
Heart in her throat, Cathy slid the shower screen open. 

Lisa spun around, frightened. She had been cleaning her teeth but now stood stock still, toothbrush in her mouth and toothpaste foam wending its way down one side of her chin. 

Cathy met the eyes of blue. Blood hammered in her ears, and her knees felt weak. Still, she held her gaze to Lisa’s and broke it only for the time it took to lift her T-shirt over her head. It fell to the floor, and was soon joined by her panties. She stepped into the shower recess. 

“You remember last night you said you had something you wanted to tell me?” 

Whether Lisa remembered or not Cathy couldn’t fathom. Lisa stood motionless, water streaming over the back of her head. A glob of toothpaste dropped from her chin to her chest and was immediately swept away by the stream of water. 

Cathy pressed on. “Well, I have something I want to tell you, too.” 

“What’s that?” Barely a squeak emerged, not at all aided by the toothbrush still firmly planted in Lisa’s mouth. 

Cathy reached to guide the offending implement away. “This.” The toothbrush fell from Lisa’s mouth as Cathy’s lips met hers . . . 
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Chapter One 
 

Within minutes of stepping inside the warehouse, Lisa felt sweat trickle down her temples. It was unseasonably hot for late March, a month into autumn for Perth, a city renowned for its Mediterranean climate. For only ten in the morning, the heat inside was stifling and she wondered how on earth the staff managed to work a shift without keeling over from exhaustion. 

Lisa could suppose only that the air-conditioning had broken down. She didn’t recall the humidity being this bad on previous visits. But then again, on her previous visits she had been in the midst of buyer’s fever, practically salivating at the sight of floor to ceiling terra cotta and stonework. Lisa recalled walking endlessly up and down the towering aisles of pots, urns, sculptures and anything that had ever been made from terra cotta or stone, visualizing the endless possibilities of having this or that in her garden, totally spoilt for choice and unable to make a decision despite having arrived with a preplanned design in hand. 

Luckily, her friend Van—who was the reason Lisa made the trek to the wholesalers today—did not operate on the same level. Van needed two large pots for the entrance to her newly erected gazebo, and as soon as she spied the ones she wanted, she headed straight for them. 

She nearly fainted at the cost. “This is the wholesale price?” 

Lisa nodded. “Terra’s not cheap you know. And these aren’t your average petunia-sized pots.” 

“I suppose not,” Van sighed. Indeed, these containers were huge. They had to be to take the orange trees she planned to plant them out with. “Okay, let’s go make Visa’s day.” 

“Hang on a sec,” Lisa said, grabbing Van’s sleeve before she could make a dash to the cash register. “They’ll take them from up there.” She pointed to the carefully packed pots stacked in piles of three almost twelve feet above floor level. “Don’t you think you should check them a bit more closely first? You could get a cracked one if you ask for a blind delivery.” 

Van shot Lisa a look that implied no one would dare send her a cracked pot. 

“A hairline crack gets bigger over time you know,” Lisa continued, “and it would only get bigger during transit. You may as well check now and make sure they’re perfect. Then, you can refuse delivery if you’re not happy.” 

Considering the amount of credit she was about to clock up, Van agreed. She caught the attention of one of the staff by giving a sharp two-fingered whistle. 

In the minutes it took the attendant to find and fire up a forklift, the heat began to really close in on Lisa. She pulled an ever-present rag from the depths of her shorts pocket and patted her face and neck. “I’m going outside for a few minutes.” 

“Okay,” Van spoke skyward, too engrossed in watching the prongs of the forklift inch their way into a pallet to glance at Lisa’s already retreating figure. “I’ll give a yell when they’ve got them down.” 

Striding toward the entrance and the promise of air that was, if not cool, at least moving, Lisa shot her head around at the sudden crash that came from the other end of the warehouse. “Whoops,” she said under her breath. 

Lisa, along with a clutch of other customers, watched in silence as the young fellow who’d taken a liking to a pot at the bottom of a pot pyramid balefully surveyed the results of his impatience. Obviously he had never shopped with his mother for fruit and vegetables. One badly picked orange was a lesson learned for life. 

The stunned silence was broken as staff rushed to the scene, most cursing, none looking in any way pleased with this most unpleasant interruption. Lisa followed, not to witness the effusive apologies of Mr. Impatient, but to more closely inspect an item which, prior to the pot topple, had been hidden from view. 

Later, on the drive home, Lisa chirped happily as she stole another look through the rearview mirror at her impulse purchase, tightly secured with rope on the tray of her utility. “It must have been fate,” she said. “I never would have seen it if that guy hadn’t smashed all those pots.” 

What she had spied was part of a brand-new shipment, waiting to be located to the main floor of the warehouse. A thorough inspection through the wooden packing frame it was still suspended in, a quick swipe of her credit card, and the Grecian-style amphora was hers. It was going to look perfect in the arbor at the end of her yard. Lisa couldn’t wait to get it home to show Janice. 

Back at Van’s place, Lisa declined the offer of a cool drink. Van folded her arms. “It’s totally unfair you know,” she said. “You get to take your purchase home with you. I have to wait a whole week.” 

Lisa grinned. Van knew there was no way they could have unloaded her pots; they were just too heavy. And even if they managed without breakage, there was the added problem of maneuvering them into place. It was much safer to leave it to the professionals. 

“Thanks for your help today.” Van caught Lisa in a quick hug before hopping out of the cab. “You saved me a fortune.” 

“No worries,” Lisa said. She had been more than happy to help. After all, getting items at wholesale price was one of the advantages she enjoyed as a small business owner. “You can repay me with bags of oranges for the rest of your life. Speaking of which, do you want to take advantage of me again to buy your orange trees?” 

Van slammed the cab door and leaned on the open window frame. “I’ll take advantage of you any chance I get, sweetheart.” 

“Promises, promises.” Lisa threw the column shift into reverse and revved the motor. “Say hi to Steph for me.” With that she pulled out of the driveway and headed home. 

As Lisa approached home, she felt a prickle of annoyance. An old blue Commodore sat in her driveway. She parked on the street and prickled again at the steady thump that emanated from inside the house. Janice had promised she was going to get down to some studying today, and unless times really had changed since Lisa’s student days, ear-popping music wasn’t exactly conducive to mental gymnastics. 

Spying old Mrs. Trimble heading in her direction, Lisa hurried her footsteps. Twice before, Mrs. Trimble—Lisa’s immediate neighbor—had waylaid her on her way to her front door, complaining about the loud music played in her absence. 

So twice Lisa had come to bear on Janice, and twice Janice had promised to keep the decibels to a reasonable level, both times muttering about how an old biddy like Mrs. Trimble could hear anything short of an atom bomb, anyway. Not wishing to argue, and feeling more like a mother than a lover, Lisa took Janice at her word and let the matter drop. 

Once on the safety of the front veranda, Lisa stole a glance to the garden next door. Mrs. Trimble had returned to her stoop-style hoeing of the rose beds, obviously assuming Lisa’s brisk walk indicated the thump, ta da, thump would soon be put to a stop. 

Taking a moment to check the soles of her work boots and do a stamp dance on the doormat to remove any debris, Lisa pondered her best plan of action. To storm in and pull the stereo plug from the wall would only embarrass Janice in front of her blue Commodore friend. For all she knew, they may well have been hard at work and only paused for a break in the last few minutes. Alternatively, knowing how Janice was after nine months of living with her, it was more likely her visitor was not a friend from classes at all, but one of her large circle of nightclub buddies who had unexpectedly popped in to party before going home to crash. And Janice being Janice, she would have jumped at the opportunity to down pen and paper and spin a stack of discs. 

Which is exactly what I did when I was Janice’s age, Lisa thought to herself. She swallowed her annoyance as she unlocked the front door, vowing to be the hip older lover—not the nagging old mother. 

The music hit her with a blast as soon as the door was opened just a few inches. 

Lisa headed down the hallway, automatically poking her head into the main bedroom to make sure Janice had made up the bed. Again she scolded herself. It seemed she was forever looking to find fault. She partly blamed her friends for this emerging trait. They had teased her mercilessly when they found out she had slept with Janice (cradle snatcher was a term that came to mind) even though Van and Steph had been party to them getting together. 

Thinking Lisa’s three years of living like a nun were quite enough, they had dragged her to the local gay club, sent a drink to the first girl she thought was cute, and then bid a hasty retreat when Janice came over to say thanks. Two hours later Lisa and Janice were hard at it on the bench seat of Lisa’s utility; then hard at it for the rest of the night on Lisa’s queen-sized bed. It wasn’t until breakfast the next morning Lisa discovered Janice was only twenty—eleven years her junior. 

“You don’t look thirty-one to me,” Janice crooned in Lisa’s ear as a tiny hand crept inside the folds of her sports shirt. “And you certainly don’t feel it.” 

Not immune to the power of compliments—and as she had rediscovered the night before, even less immune to the powers of the flesh—Lisa succumbed to her first illicit sick day in years. 

Van and Steph were all ears at lunch the following Sunday. Then they were all mouth when Lisa announced she would be seeing Janice again. 

“She is rather young,” Van said for what seemed like the fiftieth time. 

“I don’t care.” Lisa was sulky by this point. “I like her.” 

Despite, and sometimes in spite of, her friends’ ongoing assault, Lisa decided she really did like Janice. Apart from her obvious physical attributes—although just over five foot two she was a green-eyed, fair-skinned brunette with all the right pieces in all the right places—Janice was like a whirlwind, racing from one idea to another and pouring all her energy into whatever project captured her fancy. When that project bored her, she was soon onto the next. Lisa’s friends said she was flighty. Lisa argued she just didn’t bother wasting her time on useless issues. 

A casual remark while watching a gardening show one Saturday evening spurred Janice into another wave of enthusiasm. 

“I was just thinking about doing something with the garden,” Lisa had said. The next morning, she rubbed her eyes into focus and saw a set of elaborate garden plans laid out in front of her. 

“Just take a look at them,” Janice pleaded, sliding the plans closer. “I stayed up half the night doing them for you.” 

Closer inspection revealed the plans to be well thought out and workable, despite a few obvious exceptions. A heated argument ensued over the life or death of the Lilly Pilly tree. Janice was adamant it had to go. How else was there to be room for the hexagonal gazebo which housed a six-seater spa? Lisa was just as adamant. The Lilly Pilly added character and shade to the back garden. It was a fine looking tree with many more years of growth. It housed her rock doves. And how was Lisa’s mum to make her Lilly Pilly jam without a supply of berries? Besides, there was no way even an old bath was in her budget, never mind a spa large enough for an entire basketball team. 

Janice stalked off in a huff to the bedroom, but soon snapped out of it when Lisa announced through the closed door that they should do a nursery hike and check out some prices. 

Numerous trips to the nurseries and Lisa’s beloved terra-cotta warehouse later, Janice’s vision took form, minus the spa and with the Lilly Pilly still intact. Their ensuing garden party was full of accolades. Even Van admitted Janice had done a wonderful job. Amazed at this unexpected compliment from her toughest critic, Lisa kept silent about the fact Janice’s role had been purely of designer and supervisor. She hadn’t actually done any of the physical work. 

“I told you everyone would love it.” Lisa and Janice lay in bed after the last guests had long gone. 

Janice threw herself onto her back and stared at the ceiling. “Do you really think so? They weren’t just trying to be nice?” 

“Honestly Jan,” Lisa reassured. “They loved it.” 

Janice turned onto her side, propping her head on her hand as she considered Lisa carefully, “What if I said I wanted to quit work and study building design?” 

Lisa’s eyes widened. “Building design? What’s that got to do with laying out a garden?” 

“I’ve been looking into it. There’s a great course at the Tech in the city. It’s mainly building stuff but it incorporates garden design. I reckon it would be really good.” She curled her arm around Lisa’s waist. “It beats the hell out of selling crappy phones for the rest of my life.” 

Exasperated—only a few months prior Janice had been full of the fortunes of flogging mobile phones—Lisa played devil’s advocate. “Full-time study can be pretty hard going, especially when you’re used to bringing in an income.” 

“So you don’t think I can do it after all.” Janice did a complete flip to face the window. 

“I didn’t mean that at all Jan.” It took a few tugs to get them face to face again. “I just want to make sure you’ve thought this through. Are you sure it’s what you really want to do?” 

“Yes, baby.” Janice snuggled in close enough that her breath washed over Lisa’s face. “It really is.” 

Predictably, this new idea caused more raised eyebrows from Lisa’s friends during their rare but “we must do this more often” lunch at a local café. While giving her coffee order to the waiter, she overheard Van mutter to Steph, “I’ll believe it when she actually gets her butt into the classroom and keeps it there.” 

“I have no idea why I even bother with you two.” Furious, Lisa gathered her wallet and keys and tossed a note onto the table for her share of the bill. “You’ve done nothing but pick on Janice since day one. If you can’t accept her as a part of my life, then I don’t want you as part of my life either.” 

“Look Lisa, we’re sorry.” Steph followed Lisa outside, catching her arm. “You’re right. We have been hard on Janice. But we just don’t want you to get hurt.” 

Shaking Steph’s hand away, Lisa spun to face her. “You’re the ones hurting me. How do you think it feels when everyone hates your girlfriend?” 

“We don’t hate her.” Steph tossed a wayward strand of auburn hair from her eyes. “We just don’t think she’s very . . . mature.” 

The flash of anger that crossed Lisa’s face was enough to send Steph backtracking. “I mean—” 

“I know exactly what you mean.” Lisa spat. “Janice will prove all of you wrong. She’s really serious about this course and I happen to think she’ll stick with it.” She twisted the key in the lock and tugged the door of her utility open. “If you don’t believe me, call in a couple of months when classes are in session.” Lisa climbed in, slammed the door, and left Steph in the wake of her Ute’s exhaust. 

Steph hadn’t waited that long. She phoned the following evening to invite them both to the cinema. The altercation at the café was never mentioned, and Van or Steph no longer made disparaging remarks about Janice. 

Lisa, for her part, let the matter drop. But she couldn’t help gloating when Janice rolled home three weeks into term with a B+ for her first assignment. Lisa conveniently forgot to mention she practically had to chain Janice to the kitchen table to make sure the assignment got done. 

“I don’t need this crap.” Janice shoved her texts away. “I can already design gardens. I’ve proved it.” 

“Well then, just go out and do it.” Lisa had the sinking feeling she was going to have to explain another fleeting fancy to her friends. “There are heaps of landscapers around. Go and get one of them to hire you. I’m sure they’d love an enthusiastic trainee to boss around.” 

Janice was struck dumb for a moment, then pulled her texts back over the table. 

In the weeks since, Lisa had not had to use her “study or work” tack very often. All in all, Janice appeared motivated, of late even spending a few evenings at the college library. The past weekend though, Janice had not even looked at a book. Lisa was partly to blame—she wanted to make full use of the last few days of swimming weather by spending them lolling on the beach. But she was met with a look of disbelief when she suggested Janice get down to work on Sunday night. 

“I’m tired and sunburned.” Janice aimed an accusing finger in the direction of the filling bathtub. “And you want me to burn the midnight oil while you soak in a cool bath?” 

Chagrined, Lisa gave in. “Point taken. You’ve got the night off.” 

Soon discovering tepid water does not produce a mass of bubbles, even with vigorous hand stirring, Lisa stepped into a measly smattering of suds and beckoned Janice to follow. “But if I come home tomorrow afternoon and don’t find at least a draft of your next assignment to proofread—” 

“Yes, mum,” Janice giggled, playfully splashing water over Lisa’s head and shoulders. “I’ll be good.” 

Janice’s promise had been reiterated that very morning. “How am I supposed to get anything done with you hanging around and nagging?” She pushed Lisa to the front door. “Go have fun with Van. I’ll see you later.” 

Now, standing in the doorway to her kitchen and seeing the activity taking place on the table, Lisa realized Janice had counted on her arriving home much later than this. 

She gripped tightly onto the wooden doorframe for support. “Janice!!” 

Despite the blare of the music from the lounge room, both Janice and her friend froze. Janice visibly paled when she lifted her head and turned around. “Oh fuck!” 

Lisa watched for the millisecond it took the pair to separate. Then, shaking, she turned and fled to the lounge room, unable to witness the frantic scramble for clothes. 

Resisting the urge to kick the life out of the stereo, Lisa pressed the eject button on the CD component. Doubly shocked by the sudden silence, she sank into the nearest chair, not knowing what to do or even where to rest her eyes. 

It may have been a few seconds, or it could have been an hour— Lisa had lost all concept of time—when Janice entered the lounge room. She was at least fully clothed when she knelt in front of Lisa. 

“Lisa?” 

A shadow in the doorway momentarily captured Lisa’s attention. The figure of a woman. It just as quickly disappeared. Lisa lowered her gaze to a point just above Janice’s eyebrows. “I think your girlfriend is leaving,” she said flatly. 

“She’s not my girlfriend,” Janice whispered. “Look Lisa, I’m sorry. Things just sort of got out of hand.” 

“You’d better catch her. Maybe she can give you a lift.” 

Janice clasped Lisa’s hand but then reconsidered, pulling away. “I love you Lisa. I really do. You have to believe me.” 

“Just go Janice. I want to be alone for a while.” 

“But Lisa!” 

In the brief moment Lisa met Janice’s eyes, she recognized her panic. It was the panic of an open wallet closing. She repeated, “Please. Just go.” 

Lisa didn’t move in the time it took Janice to ferry armloads of clothes and a bulging carryall from the bedroom to the entry hall. Finally, the front door opened and closed. Lisa vaguely heard an engine start and a car reverse from the driveway. Then the house descended into silence. 

Numb, Lisa pulled her mobile from her pocket and dialed. “Joel. It’s me.” 

“Hey girlfriend.” Joel’s friendly tone boomed over the line. “That must have been some shopping spree. I was expecting you here over an hour ago. The brass edgings still haven’t arrived though, so I haven’t made a start on the stairs yet.” 

Lisa balked. She must have been sitting longer than she thought. “Sorry. I had to drop something off at home.” 

Joel chuckled. “I knew you couldn’t resist once you got in there. You’re the original terra cotta queen.” Getting no response he asked, “Are you okay Leese? You sound kind of strange.” 

“I’m okay.” Lisa clutched tightly onto the phone as tears sprang to her eyes. She swallowed hard, forcing them down. “But something’s come up and I won’t be able to make it to work today. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Not wishing to further explain her absence, Lisa turned the phone off and returned it to her pocket. Then she stared at the two red dots that blinked between the hour and minute on the stereo system’s time display. 

Somehow compelled into movement by the blinking dots, Lisa retreated to the street, reversed her Ute into the now empty driveway and opened both the front and rear doors of the garage, giving access to the backyard. Forming a ramp with a couple of planks she kept on the Ute’s tray for just such a purpose, she carefully loaded the packing frame and its contents onto a trolley and wheeled them to solid ground. 

The pneumatic wheels of the trolley made easy work of the cobbled pathway that wended its way to the rear of the property. Still, Lisa made the journey to the arbor slowly. Getting her amphora to its new home unscathed was the only thing she would allow on her mind. 

She found a crowbar in her toolshed, and one by one popped the nails and set aside pieces of the packing. Once free of its confines, Lisa twisted and turned the amphora into position on its stand, stepping back after each movement to survey the results. For its size, it wasn’t that heavy. The glazed terra cotta was reasonably fine and intricately carved at its broadest section with an aquatic theme. Satisfied, she sat cross-legged in front of the arbor. 

In its new locale, the amphora looked just as she had imagined. Lisa sat there, watching its changing patterns of light and shadow as the sun made a slow westward decline. Briefly, she wondered if Janice had seen her purchase before stepping into the blue Commodore. She was sure she would have liked it if she had. 



Chapter Two 
 

Cathy alternated her glance from the clock on the far wall of her office to the empty seat on the other side of her desk. Only once a fortnight did she ask Toni to be at work at eight thirty instead of nine, and only once in a blue moon did Toni make it to their meetings on time. Today was obviously not one of those occasions. The minute hand shifted again, signaling that Cathy’s senior employee was now fourteen minutes late. 

Irritated, Cathy logged onto her computer and was in the midst of composing a scathing e-mail directed to the subject of her irritation when the office door flew open. In bustled Toni, looking flustered, but as usual, impeccably dressed in her standard warm weather office attire—tailored linen slacks and a short-sleeved blouse. Today’s blouse was a sea green raw silk that accentuated the green of her eyes and darkened the olive tones of her Macedonian heritage. Cathy noticed she’d had her short, black hair trimmed since leaving the office yesterday, but didn’t comment on it as she watched Toni struggle to remove a sheaf of papers from her briefcase. 

“You should take a leaf from Julie’s book,” Cathy said, referring to the graduate accountant she had taken on at the beginning of the year. “She’s been here since before eight.” 

Toni looked up from the papers she was still tidying. “She’s just new and out to impress the boss.” 

“Something you should try one day.” Cathy held up a hand as Toni opened her mouth to retort. “I’ll give you until lunchtime to think up another of your colorful excuses for being late. But for now, we’ve got a pile of items to discuss in the thirty-four minutes before my first appointment.” 

Cathy launched into the agenda. Half an hour later they had discussed the usual round of business associated with Cathy’s growing accountancy practice: new clients and their needs, overdue accounts, how Julie was progressing and which clients she could be assigned, the problem they were having with the recently upgraded spreadsheet software. Only one item remained on Cathy’s list. But that would have to wait until later, maybe over lunch. 

She glanced to her open diary. “Are you free around one?” 

“I’m not sure. I’ll e-mail you when I’ve checked my schedule.” 

Cathy hid a smile as Toni swept out of the office. Toni had a fascination with gadgets and insisted on using them at every available opportunity. Cathy walked to the front reception to greet her first appointment, confident it would be a good few minutes before her computer blipped a response about lunch. It would take that long for Toni to remember the sequence for accessing the diary schedule on her newly acquired Palm Pilot. Sure enough, even as she settled back behind her desk, her computer remained silent. 

Later, seated opposite Toni at a table for two, Cathy asked lightly, “So have you thought of anything yet?” 

“Sorry?” Toni glanced from her menu. Despite being a regular at the restaurant located just a few minutes walk from their office, she always dissected it fully before deciding on her usual Caesar salad. 

“Today’s lateus arrivalus.” Cathy poured wine into Toni’s glass. “What whopper do you have for me this time?” 

“Oh that!” The menu was forgotten and Toni’s eyes widened. “You wouldn’t believe what happened to me this morning.” 

Cathy took an appreciative sip of her wine. “Try me.” 

“Well I was doing my ironing when there was a knock on the door. This was before seven mind you,” Toni added, obviously assuming from Cathy’s derisive snort that a late lie-in was being blamed. She took a quick sip from her glass. “Mmm, this is really good. Nice choice Cathy.” Some of the contents slopped over the side as she illustrated her words with expansive hand movements. “Anyhow, I opened the door to find this woman on my doorstep. Before I could say anything she demanded to know if I had a mottled brown cat.” 

“Virgil,” Cathy interjected, well acquainted with Toni’s part-Burmese, part-moggie female cat with a male name. 

Toni nodded, pausing to take another sip, this time a large one. “Of course I said yes, but before I could ask why, this . . . this mad woman starts yammering on about doves and a broken pot and hadn’t I heard about protecting wildlife and cat bells and curfews and so on.” 

“But you do curfew Virgil don’t you?” 

“From sunset to when I get up in the morning.” 

“Which is well after sunrise.” Cathy couldn’t resist having a dig. Toni’s answering glare was well worth it. “So does this woman live on your street?” 

“If she does, I’ve never seen her.” 

Cathy frowned. Virgil wasn’t one to wander. She had no reason to; Toni pandered to her every wish. “She must live close. Maybe she’s seen Virgil hanging around in your front garden and mistook her for the cat that, what did you say, tipped over a pot?” 

“I don’t know.” Toni shrugged her shoulders and shivered. “I tell you, she was bonkers. Said her piece then stalked off down the driveway. Poor Virg, I was so worried she might come back I locked her up in the house for the day. Which is just as well I suppose.” One final gulp and her wine glass was empty. “Since she wriggled her way out of another collar sometime last night. That was why I was late by the way. I searched high and low for it and my clothes got crumpled so I had to iron them again.” 

Figuring Toni had probably bought a new iron and wanted to play with it, Cathy stifled a laugh and bent back over her menu. 

A waiter who had been hovering in the background appeared as soon as their conversation lulled. Toni did a final skim of the menu and ordered a Caesar salad. Cathy nodded to make it two. She watched Toni pour herself another wine but shook her head when the bottle was tipped toward her own glass. 

“Are you sure?” Toni protested. “I’ll be on my ear if I finish the rest of this by myself.” 

“Don’t worry. I’ll have another one later.” 

“Oh dear.” Toni placed her glass well into the middle of the table. “You have that look that says you have something you want to discuss.” 

“Stop fretting Toni.” Cathy slid the glass back toward her. “It’s nothing bad. Just an idea I’ve been tossing around for awhile.” 

 

It was late afternoon when Toni had the next break in her schedule. Armed with a coffee from the tiny staff room she had affectionately dubbed the “broom closet,” she settled into her office chair and pulled out the Yellow Pages. There were literally hundreds of listings for tilers. How was she supposed to sort the wheat from the chaff? 

Toni decided on a proximity strategy—figuring the closer the work was to the tilers’ place of business, the more likely they would be to give a reasonable quote—and flipped from the general listing to the locality guide. There must have been a premium for inclusion in this section, because the suburb by suburb listing was much briefer. Only two businesses were listed for their immediate suburb. Toni duly scribbled down the details. Now, how to find a third tiler? 

A scientific approach seemed best. Toni closed her eyes, waved her hand above the phone book and let it drop. Toni studied the details where her finger had landed, pleased with her choice. There was no address listed, but both the business name— Hawthorn Tiling—and the phone number prefix indicated she would be supporting her home suburb. 

Toni pulled the telephone closer, hefting a square of tile in one hand as she dialed with the other. The tile was one of six samples Cathy pulled from her briefcase as she suggested an overhaul of the offices was in order. Announced was actually a better word than suggested; the paint swatches and catalogues of office furniture that magically “appeared” on the restaurant table indicated the overhaul was a foregone conclusion. Still, Cathy was the owner of the practice; she could spend her money on whatever she liked. That Cathy included her in the decision at all left Toni rather pleased. 

By the end of lunch Toni had offered to do the ringing around to get quotes. 

“Are you sure you don’t mind?” Cathy had said, signaling to the waiter that they were ready for the bill. “I can do it tonight.” 

“I’m sure,” Toni had said, gathering up the samples, placing her favorite on top of the pile and mentally noting that Cathy had no apparent plans for the evening. “I’ve got some spare time this afternoon and anyway, have you ever heard of a tradesman who takes business calls on a Friday evening?” 

It seemed no tradesmen took calls on a Friday afternoon either. The mobiles she reached announced the phone was either turned off or out of range of the network. When trying their standard numbers, answering machines prompted her to leave a message. Annoyed she was unable to set up the appointments then and there, Toni left both her office and mobile numbers on the machines. 

The lack of direct contact with any of the tilers meant her task was completed much quicker than expected. One more thing to do before getting down to what she was employed for. Toni’s fingers flew over the computer keyboard. She trailed the mouse pointer so it hovered over the send button on the screen, hesitated a moment, then clicked. 

It took only minutes for an answering e-mail to appear. Smiling broadly, Toni deleted the message and opened up a spreadsheet she had been working on earlier. She hurried through the rest of the afternoon, making a mental list of the items to pick up for dinner. Top of the list was a bottle of the wine Cathy had selected at lunch. 

 

Dusk had well descended by the time Lisa and Joel arrived at Lisa’s place. Joel had picked her up for work that morning so for the second time that day she enjoyed the luxury of sitting back and enjoying the ride. The motion of the Ute on the return journey lulled Lisa into near sleep, and it was with some reluctance she slid out of the cab. Tired, she dragged herself across the lawn and up the three steps that opened out to the front veranda of her home. 

Home for Lisa was a cottage-style construction circa 1940, in a leafy suburb just a stone’s throw from the city of Perth. It had been a rundown shack when she first moved in as a tenant nearly eleven years ago, the worst house on a well-established street. Its low rent—not the dream of living rustically—was the only reason Lisa signed onto the lease. One couldn’t be choosy when trying to survive on unemployment benefits. 

Initially Lisa had railed at the thought of joining an ever-increasing unemployment line; it was not a destiny she had ever entertained for herself. But it was surprisingly easy to slip into the routine of sleeping late, halfheartedly scanning the classifieds section of the newspaper and tossing it aside because nothing really appealed. And, as like is attracted to like, it didn’t take long to collect a circle of friends equally lacking in ambition. Three others soon moved in and shared the rent, which came to almost nothing when divided between four, and so began six months of partying with the remainder of their welfare. 

It was a scum-encrusted shower recess that proved to be her savior. In a fit of self loathing for the direction her life had taken, Lisa donned her oldest shorts and T-shirt, grabbed a brush and pail and took to the bathroom with a bottle of bleach. Three hours later the bathroom was almost unrecognizable, but her frantic cleaning effort had stripped away a large portion of the already well-worn grouting. Added to this was a section of tiles that were dangerously close to falling off the wall. 

Remembering the magazine-style program she had seen on television only a few nights previously—one where the ever cheerful presenters made building a house from the ground up look like child’s play—Lisa decided there and then she was going to re-grout the bathroom. 

With mission decided, she headed for the nearest hardware store. Four days later she proudly displayed her handiwork to her housemates, who not only “oohed” and “aahed” over the finished product, but heaved a collective sigh of relief as they could finally shower without having to take themselves and their cleaning accoutrements to the nearest pal’s place. 

Still bloated on her success, Lisa tossed and turned in bed that night. In the morning she took an inordinately long shower, much of which was spent admiring her lovely white grouting, and aimed her mustard yellow Datsun 120Y to the employment office to check the job boards. 

After a month of scanning the papers, sending off resumes and daily journeys to the employment office, fortune turned in her favor. Lisa plucked the job card off the board, waited her turn and fidgeted nervously as the counselor—Judy, according to her nametag—made a call to the prospective employer. 

Her spirits plummeted as she listened to Judy’s half of the conversation. It seemed the fact she was twenty and female was not scoring her any points. 

Judy placed the handset onto the base with a definitive click and a skyward roll of her eyes. But Lisa’s sagging shoulders straightened as she watched Judy begin scribbling details from the computer screen. The paper slid across the desk. “This is the address. You have an interview with Mr. Giavanni at three today.” 

Beaming, Lisa thrust the paper into her back pocket, already mentally sorting through her wardrobe. What on earth does one wear to an interview for a tiler’s off-sider? 

Mr. Giavanni—George Giavanni to be precise—was a fiftyish Italian who lived in and ran his business from a white columned, red brick house that screamed of the old country. 

George made it quite clear he had not been in the market for a female off-sider and proceeded to make the job sound as awful as possible. When Lisa nodded somewhat truthfully that she was an early riser (she had been prior to her days of sloth), that she didn’t mind getting dirty, having rough hands, or working long hours, sometimes even on weekends, George returned to his “female equals lack of strength” theme. 

“One must be tough.” He flexed his own muscles, then felt Lisa’s upper arm. “Got no time for weaklings eh.” He must have found something promising in Lisa’s arm as he kept on talking. “I give fair pay for a fair day’s work.” He then named a figure Lisa didn’t see as very fair at all, but she nodded assent. 

George lifted his large frame from his chair. The interview was obviously over. “I give you one-week trial. Be here six thirty tomorrow eh. If you late, you leave, no second chances.” 

So began a four-and-a-half year stint with George. Lisa still looked fondly over those years and acutely remembered the first two weeks, when she dropped into bed almost as soon as she got home, too tired to even eat. The mornings were worse. Every muscle ached, her feet were sore and blistered from the steel-capped boots she was wearing in, and true to George’s promise, her hands were rough as sandpaper. 

Over time Lisa’s body became used to the rigors of its new regimen, and within a few months she felt stronger and fitter than ever before. She took as much pride in her work as her mentor, watching as George measured and cut, spaced and leveled, all the time guiding Lisa in the intricacies of his craft. George seemed, in his gruff kind of manner, to be pleased with her progress. So pleased that after three months he offered her a full apprenticeship. Lisa’s time was then divided between work and technical college. Her wage was still paltry, but most of it managed to see its way into her bank account. 

Two months before her apprenticeship finished, Lisa received a letter from the owners of the house she was renting. It announced they were putting the house on the market when her current lease expired—only six weeks down the track. Lisa was dismayed at this unexpected hiccup in her otherwise ordered life. She now lived on her own (her “friends” had moved out one by one, thinking she had turned into a “drag”). After receiving the letter, her mood at work the next day was sullen. 

“Whaddya go wasting money on rent for eh?” George slapped a huge hand across her shoulder when he finally wrestled the truth from her. “You should be buying by now.” 

Lisa had to grin. How George had changed his tune in the last few years. His refrain had long been, “Whaddya want to work for? A young woman like you should find a man, get married, have da kids.” Only after numerous attempts to pair her off with an endless succession of his nephews and cousins of his nephews failed, had George conceded Lisa was not interested in changing her single status. Or rather, her single lesbian status. 

When she eventually told George she was a lesbian, he didn’t speak to her for three days. He finally came around, although now he kept quiet about his numerous nieces and cousins of nieces. 

Lisa adopted her “George” voice, “I can’ta afford to buya da house. I not got enough for da deposit.” 

George just grunted and went back to his work. Lisa went back to cutting tiles. They were both silent for the remainder of the afternoon. 

George eyeballed Lisa from across the tray of his truck as they were packing up for the day. “This house you rent, you would like to buy eh?” 

Lisa hesitated. Buying had not occurred to her as an option. Renting a shack was one thing, owning one was quite another. It could promise to be a veritable money pit. “Well, it needs a lot of work—plumbing, floorboards, probably even electrical.” 

George rubbed thumb and forefinger together in the universal sign of money. “So, it should go cheap eh?” 

“Well, yes.” 

“Anda the land, it in a good suburb eh?” 

“Well, yes.” 

“You get da good price, I loan you da deposit.” 

On the day Lisa became part of the mortgage set she and George cracked open a few beers in her backyard. Also present were her parents, who had refused to give Lisa a cent as she whiled her time away on unemployment benefits, but couldn’t wait to help as soon as she decided to help herself. They had been mortified at the thought of Lisa borrowing money from her boss, duly presenting her with a check for the deposit and waving away the promise to pay it back. 

As dusk descended on the little
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