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CHAPTER ONE

The car rolled down the highway like a long, brown snake, startling rabbits out of the grass with its deep, thrumming engine. A service station loomed out of the gathering dark, a small island of light with a bright Ampol sign standing out against the stars. The Valiant slid off the edge of the road and into the service station's lot, pulling to a halt beside a vacant bowser with its inky, black shadow trailing out behind it. The driver remained in the car for a moment, staring into the fluorescent depths of the servo with his hands laced over the steering wheel. It was mostly deserted, still too early for any truckers, and the only other vehicle was a brown Holden station wagon. There was a young bloke inside who looked about to leave and an old woman behind the counter. Waiting until the young guy had reached his car, Ben Reilly climbed out of his Valiant and strolled into the Ampol Shop. The old woman glanced up at the ding of the electronic door, barely acknowledging him. She did not return his smile.

The shop contained the same arrangement of junk food, groceries and cassettes that he'd seen a dozen times in the last two and a half days. Despite his desperation to get out of the city and away from the newly segregated friends the break-up had created, Ben had taken the trip from Sydney slowly. He stopped overnight outside of Taree in a quaint little bed and breakfast and took the time to follow down whatever interesting sights he saw, discovering along the way a dozen fascinating places he'd never even known existed. Ben had stopped and explored each and every one of them, turning a ten hour drive into a thirty-six hour one. Anyone following his progress would have been struck with the distinct impression that he was trying to avoid arriving at his final destination. Which was partly true. He wanted to ease back into it, was all.

The woman still wasn't paying any attention to him as he strolled to the back of the store and grabbed a bottle of coke from the fridge. Twisting the top off, he drank a mouthful and looked around for something to eat. It all looked pretty enticing; chips, Kit Kats, Mars Bars, Picnics, mixed lollies, but after a few minutes of standing indecisively in front of the shelves he decided he didn't need any of it. The sickly-sweet smell of petrol permeated the shop and lay under everything like a dirty secret, killing his appetite. The nerves fluttering inside his stomach like hyperactive butterflies did little to help.

He stopped by the magazine rack and leafed through a copy of that day's Northern Star, giving each page a cursory glance. He folded the paper and stuck it under his arm. Jennifer Lopez stared out at him from the cover of that week's NW, sometimes it seemed between her and Jennifer Aniston they had the market for women's magazine covers cornered. They were all Ben had ever seen when Jessica used to bring home her stack of gossip magazines every Monday, shamelessly addicting Ben to the filth they pandered to the masses. They'd curl up on the lounge after dinner and leaf through them, Jessica bitching about the skin and bones celebrity women while Ben quietly checked out pictures of his starlet-of-the-month.

Ben stuffed the magazine back onto the rack and went to the counter. Those memories were still too fresh to be anything but painful.

"Hi," he said to the woman when she finally looked up at him.

"Owyergoin?" she asked, all one word, and rang up his purchases. The paper was up to eighty cents now, Ben noticed. It was twenty-five when he left.

"Good thanks," he said. "I'm actually just back in town for my first visit in ages."

"Mm-huh. That'll be three dollars seventy, thanks," she said. "How long since you were last 'ere?" she asked as he handed over the exact money.

"Six years," he said, the words echoing in his head. Could it really have been that long? "I actually used to live here."

"Well," she said. "You haven't missed anything."

Should be Casino's tourist motto, thought Ben. You Haven't Missed A Thing.

Back on the road Ben drove more slowly, watching the evening lights of Casino loom large in his windscreen as he approached the town limits, his heart tightening with each kilometre. He couldn't let it be the same now, a lot of years had passed since he'd left, a lot of water under the bridge, and a lot of excess kilos shed. Everyone he went to school with might still be the same but Ben was determined he'd be different. He had to be. Otherwise, it nullified the whole point of leaving in the first place.

As he crossed the town limits, though, it began to seem that the town was going to resist his best efforts to change. For it had remained as solid and unchanging as a rock. On his right as he drove in was the showground, where the Beef Week Rodeo was held every year. Ben remembered the last one he'd come to, not long before he'd left. People he'd gone to school with were getting around in large groups carrying plastic mugs of alcohol, despite most of them still being under-age. Ben, there with his parents, had tried to join in. Neil Bryce, ever the practical joker, had deliberately bumped into Ben, spilling a plastic mug of beer all over him. The laughter of the assorted guys and girls had echoed in his ears as they walked off, leaving him to explain to his parents why he reeked of alcohol.

Further into town was the Charcoal Hotel, where Ben used to go out with his small group of friends (all of whom he'd long since lost touch with). They'd start their Friday night at the Charcoal, sitting out on the veranda drinking schooners of Tooheys and scoffing down the complimentary boiled potatoes and fish cocktails. Past that and a short block of shops was the Richmond River, on the banks of which he'd almost gotten into a fight after mistaking some guy's drunk, passed out girlfriend for a dog.

Ben had already made up his mind where he was going to stay until he was able to buy or rent a place. It was a Motel straight off the far side of the bridge called the Blue Bayou. He'd stayed there once with his parents when he was little and he fondly recalled its stucco white beach walls and surrounding palm trees. The name itself had always conjured a sense of far off mystery but, sadly, before he'd left town the name had changed to Beef Capital Motel, apparently to cash in on the "success" of Beef Week, the town's annual celebration of cattle. In Ben's absence, it had changed names again and was now called the Richmond Settlers Motel, but it appeared that was the only thing to change. All the palm trees still stood arrayed about the building like loyal soldiers and its facade was still the craggy white stucco of a beach house.

Ben eased his car into a parking spot and went inside with his single suitcase, not bothering to lock the car. Those country habits came back easy.

The woman behind the reception desk was an older model of the woman who'd tended to him at the service station. A pall of smoke encircled her head and she had the appearance of a lizard skin hung in the sun to dry out. She hacked out a long, rattling cough as Ben walked in and stubbed out a cigarette beneath the counter, rapidly fanning the air.

"Hi," said Ben, putting down his small suitcase.

"G'day," rasped the woman. "What can I do for you, dearie?"

"I was just looking for a room, Mrs, uh, Driscoll," he said, grimacing at her breath as he peered at the nameplate on the counter.

"Please," she flapped a withered old hand at him. "Call me Mavis."

"Okay, Mavis," said Ben. "I'd like a room for a couple of days, please."

"Sorry," she said. "This is our busy season, we're full up." She grinned, increasing her reptilian appearance, and choked out a dry, rusty laugh. "I'm kidding, look around. This place ain't never full except for Beef Week."

She squinted at him through layers of eye-shadow that matched her blue rinse hair. "You're not here with that other bloke, are you?" she asked.

"Nope," said Ben. "I'm all on my lonesome."

"Handsome young fella like you shouldn't be on your own, dear. It ain't natural."

"Thanks," said Ben, "but I've had enough of relationships for now."

"Just come out of a bad one, hey?"

"Sort of," said Ben. "I'm sorry, could I just get a room, please?"

"Of course you can, dear," said Mavis. "You'll have to excuse me, we don't get a lot of business here and I do enjoy a bit of a chin wag."

"That's all right," he said, smiling at her.

"Now," she said. "If I could get a look at your licence there?"

"Sure, no worries," he handed it over to her and she started typing in his details.

"A city boy, ay?" she said as she typed.

"Originally a country boy," he said.

She fell silent as she brought all her concentration to bear on typing in his details on the creaky old computer. While he waited, Ben turned to look at the reception area. Somewhere along its last couple of name changes, someone had taken a half-hearted stab at redecorating the motel to a more traditional country-style and succeeded only in making it look like Neptune's Castle had eaten an old barn and thrown half of it up on its shirt. It was decorated to suit the old Blue Bayou name and it was this motif that still dominated. The original style had included dark blue walls, various stuffed fish hanging on the walls, including ye olde trusty swordfish, and fish tanks built into the walls, all rising out of a plush, blue carpet. The stuffed fish had been removed and replaced with cow skulls and wood panelling now covered the lower half of the walls. The blue paint remained, as did the dingy lighting. It was supposed to be soft lighting to make the place look classy but it came off looking like a seedy pub.

The place certainly had a distinctive, if not overly cohesive, look about it.

"Orright," said Mavis, a fresh fag had appeared in her mouth as if by magic. "I reckon we're good to stick you in a room."

 

"So what brings you back to our delightful little neck of the woods, Mr Reilly?" asked Mavis as she led him outside and around to his room. No smoking, no drinking and no women after ten p.m., proclaimed a sign by the door.

"You mean what could have possibly dragged me back to this hole?" he said, smiling.

"That's about the gist of it," she replied. "I don't know how long it is since you were here last but Casino's about as exciting as a sack race with no sacks."

"Oh, that's good," Ben laughed. "I was worried it might have gotten worse."

"The pace might not match the city but we're getting the crime rate to match."

"Really?" said Ben, surprised. "You get a bit here?"

"Yeah. Yeah we do," said Mavis. "Not quite as much as in the big smoke but we do all right. Mostly car thefts and minor break-ins, little bit of vandalism. Most everyone blames the blacks, like white-skinned people don't have crime. Well, let me tell you, who committed the first crime? Adam and Eve! And I ain't never seen them referred to as black, have you, dear?"

"Can't say as I have," agreed Ben.

"There's been people going missing too," Mavis said in a low voice, as if she was afraid someone might overhear.

"Yeah?" said Ben. He hadn't heard anything about it.

Mavis nodded. "Mm-huh. No one knows what happened to 'em. Two or three so far, vanished from the face of the planet."

"Shit," murmured Ben, suitably impressed.

"Exactly," said Mavis. "And if you ask me, I reckon it's got something to do with this fella from out of town."

Ben nodded, not quite sure what response was required of him. He glanced around as they crossed the semi-dark parking lot, the only sound, other than Mavis's droning voice, was the gravel crunching under their feet. Casino did not have a vigorous nightlife.

"That's right," Mavis went on as if he'd answered her, dropping her voice even lower. "This fella shows up, he's in Room Seventeen, you might want to steer clear of it. He's an odd duck. Wearing sunnies at all times of the day and night, random people showing up at his room. And he's dark."

"Like, black?" said Ben.

Mavis shook her head emphatically, bits of ash flew from the tip of her cigarette. "No, dark," she repeated as though that explained everything. "It's like he's always walking around in shadows, like he's got a cloud permanently following him around.

"Here we are," she said, and that seemed to be an end to the conversation. "Room Nineteen, it's all yours." She unlocked the door and dropped the key into Ben's hand. "Enjoy," she said. "Don't forget to take in the sights," she added with a rusty laugh, and walked off across the parking lot.

Ben stood staring after her in bewilderment.

 

More than anything, thought Ben as he tossed his suitcase onto the bed, he wanted to eat. The smell of the Chicken Express, just two doors down from the motel, was driving his stomach nuts. First he had to check his e-mail for any abusive messages from his boss asking him what the hell he was doing, or from Jessica telling him what a bastard he was. As it turned out, there was neither. Just a bad joke about a Polar Bear from a workmate and the weekly Paranormal Newsletter. Ben opened it and glanced at it. He'd read it later and maybe go and check out their web-page as well. It was always a good read.

Fifteen minutes later, walking across the orange, Martian landscape of the parking lot and carrying a bag of chicken pieces and chips, Ben came across a man outside Room Seventeen, a few doors down the veranda from him. The man was jiggling the key in the door, trying to lock it.

As Ben approached, the man solved the key dilemma and turned to walk across the lot. He was wearing sunglasses, Ben noticed. Sunglasses at night? Whatever, he supposed. He'd done the same thing when he was a teenager, although this gent looked as though the last of his teenage years were a fair stretch behind him.

Mindful of Mavis's paranoid ravings, Ben smiled at him. "How you goin?" he said.

"Fine," said the man, short and to the point. His face was queer and alien in the glow of the orange, arc-sodium lights. Ben supposed he looked the same.

"On holiday are you?" said Ben.

"No," said the man. Standing there, calmly surveying Ben, evaluating him. A small smile twitched at the corners of his mouth.

Before Ben could think of anything else to say, the man spun on his heel and strode away across the parking lot. As the guy turned, Ben had a fleeting image of something whirling through the air behind, like a cape. It was there and gone before Ben could be sure it was anything other than a flicker of his eye. The guy was definitely off, there was no question of that, and Ben saw why the receptionist was leery of him. He was damn creepy.




CHAPTER TWO

The inside of the Cecil Hotel was cool and dark and smelt of the ghosts of a thousand beers, just the way a good pub should be. Ben sat at a table opposite the end of the bar and stared down at the pile of leaflets in front of him. Six houses. Six houses he'd been to see today and they all looked the same in his memory. He sipped his beer and spread the leaflets out in front of him. They all had their pluses and minuses and they were all the same. Weatherboard, tin roof, bars on the windows... Ben had asked the real estate agent about that.

"Nah, mate," the agent had reassured him. "Just the oldies, you know how they're scared of everything. Least you'll have a nice secure home," he'd told Ben while furiously trying to disable an alarm.

It wasn't a reassuring sign and confirmed what Mavis told Ben about the town going downhill. Ben wondered how sure he was about living here. Maybe he was best off holding off on buying a house for now, wait and see, get the lay of the land. Kyogle was a nice little town, quiet.

"Oh my God, Ben Reilly?" exclaimed a voice.

Ben's stomach dropped. Oh shit. He knew he shouldn't have come in here, setting foot anywhere locals hung out was a stupid mistake. A pair of arms wrapped around him in a strong hug and soft breasts pushed against his back.

"What are you doing here, Ben? Where have you been? What have you been up to?"

A barrage of questions pummelling him and he still had no idea who was attacking him. His heart raced in his chest though and he thought his body already knew who it was. His assailant released him and came around the other side of the table so he could see them and a warm flush spread through Ben.

"Kath?" He jumped to his feet and hugged her fiercely. "How are you?"

"All the better for seeing you," she hugged him again, even more fiercely, tears streaming down her cheeks. "What happened to you, where have you been?"

"Sydney," said Ben. "I've been living and working down there the last few years. What about you? What have you been up to?"

She finally released him and stepped back, looking at him.

"You never even said goodbye," she said.

Something curdled in Ben's stomach and he felt queasy. "I'm sorry," he said. "I should have come and seen you before I left but I was mad and you had... other concerns."

As in Neil Bryce, Ben thought bitterly.

"Still," said Kath. "Everyone wondered about you, where you'd gone, what had happened. Oh Ben," tears glistened in her eyes. "I missed you."

"Me too," Ben said. "You want a drink? You can help me choose a house."

"Actually," Kath glanced at the bar. "I'm supposed to be working. My shift starts in a few minutes." She perched on the edge of a stool. "You're moving back here? What on earth for?"

"Stupidity?" Ben shrugged. "I don't know. I got kind of sick of Sydney, wanted a change. Casino's the only other place I ever knew."

"If I ever left here I wouldn't come back," said Kath. "Just get in my car and drive."

"You still could," said Ben.

"I don't think Neil would be very happy about that," said Kath.

The beer rose in Ben's throat, deciding it didn't want to hear what was coming next. "Bryce?"

Kath gave a short nod, not meeting his eyes. "We got married," she mumbled at the table.

"Congratulations," said Ben.

He took a mouthful of beer to wash the other mouthful back down and stared down at the blurry house leaflets. There was a noise at the door and three blokes in high-viz shirts walked in.

"Anyway," said Kath. "I better get to work." She stood and gave him another long, firm hug. "It's really good to see you again, Ben." She stopped on the way behind the bar. "Hey, a few of us still get together here on Friday nights. I'm not working, you should swing by."

"I'll see," said Ben. Who knew, maybe he would. There might be a few people he could stand being around.

Kath gave him another last look as she headed behind the bar and tipped him a wink and that cheeky little smile Ben had loved so much. God, she could still get to him. Kath greeted the tradies affably and started taking their orders. As they ordered, Ben caught one of them staring across the bar at him with dark, unreadable eyes. Ben gave him an awkward nod but the tradie didn't return it, instead murmuring something to Kath. Her cheeks flushed red and she said something back to him. It didn't sound nice. The tradie shook his head and turned away.

Ben glanced down at his leaflets again but he couldn't concentrate, wondering what the exchange had been about and how it affected him. He shuffled the leaflets up into a pile, grabbed his beer and headed for the back of the pub. Away from dark, hostile eyes.





CHAPTER THREE

Ben sat on his bed in the Motel and stared at the TV, not watching it. There wasn't much to watch on any of the eight pay television channels the Motel generously provided. Even if there had been Ben would have had trouble concentrating on it, his mind was racing with thoughts of Kath. On one hand he couldn't wait until tonight to see her again but on the other hand he didn't want to go tonight and see Neil and his other old school "friends". Rather than stay cooped up in his room all afternoon Ben decided to go for a walk around town and clear his head. It had to be better than sitting in the musty-smelling motel room.

As he walked down River Street, taking a longer, scenic route to the main drag, Ben saw an old lady with the ubiquitous blue-rinse hair, kneeling in her garden, painstakingly tearing up weeds. She glanced up as Ben approached and he smiled at her.

"How are you?" he said.

She sprung to her feet, her pink terry-towelling robe flapping about her, and Ben grimaced as he heard her withered old knees pop like fire-crackers. The sun threw her shadow across the garden and half out onto the lawn as she stepped back from the fence. She gave him a nervous smile as if to say, 'It's okay, I'm harmless, you don't need to bother such an old woman as me,' and Ben felt a momentary flash of guilt as if he were intending to hurt her. He shook the feeling off and was about to continue on his way when he noticed something. All the flowers in the woman's garden were dead or dying. No, he amended to himself, not all of them, only the ones laying in the woman's shadow. He paused a moment longer, staring at the flowers, until the old woman told him to get away.

"Get out," she said in her old woman's quaver. "Get out or I'll call the police on you, sonny-jim!"

"Sorry," Ben mumbled, his face hot, and hurried off, the conundrum of the mysteriously dead flowers buried beneath more pressing matters. Such as the degradation of the town he'd grown up in. He was surprised at the pang of sadness he felt that people didn't trust strangers any more. That was a small town constant, they were always supposed to be friendly, and ready with a smile or a wave, but he guessed those days were gone.

The shops down the main street (Ben was amused at how close he'd come to thinking of it as the CBD) had also increased their security. All but one or two of the older shops, managed by people who'd been here all their lives and weren't about to change now, featured shining new security roller-shields across their front doors and windows. There was a haunted look to some of the passers-by he saw and he wondered how bad things must be getting. As expected, shops had closed down and been replaced. Like everywhere else, certain buildings were black-holes for business, having seen dozens of businesses set-up then fold over the years. It was like a string of people determinedly sailing into the Bermuda Triangle never to return again. Other places closed their doors and never reopened, leaving an empty store gaping blindly out onto the street like a missing tooth from a movie-star's flawless grin.

There was nothing that had changed around the two sides of the main street. The same old pubs, clothing stores, newsagents, butchers and video stores that he remembered, all of them looking a little more run down and dilapidated. The small town Ben knew and, despite protests to the contrary, loved, was folding quietly into itself, undergoing a slow but steady degradation. The way Ben had heard it summed up once, and it did a good job of evaluating small town life in the early parts of the twenty-first century, was that the small town was already dead and decomposing, it just didn't know it yet.

The small town ways that Australia was founded on were fast disappearing. One major employer taking on half the town's workers; people doing favours - unasked and reciprocation not expected - for other people, if a farmer had too much milk or eggs he offered them around his work, giving them away to friends. If the rains had come a little late and your cattle were a bit poor the bank manager would let repayments slide a little, waiting for you to make up the slack. Where you could go to the pub on a Friday night and still run into all your friends from school and you never had to look around to find someone you knew; where you could drive for ten minutes in any direction and be out in the country.

These ways were on their way out and nothing anyone could do would save them.

Ben supposed it was a vicious cycle. Young people with scarce opportunity for employment or personal growth, bored with the monotonous stillness and lack of entertainment, headed for larger habitats, most often the big cities. Then businesses, because of the lack of patronage, lost money and closed down, thus teenagers, unable to buy what they wanted or to even get jobs to afford these things moved further afield looking for a wider range of employment and entertainment. All the young blood was draining out and the old blood was too thin to sustain it. Ben didn't mind though. As long as he had a phone line and mail service he could stay connected to the whole of the civilised world and work and live wherever he wanted.

Ben was yanked out of his morbid reminiscing by someone ploughing straight into him, rushing along on their own errands, not caring who got in their way. It was like being back in the city.

"Hey, watch it," snapped Ben, as the man knocked him backwards.

"Where you're fucken goin'," muttered the man. He stopped. "You're that mate of Kath's," he said. Mirrored sunglasses reflected Ben's discomfort back at him.

"Yeah," said Ben. "So what?"

"She's married, mate. To one of my best mates. So you want to stop cracking onto her."

Ben shrugged. "We were just talking, mate. Two old friends catching up. Whatever you think you saw was just in your head."

Ben went to move past him to continue on his way but the tradie caught his arm. There was something off about the guy, something not quite right, like when you see something out of the corner of your eye. Ben tried to pull away but the dude had a surprisingly strong grip.

"Let me go, you dickhead," said Ben."

"I'm just lettin' you know, mate. That if you don't want any trouble, you'll fuck off back where you came from and forget all about Kath."

With a rush of adrenaline, Ben yanked his arm free and stepped to the guy, meeting him eye to mirrored sunglasses.

"This is where I'm fucken from, mate and I'm not going anywhere."

The tradie looked at him for a moment then lifted his sunglasses. Ben recoiled in instinctive horror, his skin prickling.

"Just don't say we didn't warn ya," he said and shouldered past him.

Ben stood watching the man go, his mind already trying to convince him he hadn't seen what he did. The tradie's eyes had been black. Not just dark, as in so dark they looked black, but actually black. The entire eye, his pupil, the retina, the entire eyeball, they were black as night.





CHAPTER FOUR

The Cecil Hotel was located on the corner of Barker Street and Centre Street, ideally situated as one of two pubs you had to pass coming through town. If ever there was a stereotypical country pub, this was it, discounting the Oxford, which was as country as you could get, but no one ever went there. The Cecil was the biggest scene in town if you were heading out for a night on the piss, because everyone in town went there. Especially Beef Week when it was so packed you couldn't even get near the place, there'd be people crowding the veranda, hanging out of windows and spilling out onto the closed off streets.

Pubs were, for the most part, static and unchanging places, attracting a specific clientele who liked familiarity, they enjoyed being in the same surroundings and seeing the same friendly faces. The only thing likely to change in a pub was the carpet. And even that was a change much grumbled at and grudgingly accepted. "It's not as nice as the old carpet," they'd mutter. "Too bloody bright, it'll make everyone vomit," they'd moan.

Pubs were the last bastion of stagnancy in the diverse and ever-changing world of humanity and their patrons would not climb out of their rut without a fight.

Ben had not frequented the Cecil when he was living here. The few friends he had gone out with had tended to avoid it and so, by extension, had he. Of course, the only reason they avoided it was that one of the them had started a fight there one night and been banned from the premises. A quiet dread seeped into Ben's bones and he hesitated for a moment, his hand halfway to pushing open the door. This was stupid, he shouldn't have come here, he was going to end up getting his arse kicked by Neil and his mates. Before he could act on that thought and scurry away into the night, though, a pair of girls walked up behind him. They waited awkwardly for him to go in. With a sigh, Ben pushed open the door and walked through, holding it after him for the two girls. The clashing beat of a live band, underpinned by the clinking of glass and voices raised to be heard greeted him and Ben relaxed. The universal sound of pubs everywhere and that familiar smell of cigarette smoke and years of spilt beer soaked into carpet reminded Ben of pubs he went to in Sydney and made him feel at home.

As he stood at the bar looking for Kath, Ben checked out the other people there. Unlike the pubs he went to in the city the people here had not come straight from work. Dressed not in the collared work-shirts and uniforms of their trade, these people had gone home, showered and cleaned up before going out for the night and were now wearing jeans and clean flannels or football jerseys. Some even wore trousers.

In Sydney, going out on Friday night was, for most, a desperate affair. They had no time to go home and get changed, heading straight from their work in the city to the nearest pub. The fun was still there but it had more of a raw edge to it. Not so much a case of people all gathering together and unwinding after a hard week but more a desperate search for fun. A night out in the city was a gritted teeth, staring-eyed, sweaty-faced quest for release from the stress of the work week. More often than not the fun ended in tears and petty arguments. Ben could remember all too often being out with people and having to intervene as a mate got into a fight with a bouncer. Or a couple of girls would have a cat-fight, or retreat to a table in the corner, crying and moaning into each other's drinks.

The barmaid brought back the Victoria Bitter Ben had ordered and sat it on the bar runner with a wet squish. Ben thought he recognised the girl and was trying to remember her name but it wouldn't come. She didn't seem to recognise him anyhow. There was still no sign of Kath although Ben had been confident she would be keeping an eye out for him. There was a room off the end of the bar filled with pokies where men and women sat like zombies feeding off them. Unmoving and silent they sat mesmerised by the flashing lights and whirring music. She definitely wasn't there.

Over in the corner where the reeking cigarette smoke hung in yellow clouds, lit by the dinghy light that filled the pub, the pool tables stood out, enclosed in spots of bright light. Here guys dressed in jeans and flannels sauntered back and forth like lions protecting their pride. Girls sat at small, round tables along the wall nursing bottles of beer and glasses of spirits and watching their brave men do battle. One of the men stepped forward to take a shot and there was Kath, sitting on the far side of the tables, closest to the rear exit. She was stirring ice around in an empty glass and kept looking at the back door. Ben started towards her but had only taken a couple of steps when she looked up, and smiled.

She got up and walked towards him, saying something as she came but he couldn't hear her over the oceanic roar of the pub. He shook his head and cupped a hand around one ear.

"I said, I was worried you weren't coming," she said as she got closer.

He went to hug her but she pulled away, glancing back in the direction of the pool table, and Ben thought he understood.

"I nearly didn't," he said his voice raised to be heard.

"I'm glad you changed your mind," she said, smiling shyly at him. "Come on. I'll take you over to see the others."

"Ah, well, hold on. What are you drinking first?" said Ben, stalling for time.

"No, it's okay," she said. "You don't have to buy me a drink.

"I haven't seen you for 6 years, it's the least I can do. Now, what are you drinking?"

"Kahlua and milk," she said.

"Kahlua and milk it is," said Ben and ordered it. "So," he glanced over at the pool tables and saw Neil. He swallowed something with edges. "Fill me in on all the gossip first. What's been going on? Who married who? Who got fat, who got bald, who got ugly?"

Ben could see Neil as he bent low over the table to take a shot, his long arms, thick and ropy with muscle, dwarfing the pool cue. As he lined up the ball he glared up at Ben and Kath as if to say he knew they were plotting against him. This distracted him from the shot and he fluffed it, causing the spectators to break into laughter. Standing back up he continued to glare at them, his eyes burning holes into Ben.

"Gossip," said Kath thoughtfully. "I don't think I know any gossip. Nothing good anyway. Most of the people we went to school with moved away and I hardly heard from any of them again. And everyone that's still here," she shrugged, "Well, they're still here." She laughed a little. "What more can you say, really?"

Although a little disappointed at not uncovering any juicy gossip Ben still chuckled. A little of it was at what she said but most of it was the way she'd said it.

"I guess we better go over and see the others, then," said Ben as Kath's drink arrived, doing his best to sound enthused. "Who else is here?"

"Well, Neil, of course," said Kath. "Pete, Glenn, Rob, Karen and Allison. Come on, it'll be fun."

Great, thought Ben. It's like a Who's Who of High School Bullies.

As they weaved through the crowded pub to the pool table Ben began to pick out the familiar faces. With each face rose a memory, unbidden, unwanted, and Ben considered backing out, making some excuse and ducking out the door. Or even not telling Kath at all, let her walk on while he disappeared out a side door. They were passing one now. If he did that though Kath'd still tell them he'd been there and they'd all sit around reminiscing about what nerd he'd been at school and laughing about him. No, he had to face the music. He could face them. They were nobodies, he was as good as them, maybe even better. Whatever small power they'd lorded over him in High School was long gone. This was the real world now, full of adults, they couldn't touch him here.

Or so he hoped.

"Neil," called Kath, and Ben twitched at the sweetness in her voice. That she should have ended up with him, of all people.

"What?" said Neil. "I'm in the middle of a fucking shot here." He took the shot anyway, slamming the white ball across the table where it ricocheted off a big-circled thirteen, the last 'singlet' on the table, sunk that and careered back into the black and neatly pocketed that as well.

"All right, now what?" said Neil, tossing the cue on the table and ignoring the surprised murmurs coming from all around.

Still the same arse-hole, thought Ben.

Kath pulled Ben, who'd started edging away, closer. "I wanted you to see Ben," she said. "He's been living in Sydney."

"Wow, no shit?" said Neil, seizing Ben's hand in a grip like a meat press. "The big-smoke, hey? So you must be a real city slicker now, hey, Reilly? Ooh, yeah. I can feel it in your hand."

Neil ground the bones in Ben's hand, trying to make him cry out but Ben wouldn't give, squeezing back just as hard.

"How ya been, Neil?" said Ben, grinning a hard little grin at him. "Highlight of your life still blowing the heads off kangaroos?"

"When I'm not too busy with Kath," said Neil in a lower voice, leering at him. "You know what I mean. Oh, sorry, you wouldn't know, would you, since you and her never... you know."

Ben clamped down on Neil's hand with a vicious force and Neil let out a pained grunt. He yanked his hand free. With a black look he stalked off to the other side of the table. Kath, sensing the tension, elected not to have Ben shake hands with anyone else so he nodded hello to them instead.

"Come on, Neil," called Glenn. "It's your break." They'd set up a new game and were now waiting for Neil to take the first shot and spin the balls out to the edges of the table.

"I'm not in the mood any more" said Neil, flexing his hand. "Why don't you get Reilly to play?"

At first it seemed okay. Ben took up the pool cue, lined up the white ball and slammed it at the neat triangle of coloured balls. The balls sprayed out across the table and an orange "singlet" rolled into the corner pocket.

"Cool," said Ben, with a grin that didn't quite reach his eyes. "Do I get a second shot?" he asked, knowing full well that he did.

"Yeah, take it," said Glenn.

Ben leaned in, holding the cue a little awkwardly, and took his second shot. He got down close to the cue like dancing cheek to cheek with a lover, sighted along it, pulled the cue back and shot. The white ball shot across the table and ricocheted off the side of a blue singlet and bounced into the side pocket.

Neil and his mates laughed.

"Ah shit," said Ben. "What a shit-house shot."

Glenn moseyed in to the table and sunk two of his balls straight off.

"Good shot," Ben said. Cock-sucker.

"It was all right," grunted Glenn.
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