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David Goodwin survived weekend graveyards in servos for six interminable years – way too long to stay anything approaching sane. He is, thankfully, no longer a daysleeper with a halogen tan, but still maintains a ruinous predilection for slurpees, chocolate Big Ms and sausage rolls with too much tomato sauce. He is a published poet, holds a dual Advanced Diploma in Advertising and Marketing and, these days, revels in having a somewhat normal circadian rhythm.
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To the endless cans of Red Bull, king-sized Cherry Ripes and sausage rolls with too much sauce that got me through those interminable nights.

To every bleary-eyed graveyarder around the world with a halogen tan, pining for the freedom of dawn.

But above all, to Mum.

Thank you for making me love stories. And for helping me believe I had one in me worthy enough to tell.
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How many more nights and weird mornings can this terrible shit go on? How long can the body and the brain tolerate this doom-struck craziness? This grinding of teeth, this pouring of sweat, this pounding of blood in the temples … small blue veins gone amok in front of the ears, sixty and seventy hours with no sleep.

—Hunter S. Thompson, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas
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I AM THE LIZARD QUEEN

It’s eight o’clock on Sunday morning, bucketing down rain. It barrels into the metal canopy, roaring like the vengeful gods of old. Distant thunder growls and far-off heavens sling down lucent veins as fat drops ricochet off the forecourt, spattering those filling their tanks and dragging iridescent stains towards the petrol drain. Inside, the servo is filled with stranded dog-walkers out for their morning paper-milk-and-bread and parents taking their silken-clothed kids to play muddy soccer.

A dishevelled man bursts into the store, shrieking operatic crescendos. He’s six feet tall, painfully thin and shoeless, with a straggly red beard and sunken cheeks, clad in a sopping yellow sundress. It hangs off him like a sodden sheet left out on a washing line as he drips dark splotches down the aisles, raving to the music blasting from his headphones.

He’s in mirrored, purple-framed aviators, shrieking Kylie Minogue’s ‘Locomotion’ as he struts past the hanging bags of Minties and Red Frogs, stopping every few seconds to pose and shake his imaginary gold hot pants. Tripping over his own blackened feet, he stumbles into two horrified women and splutters, ‘Sorry, ladies, but I’m higher than an eagle’s ball sack!’

He skips away toward the deli fridge, as dainty as a ballerina, reverting to Kylie’s li’l sis Dannii, but soon tires of her, due to her lack of ‘top ten hits and PLASTIC TITS!’ He then starts on Delta Goodrem, as he sashays toward the console, oblivious to the old men standing bow-legged, holding rolled-up newspapers as truncheons.

Telling me (through song) that he’s lost without me and he doesn’t know how he’s going to live without me, he approaches the locked glass console door and facebutts it, knocking his sunnies to the floor. Seen through the wet swords of his mangy red hair, his pupils have dilated to form two gateways to the centre of The Void. He pants on the glass, a canvas on which he then paints – with his purple tongue – a wonky love heart, with an ‘I’ above and a ‘U’ below.

One of the dog-walkers approaches slowly. She taps him on the shoulder and tentatively asks him if he could maybe quieten down a bit. You know, because of the kids. He jolts from her touch, hunches over, then goes completely slack. The entire store, from the woman cradling her low-fat milk like a newborn to the slack-mouthed kids grasping their bottles of Powerade with white knuckles, waits breathlessly.

Sensing the occasion, he uncoils, rearing up like some undulant serpent, swaying slowly from side to side then rocking back on his heels before turning to face them and strike, shooting his arms up to the bug-filled fluorescents, rasping, ‘I AM THE LIZARD QUEEN!’ as he steps on and breaks his sunnies.

As though they were his final Horcrux, he shrieks in world-ending pain, then hops rapidly toward the opening glass doors and out into the downpour, hissing savagely at the petrol pumpers before sprinting off into the rain-soaked morning.
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WELCOME TO THE CIRCUS

Hi. My name’s Dave and like thousands of Aussies, I’ve worked in a servo. While this fact in isolation may not appear all that unusual, let alone worthy of an entire book, I’d like to add that I worked late at night. For six years. On weekends. In the far western suburbs of Melbourne. For way too many years to stay anything approaching sane.

Servo work is popular. Everyone seems to know someone who’s worked in these halogen parlours of forced smiles and expensive, superfluous crap.

Servos are an unmistakable piece of Aussie life; a part of who we are, like sunburn, backyard cricket and tall-poppy syndrome. Whether it’s our friendly refusal to buy two Snickers for five bucks from the comatose student with eyes of sunken craters on some hellish alien moon, an exchange of social niceties as sincere as positive eBay feedback, or simply the comforting buzz as that first can of Monster on Monday morning speeds its dark magic through your synapses, Australians feel at home when they walk in through that parting glass.

A lot of you younger folk may cringe at CCTV footage of yourself early Sunday morning – sloshed and spouting nonsense in the pallid pre-dawn with all the social restraint of Dizzee Rascal – berating some tired soul as you vacuum up stale sausage rolls and chocolate. Meanwhile, your munted, saucer-eyed mate sits in the cab, hugging and stroking the taxi driver who sustains himself only by graphically fantasising about beating the two of you into submission with a Swap’n’Go gas bottle.

A servo is a great place to people-watch. Almost everyone has to fill up at some point, so you get to see all their idiosyncrasies and prejudices in one place. From the sullen, beanied Holden Commodore drug dealers peddling home-grown hydro and dirty speed bombs to the grumpy, take-no-shit 4WD mums who rule their cowed families with an iron fist, everyone passes through those electric doors eventually.

This book is about all those people. From the maniacal freaks and the lilting heroin addicts, to my long-suffering masochistic colleagues, and everyone in between, the following pages detail those many, many long nights and the confoundingly bizarre creatures that made them just that little bit longer.

The book is also about me. Work in a surreal, circus-like environment for long enough and it changes you. It makes you cynical. Unafraid. Manic. Depressed. World-weary. What follows is an addled and somnolent view from behind the counter and under those harsh fluorescents; a six-year voyage of sex, drugs and sausage rolls. Of fake smiles, disabled ninjas, addled wizards and endless drive-offs, and how soaking in this unremitting madness has crafted who I am today. I’ll warn you now that it’s crazily convoluted and reads like it was written by a confused and irascible penguin with Borderline Personality Disorder. But it’s a smashing good time, I promise. Shall we get started?
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Getting a job at a servo is not difficult. Pretty much anyone can do it if they’re hard up for cash. That was my excuse. It was early 2003 and I’d just started my third year of a mostly worthless arts degree. I was rudderless, and beginning to question the used-car salesman’s gleam in my high school career-counsellor’s eyes, when he’d urged me to follow my literary dreams; things were not working out as I’d hoped. Poems in obscure literary journals and articles in online magazines paid in nothing but ego and hope, and besides enduring the daily horrors of hours on Melbourne’s public transport system to and from uni, I spent my time at home – car-less and penniless – ensconced in headphones and books, trying to block out the disintegration of my mum’s second marriage, interwoven with the green fireworks on CNN as Dubya’s ‘shock and awe’ invasion pummelled Baghdad into dust.

I needed to escape. That much I knew for certain. I wanted peace and quiet, yes, but I also craved some crazy adventures, whirlwind romances and awe-soaked revelation in foreign lands that would somehow birth a supernova bestseller to launch my successful writing career. But all those things demanded money and, at twenty years old, I didn’t even have my damn licence, let alone a car. I needed to grow up. And fast. All that surrounded me were angry, uncoupling adults with full-time jobs who were loosely funding my partly formed daydreams. I tried to convince my parents that I was an artist, that forcing me to conform to the travails of the real world would crush my creative joie de vivre, but they weren’t buying it.

So I skimmed online job ads for something easy, something that paid the bills but didn’t require much thinking or hassle, leaving me time to write. Being a child of The Simpsons, I became intrigued by a term that kept popping up. ‘Console Operator’, the ads said, bearing a mysterious resemblance to Homer’s role at the nuclear power plant. So I clicked. And called. And showed up to an interview in jeans and an ill-fitting shirt I’d found in the back of my wardrobe.

But even that seemed a little over the top. I was the best-dressed one in the hospital-like waiting room, that is, except for a loquacious, bird-like man in a three-piece suit and shiny black shoes, polished to a mirror sheen. He kept asking everyone’s name, how their day was going, and if they wanted a Mintie, as he shovelled them nervously into his mouth, one after the other, his jaw working overtime until he’d created a massive white glob. He kept grinning at us all, with this slimy white ball just behind his teeth, rolling it with his tongue as his gaze danced around the room.

I’d been nervous when I got there, but by the time they called me in, I felt like I could have shown up with a neckbeard and a half-eaten bag of Cheetos and still been successful. I was greeted by a photocopied-looking man behind a chipped desk. He had impressive bags under his eyes. He smiled blankly as he shook my hand and invited me to take a seat. I proceeded to lie through my teeth, inserting such well-worn favourites as ‘I possess great initiative’, ‘I’m a people person’, and the sealer: ‘I’m passionate about supplying good customer service.’

The successful ones were invited to an information session where, in a tiny room above a city-based servo, we were shown grainy black-and-white videos of stocking-headed speed freaks firing sawn-off shotguns and yelling enraged gibberish at students cowering behind shelves of exploding cigarettes.

The very next day we were carted off to surrounding suburban servos to begin our week’s training. My flagrant lie about having previous retail experience was soon exposed, when as I was shown how to open the drawer of the cash register, I didn’t even know how to remove the till. ‘Another one,’ groaned my trainer. ‘Let’s start from the beginning, shall we?’

They showed us how to count money. Low, out of sight and quickly, like a jumpy bank teller. They showed us around the store, explaining how each machine worked and what we had to do to keep them that way. They showed us which buttons to press, both on the cash register and with people. And how to defuse a situation, like when a burly, tattooed beast burst into the store yelling like a rusted chainsaw that the cost of petrol was ‘fuckin’ shockin’, you criminal pigs!’

More than anything, though, I was amazed at how fast the whole thing moved. My years of quiet reveries inside the castles of my own head had me stood back in a bewildered blur as I watched workers hustle about the console like adrenalised smiling soldiers. Stocking smokes, scanning Coke bottles and chocolate bars then bagging them up, processing price changes – their fingers a dextrous blur over the register keyboards – and smiling, always smiling, as the customers rained down hell.

They marched in from the forecourt’s river of impatient steel, and before they even got to the counter, they were whingeing about this, arguing about that. Deciding on a product or pump number, paying for it, then changing their mind, only to change it back again and blame the whole thing on the poor console operator. They’d yell questions over their shoulder about their car’s specific mechanics from the back of the store while the poor guy or girl behind the counter resembled a multi-limbed deity, serving a line of nine people, restocking the chewing gum, manually typing in numbers from cards that wouldn’t swipe and printing phone credit and car wash dockets, all while on the phone to tech support to fix whatever machine had broken down that hour.

I watched, glassy-eyed, unable to fathom how any human could keep their head above water as their brains were assaulted with a barrage of beeping horns, shifting cars, incorrect pump numbers, screaming children denied the treat they’d been coveting, and addicts, in their quiet droning voices, always asking for the toilet key. I figured that maybe once we’d finished our training, we were all quietly palmed a year’s supply of Ritalin along with our freshly pressed uniforms and name badges.

I should point out here that working in a servo is kind of like being an all-purpose butler, except that your boss is not a person of wealth or means. Nor is their demeanour particularly benevolent, thanking you for the glass of sherry you bring them as they warm their un-slippered feet by a well-tended fire. Your master, to whom you must declare unfettered smiling subservience, is the teeming populace of your servo’s busy suburb. And they will not ask nicely for their supper … They will bark their demands as they stride toward you, laughing while you scuttle here and there, trapped in your little anti-jump-wire cage.

Mindful of this unvarnished reality, our trainers only let us serve customers in short bursts, and as we began to fret – mewling like hopeless little kittens as the angry lines snaked around the store – they jumped in and saved us before our heads exploded. Slowly though, we got better. By the end of the week, I actually had some rough concept of what I was doing. On the final day of training, I walked in with a swagger and ended my shift with a variance that was less than $100 for the first time.

After I somehow passed my final test, the store manager handed me my freshly minted name badge and an oversized company shirt in plastic wrap, asking me if I’d be confident if I was required to work on my own. ‘No worries,’ I said, hoping the look I had on my face was something akin to self-assurance, while wondering if they’d really be stupid enough to let a clearly confused and hilariously unskilled me loose on an unsuspecting public.

A few hours later, my retail area manager rang and asked if I was cool with working a shift the following day in an inner-suburban servo.

‘Sure,’ I said a little nervously, ‘no probs.’

‘Okay, good. You start at one am. Any problems, give me a call.’

‘Wait, you mean in … four hours?’

‘That’s the one.’

Sneaky bastard.
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On no sleep, I set off to my first ever graveyard shift. The night was dank with fog, so thick that it poured through the air in a spectral soup. As I walked from the train station toward the servo, the lights of the price board rose up through the murk like some glistering alien monolith.

I walked nervously through the sliding glass – in my giant shirt that swam on my scrawny torso – and was greeted by a well-built man with an impressive mane of hair that shone lustrous in the console downlights. It looked as though he washed it hourly.

Siva was his name – like some proud lion stalking the Serengeti – and he had the exact devil-may-care attitude I was desperately after. He grinned at me and grabbed my hand, giving it a few quick pumps before returning to his customers.

When it got quiet, he gave me a quick tour of the store – which was completely different to the one I’d trained in – telling me to keep the pie warmer full, to automatically safe-drop my $50 notes, what not to touch, who to call if stuff broke down and so on. He must have sensed the desperate vibes emanating from me.

‘It’s your first ever shift, isn’t it?’

‘How’d you know?’

‘You all have the same look,’ he grinned, ‘like lambs to the slaughterhouse.’

‘Oh.’

Seeing my unease, he placed a friendly paw on my shoulder and gave me a pep talk.

‘It’ll be fine, mate. Just smile and pretend you actually like everyone. If they’re arseholes, well …’ He placed his other paw on my opposite shoulder, set his jaw then got his game face on. ‘Smile again, hold eye contact for two full seconds, then tell them to go straight to fucking hell. We don’t get paid nearly enough to put up with their bullshit.’

And after adorning me with my duress pendant necklace, he left me with my fear.

For ten or so minutes, the store was deathly quiet; I suppose every hurricane has its eye. I ambled around, strolling through the shining canyons of salt and sugar, squinting under the fluorescents bouncing off their endless colours. Servos are bright, dear reader. Obscenely bright. Villainous scientists have proven that your brain buys much more overpriced detritus of Western civilisation carved from the bones of a dying world if it’s fried in an artificial blaze of empty promises so vivid it makes your eyes bleed.

After a while the Starburst, Pringles and Smith’s Chips start to scream at you, whirling together into a teeming mass of hyper colour insanity. You often totter, discombobulated, down the aisles, visually drunk on products so unnecessarily bright it borders on belligerent. Golden Crunchies, ruby-red Cherry Ripes and emerald-green Peppermint Crisps glisten on the console’s front shelves as priceless jewels atop a dragon’s hoard of pilfered treasure.

I snapped out of my daydreaming as I saw my first ever customer approaching. Rushing back to the console to open the locked glass auto-doors for him, I stood up straight, smoothed my massive shirt, smiled my first retail smile and began to greet him. I noticed he was stumbling slightly, nodding and smiling at nothing in particular …

My first customer was a heroin addict. Now, when I say ‘customer’, I’m not being completely honest: he didn’t buy anything. He just bobbed there for a while like a narcoleptic scarecrow, making the electronic doors open and close. Open and close. He eventually wobbled back outside and crumpled down by the gas bottles and firewood bundles until the cops came a bit later and picked him up.

More than a little anxious, I re-locked the auto-doors and explored the console. Anxiety began blooming though me as I noticed everything that could possibly be different from my training store was different: the buttons on the keyboard, the point-of-sale equipment, the phone credit machine, and almost everything else may as well have been in Klingon. I left the console and headed through the storeroom to the walk-in fridge. After passing through a narrow valley of towering, colourful cardboard, I opened the steel door and was greeted by the cold air and white noise of its huge whirring fans. On my left were hundreds of bottles removed from their boxes and stacked neatly on the metal shelves: Coke, Pepsi, Fanta, Sprite, Red Bull, V, Mount Franklin, Cool Ridge, Spring Valley, Big M, Dare and many others, looking just as bright as the store itself. Above them were messages on several pieces of paper, sticky-taped to the fridge wall and spelled out with red permanent texta, vigorously underlined for sections deemed important:


DO NOT LEAVE HALF-UNPACKED BOXES IN THE FRIDGE!

IF YOU OPEN A BOX, UNPACK IT FULLY OR NOT AT ALL!!

NO CARDBOARD IN FRIDGE!



As I looked closer, there were more scrawled messages, none of them subtle:


ONLY ONE FACING OF ORANGE AND MANGO HERE!



And:


NO GLASS IS TO BE STOCKED ABOVE SHOULDER LEVEL! THE NEXT TEAM MEMBER FOUND DOING THIS WILL RECEIVE A WRITTEN WARNING!



On my right were the plastic slots the bottles were to be slid into, angled downwards to the front of the fridge. I started grabbing bottles and placing them in the appropriate slots, watching in satisfaction at how a glass bottle would slide down a near-empty slot until it reached the rest with a soft, satisfying clink. Along with the humming fridge fans, it was the Tetris-style meditation I needed to calm down a bit, ambling around for several minutes, referencing the angry signs to ensure I didn’t get in trouble. Slowly, I began to feel the cold wrap around me and steal its way inside my flimsy shirt. As I stocked the bottles of Pepsi, I realised that you could see snatches of the aisles through the gaps between the drinks. I peered out at the empty store, and something stirred at the corner of my vision.

A large bearded man was standing outside, waving his arms furiously at the door’s sensor, as though this extra movement might open it. After glaring angrily into the store, he wedged his fingers into the tiny gap between the glass doors and strained to rip them open. Once this failed, he started shouting, jumping on the spot to see if I’d maybe fallen asleep behind one of the aisles.

Rushing out of the fridge, through the storeroom and back into the store, I looked back to see him glaring at me. I smiled apologetically and ran back to the console to unlock the auto-door. But first I had to unlock the coded glass console door, which had swung automatically shut as I exited, bound for the fridge. Siva had written the code for me on a scrap of paper, which I could see, but couldn’t read, as it was face-down in the far corner by the cigarette lighters. Panicked, I assessed my options.

After thirty seconds of standing around feeling like an imbecile and hearing the yelling at the door grow more insistent, I realised that the only way to get back in was to climb over the chocolate bar shelves, the till, and through the taut anti-jump protection wires.

As I got halfway through, wriggling like a fish as the wires strained against me, the irate bleating at the door changed in sound. After my foot caught on the wire and I sent the Eclipse mints promo display crashing to the floor, landing in a crumpled heap in the middle of the console, I realised it was more of a braying. The guy was doubled over in a fit of hysterical laughter. I stood up, unlocked the door and the customer entered, still chuckling to himself.

‘Kid, I was gonna give you a fucken serve, but after that display, I don’t think I got the heart!’

After much more laughter, he bought his Winnie Blues and departed, still spluttering. As he left, I noticed another person was in the store, having followed the bearded guy in. I looked at him, also with a big grin spread across his face, and realised he was, believe it or not, my Year 10 visual arts teacher. Smiling at me, perhaps safe in the knowledge that his teaching was at least partly responsible for creating such competent members of the workforce, he bought a Spring Valley orange juice and departed with a wry expression.

A little shaken by my own incompetence, I got out the store diary and had a read through the last couple of months. I soon noticed that every second day or so seemed to be filled with anger. There were page-long lashings for not checking the dates of expired milk; for not printing a receipt for a void or a return; for not filling out an incident report form correctly; and, ironically enough, for not reading the diary. The pages were filled with veiled – and not so veiled – threats of unemployment, punctuated by copious underlining in red pen so vicious that I made a silent pledge to try to do everything right; to ensure I’d never be one of those bumbling simpletons who incited such pyrotechnic wrath.

Customers began arriving in a slow trickle and I set upon them, all smiles, aiming to be the best damn servo guy the world had ever seen. Slowly remembering my training, I actually began to get the hang of things, filling my till with coloured notes and genially asking my customers to choose cheque, savings or credit before handing them their printed receipt. Soon the taxis started rolling in and I developed a rhythm, beginning to program my brain with that fake cheery routine that every retail check-out worker comes to know. After an hour of this, I began to breathe properly and feel a little more in control.

It was at about this stage that, after looking at my opened till, I noticed that while I had lots of notes, my supply of $1 coins had dwindled to almost nothing. Retracing my steps from training, I eventually figured out how to get the shadowy-looking change machine to spit out a roll of coins in a tight cylindrical wrapping of cardboard. As I’d observed during training, the experienced operators would smack the cylinder sharply against the counter to loosen its grip, before deftly peeling off the cardboard and tipping the coins into the respective slot in their till. As I was remembering all this, the doorbell rang several times in quick succession, followed by the sharp, insistent tap of keys on glass and I opened the door for an impatient taxi driver with an impressive broom moustache.

While he was counting out his coins to pay for his LPG, I tried the trick of smacking the cardboard hard against the counter, only for the roll of $1 coins to break loose completely and explode into his face. Thinking I was trying to assault him, he started yelling threats in Hindi and grabbed me by the collar, as I offered a startled apology. Most of the coins that didn’t end up on the floor were littered across the console counter, mixed in with the taxi driver’s, who naturally claimed the majority were his. After several minutes of negotiation, I managed to get something close to what I thought was a 40/60 split, finally getting rid of him.

I was just heading out to pick up the $1 coins when four sets of headlights crawled in off the road, followed by three more, and suddenly a group of drunken middle-aged men burst through the door singing English football chants and then rapidly scoffed all the pies and sausage rolls in the warmer. I walked back to the console to serve them and swore loudly as I noticed that, again, I’d left that damn strip of paper with the code to the locked door beyond sight or reach.

The football fans gave an almighty cheer and accompanying ‘NAAH NAAH NAAH!’, spilling meat and pastry onto the floor, as I wriggled back through the anti-jump wires like a desperate slug. One of them asked if I was a Scouser trying to rob the place. Once through, I grabbed a permanent texta and scrawled the damn code on the back of my hand as a brand-new chant started up, one specifically concerning my entertaining degree of incompetence.

They finally left but were quickly followed by others, every single one of them eyeing off the gold still lying on the ground as I rushed out in the few seconds between customers, grovelling around on my hands and knees for the remaining $1 coins. I finally grabbed them all, returned to the console and took a deep steadying breath, vowing no more stupid mistakes, before I unlocked the door for yet more customers.

Then I got a blood nose. This wasn’t unusual. I got them from time to time, always at the most ridiculously inopportune moments possible, like when I was on stage, speaking my lines during the school play. Or dancing with a cute girl at a nightclub. Or alone, bewildered and afraid behind the console in a bright busy servo. As I felt that horrible trickle start to flow, I laughed darkly to myself, grabbed a tissue and held it there while still trying to serve bemused customers. This worked for about ten seconds, as I quickly realised I needed two hands to accept money and fetch smokes, plus a myriad of other things demanded by my growing clientele. So, stressing big-time now, I grabbed a small wad of tissue and shoved it up the offending nostril with no small amount of malice, as far as it would go. My nose now looked horribly uneven, one side swollen to thrice its normal proportions, the nostril turned up like the snout of a pig, but with a trail of white dangling out of the bulbous mess. Still, I now had two hands back and could concentrate on serving customers.

But before long, the blood soaked through the wad of tissue and the white hanging out of my nose turned red. I started dropping tiny splotches over everything. At one stage, I looked down to see a drop falling straight onto a man’s American Express card. It hit the centre and formed a perfect circle, with tiny little rivulets cascading out towards the edges. I glanced up at him, sniffing desperately, waiting for the outburst. But none came. He hadn’t noticed. I silently thanked a greater power as I surreptitiously wiped it off and completed the transaction. This happened again and again over the next hour and a half, no matter how much I plugged, wiped, or held my nose. I was starting to seriously struggle.

You see, normally, if you had a blood nose at work, you’d stop working, tilt your head back, and sit in a quiet place with a tissue, and as soon as the blood clots, you’re right as rain. But when you’re on your own in a busy servo, sitting down unmolested in a quiet place is a three-fold utopian dream. The reality has you ferreting around the console holding your nose, pressing buttons and fetching nicotine for your chortling masters as cars thrum impatiently at the pumps.

By 3 am I was becoming a bit concerned about blood loss. During a merciful lull in traffic, I sat completely still on two milk crates for several minutes, my head leant back against a golden row of Benson & Hedges, and finally the nosebleed began to slow. I then went around the console wiping away the blood splotches while trying not to leave any new ones.

At this point I had only a runny nose that sporadically leaked out a gummy scarlet paste. This was fine, because I could simply wipe it now and again with tissues. But soon enough the tissues ran out, so I replaced them with paper towel, which, to a sore nose, may as well be sandpaper. I checked my reflection in the glass and saw a deranged caricature of Rudolph, wild-eyed and crimson-nosed, with smears of blood drawn across his face in preparation for some deadly Reindeer Games.

Then it got busier. Instead of the odd car rolling in, six would speed in at once like they were entering an F1 pitstop, drivers jumping out of their car and at the pumps, followed by four more, before I could finish gaping at the harrowing velocity of it all. Every time a customer picked up a pump, an ear-piercingly shrill alarm would sound until I touched a square on the screen authorising the pump. With all the cars, the sound was beginning to drive into my brain, but I soldiered on, stabbing my index finger at it again and again without even looking at the screen.

As the latest rush departed, I noticed two remaining amounts of fuel still blinking on the screen, but with no cars at the respective pumps. Thinking they’d moved away from the bowser to use the toilet, I waited, but soon realised I had my first two drive-offs. This wasn’t good. We’d had it drilled into us mercilessly during training that we were responsible for what happens on our forecourt, and drive-offs – especially with no recorded numberplate – were bad news for our employment prospects. Starting to feel more and more uneasy, as the conveyer belt of customers continued rolling in, I fell back on my strengths – garnering pity and looking confused. I started panicking and losing stuff: pens, paper, patience.

Then the bank lines went down.

Anyone who’s worked on a register in retail will know that the only customers that seem to carry cash are taxi drivers, drug dealers and those old men who like to jingle small denominations of it in their pockets with maddening grins on their vacant faces. People pay by card, and so did all my waiting customers.

As every customer approached the console and pulled out their card, I apologetically directed them to the ATM and they directed their anger and complaints right back. ‘That’s the third time this week, this place is a fucken joke!’ They threw their cash on the counter and spitefully refused to tell me their pump number, soon leaving me with a dirty pile of cash and a screen full of flashing numbers. Not knowing who was who, I let it pile up until I had this little mountain of money. It would’ve been paint-by-numbers for anyone who burst in with larceny on their mind.

Then the ATM died, haemorrhaging out its final payload to a clubber before blue-screening. I stared at its blank ‘OUT OF ORDER’ message, mocking me from afar, and bright panic bloomed in my guts as I realised I was in for a final few hours from hell.

I pushed it down and fake-smiled at the next approaching customer, who pointed at the empty pie warmer with pure malice in his eyes. After rushing to fill it, I returned to the console and, reaching into some dark corner of my memories from training, I found the manual swiper for cards. It looked like some rusted Soviet artefact of war. By this stage it was 5 am and the store was chock-full of early-risers marching in impatiently off the forecourt, opening then slamming the fridge doors as they filled their arms with sugar, newsprint and caffeine, the console shrieking every few seconds as another hand grabbed a petrol pump, the forecourt a shunting mass of coloured steel, but I soldiered on, working up a nervous sweat swivelling round every thirty seconds to grab smokes, lighters and printed pre-paid mobile credits in between manual swiping as the line of impatient customers grew ever longer. (I found out later that I’d put almost every manual transaction on the wrong form and subsequently lost the company over $6000.)

I got a call through for a fuel price change at 5.30 am and sprinted out to manually change the price board. As I returned to the store I met the furious whites of dozens of smouldering eyes in a long, long line of cross-armed people waiting for me inside, the queue already snaking its way out the door.

I kept mumbling feeble apologies for my ineptitude (‘Sorry, it’s my first day’), but it didn’t seem to help. Customers’ sighs, mutterings and obscenities grew louder and more belligerent as I fumbled incompetently with the swiper, my pen a nervous blur scribbling litres, dollars and odometer readings into boxes, as a small creek of sweat snaked coldly down my ribs. The swiper kept jamming so, to get a proper imprint of the card you really had to give it the beans, and when you added people’s slightly bent cards into the mix, I managed to irreversibly mangle six of them, cringing while handing back plastic origami interpretations of their main means of payment along with furiously requested customer complaint forms. I started to properly unravel.

You can’t quite communicate how constant and unrelenting a new, poorly trained solo customer service job can be to someone unless they’ve actually worked in one. Your anxiety becomes this sharp glinting beast, clawing its way up through you as your mind begins to fog over in terrified confusion.

And servos are infinitely worse than any Macca’s, Coles or Kmart. At those places, you can at least defer your problems to someone nearby. At night in a servo, you’re always on your own. Out of options before you’ve even begun, locked in a little cage and bathed in searing halogen. You can’t ‘call the manager’, because she’s fast asleep, like normal people are at 4 am, so you have to face the monster down – again and again – until you’re finally done.

And the monsters don’t stop coming. Like angry oversized lemmings, they trudge on in, one after the other. They stare at you piteously while they wait, too, with all the carefree malevolence of Blofeld stroking his cat, so you can’t escape the groans, the rudeness, the impatience, the piercings, the six packets of Tim Tams, four bottles of 2-litre Coke and three tubes of lubricant cradled in their arms, even while you’re militantly monitoring the actions of every motorist on the forecourt, accepting fuel deliveries and bagging up all the endless overpriced garbage you’ll soon have to restock if they ever go away. Three years after I started, I still struggled with it. For a first-timer it was hell.

When the store manager finally came in at 7.45 am I was overjoyed. Squeezing past several folds of the gargantuan line bent around the store and seeing my wild hair, bloody war paint, and the console looking like the bombing of Dresden, she took a motherly kind of pity on me and immediately reset the system, hushed the merciless beeping, reconnected the bank lines, and started rapidly dispersing the Great Wall of China–size queue of incensed customers now late for work, even though she usually worked only in the office.

My shift officially finished at 8 am, but after finally collating my endless blood-smeared receipts, marvelling fearfully over my shift’s negative $459 variance, and filling out six drive-off reports, I stumbled out the sliding glass doors at 9.20 am with fear-stained armpits and tottered to the nearby train station in some adrenergic haze, wondering if this was what the world of employment was really like.

Two more nights of this and I was like a skittish cat hooked up to an IV of some experimental stimulant. My dreams were Dali-esque juddering nightmares of elongated taxi drivers, singing meat pies and cash registers cackling like hyenas, black tongues slurping from their darkened maws full of jangling metal teeth. Several times I woke in the afternoon in a cold neon sweat, fearing what new catastrophes future nights would spew at me.

As I was drifting off to sleep on the train home from my third shift, my retail area manager rang. Expecting to be fired, I woke up instantly. Instead of sacking me, though, he offered me permanent shifts in my home suburb, four a week, but only more graveyards. It should have been an obvious clue to me that this organisation was (1) horrifically understaffed, and (2) wasn’t exactly picky when it came to replacing them, but, amazed I still had a job, and knowing how busy servos were during the day, I accepted instantly, hung up, then fell into an exhausted sleep. I jolted awake an hour later at Flinders Street Station, having missed my stop, with the train heading back the way I’d come.

After I eventually got home, it dawned on me that I had no idea how I was going to squeeze in work and full-time uni with next to no sleep in the middle. I’d always been a crazy night owl, but this was in all reckoning probably a bit much. But, as happens so often when ensconced in the impenetrable armour of youth, I promised myself I’d somehow make it all work. To put it out of my mind, I blearily started my essay on the Chinese Revolution of 1949, due that very same day. I collapsed into bed within fifteen minutes and slept through class. It was a sign of things to come.
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