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Foreword
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In 1955 John Brack painted a scene of Collins St, Melbourne at 5pm. The colours were muted and the painting was filled with unnamed unsmiling people. What sort of lives did they lead? What thoughts passed through their minds? There is no time machine to go back to ask them.
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Fast forward to 2023. Same street, different people, different faces. Their thoughts and lives are just as real, just as important and just as individual. The following fictional vignettes encourage you to dig a little deeper.
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Michael
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He showed me the video footage almost as if he was trying to exonerate himself and the hospital. He'd done this sort of thing before based on the bored tone. I wondered whether he was half expecting me to suggest a dying with dignity approach, but I was going to have none of that. My mother was neither dying nor being treated with dignity. 

The ward she was in was poorly staffed both in numbers and quality. It was all that I could afford. Financially, her death would be a blessing and, perhaps, emotionally for me too. I was an only child and her only living relative. Life was pretty shitty, but that was the way that the cards had been dealt. 

For my mother, my thoughts meant nothing. She was in a world of her own and had been for years. She didn't recognise me and I was acutely aware that she never would again. But what could I do? She was my mum. Early onset dementia is the worst. There was no pain involved for her. Mine was palpable. The attitude of the psychiatrist was one of boredom and a feeble attempt to explain away the humiliation he was making me feel. He'd been down this road so many times before, that the pattern of words had lost their compassion and meaning along the way.

I wondered whether my twice weekly visits were some sort of masochistic guilt trip. She had raised me on her own and maybe I felt I owed her so much for that. The reasons for the visits would fill many an hour on a psychiatrist's couch, if I could find one to take me on. There was a dearth of them available for those of us living around the poverty line, even with some government assistance.

I looked at the vision again, concentrating on the things in the background and on the facial expressions of my mother. The images were grainy and dark. It was being filmed at night when the lights were dimmed.

My mother had gotten out of bed again. Instead of using the bedpan or the ensuite in the room, she opened the door of the four-bed room and went out into the corridor. She was naked, having stripped her nightshirt off before leaving the room. She had always slept in the nude as long as I can remember. Any sort of night attire made her feel constricted she had once told me. Her stripping was a sign of rebellion and I smiled when I saw her do this. I have no idea what the psychiatrist was thinking when he saw me smile, perhaps he was mentally checking his Freud, but I saw a glimmer of my mother still in this strange woman living in this strange world. 

I saw even more when I realised that she had turned a certain direction when she left the room. Two doors down, she entered another room and found the light switch and then bedlam seemed to erupt. The room was another four-bed ward, yet my mother had mistaken it for the toilet, which at home was also two doors away from her bedroom. There was no sound to the video but the shocked looks on the occupants said what words couldn't. One kindly disposed man stepped from his bed and equally naked, took my mother by the elbow and escorted her back towards her room. 

He was set upon by staff who had leapt to the wrong conclusion. They threw him to the hard antiseptically clean floor, overpowering his frail body in a manner that made me wince. That was the first evidence of any staff being in the vicinity. I half expected him to be handcuffed or shackled as I saw his limp body dragged away. My mother seemed oblivious to all of this, simply climbed back into her bed, only to be made to get out and have her nightshirt roughly put on her. Her countenance didn't change. I wished I could see her eyes though. I was sure that there would have been anger and defiance in them.

I wondered how frequent these night escapades of my mother were and demanded to see earlier footage. That caused the psychiatrist to stir out of his torpor. He wanted to know why and I told him that I thought that the reason would have been quite obvious. I was looking for a pattern of behaviour which is something I thought that he should be too. His reasons for showing me the vision became obvious. He was arse covering for the hospital. He was trying to show a quick response to a potential suit over a sexual attack.

There had been no sexual attack though, just an old man helping my mother back to her room. There had been no-one at the nurse's station. In fact, there had been no-one supervising the area until what might have been too late. By trying to protect the reputation of the hospital, he had unwittingly brought attention to their lack of appropriate supervision. When I pointed this out, he reluctantly agreed to allow me to see the previous digital video from earlier in the night.

My mother, whom I knew had a weak bladder and a fear of wetting the bed even as an adult, had made the same journey a number of times during the night. Each time, the same man returned her to her room. At one point he opened the door to the ensuite and indicated that she should go inside. He waited patiently outside and then when she exited, helped her into her nightshirt and back into bed, before returning to his own room. This was the man who had been violently subdued later in the night.

The hospital was understaffed, the nurses and carers probably weren't properly trained. This was a budgetary issue obviously. Dementia patients don't vote and when locked away, don't seem to count as people. What should have been more of a hospice situation was really a gaol. There was no parole and no end to the sentence except death. 

I felt reassured that my mother knew little of the way she was being treated, but when I thought of her act of rebellion with the nightshirt and her remembering exactly where the toilet was in her old house, I saw glimpses of the person she once was. She had committed no crime. The crime that had been perpetrated on her was a savage one, committed by an inhumane god that she had worshipped all her life. True, that god had been aided and abetted by a society that didn't know how to deal adequately with the elderly and mentally unstable. But didn't that god owe my mother something for all those years of fervent adulation?

We have learnt how to keep people alive for much longer and, in the future, we may even be able to cure dementia, but right now, we seem to lock away people who have it from the public gaze. It is often the way for things we don't understand. My mother is not a thing. She was and to my mind still is, a kind and caring human being, albeit one trapped in a world that is different to what she once lived in. She is in no physical pain that I am aware of, but I wonder what mental anguish she may sometimes face when some lucidity returns even for a brief moment.

After walking all the way down to Collins St to clear my head, I caught the tram back to my home, exhausted. There was no point berating the psychiatrist. I could have sued the hospital, but what would that have achieved? They would be covered by insurance for any payout. My chances of success were slight and even if I won, the hospital would be faced with higher premiums and be forced to cut staff to pay those. A letter to the editor or an appearance on a current affairs program would achieve nothing. There was no point in contacting my local member unless I wanted a trite response. The only time changes seemed to happen in things like this was when a member of parliament had a family member in a similar situation.

I nearly missed my tram-stop and other passengers may have been shaken briefly out of their indifference to see a fifty-year-old man pushing past them to the door with tears streaming down his cheeks. Those tears were only partially for my mother. The rest were for me. The parting words from the soulless psychiatrist had hit home in a way he probably didn't comprehend. "You know, early onset dementia is hereditary."
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Frances
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They walked past, totally disinterested and indifferent. It was as if I didn't exist. Admittedly, it wasn't everybody. Some shook their heads, either in disgust or sadness. A few, a very few stopped and engaged in conversation. That was ever so rare, but when it happened, it made my day.

This was my spot, my place on earth and I protected it as best I could. Among those like me, there was an understanding and no-one usurped another's place. It was an unspoken thing. I knew I could leave it briefly and my things would be guarded. I would do the same for those nearby. There was a brotherhood or sisterhood among us. We all knew where the nearest open public toilets were and a signal indicated our need.

I was not far from the corner of Swanston and Collins in the middle of Melbourne. It wasn't the most lucrative place and when the wind blew down from the west midwinter, it chilled you to the bones. The foot traffic was heavy and you couldn't shelter in the doorways. That would see you moved on very quickly. Business owners were quick to call police and you would be forced to move on. The police turned a blind eye to us usually. They didn't need their watch-houses filled with the likes of us. They knew we had nowhere to go if we were moved along. Picking us up meant clogging up the legal system, already overburdened by more serious crime. It meant for them more paperwork and providing a free meal. We would be released without charge and be back in the same spot and the process would start over again. If there was a push on by the Council, or one of us was drunk and violent, that was a different matter. Action would take place and all of us would suffer including the police who were among the few who understood our plight.

Further up Collins was the business end where I had first started. Not in the position I was now in. No, I was a young naive optimistic young woman wanting to make a name for myself in the world. I was far from that now. Trapped between being a realist and a pessimist, some forty years later, I had a greater understanding of the world than many of those who walked past me and who sneered at my fall from grace.

My few possessions stayed with me. My upturned hat lay in front of me salted with a few precious coins hoping to attract more was a sign of a social system that wasn't functioning as it could be. In your mid-forties, losing everything in a divorce, a woman with no superannuation was cast adrift and ended up like some flotsam washed ashore and seen to be of little or no value. Feeling sorry for yourself ends quite quickly though, because it drives you mad and doesn't get you food to eat. Your mind numbs and you either focus on the here and now, or you go under. That's the biggest danger. Topping yourself is not uncommon among those of us caught in this social nightmare, particularly at the beginning.

If the police were our friends during the day or at least tolerated us, the Salvos were our saviours at night. They knew where we gathered and we were guaranteed at least one meal each night if we took the opportunity. Some didn't as they feared the missionary zeal of the Salvos. I'd found that such fear was exaggerated. But some of us homeless had issues with God, a God they either didn't believe in, or one that had uncaringly had placed them in this situation in the first place. As for me, a free meal was a free meal. I had used them for years, but kept my distance in terms of sharing too much about myself. 

I'd slipped into the introverted demeanour very early on. It was one so many of us displayed to the world. Much of that was due to the shame we felt and were made to feel for "giving up" as one well known shock jock had yelled at our group as he drunkenly stumbled out of a King St nightclub. He had vomited all over the footpath and tried to attack his friends who were trying to put him in a cab before he ended up in a cell in the City Watch-house. You met all kinds of people late at night on the streets. 

Years before, we used to gather on the edge of the river in Banana Alley before it became too trendy. Now we spent our nights huddled together under the overpasses that fringed the city centre. It wasn't a meeting of like minds and friends. None of us spoke of how we ended up here. Every story was different, but we didn’t wear our hearts on our sleeves; instead, we wore our emotional armour to protect ourselves. Protection was the reason we clustered together. There was safety in numbers. That was an illusion of course. Most of us were weak and emaciated and could easily have been rolled by thieves or juveniles trying to make a name for themselves. Most nights we went unscathed simply because we had nothing precious worth stealing and fighting a helpless individual was still seen as an act of cowardice. If we had stayed in our daytime begging locations, we were far more exposed.

Years and years ago, in the Flagstaff Gardens as a child, I had witnessed people like I was now being moved on by police. They ambled off drinking from their brown paper bag bottles only to return when the police had left. I had considered these people as subhuman and felt no pity for them then. I regretted that now for I was one of them. I didn't drink or do drugs but I was one of them. Circumstances had placed me here, but I refused to give up my ethics and dignity. Yes, I was a beggar. Yes, I was homeless. One thing I wasn't was a whinger. I kept my dignity and though others considered that I was up myself and a "toff", I wasn't. No-one was going to debase me except myself. 

My clothes were ragged and from op shops but I did my best to keep them clean. I did the same with my body. Others let themselves completely go and I had witnessed some of them become exceedingly ill both physically and mentally. That was not going to happen to me. There were various places around the city where you could wash your clothes and yourself. You just had to know where, how to sneak in, and the best times not to get caught. Luckily most security people were male and if they spotted you heading for a private wash room, the magic words, "Time of the month" was like a free pass. Prior to my menopause, my actual time of the month was a huge problem. Pads and tampons were expensive, but here the Salvos were wonderful because they understood and supplied what we needed.

However, being a woman on the streets was a problem in itself. These days, I no longer carried a shiv. It had been necessary when I was much younger. A woman, a homeless woman on the streets was seen as a prostitute, or someone who was an easy target for someone with more testosterone than compassion. I quickly learned not to display my weapon until my attacker got quite close. It had more impact and was far more threatening, especially when they could see no hesitation in your eyes.

Time was irrelevant to us. People seemed to be consumed by it. They had places to be determined by others and life was driven by the movement of a hand on a clock. My days blended from one to another, each one much the same as the one before. Today was different though. Like Anzac Day, it was not a good day to be around. Melbourne would be a throng of swarming humanity by the time midnight came. The early fireworks around nine thirty was no time for any of us to be in the centre of the city. It was much worse after midnight when the drunken revellers looked for entertainment after the fireworks ceased. We were easy targets. Our nightly spot down by the river was no place to be. We headed out of the CBD well before the council workers started putting up any barriers to close the streets. It was a mass exodus. Like refugees, we carried what we could. The Melbourne City Council spent millions on the fireworks each year. I wondered if it ever occurred to them what they could have achieved for us with that money. Probably not. 

I missed out on a bed with the Salvos tonight, but that didn't faze me. There were others more in need. My place for refuge was in Northcote, in a park, not far from where I grew up. It was about a six-kilometre walk, but I had all day to get there. Being summer, New Year's Eve, in Melbourne wasn't a tough gig, despite having to move. I wondered how the homeless coped in Europe. It is amazing what your mind thinks about when time and you don't matter.
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Giorgio
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You have no idea the abuse I get from people I don't know and frankly, after listening to them, I really don't want to know them. I don't react. It's not worth it because if I did, it would achieve nothing except the loss of my job. Somehow it is my fault though, but even if I show impassively, that can just intensify the abuse. Would they do that to their mother or a police officer? Hardly likely but a council by-laws officer is apparently fair game.

They used to call us grey ghosts because of our uniform and that they would return to their cars and find a parking ticket but no-one around. Contrary to popular belief, we do not sit and wait until the meter expires and instantly write up a ticket. There is some leeway. With modern technology we can tell just how long that car has overstayed its welcome.

The owners are the ones who have decided to make a voluntary contribution to council funds. Their tardiness, or belief that they won't get caught, or inalienable birthright to ignore parking restrictions can cost them dearly. I am not the cause of their fine, they are, but try explaining it to them when they see you at their car. Their intimidation and threats to take it to court seem to fade away once they realise that there are cameras everywhere. Many of the nearby businesses have their own security cameras, but the police and the council have their own too in the CBD of Melbourne. Shame that they don't record the language being directed at us, the fines issued would be much more.

Whoever designed Melbourne had grand plans for broad avenues. but practicalities got in the way. Between these avenues, small lanes crisscross the city so that businesses can have deliveries made. This just complicates my job. My route has to cover all of these and with the different parking limits, all over the place, my route varies so much in a single shift.

I have been in the job for twenty plus years, not because it is fulfilling, but it helps to pay the mortgage. Enjoyment factor rates a zero.

I understand the need for good traffic flow and the need for people to share available parking space. I may be one of the few, based on my experiences with the public. The off-street private parking people have a much easier job. You pay or you can't get out. It's pretty much all automated and getting a job with them is nigh on impossible. You don't need a university education to do what is required whether it is private or public, but at one point in time, even those with it couldn't get a job. I'm not saying nepotism is rife. I wouldn't dare because there is a fair chance my colleague's uncle, my boss, would hear of it. It is so easy to get fired these days. Each year that clicks over means more sick days accrued and holidays and long service. You don't dare be sick or take your holidays, for when you come back, your job has been recast and you have to reapply for it, losing all your previous benefits. The union isn't strong and the Council seems to act like a law unto itself. I am dreading the day I get my notice. However, I am luckier than most. I have been doing this for so long, that it will cost the Council heaps to make me redundant if I have done nothing wrong. That's another reason why the cameras are my friend. They can prove where I was at any time. The councillors may take their long lunches, but I never do.

I'm the meat in the sandwich. I'm the public face that separates the bean counters who are trying to create more and more revenue, and the people who bring their cars into the CBD and who wish to stay as long as they can, paying as little as they can.

Neither really sees who I actually am. Neither engages me in any meaningful way. I might as well be a robot that has a target on his back. They don't understand that I too have a family at home, a mortgage to pay, and all the other things that everyone else in society has to deal with. So, like other non-entities, I live for my days off, for when I get home from work, when I can rid myself of all the abuse that has been hurled at me. I'm lucky, I have learned to not take it personally. Instead, I leave it attached to the uniform where it clings tenaciously no matter how often the uniform gets washed.

I don't eat with the others. By others, I mean the other council employees. I don't know whether it is an unwritten rule or not, but it's traditional somehow. I don't bother with office politics or even worry about pecking orders. I spend all day alone and am quite comfortable with that, as are some other by-laws officers. Though working alone, I have never craved for social interaction with colleagues. My job is my job and that's all it is. My friendships are formed outside working hours. Besides most of us live in suburbs well out from the CBD, ones that are scattered in the outer ring where houses are cheaper and we can almost afford them. Every ten metres closer to the middle of Melbourne adds thousands to the price of a family home. I find it laughable when I catch the train in the morning. People getting on after my station have to work harder, or work longer hours or have much better paying jobs; yet they are the ones who don't get the seats on the crowded train. More fools them.

People say that Melbourne is a very multicultural city and they are right but the real cultural difference is to be found in wealth. It doesn't matter what your ethnic background is, your place in society is determined by your wealth or lack of it. It is obvious by the clothes people wear, their confidence in the way they move and speak and who they interact with. It is a city that is not divided just into rich and poor but in gradations at all levels. The sad thing is that people know their level and succumb to ensuring their place is secure. They look down on others to make themselves feel good and they look up to others and wish they were them. Those at the top of the food chain of course don't even look at all. I rarely see them though unless they are going in or out of the many private clubs around.

As I wander the streets, I people watch. It keeps me entertained. Everyone seems to be going somewhere, often at great pace, so I invent stories to match. It helps remove some of the boredom of my job.

The most interesting people to watch are the tourists and those from the country. Both appear lost and unaware of the protocols in the city. They stop in the middle of the footpaths, craning their necks looking up or busy looking down at maps on their phones while Melbournians brush pass them, some admonishing them for their ignorance about how the city operates. Apparently, you shouldn't block foot traffic, although these same people believe blocking car traffic in narrow laneways is more than acceptable.

These tourists and out of towners certainly don't know how ‘wrong’ it is to be civil to a grey ghost. Often, I have approached them to assist and they have been most grateful, some offering money as a way of thanks. I have never accepted it. Not because my job would be gone if I was caught, but I'd like to think someone would do the same for me if I was overseas in a strange city. Not that that will happen on my salary.

One day, I may win the Lotto and have the pleasure of telling people exactly what I think of them. What a cathartic experience that would be. It isn't going to happen. I don't waste my money on gambling. There's more chance of me winning Lotto than getting a thank you from most of the people I interact with at work.
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Ashton
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I wear my plastic smile. It is part of the visage that is required in my job. Heaven help me though, if my memory fails me and I forget a regular customer's name or their order. The brief interaction is critical and my supervisor is always watching. Amid the noise of customer's talking to each other, or talking on their phones, the noise of the machines themselves and the traffic outside, I strain to capture every detail that is said. I was told that one mistake and we'd lose a customer forever and the margins were so tight. Six months in, I realised what a lot of crock that was. Making a latte cost about a dollar, my wages doubled that and people walked out of here with a seven-dollar hot drink in a cheap disposable container.

The coffee culture of Melbourne had spawned a number of small coffee dispensing businesses that employed the likes of me. By the time I finish my degree and start in a job, I will never catch up to the owner of this business in terms of wealth. His entrepreneurial skills were great. His own ability to make coffee himself were pretty shit. That's why he employed people. He paid the lowest wages possible, always at the casual rates to avoid all the add-ons like long service, annual holidays, and then he bitched about paying extra for us working on public holidays and weekends. Or, for that matter, anything that ate into his profits.

He was clever enough to realise that buying a slightly better quality of beans meant that people would pay more. He'd done the sums. Customers liked to brag about the quality of the coffee they paid extra for, oblivious of the fact that a much higher price didn't guarantee a much better quality. It was all about margins and he made sure the margins were in his favour.

We weren't a cafe as such. The couple of tables were decorative in a way. Table service took longer and that meant the turnover wasn't as much. I couldn't see the appeal of sitting at a table on the edge of a busy street where people brushed past you as you choked on the traffic fumes. Some people did though. They'd grab their take away coffee and sit wearily at the plastic tables and probably think they were on a wide boulevard in Paris. Flinders Street just opposite the station was as far from Paris as you could get, both in atmosphere and culture.

I worked the busy shifts which fitted in with my lectures. From 7:30 am onwards, people would be disgorged from the open mouth of the station. They'd walk down the steps beneath the clocks and swarm across the road en masse when the lights changed. Our business was strategically placed between the Swanston St and Elizabeth St exits and brought us a steady flow of customer's who just had to have their coffee before heading off to their offices. It was ludicrous in a way as their offices would have had their own facilities or there might even be a cafe at the base of their building. However, it was a ritual and perhaps a sign of prosperity to carry a hot container of liquid in their hands. The dexterity that was needed by them to carry that potentially scalding baton through the crowd, had to be admired. The logic, less so. The pavement was so full and waves of people were moving constantly that there wasn't space to actually drink their coffee. I wondered how many had only a lukewarm drink by the time they reached their desks. All the pretty art work done with the froth wouldn't be seen at all once the plastic lid went on. They had no idea that they paid extra for the few seconds it took to create it.

It took a couple of days and a hundred dollars to do the barista course. Of course, that time and cost was not covered by my employer. He wanted qualified people to do the job and with a steady swathe of poor university students trying to make ends meet, he could pick and choose. However, we were always deemed to be a ‘barista in training’ because then he could apologise if we made mistakes, but more importantly, he could justify not paying the full barista salary. 

There is nothing worse than a dissatisfied coffee drinker who believes they have received poor service. They don't hold back on social media and such negative comments can kill a business. The reality is that unless they have tried a range of different more expensive coffees, they don't have the palate to be discerning. As long as we didn't confuse a latte with a cappuccino, we were pretty safe. The range of milks though were a potential minefield. Low fat, full cream, non-lactose, almond, soy; these were the words we had to listen to carefully when orders were given. As a barista, my job was to just make what was scrawled on the container. Those taking the orders and working the till had to get it right and nearly one hundred percent of the time they did. It was the odd occasion when it was wrong that customers would flare up, but nowhere near as much as our boss would later in private. Staff management skills were not his forte and it was a wonder that he hadn't been charged for bullying and harassment.

You get in a routine in my job. It is little short of a production line. You have a fancy title hut essentially you follow simple basic steps to create a "masterpiece" for the customer whose name is written on the cup. One of the girls on the till had some artistic flair and the customer's name was beautifully written. It took her a couple of extra seconds but it meant that the customer was willing, or more rightly, was being conned into paying more.

That morning shift and the five until seven period in the afternoon were bladder holding times where you worked ceaselessly, always smiling as you handed over the coffee. I don't understand how people can work in the jobs they do. They need a coffee to get them motivated in the morning and then a coffee to keep them awake when they travel home. Each of those coffees, they never get to savour because there isn't time. They drink out of habit rather than purpose. What they do in those offices is still a mystery. They don't seem to make things that people can use, not anything tangible anyway. They just appear to move money or data around so that other people can do the same. My chosen degree is definitely not in economics, business or law, so I won't be joining that faceless throng when I finish it in years to come. I won't be wearing the bland uniforms of business suits that queue up outside our premises. I won't have the disinterested pasty same look that pervades the faces of my customers. Then again, baristas seem to have their own uniforms. For males like me, it's the Che Guevara beard, long hair in a pony tail and dark t-shirt with black jeans. It seems we are trying to express our individuality by looking all the same. It was what my employer was looking for anyway as image was everything for him.

My fantasy of what it was like at university was shattered in the first month. My accommodation was a little bigger than a prison cell, but not by much. Communal living is way different from living at home. The fees and extras including travel, I realised would eat into my savings and the little that the government gave me as incentive to study. I couldn’t afford to earn too much either, or the government reduced their benevolence rapidly. So, people like my boss played us well. If we accepted low rates and he paid us in cash, we could successfully fool the government. We were quickly slotted into the undervalued and underpaid category, otherwise known as the exploited. Complain and he would send off backdated payslips to the government and then sack us.

I was too tired all the time to party like I expected to. None of my peers did that anyway, except for the ones whose parents paid for everything. Party life was an illusion that has nothing to do with the harsh reality I faced every day. I was exhausted by the weekend and the thought of going home to my parents was like waving a surrender flag. My independence would be lost and if there was anything I treasured in the world, it was that. Most weekends I would try to get an extra shift, catch up on course work that I never had time to do during the week, or I would sleep. Going into work on a weekday, meant
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