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         In the morning Cathy McPherson put three soft-boiled eggs outside Benny Catchprice’s door and in the afternoon she fired him from the Spare Parts Department. That’s who she was – his father’s sister. They were both the same – big ones for kissing and cuddling, but you could not predict them. You could not rely on them for anything important. They had great soft lips and they had a family smell, like almost-rancid butter which came from deep in their skin, from the thick shafts of their wiry hair; they smelt of this, from within them, but also of things they had touched or swallowed – motor oil, radiator hoses, Life Savers, different sorts of alcohol – beer, Benedictine, altar wine on Sundays. She was the one who stroked his ear with her small guitar-calloused fingers and whis­pered, ‘I love you little Ben-Ben,’ but she was still a Catchprice and it was not a contradiction that she fired him.

         Cathy was married to Howie who had a pencil-line moustache, a ducktail, and a secret rash which stopped in a clean line at his collar and the cuffs of his shirt. He had the ducktail because he was a Rock-a-Billy throwback: Sleepy La Beef, Charlie Feathers, Mickey Gilley, all the losers of Rock ‘n’ Roll, they were his heroes. He had this rash because he hated Catchprice Motors but no one ever said that. Cathy and Howie sat behind the counter of the Spare Parts Department as if they were Shire engineers or pharmacists. They had a Waiting Room. They set it up with ferns and pots and pans so it smelled of damp and chemical fertilizer and rotting sawdust. In the places on the wall where any normal car business had charts of K.L.G. spark plugs and colour calendars from Turtle Wax, they had the photograph of Cathy shaking hands with Cowboy Jack Cle­ment, the framed letter from Ernest Tubb, the photograph of the band on stage at the Tamworth Festival: Craig on bass guitar, Kevin on drums, Steve Putzel on piano, and Cathy herself out front with a bright red Fender and huge, snake-skin boots she got mail order from Music  City  News.  The band was called Big Mack. If they had paid as much attention to Catchprice Motors as they paid to it, there would have been no crisis ever.
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         Until the Friday afternoon they fired him, Benny worked on the long bench which ran at right angles to the front counter where Cath and Howie sat like Tweedledum and Tweedledee. Behind him were the deep rows of grey metal bins, above his head was the steel mesh floor of the body panel racks. In front of him was a sweaty white brick wall and a single turquoise G.E. fan which swung back and forth but which was never pointed the right way at the right time.

         He was sixteen years old. He had unwashed brown hair which curled up behind his ears and fell lankly over his left eye. He had slender arms and a collar-bone which formed a deep well between his neck and shoulder. He worked with a Marlboro in his mouth, a Walkman on his head, a Judas Priest T-shirt with vents cut out and the sleeves slashed so you could see the small shiny scar on his upper right arm. There was a blue mark around the scar like ink on blotting paper – he had tried to make a tattoo around it but the scratches got seriously infected and whatever words were written there were lost. He had a dark blurry fuzz on his sweaty lip, and bright blue cat’s eyes full of things he could not tell you.

         Those eyes were like gas jets in a rust-flaked pipe. They informed everything you felt about him, that he might, at any second, be ringed with heat – a peacock, something creepy.

         Benny rode the length of the counter on a six-wheeled brown swivel chair, from computer to microfiche, from black phone to green phone. He slid, sashayed, did 360˚ turns, kicking the con­crete floor with his size ten Doc Martens combat boots. He had long legs. He was fast and almost perfect. He ordered in parts ex-stock, entered the inventory for monthly delivery and daily delivery and special runs. He made phone quotations to ten different panel shops, to Steve-oh, Stumpy, Mr Fish. He was expert and familiar with them and they gave him a respect he could never get in Catchprice Motors which benefited most from his professionalism.

         He hunted by phone and by computer for – to give a for instance – a Jackaroo brake calliper which General Motors at Dandenong said was a definite N/A and est. 12 weeks ex-Japan. It was hot and sweaty back there, with no air but the fan, and dust falling from the steel mesh floor above his head. It was also stressful, no one said it wasn’t, and he was good at most of it, but she fired him.

         He was shocked and humiliated, but she was the one doing the 5crying. She offered him a job in the front office – serving petrol! Serving petrol! Her chin was crumpled and her wide nose was creased. You could smell the butter in her hair and the Benedictine on her breath.

         She knew what being fired meant to him. They had sat together at her kitchen table at three and four in the morning, he smoking dope, she drinking Benedictine and Coke, while her old man was snoring in the bedroom. She was the forty-five-year-old who was still planning her escape. Not him. He wanted this life. It was all he ever wanted.

         But now she was saying he was ‘not sufficiently involved’. He was too stunned to say anything back, not even a threat. But when she was back at the front counter, he thought he understood – she imagined he made mistakes because he listened to comedy tapes on the Walkman. She saw him laughing and thought he was not serious.

         The truth was: he wore the Walkman to block out the dumb things she and Howie said. They were so loud and confident. They went on and on in some kind of croaking harmony – her bar-smoke voice and his bass mumble. They were like two old birds who had been in one shitty cage all their lives.

         He liked his aunt. She was more his mate than his aunt, but her ignorance could be embarrassing. She was frightened of bank­ruptcy and her fear destroyed what little judgement she had. He turned up the volume on ‘Derek and Clive live’ and laughed at the lobsters up Jayne Mansfield’s arse. Cathy and Howie were killing the business one dumb little bit at a time and Benny could not bear to listen to them do it.

         He did not deny his own mistakes, but they were truly minor in comparison. Every part he dealt with had at least 7 digits. What anyone else would call a Camira engine mount was a 5434432 to Benny. These digits jumped places, transposed themselves, leap­frogged. They were like mercury in his fingers as he tried to keep them still: 6’s rolled over, 2’s and 5’s leap-frogged and 4’s turned into 7‘s. Benny’s wrists were covered in numbers. Numbers stretched along his long fingers like tattoos, across his palms like knitting, but he still made errors.

         He was asked to put in an order for three dozen 2965736 electrical connectors. The next day the truck turned up with thirty-six 62695736 Bedford bumper bars, all non-returnable. He put in an express order for a body shell of a 92029932S Commodore Station Wagon but he typed 92029933S instead so they delivered a sedan body and an invoice for $3,985-00.

         These were serious mistakes. They saw him laughing at ‘Derek and Clive Live’ and thought he did not care. The opposite was true: every mistake made him hot with shame. It was his business. He was the one who was going to have to rescue Catchprice Motors from the mess they had made and carry it into the twenty-first century. He was the one who was going to find the cash to pay for their old people’s home, who would buy them their little pastel blue tellies to put beside their beds. He would care for them the way they never cared for him – even Mort, his father – he would shame them.

         So when he was fired from Spare Parts by his sole protector he was not only humiliated in front of the mechanics – who hated him for his mistakes and went out at night to the pub to celebrate – he was also pushed into a crisis, and the light in his eyes looked to be blown right out. He was dog shit. He had no other plan for life. He was a car dealer.

         Of course the Catchprices were all car dealers, or they were known in Franklin as car dealers, but Benny was alone in wishing to describe himself that way. The others accepted the label even while they dreamed of losing it. They were Catchprices, temporarily  G.M. dealers from Franklin near Sydney in the State of New South Wales.

         The family had been in Franklin when it had been a country town with a population of 3,000 people and limited commercial potential. Then it was twenty miles from Sydney and in the bush. Now it was twenty miles from Sydney and almost in the city and there was no Sydney Road any more – there was the F4 instead, and when it left Franklin it passed through two miles of deserted farm land and then the suburbs started.

         Franklin was no longer a town. It was a region. The population was 160,000 and they had bulldozed the old Shire Hall to make municipal offices six storeys high. Benny could tell you the value of the rates the Shire collected each year: $26 million. There was drug addiction and unemployment it is true, but there were airline pilots and dentists out along the Gorge. They came tooling down the F4 in Porsches and Volvos.

         All of this should have been good for business, but Catchprice 7Motors, a collection of soiled and flaking white stucco buildings with barley-sugar columns and arched windows, had somehow got itself isolated from the action. It was stranded out on the north end of Loftus Street opposite the abandoned boot-maker’s and bakery. Loftus Street fed the stream of the F4, but the commercial centre had shifted to a mall half a mile to the south and there were now many people, newcomers to the area, to whom the name Catchprice had no meaning at all. They did not know there was a G.M. dealership tucked away between A.S.P. Building Supplies and the Franklin District Ambulance Centre.

         There was a sign, of course, which said catchprice motors and most of the Catchprices lived right behind it. Gran Catchprice’s windows looked out through the holes in the letters ‘A’ and ‘P’. Her grown-up son, Benny’s father, lived in a red-brick bungalow which fitted itself against the back wall of the workshop like a shelf fungus against a eucalyptus trunk and her married daughter, Cathy, had taken over the old place above the lube bay.

         The Catchprices clustered around the quartz-gravel heart of the business. Time-switched neon lights lay at their centre. The odours of sump oil and gasoline sometimes penetrated as far as their linen closets. They were in debt to the General Motors Acceptance Cor­poration for $567,000.

         That Sunday night following Benny’s dismissal, two members of the family kept him company. They sat above the showroom where the late Albert (‘Cacka’) Catchprice had sold his first 1946 Dodge to Jack Iggulden. In those days the rooms above the showroom had been Cacka’s offices, but now they were his widow’s home. The glass display case which had once displayed bottled snakes and sporting trophies now held Frieda Catchprice’s famous collection of bride dolls. There were eighty-nine of them. They were all frizzy, frilly, with red lips and big eyes. They occupied the entire back wall of her living-room.

         Granny Catchprice was eighty-six years old. She liked to smoke Salem cigarettes. When she put one in her mouth, her lower lip stretched out towards it like a horse will put out its lip towards a lump of sugar. She was not especially self-critical, but she knew how she looked when she did this – an old tough thing. She was not a tough thing. She made jokes about her leaking roof but she was frightened there was no money to fix it. She made jokes, also, 8about the state of the bride dolls behind the glass display case. She liked to say, ‘Us girls are getting on,’ but the truth was she could not even look at the dolls, their condition upset her so. She would walk into the room and look up towards the neon tubes, or down towards the white-flecked carpet. She ducked, dodged, avoided. She always sat at the one place at her dining table, with her back hard against the case of dolls. The glass on the case was smeared. Sometimes it became all clouded up with condensation and the dolls had streaks of mould and mildew which, at a distance, looked like facial hair.

         When she sat with her back to the dolls on Sunday night she had to face her youngest grandson. She would have preferred not to see how his spine was curved over and how his animated eyes had gone quite dead. He was not bright, had never been bright, could still not spell ‘vehicle’ or ‘chassis’ but he had a shining will she had always thought was like her own. She did not necessarily like him, but he was like a stringy weed that could get slashed and trampled on and only come back stronger because of it. Of all the things she had ever expected of him, this was the last – that he should allow himself to be destroyed.

         She gave him a big white-dentured smile. ‘Well,’ she told him. ‘The worst accidents happen at sea.’

         He did not seem to hear her.

         She looked across at his brother for support. She had dragged that one out here all the way from the Hare Krishna temple in Kings Cross but now he was here she could see that he was more frightened by his brother’s collapse than she was. His name was Johnny but now he was a Hare Krishna he would not answer to it. He was Vishnabarnu – Vish – he looked at her and gave a little shrug. He had his grandfather’s big knobbly chin and wide nose, and when he shrugged he squinched up his eyes just like Cacka used to do and she thought he would be no use to anyone.

         He had the same neck as his grandfather as well, and those sloping strong shoulders and the huge calves which knotted and unknotted when he walked. He would be no real use, but she liked to have him near her and she had to stop herself reaching out to touch his saffron kurta with her nicotine-stained fingers. He was so clean – she could smell washed cotton, soap, shaving cream.
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         ‘It’s not worth being upset about,’ Vish was telling Benny. ‘It’s a dream. Think of it as a dream.’

         Benny looked at Vish and blinked. It was the first thing to actually engage his attention.

         ‘That’s right,’ Vish said, speaking in the way you coax a baby’s arms into its sleeves, or a nervous horse into its bridle. ‘That’s right.’

         Benny opened his mouth wide – ah.

         Vish leaned across the table on his elbows, squinting and frown­ing. He peered right into the darkness of Benny’s open mouth. Then he turned to his grandmother who was in her big chair with her back to the dolls’ case.

         ‘Gran,’ he said. ‘I think you’re wanted in the kitchen.’

         She went meekly. It was not characteristic of her.
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         The rain was so bad that summer that the plastic-painted walls of the ashram developed water bubbles which ballooned like con­doms. You had to puncture them with a pin and catch the water in a cup. The quilts which the devotees threw on top of the rusty-hinged wardrobes at four each morning became sticky with damp and sour with mildew. The walls of the staircase they flip-flopped down on their way to chant japa  at the temple were marbled with pink mould, but Ghopal’s, the restaurant owned by I.S.K.O.N. (the International Society of Krishna Consciousness), was in a new building with a good damp course and all through that wet summer it stayed dry and cool. The devotees kept the tables and floors as clean as their dhotis.

         Govinda-dasa oversaw them. He had been a devotee since the early years when Prabhupada was still alive and nothing that had happened since his death had shaken him, not the corruption of the Australian guru whose name he would never pronounce, not the expulsion of Jayatirtha who was accused of taking drugs and sleep­ing with female devotees, not the murders at the temple in Cali­fornia. He was now forty-one. He had a sharp, intelligent face with dark, combative eyes and small, white, slightly crooked teeth. He said ‘deities’ not ‘deetes’. He was educated and ironic, a slight, olive-skinned man with a scholarly stoop.
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         Govinda-dasa was not an easy man to work for. He was too often disappointed or irritated with the human material that was given him. He was kind and generous but these qualities lay like milk-skin on the surface of his impatience, wrinkling and shivering at the smallest disturbance. He could not believe that young men whose only concern in life was the service of Krishna could be so com­placent.

         He found spots on tables which had seemed perfectly clean before his eyes had rested on them. He liked the Bhagavad  Gita  and The  Science  of  Self-Realization  to be placed on the table in a certain way which was at once casual and exact. He liked the glass jars on each table to hold nasturtiums and daisies which the young brah­macharis  had to go and beg from the women who cared for the temple decorations. They did not like the women having power over them.

         Govinda-dasa had such a passion for bleach that you could smell it still amid the ghee and cardamom and turmeric at ten o’clock on a busy night. He made it so strong that Vishnabarnu wore rubber gloves to stop the rash on his thick, farmer’s arms. Vishnabarnu did not mind the bleach. Being inside Ghopal’s was the opposite of Catchprice Motors – it was like being inside an egg. The Formica tables shone like pearly shells under neon light.

         It was Govinda-dasa who took Gran Catchprice’s call the night after the day when Benny got fired. He recognized the old woman’s voice. She was an attachment.  All devotees vowed to shed attach­ments. He put his hand over the receiver and looked at Vishna­barnu, who was arranging sprouts and orange slices on a plate of dhal. There was, even in that simple activity, such kindness evident in his big square face. You really did gain something just from looking at him.

         He had such a big body, wide across the shoulders and chest, but his voice was high and raspy and his eyes lacked confidence. Now the phone call had produced a deep frown mark just to the right of his wide nose. He placed the dish of dhal and salad on the bench. He picked up a cloth and slowly wiped his big hands which were covered with nicks and cuts and stained yellow with turmeric. Then he picked up the plate and carried it to table no. 2.

         Then he came back to the call.

         ‘Who is it?’ he asked.
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         ‘Don’t dissemble,’ said Govinda-dasa. There was no other devotee he could have used the word to, no one who would have understood it.

         Vishnabarnu picked up the towel and gazed at his stained hands. For a moment it seemed as if he might actually refuse the call, but then he looked up at Govinda-dasa, grinned self-consciously, and held out his hand for the receiver.

         ‘Hi-ya Gran,’ he said.

         The lightness of his tone was outrageous, as if he had never made a vow to anyone. Govinda-dasa’s nostrils pinched. He leaned against the counter, folding and unfolding the urgent order for table no. 7, straining to hear both sides of the conversation.

         Vish turned his back. His Grandma said: ‘Benny needs you here at home.’

         ‘Can’t do that, Gran.’

         ‘It’s not good,’ she said.

         In the privacy of the shadowed wall, Vish smiled and frowned at once. There had been so many ‘not good’ things that had happened to Vish and Benny. Their grandmother had never seemed to notice any of them before.

         ‘How is it not good?’

         ‘Can’t say right now,’ she said.

         Above the phone was an image of a half man, half lion – Krish­na’s fourth incarnation, Lord Nara Sinha – ripping the guts from a man in his lap.

         Vish humped his body around the phone. ‘I’m needed here,’ he said.

         This is your home,’ she said. ‘You’re needed here too.’

         Vish looked at Govinda-dasa. Then he turned back to the wall and rested his forehead against it. When you were a brahmacharis, living in an ashram, it was hard to imagine that Catchprice Motors still existed. It was hard to remember the currents of anger and fear which made life normal there.

         He tried to think what could be so bad that Granny Catchprice would actually notice. Probably something not very bad at all. ‘O.K.,’ he said at last. ‘Put him on.’

         ‘He can’t talk,’ she said. ‘He’s lost his voice. They fired him from Spare Parts.’

         The inside world of the temple was calm and beautiful. It had 12marble floors and eggshell calm. When they said you knew God through chanting his name, they were not being poetic.

         ‘Did you hear me?’ she said.

         ‘Yes.’

         There was a long silence on the phone while Vishnabarnu felt the cool dry wall against his cheek.

         ‘I’m not talking to my father, if that’s what you want.’

         ‘You don’t have to talk to your father.’

         Vish shut his eyes and sighed. ‘I’ll try for the 9.35‚’ he said at last. ‘I’m going to have to borrow some money.’

         He turned to see that Govinda-dasa was holding out ten dollars between thumb and double-jointed finger.

         ‘Table 7 is in a hurry‚’ Vish said.

         ‘Is this how you serve Krishna?’ Govinda-dasa asked, pushing the money at Vishnabarnu like it was a lump of carrion.

         One sharp tooth rested on his lower lip and he looked straight into Vish’s eyes until Vish had to look down.

         ‘You have no reason to feel superior to Janardan‚’ Govinda-dasa said.

         Vishnabarnu respected Govinda-dasa more than anyone else except his guru, but now he felt impatient and disrespectful. He was shocked to recognize his feelings.

         ‘If Janardan puts on a wig and smokes grass and talks about sex-pleasure, he’s no more wedded to Maya than you are.’

         ‘I know, Govinda-dasa.’

         ‘But you don’t know, or you wouldn’t act like this. What is the greatest fear of any intelligent human being?’

         Vishnabarnu closed his eyes. To spend their life as a lower animal.’ He had fifteen minutes to make the train. ‘Govinda-dasa, I have to go.’

         ‘Will your attachment to your family bring you closer to God?’

         This meant that you did not move closer to God by associating with Bad Karma. You associated with God by abandoning attach­ments, by chanting his name, by eating prasadum.  Through good association you became a better person and took on His qualities of Compassion, Cleanliness, Austerity and Truthfulness.

         Vish removed the damp note from between Govinda-dasa’s fingers.

         ‘I’m sorry‚’ he said. He looked briefly into Govinda-dasa’s 13blazing eyes and then walked out on to the landing and down the stairs towards the street.

         In the dark shelter of the doorway he paused. He looked out through the rain at the traffic and the hooker in the red bunny suit standing in the white light of the BMW showroom across the street. He looked back up the white-walled stairway towards the restaur­ant. He looked out into the dark-bright street. He did not want to go to Catchprice Motors. He did not want to go through this silent anger with his father or walk back into that spongy mess of bad things that was his childhood.

         He took the four steps down on to the street and chanted God’s name once each step. And then he ran. He pounded through the rain-puddled streets – Darlinghurst Road, Oxford Street, Taylor Square – splashing his robes. He ran strongly, but without grace. His shaven head rolled from side to side and he bunched his forearms up near his broad chest like parcels he didn’t want to get wet. He came down the dark part of the hill at Campbell Street and emerged on to the bright stage of Elizabeth Street like a bundle of rags and legs. His braided pigtail of remaining hair, his Sikha, glistened with drops of rain like sequins.

         He ran against the Don’t Walk sign: a mess of yellow illuminated by three sets of headlights. At the ticket counter he slipped and fell. He grazed his knees.

         He burst into the carriage on the 9.35. His heart was banging in his ears. His breath worked his throat like a rat-tail file.

         He collapsed in his seat opposite a man in shorts and a woman in a tight red dress. They did not see him. The man’s hairy leg was between the woman’s resisting knees and he was kissing her while he massaged her big backside.

         Vish was coming home.
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         Granny Catchprice had her tastes formed up on the Dorrigo Plateau of Central New South Wales – she liked plenty of fat on her lamb chops and she liked them cut thick, two inches was not too much for her. She liked them cooked black on the outside and pink inside and when she grilled them in her narrow galley up above the car yard the fat spurted and flared and ignited in long liquid spills 14which left a sooty spoor on the glossy walls of her kitchen and a fatty smell which impregnated the bride dolls in the display case and the flock velvet upholstery on the chairs in the room where Vish sat opposite his expressionless brother. He knew whatever had gone wrong with Benny was his fault. This was something which was always understood between them – that Vish had aban­doned his little brother too easily.

         It was eleven o’clock on Sunday night and the griller was cold and the chop fat lay thick and white as candle wax in the bottom of the grill pan in the kitchen sink. Granny Catchprice was on her knees, her head deep in the kitchen cupboard, trying to find the implements for making cocktails. She was busying herself, just as she had busied herself through Cacka’s emphysema. Then she had run ahead of her feelings with brooms and dusters. Now she was going to make her grandson’s aerated brandy crusters but first she had to find the Semak Vitamiser in among the pressure cooker and the automatic egg poacher and all the aluminium saucepans she had cast aside when Benny told her that aluminium drove you crazy in old age.

         People were used to thinking of Granny Catchprice as a tall woman although she was no more than five foot six and now, kneeling on the kitchen floor in a blue Crimplene pant suit which emphasized the slimness of her shoulders and the losses of mastec­tomy, she looked small and frail, too frail to be kneeling on a hard floor. The bright neon light revealed the eggshell scalp beneath her grey hair. Her lower lip protruded in her concentration and she frowned into the darkness of the cupboard.

         ‘Drat‚’ she said. She pulled saucepans from the cupboard and dropped them on to the torn vinyl floor in order to make her search less complicated. She forgot Vish did not drink alcohol and he was too engrossed in his fearful diagnosis of his brother’s condition to pay any attention to what she was doing.

         The word Schizophrenia had come into his mind when he looked into Benny’s ulcerated mouth and now he was wondering how he could find out what Schizophrenia really was. A saucepan clat­tered. His grandmother’s red setter yelped and skittered across the slippery kitchen floor.

         Benny winked at him.

         Vish narrowed his eyes.
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         Benny pursed his lips mischievously and looked over his high bony shoulder towards the kitchen, then back at his older brother.

         ‘Bah-bah-bah‚’ he said. ‘Bah-Barbara-ann.’

         Vish did not normally even think profanity. But when this quoted line from their father’s favourite song told him that Benny’s lost voice, his curved spine, his dead eyes, his whole emotional collapse had been an act, he thought fuck. He felt angry enough to break something, but as he watched his grinning brother take a pack of Marlboro from the rolled-up sleeve of his T-shirt, all he actually did was squinch up his eyes a little.

         Benny lit a cigarette and placed the pack carefully in front of him on the table. He rolled his T-shirt up high to where you could see the first mark life had made on him – a pale ghost of a scar like a blue-ringed smallpox vaccination. He leaned back and, having checked his Grandma again, put his long legs and combat boots on the table and tilted back on the chair.

         ‘No, seriously …’ he said.

         ‘Seriously!’

         For a moment it looked as if Benny was going to mimic his brother’s outraged squeak, but then he seemed to change his mind. ‘No, seriously‚’ he said, ‘I’ve got something great for you.’

         There was a long silence.

         ‘An opportunity‚’ said Benny.

         Vish was breathing through his nose and shaking his head very slowly. He brought his hands up on the table and rubbed at the cuts on his knuckles. ‘Do you know what it takes for me to come out here? Do you know what it costs me?’ His eyes were so squinched-up they were almost shut with the result that his face appeared simultaneously puzzled and fatigued.

         ‘I got  fired from my own business‚’ Benny reminded him. ‘I need you more than ever in my life. Isn’t that enough of a reason to come?’

         For a Hare Krishna the answer was no. Vish did not have the stamina to explain that again, nor did he want to hear what the ‘opportunity’ was.

         ‘Sure‚’ he said.

         Benny leaned across the dining-table to pat him on his shaven head. ‘I wanted my brother … he’s here. I needed a cocktail … she’s making it. Relax … calm down. You going to have a Brandy 16Cruster? A little Sense Grat-if-ication? Put a wig on.’

         Benny’s eyes were like their father’s – the same store-house of energy. Humour and malice lay twisted together in the black centre of the pupil. ‘Put on your wig,’ he said. ‘God won’t see you if you have a wig on.’

         ‘Don’t be ignorant.’

         ‘Fuck yourself‚’ Benny hissed.

         Vish had a hold of his younger brother’s grimy little wrist before Benny knew what was happening. Benny was a sparrow. He had light, fine bones like chicken wings. He yelped, but he was not being held hard enough to really hurt him.

         ‘Please let me go‚’ he said. ‘You shouldn’t have called me that. You know you shouldn’t call me that.’

         ‘You shouldn’t have said what you said.’

         ‘About the wig?’

         Vish tightened his grip.

         ‘Let me go‚’ Benny said. He bowed his head until the burning end of his cigarette was half an inch from Vish’s hand. He never could stand being held down. His chin quivered. The cigarette shook. ‘Let me go or I’ll burn your fucking hand.’

         ‘I came here to see you‚’ Vish said, but he let go.

         ‘Oh sure‚’ Benny said. ‘You thought I’d flipped out, right?’

         ‘I was worried about you.’

         ‘Sure‚’ said Benny. ‘You’ve been worrying about me for years. Thanks. Your worry has really helped my life a lot.’

         ‘You want me here or not, Ben? Just say.’

         Benny was messing with the butts in the yellow glass ashtray, pulling the skin off the cigarette and shredding the filter. ‘I’m not joining the Krishnas‚’ he said. ‘Forget it.’

         ‘Listen Ben, you give this up, I’ll give up the temple. I’ll get a straight job. We’ll get a place together. We’ll get jobs.’

         ‘Get it into your head‚’ Benny said. ‘We don’t need to get jobs. We’ve got jobs. We’ve got our own business. This is what you’ve got to understand.’

         ‘They fired you.’

         ‘They think they fired me.’ Benny had these eyes. When he smiled like this, the eyes looked scary – they danced, they dared you, they did not trust you. The eyes pushed you away and made you enemy. ‘They can’t fire me‚’ he said.
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         ‘Cathy fired you. That’ s why I’m here. She fired you and you went down in a heap.’

         Benny took out a fresh Marlboro and lit it. ‘The situation keeps changing‚’ he said.

         Vish groaned.

         ‘No, look‚’ Benny said. ‘Think about it. This is the best thing that could have happened.’

         ‘Then why am I here? Why did I get this call from Gran?’

         ‘Just listen to me. Think about what I’m saying. Cathy fired me, but she’s a dead duck. She’s got an unemployed carpenter for a drummer and a lead guitarist with a fucked-up marriage and they’ve actually got a record on the Country charts. They’re charting! Nothing’s going to stop these guys going on the road. This is it for them. What I’m saying is, they’re entitled – it’s their name too and if she wants to keep it, she’ll have to leave the business and go on the road with them. She fired me but she doesn’t count.’

         ‘Benny, I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

         ‘Then listen to me. She always thought she was Big Mack, right? She thought the Mack was hers because McPherson is her name, but Mickey Wright got a lawyer and the lawyer says the name is for the whole band. She’s got to go on tour with them or they’ll go and tour without her. She’s got to go. She’s out of here. She doesn’t count. You leave the Krishnas, fine‚’ Benny said. ‘But you stay here with me. We can run this show together. I can go through the details for you any time you like.’

         ‘Did you work this out before Gran phoned me?’

         ‘They feed you at the temple‚’ Benny said. ‘I know – you’ve got no worries, well you’ve got no worries here. I’ll guarantee a living. Don’t shake your fucking head at me. You can make two hundred grand a year in this dump, really. You can walk on fucking water if you want. We can set this town on fire.’

         The dog came and pushed his nose up between Benny’s legs. Benny kicked him away and he went back to the kitchen, slipping and scratching across the floor to where Gran Catchprice was hunched over her defective Semak Vitamiser.

         ‘This is our inheritance‚’ Benny said. ‘I’m not walking away from that and neither are you.’

         Vish shook his head and rearranged his yellow robe. In the 18kitchen his grandmother was turning the single switch of the blen­der on and off, on and off.

         ‘Did you talk to Him?’

         ‘Who’s Him?’

         ‘You know who I mean … our father.’

         ‘He’s irrelevant.’

         ‘Oh yes? Really?’

         ‘His only relevance is these.’ He held up a bottle of pills – Serepax prescribed for Mr Mort Catchprice.

         ‘Benny, Benny. I thought you quit that.’

         ‘Benny, Benny, I’m not selling them. I’m trading them.’

         ‘For what?’

         ‘Personal transformation,’ Benny said.

         Vish sighed. ‘Benny, he’s not going to let you do any of this. What do you think you’re going to do?’

         ‘Tonight‚’ Benny rattled the Serepax and pushed them down into the grubby depths of his jeans pocket, ‘I’m swapping these with Bridget Plodder for a haircut. Tomorrow, I’m personally moving some of that stock off the floor.’

         ‘You’re selling cars?’ Benny was coated with dirt. He had grimy wrists, dull hair, this film across his skin, but there was, once again, this luminous intensity in his eyes. ‘You don’t even have a driving licence.’

         ‘He can’t stop me‚’ Benny said. ‘I’ve turned the tables. I’ve got him over a barrel.’

         ‘Stay away from him, Ben.’

         ‘Vish, you don’t even know who I am. I’ve changed.’

         ‘You’re sixteen. He can do what he likes with you.’

         ‘I’ve changed.’

         For the second time that evening, Benny opened his mouth wide for Vish and pushed his face forward. Vish looked into his brother’s mouth. Whatever it was he was meant to see in there, he couldn’t see it.
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         At three-thirty on Monday morning Vish performed his ablutions, chanted japa,  and made prasadum  – a stack of lentil pancakes which he laid in front of the guru’s picture before beginning to eat.
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         At five-thirty Granny Catchprice had her Maxwell House stand­ing up at the kitchen sink. She politely ate some of the cold pan­cakes her grandson offered her.

         At six-thirty the pair of them, she in an aqua-coloured, quilted dressing-gown, he in his yellow dhoti and kurta, opened the heavy cyclone gates to the car yard and locked the Yale padlock back on its bolt.

         Just after the seven o’clock news there was a short, heavy thunderstorm.

         At seven-thirty Mort Catchprice, unaware that his elder son had spent the night in his grandmother’s apartment, gingerly nursed a newly registered vehicle through the yellow puddles of the service road and out on to the wet highway which was already heavy with city-bound traffic.

         At eight-fifteen Cathy and Howie came down from their apart­ment and crossed the gravel to unlock first the showroom and then the Spare Parts Department. She wore her snake-skin boots. He wore pointy-toed suede shoes. He walked with the weight on his heels to keep the toes from spoiling in the wet.

         At eight-twenty the air compressor thumped into life.

         At eight-thirty-three a high racketing noise cut across the yard from the workshop – an air-driven power wrench spun the wheel nuts off the right-hand rear wheel of an HQ Holden.

         At eight-thirty-five Benny Catchprice rose from the cellar one step at a time, feeling the actual weight of himself in his own calf muscles as he came up the steep stairs without touching the grimy handrail. He rose up through the cracked, oil-stained, concrete floor of the old lube bay and stood in the thick syrupy air, breathing through his mouth, blinking at the light, his stomach full of butterflies.

         He was transformed.

         His rat-tailed hair was now a pure or poisonous white, cut spiky short, but – above the little shell-flat ears – swept upwards with clear sculpted brush strokes, like atrophied angel wings. The eyes, which had always alarmed teachers and social workers and were probably responsible, more than any other factor, for his being prescribed Ritalin when eight years old, were so much at home in their new colouring that no one would think to mention them – no longer contradictory, they seemed merely nervous as they flicked from one side of the car yard to the other, from the long side wall of 20the workshop to the high louvre windows of his grandmother’s kitchen.

         His brow seemed broader and his round chin more perfectly defined, although this may have been the result of nothing more than Phisohex, soap, petroleum jelly, all of which had helped produce his present cleanliness.

         His lips, however, were the most remarkable aspect of his new look. What was clear here now in the reflected quartz-gravel light underneath the cobwebbed rafters had not been clear yesterday: they were almost embarrassingly sensual.

         Benny was fully aware of this, and he carried with him a sense of his new power together with an equally new shyness. He was waiting to be looked at. He lined up the toes of his shoes with the crumbling concrete shore of the old lube bay floor. He knew he was on the very edge of his life and he balked, hesitating before the moment when he would change for ever.

         The old lube was directly beneath the cobwebbed underfloor of Cathy and Howie’s apartment, at the back end of the car yard farthest from the big sliding cyclone gates. He looked out at the glittering white gravel of his inheritance.

         The Camiras and Commodores were laid out like fish on a bed of crushed ice. They were metallic blue and grey. There was a dust silver Statesman fitted with black upholstery. On the left-hand side near the front office was a Commodore S.S. with spunky alloy wheels in the shape of a spinning sun. The G.M. cars were angled towards the road, like arrows which suggested but did not quite point towards the creature the family seemed so frightened of – the Audi Quattro 90 with leather trim. A $75,000 motor car they had traded from a bankrupt estate.

         The compressor cut off, revealing the high whine of a drill press which had been going all the time. In a moment one of the mech­anics would look out over his bench top and see him. Benny could imagine himself from their point of view. They would see the suit, the hair, and they would whistle. They would think he was effeminate and stupid, and maybe he was stupid, in a way. But in other ways he was not stupid at all. He had redevelopment plans for that workshop, and he knew exactly how to finance it.

         When Vish had abandoned him five years ago, had run off to leave him unprotected, he had drawn Vish on his cellar wall, being 21fucked by a donkey with a dunce’s hat. He had drawn his father tied to a chair. He had drawn a black eagle but it would not go black enough. That was a long time ago, on the day he had moved into the cellar. He did not draw these dumb things any more. The donkey and dunce’s cap were now covered with a dense knitted blanket of red and blue handwriting. Among these words, one set repeated.

         
      I cannot  be  what  I  am.
    

         He was stupid, maybe, but he would not continue to be what he was, and when Cathy fired him he had already spent $400 on a Finance and Insurance course at the Zebra Motor Inn and he had passed it – no problems with the numbers.

         He had also spent $495 on the ‘Self-Actualization’ cassettes, $300 on the suit, $150 on sundries and, as for where the money came from, that was no one’s business and totally untraceable. So when his father began by saying, no way was he going to sell cars, all he did was ask himself ‘How do I attain the thing that I desire?’

         Then he followed the instructions of the ‘Self-Actualization’ cas­settes, descending the imaginary coloured stairways to the mental image on the imaginary Sony Trinitron which showed the object of his desire. His father was finally irrelevant.

         The rain which had been falling all summer began to fall again. Summer used not to be like this. This was all the summer he had inherited. The raindrops were soft and fat. They made three large polka dots on the padded shoulders of his 80 per cent silk suit. He would not run. It was not in his new character to run. He walked out across the crunching gravel. His legs felt a little odd to him – as if he had just risen from his sick-bed. Rain ricocheted off the metallic roofs and bonnets of the Holdens and flecked his shining cheekbones with glittering beads of water. He passed beside the Audi 90. It was jet black. Very sexy. He could see himself reflected in it, held in it. When he came in the door of the Front Office he was blushing crimson.

         This was where Cathy thought he was going to sell petrol. The Front Office was at the front of the left-hand arm of the ‘U’  which made up Catchprice Motors. There were a couple of old Esso pumps out front and sometimes the apprentice would bring a car around to get a litre or two for a road test, but petrol was cheaper – and cleaner – at a regular service station. The underground petrol 22tanks at Catchprice Motors had been there nearly forty years. They were rusting on the inside, and the outside was under pressure from the water table. The petrol tanks Grandpa Catchprice had installed were now rising like whales and the concrete on the forecourt cracked a little more each summer. You would have to be mentally deficient to stand on the forecourt at Catchprice Motors.

         When Benny took up his station in the Front Office, the two old Esso petrol pumps were in the very centre of the big glass window in front of him. Behind his back was a white door with a grubby smudged area around its rattly metal handle. Across the road, through the giant trunks of camphor laurels which he was going to cut down the minute Cathy was on the road, he could see the abandoned boot-maker’s and bakery.

         Benny stood in the centre of the office with his legs apart and his hands folded behind his back. His skin smelt of soap. Rain sat on his cheekbones. In an ideal world, his brother would be beside him, might be beside him yet.

         He was going to sell his first car.

         When the rain stopped again, Benny planned to move out into the yard. He wanted them to see  him. He wanted to see himself in the mirror of their faces.

         It was still raining when the first ‘prospect’ appeared. A woman in a white Mitsubishi Colt pulled up under the trees on the other side of the petrol pumps. The rain was heavy now, far too heavy to walk out into, and Benny did not see the red ‘Z’ plates which would have told him the Colt was a government car.

         He was the first member of the Catchprice family to see the Tax Inspector. He did not know there was anything to be frightened of. He adjusted his shirt cuffs. All he thought was: watch me.
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         The Tax Inspector parked the Colt on a small island of weeds which was more closely associated with the Building Supplies Store than with Catchprice Motors. This was an old Taxation Office courtesy which Maria Takis, alone of all the auditors in her section, con­tinued to observe – you did not humiliate your clients by parking a Taxation Officer car right on their doorstep, not even in the rain. 

         A wall beside a pot-holed laneway bore flaking signwriting with 23arrows pointing towards service dept and spare parts dept but there was no mention of an office or all enquiries. Rain­water spilled over the blocked guttering and ran down the wall, rippling across the signs, and flooded back across the cracked concrete forecourt towards the car yard itself.

         Maria Takis walked carefully through the shallow edges of the puddle in the direction of the petrol pumps. Behind the petrol pumps she found an oddly beautiful boy standing like a man­nequin in an empty neon-lit office.

         He came to the doorway to give her directions. When she thanked him, he reached his hand out through the open door so he could shake her hand.

         As she walked through the rain across the car yard towards the old wooden fire-escape he had pointed out, she could feel the skin of his hand still lying like a shadow on her own. Had she not been eight months pregnant she might have thought about this dif­ferently, but she felt so full of baby, of fluid, such a net of bulging veins and distended skin (she would have drawn herself, had you asked her, like an orange with twig legs) she did not expect to be the object of anybody’s sexual attentions.

         In any case: she had more serious things to think about.

         She could hear shouting, even here at the bottom of the storm-bright fire-escape, above the din of the rain which fell like gravel on the iron roofs of Catchprice Motors and cascaded over the gutter and splashed her shoes. The rain cooled her legs. It made patterns on her support stockings, as cool as diamond necklaces.

         The treads of the stairs were veined with moss and the walls needed painting. The door she knocked on was hollow, ply-wood, with its outer layer peeling away like an old field mushroom. The Tax Inspector knocked reluctantly. She was accustomed to adver­saries with marble foyers and Miele dishwashers. She was used to skilful duels involving millions of dollars. To be sent to this decaying door in Franklin was not only humiliating, but also upsetting on another level – after twelve years with the Taxation Office she was being turned into something as hateful as a parking cop.

         No one heard her knock. They were shouting at each other. She knocked again, more loudly.

         Maria Takis was thirty-four years old. She had black, tangled 24hair and a very dark olive-skinned face which her mother always said was ‘Turkish’ (i.e. not like her mother) and which Maria began, in her teenage years, to accentuate perversely with gold rings and embroidered blouses so that even now, coming to a door as a tax auditor, she had that look that her mother was so upset by.

         ‘Pop po, fenese san tsingana.’ (You look like a gypsy.)

         There was nothing gypsy about the briefcase in her hand – it was standard Taxation Office – two gold combination locks with three numbers on each side, two large pockets, two small pockets, three pen-holders on the inside lid, a Tandy solar-and battery-powered 8-inch calculator, three pads of lined writing paper, six public service Biros, and a wad of account analysis forms with columns for the date, the cheque number, the cheque particulars and columns to denote capital, business, or personal. She had a book of receipt forms for any documents she removed from the premises, a stand­ard issue Collins No. 181 day-a-page diary, a tube of handcream, a jar of calcium tablets, two packets of thirst life Savers, and her father’s electricity bill.

         Her identification warrant was in her handbag and she was already removing it as she waited for the door to open. It was a black plastic folder with the Australian Taxation Office Crest in gold on the front and her photograph and authorization on the inside. In the photograph she looked as if she had been crying, as if she had somehow been forced to pose for it, but this was her job. She had chosen it freely.

         ‘Yes?’

         A plump woman in a chamois leather cowgirl suit stood behind the flyscreen door. Her hips and thighs pushed against her skirt and the chamois rucked and gathered across her stomach. Her bare upper arms fought with the sleeve holes of the waistcoat top. Everything about her body and her clothes spoke of tension. Her plump face reinforced the impression, but it did so as if she was someone sweet-tempered just woken from her sleep, irritable, yes, frowning, sure, but with a creamy complexion and pale, well-shaped, sensuous lips, and a natural calm that would return after her first cup of coffee. She had dense, natural straw-blonde hair set in a soft curl, and small intelligent eyes which stared out at Maria from behind the flyscreen door.

         Maria wondered if this was Mrs F. Catchprice. The abrupt way 25she opened the door and took Maria’s I.D. told her this was unlikely to be the taxpayer’s accountant.

         ‘I’m Maria Takis …’ She was interrupted by an old woman’s voice which came out of the darkness behind the flyscreen.

         ‘Is that Mortimer?’

         ‘It’ s not Mort‚’ said the big woman, shifting her gaze from the I.D. to Maria’s belly. She said it wearily, too quietly for anyone but Maria to hear.

         ‘Mortimer come in.’ The voice was distressed. ‘Let Mortimer come in. I need him here.’

         Rain drummed on the iron roof, spilled out of gutters, splashed out on to the landing around Maria’s feet. There was a noise like furniture falling over. The woman in cowboy boots turned her head and shouted back into the room behind her: ‘It’s not Mortimer … It … is … not  Mort.’ She turned back to Maria and blew out some air and raised her eyebrows. ‘Sorry‚’ she said. She scrutinized the I.D. card again. When she had read the front she opened it up and read the authorization. When she looked up her face had changed.

         ‘Look‚’ she said, coming out into the rain, and partly closing the door behind her. Maria held out her umbrella.

         ‘Jack‚’ the old woman called.

         ‘Look, Mrs Catchprice is very sick.’

         ‘Jack…

         ‘I’m Cathy McPherson. I’m her daughter.’

         ‘Jack, Mort, help me.’

         Cathy McPherson turned and flung the door wide open. Maria had a view of a dog’s bowl, of a 2-metre-high stack of yellowing newspapers.

         ‘It’ s not Jack‚’ shrieked Cathy McPherson. ‘Look, look. Can you see? You stupid old woman. It’s the bloody Tax Department.’

         Maria could smell something sweet and alcoholic on Cathy McPherson’s breath. She could see the texture of her skin, which was not as good as it had looked through the flyscreen. She thought: if I was forty-five and I could afford boots like those, I’d be saving money for a facelift.

         ‘This is ugly‚’ Cathy McPherson said. ‘I know it’s ugly. I’m sorry. You really have to talk to her?’

         ‘I have an appointment with her for ten o’clock.’
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         ‘You’ll need someone to interpret.’ Cathy McPherson said. ‘If this involves me, I want to be there. Does it involve me?’

         ‘I really do need to talk to her. She is the public officer.’

         ‘She’s senile. Jack hasn’t lived here for twenty years.’

         Maria released the catch on her umbrella. ‘None the less she’s the public officer.’

         ‘She pisses in her bed.’

         Maria collapsed her umbrella and stood in front of Cathy McPherson with the rain falling on her head.

         ‘Suit yourself.’ Cathy McPherson opened the door. Maria fol­lowed her into a little annexe no bigger than a toilet. Dry dog food and Kitty Litter crunched beneath their feet. The air was spongy, wet with unpleasant smells.

         The door to the left led to a galley kitchen with hot-pink Laminex cupboards. There was a flagon of wine sitting on top of a washing machine. There were louvre windows with a view of the car yard. Ahead was the sitting-room. They reached it through a full length glass door with yellowed Venetian blinds. For a moment all Maria could see were rows of dolls in lacy dresses. They were ranked in spotlit shelves along one end of the room.

         ‘Who is it?’ Granny Catchprice asked from a position mid-way between Maria and the dolls.

         ‘My name is Maria Takis. I’m from the Taxation Office.’

         ‘And you’re going to have a baby‚’ said Mrs Catchprice. ‘How wonderful.’

         Maria could see her now. She was at least eighty years old. She was frail and petite. She had chemical white hair pulled back tightly from a broad forehead which was mottled brown. Her eyes were watery, perhaps from distress, but perhaps they were watery any­way. She had a small but very determined jaw, a wide mouth and very white, bright (false) teeth which gave her face the liveliness her eyes could not. But it was not just the teeth – it was the way she leaned, strained forward, the degree of simple attention she brought to the visitor, and in this her white, bright teeth were merely the leading edge, the clear indicator of the degree of her interest. She did not look in the least senile. She was flat-chested and neatly dressed in a paisley blouse with a large opal pendant clasped to the high neck. It was impossible to believe she had ever given birth to the woman in the cowgirl suit.
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         There was a very blond young man in a slightly higher chair beside her. Maria held out her hand, imagining that this was her accountant. This seemed to confuse him – Australian men did not normally shake hands with women – but he took what was offered him.

         ‘Dr Taylor will give you his chair‚’ said Mrs Catchprice.

         Not the accountant. The doctor. He looked at his watch and sighed, but he did give up his chair and Maria took it more grate­fully than she might have imagined.

         Mrs Catchprice put her hand on Maria’s forearm. ‘I’d never have a man for a doctor‚’ she said. ‘Unless there was no choice, which is often die case.’

         ‘I was hoping your accountant would be here.’

         ‘Let me ask you this‚’ Granny Catchprice said. Do I look  sick?’

         Cathy McPherson groaned. A young male laughed softly from somewhere in the deep shadows beside the bride dolls.

         ‘No‚’ said Maria, ‘but I’m not a doctor.’

         ‘What are you?’ said Mrs Catchprice.

         ‘I’m with the Taxation Office. We have an appointment today at ten.’ Maria passed Mrs Catchprice her I.D. Mrs Catchprice looked at it carefully and then gave it back.

         ‘Well that’ s an interesting  job. You must be very highly qualified.’

         ‘I have a degree.’

         ‘In what?’ Mrs Catchprice leaned forward. ‘You have a lovely face. What is your name again?’

         ‘Maria Takis.’

         ‘Italian?’

         ‘My mother and father came from Greece.’

         ‘And slaved their fingers to the bone, I bet.’

         ‘Mrs Takis‚’ the doctor said. ‘I’m sorry to interrupt you, but I was conducting an examination.’

         ‘Oh‚’ said Mrs Catchprice, ‘you can go now, Doctor.’ She patted Maria’s hand. ‘We women stick together. Most of us‚’ said Mrs Catchprice. ‘Not all of us.’

         Cathy McPherson took two fast steps towards her mother with her hand raised as if to slap her.

         ‘See!’ said Mrs Catchprice.

         Maria saw: Cathy McPherson, her hand arrested in mid-air, her 28face red and her eyes far too small to hold such a load of guilt and self-righteousness.

         ‘See‚’ said Mrs Catchprice. She turned to Maria. ‘My house­keeping has deteriorated, so they want to commit me. Not Jack – the others. If Jack knew he’d be here to stop them.’

         ‘No one’s committing you‚’ Cathy McPherson said.

         ‘That’ s right‚’ Mrs Catchprice said. ‘You can’t. You thought you could, but you can’t. They can’t do it with one doctor.’ She patted Maria’s wrist. ‘They need two doctors. I am correct, am I not? But you don’t know – why would you? You’re from Taxation.’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘Well you can’t see me if I’m committed.’ Mrs Catchprice folded her fine-boned, liver-spotted hands in her lap and smiled around the room. ‘Q.E.D.’, she said.

         ‘The situation‚’ said Dr Taylor, with the blunt, blond certainties that come from being born ‘a real aussie’ in Dee Why, New South Wales. The situation …’ He wrote two more words on the form and underlined a third.

         ‘Put a magazine under that‚’ said Mrs Catchprice. ‘I don’t want to read my death warrant gouged into the cedar table.’

         A Hare Krishna emerged from the gloom with some newspaper which he slid under the doctor’s papers.

         ‘The situation‚’ said the doctor, ‘is that you are incapable of looking after yourself.’

         ‘This is my home‚’  said Mrs Catchprice, and began to cry. She clung on to Maria’s arm. ‘I own this business.’

         Cathy sighed loudly, ‘No you don’t, Frieda‚’ she said. ‘You are a shareholder just like me.’

         ‘I will not be locked up‚’ said Mrs Catchprice. She dug her hands into Maria’s arm and looked her in the face.

         Maria patted the old woman’s shoulder. She had joined the Taxation Office for bigger, grander, truer things than this. She knew already what she would find if she audited this business: little bits of crookedness, amateurish, easily found. The unpaid tax and the fines would then bankrupt the business.

         The kindest thing she could do for this old woman would be to let her be committed. Two doctors attesting to the informant’s senility might be enough to persuade Sally Ho to stop this investigation. Sally could then use her ASO 7 status to find something equally 29humiliating for Maria to do, and this particular business could be left to limp along and support this old woman in her old age.

         But Mrs Catchprice was digging her (very sharp) nails into Maria’s forearm and her face was folding in on itself, and her shoulders were rounding, and an unbearable sound was emerging from her lips.

         ‘Oh don’t‚’ Maria whispered to the old woman. ‘Oh don’t, please, don’t.’

         The Hare Krishna knelt on Mrs Catchprice’s other side. He had great thick arms. He smelt of carrots and patchouli oil.

         ‘What will happen to you when you’re too old to be productive?’ he asked the doctor. His voice was high and breathless, trembling with emotion.

         ‘For Christ’s sake‚’ Cathy McPherson said. ‘For Christ’s sake, just keep out of this, Johnny.’

         ‘Christ?’ the boy said. ‘Would Christ want this?’

         Cathy McPherson groaned. She closed her eyes and patted the air with the palms of her hands. ‘I can’t handle this …’

         ‘Krishna wouldn’t want this.’

         ‘Johnny, please, this is very hard for me.’

         ‘In the Vedic age the old people were the most respected.’

         ‘Fuck you.’ Cathy McPherson slapped the Hare Krishna across his naked head. The Hare Krishna did not move except to squeeze shut his eyes.

         ‘Stop it‚’ said Maria. She struggled to her feet.

         ‘I think you  should stop it‚’ the doctor said, pointing a pen at Maria. ‘I think you should just make your appointment for another time,Mrs … ’

         ‘Ms‚’ Maria told the doctor.

         The doctor rolled his eyes and went back to his form.

         ‘Ms Takis‚’ said Maria, who had determined that Mrs Catchprice would not be committed, not today at least. ‘Perhaps you did not hear where I am from.’

         ‘You are a little Hitler from the Tax Department.’

         ‘Then you are a Jew‚’ said Maria.

         ‘I am a what?’  said the doctor, rising from his seat, so affronted that Maria burst out laughing. The Hare Krishna had begun chant­ing softly.

         ‘Oh dear‚’ she laughed. ‘Oh dear, I really have  offended you.’

         
      30
    

         The doctor’s face was now burning. Freckles showed in the red.

         ‘What exactly do you mean by that?’

         ‘I meant no offence to Jews.’

         ‘But I am not a Jew, obviously.’

         ‘Oh, obviously‚’ she smiled.

         ‘Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna.’

         ‘Shush darling,’ said Mrs Catchprice, who was straining towards the doctor so that she might miss none of this.

         ‘I meant that if I were a doctor with a good practice I would be very careful of attracting the attention of the Taxation Officer.’

         ‘Hell and Tommy‚’ exclaimed Mrs Catchprice and blew her nose loudly.

         ‘I have an accountant.’

         Mrs Catchprice snorted.

         ‘I bet you do‚ said Maria. ‘Do you know how many accountants were investigated by the Taxation Office last year?’

         ‘Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna.’

         ‘I’ll report you for this‚’ said Cathy McPherson to Maria Takis.

         ‘And what will you “report” me for?’

         ‘For interfering in our family, for threatening our doctor.’

         ‘Mrs McPherson … ’

         ‘Ms‚’ hissed Cathy McPherson.

         Maria shrugged. ‘Report me‚’ she said. If Sally Ho ever heard what Maria had just done, she would be not just reprimanded – she would be drummed out. ‘They’ll be pleased to talk to you, believe me.’

         The doctor was packing his bag. He slowly put away his papers and clipped his case shut.

         ‘I’ll phone you later, Mrs McPherson.’

         ‘Would you like one of my dolls?’ Mrs Catchprice asked Maria. ‘Choose any one you like.’

         ‘No, no‚’ Maria said. ‘I  couldn’t break up the collection …’

         ‘Jonathon‚’ said Mrs Catchprice imperiously, ‘Jonathon, fetch this young lady a doll.’

         ‘Could I have a word with you?’ Cathy McPherson said.

         ‘Of course‚’ said Maria, but Mrs Catchprice’s nails were suddenly digging into her arm again.

         Cathy McPherson obviously wished to talk to her away from her mother, and Maria would have liked to have complied with her 31wishes but Mrs Catchprice’s nails made it impossible.

         Maria did not feel comfortable with what she had just done. She did not think it right that she should interfere in another family’s life. She had been a bully, had misused her power. The child in her belly was made with a man whose great and simple vision it was that tax should be an agent for equity and care, and if this man was imperfect in many respects, even if he was a shit, that was not the issue, merely a source of pain.

         Cathy McPherson stood before her with her damaged dream complexion and her cowboy boots. Maria would have liked to speak to her, but Mrs Catchprice had her by the arm.

         ‘Not here‚’ said Cathy McPherson.

         Mrs Catchprice’s nails released their pressure. Jonathon had placed a Japanese doll on her lap.

         ‘It’ s a doll bride‚’ said Mrs Catchprice, ‘Bernie Phillips brought it back from Japan. Do you know Bernie Phillips?’

         ‘This is my mother‚’  said Cathy McPherson, her eyes welling up with tears. ‘Do you have the time to look after her? Are you going to come back and wash her sheets and cook her meals?’

         ‘No one needs to look after me‚’ said Mrs Catchprice. ‘You are the one who needs looking after, Cathleen, and you’ve never been any different.’

         ‘Mother, I am forty-five years old. The cars I sell pay for every­thing you spend.’

         ‘I don’t eat any more‚’ Mrs Catchprice said to Maria. ‘I just pick at things. I like party pies. Do you like party pies?’

         ‘I’ve got a whole band about to walk out on me and steal my name because I’m trying to care for you‚’ Cathy said. ‘You want me to go on the road? You really want me to leave you to starve?’

         ‘Bernie Phillips brought it back from Japan‚’ said Mrs Catchprice, placing the doll in Maria’s hand. ‘Now isn’t that something.’

         ‘Fuck you‚’ screamed Cathy McPherson. ‘I hope you die.’

         There was silence in the room for a moment. The noise came from outside – the rain on the tin roof, Cathy McPherson running down the fire-escape in her white cowboy boots.
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