitted a 
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very audible groan of displeasure. So much so that I rapidly reached over to grab her in case the chair 
simply surrendered to superior force. My nervousness was batted away by Helen with an arched 
eyebrow and a self-mocking grin. 

'That's a remarkable adventure,' she said with what seemed like a dollop of envy. 'So, what's the go 
with this Heather?'

'Well, actually, that's where I thought you might be able to help me. You see, I'm starting to have 
doubts about my relationship with her.'

'You think she fancies you?'

Even I couldn't avoid a derisive snort at that. 'Fair question - and the photos sure indicate she is happy 
to get it on with me - but I don't think she is attracted to me in a lesbian sort of way. I know that seems 
like a stupid statement, especially since she has been the instigator of most of this, but we were friends 
for so long without it ever being an issue. I mean, I never once got a vibe like that off her so I just can’t 
believe that it's been like a crush she felt she couldn't talk about.'

Helen then began probing for details about Heather: where she worked, who her main contacts were, 
what restaurants she ate at, the kinds of places she liked going to, and any hobbies or other interests she 
had. I knew all the answers so it was a straightforward task to fill her in. After a little silence while she 
mulled-over all I had told her, she gathered her belongings and rose to leave. 

'Okay, I'll see what I can find out. Can't promise anything but I'll certainly try. Thanks for the coffee. 
I'll be in touch. See ya.'

I remained seated for a while longer as it occurred to me that I had not even got around to asking how 
my departure from C-F was being treated by staff and what they had all been saying about me. Oh well, 
perhaps it was better I didn't know.

After returning home I started thinking about Malcolm Burns and Michael Angelo. My every instinct 
told me there was something seriously wrong with their relationship and how they had manipulated 
Austral Pacific Properties and AsiaLand.  Even so, I couldn’t work out what might be amiss nor did I 
have any access to be able to dig for dirt. I could have asked Helen James to stick her nose in but I 
reasoned that Heather was a higher priority for me at the moment and I didn't want to divert any of 
Helen's energies. Despite the frustration, I decided to simply wait it out and see if Helen could produce 
something that would throw more light on matters. 
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Chapter Eighteen

Just when you thought it was safe to go 
back into the water

early a week passed while I focussed on preparing detailed applications for a few jobs that had 
been advertised on the weekend. None of the three really appealed but I felt driven to get some 

kind of income as soon as possible and the very task of updating my CV and drafting formal responses 
to the various selection criteria whiled away a good many hours. The rest of my time I spent enjoying a 
wonderful break from work, filling-in the time by reading, going to the movies and getting my fitness 
back to peak levels. It was only the absence of income that took the edge off this otherwise highly 
enjoyable period of R&R.

That was, until the call I received just before breakfast on Wednesday. Still not fully awake, I missed 
the name but there was something about his title that snapped me to attention: Sergeant so-and-so of 
some Police investigation squad. Then he chilled me to the bone by asking if I knew a Heather Cox. 
Goosebumps broke out on my arms as I responded affirmatively. Would I be available to meet with 
him in the next hour? Again I said yes and after providing him with my details he said he should be 
there in about half an hour.

What the hell did he want? My pulse was racing and a cold sweat was forming on my forehead as I 
wondered if this had something to do with those bloody photos. Surely not? That would be too unfair. 
As I cast my mind back over the previous few weeks, I was fairly confident I had done nothing illegal. 
The photos might have been lewd but I didn’t think they were totally pornographic though that could 
be a matter of opinion. To be honest, I guess they didn't leave much to the imagination. Try as I might 
to think of other options, nothing came to mind and that left me really nervous. More than anything I 
felt like putting my head over the toilet bowl but I decided I was actually very hungry - hadn't had 
much for tea last night - so I grabbed a banana and forced that down my throat. 

Quickly I rushed through a shower and got dressed in something more up-market than the sloppy gear I 
had been lounging around in for the past few days. The ringing of the door bell scared me damn near to 
death. I got a hell of a fright. What is it about Police that gets one so nervous even when you don’t 
believe you've done anything wrong? Of course, it's way worse when you do have a guilty conscience.

Opening the door, I was greeted by a tall, dark and ridiculously handsome man who was probably in 
his early 40s but definitely worth a second glance. I got the quick impression that he might have 
thought the same. Oh no, please don't let me blush. No! I could feel the colour rising in my cheeks even 
as I desperately fought against my bodily reaction. The hint of a smile touched the corners of his mouth 
for less than a moment and then he was all serious again. He was Sergeant Kevin O'Dougherty of the 
Traffic Accident Investigation Squad. And could he come in?

'Certainly,' I stammered. 'I don’t understand . . . why do you want to see me?'

'Ah, well, that's a little unfortunate Miss Clothier. Perhaps you'd better sit down. Shall we?' as he 
guided me by his extended forearm to the lounge. 

'I'm afraid I have some bad news. You were friends with Miss Heather Cox, yes?'

'Yes, I was. I mean . . . yes, we are,' I was stuttering like a schoolgirl called up before the Headmistress 
for the first time.

N
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'Well there was a serious accident last night involving Miss Cox. I'm afraid that there was a death.'

Instantly I felt all the blood sucked from my cheeks like the most powerful tidal undertow. I slumped 
back in my seat too shocked to speak. I knew instinctively he meant that Heather was dead. How could 
that be? What could possibly have happened? But, no, maybe it wasn't Heather? I looked back at him 
questioningly - perhaps pleadingly, truth be known.

The firm shake of his head from side to side was not unexpected but still felt like a horse had kicked 
me in the stomach. 'Heather's dead?' I still needed assurance that the worst had happened. It just didn’t 
seem possible. It was only a couple of weeks since I had been laughing and joking and clowning 
around with this woman. Sure, things had gone awfully wrong since then but we had been best mates 
for years. No, she couldn’t be dead.

'Noooo!' the strangled, half-throated sound that escaped my lips was anguished and raw. Covering my 
face with my hands, a gush of moisture blurred my vision, and I tried to hide from the truth. All to no 
avail. All of a sudden I wanted answers. I needed to know how this could have happened. Reading my 
body language as surely as if I was conversing, he started to talk. He had just come from the Mater 
Hospital in South Brisbane, from the Intensive Care ward. Miss Cox had been brought in around 
6.30pm the previous evening. She had suffered serious spinal injuries in a nose-to-tail accident on a 
Riverside Expressway off-ramp. Unfortunately, she had passed away this morning as a result of her 
injuries.

'But how . . . ?' I asked shakily.

'Look, Miss, I can’t say much more. There will be a Coronial investigation as a matter of course.'

'But you must have some idea,' I pressed.

Seeing him hesitate, I pushed hard. 'She was my best friend. We had been mates for years. Please tell 
me anything you know. I'll spend the rest of my life thinking about this and I need to know what 
happened.'

Filling his lungs in a half sigh, he started again.

'The thing is that one of the Ambulance officers said she was still conscious when they arrived on the 
scene. He spoke to her to check her vital signs. I'm sorry but he said she was nearly gone. However, she 
said something. He couldn’t hear so he climbed over the front seat to get closer. He believed she had 
said Jenny Clothier. That was all, apparently. The officer said she repeated it several times but then she 
slipped into unconsciousness. I thought about that when I went to visit her this morning but I was too 
late and she had passed away. I got a check on the J Clothiers around and, after two wrong calls - the 
people didn't know her - I got you . . . and here I am.'

'Tell me what happened in the accident, please.'

'Look this really ought to wait for the coronial inquiry. But I can see it means a lot to you. Look, I think 
it was an accident that should never have claimed a life. Not like most of the ones we investigate, 
unfortunately. It seems there was a minor nose-to-tail with Miss Cox running into the rear of a one-
tonne builder's ute. Then a gravel truck failed to stop in time and ran into the rear of Miss Cox's car. 
Now, that might sound horrendous but the truck wasn't actually travelling fast - from what we can 
piece together. However, Miss Cox was leaning forward and down and the air bag didn’t protect her 
because she was underneath it when it deployed. Her head had hit the gear stick and dashboard with 
some force. It damaged her spinal cord quite severely. It was just one of those things. Actually, I think 
she had been talking on her mobile - she had no hands-free kit installed, unfortunately - and when she 
hit the ute in front, the phone had dropped onto the passenger side floor and she had reached over to 
retrieve it. She was bending down and forward when the truck hit and the impact was enough to do the 
damage it did.'

God, that was ridiculous. How could anyone die just because they dropped their mobile phone? It was 
absurd. And what made her say my name? That was freaky. But I couldn’t persist with that line of 
thinking because the Sergeant stood up and made to leave. Rising myself, I shook his hand and led him 
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back to the door. As he left, he said her immediate family had been informed before smiling at me 
sadly once more and heading off down the corridor.

Suddenly I felt an overwhelming urge to hide away from the world. I sagged back to my bedroom and 
slunk down under the cover. I lay there shivering for a long time as I reviewed so many of the 
adventures Heather and I had shared. God, we had had some good times together! And, now, never 
again. It seemed so pointless, so futile, so unreal. Then a ghastly thought slithered into my brain: 
maybe this was some form of punishment by God? Don't be ridiculous, I raged at myself, you don't 
even believe in God, you fool. Get a grip!

And, with that, I got up and made myself a cuppa.  I pondered getting in touch with her family - well, 
there was only her mother left now and she very rarely had any contact with Heather anyway - so I 
took the easy option and decided to not intervene. It added some guilt to my already negative frame of 
mind but, hey, what the hell, things couldn’t get much worse anyway, eh?

The news of Heather's demise twisted me into a gamut of emotions: mind-numbing shock; mindless 
rage at the unfairness of it all; guilt that I might have been partly responsible (though I knew not how!); 
maudlin that a friend had been taken from me (my one and only true confidant?);  relief that I did not 
now have to resolve our recent conflict; dismay that I would now never learn the true reason behind her 
weird actions over the past month - actions that had all but made a mockery of our lengthy relationship.

I just felt so sad. I wanted the chance to talk with Heather at least one more time to ask questions which 
were hugely meaningful to me and to which I truly wanted honest answers. At the same time - and I 
felt really guilty about this - there was a twinge of relief flowing from the knowledge that we would 
never have the huge argument that had been brewing over the past few weeks. Probably it would have 
cleared the air and allowed us to resume our friendship. Perhaps it wouldn’t, though. Maybe whatever 
it was that had gone wrong between us was irreparable. I just didn’t know and that was frustrating.

I wanted solitude to try and get my head clear. But where to find that? I thought of walking around the 
Botanic Gardens on the edge of the CBD but figured there would still be too many people around for 
my liking. I opted instead to stroll along the riverbank at West End where there were wide, open spaces 
and lots of spots to sit in silence. The weird thing was that I became so scared driving that I nearly 
turned back. All I could think of was the possibility of being involved in a nose-to-tail. I kept so much 
attention focused on my rear-view mirror that I nearly did run into someone in front as I made my way 
through some heavy traffic in South Brisbane. I was travelling very slowly at the time but it still got my 
heart racing and brought on another bout of the cold shivers. 

Over the next couple of hours I wandered aimlessly up and down the riverbank, sometimes sitting 
under a tree when the tears ran too heavily to see where I was walking, and at others just staring down 
at the slow flow of the murky water as it made its way out to the bay taking with it a curious collection 
of flotsam. This process of reverie did settle me down somewhat though it failed entirely to answer any 
of the questions bugging me. I think it was the eventual realisation that many, many issues would 
simply remain unresolved that allowed me to bring some closure to this phase of my mourning. Feeling 
slightly stronger, I headed my car in the direction of the Riverside Expressway. There was a 
compulsion to see the spot where Heather's accident had taken place matched by a revulsion as to what 
I might find there. My trepidation mounted as I approached the off-ramp. There was nothing obvious 
visible and I thought I might have the wrong place until I spotted a small pile of glass fragments from 
broken taillights swept off to one side. And that was it. It hardly seemed an adequate testimonial to the 
loss of someone's life. But what had I expected, I berated myself? Would giant skid marks and some 
damaged guardrails make a crash scene any more fitting? Of course not. Now, angry with myself, I 
turned my car towards home and made a determined effort to bring my emotions under firmer control.

It was mid-afternoon when I got back and my message machine let me know that Helen James had 
called and would I get back in touch with her. This time I rang without making any effort to disguise 
my voice. Such silliness seemed grossly inappropriate now. Life was too important to waste on such 
trivialities. 

'Hi, Helen, I got your message.' 

'Thanks for getting back to me. I'm afraid I have some bad news, mate.'
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'You mean about Heather?'

'Oh, you've heard, then?'

'Yes, afraid so. It all seems so unreal. I had a cop around this morning. He told me she had been saying 
my name while the ambulance people were treating her. That has freaked me, I can tell you.'

'Really? That is weird. Anything else?'

'No, just that. So I guess all my questions will remain unanswered. Anyway, if you do happen to hear 
anything at any time that might throw some light on things, please give me a call. I'd very much 
appreciate it. Thanks, Helen. I'll catch you.'

I'm sure there were a million things Helen wanted to know about the accident but I just didn't feel like 
being the source of gossip and wanted to end the conversation before she could start digging for 
information. 

The next couple of days passed in a fog of frustration and futility. Why, why, why, just kept rampaging 
through my brain like a jackhammer that would not stop. And no matter how many times the question 
posed itself, no meaningful answers would come. I kept an eye on the funeral notices in The Courier-
Mail and saw it would be on Sunday morning at the Mt Thompson Crematorium and Memorial 
Gardens in Holland Park. From the phone calls I had received, I thought there would be a substantial 
turn-out and I was both trepidatious at the prospect of further emotional turmoil but also optimistic that 
some of our shared friends might provide some solace.

It was a warm and brightly sunny morning on Sunday and I chose a sleeveless black sheath for my 
outfit. As I pulled into the car park I spotted many friends and acquaintances all gathered in little 
clusters, making introductions and swapping small talk. I felt like nothing so much as fleeing. The urge 
to roar out of the car park and away from all this was almost overwhelming. But I forcibly suppressed 
such feelings and, taking a very deep breath, got out of my car and made my way towards the chapel. I 
was determined to be strong. That lasted all of fifteen seconds until I was greeted by Sheryl my movie-
watching friend and her husband George. My eyes moistened and I could feel my lip quiver but I 
maintained my composure through a few heartfelt expressions of sympathy. But when the next group 
to greet me was Melissa & Mark and Briony & Paul, some of Heather's closest friends, the floodgates 
opened and I went through numerous tissues before regaining control. Still, I now felt I had got it out of 
my system and would be able to make my way through the formalities without a repetition.

No sooner had I entered the smallish chapel than the celebrant - a Father Brian, I think - took me gently 
by the elbow and said he had been told I was Heather's best friend and would I be so kind as to say a 
few words during the ceremony. Every fibre of my being once again wanted to flee the scene but I felt 
a sense of duty that compelled me to say yes, albeit in such a small voice that the priest had to ask me 
to repeat my answer so he could be sure I had agreed. Then I had a real panic attack. What would I 
say? I was still confused in my own mind as to what had transpired between Heather and I over the past 
few weeks. Eventually, I decided that all I could do was to focus on the earlier years of good times and 
forget the recent aberrations. It was remarkably little comfort, though. 

Heather's coffin was sealed as it sat broodingly in the focal point of the chapel. Taking a seat next to 
Sheryl and George, I tried - unsuccessfully - to collect my thoughts. The quiet chatter of people 
swapping reminiscences and the soft scrapes and hushed greetings as others filed into the pews kept 
distracting me. I kept my head low, refusing to make eye contact. That is, until a khaki uniform slid 
into the space next to me. My heart flooded with surprise and I felt - what . . . joy? was that too strong a 
word? - as I looked into Brett's eyes. He took my hand and held it, saying nothing, just squeezing it to 
send me messages of support. That nearly triggered another onset of tears but I managed to keep a lid 
on things. Even so, my mind became more of a jumble. It had never occurred to me that Brett might 
come to the funeral. The prospect hadn't entered my head. I began to wonder how and why he was here 
but the celebrant called us to order and started proceedings. In what seemed like the blink of an eye, he 
was looking at me and calling me up to the lectern. My heart was pounding like I'd run ten k's.
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As I looked out over the gathering, I was surprised by how many faces I knew and, more so, by how 
many I didn’t recognise at all. I hesitated as the first words of my eulogy formed themselves in my 
subconscious. 

'Ladies and gentlemen, I wish we were gathered here on a more pleasant occasion. Nothing can express 
the sadness I feel over the loss of Heather and I guess you all feel the same, too.  It was such a shock. It 
happened so . . . so out of the blue. More than anything I wish I'd had the chance to say goodbye. The 
fact is that Heather and I had a falling out over the past few weeks and we had not spoken for a month 
or so.  I wish with every breath in my body that I could take that time back so we could talk things 
through and apologise to each other. But, of course, we can’t do that and I guess there is a message in 
that for all of us. 

'I will miss Heather like my right arm. She meant that much to me. There was nothing we didn’t share. 
We had no secrets from each other. When we got on the phone we'd talk for hours. Not about much, 
most of the time, just prattling on. But it was comforting. It was always reassuring to have someone I 
could confide in. And with my parents living interstate, Heather became my de facto guardian. She 
never hesitated to pull me into line if she felt I was doing something silly. That was typical of her: she 
always had an opinion and she was never afraid to share it.

'When I think of life, now, without Heather, I think of how many stories she will never get to write. She 
loved her work as a journalist. It was a real passion. She had confided to me that she would one day 
win a Gold Walkley Award for her reporting and from all the stories of hers that I've read I think she 
would have been good enough one day. Now, we'll never know.

'Ladies and gentlemen, there's so much more I would like to say but I just can’t think of the right 
words. I'd just ask one thing: when we remember her, let's think of her cheeky smile, that devil-may-
care attitude to risk-taking and her infectious enthusiasm. Our world will be a poorer place without her. 
Thank you.'

As I resumed my seat, Brett once again took my hand in his and I felt a tingle as he did so. There was a 
warmth and reassurance in his grip that made me feel good inside, despite my sorrow. Perhaps I had 
made a mistake in letting him go? But, no, he had dumped me at the same time. Mind you, it didn’t feel 
like he wanted to be rid of me at the moment. Quite the contrary.

My reverie was abruptly curtailed, however, as Heather's casket stuttered and then started sliding 
through curtaining and into the dark beyond. Well, it wasn't going to be so much dark as red hot like 
the fires of hell, wasn't it? Where was she destined to go?  Heaven or hell? I shook my head to clear it 
of such nonsensical notions. Even as a non-believer it is hard, if not impossible, to rid oneself of the 
years of programming instilled by early tuition from those committed to one form of religion or 
another. And the Catholic nuns had done their job zealously.

With the ceremony concluded, Brett and I followed the flow of mourners from the rear seats as they 
exited and returned to the brilliant sunshine bathing the memorial gardens. I felt obliged to say 
something to Heather's mother but she was surrounded by what appeared to be relatives so I opted for a 
cowardly retreat to the car park as determinedly as I could without making it appear as though I was 
abandoning ship. Brett aided me by fending off some well-wishers and others seeking a chat. As we got 
to my car he said he wanted to talk with me and that was it really important. Could he follow me to my 
place? Still grateful for his moral support in the chapel, I said yes quickly and told him I would give 
him a drink for his trouble. He signalled his enthusiasm for that idea.
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Chapter Nineteen

Sometimes it's right under your nose

s Brett and I sat in armchairs on either side of the couch, he toasted me with his glass of sauvignon 
blanc. 'Well done, today. You handled a difficult situation very well. I'm proud of you.'

'Thank you, Brett. I must say I got quite a shock when you turned up. I didn’t expect to see you there -
but it was very nice, I have to confess. How did you hear about Heather?'

'A journo from her paper phoned me a couple of days after the accident. Thought I might want to go to 
the funeral.'

'Oh.' I pondered this for a moment. My mind was having trouble figuring out how Heather's workmates 
would have known about Brett. We had never double-dated, as it were, because Heather always pooh-
poohed the idea. I had the impression she didn't like Brett - never had - and over time I had refrained 
from even mentioning him in our many conversations. It was always a difficulty for me because Brett 
was such a big part of my life for so long and there were always situations involving him that I wanted 
to discuss with her. This was particularly the case when I began to think about marriage. Knowing 
Heather's reticence about him, however, I just took the easy way out and kept my mouth closed. 
Looking up, I saw Brett was watching me with a half-smile playing around his lips.

'Doing some serious thinking?' he asked, while breaking into a grin.

'I'm just a bit confused about you and Heather. Well . . . Heather's attitude towards you, more to the 
point.'

'What do you mean?'

'Well, she always seemed to have such a downer on you. She never liked me talking about you and I 
always had to bite my tongue when we chatted because I'd frequently want to pass-on something you'd 
said or done that struck me as funny or nice or whatever. You know what I mean. So it just never 
occurred to me that her friends would have known you.'

Brett's grin now turned to a quizzical look of consternation.

'That's incredible. I mean, Heather really liked me. In fact we had a couple of dates together in the 
months before you and I met. Frankly, I felt we could have become an item but she was preoccupied 
with her break-up from Lenny.'

Just as well I was sitting down because I would have fallen over otherwise. This snippet stunned me. 

'But I had no idea,' I stammered. My mind was having real difficulty processing this data. It just would 
not compute. 

'In fact,' Brett continued, 'I was talking with her just a month or so ago. I was upset at our break-up and 
rang her to ask for advice.'

Much and all as I wanted to probe him further, my mind simply wouldn't formulate the right questions. 
I was reeling from this insight and was unable to give voice to my surprise. No doubt sensing my 
unease, Brett continued. 'I was really saddened when you told me you didn't want to see me again but it 
seemed as though you had definitely made up your mind so I just accepted the situation and tried to   
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make the best of it. But as the days and weeks went by I just got lonelier and lonelier. So I rang 
Heather to see what she thought. After all, she probably knows you better than anyone.'

Finally, my mind clicked back into gear. 'And what did she say?'

'That you were heartily sick of me and never wanted to see me again. I've got to say that really cut me 
because I didn’t think we had fallen out so badly. I could never figure out what I had done to offend 
you to such an extent.'

Oh my god, this was unreal.

'Brett, I don't know what's going on here. Heather never mentioned any of this to me and I just can't 
make sense of it. Look, I was getting annoyed by all the time you were spending with your mates and I 
felt neglected. Do you know that I had even thought about a long-term commitment? But I wasn't sure 
we could make a life together, you know? Our interests seemed to be diverging, with you more 
interested in your mates and doing guy things. Even so, I could never actually bring myself to dislike 
you.'

'But Heather said you were angry with me, so much so that you were pissed-off I still had photos of 
you. She told me to send them back to you - everything - because you didn’t want me even thinking 
about you.'

'Oh, Brett! That is just ridiculous. I was so hurt when you sent back all our mementoes. To me, it 
seemed as though you were being as cruel as possible by ridding yourself of every last reminder of the 
times we shared. It was like a slap across the face and I haven’t been able to figure out why you would 
want to hurt me so badly.'

I could see he, too, was stunned by what was unfolding. But I had another question I wanted answered.

'So how come you said you wanted to break up with me that night?'

'I was just embarrassed. I'd had a couple of beers with the boys after we got back and before I got round 
to your place and when you dumped that bombshell on me I just tried to save face, I guess, by saying I 
felt the same way, too. I was shocked. I felt humiliated and just didn’t want to you to have the upper 
hand, I guess.'

'So - let me get this right - you never actually wanted to split from me and you didn't send back all our 
photos just to spite me?'

'No!'

And with that, he rose from the chair and came over to kneel in front of me. I thought he was going to 
propose it looked so much like a traditional movie scene.

'Jen, so much has happened since that night. My whole life has turned around, what with joining the 
Army and all, but I have never stopped thinking about you. I just can't get you out of my mind. I truly 
love you and I want to be with you. In fact I think we should be together forever but I don't want to 
rush you. I'm sorry that this might be coming as a surprise but I just felt I had to tell you to your face 
how I felt before something terrible happened and I might lose you for good. Please let's be friends 
again. I know we can make it work.' This was delivered with such passion and a trembling in his hands 
that I felt overwhelmed.

Whooee! I might have thought I was tongue-tied earlier but now my mouth was gummed together 
worse than an accident with a tube of superglue. Thoughts were rampaging all around my head and I 
didn’t know where to start first.

'Look, Brett, this is all a bit confusing. Well, actually, it's way beyond that. I just don't know what to 
think. Still, I can tell you that I do like you. I was pleased you held my hand in the chapel this morning 
and it is nice to have you here with me. I just can't work out what was going on with Heather but I 
suppose that will come with time. As for us into the future . . . well, there are some really big issues we 
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have to deal with but I guess I am willing to give it a try again. What I can't work out is Heather's 
duplicity. She was really trying to sabotage me. Why? Even those photos are now starting to seem like 
a set-up. Maybe she was leading me up the garden path from the very beginning. But why?'

Brett simply shrugged his shoulders. The issue clearly wasn't that important for him; he had other 
things on his mind. Grabbing my hands, he pulled me upright and into his arms. His lips pressed into 
mine in a way that got my juices flowing instantly. I knew what would happen next and I thought I'd 
get in first, so I pulled him towards the bedroom. I was well and truly ready for this. Questions and 
answers could wait till later. Give it to me, baby!

He proceeded to do that with the fervour of a man who has been playing soldiers for too long without 
female company. It was hot and heavy and sweet and sweaty. God, but this man was a good lover! That 
skill alone was not enough to make me want to marry him but it was certainly food for thought. I had 
hardly caught my breath from our first bout when he demonstrated very clearly that he was ready for 
more. Oooh, yeah. Bring it on! He was keen, this boy, but even when the spirit is willing sometimes the 
body weakens and he was soon enough lost in la-la land, snoring ever so gently just like a two-year old. 
Languor was overtaking me, too, but as I cradled his head on my shoulder, I studied his face and 
decided I could look at it for a lot longer. He wasn't by any means as pretty as a picture but he had a 
rugged handsomeness that made me proud. Truth be known, I was confident I could beat-off his mates. 
He loved his time with them, no question, but as I had just proven, I had gifts they couldn’t begin to 
offer. No, if I put my mind to it, I could tame him just like most women do to their men. But the Army 
- now that was a different matter. When we both awoke, we were going to have to have a very serious 
conversation. In the meantime, though, I had earned a very satisfying slumber. And so I drifted off . . . 

My awakening was somewhat of a rude shock. I thought, at first, that I was being sexually assaulted. It 
was a while since I'd had a man in my bed and I had grown accustomed to being on my own. There was 
also this extraordinary 'thing' trying to have its way with my nether regions and it wasn't at all 
comfortable. But as I emerged into a concerned wakefulness, that thing slid lower and finally found the 
correct location. Once more it became my friend. And just before I slipped back into hedonistic 
abandon, I thought wryly that while I might have qualms about the Army lifestyle, there were certainly 
benefits to be had during periods of leave. If abstinence was the cause of this fulsome exuberance, I 
might be willing to consider it.

Of course, reality always intrudes. Once we had managed to keep our hands off each other for a while, 
we arose and made for the shower. God bless this boy but he still managed to get life into that thing 
once more and tantalise me as I soaped and soaped and soaped. Ah, he had his uses! Still, barely able to 
walk a straight line, I made my way to the couch and he joined me, each with a steaming cup of coffee. 
I made sure I was first cab off the rank.

'Brett, that was wonderful as I'm sure you noticed. You are a great lover and I have certainly missed 
having you in bed. The fact is, I like you very much. Indeed, I suspect I might even love you. But I 
can't accept second prize. I won't be the little woman sitting at home while you wander away to have a 
great time with your mates, leaving me at home bored witless and worrying about what might happen 
to you. And that was before you joined the bloody Army!

'I can contemplate life with you but I am certain I can't be an Army wife. The very thought of being 
dragged around the countryside as you get moved from base to base is awful. I just couldn’t stand it. 
But, worse, there's always the prospect they will send you overseas to serve and you could easily get 
killed. I hate to sound selfish but I don’t want to be an early widow. If I commit to you I want a 
reasonable assurance that I'll have a good life with you - and the chance to pursue my career as well. 
Tell me, just how deep are you into this Army thing?'

He hesitated as he marshalled his thoughts to make a pitch for me. I appreciated that he didn't just blurt 
out some bullshit that he thought I might swallow and that he realised this was his make or break 
opportunity.

'Jen, I love you and I want to share my life with you. I've got to be honest and admit that joining the 
Army was probably a rebound thing after you dumped me. But I do love the life and I have been really, 
really happy since I started. Sure, there's a lot of frustrations - they treat you like an idiot that doesn't 
know anything - but otherwise the life is good. I figured it probably wouldn’t turn you on but I have 
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been thinking about how I can make it work for us. There are two big options. One is that I could apply 
for an Officer Training Course at RMC - that's the Royal Military College, Duntroon, by the way, 
which is actually a university - and do a three-year degree course. That would get me officer status and 
a good wage. Trouble is I'd have to give them back twice as long, so, it would be a nine-year 
commitment.'

The look of horror on my face convinced him quickly that this was not a viable option - not with us as 
an item, anyway.

'But there's an alternative, Jen! Look, they operate this language school. It's for all three services and 
there are four tiers. If you do a language like French it's worth about $300 each year as a bonus. Then 
you can go up a rung and do something like Thai or Malaysian. And the top of the ladder is Chinese, 
Japanese, Russian or Arabic. If you successfully complete one of those language courses, you can get 
up to $4000 a year bonus. And it's open to NCOs as well as officers so I'd be able to apply. And the 
good thing is, you only have to do twice the time. So, one year of language and you only have to do 
two years' extra service. I could be out before I was 35 and have a good bonus and a qualification to 
boot. What do you say?'

His enthusiasm and sincerity were a crowd-pleaser but even so . . .

'Christ, Brett, it's a lot to think about. I'm just not sure.'

He lapsed into silence, partly frustrated that I didn’t agree straight away to his wild idea and, I suspect, 
partly afraid to say something unless it prompted me to say No outright. We each sat preoccupied with 
our own thoughts for quite a while until Brett broke the silence. In hindsight I guess he felt he might as 
well stay on the offensive - perhaps the Army was having an influence already?

'So, what about those pictures, eh? I was a bit worried that you might have gone off blokes; gone the 
other way, you know.' 

The piercing look he gave me with this was a full-blooded challenge mixed with a dash of lecherous 
leer. I should have come back and verbally thumped him right between the eyes but I had been so 
defensive about those bloody photos for so long now that it had become a habit. He got off lightly.

'Well, I am glad you raised that (liar!!!) because I want to deal with it once and for all. It all happened 
by accident - at least I think it all happened by accident. Heather came over here one night and we both 
got pretty pissed. It was just after my break-up with you and I was feeling really rejected and 
miserable. Heather was comforting me and, before I knew it, she was coming-on to me. She kissed me 
and then kept on going. I was not at all comfortable at first but eventually I just gave in. Must have 
been the grog. Still, it wasn't that bad. It was totally different having a woman make love to me. Not as 
satisfying as you, smart-arse, but good all the same.'

'But what about the photos?'

'I'm getting to that. Give me a chance! About a week later I went over to Heather's and once again we 
got pretty well sloshed. Then this photographer friend of hers dropped by and we had heaps of fun over 
dinner. Well, one thing led to another and Heather dares us to take our clothes off and 'flash' the 
neighbourhood. She has this rear deck that looks right out over hundreds of homes and we were all just 
giggling and doing silly things.'

'Yeah, I've been there.' Once again, the fact that he and Heather had had some sort of relationship hit 
me like a glass of cold water. But I pushed on.

'Anyway, this guy took some photos while we were clowning around. There wasn't much to it, really. 
But, once again, Heather made love to me.'

'While this guy was watching?' his voice rose an octave with incredulity.

'Yes, actually. Anyway, another week or so went by and Heather and I were invited up to this guy's 
place - a fabulous spot on Mount Tamborine - and we had a long dinner. This is where it gets tricky, 
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I'm afraid. After dinner when we were well out of it - we'd had a few joints as well as lots of wine - we 
went inside and checked out some porn sites on his PC. I'd never seen anything like it before and it as 
amazing. I'm not sure now how things went from there but we wandered off to this full-sized 
photographic studio with what seemed like a million dollars of equipment. Heather had suggested she 
and I have some naughty pictures taken. It seemed like a great idea at the time although I was not quite 
as keen as Heather. Actually, when it came to my turn, I froze. Just couldn’t do it. That was when 
Heather comforted me and, well, one thing led to another and she came on to me again. It was while 
this was happening that the guy took all the photos.'

It wasn't worth mentioning that the other two had then made love behind my back and got me really 
jealous, I decided. .Some things Brett just didn’t need to know. 

'I was horrified a week or so later to find out that the photos had been placed on a website. People at 
work found out and I ended up getting the sack because I accessed the site as soon as I found out. They 
used that as an excuse to get rid of me because it breached corporate policy. Bastards! Anyway, here I 
am. I'm not a lesbian, despite what you might think. I'm not even bi. It was just some silly 
experimentation that went dreadfully wrong. I've certainly learned a lesson.'

'Well, that's a hell of a story, Jen. Not one we'll be telling the rellies, I presume?'

'Look, I don't want it to be an issue between us, Brett, if we are going to move forward. So, if you've 
got a problem with any of it, get it off your chest now.' My turn to reclaim the offensive.

'No, I accept what you say.'  A pause. 'But I wouldn't mind a copy of them. They could be fun!' 

This was Brett's impish sense of humour which I liked so much. Even so, he suddenly realised how 
things had changed and said: 'Oh, that might sound a bit tacky now that . . . that Heather's no longer 
with us. Sorry.'

'It's okay. I guess we're going to have to get used to that.'

It was then that Brett looked over at the clock and jumped up like he'd been stuck with a pin. 'Shit, I've 
got to be back at the Enoggera depot in half an hour or I'll be on a charge. They only gave me 
compassionate leave so I could attend the funeral. Shit, shit, shit.' 

He raced into the bedroom and started throwing his uniform back on. Grabbing his car keys and other 
possessions, he fled to the door, only to stop and rush back to give me a quick, deep kiss. 'I love you,' 
he gasped as he fled the scene. Me, I was left to mull things over and try to make sense of all the 
revelations of the day. It was frustrating because nothing seemed to fit together. The one thing that I 
did know was that I was way less than impressed with the Army. It and I were never going to see eye to 
eye.
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Chapter Twenty

Well, who would have guessed that?

he next morning I still felt a little 'saddle sore' but contented. Apart from concern that Brett might 
not have made it back to base in time, I felt relaxed and refreshed. Life was starting to feel good 

again. The thought of going for a run popped into my head but I quickly dismissed it on the basis of the 
workout I had had with Brett yesterday afternoon. No point pushing things too hard. So I boiled the 
kettle and got ready to read the paper with a nice cuppa when the phone rang. I was surprised to hear 
the cool professional voice of Brigid, Malcolm Burns' secretary. Still smarting from her iciness as she 
impersonally supervised my all too rapid departure from Connaught-Feldman, I kept my response very 
civil and uninviting.

She expressed her sympathy over the death of Helen but her tone in no way suggested she was making 
a personal call. Could I possibly make time to meet her to discuss a matter of some importance, she 
wanted to know. The offer held little appeal but I assumed it was to do with tidying-up some loose ends 
about my entitlements so I agreed. She suggested she could save me the embarrassment of returning to 
Connaught's and proposed we meet at the Rydge's Hotel not far from the office. What time would suit 
me? Might as well get it over and done with to leave the day free, I thought, so I nominated 10.30 
which she accepted. Her intrusion had me really intrigued and I suddenly felt like some exercise to 
ensure I was feeling mentally sharp for the get-together. My defensive mind-set still had not dissipated 
and I half-expected some nasty shock to be thrown my way. I wanted to be prepared for anything. 

I was in the Rydge's lobby a bit after 10.15 and opted to have a coffee in the now almost deserted 
dining area off the main entrance. The hot tonic was starting to work its magic as I spotted Brigid and 
called her over. I thought I had done well to wear a smart beige suit that looked very business-like but 
Brigid put me in the shade. Her outfit comprised black near-stilettos, sheer pantyhose, a sleek black 
skirt that allowed next to no movement and a superbly fitted red blazer that complemented her Nordic 
blonde locks to perfection. The whole ensemble oozed authority and I was not surprised that two staff 
followed her in to ensure any desire she had was fulfilled. I didn't get a second glance and I hated the 
bitch. Ah, well. Declining the offer of a coffee, she wasted no time getting to the point. 

'As I believe you know, Jen, I pride myself on respecting confidences and what I am about to say is not 
easy for me. However, I like to think I am a moral person and I do not like to see injustice perpetuated.'

I had been very attentive from the outset but now I was hanging off her every syllable.

'There are a couple of things I think you should know. I would not normally have divulged the first 
because I don't believe it is right to interfere in the business of others. However, the passing of Heather 
Cox, I think, has changed things.' Here, she hesitated for a moment. 'You should be aware that the 
information about your internet photos came from Heather herself.'

Getting gob-smacked like this was becoming a habit, it seemed. As was my inability to respond quickly 
to such situations. Eventually I said: 'You mean that Heather dobbed me in?'

'I can say that the source of the information passed to Mr Burns was Heather Cox and it came directly.'

I recoiled from this information as if it was a snake about to strike. Such betrayal was beyond my 
imagination. How could Heather have done this to me? Why would Heather do this to me? How could 
she dislike me so much after being my best friend for years? Brigid was watching me intently and her 
face was a mask of impassivity though I thought I could discern some sympathy in her eyes. I felt 
myself blush under her scrutiny.

T
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'But why would she do that? What on earth could have motivated her to do that to me?'

'I am afraid, Jen, that I am not privy to such details. But I do know that my information is correct.'

'That's okay, Brigid, I understand. I'm talking out loud, really, and I'm sorry.'

'There's no need to be. I believed this information would be confronting for you and I regret causing 
you suffering. I have agonised for many an hour over what course of action I should take and had 
resigned myself to protecting the confidence until Ms Cox's death. Then I had a change of heart.'

I slumped back in my chair still trying to make sense of something that remained unfathomable. Brigid 
brought me back to reality by saying she had to be brief because she was concerned at being absent 
from the office. I snapped to attention - as best I could - and began to listen attentively again.

'The other matter, I have to say, has caused me even more anguish. It concerns Mr Burns - Malcolm -
and that Mr Angelo from Austral Pacific Properties.' Brigid lapsed into silence for a moment, gathering 
her thoughts or, perhaps, still debating with herself whether to break a confidence. I mentally urged her 
on but accepted she would do it in her own way and in her own time. I dare not push.

'Look, I'm sorry but this is not easy for me. You may be surprised to know that I even consulted my 
priest over this. He didn’t tell me what to do, only that I should be guided by my conscience. Thus, I 
am still not sure just which course is correct. I do feel the need, however, to ask you to give an 
undertaking to respect the confidential nature of what I am about to say. I have worked with you for 
several years and, despite the unfortunate events of recent times, I believe you are an honourable 
person. Would you give me your word of honour?'

God, how I could I say No? I was desperate to find out what she was about to divulge and would be 
inclined to say anything just to hear it. I'm not sure I am that honourable, to be honest. Still, the issue 
clearly meant so much to her that I could hardly refuse. 'Yes, Brigid, I will solemnly respect the 
confidentiality of whatever you are about to tell me.' She had another slight pause while I wondered 
where the hell that word solemnly had come from. But such extraneous thoughts were pushed from my 
mind as Brigid resumed her tale.

'I have been contacted by detectives from the Police Major Fraud Squad who are investigating the 
dealings between Mr Burns and Mr Angelo over the Connaught-APP deal. The matter has gone direct 
to the parent board in London and I believe there will be dismissals as a consequence. I cannot say 
much more because I believe I will be called as a witness to testify against Mr Burns.' With this, her 
eyes misted and I thought she'd commence crying. Her steely resolve held firm, however, and she 
continued. 'I do believe that you were duped by both these men. I believe some very large sums of 
money were exchanged for the personal benefit of Mr Burns and Mr Angelo to get Connaught-Feldman 
to drop AsiaLand as a client. You were a pawn in their game.'

There were a dozen questions I was bursting to ask but I realised that she would not want to be drawn 
on anything more than she had already decided to divulge so I held my tongue.

'I fear that I, also, will be charged for not reporting my suspicions as soon as I became aware of certain 
situations. I will be tendering my resignation from Connaught-Feldman this afternoon, to take effect 
immediately.'

I had been stunned by her earlier revelations but this absolutely pole-axed me. I started to babble 
something but she cut me short.

'I am not seeking sympathy or even understanding, Jen. I am an adult and I will have to accept full 
responsibility for my actions. I must confess I never thought it would end this way but there you are. 
Life has a habit of springing surprises on us when we least expect them.'

'Brigid, I am so sorry.'
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'Thank you but you needn't be. There is still one more piece of information I need to impart. I was 
contacted a couple of days ago by Mr Karl Liu, AsiaLand's Managing Director in Sydney, who wanted 
your contact details. I would not make them available in accordance with company policy but said I 
would let you know he wished to talk to you. I will only say that I think you should get back to him as 
soon as practicable. Here are his phone numbers.' She handed across a neatly folded With Compliments 
slip.

Again, I wanted to ask why but thought better of it. If she had been willing to tell me, she would have 
done so. But there was one question I had to ask before this extraordinary session finished. 'Brigid, 
what is likely to happen to you in respect of the Police?'

'I understand that the Director of Public Prosecutions is examining the Police brief of evidence. I am 
told that charges are almost certain to be laid against Mr Burns and Mr Angelo and that several other 
people will also likely face prosecution. In my own case, nothing is certain but I am preparing myself 
for the worst. Goodbye and good luck, Ms Clothier. I have enjoyed our many pleasant times together.' 
With that she rose from the table, shook my hand and headed out the door. 

It took me quite a few minutes to re-gather my wits but I eventually paid for my coffee and headed 
back to the sanctuary of my apartment. My head was still reeling from these remarkable revelations as I 
stripped-off, changed and sat down to try and work out what it all really meant. Heather's duplicity was 
astonishing. What had I ever done to warrant such vindictiveness from her? Brett was the only possible 
cause I could think of but even that scenario didn't make much sense. If she had felt jilted, why had she 
never said something? And why did she feel she could never confide in me? Heaven knows she shared 
plenty of other deep and meaningful thoughts and secrets with me over the years. And now I would 
never know. That was immensely frustrating but I was powerless to change things. After an hour of 
getting nowhere with these notions, I remembered I was to call Mr Liu. I had heard of him when 
working on the account but had never spoken directly to him. I retrieved Brigid's note and made the 
call. Surprisingly I got through to him straight away. His English was excellent and he sounded 
extremely courteous.

'Miss Clothier, thank you for contacting me. I assume Brigid Evans mentioned me?'

'Yes, she said she would not make my details available to you but that I should get in touch quickly.'

'That is true. I understand, Miss Clothier, that you are no longer employed by Connaught-Feldman. 
Brigid said that you had such concerns over the termination of our relationship with Connaught-
Feldman that you felt compelled to withdraw your services. I must say that is very admirable of you.'

Had I not been seated, you could have toppled me with a feather. That was a beautiful piece of spin-
doctoring and I was at a loss to understand why Brigid had gone out on such a limb. But I was bloody 
grateful.

'Miss Clothier, I have received excellent reports from my colleagues about your contribution to our 
account over the past two years. They believe you can play an important role in our future success so I 
want you to consider joining AsiaLand - that is, if you have not secured employment elsewhere. I can 
imagine your services would be in strong demand.'

'Mr Liu, you are very kind. I am not at all sure I deserve such praise but I am happy to admit that I did 
very much enjoy the work I did for AsiaLand. I respect the company and I like your style of 
developments. However, I am not sure that I could work in Sydney. Please don't get me wrong - I am 
not saying No but I have to be honest and admit that it is a bit too hectic for my liking. Please don't 
think I am being ungrateful.'

'On the contrary, Miss Clothier, I respect your frankness and I appreciate your sincerity in not wasting 
your time and mine. However, I have something else in mind. In fact, I wish to offer you a choice of 
two proposals.'

My heart was hammering by now and the palm of my hand was greasy against the phone. I held my 
breath.
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'The first - and my preferred option - would be for you to join us in a new position in Canberra as a 
strategist in charge of ensuring our image and reputation with federal Parliamentarians is as good as it 
can be. You would have a full-time assistant and report directly to me. We would naturally cover all 
your accommodation expenses and I think you would find the package I have in mind very rewarding.'

'I don't know what to say, Mr Liu. I am lost for words.'

'Ah, but I haven't finished yet, Miss Clothier. We are about to commit to a major greenfields 
development on the outskirts of Perth. Over the next decade it would become a satellite city of some 
30,000 people. We need someone on the ground to take control of our marketing and communication. 
You would have full responsibility for engaging all necessary consultants and would report to the 
General Manager, Marketing here in Sydney. This will be a very high profile project requiring strong 
government liaison skills and a sound understanding of political processes. Again, the package would 
reflect the importance of this position and I think you would be extremely comfortable with it.'

Something told me that if my head kept spinning like this, it would simply fly off. I hardly knew what 
to say so I figured that honesty was the best tack to take.

'Mr Liu, I cannot adequately express my thanks for the honour you have done me to offer me such 
exceptional positions. Truly, I am not sure I am worthy of your faith in me or my abilities. But please 
don’t think I'm not interested. This is the best news I have had in a long time and I am thrilled by the 
prospects. I am in the process of working out where my future lies and I have some serious thinking to 
do. May I have a day or two to consider the implications of these situations and come back to you?'

'Certainly, Miss Clothier. I am happy to wait even a week so that you can be sure of your true feelings. 
I will arrange to have the details of the packages I have in mind couriered to you tomorrow so that you 
can better assess the benefits. I don't wish to push you unfairly but I would very much like you to 
consider the Canberra position. I think you are just the right person for what I have in mind. I thank 
you for your time and I look forward to hearing from you. If you have any questions about any aspect 
of what I have proposed, please come back to me. I will ensure I get back to you within an hour. Thank 
you once again, Miss Clothier. I wish you a very good evening.'

Well, hell, what was I to make of this? Was there really a Good Fairy? Had I just been sprinkled with 
magic by some mysterious wand wielded by a stranger of whom I had heard but never met? Sure 
seemed like it. I simply couldn’t believe my luck. Frankly, I felt I didn't deserve this good fortune 
thought I was not in any way inclined to turn my back on it. There was no way I would turn down this 
job offer. It only remained to be resolved whether I went to Canberra or Perth. And whether Brett was 
with me or not. And whether I ran away from Brisbane with my tail between my legs. Or was that as a 
heroine who had mightily slain the dragon of adversity? Try as I might I could not place the relevant 
facts in a tableau that made sense. All perspectives seemed distorted. 

For instance, my much-loved best friend I now discovered had a hatred for me so great that she 
deliberately ratted on me and cost me my job - nearly my career. I had a man I had rejected and who 
had rejected me but who now said he loved me and yet he came with luggage sufficient to sink a 
battleship. I was rescued from joblessness by the lies of a referee.  I discovered a new and significant 
friend whom I had thought was The Ice Maiden and incapable of such emotional attachment. My 
reputation had been sullied by a chance acquaintance who had escaped any censure for his actions.  I 
had thrown caution to the wind and had it slapped back in my face. I had trusted and been spurned. I 
had spurned and been trusted. 

There had to be some deep meaning to all the extraordinary incidents that had populated my life over 
the past couple of months. What was I supposed to learn? In the case of Heather was I to not trust 
anyone again? Did I have to be suspicious of anyone wanting to get close to me? Or was she simply 
damaged goods - for reasons not apparent to me - who would have screwed-up anyone who came 
within reach eventually? In the absence of any further insights, I would simply have to accept that our 
relationship had been great for a long time but had gone sour for reasons I was not privy to. That was a 
shame but I could not - should not - allow it to poison me for other experiences and relationships 
however long or fleeting they might be.
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And what of Brett? Had I nearly squandered the opportunity to spend my life with someone who really 
did love me or was he just an overly-sentimental jock who would never be able to surrender his mates 
and their boofhead ethos? Was he, indeed, my lifetime soulmate but who came at a price my own 
sanity could not afford? Should I jump in and trust to luck or back off and run the risk of losing 
something irreplaceable?

Then there was Brigid. What a revelation that one. I had hated her the day I was dismissed, thinking 
she was a heartless bitch who was revelling in my discomfort. Suddenly she turns out to be a saviour in 
disguise who was willing to suborn her own moral standards to assist me in the face of every scrap of 
evidence available. Her willingness to protect a confidence had made her career but then cost her that 
same career. But she had the character to give voice to ethical concerns when her whole life had been 
dedicated to remaining silent.

And that photographer? Just a prick. One of life's users. He would get his one day, I had no doubt. The 
good thing was that I knew I had no desire to pursue him for revenge. That was a fruitless and self-
demeaning quest that only cancered the one seeking retribution.

And myself? Ah, that was the tricky bit, eh? How had all this changed me? For the better or for worse? 
And who might be the judge? Well, I had always believed the adage: to thine own self be true. What 
mattered more than anything else was my own self-esteem. It had taken a huge battering through my 
own stupidity. I might have been led astray by Heather but I was a willing apprentice. I signed up and 
went along for the ride. At any one of a dozen points I could have said No. I didn't and had to deal with 
the consequences. In my heart I felt stronger and better about myself. I had wandered off the straight 
and narrow but had not got lost in the wilderness. The intervention of Mr Liu was godsend and I was 
willing to see it as a sign that I was inherently a good person who had just succumbed to some 
misguided behaviour. Only time would tell if I was right in that assessment. But what other choice did I 
have? The only gift we can be certain of is life itself - and the sure knowledge that it will end at some 
instant not of our knowing. We must seize it and use its opportunities, always recognising that we will 
make mistakes. My continued faith in myself stems, not from any belief that I will not transgress again 
in the future, but from the realisation that I have learned from this episode. If I continue to learn, I will 
continue to grow. Everything else is a mystery.


