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Maddie strode along Burke Street, heading up towards Lonsdale, her senses taking in the sun-setting aromas. Strolling in between keyhole restaurants frying their patron’s ingredients of onions, garlic and shellfish, the spices wafted up her flaring nostrils, stimulating nostalgia on her return. It reactivated her olfactory hairs like ice on bracken, acknowledging that it was a while back when she last ate such a hearty, freshly chopped meal.

She recalled the taxi rank thereabouts as far as her memory bank would stretch. Not that she could afford a taxi way back then, nor could she now, but her legs weren’t about to carry her all the way to Lygon Street. It was that direction that had her fingers delving into the crevices that lined her coat pockets with her thoughts. Crumbs and lint filled her nails while keeping her hands warm from the evening spring mist which was settling in. She was grateful for her coat, a little big around the shoulders and long in the sleeve, but for zilch, it was everything a young girl could have asked for then.

There it lay ten years ago, like a gutted lamb rugging the back of her park bench. Maddie walked straight past it at first, then seconds later, when she realised no one was about to appear, she claimed it; she figured she might as well. Who else would do that? Such an expensive item and there it lay forming a moist cloud. She grabbed at it like a lightning bolt spearing an aerial and threw it over her shoulder quickly fearing someone would jump out of the bushes and accuse her of theft. The coat’s dampness only proved to her that it had laid there for some time. She had a right to it anyhow; she was freezing.

Approaching the five-way intersection, it was the little red man beeping at her, warning them not to cross, and that stilted her heels. She stood and shuffled from one foot to another impatiently waiting for her passage of rights while the crowd mobbed behind and aside her. Nah. There were no cars, buses or trucks whizzing past, so she stepped out onto the bitumen and scurried across. She was never one to belong to a flock. Flocks needed a leader but she needed to get to the other side. She pulled the lapel up over her ears as the chill embraced her head, noting in the far distance of the cab rank lighting.

Nothing much had changed, not even the drivers. Their stance was all too familiar with their backs leaning against their car doors like boomerangs awaiting the next throw. Puffing on fags, little respect was shown for the non-smoking customer, who could smell the reek of their habit regardless of it taking place outside the taxi. They were clothed in it. She approached the driver who had no billowing smoke lingering around his mouth.

“How much to Lygon Street, mate?”

“Eighteen bucks would get you there, luv.”

“I’ll give you fifteen cash and keep the meter off.”

Maddie wasn’t too sure it was the right place to go but it was the only address she had. Nor was she sure it was the right choice of driver as every time he spoke to her, his breath reeked of wood burnings. Her fingers crumpled the torn sheet of paper in her pocket when she had boarded her flight. It was a blessing just to get an address, she sighed as her fingers felt about the parchment. Seatbelt on, she was on her way.

Jacko squatted on top of the three-hundred-year-old Moreton Bay fig tree. He knew what he saw but couldn’t believe or accept that it was her. His eyes shadowed her every move searching for a reason or need for Maddie to return to the playground that once housed all their motley belongings. The cabbies, like an umbrella, canopied them, supplying food scraps, butts, and even items of clothing. They had a twenty-four-hour watch over their pack and if anyone dared to knock them over, or just wanted to kick their heads in for fun, the cabbies would step in. They weren’t your sallow, limp muscle-wasted types either.

Some of these guys had fought their way out of hell and landed where they believed was the land of honey. Bulldog shoulders and thighs the width of gridiron players and they would use the muscle if forced to. Many learnt to talk their way through most brawls, but few knew not to bother. A chemical concoction of alcohol, meth, and ganja singed the brains of those wanting to fist up. The cabbies knew one punch into the wrong side of the cranium and these fuckheads were dead meat. That didn’t deter them from adventuring into their territory to get their rocks off on the homeless, their neighbours.

Being so close to another congregation meant also cleaning up any of another’s mess. It was always the cabbies that had to sponge up any blood and guts. No one else cared about their working environment. A silent agreement stood within the compound. Most of the cabbies were highly qualified professionals—engineers, scientists, even pathologists; the other few were just not bothered with the want of large doses of mullah or intelligence. Keeping busy or out of their partner’s way were the requisites for being a cabbie. None of them understood how anyone, regardless of age, would want to sleep under a cardboard box.

They realised, once having known them for a while, that it wasn’t about choice. Most of the homeless were forced to sleep there, let alone cark it. Choice wasn’t a word that floated around in their lives, they just had to lay down somewhere under floating black clouds. It’s better that they be in an area where understanding eyes kept vigil while they managed to get a few winks. Jacko had been there so long, he had managed to drag up a few panels of fencing and sheets of iron on the fig tree to build a treehouse. No one said anything, like the hardy walls, no one saw anything.

No one knew about this, not even the council. Well, for those who did, ‘as above so below’ was their motto. It was a good view from where he sat, guarded by his cabbie mates.

He scratched at the scab forming on his scalp. What was she doing back here? He mulled the same question over and over. He was muffed even at her state of well—well-being. Groomed, polished, and still angelic of face, Maddie shouldn’t return here, were his thoughts. There were consequences and life was more important than revisiting old haunts that spooked the bejesus out of you. He saw Mac pushing his rickety old pram up to the rank.

“Mac, get your butt over here, man, gotta story to tell ya.” Mac was always intrigued by the words Jacko spoke. Illiterate and born partially deaf, Mac got through his days by lip reading. He was the best scrounger because everyone felt for him more; homeless and disabled, what a combo. Too often he would return to their pack with cream buns, loaves of bread, and milk. He became their go-getter as he never did return empty-handed. Their full stomachs were thanks to Mac, so he got the most protection from the pack.

He pulled up his pram full of plastic bags, takeaway containers, and bottles. He was your natural garbo, keeping his pathways clean of human filth. He himself was combed, face washed, and generally shyly mannered.

He was brought up in an old Victorian mansion. His mother was mad as the story unfolded. She died aborting herself on the kitchen table where Mac used to eat breakfast before leaving for school. Lunch made, homework done, all to his own ability. He woke to find her spread eagle on her back, crimson red liquid flowing off the table and dripping like a faulty tap. At the age of twelve, he sidled past the table that morning clinging to the knobs of the pantry cupboards. Once he acknowledged what that ‘dip, dip’ noise was, he edged his way out, slipping along the way on the lino floor, and never returned.

No one came for him. No one bothered him about relations, birth certificates, information about where his mother was, or anyone else for that matter. His uncle, cousins, no one came to ask. So, he accepted that this was what happened in family homes. People died. That’s what we were born to do, die. So just as matter-of-factly, he never returned. He kept up his schooling till some fat, jelly-bean-shaped headmaster called him to his office advising his mother hadn’t kept up with his school fees. He shrugged and walked out of those school grounds to gather dust into his mother’s pram till he found the cabbie playground. Jacko called out to him. He recalled his voice.

‘Mate, you’ve been pushing that pram forever and a day. Tell me no infant lies dead in there?’

Mac was shocked that a stranger considered that he was pushing about a corpse. Christ, he was just pushing around the rubbish his mother once assisted him in cleaning up. After all, he had a duty of care. So, that was how they met, one stroller pushing another. Jacko became his protector, and Maddie became his sister. He went from a dilapidated, blood-dripping, old shackled house to a canopied open-sky treehouse. Fresh air and no lights on lifestyle. No one had to cook as food was abundant because of him and the few of them picnicked and BBQed their way through the day in the midst of traffic, crowds and pedestrians without any knowledge of their illegalities.

Except for the cabbies, they appeared to have an overall view and verdict on their neighbour’s rights of tree squatting. They witnessed what occurred after yet another solo player was added to the mix. For a time there, all got on, all worked together in their own idiosyncratic manner and managed without a hiccup.

Then came the cougher. Jacko sensed he was dubious; there was something about when he coughed. A taxi driver, yeh, but nah, he was sus. Maddie was the prize trophy in his pack, the cougher had his eyes on her. She drew many sympathetic ears, compassion, generosity, all that and plus. So, he had his ‘committee’ established—Maddie, Mac, and him—they called the shots and ruled the roost. He ruled like a red rooster. Jacko watched over his clan like a plucked mother hen. Yet, they had no experience of parenting; he just wished he had.

His coat linings were full of feathers, duck-down, he knew what and how it felt to be cold and tired. He embraced newcomers once he scrutinised their intent and sheltered those from any storms that erupted. Even in the back lashings of the last Melbourne floods, he stood proud and stilled in his fig tree hideout. In fact, the cabbies climbed up to him as the waves and gush flurried over their region. The drivers left their cars to aboard Jacko’s Noah’s bark. After the floods eased, the clan emblazoned on a piece of floating debris the name and nailed it to the trunk.

All this was achieved while waiting for the water to dissipate. Never had the drivers realised how comfy and scenic their treehouse was until they had to climb it and experience the rooms with the view. These street kids could see forever and no one knew it. Life, regardless of floods, just went on.

Jacko was tempted to return that pay-forward expense. Good old Moreton Bay figs; the cabbies learnt a valuable lesson about nature—you can’t predict it but if you work with it, it will protect you. Jacko remembered that night. Best he had ever experienced. All the boys, muscle fat and all, yet freaking out about a few splotches of rain; the wayward limbs ripping off the trees that once shaded the park would no longer protect them. Then there was the roof flinging in mid-air like a butterfly in a gormandiser, landing on top of their income-dwelling motorcar hoods. Shit, there went tomorrow’s takings. But honestly, who cared?

A storm’s a storm. Get over it. We would be fine once we’ve cleaned up. But like Jacko’s life, no one came to clean up for them. So, they did it themselves. Dare anyone from any government building or department to arrive and dictate how things must be cleared. Christ, weren’t they in for a shock? Local Council Office dwellers, textbook theorists protected with insurance ha! Come on, they invited them in wholeheartedly, till once presenting themselves and walking the plank, they sank to their knees and crawled out of their space realising it wasn’t their place to call, let alone dwell. Dictate? They learnt to know better and someone up top carried the message to leave them well enough alone.

So, after Maddie’s near-death experience, or whatever that event was, Council withdrew, and so did the cabbies, Jacko and Mac. All witnesses had no claim; no eyes could ever explain what had just occurred. They were all left floating about in their brains of the ether of something that happened, like a UFO landing and talking to them in gobbledygook lingo, and then in one swift flick of a switch, it disappeared. Something strange arrived, zeroing in on Maddie, and with a puff of smoke, Maddie was gone. Voila, life got on. The cabbies’ meters ticked over, and passengers arrived and were taken away just like Maddie’s life.

In that same puff, she too disappeared.

Now she was back and seeking a cabbie to drive her to a place of want. Jacko kept tabs on who the driver was and where he took her; he was pissed about the ranking availability. Registered or not, he would know her whereabouts.

Mac lip-read the word. He, too, was aghast she would return to a place of unknowingness. Where did she go all those months back anyway? He shrugged it off; she was back and he wanted to look at her again. See her tender words repeated. Suddenly, he realised how much he had missed her. But why test waters that never ran, let alone deep? He questioned and revisited such memories that took him to depths that he had absolutely no understanding of. While he needed no spoken words to explain it, he didn’t need words because he had little words with anyone.

So, he drew the illusion down on bark while perched in Jacko’s pad that night. He drew and drew for days. Once again, no one came asking, no one came explaining the past events to make him realise that what he saw was what he saw. No one. Ten days had gone and not even Jacko spoke of it again. He always slept (when climate agreed) under a canopy of foliage, giving him a bird’s eye view of the heavens. He didn’t need or want a roof. Why be so cut off from something so eternal?

Maddie never returned; just like a fleck in your peripheral vision, a side glance, a speed bump in life, his mate was gone. There was one thing he learnt—never to doubt what went on upstairs in the heavens and the clouds above. He left the results and answers of life’s experiences to the Gods. He had no other answer for it all. The last time he watched TV, he was eight years old. He tried to fathom the USA series of X Files. All those unexplained experiences shuttled into a TV series. He would watch with enthusiasm wondering how they did it. Was it trickery, magic, sleight of hand or for real? He was left agog if it was the truth, but Maddie, she was different.

He saw, then he sat and waited while she finished her little wave of hand. He knew there was absolutely nothing that could have intervened or interfered to prove differently. She held magic; she was honourably the truth. She had something most in society considered impossible. He knew she proved that night, ain’t nothing impossible. From that, he took strength in knowing he once sat beside magic. He fed a magician that God tended to. He must then be immune to any of the other idiosyncrasies that life dealt him. He sat with someone who held mystery in their hands and he felt not only protected but honoured.

While in her absence, her space in the treehouse was always vacant, she had left an energy behind that would endure forever to sustain them. In her leaving, she threw over their hangout a veil of metaphysical silk, leaving them all with a feeling that her protection was always there. They slept under her cocoon to this day and nought bothered them like it threatened to before the incident. Not to mention how pissed off he was when he awoke the next morning. Roots of the Moreton Bay fig dug into his ribs, crippled and half in a stupor, that his angel had gone with the same whisp of her hand, or was that a wand?

She was no longer physically there to protect, guide, advise and embrace him when he needed her. She obviously had moved on to other pastures, probably greener. He knew differently though because having been on the other side and having lifted up that green grass, it was just dirt underneath. So, where did she really go and was she better off? He was at a loss with her being lost.

He had since learnt to move on. Like death, it was another soul being turned like a page of a thick or thin book, depending on what you came here to do. Now a new chapter was forming from what Jacko said. Who was to say what he saw was so right? He’d look further into the day’s unfolding. He could have quite easily mistaken her for another. Jacko’s eyesight was getting worse and he was building his treehouse further up, so distance was an issue too. He had a lot to contemplate. For sure he knew one thing: If Maddie was to return to her haunt, she had a reason. Otherwise, he accepted the fact that she just came to revisit fond memories. He hoped he was included in them.

The driver pulled up and his roof light lit up #25 Lygon Street. She pulled the ten and fiver bills out of her pocket and thanked him for his direct route. She reached for the door handle and questioned her being there. Too late, she was already here. She bent her head down from the visor and shuddered at the sight. So dilapidated, so uncared for. Was it where she was meant to be?

Maybe it was the wrong address, maybe she was diverted purposely. She had no idea. Accepting all would be well, she stepped out onto the kerbing and slammed the taxi door shut. She hoped he wouldn’t drive away suddenly, giving her time to at least ensure she had the right address.

But he blew his accelerator with exhaust fumes spewing into her face. There she stood alone on the kerb and her shoulders trembled, her knees buckled. The shoes she chose to wear were wrong. Slingbacks were okay for work or a night out but she needed army boots to conquer what was in front of her; not that it wasn’t gardened, just overgrown with weeds, twigs and debris, all that in the middle of a central city town. There was a saying she heard: ‘Buy the worst house in the best street’. She stood in the grounds of the best house overgrown by the elements on the worst street.

Obviously, there were houses occupied by drug dealers, hoarders, illegal renters, and squatters. You name it, Lygon Street accommodated it. She was aware of the locality having parked for some three years over the road literally. So as time had passed, she knew the north of the area wouldn’t have been upgraded that much. She was shocked that life was still in its third-world state in Carlton. Well, maybe not all of Carlton, but Lygon Street was its major artery road through the shire. It was, after all, a reflection of its region, showing just neglectful sadness.

She approached the house with an inquisitive mind because of the soft glow emanating from the front room bay window. Maybe no electricity was available. She considered it being maybe off the grid at this point in time; it needed a lot of repair work, even a good paint. So, it suited her to keep marching on after getting past the third crumbling concrete step. Preferably someone would come out and introduce themselves to lead the way. It occurred to her, Who couldn’t cope with not being able to pay for a gardener or painter?

She reached the verandah, knocked and heard the wee steps of a person coming obviously at a slow pace. If the echoing sound of floorboards inside were a reflection of the deck she stood on, then she reckoned from the squeaking boards and loose nails that more work was needed inside. The bronzed doorknob was wrenched open and the wooden frame screamed out for oiling as it jarred, exposing a long dark wood-panelled hallway. A little silver-haired old lady looked up squinting her sight towards Maddie.

“Hi there.” She waved hesitantly, close to nervously. She bent down her six-foot bod into the hallway feeling maybe this dear old chook was partially deaf.

“What is it you’re wanting, luv?” Her whole demeanour blossomed health. Snowy white hair shaped like a mushroom top, blushing cheeks and a fiery, glazed look held in her baby sea blue eyes.

“I’m looking for Hilda McEnroy. I believe she resided here fifteen years ago. Would that be yourself?”

“Depends on wot you’re looking for. Who are you anyway?”

It was going to be a long day.

Jacko climbed out of his treehouse as soon as Yasif’s cab put its indicator on the left to drive into the rank. He lit up just as Jacko stuck his noggin’ through his window. He knew he should have wound it up on the way back but hey, this was the price to pay, a mongrel’s head harping at your ear. He wasn’t a normal taxi driver. Not that you could put cabbies in a box. He listened more than he talked to his passengers. Specifically the ones obviously more travelled. There was a scent about them, nothing that could be pin-pointed though. Maybe it was more of the air than a scent?

They moved with confidence and assuredness regardless they were new in town. They appeared to show aloofness and a knowing that someone was there to steer them on. One just had to find that person with direction.

Jacko wasn’t one of those. He fell out of his tree rather than choosing to descend. Probably right on his head, which was why it always looked swollen to Yasif.

“What now, Wacko? Needing a lift somewhere near the council dump?” He didn’t like squatters. Had no time of day for those lounge lizard types who did not bother to get off their arses and get a job; even voluntary would appease him. He was the tail end of the old-school cabbies and had little patience with the next generation. His father had to sell the farm all because of a rental investment going skewwhiff. Fuckin’ dope growing tenants, using the land as an investment but couldn’t pay the rent because they were on the dole and living at the back of Burke. Wherever was that? Yasif had no idea of the ramblings his father would spew forth. So often he had to listen to the same old, same old lines over and over again at the dinner table. His mother was a saint.

“That lady you just took off with, where was it you drove her to, man?” Jacko’s confidence unnerved him. He knew his laws regardless of being Australian laws; he knew them.

“None of your bizness, matey. On the sniff, are ya?” He took a long toke of his camel cigarette. Then, coughed it all out.

Jacko had no time for this character. Different from his other cabbie mates. Yasif was strong, arrogant, determined and uppity. Which Jacko thought odd for being just a simple Carlton cabbie. Christ, in such a profession, if there ever was one, one would think being a cabbie in Flinders Street was the comeuppance of cabbie professionalism. So, he too often ignored Yasif’s diplomatic attitude.

“So, you need to know that before your time, we lot, that you weren’t privy to, experienced something you’ll never get your fuckhead around. Got it, mate? So, when I ask ya where did you take the lady, not why do I want to know…ok?” He ripped his butt out of his mouth and smashed it flat onto the tar with his wretched Nike.

Jacko didn’t like the cougher.

Maddie was being poured her third cup of tea and worst of all, there was no honey, so it was, well, it was bleak. She was sure it was Lanchoo but wasn’t about to ask and head the conversation off in another direction. Oh no, not with this little humble old lady. She had to give her time and depth. It probably took her all morning just to eat and shower. The light of her week was probably entering the shopping mall, preferably not alone, but surely with a carer or companion.

She explained herself for the fifth time. She wasn’t a stranger to the area, she had resided here, or well, close by, for three years of her puberty life. How else was she to explain? Christ, the woman’s questions and badgering were throwing her somewhat. Without giving too much away, she just wanted specific questions answered: Who is Hilda and where is she? Not much to ask, was it?

Meryl was taken by the young girl visitor. She had the gall to pass by unannounced and interrupt her morning tea. As she shuffled from the cutlery drawer to the pantry, Meryl was hoping to pick up on the energy this one unexpected visitor held. She had the hands. Exquisite hands, perfectly elongated to the fingernails. Not a line or old age spot. She checked the back of her own hands realising age spots wouldn’t even appear on such a young one’s skin. But they had a mature poise, a manoeuvre all on their own. She noted that this young one used her hands to express meaning.

She could have used them more to communicate as her vocals were loud and searing into Meryl’s lobes. She thought, at one stage, she should advise the young thing that she wasn’t deaf, there was no need to holler. But it left her mind as soon as the steam whistled from the kettle.

Her favourite show was on soon, so she would have to hurry this one up and give her some sort of answer. She seemed innocent but then with the youth of today, who’d know?

Meryl McEnroy sat focused, stopping her chatter, it was important to concentrate on this lithe-bodied one in front of her. She skipped her feet, entwining them underneath the chair leg, and stopped for a simple moment to take this one all in. She breathed deeply and opened her eyes. In the midst of those lids closing and opening, she visioned a cupid holding a lotus flower. The fleeting vision took her back to her reality and she decided there and then to lock her doors, to keep her in.

Mac pushed the stroller up Little Lonsdale, this was where the good food was. There were gourmet deli surprises for his clan. He had done well today. There were bags full of delights—cheeses, bologna sandwiches, on-the-date olives, hams, and loaves of bread. He could have fed an army but his cabbies were his soldiers and Jacko, Perry, Thommo, and maybe even Maddie were his conspirators. He had skirted about the haberdashery store for some offcuts, a piece of fabric to throw over their makeshift wood table. He even scored a half bottle of wine. Surely, all this food called for a celebration. It was a sign to Mac that there was a need for a gathering. These sorts of throw-outs only ever came by once a year.

He was ready to eat but where was his army? There was something different about the moment his thoughts acknowledged such a feast as he passed the cab rank. Even the body odour of the drivers was sort of perfumery compared to the late evening end-of-the-day waft from the boys. He looked up to see if Jacko was in his tree but there was no sign of movement—limbs shaking. The tree even looked cleaned up. How’s that? He thought. As he closed in on the rank, he realised the whole area was ghostly lit up, there was something shiny and polished about it. He stopped in his tracks and observed the vision. Sure as his words, something was lighting up the arena and he felt a parade was about to begin.

He crossed over to the park edge and pulled the trolley up over the rock walling. He used the back wheels to glide it into place while the front wheels were heaved high to get over the tree roots. He parked it with its nose jutted into the arch of the huge old root. It was safe for now from rolling away but the food would spoil soon. He needed to gather the clan and lay out his gatherings. Tonight was a biggie and he was so proud of his day’s work.

Yasif watched Mac from the inside of his cab as he puffed away on his ciggie. He watched him struggle with his load but never once offered a hand. He noticed the excitement in his moves to transform his garden into a banquet. His nose lifted towards the reeking of hard cheese and baked doughs as Mac unpacked them and there was an aroma of something his father would always smell of. Ah, garlic and rosemary. He wound the window further down to receive more of the essence drifting along with the breeze, certainly European ingredients. He’d never known the boy to arrive so stocked up. He butted his fag out on the light post and approached the beggar.

“Smells good. Where did you steal this delicacy of fine foods?” He leant over the rock wall and snorted in the aromas coming from the chequered tablecloth.

“Me mates, always lookin’ after us. Some job went sour, so all’s this food waz gonna be turfed. I got it before the dumpster. Taste this.” Mac handed over a break of hard cheese and a snatch of bread. Yasif cherished every mouthful. Delighted with his knowledge of when good foods were near, he was shocked at how such a poor person could extract such quality foods for no cost. For his little family to eat such delicacies meant working twenty-four-hour round the clock for five days straight. How then does a measly beggar come by such expensive exotic foodstuffs?

He nodded in agreement; no words were spoken as both knew it was an exquisite time to come together. Food would always do this, Yasif knew from his early childhood days. So he jumped the rock wall and positioned himself right at the heart of the table. He’ll fight off anyone who dared to encroach upon their dinner who rightfully didn’t belong. Peak hour was over and the rest of the cabbies either finished shifts and went home or were starting the night shift. Later, the redeyes would come in; they worked from 11 pm to 6 am. Everyone thought ‘redeye’ was the name for being very tired by the morning but it was bloodshot eyes from the fights often incurred through the ‘opiate twilight hour’.

As the clock ticked, the taxi rank head honcho, Gordon, would appear to swap over cash tray floats. While there, he would count out their shifts, and takings and hand over their wages. This occurred fortnightly same time. It was any wonder someone would organise a plot to hold them up but it never did. Not for the last ten or so years of Mac pushing his trolley along that footpath.

As he delved into the foodstuffs laid out, he watched who would be taking over the next shift. He recognised a few of them that knew it was an open party for all the clan. Gradually, as the passengers lessened, one by one the cabbies joined ranks and stood at the park table scoffing down the food and chatting about the week’s events. Mac held back the half bottle of wine for him and his best mate to sit back afterwards, conjuring up the essence of conversations, Maddie’s arrival, and the daily events. It was a rarity for them to have the privilege of such conversations over a glassed bottle to share.

One thing he knew, he had to get at least two wine glasses just in case this became a regular event. He was assured with Maddie’s appearance, it maybe will become, so make that three glasses.

Mac sat chewing along with his work associates until he saw the fumes turning the corner. Only one of them snorted like a dragon when angry and that was Jacko. The fumes hit the park edge before Jacko did. He could see his anger let alone feel it. He watched him pace as the drivers merrily chewed on. Something was biting at him and it was unusual for Jacko to get his goat up so much, especially when such a gourmet delight awaited him. He compiled a serviette—yep, he even had serviettes—folded over a handful of yummies and met Jacko at the rock wall.

“Here, mate, get some of this into ya. Best food ya ever touched ya tongue wif. Came from Berger’s deli, mate.” He shoved it into his face to bark away the anger he saw brewing within his mate’s eyes. He thought this was to be a night of celebration, he didn’t know the cause just knew the food arrived ’cos it was there for something.

Jacko cut off his emotions by his mate’s offerings as he went to knock it right out of his paws. But he thought better. It wasn’t Mac he was angry with; it was the sight of Yasif helping himself when all he wanted was an answer to his question. Where’s our mate gone? Even to have it confirmed it was her would have been acceptable but he got nothing but a brick wall. He shouldn’t have expected anything different from a hard-muscled moron come Johnny belately. Regardless of the obstruction, he would source it. Yasif had no idea of the history with all his cabbie mates of the old school. He’ll wait. He watched the sauce slither down the corner of his mouth and him relishing the scraps that Mac had produced for them not him.

He side-hopped over the rock wall into what he knew was his territory. He watched the boys gathered scoffing down every crumb. He was furious all right; how dare they just walk over as if invited. Mac didn’t see it like that; the food was free, and anyone hungry should and must eat. Look at it. His arms splayed like a rainbow over the heavens onto all the bits and pieces of nourishment. He tried to explain to Jacko that ‘it’s just food’.

Maddie walked towards the door knowing the old lady was never going to come around. Maybe on the next visit. Her hand gripped the double lock and attempted to unhinge it. Lock unbolted, she then found herself wrestling with its wobbly round brass knob but couldn’t pull the door loose out of its framing. The lock was no longer there but it was as if the wood had swollen and wouldn’t budge out of its encasing. She called over her shoulder to Meryl, who was still fixated at the kitchen table. She called again and only after the third attempt, did she hear the soft shoe shuffle of Meryl heading towards the hallway. Her white hair appeared horizontally, like a lit light bulb displaying the hallway door.

“Is something wrong?” She queried with innocence in her eyes.

“I just can’t budge this old door out of its socket. Is it always this difficult to open?” Her shoulders banged up against its frame as she attempted to heave it out of its possession. She placed her leg up against the wall for leverage and, with a deep breath and all her might, she pulled till she felt her shoulder joints give way. Nah, she might be strong but this was too much effort. How did the old lady open it when she knocked? Maddie turned and stared over her shoulder with an unusual doubt about her predicament. How did you, Meryl?

Meryl, already seeing the thoughts that projected over Maddie’s head, just shrugged and waddled on towards her.

“The lock has probably gone into male mode, dear. You know, stubborn.” She raised her furry eyebrows with an afterthought.

Maddie assured Meryl that all was okay and she would use the back door and nodded, pointing down the hall. As she passed Meryl waving a ‘bye’, she came into an expanse of living area that when she delved deeper into, left her gobsmacked. The light and open glassed terraced back section of such a gloomy dull house was an unexpected surprise. She slowed her gait and cherished the beautiful streams of colour and sun rays dancing about her vision. It was a utopia; it was so dutifully manicured that it took her breath and frustration right out of her system. Dawn had turned to noon as they sat in the kitchen sipping on pots of freshly brewed tea and all along here was this paradise, this beautifully acclaimed garden that Eve would have envied, moonlit and all.

Meryl quickly went and put the kettle back on. She had her.

The southerly winds were flirting with the ragged tablecloth and Mac could see everyone was full. He was chuffed
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