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Augustine’s Birthday 

 

Our lives, thought Augustine, do not have to be shaped by large events. A single moment is often 

quite sufficient. 

Tomorrow she would be forty. She was sitting on a bus, going to work in the city. Augustine 

was a clerk in the Public Service, had been for twenty-three years. She had caught this bus many 

times. She had seen the same people, year in, year out. Some had retired, some had become pregnant, 

some had left to be replaced immediately, some had probably passed on, transferred, moved, travelled 

to exotic elsewheres, taken different, more enticing roads. Yet she was still here. The journey of the 

bus – down Hobart’s Eastern freeway, across the wind-smacked bridge, onto the Southern freeway 

and into Collins St – was as familiar to her as her pillow, the Crucifix above her small thin bed, the 

camomile smell of her mother’s just-washed hair. 

Forty years old, she reflected, and her mind still had plenty of space for fresh memories. It 

was like a hotel car-park on Sunday mornings; a few vehicles left from the night before, haphazardly 

parked, but lots of gaps. White lines, cracked stinking bitumen, a sense of emptiness.  

‘Excuse me?’ said a man’s voice. ‘If I can just squeeze past…’ 

She drew her knees back. The man dropped into the seat next to her.  

‘Thanks.’ 

People who turn forty, thought Augustine, should have parties. It was a ritual like all of the 

others; vote at eighteen, marry before thirty, retire at fifty-five, die sometime later, surrounded by 

adoring children, grand-children, those who would proudly carry forth the legacy.  

At the very least, a party. The problem being there was no-one much to invite. Some of her 

mother’s old friends perhaps, the ones she had always called Aunty This and Uncle That, maybe the 

girls from the office – but they were younger, all lipstick and Friday afternoon cocktails and God-I-

love-your-nailpolish. They would come – she had no doubt about that, it was a party after all – but 

then, just as quickly, they would leave for the clubs, like raindrops swallowed into sand. And 

Augustine would be alone again, this time with pieces of cake, glasses stacked on the sink and the 

beginnings of a headache. 

Anyway, she was wary of parties. It was a single moment at a party that had defined the 

course of her life. Nineteen years ago tomorrow she had hosted a party for her twenty-first birthday. 

That’s nearly symmetry, she thought. Twenty-one plus nineteen makes forty.  

She looked at her hands and wished they were smoother, felt her plumpness, an obdurate 

fleshiness as she sat in the jiggling, humming bus. 

Nineteen years ago there had been many guests. The party had been held outdoors beneath a 

glorious full moon, a drifting summer breeze, starlight and the intoxicating smell of jasmine. Her 

parents had hired a marquee; there was a three-piece band playing dance music, neighbours 

wandering contentedly back and forth, children serving sausage rolls, giggles, shouts, whispers, 

conversation. She had been at the centre of it all; beautiful flame-haired Augustine, flitting from group 

to group, transmitting herself generously, promoting, controlling. And Ronnie had been there too; 

man of few words, strong-shouldered, clean-shaven, hair clipped and slicked, lean body, fingers 

blunted by years of outdoor work, powerful quiet Ronnie. Builder, drinker, worker; Augustine’s 

fiancé. 

She had crossed the lawn to see him – not walked or strolled but spun, girlish, fairy-like. He 

had been sitting with mates, as he always did; two or three girls were perched on other laps, listening. 

The men were swigging long-necked bottles and talking in the low, droning voices of men who are 

most comfortable within the enclosure of a group. As she approached she could hear talk of horses, 

odds, unlucky trifectas. Betting talk, male talk; women may listen but not participate. She knew the 

unspoken rules. 
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But it had been her party, all hers she had thought, so she had broken their circle and 

intervened. 

‘Boring, boring,’ she had cried out. ‘All this boring whatever it is – come on! Who’s going to 

dance?’ 

There had been a mumbling; one of the other girls had stood and dragged at the hands of her 

boyfriend. Augustine allowed a pause. She thought that she knew men better than they knew 

themselves. Of course they wanted her to involve them in her party, of course they were waiting 

expectantly to fall prey to her charm. 

‘Ronnie my sweet!’ she had gushed, falling across him and smothering his cheeks with wet 

kisses. ‘Come dance with the party girl!’ 

He had smiled then turned his head, looked embarrassed. 

‘You dance Augie,’ he had said, rubbing his forehead. ‘I’m stuffed.’ 

‘Oh!’ That had exasperated her. It was her party and she wanted them to dance. They should 

follow her to the marquee, fling themselves about carelessly until their heads spun and their legs 

wobbled. 

‘Just one dance?’ she had suggested, fluttering her fingers at him provocatively, but Ronnie 

had shaken his head, looked away. 

‘Sorry love,’ he had said mildly. ‘You know me and dancing. It’s just … not my scene.’ 

Snubbed, she had thought. An anger was born, grew quickly. My birthday, my party, and I’ve 

been snubbed.  

‘You men,’ she had said huffily, ‘are so pathetic.’ 

They had all turned their eyes to her then and for a moment she had been reminded of a pack 

of hungry cats. 

‘Pathetic!’ she had repeated, more vehemently. ‘All your talk about gambling and drinking 

and football – it’s pathetic! What have any of you ever actually achieved?’ 

There, she had thought, secretly pleased. That ought to sting the lazy buggers into action. But 

they had turned back to their inner circle. No-one had even acknowledged her question. 

‘Pathetic!’ she had said again – it was the only word she could think of. Then: ‘Forgive me 

for trying to enjoy myself on my birthday!’ 

That was when a man had arisen from his seat, a short stocky man, a friend of Ronnie’s 

whom she barely knew. He had stood, faced her and said quietly: ‘Shut up, will you? You’re talking 

crap. Leave Ronnie alone.’ 

That was the moment that she remembered above all others. That was the moment that had 

shaped her ensuing life. 

‘Ronnie!’ she had squealed, but he had merely shrugged, continued his droning conversation.  

And Augustine had slunk away, danced defiantly – but alone – drunk too much champagne 

and later vomited onto her father’s hydrangeas. The next morning Ronnie had come over to help with 

the marquee and while she was standing there, still giddy, watching him uproot pegs and wind ropes, 

he had told her quietly that he needed a ‘re-think’ – he wasn’t ‘sure anymore.’ It had hurt her badly 

but in truth she had known it already in the way that he moved, in his reluctance to look at her, in the 

painful amble of his words. She had probably, she thought later, known it when the short stocky man 

had condemned her and she had seen that they all agreed with him, even Ronnie. 

What had happened since? The next nineteen years flew through Augustine’s mind like drab 

fabric being unwound in a haberdashery. Instead of lively, she had become shrewish. Instead of 

interesting, she had become over-bearing. She had stayed at home, watched her father die slowly of 

emphysema, tried hopelessly to negate her mother’s grief, tended the garden, done the chores, gone to 

work on the bus, nursed her mother through a series of heart-attacks until her death last month. 

Ronnie, she had heard, had married and gone bush, bought acreage, run some horses. Other friends 
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had drifted away, caught up in a whirlpool of obligations. Now Augustine was a day shy of forty, still 

going to work on a bus. 

‘Is the next stop Elizabeth Street?’ It was the man next to her. 

She nodded. 

‘Thanks.’ He had a pleasant voice, light and unimposing. Augustine glanced across, saw a 

balding dome, round glasses with tortoise-shell frames, a greying moustache. He was short and 

stocky, wearing a light suit and thickly-knotted tie, face glistening with perspiration. 

Looks somehow familiar, she thought then, realising that she was staring, turned away. She 

wondered where she had seen him before. That stubby nose, those grey eyes, a moustache cut like 

that? 

The bus rounded a sharp corner, throwing her body gently against the man’s. She used the 

opportunity to look at him again and then the memory presented itself, both stark and compelling. 

It was him! The man who had told her she was ‘talking crap’ all those years ago – it was him! She 

was certain. He was wrinkled now, a little flabbier but that face, the mouth which had confronted her 

and cut her to shreds nineteen years before – it was the same mouth and it belonged to the man in the 

seat next to her. My God, she thought, it really is him! The owner of that single moment, the sculptor 

of her life. Of all the awful coincidences…  

‘I haven’t seen you on this bus before,’ she said suddenly. The words had almost erupted 

from her; she wasn’t even sure why she had spoken. 

He looked across, saw a friendly face, loose strands of grey hair, a comfortable middle-aged 

smile. 

‘Been overseas,’ he told her. ‘Only got back the other day.’ 

‘Oh right.’ Non-committal, only vaguely interested. ‘Where have you been?’ 

He shrugged. ‘All over,’ he said. ‘Mainly Europe, Canada. Wherever the business took me.’ 

‘I see.’ She paused then, hoping that he would take her lead and opt to continue the 

conversation – the harmless conversation of two strangers on the bus. But he remained silent, stared 

ahead. 

‘Have you lived here before?’ she asked eventually. 

‘I was here until I was twenty-four,’ he told her. He checked his watch, looked out the 

window. 

‘I was born and bred here,’ she said. ‘We might have some mutual friends.’ She smiled 

sweetly. 

‘Yes.’ He stood then, pressed the ‘Stop’ button. ‘Well, maybe I’ll see you again.’ 

The next morning she was forty. It seemed suddenly irrelevant; as she prepared to board the 

bus for work, she was seized by a curious excitement. Would he be there again? How could she 

manage to get him to sit beside her? She was relieved to find that the bus was nearly full; she nodded 

at a few of the regulars then took the last vacant double seat. She stayed in the centre of the seat, 

dumped her bag next to her to discourage others from sitting down. When she saw him, standing 

alone at Stop 14, she was suddenly nervous, a little warm. She moved across to the window side, 

picked up her bag and glanced around. 

There were two other spaces available, both behind her. Good. Good! 

The bus creaked to a halt and he got on, swayed up the aisle, searching. 

‘Oh hello,’ she said, just as he looked past her. 

‘Morning.’ He was polite, as blank as paper in his smooth grey suit. She held his eyes and 

there was no choice; he sat down beside her. 

‘Crowded today,’ she said quickly. ‘There’s not normally this many.’ 

‘Right.’ She noticed his knuckles, white from gripping the steel bar of the seat in front. He’s 

uncomfortable, she thought. Unusually so, for a man who has travelled a lot. Perhaps buses unnerve 
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him – she had heard of that happening. Some people feel confronted by public transport; the 

claustrophobia of being jammed into a vehicle with strangers, smothered by all of their smells and 

idiosyncrasies. 

‘You must tell me about Canada,’ she said. ‘I’ve always wanted to go there. They say it’s 

beautiful in the autumn, the trees and mountains.’ 

He nodded. ‘It is beautiful,’ he said, and from his tone she was certain that he was wistful. 

‘Did you ski?’ she asked. ‘Skiing would be so much fun.’ 

‘I was there mainly for business.’ 

‘No time for play, eh?’ Augustine laughed heartily. It was going well, she thought, 

progressing exactly as she had hoped. Nineteen years on, and he was going to see who she really was. 

She might not have impressed him a long time ago, but she was certainly going to do so now. 

‘What business are you in?’ she asked. 

He checked his watch, scratched his ear. 

‘Exports,’ he said. 

‘Sounds exciting,’ she told him. She leaned forward, trying to catch his eye. ‘Any job where 

you can travel would be wonderful, I think. I’d love to do something like that. Too many of us get 

stuck in the same old routines. It’s good to … live a bit.’ 

‘Yes. Yes, it is.’ 

Augustine sat back and considered. Had she done enough? Was their relationship cemented 

sufficiently for the next step? The bus, she noticed, had sped off the final hump of the bridge. In a few 

minutes they would be in the city centre, Elizabeth Street. 

Nervous, a little reckless, she plunged. 

‘You know,’ she said, ‘I’m certain that we’ve met before.’ 

Now he did look at her. 

‘No.’ He smiled politely. ‘No, I don’t think so.’ 

‘Oh yes.’ She leaned closer. ‘Maybe you don’t remember, but I do. You were a friend of 

Ronnie’s. I was his girlfriend.’ 

He frowned.  

‘Ronnie Jackson?’ he asked. 

‘Yes!’ Her voice implored him to remember. ‘We used to go around together. It was about 

nineteen years ago.’ 

He stared at her. 

‘I remember poor old Ronnie,’ he said slowly. ‘Course I do. After the accident, well, it was 

shocking luck. But I’m sorry, I don’t remember you.’ 

Augustine felt a chill between her shoulder-blades. 

‘Accident?’ she asked. ‘What accident?’ 

‘You didn’t hear? I thought all of Ronnie’s friends knew.’ 

‘We lost touch,’ she snapped impatiently. ‘What accident?’ 

‘Poor old Ronnie,’ said the man again, shifting his feet uncomfortably. ‘Fell off a horse. 

Paralysed he is, from the neck down. In a home. Poor bastard.’ 

Augustine breathed in, sat back, tried to repel the dreadful malice that surged in her, the 

triumph of his accident. Ronnie Jackson, ex-builder, ex-fiancée, quadriplegic. You know me and 

dancing. It’s just…not my scene. 

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ she said, regathering control. ‘We were quite close at one time.’ 

The bustle and cement of the city flitted into their window space. It was a cue for the man to 

grab his briefcase. 

‘You didn’t tell me your name,’ he said. 

This is it, she thought. This is the moment. 
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‘I’m Augustine,’ she told him proudly. ‘You came to my birthday party, nineteen years ago 

today.’ 

She waited for a reaction, a flood of memories to overwhelm him. But there was nothing. His 

face remained as impassively blank as it had been throughout the entire journey. 

‘Augustine,’ he repeated, as if the word was foreign and difficult. ‘It’s such a distinctive 

name. I’m surprised I don’t remember you.’ 

‘Augustine!’ she urged. ‘We spoke, at the party. You said things to me …’ 

He shook his head slowly, pressed the ‘Stop’ button and rose. 

‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘but you must be mistaken. I don’t think we’ve ever met.’ 

‘Augustine!’ she wailed. Tears pricked the backs of her eyes. He had to remember, had to. 

But he shook his head again. Then, after a moment’s consideration, he said, ‘Look, I don’t mean to be 

rude but please, I’d rather sit alone. You’re a very nice person but the talking, well, it’s just not my 

scene.’  

She felt like a huge weight was pressing her relentlessly into the corner of the seat. 

‘I’m not,’ he continued, ‘I’m not into idle chit-chat. So, if you don’t mind, I think we should 

sit separately from now on.’ 

Then he was gone. 

Augustine sat like a stone, knees drawn up, bag shoved beneath her chin, face crumpled. The 

years stretched awfully before her. 

 


