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BOONIE


A couple of weeks after I started my new job, a woman from the office took a shine to me. Her name was Wanda and she was the payroll lady. She had some Polish blood in her somewhere along the line and she understood a few words of my language. She had a nice, round, pleasant Slavic face. I liked faces like that.  
This happened right after I went to live with my mate in his old weatherboard house in Tottenham, close to the train station. Train wheels screeched in my ears during the night, keeping me from sleep.
I got the warehouse job where Wanda worked because my mate quit. He was a truckie and he wanted to go and work up north, try mining, so I ended up minding his house. I didn’t have to pay rent, just utilities, and I had to take care of his dog Max.
'When I settle in, I’ll come and get Max,' my mate said. 
Max chewed on an old cricket bat and glared at me.
I wasn’t keen on being a dog sitter. I could keep an eye on the house, all right. The house didn’t move.
'Max is old,' my mate said, 'he doesn’t need much these days.' 
We shook hands. Before he left, he said he’d dropped my name with his ex-boss. So I went to this place on Sunshine Road where they used to make work pants and shirts, but now it was just a warehouse where all sorts of stuff from China arrived. Everything from picture frames to garden furniture.
I got a job as a forklift driver. It was a small operation. There were a dozen or so of us in the warehouse, our boss and two ladies up in the office. 
I filled out the paperwork, and Wanda took me to the warehouse. When the boss introduced me to the blokes, he struggled to say my name properly.
He said, 'Sorry mate, I can’t bloody say it.'
I was going to say my name slowly and loudly to the group, I’m used to this shit, when some fatso with a face that looked like a bag of walnuts said, 'We’ll call you Frank.'
The boss looked at me and said, 'Is that all right, mate? It’s kind of similar sounding.'
I needed the job, so I nodded. Wanda’s lips formed into a line that stretched her round cheeks. After the introduction, she asked me to follow her, saying my name as my mother would. She issued me with steel-capped boots, a uniform and a forklift key. 
After I gave her my signature, she put her hand on my shoulder and with a smile said, 'Good luck.'
I smiled back. 
By the end of the day, I was Frank. One old codger called me Franklin. No one knew my real name.
As I was leaving work that day, Walnut Face stopped his green Falcon near me, wound down the window and said, 'Mate, you can’t expect us to remember that mouthful every time we call you.' He spat at my feet and drove off.
I sat in my car and looked at the warehouse. Wanda was in the window looking at me. She waved before I drove off, and I did the same.
Wanda was forty plus, blonde hair in a bun, great figure, big matronly boobs halfway down her waist. She’d come down to the warehouse and offer guys overtime or weekend shifts. She’d always come to me first. When I had my lunch on the benches outside, she’d come down with some sandwiches or something she cooked the night before. Soon I didn’t bother bringing food. 
One day she said, 'I’ve got these varicose veins and they’re hurting a lot.' She put on that damsel in distress voice and it got me going.
She pulled her skirt above her knees and I saw little purple rivers running from her feet all the way up to her thighs. I offered to massage her feet. I said some bullshit story about how a few years back I completed half a course in physiotherapy at St Albans TAFE. I also said I had strong hands. I pumped up my biceps and she giggled as she touched them. She said she might take me up on the massage.
'You could walk to my place. I’m only two streets away,' she said. 
I said I might do that.
Then she launched into her life problems. She told me she was married to a chap who liked to stick his nose into everything. His name was Brad. The first time we did it in her car, I had to listen to her talk about Brad for half an hour. Then we did it. She had a Camry station wagon and when we dropped the seats there was heaps of room for a romp. We fucked in the parking lot after everyone had gone home. For a lady her age she could go the distance and was a great root, but as soon as we stopped fucking, she talked about her husband. She said the last time her mother visited, while they were eating Sunday roast, her husband asked her mum at what age she started her period. 
'This was right in front of my son, Richie. Richie’s twelve, for fuck’s sake!' Wanda said.
I saw Richie once when I gave Wanda a ride home. He worked on his bike in the front yard. He was blonde and blue eyed, just like his mother, and there were dark blue marks on his neck and scabs on his forearms.
I kept seeing Wanda even after her husband started coming to work and threatening every bloke that if he found out who was fucking his wife, he’d kill him. Wanda would come down to calm him and he’d cry and beg her to stop whoring herself.
Wanda didn’t listen. She left him and went back to her mother’s house in Deer Park, taking her boy with her. We didn’t see each other for a couple of weeks and when we met again, she said her weakling husband had lost the plot.
'Couldn’t give me some space, wouldn’t take his meds.' 
She said he found her in the shopping centre and gave her two days to come to her senses. When Wanda didn’t, he came with a couple of his mates to her mother’s house and they went berserk. They smashed her place up, wrote off all the walls. Her husband cut the furniture with a knife and then tried to kill himself in the lounge room. After that, the cops came.
'Now he’s locked up and on watch,' Wanda said.
I felt there was more to the whole thing, but didn’t ask her any questions. I just sat on the sofa next to her and gently touched her hand or knee. I’d make her coffee and something to eat. Every now and then I’d say something like 'I understand' or 'that’s not on'.
She’d say things like 'you’re so good to me' and 'I can’t believe you don’t have a girlfriend'. I told her my wife left me and she gasped. After she’d had a good rant about her husband, we’d root. She’d always get horny after trash-mouthing him. 
We kept up with seeing each other. I started working like crazy. My bones hurt. I wanted to save for a house deposit. I worked hard all week and at night I’d have a few drinks to relax. On telly, the new crop of Aussie batsmen was putting a high price on their wickets just like David Boon once did. Then sometimes I’d have a few cones just to wind down and go to sleep so I could get up the next day and put in a twelve or fourteen hour shift. 
After I forgot to feed Max a few times, I bought a second-hand dog self-feeder off the internet. It cost me thirty bucks.
[image: image-placeholder]I was driving back from work when I saw Max running on the paddock next to the train station. Some boys on their bikes were riding in a circle and Max was running with them. I parked the car and whistled. Max stopped running and looked my way. I whistled again, and the boys stopped riding. Max turned his head toward them. One of the boys on a blue mountain bike dismounted and went to his knees. He patted Max on his neck and head and then pointed toward me. He waved at me. I squinted to see better. It was Richie.
I called, 'Over here, Max,' and Max licked Richie’s face before trotting my way. I couldn’t figure out how he’d jumped the fence. When I got home, I looked to see if he’d dug a hole under it.
The next morning at work, I told Wanda about it. 'The last thing I need is to lose my mate’s dog.'
She asked what type of dog Max was, and I said I wasn’t sure.
'He looks like that dog from the first Mad Max movie. He’s got a patch on his right eye and a thick grey-blue coat.'
Wanda laughed. 'You’re having me on, aren’t you?' she asked.
'I’m not. He looks like a pirate, I’m telling you.' I crossed my heart.
'I can’t believe you don’t know that’s a heeler. He’s a cattle dog. They jump on cows’ backs to round them up. That’s your answer.'
'But he’s old. A grandfather, really.'
'Doesn’t matter. He must be bored.'
That day, I came back home from work and I found Max tied to one of the porch railings. The rope was short, and it was tied tight around his neck so he couldn’t sit. His tail was tucked between his legs. When he saw me, he barked in relief. His bark was weak and coarse. He shivered when I untied him and leaped into my embrace. As I stroked his back, I felt a cold, oily dampness between my fingers and the smell of petrol hit my nostrils.
I found a piece of paper stapled to the front door. There was no message on it. A single matchstick was taped to the paper. 
I looked up and down the empty street. Nothing moved. Even the tree branches were still. I couldn’t hear any birds. Rain started to spit.
I took Max inside and washed him in the bathtub. He didn’t protest. He stayed still, happy to be clean again. I dried him and placed a bowl of food and bowl of water in the hallway. Max dug into his biscuits.
In the kitchen, I turned on the stovetop and filled a small pot with water and put it to boil. I was going to make macaroni cheese for myself. I was serious about saving money. As the water slowly came to the boil, my anger rose with it.
Max stopped eating and ran to the front door. He made a low growl. I heard people talking outside. I peered through the curtains and saw four men on the footpath. The afternoon was growing dark from the rain.
One of the men grabbed his own forearm, opened his mouth wide and started biting the air, making a crazy face. His eyes rolled up until there were only whites visible. The fat one joined this performance and checked the hand of the crazy man, who now pretended to squirm in pain. Bastards knew they were being watched. I had a better look at the fat one. It was Walnut Face from work. Further down the street, I could see his green Falcon, a bike sticking out of the boot. A blonde head poked out of the backseat window. Max jumped on the windowsill and when he saw Richie’s head in the car, he barked and wagged his tail. He turned to me with his pleading eyes and whined.
The men talked some more and then one of them walked to my front door. The bell rang. I went to the kitchen and turned off the hotplate before I opened the front door. 
The man said, 'I’m Brad from down the street. Can I talk to you for a moment, mate?'
Wanda’s ex had bulging eyes and flaky skin. He rubbed his right palm with the thumb of his left hand like he was hurt. 
I said, 'What’s this about?'
'You’re Frank, right?' His eyes darted back to the street where the other three men stood watching.
'I’m not,' I said.
'You’re not?'
'No.'
'You’re not what?' Brad asked, confused.
'I’m not Frank.'
'I was told that was your name.' 
'Who told you that?' I peered over his shoulder.
'The neighbours,' he said and looked at the street again.
I pulled out my wallet and showed him my driver’s licence. Brad leaned in and squinted.
'But how do you say it?'
I stayed quiet and stared into Brad’s eyes. They were red, no glint in them. Lack of sleep, maybe. 
'I heard that’s your name. All right if I call you Frank? I’ll call you Frank, all right. In any case, that’s not why I’m here.'
Brad turned to his buddies. 
I looked up and down the street. It was lined with saplings along the footpaths. There were houses with bright red roofs and inside them were people like Brad and his three mates and their wives. Some had children, some had cats and others had dogs. A train whistled in the distance.
'Get to the point,' I said to Brad.
Brad said Max had chased his son who was riding his bike and that his son had fallen and broken his leg. He said his son smashed into a rock somewhere in the paddock near the station when he fell, and it was Max’s fault.
I knew the land around the station well. It was flat, nothing on it. There were no rocks or trees or anything. Just flat, muddy earth. 
'Any witnesses to this?' I asked.
'My son doesn’t lie.' Brad stiffened. 'Your dog’s a heeler. Heelers chase.'
'I’ve never seen Max run out to the paddock,' I lied.
'You haven’t been looking, then,' Brad snorted. He put a cigarette in his mouth and lit it.
'What do you want, Brett?'
'It’s Brad.' He took a deep drag on his cigarette. 'I’ll tell you what I came for.' 
'Hang on, Brett. I’ve got something on the stove. Be right back.'
I returned with the note and its matchstick. I shoved it in Brad’s chest and told him to read it. Then I reached for the cricket bat behind the door and leaned on it like the once impenetrable David Boon. Max sat next to me and growled. Brad looked at the note, then at Max, and stepped back. I lifted the bat in the air and took a stand as if I was facing a delivery. Then I pretended to play pull shot. I swung the bat above Brad’s head, the willow swooshed, and he ducked.
'The Tassie boys,' I said, 'they could play pull shot like no one else.'
'What?' Brad said.
'You know. Ponting and Boon. You follow cricket?' 
'Not here to talk sports, mate,' Brad said.
'I reckon it’s time for you to take a walk. Think of it as a Yorker right on the shins.' I tapped Brad’s shins gently with the bat.
'All right, mate,' Brad stepped back and looked toward the car. I saw Richie slump in the seat under the weight of his father’s stare and I started to feel sorry for him. 
'Brad, mate,' I said, 'Listen. How about I take Max over to your son. Let them suss each other out. They’ll be mates in no time.'
Brad and the rest of the men looked at me like they were staring at an abstract painting. Walnut Face clenched his fists. I still had the bat in my hand and Max by my side.
'That won’t be necessary,' Brad said.
'I insist.' I walked out and passed the group of men. They pulled their collars high and their hats low to protect themselves from rain. I headed for the car.
Richie was crying in the back seat. He wiped his eyes with his shirtsleeve. 
I looked at Richie’s legs and there was nothing wrong with them. I opened the door and Max jumped into the boy’s lap. They hugged. I walked to the back of the car and pulled the bike out. Richie followed Max out of the car and I told him to go home to his mother.
Max sat beside me, watching as Richie jumped on the bike and rode off. The dog snarled when Brad flicked his cigarette in my mate’s front yard and the men started walking toward me. Night had arrived, and the rain was coming down harder. I couldn’t hear the trains coming and going. The streetlights had all come on and the lamp above my head was buzzing. I put the bat between my legs and wiped my wet hands on my thighs. Max barked and barked. I gripped the bat and thought of the stocky batsman with a seriously thick moustache. He could really strike the ball.




THE FLOCK


Three weeks ago an envelope was jammed under the front door of Alma’s flat. It was thick and the rubber sweep at the bottom of the screen door held it up. Alma, who was watching  Playschool with her two children, a boy aged seven and a girl four, untangled herself from them and opened the door.  
A young man hurriedly walked down the steps. Alma called after him. He stopped, half turned and made eye contact. She recognised him from the real estate agency. She paid her rent to him on many occasions, always cash, because that’s how she got paid. Once, he told her she could set up a direct debit on her account so she didn’t have to come to the office. She declined. Another time, he said he had a friend from Bosnia and asked her how to say some words in her language. He said he wanted to play a joke on him, make him laugh. She told him to look it up in a dictionary. 
Alma lifted the letter up in the air.
'What’s this?' She knew a letter jammed under the front door rarely brought good news.
The young man straightened his shoulders and wiped his eyebrows with his thumb. He introduced himself as Jonah. 'I didn’t mean to disturb you,' he said, gesturing at the letter.
Alma repeated her question.
'It’s your thirty-day termination notice,' the young man said, 'the flat is being sold.'
Alma looked at the thick letter, which had the real estate agent logo in the reddest red printed in the top left corner. She examined Jonah’s face and noticed a flicker of something. Contrition? 
She knew this could happen. She had a periodic tenancy agreement, which meant either party could end it at anytime.
'This is your notice, not mine,' she told him.
'I beg your pardon.'
'You are giving the notice to me.' She pointed at him and then at herself. 'This is your notice to me. We must leave the flat.' This time she pointed to the living room. 'Right?'
'Right, it’s your notice —.'
'No, it can’t be mine. I didn’t write it. You wrote it. You typed it. You put it in the envelope. You brought it here and shoved it under my door. I never wanted it.'
'It’s just an expression. A matter of speech, that’s all. I’m sorry, lady.'
Alma looked at the flawless skin of the young man’s face. She was only a few years older than him, but she had two children, no husband, and four years of war behind her. In his eyes, she was a lady. She’d lived in her new country long enough to know ladies were what older women were called here. 
'Sorry for what?' Alma snarled. 'For the notice or for insulting my English?'
The young man opened his mouth but changed his mind. He started down the stairs.
'Why didn’t you just post it or put in my letterbox?' Alma’s question froze his foot midair, almost touching the step under it.
'I was in the vicinity. I thought this might give you a couple of extra days to look.' He put his foot on the step and waited for Alma to say something. 
But she didn’t. She saw the little ladybug cart toy on the landing. She’d borrowed it from the library for her daughter. She picked up the toy, turned on her heels, and closed the door. From the living room window, she watched him walk to a small motorcycle. Mopeds, they called them. Jonah mounted his moped, and she pulled back the curtain.
Why did they always introduce themselves? Alma wondered. She never asked his name and hated the fact she knew it. It’s a tactic they employed. She was aware of this. With a name, he became a real, flesh and blood person, with his own problems and fears, not just some pencil pusher trained to deliver bad news to tenants. She disliked him regardless. She and her children had been tossed out on the street too many times for any other feelings to remain. 
'What did he want?' her son came to stand beside her at the window.
Alma took him by the hand and sat him next to his sister.
'Let’s all have some ice cream and I’ll tell you about the adventure that awaits us.'
'Ice cream, yippee,' her daughter Azra screamed, 'I want vanilla. Vanilla!'
'Vanilla’s all we have,' her brother Edin snapped.
A knock on the door interrupted Alma as she scooped ice cream into cones. She handed them to her children and returned to the front door.
Jonah launched into a monologue before she could say anything.
'The reason I came by is that you’re legally entitled to sixty day notice. The tenancy law has been updated recently to accommodate people in hardship. The agency is giving you only thirty days, hoping you won’t know this. I’m sorry. I should’ve been upfront with you. I was afraid if I said something to my boss, he’d sack me. I’m a student and need the job. I’m not from Melbourne either.'
'Thank you,' Alma stopped him before he completely embarrassed himself. 'Wait here.' She returned with an ice cream.
Jonah took the cone and said, 'I feel bad about this.'
'That’s good,' Alma said.
'It is?'
'Feeling bad is sometimes good.'
Jonah stared at her, waiting for more, but all Alma said was goodbye and closed the door.
'I have good news,' she said to her children, with her bravest face on, 'we’re leaving this flat. Mummy’s going to find us a house.'
Alma’s daughter screeched from joy, but her son remained quiet. He raised his eyebrows and Alma put her hands on his shoulders and kissed him on the forehead.
[image: image-placeholder]Alma tried to take care of her hands. Creams, lotions, protective gloves at work; she used it all with limited success. They were dry and cracked. The little bones didn’t sit properly anymore, and she was in pain. But her arms were strong. Now she could lift and carry both of her children at the same time.
Alma worked as an on-call labourer in a chicken factory where she removed bones from thighs, skinned the whole chicken, cut it to pieces and anything else she was told, including emptying large square buckets full of chicken insides into the bowels of a truck from the pet food factory.
She also helped out in a kitchen at a cafe on Main Road West or stayed home looking after her two children when there was no work. When she did work, her children looked after each other. Their father, Alma’s husband, never made it out of the Bosnian war. He was buried; she was told, in one of the mass graves that littered the Bosnian countryside. A few years back, Alma had a glimmer of hope his body was found, but after DNA testing was performed on the bone marrow remains, it was established the body was her husband’s brother. 
Alma didn’t understand. Her husband and his brother were taken away together with other village men. She asked questions from the forensics authorities but they had no conclusive answer. She heard from other women that the group of men was divided in two during transport. But no one knew anything for sure. Everything was wishful thinking. If her husband wasn’t killed and buried together with his brother then where was he? It’s been eight years. Was he on the other side of the world asking himself the same question about her, lost, with no purpose, searching for his brood? The throbbing in her temples, always in the background like a faint ticking of the wall clock, was a reminder that her mourning would never end.
In the fourth week of the notice to vacate, Alma found a place to rent. An older Bosnian woman called Minka, who was her co-worker at the cafe, said to Alma, 'I heard you might be on the street soon.'
Alma didn’t like Minka, and she didn’t know why. They’d both suffered during the war, yet an uneasy truce reigned between them. They rarely talked and when they did it was terse and work related.
Minka grabbed the handle of the wash tank, and with her tree trunk arms lifted the lid. Droplets of steam showered them. She pulled the tray with plates and slid it across the roller tracks to Alma. She put another load in, took off her gloves, and wiped her hands on a kitchen towel tucked behind her back. Somewhere from the depth of her enormous bosoms, Minka pulled a piece of paper on which she had pencilled a phone number and a name.
She told Alma a man called Ernesto was looking for someone to rent the bungalow at the back of his large property in St Albans. Ernesto lived alone.
Minka folded the piece of paper and put it in Alma’s pocket.
Then, with both her hands, she took Alma’s hand. She gave it a warm, gentle squeeze. 'Do you know why we can’t stand looking at each other?' she asked Alma.
Alma shook her head.
'Because we remind each other of what we lost.'
'I thought it was hatred,' Alma said and Minka shook her head.
'I love how there is so much sunshine and warmth in this country, all year round,' Minka said. 'Very different from where we grew up. I love the Sun. I go to my backyard and let the Sun bathe me and kiss me. But after a while I feel my skin burning. Too much of what you love can be painful.'
[image: image-placeholder]In the evening, Alma called the number and arranged a meeting. Early the next day, she drove with her children to inspect the place. The morning was hot, and she opened all the windows in her old Corolla.
'How come we’re the only ones driving with the windows down?' her daughter asked while she gawked at other cars.
'Because it is sooooo much fun to have wind in our hair,' Alma answered and shook her head. Her daughter did the same. 
Alma parked in front of the house and waved at the man mowing the lawn in the front yard. Ernesto waved back and turned off the mower.
Ernesto was a man who had one of those faces that looked like there were too many teeth in his mouth. When he spoke he always looked like he smiled, an awkward, crooked grin like one of those that people involuntarily make out of despair.
They shook hands and introduced themselves.
Azra hid behind Alma, wrapping herself in her mother’s skirt. When she heard how her mother introduced her, she jumped in front of Ernesto, extended her hand and said, 'I’m Ariel, like the mermaid. It’s the name I wanted before I was born.' She gave her mother a look, pursing her lips and crossing her arms over her chest.
'You do have hair the same colour as Ariel,' Ernesto said. 'There’s no mistaking she’s yours. One doesn’t often see hair as red as blood.' Ernesto marvelled at the sight.
Ernesto led them past the house where he lived. He told Alma he had had a wife and two grown up children but he lived alone now. They walked into the huge backyard. The grass was freshly cut and sparrows and starlings descended upon the lawn. Their little heads bobbed up and down as their bills pecked the grass, feeding on thousands of little insects the mower blades disturbed. 
When the birds noticed them approaching, they lifted in the air as one, clicking their throats in unison. Alma watched the small flock disappear in the distance. Someone, she didn’t remember who, told her the flock is the purpose, no matter how small. The bird is just a cell. 
'They’ll be back as soon as we’re inside. They never give up,' Ernesto said and lifted his gaze. 'They’re good for the garden. They eat all the insects and pests. But if you’re growing vegies you better make sure you cover them with a net. They love seeds. Do you grow vegies?'
'No, not since I came to Australia.'
'Well, if we come to an agreement you can use all this.' Ernesto made a swipe with his hand showing his backyard. 'Plant anything you like.'
Alma still looked at the sky. The flock was circling above, waiting for them to leave.
'They say small birds like sparrows and starlings can live ten to fifteen years in the wild. Amazing, right?'
'That must be a lot in human years,' Alma said.
'I reckon.' Ernesto agreed. 'Sometimes I wonder if they look down at us and pity the way we live.'
Ernesto told her his father lived in the bungalow until he died in his sleep a fortnight ago, at
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