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  SMASHED


  ‘WHAT WE’RE LOOKING for,’ Julian began, and I paused to listen, ‘is a group of hot Asian chicks. Younger than say . . . twenty. School kids ideally, but they’re probably all at school.’


  I’d followed him through the tradesman’s entrance into the food court to do what a hundred and eleven-teen other people were doing at lunchtime on a weekday, but he seemed to have lost focus.


  ‘You’re having hot Asian chicks for lunch?’


  ‘There’s a thought.’


  His tattooed biceps twitched as he drummed without rhythm on the back of an empty chair and scanned the crowd. A pair of sparrows flew low over the tables.


  ‘Bingo!’ he hissed, and began weaving between the seated diners. He stopped short of a group of four girls, each with long, straight black hair and delicate physiques, eating delicate food with delicate movements of disposable plastic forks, chatting in . . . Mandarin? I joined Julian. Yes, Mandarin.


  ‘What are we—’ I whispered.


  Julian raised a finger and stared absently at the front of the ice-creamery.


  The girls collected their phones and handbags and left.


  Julian swept into one of the vacated seats and gestured for me to sit opposite.


  ‘We’ve got a fair whack of noodles here, even if she did eat all the chicken.’


  He handed me a plastic fork and began shovelling sauce-stained noodles into his gob. ‘Sit,’ he said. ‘Have some of that rice.’


  ‘I’m not sure about eating a stranger’s leftovers.’


  ‘They’re not strangers, Will. They’re hotties you haven’t hooked up with yet.’


  I looked around. People ate. I sat down.


  Julian inspected a serviette then wiped his mouth with it. ‘I ask myself, “Would I get nasty with that woman?” If the answer is yes, then eating her lunch is like fast-forwarding to the good bits. Sharing spit can be gross or horny – you choose.’


  ‘Germs?’


  ‘Don’t think about it, can’t catch it. That’s my motto.’


  ‘Why not buy your lunch?’


  ‘Could,’ he said. ‘I’m providing a community service here. Recycling. Stops the bins filling up.’


  ‘Why Asian women?’


  Julian shrugged. ‘Eat like birds. Never clean up.’


  I took a forkful of rice.


  Julian chewed and nodded. ‘Seeing this is our first official date, I think you should tell me a bit about yourself. How long you been pushing trolleys?’


  ‘Three months.’


  ‘See, that’s just sick. How could we work for the same company for three months and never have a proper conversation?’


  ‘Easy,’ I said. ‘While Doug was sick you were always with Ricky.’


  ‘And you were a total loner.’


  ‘That was Joanie’s idea. She gave me a day’s work without any promises and I went at it as hard as I could. I turned up the next day and the next and she eventually gave me regular shifts.’


  He nodded and shovelled more noodles. ‘What did you do before this place?’


  ‘School.’


  ‘Oh yeah? Which one?’


  ‘St Alphaeus.’


  ‘Whoo, an Alfie? You gay?’


  ‘Not that I know of,’ I said.


  ‘Where do you live?’


  ‘Garland.’


  ‘Ha! Why’s an Alfie from Garland pushing trolleys? Shouldn’t you be in a bank?’


  ‘Not my style.’


  ‘Why’d you leave school then? How old are you? Seventeen?’


  ‘Yep,’ I said.


  Julian munched. Munched and stared. ‘And?’


  I shrugged. ‘It’s complicated.’


  Julian rocked back in his chair. ‘I hate that. “It’s complicated.” Just answer the question.’


  ‘I . . . I’d had enough of school.’


  ‘What’s complicated about that? School sucks arse.’


  I laughed and took another forkful. The rice was good.


  ‘Family?’


  ‘Dad works offshore. One older sister, Sofie, studying Arts/Law at Huddington. They don’t talk.’


  ‘Do you guys talk?’


  ‘Father, no. Sister? Facebook, mostly.’


  ‘Pets?’


  ‘Two dogs. Rottweilers.’


  ‘Names?’


  ‘Dillon and Maude.’


  ‘Named after relos, I bet.’


  I shook my head. ‘Poets, I think.’


  ‘Only in Garland!’ he said. ‘Girlfriend? Or boyfriend? Whatever.’


  ‘Girlfriend. Not anymore.’


  ‘Enough said. Mum?’


  ‘She died when I was five. Is that my twenty questions done? I’m trying to eat.’


  ‘Sorry, Will. Sorry. You ask me.’


  ‘Okay, same.’


  ‘That’s just lazy,’ he grumbled.


  ‘So fire me.’


  ‘You’re fired,’ he said, and shot me with a finger pistol. ‘I live in West Tennant. Westie born and bred.’


  He held both fists in the air and nodded to the indifferent crowd as if they were his fans. His tribal tattoos continued onto the pale skin under his arms.


  ‘I was in juvie for smashing a bloke. Mum and Dad are around but they don’t live together. I live with Mum and my older brother, Duane. He’s gay but he doesn’t know it. Got a hot girlfriend, Nishi and a Maltese terrier, Booboo. Been working here for a year.’


  ‘You smashed a bloke?’


  He stacked his empty container on another and swept them both into a plastic bag. ‘He had it coming.’


  PURSE


  WORKING ALONE, WE’RE allowed to push a maximum of twelve trolleys. Together, twenty.


  That afternoon, out in the broad savannah of the southern carpark where boss Joanie couldn’t see us, Julian and I drove huge pythonic trains of fifty trolleys each. Joanie never walked if she could avoid it and when she came out to the carpark her tractor and trailer rattled like old metal garbage cans over every speed bump. We heard her coming over the crashing waterfall of white noise that a hundred moving trolleys make. We diced our snakes into man-sized bites before heading for the collection bay.


  ‘Who’s the fastest out of youse two?’ she asked, as she killed the tractor. ‘Whoever is the fastest can run down to the fire hydrants and collect that runaway before she gets lost.’


  ‘I reckon that’s you, Will,’ Julian said.


  ‘Thanks,’ I said, and jogged off.


  I stretched out my stride. If nothing else, Julian’s short legs would have added another fifty steps.


  As it turned out, I collected first prize for my efforts. Beneath a ribbon of till receipt in the dumped trolley was a woman’s black leather purse. New and glossy, it bulged at the seams.


  Don’t worry, madam, I thought, your purse fell into the right hands. Stuffing it into my back pocket, I trotted the rogue trolley back to the trailer and shoved it aboard.


  ‘Youse two do the western carpark now,’ Joanie said. ‘Ricky and Doug are cleaning up the north. Tefari and Jelat are up on the second level, over east. I’ll see youse there in half an hour. Run if you have to.’


  Julian scoffed, mostly to himself. ‘Yep, see you there, Joanie. Don’t be late!’


  I chuckled. I doubted Joanie had been late for anything. Ever. She should be working in public transport where that sort of compulsive disorder is welcome. She started the engine.


  ‘What did you score?’ Julian whispered.


  ‘Pardon?’


  ‘What did you find in the trolley? Wallet?’


  ‘What?’


  He scanned my pockets.


  ‘You shifty bastard,’ he said. ‘It’s a purse, isn’t it?’


  ‘What are you—’


  He pointed at my backside, and clicked his fingers. ‘Hand it over.’


  I jogged for the western carpark.


  Julian appeared beside me, his legs and arms pumping. ‘You should hand it in.’


  ‘I will,’ I said.


  ‘Give it to me. I’ll hand it in.’


  He flicked my shirt up and made a grab for the purse. I slapped his hand away and turned up the pace.


  Julian matched my speed. ‘It’s the right thing to do. You know it’s the right thing to do.’


  ‘Of course it’s the right thing to do. And I can trust me to do it.’


  He grabbed the back of my shirt and yanked me off balance. I stumbled, righted myself and turned on him. ‘Let go.’


  ‘I’ll hand it in,’ he said again. He didn’t let go.


  I twisted hard. My shirt ripped and popped free of his grip. I bolted.


  In ten strides he’d caught me again. This time, with knuckles wrapped in my shirt, he kicked my foot out from under me. I hit the tarmac hard, knees and hands first.


  Julian let go. He hooked the purse from my pocket and took off in the direction of the main entrance. I sprang to my feet and gave the pursuit all I had. Gimpy at first, I shook off the pain and closed the gap. Julian glanced over his shoulder – his lips were smiling but I saw the panicked white of his eyes. Then he put on a burst of speed; like a rabbit, he darted between a pair of cars. There was a crunch of plastic and Julian swore. He’d hit a mirror. I missed the turn and slid between another pair. The gap between us halved. At full tilt, I launched myself at him and rode him to the tar. The purse clattered clear.


  Julian squirmed beneath me, his eyes shut and mouth tight with pain. I climbed off him and collected the purse.


  Julian’s shoulder hit me in the middle of my back and I went down again. In a flash, he’d locked my neck in the crook of his elbow and punched me in the mouth. In the cheek. In the eye. I tore my head free and shoved him off balance. Once he was down, I pinned him with a knee and gave him a few fisty repayments. Plus tax. The fight quickly went out of him and I stood.


  Julian lay curled on his side, his bloody hands covering his bloody face. He spluttered.


  Someone was screaming. ‘Stop, stop!’ A woman in a hijab held her child’s hand and watched us, eyes wide. ‘Leave him alone!’


  There were witnesses. My guts chilled. This was a public space – my workplace. Assault was instant dismissal. Assault was a criminal offence. I didn’t need that complication.


  ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Julian?’


  I reached for his wrist to help him up. He whimpered and pulled away.


  I dropped the purse and ran.


  CAT


  I COLLECTED MY backpack from the brew room and ran to the gym. It was too early to go home and I didn’t know where else to hide.


  ‘You okay?’ the woman at the counter asked. Sabine.


  I flashed my membership card and she scanned it. ‘Fine,’ I said, and forced a smile. ‘Had an argument with the stairs at the post office.’


  ‘Oh, dear. That sounds nasty.’


  ‘My fault. Shouldn’t text and walk.’


  She covered her smile.


  I thanked her and slunk off to the change rooms. I showered and inspected my face in the mirror. One cheek was redder than the other and my right eye was bloodshot. I tongued the cut inside my lip. No grotesque swelling or bruising. Sabine would be the first and last to know I’d been injured.


  I bought a sports drink and flicked through a day-old tabloid in the cafe. Apparently, an IED in Pakistan had killed seven people and wounded twenty-three others. Apparently, sporting hero turned commentator Ian Gale had yet another teenaged girlfriend. Apparently, salmon was the trending colour for spring. A salmon neckerchief? It’s hard enough to feel like a man without the handicap of a salmon neckerchief.


  I phoned my sister from the payphone in the foyer, but it went straight to her voicemail. ‘Hi Sofe, it’s Will. Just wondering how you . . . yeah. I deactivated my Facebook account. Still haven’t got a number you can call back on. Catch you when I do.’


  The clock in the gym cafe had a bent minute hand. I waited until the tip made it to four o’clock before I walked home. I did my usual recce pass of the front of the bowling alley and veered into the lane. A quick head check, and then onto one knee to open the crawl-space door. I felt the gravel keen on the fresh grazes under my jeans. I shut the door behind me and reached between the slats to slide the pad-bolt home. From the outside, you’d just see a locked door.


  A cat was curled on the foot of my sleeping bag. I stopped – it hadn’t heard me enter. I held my breath. Until that moment, it hadn’t been more than a fleeing tabby streak. I made a high-pitched squeak that pierced the low rumble of bowling balls rolling overhead and the cat’s ears pricked.


  ‘Hey, little mate,’ I said gently, and it blinked awake. I squeaked again and it bolted. I watched it squeeze beneath the slats and gallop up the neighbour’s paling fence. It had eaten some of the tuna I left it. It had drunk all the UHT milk from my plastic breakfast bowl. I felt its warmth lingering in the hollow it had made in my sleeping bag.


  I decanted some water from my camel pack and boiled it on the hiking stove. Two-minute noodles and a can of sweet chilli tuna, a quick rinse of the saucepan.


  The grazes on my knees had begun to crust and I groaned like an old man as I lowered myself onto my bedroll.


  Someone was bowling on the seventeenth lane – the one right above my bed. Balls intermittently growled past and collided musically with the pins. Another strike. And another. Bowling is a more interesting game from beneath the floorboards. There’s no winning or losing, no shoe hire or scoring and no artificial tension. From my bed I got the rolling thunder and the wooden chimes of success. I got the steampunk rhythms of the pin-setting machines and ball return and I could enjoy it all with my eyes closed.


  The downside was I couldn’t really hear anything else until the place closed.


  I’ve learned to surrender.


  When a sudden light scorched my eyelids, I may have been asleep.


  I sprang to my feet, half-blinded, and snatched up my pocketknife.


  ‘Whoa, settle down there, Will. It’s just me.’


  I recognised Julian’s voice before he flashed the torchlight on his own face.


  ‘What do you want?’


  ‘Nothing. I just thought I’d come and see how the Alfie boys live in Garland. It was Garland, wasn’t it?’


  ‘How did you—’


  ‘I saw you dart down the lane yesterday. I got curious.’


  He shone the torch into my camp space.


  ‘Cool set-up,’ he said. ‘All the best gear.’


  Cats began fighting in the laneway.


  ‘Oh, it’s on like Donkey Kong out there. That your Rottweilers going at it?’


  I stood mute. In a single day I’d lost my job and the security of my hide, and all thanks to Julian.


  ‘I think you should leave,’ I finally said.


  ‘I just got here! You got a beer or a Coke or something? Duh, no fridge. Cup of tea?’


  My fingers curled around the pocketknife.


  ‘Hot chocolate! I could go a hot chocolate. Any marshmallows?’


  ‘Get out,’ I growled.


  ‘All right, all right. I’m out of here.’


  He scanned the floor with his torchlight.


  ‘You’ve got your water there, your stash of food. Bed looks comfy.’


  ‘Leave!’


  ‘Okay!’


  He turned for the door but paused, looking at my breakfast bowl on the ground. The torchlight wobbled. A stream of piss arced through the light and splashed in my bowl.


  ‘Mind if I use your toilet?’ Julian said.


  I charged at him and he spun to piss at me. The light blinded me again and then he was gone, out through the crawl-space door and into the darkened lane.


  It was his receding laughter that pushed me over the edge.


  I bent to go through the door and chased the light. I ran hard and made good ground, but every time I got close he opened up and surged ahead. He was taunting me. Despite his short legs, Julian was fast. He ran straight and hard and didn’t seem to be feeling it. I gritted my teeth and imagined a finish line with his face ground into the soil beneath it. I could hear him breathing like a steam train. We flashed from the shadow of a tree into the glare of a streetlight and Julian tripped and tumbled. I veered wide and watched him roll to a stop against a fence. My runners skidded on the footpath. I turned with fists balled and closed the gap between us. He made no attempt to stand and fight. Holding up a hand for mercy, he clambered against the fence. He tried to get up, and then dropped heavily onto his behind.


  ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘You win.’


  I rested my knuckles on my hips and caught my breath. ‘You run like a rabbit.’


  ‘Yeah, and you gallop like a racehorse and all.’


  We puffed some more and Julian spat on the concrete beside his feet.


  ‘Sorry for the . . . you know . . . facial massage,’ he said.


  ‘No harm done,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry about the purse.’


  ‘No harm done,’ he echoed.


  ‘I reckon we’re about even, then.’


  ‘Not quite,’ he said, and handed me a fifty-dollar note.


  ‘What’s that?’


  ‘Um, fifty bucks. Never seen one before? Oh, that’s right, you’re from Garland. They don’t keep small change like that, hey?’


  ‘Why are you giving it to me?’


  ‘Your half of the reward. We’ve got a thing with Bernie in Centre Management. If anybody comes to claim a lost purse or wallet, she hits them for ten per cent of what they’ve got in cash. She said the purse had a grand in it.’


  ‘You hadn’t even looked?’


  ‘Nah. I’ve tried being a scumbag, but it’s not my style.’


  ‘You just pissed in my breakfast bowl.’


  ‘Oh shit, sorry. I thought it was your toilet.’


  We laughed then, all breathy and easy as if we’d been sharing jokes for years. I offered him a hand, he held my thumb in a brotherhood handshake and I hoisted him to his feet.


  He opened his arms to the street. The sun had just set but the horizon still burned. ‘Welcome to West Tennant, the home of the brave and the stupid.’


  He thumbed over his shoulder, towards the fence.


  ‘Smell that?’


  Garlic. Lots of garlic. My mouth watered.


  ‘Lasagne. You can come in if you want. This is my place.’


  I’d been set up. Played.


  ‘You could have asked,’ I said.


  ‘Asked what?’


  ‘I don’t know. “Would you like to come to my place for dinner?” or something.’


  ‘That doesn’t sound sus to you?’


  I smiled a little and followed him inside.


  LIES


  ‘MUM, THIS IS William. I found him under the bowling alley. Can I keep him? Will, Mum.’


  His mother laughed and shook my hand. ‘Mandy Hillman. Good to meet you, Will.’


  She was younger than I would have expected. And taller. Domestic and pretty.


  ‘I reckon he’s got a home to go to, Jules,’ she said. ‘Tell you what, you take him back to the alley after we feed him and if he’s still there in a couple of days you can bring him home again and keep him with you in the bungalow.’


  Julian grabbed his mother around the middle and hugged her tight. ‘Thank you, thank you, thank you,’ he chanted. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll look after him, you’ll see.’


  ‘You work for Milton’s too?’ she said, turning to me.


  ‘Ah, yes,’ I said, hesitantly.


  A little grey-and-white dog trotted in from the hallway.


  ‘Booboo?’ I asked.


  Julian nodded. I squatted and held out my hand. The dog made a beeline for me. Three steps short of my fingers, it ripped into a savage barking frenzy. It snapped at my hand. I stood and backed away. Snarling, it nipped at my jeans then sprang back for another attack.


  A skinnier and paler version of Julian stepped in from the hall and swept the dog into his arms. He shushed it and stroked its ears flat.


  ‘Duane, this is Will. Will, gay brother Duane.’


  ‘Julian!’ Mandy said. ‘Watch what’s coming out of your mouth, please.’


  Julian apologised, but Duane had already left without making eye contact with me.


  ‘Take no notice of the dog,’ Mandy said. ‘She’s highly strung.’


  ‘She’s psychotic,’ Julian added. ‘So’s Duane.’


  Mandy slapped Julian on the arm. ‘Enough.’


  ‘Tell me it isn’t true and I’ll never say it again,’ Julian said.


  Mandy sighed and turned her attention to me. ‘Would you like a bite to eat, Will? Just pasta, I’m afraid.’


  ‘I—’


  ‘Yes,’ Julian answered for me.


  ‘Thank you, Mrs Hillman,’ I said. ‘That would be great.’


  ‘Call me Mandy, please.’


  ‘Thank you, Mandy.’


  We ate from our laps in front of a massive TV. Mandy had made the lasagne from scratch. I had to work hard not to groan with pleasure as I wolfed it down. Duane held Booboo tight while she growled. She never took her eyes off me. I tried not to move, but raising my fork to my mouth was enough to set her off.


  ‘She’ll get used to you,’ Duane said, but I didn’t believe him. I noticed he wasn’t having any of the lasagne.


  ‘Not eating, Duane?’ I asked, and Julian sighed.


  ‘Can’t,’ Duane said. ‘Lasagne’s poison. To start with, I’m lactose-intolerant so I can’t have the cheese or the milk and stuff. I also have a gluten allergy so I can’t have the pasta, and then again I’m vegan.’


  Julian loaded up his fork and offered it to his brother.


  Duane suggested Julian should leave, in a manner of speaking.


  Julian suggested his brother was attracted to him and should give him oral sex.


  ‘You two!’ Mandy barked. ‘Grow up.’


  ‘It’s never going to happen,’ Julian breathed.


  Duane stabbed the TV remote with his thumb until the noise became unbearable. Mandy shook her head, and he turned it down again.


  As soon as I’d put a last forkful in my mouth, Julian stood and took my plate. ‘Let’s go.’


  I followed him, with Booboo snapping and snarling as I passed, to the kitchen. He dumped the plates in the sink and led me into the backyard. The sun had set, but the bulb in the kitchen lit our way. Shaggy grass crowded a concrete pathway to a detached weatherboard granny flat. Julian shouldered the door open and a puff of sweaty air greeted us.


  Julian stepped back and ushered me inside.


  He snapped the light on. A couch and an unmade double bed dominated the room. Another television, as big as the one in the main house, hung from the wall at a slightly odd angle. Below it was a black surround sound system that looked as if it could take the windows out at half volume.


  He led me to a doorway. He clicked the light on and off. ‘Bedroom.’


  ‘Really?’ I said. It looked more like the inside of a charity dumpster with garbage bags and clothing piled high on another double bed.


  He moved to a second doorway and strobed the light there. ‘Bathroom.’


  ‘Okay.’


  He swept clothing and DVD cases from the couch onto the floor. ‘Grab a seat.’


  I crushed the corner of a partly hidden pizza box with my heel as I sat.


  Julian stepped into the bathroom. ‘What do you think of No Nuts and my mum?’ he called.


  I thought about my answer for too long. ‘Your mum’s awesome.’


  He snorted. ‘It hasn’t been easy on her bringing up a disabled child.’


  ‘Is Duane disabled?’


  ‘Not officially, but I’ve lived with him long enough to know the truth,’ he said, and flushed. He was still shaking his penis when he entered the room. He tucked himself away and collected a dirty glass bong, tobacco pouch and lighter. ‘Coming outside?’


  Beside the granny flat, under a clothesline, sat a pair of faded and body-formed camping chairs. I eased myself into one of them. It was more comfortable than the couch and the view was eminently better – there were stars out.


  Julian fussed with his smoking gear, bubbled and sighed. A cloud of dirty-sweet smoke settled around us. When he repacked and offered me the gear, I declined, content to watch the sky. An aircraft winked low above the neighbour’s trees.


  ‘What was with all the crap about living in Garland and the dogs and stuff?’


  I wanted to answer, but it was simpler and less awkward to say nothing.


  ‘Not that I really give a shit,’ he said. ‘We all lie, hey? Some are better at it than others.’


  The lighter scratched and flashed. Another cone bubbled to ash.


  ‘A tip, Will, from the master. If you’re going to spin shit, you need to make it believable. You’re not from Garland. You’re not a Westie, either, by a long shot, but you’d get away with saying you were from Treedale or Dempsey.’


  ‘Good advice,’ I said, but there was more.


  ‘And you don’t want Rottweilers, you want mongrels. Maybe cats rescued from the pound if you’re from Dempsey.’


  Next moment we were bathed in light as a single headlight pulled up under the clothesline. A motor scooter. Julian didn’t move, just smiled and scrunched his eyes shut.


  The rider alighted, removed gloves and floral helmet and shook her hair. I only saw her face for a second before she killed the engine and lights.


  ‘We have a visitor,’ the girl said.


  I stood. ‘I was just—’


  ‘Nishi, this is Will. Will, this is my hot Asian girlfriend.’


  She held out her hand and I shook it. In the glow of the cigarette lighter I could see that Julian hadn’t stretched the truth at all. Nishi was stunning. She stared at me as she held my hand and all I could do was stare back. The look in her eyes suggested she was figuring out a puzzle.


  ‘We’ve met before, yeah?’ she said.


  ‘I don’t think so.’


  ‘Your face is familiar. Must have seen you around.’


  ‘Is he one of your seventeen deadly exes?’ Julian asked. ‘Should I kill him now?’


  ‘No,’ Nishi hissed. ‘If I had an ex that hot, do you reckon I’d be with you?’


  ‘On that note,’ I said, and dropped Nishi’s hand, ‘I’ll leave you to it.’


  ‘What sort of freak is he?’ Nishi asked Julian. ‘I tell him he’s hot and he runs away?’


  ‘A very polite freak,’ Julian said. He followed me to the front of the granny flat and grabbed my sleeve. ‘You can stay.’


  ‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘I need to clear out.’


  ‘We’re good?’


  ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Better than good. Except for the part where we lost our jobs.’


  ‘Hey?’


  ‘Joanie was pretty clear about the fact that fighting at work means instant dismissal.’


  ‘Only if Joanie sees you.’


  ‘She didn’t see us?’


  He shook his head. ‘No, she was miles away. I cleaned myself up before she saw me. I told her you were in the toilet. Anyway, that wasn’t a fight. That was a friendly scuffle.’


  He patted my shoulder.


  ‘See you tomorrow,’ I said.


  ‘You can stay,’ he said again.


  ‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘I’ve got to head back to Dempsey and feed the cats.’


  ‘Yeah, good one. Give me your number and I’ll text you later.’


  ‘I don’t own a phone.’


  ‘Freak.’


  The lights were off at the bowling alley and my hide stank of Julian’s piss. I scrubbed my breakfast bowl under the tap in the lane, filled my camel pack and burrowed into the sleeping bag. Sleep arrived at a canter, but I managed a thought before it whisked me away – there are decent people out there.


  CREW


  WITH THE SLEEPING done and the dawn still some time away, my rhythm returned.


  Under the cover of early dark, I donned my running shorts, shoes, shirt and work backpack and ran the long way to the gym. I flashed my membership card to sleepy-eyed Daniel, who scanned it and nodded me through. There were two guys on the treadmills, another on the bench press and a woman on a bike. All Thursday regulars. I started my routine with squats, sit-ups and push-ups and finished with a sweaty thirty minutes on the rowing machine, then shaved, showered and dressed for work. The sun hung low and bright as I walked to the laundrette. I slopped muesli and UHT milk into a bowl and read a tattered women’s magazine while my washing washed and dried. I folded and layered it in the bottom of my backpack.


  The traffic was relentless on Cable Road as I waited at the pedestrian crossing. There’s no real trick to being invisible; it’s just a matter of perfecting the everyday. Normal work clothes, normal levels of hygiene and deportment, normal cadence and expression in your voice and an easy stride, and even those who know you well will look right through you. You become hidden in plain sight.


  Pushing trolleys is an anonymous job. Joanie insists we wear safety sunglasses, sunscreen and our Milton’s caps on sunny days, so there are layers to hide behind. A teenager once died pushing trolleys banded together with an elastic strap when the strap let go and punched a hole through his eye socket and into his brain. Hence the safety glasses, and the rope leash. The caps and sunscreen make sense when you see Doug without his hat on – his bald white pate crusty and scabrous from a lifetime of driving trolleys under an unforgiving sun.


  I realised, that morning in the brew room before the day had officially begun, that Doug’s days had rhythm too. His scabs and his six strands of hair were shower-wet, as they had been the previous Thursday morning. He was shaven, too. I wondered if someone washed his hair for him or whether they just reminded him on the day and he battled ahead with his hands that were bent and twisted by cerebral palsy. His work partner, Ricky, showered every day and wore enough cologne to be a danger around naked flame. At first glance, he looked like a shop assistant – well groomed and dressed, but he wore a watch on each wrist and checked them both incessantly. Something about his gait whispered caveman. He could have been twenty or forty.


  ‘What have you got for lunch today, Ricky?’ Doug asked in his halting voice.


  ‘None of your beeswax,’ Ricky said. ‘None of your . . . mind your own lunch.’


  ‘All right. You don’t have to get shirty with me.’


  ‘I wasn’t getting shirty. I wasn’t,’ Ricky said. ‘Just mind your own lunch for a change.’


  ‘Settle down,’ Joanie grumbled. ‘Would youse blokes like to have a day apart?’


  ‘No,’ they mumbled in unison.


  ‘Right then, be nice.’


  ‘We’re fine, aren’t we, Doug?’ Ricky said. ‘Just let it go, Joanie. Let it go.’


  Jelat had a laugh at that, but it didn’t break his connection with his phone screen. Tefari was similarly screen-focused and I wondered if they were texting each other.


  Joanie sipped her tea noisily. ‘Where’s Jules?’


  She had a habit of asking questions to the wall.


  ‘He’ll be along shortly,’ I said.


  She looked at her watch and tutted.


  The clock on the wall said three minutes to eight and I hoped he’d front soon. If the woman in the hijab or the security video had shed light on our ‘friendly scuffle’ over the purse, I wanted him there to explain it away as he had the night before.


  At eight o’clock on the dot, he pushed through the door and slumped into his chair.


  Joanie shook her head and tapped her watch.


  He shrugged with one shoulder. ‘Perfect timing, as usual.’


  The last trolley to join our train had a used envelope in the bottom. I scooped it up, glanced at it and stuffed it in my back pocket.


  ‘What is the story with that?’ Julian asked.


  ‘Pardon?’


  ‘You heard me. Do you collect shopping lists?’


  ‘Sort of.’


  ‘Sort of? How many have you got?’


  ‘Twenty-six.’


  ‘Serious?’ he said. ‘What sort of person collects other people’s old shopping lists?’


  ‘People like me.’


  ‘Yeah, well, my uncle collected trains and he was a sick bastard. Duane collects manga. Can’t work out if it’s the manga that makes him twisted or the other way round.’


  ‘Lots of people collect manga.’


  ‘Well, there’s lots of twisted people in the world, aren’t there?’


  He hauled on the handle of the trolley chain we’d been manoeuvring until it stopped. He looked me right in the eye.


  ‘I like the little stories they tell,’ I confessed.


  ‘So you’re a perv?’


  ‘Maybe,’ I said. I handed him the list I’d collected and we read it together.


  
    Olive oil


    Coconut oil


    Palm oil


    Caustic soda


    Smelly oils


    Muffin trays


    New stick mixer

  


  ‘What’s all that for? Some freaky massage parlour?’ Julian said.


  ‘I doubt it,’ I said, folding the envelope neatly and pocketing it.


  He shook his head.


  ‘Ever made soap?’ I asked.


  ‘Make soap? Never even use it.’


  ‘My guess is the author of the list was making soap.’


  ‘Brilliant, Sherlock,’ he said, and shoved the trolleys into motion.


  I jogged to catch up.


  ‘It’s all part of your cover story, isn’t it?’ he said.


  ‘My cover story?’


  ‘That shit you were spinning yesterday,’ he said. ‘You’re some sort of cop. CIA or NSA or something. You’re here to bust me for smoking, aren’t you?’


  I snorted. ‘Well, that’s my cover blown, then. You have the right to remain silent and all that.’


  ‘You’re full of it, Will. Is that even your real name?’


  ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘My name is William Rushton. I live . . .’


  ‘Stop!’ he barked. ‘I know where you live. Don’t embarrass yourself.’


  Julian lunched on strangers’ leftovers. I bought nori rolls and nigiri sushi. We shared a table.


  ‘Do you ever think you might get exploding bum disease from eating that shit?’ he said.


  ‘It has to be fresh. They’re the rules.’


  ‘What, rules never get broken in China?’


  ‘Japan.’


  ‘Wherever. It’s still raw fish.’


  ‘True, but it’s my raw fish that I just bought.’


  His phone buzzed on the table. As he read the message he stopped chewing. He pocketed his phone and resumed chewing, as if he could only manage one task at a time.


  ‘Could you cover for me tonight?’ he asked. ‘I’m supposed to be working until nine-thirty.’


  ‘Sure,’ I said.


  ‘Joanie leaves at six. It’ll be cruisy.’


  ‘No problems.’


  ‘I’ll pay you back.’


  ‘No need. It’ll be my pleasure.’


  ‘Don’t say that. You’re creeping me out.’


  I laughed. ‘Why?’


  ‘I don’t know. You’re just all so perfect with your manners and that. It’s unnatural.’


  ‘Unnatural?’


  ‘Abnormal, then. You sound like someone from Garland.’


  ‘I am—’


  ‘Ah!’ His hand shot up to stop me. ‘None of that.’


  I stood up. ‘Do your shift? What, you reckon I haven’t got a life? You wanker.’


  Julian grinned.


  ‘You’ll pay for it, don’t you worry about that, Jules,’ I said, and spat on the ground. ‘You’ll pay for the rest of your life.’


  ‘That’s enough, Will-the-Westie. Now you’re freaking me out the other way.’


  As it turned out, the late shift was indeed cruisy. I bought and ate rogan josh in the lonely food court, then it was just me, Jelat, Tefari and a carpark full of discarded trolleys. Tefari was the only one licensed to drive the tractor and the responsibility freaked him out. He drove more slowly than we could walk with a chain of twenty-plus trolleys.


  ‘Find the accelerator yet, Tef?’ Jelat said.


  ‘Shut your mouth, you Sudanese dog,’ Tefari replied.


  ‘Look who’s talking, you big gay black man.’


  ‘If I’m gay, then you are a woman. You disgust me!’


  Jelat squealed with laughter. I didn’t know whether to cover my ears or laugh along.


  I did my recce of the bowling alley and just kept walking. A police car lit the lane with red, blue and spotlight white. Voices were coming from under the building, radios barking. I stepped past a small crowd of tenpin bowlers in team uniforms who’d gathered to gawp, and headed for my fallback position beneath the railway bridge on Cable Road.


  My worldly possessions had just been pared down to my work backpack and its contents.


  SHAGGED


  I SLEPT FITFULLY in a dusty hollow beneath the girders of the railway bridge. The dirt seemed dry and warm enough when I lay down, but I got colder as the night went on and woke shivering some time just before dawn. My back ached, my fingers and toes stung with the cold. I stood, dusted myself off, collected my backpack and ran to the gym.


  Daniel was just opening the doors as I got there, so it must have been six o’clock. I paid the extra three dollars for a swim and cut fifteen laps before the activity and the warmth of the water melted the ice in my bones. I showered and emptied my backpack onto the bench in the change rooms. Chamois towel and toiletries, wallet, headtorch, work pants and high-vis shirt – everything I would need to make it through the day.


  My mental inventory of the things I’d left behind continued over breakfast at a cafe in the shopping centre. Nothing had my name on it. Everything could be replaced.


  Almost everything.


  I ran hard, back to the bowling alley. The crawlspace door had been padlocked. I scanned the surroundings for a tool to lever my way in and noticed blood spots on the laneway – a trail of red splashes leading from the crawl-space door towards the street. Perhaps a cop hit his head? The cat? Unlikely. I hurried to the rear wall of the alley, found the narrow depression the cat had used to get in and out of the crawl space, and dug at it with my fingers. The soil was dusty and loose on the surface and I found the base from a smashed bottle to use as a gouge when the dirt turned hard. I scratched and clawed until the hole was big enough to slide under. Inside, I donned my headtorch.


  They’d been thorough. Even my small stash of two-minute noodle wrappers had vanished. A confusion of cat prints marked the soil where my sleeping mat had been. But they hadn’t taken everything. I collected the white iPhone from its hiding place on top of a floor joist and sighed with relief as I slid it into my pocket.


  ‘You look old, Will,’ Ricky said. ‘Did you forget to go to sleep last night?’


  ‘Leave him alone Ricky,’ Doug stammered. ‘How would you like it . . .’


  ‘Shut up, busybody,’ Ricky snapped. ‘Mind your own beeswax.’


  ‘Beeswax?’ Jelat said. ‘What has beeswax got to do with anything?’


  ‘It’s a saying,’ Tefari mumbled. ‘Means mind your own business.’


  ‘Then why not say that?’ Jelat said.


  Tefari shrugged. ‘Not my language,’ he said. ‘I just borrowed it from a friend.’


  Julian barged through the door and slumped into the seat next to me, panting.


  Joanie tutted and shook her head.


  ‘What?’ Julian said. ‘We start work at eight. What time is it now?’


  ‘Seven fifty-nine and ten seconds,’ Ricky announced. He checked both his watches twice. ‘Actually, seven fifty-nine and twenty-two seconds . . . twenty-three . . . twenty-four . . .’


  ‘I’d call that early,’ Julian said, and slapped my thigh. ‘Wouldn’t you?’


  ‘Right,’ Joanie said. ‘Same crews. Youse all know what to do. ’Member your sun hats . . . It’s going to be a scorcher. Get to it.’


  Julian held my knee so I couldn’t stand. He waited until the others had left.


  ‘You look like shit,’ he said. ‘You okay?’


  ‘Don’t you start,’ I said. ‘Ricky reckons I look old.’


  ‘You do,’ he said. ‘I know the best medicine – bourbon. Your appointment is at my joint after work.’


  ‘I’m on late tonight,’ I said.


  ‘After that, then.’


  I shrugged.


  Joanie may have missed her other true calling, as a meteorologist – the day was a scorcher. By brew time, the chill from the night before had drowned in sweat, as had the band of my Milton’s sunhat.


  ‘I love it hot,’ Julian told me for the third time that morning.


  I wondered who he was trying to convince.


  ‘All the shorty shorts and low-cut tops and we get to check them out and work on our tans.’


  ‘And push a few shopping trolleys.’


  ‘All-day workout,’ he said, and flexed and kissed a tattooed bicep.


  Julian scanned the lunchtime crowd while I drifted off to buy sushi. He was still standing there when I returned.


  ‘Can I shout you lunch today?’


  He looked at me. ‘Why?’


  ‘Well, there are some advantages to buying lunch. And it would please me to buy you food. I’ve got fifty bucks, thanks to you.’


  He showed me his palms. ‘Go for it, Will. Buy me lunch every day if that’s what gets you hard.’


  I smiled. ‘What will it be? Burger?’


  ‘Steak sandwich from The Shell.’


  ‘Done,’ I said, and walked off.


  ‘Here,’ he said, tugging on my sleeve. ‘Don’t worry about it. I was joking.’


  ‘No, I insist.’


  I bought his sandwich – with the lot – and found him eating leftovers at a table for two.


  ‘Sorry, Will,’ he said. ‘Couldn’t wait.’


  I handed him the sandwich. ‘No problems. I’m sure you’ll eat both.’


  He shook his head slowly. ‘Freak.’


  ‘Thanks very much.’


  ‘Not as in bad freak. Unusual. You’re the politest homeless dude ever. Shouldn’t you be begging?’


  I shrugged and ate my sushi in silence. Truth be told, I was contemplating what I needed to buy before the shops closed. Thermal mattress and sleeping bag for a start.


  ‘You look shagged,’ Julian said through a mouthful.


  ‘Pardon?’


  ‘What happened?’


  A man bellowed at his child on the other side of the food court. The kid cried.


  Julian kicked me under the table.


  ‘I don’t live at the bowling alley anymore.’


  ‘Oh?’


  ‘The police were there when I got back last night.’


  ‘Ah. And your gear?’


  ‘Gone.’


  ‘You should have come to my place. Why didn’t you? You could have had a bed, a real bed.’


  ‘Thanks, but I—’


  He held up his hand. ‘Come over after work tonight.’


  ‘I have to—’


  ‘Just until you find somewhere else.’


  Then I was a stray cat, lapping milk and eating tuna but at the same time poised, ready to scarper.


  Julian rammed his short snake of trolleys into the side of mine. I turned to abuse him, but he’d scarper.


  ‘Fight!’ he shouted, beckoning me on.


  Across the carpark, Jelat and Tefari – obvious in their hi-vis Milton’s shirts – were being shoved by three, now four young blokes from a P-plated black sedan.


  My switch flipped and I ran too. Twenty metres from the car, I’d singled out my target. He was backing up when I launched at him – spear tackle. His teeth clapped as he hit the tar, the breath forced from him bitter with beer and ciggies. I got yanked to my feet by my hair. A fist clubbed into the back of my head, behind my right ear. It spun me free and I staggered but caught myself. Through a momentary fog of pain, I saw a second guy make his charge. My punch was pure reflex. It threaded between his tattooed arms and crashed into his cheek and nose. No seatbelt, no airbag and that neckless gym junkie looked as though he’d hit a wall.


  One more punch and the guy was on the tar, squirming and bubbling blood and snot as if he’d been stomped.


  I recoiled and took stock. The blokes bundled into the car, silent through their retreat. The engine revved hard and I braced myself to run behind the trolley bay, but the tyres coughed and the engine stalled. The driver swore at the windscreen and shook the wheel with both hands. Jelat chuckled. It took a full minute of cranking to get the engine going, and their exit from the carpark involved kangaroo hops and several backfires.


  Julian grinned at me, his teeth bloodied.


  ‘It’s over, Will.’ He slapped my shoulder. ‘Our work here is done.’


  Tefari had his hands on his knees and a small pool of blood and spit between his basketball shoes. Jelat had his arm on Tefari’s shoulder and seemed unscathed. I offered Tefari the handkerchief from my pocket. He thanked me, but shook his head. He pinched the blood from his mouth and nose and flicked it at the ground. He wiped his hand on the front of his jeans and stood.


  ‘It’s all good, brother. Thank you.’


  ‘You owed them money?’ Julian said.


  ‘Something like that,’ Tefari said.


  Jelat crossed his arms. ‘Nobody owed anybody any money. They were stalking him, talking their white supremacist bullshit.’


  That sounded more like the truth. Those dudes were hardcore Westies. This was their sport.


  Dr Knightly, the principal at St Alphaeus, had said one thing I remembered. Hours of insufferable assemblies and lectures and only one thing had made it through. It was the idea that a common enemy unites men. At the time I had thought an alien invasion might be the key to world peace. Right then, I realised the things that brought our band together were hi-vis clothing and an inability to turn the other cheek. Trolley boys, one: Westies, nil.


  We retreated to the underground carpark after the fracas, though the air wasn’t any cooler and the car exhaust made my eyes sting. Julian had gone inside to the toilet when I heard some kind of wail like a car alarm or siren echoing off the concrete walls. Beyond the roofs of three cars a young woman in a black blouse was struggling with an overloaded trolley. The emergency wailing came from a small child strapped into the trolley seat. The mother shushed her child and threaded her trolley out of sight between two large four-wheel drives. The kid paused for a breath and I heard the familiar scrape of a shopping cart kissing a car. The mother swore. I left my snake of trolleys behind an old Corolla and jogged over to lend a hand.


  I took the front of her trolley and guided it to a sleek Honda station wagon.


  ‘Thanks,’ the woman said.


  I shrugged and began transferring the shopping bags into the rear of the vehicle. The woman leaned into the trolley and collected a nest of bag handles. As she stood, the child’s fingers locked into her blouse. A button popped and revealed her cleavage. Her black bra barely held her boobs in place. She dropped her bags and scrambled to cover up.


  I averted my eyes, crouched and collected the dropped bags.


  Her face was pink. ‘Sorry,’ she said.


  ‘Someone’s trying to get your attention,’ I said. ‘I’ll get these.’


  She thanked me again and unclipped the child from the seat. The wailing changed tone instantly and by the time I’d emptied the trolley, it had faded to broken sobs.


  I closed the boot and rolled the trolley clear.


  ‘What’s your name?’ the woman asked.


  ‘Will.’


  ‘Thank you, Will.’


  I bowed a little. ‘My pleasure,’ I said, and didn’t realise until after the words had left my mouth how creepy they might sound in light of the circumstances. I rolled the cart away and rammed it home as the new head of my trolley snake.


  FREAK


  JELAT AND I SHARED the evening shift. There was an awkwardness between us I didn’t know how to bridge. Joanie drove the tractor and emptied the trolley bays we’d filled. The silence between us got deeper and more awkward until the sun went down and Jelat took off his pants. He was wearing red soccer shorts and I noticed a twenty-centimetre scar on his right calf.


  ‘What happened to your leg?’


  ‘Say what?’


  ‘The scar on the back of your leg.’


  ‘It’s a looong story.’


  ‘Fair enough.’


  The silence resumed, heavier than before.


  ‘When I was five, the Janjaweed attacked our village,’ Jelat said. His voice wasn’t much more than a whisper. ‘I saw my father beaten to death on the road in front of our house. They poured petrol on his body and burned him in the street.’


  I stopped my chain of trolleys. Jelat read the horror in my face.


  He nodded. ‘True. Me, my mother and brother escaped in the back of a truck that night, along with half the village. Maybe thirty people. We had no choice. The driver tried so hard to keep the truck on the road but he couldn’t. It rolled and many people were hurt. Six people died. That’s when I cut my leg.’


  ‘I . . . I’m sorry,’ I said.


  Jelat laughed. ‘You’re sorry? Why are you sorry? Are you Janjaweed?’


  ‘No. Of course not. I’m sorry I brought it up.’


  ‘Don’t be sorry.’ He slapped my back. ‘It’s my story. I’m a survivor, baby. I’m a lucky one. Very lucky.’


  ‘How did you end up here?’


  ‘The people from the village rolled the truck back onto its wheels. We left the dead ones on the side of the road and drove. There wasn’t anything we could do. We lived in a refugee camp in Chad until I was seven, then we came here. Now I have money. I go to school at night. I have a girlfriend, she just doesn’t know it yet.’


  The silence settled around us again – a shocked silence on my part. Jelat stuffed an earphone in and beat-boxed a dub-step bassline as we herded steel beasts. At the end of the shift, after we’d collected our bags, Jelat held up his hand, as though he wanted to arm-wrestle. I grabbed his thumb and he pulled me in and thumped on my back.


  ‘Keep your eyes open, Will.’


  ‘Yep, you too, Jelat.’


  ‘See you Monday.’


  Jelat’s story bounced around in my head as I walked to West Tennant. I realised there is loss and there is loss – losing your camping gear is nothing like losing your father. I imagined what it would be like to see my own father burn, and part of me couldn’t bear to look. Another part of me was searching for more petrol.


  I could hear the metal music from the street. I didn’t bother knocking on the front door of the house, just slipped down the dark driveway to the source of the noise. I knocked on the door of the bungalow. No response. I opened the door and found Julian and Nishi, topless, pressed against the hallway wall.


  ‘Sorry!’ I shouted, and closed the door. My cheeks filled with blood in the darkness.


  I could hear Julian laughing above the music, then the volume dropped and the door popped open.


  ‘About time,’ Julian said. ‘Ten minutes later and that could have been seriously embarrassing.’


  ‘Sorry . . . I can go . . .’


  He grabbed my sleeve and dragged me inside. Nishi had dressed herself. She smiled and waved with three fingers as Julian dragged me to the bedroom and flicked on the light.


  ‘Tadaaaa!’ he sang.


  The piles of garbage bags had gone. On the neatly made double bed lay my hiking pack, lumpy with gear. I stopped breathing.


  ‘Tadaaaa!’ he sang again.


  ‘How did you . . . ? Where did . . . ?’


  ‘I came past the bowling alley after work yesterday and saw a kid climbing in through your front door and I followed him in. Turned out he and a mate were robbing you so I turned all LAPD on their arses and told them to drop everything and leave. The big one got a bit lippy so I may have smacked him. There was a bit of blood. He went running home for Mummy.’


  My lungs wouldn’t fill. Tears barged at the back of my eyes. I wanted to scream. I wanted to punch a wall or spew my guts out or something. I needed air. I slammed into the doorframe on my way to the yard.


  Nishi arrived barefoot beside me a few seconds later.


  ‘You right?’ she asked.


  ‘Sorry,’ I said.


  ‘What for?’


  I put my hands on my knees and let the night air and the traffic noises clear the storm damage in my head.


  I felt her warm hand on my back.


  Julian padded beside me and bent to look at my face. ‘What the hell was that? We thought you’d be relieved.’


  ‘I am. Thanks. Heaps. I . . . I don’t know . . .’


  Traffic droned in the silence.


  ‘Riiight,’ Julian said. ‘If you tell me, “It’s complicated,” I swear I’ll slap you down.’


  I straightened, the storm beginning to ease.


  Nishi rubbed circles on my back and they both stared.


  ‘I think I just officially freaked out,’ I said, and they laughed.


  Nishi’s hand fell away and Julian ushered me inside.


  I wiped my face on my sleeve and upended my pack on the bed, letting the relief properly take hold. My stove, my sleeping bag and mat, my can-opener, an unopened litre of UHT milk and the rest. I could hear Nishi and Julian arguing under their breath in the other room. I repacked my gear. With the final zip shut I shouldered the bag.


  ‘Where you off to?’ Julian asked.


  ‘Not sure yet. I’ve got a few places to check out.’


  ‘Put your pack down.’


  ‘No, it’s fine. I’ll . . . I’ll hit the road.’


  ‘Now.’


  A hint of a smile hung on his lips. I let the pack slide along my arm and onto the floor.


  ‘Nishi and me think you should stay here. Just for a while.’


  ‘Trial period,’ Nishi added.


  ‘Until you get sorted. This is your room, okay? Your bed.’


  The curtain hung by three hooks, the carpet and the walls were stained and it smelled like socks, but to me it was the penthouse suite. ‘It’s too much,’ I said.


  ‘It’s nothing.’


  ‘I don’t want to invade your space. Cramp your style. I can’t—’


  ‘Don’t worry, you won’t cramp anything.’


  Nishi snorted behind him.


  ‘I can pay rent,’ I said.


  ‘Give it to Mum,’ he said. ‘Whatever.’


  In the long silence that followed I understood that some part of me had felt the softness of the bed and already said yes.


  ‘Thanks,’ I said.


  ‘Good,’ Julian said. ‘Now sleep.’


  He closed the door.


  I didn’t brush my teeth. I didn’t pee. I rolled my pack to the floor and fell onto the bed.


  SHARE


  I WOKE LATE morning. I’d slept in my work clothes and dribbled inelegantly on the pillow. I stumbled to the bathroom next door and peed about twelve litres. I peed until I felt lightheaded.


  In the front room, Julian and Nishi were a tangle of limbs mostly hidden by a light-blue sheet. Nishi hadn’t bothered with pyjamas.


  I collected my work backpack and, through force of habit, jogged to the gym for a workout. It was a different place at ten-thirty on a Saturday. Aerobics classes competed with a pool full of kids for the Noisiest Ensemble award. There was a queue for the rowing machine, so I cycled until I sweated then retreated to find another queue for the showers.


  ‘I thought you’d done a runner,’ Julian said, by way of greeting when I got back. He sat beneath the clothesline and squinted against the sun.


  ‘Went to the gym,’ I said.


  He rubbed his temples. ‘You’re keen. Sleep okay?’


  ‘Like a slab of marble.’


  Julian sniffed the air as he stood. ‘Bacon. Come on.’


  He led me to the kitchen in the main house where Nishi and Mandy were preparing a feast.


  ‘Hope you’re hungry,’ Mandy said.


  ‘Could eat the sweat off a porn star’s back,’ Julian said.


  ‘Ohhh, disgusting!’ Nishi squeaked, then shivered.


  ‘Hungry, Will?’ Mandy asked.


  ‘Famished.’


  ‘Now Jules doesn’t like mushroom—’


  Julian gagged. ‘Tastes like pimple pus with the texture of someone else’s snot.’


  ‘Jules!’ Nishi said. ‘No need to let us know everything you’re thinking.’


  ‘Oh right, so you’re the thought police now. When did we get married?’


  Nishi laughed. ‘Just shut your hole!’


  Julian zipped his lips.


  ‘Would you like mushroom, Will?’


  ‘Yes, thank you.’


  ‘Beans?’ Nishi asked.


  ‘Please,’ I said.


  ‘Tomatoes?’ Mandy said.


  ‘That would be excellent, thank you.’


  ‘Bacon?’


  ‘For shit’s sake, just give him one with the lot!’ Julian screeched.


  ‘But he has such lovely manners,’ Mandy said.


  ‘Oh god, yes! Doesn’t he?’ Nishi added. ‘He’s such a gentleman.’


  Duane appeared from the lounge with Booboo in his arms. His bed-hair verged on Afro. The dog spotted me, stiffened and growled.


  ‘What about you, love?’ Mandy asked. ‘You want some tomato?’


  ‘Was it cooked in the same pan as the pig?’


  ‘Yes, but opposite sides. I made sure there was no cross-contamination.’


  ‘No. Thank. You,’ he said, and headed back to the lounge, dog snarling.


  Jules grumbled.


  Mandy hissed at him, but seeing them together in the daylight left me puzzling about how they could be brothers. Julian was muscular, tattooed, tanned and bombastic. Duane was skinny, pale and sullen. Maybe Julian was right – perhaps the manga had taken its toll.


  With the plates loaded, Nishi and Mandy headed for the lounge. Julian tugged my sleeve and motioned to eat outside. We hit the camp chairs under the clothesline and ate with the plates on our knees.


  The sun threatened to fry us like tomatoes.


  ‘I love it hot,’ Julian said.


  ‘You’ve mentioned that once or twice.’


  ‘Yeah, well, I do.’


  ‘So you say.’


  ‘Don’t you start with the thought-police shit or you’ll be out on the streets, my boy.’


  I nodded subserviently and we both laughed.


  We ate in silence until the plates were clean and our stomachs full.


  Julian burped like a proud Westie, grinned and kicked back in the camp chair.


  He shot upright again and fished in his pocket. ‘A mystery for you,’ he said.


  He took out a watch and placed it in my palm before snatching it away again, but not before I’d recognised the weight of it.


  ‘I saw your watch tan and I couldn’t work out how you had the tan but no watch, then I found this beast while I was collecting your gear.’


  ‘Yeah, I don’t wear it much these days.’


  ‘I can see why. How does a trolley boy end up with a real Rolex Submariner worth what . . . ten grand?’


  ‘It was a present,’ I said.


  ‘Right. From your dad who works offshore?’


  ‘Correct.’


  He sat forward and looked into my eyes. ‘How come you don’t live with him?’


  I shrugged. ‘I’ve never really lived with him. I know Duane better than my own father.’


  ‘Were your parents separated?’


  ‘No. I’ve been boarding at St Alphaeus since kindergarten.’


  ‘Since kinder? You moved out of home when you were five?’


  I nodded. ‘When Mum got ill.’


  ‘Kinder? That’s just wrong.’


  ‘I didn’t mind. I missed my sister but coming home for the holidays always felt a bit strange. I couldn’t wait to get back to school.’


  ‘That is wrong. They’ve damaged your head.’


  ‘Perhaps.’


  ‘So when you left school, you became homeless.’


  ‘Essentially.’


  He handed me the watch.


  ‘Keep it,’ I said.


  ‘Don’t be stupid,’ he scoffed. ‘It’s worth ten times as much as everything I own.’


  I stood and collected his plate. ‘Wear it.’


  ‘What, and look totally gangsta?’


  ‘As a reminder of utilitarian beauty.’


  ‘Of what?’


  I headed for the kitchen. ‘Of how some things that are practical can also be good to look at.’


  ‘Are you sure you’re not gay?’


  ‘Quite sure.’


  The blinds were still drawn in the lounge and footballers were warming up on TV. I washed the plates and sat them in the draining rack. I dried my hands on the tea towel.


  ‘That was magnificent, thank you,’ I said, and the dog growled.


  ‘See what I mean?’ Mandy said to Nishi.


  ‘Utterly charming,’ Nishi replied.


  ‘Sorry?’


  ‘Nothing,’ Mandy said. ‘You are most welcome.’


  Julian appeared beside me. ‘Ask me what time it is,’ he whispered.


  ‘What time is it, Julian?’


  He dragged the watch – now on his wrist – up to his face with a flourish and burst out laughing. ‘I don’t know! I can’t read a watch with hands.’


  ‘Serious?’


  ‘True.’


  ‘Well, there’s a chance to develop a new skill.’


  ‘What are you going on about?’ Nishi asked.


  ‘Nothing,’ Julian and I chorused.


  A player on the screen was taking off his jumper.


  ‘Phwoarrr,’ Mandy said. ‘Do you think those abs are painted on, Nish?’


  ‘No, they’re the real deal.’


  ‘Thought so,’ Mandy said. ‘Duane, be a darling and freeze that with the remote next time.’


  Duane passed her the remote. ‘Freeze it yourself, sicko.’


  The camera zoomed in.


  ‘I can’t find the button! Which button? Quick!’


  The show broke to a news bulletin.


  ‘Awwww, now look what you’ve done!’ Mandy said, and dropped the remote on Duane’s lap.


  More political unrest in Darfur, the anchorwoman said. And unrest on the home front, too, as sporting legend and commentator, Ian Gale, finally faced the cameras and answered questions about his latest teenaged girlfriend. They showed a photo of a smiling girl in a bikini. They played some shaky phone footage of them getting into a black car together.


  ‘Good luck to him,’ Julian said. ‘She’s hot.’


  Nishi crossed her arms. ‘You think so?’


  ‘Yeah, for sure. I’d bang her.’


  ‘You said that out loud, Julian,’ Mandy said.


  ‘What? She’s hot.’


  Nishi’s fine eyebrows crawled up her forehead.


  ‘Smoking hot,’ he said. ‘But not as hot as some, hey Nish?’


  ‘Erghhh,’ Duane groaned. ‘Get a room. Preferably in another country.’


  Julian opened his mouth to reply, but his mother slapped him on the thigh.


  Duane stomped into his room carrying a growling Booboo, and slammed the door.


  Mandy sighed. ‘I don’t know about her, but Ian Gale’s certainly hot. Reminds me of George Clooney.’


  Nishi moaned in agreement.


  Julian dropped into the chair his brother had vacated.


  Nishi squirrelled up closer to Mandy and patted the seat beside her, inviting me to sit.


  I sat.


  ‘Tell me a story, Will,’ Nishi said. ‘Jules said you were living under the bowling alley.’


  ‘I thought he was joking,’ Mandy said.


  ‘There’s not much to tell, really,’ I said. ‘I dropped out of school—’


  ‘St Alphaeus,’ Julian added.


  Mandy shushed him. ‘And you couldn’t go home?’ ‘Wasn’t really an option,’ I said.


  The TV chattered. I felt their eyes on me as I stared at the carpet.


  ‘Well, you and your impeccable manners are welcome here anytime,’ Mandy said.


  ‘Thank you.’


  Julian’s phone buzzed and he fished it from his pocket to read a text message.


  ‘Don’t get too comfortable, Will,’ he said. ‘We’re off.’


  He kissed Nishi and his mother noisily, then grabbed the front of my shirt and hoisted me from the chair.


  ‘Time to meet the old man.’


  FATHER


  WE WERE ON the train.


  ‘Why would I want to meet your father?’


  ‘Why not? You’ll like him.’


  ‘I don’t know. Surely if you’ve met one father, you’ve met them all.’


  Julian scoffed. ‘Maybe on planet Alfie.’


  We alighted at Treedale, walked six blocks and stopped outside some brick units. They were newish and tidy – nothing like the house and bungalow in West Tennant. Julian rang the bell at flat five and stuffed his hands in his pockets. He grinned at me.


  ‘What?’


  ‘Nothing,’ he said, but I felt I’d missed a joke.


  The inner door rattled, and then opened.


  ‘Heyyy,’ came the voice inside the security door, all gravelly and warm.


  Julian bounced from foot to foot like a little kid. When the security door finally swung open, he was through it in a flash. My first view of Julian’s old man was a look of bliss on his weathered face, eyes closed, as he hugged his son hard and long.


  I took a step back and admired the guttering.


  ‘Dad, this is my mate Will. Will, this is my old man, Sandy.’


  Sandy came out to greet me and we shook hands. Sandy who used to be married to Mandy. I’d remember that. He was taller than his son by a good twenty centimetres. He had Julian’s hazel eyes. And the same neat teeth, flashing in a likeable smile.


  ‘Good to meet you, Will.’


  ‘Same,’ I said, and held his gaze.


  ‘No Nishi?’ Sandy asked.


  ‘Watching the footy with Mum.’


  Sandy rolled his eyes. ‘Sure they’re not related?’


  ‘Possible.’


  ‘Coming in?’ Sandy asked me.


  ‘Thanks,’ I said, and I followed him, but I felt like scrabbling across the driveway and over the neighbour’s fence. Something about their chemistry made me squirm.


  ‘Drink?’ he asked.


  ‘Beer,’ Julian said.


  ‘Coke,’ Sandy said.


  Julian moaned. ‘You’re no fun.’


  ‘There’ll be plenty of time for beer when you’re older, love.’


  Love?


  If there were an opposite of the front room in Julian’s bungalow, it was here. The cream leather settee, the timber wall unit, the mini-chandelier. And no TV, crooked or otherwise.


  The leather sighed as we sat. Sandy disappeared into the kitchen.


  ‘Told you,’ Julian whispered.


  ‘What?’


  ‘I knew you’d like him.’


  It was early days. ‘He’s pretty full on.’


  ‘How?’


  ‘You haven’t seen each other for a while?’


  ‘We went out for dinner on Thursday.’


  My eyes widened.


  ‘What?’ Julian said, his brow furrowed. ‘You don’t hug your old man?’


  ‘Not in living memory.’


  Sandy returned with a pair of genuine green Coke glasses filled to the brim with Coke and ice.


  ‘You play cards, Will?’


  ‘He’s an Alfie, Dad, of course he plays cards.’


  ‘You go to St Alphaeus?’


  ‘Used to,’ Julian answered.


  ‘I work at Milton’s with Julian,’ I said.


  ‘Who’s Julian?’ Sandy asked. ‘Oh, you mean the family Jules.’


  ‘The same.’


  Sandy laughed. ‘Texas hold ’em?’


  ‘I’m familiar with the game, yes,’ I said.


  Sandy raised an eyebrow and looked at his son. ‘He’s familiar with the game.’


  Julian rubbed his hands together. ‘I think we might have to hand the old Alfie boy his arse.’


  From the timber wall unit Sandy collected a large square of blue felt and an aluminium briefcase full of casino-style chips. Julian peeled the plastic from a new pack of cards and I knew these guys meant business.


  For once, though, Julian’s disparaging remarks about my former house of education were accurate. Being a boarder at St Alphaeus meant I had played cards more than once a week since I was about six years old. Snap and Go Fish in the beginning, and for the last five years, no-limit Texas hold ’em poker. Even playing Snap in my first years as a boarder, I didn’t play for the sake of filling time. There’d been bruises and tears, but they’d rarely been mine.


  First hand, I paid the big blind and folded before the flop with a two and a six. Second hand, I paid the little blind and folded on the turn with a pair of twos, one of which was in the flop.


  When it was my turn to deal, the cards finally fell in my favour and I kicked off with a pair of aces. I teased a swag of chips out of Julian and Sandy before another ace hit the table on fourth street. Julian went all in. Sandy bowed out. The fourth ace turned up in the river and I matched Julian’s bet. His full house – kings and queens – was worth going all in for, but four aces buries that full house like the ash on Pompeii.


  I’d come a long way since the bruises and tears playing Snap. Winning with grace, class and dignity is the hallmark of a gentleman.


  ‘Sorry, old chap,’ I said. ‘Looks as though I’ve accidentally won. Seen your arse lying around anywhere?’


  Sandy threw his head back and laughed at an indecent volume.


  In the final hand, all my little spades laid out in a row toppled Sandy’s three jacks.


  Fifteen minutes and I’d remembered the flavour of winning.


  Julian was reluctant to play again.


  ‘I tell you what, Jules. How about we pay Mick a visit? We may yet have the chance for revenge.’


  Julian’s eyes lit up. ‘Top idea, Dad.’


  ‘Mick?’


  At the back of the Treedale industrial estate we entered Mick’s Shed – an indoor go-kart racing venue.


  Sandy shouted his greetings and shook hands with the large and friendly-looking Mick. Karts careened around the track and the place tasted like action – all badly treated rubber and exhaust.


  ‘Do you come here often?’ I asked.


  ‘Are you trying to pick me up?’ Julian shouted.


  I shouldered him and he stumbled along the barricade with a smile on his lips.


  He righted himself and shrugged. ‘Been here a few times. You?’


  I shook my head. Not to this particular track. The one in Dempsey is indoor and outdoor. A few months of driving and you can upgrade to the pro racing karts. I was upgraded on my thirteenth birthday. My sister was in her final year of secondary school and took time off study to throw me a party. I stuffed myself with the birthday cake she’d made (in the shape of a wheel) and then I won the grand prix. Sofie cleaned up my cakey vomit. It was really the last thing we did together, my sister and I.


  ‘Mick says we can go on in about ten minutes,’ Sandy bellowed.


  Julian uppercut the air.


  ‘So, Will, you went to St Alphaeus and now you’re pushing trolleys for Milton’s? Bet your parents are glad they forked out all that cash.’


  I felt the barbs in the comment, but batted them off with a grin. ‘It’s called revenge.’


  Sandy threw his head back but howling engines swallowed his laughter.


  He gave me the full twenty questions, the way his son had, and I told him the truth, mostly.


  ‘Right now, I’m camping with Julian in the bungalow,’ I said.


  ‘I hope you’ve had your injections.’


  Julian levelled a kidney punch at his dad. Sandy grabbed him in a headlock, licked his finger and jammed it in his ear. Julian squeaked like a rodent.


  We paraded our hairnets like models on a catwalk and eventually found helmets to fit. Sandy – medium. Julian – medium. Me – extra large, with a side serve of gratuitous laughter.


  My fingers tingled as Mick guided us to our karts. I’d resigned myself to the fact that the machine would, at best, be mediocre. It only had to be faster than the other two. My XL helmet seemed like a badge of honour in light of the fact that Julian needed two large pads of foam behind him so his little legs could reach the pedals.


  With our engines running, we were given the safety spiel and instructed to have a couple of practice laps before an official start. I found my line and got a feel for the sluggish accelerator. The brakes didn’t seem to work, but if everything went to plan I wouldn’t need them.


  Paused on the starting line, I could feel my heart beating in my ears.


  ‘It’s all about power-to-weight ratios, Alfie,’ Julian screamed at me. ‘So long, sucker!’


  He was fast off the start, but not uncatchable.


  Being both light and strong would work in Julian’s favour, but he drove go-karts the way he wheeled shopping trolleys – not thinking about the corners until it was too late. Much too late. He bounced off the barricade and his rear wheel nipped at the tyre wall on every corner.


  I could beat him.


  Sandy held his own for the first five laps but gradually dropped back until we caught up with him again. Julian used a passing technique as old as go-kart racing itself, known in the handbook as the ‘ram and apologise’ ploy. I hugged his rear wheels and slid past Sandy with him, and the track was ours to thrash it out for a few more laps. On lap eighteen of twenty, I took a corner deliberately wide and when Julian’s tyre kissed the barricade I gunned past him also.


  There was only one winner.


  Julian tore the hairnet from his head. Sweat had flattened his locks and he looked like something that had been left in the rain.


  I dumped my own hairnet and collected the lap times sheet from Mick.


  ‘Pretty close,’ I said.


  Sandy grabbed his son’s shoulders from behind. ‘What about a pool comp?’


  Julian grinned and rubbed his hands together again.


  All the tables were in use when we got to the pool hall in the heart of Treedale. We played a round robin of air hockey while we waited and I didn’t lose a match. We finally got ourselves a table and Sandy insisted that Julian and I play off for the chance to test our skill against him. Sandy had all the right moves – rolling the hire cue on the table to check its shape then chalking the tip to excess.


  Julian went down by four balls. In a rage, he lifted the corner of the table and balls clattered to the carpet.


  ‘Hey, Jules! Steady,’ Sandy said. ‘Put it down!’


  Julian clenched his teeth and I could see the tendons in his neck.


  ‘Sorry,’ he said.


  Sandy and I played to the black. To sink the black and win the match, he had to peel the white off the cushion at a tight angle. Instead of trying to jam the cue in behind the ball, he nudged the white into the cushion with just the right force to shunt the black ball home.


  Julian hugged his father then jogged a lap of the table with both fists in the air.


  I shook Sandy’s hand for the second time that day. ‘Well played, sir.’


  ‘And you too, Will.’


  They let me shout them kebabs for dinner, and as Sandy said goodbye to us on platform two at Treedale station, I shook his hand again.


  ‘Thanks for a great afternoon and some solid competition,’ he said.


  ‘Pleasure has been mine,’ I said, and I wasn’t lying. Julian was right about his father – he was an eminently likeable man.


  They hugged and kissed goodbye.


  ‘Love you, Dad!’ Julian shouted from the door of the train.


  ‘Love you too, boy. Look after yourself.’


  Julian had been right on that count, as well: no two fathers are the same.


  And no amount of winning could match a score like that.


  SURPRISE


  ‘GOT A LITTLE surprise for you,’ Julian said, as the train pulled in at West Tennant and we alighted.


  ‘Fantastic!’ I grumbled. It wasn’t very late, but the station was empty and the sodium lamps painted the platform sepia and lent an air of imminent axemurder to the scene.


  ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Be ungrateful. But you’ll be thanking me later.’


  I could barely keep my eyes open. I wanted the rumble and clatter of the bowling alley. I wanted my own private oblivion. I didn’t need any more surprises.


  I could hear the music from the bungalow over the traffic noise on the street. Thumping bass at first, then screaming guitars as we got closer.


  The light revealed Nishi sprawled starfish on the bed. Julian hurtled across the room and dived on her. She squealed and they rolled like puppies around the mattress.


  I looked away and discovered eyes watching me from the couch. Another girl, as pretty as Nishi, with her head on the armrest and her bare feet tucked behind the cushions. She stared and smiled, then dragged herself upright and flicked her hair.


  I offered my hand and she took it. ‘I’m Will,’ I shouted.


  ‘I know,’ she said, but she didn’t let go right away.


  I was running out of places to look. I admired the light bulb until she let my fingers drop.


  Nishi untangled herself from Julian and killed the music with the remote. ‘Will, this is my friend Jenny.’


  ‘We’ve met,’ I said. I glanced at Jenny. She was still smiling at me.


  ‘Man, I could go a cone or six,’ Julian said. He collected his smoking gear and headed for the camp chairs.


  I excused myself and followed him. I stood beneath the empty clothesline in the suburban half-dark, arms crossed.


  ‘You like your little surprise, bruz?’ Julian asked.


  ‘Jenny is my surprise?’


  ‘I know, she’s hot, isn’t she?’


  ‘You can’t give someone as a gift. That’s just—’


  ‘She’s not a gift, she’s a surprise. You have to give her back at the end of the night.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Nishi and me went halves. We hired her from myhotasiangirlfriend.com.’


  ‘She’s a prostitute?’


  ‘Well, not exactly. Escort.’


  ‘There’s a difference?’


  ‘I don’t know. Maybe you’ll be able to tell us in the morning.’


  I grabbed my hair and whispered curses at my feet. I paced a lap of the yard, thinking that I couldn’t live with Julian. I’m not dope smoke and prostitutes; I’m early nights and early mornings, gym time and coin laundries.


  ‘You want some of this?’ Julian asked, offering me the bong.


  ‘I’m fine, thanks,’ I said. ‘I don’t really smoke.’


  He shrugged and lit up.


  ‘I appreciate all you’ve done for me, Jules, I really do, but . . .’


  The bong bubbled for what felt like a minute and I realised he was laughing. ‘You should take up smoking, man. You get so Alfie and strung out that you can’t even hear when I’m taking the piss. Jen is Nishi’s best mate. Sit with me.’


  He patted the other camp chair.


  Just as quickly as it had arrived, the mess of confusion and anger in me dissipated like bong smoke. The seat farted as I sat. I did some theatrical exhaling of my own.


  He patted my arm. ‘A proposition . . .’


  ‘A what?’


  ‘A proposition.’


  ‘That’s a big word.’


  ‘I know, good one, hey? A proposition . . .’


  ‘I’m listening.’


  ‘You teach me about manners and shit and I’ll teach you how to relax.’


  ‘Manners and shit?’


  ‘You know, how to talk properly and dress to impress and that.’


  I snorted. ‘You’ve got use for that stuff?’


  He turned to face me. ‘You can tell you’re not from around here.’


  ‘What’s wrong with being from around here?’


  ‘Do I need to make a list? People here go shopping for bad wine in their pyjamas, at midday. Westies think it’s cool to fight in public . . . Missus, kids, grandma . . . doesn’t matter. This one time, I saw a woman taking a piss in the middle of her front lawn. It was eight in the morning. I was on my way to work! Classy. I don’t want to be like that.’


  ‘You’re not like that.’


  He chuckled. ‘You reckon?’


  He handed me the bong and levered himself out of the chair, walked across the yard and pissed on the neighbour’s fence. He flapped his penis about as he returned, wiped his hand on his pants and dropped back into his seat.


  ‘I see what you mean,’ I said.


  ‘You know the worst thing?’ he said. ‘Feels natural.’ ‘Probably because it is. Well, perhaps not the display of genitals, unless you’re part baboon and you forgot to mention it.’


  ‘Ha! You’ve met my parents. What do you think?’


  ‘It’s all about context.’


  ‘In English?’


  ‘Well, it’s fine to pee outside under the cover of darkness.’


  I gave him back the bong, went to the same corner of the yard and emptied my bladder on the fence.


  ‘Point taken,’ Julian said, as I returned to my seat. ‘You looked like a pretty natural garden sprinkler over there.’


  ‘Well practised.’


  ‘How did you cope?’


  ‘With what?’


  ‘Did you shit where you slept at the bowling alley?’


  I recoiled. ‘No. Disgusting.’


  ‘Then where? Into the bowling alley itself?’


  ‘I’m afraid I don’t know you well enough to be discussing my toilet habits with you. A gentleman wouldn’t—’


  ‘A gentleman!’ Julian hooted. His body shook and he covered his mouth for way longer than he should have.


  ‘I went at the gym. Or at work.’


  ‘You wouldn’t want to be busting.’


  ‘No. Thankfully, my bowels are quite regular. I only need—’


  ‘Okay, okay. Sorry I asked. You sound like my mother.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘No joke. The goddess of overshare.’ He shook his head slowly. ‘Don’t ask her about her love life. Ever.’


  ‘Better to be like that than . . .’


  He looked at me. ‘Than what?’


  He packed another cone in the gap that followed, but he didn’t press the question further. Perhaps there was a gentleman in there after all.


  ‘Lesson number one,’ he said, and handed me the packed water pipe and cigarette lighter.


  ‘No. I’m not sure that I—’


  ‘When your friend offers you something good, it’s rude not to say yes. If it was lasagne, you’d be digging right in. Anyway, what’s the worst thing that could happen?’


  ‘Could mess with my head.’


  ‘That’s the basic idea.’


  ‘Could trigger a psychotic episode.’


  ‘That’d be fun.’


  ‘It’s illegal.’


  ‘Now you sound like an Alfie.’


  ‘There were plenty of smokers at school.’


  ‘Ha! Yeah, the rebels.’


  A quick mental survey of the stoners in my boarding house suggested he was right – the three who sprang to mind were all hand-painted rebels. One – a rower named Darcy – hit it pretty hard. He got caught behind the boatshed by one of the coaches. I thought at the time that getting caught smoking weed should have been a serious scandal, but Darcy smiled. He smiled when the coach shoved him along the path to the headmaster’s office, he smiled when the cops found his stash and was still smiling when they bundled him into the patrol car. Maybe he was stoned the whole time? Maybe he had bigger things in his life to worry about.


  Julian proffered the pipe again. ‘This is how we stick it to the man.’


  And, while my head rebelled and I coughed until my eyes watered, my heart’s deepest desire at that moment was to stick it to the man. Whatever that really meant. To me, it meant shedding a lifetime of dos and don’ts, of tutting and scornful glances. It was a middle finger raised to an eternity of curfews and hollow rituals.


  When I could finally take a breath without being bent in half by a coughing fit, my lungs filled as if I’d only been using one for the last ten years, and when I sighed it came all the way from the tips of my toes.


  I rested my head back and gazed at the sprinkling of stars above us and thought this old camp chair was the most comfortable place I’d been in my life.


  ‘What pushed you over the edge?’ Julian asked. ‘At school.’


  I took a long breath and held it. My thoughts squirmed like a bucket of eels. The words, when they did eventually come, burst out in a rush.


  ‘A run-of-the-mill dickhead posted a video of my girlfriend with another dude. It was the first I knew about it. I lost my shit, so to speak.’


  Julian shook with a silent laugh. ‘Fair enough. Did he pay?’


  I shrugged. ‘Few tears, a bit of blood.’


  He nodded, seemed to enjoy the rhythm of it, and kept nodding.


  ‘Who did you smash?’ I asked.


  ‘My uncle,’ he said. ‘Wanted me to suck his cock.’


  The silence that followed felt bruised.


  ‘Can you explain to me why we haven’t made up any more star signs since the time of the Greeks or the Italians or whoever it was?’ Julian asked.


  ‘Romans. Egyptians. I don’t know.’


  ‘They must have had some good ganja in those days to see a set of scales and a lion and crap up there.’


  I snorted involuntarily. ‘True.’


  ‘I see a carrot.’


  ‘Where?’


  ‘Over there, beside Michael Jackson.’


  ‘Oh yeah, I see it.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘Yeah,’ I said, and pointed at the sky. ‘Just below the constellation of toothpaste tube.’


  Julian leaned to the side in his chair and farted.


  ‘That sounded like Booboo,’ I said.


  ‘I can do all sorts of animal noises,’ Julian boasted. ‘Elephant, camel, turkey, fish.’


  I laughed. I would have laughed for a full minute about that, but my scorched mind and the extra gravity my body was feeling forced it out in a single ‘Ha!’ that echoed around the neighbourhood.


  ‘Goose, yes, I can fart a good goose call.’


  ‘How, exactly, does one fart the sound of a fish?’


  ‘Magician never tells his secret,’ he said.


  He dragged me into the house and we stood too close to the microwave while popcorn popped. I could feel my brain cooking. It wasn’t unpleasant.


  A tense drama starring Harrison Ford played out on the TV in the darkened lounge. Duane and his mother sat together. We left without making another sound.


  The light was out in the bungalow too, but the TV painted the walls with flashing blue. The girls were watching The Life of Brian. Jenny’s lips were moving in perfect sync with John Cleese’s character, Reg, as he argued with Stan about the futility of fighting the Romans for his right to have babies if he can’t actually have babies. I watched her lips and realised there was someone on the planet who’d seen the film more times than the boys in Cedar House at St Alphaeus.


  ‘Popcorn!’ Nishi sang, and they made room so we could sit. We crushed in together – four of us on the two-seater couch.


  I pushed back and, after some awkward flailing, rested my arm on the seat behind Jenny. She shouldered under my armpit and rested her head in the crook of my elbow as if we’d been doing it for years. I’d managed to grab one kernel of popcorn when Jenny’s phone rang with the Super Mario theme.


  She swore, and leapt to her feet. ‘I have to go.’


  I joined in the collective moan.


  ‘We were just getting comfortable,’ Julian said.


  ‘I know, I know. My mum’s waiting.’


  I reached out and she shook my hand for the second time that night.


  ‘Been great to meet you, Will,’ she said.


  I realised we’d hardly said a word.


  ‘For me too,’ I said.


  ‘Will you be around next weekend?’ she asked.


  ‘I . . . I hope so. Unless my landlord tosses me out.’


  ‘Might see you then.’


  Nishi walked with Jenny to the street and when she returned, I felt like a spare wheel.


  ‘May I borrow your phone?’ I asked Julian.


  ‘What for?’


  ‘Ring my sister. Tell her where I am.’


  He tossed me a puzzled look, and then handed me his phone.


  I dialled and thought it had gone through to her voicemail.


  ‘Hello, you’ve called Sofie Rushton.’


  Silence.


  ‘Sofe?’


  ‘Will? Wiiiiill! How are you, boofhead?’


  ‘I’m all right. Are you busy?’


  ‘Never too busy for you, my dear.’


  ‘I called . . .’


  ‘Yes, I got your messages. Would have responded if you’d left a number. Why the hell did you deactivate your Facebook account? That was our lifeline!’


  ‘Sorry about that. I got sick of the trolls.’


  ‘Unfriend them. Delete them. There has to be another way.’


  ‘Not quite that simple. I haven’t got internet at the moment, anyway.’


  ‘Whaaat?’


  ‘Yeah, I’m staying at a friend’s place.’


  ‘Ah, independent living. That’s got to feel liberating after Cedar House. How’s Claire? How’s school?’


  I retreated into my room and closed the door. ‘Claire’s . . . good. School’s fine. Same old, same old. You? How’s Carl?’


  ‘Carl’s as daft as ever. I’ll never need a puppy while that man is part of my life. I have papers and exams pending so it has a bit of an endgame feel about it, but I still have years to go. Sad face.’


  ‘Have you spoken to the old man?’


  ‘The old man? The old man? By that do you mean our father?’


  ‘Yes. Who else would I mean?’


  ‘I don’t know. Never heard you call him that before. Is everything okay?’


  ‘Fine,’ I said.


  ‘No, I haven’t spoken to him. He hasn’t spoken to me, either, if you care to read the subtext. I did see something online about his new bimbo.’


  ‘Ha! Yes. Business as usual.’


  She groaned. ‘Tell me about it.’


  ‘I’d love to,’ I sighed, ‘but I’m chewing my friend’s phone credit. You can call me on this number if you want.’


  ‘I shall commit it to my contacts presently. Hey, I’m coming home at the end of the month.’


  ‘For good?’


  ‘No, Tahlia’s gone and become engaged to her boyfriend of a hundred years and a few of the old crew are having a party, nay . . . a wake, for her.’


  ‘We should catch up.’


  ‘Absolutely. I’ll ring when I’m in town.’


  ‘I . . . I miss you,’ I blurted.


  ‘Really?’ she said. ‘That’s so sweet.’


  My ear felt hot against the phone.


  ‘Right,’ she eventually said. ‘Look after yourself, boof.’


  ‘You too, Sofe.’


  ‘Byeee.’


  I tossed the phone on the bed and rubbed my face with both hands. The bed looked . . . alluring.


  I made more noise than I needed to before entering the lounge, but they were still watching the movie. I gave Julian his phone.


  ‘Thanks. For everything. You said I’d thank you later. You were right.’


  He blew air and his lips rattled. ‘Whatever.’


  I brushed my teeth, peed again, closed my door and crawled into bed.


  My bed.


  OVERSHARE


  IT WAS PROBABLY eight o’clock when I woke. For the first time in an age, I had no desire to run to the gym. I pulled on my jeans and T-shirt, snuck out into the morning sunshine and peed on the back fence.


  ‘Morning,’ Julian’s mother sang. She’d claimed a camp chair.


  I peed on my hand in fright. ‘Sorry . . . I—’


  ‘Didn’t mean to frighten you.’


  I discreetly wiped my hand on my pants. ‘The guys were asleep. I didn’t want to disturb them.’


  ‘You’re right, love,’ she said. ‘Be thankful it’s socially unacceptable for me to pee in the yard or I might have joined you.’


  I laughed at that, mostly to try to erase the mental image she’d created. Mandy laughed too, low and husky. I lowered myself into the vacant camp chair.


  She patted the back of my hand and smiled. ‘Settling in okay?’


  ‘Perhaps a little too well,’ I said, nodding at the fence.


  She narrowed her eyes at me. ‘Still doesn’t make complete sense to me that you could be homeless.’


  ‘Well, it wasn’t really my choice. My father works overseas . . .’


  ‘I thought you said he worked offshore?’


  ‘He does. Both.’


  ‘But that doesn’t mean you have to be on the streets.’


  ‘We don’t really get on,’ I said.


  ‘What about your sister? How old is she?’


  ‘Twenty-one. She’s living on campus over at Huddington.’


  She screwed up her face. ‘She’s not going to be much help then, is she?’


  I shook my head and silence fell. I missed Sofie. She had her own life and her own friends and she lived 500 kilometres away. I hadn’t really spent any time with her since I was thirteen and yet I wore her like a coat inside. As far as functional family went, she was it. Those thoughts led me back to the moment and the family that had drawn me in. I didn’t deserve their generosity.


  I drew a fifty-dollar note from my pocket and handed it to Mandy.


  ‘What’s this for?’ she asked.


  ‘Rent. Board. Expenses.’


  She handed it back. ‘You keep your money, Will. Save it if you can. Might come in handy down the track.’


  I pressed the note back into her hand and met her eyes. ‘Please take it. I have money.’


  ‘Then why don’t you get yourself a nice little flat or something? That’d be better than living in a dump like this with the likes of us.’


  ‘I don’t want a flat.’


  ‘Surely you—’


  She squinted at me again, and then her eyes flew wide. ‘What have you done?’


  ‘Nothing,’ I said.


  She sat up. ‘I’m not harbouring a criminal, Will. What have you done?’


  I laughed and showed her my palms. ‘I’m not a criminal. You watch too much TV.’


  She snorted and crossed her arms. ‘You watch your lip.’


  ‘I’ve lived at school since I was five. Mum was sick and my father couldn’t cope. Mum died. I stayed at school. When school was no longer an option, the streets seemed more congenial than the house on the hill.’


  ‘There you go. “Congenial?” You might have left a house and father behind, but you haven’t escaped your upbringing, that’s for sure.’


  She looked at me blankly for a second then shook her head. ‘Five years old? Poor love.’


  I shrugged. ‘Sounds bleaker than it was.’


  ‘Have you spoken to Nishi?’


  I pointed over my shoulder.


  ‘She knows what it’s like to have to fend for yourself. And it makes sense that you and Julian found each other.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  She took a breath as if to speak but only a sigh came out. She patted my hand again and groaned as she levered herself out of her chair. ‘Would you like a coffee?’


  ‘Thanks.’


  I followed her into the kitchen and sat on a wooden chair beside the fridge. Magnetic frames held faded photographs of the boys in school uniforms. Booboo as a pup. A bare-chested Sandy at the beach with a grinning boy under each arm. Julian had no front teeth.


  ‘Is Duane older than Julian?’


  ‘Eighteen months.’


  She slid a mug of milky coffee in front of me and sat opposite.


  ‘You wouldn’t pick it now, though, hey? Jules is out there, having a good time, very down on his brother. Duane’s at war with himself, and with Jules. I feel like a floppy bit of lettuce in their sandwich some days.’


  She sipped her coffee, recoiled at the heat of it and rattled her tongue in her mouth. ‘They did everything together when they were little.’


  ‘What happened?’


  She hunched one shoulder. ‘They grew up. The world let them down. Well, I let them down.’


  I noticed the elephant in the room.


  ‘Julian told me why he beat his uncle,’ I said.


  She shifted in her seat. ‘Did he?’


  ‘Said he’d been . . . out of line.’


  ‘Jesus, that’s the understatement of the century. The man’s a monster and the monster got to Duane before he tried it on with Julian. It went on for years before we found out.’


  ‘That’s horrible.’


  ‘My own bloody brother,’ she growled.


  The back door creaked and Nishi entered wearing a hooded Hello Kitty nightie. ‘Morning,’ she croaked.


  Mandy opened her arms but didn’t get up from her seat. Nishi hugged her from behind.


  ‘Morning, darling,’ Mandy said, kissing her arm. ‘Sleep okay?’


  ‘Jules snored so loud!’


  Mandy laughed.


  ‘He’ll have bruises this morning. I had to karate chop him.’ She cut the air with her hand a few times. ‘Morning, Will.’


  I smiled a greeting.


  ‘What did you think of Jenny?’


  ‘Jenny Wu?’ Mandy asked.


  Nishi nodded.


  ‘Oooh, did you guys have a big date?’


  Nishi snorted. ‘Not sure about that.’


  Then they were both staring at me. ‘I . . . She’s lovely. We didn’t really get to—’


  ‘I’ll text her later and see if she wants to meet up somewhere. You guys look pretty cosy. Where’s my coffee?’


  ‘Help yourself, honey. We’ve been having a good old chat.’


  ‘Oh? What have I missed?’ Nishi said.


  ‘Don’t let Will’s manners fool you. He had a rough start, too.’


  ‘Really?’ Nishi said.


  I shrugged. ‘Mum died when I was little. Dad couldn’t cope.’


  ‘True?’ Nishi said. She raised her eyebrows at Mandy.


  ‘He grew up in boarding school,’ Mandy said.


  ‘That explains a few things,’ Nishi said.


  ‘Oh?’ I said.


  ‘That sounded a bit wrong,’ Nishi said. ‘Sorry.’


  She sat beside Mandy. ‘I mean, it makes sense that Julian and you can be friends. He’s a bit of a wounded bird himself.’


  I stared at my coffee.


  ‘And I find wounded birds irresistible,’ she continued.


  I looked up, straight into her eyes.


  ‘My dad died in a motorbike accident when I was three,’ she said. ‘Mum couldn’t cope. I grew up in foster care, which wasn’t as bad as it sounds. I got lucky.’


  We drank our coffees, made and ate breakfast together and talked. Nishi painted a picture of her foster parents that made me look at my life from a new angle. They were strict and fair and, above all else, present in her life. My home wasn’t in Garland – it was the St Alphaeus boarding house. There were periods when it felt like I was having a sleepover with my best friends every night. In primary school, that best friend was Levi, a Tongan prince. After he left I found a brother in Markus Baird, the son of a property magnate – but Markus became a dayboy when his parents moved to the city and they relocated to Singapore when we were in year eight. Those guys had been my siblings. Mr Singh and Mr Edwards were my favourite housemasters – Mr Singh for the poker lessons and Mr Edwards for laughing so hard when I split my pants that he ended up on the floor with tears running down the side of his face. They’d been my parents.


  Duane soon emerged from his room with Booboo. They didn’t wake up well. When Julian finally hatched from the bungalow, there wasn’t much left of the morning. He had epic bed hair and a mark on his neck. Nishi sucked a breath when she realised – at the same time I did – that the mark was a lovebite. Her cheeks coloured.


  Mandy shook with a husky laugh. ‘That a karate chop wound? Nishi said you were snoring again.’


  ‘I don’t snore.’


  Later on Nishi gave Julian a lesson on her scooter and he giggled and wobbled around in the long grass until the clothesline leapt out and bent the mirror. After that they went back to bed.


  I couldn’t sit still. I found a bucket and Mandy collected me a sponge and some detergent. I washed the grass and muck off Nishi’s bike. I used my toothbrush for the fiddly bits. There were a lot of fiddly bits.


  ‘Arghhh, put your shirt on, Will,’ Julian groaned when he finally emerged from the bungalow. ‘You’re blinding me.’


  ‘That won’t be necessary,’ Nishi said.


  Julian shoved her off the path and she laughed.


  ‘Nice job on the bike,’ she said. ‘I don’t think it was that clean when it was new. Thanks, Will.’


  ‘My pleasure,’ I said.


  Julian put his hands on his hips. ‘My pleasure,’ he mocked.


  I stood and wiped my hands on a rag. ‘Gentleman shit,’ I whispered, and he smiled.


  SECURITY


  JULIAN DIDN’T BOTHER with greetings on Monday morning. He didn’t say a thing until we were inside the shopping centre, cutting through to the brew room.


  ‘Someone should invent a smell watch,’ he said.


  ‘What?’


  ‘You know, make coffee smells until ten o’clock then doughnut smells. Midday switch to baked bread. Four o’clock would be popcorn.’


  ‘That’s a really good idea,’ I said.


  ‘Don’t look so surprised.’


  ‘I’m basking in your brilliance.’


  ‘You’re full of shit.’


  Three paces ahead of me, Julian went through the automated doors to the carpark, but I didn’t follow. A police car was parked beside Joanie’s tractor. I panicked and headed for the men’s. I’d known my cloak of invisibility would wear thin at some point but I hadn’t worked out what I’d do when they finally found me. Staying with Julian was the killer, I reflected – as soon as you settle, they lock the cross-hairs on you and you’re wasted.


  The door to the toilets creaked open and I stopped breathing. Footfalls on the tiles. They stopped outside my cubicle. Hands locked on the rail above the door and the owner of the hands hauled himself into a chin-up and peered over the sill.


  ‘What the . . . ?’ Julian said, and dropped back to the floor again. ‘You can give the homeless dude a bed but it won’t stop him camping in the toilets, hey?’


  I exhaled, flushed the toilet and opened the door.


  ‘Who are you hiding from?’ he asked.


  ‘Nobody.’


  ‘You’re missing all the action. The cops have Tefari.’


  I washed my hands. ‘Serious?’


  ‘Put him in the van and everything. Apparently he rammed a car with trolleys. They got it on CCTV.’


  ‘Then what are we doing in here?’


  ‘I’m . . . I was looking for you.’


  ‘Found me. Let’s go or we’ll be late.’


  Joanie tutted at both of us. It was three minutes past eight.


  ‘Sorry,’ I said.


  She scowled at her feet. ‘Don’t make a habit of it or youse’ll get your pay docked. Jelat, you’re with Will and Julian today please, until we can work out what’s going on with Tefari.’


  ‘What’s going on with Tefari?’ Doug asked.


  ‘Mind your own beeswax, Doug,’ Ricky said, and checked both his watches. ‘Yeah, what’s going on with Tefari?’


  Joanie looked at Jelat, her lips tight. ‘Tefari deliberately damaged someone else’s property while at work. I’m not paying for his stupidity. He’s not coming back to work until he pays for the damage he did.’


  Jelat’s eyes didn’t leave his phone, but he shrugged, and then stood. He grabbed my shirt and marched me into the sunshine. Julian followed us.


  ‘What is it?’ I asked.


  ‘We got into a scrap last night,’ Jelat said. ‘It was those same idiots. They were too scared to get out of their car but they followed Tefari around the carpark. Called him a black bastard. Told him to go back to Africa. Nothing original, but it got to Tef.’


  ‘I would have snapped them,’ Julian said.


  ‘Tef wanted to. I should have let him. I should not have talked him out of it. Sometimes the little things turn into big things. He rammed the guy’s car. Now he’ll lose his job. He’ll go to jail.’


  He stuffed his earphones in, cranked up the dub-step and stalked off in search of trolleys.


  The idea of little things turning into big things hung with me all morning. One sideways glance at an Our Lady of Hope debutante ball, one tiny smile changed the entire course of my life. Claire was a big thing. Cosmic. Six months of being in her orbit and we were fused as binary stars and any astronomer watching us through their telescope would know we were together for eternity. They’d chart our progress in millennia, quantify our stable orbit and predict the likelihood of us having satellite planets by the way the light escaped from our gravity.


  Who’d have predicted a black hole big enough to consume our everything was waiting for us? Who’d have foretold the end of our—


  ‘Have you ever noticed,’ Julian whispered, ‘that the mole on Joanie’s cheek looks like a lump of something from morning tea? Kind of like a choc chip from a muffin?’


  That was a connection I didn’t want to give brain space to. Thankfully, among the food wrappers and plastic bags in a trolley that people had used as a rubbish bin, I found a shopping list. The perfect distraction.


  
    Toothpaste


    Tortilla Crisps


    T’s and PL’s


    Fruit bars


    Paracetamol


    Tissues


    Chocolate (milk)

  


  ‘Is that chocolate milk or milk chocolate?’ I asked.


  Julian stopped his chain to give the list the attention it deserved.


  ‘Milk chocolate. That’s a no-brainer.’


  He balled the list and threw it at my head. I caught it and pressed it flat between my fingers.


  ‘Okay, so what are Ts and PLs? Tomatoes and pickled lettuce?’


  ‘Pickled lettuce? That the sort of shit they serve you in the Alfie canteen?’ He snatched up the list, balled it again and jammed it in a rubbish bin.


  We were on our final shop run before lunch, a convoy of three blokes and about fifty trolleys in a single line inside the centre. Jelat took point, Julian had the flank halfway along and I kept the momentum up from the rear.


  Enter the running man, pursued by security guys.


  In his early twenties, with shaggy hair and clothes, he threaded his way through the herd of lunchtime shoppers in front of us like a football star, until our string of trolleys slewed across his path. He shouldered Jelat and sent him sprawling. Julian kicked at his legs and he leapt over. I had no momentum for a tackle, but he was off balance and my outstretched arm hit the top of his chest like a bat. Dropped him. The milkshake he’d been carrying sprayed the shop window, the trolleys and me. My elbow locked around his throat. It wasn’t a strictly legal tackle and he bellowed and thrashed until the security guys grabbed his shirt and jacket. I released my grip and they hauled him, dripping, to his feet.


  ‘Thanks, boys,’ the older of the security guards said, puffing. ‘We owe you.’


  They marched milkshake man towards Centre Management and the three of us – and a small crowd of shoppers – watched them leave.


  That was it?


  One of the over-groomed guys from the coffee stand in the middle of the hall pushed through to me.


  ‘Okay?’ he asked, and handed me a damp cloth.


  ‘Fine, thanks.’ I dabbed at the milk on my arm and handed the cloth back.


  ‘I saw it all,’ he said. ‘You guys are heroes.’


  Julian grinned.


  ‘You didn’t have to put yourselves at risk like that. What if he’d had a knife or something? We shopkeepers love your work even if nobody else does.’


  And that was supposed to be a compliment?


  I exchanged glances with Julian and Jelat. We collected our beasts and sent them rolling towards the supermarket and our lunch break.


  In the food court, Jelat sipped at his Coke and shook his head.


  ‘I can’t decide which one of you is the craziest – Jules eating someone’s rubbish or you and your seaweed and . . . whatever that orange stuff is.’


  ‘Roe,’ I said. ‘Fish eggs.’


  He shivered. ‘We live in a civilised country. We are surrounded by real food like hamburgers and fries. You don’t have to live like this.’


  ‘When was the last time your mum made you fries?’ I shot back.


  ‘When was the last time your mother made you fish eggs?’


  A familiar face emerged from the crowd. Carter Manson. I didn’t have time to shrink before he recognised me.


  ‘Will? William Rushton?’ he called, weaving through the tables towards us.


  I looked away, but he just kept coming, slicing his way through my invisibility.


  ‘Ha! It is you, soft cock.’


  Julian stopped chewing.


  ‘Milton’s? You’re a trolley boy?’ A grin split his face. ‘That’s perfect. Where’d you do your degree?’


  I felt the flush spreading across my face. My jaw clamped.


  ‘Bet your old man’s beside himself. How’s Claire, by the way? We’ve missed her. We’re all missing her.’


  Julian stood.


  Carter glared down at him. ‘Take it easy, Frodo,’ he said. ‘I haven’t got your ring.’


  Julian sneezed. A shotgun blast of soy-inky third-hand noodles hit Carter in the face. Blinded, he recoiled and lost balance, swiping a loaded tray from a table before colliding with a cleaner’s trolley. A stack of about fifteen plates hit the tiles. In the confusion, Jelat tugged my sleeve and together with Julian we made our exit. We passed the security guard we’d helped before lunch. Julian caught his elbow.


  ‘Big guy,’ he said, pointing. ‘I think he’s drunk.’


  ‘Thanks,’ the guard said. ‘Again.’


  Julian dusted his hands and walked as fast as his little legs could carry him until we were deep in the southern carpark.


  Jelat was still laughing and looking over his shoulder.


  ‘It’s the height of bad manners to sneeze at somebody,’ I said.


  ‘I’m a Westie,’ Julian said. ‘That’s how we roll.’


  ‘True,’ Jelat added. ‘A sneeze is not a proper sneeze unless you share it.’


  They walked off.


  ‘Hang on,’ I said, and grabbed Julian’s shirt. ‘We’re supposed to be working on your etiquette.’


  He slapped his forehead with his palm. ‘What’s the proper way to deal with an arse who’s all up in your face? Disrespecting you, your job, your . . . girlfriend?’


  ‘Ex.’


  ‘Ex-girlfriend. How do you deal with that? Sit on your hands and just take it, apparently.’


  ‘If you’re tall enough, you headbutt the bridge of his nose and mop his blood off your forehead with his 200-dollar shirt.’


  ‘See, I’m not like that. That’s giving in to biology. Violence is a last resort. And I’m not that tall. I’m a lover, not a fighter.’


  I scoffed.


  ‘It’s true!’


  ‘How’s that relevant to this situation?’


  ‘Well, you’re my brother, and I love you. The sneeze is a defence mechanism, like one of those octopus thingies.’


  ‘I see,’ I said.


  ‘And a sneeze with noodles is something special. I don’t spit for just anybody.’


  ‘Then I thank you.’


  ‘Whatever.’


  ‘No, I mean it. Thank you.’


  ‘Don’t go on about it.’


  I threw my hands in the air.


  ‘What?’


  ‘You’re supposed to say prego.’


  ‘Pardon?’


  ‘De nada.’


  ‘Huh?’


  ‘Do – itashimashite.’


  ‘English, please.’


  ‘No worries, you’re welcome, my pleasure.’


  ‘How do you know all this shit?’


  ‘I’m an Alfie.’


  ‘Ex.’


  ‘Ex-Alfie. Thanks.’


  ‘You’re welcome.’


  BOSS


  FIVE PAST EIGHT on Tuesday morning and no Joanie. The brew room was locked. The boys were twitchy.


  ‘We should stay. She might be stuck in traffic,’ Doug said.


  I’d been looking over my shoulder since the encounter with Carter the day before. He wasn’t the sort of guy who suffered anything quietly. I was in two minds about whether he’d involve the police.


  ‘We’ll vote then,’ Julian suggested. ‘All those in favour of going home, please raise your hand.’


  ‘Hang on a minute,’ I said. ‘What about the trolleys?’


  ‘What about them?’ Julian said.


  ‘Yeah,’ Ricky chimed in. ‘What about them, Will?’


  ‘If somebody doesn’t collect them, they’ll fill the carparks. Whose problem will that be?’


  They looked at me blankly.


  Jelat tugged my sleeve and showed me a text on his phone. ‘It’s from Tef’s sister,’ he whispered.


  Tef needed 500 dollars.


  ‘Who has that sort of money?’ Jelat said.


  A young woman in a tight black skirt and heels appeared from the centre and made a beeline for the brew-room door. She parted the sea of hi-vis with her smile. She flashed a single key on a yellow plastic tag.


  ‘Morning, boys,’ she said.


  A stunned silence greeted her.


  ‘Good morning,’ I said eventually.


  ‘You must be Will,’ she said.


  I nodded.


  She held out her hand. ‘I’m Bernie from Centre Management.’


  Her hand was office-soft and tiny.


  ‘Joanie’s had a bit of a family crisis and won’t be in for the rest of the week,’ she said, unlocking the brew-room door.


  ‘I see.’


  She unfolded a note and handed it to me. ‘I wrote the note myself, but I hope you can make more sense of it than I can.’


  
    All hands on deck. Tuesday street run.

  


  ‘She said you’d know what to do.’


  I nodded again, and she handed me the key. Why me?


  ‘Hang on to it. It’s the only spare we have.’


  She clip-clopped back to the centre and we watched her go.


  ‘Right, gentlemen,’ I said. ‘Joanie’s off for the rest of the week.’


  Julian cheered. Ricky jumped, and then punched the air. He checked both his watches.


  ‘We don’t have a driver so it’ll be all legwork, I’m afraid, and we’ll do a street run this afternoon.’


  ‘I feel a bit sick,’ Julian said.


  I rolled my eyes.


  ‘I do too,’ Doug said.


  ‘Enough,’ I said. ‘We need everybody working their best if we want to keep up.’


  Julian stiffened. He saluted. Ricky and Doug followed suit. Jelat stared at his phone.


  ‘Jelat?’ I said.


  He flipped me the bird. ‘Whatever,’ he said. ‘Let’s go.’


  I sent Doug and Ricky to the western carpark. Julian and I followed Jelat to the southern wilds. There weren’t many cars yet, but there appeared to be a hundred trolleys scattered across the tar savannah.


  ‘Double time, soldier!’ I said.


  ‘Suck my balls,’ Julian barked.


  ‘Suck my balls who?’


  ‘Suck my balls, sir. Yes, sir,’ he said, and saluted limply.


  I jogged to Jelat. He popped an earbud out.


  ‘Which police station did they take him to?’ I asked.


  ‘West Tennant,’ he said.


  I shouldered him. ‘He’ll be all right.’


  ‘It’s not juvie,’ he said. ‘It’ll be the real thing.’


  ‘He’s not going to jail yet.’


  Collection was a different game without Joanie. We jogged and shunted ridiculous anacondas of fifty-odd trolleys.


  ‘Let’s max it out,’ Julian said. ‘See how many we can push.’


  Challenge accepted.


  We joined our pythons until we’d made a shining Chinese New Year dragon that stretched half the length of the carpark. It was a thing of great beauty. We’d added on every trolley we could find and we could still move it. Well, Jelat could keep it moving on the flat if we helped him get it started.


  ‘Circle!’ Julian shouted, and began towing the dragon’s head around.


  The ring was a considerable traffic hazard, but surprisingly easy to move. Julian climbed on top and surfed. Jelat took photos. I figured if we ever needed to give Joanie a heart attack, showing her the pics would do it.


  For all our antics, nobody died and the job got done.


  Jelat detoured to the toilets on our way to the brew room for morning tea. We found Doug standing outside the door wringing his hands. He’d been crying.


  ‘What’s up, Doug? Where’s Ricky?’ I asked.


  ‘Some kids,’ he said. He pointed with a wonky finger across the carpark.


  I spotted Ricky’s hi-vis. I could hear him bellowing. A circle of bodies moved around him, tossing something back and forth over his head.


  I sprinted. Halfway there, Julian appeared at my side.


  ‘Are we shooting to kill, Sarge?’ he said. ‘No cameras out here.’


  ‘Let’s just see how it unfolds.’


  They were about our age – two girls and three boys – dressed in unofficial Westie uniforms of grimy name-brand streetwear. They had Ricky’s wallet. The poor guy was red and shiny with snot and tears, the corners of his mouth foamy with spit.


  One of the girls spotted us and ran off. The guy with Ricky’s wallet squared up at me. I dodged a fist and rammed him to the ground. Julian went down with the first guy he tackled. The remaining girl screamed and started kicking Julian.


  Her singlet ripped as I dragged her clear. She turned on me and scratched my cheek with her first blow. She kicked my shin and wound up for another attack, her teeth bared and eyes white. With an open hand, I smacked her. It spun her and she dropped to her knees. The guy with Ricky’s wallet delivered a blow to the side of my head that rattled my cage but didn’t put me down. That’s when it got messy. He grabbed my shirt and tried to drag me off balance. One of my blunt body punches landed with a crack and winded him. He dropped the wallet. I shoved him onto his arse and scooped it up.


  Julian was on his feet. He limped clear. Jelat arrived at a trot, fists balled, but the heat had gone. The guys we’d brought down skipped clear and – seething – regarded us from a distance. The girl I’d slapped held her cheek and screamed a string of abuse.


  Julian dismissed her with a backhanded wave. ‘Equal rights, bitch.’


  I stared at the hand I’d slapped her with. That was a first. And a last. There must be another way.


  Ricky sobbed and dropped to his knees.


  Julian patted his shoulder. ‘It’s all right, Ricky. It’s over, mate.’


  He helped him to his feet, but Ricky was still unsteady.


  ‘Oh, look at you, poor bugger,’ Julian said. ‘Come here . . .’


  He opened his arms and Ricky fell into them. He cried into Julian’s neck. Julian rubbed his back and the pair rocked together for an awkward minute.


  Jelat’s eyebrows jumped.


  When they eventually drew apart, Ricky’s face had returned to its normal colour. I handed him his wallet and the handkerchief from my pocket.


  Doug stumped up to his friend. ‘Are you okay, Ricky?’


  ‘What do you think?’ Ricky spat. ‘Why don’t you mind your own beeswax for once?’


  ‘Oi, Ricky,’ Julian said. ‘Watch what comes out of your mouth, mate. He was just asking if you were okay.’


  ‘Yeah, but he didn’t help, did he?’


  ‘Look at me!’ Doug squeaked, and held his twisted arms wide. ‘I’m useless in a fight.’


  ‘He did the right thing,’ I said. ‘Doug told us you were in trouble.’


  ‘He did,’ Julian said. ‘If it wasn’t for Dougie, you’d still be playing keepings off with those bastards.’


  Ricky sniffed hard and tried to spit. Chuh! It dribbled down his chin onto his hi-vis. We took a step back. He wiped his face and checked his watches. ‘Sorry,’ he said.


  ‘That’s all right,’ Doug said. ‘Sorry I couldn’t help more.’


  After lunch, I thought Doug and Ricky could continue their round-up in the western carpark, but they had other ideas.


  ‘Do we have to?’ Doug asked.


  ‘Yeah,’ Ricky said. ‘Why do you guys get all the fun jobs? Why, Will?’


  ‘Fun?’ Jelat said. ‘Wandering the streets hunting for lost trolleys? If you think that’s fun you need to get out more.’


  But they were adamant, and in the absence of an authority figure, we scoured the neighbourhood as a crew of five. At Doug-kilometres-per-hour. I hung at the back and watched the expressions on the pedestrians as the guys made space for them on the footpath.


  What a crew. The little Westie pit-bull took point, closely followed by the Cro-Magnon watch-checker. They both gave the crusty-headed Doug plenty of space, and with some speed up his gait grew wider and more flamboyant. The black guy had his hands jammed in his pockets, his shoulders around his ears. Get within a half-metre radius of him and you entered the aura of nightclub music that swirled around him. He stared at the ground as he walked, and I knew what I needed to do to lift his spirits.


  In the middle of Catherine Street Park, a budding artist had dragged a shopping trolley into the branches of a golden elm. It was well above our reach.


  Jelat leapt to a low branch and nimbly hoisted himself level with the metal beast. He shoved it and it moved enough to back us up.


  ‘Go again,’ Julian called.


  Jelat pushed. The trolley dropped a foot before coming to a stop and hanging there with its metal bars threaded through branches like a thirty-kilogram possum trap.


  ‘It needs to go up before it can come down,’ I said. ‘Might as well leave it.’


  Jelat climbed anyway, and tangling his limbs around and through the branches, he lifted the entire trolley clear and sent it clattering to earth.


  We gave him a standing ovation. He bowed from his nest.


  We’d found three more rogues before we made it to the edge of West Tennant. Doug spotted a cage hiding under an old blanket on a jungle-grassed front yard. Julian scissor-kicked over the fence. He bundled the blanket and placed it on the front step, then turned the trolley towards the gate.


  ‘Piss off, you bastards!’ came a voice from within.


  The locks on the front door clattered and it sprang open, revealing an elderly woman in mismatched pyjamas and a floral dressing gown.


  ‘Get the hell orf my property,’ she bawled. ‘I need that trolley.’


  ‘Sorry, ma’am,’ I said. ‘The trolley belongs to the supermarket. It’s our job to return them.’


  ‘Not that one.’


  ‘Even this one,’ I said, and nodded to Julian.


  The woman started making her way down the steps. Julian amped up his efforts and skidded the trolley through the grass, the woman in pursuit. He made it to the footpath, but the woman kept coming, lower dentures bared.


  Julian grinned and gunned it. The woman quickly gave up the chase and turned on me.


  She shoved my chest. ‘I’ll ring the bloody cops.’


  ‘That might be the best bet,’ I said.


  ‘How am I supposed to pick up the grandkids if I haven’t got a trolley?’


  ‘Sorry,’ Doug said. ‘We are just doing our job.’


  The woman frowned and looked him up and down. When she opened her mouth again, her voice had lost its bullets and knives.


  ‘Of course you are,’ she said, and skulked through the broken gate and inside.


  We worked through until six-thirty.


  ‘What happened to your cheek?’ Julian asked.


  I felt my face. ‘I got attacked by that Westie girl this morning.’


  ‘Want me to draw on some stitch marks? Make it look a bit gangsta?’


  ‘That won’t be necessary.’


  ‘Maybe we can hit it with the disinfectant when we get home. Westie cooties have killed people before.’


  ‘Afraid I won’t be joining you for dinner this evening,’ I said, as I locked the brew-room door.


  ‘Hot date?’


  ‘You could say that. Got to head into the city. I’ll be back later.’


  ‘Whatever, mystery man,’ he said. ‘You can’t hide shit from me for long.’


  ‘You’re FBI?’


  He spoke into his wrist. ‘Suspect’s getting suspicious. I’m going dark.’


  RAVEN


  THE MILTON’S BOYS were waiting when we arrived on Thursday. All four of them. I nodded at Tefari, but he didn’t make eye contact.


  ‘Heyyy,’ Julian said. ‘Welcome back, big man.’


  Tefari grinned and they hugged gangsta style, with audible back slaps.


  ‘Good to see you, Tef,’ I said. We shook hands, but he still wouldn’t look at me.


  ‘How was jail?’ Doug asked.


  ‘Why don’t you mind your—’


  ‘I didn’t go to jail,’ Tefari said.


  ‘Lucky,’ Doug said.


  I opened the brew-room door in the silence that followed.


  ‘About time,’ Ricky said, and checked his watches.


  ‘It’s not even eight o’clock, you Nazi,’ Julian said. ‘Glad you’re not the boss. You’re worse than Joanie.’


  ‘You’re the Nazi,’ Ricky said.


  ‘Enough,’ I said, and held up my palm. ‘We’ll go back to the standard crews. Tef, you okay to drive the tractor?’


  He nodded once and stared at the floor. I took the key from its hook and tossed it to him. He fumbled, but ultimately claimed the catch.


  ‘Sunscreen and hats?’ Ricky asked.


  ‘Looks like it, Ricky. Going to be a warm one.’


  Near the supermarket entrance, a raven landed heavily on the side of a trolley. It scanned the area for threats, and then leapt into the trolley among the rubbish, emerging with a paper McDonald’s bag in its beak. It dropped the bag to the ground and landed beside it. With a foot on the bag, it pecked a hole through the paper and began dragging the contents out like a kid at Christmas until it uncovered its prize – half a cheeseburger. It flew off over the roof of the centre with the food in its beak.


  I picked up some of the mess it had made and realised I’d been harsh on the humans who filled the trolleys and carpark with their refuse. Harsh on the people and guilty of underestimating the skills of the birds.


  Later, when I sat down for lunch with Julian the hunter-gatherer, I reflected his behaviour was a bit raven-like. Without the mess.


  ‘It’s on,’ he said through a mouthful of someone else’s stir-fry.


  ‘What’s on?’


  ‘The girls are coming over tomorrow. I’ve given Nish some money for bourbon. We have the makings of a partay.’


  ‘Excellent,’ I said, but some part of me still felt like the cat under the bowling alley. My guts twisted for no obvious reason.


  I carried that sense of wanting to fly away well into the afternoon, scanning for threats until I found one: the police car parked beside the brew room. I threw Julian the key and scarpered.


  ‘Just . . . going to the toilet,’ I said.


  Julian frowned, then spotted the police car. ‘You’re paranoid,’ he said, ‘and when my Alfie mate is scared of the cops it makes me all jumpy. What have you done?’


  ‘What? Nothing,’ I said. ‘I just need to—’


  ‘Right,’ he said.


  When I emerged from my tiled turtle shell, the police car had gone and laughter echoed from the brew room.


  Joanie had returned with her right hand heavily bandaged. She gave me a smile and a thumbs-up.


  ‘Here he is,’ she said.


  ‘Ask her what ha—’ Doug said.


  ‘She was bitten by a seal,’ Ricky said. ‘Weren’t you, Joanie?’


  Doug looked deflated.


  ‘Is this clown telling the truth?’ I asked him.


  Doug’s eyes grew wide. He tapped Joanie’s sleeve with a hooked finger. ‘Tell him.’


  Joanie raised her bandaged mitt. ‘Sea lion, actually. We were fishing and he musta thought I was a fish.’


  ‘Sounds nasty,’ I said. ‘Are you okay?’


  ‘Seventeen stitches,’ she said. ‘I’m fine. I’ll be back at work next week. I just came in to see how youse were going and do the pays.’


  Ricky looked at his watches. ‘I’ll tell you how we’re going,’ he said. ‘We’re going home!’


  Jelat honked a laugh and pushed Ricky’s shoulder. ‘Did you just make a joke?’


  Ricky grinned and collected his backpack.


  Doug followed him into the evening.


  ‘Would you be able to give me a hand with the pays?’ Joanie asked me.


  ‘Sure. I suppose,’ I said.


  Julian yanked on the brim of my hat. ‘See you at home, boss,’ he said, and left.


  Tefari stared at me. Jelat nudged him.


  ‘Could we talk?’ Tefari said. ‘Outside?’


  I followed him and Jelat into the carpark.


  ‘The police were looking for me just now,’ Tefari said. He crossed his arms. ‘What did you tell them?’


  ‘Who?’


  ‘The cops.’


  I shrugged. ‘What I knew of the truth,’ I said. ‘About the shit they’d been slinging at you.’


  ‘Yeah, well, they dropped the charges,’ Jelat said, and Tefari silenced him with a frown.


  ‘Somebody paid to have his car repaired,’ Tefari said. ‘It must have been you.’


  He regarded me, unblinking, for a few seconds, then he held out his hand and we shook. He hugged me and punched my back.


  ‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘But I could have handled it.’


  ‘I know that,’ I said. ‘I was just trying to help.’


  ‘I appreciate it, but next time . . .’


  His hand became a nagging sock puppet in my face, minus the sock.


  ‘Next time we talk about it.’


  I nodded. ‘Sure.’


  ‘I’ll pay you back,’ he said.


  ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘No hurry.’


  Jelat shook my hand too, and they left.


  ‘You bailed him out?’ Julian said, and I jumped.


  ‘Well . . . it turns out he—’


  ‘You’re a strange unit, Will Rushton.’


  ‘You think?’


  ‘Well, you’d walk right in the front door of a police station to hand over cash for Tef, but the cops turn up here and you hide in the toilets. I don’t get it.’


  I opened my mouth to say something, anything, but the words wouldn’t form.


  Julian stared.


  ‘I . . .’ I managed, and pointed at the brew room.


  ‘You have to go?’ he said. ‘Of course. Off you go then.’


  I dug my hands into my pockets. ‘It was a calculated risk. There are people looking for me. Cops and others.’


  ‘For headbutting Mr No Nuts with the noodles on his face from the other day?’


  ‘Among other things.’


  His eyebrows shot up.


  ‘Tef needed help.’


  He regarded me quizzically, then turned on his heel. ‘Food hits the table at seven, so be there. I don’t want to eat your dinner for you again tonight.’


  Inside the brew room, Joanie had arranged our timesheets on a table.


  ‘Why me?’ I asked.


  ‘Hey?’


  ‘Why do I get the key? Why do I help you with the pays? Why not one of the other boys?’


  She shrugged. ‘You take everything so seriously.’


  ‘Do I?’


  She looked in my eyes. ‘Yeah, you do.’


  ‘Bernie from Centre Management said you’d had a family crisis,’ I said. ‘Didn’t mention anything about a seal.’


  She reddened and held up her bandaged hand. ‘I needed something to tell youse boys,’ she said. ‘My daughter stabbed me.’


  I swore and covered my mouth. ‘Accident?’


  Joanie sighed. Her eyes glossed with tears.


  ‘I . . . I’m sorry,’ I said.


  She rubbed her face and straightened in her chair.


  ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Pay sheets.’


  On my way to West Tennant that evening, as the sun rolled out of sight over the edge of the suburbs, my jitters about being seen faded. I’d done stupid things. I knew that. I’d have to make them right, and I would, but not that night. That night, I felt light on my feet. Helping Tef and lending a hand with the pays seemed to be the antidote to my paranoia. That and the promise of a partay.


  PARTAY


  ON FRIDAY NIGHT, Julian greeted me with a drawn-out raspberry blown from bourbon-wet lips. Jenny and Nishi were on the lounge floor in the big house, playing fetch with Booboo and a red sock. If the dog heard me, she didn’t make a fuss, just pelted around with her claws snagging on the carpet and snapping at the girls and the sock.


  Jenny glanced at me and smiled.


  ‘There’s barbecue meat and salads in the fridge,’ Mandy said.


  ‘I’m starving,’ said Nishi.


  ‘You waited for me?’ I said.


  ‘Of course,’ said Nishi. ‘Let’s eat.’


  Julian washed his hands twice – once with soap, then with disinfectant gel – before lighting the barbecue in the yard. He adjusted the gas just so, donned a bright orange apron and arranged the sausages, chops and burgers in tidy lines and rows on the grill.


  Jenny and Nishi cranked up the music in the bungalow. They whispered as they crafted drinks – tall glasses with iceblocks and Coke. And bourbon. Nishi hurriedly proposed a toast to the weekend. The bubbles tickled my nostrils as I swigged, the unfamiliar spirits a balm to my empty stomach. Alcohol in the boarding house had meant expulsion, though some of the guys had still risked it. The bourbon tasted like sticking it to the man.


  I collected the camp chairs from beneath the clothesline, found more in the laundry cupboard as Julian suggested, and arranged them around the celebrity chef. He wielded tongs with an easy dexterity, balancing his drink in his other hand.


  We were on our third round by the time the meat was ready.


  I emptied two plates in quick succession. The meat was cooked to perfection, but for me the highlights were the cherry tomatoes from the green salad – little explosions of liquid bliss. This was the sort of food I couldn’t keep under the bowling alley.


  Julian stood to remove his apron at the end of the meal, and I levered myself from the camp chair to shake his hand.


  ‘Magnificent work, chef.’


  He took my fingers and flapped them about. ‘Thank you. Come again. Bring your friends. Oh, hang on, they’re all here.’


  I looked at my hand. ‘That was not a handshake.’


  ‘Of course it was a handshake. I’m proud of my—’


  ‘Feels like you’re shaking the last drops off your . . .’


  Julian scoffed.


  ‘Obviously it’s no indicator of what sort of lover you are,’ Nishi said.


  ‘Obviously,’ Julian said. He breathed on his nails and polished them on his work shirt.


  ‘Here,’ I said, and took his hand again. ‘Tighten your elbow a bit. Grip. Better. Straighten your back. Eye contact.’


  ‘This is stupid,’ he said.


  ‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘But it’s important.’


  His voice dropped an octave. ‘Welcome,’ he said. ‘Great that you could make it.’


  ‘Better,’ I said.


  His shoulders dropped. ‘Man, I’m a hugger. Shaking hands is for stiff-arsed suits. And Alfies. Come on, give us a hug.’


  He hauled me into an embrace and I could smell his sweat and the barbecue smoke.


  ‘See!’ he screeched. ‘You hug like a door. Have a go, girls.’


  Nishi sprang to her feet and threw her arms around me, smelling of salty skin and shampoo. I patted her back. She let go and Jenny was there, breasts in my chest and breath on my neck.


  ‘Relax,’ she whispered.


  ‘I am relaxed,’ I said.


  She giggled and let go.


  ‘Well?’


  Nishi had her arm on Julian’s shoulder. She screwed up her face. ‘Door,’ she said.


  ‘He’s just out of practice,’ Jenny said.


  Julian put his arms around me again. ‘Bend your knees. Better. Loosen your arms. You’re not trying to stop me from falling. There you go.’


  He licked my cheek.


  I recoiled and rubbed my face. ‘What was that?’


  ‘Mmm, salty,’ he said. ‘And prickly.’


  I shoved him. He hopped and regained his balance, face split with a smile.


  I collected the plates and the leftover food and transferred them to the kitchen while the girls made another round of drinks.


  I washed the dishes. Jenny dried.


  ‘Nish said you moved out of home when you were little,’ she said.


  I nodded. ‘I was five.’ ‘That’s sad,’ she said.


  I shrugged. ‘Didn’t have much choice in the matter.’


  ‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘That’s the sad part. You’re not well hugged, are you?’


  ‘Is it that obvious?’


  She nodded. ‘We can work on that.’


  She pressed her knee into the back of mine and I splashed us both trying to stay upright.


  I liked her crooked smile. It was infectious.


  They’d moved the chairs to beside the bungalow when Jenny and I returned. The music was just a bass line now, and our drinking glasses were chilled and brimming anew.


  ‘Which one’s which?’ I asked.


  Jenny grabbed one and handed it to me. ‘Doesn’t matter, does it?’


  ‘Not to me,’ I said.


  We clinked them together and drank as though we’d finished a marathon.


  Jenny’s parents both worked in IT. They’d emigrated from China on the same flight, but didn’t officially meet for another year. They met at work, got married on a beach in Thailand and had her and her twin brother three years later.


  ‘The original happy family,’ I said. ‘What are you doing drinking with the Westies?’


  ‘I like getting messy with all the comforts of home.’ ‘On that note,’ Julian said, and handed me the packed bong, ‘let the messiness begin.’


  I took it, and smoked and coughed and hawked while the others laughed. As the pipe passed around, I could see that I’d marked myself as the rank amateur in the group, but nobody cared. Not even me.


  My chair got deeper with the conversation and the stars grew brighter.


  ‘Do you miss your mum?’ Jenny asked.


  ‘What? Never really thought about it,’ I said.


  ‘Well, think about it now.’


  ‘I’m not sure my brain is in the—’


  ‘Your brain is in the perfect state to be considering that stuff, believe me.’


  I rested my head on the back of the chair and stared into the heavens until I found the newly discovered constellation of Mum.


  She was breathtaking.


  The diamonds she wore sparkled and the sparkles grew bigger until she was made entirely of diamonds and I realised I was watching her through my tears.


  I’m five years old. Hospital machines surround her and I can’t bear to look at her anymore, so I leave. Sofie has my hand and she’s telling me everything will be all right, but her eyes are red and I don’t believe her. I can’t let go of her hand. I never want to let go of her hand.


  ‘Sofie?’


  Then I can’t see the stars anymore and the tears are hot on my cheeks. Jenny’s standing in front of me, my hand in hers.


  ‘Up you get,’ she said. ‘Hugging practice.’


  I bent my knees, made my elbows loose and melted into her. She smelled of dinner and soap and dope and body.


  She kissed my cheek as we separated and I thanked her.


  ‘I guess that’s a yes?’ she asked.


  ‘Pardon?’


  ‘You do miss your mum.’


  I rubbed my face. ‘So it seems.’


  ‘Was that her name? Sofie?’


  ‘Angela. Sofie’s my sister.’


  Her head tilted. ‘Oh.’


  ‘Thanks,’ I eventually said.


  ‘For what?’


  ‘The . . . hugging practice. I need all the help I can get.’


  She smiled. ‘My pleasure. As it happens, I have one space left in the full diploma course.’


  I laughed a bit louder than I should have. ‘Sign me up.’


  ‘Great! I think you have huge untapped potential there, Will.’


  I thanked her and excused myself. I stumbled to the corner of the yard. Julian appeared at my elbow and we watered the neighbour’s fence together. He bent slightly and released a high-pitched squeal of fart that held a single note for more than a second before descending into bubbling chaos.


  ‘Don’t tell me . . . that was a magpie call?’ I asked. ‘Close,’ he said. ‘That one’s called kitten in a bag.’ That’s the last thing I remember.


  NAKED


  BIRDSONG. NOT THE raucous break-of-day chorus, but something more conversational and late morning. I stretched and felt the sheets clammy on my skin. I threw them off and found I was naked.


  I had no memory of the transition from clothed to unclothed and as I strained to remember, I touched skin. Jenny. She lay on her side facing the wall with her hair spilling from the pillow onto the sheet as if an artist had arranged it. In throwing the sheets off, I’d uncovered an entire landscape of smooth, flawless skin.


  She looked like Claire.


  She snuffled and I drew the sheet back over her. In the jigsaw puzzle of the last eight hours there were edge pieces and nothing else.


  Mark. I discovered a mark on my shoulder. Marks. My skin was battle-scarred with lovebites.


  Jenny purred and rolled. Her fingers were sleep-dead at first, but as the spirit returned they became explorers, stroking, squeezing and teasing me until—


  She shrieked and sat up, dragging the sheets around her.


  It wasn’t Jenny staring at me – it was Nishi.


  ‘Fuck,’ we said together.


  I covered myself with a pillow and leapt out of bed. I dressed in jeans and a dirty work shirt and stuffed my things into my backpack.


  ‘Fuck,’ Nishi said again, and I clipped the doorframe as I left.


  Betraying someone and being betrayed made the same noise in my head. It was mosquitoes and kids on violins so loud that the rest of the world disappeared and I had to fight to fill my lungs. And it had been so easy. Turns out I could betray my only friend in the world while I was lost in some drug-fucked stupor. My autopilot was a monster. My moral compass was broken.


  Maybe these things are genetic after all.


  I couldn’t find my shoes, but leaving the mess behind seemed more important.


  Julian snored. The girls sat on the couch in silence. They wore the expressions of people pulled from a car wreck.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, and left.


  ‘Will, wait,’ Jenny called, but it only spurred me on.


  With my bare feet drumming on the driveway, and the mosquito violins in my head, I knew I’d be running for the rest of the day. The rest of my life.


  If I hadn’t run into Duane. Literally.


  He turned into the driveway as I ran out. Our heads collided – bowling balls – and we both went down. My pack cushioned the impact but pinned me to the ground.


  Bare feet on the driveway.


  ‘What the . . . ?’ Julian said. He rubbed sleep from his eyes. ‘You guys okay?’


  Duane held his forehead and stormed inside.


  ‘You okay?’ Julian asked. ‘Whoa, nice lovebites! You must have had a big . . .’


  I held up my palms. ‘I’m sorry, Julian. I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened.’


  He breathed loud through his nose and hung there, fizzing, as if detonation was only seconds away.


  ‘I’m leaving,’ I said. ‘I’ll find another place to stay.’


  ‘You can’t just keep running,’ he growled. ‘Grow some balls.’


  I wanted to point out that balls had got me into this predicament in the first place. Hormonal poison had messed with my brain and made it okay to sleep with his girlfriend. Some people can cope with that. Some people do it for kinks. I’m not them.


  He grabbed the front of my shirt and dragged me up the drive to the bungalow.


  ‘Leave your bag here,’ he ordered.


  I slid it off my shoulders onto the porch.


  He didn’t let go. Something wasn’t right with his eyes. Even with a fist full of my hi-vis, there was still no fire in there. He shoved me backwards through the doorway and followed me in. He slammed the door and the windows rattled.


  The girls, still perched on the couch, jumped.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ I said.


  Julian covered his face. I couldn’t see his mouth, but the sides of his eyes wrinkled.


  He grunted, and then burst out laughing. ‘Hey, I’m sorry’ he said. ‘I’m useless at this shit.’


  The girls were snickering too.


  ‘What?’


  ‘It was supposed to be a joke,’ Jenny said.


  Julian held up his hand. ‘I gave you the lovebites.’


  ‘You what?’


  ‘You were wiped out, man. Jenny spewed all over you.’


  Jenny looked at her feet.


  ‘You don’t remember Jenny barfing on you?’ Nishi asked.


  I shook my head.


  ‘That’s definitely a good thing,’ Jenny said.


  ‘Where are my clothes?’


  ‘Probably still in the shower,’ Julian said.


  I stepped into the bathroom and drew back the shower curtain. My runners and socks, work shirt and jeans sat, spew-flecked, in a pile over the plughole. I gagged. I saw myself in the mirror as I left.


  ‘Lovebites?’


  Julian shrugged. ‘Bit of a prank. You know, you wake up a bit seedy and we pretend you’re a stud.’


  ‘Didn’t quite go as planned,’ Nishi said. ‘Sorry about this morning. I didn’t realise what I was—’


  ‘You were in my bed.’


  ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.


  ‘You were naked.’


  ‘Nothing happened,’ she said. ‘Well, nothing—’


  ‘Nothing except for half a hand job,’ Julian said.


  ‘I thought you were Julian,’ Nishi pleaded. ‘I realised something wasn’t right—’


  ‘Yeah, his junk felt like a penis, only smaller,’ Julian said.


  ‘I realised something wasn’t right, then remembered I’d bailed from Julian’s bed during the night because of the snoring.’


  ‘Hoh! I don’t snore.’


  ‘You snore, Jules,’ Jenny said. ‘Like a kid with a big industrial zipper, back and forth, only so much louder. I thought about smothering you.’


  ‘It doesn’t work,’ Nishi said. ‘I’ve tried.’


  ‘Stop!’ I shouted.


  They froze.


  ‘I didn’t sleep with Nishi?’


  ‘No,’ Nishi said. ‘Well, yes, but we didn’t have sex.’


  ‘You’d remember that,’ Julian said. ‘And then I’d have to kill you.’


  I shoved him. Hard. He spun and hit the wall with a crack. He toppled a tower of DVDs and ended up on his arse on the floor.


  ‘What the hell?’


  I charged into the yard.


  ‘Will?’ Jenny called.


  I grabbed my pack. Jenny appeared in the doorway. ‘What is it? What’s the matter?’


  ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘It’s fine. I just have to—’


  ‘It’s not fine. You look like you’re having a panic attack.’


  I dropped my pack again. ‘I’m fine. I just need to run.’


  ‘You haven’t got any shoes,’ she said.


  I ran anyway, only I wasn’t running away this time: I was burning off the excess freak in me. The thought that I’d slept with Nishi and betrayed Julian had swept through me like a road train. Shook my guts until the confusion made me pant. Bare feet on the footpath felt like the right medicine.


  When my lungs and feet were burning, I wound my way back to West Tennant, showered in the empty bungalow, rinsed my spewy clothes and put my wet runners in the sunshine. I discovered the brew-room key in my wet jeans pocket.


  They were all in the darkened lounge of the big house.


  Duane sat next to his mother, holding her hand. The bump on his forehead glossed purple like a duck egg.


  ‘Here he is,’ Mandy said.


  Jenny made space on the couch beside her. I sat.


  ‘How are you feeling?’ she whispered.


  ‘Better,’ I said. ‘Much better.’


  Booboo leapt from Nishi’s lap. I braced myself for the attack, but it never came. She sniffed my bare toes and looked me square in the face. I made room on my lap and she sprang aboard without hesitation, her tail fanning.


  ‘Well, I’ll be,’ Mandy said. ‘I believe you’re officially part of the family, Will.’


  ‘She’s a cheap slut,’ Duane said. ‘Falls in love with everybody eventually.’


  Julian chuckled, opened his mouth to say something and closed it again.


  Pressed against Jenny, with Booboo warm on my lap, I felt a new sensation; I was part of something. I wanted to drink it in and then take a photograph with my mind. I’d been hunting for this moment. Didn’t recognise it until I was in it, but it felt like coming home.


  Jenny glanced at me, her brow wrinkled. ‘What?’


  ‘What what?’


  ‘You’re smiling.’


  ‘Am I? Sorry.’


  She shouldered me.


  When the storm eventually hit that sparkling moment, it was a category five.


  The movie finished and Duane muted the TV and channel-surfed. The girls discussed lunch options.


  Julian froze mid-stretch. ‘Oh my holy . . .’ he said.


  ‘What the . . .’ Duane began, staring at the TV.


  ‘It’s YOU!’ Julian bawled, pointing at the screen.


  Duane squeaked and punched the remote.


  
    ‘That’s right, Janelle. He left home in trying circumstances some time back and while we have been looking for him that whole time, we’ve had no luck. So we’re appealing to anybody who might have some information about William’s whereabouts to call the Missing Persons Unit. There’s a substantial reward if you can help us find him.’

  


  Every drop of blood I owned left my body.


  The image cut to a newsreader behind a desk, her face grim.


  
    ‘That’s so sad and troubling, Ian, and we all here at the 24 news desk. . . and I’m sure all the viewers at home. . . wish you luck on your search.’

  


  
    ‘Thanks very much, Jenelle. Thanks for your time.’ ‘The host of 24’s own Gale Force, sporting legend and commentator Ian Gale there with that impassioned call for help. And if you have seen William Rushton, please phone Missing Persons. . .’

  


  I couldn’t breathe. I had a price on my head.


  As my pulse returned, I found five pairs of eyes staring at me. Inquiring eyes.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. I lowered Booboo to the floor and stood. ‘I have to go.’


  Mandy stood in the doorway.


  Julian crossed his arms. ‘You’re shit at hide-and-seek,’ he said. ‘Didn’t even change your name.’


  ‘I . . . I never thought he’d make it public. Not like this.’


  ‘Who?’ Jenny asked.


  ‘My father,’ I said.


  She pointed at the screen. ‘Ian Gale?’


  I nodded. She put her hand over her mouth.


  ‘Hang on a minute,’ Julian grumbled. ‘Did that chick on the news just say your old man was that commentator dude?’


  I nodded again.


  Duane sucked a breath. ‘Oh. My. God. Your father is a legend! He was awesome on Dancing with the Stars. He’s so smooth. I want to be him when I grow up.’


  I snorted involuntarily.


  ‘You run away from home and you don’t think your father will come looking for you?’ Nishi said. ‘That’s messed up.’


  ‘Doesn’t make sense,’ Jenny said.


  ‘He’s not . . . family-minded,’ I said.


  ‘What doesn’t make sense to me,’ Mandy said, ‘is that the five people with you here might be the only ones on the planet who wouldn’t give you up, and you want to run from us.’


  ‘You’ve been more than kind,’ I said. ‘But this is my mess.’


  ‘Nobody’s arguing about that,’ Julian said. ‘We’re offering to help clean it up.’


  An uneasy silence settled on the room. They stared. Inside, I squirmed. So, this was what it’s like to find yourself naked in a crowd. My father’s appeal on national television had stripped me bare.


  Julian watched me expectantly.


  In truth, I had nowhere to run to. I had morphed into the bowling-alley cat again, but I didn’t want to bolt. Scaling the fence was only one kind of escape. Plus these guys had left me bowls of tuna and UHT milk. I owed them something.


  Julian leaned forward. Nishi rubbed her face with both hands.


  ‘I have to . . . I have to show you something,’ I said. ‘I’ll be back.’


  Mandy stepped out of the doorway to let me pass.


  My backpack sat on the porch of the bungalow where I’d dumped it. The zippered pocket on the top was open. It was empty. I scoured the other pockets and eventually turned the pack inside out.


  ‘Is this what you’re looking for?’ Duane said. He and the others had followed me into the yard. He held the white iPhone between his thumb and forefinger.


  ‘Yesss,’ I breathed. ‘Where did you—?’


  ‘I found it on the driveway this morning.’


  ‘I thought you said you didn’t own a phone?’ Julian said.


  ‘It’s not mine,’ I said.


  Duane palmed the phone. It clicked when he pressed the home button. ‘Can I have it?’


  I snatched it from him. ‘You didn’t turn it on, did you?’


  ‘I plugged it in to charge it. It turned on by itself.’


  I swore under my breath.


  ‘Relax,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t work out the passcode anyway, so your—’


  ‘It’s not that,’ I said, looking down at the phone and seeing Claire’s familiar screensaver. No messages. No alerts. ‘It’s traceable.’


  ‘Traceable?’ Julian said, with a sneer.


  I flicked the phone to aeroplane mode. ‘I have to leave.’


  A collective moan bounced off the walls of the bungalow. Jenny ran her fingers through her hair.


  ‘Now!’ I bawled. ‘I need to move right now.’


  Duane stepped back.


  I pocketed the phone and shoved my bare feet into my damp runners.


  Loud knocking echoed from the house. Booboo barked savagely.


  Julian’s eyes widened. ‘Back fence,’ he whispered. ‘Remember how to get to Dad’s place? I’ll meet you there.’


  With alley-cat speed, I shot over the piss-rank fence into the back neighbour’s yard. The grass was certainly greener on this side, and trimmed like a golf course. I made for the side exit. On a piece of carpet in front of the gate lay the back neighbour’s groundskeeper and security guard – a black-faced goat with crazy eyes and a short but formidable set of horns.


  I jumped and startled it. It shot to its feet. I waved my arms. It stood its ground for a moment, then trotted at me, head lowered. I turned and ran for the side fence. The goat burst into a canter and I kept running. At the pedestrian gate, I fumbled the latch and fully expected a goat-shaped lightning bolt in the arse, but it pulled up short. I held out my hand for mercy. It sniffed and mouthed my fingers. It rubbed its body against my leg. It wasn’t the security guard at all. I scratched its back and patted its neck before slipping through the gate and into the street.


  Sandy answered the door with his phone pressed to his ear. He inspected the street behind me and then held the door wide. Inside, he handed me the phone.


  ‘Made it okay?’ Julian asked.


  ‘There’s a goat,’ I said.


  Julian chuckled. ‘That’s Cec,’ he said. ‘He’s as old as me.’


  ‘Who was at the door?’


  ‘Cops. You were right, they were looking for you. Said something about a stolen phone.’


  ‘I’m sorry,’ I said.


  ‘They came around to the bungalow and perved in the window. Nishi went ballistic and took photos of them and their patrol car. She’s good at that shit, hey? Mum played it cool and said she didn’t know you, which she reckons wasn’t a lie. Sent them on their way.’


  ‘You’re welcome to stay here, Will,’ Sandy said.


  ‘I heard that,’ Julian said on the phone. ‘Hang there. I’ll be over soon. Oh, and your sister phoned.’


  ‘Sofie?’


  ‘Yep. I think that was her name.’


  ‘What did she want?’


  ‘Someone told her you were missing. She wanted to know if you were okay.’


  ‘What did you tell her?’


  ‘That you’re dead. Killed by a mad goat.’


  ‘Serious?’


  Julian snorted. ‘You’re an idiot. Stay there.’


  VIDEO


  JULIAN ARRIVED WITH Nishi, on the back of her scooter. His black helmet looked like the ones worn by German soldiers in World War II and might have seemed more formidable if the bike had been a Harley. He wore sunglasses and a blue-and-white bandana over his nose and mouth. I kept my laughter to myself.


  Nishi showed me the photos of the cops she’d taken with her phone.


  Julian turned his attention to me, arms crossed.


  ‘The phone belongs to my ex-girlfriend,’ I began. I typed in her passcode. The home screen hadn’t changed. Nothing had been deleted.


  ‘Claire,’ Julian said, and Nishi shushed him.


  ‘Yes, Claire.’ I flicked through the phone and found the video, pressed play and handed it to Nishi. They crowded the screen.


  ‘This is Claire?’ she said. ‘In her underwear?’


  I nodded.


  ‘She’s hot,’ Julian said. Nishi elbowed him.


  ‘Who’s the guy?’ she asked.


  ‘I know who that is,’ Sandy said. ‘That’s Ian Gale.’


  Julian looked at his dad. ‘Bull. Shit.’


  ‘Certainly looks like it,’ Sandy said.


  ‘Yep. My father,’ I said. ‘The broken sportsman and host of Gale Force.’


  ‘You are shitting me,’ Julian breathed. ‘With your girlfriend?’


  I looked at Sandy. ‘You don’t get to choose your parents.’


  Julian rearranged Nishi’s wrist so he could better see the screen. ‘Whoa, here we go,’ he said. ‘Get them off!’


  Nishi covered her mouth.


  ‘Jesus,’ Sandy said. ‘I think we’ve seen enough.’


  Nishi stopped the movie.


  ‘Wait,’ Julian said. ‘I wanted to see—’


  Nishi handed the phone back and punched Julian in the arm, hard.


  Sandy ushered us into the lounge chairs.


  ‘Your names are different,’ Nishi said. ‘Is he your stepdad?’


  I shook my head. ‘Rushton’s my mum’s name. And my sister’s.’


  Julian rubbed his bicep. ‘Is it still rape if she’s on top?’


  Sandy clipped him behind the ear.


  ‘Ow! What?’ he said. ‘I thought that was a reasonable question.’


  ‘Listen to yourself, Julian,’ Nishi said.


  Julian looked at his father, then at me. ‘He’s not a nice man,’ he said.


  Nishi squeezed my fingers. ‘Sorry, Will. I can see why you mightn’t be in a hurry to get home.’


  ‘Running from it hasn’t really helped,’ I said.


  ‘That video,’ Sandy said, ‘would be worth a few bob.’


  ‘What sort of twisted unit films their sexploits?’ Nishi asked.


  Julian put up his hand.


  ‘I don’t think wanking counts, son,’ Sandy said.


  Nobody laughed.


  ‘It’s Claire’s phone, but I took the video,’ I said. ‘I’m the twisted unit. She didn’t even have a passcode until I set one up for her. She was always losing her phone. This was her third handset since we’d been together. I just sat it on the dressing table with the camera rolling. I had to know for certain.’


  ‘You are definitely a perv,’ Julian said.


  ‘That’s so sad,’ Nishi said.


  ‘I watched the video again and again.’


  ‘I can understand why,’ Julian said, and Nishi scowled at him.


  ‘I felt so stupid. So ignorant. It had been going on for months. Carter, that bloke you sprayed with noodles, filmed them together at one of his father’s restaurants and posted it on Facebook. I was the last one to know. I couldn’t shout, couldn’t even speak. I was scared I’d lose it and I did, eventually. With Carter.’


  ‘Arseholes,’ Julian spat. ‘You should take the video to the cops. Make him pay.’


  ‘Is that what you would do?’ I asked. ‘If it was Nishi and your dad in the video?’


  ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘No. Wait. Maybe.’


  ‘Thanks,’ Sandy said.


  ‘What would the cops do?’ I said. ‘He didn’t break any laws. Claire’s eighteen. She . . .’


  ‘You still love her,’ Nishi said. It wasn’t a question.


  ‘I—’ I began, but the words abandoned me.


  Was it really that obvious? How, exactly, do you stop loving someone?


  I still loved Claire. I could deny it all I liked, but Nishi saying it flatly reminded me of all the withdrawal symptoms I’d had. I saw her across the food court at the centre maybe a hundred times, but it was never her. I smelled her and heard her voice coming from perfect strangers and my skin would tingle and my heart would pick up the pace. I was sick with her, but sicker without her.


  One of the telltale symptoms of that sort of heart disease is random leakage of liquid from the eyeballs.


  Nishi held my hand properly. Julian rubbed my back and I bawled my heart out.


  In time, Sandy arrived with a floral box of tissues. I honked and wiped until the flow of tears and snot had been staunched.


  ‘What are your options?’ Sandy asked. ‘Does he know about the video?’


  I shrugged. ‘I doubt it. Not unless . . .’


  I had a flash of the final minutes with Claire. Filled with a sun-hot rage that made me shake and struck me mute, I’d shown her the video. Her tears had pleased me. Her blubbered apologies came at me as if from the end of a long tunnel.


  She must have told my father about the video.


  ‘Can you ring him?’ Nishi asked.


  ‘My father? And say what?’


  ‘Leave me alone or I’ll sell your sex tape to the internet,’ Julian suggested. ‘Boom, there goes his job.’


  ‘Or sell it to the paparazzi,’ Sandy suggested. ‘Nothing like the smell of a potential scandal with a celebrity to bring them out of the woodwork.’


  ‘It wouldn’t be that simple,’ Nishi said.


  Sandy shrugged. ‘Why not?’


  He handed me his phone, but I handed it back.


  ‘He’ll be tracing the calls,’ I said. ‘If he knows about the video, he won’t stop until he has it in his hand.’


  ‘So the cops are looking for you, but your father’s looking for Claire’s phone?’ Nishi suggested.


  ‘Something like that.’


  ‘That’s sad,’ she said.


  ‘Why don’t you destroy the evidence then?’ Julian suggested. ‘Smash the phone and post it to him.’


  Why hadn’t she wiped it remotely herself?


  ‘What’s to stop you from copying the video?’ Nishi said.


  ‘Send it to my phone,’ Julian said. ‘As insurance.’


  Nishi frowned and shook her head.


  ‘I think I have to—’


  Loud knocking rattled the security door.


  Julian swore. Nishi scampered to the window but didn’t disturb the curtain.


  ‘Cops,’ she said. ‘I see their car.’


  Sandy nodded, wide-eyed, towards the back door.


  I let myself out as quietly as I could and crouched beside the step. In my head I knew my actions had been rash but justified, and knowing that didn’t stop my heart from racing. I felt like I was about to lose this four-month game of hide-and-seek. If I hadn’t done anything wrong, why were my feet tingling? Why was I scampering over the back fence? Why was I running, hard, for the hills?


  BOX


  I RAN ACROSS the concrete bridge over the feeble but bushy creek that separated Treedale from Dempsey and slowed to a walk. Somehow, crossing the creek into a new suburb put me outside the search area again. I could hear my feet complaining in my shoes.


  ‘Enough running, already,’ they bawled.


  Maybe I’d imagined it, but they were right – I’d done enough running for one day, one month, one lifetime. Nothing had changed and nothing would change until I grew some balls.


  How, exactly, does one grow a pair? Steroids? I had no doubt that Jules would know an enterprising individual in West Tennant willing to sell me steroids.


  I turned down a grassy lane that ended in a strip of land between the creek and someone’s backyard. There was a gate in the property’s tall paling fence and someone had put a concrete garden seat beside the creek.


  A plaque on it commemorated Alice Yeung. She was thirty-six when she died. I sat and it felt as though my limbs were concrete.


  My mother’s death and the end of my relationship with Claire had begun to bleed into one another – two very different relationships a decade apart seemed to be sitting in the same box in my head. I looked on the lid of the box for a label but the dust of denial was thick. Why would I bother doing housework inside my own mind? Why would I mess with that shit?


  But I knew why; you mess with that shit when that shit messes with you. And it was messing with me.


  The downside of staying with Jules in the bungalow was that it had an air of normalcy about it – I’d lost my emotional refugee status and all the secret squirrel crap that went with it. Living rough had been keeping me sane by filling my head with survival thoughts. Now the lid was off. I had no idea where to start, but I had to do something.


  I ran. Not a steaming death-on-your-heels sprint but a languorous jog, all the way back to the laneway behind Sandy’s unit, keeping an eye out for police cars. I hurdled the fence and knocked on the rear security door. An eye flashed from behind the curtain and the locks rattled. Sandy grabbed the front of my shirt and dragged me inside, the door slamming behind us.


  ‘Are you all right?’ Nishi asked. ‘Where’d you go?’


  ‘Over the creek into Dempsey. Hid in a little park.’


  ‘You could have let us know,’ Julian said. He crossed his arms over his chest.


  ‘Didn’t really have the time or tools to write you a note.’


  He dug his phone from his pocket and waved it in my face.


  ‘I . . . I could have texted,’ I said. ‘Sorry.’


  I slapped Claire’s phone on the kitchen table. I held the power button until it asked me if I wanted to turn it off.


  More than anything else in the world. Die, you evil piece of . . .


  I slid it across the table and it dropped noiselessly into a chair.


  ‘You’ve been on the run for months. Why now?’ Nishi asked.


  I shrugged. ‘Maybe Claire just told my father about the video. Maybe that’s the only reason he wants to find me, to make sure no one else sees it.’


  Why had I even kept the phone? If someone knifed you, would you keep the blade as a souvenir? If you were kidnapped, would you hold on to the ropes that bound you as a keepsake? In hindsight, I knew why I’d taken the phone – it was my only power. In the early days after I left, I’d thought about sharing the video around. A sex tape featuring Ian Gale would be gold. But I wasn’t a paparazzo; I was his son.


  ‘Where to now?’ Sandy asked.


  ‘I have to go,’ Nishi said. She rattled her keys.


  Julian crossed his arms again. ‘You’ll be okay?’


  ‘Sure. I’ll head to the train station soon. See you back at the bungalow.’


  He nodded once and collected his helmet.


  Julian and Nishi said their goodbyes – Nishi pecked my cheek and wished me luck. Sandy insisted on toasting sandwiches before I left and we ate in awkward silence until he turned the radio on and we could eat to the sounds of the seventies instead.


  ‘Thank you for being so accommodating,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry to drag you into all this.’


  He smiled and blew air from his nose in a muffled laugh.


  ‘Do you want me to walk with you to the station? Just in case.’


  ‘Nah,’ I bluffed. ‘I’ll be fine.’


  I slipped my damp runners onto my sore feet. He held the security door open for me.


  ‘See you when I do,’ he said.


  I nodded and jogged onto the street. I made it around the corner before the concrete settled in my limbs again.


  I grew short of breath thinking about the state of my life. This was not entirely my doing. No doubt I’d reacted badly, but Claire and my father had shoved me in this swamp. If I drowned, I could drag them down with me. Some part of me delighted at the thought of holding my father under by the hair while his thrashing faded. Yet when I thought about it, no part of me could see destroying Claire’s life as acceptable collateral damage.


  PORSCHE


  I SAW CLAIRE on the train.


  My breath snagged in my throat and I slumped low in my seat, my back towards her. She was with two guys I didn’t recognise and there were perhaps twenty passengers between us, but I froze there listening and waiting, hoping and dreading she’d call my name, but she never did.


  She and her friends didn’t move, but I dived through the open door moments before it closed at West Tennant station and stayed close to the windows as the train moved off, desperate for one more glimpse of her.


  She hadn’t called my name because it wasn’t Claire. Close up, it didn’t even really look like her. The woman – whoever she was – saw me staring through the glass. She smiled and gave a little wave, but it wasn’t Claire. I returned the wave and my smile was one of relief.


  I left the station with my head hanging. If I’d been wearing a hoodie, I would have donned the hood, so that shitty brew of shame and embarrassment would have been invisible to everybody else on the platform. My head was doing my head in.


  Jules sat slumped in a camp chair beside the bungalow, the bong in the grass beside him and his limbs heavy.


  ‘Know anyone who drives a red Porsche?’ he asked.


  I froze. ‘My father.’


  He nodded deliberately. ‘Been casing the joint. Parked out the front for a while then drove off when Mum looked through the curtains. Porsches are hard to miss in this neck of the woods.’


  He straightened in his chair, groaning. It sounded like a monumental effort. ‘Looking for you?’


  ‘Maybe,’ I said, and felt my pockets. No phone.


  ‘So the cops would have told him where they were looking and he just had to make sure?’


  ‘Something like that,’ I said. I’d left the phone at Sandy’s. Hadn’t I?


  ‘Just give it to him,’ he said.


  ‘I can’t.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘It’s . . . complicated.’


  He threw his hands in the air. ‘It’s not fuckin’ complicated, man. It’s simple. You have to let her go. You have to let the phone go. You don’t need to do anything stupid to get out of this situation. It’s all in your head.’


  ‘You think I don’t know that?’


  He stared at me, expressionless, for ten whole seconds.


  ‘Sorry, Will,’ he eventually said. ‘Here, sit with me, bro.’


  The seat farted as I dropped into it. He packed a cone and handed me the gear, but I declined.


  ‘Come on, dude,’ he said, and rapped a knuckle on my temple. ‘Got to get out of there.’


  ‘No, dude, I don’t.’


  ‘Okay, okay. Whatever. Don’t freak out.’


  ‘I’m not . . .’


  ‘Riiight,’ he drawled. ‘Look at you . . . your skin’s grey and you’re twitching like a junkie.’


  I looked at my shaking palms. ‘I’m scared,’ I breathed.


  He shot me a glance. ‘Of what?’


  ‘Everything. Nothing. Confronting my father. Claire.’


  ‘You haven’t done anything wrong.’


  ‘I filmed them.’


  ‘You needed proof. I would have done the same. Maybe a few different angles . . .’


  The chair squeaked as I stood.


  ‘Come on, Will, settle.’


  ‘Settle?’


  ‘Breathe then. So you’re frightened of your old man and your ex?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘And they’re doing the bow-chick-a-wow-wow together?’


  ‘That’s one way to put it, yes,’ I mumbled.


  ‘So are you scared or angry? Or both?’


  ‘You’re my psychologist now?’


  ‘Call me Dr Jules.’


  ‘I’d rather not.’


  He flashed me his palms. ‘Whatever, Will, but fear and anger are things I have some experience with.’


  One look at his face and I realised jokey Julian had gone. Until then I didn’t know he was capable of being serious.


  ‘Both,’ I said.


  He nodded sagely.


  The back door slammed open. Duane held the dog in one hand and the doorhandle in the other, beaming. ‘You have a visitor, Will.’


  ‘Me?’


  ‘It’s your father. It’s Ian Gale! He’s in our lounge!’


  BIOLOGY


  I FOLLOWED DUANE and the growling Booboo inside. Julian followed me; hands on my shoulders, shoving and massaging me like a trainer before a fight.


  ‘I’m right here,’ he said.


  I bounced from foot to foot, flexed and shook my hands.


  The lounge wasn’t exactly the Colosseum, but Julian pushed me past his brother into the centre of a circle of standing bodies – Mandy, Duane, my father’s friend Rob and the suited and hulking form of my old man.


  In the dingy light he looked formidable. He opened his arms to me. The gesture felt alien and contrived, but I hugged him anyway. He crushed my nose into his collarbone and punched my spine as though he was congratulating me for scoring.


  He hugged like a door.


  We both did.


  Two doors, flapping in the breeze.


  He held me at arm’s-length and looked me up and down.


  ‘You okay?’


  ‘Fine,’ I said.


  ‘You look . . . good,’ he said, nodding and grinning.


  ‘How did you find me?’


  The smile fell from his lips.


  ‘Rob found you,’ he said, gesturing over his shoulder. ‘Remember Rob Granger?’


  He was one of my dad’s old teammates who fancied himself as a private investigator. Sofie caught him outside her bedroom window when she was sixteen, investigating her privates. She dubbed him the Sleazebag. Rob extended his hand, but I didn’t shake it.


  ‘What do you want?’


  My father sighed. ‘I haven’t seen you in months. I got worried. Just wanted to know you were okay.’


  ‘I’m okay.’


  ‘Do we get an introduction or what?’ Julian asked.


  ‘Sorry. Julian, this is my father Ian and his mate Rob.’


  Jules shook hands like a pro.


  ‘And this is Julian’s brother, Duane, and his mum, Mandy.’


  ‘We’ve met,’ Mandy said, but Duane handed Booboo to his mother and shook my father’s hand. His knees bent in a bizarre sort of curtsey as he did.


  ‘Love your work, Mr Gale,’ Duane said. ‘Really great to meet you in person.’


  My father chuckled. ‘Good to meet you all. Thank you for looking after my boy.’


  Mandy guffawed. ‘We’ve fed him, but he looks after himself.’


  ‘Well,’ my father said, ‘thank you for feeding him then.’


  ‘Our pleasure, of course,’ Duane said.


  Mandy shot him a look.


  ‘What do you want?’ I asked again.


  My father seemed shaken. He lifted one large shoulder in a shrug. ‘A word? In private?’


  Mandy collected her boys and headed for the kitchen.


  ‘Don’t leave,’ I said. ‘It’s your home.’


  ‘It’s no problem, Will,’ Mandy said, and Duane agreed.


  ‘I’m sure whatever my father has to say won’t be news to you guys.’


  My father crossed his arms and drew himself to his full height. He nodded reluctantly. The Hillmans crowded in the hallway, looking on.


  ‘I wanted to say how sorry I am that things turned out the way they did.’


  I nodded. Spare me the passion.


  ‘And so’s Claire.’


  Hearing him say her name was a body blow. It winded me. I hung there mute for a full minute trying to get my heart and lungs to cooperate.


  ‘That’s it?’ Julian said. ‘You fuck your son’s girlfriend and that’s the best apology you’ve got?’


  Mandy covered his mouth. He brushed her off.


  ‘Whoa, hang on a minute there, Jeremy,’ Rob said.


  ‘Julian,’ four of us chorused.


  ‘Hang on there, Julian, this is their business. How about we leave them to it, hey?’


  My father silenced him with a wave of his hand. ‘Julian’s right. I fucked my son’s girlfriend, as he so elegantly put it. I’m an arsehole. I’m deeply ashamed. My actions have been unforgivable. And yet, here I am.’


  He uncrossed his arms and opened his palms to me. This wasn’t a call for another door-hug; this was my father pleading innocence. Hey, his body language said, I’m a man and I have biology to compete with here. Sometimes I win, sometimes I lose, but it’s out of my control.


  The arrogance of it had me scanning the room with my peripheral vision, hunting for something to smash him with. TV remotes? Coffee table? Lounge chair? I felt my jaw clenching of its own accord. Booboo growled – not much more than an indignant purr, but it was enough to short-circuit the fight response tingling in my limbs.


  I couldn’t stop myself from getting angry, just like I couldn’t stop myself from feeling like my life was fucked. There was a huge fountain of hormones and history that made me feel like smashing my father, but the hormones and history don’t do the punching. Violence is a choice.


  Sex with your son’s girlfriend is a choice.


  A weak, immature and cruel choice.


  I mirrored his stance.


  ‘What?’ my father said.


  ‘What?’ I parroted.


  He put his hands on his hips. ‘This is a bit futile.’


  ‘What does futile mean?’ Julian whispered to his mother.


  ‘Pointless. Stupid,’ Duane hissed.


  Mandy shushed them both.


  ‘What were you hoping for?’ I asked. ‘A few tears then a few laughs? Bit of change-room bullshit and we pretend it never happened?’


  ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’


  ‘Then what?’


  ‘I wanted to open up the lines of communication, that’s all. I don’t want to be an arsehole anymore.’


  ‘The communication lines are open,’ I said, and threw my hands wide.


  ‘And . . .’ Rob prompted.


  ‘Oh, and Claire would like her phone back.’


  Julian laughed. ‘I bet she would.’


  His mother and brother both shushed him this time.


  ‘I don’t have her phone,’ I said.


  ‘No doubt you know where it is,’ Rob said. ‘It was here earlier.’


  ‘I know where it is,’ Duane said. ‘I’ll grab it for you.’


  We watched him head for the bungalow. I felt completely confused. He wasn’t gone long and he returned at a trot, spinning Claire’s phone between his fingers.


  ‘What the hell, Duane?’ Julian growled.


  ‘This what you’re looking for?’


  ‘Indeed,’ Rob said, and snatched the handset.


  ‘The battery is flat.’


  ‘That’s fine,’ Rob said. ‘We can sort that out later. Thanks.’


  ‘We won’t take any more of your time,’ my father said.


  Mandy scoffed. ‘Don’t be silly. It’s been a pleasure. Would you like a cup of tea?’


  ‘We best be going,’ he said solemnly and they left through the leaf-littered front doorway. Mandy bid them farewell and shoved the door shut.


  ‘Arsehole,’ she growled.


  ‘Mum!’ Duane squeaked.


  ‘Sorry, Will. I know he’s your father and all, but that’s inexcusable.’


  ‘What the hell, Duane?’ Julian said again, and smacked his brother on the back of the head. His lanky hair shot straight into the air.


  Instead of cracking the sads or mouthing off, Duane giggled and held out his hand.


  ‘You owe me a phone, Will,’ he said.


  ‘Pardon?’


  ‘I figured things were going downhill fast and any phone would get them out the door, so I gave them mine.’


  The ploy had been seamless. I knew I’d left Claire’s phone at Sandy’s place – well, I hoped beyond all hope that I’d left the phone at Sandy’s – but he’d had me convinced. Had us all convinced. Bought me some time, if nothing else.


  ‘What the hell, Duane?’ Jules said, and kissed his temple.


  ‘Get off me, slut,’ Duane snarled, but he was smiling.


  As if on cue, the house phone rang and the boys’ mother yelped. It was Sandy; he’d found Claire’s real phone and offered to drop it off after dinner.


  ‘We’re having pasta,’ Mandy said into the phone. ‘You want to eat with us? Okay. No, that’s fine, love.’


  Love?


  ‘Yes, we’ve got Coke,’ she said, and rolled her eyes. ‘Maybe some garlic bread? Okay. Bye.’


  I guess some homes are more broken than others.


  And after the sun set, when the cooking smells became almost unbearable and Sandy arrived, Mandy kissed him and they hugged like he’d returned from a day at the office.


  He shook my hand then gave me the phone.


  ‘I had to turn it on to check it was yours,’ he said. ‘You’ll probably want to hang on to it.’


  ‘Thanks,’ I said, but I had to wonder. It wasn’t mine. Did I really need to hang on to the heartache it represented? I had been hanging on to it, but that hadn’t changed a thing.


  The screen in my hand lit up. It vibrated and I almost dropped it.


  Incoming call from Ian Gale.


  I turned it off with a desperate click and swipe.


  ‘Who was that?’ Julian asked.


  ‘My father.’


  ‘Bloody hell,’ he said. ‘He’s high maintenance, isn’t he? You give him one phone and a couple of hours later he’s nagging you again.’


  ‘They’re back!’ Duane growled from the lounge. ‘He’s out the front!’


  Jules wore a look of amused horror. ‘Just give it to him.’


  ‘It’s not his,’ I said.


  He dug his own phone from behind the couch cushions and hauled me by my shirt. ‘Come on!’ he said. ‘We’re out of here.’


  ‘What about dinner?’ Mandy said.


  ‘Save us some. We’ll be back,’ Julian said.


  The knock on the front door sounded as if it’d been delivered with a hammer.


  ‘I’ll get it,’ Duane said, but he didn’t move. ‘Should I get it?’


  ‘Keep them occupied,’ Julian whispered. ‘Just for a few minutes.’


  Duane’s face lit up.


  ‘Go!’ Jules urged.


  I ran through the back door and scrambled over the fence. Julian was right behind me. Cec the goat bleated feebly and trotted close. When Julian dropped to the lawn beside me, Cec sprang off the ground in fright, which in turn made Julian swear and back into the fence.


  ‘It’s all right,’ I whispered. ‘He’s friendly.’


  ‘No, he’s not,’ Julian said, and sprinted for the gate. Cec galloped after him and in the half-light filtering in from the street I saw him rear onto his hind legs.


  Julian fumbled with the latch and the goat charged.


  Hooves on concrete and it rammed him from behind.


  Julian made no sound. The gate opened and closed quietly. I heard his limping footsteps retreating up the street.


  ‘Julian?’ I hawked.


  Cec came back and drew up beside me like a cattle dog.


  ‘Good goat. Nice goat.’


  I patted his flank and he leaned into me. We shuffled across the grass like that. I pressed through the gate, Cec eager to follow.


  ‘Stay, boy,’ I said, and he stayed.


  Julian stood under the streetlight, phone to his ear, rubbing his left arse cheek.


  ‘Yeah? Excellent. We’ll meet you at the red slide park. Love you.’


  He pocketed the phone and stumped off up the street.


  ‘Come on,’ he called, and I jogged to catch up.


  ‘Did the goat . . . ?’


  ‘Just shut up about it, okay?’


  ‘But . . .’


  His hand shot up and he stopped. ‘No! We will never speak of that incident again. Okay?’


  My face grew tight as I held back a grin.


  ‘Okay?’


  ‘Okay, okay!’ I said, and we jogged on.


  The dam broke a few seconds later as a cartoon of Jules being butted in the arse by an old goat flashed into my mind’s eye.


  ‘Shut up,’ he barked. ‘I’m serious.’


  ‘Sorry, man. How are you going to explain the bruises to Nishi?’


  He snorted. ‘I’ll tell her the truth. I always do. Well, I usually do.’


  It was my turn to snort.


  ‘I fell off the red slide.’


  We took it in turns to hurdle the pine logs on the edge of the park. Jules dropped into the shadow beneath the red slide. I shouldered in beside him.


  ‘What are we doing here?’ I asked.


  ‘I dunno. We’re getting out of the house. We’re disappearing. You’re the master of that shit, so you tell me. What are we doing here?’


  Claire’s phone felt hot in my pocket. I had to get rid of it. Even if I binned it or burned it, he’d keep coming, now he knew where I was hanging out.


  ‘I have to return the phone,’ I said.


  ‘To Claire?’


  I held my breath.


  I’d lost sight of where it all began. As soon as I imagined her in front of me, I could see that the phone meant unfinished business. There were words I had to say.


  Julian’s phone rang and we both jumped.


  He looked at the screen. ‘I don’t know the number.’


  ‘Answer it.’


  He held the phone to his ear but said nothing.


  I heard talking from the other end, but I couldn’t make out the words.


  He eventually handed it to me. ‘It’s for you.’


  The metal and glass still felt warm from Julian’s pocket. ‘Hello?’


  ‘Boof?’


  ‘Sofie?’


  Her sigh of relief rattled the speaker. ‘Where the hell are you?’


  ‘Um, in a park,’ I said. ‘Sitting underneath a red plastic slide.’


  ‘What the hell are you doing there?’


  ‘It’s a long story.’


  ‘Right,’ she said. ‘I’m sitting comfortably.’


  ‘Actually, I’m in the middle of something right now . . .’


  ‘Let me guess,’ she said. ‘Are you in the middle of a steaming pile of shit?’


  ‘Something like that, yes.’


  ‘Why has Father been on the television saying that you’re missing?’


  ‘I did a runner.’


  ‘From school?’


  ‘Home, school, the lot.’


  ‘I don’t understand, Will. Why would you run away from all—’


  ‘Dad slept with Claire,’ I said.


  The phone was silent for a moment.


  ‘Fuck,’ she breathed. ‘Are you serious?’


  I wanted to say more but the unfinished business had tightened around my throat like my school tie.


  ‘Don’t do anything rash,’ she said. ‘I’ll be there in the morning.’


  ‘No, it’s fine, Sofe, honestly. I can handle this.’


  ‘Obviously,’ she said. ‘Where are you staying?’


  I gave her Julian’s address.


  ‘Promise me you’ll keep your head until I get there.’


  ‘You don’t need to . . .’


  ‘Promise.’


  ‘I promise.’


  She hung up and for the briefest moment I felt the whole world was in my corner, that my sense of being alone in this mess was an illusion.


  ‘So,’ Julian said. ‘She sounds nice.’


  ‘She is.’


  ‘She into buff trolley boys?’


  ‘Shut up,’ I growled, and shoved him off balance.


  He shouldered back under the slide with me, his tone now conspiratorial. ‘Time to return the phone?’


  ‘Yep,’ I said. ‘To Claire.’


  ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Glad you worked that one out, sunshine. For an Alfie, you can be as dumb as goat shit.’


  ‘Ex-Alfie,’ I said.


  ‘Well, that explains it, then. Your brain has shrunk since you’ve been hanging out with me and my crew. And smoking.’


  ‘Right,’ I said. My brain might have shrunk, or maybe my heart had grown. The net result was the same – better decisions.


  ‘And I know how we’re going to make the delivery,’ he said. He headbutted the slide as he stood to greet Nishi arriving on her scooter. She rode up the gutter and set the bike on its stand on the nature strip.


  ‘He worked it out all by himself,’ Julian sang, as Nishi lifted her helmet off.


  ‘Thank god,’ she said. ‘Do you have the phone?’


  I felt my pocket. ‘Yes.’


  She handed me her helmet.


  ‘What?’


  ‘You’ll need it, if Julian’s driving.’


  ‘No, it’s fine,’ I said. ‘I’ll catch a taxi.’


  ‘Nish has lent us her wheels to complete the deal,’ Julian said. ‘Now grow some balls and put the goddamn helmet on. Her head’s bigger than mine, so it should fit.’ He collected his own helmet from the compartment beneath the seat.


  Nishi grabbed Julian by the cheeks and kissed him hard. ‘If you kill yourself, I swear I’ll hunt you down in the next life and rip your balls off.’


  ‘I’m coming back as a chick,’ Julian said. ‘So I can play with my boobies and—’


  ‘It won’t save you from the pain,’ she said.


  I reluctantly dragged the helmet over my ears as Julian wheeled the bike off the gutter.


  ‘I’ll see you later,’ Nishi shouted. ‘In one piece.’


  Julian nodded and air-kissed over his shoulder at her.


  Empty street-lit road greeted us.


  Nishi’s helmet pressed hard on my brow and distorted my vision. ‘Last time you rode this you crashed into the clothesline.’


  ‘Shut up. Get on,’ he said.


  I kicked my leg over the seat behind him and held his waist. Tight.


  The motor coughed to life. The headlight feebly brightened a patch of tar in front of us as we sputtered away.


  The empty street led onto a major arterial. Julian joined the flow of traffic with more confidence than the situation called for and earned a honk of protest that sent us wobbling along the gutter.


  ‘Which way?’ he shouted.


  ‘Garland,’ I yelled.


  He nodded. ‘Of course. Hang on!’


  CLAIRE


  WE RAN RED lights – two. We rode on the footpath to avoid a third red light. While we didn’t make contact with any other vehicles – moving or stationary – the constant stopping and starting almost gave me whiplash. Our helmets clacked like bowling balls every time Julian sped up or slowed down. It was a twenty-minute near-death experience.


  ‘Just pull up here on the left,’ I shouted.


  I’d dismounted and torn the helmet from my head before he’d deployed the stand. I felt light-headed – a combination of whiplash and brain compression – but relieved.


  ‘Thank you,’ I said.


  ‘My pleasure, old chap,’ he said. He nodded at the row of gentrified worker’s cottages. ‘Which one is it?’


  I pointed to the high sandstone wall across the road.


  ‘You’re joking,’ he said. ‘How are we supposed to get in there?’


  I touched my nose and jogged to the fig tree on the nature strip, leapt to a low branch and hauled myself onto it.


  Julian pulled up half a metre short of the lowest branch.


  ‘I can take it from here,’ I said.


  ‘Don’t be a cock,’ he snarled. ‘Help me up.’


  I caught his hand and dragged him heavenward. He followed as I balanced – tightrope style – on the broad branch, across the top of the wall and into the giant elm tree in the garden that formed the other half of my secret bridge.


  ‘Stay here,’ I whispered. ‘Don’t move until I give you the all-clear.’


  ‘But—’


  ‘Don’t move.’


  I whistled, not long or loud, but it set the dogs yapping. I lowered myself to the lawn and met them head-on at a trot. A black-and-tan lick assault. They jumped and yipped and conspired to barge me off my feet. I held my ground, hugging their heads in turn and led them to the trunk of the elm.


  ‘Julian, this is Dillon and Maude,’ I whispered.


  ‘Will they attack me?’


  Maude growled at the sound of his voice.


  ‘You’ll be fine,’ I said.


  He dropped to the ground beside us and the dogs gave him the canine version of twenty questions. I had to cut the game short when Dillon burrowed his snout into Julian’s balls.


  ‘Affectionate,’ he breathed. ‘More affectionate than a goat, anyway.’


  ‘Let’s go,’ I said.


  The dogs led the way through the shadowy garden towards the house.


  I held out a hand to stop Julian as we reached the steps below the pool.


  The lights in the water sparkle-illuminated the white façade of all three storeys.


  ‘Holy crap,’ Julian said. ‘Holy. Crap.’


  ‘What?’


  He patted my back. ‘I feel like a total dick.’


  ‘You are a total dick.’


  ‘Apparently. Sorry I ever doubted you.’


  The kitchen lights flashed on and we retreated to the shadows.


  My father had dispensed with his suit jacket. His tie hung loose and the top buttons of his shirt were open. He drew a glass of water from the tap and drank it in one hit, his hand resting on the bench.


  Julian stooped, collected a rock from the garden and felt the weight of it.


  I grabbed his sleeve. ‘What are you doing?’


  ‘Going to make some glass music.’


  ‘No. Put the rock down.’


  ‘What? After all the shit he’s put you through?’


  I shook my head.


  Julian flicked his hand. The rock bounced on the tiles and landed with a plop in the pool.


  ‘Whoops,’ he said. ‘Man, I could go a cone or six.’


  Not me. I needed every wit I had at my disposal.


  And there she was, ghosting under the downlights in her nightie. I remembered that nightie, its cool silk moving like water around her. I remembered it puddled on my bedroom floor.


  ‘Whoa,’ Julian whispered. ‘She’s even hotter in real life.’


  She floated across the kitchen and hugged my father from behind.


  ‘You sure you don’t want to hear a bit of breaking glass? That’s some pretty toxic shit going on in there.’


  Without bothering to reply, I turned the phone on and found my father’s number in the recent contacts. I hit Call and moved my attention back to the scene in the kitchen.


  His phone rang and they both jumped. I felt like a puppeteer.


  My father looked shocked. He showed Claire the screen and barked an order. She ran from the kitchen and returned with a laptop.


  ‘Hello?’


  I breathed.


  ‘Hello? Will?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Thank Christ,’ he said. He covered the mouthpiece and spoke to Claire, who nodded enthusiastically without taking her eyes off the screen in front of her.


  ‘Missed you at your friend’s place. Where are you?’


  ‘Put Claire on,’ I said.


  ‘Pardon?’


  ‘You heard me.’


  ‘Claire’s not able to come to the phone—’


  I snorted. ‘Okay. Bye.’


  ‘Wait! I’ll get her. Hold on. Are you still there?’


  ‘Not for much longer.’


  He covered the mouthpiece again and looked at the screen. I figured I only had a few seconds before the phone in my hand pinged and they’d know where I was. He handed his phone to Claire and took over the laptop. I couldn’t hear her, but I could read her lips.


  ‘What do I say?’ she mouthed.


  My father’s hand made circles in the air. Keep him talking.


  ‘Will? I’m so sorry,’ she said.


  In the silence that followed, she covered her mouth. Her tears seemed real, but they hit the fire in my belly, fizzed briefly and vanished.


  ‘Can we meet?’ I asked.


  She ran her fingers through her hair. ‘Sure. Of course. Tomorrow?’


  ‘I was thinking more like now.’


  ‘Now? Okay. Now’s good,’ she said, a little too chirpily for the occasion. She pinched tears from her eyes. ‘I’ll have to change. Where?’


  ‘I’m sure you’ll work it out.’


  With that, the phone in my hand pinged and I hung up.


  My father straightened and turned the laptop screen to Claire. It took her a moment to make sense of what she saw, but when she did, her hand covered her mouth again and she looked through the kitchen window.


  Straight at me.


  I froze, inside and out.


  She hurriedly gave the phone to my father and disappeared from view. My father squinted into the dark, shading his eyes from the kitchen light. Claire returned, punching her arms into the sleeves of a hoodie. She had a brief and inaudible exchange with my father, stopping him in his tracks with a wave of her hand when he followed her to the glass doors.


  The dogs heard the door slide and charged up onto the back deck, activating the security lights.


  ‘Think I might make myself scarce,’ Julian whispered.


  ‘Thanks,’ I said, my heart suddenly cantering. ‘Don’t go too far.’


  He hugged me roughly. ‘Good luck,’ he said, and retreated into the garden.


  My heart now at a full gallop, I stepped into the light and waved.


  Claire sensed the movement and hurried down the steps, the dogs at her heel. She broke into a halting jog beside the pool and stopped just out of arm’s reach. Our shadows, stark under the security lighting, touched heads.


  I opened my arms and she stepped into my embrace. She kissed my cheek and clutched me like I’d unwittingly wandered too close to the edge. I guess, in a sense, I had. I grabbed her tight in return.


  We held each other for a long time. Our panic seemed to fade and our hold grew softer. We shook with tears, squeezed and eventually let go.


  I wiped my face on my sleeve. Claire found a tissue in her hoodie pocket. We sat next to each other on the leg of a sun lounge. Dillon and Maude sat obediently and watched. The security lights eventually timed out and plunged us into darkness.


  ‘I never meant to hurt you,’ she breathed.


  ‘You hurt me.’


  ‘I didn’t mean for it to happen.’


  ‘It happened.’


  She huffed a laugh, and then sniffed. ‘I’m an arsehole. I’m sorry.’


  ‘I won’t argue with that.’


  She sniffed. ‘I think the thing that clicked with Ian is the sense of stability. He’s got his life sorted. People know him and love him and respect him.’


  ‘Some more than others.’


  ‘Don’t be a dick. I’m trying to explain.’


  I got the adrenaline twitches in my legs. ‘You don’t need to explain. Seems pretty straightforward.’


  ‘Maybe you’d better explain it to me then, Dr Will.’


  ‘You liked my father more than you liked me, or at least you thought you did, so you fucked him to be on the safe side.’


  She stood. ‘This is pointless.’


  I stood too. ‘Am I right?’


  ‘Things were broken with us a long time before I fell in love with Ian.’


  ‘You’re in love?’


  ‘Of course we’re in love.’


  ‘How were we broken? What did I do wrong?’


  ‘It wasn’t anything you did or didn’t do. We were just heading in different directions.’


  ‘Meaning you were heading for my father’s bedroom.’


  ‘Why do you call him that?’


  ‘Call him what?’


  ‘“My father”.’


  ‘Because that’s what he is.’


  ‘Yeah, but you say it like an insult.’


  As our relationship officially came whining, burning, crashing down around us, I realised she was right. It was as close as I came to slagging the useless prick. It’s not what a gentleman would do, but I could feel all that changing.


  ‘I need more than two hands to count the girlfriends my father has had since my mum died. All beautiful, blonde, young. Sound like anybody you know?’


  ‘Oh, I’m sure I fit the profile.’


  I laughed, incredulous. ‘I don’t get it.’


  ‘I’m not stupid, Will, but I’m not hopeless, either.’


  I sat on the end of the sun lounge again, deflated. ‘Then you’d better explain it to me. I’m stupid and I’m hopeless, but I’m listening.’


  She sighed and sat. ‘My mum thinks it’ll all end in tears. My dad’s not speaking to me. I know Ian has a reputation and Ian and I have spoken about that.’


  ‘Really?’


  ‘Of course. Elephant in the room. What’s the worst thing that could happen?’


  ‘He’ll leave you.’


  ‘Yep, and if it happens, it happens. I’m riding a wave. I’m not about to chuck all this away.’


  She made a sweeping gesture with her arm and the security lights came on, blinding us.


  The light came on for me too. One look at Claire’s Instagram wall should have been enough to clue me in; an endless homage to celebrity, punctuated by images of diamonds the size of grapes, European sports cars and Disney princesses. Getting with my old man was a dream come true and even if it only lasted another month, she’d still be famous. How had I not seen that before? Of course she didn’t erase her phone remotely; she was proud of her sexploits.


  ‘You’re brave,’ I said, and the light went out again.


  She felt for my hand, rested her cool fingers on mine. ‘I loved you,’ she said.


  ‘I loved you, too.’


  And I had. Claire had been my first lover, my first love and my first disaster. I swallowed and it made a noise. The love I’d felt was for someone who didn’t really exist. A figment of my imagination. She was beautiful and sexy and smart enough that I’d overlooked the fact that we wanted totally different things from life.


  Damned biology.


  I didn’t really know what I wanted, but this burning wasn’t it. And it certainly wasn’t the public spotlight.


  She squeezed my fingers. ‘I knew you’d be mature enough that we could still be friends,’ she said.


  I slipped my hand away. ‘I said I loved you. Past tense. I never said anything about being friends.’


  She laughed uncomfortably.


  I felt my heart beating in my cheeks. ‘Friends don’t pull that shit. Besides, I’m not that mature.’


  ‘Will, don’t.’


  ‘Don’t what?’


  ‘Don’t be cruel.’


  ‘Cruel? I’m trying to be clear. I wish you every happiness, Mrs Gale, but I won’t be able to attend any of your family functions in the foreseeable future.’


  ‘Why are you doing this?’


  ‘Doing what?’


  ‘Being so infantile.’


  I stood. ‘That’s . . . that’s just the way I roll.’


  ‘The way you roll?’


  ‘Yep, I don’t stay friends with girlfriends who fuck my father. I have to draw the line somewhere.’


  ‘Will?’


  ‘Are we done? Yes, we’re done. Goodnight, Claire.’


  The security lights came on again as I stood. I strode down the steps into the garden and the dogs bumped my legs as they passed. My heart thundered and I panted like I’d sprinted a kilometre.


  Julian appeared on the path in front of me – bent and roughing with the dogs.


  ‘Hey,’ he whispered. ‘How’d you go? Did you give her the phone?’


  ‘Shit!’


  I launched back up the garden steps. Claire still sat on the end of the sun lounge, her head in her hands.


  ‘I’m sorry,’ I said.


  She sniffed.


  I placed the phone on her thigh. Her fingers brushed mine.


  ‘Your phone,’ I said.


  She stood and shuffled close. Close enough for me to feel her breath on my cheek.


  ‘I’m sorry, Will.’


  We hugged, all easy and loose, and she kissed my cheek.


  All the crashing and burning was done. All that was left was an end.


  ESCORT


  JULES FOUND HIS groove on the ride home. He drove entirely on the road, cornered smoothly and demonstrated a new respect for traffic lights. Especially the red ones.


  We didn’t speak. We didn’t have to. The breeze felt silky on my skin. I sighed a lot. All the fear in me had turned to sadness and breathing seemed to massage it. I felt sad for the decisions that had been forced upon me and for the shit decisions I’d made all by myself. It wasn’t a Screamo sort of sad, more of a mellow acoustic sad that carried over the fence from the neighbours.


  My feelings for my dead mum were all mixed up with the end of my relationship with Claire. Sofie was in there, too. They were all loves I’d lost. Right then, on the back of Nishi’s bike, with the wind in my face, life felt like a disappointing jigsaw. All that effort to fit those fiddly pieces together and the result looked like a picture of a shopping trolley up a tree. What a letdown.


  Julian dropped the bike beside the bungalow. We’d both stepped off a moment before and it seemed deliberate. Aside from the ugly plastic crunch.


  ‘Nice landing,’ I said.


  ‘Thanks,’ he said, wrestling with his helmet strap. ‘Six point landing. All the rage in the X Games.’


  I fumbled with my own strap for a full minute before Jules intervened and dragged me into the light of the bungalow. His hands at my throat felt safe.


  ‘Thanks,’ I said.


  ‘It’s not off yet. Might have to get some scissors.’


  ‘No, thanks for escorting me.’


  ‘Jules’ Escort Service. Got a bit of a ring to it.’


  ‘Ring. I see what you did there.’


  He snorted. ‘That wasn’t deliberate.’


  The strap finally let go and my head could breathe again. Relief swept right through me. On so many levels and for so many reasons, that had been a hell of a ride.


  I grabbed him by the shirt and he opened up for a hug.


  ‘No worries, bro. All part of the service.’


  He didn’t try to crush me, he just held me like a grand master. One second, two seconds . . .


  ‘Food,’ he eventually said, but he didn’t move.


  ‘Food,’ I agreed, and our bodies resumed normal transmission.


  TOXIC


  THE FOLLOWING MORNING I left for work while Julian snored. I’d waited for his alarm, but seven o’clock came and went without a beep so I let him sleep. I’d be early, he’d be late. I’d pacify the boss.


  Heavy grey clouds made the day seem pregnant. The brew-room door was open.


  ‘Morning, Joanie,’ I said, and she jumped.


  ‘Good morning, Will,’ she said. ‘You’re in early.’


  I stifled a laugh. ‘Yep. I probably won’t make a habit of it.’


  ‘Would you like a cup of tea?’


  ‘Thanks,’ I said, and sat.


  She fussed with the kettle and cups and spoke to the wall as she did.


  ‘I’m glad you’re early,’ she said. ‘I need to discuss something with you.’


  I swallowed hard. ‘Oh?’


  She put both her hands on the bench and locked her elbows. She stared at the sink for a long time. A raven clattered on the roof and cawed.


  ‘What is it?’ I finally asked.


  ‘I’m leaving,’ she said.


  ‘Leaving? Leaving work? You mean you’re not staying today?’


  ‘Michelle and I are moving interstate.’


  ‘Your daughter?’


  She sighed and nodded. ‘We need to get some space from this place. I’ve been transferred to Milton’s in Cumberland Bay.’


  ‘That’s . . . that’s great! Isn’t it?’


  She shrugged. ‘I’ll miss youse guys. You’ve been the best team I’ve worked with. Ever.’


  The kettle clicked off and she poured the teas in silence. She put milk and sugar in mine without asking. Her bandaged hand shook as she gave it to me, her eyes shiny with tears.


  ‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘We’ll miss you too.’


  She snorted a laugh.


  ‘We will. You’ve been a great boss.’


  Her cheeks changed colour and she sipped her tea. She sighed again and wiped her eyes. ‘So Head Office asked me if there was anybody on the crew who’d be ready to take on my role.’


  ‘Right,’ I said. It took a moment to process the news.


  Joanie stared, waiting for a response. Reading my reaction.


  Was she inviting me to throw my hat in for her job?


  ‘I . . .’


  I didn’t finish my sentence, didn’t get to finish the thought. Ricky and Doug arrived and they were already arguing.


  ‘The egg came first,’ Doug said.


  ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Ricky said, dismissing him with a wave of his hand. ‘How could the egg come first if there weren’t any chickens?’


  ‘Dinosaurs,’ Doug said.


  ‘What have dinosaurs got to do with anything?’


  ‘Dinosaurs laid eggs before chickens even evolved.’


  Ricky, for once in his life, seemed lost for words.


  ‘He’s right,’ I offered. ‘And chickens evolved from dinosaurs.’


  ‘Why don’t you mind your own beeswax, Will?’ Ricky grumbled.


  I smiled, but quietly wished it were as simple as that. I cradled my cup of tea and blew on the surface. My beeswax and their beeswax were melted together whether we liked it or not. Right then, with my head buzzing like a fly in a web, my beeswax seemed toxic. I hoped like hell that Jules would arrive soon.


  Jelat and Tefari arrived in quick succession at five to eight. Was I ready to be their boss? Was I ready to give them grief if they were late? They were all older than me – even Julian – and more experienced on the job.


  Jules hit the doorframe as he entered, his hair still wet and his eyes wide. ‘Morning, you rabble of rowdy rebels. Jules is in the house! Well, the shed.’


  Joanie looked at her watch but didn’t say anything.


  At morning tea Joanie revealed to the boys that she and her daughter were moving and that we’d soon have a new boss. Doug cried quietly, but nobody ragged him for it. I felt a lump in my own throat and I stared at the floor until I heard Joanie blowing her nose. She patted Doug’s shoulder like he was actually her dog. A blind man could see her concern for him. We’d gone overtime, but nobody wanted to move and Joanie seemed uncharacteristically flexible.


  ‘Boofhead,’ came a familiar voice.


  Sofie stood in the doorway wearing the ghost of a smile, her arms crossed over her chest. Her dark hair hung to her waist and ruffled in the breeze. For a moment, I was five years old again and I dived across the room and hugged her off balance. She squawked and patted my back.


  ‘Steady there, Will, or you’ll be paying for my chiropractic treatment,’ she said, but I couldn’t let go. Tears spilled from my eyes and wet her hair.


  I swiped at my face as we parted. Her eyes were wet, too.


  ‘Look at the size of you!’ she said. Sometime in the last eight months, my big sister had shrunk. ‘You’ve finally grown into your head.’


  The brew room rattled with suppressed laughter and I snickered along with the others. I introduced the crew and they took turns to stand and shake Sofie’s hand.


  ‘And this is my boss, Joanie,’ I said.


  ‘Pleasure to meet you, Joanie,’ Sofie said. ‘I wonder if I might borrow my little brother for a few minutes. We have some family matters to sort out.’


  Joanie smiled, but I noticed her good hand shaking. She pressed it on her thigh.


  ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Take as long as you need.’


  I did my best to resist hugging her, and failed. She chuckled in my ear and held me tight.


  ‘Let’s get out of here, fellas,’ Julian said. ‘Before the big blouse starts hugging us.’


  ‘Yeah,’ Ricky said. ‘Let’s get out of here. Will’s turned into a hugging machine.’


  Sofie ordered a cappuccino and we sat opposite each other in a relatively quiet corner of the food court.


  She grabbed my hand across the table. ‘Are you okay, Will?’


  I nodded once and decisively. ‘I think the bubble has burst.’


  I told her the story, holding nothing back, and she listened mostly in silence. I told her about the video. I told her about camping under the bowling alley and I told her about waking up naked beside Nishi. I told her about the visit from our father, the phone switcheroo and the conversation I eventually had with Claire.


  Her eyes widened. ‘She wants to be with him?’


  I nodded.


  ‘And he actually said he didn’t want to be an arsehole?’


  I nodded.


  ‘I need to pay him a visit,’ she said. ‘See this miracle for myself!’


  ‘Was he always an arsehole?’


  ‘Of course!’ she howled, and an elderly woman a few tables over looked up. ‘We’ve never spoken like this. I doubt he even knows what I’m studying. He certainly doesn’t know about Carl, and we’ve been going out for three years!’


  She sighed and cradled her mug. ‘It’s like we’ve all been in damage control since Mum died.’


  ‘Shut down.’


  ‘I bet your experience with Claire has been a soothing balm for all that.’


  I shrugged. Even though her love had burned, it had felt real for me. I learned stuff about myself. I knew I could love and be loved, that nothing had broken when our mum died. Claire had shown me that. She’d also shown me that there’s more to it than love. Love isn’t enough. Love’s everywhere if your heart is open to it. It’s important and deserves to be high on the shopping list of life, but so does kindness and respect and honesty. Some love makes you stronger and wiser and a better person; some love is toxic shit.


  GANGSTA


  IT HAD RAINED heavily while I’d been inside with Sofie, and the carpark and the trolleys sparkled like new.


  ‘I love the rain,’ Julian bawled over the slushing traffic.


  ‘I thought it was the heat you loved?’ I yelled.


  ‘Both.’


  Some of the cars had their headlights on during the day and the reflective tape banding Julian’s jacket made him glow like an ambulance officer or a firefighter.


  It was fitting he looked like a rescue worker: he’d rescued me. Taught me to love, not fight. Helped me drag a bit of honesty back into my life.


  We sat with Ricky and Doug in the brew room at lunchtime and listened to them argue.


  Julian’s phone pinged with a message.


  ‘Nishi?’ I asked.


  He nodded. ‘She’s found a course she reckons I should do.’


  ‘Course?’


  ‘Night school. Reckons I should get my ticket. Finish school.’


  ‘Do it,’ Joanie said through her sandwich.


  Julian looked hard at her but said nothing.


  ‘Can’t do this forever,’ she said. ‘Jelat and Tef go to school at night.’


  I’d finished my sushi, but I realised I was still hungry. Not just for more food. Hungry for something more from life.


  My father’s red Porsche was parked in front of Jules’ place that evening. I felt my heart skip a beat or two, but it found its rhythm again. My old man was sitting behind the wheel but levered himself onto the street as we arrived.


  I stopped on the drive. Jules stood beside me, arms crossed.


  ‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘I’ve got this.’


  ‘You’ve got this?’


  ‘Yeah, I think I can handle things here.’


  ‘I know what it means, you just sounded all gangsta for a minute there, like you had balls or something.’


  I shouldered him and he swaggered up the driveway.


  My father extended his hand. I shook it.


  ‘Will, I . . .’ he began. ‘I really am sorry about what happened. With Claire especially, but I know I botched my job as a father long before that.’


  I nodded, hesitantly. Who was this strange man?


  ‘Sofie said she spoke with you this morning.’


  I nodded again.


  He plunged his hands into the pockets of his suit pants and sighed. ‘I know you probably won’t be able to hear it, but I’m committed to change.’


  I strangled a laugh.


  ‘Do over,’ he said. ‘Have another crack at life. The big comeback.’


  I knew he wasn’t talking about his sporting career, or his commentary work.


  ‘Have you asked her to marry you?’


  He flashed his teeth in a humourless smile. ‘Not yet.’


  ‘You should.’


  He blinked and his brow creased. ‘You reckon?’


  ‘I reckon.’


  ‘Would you come? To the wedding?’


  ‘I doubt it. That’d be irreconcilably weird.’


  He jutted his chin. ‘Fair call.’


  ‘Doesn’t mean I don’t approve. I think she loves you and she’ll marry you for sure.’


  He flashed a proper smile at that. ‘Thanks.’


  An uncomfortable silence settled around us.


  ‘Yeah, well,’ I said. ‘Good luck with all that.’


  ‘Thanks,’ he said again, and took a phone from his pocket. ‘I don’t know whose this is but it’s not Claire’s.’


  ‘Duane’s,’ I said, and slipped it into my own pocket. ‘Sorry about the mix-up.’


  He opened his arms and we exchanged an industrial hug. Two assembly-line robots going at it.


  ‘Let’s try that again,’ I said. ‘Do over.’


  He regarded me suspiciously.


  I opened my arms. ‘Bend your knees a bit. Not so tight. You don’t have to punch me. That’s better.’


  LIST


  A BEARDED MAN in a hi-vis turban that matched his Milton’s shirt sat in the brew room when Jules and I arrived the following morning a full two minutes before eight o’clock. The man smiled and stood.


  ‘William, Julian,’ Joanie said, ‘this is Mr Mundra from the regional office.’


  We shook hands.


  ‘Call me Govind,’ he said.


  ‘Good to meet you, Govind,’ Julian said. He held the man’s gaze and shook his hand like a pro.


  Tef and Jelat sat bolt upright. Doug and Ricky were disturbingly quiet.


  We made small talk until Joanie marshalled the boys out the door. She asked me and Jelat to stay behind.


  ‘Start up the north, Jules,’ Joanie said. ‘Will will be along shortly.’


  ‘Will will, will he?’


  She shoved his shoulder playfully, in a way she’d never done before.


  Govind escorted Jelat into the centre.


  Joanie looked troubled.


  ‘Everything okay?’


  ‘I just wanted to explain myself,’ she said.


  ‘Oh?’


  ‘Govind’s going to offer Jelat my job.’


  ‘Jelat?’


  She nodded. ‘My recommendation. Julian will be his deputy.’


  ‘I see,’ I said, but I didn’t.


  ‘Youse are all good workers and I know I can rely on you in particular.’


  ‘Thanks. I think.’


  ‘But you can’t stay here. I won’t let you.’


  My heart sank. Maybe she’d seen footage of me smacking some sense into Julian? Maybe she’d . . .


  ‘You need to get serious about something else. You need to go back to school. Go to college or uni or something like Tefari and Jelat. Need to keep your options open. You’re wasted here. Don’t get me wrong, it’s a good job and all them boys are making something of themselves while they’re working. I’m saying you need to pull your finger out. Get on with your life. Soon as you can.’


  The balls I’d been growing felt kicked. I’d hardly taken a breath as the new, loud, proud and unbroken version of myself and she was showing me the door. Every time I felt like I was getting comfortable . . .


  ‘Can you send Jules in when you find him? He’ll be getting the same lecture.’


  That was it? You’re good, but you could be better than this.


  ‘Sure,’ I said, and made myself scarce.


  ‘So, if Jelat is sick,’ Julian said later, ‘then I’ll be the big boss?’


  ‘Yep.’


  He punched the air. ‘Power!’


  He laughed an evil-genius cackle and rubbed his hands together. ‘Better watch your back, sunshine.’


  ‘What did Joanie want you for earlier?’ I asked.


  ‘She reckons I need to get my school certificate. I dunno. I’m happy here. I’m good at this.’


  ‘You are. A natural. It’s your dream job.’


  He laughed. ‘Yep, since I was a kid.’


  ‘Me too.’


  We both laughed then.


  Joanie had been right – I couldn’t do this forever. Neither could Jules. Nor Tef or Jelat. Living in West Tennant and doing this job wasn’t a prison sentence. They were all working towards other things. None of us were in this for the term of his natural life like Doug or Ricky or maybe even Joanie. For some people, pushing trolleys is a rung on a ladder, for others it’s the top floor. Regardless, it takes guts to be a trolley boy. The job looks simple enough, but the people doing it aren’t.


  I had a future again, as hazy as it seemed. St Alphaeus wasn’t really an option anymore, but there were a hundred good schools out there. I could smell the possibilities like KFC and that shit always makes me hungry.


  I needed to write myself a shopping list for my life. I bought a phone to write it on. Well, I bought myself a phone, Jules typed in his number and then I started my list.


  
    Finger-puller-outer


    Balls of steel


    Non-toxic love

  


  I stalled. It was harder than it seemed. I distracted myself by typing in the two numbers I knew by heart – Sofie’s and my father’s – but I only texted one.


  
    New number. At last. Love you. Will.

  


  I got a reply straight away. Bravo Boof. Love you too


  
    *

  


  ‘Here,’ Julian said, and gave me my watch. I cleaned the glass with the pad of my thumb. It really was a thing of beauty.


  ‘Thanks,’ I said, ‘but you can keep it.’


  He shrugged one shoulder. ‘Looks stupid on me.’


  I gave Duane his phone that evening and he covered his mouth.


  ‘My dear sweet precious baby,’ he said, and peppered the screen with kisses. ‘Home again, at last.’


  ‘Go easy, it’s only a phone.’


  ‘Might be for you, Will, but for me it’s my conduit to the universe.’


  ‘Okaaay. Very poetic. That makes the sacrifice you made giving the thing to my father even more heroic.’


  He gave my head a high-speed hug. ‘Thank you.’


  ‘My pleasure. Thank you.’


  Later, when I’d been volunteered to barbecue the chicken skewers for dinner – in the rain – he stood beside me with an umbrella, shivering and trying not to breathe the smoke.


  I got a text message after dinner.


  
    Hugging practice?

  


  My phone didn’t recognise the number, but I felt a little heart flutter. I knew who it was.


  
    Ready when you are
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