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      This book is dedicated to the beautiful Rachel Tipene, 

      and all the other Differently Normal folk out there.

       

      Also to Mum and Dad, for everything. 
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      Photo of the week, we mutually agree, is the one that shows a life-size blow-up doll, one of those plastic ones that the manufacturers have tried really hard to make look like a real woman, propped up at a dining table. In front of her sits an untouched glass of red wine and a plate with what looks, on closer inspection, like a typical Sunday roast chicken dinner. There is even a little blue gravy jug, like the kind my nana used to keep in a cabinet.

      Whoever cooked that is an amateur, Kyle said. The potatoes have no crisp and the chicken looks as dry as the skin on the end of Rory, our boss’s, nose. We both shudder at the thought. We live in permanent fear of that skin – it has a tendency to flake off on to work surfaces and cups of coffee.

      The doll’s garish red mouth is wide open, like she is permanently surprised. When Kyle tells me why it’s like that I make fake vomiting noises. I can’t believe some people are actually that desperate, I say. It’s not just some people, Kyle says, it’s a booming industry, the sex toy one. He quickly backtracks when he sees my eyebrows shoot up.

      ‘Not that I’d know from personal experience,’ he adds defensively. ‘I read an article somewhere.’

      ‘Sure.’

      ‘It’s true,’ he protests.

      ‘Do you think he’s named her?’ I ask, turning my attention back to the photo.

      ‘How do you know it’s a he?’ He grins. ‘Could be a lesbian doll.’

      We both ponder this.

      ‘Do you think they make lesbian dolls different to heterosexual ones then?’ I ask.

      He shrugs. ‘No idea. But I can look it up if you like.’

      ‘Better not. Rory’s checking the internet search history now, remember? He doesn’t trust us to make efficient use of our work time,’ I remind him, while we both studiously ignore a lady standing at the counter.

      ‘Excuse me,’ she calls. ‘Do you think one of you could actually bother to provide me with some service?’

      Kyle and I exchange a look.

      ‘Rock, paper, scissors?’

      ‘Rock paper scissors.’

      ‘One, two, three, dammit.’

      ‘Every time,’ I say smugly.

      ‘One of these days I’m going to surprise you by not doing rock,’ he grumbles as he walks off to serve the lady.

      He won’t, though. Kyle is nothing if not predictable.

      While he’s gone I study the photo for clues as to the photographer, but there’s nothing. Thanks to new age technology and smartphone apps, the photo order was sent in via the internet, so we have yet to lay eyes on them. Whoever it is will have to pick the photos up in person, though. That’s one thing technology hasn’t figured out.

      Kyle comes back to my side.

      ‘I bet he’ll be wearing a long black trench coat,’ I say. ‘With lots of pockets to hide all his deviant sex toys.’

      ‘And dark sunglasses,’ Kyle agrees. ‘To hide his perversion from the world.’

      We snigger.

      That’s one of the things I like about working the weekend shift with Kyle, our minds are on a similar wavelength. That and the fact he doesn’t ask me about my home life, for which I’m grateful. Sometimes I just need to talk crap and forget about things for a while.

      ‘And he’ll have a fake moustache,’ I add, warming up to our theory.

      ‘Fake? Nah. He’ll have a real porn star one that twirls up at the ends. In fact, I bet he waxes it with special stuff he orders in from Europe. Or maybe just K-Y Jelly if he’s cheap.’

      ‘Gross. That’s really a thing?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Moustache waxing.’

      ‘Again, I have no real experience on the subject, but I read something somewhere.’

      Kyle is always reading. He has a voracious appetite for knowledge, most of it useless.

      As it turns out we couldn’t be more wrong. ‘Mr Smith’ – fake name, we both agree – arrives at 4.49 p.m. Sunday afternoon to pick up his photos. The cynic in me thinks he has timed his arrival just before closing time to avoid the crowds. But he is neither furtive nor shady, which kind of blows that theory. If I had to compare him to someone for identification purposes, he puts me in mind of a certain big fat man in a red suit, the one who drives a sleigh and says ‘ho, ho, ho’ a lot.

      Mr Smith does have a moustache, or maybe it’s just considered an extension of his monstrous beard, like a loft conversion. Snowy white and immaculately groomed, I can’t help but stare at the opening where his lips are, although there’s no sign of them. He asks for his order in a jolly voice. I look suspiciously behind him for any signs of sleighs or reindeers or giant sacks of toys.

      The coast is clear.

      ‘Sorry, what was the name again?’

      ‘Smith. I sent the order in via the internet a few days ago. The little box at the end said it would be ready in forty-eight hours.’ He fishes into a back pocket and pulls out his wallet. From this he produces a printed receipt. ‘Does this help?’

      ‘Probably.’ I tap away at the computer keys. It can’t be right. The guy looks like someone’s grandfather. Maybe there are two orders for Smith.

      Nope.

      ‘Just a second, I’ll check with the technician if it’s ready,’ I say.

      The technician, a.k.a. Kyle, looks startled when I appear out the back wide-eyed.

      ‘What? What happened? Did I miss something? Did Todd get fired again? Who did he hit on this time?’

      ‘He’s here.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Mr Smith.’

      ‘Ahh. And? Were we right? Is the moustache waxed?’

      ‘You’ll have to see for yourself.’

      ‘Intriguing,’ he says, grabbing the order from the counter and following me out. He stops short when he catches sight of our customer.

      ‘Holy shit,’ he says in a stage whisper.

      ‘I know.’

      ‘The guy looks like fuckin’ Santa Claus.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘Are you sure it’s him?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Holy shit. Just goes to show, doesn’t it.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You really can’t judge a book by its cover.’

      I cringe. ‘Cliché.’

      ‘Yes, but, in this case, appropriate.’

      I shrug. I dislike clichés as a general rule.

      Mr Smith sees us standing there, staring at him. If he is at all embarrassed that we know his most innermost secret, he doesn’t show it.

      ‘Find it?’ he asks.

      Kyle stands there, shaking his head. ‘It’s always the quiet ones,’ he says. ‘The ones you least suspect.’ More clichés. I take the photo wallet from his hand and complete the transaction. We watch Mr Smith leave.

      ‘Is it just me, or has the world become a little bit more jaded,’ Kyle says sadly.

      ‘You expect too much from people.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘It’s not healthy.’

      ‘I know.’ He shakes himself from his melancholy. ‘I need a shower.’

      ‘Luckily for you —’ I check my watch ‘— it’s knock-off time.’

      ‘Are you coming for a drink?’

      I imagine the luxury of sitting in a pub nursing a cold beer, no responsibilities. ‘Better not. My mother has book club tonight.’

      ‘You mean the one where they sit around drinking wine and discuss the meaning of life?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Well then, my dear, I shall catch you on the next drift,’ he says. Kyle is on a mission to create new slang. So far it’s spectacularly failed to catch on.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Albert
            

          

        

      

      The old bastard is on to me.

      I know this because when I hear the front door slam and saunter out to the kitchen, confidently expecting the place to be empty, he is standing there, arms folded and face expressionless.

      ‘What time do you call this?’ he asks.

      ‘Hammer time?’

      My wit, as so often happens with my father, goes unappreciated.

      ‘Are you planning on living at home for ever? Eating my food and watching TV I pay for?’

      ‘And using your Wi-Fi. Don’t forget using all your Wi-Fi.’

      His lips roll in on each other, expressing his displeasure. I watch him limber up to deliver a sermon.

      ‘Your friends might think you’re funny, Albert —’

      He’s wrong there.

      ‘— but in this house I expect you to show the appropriate amount of respect.’

      Ah, it’s that speech. The respect speech. I lean back against the kitchen counter and cross my arms across my chest, settled in for the ride.

      ‘I work bloody hard,’ he continues.

      I know this one off by heart. To put a roof over your head and food on the table.

      ‘To put a roof over your head and food on the table. When I was your age —’

      I didn’t ask my parents to support me. Why, I was working in the quarry at the mere age of fourteen and I’d get as filthy as anything. 

      ‘I didn’t sit around the house, expecting my parents to support me. I was only fourteen when I got my first job. Ball-busting physical work it was too, in the quarry. I’d come home covered in grime but proud, and —’

      I earned my father’s respect by paying my own way. You could do well to learn from that. 

      ‘— my father respected me because I paid my own way. I certainly wasn’t a burden.’

      Wait, what? That’s new. 

      ‘I’m a burden?’

      ‘I owned my own car by the age of – what?’ He blinks, disturbed from the script.

      ‘You think I’m a burden?’

      ‘Of course not. Wrong choice of word. You know what I mean.’ He looks shifty though, like he knew full well what he was saying. He checks his watch. ‘Right, I’m off. Shift starts at oh-eight-hundred-hours. Tell your mother I’ve gone but I’ll be home in time for dinner.’

      He leaves, banging the front door shut behind him. My mother emerges from the laundry carrying an empty washing basket.

      ‘Oh, he’s gone already, has he?’ she says, pretending she’s disappointed. I don’t know why she’s bothering because her audience is me, and I couldn’t care less if she’s avoiding him or not. Plus, the laundry sits off one side of the kitchen – there’s no way she couldn’t hear us from in there.

      I must look rattled because she puts the basket down on the counter and sighs.

      ‘You know he didn’t mean it like that, love,’ she says.

      ‘Yes he did.’

      ‘He didn’t. He’s just old school, your father. You know that. It’s a generational thing.’

      ‘No, it’s an asshole thing.’

      ‘Hey, don’t call your father an asshole.’ She says it half-heartedly though.

      ‘Sorry.’

      ‘He loves you, really he does.’

      ‘He’s got a funny way of showing it.’

      ‘You don’t need to tell me,’ she mutters. ‘Aren’t you working today? You better get your skates on or you’ll be late.’

      Shit, I check my watch. I was so busy trying to avoid my father I let time get away on me. Being late wasn’t exactly a good look, especially not with what I had planned today.

      ‘Yeah, I better get going.’ I grab a piece of bread from the cupboard and slap some Marmite on it. As I leave I call back through the door, ‘Dad says he’ll be home for tea.’

      ‘Great, I’ll lay out the best china and shave my legs.’

      I’m fairly sure she’s being sarcastic.

      After fetching my bike from the shed, I jam the piece of bread in my mouth and take off down the street. I love my bike, now. But as far as learning to ride a bike goes I was a late starter. I don’t know what it was but there was something about the whole look of the thing that scared the hell out of me, much to my father’s disgust. His method of teaching involved plonking a helmet on my head and taping my feet to the pedals with black insulation tape. Then he’d push me off and stand there yelling, ‘Pedal your feet, pedal your feet, PEDAL YOUR GODDAMN FEET, YOU IDIOT!’ I would just sit there, terrified, eventually wobbling to a stop and falling sideways to the ground. He would sigh and remove the tape, then dust off my knees and spit on the grazes to clean away the blood.

      ‘Let’s not tell your mother about this, eh?’ he’d say on the way home.

      It was the fear of being left out that got me on a bike in the end. All my friends would boast of the freedom to go wherever they wanted, usually the local swimming pool to ogle girls, and I didn’t want to miss out. Of course most of my friends have cars now. And as much as I’d love a car of my own so I could take off to the beach whenever I feel like it instead of having to beg to borrow my parents’ car, I’m saving my money for something I deem far more important: getting out of here. My plan is to get enough money to head back to the coast where I spent the majority of my childhood, and where I learned to surf. I still know a few people there and I’m sure someone will hook me up with a job. From there, with breathing space away from my father, I’ll save even more, eventually heading to Bali where I’ve heard they’re always looking for surf instructors.

      The bike I’m riding was a gift from my mother last year for my eighteenth birthday. She was worried that my old one was more rust than metal and had nightmare visions of it disintegrating and toppling me in front of the wheels of a car. As crappy as it was, I’d still been sad to see it go. That bike had been my ticket to freedom for over seven years.

      At this time of the morning there is hardly any traffic about so I make good time. The sky is grey but it doesn’t feel like it’s going to rain. More like it will burn off and we’ll be left with a nice sunny day. I feel the familiar sense of pleasure I get whenever I am outdoors. I feel more at home outside than I ever do inside four walls. At the stables only Deborah is about. I wave hello. She ignores me as usual because I am clearly below her social circle. I park my bike behind the barn and say hello to Freckles, my favourite pony. She nuzzles my hand affectionately.

      ‘How ya going, old girl?’ I ask her, rubbing her on the soft spot between her eyes, which I know she loves so much.

      Before I started at the stables my experience with all animals equine had been limited to a ride on an aged donkey at a fair when I was four years old. According to my mother I held on to its ears and cried the whole way around the ring. She has a photo that backs up her story and likes to wheel it out on occasion when she’s feeling nostalgic for my childhood, especially after a few wines.

      In our last year of high school, we seniors were encouraged to volunteer our weekends for a whole term as part of an internal awards system they set up to encourage us to Strive for Excellence, and to become Well Rounded Members of Society instead of the selfish misfits they feared some of us were destined to become. While most ended up nursing kittens at the local RSPCA or playing card games with lonely elderly people, my friend Connor and I were lucky enough to get spots here at the stables. In a classic case of ‘it’s not what you know it’s who you know’, his mum knew the lady, Francine, who runs the place. I don’t think she was particularly pleased to be lumbered with a pair of teenage boys who barely knew one end of a horse from the other, but she owed Connor’s mum a favour and Connor’s mum called it in.

      After the term finished and we could legitimately leave, Connor did, without a backward glance, but I stayed on. To everyone’s surprise, I turned out to have a natural affinity with the horses. I often knew what they needed before they did, or sensed if one was a little under the weather or out of sorts. And I liked working with them. They didn’t expect too much from me, and they never judged. After graduation Francine offered me a paid job, not many hours working for a pittance really, but I jumped at the chance to earn some regular money. My savings aren’t growing as quickly as I’d like though, so I’ve decided to ask Francine for more hours.

      ‘Wish me luck, girl,’ I say to Freckles. She whinnies and stomps one foot, then turns her attention back to her food.

      Taking a deep breath, I knock on Francine’s office door.

      ‘Come in,’ she calls. Some of the staff call her Fat Francine because she’s almost as wide as her desk. She’s been pretty good to me though so I don’t. Todd and Matt the stable boys give me shit over beers, saying she has a crush on me, but I doubt that.

      When I enter she is looking pretty chuffed with herself. The bouquet of cheerfully coloured flowers with a yellow bobbing balloon gives me a clue.

      ‘Birthday?’

      She nods.

      ‘Aw lovely,’ I say.

      ‘Guess how old I am,’ she asks coyly.

      I freeze, instantly on alert. I’m wary of this game. It seldom ends well, yet for some reason women still initiate it.

      ‘No idea,’ I say.

      ‘Guess, go on,’ she prompts.

      I pull a few faces while I scramble to think. If I had to hazard a guess, I’d say somewhere between forty and sixty.

      ‘Happy fortieth!’ I say, erring on the cautious side.

      Her face falls. ‘I’m thirty-eight.’

      Aw shit. Which is exactly why I don’t guess stuff like that.

      ‘I was joking.’ I grin manically. ‘Haha. I thought you were only, like, thirty or so. Haha. Haha.’

      Neither of us believes me.

      ‘Did you want something?’ She has turned her attention to her phone and I think maybe I should come back later. But no, I’m here. I grab my confidence by the metaphoric balls.

      ‘I was wondering if there was any chance of picking up a few more hours?’

      It’s her turn to pull a face.

      ‘Please?’

      She sighs. ‘I don’t know, funding is pretty tight.’

      This would normally be the point where I’d apologise for breathing and back out of the room. But I need this.

      ‘Pretty please?’ I give her the most charming smile I can muster.

      She sighs. Her chins wobble. ‘Leave it with me. I’ll crunch a few numbers and see what I can do.’

      ‘Thank you!’

      ‘I can’t promise full time,’ she warns.

      ‘That’s fine. I’ll take anything.’

      ‘All right. Come and see me on your way out at the end of the day and I’ll have a new contract for you to look over.’

      ‘Ah, you’re brilliant. Thanks, Francine, you won’t regret it,’ I say, beaming as I back out of the room. Her face looks unconvinced.
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      When I walk into the kitchen my mother is sitting cross-legged in a yoga pose in front of the French doors facing what she thinks is east but which is actually west. The fact the sun doesn’t rise from that direction should be her first clue. Embarrassingly, it’s not.

      Bee has her nose pressed to the window, watching the clouds. She has her headphones on and is flapping her hands, conducting music only she can hear.

      ‘Do you have everything ready for riding today?’ I ask, opening the fridge and surveying its meagre contents. Nothing appeals so I nudge the door shut and start making the coffee I need in order to function without ripping anyone’s head off.

      ‘Um, about that,’ Mum says.

      I can tell by her tone I’m not going to like what comes next so I add an extra spoonful of coffee powder.

      ‘First of all, I’ve been thinking maybe we try somewhere different?’ she says. ‘Like that place across town. What’s it called? Greener Pastures?’

      ‘No. Bee’s settled. You know how important her routine is.’

      I put my coffee down and walk over to my sister. ‘Have you had breakfast?’ I ask her.

      She ignores me.

      I tap her on the shoulder. ‘Bee, look at me. Have you had breakfast?’ I ask again when she does, signing eating with my fingers to my mouth. She looks over my shoulder.

      ‘Pocahontas,’ she says.

      ‘She’s had toast. The thing is,’ Mum says, ‘we’re not welcome there any more. Well, I’m not. They tried to ban me from the premises so I told them where they could stick their riding. We don’t need their charity.’

      ‘What did you do?’

      ‘Nothing! Nothing, honestly. Storm in a teacup.’

      I pick up my coffee and drink, staring at her, waiting.

      ‘OK, OK, I might have maybe defaced one of the political placards on their front fence.’

      I sigh while she carries on quickly in an effort to justify her vandalism.

      ‘They shouldn’t have them there in the first place,’ she said. ‘They’re supposed to be impartial, aren’t they? Government agencies?’

      ‘It’s not a government agency, it’s a privately run charity.’

      ‘Oh. Are you sure? Well anyway, they had that tosser Trevor Ballard’s sign on the fence. That man should eat one of his own carrots. Pest control my foot. His 1080 poison is decimating our native wildlife.’

      I close my eyes and take a huge mouthful of coffee. It tastes good. It tastes really good. ‘Do you think we could keep the Greenpeace speeches till after I’ve finished my coffee. Besides, I don’t care if he sells drugs to pensioners.’ I say. ‘This was about Bee, not you. You couldn’t just stay out of trouble.’

      She untangles her legs and comes into the kitchen where she puts a green tea bag in a cup. ‘Don’t be cross, darling.’ She pouts. ‘It’s not like I meant to get banned. What happened to freedom of speech? Not my fault they can’t handle a little passive activism.’

      ‘At least you weren’t arrested this time, I guess. We can be grateful for that.’

      I finish my coffee. Bee is at the window, cloud watching. She knows she has riding today because I got her jodhpurs out of the wardrobe last night. If she doesn’t go now it will throw her routine out, and the last thing I fancy doing is upsetting my sister.

      ‘Have you at least rung the new place? Booked her in?’

      ‘Of course. I called and spoke to the manager. She said we could pop out and have a look before we commit. Make sure that Bee likes it there.’

      ‘What time are you going?’

      ‘The lady said around ten would be a good time. There’s a class then so we can see what they do.’

      I check the clock on the microwave. Eight thirty. ‘You’re cutting it fine.’

      ‘Well, that’s the other thing. Can you take her?’

      I stare at her. ‘I can’t, I have work today, you know that.’

      My mother and I sync our rosters at the start of every fortnight so that one of us is always home when Bee is. My mother works as a care nurse in a retirement home and obviously earns a higher hourly rate than I do, so her job takes priority.

      ‘I know. But Sonia asked if I could cover her shift while she goes to some fortune-telling fair up north. I need to be at work by nine.’

      ‘Since when can Sonia tell fortunes?’

      ‘She can’t, she wants to see what they have to say about the whole Adam situation.’

      ‘Didn’t he run off with her sister?’

      ‘Yes, the bastard. But she thinks maybe it was just because he was feeling neglected.’ She drains the last of her green tea and plonks the cup down on the bench, from where she thinks it will magically find its way into the dishwasher.

      ‘Then she doesn’t need to see a fortune-teller, she needs to drink a cup of concrete and harden the hell up. Why would she even want him back? She should thank her —’ I stop and take a deep breath, counting to ten. It’s one of my biggest pet peeves, weak women who let men give them the runaround and go begging back for more. I’ve been around that behaviour my whole life, courtesy of my mother.

      ‘Whatever.’ I pick up her cup and make a point of putting it in the dishwasher. ‘Fine. You go to work. I’ll call in sick and take her.’

      ‘Thanks, sweetheart, you’re a gem.’

      I eat a piece of toast and watch the news until my mother leaves for work. I can’t relax when she’s here and I’m pissed off with her. I know she’s not doing it on purpose and that she’ll be feeling pretty rotten about it herself, but it bugs the shit out of me when she does something that screws with Bee’s routine.

      ‘Come on, Bee, shower time.’

      I wait while she finishes arranging her cassette tapes in a straight line across the dining room floor. She can, and often does, spend entire days arranging her tapes. But today we have things to do, so I tell her again.

      ‘Shower, Bee, horse riding.’

      ‘Oh cheese, Gromit,’ she says. ‘We need cheese.’

      I lead her to the bathroom where I help her take off her pyjamas. As each item is removed she throws it on the floor.

      ‘Washing,’ she says.

      ‘Yes, Bee, washing.’

      We have our shower routine down pat. She refuses to touch soap so I lather it up on my hands and wash her body while she regales me with nursery rhymes. She lifts her face up to the water and licks at it like a cat. Her hair we leave for last. It is wild, unruly hair, courtesy of her Maori father, and it takes me a while to comb the conditioner through. She closes her eyes and pretends to be asleep while I do it, snoring.

      Miraculously, we are dressed and ready to go in good time. I’m about to start the car when I realise I have no idea where I’m going, so I get out my phone and use a search engine to bring up a map to the stable.

      ‘I don’t suppose you have any idea where we’re going?’ I say to Bee conversably while I wait.

      ‘Oh I will never sleep if I don’t have cheese,’ she says unhelpfully.

      When I turn left out of the driveway instead of the usual right she points and says, ‘Which way.’ She’s noticed the change in direction immediately and looks worried, so I reassure her. My sister can’t tell me how she likes her eggs cooked or what day of the week it is, but she knows if you take a wrong turn.

      ‘Horse riding, which way,’ she says again.

      ‘Yes, Bee, horse riding.’

      ‘Horse riding, which way.’

      ‘Look, Bee, fire engine.’ I point as we drive past the station in an effort to distract her. It doesn’t work though, as I knew it wouldn’t.

      ‘Horse riding.’

      ‘Yes, Bee, horse riding.’

      We’re only ten minutes late by the time I pull into the stable parking lot, which is not a bad effort on my part.

      ‘Horse riding.’

      ‘Yes, horse riding.’

      I get out of the car and immediately step into a muddy puddle.

      ‘Fuck,’ I mutter under my breath.

      I get the bag of her riding gear out of the boot and open her door, then take her headphones off and place them on the dashboard.

      ‘Later, Bee,’ I tell her. She swings her legs around and giggles while I remove her sneakers and leave them in the passenger footwell. Her pink boots obviously got wet the last time she wore them because they have dried stiffly, and it takes some effort on my part to get them on her feet.

      ‘Push,’ I say while she giggles and I end up with something on my hands that looks strongly like dried horse manure. I wipe it on my jeans, then put her gloves and hat on.

      ‘Horse riding,’ she says.

      ‘Yes, horse riding.’

      A gate separates the car park from the buildings, and a heavy rusted bell hangs beside it. There is also a hand-painted sign that says, ring for attention.

      I give it an experimental shake and it dongs loudly.

      Bee immediately pushes past me to seize it gleefully and gives it a few energetic shakes.

      Dong dong dong. 

      ‘Bee, stop.’

      Dong dong. 

      She is strong, my sister, and I struggle with her arm while she holds on determinedly.

      A whippet-thin blonde carrying a bucket of horse manure comes out of the stables and glares at us.

      ‘Stop ringing that damn bell before you frighten all the horses,’ she snaps.

      ‘Sorry.’ I finally manage to wrestle Bee’s arms down to her side. ‘Where’s the office?’

      She looks me up and down disdainfully, which is a bit rich considering she’s the one carrying a bucket of shit, and idly points to the smallest building sitting to our right.

      ‘There,’ she says. ‘Where there’s a sign saying “Office”.’

      ‘Oh right. Thanks.’

      ‘Whatever.’ She whirls on one foot with her nose in the air and I flip my middle finger at her back. Someone snorts with laughter behind me and I flinch, hoping it’s not the manager.

      It’s not though. Not unless the manager is a young guy with messy blond hair. I give him a wary look.

      ‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘It’s just that you did something I’ve always wanted to do but have never been brave enough.’

      I have to think for a minute to realise what he’s talking about.

      ‘You mean give someone the finger?’

      ‘Not just someone – Deborah. She kind of thinks she’s better than the rest of us.’

      ‘Yeah, I got that impression.’

      He puts down the bucket of water he’s carrying and strides towards me energetically. I take a step back, unnerved by his enthusiasm.

      ‘I’m Albert,’ he says, thrusting out a hand.

      I smirk.

      ‘I saw that,’ he says.

      ‘What?’

      ‘You smirked.’

      ‘Sorry. I’ve never met anyone under the age of seventy named Albert before.’

      He sighs. ‘I know. Although technically it’s Al-bear. My mother wanted it pronounced the French way.’

      ‘You don’t look French.’

      ‘What do you mean I don’t look French? Why, because I’m not wearing a beret and carrying a baguette? That’s stereotyping.’

      ‘You have to admit it’s a bit stupid.’

      ‘What is?’

      ‘Well, your mother named you Albert, but wanted it pronounced Al-bear, right?’

      ‘Right?’

      ‘Was she planning on following you around for the rest of your life, correcting everyone?’

      He opens his mouth and closes it a few times. Then he sighs. ‘Yeah, she didn’t really think it through.’

      ‘No kidding.’

      ‘That’s why I just say Albert. It’s easier.’

      ‘Why not shorten it to Bert. Easier again.’

      ‘Because I get enough grief as it is without sharing a name with a Sesame Street character.’

      ‘Fair enough.’

      He looks behind me. ‘Why is she doing that?’

      I turn around, expecting anything. As far as things my sister could be doing, it’s relatively tame.

      ‘She’s giving you the finger.’

      ‘Yes, I can see that, but why?’

      I shrug. ‘Mimicking my behaviour.’

      ‘Ah. Like a game of Simon Says.’ He nods, as if he understands perfectly.

      ‘Not really. Bee, come here.’

      She walks to my side and looks out of the side of her eye at Albert.

      ‘Hi,’ he greets her, smiling.

      I try not to be a judgemental person, as a general rule, but when it comes to how people greet my sister I can’t help it. Some people almost fear her, or pity her, and it shines through in their eyes even if they try to hide it. Some people treat her as if she’s almost an inanimate object, like she’s a pot plant. Some can’t even look her in the eye, as if they’re worried about how she might react.

      But then there are the ones, like Albert, who look at her directly and greet her as if she were just like them.

      I trust these people.

      Bee curls her top lip up in a gummy smile and flashes her teeth at him. ‘I’m a loudmouth schmuck,’ she says.

      He looks from her to me and back again. ‘I’m sure that’s not true.’

      ‘It’s a line from Looney Tunes. She only speaks echolalic.’

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘She repeats stuff she hears from movies or cartoons etc. It’s her way of trying to join in on the conversation. You get used to it.’

      ‘I see.’ Something occurs to him. ‘Did you just call her Bee?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘So that must make you, wait, don’t tell me, let me guess.’ He screws his face up playfully. Is he flirting? He’s not bad looking, if you’re into the whole ‘healthy outdoor’ kind of look. ‘Butterfly? Caterpillar?’

      ‘Close. Maddy.’

      ‘Maddy. Short for… Madison? Madeline?’

      ‘Maddy.’

      A door slams behind me and I hear footsteps stomp across the gravel. A tall, very thin lady wearing jodhpurs that have seen better days stops beside Albert and looks at Bee.

      ‘Hello there,’ she says cheerfully. ‘Newbies are you? I’m Carolyn.’

      ‘Rubbish,’ Bee says.

      ‘Ah.’ Carolyn consults her clipboard. ‘You must be…’ She pauses, squints, looks up at me quizzically. ‘Madonna and Beyoncé?’

      Albert snorts with laughter.

      ‘Maddy and Bee will do just fine,’ I say through gritted teeth.
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      I’m not sure if she heard me laugh or not. I did cough afterwards in an attempt to disguise it.

      Madonna and Beyoncé. And I thought I had it bad.

      ‘This way, please,’ Carolyn says, leading them off in the direction of the office. ‘We’ll just go inside and sort out the paperwork. Your mother already filled us in on Bee’s disabilities, so you just need to read over the forms and sign them. After that I can give you a tour and Bee can have a ride. Did you bring her list of medications with you? We need it for insurance purposes.’

      ‘Yes. Got it. Everything is right here.’ Maddy pats a green backpack she’s carrying.

      ‘See you around,’ I call after her as they walk away.

      She flicks me a quick look over her shoulder. ‘Yeah maybe.’

      I do see her a few times throughout the morning. They’ve given her sister a horse called Teddy to ride. He’s a sturdy old fella, white with a black spot on his head and another on his chest that looks like a map of Africa. He plods along, never frisky or letting anything faze him. Of course, when you’re a horse with pretty much nothing to do but eat, shit and let someone sit on your back for brief periods of the day, life’s grand.

      ‘I hear you scored yourself more hours,’ Matt says when we’re mucking out one of the stalls.

      ‘Yeah. Only a few, but it’s a start. It’ll keep the old man off my back anyway.’

      ‘So how was it?’ he asks.

      ‘How was what?’

      He pauses from turning the hay to wipe his brow and give me a sneaky look. ‘Well I assume you screwed Fat Francine to get more money out of her.’

      ‘Fuck off.’ I throw a spade full of horse shit at him but he ducks out of the way and it splats on the wall behind him.

      ‘You’re cleaning that up,’ he says.

      ‘Fine, but mention me and screwing and Francine in the same sentence again and I’ll shove your head up your ass.’

      ‘Ooh struck a sore spot did I?’

      ‘You’re an idiot, Matt, seriously. An actual fucking idiot, you know that?’

      ‘I’ve been called worse.’ He checks to make sure the coast is clear and pulls a cigarette from his pocket which he clenches between his teeth. ‘Cover for me will you?’

      I don’t really want to, partly because of his smart comment but mainly because I don’t fancy getting fired before I can start earning proper money. But it’s a bloke code thing. You look out for each other, even if you don’t particularly like the guy.

      ‘All right. But hurry up. And if anyone sees you you’re on your own.’

      ‘Wimp.’

      He slinks like a wraith around the corner and is gone. The hay isn’t going to shovel itself so I set to it. Before long I have sweat dripping down between my shoulder blades and off my forehead. I take off my shirt and use it to wipe my face, then sling it on to a hook by the door.

      It’s physical work, this job, but that’s one of the things I like most about it. Beats sitting behind a desk answering calls and emails all day, that’s for sure. When I finish and bike home at the end of the day, I feel like I’ve done a proper day’s work. The only downside, apart from being paid peanuts, is that it gives me too much time to think.

      Normally being alone with my own thoughts wouldn’t bother me. Apart from being a monumental disappointment to my father, I’ve not much to be ungrateful for or unhappy about. But meeting Maddy has reminded me of someone I’ve been trying really hard to forget. I don’t know what it is, because she looks nothing like her apart from maybe a similar dark hair colour. Maybe it was a certain cynicism, or air of I-couldn’t-care-less, but she reminds me a bit of Kate.

      Kate. 

      My girlfriend, or at least she was, till she dumped me seven months ago.

      While I was cruising along happily thinking we were doing just fine, she was bored, apparently. She fixed that by sleeping with Jamie-fuckin’-slimeball-wanker-Hunt, which is of course not his actual name but which should be. The devious bastard sensed her dissatisfaction and made his move. Or several moves, from what I observed when I busted them shagging on the back deck of my friend Connor’s house. It was supposed to be a surprise birthday party for me. It was certainly a surprise all right.

      To make matters worse, I’d drunk so many beers I cried, I actually cried, in front of everyone. This turned out to be not the way to win back Kate’s affections.

      ‘Sorry,’ she’d said, disgust clear on her face. ‘But we just grew apart. I’m not the same person I was at fifteen, Albert, and neither are you.’

      ‘But… I… don’t… understand…’ I snivelled like the broken-hearted drunk I was. ‘You… said… you… loved… me.’

      ‘Christ, Albert,’ she hissed, leaning forward so only I could hear her. ‘Get a grip, will you? You’re embarrassing yourself.’

      I spent the rest of the night on Connor’s couch alternating between crying and vomiting. He, being the good mate he is, kicked everyone out and keyed Jamie’s car as he and Kate drove off. Or so he says. He’s more of a lover than a fighter though, so I have a feeling he just said it to cheer me up.

      Kate.

      We’d been together since we were fifteen. I’d watched her develop from a girl to a woman. Physically this had been the most impressive, especially when her boobs came in. But it was more the fact that she got me. She of all people knew just how complicated the relationship between my father and I really is.

      Connor reckons my hurt is more of an injured pride thing than a legitimate broken heart. He reckons Kate and I had outgrown each other, that we were more friends than anything towards the end, and that we wanted different things from life but were stuck in a comfortable rut that neither of us wanted to be the first to break out of. He says Kate did us both a favour and that although I might not see it yet, I will.

      I reckon Connor needs to get a job and not watch so many Oprah repeats.

      It was after we broke up that I hatched my plan to travel while teaching surfing. Bali is first on the agenda because I’ve heard they’ll take on anyone who can ride a few waves, even though I’m significantly better than that. From there I’ll see where things take me. I don’t mind really, because anywhere is better than here.

      ‘Dude, put your shirt back on, you make the rest of us look bad,’ Matt whines as he comes back.

      ‘You should quit that stuff,’ I tell him, trying not to breathe in too deeply. He reeks of smoke and in this confined space it’s making me feel queasy. ‘You know it stunts your growth right?’

      He makes a crude gesture towards his crotch. ‘Nothing to worry about in that department, if you know what I’m saying, mate.’

      ‘Yeah, mate, you’re not exactly subtle.’

      ‘Subtlety’s overrated.’

      Between his yellow-toothed sniggering and the stink of smoke wafting off him I feel the sudden urge for fresh air.

      ‘I’m off for a leak,’ I say. ‘Don’t slack off while I’m gone.’

      Outside, in the circular driveway, I’m just in time to see Maddy buckle Bee into her seat before driving away. She goes straight past me without a glance.
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