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I worked at Ross River, an hour east of Alice Springs, for three months and met Jimmy, an Arrerente (Caterpillar) man. He was, however, younger than me and not a bearded old man as in this story. 

I also lived in Ipswich, Queensland, from 2014 to 2018, and was well acquainted with the dubious practices of many Ipswich dignitaries. The mayor was eventually gaoled for his part in many illegal activities, along with several of his councillors and business associates.

Philip J Bradbury

––––––––
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Who was involved?

Text designed and setup with quiet brilliance by Philip J Bradbury

Cover designed with modest greatness by Philip J Bradbury

Text edited with amazing thoroughness by Gail Tagarro – 

Website: https://bookwritingcoach.com.au/

Many excerpts of this manuscript were critiqued with compassion and intensity by members of the Carindale Writers Group, Brisbane.

Website: https://carindalewritersgroup.com.au/

Readers’ Comments

I loved it, by the way. You are a very clever writer!! I loved the main characters. They were interesting and ‘real’. I liked that Janice was quite an intelligent woman and she had a lot to offer the other characters and the reader. Kassey is developed well and her youthful innocence and typical young teenager attitudes and behaviours are realistic. All the characters were well drawn. Loved the slang and style of the minor characters. Every character had a purpose and the conversations between them were authentic. Excellent characterisation! 

Anthoula Photinos, primary teacher and writer, Brisbane

​

I was definitely invested in some of the characters – James, Karen, Kassey and Janice. Oh, and the owners of the cafe. Actually, loved the entire Maureen story - and George. I loved all the neighbourhood chat, all the philosophising and the chats between the women, and the kitchen chit-chats.

Your writing in a woman's voice was authentic and it did not feel jarring or contrived in the slightest - I felt you captured how women communicate—especially via the dialogue and topics of interest discussed. 

Monica Zwolsman, English teacher and writer, Gold Coast

​

I didn't mean to start reading it right away but got into bed, skimmed the opening lines and was hooked. Still reading at 4.00 am and had to work in the morning. I finished it two nights later. An amazing story, Philip. 

Colleen Dyer, business teacher, Gold Coast

​

Captivating and informative. 'Scars Could Love' is a must-have for anyone seeking an unforgettable reading experience fused with valuable life lessons. 

Leonie Mulqueeny, building design trainer and artist, Gold Coast

You have used a simple comparative story to illustrate the age-old themes of racial prejudice and hypocrisy, Philip. For me these was very appealing – no waffle, just hard-hitting contrast. 

Judy Rostedt, writer, Brisbane

​​​​
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1981

My beginning may not be the real beginning but it’s mine so that’s where I’ll start.

See, I was the school secretary, the humble, behind-the-scenes, passer-on-of-information: from pupils to teachers, parents to teachers, teachers to principal, principal to staff, teachers to pupils, principal to parents and so on. I was the hollow, invisible reed that everyone else blew through to play their tunes. I had no music, no tune, no presence, almost. I certainly wasn’t allowed an opinion or an opportunity to give a different perspective. I didn’t exist in my own right; I only had substance by virtue of everyone else’s. The quiet one they never noticed ... well, until the moment I couldn’t stay quiet any more.

So, I would pass on messages as best I could, numbing myself to the inanity of many and pretending ignorance to the immorality of others. I can’t speak specifics - not just yet - but I can say there was talk of money changing hands to enable dim students to receive accolades and awards they could never deserve. And not only money. Eventually, holidays, gifts of cars and other substantial inducements. I also started to read messages I couldn’t understand - messages with references to pizzas that didn’t compute. My 13-year-old daughter told me pizzas had something to do with stealing children or homosexuals or something. She wasn’t quite sure and I didn’t want to know any more. Not till later when I did want to know more. Perhaps the expensive gifts were for other reasons as well. I dared not imagine what those reasons might be.

As a solo mother with no other financial support and little chance of other employment in those job-tight times in Queensland’s Ipswich, I needed to cling to the job at St Bede’s as tightly as I clung to my daughter. She was the only right and true thing in my shaky world.

So, I said nothing. I even avoided raising my eyebrows and my impassive face, perhaps, encouraged them to become bolder, over time. For that, I feel some guilt ... but I digress, for my feelings are not what concern you, I suspect.

I didn’t notice it at the time but, looking back, I see there was a moment - a day, a week, I’m not sure - that things took a turn down a path I couldn’t follow. However, it took me some time to realise it. The same as you don’t notice your hair growing each day, and, a month later a friend says, “My, your hair has grown,” and you realise it has. Yes, like that, except I had no friend. There was just me in my little office, and it gradually dawned on me that the slowly grinding geological plates had drifted so far apart that I couldn’t straddle the moral distance between my sense of rightness and the communiques before me.

I could hear my grandmother’s gently persistent voice in my head, telling me there was a right and a wrong and nothing in between, that no one could sit on the fence for very long for it hurt your bum. I deliberated long and hard - did I risk my job, throw my daughter and myself back on the state, return to the caravan park and live in dusty poverty again, or did I continue to receive the benefits of this corruption?

You don’t need to know how long I stewed on it - it seemed forever - before I finally spoke up. But I spoke to the wrong person.

Sergeant Thomlinson appeared indulgent as his chins wobbled and he listened and took copious notes. Two nights later, a brick was thrown through my window and my hand found wet dog poo in the mailbox the next morning. I was shaken, and every fibre of my body knew it was related to my disclosures to the sergeant. What could I do if the authorities weren’t there for me? I knew few people in the town and none to confide in. My mother would be going up or down on yet another drug trip, and my daughter’s father, my ex-partner, was still serving time for extortion and attempted rape.

I was afraid to go to work but knew my absence would raise more questions than my presence ... or so I thought.

The principal called me into his office as soon as my foot eased through the front door, two mornings later. A warm Queensland morning, he had his clanking fan spinning from the ceiling, moving little but dust. His greased comb-over could never disguise his pink, shiny pate and, today, it didn’t disguise the beads of sweat there, glistening in the weak sunshine coming through the only window in the room, high and wide on the outside wall. The fug of cigarettes added to the feeling of a police cell out of which nothing could escape, not even air. Yes, I’ve been in police cells, thanks to the two previous men in my life.

He demanded to know why I’d gone to the police before talking to him. But what do you say to the perpetrator? That I was going to the police about his crime? Or, before that, should I have walked in, slapped his hand and said he’d been a naughty boy and not to do it ever again?

Silence is golden, I decided, and I shrugged and smiled apologetically.

“This is no laughing matter,” he said through clenched teeth. My expression wasn’t conveyed well, obviously.

“I know,” I said gravely but, having started with a smile, found it hard to erase it from my face. It’s strange how we react to stress in our own ways. My way was with a smile and it didn’t help. I waited for smoke and flames to erupt from his nose and mouth, going by his fiery glare and whitening knuckles as he strangled a pen.

“I am sorry, what should I have done?” I asked, lobbing the ball back to him.

“About what?” he demanded, slamming the ball back.

“Well ... about ... you know ...” The ball collapsed over the net.

“No I don’t.” A flick of his wrist and the ball was in my back corner.

“What did the police talk about?” Another pathetic lob which he immediately pounced on.

“What do you think? The weather? The cricket score? Bribery, fraud and corruption? Trafficking ...”

“Trafficking?” I hadn’t mentioned that to Thomlinson. Something had told me not to disclose all I knew.

“Well, maybe.” His shots were weakening.

“Trafficking? Of what?” A great backhand, I thought.

“Children ... uh.” He grunted and the ball dribbled under the net as he sat up and looked around and then down at something interesting on his immaculately clean and empty desk.

“Children?” I was alarmed to have my suspicions confirmed. I served confidently. “Who’s trafficking children, whatever that means?” I’d heard of trafficking but thought it only applied to drugs.

“Uh, no one. No one.” The speck on his desk seemed to be endlessly fascinating.

“So why did the police tell you about it?” I was feeling bolder but shouldn’t have been. A cornered viper can strike from any angle at any time.

“Enough! Cut the bullshit!” he yelled, leaping up, hands flat on the spotless desk. “You know exactly ...”

“Yes, Brian? Did you call me?” came a timid voice behind me. The vice principal must have been listening at the door. Or was it a coincidence?

“Oh, aah, nothing, Margaret.” He looked around the room as if searching for an answer but seemed to find nothing. He shook his head and sat back down. I looked behind me to see the vice principal - I was never allowed to call her by her name - standing there, equally uncertain.

“Shall I ...?” she asked, backing out slowly.

“Yes, yes, please,” he said, nodding, smiling and unable to hide his embarrassment. The door closed and he and I waited for the other to speak. I waited but still he didn’t speak.

“Shall I go, sir?” I asked, bending to pick up my bag.

“Yes, yes ... aah, no. No you shan’t.” I sat up again and he seemed to be regaining some composure, staring daggers at me. “We won’t talk of this again.”

“Of what?”

“This.”

“This what? The police or this conversation or the bribery, fraud and corruption ... or the ...”

“All of it. Every all of it.”

“Every all ...” I really, really tried not to smile.

“You know what I mean, madam, and it’s not funny. You are a dangerous woman.”

“More dangerous than the bribers and traffic ...” I was feeling bold and relieved in equal parts till he interrupted me.

“Enough! Enough of that. We will not mention any of it, huh?”

I stood there staring at him, sorely tempted to say something sarcastic. Then I realised I was about to lose my job and thought of Kassey. I couldn’t do that to her. “Mmm,” I said and turned to go.

“As long as we understand each other.”

I nodded, not understanding what I was supposed to understand and left. Then I returned to his office, sheepishly, to retrieve my bag. I was surprised at how quickly my bold and relieved could dissolve into timid confusion.

I didn’t see him for the rest of the day and wondered if he had a secret door, or if he was sitting in there, stewing. Or plotting. His door remained locked and all I could do was shrug each time someone asked to see him, saying I’d call them when he came back. I had to lie and I hate doing that.

I felt there were invisible eyes watching me all day and there was an eerie lack of suspicious messages, the usual boring administration memos about health and safety, student absences and a playground injury that was no more than grass stains, in the end.

Back home I should have started dinner but instead sat there on our old couch and stared at the slightly askew print of a Spanish dancer in red. Kassey, my daughter, absorbed my silence and joined my sitting and staring.

“What’s wrong, Mum?” she eventually asked.

I jumped, surprised at the unexpected intrusion into my empty world. “Oh dear, sorry love. I’ve had a tough day. Give me a moment.” I patted her denim-clad leg to reassure her. Her frown did not display reassurance. I realised this was a pivotal moment in our relationship. She was growing up and I believed that honesty was always the best. Besides, I really, really had to tell someone. Call me irresponsible, I don’t care. I thought seriously about both options - fobbing her off or telling her everything - and I knew I was doing the right thing. I still do. I told her everything, starting from all those months before when it had started for me.

She listened in rapt attention.

“Oh, Mum,” she said at the end, sliding over to my side and taking my hand in hers.

“Yeah.” I faltered but had to ask her. “Do you know what trafficking is? Child trafficking?”

She explained enough for me to stop her before she was done.

“How do you know?” I knew the answer but needed to know from her lips.

It still makes me shudder to think about it, but I’m going to press on and tell you anyway. Kassey said she had been approached in the schoolyard by a man she thought could be a teacher but whom she’d never seen before. Nicely dressed and all that. Ours is a large town, not yet a city, and most people knew many people. Anyway, there he was, in the shadow of the big elm, calling in girls as they ran past. Kassey stopped, not recognising him. Her inner voice told her not to stop.

“He asked if I’d like to make some money as I was so pretty. He would just take some photos of me.” Thankfully, I’d warned her off strange men so often that she had run off. Maybe I’d warned her off all men, I thought, and needed to check on the messages I was giving her. Perhaps I could be more balanced. The man I had trusted had tried to rape my daughter but not all men were rapists. As I was saying, she ran off and had an icky feeling in her tummy all afternoon. She was too frightened to tell anyone, even me, at the time.

Over the next week, she noticed three of her classmates weren’t in class. Weren’t in school. She asked her teacher, Mrs Knowles, who shrugged it off. “You can’t trust these caravan people to stick to anything.”

Kassey was numbed to silence. She and I had been ‘caravan park people’ for two years after Morris, my ex-partner, was led off in handcuffs. It was only after I got the job that we could move out of the caravan park and into this skanky old house down the bottom of Moores Pocket Road, on the northern skirts of the town.

It was a terrible thing to contemplate, especially as my daughter had nearly been lost to me.. By being honest with each other, we had each found a firmer friend in the other, and I now had someone I could talk to.

It must have been a terrible realisation for her to know that those who were meant to protect us - police and teachers - weren’t there for her. I felt vulnerable and I’m sure she did.



On Saturday morning, over breakfast, she broke the silence.

“There has to be someone we can go to, Mum,” she said, her big blue eyes searching mine.

“No one in this town that I know of, right now,” I said. Tough news but true news, nevertheless.

“Tessa’s father is a policeman.”

“Your friend? The Aboriginal man?”

“Yes, him. Can you talk to him?”

“But what if he’s like Sergeant Thomlinson? I don’t know who to trust any more, love.”

I was stopped mid-sentence by a knock on the door. A loud, insistent knock. I leapt up, rushed to the door and grabbed the door handle to open it, such was my instinct to obey others. Then I stopped and dread coursed through me. I knew this wasn’t going to go well. I stepped back as the knocking became louder. I looked back at a wide-eyed Kassey.

“Please, love, go and hide somewhere,” I said.

“Why?”

“I don’t know. It’s a feeling. I can’t explain it.”

“Right,” she said uncertainly. “Where?”

“I don’t know. Just out of sight. Outside ... in your tree house, perhaps.”

“Yeah, cool,” she said, smiling, as if a switch had suddenly clicked on in her head. 

I walked back to the door and heard someone ordering me to open up or they’d knock the door down. I opened it, cautiously, standing behind it all the time.

“Uph!” came a grunt as the door swung open and Thomlinson stumbled in. “You being clever?”

“No, frightened.”

“Of what? You got something to hide?” He leered at me as he straightened his uniform that had ridden up his tummy in the unexpected rush into my kitchen. I hoped the straining buttons of his jacket didn’t give way, as they threatened to.

I shook my head, determined to use as few words as possible. They always say, ‘Anything you say can be used against you,’ never, ‘Anything you say can be used for you.’

I peered around the door and outside was Tessa’s father, looking very out of place, staring at the ground, scuffing his boots on my gravel driveway.

“We have a report of drugs,” said Thomlinson, behind me.

“Drugs?” I spun around in confusion, looking down on his grinning, florid face.

“Yes ma’am, and this is no laughing matter.”

“Sorry,” I said, trying to get the smile of incredulity off my face. “I don’t smoke, I don’t drink and the strongest thing you’ll find here is ginger tea. This is the last place you’ll find any drugs, I assure you, sir.”

“That’s what they all say.” He grumbled and turned towards the kitchen.

“Just a moment, Sergeant, don’t you have to show me a search warrant? Aren’t you trespassing now?” I knew my rights but felt he had no regard for them. Or for me.

“A search warrant, huh? Trying to be clever?”

“I’m just asking ...”

“Yeah, sure you are.”

“So, do you need one? Do you have one?”

“Yeah, yeah, it’s on its way.”

“Right.” I knew my rights were going to be trampled on by his big, black, scuffed boots and I needed to give Kassey time to hide.

“So, you want to be a pain and hold us up?”

“No, go ahead. There’s nothing to find.”

He stood there and looked at me as if weighing up whether the pointless search was worth it.

“Okay lady, since you’re frightened and stuff ... you know ... I might have upset you a bit. Maybe we come back when the warrant’s signed. Okay?”

“Uh, yes, okay.” I was dumbfounded by his about-face and I followed him out the door.

Constable Markham was right by the door when I went out and his swarthy hand shot out just after Thomlinson passed us. There was a piece of paper in his open palm and I looked at it. He looked at it and he nodded to me. Finally, I gathered my wits, grabbed it and stuffed it in my back pocket. He smiled shyly and followed his boss down the two steps and into the patrol car. They drove off without a goodbye or a wave from either.

A little giddy from the sudden intrusion and the quick back-down, I leaned against the door jamb. Nothing seemed real. I stared out at the two goats and the horse, quietly nibbling away on the sparse, dry grass, over the rusty, two-wire fence that was my boundary. God, what I’d give for a boring life, I thought. Then I went inside to brew up the strongest cup of tea and I sat, staring at the fly spots on the ceiling.

“Are you okay, Mum?” asked Kassey, suddenly beside me, and I jumped into next week. “Sorry ...” I pulled her down onto my knee before she could say any more. She was the only real and sane thing in my life.

Then a strange thought occurred to me and I said, more to myself than to Kassey, “I don’t think Sergeant Thomlinson wanted to do that.”

“What? Barge in here? But he did.”

“You’re right, but I have this really weird feeling that it was a show. I don’t know ... that he had to make it look like he was harassing us and he didn’t want to. Maybe someone else made him do it.”

“Maybe it was Mr Cummings.”

“The school principal?”

“Yes.”

“Why him? Why do you say that?”

“When I ran out the back to the tree hut, he was in his car, in the empty driveway next door.” That house had been empty since we’d moved in, a year before.

“Just like ... sitting in his car?”

“Just sitting there. Grinning. Then he saw me and he drove off quickly.”

“Mmm,” was all I could say. My mind was about to race off in a hundred directions, none of them happy ones. I had to move my body, think of something else. “Do you want fish and chips for early lunch?”

“Like, bought food?” Kassey looked both excited and confused.

“Yes, why not?”

“You always say we can’t afford it, Mum.”

I felt slightly admonished by my daughter. “Do you want it?”

Her huge smile told me everything. “Really, Mum?”

“Really. Let’s go.” And so we did. I know I should have feared going out ... actually, I did fear going out and into town but I was determined to drive and talk myself through it. I couldn’t be driven by fear all my life so I kept up a busy conversation about school, friends, food, boys and other topics to keep my brain from frying itself on the obvious topic; the one I wouldn’t talk about in this precious, magical moment with my daughter.
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The Flight South
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I felt trapped but couldn’t think of anything to do about it. We sat at home with our fish and chips and stewed on it, tried to console each other, but no ideas came to mind. The more I told myself and Kassey that we’d be alright, the less I believed it. The fear grew, an acidic, molten lava in my stomach, and I soon felt I was going to vomit. I walked to the toilet, nonchalantly so as not to alarm Kassey, but nothing came up. I turned, had a pee, pulled my jeans up and checked myself for vomit inclinations. They’d dissolved, thankfully. I opened the door and Kassey was there, waiting to go in.

“What’s that, Mum?” She was looking at the floor, behind me.

“Oh.” I picked up the piece of paper that must have fallen from my pocket. Gosh, of all the events that had to happen - if I hadn’t felt nauseous, if I hadn’t gone to the toilet, if I hadn’t had a pee, if Kassey had not gone to the toilet at that moment - that piece of paper could have sat there, in my pocket, for hours. I went hot and cold thinking about the possibilities and knew I couldn’t overlook it. “It’s the piece of paper Constable Markham gave me.”

Ring and ask for Damon Edwards, the note said, with a phone number. Not a local one. I showed it to Kassey and she shook her head and shut herself in the toilet. “Just ring the number. Stop delaying. First things first,” she said, quoting back at me two of my favourite phrases I’d learned at a Zen meditation class many years before.

“Good morning, Coolangatta Police Station,” was the answer on the phone.

“Can I please speak to Damon Edwards?”

“Can I have your name, please?”

“A police constable told me to phone him.” I remembered to divulge as little as possible so I was keeping my name to myself for as long as possible.

“Can you not say at the moment?”

“No.”

The phone went dead and I thought I’d been cut off.

“Edwards here.”

“Damon Edwards?”

“The same.”

“I’ve been told to phone you by a constable as we’ve just been broken into ... I think that’s the phrase ... by a police sergeant and had a brick through our window and our mailbox ...”

“I’m sorry, ma’am, but we don’t deal with police misconduct or assault.”

“Oh, right.”

“Was there another matter?”

I needed to take a deep breath before I could utter the next words.

“Are you still there, ma’am?”

“Aah, yes, child trafficking.”

“Yes, this is the right department. Are you in immediate danger? Right now?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Can you drive out of your town? Out of Ipswich?”

“How did you know we’re here?” A shiver of fear slid down my spine and I looked around to see if someone or something was watching.

“We traced your call. For your safety. I’m going to suggest that you pack a small bag for, say, three days away, and come to the back of the Youth Centre in Coolangatta.”

“That’s over an hour away,” I said, uttering the least informative thing I could say as my mind set off at a 100 kilometres an hour. Why three day’s clothes? Why Coolangatta? A youth centre? Both of us? I realised Kassey was at my elbow.

“Yes, an hour and a half.”

“Right. And my daughter’s here.”

“Of course, she must come with you.”

“But my job ...” Another inane, random thought.

“We will take care of that. Are you okay, ma’am? Are you able to drive?”

“Yes, yes, just so many questions.” Then a moment of clarity. “We do have a good map book.”

“I understand. Now, please bring any evidence of what you are alleging.”

“Alleging?” This suddenly sounded harshly, starkly legal.

“Yes, anything that will help us with our case.”

“Our case?” His our sounded reassuring. I was no longer alone.

“Yes. When you get to the back door, knock and ask for Constable Perkins. Constable Trudy Perkins. And please call me if you have any further questions. There’s a service station next door and you can phone me from there. Tony is the manager there.” He asked me my employer and their phone number and then gave me his direct number which I quickly wrote down.

“Constable Trudy Perkins.” I said the name aloud to help me remember. And to tell Kassey so at least one of us would remember.

“Let’s go, Mum,” she said, and wrote something on the piece of paper she took from my hand. Probably Trudy Perkins’ name.

“Yes, we will see you soon,” he said and his we sounded reassuring.

I tried to treat it as an adventure and Kassey didn’t even have to try. We were soon on the road with our bags, fear, excitement and a full tank of petrol, with Kassey scanning the map book for our route and destination.

We planned to be in Coolangatta by 3 pm, but the map didn’t know that we’d be followed for a time. Nor did we, till a large black car flashed its headlights at us from behind. I checked the indicators, my speed, the lights, but nothing was wrong. Kassey had noticed the flashing lights too, and we shrugged at each other and carried on. They flashed again and I wondered if my boot was open.

I pulled over and the black car parked behind me. For some reason, in the confusion, I wrote down the registration number in the little notebook that went everywhere with me.

“Can you photograph that car for me, please?” I asked Kassey, and she grabbed my new Yashika camera from the back seat. This was part of the adventure, I told myself, but it felt off, somehow. Creepy. Suddenly, a man was tapping on my window. Unshaven - was it the current fashion to look wild, windswept and lazy? Towering over my car, he bent and demanded I open the window. His demand convinced me to leave it tightly shut with the doors locked.

“Yes?” I yelled through the glass.

“Open up.”

“What’s the problem?” I yelled and then, quietly to Kassey, “Can that camera take a movie?

“I don’t think so but it can take photos really fast - the flutter shutter function, I think, Mum,” she said, fiddling with the camera. “Like that,” she said, turning it towards him.

“Open up, lady, or I get to use this.” He flashed an iron bar - do they call them crowbars? - with the glee of a viper cornering a rabbit. “An’ put that bloody thing away.”

I fumbled with the seatbelt for as long as I could, and tried to commit all his features to mind. “A chipped front tooth. An anchor tattoo on his right arm,” I said to Kassey. She smiled and nodded, still pointing the camera at him.

There was a loud crack and glass flew into the car. He grabbed my shoulder but the door was still locked and my seatbelt still done up.

“Okay, okay, let me ... ugh.”

He kept pulling and my attempt at calm vanished. He was raving mad, and desperation had shaken the logic out of him. The last thing I would do was get out with that crazy oaf.

“Mum, just go!” whispered Kassey hoarsely.

“What?” I asked her, stunned to confusion.

“Start the car. Go!”

I needed no more urging. I’d never done a squealy - or whatever they call them - and his face looked like a slapped arse as he ran beside us, determined not to let go. My top ripped, his hand fell away and we lurched onto the motorway amid beeping horns and flashing lights as vehicles swerved to avoid this mad woman driver.

I kept my foot to the floor and could see him standing there, dumb as a Coke bottle, until he suddenly turned and ran to his car. Kassey kept herself busy brushing broken glass off my skirt and her seat.

“I’d better slow down,” I said as the speedo passed the 120 kph mark.

“No, Mum, if the police stop us he’ll stay away.”

“My God, what great thinking, Kassey. Brilliant.” I was terrified and enthralled, in equal measure, for I’d never driven at this speed before. I’d never been physically attacked before either, except at home, and the shots of adrenalin had me flying high. She looked at me with a crooked smile but then her eyes blew up like hubcaps.

“Oh, hell, sorry,” I said, swerving around the flat deck of a truck. Thankfully, there was no one in the next lane and I grabbed the wheel more tightly with both hands and continued forward, determined to focus on one thing at a time. The road at this moment.

“One thing at a time, Mum.” She smiled at me as she repeated another Zen phrase back at me, one I’d said to her often.

A siren screamed and I saw its flashing lights going the other way on the motorway. My heart leapt and then settled as I remembered it could be our saviour. I pressed back down on the accelerator, pulled in front of the truck, passed a van and got into the middle lane again to pass a car dawdling at the regulation speed.

That was when I thought I saw the big, black car behind me. A long way behind me but he was probably closing in. It disappeared as it changed lanes and I remembered to stay focused on one thing at a time - going forward as fast and safely as I could.

Kassey looked at me and then crouched a little to see out her passenger mirror.

“The black car is chasing us,” she said.

“Is he still gaining on us?”

“I don’t know. He pulled out and in.”

I couldn’t make myself focus on one thing anymore and saw he was only four car-lengths behind us. What’s he going to do if he catches us? I thought.

“Push us off the road,” she said. I realised I’d been talking aloud.

“Oh, Kassey, I’m so sorry I’ve dragged you into all of this. I really am.” I patted her knee.

“Mum! Hands on the wheel!”

I stole a look at her and she looked terrified; nothing like the calm voice she had been using.

“Uh, sorry.”

“What if we stay in the middle lane, Mum?”

“What?”

“Well, he can’t push us off, then.”

“Yes, yes, good idea.” I swerved back into the middle lane and was blasted by horns and flashing lights. “Oh hell.” I kept my foot down and soon left the anger and surprise behind. It was a lucky strike, for three utes had suddenly sped up as he tried to pass them all. They wouldn’t like being beaten by a woman driver. The black nose of his car continued to peek in and out of his lane, like a quivering mouse sizing up a distant piece of cheese.

Then another siren and I saw the flashing lights behind me. My heart leapt and then settled with relief. Our saviour at last. I hoped.

Focusing on the road ahead, I glimpsed the unfolding scene behind me as cars parted like the Red Sea at Moses’ command, and then the police car was right behind me. I sighed and smiled at Kassey as I changed lanes, nearly clipping a van, and then onto the shoulder, a large gravelled area. The police car stopped behind me, its siren off but its lights still strobing. I knew one was supposed to stay in one’s car and I watched him approaching, the slow saunter of one in charge, the crewcut and pot belly of every police caricature we’d ever seen.

“Mum.” I looked at her and she was pointing ahead. The black car had pulled onto the shoulder as well, about 20 metres ahead. The viper lying in wait for the rabbit.

“Ma’am, do you know what speed you were going?”

“Yes,” I said distractedly, looking ahead, my thoughts spinning in endless, useless circles.

“Ma’am,” he said louder.

“Yes,” I said, also louder, wondering if it would be better to take off again. The police would follow and Mr Black Car would have to stay away.

“Why were you speeding?”

“We’re being chased by that car. He broke my window.”

“Yes, I am sure you were.” He didn’t believe me. “Can I see your licence, ma’am. Your driving is a serious breach.”

“And so is someone driving me off the road and smashing my window.” I pointed at the black car sitting innocently ahead of us. “Where do you think this glass came from?”

“Ma’am, you were exceeding the limit by 40 kilometres per hour.”

“You asked me why. Surely escaping that black car that assaulted me is something you need to focus on.”

“I am focusing on you.” He stared intently at me as if his neck was welded on, unable to swivel around to the right, towards the black car. “I asked you for your licence.” He was puffing up and I thought he might explode. “Are you photographing me?”

“Yes sir,” said Kassey, the camera pointed at him.

“That is illegal. I insist that you put it down.”

“Kassey,” I said.

“It’s not illegal, Mum.”

“It’s not?” These young people knew way too much, sometimes.

“Put that camera down or I’ll be forced to charge you.” He was becoming louder with every word and stepped back. Then up to the car again as if uncertain what to do with these two illegal females.

“He’s not allowed to put his body inside the car without our permission, Mum,” she said, loud enough for him to hear. He stepped back half a step, the dance of the uncertain cop.

“Gosh, is that right?” There seemed to be an alarming increase in the number of things I knew nothing about. She nodded seriously.

“Ma’am, I have asked for your licence three times and you have refused, so I’ll need to arrest you and detain you.”

“You have asked twice and I haven’t refused at all.” I felt empowered by Kassey’s apparent knowledge of the law.

“If you refuse I will have to arrest you and take you into the station.” He pulled at the door handle, which was still locked.

“Look, okay, we were speeding and for a very good reason, Sergeant.”

“Constable!”

“Whatever. We were being chased by the man in the black car, there, and he broke this window with his crowbar and ripped my top. See?”

“That might or might not be true but you were speeding.”

“To save our lives, Sergeant ... aah, Constable.”

“You were speeding, ma’am, and you are resisting arrest ...”

“Hey, arrest for what?”

“Refusing to provide your licence ...”

“I said I haven’t refused. It’s all on camera.” Despite the frustration and fear from this authority figure, I was really starting to enjoy myself. Even if he did end up arresting us and taking us to the station, we’d be safe. Besides, there was an adrenalin rush in saying NO to a pushy cop.

He straightened up, pulled his radio thing from one of his dozens of bulging pockets and called for back-up.

“You’re in for it now. The team is on its way.” He leered through the broken window and then stood back, smirking like a bear who had just found a beehive. As he stepped back, a police car screeched in front of our car and he looked more surprised than I did. Two men leapt out.

“Thank you, constable, we can take it from here,” said a man in plain clothes as another man, in uniform, went forward to the black car. “Please help my sergeant to arrest the man in that car.”

“But she’s speeding ...”

“With good reason. I’m giving you an order, constable.” The plain-clothes cop flashed his badge to us all. It meant nothing to me but the fat cop’s eyes bulged, his heels snapped together and he straightened from his slouch.

“Yes sir. Yes.” And off he lumbered, scratching his cropped head.
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He never thought much about it. Actually, he didn’t think about it at all. It was just the way he was and he thought everyone else was the same.

See, he had ... mmm, how do I explain it? As if there was some invisible thing around him. Let’s see ... it was a glow. No, you can see a glow. An energy? No, that tells you nothing. Perhaps a magnetism explains it best.

See, Geoffrey’s magnetism was gently, subtly unobtrusive. Not compelling or demanding - just sweetly inviting, shall we say.

When you met him, you couldn’t stop smiling, no matter what sort of day you were having. He sort-of glowed a smile into you that slid down to your heart, warmly chuckling.

He was the sort of guy you’d first think of if you had a good or a bad moment, the first person you’d want to share your latest stuff with.

There was nothing physical you could pin on his magnetism. Not especially good looking - a mop of black clumpy hair, skinny as a rake, a limp he got from slipping on fat in the kitchen and a happy cough from too many cigarettes, drugs and slugs of liquor; all now forgone for a healthier life. He wasn’t well brought up or well educated either. 

The story is that baby Geoffrey - no name at that stage - was found on a Brisbane doorstep and he was taken home by a kind and misguided woman who couldn’t get herself off drugs or prostitution. Somehow, the authorities found an abandoned Geoffrey in the squalor of an old Beenleigh Queenslander, the smell of vomit, urine and blood stifling the nostrils of his rescuers. Then, from about two years old he was bounced from institution to foster home to institution to foster home till he ran away, at 14, deciding he could bring himself up better than anyone else could.

He trod the well-trodden path of those left in the cracks of life, uncared for and anonymous. He needed food, so he stole. He needed hope, so he drank. He needed escape, so he took drugs. He needed alcohol and drugs, so he stole more. He stole bigger and more often till he was noticed.

He was noticed by two groups.

Firstly, the local drug runners noticed him and he became a street bunny, as they called those at the bottom of the ladder who pedalled the drugs to the desperate and were most likely to be noticed by the police.

Then the police noticed him and he was slapped about and bribed. Free drugs to the cops or behind bars. They’d then overlook his clandestine activities. 

To survive on his drug sales, he had to deal harder and steal harder to pay for the drugs he was giving away to the cops as their inducement to stay silent. His drug bosses noticed this, didn’t like it, suspected him of split loyalty and cut his supply. He had nothing to give the pigs, the cops, but they didn’t believe him. Who would? A homeless, penniless, scruffy 20-year-old with no education or roots. These outer things prompted mistrust, and he was a dried-up leaf in a storm, blown whatever way it was.

The mob disowned him and sent their scouts out for their pound of skin - the last two instalments that he owed or his two index fingers.

Then his angel turned up. An unlikely angel.

On the run from his vicious stalkers, starving and shoeless, there was only one place he knew to run, the other evil he knew.

He quietly tracked down Sergeant Sean Murphy, the large-gutted, six-foot-three block of sneering temper. He snipped open a locked Mercedes and leapt in, knowing that Big Thommo, as everyone called him, was watching. He was a surly pack of Irish tempers.

“I know ye got stash, holdin’ oot on me,” whispered Surly Sean as he hauled Geoffrey from the car. “A few days in the slammer’ll cure yer memory, help you remember ye have me shit. Okay?”

It wasn’t a question and Geoffrey was relieved to be behind bars, as long as none of his pursuers ended up there as well. He sat on the thin mattress next to a skinny runt of a man who sweated and vomited his alcohol-induced torrent into the bucket. His other companion was bigger than Sean, a black man with tattoos, missing teeth and a constant, angry rant with somebody not in the cell.

All is perception and, from Geoffrey’s point of view, this was heaven.

The next morning he was hungry and sweating from withdrawal. Surly Sean towed him out of the cell and into an interrogation room.

“Me shift ends and so do yer options!” said Sergeant Murphy. Silence. Geoffrey’s bottom lip quivered and he wondered if he should say something.

“Jeez, can’t stand bloody crying!” said the red-headed hulk of anger. “I’m going and you’re coming too! To yer stash.” 

Geoffrey’s chair flipped up and he landed on his back, his head hitting the concrete floor. It took him several moments to realise the sergeant’s foot was to blame. He lay there without options, rubbing his sore head and realising his back and left shoulder were now pounding in pain. All he could do was shake his head to indicate, I don’t have anything to give you. I’m sorry. A boot went into his kidney and he yelled silently, his voice absent for want of water. And food.

“Ya useless lump. Okay, one more day in here and that’s yer last chance!”

The policeman grabbed Geoffrey’s dirty, grey t-shirt and towed him back to his cell, his legs scuttling after his propelled body. He was tossed on the filthy plastic mattress - the cell now empty of the others though the stink remained - and the sergeant stood there, shaking his head. Geoffrey noticed his pale, freckled hands were shaking too, now. The sergeant really needed his hit, as badly as Geoffrey needed water and food.

“You’re a bloody loser, aren’t you!”

Geoffrey nodded. Nobody could argue with that.

“Remember, Geoffrey, ya git, if ya don’t obey da rules, ya don’t live da life.” Surly Sean, his angel, left.

All is perception and Geoffrey’s confused mind translated it differently from Murphy’s meaning. It was as if a light shone in his brain, from somewhere. From inside, somehow. If you don’t obey the rules, you don’t live your life. It stuck with him.

The ‘rules’, his brain told him, were not the sergeant’s rules but the rules of the light inside him - the light he’d never seen before. He didn’t know he had rules and lights inside him but he immediately knew the life he wanted and, weirdly, knew the rules inside him would take him there - out of this stink and grime and to something beyond his current experiences and imagination.

He’d never prayed before but he tried it, lying there in that hot, fetid cell with commands, thumps and yells echoing around the wooden building. He left the savage, outside world behind and went in ... into the light that welcomed him with an exquisite peace.

Unaware of time, he was woken by the bars being rattled. The smell of cigarettes closed in and he realised he was being spoken to.

“I’m Constable Markham. What are you doing here?” He was the first Aboriginal cop Geoffrey had ever seen.

He tried to speak and indicated his need for water. The constable frowned, turned, disappeared and returned with two cups of water. Geoffrey downed them and found a small voice returning.

“There’s no charge sheet for you, sir, so what are you doing here?”

“Not sure,” he said timidly.

“Right, to save me paperwork and you more pain, how about you go home.”

Geoffrey managed a smile and pushed himself up painfully.

“When’s the last time you ate?”

“Two or three days,” mumbled Geoffrey uncertainly. It might have been more.

The constable helped him up, pressed $10 into his hand and said, “Go get some food then find a bigger life than this one, hey! Go! Go on, don’t stand there staring at me. Get the hell out of here and get a new direction.”

Geoffrey was filled with gratitude and wanted to thank the man from the bottom of his faltering heart. All he could do was shake the man’s kind hand, step out into the sunlight and head to the nearest tea shop, the precious life-giving $10 clutched desperately in his fist.

There are moments that fall together, as if God has won Lotto and wants to play. This was one of those moments.

He sat in the Lucky Café, looking out of the window, reluctant to leave this cool and friendly place. Ravenous though he was, after downing five free glasses of water, he lingered over the plate of fried food, delaying his departure. It was a hot, cruel world out there and he was reluctant to return to it. Also, he couldn’t decide where he should go, in that hot, cruel world. Every huddle-spot of the homeless was known by the drug demons and nowhere was safe.

As he pondered the exquisite safety of this moment and the opposite of his future, there was an almighty crash, then yelling, in the kitchen. The yelling continued for a few minutes, rising in intensity then, suddenly, a kitchen hand was being man-handled out the door by two men, likely the owner and a cook, Geoffrey surmised.

“Look, boss, it’s good to have him gone but who’s going to do the dishes now?” asked the younger man in his chef’s uniform, as they walked back. Then something happened. The only way he could explain it was that the Hand of God grabbed him by the collar, hauled him up and made his mouth work, the most words he’d said to anyone for a long time.

“I can help out, sir,” he said, then wondered who had crawled into his mouth and said that. He’d never washed a plate in his life.

The two men stopped, turned and stared at the most unkempt, shoeless man they’d ever seen. A silence stretched across Ipswich and beyond as they looked at each other and back to Geoffrey.

The voice inside him opened his mouth again. “I really need the work and you can trust me. I have nothing to give but my two willing hands and a fistful of trust.”

The two men looked at each other and back to him, as if waiting for the silence to unroll from across the town. The older man gave the smallest shrug then handed Geoffrey a towel and told him to wash up as best he could at the basin in the men’s toilet. Then he was set to work. Desperate to impress, he learned quickly and, despite a criminal record they didn’t ask about, was allowed to sleep there the night - secure for Geoffrey and security for Luca, the owner.

A year later Luca admitted he couldn’t understand why he had employed and trusted Geoffrey in the first place. All logic was against this homeless, penniless man with no references. But something inside had told him to trust. So he had.

That was when he told Geoffrey he’d just been diagnosed with cancer, might live another year, and would Geoffrey like to take over the business.

By then, Geoffrey had his own little apartment and the possibility of a girlfriend. He’d met a sweet woman, Sarah, twice and hoped for more. He thought life was as good as it could possibly get. Then this proposal ... homeless druggie to business owner in a year.

His answer to Luca was to break down in tears. His gratitude to Luca, and to life, was bigger than his little heart could hold and it spilled out, all over his face and onto the floor.

Luca, a patient man, waited till the tears slowed down and said, “I take it that’s a yes!” He hugged Geoffrey.

After that, Luca popped into the Lucky Café on most days, on the pretext of helping Geoffrey become acquainted with all the details of running a busy café. The truth was that Luca needed to keep in touch with the heartbeat of his life - the café he had started all those years back, the first café in Ipswich and a change from the tearooms that abounded back then. Of course, Geoffrey was grateful for the daily help of Luca, the father he never had, in a way.

Sarah kept her administration job at the local car wrecking yard and was able to look after the accounts for Geoffrey as well, while he smiled and more and more customers came in every day.

Being near the police station in Roderick Street, his Lucky Café was frequented by many down-and-outers - others like he used to be. He always took the time to sit and listen and, when needed, give extra food for free.
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