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For Aunty Rose

If you’re reading this, and you don’t know who I’m talking about, you missed out.
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ONE
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VERNON MOORE

The weight of a life, summed up in the suffering. Look at the bloody thing. Vernon had noticed the downed bird as he lowered himself into his chair, mug of tea in hand, and sat at a loss. He should get up. Though there wasn’t much could be done. One white wing, caked in muck, rose above its body. No seeing the orange beak. None of the elegance normally bestowed upon a pelican remained. It was muddy black and it was dying and that was all. Out on the mudflats of Port Napier. Behind it, Snake Island. The tide would drown it, though not for a while. Like it drowned everything eventually. With the polar ice caps melting it wouldn’t be long before all humanity was underwater. The sea was never full, would never stop eating. He’d be in it too, one day.

He’d heard somewhere, no telling where or when with his age, that pelicans were once revered creatures, that people had believed that a mother bird, to avoid her young starving, would strike at her own breast and feed them from her wounds. That she’d give her blood, her life, that they might continue on. Vernon chortled into his tea, splashing some onto his trouser leg. He brushed at it, angered. Bloody superstitious nonsense. Probably something he’d overheard that history teacher in the staffroom yammering on about. Old bloke. Long dead by now, surely. What had his name been? Couldn’t bloody ever shut up. He’d be talking to the worms in his coffin now he was dead. About pelicans and bloody that bloke who was killed by his enemies with a poker shoved in his arse like he was turned on a spit—the king?—and who knows what else.

He watched the bird as it choked in air but the wing above, the flag, never dropped. He finished his tea and still it waved. He sighed, went inside to the kitchen and found the key to his toolshed. Gumbooted, he strode across his meagre back lawn and unlocked the shed and put the padlock and key on a terracotta pot beside the door. He surveyed the shed. The shotgun on the back shelf and the box of shells nearby. Not sure about that. He handled the axe in the corner and decided.

He climbed down the stone embankment skirting their property and entered the mud. It sucked immediately at his gumboots and he struggled with each step to pull them free without leaving them behind and dunking his socks in the slop. During high tide the water would slosh right up to their back garden, covering where he stood, but now, with the tide out, there was just this muddy expanse. Soldier crabs jutted from their burrows and scooted back inside as he came near. And seaweed, big brown ropes of it, almost everywhere he walked. He had the axe resting over his shoulder.

As he reached the pelican he saw the cause of its suffering. From its proud beak protruded a small bit of plastic, the type used to carry a six-pack. Vernon sat down on his haunches. The eyes of the bird were alarmed but the wing had finally fallen. Perhaps the creature had only desired another with which to share its death. The smell of brine so strong. Vernon attempted a tug on the plastic but it was so embedded he feared pulling up the guts with it.

He was angered at his lack of forethought. No real way of swinging the axe out here. It’d sink into the muddy sand and wouldn’t lop the head off at all and simply cause the bird further pain. He didn’t want to have to swing the axe twice, hacking at the neck like he was splitting wood. Should’ve brought the gun.

He moved the pelican’s head so the neck was vulnerable. The poor bird couldn’t struggle if it wanted to. The surrendered wing rose once again and fell back. He raised the axe and, well-practised, swung it down. It hit the neck and immediately the head was off. The axe sank into the muck up to the handle. Blood gushed from the bird’s neck as he pulled it free. The wing again fluttered. The eyes twitched open and shut. Vernon leaned down and from some instinct put his hand over the bird’s eyes. The body stopped heaving.

He knew he’d done well but doubted the goodness of it. He stood, knees covered in a mix of gore and mud, and groaned.

Under his garden tap he washed the axe head clean, massaging it with his fingers, making sure not even a speck of muck remained to corrode it over time. He replaced it in the shed and padlocked the door. Then he resumed his seat, gazing out at the carcass of the bird. From this distance, the separation of head and body difficult to see. Maybe he’d done well.
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Penelope arrived home. He heard her clomping through the house, dumping her handbag on the dining-room table, getting the kettle on. No lights on Snake Island yet. Rarely were nowadays. Kids had no sense of adventure. Nobody camped out there anymore.

‘How was bowls?’ he asked when she came out.

‘Yeah, you know,’ she said. ‘What’re you doing?’

‘Just sitting,’ he said, and nodded towards the pelican out on the flats. By now the tide had started to turn and there was water all around it. ‘Had to kill a pelican.’

‘Why?’

‘It was dying out there. Choking on a plastic thing, from a six-pack.’

She leaned against the doorframe. ‘It’s the nineties. Haven’t people seen the ads about littering?’ She shifted her weight. ‘So, did you shoot it?’

‘I didn’t shoot it. I used the axe.’

‘And you’re just going to leave it out there?’

He looked at it again, surrounded by the now floating seaweed.

‘Well, what do you think, sweetheart?’ he said.

‘It’ll attract sharks, won’t it?’

He laughed at this. Looked at her for the first time. She was dressed in her bowling whites, sweating through her blouse. Nothing comical in her expression.

‘You’re not serious?’

‘Won’t it?’

‘It won’t attract bloody sharks.’

‘You shouldn’t just leave it, though. It’s not proper.’

‘No sharks down here anyway.’

‘Yeah, there are. Old Paulie Westbrook caught one just the other day.’

‘Oh, bullshit. Who said that?’

‘Margie said. And watch your mouth.’

‘Where, at bowls?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Paulie wouldn’t’ve caught anything. Would’ve just said he did.’

‘No, she said she saw it.’

‘Lot of rubbish,’ he said, and added a laugh for good measure. ‘Where’d he say he caught it?’

‘I don’t know where. Nearby.’

He grunted. ‘Paulie couldn’t catch a cold without a jumper on.’

‘So clever,’ she said, folding her arms. ‘You should’ve taken up comedy. Missed your calling in life teaching woodwork.’

He stood. Brushed at his muddied knees. ‘Maybe out to sea there’s gummies. But nothing comes down here. And who gives a damn anyway? They’re not going to jump the rock wall and have a snap at you, are they?’

‘Vernie . . .’ she said.

She’d taken on that tone she had. He’d learned it well over the years. And knew, also, that were he to argue he’d be faced with her silence the remainder of the week. She had a way of needling him with it he couldn’t shrug off. Probably because he should listen to her more often, and felt guilty for ignoring her.

Before he could respond, though, she re-entered the house. He heard the sound of the kettle being poured. He shouted, ‘I’m not going out there and picking up that bird’s corpse out of some strange sense of fear my wife has for sharks. It’s not going to happen.’

She came back outside. ‘Vernie. Come on. You can’t just leave it.’

‘I can.’

Soon, though, with the two of them seated beside one another, neither saying a word, and Pen sipping her tea without having made him any, he stood, grumbling, and gumbooted his feet. He unlocked the shed again and took from the wall his shovel. A slight, hurried anger in his actions, plain as day beneath his wife’s gaze, he knew. The way he slammed the shed door. He saw within her eyes the hint of a smile as he climbed down the rock wall. Hard to tell if she was simply pleased he was doing what she’d asked, or if she found satisfaction in the power she held over him.

He splashed out to the bird. The briny smell had strengthened. The pelican’s head had been washed away from the torso. He scanned the water for it but caught no sight of it. Absurdly, his wife’s fear of sharks started to creep into him, so he was quick to lever the carcass onto his shovel and carry it stretched out before him back to the house. The weight of it difficult to carry in such a manner. It pinched between his shoulder blades. Too bloody old for this nonsense. He swore a bit as he walked towards his wife, lifting his gumboots out of the mud with stubborn determination. He stopped cursing as he neared her and offered her a forced smile. It made her smile in return all the same.

There was a patch of lawn at the rear of the garden that had always struggled to keep green grass, so he sat the headless bird there and started to dig. The work wasn’t difficult but even so, his back grew sorer. Was a time this type of work had been easy. Now he resented the constant fight his body seemed to give the simplest task. Gardening, for any length of time. Bowling. Used to be he would have joined his wife for a game. Now his knees weren’t up to the stress. His body at war with his spirit. Should have died in the bloody war, for all the good it’s done me, he thought. Like Weymouth.

You old fool with your self-pity. He stopped his shovelling for a moment and in the low and dying light he looked at his wife, who was watching him. She raised her empty teacup in a gesture of unity. He remembered her in her youth as he watched her in the now. It was she that kept him going. He’d done that right, at least. Married the right woman. How long had it been since he’d thought that?

Soon the bird was in its hole. As he shovelled the dirt back in he heard a car on their driveway and his wife went in to greet the visitor. Strange to have one this time of evening. He was a sweaty, aching mess. Returning to the back porch, shovel washed and replaced in the shed, he collapsed onto his chair and stared with satisfaction at his job, and breathed happily.

The visitor rounded the corner and said, ‘You need a beer, mate?’

‘Too right I do.’

‘You got some?’

‘In the fridge.’

William Kelly returned with a stubby in each hand. He handed one to Vernon, in the stubby cooler Vernon had owned for years, then sat down in Penelope’s chair. He gave a knowing look.

‘What’s she got you doing then?’

‘Had to bury a dead pelican in the garden. Over there.’ He motioned with his head. ‘For fear of sharks.’

‘No sharks’d swim up here.’

‘I told her that.’

‘You look an unholy mess.’

‘I know.’

‘Mmm,’ Kelly said. He leaned forward, looked into the now knee-deep water, took a gulp of beer. ‘You take your boat out much?’ He gestured in the direction of Snake Island.

‘No. Not really. Not for a bit. Haven’t needed it.’

‘Haven’t needed the refuge?’

‘Nah, mate. Nothing that bad has happened to me for going on a year now. Life’s peachy.’

Kelly looked at the shed. ‘How about the little one behind there?’

‘With the oars?’ Vernon grunted. ‘Too old for that stupidity now.’

‘You’re right about that,’ Kelly said, and added, ‘I remember going out there with you when we were kids. What, fifty years ago?’

‘Took Pen out there once. She hated it. Never took her again.’

‘Don’t get why you love it so much.’

‘It’s just dependable, I suppose. Always there. And everybody else seems to hate going out there, makes it easier to be alone.’ He shifted, uncomfortable with where the conversation was heading. Then, ‘Been a while since you come out here.’

‘I know. I’m sorry about that. I might not look it but I feel like you look on the inside. Just a hell of a month, you know?’

‘Yeah?’

‘Yeah. A few funerals. Warren Bonner died. You remember him?’

‘I knew him.’

‘He served, too. You know that?’

‘Always thought he was an arsehole.’

‘Well. He was a bit.’

Vernon cleared his throat. The water now an inky black. The moon reflected. ‘You ever think about it?’

‘Dying?’

‘The war.’

‘I think about the war, sure. I think about dying more, though.’

Vernon remembered he’d thought of Weymouth earlier, but didn’t want to bring him up. Didn’t want to ever talk about him again, really. So he said, ‘What do you think about?’

‘I don’t know. What it’ll be like. Just, slipping away. How the Earth will function without me and how that’s strange, you know? Stuff like that.’

‘No doubts now you’re so old about God and all that?’

Kelly laughed. ‘Crummy line of work I got myself into if I doubted God.’

‘How many times we had this discussion now?’

‘Been having it a long time.’

‘Just circling the same spot out of habit like a dog getting to bed?’

Kelly shrugged. Didn’t offer a response.

Vernon said, ‘So what did you come out here for then?’

Kelly looked at the newly covered hole in the earth and then down at his lap. He said, ‘Saw your boy today.’

Vernon clenched his fist. He joined his friend in looking at the grave. Eventually he said, ‘And?’

‘He’s not looking good, mate.’

‘What do you mean he’s not looking good?’

‘You know how we take the choir out to the prison and sing a few carols round Christmas? Thought we’d do likewise for Easter this year, with a few hymns. So we went and sang. I kept an eye out for him but didn’t see him. And some of the guards told me he wasn’t good when I asked. So I went looking for him while we were on a break. They had him in the hospital bit.’

Vernon didn’t move an inch.

‘Well,’ continued Kelly, ‘he was banged up. Pretty bad. Had a dark bruise around his throat, like he’d been choked. Or tried hanging himself.’

‘He deserves what he gets.’

Agony. Saying it. What he’d told himself he had to believe. Why he hadn’t been out there to see his boy. Or help him. This was him helping, wasn’t it? This discipline, this punishment. Let his son feel the weight of his crime. The pelican in the story letting those kids of hers grow up not being able to fend for themselves. Weakness. Mollycoddling. What would happen when she was dead, when they’d taken too much from her? They’d struggle, they’d die. His son would learn. His son would come good out of this. Such a rotten mess, though, the whole thing.

‘You don’t mean that, mate.’

Vernon looked away. ‘I bloody do.’

Kelly sighed. ‘Anyway, just thought you should know. He could probably do with a visit from you. Or Penelope. Or both of you.’

Vernon turned to regard his friend once more. ‘We don’t visit him. When he’s done in there he’s done and he can come back and be whatever he wants to be, but we’re not visiting him in there. He can bloody suffer for what he did and make amends for it that way. God knows, he won’t do it out here.’

Kelly put his beer beside his chair and stood. He walked over to Vernon, sat on his haunches and in an act of intimacy put both hands on Vernon’s hands. ‘You have a think about what you just said to me. You have a think about all the things you’ve done in your life, and what it was like for you and your dad, and put yourself in your boy’s position. I’m not going to preach scripture to you, ’cause I know you hate it, but you just think what it’d be like for you if you were in there and what you’d do to make amends. And have a think about what it’ll be like for you when you’re dying and this is how you did this.’

‘Bloody alright. Get off me.’

Kelly went back to his chair and sipped at his beer. ‘You have a think.’

‘Get all bloody girly on me, mate.’

‘You think about what you said.’

‘Get off it. I will. Alright? Bloody hell.’

Penelope emerged, shoving open the sliding door. ‘Can you two stop your swearing out here? You’re not in the pub.’

‘Sorry, Pen,’ Kelly said.

‘You should be sorry.’

‘I wasn’t swearing though!’

‘Man of the cloth as you are.’

‘I’m not in the vestments now.’

‘You wear those robes even when you’re not wearing them and you know it.’

He smiled. ‘I should get going.’ To Penelope he said, ‘I just came to tell Vernon here about Caleb. I saw him today.’

Penelope’s face curled in. ‘We don’t talk to him.’

‘I know. Bit unlike you, though, Pen. Not sure how you live with it being that way.’ He stood up once more and said, ‘Thanks for the beer.’

‘No problem,’ Vernon said, but he didn’t stand to see his friend out. Penelope did not walk him to the front door. He heard it shut gently and Penelope, her arms still folded, walked back into the kitchen. Vernon continued to stare at the grave and then stood and walked over. In the dark it appeared like concrete beside the textured grass. He scuffed his foot over it. They’d had an argument here. He and Caleb. About something stupid, something small, and Caleb had stormed indoors. Was there goodness in this world? It didn’t seem there was. He sat down on his haunches and put his hands in the dirt.
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Later that night, the two of them in bed, he turned to his wife, who had a Woman’s Weekly in hand and her glasses on, and said, ‘You want to hear what he had to say about Caleb?’

She didn’t say anything and he watched her. What had he done to her, this kind woman, to make her so angry? Was it him? He was too afraid to ask. Soon she said, ‘No. Thank you.’

‘He’s been hurt.’

‘I said I didn’t want to.’

Vernon sighed. Rolled onto his back and looked at the ceiling. ‘I don’t know what to do.’

‘Well, you’ll figure it out.’

‘What would you do?’

‘I’d shut up when my wife asked me to.’

He took a moment before he said, ‘We’ve never really talked about it.’

She put her magazine down and placed her hands on it. When she spoke she was measured, calm. ‘What do you want me to say?’

‘I don’t know. I suppose . . .’

‘You want me to say I hate him?’

He just stared at her. He wondered at her emotionless voice.

‘I don’t know,’ he eventually said.

She picked her magazine back up, flicked a page. ‘I think about him every day, Vernie. Every day. And I picture her . . . Mel’s face, you know? Her cheek, her nose. And I’m so ashamed of him. Everybody looks at me differently now.’

He nodded. ‘Same with me.’

‘It’s not the same for you though, is it?’ Another quick page turn. ‘It’s not the same. When a child does something well the man is praised for his success. When something happens . . . anyway. I don’t need to get into all that. People should look at us different. That boy is our fault. What he did to Melissa . . . It might as well have been your hands around her throat.’

He kept watching her. He didn’t understand how he had contributed to Caleb’s crime but her words hit him square in the guts. That pelican sacrificing its blood to feed its young, dying in the process, wasting away while they prospered. What had he truly given up? He’d just left him in there. His son.

As she’d spoken there’d been no quaver in her voice, no water in her eyes. A deep and unclimbable chasm between them and all she would do was stare at it, it seemed. And walk away. From him. He turned his light off and shut his eyes, her light still ebbing its way into his consciousness. She did not bury herself into him the way she used to. That chasm. They’d never climb out of it.



TWO
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CALEB MOORE

A thought clawing at him. One he didn’t want to entertain. Behind his eyes, right there. A cat wanting to get at him, scratching at a door. A constant thing. He did his best to ignore it but it was always there. He should let it in, really. He deserved to be hurt. But the few times he had let it in he’d almost killed himself. Sitting there with the razor blade staring at him. Too much of a wimp to even remove it from the packet.

The lot of them in front of him, kicking the footy around, kicking up dust: fellow prisoners garbed in muddy white. He’d finally been cleared to re-enter the normal rhythm of the prison after his stint in the hospital wing, so he sat watching. Trying not to think too hard on what he’d done. The same battle he’d faced the entirety of his sentence.

Her face. When he’d struck her he hadn’t been right in the head. He’d come home from a hard day and she’d just been at him about something. And then his mind had left his body. The red mist, he’d heard it called. It hurt him, what she’d said, and he’d reacted.

Utter rot. He’d hit her countless times. On multiple occasions. And been told off by the police. And done it again. And been locked up a few days. Repentance, sorrow when he got home. On his knees more than once, crying, running his hands over her bruises. Got a few beers in, the mates egging him on, his own insecurities and failures; the cycle born anew. She wouldn’t even need to say anything. Just look at him. And it was all her fault? You best accept you did it. You best accept and live with it. Was nothing to do with her. Was everything broken in you. You live with it. The least you can do.

He scuffed at the dirt with his foot. Quit making excuses. Do what Reverend Kelly said. One of the blokes grabbed the ball and wheeled it about, showing off, being a tosser. Another shouldered into him, too rough. The boys were all soon shoving each other, throwing punches. Two guards walked in yelling, telling them to calm down, telling them they’d be locked in their rooms, no more exercise for them. Caleb only watched.

What he wouldn’t do to take it back. His hands around her throat. Some part of him stopping before he killed her. But he could have. Could have wrenched her spirit from her body.

There’d been no intention in what he’d done. In the midst of it there had been that other part of him, screaming at him. Watching his actions from behind a barrier. Like his body was fuelled by something else, another soul, just for that moment. And he’d watched her eyes bulge, watched her anger turn to fear, turn to terror. He was bigger than her, much bigger. In that moment he’d stolen something from her. The noise she’d made. This was after he’d scarred her face, smashed her nose. He grimaced now remembering it, still watching the fight breaking up, the boys resuming their game. The dust rising up behind the football. He’d never forget that noise.

Thank God he’d stopped. She’d been right to press charges and get them to stick that final time. Right to divorce him.

The prisoner sitting beside him was too close for Caleb’s liking. He moved over to allow the man more room.

‘You ever wanna run?’ the bloke said. He turned to look at Caleb, squinting in the sun. He nodded towards the tree line beyond the field.

‘Every second,’ Caleb said. ‘Every bloody second.’

‘Hard not to,’ he said. ‘It’s right there.’

‘They’d catch you. Then extend your sentence another twelve months, send you someplace else.’

‘I know. They gave us the lecture.’

Caleb sighed. ‘You new, then?’

‘What you think? You seen me before?’

‘Alright. Bloody hell.’

The man looked apologetic. ‘Got here two days ago. They said ’cause I been good they were sending me here for the last six months. I don’t know. I don’t know how good I been.’

Caleb willed the man to leave. The sun was setting slowly, bleeding out over the clouds. The men and their game would soon be cleared.

‘You going to play?’ the man asked.

‘No,’ Caleb said.

‘Why not?’

‘Don’t deserve to.’

The man laughed, the sound cruel. ‘You a poof?’

The man’s laughter died when he saw Caleb would not respond and he stood and walked into the game, shouting about not getting a touch, pointing back at Caleb on the bench, the word faggot piercing the air.

As he watched the bloke expertly claim the ball, Caleb thought of his father. He’d taught Caleb how to kick. He’d been patient and able. Hold both hands on top, mate, that’s it. Look where you want the ball to go and make sure both hands are out straight, like that. Lean forward, over it. The gruff determination. Caleb felt the sun go down. Soon he was rounded up, sent back to his room. Lying on his bunk again.
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The next day Caleb was at breakfast with the others when the governor stood up in front of them. He was a weak-looking man, pudgy around his arms. A weak-looking man unable to stand up to the Cahills. Hard to blame him, really. Still, hard not to hate him either.

‘We’ve been leading up to our Prisoners on the Run event for a bit now, so you blokes should be used to this speech, but I gotta give it again for the new blokes.’

The man Caleb had been speaking to the day before put his hand up and said, ‘You letting us all go then, mate?’

The governor’s voice rose above the din. ‘This is a special charity event we do each year. You only get to come if you’ve been on your best behaviour. We gotta be able to trust you. We take all of you out onto the road and go for a bit of a jog.’

Daryl, from the back: ‘Like to see you jog, copper.’

Nobody laughed this time.

The governor said, ‘Hear the lack of laughter there, Daryl? I can let one joke go, but you keep disrespecting me . . .’ He looked at the man. The governor shifty before them all, like he saw within them the makings of an uprising. Trying to muster his courage, plain for all to see. Hitching his pants up, sticking his neck out. ‘You won’t be going at this rate, yeah? You treat us with respect like you know how––you wouldn’t be here otherwise––and you’ll go.’

The governor let his eyes rest on Caleb a moment too long. Then he said, ‘Right. Finish your breakfast, everybody. We’ll do some exercise after.’

The men groaned, the wailing of cattle led to the slaughter.

‘Now, now,’ the governor shouted. ‘You be good about it we’ll let you play another game after, same as yesterday.’

The groaning soon subsided. As the governor reached the door he looked back at Caleb, his mouth gripped tight. Then he turned and let them be.

Later Caleb was on his bed, staring at the ceiling, doing his best to keep his thoughts at bay, focusing instead on the weatherboards, the sound of the plumbing in another room. Ignoring the sound of her in his mind.

The beating that had led to the bruise around his neck, the marks across his chest, his aching leg had happened over a week ago. Brendan Cahill had shown up one day out of the blue, striding into his room. Paid off or intimidated the governor. Brendan had never liked him at school, and was still acting like he owned the joint, the way Caleb remembered. Sauntering in with a cricket bat, though he hadn’t used it. Just threatened with it, shouting, thudding it against the walls. Asking Caleb if he knew why he’d come. Caleb still had no idea. Instead of the bat he’d used his fists, relishing the sound they made as they struck Caleb. Caleb wasn’t guessing; Brendan had told him, bragged about it.

Thing was, Caleb deserved it. Maybe Brendan was God striking him, pummelling him, making his flesh purple and yellow, green as it healed. Maybe it was God raising his cheeks up, swelling the left eye until it was just a slit through which he couldn’t see. Retribution from on high.

Now he was sitting on his bed just waiting. That was the worst of it. Brendan had said he’d be back. Hadn’t said when. The door unlocked. The unguarded forest just near. Some fellas had run off only months before. They’d been caught. They were all caught eventually.

This fear, though? Same thing he’d done to her. Same exact thing. Melissa waiting at home for him to return, probably feeling this same terror. Hoping that he’d changed. Despair when she heard his angry footsteps. When she saw his eyes.

He stared at the ceiling, rubbed at his own eyes. Where was the evil born in you? Dad had been Dad. He’d been alright. Never struck him, nothing beyond a smack. Never struck their mother. He hadn’t been exactly kind, though. Just a numb type of anger whenever Caleb got something wrong. That or complete apathy. One of those dads who sat in the car the duration of their son’s footy game instead of cheering on from the sidelines. Yet he’d taught him how to kick. Even now Caleb didn’t really know his father. Couldn’t tell what made the man tick. What he valued.

This again. Why he never let the cat in. As soon as he did it was endless misery. There was nobody else to blame for his actions but himself. What was he thinking? That because his father hadn’t said nice words to him Caleb beat his wife? Maybe there wasn’t some grand reason, some deep philosophy. Maybe he was just an arsehole, deep down, right in the pit of him. Kelly had said God doesn’t make mistakes but maybe he had when he’d made Caleb.

Hopefully Reverend Kelly had told his father about Brendan. He prayed his father would be coming. Please God. Even though he didn’t deserve mercy, he prayed.
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He heard the door at the end of the hall open and then two sets of footsteps. He knew them instantly. Angry eyes soon stared at him through the window in his door. Caleb sat up.

‘You going to let me in or what?’ the voice said. Brendan. In his eyes a greedy joy.

The governor’s voice nearby. ‘You remember now, don’t hurt him too bad.’

‘Yeah, yeah.’

‘I mean it. Nothing permanent. None of that bruising you gave him last time. Hard to explain when higher-ups come and visit.’

There was a window in his room above his bed. He scrambled at the latch, trying to fumble it open. The cat had returned, running wild, chaos within. He the brainless mouse.

The governor, after a moment, said, ‘What are you waiting for?’

Brendan said, ‘You to unlock the door.’

‘It’s not locked. It’s minimum security,’ the governor said.

Brendan laughed. The sound of the door opening. Caleb still scrambling at the latch. Two thick hands quickly grabbed his shoulders. Feet kicked at his calves. He called out ‘Governor!’ as he fell back onto the bed, but the governor wasn’t there. He went down on his stomach, Brendan’s knees in his mid-section. A couple of slaps on the neck, almost playful.

‘You figured it out yet?’

Caleb breathed heavily, unable to move, feeling the sweat. ‘No.’

A harder slap. A real wallop, making his skin sting. Then: ‘You know why I’m here?’

‘No!’

‘Come on, dickhead.’

A pause. Caleb rushed out, ‘Something I did at school?’

Brendan’s voice and his breath were dark in Caleb’s ear. Sticky. ‘Mel’s back. And I ran into her. I saw her face. I saw what you did.’

What felt like a brick smacked into the back of his skull. His face plunged into the mattress. He had to move his jaw. A throb, a constant throb. Something somehow aching all the way to his knuckles.

‘I’m sorry, okay?’ Caleb said, almost repulsed by his own desperation. He tried to buck the bigger man off, felt useless, roped like a goat. ‘I’m sorry!’

‘I don’t give a shit what you are.’

Then, in a swift movement involving his knee, Brendan wrenched back on Caleb’s hand, and snapped it at the wrist.



THREE
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SIDNEY CAHILL

He held his little girl above his head and waved her back and forth as though she were a doll. She laughed and giggled, a sound from so deep within her whole body shook. Her little chin sucked down into her chest as she tried to escape her laughing, his tickling fingers. He splashed her back into the water, her little feet kicking at the surface. He swept her back and forth and made noises for her. The water pretty cold off the mountain in the low light of afternoon. He didn’t care. Neither of them did. Boolarra, this sanctuary, was where he often travelled to escape his family. The sound of the waterfall did something to soothe him. His daughter seemed to share his happiness. Though they’d have to stop coming soon. Getting a bit too cold this close to Easter. He’d enjoy it while he could.

He scooped her from the cold and cradled her to his bare chest. The slight breeze cooled the water even more. She laid her head against his chest hair. He imagined her hearing the thud of his heart. If only he could make it stronger, so that she might better hear it.

Soon Sidney and his daughter were resting together on the bank of the creek in which Boolarra steadily dumped its contents. He was on his back, Amy crawling through pebbles. He smacked her hand as she grabbed one and put it in her mouth and she looked so offended, her little lip down-turning, that he laughed, and provoked in her the same. This was heaven for him. How he pictured the perfect afterlife. No pressure from anybody and just the time to simply be.

‘Not bad, hey sweetheart?’

She kept playing. She hadn’t started speaking yet—nothing beyond dad, really—but he knew she would soon. He knew, too, that it was important to talk to her normally. No baby talk. Get her learning the words right from day dot.

‘Better get home soon, I reckon.’

But he was reluctant to leave. He looked at the sun as it sank over the falls and he let his feet dip beneath the cold water. When Amy started to shiver, her chubby legs quaking, he picked her up and cuddled her to his chest again. ‘Sorry, sweetheart. Didn’t think.’ He swaddled her in a towel and got into the car, put her on his lap and drove down the dirt road back to his waiting family, eyeing the kangaroos that lined the side of the track.
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The house had all its lights on, as did the shed. The verandah, though, was still in half-darkness, making for an odd contrast. As though they’d forgotten he was out. A pig carcass swung from the hook at the end of the verandah, near his room, illuminated by the lights behind it. Clearly fresh. Probably Brendan’s doing.

The shed shone so bright in the dark he had to squint as he approached. He shielded his eyes. The shed was enormous, bigger than the house. He could see Brendan in there through the gap in the front door as he pulled up. He would be out there working with him soon, he knew.

On hearing the car, Brendan stopped what he was doing, wiped his brow with the back of his gloved hand and came outside, clomping towards the car. ‘Where the hell have you been?’

‘Boolarra,’ Sidney said, as he got out of the car with his daughter.

‘Yeah, well, you’re doing the rest of the bloody night yourself. I’ve been out here since early on.’

‘You didn’t wake up till past lunch.’

This made Brendan laugh. He came towards Sidney and wrapped his brother in a headlock.

Sidney, cradling his daughter, couldn’t push his older brother off. He scrambled to keep Amy safe, being as gentle as he could with her beneath his brother’s aggression. Noticed his brother’s hands were bandaged, close as they were to Sidney’s eyes, some of the blood on the knuckles leaking through. Beating on somebody, or something. ‘Watch it! Brendan, I’ve got Amy.’

‘You gonna keep going by yourself out here or what? I need a break.’

‘After I get her down.’

‘After you get her down. Where is she? Come here, sweetie.’ Without asking, he levered the infant from Sidney’s hands. The rough way he handled her made Sidney give her up quickly, more concerned for her welfare than his own. She snuggled into her uncle, who, much to Sidney’s dismay, she seemed to love dearly. ‘Look at her, mate, she’s freezing her arse off out here. What’re you doing takin’ her swimming this time of year? Look at her.’

‘I’m taking her in for a warm bath. Give her here.’

‘Reckon she needs her mum.’

‘She’s right. Alright? Give her back.’

Brendan, grinning, swung her up in his hands above his head and held her there, as though he were a child playing with a ball. Sidney, too short to reach, made no effort to jump and retrieve her.

‘I’ll go and get Dad.’

Brendan laughed at this. ‘Yeah? Go on then. Go and whinge to bloody Dad, see if that changes it.’

Sidney folded his arms. Brendan was right. Whingeing wouldn’t help. So he watched his tiny daughter waving her legs back and forth, beginning to cry. There was an anger deep within him. This mongrel—his brother—harming Amy to prove a point. It took all he had to keep from attacking. No use, anyway. He’d be pulling at his broth-er’s arms and his brother would be laughing, holding her up there longer.

‘You gonna do the rest yourself then? And have it out there tomorrow in the car by yourself like you need to?’

Her crying was getting louder.

‘Fine. Yes. Give her back.’

Brendan swung the baby back into her father’s arms. Sidney cradled her to his chest. ‘You arsehole,’ he said.

‘Grow a set, would you? Come out after you give her to Sarah. I need a break.’

‘I’m putting her down.’

‘Just give her to her mum.’

‘It won’t take a half hour and I’ll do the bloody rest, alright?’

Sidney walked inside the house. His mother was already washing up, her feet squared before the sink, a dripping stack in the rack beside her, tea towel draped over her shoulder. She didn’t turn to greet him or his daughter. ‘You eaten?’ she asked.

‘We ate before we left.’

He took Amy into their bedroom and was immediately engulfed in the musty smell of weed smoke. He coughed, and so did Amy, the little hack painful to his ears. His wife languid over the bed, head tilted back and upside down, her hair a dripping octopus over the carpet. She grinned as she saw the two of them and drew again on her joint and the embers glowed and shadowed. Her eyes opened wider. ‘Where you two been, eh?’

‘What the hell are you doing, Sarah, smoking here? You can’t let her cough all this garbage into her lungs.’

‘Oh, calm down, Sid,’ she said, and rolled onto her front. She kicked her legs up and put her head in her hands and then dipped her head down and squeezed the back of her neck. ‘You sound like my mum sometimes.’

‘Don’t smoke this stuff in here. It’s bad for her.’

‘Give her here.’

‘Don’t smoke in here, alright? Look. She’s coughing.’

‘Bit of weed won’t hurt her. They give it to some babies as medicine.’ She grinned again. ‘Used to be you’d give babies a bit of bourbon to put ’em to sleep. Sent me right off, Mum said. Weed’ll probably help her settle. Give her to me,’ and she held out her arms, waiting.

Reluctantly, he handed Amy over, who seemed unaffected by all this, apart from the coughing.

‘At least put the bloody joint out.’

‘Alright, alright, Mum.’ Sarah licked her fingers and pinched the tip. The smoke still in the room hazing the ceiling, the lights. He hated the smell, had always hated it. Brought him closer to his childhood and all the hell of it. Odorous memories easier to step inside.

He grimaced at another smell. ‘She needs to be changed.’

‘Yeah, yeah.’

‘You coming outside later on?’

‘Why?’

‘To help.’

‘Brendan rope you into doing that again?’

Sidney sighed. It made his wife laugh.

‘He can say anything and you bloody jump like a mongrel dog, Sid. Stand up to him.’

These words next to his daughter’s ear.

‘Come keep me company?’

‘Maybe. Might just watch TV after I get her down.’

‘You reading to her?’

‘Yes,’ she said, sounding like a chastised teenager. ‘I love her too, you know. It’s not just you in this.’

He let them be, shutting the door on the smoke and his family. He spared one last look in at his daughter and regretted not telling her that he loved her dearly and thought of her always and that he would take her away from this place, the three of them, and they’d live somewhere cleaner, free from smoke. But of course he couldn’t say it. He knew it would never be.



FOUR
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SHARON WORNKIN

Her son like a minister before the crowd. They were engulfed in his gestures; watching him, waiting, like he would lead them to some deep revelation, that he’d burden them with meaning. Him with beer in hand, smiling. He lifted his glass, raising it as high as his arm could reach, and held it there. The crowd leaned forwards. He tipped the glass, let the beer fall to his lips, and miraculously started drinking without spilling a drop. They watched while he swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing, veins in his neck. The cheers erupted so loudly when he finished they startled her. Peter cupped his hand around his girl-friend’s waist, who laughed along with the rest and stared at her man with clear adoration.

Sharon looked down at the beer in her hands, the frosted glass beading water. Had she ever looked that way at Roger? Look at how Cassie Cahill looked at her son. He kissed her, pulling her hips forwards to press against his own. The room roared again. Onlookers not invited to celebrate her son’s eighteenth were pressing at the edges. The Newbury pub was always noisy, but rarely like this. The walls that odd maroon colour; the place smelling of beer and wet carpet. Of old farmhands come straight from work. Cow and hay and sweat.

Sharon moved to the edge herself and rested her beer on the table in front of her between sips. It was an odd thing, this celebration. She hadn’t felt close to her son in years. The edge of the rabble felt about right, about where she should be. She felt like she was watching an episode of Neighbours, on the couch––impossible to reach through the screen.

She’d tried. She really had. The last few years she’d sought to coax him out of whatever teenage shell he’d ensconced himself in, but he just didn’t want to have anything to do with her. Mum wasn’t necessary. Hadn’t been for years. She sipped at her beer, tried not to dwell on it.

After witnessing her son’s first legal beer, the group dispersed a little. Some of the regulars who Sharon knew well eyed her as they passed. Hard to see what it was they wanted to communicate. The old buggers.

Across the room she saw Roger near the happy couple. He put a hand on his son’s shoulder and looked him in the eye a moment and laughed, said something she couldn’t make out. Kept looking around. A flighty dog. Didn’t seem to listen to whatever Peter said and quickly found something else to occupy his attention.

Soon it was time for speeches. Some signal was passed from person to person and all turned slowly, shutting their mouths, waiting for her son to speak. Peter seemed embarrassed. He smirked and looked sideways at her. She tried to nod, not sure he’d seen. Peter looked around, probably for his father. Sharon couldn’t see him either.

Peter inhaled and held his breath, as he used to do as a child when he was steeling himself for something difficult. Leaping over the chasm between the two wooden pillars out the front of his primary school, smacking his shins into the corners if he didn’t give it his all.
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