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ONE

IN THIS MOMENT, SOMEONE IS FALLING IN LOVE, SOMEONE IS receiving their first kiss, someone is having their last fight, someone is cooking spaghetti bolognaise, someone is having the best orgasm of their life, someone is getting married, someone is dying, someone is listening to what will become their favourite song, someone is crying, someone is being born. We are all so embedded in our own tales that, we forget, we are all at different times experiencing the majority of the same things – I call it my version of the hatches, matches and dispatches theory.

We all wake up wondering where the next year will take us. Perhaps that’s why calendars and New Year’s Day were invented: to help us try to map out the unknowable terrain of our future.

A girlfriend of mine, who is a life coach, is always quoting a Harvard study – I think it’s from a few decades ago – that showed that out of a very small, stupidly intelligent and privileged group of Harvard grads, it was an even smaller group who succeeded (by whatever criteria they deemed success to be) and this group were the ones who had set ‘goals’. Even more successful were the ones who not only set goals but managed to stick to them.

And then there’s the rest of us. Flailing through life. Waking up on New Year’s morning to what the previous night had seemed like an exciting resolution, but now in the hot unrelenting Sydney sunniness of 1 January seems more like a hassle – another thing to add to the to-do list of life.

I don’t make resolutions. I subscribe more to the adage of ‘Man plans and God (or whoever she is) laughs’. What’s the difference between a dream and a goal and a plan anyway? Aside from a lot of red tape.

It’s the first of January 2017, and unlike the majority of people who share my postcode – 2026: I live in Ben Buckler, that tiny peninsula at the top of North Bondi beach – I have woken up without a hangover. My New Year’s Eve was subdued; in the same way the past four New Year’s Eves have been for me … because I have become the age-old cliché of a woman in love with an unavailable man.

You can begin tutting, headshaking or lecturing any time you like. I doubt it will do any good. Nothing else has.

And, wait, it gets worse. He’s living with his long-term partner and mother of his child. I know, I know, I know. But wait, there’s more. She has a chronic illness with a tricky title. He’s the head of emergency with a saviour complex.

And I meant for none of this to happen. So, has it happened and continued because I didn’t plan? Because ‘I will meet and fall in love and marry a single man’ was not on my to-do list? My best friend, Lexie, would say yes. She likes plans, she likes lists, and she loves ticking things off … particularly the conversion of sexually ambiguous straight women to flag-flying lesbians. Lexie is a TV producer and is adept at getting what she wants. She believes a great deal of that stems from asking specifically for what you want, such as her recent Facebook post requesting one-legged jockeys for a new upcoming reality series she is working on. Lexie is specific. I am not, which she believes goes a long way to explaining my lack of splendid New Year’s Eves for the past while. When did it, and by ‘it’ I mean Ross and I – I’m hesitant to call us a ‘we’ – go from one month to five years? When did I go from being twenty-nine to thirty-four? During the ‘I fell in love like a schmuck’ phase, I guess, and the ‘I’m pretending I’m not waiting but I am still waiting’ phase.

It’s not easy when you meet the guy you believe is your One and find there’s a major obstacle to being with him. Harvard grads would know to do a quick formula of the probability of it working out, and run … as would most people, especially other women who have inhabited the space that I currently fill, and got out of it unscathed or otherwise. What makes someone – me – hang on for so long? Falling in love has a lot to answer for. As does my stubborn heart, that persists, whispering to me to wait, hold on … and teasing me with the haunting words: it will work out. Days roll into weeks, weeks blur into months and silently multiply to years. Hope is what I clutch to in the face of reality. But the cold hard facts are that another year has begun and we didn’t begin it together. True, he was working. But still … each year he takes that shift so he doesn’t have to deal with the great divide between the life he has and the life he wants. Or the life he tells me he wants.

And, yet, it hasn’t worked out. My promise for this year is to not let another year, month, week or day slip by without knowing if Ross is going to truly be with me, or not.

On the upside, one good reason for my deafeningly quiet New Year is because I have work today. I load the Mini with my harp and head out down Military Road, past all the recovering revellers who are beginning their new year, or washing away the old one, with a refreshing dip in the Bondi waves.

I have already been for my morning swim, early before the crowds. Every morning, I head down to the old boat ramp that’s just a minute’s walk from home and wave to the early fishermen, and the guy who parks his tent under the rocks most nights and has one of the best views on the planet as a result.

There’s a place called Flat Rock that school kids love to jump off. As the name indicates, it’s a huge flat rock that’s rhythmically coated with incoming waves, beckoning you to dive in and join the depths of the Bondi sea. It’s a quick swim from there back to the boat ramp, or if there’s time, into North Bondi beach. I cannot imagine living away from the ocean, ever. You’re either a sea person or not. I practically have webbed feet.

Work is quiet. Not many people visit palliative care wards on New Year’s Day. Somehow it jars against the notion of a new year; the old tide, the soon to be not here. And yet, from my experience, these are the people who know more about living than the towel-flickers down at Bondi beach.

Nothing increases your powers of perception, makes you clearer or more honest than an existential deadline.

I’m what’s called a musical thanatologist (try saying that quickly after three espresso martinis). Thanatology is a Greek word meaning ‘the study of dying’. So, a musical thanatologist is one who plays music to soothe and smooth the journey to death. In lay terms, I’m a bedside musician. Yes, it’s a weird gig. But a good one.

I began my career as a concert harpist; I went through the Sydney Conservatorium for high school and my degree. I played with the Chicago Symphony Orchestra when I was twenty-one, then Melbourne and Sydney. I had just started a gig with the London Symphony six years ago when it happened.

I was midway through Saint-Saëns’s Fantaisie. I’d broken up with the oboist a few days earlier, but that wasn’t it. It was a woman in the audience who was a doppelganger for my mother. Well, she would have been had Mum still been alive. She died when I was five. But this woman looked exactly as I imagined Mum would have. Her hair, the tilt of her head, her semi smile – I didn’t feel upset, or I didn’t think I did, but I couldn’t breathe, I lost where I was, and then the entire auditorium began closing in on me.

I collapsed and was taken to hospital. A huge number of tests were run. The prognosis – a massive anxiety attack. And that was the beginning. Since then, despite several therapists and numerous miracle cures, I cannot bring myself to perform or to play in front of more than a few people. I have recorded, but it’s not the same … so, when I read an article about musical thanatology, I was drawn to it for selfish purposes. I could play for a small group and I was there as therapy, as a sideline, to help, not to be pulled apart.

My job is to sit beside the patient and play. And yes, I take requests. Everything from Bach to Bon Jovi. And some pieces I make up.

Today, I unload the harp from the Mini – it’s on wheels which makes schlepping easier, though I still present an odd sight. I also have long curly blonde hair, which insists on falling into ringlets, and if I’m wearing white it can throw people. When new patients see me coming down the hallway for the first time, they sometimes cry out, ‘Oh god, we’re not there yet, are we?’ Though others, particularly those in immense pain call out, ‘Are we there yet?’

‘Why would you come in today?’ Waverley on reception is not a fan of the harp, or of me. She is twenty-three and her world exists in a galaxy far, far away from the gravitational pull of age, frailty, illness, mortality and classical music.

I shrug. ‘I thought June might enjoy a song. It’s their new year too.’

‘Not for long,’ Waverley mumbles and pulls out her iPhone, no doubt to survey the damage from last night’s dalliances and provide the world with a much-needed selfie of ‘Waverley at work with a hangover’.

I press the lift button and head up to level three.

As I manoeuvre my harp out of the lift, I think of how it is one of the oldest instruments on the planet. Its origins lie in the Hunter’s bow. Like the arrow that the bow shoots forward, the harp can pierce your heart.

At some stage most of us (often as high school students), have probably considered what song we’d want played at our funeral. But few of us think of what songs we’d want to prepare us for the end of life. Not that I just play at the final moment. Palliative care is not always about checking in for your last three days of life. People can go in and out, particularly patients with chronic terminal illnesses, and the hospice I work at also has a rehab wing where just about everyone leaves to go and live their next chapter.

But there have been many times I have played in people’s final moments, and consequently I have come to realise that deaths are as varied as births and musical styles. Each one is unique. Some have been silent, some a joyous relief, some have been fraught and I still hear the echoes of their battle with their final breath. Some are unbearably sad, while others are nothing short of transcendent.

June lies with her eyes closed.

‘You shouldn’t be here today. Go out and have a cocktail.’ She always knows it’s me.

‘I will later, June. “Clair de Lune”?’ I say as I sit, uncover my harp and pluck a few notes.

‘With your beau? Where will you go? Tell me details.’

June is ninety-five, a survivor of World War II, during which she worked as a nurse. Before that she’d been a ballerina and had performed at the Royal Opera House in London. She has a grace akin to Audrey Hepburn. Her delicate skin is almost translucent now, marked intermittently with purple roses of bruises, a consequence of her medication. She wears her silky white hair in a French roll and sports an antique lace silk gown. She is surrounded by photos of her family and one of her performing in the ballet.

‘To the open-air cinema down at Lady Macquarie’s Chair. The screen comes out of the water.’

‘Splendid. And it’s such a lovely day. A new year.’

‘Happy New Year, June.’

June chuckles gently. ‘Wasn’t sure I’d make it, but here I am.’

‘I’m glad.’ I truly am. There’s something so special about June, a purity of vision. I felt it when I first met her, almost a year ago now. She’s become a friend and a highlight of my day is hearing about her life and watching her smile as she listens to the music.

‘Me too. The kids have gone to Perth and my granddaughter is still in the States, so I can’t go anywhere yet. You know how expensive holiday travel is; a funeral would be most incon venient.’ She speaks with a girlish innocence that has a fabulous edge of irony.

I laugh.

‘Tell me about your suitor. I bet he’s thanking his lucky stars, beautiful young lady like you. All those curls.’

Oh, how I wish. The sordid details of my non above board relationship with Ross seem not only inappropriate but also deeply inadequate.

‘He makes me laugh.’

‘That’s good, darling.’ She opens her eyes and studies my face closely. ‘As long as he doesn’t make you cry too much, too. Sometimes the ones who make you laugh the most do that.’

I smile in response and she pats my hand. ‘It’s later than you think, Zoe.’

That’s the bitter pill I have been needing to swallow. It is later than I think, and now another whole year has passed. I can’t do another loop around the calendar of this waiting. I have to say something to Ross … Today.

‘I had better get playing. You rest now.’

‘That’s all I do … rest, rest, rest. Play me some Rodrigo – the Concierto de Aranjuez … you can do that on harp?’

Fortunately, I have played this for her, or tried to, before. And it was a mess, so I went home and transcribed my own version. It’s Spanish composer Rodrigo’s best-known work – it calls to nature and courtly dances and the exuberance of his own honeymoon … as well as the loss of a miscarriage. But even through its pain, it is a triumphant piece of music. And it is perfect for a new year.

I play, and June smiles and moves her hands with their balletic grace.

‘Yes.’ She smiles broadly when I finish though keeps her eyes shut. ‘That’s how true love is. Always.’

‘Is that what it was like for you and your husband?’ I ask.

June considers for a while, her face beckoning a memory. ‘Before my husband, I had a love. A big love. My husband was a very good man. A fine husband and a great father, and we had a strong marriage, but he was more Vaughan Williams than Rodrigo. Strong and steadfast. Beautiful but less fire.’

The expression on June’s face, the smile on her lips, leads me to wonder what this other love, this fire, was. I can see from her look it was big. My fingers hover over the strings, but before I begin, I hear myself ask:

‘Are you still friends, with the big love?’ I realise how unlikely it is; the woman is ninety-five.

‘Oh my dear, I haven’t seen him in over seventy-five years. But I remember him so clearly. Especially when you play.’

‘What was his name?’

I can see June reaching back for him in her mind, travelling to a place beyond all my experiences.

‘I think I need to sleep.’

She pats my hand. I feel guilty for asking too many questions, but then she squeezes my hand and her lips turn to a smile of secrets yet to be shared. I reply to her look with a hopeful grin. Some people can see with their eyes closed.

I stand to wheel my harp to my next visit.

‘Clem. His name was Clemency Lang. Goodbye, darling. Enjoy the stars.’

I head out, thinking of Clemency Lang … Does he think of June too? Seventy-five years is a long time.

I play for Reg next, which is quite a change in pace. Reg sits up in bed, nimbly pressing keys on his laptop. His nose and cheeks have the ruby glow of someone who’s enjoyed a lot of red wine and a lot of life. I asked him his age once and he replied that he’s in the ‘afternoon delight of life’. I think he’s in his seventies, he likes wearing workmen’s shorts and shirts with checks. Reg is rehabilitating from a triple bypass and a hip replacement. He is cheeky and warned me the first time we met that his main connection to music is that he can burp the Australian national anthem. I played it for him. He was correct, he doesn’t miss a bar. Now I play it every visit as a warm-up tune.

‘I can sing “Waltzing Matilda” out my other end,’ he tells me. ‘Wanna try?’

‘Not today. Any other non-burping or farting pieces?’

He waves his hand. ‘Rather be at a poker game. Can you play?’

I play him a Hungarian polka that’s cheeky like him and hard not to tap along to.

‘Not what I had in mind, but it’ll do. You don’t have a harmonica on you, do you? Prefer that to all this fancy string gumph.’

I promise to bring him in a deck of cards tomorrow. As far as I know, I’m his only visitor, though he tells me he spends a lot of time skyping various ‘friends’.

I have a few other patients to see: Clara, who sleeps through my entire visit; Pedro, who loves ‘La Cucaracha’ and insists I play it three times before I go. He sings along. His wife and the nursing staff have told me it’s the only time he speaks. Finally, I visit Kip, who is surrounded by a squabbling family. They stop when I enter. I play Mozart in the hope it will calm them all.

Death brings out the best and worst of any family dynamic. Whether it’s arguing about whose turn it is to wash the pyjamas, visit at a certain time, or inherit the most money … I have seen families who are picture-card perfect shake and splinter in the face of a member’s mortality.

One of Kip’s grandchildren is outside the hospital entrance near the lift as I’m leaving. Billy: he’s eleven, all elbows and teeth. He holds a skateboard, sobbing.

‘The nurse wouldn’t let me show Grandad how I ride it. Then Mum started yelling at me. Then Uncle Dave started yelling at her … then everyone was yelling.’

‘He would love to see you skate, I bet.’ I attempt to soothe him.

‘This thing with Grandad. It’s irrefixable isn’t it?’ Billy studies the concrete.

Irrefixable, it’s the perfect word.

‘It is a bit.’ I can see by the pale lightness of Kip’s skin these days that there’s not long for him to go.

‘I’m sorry,’ I add. ‘He talks about you all the time. Show me what you want to show Grandad.’

Billy hesitates, keeping his eyes fixed to the pavement, then places his skateboard down and performs some tic-tacs and other manoeuvres I don’t know the names of. He’s good. I can see by the board’s colourful gleam that it’s new. A Christmas present probably.

‘I wish he could come and see,’ he says, gaining confidence.

‘Me too. I’m going to tell him how great you are.’ I marvel at his balance and his bounce.

As Billy keeps skating, I take the cover off my harp and strum a few bars from Coldplay’s ‘Clocks’ that he recognises and moves along to on his board. I can imagine him down at the ramp at Bondi, cutting it up – or whatever it is you do on a skateboard.

‘Grandad’s my FPITW,’ he confides.

‘FPITW?’ I echo, attempting to decipher the acronym.

‘Favourite Person in the World,’ he informs me. ‘Everyone knows that. Who’s yours?’

I hover on the harp. ‘Oh, this friend of mine. I’m going to see him now actually, so I’d better go.’ I feel a bolt of adrenaline that makes my palms tingle as I think of Ross. Ross and my New Year’s resolution.

Billy grins mischievously. ‘Is he, like, a boyfriend or friend?’

How is it that kids nail it every time?

‘Not sure.’ I attempt to dodge the answer … for both of us.

‘Sounds stupid.’ Billy shrugs, scrunching his sweet face before grinning his toothy smile at me. He’s nailed it again.

‘Yeah … it is a bit.’

‘Let’s disqualify him. Who do you vote next?’

‘Probably a tie between my bestie, Lexie, and my brother, Tom. He surfs.’ I know this will give Tom an advantage in Billy’s eyes.

‘Cool.’ He continues his skateboard moves. There must be something I can do to help him and Kip.

‘Billy, can you come here really early one morning next week? Like, at five-thirty?’ I ask hopefully.

‘Am I in trouble?’

‘Course not. I have an idea. I’ll call your mum to see if she can drop you off here then, just the once. For a few hours?’

‘What’s it for?’

‘Secret. You’ll have to trust me.’

I get Billy’s mother’s number from him. They live in Surry Hills, so it’s not too much of a big ask, not if it helps. He waves and performs a tricky turn as I leave.
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