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  Facing Fears


KLINT’S KISS WAS as smooth and sweet as melted chocolate, so warm and gentle that Jenna could get lost in it for minutes at a time. She breathed in the masculine scent left from his aftershave as she reluctantly pulled away, sitting back behind the wheel of her Toyota Hilux with that silly grin she couldn’t help wearing after every kiss. Six months of marriage hadn’t yet worn off the novelty of romance and she hoped it never would. 
“Bye, honey,” he said, winking at her as he tapped the end of her nose with his finger, his wedding ring glinting in the beam of the white and blue neon sign over the hospital entrance. The ring looked so brand new on his finger, like he’d only put it on yesterday.
Jenna wished she could lean forward and kiss him again, but she’d already done it twice and time was getting on. He’d be late at this rate. So would she. Instead she reached over with a petite hand and brushed an imaginary piece of fluff off his black leather jacket just as an excuse to delay him one second longer.
He picked up his black backpack and slung it over his shoulder as he got out, the cold winter wind slipping in in place of him. “Don’t worry about me,” he said, glancing back at her with that knowing look. “It’ll be fine. You’ll see.”
She nodded, forcing the smile to stay on her face. She blew him a kiss as he closed the door and then watched him turn around and walk through the hospital entrance. 
The euphoria of the moment before now suddenly gave way to panic. She’d been staving it off for the past six weeks, since the doctor had expressed concern about Klint’s declining energy levels and booked him in for some overnight tests. It was a routine thing. It would be fine, just as Klint had said, and if they did find anything it would surely be treatable. 
But she’d not been near a hospital in fifteen years, since she’d broken her arm in Grade 7, and hadn’t expected to see one for many years to come, unless it was the Maternity Ward. The idea that someone as young as Klint could need testing for a medical condition was a foreign and deeply unsettling concept.
And as she watched him walking down the stark white corridor, seeming to get smaller with each step, she realised the terrible mistake she had made.
Until this moment she had been impervious to the world. Nothing could be taken away from her that would cause lasting damage. She was estranged from her parents, and emotionally fine with that. She had friends of a sort, though some would call them mere acquaintances. She could glide in and out of their lives as she pleased. Work colleagues asked after her and invited her to drinks after hours, though she never went. She even had an older sister whom she called from time to time, but by no stretch of the imagination could they be called close. Their phone calls were more a matter of rote than anything else.
She had kept her emotional connections to a minimum throughout her twenty-seven years so nothing and no one could harm her. 
Even when she’d started going out with Klint, the idea of a relationship was so new she had believed that if it all fell apart she would still simply be able to pick herself up and carry on. When he’d proposed, she’d said yes easily, quickly, swept along in the momentum of it all and entranced by his winning smile. 
And now, suddenly, here, as she watched him walk away from her, she realised the enormity of what she had so innocently done. 
“Don’t die,” she said under her breath, her voice shaking now that her fear had formed into words. 
It was silly really. This was just a medical test. He was young and fit and even if the doctors did find something, modern medicine regularly worked miracles. 
But as she heard the words, her words, drift from her lips she knew she wasn’t talking about this moment. She was talking about forever. She was talking about the rest of her life.
“Don’t die,” she said again, as if somehow the second time would ensure his safety.
She wasn’t sure why the emotional distance in her life had mattered so much to her, the imperviousness she had so carefully cultivated throughout her teenage years and into adulthood. Her family were all well and healthy people. She hadn’t lost a parent at a pivotal age or been responsible for the death of a sibling. There seemed to be nothing about her life that would explain it. 
But the fear of the vulnerability she had willingly inflicted on herself by letting another human into her life, and her heart, now hit her with a cold nausea.
She forced her attention back to the present, put the Hilux into gear and drove off, leaving the hospital and Klint behind her and focusing on the night ahead. 
The short drive to the crisis call centre along the night-time streets of Adelaide was easy, with so little traffic that she was in danger of her thoughts wandering back to Klint. She flicked the radio on, picking up a call-in channel discussing the many and varied uses of fresh lemons. It was the season for winter citrus, not that anyone who had seen snow in their life would ever recognise an Adelaide July as winter. Jenna’s neighbour’s lemon tree overhung the dividing fence, regularly dropping lemons onto her dead grass and so she understood the topic’s appeal. 
She tried to pay attention—put half a lemon through the wash for stain-free clothes, stuff a lemon into the middle of your whole chicken before roasting, use half a lemon to clean your nails—but disquiet still tugged at her.
She tried distracting her mind with work, thinking of the marketing proposal she needed to have on her boss’s desk by Friday, but even that couldn’t cloud the fear that was hollowing out a place inside her and setting up camp.
She was relieved when she finally pulled into the small paved car park of the Teen Crisis Line centre and could turn her thoughts to much more important matters. 
The building was a single storey, with a corrugated iron roof and smooth concrete walls, graffitied over so many times it was hard to tell what the original colour had been. There were no signs on the building to give away its purpose and it appeared innocuous enough, though the windows were covered with black metal bars and three small surveillance cameras watched the car park and surrounds. 
Jenna volunteered here two nights a week, working on the new program that provided Internet chat and phone texting for teenagers in distress. It was a bit slow starting up but she had high hopes that it would provide a safer and more comfortable means for teenagers to contact the centre. She loved feeling a part of something that was making a difference, although she often finished her shift both physically and emotionally exhausted. Tonight wasn’t her usual night but she’d been called in to cover for Tasha who’d fallen ill halfway through her shift.
She opened the door of her Hilux and hopped out, straightening her white blouse beneath the knitted burgundy cardigan she was wearing and then brushed a few stray cat hairs from her black trousers. She liked to dress comfortably but not too casual when she came to the centre, even down to her black boots instead of sneakers, to keep her mind focused. If she came in T-shirt and jeans it was all too easy for her to feel like she was just bludging at home in front of her laptop. 
She grabbed her small, brown leather backpack and then locked the car. As she strode the short distance to the front door of the centre, she glanced up at the cloudless night sky. Without the blanket of clouds, it would be cold tonight and even colder around midnight when she would head home. 
On reaching the door she grabbed the card that had been hanging from the lanyard clipped to the waistband of her trousers and swiped it down the edge of the keypad by the door, then she keyed in her six-digit code. The door lock clicked and she grabbed the handle to let herself in.
Beyond the door was a small office space like any other: off-white walls plastered with posters about health, safety, and community events, a dark grey carpet spattered with strange stains, bits of carpet threads unravelling at the joins. The main area of the room was divided into ten little beige cubicles set up in the middle of the floor, each containing a desk, chair, phone, and computer. 
Jenna closed the door behind her and then meandered her way to the second cubical along, glancing up at the three large TV screens that were high up on one of the walls. Two screens showed black and white images from the surveillance cameras, cycling through the different points of view, while the third screen showed how many calls were waiting and how long they’d been waiting for. It currently showed all calls were being cared for, a slow evening so far. 
The room seemed to be colder than outside, although a warming smell of freshly brewed coffee drifted from the small kitchenette that could be seen through the glass wall on the other side of the room. A gentle, soothing hum of female voices came from three of the cubicles where the women were handling their calls, while a keyboard in another cubical tapped away. 
The keyboard tapping stopped and Bindi stood up from her cubical, her aboriginal features relaxing in relief at the sight of Jenna. “I’d given up on you,” she said quietly enough so as not to interrupt the phone conversations that were taking place.
Jenna walked over to Bindi’s cubical. “I had to drop Klint off at the hospital before I came.”
Bindi’s eyes grew wide. “Oh no. What happened?”
“You’re not in the middle of a conversation with someone?” said Jenna, pointing to the computer.
“No,” laughed Bindi. “Was just checking the tennis scores.”
“Wimbledon?” 
“Yup,” said Bindi. “But you were telling me what Klint’s doing in hospital.” She fixed Jenna firmly in the gaze of her brown eyes.
Jenna shook her head. “It’s nothing. Just some tests they’re doing overnight. It’s nothing.”
Bindi reached out a hand and stroked Jenna’s arm. “Are you coping okay with it?” she said in her soothing telephone voice.
Jenna shrugged her off with a laugh. “Yeah. There’s nothing to worry about.”
Bindi frowned. “You know you’ve said ‘nothing’ three times now?”
“What happened to Tasha?” said Jenna, wandering back to her cubical.
Bindi followed with a knowing look. It would be impossible to fool her with a simple deflection, but at least Jenna had control of the conversation again. 
“Stomach pains,” Bindi said. “Thinks she might have eaten something off or perhaps it’s a bug.”
Jenna wrinkled her nose at the thought. “Poor thing.”
“So you’re shift supervisor.” Bindi grinned at her mischievously.
Jenna was definitely not the senior person in the room, although she was two years older than Bindi. Over the top of the cubical divider she could see Helen’s brunette curls in one cubical and Sharleen’s latest blond updo in the other, both of them were in their forties. She couldn’t see into the third cubical, but the lilt of the muffled words coming from there told her it was probably Hong, who was Taiwanese and in her late fifties. 
Any one of those three would have been a good choice for shift supervisor in Tasha’s absence, but the decision had probably been made between them while Jenna was in transit. It made sense, as all were by now well into the rhythm of their shift and in the middle of calls, therefore it was easier for Jenna to jump into the role of supervisor. None of them enjoyed the extra paperwork or the handover procedure at shift’s end, but supervising also meant monitoring rather than helping callers—and in the end taking the calls was what all of them preferred doing. 
Jenna didn’t mind though. She liked the feeling of accomplishment that came from organising things and tying everything up in a metaphorical bow before she left. She’d been shift supervisor a couple of times in the previous three months and she was becoming more confident in the role, though she still felt inadequate at times because of her lack of experience.
“Hey,” said Bindi, looking over Jenna’s shoulder. “Did someone order a pizza?” 
Jenna turned around to look at the surveillance images on the large TV screens on the wall behind her. An unfamiliar small Ford hatchback had pulled into the car park and a tall man was getting out of it, his face hidden under a Domino’s Pizza cap. He wore a casual black jacket which hung loosely open
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