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      For Clem

      
      and for anyone I’ve ever played cricket with

      




      
      
      The Question

      
      It won’t hurt. It won’t, it really won’t. That’s what he told himself. Blisters the size of Lake Eyre on his heels. He pulled
         a piece of skin and it flapped back like a broken sail. He heard his daughter scream at the dog from the backyard as he tipped
         some antiseptic out of a bottle of Dettol. When he was a boy his mother had always told him that the Dettol wouldn’t sting
         as long as he stayed still and didn’t wriggle. His mother had never been right. It always stung, but when he yelped she would
         tell him it was because he wasn’t still.
      

      
      ‘Don’t wriggle and it won’t hurt,’ she would say.

      
      It won’t hurt, it really won’t. He poured the Dettol onto a cotton-wool ball and watched as brown liquid dribbled through
         the sodden lump. He looked at the bottle. There was a sword on the label. A sword. Why? Why was there a sword? I don’t want
         to put this on, he thought. It will hurt.
      

      
      Had it been worth it? Had it been? He heard his daughter padding up the hall that led to the bathroom followed by the skitting tap of the dog. He rubbed the Dettol over his blister, he tried to remain still.
      

      
      ‘Fuck! … Fuck me,’ he said.

      
      His daughter stopped outside the door. He heard her voice. ‘Daddy said a naughty word.’

      
      ‘Yes, alright darling,’ he said.

      
      ‘Why did you say a naughty word, Daddy?’ she asked through the door.

      
      ‘Well, Daddy just said a naughty word because …’ He saw himself in the mirror. His nose was sunburnt. Bright red … ‘Because
         that’s what daddies do sometimes.’
      

      
      He heard his daughter run off back down the hall laughing.

      
      ‘Daddy said a naughty word,’ she sang to the house.

      
      Had it been worth it? He looked at himself reflected in the mirror. ‘You tell me,’ he said as quietly as he could. ‘And I
         didn’t wriggle.’
      

      
      He smiled to himself.

      
      ‘Was it worth it?’

   



      
      
      The Fourths

      
      Chris Andersen’s heel had started to hurt on the Friday morning. It had started as soon as he got off the train and walked
         to his office in the city. He was a big man, Chris Andersen, and as he thumped along the footpath he occasionally felt a twinge
         at the back of his shoe. The shoe was one of a pair that had been bought for him as a birthday present by his mother. The
         shoes were huge boats of things that made his feet look twice as big as they were. His mother had bought them overseas, when
         she had gone trekking in Nepal.
      

      
      ‘They’re handmade, Christopher, handmade by a Nepalese villager. As soon as I saw them I thought of you.’

      
      Chris Andersen loved his mother and until then had nothing in particular against Nepalese villagers. He thought it was pretty
         incredible that his mother had gone trekking in Nepal at the age of seventy-two. It was even more incredible that she had
         brought back these shoes for him. But why did she think of him when she saw them?
      

      
      
      Chris didn’t want to be too judgemental and perhaps many Nepalese villagers were skilful cobblers. But he knew as he got closer
         to his office that his mother had not found herself one of those. Whoever made these shoes should probably stick to being
         a mountain guide. If you want to go up Everest get a Nepalese villager, if you want to buy a pair of shoes go to Mathers.
      

      
      ‘You don’t like them, do you?’ his mother had said as soon as he unwrapped his present.

      
      He looked at the shoes. ‘Well, they’re great … but you know …’

      
      ‘It’s alright. Some poor little man has made them and I’ve brought them all the way back but if you don’t want them …’

      
      ‘Mum,’ he said.

      
      ‘Oh no, it’s alright. I’ll give them to your father,’ his mother replied.

      
      Chris Andersen’s father shot a look at his son. Earlier, his first words as he entered his son’s house were not ‘Happy Birthday’
         but a frantic whisper, ‘For Christsake, Chris, whatever your mother gives you, keep it. I don’t want the bloody things coming
         back to me.’
      

      
      Chris sighed and smiled at his mother. ‘No, no, look, Mum, they’re great. Very good. Just a bit … unique that’s all. But they’re
         great. Very authentic.’
      

      
      His mother looked at him and nodded. ‘Well, I hope you wear them. They look authentic because they are authentic. Now, who’s for a Fluffy Duck?’
      

      
      
      Chris Andersen’s father raised his thumb and mouthed silently as his wife prepared a festive drink with advocaat and lemonade,
         ‘Good boy.’
      

      
      •

      
      Chris hadn’t planned on wearing the shoes. It was Julie, his wife. The night before they had sat around the table eating.

      
      ‘Please, mate, do you have to speak with your mouth full?’ Chris said to his son Lachlan.

‘Do you have to call him “mate”?’ Julie asked.

      
      ‘No, I don’t have to call him “mate”.’

      
      ‘Good, then don’t, Chris, there’s enough of that matey, blokey stuff around without you bringing it home.’

      
      ‘Don’t speak with your mouth full, cobber.’

      
      ‘Chris!’

      
      ‘Listen, china,’ Chris said.

      
      ‘What?’ said Lachlan. ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘Your father is being funny in a smart alec-y way, Lachie.’

      
      ‘Oh,’ Lachlan said, not quite understanding.

      
      ‘Jesus, mate, it’s a joke … a joke.’

      
      His son looked at him. Chris Andersen looked at his son.

      
      ‘Oh, come on, Lachie …’ His son turned away.

      
      ‘Listen, Lachie …’ he held out his hand towards his son.

      
      ‘Sweetheart, don’t play with the dog when you’re eating,’ Julie said to Moira, their daughter.

      
      Chris turned away from his son.

      
      ‘Yes, Moisy, you really should keep that thing outside.’

      
      ‘But, Daddy … he has to have a pat. You only yell at him.’

      
      Julie looked at her husband. ‘Oh, does Daddy yell at Pixie?’

      
      
      Moira nodded and Chris Andersen shook his head. ‘Only when Pixie deserves it.’

      
      ‘Chris, don’t. Don’t yell all the time …’

      
      ‘Sorry.’

      
      ‘Your mother rang today.’

      
      ‘Oh, yeah.’

      
      ‘She was wondering if you could call a Mrs Martin.’

      
      ‘Mrs Martin?’

      
      ‘Yes, that’s what she said.’

      
      ‘Mrs Martin?’

      
      ‘Is Dad being smart alec-y again?’ asked Lachlan.

      
      ‘Mate,’ Chris said.
      

      
      ‘No, Lachie, he’s being thick. Yes, Mrs Martin. Mrs Martin wanted you to ring her up.’

      
      ‘That Mick’s mum … Michael Martin.’

      
      ‘Tomorrow, could you ring her tomorrow?’

      
      ‘Listen, Moisy, don’t pick up the dog … Moisy!’

      
      ‘Why do you yell at Pixie, Daddy?’

      
      Chris Andersen looked at his wife. ‘Listen, can you tell her to put that dog down?’ He looked back at his daughter. ‘And I
         am not yelling at Pixie. I’m yelling at you.’
      

      
      ‘Sweetheart, pop Pixie down and go and wash your hands … Your mother also wanted to know if you’ve worn those shoes.’

      
      ‘Oh, Christ.’

      
      ‘Daddy said a naughty word,’ sang his daughter as she padded off to the bathroom.

      
      ‘Swear jar,’ said Lachlan.

      
      ‘Sorry,’ Chris Andersen said to his family.

      
      
      ‘Why don’t you just wear them and then she won’t keep asking?’

      
      ‘Why didn’t you tell her I had worn them?’

      
      ‘But that’s lying, Daddy,’ his daughter called out over the squeal of water from the bathroom tap.

      
      ‘She’s right. It is lying,’ Julie Andersen said and smiled. ‘And what about the poor little man who made them?’

      
      ‘Oh come on … Listen, I am not going to wear them.’

      
      ‘Why?’ Moira said as she sat back up at the table.

      
      ‘Because they are shocking, evil, woeful looking things … Did you wash your hands, Moisy?’

      
      His daughter rolled her eyes like Maria Callas and offered her hands for inspection.

      
      ‘What about the little elf that made them?’ she asked.

      
      ‘Little man,’ said Lachlan.

      
      ‘Yes, some little Nepalese man … villager. No elves, sweetheart.’ Chris Andersen laughed. ‘Snow White and the seven Sherpas.’

      
      ‘Dwarves,’ said Lachlan. ‘Snow White and the seven dwarves. Moisy said elves, you said Sherpas. You should have said dwarves
         after elves or there’s really no connection …’ Chris Andersen’s son looked down at the table. Was he trying to be funny? He
         looked embarrassed and Chris felt his face begin to burn.
      

      
      ‘Yes, alright, mate, haven’t you got homework to do?’

      
      Julie was about to say something then changed her mind. He knew it would be about the way he had spoken to his son. It came
         out sounding more bad-tempered than he had meant. He reached out and patted his son’s arm. ‘Go on, Lachie, homework. Elves … dwarves, I really don’t keep up … Elf Dwarf …’
      

      
      ‘Elf Dwarf,’ his son said and laughed a little. ‘Maybe that’s his name.’

      
      ‘Whose name?’

      
      ‘The man who made the shoes … Elf Dwarf sounds like someone’s name.’

      
      Chris Andersen smiled, ‘Yes, Elf Dwarf the shocking Sherpa cobbler.’

      
      ‘Well, why don’t you make Elf Dwarf and your mother happy and wear the shoes … Or throw them out and tell her you don’t like
         them,’ his wife said and smiled.
      

      
      Chris Andersen liked it when she smiled.

      
      ‘Are you daring me?’ he sounded like he was six.

      
      Julie laughed. ‘How old are you?’

      
      Chris Andersen liked it even more when his wife laughed. He looked at her and his heart was very full. ‘I will wear the shoes
         of Elf Dwarf tomorrow.’
      

      
      Julie smiled again. ‘You idiot!’ She bent down and kissed his head and then whispered softly, ‘Just watch how you speak to
         Lachie. Please?’
      

      
      He smiled back.

      
      There was a yelp from a bedroom.

      
      ‘Moisy, don’t put the dog in your dresses.’ Julie headed off to her daughter’s room.

      
      Chris Andersen was left alone for a moment. ‘Michael Martin,’ he said to himself. ‘Michael Martin … now there was a player.’

      
      •

      
      
      Friday morning at an intersection, Chris Andersen looked down at his feet. His feet were in the shoes that his mother had
         bought from a Nepalese villager.
      

      
      ‘Fucking Elf Dwarf,’ he muttered. The left shoe was rubbing on his heel. As he looked up Chris could see a couple on the other
         side of the street laughing, staring in his direction. The lights changed and he walked across. His feet flapped like he had
         flippers on and he lifted his knees high so as not to trip over his toes. He flapped closer to the laughing couple. They were
         sniggering now … at his shoes.
      

      
      ‘My mother bought them for me,’ was all Chris Andersen said as he slapped past.

      
      As he flapped on to his office he thought again of Michael Martin. He had been a terrific player. A cack-hander. A molly-dooker.
         A left-hander.
      

      
      They were terms that would mean little to most people these days and probably had never meant that much.

      
      They were cricket terms and Chris Andersen, the man in the awful shoes, the big man who walked a little like a hyperactive
         marionette, loved cricket. Had done since he was a boy. He still played and this day would follow a pattern honed over the
         seasons.
      

      
      Today he would ring around and try to gather the semblance of a team to play in the Western Region Fourth Grade Subdistrict
         Cricket Competition. He had been doing this for years, for Chris Andersen was the captain of the Yarraville West Fourths.
      

      
      The mighty fourths. Like some sad old battalion they lurched on. They had had their glory days, when people actually used
         to turn up to training, but these days it was hard even to get eleven to make a team. Answering the phone was too much of
         a commitment.
      

      
      Chris had played almost all his cricket at the Yarraville West Club. He belonged to a dynasty. Every club has to have a dynasty
         and Yarraville West’s was the Andersens. The mighty Barry Andersen, father of Chris, Greg and Tony, was a club legend. Barry’s
         name was printed in gold on the walls of the clubroom to prove it. Tony and Greg’s names were there as well. Barry was still
         secretary of the club and Greg and Tony had played their junior cricket with Yarraville West before they’d moved on to a higher
         calling. Greg had gone on to play for the state and Tony … Tony had played like an angel.
      

      
      Chris had never played for anybody except Yarraville West. He’d spent a couple of years in the firsts but never really looked
         like he belonged. Yet he loved cricket.
      

      
      Well, he must, because nobody would actively go through what he was about to go through that Friday. Soon Chris Andersen would
         switch his phone on and his day would explode. Besides being a fourth grade cricket captain, Chris Andersen was also an industrial
         officer with the State Public Workers’ Union.
      

      
      His mother, Barbara, had never really understood why Chris had ended up working at the union. ‘You did so well at uni, Christopher
         … well, you did well enough,’ she would say.
      

      
      Barry would roll his eyes like Maria Callas and wink at his son.

      
      ‘Mum, I did okay.’

      
      
      ‘You got your degree, you worked hard … look at Greg, he worked hard and look at him … his shops.’ His mother pointed to a
         photo of his brother. Actually it was a photo of his brother and his brother’s family. They were posed in a smiling lump in
         front of a rumpled blue drape and grey background.
      

      
      Chris looked at the photo. It was sandwiched between a collection of wall plates of Old West settings. Indians staring off
         into sunsets and looking at the stars. A coyote howling at the moon and a man with a buffalo head talking to a cowboy who
         looked like John Wayne.
      

      
      The plates came from Barry Andersen, they were gifts for his wife. He saw them on the back of the magazines that she would
         buy and he read in the toilet.
      

      
      He had bought the first one for his wife one Christmas. Barbara had seemed to like it and so he had bought more. The Andersens
         were a family that enjoyed a routine.
      

      
      Just below the man in the buffalo head and the man who looked like John Wayne was the photo of Greg and his family.

      
      Chris looked at the photo. In a strange sort of a way it didn’t look out of place amidst the Western wall plates. It was the
         way that the faces in the photo looked off to one side of the camera in a glazed, smiling middle-distance vapidness that somehow
         matched the crinkled faces of the Comanche chiefs.
      

      
      Chris’ brother was a chemist and he had done well. He owned a chain of pharmacies. The crinkled blue and grey background in
         his family photo was found in the ‘Photoland’ corner of his pharmacies. Chris had a copy of the photo in the same frame. It
         was a Christmas present from his brother. Thankfully Chris didn’t have any Western wall plates. Yet.
      

      
      
      ‘Do you think he paid for this?’ Chris asked.

      
      Barry Andersen unwrapped a packet of ginger nut biscuits. ‘Bit of a goose if he did.’

      
      ‘Greg is a chemist, he worked hard and now he can enjoy his life.’ His mother swept a hand towards Greg and his tribe.

      
      ‘Mum, Greg has no hair.’

      
      His mother laughed as she told him off. ‘Christopher, he may be bald but he’s happy … You’re a lawyer, Christopher –’

      
      ‘He’s actually a solicitor, love,’ said Barry.

      
      Barbara looked at her husband. ‘Well, thank you, Barry. Is there a difference?’

      
      ‘Well, slightly, love. In any case, I’m just being specific …’

      
      ‘You’re being a specific plumber then, are you, Barry?’

      
      Barry Andersen was indeed a plumber.

      
      ‘Yes, love, I suppose I am … and if you are going to be a plumber then you might as well be a specific one.’

      
      ‘Alright, Barry.’

      
      ‘Cheers, love.’ Barry Andersen dipped a ginger nut biscuit into a cup of tea.

      
      ‘Well, yes, Mum. I am a solicitor and I’m still doing legal work –’

      
      ‘For the union, Chris … the unions.’

      
      ‘Yeah, is that so bad?’

      
      ‘Well, I don’t think so, mate,’ said Barry.

      
      ‘Thanks, Dad.’

      
      ‘I don’t mind … if you like it, if you’re happy. It’s important to be happy, Christopher.’ His mother looked at him. ‘It’s
         so important to be happy …’ She had that look in her eyes.
      

      
      
      Chris moved over to his mother, touched her gently on her shoulder and then took her hand. ‘I am happy, Mum, don’t worry …
         I am happy.’
      

      
      ‘Alright, then,’ she said.

      
      Chris looked over at his father, who held up one big thumb from a balled fist. ‘Good boy,’ he silently said just before he
         dunked another ginger nut into his tea.
      

      
      Chris turned to look at his brother and his family and raised his arm in the practised cowboy way. ‘How!’

      
      Both his parents laughed.

      
      His mother asked him often if he were happy. He could see the look on her face, that shadow of wariness, a hint of slight
         panic before she asked. Maybe panic was too strong a word. Concern. There, that was it, that look of concern.
      

      
      She should ask me if I am happy now, thought Chris Andersen as he tripped over a gutter, his Nepalese flippers catching on
         the rim of the cement. Not enough to send him sprawling, just enough to make him jerk awkwardly. Just enough for a man drinking
         coffee in a cafe to snort out a mouthful.
      

      
      Chris looked at the man and the man laughed even more. The man laughed and coffee from his cup spilt and fell into his lap.
         The man leapt up.
      

      
      Chris Andersen pointed at the man. ‘Who says there is no justice?’

      
      Chris felt a little better and walked through the doorway of the building that housed his office and switched on his phone.
         Within seconds he heard beeps. Messages.
      

      
      Already.

      
      
      Fridays for Chris Andersen were review panel days. On these days members of the union would make their way into the city with
         their complaints, their concerns, or their defences, and address a panel. It was a big union that basically covered any service
         the state provided. Every Friday Chris would sit with a variety of members and listen. The days were uneventful but the process
         was time-consuming, although panel day did give him the opportunity to go through the candidates for the cricket team on the
         sly.
      

      
      On this Friday, Chris had a full roster of union members to deal with. A rabbit-shooter from Shepparton, Kelvin Ryan; a prison
         security officer, Ian Sykes; a couple of timber workers, Toni Divaniski and Ryan Pope; a groundsman, Brian Love; and a meteorologist,
         Meryl Top. As he limped into the meeting room Chris checked his messages. There were two from his mother and one from Julie.
         His mother had called first to remind him to ring Mrs Martin. Julie’s message told him his mother had rung her to remind her
         to remind him to call Mrs Martin. Julie had told Barbara Andersen that Chris was wearing the Sherpa shoes. The next message
         from his mother told him that Julie had told her that he, Christopher, was wearing the shoes from the Nepalese villager and
         that she was pleased. ‘I’m happy, Christopher, those are unique shoes.’
      

      
      He looked down at his feet. He shook his head.

      
      Chris sat down and decided to kick off the Sherpa shoe that was hurting the most, and wriggle his feet free. No one could
         see his feet anyway as they filed in. As he bent down his phone beeped again, a text message. ‘LIVEY IN. PLUS THE FIVE USUALS ADD TWO JUNIORS. RING ROUND FOR ROB AND REST. CLUB SEC … PS LUV DAD.’
      

      
      Chris nodded to himself. ‘Oh, very nice.’ Livey Jones and the five regulars in the team made six and these two probable juniors
         meant that he had eight as a starting number for Saturday’s team. If he could get Rob Orchard then he’d add an extra man.
         ‘Yes, very nice.’ Maybe he wouldn’t have to ask Lachlan to play after all.
      

      
      Even though he thought it bad form not to play a full team when you had the opportunity, he had to admit the last couple of
         times he had recruited Lachlan hadn’t gone well. Maybe he shouldn’t ask his son to make up numbers. He didn’t know if Lachlan
         would be disappointed or relieved.
      

      
      Perhaps if he explained to Lachlan, then it might not be so hard. Maybe it would be good if his boy didn’t play. Chris had
         always loved to play cricket with the seniors when he was Lachlan’s age, but then that was him and Lachlan is Lachlan.
      

      
      He thought for a moment about ringing Mrs Martin and checked his watch. Still a couple of minutes. He flicked his shoe off
         then dialled the number. His foot sprang free like some harnessed animal and it began to bound about with relief. He could
         hear the phone ringing and rubbed his foot. He flicked up the inside of the shoe and felt rough edges all around.
      

      
      ‘Bloody thing is as rough as guts.’ The phone continued to ring. He brought the shoe up on his desk and peered into it. There
         was a rough metal label stuck to the tongue of the shoe. He looked at it. The phone continued to ring. He read the label.
         ‘Made in Yugoslavia.’ As he digested this the phone stopped ringing. A nice voice spoke.
      

      
      
      ‘Hello, Carol Martin.’

      
      ‘Yugo-fucking-slavia!’ Chris said in disbelief.

      
      ‘Hello … excuse me, who is this?’

      
      Chris Andersen tried to put the handbrake on but it didn’t respond in time. As he spoke a big stomach on a little body entered
         the room. It was Kelvin Ryan. Kelvin the rabbit-shooter. He wore an aqua-striped shirt and brown pants. His legs and arms
         looked thin and fine, but his stomach looked like he had borrowed it from somebody for a joke.
      

      
      He made his way to where Chris sat and Chris Andersen stared for a moment, transfixed by the vision.

      
      ‘Who is this, please?’ Carol Martin said.

      
      The aqua-shirted one spoke. ‘G’day … you’d be Chris Andersen, Kelvin, mate. Kelvin Ryan.’

      
      Chris nodded and spoke in a rush into the phone, ‘Sorry, I’m terribly sorry, Mrs Martin …’

      
      The problem was that Kelvin the rabbit-shooter decided to speak too.

      
      ‘What’s that?’ Kelvin’s beady eyes were set on the big shoe sitting on the desk. ‘What is that fucking thing?’

      
      ‘Mrs Martin, this is Chris Andersen. I’m so sorry about that.’

      
      ‘Is that a shoe? Christ, that is a shoe. That is a whopper, mate …’
      

      
      ‘Oh, hello, Chris.’ Mrs Martin sounded relieved.

      
      ‘Yes … hello. Look, I was talking about these shoes that my mother brought back from when she was in Nepal. She said that
         she had bought them from a Nepalese man in a village who had made them …’
      

      
      
      ‘What’s wrong with Australian shoes?’ grumbled Kelvin. ‘Jesus, mate. You’re a bloody union man and you’re buying bloody crap
         from overseas.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Mrs Martin, sounding not so relieved.

      
      ‘Yes,’ echoed Chris to Mrs Martin. ‘Listen, Kelvin, can you just wait a moment?’

      
      ‘Oh, don’t mind me,’ said Kelvin as he poked at the shoe with a little jab of his finger.

      
      ‘Yes,’ repeated Chris.

      
      ‘Yes?’ said Mrs Martin.

      
      There was a silence.

      
      ‘Bloody foreign crap,’ said Kelvin.

      
      ‘Yes, well, they weren’t made in Nepal … in the village …’

      
      ‘Oh, yes,’ Mrs Martin said. She was an incredibly polite woman. Kelvin peered at the label.

      
      ‘These things were made in Yugoslavia, mate … Yugoslavia. Jesus they don’t even have bloody Yugoslavia anymore …’

      
      ‘Kelvin, mate, can you be quiet a minute?’

      
      ‘You been sold a pup, mate,’ Kelvin smirked, completely ignoring the fact that Chris had asked him to be quiet.

      
      ‘Well, Chris, that’s nice … uh Michael, I don’t know if you know … Michael is back …’

      
      ‘Oh, he’s back then … great. Back from overseas?’

      
      ‘Maybe he’s bought some shoes too,’ mumbled Kelvin.

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Mrs Martin. ‘Yes and I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind giving him a ring perhaps …’ She let the words hang
         in the air.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Chris. Kelvin just stared at him.

      
      ‘He’s at a bit of a loose end so … you being an old friend …’

      
      
      ‘Oh, I’d love to, Mrs Martin. Do you have his number there?’

      
      ‘Yes, I’ll just fetch it … it’s his work number. He’s just filling in at a clinic, um.’

      
      Chris was gripped by a thought, but even so he could hear a hesitancy in Mrs Martin’s voice.

      
      ‘Do you think he might be up for a game of cricket, Mrs Martin … does he still play?’

      
      There was a silence.

      
      ‘Oh, yes, I’m sure he’d love to play, Chris … Um, would you mind not telling him I thought it might be an idea if you rang
         him?’
      

      
      ‘Of course, Mrs Martin.’

      
      ‘Yes … he’s … he’s been at a bit of a loose end since he’s landed.’

      
      Chris copied down the number and said goodbye to Mrs Martin. He felt a tap on his elbow. It was Kelvin.

      
      ‘You going to keep that thing up here?’ he gestured to the shoe.

      
      Chris smiled and flicked his Sherpa shoe back under the desk.

      
      ‘Now, listen, Kelvin, you’ll be right here. It just sounds bad, but remember this is not a hearing, this is a review panel.
         You’ll be right.’
      

      
      Kelvin humphed a little. ‘Yes, mate, I know … told me all this on the phone. What are you?’

      
      Chris Andersen looked at Kelvin. Kelvin looked back.

      
      ‘What are you in cricket? … You play cricket, don’t you? Batsman or bowler?’

      
      Chris put his head down and went through some papers.

      
      ‘Yes, sorry. I’m a bowler, Kelvin. A bowler.’

      
      
      Kelvin sniffed. ‘Bowler!’ He made a little noise. ‘It’s a batsman’s game, mate, they get all the glory … A batsman’s game.’

      
      Chris looked over at him sideways and nodded slightly. ‘Anyway, just don’t say too much … the facts will sort themselves out.
         We’ll be right.’
      

      
      The door opened and the department reps came in and sat at a desk that was slightly raised.

      
      Chris Andersen sniffed and shook his head and looked up to check the department reps. Even if these review panels weren’t
         arbitration, the department always tried to make them more austere and serious for the members that sat before them. The first
         rep was a man he knew. A nice fellow with an awful beard. It was awful because he wore no moustache. Why anybody would bother
         to grow a beard and not wear a moustache was beyond him. It was like wearing a shirt without any undies or pants.
      

      
      But still, even without a moustache, he was a nice man. It was the second and then the third reps that made Chris pause. The
         second was a man with a coffee stain down the front of his shirt. The man from the cafe who had laughed at Chris’ shoes. The
         man whom Chris had laughed at when the coffee had spilt into his lap. They looked at each other.
      

      
      ‘Nice shoes?’ said the man.

      
      ‘Not really,’ said Chris. ‘Nice coffee?’

      
      The man smiled. ‘Not really.’

      
      He seemed okay after all. It was the third rep that Chris Andersen couldn’t help staring at. Her hair was swept back in a
         tight bun. She wore a smart suit. He wasn’t sure … until she spoke.
      

      
      
      ‘This review panel is of course not a panel of arbitration or of hearing. It is, as its name suggests, a panel of review between
         the union and employer, the Department of Works … We review cases of concern, complaint and cause. The first item is a complaint
         received from citizens of Shepparton concerning a contract employee … Mr Kelvin Ryan.’
      

      
      It was her. It had to be. For a moment Chris Andersen thought she may have been a relative. But then she looked straight at him.
         For a long moment.
      

      
      She doesn’t recognise me, he thought. Was that a bad thing? He didn’t really know.

      
      For some reason he dredged his mind and uttered very slowly and quite clearly, ‘Hands off Malvinas!’

      
      ‘I beg your pardon?’ she said.

      
      They all looked at Chris Andersen. She didn’t remember him.

      
      ‘Sorry, it’s nothing, just something I remembered. Means nothing.’

      
      ‘Well then, let’s begin,’ said the man with the coffee stain.

      
      Kelvin was employed on a seasonal basis by the state to shoot rabbits and occasional foxes. The problem was that on one morning
         two months ago he had shot just about everything except rabbits and the occasional fox. And he had made another mistake when
         he’d told everyone at the Criterion Hotel one Friday night all about it.
      

      
      Kelvin had shot a couple of stop signs, a letterbox or two, and a guide dog. Kelvin wouldn’t have really had a problem if
         he hadn’t told everyone he’d shot a guide dog.
      

      
      The woman in the smart suit looked at Kelvin. ‘You shot a guide dog?’

      
      
      ‘Yeah, most definitely, but you know it already had a hole in its head … for the money to go through.’

      
      Chris Andersen gave Kelvin a hard look in an attempt to try to shut him up.

      
      The man with the coffee stain pounced. ‘So you admit to these actions?’

      
      Kelvin nodded. ‘My word.’

      
      ‘You shot a guide dog?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      Chris Andersen tried to clarify the matter. ‘We’re all aware, I hope, that the guide dog was a plastic one …’ He looked at
         the reps. ‘A charity collection bin as it is termed by the association, and that it was decommissioned and purchased by Mr
         Ryan at a selected charity distributor for second-hand goods –’
      

      
      ‘The second-hand dealer on Mulberry Street … got the receipt,’ Kelvin added.

      
      ‘And the road signs?’ the man with the coffee stain asked.

      
      ‘The road signs were purchased at the same outlet,’ Chris replied.

      
      ‘And I got me receipts,’ Kelvin added.

      
      ‘And there are receipts supporting the purchase,’ Chris reiterated.

      
      The man with the coffee stain blinked. ‘Mr Ryan is a pest exterminator?’

      
      ‘A rabbit-shooter and union member … he uses these objects as targets on his property so he may …’ Chris sought a word. ‘Follow
         his calling to its highest possible rate of success.’
      

      
      
      The reps looked at each other and then at Chris. His foot hurt and the whole process seemed to make time disappear in the
         room. The tension evaporated.
      

      
      ‘Well, really there’s nothing to pursue then,’ said the nice man with the beard.

      
      ‘No, there doesn’t really appear to be much point continuing.’ The woman in the smart suit was annoyed. She looked at Chris.
         ‘I assume you are going to recommend that your member seeks reimbursement from the department for costs associated in attending
         the review.’
      

      
      Chris didn’t say anything. He knew that it was the girl from that afternoon all those years ago. And that she didn’t have
         a clue who he was.
      

      
      ‘Got me receipts here,’ Kelvin replied, holding them out further than his stomach.

      
      ‘Well … very well, I’m sure Mr Andersen can take care of those matters for you. Good day.’

      
      Kelvin nodded and left a happy man.

      
      The other reviews went by slowly and uneventfully. In a break the nice man with the awful beard looked at Chris. ‘You playing
         tomorrow, Chris?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I am.’

      
      After a brief but heavy silence, the nice man said ‘Chris plays cricket,’ by way of explanation. ‘For Yarraville West, isn’t
         it?’
      

      
      ‘That’s right.’

      
      ‘I don’t get cricket. I have a husband who does, but I’m sorry, I don’t get it,’ said the woman Chris knew from years ago.

      
      ‘You don’t get it?’ asked Chris Andersen.

      
      
      The woman looked at him. ‘No, I don’t. I don’t. But then I don’t get unions really. Why bother?’

      
      It was the way she held her head that annoyed Chris. She had held her head that way all those years ago.

      
      ‘Well,’ said Chris Andersen. ‘We’re a bit like Collingwood. We’ve got a lot more supporters than we’ve got members, and the
         members we’ve got aren’t going anywhere.’
      

      
      Nobody said anything for a few long seconds. Chris rose and walked over to a door that led to a small foyer. As he walked
         he looked at the woman. No. She wasn’t interested. She had no idea who he was. Well, that was that. She seemed to be engrossed
         in flipping through the papers of the next subject before the review panel. Chris thought he could squeeze in a phone call
         to check on Rob Orchard. If Rob was free he could sort out his availability. That would be good. As he went to the door, he
         heard her voice.
      

      
      ‘You have only one shoe on.’ She looked at him. And as she did she tilted her head to one side. She hadn’t changed.

      
      ‘Yes,’ Chris Andersen said, looking at her.

      
      He pushed through the door and reached for his phone.

      
      •

      
      Rob Orchard had been at work for almost four hours. And now he was resting his newspaper on the wheel. He flipped a page and
         as he did so he saw a woman peering at him through the glass of the door. He didn’t look at her. If he made too much eye contact
         then he would have to engage in conversation and that would be no good because then he couldn’t read his paper. That was why
         he had shut the door of the bus that he was driving. Had been driving, for four hours.
      

      
      
      He just wanted to have a quick peep at the paper in his break. It was a simple pleasure, at shift break he would get the paper
         from his leather bag and prop it on the steering wheel of the bus and flip through to the form guide or the horoscopes.
      

      
      Just a simple pleasure that he didn’t want interrupted. Simple things were important.

      
      Rob knew that sometimes a simple thing can make your day. You have to remember that because in some places the simple thing
         is hard to find. They are usually there, but they can be hard to find. Such a place is the bus to work. The early bus that
         had been filled and emptied of human beings at least five times so far that morning.
      

      
      It wasn’t really that long ago that Rob had woken in his flat by the gardens in Yarraville and got ready to go to the depot
         and open his bus. As he walked to the depot he could hear the magpies call, hear the seagulls from the Maribyrnong River sing
         to the rising sun, hear the long mournful horns from the freighter ships roll across the stillness like great early morning
         yawns. He could smell the dew. The trees were gracious, green and elegant. The air clear. But that was then.
      

      
      In the bus the commuters had been sandwiched together. Tightly. Strangers pressed against each other, not knowing each other
         yet hearing each other’s breaths, smelling each other. But then he had smelled someone’s sausage roll. And it was a beauty.
         It was the sausage roll from hell. In a contained space a smell like that can break a man. Especially when you can hear the
         mouth of the owner of that sausage roll wrapping itself around the pastry and chewing. Masticating. Mulching. Whoever it was must have been in a seat right behind his screen. He could see a lazy looking man in a suit rustling a brown
         paper bag. He guessed it was him. The smell of that sausage roll overwhelmed everything else. Deodorant. Perfumes. Aftershave.
         Hairspray. Cologne. Farts. Maybe even a hint of pee from last night’s late shift. These are some of the smells that float
         through a bus, but on this morning the aroma that blanketed everything was that sausage roll.
      

      
      Sometimes a few people would ask for a ticket and distract him from the smell.

      
      ‘Zone one, all day,’ they would say.

      
      ‘Six-twenty,’ he would say.

      
      Sometimes there would be a person with a big note. ‘I’m sorry, this is all I’ve got … can you change this?’ A fifty dollar
         note would be waved in front of his face.
      

      
      ‘Well, no, as a matter of fact I don’t have change and you can fuck off and walk, you fat git.’ He turned the page of the
         paper and the woman looked like she was going to tap on the glass of the door. He never actually said that to the big bill
         wavers. Even though he wanted to. He would stare and tell them to take a seat. Amazingly, there was none this morning. Now
         was that the simple thing to make his day? He hoped not.
      

      
      He held the newspaper in his hand and before he turned the page he thought that perhaps the magpie he’d heard singing in the
         early morning might have been the simple thing.
      

      
      As he drove his bus mobile phones trilled. Almost as if mocking the sounds he’d heard while walking to work. Some rings have
         snatches of music. Well, digitalised snatches of tunes. He would hear this muddled symphony of tunes exploding. As he drove he heard a freakish mixture of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony,
         Deep Purple’s ‘Black Night’ and Abba’s ‘Mamma Mia’ meshed together. Music for commuters. He liked to hear the little snippets
         and try to pick the tunes.
      

      
      That early morning bus. People, sorry, commuters also read, of course. One man tried to read the Age. It must have been a dare. Why would anybody want to try to read a broadsheet on a packed morning bus? Rob looked at this
         man. What was he doing? It was as if he were trying to fold a bed sheet in a telephone box. He has no hope. Most of the other
         readers had chosen the safer tabloid.
      

      
      This is how we start the day, my fellow travellers and me, Rob Orchard thought and flicked to the form guide. He turned to
         Flemington just as his mobile sang to him. Puccini, ‘One Fine Day’. He laughed a little as he thought of those ring tones
         he had heard as he drove. He didn’t ever say he was better than his passengers. He watched them in the mirror and it is odd
         what you see reflected there. Yet he knew he was one of them. His phone fitted with the rest. He picked it up and saw the
         caller’s number. He nodded and pressed the receive button. Then held the phone a distance from his ear.
      

      
      ‘Hello Christopher Andersen,’ he said.

      
      ‘Robert, how are you!’ blazed Chris Andersen. Rob held the phone further away from his ear.

      
      ‘How are you?’

      
      ‘Just after some timetable information,’ screamed Chris.

      
      ‘Oh, up yours, funny man.’ He smiled when he heard Chris Andersen laugh.

      
      
      ‘What do you want, Chris? I’m on a break.’

      
      ‘I want some new shoes, mate.’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Don’t worry. Are you right for tomorrow?’

      
      ‘Yes, Christo. I’m right.’

      
      ‘Now, you know we’re at home,’ Chris said.

      
      He brightened. ‘No, Christo, I didn’t know that.’

      
      ‘Yeah, playing Trinity.’

      
      ‘Good … that means we do lunch.’

      
      ‘Yes, mate, we do … and that means you get fine leg.’

      
      ‘Good,’ said Rob Orchard.

      
      ‘Right then,’ boomed Chris. ‘Keep yourself nice.’

      
      Rob laughed. ‘Up yours, funny man.’

      
      He switched his phone off and sat for a moment. He smiled. He folded away the paper. We’re playing at home. Good, he thought.

      
      He opened the door and smiled at the woman.

      
      ‘Are you right there? Do you need a hand?’ he asked pleasantly.

      
      ‘Oh,’ said the woman, ‘do you go down to Gardenvale?’

      
      ‘No, that’s the seventy-five. It goes from the corner of Queen Street. Pop in and I’ll take you up.’

      
      ‘Oh, thank you,’ said the woman. ‘I didn’t know whether to ask. You looked like you were on a break.’

      
      ‘I am on a break, but it’s fine … Come on I’ll pop you up.’

      
      The woman smiled. ‘Nice to see someone in a good mood,’ she said.

      
      
      Yes, thought Rob. I’ve found my simple thing for the day. We’re playing at home. ‘I’m playing cricket tomorrow,’ he said lightly.

      
      He wondered what she’d be playing.

      
      •

      
      Ian Sykes was a security officer who was worried about his chicken sandwiches being irradiated by the X-ray machines at the
         prison he worked at in the northern suburbs. ‘I know security is important and I’m all for it, but irradiation can cause certain
         side-effects in certain foods … but I don’t want manual inspection of my lunch either – there are hygiene issues,’ he boomed
         to the panel.
      

      
      Ian Sykes went on and on to let everyone know that he had purchased the chicken at his own cost and had carefully prepared
         it in such a way that he maintained his health and therefore his working life. He was proud that he would be operating at
         a more efficient level because he was a healthier worker.
      

      
      ‘That is a good bit of chook, that,’ he thundered as he proffered a Gladwrapped chicken sandwich as evidence.

      
      Chris Andersen held his forehead in his hand. Ian Sykes had been banging on about chook sandwiches for over an hour and a
         half. He was glad when an unhappy Sykes was told emphatically that his chook sandwich had to be X-rayed or manually examined
         (with gloves). Chris couldn’t find it in himself to raise much of an argument.
      

      
      Ian was followed by Toni and Ryan, two immense timber workers who wore sunglasses and Southern Cross flags on their jackets
         and looked like they were out of a ZZ Top music video. They were concerned about overloading of overtime and transport weights.
      

      
      The day dragged on and Chris concentrated on the groundsman’s water usage rates and the meteorologist who had car parking
         problems at the Botanical Gardens. He sat and listened and was there for the members.
      

      
      They dealt with little things that didn’t seem to matter to anybody in the room, except the union member, really. Little things
         that made up people’s lives. Little things that passed the time.
      

      
      It was late in the afternoon when Chris Andersen managed to find some time to use his phone. He dialled Michael Martin’s number
         and a receptionist answered.
      

      
      ‘… mead Medical Clinic … hello …’

      
      ‘I need to speak to Michael Martin, Dr Michael Martin.’

      
      ‘He’s with a patient at the moment.’

      
      ‘It’s very important, just a quick word.’

      
      ‘I’ll see if he can talk, hold please.’

      
      •

      
      Michael Martin sat back and looked straight into a penis and two shaved testicles. He then looked up at the face of the man
         who owned that penis and testicles.
      

      
      It wasn’t the first set of penis and testicles he had seen and most likely it wouldn’t be the last.

      
      ‘Now Mr … Mr Smythe …’

      
      ‘Call me Doug, please.’

      
      Michael Martin nodded, his eyes half-closed, he could have gone to sleep but he knew that in those few long moments before
         sleep, he would feel the heat, hear the noise and see those eyes and so he thought what Mr Smythe had to offer was easier to cope with. He spoke slowly, ‘I’m not quite sure, Mr
         Smythe … sorry, Doug … why you are showing me your equipment. It doesn’t seem to add any weight to your expressed need for
         an enlargement.’
      

      
      ‘Well, no, look I’ll be completely open with you.’

      
      It was hard for him to be anything else.

      
      ‘Completely open … this is a lifestyle issue.’

      
      Michael gestured for him to raise his trousers but Doug didn’t seem to care so Michael leant back further and put his arms
         behind his head.
      

      
      ‘Lifestyle. I know that what I’ve got is quite adequate … but I want an enlargement. I want it. I want to renovate, I want
         to be what I want … and I want this.’ Doug pointed at his appendage. And while he did the phone rang. Michael answered.
      

      
      ‘Michael Martin.’

      
      ‘Mate … Michael … how are you?’

      
      Michael turned to see Doug Smythe’s lifestyle project.

      
      ‘Hello,’ Michael said slowly.

      
      ‘It’s Chris, Chris Andersen. How are you? You in the middle of anything?’

      
      Michael sat still and somehow his thoughts, his racing thoughts disappeared and he saw …

      
      ‘Hello, Christo.’

      
      He pictured a laughing man leaning on a bat. The afternoon light dying in the sky and shrouding him in a golden veil that
         shone. He felt like laughing until he remembered.
      

      
      
      ‘Hello, Mike … Listen, I don’t mean to be abrupt here but I’m a bit pumped for time. I’ve got some mad fucking meteorologist
         who wants to talk about car parks, primary school tours and black holes …’
      

      
      Michael smiled, this was typical Chris Andersen. ‘Yes, Christo.’

      
      ‘Anyway, I just want to know if you want a game of cricket. Tomorrow. Bull Reserve. Yarraville West Fourths. Not much of an
         invite, but there you are.’
      

      
      ‘Uhh …’

      
      ‘Come on, Michael. It would be great to see you. What do you say?’

      
      ‘Well, yes, why not? No that … it’d be good. What time?’

      
      ‘Bit before twelve. How you been?’

      
      Doug Smythe coughed.

      
      ‘Look, sorry, Chris. I am in the middle of something … but that will be good. Can you bring some kit for me?’

      
      ‘Yep, got the club bag there,’ said Chris. ‘But you might want to bring your own box.’

      
      Michael remembered Mr Smythe. ‘Right, a protector. Very vital. Okay, Chris.’

      
      ‘Ta ta, brother,’ boomed Chris Andersen.

      
      Michael rubbed his eyes. The Andersens. They always had loud voices … except for Tony. He shook his head and brought his attention
         back to Doug.
      

      
      ‘Now, you understand that these procedures are not guaranteed of success. I know I’m only a referring doctor, but you must
         know that this is your decision.’
      

      
      
      Doug Smythe, a man who looked very ordinary, breathed heavily. ‘I know that. I know. I’m really not here for a lecture. I
         am here for a referral.’
      

      
      Michael looked at him. What was the point of arguing? He knew someone would give in – it might as well be him. If he got rid
         of Mr Doug Smythe and his wherewithal then he would have time to go to the dispensary.
      

      
      He reached for his keypad to write the referral but paused as he saw the man pulling up his trousers.

      
      ‘You want to put this consultation on Medicare?’ Doug Smythe asked.

      
      He watched as Doug Smythe buckled his belt with a flourish.

      
      ‘Listen, I pay my taxes.’

      
      Michael Martin nodded. ‘I’m sure you do.’

      
      He turned back to the computer but his thoughts were on a game of cricket.

      
      •

      
      It was on his way home that Chris Andersen remembered. He could have kicked himself for forgetting. He would be waiting for
         the call. He would have kicked himself … but his foot was too sore to do anything much.
      

      
      ‘Christ, how am I going to front tomorrow?’ he muttered to himself as he stood on the train platform and reached for his phone.
         He scrolled through his contacts and found the name he was looking for. Brian Keith.
      

      
      •

      
      Brian Keith’s mother stood at the window in her front room and looked out at Brian. He was a tall boy. Not a boy. He was twenty-five.
         He stood there in the early evening light peering into the sky. She watched as he occasionally brushed away the white moths that flew under the bright streetlamp above
         him.
      

      
      Mrs Keith held in her hands an awkwardly shaped vegetable strainer that Brian had made for her at the workshop. It was a birthday
         present.
      

      
      When he stood still he seemed … she felt ashamed for a moment but she was tired. He seemed normal.

      
      He waved at a moth again. She opened the window.

      
      ‘Brian, if you want to see it, don’t stand under the light.’

      
      He turned and looked at her. Stared in question.

      
      ‘Don’t stand under that light,’ she said slowly and with great love, ‘if you want to see the first star of the night don’t
         stand under the light.’
      

      
      He laughed and said, ‘Righto, Mum.’

      
      Mrs Keith looked at her watch. Just as she was about to think he wouldn’t ring, the phone rang.

      
      She breathed a small easy sigh and picked it up.

      
      ‘Hello, Mrs Keith!’ My God that man has a loud voice, she thought. But she was always relieved to hear it.

      
      ‘Yes, Christopher,’ she said.

      
      ‘Is Brian there? Can you pass on a message?’

      
      It was a routine. ‘Yes, Christopher.’

      
      ‘Can you ask him if he can play for the fourths tomorrow. We need him.’

      
      She held the phone away from her and called to her son.

      
      ‘Brian, Christopher Andersen wants to know if you can play cricket tomorrow. They need you!’

      
      
      Brian turned to his mother and yelled from the semidarkness, ‘I’m ready, Mum. Tell Christo I’m ready.’

      
      Mrs Keith spoke to the phone. ‘He says he’s ready.’

      
      Chris Andersen listened to the woman’s voice as he watched the lights of the approaching train. ‘Tell him he is a good man.
         Mrs Keith …’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ she answered.

      
      ‘Has he found that star yet?’ asked Chris.

      
      She smiled to herself. ‘Brian, have you found the star?’

      
      ‘No … not yet, Mum,’ her son answered in his light voice.

      
      Over the noise of the station Chris Andersen heard Brian. ‘Tell him to keep looking, it’ll be there.’

      
      Mrs Keith smiled. ‘I will. And thank you.’

      
      Her last words were lost in the roar of the train.

      
      Chris Andersen snapped his phone shut and limped into a carriage. Done. He had a team. He looked down at his feet. ‘Bloody
         shoes.’
      

      
      He was playing cricket tomorrow. And he wondered, as he looked through the windows of the train out at all the backyards of
         people he didn’t know, he wondered why she didn’t remember him.
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