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​Chapter one
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In the hot country sun, a dusty old ute with Soren Michaels driving, a thirty something lad who has been around the traps and back again. It’s been a few hours, long country highway driving, fatigue is just starting to creep in. 

His mind flips through some memories, childhood annoyances, girls flirting on a hot summer beach in his teens, pushing supermarket trolleys about in his first job, self defence classes with a Sensei as a teen, learning to play drums. 

He doesn’t see the other vehicle as he approaches the wide T intersection, he comes to an ‘almost’ stop and edges out of the side road on to the main road, a near miss happens with another vehicle as he reminisces and his mind has wandered, it causes a fright, a bit of dust is kicked up and some yelling ensues from the other vehicle. He didn’t see it, now wide awake, albeit for just a short while.

Soren waves apologetically to the other driver, his heart pounding, he gathers his thoughts and moves on. He stops at a service station not far down the road to top up his fuel and sees a display of creative ‘trinkets.’ on a dusty carousel, created by a creative group somewhere up the road, he notes the logo and buys a leather key ring, then puts his old keys on it. 

The rest of the drive is about two hours further on, not far to go now, well not in Australian terms anyway. He sits for a while in the ute, recovering his thoughts from his near miss. It was warm out but thankfully not hot enough to need any shade. A drink, a chocolate bar, or two and he sat, somewhere in there was a couple of short naps. Before finally waking, hearing a truck pull into the station and a few other cars go by. His thoughts run through other events, good times and not so good, like the near miss, he weighs up the situation, considering how his life seems to be balancing out.

He drives the ute through the outer edge of a bigger town on his way to his new job. The local ‘Village’ seems to have a mind of its own. He gets a bit lost and comes across a community centre, Parks the ute then enters looking for someone to ask for directions, his phone map system seems to have lost its way somehow. 

He wanders through to the reception office and walks past a mindfulness class. He's curious and wants to know more, why are a group of people walking up and down in some sort of unison? Soren meets Anne, the centre Manager, very polite and helpful, he gets a business card and a brochure on the mindfulness classes as well as directions on which way to go to get to his real destination. 

Anne notes his key ring, and says, ‘Ah I recognise that, that’s one from our creative group. You must be local, but asking for directions, that’s confused me?’ Soren explained how he bought it just this morning, Anne points out that it was made here by one of the creative group who did leather work for a while. He explains that he’s not local, but probably soon will be. Going on to inform her of his Uncle and Aunties business, Anne knows the business and nods knowingly.

He mentions he was recently made redundant and his mum recommended that he ‘head up country’ and help out his uncle and Aunt. He pointed out the last job was a dud, the people running it wouldn’t listen to advice from inside or outside the business and were headed for disaster, he was the first to be made redundant and figured they might not have enough cash left over to pay out the people who were left, so he was quite happy to be clear of it.

He starts to think, why am I telling this lovely lady all about my recent life? Are her eyes glazed over yet? Time to move on...

On the way out he stops to watch the group doing their ‘thing’ for a few moments. They are now lying on the floor, he can hear a voice giving instructions but little else.

Soren was heading to local work just out of the village, part time helping out Uncle Bart and Auntie Jean with their business, hiring out excavation gear, repairing caravans and trailers, Soren is to start out in the office helping to coordinate the hiring and basic repairs they do. He gets to live in a caravan at the back of the business that’s under the shade of a carport. Soren wasn't sure about how long he was going to be there, but soon settled in to be quite comfortable, thanks very much. 

Auntie Jean hadn’t been too well and had a minor cancer scare, Bart wanted to be able to spend more time with her, but knew the business needed to continue. Soren also thought a change of scenery from being in the city might be a good thing.

It’s been a long  while since he’s caught up with his Uncle and Aunt and thankfully they were both pleased to catch up and share stories. It seemed as if the catch ups at various times for Christmas, etc, were all too brief, too many people competing to chat about various things, but like any family, too much all at once never really cuts it.

Jean is apologetic about providing the caravan, Bart points out that it is air conditioned and very clean. Soren assured them that it will be fine. He soon settles in and quite enjoys having the space to himself, he would soon figure out that the mattress in a caravan is not really suitable for ‘longer term accommodation.’ So that gets changed.

The systems in the office are okay, not too difficult to figure out, one of the guys out the back knew a fair bit about the basics so that was useful when Bart and Jean weren't about. The first week they were all there, running over things, checking out details. And questions, lots of questions. Jean pointed out to Bart that there were a lot of things in the processes they had, and that he had answers for everything, perhaps some of the things could be simplified. He finally agreed to some minor changes.

Over time Soren helps out in the workshop where two full time mechanics, weld, adjust, manufacture and generally fiddle about with things. He builds their trust and they teach him little things along the way, they were wary of the ’kid from the city’ but soon realise he has the ability to learn and make good things happen. He’s also useful with customers who are impatient. The guys also liked that he was a dab hand at electrical things, some experience in that area through a number of previous roles that required some technical skill.

Uncle Bart is at odds with his Brother Mike, Soren’s Father. Sometimes suggesting that Soren is a bit like his father, stubborn and altruistic. Soren is a bit at odds trying to figure out how these things are ‘bad’, and sometimes turns the statement around, ‘Bart, you’re just like your brother, stubborn and sour.’ Said with a wry smile, the sarcasm catches Bart off guard, riles him a little and then he shakes his head. They both end up having a laugh about the comments they throw back and forth.

Later on they find the time to explore the differences Mike and Bart have. Knowledge being followed by touches of wisdom. He did this and I did that, then he said this and I said that. Soren listened with interest and any chance he got he would analyse the situation and provide some insight, his view of how things had been.

Soren comes back a few days later to the community centre and gets involved in the  mindfulness group, he learns more, meets some cool local people in the group. Skye who leads the mindfulness and general creative group gives him a warm welcome, he instantly likes Skye. The sort of person who has a genuine soul and stunning looks amongst other qualities.

After a few weeks of attending, the pair spend time chatting about various things after the sessions, things they have done, places they have been. They have a number of things in common, most of which has to do with being fascinated about things that happen, and things that don’t happen but could. Both have done some travel and have a lust for life, it seems the common denominator is based around the brain and how it works, or not...

He soon finds out through Skye that there is an undercurrent of ‘ignorant people’ in the community, they don’t like change, they don’t do anything much, most live in old welfare housing and they want things to remain the same, Skye suggests that for most of these people their lives are dictated by poverty.

Some seemed to be resentful that the government and council spent a lot of money on the community centre, mind you they didn’t know what else the government could have spent the money on. Skye pointed out a guy who lived across the road from the centre, Robert. He's cranky, retired, opinionated, grumpy and clearly racist and was one of the few objectors when the community centre was first proposed. 

He wanted the site, which was previously a run down school to be left as a blank block of land that the council had charge of and would have had to mow regularly and keep the fences etc in good order. The council were given a big grant to develop the centre and so that’s what happened.

A longer chat with Anne one day and he found there were a range of groups using the centre, a play group for toddlers and mums, the mindfulness group, a creative crafty group, a senior citizens group, Skye’s teen support group, a walking group, and two small church groups on a Sunday. Then there were people who booked out private rooms for events and others who simply dropped in to catch up with friends in a community hub area.

Anne pointed out that it had a lot of capacity, but it would probably take a while for some of the negative community sentiment to calm down, the centre had been in place for just three years. She noted that most people who came in were here for a good reason. They wanted to be here. The centre was always looking for new activities they could offer and people often dropped in to find out what was on offer, just like Soren did.

Soren’s mind would tick over, he felt it was a fabulous place, calm and comfortable with people behind the scenes wanting to offer more than just a bunch of activity rooms and a car park.

He had a long think about what was on offer and thought that with his skills he could help the wider community to appreciate and utilise the centre more. He was stuck with ‘how to’ at this stage and wanted to explore what was taking place in the community further, where were the people, what were they thinking and how else the centre could entice them in..

Soren noted there was an old pub down the road, The Full Barrow. His thinking was that if people weren't at the community centre they may well be at the pub, or at home. Yeah well perhaps start at the pub. He’s the sort of guy who wants to figure things out, ask questions, explore options and possibilities, all with the aim of trying to understand people’s motivations and what drives them.

In the pub there’s a pool table, a dining area with about eight tables in a side room which you enter through a double door opening. Then a bar area. There’s a few guys in there when he gets there in the afternoon, late on a Thursday. In another corner are three burly women, probably in their late thirties, early forties. They’re sipping cider and wine, the guys are drinking beer, A TV in the corner has horse racing on it and the blinds on the wide front windows facing out onto the street are at ‘half mast’, the afternoon sun is partially blocked out that way. 

Two of the guys are intently watching the horse racing, while the other four are nattering away about work and the possible outcome of the footy coming up on the weekend.

The Barmaid looked like she could throw a keg of beer over the handlebars of a Harley Davidson doing 100 Klms on a freeway. As some Aussies would say ‘She’s built like a brick shit house.’ Soren opted for a less aggressive description thinking that, ‘She was of a solid disposition, and could probably hold her own in a bar fight against two hells angels and a cat, a big cat.’

Her offsider is a scrawny short guy with a tattoo that poked above the neckline of his shirt, Soren thought it was difficult to tell what the tattoo design was. He then saw another tattoo on his hand. The guy leaned over the bar and said ‘G’day, what can I getcha?’ as he wiped the bench in front of him with a small towel. 

Soren went for a small beer, pointing at the taps and getting a feel for which one he wanted, there were four to choose from, the barmaid looked over as she heard him deciding on which one he wanted, one eyebrow raised in curiosity, Clearly Soren was not a regular drinker.

‘Great Northern,’ Soren thought, that sounded a bit like his journey, heading north in his ute.Served up, paid for and now being sipped. The barkeep had nothing much to do so he struck up a conversation with Soren. Soren filled him in, up here for work, been to the community centre and currently ‘having a look about.’

The Barmaid heard ‘community centre’ and siddled her way over to be closer to hear what he was saying. The bar guy said ‘Yeah that community centre was a waste of money, that cost a small fortune and is not much use. Soren asked what he meant, it turned out the guy had little knowledge of what took place at the centre and not much idea about how active the place actually was.

The Barmaid stepped in and said, a similar thing ‘An expensive dud, we pay for it through our rates and taxes and then they charge you to do things, any activity there has a cost attached to it so, nah not something that interests me wither.

He introduces himself, ‘Hi I’m Soren,’ It turns out he’s talking to Judy and Hal. He asks a bit about the history of the place, Judy wanders off knowing that Hal knew all about the place and would get bogged down in all the detail including the murder that took place out the front way back in 1875, a bar brawl that turned ugly. 

Soren sat transfixed at Hal’s stories and as the bar filled up with late afternoon customers, he was given more details as he served those closest to Soren. 

Judy did the rest of the bar, happy to see Hal busy entertaining Soren and not bothering her, as far as she was concerned she could handle the bar single handedly and would do so quite happily, years ago she was the sort of bar person who could serve five beers, take orders for three others and run the cash till, all at once.

Soren did well to stick with having only two beers over quite a space of time. Keeping himself ‘tidy’ was a term he used. Hal pointed out various photos on the walls in the bar and out in the hallway that showed the place and how it was presented over the years. Dirt road out the front,  horse and carts through to a paved road and then more modern day cars. Things sure had changed.

In amongst all Hal’s chatting Soren threw in a thought, just to keep Hal thinking, ‘If the community centre offered something that was useful for you, what could that be? ’ Hal simply mentioned, ‘Well it would have to be something for free and have food involved.’

The broader conversation continued until Hal had to head off, it was coming up to the end of his shift.

Judy took over until Hal's replacement turned up, a wiry young lass with shoulder length scraggly blonde hair, tight fitting clothes and a feisty disposition. Judy pointed Soren out to her, ‘This looks like being a new local, Soren. Hey Soren this is Laura, our other worker for today. Not as chatty as Hal but you get the idea.’ Soren shook her hand, he noted how solid her handshake was but also how thin her hand was, skin and bone.’ She nodded and said, ‘Hi.’ Then served a customer two people down.

Soren looked around the bar and watched as a few people came and went. It was coming up to food time in the dining area, there was a change in the type of clientele. Gone were the workers looking for a refreshing Ale at the end of the day, instead people would get a drink from the bar and head into the dining room getting ready for the counter meals they offered. Judging from the menu on the bar where Soren was, there was a reasonable range of foods on offer. Steak, Parmigiana, chips and nuggets for the kids along with a grazing plate of dips and a charcuterie plate of small goods and olives.

He decided to try the charcuterie plate, Judy obliged, it wasn’t long before a generous plate was presented before him. He knew from what was presented that the person who prepared this plate of goodies was not any regular bar food cook, there was some flair to the presentation and a degree of exotic slices to complement the local cheeses. There was a small card on the side of the plate with a list of what was what. He thought ‘Oh hello, someone cares about this.’

He asks Laura, ‘What people generally pair with this as a drink?’ She picked up a bottle from the house wines behind her, there were about five bottles at room temperature to choose from, ‘Here's what the cookie boy suggests, most people love it. An almost local Pinot Noir from out of town, Let me know what you think. Soren was about to say no, but Laura poured it and so he drank it.

Laura came back a few seconds later and said ‘The first one’s ‘on the house...’ but you didn’t hear it from me...’ She winked, Soren nodded and quietly said ‘Thanks.’ He thought that this was a match made in heaven.

The cook came through to get a drink from the bar, an olive skinned guy with short dark hair who stopped in his tracks as he turned around in the bar and headed back to the kitchen. He smiled, and said ‘Hola, what do you think?’ Pointing to the plate Soren was eating from.

He said, ‘Mate this is really lovely, a good match of meats and cheeses and the wine is a fantastic match.’ The cook shook his hand and smiled, ‘Thanks, I said to the boss when I started here, either this is on the menu or I don’t work here. He was either desperate or thoughtful, I’m still not sure which, anyway it’s on the menu. Sometimes I do a variation on this as a tapas plate. I’m Carlos.’ Soren introduced himself, smiled and got stuck into finishing off the plate. Caros headed off to the kitchen.

Soren had not only found a place to chat to people but a food destination as well. Food ‘extinguished’ he was out the door, a wave to Judy and Laura.

It would be a while before he got back to the ‘Full Barrow.’ But he did get there and a few times after that he invited Skye to join him one afternoon.

Some at the pub that he gets to know just say the community centre is a waste of time, ‘The government spent big on that centre and who goes there, no one.’ He disagrees, gently and vows to get some of them ‘on board’ to see how they might benefit.

Soren finds a small but active creative community through Skye, painters, wood workers, a ceramicist and a sculptor, Jack.

His interest in Skye expands. Soren keeps things respectful and totally consensual. Skye shares a complex relationship with a local farm worker who gets itinerant work interstate from time to time, Miguel floats in and out of her life. They share a passionate relationship that’s bonded by dance, notably tango dancing and the occasional red wine.

Skye likes the notion of an open relationship and gently flirts with Soren; she hugs freely, but that's much the same with most people she meets. Skye lives just down the road from the community centre and is classed as a full time carer with her Mother, Karen, who is known as a gentle soul but whose health has let her down over time. 

Skye's other work is as a part time Mental Health worker. In between she runs a range of courses at the community centre, notably Mindfulness, she does some intervention work with the senior citizens, offering slow movement exercises and is a creative artist that likes to explore the visual arts and helps out with a creative group.

––––––––
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Soren finds a book on wisdom at the community centre’s book swap hutch. Written by a local legend, Mrs Jean Hyslop, it’s typed old school style but loaded with short quips and points of interest. Soren finds in the back there is a section relating to the local First Nations People. It mentions their wisdom and knowledge of a local location known as knobby rock and it’s energy that they use in a twice yearly ritual, it aligns astronomically and connects between a seasonal equinox and solstice. Some of the details Jean has recorded. 

––––––––
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Soren gets to know an old guy who lives next door to the community centre. He’s loaded with wisdom and information, A sculptor, Jack Smith, but he’s sometimes reluctant to share ionformation. He’s the matriarch of a creative community, he says he doesn’t want to be.

Some people, like the local policeman Barry Shehan, are not thrilled by Jack, he and the others think he’s a bit too twitchy and ‘out there.’ He has a wide brimmed straw hat that he paints from time to time. Local creatives like his quiet appeal and when things need doing Jack seems to be able to pull things off or has a solution. Soren is a fan of ‘ninja whispering’ and when he mentions it to Jack, Jack looks at him with one eye closed and says ‘Serious? Now I’m a freakin’ Ninja!’

Some locals don’t want change or creative ‘types’ and apply resistance. They try to burn down Jack's old ramshackle shed. His bush dog Bernie alerts Jack and the fire is soon put out. The local policeman Barry is forced to interview Jack and keep a calm head,Barry has not had to deal with ‘creative types’ before and is reluctant to chat, despite his need to professionally. Barry suggests it’s probably teens, Jack just nods and says, ‘Well whoever it was, I want them to stay away, gave me a freakin’ fright.’

Barry discusses the details of the fire, then has a chat about his dog ‘Bernie’, then checks out what Jack’s working on, and before long is talking about various types of timber, Barry enjoyed woodwork as a kid at school and the various timbers Jack had really caught his attention. He’s drawn into the way some raw timbers can be the start of a creative approach, suggesting a design or an end product. Like a design for a coffee table.

Jack was pleased that his dog alerted  him to the fire, if it had taken hold and got further all of his ‘stash of timber would have been a great loss.

There was then some discussion on who he thought may have wanted to start the fire, any people who held a grudge etc? None readily came to mind even old Raymond across the road probably wouldn’t stoop that low. Some people didn’t like that Jack had a friendship with Albie from out at the farm. Jack had been down there a few times with Albies permission to collect timber after big storms and so on. But other than that,, Oh there was some annoyance that Jack supported the community centre development, he thought it’s a great addition to the area. Some people just needed to drop in to check it out.

Barry now has a fresh appreciation for ‘creative types’. Barry spends time at the community centre in police liaison work and over time gets to know Jack better. For now it’s about ‘baby steps.’ He agrees with Jack's view of the centre and really likes how things are progressing.

Soren chats to Barry later on and suggests that, ‘Old Jack is not so bad after all hey?’ Barry nods and says yes with a sigh. He suggests that Barry attends a coffee and cake morning at the community centre; they catch up on Tuesday mornings, he says with a wry smile.

Barry mentioned that Jack had said to drop in and that this was a new initiative, it’s about getting the time allocated to liaison work that might be an issue, but he wanted to find more ways to build the police positive presence in the community.

The coffee and cake sessions are a new initiative that Soren invented and explores with Skye with a little help from Anne. Coffee and Cake, for free, there is not a cafe for a long distance from the centre so they figure they won’t be upsetting anyone’s business, the aim being to bring locals together, based partially on Hal’s recommendation at the pub ‘It needs to be free and include food.’ Soren dropped some fliers off at the pub which were well received.

There was some more interest in the Centre with some new offerings in the class stakes, a Tai Chi class that mixes in with the mindfulness classes that then transcend into some self defence options, allowing locals to become engaged in more positive activities, exploring the notional concept of ‘respect’, after Skye asked Soren what he thought might be a reasonable starting point. They then start a series of communal art projects, where the teens work on collective pieces while chatting about the things that happen about them.

Soren explains he started a short course on art at the end of year twelve and has a keen interest in art and busy hands-on creative projects. The pair discuss what could happen with the teens, there is a group that have been offered a community activity as ‘punishment’ or a distraction for being a ‘bit wayward’ in the community. Barry thought the idea had merit.

Jack, Skye and Soren all have input into starting points for the teens; the locals that don’t like change have some degree of resistance to the idea, actually any idea, thinking that the teens should just stay home and not get into mischief. Reflecting on what they did as a kid.

After a range of sessions with the teens, Soren and Skye with occasional visits from Jack, the chatter on art opens things up. Soren created a range of canvas squares and gave the teens ideas around things to paint and explore, then created some bigger canvases they worked on in small groups. In the background they play a series of arty slides, a slide show of contemporary images Skye puts together with a hand from the community centre staff.

As the sessions progress, Soren and Skye discuss how they interact with the participants, Soren said he tends to use open ended questions and stories, combined with making statements rather than asking questions. This opens up some discussion with Skye about how these things work. ‘It’s all about getting them to question what’s going on, rather than me telling them what to do.’

Skye suggests she might try this with her mindfulness group. Soren suggested that she already did some of it, that it actually came easy for her. Perhaps she was just not conscious of it.
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​Chapter Two


[image: ]




The ‘art group’ produces an interesting array or small canvases, Soren sends his dad a photo of what’s being produced, he’s impressed and happy Soren has an art outlet. He suggests a small exhibition, a pin up show. Just to ‘test the waters’ to see what people think. He has contacts, he tells Soren, ‘I have a good contact down here who has a gallery, he says he can’t get many people to hang things in the long corridor they have, I think a line or two of these small pieces could be fascinating to display, what do you think?’ Soren agrees.

It wasn’t long before a bunch of small canvases were shipped off. After a short two week showing of the works, a video was done and comments from viewers was recorded, the teen art participants were amazed at the feedback, no one had told them about the exhibition, Soren wanted to play down any hype or ‘ego stuff’ that might cause.

Soren learns there is a First Nations community in the area, they live a bit out of town on a series of farms, the legacy of an old landowner and various grants. They have their own sense of community and cultural connections. He has seen a few First Nations people around town, but not often. He has held a curious interest in their culture after watching a range of documentaries about how they have been treated over the years and wonders about how their ancient wisdom has been passed on or not.
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