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    Dedicated to the women in our lives who face adversity and never let it determine who they are, or defeat them.

      

    


The

Unremarkable

Effie Lyons

By

Maureen O’Brien

No-one ever dreams of being, or plans to become, homeless.  
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CHAPTER 1
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NEVER IN A MILLION years did she think she’d become one of the rising statistics in this ‘land of plenty’.  But here she was, at the age of 52, on her own and homeless. Through no fault of her own, but a series of stupid circumstances saw the rug pulled out from beneath her. 

First, the company she was an executive with folded up. Overnight. No warning. One day it was trading, the next day it wasn’t. Declared bankrupt. When she got to the office, the building was locked up, no one could get in. Any personal effects in her office were now off limits and not just hers but the other forty-five employees on the two storey premises. Along with multiple employees, in multiple offices, across multiple states, who were all about to be in the same boat.

As they waited on the footpath for someone to come and tell them what was going on, the Head of HR was escorted to the door to make an announcement. She looked shell-shocked, white as a sheet, obviously as stunned as the rest of us as she made a brief statement, ‘The auditors have been here all night, investigating certain...discrepancies. The managing director has failed to show up. We’ve been advised that the company is to cease trading immediately. Unfortunately, I can’t tell you anything more. I don’t know what is going to happen next. You’ll get a letter in the mail as soon as we have any information. I’m sorry.’ 

And that was it. Many of us called out our questions, ‘What about our pay?’ ‘What about severance pay? Unpaid entitlements?’ ‘What about our superannuation?’ But there were no answers. As people dispersed, voices expressed many other emotions: ‘Ahh, shit, how will I pay the mortgage this month?’ ‘OMG how will I tell my wife and kids?’ ‘Bloody hell, I’d like to kick someone’s arse! How am I going to pay the rent this week?’

A whole company and all its staff closed down and turfed out to fend for itself, in less than twenty four hours. All of those people have a story to tell as they attempt to rebuild a life. We’re unlikely to hear all of the stories.

This one is mine.

* * *
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MY NAME IS EFFIE LYONS. I say it out loud every day so I don’t forget who I am. I was Christened Aoefe, after a maternal grandmother. Polish supposedly, although I’ve learned in my later years that it is an Irish name. But no-one could pronounce it, it was a foreign name that didn’t roll off their tongue easily. I was either Owfie, Ayoreffe, Ayoffi, or Arfie. Confusing! My aunt, apparently, simply referred to me as ‘child’ and if the boys asked, which they mostly didn’t because they all had weird nicknames like ‘avachat, dumpty, numpty, and wriggler, she’d just say, ‘aww, call her whatever you like, she don’t care.’ But they were too kind to be mean to a little girl. Dad said he asked her once and she told him that her late sister had named me Euphemia, after their mother. Effie Wozynski.

So, as I grew, my brothers just mostly called me ‘kid’ or ‘sis’. I learned at eleven, when I’d changed schools to just say I was Effie, it was an easy, Aussie name to remember. Then I lost contact with anyone who knew me – or remembered me - from childhood other than the family, so I became Effie. Now I’m surrounded by strangers who don’t call me anything and I say my name out loud every day so I don’t forget who I am.

My name is Effie Lyons.

* * *
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I’M CURRENTLY LIVING in my car and have been for over two months. My car – a twelve- year-old Nissan hatch - my phone, an old laptop, and two suitcases of clothes and shoes are all the property I now own. Well, that, and a plastic bag of second hand linen which I picked up at the St Vinnies store. It contains a pillow, pillowcase, bath towel, and a single thin doona with no cover.

Not much to show for a life, eh? But then it wasn’t much of a life, either. Well, that’s not exactly true. I mean, I never had, what you might call, a big life. I was born, abandoned, adopted, raised, educated, got jobs – many of them – paid taxes, saved superannuation, had lovers. Just the boring, ordinary, everyday stuff that millions of other people do day by day. So I suppose I’ve had what you might classify as an unremarkable life.

I’ve always been a bit of a loner and not by choice. Not for lack of trying. I just never seemed to find the tribe I belonged to. Even in my family I didn’t quite belong. There was a single father, raising five kids, four of them sons and then along came a daughter. Not by the usual method, in case you’re trying to calculate the how and why of that.

My brothers’ mother died when her fourth baby was born. A home birth, an untrained ‘midwife’, and the nearest doctor an hour away. It was a recipe for tragedy. Four years after that, I turned up on their doorstep as the ward of an aunty who had been engaged as a temporary housekeeper.

It was a very temporary assignment. Aunty apparently left suddenly, ten days later, with an antique silver teapot - which she paid for with me and my only possessions, a shopping bag of clothes and my first name.

The family, taking it in their stride, it seems, decided that they’d got the better of the deal and kept me. Local welfare services declared me as an ‘abandoned child’ when their attempts to find out who I was proved fruitless, and I was allowed to stay with the family until something better came along. Eventually, Dad, because that’s what he became to me, sorted out all the formalities and I was officially adopted into the family. It’s been a running joke for all of my life that my family purchased me with a teapot!

And growing up was pretty cool with four older brothers who, despite their relentless teasing, were my protectors, my playmates, and at times, my teachers. So I can’t lay blame when I say I didn’t quite belong. I just always felt like the odd one out. 

Home was in a small rural township in the Hunter Valley. Dad was a man who walked tall in his boots. Not that he stood that tall, at just five feet seven inches, but he was a man that others respected. A man who not just commanded respect, he earned respect. He was the go-to man around town, the man who could be relied on to get things done. The first to step up when the community needed support. And never afraid to show his emotion. 

He grieved for his lost wife and shed tears, openly. Instead of falling to pieces, he stepped up to take care of his boys as father and mother. His boys weren’t afraid to weep for their loss either, he allowed them to be human. He grieved for the town when bushfire hit and property was lost. He grieved for the families whose teens were killed in a reckless night of drinking and driving. As a local businessman, owner and manager of the single service station and mechanical repair shop in the area, inherited from his father, he donated to community causes including the local footy team. And on grand final day, he was on the sidelines cheering loudly for the home team.

In turn, the community supported him and his family too. Including the poor wee girly that was left abandoned in his care. The man had a heart bigger than the moon, is what the locals used to say. He worked hard but also made time to spend with us kids. Doing, well, boy stuff. Fishing, trapping rabbits, camping under the stars. I tagged along.

Like my brothers, I was enrolled at the local bush school, a two-room building that housed classes k-6, before I turned five. We think. At the time, I had no birth certificate nor any knowledge of my birth parents, and nor did Dad. My aunt had applied for the housekeeping job from a notice on the service station’s community noticeboard. She looked nice, I looked clean and well-cared for, and Dad was desperate. He didn’t bother with references. 

The adoption process was lengthy, I’m told and required a whole new identity to be created for me, with a welfare officer checking on my care during the formalities. The officer’s report was always glowing, there was no reason why a willing single dad, supported by a community, couldn’t be allowed to adopt an abandoned child. It’s true when people say It takes a village to raise a child. Ours was a fairly small, but strong community back then. It’s grown a lot. It’s still strong.

When it came time to move on to high school, I again followed in my brothers’ footsteps to the Singleton high school, via a private bus service that picked up kids from around the area. There were about ten of us. Some off the farms, a few from towns, one the son of a minister who serviced two or three churches in the region.

My school years were unremarkable. Grades average, well slightly above but unremarkably so. My big brothers were my constant. They were popular, everyone knew our Dad and the respect for him extended to his children as well. They made lots of friends. I didn’t. There was a couple of quiet girls that I gravitated to but made no social contact with outside of school. We had nothing in common outside of our classes. 

We were the studious girls rather than the popular girls. Not sporty inclined, we were the ones always in reserve, with our teams hoping that we nerds never got pulled in to play. We were the ones in the back of the school choir who didn’t sing too loudly in case anyone heard us. We were comfortable in our roles and nobody picked on us which was a relief. Ater all, I might have been an oddity but I was still the sister of the most popular boys in school.

Unremarkable.
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CHAPTER 2
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DAD MARRIED HIS SWEETHEART, the love of his life, before they turned twenty one. He’d just finished his apprenticeship, she’d just completed her teacher training. They’d planned a big family and he was thrilled when his sons came along, four in four years. 

Yep, Dad, with youth and enthusiasm on his side, knew how to raise boys – it wasn’t that long since he’d been one himself!  He had not a clue how to raise a girl. He guided and disciplined his boys like a pro. He didn’t believe in corporal punishment and when it came to career advice, he had an instinct for what they’d be best at. An apprentice mechanic for the eldest, an apprentice carpenter for another, both indentured locally and attending TAFE in Singleton. A trainee agronomist sent off to Wagga to study and later to work in Dubbo. And the fourth to teacher training college in Newcastle. But what to do with his quiet, studious, non-social daughter? 

He couldn’t see her working behind the local bar, there were no libraries to offer employment locally, and she could do better than waitressing in the local café, he knew. He asked the minister’s wife to assist. The three of us had a round table conference one Sunday afternoon after church. I had nothing to contribute but I wasn’t invited to contribute anyway. It was decided for me that working in an office would be a good choice. That sounded fine to me. I, too, was enrolled at TAFE in Singleton to complete Secretarial studies for a year, then employed by one of the local mines offices.

Being an unremarkable sort of person actually turned out to be an advantage in my new job. I paid attention, learned to anticipate the needs of others, I didn’t chatter or waste time, I was polite, courteous and conscientious. With my trademark nondescript appearance: beige hair, beige skirt, white blouse, flat beige shoes, beige makeup, I came to the attention of the wife of a senior manager. A woman with a beady eye who decided there was nothing in me that would be attractive to a husband with a roving eye. I was swiftly promoted to be his secretary where my work earned him more than a few kudos in the company. 

I made a friend in the main office, the junior accountant. He was a serious young man and had interests common to my brothers: cars, motorbikes, fishing. Familiar topics that I could hold a conversation with. It took him six months to ask me out and we went to the movies. That became a regular weekly outing, every Saturday night and after a while, he began to join me at the Sunday morning church service where I now sang in the choir. In the second row where no-one could hear me. Dad approved of my beau and so did my brothers.

Three years later my suitor was offered a promotion to the firm’s Western Australia branch. He was a young man going places he told me. I believed him. He offered to marry me. My dad thought that was a good plan. I accepted my young man’s offer.  We married in our local church and two weeks later we arrived in Meekatharra, northeast of Perth. We consummated our marriage five days after we arrived.

Unremarkable.

My boss with the roving eye had issued me a glowing reference before I left, telling me that it would guarantee me a job anywhere in any mining company, if things didn’t work out. A good man despite his wife’s suspicions, he must’ve also been psychic. A year after arriving in Meekatharra, my husband shipped out to Port Moresby for another promotion. He took his secretary with him. I shipped out to Perth.

I let my family know. They were shocked, they didn’t understand. Neither did I. It wasn’t explained to me in terms that I could understand. Phrases like, cold fish and there’s no passion, just didn’t make sense to me. But then I had no gauge of what married life was supposed to be like.

Dad suggested I should come home. I suggested I should try standing on my own feet for a little while. I made an appointment with an employment placement firm and was assured that my experience and reference meant that it wouldn’t be hard to place me in this big, mining state. I wondered if there might be something suitable outside of the mining field, for a change. The agent’s response was encouraging. ‘Leave it with me for a couple of days. I’ll start searching.’ I felt hopeful.

I began to look for accommodation. Staying in a motel wasn’t ideal, I had some savings of my own but I didn’t know how long it would be before I received some wifely support. Even ex-wifely support. That’s supposed to happen, isn’t it? It didn’t. I was informed via mail, just over a year later, that I’d been divorced by my husband under the “no-fault divorce” process. His lawyer made no mention of any settlement and I hadn’t expected any, given that the only thing we owned together was some second hand furniture which we left behind in the rental at Meekatharra. I reverted back to my maiden name, or rather my Dad’s name, and prepared to start over. Again.

Unremarkable.

In the meantime, the employment agency had contacted me asking, ‘Effie, how would you feel about working in the Finance and Investment field?’ 

‘OK,’ I replied. ‘Who with and when do I start.’

It was a national firm and there was a position in the Freemantle office that would value my skills I was told. I’m not sure what skills they were talking about but at least I’d have a location to refine my search for accommodation. I had ‘til the end of the week to find myself a furnished flat somewhere in the Freo area. I liked that suburb much better than Perth, anyway. And trying to find any decent affordable rental in Perth was a challenge. I think the realtors there were thinking that if you’re living in the West in the mining boom era, you must be wealthy enough to live like a king. 

By the beginning of the next week, I’d found myself a nice cosy little abode, not too far from Bathers Beach where they hold the annual Sculpture exhibitions. A one bedroom furnished flat which I gradually made homely with a few cheap bits and pieces from the local Op shops and second hand markets. It was close enough to walk to the Freo markets and Farmers Lane for my weekend shop and it had a thriving coffee culture. 

Again, my unremarkable personality was an advantage in the new job. I enjoyed both the work and the studies required to learn the industry. While the workplace was not unlike the mining industry in that it was predominantly male oriented, the Finance and Investment workplace was full of gigantic ego’s. And all those egos were vying for ‘top producer’. It was all about Sales and to make lots of sales required a talent for buyer psychology. Recognition and reward was based on the ability to sell investments but there was no acknowledgement of those ‘soft skills’ like work quality or customer satisfaction. 

I had little interest in feeding nor satisfying those egos and the very few intrepid lotharios who endeavoured to ‘chat me up’ gave up remarkably quickly. Labels such as ice queen were bandied about and I took some pride in that. 

Fortunately, management further up the food chain were more attracted by my seemingly natural feel for the industry, the quick way I picked up the lingo, the ability to make rational predictions, and the way I could see behind the ‘puffery’ of some reports.

Because my role often included editing materials for industry and company publications, I never hesitated to call out statements made which were contradictory or unsubstantiated. Not uncommon when those statements were ‘imagined’ by non-professionals. Submitted documents were often returned for corrections to the consternation of some and I was aware that in some divisions, especially in Sales, I’d been given the nicknames of either ‘Headmistress’ or the ‘Slice and Dice police’. Didn’t bother me!

Within a year I had been promoted to lead one of the corporate communications teams. Within three years I was managing the Compliance division for the state and in my fifth year I was seconded to the national office in Canberra in charge of Compliance for the whole company.  I’d stopped renting and bought an unremarkable little cottage in the suburb of Watson. By the time I turned thirty I’d had enough. I knew it was time to leave the industry. It had changed significantly and despite ever-changing legislation, I knew it was driven by a greed mentality more than a corporate governance ethic. It was distasteful, I was disillusioned, and there was a grubby feel about my days. 

I handed in my notice and left without any fanfare, but with a reasonable savings pool, thanks to the sale of my little cottage, and a tidy little superannuation fund. For the time being, I was heading home to catch up and hang out with my Dad and brothers. I felt the need to regroup. To think about what I wanted to do with my life, perhaps plan ahead instead of just following where life led me. And give some thought to finding someplace where I might actually belong.
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MY NAME IS EFFIE LYONS and I’ve been homeless, living in my car now for seventy nine days. This will be temporary, I thought. This can’t be happening to me, I thought. They’ll figure out their mistake and sort this out quickly, I thought. 

I thought these things four months ago, too.

The company I worked for, yes, worked for, collapsed overnight. I didn’t own the company. I was employed by the company. I didn’t see it coming. Neither did any of my colleagues. But, overnight, somehow all of its assets were seized; bank accounts frozen, properties immediately locked up and which no one could access, investment funds frozen, even company cars were seized. 

I was fortunate, I hadn’t got around to selling my old Nissan, it had remained sitting in the basement of the company premises since I’d started working there nearly six months ago. I had to prove to CDDP officers that the vehicle was in no way related to the company before they’d allow me to drive it away. To get the proof, I had to be allowed into my apartment to retrieve only my personal effects. The apartment, of course, wasn’t mine. It belonged to the company.  Confused? Yes! You, me, and a couple of hundred other employees across the country. Here’s how it happened.

Seven months ago, the employment agency I was still registered with since I’d moved to Freo all those years ago, contacted me. I had used them a number of times and I was an easy to place, stress-free client. At the time I was working as an Executive Assistant to the Senior Partner of a large firm of Solicitors in Victoria. I’d been there for some six years by then, and the agent figured I’d be looking for some new pastures. She knew me well. Of course, they didn’t know that there was a reason why I was ready to move this time. They dangled a juicy carrot.

The job was on the outskirts of Sydney, out past the Hills District. A highly respected, well established, and fast growing development company, that specialised in Aged Care Villages. They were offering a six figure salary, a very attractive benefit package, company car, and an apartment. Their company head office was in Sydney, with offices in every other state and Territory. How could I say no?

The head office maintained a three storey, six apartment block close to the company premises, to accommodate senior staff while they were settling in, and until they found a home they preferred elsewhere. It retained two of those apartments for corporate use, for visiting, out-of-state executives.  

The job was a no brainer. Executive Assistant to the Chairman of the Board of Directors. Doing what I’ve always done, being a quietly super-efficient executive assistant, making things run smoothly, specialising in being invisible. They paid well and I didn’t have to go flat-hunting. Of course I was going to snap it up. I chose my replacement at the current job, left without any fanfare, and started the new job two weeks later.

Unremarkable me.

I had never bought my own place after the Canberra posting. Couldn’t see the point really. I decided I was unlikely to set down roots and settle anywhere permanently and owning property would be too much baggage. The new executive apartment was furnished which meant I just had to throw my bags in the door and I was ‘home’. I often wonder if growing up without a mother, without a female influence, is why I never had the urge to make a home. One style of decorating was pretty much the same as another to me. If the place was clean, contemporary, comfortable, it suited. 

This time, I didn’t take a break and go home between jobs. I knew that returning home would mean I’d have to reveal much more about my life in Melbourne than I was willing to share at this point. Instead, I had some Facetime with various members of the family, a medium where I could safely retain my ‘all’s well’ mask without questions. They may have had them, because I hadn’t taken a trip home for over twelve months then, but they wouldn’t ask those questions on an impersonal, open video call.

I stepped into the new role as calmly and efficiently as usual and was accepted as another piece of office equipment. I introduced my own systems without any objections, why would there be, my systems work. The Chairman of the Board expected to get a first class Executive Assistant and he did. He had no complaints, why would he, I made his life easy.

The first few weeks were dedicated to getting up to speed on what was, for me, a new industry. It meant traveling to the different facilities to see how things were done, attending conferences on Best Practice in Aged Care, meeting with government intermediaries to understand the licensing requirements. This was all relevant to my new role and presented some new challenges. I enjoyed getting immersed in it all, and it provided a much welcome, greatly needed, distraction at this time.

I was polite to my colleagues and helpful where needed. I was accepted with ease and in no time at all I was invisible. That’s how my life has always been, why would it be different now. The job unfolded pretty much the same as all my jobs did. Different industry knowledge to learn, different personalities, but this time, the work itself spread outside of a purely admin role. Nevertheless, I studied the company manuals, its policies and procedures, followed the rules and didn’t disturb the status quo. I was a seamless addition to the organisation.

I was on the highest salary I’d ever been on and considering that I’d passed the magical 50th birthday, figured that I should make the most of the surplus funds by planning for my old age. My years in the Finance and Investment industry had seen me eat up the propaganda of retirement planning; without smart investment you’ll run out of money in retirement. All fuelled by emotional ads for extravagant investment schemes. Of course, I eventually came to realise that this Get Rich Bible was all about making the advisers and their companies rich. Nevertheless, I didn’t want to get to my later years and be trying to survive on a government pension alone.

I scraped away the smoke and mirrors and took my father’s advice. Keep your eye on the pennies, Effie, avoid the Flash Splash Harry’s, travel safe and steady. I’ve lived what some might call a frugal lifestyle. But the thing is, my needs were, have always been, small. My life was small, but it was my life. How much I had didn’t define who I was or wasn’t. I doubted that I would suddenly start living it up in five star hotels and travelling by limousine when I got to my seventies.

So I simply salary sacrificed my surplus income into my existing, safe superannuation fund. It had been recommended by a nice bank manager whom I had dated for a year, in my thirties.

And it was still doing nicely. Slowly, but nicely. But of course, the difficulty of getting access to those retirement funds wasn’t helping my current situation at all. I wouldn’t complain though. A lot of my colleagues had joined the company superannuation fund, rolling over their old fund into the new one. There were rumours that the company fund was a shell. And if that was the case, it spelt disaster for an awful lot of people.

Meanwhile, I was caught up in a national drama which had widespread implications. Not the least was the fact that for the first time, ever, my employment agency was having trouble placing me in a new position.

* * *
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ON THE DAY THAT THE hammer fell, I became jobless and homeless. The executive apartment was off limits too. My personal bank account was still accessible, fortunately, and I was able to move into a hotel for a couple of weeks. I contacted the employment agency and expected that they would have something for me quite quickly. Little did I know.

The scandal associated with the company’s collapse had a far-reaching effect. Firstly, there was the fact that a number of spinoff or associated companies under the same umbrella were now also in limbo. Builders, Contractors, Staff in the villages owned by the company, it was like watching a house of cards falling apart. People were being laid off left right and centre, and in a number of states. And here we were, months down the track, and the fallout was still being felt. 

Forensic accountants were still finding new irregularities. The ACCC were still figuring out charges, the AFP were still investigating individuals. And prospective employers were hesitant to consider applicants who might be caught up in ongoing litigation. And being over fifty wasn’t helping my job search either, according to my agency. ‘It didn’t seem to be a problem when you placed me in this job just a few months ago!’ I responded with an edge.

As I watched my dwindling bank account I counted my options. Move back home to my Dad’s; shameful to bring my problems home to a now old man. Besides, I wanted to stay as near to the action as I could to find out what was happening. Although there was probably a big flaw in that thinking. I could sign on for the dole, an even bigger shame. How would I feel about having to sit in on a retraining program when I could far outclass the trainers that Centrelink offered. Maybe it was time to find a better employment agency. 

In the meantime, I did the sensible thing and traded down to a cheap motel for a couple of weeks. Then I moved into a room at a local pub. And finally, allowed my ageing Nissan to accommodate my ageing body. Just temporarily, I thought. 

So now, I’m living in my car and I have less than a hundred dollars left in my bank account, no access to credit – I’d taken my Dad’s advice, ‘Don’t spend what you don’t have.’ and ‘Avoid credit cards like the plague.’

My name is Effie Lyons. I say it out loud every day so that I don’t forget who I am.
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DAD WAS SO HAPPY TO welcome me home when I moved back from Fremantle and Canberra. We’d kept in contact regularly, I usually rang him, he was always happy to hear my voice. I’d flown home once in the seven years I was away, to be at the wedding of my eldest brother. He’d completed his apprenticeship and was now a partner in the business with Dad. 

They were doing well. Having help, meant Dad could take things a little easier. A young partner meant there was fresh enthusiasm for new ideas and increasing customers. A young wife helped to freshen and update the premises along with some new ideas for expanding their product lines and services. At least until the babies started coming along fairly quickly. Three kids in their first three years and plans for more. She wanted to be a stay at home mum. I liked her. I think we might be friends.

At that time, my second eldest brother had also completed his apprenticeship as a builder and had settled in the region, at Muswellbrook. He’d also married a nice girl and they had their first child on the way. Our now fully qualified agronomist brother flew over every month for a weekend, and our brother the teacher did the same when he could. The boys were happy to see me back home too, hoping that I’d stick around for a while. And I did. 

I stayed for two years, living
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