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PRAISE FOR BARKING DOGS
 

‘In this intricate and subtle wonder of a book, Rebekah Clarkson emerges as a writer of breathtaking insight and empathy. Like a Raymond Carver of the South Australian suburbs, she chronicles the lives of these ordinary characters with love, humour and sharp precision. At once restrained and honest, unsentimental and deeply moving, Barking Dogs is indeed something both special and rare.’
Emily Bitto
 

‘This subtle book has a spare, light surface, and startlingly memorable depths. The threads that bind it together are either stark and architectural, or all but invisible. Rebekah Clarkson’s work is one of compassion without sentiment; great art without flamboyance or ego. An extraordinary first work of fiction.’
Eva Hornung
 

‘Rebekah Clarkson takes us to a place of intimacy and isolation, community and cruelty that we recognise, with pleasure and alarm, as the way we live now.’
Nicholas Jose
 

‘A distinctly Australian allegory of urban sprawl, McMansions and the plight of the aspirational classes mortgaged to the hilt … Fans of short fiction with a strong Australian flavour will appreciate Clarkson’s satisfying use of both the novel and short-story forms, and her ability to sketch intimately relatable characters with humour and generosity, silhouetted against a devastating panorama of contemporary Australia.’
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Here We Lie


We found the body of Lorelie Hastwell on the floor of the Hastwell family dining room. We knew she was dead. We knew it as soon as the back door was down. At first we gulped it, as if death was cold beer, but then we gagged and Troy Campbell retched. We pulled our shirts up over our mouths and noses as we made our way in. Rotting food on the kitchen table and in the sink. Dishes everywhere. Shit all over the floor; shit we didn’t expect: piles of paper, crumpled paper, old rags, dried weeds, dead flowers. We had to step on it to get down the hallway. Drawings all over the walls: the actual walls. Pencil, texta, pen, paint and something else, something like dried blood. But the drawings were good, we could see that. Drawings of plants; plants we knew. Fennel and rye grass, wheat, caltrop, Salvation Jane. There were flowers too. Roses. All over the walls. We remembered then: Lorelie always said she was going to be an artist. Years ago, she said that.


We all had the same question: when was the last time anyone had been in this house? She’d locked it up when we did the backyard blitz. We had to use the dunny at the pub because we couldn’t get in. Not even our wives had been here. Our wives, who thought they knew everything there was to know. It dawned on us – no one had been in this house since her parents died. No one had seen what we were seeing.


Lorelie’s eyes were closed but her mouth was open. She seemed on the verge of saying something. Her frozen expression looked like she’d walked into the room and forgotten why she did. Lorelie was always like that: not here, not there. By her side was a bottle from Chemmart labelled Temazepam. Later, we showed that bottle to the police. A simple and obvious piece of evidence. But there were other things too, things we didn’t show.


There were more drawings, not of plants or flowers. Lorelie had placed them around the space where she planned to lie. Drawings of faces and bodies, twisted and warped. We knew they were good drawings. There were paintings too. Canvases. We didn’t need to count five; we could see them. Four were propped against each leg of the mahogany dining table, and the fifth – the paint still wet, we could smell the oils – lay next to Lorelie’s head. We took a sharp breath when we saw them, our shirts sucked into the hollows of our mouths. There were five of us. Someone said, ‘Jesus.’ No one said anything more.


By unspoken agreement, and there were a few of these – in between calling the police and the undertaker (we went with Crouch and Sons) and them both arriving – we stacked the five canvases and a pile of the sketches in another room, right out of the way. We stacked them under Rich and Lorraine’s old bed. We moved quickly. We moved quietly. All we could hear was our own muffled breathing and our boots as they scuffed across that old Hastwell carpet. Memories were tumbling. Stuff we’d forgotten about. And we knew we were removing objects from the scene of a dubious death, but we let that go.


We’re good men. Locals. Longest-serving members of the Mount Barker Summit Club. There are a few newbies in the club – the tree changers – but we’re the locals. Some of our families go back five generations. We’ve known Lorelie since she was a girl, since we were boys. We’ve worked for Rich Hastwell at the fodder shop or the car dealership or R & L Fencing, or all three. Bursar of one of the local schools, tax accountant, car dealer and two in real estate: we’re a mixed bunch.


We’re busy men: president, deputy president, secretary of the football club. We’ve got our jobs, our sport, our families, and we’re proud of what we’ve done around here. Our members built the spectator benches at the Lang Street tennis courts. We planted five hundred trees in the wetlands, landscaped the bowling club, organised relief packs for the bushfire victims in Victoria. We support the boys who wanna have a crack at their footy down in the city, raising scholarships for talented young players like John Risby’s lad. We’ve fundraised a dozen local projects over the years. Helped out less fortunate members in our community.


Less fortunate. This is where it started with Lorelie, with the backyard blitz. None of us had spoken to her in years. Hadn’t had anything to do with her. We’d planted the rose bush and installed the plaque at the Council chambers – a tribute to Rich and Lorraine Hastwell for their years of contribution, not just in business and employment in this town, but also in the Baptist church, the school … Lorraine’s work with the choir. Rich Hastwell founded the Summit Club – we were just kids then. It was our wives who got all obsessed about Lorelie again.


The backyard blitz was their idea. ‘It will be just what she needs,’ they said. We heard this a lot, this phrase ‘just what she needs’. It was also our wives’ idea to send Lorelie away for the weekend so we could surprise her at the end. ‘Like on TV,’ they said. Profits from the February and March sausage sizzles paid for two nights at Wirrina Cove Resort. It appealed to their female sense of drama. The girls pictured Lorelie roaming the golf course. They pictured blindfolding her on the Sunday night. They said things like: ‘She’ll probably cry!’ and ‘She’ll be overwhelmed, just overwhelmed!’ None of us five wanted to see Lorelie blindfolded.


The Hastwell property had become an eyesore in the middle of town. Being a Hastwell doesn’t make any difference to a weed. It was hard work hacking out all that caltrop, Salvation Jane, sow thistle, rye grass as tall as any one of us. We joked that caltrop doesn’t know history or share prices or bank balances. Caltrop couldn’t care less that this was Hastwell property. We laughed about that as we pulled it all out.


~


Everybody thinks they know this story. They tell it on the main street, in the school canteen, the clubrooms, the pub. Our wives tell it over and over into the phone.


They start with the wealthiest, oldest family in town. They embellish the freakish truck accident on the expressway – one minute the Hastwells own the town, the next they’re lying in their graves, every bone broken, ashes literally to ashes, dust to dust, decomposed before they’ve even made it close to those mahogany, satin-lined coffins. Then the stock market crash, the dying businesses: cars, fodder, fencing respectively. Then the image of Lorelie rumbling around alone in the big old house, only her own Mercedes in the driveway now, Lorelie printed on the numberplate like it was on each of her coloured pencils in primary school.


This is how everybody tells the story. Then they flag the robbery; probably just kids, but still. The backyard blitz comes next (indicative of the true rallying nature of this community). But as the story goes, the blitz was too much and it wasn’t enough. These are the words that everybody uses when they tell this story: too much and not enough. And they are still telling it. ‘The backyard thing the boys did,’ we heard Noelene Clark say to Megan Munro at the funeral, ‘it just seemed to throw her.’ Everybody knows about the Temazepam.


She’d been dead three days, the coroner told us. No one, not ever, when they tell this story, stops to consider the stench. There’s no mention of it in the gospels either, nothing we can remember from Sunday school; we’ve left all that behind. ‘Asleep, coma, dead,’ they say, and, ‘She felt no pain.’ Those in the know finish with one last detail: the members of the Summit Club found her, the same men who’d done the backyard blitz. They used an angle grinder on the back security door of that big old house, and they were the ones who called for the police and Crouch.


That was us: we were the ones. But nobody knows about the rest. Nobody knows about the other stuff. The stuff we try not to remember when we lie awake at night.


~


Our wives were right. She cried that day, the day of the blitz. But they weren’t tears of joy. There was even talk that we should unblitz the blitz – take it all apart, dig it all out: the grevilleas, the row of screening pittosporums, the fruit trees; Meyer lemon, blood orange and Satsuma plum; the rosemary and lavender hedges; the ‘reflection bench’ under the elm and even – especially, as it turned out – the outdoor entertaining area.


We’d been quietly proud of the outdoor entertaining area. It was the grand finale of our entire effort. We’d thought it out carefully, cemented and then bolted the wooden table and the benches deep down into that rich dirt. We’d thought cementing it in would give Lorelie a sense of security, a sense of permanence. No one said this, no one mentioned the security factor and why we bolted it all down; it was a natural thing, a given, and we all held the idea of it like a non-negotiable fact, another mathematical reality as we mapped it out, drew it up, collected our materials and dug it through, with a little bit of help from Bob Lang’s Dingo digger. No one could steal the table and the benches in the night. No one could move them or even change their location in the backyard. We’d thought this was a good thing. We’d thought we were doing Lorelie a favour. We’d thought it might be enough. We didn’t think of the word ‘redemption’, but we knew it and we felt it; we felt that word in our marrow.


Everybody knew about the Christmas Eve robbery. It wasn’t headline news, just in the police section of the Courier. Lorelie’s old bicycle and a microwave from the back porch. Nothing irreplaceable. Our wives all said the same thing: that we wouldn’t understand. ‘It’s not about what’s taken. It’s not about things,’ they said, as if we were missing words and concepts from the English language. ‘It’s the violation of privacy. Of Lorelie’s privacy.’


‘Poor Lorelie,’ was what they said.


Crime is growing in this town at the rate of weeds, and we haven’t seen the worst of it. Newer estates are cropping up now like mushroom farms – 300 square metres apiece; you could reach over the fence and open your neighbour’s toilet window, gifting him with fresh air. More strangers than familiar faces around here now. Once, you knew everybody and everything. All as familiar as the Hastwell place, right down to the turret-like stone fixtures, crumbling now, like untended gravestones on every corner of the old house.


Lorelie walked through her back gate that Sunday afternoon, one of our wives on either side, resolute on clutching each of Lorelie’s arms. We thanked God they let go of the blindfolding idea. It was obvious the weekend at Wirrina hadn’t reached the heights of any group vision. Dishevelled and slightly unsteady, Lorelie looked more as though she were being escorted home after a stay in hospital. She looked old, and although we knew she wasn’t any older than us, we hadn’t seen her for a while and a lot of water had passed under the bridge.


At first, she just stood there inside the gate. We couldn’t tell by the wobbling on her face whether it was unbridled joy, or unbridled something else. Suddenly, then, she untangled her arms and started running – loping, is more accurate – around the perimeter of the new garden. We were still unsure, but we were worried. There was something of an injured wild animal about her, and it was discomfiting for everyone watching. Most of us were still there, and three or four of the girls. Troy Campbell had left by then, and John Risby with his youngest lad.


Lorelie stopped still when she saw our entertaining area. Her shoulders dropped forward and her chest slumped. Then she lunged herself toward the table – a row of thick planks we’d salvaged from Bob Lang’s property. She grabbed the edges in her hands and fairly threw her whole body weight, not insubstantial, backward and forward. The table didn’t budge, naturally; we’d used 5-inch bolts and four bags of cement (donated by Mitre 10). All that shook was Lorelie.


Everyone watching took a few steps backward. That unruly hair was flung across her forehead and back again, as though it had a life of its own, as though it were a creature, furry and brown, that Lorelie was desperate to be rid of.


Nathan Hearle’s comment at The Barker afterwards: ‘Lorelie,’ he’d said, pronouncing ‘lie’ as ‘lee’, and it wasn’t the first time; another reminder to us that he was a newcomer. Hearle didn’t know anything about anyone or anything. ‘She was like a madwoman at a heavy metal concert,’ he’d said, and chuckled with himself.


We’d nodded but none of us spoke. Someone ordered another round.


‘I mean, jeez … she’s not much of a looker, is she?’ Hearle had lifted up his head and looked around as if he’d finally found the courage to say what had been bothering him since she’d appeared at the back gate. We’d all stared into our schooners and then thrown back our Coopers. Sometimes what you do with your beer says more than you say with your mouth.


Hearle was right. Lorelie Hastwell wasn’t a girl you wanted, for anything – to fuck or marry. We thought of her as nothing. ‘She’s really a slut,’ the girls told us back then. We all pretend we don’t remember. We all pretend. We don’t even admit to this, to the pretending. There’s been a lot of water under the bridge. So much is different up here now. Not everyone is local. There’s talk of a KFC. A McDonald’s with a drive-through and extended carpark has replaced R & L Fencing, leaving no trace of the Hastwells or the old apricot tree we used to raid green to beat the birds after school. Instead, a manicured box hedge and a row of standard roses: white, just like all the other roses planted at all the other McDonald’s. People don’t want farm fencing anymore. They want Colorbond. And a Grand Angus beef burger. We want them too. Everything has changed now. What happened back then is like a messed-up roll of film that didn’t develop in the dark room. Even our memories are washed out and blurry. Everything’s digital now, anyway. You have to move on.


There was a chant in primary school: ‘If you step on the cracks, you love Lorrie Hastwell.’ It was like a reflex, despising Lorelie: it was a given, it was the way the world was. Things were simpler back then. What you loved, what you hated, what you wanted and what you didn’t. It was the same for all of us. Disdain for Lorelie was like disdain for VB or the VFL; it wasn’t personal, just the way it was. If you step on the cracks, you love Lorrie Hastwell. We’d forgotten about that. Then later, we were in high school. No one did the chant then.


Some of our kids are in high school. Some will be in high school in the next couple of years. A thought like that can stop you in your tracks.


Rich and Lorraine had had high hopes for Lorelie. Never had any other kids. She was meant to be a lawyer or an accountant. Meant to preside over the family empire. She was sent to a private school in the city, boarding at first and then commuting. And then, as quickly as she’d left, she was back with us at the local high. She’d told her parents she wanted to be an artist (we’d forgotten about that). Her mother’s shining Mercedes at the pick-up gate. We could see her mother through the windscreen, her hair up in smooth rolls.


~


Lorelie had been saddled with her father’s looks. A funny nose with closely knitted eyes. Manageable on an entrepreneur like Rich – possibly even advantageous – but not on his only daughter. All Lorelie collected from her mother was the curl in her hair. Her mother was a looker. We made smutty jokes about her mother. Lorelie, we taunted and teased. That was all. That was all we did. It was a different time, we all know that. People talk in different ways now. But things were different back then. Everything was different.


Now we lie awake at night on our Harvey Norman beds in our cardboard houses, and it’s the details that are coming back; all those freckles on her girlish round face, merging around her eyes like birthmarks, the baggy school dress and her scuffed shoes. That look in her eyes. The only reason we used the school shirt to cover her face. It was like she was seeing us in a way we couldn’t see ourselves. Well, clearly she was.


We got rid of those paintings, but it was too late. Because they were good. Those faces – our faces – are etched now in our minds. We try not to look at each other too closely these days. We try not to catch each other’s eyes.


Lorelie: always teetering precariously between success and failure, hinged and unhinged, alive and non-existent.


~


We were the pallbearers. No one else came forward: it was as simple as that. We thought there was a cousin in the city – Hastwell’s Auto Transmission – but they’d moved to Queensland and didn’t come down, some bad blood over the wills. No family at the funeral, just us and our wives and kids and anyone else who remembered the Hastwells: had worked in the fodder shop or the car dealership or R & L Fencing, or all three. A good number from the church were there. Some of the old members of the choir sang ‘Amazing Grace’ and ‘Oh Perfect Love’. Bette Midler singing ‘Wind Beneath My Wings’ was played as we walked out with the coffin, the weight of Lorelie bearing down on our shoulders.


There was a moment in the service when the minister read aloud the quote they’d put on the program; it was printed right under the blurry photo of Lorelie. ‘Yesterday is a memory,’ he said, ‘tomorrow is a mystery and today is a gift.’ He paused then and looked directly at us, sitting in the front row because we were the pallbearers, ‘which is why it is called the present.’ We heard sniffling, someone crying behind us. And then we all felt it, all at once – nothing needed to be said. It wasn’t guilt then, or shame, or even sadness. But we all felt it.


Like the stench, sharp and unfamiliar, on that day of discovery – 21 March, it was a Saturday, stinking hot – when we cut through the back door of the Hastwell house. Our wives had said that something was wrong. They could feel it, they said, and we had to go in. We owed it to her, they said. These are the words we use when we talk about Lorelie Hastwell. We say that it was the least we could do. We say that we at least owed her that. But we never say more. We never say more.


Nothing prepares you for the smell of death. Everyone struggles to describe it; and mostly they don’t – because words are like pictures, they can be powerful. Words threaten to live beyond olfactory memory and the nerve endings of your own fear. As with death itself, we hurried wordlessly past its odour.













Something Special, Something Rare


It was not the first time Graham and Liam Barlow had sat in matching chairs on the wrong side of a school principal’s desk. Graham folded his arms across his chest and cocked his chin toward his son.


‘Was it by accident or on purpose, Liam?’


Liam shook his hair from his forehead. He began to open his mouth as the telephone rang shrill on the desk. The principal picked it up and raised an index finger midair.


Graham tried again to remember the principal’s name. Using someone’s name was a persuasion tool. Graham had learnt that in the government program he’d done years ago: the New Enterprise Incentive Scheme. His enterprise hadn’t worked out; landscaping was hopeless with a crook back, but excellence is a state of mind put into action, they say, and that’s why Graham had called his new business ‘Winners’. The name was just right: relevant, memorable, a good ring to it. Winners would specialise in supplying medals and trophies to sporting clubs. Graham had a pitch ready for the Hahndorf Football Club, once the president returned his calls. He’d put Troy Campbell into his Contacts so as to be ready, and while the principal talked, Graham dragged his thumb across the Bluetooth headset in his jeans’ front pocket. He wished he’d left the earpiece switched on and attached. He was a businessman, with work to do and people to see. He wouldn’t even be here if Jenny hadn’t refused to leave TAFE for the afternoon. She’d missed enough lessons looking after her mum and dealing with all of Sophie’s dramas, she said, and Liam’s school didn’t need them both to go in. Plus, she said, it was embarrassing.


The principal was making professional cooing sounds into the phone and nodding slowly.


Graham pulled his fingers into fists, resting them on top of his thighs, like kids do in the front row of class photos. Supplying the medals and trophies for Hahndorf Football Club alone would set Winners off and running. He tightened his fists till his knuckles turned white. Then there’d be word of mouth. Then you’d get your tennis, basketball, netball, hockey, all the carnivals. Other towns through the hills and the Fleurieu Peninsula would jump onboard. Everyone would know that Winners had the best product and service, that online wasn’t easier or cheaper – though making it cheaper and profitable really would depend on the bulk orders coming in. That was his biggest hurdle. It wasn’t as if he didn’t have a business plan.


‘That’s as stupid as a birth plan,’ Jenny said when he showed it to her. ‘You haven’t factored in bad luck. Or bad timing. Or bad genes.’


The principal hung up the phone and pursed his lips. When he spoke, it was quiet and deliberate, just like the doctor after Jenny had been in labour for twenty hours.


‘Well, that was Mrs Wheeler from the emergency department. Martin has concussion. And he’s been given stitches across his left eyebrow.’


The principal paused, but Graham knew what was coming next. The kid could have gone blind. It was always about someone nearly going blind.


‘You know, Liam, if your lightsaber had been a couple of centimetres lower, just a fraction lower …’ The principal dropped his chin, leant over the desk.


‘Accident?’ Liam looked up and turned to Graham, who nodded at his son’s answer to the all-important question.


The principal stretched back in his chair and put his hands behind his head. ‘How do you think you’d be feeling now, Liam, if Martin was blind in his left eye?’


Liam’s mouth flinched to one side. ‘Not good?’


‘No, that’s right. I don’t imagine you’d be feeling very good, would you?’


Graham wasn’t feeling very good. He visualised his shop locked up again, the hopeful, hand-printed Back in 5 Minutes sign stuck on the door with Blu-Tack. He was going to have to close for half a day again tomorrow, in order to drive Jenny down to her mum’s in Modbury North. Jenny was refusing to drive on the freeway. ‘You’re not going to die from driving on the freeway,’ Graham had told her, over and over. ‘It’s not the freeway per se,’ she told him, ‘it’s the trucks.’ She said she had a panic attack whenever she saw one coming up in her rear-vision mirror. She said she froze, and when they passed her whole car shivered, and the first time it happened she had tears in her eyes and her life flashed before her like people say it does when you have a near-death experience. She wouldn’t drive on the freeway, she said, because a man couldn’t raise a girl without a woman around. This was so illogical, so off the point, that Graham hardly knew what to say back. And it miffed him; it wasn’t as if Jenny had an all-star relationship with their daughter. Apparently, his was worse.


‘Liam, what do you think you could do, to make this right with Martin?’ the principal asked.


Graham wondered if he needed to spell it out to the principal himself; the kids were only mucking about, it could have been Liam’s eyebrow with stitches, and it wasn’t a lightsaber, it was just a stupid stick. There seemed to be a fine line when you were in this position, and Graham never really knew – was he meant to be on Liam’s side or the principal’s side? He knew which side he felt he was on. He felt it like a ball of fire in his gut.


‘Say sorry?’ Liam said.


Graham’s hands flipped over so that his palms were now facing up. He shuffled forward to the edge of his chair.


‘Okay. Well, that’s a start,’ the principal said slowly. ‘How do you think you could show Martin that you are sorry, Liam?’


Graham fell back into the chair. He’d seen the school’s pamphlet on redemptive justice; this was going to take a while. At the previous school, they just suspended the kid. Straightforward. Except for the strike three rule, which meant that Liam had been expelled, and none of that or anything else had been straightforward at all. They’d ended up moving house, moving everything: a fresh start. It was a bit of a drive from Jenny’s mum’s, but you could get a cheap rental in Mount Barker as well as a decent meat pie. Nice trees. Cinema complex. Mount Barker was okay. If Liam could just stay out of trouble. If Winners could get off the ground. Graham rolled his neck anticlockwise. This was not the way to run a new business – not being there. He turned his attention to what Liam might do in the shop for the rest of the week if he got suspended. There wasn’t much he could do. Rearrange the trophies? Paint more road signs to try and direct people to the old mechanic’s shop behind the disused servo on Hutchinson Street? Graham was under no illusions: Winners was in a rubbish location – you couldn’t even see it from the road – but the rent was minimal. One day, Winners would be in the main street, or even Mount Barker Central. This was only for now.


And then Graham thought, Maybe Liam could man the shop while he drove Jenny down the freeway to her mum’s? Kill two birds with one stone.


‘Graham, what are your thoughts here?’ the principal asked. ‘Liam’s only been at our school for six months. Yet this is the third time he’s been involved in an incident with another student, where someone has been hurt by Liam’s actions. What are your thoughts here, Graham?’


Graham felt himself heat up. He turned again to Liam. The way he sat slumped in the chair, with his legs splayed out in front, made the roll of fat around his middle sit up like a sponge cake. The boy needed more exercise or he’d be on the road to pre-diabetes like his mother. On the clean short carpet, his sneakers looked old and scuffed, the laces frayed and too long. Graham couldn’t see his son’s eyes through the hair flopped over his face. He’d thought he was the luckiest man alive to have a pigeon pair, a girl and a boy. He thought of Jenny again, probably home from TAFE by now. She was doing Certificate III in Aged Care, and in less than eight months she’d be qualified to get a job at Sevenoaks Retirement Village. They just needed to hold on until then, cash flow wise. She was trying to lose weight too. Her biggest problem was using up all her points mid-morning with a Mars Bar or Snickers and then spending the rest of the day feeling cranky. None of this seemed an appropriate match to the principal’s question. Had there even been a question? Graham shrugged.


‘I understand that Liam was expelled from his previous school as a result of similar behaviours. Was there any kind of intervention done then, or since?’


Graham levered himself up to a straighter position. He cleared his throat; there was a cobweb in it, snagging over the word. ‘Intervention?’


‘Well, I’m not suggesting there’s a specific problem, what the problem might be, but I’m wondering if there’s been any testing done? We’ve got some pretty aggressive behaviours here. Behaviours that, frankly, I’m not happy to have at my school. I think it would be good for Liam, for everyone, if we tried to get to the bottom of it.’


‘Maybe Liam should spend some time at home, with me?’ Graham offered. ‘To cool off. Liam said it was an accident and, personally, I believe him. He’s a good kid.’


Graham’s eyes wandered again over his son. Sometimes looking at Liam was a bit like looking at himself, but a hidden, unknown part of himself, like an internal organ, his liver or his kidneys. It made Graham feel sentimental and protective and repulsed, all at once. He tried to focus his thoughts. Liam was a good kid. He just had a bit of growing up to do. Graham felt a sudden clarity and wash of affection.


‘He always helps his mother around the house, puts out the rubbish, carries in shopping bags from the car. Rakes the leaves for his gran. He’s not a bad kid. We have got his ears tested – no problems there. Excellent hearing, actually. He gets a bit overexcited, is all. Loves his Star Wars. Wants to be Bear Grylls. You know what boys are like.’


Graham tried to laugh but couldn’t get any traction beyond the first few syllables. It often went like this; he couldn’t think of anything to say, but then suddenly he could. It was like finally seeing the face in one of those swirly optical illusion paintings, the way it all came together in his mind. It occurred to him to tell the principal that Liam’s great-grandfather was a light horseman in the First World War.


When Liam looked up at him and smiled, Graham wasn’t sure whether he wanted to cuff his son across the head or pull him into a hug.


The suspension wasn’t allowed to be like a holiday, the principal told them. And Graham had to come back to the school in the morning to collect schoolwork from Mrs Murphy. He also had to be available to supervise Liam at least till the end of the week. 


Graham told the principal that, being self-employed, this wouldn’t be a problem. He added that he had his own business. The principal just nodded, ushered them out, and said, ‘Right, then. Good, then.’


They pulled open the door of the front office and felt the frigid late afternoon air cut through their windcheaters.


‘And, Liam,’ the principal called, ‘I want you to really have a think about how Martin might be feeling; not only now, but tonight, and tomorrow, and for the rest of this week.’


Liam called back over his shoulder, ‘Righto.’ His voice sounded light and carefree, Graham thought – exactly as though he was about to go on a holiday.


~


‘It’s all the video games,’ Jenny said later that night when they were lying awake, the wind knocking the broken awning against the side of their bedroom window. ‘I saw it on Today Tonight – violent video games.’


‘Nahsnot.’ Graham rolled over to face her. He ran his hand across her hip and down her thigh. He picked up her hand and shifted her wedding band between his fingers. They’d hocked her diamond engagement ring eight months ago, right in between his job at The Potato Factory and two-week stint at the abattoir. Remembering the boning room still made him twitch. He hadn’t even got to the kill floor, but he’d seen it, and those two hours he’d spent locked in the cold room had made their way into dreams. He wondered if the engagement ring would fit Jenny again now, or not quite, even if he could get it back.


‘Well, Soph doesn’t play those games. She doesn’t bash other kids up.’


Graham laughed quietly through his nose. ‘Don’t be ridiculous, love.’ Sophie was small and stringy and kept to herself, like him. And she was a girl.


‘You should shave off that moustache,’ Jenny said. ‘Makes you look shonky.’


He smiled and rolled back onto his own pillow.


‘Maybe we should do more things as a family,’ she said. ‘Maybe we should get a dog.’


Graham lay still, mulling over the bits of rope and lackey straps he’d kept from the shed at their previous place, something he could use to strap up the awning.


~


Liam sat at the front counter of Winners the next morning playing Solitaire on the old computer, his head resting sloppily in one hand. Graham had coached him for half an hour on answering the phone smartly but decided in the end it was best to switch the line through to his Bluetooth. Putting in the landline didn’t really make any sense anyway, it just seemed more professional. But the boy’s voice still hadn’t broken and it didn’t sound right, the way he squeaked, ‘Good morning, Winners’ – more like a question than a fact. It didn’t really look right either, the boy in charge. Graham wondered when it would, how long it would take for him to fill out in the right places and lose the puppy fat and look like a man. Handing a thriving business over to your son must be an awesome feeling. Graham had thought about it a lot, had even wondered about calling the shop Barlow and Sons, Trophies SA. But he did have a daughter too. She hadn’t shown any interest, but she wasn’t interested in anything these days, and Graham wasn’t sexist. She’d come round. He’d settled on Winners when he imagined Sophie and Liam telling their school friends, ‘Our dad’s the manager of Winners.’ When Graham first came up with the business idea, he’d imagined himself becoming a sort of identity in sporting communities. He didn’t know how it would happen exactly, but when he’d had this dream, he’d pictured the Graham Barlow Award. A trophy for something – maybe not even for a sporting achievement, maybe it would be for the display of a virtue, like never giving up.


‘Who’s number one?’ he asked his son as he pulled open the heavy glass door to leave the shop.


‘I am.’ Liam smiled back.


As Graham looked over his shoulder at the old petrol bowser, he saw that the set-up looked more like a garage sale than a proper business. He needed more stock, pure and simple. The opportunity to actually pick things up, handle them, feel their weight, was his point of difference with the major suppliers. He needed crystal trophies, fusion metal and acrylic, maybe some of those glass paperweights. Branching into corporate and giftware would make a lot of sense. It wasn’t as if Graham lacked vision or ideas. What he lacked was capital, but his credit rating was crap. A loan for a Trotec laser engraver was what he needed most. At the moment, he’d have to send things away, not just for sand blasting but for any engraving at all. The truth was, Graham was purchasing his stock from the online competitors.


~


Graham left the school and wound through the back streets of town to Haydn Street where all the front lawns were overgrown and old couches grew mouldy on verandahs. As promised, Liam’s teacher had left a stack of workbooks with a handwritten note. In the pile was a thin softcover book on Australian birds and, under that, a printed page from Wikipedia. Graham wondered if the teacher had assumed Liam didn’t have internet at home. There’d been a couple of notes from both the kids’ schools about that. If you didn’t have internet access, the school would provide extra time in class. Things were tough, but he and Jenny weren’t stupid. How would Sophie and Liam be able to do homework without proper internet?


He found Jenny waiting for him by their tin letterbox. She had a snarled expression on her face and a bag of oranges at her feet. ‘Mum was expecting me an hour ago, Graham.’ She took the pile of books from the front passenger seat and climbed awkwardly into the car. She dropped the oranges to the floor, huffing and puffing, then settled the books onto her lap. She picked up the note and smoothed her hand across the small, thin book on top. ‘Bird watching,’ she said. ‘I used to love bird watching.’


Graham snorted as he pulled out of the driveway and back onto the road. ‘Since when have you been into bird watching?’


‘I used to be into bird watching, Graham.’


They were quiet for a few minutes while Jenny read Mrs Murphy’s note and flicked through Liam’s books.


‘I reckon she thinks we don’t have internet.’


Graham indicated right and merged onto the freeway.


‘I’m gonna give you driving lessons.’


‘I don’t need driving lessons. I know how to drive.’


‘I can’t take a day off to drive you down to your mum’s every week, Jen. I’ve gotta be there, at the shop. And I gotta be networking. No one knows me from a bloody bar of soap up here.’


‘She needs me,’ Jenny said. ‘Imagine if I was all alone one day and our kids didn’t come.’


A small part of Graham hoped they wouldn’t. It didn’t bother him that he and Jenny had never left Adelaide. There was nowhere particularly he wanted to go – Queensland, maybe – but he imagined his kids going places, doing things. For the past five years, since they were seven and nine, Graham had put money into their Bank SA student accounts. Every single fortnight. No matter how tough things were, even if it was only a dollar, and sometimes that’s all it was. He felt good whenever he thought about those accounts. He liked to see his kids’ names printed on the bank statements in that little window on the envelope. He wanted to believe that Winners might set them up.


~


Jenny’s mum was sitting in her small cement porch on a fold-up chair.


‘Well, I thought you were never coming,’ she said as they got out of the car. She turned and hobbled back inside the unit, and Graham saw that she was wearing the compression tights Jenny had bought her last week. She moved like Jenny: from the hips, awkwardly swaying sideways in order to propel forward. She sat down on the floral lounge chair and sighed, laid her head on the backrest and stayed there while Jenny made cups of tea and worked through her washing.


Jenny passed Graham a load of her mother’s clothes and said, ‘Fold these. You’re as useless as an ashtray on a motorbike, hun.’


~


On the way home, Jenny looked at Liam’s homework again. Graham wondered how she managed to avoid getting carsick. She was competent, his wife, in so many ways, and it bothered him that people wouldn’t know it if they only saw her in the street. He thought of her TAFE studies and the high grades she was getting for the units.


‘Look, he’s supposed to fill this worksheet out,’ she said, and she held up one of the loose papers. ‘Looks like the other kids are going bird watching on an excursion. They’re all going to the Laratinga Wetlands. I never saw a form for that. Liam’ll miss that.’


Graham glanced over the loose Wikipedia page Jenny was holding up. ‘What’s an Australasian bittern?’


‘They say it’s rare. Special. The icon bird of the Australian swamp. Might even be endangered.’


‘And what, they reckon they’ve got them in the wetlands? I thought that place was for dumping the town’s shit.’


Jenny slapped the page across his arm. ‘It’s environmental, Graham. How’s he supposed to get this worksheet done if he doesn’t get to go on the excursion? They’re setting him up to fail, is what they’re doing.’


‘Well, he should bloody well do it.’ Graham remembered the principal’s uninterested smile as he’d steered them out of his office, as though he’d given up on Liam already. Graham pushed his palm into the steering wheel. ‘There’s nothing to say he can’t go to the wetlands, is there? It’s a free bloody country. He can just do it, and then hand in that worksheet like everyone else. That’s what he’ll do.’


‘Yep. He could walk there. Get some exercise. We could all go. We never do anything together anymore. Remember when we used to do things all together?’


Graham remembered the time he drove them to Willunga, and they had fish’n’chips on the beach. How old was Sophie then? He wondered. Six? Seven? With that wispy blonde hair. He used to call her his little princess, back then.


~


Graham rolled the Blu-Tack around in his fingers and stuck the card back up on the front door of the shop. He switched the line to his Bluetooth and clipped it over his ear. He still hadn’t heard from Troy Campbell at the Hahndorf Football Club. As he locked the door, he decided he would call again himself that afternoon. Persistence was the key. Never giving up. He had to think like a winner.


Liam and Jenny waited for him in the car at the petrol bowsers. Jenny had claimed she didn’t mind missing TAFE if it was for bird watching. When Graham had thrown his hands in the air, she’d made her eyes big and said, ‘What?’ They’d offered the morning off school to Sophie too, because bird watching was educational, but she said she didn’t want to go anywhere that Liam was going. Then she’d walked off down the street with her schoolbag half hanging off one shoulder, as if she might just drop it on the ground and leave it there.


Graham parked the car in the Homemaker Shopping Centre. Jenny had packed supplies: drink bottles and a collection of snacks.


‘How long you planning on being here?’ Graham asked.


‘Well, you don’t know. That’s the thing about bird watching, Graham. You have to be patient.’


She and Liam were both puffing by the time they’d followed the asphalt walking trail to the first pond, flanked with native grasses that reached over their heads. There was no one much around on this Wednesday morning; an older man on a bike passed them and a couple of mums with prams. Jenny had also packed the little digital camera they’d got for taking out a National Geographic subscription that no one ever read, but it wasn’t charged so Graham put it in his jacket pocket and got out his phone for taking pictures. Liam had the worksheet in one hand and a blue biro in the other, and he dragged his feet as he walked, so that Graham saw how his sneakers had become so scuffed.


‘There, mate. That’s one of those ducks.’ Jenny pointed an arm vigorously toward the pond. ‘The blue-billed whatsname duck. And look, there’s a honeyeater. The New Holland honeyeater. Tick ’em off, Liam. Here, give me that sheet.’
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