
[image: Cover: Belief, by Marlion Pickett and Dave Warner]


[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]



[image: Image]
AFL PHOTOS





Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.






[image: Belief by Marlion Pickett and Dave Warner, S&S Australia]





Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander readers are warned that this book contains images of people who are deceased or who may now be deceased.




‘Some people say what’s happened to me is a fairytale, but if you’re looking for a change and a better life then it’s up to you if you want to change it’

MARLION PICKETT, AUSTRALIAN STORY








FOREWORD

FROM THE CEO

I have had the privilege of hearing the roar of the Tiger Army, both as a player and administrator, for more than half my life. But the roar when Marlion Pickett kicked his goal in the third quarter of the 2019 Grand Final was unlike anything I had experienced before. The stadium shook, it was palpable.

The goal itself was quite straightforward. A precision pass from Dustin Martin landed in Marlion’s hands 40 metres out from goal and directly in front. The kick sailed straight through the middle. He pointed to the heavens, acknowledging those close to him who are no longer with us. Teammates mobbed him, beaming with unbridled joy. Fans rejoiced in the goal and the story. It was an unforgettable moment that will live long in the hearts and minds of everyone who was at the MCG that day.

But the journey to that moment was anything but straightforward. The Marlion Pickett story is a tribute to perseverance, self-belief and family. It is the story of someone that never gave up on their dream and became the first grand final debutant since 1952. At that moment, this quietly spoken, hard-working young man was a world away from where it all began. This book shares his remarkable story.

Brendon Gale

CEO, Richmond Football Club

FROM THE SENIOR COACH

I remember calling Marlion Pickett into my office. Trent Cotchin and Dustin Martin were already there – we were going to break the news that he would be making his AFL debut in the 2019 grand final.

The recruiting team and coaches had liked what they had seen of Marlion long before he arrived at Richmond. He was a natural footballer, a smooth mover who had an innate feel for the game.

He arrived in mid-2019 and was quickly dominating VFL games and he had all the traits of an AFL footballer. When injury created opportunity, he was next in line.

He sat down in my office and we told him he was playing. There were no tears or histrionics. Just a nod and a smirk followed by a warm embrace with his teammates. He played superbly in the grand final, handling the moment in a way very few thought he would be capable of on the big stage.

It did not surprise me. I think his reaction to the news he would be playing told me that. It was the reaction of someone who has dealt with much bigger issues in his life than a game of football. It was the reaction of someone whose lived experience we could not begin to understand. It was the reaction of someone that knew he could cope.

The Marlion Pickett story is a remarkable one. We are incredibly proud to have him at our club. His journey to becoming a Richmond man is truly extraordinary.

Damien Hardwick

Senior Coach, Richmond Football Club
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PROLOGUE

28 September 2019, Melbourne Cricket Ground

The black guernsey with the yellow diagonal stripe bearing a big white number 50 on the back has been neatly folded, ready for the ceremony. People are crammed into the concrete rectangle bedecked with black and yellow bunting. It reeks of adrenaline and rubbed liniment, some fresh, some lingering since Ron Clarke lit the Olympic flame back when men wore hats and women long gloves. Goodwill abounds, and there is a collective sense of history in the making.

The jumper presentation is a big moment in the life not just of the player preparing for his or her first league game but in the lives of all those who have guided them to this achievement. For the recipient, nothing can ever be the same. To have played a game at the top level of the Australian Football League gives you status for life. Even one miserable game sets you apart from all of us dreamers who have stood on the terrace, the hill or behind the goals in glaring sun and driving rain. One game and you are baptised into a rare fellowship

Today’s ceremony is special.

For a start, it is taking place in the bowels of the Melbourne Cricket Ground, the basilica of the game. It’s such a privilege to debut here, like starting your Test cricket career at Lord’s or making your music debut at the Grand Ole Opry.

But today, 28 September 2019, is even more singular. Other footballers have made their debut at the ground, just not on this special day in the football calendar: the AFL grand final. It’s like a jockey having their first ride ever in the Melbourne Cup. You have to go back sixty-seven years to find a precedent, when Collingwood’s Keith Batchelor made his debut in the 1952 VFL grand final.

So yes, this is highly unusual, to say the least. In under an hour the stadium will have close on a hundred thousand nervous souls, drumming their feet, gulping pies, screaming their lungs out. At the moment a lot are still outside enjoying the festivities, or in bars grabbing a drink before things get serious.

For those down here, though, the focus is on the slog it has taken player and family alike to get to this point: Auskick, endless car trips to junior training and far-away matches, canteen duty, goal umpiring in driving rain, last-minute dashes for forgotten boots. Most making their debut are only a year or two out of school. There are traces of teenage pimples, Mum still does their laundry.

Today is unique, however, not so much because it’s the first time in sixty-seven years a player has made his debut in the season’s biggest and most important game but because of the incredible journey that player has made.

In the lexicon of sports writing, there are few more overused words than redemption. Yet in this case, there’s no word more appropriate. This presentation publicly signifies the redemption of a man who might so easily have been lost not just to football but to his loved ones, society and himself.

Standing ready to receive his jumper is not some young gun schoolboy footballer but twenty-seven-year-old Marlion Pickett, a Noongar man from Western Australia, father of four children. Convicted as a teenager of burglary and assault, Marlion has found himself in some dark places, with despair and shame his only companions.

He had a choice: give up and accept the fate that life seemed to have mapped out for him, or change course. He chose to change. But nobody knows better than him that he could not have done it without the support of those who are gathered around him at this minute.

Family is Marlion’s world, and as he stands there ready to receive his Richmond jumper, he feels blessed to have two families: those of his blood, and the second family that he has found through football. Everything Marlion holds dear is in this room: his partner, Jess, and their four young children; his father, Thomas, beaming from the wheelchair emphysema has sentenced him to; his mother, Angela, who raised not just Marlion but six other children too. There’s his friend Dominic, who shared jail time with him and has sat with Marlion through moments of self-doubt when he felt like quitting; Tony ‘Wilbur’ Walters from South Fremantle, who reached out to the stripling when he arrived at the West Australian Football League (WAFL) club and took him under his wing; Anthony ‘Vando’ Van Der Wielen, his manager, who has hustled and harried AFL clubs to consider taking a player at an age when many are retiring; Blair Hartley, the Richmond recruiter who has stuck with him when it seemed fate had steamrolled Marlion yet again; and then his coach, Damien Hardwick, who has put his own reputation on the line to pick him in this game.

All of these people have helped, but it is Marlion who has had to find the fortitude and self-belief to wade through a morass of disappointment. Overlooked for six long years in the AFL draft, he has had to patiently wait while teammates and players of lesser ability raced ahead of him to the AFL bus. With every lead he has made, his past has been dogging him, bumping him, trying to shove him out of contention. And this year, when it finally seemed like he just had to be picked, fate slammed into him hard, leaving him with a broken finger not once but twice. It’s unbelievable he’s made it here. Especially to him. He admits he has felt like giving in many times. Marlion Pickett’s story is not one of a superhero but of a flawed human being, who just kept coming back.



‘I can’t change my past, but I can change’





And here he is.

He’s standing to the side, excited and more than a little proud as great Richmond clubman Shaun Grigg, who retired in order to set up a place on the team for a new recruit, picks up the jumper and looks over to him, ready to present it.

Yes, Marlion, it’s coming your way. You have earned this. Nobody has ever earned his chance more.

As far as the big story goes of a lost man finding himself, it doesn’t matter if Marlion gets a kick out there today or not. He’s already won. He knows that as he looks around the room and sees who is there and, just as importantly, who he wishes was but isn’t. Some of those closest to him haven’t made it, but they are in his heart and always will be.

Marlion’s mantra over the last six years has been ‘I can’t change my past, but I can change’. And he has changed. Now he is ready to take the stage and prove it to everybody.

Is he nervous? Hardly. Excited, yes. But he’s ready for this. Only a few short weeks ago, he had to tell his ten-year-old niece that her father would never be coming home. ‘That’s the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do in my life,’ he confesses.

This is easy. This is football. Football is the one joyous, stress-free place that he has been able to go to throughout his whole life when everything off the field has been chaos.

To the cheers of those around him, Marlion takes the jumper and pulls it on.

He’s not the least bit anxious about what awaits him out there. ‘It’s just a game of football. Only thing different is it’s a big crowd.’

There’s not much light filtering through the player race. Out there, that’s the future, and soon he will step into it and complete the public fairytale. But every fairytale needs a beginning.

And so it is with Marlion Pickett’s.
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CHAPTER 1

‘There was a big tree in our backyard and me and my brothers would climb it all the time. That’s about the first thing I remember.’

It’s not surprising that Marlion Pickett’s first memory is of a physical challenge. It is through his body that Marlion has always confronted the world around him, whether in the streets or on the football field. Standing at 184 centimetres, or a shade over six feet in the old terms, Marlion’s lean body is probably as hard as that old tree was.

‘Sometimes you’d fall, crash through the branches and that. Then you’d just do it again.’

It might be a metaphor for his whole life. At the time of writing, Marlion’s only twenty-eight, but he’s already crunched a couple of different lives; crashed and burned plenty but hauled himself up off the ground, ignored the bruises and peered up, searching for the top of that other tree, the one that most of us try our hand at – success, contentment, whatever it is we’re striving for.

Sometimes the summit seemed so far away from him that Marlion could doubt it was there. Especially in the dark days, locked in his prison cell. But he would never stop trying. He’d just start climbing all over again, centimetre by centimetre.

The tree of Marlion’s first memory was located in the backyard of a brick-and-tile house in the northern suburbs of Perth. This prairie of suburban houses is so unremittingly flat, it could have been baked in a giant cake tin. In summer, the suburbs often miss out on the therapeutic ocean breeze dubbed the Fremantle Doctor. If you’re caught outdoors, you’d best head for the shade of a big gum tree, though these have been thinned out over the years as Perth’s population has grown, the suburban sprawl of brick-and-tile houses with their ubiquitous cement driveways spreading like paint from an upturned can.

‘We lived on Marangaroo Drive,’ says Marlion, who in January 1992 burst into the world at Perth’s Swan Districts Hospital, the third of three boys, son of Thomas Pickett senior and Angela Smith. By the time he was tree-climbing, Marlion also had two younger sisters, Elizabeth and Tiffany and a baby brother, Tyson. ‘It was mainly Sheldon, my second-oldest brother, and me and my cousins who hung out together. My oldest brother, Thomas junior, was a bit old for that by then. You’d do backflips off the fence, ride bikes, trying to push one another off.’

Marangaroo Drive is a main east-west artery for suburbs north of Perth city. This area and suburbs to the north-east at the foot of the Darling Escarpment, which forms a natural boundary to the wheatbelt, is where a lot of large Indigenous families like the Picketts live. Water is everything in Perth, always has been. You need to be affluent to dwell close to the ocean or on the lower reaches of the Swan River. There are no slums in this modern city, most every family has access to a three- or four-bedroom house or flat, but there can still be big discrepancies.

With the birth of his sister Brooke in September 2000, the youngest of Marlion’s siblings, the Pickett family hit a total of nine. ‘I don’t remember either of my parents having a job then. I guess we just lived on Centrelink. I shared a room with Sheldon. We didn’t have a lot, just a Nintendo or something, but we never felt like we missed out on anything,’ says Marlion, reflecting on those early days, when inside fun meant television or electronic games. ‘But when we’d be fighting over the controls and that, Dad would kick us outside.’

And outside, as well as the tree, the fence and the bikes, there was football, Aussie Rules style.

The Noongar nation’s lands comprise all of Perth, east into the wheatbelt and right the way down the south-west beyond Albany, Buddy Franklin territory. There is no more fertile bowl for producing football players in the whole of the country. The Noongar nation is renowned for the footballers it’s produced. Graham ‘Polly’ Farmer and Barry Cable are two legends of the 1960s and 1970s who played first in Western Australia and then in Victoria, and who heralded the flood of Noongar players into the top echelon. The Krakouer brothers, Phil and Jim, followed; they seemed to be able to communicate telepathically. Nicky Winmar, originally a South Fremantle player, famously pulled up his St Kilda guernsey and pointed at the colour of his skin when he was being racially abused at Collingwood’s Victoria Park in 1993.

‘Dad played football when he was younger but he injured his knee or something and he didn’t join in,’ says Marlion. ‘My brother Thomas was a bit older and wasn’t really there much, but Peter Walley and my other cousins would play with Sheldon and me.’

There was a lot of wrestling going on in those Pickett boys’ intra-club games, and much of the time the activity bore more resemblance to WWE than to football. ‘I liked it, having a scrap and that,’ admits Marlion.

Even at a young age, Marlion was particularly proud that he had darker skin than the others. ‘My nickname was “Blackie” and I felt good about that.’

Being younger than his brothers, Marlion wasn’t as strong, but what he did have in abundance was speed. He loved running. In fact, for most of his childhood running was his first love. ‘I never really thought much about football till later,’ he recalls.

From the backyard, Marlion’s experience in footy progressed to official junior footy. At age seven he joined the Under 9s Puma Panthers of Balga, where he played up a couple of age groups to be alongside his brother Sheldon. ‘I never played Auskick, I don’t think. Dad said, you’re big enough.’ Thomas Pickett senior was his kids’ biggest supporter. ‘He got us to our games. We had a Torana. He’d drive us, watch us. He was always there for us.’

Marlion might have been by far the youngest on the team, but mixing it with his older brothers gave him confidence. ‘You walk taller, you know?’ He was used to having to fight for the ball – and once he got it, somebody had to try to catch him.

Even running against much older kids, Marlion dominated his school carnivals. He has that gift of natural runners to lope along, seemingly in slow motion, till you check the stopwatch.

But schoolwork never grabbed Marlion. ‘I didn’t like English but I enjoyed maths and science. Mostly I liked hanging out with my friends and any kind of sport.’

Down the back of the house, the room he and Sheldon shared was spartan, with one small cupboard, a TV and game, and bunk beds, with Marlion on top. ‘I’d be looking over the edge at a book or something Sheldon had and then just fall out,’ Marlion laughs.

With so many kids and close relatives, there was always something happening at the house on Marangaroo Drive. ‘All the aunties and uncles on my dad’s side would come over for parties. My pop and nanna would be there too, and we had lots of cousins our age running around. I hardly ever saw Mum’s relatives. They didn’t like Dad. I think Dad and my mum’s brother had a fight or something.’ Marlion is sketchy on the details of past fallings-out. The alliances, feuds and disagreements even among close relatives can be numerous, and Marlion has no inclination to untangle them. These extended family gatherings at the house tended to follow a predictable pattern, Marlion remembers. ‘Everything would start well. There was lots of food and laughing. A lot of drink and drugs too. We kids would be running around with our cousins having fun, riding bikes, playing games.’


[image: Image]
AFL PHOTOS





‘People make mistakes in life and you can change and turn your life around’

DUSTIN MARTIN, AUSTRALIAN STORY





A fire would be stoked up in the backyard. The drinking would start early and continue. By nightfall, the sparks flying in the dry Perth air weren’t just those from the burning logs. ‘Somebody would say something to somebody. Then they’d start yelling.’ Fuelled by drugs and alcohol, the verbal chipping got more strident, the arguments more virulent, the participants angrier. ‘It always ended in a fight. The uncles would be fighting or Dad would be fighting.’

Marlion could read the signs. ‘You knew when it was going to go bad. Us kids would take ourselves off to our rooms. It was scary, you know. They’d fight with fists, sticks.’ Lying in his bed listening, the rumpus might go on for hours, finally petering out at three or four in the morning and settling like so much ash. ‘I don’t remember the police coming. Maybe they did but I don’t remember it.’

These parties were on an endless cycle, and whatever had sparked the fights was forgotten by the next week when another party would inevitably go the same way. Marlion gradually became desensitised. ‘I just accepted it, you know, as normal. The drugs, alcohol, fights, that was just what happened.’

Much harder to cope with was the fighting between his mother and father. This cycle was also on constant repeat. The two would bicker, calling each other out on their respective vices, and the arguments would inexorably escalate.

It wasn’t every day, though. Marlion was living in a recurring cyclone. After building to a crescendo, there might be a period of relative calm. ‘Maybe for a week. We’d have family outings. Things were good.’

But there were always dark times lurking not far away. The kids were often the target of the frustration and anger of their parents, copping a hiding when they felt they hadn’t done anything wrong. ‘Could be a strap or a stick sometimes. Both Mum and Dad would give you a whack, but Dad hit harder,’ recalls Marlion.

One beating stands out. The house was on a main road, and Marlion, Sheldon and the girls were out front playing. Sheldon and Marlion decided to cross the road. The boys waited for a break in the steady stream of fast traffic then dashed across. As they reached the other side, Marlion heard the screech of brakes. ‘I turned and seen my little sister, Tiffany, get struck by a car. She went right over and wound up sitting on the road by the kerb.’

Marlion picked her up to check she was okay. ‘The woman driver who hit her got out. She was very upset.’ As it turned out, Tiffany was fortunate, bruised but suffering no broken bones. Marlion and Sheldon didn’t get off so lightly.

‘Dad blamed us for Tiffany getting hit. We didn’t even know she was there!’ They copped a harsh belting. ‘As I was getting the strap across my backside, I was crying because I was getting punished for something that wasn’t my fault.’ Even after all these years there is a smothered outrage in Marlion’s voice. And yet as a father himself he now understands his dad’s reasoning a lot better. ‘We weren’t supposed to be out the front playing anyway, I think, because it was a busy road. And then, ’cause we was the oldest, we should have looked after the younger ones.’

Thankfully, Tiffany suffered no lasting problems.

Although he got used to the beatings and backyard family brawls, Marlion swore that if he was ever a parent, it would be different. ‘I thought, I wouldn’t do that if I have kids.’ Marlion is well aware of the contradiction between how his father ordered his children to behave and Thomas senior’s own behaviour. ‘He had a hard time. Him and his older brother were taken from their mum by welfare. I know that messed him up. They gave Dad and his brother a choice: they could go to relatives or a mission. They chose to go to their uncle’s. I think it was ten years before he saw his mum again.’

Marlion is not sure but he thinks his grandfather may have also been taken to a mission at Quairading in the wheatbelt in his youth. ‘Whenever we’d drive through, Dad would point it out,’ says Marlion. The Badjaling Mission, if that was the one, received many poor reports. Even the local farmers were worried that the conditions were substandard for the kids there. Plenty of Indigenous families like the Picketts have suffered generations of family instability. Finding himself a teenage father, Thomas Pickett senior didn’t have a strong model to fall back on, not having his own parents around him for most of his young life.

Nor does Marlion claim innocence on his part. ‘We boys weren’t easy for Mum, running around and fighting and that.’ With so many kids and only Centrelink money, it’s not hard to understand how friction would build between parents.

Marlion loves and respects his father. ‘I wouldn’t be the man I am today without Dad. If we did the wrong thing, he’d make us pay. He wouldn’t let us swear. They tried to keep us kids doing right. I think he just was taking out his frustration on us sometimes. He had a hard life. That and the alcohol would mess him up. Dad always loved us.’

That, for Marlion, is what counts.
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CHAPTER 2

When Marlion was eleven, the Pickett family piled into two cars, put their belongings into a truck and moved to Manjimup in the south-west of the state, a three-and-half-hour drive from Perth. ‘I think my parents just wanted to go to the country,’ Marlion says. At that age he had no say anyway, so he never questioned the reason.

A small country town surrounded by magnificent karri hardwood forests, Manjimup gets its name from the Aboriginal word manjin, an edible reed much valued by the Indigenous inhabitants who had been on the land for thousands of years before Europeans arrived in the area in the 1850s. Unsurprisingly, timber was one of the main industries as the population of Perth grew and the demand for building and furniture materials exploded. There was a period of dairy farming up until the 1930s and apple orchards in particular flourished. These days there are still orchards but the area also supplies truffles to fine-dining establishments all over Australia continuing its long reputation as a source of foods, although now with a much heftier price tag attached.

Marlion enjoyed living in the country. ‘I liked that it was slower than the city. We’d explore the bush, have honky nut fights.’

Marlion’s younger brother Tyson remembers some fun times with his brothers. ‘We would ride our bikes through the apple orchards to the dams. As you’d ride, you’d pick an apple and eat it. Then we’d reach the dam and have a swim.’ It wasn’t always idyllic, though. ‘There was a BMX track,’ says Tyson. ‘One time, Marlion got this shopping trolley and jumped his bike over it. I went next and cleared it the first time, but the next time I stacked it bad and cut my cheek and everything. I was crying. Marlion pointed at my cheek and laughed and said, “You’re bleeding”. That got me crying even more.’ Absorbing physical pain was already a normal part of Marlion’s world, and what was good for him was good for his little brother.

There were not many Indigenous people in the town and it was soon after starting at Manjimup Primary School that Marlion first copped racial abuse from some of the local kids. ‘They’d call us and our cousins “niggers” and “boongs”, stuff like that.’ This was a new and ugly experience for Marlion. There had been nothing similar in the city, where the mix of kids was much wider and there was a strong Indigenous presence. ‘First off there was a few kids calling us names,’ recalls Marlion, with one who was particularly aggressive and persistent. Marlion had had enough. ‘Next time he called me something I walked up and punched him in the face. The other kids pretty much stopped after that, but not him. He never changed.’

Marlion’s favourite activity at school remained sport and in particular any athletics carnival. He dominated in running over all distances. At one inter-school carnival, he broke a record for the 800 metres that had stood for more than twenty years. Marlion wasn’t even sure that he was a distance runner at that point. ‘But this other kid and me just went at it the whole way. He tore off and I just wasn’t going to let him get away. I’d get out in front, he’d come at me and I’d go away again.’ He smashed the old record by seven seconds. That same day, he broke a twelve-year record for the 400 metres and won the long jump with a new record.

Their house in Manjimup was bigger than the family was used to, and while Marlion still had a bunk bed, he also had a bedroom to himself. ‘The extra space was good, but I missed sharing with Sheldon. Someone to talk to.’ Marlion’s room was sparse: no books, computer, phone or Lego; just a TV game for recreation.

Not long after the Picketts moved to the country, family trauma arrived in the shape of Angela’s mum dying and then Thomas senior’s father going downhill rapidly with cancer. They returned to the city for his grandfather’s last days. ‘We all came back to Perth for a couple of weeks. My pop didn’t want to die in hospital so Dad and my uncles and aunties looked after him at his place in Belmont. It was about two weeks before he passed. My dad took it real hard.’

There was at least one bright moment in the gloom. Marlion got to meet his dad’s cousin, the All-Australian footballer Byron Pickett, who visited the family in Perth while his pop was ill. ‘I didn’t follow footy much then at all,’ reveals Marlion. After the visit, though, Marlion would follow North Melbourne and Port Adelaide ‘because he played for them’. Renowned for the way he used his body, Byron Pickett was one of the physically hardest players of his era. ‘I loved the way he played,’ says Marlion, who can now appreciate his cousin’s courage in the heat of battle all the more.

As if the deaths of Marlion’s grandparents weren’t enough, the family was soon dealt another blow. ‘My dad had a job at CDP, an Indigenous place that did gardening and lawnmowing and stuff. He had a falling out with another fella who worked there.’ The falling out turned into a violent personal feud. When the Pickett family returned to their house in Manjimup after caring for Marlion’s dying pop, they found the place trashed. ‘The windows were smashed. The cars were all smashed.’

‘They burned one of our cars,’ adds Tyson. ‘It was in the papers there.’

Heartbreaking for Marlion was what had happened in his room. ‘All my trophies were missing. I had fourteen,’ he laments. ‘Athletics and footy.’ Marlion had very little to treasure and those mementos had been one affirmation that in this world there were things at which he was very good. It was a cruel blow for a young boy. ‘To tell you the truth, I’m still pissed off about it. We tried to find them, we looked. Why would somebody take them?’

Marlion’s dad didn’t handle the death of his father well, then a couple of years later, his mum died too. This was probably the darkest period in the family life of young Marlion, with his dad drinking and smoking, and the volatile relationship between Thomas senior and Angela leading to his mum on several occasions moving temporarily to a refuge.

Marlion doesn’t recall his father physically abusing his mother. ‘But they were at one another, loud arguments, and sometimes I think my mum needed a break. We kids weren’t the best kids either,’ he says, as always prepared to acknowledge his own failings.

Sheldon and Marlion, now twelve years old, were expected to make their own breakfast, but they generally didn’t think that far ahead or have enough time to make lunch. ‘Sometimes there wasn’t food in the house, anyway. I remember at school a lot of the time being hungry, because we had no food.’ There were many days when Marlion’s empty stomach would gnaw away as he enviously watched other kids eating sandwiches or pies.

While at the time Marlion was sometimes upset by his volatile home life, fuelled by booze and drugs, he is also able to look back at the sacrifices his parents made as they tried to care for seven children. ‘I always thought there was some kids and family doing it harder than me and my family. Some mornings in Manjimup I had to have a cold shower or a bath because we had run out of gas in the gas bottle and we had to cook dinner and breakfast on our fire pit. Mum and Dad were up really early hours in the morning just to do a bath for us kids.’ It made him even more determined that he would want something better for any kids of his own. ‘I didn’t want my kids to have the struggle I did as a kid. I’ll always love and appreciate everything that my parents did for me and my sisters and brothers. When life got hard, my parents got us through the struggles we had in our lives. Our parents brought us up with a lot of respect.’

After a day at school on an empty stomach, the first thing Marlion did when he got home from school was make himself something to eat, provided there was food. Then it would be off to the BMX track or over to a mate’s house, or footy training. In a prelude of what was to come, Marlion played for the Manjimup Tigers in black and gold.

The south-west of the state, home to surfing competitions and world-renowned vineyards, gets a lot of wild, wintry weather, and that’s how Marlion recalls football there: ‘A lot of wet footy weekends!’

For the first time he and Sheldon couldn’t play in the same age group and he missed having his brother there, but footy is footy and the games were the highlights of Marlion’s week. ‘When you were playing, you didn’t have to focus on the shit going on at home.’ But once the final whistle blew, Marlion knew the respite had come to an end. ‘I didn’t want it to stop. I knew I would be going home to some kind of shit.’

More than once the police came around because of problems between his mum and dad. This could be anytime, day or night. Marlion recalls times where the police took his mum off to a refuge; there was one ‘in a house somewhere’ and one in a caravan park. ‘My parents would need a break from one another. They’d always get back together, but they’d need to be apart for a while.’

Marlion hated it when his parents were apart. ‘Sometimes some of us would go with Mum and some stay with Dad, or we might all go with Mum. Once she was at the refuge and the police came around to make sure all us kids went there too, but I didn’t want to leave Dad on his own. I tried to hide under a bed but the police came and pulled me out,’ he recalls. ‘I hated that it was like you had to choose between them,’ he says, and you know that this is the deep heart of Marlion’s world: family and its unity.

One Christmas his mum was in the refuge in the caravan park about ten kilometres out of town. The kids were home with his dad and food had been cooked for the Christmas lunch but, as Marlion remembers, ‘It didn’t feel like Christmas. I got a plate of food together and some drinks and put them in a bag. I snuck out and got on my bike and rode out to visit Mum. I didn’t want her to miss out.’ Marlion rode all the way there and spent a couple of hours with his mum, then rode all the way back. He never told his father where he had been. ‘Often, when Mum was in the caravan park, I would do that kind of thing, take a little bag with me and visit for the day.’


[image: Image]
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There was no outright harassment of Marlion and his brother and cousins from the local cops, but the police kept an eye on them. Not long after the boys arrived in town, the local police pulled them over on their bikes and asked their names and where they lived. At this stage there was no drugs, drinking or breaking and entering going on with Marlion and his crew, but sometimes they got into trouble for trespassing. Bored, they would head over to the shops and climb up on roofs and generally hang about places they weren’t supposed to. While Marlion once got a talking to, there were no charges laid and he wasn’t in any real trouble.

For somebody who has spent a great deal of his life in conflict with the law, Marlion does not have any complaints about the way he personally has been treated by police. ‘They are just doing their job. Once, though, there was talk that my mum was left naked in a police cell in Manjimup, stripped by male police and left like that. I think that’s pretty fucked up. They shouldn’t be able to do that,’ he says, outrage still evident.

High school didn’t impress Marlion any more than primary school, but he never skipped. ‘Mum and Dad expected us to go to school and we did.’ Manjimup High School was small, with, by Marlion’s estimate, only around forty or so kids in each year, which was then Year 8 through to Year 12, so no more than a couple of hundred students all up. As in primary school, he didn’t mind maths and science, and he enjoyed drama and anything that might get him out of the classroom. ‘I remember they showed us how to walk on stilts. That was fun. And I guess I liked to be the class clown a bit,’ he chuckles.

While Marlion failed to find any of the teachers inspirational, there was one teacher who would reach out. ‘Ask me, “How are you going, how’s your day?” Calm me down and talk when I’d had a shit day.’

When it came to sport there was no need for counselling. Just as in primary school, Marlion competed in the inter-school sports carnival. He ran against much older boys and won all his races, from 100 metres to 3 kilometres. Tyson remembers his older brother’s running feats. ‘He was a real Forrest Gump,’ he laughs. ‘That was Marlion, always running.’

Footy was becoming a bigger part of Marlion’s life, but while the Manjimup Tigers continued to make grand finals, they were perennially beaten by teams from the nearby town of Deanmill. Marlion did get some reward though. He and one other player from his team were obviously regarded as its best players and they would always be called upon to play for the older Colts side if they were short of players. In 2006, a fourteen-year-old Marlion was called up to play for the Colts in the grand final. Two to three years younger than most in the team, Marlion acquitted himself well and was rewarded with being part of a premiership team.

Out of school, Marlion mixed primarily with other Indigenous kids. He did have some white mates in the footy side, and there were a couple of boys who lived down the road he would hang with, but mostly he continued to spend time with a fairly small group, mainly cousins.

Despite the tough times in his childhood, Marlion does remember some highlights. ‘We all went to Busselton once for a holiday for about a week. Running down the beach, swimming every day.’ He brightens at the memory.

An envious Tyson remembers, ‘Dad and Marlion went surfing, and Marlion got taken for some surfing lessons, but I couldn’t go because I still had stitches in from stacking my BMX.’

One memory about living in Manjimup stands out for Tyson. ‘We’d all go to the bush down there and my brothers would drive a speedway car. I’m pretty sure it was Thomas’s. There were a lot of gravel tracks. I was too young to drive but they all did. We had motorbikes in the backyard, too.’

Marlion remembers the speedway car with fondness. ‘We weren’t supposed to drive it on the road but our house was only about a hundred metres from the bush, so we drove it into the bush where there were plenty of tracks. I didn’t drive a lot, I was a bit young. When I started to veer off the track into the bush, I had to stop. We had a big motorbike in the backyard but I was a bit small to ride it. It was a lot of fun, though, with my brothers.’



When Marlion was fifteen, in 2007, the family pulled up stumps once again and moved back to Perth. It was a disappointment for Marlion, who enjoyed the relaxed pace of living in the country and had built relationships with friends that he would now have to do all over again. ‘I liked it in the country,’ Tyson agrees. ‘It was slower.’

Marlion is no more clear on what motivated the return to Perth than on what caused them to head south in the first place. ‘Can’t do anything about it. You’re just a kid,’ he says.

This time, Sheldon, now seventeen, did not join them. Sheldon’s girlfriend was pregnant so Sheldon stayed behind in the south-west with her. For the first time in his life, Marlion was without his best ally. ‘I missed him,’ he says simply. ‘He was like my closest friend.’

The house the Picketts moved into was in Watkins Street at Eden Hill in the north-east suburbs of Perth. ‘But I was enrolled at Balga High School,’ says Marlion. The school was about fifteen kilometres away from the house. The suburbs around Balga are called ‘The Bronx’ by Indigenous kids in honour of the tough New York City neighbourhood.
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