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			One

			Mick was a nice looking kid. Eighteen or nineteen, with a straw hat perched rakishly on his spiky blonde hair, he stood like a fragile bean pole on the shaft of highway slicing through the bleak emptiness under the dome of the pale sky. There was nothing here except Mick and that damned annoying fly buzzing around the tip of his nose. And a kangaroo standing motionless some distance away in the blast-furnace heat. Was it a kangaroo, unable to make up its mind which side of mortality it wanted to be on? Or a dead tree leaning stupidly to one side, mummified, propped up by force of habit and unable to fall, its inner life of grim insects going about their dry business, held together by some infernal logic. Dead and brittle like the rest of this place. 

			And this fly, this damn fly buzzing through the torpid air. Man, where did those things come from, when it didn’t look like there was anything alive for a thousand miles? Flies, like little bits of animated shit erupting out of the cracks in the broken dirt, living on the bloated road kill stinking up the land, a place that smelt of heat and rot and loss.

			With Mick the last thing standing.

			Well, not quite.

			Further up the road, a few miles back and an emptiness away, a family drama was taking place as one of the latest gas guzzlers sped recklessly through space toward a point on the horizon it could never quite seem to reach.

			‘We’re lost,’ a woman’s voice said. 

			‘I know we’re lost, you don’t have to keep telling me that,’ the driver answered irritably, a bead of sweat trickling down his dirty neck. 

			‘We’re lost,’ his wife repeated through the yellow glare, turning on the air-conditioner. 

			‘Don’t touch that,’ the man snapped, shooting a look at the fuel gauge. And there it was, their life; their life on a hundred and fifty thousand a year with a broadacre ranch house and two car garage, and cute little cups of espresso on the way to work, and the Steiner school for the kids, and the Weber, and the superannuation, and the holiday house down the bay. 

			‘We’re lost.’

			‘Muffy’s sick, Mum,’ the kid in the back squawked, wiping Maltese dog puke off her dress. But mum and dad were too busy settling into a favourite argument to pay any attention to what the kids had to say.

			‘Well, if you’d done what I said and gone up the coast road …’ 

			‘Yeah, sure, we’d be there by now listening to your father crap on about his portfolio,’ the dad growled back, momentarily recalling his pleasure at the recent stock market collapse wiping out hundreds of smug mum and dad investors across the country. And with that he flicked on the radio to make her even madder.

			‘You have absolutely no idea where we are, do you?’ 

			A news bulletin blared over the new Sensurround sub-woofer speaker system with Dolby feedback blah blah blah she’d recently had installed by the tennis coach he was sure she was humping so she could listen to the opera she claimed to like when she was taking the kids to school in the morning. Sure. And which he did most days, anyhow. 

			‘No idea. None,’ she repeated, just to make herself perfectly clear. 

			‘Sure I do, we’re here.’ Jason said, slamming down his ace of wit as if it could trump anything Helen might say, their escalating argument now drowning out the newsreader’s voice as he droned across the dry, crackling ether, ‘… was found brutally murdered by the side of the road. The unidentified man …’ 

			But the needs of the fluffy little white thing in the back beat everything as the other kid screeched, ‘Muffy’s sick, Mum. She’s spewing all over me!’ Sure enough, dog car-sick was being sprayed from one kid to the other and across the baby. 

			‘Why’d we have to bring the bloody dog anyhow?’ Jason demanded. 

			But just then, as if an apparition had appeared in the middle of their imploding hell, Helen noticed something flashing toward them through the windscreen, a distraction, salvation, even. ‘Oh, look,’ she said hopefully. ‘A hitchhiker.’ And there he was. Mick. Pale as a drowned sailor, slouched on the side of the road; Christ deposed into the utter desolation of the dead world surrounding him. ‘Should we give him a lift?’

			‘Are you out of your mind?’ came her husband’s blunt-axe reply as they flew past, leaving the boy in a cloud of dust and hopeless contempt. Casually giving them the finger as they sped off into the void, Mick watched the little dust devil formed in their wake dissipate and die as it twisted away into the nothing that was all there was.

			Further back, another bolt of hot steel and melting rubber flew straight down the highway after them; a Chevrolet, black and haunted, speeding through the vacuum like news from another world. Inside, a man in his forties hummed something soft and low as he groomed himself in the rear vision mirror, carefully snipping at his nose hairs while trying to keep a watchful eye on the empty road ahead. Handsome and tanned, with dark green eyes, the man’s fingernails were as shaped and groomed as a surgeon’s. His broad shoulders stretched his spotless red check shirt taut across his strong, muscular back, and his leather belt featured a gold longhorn buckle perched over his crotch like an Always Open sign.

			Satisfied with the nose job, the man accidentally knocked the handicapped driver’s knob on the steering wheel as he shoved the nail clippers back into his coin pocket and, swearing under his breath, almost missed Mick as he shot past. Slamming on the brakes he smoked to a halt in the dusty gravel fifty yards up the road. He watched the kid in the side mirror as he picked up his bag and bolted for the car, kicking the handgun at his feet under the seat just as Mick threw the door open and clambered in. Giving him the once-over he grunted a grateful but none too convincing, ‘Thanks.’ Not even waiting for the boy to throw his bag into the back, the guy slammed his foot down on the accelerator and took off like he didn’t have any time to lose. Thrown back in the seat, Mick reached for his seat belt only to find its frayed end dangling uselessly from the rusty bolt. ‘Seat belt …’ he murmured uneasily. 

			‘Yeah. Looks like someone cut it off with a blunt knife, don’t it.’ The thought of a blunt knife turning in his stomach somehow sprang into the boy’s mind as the guy snorted, ‘You want to get out?’

			Mick didn’t. He’d already been out in the heat long enough to imagine he was having an intimate communication with God, and the prospect of spending another four hours waiting for another lost car didn’t appeal to him one little bit. ‘I’ll cope,’ he answered, holding on to the edge of his seat. ‘You got any water?’ 

			‘What shoe size are you?’ the guy asked instead, running his gaze over him. 

			‘What?’ Mick asked, wondering if he’d heard right. 

			‘Forty inch chest? Thirty-two waist? You English?’ 

			‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ Mick answered sharply, following the advice of someone he’d met earlier who told him you should always start the way you intend to finish—before robbing him. 

			And the guy smiled. Or smirked. Or something. Mick wasn’t sure what, but didn’t like any of the possibilities. 

			‘Where you going?’ the guy asked at last, licking his lips. 

			‘Hell,’ said Mick more bravely than he felt as the car shot past a dry, cracked cattle skull covered in dead weeds.

			‘Good … because that’s exactly where I’m headed.’ 

			*

			And that’s what it felt like a few miles up ahead as the fuel gauge started to slip irreversibly into the red. His eyes fixed on the road ahead, Jason felt the cone of silence slowly descending on him filtering out the world as he entered the zone. 

			It wasn’t that he didn’t like being married; in fact he loved it. He loved being a father, he loved the split-level suburban life that he had slowly and meticulously put in place for himself. He loved everything about it: washing the car; mowing, edging and fertilising the lawn; cleaning the pool, checking the pH level and adding the chlorine like a clever little scientist, diluting …

			Those things. Those kinds of things that keep your mind off the utter pointlessness of life and make you feel real when everything else is telling you it’s utter, utter bullshit. He loved it all; the stuff that gets you through. 

			He loved rousing on the kids about cleaning up their rooms. He loved watching his wife vacuuming as much as he loved watching the wasp-waisted interns bend over to get contracts out of the bottom drawer of the filing cabinet, and who flirted with him at the water cooler. He was old enough to be their … tennis coach. This was the life that everything in his history had prepared him for, that his father had promised him if he did what he was told and worked hard. And he had worked hard; he had worked hard.

			‘Jason, we’ve stopped.’

			He had worked hard.

			‘Jason, we’ve stopped. We’ve run out of petrol.’

			‘Would it be possible,’ Jason finally answered, slowly turning his murderous gaze toward her, ‘for you to say something that wasn’t bleedingly, glaringly, blindingly obvious. Just for once?’

			‘We’ve stopped, Jason,’ Helen replied, unblinking. ‘And it’s all your fault.’

			*

			Meanwhile, not far behind, another conversation was taking place in the black Chevy shooting like doom toward them. ‘So how far you going?’ the older man asked. 

			Noticing the handicap knob on the driver’s wheel, Mick answered a guarded, ‘Wycombe.’ 

			The word was like a key turning in the other guy’s mind. ‘Wycombe, ay? You looking to get a job on the prawn-trawlers? Maybe cut some cane?’ It was like he was savouring some past pleasure. 

			‘Maybe.’ Mick answered, glancing across as the other guy continued his reverie.

			‘Do some surfing, drink some beer, meet some chicks, get a root. That what you looking for?’

			‘Sure,’ said Mick, warming to the prospect. Maybe the weirdo had some tips. ‘Why not?’ 

			‘Why not, indeed?’ the other guy said like a salesman winding up for his spiel. ‘You’re only young once.’ 

			Not feeling particularly young, Mick looked out the window and wondered if there was a cliché left in this god-awful country that he hadn’t heard. Pull your socks up, stand on your own two feet, do the whole nine yards, smell the roses—swapping clichés seemed to be what passed for conversation in these parts.

			‘You’re not the first kid to hitch up this road looking to find the world,’ he continued, oblivious of what was going through Mick’s mind. 

			Mick didn’t think that was exactly what he was doing. He had met plenty of kooks like him on the road before; lonely losers looking to pump themselves up to a stranger to conceal what a miserable mess they’d made of their lives. Any minute now he’d start dishing out advice about how to be a man. Sure enough, the guy turned to look at him, saying, ‘The world’s a funny place, isn’t it? Just when you think you know it, it springs another surprise on you.’

			‘Sure,’ Mick answered, hardly listening and unaware of the close inspection he was being subjected to. 

			‘So what’s your name?’ the stranger asked casually. 

			Mick wasn’t sure that he should tell him, and stumbling between his natural honesty and hard-earned caution he stuttered, ‘M-Mick.’ There was that smile again, the smile that said, I’ve got your number, kid. 

			Tightening his grip on the wheel, the man said, ‘Is that your name, or just what you tell the cops?’ 

			‘Why? Is that what you are?’ answered Mick resentfully, annoyed with himself for losing his cool.

			The guy liked that, liked that little spark inside the boy. It was something he could blow on, fan; something he could turn into a flame that might light the way forward or burn the world down, depending on the prevailing winds. And he was a man who always prevailed. ‘Well, welcome aboard, M-Mick. I hope you have a safe and pleasant flight.’ 

			‘What’s your name?’ Mick asked. 

			‘Dan. And that’s my real name,’ he answered with a wink.

			Mick didn’t know if he should believe him or not, but what the fuck did it matter—he’d be just another fading memory in another few hours. ‘How far are you going?’ 

			‘As far away from the shit of this world as I can get.’ 

			From the way he said it, Mick had no reason to doubt him, but curious for a bit more detail he asked, ‘How far’s that?’ 

			‘Why?’ Dan said, looking at him. ‘You plannin’ on comin’ with me?’

			*

			‘I told you we should’ve stopped at the last gas station.’

			Helen just couldn’t help herself. Her inability to resist every opportunity to press home her advantage was a big problem in their relationship. No doubt it had something to do with her American father. He’d been a serviceman and a competitive tennis player. Tennis, yes—that was the connection. 

			It hadn’t always been like this. To tell the truth neither of them could remember the particular moment it started. But it had. Neither of them were violent—they hadn’t even seen anyone hit since they were at school, for Jason’s part, pre-school—but their marriage had become the kind of battlefield only a masochist could enjoy, with long periods of sullen resentment punctuated by outbursts of frighteningly vicious repartee. Or at the least, cold, uncaring words. 

			And so they had settled into this existence. They tried to keep the peace in the same way their parents had always tried to keep up appearances before appearances gave them up and they retired with their memories and their bitterness to one of those poor, expired fishing villages that despoil the turbid coast. Their world of apparent peace and perfection mostly fooled everyone but themselves. It took stronger stuff to do that, the sort of stuff you reach for at three o’clock in the morning when you’ve run out of everything else.

			As the Chevy came over the low rise Dan saw them stranded on the hard-etched flat below and couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of grateful and abiding satisfaction. ‘Great,’ he purred. Mick realised he was about to see something big.

			Looking up at the glint of sun on chrome as the car swept down upon them, a relieved Jason cried, ‘It’s alright, here’s a car.’ But as the pitch-black Chevrolet separated from the glare, he recognised it, and with the panic rising in his voice he turned to the kids, ‘Oh, no … it’s him again. Get in the car.’ Helen saw it too, hard and sharp and headed straight for her. ‘Get in the car,’ Jason repeated, ‘and lock the door.’ 

			‘Who are they?’ asked Mick as they flew down toward them. 

			‘Happy campers,’ was all Dan said, but Mick could already see the fear in their eyes as the car slid past like a shark, pulling in front to block their escape.

			‘Well, hi!’ Jason said, bravely stepping forward, his hand extended in an over-friendly way, ‘Isn’t this a bit of luck.’ But Dan was already out of the car striding straight for the attractive Helen. 

			‘What are you wasting your life with this shit for?’ said Dan like a matador ready to make his first thrust. She was already out of the car, backing away from him like a frightened calf. Mick felt like he’d just had a shot of adrenalin, and didn’t even realise he’d stepped out of the car to watch. 

			‘I could show you things you haven’t even dreamt of … I could take you places you can’t even imagine.’ 

			‘No,’ she whispered, trembling in some secret place. 

			By now the nervous kids and the dog were out of the car as well. ‘We’ve run out of petrol,’ said Jason, desperately hoping that if he pretended he hadn’t heard what he’d just heard for long enough everyone would come to their senses. ‘You don’t happen to have any spare unleaded, do you?’ he said, eagerly plunging on as if it was normal to have some guy propositioning your wife in front of you and your kids in the middle of some mad backcountry highway through a place that looked like an eraser had been through it. 

			‘I could give you a life. You know I could.’ The woman looked trapped, caught. ‘What have you got now? Kids, a mortgage, a husband stuck on his computer half the night chatting up fifteen year olds on the internet. Is this the way you thought it’d all turn out?’

			It wasn’t, actually. It wasn’t the way she thought it’d all turn out at all. She hadn’t known how it would turn out. She’d meet someone, he’d be nice, they’d get married, and after awhile he’d die and then she’d be able to live the life she really wanted to live. That was pretty well how she had thought about things. The details were, well, just details. The boredom, the sense of loss and loneliness, the terrible fear watching age creep across your face, and that interminable monologue reciting your failures going on inside your head—nothing had prepared her for that. Not even the faint, vacant smile of her mother whenever she’d asked her if there really was a God. 

			‘Who’s the man, Mummy?’ the little girl holding the dog asked. But there was only one person mummy was listening to and, for a moment, Mick had the impression that she was going to do it, that she was going to throw it all away and join them. Join them for what? For madness? For adventure? For the kind of ride you only ever get the chance to do once in your life? Who was this crazy, fucked-up dude? 

			A slight shake of the woman’s head indicated she was at least listening to him, that she was fascinated by him. And he was mesmerising. His calm, confident voice—the voice of someone used to being obeyed—his stiff, masculine assurance, his ability to somehow make the whole world disappear so that there were only two people left in it, you and him; his power.

			‘I can’t …’ she breathed through her full lips, even as you could see her yielding, melting beneath his gaze, waiting to feel his hands on her, taking her. Mick couldn’t believe his eyes. It was like she was ready to climb up on the car bonnet and do it there and then with her husband and kids watching. 

			‘I can’t …’ she repeated, even though you could see how ready she was. 

			‘What’s happening to Mummy, Daddy?’ the ten year old asked, sensing her mother slipping away from them. But Dad, too, was propped, paralysed, not with fear but incomprehension. It was like the world had ceased to make sense; like the horizon was no longer the horizon or the sky the sky. 

			‘Sure, you can,’ Dan urged. ‘All you have to do is reach out and take it—it’s yours. The world is yours, and I’m here to give it to you.’ He sure was, he was going to give it to her good. Mick was holding his breath. 

			‘I can’t …’ she answered, imploring him with her eyes.

			And that’s when Jason had had enough. ‘Hey, you. Get away from my wife.’

			And she knew she couldn’t do it because, at the end of the day, you can’t go past a nice house in a good suburb, with your own Toyota Camry and a tennis court just down the road.

			Something clicked behind Dan’s eyes, like the cylinder in a .38 snapping shut. 

			‘You’ll be sorry,’ he said, and that was enough.

			‘All we need is some petrol, alright?’ Jason implored hoarsely, trying to sound reasonable, and already regretting his outburst. 

			Glancing at him disdainfully, Dan turned back to the woman, ravishing her with his eyes, before running his gaze over the contents of the car, the children, then Mick himself, before finally settling back on the kids, struck dumb by his awesome presence. ‘Ruff …’ whimpered the dog pathetically. 

			‘Just leave us alone,’ the man begged, holding out the empty petrol can. 

			‘Give me your wallet.’ Dan ordered, snapping his fingers.

			This was different. This was turning into something else, Mick thought, wondering what he should do. ‘What?’ Jason asked, bewildered. 

			‘Give it to me,’ roared Dan, his voice suddenly filled with a menace that made them all jump. Jason stepped forward, pulling out his wallet. ‘Well, sure, we’ve got money … we can pay for the petrol. That’s all we want—just some petrol.’ 

			Dan grabbed the wallet. Flicking through it, he noted an impressive swag of high-end credit cards, took out a large wad of holiday money and threw the rest onto the dust. Looking back at the woman he said, ‘Never say you weren’t offered a chance.’ 

			Moving back toward his car, he glanced at Mick, ‘You coming?’

			It was decision time. Mick turned from the broken, wretched family that had just been exposed as the sham it was and looked at the hammer that had cracked it open. It was like some chemical reaction taking place inside him. This guy was the man; there was nothing he wouldn’t do. ‘You bet,’ said Mick, feeling for a moment a tingling in his groin and the perilous excitement that had flickered in Helen’s eyes—a temptation toward destruction that she had resisted, but that like some moth who’d just spotted a flame, he couldn’t. Not because she was stronger, but because he thought he had more time on his hands and less to lose. Only he had plenty to lose, he just hadn’t realised it yet. Hurrying off toward the car he turned and gave the poor, ghostly creatures one last look before hopping in to the doomed machine. 

			As the Chevy tore off across the bitter dust, Jason came to, and picking up his wallet, cried, ‘Hey, what about the petrol?’ But they’d gone, already disappearing down the road in a cloud of sulphur. ‘What about the petrol, you bastard! You said you’d give us some petrol!’

			‘Who was that man, Mummy?’ the child asked, sensing the disaster that was swallowing them alive. 

			Jason ignored her and turned his wrath back on his wife, demanding, ‘What did you do with him?’

			Dazed, as if she had just woken from a dream, Helen snapped back to life, ‘Jason, you’re a jerk, did I ever tell you that? And not only are you a jerk, but your whole family are jerks, not least being your stupid brother, who should be in jail.’ 

			Bewildered, yet relieved by the sudden barrage and the return to normality it signalled, Jason took a step back. ‘Why is this my fault?’ 

			Hearing the familiar whine re-enter his voice, Helen sensed her victory. ‘Alright, kids, let’s get back into the car and wait for Daddy to do something.’ 

			Losing the moral high ground so suddenly, Jason turned to the dust cloud heading for the horizon, and cried, ‘You arsehole.’ 

			The car disappeared from view, but not yet from existence. 

			As they tore past the scrub lining the highway, Dan reached into his pocket and pulled out the wad of notes, ‘You want some money?’ 

			Fun as it had been to watch the rich bastard get his comeuppance, Mick didn’t want to become an accomplice to what was perhaps not technically a robbery, but which certainly had the look and the feel of one. ‘No … No thanks, I’m fine.’ 

			But Dan persisted. ‘He gave it to me. You saw him give it to me. Did you hear me threaten him or make any promises?’

			‘No,’ Mick agreed, and it was the truth.

			‘He gave it to me of his own free will, and you know what else he gave me?’ he said, a slight inflection at the end hinting at some deep, dark satisfaction. 

			Mick felt the carnality lurking beneath his words. 

			‘He gave me his wife.’ Mick knew that was true, as well. 

			‘You sure had her begging for it,’ he said, relishing the memory. 

			‘It wasn’t me she was begging for,’ said Dan. ‘It was life.’

			Mick looked at him. The way the guy talked, the way he spoke, wasn’t like anyone else he’d ever met. A strange, dark complicity was already forming between them.

			‘Life with some sort of meaning, that’s what everyone wants; it doesn’t matter who they are, life with meaning,’ he said. ‘They want it so bad they’ll die for it, they’ll kill their children for it, but they’re all too chickenshit to take it when it’s offered.’ 

			Mick wasn’t sure what he meant, but he was listening, alert, excited. 

			‘She could have had it,’ Dan continued, ‘and she knows it. Now all she’s got is him and their little sins.’ 

			It was like some poisonous elixir, dribbling drop by drop into Mick’s attentive ear.

			‘How’s that for a legacy?’ he said. ‘How’s that for something to look forward to.’ And looking back at the boy, the guy gave him that sly grin again, ‘She’ll sure give him hell tonight. You sure you don’t want any money?’ he repeated, once more waving the dough in his hand. 

			‘No, thanks,’ Mick said, tempted, but too smart to be caught out like that. 

			‘Suit yourself,’ he said stretching his hand out the window and letting the loot flap in the wind before letting it go. 

			‘Hey!’ cried Mick, spinning around to watch the money blow away in the slipstream. ‘What’re you doing?’ 

			‘Plenty more where that came from,’ Dan chuckled. ‘People are just giving it away.’ 

			Fuck, is this guy for real? Mick thought as he watched the money tumble off into oblivion. He stole that guy’s money just so he could throw it away?

			‘So, who was she?’ Mick asked as they sped past a road sign with a shotgun hole blasted through it. ‘She an old girlfriend of yours?’ 

			‘No,’ Dan answered, matter-of-factly. ‘I just ran into them at a rest stop a coupla hundred ks back.’

			‘You ran into them at a rest stop?’ Mick laughed in disbelief. ‘What? Like, you had a chat, you mean?’ A smug smile formed around the edges of Dan’s mouth. 

			‘You chatted her up at a rest stop?’ Mick repeated. ‘While her husband was taking a leak or something?’ Mick was trying to imagine it, trying to imagine himself inside it. She might have been a mum, but she was hot.

			‘Pretty well sums it up,’ Dan answered, savouring the memory. 

			‘I thought, like, you must have been married or something, the way she was coming onto you,’ said Mick, squirming with excitement.

			‘In her dreams.’ Dan answered, amused by the way the kid was almost creaming himself. 

			‘You ran into them?’ Mick said again, amazed. ‘Fuck, man, you could’ve fucked her on the bonnet of the car right there in front of all of them.’ 

			‘With you in after me,’ Dan chuckled.

			‘Fuck, yeah,’ Mick said, wishing it were so.

			‘She doesn’t know what she’s missing,’ Dan said. 

			‘Fuck, man, fuck,’ the boy said again, as if unable to comprehend the immensity of it all. That was about all that needed to be said, but he said it again, anyway. ‘Fuck.’ This was one cool dude.

			Back behind them, the money fell and fluttered like dead leaves on the dry, lonely landscape, and nobody was there to see it at all.

		

	


	
		
			Two

			Mick had his foot up on the dashboard, and was feeling pretty relaxed and cool with his new friend as he peeled himself an orange and spun a yarn about how cool he was himself. ‘So I thought,’ he said expansively, ‘what’s the point hanging around Shitville stacking shelves the rest of my life when I could be out seeing the world, so I left.’ 

			It was sort of true. Not completely, but fair enough given the circumstances. Glancing at him out of the corner of his eye, Dan saw the kid was feeling pretty happy with himself. 

			‘What about you?’ Mick ventured. ‘Where you from?’ 

			‘Me?’ Dan answered slowly as he pressed his foot gradually on the accelerator. ‘No place in particular.’ Mick didn’t notice they were speeding up as the car slipped down the highway. ‘Place doesn’t matter very much,’ he continued, his eyes focused on the low bank of treeless hills rising a couple of miles ahead. ‘One place is pretty well the same as another, wouldn’t you say?’ 

			That pretty well summed up Mick’s attitude. You come to some place and everything seems different, more exciting, more things to do, but after awhile it’s just the same old shit, so you move on and just keep going. Mick wasn’t sure what he was looking for, and that’s probably not even the way he’d put it. He wasn’t looking for anything; he was just tired of what he had.

			He noticed they’d started to speed up, but didn’t pay any attention. ‘Some places are better than others,’ he said for something to say. Noticing the crucifix hanging from the rear vision mirror he added, ‘I’m sure glad I’m not where I was.’ 

			‘Where were you?’ Dan asked. But before Mick had a chance to answer he continued, ‘Just some place you’d spent too much time in, some place you knew back to front—I bet that was the only problem with it.’ 

			‘No …’ Mick, imagining that he was being invited into a dialogue, said. 

			But Dan just kept on talking as the low, dusty saltbush flashed past. ‘Once you get wherever it is you’re going—Wycombe, didn’t you say?’ 

			Feeling his fingers sticky with the juice Mick looked down at the orange and was sorry he’d mentioned it. He knew that tone of voice, double-checking him. ‘Yeah, Wycombe,’ he said, feeling like he was back in school again. 

			‘Once you get to Wycombe,’ Dan continued, ‘and you settle in, have a look around, what’ll you do? Get a room somewhere?’ 

			‘S’pose,’ Mick answered uncertainly, not having thought that far ahead. But sure, get a room, sleep on the beach. 

			‘Get a hostel somewhere, some doss house …’ 

			‘There’ll be a backpackers,’ Mick said knowingly, imagining what it’d be like. 

			‘Sure, there’s a backpackers—somewhere,’ Dan continued, a slight irritation at being interrupted rippling under his breath. 

			Mick thought of the fleas in the stained bed and the awkward, stilted conversations in the dreary kitchen while everyone tried to work out who was going to get the Swedish tourist. A hawk was hovering in the sky, eyeing off some road-kill.

			‘You’ll kip down somewhere, someone’ll knock off your stuff …’ Mick looked at him, wondering how he knew, ‘you’ll get a job—probably not on the trawlers …’ 

			‘I been told …’ Mick protested, but Dan wasn’t listening. 

			‘… maybe in a shop.’ 

			There was no way Mick was going to work in a shop. Not again.

			‘Something you’re used to …’ he added, giving the boy a knowing look, ‘stacking shelves, filling out orders.’ 

			Mick looked away wishing the guy would just shut up. He didn’t know Mick from Adam. Who did he think he was? 

			‘And pretty soon you’ll be living the life you were trying to get away from, right down to the colour of your coffee mug and the dumb things you say to people.’ 

			How would this dude know about that? What? Did Mick have a sign around his neck saying dumbass? He was going to change, he’d already started; he was different.

			‘I’ve been told it’s easy to get work on the prawn trawlers,’ Mick said, trying to sound like he knew what he was talking about. ‘All you need is to be prepared to put your back into it.’ Listen to him, he had been listening to all that shit after all.

			‘That’s what people say, isn’t it?’ Dan said as the car jolted over a pothole. ‘But it’s a lie.’ 

			‘What’s a lie?’ Mick asked, surprised. No one had ever said anything like that to him before, at least not around here. 

			‘The people who’ve got things haven’t worked for them,’ Dan continued. ‘The people who’ve got things have ripped them off from dumbasses like you flogging their guts out trying to get somewhere.’ 

			What was this guy? Some lowlife con artist on the run? ‘What do you mean?’ Mick asked, interested to hear what he had to say. It wasn’t the first time he’d heard someone say something like that, but it was the first time he’d ever heard anyone say it so cheerfully. 

			‘It’s the lie, isn’t it—the big lie,’ Dan said. ‘The lie they tell you at school to get you to bust your nuts for someone else; the lie of hard work, the lie of freedom.’ Dan was certainly talking Mick’s language now. Of course it was a lie, but that didn’t mean you didn’t have to do it; that didn’t mean people didn’t spend their lives living it. 

			‘That’s what keeps us locked up,’ Dan was saying, and part of Mick was rising in protest against it, even though he knew it was true, just because Dan sounded so cocky. ‘If people knew they were locked in a cage being dropped into the shit they’d fight tooth and nail to smash their way out instead of pretending it was their cage. Isn’t that the way it is? People think they actually want to live like this.’ 

			It was uncanny. Mick had had the exact same thought not half an hour before, standing there in the sun counting the blowflies.

			‘But the thing is, they can get out, only it’s not by running away from it all and getting a job on a prawn trawler in the balmy north.’ He was looking right at Mick now, like it was an accusation. Whatever it was he was doing, this guy was working his magic. Mick was really stirred up.

			‘I’m not running away from anything,’ he answered, fascinated and repelled at the same time.

			But Dan wasn’t put off his stroke. ‘You know what’ll happen if you do wind up with a job on a prawn trawler?’ he said, warming up. ‘You’ll have some smelly Greek fucking you up the arse while some other bastard’s standing there laughing before they throw you overboard to feed to the sharks—that’s where that dream’ll get you.’

			Mick felt like he’d been thumped in the guts. 

			‘And I know; I’ve seen it happen. They eat kids like you alive.’

			‘I can look after myself,’ Mick said defensively. But not even he believed it. ‘And anyhow, that’s not what I’m doing—running away.’

			‘What are you doing?’ 

			Mick could see the blur of the mulga scrub shooting past. ‘I’m gettin’ out, I’m lookin’ at the world, that’s what,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t have to be a prawn trawler, it could be anything: cutting bananas; picking fruit—you can make money picking fruit.’

			‘Not much.’

			‘I’ve had plenty of people telling me what the world’s like,’ Mick said. ‘Now I want to find out for myself.’ 

			Dan didn’t believe him, but didn’t care much anyhow. Turning his attention back to the road he growled a begrudging, ‘Good for you.’ 

			‘I don’t need no lectures about people living shit lives,’ Mick continued defensively, ‘I’ve seen the shitty lives people can lead.’ 

			‘I’m sure you have,’ Dan said, mulling something else over in his mind as he glanced in the rear vision mirror. 

			‘Where are we, anyhow?’ Mick asked, straightening in his seat and looking out across the flat land now rising in a gentle slope before them. 

			‘Somewhere between here and there, sometime between now and then. What’s it matter, you on a schedule?’ 

			‘No,’ Mick shot back. He was his own man.

			‘I’m sorry for stirring you,’ Dan said at last. ‘It’s just that I’ve seen plenty of young fellas like you all revved up and raring to go, and you bump into them a couple of years later and they’ve had the stuffing knocked out of them by something they shoulda seen coming, but didn’t.’ 

			‘What?’ Mick asked.

			‘Life,’ Dan said with a kind of grim satisfaction.

			‘That’s not going to happen to me,’ Mick answered, not sure what he was getting at. 

			Looking at him, Dan seemed to weigh him up, saying at last, ‘You know what? I think you’re right.’ 

			‘I’ve seen things,’ Mick said quietly. ‘I’m no baby. I know the world’s a shit place and people are out to get you. That doesn’t mean the only way to get anything is to become just like them.’ 

			‘What does it mean?’ Dan asked, and it almost sounded genuine as he looked questioningly at the boy, as if he really wanted to know and the kid might have the answer. 

			‘It means you’ve got to be sure of what you know,’ Mick said, looking back at him, ‘and hold onto it.’ 

			‘Sure,’ Dan said, looking like he was going to spit, ‘that’s a nice philosophy.’ 

			‘It’s not a philosophy,’ Mick answered, feeling ashamed. ‘It’s just what I think.’ How come it didn’t matter what tone of voice the older man was using, it always sounded like he was laughing at you? 

			‘You know, Mick,’ Dan said, glancing about, ‘this highway used to be the major arterial road for this region. You know what arterial means? Like an artery, carrying blood. This highway used to carry blood—the lifeblood—of this whole region.’ 

			‘So what?’ Mick answered, looking around and wondering what this place could possibly have produced that was worth transporting. 

			‘Well, look at it now. You see much farming going on? It’s not, Mick. The whole place is drying up. Dying, that’s what it’s doing. What we’re doing is driving through a dying country.’ 

			‘Looks alright to me,’ Mick answered, wondering where he was leading. 

			‘That’s because you don’t know it,’ Dan replied. ‘You don’t come from around here.’ 

			‘Doesn’t look like anyone comes from around here,’ Mick answered, seeing an abandoned farmhouse off in the distance. 

			‘That’s the truth,’ Dan said. ‘They’re gone now, because there’s nothing here for them, But that’s not my point.’

			‘What’s your point?’ Mick asked. He couldn’t remember having such an intense conversation with anyone for a long time. Maybe never.

			‘My point is, maybe this place looks the way it does because people were holding on to what they thought they knew.’ 

			Mick wasn’t really following him, but he could sense they were speeding up as they hit the foot of the range. ‘What did they know?’ he asked, glancing at the speedo.

			‘Nothin’,’ Dan answered, looking straight ahead and settling in to the climb. ‘They came here, they flogged the place to death, had a few good seasons, maybe even raised some kids, and then they left feeling sorry for themselves when there was nothing more to rip out. That’s what they knew. That’s the story of this place.’

			‘Well maybe they shouldn’t have come,’ Mick replied, pulling his feet down off the dashboard and not really listening as he watched the speedo needle strain ever higher. 

			‘You know,’ Dan said, ‘I think you might be right.’ But the way he said it, the sarcastic way he looked at Mick, you just knew he didn’t mean it. ‘But what you just said made me wonder if you could have taught them something.’

			‘I couldn’t teach anyone anything,’ Mick said, feeling frightened. 

			‘What would you have done? Would you have chopped the trees down? Would you have overstocked and run the waterholes to shit? Would you have ploughed the land up till it had nothing left to give?’ 

			Mick couldn’t figure him out. What was he? Some mad greenie? 

			‘I’m no farmer,’ Mick said, wondering if he’d be better off back on the road.

			‘Neither were these people,’ Dan answered grimly. ‘Not if by farmer you mean someone who cultivates the land. Does this land look cultivated to you? Have you actually had a look at this place?’ 

			‘Maybe it always was shit,’ Mick said, starting to feel cornered. 

			‘Now it’s interesting you should say that,’ Dan answered, continuing to apply his foot to the accelerator, ‘because I think that’s exactly what they thought, too. This land is shit, a thousand miles of shit and ten thousand miles from anywhere people might care. Why not flog it to death?’

			‘I can’t see what you’re getting at.’ 

			‘What I’m getting at, Mick, is that the people who did this probably weren’t all that different to you.’ 

			‘Don’t blame me,’ Mick answered. ‘I didn’t do this.’ 

			But Dan wasn’t finished yet. ‘Maybe you didn’t, but people like you did; people travelling north, following their dreams, hoping to find out something about the world and make their fortune along the way; confident people, righteous people—just like you.’

			‘I’m not righteous,’ Mick answered, trying to be careful what he agreed to.

			‘That’s what happened here,’ Dan continued. ‘And now they’ve done with it, they’ve moved on.’ 

			‘Well good luck to them,’ Mick answered nervously as the car picked up speed. 

			‘They don’t need luck,’ Dan answered, looking straight at him. 

			‘What are you saying?’ Mick faltered. No one had ever looked at him that way; he hadn’t even imagined a look like that—so malignant, so full of anger. 

			‘They’re finished; it’s finished. It’s you, people like you who need the luck.’ 

			‘Don’t you think you should slow down a little?’ Mick said, seeing the needle clipping a hundred and ten.

			But Dan pressed on as if he hadn’t even heard Mick, or as if Mick hadn’t really spoken. ‘There’s a cancer eating this country,’ he said. ‘It’s the cancer of bad faith.’

			A hundred and twenty. 

			‘I don’t know how fast this thing can go, mister, but I reckon you’re really pushing it.’ Mick could feel the back end swaying from side to side as the wheels started to lose their grip.

			‘You ever heard of bad faith, Mick? You know what bad faith is?’

			Bad faith? What sort of shit was this? ‘Look, if you’re some kind of religious nut you can let me off right here. In fact, I’d rather you did,’ Mick said, almost reaching for the door.

			But Dan wasn’t letting him out, not here. 

			‘Bad faith is the refusal of freedom. Bad faith is standing at the open door of your prison, and pulling it shut tight just in case you might be tempted to get out and do something you regret—like live a little. That’s what bad faith is, Mick, and that’s how most people live.’ 

			Mick grabbed the edge of his seat, wondering what to do. The car was shooting straight up the hill, a dusty, rock-strewn slope all that beckoned on his side of the car. 

			‘A great man once said, man is born free, but is everywhere in chains,’ Dan said, a calm and serene look settling on his face. ‘And you know what? We put those chains on ourselves.’

			The whole car was shaking now as it sped toward the crest.

			‘What are you doing?’ Mick cried, horrified. ‘Stop!’

			Could he have stopped? You get in a car with a stranger, you don’t know where you might end up. Mick had had his fair share of loons and psychos along the way, but nothing like this. Nothing had prepared him for this.

			‘All of us just pretending it’s somebody else’s fault we’re in the fix we’re in, and doing nothing but whining about it. Bad faith, Mick. Don’t you think that’s weird? Don’t you think it’s weird when people don’t even want to save themselves when they know they’re dying?’

			‘Stop, for fuck’s sake!’ Mick cried as the car swerved drunkenly off into the dirt. ‘Put on the brakes!’

			‘Oops …’ Dan said, easing it back onto the tar. 

			‘Stop,’ Mick screamed. ‘The car can’t take it! Let me out!’ 

			‘Take you, for example,’ Dan continued evenly. ‘I’m not sayin’ you’re a bad kid. I think you’re probably a very good kid—in fact, I’m sure you are.’ 

			Grabbing the wheel wasn’t an option, and throwing himself out of the car at that speed didn’t have a lot to recommend it, either. ‘What do you want? Let me out! Let me out of here!’

			‘But you’re so damn self-absorbed,’ Dan said. ‘You hardly notice anything that’s going on around you.’ 

			‘What’re you talking about?’ Mick cried, shooting a look over the back seat, out the window, anywhere for an escape hatch.

			‘Like this, Mick,’ Dan answered firmly, his teeth flashing. 

			‘Alright, I can see it!’ Mick protested. But he didn’t fool Dan. 

			‘Like this,’ he repeated. For a moment Mick wondered if he’d been in the army, the way he barked it out like an order. ‘You can’t even see what it is, can you?

			‘I can see it, I can see it, fuck you!’ Mick cried. And he knew what he was talking about: this country, the mad devastation and lost loneliness of it all. And for that moment, Mick saw it all through Dan’s eyes, and was terrified.

			But that wasn’t good enough for the other man, and swerving onto the wrong side of the road, Dan snarled, ‘Don’t swear, Mick, it disturbs my concentration. It’s the end, Mick, that’s what it is.’ 

			The wheel! The idiot had let go of the wheel! ‘No!’ cried Mick diving for it. 

			But Dan fended him off. ‘And it is your fault, because all you had to do was forget what you know, and reach out to stop it.’ 

			But it was too late, and Mick’s hands fumbled impotently as the guy somehow blocked him without even raising a lather. What was he going to do? Knock him out cold? With the prick’s foot still jammed on the accelerator? 

			‘You’re the problem, Mick, that’s what I’m saying.’

			There they were, shooting up the hill on the wrong side of the double lines, with Mick expecting a truck to come over the top at any moment, and the madman at the wheel had just let go. Mick had never imagined anything like this. It was like he was watching himself die in slow motion. And there was nothing he could do; nothing he could fucking do.

			‘No! Fuck! No!’ Mick cried, every cell in his body burning. 

			‘Can you hear the angels, Mick?’ Dan’s voice was as soothing as a mother’s breath as the car rocketed into the blistering black air and for a moment seemed to touch eternity—for a moment seemed suspended, frozen in time. Free …

			And then it slammed down with a suspension-smashing jolt onto the hard empty asphalt on the other side. It was amazing; it was incredible; they were alive—they were fucking alive. Taking hold of the wheel, Dan guided it back to the right side of the road, as Mick cried in terrified relief, ‘Fuck! Fuck!’ 

			‘Life’s fun when you let go, Mick.’ 

			‘You’re crazy! You’re one crazy motherfucker!’ Mick cried, his body still shaking from shock. 

			‘There’s no one here, Mick. They’re dead. They’ve been dead for years, all those poor suckers who asked so what? They’re dead, and they didn’t even know it.’ 

			Mick didn’t know whether to hit him or kiss him. All he knew for sure was that he wanted to get out of that car fast.

			‘You’re one crazy fuck,’ he babbled. ‘You had me fooled. You sure had me fooled.’ Mick didn’t know what he was saying. He wasn’t saying shit; his brain was still ricocheting inside his head.

			‘See what she missed out on,’ Dan said. 

			‘You’re evil,’ Mick answered. ‘You’re fucking evil.’ And maybe he believed it, or maybe he was just glad to be alive.

		

	


	
		
			Three

			Dan stepped onto the broken concrete drive of the petrol station and gave the place the once over. Across the road a couple of ponytailed teens were standing outside the milk bar in a line of boarded-up shops, leaning on the verandah, sipping Cokes and giggling. Glancing uncertainly at the cracked shop windows and overgrown footpath Mick reached into the car for his bag, glad to be on his way again. 

			‘Great meeting you, and thanks for the lift.’ Mick tried to sound manly, but Dan, tossing him the car keys, turned toward the dust-covered pub opposite. 

			‘Get him to fill it up and check the tyres,’ he said.

			It was an order, or a command, or something; a directive, like Mick was his kid. Mick didn’t like it. But the ancient petrol attendant stepped up in his tatty check shirt and hunting cap and said admiringly, ‘An old Chevy, ay? Not many of them around now.’ And that sort of sealed it without Mick even realising. 

			Mick half glanced at the pump without really seeing it before looking resentfully after Dan as he disappeared into the pub over the road. Well, it was the least he could do, he supposed. Help the other guy out. After all he’d done.

			‘Fill ’er up,’ he said. Something like a smile curdled across the old man’s stubbly lips as he reached for the petrol hose. And for some reason Mick felt angry.

			The first time Mick had heard of Australia, he’d wanted to go there. The big empty spaces, the flat expanse, the weird, stupid animals, the nothingness of it all. That’s what he wanted. He wanted to be in a place where you could stand and look around and not see one human being at all. For hundreds of miles. Even as a ten year old, he’d wanted to get away from human beings: human beings and their problems; human beings and their whiny complaints. His mother, his sister, everyone he knew had something wrong with them most of the time, and he just wanted them all to shut up and leave him alone to play in the corner with his soldiers and his cars. 

			Britain was gone, finished, filled with Pakis and Indians and people who just wanted to use you up and toss you aside, people who just wanted to stick their hands in your pockets and take whatever it was you had in there. The fag end of Britain’s dead empire; mean, grimy, grubby and covered with the mistakes of a hundred generations, or a thousand, or however long people had been sliming their way across the place, fucking it up. That’s the Britain Mick had grown up in, and he’d wanted to get away from it for practically as long as he could remember.

			‘Check your oil?’ The old guy already had the hood up. 

			Looking up and away, Mick could see a flock of black birds circling in the sky above. Funny, he didn’t know crows flocked. Crows or ravens, whatever they called them down here. Crows. Wait a minute, a murder of crows. That was it, wasn’t it? That’s what they call a flock of black birds, a murder of crows. 

			Funny name, he mused, I wonder why. 

			Looking back across to the pub, he saw the mangy dog get up and lazily scratch itself, as a kid with a hoola hoop rocked back and forth on the broken, weedy footpath in front of a vacant lot. A farmer lazed in the shade drinking a beer and thinking whatever malignant thoughts he was thinking. But Dan was nowhere to be seen.

			‘What do you call this place?’ Mick asked for no particular reason. As a matter of fact he didn’t want to talk at all, it just sort of spluttered out of its own volition.

			‘You don’t call it nothin’,’ the old guy answered. ‘Top you up?’

			Mick looked back to see him peering into the engine. ‘If it needs it,’ he said.

			‘Used to have a name, but they took it away,’ the man continued, the thick, honey-coloured oil glugging into the hot, stinking engine. ‘Not enough people to be called a place—not after the Sheldons moved out—so they took the name away.’ He was peering down into the dark depths of the thing like he was looking for something, but he was probably just bored and trying to make conversation. ‘A hundred years of history in that name, and now it’s gone.’ 

			‘Sorry to hear it,’ Mick said indifferently. ‘What was it?’ 

			‘Brickfield.’ Mick looked off at the bare hills surrounding it, vaguely wondering where they made the bricks.

			‘Where you headed?’

			‘Wycombe,’ Mick answered without thinking. 

			‘Wycombe?’ the guy asked, looking up from the dipstick. ‘You’re going the long way about it, aren’t ya? You’d be better off on the coast road.’ 

			‘I’m not the driver,’ Mick answered, flicking a fly out of his eye. 

			‘In fact you’d be better off on most roads than this one—just a bunch of potholes held together by tar. How come you’re so far inland?’ 

			‘Doing the scenic drive,’ Mick answered, pleased with his repartee. 

			‘Hope you’re enjoying it,’ the old guy answered, ‘because it’s pretty well what you’ll be getting for the next coupla hundred miles.’ 

			‘Suits me,’ Mick answered. ‘I like things flat.’ 

			‘Wycombe,’ the man repeated. ‘You reckon you’ll make it?’ 

			There was something in his voice that made Mick look back. ‘What do you mean?’

			Moving around to the front of the car, the old guy pointed to a green puddle already forming on the cracked concrete underneath the engine. ‘What’s that?’ Mick asked. 

			‘Looks like you got a leak.’ 

			There was something almost visceral about the screwdriver digging at the lump of shit in the radiator and, as the old guy grunted while he prized it out, Mick felt like he was watching a piece of nineteenth century surgery. Finally, it gave with a little spurt of green radiator fluid dribbling down the grill. 

			Taking the lump of flattened metal in his dirty, cracked fingers the old fella held it up for inspection. ‘Looks like someone took a shot at you,’ he said knowingly, his voice taking on a conspiratorial edge. 

			Looking at it, Mick felt an odd mixture of anxiety and guilt, like it was his fault the car had been shot at before he even got in. That’s the way he was. He was always thinking everything was his fault. That’s one of the things he was trying to change about himself. That, and talking too much.

			‘Lucky they hit you where they did, otherwise you wouldn’ta made it this far,’ the guy said, passing the slug over. 

			Mick took the lump of lead in his hand, turning it over in his palm and wondered what it meant. ‘What is it?’

			‘Well I’m no expert, but I can tell you it didn’t come out of a cap gun.’

			As the crows flew once more over the skeletal trees, the gas attendant poured some goo into the radiator. Replacing the cap, he slammed the bonnet shut. ‘That oughta fix it,’ he said. ‘At least till you get a bit further up the road. Goin’ to Wycombe, you say?’

			Mick wasn’t sure what he should say any more, so he answered vaguely, ‘Wycombe, Baron—somewhere up there.’ 

			The girls in ponytails and scrunchies were dawdling awkwardly on the shop verandah, swinging their legs and a little too curious about what was happening on this side of the road for their own good. ‘Any buses come this way?’ Mick asked, wanting to get out of there and looking at his bag.

			‘Not this way,’ the old guy snorted. ‘Nobody comes this way.’ 

			Except Mick and Mr Weird. To tell the truth, Mick wasn’t even sure how he’d gotten there himself. Took the wrong turn somewhere, got off too late, and landed in the middle of nothing. That’s life in a nutshell, isn’t it? His life, anyhow.

			‘A gun shot in the radiator’s a pretty funny thing,’ the old guy was saying, angling for something. ‘Think I should probably report it to the sergeant over there.’ 

			Glancing in the direction the old guy was looking, Mick saw the local cop shop next to a rusting truck bed, and getting the drift answered, ‘I’m just hitching, mister. I don’t know anything about it.’ 

			‘Hitching’s illegal around here, you know,’ the old man said informatively. ‘I’d hate to see you stuck.’

			‘Illegal?’ Mick said, not believing him. ‘Since when?’ Mick had been hitching for a while now, and hadn’t had any trouble.

			‘On the spot fine, I hear,’ the old fella answered, wiping his hands on the dirty rag he’d pulled out of a can by the bowser. ‘Pretty hefty one, too, I understand,’ he added, looking up at Mick. ‘Trying to discourage hitchhikers. Too dangerous.’ 

			‘I haven’t done anything wrong,’ Mick protested. 

			‘Not for me to say,’ the old guy said. ‘I’m just tellin’ you the law.’ 

			That was the funny thing about this place—all anybody ever wanted to do was help. Biting his lip as he fingered the last of his money, Mick asked, ‘How much?’ 

			Craning a little to see how much he had, the old guy answered measuredly, ‘Well, counting the petrol, the oil, the radiator goo … and labour,’ he said like he was tallying it all up in his head, ‘I’d say you’re not going to get much change out of …’

			Mick looked up at him.

			‘Seventy,’ the man decided.

			‘Seventy dollars?’ Mick sputtered. ‘You only put forty dollars worth of petrol in. How much is the radiator stuff?’

			‘Oh, look, there’s the sarge now,’ the man replied cockily. Looking up, Mick saw a cop car pulling into the station and a cop get out and stalk toward the front door. Returning his gaze to the geezer, the old man stared smugly back at him, a gotcha kind of look playing in his eyes. Digging into his wallet, he handed over the last of his money.

			Mick watched as the guy flicked through it carefully, his lips moving as he counted it out, when a voice behind called, ‘Catch.’ Turning, he copped a can of coke flying toward him as Dan stepped up cradling two bottles of over-proof in a brown paper bag. 

			‘How come you took so long?’ Mick asked. 

			‘You’ve got a real thing with time, haven’t you,’ Dan said, taking in the old timer still dawdling by the pumps pretending to tidy up. ‘What’re you in such a hurry for?’ 

			But Mick’s attention had been caught by something else. Turning, Dan saw the girls slouching by the empty barber’s shop over the road watching them. 

			‘Girls, ay?’ he said. 

			‘What?’ Mick asked blankly, looking back. But Dan just smirked. 

			‘Why didn’t you say so?’
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