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RUBBERNECKER
All it takes to do a frontways flip is confidence, bro.
BMXing’s about looking forwards, not back. Back’s for fags,
back’s gay. That’s why BMX is the shit, ‘cause bikes only roll one
way, dead ahead. They’re badass. No brakes.
You’re down at the Barrows instead of in PE, ‘cause you can’t
look at the PE teacher and all her boobs and legs without boiling.
The Barrows are, like, these mega-normous mountains of dirt where
they’re building the new development, scraping out holes that fill
with lakes after it rains. They’re not legit mountains but they’re big
enough to make the diggers look like Tonka trucks. They make the
clouds look like the cotton wool buds Dad’s girlfriend leaves in the
bathroom when she stays over.
You stand on the seat and do some bunny hops. Your hands is
bruised where they squeeze the bars. Your arms shake. The
handlebars jolt. You bust through warning tape into, like, this area by
the cliff where you’re not sposda be but you don’t look back.
Helmets are for snitches and you forgot to wrap your school shirt
round your face so it’s a bandana and you get a feed of crane flies
buzzing into your mouth but so what? The wind ruffles your hair,
feels like Mum’s fingers. They reckon chicks is good at multi-taxing,
and that’s 36% true, she’d be scratching your head at the same time
as Tyse’s and pressing the iron on a teatowel laid, like, real careful
over your best hoodie. She was spesh… Not spesh like Tyse, like
actually spesh. She went away when it got real sucky at home. Tyse
was full-on, she’d give him a action figure and he’d twist its head
round til it snapped, like, five seconds after she’d just bought it for
him. Mum snapped too.
There’s like this staircase of steps cut out of the mud with big
bulldoze scoops, it leads down to the lowest part of the Barrows, the
mud and lakes and reedweed, and you bump down some of the
smaller steps, spilling dirt, braking heaps, trying not to get off and
walk your bike, no rubbernecking, no backwards. Tyse woulda dared
you to do a flip.
You hit the lowest point in the giant hole where it’s all slushy and
lookin up, you see the supervisor, the Big Dude, resting his blubber
on his shovel handle. He’s a real quiet, brown dude. You’re pretty
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sure he doesn’t know you bin watching him.
He’s the only other one who knows how come Tyse had dirt on
his dick. They thought Tyse’d been fiddled with, like, sexily.
Dumbasses.
>
They sent you home ‘cause you bin acting up like Tyson, that’s
how they said it. They expect you to be a total nerd now that Tyse’s
bin tooken away. They reckon you bin changing, but that ain’t it: the
rest of your world’s what changed. Stuff’s always diff if you look at it
as you’re movin away.
If any of them teachers had given a fuck about you, they’d’ve
asked you What’s up, Dare, and you’d’ve told them how the teacher
saw Tyson’s name on the attendance roll and was like, ‘Funny, he
should’ve been deleted by now,’ and you Hulked out, pulled the gap
behind the whiteboard til it came off the wall. They bin fixing to
suspend you anyhow, for selling Tyse’s Ritalin in the boys’ toilets, the
pink ones, Tyse’s bestest colour.
On the way home you balance shit out. You rumble these
little Boy Scout faggots in the alleyway, or Mormons or whatevs.
Their junk mail says this bullshit about 'Helping Out Our brothers in
Africa'. Makes you red hot angus, that help-your-brothers junk. You
knock the coins out of their hands and the little one drops his L&P
and it foams everywhere. The bigger one of em starts crying and you
think you’re gonna puke. The walls of the alleyway’s looking real
close and your balls hurt like epic. Everything’s gay after the big
faggot cries. The big one’s sposda be staunch.
The rusty chain squeals as you hoon off and leave the Girl Guide
faggots behind you. This was kind of a dumb bike to borrow, it’s
really slow, you needed your bro’s help on this one, he was mean at
borrowin stuff.
It’s only when you get to the Barrows that you can breathe
normal and the air tastes more smooth. On the bridge, you stop to
throw some rocks at the ducks; you find a stick what looks like a
boomerang and hiff it at the beehive and jump back on your BMX
and boost. Tyse always reckoned Mum and Dad fighting in their
bedroom sounded like bees, if you put your ear against the bathroom
wall, this sorta violent hum, like a electric fence, or like with beehives,
like how you can hear it’s around you and you only see one or two
bees until you run right into them. That’s Mum and Dad beefing.
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The hood falls off your head and there’s wind on your gums and
you hold a wheelie for ages then slam it down and a whole wave of
mud comes up and you’re like, 'Random!'
You keep a eye on the sheds in the distance. Big Dude might’a
heard. You’re not sposda be in the Barrows.
Secretly, in the pocket of your hoodie, is the L&P and pink straw.
Your bros don’t know you come down here and sip L&P, ‘cause if
they seen you and the pink straw… yeah.
Not that they’re your bros really... Not legit bros. You only get
one bro in your life and if you could make a new bro out of mud, like
a Golem bro, like on that movie, it still wouldn’t be the same.
You go around expecting peeps to arks you all the time, 'What
happened, did he get pedo’d for real?' but if you look back to think about
it, you’ll get hurt. It’s called Rubbernecking, you heard them say it on
Police Ten 7 about peeps who crash ‘cause they shouldn’t’ve stared at a
car wreck.
Up a newly-grassed hill you can overlook the hole they’re fillin in.
It’s a monstrous-arse hole, bro, like the holes in Tyson’s gums after
his teeth came out. The big hole-supervisor? You hate him more than
anything but you feel stink for him trying to fill that hole in. Around
it, they’ve seeded the dirt and the grass is like little green pubes on a
shaved fagina. You pop wheelies, carve some decent ruts, and catch
yourself lookin’ back to check no one’s eyeballing you. You don’t
want no one to see you fuck up ‘cept Tyse. You pop a wheelstand,
pull off a 540 even though all the pressure hurts tonnes on your splitopen knuckles.
No one sees the 540. Well, Tyse probly sees.
Now they’ve nailed the wood and poured the concrete,
they’re smoothing out the land, filling in the hole as if shit’s back to
norms and this massive great, like, thing in your life wasn’t never
even there. At the bottom of the hole, there’s this heinous clay-water.
In the water is bugs and alien weeds and the mosquitoes is so thick
you can hear em before you see em. That’s where Tyse drank his first
beer, ‘til you told him that it was just a can you’d pissed in. They’ve
built the skeleton of a bridge across the hole and they’re heaping
earth around the foundations and stuff. It’s weird to see something as
normal as a bridge stripped down to skinny bits of steel. You wonder
if, under their overalls, all strong people look like that, uncoated and
naked.
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You wobble on the edge and whole plants stop and just their
roots is stickin out. It’s deep down there and you stare into it, deadon. Tyse was the first to lose a bike down there, you couldn’t believe
that shit! He woulda bin sooooo busted, nine times outta ten, but you
knew what he was thinkin: walk home, right, say somethin badass to
Dad’s girlfriend, get her all riled up so’s Mum has to come home and
have a family conference, everyone forgets about the lost bike:
sussed. You could boost a new BMX easy-as, anyway, you might as
well get a few in before they kick you outta school. Tyse was a
brainbox, when he got his shit together, it’s just with his brainthing…. Y’know, it’s hard for special needses to concentrate on
spelling tests. He used to rark people up somethin fierce before we
got split up.
As you start to tip, you stop pedalling and shit just floods into
your head, like the brown water squeezed out of the mud as your
tyres roll over it. You had to munt the springs on Dad’s bed to get to
see Mum last time, jumpin on it, folding the mattress in half and that.
Mum was pissed but she kept giggling into her hanky too, she seemed
secretly happy Dad and his lady couldn’t sneakily root in the bed no
more, and that she got the afternoon off work, and you and Tyse did
your secret handshake under the table, like Mission Accomplished,
bro. Didn’t get rid of Dad’s girlfriend though. FML.
The ground’s crumbling underneath you like a gingernut
that’s been left in Milo too long. Your balls go cold, you knock the
bike on its side. A meganormous, car-sized shelf falls into the hole,
the big pit, these big chunks of dark, nasty earth like brown icebergs.
'Do it Dare! Do it, Pussy! Puuussssy!'
There’s a ledge beneath you, a different kind of rock, where the
cliff’s not as steep. It’s only like ten metres and there’s gorse bushes
to land in.
'Do it, Darek'
'Shut up, dick. Take a chill pill.'
'Wanna try one?'
'Mum said you gotta take it. She said, bro.'
For a sec, the BMX is slippin out under you, then the world kinghits you and the handlebars go someplace else and it’s weird to see
mud fallin slower than you.
>
This face like a Cookie Time with black chocolate eyes peers
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over the edge of the hole, sees you’re not dead, and vanishes.
>
The Big Dude’s got a winch on the back of his ute and he
lowers it right down to the bottom of the hole.
He hauls your arse up outta there and sits you down and there’s
this faggy paedo silence and you think he’s gonna say somethin about
the broken window of his ute, which he still ain’t got fixed, then he
offers you a smoke. He’s got a sausage roll in the chest pocket of his
overalls and a smoke in his lips and there’s this shiny bit of sausage
grease on the gold bit of his smoke. His back is like a rubbish bag full
of pillow cases and framed photos, all corners sticking out of this
round bulk, like Mum’s rubbish bag full of shit, and he blocks out the
view. Could the Big Dude take your dad in a scrap? Dad’s pretty
staunch, Tyse used to nut out some days and come at him with rakes
and shit and Dad would turn away so his back would take the impact
'til the rake broke and Dad was covered in muddy rake-marks. Then
Dad would put his hi-vis socks in the wash and make tea for us
without sayin nothing, not dissing Mum, even.
You didn’t figure, watching the dude from ages away, that up
close you’d only come up to his chest. His hand’s the size of a
Frisbee, bro. It’s heavy and warm on your shoulders like a backpack
with two scoops of chips in it.
You don’t look back at him as he marches you over to the work
camp. Things here are pretty much done once they’ve cementalled
the bridge legs and filled the hole in, so there’s like no workmen
around. The sky’s bruise-coloured and the cold wind is the only
person talking.
He makes you sit on the barrel, and you wait, drumming with
your heels. He comes back with your bike and uses coffee from his
own thermos to wash the dirt off your knees and it feels like a warm
dog tongue and he scrapes your bike clean and lays it down on a tarp.
The way he sets your bike down, real gentle, is like how Mum would
put your hot, ironed laundry down outside your door when you
couldn’t hear her knock ‘cause yous was playin GTA and Tyse was
screaming about the pink cars. Him and pink, bro… the pink he
nutted out over most was his diddle, he used to play with it all the
time, like at the movies and church and shit.
They’re gonna fill the hole three-quarters, Big Dude reckons.
Leave a circliar lake around the outside. His words are the loudest
5
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thing in the whole valley, but there’s something munted about his
talk, he sounds like a Downer. You’re surprised, for a second, that he
even needs to speak, ‘cause yous two sorta had a understanding.
They’ll chuck geese and swans and all that gay crap in the lake.
'Like, a moat?’ you go, ‘Like a park?’ His big head wobbles. It’s
already a park. Just leave it, bro.
You ask the big dude where you and Tyse is sposda practice your
flips and he goes, 'Chew should not be dooink dancherous fink.' He
can’t pernounce shit properly with his big lips and nose and ears, like
he says 'fink' instead of 'things' and he says 'chew' instead of 'you.'
He gets up and you think he’s gonna waste you and you close
your eyes and lean away and your dick fills with piss but the big dude
just hands you a Big Blak Sak. He’s got one himself and he starts
fillin it with workmen’s rubbish, BK cups and smoke butts, pie
wrappers and used-car ads and Miss June. He doesn’t say nothing.
You groan and pick up a napkin with tomato sauce on it, and a Coke
can, the horse pages, a random graph drawn on a page and lots of
squares of broken window glass from his ute, and after you’ve filled a
whole rubbish bag, he takes your bad hand, the one you used to
punch the whiteboard, undoes a strap on his overalls, spits on your
cut knuckles and wipes the black blood off.
<
Mum was being a total skank, she was paranoid, bro. Dad would
never pash your PE teacher, Mum musta bin on crack, or had her
period. Probly both. Mum was on edge all the time ‘cause it was
usually her what took care of Tyse and she hardly got enough from
the caretaker’s benefit and it stressed her out to the max, and on that
day Dad’d psyched out at Tyse for making a moat on the lounge
carpet with his L&P with the red food colouring in it when yous were
playing Castle Baghdad and Mum came back with some shit about
the bedseets bein folded the wrong way and 'TELL ME WHO
MADE IT' and yous were hiding under the table filmin it on your
phone and crackin up and Mum heard and yelled at yous to 'Piss off
And Don’t Come Back'.
You stopped your bikes out front of the Punjabi shop and you
bought Tyse a L&P. He almost stopped crying, sucked the snot back
down his throat. You went back inside the dairy and asked, without
even swearing, for a straw (a pink one) and that stopped his tears
better than any hanky.
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'Shot Dare,' he went, licking bogies off his top lip. He looked up
and grinned at you. His mouth was dark and pink except for his
bottom teeth.
Wheeling past the hole, headed for the big shed, you dared him
to do a front flip off the edge of the cliff and land in the bottom of
the hole; he started giggling and touching himself.
If you rubbed the diesel smog off the glass and stared into the
blackness of the workmen’s shed real hard, you could see calendars
with titties on them. You had to hold Tyse back ‘cause he wanted to
see so bad but there was only room on the oil barrel for just you. He
wanted to see them titties so bad he pitched this stiffy in his pants
that actually pulled the pants away from this stomach! He had to get
off his bike and push, that’s how hard his stiffy was, bro! You
shoulda seen it.
So, ‘cause there was no proper chicks around, Tyse and you
builded this woman out of mud, but she looked too much like Mum
so you changed the face. Tyse had this wig he’d found under Mum
and Dad’s bed after Dad’s secret girlfriend stayed over, and he had it
stashed down his pants and soon as you finished drawing the fanny
on the mud-chick with your stick, Tyse put the wig on her and
dropped to his knees and, like, started banging this mud-chick. Turns
out you built her a bit short ‘cause Tyse’s knees was, like, touching
his elbows, but he was into it, and you were like, Bro, you’re sick, so
you stuck Miss March on the mud-head and weighted it down with a
rock.
'How is it?'
'It’s dry', he went, 'Pass my L&P, Dare, pass it.'
He cracked it open and poured L&P on her fagina and banged it
harder ‘cause she was frigid and, bro, he fully jizzed! There was even
like a second spurt when he stood up! So, like, his dick was black
with mud and he was spitting in his hand and wiping it off while you
and him shared L&P through the straw.
'Look, Dare, hur hur! Now it’s pink!'
'You’re a full-on paedo, bro.'
After you’d had a go of the mud-woman yourself, Tyse started
laughing at you, cause he said you were drinkin his jizz.
You were trying to karate chop him but he was too quick on the
BMX, and anyways you were laughing too hard and it hurt your abs
so you went, 'Chill, I’m not gonna waste ya: you gotta do a dare
7
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instead.'
You dared him to smash the window of the ute ‘cause you’d
seen smokes and a Playboy in it. Tyse hadn’t tooken his medication
so he was game-as. He picked up this massive rock and busted the
window and grabbed the big dude’s Playboy and boosted.
Honest, you wish you’d never dared him.
Thing is, the sides of the hole looked all good if you had time to
straighten up while you were falling. If you got right to the bottom
of the big hole, you could run to the other side and it’d be way hard
for the big dude to catch you.
So yous were biking around the outside of the hole, looking for a
bit that wasn’t too steep to jump from. You were supposed to jump
first, ‘cause you were his big bro.
The big dude rumbled up in his ute, lookin out the broken
window, lookin pissed and you were like, 'Bail!'
'C’mon Darek,' he went, 'Just go forward,' but you couldn’t find
those hard structures in your legs, your legs was mud with skinny thin
naked chopsticks in the middle. Just go over the edge, land on the
side, ditch your bike, nick a new one later, no probs… plus the flip,
you haaaad to flip it, else you were a fag.
But you couldn’t dare your little bro back, ‘cause that would
make you a piker.
He pulled in front of yous. His big Ford was too massive to go
around. He was halfway outta the cab quicker than any human
shoulda moved, specially a dude as bulky as him. He grabbed Tyse’s
handlebars and flipped him off like Tyse was just a spider or
somethin. You thought he was gonna smash Tyse but he helped Tyse
to his feet, and Tyse didn’t like that: Tyse just went for it.
The big dude was wearing that bright orange vest. Tyse was
kickin holes in his fat orange guts, pounding and pounding, and the
big dude was having a hard time holding him out of kickin range.
Tyson screams when he’s having a proper spaz, and gets all this foam
on his chin like bubble bath. I don’t think Tyse liked the colour of
the big dude’s vest.
The last time Tyse had screamed like that was when Dad had said
he’d had Enough. It was Just Coffee With The Boys’ Teacher, Dad’d
went, but Tyse’d jumped on the bonnet of Dad’s car and ripped the
windscreen wipers off and bitten them til his teeth folded and his
gums went purple for like a whole month.
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Tyse and the big dude were getting hella close to the edge of the
hole and you cracked up when Tyse’s shoe clobbered the big cunt in
the dick – he was fully gonna take him! The big dude even stumbled
back, but he musta done boxing or somethin ‘cause the dude had
good footwork, you shoulda seen it, he caught his balance on the
back foot, stepped forwards and – swear to God bro, you didn’t even
see his arm – he grabbed Tyson’s fist and whirled him around like a
tango, bro, not even telling him to calm down like the Teacher Aide
woulda. But Tyse – not looking backwards, all full of mental – took
another swing.
You don’t smash someone that’s holding onto you. Tyse shoulda
knowed.
It was like someone’d hit the delete button, bro, suddenly Tyse
just wasn’t there. You thought, just for one tiny second, Hang on bro –
forget the dare. Cancel the dare, it’s too steep, don’t –
The big dude was already in his ute, flashing lights on top,
rubbernecking and driving away.
That was the first time you jumped down the cliff – well, fell.
Ordinarily Tyse woulda held you back.
'It’s too slopey, Dare.'
The crumbly ledge hadn’t held him – he’d fallen through the
gorse so his lips looked like squashed strawberries. Even though he
had dirt in his eyes, he was lookin at you. His head and his body was
facin' completely different ways, he was rubberneckin, lookin back at
you.
That’s what happens when your neck’s broke.
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STICK IT UP YOUR ARSE
The cup rattled on the plate as I stepped onto his grimy carpet
and kicked the door closed behind me. It was seriously warm inside
that cloudy smokehouse compared to the outside, where the soft
snowflakes bit my cheeks. The deal was that I had to pour pints in
the pub by night and make beds in the guest rooms upstairs by day,
plus this extra job which was taking care of the old dried up carcass
dude that owned the hotel. No one had seen him leave his office in
years, bro.
‘That my tea?’ Dicky Mint went, instead of ‘Good Morning’ or
something friendly. I was wanting to tell Dicky Mint to stick his job
up his arse and get home before Saints day, see my girl and get a
fresh coat of cock-paint. Bringing cups of tea like a fag waiter was a
sucky way to get the Benjamins, but at least it got me out of pouring
perfect pints of that Guinness shit. Like a glassful of diarrhea,
honestly.
‘Yup, can I put your tea… Here?' There was no room on his
sagging old desk. That printer of his truly was the size of a heavy
microwave oven, with two mouths tonguing paper onto the floor.
Stacked against the wall were these older printers, I couldn’t tell how
many, with a few reams of dot matrix paper, and framed stock
market certificates showing his membership of trading clubs and
certificates for each pound of gold and silver he’d invested in. I didn’t
know what language them ones were written in. Tracy had told me
the gold and silver bars were hidden in “a certain part of his
anatomy,” to quote the fat simpleton. Too fucking polite, that lady.
Did you know she got all upset because they wouldn’t let her put a
$5.99 Thomas the Tank Engine toy on layby? Broke-arse ho. I
wouldn’t root her if you paid me.
I put his Dicky Mint’s tea on top of a box of his extra-extra-long
cigarettes from one of those Mediterranean kingdoms. It was sad to
let the cuppa go – it’d been keeping my frozen fingers red. He
extracted a smoke, had difficulty unwrapping it with his shaky 5000
year old twing-fingers. I lit it for him with a golden Zippo that I
pulled out of the pocket on his dressing gown, noticing how thin and
pink and bony his chest was, with white fur like a lab mouse, and his
hips and wrists, man, they were way nobblier than a normal person.
10

STICK IT UP YOUR ARSE

There were photos of him on the walls of the pub back when he had
a beard and a belly and looked like he could win a fight, and there
were still streets and meadows named after Dicky Mint, keepin' his
reputation alive, but if I took a Instagram of him now, people
wouldn’t believe it was him, they’d think it was an albino praying
mantis.
The cigarette in his other hand was not even halfway burned.
When I dragged an ashtray under his jaw, I noticed some bank notes
under the ashtray. He clawed at the notes, thrust them out at me like
they were junk mail. He wouldn’t take his eyes off the computer
screen in front of him. It was a big as a television, ancient and curved
and patchy, and it showed moving graphs. His computer tower was
dated, too, old and faded as the screeds of shitty paper. He kept
pressing F5 and monitoring a line graph which crawled across the
screen like a child scribbling on the wall. Windows kept popping up.
‘They’re absolute nincompoops in Paris,’ he wheezed, and his
peeling lips let loose some white smoke, ‘D’you have any idea how
irrational their speculation is, Brett? It IS Brett, correct?’
I let the fuck-up with my name slide. On the streets, he’d be a
dead man for callin' me something that dorky.
‘Are you aware they’re out of their heads, Bretty? Still shellshocked from Uncle Adolf, one’d think.’
‘Shot for this,’ I said shoving the notes deep into my pocket,
mumbling ‘Rich old cocksucker.’ He didn’t hear shit.
Old wanker hadn’t even turned away from his screen for one
second. He’d only owed me fifty. I figured he owed me because…
well, just because I’m a legend and everyone needs to respect that.
I wondered which of his stacks of stock market print-outs was
going to topple over first. He had spare monitors under his desk –
with gold bars stashed in them? I reckoned so. The windows were all
black and sparkling and outside the smog and ice crystals bit your
nose, but here was Richard Hargreaves, Mr Dicky Mint the Banker,
feet warm-as in slippers and a dressing gown thick with his own
sweat. He looked like a pink saveloy in white bread, bro… A mouldy
pink saveloy, if you count the white hairs all over him.
‘What else are you wanting?’ No matter how often he spoke, his
voice always sounded like a car starting on a cold day.
I was eyeing up his ciggies. Smokes ain’t cheap. ‘Want me to take
this out?’ I went, rattling some paper box I picked up from behind a
11
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dying old dog that looked like a used mop. ‘Old print-outs, it looks
like?’ There mighta been some gold he’d forgotten about in the
bottom of the box.
‘Incinerate the lot. Nothing but trouble.’
‘I should probly bring in your dinner, if that fatarse hasn’t
scoffed it.’
‘If you must.’
Tracy always gave the old fuck a smaller portion of that weird
fluffy pudding bullshit that goes with sausages in England. She’d
been keeping an eye on Dicky Mint’s plates and he was hardly
touching nothing, he fed his lungs and let the rest of himself go
without. I trudged through the grey snow-sludge that carpeted the
parking lot, got his dinner out of the oven and trudged back, eating
three of his four sausages as tax for the effort. They were rubbish
anyway, I was doing him a favour.
‘Tracy didn’t give you much sausages, sorry,’ I went, setting the
plate down at his elbow.
He surprised me by fully spinning the chair and, using my
shoulder to support himself, he stood and sized me up, leaking
carbon monoxide on me, turning my face yellow. His eyes looked like
used teabags.
‘Have I paid you, son? I can’t leave you with nothing.’ He
wobbled and rested his weight on the vast computer monitor,
fetching an ice cream pottle which he pushed into my palms and
closed my fingers around.
I locked myself in a toilet stall and played Minecraft on my
phone til my shift ended, but not before I counted about two hundy
worth of coins in there. Hooray for Alzheimer’s, bro.
*
I rolled out of bed, hit the carpet, scraping my knees, and fished
inside the hole in my mattress and groped until I found that sweet,
slightly soft, papery texture. I turned the notes queen-up and gave the
HRH a kiss on each one. The notes were a different texture to the
plane tickets and passport and all that back-to-reality shit stashed
with the money. My hundy notes were safe, all sixty of them. I loved
how they got warm when I slept on them for long enough. I was
never gonna spend ‘em, I knew the serial numbers and everything,
they had little personalities, my hundies did, they were like pets.
I done my pimp-strut down to the train station in case any little
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shepherd honeys were watchin and I scored a free ride to the big city
by telling the ticket-dick I was on a workin holiday and I’d got
mugged and lost everything and I had to get to the embassy, while
secretly in my pocket I was clutching this wad Dicky Mint had given
me to get him some more of them crazy smokes from the Vatican or
wherever. The man owned the train and the tracks from here to the
city, I’d heard. The train was like a plough and pushing snow off the
tracks, heaping it up along the hedges crowding the tracks. The big
trees got small and the fields became backyards with greenhouses and
then the white flanks of the mall took over the sky.
Tracy had me livin' in a caravan, see; she was technically 2IC
under Dicky Mint, but she didn’t push it. I didn’t think the free meals
and accommodation on top of my salary was good enough, so I was
in the habit of putting my magnet fingers in Tracy’s handbag while
she was in the kitchen. She’d think her chubby ginger twins’d done it.
Hopefully she’d beat them to death and do the world a favour.
Soon enough that was mostly all I was doing around the hotel,
all snowed in and wearing two layers of hoodies, I’d take Dicky
Mint’s money in exchange for cups of tea and ciggy missions to the
city, and make the odd bed and pour the odd pint if Tracy got all up
in my face. I’d give the old fuck a cuppa; he’d give me a tenner. I’d
chuck out a box of transaction records and find a blank chequebook
at the bottom of it. I’d open some cigarillos for him, he’d tuck a
hundy into my pocket. C.R.E.A.M., son, C.R.E.A.M. The months
started to move quick as clouds on a windy day. I sent the odd
international text to that li’l honey I was tapping back home, the one
I’d given the engagement ring to so she’d swallow, told her I’d be
bringin’ back mad stacks and it kept her moist.
Weird shit seemed to be happening while I slept or worked
through the winter months, though– someone was emptying the
fridge, and leaving the toilet and shower unscrubbed, and little hairs
in the sink and that, plus white hairs were on my bed and in the sink:
Dicky Mint had been spying on me, I could tell. He’d owe me big
time, now. Big time.
After I came back from town and got off the train, I walked
through the puddles on the platform (no roof on the station, bro,
Dicky Mint reckoned that was a luxury, wouldn’t pay for one) and I
taxed Mr Mint’s change and started heading back to the hotel to get
my wank on. I stopped to take a piss against his maroon Jaguar,
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parked on the road, right on the outiest part of the bend, squeezing
traffic into a one-vehicle space so that everyone had to brake as they
drove past. Dicky Mint hadn’t driven the thing in ten years, but he
wouldn’t give it to anyone, not even his son, one of those missing
dudes in the framed news reports stuck on the pub wall. I’d probably
disappear too if my dad was that much of a tightwad (I’d take a
chequebook when I went, though.) Tracy still prays for Dick Jr, but
she’s a head-case. If she even tried to pray for me, I’d tell her to stick
her prayer up her arse.
I pushed the crusty, frosty door in and kicked the snow off my
toes and rattled the box of smokes, like catnip. He didn’t turn his
head. I slid the box onto his lap. He slid it onto his desk. I piled the
change in front of him but he shoved it off the desk and scribbled
the mouse over where he’d knocked the money off. It was pretty
weird – I’d given him most of his change back (taxed, of course) and
he didn’t even want it, even though it was like half a week’s wages.
He was seriously losing it – you should’ve seen the brick of Euros
he’d tried to chuck out. I saved that one for him.
I figured it was about time the old bastard carked it so I
stumbled through the slush and into the pub in my jammies and
dressing gown, comfy as a pimp. I loved the pub, yo, the baskets of
sharp, heavy chips that burned your fingers, the sloppy mugs of soup,
the fire full of snapping pinecones, the old timers with long chin hairs
and black teeth who would tell you stories about King Richard’s
curse and the gold stashed up the boss’s butthole, all that jazz. I
loved the sting you got when you pulled your wet gloves off with
your teeth and roasted your white, bloodless hands over the flames
until they stung. I loved the smell of Tracy scrubbing the urinals for
me. I loved how splashes of bleach would turn her carrot hair yellow
and leave white splotches on her forearms. This big hunting party
was in the foyer, shivering and waiting for some Asians to clear off
their table so they could get stuck into some roasted bird. One sucky
thing though was you could see your breath if you weren’t close to
the fire, because Dicky Mint had the flue rigged to divert the majority
of the heat into his office.
I got this huge sobbing rant from Tracy ‘bout how worried
about me she was, that I looked white as a ghost in a sheet, worried a
bear had gotten me or some shit, and I just worked on a bag of chips
while she had her big fuss in front of these three customers she was
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serving simultaneously, but I had a thousy burning a hole in my
pocket so everything she whinged about didn’t even bug me. I
wouldn’t need that bitch’s handbag any more soon, not if Dicky Mint
kept paying out. It was honestly hard to hold all the cash he pushed
on me sometimes. She asked me when the Lions Club man had been
in to empty the donation box, ‘cause it was empty and it was only
halfway through the month, and she was sure it’d had a few coins in
it last week, but I didn’t even answer her little Pommie Inquisition, I
told her to ask her ginger twins wassup if it was empty, then I said I
needed to take a shit and went to the bog and sat there playing
Bejewelled while Tracy squirted polish on the tables and wages
dripped into my account. I wondered how many hours I should put
on my time sheet for that week. From now on it’d be ciggy runs, cups
of tea, dumping old stock reports, burning the secret print-outs,
taking the garbage out, walking his dying dog, that sort of shit.
Actually, maybe I could buy a fresh visa, extend my stay, bleed the
old prick dry, yeah, yeah what sort of a person would jump off the
gravy train just to get home to a pre-used pussy?
On my way out of the hotel, I took a detour into the chicks’
toilets and removed the toilet paper from the stalls. Tracy would
hopefully lose her job if customers went psycho-enough about it.
That’d serve Tracy right for being all concerned about everybody all
the time.
On my way back to the caravan, fingering my pipe in my pocket,
already smelling the sweet stinky smoke, I bumped into Tweedle
Dumbass and Tweedle D-bag, that’s what I call Tracy’s brats. They
were struggling to bring out all the chip baskets and Beef
Wellingtons, sweating and sucking their burned thumbs. I told them
to hurry the hell up, their mum needed them, and that I’d be
counting the chips later to make sure they ain’t stolen none.
*
The stars were white stones frozen in an indigo pond. Chimneys
funneled grey balls into the blackness. Everyone in the village would
be huddled around their fireplace. I thought about hiding those bars
of gold on my body and I shivered. Gold glows, it’s warm if you put
your hands on it and treat it right. I pulled on my boots and gloves
and went out earning.
Dicky Mint said to take boxes of reports to the furnace down
the very rear of his office. The major markets he followed online
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were closed between 4pm and 11pm, and there was nothing he could
do to hurry the world up. He had a pillowcase full of ruffled bank
notes and he was keeping only the undamaged, newish notes; the
used notes, he slid off his desk onto the floor.
‘Take these and make yourself scarce,’ he went, and pushed into
my hand the collection of dirty notes. These were notes I’d only ever
seen on movies, tall amounts with loads of zeroes.
‘No sweat, I’ll tape ‘em up and– ’
‘Don’t. Toss them.’
He had to be taking the piss, but I looked round and there was
just his mutt snoring on an old coat and white windows and smoky
blackness outside.
‘You serious?’
He creaked the chair towards me. His eyes were dirty white cue
balls and the skin around them was purple-brown, but his cheeks
were looking pretty tight and his wobbly throat-curtains were almost
gone. ‘Presumably I owe you for helping out last week?’ He pulled
some funny-coloured notes out of his waistband. Probably some
foreign shit. I knew there was a catch.
‘Yup,’ I stammered, ‘It’s okay though if –
‘’Ere.’ He picked up a heavy bag of coins from under his desk
and dumped it into my arms. I was left holding coins and notes as
well as several times my normal pay packet – Oh my God – probably
ten thou or more. I looked for a place to put the money down, but I
couldn’t let it go. I couldn’t return to home with nothing to show my
baby mama.
‘Got any gold?’
‘A SWEET TOOTH FOR THE CARAMEL METAL!’ He
coughed until he got a few red snotty drops on his hand. I woulda
patted him on the back, but I was hoping he’d cough himself to
death and I could put a pen in his hand and force him to write my
name on his will on his way out. He reached into his jingling pocket,
pulled a fistful of copper coins out and biffed them at me.
‘Light me up, would you. Attaboy.’ He coughed again and blood
and spit went all over his knee and I scooped the coins into my jacket
and rolled it up. Then I heaved a lump of old market reports, printed
on that old joined paper with the frills, into the far corner of the
office, opened the furnace and pushed it all in… well, most of it.
There were a few sheets with bank account numbers that it would
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have been a crime to not take.
I woke up later, electric shocks running through my blood.
How long had I been out for? Dicky Mint hadn’t moved. I heard
thunder, and something began to tap on the roof. His head was on
the desk and he was snoring but his finger was holding down F5. He
didn’t have a clue I’d woken up. The market wouldn’t be open for
another 3:58. I sat behind him and waited for him to wake up and
acknowledge me, tapping my foot on his dog. I thought about how
his life could have become like this. If his son was around, would
Dick Junior have him in an old people’s home, drinking his meals
and popping pills from a blister pack, rockin' out to Neil Diamond?
It was hard waking up, trying to remember, well, you know those
real massive sleeps you have when you go into the abyss and when
you resurface, you have to recollect your childhood and your address
and how you got here? My fingers were locked like tetanus around a
ten-thousand wad I’d found buried under dust bunnies, and I had to
pull my sore cramped digits off one by one. My neck hurt from
resting on a ream of printer paper. Dicky Mint was out for the count.
What if that fat bitch Tracy burst in and got all nosy?
‘You’d better not be dead, old man,’ I went, reaching down
inside his pyjama top and fishing out a book of cheques. I noticed
that his chest hairs had turned black, and it scared me – musta been a
symptom of rigor mantis, that thing that happens to you when you
die and get all stiff. It was almost impossible to tip him out of the
chair, pull his pants down and reach on into that filthy cavity, but I
slowly tugged and his pink muscle let go of a beautiful gold bar which
came out with a sucking, slurping sound.
His mouth gasped and he began coughing, and hugged his knees
and rolled around on the carpet. He didn’t snap in half like I thought
he was gonna. His spit was the colour of blackcurrants: the mummy
had come to life. His dog whimpered. I told it to Fuck Up.
‘HURRY UP AND F5!’ I yelled, making his wispy white hair
rustle, ‘YOU’RE MISSING THE MARKET!’
I guided his shaky finger onto the button and made him press it.
While he was busy with that, I went around the study stuffing a
rubbish sack with bonds, notes, ivory, rings, paintings, what have
you, and left it by the door. A candelabra, too, like Liberace, bro.
While he tried to steady himself against the desk chair and get to
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his knees, I tried to pick the exact liver spot to crack his skull open
like an ostrich egg, and I was trying to decide whether to use the old
steel printer cartridge when he shunted his chair aside and handed me
a gold bar. Where had it come from? Who cared.
‘You get one more chance,’ I growled into his ear, pressing his
stiff limbs into the chair and pulling up another one. Really, I needed
the prick to teach me how to work the markets before I bopped his
noggin in.
We hurled ourselves into the glowing green market, and his hand
nibbled my thigh with excitement, and I kept patting his hand. Okay,
so a few bucks bought him a little bit of time and I chilled and just
learned about the markets. We were buccaneers, yo, rogue traders. I
was starting to feel exhausted, but it was sweet to see the old fuck’s
heart start beating again.
*
I put a good couple grand on a bar tab under Dicky Mint’s
name. Tracy’s ginger ninjas worked the counter while she caught up
on cleaning the rooms and kitchen. I hadn’t been able to help out
with that shit since my apprenticeship had begun. Tracy couldn’t
afford no babysitter for them little gingers. She was all worked up
and blubbering, saying someone had nicked the babysitting cash from
her handbag. 'There’s thieves about,' I warned her. I shoved a bar rag
at her and Tracy kept blowing her nose and sobbing, ‘You don’t have
to do that, you needn’t trouble yourself, Sir, you need your rest, sir.’
She seemed to enjoy working her butt off, so I figured why not let
her? Besides, she was talking to me with a newfound respect, so I was
gonna make the most of this Sir shit. I liked it plenty.
Really, what she should’ve been upset about (apart from the
collagen swaying under her arms like seaweed) was how shittily her
twins poured pints. I’ve never seen more beer wasted. And they
needed to stand on a chair to reach the beer taps. Amateurs, bro,
total amateurs.
I got the odd peck on the cheek from some farmers’ daughters
and their boyfriends didn’t do shit about it. They actually laughed.
Word musta got around about my reputation back home. It woulda
been partly because I was buying, but I could also taste this attitude
like I wasn’t a threat. My leg was sore and I had a bit of a limp. They
all kept calling me Old Boy and it was nice to be welcomed like that
but it got a bit aggravating. I was glad I’d come in my dressing gown
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and hadn’t dressed up. If I had pants on, it would have been even
harder to hold my gold inside me, and don’t even ask how hard it was
to sit down. I couldn’t wait to strut around back home like this, make
my bitch suck my cock at a moment’s notice, like a fire drill: stop,
drop and ho.
There was some young prick with masses of black hair cutting
through the crowd, and I wasn’t too impressed with him trying to get
in on my bar tab so I told the twins not to serve him. They were
trying to do their homework at the same time as pouring, like looking
down and trying to write something in pencil while they filled glasses
as big as their arms. I told all the locals I was leaving soon and that
this was my shout and I’d miss them all, there was six figures in my
mattress now and I just needed a bit more gold before I got going,
but they were havin' a hard time understanding me, and it was hard
for me to talk, to be honest. Maybe the beers the child had poured
me had had a nip of whiskey in ‘em, but I was drooling and my
tongue had swelled up too large for my mouth and all of a sudden, I
was weary as shit, and cold, too. Needed me a warm glowing monitor
and a pack of endless smokes.
When everyone had gone home and Tracy was locking up, I
downed one last beer and went to get a little payment for all the
overtime I’d been doing. His head was trapped in the monitor’s
beam, again, didn’t even see me burst in, scaring his dog. I hauled
him off the chair, bopped his head against the wall and let his thin,
light, raggedy body crumple on the floor like a poster fallen off a wall.
He’d managed to grab himself a ballpoint pen which could have cut
me. Enraged, defending myself, I yanked the mirror out of his hands
and propped it against the computer screen. You could see this
white-haired old fuck in the mirror. Dicky Mint was still logged in on
his comp and I could see the numbers ticking up in a green box in
the bottom right corner of the screen – this cunt was pulling in about
eight hundred an hour, doing nothing at all, just playing the market,
clicking the right buttons, consolidating, divesting, futures, spot
trading. I punched in my details and transferred all twelve of his bank
accounts into a single one with the account details I’d found on that
bit of paper he was gonna chuck. I was doing everyone a favour.
I played the markets all night until my eyes burned. I knew that
the hardness under my arse were my future, compressed. When the
windows turned from black to blue to orange and I found myself
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yawning and sipping cold tea, I programmed a safe line of bids,
kicked back and lit up a cigarillo. Dicky Mint’s arms and legs were a
bit stiff but I pulled them out of his robe and pants. I switched
clothes with him and folded his body into one of those big boxes that
holds ten smaller boxes of paper.
I was lining it up in front of the incinerator when a knock at the
door made me shit myself, just about.
‘Y’a’right in there, Sir?’
Ta for the Sir, Trace, but she should’ve been able to see through
the window I was busy at work. I found myself too weak to yell at
her to fuck off. Too much trading, too many late nights and ciggies.
She got one of her gingerlings to finally reach in through a window
and unlock the door and Tracy waddled in after, going, ‘Mr
Hargreaves, Mr Hargreaves, dear, come and say ta-ta – the young
lad’s off, the foreign boy who cleans your office.’
I didn’t know who she was on about. I stumbled out of the
chair. My knees screamed –pins and needles? – and I had to limp and
then rest my frame against Tracy’s busy blubber, and there was
something about the way she didn’t hold me up too well that made
me think, You sneaky whore: you’ve known all along.
At the train station platform, as I fell out of Tracy’s van, shivering,
my skin stinging in the cold, I could see him standing inside the train,
thumbing a passport with a green sticker which he pressed against the
glass as he disappeared. In the carriage windows, I could see a
wrinkled face. The train filed past me and I opened my mouth to
scream something as Dicky Mint’s train pulled away, and my arse was
getting real sore.
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They leave pets buried in backyards in lots of cities and they’re
not allowed to put decorations on the walls because Mummy and
Daddy will be in trouble with the landlord. Daddy makes films
everywhere and Mummy stars in films everywhere and there are
always parties. She finds his videos of Saturday Night Fever and 54
and his stacks of dance music tapes, but there’s no clubbing for her,
so Jezz sets up her own club. There is a huge box that the refrigerator
came in and they’re allowed to paint it and turn it into a club and it
doesn’t matter so much each time they move, as long as the box
comes. Jezz and Clyde don’t need to be watched when they’re in the
box.
Clyde brings home some skirts, each with a different girl’s name
written on the tag and Daddy says grown-up words to him and Jezz
thinks it’s a weird thing to do to someone, to tell them hurty words
with letters made of beestings, and Clyde never tries to give things to
Mummy and Daddy again, although he supplies everything to the
kids at whatever school they’re at. Usually it’s erasers and boxes of
juice. From her corner, hidden under the tablecloth, Jezz sees the big
girls at Mummy and Daddy’s parties swishing their drink in these
really skinny glasses, like the tiny vases at restaurants that you put a
single rose in, so Clyde borrows a whole box of the tiny vase-glasses
and they’re all Jezz will drink out of. Sometimes they have to go to
restaurants that are only open when the sun goes down, and there’s
only food and fizzy drink to play with, and their stomachs get sore
and it doesn’t even taste exciting after you have three of them, and
the lights are too flashy and sharp. Clyde has to read Jezz the cocktail
menu because her eyes don’t work properly because Mummy’s
glasses don’t work on her.
Clyde makes friends everywhere because people are scared of
him. He never gets in trouble ‘cause no one ever watches him. Him
and his friends work out which houses read their catalogues and
newspapers the most quickly, and they deliver to just those houses,
and dump the rest of the circulars in recycled clothing bins. Clyde
borrows Mummy’s treasure for her; tampons, earrings, picture
frames, rings. He tells her he doesn’t want any money. He just wants
Mummy. He shows her real interesting notes and coins with pictures
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that she would’ve never thought of.
Last in the family is Jezz. She falls in love with all the boys in all
of Clyde's gangs. She loves how their skin colour and hair changes in
the different cities across the continents, and she writes them songs.
Every song is about love; love which can make the tropical summers
cool and love that can make the northern snows cosy. All of Gloria
Estefan’s songs are about love, Madonna’s and Roxette’s, the timeless
ones that make her feel like she doesn’t have to obey gravity.
The Cardboard Club is beside a barbecue in a backyard, then it’s
in the storage room of an apartment building, then it’s in a carpark. It
goes wherever Daddy is making movies. It has a door where you
have to show Clyde your ID and he puts a sticker on your hand. You
put on a hula hoop as you go in. Jezz glues glitter on her face and
performs her songs inside with a real-life microphone. She’s taped
backing music off Hitz FM. Jezz has six tapes of songs. Clyde sticks
his fingers down his throat and pretends he’s puking, but no other
boys are allowed to do that or Clyde will hit them. When she’s played
both sides of her tape, Jezz kisses all the boys on the cheek, the sons
of waiters and second unit directors and actors, and Clyde isn’t sure if
he should beat the boys up or not. There will always be boys around.
He can’t hurt them all no matter how hard he tries.
Clyde borrows her packets of CDs and tapes for her birthday,
and sometimes on ordinary days, too. She writes her name
painstakingly on the stickers, with entire rainbows of felt pen ink.
She has to carefully time her songs so they fit perfectly on the tapes.
Mummy dies without a warning and they burn her into fairy dust and
Jezz has a hard time putting together a perfect tape, they make them
too short, the tapes are supposed to last an hour but she can’t even
fit the whole 100 minutes on them, and there’s a new mum with
smaller shoes.
It only takes Jezz a couple of years to watch all the movies in the
whole world and sometimes she pauses them so that J-Law will linger
longer on screen. She rewinds and rewinds and says the actors’ lines
perfectly. She’s afraid to do better acting than Elizabeth. She does
exactly the same acting as Anne. Some of the teachers cuddle her and
cuddle her and Clyde kicks and slams doors. Most times they begin a
new school, no one has even heard of Clyde, so he has to let them
know who he is.
***
22

BODY WITHOUT A HEAD

Her brother’s friends can’t stop giggling as they touch the twins.
This huge, jutting spear sticks out of their pants and they laugh and
battle them and when they pee, it goes on the ceiling. The boys are
still giggling as they hand their money over to Clyde. He gets mad
with how cramped the Cardboard Club is, tells Jezz he’s taking it
down. Jezz pulls down her t-shirt and stares at Clyde. He grabs his
friends roughly and pulls them into the den to play GTA Vice City.
Jezz doesn’t know what to do so she makes some powdered juice and
shakes it up. She has to drag a chair into the kitchen and stand on it
to reach the good cocktail glasses. The new mum has far more
cocktail glasses than regular glasses. Daddy throws out Mummy's
stuff all the time and Jezz has to save whatever she can from cats and
crows and garbagemen. One of the rose-glasses drops and when it
shatters, the broken pieces are bigger than the whole glass was. It’s
hard for Jezz to figure out how these sharp, differently-shaped pieces
could go together. She stares at the fragments for a bit with her
mouth open, then she turns back and takes down the other glasses
real careful. Some of them’ve been used on set by famous boys. She
pours the juice just right and puts them on the tray and carries them
through into the dark den with the glowing TV in the corner. The
PS4 is telling them what to do.
'Here’s your martinis, gentlemen.' She places the glasses beside
the boys. She knows they’re used to drinking out of plastic. They
don't look at her. They’re quietly folding their spears away. Clyde
can’t sit down, he’s telling everyone which buttons on the controllers
to push and how hard to push them. Jezz crouches behind the couch,
peeping over their shoulders to see the cool game they’re playing.
They elbow each other in the guts and, snickering, one of them writes
on a bit of paper torn from the TV Guide and gives it to Jezz.
'It’s a cheque,' he says. 'It’s legit.’
It’s the bit of the TV Guide cover with the barcode and price,
$2.95. She stands up and lifts her shirt over her head, so she can’t see
anything. 'Don’t you wanna see me again?' she says, muffled. The
boys are snickering too hard so she goes away into the kitchen. Clyde
has left the room and is already cleaning up the mess, pouring the
dustpan into the rubbish bin. His bare foot is stamping the linoleum
with buttons of blood.
'Get lost,' he says, 'You don’t have shoes on. You’ll cutcha self.'
Jezz tosses her yellow hair behind her head and says, 'Frankly my
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dear, I don’t give a damn,' and shivers her eyelids like butterfly wings.
‘A boy says that.’
‘You had me at Hello.’
‘QUIT SAYIN THAT MOVIE CRAP.’
‘Come up and see me sometime.’
'You so owe me,' her brother sighs, 'I got better stuff to do.' He
doesn’t need a chair to pull the paper towels down from the high
cupboard. His arms are powerful. He puts the whole roll of paper
towels in her hands as he barges past her, not looking at her on
purpose. Jezz takes the cardboard tube from the centre of the paper
towels and follows Clyde back into the den. 'Do one more show for
the boys,' he tells her, and she hears him tell them he’ll punch their
heads into their bodies like a turtle if they try and go home for
dinner. He’s moving town soon, so their brothers won’t do anything.
‘Where’s your dad?’ one of the boys goes. Another boy starts
crying.
She asks him, 'Wasn’t my music good?'
***
The piercer tells her to hold her singlet up. Jezz winces and
tries to hold her phone above her eyes, texting. The pillow under her
head absorbs two neat, hot tears and her friends, sitting on vinyl
chairs, swinging their legs, giggle and gasp and show each other how
to roll cigarettes.
'I know your bro,' the piercer whispers, 'The nigger’s solid. Tell
him I said Wassup.'
'What does 'solid' mean?'
'He got patched, didn’t he?'
'I’m Jezz by the way. I’m a singer. What’s your name?'
'Yeah I already read ya tat,' he says, pointing to Jezz’s name
sashaying across the bottom of her back. 'Who done that for ya?'
'Clyde. He’s got his own gun.'
'Tat gun?'
‘Yeah he’s got a tat gun, too.'
'I’ve got some work for him, if he’s available. Give him my card.'
He reaches down her shirt and puts his business card between her
nipple and the cotton singlet. Then the piercer squeezes a clamp and
a barbell slides through the pinch of skin below her belly button, and
he screws the butterfly onto the ring and adjusts it. He tells her to
pull down her pants and he wipes her with a damp cloth, and she
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writhes and tries to hold her legs together and to finish her text.
'Got some scar tissue here,' he says.
'They cut us apart,' Jezz says, ‘We’re twins.’ She blinks so that
her eyes will sop up her tears. 'Okay if I keep rubbing? You girls get
out. Scat. Go to school or something.' The other girls somehow
make it down the stairs even though they’re not looking where
they’re going, and Jezz tries to sit up, not sure if her friends or
Someone Important needs her more. The important piercer tattoo
man shoves her down and his hand is so heavy and she can’t quite
finish the smiley face she’s punching into her phone.
'STOP. Quit it for a sec?'
'This better be good...'
She makes him promise he’ll do another tattoo on her, another
name, on the front of her hard, flat belly, opposite to where she got
Jezz inscribed. It stings, the time Jezz spends lying on her back while
he jabs and scrapes and pierces her, but Clyde will be totally stoked.
***
Jezz gets sent out of class for cutting the bottom inches off
her school shirt and making everyone ask about her tattoos. While
they type up the form that removes her from school, she sits in
reception picking dried gunk from her belly button. When the piercer
came all over her guts, the piercing got infected, and she thinks it sort
of warped her tattoo.
She has more friends outside of school than inside, anyway, and
she brings them home, hoping to catch Clyde in between burglaries.
The house is theirs, with Daddy selling marketing rights to kings with
black curly hair, and Clyde is filling all the unused rooms and the
three car garage with PS3s and laptops and exercycles and toasters
and cell phones still in their boxes. They have cartons and cartons of
Singstar and Guitar Hero but he never plays them with Jezz, he just
likes to take them and keep them. He likes packaging, loves boxes,
but they get stacked on the Cardboard Club and it gets all flat and
useless and crumbly. She spots him every few nights and each time
he’s wider, heavier. His arms are the same thickness as his legs now
and his fingers are like steel rebars and he is shaving his skull with
Daddy’s razors and trying to grow his chin hairs long. He can
command any vehicle - it used to be BMXs - now he looks natural in
BMWs and squeezing motorcycles between his thick thighs. He
wears singlets and shorts all the time but does all his weights at home
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and he’s slowly getting prison stripes tattooed from his shoulders
down to his ankles, and there’s a ball and chain inked onto his foot.
Every weekend he gets another stripe, from this guy that actually
toured with this band that opened for the Stones. When she tries to
introduce girls to him, he waves them towards his friends. She calls
him a cocktease and he leaves the room.
Clyde won’t say where he got it from, and no one knows how to
set it up, but he’s got an amp and turntables and twenty boxes of
cocktail glasses. Vanloads keep coming and coming, and his friends
get older and older, some of them even have grey hair and long
things on their chins, and they’re hanging out with him?! Clyde gets
something printed on him you can’t get at any tattooist: cracks in his
forehead and at the corners of his eyes. He’s only an hour ahead of
her in age- what could have happened to him in an hour?
She’s moved into Mummy’s old bedroom now and the wallpaper
is completely covered up with posters, and the windows are pasted
with pages ripped out of Cosmo. The sunlight makes the teeth of the
idols glow. Clyde squints when he absolutely has to go in, always
looking at some project at the front of his mind. He walks like he’s
got a nail in his shoe, always showing his teeth and frowning and
hobbling slowly. He carries so much weight on his body. He puts his
beer mugs down with precision. He biffs each beer mug out after
using it just once. There’s always another hundred of the things.
A rainy day is as close as they’re going to get to night time, so
they pull all the curtains shut and only use the light of their cell
phones and they party, just six girls and four men with hair sticky
with gel, and Jezz riding the notes between her legs and thrusting
with the beat on a little stage made from a washing basket tipped
upside down, and Clyde, like a chopping board, standing in the
hallway with his arms folded, thick neck, square jaw, short arms. She
stamps his anvil hand, whispers into his ear that it’s free to get in
before 11 tonight, but she licks his ear without meaning to and he
head-butts her and the next thing Jezz knows, her friends are pulling
her up and pouring cold Coke onto her lips and she wants to cry but
crying is for songs, not for real life.
She’s wondering if there will ever be a graceful way to leave the
bathroom when Clyde kicks the door in and tells everyone he’ll burn
their houses down if they don’t vanish off right now and he drags
Jezz by one arm into her bedroom and flops her on her back. A
26

BODY WITHOUT A HEAD

leathery man hovers around the door and Clyde presses his chin
against his and Mr Leather goes back to the club and Clyde kicks the
door closed. She lets Clyde spread her with his hand, like smoothing
a sheet. Her legs open and her toes point inward, towards her core.
He says, 'Hold up a sec,' and goes away and comes back with a needle
and a handkerchief and a lighter and sunglasses. Her arms are riveted
to the mattress. He slides on the shades, lights a cigarette and presses
the needle against the hot glowing smoke.
'Where’d you get that?'
'Mum’s sewing stuff.'
Clyde takes off his singlet and she can see the word
'PROSPECT' and a number curving across the top of his chest and
she’s excited and wants to show him her tattoo so they can be tattoo
twins but he keeps flattening her and sticks the orange needle into
the lump around her piercing, and Jezz’s rigid stomach tenses and she
says, ‘God, Jesus, God,’ but her eyes are dry and Clyde isn’t making
any sound at all. She makes a mental note to always wear sunglasses
at all times, forever and ever. There are 60,000 party napkins in
packets of 100 in stacked boxes in the corner, and he punches a hole
in a box, rips a napkin from its packet and gently dabs pus with red
swirls in it from Jezz’s belly. Then he unscrews the butterfly jewel on
her ring, holds it up to the light, squints at it, and says, ‘You shoulda
checked with me first.’
Clyde reaches for his singlet but Jezz picks it up with her big toe
and bends her foot behind her head.
'Gimme that.'
'Gimme something for singing tonight.'
She wraps her pine-coloured legs around him and he squirms,
twisting like there’s a net on him, but the thick, black denim and the
buttons where his stomach funnels into his pants are pointing
straight at her, a big bulging arrow, and when she unbuckles his belt
and tugs his jeans down, he doesn’t waddle away pulling them up, he
merges with her and, gritting his teeth, punishes her for irritating him.
There’s the WOOOLP of a police siren and Clyde peels a curtain
away from the window and jumps away like the curtain’s electrified.
His back’s against the cupboard and he grabs Jezz’s ankle and goes,
'Find out what one called the cops. Promise me.'
'Anything.'
'You can’t have none of this junk,' he says, sweeping his arm
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over boxes of Heineken underneath a pallet of blow dryers, 'It’s not
even mine. Some boys might be 'round to pick up the bikes. Don’t
touch nothin'.' He finally hauls his undies and jeans up and pulls
Jezz’s shirt down and smoothes it over her belly button. A patch of
darkness blooms just above the hem, she’s still leaking bloody pus
and her butt is sticking to the bare mattress they made love on. Her
legs try to pin him like forceps but he sweeps them off.
‘Sing-Sing Time,' he says, trying to make his belt buckle connect,
'Year or two, I’d say. Don’t let any of these dickheads fuck ya.' He
leaves Jezz on her back, and pulls some keys from his pockets. Do
they belong to a jet ski, or a helicopter, or a snowmobile? She can’t
hear what happens because the floor and walls are rattling and it
sounds like someone is banging on the wall over and over, and an
engine revs, but behind her eyes she can see him getting tackled and
his arms pinned behind his back, and she thinks Sad Smiley Face.
***
Two Korean guys are both trying to have her. She tries to
sing over the stripped-down music but it’s impossible, so she sings
under it. She tells the two guys to kiss each other, but they start
fighting and one of them gets shoved into the road by a bouncer. In
the handicapped toilets, Jezz’s knees get soaked black. This karaoke
bar has no food menu, so she has to suck a whole cocktail shaker to
get the taste of the man out of her mouth. She’s allowed to drink all
the alcohol she wants from the bar, but she doesn’t like drinking that
much, to be honest, it makes it hard to remember her song lyrics.
Jezz’s favourite thing in the whole, wide world is watching people’s
feet tapping to the rhythm of gigantic speakers while she sings.
Harmonising with the speakers can make the pool tables disappear
and make her feel like she actually weighs something and she won’t
float off into the sky soon. She does a lot of private parties, and this
show at the strip-club where she has to open her mouth as wide as it
can go, but she writes on LinkedIn and Facebook and Twitter that
her heart belongs to Sing-Sing, and she is the house singer here and
here only. The walls aren’t cardboard and she lost all her pin-ups, but
this is a comfortable place before she explodes and becomes a spray
of stars in the sky. Whole gangs of Koreans adore her, but they keep
trying to buy her, and they keep asking who her manager is; the
manager written on the business cards she printed on her HP Deskjet
- who is Mr Sing-Sing? How can we sit down with him? What is his
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price?
She’s brought Facebook friends but they disappear from the
door and Jezz rushes after them. She’s not even sure they realise that
she is a 110% professional singer (two nights a week, at least), or that
she can get the high score on every edition of Sing Star, and that her
voice is so, like, omigawd you can’t even tell if you’re hearing karaoke
or not. The wind is vicious and they all get goose bumps. Jezz only
befriended these girls because they get paid by the karaoke bar
managers to bring customers in but they’ve turned out to be pretty
average. One girl has black skin and red hair. She stops a taxi and
bangs on the bonnet, then as she walks away laughing, her heel snaps
and she lands with her feet pointed in different directions, one ankle
twisted, and she laughs instead of screaming and it scares Jezz. Jezz
can’t go into the next club without her friends, really, what if they
stop coming to her gigs and don’t download her EP? A bouncer tries
to shove her deep inside a club that’s all green but they aren’t going
to ID her, so she pulls her ID out anyway because it’s nice to be
reminded how young she is. He speaks firmly and clearly over the
bass. He has a nose as square as a box of matches and his ears are
like knobs on a bedside drawer. 'You’re the one that sings hard-out.
From the karaoke place.'
'It’s Jezz. Most people forget.' She takes his hand and kisses it.
'Go and say What Up to the DJ. Tell him Vincent says 38. Hear
me? 38. He’ll give you the mic, let you do vocals.'
'Why 38?'
He picks her up, carries her a few metres and dumps her
between two gay guys and she pretends not to panic, just sticks her
arms up and cuts through the black t-shirts and sparkling jeans and
dropped ice cubes and white cigarettes and climbs a twist of stairs
into the DJ booth and says '38' and the DJ taps his headphones and
shrugs and hands her his iPad, and she types it in, and he nods and
within two minutes, her song comes through the blackness. From her
handbag, she pulls an orange Fire Warden vest that was out in the
back of the club in a little cupboard just for her. Now it’s impossible
not to notice her. She leaks the first notes into the mic, and it accepts
her voice. It’s a horse which hasn’t thrown her. She gets inside the
song, sings it from the inside out because she loves it more than the
original singer. If you neglect something, if you don’t love it enough
and leave it behind, someone else will love it. She doesn’t even know
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where she gets the courage from, there used to be her old life but
now she is standing over two billion moshing, steaming people,
pointing her fingernails at them, and she’s absolutely sure she sees
Clyde’s face and shoulders here and there and over there, and she
tries not to move ahead of the beat although everything in her wants
to race through time and finish the night and pull out her iPhone and
update her status and create the Jezz Fan Group and tell her 2,000
friends to Like, Like, Like.
She’s - she’s still singing! She hasn’t ruined it! The DJ is looking
down at his laptop and scheduling songs and he’s turned the backing
vocals down and it’s just her lungs and tonsils and tongue out in
space, putting colour in the earth, making long hair mosh and whip,
making people pash. Time moves as the song moves. The crowd is a
churning, black ocean lapping at the legs of the oil-rig she’s on, and
all she can see of them is their white teeth and sloshing earrings and
sparkling hand-bands. To them, in the bright vest overpowering
everything above her neck, Jezz is a body without a head.
***
She sits on ProTools for entire seasons made only of night,
tinkering, making mistakes, getting pissed off, going out clubbing at
the deep end of the night, forgetting everything except the chests in
front of her. Finally her wake-up coincides with a sunrise. She rolls
on her back. Her eardrums are still shuddering. Her toes are twitchy.
She delays showering as long as she can. She loves having sticky Red
Bull on her throat, loves finding lemon seeds and straws in her
pockets and losing credit cards and finding all the cigarettes in her
handbag crushed and wondering where all her Durex went. Sunday
afternoons, she takes the pillows off her bed and drags them into the
lounge and cuddles up with them and watches shows about smart
women with thick hair who always win at the end. She hydrates with
isotonic, vitamin-enhanced water, from the local café. The
convenience store is cheaper, and a lot more convenient, but she likes
being seen in the café. You’re supposed to be in cafes all the time.
There was this show on TV where all these friends never made their
own coffee, they lived in a cafe.
Sometimes she thinks she sees herself in the celebrity pages and
gives a little shriek. If her stomach flattens out again and her nipples
stop being big round brown coasters, she’ll get in there and won’t
have to squint at the paper and pretend. Her timing is… she checks
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her watch and frowns. She pays for her water and drives her Rav-4
the quarter mile back around the corner and returns to the lounge
floor, her cushions and blankets. She sings along with the theme
songs of her shows and draws smiley faces with lipstick on paper.
Clyde’s friends have these two basement apartments. They’ve
smashed the dividing wall so it’s one big joined apartment and it’s full
of glass display cabinets with weird weapons like you see on movies,
like samurai swords and Bowen Arrows. They don’t trust using the
landline, and they use code words that keep changing and Jezz can’t
keep up, or says the code word wrong and gets growled at. They
come around in their Humvees and search the house for Clyde, and
Jezz squeezes her legs shut and vows not to get pregnant again.
This lawyer gets Jezz to come into his office and write her real
name on some forms that mean all of Daddy’s stuff now belongs to
her. If something happens to Jezz, the stuff will go on to her baby
daughter.
'Can you find out where she’s living?' Jezz begs him, 'If she’s
safe? What name did they give her?' She opens the ‘net on her phone.
‘What’s her handle on Twitter?’
***
Jezz gets a cute IT boy to come over to her house and show her
how to build her own website. She is giddy after making the booking,
and rubs browning lotion into her legs and arms and cheeks, and has
enough energy for an entire spring clean – under the overturned
photos of Daddy, behind the boxes of loot that men are really
interested in, between the crates full of her EPs, everywhere. The
mirrors, especially. She turns up the stereo and murmurs lyrics as she
polishes things from countries on the travel channel. She polishes the
wing mirrors of three motorcycles. She hoses the dune buggy that
she’s never used, and the scuba gear and skis. She wishes she lived by
the coast, the global beach that edges all the lands on earth. The
beach cleanses everything with its refreshing, salty air.
The IT boy arrives on a bicycle. She is wearing her bikini and
has a towel around her shoulders. She’s flushed her hair in the
shower so that it looks like she has just come out of the pool. She can
tell he’s gawping at the boxes of Hennessy and the CDs and petrol
vouchers stacked everywhere. He is shaking so much that he gets his
satchel stuck on a parking meter which is slumped against the
breakfast bar, all bent, its bottom shiny from where Clyde hack31
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sawed it (Clyde got a whole year’s worth of parking change from it.)
She realises he’s staring at her platinum hair. It’s so bright that you
can see it in the dark, so people stop thinking she’s just a body
without a head. He probably recognises her from her YouTube
channel, or from MTV Clubz, or because he’s been to Cl@ssy and
seen her singing, or Fatale or Luna or one of the other joints. The
boy installs Flash animations which make her name sparkle and
shimmer on the page. She asks him to spell everything in American.
He gives her a programme called Dreamweaver. Sounds like it’ll
make her dreams come true.
They stand by the road having a cigarette before he drives away.
'You’ll have to add me.'
'Ah... who are you, exactly?' he asks.
'You’re funny.' She brushes his arm. 'I’m a singer.'
'Nah, but, like, for a job?'
After the IT boy has left, she emails everyone about her website.
People write some hurtful things on her Facebook, they seem to
think she’s just singing along to Boney M’s songs, and Whitney’s
songs, and that’s just a big dumb lie; if the music comes out of Jezz’s
mouth, then it is original, because she is the one in the world most
passionate about it. She believes in the words more than Floyd or
Fleetwood, so why shouldn’t the songs belong to her? It’s not fair
that someone got to those feelings before she did. She would’ve
settled on those words sooner or later. She phones up the IT guy and
asks him if there is some way to check where people are viewing her
page from.
***
'It’s so cool you saw my page! I fully stalked you! I can’t
believe you work here! What one’s your girlfriend?! I fully have to
meet her.'
'Be profesh,' Clyde growls, sliding the ashtray off the tabletop
and not looking as it shatters. Benji Fraülich, king of Berlin beats,
plops into the booth with his producer Sambo from LA. Clyde isn’t
as thick and large as he used to be, but his face has stopped smiling
completely, it’s a smashed watch that will never work again, and that
is scarier and sadder than any muscle or wide back or steel boots or
blade, or black belt or Baretta. His skin is full of holes and dents, like
the floorboards of a church hall, and those blue bars creep up his
neck, and his lips are white and his hair is slicked back with shiny gel
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and he wears tight, black jeans and a long-armed, black cotton shirt
with flames going up both arms. It says the name of his gang across
his chest and on his back. She thinks his eyes have been replaced with
glass that doesn’t reflect.
'She’s mine, she’s all good, she’s reliable,' Clyde tells the cool
people in a voice you can hear through the music, 'I supply only
reliable people. I’ve known her forever. You know who I am. What I
am.' Sambo nods. Benji clicks his fingers and grins. 'I’ll give you the
vocals for all them samples you’re wanting, but she’s not got the rep
yet for a tour.'
Benji Fraülich reaches across the table and takes Jezz’s floppy
hand and says, 'Tell me in your ownership words, Jezz, what you are
do for life. For make life, career.'
Jezz looks at Clyde for the answer. Clyde wraps his fingers
around Benji’s thumb and peels his grip off Jezz. 'No touchin the
girls.'
She starts to pull her sparkly bra up. 'I’ve been singing, like, since
the day I was born,' she explains.
Sambo opens his suit jacket and takes out some forms and
flattens them and Clyde takes one look at them and nods. 'Now you
can touch her.'
'Jezz,' Benji drools, twisting on his chair so that Clyde isn’t in his
way any more, 'He say you are best singer in this city, this you feel?'
'That is soooo Clyde! He’s silly. Yes, I fully do!'
'Modelling?' Sambo from LA suggests, 'Go or no?'
'I’ll be a model, sure! Cly, is that cool?'
'You’ll do what I tell ya. She’ll do what I tell her.'
'Omigawd, is this really happening?' Jezz’s eyes drop as she sends
a tweet to the world. Clyde is twisting her wrist. 'Youch, let go!'
Clyde pushes Jezz’s head down until she’s forced to read a clause
in the Benji contract about not getting pregnant on tour. ‘Don’t fuck it
up again,' Clyde growls.
'Thank you all,' Benji Fraülich says, getting up from the table, his
legs stiff in their black leather, 'I haff other commitment.'
Clyde shoves a pen into Jezz’s fist and she signs the contracts
and when Clyde’s expected to initial everything he says 'I ain’t putting
shit on paper' and slides the papers off the table and the world’s top
dance music promoters have to scramble in a puddle of beer to
rescue the documents and they all shake hands and when she realises
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they’re all leaving her, Jezz blurts out, 'BUT I HAVEN’T SUNG, you
you you wanted me for, to–' and Clyde’s eyes turn to slits and he
says, 'You’re their problem now.'
'But I wanted you to see me -'
'Didn’t I get your fuckin’ foot in the fuckin’ door?'
'No it isn’t,’ Jezz pleads, looking at her foot.'
'I ALREADY SEEN EVERY SONG YOU’VE EVER DONE.
Don’t make me tell you again.' Then he punches a bouncer in the
arm and they do a special handshake from chest to chest and punch
each other in the back and chest and neck and suck each other into
the crowd. She could pull her shirt and skirt and panties off and turn
herself inside out and they still wouldn’t notice her.
***
She wakes up to a vibration under her hip, wonders why
she can’t stretch her legs, why the air tastes so stale. Outside are lights
and grey concrete, as if she is in…
It’s her phone. It’s throbbing like a racing heart. Nikki is calling
– as in Minaj. Whose car is this? What country is this? It’s so
spacious inside, the interior is perfect, not a blemish or scratch, the
leather is tight and glowing, and it that steering wheel velvet?
'Omigawsh.’
She answers her phone.
‘I twisted his arm,' Clyde says. ‘Benji’ll take you on tour with
him. One year at a time. Ibiza and Macau, mostly. Be at the airport at
ten with your shit, you’re flyin out.'
She gets a huge fright and her blood tries to burst out of her:
there is a man snoring in the driver’s seat. He has grey and black hair
in his ears. His tie is riding his chest. She whispers as lowly as she
can, 'TEN?! Ten? AM or PM?'
'First stop’s London. Instore promos. Mostly giving away free
mp3s on memory sticks and that, photos and shit, giving posters to
kiddies. Mess it up, you mess with me. Crystal clear? Solid.'
Jezz tries to escape before she can answer, but her body is
trapped – her feet just kick against the door of the car, and it’s
perfect, too good for her, grey leather interior with wood-marble
panels. There’s a bottle of champagne sticking out of a drinks cooler
full of cold water. She looks out the window. Gosh the sky’s grey,
she’s parked on the motorway or –
No, she’s in an underground parking building. This is not her
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car. Looking around, she sees those flags that she knows from the
backs of Minis, the flag from James Bond’s parachute. London? It
has to be. She has never felt more moved to be in London and she
knows that this is when you must write down what you are feeling.
There is an app on her phone that lets her compose poetry that is the
most intensely passionate, emotional that could ever have existed,
more moving than anything written during any war. There is a
selection of fifty word-tiles on the screen and she gets to choose
which ones to use.
She’s hunched in the Lamborghini but her mind is within the
music video, she can hear the snare drum and horns and breaks and
beats. She can hear girls and boys chanting Most Wanted.
You’re the most wanted one
In love with your gun / you’re on the run
Can’t we live as one / under the sun
My hands in the air / but I just don’t care
Are we better off apart? / you’re breaking my heart
Nothing is fair / when you’re not there
But I still care / but you’re not there / but I still care
And you’re my number one / most wanted one
She leaves a CD on the chest of the man and eases out of his car
and clacks in her heels across the underground car park, looking for
an elevator.
***
Benji’s name stays on the posters and tickets and websites
but he has an apprentice do the actual DJing – his arm is in a sling
and he’s always afraid Jezz’s manager will show up. From beaches to
university orientations to political fundraisers, Jezz sings until her
lungs are charred, and Sambo keeps selling Jezz’s original vocal track
with Benji’s beat to DJs in weaker countries who keep mixing it up.
Sometimes she’s in Moscow and he’s in Helsinki, sometimes he’s in
Reykjavik and she’s in the airport Hilton. Always, she has a box of
memory sticks or CDs to sell, and always men buy them off her in
one single go and pay her a really precise, exact amount of euros with
lots of zeroes. She is allowed to share her recordings on her fan sites.
She can’t get over the difference between each fan-made remix, such
range of expression from something as simple as lifting the
underscore or tweaking the reverb, or slowing the BPM so it feels
like when you’ve been sitting down for ages and you stand up too
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fast and your head gets full of fizzy drink. There’s Most Wanted (Club
Mix), Most Wanted (Fever Mix), then there are the Disco Mix, Txt Mix,
Reinvented Mix, Libra Mix, DJ ZØne Mix.
In a city full of Japanese faces, the dance-floor is a volcanic pit
full of cyclists in fluorescent orange and green lycra, and she’s at the
bottom on a glowing circle, using her music to plea for release. Then
she wakes up, and everyone’s speaking Italian.
The lawyer gets in touch to say that he’s packing up the house
and selling everything and he asks for her bank account number and
she asks him to describe the house because she can’t remember what
it looks like.
Most Wanted is what they call a seven o’clocker, Benji tells her
over the Sargasso Sea, it’s a song to put people in a serene mood as
they are leaving the club and going home to shower and crawl into
bed with their lover.
'Gosh… that’s good, right?'
'Jezz, how I say in English... This song, it is the last thing people
hear in the head, you understand this?' Benji taps his skull. 'Everyone
haff most wanted, haff love they lost. You haff lost love, I have lost
love, Sambo has lost love.'
'What about Clyde?'
'I don’t know this man’s head,' he says, shaking. 'This song will
Number One, Number One, Number One. You get this?'
Jezz shakes her head. 'No, I don’t get him.'
The begging in Jezz’s voice makes her song an essential in every
club from west to east. Jezz’s name goes on the posters and websites
and tickets and even if she’s not singing, she’s on stage or coming out
of fifty speakers harmonising in an invisible bubble that bobs over
everyone like a beach-ball. Her icon is the golden butterfly in her
belly button - a five inch wide designer piercing. It appears on posters
above the stencilled image of her panties and the tops of the C-L-YD-E letters she had tattooed back in the blurry years. One night she
can’t find any of the new Benji Fraülich tracks in iTunes, the next,
Benji Fraülich feat. Jezz is in the top five Heatseekers. She begins to
orbit the Earth and barely touches down.
Did you know that lots of the Chinese people in Taiwan speak
English? Have you ever flown over Sydney at midnight in full
daylight? Do you know the difference between Singapore Airlines
and Malaysian Airlines? Did you know that everyone in show
36

BODY WITHOUT A HEAD

business has a manager who’s only a phone call away except her?
Sambo takes some of Jezz’s phone calls because Benji is just too
busy. Yes, he says, Yes I will pass these words onto Benji, he says,
Yes thank you for sending through the vocal cut for Your Own Way.
Jezz sings it for him, over the phone. because he has to hear it
from her.
Loving you
Isn’t the right thing to do
How can I
Ever change things that I feel?
If I could
Maybe I’d give you my world
How can I
When you won’t take it from me?
Sambo reminds her that her contract expires on February 6 and
says then she’ll be free.
***
The Indian Ocean puts a finger up her nose. It smells like
yachts and warm sand. She left the ranch-slider open and now she’s
being caressed awake by a sea-breeze. Convinced that she’s dreaming,
she murmurs the words to her single, then sings at full volume, lying
on her back, her throat fattened with that wind the lifts seagulls, her
diaphragm free.
She’s not sure which ocean it is. The one by the beach.
She rolls across the bed and grabs her iPad. Facebook says she
has 11, 208 fans. That is a dream come true. The KFC commercial
was the smartest thing she has ever done. Benji is going to get sick
and tired of @nya any time now. He only told Jezz to go away
because technically her contract had expired and he felt sorry for
@nya or something. Benji had said it once herself, she is the Queen
of the Clubs. ‘She is Queen of ze Clubs, she must come out of zis
toilet, ja?'
The year passed on planes and in black rooms full of ice buckets
and glass tabletops and bikinis.
While filling the hand basin, it occurs to her that the belly button
piercing is Benji’s way of plugging her up. She slides it out and plays
with the hole it has left in her, and realises the fistula looks like a
purple notch across her stomach. She has to slide the piercing back in
and carry on. She thinks of her Caesarian scar further below.
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She gets a fright when the housekeeping woman talks to her in
American. She’s not in the Seychelles, she’s in Malibu. She asks the
cleaner to come back later and open the lyrics written in the notepad
on her phone. The song has been lurking inside her lungs and her
fingers and her brain for years, and now she’s finally ready, it’s the
new one, it’s the next step. The lyrics are the most incredible yet, and
so natural – it’s like she’s had them inside her for years. It’s like
somebody else wrote them and then died and she was reincarnated as
that person.
When he hears Your Own Way, he’ll beg her to put her vocals
against some studio beats and return to him in Paris or Manchester.
She flicks the TV on and it takes ages to find the channel with dance
music, and the rhythm in this Lady Gaga tune helps her finish her
song. She pulls out her iPad. She has got to, absolutely GOT TO tell
Clyde about this. She wishes Clyde used email. He’s so vanilla
sometimes.
Benji Fraülich feat. @nya comes on, and @nya’s voice slices
through everything. If you listen to doves / to a voice from above,
@nya sings over some footage of two glaciers morphing into mouths
and kissing,
You’ll be one / you’ll be one /
with the gun / that you love /
that you love / number one
/ you’ll be one / and your gun / you’ll be one...
It’s her song. It’s HER song. HER words, HER song.
Her brain goes mouldy and later, Jezz can’t tell the paramedics
just what she swallowed or what she washed it down with because
basically it was everything, even the Listerine, even fungus ointment,
Jezz put everything inside herself and imploded – after she set up the
RIP page on Facebook.
***
Nation’s Most Wanted producers make her sign this form. By
signing, she’s agreeing that they are not discriminating against her
because she limps because she had hip surgery. They are not allowed
to do that. A man wearing a tie shouts at her until she goes quiet.
They’re even angrier at her than when they banged the gong and
shouted at her to stop singing, for God’s sake, woman, how old do
you think you are? She needs to go number one real bad so she
shuffles out of the lights, behind the curtains and the panel of judges
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buzz the next contestant on. She can hear it’s a stand-up comedian nothing like her. He can’t even sing, lol!
If she can get a babysitter, she sings in the Santa Parade, or at
shows for veterans, or at launches for parks maintained by the city
council, or at the beach. They use her voice on the radio for adverts
for leathery new cars with tyres so black they shine. You can hear
Jezz on that advert for nappies. You know her voice from that jingle
telling you what to do when there’s a fire in your kitchen.
Her babies asks her why she reads the newspaper at the table.
She tells them she’s getting better at everything. Really, she’s looking
for her name, but it’s not there. She has faded from Google and
those stats showing how many people are looking at her YouTube
vids make her want to crawl into a cardboard box and fold the flaps
down over her. They use one of her songs at the gym when pregnant
women are rolling on Swiss balls and she complains at the desk that
she didn’t say they could use her song, and it takes a month, then
there’s a meeting with the gym manager and his lawyer who get to the
bottom of this: Benji Fraülich owns Most Wanted, and Your Own
Way, and Hearts Apart, and all the rest. Not Jezz.
'Gotta add though, if he didn’t pay you for the use of your voice,
we definitely need to talk,' the lawyer tells her, tapping his business
card on the table. 'I could rectify things.'
The gym manager yawns and stands up. 'So’d the guy rip you off
or not?'
Jezz shakes her head. She doesn’t want to say.
'You need to talk to your manager. Who’s your manager?’
***
She’s watching her Likes inch towards 4000 when a chat
box boops open. Clyde, the name says. No last name.
U wil never guess where I am
He’s in Pelican Bay. She says that sounds sunny. He says she has
to bail him, he’s gonna get done in here. He’ll get done in the laundry
and they’ll pour bleach on the fingerprints.
What u mean dun
No more Uncle Clyde
U r not Uncle Clyde n e way
Pls Jezz pls pls pls u hav 2 u r lucky i get interpol convention they
hav 2 let u access computer 4 a loyer
*loryer
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ME

Y didnt u jus ring me or right
Hw am I suposed 2 know were u live
I live in our place I bort it
Y
Thatz not ur home lufthansa iznt my home dis iz my home
DONT U UNDASTAN I NEED U FUKN POST BOND 4

She closes the chat bubble and uses this real nifty thing called
Metacrawler to find those old interviews with her and photos of her
at the launch of that new country beside Russia with all the balloons
and flags. She goes and picks the kids up from school in the
convertible. She notices how scratched the Benji Beatz CD is. She
thinks about Benji feat. Jezz, and B. Fraülich + @nya, and
Benji/Brunhilda, and Benji Bros. and all the other “partners” Benji
has. They’re so talented, she wishes them sunshine and a fortune.
Benji’s a wanted man. He’s been on top for so long, maybe there is
no down for him. He’s probably really happy.
Claudette won’t sleep, she keeps wanting hugs, and Jezz gives up
and lugs her through into the lounge. Jezz never plays her songs on
her phone anymore, she puts on the TV and has to keep flipping
through the channels. There’s something on Deutsche Welle about
international gang boys, some DJ has been shot in a club in Berlin
and there was a riot and Interpol are all sticking their noses into CDs
with ecstasy soaked into the cardboard of the booklets and girls being
used as drug mules. What’s a mule again? Jezz thinks of the Golden
Books she used to borrow from other kids. They had old-fashioned
animals – mules, donkeys, oxen. A mule’s like a boy pony, right?
Finally something calms Claudette down, a nature doctormentary
about pink flamingoes and those big white birds with pelican beaks.
Claudette doesn’t blink for long, stretched minutes at a time, then
before Jezz knows it, Claudette is a snoring bundle of rags in her
arms and Jezz molds her into the soft mattress in her cot and coaxes
the door closed. On the computer in the den, she Googles Pelican
Bay, thinking she might take Claudette there to see her daddy.
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I’m drivin and Boner’s havin a nana nap and I notice Boner’s
gotten a bit of blood on the steering wheel so he’ll be in big shit with
Wolf if he doesn’t lick it off. Maybe I’ll lick the cuff of my bomber
jacket and wipe it off when we stop at the lights. I don’t wanna touch
it, I’ll probly get AIDS off the cunt, numbera hoes he’s rooted. His
specs are planted into his deep, hollow, black eye sockets. The glasses
seem like a dare to punch him, an invitation. I’ve seen him scrap
before and they never come loose when he’s scrappin. It’s a bit
drafty, so he’s got my Confederate flag, full of cigarette burns,
wrapped round him, since he left his bomber jacket at Val’s. I don’t
call him Nigger Eyes like the others do, I wouldn’t rark him up like
that, even while he’s sleeping, he’d probly waste me. I’m pretty
skinny, my tats just look real scary and I’ve got all these scars on my
scalp so when I shave my ginge-fringe off I look real mean, like a real
peckerwood. I slide up behind these homies as I’m waiting to turn
past the sugar mill and they’re all wearin blue scarves over their faces
and lookin at the Val but they take their eyes back pretty quick. Can’t
blame 'em for staring – it’s a Chrysler Valiant Regal 770 hardtop,
Sahara, that’s the paint shade, Sahara like sand burnt, almost white.
It’s been a big day, you can tell I’ve got a temper, we had us a bit of a
maul at the mall – ha! That rhymes - I should tell Val about that –
and it’s actually made me a bit upset, the ruckus, there’s a whole story
behind it, and I don’t think we can go back there anymore which
sucks since it’s a good excuse to see Val at work. Boner said he
needed to see me actually steal some shit before he could trust me,
he’s been tellin all the other brothers he think I’m, like, wiretapped or
whatever. Thing he don’t know, though, is I nicked some coon tunes
on disc.
I slip a KRS-One CD into the head unit. KRS-One is real old
school. I’m just learning about all the old hip hop, going back to the
start, catchin up on, like, this whole solar system that I never noticed
before. No one’s s'posda know I listen to that shit, I’ll get the hell
beating if someone snitches on me. Me and Boner were lifting a few
CDs from this record store, like, last week when Boner was getting all
up in that Punjabi chick’s face, calling her a Jewish puppet and that,
and I stashed a few rap albums down my jacket, and Boner started
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hassling these gooks in the food court and we had that big ruck with
the Indian security guard and he recognised me from the thing and–
Boner yawns and twists. Luckily his eyes don’t open. I stare at the
bald patch taking over his scalp and shake my head. How old is this
guy? If you ask me, he can only smash everyone ‘cause he’s so grown
up, the brother’s like 30 or some shit. I drop the Val down to like 40
kays. Don’t wanna wake him over a speed bump.
The Valiant’s mine to drive for the week ‘cause I won skols
against Bubba and Piglet and some of the other boys. All of us
patched boys, the Brockworth Boots, we all got puke on our jeans
that night, that was a legend night, a Norse epic, we all got egg
burgers and had a food fight in the fountain. Lucky that Boner wasn’t
there. That cunt would drown ya if he had the chance.
There’s only five of us actual patched boys with the proper
swazzie b burned into our hands and the patch sewn into our jackets.
Wolf’s the main one, then there’s me, Piglet and Bubba, right, and
Boner just sorta became a main dude when I was away overseas. Aw,
there’s Val, I spose, Wolf’s little sis, but she really just soaks the
blood out of our jackets. She whispered the secret one time and I got
a hard-on ‘cause her tongue tickled my ear. Cold water, Ginge. Make it
cold. You should see how tight them black jeans are on her little
candlestick legs, how she folds her arms and hunches her shoulders,
standing at the traffic lights when we get into scraps with boy racers,
like a aunty, all concerned about ripping our clothes, ‘cep she’s only
like 17.
The Valiant isn’t even Boner’s, we’ve been holding it for Wolf,
Val’s bro. Wolf got the car off his olds, and it’s been in the family for
like thirty years and you’re not allowed to eat in it. Wolf’d got sent up
a while back and he told us to take care of her. He was my best mate.
He’d been minding a tinny house for another brother from one of
the country-boy crews, out in the Boondocks, when they found him
– all to do with that manslaughter – well, the paper said it was a
manslaughter. I wouldn’ta called it that.
I glide into the Eagle’s Nest real calm and leave Boner kipping in
the front seat. Soon as he wakes up, he’ll go on about how he wasn’t
sleeping at all, that’s typical of him, like a robot, pretends to have no
weaks aspects. I’ll be able to hear what he’s up to ‘cause there’s no
glass left in the front door of the Eagle’s Nest and you can hear
people comin up to the house. I have a quick look round the kitchen.
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It’s all sparkly and the tomato sauce has been wiped off the wall and
the American History X poster’s been fixed with sticky tape. Val
musta been round, wearing yellow rubber gloves crusted with Jif and
an old rugby shirt, Val makes anything look good. I think she’s
vacuumed the can tabs out of the couch too and chucked Bubba’s
bandages in the bin. She has this chin and cheekbones that would
shatter with just one punch, man, that’s why we always make her sit
in the middle of the back seat of the Valiant when we go out and
smash up the cemetery or whatevs. She sits in the car. We don’t even
swear around her, or talk about kykes or nothin. We told her bro
we’d take care of her.
The Nest is a bigarse haunted house with enough rooms that if
you fall asleep with a beer in bed and it leaks all through ya
mattress, you can just chuck the mattress in any old room upstairs,
no one goes up there. I step down into the basement where it’s
warm and shut my bedroom door nice ‘n soft in case Boner hears
and fire up 14wwwords.blogspot.com, that’s my blog, and start
rippin them coon tunes onto my hard drive. I stop in at
Stormfront.org but I don’t post anything. I went through this
phase around the time I went to the Old Country where I was
making tonnes of connections, like real political stuff, and we
were gonna have a actual revolution, and I was yarning to Val
heaps online about white values at first, then it turns into chats
about just, like, stuff, you know, like tapes we used to listen to
when we were kids, and whether our belly button’s a innie or a
outtie. Stuff not even relevant to Rahowa and the End of Days.
Stuff like how Boner caught me in the shower rapping into the
shampoo bottle and he just left the shower door open and he’s
never said nothin about it, like it’s ammo he’s got saved up. I
never found the guts to hang out with Val on her own, no matter
how intimate our chats got, it’s never been just us two. I’d need an
excuse to go round to her parents’ place, pretend I’m there to get
some of Wolf’s gears to send to him Inside.
I finish ripping the music off the CDs I’ve pinched. I got a
feeling mine won’t last long if Boner finds them. Just, like, even
saying Wassup to a nigger’s enough to get you kicked out of
Brockworth Boots. You’re sposda have your tat burned off it’s
hard to burn a burn. We just drove over Squirrel’s hand the one
time we had to de-patch someone, made him get all liquored up
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and lie in the driveway and close his eyes and we had to drive over
it a couple times but it mashed up his hand like a hedgehog and
the infection made the swastika go all smeary. We still didn’t get
blood on the Val then.
I keep going to the curtains and checking that they’re pulled
tight. I don’t like Boner sleeping in the Val, she’s not a toy, she’s
got a 360 cid six engine, she’s got a 110 inch wheel base, she
should be my ride, not his. Well, yeah, okay, it’s Wolf’s, but Wolf’s
mainly my mate, Boner’s just the Johnny come lately. I kick the
toilet door in, expectin to see Boner studying me with them
glasses of his.
In the Old Country, he said his son liked this kinda music, I remember,
and those words felt warm.
‘This here’s between you and me,’ I go to the computer. The
desktop background is a picture of me, Wolf and Val. Val’s
between us, but her tits are pressed against my arm. Val’s
Valkyrie88 online. She’s always good to talk to when you’re on
curfew. Just staring at the little piccie of her face in the chat box is
enough to give you a semi, it’s the challenge that gets you, like her
face is a padlock you have to grope in the dark to find the
combination of words to open, but it feels so good once you let
that butterfly-laugh loose.
The door turns to daylight and Boner crosses the floor in one
step and punches me hard in the guts and I fold like a bent staple,
sliding CDs under the bed with my boot.
‘Shoulda woke me,’ he goes, and leans in real close. His breath
smells like dead seaweed, old and rotting on a beach. I can hardly
see him ‘cause my eyes have gone all wet. He snatches the Valiant
key off my computer desk and turns around to leave, but then he
takes my chair and opens up my email, staring deep into the
computer, making it afraid of him.
‘Got some spam on here. From, what, Egypt by the looks of
it.’
My heart explodes.
‘Right here, in ya computer letters,’ Boner’s going, ‘It’s all
written in googly talk. Indian. This ya mate, one of ya Indian
mates? Ya mate, eh, ya mate? Tell me all ya sins, Peckerwood.’
‘Probly meant for you.’
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‘Wanna say that one more time? Eh? Didn’t think so.’ He
deletes my email and says he’s gotta go finish something, and
borrows my samurai sword, and comes back later with a week’s
worth of Kronic, and this porno with a blond teenage cleaning
lady getting put on the block that he makes me watch.
*
Val’s flat’s in a posh part of town where there’s some grass in
front of the houses insteada out back, and trees that drip little
fruits on the pavement, plus park benches with no tag on them.
We used to go there when her parents were away at political
conferences and have the mean piss-ups, and she’d always do the
vacuuming the next morning while we lay snoring on the couch.
I’m on the BMX ‘cause Boner won’t give the Val keys back
unless I arm-wrestle him for them and he’d waste me if I tried. I
drop my bike on the grass, but then I just stand there on her
doorstep. Before I ring the bell, I’ve gotta get my conversation
ready. I shoulda done some baking for her, baked cinnamon rolls
or something. I get this memory coming back of when she was
screaming at these tourists outside the club, I couldn’t even tell
where they were from, Timbuktu or whatever, and Wolf ended up
doing these big hooks with a fistful of car keys ‘cause he didn’ t
have proper metal on him. Shit man, he’s lucky he didn’t get
blood on her that night. Val can’t really fight, she just starts the
fights and us boys finish it for her.
I turn around and step down.
‘Oi oi, white boy. Where ya garn?’
Val’s standing in her doorway, wearing a singlet, turning an
apple round in her hands and sniffing for a good place to bite it.
Her hair’s stacked in a bun on top of her head and I can see
beneath where her singlet ends there’s oven cleaner on her belly. I
stare at her possum slippers because I can’t handle the way the
morning sun makes all the blue burst out of her eyes and her
freckles glow orange and how her hair puts out light. It’s not the
blondest hair you can get, not like platinum blonde, but I like her
hair ‘cause it’s like a living thing, it’s the colour of a tropical beach,
banana with caramel under it, and it’s not even dyed.
‘Nothing. I mean, nowhere.’
‘There’s nothing new from Wolf, if that’s what you’re here for.
I would’ve texted you if there was.’
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I half-turn around, facing the fence that run down the
driveway.
‘You were here to talk about Wolf?’
‘I guess.’
‘Well were you or weren’t you?’ She has the TINIEST little
shorts on, bro, she must’ve had them since she was, like, 12, and
it’s weird to see a singlet on her, it’s better than Wolf’s Blood &
Honour t-shirt that shrunk in the wash and only fits her, it’s like a
whole different dimension of her… like you know how you look
in a suit when you’ve gotta stand in the dock and tell the judge
you’re doing all these anger management courses and you promise
to be a good widdle boy.
‘Get your bald head in here.’ She puts a cup of tea on a
magazine beside me and I slurp it real noisy then I say Sorry.
‘Don’t apologise, dick.’
‘Sorry.’
‘You’re such a dork sometimes.’
‘I know.’
I stare around the room, looking out the window and shit,
then I pulled a red box from a pocket and go, ‘Ciggy?’
‘I quit.’ She puts her apple on the table and spins it.
‘Me too.’ I crumple up the pack, thinking FUCK ME! THERE
WAS STILL SIX OR SEVEN IN THERE! ‘You made that tea
real quick.’
‘I put the kettle on like ten minutes ago. Saw you standing at
the end of the driveway on ya bike and I was like, Better make
myself useful.’
‘You’re always useful,’ I go, then look at the fireplace, the TV
remote, anything.
‘So I saw you in the mall,’ she goes, and my cock and balls
shrivel up for a moment. ‘Like, in the music shop.’
‘What’s these?’ I go, pretending I didn’t hear her. I reach
forward and lift up the Durex box on the coffee table. There’s
some fingers of sun stroking her hair.
‘I said, I saw you in the mall.’
‘These yours?’
She laughs. ‘No. I just totally leave somebody else’s random
condoms on the coffee table.’
‘Wolf know you got these?’
46

TAKE CARE OF HER

‘Quit changing the subject. So, hey, I saw you shaking hands
with, like, that coon security guard?’
‘Vikram.’
‘Yeah – eh? What? You sound like you’re friends with him.’
‘Just a guess. They’re all called that.’
She crosses her legs. I don’t think there’s anything in the world
smoother than the legs of a 17 year old. I can remember her
pestering me and Wolf when we were playing WWE, trying to
make us bounce her on the tramp. I can remember the purple
scabs on her tiny little knees. ‘You gonna talk to me about that?
You been running with them people insteada us, rolling in the
mud?’ She slides along towards my armchair and whispers and I
can see down her singlet just a smidge. Her tits are so small, they
don’t even hardly make a bump. They’re all nipple, bro. ‘Tell me all
your deepest blackest secrets.’
‘Put your phone away,’ I go, ‘I know you’re recording me.’
She folds it up and plops it into her handbag and goes, ‘I wasn’t.’
‘You should be in school. I’ll drop you – I’ll get a taxi– sit on
my handlebars – ’
‘Tellmetellmetellme! Boner gapped it and you, like, did you
bribe the guard or something? Like, you were speaking Swahili to
him or what the fuck?’
‘He can’t go back to the mall.’
‘He’ll be dropping me off, in the mornings. I’m going for a job
there, in the jewellers, that’s where I was when I saw you.’
‘Can’ta been me.’
She folds her arms and makes a double chin. ‘Your tea’s going
cold. He needs to hang on to the Valiant. Wolf said to take care of
her.’
I rock forward and almost stand up. ‘Not my decision to
make.’
‘IT’S WOLF’S. And he said Boner could take me out.’
‘You’re too little.’
‘YOU ARE, MISTER BMX.’
‘If you say so.’
‘I do.’
Her eyes are two stones that stand out in a clear river. What
does she do when she’s not with us boys? I don’t think she hangs
out with girls, just chats on Facebook and works and comes for
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cruises and starts new courses that she doesn’t finish. Hair and
makeup school, drama classes, fuckin’ barista school.
‘Before you go –
‘Yup, yeah I was just –
‘You should probably know we’re dating.’
‘Who? You and… ? You can’t – what, who?’
She laughs and goes into the kitchen and runs the tap and
squirts dishwashing liquid into the sink. ‘You’re a bonehead,’ she
goes.
‘Boner? You and that prick? Get the fuck out.’
Val lights a smoke and blows it straight at me. The smoke
obeys her pretty, cruel lips. Her parents will kick her to the kerb
when they come back and smell it. ‘You shoulda taken me first,’
she shrugs, and takes her top off and walks out into her hallway. I
twist and stare at her neat, angular naked back. Someone’s put a
big fuck-off eagle tattoo across her shoulders and the letters
spelling FEATHERWOOD in big Goth letters, they’ve marked
her, defaced my rightful property. ‘I have to get ready. He’s taking
me to my second interview.’ I hear a rumbling outside and dash
over to the window and pull the lace back.
‘Stick around, Boner’s after you,’ she calls from the bedroom.
‘Me? What’d I do?’
She reappears wearing a Blood & Honour shirt, long sleeves,
black, tight and tiny as they come. ‘Don’t ask me. It’s between you
two.’
So she’s wearing THAT to a job interview? Pride is pride, but
damn… too far. I linger on the doorstep. Boner reclines in the
driver seat and revs the engine while his arms spread out like
condor wings, long and sharp across the seats. I hope he’s cleaned
that damn blood off her.
I get on my bike and hover at the foot of her steps as she
locks up. ‘What’d you mean before, “You should’ve taken me
first?”
Val blows Boner a kiss and tosses her keys up and catches
them. ‘Taken me to my job interview, retard.’
*
You have to pick a brother up from work, that’s a rule…
besides, it’s scarier to NOT pick him up than to pick him up.
Don’t ask me how I managed to score the Val for the day. Boner
48

TAKE CARE OF HER

brings home these mean pure red cuts of meat and I know that’s
half the reason Wolf and him became mates, the free feed hookups, Val told me on chat when I was in the Old Country hiding
out. I’d get these mental images of the boys wiping the palms of
their hands on their boot-cut jeans and burping and scraping dried
barbecue sauce out of the TV remote and Wolf jutting his chin up
at Val and goin, ‘Want some meat, Boner? Take her. Take as
much as ya want.’
Boner’s got his metal apron on and it tinkles as he steals the
driver’s seat while I’m standing in a dried mud-puddle having a
ciggy, and the whole car wobbles and he doesn’t even unlock the
door for me, I have to reach through the passenger window. Fuck
he’s a rude bastard, after I’ve come all this way. He hasn’t given
me gas money or nothing, all he’s done is give me that boning
look that shears your meat off your skeleton and exposes ya core
to him.
He turns the ignition and the Val purrs perfectly for him.
Then he switches off and sits there in his armour.
I feel sick for a second and reach under the seat and fish
around to make sure there aren’t any coon tunes under there. I
have so much hidden nigger-loving shit stashed inside my head,
it’s like I’ve hidden a whole country and there’s an explorer who’s
gonna be famous when he conquers it. One time I even got with a
Islander chick, I’ll be in mega-trouble for that if anyone narks. I
was wearing a cap and she couldn’t see my shamrock tat.
‘Bet you wish they still made Valiants, eh. One of a kind.’
‘Make one yaself. Factories’ve all gone Gook.’ I look at his
cauliflower ear. His head is a pineapple, jagged nose like SS
lightning bolts and a real pointy chin and real sharp teeth ‘cause
half of them’ve been broken. He’s two inches taller than me and
his Doc Martens’ve got the biggest heels out of anyone.
There is a long bit of white noise. We stare straight ahead onto
the highway running past the meatworks and roll smokes but we
don’t light them right away. I’m wondering if I have any knives
that’d go through his chainmail. I doubt it.
‘Boner? Drive already.’
‘Wood: there’s bin another letter.’
‘I didn’t get no letter?’
‘Maybe he doesn’t trust gingers.’
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‘What’d it say? The letter?’
‘Said for us to take care of her.’
‘He said us?’
Boner just turns the key and stomps the pedal.
It’s Wolf’s Day and we all meet at the park overlooking the
boondocks where you get a sweet view of the city. You can see
this swamp that gets pink in the sunset. There’s heaps of seagulls
over it. There’s more than one car we’ve pushed into the swamp
when the engine started smelling like burning puke. Coupla stolen
ones too that we done some dark shit in and had to dispose of.
We all wriggle out of the Val and crack cans of bourb and light
smokes and take photos on Bubba’s iPhone of us doin some
salutes. That’s half our typical day, I swear to God, saluting and
smoking in photos. You light a smoke when you sit down inside;
you light a smoke when you stand up outside; you always find a
reason to smoke. Val’s sucking a smoke out of Boner’s packet of
B&H and he’s lighting it for her. He reckons B&H secretly stands
for Blood & Honour and they’re the only smokes not made by
Jews.
There’s a parcel of fish and chips in the boot. The Sand People
used about a whole weekend newspaper to wrap it, there’s like ten
scoops of chips in there. Bubba tries to give me a deep fried hot
dog but I don’t feel like eating. I keep checking the gravel with the
toe of my boot, turning it over to see if there is still blood on any
of the stones. It shoulda been me that went down, that got sent
up, however ya wanna put it. Wolf’s the only one that know about
all that.
‘This here’s where Wolf got done for that murk,’ Piglet goes,
cramming a fistful of chips into his mouth. I don’t know how the
cunt eats when he’s got a neck brace on. He’s usually got a cast on
one arm from punching car windows in, he’s got the mean road
rage.
‘Manslaughter,’ I correct him.
‘It was a murk,’ Boner goes and punches the window. He’s
lucky it doesn’t crack. I’m sposda take care of the Val and I’d have
to take him out if he hurt her. ‘Murder of justice.’
‘He did technically get done for manslaughter’s all I’m sayin.’
‘IT WAS FOR THE BROTHERHOOD.’ Boner’s looking
straight through the windshield and no one is breathing. ‘I yarned
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to his lawyer. Bet you didn’t know that. Talked to him, I did.
There’s bin letters from a witness. Someone’s got it on their
phone, a video. Might get a retrial. Where were you again that
night? We never sorted that out.’
Piglet puts his fistful of chips back in the newspaper and wipes
his hands on his jeans. Bubba’s mouth goes tiny and hard.
I spot this foursome of tropical monkeys sharing shellfish
from a bucket and a bottle of Pepsi. I spot people like that pretty
easy… comes with the territory when you’re a Boot, you’re always
on the lookout for who’s gonna smash you or who you’ve gotta
smash. I walk away from the boys and stomp right over the
monkeys’ tabletop without looking at them – Boner should dig it,
but when I look over at him, he’s just kicking a rubbish bin. The
monkeys are eye-to-eye with the eyelets of my boots. Bubba and
Piglet start drifting over towards me and the monkeys move to the
far corner of the park. By the time the boys get to me, I’m a hero
again, just for stomping on some niggers’ dinner. I only done it so
I wouldn’t get my own stomping. If Boner gave the command and
Piglet was tweaking…
Val sucks her smoke and says she’s cold. Boner comes up and
yanks my arm and wraps it around her and we huddle at the foot
of a big, shiny red slide. The air is blue, now, and the shrinking
headlights of the monkeys driving away mean we’re all alone on
this planet together. ‘Here’s some warm,’ he goes, ‘Our Ginge
here wants to fuck you, he does. Fuck her, brother, fuck the
woman. He wants to fuck you. Fuck her. Go on, do it. Make
babies.’
‘Do not,’ I go, burying my hands in my pockets and stroking
my pocket knife. Feels like someone’s smashed warm egg on my
face.
‘Too bad for you,’ Val goes, ‘I’m magnificent.’ She laughs and
catches the laugh with her hand like a sneeze. At least making fun
of me warms her up one percent. Boner can be such a dick, Wolf
only brought him in ‘cause we weren’t gonna have enough
soldiers with him locked up. I hope Boner gets what’s coming to
him, I oughta talk Bubba and Piglet into jumping him, except I’d
probly have to slip them a few bucks. Might need some of the
East Side boys on the case too. I don’t even like to think about
jumpin him by myself. It’d be like trying to fight a lamppost.
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‘GINGE!’ he screams, out of the fuckin blue, ‘I arksed you a
question before.’
‘What question?’
‘I ARKSED where you were the night Wolf got done over for
that fuckin’ murder, well, wasn’t even a murder, it was a stitch-up.
Since we’re all here and it’s the anniversary of him getting done,
you better talk.’ He’s let Val go and she’s locking herself in the car
and he’s rising to his feet. I feel like he’s caught me reading his
emails, not that he can write, probably.
‘She’s not a featherwood, officially, by the way. You
shouldn’t’ve inked her up.’
‘The only one who ain’t a Wood is you, brother.’
‘How come you never done time?’ Bubba or Piglet go,
standing metres away in the night. I can’t tell which one’s said it.
They’ve got literally one brain between them, bro.
‘WE ASKED YOU– ’
‘BOOOOOOOOOOYS!’
A scream from the car. Val. I bolt quicker than ever, trying to
control my breath so I don’t drown or stumble. My jeans rash my
thighs and the zippers on my bomber jacket tinkle. ‘WHAT,
VAL?!’ She’s in the passenger seat of the Val with her feet out,
flinging something out of the seat towards the bin.
‘EEW, GET IT AWAYYYYYY!’
I hit the car at the same time as the other boys, we’re all
panting. ‘YOU OKAY? What the hell is it? Those monkeys say
somethin to you?’
‘EEEEEWWWWW! They’re here!’ She’s holding a CD
booklet away from her by her fingertips, and has her nose
clamped shut with her other hand, and Piglet and Bubba’s faces
start melting. They spit their smokes out and stick their fingers in
their mouths and start making puking noises like YUUUUUCK,
GROOOOOSSSS as they snap my rap CDs and flick through the
booklets.
‘Gimme the keys, Ginge,’ says a voice from behind me.
They catch me on the edge of the forest. They don’t budget
their punches evenly. There are these triplets and combos of
punches and kicks and elbows and half their punches miss and get
wasted on my jacket, then long spaces when I think they’re done,
then they do new shit to me while I try to cover my head.
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Someone sticks their finger in my ear. I watch the grass carpet to
see if Boner’s specs’ll fall off but they don’t, no matter how hard
he stomps me. It’s just science to him and he needs his glasses to
see the cause turn into effect. Piglet and Bubba boot me like a
soccer ball until their chainmail aprons fall out of their bomber
jackets and swing over me and that says that they’re invincible and
I need to give up looking for sharp sticks and just hug my knees.
I lie there in the muck for ages afterwards and it tastes gritty
on my teeth and I can’t see anything except the winking red planes
a billion miles above. I can tell it starts raining because my lips
have split open like burst water balloons and I need those sweet
cold droplets on my lips to cool them. I’m a board of plaster that’s
been dropped from a roof into a dumpster, shattered but held
together with a thin skin of paper.
I fall asleep with my arms for a blanket and when I wake,
there’s fog and the grass is wet. I hear him calling for me, but I
stay silent. I have a bed of wet leaves, and swollen, hot ears for a
pillow. My hands feel like gloves and there are chips of stone
under my bleeding fingernails.
Vikram is his name, Vikram Chatwal. Security guard. I fucked
his brother up, turned the guy’s ribs to mush, made my ankle hurt;
Wolf left his jacket under the guy’s head ‘‘cause we thought he’d
choke to death on his own blood if we just fucked off and left
him. Thing was, we didn’t call an ambo and it got mighty chilly
overnight and he froze.
They done Wolf for it, because he left his jacket there. His
mum’d wrote his name on the tag. I went back to the Old
Country to make things right – see, that’s where the Chatwal
clan’s from. Same place as me, even though I’m Aryan and
they’re, you know, mud people. I said I was goin over to study
white culture in the Highlands and all that, learn how to read
runes, but I spent half the time washing dishes for the Chatwals
and putting the word ‘Sorry’ into new sentences.
Now, Vikram pours his torch onto me and the light hurts; I
just want to be left alone in the cold dark leaves. ‘You are all dirty,’
he tells me, ‘Your skin is filthy. Why you are here? You should go
home.’
‘Preachin’ to the converted, Vikram.’
‘You can able to walk?’
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‘I think so. Ankle’s a bit sore.’
He tsks and tuts and pulls me to my feet. It feels like I’ve been
tumbled in a washing machine. ‘Very dangerous here at night.’
*
He drops me on the far side of the sugar mill, where people
my colour ain’t meant to go. I’m too bummed-out to say Cheers
for the ride, and my jaw is made of glass anyway, it shatters every
time I swallow. No one’s ever told me my skin’s dirty and filthy
and disgusting before. I’ve lost the car keys to Boner, plus it
would hurt to drive, anyway, with the skin on the palms of my
hands black with dried blood and gravel and dust. She could be
anywhere by now. You got to realise, Wolf won’t inherit the car
unless something happens to his sister. It’s technically her car
when she turns 18, I’ve even been there when Wolf and Val’s
pares are having posh dinner parties and talking about the estate.
No wonder Wolf set up his own thing and didn’t wanna go into
the Party.
Everything drags, everything takes forever. My feet are these
hefty clumps of flesh like the Elephant Man. Probly some broken
toes. I see cats scurry away from me up ahead like I’m a leper. The
night infiltrates the cracks on my scalp, frost creeping into my
brain, chilling my head. A mum dressed in a apron comes out of
a office building. Why has she got her kids with her? It must be
like 2am or something. The little curly-haired boys help her load a
vacuum cleaner and mop and buckets into the back of a van and
the niglets are going, Who’s that man mummy? Why does he
smell like a garden, mummy?’
‘This way, this way,’ the mum goes in her funny accent. ‘He is
all dirty.’
I walk right through this black neighbourhood, feeling creepy
when the streetlights aren’t on my back. This wouldn’t be
happening if I had the Val. I don’t do Staunch Eyes, I just watch
my feet dragging, the whole time. These niglets ride up on BMXs
but they can smell that I’m too shagged-out to fight. There are
leaves in my boots and I make a memo to myself to stop dressing
in this rude boy bullshit and just wear sneakers and shorts, do you
know how comfy that’d feel right now?
I recognise the hood more than I thought. In the blue
moonlight, it’s funny to see that it looks like the hood I come
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from – nails stickin outta the fences, boats on cinderblocks on
people’s lawns. I musta driven through here a few times, probly
chuckin’ eggs at the elders. Churches keep coming up. Some of
them are open – at this time? Seriously? I start thinkin about Jesus
and how sucky it must’ve been when the Jews and Romans were
all whipping him. I think my stepdad used to take me to Sunday
School when I was like five. Jesus would hate me so much right
now.
I stand still on a manhole cover. I can’t go on, I have to sit
down, have to get a drink. This church calls out to me, it’s not
even a peaked church, just a flat building that looks like it used to
be a fire station. There is a heat coming off it, a pulse, the smell of
bodies. I can taste blood in my mouth, yeasty marmite, a bit salty,
and sort of sweet, sort of familiar, I dunno, like instant coffee.
Before I know it my nose is against the glass of the front
doors and my heart is thumping to the rhythm of the lungs inside.
They’ve put Cain and Abel into a song, and it’s real catchy, and it
gets me thinking.
*
By the time I get to Val’s place the birds are screaming in the
trees and there is a stripe of orange across the sky and I can see
the sky filling with smoke as the factories light up, their
smokestacks like giant ciggies planted in the earth. The Valiant
looks like a huge cream pitbull sculpted out of the driveway. Its
grille is a set of gleaming sharp teeth.
They’re going to be inside. They’re gonna fuck me up some
more, but I’m too tired to save myself. Would I even run with
these boys if we didn’t hate on people together?
I meant to go to the Eagle’s Nest, I think, but I’m not sure.
I’m at Val’s, anyway, it’s where my feet have driven me. Her front
door is open and there is music on, jagging guitar making the air
full of spikes. Each cussword makes the air angry and dangerous. I
just want to fall into her shower and sit on the floor and turn the
water up hot enough to burn my skin off.
I walk into the centre of the lounge and it takes my eyes a few
seconds to take in what I’m seeing. They’re these columns of flesh
the colour of a cuppa tea, except for their boots, big black
glistening caterpillars with yellow stitching, and their undies and
jeans crumpled round their ankles. Blue light comes from the
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media mixer on the computer screen. Val is riding Boner while the
white smoke from a cigarette loops and darts around them. Her
body is half blue, half tan; Boner has more shadow clinging to
him, except for his arms, which are colourful, they look like green
snakeskin, all those intertwining dragons and crosses and lightning
bolts. He is sitting on his metal armour, it’s useless, he’s naked,
he’s mine. There is blood on Boner’s white boxer shorts, making
his lap shiny. Val is bleeding on him. It looks like she is being
tossed on a wave, trying to ride it, wincing, grinning. She is a
newborn baby to me, eyes tightly squinted closed, tears making
her cheeks glow, mouth gnashing. I hate seeing her cry. We aren’t
supposed to get blood on her.
Boner notices me standing just inside the door and tips Val off
him. He doesn’t stand up. She sits on the carpet and wraps her
arms around her knees. Boner reached for his smokes. His dick is
sneezing as it deflates.
‘I’m’a take care of Val. You can’t stop me.’
‘Wolf didn’t kill that coon,’ he goes. ‘The other boys don’t
know yet.’ I don’t say nothing. ‘You killed him, I’m positive. And
you went a’hiding. Did you even go to the Old Country?’
‘I did, but my brain was sorta here the whole time.’
‘Fuck’s that sposda mean?’
‘Unfinished biz.’ I nod at Val. She’s all big eyes, inflamed and
raw, and as I look her over. She reaches for a smoke and starts
rubbing the goose flesh on her arms. I wonder if she even enjoys
smoking. Boner doesn’t even chuck her a blanket or nothing. One
time we snuck into this golf course and had a picnic and it got all
overcast and I wrapped a Third Reich flag around her and made
up stories about how many people I’d wasted and she kept
squeezing my forearm with, like, excitement. The red flag made
her skin glow. That was then.
‘You checked the videos on her phone? She recorded the
whole thing, the beat-down and everything.’
‘I’m entitled to anything I want on my phone,’ Val goes,
shuffling back across the carpet. Boner isn’t worried. His eyes are
fixed on me, wondering what I’ve got inside my bloody, muddy
jacket. I lick the salty boogers dangling from my nose like icicles.
‘Brother – they’ll let Wolf out, they see that vid. Lock you up
instead. He’ll want his car back.’
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Val is reaching for something in her purse and me and Boner
both yell out, ‘LEAVE IT.’
‘THE LAW SAYS YOU’RE NOT ALLOWED TO TOUCH
MY PHONE!’
‘I’m takin care of her, brother. Been thinkin about a few
things, I have. Cain and Abel, shit like that.’
‘Go on then,’ Boner goes, finding his glasses on the back of
the couch. ‘Tell us the story, brother.’ Val trembles as Boner sits
there with his undies around his knees, blowing smoke, and I sit
on the arm of the couch and tell him the Cain and Abel story,
watching the reflection in the window to see if Bubba and Piglet
sneak up on me.
After I’ve given him the story, and the sky’s turned yellow and
blue, Boner goes, ‘And what about her?’
We both look at Val. She stands up and hides behind the
curtains, saying something about Who’s gonna take things to Wolf
in lockup, yack yack yack.
I go over and lock the front door and slide the chain. ‘She ain’t
part of the story,’ I go, and snatch Val’s phone out of her hands
and start deleting all her vids. ‘Take care of her, brother.’
‘I’ll make some room in the boot,’ Boner goes, standing up
and stepping into his jeans, going to work.
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Daddy parks real funny, like he can’t draw within the lines, and
rushes in, with his brolly, but it isn’t hardly even raining, and he even
gots a coat and a hat! I stay in the car and watch the seagulls trying to
eat a milkshake in the car park, it’s so funny, they should make a
movie of it. On the hill with the castle, full of water on top, I can see
this real far-away boy holding this flappy yellow kite. I don’t think it’s
one what’s got a string, it’s got a metal rod holding the boy’s arms
straight upwards. The gravity is real powerful. Didju know Isaac
Newton invented gravity?
The windows go all white after a while and I play noughts and
crosses in the window with myself and I win like seven times in a
row. I don’t undo my belt, Daddy said I’m not allowed, so I have to
squeeze real hard to reach over on Daddy’s side and get a tomato
sauce packet to suck on from McDonalds, from down the squeezy
bit down the back of Daddy’s seat. I sat on one one time and it
popped under my bum and I had to change my shorts. It’s Heinz
sauce, that’s the best, that’s the one they use in the movies when
Jason Statham gets shot doing a bank stickup. There’s this whole list
Dad printed with blue ink ‘cause he ran out of black ink and his list
goes cash loans and credit and it’s got the addresses of banks on the
dashboard and it’s like soooooooooooooooo boring to read, there’s
not even no pictures, I wish I woulda had a remote to change the
channel on it. On the other side of Daddy’s list it goes you get a free
pink piggy bank with a overgiraffe account but there’s like a miniMum of all this money you have to posit. I wish we had some money
to posit. The piggy banks’d be real cool. I’d get like ten of them.
I’m still counting 500-Mrs. Zippy, 501-Mrs. Zippy, 502- Mrs.
Zippy when the door rips open and he biffs his hat and brolly at me
with something hard and metal in the middle, it’s as scary as a
surprise prickle you stand on and I can hear myself gulp all the air in
the car. My lungs are gonna pop.
‘Outta here like a bald man,’ Daddy goes. He’s doing that
concentrate thing with his eyebrows. His skin has gone the colour of
saveloys, what are my favourite when you dip them in tomato sauce.
Heinz tomato sauce is my favourite food except for saveloys.
‘BELT,’ he goes, ‘Make it click, hurry up,’ and I’m like ‘Ouch,’
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putting my hands over my ears. Daddy stabs the glinty metal bit into
this orange and black plastic thing and he’s like, ‘GO! GO!’ but he’s
driving, not me, I can’t drive a car, stupid! Eew, you got Down
syndrome if you reckon that!
We hear like a ambliance somewhere around, going wee-oob,
wee-oob, and Dad keeps looking in all his rear-views like he’s trying
to find something in them.
‘Are you a robber?’ I go.
‘Robber,’ he goes –
‘ROBBERJINX!’ I go, ‘I jinxed you. You’re not allowed to say
anything for all day.’
‘Uh huh,’ he goes, watching the rear-view like it’s a real
interesting chase in a movie. I punch him in the arm because he
talked when he was jinxed but he doesn’t even notice my punch, he
must be made of titanium.
You’re sposed to stop for the red light but he just slides real slow
and he squeezes the wheel and blurps ‘WHEN’D THEY BUILD
THESE?’ and then the light lets him go ‘cause I think the light can
tell Dad’s Mr Impatient today.
‘Stop on the red light, go on the green, don’t mess with Mr Inbetween, Daddy.’
When his breathing slows down, he goes, ‘Anything happen?
Errrrrnn.’ He makes this sound like a balloon fizzling out and holds
his coat real tight over his guts. He mighta ate too much Nutri-Grain
and he has to do one of those poops that hurts real heaps like Ricky
Brown done on sports day in the sand pit. I can hear all this bubbling
inside him that’s real gross. You’re not allowed Nutri-Grain two
mornings in a row, you’re sposda have toast.
‘Still into your ambulances and fire trucks and that?’
‘No, Daddy.’ Not today.
There’s red spots under his bum on the seat. They hadn’t been
there before. He could of sat on some tomato sauce but I don’t
wanna say ‘cause I’ll get Time Out.
He goes through a orange light and I cross my fingers and look
up for God. You can see him in them light spots in the clouds
sometimes.
‘No money left in them chumps,’ he goes, and gulps and blows
bubbles in his throat and wipes tomato sauce off his lips. I don’t like
the way his teeth have gone purple. ‘Got a drink on ya?’
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‘You said I couldn’t get one ‘cause of my teeth.’ My lips get all
fat and my eyes sting real bad and I start rubbing them.
‘When the hell’d you stop being into ambu - Whoawhoawhoa –
Cheer up, matey potatey! You’re okay, aren’tcha? Aren’tcha? Eh?
Told ya.’
I hate when he sounds like The Wiggles, I’m growed up now, he
keeps forgetting. ‘Yes, Daddy. Want a napkin? There’s some
McDonalds ones.’
‘What for?’
‘Your head’s all shiny. Your coat’s too hot.’
He looks at how shiny and wet it is above his eyes and puts the
air-commissioning on. I watch these fatty and skinny raindrops go a
race down the window and Fatty wins.
‘Want your hat?’
He pulls his coat tight. ‘I – give us that. My man.’ Daddy highfives me. I’m the best high-fiver, Daddy says. I sometimes practice
with the Warriors, they’re on the Nutri-Grain box. Wade McKitten’s
the meanest.
His face screws up like he’s stood on a tack and he hoons down
a green bus lane and the waa-oo waa-oo of the ambliance gets
quieter. Or maybe it’s a fire engine. He opens up his pack of smokes
and pulls a Jetplane out, not a smoke, not even a Spaceman lolly
smoke, and starts chewing the spaceman real hard out and foam is all
running down his lip, into his hat that he’s tooken off. It’s one of
those black woolly hats the bad guys wear.
Maybe it was a cop car behind us, not a ambliance. Waa-ooo, waaooo.
‘You wouldn’t have any smokes, would ya?’
‘No, Daddy.’
He looks like he’s going to sneeze. He shifts his red bum. You
can tell he’s got real bad tummy ache. ‘Attaboy.’
He squeals across the line through a real deep puddle and parks
in one of those yellow boxes with the picture of the man in the little
yellow car and he crawls up to the bank door like a crab, pulling his
hat down, and turns around and sprints back to me, and closes the
door shut and puts his head through the window and goes, ‘Wind
this up tight.’ We’ve only got old windows, not the electric ones. His
eyes are all squinty like he’s big-time sleepy and his stomach is
pinching him and he’s trying to do the same button up on his coat
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over and over.
‘Don’t mess with this, alright,’ he goes, and tugs my belt to make
sure I’m in. ‘Daddy’s got a sore stummy.’
‘I won’t.’ I want to cry again.
‘Honest, won’t be a tick. Now SHOW ME THE– ’
‘MONEYYY!’ I put my arms up and they bump the rear-view
and it twists around the wrong way and I try to put it back but it
comes off the windscreen.
‘We’ll buy a new one soon,’ Daddy goes, ‘Buy about ten million
of them,’ and he throws it out the window, then he gets out and runs
over and grabs it and spits on the bottom of his shirt and uses his
shirt to wipe the mirror clean and puts it back in the car, not
touching it with his fingers. Something gives him a fright, and he
stares like you know how the cat goes when it’s sneaking up on a
bird, and nothing can break its concentration unless you shoot a
Roman candle at it? Then he looks around and goes, ‘Stuff this,’ and
gets back in and the car sags down and bounces and he shuts the
door real loud. ‘Bad luck, I can feel it. Lessee ya fingers.’ He sucks the
red stuff off my fingers. I don’t even wanna look at his driver's seat. I
don’t think he even knows how much tomato sauce he sat on.
‘Where are we going now?’ He drives past like twenty
warehouses and they all got muddy wheels on the trucks outside, and
puddles, and one of the puddles gots ducks in it. There’s a big place
with trucks scooping out all the dirt. Then there’s another place that
does real tattoos.
‘Where are we going, Daddy?’
‘Getcha some Mickey Dees in ya soon, know what I’m sayin'?’
He bends my fingers real rough and sniffs and sucks on them.
‘Shoulda washed ya hands.’
‘How much have you got so far, Daddy?’
He’s starting to fall asleep so I tap him real hard.
‘Dudday! You’re not jinxed anymore!’
‘Not enough yet.’
He turns and we wobble along the street. The car’s got all holes
in it and he has to pump up the wheels every day and we’re not
allowed to go through drive-thru ‘cause the car always stops
whenever you slow it down. He pulls into this big giant mansion with
this big massive acorn tree what blocks out the sky and I’m like, ‘Can
I get some bonkers to throw at Ackerman Frog? Ju know he goes
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down to school at night and eats moths under the big light?’ and he’s
like, ‘Stay in the car,’ but then he stops and munches another jetplane and goes, ‘Promise?’ and I nod my head and he gets out and
the car goes up. He looks at his own butt, what’s gone red, and gets
down on his knees. I think he’s playing a game, pretending like he’s
looking under the car.
He comes back up and looks both ways and checks what’s inside
his coat and chucks a acorn to me and I’m like, ‘Yay!’ and I have one
that’s a grenade, ‘cause I pulled the top off it, and I lob it and Daddy
swats it like a wasp and he chews another jet-plane like it has a
antidote for poison in it. I can still see red stuff dribbling out from
under his bum. Uh-oh. I’m gonna be grounded forever.
‘Where’s this?’ I go as Daddy drives. It feels like we’ve gone back
in time, the houses are like Coronation Street and their recycle bins
are a different colour. There’s like soccer boys on every side and
they’re Chinese, or Japanese (I can’t see from here if their eyes slant
up or down.) They’re running to one goal and running back to the
other goal, but one boy’s real slow and he’s the behindest. I don’t
know his name. I don’t know anyone’s name, here.
Daddy hears the siren again and he gets all twisty, and starts
trying to stick the mirror back on the windscreen. ‘It’s, ah…. Pah
Road.’ I see a sign what says that’s where we were. I want to get back
to the normal part of the city, but he turns the wheel so hard, the car
tips into the air, it feels like, and we zig-zag down this one street
what’s as bendy as a puzzle piece, then he drives around some glass
and squirts his tyres into the carpark of the next place and stumbles
towards another bank, holding his stummy, pulling his hat on and
unpacking his brolly as he goes.
It’s only about one second this time before I hear POP!
explosions and bullets and this old clanger car pulls out and I close
my eyes tight shut and text God:
‘Dear God,
My Dad is the super-la-tive in the whole world. Please can you
let the bank give him the overgiraffe because we need Sky Movie
Channel and Dad Sky Sport.
Please, please, please, and my dad needs a new muffler on his
motorbike ‘cause they said it was too loud.
And please, please, please don’t let my Dad get sick again, I
don’t like it how he has to go out every morning and get bags of pills
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to put in the roof, can you make him better?
And that is why I want $10 million dollars-loan for Dad, please,
please with sugar on top.
I’ll be good for the rest of my life, God.
Sincerely,
I. M. Me
P.S. I promise.
(Ju know I. M. Me is secretly actually my name, sort of? Ju know
my Daddy’s PIN number is my birthday? Ju know a prairie dog is
honestly the same as a chipmunk and a groundhog?
With the fastness of the car, the seatbelt’s starting to squeeze me
like a garbage compactor and I reeeeeally need to go number ones. I
went and visited Daddy when he was in the work farm the year I was
in Year Four and it felt as squeezy as this. I count, one-Mrs. Zippy,
then I start thinking about that song, you know, Mrs M, Mrs I, Mrs
S-S-I, Mrs S, Mrs Si, Mrs P-P,I, and then I start thinking about True
Blood ‘cause, did you know Daddy let me stay up late to watch it,
‘cause he said he wanted back-up ‘cause the guy was coming round at
twelve midnight to check the roof?
The door flies open, like when you open a door on a plane on a
movie and there’s this squirty sound as Daddy sits down. As we drive
along past the weird green and red-tiled houses with the shiny silver
cars, Daddy tells me a story about Inside. He goes There’s no colour
Inside. If you have something colourful, the big kids take it off you
and don’t give it back. They don’t even Indian-give it back.
‘Go into the glove box for me alright? I think there’s some
aspirin in there, the chewy ones. Gimme, hurry up.’
‘Watch the road, Daddy.’
‘Ta.’ He eats the whole packet of chewy aspirin, paper and
everything.
‘Did you have a piggy bank Inside, Daddy?’
‘Wouldn’t last a day,’ he goes, chewing. ‘You better hold onto
yours.’
‘Ju know you can get one from the bank?’
Then Daddy tells me more stories about losers (that’s what my
daddy calls Wins, he calls it losers, but I know it’s secretly called
Wins.) My daddy says they make you fill out these real hard nartsy
forms even if you can’t read real good, like my daddy, except he
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always reads stuff to me, even if it’s just like saying how Manu
Vutterfly got two tries in eight minutes and the rest of the team stuffs
it up for him and they’re gutless like the engine on his Honda and it
keeps breaking down but did you know Hondas is real good for
reliable parts? he said.
And Daddy tells me how Inside they take your belt off you so
your pants are down around your ankles and that’s mean, real, real,
totally, fully mean. And you’re not even allowed shoelaces, most boys
go ‘round in bare feet but they give you slippers anyway and some
guys rip their towels into strips and tie them around their slippers and
use them to get you from real far away and, like, ten guys get you at
once.
Daddy stops at the last bank, I really hope it’s the last one, and I
really, really want him to take us home ‘cep there’s nothing left at
home ‘cause even our dinner plates are in the boot and he gets out
and runs, holding his round belly, then comes back real sprintily to
the car and tosses his brolly in and as I hold it, I feel up the stiff
metal thing in the middle, it feels quite hot from him holding it. You
can tell Daddy done something naughty today, but I don’t want to
say nothing and get in trouble about the tomato sauce. I don’t want
any more POP! or ambliances or fire engines what could be cop cars.
I wanna go back to our motel.
‘You seen a toilet round here?’ he goes, and turns right around
and bumps into this shopping plaza car-park with these ghost ladies
wearing black sheets trying to put a barbecue in their van and he
smashes the back of our car into a taxi ‘cause he doesn’t have a rearview ‘cause I stuffed it up. The whole car shakes and all these little
bits of glass fall out of the back window and I’m crying real loud.
He makes that ‘Errrrrnn’ sound and does a ouchy face as he
touches his belly, and put the stick into forward. If we ever get back
home, I’m gonna give him sooo much of those pills from the roof
for his poor, sore stomach. The car squeals like a piggy bank that
doesn’t want to leave the actual real bank, and then we jerk forward
and we’re sailing again for, like, ages and ages.
We pass over some water the colour of mud, with white
triangliar yachts sticking up out of it. Some are on the mud-banks
though, turned over, their round orange bottoms shining in this
meatball of light that has rolled off the clouds and splattered on our
city. It doesn’t make me feel good, though, the whole day feels dirty
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‘cause of Daddy being naughty.
The day needs a bath.
As we come over the bridge I see this giant, massive sign for the
next bank.
‘Daddy, are you a robber? You have to say if you are.’
He thinks real hard, chewing on a jetplane, or maybe the paper
wrapper from the aspirin, then he checks the packet and chucks it
out the window. Then he’s like, ‘It’s not me that’s charging thirteen
per cent interest over twelve months. I’ll give it back. They’re all
crooks anyway, banker-wankers. The Prime Minister, he’s the real
robber. Don’t get me started on that prick. I’m just borrowing a wee
bit, little man. That cool?’
He makes me giggle. Banker-wankers! I’m gonna say it so much
at school! I’m gonna call Ackerman Frog a Banker-wanker.
‘Can you tell the story how you were a pipe-man?’
Daddy zooms through this green light and sticks his head out
the window and zooms around a big truck and turns real sharp into a
street with heaps of humps in the road and the car bumps and swings
and shivers and he stops for a bit and the front is steaming but he
keeps revving it.
‘Sorry mate, what?’
‘The story, Dad. The pipe-man.’
‘Aw, that. Kay, see, you know that big, giant concrete pipe you
and your little mate play in, that kid with the funny tongue? Yeah?
You know the one I mean? Well, like, sometimes they go
underground…’
I don’t even hafta listen to the story, really. I’m watching
Daddy’s cactus-throat. It spikes you real hard when he gives you a
goodnight kiss. He borrowed some shavers at the supermarket but he
set the buzzers off (the ones that sound like a ambliance) and we had
to get in the car and go and he didn’t even get them, but he got me a
tin of sardines in tomato sauce and when we’d got far away he pulled
the finger-hole and the lid rolled into a rolled-up pancake and I was
allowed to eat two but I had to eat them out the window ‘cause last
time I got tomato sauce on the car-seat and Daddy got mad ‘cause he
said he didn’t have the time or money to clean it.
It wasn’t the last bank, that one before. It’s never the last one.
The sirens keep waa-ooing. He strangles the handbrake, grabs his
brolly out of the backseat and pulls his hat down over his eyes. He
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runs straight through this puddle and past this security guy with a
towel wrapped 'round his hair and the guard follows him in and I
unclip my belt buckle, then I freeze.
One Mrs Zippy –
Two Mrs Zippy –
I click it back in and start biting my fingernails. I’m not sposda
bite my nails, but I really don’t wanna eat the rest of the tomato sauce
where Daddy has been sitting. I’m so starving. I need to go number
one so bad.
A real, loud bangy firecracker goes off.
Eighty-eight Mrs Zippy.
A car squeals past me, smoking. I hunch and my face burns so
hot. Daddy crumples against the window. The security man is making
these crazy hand flingies what I can’t see properly and then Daddy
takes his arms out of his jacket. He only just made it inside the car.
He seems heavier than before; the car jolts real heaps.
The security guard is saying the 'F' word, and Daddy can’t close
the door properly and I can hear him scratching the paint of the next
car – his door is stuck in the side of it. Then the car bursts and rips
and bounces and sags and he goes, ‘Shit, handbrake,’ and races
around the corner and dips behind this big massive white house with
blue paint on the windowsills and spiky thorn bushes.
I’m up to 250-Mrs Zippy when he pulls his hands out and there
are all these pink saveloys and tomato sauce and I squeeze my eyes as
shut as I can. The brolly rolls off his lap.
‘I DIDN’T UNDO MY BELT, HONEST!’
His fingers are shaking as he pushes a jetplane into his mouth,
but then he pauses.
‘Want one?’
‘Wait for the ambliance, Daddy, you’re sick.’
Daddy pulls the shiny, pink roundness out of his belly like he
can’t believe it’s there.
I wait for him to drive the car, but I know I shouldn’t be Mr
Impatient. I get up to 200-Mrs Zippy. He’s got a pink piggy bank
covered in tomato sauce.
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Mama let it all out during the drive to the airport. They
had to go through Mt Eden and it gave Mama heaps of
ammo. She’d been waiting all week; when the traffic froze,
the momentum jolted the words out of her mouth. The first
disappointment was the beard her son had grown because
Adz was trying to save money on razor blades. He would get
in serious shit if he had to appear in court again for boosting
blades again, but he couldn’t explain that bit. Really, the beard
made Adz not-a-criminal, like, it indicated he was refusing to
steal to shave, and Mama should have appreciated that, but
she was ragging and you can’t deal with women when they’re
ragging. The gardens of Mt Eden made her bitch about
plants. Every plant she talked up, she was really saying
‘You’re useless at growing anything.’
He hated driving her to the airport (who was gonna pay
for the gas?) but at least it got rid of her quicker, and at least
she’d given him all them fuel discount vouchers. And the
boxes of aspirin, and filled their freezer, and washed the
curtains. Mama was disappointed with the warning sticker on
the nasty rap CD Adz had left on the dashboard, and she
couldn’t snooze with that orange Empty light on. She was
clutching a bottle of fabric softener against the big pillowy
rolls of her belly. The strap bissected her belly like a
hamburger. She was so huggable, but he was holding out on
the hugs, after that shit she’d done to him behind his back,
well, in front of him, giving those things to Ev.
Adz hadn’t used the fabric softener, so she was taking it
back home. He wanted to keep it, it was worth like eleven
bucks, but he didn’t say anything.
They were boxed in by vans and people-movers,
and it looked like a fire engine was trying to squeeze into the
traffic further ahead. A mortgage broker grinned at them
from a billboard. His teeth were irritatingly white, basically
pointing out how brown Adz’s teeth had gotten, and the
tarseal was too black and the datura trumpets were too
purple. Everything was bugging him.
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‘Why you car smell smoke?’
‘Ev musta been smoking in here. Hey, FYI, when I make
my first five figures I’m gonna buy a billboard that says,
Mama’s the Bomb. That’s a guarantee.’
‘But this you need diploma degree, Adam.’ She was still
rockin’ that Third World accent. Cringe. He didn’t say
nothing back. She inched through the radio stations, pressing
her finger like a hundred times insteada holding the Scan
button down, found one with an American guy going on
about the Book of Genesis and the naked lovebirds fucking
up Paradise after a week. When the story ended, and mankind
was promoted or condemned or whatever the fuck, she put in
her CD with the ukuleles, and it made the traffic budge
forward a bit, somehow. The Empty light glowed more
strongly and Mama fished out her credit card and stroked the
bumpy plastic numbers. She’d paid for the vehicle two years
ago. Adz supposed it was her vehicle, if you thought about it.
He didn’t have any coins for the airport parking machine,
sorry Mama– well, he did, but he was saving them up for a
pack of tailies – so he couldn’t pay for the parking while she
boarded the plane. My bad. When he hugged her across the
seat, straining against his seatbelt, not undoing it, hibiscus
petals from behind Mama’s ear were knocked onto the gear
stick. She’d taken the flower from one of his neighbours, the
only other Islanders in the block of flats. He didn’t speak the
lingo any more. That’s what he told people.
Adz didn’t have a job to rush back to, but he was in a
hurry to get somewhere, he had this, like, theory he needed to
test, and he just didn’t have time to stick around to watch her
plane gap it. He’d had a dream that if you punched the right
combination of buttons on the telephone, then hung up, then
dialled some more, secret phone lines would open up to you,
and you could talk to any president or IMF honcho or
Illuminati you wanted. As they kissed cheeks and brows,
pollen irritated his nostrils. The stench of those hibiscuses
reminded him how the islands stank like soil and warm rotten
mushy leaves and the roads were all bumpy and covered in
clay and dust.
‘Not many people actually wear those,’ he said, pointing
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to Mama’s flower as she heaved her suitcase out of the car,
‘It’s more, like, for dressing up.’
‘At home we do this,’ she said, and slammed the door.
The driveway was where all the stormwater in the hood
seemed to collect, making the tarseal lift off and float like
black icebergs of tar and gravel. Their place was right under a
pylon which hummed loudly if you stopped doing the dishes
and paused to listen. Sometimes when it hailed, blue sparks
climbed through the air. That shit was pretty dope to watch
when you were blazed. He’d come up with a plan to filch the
copper lining from the hot water cylinder, trim it with
scissors so thinly that he could have a wire twenty metres
long, and lasso the power lines to get free energy.
He parked facing uphill so the Empty light wouldn’t come
on again. Ev would need to take the car to the university later
on and it would seem like her fault for not topping the tank
up. He had to get back to his base on the couch and unpause
PrimoPoker.net, but he knew Ev was gonna have a mental at
him about Mama if he saw Ev inside. Mama’d given Ev some
money and done a few other things to fully piss him right off,
underhanded shit, paying for their groceries and sending the
car all the way from the islands and buying Ev and him those
crop plants she’d rooted in the patch of dirt at the base of the
pine tree.
Pigeons were waddling over the muddy patch where all
the weird ethnics in his block grew vegies. Adz wanted the
roots of Mama’s plants to rot away, then he’d test his can
which sprayed flesh eating virus on odour-causing bacteria,
after he’d developed it, that was, after he’d got it through the
patent office, after he’d finished his poker tournament. His
invention would make poor countries smell better, like
Mama’s island. It would make this block of flats smell better.
All these people ever did was hang washing out of their
windows, big billowing patterned garments glinting with gold
that they cloaked their heads in and hid their knees behind.
Checking the mail was a good way to delay going inside.
He trudged up the steps, jandals slapping. There were fresh
flyers and catalogues in the mail box: awesome. Mama would
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fly over them any moment, now. He saw the underbellies of
so many planes every day. Were they escaping or being
sucked back?
‘Leave it. This is junk.’ The mailbox was at the top of the
mossy stairs; Ev was standing at the bottom, calling him back.
‘Put these advert in ze neighbour’s box.’
‘But there’s good vouchers in here. Here’s one for Thai,
we haven’t had that in ages.’
‘Can’t afford, ja. Just leave.’ He trudged back down and
followed Ev into their depression. It was hard to see the
couch under Adz’s scattered dissertation pages, books and
computer parts. He had a chess game going on this miniature
laptop with half the keys missing. He opened the fridge but it
only had nail polish in it.
‘What they are serving on the flight?’
‘How ze hell should zis dom doos know?’
‘Do not mock me or it shall be der last time. What shall
we hef for tea, I’m dyyyyyying for ribs.’
‘Have mine.’ He lifted up his shirt and showed her the
stripes on the sides of his stomach, which she pinched and
frowned at.
‘You don’t eat enough.’
‘I don’t need to,’ he said, squirming away. ‘I’m not hungry
for food.’
‘So you going to get these veges growing, hey?' She tossed
him the latest packets of seeds Mama had given her.
'I choose not to for reasons of conscience.'
'Liar, liar. You are no greenthumb.' She went back to her
laptop and the keys made that nibbling noise. The hot tap
was running in the bathroom and fingers of steam were
reaching out of the hallway. Maybe the condoms he’d flushed
would push water back up the toilet; maybe plumbers
shouldn’t be expensive in the first place. Adz couldn’t wait to
find out. If he could flush all household waste, it would save
them four bucks a week on council rubbish stickers and bags,
and maybe Ev would finally admit he was a genius.
'I could if I wanted,’ Adz said, standing in the clear spot in
the centre of the lounge. ‘They made us grow all kinds of
roots and yams and shit in the islands... Tapioca, you ever
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heard of it?’
'And, what, zey teach horticulture on Dr Phil? The six
hours a day watching TV, this is you learning, hey?'
He tried to stare her down, but she wasn’t looking up. ‘I
already told you, the uni lost my paperwork. Stupid idiots.’
‘You’re right. It is the fault of someone else you have no
purpose.’
When the rapture came, Adz would be spared for his
moral, objective mind. They alien overlords would reward
him with a Play5tation, fifth generation, plucked from the
future.
Ev closed her laptop and pulled her top off. He licked his
lips as she stripped, her flesh jiggling like jelly. She pulled a
box of nougat out of the hot water cupboard and said, ‘I’m
taking a boarth.’
‘How’d you hide that in there? Where was that?’
‘Want some?’ she said, ripping the box open and stuffing
white hunks into her thick lips. ‘I have concluded that we
need to move. You have to get zis place cleaned up, to get
our bond back.’
‘”Stupidity is the desire to conclude.” That’s what
Flaubert concluded.’
'You all day learning this instead of apply for jop?’
‘The flat’s impossible to clean. It’s a write-off. I could sell
the car?’
‘Neffer sell this car. How are we supposed to get away
from all this?' she said, unwrapping the cellophane from a
tray of chocolates and popping two quickly into her mouth.
'I thought you liked Mt Eden?'
'I like you, despite you are wildebeest. I want to live where
you are. Just so long as it has a bath tub, ja.'
She stepped out of her knickers and flung them down the
short hallway into the laundry basket. He didn’t like the red
pimples at the bottom of her belly that said her razor was too
blunt, and the ragged black regrowth where her thighs met,
but he watched her wide, white, wobbling butt leave him and
as she plopped into the sloshing water and the tap stopped
and everything was silent and steamy, she said, ‘Ahhhh,’ and
his mind smiled.
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When he’d lost a nice, even $88.88 on the poker, he
followed her into the bathroom for sex on a mildewy towel
which twisted as they fucked, devouring each other’s mouths
to muffle the sound of their stomachs yawning. Ev
shuddered and Adz’s eyes rolled back in his head as he
poured seed into her, picturing his big score.
*
That infomercial for the juicer meant it was midday. He
must have slept for only seven hours, since five, sitting
upright on the couch, blanketed in manuscripts, a glowing
laptop screen for warmth. He’d stayed up watching ab
creasers and treadmills, scribbling blueprints for his next
invention. The longer he stayed awake each night, the more
cigarettes he could have in his life. Ev had fallen asleep eating
popcorn in bed, transcribing some interview with some nerd.
She worked too hard on her uni stuff. She took life too
seriously.
He’d left the front door open and the motorway was
pumping rubbery smog and noise inside, but it felt good to
know he could just thumb a ride and cruise out of Ev’s life at
any time, let her get on with her future where everything was
planned.
He picked the sand out of his eyes, fell forwards and did
a few push-ups on the thin carpet. His body felt disgusting
with sleepiness, soggy, useless. The windows were dappled
with condensation – Ev must have closed the door as she left
for university. Ev got an office, Ev got office hours, and Adz
got suspended. How fair was that shit?
He opened the hot water cupboard and stroked the barrel
of warm metal before he’d even gone for a piss. There was
space behind it, a black cavern pointing towards one of the
neighbours, it was hard to tell which one. He dipped his
shoulder inside, groped around, touched something cold and
wiry and stole his hand back and slammed the cupboard shut
went walking.
You could smoke as much as you wanted when you were
out walking. The stink didn’t cling to you that much, so you
only had to shower twice a week. A flock of boys were on a
bench outside the dairy, thumping each other’s shoulders.
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One of them was trying to chuck a knotted pair of shoes over
the power lines. Adz pretended to put something into the
post box so he could avoid the evil atmosphere around them
like a gas cloud. Their school jackets were tied around their
heads, and their shoelaces were wrapped around their calves.
These boys had never put hos before bros like he had, and it
made him sad trying to recall the last time he’d played Soggy
Biscuit or punched a guy in the arm or arm-wrestled or rated
girls out of ten. Some of his old homies were overseas now,
playing for development squads. Some of them had started
their own t-shirt companies and lived in websites. Some of
them had been called out on Facebook for getting two girls
pregnant and hung themselves in abandoned houses.
Adz bought a fresh pouch of tobacco and had it open
before he’d even left the dairy. He stood there sucking on a
smoking filter, keeping his hunger pushed-down, and read
adverts for Western Union, phone cards to ring home to
Pakistan, Bollywood movies, fireworks. The shop windows
contained roasted ducks hanging by their feet, fried chicken,
dried octopus coconut cream. His tobacco had a tropical
beach on it that looked nothing like the Docks at the south
end of the road. Real beaches have pylons running through
the water, and signs warning you not to gather the shellfish.
Ten minutes down the dead end street was the scrap
metal yard and he ambled that way, hoping the gangstas
wouldn’t make eye contact with him. He had nice long arms
and a bumpy stomach but he was too skinny to smash
anyone anymore. Ev had more strength in her than he did.
A train stopped him from crossing the road for a few
minutes and he stared at its blue and orange carriages until a
plan came to him, and he pulled the schemebook from his
pocket and scribbled an idea in there. Then he trudged down
to the scrapyard, arcing round the frothing rottweiler and
over the difficult, dusty stones. They gave him a quote about
how much copper was worth. They said the cheapest way was
to take out a power pole with your car, then when the
linesmen had shut the power supply off, you came back at
night with some bolt cutters and a screwdriver and trimmed
the sweet sheets of copper off.
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You got some copper you’re not tellin me about, I can
tell.
His stomach chewed on itself.
I’ll send the boys round to collect.
*
Afternoons were the worst. Even if he napped, the clock
didn’t move much. He was alright at defrosting blocks of
tofu, or maybe lasagna toppers, if there was anything to
defrost, but he left the cooking up to Ev, mostly. Quorn was
hard to cook; lentils took too long. The longer she kept him
waiting for her to get home, the more right it gave him to
read her journal.
In the centre of the journal, hundred dollar notes were
wedged, a couple dozen of them. How long had she been
keeping this? He wrote on the notepad in his brain: Check
journal more. He shuffled the notes. He was a Vegas card
dealer – well, he could be, if he wanted. There was enough
there to cover the bond on a new place, although there was
still that late rent to make up before they left here. She didn’t
know he’d missed a few payments; smokes had been getting
expensive, and you had to wager real money on that god
damn poker tournament, none of it was his fault. He moved
Ev’s cash to the hot water cupboard. It was a giant sloshy
womb and there was his baby inside it. He wrapped his
fingers around the copper pipe and thought his big score. He
was gonna grow his own business from nothing, franchise it
to other hoods. The scrap metal guy’d said he’d pay him mad
stacks if he brought him what he needed. Not copper, the
other thing, you dumb cunt. Get outta here, course he
wouldn’t put anything on paper. Paper was evidence. If Adz
was a fuckin’ nark, he’d feed Adz to his fuckin rottie, got it?
Ev burst in the door and kissed his cheeks and he got a
fright, cramming her journal under his arse, pretending he
was putting his dissertation in order. She went straight to the
stovetop, put a wok on it, switched it on, opened the fridgefreezer and nibbled a stick of biltong while she searched the
kitchen for food. Most of the cupboards only had sticky paint
brushes in them, or DVD vouchers.
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‘You didn’t go shopping today?’
‘Nah, too busy.’
‘Busy sanding? Painting? Scrubbing the bath tub? Busy
getting our bond back?’
‘Got us a big score all planned.'
‘Excellent, then I shall cancel the student allowance and
buy 100 pairs of shoes.’
'Nah, I’m serious, babe… Oi, help me - I'm stuck.' His
fingers were bonded together with superglue from Ev's old
art supplies.
She shook her head like a war had broken out overseas
that she could do nothing about, and dug inside her pocket.
‘Don’t worry, I’ll ring your ma, she will help us.’
‘DON’T YOU EVEN THINK ABOUT IT, EVELYN.’
He stood up and his laptop fell onto the carpet and the
screen cracked and filled with rainbow oil. ‘I can pay for that,’
he said after a long time, ‘Don’t forget I got a plan.’
He helped her find coins under the passenger seat of the
car (thanks for bein clumsy, Mama) and she went across the
road and bought two scoops of deep fried chips and a loaf of
bread. He watched her waddle back and forth and saw her
screech at the gangstas who were trying to get at third pair of
school shoes up on the power lines. They spat when she was
far enough away that she couldn’t hear them, then biffed their
little twisty white smokable thing into the spit and got up and
sauntered home. Coulda been a roach they discarded, maybe.
Coulda had a little unused weed in it. Worth following up on,
Adz thought.
After they’d eaten and he’d licked the salt from the
newspaper, she cut his fingers apart with scissors and used
methylated spirits to dissolve the glue, but Adz still felt stuck.
'What were you gluing?'
'Just something.'
‘Why you have 24 new lightbulbs and no groceries?’
‘They’re cheaper if you buy bulk.’
'Tell me, domkopf.'
'It's my project. It’s a secret.'
'This house is too small for you to hide things from me.'
'What, like your journal?'
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It was like she'd tossed a bucket of boiling water into his
face, all he heard was the whipping sound and then his cheek
felt like it was bleeding.
She had a bath and then went to bed. No sex for you,
Adam. Adz didn't join her. She was lucky she had a warm
bath. She was lucky the copper was still in that cupboard –
for now. What was the point of sitting atop a gold mine and
not spending it?
He packed his pockets and backpack full of sawdust and
bent nails and went walking to the mosque and the dump and
the rusty basketball hoop and he dumped the wooden scraps
and bent nails in the bush. He had Ev’s journal with him.
Sometimes he took the new flat money out and groped it,
sometimes he tried to crush it. It was like she had planted a
tracking device on the money. He wondered if she were
seeing some rich guy right now, riding him, and the thought
didn’t upset him. She deserved that sort of thing, he was
useless at it. He was useless at everything, he supposed, really.
APARTMNT 8th FLOOR. NO PETS; 20 MINS FRM
BOTAN GARDNZ 095560126, the latest entry in her
journal had read. She was obsessed with finding a new place
for them to suffer. A river carved through a concrete
stormwater runnel. The mosque, the temple, the Orthodox
thing, the Assembly of God hall and the Korean Presbyterian
church all had old people carrying things in and out, ironing
boards, trays of lamingtons, fans. Those people were staying
put. Those people weren’t being ripping their roots outta
Eden. He searched a clothing bin with a sign written in
scribble, which almost bit off his arm. He picked cigarette
packets up and checked them. Sometimes his feet stuck on
chewing gum. Sometimes he found a ciggy butt not properly
smoked.
Behind a group of tiled retirement villas, he stumbled
down a muddy incline to where the grey water ran through
the depression. This was the lowest part of the city, and weird
mudskippers and crabs lived in holes in the clay banks. The
grass ended and it was like Adz was seeing the thighs of the
earth, all exposed. The bamboo became dense, and no one
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could find him down here. He hopped over the river and
came up towards some shops, rumbling his fingers along
fences. He took a book of DVD coupons leaking from a
mailbox, cha-ching. His legs walked while his eyes read.
There was a section of Ev’s journal where Ev had stashed
letters from Mama. They both had pretty shit English, but it
was obvious she’d said Adam was a good-for-nothing who
couldn't even get a sickness benefit gig. They were both
worried about him. Worried? Against, more like. He slapped
the journal against his leg, hard, and some bits of paper
flapped out and skittered along the ground behind him. Ev
wouldn’t miss a bookmark or two.
He realised he was standing in the middle of a pedestrian
crossing, clutching a nailgun in a box with a receipt stapled to
it. He barely remembered buying it. Some snob with a couple
of children in little blue school blazers was tapping on his
steering wheel and looking at him like he was from outta
space. Adz’s throat burned and his guts boiled up and he
rolled a furious, twisted cigarette and broke into a scurry
towards home, smoking and sprinting, kicking the front door
open and hauling the heating cupboard open. He set to work
with a wrench and pliers and had the copper lining out of the
cylinder in a couple of hours of sweaty, cramped grasping and
straining and stretching. The boards had to go, too. When he
had thirty bucks worth of copper, he fished inside his pocket
for the wad of money from Ev’s journal, but his pocket was
empty.
He kicked the nailgun into the cupboard and cursed the
drill and extension cord. He desperately needed a cigarette.
His pouch was empty. He headed across the road for the
dairy. He saw a discarded roach under the picnic table. The
hoodrats were gone. He picked up the roach and ripped it
open, checking for seeds.
She was suddenly home and tugging the long yellow-andblack electrical cord which ran from the kitchen out the
window and into the wash house they had to share with all
the Indians and Russians.
He snapped out of his trance and tried to put the jigsaw
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of his life back together in a hurry.
‘What do you need this for?’
‘I promise I didn't,’ he squawked, getting up and putting a
pot of water on the stove. ‘Hey, hon. Got any smokes?’
‘You have one parking ticket. For staying too much time
in your place. I found you hid it.’
Adz cringed and turned away slightly, prepared for a
beating, ravelling the extension cord around his wrist and
putting it in a cupboard.
‘I found us a flat. We’re out of here.’ She pinched his ear
and jingled the car keys.
‘You got us a new place without consulting me?’
‘You are saying you won’t help the move?’ She never
broke eye contact as she reached inside a cardboard box in
her handbag and pulled out a samosa and bit it open.
Adz studied the parking ticket like he’d never seen it
before, reading the terms and conditions. ‘I don’t remember
this... .’
‘HEY! ADAM! Are you refusing me? About the flat?’
‘No?’
‘Good.’ She patted his head. ‘We can’t stay here forever.
You need to inform neighbours.’ Ev carefully pulled her
clothes off, went into the bathroom and ran a tap, then put
some fruit in the bowl, chewing her samosa. He was pleased
she hadn’t read his mind for once – she would have found
out that he’d sold the hot water system. They would be
bathing in cold water from now on; it wasn’t that big a deal,
he hated washing anyway. She put her clothes in the laundry
basket and carefully arranged pieces of samosa on a plate and
put it on the floor at Adz’s feet.
He watched her trot down the hallway, say ‘Ahh,’ then get
into the bathtub and scream.
She ran out of the tub naked, blackening the carpet with
drips, and phoned their landlord. She told him they were
getting out of there. He had to give them their bond back.
What damage to the heating? Which neighbours? Name
them! No, it couldn’t have been Adam’s fault, how could he
even suggest such a thing?
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Ev scrawled ¡¡¡BOND PARTY!!! on the wall with lipstick.
Her new dress had petal-patterns. Adz yelled across the room
that they would find their bond disappeared if Ev wrecked
the place, but a spirit was bursting out of her that wanted to
shiver all its security away and be insane and unaccountable.
Guests entered through random doors and windows,
interrupting him with hugs and cheek-pecks and fist-bumps
and shoulder barges.
She screamed, ‘Kiss MY wreck!’ tipping seven dollar wine
on the carpet, ‘We are MOOOO-FING!’
The friends showed up in pairs and triplets, clutching two
bottles each, one for her, one for them. Ev told the story
over and over again, buzzing, about the thousand bucks she’d
saved with her student allowance, hidden in the house where
no one could find it, and her scholarship and something else
which Adz couldn’t make out. How they just had to sort the
bond and she’d slip into this great apartment and We’re
saying GAAN KAK to the landlord WOOOO!!! ‘cause the
landlord was a jerk for saying it was their fault their hot water
got cut off and he wouldn’t even send a plumber round and
there was some lock inside the hot water cupboard she’d
never noticed and she didn’t have the key and OMIGAWD
THIS POESY PLACE IS HISTORY, MON. There was
something about an insane power bill they’d had yesterday,
too, she told people, what you’d spend on about a hundred
light bulbs.
It made Adz uneasy how many mates she had, how they
all knew his name, as if she’d been telling people about him.
He didn’t have anyone to tell about her. It seemed weird to
him that she had fans because she did baking and visited
them when they had plaster casts on their arms, instead of
people judging her on her looks or brains. They gifted her
edible body paint, candy knickers, bonsai trees, a new kettle.
Their relationship was getting overcrowded so he went
outside and watched a long gangsta hovering around the
public letterbox, kicking the tarmac. He almost called out and
invited the kid over but he noticed some of the neighbours’
heads sticking out of their windows and thought he would
offend their blue, tusked gods if he reached out to a lonely
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gangsta.
One of Ev’s mates, strong-jawed with a tight t-shirt,
slipped them a tab of acid each. Another South African,
perhaps Ev’s idea man. Why bother competing? ‘Congrets on
ye new place,’ the dude said with a wink, ‘And get your fill of
Ev, mon. She’s worth her weight in gold.’
‘That a fat joke?’
‘Dunno yet. What you gonna do about it?’
Adz looked for his woman, but she was showing a friend
the curtains in the bedroom, something about the curtains.
He was stuck half-inside the bathroom.
‘Nothin, that’s what I thought. You’re nothing,
varknaaier. Don’t kid yourself, bra.’
Adz squeezed past the guy and got pecked by his
obnoxious cap and quietly asked Ev where she’d got the
money for her lovely dress. ‘I’ve been SAVING!’ she
snapped.
‘Didja keep the receipt? Ev? You might wanna return…
never mind.’
He locked himself in the bathroom and slipped a tiny tab
of cardboard under his tongue, pausing for a second to think
about the half-picture of an apple on it. Ev had the other half.
The acid did nothing until the lino came alive and
marched endlessly without going anywhere, and the room
tipped upside down and the air became spicy, and before he
could steer the vessel in the right direction, he was outside on
wet knees, sniffing the seedling stalks. The motorway was
painted with whitecaps, and the catseye reflectors looked like
jagged rocks. He clutched the letterbox so he wasn’t swept
away. His Mama was at the party, why hadn’t he hugged her?
He shouted at her that she didn’t take enough risks, she was
too successful, she didn’t live at the splintered present-end of
history where no one knew what was going to happen to his
generation. Boiling hot tequila geysered up his throat and he
was hiccupping. He had the toilet seat around his neck. The
tapwater was jelly. Ev used the hem of her new dress to wipe
the vomit from Adz’s lips and cradled his head until the birds
woke up.
*
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Pots were clattering. He heard something shatter. Then
she was standing on his shoulders, shaking him. ‘We’ve been
robbed we’ve been robbed we’ve been robbed. I’m calling the
police. Where is it? What happened to our rent?!’
Ev wore a duvet, Adz wore a towel.
‘We can still get our bon…’ Adz looked at curls of
wallpaper and chips of plaster. ‘You want me to cook, uh,
breakfast or somethin?’
‘What is there to eat, bliksem? Anyway, I’m sick again.’
‘Again?’
‘I’m sick all the time and I’m sick of you.’
He ate candy knickers for breakfast, sucked body paint
from his fingertips. Pigeons squabbled outside the door.
‘Start from the beginning.’
‘From the beginning of time? Well, um, God made man,
he had a paradise, then he made a chick from the dude’s ribs
and she screwed everything up…. You’re not laughing.’
‘Just tell me, and then we’re done. Seriously. Kaput.’ She
began scrubbing BOND PARTY!!! from the wall with a
foamy mop. ‘Hurry your arse. I’m listening.’
‘As soon as I tell you, you’re gone?’
‘That is what I said.’
‘Then I’m not sayin shit. I’m in the lab for the rest of the
day. Don’t nag me.’
Adz went and hung out on the top of the stairs and
checked the neighbours’ boxes for catalogues. He popped
down every now and again to drink out of the garden tap.
The front door was locked. He checked the vegetable beds.
The pumpkins and carrots had rooted and risen. The proteas
and hibiscus were happy. Then Adz drove to the car yard and
handed over the keys and papers. He told them to go ahead
and tear out the immobiliser. As he walked to his home, he
hummed an old island rhyme and clattered a stick along a
fence, feeling washed. He kept one hand in his pocket,
clutching the money. He felt like digging out his old school
graph paper and charting how high he’d bounced back. He
used to be good at accounting, that’s right. Wasn’t there
supposed to be, like, heaps of money in accounting?
81

M ICHAEL BOTUR

They packed bowls and spoons from a banana box. Adz
discovered the offer of place for him to sit his Ph.D. at the
university, and he screwed it up before Ev noticed, then
unscrewed it, flattened it and pushed it into his pocket.
Dinner was microwaved carrots and pumpkin soup, baby
food samples Adz had sent away for which had just arrived.
Ev rummaged up a jar of jam for dessert, and then that was
all of their food gone. They would have to wait for the front
garden to grow.
‘Can you open this?’ she said, wincing and handing him
the jar, ‘You’re strong.’
'There's this story in my culture,' he lied to her, 'People
tell the story all the time in my village. I don't care if you're
mean to me, I'm gonna tell it anyway.'
'Everything you heff done to destroy this family, and you
think I'm mean to you? CEASE SMILING LIKE THAT!
CEASE IT AT ONCE!'
'You said we're a family...'
She rolled her eyes and pulled the five hundred bucks out
of his hand. 'Tell the freaking story, then I'm going.'
'Are you comfortable? Cool, 'kay, alright, here goes: the
mightiest hero in our village, like, he waited patiently by this,
um, woman's side and even though he made all the mistakes
in the world, like he killed a thing with a fin and he thought
he'd slayed a mighty shark but it was just a dolphin, right, like,
and, but he was the hero in the end, because his clumsiness
made them all crack up, and without him, they would be just
a bunch of smart people stuck on an island. They needed him
around to forget how miserable their lives actually were.'
'You really think I'm miserable?’ Her eyes had been
stabbed with glass shards. They were expired eyes, used, done
with, broken, gone.
'Um... no?'
'I HEFF to finish. You have to understand that… I
HEFF to finish my studies. Stay with me while I finish if you
can. Otherwise, no hard feelings, Adz, but seriously: fock off
and ruin your own loif.'
'I have to finish what I'm doing, too.'
‘And this is?!'
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Adz looked down and around and away from her face. 'I'll
show you when it’s done.'
Ev ran the shower, and screamed and sobbed when she
got in, but then she got used to it and started singing songs
with funny Afrikaans words which used letters he’d never
thought of. He went and meddled in the hot water cupboard,
put the new double-wrapped copper cylinder in place, turned
the connection back on and then the warmth came through.
When she was had stopped crying and dried herself, he
forced her to wear one of his giant hoodies and he took her
inside the hot water cupboard. As long as he stayed as skinny
as possible, he explained, he could squeeze into the back. He
took her into the darkness, hushing her to shut the door
behind her.
Everything went orange. The bulbs were hot and stank of
sawdust and melted plastic. ‘I had to get cash, see, to buy the
copper back... There’s about a hundred bonds growing here.’
At the back of the cupboard, he prodded a square of
insulation paper with his finger and a wall fell away. A new
room was stuffed with bulbs glowing so hot they were white,
and bushels and bushels and bushels of green buds, spiky,
luscious, growing strongly, cramped, condensed, hidden,
steaming under the lamps and sprinklers.
‘Secret garden, babe.’
'This is the stupidest thing you heff done yet,' she laughed.
‘You’d better get focking rich. I’m focking pregnant.’
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Deano kicked off the whole Fatal Attraction shebang at The
Swing, right, which was like a key party, but in a club. The Swing’s
logo had the Gemini twins on a garden swing-seat. The twins looked
like boys, like bros, like buds – not a sexual thing. Me and Sandy
were, like, the youngest couple there. Sandy’d made us go there, not
my idea. We both knew it was because we weren’t fucking any more.
Everyone at The Swing seemed all greasy. One sticky-looking guy
looked our whole bodies over, like he wanted to buy himself some
slaves. I’m surprised he didn’t notice my deformity and get grossed
out. Sandy says I’ve got a belly like a pregnant chick so my gut was
sucked in the whole time and I had to fart real bad. Sandy never farts
and never has any fake bits on her perfect body. You ever seen a
white Asian chick? That’s sorta what she looks like; skin the colour of
a seashell and this black hair and black eyes. Like Sarah Silverman, I
spose. Immaculate.
The sticky guy who’d been starin' at us had skin all stretched over
his cheekbones. It made him look wide awake. Crystals sparkled
under his nostrils. The blue light made his freckles purple. He danced
like a dickhead, clutching himself, sniffing a little tiny bottle of
something, and I couldn’t stop watching him. All he wore was a
Rolex and sandals.
‘Get a loada that cock!’ I yelled to Sandy over the drum ‘n bass.
There were like twenty doors leading off the hallway, and the end of
the hall was this big floor covered in leather cushions. I supposed
they were real easy to clean spoof and pussy-juice off.
‘I said get a loada that dope over there!’
Sandy does this thing where she’ll tug your ear into her red lips
like phone sex but then she’ll say something that’ll rip your guts out.
‘Who? Thanks for being so specific. Please, continue talking.’ She
stroked this statue of David with a black mask on his head, like she
was choosing the statue over me.
We stood at the door of this room like a motel room and watched
a couple of blonde folk rolling and twisting on a bed like wrestlers.
The white sheets were blue. Felt like we were in an aquarium, bud. I
was trying to decide where the fuckers were from. Sandy gave me this
look, like, Why aren’t you a stylish European? I looked at her and
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shrugged, like, Sorry hon.
The skin-tight dude appeared beside me. His drink sloshed onto
my arm and he wiped it off, pinching my bicep, and I wanted to say
something tough like, ‘Don’t touch what you can’t afford.’ He started
yarning away like a sports commentator. He had that Crocodile
Hunter accent from that country with all the poisonous shit; real
squeaky, like the sound when Sandy makes me squeegee the
windows. I studied these scars across his ribs and spine. Somebody
had mistook his guts for a pizza. Then I jerked him off – not like that
– I jerked him off me and tried to get some girls to look at me, but
they were too into each other and I was too into the Crocodile
Hunter’s back, it was all moons and stars and crescents. Looked like
he’d come off a bike naked and collided with a truck full of cookie
cutters.
‘Oi don’t know what they put in thees,’ he squeaked into my ear,
‘But oi brought me own, coulda saved em the effort.’ He put his car
key up to his nose and snorted something off it. ‘Oi carn’t dreenk
elcohol, bud, only got one keedney now and she’s faarked. Gotta
smoke me drinks now, bud. What’s up with thees?’
He was talking about my hand. I’ve only got three fingers and a
thumb so I drop coffees and pies and remotes all the time. People
always stare, probably wondering how a loser like me got such a hot
bitch as a missus. It’s not what is looks like. Sandy’s like a principal.
Y’ever picture marryin ya school principal?
‘Eh?’ the freckly scarred blue fuckwit kept going, ‘Want a toot
while ya theenk?’ He held the key up to my nostril and I winced and
batted it away. Sandy sat her butt on the bed and tickled the feet of
the people fucking, and a girl sat down behind her and started
massaging her shoulders, then Sandy the Sandcastle just sorta
dissolved in the waves of sex and blended into the orgy.
‘It’s Deano,’ the man said, givin' me a bro-hug. Our cocks sorta
touched and I shoved him away and tried to find an open door
further down the hall.
‘I’ll be in the pearl,’ the guy said, jogging ahead of me and into a
room with steam coming out of it. I heard the splosh as his body
plopped into the spa pool, and found myself alone in the hall with no
one to fuck me. I tried to squeeze into Sandy’s gangbang room but it
was too tight and I would’ve been sandpapered to death squeezing
past the hairy bears crowding the room. I headed for the toilets,
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figured I’d smoke a blunt inside a stall 'til daylight, but as I went past
the spa, Deano wrapped a towel around me and went, ‘Ya wouldn’t
fit one single jet-ski in there, am I right?!’
‘Leave us alone.’
‘Too right, that’s the gospel. Got a tonne of boats at me place if ya
fancy accomp’nering us. Need a jet-ski though.’ He snatched us both
some white robes off a coat hook and pushed me through what I
think was a green door and we were on the fire escape deck, in the
cold, nipples and ball-sacks hardening up. ‘Can’t have a bud smokin'
all on his lonesome,’ he went. I looked around the metal deck to see
how little room I had. Our breath instantly formed white shapes: fahreezing. The walls were orange and black and brick. Half a mile
below were black cabbages, huddling in the alleyway. Garbage bags.
‘How’d you know I smoke? Where’d you stash… never mind.’
‘Crack-up,’ Deano went, ‘Let’s just say one of us is psychic. So
how ye garn for grin?’ Grin? Grin. Grin. Greeeen. I blinked at him.
Short prick he was; dark skin. I was considerin' jumpin' off the
balcony and dying on a nice garbage bag full of broken glass and
crockery. Sandy might give me some attention if I made her feel
mega-bad. ‘Bud,’ he went, ‘You don’t need to tell me twice.’ He
pulled a Glad bag from – God, I don’t know where he pulled it from
– and tucked it down inside my shirt, and pulled the lapels of my
robe together.
‘I’m, uh, going good for green… .’
‘Well y’are now, ya greedy prick!’
I stepped forward into the moonlight, pointing my chest away
from him, feeling the bag. I felt like Sandy was watching me,
fraternising with another loser. We’d only porked like twice, before
she realised what a loser I am. The severance issues on me hand had
pretty much killed our sex life. She always made out like she actually
wanted to stay with Muddy and didn’t mind if he came round with a
shiv and hollowed me out like a jack o’lantern. There were rumours
he’d done that to a guy he didn’t wanna pay for a bag of green.
‘SO ME OLD BUDDY HERE’S ADMITTING HE’S A
POTHEAD!’ Deano shouted into the city.
‘SHUT UP BRO! HERE!’ I sort-of pulled the bag of weed out of
my shirt, and paused.
‘Relax my old friend, relax. Takes gold as well as green to make a
nation.’
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‘How much? Could go to my car, I s'pose. And I’m not your old
friend, FYI.’
‘Good good,’ he went, pulling a blunt out of thin air and sparking
it, ‘New friend it is. Here’s me card, that’s me.’ The business card he
tucked behind my ear bore the logo of a major timber firm – major.
The card had the word Mister before Deano’s legal name, followed
by some quals.
‘This is you?’
‘Some would say,’ he said with a shrug, swaying a little, holding
onto the railing. ‘Oi, know what I’m buying meself tomorrow, bud?’
I pulled the fire door towards me and took a quick puff on the
blunt before I ghosted back inside. ‘What?’
‘Two brand-spankin new jet-skis, bud.’ He laughed himself into a
coughing fit and I thought he was gonna lose a lung until he sucked
some more bud and calmed down. ‘Ya welcome to come –
I slammed the door on the cunt and went into the aquarium to
find my woman.
Sandy had her feet up on the dashboard, kickin' my McNuggets
around. I’d had to wait 'til almost dawn before she was done getting
licked and explored. I got bored, honestly. Deep down, no one finds
their partner hot.
I could hardly see the road with Sandy’s cream-coloured feet and
glossy toenails all up in my face, but I knew that if I killed us, Sandy
would kill the shit out of me, so I just tried to drive as best I could.
She’s the only thing worse than death. The bud that dingo-baby guy’d
made me smoke was making me think black thoughts.
My hatchback coughed and the petrol light came on. Japanese
fuckin’ piece of shit… There was this rattling, too, rust in the
muffler, I’m pretty sure. ‘What’s the point of having a muffler if it
makes things louder?’ I joked.
‘I’M AM ATTEMPTING TO SLEEP,’ my beloved wife said. If I
had a jet-ski, I could have ridden the bays home, maybe partied with
some dolphins. ‘And a muffler is for muffling the ENGINE OF
CARS THAT PEOPLE ARE TOO CHEAP TO BUY BETTER.’
‘Sorry,’ I went as we sat at a red light, listening for a clunk if the
wheels fell off. ‘Oi, that fella was unreal, eh.’
‘Don’t drive with your shit hand,’ Sandy growled, ‘You’re driving
me, remember. Who you talking about anyway, who was unreal?’
87

M ICHAEL BOTUR

‘That guy, that gigolo from Down-under. Tried to suck my cock,
pretty much.’
‘Who’d suck off a loser with nine fingers?’
‘I don’t have nine fingers, I have four – oh. See whatcha mean.’
One of those new model Dodges that’s chiselled like a diamond
pulled up alongside us, wound down its window, and the driver
pretty much sucked Sandy up through his eyeballs. She lolled her
head at him and yawned.
‘You should’ve learned to count before you dropped out of
school.’
‘Sorry, honey.’ I squeezed her thigh with my bad hand and she
went, ‘Don’t touch me with that thing.’
‘I can make a bit on the side,’ I whispered, ‘Got a big bulger of a
bag to sell. Two ounces, I think.’
‘Who in their right mind would give you more drugs?’
‘My frien...er, that man from the club.’
‘I didn’t see any man. I thought we were there for US.’
‘Yes, ah, well, you were somewhat… you were busy.’
‘Are you trying to get slapped?’
‘I’m just saying, it’s a good wad of green, anyway… .’
‘We don’t need to sell drugs,’ Sandy said, taking her feet back as
our house neared, ‘I’ll just go back and live with Muddy and you and
your little friend can be with one another.’
‘Yes, Beautiful.’
I slept on the couch, watching the game. It’d been a pretty
average birthday.
*
When you stock vending machines for a trade, there’s not much
to do on your break. You don’t wanna go get something from a
vending machine, do ya, that’d be like not taking a break at all. I
usually just sit in the van and listen to talkback radio. The most
knowledgeous people in the world ring talkback, bud, I think it’s all
the people that are so successful that they don’t need to be at work,
they can just stay home and tell the DJs what’s what. Economists and
whatnot, stay-at-home scientists.
I took Deano’s card out and puzzled it over. His position sounded
pretty up-there. I Googled him on my phone and his name didn’t
come up. Probly one of those elite-level corporate types. His
company had all this plantation land out west. Trees, bud, that’s the
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way to go: you chuck a few seeds in some dirt, sit back and watch the
money grow, literally.
I couldn’t stop thinking about all the junk Deano’d said to me on
the landing when I was trying not to even listen, going on about how
he’s got diamond-toothed sawblades for cutting into the heart of the
logs to get the timber samples, and how he grows his dope in roads
so remote they don’t even have numbers, and you can only fit one
vehicle down ‘em and you have to reverse all the way in if you wanna
drive out.
I guess the swingers club had given me some shit to think about
while I carefully arranged Doritos packets and macadamia cookies in
the vending machines. I wondered what those Euro-trash people had
done to Sandy that I couldn’t do… some twisty geometrical Cirque
du Soleil upside-down fucking, I supposed. I’d never know how it
felt ‘cause who in their right mind would wanna bang a man with
only nine fingers? Sandy was right.
There was this timber laminating factory out by the sewage
ponds where all those mosquitoes get mashed on your windscreen
and I was stocking their Snackmaster Ten24 when my mobile went
off. Unknown number. Workers queued behind me as I replenished
the snacks with one hand, phone up between me shoulder and me
ear.
‘Bud,’ said a drongo voice down the phone line, ‘You bin beck?’
Beck. Back.
‘Ah... nah? That was only last weekend. I’ve got to go, I’m – ’
‘I won’t detain ya unlawfully. Listen: how ye garn for green?’
I looked around me, thinking about the bodies on the workies.
They had flaky, dry skin. They had paint deep between the scales on
their knuckles. They stank of burning plastic. Would Sandy fuck
these guys too? Would she let the whole world do things to her
except me? ‘I’m well stocked, ah, on that front, thank you.’ I had to
pretend I was talking to someone work-related because everyone was
staring at me, I tried to think of the guy who invented Coke. ‘Thank
you, Colonel, ah, Sanders.’
I told the boys the Snackmaster was good as gold and moved over
to the window looking out onto the parking lot. You could see what
cars the bosses owned and what ones were the regular boys’s. This
one Jeep Cherokee stood out, the colour of fresh and dying leaves in
a forest, lime and cheddar, the colour of oven roasted buds. A gaggle
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of suits came out of the factory and shook hands goodbye. Most of
them dug their mobiles out. One little guy headed for the Jeep,
pressing his phone against his ear.
‘Sorry 'bout that,’ came a chirp from my phone, ‘Anywho, I’m
always here for ya, bud. I’ll satisfy ya needs.’
I closed my phone. The floor manager wandered into the smoko
room and looked at me perving on his parking lot. ‘I was just
watching my deal-clea- friend. That was my bud.’ I spied on the floor
manager to make sure he didn’t rock the machine or stick a stack of
drinking straws up the coin hole.
The Cherokee rolled out, thank Christ, but paused at the end of
the driveway with its nose in the road, not indicating where it was
garn.
*
Sandy put in a game of squash against that woman you’ve seen on
60 Minutes who won a defamation suit against the people that said
she’s married to one of the biggest suppliers of party pills in the state,
who testified before the Supreme Court that she’s not and she
doesn’t sell bags of the shit directly to the Angels, except that she is
and she does. Typical Sandy friend.
I wasn’t really thinking that much about Muddy and his martial
arts weapons and the tattoo below Sandy’s belly button reading
‘PROPERTY OF MUDDY’ and the shit people at parties \ said he
was gonna do to the rest of my fingers when Muddy found out where
I lived. I can’t hold a squash racket too well, obviously, on account of
my hand. I was really thinking about the sport centre’s varnished teak
as I sucked my milkshake. Woulda been a nice, big, secure contract
for whoever supplied that timber. Some of those trims were twenty
feet, bud, I swear to God; I appreciate timber and flashing and car
park design and crap like that. Thinking about it then was helping me
keep the dark thoughts out, all the grumpiness. When you run in our
game, people tend to follow up on the casual threats they make, like
if somebody goes, ‘Put sugar on my cappuccino and you’ll wear the
cup,’ they’ll actually smash it over your skull, so when I heard Sandy
screeching at this other drug queen, I was like, Here we go again. See,
if you must know, Sandy worked as an escort for Muddy, but one day
she was totally ragging and seeing as I used to distribute 'Doritos' for
Muddy by the bag (them Doritos had some wild wild seasoning on
‘em, I’ll tell ya that much) I was the first one she saw when she
90

BUDS

strutted out of his yacht after a big screaming match and she jumped
into my van and went, ‘Drive or you’ll be parking in a handicap spot,’
and I was like Yes Ma’am.
Proper fairy tale, eh?
So, yeah, it was Saturday and I just sort of shuffled around the top
deck looking down on games. I wasn’t allowed to go far ‘cause Sandy
kept yelling out ‘DID YOU SEE THAT?! DIS-QUALIFIED!’ and I
had to say supportive things. She would’ve had heaps of energy in
her, I’d cooked us omelettes for breakfast, bought cream for the
coffee and all that. Sandy doesn’t have to cook. It’s a rule we have.
My phone went off. Sandy looked up towards me on the viewing
platform, pissed off about the ring tone.
My phone told me who was ringing: Unknown.
‘How’s it, bud?’
Sandy spat on the court then pounded a serve, which came back
and hit 60 Minutes in the forehead. I covered my spare ear, turned
away. ‘I can’t really talk, Deano… .’
‘How’s ya kidneys after the other night, y’bin back?’
‘To the club club?’ I whispered, crouching. ‘Hell nah, it’s fifty
bucks to get in.’ I heard cars whizzing past. Deano wasn’t calling
from his office, then. ‘I hardly drank that much anyway. Kidneys all
good. Why you ask?’
‘I lit a cigar with a fifty, one time,’ he went.
‘You don’t really have a hard-out job, do you Deano?’
‘Maybs; maybs not. Still got time to do a bit of repo on the side.’
This cold flush went down my throat and through my lungs.
Repo. Of course.
‘Why you ringing? I’m not gay, if you’re wanting to do gay stuff. I
have to tell you up front. If it’s about money, like– ’
‘You’re not at home, I was gonna swing by, bring some muffins.
I’m outside ya flat actually, bud. She’s cute, she’s a keeper.’
‘She’s a wh –wait– eh?’
‘Yeah I was actually lookin' to drop off a tray. If ya interested.
And with the butt-fuckin' thing, hey, ya don’t need to convince
anyone but yaself, cool? Methinks ya doth protest too much.’
Sandy’s shoes squeaked on the court. She grunted three times in a
row. I didn’t hear anything from her victim.
‘I’m allergic to muffins,’ I lied. It sounded pretty faggy to me, a
bloke with muffins. I wished I’d never secretly looked at his penis in
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the club, maybe he’d caught me looking.
‘Oi said methinks ya doth protest– ’
‘I heard you, alright? These 'muffins,' did you bake them yourself?’
Deano chuckled. I heard cars going past him – past my house.
‘Sure I baked ‘em. Listen, I know where you live now, so, if you’re
ever in need, I’ll come drop ‘em rou– ’
‘Why you threatening me? Muddy send you after me?’ My face was
pressed hard against the phone. There were just squeaks for a few
moments, and then Sandy screaming my name like I’d left the oven
burning our dinner.
‘Listen, bud,’ he whispered, ‘Oi don’t do threats. Oi just do
people.’
I didn’t hang up. Mighta made him mad.
*
Sandy had this thing about art, you had to stay out of her way
when she was being artistic, else she’d break coloured Perspex over
your head or throw needles at you. Art helped bail out the
depression-water that trickled into her rowboat every couple of days,
she’d smoke a few crystals and make the curtains all stinky and get
paint and glitter and ribbons everywhere. She had a bag of clay that
I’d dug out of a river bank ‘cause I was a bit short on dosh, because
I’d been buying her Jenny Craig tuna instead of the regular kind, and
with the clay she was sculpting these designs of dope leaves that she
was going to bake and give to all the gangster wives to hang in their
kitchens. What she was sculpting just looked like green baseball mitts
but I pretended not to even see her work… if I was gonna be picky, I
could have pointed out that our strain of Cannabis sativa is actua lly
just one of around one thousand varieties of the useful product
known as hemp which belongs not so much to Western culture as it
does to Tibetan traditional weaving, and many cannabis forms
actually do have smooth, non-serrated leaves which do look like the
bunches of bananas she’d sculpted… but all Sandy wanted to hear
was that her Art Fails were impressive. Before I’d taken her off
Muddy’s hands, Sandy’d been a model who'd smoke through a light
bulb if she was too blitzed to find her crack pipe. The ice had messed
up her moods. Half of it was just paranoia that Muddy was going to
find out where she lived and come tax her. The gang gals she played
squash with weren’t supposed to tell anyone they’d even seen her
alive. Don’t even ask me the shit that was said after Sandy won that
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game of squash. Being Sandy’s bodyguard was nothin' like that Kevin
Costner movie.
So she was out of bed on the Friday afternoon, depressed, with
smoke creeping into the hallway, working in her art office and I was
looking for my tool kit, wearing the duvet around me shoulders – my
shoulders, sorry – like a Superman cape and she had the music on so
loud I hardly even heard the landline ring. I squatted in the hallway
and covered the mouthpiece of the phone with my hand. I noticed
our wallpaper was mouldy and moist. My fault, of course. My job to
replace it.
‘I like ya poppies,’ Deano went.
‘WHAT POPPIES?! I DON’T WANNA BUY NONE.’
‘The ones on ya lawn out the front here.’
I dumped the phone on the ground, pulled a hoodie on and went
for the front door handle, wishing the dappled glass was more
opaque.
Deano was on the porch wearing shorts and Oakleys with no
shirt, just a set of dog tags dangling around his neck. His nipples were
pointy. His scars were purple and thick. Deano scratched one which
bothered him, behind his ribs. With his other hand, he held out a
Glad bag.
‘The international seembol for housewarming, em I roit?’ Deano
opened the baggie up. I could smell the stinky, oily delicious smell
from metres away. Smells like compost and grass clippings, I’ve
always reckoned. He came at me with buds in his fingertips and I
flinched. The man’s teeth were like a light-bulb inside his lips. His
scars were like the patterns on the embossed wallpaper Sandy’d
probly make me buy soon enough.
‘What happened to your shirt?’
‘Got blood on it,’ he went. ‘Where’s Muddy’s missus? I wanna
meet the world-renowned Sandy.’
‘KEEP YOUR VOICE DOWN! She’s inside – working. She’s a
artist!’
‘You’re just snarky ‘cause you’re worried Muddy’s onto ya. Just
chill for the time being, bud. Deano’s here, the love of ya life.’ He
nipped at my face with his perfect teeth, landing a small kiss on my
cheek. I smeared the kiss off. He was already down the hall, finding
the lounge easily, like he was accustomed to invading people’s bloody
houses. His jandals slapped the floorboards. I tiptoed past Sandy’s
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office then rushed after him.
Deano already had a bong out when I got to him and it looked
like he’d poured a Heineken into it and he was separating sticky buds
from a bag between his legs. ‘Sand in her knickers, that one.’
‘No smoke in the lounge!’ I hissed, ‘New rule.’
‘Check this out,’ he went, ‘Smokeless.’ His Jeep key-tag dangled
from a key-ring attached to his lighter. He basted the buds with his
Zippo, shook off his jandals and put his feet up on the coffee table.
‘Don’t do that, Sandy’ll kill ya.’
Deano snorted. ‘If that Muddy taught her anything about killing,
then I’ll bet the bitch is useless.’ Deano nodded towards a portrait of
me, sitting in the kindling box beside the fire. It was too big to burn
as one piece, Sandy reckoned. She refused to snap it herself, didn’t
want to sprain a wrist. She’d only painted a quarter of it before she’d
started on a triptych of portraits of herself.
‘Grab a seat,’ he went. I stopped pacing and took a seat on
Sandy’s couch. Deano was wearing this camouflage short which came
down to his shins and he kept his black sunnies on. He looked
around the lounge. ‘Lovin’ ya widescreen. I got a tonne of them at
mine. Who done the shitty paintings? I seen some at Muddy’s one
time.’
I smoked a couple buds so that he’d feel comforted, supported
enough to leave. I looked for patches of sweat or spilled ash where
Deano was sitting, but the man was leaving no trace. This bastard
was unreal; any messes would get blamed on yours truly. ‘These… art
you’re lookin'at… it’s all Sandy’s. See… she used to be the girlfriend
of this cunt I bought my tinnies off and… ’ I took a big bong hit.
‘And she shagged me one time ‘cause she needed a place to crash,
and… ’
‘ –and Muddy didn’t think mucha that,’ Deano said, ‘Yeah, he
mentioned that.’
‘You… you’re his friend?’
‘The preek’s a bit possessive. Just wants his property back, that’s
all he’s focused on. Debt collection.’ He formed a fist and patted it
with the other hand. I tucked my bad fingers into my pocket and
reached for the remote control.
We split a box of cereal and cracked a couple Heinies and flipped
on the game and had a quick debate about whether they should’ve let
more imports into the team. Like Deano, I took off my shoes and
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gave my feet some oxygenation. I supposed we’d already seen each
other’s wangs at the swingers’ club, feet were not that big a deal, all
things considered.
‘How much you wanting for the bag? Cause I don’t have any
funds. Sorry if that wasn’t clear.’ I was too fucked to haggle. Let him
hurt me. Let him take my TV.
Deano flung the bag across the table at me, thick buds. ‘Not my
bag mate: She’s yours.’
‘Look, the other day, when you said on the phone that you ‘do’
people,’ I drooled, half asleep, ‘D’you mean do them like in a homo
way, like up the bum-hole… ?’
‘Don’t you worry too much about that.’ He made me clink beers
with him. ‘Cheers for inviting us over.’
‘I didn’t,’ I went. My seat felt so marshmallowy-soft, I stayed there
for ages.
*
Sandy’s new portrait was unveiled at the University. Big
unveiling, bud: nibbles, champagne flutes, cheese, pearl necklaces.
She’d done a piece for one of the stuck-up bigwigs there, the type
that don’t take brews into the movies, you know, and pick up litter
when they drop it. Sandy’d glued leather onto a canvas and painted
the bits of leather different colours, ‘cause that was supposed to be
different angles of the bigwig’s face.
I told her her portrait made the Mona Lisa look shit in
comparison. She went ‘hmph’ which is as near as you get to a Thanks
from her.
The conservatory had a mirror taller and wider than me, above a
marble fireplace. Quite a few deadly people were there, blokes with
goatees who kept their backs against the wall and squatted when they
needed to sit down, but the ignorant hoity-toity university pricks
couldn’t spot a contract killer or a speed cook from an inch away.
They mingled and slurped their bubbly wine and ate orange bits of
salmon; the killers and cooks kept their black shades on and put their
ciggy butts out in the plastic pot-plants.
There were sculpted leather armchairs, palm trees and fancy bits
of potted grass and I sort of hid behind those and tried not to talk to
anyone. I had a bad feeling Muddy was gonna show up and Sandy
would be so proud of her puke-on-paper art that they’d embrace each
other. I checked for Deano in the mirror. That’s how you tell if a
95

M ICHAEL BOTUR

person’s a vampire or not. I’d been having these dreams about him
sneaking up on me and thieving my kidneys by opening me up with a
lino cutter.
I read the trivia question on the bottle-cap of my beer and said to
some faggot sipping dessert wine, ‘This shindeeg sarks.’ Sarks? My
necktie was choking me, fucking up my words. I pulled it loose. The
fag looked at the fingers I was holding my beer with. He said he had
to go and attend to his partner. It’s hard to make friends at these
things, especially when no one wants to shake hands with you. I
wished I had a partner.
Sandy summoned me into some group of rich people she was
talking to by raising her eyebrows. ‘Did you bring anything to party
with?’ she demanded in front of everyone. One of the contract killers
tipped his ear in our direction. A meth cook rose up off the carpet to
listen in.
‘Sorry,’ I said, ‘I’m not allowed, you said, honey.’
She didn’t blink. ‘Well is your imaginary friend coming or not?’
‘What friend? I don’t have any friends.’ I pulled the tie which was
choking my neck.
Sandy leaned her mouth into the ear of the princess of some weird
little Mediterranean country, ‘You should see him on his phone, he
has this little pen pal from the 0900 service, honestly, they’re attached
at the hip, which of course reminds one of Magritte’s…'
My phone started vibrating.
‘What’s happening brothaaa!’ I walked through the boiled gooseeating old fogies and rested my brow against the mirror.
‘Ya diggin’ the shindig?’ said the voice in my head.
I used the mirror to check behind me. I couldn’t see Deano. ‘Tell
me you’re not following me.’ His invisible mosquito whine was
getting louder. I looked down at my gut and smoothed the tails of my
shirt.
‘Ya shirt ain’t tucked in, bud!’ His voice was split in two.
‘I can’t afford a belt… ’
‘Not to worry,’ said the voice, closer and less divergent. There was
a tap on my shoulder. Deano was standing there with two beers in
one hand, grinning. In the other hand he held what looked like a
snake. ‘Here’s moi one.’
His belt was snakeskin. It was hot from being wrapped around his
excitable guts. I weighed it.
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‘How much you wanting for it?’
‘Nothing, nah, she’s keepsies, brother. They won’t let me wear it
at me day job. Uptight wankers.’ He pushed a beer into my good
hand. I sniffed it for roofies. ‘Salud!’ He drained his beer. ‘That’s on
me, bud. Two for one.’
‘They’re free anyway. Plus, I thought you smoked your drinks?
Didn’t Muddy stab you in the kidneys?’
‘Aw, didn’t I tell ya?’ Deano squiggled his eyebrow. ‘I’m gettin' a
new kidney! Orf a fella who owes me one. Repo pays off sometimes.’
I pulled the folds of my shirt down, held the belt against my jellybelly.
‘Let’s roll, Thelma,’ he said, fighting with a set of French doors
blocking the courtyard, swatting a palm frond out of his eyes. He
battled with knockers and struggled to hold the curtains back. I
slipped through, behind him. Raindrops fell from the arch and
smashed on our heads. Deano pulled out a packet of smokes, like
yellow Crayolas, and took a thin rollie from between the ciggies. He
drew a scalpel from his pocket and sliced the end off.
‘What’s in this?’ I said as he sparked it. We spread a table
umbrella, each of us pulling one side of it.
‘Oh, it’s laced-as,’ he said, fetching the joint back.
‘What, the curtains?’ The lace behind the French doors began to
dance and ripple. Deano looked right through me and laughed.
‘Bin havin a few refreshments have we, ha-ha! You’re good value,
bud. There’s goodness in ya.’
I took a puff. ‘Speakin' of good value bud – I still can’t ...Look,
I’m flat broke, mate. Honestly, I can’t pay… tonight... .’
Deano blew a smoke ring. ‘There’s other ways to settle what’s
owed. She’s almost toime, then.’
The hedge stammered. The drizzle whipped. ‘Time for what?’
Deano took the fading smoke from my paralysed lips and
stomped it on the wet tiles. ‘Real thick bones too, it’s a shame.
Woulda made a great fullback. Real pain in the kidneys though, that
preek.’
‘Whuss… in this…’ I fell into the rain, rolled onto my back and
could only stare up. Deano was short, but he towered over me, his
sharp white predator teeth grinning. I stared at his scalpel. It looked
expensive.
The French doors slammed and flapped in the wet wind. ‘YOU
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WANT HIM TO CUT OFF YOUR OTHER FINGER? I’LL
PHONE HIM RIGHT NOW, YOU USELESS LOSER!’
‘S-Sandy! S-stop it!’ Somone smacked my head with something
leathery with a metal bit on it. Her Chanel handbag, it had to be.
‘THOUGHT YOU COULD WALK OUT ON MY SPEECH,
DID YOU?!’
‘HelpmeI’msick… .’
She leered right into my face, and I understood what she meant,
yup, in the foggy white noise, there were still some people clapping,
and some awards being handed out by a guy with a podium and a
microphone, and all the chatter about Sandy’s magnificent pottery or
mosaic or whatever the fuck it was drowned out and melting diluted
swirling paint running ‘You there? Muddy? It’s me. Yeah, me. I need you to come get
me, baby. I know, I’m – you heard about that? Naww, you’re the
best. I’m proud of me too. And honey? Bring the sharpest fuckin’
knife you got.’
I felt headlights on my face. The lights went out when the car
boot slammed shut.
*
Lapping water. Birdsong. The air smelled like the insides of a
snapped tree branch; green and fresh.
‘Morning sunshoine!’ Deano carried a breakfast tray around the
pool and set it on one of the glass tables beside the pool recliners.
His bare feet slapped the dry tiles around the pool. He chucked
another snake at me, silk this time. A tie. ‘I had to cut ya necktie off,
you were choking on ‘er.’
The twin recliners were positioned perfectly. The surface of his
pool water was so neat that it looked like it had been raked.
He handed me a fizzing glass of juice. ‘Voitamins in that,’ he said.
He took the silver lid off of a plate, revealing steaming muffins with
what looked to be spinach and white chunks in them. There was
coffee and green tea and fruit juice, and napkins and napkin rings.
After breakfast, I felt myself drifting. ‘The vitamins are supposed
to keep you up!’ he said, ‘Too much goodness in the muffins, ya
reckon?’
‘I don’t think my guts are agreeing with that spinach.’
‘What, the grin bits? That ain’t spinach. And those aren’t
technically vitamins.’ He bit into a muffin. ‘And you need to take care
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of your guts, my man. They’re my guts, now.’
I patted my stomach all over, twisted and writhed and rolled off
the recliner but I couldn’t find the surgical scar.
‘My guts!’
‘Settle, petal: ya need a bud to feed ya proper. Deano’s here, you’re
alright.’
I stood up and looked around for a way to escape. Palm trees, a
pond, some vegies growing anda wall of forest. I couldn’t see any
neighbours to run to. The water lapped against the bricks. The pool
filter hummed. My mobile didn’t make a peep. My legs felt hollow
and fizzy.
‘We’ll take the dirt bikes out later, or the jet-skis, if ya like. Up to
you.’
‘I told you, I don’t have any cash on me, Deano. I don’t have any
cash, full stop. I normally only buy about one bag a month. I don’t
know what to tell ya.’
Deano put his hands up in self-defence. ‘Bud, I told ya, we’re
sweet. Milky bars are on me.’
‘Even if you had jet-skis, where would you ride them?’
He shrugged. ‘Pool, if ya fancy. I got a lake, though.’
‘You’re off your meds.’
‘Oh and I fixed your car by the way. That fuckin’ rattling bullshit?
Solved that, I just trimmed the brake lines a little.’
‘No you didn’t. And it was the muffler that was the issue.’
As the sun drooped, I sipped on macchiatos and cigarettes, then
had a swim. It was useless running away if I was gonna get a bullet in
the back. He dressed me in a plush robe. I kept waiting to get pinned
down and dismembered at any moment, why else would someone be
nice to you? I kept thinking there was somebody I was supposed to
call. Deano brought out a bong on a golden platter, told me it was a
hookah from the wilds of Lebanon. He packed it with buds so thick
that it was impossible to peel them apart. Deano had to use his
scalpel to cut the bud so it would light.
My mobile finally went off: Unknown caller.
It was the pigs.
They said that something had happened to a woman fitting
Sandy’s description and would I come down to the hospital to help
identify the body? Her vehicle had left the road with two people
inside. It was my car, and it appeared to have been sabotaged, the
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police said.
I stared down at my phone and let the ringing wane. I suppose I
could’ve done a runner then, but instead I lay back in a daze with a
game of footy on a screen overlooking the pool, watching Deano
slumber, the flaps of his robe open, his scars resting, the scalpel
slipping from his hand. I wanted to go and run my fingers over his
scars just to be sure, but it was obvious no one could have survived
what Muddy done to him.
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The proprietors open shop at 0800 hours, two hours
subsequent to my calisthenics, a blacking of the boots, and setting the
pot to boil on the stove (a boiling pot is a trick to fool vandals into
thinking someone’s at home.) I am the first customer inside the
Kathmandu store. I monitor the time on my pocket-watch (a quality
Brit-made model I picked up in Johor) as I must be returning
promptly home to check on the stove.
I purchase the Everest 1400. The staff look at me cock-eyed. It’s
khaki coloured, camouflaged. They ask me if the tent is for my son.
No, tisn’t, I haven’t a son, although Debbie did. I’m still living on the
hill in the same pad in which I lugged Debbie over the threshold on
our wedding day, I mention, and they laugh, and my face burns. They
ask if I’m sure I can afford this item, and I tell them I’m no bleeding
pauper. Besides, I’ve no wife to look after any more, thus the ol’
Super payments stretch a tad farther.
I don’t leave the store immediately: they have a compact foldable
shovel on offer and, after turning it over in my hands and checking
the lacquer (I used to have a similar model when stationed on Puncak
Jaya), I purchase the thing, along with an extra set of tent pegs. The
buggers are exceedingly sharp.
The Negress at the counter assures me that the Kathmandu
Everest 1400 is toward the sturdier, more reliable end of the
spectrum. I pay and exeunt while she frowns and consults her
manager.
I see when I’ve trudged through the thistles and into my yard that
someone has dressed me in my pyjamas and slippers. The slippers are
black with wet. Somebody’s also left a pot boiling on the stove,
which is blinking dangerous. I leave a note instructing my wife not to
do such a thing again.
*
I peg her down in some of the softer, mushier soil. Peg the
tent, I mean – not the wife, ha-ha. The winter is attempting to settle,
dotting the orb-webs with dew, flogging us with hourly rains, and
we’re not even that far into the day, ten o’clock at best.
If I hadn’t my sense, I might be tempted to say it was autumn. I
lose track sometimes, and have to call for Debbie to confirm the
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date. Certainly the paucity of deciduous trees in this confounded
country doesn’t help one to establish the time of year.
I erect the tent to overlook a square of yellowing grass which has
been redeemed as a softball pitch. This is all quarry land: the hill is
being eaten by diggers, for its bauxite is valued. The diggers will soon
devour my house and my neighbours’, which is why I am the last
tenant on the mountain. Indeed, the vandals are sacking my hill and
they’re buying old Van out for a few hundred grand. I don’t require
money, but they don’t accept this. They don’t understand that I’ve
been assigned a hill to defend. They send a different representative
every time, as if testing a new weapon on the ol’ Dutchie. Such
‘representatives’ are merely lawyers. Don’t be deceived.
It is on Sundays that the baseball pitch at the bottom of the hill
is occupied by Orientals; during the Weekdays, the pitch is occupied
by duskier brethren, Feejee Islanders, by the look of them. They
make robust infantrymen, those Feejee men, I can tell you, and their
backyard taro plantations smell so much like Java, why, toss in a few
datura trumpets and you’ve got yourself a regular overseas
deployment, ha-ha! Your Feejeean is not a patch on your Gurkha, but
he’s not bad either. They’re pious, eyes-down folk, some of whom
lugged in supplies during my term on the mountainside. Yes, I can
certainly eliminate Feejeeans and Gurkhas from my list of vandalous
suspects. It is a duet of Goths, actually, who dress entirely in black
and wear lipstick and have earrings, for God’s sake, whom I suspect
may have caused the vandalism on my property. It so incenses me
that my fists shake.
I often shake… I must take a wee something to palliate the
shaking once back in the kitchen.
I realise I am kneeling in wet dirt, clutching tent pegs. The
skyscrapers are looking through the drizzle towards me. What am I
up to? I shalln’t reveal. I hammer the pegs in firmly. Then, an
intercrossing of poles provides an X which curves from an elevated
meeting point until it plunges into four holes, and this roots the
frame to the base of the tent flaps. Fancy waterproof nylon indeed…
a bivouac would have sufficed perfectly, as plenty of bamboo grows
on my mountain, it’s just that it’s difficult to bend anything at my age
as my fingers have become as weak as pipe cleaners. Also, I don’t
mind parting with $350 for a tent so long as Debbie’s son doesn’t get
our money. His children are vandalising brutes. Debbie called them
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grand children; I call them a grand problem.
I dash back inside and I’m alarmed to see a pot of water frothing
across the hot stove, hissing and reeking. I scald myself turning the
stovetop off, and yell out to Debbie, but she doesn’t respond. In the
garden she’ll be, then, presumably.
I stand in the kitchen for a moment. The house is as silent as
frost. With my fingernail, I scratch a notch in the fuzz of mildew
which has darkened the walls. The ceiling is baubled with droplets
and a cloud of steam. Debbie must attend to the spring cleaning.
First order: bleach the mildew.
Returning to the surveillance tent with a rousing cuppa, I
observe that my vest is heavy with sweat. I sit on the upturned
wheelbarrow and take a respite, noting a packet of Holiday tobacco
on the grass: the Vandals’ leavings, then? I know the grass under the
wheelbarrow has yellowed and died, but my wife, you see, was
moving that very same wheelbarrow moments before she was seized
by a heart attack. I scarce not move the wheelbarrow.
Someone – or something – has left footprints in the garden bed.
*
You know, when I was a teacher, freshly returned from Kuala
Lumpur and short of days after surviving a bout of malaria, I never
put up with the scallywags who sat at the back of the class. They
soon came to know it. If the board were going to label my discipline
‘misconduct,’ why, they should have let me back into the Reserves.
(I’d been discharged from the army due to…. certain matters which I
am now perfectly well medicated for), and anyhow I –
Crack.
I crouch. Sniper?
I rise slightly – the cracking returns. It’s my knees. There are
footprints in the soil leading to where I’m standing – well, er
crouching. Vandals have trespassed on my property and trampled
Debbie’s flowers. Like Beowulf, like Ajax, like Montgomery, I have
felt it imperative to take a stand against such invasion. Several
hibiscus have been rumpled, many of them snapped. These hibisci, it
belies me to inform you, were the planting project of my late wife
Deborah, or 'Debbie' as I was fond of calling her in private. The date
upon which Debbie planted the hibisci escapes me… it was the date
I first carried her into our new home, but which year?… Gosh, I’m
sorry. My memory’s…. sieve-like, today. I do apologise.
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Teaching, yes. Blackboard and five flowers ready to go, ha-ha.
Knuckles, rather. Not flowers.
Let me start again: The reason for which I have kept such close
scrutiny on the flower plot is that I want to catch the blighters in the
act of vandalising the flower beds Debbie tended with such affection.
The sun has peaked and I hope they’ll come before dark. Debbie, you
see, had her passing two months ago, approximately, depending upon
which day of the week it is now, and not too long after her passing,
our chickens also perished, apparently starved to death. Oh, the
Vandals will certainly pay for that too, worry you not. Could the
Vandals have followed me home from the hiking supplies store?
Quite possibly.
Nobody witnessed Debbie’s passing. I was inside at the time,
boiling a brew. I recall the paramedics informing me that her allergy
to the ammonium phosphate in the fertiliser triggered her allergic
upset. Yes, yes, I told them, and explained the incident years earlier
when Debbie had suffered a seizure from airborne particles whilst I
was my drying my rifle with ammonium sulphate fertiliser (which is a
ruddy decent degreaser, mind). It rumbled me to see them prying her
frozen fish fingers off the lip of her blouse so that they could attempt
CPR. Atherosclerosis was the culprit, I was informed, ‘though I
wasn’t listening terribly closely, just enjoying the syllables in the word,
atherosclerosis, imagining a strategy to teach it to my pupils, standing
in the chook guano, nodding, wanting to machete the wimpy foppish
hand patting my shoulder in sympathy. A real man shouldn’t be seen
to be vulnerable. Leave a vase in a busy street and it’ll be vandalised;
call it a sculpture and it’ll stand. I recalled what it felt like to have the
hands on my shoulders in Borneo – intrusive, invasive, and shocking
after an entire tour of duty, alone with only rain and leeches and my
precious letters.
I thought it ironic that I’d trampled Debbie’s hibisci in my
panicked flap when I first saw her sink to her knees, touch her breast
then hug her knees and go to sleep. I’d been preoccupied at the time,
trying to locate a six-pack of lager which I had stashed in one of our
linen closets some time ago at a party when the Pigeon Boys had
rocked up and caused a commotion. The Pigeon Boys, I’ll bet, are all
in a home for old fuddy-duddies, now, their retirement watches
sliding over their bony bird-hands, ha-ha! All I found, in my rootings
and diggings between the couch cushions, was a bottle of dermatitis
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pills which, for some reason, Debbie appeared to have ordered in my
name, as my name was on the bottle. It was when I strutted across
the flowers to give her a sample of my knuckles that she first seized
and clutched her collar bone, as if witnessing the Madonna. The bag
of fertiliser softened her landing; the flowers were ruined under my
feet.
*
A note on the besiegement: There remains, in the black
volcanic soil, what looks to be the imprint of Debbie’s brow,
cheekbones and eye sockets, a sort of Shroud of Turin in soil. Daily, I
pick the leaves from the dent. The hibiscus stems remain snapped,
the flowers floppy and brown.
Whichever vandal trampled Debbie’s flowers has a thing or two
coming to them, believe you me. I shot them dead in Irian Jaya, you
know? Shot them from my hillside. Commies, those vandals,
polluters of irrigation and poisoners of wells. Five months in the
drizzle, leaves for bog-paper, bullets which I had to keep dry against
my flesh, bullets as precious as organs, bullets I feared might have
gone off if my body temperature had risen too high. My letter paper
and pencils were swathed in three layers of leather. Dysentery and
diarrhoea, yes, certain things haven’t changed… I still find, on
occasion, some scoundrel has tipped casserole into my underpants
and I think that I must get more tannins down me.
Up to a thousand head of cattle you used to find on this hill.
There were unsealed roads not ten minutes from here. You could see
the roads from our hilltop, palled with brown dust. Hayseeds in the
wind, the stink of manure. I taught down there at the college, taught
classical verse… Dryden returns to me, Dryden who silenced the
vandals at the back of the room, scribbling mucky ink on the school’s
textbooks, scribbing and practicing horrible rhymes I pretended not
to hear.
Mr. VD has a hole in his head!
Mr. VD woulda been better dead!
Mr. got VD in Indonesia!
I hope the hole in his head has a seizure!
I’ve just a few lines in response. If you’ll allow me:
Rome raised not art, but barely kept alive,
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And with old Greece unequally did strive:
Till Goths, and Vandals, a rude northern race
Did all the matchless monuments deface.
No, I wouldn’t want to be a Goth and have that said about me.
*
On the assignment goes.
My shovel bites into the soil like Debbie’s grandson devouring
chocolate pudding, spilling it all over his non-regulation shirt. I have
to retreat inside the house at least once to cool my brow, although a
cloud is dragging its soggy bottom over the hill. You know, in Johor,
when we’d have a decent sweat on, we’d remove our shirts, squeeze
the sweat into a canteen and pass it around! He who’d sweated the
least had to drink the sweat of the victor, ha ha!
Inside I see Debbie has yet again overheated some bubbling pot
on the stove, its base it glowing orange and I call out some words of
discipline, but she refuses to confront me. Debbie’s always been
flighty. I see she’s left her pills in the kitchen, too. Tiny letters on the
bottle say it’s for the relief of symptoms of dementia, not dermatitis.
Quite queer this vandalism that’s occurring, quite mean, quite sinister.
In the yard I resume shovelling. I wink the sweat from my eyes
and sup from the garden hose. Have I mentioned that in the Orient,
we had to boil all of our drinking water? Once the hole is a good
metre deep (just enough to slow the vandals down), I take Debbie’s
tomato stakes (she shalln’t need them: she’s dead) and whittle the
ends off with my machete and stick the stakes, and the sharp tentpegs, into the generous soil at the bottom of the hole, which yields
half a foot. Half a foot’s a satisfactory depth. The vandal, you see,
runs across the top of the hole, unaware of the punji sticks beneath
him, and falls into the hole where the blighter is impaled. Bush
justice, some call it.
I pull Debbie’s tomato sticks from the tomato bed, a good dozen
of them, and tear the leaf matter off and lay the sticks in a lattice over
the hole. They’re an inch wide, each stick – sharpened bamboo,
sturdy and greeny-tan. I then cover the sticks with a handful of oak
leaves until the hole is entirely concealed.
Your Malayan Gook has been known to smear faeces on the
stakes, a move which is animalistic, devilish, and quite simply
ingenious. I’ve little trouble squatting over an ice cream container and
half-filling it as the evening’s fog comes sniffing around the yard and
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I begin to paint the stakes. I do hope I have a nasty stomach bug to
pass onto the vandals.
*
Diggers and earthmovers look like so many Tonka trucks from
up here. They’re tearing out the wild hibiscus and making a small hill
as they scoop a depression. Labourers point up to catch a glimpse of
the unyielding Dutchie. I’m glad my Everest 1400 zips up securely. If
the camouflage serves it purpose, I’ll disappear from view.
I leave the tent just once, to enjoy a cuppa from our kitchen.
We’ve a mildew issue in the kitchen. Debbie really must stop leaving
the pot on.
*
The air becomes wet as the sun moves away from me. The
Royal Dutch Second Infantry abandoned me too, which was why I
was resolved to switch Queens.
I am almost certain that autumn has been passed over this year. I
don’t recall authorising leaves to fall from the oaks... The leaves smell
like basements, like fungus, piled and orange-brown and sludgy.
Debbie stuffed a handful of Morton Bay fig leaves down the back of
my coat one gay May stroll along the Batavian boulevards, and I
recall laughing at it, and Debbie running ahead, as if she sought for
me to follow her. I climbed a curvy tree and when, weeping, she
returned down the track, I ambushed her and taught her a jolly
wicked lesson about being observant. We rolled about in a thick bed
of leaves and then I cocked an eye at her and she blushed and bit her
top lip.
The farthest mountains blaze orange before giving in to the
night. The perfectly-camouflaged punji hole, concealed by sticks and
leaves, becomes invisible in the dark. I used to watch every sunset
from the wet hillside, cleaning my rifle, setting traps in a circle around
the bivvy, carefully unfolding and re-reading letters from Debbie,
tracing her handwriting with my fingertip.
It’s as if Debbie’s son waits by the phone; the bastard answers
immediately when I telephone, ‘Van? Hey, that you?’ I cannot stand
the half-breed, but I let him dispatch his twin progeny to my
residence. The two of them subscribe to a fashion which calls itself
Goth. What this ‘Goth’ lacks in sensibility it makes up in logic,
considering that the vandals were offspring of the Goths. It was
upon my return from Kampala that I taught schoolchildren. Hard to
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recall the uniforms, then. Some larrikin has sneaked in during the
night and vandalised my memories.
It’s almost amusing when the boys arrive in the rain which hangs
in the air like a bead curtain, and search the house and backyard for
me. They check the tent, unaware that I’m concealed underneath it in
a depression which, while chilly and moist, conceals me effectively.
They call my name but not their grandmother’s: quite rude.
Thankfully, they don’t hear my whiffling nose from where I’m
hidden. I see one of them spit on the lawn, and I’m tempted to reach
out and strangle the brute.
I emerge in the dark lavender of the night and return inside my
tent, feeling un-alone. Vandals are like a man’s back: always behind
you, but impossible to confront.
The vandals conquered any Moors whom they encountered; the
vandals made trouble for Germanic specimens including my
ancestors in Vlaams; and ultimately, the vandals were responsible for
the sacking of Rome, the desecration of the gardens of the
Dordogne… good God, man!
Droplets have collected on the bridge of my nose and my
nostrils are leaking sludge. For now, I withdraw into my nylon
fortress, alone on the dripping mountain. There are but two sounds:
That of Debbie’s pot bubbling in the kitchen, and a sharp cracking
when, leaving the tent to piddle on the lemon bush, I step upon a pile
of leaf-covered sticks which Debbie must have left out here.
*
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July 1, 1944
Debbie Dearest,
I find myself sitting upon the foothills of Puncak Jaya, the loftiest of all the
peaks in Irian Jaya, overlooking a marshmallowy, ambrosiac froth of cloud which,
once it has absorbed enough sun, results in a downpour of localised rain not
unlike being under a waterfall. Steam wets this paper, unfortunately. I hope my
words aren’t blurred. Are you intimate with Dryden?
I long for the crispness of Auckland’s winter. I long for the crispness of your
fingers, leached of moisture from your pottering in the good soil. Your skin
crinkles like newsprint; there is irascible dirt in the deepest cracks of your
fingertips. (I am not quoting Dryden here. I quote myself.)
Did you know tropical soil has a pH level low enough to prevent most crops
from growing, but that hibiscus thrive here? I should post some plantlets for you.
Remarkable place, it really is – even the sugarcane must have a tough skin to
survive here! The guerrillas have been sacking what few plantations exist,
removing the topsoil and channelling seawater into the padis. Dastardly vandals.
Knowing such things makes me agonise about your exposure to allergens in the
fertiliser they sell in that country of yours – do take care, dear. You’re an autumn
leaf, thin and quivering. Do hang onto that branch, won’t you?
Please know that, although I have been permitted to build only a camouflaged
bivouac (your mutinous insurgent can detect English canvas from two valleys over),
I have made it a perfect bivouac. Its frame is sturdy; I selected particularly robust
saplings for the Y-frame.
I intend to put a genuine roof over you when I return, Debbie, but roofs are
only fit for married couples. So: a certain complication to be resolved, no?
I shalln’t be long. Why, a joker even suggested to me that if I were to contract
a head injury, my secondment to the Antipodes might come sooner than otherwise
budgeted for, ha-ha! At first, I chuckled at his little spoof, but alone here on the
mountain with only my back for company, I find myself giving the man’s queer
suggestion some consideration. Certainly, my jaw is just wide enough to
accommodate the barrel of my rifle if I really wanted to expedite matters. The
pension would more than compensate for any plastic surgery needing doing.
I long to smell your neck. Until then, I’ll continue to keep watch and protect
you from those who would vandalise the noble things in this world.
Lovingly yours,
Private R. J. Van Dahl
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Your wheels churn Stucky’s lawn up. You don’t get much
traction on his grass. You splash some mud on the windows of
Stucky’s little housing unit, like a granny flat, it’s painted one of them
sad shades like you’d see in a psych ward, mint-green, and the
garden’s nothin' but flax with Stucky’s chicken bones dumped in it,
and you can tell all the houses here are just the same couple of Lego
bricks facing different ways so dumb arses think they’re different
designs. That little boy of yours, he’s good with Lego, nah, what’s it
called, that Duplo shit, the big ones. You played with him one time
after you made a booty call on his mama but you ain’t been back
since. Magine if peeps found out you put hoes before bros? Nah, s'all
good: just keep drivin' place to place, callin' on the clique, keepin' up
appearances and you’ll never have to go home. Only way outta Thug
Life’s if you got a kid and you can’t afford to pay child support and
you’ve gotta stay home with it.
Why should Stucky get a whole place to himself? You’re lucky
you need to stash a little something under his place. It’s Moro bars,
but he don’t need to know that. If you weren’t such a nice dude,
you’d drive right through the front fuckin' door, but you’re a
generous cunt so you give him a chance to make it up to you.
‘OPEN UUUUPPP!’
You first met the bro like ten years ago in Cabbage Maths, been
rollin' with him on-off ever since. Knew him as Home-D when yous
was gonna be MCs, when you had the crew that used jump the fence
and meet up and practice amongst the leaves and empty Ripples
packets on the bottom of the swimming pool. Blunt 4orce, that was
yous, had all these Grammys in fronta your eyes even though yous
couldn’t hardly think of any words that rhymed except
maggot/faggot. Hard for you to get ‘em down on paper anyways, one
look at a refill pad and you wanna throw it across the room. Too
hard basket. Blunt 4orce broke up and you tried to go solo and years
after you got sent up for doin that homer on that matua’s place, and
you’d got Jacinthia pregnant, Stucky tried to go to night school, get
some big fancy diploma. You got parole, rolled copper wire and brass
taps from construction sites, hustled tinnies to li’l wiggers in the
changing rooms at St Kent’s. You went YOLO, Stucky went solo.
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Far, you need to get Stucky to write that shit down. Maybe
regroup?
‘ANSWER THE DOOR, CUNT!’
You bang on the glass of his door, hope it breaks. Any nigga takes
this long to open up’s up to some devious shit back there,
guaranteed. It’s been three seconds already, four. Five. The morning
crawls up your back, baking your neck. Your coat’s too hot and heavy
in the daylight, shit man, you shouldn’t hafta be creepin' at this hour.
You don’t exactly got a regular pad to crash at when the sun’s out, it’s
three nights here, four there, it’s just too aggravating at Jacinthia’s
with the kid screaming and giggling at Bob the Builder. S'pose a night
at Stucky’s is what you’ll hafta do.
‘You got eight seconds! Yoza, yoza, yoza!’
One time you had to ask him for a lighter twice and he didn’t
even hear you ‘cause his head was stuck in this nerd-book, and you
knocked the book out of his hands and picked up his book and
carried on underlining big words with his little pencil, pretty much
dissin' you. He was unpatched from that moment on, in your pointa
view, and lucky for him – most people hafta earn a tombstone to get
unpatched. Or have a kid. Same diff.
Time’s up. The door disappears and there he is, blinking fifty
times. The bro’s got no stubble and his teeth got white caps on them
since the last time you saw him. Somethin’ ain’t right: he looks like
he’s about to catch a plane outta here. Bro, you used to practice the
mean UFC holds on this guy! YOLO, boy. He’s hidin a lounge
behind him: one couch, two arm chairs. Desk, computer, web cam
on top. The monitor’s got a screensaver goin, slideshow of white
hoes and white snows: snowboard bitches. On his walls there’s letters
inside glass frames with, like, old school writing. There’s a suitcase
leaning against the fridge.
‘Bin sent to tax ya,’ you go, and the bro shits himself. ‘Lax bro,
I’m fuckin’ with ya.’
‘Come in, Angus,’ he says, blinking behind his glasses. He’s tall –
too tall. Like he’s tryina say somethin’ about ya. Bony face, too, bin
lookin like a Gandhi ever since yous was at playcentre.
‘It’s Angus Beef,’ you tell him, leaning into his face. ‘From
BLUNT FUCKIN' 4ORCE. I had to put us on Hiace, didn’t I,
‘cause… ah, never mind.’ You can smell your own breath, and it
makes you need a drink. Somethin with healthy with lots of Coke in
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it. ‘Ain’tcha got any piss?’
Stucky shifts the suitcase, leans his weight on the fridge door as
he opens it. ‘Got a alcohol and drug test this week. Down to my last
Woodie.’ He rolls the can in his hand, looking sad. ‘Gotta have some
fun, don’tcha.’
‘You used to be tonnes fatter. You looked like that Susan Boyle
bitch.’
‘I do a daily regimen of push-ups,’ he says quietly. His back’s
against the wall.
You put your finger inside his top lip and check his gums.
Healthy cunt. ‘Shoulda gotcha teeth fixed in lock-up.’ You push his
face away, move to the couch, ‘How come you’re Facebookin all the
time? Got no life or somethin? That’s how I found ya. You don’t
know nothin. Shoulda covered ya trail, else bitches’ll stick ya with
that Child Support.’
Stucky hands you the can of Woodstock bourbon and Coke like
it’s his last ciggy. His hands is shaking. He sits down in one of the
armchairs real cautious like he’s got those sucky little blood-blisters
on the inside of his arse. His PS3’s all dusty and the cord’s wrapped
up like he ain’t even bin playin' it.
‘Can you tell me what it’s like? Paying child-support and that?’
‘Sheeeeet, I don’t pay nothin'. Gotta find us first!’ You go for a
high-five but he doesn’t come in. He’s forgotten how to be a G.
‘I mean – a lot of days, I wonder, if we could trade places, if I’d
had a baby– ’
‘Rather do another stretch than have a baby stretch out
Jacinthia’s pussy. Babies suck arse.’
‘You know I’m on home detention, Ang– ’
‘CAREFUL WITH MY NAME ‘LESS YOU WANT A
SMACK.’
He looks at the floor, pulls back the cuff of his long-as trackpants and shows you a ankle bracelet. ‘The shackles of modern
living,’ he says, tries to smile. You don’t get it – what song’s that
from? That don’t sound like nothin you ever heard.
‘I got a hacksaw in the boot,’ you go, standing up, reaching for
the door.
‘DON’T! It’s okay. Thank you for the offer. Listen, Angus, ah,
Beef, it’s got a transmitter so they know where I am at all times.
Microphone too, they scope my conversations, record everything.
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There’s peeps I’m not… encouraged to associate with.’
You’re hardly listening – you’re pulling his posters off the wall to
see if there’s a safe behind one of them, like that movie Mrs Pruitt
made yous study.
‘What peeps?’
Stucky looks at you with big cow eyes magnified by his stupid
glasses. You wanna punch those eyes. There’s somethin' about bitchboys that riles you up big time, how they stop for zebra crossings and
slow everyone down.
‘Fuck ya get Home D for anyhows? I coulda got you off. Pyow
pyow, doof, gone, laters. Five grand, that’s my price. Cheapest in the
South Side, bro.’
‘Home detention was actually the culmination of, God, well, a few
convictions, I, like, I mean I had a suspended sentence for the time
you chucked that bottle, at that cop, ‘member you said that was me?’
His hands tell the story with him. They’re moving like he’s preparing
a magic trick. ‘Thing is, I got pulled over for a breath test, um, ten
months ago? They found your stash in my boot. So that was me.’
‘Yeah my stash, thas right boy. And your arse couldn’t boost with
a ankle bracelet on.’
‘You got your chronology fucked up, but sure: I’m waylaid. For
now.’
He’s makin your head hurt with his twisted story, like he’s tryina
blame you for gettin him to hold a few ounces. You look at the walls
around him. You manage to read one of the framed stificates, crazy
Ye Olde English: one says Applied Diploma. There’s words like Merit
and Licensed and shit. Your ears come back to him and he’s still
havin a cry about takin the rap.
‘… and the transmitted, urgh, ankle bracelet recordings go
through to Police Comms who share information with the
surveillance helicopter’s radar gun and they get the security company
to enforce the actual visitation… yeah. Espionage, in my humble
opinion.’ He reaches out to try and touch your shoulder. Fuckin’
queer. ‘Don’t say nothing incriminatory. I’d rather my life didn’t get
pakaru’d any further.’
‘What’s that mean?’
‘Well, it means ‘to be broken’.’ Then he tilts his head and grins a
bit those teeth which used to look like broken windows til
Corrections paid for him to go to the dentist. ‘Guess it also means
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breaking through.’
‘Go read ya dictionary, nerd.’
‘I have. Several times.’
You knock back your drink and burp as loud as you can and put
your can on the Maori dictionary on his coffee table, hoping your can
spills sticky sweet Woodstock on his pages. The can doesn’t spill by
itself so you tip it, then you spit on his carpet. The gob spreads like a
cracked egg. You look hard at him, daring him to challenge you.
‘Pretty convenient you didn’t get sent up.’
‘Least they got libraries in prison. What do I got here? Blog; toilet
with a door I can actually close; web cam for a girlfriend in Sweden
who doesn’t even… I haven’t told her… .’
‘There’s that Tweeter, oi.’
‘What am I supposed to tweet? How many times a day I do the
dishes? Today I went from the bedroom to the lounge to the fridge.
Same as the last two months, well, not even: fifty-nine days, seven
hours. Same as the next two months. If I had a kid, just… it’d be like
discovering a new colour, eh, a new dimension.’
‘Have my one, I’ll bring him round.’ There’s a suitcase parked
against the wall and you kick it to test if it’s solid. ‘What’s with the
suitcase anyways?’
‘Soon as I’m done, I’m outta here. Bags are packed. Counting the
days. Not many to go. Not many double digits left.’
‘Sweet for you but I gotta protect my patch.’
‘Who else is left that actually thinks they’re B.P.? Just you, isn’t it?’
‘Bro, if your ankle bracelet wasn’t gonna squeal, I’d drag you to
the kerb right now. Kerb-stomp them pretty teeth. Get me another
Woodie.’
‘I’m going to Sweden, bro. Sverige. This chick sounds… she’s like,
I don’t know, like when your mum cleans your room for you, you
know, it feels real spesh. If you got a mum, I should specify. And she
wants kids, bro, she’s, like, sent from above.’
‘She’s usin' ya,’ you snort, ‘That’s how they get rich, they get you
to get em pregnant and GLECK. Life over. How you gonna find
gangstas to roll with in Switzerland?’
‘Sweden.’ He taps his chest then adjusts his glasses, like he’s sayin
sorry for daring to tap his chest. ‘In here’s my gangstas.’
‘You trippin!’ you lol. ‘You lucky, bro, you livin' the sweet life. No
work, G! Let’s get us a mixing desk and vwaaaaa. Tuuuuuunes.’
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‘You got any idea how many times a day I check the job listings?’
‘Hundred? Fuck would I know? You gotta get out more, Mister
Home D. I seen that blog of yours. ‘Sall bitching.’
‘Angus, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m rather incapaci– ’
You kick your can against the wall. It spatters like a exploded
paintball. Stucky grabs a sponge from the kitchen and starts scrubbin
the dribble. You’re about to smash him, but at the men’s group they
said you’re meant to count to firteen and light a smoke, so you do
that instead. You signed this commitment to not break things or
people’s faces and specially not to hurt your kid. There’s a light
beeping on Stucky’s ankle under his cuffs. Probly a smoke alarm.
Your kid loves them LED lights, the lil retard.
‘Fuck incarcerated, your arse weren’t incarcerated when I dropped
off that post-box we rolled. Remember how many Carl’s Jnr coupons
was in them letters? Me, Angus Blunt Force Fuckin’ Scott, does you a
favour. I got me some big words too, bro, like privilege – thas a
privilege, holding onto that shit for me. My Moros, ME, cunt, MINE.
If I put it in your fuckin’ boot, it’s fuckin’ mine.’
He’s squatting in the corner, like he’s in a cell, patting his head
and shaking it and going, ‘Don’t say that, don’t say that, don’t say– ’
‘Either you’re on crack or you need some. Makin' me wanna not
come round here anymore and rap about the good ole days.’ You
open his fridge and toss things around. ‘Be more fun hangin' out with
Jacinthia and the baby, sheeeeeeet.’
‘I wasn’t legally the owner of this residence at the point in time
the letterbox was brought here, as court records will indicate I’ve
already testified,’ Stucky goes, looking at his foot, ‘I’d like it
acknowledged I was merely– ’
‘Speak fuckin’ English! I just said it was one of mine! You deaf,
nono? Like how I stuck me that Blood-Dog at that piss-up in July,
you gonna lay that on yaself? Thas on me AND I’m still on the
streets.’ You put your foot on the coffee table and show him ya
metal. ‘This here’s the tool, cunt. Not yours, not no one’s: MINE.
And where you gettin' these nerd words? You honestly readin' the
dictionary all day, straight up?’
‘Many days I do. Not all of me is stuck in here. Parts of me are in
the Library of Alexandria, bro.’ He’s blinking at you. You wanna stick
him right in his pupils and you got the metal to make it happen. Fuck
his degrees, fuck his dictionary.
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‘Dunno why I even bother,’ you go.
He folds his arms. ‘I’m goin' straight.’
‘Straight ta jail!’
‘Not much of a listener, are you Angus.’
‘I went to the beach last week,’ you say, chin up, chest out, ‘You
ain’t even allowed out. Your screensaver ain’t no beach.’
‘Did you swim? Build a sandcastle?’
‘It was at night, dick. Parked up, lit a cone. I ain’t gettin' sand in
my Hi-tops. I seen on Coastwatch what it looks like in the day,
anyhowz.’
‘Did you even get out of the car? Did you smell the palms, the
salt, hear the waves?’
You stick a finger at Stucky. ‘I got TNT. From Fulton Hogan,
they jus leave it in the caravan when you bust in, that construction
yard just over by the school– ’
‘You don’t wanna talk about that, please bro… .’
You start pacing the short lengths of his lounge. Fully makes you
think of being stuck in a holding cell again. You can’t even feel the
rug beneath your feet, your shoes is too padded. You’re never goin
back. When you got your own flat, you’re not gonna act all stuck-up,
hardly swearing, forgettin the good times, breakin' up with bros what
care about you.
‘I said I can blow you the fuck up! T-N-T, bitch. How much you
got? None? Zacly.’
You’re chasing him around the couch. He stumbles over a pile of
TV Guides. He cringes against the wall, crumbles like a soft biscuit. ‘I
think they heard you the first time.’
‘Who heard? Ain’t no one here ‘cept for me. Me.’
He falls onto the couch. His ankle’s still flashing that lil light.
Thas it: you reach over and grab the cuff of his pants, pull it up. He
tries to pull his leg back, squealing. His arms are protecting his top
half. He shrieks. You stamp on his feet a couple times, slap his head.
A diploma falls off the wall, its glass becomes a spiderweb.
‘You just a fall-guy! I’m syndicate, cunt! Alls you got is big words
and a small mouth! Big fuckin’ internet star!’
You wrap your hands around his ankle. His head hits the floor
hard. You drag him through the spit. You pull him into the kitchen
across the lino, kicking spottles and bottle-bongs out of the way, pull
the metal out of your sock, hold the blade against Stucky’s spasming
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leg and saw through the bracelet. That signal’s drivin' you mental.
‘Pipe bombs in my trunk mu'fucker!’ you yell at the bleeping light,
‘Licence plate CM-GT-ME! Come get me! Where you gonna go, loser?
Where you gonna go?’
It’s hard to breathe. You lope around the kitchen. You think you
might have asthma, you grew up in a cold house where the air was
always blue. Your lungs clutch at spots of oxygen. You settle on the
floor. Stucky’s holding his legs. He reaches up and puts the kettle on
for some reason.
Thirteen seconds. Thirteen seconds. Where’d your ciggies go?
‘Fuck you doin?’ you say between gasps.
‘They’ll want a cuppa.’
The sawn-off bracelet is still winking at you. Between breaths you
manage, ‘Wassa ankle bracelet worth anyway?’
‘A few more months, if you cut one off, I dunno. Definitely an
offence to cut one off someone. They’re gonna stick you at home
with your kid.’
‘What? Who’s comin? Why’s that light blinkin' at me?’
Stucky pulls his glasses off and wipes his eyes with a thumb and
forefinger. ‘I told you before, that’s the transmitter. Like a police
scanner. Broadcasts everything you say to the pigs.’ In his hands, he
turns the ankle bracelet over, like he’s pulled one of his organs out
and he’s always wondered what it looks like. ‘They’ll be here shortly,
bro, they’ll search your car, I promise. What size ankle bracelet you
take?’
‘Ziff I care about home D.’
‘You’re gonna get twelve months with your kid and your woman,
this is, like… Bro, I texted you like months ago how they bin
droppin' round lookin' for you. Why’d you come round here if you
knew that was gonna happen? Angus?’

117

THE LOVE VIRUS
You notice straightaway how starving she looks so you have
to go over there and fill her with you. Vera: it has to be her, hair
blackened with boot polish, face painted white with foundation so
she blends in with the Pozzies. She sees you slicing through the
crowd and heads for the bathrooms and you’re like, Oh no you
didn’t. She keeps turning backwards to check if you’re following as
you razor through the chests and elbows. She wobbles, you can tell
she hasn’t been wearing the giant black platform boots with the huge
steel buckles for that long. When she comes out of the girls’ toilet 30
minutes later, you’re waiting for her, swaying, danced-out, hating the
cigarettes you’re chain-smoking, and she grasps this big tall bastard
and speaks real intimately into his ear and he turns his back on you
and she vines him with her legs and you just stand there like, D’oh.
You grope your way into the men’s (no lighting) and cram the jacket
and your work shirt into a toilet bowl. It’s satisfying to see the logo of
the bar, where they treat you like a piece of whitewear, bloating in
bubbly shit-water. You bump into some punk on the way out and
you think he gets a punch in, your gums throb like your eardrums,
but it’s hard to tell what’s behind your sensations considering what
you pushed down your throat on the way here. The DJ’s kilometres
away. His song’s a weary, mournful organ, sped up a thousand times.
It’s the funeral dirge, it’s defibrillators making a heart pogo up and
down inside its rib-cage.
You have the tip-jar money with you, it’s rightfully yours,
Bounce never splits it up fairly anyway, and you buy a bottle of Polish
vodka over the counter with a pocketful of coins and small notes and
the liquor makes the minutes melt as you grope for Vera in the dark.
You think you see the big, tall motherfucker once, and you can see
his white face-paint is covering up a big + tattoo on his neck.
Positives: they’re everywhere.
She knows you’re looking for her, you’re baited, you’re hooked,
but you’re a mess, you got to piss again, and your vodka is half empty
and your chest is all sticky, so you pull your phone out and use the
light on it to try and see something, anything. You take out Vera’s
number, written on that floppy credit card receipt, and you punch the
number into your phone, ünst, ünst, ünst, and looking around, you see
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a black stick-figure glowing as it holds a phone to its face, a phone
with pale makeup caked on it, and you get up close behind her, and
even get a sneaky kidney punch into the big, tall bastard she’s with,
and he folds and you pull each others’ earrings out and get lost in a
mosh pit, ünst, ünst, ünst, and she steps in to protect Lurch and you
hold her hard, and black polygons play on her face and the shoving
becomes rhythmic and you squeeze her so tightly she has to dance
with you in the thousand-strong sticket of people who hate each
other and want to fuck and dance all at the same time. She’s trying to
knee you in the groin but she can’t, she’s too skinny and weak and
viral and her black, panda-eye-rings are dribbling.
'YOU’VE NEVER HAD ONE OF ME,' you shout, and she
nods but keeps her eyes pointing everywhere but at you. ‘BET YOU
ANYTHING.’ Her earrings look really big compared with her
horseshoey collar bone, her heavy head almost wobbles. She has
black crescents under her eyelids thick and wide like overturned
macchiato cups. Black crescents are painted on with eyeliner. She has
a boy’s haircut, and you can see how snappable her neck is. It’s the
thinness that makes her eyes bulge. Her flesh is watery skim milk,
bro, you can see the skeleton underneath, and those cheekbones?
Like a skull, you swear to God, a talking skull. Then you shout right
at her face, and the vibrations make her look into your eyes. ‘LOVE
VIRUS. YOU GOT IT. AM I RIGHT?’
Her head and her chin are nodding, though it could be the ünst,
ünst. ünst.
The taxi screeches away and she clutches the frame of her
front door and the world stops spinning. Her keys keep falling out of
her hand. 'Don’t worry about that idiot,' she goes, laughing and
putting on these sunglasses like pools of black vinyl.
'That tall guy, he’s a Positive, right? That tat on his neck? Your
minder or something?'
'Positives don’t get in punch-ups with dickhead bartenders. So:
no.'
‘Pimp?’
‘Are you trying to get slapped?’
'What, some tat on his neck makes him cooler than me?'
'Least he doesn’t think he’s superior. Getcha pants off. Be with
you in a tick.' You’ve arrived in her lounge. You opened and closed a
taxi’s doors at some point tonight. Did you pay? She worms out of
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your grasp and barricades herself in the bathroom and you can hear
some liquid pouring into the toilet. You think you hear pills rattling in
a bottle. Few left.
'Go wait in the lounge.'
'You should’ve popped those bad boys at the club.' Your mouth
has gone all rubbery from grinding your teeth. You’re still not sure if
someone punched you. Woman is your favourite depressant. With
woman in front of you, you feel nothing else. It’s warm between their
legs and you don’t have to shout or drink or spend money while
you’re there.
'LOUNGE.'
'Wha are you popping? I wan some.'
'None of your business.'
You look over all her photos and her framed degree and her
health rating from the council and all that shit. She probably doesn’t
even work a day job any more. You wish she’d turn the light on so
you can see if her neck’s marked with a big Plus, but then, the bugchasers’ forum said it’s what you don’t know that keeps you going in
life. When there’s nothing left to know, then you die.
She doesn’t look sick in none of the photos. There’s one with a
guy with his arms proudly around her like he’s built her himself, but
that man makes only one other appearance, holding a baby, one of
those real little wrapped-up ones like a loaf of bread. The way the
dude looks at that baby, you can tell it’s mostly his.
The lounge is a tessellation of black shapes from the moonlit
windows, and glowing greys, and shards of light on the bulges of her
vases and on the screen of her TV. Her photos say that she could
smile, back when she was expected to. She must not’ve had the virus,
then.
The light goes out and she is pulling off the lower third of her
legs. She’s tinier now. She’s shrinking. You’re reflected in the shades
she hasn’t taken off her eyes. She hands you a bottle of something
thick and bitter. The aniseedy, sour fluid makes a hollow sound as it
sloshes against the heavy glass. You like to think you can taste her
spit on it, taste the danger. Little microbes or whatever.
'I’m not convinced you’ve thought this through,' she says as you
knock back a whole mouthful and wipe the back of your hand across
your lips.
'What, you’re afraid of swapping juices?'
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'Afraid for you.'
She tugs you down the hallway and you recall what you read in
the chat-room: Soon as we’re born, we’re on the road to dying. Your
head bobs in the ocean of your shoulders and you feel satisfied, now,
like you’re on a retreating boat and the pier has disappeared. You’ve
had bitches in the toilets at City Hall, bro. You’ve had bitches in the
handicapped toilets of a fucking fire station, God’s own truth. You’ve
even fucked a woman all cuffed up who said she was a Fed, dawg.
Never a Positive, though, you’ve never been–
'You think you know what you want,' she chuckles, stroking
open the door to her bedroom. Her bed is a frozen lake of black silk.
Some part of her must have been longing to fill up those wide metres
of mattress with someone. People with The Virus fuck like crazy
before they die, they know they’re spreading it, they want everyone
else in the city to be in the same sitch as they are, to party to death
with them.
You laugh at what she’s said, about fucking a Positive. As if.
‘SSH. Shut it down, mister. You’ve got two hours. Move your
ass.’
‘What, you got a kid?’
She sits on the edge of her bed and takes a wet wipe from a
packet of wipes with a photo of a baby on it and wipes the black
from the rims of her eyes. Her last layer of protection is her shirt and
when she’s taken it off, she lies down on her stomach, shivering, and
stretches her legs out until you grab them. A truck passes outside and
the room is momentarily lit by a strobe light. Her back looks like
bricks in a pantyhose. You want to pull her knobbly spine out like
fishbones from a tin. There are panties and pads to remove. You’ve
heard that they bleed a lot, the Pozzies. You kick the panties under
your own discarded jeans, to add to the collection you keep in the
box in your hot water cupboard. When you’ve had a thousand
people, bitches, dudes, anyone, you will retire from it all. You just
need to get those numbers up.
Then she catches her breath and holds it and shrinks her mouth.
‘What if – how do you know I’m not positive?’
‘Love virus? Sall good, Vera.’ Ünst ünst ünst in your ear drums.
She arches her tunnel up, inviting you in, and you’re like, ‘You sure
you don’t wanna face me?’ and she gasps, ‘The injection, prevench,
it’s, the 7/11, just – justputatowel,’ she begs, ‘Putatoweldown,’ but you
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push her head into the pillows. Her eyebrow ring gets caught in a
loose thread in the silk sheet at some point and she cries as you snap
it out. Everything in her life stings.
*
You awake from a nightmare of heat-ripples, lawns, children,
chicken pox, air con, lawn mowing. You’re too scared to get up and
grab a glass of water. You need your cigarettes, though.
She ain’t in the bed.
You can’t cope with the smell of what’s cooking, spitting oil,
crépes or fried bananas or something. Food, for you, is something
you grab as you’re passing through the kitchen at work to make your
breath smell better after a smoke.
For ages, you stand on Vera’s front doorstep shivering, repairing
last night, taping the shattered vase back together. You really can’t
remember why you pursued this bitch – because she was mean to
you, wasn’t it? Something about getting even. She’ll make a decent
story, this she-beast who craved to be hunted down and hurt, that’s
how you’ll tell it if you can manage to get some boys together to
listen to your stories. Whose numbers do you still have on your
phone? You pat your pockets – no, your phone’s lost, gone, like the
last two years of your life.
It’s dusk already, somehow you slept all day on her mattress built
for two, the air is unfriendly and it stings and turns your fingertips
into purple rocks, and there’s an grey-orange ribbon wrapped around
the sky. Dusk on a cold day. You shiver and bury a cigarette butt in a
pot plant then you tap her door, and she’s there, wearing those
sunglasses that keep you out of her eyes. ‘I don’t usually eat with
other people, but I made something.’
She has trouble sitting down – she’s sore, down below, and her
bones creak. You wonder if she’s changed her bandages and pads.
They must be well hidden. It’s so quiet that for a while, you can hear
her chewing every bite. You picture it sliding down her throat and
into her stomach. You wonder if her insides have sores and
photosensitivity, too. You know that if you look at her teeth in full
daylight, you’ll see the edges all frayed and rotting. You pinch a
cigarette out of your box and you’re hoping she’ll lose her cool and
kick you the fuck out, send you on your way, otherwise you’ll just sit
at the table dipping cigarette butts in your lemon sauce, waiting for
the world to end.
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You both notice the clock ticking and glare at it.
‘Spit it out,’ she says.
‘I wasn’t… Nothing.’ Vera: How often do you have to go to A&E?
What kind of meds you take, Vera? They get you high? Wanna go halves?
Thing is though, ask a Poz if they’re positive and they’ll deny it, that’s
the rub, bro. They’ll always say, Not me, I practice safe sex, all those
old excuses. They get their backs up, like it’s their fault they’re
positive, like it’s their fault Normals don’t go to their clubs, but it’s all
backwards. What they’re covering up is the most intense, hair-raising
bugchasing ride anyone could ever have. Making love to a Poz is like
swallowing razor blades and hoping they’ll pass cleanly through your
system because you know people are gonna get hurt, but you don’t
wish harm on them.
As soon as she lays her fork down pointing straight, you snatch
it up and wash her plate and wineglass too, and dry them and put
them away, and pull everything out of your pockets. Swipe card to
get back into the box you live in; smokes; lighter; bottle opener; her
phone number written on the wet receipt.
‘You smell that? Reeks of alcohol. You got a bottle of vodka in
here?’
‘Must be you. The smell. Your shirt.’
‘I don’t really need this,’ you say, pretending you ain’t heard her.
‘You’re trying to get me to take it off? Devious, you are.’ You remove
your shirt.
She rises from the table, bumping her knife. ‘Let me put a load
of washing–
‘The fuck you will!’ You throw her phone number into the
insinkerator but it won’t wash down so you put it back in your
pocket and say, ‘Another drink, ha-ha,’ opening one of her bottles
and sliding some cupboard beers into the fridge. They fall out. The
fridge must be on an angle, the floor must be sloped, it can’t be you.
You take a piss and stumble out of the flushing room, doing your
belt buckle up, but you can’t be bothered finishing it.
‘Bring it through. The bottle.’
She steps out of her pants as she moves down the hallway. The
V between her thighs is shy, it’s hiding from you. Makes it that much
harder to get a story for the boys.
*
‘You’re big-time late. Manager’s looking for you.’
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‘Well I’m looking for him, so we’re even.’
You actually ain’t. He’s going to fire your ass, probably. You
pour yourself a beer so cold you’re afraid to drink it, and pause, then
put it all down in one go, and wince. You bite into a lemon. The burn
seems healthy in some way, it means you don’t gotta brush your
teeth. The bar tries to shift under your glass, so you hold it good and
tight. When did the bar turn into a galleon and set sail on jagged seas?
The room tips and lurches all over the place. You attempt to top your
glass up with something harder, to save time, speed up the high or
absolute low or wherever it is you’re trying to put yourself. You start
tapping the rhythm of the song the deej has on. It’s afternoon and
you own this place, your blood is muscular, your moves are stylish.
The bottles are swaying all over the place and it’s hard to get the
sharp brown liquid into the glass. You go to pour yourself a
schnapps, next, but this big furry hand wrenches the bottle off you.
‘Something’s come up. Don’t bother. Manager says you should come
back when you’ve had a wash and a shave. Me? I concur, bromes.’
‘Let go, Bounce. My shift, my rules. Get back on the door,
anyone could come in.’
‘I oughta twist your arm, Mr. I’m-Too-Cool-To-Answer-MyPhone, break it a little.’
Bounce thinks he’s the city’s conscience. He’s from the tropics
and he goes to church on Saturdays. He thinks every time he twists
someone’s arm that he’s got this heavenly approval to do it. You let
go of the bottle and shatter an ice cube between your teeth. You
hope that doesn’t give Bounce any ideas about shattering your arm.
‘What you’re doin is disgusting,’ he goes on, ‘You’re a flippin
animal. Do the right thing, you cockroach. Get a checkup. Get botha
yous a checkup. Call it a double-date.’
‘You don’t know nothing.’ You reach over to the lemon board,
groping for a knife or at least a glass to smash over his head, but all
you get is lemons squishing between your fingers. ‘I ain’t even seeing
her again. Shows what the fuck you know.’
He squeezes your shoulder like you’re a little kid. You envision
punching him hard in the guts, but your hand would probably shatter
like the ice cube. What’s that shit that makes your bones strong?
Carbon? Whatever it is, you don’t have enough in you. ‘This is
serious. You’re being serious. You’re not a bad man, even a flippin’
bro on a good day. Don’t risk yourself. Get checked up.’
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You’re so pissed-off you go out back and stand on the fire
escape stairs and smash bottles in the dumpster, listening to sirens
and people screaming, then you stack kegs in the icebox and clean
the hoses and load the dishwasher and stay the fuck away from
Bounce, then when your shift has five minutes to go, you untie your
apron and tell the customer with the fifty in his hand to save some
drinks for the rest of us and Bounce yells out after you as you jump
over the velvet rope and run past the heat lamps and the line of
people in tight pants and you stumble and the bottle of schnapps
tumbles out of your sock and makes that horrible cracking sound of
wasted booze, and you fall down and lick the fire off a shard of glass,
and sit in the gutter, worrying about your wound. Say a person’s got
the virus, couldn’t you bleed it out? You’ll have to ask Vera, she’d be
the one, except – except you never went back there. You won’t even
wear your black jeans ‘cause her number’s in the pocket. You don’t
even use your phone any more ‘cause you know she’s been ringing.
To get her off your case, you have sex with her every day
until the rusty leaves let go of the trees and there’s ice on the
windows in the mornings, and your uphill days are only relieved by
nights of squishy, slippery sweaty naked wrestling, pins and holds and
bent legs, meat too slippery and oily to stand up, tired muscles,
cramps, rashes you have to itch against another body. You turn out
all the lights and nail her black satin sheets against the windows and
flip her over and come away with your penis hiccupping and strands
of black hair caught under your rings, and scabs on her knees leaving
these potato-stamps of blood and goo on the sheets. She’s getting
scabs on her knees from what you do together on the rug in the
lounge. You keep finding threads of her under your wedding ring.
She keeps offering to launder your clothes. You keep telling her
you gotta run. She asks your name at one watery, shifting point which
won’t stay still in your memory.
*
ImmYOUne is stashed down one of those laneways that’s
too narrow to fit your car down. It’s stacked head-high with black
bags of garbage. No one in the line is wearing anything on their top
half and a lot of them have forks and spoons stuck through the holes
in their ear lobes. A lot of people are sitting on the dumpsters
sucking syringes full of blood or squirting them into each’s mouths.
Some people are inside the dumpsters, texting, smoking, wearing
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clothes suitable only for shredding, soaked, trying to speed up their
deaths from cold or flu or exposure. A nipping wind drives you
inside and you stick your key ring through your ear lobe and they let
you in ‘cause you look incorrigible and you pull your very last work
shirt off and fling it into the flapping black thicket of bodies. The
ceiling is a giant canopy raining condensed sweat, with a forest of
heat lamps in the centre that steam and hiss as the sweat-rain patters,
and beyond there are winding canvas alleyways that go past dark
tables where tattooed monsters sell insane trinkets and you keep
tripping over wet floor signs, and there are pools of reflective liquid
on the ground leaking from drips and catheter bags, some red and
some white, and you slip and take your shoes off and throw them
into a brazier. People are squelching, squirming, grinding, slurping
each other’s lips, women are biting the goatees of men, necks are
getting chewed, people are sixty-nining right there on the ground.
Women are pressing their ribs against each other. Everyone seems
skeletal and exhausted, but the bass beat is a slavedriver and they
keep making effort. Your cock pulsates with the music – screaming
metal sped up 300bpm, songs about the apocalypse. There is an
animal in your pants. You have to fight to bend down to touch your
toes. Something is jabbing your foot, broken glass, right? You move
on, but what’s holding you won’t let go. You raise your foot out of its
shoe and pull a needle out with about a third blood left in it. It’s fun
to squirt on some guy. He says thanks, rouges his cheeks with it and
licks his red lips. Looking up, you see the wall at the ultimate end of
the club is brick, painted black, and what you think are TV screens
are sewer grates and pipes leading into black holes. You’re all dancing
in a sewer.
You insist on buying an entire bottle with your last credit card,
some cracked thing with your ex-wife’s name on it beside yours, a
card some department store signed you up for. You put the bottle of
sticky, fiery chemicals to your lips and let the napalm burn your guts.
You carry the bottle with you in one hand, drinking for strength as
you eel through the fingers and tits, trying to stay away from any Exit
signs. No one wears a smile, they just mosh and let their blackened
fringes flop into their eyes, and lick their cracked charcoal lips and rip
the dressing off their sores. Their kissing is thirsty, desperate for
saliva to moisten their throats. You pour alcohol over your head and
people suck it off your earlobes. If somebody were to light you on
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fire, you’d dance until you charred, and then you’d shake yourself
into fragments. The middle of the throng is the edge of the galaxy,
looking at the earth as a pinprick a million light years away. Stings,
shards, fragments keep stabbing the bottoms of your feet, and you
keep swaying and pulling needles and glass out of your flesh. There
are a hundred underground hours between midnight and morning.
*
She comes in at the start of your shift, wearing a big fat dress
under her hoodie, and you can’t remember her name, only her
condition. What was her number? Tucked about ten back, you
estimate. You’ve doled out the last month in cigarettes breaks with
Bounce out the back, trying to describe the sealed knees and
concealed secrets you dissected and split and revealed, trying to talk
him into coming bugchasing with you.
‘I just wanted you to know,’ the V-woman begins, (Virgil? No…)
metres away from the bar, fucking pre-empting you, trying to look
you in the eyes, ‘I just wanted you to know that the test came back
positive.’
‘Venus,’ you say, and it sounds wrong. ‘No – it’s not – Viola.
Vera, I mean.’ She is wearing some kind of a blanket or shawl. She
has on a woollen hat with ear flaps but you see clues that her black
hair has grown back twice as thick. Her legs are buried in thick pants
with frost on them. This is the first time you’ve seen her without face
paint on. Her eyes stand out against a purple background. Her skin
is… glowing? Pink? Impossible... She must have dropped out of the
party scene.
‘Vera– ’
‘I’m getting it cured. Fixed.’
‘D’you want a drink or something? You’re not really looking for,
like, a monogamous, y’know... Here – here’s a tissue.’ You hand her a
thin cardboard coaster.
‘You left your ring.’
‘What?’
‘At my house. Last time you slept over.’
‘What am I gonna do with a wedding ring? What do I wanna get
married again for? Do I look like I wanna fucking commit?’
Her staunch blue eyes dribbling, she takes the ring out of her
handbag. She looks sore as she moves her arms, and she’s sweating.
The ring is in a stupid little plastic baggie, and she handles it with so
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much respect, it’s aggravating.
‘You buying a drink or not?’
She pulls open the flaps of her black coat and tries to show you
what was underneath, and you shut your eyes and fling a towel at her.
‘DO I LOOK LIKE I SHOULD BE DRINKING?!’
As she storms towards the lady-toilets, you throw the ring at her.
It lands in some ashtray.
‘AND DON’T BE COMIN BACK!’ you yell after her. ‘GO
GETCHASELF A TRANSFUSION.’
Bounce lets go of the toilet door he’s been holding open for her.
You break eye contact first, damn it. ‘She can’t hear you, son. She’s in
there throwing up.’
‘All yours, if you want her.’
‘You broke it, you bought it,’ Bounce goes, and cracks his
knuckles. ‘You’re lookin at your future right there.’
*
You annihilate your wages in four days; the next week, two
days, but here you are, now, today, this night, slinging drinks around
with your seventeen arms. With your overdraft overdrawn, you have
to take a bit out of the till – you know, to survive. Survival. Survive.
No one else’ll hire if they find out about… the thing. Word is getting
around. Bounce says there are people coming up to him, asking if this
is a Bug Bar, officially, as in registered under the Health Code and
stuff. Does that skinny guy work here? Mr Deathwish, with the blue
crescents under his eyes?
Some dance parties last two moons and a sun. You go into a
stall, lock the door, sleep for an hour sitting up, hugging the rear of
the toilet, your head resting on a roll of TP, then you tumble back
into the party. Bugchasers can’t tell what one another looks like in the
dark, there is no welcome, no warmth. You are greasy all the time,
stinking, bathing in jizz and fishy juice, scabbed up, bony. You get
forced to do a blood test that you buy from an all night convenience
store. You can’t seem to find time to actually sit down and grab a
drop of blood and put it into the centrifuge. Your work desk
becomes an overflowing pile of bills and threats and Model Hobbyist
magazine with miniature Fokkerwulfs. You can’t be fucked cancelling
the subscription, too much effort. You pick up a Frisbee with jagged
bits on the side where your dog used to chew it. You can’t remember
what the dog was called. Your dog. Its kennel is full of leaves now.
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Where did you step into space? In what reality did you belong at
this desk?
You plunge straight back into the clubs. Underground,
TranceFuzion, Rhesus, all of them are safe. They keep the light off
your skin, and you never hear birds or traffic any more.
You wash your spasming, crusty eyes with ice cubes. You are in
a bathroom. There are white puddles on the ground, and a Band-aid.
You have a guy fucking you and its hurts but in the centre of the pain
is a new dimension, an undiscovered colour. It doesn’t make a
difference, you have a hole, that’s what matters. His friend props you
up against the wall and whispers into your ear. A song you used to
love but no longer understand is playing. You slump into the man’s
car. You’re going to live with them forever, apparently. He pukes
words into your ear which have strange barbs and curves to them,
comic book speech bubbles. He is saying things you can’t envision,
strange words which sound real but which you are convinced are
authentic. You’d lash out, punch and kick, if you didn’t think you’d
disintegrate. The club stops spinning and the toilet stall door opens
and you are in the back seat of a jeep. The walls are concrete with
lights embedded in them. The ceiling is low. ‘Chasing rabbits or roaches?’
one of them asks, and holds your head and another one parts your
lips with his tongue and slips a tablet of baking soda into your
vinegar head and it bubbles up and your ears snap and pop. You are
made of clouds and you can enter buildings through the top floor.
Your card is declined. They give you a thick roll of cash. You are on
your knees in a bedroom. Someone places a heavy coat over you and
you can’t shake it off. That major world sports tournament
everyone’s talking about lives only in the TV murmuring in the
background. Sports belongs on the surface; you belong in the sewer.
You’re on your knees, offering your arse up to the party, and every
time you try to move, your spine is extracted and shoved into your
back and your tailbone aches. The man groaning into your ear is a
tall, thin, black-skinned guy wearing glasses. He has the distant look
of a scientist. His chest looks like a coral reef, it’s covered in weeping
scales. He has a small crowd watching and sipping drinks. They all
wear hospital scrubs. Some have IV drips coming out of their
forearms. You want to vomit, you want to get what’s inside of you
out, but it’s easier just to take it and scream and take it some more.
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*
The birds tell you that it is daytime, but they don’t say which
day. You pull your underwear on, groaning with agony. There is
something brown that has cracked, little panes, shapes, dark brown.
Dried blood. Even worse, though: there is a text on your phone
asking you to dinner, hot, roasted meat with trimmings. She wants
you to come home inside where it’s warm, before she has to go into
hospital.
*
Everyone knows you’re The Cockroach and you feed on garbage
and get garbage fed to you. There is no one out there who hasn’t
seen you exposed. Everyone knows that you live out of the till.
Everyone knows you wash by rubbing ice cubes on your face, and
turn your t-shirts inside out to freshen them. They only keep you on
because you can clear a crowded bar in one minute flat. The entire
fucking Positive community seems to be showing up at the bar. They
have decided you’re one of them.
You head out back behind the dumpsters and smoke a cigarette
while somebody sucks the filth out of you and you eyeball Bounce
and even this big prick, the most dangerous man in the club scene,
blushes and looks away.
You do a priest, you do a paramedic. You see their garments fall
from their bodies and get kicked across the room. You consume
them all. It’s the way your flaky lips purse, the thirst they can sense,
the task of filling you up and sending you on your way. You hear so
many pillow stories, say See Ya Round to so many strangers, and it’s
true, you see the same ones over and over. Sometimes they squeeze
everything out of you, then they squeeze a little extra later in the
week. You scrub your butthole with a toothbrush because you’ve
heard that it increases the risk of infection. There’s a little sensitive
piece of flesh down there that makes you shudder when you prod it.
You get random nosebleeds. They know your name and condition at
the all-night A&E. You don’t have to pay rent at A&E, so why not
spend as many hours there as you can.
You piss off Bounce real good one night and he punches you in
the ribs and you fold in half. You’re still hurting ten minutes later
when he finds you in the chiller, sitting on a keg, holding a six pack
against your guts. You haven’t had any proper food in forever, all you
ever take in is cocktail fruit and cigarettes.
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‘You oughta work out,’ he says. He offers you a hand to help you
up. You stare at his jeans.
‘They’re too tight on you,’ You go, your voice still thin and raspy.
‘Your jeans are.’
He shrugs and taps a cigarette out of the packet without even
looking at it. ‘She rang for you, by the way. That Viral.’
‘Change the phone number. Throw the phone in the rubbish.’
‘You ain’t thinking straight. You need a check-up. I told her your
brain’s sick, diseased.’
‘Who cares.’
‘You know she’s been seen? Spotted, I mean, going into a clinic.
You heard about this?’
‘Makes sense.’
He flicks his lighter a couple of times, then offers you a cigarette.
He glares through the gap between the sliding door and the frame,
and checks that nobody is in the coat room, and snaps the inside lock
on the door and starts unbuckling his jeans. ‘Too tight, you reckon?’
‘That’s what I reckon.’
‘It’s freezing in here,’ he says, and his belt buckle hits the
concrete with a clang.
‘Never get checked, that’s my advice,’ you go, unbuttoning.
‘Dying feels so alive.’
*
You wake up in a hotel, but it is black outside, and all the
buildings are twinkling, and you’re on top of them. You donk your
head against the glass to see if you’ll go through. A cleaning lady lets
herself in. She thinks you’re dead. You offer the cleaning lady a drink
nine times, saying her language’s word for Drink over and over. On
the tenth time, she takes a sip. You turn up the stereo. Soon, you
have her top off and you’re dancing to the radio, and then you’re
moaning and sweating rancid brine while she moans prayers using
letters you can’t even picture. You’re interested in the photos of her
son you find in her purse while she’s in the toilet. You even steal a
photo. She won’t stop talking in that irritating language. You’ve had
enough. You yell at her, demanding to know who she’s praying for
and why she keeps saying your name.
*
You come to in a white room. It’s heaven. It’s too sumptuous
to open your eyes in, so you keep them closed, enjoying the bliss.
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You always wondered what was beyond that black crevasse at end of
those dark corridors, and now you know: it’s light. Everything is light
compared to the blackness you’ve been swimming in.
You spot other colours in the room. The bio-medical waste
bucket is bright yellow. The box full of bandages is clear. The exit
sign is green. The nurse wears a uniform trimmed with blue. She says
she won’t unstrap you. Some of your tears almost get on her skin and
she darts back and squirts sterilising foam on her hands and scrubs
her arms, and you insist that you’re not Positive, you’re not not not
not not.
‘You still require the test,’ she says, ‘As part of our policies here.’
‘What about my things?’ you go.
‘What things?’
You make a gradual escape, shuffling out of the room and
waddling like a penguin through sixty corridors that all look identical.
You take the elevator to numbers you’ve never imagined. You find a
floor that says Birthing Unit and you collapse and the stand holding
up your IV bag falls over. The nurses ask you who they need to call,
and you pat your pockets. You’ve got your white jeans on, except
they’re soaked with purple booze, and you pull the credit card receipt
out of your pocket and hold it up like something you found at the
back of your throat. The date of the receipt is still printed in neat
black type and you squint as you try to read it, you need about four
pairs of sunglasses, you haven’t had light on you in…. how long? At
least with the light you’ll be able to see whether or not there’s a tat on
her neck. The receipt says it was eight months and four weeks and…
no… Nine months, it adds up to. Nine months. Vera’s phone
number has faded away, so you can’t call her, but the nurse helps you
into a seat, and you sit outside the Birthing Unit and wait for her.
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I told G there was some junk I dug about the Bible, like how
Mary was, like, a feminist. G laughed, called me a freak. I said,
Whatever, you the freak. This was up in that snobby part on the hill
that used to be all state houses but they’ll never admit it, the 489,
where you can see all people’s rooves, look down on them from
above. Guess it’s all Orcon now, not even Telecom area code, or
Spark, whatevs. We got, like, perspective and stuff. G was trying to
look beyond it, back to the States. I didn’t wanna look at nothin, I
just squirmed in the seat and scratched under my bra and waited for
G to lead us.
She turned the motor off. Neither of us wanted to get out of the
car and into the Assembly, but the peeps who was hanging outside
started to go in, so that was the signal. Plus the weather was packin
up, the clouds were bruised and swelling. Assemblies Of God’s
sposda be real welcoming, like a ark, all about love for lepers and
that. We was there to settle a old debate. G’s mum, when they was
growin up in the States, used to take her to Assemblies. G’d heard
mad shit about the church’s policies since she came out here, wanted
to reconnect.
I went, 'You sure stuff’s more, like, tolerant now?' She went, 'A
true Christian follows the word of the Bible, sticks to the scripture,
and what the script says is that Jesus loves everybody. Even parking
wardens. Lol.' I thought stickin to the script sounded like they
couldn’t adapt. G wouldn’t hear of it, she was all trusting, said the
script was solid. Me? I got told Santa and the Tooth Fairy and Jesus
and shit aren’t real when I was, like, five, and I remember how it
made the world feel like cold bath water so I didn’t want G to feel
like that.
The church was a Salvation Army hall. We walked in, holdin
hands, last ones in the ark. Our legs went first, we was a bit reluctant.
G wanted to close the door; I went, 'Keep it open. God’s all about
the PDAs'. She goes, 'Be loud and proud, you don’t needa stick to
the script'. I go, 'Thas a contradiction.' She laughed, Thas church.
The congregationers must’ve liked what they saw, two chicks holding
hands, ‘cause they smiled, straight up.
This Island fulla with gold teeth sat down the end of our row.
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Introduced himself as Timosi, said he was the caregiver for this
spasticated girl who slouched beside him, drooling. His tie didn’t
match his shirt, not even close, but neither did mine, I had the dykey
skinny tie look going on; modern styles. All good, we was all on the
ark together. Just as I got my slouch on, put my feet up on the chair
in front of me, everyone rose up. There was a greeting in, I dunno,
Tongan maybe, Island language. The translation was displayed with
their projector – pretty sweet proj, too. They needed to register
Powerpoint first before the message was displayed. It was classic, see,
these people, they didn’t need approval for nothin' else, right,
solidarity, all powerful together. The message on the wall was all like,
Faauta, o le mea matua lelei ma le matagofie lava, pe a nonofo faatasi
lava o uso and stuff. Shyeah, I grew up on the West Side, the best
side, fuck the rest side, I could tell what them words meaned, I could
read that message from aaages away.
So anyway, this Timosi dude explained the concept with like this
graspy, calloused hand. Always good to have a interpreter handy,
even if his ears were full of hair. The translation was more for G’s
sake than mine. He was like, 'Brothers, it is good we dwell in unity.'
He gave us a smile, for real. I think the script served him right. Sisters
was missin though, he shoulda gone sisters. Sisters is brothers, pretty
much. Same diff.
There was this inbred mental fulla up front who got real into it,
man did his head tilt back far, looked like his head wanted to rock
right off his body, he was that into it. I tried to keep my slouch goin'
as much as poss but these Assemblies – okay, yeah, G’d warned me –
these Assemblies, they’re all about ascension, that means flying up to
heaven. Which would explain why the mental stared upways the
whole time, wanting to fly. There was tonnes of crosses on the wall,
above the band. The crosses was mostly cardboard cut-outs, plastic
and crépe paper, DIY styles. I could see why the mental looked up
and flapped his arms and felt at home, there was legit love there, for
reals. Sweet as, I thought, Choice enough.
Them hymn-words was projected for me and G’s benefit mostly,
‘cause if you looked around the place, we was the only ones out of
place. There was only like ten words in their vocab and they just
rearranged them for each song, like a remix of praise, Jesus, love,
hallelujah, embrace, sing, forever. G’s top eyelids got heavy and she started
not dancing so much, just rocking her head and swaying. She had a
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hard time pulling me out of the chair but I got up for her sake. She
had some memories goin' on and I think she was chanting scripture
to herself. She rubbed the mental’s head, and the heads of some of
the other weirdos there – a fulla with skin disease, a few niggas in
wheelchairs, people with, like, pink blotches on their faces. Latter day
lepers. All of them had minders, dudes like Timosi. I don’t have a
problem with them freak people, I thought it was all good. Fully
reminded me of bein' on a ark though, these people came in twos
together, cripples and caretakers united, solid. Even the lepers that
was on their own looked like they had a dude beside them. I ain’t
talkin bout Timosi, I’m talkin about Jesus. Get it? Jesus ain’t ashamed
to sit beside nobody.
Just as the mentals really started spreading saliva around and
swinging their arms like they had no joints, it was our time, the
church told us, Timosi fully tried to tip G out of her seat and get into
the healing, up there with the rejects, like as if there was something to
heal about us!
Next up? They scrubbed down one of the mentals, for real.
Fuckin’ hard-out tarp on the floor, about a hundred towels that was
rolled up that they grabbed from one end and just, like, tossed so
each towel laid down flat. Bucketa steaming water, frothing bubbling
shampoo, mops, all of it. This woman – real pretty too, she looked
like a receptionist, like hair all pinned back and real firm bra, like too
pretty for church – she helped this dude out of his chair and eased
his arms out of his sleeves and held him up with her holy might and
lubed him up and got scrubbing and you know what? He loved it.
Purified the bro. Dried him off, too, put the bro in a dressing gown,
hard.
We moved our arses into the tea room out back after that. I
was like, Praise getting’ the fudge outta here, I didn’t like what was brewin'
in the kitchen. The decorations was okay, I spose. The church hall
had noticeboards with loadsa notices, loadsa typos too actually,
obviously done on laser printers with clip art. Them colour cartridges
is expensive, bro! I thought it was sweet they spent money on colour
ink just to spread the love. And there was a illustration from the
Sunday School tots, done with finger paint y’know, of animals on the
ark makin’ babies. I goes to G, 'What did the LGBT animals do?
Throw a parade?'
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They had us sit down, I think ‘cause G seemed like a weirdo,
standing there scratching her shaven head, playing with her nose ring,
and they gave us choice biscuits like Squiggletops. G kept scratching
this red patch on her arm so I held her hand. Timosi got a downer to
make our drinks and the dude only spilled like ten per cent of my
coffee, it was a miracle, hallelujah! There was a guy with tubes in his
nose in a wheelchair who joined our table. I got nothin against
handicaps, they’re like lepers, but, like, it was unusual, that they was
bein real inclusive. Like the scripture says shit should be. Like G says
the script says. Toooo inclusive, eh. Like, what’s the catch?
I got right down to it and asked about Assembly of God’s’s policy.
I might not’ve piped up if G didn’t hold my hand so tight. You feel
stronger with someone at your side. She was really holdin onto
somethin. She couldn’t bring herself to arks the question.
Timosi goes, 'The message of Iesu–'
G goes, 'Bro, preachin to the converted, bro, I know the message,
yup.'
Timosi looked surprised. He went, 'Iesu, he love the tas collecta,
he love piostitute, he love leper, he love sinner.' He looked real kind,
gave me the warm fuzzies hard out, nice P.I.-styles, hard. I asked
Timosi what he fully meant. Always good to have a interpreter.
Timosi turned his cup of Milo around and around.
'Iesu, he heal the positute, the sinner, the lespian. You come to da
right ples.'
G’s hand was firm and tight, white knuckles. G goes to him, 'Um,
we don’t need healing.'
'Plis,' Timosi goes, not hearin her, like he was a telemarketer
phoning up during dinner time, readin from a script. 'Iesu, he walk
wis the tax collector, the leper–'
While the guy listed all the freaks we were comparable to, for like
the third time, G squeezed my hand so tightly that when she stood
up, I came with her. The hall hadn’t gone quiet, peeps was chattering
plenty, all safe on the ark, they could pull up the plank any time they
wanted and be, like, a island. I thought about the door we’d left open
downstairs.
G goes, 'We are not prostitutes.'
'You are,' I went, and elbowed G.
'This is serious,' she went, and I shut up big time.
I looked around us. The dude in the wheelchair was lookin' up. I
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checked out the ceiling. Just paint and lightbulbs, so why was he
lookin up? And why was everyone standing around us in a circle all
of a sudden, with water and hoses and cloths, ready to scrub?
Even when I tripped on the stairs, even when some of them
giggled at us holdin' hands and I gave them the evils, G was holdin
on tight. It was darker outside, a storm was brewing while we’d been
inside, and I had to admit - G, it’d been warm and bright like a
laundromat inside.
I locked the car doors, in case the rain got in. I hoped the church
would get flooded if it rained hard enough.
When we stopped at the lights, we was supposed to talk, I
guessed. I wanted to know if this was the same Assembly she
remembered from when she was a kid, it couldn’t’ve been, and what
the hell was in her script that she thought would protect her against
leprosy? I was pissed off and tried to shake her hand off mine, but G
was holdin on tight, like she’d come out of a audition and she was
clutchin a script rolled up in her hand.
'I nicked a calendar,' I went, at last, 'Off the wall, on the way out.
Nothin’ else worth taking eh.'
'Gimme that calendar, bitch,' G went, 'Where the fuck’s
judgement day?’
‘Pfft… I think today was it.’
‘Solid. You get hurt?’
‘Yeah, nah. But yeah, a bit. You?’
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We was playing Excape from Mr Hate at my place. The
Browns was playing with us, ‘cause there’s not enough normal colour
kids down our street for two teams. They didn’t have no shoes. I’m
not allowed to play in Brown-town. There’s grafeedy and broken
glass in Brown-town, and all these wasps ‘round the rubbish bins. We
was using pinecones from my Poppa’s wood pile as grenades (but
don’t tell him). You had to blow up the enemy and nick their soul
before Mr. Hate got you. I don’t like how they call my poppa Mr.
Hate. You’re supposed to write it Hejt ‘cause he’s from the old
country but the Browns all get it wrong ‘cause they’re no good at our
language.
Our grass was the only green grass on the street even though it
had prickles. Most people had yellow grass. My poppa says they’re
lazy. He says gooks don’t know thing one about keeping a home
‘cause they all live in huts where they come from and their
apartments is even smaller than my poppa’s war room and that’s
pretty tiny seeing as it’s only a closet. They make sabotage cars what’ll
kamikaze on you. My poppa drives a Dodge, does yours? He got it
from Detroit. That’s in a Merica.
Do you know how to play Excape from Mr Hate? All the brown
kids were sposda go behind the gate, and us normal kids in front of
the gate, to keep them in the concentration camp. The Browns
weren’t even playing it proply. You’re not allowed to tackle people, I
said, you gotta be like a cat and go along the fence, else make a
distraction and run to the other guys’s side before they can catch you,
and steal their blue flag - what’s actually a Charlotte Hornets singlet.
The Browns had to excape the Hollowcause before Mr. Hate got
home from work, ‘cause he was the common dance of the
concentration camp. I said the Browns had to be the Juice ‘cause they
had curly hair. but they didn’t wanna and the biggest Brown threw a
grenade and it got the girl whose birthday cake it was in the eye and
she walked around the willow tree in circles like when you put
Sellotape on a fly and rip its wings off. Her eyes went all hay fevery
and smudged, and she got her mum’s phone number off the label of
her jumper but she couldn’t read it ‘cause she got tears on it the
numbers went all smudgey, but it wasn’t a actual grenade what got
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biffed at her, it was only a pinecone.
Big Brownie, he’s so high he can honestly do a slam-dunk on the
basketball hoop at school and sometimes when he talks to you, you
can’t see the sun ‘cause he’s so high. He took one of Poppa’s tomato
plant stakes and snapped it over his knee and started smashing the
heads off mum’s old flowers ‘cause he said there was a bee and I was
like You better not! and he was like I’m just weeding and they were
looking at the colour of the skin on their palms and giggling at me
and then Big Brownie started poking the normal-colour girl who was
crying, with the stick, and I needed to get Poppa’s Medikit for her
(like GI Joe’s got) but it was in the locked secret war room that looks
like a linen closet... but it’s honestly not a linen closet.
Big Brownie shooshed all his bros quiet while I tiptoed up the
steps and crept inside. Big Brownie was like, Hurry, bro, hurry. It’s
not the first linen closet, it’s the second one. I tiptoed over the stuff
mum left in the hallway, her fossils and horseshoe-crabs and whale
teeth and bromeliads and geodes and this one prolific rock with
zillion-year-old water in it. Mum always like to think about the Earth
with no people on it.
It was dark and dry and Poppa’s closet smelled like inside a box
of leather school shoes, and there was no bees humming and
everything was green and tan just like our camo curtains that made us
invisible. Even the safe was painted camo. The war closet’s not
locked ‘cause Poppa says I’m his loo tenant and he trusts me not to
touch anything. I’ve only ever seen in, like, three times in my whole
life, when Mum used to vacuum it and you snuck a peek from the
laundry.
There was five medals in a glass picture frame, what used to have
a picture of Mum in it from the black and white days. There was
rifles, and pistols, and bullets separate, I didn’t know what ones went
with what, but I knew how to clip a rifle together ‘cause I seen Poppa
doing it for when the revolution comes. The native uprising could
happen any day. And there was shells, but they were way harder and
more goldeny colour than any turtle shell, and cold, like they didn’t
want you to touch them. And there was Poppa’s flag with the bent
cross sign on it that the Browns always scratch into the desks at
school, I honestly seen them drawing Swosh Stickers and I wanted to
tell on them. And there was a box with extra clay; Claymore it said with wires hanging out of it. I think Claymore’s like Acme, you know,
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that Wile E Coyote uses to blow up Roadrunner? It’s the same one as
Poppa tried to use on that tree stump, anyway, when Mum got hurt
real bad.
I could smell the cold chemicals as I opened the MediKit and
rust-dust was falling off the latch when this cape of light was dumped
on my shoulders and Poppa put a crab-pincer on my ear, and his bike
helmet bumped on the front door as he marched me outside and he
pulled my pants down and smacked my bum in front of the Browns
and bent my thumbs ‘til I let go of the Medikit and the bandages
spilled down the steps and Big Brownie was like, Honest Mr Hate, I
need it for my mum, and Poppa glared at him mean-as. ‘She needs it
for her smoking, Mr Hate,’ Big Brownie went and my Poppa was like,
‘She does not NEED this thing, she WANT this,’ and his chest was
going up and down like when you jump on a waterbed and he went
and stood in the middle of the street until the Browns had all cleared
off and the normal girl’d got picked up and he didn’t even see me
hide the claymore box in the bushes and when he came back, he was
going, This, you stay out of, and dabbing the shininess off his brow
with his hanky. I’m pretty sure he was saying to stay out of the war
room but it looked like he was saying Stay outta his head.
*
The native warriors came to raid us that night.
I heard this swooshy, sliding sound, then I saw this yellow fuzz
growing around the edges of this big, scary, guy coloured in black.
The sweeping sound was Poppa’s army socks. They were really thick
and warm and they swept dust as you went, which was good ‘cause
Poppa hardly had time to do the cleaning no more. Big Brownie’s
mum used to do it but then, nah. I asked Poppa every spring if I
could pretty please do the cleaning and I even put the apron on and
everything but he said ‘Take zis off. There is whole tribe of people
who they should do for us, yes?’
'What’s that sound?'
He unbuttoned my jammies and put his hand on my chest. His
palm felt like warm sandpaper. 'Breathe,' he went, and I gasped. The
whole bed groaned as he sat down. 'I want you should give this back.'
'Give what back?'
'You know what.'
'But I don’t, honest.'
We could both hear my heart slowing down. Poppa went, real
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calm, 'I am going to giff you three, and then I’m going to take you
out there and giff you de rubbing on de backside. Now: One, Two–'
'I DON’T HAVE IT!'
'THREE.'
'OKAYOKAYOKAY!'
I started pulling the rifle out by the barrel and it seemed to go on
forever, it was so long it reached right down to where my blankets
were tucked in, and the wooden handle had got all warm against me
and suddenly I was cold without it. The tock and fffflud noises meant
that he was breaking the rifle down, and you could sort-of see what
he was doing with the outiest reach of the kitchen light making the
wood glow. My Poppa can break down a rifle in forty seconds, can
yours?
I pulled the cover back to get a better look, and this whole case
of bullets fell out and donked on to the floorboards and rolled
'round, louder than ever. It was forever before they stopped.
'What is? What is?' He was pulling a stuck round out of the
chamber.
'It wouldn’t go in so I hit it and it got stuck…'
'NEFFER NEFFER NEFFER force de bullet.'
He did this boxer pose in fronta my face and I didn’t even see
the slap, it was lightning, and this burp of air came out of my mouth,
but I didn’t cry. My cheek went all hot and it felt sorta nice.
'Neffer neffer neffer. Blow up in de face, ja?'
'SHOW ME HOW! Show me how to load it!'
'You want other slap? Hrmn? Go to bed.' There was a squeak as
he got up off the bed, then the sweeping noise again in the blackness.
'Are they coming back?'
'No.'
'Can we go after them?'
'Go to bed.'
'I’m in bed, already.'
‘Bed for you, ja?'
'When are we gonna get ‘em?'
The yellow fuzz flickered out, and everything was black. I
thought about what Big Brownie was up to. D’you reckon he’s ever
shot any guys?
*
I found this thing in Dad’s war room called a canteen. It’s like
141

M ICHAEL BOTUR

what it would look like if a drink bottle was hard and bulletproof and
had metal inside and it takes ages to screw the cap off and if you drop
it, it goes 'DONK', a totally different sound to a normal drink bottle.
When you put regular water in, it turns into war water. The Brown
kids just had a two-litre Coke and they all slurped it out of their
hands at playtime going Gizza sip else I’ll smash you. Big Brownie
did the pouring. He poured these real exact amounts and didn’t spill
none. I was like, What’s that you wrote on your knuckles? and he
jabbed me in the face and it looked like the F word but it might’ve
been his mum’s name and I went You’re gonna get in sooooo much
trouble and I wanted to say I’d snuck the Medikit somewhere secret
but he pulled his hood over his head and went, ‘Tell Mr. Hate
wassup.’
'Um, okay. Tell your mum - wassup too.'
'You getting smart?'
The Browns got in trouble ‘cause we was drawing pictures of our
family and the teacher said they had way too many people in their
picture and their poppa wasn’t even in it, plus you weren’t allowed to
draw gang stuff at school and Big Brownie said it wasn’t a gang, and
Miss said Well, tell me why it is that they’re all wearing the same
colour? and Big Brownie said Cause we’re at a funeral, and he got
sent to the office, and Miss saw my drawing of me and Poppa and
tonnes of empty room around us and gave me a gold star sticker. It
was like getting one of Poppa’s medals, but not as good.
Halfway through lunch, a Brown kicked the ball over the
fence into that factory with all the dumpsters so we played Cowboys
and Indians instead, and the Browns was sposda be the Indians but
they didn’t wanna and I was like, But you’re Indians, and they all said
they didn’t wanna be the bad guys, and I was like, But you’re sposda,
and Big Brownie threw bark in my face and I sneezed heaps and my
bogies came out all black and I had to swig heaps of war water from
the canteen and he robbed it out of my hands and his bro ran away
with it and I called him a Richard Head and he called me a Homo
Sapien so I went, 'I HOPE YOUR MUM’S DEAD ALREADY.'
After lunch my poppa coached rugby in his prison-guard
uniform and gave each of us a slice of lemon at half time, and we had
to pull our shirts over our heads for shade, and no one ate the
lemons, and the Brown kids waited for their coach as the caretaker
mowed the grass. Their uncle was the league coach and he was late
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but when he came, he was completely black and shiny, like the leather
sofa in the waiting room, and his back had a giant fist on it, and there
was two other coaches too, wearing black jeans and all them boys got
ice cream but we didn’t, and I could see them spitting in the war
water canteen and flicking it on each other and kicking the canteen.
Poppa was trying real hard to show this one boy how to catch
the ball real good but the boy was hardly even listening, just staring
over at the Browns at league practice, and Poppa just kept saying
stuff into the boy’s ears and a ball hit Poppa in the side and Poppa
got mad and Poppa saw me standing there and said, 'You heff
misplace your drink?' and he pushed a drink bottle into my hand and
I thought about losing his canteen and I pretended I had hay fever
‘cause my eyes went all pink ‘cause I didn’t even want a drink but I
didn’t want to hurt Poppa’s feelings. I kicked one of Poppa’s
medicine balls and it hurt my foot. Man I was thirsty, it was so hot
your spit fried on the netball courts and all the bubblegum looked
like melted ice cream, but I didn’t wanna drink normal dumb tap
water. I stared over at the Browns. They hardly even had to do any
training, it looked sweet, but then Poppa clamped his fingers on my
shoulder and squeezed. 'First to shoot,' he said, and his breath made
my ear hot, and he said 'Pop-pop,' pointing his finger like a gun
across at the far side of the field, where the people rippled in the
heat.
The league practice finished early ‘cause Big Brown started
smashing one of his cousins. He kicked the swings as he raged out
through the playground. Then all the little Browns followed him,
spitting these big hoikers of snot on the concrete as they went, and
kicking something hollow and metal as they went. Their auntie
picked them up from the edge of the motorway. She tipped her fish
bones out of the van window but she didn’t get out of the van. When
she pulled away, one of them was doing the browneye against the
window but I didn’t know whose bumhole it was. His bumcheeks
went normal colour against the glass. His bumhole was bright red. I
wondered what colour mine would be if I done a brown-eye, ‘cause
you can’t see your own bum.
The canteen, they must’ve been kicking.
When I was sure the guy’s bum-hole couldn’t see me, I aimed
at the van with my finger.
'Pop-pop.'
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*
The night was too thin to snuggle up in. Every little smidget of
light like from the stars looked tonnes brighter than it shoulda been. I
couldn’t sleep after story time. I didn’t hear if the gooks won or the
good guys won in Poppa’s story, ‘cause there was a helicopter
hovering over Browntown, all this light and noise but then it
brummed away and a minute later the dogs shut up and I needed to
pee really bad. I couldn’t even remember what story Poppa’d read to
me, Excape from Colditz, I think. I heard these crisp clompy
footsteps like the Clydesdales at History Mysteries and the door
opening and did you know the rumbling was coming from the street?
I peeled back the curtains and I could see elbows sticking out of a
low, growling car. It rumbled like after a huge bomb in those brown
and white movies Poppa always put on. I saw a shadow wriggling and
it was Poppa crawling along the driveway with the rifle slung over his
shoulder and in his hands was the box, and one of the men jumped
out of the car, saw the box, and jumped back inside and they revved
real hard and it sounded like a chainsaw and Poppa was trying to put
the Claymore box on top of the back wheel but they drove forwards
then squealed in a circle and it stinked like the fires at the rubbish
dump and Poppa picked the box up and he stood there for like a
whole hour as my breath turned into drops on the window then he
marched back up the driveway and I had to slip the curtains shut
again ‘cause if he saw one whisker of light, he’d tell me off so bad,
and I heard him slam the door and do up all the latches and the chain
and then these empty, asthma sounds and then this tinkle. Dad was
drinking regular water from the tap. He needed his canteen so bad.
*
When I went to wee in the boys’ toilets at lunchtime, Big
Brownie was holding his next biggest bro’s arm out and the brother
was crying and Big Brownie had a actual smoke, not a candy one, and
he was pressing the smokey end on his brother’s arm and lucky they
didn’t see me and I ran into a stall and I needed to poop but he might
hear me so I held it in and it hurt, sharp, like Jap bamboo torture.
There was just the sound of wet lips and the boy blowing his nose
and the coughing urinals getting wet.
When I came out, I had a heart attack. Big Brownie was just
standing there, on his own. His arms was swaying by his sides like the
wind chimes Mum left. His arms had spots on them, like dark
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chicken pox. His eyes was black and cold, like the barrel of Poppa’s
rifle. He took a five buck note out of his pocket. Have you ever seen
one of them? Me either. I took the five bucks. I went and got my bag
from the hook room and pulled the box out and gave it to him. He
sniffed it and went,
'She don’t need no clay.'
'It’s medicine. You just undo that thing and pull this thing.'
He squinted at it. He’s real good at inventions and he can get
Miss’s desk drawers open when she’s not looking. He put the box in
a shopping bag. The five bucks was dirty and oily and smelled like
Big Brownie’s pockets. I don’t get how come you can eat that much
fried chicken and still always be hungry. I was washing it in the hand
basin when he came up behind me and clamped his elbows over my
ears and I thought he was scalping me like a Indian and I stamped on
his foot and screamed, I’LL GET MR.HATE ON YOU! Then he let
me go, and we stood there ‘til we got our breath back, then he walked
out into the light, clutching the Claymore mine for his stupid Mum.
The top of my head was all warm, after. He was only giving
me a noogie.
*
The motorway was so wide and loud like when that brown lady
used to do the vacuuming and the motorway had so many broken
headlights on it that I wanted to just sit down and close my eyes in
the middle of the road and cry until when I opened my eyes. Poppa
would be standing there, but I had to find Big Brown. I headed
straight towards the prison. Heaps of boys’s dads are in that prison.
It’s higher than anything, you can’t miss its walls. I couldn’t wait.
The Browntown streets was empty, I think they musta all been at
choir or something. It felt like I was the only boy on Mars. The grass
had lots of mud and puddles in it. Did you know that’s what No
Man’s Land looks like? There was paint on the things that
shouldn’t’ve had paint on, like the footpath, and there was no paint
on the stuff that should’ve had paint on, like people’s fences. The
cars were all blue or black, and people had ginormous Mack trucks
parked on the sidewalk outside their houses (I didn’t know you were
allowed to do that) and all the washing on people’s lines was black,
there was heaps of those blue scarves with the white patterns,
flapping in the gentle wind. There was bags of rubbish on the strip of
council grass even though it wasn’t rubbish day. It was hot and sticky
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and there were locusts and grasshoppers and flies, and t-shirts in the
gutters, and I checked all the packets of smokes but there weren’t a ny
smokes in them. Big Brownie would have a smoke, I betcha. Didju
know he said you can get free refills if you take the empty smoke
packs back to where you bought ‘em?
I found the Browns’s house. It’s just one of those things that
you know. I think I must’ve been there when I was a little baby, for a
party or something. Everyone knows where everyone lives, just like
everyone knows about the rudie-nudie calendar in the shed, where
the caretaker parks the ride-on mower, and everyone knows about
my Poppa’s secret room.
The Browns had a weird green and yellow flag nailed into
their porch with Bob Mar Lee on it. The porch steps were all
crumbly. They had heeeeeeaps of bottles on the porch, in these
wooden boxes. I had a hammer in my bag and I wanted to smash the
bottles. I got a massive fright ‘cause there was this tiny little boy on
the lawn, pushing a lawnmower that was way too big, and it wasn’t
fair, it was real grinding and squeaky and kept getting stuck and it
wouldn’t budge and the boy was grunting.
How come you got a wheelchair? I said to him. The wheelchair
was just on the porch. I’d never seen one without someone in it.
The boy didn’t say nothing. He was fighting with the
lawnmower. I pushed the front door open and when it banged on the
wall, I pooped myself, just about. I heard each footstep groan. My
heart was slamming and my ball-sack was all thick and hard like a
tennis ball. My backpack was feeling real heavy. I tried to step over all
the cigarette butts but I couldn’t, and not just those, there was little
brown bottles, and Band-Aids and tubes too. There was this door in
the hall saying NO ENTRY so I pushed it open. It was like the
gateway to Narnia or something. Down some steps was this jungle of
plants even taller than me and real hot lights above, like the fireworks
were gonna be tonight. But I could tell there were beasts hidden in
the thick rows of bushy, stinky plants so I turned and sprinted back
up out of there to the porch where it was shaded, away from those
real bright lamps over the plants. I had to dump some ballast. I had
to go number twos soon as I found Big Brown.
Poppa always says when you’re on Covert Ops you have to
dump something. I didn’t need the grenade so when I got back on
the porch, I chucked it in the long grass. The boy could grind it up
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with his lawnmower. But I went out into the silent street then came
back. I asked the boy where everyone was. He said they were all at
awake. I was like, Awake? He said They’re over there. He pointed to
the pointy top of a church.
I started sprinting towards it. I could see Poppa pinning the
medal on my chest and going, 'Pop-pop-pop'. I ran into a alleyway
and got to a safe spot and found somewhere with no dog poop to
kneel and my panting slowed down. I looked around and realised it
wasn’t a church, it was a corner of the prison.
I pulled out the stock and barrel and had the rifle together in
about two minutes. My hands were all slippery and I nearly stuffed it
up. I’d oiled it real nice, kept the dust off. I screwed a bear-net on. It
was real heavy and bulky and cold, like a heavy fishing rod. A bear
net isn’t like a net for catching bears, it’s a long sharp knife you put
on the end of your rifle to poke bears. I put a bullet in the chamber
but it wouldn’t close. I tried to close it again and again. My heart was
beating and my bum-hole felt like having a baby. I had to hurry. I’d
have to hammer the bullet in to make it fit, that must be how you do
it. I forced the bullet in as much as I could, then took out my
hammer, and moved my thumb out of the way, and held the rifle real
stiff, and held my arm back, aimed the hammer at the bullet and took
a humongous swing.
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The street sign’s writ in fuckin’ gibberish Pig Latin or some
shit, all the letters is out of order. Have you noticed everythin’s hard
to read? You gots ta arks Ruffy if yous’ve got the right street and it
makes you hoha as. You hate all these state houses, one design
rotated so they’re facin' different ways, as if no one would notice,
painted sad pale colours wiv no guts.
‘You sure he ain’t patched?’ you ask Ruffy, hopping out of the
car.
‘Positive.’
‘Open up, it’s Rose.’ If this fucker makes you have to knock one
more time, you’re gonna kick the door down. Ruffy’s waitin in his
ride, playin music on his phone, keepin the engine running. It’s a
WRX wagon tinted to the max, you and Ruffy painted it yourselves.
Yous was so blazed you sprayed paint on the tyres, windows,
everyfing. Them was fun times. $hakeel got paint on her hands and
done handprints all over the driveway, lol.
You open the boot, give your gears a quick squiz. Your saw’s in
there, shovel, gloves, hammers and wheel brace. You’ve never used
the wheel brace to change a tyre. You strut on up to the flat and this
Asian comes to the door. He’s only got on a t-shirt and undies.
Paaaaa-fetic. He could still be patched, though, what is them gangs
they got? The Accusa?
‘Heard you’re in need,’ you go, stomping into his pad in your
gumboots and track pants and Oakland Raiders jacket. You never
expose your skin to no one.
‘You are Rose?’
‘Hard out. Who else you expectin?’
‘It is honour to meet you.’
There’s plastic on all the furniture. Good, might be some stains
today. His hands are behind his back. ‘Dosh,’ you go. He puts money
into your hand. You check it to make sure it’s our dollars, not, like,
Japanese dollars. You dig inside your tits, take the baggie of R&R
pills out, the ones that make you feel like you won Big Wednesday,
push the bag into his palm and bend his fingers over it as hard as you
can. He goes ‘Ah’ and you go, ‘Ah Ma’am.’
He looks at you like he’s fuckin’ gay. He’s probly seen your pic in
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the paper, that gay-as mug shot when you didn’t even have any
earrings in.
‘Heard you got a stash of CDs?’
He leads you frew to his bedroom. Yup, this carpet’s quite new.
Musta been somefin spilled on the old carpet. You used to come
round here and tax the old peeps that lived here. The rubbish bins is
stuffed wiv pizza boxes; the phone book’s from ‘06. The phone’s lyin
on its side. You can hear the buzzing of huge black computers wiv
little glowing blue lights in each bedroom, wiv these screens the size
of TVs. Lots of bullets flyin on Call Of Duty: Modern Warfare. Thas
all the exercise Ruffy gets, eh, games, the fat fuck. Games isn’t proper
exercise. Runnin wiv a baby? Thas exercise.
In the Asian’s bedroom is towers of CDs, swaying like them high
buildings round the plaza. Stacks and stacks of CDs, not a lotta music
in them cases though, ya know? He grabs only a few. ‘I give you three
CD, for the fifty dollar?’ he goes, ‘I don’t need change. That is cool.’
You bite off your fingernail so it’s nice and ragged, then poke the
cunt in the eye. He stumbles backwards against the wall, ripping the
poster what his arse lands on. ‘FREE?!’ you scream at him, bent over
so that your tits brush his knees, ‘I’ll take the lot! I’ll take every
fuckin’ fing!’
He closes his eyes when you yell at him. White bubbles settle on
his cheeks. $hakeel don’t close her eyes when you’re psyching out at
her, $hakeel just stares atcha. $hakeel’s just like you, she’s been there
when shit gets real. Nuffin' scares her, tough girl, like you, made of
wood.
How much will you owe Pauline for the babysitting when you get
back from work? Pauline hardly asks for anyfing but you like to leave
a few twenties in her bathroom and shit, Corrections don’t pay her
shit-all. Maaaan, she loves $hakeel, like her own daughter or
something.
You tell the Asian to get a washing basket and start bringin them
CDs out to your boot, all of them, the lot. You yell at Ruffy to keep
the boot open. His chins wobble as he turns away from your yelling
and takes a milkshake from the drinks holder and slurps the straw
wiv his little finger out real dainty. You roll a ciggie, light it and puff.
Mmm, fresh air.
You go over and lift up Ruffy’s two t-shirts and free hoodies and
pat his belly. Everyfin’s sweet. ‘Jeez, I could open up my own market
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wiv them CDs eh. Eh? Eh, dick?’
‘I think the neighbours called the 5-0, Rose. Can’t we get outta
here?’
‘What, that terrist lady? Behind the curtains?’
Ruffy sips his milkshake til it growls and puts it down and grabs
your elbow. ‘Please don’t hurt her too bad.’
You’re about to deck the cunt for grabbing you when you feel the
vibrations as the Asian presses stacks of CDs into the boot. The tools
he sees in the boot’ll put the fear of God in him, specially the five
inch nails.
‘How many CDs he holdin?’
‘Five hundred, it looked like.’
‘That’ll be werf a few bucks.’
‘I’d say ten large. How much is that each?’
‘That’d be twenty each.’
That’s the costa them not askin' questions. No way you’re stickin
around to sell ‘em retail, you been stung for that small-time stuff
before. Snitches is always following your arse, traitor-arse mufuckers.
Snitches get stitches.
‘Keep the boot popped,’ you tell Ruff, ‘I’ll go tie the dude up.’
From the boot you take the rope, and a wheel brace as well. You
make sure there’s a packet of tailies in your pocket, Superkings. They
burn for ages, them ones. They ain’t for smokin.
‘Want a computer, Ruff?’
‘Rose… who’s lookin' after bubs?’
‘Probation chick. Same as normal.’ You notice something about
his car that pisses you off. ‘Why ain’t you got a baby seat for $hak?’
‘I promise I will. Can’t we just go?’
‘You want a computer or not?’
*
When the shadows of the oak trees start lickin' your windows,
and the day turns brown, Ruffy drives yous up the hills, one hand
chewing a drumstick like a toothbrush, and you scope the view, little
X-mas lights all over the show. You look for the little wharf town
where you grew up but you can’t see that far in the distance. You
smoke a couple cones. The Asian fulla’s coughing is still in your ears.
He was a crybaby, he got blood on your hoodie, he deserved it, tried
to say he had friends who were Bulldogs and the doggies were gonna
get you. As if. You used up all your ‘spensive ciggies on him. You
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had to untie the cunt so’s he could write down his PIN number for
you, coz his mouf was all Sellotaped up.
Untie looks like UNITE in your brain. Whoever wrote words
made ‘em too hard. It’s real frustrating when you’re like filling out
forms and shit and you spell your name wrong and it doesn’t match
up wiv your driver’s licence and they don’t reckon it’s you.
You forgot to even offload his CDs, your CDs, you mean, the
ones wiv the pills stashed under the black plastic, but you got your
pills back, your R&Rs. Ruffy finks it’s hell funny, they’re sposda
stand for Ruffy & Rose he reckons, Ruffy & Rose 2getha, R&R. As
if.
When Ruffy drops you home, he follows you in, coz he must
reckon you need a man in your house or somefing. You don’t need
no man, get the fuck out, besides, Ruff’s a boy, anyway, not a grownup man, and he’s got tits from eating too much KFC. His eyes is real
big and he always blinks too much when he looks at you.
He feeds $hakeel and eats a whole can of her mashed potatoes
and changes her and wipes her bum while you put anuvva hoodie on
over top and curl up and shiver on top of your mattress, towel rolled
up under your skull like it’s a pillow. He makes sure you got free
blankets over you and you don’t even realise coz you’re so mad but
you raise your legs up and let him slide your pants off. When was the
last time a man done that to ya who wasn’t chuckin ya on the block?
‘Big Wensday tomorrow,’ he goes. ‘I’m feelin lucky.’
‘Who cares,’ you go, ‘You won’t win. Need some cash on ya to
get the bitches.’
‘Thas all G. I got you, Rosie.’
‘I’ll rip your lips off, you call me that again.’
‘Night Ro- night. I’m here if you need me.’
Soon as there’s a little knife of light at the bottom of the closed
door, you slip a R&R inside your mouf, tongue it under your gums
and suck. You have mental dreams about a rope sliding around like a
snake trying to bite you and coughing until you pull your rope-tongue
out and tie it in a knot, but you can sleep through anyfing. It’s when
you’re not asleep that the nightmares play.
*
You crack open fresh bottles of Janola and Spray & Wipe and
get stuck into the barfroom and scrub just in your knickers and Bob
Marlety t-shirt, scrub like you’re punching someone’s head in, and
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your furry teef are gritted and it feels good to sweat and you notice
how ammonia’s the only fing your nose can really smell these days,
that and diesel.
When you hear Pauline roll up your driveway, you put on a puffy
jacket, it’s a extra layer to protect you. Pauline’s your probation
officer, and she looks after $hakeel when you’re out workin, just
sneakretly, on the d-low. What she says every time she sees you is
she’s not here to take sides, she always says that, you can put money
on it. You laughed in her face the first time she said it, now you just
roll your eyes. Everyone takes sides against you. $hakeel was against
you at five this morning when you were trying to pray the R&R out
of your blood, doin the shrimp fing. You had to sing $hakeel that
Rexona jingle til she stopped bleating. Part of you can’t wait til she’s
old enough to cop a good hiding for getting smart. $hakeel’s the only
person in the city ain’t scared of you.
You chuck the kettle on. When she knocks, you tell Pauline to
hold up. You quickly bite off all your leftover fingernails. You do a
budget tidy-up, chuck your shovel behind the couch, sweep pills and
sticky shot glasses under the cushions. Your building gear – the tape
measure, level, shovel, rope, saw, all of it – just hangs out in the
corner, waiting to be used on someone.
There’s tonnes of deadbolts on the door to undo. She’s lucky
you’re even letting her in; Court said you had to. Pauline knows you’ll
smash her if she tries to kiss or hug you, so she heads straight for
$hakeel’s room and lifts her up, sniffs her bum and puts her finger in
$hakeel’s mouf.
Pauline brushes bottlecaps and bits of Port Royal and scabbed
tomato sauce off the couch before she sits down. Pauline smells like
a jewellery store, and her eyes is cold and blue like moufwash and the
white bits of her eyes aren’t pink.
You pour her a cuppa. ‘I’ve only got trim milk. Sure you don’t
want a proper drink? I got Cody’s, Woodstocks, Jim Beam… ’
She arks you about Ruffy, same as always. ‘Pray tell: are you two
official yet?’
‘Official Gs,’ you go, and fold your heavy arms.
‘Do I hear wedding bells?!’ Pauline winks at you. Paulz is the kind
of nerd what stops after car accidents and phones the feds when she
sees smoke.
‘G.T.F.O.’
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Pauline lays out some documents. She’s usin one of your Glad
bags as a coaster. You keep a eye on it – them bags is expensive, yo.
If that skank rips you off, you’ll… Jesus, you can’t even say. Nah,
okay, that’s mean. You won’t do that, maybe just roll her laptop and
jewels. Actually, that’s not a bad idea. She’d be too nice to squeal on
you.
‘You still in that pad down Walfum Road?’ you go.
Her lips pucker up like a asterix. She goes, real quiet, ‘I am, yes.’
Then she taps the papers and tries to start–
‘Number 148 eh? The one wiv the fence all busted up eh, you was
tellin me how your daughter crashed her Legacy into it and–’
‘Rose: what we have here will certify that I’ve checked up young
$hakeel and confirmed that she’s in good physical health, that her
home environment is stable and that there’s no reason to recommend
the removal of $hakeel from your, um, care, of your-your family –
provided you commit no, further, you know...’ She clicks a pen on
and off. ‘Offending.’
‘It ain’t a family. It’s just us.’
‘There’s Ruffy… has he not been in your life for a year or two?’
‘Yeah you already said that. Jus let me sign. Tell me if they’ve
wrote anything different, I can’t read it by my own.’
She strokes a big spiderweb what stretches from the ceiling to the
carpet, and she’s turned away from you as she speaks. ‘Actually Rose,
I’m going to leave these unsigned until this time next month. I’m
afraid I can’t in good conscience sign these until we can be assured
that your home is alcohol and drug free. I’m sorry, sweetheart.’
‘It is, honest.’ You pick a shot glass out from under your arse and
hiff it towards the sink and Paulz’s shoulders go all hunched and she
gasps like the Asian did. She picks up her cuppa tea and takes a sip
while the sound of the glass breaking fades. ‘I’ll fix that, straight up.’
‘Well, the clinic hasn’t ticked you off, and neither do I intend to,
willy-nilly.’
‘But they’re a buncha softcocks, they’re too scared to come
round. I only broke that nigga’s arm in, like, one place, oi. They set
me up, Paulz, honest.’
$hakeel makes a noise and it cranks you up somefin fierce. You
stand up, not sure if you’re gonna go staunch out your baby or your
friend. No one oughta fuckin squeal.
‘I DON’T GIVE A FUCK IF CUNTS RESPECT ME OR
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NOT. I CAN GO LEGIT ANY TIME. EVERY
MOTHERFUCKER KNOWS WHO THE FUCK I FUCKIN’ AM.
Pauline makes a tut-tut sound in her throat what you don’t like.
‘$hakeel’s been having nappy rash. You need to use baby powder
after you’ve bathed her and changed her. Every time, Rose. The rash
won’t just clear up by itself. D’you remember what we discussed? If
it’s wet, make it dry; if it’s dry, make it wet.’
‘Yeah I know, nuffin' fixes itself. I know it pisses you off and
stuff when I phone you up like after hours and shit. But you don’t
even got kids anymore, the fuck would you know?’
Pauline stands up and looks at the carpet.
‘Oi but you said eh, when you was round here that time, when me
and you had a– ’
‘That wasn’t during work hours. I recall, I think, I said to you
then… ’
You snap your fingers then slap your forehead. ‘SHIT! You was
sayin you had that daughter eh and she used to cut herself. That was
you eh? My brain gets no signal half the time, from the Prozacs. You
was all cryin’ about it. Said she was my age oi.’
Pauline shuffles her papers real expert, pretending to forget that
her daughter got smoked in this car crash and she tried to return to
work and couldn’t do it and got so unprofesh she almost lost her job
as a probation screw, comin' round here crying at 7.30 in the
morning, sitting on the kitchen floor begging for a sesh, getting
bogies on her big earrings when she blowed her nose. ‘Next week I’ll
come by. I’ll call you before I come over. Which phone are you
using, dear?’
You choose a phone from your pocket, sorting through the
burners. ‘Skinny mobile. Pink one.’
‘Honestly Rose, you need to remove every shred of drug
paraphernalia. If my supervisor required me to drug test you… .’
‘Some of it’s legit though. Like the Seroquel’s cause of my headfing, straight up. I could get eight bucks for these if I wanted, but I
don’t cause I’m good.’
‘And that’s medically documented, but this– ’ she lifts a skanky-as
bong off the coffee table– ‘Things like this, we just can’t ignore.’
‘But I washed it?’
‘I’ll give you a bell next week. When are you next working?’
‘Dunno, I make my own hours.’
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‘I’m so glad you’ve found some work, Rosie. Repossession, you
said? I’ll note that. When shall I pick up $hakeel?’
‘I’ll let you know. Might not go to work today. Might just stay
home wiv her.’
She looks like she’s about to fall over, and her arms is out wide
and she stumbles into a hug. ‘Oh angel,’ she goes, ‘Take the day off.
Get away from all this. Can’t I recommend a little R&R? Can’t you
get out of town? What do you do for fun, sweetie?’
‘Same as what I do for work.’
You follow her to the door, quietly trying to tuck a couple R&Rs
into her hand, but her hand won’t grip them.
‘Sorry bout nutting off before. S'pose I could get out of town, but
I can’t get town outta me.’
Ruffy tex you about some repo work, and “Can I get my car bk
plz.” You have to check four phones before you can tell what one
he’s messaging. You give him a rark-up about saying too much over
the phone, forgetting the code words, tell him to jus come round.
The sound kinda unfreezes the air and you get up and wipe the water
off the windows, scope the day, put $hakeel in front of the YouTube,
text Paulz, tell her you need her to babysit. Ruff’s a good boy, a
learner. It’d be stink if he went off and worked for someone else,
workin for you is… well, he works for free some days, most days,
and he’s into graphic novels, he can read. He always reads the pizza
coupons in your mail box real good, gets all stoked over the two
dollar garlic breads. The piglets can monitor ya tex and read ‘em in
court. Court’s unfair-as, like how only one side can read and the
other can’t, that’s why it’s good when peeps talk, coz the words just
vanish in the air.
Today you feel pretty average. The air’s real clean and blue but it’s
chilly too, and the trees look cold wivout their leaves. You plug your
seatbelt in, then unplug it. Today might be a alright day to die. You
drive over to Ruffy’s. Spose you oughta give his car back.
$hakeel was bawling her head off this morning about some
bullshit. Ruffy tried to change her nappy again last night and you
cracked a dinner plate upside his head then when he was on his back
holdin his head, you stood on his shoulders and yelled into his face.
He cried worse than $hakeel, man, and you think it gave him a head
injury coz later that night he started actin all buzzy, askin what your
155

M ICHAEL BOTUR

address is and what the best way is to get to your place, even though
he’s been there like every day for five years! When your temper’s up,
a hurricane comes on eh. It’s like the winds out in Central, when it’s
real bad winter, like how you had to sleep on bales of hay when your
mum was hooked up wiv that farmer coz he had a tattoo gun and she
thought that was sexy-as. Reckoned she was in love. You missed out
on, what was it, like free years of school.
Ruffy comes out in his jammies and you get out and go round to
the shotgun seat cause you’re too tall to crawl over the handbrake
and Ruffy plops into the driver seat and you and him spark a cone
and hotbox the car. You don’t say nuffin' for a while. Then Ruffy
goes, ‘There’s this chef dude, Bela. Mate of mine works wiv him in
the kitchen at the working men’s club, you bin there eh Rosie?’
‘Yuh,’ you go, finkin', I’m a workin' bitch, BITCH! What would
Paulz say if she found out what you actually do for a living? Far,
you’d pay to see her face…You shake your head to make sure you
don’t laugh. Keep that happy shit locked down.
‘He’s into his R&Rs. Mate reckons this guy holds onto all his
money to send home to his family in Hungry and never buys drinks,
just puts his bourb in a Pump bottle when he goes out. Aw, and he
drinks hardout. He’s alkie-as. Could be good for a tax.’
‘Is he holdin'?’
‘Mate reckons he might be.’
‘Dirty alkie,’ you mumble, packin’ a fresh cone and tryin to make
Ruffy’s Zippo work. ‘He won’t even know we been there.’
‘He’ll remember you. Everyone remembers you.’
You suck the smoke inside yourself and hope you never breathe
again, but your lungs is too used to it. You blow the smoke back in
Ruffy’s face and his eyes water and he blinks a fousand times.
‘So aren’t we workin' today?’
‘I was thinkin' Thursday?’
‘Whatevs. Why’re we in your car, then?’
‘Dunno, I just like pretendin' we can get away from all this,’ Ruffy
goes quietly, opening a Kit Kat, ‘Take the wife and kids or whatevs.
Can you imagine? Not that you’re… .’
‘Not that I’m what?’
*
BAM-BAM-BAM-BAM-FUCKIN-BAM!
Some bastard’s knockin' on your door! Shit it must be late...
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You sit straight up and a bong falls out of your hand and the
gross bong water turns the carpet black. When you went to sleep,
Ruffy was under your arm, wasn’t he? Or were you trippin?
BAM-BAM-BAM!
‘HOLD YA HORSES!’
$hakeel starts up the waterworks. You try to shoosh her by
showing her the coins you got for them Seroquels. That doesn’t work
so you carry her through to the lounge and show her the piles of CDs
and put her down so she can play wiv the shiny discs after you’ve
taken the pills out of each disc. ‘Don’t be a dick,’ you hiss at her. You
take out the discs and make ‘em catch the light. You break them in
half. You’ll make a hanger out of them, that’ll be nice.
BAM-BAM-BAM! BAM-BAM-BAM!
‘Shut up,’ you go, pickin' sleep out of your eyes. ‘I’m comin.’ God
damn pigs. The fing is, if you don’t open, they’ll just keep knockin'
then get out the pepper spray.
You put $hakeel back to bed wiv a couple of CDs and say
Sssshhhhhh, Mummy’s got a customer. She crumples up, knees on
her chin, curled like a shrimp. You spread one of your good hoodies
out under her and fold it over her and tie the arms until she’s like a
taro leaf stuffed wiv meat.
You got free deadbolts on your door and one chain. See, there’s
heapsa crooks out there. It’s probly Pauline having a panic about her
daughter, needing a smoke. She’s been straight for ages, though. Go
her.
The glass is muffled, like bein' underwater. You undo the
deadbolts and let the door open a crack. There’s one dude standin'
there, but you can’t see his police hat, his shirt’s not even blue, it’s
black wiv long sleeves wiv flames wiv–
His foot kicks your door in. You had yourself a good stance so
you don’t get knocked over, you charge back at the door and crush
the dude’s hand as he’s fumblin' wiv your latch. It’s not heaps of the
time you’re grateful for bein built like a wardrobe and born wiv a
head like a punchin bag, but you are now.
‘Mighty Mighty!’ he barks, ‘Bowowowowow!’ Then there’s
another thud, he’s got another bulldog helpin him. They keep missin
the wood and they kick in the lower two squares of glass. You can
hear $hakeel howling.
You let the door go and run to the kitchen, hauling the cuttelry
157

M ICHAEL BOTUR

drawer so hard the whole thing slides outta its frame and rains knives
and forks all over your floor. You’re reaching for the first fing you
see – a little baby spoon wiv a Bob the Builder handle– when you get
a boot in the back, stompin you all over the cuttelry. On the lino, you
can see how filthy it is under your fridge, all these hairs and shit stuck
to dried-up Coke. Old chips and hot dog sticks. Pills, bitsa cat food,
pills, all those pills you ever blamed Ruffy for losin'.
They haul you up by your hair. They’re real average height and
you’re a big girl, it’s not fair. You never bin the same size as anyone.
You wham your elbow back and crack one fulla’s jaw, and he gets
spit all over your elbow, then his mate stands in fronta you. First
nigga you ever seen wiv red eyes insteada brown. There’s silver paint
all over his lips. He’s holdin up his hand. Why’s he got so many
rings? As your nose explodes like a tomato, you see he’s dressed all in
black, heavy boots, black jeans, a belt wiv heapsa studs on it, black t shirt, gut. Studs everywhere, like he bin dipped in nails. His vest gots
a bulldog on a red background, white lettering. That’s sumfin you can
read: You can read a dog.
Know what else? He sorta looks Asian, just enough to make you
go ‘Damn’ as he kneels on your arms.
They don’t ask questions, just unzip their pockets and one takes
out a pack of Superkings and starts fishin for his lighter while the
maybe-Asian starts stuffin CDs into a garbage bag and you scream at
them, ‘I’M A WOMAN! I’M A WOMAN!’
*
Your blood’s made of energy drink, hot and fizzy. Ruffy can’t
stop lookin at the bits of hair what keep fallin out from under your
hood. Your feet are up on the dash, knees around your ears. Hoodies
make you feel like a Eskimo, all tucked up and safe.
‘Watch the road,’ you go. You can’t stop pulling out strands of
hair.
From outta nowhere he goes, ‘They weren’t sposda do that.’ He
hoons over a speed bump and what he said just falls out your ears.
He’s real concerned that you lost your pills, not as concerned about
your ears almost gettin ripped off from the stompin on your head.
‘They shouldna done that.’
That Hungrian that Ruff told you about, he lives in like this
heinous old place what looks like a campground toilet, all made of
painted cinderblocks. Couple stories tall; dark windows, lots of old
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peeps wiv driftwood and aloe plants in their windows. Shoes over the
power lines. Tags what you don’t recognise. The building’s got old
lettering on it, you get Ruffy to read it to you.
You got a tube of Bepanthen in your pocket. You never used to
put it on your tats, that was for softcocks, not even when you got
R&R done on your neck and it hurt like a motherfuck (Ruffy pussied
out and got it done on his tit where you can’t even see it unless…
unless he’s got his top off, but don’t even go there.) You keep
reaching up your sleeve and putting cream on the burns, a 20 pack of
burns. You had to sleep wiv nappies taped around your arms, soaked
in water. You pissed yourself twice. Your arms was cold and wet as
you hugged $hakeel – except, for some reason, she didn’t cry much.
You could hear yourself breaving. You had ta breave out your mouth,
coz your schnoz was all full of dried smoke and bogies and dried
brown blood like bark off a tree.
Ruffy’s still eyeballin you, nibblin a spicy wing, droppin crumbs
on his jeans.
‘RUFF! This building, what’s it called?’
‘It says, uh, Art Deco Apartments 1951.’
‘What’s that mean? Poes? Why’s it blue? Crips? Yozas?’
‘It’s cool.’ He pats you on the head. You shake his hand off. ‘It’s
cool,’ he goes again.
This is over Eastside. The flats is the colour the swimming pool at
your school after they emptied it. But you spose this one’ll be sweet if
it’s blue. It’s red and black you’re scared of seeing.
You and Ruff jump out of the ride and gap it across the parking
lot, chugging a can of Woodstock each, then you find the right
number and you kick the screen door in like Mulder & Scully, except
if Mulder was a big fat softie who always closes his eyes and points
his feet inwards when you tell him off. Guess he’s more of a Scully,
maybs.
Your leg gets stuck in the screen door as you kick it in. You fall
over as you try to rip it back out. ‘Fuckin’ alkie!’ You burp a bit of
puke into your mouth. It’s orange inside the alkie’s place. Bedsheets
is pulled over the broken windows. Ruff goes in while you pull the
metal threads of the screen door out of your shoe laces.
‘Hello my fren,’ the Hungrian chef alkie goes, slumped across a
car’s back seat. That’s all he’s got for a couch, straight up: the back
seat of a car. You can even see the springs underneaf, jaggin the
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carpet. It looks like the pad’s been tipped upside down already –
maybe the same bulldogs that got you last night’ve been here, looking
for R&Rs in the CD cases. A hump of big fick books is explodin out
of the hot water cupboard. Behind them are dusty electrical tools,
pliers. Maybe you’ll score you some a them.
The books make you edgy. You can’t trust cunts that have their
heads buried in books all the time, scheming, plotting against you.
You stare him down. His eyes are all watery. The ciggie between
his fingers is ninety percent ash, he hasn’t moved his fingers in a
while. He gots a teacup of vodka in his other hand.
‘Heard you wanted to trade for some R&R,’ you go. It’s how you
always start, all business, all fair, legit, trade, settle, bro-shakes. You
drop down and start gropin frew his vids. ‘These are all useless,’ you
go, ‘How’m I sposda sell this shit?’ You pick a video and chuck it at
his head. He jerks, spilling the cup of booze wobblin in his hand. The
ash finally falls off his ciggie. He rocks then puts his hands over his
face and crumples up, knees up to his chin. Like a shrim–
Like a shrimp.
Ruffy steps over you, goes over to the guy and sticks his hand
out. ‘Hey bro. I’m Ruff.’
‘Shut up, Ruff,’ you go, ‘Don’t tell him your name.’
‘We heard you got some junk you’re wantin' to swap.’ Ruff tosses
down a bag of R&Rs.
‘Please,’ he whimpers. He curls his fingers around the cellphone
in his hand.
‘I heard him go Please,’ you decide. ‘Thas a go-ahead.’
The walls are close together and the ceiling is low. There’s hunks
of broken glass in the sockets where the lightbulbs is sposda go. He
gots half a dinner table and one wooden chair.
‘I fort you said this cunt was holdin?’
The alkie goes to Ruffy, ‘Hey, I know you face, you are my friend
of–
‘Hushamouf, bro– ’
‘And this, she is your wife you are saying?’
‘What’d you say to me?’ you hiss.
Ruffy nudges the nigga wiv the toe of his shoe. Ruff would never
kick anyone. ‘Sorry bro, I had to… ’
‘Please you do not take my phone away,’ he says. Words all mixed
up like… Ah, he sounds like a fuckin little kid. By now he’s took his
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pants off and his knees is pushed into his eyes. His dick – lookin like
a shrivelled sock - leaks between his thighs. He stinks. There’s crusty
sauce on the face of the fridge, empty bottles inside. Plate of fried
sausages. Leaf of lettuce all on its own. The sink’s fulla white crawly
fings and bread tags and ciggie butts.
‘No one said to take ya clothes off, what the fuck?’
‘Please, you take my car,’ he goes.
‘Well obvious.’ You kick his legs. ‘Keys?’
‘I’m bros wiv your bro,’ Ruffy goes, and offers him a bite of his
chicken. He sits down beside the alkie and puts his hand out for a
gangsta shake, but the dude moves his body away. He’s hidin somefin
in his hand.
‘Put some pants on,’ you tell the dude.
He’s pissed all over today’s clothes; his other pants are on the
washing line. Ruffy gives him a escort. The dude puts the pants on
backwards, then turns and tries to jump over the rear fence, shinning
against the unpainted planks, all splintered. He scrapes his knees red.
You and Ruffy grab one leg each and yank him down, then you yank
his shrivelled ballsack and put your weight on him and pull his leg
back. He screams like $hakeel.
Straight away you let him go, like he’s a electrified fence.
You gotta help him search for his keys. Sucks to be you. You turn
over everyfing. You grab all of his saucers and plates and drop them
on the kitchen floor. It’s pretty cool when stuff shatters – okay, you
like building shit better, but… okay, you hate it when shit breaks,
you’re just used to it is all. You stop breakin his plates. You grab his
spices and dishwash and cloths and washing powder and old plastic
McDonalds sundae spoons and a can of flyspray and bung em all in
the microwave and set it on High for ten minutes and press the Start
button.
You unpeel his fingers from his phone, like his hand’s a orange
wiv real fick skin. Bogies stream into his mouf.
‘Goneburgers,’ you go to Ruffy.
You grimace as the plastic in the microwave starts bubbling and
this real rank smell comes out.
‘Fuck are my Superkings?’
‘Shit, Rose,’ Ruffy goes, ‘We gonna burn him?’
‘I just need a ciggy.’
Your head’s all fuzzy then you’re in the car and Ruffy gets the
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engine going and does a u-ey and you’re off to –
Nahp. Not hapnin.
You yank the handbrake on, walk across the middle of the road,
your knuckles hurtin, your tongue still throbbin from last night. It
hurts to blink. When you waste people, does it actually feel better or
does it just, like, distract you from your own agony? Ruffy pushes the
horn so hard you reckon his hand’s gonna go right through the
steering wheel. Ruffy always waits for you. Ruffy’s never left you
behind, even when the breakfast menu’s about to end at Burger King
and his forehead gets all shiny.
You yank the alkie’s door open. The air’s turned white and stinks
like when you boil the kettle and there’s no water in it. He sees you
and yelps like a puppy. You shove the microwave off the bench. As it
falls, the power cord disconnects. You toss his phone back to him
and he rings all these digits so quick he must be on crack, and he
speaks this trippy language real fast into the phone, then his voice
goes all girly and while he’s crying, he’s giggling at the same time and
pressing the phone against his ear as hard as he can. You can tell he’s
talkin' to a lil kid.
Ruffy sparks the engine but you go, ‘Not yet,’ and he switches
off. Where did all the light in the day go? The sun’s goin down. You
unclip your seatbelt to make it easier to die.
You tell him how the doggies stole the CDs $hakeel was havin'
fun wiv. How they cleaned out all your R&Rs. How they stepped on
$hakeel’s rattle.
Ruffy’s noddin, but not really listenin.
‘Oi, what did you mean, in the car yesterday?’
‘Eh?’ he goes.
‘How you go, “They weren’t s'posda do that.” How’d they know
where to find me, Ruff?’
He finks real hard and deep and reaches under the seat and cracks
open a Vodka Cruiser and sucks it, keeps one nervous hand in his
pocket. Alls you can hear is yourself breavin outcha mouf. Sounds
like someone sawing wood. You don’t even hear the traffic or nuffin.
All this shit pukes out of his mouth, bits and pieces of words, like
he’s spewin' up a bowl of alphabet soup, I’m sorry Rosie, straight up
I didn’t mean to, I’m sorry, I fucked up, I was high, Rosie I’m–
‘Sall good, Ruff,’ you go, ‘We gotta make fings right. I’m takin'
you wiv me. Just business.’
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‘You mean– ?
‘Nuffin' personal’s what I mean. Sall good.’
‘Butbutbut what about $hakeel, Rosie?’
‘Babysitter’s got her. Sall good. Quit cryin and drive. The shovel’s
still in your boot, eh? Sweet.’
You take out a Superking real slow. His hand’s shakin like he’s
tryin to jimmy a lock so you have to turn the key for him. ‘Don’t do
this Rose,’ he’s goin, ‘Please don’t– ’
‘Just drive.’ You put the kiddy lock on. ‘We gonna make this
right.’
The headlights burrow into the dark, wet streets and Ruffy makes
all these real bad turns, and he keeps changing radio stations. Before
you know what, tea time’s passed and wet yellow leaves is sticking to
the windscreen and finally you find the place, and curl into the
driveway, full beams on, and you can see lights come on in the house.
‘REVERSE UP! REVERSE! Don’t go that way!’
‘Sorry Rosie.’
‘Ssh,’ you go to Ruffy, ‘Just ssh. Mama’s gonna take care of you.
Don’t go nowhere. Pop the boot.’ You fall out of Ruffy’s wagon, pull
the shovel from the boot, tossing out the bags of chips and six-packs,
and unwind the rope from around it, make sure all your ovva bits are
there, hammer and crowbar and stuff. You open the passenger door
and Ruffy flops onto his knees and worms through the mud. Then
you hook the rope round the wrecked fence, tie a end to your tow
bar, and tell him to get the fuck back in the car. He drives forward
slowly, pulling the fence until it stands up.
‘I can’t see,’ he’s cryin, ‘Somethin happened to my eyes!’
‘Shut up and give us a hand,’ you tell Ruff. ‘Bring me the fiveinchers.’
‘The what?’
‘NAILS.’
‘ROSIE! DON’T!’
It’s all gonna end and here’s Ruffy still sniffling and trying to
smoke and drink wiv one hand as you make him hold the nails. It
feels real good smackin them in wiv the hammer, real damn good.
You get these buzzy flashbacks of fixing the wood chairs that would
get smashed when your olds would have parties at your place. No pill
feels better than fixin something that’s broken.
BAM BAM BAM!
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‘Is it right yet?’ you yell.
Pauline comes out of her place wiv some bundle and a buncha
papers curled up in her hand like she’s gonna swat ya. It looks like
she’s bringin in a load of washing but you click: it’s $hakeel. She
looks so right holdin $hak that it buzzes you out.
‘Who’s there? The police’ve been called!’
BAM BAM BAM!
‘Hurry up Ruff! Is it right or not?’
‘Jesus, yes, it’s right,’ Ruffy goes, and you’re outta there, and it’s
so funny, how there’s like a word for like vandalisin shit and hoonin
off but no word for fixin shit and hoonin off! It’s funny as! Nothin
on TV’s this crack-up!
You make Ruffy drive back. Even though everyfin’s black, it’s
not so bad wiv the fullbeams on. You can’t hardly feel the ice
forming, it’s warmer wiv two people in the ride, and you ain’t even
needed to hotbox it. Shit just feels warm somehow. Yeah, all the state
houses is built the same, but now you notice some is facing different
directions. You can take a state house and make it face forward, look
to the future.
$hakeel sleeps in the baby seat in the back. When did Ruff get a
baby seat? You oughta say Cheers to him for doing that, you didn’t
even have to arks him.
The tyres squeal when he turns corners, squeal squeal squeal. You
plug your belt in, touch it, make sure it’s plugged in for real.
‘Where are you t-taking me?’
‘K-Fry. Get a famly pack.’
‘Straight up?’
‘Straight up,’ you go, ‘Famly pack.’
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The MCG was black except for the spotlight searing the
stage, perfect for sneaking into late. An usher whitened the way with
a Maglite. Everyone must’ve thought Guy was a little kid looking for
his olds, his big, searching eyes said he was. Of course the usher was
taller than Guy, everyone was. The usher shone the torch on the big
girl, who reached out and punched him.
‘Get the light off me, retard.’ She couldn’t make her meaty voice
quiet. No one was sitting behind her large head. ‘Good to see ya,
matey.’
‘Sup Gai.’
Even in the black, Gail stood out, wide shoulders, head like a
bucket. It looked as if she could be one person sitting on another’s
lap. Guy had shown up a good quarter hour early, wearing his 2001:
A Space Odyssey t-shirt, but he’d been chain-smoking by a wet
dumpster out back, shivering in short sleeves, wishing he’d brought
his pipe, stalling, until he heard the first applause. He wasn’t here to
see the guest comedian, a dude from a funny-talking country who
was selling himself cheaply, emptying himself, doing bits about his
culture, selling out.
The comedian on stage spoke more loudly into the mic, some bit
about airport security now. Gail looked behind her, hoping the light
would come on, the red one that looked like an eye, the light that told
a comedian their time was up.
‘My beloved,’ Guy whispered, tugging a chair under his arse, ‘I’m
late as. Just got here.’
‘I’m late too! Should I keep it?’
‘Who’s the father? Not my cocksucker brother I hope.’
Gail shunted her chair away from Guy.
‘Too far, sorry,’ Guy whispered.
‘You’re a joker.’
‘Oi, we gonna get up tonight? It’s Open Mic after Jasdeep’s been.’
‘I think… I dunno. We did last time. I feel dumb. Let’s just
watch.’ Her short hair made her head look even huger. Her chin was
wattled to her clavicle. Her eyes had heavy, unimpressed lids.
‘You got leave coming up.’
A man ahead of them turned around, tutted, turned away again.
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‘Don’t you have leave saved up, Gai?’ His voice was thin, and his
neck and wrists. His jaw was pointy. ‘We both do. We should do
something, go somewhere. Camp-workshop-type thing, out in the
forest y’know?’
The man ahead of them blew a shush over the top of his middle
finger, double-insult.
‘Bro,’ Guy said firmly, trying not to squeal, ‘We honestly don’t
know anywhere that sells 14 year old trannies at this time of night.
Try the shop on the corner. Try Thailand.’
The crowd around them turned and snorted. They covered their
mouths to keep their beer down. Their bodies faced the comic
onstage; their ears were twisted back towards Guy and Gail. The
professional, the one people had paid money for, had to stop his set.
He stood there dabbing his brow with his Hawaiian shirt, keeping an
eye on the red light at the rear of the theatre, above Guy’s and Gail’s
heads, the light which said when a comedian’s time was up.
‘I am just waiting for young couple to agreeing on dowry,’
Jasdeep said in his tropical accent, and wholesome couples chuckled
and half-turned their tennis-heads back to the professional.
Gail said loudly, ‘If we were together, Jasdeep, Guy’d be a frickin’
lucky man. With me, he gets a free upsize to large.’
‘Big Gail…’ Jasdeep said, and peered into the twilight. ‘Where
your husband is?’
‘He’s not my husband.’
‘Where your man is, Big Gail?’
‘I know where mine is. Where’s yours?’
There were clapping palms in the laughs this time, and they saw
some people clean the steam off their glasses. Time slowed for Gail
and Guy. They had been called off the bench. They sat up straight to
let air into their lungs, as a second spotlight dipped into the audience
and found them.
Then eyes settled on Guy, lured by his boy-voice. He was
obviously putting the voice on.
‘What was the joke Dad?’ he pipped, ‘Can you tell us at tuck-in
time?!’
More claps, and spectators patted their clenching abs. Gail shook
Guy’s shoulders and whispered ‘Keep going!’
‘Guy, namaste.’ Jasdeep bowed with the mic squished between
his palms. ‘Lady and gentlemen, this little man, he is pervert, his
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chromosomes they are XXX!’
‘JASDEEP. That’s physically impossible. Watch out for red
lights, eh.’
‘Yeah, epic fail, bro,’ Guy continued, ‘Chromosomes only come
in pairs. Basic biology. You’re not funny. The accent kills, but the rest
of you’s not funny.’
‘I am serious,’ said Jasdeep, squinting into the darkness, ‘I can see
you have not Hal. Who you are bringing with you tonight, Gail?’
Gail couldn’t shrink, so she put a big hand. over her eyes. ‘He’s
just my friend… .’
‘Hi, Big Gail! I am speaking you! Biology is pair, should you not
be with your fiancé?’
Each handclap was a slap.
‘GO FUCK AN ELEPHANT!’ Guy swatted the tea light off his
table and stood.
‘Speaking of elephant, lady and gentlemen,’ Jasdeep continued,
grinning and sweating, ‘In my country, we are worshipping very big
large– ‘
‘DON’T YOU SAY IT, BRO.’
Some people were thumping the tabletop. Others were thumbing
the Record button on their Samsung Galaxies.
‘Gail, you are sitting there like college sweetheart. Hal, if he is
finding out about this, he is not impressed. Big Gail, hi! Mr. Guy, he is
driving you here?’
‘Yeah, that’s it,’ Guy sighed, flailing his hands, urging the
spotlight away from them like a wasp, ‘I’m just the driver. Leave it,
man.’
‘Funny you are driver,’ Jasdeep said, scratching his head, ‘I did
not know you are having your licence for forklift.’
*
‘Fuck happened there?’
Her body and Guy’s faced out from the balcony. They dumped
themselves on their elbows and their knees sagged. In the rain, no
one bothered them. It was half time and the dry parts of the balcony
were shared with comrades who tried to quicken the dull expanses
between sets with booze and smokes and speed. The jokers exposed
themselves with skimpy t-shirts, low-cut tops, tattoos of HannaBarbera characters. They passed jests around like spliffs. Jasdeep was
at the centre of a circle and Gail’s big ears were trained on him.
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Jasdeep was giving his cellphone number out to everyone.
Guy’s eyes were level with Gail’s huge breasts. ‘Fuck you mean
'fuck happened there'? Jasdeep’s set, not ours, dude can say what he
likes. He didn’t even mean it.’
Guy sucked a balloonful of wet, smoky air into his little lungs.
‘Honestly, if I had a knife– ’
‘You’re all talk, Guy, you’re a joker. Rubber knife is all you
should have on ya, little matey. You’re like that little Nick-Nack guy
from that James Bond one with Christopher Lee in it, when Roger
Moore was getting real old. The sixtieth one with Gold in the title.
Golden Years, or whatever.’
‘Don’t you just love it how we kill when we’re not even doing a
set?’
Dew settled on their skin like flies. Guy sucked on his inhaler.
‘We could’ve padded it out if we’d kept on talking, dropped our
websites in and stuff, steada letting that dickbutt get the last laugh.
Repartee, like those old Muppets up in the balcony.’
‘What’s the deal with them anyway, were they an item?’
‘Brokebalcony Mountain,’ Gail sniggered and wiped the moisture
off her face with the sleeve of her towel-sized cardigan.
‘Anyway, it wasn’t our time,’ Guy said, ‘You done a joke, I done
a joke. Back to– ’
‘ –back to starin’ at my tits again?’ Gail produced a lighter, fished
for her ciggies by herself, had to light it herself while Guy fidgeted.
‘Your tits, I was, yeah.’ He put his porcelain hands on the
railing. ‘The alley rang, by the way. They want their bowling balls
back.’
‘Rofl.’
‘Oi, anyway, comedy camp: we should fully do it, just go for it.
Get away from all this city junk.’
‘Absolutely, all these hospitals and schools and infrastructure are
just clutter.’
‘Don’t be a dick. Cities are, like, full of, I dunno… people
judging you.’
‘You’re not serious.’
After a long silence, Guy said, ‘Okay then, I’m not. We’ll stay
here. Do the same as we’ve been doin for, like, four years.’
Gail swept her handbag over her shoulder, stuck her cigarette in
her mouth and bulldozed through the crowd, making sure the
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glowing tip of the smoke brushed Jasdeep’s face. Tall men stepped
aside.
She rang her fiancé to pick her up. ‘Hurry,’ she said, ‘Flat tack…
No, I’m not joking.’
Although it was after midnight, she slipped her sunglasses
on as she got in the car.
‘What now?’ said her fiancé.
‘Just drive.’
At the lights, a man in a Hawaiian shirt sauntered across the
road, and Gail gasped.
‘JESUS, GAIL – what?’
‘Ah… He stole my handbag!’
‘Him? That Currymuncher?’ Hal jerked the handbrake, cracked
his door open. The car behind them honked. ‘You’re positive?’
Gail nodded.
Hal tore the shirt off his own chest and buttons tinkled on the
shiny black road. He walked onto Jasdeep’s ankles then punched the
man so hard his body switched off. Jasdeep’s legs knotted and he
landed on his elbow and face. His arms looked like shoelaces. Hal
jumped on him once then threw his unbuttoned shirt at the honking
car and got back in behind the wheel and took the handbrake off.
‘Sorry, my bad,’ Gail said, putting her sunglasses away, ‘My
handbag’s right here.’
*
Gail sometimes sent emails reading a;slkdgfa;lksdjf;lkaj, because
her fingertips were cucumbers on the keyboard, and it didn’t matter
what she wrote: Guy would never leave her hanging. Guy transferred
all of her good emails, the ones with winking emoticons, to a
reserved folder. The secret password for the folder was 16F. If Gail
CC’d an email to anybody, Guy would delete it. Only the private ones
were keepable. He was grateful that his bro, Hal, refused to use email.
Hal was all about directness - people bought Fords off Hal because
Hal cut out the bullpies. It said so on his business card.
Gail and Guy worked on different levels and never managed
to find each other in the foyer so Guy practiced his comedy on
customers. The plans he and his team sold over the phone changed
every fifteen days, two exciting new plans per month, one business,
one residential. Occasionally they couldn’t hustle enough and were
169

M ICHAEL BOTUR

left with a target at the end of a fifteen day period, so then Guy didn’t
mind begging and pleading customers to accept his offer. They had
no idea he was just bein’ a joker. He exceeded his sales and service
targets even though he didn’t really mean to.
Guy, Team Leader, was the person they always saved a Mornin’
for. All of his memos were gut-busters which would make heads rise
out of cubicles and nod and show teeth. Good, dry humour, suitable
for the company newsletter, his first writing gig. His salary warmed
three bank accounts, just sitting there, no girls to spend it on.
This one webpage said there were camping grounds an hour
outside the city, in the bush, where the trees outsized the buildings.
Gail said she had some crabs she needed to release into the wild; Guy
said his trouser snake needed to be let out. Guy wrote a bit about
Adam and Eve, fiddled with it, rewrote and rearranged it, practiced
reading it aloud in the disabled toilet stall, scheduled it for sending,
then deleted it, mashing his eyebrows between his thumb and
forefinger.
They ignored their In Trays and exchanged comments about
camp, back when they were 12, when Gail’s Summer Holiday boobs
had made her unable to win the cross country and gave Guy a staring
problem, when they realised they were the only people in class brainy
enough to enjoy movies about sharp people overcoming dumb
computers that knew everything. Neither had set foot in mud since
school and neither of them had any camping gear, which made things
twice as hilarious. Gail said there was some bush in her pants to
practice on, and Guy whistled at the email and said ‘Crumbs,’ and
went to make a Milo, bubbly-headed, envisioning it.
While the Rheem boiled, some muted person in the kitchen
asked about his day and he said, ‘Pardon?’ then clicked his fingers
and scampered back to his keyboard.
We’ll need to share a tent. Need a Superking tent for your big feet.
I’ve never seen you pitch a tent before, Big Boy ;o)
Serious – itl be way cheaper 2 share a tent if dat kewl
U r a joker
He saved her email, took his jersey off and placed it over his lap.
He had to go out and chainsmoke three ciggies, lighting each fresh
one with an orange cinder from the one before. He joked to some
giggling girls that chainsmoking was sensible because it saved on
lighters. They asked which floor he was on. They couldn’t believe he
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was THE boy that wrote the newsletter, O-M-G, I have to add you!
He couldn’t concentrate for the rest of the morning, not even
while interviewing a new workie, hair like shiny plastic tightened and
moulded over her head, hard tits in white embroidered shirt, skin that
glowed like it had been roasted. The new workie kept touching Guy’s
fingers when he popped his knuckles.
‘Your hands are so cute!’
*
Gail tunnelled through her nine hours arranging press
releases and placing advertorials. She was in control of any telephone
call, could get away with ringing executives in church, could
remember their children’s judo lessons and make the execs grin and
chuckle and authorise. On the phone, she sounded like a mature
woman, not an oversized girl.
Oh, totally, she told clients, I heart kids. I looooooove the things
that come outta their mouths. The clients would chuckle and say,
‘What’ve you got against kids?’
‘The bumper of my car.’
‘Big Gai does it again. You’re gonna be huge.’
‘Already am, mate.’
When Guy’s emails plopped into her inbox, she received alerts
on her phone. Her fiancé Hal’s last email had been a photo taken
behind a cat’s raised tail with the word PUSSY. The Spam box caught
it.
After he’d eaten, instead of watching while Hal threatened the
weather girl, Gail wriggled her wrist out of his clasp and checked her
email on the home PC, and yarned online to Guy, and took her
dinner out of the microwave and scoffed it because Hal said she
wasn’t allowed to eat in front of him, it was Revolting, gave him
Crook Guts. After chatting, she deleted her chat history.
Her boss knocked on her cubicle and Gail flinched.
‘I’m in the shower, Dave.’
David chuckled. ‘Japan happy?’
‘Nippon is-a very prease-u, san.’
‘How’s Hal? Boys win on Saturday?’
‘I can’t remember.’
The boss took his hand off the partition and put it on his hip.
Hal was a hero at Gail’s work. Hal’d filled a gap and within one
season the social soccer team had come second. He made a good
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goalie – the ball stayed the fuck away from him.
‘Presumably you see him play all the time though? All becomes a
blur, I imagine.’
Gail kept her left hand on the keyboard, half-invested, and said
‘Not really? I’m mostly busy writing gags in my jokebook. For the
comedy?’ She saved a draft of the email she was composing. Her
chair whined as she spun on it. ‘He’s been to my shows, like, twice
and he takes bloody headphones so he can listen to the cricket.’
‘Shows?’
‘I’m a comedian.’
‘I thought you grew out of that?’
‘No, it pays too much, in fact I’ve bought this building, that’s the
only reason I’m still here.’
The boss released some gas from his lungs. ‘D’you think you
could put that in the newsletter somehow? It’d lighten up the junior
pool meeting at– ’
‘Yeah yup, absolutely, Dave. I love writing cheap giggles for the
juniors when I’m busy.’ Gail’s chair groaned.
The boss looked at Gail’s back, almost said something, then
flapped a print-out in front of Gail’s face. He stood there until Gail
had read it.
‘What are you doing, Dave?’
‘Um, what this says, Gail– ’
‘Says I have leave I’ve got to take,’ Gail nodded. ‘Dave, what are
you doing? I’m afraid, Dave. Stop, Dave.’
‘Don’t you want a getaway?’
‘What about my emails, Dave?’
‘Can you not get Hal to check them?’
‘Right, Dave.’
The boss walked a metre away, then stopped.
‘Were you groaning at me a moment ago?’
‘No.’
‘Is there something the matter with your chair?’
‘No.’
‘Most people’s chairs don’t… Anyway, before I forget – it turns
out there’s another humorist in the building, on level eight. The
newsletter guy, actually. D’you know him at all?’
*
Guy did sets at the Melanoma Comedy Grotto on the following
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two Mondays, and the crowds were up, and some hotties had begun
to worship him, just because he was elevated. He was relieved Gail
didn’t see the first set, his jokes were about how you have to wear a
wife beater, you can’t beat your wife in a suit, that’s just wrong. His
tinny voice made it hilarious, but he wanted some feedback about the
writing. He couldn’t see Gail in the audience at the next gig, or the
one after that, and all the adrenaline in his system turned to spoiled
milk when she didn’t show. That girl from work was always with her
posse in the front row, but their bodies just blended in with everyone
else’s, really.
He couldn’t catch Gail’s Tuesday night sets – he was stuck
working late, getting time and a half for training the new girl. Her
name was Daisy Dao and she insisted that only Guy train her, and
squeezed his hand and told him she should, like, SO paint his nails,
and she stood behind him when he wet his tea bags and whispered
into his ear, and her lips brushed his ear lobes and he shivered.
Staff Drinks across the road on Fridays felt like he was
staying at work, not getting away and chilling out, he couldn’t even
listen to himself as the jokes came out of his mouth, bits he’d written
for the next newsletter, bits Gail would have him discard without a
second thought. Everyone kept comparing him to Joe Pesci. He had
to squeak even higher so they could hear him over their own guffaws.
The adoring Daisy-eyes never blinked when Guy met them. His
phone suddenly buzzed and he dropped it as he tried to answer it.
‘Was that your girlfriend on the phone?’ Her voice was her wet
nose in his ear.
‘What, Gail? I wish. Nah, just a stupid thing they want me to do.
Telethon and some ads.’
When he excused himself to pee, Daisy followed Guy into
the men’s room and wrapped her hands over his eyes. Her kissing
was hard and her ribs bumped his. It felt strange for Guy to lean
down, he’d always practiced kissing upwards.
‘My girlfriends totally wanna fuck you,’ she gasped, tugging on
his belt. It was a small, thin belt, half a dozen extra holes punched
into it.
*
Hal only came up to the realtor’s shoulder pads, but he kept
staring at her with his burnt eyes until she looked down. Gail took
over, made the real estate agent laugh discretely into her
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handkerchief, and then it was too easy, getting laughs from the agent
was like yanking a roll of toilet paper until it spun. Hal said the
kitchen was too wee for Gail, and she drew her feet closer together.
Hal’s little bro joined them on the deck for a sunset beer. Guy
nodded slowly as Hal worked himself into a standing rant about
someone laughing at him on the car yard and thinking he’s all that
just ‘cause the prick’s built like a fuckin’ slam-dunkin’ fuckin’
basketball fuckin’ player, while Gail’s arm snaked behind her and
fetched her jokebook and pen from her handbag.
They sat on the deck until the ice cubes had melted into the rum
and they couldn’t taste the alcohol any more. They flicked can tabs
onto what would be Gail’s flower bed and Hal pinched Gail’s flab
and told his Little Bro that he missed having him around. ‘Who else
am I supposed to clown around with?’
Gail stopped scribbling notes for a second, then lit a cigarette
and inhaled hard. Hal yanked the packet of Rothmans out of her
hands and rattled it. ‘Good smokes, these are, cept for the girl germs
on ‘em. I gave that muck up a ways back, but Rothmans is what you
want. They’re the Ford of cigarettes, I swear to God. Have one, little
bro.’
‘I’m good, ta.’ Guy pulled out a Marlboro Light and lit it
delicately. Hal leaned over, slopping beer on the deck, and ripped it
out of Guy’s mouth, biffing it onto the deck and stomping it. He
stuck a Rothman in Guy’s lips and resumed sitting between them.
‘Aw, and love, I forgot to tell ya – I jotted your name down for
the social basketball, made you a Forward.’
‘Oh, I’m overjoyed, but why? You short on players, Hall? Too
short, is that it?’
‘Stuff off I am.’ Hal stabbed his thumb at Guy, ‘He is.’ Hal
seized Gail with his arm while he leaned back and said to Guy, ‘She’s
gonna gimme some bleeding massive kids. Mum woulda bin
disappointed in you. Can’t ya get a missus?’
*
Each time she sank a three-pointer, or slam dunked, Hal
pulled her neck down and headbutted her, grinning, and Gail winced.
Hal punched a lot of people in the guts, everyone was always
standing over him, they weren’t playing fair. When men on the team
asked Gail what she did outside of playing basketball, Hal came over
and told them, ‘She hasn’t a clue what she’s up to.’
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Hal told everybody Gail wouldn’t move to the company’s Gold
Coast branch, to a six figure slot, because she was too tall for the
plane.
‘He’s not joking,’ Gail added without blinking, ‘Last time they
had to stand the plane on its tail so I could fit in there. Damn thing
had to fly vertical like a space shuttle.’
The mouths of the basketball crew became yawning black holes
and their teeth showed and they slapped their guts and knees. Hal
folded his block-arms and snorted and wiped the maddening sweat
out of his eyes.
Where’dya get this one? She’s priceless! She’s a joker! She’s gonna be
HUGE!
‘Honestly though,’ they said, swallowing their hiccups, wiping
their eyes, ‘How come you haven’t moved?’
The night they bought the house, Hal slobbered into Gail’s
breasts like a dog with a trough of water. She gave in and devoured
him and came quickly. She felt like a loose screw, pulled out and
drilled back into its place. His hair made her nose tickle; his head only
came up to her chin. ‘I need you,’ he growled into the side of her face
as he sucked at it and she felt electricity surge into her extremities.
In the cold hours, he came back to dig her and eat her again and
Gail lay there and thought about the house and longed for a cigarette.
Gail was Wile E. Coyote, and the mortgage was a ten-tonne weight.
There was a blackboard on the back of her eyelids and she wrote
jokes on it.
*
‘Sure you don’t want a brandy? Guy-sy, Guysy, have a
brandy, do… You’re half thirsty for a taste of… uh.. Tullamore
Dew… .’
Guy laughed and said, ‘Thanks but nah. Gotta drive.’ He pulled
back his sleeve and looked at his watch. ‘Tullamore Dew’s not…
never mind.’
‘He can’t handle his piss,’ added Hal. ‘God it smells foul. Tip it
out, Gail.’
‘Very well.’ She threw her head back and tossed the tea-coloured
syrup down her throat then poured another glass.
The low sun drenched the dining table in yolk. Hal was Flippin
Stoked With The Flippin Pad and he was wearing his best Bathurst
shirt, the three collar buttons all done up, although the shirt didn’t
175

M ICHAEL BOTUR

match his red eyes. Gail just liked the balcony, with its pot plants to
ditch cigarette butts in. Buying a place with a balcony got rid of the
disgusting cash which stuck to her and made Hal open her bank
statements.
Forks tinkled plates. Daisy licked her napkin and dabbed Guy’s
lips for him. Guy kept his eyes out of Hal’s. Gail was beside Hal, but
her chair was turned away from him.
‘You ain’t sat at the grown-ups’s table since we were tiny,’ Hal
said, smashing the silence. ‘Oh – hang on! He still is!’
‘Every man was once a child,’ Guy muttered.
Hal wiped the sweat out of his eyes, jabbed his knife into his
fish, held it aloft and jiggled it. ‘It’s easy to catch em when they’re
small.’ He bit into the wobbling pink, swallowed without chewing
and said, ‘So how long yous garn inna bush for?’
Gail’s fingers crushed her little glass of brandy. She was sitting
nearest the balcony door, knees aimed outside. Her cigarettes sat on
the tabletop and she fingered them.
‘I don’t know if we’re conclusively– ’
‘We need to write material, clear our heads. Practice. Please,
Harold.’ Her spine was humped, her jaw gritted.
‘Don’t call us Harold. Sound like Mum, you do.’ His fists had no
fingers. He took another bite of soft flesh. Guy noticed that Hal
didn’t have a fork. ‘You know you talk too much,’ he said to Daisy,
who was thumbing the phone on her lap, ‘Anyone ever tell ya that?’
‘I’m, er, forced to concur with her, Hal,’ Guys said, ‘It’s hard to
practice at home, what with our sets being– ’
‘What with ya what? Ya sex being?’
‘Sets, I think he– ’
‘Gail: the bros are talking.’ He shook his fish at her, flicking her
with lemon juice. ‘We’re talking, eh Napoleon! You hearin’ us down
there?!’
The crunching of fish bones made everyone study the dresser,
the ceiling, the ornamental plates. Hal sucked his mouthful down his
throat and said, ‘Well this is pretty average. Gai, I thought you said
you’d cream your pants if he came over? That was another joke, I’m
guessin?’
Guy went to take a piss and came back to table silent except
for the sound of Hal sucking the marrow from his fish bones. ‘You
know you piss like a girl? That’s ya fourth piss tonight, I bin
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counting. You’re taking the piss!’
Guy was glad that he had to sneeze. His laughs were too
expensive to spend on Hal.
‘He’s takin the piss, I said!’ Under the table, he kicked Daisy’s
shin. ‘You heard, eh?!’
‘That’s very clever,’ Gail said into her glass. ‘Boys and girls, did
you know Hal usually eats ear wax for dinner?’
‘Know what your problem is?’ Hal turned his whole seat so that
he faced Gail, and jiggled his fish at her. ‘You take nothing seriously,
not a one. You won’t even buy proper gear for your little camping
trip.’
Guy cleared his throat. ‘With the camping, Harold, presumably
Gail’s told you, Hal, you’re most welcome to– ’
‘I know I’m welcome, I know I’m welcome. Everyone knows
I’m welcome, even a retard knows that. Should come out with my
knives and .22 and show you Townies what’s what. Eh, you, oi!
Whatcha reckon?’
Daisy didn’t look up as she spoke. ‘I don’t want him alone with a
woman, that’s dodgy. Sorry, no offence.’
‘None tooken,’ Hal said.
Gail excused herself, took the cinnamon rolls out of the oven
and put them in the microwave and went onto the deck to smoke.
‘Who’d wanna be stuck with her smokin’ all day and night,’ Hal
went, and kicked Daisy’s shin more softly this time.
‘I’m goin outside for a smoke,’ Guy went.
*
At nights, Guy put his mouth to the unjudging lips of his
bong, and his belly whined and he scoffed sugar, but apart from that,
he didn’t eat. He sucked cigarettes down to the filter and tried to relight them. He had to stay addicted. There’d been the Telethon and
those adverts, sure, but his pay hadn’t gone up in a while, and Daisy’s
probationary period had ended and her salary was nudging Guy’s. He
kept recommending her for promotions which would take her to a
different level, tried to get her and Gail to switch roles. He told her
he’d been offered a residential gig at a casino in Australia. Daisy
should go ahead, he said, take that role at the Perth branch, he’d
follow her over in a month or two.
Because he had nothing in his guts, the beers before the Monday
set fizzed up into his lobes and trickled down the back of his throat
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to make his words ripple and warp and run freely, like they did when
he fell asleep with his face on the keyboard, chatting to Gail on
Facebook. He told Daisy he had to be ready backstage twelve hours
before the show, so she’d better not contact him the whole day.
Daisy waited in the front row, hands neatly coupled on her lap.
Outside, the nude trees shivered in the darkness and the door of
the MCG kept slamming. Everyone’s necks were scarved or bearded
and they started sweating inside. The stage was a bonfire. Up on the
catwalk, as the MC adjusted the lighting, he told Guy to make the
audience forget it was winter outside, and winked.
‘And, listen, hey, tell Big Gail there’s a couple producers wanna
have a word with her. They’re doing a ladies’ comedy show.’
Guy burped and played with his Marlboro Lights and said, ‘Well,
she has been doing this for a while… ’
‘Nah nah,’ the MC said, waving his hands, ‘Nah you don’t wanna
put her on screen, God no. Writing role, more like.’
Guy lurched, met his toes halfway down the stairs, spilling beer
from his bottle.
‘Oh, and d’you see Jaz on TV?’
‘What?’
‘Jasdeep – y’know, Indian fulla – got his own show. Man’s here
tonight, you should meet him. D’you not watch TV?’
‘Nah. Don’t wanna see myself again.’
‘Just be sure to tell Big Gai about the thing.’
The MC hefted a podium along the stage. Li’l Guy was
introduced as one of the MCG Mondays Rising Stars, and the MC
also introduced Guy’s girlfriend, spotlighting her, making her official,
sealing them together in a hot sandwich maker. ‘You’ve seen him on
the Bright Sparks Telethon 4 Life!’ the MC said, and heads nodded,
then the MC made a joke about how Guy was here to stand up for
the little guy. Guy trudged across the stage, dribbling beer foam, took
a long time to lower the microphone to his level, and people
chuckled. They shrieked and wiped away tears when he twisted the
mic stand and it dropped all the way to the ground.
Then he booted the stand over and it fell off the stage and hit
the carpet hard. With the spotlight in his eyes, he could only see their
flashing cameras. He paced until he stepped on the landmine, and
had to stay there. He pulled out his notebook, crushed it in his cute
hand. ‘I haven’t been sucking helium,’ he squealed. ‘This here’s just
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how I sound.’ Everyone laughed. ‘ZIP IT, THE LOT OF YA’S. I
ain’t started.’
Someone walked out.
‘Like, so there’s this girl I sorta dig,’ he sighed, ‘She with us
tonight? You in the audience? She probably can’t hear me, she’ll be in
the bathrooms, right, she snuck in a little something from home: a
dirty casserole pan and a hip flask of dishwashing liquid.’ A tide of
laughter swept through the black sea. A voice in the front row
squeaked, ‘Hi! Hi baby!’
‘I’M NOT A BABY.’ Guy could see sparks of light reflecting off
of Daisy’s lacquered fingernails. ‘So, no sign of the girl I love out
there?’
A few orphan laughs. He eyeballed the end of the room, where
the red light, the eye, could come on at any time.
‘Good.’ A hiccup of regurgitated booze stung his nostrils. ‘This
girl, bro, she’s talll. Oi, British people call girls birds, but if this girl’s a
bird, she’s an ELEPHANT BIRD, man. We’re talking a girl so tall
she sleeps on a double bed – it’s two singles laid together, end to end.’
Heartier laughter now. ‘Serious, people, this one’s big. Whiiich means
she’s pret-tyyy fucking big where it counts. And by where it counts, I of
course mean her fridge.’ Guy was pacing back and forth. ‘Honest to
God folks, you gotta see this shit, tall girls eat a lot, know what I’m
sayin, this fridge doesn’t have shelves, it’s got aisles, know what I’m
saying?! Clean up in Aisle 5 yo! It’s got a, it’s… she’s so fucking
byuda– ’
His left foot stuck to the sticky stage and his right foot went
over it. When he fell, his hands took the weight. It was funny to
suddenly have heavy limbs. People said ‘Dude,’ and someone said
‘He’s not… ’ and the spotlight roasted him. His legs were
underwater. Some of the polish had chipped off the fingernails Daisy
had made him grow.
When the MC helped him to his feet, and Jasdeep offered his
crutches, Guy shrugged them off and told Daisy to fuggoff to her
seat. He sat down on the edge of the stage and faces appeared in the
audience. His lower back dripped sweat into his Wonder Woman
boxer shorts. The red eye of the Overtime light was on him.
After he’d told them about the girl, they stood and clapped and
whistled, and a big man-shape with heavy footsteps thudded outside,
sobbing or giggling, and where Daisy had been sitting there was even
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a free seat, and he was surprised he hadn’t noticed that. Would’ve
been perfect if Gai had showed up then. There was something he was
supposed to tell her, plus she could’ve taken the spare seat.
*
The comedian before Gail had prissy posture. Hal flicked
coasters at him. Hal’s short, thick, hairless arms made the tabletop
slant towards him. Gail’s posters around town, beside the Ladies
Night posters, called her Big News and the MCG was packed
tonight. Hal’s feet were perched on the stage, armoured with dirty
work boots with paint spattered across the steel caps. When Gail
strode on, stomping, a pretend-Godzilla, Hal folded his arms and
yawned.
‘Bring the pouff back on!’ Hal turned to the couple behind him,
blinking his pink eyes. ‘Blimmin’ freakshow at his place.’ The couple
fluttered their fingers in front of their noses; Hal breathed into his
cupped palm and sniffed it.
‘Top o’ the mernin to ya!’ Gail squeaked like a leprechaun, and
they laughed because she had to hoist the mic so high.
‘They’re obviously platforms,’ someone whispered.
‘Any minorities in the audience tonight? How ‘bout disabled,
any handicaps out there? What about vertically challenged people,
any midgets? I was thinking of going there but I didn’t wanna stoop
to that level.’
Hal laughed like something had bit him, spraying rum on the
stage.
Gail visored her brow with her hand. ‘Is my man in the audience
tonight? Where’s my guy?’
‘You’re a joker! I’m right here! At ya feet, Big Girl!’ Hal
hiccupped then punched his mouth to knock the puke back down his
throat.
‘Lots of, um, lots of garbage in the news these days, boys and
girls, yussir, let me tell you about– ’
‘GAY-ALL!’ Hal stomped his boot on the stage. His rum glass
and his handle were empty and he banged them on the tabletop. ‘Ya
guy’s right here. You garna innaduce us or not?’
A smudge of laughter; snorting nostrils.
‘Dear Readers,’ Gail said, taking the mic and kicking the mic
stand over, ‘My Mack Daddy, Harold!’
Slaps of laughter like hands on cheeks.
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‘Pimping’s moved with the times though. He uses an app to slap
me. It’s called Slapp. Two pees.’
‘I won’t!’ Hal roared, ‘I’ll slap you with my… bloody… boot.’
‘Your teeny tiny size eight slipper, ooh, ouch Harold! I think
your little slipper would come off worse.’ She pulled her notebook
from her back pocket and cleared her throat.
‘You oughta tell em about that girlfriend a yours,’ Hal said, ‘That
pipsqueak comedy clown.’
Nervous laughter.
‘From the mouths of babes, eh?’
‘You’re rubbish, you.’
‘Thanks for the unlimited support, darling. Still: on with the
show, no shortage of material up here, oh no, I’ve got some
TERRIFIC bits about my short-tempered husband. The temper’s
short, he’s got short hands and short pockets. He wears shorts every
day. Short short short short SHORT!’
Hal put his hands on the table, rose. A young usher rushed
forwards to pick up Hal’s spilled beer; Hal shoved the usher, who fell
into a table of students.
He clamped his hard-tipped paws on the shoulders of random
people as he stood, trying not to sway.
‘I’m serious, love. Tell these gents what paid their ten bucks to
come see your fat behind, your ten foot tall flippin– ’
‘ – it was a film, sweetheart, Attack of the 50 Foot Woman. Daryl
Hannah.’
There was only the sound of hearts knocking on rib cages until
Hal said, ‘No one’s laughin atcha jokes. Let me up there, I’ll laugh
‘em.’
‘Hal, sweetheart, I’ve told you, it’s called a stage, mmkay? Makes
MOST people taller, mmkay?’
‘Makes your little boyfriend taller, that’s for sure. You telled
these knife – NICE public… he wants to root his brother’s missus?’
They could all hear the click of videos captured on phones.
Gail’s arms had become logs, her hips had become too wide to move,
but she jumped down onto the carpet and thudded out of the club.
The red light hadn’t even come on yet.
The MC righted the knocked-over mic and cleared his throat.
‘Sooo… next up… ’
‘Give it ‘ere,’ Hal said, tripping over the stairs, falling onto the
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stage, pulling himself upright, dropping the mic as low as it could go.
Gail had left a shoe on stage and Hal held it up. ‘Lookit the size of
the thing! It’s not hardly Cinderella is it?! I’ll bet a old lady lives in
here! Hell-OOO? OPEN UP OLD LADY!’
Hal had a whole hour of material about Big Bitches and Li’l
Midges, everyone could relate to that, and a gut-buster about a bloke
he knew who kept taking the piss. They booked him in for the
Saturday night, and begged him to do the Saturday after that.
*
‘What’s ya missus gunna do while you’re out in the woods
crackin’ funnies?’
‘I haven’t a clue. She’s a modern independent woman.’ Guy
leaned down and rummaged under the seat until the knife touched
his finger and he sat up again.
‘I’d better go round there and service her.’
‘Please do.’
Hal’s nostrils puffed and he red-eyeballed Guy until Guy turned
away blinking.
‘You forgot Mum’s birthday,’ Hal concluded.
‘WTF? No I didn’t.’
‘You callin’ me a fibber?’
‘When did I forget her birthday? You tell me.’
‘When you were ten. You forgot her birthday, ‘member that?
Now who’s the fibber?’
Gail opened the passenger door and plopped her bum into the
seat. The car dipped. She fumbled under the seat then pushed the
seat back as far as it would go, and reclined it. ‘Sure you don’t wanna
come, Hal? You scared of poachers?’
‘Nah… got a show on tonight. Oi, little man, listen: what’s your
bird’s digits? Case I need her. In a emergency.’
Guy wrote Daisy’s phone number on a page of the map book,
tore it out and folded it.
‘You don’t need this page?’
‘Hope not.’
Hal took his forearms off the driver door and followed them
onto the road. ‘I’ll pick you up if you want, just yell.’ Guy began
reversing, ‘Any problems with the little man, you just text us.’
‘Any problems with the little man,’ Gail replied, pulling her
sunglasses down, ‘I recommend Viagra.’
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Hal chased the car for a bit, then walked, then stopped. ‘Take
care of her, bro. I’ll miss the lot of yas.’
*
Gail stopped checking the rear view mirror, and they stopped
for petrol and Guy returned to the car with cigarettes.
‘There.’ He tossed the Rothmans to Gail. She turned them in
her hands, then said, ‘Eew,’ and tossed them out the window. She
went inside herself and returned with a box of Marlboro Lights and a
fresh lighter and a smirk. They shared a Coke with one straw,
chanted along to the drums and brass of the 2001 soundtrack,
gossiped about dicks from high school who probably sold used cars
now. Gail licked the tip of her finger and dabbed up the last pastry
flakes of Guy’s pie.
‘I’m not allowed to eat in front of him.’
One of Guy’s adverts came on the radio and Gail turned the
volume all the way up, and Guy covered his ears. When the ad
finished, she said, ‘Hope you haven’t quit your day job.’
Lawns became unmowed; sections quadrupled in size, silos and
warehouses bloomed, and fruit appeared in the trees and there were
chickens in the culverts, now, and huge car yards full of haymakers
and tractors, and then the city gave up and everything greened. Cows,
clouds, roadkill.
Guy had to relinquish the driver’s seat halfway there because
Gail said he was taking bends too slowly. It was Gail’s car anyway.
Hal still had the ute if he got called out.
‘No need to rush,’ Guy said as Gail drove harder.
‘Shouldn’t’ve come if you didn’t want to get hurt, mate.’
Guy scribbled jokes in his notebook as neatly as he could.
Potholes every few minutes shook his hands.
‘Whatcha writing?’
‘Gags.’
‘Tell me.’
‘Nah… it’s gay.’
‘Tell me.’
Guy reached under the seat and brought out the knife. ‘I stole
this from him. To cut the tension.’
‘That’s not real,’ Gail decided.
The road became smooth as they passed through a town built
around a clock tower, and Guy slipped into sleep. When he awoke,
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his lips were drooling into Gail’s lap.
Soon they hit bigger potholes and strange humps and egg-sized
rocks and the surface began disintegrating. Wet dust peppered the
windscreen. Clouds cooled the sun. The land had been drenched and
there was a rainbow, and steam rising above the hides of cows. There
was gold in the wet hay bales, charcoal in the rained-out road, purple
in the dripping foxgloves.
‘Gorgeous,’ Guy said, staring at Gail in the rearview mirror.
‘It’s almost spring,’ she said. ‘Shagging season.’
They passed beneath a bridge with a height restriction for trucks,
two metres sixty. Gail flapped her hand.
‘Find my jokebook, jot down a bit about the height restriction for
me going under bridges.’
‘Fuck off, Gai.’
‘Do it, it’ll get laughs.’
‘I’m not writing that.’
The sealant ran out and the car swerved on the mud. A sign
urged Gail to slow down to 25kmh. They passed billboards advising
them that the campground was approaching and Guy’s bladder
bulged.
‘So did you mean that?’ Guy shouted over the rattling gravel,
‘About my ad?’
‘Guess not. Go ahead, quit your day job.’
Guy’s tongue rummaged around inside his mouth but couldn’t
find any words. The road went quiet again, as if it had stopped
clapping.
‘I guess your manager would be all 2001, like 'Dave, what are you
doing, Dave, don’t quit me.' ’
‘Your HAL 9000 voice sucks.’
‘Fine, you do it.’
‘My voice doesn’t go that deep.’
A stone flicked against the windscreen.
‘How’s the girlfriend,’ Gail said, ‘How’s Dandelion? Or was it
Ragwort?’
‘Daisy. She flushed my stash down the toilet.’
‘You two are still on, right?’
‘The tumour’s inoperable.’
‘You texted her today?’
‘Nope.’
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‘Emailed her?’
‘I don’t waste my email on her.’
‘You’re not sounding like a happy camper. You gonna ship her
back to Russia?’
‘Shut up.’ Guy folded his arms, pulled his sunnies down over his
eyes. Then he said, ‘Uzbekistan, actually,’ and Gail chuckled and lost
control of the wheel. They lurched into a pothole the size of a bath
tub. The car nearly tipped on its side, but Gail wrenched the steering
wheel back toward Guy. They skidded, shaving a puddle, squirting
rocks. Guy fumbled in his pocket and managed to locate his inhaler
and sucked on it like a bong. Gail rested her brow on the steering
wheel.
‘If we’d’ve kept going– ’
‘ –I know, I know.’
They each lit cigarettes, and Guy sucked his inhaler with his free
hand.
‘We gotta tell somebody about this.’
‘About what we’re doing? Or the pothole?’
Gail got out of the driver’s seat and the car rose an inch. She
inspected the underbelly of the car. She got back inside and the car
sank. ‘Not much dents. Already had a couple dents, I don’t think
there’s anything new. Serious though, that pothole’s going to kill
someone, they go over it fast enough.’
‘We should tell someone. About the hole, I mean.’
‘Let’s just get to the campground. It’s only a few kays. There’s
already a sign.’
‘Don’t lose the map book. Might not find our way back.’
A sign above the pothole read
ROAD PRONE TO FLOODS SURFACE UNSTABLE TAKE
EXTREME CAUTION.
‘I didn’t see that.’ As they launched, Gail said, ‘If this was night
time, that hole’d fuck us up.’
‘It’s not night. Sun’s out.’
‘Gee, well-spotted, Hal.’
*
The hedges opened up to let driveways in and out and then
the campground was announced with an arch made of bolted logs,
and running children and boulders and picnic tables and Norfolk
pines and muddy knolls and seagulls. ‘Urgh, you’re joking,’ Gail
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groaned as she pulled into the caravan park. ‘Who’s been making
babies?’
‘Oh, yah. My bad.’
‘You and Kudzu make some babies did you?’
‘You sound jealous.’
‘Whatevs. I hate kids.’
‘You like making them though.’
They parked in a puddle. Children on bikes pointed at their car.
‘I said, you like making babies, Gai.’
Gail got out of the car and slammed the door.
‘Anyone other than Hal know you’re out here?’ he said, running
after her.
‘No. Does she?’
‘Daisy? Nah. Hey, listen, anyone makes fun of you, tell them I
know MMA.’
A giggle exploded out of Gail’s mouth, and she stopped and
wiped her lips and said, ‘Excuse me.’ She tried to walk a few more
metres towards Reception, but doubled over, laughing. The grin had
already faded from Guy’s face, and when Gail turned away, he
mimed a stabbing motion, right into the centre of her big loud back,
where her lungs would be. ‘That a new bit?’
The moustached woman who took their money, tucking it
into her bumbag, asked how long they’d been together, and where
were their kids, and–
‘I know karate,’ Guy blurted.
‘Let’s boost.’ Gail snatched the keytag out of the woman’s hand.
‘Our camping space is GG.’ She jabbed Guy with the keytag. ‘Check
it out, hey Guy, look, that G’s humping the other G! You’re not
looking, Guy!’
*
The kitchen sounded like it was full of birds. As she paused in
the doorway, a brat squeezed between Gail’s legs; others hid behind
her until they were tagged by their little brat-friends. She slipped
sunglasses over her eyes and stepped inside. Kids and thermos mugs
and plastic cutlery everywhere.
While he was scraping the burnt skin from a skillet, an Indian
child with big eyes tugged on Guy’s shirt and said to him, ‘Come
play.’ The child was struggling to hold a tennis ball with both of his
hands.
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‘I’d love to, matey,’ Guy said, loud enough for Gail’s big ears to
pick up, ‘But I’m sposda be cooking. There’s years of misogynist
kitchen dynamics to rectify.’
‘Why this big lady is wearing funny glasses?’
‘Uh…’ Guy scratched his head. ‘‘cause she’s chopping onions.’
The child said, after a pause, ‘How old are you? Are you twelve?’
and the child’s father gave a snigger under his moustache.
Gail whirled around, foam on her fists, taking a step forward.
‘FUCKIN JAS FUCKIN DEEP!’
The father called for his son to come.
‘HE TOLD ON US!’
‘Calm down, Gai– ’
‘Where’s my phone, Guy? Where the fuck’s my phone?!’
Guy sprinted to the car and came back with Gail’s mobile,
panting. Gail’s hands were crushing the bench. She was destroying
the wall with her stare, keeping her back to the other campers in the
hall. Soft rain tapping the window sounded like applause.
Guy sucked on his inhaler, stabbed an onion and tore it apart.
‘What do you need your phone for?’
*
Guy stood on top of the wet picnic table to see the sun going
away for the last time. She stared at his skinny bum. ‘You wanna hear
about him? Hal’s hilarious, I got some new Hal stories, I think. Ones
you haven’t heard.’
‘Is this you doing your set, or… ?’
‘In the kitchen. That was classic.’
‘What do you mean? The kitchen just now? It wasn’t funny, that
dick was, I mean, he– ’
‘I’m a joke, Guy. Look at me, c’mere, gimme your hand. Look.’
Gail placed Guy’s hand over hers. Gail’s hand ended in long
pink sausages; Guy’s ended in slim, graceful claws.
‘You oughta model watches, mate.’
‘Dunno if I wanna be your mate anymore.’
‘C’mon, mate, mate with me. Mate me already.’
The sun pulled the mountains over itself and the lights went out.
‘Funny.’
‘What, you’re too much of a bigshot to model watches now?’
‘You’re talking about the Telethon.’
‘And the ads. And I know they’re letting you headline at the
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Mel.’
‘Only when Hal can’t do it.’
‘They’re giving him a lot of slots, huh. Didn’t see that one
coming.’
‘Like-minded audiences, obviously.’
They were both surprised to find their teeth chattering. They
tried to keep warm practicing bits and gags and improv and couldn’t
prevent giggling fits and Gail wrapped her hot, pink arm around
Guy’s back. There was no difference in Gail’s big lungs between
chuckling and sobbing, it was the same shuddering hiccuping. He felt
the warm thump of her blood pressing against his skin.
The bonfire burned through all the wood Guy could carry and
they tossed plastic on and the flames became limp and green. Still
they practised jokes and shivered. Guy’s jokes were about his Daisychain – get it, Gai? ‘Cause she’s a chain around my ankles, right? She
had stormed back into their relationship, ordering him to take him
back, shoving him, pinching him. Firing her from work hadn’t
helped. Daisy had seen Guy’s adverts on TV, seen his five minute
spot on the telethon, found the plane tickets in the courier bag when
she’d stopped round to collect her mail.
‘You can practice some of your Hal shit now?’
‘It’s not that funny.’
‘That pothole was mega,’ one of them said, ripping out pages of
the map book and dipping them into the fire. The remark faded into
the dark blue.
‘Rain must’ve hollowed it out. It’s totally gonna waste someone.’
‘You’d have to be driving flat-tack. Spose it’s the country
though, everyone’s doin a hundred.’
‘A hundred cousins?’
‘Lol.’
They poured wine on the fire but it wouldn’t go out. The embers
were eyes, watching them retreat inside the tent. Her hands were
strong enough to get to the root of his tension as she crushed his
shoulders and he shivered in ecstasy. Then it was Gail’s turn for a
massage.
Guy barely had to bend as he stood. He was no threat to the tent
structure. He jostled round behind Gail, and she grabbed his ankle
and Guy collapsed, giggling, onto the jumble of blankets and duvets
and tarpaulin. Neither of them had sleeping bags and they had both
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forgotten to bring pillows.
On his knees, Guy pushed his fingernails into Gail’s shoulder.
The t-shirt concealed thick, hard skin. He said, ‘You must wash your
hair heaps, it smells yum,’ and there was an abyss before Gail
laughed, and Guy’s heart resumed beating.
‘You stalker. How go the diamond nipples?’
Guy suppressed a shiver, sloshed the bottle of moisturiser and
said, ‘You ready?’
Gail grabbed the flab at her sides, found the hem of the t-shirt
Guy had given her and raised it above her head like a trophy. Guy
cleared his throat and squirted the oil over her vast back. He found
her flesh to be bumpy, pocked around some pimply hair follicles, and
realised she was covered in goose bumps.
‘Put your shirt back on, dopey,’ Guy said, and put the cap back
on the lube, ‘You’re chilly.’
‘You’re a joker.’
‘Oi, honest, you don’t wanna catch a cold.’
‘OOH! Big deal. Hurry up and massage me.’
‘I’m not doing this. This is stupid. At least bring ya legs in and
zip up the tent.’ Guy scrabbled for his inhaler and fellated it.
‘Your inhaler sounds like Darth Vader.’
‘Hilarious. Oi, you’ll die if you get hypothermia.’
‘I don’t give a shit.’
Gail rolled onto her knees, shunted around and faced Guy, big
breasts sloshing, her shorts stretched by her thighs.
‘No one said I was joking.’
‘Fuck this.’
‘What, you don’t wanna see my talent?’
‘I’m getting out of here,’ Guy said and shuffled backwards.
‘You can’t get past me. Hal’s right, you ARE a pouff.’
‘Your tits are 18-FFs, I’ve seen your bras on the washing line.’
‘He can hear you, mate.’
‘Up yours, Gail. You’re a fucking cock-tease.’ Guy found the rear
flap of the tent, unzipped and slipped out. ‘Ha! Secret ninja exit!’
Under the moon, smoking and shivering shirtless, he added, ‘You’re
mental in the head. Who knows what your problem is. You’re just a
joker.’
Guy saw a blue light come on inside the tent. There were
irritating little beeps as Gail dialled. Guy strutted to the car, failed to
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dent it with his hardest kick, hauled the door open, reached into the
glovebox and rang his agent. Gai wasn’t the only one who could fuck
about with phones.
‘Nah nah nah,’ he began, ‘No, thank YOU, yeah man, course I
received the plane tickets, I meant to phone you earlier.’
Then he reached under the seat, fiddled around, and his fingers
found the knife.
He couldn’t hear her breathing as he unzipped the mosquito net,
went in on his knees and squatted over her. She’d dropped off to
sleep nicely.
‘We could burn my blubber for heat?’ Gail said from out of
nowhere, eyes still shut, ‘Like whale oil?’
‘YOU SPOOKED ME!’ After a black space, Guy said ‘Don’t
joke about that.’
‘I told him to hurry,’ Gail said, sitting up, and that was enough to
make Guy turn away and bury his head and try and think about Daisy
and his job and his telethons and gigs in the Champagne Room at the
casino, just enough to get his head above everyone else’s, and
interviews with teachers of the kids he was going to have, and
matching curtains and crockery and all those cold, dull stones.
She lit the last cigarette and passed it. It was a glowing red eye.
‘I said it’s an emergency. I told him to drive hard. Said there’ll be
a pothole or two, but nothing major. Told him to drive flat-tack.’
After a silence, Guy sat on his butt. His voice resonated in the
night. It had become deep and slow and manly. ‘Daaaisy, Daaaisy,
give me your aaanswer doooooo…’
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THE END OF THE WORLD
I spot this Tweet warning of one of those big rocky
snowballs headed towards our planet and my brain goes numb and
frozen, like after that thing at the Christmas party on that cruise ship
with my bro’s girlf, how I just sat on the deck for a while with my
brain stuck in a loop ‘cause I didn’t have my Valiums. What’s the
difference between typhoons, hurricanes and cyclones? That’s what I
was stuck on that night. What’s the worst out of comets versus
meteors versus asteroids? Gotta find that shit out, pronto.
I pull the blinds down and look outside. I’ve never noticed how
gross it is having all that diesel and soot blackening my nose, and
how ugly all those bandages of tarmac are all over the road, and how
concrete actually shines and reflects when it gets hot enough. Maybe
we can keep an alleyway in a museum for nostalgia after the world
ends.
I start making this list of what I should do first-off, tipping all the
smokes and lollies out of the fruit bowl and trying to find a pen and
paper then I’m like, Stuff it, no time. I shake a smoke out of a pack
but I don’t even want to put it in my mouth, it radiates a sticky, dusty
smell and I’m like, Why? Fifteen bucks a bloody pack, bro. I want
there to be a stirring in my pants, I want a hooded cobra to rise up
and order me to find a female and get laid one last time, but all my
dick wants to do is take a piss.
I decide the quickest way to get off is to cram my face with those
rolls you get from the Vietnamese place, with that fatty brown duck
meat that’s like eating butter, and I start looking for the cordless to
ring the restaurant ‘cause I got no credit on my mobile but I’ve got
this Mountain Dew in my hand and I spill it on a real good remote
control and notice my hands are quivering and when I do pick up the
phone the beeping of the voicemail makes me spazz out. My heart
reminds me that it’s inside me. It’s like the vibrations of a scary ogre
treading up the stairs. The voicemail? It’ll be Mumsy, telling me to
call my bro, but I don’t need them bad vibes when it’s the end of the
world.
I haven’t switched the handset off and I can hear the phone
buzzing from the couch. Jeez, Mum’s voicemails can be a total
downer, you know, saying the postman’s trying to send her to the
poorhouse by misplacing her bills. It’s just ‘cause she never closes the
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lid of the postbox and her mail gets soaked until you can’t read the
letters. I always say stuff on the phone like ‘Oh the rain musta
wrecked the ten page letter I wrote ya’ and she gets a stiffy about that
even though I haven’t written her jack since I was in school.
I think about the hot, crowded feeling of the rain falling on my
ears when I would gather an armload of mum’s laundry to bring in,
well, my laundry. Mum? She wears the same crap every day, to leave
more room in the wash. I still take my washing ‘round to her now but
I ain’t got a clue who hangs it out for her. Her arthritis makes it too
sore for her to squeeze the clothes pegs. I should put something in
the post for her right now but they won’t deliver it in time, in mere
hours the postman will be a sooty black skeleton with white donkey
teeth jutting out of his screaming gob.
Thinking about Mumsy isn’t a good use of my last hours. I have
to get my head on straight. So the scientist who Tweeted the end
was nigh, right, he’s called Dr Amitesh Chhima and he works for that
supercollider gimmick they got up in Switzerland. I’m suspicious
about the two aitches thing in his last name so I read around,
standing over my keyboard, no time for sitting, and I find some
different spellings of his name, but apparently some of these Indian
weirdoes do spell it that weirded-up way, with the two aitches. Go
figure. Bro, I go to myself, if you survive this, somehow: learn more
about India. Book a one way flight. Open up your chakra. Then learn
about your ancestry. Travel to the old country. Clean your
grandparents’ graves.
I try to F5 Chhima’s tweets but his page has disappeared. The
post – about the end of the world – has been taken offline.
Obliterated.
The obliteration has begun.
Or does he not want anyone to know? That’s some typical New
World Order government B.S. All that’s left are posts about the
conferences he’s been to, and whining about where funding for
science ventures is going and where it isn’t. He writes about ice core
samples, keeps using the word ‘unsustainable.’ Either he can’t bear to
tell the world and he’s killed himself in despair or a ball of sulfurous
outer-space diamond has crashed through his ceiling and pulverised
his head. I feel seasick. Honking horns outside, making my eardrums
bleed. Dr Chhima had gone where the future can’t find him. This
vision drips down over my eyes, of a whole corner of the world being
ripped up by a burrowing tsunami, busting dirt and lava everywhere,
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the comet ploughing up the soil like when my little bro tried to divert
the stream through our backyard. Matty. Matthew. The respectable
brother. He wears a backpack everywhere, even inside, around the
house, you should see him. I’ve never stood up for him when I
should’ve. These grown-ups were picking on him one time, at the
swimming pool, saying the lifeguards wouldn’t give a fuck if he
drowned. I had this girlfriend at the time and when she said I should
stand up for my brother, I said he’s not really my brother. Only half.
I take a dump and leave the door open, what the hell, listening to
the familiar sounds in the toilet bowl and wondering as a species why
we were never able to poop in front of each other.
I flush my last-ever shit and all I can think about for some reason
is tipping rum into Sasha’s hair, and Matty coming up with his
Christmas hat on and even with his condition, you know, how he’s
got no throat and his flesh is all splotchy and wobbly like luncheon
meat, he said those words to me and dried Sasha’s tears with a red
and green napkin with mistletoe printed on it and as I walked away, I
couldn’t believe I hadn’t noticed the DJ had stopped and everyone
from Sales was watching and –
I don’t wash my hands. I seize the phone and crush it like it’s just
smart-mouthed me. I dial the first government number I can think of
– Work and Income.
The hold music is a man calmly playing guitar and singing from
deep inside himself. It’s beautiful. It’s sunrise on a cold beach with
froth on the shore and soaked bits of black driftwood. I tap my foot
on the ground. I need to piss again. They feel my urgency and
answer.
‘I just wanted to tell you,’ I begin, and stop. I just want to tell
you I slept with my Mongoloid brother’s Mongoloid girlfriend? I pressured her
into sex, and all Matty could do was shout state capitals at me?
‘Sir, this is Prayag. Who I am speaking with, please Sir?’ I can hear
in his voice that he wears a shirt so crisp and creased it’d snap if you
rubbed his back. I can tell he’s never been in a fight his whole life.
He’s never done heaps gusty shit he should’ve. None of us have.
‘What? Who cares? Pyro, bro, the world’s about to end. Do
something.’
‘Please confirm your date of birth, sir.’
‘What? I’m really – I’m scared. What do I do?’
I hang up. What’d he make me say that emo stuff for? Made me
sound like a girl. I picture Prayag’s woman – glasses with lenses in the
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shape of a wasp’s head, sideways ovals, and her hair pulled painfully
back. One of those ones who’s always a step ahead on the street,
dragging the poor sucker to another store that sells lampshades. The
kind who’s anti about capital punishment even though no one had
been put to death on this side of the world since 1950. He’ll never
marry her. She’ll marry a property developer and he’ll start going to
strip clubs in the middle of the day.
I know what life’s like for Prayag. Women hate me too. Every
one of them on the planet. Know what? Good riddance to ‘em. Let
them be squished by a ball of rock sent by God to punish all of us
sinners, every –
Not Mum. Guess she’s a woman. God should leave Mumsy
alone. Come to think of it, she doesn’t hate me. One fewer hater.
My walls are burning. The air is full of invisible smoke. I grab my
wallet and nearly grab my house keys but I’m like, fuck it. I leave my
front door wide open.
*
I tell the taxi driver to hurry, tell him to turn the news up on
the radio, throw my last fifty at the driver, what does it matter, we’re
gonna get into a barter economy if anyone survives. Cash will just be
toilet paper to us, you’ll swap blowjobs for a loaf of bread. What if
the nuclear power plants spews gunk into the rivers, will we all grow
gills and stuff? I have to stop it all. I have to do something good to
get into heaven, just in case I was wrong about church. Or what if I
shoulda gone Muslim? I’ve always had this, like, feeling those
Muslims picked the correct God.
He finds a way around the traffic. It’s– what day was it? You can’t
tell, what with the honking and the bumpers – Saturday afternoon, it
feels like– there’ll still be some midgets scurrying about work
shouting about Pacquiao vs Aquiño. It’s hard getting out of the taxi,
there’s something inclement in the air, something stony about the
clouds, I can tell they’ve been punctured and are deflating too slowly
for the average person to notice. A stone skitters out from under my
foot and I gasp. It’s the first meteorite hitting the ground. They start
off small, and before you know it, it’s the end of the world.
I hurry through the long white tunnel into work on these legs
made of helium and pause beside a dumpster full of broken lightbulbs and shake my head at all the waste in the world. We never
solved drought or AIDS, did we, all we did was invent new types of
burger. The idiots I work with love their burgers, me too I guess, but
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there’s no love in the food. Mumsy thawing out a big hunk of lamb
to roast all day and take it out just when the fat’s bubbling and the
rosemary’s turned golden, that’s food love. Matty dribbling lamb fat
while I asked him endless science trivia til I’d run out of questions.
Matty and me fighting over who got to sit in the old man’s huge
empty seat.
I distribute kitset furniture for a living, deck chairs and tables and
shit like that. Actually, tell you the truth, I don’t touch the furniture
with my own hands, we use Filipinos for that, I coordinate the
designs and make sure all the right shit’s in each box – well, actually,
there’s a margin. We get so many boxes coming out of the
distribution centre, what I do is check all the boxes worth more than
$112, they’ve worked it out exactly. Customers won’t bother to send
back anything worth under $112, the accountants figured out, ‘cause
once you subtract the courier charge and the waiting time, maybe you
get only $50 back. I suppose my job for the last four years hasn’t
been making money for the company, it’s just been keeping the
company from having to pay out. Would $50 stop the world from
ending? Would all the money in the world save us? Should I have
given my bus money to the Greenpeace collectors outside the bank?
The guys are all looking at me funny, unknowing. Don’t ask what
I’m wearing, my Jets singlet I think, when I should have my hard hat
on and vest. They made me a fire warden, that was pretty cool. I
almost phoned Mumsy that day, I remember, but my calling plan was,
like, way too pricey, like 60 cents a minute. Had to save 60 cents, eh.
She phoned later that month, anyway. I told her I had some good
news and she was like, Oh good gravy, are you off your pills? and I
just told her to tell Matty I got a promotion and hung up.
My legs take me to the pigeon coop, that’s where all of our
pigeonholes are. It’s just a room of boxes stuffed with mail, really. I
take next week’s shipping roster and roll it out flat. It’s been printed
off Excel. There are totals and subtotals and zeroes everywhere, like a
constellation. The kit-sets we mail out are pretty inferior woodwork,
but the customer gets what they paid for. If everyone knew how little
time we had left, would they have saved up and invested in decent
wood instead of what we sold ‘em? Wouldn’t everyone invest
everything in building a shield in the atmosphere, if we knew it could
all end?
The pigeon coop’s got all these humming pipes and air ducts
running across the ceiling. It’s noisy in there, but comforting and
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white, like Mumsy’s laundry room. I press my head against the cold
plastic surface of the Carvalho Mark IV table. The Carvalho Mark IV
is an ordinary dinner table with a plasticy lacquer, just splinters glued
together with industrial glue, to be honest. One of the workies pops
in to open his pay slip and says something to me and I just look at
him and go, ‘I wish you all the best, God bless,’ and he walks away
fretting over how much student loan’s come out of his pay packet. I
stretch the shipping roster over my head and as I pull, I think about
the customers in red who’ve bought the shitty furniture, whose calls
are directed to some random little island when they ring, to keep their
complaints away from us.
I’ve wasted my life doing this shit when I could’ve been… What
did I want to be when I was a kid? One of those police dog handlers,
the ones that go around the schools. I’d got inspired by this cop with
a dark brown beard who used this real crisp, undecorated language
when he answered our questions. My dog was gonna be called Frosty,
and he was gonna have some husky in him, you’d be able to see it in
his snout. Mostly he’d be a Canis lupus familiaris German Shepherd.
Matty knows the Latin name of any animal you wanna throw at him.
Did you know all dogs are the same species? Matty taught me that.
He doesn’t even look smug when he teaches you stuff, he just rolls
his eyes like everything in life is like soooooo obvious.
I rip the shipping roster in half, but it doesn’t make the names go
away. They’re victims, all of them, every last customer who bought
every last crappy side table. I lock the door to the Pigeon Coop. I can
feel the air con turn my skin blue, but so what? I’ll be blue a long
time when I’m incinerated when the asteroid hits….Comet?
Typhoon? I read a couple of the memoes the boys’ve got. Every bit
of it is a waste of the tree the paper came from. Every typed letter
could’ve been a plea to get an imprisoned journalist out of a
Brazzaville prison. Brazzaville’s the capital of the Republic of Congo
– thank you, Matty.
I ring someone called Ansari Al-Aziz, the first number on the Do
Not Engage list, that’s the register of people who’ve been
unfortunate enough to buy products below the refund threshold.
'Hello? Is this Ansari al-Aziz? You ordered a rocking chair from
us, right, E-Z-Semble? It’s a piece of garbage. Ask for a refund right
now. Ask for me when you ring. Tell them to give you your money
back… No… An E-Z-Semble? You should be getting it this month.
The world is ending… Out there... but it is… Harish Chhima. He’s a
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scientist... I don’t know, NASA or something? He’s the first one
dead, I think. Destroyed his computer, maybe. I got to go. Just – ask
for your money back. We’re almost outta time. Makeitrightgodbless,
gotta go–’
I have to phone Adrienne. She was my girlfriend for two
summers, with an interlude between when she just went to lectures
and joined these groups on Facebook hating that Italian president
guy. I used to jerk off in the shower thinking about punishing her for
being popular.
Someone’s banging on the door of the Pigeon Coop. I shunt the
table over to it and barricade it. I can see my breath forming a speech
bubble whenever I exhale. The bubbles disappear quickly. Adrienne,
yeah, she woulda loved Frosty, I had Frosty all planned, all pictured,
the colour of his collar and tag and everything. I can see his pink
tongue hanging down like fly paper. Frosty should be in here with
me. Know what effed it up? Matty god-damned squealing on me for
the medical experiments I used to do on him in the sandpit and the
bath tub and that, that’s how come Mumsy said I wasn’t allowed a
dog. Matty’s always been a narc. I don’t give a shit about his IQ, he’s
never had street smarts, and he was always Mum’s favourite just
because he was a freak and he was the reason we weren’t allowed to
play on our own because he poured motor oil into that ducks nest
that time and–
‘You are there, Mister Sir?’
‘What? You’re still on the phone? I’ve got to go.’
‘When can I receive this refund?’
‘Let me go – I’ve gotta – I’ve gotta phone my old lady.’
They’re really smashing the door now. It sounds like a concert
crowd milling outside the stadium doors. I don’t like the way they say
my name, like I’m in trouble. I can distinguish like six different voices
out there, and the one with good grammar that has to be a floor
manager, all desperate and worried about memoes and newsletters
and reports and checklists and the stupid chilled doughnuts they have
in the fridge. I’ll eat them while the sky turns the colour of fire and
the angels touch-down.
Mumsy – what good is it calling her? I slam the phone back into
its cradle. I roar at the door that all the Filipinos are being ripped off
by the company, that it’s blatant, that them and their whole stinking
race of people are cowards for not standing up against the
management. I tell them their faggy little union is going to be crushed
197

M ICHAEL BOTUR

and they’re gonna get their asses deported, but no, no, they won’t, I
put them right about that, they’re going to die, yessir, within hours.
They must get back to their families and kiss their babies, pronto. I
try to think of the right words in that lingo they speak, what’s it
called, Tag-a-long. I wish I’d learned one beautiful language from
every continent.
‘HellOOOOO? I’m contacting the police, I am, you can’t just
ring a member of the public and– ’
‘Mumsy, it’s me.’ I must’ve dialled by mistake. ‘Did I ring you?’
‘My Chicken Little! You didn’t have to phone… .’
‘I didn’t mean to… I left the phone on. You would’ve heard all of
that yelling… Hello? The world’s ending, mum. A meterorite, we’ve
only got, I dunno how much time – ’
‘Is this you? Chicken?’
‘It’s me. Me. Don’t call me that.’
‘Tell me what happened, Chicken. Are you going to the
meetings?’
‘I’ve got a sponsor, Mum, I don’t need – you’re making this
worse, you’re making it hard. Haven’t you heard? Tell me you’ve
heard. Everyone’s – it’s – how can you not’ve – TURN THE TV ON
RIGHT NOW.’
I put the phone down for a moment. I can’t hear any sirens, or
any mass evacuation, all I hear is humming, and banging, and people
actually giving a damn about me, calling my name, demanding me. If
Frosty was been here, he’d protect me right til the end. It’s all Matty’s
fault I’m alone at the end.
‘Chicken? How do I work this thing?’
I face-palm and peek out a tiny window at the threatening, tooblue sky. It’s nice I can hear Mumsy so clearly on the line. The pigeon
coop’s cool and insulated. It’ll take them something serious to get the
door down – or they’ll just have to find the keys.
‘Don’t worry about it, Mum.’
‘Okay, my chicken, oh gosh, sorry, you don’t like me calling–
‘It’s okay, you can call me it. Only you.’
‘But it makes your anxiety worse.’
‘I don’t have… that condition, I’m better now. I’ve got a sponsor.’
‘Well what’d you telephone for?’
I go numb. I go silent.
‘You said something was wrong, my Chicken? You said
something about a comet? Your brother would know about that
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business. I think you’d better ask him. Here, his number is –
‘I know what his number is, Jeez. I should probably go, Mumz…
And, don’t take this the wrong way, but I sorta love you and stuff. I
heart you.’ By now I can hear the metal scratching the inside of the
lock, but it doesn’t matter. It looks like an orange ribbon has been
wrapped around the sky, and it’s snowing outside, and the vibrations
are getting worse.
‘LEAVE ME ALONE! MUM, GET SOMEWHERE SAFE!’
Matty’s phone number is the Fibonacci sequence, he’s got one of
those personalised numbers you can lease from the phone company.
I punch in 0-1-1-2-3-5-8-1-3 and wait. He’s on the opposite side of
the country. He won’t feel The End for a few moments; he can use
the extra fragments of time to mock my corpse. Dying will be the
only thing I’ve ever beaten Matty in.
‘Brother Chicken. Why are you ringing?’
There is a delay, then he starts in with the heavy breathing. People
with his condition have these twisted, cramped lungs. They’re supersmart, but they don’t live long, especially not when their bigger
brothers pour boiling water into the bathtub to see if it’ll make cancel
regular hot water and turn it cold, and the experiment turns their legs
pink for the rest of their lives, and makes them think you hate them
when all you wanted to do was play with them.
WHUMP. WHUMP. Wankers are trying to knock the door down,
I can see the wood bulge. I get a stapler and hold it up to the keyhole
and open and close it a few times. Chick-chick-chick. ‘HEAR THAT?
BACK OFF OR I’LL BLOW THE LOTS OF YOUS AWAY.’
‘Dear Brother, do you have a scam today, an insult, an abuse of
our relationship or something novel?’
‘Sorry, I had to… I’m at work. Yo, how’d you know it was me?’
‘I would explain caller display to you, but I’m not convinced
you’d understand,’ he snorts. I can practically hear him slide the Coke
bottle glasses back up his schnoz.
‘Mum’s… I just spoke to her. She’s all good.’
‘I’m perfectly capable of figuring that out for myself. Tell me why
you phoned, otherwise I shall terminate this call. Are you sober for
one nanosecond of your existence?’
‘I just…. I just wanted to say –’
‘Oh, this ought to be grand. Continue.’
‘Just, just one question, alright?’
‘Proceed.’
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The sky is dark blue now, and a plane is heading over. It can be
only metres ahead of the first comet, or asteroid, or meteorite.
‘What’s the difference, you know, between, like, a hurricane, and a
typhoon and a cyclone?’
He doesn’t do the gross breathing for ages, and then he sighs and
goes, ‘It would take me all day to provide an answer that wouldn’t
make Newton spin in his grave.’
I slither down the wall and plop onto the cold floor, hunching my
shoulder, pressing his voice into my ear and blocking out the sound
of the Armed Offenders Squad trotting into the hallway, crouching
and whispering. ‘Go ahead, bro. I got time.’
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