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      For Annita

      




      
      
      Tony

      
      I heard a story once about a little kid who came home from school and found his mother dead on the kitchen floor. A screwdriver
 was lying next to her and the electric toaster was still on. At least he found her. The day I came home there was only a note
 for my Dad:
      

      
      Stan,

      
      I’ve had enough. It’s all over. You know where I am. Give me some time then Tony can come.

      
      You’ll cope.

      
      Angie.


      
      I was eight. Until then I had lived like any other kid; Mum and Dad, three bedroom weatherboard house with a brick base and
 tiled roof, an above-ground pool up the backyard. A Holden, Australia’s own car, was in the garage. I was given a BMX bike
 for my seventh birthday. Dad was a sales rep for a pump company and Mum was always on the phone, making appointments to demonstrate
 cosmetics. Everything was normal. There was something nice about that; maybe too nice, even claustrophobic.
      

      
      I wasn’t too worried when I read the note. Angie was my mother but I had a father too. He’d be home soon. I sat on the back
 steps and waited. I supposed Mum was just fed up. She’d be back. When you’re eight, things don’t change because they can’t,
 they aren’t allowed to. Like her wedding ring, sitting on top of the note; it couldn’t change. She could take it off, but it was still a ring made of gold. Nothing would change.
      

      
      About six-thirty I heard the Holden pull into the garage and went down to meet Dad. He went into the kitchen and grabbed the
 note but it was stuck to the laminex servery. When he ripped it off, I saw a little semicircle of silvery blue; Mum had been
 doing her nails just before she left. Some of the polish had dribbled down the bottle. I remember that polish; it was called
 ‘Hollywood Sheen’ and I guess it made her feel like a star. She was very proud of her nails but I never thought she needed
 polish. She was the moon and stars to me anyway.
      

      
      My Dad took the note into their bedroom. When I went in he was sitting on the bed looking out the window, the crumpled note
 in one hand and the ring in the other. Outside it was dark but by the street light I could see he was crying. I waited but
 he ignored me. After a while he turned, walked right past, then I heard him flush the loo. I never saw the note or the ring
 again.
      

      
      That night we ate at a hamburger place. I waited for Dad to open up, to say something about it all. He never did. He just
 said, ‘Eat your burger, son’ and twirled his coffee while a steakburger went to waste. He was thinking a lot. When we finally
 drove home and put the car in the garage he said, ‘Come on, you can sleep with me if you like.’
      

      
      That night I remembered things, times better forgotten even now, if I could — a Christmas when the three of us assembled my
 Scalectrix track on the lounge floor; the time when I had measles and she sat beside my bed all day reading me stories; shopping
 in town, going to a cafeteria and buying Coke and a plate of chips; her smell after a shower when she came to tuck me in.
 Those things could never change, never go, but they did.
      

      
      The next morning Dad took me to the Wilsons, next door. Mrs Wilson packed my lunch. It was a normal school day and he came home to find me sitting on the back steps.
      

      
      ‘I’ve fixed it up, son,’ he said. ‘I found her. I knew who she’d be with. Come on, let’s eat Chinese and I’ll sort you out.’

      
      Over the chow mein Dad told me where Mum was. There were no deep explanations, it was all simple and matter of fact. She’d
 shot through with her boss. To me, he was just a voice on the phone, reading out lists of lipsticks, perfumes and night cream.
 He was never to be anything else, always Phone Voice. She had gone to live with him in a unit at New Farm. It wasn’t far away,
 I knew that because we used to go to a park there on Sundays, before.
      

      
      When Dad had finished he started twirling his coffee again, gazing into it as if it held the meaning of life. I learnt then
 there was only me. Years later, I still remember that little kid, legs dangling beneath the tablecloth, the noodle crumbs
 breaking in his fingers, saying, ‘It’s OK, Dad, there’s still us.’ But there wasn’t. Dad picked up his coffee in both hands
 and said quite calmly, staring into its depths, ‘No, son, I travel.’ And that was that. A week later Dad took me to the New
 Farm unit. Mum cried a lot and hugged me, she said she was sorry but she’d make it up to me. She never did. She was a different
 person, a stranger, not my mother. It was all over.
      

      
      Mum and Dad became Angie and Stan, two people I stayed with, when they were home, on a divided week basis. Three days with
 one, four with the other; sometimes more, sometimes less; it depended. To an outside observer, if there had been one, it would
 have been difficult to tell which of them cared the least. Angie became the lady about town, spending most of her time at
 fashion and hair dressing conventions; Stan seemed to avoid me, preferring the company of his mates at the pub. I learnt to
 adjust, to take what was given, especially in cash to keep me quiet, and observe. I watched my parents as a kid watches an
 ants’ nest that’s been kicked. I watched as they tried to hide from, or rebuild, or destroy whatever life had to offer them. But most of all
 I learnt to be hard, to close in on myself, trusting only Number One, me, Tony Landon, who at eight had become a man.
      

      
      Things went on that way for years, until one night, when I was seventeen, I left Angie’s apartment during a cocktail party.
 The nauseating combination of Herb Alpert records, cigarette smoke and underarm deodorant got the better of me. It was ten
 o’clock and I was due at Stan’s for the next three days. Angie wouldn’t miss me. Chucking my school books, razor and wallet
 in a back pack, I slipped out through a window and down the fire escape. A cool blast of air from the river nearby hit me
 hard. I stood on the landing and breathed in. Freedom. Without other people — Angie, Stan, Phone Voice — the world was good.
 It was going to be mine. As I walked down I thought of the long ride to Stan’s through the same old suburbs, the grunts over
 breakfast, then three days of nothing. I wanted to hang on to how I felt, it would pass soon enough. Unlocking my bike in
 the garage, I knew it was a night for the park. I had done it before when I felt like this. So I rode, curiously high, feeling
 my body pushing against the fresh air, feeling my freedom, myself.
      

      
      Angie was OK. She left me alone. I had my own room, desk, stereo, money. She never interfered. As for her boyfriend, he didn’t
 exist. Phone Voice was hardly more than a shop dummy in a downtown window. Perfectly dressed, always ‘right’, smelling of
 aftershave with a whiff of motel sex; sanitized. He spoke sometimes: ‘Morning,’ he would say over a croissant on the patio.
 Nothing more. That’s all he was really, a fake, dressed for others, never himself. I don’t think he had a ‘self’. Angie, she’d
 changed; she seemed taller, more elegant, thin to the point of emaciation, but impersonal. Not my mother. She smoked slender,
 whispy cigarettes tipped lipstick scarlet on the white menthol filter. With long, enamel nails, still ‘Hollywood Sheen’, she
 would pluck a smoke from her silver case and say, ‘Morning, Tony’, or ‘Night, Tony’, depending on whether I was coming or
 going. She left money on my desk. Conscience money, I knew, but I was entitled and it made her feel clean. No worries, who
 was Tony anyway?
      

      
      That night the air was crisper than usual, its bite sharper, filling me with a kind of excitement, a promise of something.
 The white fluorescent street lights seemed to catch the air too, colder, brighter, leading me on. I wheeled right towards
 the park and the river. There in the darkness, riding slowly through the winding maze of bikeways between trees and rose beds,
 I could lose myself in the night, alone where nobody knew.
      

      
      In five minutes I had ridden through the gates. The park never closed. On weekdays it was quiet, lunchtime trade only: commercial
 travellers, lovers sitting in cars or on benches, the trees screening out the street world for an hour. Weekends drew more
 people but never many, the great days of parks were over. A Victorian band rotunda, a work of art in fretted timber and galvanized
 iron, stood elegantly useless in the centre. Kids played in it mostly, giving mock orations to the pigeons until their parents
 called them down, or they got splinters. I had seen it all. But at night, the glare of roses and poincianas mellowed and died.
 Only then, for me, was the park truly alive. To some it may have been sinister. The quiet was deafening for a city kid, but
 as I rode the hum of my gears, the muted crunching of leaves under the tyres and the dark shadows of the great trees, especially
 the figs, welcomed me, hiding me from the glaring reality of life beyond the gates. Here alone I was myself; complete.
      

      
      For no particular reason I rode through the maze of paths towards the river. Maybe the sharp breeze called me down, maybe it was my bike naturally responding to some sensation in my body. It didn’t matter, I had time and the river was
 there. By night, it was magical. Over the years the swing of the tide had cut into the park and gouged a great curve, maybe
 five hundred metres long, into the turf. Some of the figs, natural forest giants, now plunged massive root tentacles into
 the river mud a metre or so below the bank. I knew khaki slime clung to them, slippery and treacherous for kids. The mud banks,
 reaching out to the water, were brown ooze, here and there cans and broken bottles protruded, or lurked, traps for young players
 who, uninitiated, tried to cross to the water’s edge chasing the tiny, zig-zagging crabs scattered on the surface. I’d seen
 that mud trailed with red as sliced feet limped back, kids snivelling for their mothers.
      

      
      But at night, especially that night as I stood on the edge looking down, even the mud gleamed silver, and the water, lapping
 the edge far out, was lace, reflecting intricate patterns of a crescent moon. The crabs, like garnets, scuttled below me.
 ‘Beautiful bastards,’ I said aloud. ‘Beautiful …’ Screams of flying foxes cut me short. Above, deep in the branches of the
 figs they cackled and fought over fruit, making me edgy. It was time to go. I pushed my bike on to the path, heading for Stan’s.
      

      
      I rode the river path towards the lower exit. This wasn’t usual, but nor was the night. As I moved through the dark trees,
 darker shadows took the moon and the light faded. Before the twin plinths of the exit could loom from the darkness, the first
 veil of rain swept my face. I was drenched in minutes, clothes clinging to my skin. I wheeled in under the canopy of a poinciana.
 The rain drove through. Any pleasure I’d felt on leaving Angie’s was utterly gone. Wet and miserable, I thought about the
 prospect of an hour’s ride at midnight; cold comfort that. I couldn’t go back to Angie’s, her three days were up. As of now,
 tonight was tomorrow Besides, they would be well and truly anaesthetised in their unit, fitted sheets and all.
      

      
      To my left spread the park, wreathed now in silvery drifts of rain. To my right, a two metre fence on the park edge, and beyond,
 in the gloom, the black, forbidding mass of the old municipal power station, boiler stacks twin towers against the clouds.
 Outside, beyond the gates, its great bulk made me feel small. I looked up. Three stories of brick loomed above like the face
 of a cliff. On each side the building stretched away into the rainy gloom. There was a stillness, a quiet far more intimidating
 than in the park. At least there trees rustled, leaves fell, but here, nothing, only a sinister abandonment.
      

      
      I moved forward. Maybe, if I could get inside, it would be dry. In the darkness I could make out the paler shape of the main
 entrance. Concrete steps led to a mighty pair of doors. Bolted fast. No entry. Still the rain drove down. I was drenched,
 cold, frustrated. Following the wall of the building to my right, I trailed one hand against the wet bricks, with the other
 I pushed my bike. Somewhere there must be an end to the wall, somewhere a corner to turn. At last I reached it, and turning,
 saw a collection of weatherboard huts, tool sheds maybe, set back in the dank, long grass of the grounds. They were barred;
 rusted padlocks rattled but would not give when I pushed. Then, looking to the river, I saw at the far corner of the main
 building a great gap, yawning there, the rain pouring into the darkness. Demolition, begun once and abandoned, had left a
 gaping hole in the bricks. It was a joke really, so much pretence of security at the front, but there, on the river side,
 the building was wide open.
      

      
      Wheeling my bike through the piles of scattered brick and abandoned machinery, I peered in. The hole was substantial, two
 or three metres across and at least six metres high. Inside I could see nothing, only darkness. I went in. The sound of the rain was cut at once. The silence returned and the blackness closed around me. I wasn’t afraid but terribly
 tense. Shapes formed and through the gloom I saw the colossal boilers, great cylinders of steel, squatting like beasts dimly
 observing their prey. My shoes made no sound on the concrete floor and I padded to the centre of the room. Above me I could
 make out level after level of iron grids, catwalks and stairways, a maze of superstructures, winding up into the gloom of
 the ceiling, maybe thirty metres above.
      

      
      It was too big, too cavernous. I needed a corner, an angle in the dark to separate me from the great nothingness. Without
 a sound I bent to rest my bike on the floor then I stood, feeling more exposed without its presence. Now utterly alone, I
 crossed to the nearest staircase rising from the centre of the room, leading nowhere except up. ‘Up there’, I thought, ‘there
 must be something. An office, a store room. Something small.’ I began to climb. The stairs were iron, skeletal structures
 seemingly suspended in air, crazily raked at an acute angle to the sky. When I looked down, my bike was far below, flashing
 silver in a pocket of light. Looking up I saw glass skylights, pale grey, patterned against the black void of the roof. I
 couldn’t tell if the rain had stopped but grey shafts of light pierced the blackness from every level. I had a fleeting recollection
 of an old black and white movie I’d seen once, a documentary about the Battle of Britain, searchlight beams cutting the night
 sky. I kept climbing, reached a landing, climbed again and levelled off on a catwalk.
      

      
      To my left, on the river side, was a series of small, boxlike rooms, dark, but less threatening than the boiler room below.
 I checked inside. The floor was littered with old papers and in a strange way it seemed inviting. Dropping my bag, I went
 back to the catwalk to have a leak before calling it a night. I opened my zip and felt better in a minute. Only then did I
 realize — there was someone behind me.
      

   




      
      
      Joe

      
      I was as scared as hell when I went out on that catwalk. I’m no hero. At first I thought maybe rats woke me but when I sat
 up and listened I knew there was someone mucking around in the room next to mine. I’d been half expecting some derelict to
 wander in sooner or later but sitting there with my scalp creeping I wished it was much later — like never. I waited a minute,
 hoping whoever it was would shoot through and leave me alone. Then I heard the unmistakable sound of a guy having a pee; I
 guessed whoever it was intended to stay the night. There was no way I could go back to sleep so I slid over to the door.
      

      
      I thought it might be a drunk, the sort with a black coat and a bottle under his arm. I was in for a shock. Through the miserable
 grey light I could see someone all right, but from his jeans and parka I could tell he was young. He had his back to me, one
 hand on his hip. Maybe it was some slight noise I made, maybe he sensed my presence but just as he was about to zip up, he
 suddenly spun around, eyes like saucers and mouth wide open. He moved so fast I jumped back myself, half disappearing into
 the black hole of my room. For a minute there was a kind of cat and mouse game as we both took steps backwards and forwards,
 watching. I had the advantage — I was in the dark but the grey light was full on his face. He was only young, my age, and
 scared stupid. His hands gripped the railing and he kept opening and shutting his mouth. I didn’t blame him; in the darkness I could have been anybody, anything. Finally I thought
 it was OK to say something. He was too uptight to move, let alone speak.
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