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  This book is dedicated to those who work in crisis and show courage through adversity.
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  This story was inspired by a true event.


Aurora Mannindo, a 21-year old social work student, dreams of working with hospital patients in therapeutic care, but first, she has to get through her final work placement at a homeless shelter for men.  
For Aurora, it's the placement from hell. Her days are filled with red tape and paperwork, and several of the clients—what the staff call “Red Flag Clients”—are overtly threatening. Two, in particular, Marcus and David, seem to go out of their way to menace her. 
When her driver’s licence disappears the week Marcus is about to leave the shelter, Aurora begins to fear for her life. To save her best friend, Bianca, and her boyfriend, Carlos, Aurora is willing to fight to the death—but whose?






  
  1

Aurora’s legs felt like lead as she stepped onto uneven ground from the car park and crossed a wide road surrounded by dark, towering trees, some situated in the centre of the road. She stepped onto the curb and then onto a raised, cracked footpath, scuffing her shoes on dirt, debris, dust and rubble. There was little traffic at this hour in the city of Melbourne, and it should have felt peaceful, but instead, a chill ran down her spine. Her destination was anything but peaceful. 
Her uneasiness grew as the path spat her out onto a footpath, and the red-brown brick of the homeless shelter came into view.  Its desolate garden was contained by a row of bushy plants held up by sticks with weeds in the surrounds. The rustle of the leaves in the mild wind would be calming in a different place. Here it sounded ominous, like a malicious murmur behind her back.
She slowed her steps and trudged towards the large entry awning that opened into the shelter’s interior landscape. It looked like a hungry maw, and as she pushed open the heavy glass doors she couldn’t shake off the
feeling that she was being swallowed. The crisis centre provided short-term accommodation and support for homeless men. It held a communal lounge, laundry facilities, and a dining room, which all sounded nice enough, until you stepped inside. 
The cold narrow foyer inside the centre had a zinc skylight to let in natural light into the communal corridor metres below. There was a damp, body-odour scent and a slippery uneven floor, which occasionally led to falls by other staff. It had been that way for years, according to the full-time social workers, but despite a steady stream of complaints nothing had been done about it. 
Aurora rummaged through her handbag to take out her pass, waved to the receptionist, then swiped her card to enter the staff room.
Her manager, Robert, a tall stocky man with jet-black hair and stubble around his chin, looked up from writing in a document when she walked in. “Well if it isn’t the social work student. How are you this fine morning?”  
“Good, thanks.” Aurora lay her bag on the sofa and grabbed a mug. She turned to Robert and managed a smile. She hadn’t wanted to come in this morning, but she had no choice. It was her final year of social work and this was her final placement so she needed a good report from the centre. As it was already the cool winter of June, Aurora had one more month to complete her work placement in July. 
Janie, a street-wise social worker, said, “I noticed on your calendar that you have Marcus first thing. Do you want me to sit in? I’ll crack some bones if you need me to.” She smiled and drew a hand through her bright red, bob-style hair.
Aurora chuckled.  “No, I’ll be fine. I’ll see him outside as usual.” 
“Wise decision,” said Mary, who was tall and lanky, as well as a counsellor on staff. Aurora felt comfortable with both Janie and Mary, but Jenna was a different story. She sat on the couch, her feet hanging over the edge, sipping a hot drink, and sizing up Aurora.
“Don’t ask him anything about his previous residence, his ex-wife, or even about his travels. He’ll always make up some cock-and-bull story about other people trying to kill him. I think he pretends to be paranoid just to get attention. Don’t buy into it,” Jenna said.
Aurora stood with her arms across her hips, feeling flushed in the face. “I just want to help him get housing.”
Jenna chuckled. “Good luck with that. I don’t think he knows the meaning of the word. If I were you, I wouldn’t bother. He’s just playing you like everyone else. If he really wanted to, he could find his own housing. It’s just that he’s alone and wants to remain a victim, no matter how dysfunctional it is here. He always blames other people for his problems. Easier that way.” She glanced at Aurora from head to toe as if she didn’t approve of what Aurora was wearing. So judgemental!
Robert put up his hand. “Hey! We provide a good service, Jenna.”
“Sure, sure.” She looked back at Aurora. “Just be smart about it.”
Mary moved closer to Aurora and laid a gentle hand on her shoulder. “You’re doing a great job, Aurora.” She turned to watch Robert, who was having a quiet word with Jenna. She whispered, “I plan to leave soon to work with people who actually want help. I think I’ve had enough of crisis. I’m tired of feeling mentally drained because people either abuse you or want to kill themselves. It’s a joke! I mean, how can we help people who don’t want to be helped?”
Aurora nodded. “Some of them want help, but you’re right. I’m only doing this for my studies, but I’d like to work in a hospital setting where I can make a real difference.” She felt her spirits lift at a vision of herself surrounded by patients in need of therapeutic care. This vision was what kept her going at the centre, as her personality wasn’t in any way suited to a crisis working environment. You had to be a particular type of person to enjoy this kind of environment. You needed to be thick-skinned, rough around the edges, and highly resilient. Coming from a tough environment and overcoming it helped too.
Aurora made her coffee, then looked at the others, who were preparing hot drinks, watching television, flicking through paperwork, and talking amongst each other. She headed out of the staff room, swiped her card to enter the staff cubicles and sat at her desk. She placed her cup to the right of her desk calendar. Then, turning on her computer, she glanced at the clock. It was moving way too fast. There was hardly enough time before Robert’s meeting to make it worth starting anything. She checked her calendar and skimmed Marcus’s file, then grabbed a notepad and pen and went in to Robert’s office. Janie and Mary were already seated around Robert’s desk. He held brief daily meetings as part of protocol. He usually spoke about any incidents from the night before and any new business. 
Robert smoothed his dark hair, then arranged piles of paperwork into his lap. He pinched the cloth over his thighs, tugged up the legs of his tight black pants and settled in his seat. He wore a white silk shirt and perfectly polished black shoes that didn’t blend into a crisis environment. He looked more like he was attending a party than going to work. This contrasted sharply with Janie, who wore jeans ripped at the knees, a flannelette check shirt, and dirty runners. Janie was a little rough and blunt, but she had a big heart. 
Robert leaned forward in his chair. “Gather around people. Gather around.” He rubbed his hands, skimmed a document in his right hand, then looked around at the staff members. “Where’s Jenna?” He waited a moment before she waltzed in with her head held high.
“Sorry boss.” Jenna pulled over an ergonomic chair and squeezed herself between Mary and Aurora. She peered into her lap, picking at the dirt in her nails. Aurora wrinkled her nose.
Robert shuffled papers, staring down at them. “Just a reminder to watch out for Brian and Chris. Both of these guys talked about a suicide plan, so check on them sporadically throughout the day. Make sure they mingle with others, play a bit of table tennis and stay active in the common room.” He focused back on the document. “Now Aurora, this one’s for you.” He cleared his throat. “Marcus keeps saying how he’d like you to work nights as he’s been having trouble sleeping. He thinks you might be able to calm him down. The after- hours staff keep telling him you can only do the day shift. Just make it clear to him that you cannot do nights.” 
“Sure,” Aurora said, a tight sensation in her stomach.
“And it’s rent collection time. Please collect it from today’s caseload, or they’ll be out on the street. Please make sure you fax all the pages of the rent form to Centrelink. Got that, Mary? You stuffed it up last time.”
“Sorry, Robert. I got distracted but I’ll do it right this time.”
“You’d better. Otherwise, these guys will miss out on their welfare payment. They’ll be back on the streets. Oh, and how’s David doing these days, Aurora?”
Aurora felt goose bumps, her throat parched. “I struggle working with him. He distracts me every time we
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