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For Mum













PROLOGUE


‘Can we go in?’ Aaron asks softly as he looks out at the house with his hand poised to open the car door. 


‘Of course. You have a nice warm shower to freshen up while I heat up our dinner. Sausages and chips. How does that sound?’


Play the game, Aaron. Just play the game and get it over with. 


‘Sounds good.’


He hears the click of the central door lock and then he is standing on the gravel driveway with the smell of blood and bone rising from the flowerbed under the bay window.
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The waiting room is full and warm, with the soothing voice of the television cooking show host lulling Aaron toward sleep. Only the astringent smell of urine wafting across him is keeping him awake. He lifts his heavy eyelids and looks directly at a bearded middle-aged man chuckling to himself nearby, his legs shaking constantly in pants stiff with grime. Aaron scans the parts of the room further from the odour. He sees a spare seat at the reading table, but the familiar body language and furtive conversation between the men who occupy the other three chairs make it very clear that this is their private space. 


On the black vinyl couch opposite Aaron, a young couple are completely entwined and fast asleep. Lucky them, Aaron thinks. They must be in love, or stoned, or both. Next to them, on one of the two black vinyl armchairs, sits a man in his fifties; in the other is a weathered older man in a stained brown business suit clutching a leather satchel tightly at his chest. Aaron follows their blank stares to the excited cooking show host carving through the crisp, golden pastry of a beef Wellington to reveal the just-pink meat it encases. The cook’s upbeat demeanour annoys Aaron intensely. It is a robust reminder of his own deteriorating mood. He turns away from the screen, back to the source of the urine smell and the woman directly opposite wearing a hijab. She smiles back spontaneously, and he receives it as her understanding of his predicament. He smiles back at her in an exchange that unexpectedly soothes him. 


As the clock ticks on, Aaron feels his anxiety rising sharply. It has been five hours now, although he doesn’t need the clock to tell him what his cramping stomach and legs are already saying. He stares at the automatic glass doors and the possibilities on the streets outside. He could steal something and score then find relief in a laneway or a park. But then what? He can’t return to the gardener’s shed in the grounds of St Peter and Paul’s Church. Father Brian had let him stay there after his mother kicked him out, until some nosy parishioners had lodged a complaint with the Archbishop. The priest had no choice but to ask Aaron to leave. ‘Do what your mother asked you to do in the first place,’ Father Brian said. ‘Go to one of the housing organisations. That’s what they’re there for.’


He wipes the sweat from his face and looks impatiently for any sign of movement from the two workers at the reception desk. One lifts her eyes to meet his briefly before returning quickly back to her screen. It’s as if someone has pushed the pause button on the room. He reaches down to drag his large plastic storage bag of possessions closer to his feet, just to give himself something to do. Short-lived. He glances again at the hijab-wearing woman, hoping for another smile. But she is completely occupied with the five children gathering around her, speaking an unfamiliar language, obviously bored and impatient to go. He wonders about them. Where are they from? Africa, he thinks. But then he doesn’t really know. Do they have Muslims in Africa? Are they homeless too? Surely not. How hard would that be? He forces himself to stay with these thoughts until they are broken by a voice calling his name. 


‘Aaron … Aaron Peters?’ 


A young woman leans over the reception desk scanning the waiting room for a response. He stands to look back at her. 


‘Room 2,’ she says pointing to the door closest to her. 


He crosses the waiting room carrying his bag of possessions without a sideways glance at the envious eyes fixed on him. Opening the numbered door, he enters the sterile interview room in unison with the same young woman appearing through the door opposite. A desk spanning the width of the room creates a physical barrier between them. 


‘Hi Aaron,’ she says, ‘I’m Kate. Take a seat.’ 


He puts the bag on the floor and sits down to watch her click the mouse and scan the computer screen in front of her. 


‘Bear with me for a moment,’ she says.


As she types, he fidgets with a biro attached to a long chain anchored to the desk. Who would want to steal a plastic biro? he ponders. You’d have to be desperate. He peers through the venetian blinds of the small window providing a shuttered view to the reception area where the two workers are now answering constantly ringing telephones while dealing with another needy person appearing from the street before them. He turns back to Kate, who is still focusing on her screen intently, occasionally twisting her mouth with uncertainty. He wonders how old she is. No more than twenty-five. He likes her orange cardigan and her matching lipstick. The ring in her right nostril intrigues him. He touches his nose. Perhaps he could get one too. Finally, she turns back to him. 


‘Okay,’ she says, ‘sorry about that but I’ve only just started here and there’s all sorts of software and passwords and instructions. It’s complicated. Anyway, you don’t need to know all that. Let’s try and get you sorted, eh?’ 


She tells him that she needs to complete an assessment so that they can get a clear idea of his circumstances. ‘Is that okay?’


He nods. 


She smiles and returns to the computer screen. 


‘Okay. Let’s start with your date of birth.’


‘April fifth, nineteen ninety-four.’ 


‘So you’ve just turned eighteen?’ she says, looking across at him.


‘Yep.’ 


‘Did you get a chance to celebrate?’


He shakes his head.


‘That’s a shame.’


A loud and agitated voice is heard from the adjoining reception area, and Kate and Aaron simultaneously peer through the slots in the venetian blinds. A thickset and angry middle-aged man is waving his arms and making demands in a thick European accent. He wants to see his caseworker; he knows the caseworker is here and he wants to see him now! Not tomorrow! Now! The softer, calming voice of the older of the two workers on reception patiently persists against the man’s tirade. Kate turns back to Aaron. She shakes her head and smiles. 


‘I’m glad it’s not me out there. That man scares me.’ 


‘He’s all mouth,’ says Aaron confidently.


‘I think you’re right. But it’s not very nice.’


This sharing of her feelings with him makes him smile inside. She must trust me or even like me to do that, he thinks. His anxiety melts further as he watches her return to her screen and the assessment. 


‘Phone number?’ 


He shakes his head while trying to think of a good story. ‘I fell asleep on the tram and when I woke up my phone was gone.’


‘It certainly helps to have one, doesn’t it? I don’t think I could live without mine.’ 


‘I know. But I don’t have the money to buy another one.’


For a brief moment he allows himself to think that she will offer him one of her old models, one that has been put away in her desk drawer and forgotten. But it doesn’t happen. 


‘How long have you been homeless?’ she continues. 


‘A couple of weeks.’


‘Where were you living?’


‘With Mum.’


‘Why did you leave?’


His legs twist together tightly under the chair and the lie rolls out easily. ‘I don’t get on with her boyfriend.’ 


She asks why and he answers quickly to get it over with, hoping that it will be enough. 


‘He doesn’t like me and I don’t like him.’


‘And your mum?’


‘We’re good, yeah.’ Another lie, wanting it to be true.


‘Only the boyfriend then?’


‘Yeah.’ 


‘What about your father?’


Now his stomach tightens several notches more. This question is leading somewhere else. Even the tone of her voice has changed. He hates this feeling. Perpetually there, lurking. 


‘I don’t see him.’ 


Kate waits for more, but there is only silence. She looks at the assessment template on her screen and the many blank spaces still to be filled with words. She turns back to Aaron to tell him that she understands how difficult this must be for him but unless she gets more information she can’t help.


He says, ‘Okay,’ without meaning it.


‘Is there any chance you can fix things at home with your mum’s boyfriend? Because that’s going to make life so much easier for you.’


He shakes his head. ‘Nah.’


She looks back at him for a moment, giving him the opportunity to change his mind. He gives her nothing. His imagination has already filled with a picture of him living with Kate. Just the two of them. Sharing breakfast together. Everything warm and fun.


‘Drugs and alcohol?’


Reality returns like a door slamming in his face. Everything cold and hard again. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Do you drink alcohol? Take any drugs?’


The truth hovers on his lips for a microsecond only. ‘No,’ he says.


‘Nothing?’


‘I’ve tried a few things. Weed. Ice once or twice. I haven’t got the money, even if I wanted it.’ 


She types into the space below the appropriate heading on the assessment and turns back to him. 


‘Any mental health issues?’


He looks down at his clenched fists, fighting the desire to stand and leave. She sees him struggling. 


‘You must feel anxious at times. I know I would in your situation.’ 


‘Sometimes, yeah.’ 


She keeps digging. ‘It must be depressing too?’ 


He shrugs his shoulders. Please stop. No more questions. Just tell me you’ve got a spare room at your place and I can stay with you for as long as I like.


‘You know that if you are feeling overwhelmed at any time you could see a doctor about it. There are some medications that can help. In the short term, at least.’


‘I’m good.’ 


Obviously unconvinced, she returns to the assessment and more typing. He watches her, wanting to tell her everything, but not here, not now. One day maybe, parked in her comfortable car above a beach, looking out over a vast ocean sparkling with promise, the horizon within touching distance, a warming sun.


‘Okay, last one,’ she says, looking directly at him. ‘Violence?’


Black clouds eclipse the sun. ‘What d’you mean?’


‘Well, I have a sense you’re not a violent person.’


‘I’m not.’


‘Have you experienced any violence aimed at you?’


‘Some threats maybe.’


‘From?’


Aaron sighs. This is definitely not where he wants to be. He looks back at her open, enquiring face. She is so pretty. She must know that. If only he could tell her it all, he thinks. But he simply can’t go there. Not here, not now. 


‘You know what it’s like out there.’


‘I can only imagine, Aaron.’


He shrugs his shoulders and his story continues on the same path. ‘It’s not that bad. I can ignore it most of the time.’ 


She nods empathically, glances at her screen then back to him. 


‘I’ll finish that off later. You’ve been here long enough.’ 


No, I haven’t, he thinks, nowhere near long enough. She sighs as she thinks, tapping her fingers lightly on the edge of the desk. 


‘I have to be honest with you, Aaron, there are not many options for you.’ 


He watches as she returns to scan her computer screen, the words he wants to say to her locked tightly away in his brain. What about your place, Kate? I won’t cause you any problems, I promise. I could do all the housework while you’re at work. When you get home, it’ll all be done. Washing up, vacuuming, everything. 


‘None of the rooming houses have a vacancy. Except for this one.’ She looks across the desk at him, almost sheepishly. ‘It’s in Moe.’


‘That’s hours away. No. I can’t go there.’


He sees the muscles in her jaw tighten, her brain ticking over.


‘Actually, I don’t blame you.’


She picks up the phone. ‘Let me try this before we give up.’ She glances back and forth from the accommodation list on the wall to the phone as she dials the number. 


Aaron’s thoughts are drawn back to the same beach, but this time he is standing on the hard sand under a heavy sky swallowing the horizon. Turning away from the dark ocean, he looks up the steep bank for her parked car. It’s gone, replaced by a large black Mercedes-Benz, and his grandfather in the driver’s seat with his wavy, silver hair and eager eyes.


‘Well, that’s better news,’ Kate says. 


Aaron doesn’t register her words, but the sound of her voice brings him back to the room and her faint smile on the other side of the desk.


‘Hostel Plus have a vacancy in their eight-bed dorm. It’s for tonight only, though. They like to make sure whoever we send them is okay. You are, so there won’t be a problem extending it. It just means you’ll have to come back here tomorrow so we can book you in until your next payday. When’s that again?’ She looks at the screen and answers her own question. ‘Um … seven, yes, so you’ll have seven days there on us.’


‘Will I see you tomorrow?’


‘I don’t have a shift tomorrow. Even if I did, it could be any one of us that sees you.’ 


He can’t hide his disappointment. She smiles encouragingly. 


‘Everyone’s nice here. More experienced than me, that’s for sure.’ She stands. ‘I’ll get you the cheque for tonight and you can get going.’ She opens the door behind her. ‘You can wait outside at reception. I won’t be long.’ She is half out the door before she turns back to him with a big, warm smile. ‘We have some large backpacks in the storeroom – would you like one? That plastic bag’s not a good look.’ Then she’s gone.


He stares at the closed door thinking that he couldn’t care less how nice the other workers are or if he has a backpack. Instead all he has is an overwhelming desire to be alone with her again in their white-walled room so he can tell her the truth. He stands, picks up his bag and takes two mechanical steps to the door. He hesitates and looks back at the room as if he has left something behind, something of himself. He sees only two empty chairs. 


In the waiting room, Kate passes a cheque and a large backpack across the reception desk to him. 


‘Good luck, Aaron.’ 


He takes it wanting to return her smile, but the muscles in his mouth and cheeks refuse to respond. He moves away from the desk to the space furthest from the eyes in the waiting room, where he transfers his meagre belongings to the backpack: a pair of jeans, shorts, a couple of T-shirts – all crumpled and soiled – some socks and jocks, a school pencil case and a blanket wrapped tightly in a thin, blue tarpaulin. He stuffs the plastic bag into the nearby bin and goes down the steps. The automatic glass doors slide open to the footpath and the chase. 
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Outside on the busy inner-city footpath, Aaron settles the backpack onto his shoulders and sees the dodgy looking trio from the table in the waiting room are now lingering on the street: reversed baseball caps, homemade tattoos and tracksuits. He goes to them without a second thought.


‘Any chance of a smoke?’ 


They check him over briefly before one reaches into his pocket. ‘Sure, mate’ – taking a cigarette from a full packet and handing it to him – ‘there you go.’


‘Thanks heaps,’ Aaron replies. As he leans in to accept the offer of a light, his greatest need propels two discreetly delivered words to his lips. ‘Got anything?’


The skinniest of the trio nods back at him even more discreetly.


‘I’ll fix you up tomorrow.’ 


‘Fuck off.’


‘Tonight then?’ 


His potential supplier turns back to his mates shaking his head disdainfully. Aaron steps away from them. Pricks. He draws on the cigarette, looking across the street at the long row of renovated factory apartments. Melbourne’s autumn sun throws leafy shadows across the late nineteenth-century red-brick facades, where a middle-aged woman in polka-dotted jeans grabs his attention. She is carrying a Uniqlo bag in one hand and a leash leading to a curly-haired dog in the other. She reaches one of the tall, black gates spaced between the various apartment blocks, clumsily swipes her card on the keypad then pushes the gate open just enough to squeeze through with her dog and recent purchase. The gate clicks shut, rapidly cutting off any thoughts Aaron’s racing brain might have of a profitable entry. 


He’s driven on by his cramping legs and stomach, checking out the interiors of parked cars as he goes. Two young men in tight suits step out in front of him from an architect’s office, forcing him to give way to them. Not a sideways glance. He must be invisible. That would be handy right now, he thinks. He could go anywhere. Do anything. An expensive-looking road bike captures his interest before he sees the heavy chain mooring it to the U-bar. He walks on to a cafe populated inside and out with heads over laptops and the sound of grinding coffee beans and steaming milk. He slows down slightly to scan for unattended handbags or briefcases, only to be met by wary eyes. Cursing silently, he turns the corner to continue his battle with the incoming tide of pain. 


~


Aaron walks toward Hostel Plus, a double-storeyed ex-hotel situated in the not-so-trendy end of Collingwood. Opposite are a car repair shop, a kebab shop, a tattoo parlour and an abandoned house secured with corrugated iron sheets. Along with other brightly coloured graffiti, a giant mural of a bearded hipster is painted across an exterior wall of the backpackers in an obvious attempt to produce the right vibe. Aaron stops at the front door and reaches into his coat pocket to pull out the thirty-dollar cheque Kate gave him for his night’s accommodation: one last look to verify its non-negotiability. He folds it in his hand and looks up at three residents, not much older than him, bursting through the door laughing and acting as if they are ready to take on the world. They acknowledge him with a collective ‘Hey man,’ before bouncing their way up the street.


The reception area is a large, open-plan room with walls covered in brightly coloured murals of the cityscape. It is at once welcoming and intimidating. He walks across the polished stone floor toward the reservation desk where a young, long-haired woman seems to deliberately be taking her time to acknowledge him. While Aaron waits, he listens to the music being piped through the room, tapping his foot and nodding to the driving rock beat of Sleater-Kinney in an attempt to ease his anxiety. 


‘Triple R,’ he says in an attempt to gather the receptionist’s attention. She looks up at him, thin-lipped and hollow-cheeked. 


‘What’s that?’ she asks flatly.


Ah, he thinks. Pretending to be something she isn’t. It helps him. ‘Triple R,’ he repeats. ‘The best.’ 


She wants the upper hand back. ‘Reservation?’


He passes her the cheque. She glances at it then back at him. ‘ID?’


He reaches in his jeans pocket, pulls out his creased Health Care Card and places it down in front of her. She shakes her head. ‘Photo ID.’


‘She didn’t tell me I needed it.’


The receptionist glances at the phone ringing next to her and at the growing line of backpackers behind Aaron.


‘Well, she should’ve. They know our policy.’ 


‘She said she was new.’


The phone stops ringing and immediately starts up again. Her irritation grows. He needs to smile, and he does. She sighs and slaps a sheet of typed paper down in front of him.


‘You’re in the eight-bed dorm.’ She points behind him. ‘Down the corridor, second on the left.’ The same nail-bitten finger lands on the sheet of paper. ‘These are the house rules. Do I have to read them to you?’


He knew he didn’t like her. His whole body is sweating now. He picks up the house rules – ‘Nah’ – and starts walking away. 


‘Any trouble and it’ll be one night only. I hope she told you that!’


He raises his hand without looking back as he heads down the corridor and past a rowdy table tennis game, focused only on the next door to the left. Four metal double bunks are spaced along two walls. Two young men playing backgammon on a bottom bunk check him over as he enters. He nods at them and surveys the other bunks. Only one is obviously free; the others are unmade and strewn with bits of clothing, street maps or dog-eared novels – nothing of any value. The free bunk is on the bottom. He likes that. But he doesn’t like the large mural of a wolf on the adjacent wall, its long, white fangs bared around a rainbow-coloured tongue, its fierce eyes intent on violence. No choice. He puts his backpack on the floor and sits down on the bunk. 


What now? There’s a sleeping form on the top bunk opposite, bulky under the sheet. Sleep would be nice, he thinks, but not possible now. He wipes his runny nose on the shoulder of his T-shirt and lies down anyway, shutting his eyes to avoid the stare of the wolf. The incessant sound of the clicking backgammon discs is now annoying him. It shouldn’t, but he knows why it is. The same reason he is shivering in a warm room. He forces his brain to take him somewhere peaceful, a technique suggested to him by a child psychiatrist that has never worked, never more than a few seconds anyway. Right now, when it feels like a poison is creeping into every cell in his body, there is no escape. A vaguely familiar sound penetrates the bars of his cage. He opens his eyes to look across at a young man holding a nylon string guitar. 


‘Sorry, it knocked itself against the bed,’ the young man says with a thick accent. ‘You were asleep, no?’


Aaron shakes his head. Nice clothes, he thinks, must have some money. Nice haircut too. An outstretched hand reaches toward him.


‘I am Philippe.’


‘Aaron.’


They shake hands, and Philippe returns to his bunk to sit down and take off his wristwatch. He places it on the bed and rubs his wrist vigorously, as if the band has been annoying him. He looks at Aaron, who has already filed the watch’s potential.


‘You are Australian?’


‘Yeah. You?’


‘French.’


‘You brought the guitar with you from France?’


‘No, no, no! Today I saw it in the, what do you say? Pawnshop? It is not the best guitar, but I have something to learn with. Do you play?’


‘A bit.’


Picking up the guitar and holding it out to Aaron: ‘Here, you can try it for me.’


Yes please, a chance for some respite from his one-track brain. The wristwatch. He accepts the guitar and runs his eyes over it.


‘What did you pay for it?’


‘A hundred.’


‘Ripped off.’


As Aaron is tuning it, he watches Philippe remove his shirt and throw it casually down on the bed over the watch. Aaron starts to play, random chords at first, just to get a feel for it while he surveys the room. He looks over at the backgammon players engrossed entirely in their game, up at the still-sleeping form above Philippe and then at his new-found friend removing a fresh set of neatly folded clothes from his bag. 


What to play? His fingers respond as though they have a mind of their own with an up-tempo version of Nick Cave’s ‘Into My Arms’. The verse is almost unrecognisable, but the way his fingers pick every note precisely catches the ear of everyone except for Sleeping Beauty above Philippe. The backgammon boys return to their game. Philippe puts the change of clothes to one side and sits on the bed to watch Aaron play into the distinctive melody of the chorus.


‘Ah, “Into My Arms”!’ Philippe says, smiling.


Aaron nods as he continues, ready to follow this welcome detour for as long as he can.


‘I went to the Nick Cave concert in Paris just last year. It was super.’ 


Sure, Aaron thinks. You’ve been everywhere and you’ve seen everything with your trendy clothes and nice haircut and please stop talking. He plays on, his fingers warm, his body light. Snapping open cans of beer, the backgammon boys stop their game to focus their attention on the music. Sleeping Beauty rolls over, angry eyes open. 


‘Shut the fuck up, will ya!’


Aaron stops playing, the backgammon continues, click, click, click. Back on the same aching one-way road, Aaron tries to smile at Philippe. The Frenchman glances up at the top bunk and the turning, groaning body. He lowers his voice. 


‘You are very good, Aaron. I wish I can play like that one day.’


Aaron holds the guitar out to him, but Philippe shakes his head.


‘I must take a shower now, so keep it. Perhaps you can teach me something when I come back. In the lounge this time, I think.’


‘Yeah, sure.’ 


The watch. Don’t take the watch with you. Such thoughts return too quickly. It is the lack of control that scares him. He’s on automatic pilot and he wonders how far it will take him. Philippe has been kind to him. They could be friends one day, perhaps. He could even visit him in France. No. Philippe turns to him with fresh clothes in hand, his dirty shirt still covering the watch on the bed.


‘I think Nick Cave is too difficult for me. I can start with something more simple. Three chords only. Yes?’


‘Okay. You have a shower and I’ll think of something.’


Philippe exits the dorm and Aaron glances up at Sleeping Beauty who is now facing the wall, snoring. The backgammon boys play on, beers in hand, intent only on winning. Aaron feels the guitar in his arms, thinking for a moment he’ll take it too. No. Keep your eye on the ball, Aaron. Don’t draw any attention to yourself. He imagines the steps Philippe is taking in the shower room. Clothes off, water running, soaping up. Time to move. Without looking up at Sleeping Beauty, Aaron steps casually across to Philippe’s bed below him. He places the guitar down while artfully sliding a hand under the shirt to grasp the watch. It disappears quickly into a front pocket and he returns to his own bunk to pick up his backpack, the open, snarling mouth and frenzied eyes of the wolf mural glaring at him. 


He avoids eye contact with the woman at the reservation desk and walks casually out through the front doors. As soon as he steps onto the footpath, he sprints away from the hostel toward the city end of the street, where the giant metal arms of a crane reach across the blue sky above a construction site. He weaves his way through the late-afternoon footpath traffic, his swinging backpack almost knocking over a little girl wandering freely from her mother. He glances back to check she is okay before ignoring the red pedestrian light and blasting car horns to cross the busy intersection. Still running, past the Tote Hotel advertising the week’s gigs and up the incline, expelling from his hard-working lungs the last remnants of guilt he feels at betraying Philippe. The hard edge of the watch in his front pocket rubs against his leg and fuels anticipation. 


He reaches Smith Street at the top of the hill – a plain name for a bustling, eclectic strip that Tripadvisor might say has something for everyone. Stopping to get his breath, he is thinking that same thing. All he needs to do now is find it. He pulls the watch from his pocket. It looks and feels expensive. A Citizen Eco-Drive with a band made of heavy metal. That’s why Philippe took it off, Aaron thinks. It must’ve been irritating his wrist. The number 86 tram rattles up to the intersection in front of the Birmingham Hotel as two likely types emerging from the side door grab his attention. Their focus is intense and their movements are in unison. They are on a mission too. The tram stops and they get on to march purposely to the rear seats. Perhaps they have already got what they came for. He checks the time. Almost five o’clock: he’s in the red zone now, with panic creeping in. 


Last-minute shoppers, workers heading home or to the pub, impatient drivers trapped in traffic jealously watching cyclists weaving through it. The pungent smell of Thai food reminds Aaron that he hasn’t eaten since breakfast. He repositions his backpack and quickens his pace past a beggar sitting outside a 7-Eleven with the ubiquitous cardboard sign asking for money to pay for a night’s accommodation. Aaron knows it’s not for a bed. Good on the guy for trying, but it’s not something Aaron would do. He’s not that desperate. 


Feeling for the watch in his pocket, he continues on past the automated toilet block. He wants to go but decides he can hold on. Two policemen stroll toward him and his pulse quickens. Avoid their eyes, avoid their eyes. They walk on, as does he. A businessman tosses a half-smoked cigarette into the gutter and it’s swooped on by a seagull-eyed gentleman pulling a cart loaded with his worldly possessions under a frayed plastic sheet. 


Not far to go now, if Aaron remembers correctly, and he starts to rehearse his lines for his watch-inspired fiction. At the next intersection, a group of First Nations people occupy a square defined by boulders and pavers painted in cultural designs. They seem comfortably ensconced in conversations, immune to anything outside their own space. There isn’t a sign, but you need their permission to enter. Aaron tries not to be seen looking, but he holds his gaze long enough for one of the women, certainly older than his mother, to catch his eye. She is smiling at him and he can’t help but smile back at her. Just like the smile of the woman in the waiting room, it soothes him, if only momentarily. 


He walks on, wondering why it is that only women smile at him. He tries to remember a man’s smile, but his memory doesn’t bring one immediately to mind. He has to go back to his childhood: playing with his friends at school, walking home slowly with them afterwards, going to their birthday parties. He remembers his own seventh birthday because of a photo in his mother’s album – nine happy, smiling boys all in a bunch. Aaron in the middle at the front, the smallest kid with the broadest smile. So happy in his freshly unwrapped North Melbourne football jumper. A reminder of how much fun it was then, before that night when everything changed.


He stands outside Cash Converters surveying the interior of the shop through the glass frontage. He would prefer not to have an audience, and luckily there are only a few customers searching the merchandise for a bargain. In he goes. The automatic doors slide open, and he heads toward an employee at the counter rearranging goods in a glass cabinet. Aaron holds the watch in his fist as he stares down at the top of the employee’s shaved head and watches a fat, heavily tattooed hand moving a mobile phone two inches to the left and then back to its original position. Aaron coughs. 


‘Yes mate, I know you’re there.’


Aaron’s right foot makes up its own mind to start tapping on the floor. No music, just the anxiety boring into him. 


Finally, the bald head rises to address him. ‘What’re you after?’


Aaron places the watch down on the glass cabinet. The employee picks it up to inspect it closely. Aaron starts his story.


‘It was my old man’s. He died a couple of weeks ago and left it to me. I don’t wear watches so I’d rather put the money to something else.’


‘Is that right?’


‘Dad wouldn’t mind. He’d just want me to get as much for it as I can.’ 


The employee looks back at him, nodding his head knowingly. ‘I bet.’


‘So, what d’ya reckon?’


He opens the laptop next to him and types into Google. Aaron watches his wide-spaced eyes scanning the screen for a few moments. 


‘I’ll give you a hundred.’


‘One fifty?’


The employee recognises the sweat on Aaron’s face, the jagged movements of his body. Perhaps he’s been there himself. ‘Give me the hundred points of ID and we’ve got a deal.’


Aaron pulls his Health Care Card from his pocket. ‘This’ll do, won’t it?’


‘Nah. Driver’s licence, passport?’


Aaron drops his head, his eyes on the threadbare toes of his runners. He tries to take a deep breath, something to calm the anger coursing through him, but his lungs refuse to expand.


‘Come on, mate!’ Aaron’s raised voice attracts the attention of the bargain shoppers. 


The employee moves quickly to non-engagement mode. He closes the laptop and gives Aaron a wordless stare. Then, with a flick of the head clearly indicating the exit: ‘Piss off.’ 


~


The peak-hour tram is crammed body-to-body. Aaron has positioned himself close to the middle door, a well-practised strategy to escape the clutches of the ticket inspectors. He knows it is unlikely they’ll board the tram, given the volume of passengers, but it’s an ingrained habit. Besides, it means he’s closer to jumping off if he sees something that will satisfy his all-consuming need. He knows exactly what he is looking for. The last option he has. His eyes dart between the heads around him to any gathering of likely types conducting their business against office walls or deep in narrow laneways. Basically, anyone not moving is a focus. 


The metal wheels of the tram screech against the tracks as it approaches Stop 6 on the busiest street in the city. Aaron feels the weight of bodies leaning into him as passengers position themselves to get off as quickly as possible. He reaches for the backpack between his legs. He’s ready to go. The tram stops and an eager hand brushes past him to press the button to open the doors. They slide open and he forces his way through the chaotic exchange between those getting off and those getting on to find himself staring into his image in Vodafone’s gleaming shopfront window. He pushes his long blond fringe away from his eyes, thinking the style is caught between fashions, neither modern nor retro. His mother could fix it for him. He doesn’t like his jeans either; they have completely lost their shape, but they were all he could afford. 


He crosses at the lights at the top of the Bourke Street Mall where a busker is playing and singing a note-perfect version of Dire Straits’s ‘Sultans of Swing’. Aaron stops momentarily to listen and watch the coins and notes piling up in the guitar case. A tinge of regret for not taking Philippe’s guitar is rapidly overridden by his body screaming at him to keep moving. 


He swings south toward the Yarra River, the footpath as packed as the tram. Passing an overflowing rubbish bin, he scoops out an empty Coke can and slides it into the side pocket of the backpack as he skirts the oncoming foot traffic by stepping into the bike lane. A bad idea. Bells ring and abuse flies from a swarm of lycra-clad commuters. Back among the throng on the footpath, he spots a prostrate form in a small alcove next to the KFC. All that is visible is a mess of grey hair poking out from a grubby blanket. He hesitates momentarily before moving on, trying to erase the image from his mind. Is he the busker or is he the rough sleeper? Somewhere in between, he thinks, as his keen eye falls on a half-full bottle of spring water abandoned on a metal seat. He swoops on it and forces it into the backpack pocket with the Coke can. All good. Now for the main item.


Waiting amongst the pressing crowd for the lights to change opposite Flinders Street Station, Aaron’s memory rolls back to his seven-year-old self, holding tight to his father’s hand as they jostle with a myriad of supporters queuing to get into the Melbourne Cricket Ground. He has his new football jumper on, and his father is smiling reassuringly down at him. The loud click, click, click of the pedestrian crossing signal snaps him back and he weaves his way through the tidal wave of pedestrians to stop at the steps below the gaping entrance to the train station. His eyes dart across groups of high school students, some holding hands, some flirting, others sharing cigarettes. Panic fuels the anxiety again. No, no, no? Where is he? Where are they? 


He glances up at the horizontal rays of orange sunlight sliding through the narrow gaps in the silhouetted office towers and apartment blocks before his distressed body drags him back with no choice but to keep moving. Further down Flinders Street, through the wall of foot traffic, he spies two sets of legs protruding from a recess in the line of shopfronts. It looks promising and his pulse quickens as he approaches. He stops in front of the seated man and woman attached to the legs and looks directly at the man, probably forty years old, displaying huge muscles under a super-tight T-shirt. Aaron raises his eyebrows and the man leans his head toward the skinny-legged woman next to him. They exchange knowing nods before she stands and heads off down Flinders Street with Aaron following closely behind her.


They pass by the busy side entrance to the train station where there is a mangled intersection of rushing commuters. Aaron stays close behind her short but fast-paced stride, his eyes glued to the back of her denim jacket. They reach the dormant section just beyond the train station where the deserted Liberated X Bookshop is boarded up and plastered with concert posters. She leads him on to the vacant block next door and up the bare dirt embankment to a private space behind the old bookshop. Aaron pulls the watch from his pocket.


‘You’ll get two fifty for it.’


‘No way.’


‘I just got it valued. Twenty minutes ago.’


She shakes her head. ‘You’re wasting my time.’


‘Two hundred.’


She starts to walk away and he puts his arm out to stop her. 


She snaps at him. ‘Don’t fucking touch me.’


‘One fifty then! Please.’


She stops and reaches out for the watch with a bony hand bright red with eczema. With one eye closed she very quickly comes to an opinion.


‘A point of brown and no more talking.’


‘Come on, it’s got to be worth two at least.’


She bends down to roll up the bottom of her jeans where she removes a tiny zip-lock bag containing a thin brown line of powder from a false hem. She holds it out to him in one hand, the watch in the other. He doesn’t hesitate to take the drugs. She pockets the watch before offering him a thin smile revealing a row of gapped teeth. 


‘How old are you, by the way?’


‘Eighteen.’


‘I would’ve said sixteen.’


He wants to say what he thinks she looks like, but bites his tongue. ‘Whatever.’


She disappears around the corner of the building and back onto the streets. He removes his pack and sits down to lean against the brick wall. Through the bricks, he can feel a train rumbling into the station. The sun continues to leave the day, but the closest street lamp is at exactly the right angle to light up the dirt in front of him. He riffles around in the pack to remove his pencil case, then the Coke can and the half-empty bottle of mineral water from the side pocket. It’s all laid out in front of him now and his whole being is in a state of high anticipation. A bomb exploding on the street wouldn’t stop him going through his well-practised ritual to what is always an unpredictable outcome. 


First, he places the Coke can between his knees with the concave bottom facing up. Inspecting the line of heroin in the zip-lock bag, he decides to try half. If it’s good, he’ll be okay for another hit tomorrow. If it’s crap, he’ll be pissed off. Next, he mixes the brown powder with the water in his makeshift mixing bowl. It dissolves into a murky, grainy solution. He should really heat it up, but a cigarette filter does a good enough job. Pressing carefully on the can with his knees, he unzips the pencil case and takes out a syringe and the butt of a cigarette. His heart rate increases as he tears a filter from the cigarette and fits it to the end of the needle, draws up the mix, flicks out the air bubbles, pumps his fist and vigorously taps the skin on the bend of his arm until the blue line of a vein stands out. The needle goes through the skin, and blood is withdrawn into the syringe. Aaron stops breathing, pushes down on the plunger and closes his eyes to feel the rush of the heroin through his body. He is disappointed that it only lasts for a few seconds – a telltale sign that it isn’t as strong as it should be – but still a beautiful warmth spreads through his body, smothering the embedded tension and anxiety. He opens his eyes, feeling safely cocooned in this narrow space between the building and the brick wall. Two palm trees close to him add to his feeling of security. Why hadn’t he noticed them before? Their tall, branchless trunks rise in layers of matching segments to an open umbrella of fronds. He decides in an instant that this is where he will sleep.


~


The first rays of a pink-purple dawn fall softly across the top levels of the city’s tallest buildings. In the half-light of the street lamp, Aaron rolls up his blanket in the tarpaulin and jams it into his backpack. He stands and slings the pack onto his back to stare out at the day with a cramping stomach and creeping anxiety demanding his attention. It’s an expected but always unwelcome reminder of who he is and what lies ahead of him. 


The circular brushes of a street sweeper spin along the gutter on a deserted Flinders Street. Aaron pushes the green button on the automated public toilet outside the train station and enters the stainless-steel interior. After relieving his bladder, he pulls down the baby change shelf, removes his drug-taking paraphernalia and lines it up in front of him like a priest preparing for Holy Communion: a ritual promising a pathway to heaven, but with no guarantee. 


The job complete, he leans closer to the scratched stainless-steel mirror to check the pupils of his bright blue eyes. They are pinned but who’ll notice? Or even care? He runs his fingers through his matted and greasy hair and thinks of his mother. She’ll fix it for him. His soft, patchy beard shows no indication of growing. Still, he likes it. Kurt Cobain, perhaps? The automated voice reminds him that his ten minutes are almost up and the doors will soon open. He squeezes a fresh pimple on his cheek and is ready to face the world feeling contented and ready to smile. This is normal. He knows that because he used to feel like this when he was a child, believing then that it would be forever. 
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