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Blame it on the dwarf. Everyone else did – even his mother, Grodna, the local witch for the village of Kranski. Hunched-back and warty, she was almost an accepted member of her community. A fringe member, perhaps, accepted only on special occasions such as births, deaths and illnesses. At which times, she was called upon for her magical skills. For her services, she’d be paid with a skinny chicken or a not-too-fresh loaf of bread.

Then she had to go and have that little troll, Bogden, a splotchy mewling albino of a thing. It cried and cried and though she lived on the perimeter of the village, Bogden’s constant mewling put everyone’s teeth on edge. Nor was he an attractive thing. He wasn’t even truly albino but, rather, patches of flaming red. And hunched-back, too, a gift from his mother. All in all, the good people of Kranski decided that their local witch had consorted with a demon. From then on, she was ostracised and her life became hard, very hard indeed.

She blamed the Dwarf for her hardships and beat the blame into his childhood. But at thirteen, after years of climbing down caves, the little devil was stronger than his mother and beat her back. Soon after that auspicious event, he left home, a determined Rumpelstiltskin intent to make his way in the world.

To say he was not liked would be an exaggeration. He was hated. He was detested. But he was useful because going down caves led him to going down mines. It suits him, the other miners said. Going down was closer to hell and that was where he belonged.

He tried to be liked, using the skills he picked up from his mother. Or by applying the little bit of magic he picked up in his wanderings or acquired from deep caves possessed of mutating radiation. He tried to be liked, but never succeeded. Sure, while someone sick could only crawl, they’d be appreciative. Yet as soon as they could stand, they would brush him aside with broken promises. Rejection after acceptance was even worse than constant rejection.

The Dwarf seethed with hatred and malice. People used to come to his mother when a girl wanted a boy and they required a suitable potion of attraction. Cost – one chicken. People came to the Dwarf when they wanted to separate a girl from a boy and they required a suitable potion of repulsion. Cost – three chickens. Because he never got a girl himself, despite the power of his potions, quite often it was not necessary for people to come to him with their requests. Quite often, potions of repulsion simply boiled out of him. 

Since in his presence, dogs howled and nights grew darker, villagers or miners were very quick to ladle the blame for any problems onto the misshapen Dwarf. So he was driven from village to village, taking his chickens with him. Eventually, it seemed that his native land was too small for Bogden. In fact, for a dwarfish person the whole of Eastern Europe seemed too small. Luckily, Australia had just hit the jackpot. By 1870, even Princes that long ago had been turned into frogs knew that the land of hopping crocodiles was exploding with gold. In a country too new to have streets paved with gold, the dirt tracks sparkled with the stuff.

New beginnings. In a heart that had been shaped by malice, there was still a small seed of hope. Maybe in this new country, there was a place even for Bogden, the misshapen dwarf. In 1872, he set sail for the land downunder. If he had read the signs aright, he would’ve turned back at the first port of call, but hope had blinded him. The voyage was plagued by storms and intermittent bursts of burning sun. The Dwarf constantly teetered between seasickness and sunburn, only to be saved by his magic. Nor did he find favour with other passengers. They were young, yes, but they carried the weight of all the ancient prejudices from all the old countries. Though the language barriers were breached, the barrier between dwarf and not-dwarf remained.

Bogden arrived in Brisbane and, taking gold from the pouch that hung around his neck, he bought tools from failed miners returning to the more secure jobs as clerks or shopkeepers. Weighted down, the Dwarf continued north to Gympie. In the wild-west hustle on the outskirts of the town, he set up his tent and staked his claim.

Next door to him was a big Irish bloke, Jack, with flaming red hair and a temper to match. He took against the Dwarf, ‘accidentally’ knocking over his buckets of water or kicking his tent pegs. One time, in a fit of good humour, he dropped a stick of dynamite down the Dwarf’s mineshaft. Since Bogden’s clairvoyance was working at its paranoid peak, he happened to be somewhere else when that particular accident occurred.

It wasn’t long before the Dwarf realised that the more things changed, the more they stayed the same. Of course, the more he was despised, the more his hatred grew. As it grew so did his air of menace. But Jack was a big bloke, had plenty of drinking mates and was not susceptible to airs. All this might have made no difference except that one fine day, the Dwarf found a minor fortune. More precisely, he unearthed a large nugget of almost pure gold. Though he hid it in a leather saddle, the miners had a nose for gold. As soon as Bogden surfaced and headed toward his tent, all conversation died down and every man stared fixedly at the Dwarf.

As a safeguard, Bogden put protective symbols above his tent door. He slit a chicken’s neck and poured its blood in a circle around his territory. He chanted in a language much older than his mother tongue. These wards were enough for the wogs and wops. But they had no effect on red-haired Jack. In the dead of night, with his mates to support him, he threw burning oil lamps onto Bogden’s tent. The Dwarf, coughing and spluttering, staggered outside with the saddle containing gold clutched to his puny chest. The gang jumped on him, pummelling him with fists and boots. Given no chance to fight or to curse, the only thing he could do was to withdraw his mind. In an instant, the small body was limp and unconscious.

Seeing no life in the bleeding body, Jack ordered one of his mates to hitch a horse onto a cart and to dump the corpse somewhere in the bush. No one objected. More likely, they were pleased. Doubly pleased when the big Irishman promised to return from Gympie town with a crate of whiskey in exchange for the nugget.

Bogden was unceremoniously dumped onto the earth. He wasn’t buried. The small body was simply covered with mulch. The cart returned to the mine and a few days later, Jack returned from Gympie with hard cash. He kept the bulk for himself, divided some among his mates, and threw a grand party in which cheap spirits and cheap women played the major part.

The Dwarf, suspended somewhere above his body, stretched out a tentacle of awareness. It sent back a message of red-hot pain and so he again withdrew. Every so often, he repeated the process until, at one occasion, he found the contact was bearable. Consciously touching his mind to breaks and fractures and bruises, he slowly began to heal.

Sometimes a dingo would sniff around the unmoving body, expecting to make an easy meal. Using his magic, the Dwarf would manufacture a foul smell and drive the wild dog away. An indigenous magic man also found the comatose creature. Sensing that its life was not gone but only held in suspension, plus knowing that he and the Dwarf had the same enemies, he replaced the wet mulch with dry leaves. On the Dwarf’s chest, he left a blob of healing cream made from the sap of special trees.

Slowly gaining strength, the time came when the Dwarf was ready to move. To hold the pain at bay, he used just enough awareness to seem like a mini-zombie. Staggering into trees and tripping over roots, he went in search of food. Fortunately, from his time at the mining camp, he already knew what bush tucker was good to eat and what would make him sick. For days, he grazed while at nights he sheltered in the hollow of a tree.

When his hatred overrode his weakness, he covertly approached the mining camp. His site had been taken, but ginger Jack was still in the same place. Bogden watched... and watched... and watched... planning his revenge.

Some things never change. Jack’s drinking was one of those things. Instead of investing the cash produced by the Dwarf’s nugget, he’d spent it on women and booze. Most nights, he and his mates could just about stagger to their beds. Unlike the other miners, they often left their tools scattered around the campfire. One night, the Dwarf watched and waited. The camp was silent and thick clouds covered the moon. Rubbing dirt over his blotchy red face, he crept from his hiding place and silently collected a shovel.

It was as tall as him. The handle and the shaft were made of thick wood. The spade was formed from a heavy but rusted metal. Typical Jack! Searching further afield, the Dwarf found that the miners still left unlit oil lamps outside their tents.

Taking only the shovel, he silently returned to the bush. The next morning, he selected a rock and began to clean away the rust. Working diligently, he carefully turned the blunted spade into a sharp-edged weapon.

On the next dark night, the Dwarf crept back to the mining camp. He watched as the men drank and cavorted with the women. In particular, he took note of Jack and his favourite whore, Colleen. There was something interesting about this woman and the Dwarf flapped his big nostrils to find out what. When he realised what it was, he smiled with malicious intent. Finally, those two were the last ones standing – almost standing. With the others gone, Jack staggered to his feet and threw a half-finished bottle onto the dying fire.

As the alcohol flared, he and his woman bumped aside the tent flap and stumbled out of sight. Darkening his face for a second time, Bogden crept closer. Ear to the tent, he scowled at the muffled sounds that came from inside, all the while carefully fingering the sharp edge of the shovel. It wasn’t long before the sounds changed into snorting snores. His eyes adjusted to the darkness, the Dwarf found an oil lamp and set it on low. Then he sidled into the tent.

Two figures were intertwined on a single wooden bunk. Since Jack was the much bigger of the two, it was easy to tell who was who.

“Jack!”

As he uttered the name, the Dwarf swung the shovel. With the dull sound of a splitting melon, it sunk into the miner’s head. With a roar, the man opened his eyes and sat up. As the woman fell off the bunk and blood poured down the man’s face, his bleary eyes took in the camouflaged form of the misshapen Dwarf.

“It’s a bleedin’ ghost!” Jack’s face contorted in horror. “That bloody Dwarf’s come back from the daid.”

“I am dead,” Bogden said in his harsh accent, “and you are going to join me.” He pointed a stumpy finger at the cringing whore. “Know that I curse your child and all the children of your child. They will all suffer as I have had to suffer.”

When Jack’s terrified gaze fell onto the pregnant Colleen, the Dwarf saw the miner’s horror. Satisfied, in one swift motion, he plunged the spade into the man’s throat. With a gurgle, the miner’s head fell backwards. At that terrible sight, the woman started to scream and scream. Immediately Bogden rushed outside, grabbed the low burning oil lamp and set fire to the tent. As other miners left their beds to see what the commotion was about, he spread the flames. Amidst the confusion, the darkened Dwarf slunk out of the mining camp. When he saw Colleen stumble out of the tent, he retreated once more into the bush.

With neither mining camp nor Gympie safe for him, the Dwarf decided to go further inland. Heading toward Imbil Station, he used his last horde of gold to buy a property close to the Mary River. His remaining years, he spent in hunting and panning. Except when he was forced to buy supplies, he avoided contact with any other human. Twisted in spirit as well as in body, to keep people away, he distributed blood and curses throughout the Mary River Valley.
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Chapter 2
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Danny Wickers couldn’t wait to leave school. 

Jim Wickers, his father, laughed at him. “School days, the best days of yer life.”

“Yeah, right. As if you didn’t leave school the first day you could.”

Jim was a big man with big shoulders and a big gut. He’d left school at fourteen and worked as a labourer. After a few years of sex, drugs and rock n roll, he’d met Danny’s mum, Gloria. He’d decided – Glor had decided – that he’d become an apprentice. Since he’d known someone who knew someone who supplied dope to building site managers, he managed to bully his way into a spot as a trainee carpenter. 

Young Danny wasn’t nearly as lucky as his father. He had to stay on at school till he was seventeen. He didn’t want to be a carpenter. He had big plans. He was going to join the army. He wanted to kill people. If you could really call ragheads, people. Danny wasn’t as big as his father. A bit taller than average, he was a bit on the plump size. He threw his weight around when he could. Went pink and withdrew when he couldn’t. Danny wasn’t much good at school, but he was pretty good at his hobby, catching insects. 

Like many a growing psychopath, he’d started small, trapping flies. Once caught, in jars or on sticky paper, he’d tear off their wings. If they survived that, one by one, he pulled off their legs. In a detached, almost scientific manner, he watched the insects die. Though he derived no obvious pleasure from this callous destruction, he moved on to larger creatures, cockroaches and spiders. Well, that was all right. No one liked those particular creepy crawlies.

Glor, his mum, did protest when he moved on to butterflies. “They’re so beautiful, Danny. Do you have to do that?”

“I’m only studying them. Dad, can I have a butterfly net?”

To keep the little bugger quiet, Jim Wickers flicked his son a casual backhander. “You do wot yer mum says.”

As there wasn’t much intent in that backhander, Danny knew that his father didn’t really care about the butterflies. His old man simply wasn’t going to waste the money on a net when he could spend it on booze. With that tacit approval, the boy went to a sports shop where he sometimes ogled the guns in their locked cases. He did this often enough to be ignored. So when he stuffed a net under his shirt, nobody noticed. Then he casually walked out. Butterflies, ahoy!

In Nambour on the Sunshine Coast of Queensland, there were some quite magnificent specimens and Danny went after them with a vengeance. One day, he stalked and caught a Ulysses Butterfly. Almost the size of a small bird, the inner part of the wings were a radiant blue that deepened to black on the outer part. If there ever was a creature that could be taken for a Tinkerbell, this was it. For the rest of the world, this was a kind of magical creature that lit up their day as it flittered from flower to flower. For Danny, it was simply something to be collected. Yet as he gazed at it, he frowned.

“I’ve got one of youse already.” He took out a knife. “Wonder if youse can fly with just the blue bit.” He did a bit of surgery on the wing, opened the net and let the butterfly out. It dropped to the ground. “Nah, guess not.” He wiped the blade on his shorts. “That’s interesting. I oughta do more experiments.” He put the knife away. “Like a real biologist.”

Despite his heavy lifting with butterflies, at the age of seventeen, Danny made a shocking discovery. He couldn’t pass the army fitness tests. His dream to become a soldier required that he reached a certain level with running, sit-ups and press-ups. In the time provided for the exercises, he failed.

“Too easy,” his dad said, balancing on his hands and toes for a press-up. “Wotch me.” He slowly bent his arms. He didn’t have far to go. His gut got in the way. “One.” He struggled up. “Two...” Gasping for breath, he sank down and just about came up again. On the third attempt, Jim’s face went red then purple and then white. He collapsed onto the moth-eaten carpet. “There. Let’s see youse do better.”

Danny didn’t. Danny couldn’t. Not having the gut, he actually had more depth to cover. And coming from school rather than from the building site, he didn’t even have his father’s shoulders. 

“I don’t reckon it’s the army for you, mate. You’ll have to be a plasterer.” In Jim’s mind, the hierarchy of tradies put the wetties well below the chippies. 

Danny, however, wasn’t going to let reality shatter his dreams. “No way!” The army had always been his one distant goal. “I’ll go to the gym.”

“Go to the gym.” Jim folded his thick forearms. “But I ain’t paying.”

Danny had expected this and so, in order to earn some cash, he went around the local building sites. Royalty is usually handed down from parent to child. Yet a carpenter doesn’t convey the same hereditary benefits. In fact, in Danny’s case, knowledge of his father was actually a hindrance. Eventually, though, a builder took pity on him and gave the young man the job of nailing fence posts to their supports. 

After a while, the boss came by and tugged at one of the palings. It came away from the fence. Using a hammer, he pulled out a nail and showed that it was bent.

“Don’t be so quick, Danny.” 

“That was a bum nail.” Danny was a hard one to instruct.

Once again, the older man demonstrated how to tap the hammer against the nail so that it slid in without buckling. “There, just slow and steady, slow and steady. Now you have a go.”

Danny never really learnt. If the boss was watching, he went slowly and carefully. But if no one was standing over him, he worked quickly and carelessly. No one could say of him: work was love made visible. They might’ve said: that work was speed made visible. Or: There’s a bugger of a job that needs doing again made visible. If the fence stayed up, Danny reckoned that he was ahead.

Once he had an income, Danny enrolled in a gym. During the first week, he went five times. On the second week, he went three times. On the third week, he went once. If he’d known enough about arithmetic progressions, on the fourth week he would’ve gone minus once. What he did do on the fourth week was to slouch on an old settee and watch a kung fu movie.

“Thought you were working out tonight.” His father kicked the settee.

“Yeah, right. What time is it?” Danny kept his gaze on the television screen. 

“Time ta go if you wanna get there before they close.”

“Oh, yeah.”

Danny drove to the gym but his heart wasn’t in it. A day spent hammering didn’t leave much energy for weights. A month passed and he dropped his fitness goal post. From three times a week, he aimed to work out just the once. The problem was dual fold. Not only was Danny exhausted, he also had an income. Like father, like son, he took to a life of sex, drugs and rock n roll like a duck took to water. He didn’t get much in the way of sex – perhaps because he was two left legs at rock n roll. As a result, most of his disposable income was disposed on drugs and alcohol. But he did retain enough cash to buy a longer butterfly net, plus more chemicals for preserving his specimens. 

Yet Danny never quite forgot his goal. It just took him longer to achieve than he’d bargained for. At age twenty, thanks to spending his days at hammering, he finally managed to pass all the army tests. He’d lost most of his fat and his pasty complexion was now red and weathered. Other blokes used to laugh at the podgy fellow with the butterfly net. Not anymore. They saw now that he was a mean bugger to tangle with and left him alone. 

He spent three more years in Australia, training in Brisbane, Townsville and Darwin. The young man learnt all that a modern soldier should learn. He became a grunt, a tough Aussie killing machine. With no one around, he could even shoot a butterfly at twenty paces. Now, that was more fun than catching them in his net. 

At last, at the age of twenty-three, Danny realised his dream. He was sent to Afghanistan to fight the Taliban. He was gonna collect raghead trophies. In the first month, he was sent out in an armoured vehicle. The idea was to find landmines. Unfortunately, a landmine found him first. There was a big whoof! And the back of the car blew away. None of the soldiers were seriously injured except that Danny cracked his skull. In a daze, he saw dozens of butterflies swarming around his head. He never quite recovered. Danny was pensioned out and never quite made it back to work. He blamed it on the butterflies.
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Thornton was twelve when his dad, Jerry Fox, took him to his first building site. Jerry, an architect, was a tall slim man possessed of fine narrow features. With neatly combed black hair and large brown eyes, he gave the impression of being rather effeminate. This effect was increased by the way in which he frequently and fussily brushed non-existent dust from his immaculate trousers. 

On this first visit, they were adjacent to the Brisbane River and Jerry was walking along the perimeter of a building site, carefully avoiding any blowing dust. “For a riverside home, Thornton, you want to make the inside ambience part of the outside ambience.” So far, the house was just a skeleton of steel framing. “So forget the boundaries and think of the space as a whole.” 

With an elegant wave of his hand, Jerry looked down to make sure that his son was listening. Behind his back, Thornton saw one of the workmen imitate his father. The builder saw that the boy was watching. Not at all embarrassed at being caught out, the workmen winked. Not knowing how to react, the boy went numb and he followed his father on legs that had become stiff and stilted.

“But that isn’t the only space that we have to think about.” The architect daintily stepped over rough ground to where a boat was moored. “We must also think of the spaces between the houses.”

“Wottabout the space between your ears,” the builder muttered. When Thornton turned and glared at him, the man put his hand to his mouth in mock embarrassment. “Oops.” He winked again.

This time, the boy didn’t become numb. This time, an angry determination took hold of him. Its essence, that he would never appear weak like his father.

Jerry led the way to his Mercedes. As they entered it, the boy was sure that the builders were talking about the elegant machine.

The architect, oblivious to the men on the worksite, said, “So did you get what I was saying about space, Thornton?”

His son was gazing out the window. Despite building homes on the river, or perhaps because of it, Jerry preferred to live inland, in Paddington. A short drive from water, it was a million miles from the glitter of million dollar houses. 

Thornton sighed. “Yes, dad, I think I’ve got the idea.” In fact, brought up on a mental diet of space, he thought that he was developing quite an unusual ability. But it wasn’t one that he was prepared to reveal to anyone – not even to his father. Especially to his father?

At home, Miriam waved at them from her studio. “This painting,” She indicated the canvas on the easel, “is really starting to come together. See how the line here directs the eye to the upper corner?” Her hand floated over the canvas. “And look.” Her brush hovered between green circles. “Notice the spaces between the objects. That’s the important thing, the space between.”

“Yes, mum.” Thornton thought it was a good painting. But mostly because the objects were done well and to hell with the spaces.

He continued on into the house. It was a four-bedroom Queenslander that his father had renovated. Well, his dad had designed the renovations. Then he’d directed the tradies to do the hard knacker. That had included lifting the building onto stumps so that it couldn’t flood. For although subtropical Brisbane had its sun, it also had its cyclones. On many a rainy day, little waterfalls cascaded down from the slopes behind them. 

In his room, Thornton studied himself in the full-length mirror. He was definitely his father’s son. For his age, he was tall and skinny. He had big brown eyes and long eyelashes. His face was narrow and his complexion was slightly olive. He was pretty. If he didn’t do something about it, he would grow up like his dad, dainty and pretty. 

“I’m definitely going to do something about it,” Thornton thought..

It was January and school wouldn’t begin for a few weeks, but the boy started to scan ads in search of he knew not what. Then an ad in a health food shop jumped out at him and he rang to make enquiries. Classes were starting next week and, no, he wasn’t too young. Excited, he went in search of his father.

“Dad,” Thornton waved a sheet of scribbles, “I want to start Taekwondo.”

“Taekwondo?” Jerry didn’t go in for contact sports. “That’s a bit rough, isn’t it?”

“It’ll make me fit.”

“What about tennis?”

“We already do that at school.”

Jerry touched at his the light jaw bones. “You might get hurt.”

“No, I won’t. It’s non-contact.”

In frustration, Jerry pointed at the piano “What about your music practise?”

Equally frustrated, Thornton grew sulky. “The bloke on the radio said he was learning to play the ukulele. I’d much rather have a go at that.”

“Really?” Jerry looked incredulous. “Ukulele music?” His taste never fell below a Bach Concerto.

Seeing the possibility of a negotiation, Thornton said, “Well, if I carry on with the piano can I also start Taekwondo?”

Jerry sighed, recognising that he’d been negotiated into a corner. “If your mother doesn’t object. But you will stop if it seems at all dangerous?”

“Of course, dad. I’m not a masochist.” The boy repeated the word to himself. It had a nice sound, a soft sound that didn’t seem at all related to its meaning.

Unable to come up with a suitable counterargument, at the end of January, Miriam dropped her son at the Paddington Taekwondo Centre. It was five-thirty and about forty people were filtering in. Most wore the white uniform customary to martial arts. A few wore track pants or shorts. These, like Thornton, were the beginners.

The boy had expected to be the youngest in the club. To his surprise, there were boys and girls – girls! – even younger than him. Even more surprising was that some of the black belts appeared older than his dad. He hoped that they were older and it wasn’t just the sport that made them appear so.

When they were all inside the gym, one woman, made official by her uniform, called out, “New people over here, please.” Thornton joined a queue. When it was his turn, the woman said, “My name is Jane. And yours is?” 

“Thornton,” the boy muttered. Thornton, he repeated in his head, Thornton. A thought occurred to him. Thornton was a pretty name and he didn’t want to be taken for pretty. He looked at the experienced students. They were punching and kicking at training pads. They looked cool and tough and... definitely unpretty. The boy made an instant decision. “I mean Thorn. Call me Thorn.”

“Thorn? A prickly name.” Jane gave him a questioning look but, saying no more, simply wrote it down. “And surname?”

Remade in the image of Thorn, the boy gave the rest of his details and then joined the straggly line of newcomers. 

***
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HIS FATHER WAS HORRIFIED. “You did what?”

“I just shortened my name.”

“But to Thorn?” Jerry Fox shook his head. What were young people coming to? “That’s a rather prickly sort of name, isn’t it?” His tone was quite different to that of Jane, the Taekwondo woman.

“I want to be prickly.”

“Oh, dear.”

Thorn grimaced. He could understand his mum saying, “Oh, dear.” It just didn’t seem right coming from a man. Except that it did coming from his father. But he, Thorn, wasn’t going to say it. He was going to be a real bloke and say, “Bloody hell!” or “Shit!” or “F...” Except he couldn’t say all those words – not yet, not even in his head. Prickly? His dad just didn’t know the half of it.

So while Thorn learnt about space and colour from his parents, he also learnt about space and colour from Taekwondo. The space had to do with sparring. The colour had to do with the occasional red spill of an accidental bloody nose. Thorn always made sure to return the accident and then to completely clean up before he left the gym. 

Each class usually began with kicks, punches, and one-step sparring. He was often with another boy his age and size, Phil. They went one way along the hall with Thorn attacking and Phil deflecting. They went back with roles reversed. Thorn told his parents about this. Sometimes they did free sparring with light contact. On occasion, Thorn accidentally told his parents about this. Sometimes the students put on padded gear and went all out. Thorn never told his parents about that. Nor that this was a part that he liked the best.

On the first class of the month, they practised self-defence. 

“Folk.” Tom, the chief instructor, clapped his hands. “Jane is going to hold me down.” Tom stretched out on the floor with his hands at shoulder level. Jane, his wife, knelt on his chest and held him down by the wrists. Thorn had the improbable image of his mother doing that to his father. He glanced sideways at Phil and saw that he was trying not to giggle. Tom tried to lift his arms. “I can’t do it,” he gasped. “Jane has all her weight bearing down on me.” Though a stolid looking man, he grinned in a cheeky way that made him look no older than Thorn. “So, I need to distract her.” The instructor made a horrible gurgling noise and then pretended to spit.

“Oh, yuk!” Jane turned her head as moist air blew over her and Tom immediately bowled her over.

Thorn partnered with Phil and, at first, they pretended to spit. But boys being boys, they found it much more fun to do the real thing. Of course, the person underneath was as much gobbed upon as gobbed. Thorn went home with strange patches on his white uniform.

“What’s that?” Miriam reached out a slender arm, not quite daring to touch.

“Spit,” Thorn said.

“Spit? You mean phlegm?” Miriam was horrified. “What on earth were you doing?”

Thorn grinned. “It was self-defence, mum. This month, spitting. Next month, peeing.”

Miriam drew back her hand. Peeing? No, Thorn was teasing. But spitting? Well, she supposed it could’ve been.

When he was fourteen, Thorn entered a Queensland Taekwondo competition. He was hit in the face and his nose started to bleed. He rushed into the toilet, half hoping for a broken nose. But no such luck. All his features were still straight and pretty. He fingered his jaw. That, he was sure, had a more determined jut than his father’s.

At sixteen, Thorn was becoming a little bored with Taekwondo. On the other hand, bursting with testosterone, he couldn’t help throwing around that he was now a black belt. 

Another schoolboy, Andy, confronted him. “You prepared to put your money where your mouth is?” he asked.

“What d’you mean?”

“You want to come into the gym and do a bit of sparring?”

Thorn considered the other boy. Though a year younger than him, he was as tall and with a burly frame. “D’you do any martial arts?” Thorn asked.

“Jujitsu.” Andy grinned. “It’s mostly rolling around on the floor.”

“Can you cope with punches and kicks?”

Andy grinned again. “Be my guest.”

Thorn once more considered the other. There didn’t seem to be any real aggression, but there was definitely a challenge. And with the other boys listening, it didn’t seem to be a challenge he could ignore. “Okay, let’s go to the gym.” He signalled to Phil. “He can ref.”

In the hall, the two boys started cautiously, circling around each other. Then after a few minutes, Thorn twisted and did a fast spinning back kick. It glanced off Andy’s arm. Thorn felt chuffed, first strike to him. Yet, oddly, the other boy didn’t seem at all put out. Encouraged by his first kick, Thorn went for a roundhouse. Andy part blocked it and part took the blow. Thorn had a nanosecond of triumph at getting in the second strike. But then, Andy did something quite unexpected. He wrapped his arms around Thorn and pushed him to the floor.

Despite the occasional bit of self-defence, there was no grappling in Taekwondo and Thorn was quite unprepared for the infighting that followed. In moments, an arm was wrapped around his neck and locked in place by the other arm. Struggle as he might, Thorn was unable to escape. Choking, he tapped to surrender.

Red-faced and furious, he said, “Give me a moment and then let’s try again.”

“Fine with me.” Andy grinned – not too smugly, just enough.

They sparred again and, for a second time, Thorn was taken down to the ground. Surrendering to an arm lock, he realised, that jujitsu began where Taekwondo stopped. Without grappling, he was lost. 

“Where d’you do this?” he asked.

“At the Y.”

Thorn nodded. He knew the YMCA, a large unpainted building that was always enveloped in a cloud of pong. Not the kind of place that his mother would enter if she had to wait for him. Still, impressed by Andy, he thought that he’d give jujitsu a go. And just in case losing was a fluke, Thorn also spent a few hours looking through martial arts magazines. In general, he found that grappling nearly always beat striking.

“I’m going to try jujitsu,” Thorn said to Phil. “You want to come with me?” 

“No way.” His friend shook his head. “I’m a black belt now. I don’t wanna be a beginner again.”

Thorn brushed back his hair. It was now long and wavy. “I don’t mind starting again. If I’m going to do a martial art, I may as well do the best one.”

A minor tingle ran up and down Thorn’s spine. Consciously, he thought it was the excitement of a new challenge. He didn’t yet realise that it also related to the further development of an unusual and, as yet, unrecognised spatial ability. 
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Chapter 4
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Despite his best intentions, Phil allowed himself to be dragged to the Y. “I’m not having you beat up on me in a couple of years,” he said.

“I wouldn’t do that!” Thorn protested.

“Oh, yes you would.”

In a room layered with the thick rubber mats known as tatami, the two teens were taken aside and taught to roll. After half an hour of forward rolls, backward rolls and breakfalls, they both felt as if a truck had run over them. 

Thorn rubbed his back. “And I thought I was fit. This is killing me.”

“Different strokes for different folks.” Phil groaned. “Except these aren’t strokes.”

Greg, the instructor, came to see how they were doing. “Don’t complain about breakfalls. They might save your life one day. Look, I’ll show you how important they are. Phil, you’re a Taekwondo guy. We’re gonna spar and you’re gonna throw a punch or kick at me. But make it real. You don’t have to go easy just because I’m an old bloke.”

Phil threw a help-me glance at Thorn. Greg was certainly old compared to the two teens but he wasn’t old old. And although only of medium height, the instructor looked as if he’d been made by pouring concrete inside a human skin.

Thorn ignored the look. But that didn’t matter. Phil was young and pretty sure of himself. He could hit a big punch bag and send it flying backwards. He could do a running, jumping, spinning back kick and break tiles. He could leap tall buildings. What the hell! He began to bounce loosely on his feet and was just ready to throw a punch, when the instructor dived at him. Greg’s shoulder hit his belly while his hands tugged at Phil’s legs. His feet lifted high off the ground and the teen did a perfect breakfall. It was either that or break his wrists.

“Bugger!” That was mild language for Phil but the strongest that he could allow himself in this situation. “Let me try again.”

Greg’s mouth twitched. The old bloke was obviously used to upstart teens and was trying not to laugh. “We’ll go full-out another time, Phil. For now, we’ll just repeat it slowly.”

As Thorn watched, cogs clicked in his mind. And they were all about spaces: architectural space; pictorial space; kicking and punching space. But jujitsu, literally, went a step further. It taught how to infringe on another’s space. It taught how to actually not give another person any space. The young man was delighted. This was terrific. This was so very unpretty. Thorn tingled at the very notion of space and non-space.

With no looking back, Thorn moved from Taekwondo to jujitsu and into the sweaty world of grappling. He progressed quickly. He was fast, he was coordinated, and had a grasp of space that served him very well in competition. Each grading, he moved up the ranks, heading for another black belt. 

In the contact world of jujitsu, Thorn started to acquire wiry muscles. In just a few months, he was pleased to see that his prettiness had developed an overlaying look: a don’t-mess-with-me look.

In some way, Thorn knew that his awareness of space went even further than architecture and sparring. It was an intuitive knowing that he couldn’t really put into words. On some occasions, though, he could display it. One evening, for example, Greg brought a large cardboard box into the gym.

“I’ve got the new uniforms here.” He rested the box on the floor and read out a list of names. Ten jujitsu students came forward and took their new gi. Thorn and Phil waited for their names to be called out. Greg looked at them with a frown on his face. “I ordered twelve. I paid for twelve.” He put his hands on his hips. “That’s funny. They must’ve made a boo-boo.”

Phil looked inside the box. “It’s empty. Damn! I was looking forward to having a new gi. My mum was asking when she could finally wash my old one.”

Thorn also peered inside the box. Then he took a step back and studied the outside. “Something’s wrong. The inside isn’t deep enough.” He poked at the bottom. It flexed. “It shouldn’t do that if it’s resting on the floor.” He plunged his hands inside and pulled at the cardboard. Two more uniforms rested underneath. Thorn removed them. “A box with a false bottom? Do people smuggle gi?”

“I doubt it.” Greg handed a new outfit to each of the boys. “I reckon it’s just one of those occasional funnies.” The instructor put his head to one side. “Anyway, Thorn, how could you tell about ... well, about whatever it was you could tell?”

Thorn shrugged. “I don’t know. It just didn’t look... feel right.”

“A useful skill.” 

Thorn shrugged again. So far it hadn’t proved to be particularly useful. Yet he felt a tiny niggle about space somewhere in the back of his mind.

***
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AT SCHOOL, THORN DID try sports other than martial arts. Virtually every Aussie, of course, had to have a go at cricket. At Christmas, cricket in the backyard with dad was traditional – even obligatory. For other dads, perhaps, but not for Thorn’s. So, for him, that game remained incomprehensible. In fact, for him, it remained one of the great puzzles in the known universe.

He also had a go at swimming, tennis and footie. They, he could understand, but they didn’t grab him. Only badminton had. He found something magical in the motion of the shuttlecock. It was in the way that the shuttle would fly into the air, but float down almost as if it were unwilling to come back down to earth. Then he would leap up to greet it and smash it.

After a few sessions during school time, he dragged Phil to the Paddo Shuttlecocks Club. 

“Don’t you do enough running around?” Phil asked. They were just outside the large badminton hall. Sudden screams followed by sudden bursts of laughter spilt out of it. “Sounds like people being tortured.”

Thorn moved toward the entry. “That’s just the acoustics. I’ve been here a few times with school. It’s a great game. I think you’ll like. C’mon.” 

Thorn led the way into a narrow foyer that stretched the width of the building. On the right was a small kitchen. To the left were stairs and a sign for the toilets. In front of them were two doorways with curtains but no doors. As they hovered between the two entries, one curtain was pushed aside. A woman in her forties, grinning and sweating, headed towards the kitchen sink.

Seeing the two teens, she sang out, “Won’t be a moment.” Pouring a glass of water, she gulped it down. “You two boys want to play or are you looking for someone?”

Thorn was taken aback. This woman was easily as old as his mother yet she was as sweaty as a road worker. His mother never even perspired. The woman was grinning, too, as if to say what the hell with a little sweat.

“I’d like to play,” Thorn said. “I play at school and thought I’d give it a bit more of a go.”

Phil made a face. “I’m just here for moral support.”

“Morals? At your age?” The woman laughed. “I’m Liz. Come on in. Have you got racquets? No.” She searched in a cupboard and dragged out two. They were smaller and lighter than tennis rackets. The heads of both were slightly warped. “Not the best. But here you are. They’ll do for now.”

Liz gulped more water and then led them through the curtained doorway. A damp and pongy heat greeted them. Not used to this enclosed ripe-cheese odour, Phil waved a hand under his nose. Thorn, knowing what to expect, grinned. In front of them was a large hall with four courts. On each court, four sweaty people ran or dived or jumped while trying to reach a bunch of ragged feathers – being all that remained of the shuttlecocks. Watching them were another dozen people who sat on the benches lining the wall and shouted ribald encouragement.

“It’s a bit of a wait between games.” Liz was apologetic. “But I’ll put you on as soon as.”

As soon was only ten minutes. Two people on the end court ducked under the net and shook hands with the nearer two. Accompanied by a heat haze, all four pushed through the curtain, heading for a drink. 

Liz looked at a board above the seated players. “We’re on next and Mandy’s with us.” She beckoned to a stout woman with wide shoulders. “C’mon you.”

She and Mandy went to one side of court. The two boys went to the other. At first, they just patted the shuttlecock to warm up. When they were all throwing off beads of sweat, Mandy suddenly belted it. 

It flew directly at Phil’s head. “Jeez!” He ducked. “That was bloody fast.”

“It’s a fast game,” Mandy said.

“Faster than tennis?”

“You bet. Check it out on the web.”

Obviously testing them, Mandy then hit a fast return to Thorn. He dived to the right and just managed to scrape the shuttlecock off the floor. It rose only high enough to fall back onto his head.

“Neat,” Liz said. “You could be good if you practised.” She swept her racquet back. “Now, try slamming it.”

She hit the shuttle high into the air. Thorn crouched and waited. When it was still high, he jumped into the air and smashed it. The shuttle flew away from his racquet and slammed into the net. For a moment, the feathers balanced on the very top. Then, deciding that it didn’t want to be smashed again, the shuttlecock toppled onto Liz’s side. Thorn grinned. This was fun.

After a few more weeks of seeing his friend advance at the game, Phil made a decision, the same one as he was later to make for jujitsu. He’d rather be a black belt at what he knew than a beginner elsewhere. 

But for Thorn, familiarity was not his main criterion. He liked badminton because there was none of the martial arts rigmarole of bowing and scraping and sensei-ing. He liked badminton because he could hurl himself about without expecting to be knocked flat on his back. He liked badminton because on competition days, many players had European or Asian backgrounds and he enjoyed picking up bits and pieces of other cultures. 

Thorn liked it and he excelled in it. He was fast, he was coordinated, and he had an intuitive understanding of space that put him exactly where he needed to be. After one year, Thorn represented his school. After two years, he played for his club. By the time that he was ready to leave school, Thorn was playing for Brisbane. 

“You’re bloody marvellous.” Phil occasionally came into the badminton club for a game. Miraculously, he managed to keep one eye on Thorn while still keeping two eyes on the female players. “You thinking of going professional?”

“In Australia? No way.” Thorn brushed back a wave of black hair. “I’d have to try China or Indonesia to make a living.”

“Sounds okay to me. All the girls would be lining up to play with the foreigner.”

Thorn’s face brightened. “Yeah, there is that. And we might even get to play badminton.”

Phil groaned and mock-punched Thorn. They went outside and were still tugging at each other when a car pulled up. Miriam, Thorn’s mother, was driving. 

Thorn put a finger to his lips to shush his friend as he entered the car. “Hello, mum.”

“Hi, boys.”

“We were talking about next year.” Thorn glanced sideways at his mother. “Phil suggested we do the traditional Aussie thing.”

Phil eyed Thorn. He’d made no such suggestion.

“Go to uni?”

“Go surfing around Australia.”

Phil’s jaw dropped.

“But you don’t surf here in Brisbane.” Miriam waited at the T-junction to turn left. “You don’t even know how to surf.”

“Yeah, but it’s the thing. You know get an old Kombi and pick fruit.”

Miriam, finding it difficult to drive and absorb this new idea, rocketed onto the main road. “Is that really Phil’s idea? Or yours, Thorn?”

Her son grinned towards the back seat. “Phil was just about to suggest it.”

“Thorn, really. I don’t know where you get your ideas from.” Miriam drove on a little, her lips set. “It’s just too dangerous. I’m not having you driving around Australia with all the madmen on the road.”

Her son turned and winked at his friend. “Is it all right if we go by train, then?”

“Thorn!” His mother glared at him. “You got me all riled up for nothing. Speak to your father.”

Thorn grinned. He’d boxed his mother into a corner. Overland by train might just be the go.
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Chapter 5
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Their gap year was the worst of times and the best of times. The two teens had to work extra hard to scrap up the money to support their travels but, even so, they had a wonderful year. Their trip began when they took the overnight train to Airlie Beach, about 1200 km north of Brisbane. A backpackers’ paradise for the world’s young, they checked into My Island Home. In fact, Thorn’s mother had pre-booked them as she couldn’t bear the thought that they might spend their first nights on the street.

Intending to stay for a week, they stayed for a month. They went fruit picking, chased girls, went sailing, chased girls, even found some jujitsu and then chased girls. A gaggle of tourists was going up to Cairns and so they went along. The weather was steamy, sometimes cyclonic and they loved it. They took a funny train up the hill to Kuranda and they took night-time walks through the towering trees of the rain forest.

Wherever they went, they soon made friends. At least, Phil did. He was light-haired with blue eyes, a stocky body and an easy-going nature. He spoke to everyone and everyone spoke to him. Thorn, being dark-eyed and dark-skinned, sometimes aroused suspicion in the deep north. Plus, as he’d made himself prickly by nature, he took more time to warm up to people. Still, his brown eyes and long lashes were certainly a hit with the girls and his slight edginess added an interesting suggestion of danger.

In a constantly changing group, they swam around the Barrier Reef, threw meat to wild crocodiles and climbed Uluru, formerly known as Ayers Rock. In Broome, they joined the throngs to watch the sun go down. In the desert, they rode on camels. 

Two youths had set out. Two young men returned. When Miriam and Jerry collected them at the bus station, they at first didn’t see Thorn and Phil. Maybe they were looking for two ten-year olds. What stopped in front of them were two unshaven pirates with temporary tattoos, unshaven chins and enormous grins. 

“Hello, mum,” Thorn said. 

“Who’re you?” Miriam gasped first with shock, then with recognition.

Thorn made a step back toward the bus. “Can we go around a second time.”

“No, you don’t!” Miriam recovered, grabbed her son and hugged him. She hugged Phil almost as hard. “Your parents are at the other bus – over there. We weren’t sure which one you’d be on.”

Jerry patted them both on the backs. “I bet you’re glad to be back to home comforts.”

No...ooo, Thorn thought.

“Now it’s time to settle down and to think about your careers.”

Phil looked from Jerry to Thorn. “I’d better go and find my oldies,” he said. He clapped his friend on the back. “See you when you’ve got your career sorted out.”

Thorn put his arms around his parents’ waists. “Wow, it’s good to be back. Mum, have you made the apple pie I emailed you about?” 

The young man had learned the art of chat-diversion from the practise of jujitsu. During his travels, he’d learnt to apply it to people. His mother beamed, careers forgotten.

“I’ll warm it up for you as soon as we get back. I’ll also make real coffee. It’s a special blend. You would never have had one like this on your travels.”

For that day, Thorn managed to avoid any discussion about his future. But on the next day, the inevitable happened.

“So, Thorn,” his father began, “have you decided where you’re going to study architecture?”

The young man ran his hand over his chin. He still hadn’t shaved. He liked the four-day old Brad Pitt look. Unbidden, the image of walking around building sites when he was a kid came to mind. Most clear was the memory of the builders mocking his father. A memory, he was sure, that his father didn’t have. Or, more likely, was one he’d blocked out. 

“While we were away, dad, we did a lot of work with our hands. I want to do something more along those lines.”

Jerry looked puzzled. “You have to do designs in architecture. Mostly now it’s with computers, but you can also do hand drawings.”

“Oh, yeah.” Thorn ran his fingers through his hair. It hung down to his shoulders. “That’s not quite what I was thinking of.”

“What are you thinking of?” Miriam asked, leaning forward, slightly aggressive.

“More like what you’re doing, mum.”

“Painting? It’s great for the soul but it doesn’t pay the bills.”

“What about woodwork? I can make fine tables and cabinets. People always need good furniture.”

Jerry’s fine features twisted with pain. “Thorn, the idea of being an artist in a garret is all very nice, but you’ve got to be practical.”

“But I am practical. I’ve got my Year 12 in Art and Industrial Arts,”

“I don’t mean that! You’ve also got maths and computing. You could go into computer-aided design. There’re always jobs there.”

There was a long silence. Neither Jerry nor Miriam were confrontational people. Thorn, relying on that, had put forward his most extreme case. Pretending to think, while his parents simmered, he eventually said, “What about this? I’ll do a teaching degree with maths, computing and woodwork as my main subjects. I can always get a job teaching maths. Then I can also get involved with woodwork and sports.”

“Thorn,” Miriam protested, “you didn’t even mention sports before!”

“It’s all right, mum. They’re just what I do. Maths will be the main thing.”

“Teaching? I suppose that’s all right,” Jerry said slowly. He exchanged glances with his wife. “D’you get the feeling we’ve been led by the nose?”

“By something.” Miriam sighed, but then hugged her son. “It’s so hard to remember that you’re not a baby any more.”

“Don’t worry, mum. I’ll keep reminding you.”

It wasn’t long before Thorn provided another reminder. “There’s a couple of months before uni starts. Me and Phil thought we’d go into Brissie and find part-time work.”

“You’ll be studying, Thorn,” his mother replied, “and you’re in Brisbane. What d’you mean that you want to find work in Brissie?”

“So we can share a flat close to uni, of course.” Thorn spoke in such a matter of fact tone that his mother almost found no room for objection.

Almost, but not completely and, in shock, she blurted out, “You don’t want to live at home?”

“Oh yeah, mum.” Thorn knew he was skating on thin ice, but resolutely pressed on. “We can always come back at weekends.”

In a wordless battle, Miriam realised that her baby boy was no longer hers and was no longer a baby. Resigned, she watched Thorn and Phil as they set off for the station and the train that would take them to central Brisbane. She was quite relieved when they returned home jobless. But the two carried on in their search until Phil spotted a notice in Bean to Coffee, just a stone’s throw from uni.

“You’re looking for a full-time casual.” He brushed back his fair hair and put on his most winning smile. “Would you go for two half-time casuals?” 

Tracey, the manager, eyed him critically. “You look okay. What about the other half?” Thorn slouched in, scowling as usual to hide his prettiness. “Does he speak?” Tracey addressed Phil.

“He grunts.” Phil glanced around as waiters hurried between tables. “He’s a good worker, but.”

Tracey scowled. “I bet those long eyelashes get him into trouble.” She waggled a finger at him. “No talking with the girls.”

“I’m not much of a talker,” Thorn said.

“No batting eyelashes at them either.”

“I don’t bat,” Thorn said through gritted teeth.

“Ah, he spoke!” Tracey threw out her arms in mock surprise. “Monday is slow so come back then and I’ll see how you go.”

At that, the two young men beamed with such innocent delight that Tracey had no doubt that she’d take them on.

With further excursions, the two found half an old house they could rent. Their new life was about to begin. 

On his last day of full-time living in his parents’ home, Thorn happily packed his suitcases. Both sets of parents took both young men to the train station. Miriam was reminded of when Thorn had started at primary school and a little tear trickled down her cheek. For his part, Thorn was reminded of his trip around Australia and no little tears marred the departure for his new life. 

In February and just before the first semester, his dad rang. “You sure you don’t want to switch to architecture?” he asked.

“I’m sure, dad.” Thorn made faces at his mobile phone. 

“I thought you were interested in the concepts of space.”

“I am.”

“Built space.” The tension in Jerry’s voice was apparent. Though he couldn’t tell his son what to study, he clearly wanted to.

“Dad,” Thorn spoke slowly and clearly, “I want to be hands-on. I’ve been saying that for quite a while now.”

Following a long silence, his father said, “Okay, Thorn. Well, good luck...”

It wasn’t the best of conversations. Thorn put down the phone and regarded his hands. Like the rest of him, they were long and slim. Very Arty. But, like the rest of him, they’d been toughened up. He was going to become a bloke – a real bloke who made real things.

The first semester began and subtropical Brisbane sweltered while threatening yet more storm cells. But the two new students were also boiling with their own sorms, inner storms. Phil was going to study physiotherapy, specialising in sports injuries. Thorn was going to study blokiness.

***
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FOR HIS TEACHING DEGREE, Thorn studied maths, sports and Industrial Arts. The maths came fairly easy, especially when applied to real objects such as motorbikes or screws. He liked those applications and he thought that he could teach schoolkids to enjoy them, too.

To his surprise, there was an aspect of maths that he grew to like even more and this was fractals. In this subject, Thorn found that when a computer
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