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before the beginning

THE OLD TW




IN THE BEGINNING there was one murderer, one mule and one boy, but this isn’t the beginning, it’s before it, it’s me, and I’m Matthew, and here I am, in the kitchen, in the night – the old river mouth of light – and I’m punching and punching away. The house is quiet around me.

As it is, everyone else is asleep.

I’m at the kitchen table.

It’s me and the typewriter – me and the old TW, as our long-lost father said our long-lost grandmother used to say. Actually, she’d called it the ol’ TW, but such quirks have never been me. Me, I’m known for bruises and level-headedness, for height and muscle and blasphemy, and the occasional sentimentality. If you’re like most people, you’ll wonder if I’d bother stringing a sentence together, let alone know anything about the epics, or the Greeks. Sometimes it’s good to be underestimated that way, but even better when someone sees it. In my case, I was lucky:

For me there was Claudia Kirkby.

There was a boy and a son and a brother.

Yes, always for us there was a brother, and he was the one – the one of us amongst five of us – who took all of it on his shoulder. As ever, he’d told me quietly, and deliberately, and of course he was on the money. There was an old typewriter buried in the old backyard of an old-backyard-of-a-town, but I’d had to get my measurements right, or I might dig up a dead dog or a snake instead (which I did, on both counts). I figured if the dog was there and the snake was there, the typewriter couldn’t be far.

It was perfect, pirateless treasure.

I’d driven out the day after my wedding day.

Out from the city.

Right through the night.

Out through the reams of empty space, and then some.

The town itself was a hard, distant storyland; you could see it from afar. There was all the straw-like landscape, and marathons of sky. Around it, a wilderness of low scrub and gum trees stood close by, and it was true, it was so damn true: the people sloped and slouched. This world had worn them down.

It was outside the bank, next to one of the many pubs, that a woman told me the way. She was the uprightest woman in town.

‘Go left there on Turnstile Street, right? Then straight for say two hundred metres, then left again.’

She was brown-haired, well-dressed, in jeans and boots, plain red shirt, an eye shut tight to the sun. The only thing betraying her was an inverse triangle of skin, there at the base of her neck; it was tired and old and criss-crossed, like the handle of a leather chest.

‘You got it then?’

‘Got it.’

‘What number you lookin’ for, anyway?’

‘Twenty-three.’

‘Oh, you’re after the old Merchisons, are you?’

‘Well, to tell you the truth, not really.’

The woman came closer and I noted the teeth of her now, how they were white-and-gleaming-but-yellow; a lot like the swaggering sun. As she approached, I held my hand out, and there was she and I and her teeth and town.

‘My name’s Matthew,’ I said, and the woman, she was Daphne.

By the time I was at the car again, she’d turned and come back, from the money machine at the bank. She’d even left her card behind, and stood there now, with a hand at centre-hip. I was halfway into the driver’s side and Daphne nodded and knew. She knew near to almost everything, like a woman reading the news.

‘Matthew Dunbar.’

She said it, she didn’t ask.

There I was, twelve hours from home, in a town I’d never set foot in in all my thirty-one years, and they’d all been somehow expecting me.

It was a long time we looked at each other then, a few seconds at least, and all was broad and open. People appeared, and wandered the street.

I said, ‘What else do you know? Do you know I’m here for the typewriter?’

She opened the other eye.

She braved the midday sun.

‘Typewriter?’ Now I’d totally confused her. ‘What the hell are you talkin’ about?’

Almost on cue, an old guy started shouting, asking if it was her bloody card holding up bloody traffic at the bloody bank machine, and she ran back up to retrieve it. Maybe I could have explained – that there was an old TW in all this story, back when they used typewriters in doctors’ surgeries, and secretaries bashed at the keys. Whether or not she was interested, I’ll never know. What I do know is that her directions were spot-on.

Miller Street:

A quiet assembly line of small, polite houses, all baking in the heat.

I parked the car, I shut the door, and crossed the crispy lawn.

It was right about then I regretted not bringing the girl I’d just married – or actually, the woman, and mother of my two daughters – and of course, the daughters themselves. Those kids, they would have loved this place, they’d have walked and skipped and danced here, all legs and sunny hair. They’d have cartwheeled the lawn, shouting, ‘And don’t go lookin’ at our knickers, right?!’

Some honeymoon:

Claudia was at work.

The girls were at school.

Part of me still liked that, of course; a lot of me liked it a lot.

I breathed in, and out, and knocked.

Inside, the house was oven-like.

The furniture all was roasted.

The pictures just out of the toaster.

They had an air conditioner. It was broken.

There was tea and Scotch Fingers, and sun clapped hard to the window. There was ample sweat at the table. It dripped from arm to cloth.

As for the Merchisons, they were honest, hairy people.

They were a blue singlet of a man, with great big sideburns like fur coat meat cleavers on his cheeks, and a woman named Raelene. She wore pearl earrings, tight curls, and held a handbag. She was perennially going to the shops, but stayed. From the moment I mentioned the backyard and that something might be buried there, she’d had to hang around. When the tea was done and the biscuits reduced to a nub, I faced the sideburns, front-on. He spoke to me fair and squarely:

‘Guess we should get to work.’

Outside, in the long dry yard, I walked left, towards the clothesline, and a weathered, dying banksia. I looked back for a moment behind me: the small house, the tin roof. The sun was still all over it, but reclining, leaning west. I dug with shovel and hands, and there it was.

‘Goddamn!’

The dog.

Again.

‘Goddamn!’

The snake.

Both of them nothing but bones.

We combed them close and careful.

We placed them on the lawn.

‘Well, I’ll be!’

The man said it three times, but loudest of all when at last I’d found the old Remington, bullet-grey. A weapon in the ground, it was wrapped in three rounds of tough plastic, so clear I could see the keys: first the Q and the W, then the mid-section of F and G, H and J.

For a while I looked at it, I just looked:

Those black keys, like monsters’ teeth, but friendly.

Finally, I reached in and hauled it out, with careful, dirty hands; I filled in all three holes. We took it out of the packaging, and watched and crouched, to examine it.

‘A hell of a thing,’ said Mr Merchison. The fur coat cleavers were twitching.

‘It is,’ I agreed, it was glorious.

‘I didn’t think this was going to happen when I woke up this morning.’ He picked it up, and handed it across.

‘You want to stay for dinner, Matthew?’

That was the old lady, still half astonished. Astonishment didn’t trump dinner.

I looked up from my crouching stance. ‘Thanks, Mrs Merchison, but I’m hurting from all those biscuits.’ Again, I eyed the house. It was parcelled up now, in shade. ‘I should actually get going.’ I shook the hand of each of them. ‘I can’t thank you enough.’ I began to walk on, the typewriter safe in my arms.

Mr Merchison was having none of it.

He called out a forthright, ‘Oi!’

And what else could I do?

There must have been good reason for unearthing the two animals, and I turned from under the clothesline – the tired old Hills Hoist, just like ours – and waited for what he would say; and he said it.

‘Aren’t you forgetting something there, mate?’

He nodded to the dog bones and the snake.

And that was how I drove away.

In the back seat of my old station wagon that day were the skeletal remains of a dog, one typewriter, and the wiry bone line of a king brown snake.

About halfway, I pulled over. There was a place I knew – a small detour, with a bed and proper rest – but I decided not to take it. Instead, I lay in the car with the snake there at my neck. As I drifted off, I thought how before-the-beginnings are everywhere – because before and before so many things there was a boy in that old-backyard-of-a-town, and he’d kneeled on the ground when the snake had killed that dog, and the dog had killed that snake … but that’s all still to come.

No, for now, this is all you need:

I made it home the next day.

I made it back to the city, to Archer Street, where everything did begin, and went many and varied ways. The argument about just why in the hell I’d brought back the dog and the snake dissipated hours ago, and those who were to leave have left, and those to stay have stayed. Arguing upon return with Rory about the contents of the car’s back seat was the icing on the cake. Rory, of all the people. He, as much as anyone, knows who and why and what we are:

A family of ramshackle tragedy.

A comic book kapow of boys and blood and beasts.

We were born for relics like these.

In the middle of all the back-and-forth, Henry grinned, Tommy laughed, and both said, ‘Just like always.’ The fourth of us was sleeping, and had slept the whole time I was gone.

As for my two girls, when they came in, they marvelled at the bones and said, ‘Why’d you bring those home, Dad?’

Because he’s an idiot.

I caught Rory thinking it, immediately, but he’d never say it in front of my kids.

As for Claudia Dunbar – the former Claudia Kirkby – she shook her head and took my hand, and she was happy, she was so damn happy I could have broken down again. I’m sure it’s because I was glad.

Glad.

Glad is a stupid-seeming word, but I’m writing and telling you all of this purely and simply because that’s exactly how we are. I’m especially so because I love this kitchen now, and all its great and terrible history. I have to do it here. It’s fitting to do it here. I’m glad to hear my notes get slapped to the page.

In front of me, there’s the old TW.

Beyond it, a scratchy wooden tableland.

There are mismatched salt and pepper shakers, and a company of stubborn toast crumbs. The light from the hall is yellow, the light in here is white. I sit and think and hit here. I punch and punch away. Writing is always difficult, but easier with something to say:

Let me tell you about our brother.

The fourth Dunbar boy named Clay.

Everything happened to him.

We were all of us changed through him.



part one

CITIES




portrait of a killer as a middle-aged man

IF BEFORE THE beginning (in the writing at least) was a typewriter, a dog and a snake, the beginning itself – eleven years previously – was a murderer, a mule and Clay. Even in beginnings, though, someone needs to go first, and on that day it could only be the Murderer. After all, he was the one who got everything moving forward, and all of us looking back. He did it by arriving. He arrived at six o’clock.

As it was, it was quite appropriate, too, another blistering February evening; the day had cooked the concrete, the sun still high, and aching. It was heat to be held and depended on, or, really, that had hold of him. In the history of all murderers everywhere, this was surely the most pathetic:

At five-foot-ten, he was average height.

At seventy-five kilos, a normal weight.

But make no mistake – he was a wasteland in a suit; he was bent-postured, he was broken. He leaned at the air as if waiting for it to finish him off, only it wouldn’t, not today, for this, fairly suddenly, didn’t feel like a time for murderers to be getting favours.

No, today he could sense it.

He could smell it.

He was immortal.

Which pretty much summed things up.

Trust the Murderer to be unkillable at the one moment he was better off dead.

For the longest time then, ten minutes at least, he stood at the mouth of Archer Street, relieved to have finally made it, terrified to be there. The street didn’t seem much to care; its breeze was close but casual, its smoky scent was touchable. Cars were stubbed out rather than parked, and the powerlines drooped from the weight of mute, hot and bothered pigeons. Around it, a city climbed and called:

Welcome back, Murderer.

The voice so warm, beside him.

You’re in a bit of strife here, I’d say … In fact, a bit of strife doesn’t even come close – you’re in desperate trouble.

And he knew it.

And soon the heat came nearer.

Archer Street began rising to the task now, almost rubbing its hands together, and the Murderer fairly caught alight. He could feel it escalating, somewhere inside his jacket, and with it came the questions:

Could he walk on and finish the beginning?

Could he really see it through?

For a last moment he took the luxury – the thrill of stillness – then swallowed, massaged his crown of thorny hair, and with grim decision, made his way up to number eighteen.

A man in a burning suit.

Of course, he was walking that day at five brothers.

Us Dunbar boys.

From oldest to youngest:

Me, Rory, Henry, Clayton, Thomas.

We would never be the same.

To be fair, though, neither would he – and to give you at least a small taste of what the Murderer was entering into, I should tell you what we were like:

Many considered us tearaways.

Barbarians.

Mostly they were right:

Our mother was dead.

Our father had fled.

We swore like bastards, fought like contenders, and punished each other at pool, at table tennis (always on third- or fourth-hand tables, and often set up on the lumpy grass of the backyard), at Monopoly, darts, football, cards, at everything we could get our hands on.

We had a piano no-one played.

Our TV was serving a life sentence.

The couch was in for twenty.

Sometimes when our phone rang, one of us would walk out, jog along the porch and go next door; it was just old Mrs Chilman – she’d bought a new bottle of tomato sauce, and couldn’t get the wretched thing open. Then, whoever it was would come back in and let the front door slam, and life went on again.

Yes, for the five of us, life always went on:

It was something we beat into and out of each other, especially when things went completely right, or completely wrong. That was when we’d get out onto Archer Street in evening-afternoon. We’d walk at the city. The towers, the streets. The worried-looking trees. We’d take in the loud-mouthed conversations hurled from pubs, houses and unit blocks, so certain this was our place. We half expected to collect it all up and carry it home, tucked under our arms. It didn’t matter that we’d wake up the next day to find it gone again, on the loose, all buildings and bright light.

Oh – and one more thing.

Possibly most important.

In amongst a small roster of dysfunctional pets, we were the only people we knew of, in the end, to be in possession of a mule.

And what a mule he was.

The animal in question was named Achilles, and there was a backstory longer than a country mile as to how he ended up in our suburban backyard in one of the racing quarters of the city. On one hand it involved the abandoned stables and practice track behind our house, an outdated council by-law, and a sad old fat man with bad spelling. On the other it was our dead mother, our fled father, and the youngest, Tommy Dunbar.

At the time, not everyone in the house was even consulted; the mule’s arrival was controversial. After at least one heated argument, with Rory –

(‘Oi, Tommy, what’s goin’ on ’ere?’

‘What?’

‘What-a-y’ mean what, are you shitting me? There’s a donkey in the backyard!’

‘He’s not a donkey, he’s a mule.’

‘What’s the difference?’

‘A donkey’s a donkey, a mule’s a cross between –’

‘I don’t care if it’s a quarter horse crossed with a Shetland bloody pony! What’s it doin’ under the clothesline?’

‘He’s eating the grass.’

‘I can see that!’)

– we somehow managed to keep him.

Or more to the point, the mule stayed.

As was the case with the majority of Tommy’s pets, too, there were a few problems when it came to Achilles. Most notably, the mule had ambitions; with the rear flyscreen dead and gone, he was known to walk into the house when the back door was ajar, let alone left fully open. It happened at least once a week, and at least once a week I blew a gasket. It sounded something like this:

‘Je-sus Christ!’ As a blasphemer I was pretty rampant in those days, well known for splitting the Jesus and emphasising the Christ. ‘If I’ve told you bastards once, I’ve told you a hundred goddamn times! Shut the back door!’

And so on.

Which brings us once more to the Murderer, and how could he have possibly known?

He could have guessed that when he got here, none of us might be home. He could have known he’d have to decide between using his old key, and waiting on the front porch – to ask his single question, to make his proposition.

It was human derision he expected, even invited, sure.

But nothing like this.

What a broadside:

The hurtful little house, the onslaught of silence.

And that burglar, that pickpocket, of a mule.

At somewhere near quarter past six, he went footstep for footstep with Archer Street, and the beast of burden blinked.

And so it was.

The first pair of eyes the Murderer met inside belonged to Achilles, and Achilles was not to be trifled with. Achilles was in the kitchen, a few steps from the back door, in front of the fridge, with his customary what-the-hell-you-lookin’-at look parked on his long, lopsided face. Flare-nostrilled, he was even chewing a bit. Nonchalant. In control. If he was minding the beer he was doing a bloody good job.

Well?

At this point, Achilles seemed to be doing all the talking.

First the city, now the mule.

In theory, it made at least some semblance of sense. If something of the equine species might turn up anywhere in this city, it would be here; the stables, the practice track, the distant voice of race callers.

But a mule?

The shock was indescribable, and the surroundings certainly didn’t help. This kitchen was a geography and climate all of its own:

Overcast walls.

Parched floor.

A coastline of dirty dishes stretching towards the sink.

And then the heat, the heat.

Even the mule’s vigilant belligerence eased momentarily in consideration of this terrible, heavyweight heat. It was worse in here than outside, and that was an achievement not to be sniffed at.

Still, it didn’t take Achilles long to be back on task, or was the Murderer so dehydrated he was hallucinating? Of all the kitchens in all the world. He thought fleetingly of shoving his knuckles into his eyes, to wring the vision out, but it was futile.

This was real.

He was sure this animal – this grey, patchy, ginger, light brown, thatch-faced, wide-eyed, fat-nostrilled, casual bastard of a mule – was standing steadfast, on the cracked lino, victorious, making one thing known, and irrefutably clear:

A murderer should probably do many things, but he should never, under any circumstances, come home.


warming up the clay way

ACROSS TOWN, WHILE the Murderer met the mule, there was Clay, and Clay was warming up. Truth be told, Clay was always warming up. At that moment he was in an old apartment block, with stairs at his feet, a boy on his back, and a storm cloud in his chest. His short dark hair was flat on his head, and there was fire in each eye.

Running next to him, on his right, was another boy – a blond one, a year older – struggling to keep up, but pushing him all the same. On his left was a sprinting border collie, which made it Henry and Clay, Tommy and Rosy, doing what they always did:

One of them talked.

One of them trained.

One of them hung on for dear life.

Even the dog was giving her all.

For this training method, they had a key, they’d paid a friend; it guaranteed entry to the building. Ten dollars for a stuffed lump of concrete. Not bad. They ran.

‘You miserable piece-a shit,’ said Henry (the money maker, the friendly one) at Clay’s side. As he struggled, he loped and laughed. His smile swerved off his face; he caught it in his palm. At times like these, he communicated with Clay through tried and tested insults. ‘You’re nothing,’ he said, ‘you’re soft.’ He was hurting but had to talk on. ‘You’re soft as a two-minute egg, boy. Makes me sick to watch you run like this.’

It also wasn’t long before another tradition was observed.

Tommy, the youngest, the pet collector, lost one of his shoes.

‘Shit, Tommy, I thought I told you to tie ’em up better. Come on, Clay, you’re weak, you’re ridiculous. How ’bout havin’ a bloody go?’

They reached the sixth floor and Clay dumped Tommy sideways and tackled the mouth on his right. They landed on the musty tiles, Clay half smiled, the other two laughed, and they all shrugged off the sweat. In the struggle, Clay got Henry in a headlock. He picked him up and ran him round.

‘You really need a shower, mate.’ Typical Henry. We always said that to do Henry in we’d have to kill his mouth twice. ‘That’s shockin’, that is.’ He could feel the wire in Clay’s arm as it wrung his smart-mouth neck.

To interrupt, Tommy, thoroughly thirteen, took a running jump and brought all three of them down, arms and legs, boys and floor. Around them, Rosy leapt and landed; her tail was up, her body forward. Black legs. White paws. She barked but they fought on.

When it was over, they lay on their backs; there was a window on this, the top floor of the stairwell, and grubby light, and rising-falling chests. The air was heavy. Tonnes of it, heaping from their lungs. Henry gulped it good and hard, but his mouth showed true heart.

‘Tommy, you little bastard.’ He looked over and grinned. ‘I think you just saved my life, kid.’

‘Thanks.’

‘No, thank you,’ and he motioned now to Clay, who was already up on an elbow. His other hand down in his pocket. ‘I don’t get why we put up with this lunatic.’

‘Me neither.’

But they did.

For starters, he was a Dunbar boy, and with Clay you wanted to know.

What was it, though?

What was there to know when it came to Clayton, our brother?

Questions had followed him for years now, like why did he smile but never laugh?

Why did he fight but never to win?

Why did he like it so much on our roof?

Why did he run not for a satisfaction, but a discomfort – some sort of gateway to pain and suffering, and always putting up with it?

Not one of those enquiries, however, was his favourite.

They were warm-up questions.

Nothing more.

After lying on their backs, they did three more sets, Rosy cleaning up the stray shoe on the way.

‘Oi, Tommy.’

‘Yeah?’

‘Put ’em on tighter next time, right?’

‘Sure, Henry.’

‘Double knots, or I’ll cutcha in half.’

‘Okay, Henry.’

At the bottom, he gave him a slap on the shoulder – the signal to get on Clay’s back again – and they ran the stairs and came down in the lift. (Cheating in some people’s minds, but actually much harder: it shortened the recovery.) After the last climb, Henry, Tommy and Rosy took one more ride down, but Clay was taking the stairs. Outside, they walked over to Henry’s rough-handled, P-plated, iron slab of a car, and went through the old routine:

‘Rosy, get out of the front seat.’ She sat there at the wheel, her ears perfect triangles. She looked ready to adjust the radio. ‘Come on, Tommy, get her out of there, do us a favour.’

‘Here, girl, stop muckin’ round.’

Henry pocketed a hand.

A fistful of coins.

‘Clay, here it is, we’ll see you up there.’

Two boys drove, the other ran.

Out the window: ‘Oi, Clay!’

He pushed on. He didn’t turn around, but he heard all right. The same thing, every time.

‘Get daisies if you can, they were her favourite, remember?!’

As if he didn’t know.

The car pulled out, blinker on. ‘And don’t get done on the price!’

Clay ran faster.

He hit the hill.

In the beginning it was me who trained him, then Rory, and if I did it with an old-school brand of foolish integrity, Rory bludgeoned but never broke him. As for Henry, he’d made a scheme of it – he did it for the cash, but also because he loved it, which we’ll witness soon enough.

From the outset, it was straightforward, yet stupefying:

We could tell him what to do.

He would do it.

We could torture him.

He’d endure it.

Henry could boot him out of the car because he’d seen a few mates walking home in the rain, and Clay would get out, he’d break into a jog. Then, when they drove past and shouted, ‘Stop bludging!’ out the window, he’d run faster. Tommy, guilty as all buggery, would look out the back, and Clay watching till the car dropped out of sight. He’d see the bad haircut getting smaller and smaller, and that was how it was:

It might have looked like we were training him.

But really, we weren’t even close.

Through time the words became less and less, the methods more and more. We all knew what he wanted, but not what he was going to do with it.

What the hell was Clay Dunbar training for?

At six thirty, tulips at his feet, he leaned forward, into the cemetery fence. It was nice and high, this place; Clay liked it. He watched the sun, grazing amongst the skyscrapers.

Cities.

This city.

Down there, the traffic was herded home. The lights changed. The Murderer came.

‘Excuse me?’

Nothing. He tightened his grip on the fence.

‘Young man?’

He looked over now and an old woman was pointing, sipping her lips. They must have been tasty.

‘Would you mind?’ She had shapeless eyes, a tired dress, and she was wearing stockings. The heat meant nothing to her. ‘Would you mind if I asked for one of those flowers?’

Clay looked into the deep wrinkle, a long streak above her eyes. He handed her a tulip.

‘Thank you, thank you, young man. For my William.’

The boy nodded and followed her through the open gate; he navigated the graves. When he got there he crouched he stood he folded his arms he faced the evening sun. He had no idea how long it took for Henry and Tommy to be either side, and the dog, tongue out, at the epitaphs. Each boy stood, slouched yet stiff, hands in pockets. If the dog had pockets, she’d have had her paws in them too, for sure. All attention was then given to the gravestone and the flowers in front of it, wilting before their eyes.

‘No daisies?’

Clay looked over.

Henry shrugged. ‘Okay, Tommy.’

‘What?’

‘Hand it over, it’s his turn.’

Clay held out his hand. He knew what to do.

He took the Mr Sheen and sprayed the metal plate. Next he was handed the arm of a grey T-shirt and gave the memorial a good rub, a good wipe.

‘You missed a bit.’

‘Where?’

‘Are you blind, Tommy, right there, in the corner, look there, are your eyes painted on?!’

Clay watched them speak, then gave it a circular polish, and now the sleeve was black; the city’s dirty mouth. All three of them were in singlets and old shorts. All three of them tightened their jaws. Henry gave Tommy a wink. ‘Good work, Clay, time to go, huh? Don’t want to be late for the main event.’

Tommy and the dog followed first, always the same.

Then Clay.

When he joined them, Henry said, ‘Good cemeteries make good neighbours.’ Honestly, his crap was endless.

Tommy said, ‘I hate coming here, you know that, don’t you?’

And Clay?

Clay – who was the quiet one, or the smiler – only turned, one last time, and stared across the sunlit district of statues, crosses and gravestones.

They looked like runners-up trophies.

Every last one.


barbarians

BACK AT 18 Archer Street, relations were at a stalemate in the kitchen.

The Murderer backed slowly away, into the rest of the house. Its silence was something awesome – an enormous playground for the guilt to wreak havoc, to work him over – but it was also a deception. The fridge hummed, the mule breathed, and there were more animals in there, too. Now that he’d reversed into the hallway, he could sense the movement. Was the Murderer being sniffed out and hunted down?

Not likely.

No, the animals didn’t remotely pose a threat; it was the two eldest of us he feared most.

I was the responsible one:

The long-standing breadwinner.

Rory was the invincible one:

The human ball and chain.

Around six thirty, Rory was across the street, leaning against a telegraph pole, smiling wry and rueful, smiling just for laughs; the world was filthy, and so was he. After a short search, he pulled a long strand of girls’ hair from his mouth. Whoever she was, she was out there somewhere, she lay open-legged in Rory’s head. A girl we’ll never know, or see.

A moment earlier, he’d run into a girl we did know, a girl named Carey Novac. It was just beyond her driveway.

She smelt like horse, she’d called out hi.

She’d jumped off her old bike.

She had good-green eyes and auburn hair – miles of it down her back – and she gave him a message, for Clay. It had to do with a book; one of three important to everything. ‘Tell him I’m still loving Buonarroti, okay?’

Rory was taken aback, but didn’t move. Only his mouth. ‘Borna-who?’

The girl laughed on her way to the garage. ‘Just tell him, okay?’ But then she took pity, she tilted back, all freckly-armed and sure. There was a kind of generosity to her, of heat and sweat and life. ‘You know,’ she said, ‘Michelangelo?’

‘What?’ Now he was even more confused. The girl’s mad, he thought. Sweet but totally mad. Who gives a shit about Michelangelo?

But somehow the thought endured.

He found that pole, he leaned a while, then crossed the road for home. Rory was a bit on the hungry side.

As for me, I was in there, out there, trapped in traffic.

Around, in front, and behind, thousands of cars were all lined up, all pointed the way of assorted homes. A steady wave of heat came through the window of my station wagon (the one I still own), and there was an endless cavalcade of billboards, shopfronts and people portions. With every movement, the city ploughed inside, but there was also my signature smell of wood, wool and varnish.

I let my forearm poke from the car.

My body felt like lumber.

Both my hands were sticky with glue and turps, and all I wanted was to get home. I could have a shower then, and organise dinner, and maybe read, or watch an old movie.

That wasn’t too much to ask for, was it?

Just get home and relax?

Not a goddamn chance.


bernborough

ON DAYS LIKE these, Henry had rules.

First, there had to be beer.

Second, it had to be cold.

For those reasons, he left Tommy, Clay and Rosy at the cemetery and would meet them later, at Bernborough Park.

(Bernborough Park, for those unfamiliar with this neighbourhood, is an old athletics field. Back then it was a crumbling grandstand, and a good carpark’s worth of broken glass. It was also the venue of Clay’s most infamous training days.)

Before Henry got in the car, though, he felt it necessary to give Tommy some last-minute instructions. Rosy listened too:

‘If I’m late getting down there, tell ’em to hold their horses, right?’

‘Sure, Henry.’

‘And tell them to have their money ready.’

‘Sure, Henry.’

‘Are you right with the Sure bloody Henrys, Tommy?’

‘I’m right.’

‘Keep going like this and I’ll put you out there in front of him as well. Do you want that?’

‘No thanks, Henry.’

‘Don’t blame you, kid.’ A short smile at the end of a playful, well-exercised mind. He slapped Tommy’s ear, soft and sure, then grabbed a hold of Clay. ‘And you – do me a favour.’ He gripped his face, a hand each side. ‘Don’t leave these two bastards behind.’

In the post-car wave of dust, the dog looked at Tommy.

Tommy looked at Clay.

Clay looked at neither one.

As he checked his pocket, there was so much in him that wanted to – to break again, into a run – but with the city splayed out in front of them, and the graveyard by their backs, he took two steps at Rosy, and tucked her under his arm.

He stood and the dog was smiling.

Her eyes like wheat and gold.

She laughed at the world below.

They were on Entreaty Avenue – the great hill he’d just ascended – when finally he put her down. They trod the rotten frangipanis, onto Poseidon Road: the racing quarter’s headquarters. A rusted mile of shops.

While Tommy was aching for the pet store, Clay would die for other places; of streets, and monuments of her.

Lonhro, he thought.

Bobby’s Lane.

The cobblestone Peter Pan Square.

She had auburn hair and good-green eyes, and was apprenticed to Ennis McAndrew. Her favourite horse was Matador. Her favourite race was always the Cox Plate. Her favourite winner of that race was the mighty Kingston Town, a good three decades before. (The best stuff happens before we’re born.)

The book she read was The Quarryman.

One of three important to everything.

In the heat of Poseidon Road, the boys and the dog turned eastwards, and soon, it loomed; the athletics track.

They walked till they blended beside it, and in through a gap in the fence.

On the straight, in the sun, they waited.

Within minutes, the usual crowd appeared – boy vultures on a sports field carcass; the lanes were awash with weeds. The red Tartan Track peeled from the surface. Its infield had grown to a jungle.

‘Look,’ said Tommy, and pointed.

More and more boys were arriving, from all directions of their peak pubescent glory. Even from a distance you could see their sunburn smiles, and count the suburban scars. You could also sense their odour: the smell of never quite men.

For a while, from the outside lane, Clay watched them. Drinking, scratching armpits. Throwing bottles. A few kicked at bedsores on the track – till soon enough, he’d seen enough.

He put a hand on Tommy’s shoulder, and walked to the shade of the grandstand.

Its darkness ate him up.


the greeks got him

FOR THE MURDERER, it was an embarrassing consolation to find the rest of them in the lounge room – what we often referred to as Tommy’s roster of shithead pets. And then, of course, the names. Some would say sublime, others again, ridiculous. He saw the goldfish first.

He’d followed a sideways glance, over towards the window, where the tank was on a stand, and the fish lunged forward and reeled itself back, butting the sheet of glass.

Its scales were like plumage.

Its tail a golden rake.

AGAMEMNON.

A peeling sticker along the bottom announced him in green marker pen in crowded, boyish lettering. The Murderer knew the name.

Next, on the eroded couch, asleep between the remote and a dirty sock, was a big grey brute of a cat: a tabby with giant black paws and a tail like an exclamation mark, who went by the name of Hector.

On many counts, Hector was the most despised animal in the house, and today, even in such heat, he was curled up like a furry fat C, except for his tail, which was stuck into him like a shaggy sword. When he changed positions, fur flew off him in droves, but he slept on, undiminished, and purring. Someone need only go near him to set the motor running. Even murderers. Hector was never very discerning.

Last, on top of the bookshelf, sat a long, large birdcage.

Inside it was a pigeon, waiting sternly still but happy.

The door was completely open.

Once or twice, when he stood and walked, his purple head bobbed with great economy, he moved in perfect rhythm. That was what the pigeon did, each and every day, as he waited to perch on Tommy.

These days we called him Telly.

Or T.

But never, no matter the occasion, his full, infuriating name:

Telemachus.

God, how we hated Tommy for those names.

The single reason he got away with it was that we all understood:

That kid knew what he was doing.

A few steps in now, the Murderer looked.

This appeared to be the lot:

One cat, one bird, one goldfish, one murderer.

And the mule, of course, in the kitchen.

A pretty undangerous bunch.

In the weird light, in the hung heat, and amongst the other articles of the lounge room – a used and abused old laptop, the coffee-stained couch arms, the schoolbooks in cairns on the carpet – the Murderer felt it loom, just behind his back. The only thing it didn’t do was say boo:

The piano.

The piano.

Christ, he thought, the piano.

Wooden, walnut and upright, it stood in the corner with its mouth closed and a sea of dust on top:

Deep and calm, sensationally sad.

A piano, that was all.

If it seems innocuous enough, think again, for his left foot began to twitch. His heart ached with such force that he could have burst back out the front door.

What a time for first feet on the porch.

There was key, there was door, there was Rory, and not a moment to straighten up. Any words the Murderer might have prepared had vanished from his throat, and there wasn’t much air in there either. Just the taste of beating heart. He was only able to glimpse him, too, for he was through that hallway like a streak. The great shame was that he couldn’t tell who it was.

Rory or me?

Henry or Clay?

It wasn’t Tommy, surely. Too big.

All he’d sensed was a moving body, and now a roar of delight from the kitchen.

‘Achilles! You cheeky bastard!’

The fridge opened and shut, and that’s when Hector looked up. He thumped down onto the carpet and stretched his back legs in that shaky cat-like way. He wandered into the kitchen from the other side. The voice immediately changed.

‘What the hell do you want, Hector, you heavy heap of shit? Jump on my bed again tonight and it’s all bloody over for you, I swear it.’ The rustle of bread bags, the opening of jars. Then another laugh. ‘Good old Achilles, ay?’ Of course, he didn’t get rid of him. Get Tommy to deal with it, he thought. Or even better, he’d just let me find him later. That’d be pure gold – and that was it.

As fast as he’d come in, there was another glimpse in the hallway, a slam of the front door, and he was gone.

As you might imagine, it took a while to recover from that.

Many heartbeats, many breaths.

His head sank, his thoughts gave thanks.

The goldfish butted the tank.

The bird watched him, then marched, end to end, like a colonel, and soon the return of the cat; Hector entered the lounge room, and sat, as if in audience. The Murderer was sure he could hear his pulse – the din of it, the friction. He could feel it himself in his wrists.

If nothing else, one thing now was certain.

He had to sit down.

In quick time he got a stronghold on the couch.

The cat licked its lips and pounced.

The Murderer looked back and saw him in full flight – a thick grey chunk of fur and stripes – and he braced himself and took it. For a moment, at least, he wondered; should he pat the cat or not? It didn’t matter to Hector – he was purring the house down, right there on his lap. He even started happy paws, he butchered the Murderer’s thighs. And now came someone else.

He almost couldn’t believe it.

They’re coming.

They’re coming.

The boys are coming, and here I am with the heaviest domesticated cat in history sitting on me. He might as well have been stranded under an anvil, and a purring one at that.

This time it was Henry, wiping hair from his eyes and walking purposefully to the kitchen. For him it was a lot less hilarious, but certainly no more urgent:

‘Yeah, good one, Achilles, thanks for the memories – Matthew’s sure to blow another stack tonight.’

Would I ever!

Next he opened the fridge, and this time there were some manners. ‘Can you just move your head there please, mate? Thanks.’

He clinked, reaching and lifting, throwing beer cans into an esky – and soon he was on his way again, bound for Bernborough Park, and the Murderer, again, remained.

What was going on here?

Could no-one intuit the killer?

No, it wasn’t going to be that easy, and now he was left, this time crushed on the couch, to contemplate the term of his natural invisibility. He was caught – somewhere between the relief of its mercy and the shame of its impotence – and he sat there, simple and still. Around him, a cyclone of loose cat hair whirled in the evening light. The goldfish resumed its war with the glass, and the pigeon hit full stride.

And the piano watched him from behind.


the human ball and chain

AT BERNBOROUGH PARK, when the last of them turned up, they shook hands, they laughed. They revelled. They drank in that adolescent way, all greedy-mouthed and wide open. They said ‘Oi!’ and ‘Hey!’ and ‘Where the hell have you been, you dopey deadshit?!’ They were virtuosos of alliteration and didn’t know it.

As soon as he’d stepped from his car, Henry’s first order of business was to make sure Clay was in the grandstand dressing sheds. Down there he’d meet today’s batch; there’d be six boys, all waiting, and what would happen was this:

They’d walk back out the tunnel.

Each of those six boys would then position himself around the four-hundred-metre track.

Three at the hundred-metre mark.

Two at the two hundred.

And one anywhere from the three hundred to the finish.

Last, and most importantly, all six would do everything in their power to stop Clay running a single lap. Easier said than done.

As for the mob who watched, they guessed at the result. Each would call out a specific time, and that’s where Henry came in. Henry, very willingly, handled the bets. A stump of chalk in his hand, an old-school stopwatch round his neck, and he was set.

Today, several boys were at him immediately, down at the foot of the grandstand. To Henry, many of them weren’t even real – they were nicknames with boys attached. As for us, for all but two of them, we’ll see them here, we’ll leave them here, they’ll be fools like this forever. It’s kind of nice, when you think of it.

‘Well, Henry?’ asked Leper. You can only pity a guy with a nickname like that; there were scabs of various shapes, sizes and colours all over him. Apparently he’d started doing stupid things on his bike when he turned eight, and never stopped.

Henry very nearly took pity on him, but opted instead for a smirk. ‘Well what?’

‘How tired is he?’

‘Not very.’

‘Has he run up Crapper’s stairwell yet?’ This time it was Chugs. Charlie Drayton. ‘And up the hill to the graveyard?’

‘Look, he’s good, all right, he’s in mint condition.’ Henry rubbed his hands together, in warm anticipation. ‘We’ve got six of the best down there, too. Even Starkey.’

‘Starkey! That bastard’s back, is he? That’s worth at least another thirty seconds, I reckon.’

‘Oh come on, Trout, Starkey’s all talk. Clay’ll run right past him.’

‘How many floors in that apartment block again, Crapps?’

‘Six,’ said Henry, ‘and that key’s getting a bit rusty too, old boy. Fix us up for a new one and I might even let you bet free.’

Crapper, curly-haired, curly-faced, licked his curly lips. ‘What? Really?’

‘Okay, maybe half.’

‘Hey,’ said a guy named Spook, ‘how come Crapps gets a free bet?’

Henry interrupted before there was anything to interrupt. ‘Unforchantly, Spook, you pale, poor bastard, Crapps has got something we can use; he’s useful.’ He walked with him, he mentored. ‘You, on the other hand, are useless. Get it?’

‘Okay, Henry, how about this?’ Crapper tried for more. ‘You can have my key if you give me three bets gratis.’

‘Gratis? What are you, bloody French?’

‘I don’t think the French say gratis, Henry. I think it might be German.’

That voice had come from out of the pack; Henry sought it out. ‘Was that you, Chewie, you hairy bastard? Last I heard you couldn’t speak fucking English!’ To the rest of them: ‘Can you believe that awful prick?’

They laughed. ‘Good one, Henry.’

‘And don’t think a Good-one-Henry’ll do you any extra favours.’

‘Hey, Henry.’ Crapper. One last try. ‘How about –’

‘Oh, Jesus!’ His voice erupted in fury, but Henry did mock-anger, not anger itself. At seventeen, he’d endured much of what life as a Dunbar could throw at him, and he always came up smiling. He also had a soft spot for Wednesdays here at Bernborough, and the boys who watched from the fence. He loved that all of this was their midweek main event, and to Clay it was one more warm-up. ‘All right, you bastards, who’s up first?! It’s ten up front or piss off!’

He jumped to a splintery bench.

From there the bets went this way and that, from 2:17 to 3:46 to a resounding 2:32. With his stump of green chalk, Henry wrote the names and times on the concrete at their feet; next to bets from previous weeks.

‘All right, come on, Showbag, enough’s enough.’

Showbag, also known as Vong, or Kurt Vongdara, had agonised a long time. He took few things very seriously, but this, it seemed, was one of them. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘With Starkey out there, make it, shit – 5:11.’

‘Jesus.’ Henry smiled from his crouching stance. ‘And remember, boys, no mind-changing either, or messing with the chalk –’

He saw something.

Someone.

They’d missed each other by minutes, back home in the kitchen, but now he saw him – hard and unmistakable, of dark-rust hair, and scrap-metal eyes, and chewing a piece of gum. Henry was utterly delighted.

‘What’s up?’ A collective question, a chorus. ‘What is it? What’s –’ and Henry nodded upwards, to coincide with the voice, which landed amongst the chalk.

‘Gentlemen –’

And for just a moment, each boy wore an oh-shit look that was utterly priceless, then all burst into action.

Everyone changed their bets.


smoke signal

ALL RIGHT, THAT’S it.

He’d had enough.

Grim and guilty and regretful as he was, the Murderer had come to a point; we could despise him, but we wouldn’t ignore him. Then again, his next move also felt like good manners – that since he’d entered the house without permission, he really should have warned us:

He extracted Hector from his lap.

He walked towards the piano.

Rather than open the lid to the keys (no way could he face doing that), he exposed the strings from above, and what he found was possibly worse – for lying there, inside, were two charcoal-coloured books, on an old blue woollen dress. In a pocket was one of its buttons, and beneath the dress what he’d gone there for: a packet of cigarettes.

Slowly, he took it out.

His body folded up.

He fought hard to lift and straighten.

It took an effort to close the piano again, and walk back into the kitchen. He fished a lighter from out of the cutlery drawer, and stood before Achilles.

‘Bugger it.’

For the first time, he dared to speak. He’d realised now that the mule wasn’t fit for attack, and so the Murderer lit up, and made his way towards the sink.

‘I might as well do the dishes while I’m at it.’


the idiots

INSIDE, THE WALLS of the dressing room were sad with graffiti – the kind of amateur work that was nothing short of embarrassing. Clay sat barefoot, he ignored it. In front of him, Tommy was picking knots of grass from Rosy’s stomach, but the border collie soon came over. He clamped a hand down gently on her snout.

‘Dunbar.’

As expected, there were six other boys, each in his own small region of the graffiti. Five of them talked and joked with each other. One paraded a girl: the animal-boy named Starkey.

‘Hey, Dunbar.’

‘What?’

‘Not you, Tommy, y’ bloody nitwit.’

Clay looked up.

‘Here.’ Starkey lobbed a roll of masking tape, hitting him in the chest. When it landed on the floor, Rosy scooped it up and held it in her jaws. Clay watched her wrestle it, as Starkey ranted on.

‘I just don’t want you having any excuses when I tidy you up out there, that’s all. That, and I’ve got vivid memories of you pulling that sticky tape shit when we were younger. And there’s a lot of broken glass out there. Wouldn’t want you hurting your pretty little feet.’

‘Did you say vivid?’ asked Tommy.

‘A thug can’t have vocab? I said nitwit too, and that applied brilliantly to the likes of you.’ Starkey and the girl enjoyed that one, and Clay couldn’t help quite liking her. He watched her lipstick and grimy grin. He also liked her bra strap, flopping over her shoulder the way it did. He didn’t mind the way they touched and sort of smudged each other either – her crotch on his thigh, a leg each side. It was a curiosity, but nothing more. First, she was no Carey Novac. Second, this was nothing personal. To those outside, the boys in here were cogs in a beautiful machinery; a tainted entertainment. To Clay, they were colleagues of a particular design. How much could they damage him? How much could he survive?

He knew it was soon they’d be walking out, so now he leaned back, he closed his eyes, he imagined Carey beside him; the heat and light of her arms. In her face the freckles were pinpricks – so deep and red, but minuscule – like a diagram, or even better, a schoolkid’s dot-to-dot sheet. In her lap was the pale-covered book they shared, with its bronze and fractured lettering:

THE QUARRYMAN

Under the title it said, Everything you’ve ever wanted to know about Michelangelo Buonarroti – an infinite quarry of greatness. Inside, at the very front, was the torn-off line of a missing page; the one with the author’s biography. The bookmark was a recent betting slip:


Royal Hennessey, Race 5

#2 – Matador

Win only: $1



Soon, she stood, then leaned at him.

She smiled in that interested way she had, like facing front-on at everything. She came closer and began; she put her bottom lip on his top one, and held the book between them. ‘He knew right then that this was the world, and all it was was a vision.’

As she quoted a favourite page, her mouth kept touching his – three times, four times, make it five – and now just slightly away:

‘Saturday?’

A nod, for on Saturday night, just over three more days, they’d meet in reality, in his other favourite, forgotten field. A place called The Surrounds. There, in that place, they’d lie awake. Her hair could itch him for hours. But never would he move it, or adjust.

‘Clay.’ She was fading. ‘… It’s time.’

But he didn’t want to open his eyes.

In the meantime, a buck-toothed kid they called Ferret was out, and Rory, as always, was in. Whenever he showed up for old times’ sake, that was how it went.

He walked down the tunnel and entered the depressing dressing room, and even Starkey stopped showboating with the girl. Rory held a finger up, hard against his lips. He gave Tommy an almost unfriendly rummage of the hair, and stood now, over Clay. He examined him, smiling, casually, with his priceless, scrap-metal eyes.

‘Oi, Clay.’ He couldn’t resist. ‘Still mixed up in this bullshit, huh?’

And Clay smiled back, he had to.

He smiled but didn’t look up.

‘Ready, boys?’

Henry, stopwatch in hand, let them know.

As Clay stood, Tommy asked him; all just part of the ritual.

He pointed towards his pocket.

‘You want me to mind it for you, Clay?’

Clay said nothing, but told him.

The answer was always the same.

He didn’t even shake his head.

From there, they left the graffiti behind.

They walked back out the tunnel.

They shaped up to the light.

In the arena were approximately two dozen idiots, half each side, to clap them on. Idiots clapping idiots, it was tremendous. It was what this mob did best.

‘Come on, boys!’

The voices were warm. Clapping hands.

‘Run hard, Clay! Dig ’em in, son!’

The yellow light persisted behind the grandstand.

‘Don’t kill ’im, Rory!’

‘Hit him hard, Starkers, y’ ugly bastard!’

Laughter. Starkey stopped.

‘Oi.’ He pointed a finger and quoted the movies. ‘Maybe I’ll practise on you first.’ Ugly bastard he didn’t mind one bit, but he couldn’t abide Starkers. He looked behind and saw his girl venture to the firewood seats in the grandstand. She had no business with the rest of this riffraff; surely one was bad enough. He shuffled his big frame to catch up.

Briefly they were all on the straight, but soon the dressing room boys drifted away. The first three would be Seldom, Maguire and Tinker: two with agility and strength, and one brick outhouse to smother him.

The pair at the two hundred would be Schwartz and Starkey, of which one was a perfect gentleman, and one a certified beast. The thing with Schwartz, though, was that while he was completely, emphatically fair, he’d be devastating in the contest. Afterwards he’d be all white-tooth smiles and pats on the back. But at the discus net, he’d hit him like a train.

The gamblers were now on the move as well.

They spilled upwards, to the highest row of the grandstand, to see out past the infield.

The boys on track were prepared:

They punched the meat of their quadriceps.

They stretched and slapped their arms.

At the hundred mark, they stood a lane apart. They had great aura, their legs were alight. The falling sun behind.

At the two hundred, Schwartz was moving his head, side to side. Blond hair, blond eyebrows, focused eyes. Next to him, Starkey spat on the track. The whiskers on his face were dirty and alert, perpendicular to his cheeks. His hair was like a doormat. Again, he stared and spat.

‘Hey,’ Schwartz said, but he didn’t take his eyes from the hundred. ‘We might land in that in a sec.’

‘So?’

Then, lastly, down on the straight, maybe fifty metres from the end, Rory stood, quite easily, as if moments like these were reasonable; it was how they were meant to be.


the magician’s handkerchief

FINALLY, THE NOISE of an engine:

The car-door sound like a stapler.

He tried to fend it away, but the Murderer’s pulse churned that little bit extra, most notably at the neck. He was almost desperate enough to ask Achilles to wish him luck, but at long last the mule looked a little vulnerable himself; he sniffed, and shifted a hoof.

Footsteps on the porch now.

The keyhole entered and turned.

I instantly smelt the smoke.

In the doorway, a long list of blasphemy fell silently from my mouth. A magician’s hanky of shock and horror, it was followed by miles of indecision, and a pair of bloodless hands. What do I do? What the hell do I do?

How long did I stand there?

How many times did I consider turning and walking back out?

In the kitchen (as I learned much later), the Murderer stood quietly up. He breathed the sultry air. He looked gratefully at the mule:

Don’t even think about leaving me now.


the smiler

‘THREE … TWO … ONE … Now.’

The stopwatch clicked, and Clay was on his way.

Lately they always did it like this; Henry loved how skiers were sent down the mountain on TV, and adopted the same method here.

As usual, Clay had started the countdown a distance from the line. He was impassive, blank-faced, and his barefoot feet felt great. They hit the line nicely for the now. Only when he started to run did he feel a pair of tears, bitten and burning, swell inside his eyes. Only then did his fists tighten; he was ready for it now, this idiots’ brigade, this terrifically teenaged world. He would never see it or be it again.

The weeds at his feet swung left and right, they swayed to get out of his way. Even his breath seemed to come out of him only to escape. Still there was no feeling on his face. Just the two arching tear lines, drying as he took the first bend, towards Seldom, Maguire and Tinker. Clay knew how to hurt them. He had one or two of most things, but also a thousand elbows.

‘Here.’

Businesslike, they converged.

They met him in Lane Four with noxious sweat and forearms, and his legs continued to run, diagonally in the air. Momentum, somehow, was his. His right hand dug into the rubber, then a knee, and he threw Maguire behind him; he fended Seldom’s face. In an instant he could see the poor guy fog up, and he brought him down next, and hard.

By then, the rotund Brian ‘Tinker’ Bell – with the secondary nickname of Mr Plump – came in with a gluttonous thump. It was a fist across the throat, an ample chest against his back. He whispered, hot and hoarsely, ‘I gotcha now.’ Clay didn’t like being whispered to like that. He also didn’t care much for gotcha, and very soon there was a very sad sack lying amongst the weeds. A sack with a bleeding ear. ‘Fark!’ The boy was gone.

Yes, Tinker was forgotten, but the other two came back, one hurt, one strong; it wasn’t enough. Clay pushed away. He strode out. He took hold of the worn back straight.

Now he eyed the next two, and they hadn’t expected him so soon.

Schwartz steadied himself.

Starkey spat again. The guy was a goddamn fountain. A gargoyle!

‘Come on!’

That was the creature in Starkey’s voice box now, crying a call to arms. He should have known better, that Clay wouldn’t be threatened, or inflamed. In the background, the first three boys were hunched, all just blurry shapes, as he swung out wide, then changed. He aimed more for Starkey, who by now wasn’t spitting, but veering. He reacted barely in time to get a finger onto the very top thread of Clay’s shorts, and then, of course, came Schwartz.

As promised, Schwartz hit him like a train.

The 2:13 express.

His neat fringe came over the top as he buried him, half into Lane One, half in the wall of weeds, and Starkey followed with his knees. He gored Clay’s cheek with that facial hair. He even pinched him as they went kicking and a-gouging in the blood and the shove and Starkey’s beer breath. (God, that poor girl up in the bleachers.)

As if in suffocation, their feet kicked at the Tartan.

Seemingly miles away, a complaint arrived from the grandstand. ‘Can’t see a bloody thing!’ If it went any longer in the infield, they’d have to run to the bend.

Inside the Bernborough Park greenery, there was a lot of grappling, but Clay always found a way. To him, there was no win at the end of this, or a loss, or a time, or the money. It didn’t matter how much they hurt him, they couldn’t hurt him. Or how much they held him, they couldn’t hold him. Or at least, they couldn’t quite hurt him enough.

‘Pin that knee!’

A prudent suggestion by Schwartz, but too late. A free kneecap was a free Clay, and he was able to push himself off, hurdle the hundred kilos at his feet, and accelerate.

There were cheers now, and whistles.

A herd of nicknames came charging down, grandstand to track. From that distance their calls were very vague – more like the songs in his bedroom when the night-time southerly came – but they were there all right, and so was Rory.

For a hundred and fifty metres, Clay had the ochre-red surface to himself. His heart clanged, the dry tear lines cracked apart.

He ran at the refusing light, at its stubborn, bulky rays.

He looked into his gait, at the elastic width of Tartan.

He ran at the cheers of boys, who called from the grandstand shade. Somewhere in there was that red-mouthed girl and her careless, wayward shoulder. There was no sex in the thought, just that similar thread of amusement. He wondered about her deliberately, for a suffering was soon to begin. It didn’t matter that this was the fastest he’d ever got here. Nothing. It meant nothing, because there, fifty metres from the finish, Rory now stood like a rumour.

Leading in, Clay knew he should be decisive. To hesitate would ruin him. Timidity could kill him. Not long before they met, at the far-right margin of his sight, there was twenty-four boys’ worth of miscellaneous shouts. They damn near brought the grandstand down, and before them a glimpse of Rory. He was typically raw and wry.

And Clay?

He fought every urge, to sidestep, left or right. He virtually climbed into him and somehow made it over. He felt his brother’s anatomy: his love and lovable anger. There was collision between boy and ground, and just the one foot was held now. One arm locked around his ankle was the only thing standing between Clay and something
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