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      Sam squares her shoulders and rolls another liquorice allsort of white internal memo, coloured copy paper and dark blue carbon into her IBM golf ball typewriter. Yet more drivel from Peter Crisp, her boss.

      Crispy Critter is thirty-five going on fifty and middle management right down to the comb-over and a body that looks as though it’s been put together like custard. He’s a cheap bastard who drives a Nissan Sunny with rust flakes so bad that anything over 60kph make it look positively autumnal.

      As her platform shoe hits the foot control of the Dictaphone, Crispy’s nasal voice fills her head. “To Barry Davison, R17 Forestry Project, Year Ending 31 March 1978. Barry, please call me at your earliest convenience to discuss.”

      This is followed by asthmatic breathing, but nothing else.

      If that’s all that’s in your sodding memo, why don’t you pick up the phone and ring him, ya lazy prick?

      Sam hears these words as clearly as Crispy’s and the golf ball spits them out onto the memo paper.

      “Blast!”

      Rolling the wad of paper out of her typewriter, she holds the lot in one corner and flaps it until the sheets of carbon drop limply onto her desk.

      Mrs Darren Walters. Mrs Darren Walters. Mrs Darren Walters.

      Sam’s expecting Darren to make it official the following weekend when he’s up from the base on one of his regular fortnightly visits.

      Her hand once again strays to the handle of the top drawer of her dark, walnut veneer desk. She slides it open just enough that she can gaze at a picture of Darren in his army fatigues, sent with one of his many letters.

      If there’s one thing Sam loves, it’s a guy in uniform. Not as much as a guy who’s ditched the uniform altogether. But close.

      Looking at her soon-to-be fiancé reminds Sam how important her well-paid, awful job is. Her goal of saving enough money for a wedding more over-the-top than her parents are willing to pay for is getting closer every day. It’s only the thought of a five-tier cake, live band and bucket-loads of frangipani that have stopped her telling her boss to shove it.

      Taking a ring off her right hand, she puts it onto the wedding finger of her left. Joy bubbles away when she holds her hand under the light spilling from the Anglepoise lamp on her desk. She admires the wedded look but, hearing the elevator ding its arrival, turns it from married to stretching before putting her hand under the desk and swapping the ring back. As the elevator doors open, she automatically smiles at the new arrivals, but rather than head in her direction they disappear down the corridor.

      Retyped without additions, she takes the one-line wonder into Crispy’s office for his signature and waits patiently while he goes through his usual wank of reading it, with fountain pen poised expectantly. Then, after enough time that he could have proofed the Magna Carta, he signs his chicken-scratch signature with the flourish of minor royalty.

      Back at her desk, she finds Mrs Johnson from Personnel waiting for her. This is the woman who’d first interviewed her for the job. A second-hand car salesman couldn’t have done a better sell on how great the job was.

      One careful lady owner, my arse!

      “How are you settling in? You’re not finding it too challenging?”

      “No. We typed more than this at secretarial school.”

      “Is that right?” Mrs Johnson unclasps the large tan diary that has been protecting her meagre bosom, swings it open and scribbles furiously before snapping it closed. It’s back on boob patrol seconds later.

      Before the woman can ask anything else, a bellowed, “Sam, in here, now!” erupts from her boss’s office.

      Mrs Johnson’s mouth drops open at the tone, but she remains mute.

      Sam picks up her pad and pen and heads into Crispy’s office and sits, although it hardly seems worth it. The stuff she takes down in shorthand is as wordy as that on the micro cassettes he leaves in his heavily brass-detailed out-tray.

      “Shut the door.” His voice is controlled, with a hard edge.

      She jumps to do his bidding. A confidential memo would make a nice change.

      Her hand is still on the doorknob when he starts berating her.

      “How dare you discuss my work with that woman.” His voice is low, as though he suspects Mrs Johnson is still hovering.

      “But she—” Sam turns toward him.

      “What happens in this office is none of her business,” he hisses.

      Sam looks down at Berber carpet, the colour of camel dung, before stuttering, “But I ... only told the truth ...”

      “Good god, the truth is the last thing that woman needs to hear. Now I’ll have to stop her riffling through every damn piece of correspondence I’ve ever produced. Any more screw ups like that and I’ll have to let you go.”

      “Yes, Mr Crisp,” says Sam, in a small voice.

      Mrs Darren Walters. Mrs Darren Walters. Mrs Darren⁠—

      “Of course, we could discuss it over a few drinks.”

      She groans inwardly; god, not again. “I’ll have to ask my, ah, fiancé if it’s all right.”

      “It could be our little secret. We wouldn’t need to let anyone know.”

      Especially not your wife, you cretin.

      

      At 4.59 pm she flips the switch on the side of her sage green typewriter before dropping a cracked, grey vinyl cover over the top. She smashes the off button on the top of her lamp, grabs her oversized shoulder bag and heads for the elevator.

      Crispy had left earlier; up to the senior management offices for the usual Friday night drinks. He’d been bouncing like a puppy in anticipation of mixing with the upper echelons.

      God knows what they think of him.

      She slumps against the wood panelled back wall of the lift. She can hardly wait to report this latest Crispy instalment to Jennie. Sam and Jennie share everything and always have. Best friends from kindergarten, the confidences have gone from dolls and kittens to boys and clothes and everything in between.

      There’d been a lull in their relationship last year, when Jennie had been dealing with her fiancé, Steve, and his battle with cancer. Steve and Jen had been planning a trip overseas until he was diagnosed and they’d had to postpone. Steve lost the fight, leaving Jennie adrift and while she’d talked about finishing her fine arts degree, her heart hadn’t been in it and she’d ended up working for her parents.

      Jennie’s now decided to go on with the trip as some sort of tribute to Steve. Sam hopes Jennie will be okay on her own and knows she’ll miss her friend more than she can imagine.

      The lift stops spongily on the ground floor and the doors rattle open, and Sam’s brought back to her surroundings. After peeling herself off the wall, she strides across the marble lobby and up to the automatic front doors. It takes a second for them to register her presence before they slide asthmatically open. Walking through them, she breathes in deeply. Even with undertones of diesel, the air tastes fresh after the air-conditioned staleness inside.

      The closer she gets to her car, the springier her gait. A girls’ night out with Jennie is just what she needs to wash away any lingering traces of Crispy. A nice, big glass of straight scotch might be in order, although antiseptic would be more appropriate.
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      Later that night Sam’s room is a fug of hairspray and Magie Noire perfume as she goes through the rigmarole of getting ready to go to the pub. Half a can of Wella super strength ‘black death’ hairspray and a round brush has her blow-waved blonde hair flicking back away from her face on both sides. If she were any more Farrah Fawcett she’d be getting calls from Charlie.

      With the dryer safely back on its hook on the side of the dressing table, Darren’s dog, V8, pops her head out from underneath the bed. V8 loves being in the thick of things but has a pathological fear of the hairdryer. Sam thinks it must have been something that happened to her as a puppy, but because Darren had picked up the dog at the SPCA they had no way of knowing.

      It was as much a mystery as her breed, which seems to be Wolfhound mixed with Staffy and a little Labrador thrown in for good measure. As far as Sam can tell, the main Labrador trait V8 had inherited was the biscuit one; the dog only had to hear the kettle being switched on to appear in the kitchen seconds later.

      It hadn’t taken long after the adoption for Darren to realise he couldn’t keep V8 down on the base and he’d asked Sam’s parents if they would look after her. For Sam’s mum, it had been love at first lick.

      “It’s all right girl, all finished.” She bends down and sweeps the bulky fringe of hair clear of V8’s eyes. “Although I think you could do with some hairspray to keep this mop of yours under control.” Sam grabs the can of spray and some hair clips from her dresser but V8, suspicious, is already squirming her way through the nearly closed bedroom door.

      Sam puts the hairspray and clips back before looking down at the neckline of her dress and frowning. Opening the top drawer of her dressing table, she rummages until she finds an old pair of school socks. Stuffing one into each cup of her bra, she then rearranges her boobs so they look natural. Picking up the red dress she’d finished making the night before, she steps into it, and sucks in her tummy so she can zip it up.

      After a thorough search, she wanders out into the lounge looking for a favourite pair of earrings. Her parents are watching the news, although Sam’s mother does a double take at the red dress.

      “Do you think you should be going out dressed like that when Darren’s down at the base?” Her mother absently strokes V8, who’s inching her way up onto the couch one leg at a time.

      “It’s not that bad!” says Sam, looking down and getting an eyeful of cleavage. “And anyway, Darren trusts me.”

      “If you’re sure,” says her mother. Her dad hasn’t taken his eyes off the telly.

      “I am!” Sam lifts the lid of the crystal bowl on the mantelpiece. Empty, apart from a moth carcass and a couple of perished rubber bands. Closing her eyes, she thinks back to when she’d last worn the earrings, then goes out into the hallway leaving her parents to the doom and gloom on the telly.

      Downstairs, she opens the door to the granny flat where Darren stays when he’s in town. Picking up a T-shirt of his from the end of the bed, she holds it up to her face. Just breathing in his scent kicks her heart rate up a notch. She keeps breathing from the T-shirt, before dropping it in the laundry hamper behind the door in the tiny bathroom.

      She finds her sterling silver earrings behind the lamp on the bedside table.

      Back up in her room, she opens her wardrobe and looks critically at herself in the mirror on the inside of the door before sliding hangers until she finds a more modest black and silver dress. Sam still can’t believe she’s managed to snare Darren and isn’t about to screw it up. He’s cool; everyone looks up to him, even the guys, and he’s definitely a trophy. She wishes she could be viewed the same way, but even though she has the blonde hair and long legs, she’s a pair of knee-highs short of the minimum cup size.

      

      Sam skips down the curving front steps soon after Jennie pulls up in her lime green Morrie Thou’. Jennie is anal about time and being even a little late makes her left eye twitch. ‘Kermie’, as the car is affectionately known, has finally shuddered to a standstill by the time Sam reaches the bottom of the wrought-iron-framed pebblecrete steps.

      Before she can open the car door, Jennie is out and around into glare of the headlights where she stands with arms wide, eyebrows raised and head cocked to the side. The denim flares are flattering and make her athletic body look curvy. Her short hair is its usual explosion of curls, the colour a deep auburn that could almost be mistaken for black, until the sun hit it. This, coupled with large hazel eyes, would make her look like a pixie if it weren’t for her measuring close to six foot.

      “You look good. I love the embroidery on the jacket.”

      “You don’t think it’s too much? I did bring some other stuff just in case.”

      Eyeing the bulging carry bag on Kermie’s back seat, Sam knows if she doesn’t stop the wardrobe panic in its tracks they’ll end up back in her room for another hour, while Jennie works through every possible combination of the clothes she’s brought with her. Jennie’d never been like this when Steve was alive. Losing him seemed to have knocked her confidence. “You look perfect. Come on, let’s get there before all the good seats are nabbed.”

      Peeling the ‘Farrell’s Plumbing Supplies’ magnetic sign off the passenger door where it’s been missed by Jennie, she puts this, along with her own carrier bag of gear, onto the back seat. Farrell’s is owned by Jennie’s parents and explains the assortment of pipe joints and general plumbing paraphernalia that litter the footwell on the passenger side. Sam slides her feet in amongst them until she makes contact with the car’s floor before slamming the door shut.

      She’s spending the night at Jennie’s as it’s easier to stagger into the sleep-out behind Jen’s parent’s place than dodge every creaky floorboard in the hallway at home. She tends to keep sober when Darren is in town, not wanting him to see her all messy from too many drinks. But she’s not averse to a few when he isn’t around.

      Jennie pulls out and they belt along on their way to the pub. Belting for Kermie is 45kph, his top speed without risking mechanical disintegration. Jennie can proudly boast to having no speeding tickets but only because it’s a physical impossibility.

      The girls talk loudly so they can hear each other over the assorted clatters and clunks that give Kermie his personality, although a lot of these are the result of the pipes and spare parts rattling around Sam’s ankles. “I think next weekend might be the one,” says Sam.

      “One what?”

      “The proposal.” Sam hopes this news won’t upset Jennie.

      “What makes you think that?” says Jennie, evenly.

      “He asked me to book a table for us at The Fontainbleu in his last letter.”

      “Wow, that’s flash. What are you going to wear?”

      “Not sure. I’ll go through my wardrobe tomorrow.”

      Even at Kermie’s sedate speed, it only takes ten minutes to get to the pub. The trip home, via back roads, will be more than double to avoid running into the booze bus. Even though Jennie’s a light drinker; it’s safer to dodge the breathalyser altogether.

      The bar has as much class as you can get with mock Tudor. It’s supposed to be “oldey-worldey” but only manages “slightley-tackey”. The pseudo-oak bench seats are upholstered in velvet with what looks like a subtle pattern but is an accumulation of stains so numerous, the original colour no longer shows.

      The carpet’s the same but with more adhesive qualities. Fortunately the drinks are cheap and there’s usually a good covers band.

      Despite their being early, the only table available is a beige plastic-topped, metal monstrosity and the result of the landlord’s decision to “jazz the place up a bit”. It’s from the same school of design as the fake open fires. The matching plastic chairs have cracks vicious enough to leave your arse looking like that of a stripper’s after a sales convention gig.

      “Do I look okay?” Sam checks her dress with her hands.

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “Nothing. Must be my imagination.”

      “It’s fine.” Jennie spins her around so she can three-sixty the outfit.

      “Then why are people staring at me? Damn, I knew I should have worn the red dress.”

      “Relax you look fine.”

      “God, you wouldn’t believe the crap Crispy tried on today,” says Sam, after they’ve settled themselves as comfortably as they’re ever going to.

      Jennie’s so transfixed by the bright green drink that’s put down on their table, she doesn’t respond.

      “It’s a Grasshopper,” says Tania, owner of the drink and a friend to both of them.

      “Gizza sip.” Sam grabs the glass and helps herself to a large gulp.

      “Well?” say both of the others.

      “Not bad. Why’s the glass so clean?” Sam compares it to the state of her own.

      “It was fresh out of the box … I think it’s their first cocktail. Ever,” says Tania.

      Standing, Sam waves at the barman, points at the glass and indicates three with her fingers. He grimaces before going out to the back, grabbing a ladder on his way.

      They’re onto their fourth round of Grasshoppers when Jim, Tania’s fiancé, turns up. He’s tall and thin with a mop of wildly curling blond hair and Sam thinks he looks a bit like Roger Daltrey from The Who. He bends over and kisses Tania’s strawberry blonde curls before lowering himself into the saved seat next to her.

      “Sorry I’m late, love.” Jim squeezes Tania’s shoulder. “Got held up by a bloke I’m doing an engine rebuild for.” Jim has a tidy sideline in mechanical repairs and it’s paid for more than one overseas trip for him and Tania. At 5’2” and seven stone dripping wet, Tania is a bundle of energy who keeps Jim firmly in line. Sam doubts there’d be much money being made at all if it wasn’t for Tania’s influence on the freewheeling Jim.

      Round number five and Sam and Jennie are in need of the ladies. They make their way easily through the tables and chairs but things slow down when they get to the three-deep mob standing next to the bar that runs the length of the room.

      At first, the crowd looks impenetrable but Jennie spots a break and goes for it. Sam follows in her wake. They don’t push and shove but edge their way through, moving people to the side by placing their hands on any backs they encounter and applying pressure in the direction they want them to move. It’s an art form.

      They move through Brut 33, then a patch of Charlie onto some Aqua Manda and even the odd whiff of Opium. Jennie’s squeezing her nose to hold back a sneeze by the time they’re spat out into open space by the toilets. “I wish people wouldn’t slap on so much stuff,” she says nasally.

      They push open the swing door into the ladies and are happy to find it’s empty; they hadn’t been bursting when they’d left the table. Sam heads into one of the two cubicles, locks the door and hastily pulls her knickers down before carefully lowering herself into a hover position over the toilet. There’s no way she’s sitting down, with the glistening shine on the toilet seat having nothing to do with elbow grease. Still, she wishes the publican would use something to reduce the gag factor of old pipes and unscrubbed lino.

      She’s started a controlled pee when a couple of girls pinball their way into the ladies. The new arrivals bounce off washbasins and walls in turn and Sam’s glad the lock on her door is strong when one of them falls hard against it. The new arrivals push at the doors of both cubicles and get a shouted “Busy!” from Jennie and Sam.

      God, they must be hammered if they can’t read the bright red ENGAGED showing on the locks.

      “I can’t believe the silly cow doesn’t know he’s screwing around,” slurs one.

      Sam’s ears prick up.

      Great! Some juicy gossip to take back to the table.

      “Guess he’s pretty convincing,” says the other.

      Give us a name! We need a name.

      Sam would rub her hands together but it would throw her off balance and she’d risk bum touching porcelain or head smacking into the door.

      Come on, even just a first name.

      “He’s got a nerve staying at her parents’ place when he’s up here.”

      Sam’s heart falters.

      “They even look after his bloody dog.”

      Her chest is frozen; breathing shallow.

      No name, please no name.

      “He’s got balls, all right,” slurs one of the girls.

      “And I guess he knows how to use ’em.” Her friend laughs drunkenly.

      Her legs give out and Sam sinks to the toilet seat. It’s cold and wet.

      “Come on, let’s go to the other bogs before I piss my pants,” says one of them.

      They stumble their way out and the door hisses slowly closed behind them blocking out the raucous sounds of the bar. The relative silence is broken by Jennie, who’s now outside Sam’s cubicle. “Sam? It could be anyone.”

      “He wouldn’t do that to me!” says Sam, wiping, then standing up and grabbing more paper to dry the backs of her legs. After pulling up her knickers and arranging her dress, she yanks down on the chain by her head before turning and opening the door.

      When the roar of the old cistern refilling dies down, she adds, “Darren wouldn’t do that to me, would he?”

      “No? ... No!” Jennie yanks on the circular towel searching for a dry patch, before drying her hands on her jeans.

      “He wouldn’t!”

      Sam’s conviction is kyboshed when Jennie says, “I know how we can find out for sure.”
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      Back at the table when the band stops for a break, Jennie says casually “Hey, Jim, we’re hoping you can help with something.”

      “Yeah, shoot,” he says, looking at Jennie.

      “Just heard some girls talking about a bloke who’s screwing around,” says Sam, causing him to turn toward her.

      “It sounds suspiciously like Darren,” says Jennie. Jim’s head snaps back.

      “Can’t help, sorry,” is his choked response, as his gaze swivels between Sam and Jennie.

      “Can’t help, or won’t help?” says Tania.

      “Yeah. Spill or we’ll tell Darren you told us anyway,” says Sam, smelling blood.

      “Well, ah, all right. But you didn’t hear this from me.” He looks over one shoulder then the other before leaning forward. “You know that Aussie barmaid at the Mirage Hotel down by the base, the chick they call Head Girl?”

      “Cheryl? There’s no way! Darren said she’s a real dog.” Sam’s breath rushes out and her shoulders relax.

      “Yeah, well. Apparently she’s more lap dog than Doberman and Darren was the one who gave her the nickname Head Girl.”

      “I think I’m going to be sick,” says Sam, bile popping up at the back of her throat. She swallows quickly.

      “But it’s not like you’re ever gonna meet her,” says Jim, earning him a sharp kick to the shin from Tania.

      “I’m outta here.” Sam stands abruptly and heads for the door. She gets more of the same looks as when they first arrived. Sam realises they have nothing to do with her outfit.

      “Wait for me.” Jennie hurries behind her, catching up with her around the side of the building where she’s getting rid of all the cocktails. Jennie holds Sam’s hair out of the way but there’s not much more she can do until the final Grasshopper is released into the wild. Sam still feels nauseated but this has more to do with Darren than any alcohol still in her system. Straightening, she sways a little when she takes her hand away from the wall.

      “You all right?”

      “Yes. No. Not really.”

      “Do you truly think he’s about to pop the question?”

      “Why else would he get me to book The Fontainbleau? It’s too flash just for dinner.”

      “You’ll have to cancel the booking. You can’t just pretend you don’t know!”

      “I can’t do anything, can I? Not without dumping Jim in it. Although the fact I know and Darren doesn’t know I know ...” Sam forces a smile and even rubs her hands together with what she hopes passes for glee.

      Despite this show of bravery, she’s hurting. What Darren doesn’t know is Sam’s choosy about sharing her toys. As a three-year-old, she’d smashed her entire tea set rather than let a girl she didn’t like play with it. She’d got one hell of a hiding and it had put an end to her ability to entertain at home, but she still felt it had been worth it.
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      Next morning, Sam’s head is threatening to shatter like a drop-kicked piggy bank, the result of crying quietly most of the night.

      Even now, tears are stuck in her throat where she’s jammed them in an effort not to wake Jennie, who’s gently snoring in her bed on the other side of the sleep-out. Thank god she’d arranged to spend the night here; breakfast with her parents would have been impossible.

      Looking at the dust swirling lazily above her where it glows in the sunlight that’s slipped under the bottom of the too-short curtains, Sam takes a shuddering breath. It’s loud enough to interrupt Jennie, who barks her throat clear before rolling over and focusing on Sam’s face.

      “You’re a mess,” she says, pushing back the covers and staggering over to Sam’s bed. “Move over.”

      Sam scoots over as far as she can and Jennie crawls in and drags Sam into her arms. This is all it takes to have her sobbing loudly.

      “You’ll be all right,” says Jennie, into Sam’s ear while stroking the back of her head. “You’ll get through this. You don’t think you’ll ever laugh again, but you will.”

      “Jennie, I’m so sorry. Listen to me going on about my problems. Are you doing okay?” Sam pulls back to look closely at Jennie.

      “It’s been thirteen months.” As Sam continues to peer at her, Jennie adds a forcible, “I’m fine. Really!”

      Sam’s drops her head back into the crook of Jennie’s arm.

      “I was so sure he was the one. I’ve even been practicing signing my married name. What if he does propose next weekend? What will I say? I’ll have to tell him The Fontainbleu was booked out. Why did he do it? What’s wrong with ... me?”

      Jennie’s answer to this jumble of thoughts is to continue stroking the back of Sam’s head.

      Eventually Sam is out of tears, her chest hurts and her sinuses are chocker.

      Jennie’s still beside her but has fallen asleep again, her snoring more than a match for anything Sam can come up with. Sam falls asleep too, exhausted. She’s woken later by Jennie mumbling. “You could come travelling with me. I know it was what Steve and I were going to do but I’d love it if you came. You can always come back home if you’re not having fun.”

      Sam stares at the ceiling. “You’re flying out to Melbourne on the eleventh, right?”

      “Yep, only thirteen more sleeps to go.”

      Sam isn’t looking forward to facing everyone and their pity; it’s not like her job is any great shakes and Crispy Critter wouldn’t let it rest until she shagged him or he forced her to quit.

      “You’re on, I’ll come with you! But by jeez, I’m going to stick it to Darren before I go.”

      “Ooh, it’s going to be a blast,” says Jennie, coming fully awake.

      Sam can tell by Jen’s expression that she’s not talking about their trip.
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      Sunday afternoon and Sam’s sitting leadenly on her bed stewing over Darren and wondering about clothes for work in the morning. Something neck to knee in a heavy serge that’ll keep Crispy’s eyes at bay would be good. A sob jumps into Sam’s throat and tears pattern her faded jeans. She’s wiping her eyes when her mother comes in with some clean clothes.

      “What on earth’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” Sam desperately scouts around for a reason for her tears.

      “Nothing?” Her mother sits on the bed.

      “Well, it’s … ah ...” Sam falters, clambering through her head opening files in hopes of finding a good excuse.

      “Go on.”

      “My, ah, boss.” Sam has no trouble filling her mother in on the situation at work, making Crispy out to be bad enough that she’s in tears at the thought of going to work in the morning.

      “But you can’t let him get away with that.” Sam’s mother puts her arm around her shoulders.

      “But I can’t quit, it’ll look bad on my work record and the money’s good,” says Sam, before blowing her nose.

      “I wonder if that’s why the last girl left. Do you know her name?”

      “Sure, she Dymo-labelled it onto everything on the desk that wasn’t screwed down.”

      “Good. Go get the phone book!”
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      “Morning, Sam,” floats out of Crispy’s office when she tiptoes past the next morning. “Come in, Sam. No need for pad and pen, just your lovely self.”

      “Be right there,” she mutters to her boss’s summons in a perfect, whiney imitation before going in to see him. Standing right up against the front of his desk, her hands stray to her knotted stomach muscles.

      “When shall I book the restaurant?”

      “I’d rather not.”

      “I was thinking of this nice little place in Parnell, it’s out of the way and they have accommodation, too. For dessert, I like the idea of covering you in whipped cream and licking it off.”

      Sam’s close to gagging at this suggestion but manages to say, “I’d rather poke my eye out with a stick.”

      “Good, I’ll make a booking for ... what?”

      “Forget it, Mr Crisp. I do not want to go out to dinner with you, and I certainly don’t want to be your dessert.” Sam’s voice is strong and clear although she’s shaking.

      “You know how it works, Sam. No dessert and ah, well … no job.”

      “I thought you might say that, so I phoned Gina, your old secretary.” Thank god her mother had thought of that. It hadn’t been hard to track down Sam’s predecessor.

      “You did what?” Crispy’s face is mottled with rage and he looks ready to blow.

      “We’re going to have a chat with your wife. She’s bound to believe three of us.”

      “Three?” he squeaks.

      “Yeah, Gina got hold of Mary. You remember Mary, don’t you?” In truth, Gina had been onto it like a lawyer seeking damages.

      “Get out!” he yells, his hair flopping about like the lid of a grand piano caught in a cross wind.

      “Not without a reference.”

      “I’ll send it on,” he says through gritted teeth. “Just get out of my sight.”

      “Na uh, not without a reference. And let’s have them for the others, too. I’ll even write them.”

      “You little bitch!” he screams and Sam’s glad she’s on the other side of the huge, spit-flecked I’ve-got-a-small-penis desk.

      Sam types up three glowing references; even she thinks she might have pushed how fabulous they all are, then takes them into a seething Crispy for signature.

      This isn’t strictly necessary, given his signature is such a scribble she can fake it; it’s simply the perverse pleasure of making him sign them. He doesn’t even bother reading them. Probably a good thing as she feels that vein in his forehead would pop for sure.

      Before walking out of the building for good, she stops at the personnel department where she takes her dad’s hand-held recorder out of her pocket, ejects the micro cassette and pops it on Mrs Johnston’s desk with a note.

      It’ll be time the last Crispy Critter pulls that sort of crap.
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        * * *

      

      “How’d you get on?” says Sam's mother that evening. “We thought you’d be home before now. Surely you don’t have to work out your notice?”

      “I’m not leaving, Crispy backed down. I even got a pay rise.” Sam spouts the lies she’s been practicing quietly all afternoon in the library down the road from the office. She practiced so much that eventually one little old dear had asked if she was all right.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” says her father.

      “I’ve got him on tape – I can keep him in line.” If she keeps up the pretence of going to work, she can tell her parents the trip to Aussie is only a holiday; that way they won’t have to know about Darren’s cheating until after she’s gone. Better to slip away without all the fanfare.
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        * * *

      

      Sam’s awake before her alarm the following morning, irked that she has to get up and pretend to go in to the office. She could have been having a lie-in. But if she can keep up the pretence and get away cleanly, there’s less chance of further humiliation in front of everyone. If such a thing is possible. She still can’t work out what it is she’s done wrong for Darren to cheat on her. She’s not sure she wants to know.

      Thinking about what he’s done has a lump working its way up her throat before erupting in a hiccoughed sob. But she consciously swallows her tears. As it is, having hardly slept, her eyes feel like tinsel. She lies there working through plans while waiting for the alarm to ring.

      “Morning, dear. There’s bread in the toaster and tea in the pot,” says her mother when Sam drifts into the kitchen.

      “Thanks.” Sam takes her usual spot at the table. “Um, one of the other … ah … things I negotiated with Crispy, is a holiday, so I’m going to go to Melbourne with Jennie.” Sam’s surprised at how easily this lie comes. She hasn’t practiced this one at all.

      “How long for?” says her mum.

      “A month.” She then digs her hole a little deeper by adding, “With pay.”

      “A month with pay! But what about Darren?” says her mother.

      “I’ll let him know next time he’s up.”

      “But what about the airfares? You’ll have to dip into your savings,” says her mother, feeding a toast soldier to V8, who’s in her usual spot under the table.

      Sam gets the spade out again. “I, ah, got a bonus from Crispy.”

      “You did back him into a corner,” says her dad.

      Sam finishes breakfast and heads off to “work”. She’s going to spend the day a few suburbs away organising a passport, sorting out airline tickets and putting in a request for travellers’ cheques. Working out what to pack so she doesn’t exceed the maximum twenty kilos will be the real challenge.

      While the first day is easy to fill, as the days progress, it gets harder and harder. She resorts to spending most of the day hiding in the sleep-out at Jennie’s place, reading magazines and working through her packing list. She’s careful to be away before Jennie’s parents get home.

      Her back hard up against the headboard and her legs stretched out before her, Sam runs her finger down the spines of the teetering stack of magazines on the bedside table. Grabbing a handful off the top, she dumps them in her lap. Cleo, Cleo, Cleo, House & Garden, Cosmo. Sam’s nearly through the pile on her lap when she comes across a well-thumbed copy of a bridal magazine. Flicking through it she comes to a page with the corner turned over. Jennie would have looked incredible in that dress.

      Stroking the page, before finally turning it over, her breath catches in her throat. The dress on the next page is gorgeous and Sam knows it would look amazing on her. The tears pool above her lower lashes and spill over; she drops the magazine and swipes at her eyes with the back of her hand. She gropes for the steno pad and pen next to her on the bed and adds another item to a rapidly growing list.

      # 27 – itching powder in grots.
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      The following Friday sees Sam ready well before Darren arrives, as she’s a lot less anxious about outfit selection than usual. A brand new and frighteningly sexy dress hangs in the darkest recesses of her wardrobe. She’s not putting it on until just before they leave so it’s a nice surprise for Darren, and she can get out of the house without her mother seeing it.

      “Sam, Darren’s here,” announces her mother.

      “Thanks!” Sam yells back, before putting the finishing touches to her makeup.

      Before leaving the sanctuary of her room, she examines herself in the mirror and takes a few calming breaths. Heading down the hall, out the front door and onto the front porch, she looks down at the no-good-two-timing-spineless-slimy-son-of-a-bitch and calls out, “Hey, babe, you’re here! Be right down.” He meets her grin with one of his own, although she knows his isn’t glued on with bright red lipstick.

      Skipping down the stairs, Sam throws herself into his outstretched arms.

      Darren picks her up and swings her around, all the time checking if her parents are around. Seeing no sign of them he drags her even closer and into a kiss. He lifts his head. “Missed you,” he breathes into her ear.

      “Oh, have you?” says Sam, dreamily.

      “God, yes, it’s so lonely down at the base.”

      “You’re a bit later than usual.” Sam pulls back, double crossing the front of her robe and tying the belt firmly.

      “Yeah, the car’s seriously in need of a tune up. I even had to stop for gas.”

      “I’m pretty much ready. I’ll get dressed and we can head out.”

      “That’s not like you. You get off work early?” Darren goes to the boot of his car to take out his bag.

      “Yeah, super early today.” She had spent the day reading books about Melbourne from Jennie’s mountain of research materials. Back up to her room, she finishes getting dressed while Darren unpacks and when her black satin dress slithers into place, she trembles in anticipation. She’s filling it out beautifully thanks to a pair of socks in each cup, not that she planned on him finding them later.

      “You look hot, especially from this angle.” Darren waits for her at the bottom of the stairs.

      “It’s not too short?”

      “No! It’s choice.”

      Sam makes it to the bottom of the stairs, progress being slow due to her new shoes, and stands next to Darren.

      “Bloody hell! How high are those heels?” He looks down at her platforms then up at her face.

      “Six inches. It doesn’t bother you that I’m taller than you, does it?”

      

      Jim is the first person they run into at the pub. “Hi, Dazzer. Was thinking you must be up this weekend.” When Sam moves from behind Darren to stand next to him, Jim adds, “Jeez, mate, have you shrunk?”

      “No! Sam’s decided she needs to clean the ceiling with her damned hair.”

      “Yeah, that and checking out people’s bald spots,” says Sam, laughing.

      Darren moves swiftly to face her and she mentally ticks off item #32  on the list. All going well, he’ll have ground his teeth to stubs by the end of the night.

      “Where’s Tania?” she asks Jim.

      “Had to work late, so Jennie’s picking her up.”

      Seeing Darren isn’t rushing to the bar, Sam announces, “I’m going to get a drink.”

      Darren, busy hitting Jim up for tips on how best to tune his car, asks her to get him one, although he doesn’t offer to buy one for Jim who’s swilling the dregs of his beer in hopes of being included in the round. Darren stuffs a twenty down Sam’s cleavage.

      Bloody cheek.

      Last time he did that she thought it was cute; now it made her jaw hurt.

      I’ll get him a drink all right.

      Fishing the $20 out of her bra and holding it up, she offers to get Jim a fresh beer.

      Let my cheating dick of a boyfriend pay Jim for the info for a change.

      Darren’s eyebrows rise at her presumptuousness, but she’s off before he can say a word.

      Score another point! And one that wasn’t even on the list.

      “Hi, Paul,” says Sam, to the barman.

      “What can I get for you?”

      “I’ll have a DB, a Scotch and Dry and Darren is dying to try a Grasshopper.”

      “For gawd’s sake, not those things again.”

      “Go on, he’ll probably only want one.”

      “It’s all he’s going to get,” mutters Paul, as he grabs a cocktail glass from under the bar. It must be one of those used by the girls the week before and looks none too clean. He grabs the blender and she can see it’s been rinsed with the same care.

      “Christ, what the hell is this?” says Darren, when she hands him the drink.

      “It’s a Grasshopper. We were drinking them last week, even Jim had one. You liked it, didn’t you?” says Sam, handing him his beer.

      Short of accusing her of lying, Jim mumbles, “They’re different, that’s for sure.”

      Darren looks at Jim. “If you’re sure, mate.” He chugs the whole glass in one go. “Bloody hell, that’s disgusting. It tastes like rotten milk. Even smells like it!” He shoves the empty glass under Sam’s nose.

      “Smells fine to me,” Sam manages to gasp without breathing in. One whiff and she’d be back examining the bushes down the side of the building.

      “If they’re so good, why aren’t you having one?” says Darren, suspiciously.

      “Too many calories. Don’t want to put on weight! You might start looking at other women,” says Sam, causing Jim to choke on his beer and Darren’s face to colour. “I’ll get you a beer if you like? Have you had dinner? Can I get you a pie?”

      “A pie! From here? Jeez, Sam, what are you trying to do, poison me?”

      “No? Some crisps then?”

      “That’d be good. We’ll look for a table.”

      Darren slides another twenty into her cleavage and takes the opportunity to gently squeeze one of her boobs. When he frowns, Sam glances down surreptitiously. Knee highs don’t have the same bounce back quality as flesh but everything looks the same as it did before, so it must just have felt weird to him.

      “Here, hold my drink while I fight my way back to the bar.” Sam shoves her full glass in his direction to take his mind off the uneven texture of her boobs.

      “Sure, anything for you, love.”

      “Sure, anything for you, love,” mutters Sam, as she shoves her way back to the bar. “How about you get the bloody drinks?”

      It’s dawning on her that while Darren might pay, she’s been the one doing all the fetching and carrying. She absently rubs the muscle twitching just below her ear.

      Tania and Jennie arrive while Sam is making her way over to the table Jim and Darren have nabbed. Her co-conspirators spot her, wave and head toward the bar for drinks. As she slips between the tightly packed tables she gets subtle thumbs ups from a few of the women she passes; apparently her plan for revenge isn’t as secret as she’d like. Still, as long as no one lets on, she should be fine.

      “Have you told Darren about our big trip yet?” says Jennie, soon after she sits.

      “What trip?” Darren looks at Jim, who’s spluttering into his beer causing some to slop over the edge.

      “We’re coming down to see you! A girls’ road trip,” says Sam.

      Darren spits out the mouthful of beer he’s just taken and snaps up his head to look at Sam. “You can’t visit me at the base. There’s nowhere to stay.”

      “We’re all sorted. Jennie booked us into the Mirage.” This stroke of brilliance had been Tania’s idea.

      “Look Sam, I’m on call all weekend so I wouldn’t be able to see you.” Darren pulls his beer-dampened T-shirt away from his body and flaps it aggressively.

      “Never mind, we’ll still come down, it’ll be good to get out of town and we can amuse ourselves at the pub meeting all your mates.”
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        * * *

      

      Saturday morning and Darren’s still making lame excuses for why she can’t visit him down at the base.

      “Darren, is there some reason you don’t want me down there?”

      “No. Course not. What time’s the booking tonight at The Fontainbleu?”

      “They were fully booked. So I’ve booked us in for the next weekend you’re up.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s with a sense of relief that she stands next to Darren’s car on Sunday afternoon and watches him sling his weekend bag in the boot before slamming it shut. She’s managed to keep him away from her parents all weekend, worried they’d say something about her forthcoming holiday to Aussie.

      He gives her a perfunctory peck on the cheek rather than partake of the usual tonsil hockey, obviously still miffed that he hasn’t been able to get his end away over the weekend. She’d put him off by faking a gloriously bloody period. Any time he’d become too frisky she’d added more detail until her descriptions were akin to the storyline of the Texas Chainsaw Massacre.

      Following Darren’s car as he backs it down the driveway, Sam waves at him through the reflection of clouds scudding across the windscreen. She’s standing on the footpath when he pulls to a halt and his head juts out the window. “Nearly forgot, I’ve had a shift rotation, so I won’t be up again for three weeks.”

      “And you’ve just remembered this now?”

      “It slipped my mind.” Darren’s face is devoid of emotion.

      “I’ll need to change the booking then?”

      “You’re still coming down?”

      “For The Fontainbleu.” Sam’s unable to stop her eyes from rolling.

      It’s with mixed emotions she waves him off. She’s sad to know she won’t be looking him in the eye as she metaphorically knees him the goolies.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Wednesday evening and Sam’s sitting on the lambskin rug in the granny flat, surrounded by the entire contents of Darren’s wardrobe. He doesn’t keep much stuff down at the base as he’s mostly in uniform, so there’s a lot to get through. She’s singing along tunelessly to a Bee Gees album at full volume. Her new headphones were an unexpected gift from her dad.

      Sam grabs her seam ripper and cuts through every second stitch in the crotch of Darren’s best pants. She’s dropped the hems with stitching so neat he won’t be able to tell. Let the bastard think he is shrinking.

      She puts the pair of pants, now sporting a ball-breezy crotch, with the clothes she’s already worked on. She’s particularly proud of a pair of jeans where she’s sealed the inside of the legs, near the bottom, with invisible hemming tape. Next time Darren follows his usual, wanky dressing style of putting both feet in then leaping up and pulling the jeans on all in one go, he’ll crash in a heap, hopefully smacking his head on the way down.

      Sam jumps when someone taps her on the shoulder. Turning, she finds her mother holding the downstairs phone out to her. She takes the headphones off in time to hear “... for you.” Followed with, “What on earth are you doing?”

      “Just fixing a few things for Darren.” Slowly she puts the shirt she’s about to work on down behind her. Her mother isn’t stupid; the less she sees the better.

      “Hey, it’s me,” says Jennie. “I just tried to change the booking at the Mirage and Head Girl said they don’t have room for us that weekend.”

      Both Jennie and Sam burst out laughing. They don’t have any intention of visiting the base and trying to change the booking is just another way to tighten the screws.

      “Wow, he doesn’t want us down there, does he? Mind you, he probably needs a rest after what we put him through last weekend,” says Sam, laughing.

      “I can’t believe he hasn’t caught on.”

      “Did I tell you about flicking a can of sardines on the vinyl roof of his car before we went for a walk at the beach on Sunday?”

      “What happened?”

      “We got back to the car and it was like a seagull convention. The roof was covered in bird poo, took him hours to get it clean. He was spitting tacks but didn’t twig it was me. As usual he’d walked on ahead leaving me to catch up.”

      It takes a while for them to stop giggling. When Jennie stops, Sam starts, and vice versa. It’s a while before they can carry on with their conversation.

      “Only one thing left to do now.” Sam squelches a final snigger.

      “Sam, are you sure about that?”

      “Yep, it’s the only way I’ll know for sure. I’ll let you know how I get on.”

      “What if he wants to go through with it?”

      “I’ll jump off that bridge when I come to it.”

      Sam hangs up, pulls a crumpled piece of paper from the back pocket of her jeans and takes a deep breath before dialling the number scrawled on it.

      “Mirage Hotel, Cheryl speaking,” says a woman with a distinct Australian twang. Head Girl herself.

      “Hi, wondering if Darren Walters is there at the mo?”

      “No, but he’s due in later today.”

      “Can you let him know Sam, his girlfriend from Auckland, called?”

      “Any other message?” Cheryl’s reaction to the girlfriend comment leaves her in no doubt that while she’s been in the dark, Cheryl hasn’t.

      Bastard!

      “Just let him know my parents won’t be happy about an extra mouth to feed.”

      

      Less than ten minutes later the phone rings. “I’ll get it,” yells Sam, up the stairwell when she hears footsteps upstairs.

      “Hello?”

      “You stupid cow! How you can you be pregnant? You were bleeding like a stuck pig last time I was up there?” spits out Darren.

      “Yeah, I might have lied about that …” Sam’s heart pulses nauseatingly in her mouth.

      “You know you’ll have to get rid of it. I can’t deal with the responsibility of a sprog right now.”

      “Now hang on a bloody second ...”

      “You can’t get it done here. Cheryl’s told me about a place you can go to in Sydney.”

      “I don’t believe it. You want me to go to someone recommended by your whore!” says Sam, shakily.

      “What do you mean, ‘my whore’?”

      “Give it up, Darren.” Overcoming her hatred of confrontation, Sam adds, “Everyone knows about you and Head Girl. Even me.”

      “Who told you?” says Darren, suspiciously.

      “I heard about it at the hairdressers.” Sam’s not about to dump Jim, or herself, in it.

      “Jeez. Look, I’ll send you a cheque for the trip to Sydney and we can talk things through next time I’m up.”

      Eventually the dial tone cuts through Sam’s shock and she slowly hangs up the phone.
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        * * *

      

      A couple of days later and Sam gets home from another day at the “office” to find a letter on her bed from Darren. Actually there isn’t a letter, or even a note, just a thousand-dollar cheque on its own. She looks at it until she’s crying so hard her nose is running. Her first impulse is to rip it into a million little pieces and jump up and down on it, but her practical side kicks in and she tucks it into her wallet.

      The stupid bastard hadn’t even crossed it, so she’s going to cash it as soon as she can; especially as it’s made out for five hundred dollars more than Tania thought she’d get. That’ll be five hundred dollars more pain for Darren when Sam can safely let him know how completely he’s been stitched up.
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