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 Chapter
One

THE PRODIGAL SON

 


 


It was a beautiful summer’s morning. A
blanket of dew lay over the grass as Ben rolled to a halt in his FJ
Holden.
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The sun was just showing its head over the
Pacific, and the world was slowly coming awake. A rooster could be
heard at Casen’s farm, and the aroma of fresh tea wafted from the
kitchen of the house. Ben climbed out of the car and surveyed the
home he had returned to after a trip of several thousand miles. He
took a deep breath of the eucalyptus-laden air and smiled to
himself.

 


Standing five-foot-six, with green eyes and
long brown hair, Ben Coady was an average sort of fellow. Dressed
in a pair of ragged blue jeans, an orange T-shirt and a pair of
thongs, he was the perfect picture of Youth. Even though he was
twenty seven years old, Ben still liked to think of himself as a
teenager.
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He trotted to the front door of the house and
stepped inside. Walking through to the kitchen he saw the bustling
figure of his mother at the stove: she was concentrating on
whipping a dish of pancake mixture, with her back to the door.

“G’ day there, mum, owyagoin’ ?” he greeted,
crossing to a chair and seating himself.

“Ben !” his mother cried, as she dropped the
pancake pastry and rushed across to drag him out of the chair and
hug him tightly. “Where have you been all this time, my little lost
son?” she asked anxiously.

After being released from his mother’s grip,
Ben sat on the table to get his breath; then he went on to tell
her: “Remember last year when I said I was going to hitch a ride
into Forster ?” His mother nodded and he continued: “Well, I got a
lift after waiting half an hour and the guy said he was going to
Darwin, so off I went.”

“You’ve been in Darwin all this time ?” she
asked him.

“No, not really. After a week I, ah, or, gee,
I don’t know how to admit this, mum, but I got a job on a cattle
station for two months,” he mumbled.

“Oh, my poor precious son, having to work for
his money,” she moaned.

“Yes, but after doing eight years in prison I
was able to handle the jeers and ridicule I got,” Ben told her.
“From McArthur River I moved across to the Brooms, where I got a,
ugh, a job, on a pearling lugger.”

“Really ? Did you find any nice pearls ?” his
mum asked.

“No, I didn’t. But my boss did come across a
lovely pearl the size of a teaspoon. He brought it out to show me
one day.”

“Wasn’t that nice of him. And what happened
to it ?” she asked him.

“Well, I leaned overboard to wash it, when
the boat suddenly lurched and I dropped it into the ocean,” he
replied. “The boss said I was a very naughty boy and I couldn’t
work for him anymore.”

“Dear oh dear. Look, I have to clean up this
mess,” his mum said, pointing at the pancake mixture, “so what if
you tell us the rest of your story over breakfast ?”

“That’s cool. I’ll go and check on my
vegetable patch, then have a wash,” he replied. “By the way, are
Keith and Jenny up yet ?”

“No, not yet, I’ll wake them in a minute,”
she answered.

Ben headed toward to his marijuana patch at
the back of the house. Seeing that the plants were fully grown he
ripped one out and laid it in the sun to dry for future use. Then
he sat down amidst the patch, running his hands through the leaves
and ogling at the dope. He lit up an Alpine and sat smoking till
his mother called him twenty minutes later. He cruised inside and
went to the bathroom where he found his brother shaving.

“Greetings little bro ! And where the hell
have you been? It seems like a pretty long Saturday night for you,”
Keith enquired.

“Oh, I’ve been here and there. Mainly there,”
Ben told him.

“I see, I thought it must have been a flaming
good movie,” stated Keith.

“You could say that. What’s for brekkie ?

“The usual: pancakes and tea.” Keith grabbed
Ben’s arm and steered him to his bedroom. “Thought you’d like an
early morning drink,” he said, pulling a bottle of Port from under
the bed.

“Where’d you score that?” Ben wanted to
know.

“Knocked it off the old man last night. He’ll
never miss it.”

“Is he still hitting the piss bad like he
was?” asked Ben.

Passing the bottle to him, Keith said: “He’s
hitting the brown Muscat now. He stole this Port from the club last
night.”

Ben took a deep swig, belched, and said.
“This bottle sure is getting ‘round.”

“C’mon, we’d better have a bite while we got
the chance.” Keith gulped half the bottle and they strolled out to
the kitchen where breakfast was on the table. They found mum and
their sister already eating.

“Well,” said Jenny, “the prodigal son returns
home after a night on the town.”

“I’ll tell you all about it in a minute,”
said Ben as he retrieved two meals from the oven. He gave one to
Keith, then he sat down. Keith grabbed his and started eating,
while Ben only picked at his.

“What’s the matter, ain’t you hungry ?” asked
his mother.

“Yeah, It’s just that I’m worried about dad,”
said Ben.

“I wouldn’t waste the brain-power on him,”
gurgled Jenny through a mouthful of tea.

“It’s just that I’m worried he might come out
and drink all the tea on us,” Ben replied.

“Then you’ve got no worries big brother, dad
wouldn’t even know what a pot of tea looks like.”

Ben shook his head sadly and thought about
the strange family he had. His mother was a kindly grey-haired old
soul who wouldn’t hurt a fly. She would go out of her way to help
her family. Keith was a strange nut to crack. He was twenty-nine,
and had plenty of free time to get even blonde hair at the beach.
He liked to smoke a bit of dope and only lived for the perfect wave
and many peaceful things.

But Jenny was different. Instead of playing
with dolls she played with guns. She was an Athletics champion, and
at fourteen was the most active girl in the Great Lakes Shire.

Then of course there was old Dad. His entire
life was devoted to finding that Golden Flagon at the end of the
rainbow. He seemed to be pissed twice a week: four days for the
first time, and three days for the next.

‘This is my family,’ thought Ben
imperturbably. ‘Well, it takes all kinds.’

“Where is dad anyway ?” he asked.

“He’s still in bed nursing a hangover and a
flagon,” supplied Mum.

“Oh. This tea isn’t bad. What brand is it?”
he then wanted to know.

“I’m not quite sure. I found some tea plants
growing at the back of the house. It makes a nice cuppa,” his
mother replied.

“I’m sure it does. I can taste that full tea
flavor, all forty-three seeds of it,” said Ben, aiming a smirk at
Keith.

“Tell us more about your travels,” begged
Mum.

“Well, after I left Broome, I coasted down to
Perth, where the job-shop gave me some work at a place called
Hayden. I was driving the Combine one day, planting wheat seeds,
when they ran out. I still had twelve acres to plant so I went to
the boss. He told me to grab a few more bags and finish the sowing.
So, to make a long story short, I found out that night I’d grabbed
barley instead of wheat. Now the boss has plenty of barley-corn
growing where there should be weaties.” He paused here to light a
smoke, then continued: “He asked me to leave, so I did. After
Hayden I hoofed it to Adelaide where I got another you-know-what.
This time I was driving truck-loads of chooks for a processing
firm. All was going well till one day I was driving down the main
drag of Adelaide when part of my smoke suddenly occupied part of my
eyeball. Since I was half blind I could only see half of the road.
I didn’t see that telegraph pole growing in the gutter and
accidentally parked against it while doing 30mph. Suddenly
thousands of chooks appeared on the scene. In the confusion I
slinked away and made tracks for home. So, here I am,” he
concluded.

Keith was in hysterics; Mum was trembling
with something; and Jenny was gone from the table.

A minute later she reappeared carrying the
wireless: “I just want to catch the lottery results,” she
explained, plugging it in. “I’ve got ticket number 246354.”

The radio crackled into life as the valves
warmed up at the end of a song, then the DJ’s voice drifted from
the speaker: “Here are the Shouse Lottery Results. First prize of
$500,000 goes to ticket number 246353. Second prize of $250,000
goes to ticket number 246355. And the third prize of $10 goes to
ticket number 246354. Now we cross to…”

Jenny jumped up and booted the radio to stop
it. “Aww jeez, can’t I win first prize just once!” she cried.

“Not to worry. You will one day. Have another
cuppa,” soothed Mum.

“And what the hell’s going on here, ah ?”
breathed a voice from the doorway.

Swinging around Ben espied his dad leaning on
the door and staring at Keith.

“Did you steal my stolen bottle of Port ?” he
asked him.

“Why no, daddy, of course not,” whispered
Keith.

“Oh, I must have drunk it after all,” he
muttered.

“That’s right. Now get out of my kitchen and
go back to bed or somewhere,” Mum told him.

“Yes Mary, of course.” With this dad shuffled
back to bed.

“That was a nice cup of tea, mum,” said Ben.
Turning to Keith, he asked, “Feel like coming into town with
me?”

Keith munched on his toast and replied, “I’ll
be out in a minute.”

“Right. See you later, everyone. I’ll be back
O.K. this time,” he told them, then went out to his Holden. He
climbed in and kicked the big grey motor into life. Keith came a
minute later clutching the bottle of Port and jumped in beside
him.

“We mustn’t forget this or dad will sniff it
out,” he said, taking a mouthful and passing it across to Ben.

Wiping his bright red loobers, Ben dropped
the clutch, and they roared off towards Forster. With a full
stomach and a light head he was soon speeding along the Lakes Way.
As they squealed around Gogerly’s Bend a rear wheel skidded in the
gravel and a white post became air born, leaving a slight dent in
the rear bumper. The rest of the trip was cool, and they reached
Forster just as the ‘Lakes and Ocean Hotel’ was opening.
With the sun shining on the emerald green duco they swung into the
parking-lot and threw the now empty Port bottle into a bin.

Sauntering through the main doors they
noticed that they had the place to themselves. So while Keith
bought the drinks, Ben set the juke-box to his favorite songs. They
sat down at a table near the nickelodeon and sipped their drinks,
while Ben told Keith of his travels. Then Keith remembered he had
to buy several lottery tickets, and mentioned this to Ben.

“I think I might buy one, too, it can’t hurt
trying to win it, can it ?” he asked, as they picked up their
beers. Walking down the street with froth flying back behind them,
they talked about the local surfing conditions.

Coming to a newsagents they set their empty
glasses on the footpath and went inside. Keith approached the
counter and bought the tickets. He paid for them and handed one to
Ben. Keith’s was number 411711, while Ben’s was 376429. Ben
searched for a filthy book while Keith thumbed through the latest
edition of Tracks. Ben finally bought a copy of House and
Garden, while Keith settled for the Tracks mag. They
cruised back to the car and climbed in.

“What’ll we do now?” Keith asked him.

“……’dif I know. What if we cruise over to
Tuncurry and score some hash ?” suggested Ben.

“That’s cool. Owen should be home too,”
agreed Keith.

Pulling up in front of a neat brick house
they bailed out and Ben knocked on the door. After knocking four
times with no answer, he turned to Keith and said: “Here, you have
a go, I can hear someone in there.”

Keith reached across and pushed a button. A
moment later the door swung open and a pasty faced woman confronted
them.

“Whadda ya want ?” she demanded.

“Ah, is Owen home, Mrs. Scoob ?” Keith asked
her timidly.

“No, he’s not. He just went down to the
flaming pub,” she told them, and slammed the door, mumbling about
drug-addicts.

Walking back to the car they noticed half a
dozen curtains drop into place. They drove to the Bell Hotel
and sauntered inside to the lounge. Keith spotted Owen sitting at a
table with a glass of beer in one hand and a thick brown cigar in
the other.
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“Hey, Owen, old buddy, watcha doing ?” Ben
greeted him, slapping him on the back till he started coughing.

“I was sitting here enjoying a glass of beer
and thick brown cigar until you pair came loping in,” Owen
replied.

“What’s the matter, you seem a bit upset ?”
queried Ben.

“I am. You’re standing on the foot I’m
resting on my hat,” said Owen humbly.

Looking down and moving his leg Ben spied a
bloody foot resting on a crumpled straw hat.

“What can I do for yous?” Owen asked them.
“You two are the nemesis of all dope-dealers.”

“We’re trying to score something to smoke.
Can you help us there?” asked Keith.

“Maybe,” responded Owen. He pulled a small
leather bag out of his pocket and untied the blue ribbon around the
neck. Lebanese blonde hash spilled onto the table amidst “oops” and
“ahhs” from Keith and Ben.

Ben bought thirty dollars worth and rolled up
a joint while Keith got the drinks. He lit it up as Keith returned,
and they sat talking till Owen announced he had to be going back
home to his devoted wife. Keith and Ben decided they would make
tracks as well, so, dropping Owen off at his gate where a now
granite-featured wife was waiting, they said their farewells and
set off toward Pacific Palms.

 



 Chapter
Two

THE BIG WIN

 


Arriving home they hurried to Ben’s marijuana
patch to find that the plant he had laid out to dry was still
moist. They blew a joint of the hash that they had got from Owen,
sitting and watching Ben’s evil weed grow.

Sauntering inside they found Mum sweeping the
floor and talking to a bundle of rags sitting in the corner.

“G’ day mum, have you seen dad around?”
called Ben.

“Yes, he’s sitting in the corner there,”
replied mum.

“Oh. Hi dad ! Feel like coming round to the
club?” Keith asked him.

The bundle sprung into life and eagerly
panted: “Sure son, sure. Are you shouting?”

“No. I’ve heard there’s a job around there.
Interested?” supplied Ben.

“My boy, I’d run through the Valley of Death
to work in a club.”

“Ok. I’ll run you around then,” said Keith as
he walked out to his HD Holden. Half a minute later they were
setting off for the Pacific Palms Recreation Club.

Turning to his mother, Ben asked: “Do you
know where Jenny is?”

“Yes Ben, she’s out the back doing some
washing,” replied mum.

“Will wonders never cease,” murmured Ben as
he wandered to the back porch. Seeing his sister leaning over the
wash-tub he asked: “What are you washing, Jenny, the dirty
sheets?”

She shook her head and told him: “No way. I’m
cleaning my 12-gauge, its filthy !”

“Oh,” he said nonchalantly. He trotted to the
front
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