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It is my belief that creative products cannot exist in isolation from their creators and the 

context in which they were formed. I understand that this is not a universally held belief, 

that advocates of Roland Barthes’s critique, for example, argue a different position. For 

them, it is imperative to separate a work from its creator to allow meanings to emerge from 

the work via the impressions of those who are observing or reading them.

I have no argument with multiple and individualistic interpretations of creative work. 
I accept, for example, that my understanding of a Picasso painting or sketch might have 
little (or nothing) in common with its creator’s intention and that the images I form in my 
mind’s eye and the interpretations I make of a character’s motives when reading an Eco 
novel may be as remote from the author’s as the earth is from a distant star.

For me, however, Andy Warhol’s art is enhanced by reference to, and knowledge of, the 
part that he played in his particular society and culture at a particular time. I believe that 
this is also true for the creations of Michelangelo, Van Gogh, Picasso, for Bach, Britten and 
Bowie, and for the authors of classical and contemporary literature.

But this thesis is not about literary criticism or interpretation. It is an account of 
one person’s passage through time and space. Mine. This thesis reflects the pain and 
sadness, the humour and delights of my life and the part that those experiences played in 
guiding—sometimes compelling—me along the pathway toward this creative product. It is 
a documentary of a creation in context. How others might interpret what is written herein 
is an entirely different matter, and part of my objective here is to record what others—my 
legitimate readers—think of my writing.

The thesis is presented in five sections; it is a story within a story within a story, of 
my life, my professional obsessions, and the imaginings that spawned an adventure full 
of unexpected bounty, and unwanted curses. The stories unfold without the flourish of 
an abstract or synopsis (apart from this opening statement) allowing the events and the 
pathways to reveal themselves as they occur.

I trust, dear reader, that you will find in this chronicle elements that appeal to, and move, 
you as they have me.
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Not too long ago, I returned from a three-week vacation. Unlike many holidays before, this 

one was not a fanatical tour of every chateaux in the Loire Valley with two hundred digital 

images taken and downloaded each day onto the portable computer with each week’s  

collection burned onto a CD and packed away safely in a suitcase. There were no eight-hour 

endurance trials inside a rented, underpowered sedan crossing vast plains or prairies, or 

zigzagging through the mountains of the United States or Canada. There was no trudging 

through uncounted sodden fields in the Lake District of England or scrambling up a dozen 

precipitous bens in western Scotland just because they were there to be climbed.

The most recent vacation was with friends on their property on the Coromandel  

peninsula on New Zealand’s North Island. There are two baches (pronounced ‘batches’), 

modest but cosy holiday cottages, very much reminiscent of those in which I stayed with my 

parents and brother when I was child. The holiday was quiet, without structure or schedule 

and provided more than enough time for reflection and regeneration.

What I loved most over those three weeks was lying in bed, reading. Typically, I lie on 

my side, head propped on a folded pillow, book just far enough away to accommodate my 

short-sightedness. I can lie like this for hours, rolling from one side to the other every now 

and then to re-establish my comfort zone.

No one in our small group seemed to mind the others ‘going missing’ to be alone with  

a book or magazine, a gardening trowel, paint brush and paper or canvas. Late each  

afternoon after achieving whatever goals or non-goals were set for the day, we would gather 

on the open deck of the top bach for cocktails, watch the sun drop behind the mountain 

range to the west, and the clouds over the headlands and bay to the east and south begin 

their evening traverse of the colour palette from silver, grey and linen across peach and 

bleached almond to fade eventually into the darkness beyond magenta.

For me, there were times of contemplation and new realisation. Never before had I sat 

watching crystal clear water surge and bluster into sandy bottomed tidal pools to settle for a 

short time only to suddenly realise the error of its actions and in panic seek then to escape 

through a narrow gaps between rocks that had offered no resistance whatsoever to the  

earlier influx. Of course, I had explored rock pools before. Perhaps a thousand times over 

the course of my life. First with my father and brother when I was a young boy, watching 

dark brown and sometime bluish crabs slip silently over a rock and disappear into foaming 

water as we approached. And I discovered sea urchins and tiny fish trapped as the  

receding tide isolated their own small worlds of water, rock, shellfish and seaweed. But each 

time there was a purpose for my rock shelf presence: cutting between beaches to find a 

better wave, displaying the native habitat to foreign friends, wasting an hour between now 
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forgotten important events.

This time, I sat beside ankle deep pools cut into the rock shelf or miniature sandy valleys 

amid a strew of glistening stones washed by incoming waves, either breaking harshly across 

the foreshore or running a circuitous route along pale salmon sand to inundate my private 

idylls. (Have you ever noticed how tourist brochures describe ‘pure white sand’ and  

‘sparkling white beaches’ when almost invariably they are not?)

There was one morning, glorious and sunny with a cool breeze from the southeast, the 

type of weather that lulls you into thinking that one could never be sunburned under such 

conditions. The ocean was steel blue and benign. Water rolled in from the Pacific, curled 

into unconvincing waves and washed against the sand seeking a path of least resistance 

toward hollows in which there was a collection of smooth rocks and pebbles, some of them 

partly buried in the sand. It is a scene that you might have witnessed a dozen or a hundred 

times without paying any particular attention to it. But the beauty of each stony vignette 

was suddenly and unexpectedly realised. Skipping-size stones and hefting rocks sparkled 

cornsilk in colour, burly wood, sandy brown and chocolate, dark orange and coral,  

moccasin, silver, slate grey and even black. With every inundation the pool was a frenzy. 

With every retreat the scene appeared to return to its former sameness and serenity.  

Except that it didn’t. Each submersion left a legacy of subtle changes: a patch of rock  

exposed or covered, a skipping stone overturned, patterns of shade and light cast onto  

the sand as the flood sought to escape to mother ocean.

I’m not exactly sure how long I watched each scene. It was not done with the clock-

watching scrutiny of a solicitor, the sceptical eye of an academic, the knowledge of a  

geologist or the aestheticism of an artist. I was there merely as a witness, but I saw things 

that I had never consciously seen before. Then I sat on the sand for a time wondering 

whether I was experiencing epiphany but quickly—intellectually—removed that thought 

from mind.

I am not known as an aesthete. Indeed, most of those who have observed and commented 

upon my life see my character as being dominated by cold cognition and a reluctance to deal 

with matters at an emotional level. They say that I need evidence to secure reality, to establish 

known facts that can be verified objectively. What is unknown or questionable is a matter for 

speculation and suspicion. And so, my prepossession with the elements and the gentle  

emotions that accompanied them on that sunny New Zealand morning might come as a  

surprise to those who have witnessed the adventures, trials and tribulations over the course  

of my lifetime.

As I write I am again struck by the impact of that Coromandel beach and cannot help 

but wonder at the emergence of the calm that descended on me as though one journey had 

come to an end and another was about to begin. Indeed, that is the way in which I have 

viewed my life, each journey contributing in some indelible way to the events, reactions, 
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values and beliefs that have characterised the next.

I have avoided talking about phases of life because that term connotes a conscious  

participation in events and circumstances as though one can walk into a room, judge the 

milieu then deliberately turn away as if confronted by some offence or obscenity. The notion 

of a journey implies a commitment, or at least that one is obligated to the experiences,  

unable to step aside or retreat until some terminating event offers release.

So, this is a narrative about journeys and transitions. I swear that what follows is true. 

Names and places might have been changed (as they say) to protect the innocent, but there 

is no innocence in truth. And the truth in this case is a story within a story within a story.

The last of these stories is about me. It is not an autobiography—you will be relieved to 

learn—but a set of recollections and confessions that convey the spirit of the travels and 

transformations that have comprised parts of my life.

I sit now looking at a red, faux-leather folder designed to hold two photographs in portrait 

orientation. On the right is my dad, to the left my mum. Both images were taken when 

my dad was 68 years old and my mother, one year younger. My mother was 43 when I was 

born so I was lucky to escape Down syndrome; a condition that increases in likelihood 

with the age of the mother (predominantly). The risk of me having Down syndrome was 

one in fifty-three. My only sibling was born five and half years earlier and I still wonder 

about his reactions to the reality of a new brother and competitor in the house after being 

the centre of attention for so long.

My parents were working-class folk. My dad was a metal worker and my mum fulfilled 

the household-duties role typical for wives of the time, not too long after the end of the 

Second World War.

In the photograph, my dad is wearing a brown V-neck pullover that my mother had 

knitted several years before and his old-fashioned glasses seem to be positioned slightly 

higher than they need to be. He is looking somewhere into the distance to the right of the 

camera wearing a half-smile almost as though he were posing for a promotional shot.  

I can’t recall many images in which he is looking directly at the camera. When he was 

young, he was an actor so I guess he must have thought that his right side was the best and 

that was the one he would always present to the cameraman. He looks pretty relaxed with 

one hand tucked into his right pants pocket.

My mother is wearing a blue and white pleated short-sleeved frock. One hand is holding 

the other at waist height and she is smiling through closed lips, looking directly at the  

camera. She wears Dame Edna Everage-style glasses with little wings on each side.  

She looks quite pleased with herself although I imagine her thinking, ‘Hurry up. I don’t  

feel comfortable standing here waiting for my picture to be taken.’ When I took both snaps 

I was on pretty good terms with my parents but it wasn’t always like that.
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I wonder what they would think of me now if they were here. I wonder if they knew 

about the extent of my escapades over the years or would understand the man I am today. I 

hope they would be proud of me because there were definitely times during my childhood 

and adolescence when there was consensus among my relatives that I would most likely 

finish up in jail, or prematurely dead.

You see, my parents were very conservative in their ways and beliefs, my dad especially 

so and quintessentially working-class. He was a card carrying member of the Australian 

Labor Party, he drank too much beer at the pub before coming home at night and wasn’t 

always the most pleasant person on those occasions, which was almost seven out of seven. 

He became more orthodox, opinionated and loud the drunker he got and there were many 

nights while I lived in my parents’ home when the evening would end with an argument, 

usually between me and my father. He didn’t tolerate difference or the unconventional  

very well at all.

Around the time the two photographs were taken, my parents and I were watching a  

television program one night about homosexuality. Thinking back on this, the program 

must have been quite daring as it was well before the first Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi 

Gras. My mother and I sat dispassionately but my father became unsettled about ten 

minutes into the show, wriggling around in his chair and huffing occasionally. Then, to our 

surprise, he stood up and announced to the room more loudly than was necessary, ‘They 

all should be flogged until they stop doing whatever they do!’ then stormed out. My mother 

and I stared at each other for a few seconds, neither of us apparently knowing how to react.

My mum was a saint. At least I think so although my brother doesn’t hold the same view. 

I can’t recall her ever saying anything nasty about anyone. When it was clear that she  

disapproved of someone or their actions and was challenged to reveal her thoughts, she 

would simply say, ‘That’s just the way they are, dear. I’m sure she must be a really nice  

person in other ways.’

Anyway, that was the environment in which I grew up.

As a young boy and teenager I was a pretty mixed-up kid. With all of the knowledge and 

insights that I have now as a professional, the reasons underlying my troubles are not at all 

obscure. Things were bubbling along quite happily until it was time for me to start school. 

Being raised in a Roman Catholic household, there was an obligation on parents to send 

their children to a Catholic school. The nearest one was located in the parish church where 

my parents attended Mass each week. At that stage, it took kids from kindergarten to 

Grade 1 only, as a new Catholic primary school was nearing completion in the next suburb 

and it was common knowledge that St Joachim’s would soon revert to its original single 

purpose as a place of worship.

St Joachim’s was a tired old wooden structure of indeterminate age. It had a steeply 

pitched roof over the nave and the one-sided transept. It had tall, narrow windows that I 
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remember being leadlights. The whole building was painted brown on brown and always 

smelled musty. The parish priest was Father Martin, a short, stocky middle-aged Irishman 

with thinning salt and pepper hair and a cheeky grin.

My first day at school was a total disaster, clearly foreshadowing the rest of my childhood 

and teenage years. My mother and I were met at the rusted wrought iron gate, presumably at 

the predetermined time, by the bespectacled Sister Mary Gervaise, presumably named after 

the miracle-inspiring St Gervaise, although I can’t be sure. Gervaise was a very tall, slender 

woman with a stern face, completely hidden under black and white vestments: veil, coif, 

wimple and crown band. She looked down at me across a thin beak-like nose and reached 

out and grasped my hand. At about that time I began to howl, pleading with my unloving 

mother not to let me be taken by the cruel Witch-of-the-West and promising never again to 

contravene any of her wishes.

This hubbub proved fruitless and I was dragged off toward the front door of the church 

howling even louder than before. I suspect that Gervaise spoke soothing words to me as 

she young-person-handled me up the steps and then, when I turned and looked back at 

my mother, she was watching from the front gate, smiling and waving, although the smile 

didn’t look especially convincing. It was that expression alone which made me try one last 

desperate but futile attempt to break free.

I have few recollections of my period of incarceration at St Joachim’s. I recall that we 

prisoners sat in pews that had swing-up desktops and I remember the quaint stylus and 

slate on which I practiced the alphabet and printing. I also remember that the kindly 

impression projected by Gervaise at the time of my introduction was shattered by banshee-

like wails and screams when any child dared to contravene a command or speak without 

being first asked to do so. In that place, I also had my initial encounter with corporal 

punishment. Gervaise secreted a cane beneath her tunic or scapular. That weapon led to 

my discovery that school was not about education, but submission. The event (or events) 

surrounding my first and subsequent canings have thankfully been erased from  

consciousness but the precedent was set to ensure that misery would be my constant  

companion throughout my school days.

When my brother finished Grade 2, my parents enrolled him in a Christian Brothers’ 

College of some repute and it was always intended that I would follow in his footsteps.  

And so without quite as much fuss as had occurred at St Joachim’s, my mother took me 

along to my new school suitably attired in grey short pants, mid-blue shirt, striped tie and 

cap. Despite my serious misgivings about school in general, I remember feeling almost  

optimistic about the prospect of attending a ‘big-boys’ school that nurtured students’  

education from Grade 3 through the end of their secondary years.

There were two Grade 3 classes. A lay teacher taught one, and a stocky, almost bald 

Brother Barnaby controlled the other. Like their female counterparts, Christian Brothers 
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projected modesty in their dress. The long-sleeved black cassock left everything to the  

imagination apart from the fact that most of the Brothers seemed to be especially well-fed.

Barnaby was a sadist. I say this without reservation or any fear of being contradicted by 

anyone who might have had the misfortune to attend his classes.

I was developing physically and intellectually in a reasonably laissez-faire family  

environment. My parents established boundaries but these seemed to be somewhat blurred 

as a result of the difference between my brother’s age and mine. I think that this was largely 

because he was not well as a young person. Bronchial asthma afflicted him on a regular 

basis and I recall him often lying in bed wheezing and coughing. He seemed to  

accommodate his affliction and used his bedtime as an opportunity to read almost  

anything he could acquire by honesty or stealth. And so, in those early years there were few  

restrictions placed on me with the only notable one being the time I was required to go  

to bed.

Bob was slight when compared to me. I was robust, growing at an inordinate rate and 

was physically more powerful than my brother despite our ages. While he was studious, I 

was the hunter/warrior. When my parent would command, ‘Go outside and play’ on the 

weekend, I would walk the kilometre or more to the rugged native bushland that bordered 

our neighbourhood on three sides to explore the sandstone cliffs and creeks until almost 

dark, reappearing when it was time to have a shower and get ready for dinner. My parents 

(and most other parents at the time) were unconcerned that an eight- or nine-year-old 

would disappear for most of the day or bother too much about the scratches that  

sometimes covered my legs or arms after I’d stupidly fallen out of a tree, down a steep  

embankment or over a rocky ledge. My mother would just ask, ‘How did you get that?’  

‘Fell over.’ ‘Well, wash it up and put some Dettol on it and get yourself ready for tea.’

That was the sort of time it was.

So, I was an independent and self-sufficient boy, very comfortable being by myself, 

exploring my world without too much adult interference. I can’t say that I assigned a great 

deal of value to the things that adults thought were important, like money, their mortgage, 

going to work, what we would have for tea, how much washing there was to do on the 

weekend or what to buy Grandma for her birthday. My world was simple; find something, 

examine it. If it was interesting or useful, keep it for a while. If not, toss it away. And if I  

got dirty or something was broken in the process, so be it.

Our Grade 3 classroom was one of six on the ground floor of a dark, red-brick, two-

story structure of modest architectural appeal. It was built in the late 1920s. You would not 

mistake it for anything other than a school building of the period. Overall, the design was 

X-shaped, a bit like a church. A cloister on one side acted as the main entrance and there 

was an enclosed veranda above. The end walls angled inwards at the top mimicking the 

pitch of the roof, along which was a section of ornamentation; a row of unnecessary  
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buttresses that supported a cap of Mediterranean-style tiles that extended to the peak, 

predictably bearing a column and Celtic stone cross. For me, as a newly arrived Grade 3 

student, the building did not impress as a friendly place. On that first morning, Barnaby 

announced that if we did as we were told, and learned as required, no one would get hurt. 

Sadly, this was not the truth.

My first desk was located toward the back of the room on the left hand side—if you  

were at the front facing the class. Two boys shared each wooden desk. We stored our  

possessions—books, writing equipment, sundry items—in our personal compartment  

under a wooden lid with our Globite suitcases lining the aisles between the desks. I have  

no recollection of the reason behind my initial experience of Christian Brothers’ abuse but 

it occurred in the second week of school. For some reason, Barnaby went ballistic and I 

was dragged out—physically—and paraded before my classmates along with another boy. 

We were told that we were disgraces to our parents, our school, the Christian Brothers and 

its founder the Reverend Edmund Rice, and the holy Catholic Church, and if we continued 

doing what we had—presumably—been doing we would amount to nothing. For our sins 

we would be disciplined.

Now, it was well known that Christian Brothers meted out punishment by way of 

stitched leather straps. There were folk myths that some of the Brothers stitched ball  

bearings into the leather thongs to make them harder. And even during the first week of 

school there were the sounds of leather against hands that echoed along the corridor  

toward our room. To my surprise, Barnaby produced a toy rubber knife from a pocket in 

his cassock. I’d seen rubber knives and had once pleaded with my mother to buy me one, 

but Barnaby’s was the biggest I’d seen, about forty centimetres long with the silver  

edging and detail still apparent, but worn. I was told to extend my arm and hand and,  

with as much vigour as I’m certain he could muster, Barnaby delivered three ‘cuts’ to each 

of my palms. My accomplice—if that’s what he was—received the same. I’m not sure if I 

cried but I remember looking out at my stony-faced classmates and wondering what they 

were thinking.

And so began my association with the Christian Brothers. Without belabouring the 

point, I was strapped almost every day. I got to feel all the rubber knives in Barnaby’s  

collection. He had five, each a different size, presumably to match the sin for which  

punishment was being given. The sins I committed were many. I would appear in class 

after playtime with dirty hands or smudges on my blue shirt. I would have dirt under my 

fingernails. My hair would not be combed, my tie not straight. I would not have finished 

my homework or the work that was expected during a class period. I would have spoken to 

the boy beside me, or laughed when I should have seen no humour in what was being said. 

My writing was messy, my sums were wrong, I did not answer correctly the question I was 

asked, I made a face at the teacher or a rude gesture, or it took too long to return to class 
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after going to the toilet and what was I doing that it should take so long, anyway?

None of my classmates received the same attention as far as I can recall and it was not too 

long before I was moved from the desk near the back of the class to the one immediately in 

front of Barnaby’s, ‘So I can keep an eye on you.’

Perhaps the most memorable event took place toward the end of the second of the three 

terms that year. Barnaby was having one of his psychotic episodes and the class had been 

restless for a couple of days. There was an unspoken rule that what one kept in one’s desk 

was private, provided it wasn’t a small furry animal or pornography. Each day there was a 

meditation session after lunch, intended (I gather) to settle the boys after strenuous  

recreation. We were supposed to rest our heads on arms folded over the desktop in a  

sleeping pose. One of the boys slipped a Superman comic from his desk and was reading  

it surreptitiously when Barnaby spotted him. When the boy realised he’d been discovered, 

he slipped the comic back into his desk but this did not deter Barnaby from flinging open 

the lid—destroying one hinge in the process—to recover the contraband. Needless to say, 

the boy suffered the inevitable consequences, as did the rest of us.

Starting from the back of the room, Barnaby conducted a systematic search of all desks. 

From my observation, most of my classmates didn’t pay much attention to neatness when 

it came to the hoarding of possessions and Barnaby could ridicule almost every boy in 

some way. He accumulated a small stack of comics, a few sandwich boxes with contents 

in various stages of decay, three pocket knives and a small toy cap pistol. Each owner was 

strapped. Barnaby strapped another boy when a half-eaten apple was uncovered beneath 

a mess of books. I wasn’t especially sympathetic at the time as food was to be kept in one’s 

suitcase and not in the desk, so I thought the food hoarders deserved what they got.  

Then Barnaby stood in front of me. ‘Open.’

He was using a blackboard ruler; presumably so he wouldn’t be infected by anything he 

might have to touch. I hadn’t delved into the depths of my desk for weeks so I had no idea 

what was there. I didn’t have any comics although my ink bottle had leaked onto a couple 

of books and stained the bottom of the wooden cell. Then, to my astonishment and  

immediate consternation, Barnaby turned over the last book and revealed an ancient 

orange, beautifully encased (apart from where it had been in contact with a book) in an 

almost iridescent dark sea green mould. I remember thinking, ‘Wow, is that something?’ 

then ‘Oh-oh.’ Barnaby, of course, had no appreciation of colour and already had his mind 

set on retribution.

‘Pick it up,’ I was commanded, ‘and get out there.’ He pointed to the front of the class.

I can’t recall what he said, but I remember an emotion of profound humiliation possibly 

associated with an evocation of the pain that my behaviour will cause to my parents, the 

school, the Christian Brothers and so on. By this stage, Barnaby’s voice had risen to a few 

decibels below bellow. He snatched the orange from my hand and commanded me to stand 
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perfectly still. I felt the weight of the fruit on the crown of my head, and from the corner of 

my eye, saw that he had moved one step away from me. He took a wide-armed, tennis-style 

swing and swatted the orange off my head. There was a smat as his hand connected with 

the fruit, and whatever was left intact flew to the back wall of the classroom and  

disintegrated on impact, spraying those in close proximity with foul-smelling juice,  

shredded skin and mould. It would come as no surprise that I was strapped yet again  

with about as much violence as Barnaby could muster.

The end-of-term reports that I still have from that year, signed by Barnaby in blue  

fountain pen ink, attest to my response to education, Christian Brothers style. I missed  

two days in Term 1, six days in Term 2 and 24 in Term 3. And this set the pattern for  

the remainder of my school years.

Let me clarify a few things here. When I started at the College my mum began look-

ing for a job, to my father’s great annoyance as he took this as a slight on his capability to 

provide properly for his wife and family. I overheard a number of warm—if not heated—

discussions behind their closed bedroom door about the fact that he was making enough 

money to keep us all in food and clothes. My mother emphasised her wish to have some 

new ‘nice things’ in the home, which could be achieved more quickly if she got a job, like a 

number of her friends. I’m sure that the thought of my father failing to look after the  

family financially was the last thing that would ever have entered her mind. We were far 

from wealthy, but there was never a time when the budget was stretched to the extent that 

bills were not paid or good quality food placed in front of us on the dining room table.

In her early adult years, my mother was the private secretary to the manager of a  

financial institution and I think that she looked for secretarial work as a starting point,  

although this proved to be out of the reach of an over fifty-year-old. She eventually got a 

job in retail in a large city department store, which carried the benefit of staff discounts. 

The College that my brother and I attended was some distance from home on the rail line 

to the city and this meant that I could travel on the train with my mum, get off at the  

station closest to the school, and her train would continue on to the city.

Wagging school presented no problem at all in Term 3. I would get out at my station, 

watch my mother’s train pull away, walk across to the adjacent platform and catch the next 

train home. I would let myself into the house and had the entire day to do exactly what I 

wanted. At that point I had to make a decision: Did I wait a couple of hours, call my mum 

and tell her I’d gone home because I wasn’t feeling well at school, or simply ignore the fact 

that I was supposed to be in class? Both options were exercised that term, and for the next 

two or three years.

Not attending school carries some inconveniences. You don’t learn much—in the  

traditional sense—and my exam results at the end of Grade 3 confirmed that. My marks  

declined progressively over the next couple of years, even after I had been released from 
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Barnaby’s grasp. The punitive side of school remained despite the kindness and consideration 

of my Grade 4 teacher, Brother Mark, who was about as different to Barnaby as any member 

of the same religious community could be. When he realised that something was going 

wrong, my parents were called in for a meeting to determine if I was genuinely ill,  

psychologically unstable, or just a very naughty boy. I don’t believe that my parents  

or Brother Mark ever resolved that question.

My mother sat me down on several occasions that year and in her softest voice asked  

if there was something wrong. ‘I don’t know,’ was my usual answer. ‘Is there anything  

happening at school that you need to tell me or your father?’ ‘No.’ ‘You know you can  

always come and tell me if something’s wrong?’ ‘Yes.’

I faced a dilemma when it came to school. My parents were paying good money to send 

me to—arguably—a good Catholic College with a good academic reputation. I knew that 

their commitment to my brother’s education and mine put stresses on the family budget 

although that was moderated to some extent by my mother’s employment. I also recall 

comments by my father that if I was punished at school for something I’d done, then I  

better watch out, because I was going to get it at home as well, just for good measure and 

to reinforce the school’s authority. It seemed unreasonable, therefore, to place myself in 

double jeopardy by admitting that I was strapped almost daily by the surrogate parent.  

In addition, I clearly did not have the intellectual sophistication that many young people 

have these days to complain that I was being victimised by a sadist and assaulted for the 

most insignificant misdemeanours, and sometimes for no obvious reason at all. My parents 

supported the use of corporal punishment at school; after all, they signed away any  

objection when my brother and I were enrolled at the College.

I became a master at feigning illness, especially migraine headaches. After all, a  

parent can’t prove that a child doesn’t have a headache, and I practiced dry retching until 

the sound effects and the actions were pretty convincing. I became light- and noise- 

sensitive, at least until my mother left for work in the morning. I didn’t have to worry about 

my dad as he caught the 6:07 a.m. train and generally didn’t get home until after 6:00 in the 

evening and my brother left for school early and generally came home at about the same 

time as my dad. Once my mother closed the front door in the morning, I was up  

and at it, into a new day with new adventures and discoveries awaiting me.

Grades 4 through 8 progressed largely along the same lines as the last term in Grade 3, 

except that I got into more and more mischief when I wasn’t at school. Brother Mark  

remained my principal classroom teacher until the end of Grade 6 and, all things taken 

into consideration, he did the best he could to make school tolerable for me and pain free, 

but he had some stiff competition. School had become personally, socially, intellectually 

and emotionally punishing. In the early years when I was not at school, I spent a good 

deal of time at home watching daytime television, which was likely as mind-destroying as 
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school, but I also took our dog for long walks into the bush and we wandered for hours, 

roaming further and further away from home. It was on those expeditions that my career 

as a delinquent began. Sufficient to say that housing developments were starting to  

encroach on native bushland and there were many new houses left vacant by their working 

couple owners during the day. Locks were never as secure as advertised, windows were left 

unlatched and even doors were left open from time to time.

Even when pickings seemed the easiest, there was reason for caution. You never knew 

when someone would come home or when a neighbourhood dog would start barking. 

There were some tense moments when discovery seemed a certainty although this never 

happened. I learned that impulsivity and greed were not good traits in a thief. At any rate, I 

became an accomplished freelance locksmith dealing in residential, public and commercial 

sites. But that’s enough of this aspect of my late childhood and teenage years.

I had become a loner. Having spent so much time by myself, I didn’t see much need for 

friends. There were two kids in my neighbourhood with whom I spent some time and one 

of them even accompanied my family on a seaside Christmas vacation one year. I enjoyed 

their company but they both were more interested in meeting girls and going to the movies 

than I was and no enduring friendship developed.

It didn’t concern me too much that I preferred my own company. In fact, that had  

benefits, not the least of these was the healthy suspicion of adults and their motives.  

I was also developing physically into a tall and strong boy, having devoted considerable 

effort to climbing, swinging and balancing. I was essentially fearless and had no regard of 

risk or vulnerability. I could extend my hand for six cuts of the strap from the burliest of 

Christian Brothers as readily as I could launch myself almost without thought over a four 

or five metre sandstone cliff or taunt a seriously angry red-bellied black snake that  

I encountered in the bush.

By Grade 9, there were serious tensions in our house. By that time my brother had left 

home and I was effectively living as an only child. My mother was becoming progressively 

more concerned about my secret life and my failure at school. My father threatened me 

with physical violence on a number of occasions for insolence and defiance, usually when 

I was rude to my mother, and I accept that on those occasions I pushed them both beyond 

reasonable tolerance. I remember my father saying, ‘If he doesn’t want to go to school, he 

can go and get a job. Anyway, he’ll never amount to anything, but that’s entirely up to him.’ 

My mother always insisted that I had to finish my education but by that time, they had 

pretty much given up trying to force me to do anything and didn’t pay much attention to 

me unless I went completely beyond the bounds of decency.

These days, I would probably have a diagnosis of severe behaviour disorder combined 

with the social catastrophe of parents who had abandoned their caring responsibilities. 

I think they made a perfectly sensible decision to leave me alone to do precisely what I 
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wanted because I’m certain that if they had taken a hard line or tried to control me  

everything would have become progressively toxic and something exceedingly horrible 

would have happened.

My involvement with the College was also at its lowest ebb. There were a couple of tough 

kids about my age who saw themselves as Numbers One and Two in the playground  

pecking order. I didn’t like either of them but our paths rarely crossed because I wasn’t at 

school very often. When I was, I mixed with a few classmates and we were largely  

invisible but, one day, I was deliberately pushed by one of the vermin when I was walking 

to the school canteen. It took almost no time to begin the fight that was broken up by two 

teachers far too quickly for my liking and we both stood for several hours outside the  

headmaster’s office hating each other and awaiting punishment.

A few weeks later, the other one tried the same thing. This time, it took the teachers 

considerably longer to break through the circle of boys watching the fight and when I was 

dragged away, there was a broad satisfied smile on my face. The other boy was ambulanced 

to hospital and spent a few days under observation and my parents were duly summoned to 

the school. I don’t know what they said to the headmaster but, to my great disappointment, 

I was allowed to return after a week of suspension. Curiously, my father was just a little 

more affectionate toward me that week than he had been in ages.

It didn’t last long: my father’s affection or my attendance at the College. A few weeks 

later, my parents were summoned again and informed that I was no longer welcome at the 

College and that the remaining school fees for the year would be forfeited.

At about this time, I ran away from home after a monumental argument with my father. 

There was much yelling, slamming of doors and breaking of household objects. I have to 

admit with a slight flush to my cheeks that my absence from home was not for very long. 

After a few days of ‘living off the land’ (meaning other people’s property and possessions) 

and sleeping without bedding in a bush cave several kilometres from my parents’ home,  

I started the long walk back anticipating a vacant house when I arrived.

I had thought hard about what would happen when I got home. I expected my parents 

would have reported my disappearance to the police, phoned all the relatives to alert them 

in case I turned up looking for shelter, and were either fretting (my mother) or fuming (my 

father) and I wondered how I would react when confronted by each scenario. Perhaps a 

hostile reception would mean that I would actually—really—leave home for good.  

I imagined another huge argument during which my father would tell me that I worried my 

mother sick, that I had no regard for anyone but myself (‘And your point is?’) and if I didn’t 

want to ‘Do in Rome as the Romans do’ (one of his favourite sayings) then they didn’t want 

me hanging around any longer making their lives miserable.

When I eventually arrived, the house was totally silent. It smelled the same. Nothing  

appeared out of place. There were no puddles of tears on the kitchen lino. There was no 
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note to Adrian. There was edible food in the fridge and I ate a chunk of bread and some 

leftover cold stew then had a shower and changed my clothes. I realised that my mother 

would soon be arriving home so I cleaned up the mess in the bathroom and went down 

to the back fence where my father had built a corrugated iron garden shed. Not long after, 

I noticed the light go on in the kitchen. My mother came out of the back door, looked 

around, then went to the clothesline and unpegged the washing, gathered it, and walked 

back to the house. She turned unexpectedly at the top of the steps, looked around again, 

then went inside and closed the door.

I didn’t know what to make of that but, without giving it too much thought, I walked 

back to the house, went inside and came face to face with my mother who was standing in 

the kitchen doorway. ‘Hullo,’ she said, quietly. Her face showed no identifiable emotion. 

‘Hullo.’

‘You’ve had a shower?’

‘Yes.’

She turned away. ‘I’m doing sausages tonight. How many do you want.’

‘Two.’

And that was it.

When my father came home, he looked at me for no more than a couple of seconds then 

opened a bottle of beer, poured a glass and went into the living room to watch the evening 

news.

I didn’t know exactly what to make of this and I never asked my parents to explain their 

actions.

Perhaps I should’ve.
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I did not remain a delinquent. It was not a miracle but the result of several intellectual and 

emotional journeys.

After my expulsion from the College, my parents approached another much closer to 

home and it remains a mystery why the headmaster agreed to enrol me. I was even more 

amazed when my parents were told that I could come and go as I pleased. When I  

attended there would be quiet celebration; when I chose not to, no one would go looking 

for me although duty of care would demand that my parents were kept informed. I took 

full advantage of this remarkable freedom and attended school about half-time, sometimes 

taking off a week or two as it suited; sometimes spending a week or two at school if there 

was something of interest happening. My mother still encouraged me to attend right up 

to the final term, emphasising the importance of schooling as the only foundation I would 

have on which to build my future. As far as I could tell, my father remained disinterested in 

my life and my behaviour.

At the time, my brother was living in Perth, finishing off his doctoral degree at the  

University of Western Australia. I had little to do with him over the years, so it was a  

surprise when he rang one evening, learned that I had finished school and invited me,  

and a friend I had made at my new school, to come for a visit.

I’m looking at a photograph taken in a forest in the southwest of Western Australia 

although I can’t remember the exact location. I’m standing on a rock in front of a waterfall 

wearing jeans, a grey t-shirt and Adidas runners that had a red racing stripe down each 

side. My left hand is resting on another huge boulder that must weigh a dozen or more 

tonnes. I’m looking straight at the camera. At that stage I had shoulder length light brown 

hair although in the photograph my hair looks white along with most of the burned out 

highlights in the image. There is no smile on my face. I remember stripping off my clothes 

immediately after the photograph was taken and plunging into the exhilarating coolness of 

the mountain pool.

It was not too long after I returned from Perth that my father delivered an ultimatum:  

if I wanted to stay living in the family home I had to have a job and pay my way. After  

several weeks of passive resistance, it was clear that his resolve was gathering momentum 

and I half expected to arrive home any night to find the locks had been changed on the 

outside doors and all of my possessions stacked somewhat haphazardly on the footpath.  

So, I started looking for a job and eventually got one in the New South Wales Public  

Service in Sydney. My friends were greatly amused by the irony that my employer—rather 

than custodian—was the Department of Child Welfare and Social Welfare, the people who 

ran institutions for delinquent boys and girls.
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While I also look back at that appointment as a quirky coincidence what was more  

bizarre was my unexpected introduction to books. ‘Introduction?’ I hear a murmur.

My mother read to me when I was a very young child and I must have learned to read 

and write, courtesy of Gervaise. But I never voluntarily picked up a book to read when I 

was a child or teenager and those that were required reading in the English syllabus were 

never studied. Classmates would tell me as much as I needed to write an assignment or 

fake an answer in a test. I’m certain that my lack of interest in books evolved in parallel 

with my hatred of school and I made no distinction between reading for pleasure or  

punishment. As a result, there is a vast empty space where there should have been Enid 

Blyton, Robert Louis Stevenson and children’s classics like The Magic Pudding and  

Snugglepot and Cuddlepie, Wind in the Willows and scores of others that are recognised  

as great children’s books of the Western world.

The forty-minute commute to the city each day quickly lost its appeal given that I  

wasn’t accustomed to sitting still or being confined to a crowded commuter train.  

I tried man-handling The Sydney Morning Herald for a week or two and endured the 

grumbling of fellow travellers whose personal space I invaded with every turn of  

the page.

One of my mates asked why I didn’t read a book on the train, a question for which I 

had no answer. There wasn’t an abundant supply of books around my parents’ home even 

though they were regular readers. They borrowed from the local council library and their 

choices were about as appealing as the contents of the dripping tin in which my parents 

collected bacon and other forms of animal fat for who knows what purpose.

A mate loaned me Day of the Triffids1, saying that it was ‘a good read.’ From the outside 

it didn’t look especially compelling but I turned to the first page once I’d settled into my 

seat on the train the next day. The second cardinal journey of my life had begun.

Like most of the male recruits I started in Records Branch, the archive for client files. 

All were classified according to the reason for the Department’s involvement in the young 

person’s life, like ‘BES’—Break, Enter and Steal. But the most interesting carried a bold 

sans serif stamp on the cover, ‘EMD’—Exposed to Moral Danger. It wasn’t long before I 

discovered that the most worn-looking files were the best, and a flick through the contents 

revealed forms of depravity with which I had not yet become familiar. My boss didn’t  

pay much attention to my curiosity provided I did my work, which was distributing,  

collecting and sorting files or returning them to their correct numbered location once  

they were deemed inactive.

In the early weeks, I got to know one of the telephone operators. Joan’s voice was like 

none I have ever heard, the aural equivalent of the finest Belgian chocolate. She had a great 

sense of humour and always joked with me or had something sweet to say when she  

realised that I didn’t have a clue about who in the Department was important and who 
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wasn’t, or how to negotiate my way around the sprawling complex of semi-ancient  

buildings. Early one day when my boss called in sick, I phoned her to ask where I’d find a 

particular field officer and at the end of our conversation she invited me to morning tea. 

Despite the fact that I hated initiating conversations with, or meeting, strangers, I agreed. 

By that stage I had only spoken to Joan on the phone and had the image of a goddess in my 

mind, and how on earth would I deal with that? And with almost paralysing fear, I made 

my way to the staff canteen. And there she was waving at me, smiling, obviously  

recognising me although I’m not quite sure how. She was seriously overweight, wore  

coke-bottle spectacles perched on a tiny button nose, her chubby face and arms were  

covered by pale, pasty skin and I could see flaky patches from a distance that might have 

been eczema.

We became friends almost immediately and remained close until she married a couple 

of years later, moved interstate, and we eventually lost contact with each other. Joan was 

a compulsive reader and aghast at my ignorance of literature. By this time I was coming 

close to the end of Triffids and she loaned me a copy of The Catcher in the Rye2, saying that 

the story was about a boy a bit like me. We talked about the book each time we shared a 

break and she would interrogate me about Holden Caulfield’s motives and whether the 

book seemed real. Frankly, I remember little about it and today I’d be hard pressed even to 

summarise the plot. I recall more about the second book she loaned me, The Red Badge of 

Courage3.

I didn’t work in the city for long. At tea one afternoon Joan gestured for two middle 

aged men to join us. George was the Department’s auditor and Tony, his assistant. George 

was a slender man in his late fifties. He had grey, neatly combed hair and eyes that were 

ever watchful. Tony was from Cheshire, rather pompous, careful and precise in the way he 

dressed and spoke, quite unlike George who was neat but casual in attire with an accent 

that tended toward broad Australian. Joan introduced us with ceremony, emphasising 

how respected and senior George was in the Department. I learned that George and Tony 

monitored everything to do with finances and property, everything that was purchased and 

used to ensure that when the state Auditor General’s staff appeared unexpectedly to look at 

the books, everything—or pretty well everything—would be up to date and correct. George 

and Tony spent much of their time on the road examining the paperwork at institutions for 

bad boys and girls, a score of orphanages (called ward establishments) and the regional  

administrative offices of the Department, all of which had furniture, bought supplies from 

the Government Stores, had full-time and casual staff, and spent money on a range of  

services and products.

George and Tony became regulars at our table when they were in Head Office and I 

know they took a liking to me. So, about four months after our introduction, I was  

summoned by the Personnel Officer and told that I was being re-assigned as a clerk in  
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the audit office.

The job was more appealing than it sounded. I was to be trained by George and Tony 

to relieve the clerks who worked in the various institutions and establishments when they 

took holidays. To learn the job, I was posted to three small metropolitan establishments  

as the visiting clerk, responsible to the matron of each although the person to whom I  

reported was George. Putting me in charge of a storeroom, petty cash and bank accounts 

was like giving the Big Bad Wolf the front door key to the Pig’s house and my mates 

cracked up completely at this turn of events.

Once I learned the basic principles, there weren’t many tricks to the job. I ordered  

provisions and equipment, accounted for them, kept the cashbooks and did the banking, 

and monitored the staff attendance book. There were few cognitive demands. The matrons 

were a mixed bunch, middle-aged and single and generally pleased that I came along one 

or two days each week to deal with the mess of paper they had accumulated, thereby  

allowing them to get on with their job of caring for the children.

For the first twelve months I drove to work after the peak-hour traffic had thinned.  

I’d arrive at the scheduled facility between 9.30 and 10 o’clock, eat a specially prepared 

lunch that the cook would make for me—I always made friends with the cooks—do  

everything I had to do in the office, and then leave for home about 4 o’clock. One day each 

fortnight I’d report to George about what was happening at the three sites and gossip. After 

about six months, he decided that I was ready for country service and I spent almost two 

years relieving in sizeable institutions located mainly in small country towns. There wasn’t 

much nightlife so I spent most of my spare time reading.

I have to thank my brother for bringing that short but interesting journey to an end.  

He was visiting my parents and one afternoon we were on the front veranda talking 

together. I told him what a cushy job I had and he looked at me with one of his I-think-

this-person-is-speaking-a-foreign-language expressions and didn’t say anything for almost 

a minute. Then, ‘Why are you wasting time in that no-brain job? Why don’t you go to 

university and do something useful with your life?’ ‘I don’t want to. I’m doing something 

useful and things are fine the way they are.’ ‘You’re a dick head. That’s what you are.’  

Then he turned and went inside the house.

This interaction was of about the quality and duration that characterised many of our 

interactions back then and I didn’t give it much thought at the time. But the reprimand 

had penetrated more deeply than I had appreciated and a few weeks later I began making 

enquiries about how one got to university.

As you know, school and I were never close friends and my final year’s results were far 

from university-entrance standard. Indeed, the prospect of getting a tertiary education 

seemed as remote as the end of the universe. Nevertheless, I applied to every university 

in Australia at the time and amazingly was offered a place at the University of New South 
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Wales as a mature age student. To this day, I don’t know how this happened.

I knew I’d be starting from the back of the pack, given that most first year students  

had finished school only a few months before beginning university and all had at least  

the rudiments of a study habit. By this time I really wanted to do well and engaged a  

deliberate strategy to become friendly with the one or two students in each of my  

tutorial groups who I thought were the smartest. If I emulated them, my chances of  

success were likely to increase. To my surprise, most were willing to make friends with 

me and several of these relationships lasted through to the end of my undergraduate 

years.

My career as a psychologist began to take form and I set a very clear occupational goal, 

to be an academic and finish my career as a full professor. I plotted the steps needed to 

achieve that objective and remember sitting in the auditorium after receiving my Bachelor’s 

degree testamur watching the stream of young and not-so-young graduates file across the 

stage as a professor wearing an amazing red and lime green gown announced the name of 

each as they approached the Chancellor. There was always some isolated clapping from  

behind me in the auditorium and sometimes a cheer. I said under my breath, ‘This’s 

number one. Two more to go.’

I left Australia about eight months later.

I sat in an economy class window seat staring at the trailing edge of a 747 wing. I was 

going to the other side of the earth where I knew no one, to an unfamiliar country, city and 

university. I knew little about Canada and Edmonton apart from the information in the 

orientation kit I received along with my confirmation of enrolment and was full of  

trepidation about what was required to complete a Masters degree and PhD. Suddenly, I 

was desperately lonely and it was only twenty minutes since lift off. I had begun yet  

another journey, much more scary than the last, and one that would lead me along a  

path from which I would never stray.

Reading and writing became unremarkable skills that I used every day. In my first year 

at university, my mother taught me to type on a pale blue Remington Holiday typewriter 

that she gave me as a change-of-life reward. It was in the luggage hold of the aircraft as I 

crossed the Pacific Ocean and it played a crucial role in all of my studies and even the first 

book I published in the final year of my doctoral program. The Remington sits on top of a 

cupboard in my office at home, unused now for more than two decades but it is a regular 

reminder of where it all started. 

Books were not only a fundamental part of my professional life but also an important 

release from it. In Canada, recreational reading was a means of escaping reality along the 

lines of Luke Skywalker and Obi-Wan Kenobi who came to the movie screens at around 

that time, but when I returned to Australia as a young academic, there was little time  
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for leisure.

For more than twenty years I was the quintessential academic and reached the ultimate 

goal that I set for myself when I sat in the auditorium watching my fellow undergraduates 

grin at the Chancellor and receive their cardboard tubes. And while I have adored life as an 

academic—and have encouraged many of my students to follow the same career path—I 

had long sensed an intellectual vacuum of unknown origin and meaning.

Another transition.

About ten years ago I wrote my first novel. Most first novels are thought to be  

autobiographical, after all, people know much more about themselves than anything or 

anyone else—although some therapists might dispute this—so finding suitable content 

is not much of an challenge. Predictably, my story was an epic loosely wound around the 

main character’s late childhood and teenage years. Much of the story was fiction although 

it contained descriptions of incidents that had occurred in my life, but it was far from 

fully autobiographical. And because I had absolutely no experience writing fiction, I asked 

friends and relatives to read chapter drafts and give me feedback. It didn’t take long to  

realise how stupid this was because everyone who read those drafts inevitably said, in one 

form or another, ‘God, did you really do that? ‘No,’ I would answer emphatically. ‘It’s a 

story. It’s not about me. I just wish I had done all the things I wrote about.’

Notwithstanding the candid assessments I received, I was my own harshest critic.  

So, while the storyline wasn’t too bad, the characters mostly real, being neither wholly 

white nor black, and there were many sections that touched me emotionally, overall the 

Epic lacked finesse. This was not surprising because, after all, I was an academic not a  

novelist. So, with some misgivings, I packed the hard copy away in a metal cabinet—where 

it is today—and archived the digital files.

But that was not the end. I realised that in pursuing the narrative to its conclusion I 

had released the seal on the vacuum making it clear to me that in doggedly pursuing an 

academic career I had largely ignored creativity. And in writing, I found an intellectual, 

emotional and creative outlet.

I also realised that if I wanted to write novels competently I would need help. So, I  

enrolled in a Masters degree in creative writing believing that it would be quite confronting 

to take a class from someone else for credit. In reality it wasn’t much different to sitting in 

a seminar given by a colleague or attending sessions at a conference. The greatest challenge 

was planning and writing the novel I would eventually submit as the major component of 

my thesis. While I had published extensively within my discipline of psychology and field 

of education, rarely did journal reviewers or editors take exception to my grammar or  

writing style, or the way I presented ideas. No one had ever written in the margin of a  

submission to a research journal, ‘Show, don’t tell.’ And, understandably, no one had  

ever written ‘Your excessive use of dialogue is slowing down the story.’
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I learned how to write—again—and was delighted when I won a prize in a national  

competition for unpublished manuscripts. I’m not exactly sure why I didn’t seek  

publication of Unfinished Business4, I just didn’t.

In 1997 I became involved in the Celebration of Literature (COL) writing festival held 

at Somerset College on the Gold Coast. I can’t claim any particular creative talent that I 

brought to the festival but I knew and liked the Headmaster and was always very graciously 

welcomed whenever I visited the school. In the first year of my involvement I conducted  

an extensive survey of students’ and adults’ reading habits, gathering data from well over  

a thousand young people and about five hundred adults who attended the COL. At the 

time it was an unusual exercise in Australia, although there had been comparable surveys  

conducted in other countries since the late 1920s. My study5 was the precursor of the 

project that eventually became my doctoral thesis and brought together the two domains  

of recreational reading and creative writing.

Doctoral theses in creative writing take many forms. Some involve the preparation  

of a novel and an exegesis on its development and execution. Others are academic 

works that explore a small or large body of literature or ideas. Initially, my thesis was 

to be of the first form, thinking that it would be a challenge to write for a late teenage 

audience even though I’d spent a good deal of my professional life working with  

teenagers on teenage issues. There was one slight hitch, however. The survey I  

conducted at Somerset had shown three interesting phenomena, firstly—and as we 

have known for decades—there is a decline in reading as young people leave the  

primary years and progress through secondary school. Secondly, only a small  

percentage of teenagers read for leisure—somewhere between 10% and 15%—and 

finally, by Year 10 some teenagers who do read for leisure persist with young adult (YA) 

literature for much longer than others. The last point had personal relevance because  

at that stage I had never read a piece of YA literature. Notwithstanding this, the  

findings of that study made me wonder why these phenomena occur but more  

importantly, what was it that captures the young readers’ imagination sufficiently  

to start and keep them reading?

Permit me now to move into the world of academia, obsessed as it is with justification,  

accuracy and validation.

Reading is arguably one of the most, if not the most, commonly researched domains  

in education and psychology. This reflects the primacy of reading in human life that  

extends back to the Neanderthals, early homo sapiens sapiens, and to the roots of the first  

comprehensive reading systems in ancient Mesopotamia established almost five thousand 

years ago6. An answer to the question, ‘What is reading?’ is not as simple as it might seem. 

Certainly, one can reduce the answer to a common denominator—the ability to understand 
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written or printed symbols—but over millennia reading has evolved from simple marks 

and records to a complex process that is related to cultural meaning and understandings7.

In contemporary times, the study of children’s reading development and its remediation, 

when necessary, have assumed prominence in recognition of the crucial role that reading 

plays in achievement at school and beyond8. It would be reasonable to propose that almost 

every issue related to the development of reading skills—and their non-development—has 

been explored in journals like Reading Research Quarterly, The Reading Teacher, and The 

Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy. As it happens, these aspects of reading have never 

been of great interest to me. What was capturing my imagination at that time was why 

young people read or don’t read and what they derive from it, recalling that recreation and 

reading were two words that I would never have used consecutively in a sentence when I 

was a young person.

The study of children’s, adolescents’ and adults’ recreational reading is not new. There 

has been a regular stream of publications in the professional literatures of education and 

librarianship over the past seventy or eighty years. This includes volumes on boys’ and girls’ 

reading habits9 and a multitude of other topics10. In 1948, Anderson11 presented the results 

of a study that is characteristic of many previous and subsequent surveys of young readers’ 

likes and dislikes. She collected data from 686 students attending grades 7 and 8 at a  

junior high school in Eau Claire, Wisconsin. Her data showed similarities and differences  

between boys and girls. For example, fiction and comic books were the most popular  

reading genres for both sexes although there were differences in attraction to westerns, 

historical, and biographical novels. While the results of this study are echoed in recent  

surveys12, the absences of fantasy and science fiction were notable as both genres were  

yet to enter their modern literature phases.

Reports of reading habits and preferences emerged first in the United States as early  

as 192613. Since then, children in many other countries have been surveyed with  

remarkably similar outcomes14. The data show a decline in recreational reading that  

occurs with increasing age and changing preferences. For example, girls’ interest in fantasy 

declines in preference to realistic fiction by grade 5 while boys continued their attraction to 

that genre and change their reading preferences little over the middle and upper years  

of primary/elementary school15.

In the past ten years the impact of reading for leisure has become a new target for  

reading researchers. This seems curious considering the long-term interest in young  

people’s reading habits16. Twenty years ago, writers had already drawn attention to the 

positive correlation between reading for leisure and academic achievements17. Leisure 

readers were said to develop more sophisticated writing styles and a more extensive  

vocabulary than those who were not and there were also inherent benefits to one’s  

quality-of-life through access to a legitimate form of escapism18.
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Educators at all levels, from early childhood through tertiary education, have responded 

to findings like those I have mentioned above by promoting the study of literature and 

there is an overabundance of contemporary material on children and young adults’ fiction 

and non-fiction with unimaginative titles like, Literature for Today’s Young Adults and Using 

Young Adult Literature in the English Classroom and many others19 and there are also vast 

collections in the professional literature in which authors exalt the virtues of cross-genre 

reading20.

Beyond the promotion of literature and the study of reading skills and their development, 

the body of research that deals with the impact of reading includes work on motivation and 

attitudes toward reading with foci, for example, on theories that have advanced notions of 

the ideal reader21, and practices aimed at extending young people’s interest in reading22. 

Gender and identity have also been addressed through contrasting work on the reluctance 

of male and female readers23.

So, why do some young people read for leisure and some do not? This question has 

never been fully answered by those who have conducted studies into reading habits and 

preferences.

To start my exploration I conceived a study. It was simple to an extreme. Over an  

eighteen-month period, and prior to the commencement of my doctoral project, I  

recruited and interviewed over three hundred adolescents aged 13 to 18 years. This did  

not involve a complex questionnaire or extensive survey. I asked young people just two 

questions. First, ‘Do you read novels very much?’ If the young person said, ‘Yes,’ I asked, 

‘Can you tell me, then, why you read for pleasure?’ If the young person said, ‘No,’ then I 

asked, ‘Then why don’t you read them?’

I adopted this approach because the results of the Somerset survey showed that only 

15% of teenagers (almost the same for boys and girls) self-identify as avid readers, meaning 

that they chose to read a novel when other appealing leisure activities are available. Asking, 

‘Do you read novels very much?’ provided the opportunity for students who would  

otherwise not identify as recreational readers to say ‘Yes, sometimes.’ About 20% of the  

interviewed students said, ‘Yes,’ to the first question and another 40% said ‘Sort of,’ or 

words to that effect. This (reading) group (the 60%) were asked why they read for pleasure 

and the remaining 40% were asked why they did not.

The interviews were brief, no more than a couple of minute’s duration. Most students 

gave a relatively straightforward answer. Some offered several reasons and some gave very 

elaborate answers. Most responses were recorded verbatim on the spot. When a young 

person was more expansive, part of a response was written verbatim and part was taken in 

note form and read back to the respondent to check accuracy. In all, over 450 reasons were 

given. In Table 1 is a small sample of short ‘Yes’ and ‘No’ explanations.
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Table 1

A sample of students’ explanations for reading or not reading for pleasure 

Reasons for reading Reasons for not reading

I like the stories; they’re exciting I don’t like the stories I’m supposed to read

I use books to escape reality I don’t want to waste daytime; I want to do 
things

I find out things I want to know There’s nothing I want to read about

Nothing on TV TV’s much better because I can just sit there 
and see what’s happening

So I can share stuff with others in my book 
club

None of my friends read

To be by myself Not interested in reading

To live in a fantasy world for a while Like on TV you can see what happens when 
someone gets shot, in a book you have to 
imagine it and it’s not as good

Find out what other people do There aren’t many stories I want to read 
about

A good way to help me get to sleep I don’t like the people in books

Learn stuff I didn’t know before Most of the stories are dumb and I can’t get 
into them

My mum and dad told me to Because you have to read the words

My mum likes to see me doing it Reading’s hard

If you compare the first few items in the two columns above, you will see that the  

reasons given by those who read can be the opposites of those given by those who don’t.

My analysis of the qualitative data required a lengthy classification process, gathering 

responses that dealt with the same, or very similar, ideas. Three major themes emerged, 

those that related to:

• essential prerequisite skills and attitudes;

• the reading experience itself; and

• the outcome (or benefits/lack of benefits) derived from reading.

Each major theme contained sub-themes and I speculated that the themes were linked 

as shown in Figure 1 below.
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Figure 1: Key aspects of recreational reading

I use the word speculated because the data do not provide sufficient evidence to make 

a definitive claim and I am extending the data when I argue that the model is a dynamic 

system. Certainly, some respondents made connections between motivation, engagement 

and the benefits of reading, and others also referred to links between the knowledge gained 

and their enthusiasm for further reading.

Intuitively, the model makes sense. An individual must possess the necessary skills 

and resources to comprehend the printed word. This includes basic reading skills such as 

an awareness of syntax, grammar and a vocabulary, a degree of reading automaticity to 

facilitate comprehension and prediction, and the ability to form mental images of ideas 

expressed in words. Motivation to read is essential and an individual must have at least 

some access to reading material such as picture books, comics, magazines, novels or works 

of non-fiction.
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A successful reading experience is characterised by the individual’s engagement with  

the text and an affirmation of self as a reader. Engagement has three aspects. First, there  

can be a personal connection between the reader and the characters (their thoughts, acts,  

attributions, and motivations). Second, the reader might become immersed in the story 

or plot (the action, its sophistication or complexity) and finally, the reader might suspend 

disbelief, that is, to accept the authenticity of the characters/plot, and appreciate coincidence 

that allows the story to unfold.

Affirmation refers to the perception of personal involvement when reading. It might 

come through the escape from reality into a world of fantasy and/or emotional encounters.

The outcomes of recreational reading include the acquisition of knowledge, not only 

about persons, places, things, and events but also through knowledge of causal relationships 

provided by the author, knowledge of the reading process (e.g., of expectations, and how 

one reads for different purposes), and about the world of literature, about authors and  

their work.

I was interested in any response patterns that might differentiate those who answered ‘Yes’ 

(readers) to the first question, and those who answered ‘No’. I accumulated the responses that 

each group made using the seven sub-dimensions (i.e., reading skills, motivation, exposure to 

reading; engagement, affirmation; knowledge, reading community) and found some  

interesting results that are shown graphically in Figure 2.

As can be seen, 50% of the comments made by non-readers for why they do not read 

relate to reading skills. Many of these involved decoding difficulties, never been taught 

to read effectively, difficulties with comprehension and visualising images presented by 

authors, and being unable to free their imagination. Several students made a distinction 

between what was obvious on television and in movies, and what was not clear from the 

written words. The following example is one of these,

Like, on TV, you can see what happens when someone gets shot. In a book you have to 

imagine it and it’s not as good.

Several comments related to cross-genre learning and social/cultural aspects of reading, 

as in the following,

It doesn’t matter how much of that stuff I read, it doesn’t get any easier. Like, the 

teacher keeps telling me it will. It’s like, sort of, I still don’t understand what’s going to 

happen next.

And,

My mum and dad and grandma talk in their language at home and they don’t really 

care about if I read or not as long as I talk to them in Polish.
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Figure 2: Percentage of explanations made by readers and non-readers coded according 
to sub-dimensions

In contrast, none of the students who identified as readers made any statement about 

their reading skills. One might have anticipated comments like, ‘I have a really good  

vocabulary so reading is easy for me,’ or, ‘The more I read the better I get at it,’ but none 

was given. These students mostly commented about what they learned from novels.  

Here are two examples,

It’s all really about good winning over evil [talking about the fantasy genre].

I’ve learned about autopsies and forensic pathology, and about all the crooked things 

that happen in corrupt government, … [student gave a list] … and much more.

There were also important differences between the two groups on the motivating/ 

un-motivating experience of recreational reading, and in the ability/lack of ability to be 

engaged by the story and its characters.

What did all of this tell me?

First of all, non-readers talked about poor reading skills, their lack of motivation and 

inability to engage in the reading activity. Comments like, ‘It’s hard,’ might reflect a reading 

difficulty which might readily discourage a young person from picking up a book when 

there was nothing else to do, but lack of motivation also plays a major role in keeping 

young people away from books.

Second, a sizeable group of students appeared to blur the boundary between recreational 

reading and the requirement to read for work (i.e., school). Of course, adolescence is a time 
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when many young people have heavy social and sporting demands and reading may not 

rate highly as a passive alternative for any available leisure time.

Finally, several comments support the view that when one is provided the opportunity 

and literature, and there is encouragement to read, many young adults find their way to 

books despite the competition from the media and sport. I have never been seduced by the 

view that TV, movies, videos, arcade and computer games are evil and believe that  

organised sport and physical exercise are extremely important during childhood and  

adolescence. Hanging out with friends is also essential for the creation of support networks. 

That each of these competes with recreational reading is reality. The important message to 

communicate to young people is that each has a place in balancing the physical, emotional, 

intellectual, creative, and social aspects of life.

It seems appropriate to close with a quote from one 17-year-old boy who, like several 

others, related his story about finding a place for books in his life.

I wasn’t really interested in reading anything when I was younger. None of my mates 

read and it was, sort of, seen to be pretty dumb, like you were trying to impress  

someone, like, a teacher or something. One of the teachers I liked told me about a  

book she thought I’d like and she lent it to me. I didn’t open it, except to flip through it, 

for a long time—like weeks—and then I picked it up one night when I was feeling like  

I wanted to be alone and there wasn’t anything on TV that I wanted to see. It was good. 

I didn’t read it all that night but I think I read about 50 pages and, when I woke up the 

following morning, I kept going until I had to get ready for school. Since then I’ve been 

reading a lot and the teacher still gives me books. Most of them are great—some are a 

bit boring. I reckon I read a lot now.

This reminded me of myself and my time with Joan.

Research on recreational reading arguably moved onto another plane following the publi-

cation of Csikszentmihalyi’s (pron. ‘chick sent ma high’) discussion of the concept of flow24. 

Flow is defined as the complete involvement in any activity for its own sake and  

Csikszentmihalyi argued that enjoyment can be framed as an optimal experience that  

transcends activity types, culture, stage of modernisation, social class, age, and sex.  

The phenomenology of enjoyment includes clear task goals, the expectation of task  

completion, individual control of actions, immediate feedback, an altered sense of time, 

and deep, effortless involvement that removes awareness and frustrations. He claimed 

that when flow exists, the person is completely absorbed by the activity so that there is no 

remaining psychic energy to process information other than what the activity involves.

Reading is the most widely reported flow activity (called transportation by some25).  

Others argued that fiction produces the most significant reports of flow across reading 
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groups, inducing trance states of engagement26. Nell27 suggested that there was also a 

distinction between narratives and non-narrative as flow generators rather than using a 

fiction/non-fiction distinction, the important feature being the presence of an intrinsic 

aesthetic component. This is in contrast to an earlier distinction by Rosenblatt28 between 

efferent and aesthetic involvement in which the former focuses on carrying away  

information for use after the reading while the latter involves reading for intrinsic  

gratification. This is an interesting distinction that has bearing on the notion of reading  

for pleasure versus reading for work.

The study of engagement in reading has progressed considerably over the past decade. 

Researchers have continued to explore aspects of the process of reading largely using  

qualitative and survey research traditions. Foci have included prerequisite reading skills 

that facilitate the act of reading for recreation or pleasure, and outcomes derived from 

reading events29.

Recently, investigators have explored the communication—or implicit conversation—

that occurs between the reader and the author through the medium of narrative, another 

idea that is not especially new. This includes aspects that relate to the reader’s awareness of 

characterisation, plot, and authenticity30 and to affective outcomes including self- 

perceptions and emotional attachments31. When I began my Masters degree in creative 

writing we students were urged to buy Kate Grenville’s The Writing Book32 that, not  

surprisingly concentrates on characters, plot, and the way in which the author  

communicates ideas to the reader. The author has to craft the narrative with each of  

these components in balance to produce a good story or good book.

The question of what constitutes a good book has been posed in a number of forums 

and implicitly answered by the multitude of books and in professional journals that also 

provide literature canon for readers in various life phases, from the early years of schooling 

through the primary/elementary school years, into secondary school and beyond. What 

elements constitute a good book, however, are not quite as clear-cut as Grenville implies. 

Booth33, for example, argued that a good book is one that successfully engages the interest 

of the reader and achieves what the author set out to achieve. In other words, the form and 

structure of what constitutes a good book cannot be established in advance. The elements 

that characterise a good book by a particular author might combine to create a defect in a 

subsequent publication by the same author.

Heins34 claimed that the question of what constitutes a good book might seem deceptively 

simple yet it is hopelessly comprehensive, overwhelming, and shrouded in ambiguity. It seems 

reasonable that one might locate common denominators in various genres (e.g., fiction, 

picture books) that isolate excellence in storytelling, characterisation, and style. She argued, 

however, that it is practically impossible to generalise and talk abstractly about, for example, 

a good children’s book, and that attempts even to define what is, and is not, a children’s book 
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have been fruitless. She stated that some authors have dismissed the matter, ‘maintaining that 

in their own minds no clear difference exists between a work for children and one intended 

for adults’ (p. 257). Moreover, Heins claimed that the elements of a good book define the 

boundaries and form of a work and that we are ‘convinced of the goodness or greatness of any 

book only when we perceive the peculiarly successful combinations and interrelationships 

of the elements’ (p. 251). It is of importance to my project that in drawing her arguments to 

a conclusion, she asserted that Rosenblatt’s tripartite relationship of author, book and reader 

inevitably confuses the issue in that the goodness of the book is not necessarily the same for 

the author and the reader.

For me, the model that emerged from the first study provided a compelling basis on 

which to explore the merits or otherwise of novels, especially in terms of how one might 

approach the writing of a good book. I was drawn to my own discipline of cognitive  

educational psychology for explanations and the importance of life experience from which 

we learn, and learn how to learn, through the application of thinking processes. These 

processes help us to deal with incoming stimuli, integrate it with existing knowledge we 

already have stored, use strategies we have developed to deal with thoughts, events, and 

behaviour (collectively referred to as cognition), and understand and adapt our thinking 

and behaviour to suit the circumstances (called metacognition).

When we are taught to read—or learn to read independently—we acquire a range of 

skills that involve the decoding of letters, words, and sentences, making meaning out of 

what we have decoded, and integrating this new information into our existing knowledge 

base. We also gain meta-knowledge, that is, insight into the reading process about how 

effectively we read and our awareness of how we read for specific purposes (e.g., learning 

from a text book, or just passing time in a doctor’s waiting room reading an out-of-date 

magazine).

So here, I was interested in two broad questions: What knowledge and meta-knowledge 

do young adults have about their interactions with books and what are the intellectual  

and emotional outcomes of recreational reading? With this knowledge, one might distil  

elements and characteristics that produce a good book for readers in the transition period 

between YA and adult fiction. These questions led to another study that was undertaken 

during the period of my doctoral candidature, to which I will refer as the videotape study  

in this section and in Section IV of the thesis.

As my intention was to interview participants about their recreational reading habits, I 

generated and trialled an interview process with three groups of eight students drawn 

randomly from Years 10, 11, and 12 in one school. Few of these young people read for 

recreation or leisure. Several said that they had read one or two books only in their life 

beyond those prescribed for English assignments. Several confessed that they had not even 
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completed the assigned texts and had based their written work on published summaries. 

Consequently, the depth and breadth of comments about their recreational reading habits 

and knowledge of literature was mediocre at best. This led to a primary selection criterion 

that participants in the videotape study had to be avid readers.

The Head of the English Department or the senior Librarian in each of eight schools 

recruited one hundred and thirty Year 10, 11, and 12 students for the project. The students 

considered themselves to be avid readers or read for recreation or pleasure on a very regular 

basis. All those included in the sample reported that they read for leisure more than 10 

hours each week. The schools represented the Queensland state and private sectors and 

drew students from a wide range of socio-economic locations and included single-sex and 

coeducational schools. The final sample included 46 Year 10s (22 males), 46 Year 11s (22 

males), and 38 Year 12s (21 males). As the interviews proceeded, it became clear that there 

were few differences in the students’ responsiveness to questions, their awareness of  

literature, or the quality of the comments made across schools.

I adopted a qualitative research design using a semi-structured interview. The procedure 

was intended to allow participants to interact with me, and a female colleague who co- 

facilitated the group interviews. The topics included the following: the amount of time 

spent in recreational reading, preferred genre(s), reasons for interest in the genre(s) or 

favourite book(s), characteristics of enjoyable or first-rate books and uninteresting books, 

and differences in the structure and content of YA versus adult literature.

Questioning began by asking participants to tell a little about the book they had just  

read or were reading. Thereafter, they were asked broad questions such as, ‘What are the  

characteristics of a good book?’ or ‘What are the differences between books written for 

young adults versus those written for adult readers?’ We encouraged discussion between 

participants and also re-focused interviews from time to time to allow elaboration about 

the matters under discussion such as the features of appealing characters, voices, plots, 

beginnings and conclusions, the reader’s emotional involvement in books, techniques and 

devices used by authors that encourage or discourage engagement. The interview structure 

was trialed using two groups of four self-nominated recreational readers.

Interviews were conducted mostly in Year-level groups containing four participants (21 

interviews in total). There were also four groups of three and seven groups of five students. 

Nine groups contained males only, seven contained females only. No two sessions proceeded 

in exactly the same way due to the mix of students in each group. Notwithstanding this, the 

breadth of content covered during the interviews was comparable. Data collection occurred 

over a two-month period. The shortest interview was 34 minutes; the longest 49 minutes.  

All interviews were videotaped and produced 22.4 hours of data.

Occasionally the interviews went off-track. For example, some students gossiped about 

school staff and peers, the quality of the library, they made jokes, and bantered. I decided, 
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therefore, that full transcriptions would not be the most useful way to analyse data and, 

instead, chose a four-phase coding process, based generally on Strauss and Corbin35, which 

is commonly used when analysing audio or video recording.

The first phase involved a chronicle of relevant comments together with part transcriptions. 

Videotapes were viewed while simultaneously typing student comments into a computer file. 

Several provisional content categories emerged, these related to characters, stories,  

believability, personal views or dispositions, and reading outcomes.

The second phase involved the classification of relevant comments according to the five 

provisional categories, interview-by-interview, with notes being taken about subcategories 

and interrelationships across categories. The third phase involved another pass across the 

entire data set and a second classification of responses according to a revised set of  

categories and subcategories.

In the final phase comments and responses within each of the subcategories were 

transcribed as excerpts and a final assessment was made to ensure that the classification 

accurately reflected the intent of each comment/response. Some reassignments occurred 

without the need for additional categories or subcategories.

Accuracy and reliability of the coding process was established through a re-coding of  

approximately 5% of comments/responses by a second person briefed about the coding 

process and the scope/nature of the categories and subcategories. Comments/responses 

were not all uni-dimensional in that they contained more than one idea. There were  

comments, for example, that contained elements related to characterisation and storyline. 

Both coders agreed on the classification of slightly less than 90% of the re-coded data  

sample. Where there were differences, discussion led to a consensus classification.

The structure of the data led to yet another model but in this case the link between the 

concepts was more reliably established, a legacy of videorecording. Much has been written 

about the communication—or implicit conversation—that occurs between the reader and 

the author through the medium of the story/novel and the model in Figure 3 reflects this 

interaction.

The top three components represent the author’s contribution and the bottom two, the 

reader’s contribution. The double-ended arrows express interrelationships. For example, 

participants were aware of the impact of characterisation on plot, and connection between 

authenticity, characterisation, and plot.

The double ended arrows that link Self and Self-perceptions to the top components  

reflect the participants’ awareness of themselves and the positive disposition toward a 

character type, one genre (e.g., fantasy) as opposed to another (e.g., romance), and their 

worldliness or maturity in recognising the credibility of the novel.

To exemplify each of the 16 subcategories, two brief excerpts are given for each. Several 

related to a specific book or author.
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Figure 3: A dynamic model of engagement

Connection to characters

This category includes comments about the portrayal of characters (Identity), their  

Appeal to the reader, and the sense of attachment (Affiliation) that the reader generates. 

Here are two examples of Identity:

I like to know who the characters are. It’s nice to have some reflection so that you don’t 

get it all the time from an outsider’s point of view. But I don’t want all of it. I want some 

understanding of what’s going on, but not in every passage. (Jessica, Year 12)

I think female characters portray their feeling more in books. They express more feelings 

and passions. (Ed, Year 11)

Appeal is shown in the following:

I have to admire something about the character. I don’t say I like him because he was 

good or because he was bad. I like him because he does things that are mentally stimu-

lating. (Tim, Year 11)

Some books have stereotypical characters. That’s boring. I like the characters to shock 

me. They do something and I think, ‘Wow, that was not what I was thinking’. (Erica, 

Year 12)

Affiliation is reflected in the following:

It’s the identification with the characters that keeps me going. I like it when characters 

personally handle things well. If there is some hope and you know the character is going 

to be okay, that’s really good. (Tanya, Year 10)
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For me, it’s the characters not the plot. I like characters that I can understand, I know 

why they do things. I can relate to them. Identifying with the characters makes the book 

worthwhile. (Jennifer, Year 12)

Involvement in the story

The young people drew attention to the Mechanics of the writing process, their  

Appreciation (or lack of it) for books that deal with certain Issues and Themes, and the ways 

in which authors could engage and hold the reader’s interest, that is, Sophistication and 

Complexity. The first subcategory, Mechanics, relates to the technicalities of the story, for 

example:

It’s done well because as he goes through the book you get relationships between the 

characters, and they’re really developed well and, when you get to the end of the book, 

when the main character dies, you go, ‘Oh my god, he [the author] was really smart; 

the way he could do that’. (Aaron, Year 11)

If an author is going to cover a topic, he has to cover it properly otherwise it just gets 

boring. And, if it’s action, you have to see the action. (Lee, Year 11)

Issues and themes were reflected in comments such as the following:

The message is behind in adult books. It isn’t obvious. In young adult books, the author 

deliberately sets out to give a message. Young adult books talk down to you. You want 

to read about something through the book and then make your own decision, by  

yourself. (Charles, Year 12)

Young adult stuff is so clichéd. Most of them are based on fact, or they’re supposed to be 

factual. They all have the same depressed childhood and tragedy, and it’s overcome, and 

they are exactly the same as all the other books you can read—the tragedy and how it’s 

overcome. (Scott, Year 11)

The writer’s style is conveyed through Sophistication of the story.

I don’t mind if a book is predictable. Like, I read Star Wars36 and I knew exactly what 

was going to happen. The rebels weren’t going to win. But it was how the story was told 

that was good. And it’s interesting how things built up to that point. It’s interesting how 

some really little things can contribute to the story. (Danny, Year 12)

It needs to have a good beginning and good end, and a really big good bit in the middle 

and a lot of little baby good bits all the way through. (Kirsten, Year 10)

The final subcategory is Complexity of the story shown in the following two comments:

The way the ideas are presented is deeper in adult books. There’s more involvement of 

the reader. You can relate. There’s more enjoyment. It involves the reader much more 

than young adult literature. (Robert, Year 11)
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Some books are really confusing. Things change and you really have to read carefully to 

understand it. You have to read it again and again because, if you just skip through it, 

you’ll miss all sorts of things. (Kirsten again)

Authenticity

Some of the students’ more critical comments were related to the realism and accuracy 

of characters and story. These generally emerged during discussions about the differences 

between YA and adult fiction. It is important to remember that these students were  

experienced readers and between 15- and 18-years of age. All were reading adult literature, 

some exclusively. A sizeable group stated that they stopped reading young adult fiction 

at the end of primary school. All had by the end of Year 8. One young man stated that 

he began reading adult fiction in Year 3. Most of these students had accelerated through 

the stages of literary appreciation described by Nilson and Donelson37. Their comments 

related, firstly, to the Credibility of characters and plot.

In the first example, John Marsden’s Tomorrow ... series38 came under scrutiny.  

Cassandra (Year 12) said:

They’re supposed to be our age, and you’re reading away and you realise, ‘Oh hang 

on, like they’re about 17.’ I tell you, if I woke up one day and my whole town had been 

taken over and we were in the middle of a war, I’d be staying put. I’d be staying right 

where I was. I’d be waiting for the war to finish.

And Cindy, another Year 12 student said:

Whenever I read about teenagers they always have so much spare time. They can cope 

with school and do everything —and it’s home from school, ‘Hey, let’s go to the coffee 

shop and let’s got to the movies.’ And you go, ‘That’s not realistic.’ And they never get 

tired. This isn’t going to help me cope. It’s going to turn me into a party animal.  

That’s Prozac.

It is important to mention that these young adults were not necessarily asserting that YA 

fiction didn’t have its place. In several interviews, participants said that they had enjoyed 

YA fiction but had moved on.

Secondly, participants commented upon the totality of the novel to convince the reader 

of its value, primarily through the quality of the writing. I have called this the Integrity of 

the written product and provide two examples.

They [YA books] lack a lot of meat to the story. They’re all the same and I find them 

really unrealistic—about the things they do in them and the issues they bring up.  

They over-dramatise, and everything in the book makes it sound a lot more difficult 

than it really is. They over-dramatise what it’s like being a teenager. (Allan, Year 11)
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I have a lot of trouble with grown men trying to write as if they were teenage girls.  

I mean, seriously, what does this person know about how I think? And how does  

someone my father’s age figure out what I want to get out of life? It’d be okay if they got 

it right. I don’t mind them doing it, provided they don’t get it wrong. (Tanya, Year 10)

Self and self-perceptions

The reading process is not a one-way communication. The more one reads and the 

more sophisticated that reading becomes, the more one’s views and experiences are going 

to influence the pleasure (or otherwise) of reading a novel. In some cases, the content is 

unfamiliar or more challenging than one is prepared to read and will affect the dialogue 

between writer and reader.

In the present study, participants expressed a range of Attitudes and dispositions that 

governed their reactions to stories and characters. For example, a number of young people 

commented about the resolution of crime and horror stories. For example:

Sometimes I have to think about what they’ve done [the criminals]. If they’ve done  

horrible things but are good people, that’s okay. But if they’re bad, then I don’t want 

them to get away with it. I want justice to be done. If it isn’t, I can be disappointed, 

rather than angry, at the author. (Sallyanne, Year 10)

Others commented on the type of stories they might not like to read. When Jane’s group 

(Year 12) was asked if there was anything that they would not want to read, she said:

Yes, I have something. Female teenagers who go to school and get a boyfriend, and then 

they get sick, and nearly die, and then they get a horse, and then ...’

By this stage, all of the girls in the group were laughing.

The students participating in the study were experienced and widely read. Their  

Worldliness, maturity, and insight were reflected in many comments, two of which follow 

from Michelle, Year 12:

If people get killed, normally they get killed because they deserve it, generally. Whereas 

in a book when a dog gets killed it’s in order to show their owners something and that’s 

needless killing. They’re innocent. It’s a symbol. I don’t like it if someone does nothing to 

deserve the death.

I talked to male friends and I’m reading and they say, ‘What are you doing?’ and I say, 

‘I’m reading,’ and they say, ‘What is that? Reading really sucks. We hate reading.’  

And I say, ‘Why? What have you been reading?’ and they say, ‘Goosebumps39,’ and I 

go, ‘Well, what do you expect?’ I need to find more mature boyfriends.

Finally in this category, comments reflected the participants’ Personal relevance when 

choosing literature for recreational reading. Jessica (Year 12) said:
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A lot of the time I read for pleasure, not necessarily to learn something. I like a book I 

can sit down and enjoy for half an hour or when I want to go to sleep. I don’t necessarily 

want to learn about other aspects of life that I can see on the news or on TV or around 

me or in the newspapers, or whatever. I’d rather have a book that is going to make me 

happy.

James (Year 11) expressed his views about the lack of teachers’ recognition that some 

students had passed beyond the point where YA literature was appropriate reading.

We have to read some of these [YA novels] in school. It’s pointless. There’s nothing in 

those for me. It’s something that I already know. When I’m reading them, there is  

nothing new and these are things that I already know about. You can’t learn anything 

in there.

Personal development

In the model shown in Figure 1, there is an outcome component that relates to the 

knowledge and sense of community that young people gain through the reading process. 

A second outcome component emerged during the videotaped interviews in the second 

study. It is not a consequence akin to the accumulation of knowledge about the world, but 

one that interacts intrapersonally to reform and contribute to the development of affect 

and critical aspects of the individual’s thought processes. Responses fell into four  

subcategories.

The first group of comments relates to reactions about The reading process and is  

exemplified by the following comment by Jessica (Year 12),

It’s terrible when you get to the end and the story doesn’t finish. The author doesn’t tell 

you what happened because then I think, ‘Well, that’s okay, I’ll just finish the story for 

myself. I’ll write my own ending.’ That’s really good because it leaves it open to your 

imagination.

Airley (Year 11) commented:

In some stories there’s a twist at the end, of how the murder has worked and it’s not 

necessarily that I think about how the criminal could have avoided being caught, it’s 

more about how the author—I mean, I’m just interested in ways in which the author 

could avoid making the story predictable.

Most comments, however, related more to personal growth and awareness of self.  

The first subcategory of comments reflected a consideration of beliefs and motives that I 

have called Introspection.

I find it more entertaining if it’s something that I’ve never done, or I’ve never thought 

that anyone would ever think of doing. And when I’m finished I say, “I wonder if I 

41



42

could’ve done that myself. (Charles, Year 12)

You just feel helpless because you can’t do anything about it; because you’re reading 

about it in a book. But it just keeps going on in the back of your mind. You know that 

these things happen and they’re going to happen again. (Christopher, Year 11)

A discussion of readers’ emotional reactions to books did not emerge spontaneously in 

all groups. When appropriate to the conversation, the researchers asked about Emotional 

connections. Differences were noted between males’ and females’ responses, the former  

being more circumspect as is shown by Ed’s (Year 11) comment.

Sometimes you don’t want to be caught up too deeply. I think, with emotions, you don’t 

want to take it to extremes. Sometimes you can’t put the book down. That’s an emotion; 

you really like the book.

Julia’s (Year 10) comments show a completely different reaction.

I couldn’t stop crying. It was just such a great book. It was such a sweet story. You think 

about it and you form your opinion about what should happen. It was just really sad.  

It was happening against my wishes. And you form an opinion and if the character is 

so sweet, you become friends and something happens that’s unjustified, it’s just awful.

Finally, comments were made that reflected longer-term influences on the individual’s 

thinking about the effects of reading. I have called this subcategory Life changes and  

experience.

There are some books that’ve changed the way I think about things, like, I cried with 

happiness because I could see all of this stuff so differently. I don’t know, maybe I’m  

just impressionable. (Arlene, Year 12)

Charles (Year 12) arguably made the most significant comment that related to his  

reading of The Illuminatus! Trilogy40.

Sometimes when you read a particular thing, you stop and think about it. You go into 

really in-depth thoughts in your head and it really makes you question everything 

you’ve ever been told. That sort of stuff really grips me. I read The Illuminatus! book. 

It changed my perception of everything. It’s almost like it gives you this incredible sense 

of paranoia about everything you’ve ever learnt and been told. You’re not quite the 

same after you’ve read it. It’s like a trip up the Nile; you’ll never be the same ever again. 

It’s like someone’s finally told you the absolute truth, like you’ve just come out of The 

Matrix41. And every time when you go around and people tell you things, you think the 

system is always lying. It’s like you’re always questioning everything from then on.



The model that emerged in the course of data analysis suggests connections between the 

reader—life experiences, attitudes, beliefs, what individuals learn over the course of their 

lives—and what is presented to them as fiction. All of the young people were generous and 

candid in their views, expressing an awareness of styles, techniques, and the devices that 

authors use to communicate with the reader, and they were critical about the veracity of 

fictional work and of its part in their personal development.

The model expresses the complex relationships that seem consistent with the  

engagement that occurs between a reader and author. While I am sympathetic with the 

stages of, and optimal ages for, literary appreciation described in Nilsen and Donelson, 

other experiences that have derived from earlier studies of students’ reading habits and 

preferences would suggest that few young adults leave secondary school having achieved 

Nilsen and Donelson’s Level 5 (Venturing beyond self) or Level 6 (Reading widely).  

All of the students in the second study, however, had reached Level 7 (Aesthetic  

appreciation) and several reported that they read more than 50 books a year even with 

competing academic demands. Many stated that they enjoyed literary criticism, revisited 

favourite books, and several were aiming for a career in writing (mainly journalism).  

As such, these young people could hardly be said to represent average adolescents in  

Years 10, 11, and 12 or reluctant readers on which Opie42 concentrated in his article  

entitled, Reluctant reader boys: Writing appealing and accessible fiction.

The intent of this (videotape) study was, however, not only to seek the collective views  

of adolescents about recreational reading but also to guide my exploration and point to 

critical issues that might characterise a good book for young people in the 15- to 18-years 

age group.

It might be appropriate to finish with the words of one young man. In several of the  

earlier interviews, we asked the following question to stimulate discussion about the 

substance of a novel, ‘If you were going to write the all-time best seller, what would it be 

about?’ In one Year 12 group, there were a few seconds of silence when all four boys looked 

at the tabletop or the floor. Then they all began laugh. It was only a snigger at the start but 

developed into something that one could describe as derisive. I asked, ‘Why are you  

laughing?’ Aaron looked up and said, ‘That’s a stupid question.’ ‘Why?’ my colleague and  

I asked in unison.

Aaron paused. He had a quizzical expression on his face. ‘You don’t aspire to write an all-

time best seller. You write what you feel like at the time. Success isn’t equated with money. 

It’s about what you want to write, or what you want to say, and what it says to the reader.  

It’s really about communication.’

The next section is my attempt at an all-time best seller.
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Soft Targets
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Liu Quan was devoted to his family. He was proud of its illustrious past and the long 

tradition of honour and integrity. His ancestors were warriors who defended the land 

over eight centuries and gave their lives in the service of warlords who boldly stood before 

the onslaught of ruthless invaders from the northeast and west. They fought with lances, 

curved swords, daggers, and with their bare hands. And when the frozen fields were awash 

with blood there was always a Liu standing proudly when the battle was won, shamelessly 

surveying the carnage.

Images of the vast plateaux and mountains flooded his mind. North of Xining there is 

space to move and breathe. Liu could ride for days without seeing another human and 

marvel at the dazzling mystery of the heavens through air so clean and crisp he imagined 

that it would snap if he leaned too hard against it. At night, every star was a pure white 

diamond, a celestial solitaire, in the midst of a trillion others.

But that was a distant reality.

His home now was a tiny Beijing flat where he had endured life since coming to the city. 

Where there was constant noise unlike the peace and quiet of the tiny village fourteen  

hundred kilometres to the west where Liu was born. When he returned to the flat each 

night after twelve hours in the factory there were still reminders of the glory and life he 

revered as a child.  

Hanging on the walls among black and white photographs of his family and village were 

his father’s rifle and his grandfather’s sword. In a corner of the room stood a lance used by 

his great-great-grandfather that bore the stains of human blood a metre from the tip.  

There was also an ancient dagger so sinister in appearance that no elder ever spoke about it 

or acknowledged its existence. It just was. A blade centuries old, beaten from impure iron 

and sharpened on volcanic stone. It had been in Liu’s family for longer than anyone could 

recall. It seemed so possessed by evil that it oozed death into the atmosphere.

Then there was the immediate, temporary reality.

Liu slipped and struggled to keep his balance. It was drizzling and he glanced around 

the muddy prison yard. To the left there was a row of low stone buildings where the guards 

lived. To the right was a high chain-link fence topped by razor wire with another row of 

buildings beyond. He stumbled again and the guard on his right shouted something in a 

dialect Liu did not understand. He thought that the guards must not realise how difficult it 
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was to keep balance with arms handcuffed behind his back. He told himself that he must be 

especially careful not to anger his comrades.

They were stern men, he thought, and worthy of his fear. Men like those in his own family 

who would fight to the death simply because they were ordered to do so. He wondered what 

they were thinking as they squelched across the parade yard. Perhaps of their families or 

lovers, or of being off-duty and drinking beer with their friends. Maybe they were thinking 

about him, about where he was going now and why.

They reached a gravel pathway that divided the parade ground into two fields of muck 

and turned left between slowly decaying buildings. Liu had never been in this part of Xi Jiao 

prison and he examined the two-storey building ahead. There was a faded red cross on a set 

of double doors just like at the clinic to which he was taken two weeks before. Where the 

doctor gave him a routine medical examination as required for all new prisoners. He drew 

blood for testing, examined Liu’s eyes, chest and back for the longest time and questioned 

him endlessly about his medical history. Liu was declared fit. He never had the slightest 

concern that he was otherwise.

The taller of the guards stopped abruptly and pulled opened a door. The second pushed 

Liu roughly into the foyer. There was nothing special about the inside of the building except 

for the faint smell of disinfectant, or maybe it was formalin. There was no sign of regular 

occupation. A single exposed bulb shed weak light overhead and a flight of ordinary concrete 

stairs led to the second floor. Liu thought he heard voices.

The shorter guard grabbed Liu’s arm and pushed him past the stairs and into a corridor 

that ran to the left of the entrance hallway.

‘Excuse me, but I have not been told why I am coming here.’

The tall one opened the last of four doors and shoved Liu into a colourless room. It was 

curious, he thought. Perhaps once a bathroom or laundry. It had a sterile appearance. There 

were patches of water on the bare concrete floor and the walls were clean and damp suggesting 

the room had been hosed some time that morning. Along one wall stretched a set of concrete 

tubs that Liu had seen in old industrial laundries. There was a scrubbed wooden table in the 

middle that would comfortably seat ten people but there were no chairs to be seen. Against 

another wall were two stainless steel buckets and a trolley covered by a spotless white cloth.

The three men stood for a moment as though in suspended animation, each poised over 

an invisible mark on the floor as if they were ready to begin Act 2 of a stage play.

The tall guard moved surprisingly fast. No emotion showed on his face. He snatched the 

chain of Liu’s handcuffs and pushed him toward the tubs. He said something in an  

unsympathetic tone and Liu turned to the guard’s face and searched unfriendly eyes for  

an explanation.

It did not seem fair to Liu that he was being treated so unkindly. He made a mistake.  

He admitted that. But he was not a criminal. Just a simple man who had grown up in a 

48



beautiful but harsh land. A proud man but not defiant or aggressive. A man of integrity 

though not without fault, he would be the first to admit it. He was a gentle person who 

worked hard in a factory all day. He was homesick and now regretted leaving his beloved 

Qinghai province.

Only a year before, Liu found a job in the largest toy factory in Beijing. He was diligent, 

skilled with his hands and was quickly promoted to a supervisory role but without any 

increase in pay. His work line produced small wheels for children’s kiddie cars that would 

be sold in toyshops in America where parents had the affluence to afford them. He stopped 

the production line one day when the metal press had mysteriously gone out of alignment. 

His co-workers continued to assemble the wheels regardless of the flaw.

Liu was arrested for the pettiest of transgressions. He was stopped leaving the factory 

with two of the defective wheels. He needed them to finish a shopping cart he was  

making for an old woman in his apartment building who had difficulty carrying her  

groceries home from the market. It took four months to gather the scrap wood and metal 

he needed for the job.

There was no thought in Liu’s mind that he had stolen anything of value. All of the 

flawed wheels – less two – were thrown into a rubbish bin and destroyed. But he was being 

used as an example to the many others who regularly pilfered from the factory but who 

were too clever to be caught. The policeman who arrested and interrogated him ranted 

about Liu’s trusted position as a supervisor. He was supposed to be a model for the other 

workers. He brought disgrace on himself and his family and should have considered the 

damage that actions like his would cause to the economy of the illustrious People’s  

Republic if everyone stole just two insignificant wheels, or a bowl of rice or a cup of  

heating kerosene.

He wondered what the future would hold after he went to court. What punishment 

could he expect? For how long would he remain in prison? He never intended to steal  

anything of value from the factory. That was not the type of person he was.

Being fit and healthy he expected a sentence of hard labour – possibly in the north 

where the guards were always short-tempered believing that they too were being punished 

along with the prisoners.

With one fluid movement, the second guard drew his pistol, pushed the muzzle hard 

into Liu’s ear and pulled the trigger. The back of Liu’s head exploded and blood, brain and 

bone splattered the wall above the concrete tubs. The body collapsed onto the damp  

concrete and a dark red puddle spread quickly toward the drain.

Two men entered the room each wearing a white surgical coat, rubber boots and latex 

gloves. White cloth masks obscured their identity.

The guards lifted the still twitching body onto the table and removed the handcuffs.  

The taller one pulled the trolley across the room and uncovered a collection of surgical 
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instruments and stainless steel trays. The guards nodded to each other and left the room.

The doctors carefully inspected the unblemished face and glanced at the splatter on the 

wall.

It was a skilful execution. There had been no collateral damage.

‘They are getting better,’ the older one said.

They both laughed.



Life had not dealt Brett Jamieson a winning hand. He wasn’t like most sixteen-year-olds 

and there was little to inspire optimism. He took life one day at a time, rarely thought about 

the past and considered the future to be no more distant than tomorrow.

Anyway, what was there to recall about his previous life? Perhaps the day he left home 

because there was no sensible alternative? If he stayed, almost certainly he would be 

maimed or killed by a father who beat him regularly for the most minor wrongdoing, or  

for no reason at all? It had happened for as long as Brett could remember, just as his 

mother endured the same treatment until the final agonies of breast cancer benevolently 

took her life.

Brett was ten years old when he watched his mother’s coffin being lowered into the 

grave. He expected an emotion, any emotion. Others among the collection of faces around 

the grave held tissues. Some of the adults wept openly. And there was his father standing 

solemnly in front as though no one could blame him for anything on this occasion.

At the end of the ceremony, after the clods were thrown, when the board of artificial turf 

was laid over the hole, everyone turned away and started talking about the coming weekend 

as though Tracey Jamieson had never existed. Brett rode home on the back seat of an uncle’s 

Commodore, breathing the second-hand cigarette smoke that filled the car, believing that 

life would be better now that his mother would no longer provoke his father’s rage.

It was fantasy.

Only a month later, the new girlfriend moved in. Brett instantly hated the mindless 

frump who slept in his mother’s place. The feeling was mutual.

The brutality of home life continued just as it had before his mother’s death. It soon 

became clear to Brett that the only rational thing to do was escape. He arranged sleepovers 

with friends as often, and for as long, as he could until their parents told him to go home. 

Then one day the school counsellor approached him in the playground during the lunch 

break. Brett spent an hour with her but confided nothing. ‘I’m on your side, Brett. You can 

tell me what’s happening. It will only be between you and me. No one else will ever know 

what we’ve talked about. I can help, Brett. I can help. Believe me. If you give me a chance …’

When he left her office, the decision had been made. It was just a matter of timing.

Then he was on his own. Completely. He slept wherever he found shelter from the 

cold, wind and rain; in derelict buildings, parks, in overhangs along the river that divided 
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the city, in sporting facilities, under jetties and bridges, in sheds and in doorways on city 

streets. Occasionally, he stayed at a youth shelter until the attention of well-meaning adults 

became more than he was willing to bear.

Another boy – not exactly a friend – told him of a derelict factory in West End. Brett was 

always careful when moving into a new squat. He would check it out during the day and 

return near nightfall to see if anyone had already claimed residence. That was his goal on 

the morning he met Shay Tyler.

It was a cloudless and still winter day but it would be cold after sunset and his only 

thought was shelter. He was a man on a mission. Then he saw her, huddling on the  

riverbank, legs held tightly to her chest.

He had seen many girls cry. They were often in orbit on dope or smashed beyond  

recognition on whatever alcohol they could score and feeling sorry for themselves. He paid 

no attention to self-pity. But there was something different about the girl on the riverbank.

He might have kept walking. Girls were always bad news. But there was something that 

made him stop and watch.

It was then that he heard the voices, not from somewhere else in the park, but from 

deep inside his brain. He frowned, turned his head sideways and listened. For a moment 

he thought he had suddenly gone mad. Then from the garble of whispers in his head there 

emerged clearly distinguishable words, ‘Get over there.’ And he replied out aloud, ‘Get lost.’ 

Then an immediate response, ‘Don’t be a loser, Brett.’

He waited for an explanation. There was nothing other than the silence from within, 

the sighing of wind through the pine trees behind him, and the sounds of the city that 

told nothing of importance. He looked around, thinking that someone was playing a trick. 

In one direction a man pushed a small child on a swing. In the other, only a park totally 

devoid of humanity.

The course of his life was about to change.

The Rottweiler lay with its muzzle heavy on the girl’s leg. As a general rule, Brett had 

nothing against dogs but he was never sure just how psychotic any dog might be. It was 

suddenly attentive, head raised watching Brett slip the backpack off his shoulder and lower 

it to the grass.

He settled a carefully measured distance from the girl. Not so close that his intrusion 

could be considered rude, not so far away that his presence could be taken as accidental.

She ignored him.

The dog sought the intruder’s vital signs, friend or enemy?

Brett offered his hand across the space. Dark brown eyes scrutinised the origin of a 

thousand scents. The tongue tested the collection.

The girl remained motionless. ‘Go away.’

‘Nice dog. What’s her name?’ The dog looked expectant. ‘Hi girl,’ he said. ‘At least you’re 
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friendly.’

A simple whimper and second air-lick.

‘You want to be my friend, don’t you? My name’s Brett, what’s yours?’

The girl glared as if she intended to wither every living thing in sight. ‘She doesn’t like men.’

Brett reached over and touched the muzzle that stretched toward him.

‘Leave her alone!’

‘S’cuse me?’

‘I said, “Leave her alone”.’

He leaned over and looked intensely into doggy eyes. ‘My name’s still Brett, what’s yours?’

‘Her name’s Mandy. Go away!’

‘Hi Mandy,’ he said, ‘What’s your lady’s name?’

‘Are you deaf?’

‘No, my hearing’s okay. And my eyesight’s pretty good, too. But thanks for asking.’ Then, 

‘Fuck you,’ he added, under his breath.

Brett grabbed his backpack and stood. Mandy scrambled to her feet and barked once, 

twice, three times. There was a ragged edge to the bark that made Brett hesitate for a  

moment as he turned to leave.

He counted half a dozen paces – a decision point – and then looked back. His second 

chance to leave the universe as he had found it.

The whispers spoke again, “Don’t leave yet.”

The dog’s bark was more insistent now.

Brett looked again along the river, one way then the other. No one. Then he was standing 

beside the girl. He dropped the pack, heavily, and cross-legged down beside her.

Quietly, ‘I’m still Brett.’

She turned slowly to meet his smile with the same toxic glare.

Mandy barked loudly at her.

Eventually and cool, ‘Shay.’

‘Nice name. You live round here?’

‘That’s none of your business,’ she snapped.

He stretched out on the grass, recognising the tightness in his chest that told him every-

thing in the universe was not as stable as it might be. That planets might spin out of orbit 

without explanation, moons collide, supernovas blast gigantic holes in galaxies near and 

at the furthest end of existence. That reality as it was known might be destroyed. It was the 

same feeling he had when he knew that he was somewhere he wasn’t supposed to be.

Mandy dropped beside him and snuggled against his chest, warm and heavy with dog 

scent.

The girl examined him. ‘And your story is?’
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It had come undone one night. The father and the one that Brett called ‘The Frump’ were 

watching TV as he slipped quietly through the back door. He had been away for three days. 

His friend’s mother eventually insisted that Brett should leave. She had seen the scars on 

his body but Brett Jamieson and his family were not her responsibility.

His head was in the fridge. There was no sound, but something – some sixth sense – told 

him to look around. His father stood way too close.

‘So, you’re home. No one gunna feed ya tonight?’

The familiar smell of beer.

‘Nah,’ he said, as casually as he could.

‘Where you been?’

The father lunged. Brett’s reaction was immediate. He stepped back but was trapped 

against the bench. The first blow dazed him. There was a penetrating pain as a rough 

hand snatched a hank of hair and dragged his head forward. Brett groped behind, felt the 

lingering warmth of the stove, then a saucepan. A fist smashed into his temple. At the same 

instant Brett swung the weapon with all his adolescent might. Three times the saucepan 

made a hollow sound as it connected. His hair was set free but he waited for another blow 

more violent than the previous two.

It might have been seconds or even minutes before his vision cleared. The Frump knelt 

over the man, a crumpled mass amid meat-smelling muck. She screamed something that 

Brett couldn’t understand. Then the man began to roll slowly onto his side.

Brett bolted for his room. Quickly he snatched clothes from the floor, stuffed them into 

his empty backpack then looked around for anything of value he might need, grabbed a 

book from the bedside table and started toward the door but stopped instantly. His father 

was stumbling along the hallway.

Brett slammed the door and fled across the room, flung open the window and dived an 

instant before glass and wood exploded behind him. He tumbled over the grass still  

clutching his backpack, scampered to his feet and ran.

He was exactly fifteen years and two weeks old.

He would never return home.

Shay listened and wondered what the unedited version of his life story might be but it was 

nothing she needed to know. The boy’s life was the extreme opposite of hers. She had seen 

the homeless sitting on benches by the river at ten in the morning and at three in the  

afternoon with no sign that anything had happened in between.

She turned and found that Brett was facing away from her. Mandy nestled against his back.

After a few moments, ‘When did you eat last?’

‘I had stuff this morning.’

‘Are you hungry?’
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He shrugged.

‘I take that to mean, “Yes”.’ She stood. ‘Let’s get some lunch.’

‘I got no money for that.’

She planted herself above him. ‘And I’m supposed to be impressed? Give me your hand.’ 

She pulled him to his feet. Mandy danced and barked.

As they ambled across the park, Shay wondered what thoughts were going through 

Brett’s mind. Perhaps he would be punishing himself for spilling his guts to a girl he didn’t 

know.

‘Where’re we going?’ he asked. ‘I have stuff to do.’

‘A place in Boundary Street. I go there with my friends sometimes. The food’s okay.’

She was a few metres ahead of him but noticed the instant he stopped.

‘I don’t have money to spend on fancy food,’ Brett said, loudly.

‘You don’t need any. It’s my treat.’

‘You want to buy me food?’

‘Yeah. Is there anything wrong with that?’

‘You don’t need to feel sorry for me.’

‘What?’

‘I’m not a charity case.’

She frowned and rolled her eyes. ‘Oh for Christ sake, Brett, grow up. You’re not the only 

one who’s had a shitty life. I’m offering to buy you lunch, not a second-hand pullover.  

If you don’t want to eat or if you’re feeling pathetic, that’s fine by me. It’s a no-strings- 

attached food offer. If you don’t want it, you can turn around and go wherever it was you 

were going before you interrupted my life.’

Shay stood, arms folded. Waiting. ‘Well, what’s it going to be?’

He gaped at her for a few seconds then shrugged.
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Shay led Brett along a crowded footpath to a café. Tables spilled out from a timber and 

chrome shop front. ‘We can eat here, unless you want to go somewhere else,’ she said, 

glancing over her shoulder.

Without waiting for any response, she started toward a vacant table. ‘Over there. We 

can’t go inside with Mandy.’

Brett had never eaten at a café or restaurant. Occasionally, he loitered around footpath 

coffee shops, propped against a wall or fence, close enough to the tables furthest from the 

centre of action to see what was happening, far enough away to avoid the waiters’ attention. 

He wasn’t interested in the quality of the food or the scraps of conversations he overheard. 

He waited for generous customers to leave. Then, he too would amble away acquiring the 

tip from the table as he passed. Sometimes he got lucky and walked away with the entire 

cost of the meal.

‘We could get take-away,’ he said, edging into a seat opposite Shay. She didn’t bother to 

look up from the menu.

‘It was just a thought,’ he said, almost to himself.

Brett read the front of the silver and black card. Cappuccino and hot chocolate. Flat 

white. Short black. Five other coffee-type mysteries. Not that he was interested, he didn’t 

like coffee.

Real food was on the back, all of it beyond his means regardless of how hungry he might 

have been.

Shay was reading the menu as if she would be asked to take a test. Brett watched her as 

discreetly as he could. Back on the riverbank he hadn’t noticed just how cute she was.

She caught him staring. ‘What?’ she asked, abruptly.

‘Nothing. I was just thinking.’

‘About?’

He stared at the menu.

Louder, ‘About?’

He looked up. ‘You come here often?’

‘Is this the level of conversation I can expect?’

‘I don’t know what you want me to say. I’m not much good at coffee club.’

She cocked her head.
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‘I’ve never eaten at a place like this,’ he said.

‘What?’

‘My mum sometimes took me to the fish and chip shop and then we’d go down to the 

park. When she finished eatin’ she’d stare off into the distance and tell me stories about the 

Dreamtime or her childhood on a cattle station out west.’

‘No Burger King? No McDonald’s?’

‘A couple of times. When I’ve come into a bit of cash, but I never hang around.  

The people who go to those places are up themselves and I got no money to waste.’  

He looked around at the couples and threesomes at the other tables.

There was a sharp edge to Shay’s voice. ‘And people who come to places like this are even 

more up themselves, are they?’’

‘Maybe. I’ve heard them talking. Stuff I don’t know anything about. I’ve never been to a 

concert or a play and I’ve never ordered a new sports car. I haven’t done any fancy deals in 

the past year or two. I don’t have kids and I’m not engaged. If you want, I can tell you about 

how to keep warm when you’re hungry, and about being hassled by the cops. Maybe you’re 

interested in body lice and fleas. I can talk about that stuff too but I’ve never heard anyone 

in places like this talking about making ends meet when there are no ends.’

He gathered his backpack and pushed the chair away. ‘I think I have to go.’

‘Geez, you give up easily,’ Shay said, more loudly than was necessary. ‘If you want to tell 

me about stuff like that, I’ll listen. But I won’t hear much if you just walk away. But, like I 

said before, it’s up to you.’

When Brett was nine. There was the creamy smell of hot fish. His mouth watered as Tracey 

Jamieson divided the meal into two portions. Her brown fingers carefully separated the 

white flesh. He could see powdery traces of black along the edge of each section. Batter 

brown scallops. ‘Two, three, four each,’ she said. But there was no playtime in her words 

that day. The picnic was usually a game. ‘Two for you. Two for me. Three for you and three 

for me,’ she would say, deliberately miscounting and giving herself just two. ‘Mum!’ he 

would call out. ‘That’s only two!’ ‘Oh, you’re right. How silly of me.’ But that day they sat in 

silence.

‘Mum?’

‘What, darling?’

‘Is there something you want to talk about? I’ll listen.’

Tracey Jamieson stood up and walked off a short distance.

‘Mum, if you want to tell me stuff, I’ll listen. But I won’t hear if you just walk away.’

‘Brett,’ Shay said, drawing him back to the present. ‘Tell me about your mother.’

The young waiter stared down at them with an expression of indifference. ‘Are we eating 
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today?’ he said, as if the courtesy of asking was being wasted.

Shay ordered a salad and looked at Brett. He was still staring at the menu. ‘Come on. 

Whatever you want,’ she said. She met the waiter’s smirk with a frown.

Then Brett spoke. ‘Potato soup. Spaghetti. Lemon meringue pie and a large Coke.’

The waiter wrote casually on his pad. ‘Sir would like lunch all at once I assume?’

Shay swung around, but he was already steps away.

‘Faggot,’ she said, quietly.

‘Huh?’

‘Forget it.’ After a pause, ‘Your mum.’

‘She was born on a cattle station out west. Her family worked on the same place for 

thirty or forty years. Most of the men were jackeroos and were out bush a lot. Some of the 

women worked in the main house and the others didn’t do much at all, except they raised 

the kids, I suppose, and taught them stuff they needed to know ’cause there was no school 

and black kids couldn’t go to school anyway. My mum’s dad was a white guy although she 

never got told who he was. He could’ve been a drover passing through or one of the boss’s 

sons, or even the boss himself.’

‘Were you born there?’

‘No. My mum came to the city when she was fifteen. It was something she never  

explained, except she went to school. A convent. She got a job as a secretary when she left. 

That’s when she met my father. On a train.’

Brett often wondered why his mother left the cattle station. Perhaps she was smarter than 

the other kids and someone – maybe the boss or the boss’s wife – recognised that she had 

more potential than the others. Maybe she was an embarrassment, half-sister to the  

owner’s son or grandson. Better if she weren’t around. Maybe she was being abused,  

appealing because she looked more white than black. But this was only speculation.  

‘Why did you leave the country, Mum?’ ‘That’s a good question, Brett. I sometimes wish  

I didn’t. I wish I was still there with your Grandma and our family. But I wouldn’t have you 

if I’d done that, would I?’

Brett looked at Shay. ‘The Frump that slept with my father after my mum died used to 

call me a black bastard. I’m part black but I’m not a bastard.’

There was a lot more he could tell about his mother but they were private thoughts he 

kept for the middle of the night when he was scared and lonely. When it was cold and he 

could remember her hugs. When he knew there was no future and he could remember her 

saying that he would be famous some day. He was a long way from that fantasy.

‘So.’ Brett said, ‘What about you?’

Shay looked up and without any recognisable expression on her face, and began.

‘I’m an only child. I live with my father. He’s a doctor. Some people say he’s an eminent 

doctor. My mother walked out about six months ago to move in with a weasel. I don’t know 
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his name. My father tried to get her to come home but she’d made up her mind to dump us. 

I never want to see her again.’

The reality of the irreparable marriage became clear one Sunday night when Shay and her 

father came home after a weekend visit to her grandmother. They walked into the living 

room to find half of the furniture gone. Her father stood perfectly still. Shay burst into 

tears. They hugged each other for the longest time then solemnly went from room to room 

to discover what had been taken.

When the food came, all at once, Brett devoured the bread and soup and immediately 

started on the pasta. Shay watched, amused, then snickered.

He looked up, accusingly. ‘What?’

‘You tell me.’

‘I don’t have good table manners?’

‘You don’t have any table manners.’

‘So, what’s your point?’

‘The point is you don’t have to eat like a dog. If you’re hungry when you’re through with 

that, you can order more.’

He lingered over each mouthful of dessert. Not because she disapproved of his manners 

but because his mother made lemon meringue pie as a treat when he was young and he 

remembered scooping the leftover smears of meringue from the mixing bowl and tonguing 

the tart lemon filling from the beaters.

When he finished, he laid the spoon carefully on the plate. ‘Thanks. That was great.’  

He rested his hands in his lap and looked at her.

They watched each other for a few minutes until she spoke. ‘I take the staring  

competition to mean that you want to know more.’

‘Yeah. That’s fair.’

She went to an ordinary state school until she was ten, then the private girls’ school. There 

was hockey on the weekend, girlfriends and pyjama parties. Boys hung around until they 

were boring and then she told them to get lost. She was privileged, self-indulgent and  

gloriously indifferent to the lesser creatures who were occasionally noticed through the 

lightly tinted windows of her father’s car, waiting at bus stops and on train stations. As he 

listened, Brett wondered why Shay was being kind, if that’s what it was. He hadn’t expected 

the hostility when he first approached her on the riverbank. In fact, he hadn’t expected  

anything at all. He didn’t look like a common tramp with grimy face and torn clothes  

sitting under a broken umbrella amid a pile of plastic bags and rubbish. He didn’t look like 

Prince Charming either: jeans, black T-shirt, crazy coloured pullover. Then, for no  
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apparent reason, her attitude changed as though she owed him a favour. Not one you 

would do for a friend. More like an obligation or the repayment of a debt.

Shay stared into the distance.

‘Can I have another Coke?’ he asked.

A smile curled her lips and he felt foolish again, annoyed at his vulnerability. Bluntly, 

‘Why are you doing this?’

‘You can have anything you want, Brett. Well, not exactly. You can order what you want. 

Hasn’t anyone ever been nice to you?’

‘No.’

‘So, enjoy it.’

He sank back in his chair.

‘Where are you sleeping tonight?’ she asked.

‘A factory near here. That’s where I was going.’

‘Would you like to sleep in a bed?’

He burst out laughing. ‘Yeah, but I don’t have one. Haven’t you been listening?’

‘Haven’t you been listening, Brett?’

‘Why do I feel like a puppy that’s been left in a box on someone’s doorstep? I don’t need 

charity.’

‘I’m not offering charity. I was being nice because I like you.’

‘Why?’ he snapped.

She sighed. ‘Do you know what you are, Brett? You’re a fuck-wit. You go figure it.’

‘Excellent. I see your fancy school teaches you how to talk to the low-life.’

‘Now you’re a moron,’ she said, in disgust. ‘I guess I was wrong about you. I’m sorry 

you had a shitty childhood and you live on the street. I’m also sorry that it’s going to affect 

every relationship you’ll have with people for the rest of your life.’ She patted Mandy.  

‘We made a serious error, girl. This one’s a martyr, or at least a victim. I thought he had 

potential, but I guess not.’

Mandy whined at Brett.

He dropped his head. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘You don’t have to be.’

He blurted. ‘I’m sorry. Okay? I’m sorry, I’m sorry. But I’m not exactly sure what I’m sup-

posed to be sorry for.’

Shay studied him for a time. Then she said, ‘Being nice, we aren’t. I accept your apology. 

But hear me, Brett. I don’t make a habit of forgiving people.’

Brett tilted his head, and looked at her askance. ‘People aren’t kind for no reason,’ he 

said. ‘Can’t you understand that? Kindness always comes at a price. And I usually can’t  

afford it. Doesn’t it make sense to you that I don’t understand all of this? I came over to talk 

to you because you were crying. I didn’t have to. I wanted to. You treated me like a piece of 
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shit and now we’re sitting here with all the beautiful people.  

If this is just a free meal, thanks very much. But maybe you can tell me why you’re doing it.’

There was a period of silence. They stared at each other, locked in combat. Finally Shay 

dropped her eyes. ‘I don’t know. For some really strange reason, I … there’s something I 

can’t figure out. I don’t do charity. That’s not who I am. I thought you were genuinely being 

nice to me and you needed someone to be nice to you in return. Maybe I was wrong  

assuming …’

She turned her head away then swung back almost immediately. ‘It hasn’t actually gone 

very well, has it? I mean, between us. I don’t think it should have, especially. Maybe we 

could start over again down by the river and see if we could do a better job.’

Brett thought for a moment, ‘I don’t think we should start again. It’s late and I need to 

get going.’ He reached for his backpack.

Shay rolled her eyes. ‘I was serious when I offered you a bed for the night,’ she said. ‘I’m 

talking about a bed, Brett, not my bed. And for one night only. And for that to happen we 

have to convince my dad that you’re someone you’re not. Maybe an old friend.’

‘Thanks all the same, but …’

‘So, a dirty factory floor is more appealing than a clean bed, huh? That’s the decision you 

need to make right now. The offer lasts for one minute. Decide.’

He glared at her.

She glared back.



They strolled west along the river. From time to time they would stop and taunt Mandy 

with a stick then throw it as far as they could. She would bound away, scoop the plaything 

neatly off the grass without breaking stride, trot back to where the humans were waiting 

and dance around them muzzling the saliva-dripping toy. Eventually, she would drop it as 

if she had lost interest in the game, then instantly want to play again.

They reached the end of the park. ‘That’s where I live,’ Shay said.

Ahead of them on a corner block was a huge pale blue colonial house. The backyard 

stretched to the riverbank and, tucked away behind a hedge at the bottom of the garden, 

was a pale blue boathouse. About eight months before, Brett had forced a fibro panel loose 

near the fence and had squatted in that same boathouse for almost two weeks.

When she opened the front door the alarm pad beeped. She keyed in the security code 

then bent to unlace her joggers. ‘The house is a shoe-free zone. Socks and bare feet only.’

She tossed her joggers on a rubber mat near the front door and waited for Brett to do the 

same. He slipped off his shabby runners.

‘This way,’ she said. She led him through a perfectly quiet house across pale blue carpets 

into which he sank with every step, past paintings and sculptures and cut glass vases lit 

from spotlights recessed in the ceiling, past elegantly carved antique furniture. They were 

moving too quickly for Brett to take in everything. Then along a corridor to a spotless  

bedroom. ‘You can leave your bag here. We still have to figure out how to sell this to 

Daddy.’

Brett rested his backpack against the wall.

‘I have to take stuff out of the fridge for dinner,’ she said. ‘After that we need to think 

about your story.’

Shay rummaged in the freezer and took out a pack of meat, snatched the phone from its 

cradle on the bench. They went out and sat high on the back deck looking toward the river. 

She fondled the phone in her lap watching the sinking sun and the spears of orange and 

gold on the water.

‘How about this? “Daddy, this is Brett. His folks are down the Coast. I think I told you 

about his father, the lawyer? We’re doing the same subjects at school and we’ve been  

studying together today. I asked him to stay over.”’

Brett laughed. ‘You’re not serious. He looks at me for a second to know it’s a lie. I haven’t 
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been to school in two years.’

‘Ride with me.’

‘It won’t work.’

‘All right, how about, “Daddy, Brett’s homeless and I said he could stay here tonight. He 

promises not to steal anything before he leaves tomorrow”?’

Brett shrugged.

‘I’m prepared to try it if you’re prepared to be kicked out.’

She held up the phone and began to dial. Then cancelled it.

‘I think I should wait until he gets home,’ she said.

The sun reached the horizon. The colours on the river darkened.

When John Tyler arrived home, he paused in the hallway. There was a second pair of  

joggers beside Shay’s. The music was familiar and tedious. A male voice reciting monotonic 

poetry. Several times John Tyler had listened to some of her CDs after reading the warning 

about offensive language on the cover, but he could never understand enough of what was 

being said to take offence if, in fact, it was intended to offend.

He dropped his briefcase on his study desk and headed for the source of the sound.  

In the lounge room he halved the volume and looked out toward the deck. Two young 

people gazed at the darkening river. He stepped onto the deck.

‘Hullo, Daddy,’ Shay said, standing and reaching up around his shoulders. ‘This is Brett. 

He’s a street kid. I said I’d ask if he could stay overnight if he promised not to steal  

anything. Can he stay?’

John Tyler inspected Brett through narrow eyes. He glanced at Shay for a second before 

settling his gaze on Brett’s face.

Brett waited for the words, ‘I don’t think so, Shay. I don’t think this is the type of person 

we want in our house.’ Or, ‘Are you serious, Shay?’

John Tyler offered his hand. ‘Nice to meet you, Brett. Do you have a family name?’

‘Jamieson.’

‘Good. Shay, take Brett downstairs and give him a fresh towel.’ Then he smiled.

Brett stood under the shower thinking that John Tyler was one cool human being.

Three hours later, Brett was clean, had eaten for the second time in less than eight hours, 

and was fast asleep between lemon-scented sheets.

It was daylight when Brett opened his eyes. There was a feeling of panic as he tried to  

remember where he was. Then he sensed that he was not alone.

‘Are you dead?’

He looked at her strangely for an instant. She sat on the end of the bed, arms folded.

‘Try Sunday,’ she said. ‘After ten.’
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‘Don’t you go to church?’

‘Don’t be an idiot. My dad’s gone to golf and told me not to do anything I might regret. 

Get up. We need to make breakfast. I’m starving.’

He didn’t move. Meekly, ‘I don’t have any clothes on.’

‘So?’

‘I can’t get out of bed.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because I don’t have any clothes on.’

‘Is there an echo in here?’ She looked around.

‘Shay.’

‘Oh, all right. If you’re that modest you’re probably still a virgin.’ She slammed the door 

behind her.

He felt the rush of blood to his face. He was not a virgin, but only just.

When he appeared at the kitchen door, Mandy launched herself from under the table.  

She lay quietly after a frenzy of petting and a seriously firm command from Shay.  

Brett settled onto one of the aluminium stools at the kitchen bench.

‘What do you want to eat?’ she asked.

‘I’m not hungry. Maybe a Coke.’

‘You don’t have Coke for breakfast.’

‘You do if you never get to drink it.’

‘In the fridge. Bottom shelf.’

Shay piled cereal and fruit into a bowl and beckoned to Brett to follow her out onto the 

deck. She ate in silence for a time and then looked up. ‘You said you’re Aboriginal. You’re 

the first one I’ve ever met. At least, as far as I know. Is being Aboriginal important to you?’

‘Yes.’

‘I want to ask you questions about this but I don’t know what to ask.’

Brett shrugged. He took a swig of the Coke.

‘You don’t look Aboriginal. If you hadn’t told me, I wouldn’t have taken you for anything 

other than a pure white boy. I don’t understand.’

Brett looked at a ferry passing on the river. ‘I’m an eighth. But it’s not how much, it’s how 

important.’

‘Huh?’

‘Are you a Christian?’ he asked.

‘I s’pose. Nothing formal. I went to Sunday School when I was a kid and they told us 

Bible stories and we played games.’

Brett grinned. ‘It’s something white people don’t understand. It’s the land that’s  

important, not the fact that part of me’s Black. And it’s not about roots or dirt or rocks or 
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trees and stuff like that. My mum used to say that I was born with the spirit of the land.  

I didn’t understand what she meant but I do now, mostly because I’ve been living by myself 

and have lots of time to think about it. White people think we’re stupid because we tell  

stories about the Dreamtime. Our ancestors believed that things they saw around them 

made the world look the way it does. They didn’t dream up some fancy god, they used what 

they already knew, the wind and the rain, the animals and other stuff. Dreamtime stories 

aren’t just about animals that fought and carved mountains and valleys and weird rock  

formations, they’re about nature and the spirit in the land. Being born with the spirit 

means that I’m part of it. I don’t just see a tree or a mountain or a river or a snake, I feel it 

as well.’

He looked keenly into Shay’s eyes.

‘Dreamtime stories are a bit like your Bible. Your people made up stories because they 

couldn’t imagine the world just happened by itself. Something had to make the Earth and 

the stars and the universe. But after inventing God they got caught up with all the stuff 

about Heaven and Hell and souls that live forever, and Jesus saving all the sinners.  

And God knows everything because he’s always watching and he’ll get you in the end if 

you’re bad and you’ll burn in Hell for eternity. And people believe that God has a long 

beard and sits in a big chair and Jesus is God as well and the Bible is fact when it’s no more 

believable than a giant snake carving the landscape. The part I can’t understand about your 

God, the all powerful God, is letting people spit on him and nail him to a cross and do stuff 

that even the lowest life on earth wouldn’t take without a fight.’

Shay looked back without any sign that she was going to challenge him.

‘I believe more in our Dreamtime serpent,’ he went on, ‘than in your God and Jesus.’ 

Then he sat back and stared at the river.

Shay didn’t argue as he expected she would. After a time, she went back into the house 

and returned with a glowing joint and a fist of magazines. She settled back into the deck 

chair, drew deeply from the joint and then offered it to him.

He was already somewhere else.

Mention of his mother rekindled memories that Brett would have preferred to forget.  

In the past twenty-four hours he had visited that story more than he wanted. And on each 

occasion he couldn’t help but draw comparisons between the Tylers and his own family. 

One man, one woman, one child. But that was where the parallel lines ended. The Tylers’ 

house was spotlessly clean and even Mandy seemed aware that she was forbidden to shed 

on the carpet and rugs. The house in which Brett had grown up always looked like the 

aftermath of a missile attack.

The differences were obvious as Brett watched John Tyler fuss around the kitchen,  

issuing orders. ‘I need a stainless steel basin, Brett. Second cupboard over there. The largest 

one. Shay, a whisk, six eggs, milk, butter and I think there’s some asparagus in the crisper. 
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Good, Brett. Now, over there. On the bench. Three onions. Chopping board’s by the  

microwave and I need them peeled and chopped finely. Sharp knives there in the corner. 

Pick any one you like, but be careful, they’re all very sharp.’

It was a process as unfamiliar to Brett as any could be. His mother never fussed.  

She never gave orders. She produced meals as required, tasty and as cheaply as possible. 

Brett’s father never cooked. The Frump never cooked. In fact, Brett thought it unlikely that 

she knew what the cook top was for. After she moved in, his father bought take-away  

almost every night, enough for three, except when he and The Frump went out.  

When Brett was left at home to fend for himself.

Brett giggled inside as he watched John Tyler until he stopped his kitchen fussing, when 

the meal was plated and the two teenagers were ushered into the dining room. Shay told of 

her encounter with Brett, leaving out the tears that brought them together, and John Tyler 

quietly, skilfully, managed the conversation. For the first time since Brett’s mother’s death, 

an adult showed genuine interest in him.

‘And your folks?’ he asked, looking at Brett.

‘I haven’t seen my father since I left home and my mother died of cancer a few years ago.’

‘You’ve been alone for a long time. You must be a very brave young man.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘What are your plans?’

Brett shrugged. ‘Don’t have any, really.’

‘How are your feet?’

‘Huh?’

‘I bet you don’t look after yourself very well.’

In different circumstances, Brett might have endured the interrogation but would have 

left when Shay and John Tyler went to bed. Instead, he allowed John Tyler to examine his 

feet, one heel resting on the man’s knee, then the other.

His feet were a catastrophe. A week after leaving home, there was an itch between 

the little and the second last toe. He peeled off his runners and socks and noticed what 

looked like a burst blister. Unusual, but nothing to worry about. It felt better the more he 

scratched. But the infection spread.

John Tyler led him to the bathroom and gently scrubbed both feet with a brand new soft 

toothbrush and surgical soap then smeared a fine film of white ointment between his toes 

and onto each infected area.

Shay broke from the trance. Brett emerged from his daydream when she said: ‘So, you can 

feel that tree over there?’ 

She pointed to a towering gum tree near the river.

He looked up, and then across the backyard for an instant only, then back at her.

67



‘I don’t feel it like we usually mean,’ he said. ‘I don’t feel it like I feel the chair I’m sitting 

on. When I look at that tree I know it’s supposed to be there. It’s where it should be. It’s not 

just a tree. It’s part of a landscape. It’s as much a part of this place as we are. It’s as important 

as I am and if someone came along and chopped it down to build a car park or something, 

everything around would be changed. I can’t explain it better than that.’

‘What if it was dying? Could we cut it down?’

‘Why would you want to?’

‘To put it out of its misery.’

‘Like a sick dog?’

‘I s’pose, if that’s the way you see it.’

Brett leaned forward. ‘We put things out of their misery because they’re in a place they 

aren’t supposed to be.’

‘So, if Mandy’s sick, she’s not supposed to be here? Is that what you’re telling me?’

‘Yeah. Maybe. She’s your pet and she’s here because you want her to be. Would she be 

here if she wasn’t your pet?’

‘She’d be somewhere else.’

‘I don’t think so. But the tree would still be there because it was supposed to be right 

where it is. A seed dropped, germinated, and everything went right. And now, look at it. 

Twenty, thirty metres high. It was always meant to be here. You probably bought Mandy at 

a shop, and someone took her there because they had too many puppies, or were breeding 

little Mandys to make money. I don’t have a problem with Mandy being here, but Mandy 

doesn’t belong here the same way the tree does.’

‘And you’re supposed to be here, and I’m not? I was brought here by Daddy, and he’s an 

import, but you’ve always been here? Is this what you’re telling me? Because you’re  

Aboriginal?’

‘No. You asked me if I feel the tree. I said that when I look at the tree I know it’s there 

because it’s in the right place to grow. No one put it there. If the ground and the rain and 

stuff weren’t right, it wouldn’t have grown. It’s not about who’s supposed to be here or not. 

It’s about what’s meant to be here.’

‘And you’re the only people who can have this feeling?’

‘No. My mum used to say that we’re not the only people to understand. But the  

Aborigines got to know our land over thousands of years. When the white man came, he 

wanted everything to look like England. He didn’t wait around to see if it was supposed to 

look like England. He just started tearing things out and bringing other things in. Things 

that weren’t supposed to be here.’

‘White is bad, huh?’

‘No. I just told you.’

‘Do you smoke?’
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‘I’m not into picking up butts, if that’s what you mean.’

She reached into her shirt pocket. Lit a cigarette. Grey-blue smoke streamed into the 

midday air. She offered it to Brett.

‘I don’t smoke. It makes me cough and feel sick.’

‘You don’t have to. We’re not doing an initiation rite,’ she said.

‘Funny, but I was just thinking about initiation rites into the Tyler house.’

‘I don’t know what you mean. What initiation rites?’

‘Almost everything I’ve done with you has been for the first time, from stopping to talk 

to a crying girl to your dad doing stuff to my crappy feet.’

‘I think Daddy likes you but I’m not sure he’s convinced that you’ve got anyone’s interest 

in mind but your own.’

‘Maybe he’s right. What do you think? Anyway, we had a deal for one night. I need to get 

going.’

Shay looked out toward the river trying to decide if there was anything she needed to 

say. Mandy trotted across the yard below the deck, seeking new smells that might have 

been left by a passing creature. When she reached the end of the jetty, she lifted her head 

high and sniffed the air for new secrets, glanced up and down the river then turned back 

toward the house.

Brett stood. ‘I need to pack my stuff.’

He led the way to the bottom floor. Shay dropped onto the bed and watched as Brett  

gathered his things. ‘I’d like to see you again,’ she said, quietly.

Brett looked up.

‘I’m not kidding,’ she said.

He looked down at his ragged backpack. ‘I’d like to see you again, too.’

‘Do you have any money?’

‘Yes, of course I have money.’

‘I mean, do you have enough to get by for a few days? I still don’t understand how you live 

without any income.’

‘I get by. I do things from time to time and I know where I can get a feed when I’m 

broke.’

‘Show me how much you have.’

‘No.’

‘Show me. I don’t believe you have any money.’

‘I don’t have to prove anything to you. It’s none of your business.’

‘That means you’re totally broke. Come on. If you’re telling the truth, you’d show.’

Brett reached into his pocket. At the same instant, Mandy bounded into the room and 

jumped, her paws landed in the middle of Brett’s chest. His wallet flew into the air and fell 
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next to Shay. She swooped as it hit the carpet.

‘Get away, Mandy!’ He turned immediately to Shay. ‘Give it back,’ he said, snatching for 

the wallet.

Shay turned quickly.

Angrily, ‘Don’t you listen when people talk to you? Give it back!’

She faced him holding a tattered condom square. He glared.

‘I think this one’s passed its use-by date.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘Definitely virgin brand.’

He blushed.

She removed five dollars and shook the wallet. Then she noticed a slip of paper almost 

hidden in a leather slot. She drew it out carefully. It was a picture of a young woman stand-

ing in a garden or park. She was holding the hand of a small boy, obviously young Brett.

‘Your mum?’

‘Give it back!’

‘I can see why you loved her.’

Shay gently replaced the photograph, the single bank note and the condom, and handed 

the wallet to Brett.

When the front door closed behind him, Brett felt an instant and intense sense of loss  

unlike any he knew. When he reached the gate at the end of the pathway, he turned to see if 

she was watching from a window. There was no movement or shadow behind any curtain.

Since their meeting on the riverbank, not once had he given thought to Sunday  

afternoon, Monday, or anywhere beyond. He walked two streets away, found a shady spot 

under a tree and dropped cross-legged onto the ground.

For the first time in more than a year the fragrance of clean clothes filled his nostrils.  

His signature piece of clothing, the electric light show pullover he wore almost continually 

during the winter months, was almost as brilliant as the day he bought it at a charity shop. 

He liked it although he would learn not to. Fire engine red, electric blue and yellow bands 

criss-crossed the chest and back and almost glowed against the light grey background.  

It had been dull and grimy the previous day but Shay washed it twice by hand, spun it dry 

and laid it on a towel in the laundry.

He inspected the newly washed runners as well, and then reached into his backpack for 

the tiny tube of white ointment. He pulled his still slightly moist runners off, along with the 

new woollen socks that John Tyler had given him as a gift, and smeared the ointment  

sparingly between his toes and on the cuts, just as John Tyler had done the night before.  

He screwed the tiny cap back onto the tube, twiddled his toes a few times, and sat taking 

stock of his emotions.

Brett remembered the confidence in John Tyler’s hands, the tenderness as he held Brett’s 

ankle and examined the toes and soles of his feet. There was a gentle reprimand in his voice 
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when he told him that he must take care of his feet; that he must wash them every day and 

wash his socks as often as he could.

Brett wanted to be angry, but glanced over his shoulder at the angle of the sun and knew 

that it was time to move on.

A half hour later he approached a set of ugly red-brown buildings that covered nearly 

an entire block. The sheds furthest from the river were the oldest, made of corrugated iron 

and fibro, painted a deep red at some distant time in the past. The newer buildings were 

brick to about four metres off the ground with five rows of small, square, opaque windows 

stretching the length and up to the flat roof.

At the end of an alleyway that separated the old from the new buildings there was a ute 

parked beneath a sign that instructed: ‘All enquiries to the office on your left’. All the  

factory doors in sight were closed and some were secured by chains and padlocks.

The old building to the right appeared to be unoccupied and Brett stepped quickly to 

a damaged part of the wall and peered inside. At one end of the building was a huge grey 

piece of electrical equipment about the size of a garden shed that Brett thought was  

probably a transformer. Lines of daylight streamed through cracks in the fibro sheeting 

high above him. Against the far wall was an enclosed mezzanine with glass windows  

overlooking what had probably been a working area. A rough wooden staircase led up 

from the concrete floor.

Brett went back down the alleyway to the street. There was a paling fence enclosing a 

yard at the back of the building with a high, padlocked gate made of corrugated iron.  

He pulled two palings away and squeezed through the fence. To his right there was a  

jumble of wooden boxes. Some were the size of milk crates, others as large as small  

shipping containers. They had not been stacked in any systematic way but dumped. As a 

boy Brett had played in a junkyard not far from the family home among scrap iron and 

garbage. Back then, he crawled into secret places and daydreamed. Sometimes, he  

imagined that he was a soldier hiding from invading forces. He would stalk enemy troops 

through his refuse jungle and, when they least expected it, burst from cover and blow them 

all away. For variety, he would gun down all but one of the enemy who would keep firing 

until Brett was hit. Realising he was mortally wounded, he would stagger backward and 

eventually fall, writhing in death throes in the dust until one last spasm of pain claimed his 

life.

But he was no longer a kid and finding a safe squat was no game. He poked around the 

yard then peered first through a cracked section of the factory wall before prising off a 

single fibro panel. Inside, he sniffed the air for anything other than the smell of dust and 

mould that might betray human occupation. He paused.

The voices were with him again.

There were no distinct words this time, just murmurs as if men were quietly sharing a 
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secret. Irritated, he moved on.

The mezzanine was a one-room office, empty except for a built-in shelf against the  

factory wall and a workbench under the windows. He unpacked his sleeping bag, pulled off 

his runners, and went to bed.
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At first, the sounds fitted perfectly with his dream. A court scene. The judge sentencing 

him to life imprisonment for a murder he did not commit. Men calling out above the  

murmurs of satisfaction from the jury. The sound of keys rattling, chains falling on a hard 

floor. A prison door shuddering closed. Voices getting louder.

Brett jerked awake. He slid quickly but quietly from his sleeping bag and rolled it into a 

tight coil, listening all the time for words that might explain the men’s interest in his squat. 

He pulled on his runners and tied the bedroll to his pack. If he had to run for it, he would 

be ready. He crouched low and crept tentatively across the floor toward the corner of the 

office and raised himself slowly until he could see two men standing near the transformer. 

There was no sense in bolting yet. If he had to escape, the factory door was wide open and 

he could easily outrun them. Safer to sneak out but he would have to cross open territory 

to the loose wall panel where he entered the previous night.

The voices were louder now. The men were coming toward the stairway.

‘How long since you had stuff in here?’

‘Bout five years now. Needed to pull back when the work eased off.’

Brett checked the lie of the stairs through the door.

‘Any plans to use her again?’

‘Probably not. We’re pretty well set up over the way.’

The men reached the bottom of the stairs. If they both came up he would wait until the 

first one was almost in the office, then charge. The element of surprise was in his favour.  

If he did it right, they would crash down the stairs, he could hurdle the tumbling bodies 

and be away before they realised what had happened.

‘Ever thought about selling it off, or leasing?’

‘Not interested in selling. You never know when you might need some extra space. I’d 

think about leasing if the terms were right.’

‘Walls need a bit of attention. What’s up there?’

‘Foreman’s office. Just has power, no data or phone.’

There was a footstep on the first tread, then the second.

‘I might be interested but she’d need a bit of work to make her tight. We could dismantle 

the transformer here. Wouldn’t have to move it anywhere.’

The second man stood by the bottom step. Brett pressed back against the wall. He shuffled 
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into a crouch. When the man reached the top, he would burst out. Aim for the wall and take 

his chances with the one below.

‘Looks pretty clean up here. Could be a decent tea room.’

Halfway up.

‘Not much to disturb anything. Anyway, listen. I got things to do. Come back to me with 

an offer if you’re interested and we can talk.’

A shadow appeared on the office floor then stopped.

‘Yeah. This could work.’ The shadow moved from side to side. ‘I might bring Mick back 

to have a look, if that’s okay with you.’

‘Yeah. Place’ll still be here. Same as it is now.’ The footsteps were now on concrete and 

the voices faded.

Brett heard the iron door trundle along the rollers and slam shut. Chain scraped against tin.

He was shivering. He slipped quickly down the stairs, through the broken panel and into 

the enclosed yard, carefully pressing the broken sheet of fibro back into place.

He surveyed Box City. There were two shipping containers and grey timber crates of 

various sizes near the back fence, out of the way. There was one that could hold a small 

car. Others might have been used to transport machinery. The yard looked unused with 

long grass growing right up to the containers, crates and boxes. He looked carefully for 

footprints or worn tracks. There were none. The most inconveniently placed container was 

in poor condition and well rusted but the latch on the door opened readily and it was dry 

inside, as far as he could tell, and vermin free. 

The container castle would be his home, at least for the short-term. He stepped carefully 

across the yard leaving no marks on the ground or in the weed patches. He hid his  

backpack under a small down-turned box, completely out of sight, looked around once 

again at the crate in which he would sleep, and left.

An hour later he strolled along the waterfront promenade on Southbank. A young 

mother recovered her toddler from the edge, the stroller left unattended. She would notice 

the missing handbag some time later when Brett was on the bridge heading toward the city 

centre with an extra sixty-five dollars in his wallet.

74



Brett never had a daily routine. It all depended upon where he was sleeping and whether  

he could leave his possessions and feel confident that they would still be there when he  

returned. He felt secure in his new home. With the door drawn closed, it was relatively 

quiet at night although he could still hear traffic noise and the voices of pedestrians in 

the street. Wherever he stayed, there would be risks, in this case the greatest danger came 

when he was entering and leaving the yard when he might be seen by one of the  

factory workers or anyone else who might be inclined to make life difficult for him.

One afternoon not long after he moved into Box City, he followed the river along to the 

Tyler house, rang the bell and listened for the sound of movement. There was none.  

He headed back toward the city to a supermarket where he would buy enough cheese, 

bread, fruit and milk to last two days.

He saw Mandy first, trotting along the water’s edge, then Shay. He hid behind a tree and 

wandered out nonchalantly when he thought she would be near. Mandy bounded toward 

him and launched herself.

‘You still working the territory?’ Shay said, when he was close enough to hear.

‘Just like you, I live around here.’

She giggled. ‘Still trying to steal my dog?’

‘Aren’t you supposed to have her on a leash? There are By-laws about dogs crapping all 

over the place.’

‘You have a smart-arse answer for everything, don’t you?’

He shrugged.

‘Anyway, are you still living around here?’ she asked.

‘Yeah.’

He settled onto the grass.

‘Where?’ She sat beside him.

‘You probably don’t know it. Fancy place. Indoor swimming pool. Jacuzzi in every room. 

Sheets and pillowslip changed every day. Even room service.’

‘One of these days it would be really nice if you could just give me a straight answer 

when I ask you a straight question.’

‘I’m sleeping where I told you I’d be, except I’m not in the factory. I’m in a box. Feel  

better now?’
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‘Actually, I feel considerably worse.’

Silence.

‘Can I buy you a coffee?’ he said. ‘Sort of repayment for last Saturday?’

‘You got money?’

‘Of course.’

‘Where’d you get it?’

‘None of your business.’

He looked at Mandy who was nuzzling his hand. ‘Mandy, stop! I don’t want to play right 

now.’

‘All right. You can buy me coffee but only because my dog likes you. God knows why.’
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When Shay got home, she felt lonely. It was not like the experience of coming home at 

night knowing that her father was in Sydney or London, or anywhere else for that matter 

but like the end of a funeral for a close family friend when you know that you’ll never see 

that person again. Mandy was waiting at the front door, demanding attention until she 

bolted toward the kitchen knowing that Shay would be going there as her first priority.  

For Shay, the foyer suddenly felt like a silent, vacant hall.

She shook her head to shed the feeling. She missed Brett. When he left after his night in 

the Tyler’s house, she watched him leave and resisted the urge to peek through the curtains 

knowing that he would inevitably look back. She wanted to give the impression of  

indifference. Whether she was, was another matter altogether.

Liking Brett was complicated. Most importantly, she hated people who lied. There were 

a couple of times when she felt that Brett was not telling the truth or, at least, not telling the 

whole truth. He hadn’t explained, for example, exactly how he lived without an income.  

She thought that he was too young for unemployment benefits or a pension and was not 

looking for work. When she asked, he said that he was getting along fine but when she 

pressed the point, he flared immediately and told her that it was none of her business.

She had two hours to think through this complication before John Tyler arrived home. 

He was complication number two. When Brett went to bed on the evening they met, her 

father called from his bedroom, ‘Shay, can I see you for a minute?’

‘What is it, Daddy?’ She bounced onto the bed beside him.

‘Is there something you need to tell me?’

She looked at him, puzzled. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Brett.’

‘What about Brett?’

‘You’ve never invited a homeless boy to stay before. How long have you known him?’

‘This morning, just like I told you.’

‘And you don’t owe him any special favours?’

‘I don’t know what you mean. What sort of favours?’

‘Shay, I know you smoke. You know I disapprove. And you know what the long-term ef-

fects can be and I’ve asked you to stop in the most adult and caring way I can.’

‘I still don’t know what you’re asking me. What’s this got to do with Brett.’
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‘Is he your supplier?’

‘Absolutely not. I met him this morning. And I don’t even know if he smokes.’

‘So, I’m not going to be surprised some day when …’

She interrupted. ‘No. You most definitely will not be surprised about anything some day. 

I thought you liked him. I mean, the way you spoke to him was …’

‘He seems like a nice boy but I assume that your …’ John Tyler paused, ‘relationship 

extends no further forward than tomorrow.’

She slid off the bed and stood upright above him. ‘Now I’m being told who I can and 

can’t see. Is this what you’re telling me?’

‘I’m saying in as few words as possible, if what you’ve told me is true—’

‘Of course it’s true.’

‘Stop interrupting me. If what you say is true, you know almost nothing about Brett and 

any friends he might have. I’m not telling you who you can or can’t have as friends.  

I’m merely saying that friendship—’

‘I’m going to bed now. I know what friendship is. I do have friends, you know?’

John Tyler looked stern. ‘I don’t need to say anything else, and I won’t. I trust your  

judgment.’

Just thinking about the interaction made her annoyed now. Shay snooped inside the 

fridge among the jars and containers of leftovers. Nothing much of interest. A block of low 

fat cheese, carton of yoghurt, a peach in the fruit drawer. Clearly, her father was not  

convinced about Brett’s morality or motives but why wouldn’t he, at least, give him the 

benefit of doubt?

Diet Coke.

The phone rang.

‘Hi sweetheart.’

‘Hullo Kevin.’

‘Thought I’d call and say “Hi”. What have you been up to?’

Complication number three. Kevin Bennett.

‘I just got home. What about you? How’s university?’

‘I wish I could say excellent, but I can’t. It’s okay. Some classes are cool and some are a 

total drag. A couple of the lecturers are boring as road kill. I’ve met some interesting people 

though. I met this guy who lived in the same street we used to. Do you remember that kid 

called Frankie? Frankie Rosetta. He lived on the other side of the road down from us.  

His parents owned that Italian restaurant in the Valley and we used to make fun of the wog 

food and his greasy skin. He’s taking two of my classes. God, has he changed. I remember 

him as fat, stupid and ugly. Now he’s a total spunk. I think he could pull anything he wanted 

and he might just be brighter than you and me put together.’

‘I remember a fat Italian kid. You haven’t fallen in love with him or something stupid like 
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that, have you, Kevin? I thought I was your only true love.’

‘You’ll always be my only true love, Shay, but I’ve always wanted more than a marriage of 

convenience.’

‘You’re a shit, Kevin Bennett. If I remember correctly, it was you who vowed to love me 

forever.’

‘I was young and naïve when I said that.’

‘You were sixteen.’

‘Like I said, I was young and naïve. Anyway, I don’t recall you ever refusing to date me.’

‘I was humouring you, hoping that you’d find yourself a cute little blonde and drag her 

home to bed.’

‘Shay, I always wanted to reserve that pleasure for you, and you alone. I’m shattered to 

think you were just leading me on.’

‘Well, I guess we both dangled our feet and found the water too hot or too cold, or  

whatever.’

‘I wanted to protect you from all those brain-dead morons you picked up like stray dogs. 

Do you remember the German? One step beyond Neanderthal and sublimely dim-witted, 

except he didn’t know it.’

‘He was interesting.’

‘Shay, he was as dumb as dog shit. And he wasn’t even a good front row forward.  

The coach used to say, “Run, run!” and he’d run all right. Sometimes in the wrong  

direction. I guess he was good at taking orders.’

‘All right, he was dumb. I’ll give you that. But to be so bold as to change the topic, I asked 

you what was happening? Do you have a girlfriend yet? Isn’t there plenty of loose stuff 

hanging around the university?’

‘To answer your question, my folks are fine, thanks. My dad and mum are in Hawai’i. 

My dad’s at a conference. Something about heart disease. I didn’t pay any attention. I think 

Mum insisted he take a holiday because he’s been working too hard. She’s right. Some 

nights he comes home totally whacked, drops into his chair in front of the TV and falls 

asleep. He’s got too many patients and he still gets surprises when he cuts someone open 

and looks around. My mum tells him that if he doesn’t take it easy, he’ll end up on the 

table with some of his less creative colleagues peering at his innards from over their masks. 

That’s when he takes up running again and goes to the gym but it only lasts a couple of 

weeks. Anyway, he agreed to lie on a beach and eat healthy.’

‘How long?’

‘Three weeks. My dad said that should be enough time for us kids to trash the house. 

You should come over and we can play some music or pool or watch a movie. I can get  

pizzas delivered. That’s not exactly trashing the house, is it? Maybe we can break a few 

plates, Greek style. Anyhow, what about you? What’s new?’
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Shay paused. Kevin was her oldest boyfriend. ‘No. Let’s rephrase that,’ she said to herself. 

‘Kevin was her oldest friend.’ They dated seriously for a few months but the relationship 

went nowhere. Kevin was always more interested in having a good time than in developing 

their friendship into something more permanent. She could never bring herself to say that 

they were going steady. Despite that, Kevin was outrageously possessive when she went out 

with anyone else or even talked to them. She expected that he’d react the same way when 

she told him about Brett.

‘A street kid? Are you really serious? You’ve fallen in love with an urchin?’

‘Fuck you, Kevin Bennett. He’s no such thing and I haven’t fallen in love with him.  

Anyway, he’s probably smarter than you, with one really obvious difference. He doesn’t 

have a colossal ego.’

‘He’s casing your joint, Shay. Don’t be surprised if you come home one afternoon and 

find the house trashed and everything of value stolen. I suppose he’s made friends with 

Mandy as well. Is he spending as much time playing with her as he is with you?’

‘If that happened, he’d be dead meat. He’s not that stupid.’

‘Shay, he’s just a trick. Are you sure he’s even a street kid? No fixed place of abode? Great 

cover, Shay. I can just see it on the seven o’clock news. You and the police searching for a 

homeless kid when all the time he’s living with his parents somewhere in the burbs, or even 

out of town. All your Grandma’s gold, your dad’s laptop and leather jackets, and the entire 

CD collection pawned. And Brett’s old man probably drives a truck.’

‘That’s crap, Kevin. I know he’s homeless. I looked in his wallet. There was nothing there 

except a five-dollar bill. Oh, and a past-its-use-by-date condom. Anyway, you know shit 

about him and he’s smart. You need to meet him.’

‘Ah, no. I don’t think so. I can just hear the newsreader. “Shay Tyler, daughter of well-known 

Brisbane anaesthetist Doctor John Tyler, introduced the accused to seven family friends, all 

sons or daughters of business executives or senior medical specialists. The defendant, Brett 

Jamieson is accused of masterminding the Western Suburbs Take-back gang. Rooms of stolen 

property were discovered by police at the Jamieson home today together with an extensive 

hydroponic system. Two hundred kilograms of street-ready drugs were also seized. Giving 

evidence, Jamieson admitted that his mole, Shay Tyler, was eager to assist knowing Jamieson’s 

history of larceny and in spite of warnings by family members and close friends.’

‘You aren’t funny.’

‘You aren’t listening.’

‘You don’t know him.’

‘Nor do you.’

‘Daddy’s just come home. I have to go. Talk to you later.’

‘Oh great. Put him on. I’d like to say “hullo”.’

‘I have to go, Kevin. Goodbye.’
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Since living on the street, Brett never deliberately spent time with other street people.  

There were no close friendships among the kids he knew and late afternoon was always the 

worst time to be alone. If he’d eaten during the day he often read until the light faded and 

then climbed into his bag and tried to sleep. If he were hungry he would do the rounds of 

places where he might get a handout or wait in the city till well after dark for the Street Van  

people to arrive and hand out bread and sometimes fruit. He liked the older woman who 

was the boss on Thursdays. She was skinny as a rake and as ordinary as anyone could be.  

It always looked as though she hadn’t combed her hair or washed her clothes for a month 

and she was very matter-of-fact when the food was being given out and when people were 

asking for blankets or a pullover. After that, she’d move around and talk to anyone who 

looked like they needed help. There was something about her that Brett trusted. Still, he 

never waited around, just grabbed whatever he could get, and disappeared.

Now Shay Tyler had entered his life. She acted like a friend and made him feel like a 

person rather than a thing. She was cute and made him giggle inside when she laughed.  

Of course, being with Shay also had its drawbacks. She was stubborn and seemed to expect 

a lot more from Brett than he was willing to give. But the more he thought about her, the 

more he wanted to be with her.

He left his things hidden in Box City and set off toward the spot beside the river where 

he met Shay that first afternoon. He could have walked the kilometre to the Tylers’ house 

and said that he was just passing by. It would be easy, ‘Hi Shay, just dropped by for a cup of 

coffee.’ ‘Brett, you don’t drink coffee, remember?’ He would smile and she would invite him 

in. But he couldn’t bring himself to do that. John Tyler might answer the door and Brett 

knew the subtle signs that said, “This father does not approve of his daughter’s taste  

in friends.”

‘Take care of yourself, Brett,’ John Tyler said. He might have said: ‘See you again soon, 

Brett.’ And after patching up his feet, John Tyler said, ‘That should clear up in a week or 

two if you look after yourself,’ and then just screwed the cap back onto the ointment tube. 

He might have said, ‘Let’s keep an eye on those toes over the next couple of weeks.’ Not so 

subtle.

The infections were gone now that he washed his feet faithfully every night and morning 

and applied the lightest smear of ointment, as instructed. Each application was a vivid  
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reminder of the kindness he received and his twenty-eight hours of luxury. When his stomach 

was empty, he remembered the abundance of food in the Tyler’s fridge and Shay finding  

nothing in there that she wanted to eat. When it rained, he remembered the warmth of the 

shower and the doona that wrapped around him when he snuggled into bed. When he sat 

alone in the Botanical Gardens he remembered the smell of the perfumes that Shay wore.

He heard the beating of feet on hard ground but was not prepared for Mandy’s assault. 

She was all over him. Whining, licking. A bundle of dark brown Rottweiler energy. Mandy 

at her best. Or worst.

‘Hey Mandy.’ He wrestled with the dog and controlled her scrambling feet and claws.

‘You know there are Council regulations about how you’re supposed to walk your dog?’ 

he said seriously, looking up at Shay.

‘Brett, what would you know about Council regulations?’

She settled on the grass next to him.

‘What have you been up to?’ she asked.

‘Nothing especially strenuous. Just figuring out my life.’

‘And?’

‘And nothing. I gave up after I counted how much money I have.’

‘So, how much?’

‘Seven dollars eighty.’

‘A king’s ransom,’ she said, eyes sparkling.

He could think of no smart reply. Then, ‘It’s been a while,’ he said.

‘Not that long. I’ve thought about you.’

‘And?’

‘And what?’

‘And, what have you been thinking?’

Shay leaned over as if to kiss him.

He reacted instantly and tried to push her away.

‘Don’t!’ she said, angrily, and held his arms tightly. ‘I just want to say “hullo” like one 

human being to another.’ He struggled against her for a moment then stopped. She pecked 

his neck.

‘I don’t like that,’ he said, cross.

She expected him to smell musty or sour as he did the first day and was surprised by 

the sweetness of his body and clothes. It was not like the aftershave her father wore but a 

fragrance like straw and cooked plums. She buried her face in his neck and bit him very 

gently. She felt him shudder. Then her face was joined by Mandy’s and a cold nose snuffled 

her cheek.

‘What’s wrong? Are you queer or something?’

He broke her grip and pushed her away, ‘No,’ and scrambled to his feet.
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‘What? What’s wrong?’ 

He walked away.

She let him go. There was a sting in her nose as if she were about to cry.

‘I don’t understand you,’ she called out. ‘What the fuck’s wrong?’

Brett was an enigma. A white smile and childish laugh. He played with Mandy as an 

equal. Never once did he dominate and never did he take her doggy ways for granted.  

He was patient when she danced around and nibbled mischievously at his runners. He was 

tender and yet he seemed afraid of other humans. He would look away when he caught 

her staring at him and would only hold eye contact for the briefest moment. She watched 

him looking across the river with furrows cut into his brow and a hunted look in his deep 

brown eyes.

A dark and lonely boy who brooded. Feral and angry.

Mandy was standing within reach, head tilted to one side watching Brett’s diminishing 

shape. She flicked her eyes at Shay, then back to Brett.

‘Bring him back.’ Shay spoke, softly.

Mandy looked at her.

‘Go,’ she whispered.

Mandy reached Brett in no more than a few seconds, rounded and faced him, feet spread 

wide, staring. He stopped. Mandy barked once, took one step backward and barked again. 

He went to pass her. She bared her teeth and snarled. Brett checked instantly and Shay 

heard his voice on the wind, low and gentle.

He glanced over his shoulder. Shay sat motionless looking at the river, arms wrapped 

around her legs. Mandy snarled and Brett took a single step backward.

The only thing Shay wanted at that moment was the warmth of Brett’s body against her. 

‘This is insanity,’ she thought. ‘I really am losing my mind.’

Brett tried to pass a second time and Mandy snapped again.

He was so different to Kevin. ‘I don’t get it,’ she said under her breath. ‘Boys want one 

thing.’ Kevin hugged her when she was sad, and sometimes for no reason would say how 

much he loved her. She would tell him that he had no idea about love, and more impor-

tantly, it had nothing to do with the bulge in his jocks.

It was several minutes before Brett was back standing above her. Their eyes now locked 

in silent confrontation.

‘She likes you,’ Shay said, glancing at Mandy. ‘You can’t afford to walk away from a 

friend. I hear they’re pretty thin on the ground where you live.’

He settled.

‘I was being friendly because I like you,’ she said. ‘It won’t happen again if you don’t want.’

There was silence. Mandy now lay still between them.

‘I’m thirsty,’ she said. ‘I’ll treat you to a Coke. We can go to my place. It’s cheaper and 
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closer than the shop.’

‘I can afford a Coke. I’ve got money.’

‘Yes, you’ve got seven dollars and eighty cents.’

‘I don’t  . . .’

Loudly, ‘It’s on me. Okay?’

They walked toward the Tyler home, Brett with hands in his pockets watching the footpath 

pass under his feet, not knowing exactly what was happening to him. He imagined himself 

walking hand-in-hand with Shay, or sitting in the back row of a darkened movie theatre eating 

popcorn and drinking Coke, leaning over to kiss when there was nothing exciting happening 

on the screen, or whenever it took his fancy, and lying around the Tyler’s living room listening 

to Shay’s music and trying to understand the words. It was a fantasy, and it was scary.

‘I should tell you about my friend, Kevin,’ she said.

She waited for a response, but there was none.

‘He’s my oldest friend.’

‘Is he your boyfriend?’

She giggled. ‘Shit no.’

‘Have you had sex with him?’

She swung around, still walking, and then smiled. ‘Yes. Once, about a year ago when I 

stayed over at his place. His parents were overseas. It was a mistake. We were both stoned 

and I think we took advantage of each other.’

‘Was he any good?’

‘That’s none of your business. But no. Not really. But I don’t think I was either. I’ve always 

liked Kevin a lot. And I love him in a way. I woke up the next morning and he looked terrible, 

like he was dead, except he was breathing. I think he was dreaming. He was lying on his back 

with one arm twisted around his head and a frown on his face. His eyes were flickering and he 

jerked every now and then. I remember thinking “If this’s what it’s like when you get old and 

you’ve been living with someone for years, I don’t want it.” I got out of bed and had a shower. 

Eventually, he got up and was shy for the rest of the day. Since then, we’ve only hugged a couple 

of times. Mostly, he gives me a peck on the cheek – like friends are supposed to – and is really 

careful not to touch me anywhere else.’

‘Is he going with anyone?’

‘I’m not sure why you’re asking, but no. At least I don’t think so. He doesn’t talk about 

anyone but he’s been pretty busy at uni. One of these days he’ll fall in love with some tizzy 

chick and that’ll be the end of him.’

Mandy charged through the gate and waited impatiently for Shay to open the front door.

‘Daddy won’t be home yet.’ She faced Brett. ‘Just a thought. You interested in staying over 

again tonight? No strings. It’s just an invitation. I can ask him when he gets home if you 

like.’’
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‘I don’t think so. I think your dad doesn’t like me very much.’

‘Why do you say that?’

It was more than just a feeling. It was the self-talk that had grown up with him. It was his 

father’s voice that told him time and time again that he was no good, ‘You’ll never amount 

to anything more than a black bastard, like all of the other black bastards who lay ’round 

the parks drinking and spewing their guts.’ And when his father caught him reading,  

‘What d’ya think you’re up to? Makin’ out like ya tryin’ to be white. Look in the mirror, boy. 

Readin’ books ain’t gunna get ya a job on the end of shovel. That’s all ya gunna get if ya get 

anythin’ at all,’ and he would snatch at the book.

And Brett could now see how far he’d come since leaving home. His bed was the cold 

steel floor of a container behind an abandoned factory and seven stolen dollars and eighty 

stolen cents in a stolen black wallet in his pocket. A boy with a future.

‘It’s not a feeling I have,’ she said, opening the front door.

‘Yeah, well.’

It didn’t make sense at all. He could not deny being attracted to Shay – he’d been thinking 

about her more than anything else lately – or to the lifestyle that she took for granted.  

And as he watched her kick off her runners, he could see that she was taking him for 

granted as well. The gratuitous invitations. The infringements of his personal space.  

The expectation of some commitment. If he turned and walked away, she would stride 

through to the family room, flick on the CD player and go about doing whatever it was she 

had in mind, whether he was there or not.

The phone rang and Shay disappeared. Brett was still on the doorstep. He looked around 

at the deserted street. Then back through the open door. Mandy stared up at him, waited 

for a second, turned and trotted off down the hallway.

There was a moment of hesitation. Quiet comforting voices in his head. He stepped 

inside, slipped off his runners and ambled toward the kitchen.

‘You’re so full of shit … no, I can’t … well, that’s what you think … I’m tied up and you’re 

absolutely right, I’m not in love with you anymore. You’re a self-centred, opinionated … 

No, Kevin, it’s none of your business what I do or who I see and for what reason. I have my 

own reasons …’

Brett stood at the kitchen door.

‘Maybe, what’ll it cost? … I’ll have to ask Daddy. He might give me the money. It’s a lot 

… yeah, I know it’s once in a lifetime … Yeah, I’ll see … Yeah, I’ll get back to you tomorrow. 

It can’t be that much just to see … Who else is going? … She’s so boring … Yeah, maybe we 

could go to Expressions after … Yeah, okay, I’ll call you tomorrow … You don’t love me, 

Kevin … Tomorrow.’

Shay pushed the phone back into its cradle and turned around quickly.

‘Coke?’
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‘I don’t think I should stay. Thanks for the offer, anyway,’ he said.

Shay frowned at him.

‘You’re serious, aren’t you?’

‘I got stuff to do.’

‘You’re so full of shit, Brett. What the fuck’s the matter?’

‘What do you mean, “What the fuck’s the matter?” I have stuff to do. What don’t you  

understand about that?’

‘I ask you back for a Coke and you say “Yeah” and you get here and all of a sudden you’ve 

got to go buy shares in BHP or Western Mining or give advice to the Governor General or 

save a little kid from drowning or something. What’s the story here?’

He turned away and was halfway to the front door when he turned and called back, ‘I 

don’t know what the fuck’s goin’ on and I don’t know what you think you’re doin’ fuckin’ 

over my brain. Maybe you can play around with your rich boyfriend and do whatever it is 

you’re going to do with him, but I think you can do it without me.’

He ran to the front door.’

The door slammed.

He stopped halfway down the pathway and stared at the paving stones. If there had been 

a wall nearby he would have slammed his fist into it. If there were something he could 

throw and break, he would have snatched it and hurled it as far as he could. He stood rigid, 

one hand clasped firmly by the other. He couldn’t understand anything that was happening 

in his head. He was furious with himself. And there was another emotion that compelled 

tears to stream down his face. He searched through the blur for anything that he could find 

that he could throw, to smash something that belonged to the Tylers: a window, the  

letterbox, part of the painted lattice. Anything. But there was nothing.

Then he was through the gate, and running. 
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She ran to catch him. Mandy bounded along with her, tongue lolling with a fun-let’s-get-

him expression on her face. Shay ran past him, stopped abruptly and turned to confront 

him.

‘You’re a fucking coward. Do you know that, Brett Jamieson? You’re a fucking coward.’

She blocked his way, moving left as he went to pass, then right. ‘I don’t know what’s  

going on inside your head but it’s clearly pathological.’

‘Leave me alone. Just get out of my life,’ he yelled at her.

‘No. I won’t get out of your life. You started this.’

‘And now I’m stopping it. Leave me alone.’

‘NO. You can’t just do this. I asked you to come home for a Coke and I asked if you 

wanted to sleep over, like friends do. Then you decide that you’re pissed about something 

and you do a runner on me, just like you’ve done before. I don’t understand you, Brett 

Jamieson, and for once I’d really like to know what I’ve done, or what we’ve done, or what 

you’ve done to stuff it all up.’

They were within centimetres of each other. She could see the pain on his face. Rage. 

Fear. The tears gathered in his eyes.

There was nothing Brett could say. Tears rolled down his face and fell. Tears gathered 

instantly in Shay’s eyes and slipped onto her cheeks as well. She reached out and touched his 

arm, felt the shiver and took his hand.

‘Can I walk you home?’ She said, quietly.

 

Above them, the streetlights flickered then cast the soft orange glow along the street. There 

seemed to be no sense in walking a street kid home to a shipping container in a junkyard 

behind a factory. Shay wanted to say, ‘We could be drinking Coke and waiting for Daddy to 

come home. You could help me make dinner. We could be listening to music and cuddling 

on the sofa. We could be touching. On the sofa. You and me. Together. We could be talking 

about what you could do to get a future. To get away from the crap of living on the street. 

Taking control of your life. Doing useful stuff.’ But she allowed none of these words to 

escape her lips. Instead, she walked along beside him, mute.

They had not spoken for several minutes. Brett had a hundred questions he wanted to 

ask, a hundred things to say. Questions that would help him to know how a boyfriend 
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should act. He wanted to say, ‘I don’t know how to be with you. You scare me. Your father 

scares me. You’re filthy rich and that scares me. I don’t know how you can have everything 

you want, just when you ask for it. And your friends scare me too. I think I hate Kevin. 

No, I do hate Kevin because he has a place in your life that I don’t. He’s like you. You’re the 

same. You’re made for each other but you don’t know how to be together. Just like I don’t 

know how to be with you. Can I hate you and Kevin and still want to be part of what you 

have? And I fuck it up by running away because I don’t know how to feel. Shay, I don’t 

know how to feel things.’

Twice he felt his arms move as if to reach out to her and twice his courage evaporated. 

Then she brushed against him and almost immediately slid her hand into his. He tensed for 

an instant, felt the warmth of her fingers and, without thought, gently laced his with hers. 

There was a tiny smile on his lips. Boyfriend things.

They walked along through a patchwork of fluorescent light and darkness in silence until 

Shay spoke. ‘You’ve never touched me before.’

There was nothing more to say.

‘Brett.’ She stopped. ‘This is going to sound lame but I like you, like no one that I’ve liked 

before. But there’s stuff I don’t know about. I don’t know how to handle the street kid stuff 

and I don’t know what’s burning you up but there’s something that keeps whispering in my 

ear, saying that I can’t just walk away or let you walk away from me, despite what anyone 

says.’ She paused. ‘But you have to help me.’

He withdrew his hand from hers. She looked into the darkness of his eyes.

‘I don’t know what you want me to say,’ he said.

‘I want you to tell me about the stuff I don’t understand.’

‘What stuff?’

‘Well, for one, I don’t get the street kid thing. You seem smart enough. Why are you  

living on the street?’

‘Because I don’t have a home to go to.’

‘You live in squalor. Do you like that?’

‘No. I don’t like living in squalor, as you put it.’

‘That’s what it is Brett, unless the squats have wall-to-wall carpet and a bar fridge, an 

electric mattress on the king-size bed and a bidet in the bathroom. If you don’t, I’d be  

leaning toward a description of squalor, myself.’

‘All right,’ he said. ‘Have it your way. I live in squalor. Not everyone lives like you. Some 

of us don’t live in a mansion by the river.’

‘That’s not the point. Why do you want to keep living the way you do?’

‘I don’t want to. That’s the way I have to.’

‘Why? Haven’t you thought about your future?’

‘No, I’m too busy worrying about today – wondering where I’m going to sleep and get a 
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feed. I don’t know what I’ll do when I’m eighteen or twenty.’ He paused, then loudly,  

‘Satisfied? Is that what you wanted to hear?’

Brett stepped onto the road. His shadow followed him.

She didn’t move, but called out, ‘You run away from everything, don’t you? Anything 

that doesn’t feel good? Are you listening to me, Brett? Isn’t it about time you started to act 

your age, not half your shoe size? Do something positive to change your life.’

He stopped in the middle of the street and turned. ‘So, you’re my counsellor now, are you, 

or my social worker? I don’t need advice. Why do you people who have everything always 

give advice like it was all so easy? You don’t know anything, little rich girl. You only know 

about your life and you think if other people aren’t living like you there’s something wrong 

with them. There’s nothing wrong with me except my mum and I got the shit pounded out 

of us by a miserable son-of-a bitch who called himself my father. He’s not like your father 

who comes home in his million dollar sports car and pours himself some fancy drink I can’t 

pronounce and goes to the fridge and pulls out a couple of steaks that look like someone 

chopped ’em off the side of bull with a chainsaw and flicks on the gas barbie and asks you 

how your day’s been at your fancy girls’ school. It’s you and your kind that needs to try  

living in my shoes for a coupla days, not in your fancy two-hundred dollar Nikes.’

Shay stepped slowly toward him. ‘Well, I seem to know more about how to get ahead in 

life than you. If you keep doing what you’re doing, you won’t make it to eighteen or twenty. 

You’ll die of pneumonia in some grubby hole or someone’ll stab you in the guts and you’ll 

bleed to death all by yourself in some stinking alley. Is that what you want, Brett Jamieson? 

Another dead Abo in a park. Is that really what you want?’

‘No, but I don’t need you telling me how to run my life, either, white girl. It’s none of 

your fucking business!’ The last words were shouted at her. ‘Go away. Leave me alone!’

He went quickly into the shadow of the huge fig that sheltered the intersection.  

He would have been invisible in the deep shadows without the electric light pullover that 

Shay had washed so carefully on the day they met.

She stopped an arm’s length from him. ‘I want us to stop whatever’s happening right 

now.’ She reached and took his hands. He dragged them away but she held tightly. ‘No! 

Leave them where they are. You’re finished running. From me, or anyone else.’

‘Leave me alone!’

‘No, I’m not leaving you alone. You have a choice, Brett. You don’t have to run just  

because I tell you things you don’t want to hear.’

‘Well, maybe there are some things you need to hear as well. You don’t have control over 

everyone you know. You might control your dad. I’ve watched you with him. You slink up 

to him and say, “Daddy, I love you. Can I have fifty bucks? I need to buy some pantyhose,” 

or “Daddy, I love you. Can Brett stay over tonight? He needs a good meal.” Or “Daddy, I 

love you. I’ve run out of my favourite perfume, can you give me a hundred?” Or “Daddy, I 
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love you. I’m tired of Paris, can we go to Spain for a holiday?” And from what you’ve said 

you’ve got that poor jerk, Kevin, caught up in the same stuff, and I bet most of your other 

friends, too. It’ll be “If you don’t do what I want, you can’t be my friend.” I’m not like them. 

You can’t buy me and I don’t need perfumed sheets. I have a perfectly good sleeping bag 

and I’m warm at night all by myself. Why don’t you just let me get on with my life?’

He turned but she grabbed his arm and swung him back. Instantly, he lifted his hand as 

though to strike her.

‘Don’t you dare!’ She snarled at him and he backed away. ‘I can’t help who I am or where 

I live but I can change the way I act. Can you, Brett?’

A man opened the front door of a two-storey building almost directly across the road 

from where they stood. The door banged loudly behind him and the sound echoed along 

the deserted street. There was nothing unusual about someone leaving work. He paused for 

a moment as if he’d forgotten to do something before he left his office, but then continued. 

When he reached the gutter he glanced casually in each direction before stepping onto the 

road. A white four-wheel drive turned from a side street a few dozen metres away.  

Shay and Brett turned to look. They thought the truck would slow as it approached the 

man in the middle of the road. Instead, it accelerated. The man turned and hesitated for a 

second, then began to run.

There was almost no sound at the moment of impact, only a muted ‘Mmmphhfff.’ The 

aim could not have been better, the man hit squarely in the middle of the bull-bar. The 

body bent into a banana-shape, the man’s chest and head flicked sideways and his face 

slammed into the fishing-rod tubes that extended above the bonnet. Then he fell, feet first 

and was dragged under.

The four wheel drive stopped quickly then backed up. Both passenger-side wheels rolled 

over the rag doll body. The driver looked up as Brett and Shay burst from the shadows. 

They stopped at the roadside and stared at the victim, and then at the driver who waited for 

a moment only, his face partly lit by a streetlamp. Then the truck accelerated away.

Shay crouched beside the body. Dark blood ran freely from the man’s nose and there was 

a deep indentation in his forehead. The head was lop-sided as though it had been pulled 

out of alignment. She looked up at Brett.

‘Christ. Do something.’

‘Someone will contact you tomorrow, Dr Tyler,’ the policeman said, backing toward the 

door. His brow was furrowed.

Brett and Shay sat motionless at the kitchen table, two mugs of tea in front of them. Brett 

stared at the far wall. Shay leaned over and touched his hand with a finger.

‘If you think of anything else that can help us, please write it down.’

Shay nodded and the policeman was gone.
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The front door closed. John Tyler trailed Mandy back into the kitchen and glanced at the 

clock. Three a.m.

‘Brett,’ John Tyler said, softly. ‘Where are you living right now?’

‘A squat. Not far.’

‘What do you mean, a squat? Where exactly are you living?’

Abruptly, ‘It’s a factory. Okay?’

‘No. It’s not okay. You need to stay here until we find out what’s going on.’

‘I can look after myself. I don’t need help.’

‘Yes, I’m sure you can do that quite adequately,’ John Tyler said, instantly softening his 

tone. ‘But I’m not concerned about whether you think you need help or not. It wasn’t an  

accident. Reversing over someone is not an accident. You witnessed a murder and I dare 

say that the murderer got a pretty good look at both of you. And Shay,’ he raised his voice. 

She looked up. ‘I want you and Brett to think about anything, any minor detail, the  

slightest thing that might help the police even if you think it couldn’t possibly have  

anything to do with this at all. Do you hear me?’

He turned back immediately to Brett. ‘What do you need?’

‘I don’t have any stuff here,’ Brett said.

‘You don’t need anything tonight. I’ll give you pyjamas, if that’s the sort of thing you 

wear. You can bring everything else you have here tomorrow.’
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John Tyler led two detectives into the family room and instantly noticed that something 

was wrong. ‘This is Sergeant Jacobs and Detective Nicholson.’ Brett’s face went ashen.  

Nicholson stiffened. John Tyler turned to the detective. ‘I take it you already know Brett?’

Nicholson smiled. ‘Sort of, but we’ve not actually been introduced. Brett’s surname is?’

‘Jamieson. You already know that.’

‘Yes, that’s right, Doctor. There are people who know Mr Jamieson,’ Nicholson said.

‘Something you’d like to share with us, Detective?’ Jacobs asked.

‘No, there’s not much to tell, really. Mr Jamieson and I had the pleasure of each other’s 

company a couple of weeks ago, that’s all. Nothing to do with the present matter.’

‘And was Mr Jamieson in serious trouble?’

‘Nothing I ever had the good fortune to discover, Sergeant.’

John Tyler studied Brett’s face. There was the faintest smile on Brett’s lips.

‘In that case,’ Jacobs began, ‘We should get down to business.’

Shay and Brett re-told their story, then a second time.  

Finally, Jacobs asked, ‘Can we go back over that one more time? I want you to visualise 

exactly what you did and what you were thinking at the time. Walk us through it just once 

more.’

There was the meeting, the confrontation, the walk, the argument, the slamming door 

across the road, the four wheel drive, their best description of the driver. There was  

nothing new.

‘Just so you know where we are, Dr Tyler,’ Jacobs said, pushing back the chair and  

standing up. ‘The motor vehicle was reported stolen an hour before the incident and was 

eventually located in an undercover car park at a shopping centre early this morning. 

We don’t yet have the forensic story but I’d be surprised if there’s anything to identify the 

driver.’ He glanced at Shay and Brett. ‘The description you gave us could match any  

thousand males in the city but we’ll get you along to the station, if that’s okay with you Dr 

Tyler, and try for a better description. We have quite sophisticated computer simulations 

these days, which I’m sure will help us. We’ll do a whole lot better on the computer than 

what the teenagers have told us here.’

John Tyler escorted the police from the room. When Shay heard the front door close, 

she turned on Brett.
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‘You know Nicholson?’

Brett shrugged.

‘You could just tell me the truth.’

‘I lifted a book from a shop. One of the shop people was making a lot of noise. When I 

was trying to get out, the cop just happened to be coming in. He grabbed me and I tripped. 

I kicked him in the guts. He let go and yelled at me to stop because he was a cop.’

‘And the book you were stealing?’

‘I dropped it.’

John Tyler was back in the room. ‘Then I’d say that Detective Nicholson is more than 

worthy of your respect.’ He glanced at the clock. ‘It’s late. You both need to be asleep.’

John Tyler sat on his bed after seeing Shay and Brett to their rooms. He had not been entirely 

open with them although he did tell the detectives about his association with the victim. 

Stephen Kennedy was a medical technologist who once worked in the same hospital as Tyler. 

Kennedy had occasionally been called upon to do urgent biochemical analyses during long 

and complicated operations. The building he was leaving the night he was killed was a small 

pathology laboratory called Transpath that specialised in rare blood and tissue disorders. 

Kennedy had been working there for about a year.

Few, if any, of John Tyler’s colleagues liked Kennedy. He was a talented technologist but 

had an abrasive manner and a cynical personality. He tried to take advantage of every  

situation that might advance his career and regularly quizzed the medical consultants 

about opportunities in the private sector where he thought he could earn more than in the 

public hospital system. While this might have been a pragmatic thing to do, most of his 

colleagues were thankful when Kennedy resigned and there were few expressions of  

sadness or pity in the hospital when the word of his death got around.

On police advice, John Tyler was to put in place a firm practice of containment that 

became household law. Shay was to be taken to and from school each day or arrangements 

were made to ensure that she was collected and dropped home by their neighbour, Jenny, 

when John Tyler’s work commitments could not be changed. He scrutinised the vehicles 

parked near their house and when he drove, he watched the rear view mirror for anything 

unusual. The Tyler’s house was the first in the cul de sac and although he knew all of the 

neighbours it seemed senseless to alert or warn them. After all, John Tyler didn’t know to 

what people should be alerted.

He phoned the Principal of Shay’s school first thing in the morning and it was agreed 

that the school counsellor would talk with her, a session which ended with his daughter 

announcing that she was perfectly capable of managing her own emotions. That night, 

‘Daddy, I don’t need trauma counselling. Miss Grainger’s a nice-enough person but she 

doesn’t need to help me with anything. I’m okay. Brett’s okay. And I don’t need you to take 
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me to school. I can get there and home by myself, just like I have for the past five years.’

‘Shay …’

‘Daddy,’ she said, loudly, ‘if something was to happen, it’s not going to happen between 

here and school. Whoever was driving the car is probably a hit man and he’s back in Egypt 

or Iran – or wherever he lives – by now. Why would he stay around?’

‘You don’t know where he might be and the police don’t either,’ John Tyler said.

‘You don’t have time to play taxi driver and it’s not fair on Jenny. She has her own kids to 

cart around and if anything happened – which we both know it won’t – you’d be  

responsible for putting them at risk. Did you ever think about that?’ Shay knew that she 

was playing to a vulnerable audience.

‘Jenny said she doesn’t have any problem.’

‘Can we just get back to normal, please?’

Brett was installed in the bedroom on the lower floor where he’d slept before. Moving in 

wasn’t hard. Apart from the clothes he wore, he owned only a backpack, a sleeping bag, two 

pairs of socks, a pair of jeans, a black T-shirt, a ballpoint pen, a small plastic bag that  

contained his toothbrush, a cake of soap, a pocket knife, and the tube of antifungal  

ointment that John Tyler had given him. And a paperback book. John Tyler offered him 

two shirts and a pair of shorts that Brett thought might have been trendy on a middle-aged 

golfer but not on a seventeen-year-old. He politely declined the clothes but took full  

advantage of the luxury.

On the first morning that Brett was alone, Mandy waited at the front door for a short 

time after Shay left for school. When there were no returning-home-having-forgotten-

something sounds to be heard outside, she meandered through the house as she always 

did when left alone. She inspected the upstairs rooms, nosed around the kitchen to see if 

anything was dropped during breakfast, sniffed the food and water in her dishes, and then 

trotted to the lower floor. She nosed her way silently through Brett’s partly closed  

bedroom door, sniffed around the bed, then dropped with a quiet moan onto the rug and 

fell asleep. It was nearly eleven when Brett stirred. 

After breakfast, he explored the house. He violated the privacy of every room, opened 

each drawer and cupboard and took inventory, being careful to leave everything exactly 

the way he found it. He spent the longest time in John Tyler’s bedroom. He had never seen 

so many shirts, suits and ties together in the same space except in a menswear shop and he 

examined every cufflink, ring and gold bit he found in an ancient leather box at the back of 

a wardrobe drawer. There were cufflinks with gold chain that might have belonged to Shay’s 

grandfather. The letters ‘AJT’ were engraved in copperplate script on rose gold shields. 

There were badges inscribed with the words ‘Prefect’ and ‘Captain.’ There were turquoise 

pendants set in silver on silver chains, shell and bead and leather necklaces, and two  
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turquoise and silver rings that seemed out-of-character if they belonged to John Tyler.

Shay’s room was alive with fragrance. In her dressing-table and packed into drawers was a 

collection of every imaginable cream, powder and perfume. Brett read each label carefully and 

shook his head when the purpose of the cream or fluid was not obvious. He wondered why 

someone with an almost flawless complexion would need correction. Then he found Shay’s 

dope stash underneath a shoe stand in her wardrobe, two packs of roll-your-own papers and  

a small envelope containing four small white pills. He looked carefully for any inscription 

on the pills but there was none. He thought for a moment about swallowing one to see what 

would happen but immediately dismissed the idea.

In the pantry there were ingredients that Brett had never known, a transparent plastic 

tube containing a dark brown bean, a packet of dark brown mass labelled “Palm sugar.” 

There were six other sugars, in contrast to the one he knew as sugar. There were boxes of 

pasta that contained bows, stars, and bits of thin spaghetti, rolls and twists. There was a 

glass container of snail shells and bottle after bottle of vinegar. He sniffed and tasted each of 

them. There were canisters of spices that reminded him of the Indian restaurant where, late 

at night, a boy he knew would sometimes give him the left-overs from the kitchen.

Twice during his inspection he heard voices. The first time he stopped instantly and  

listened, thinking that John Tyler had returned home and would find him snooping.  

He slipped into the living room, waited a moment then peered through the curtains.  

The garden and street were deserted. He moved quickly but silently to the family room and 

looked out at the backyard. Nothing. He stood motionless for a time then rested against the 

kitchen bench and listened to the murmuring in his brain. Every now and then he shook his 

head hoping to drive out the soft male voices. He knew a girl and a boy who heard voices 

compelling them to hurt themselves but he heard nothing that urged him to get a knife and 

slash his arms, neck or groin for his sins, or to gather matches and paper that would leave 

the Tylers’ home as nothing more than a smouldering mess, or for whispers that warned of 

intergalactic agents intent on transporting him to a place a hundred thousand light years 

from Earth where he would be enslaved and would endure everlasting torture. There was 

nothing to indicate that he was going insane.

‘MANDY!’ He called, in an effort to bolster his courage.  

There was an immediate scuffle of paws and nails.

There was much to keep his attention in the Tyler home. Although he was told very clearly 

that John Tyler’s study was out-of-bounds, Brett often spent hours in there with the books. 

He would pull one from a shelf, settle on the floor with his back against the desk and read, 

flip a few pages and read again. It was a banquet of books. At times he would go to the 

dictionary and look up a word he didn’t know, then return and settle again on the floor. 

Several times he looked at the dark grey screen of John Tyler’s computer and thought that 
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he should see if he could make it work. Each time he resisted in fear that he would do  

something he couldn’t fix and when John Tyler came to use it again, his disobedience 

would be obvious.

Much of the time he lay around the living room or family room reading. Occasionally 

he watched television or played in the backyard with Mandy. When Shay came home from 

school and the weather was fine, they lay together on the jetty near the boathouse. Shay 

smoked cigarettes and joints and they talked about every conceivable topic, about dreams 

and fantasies and what life would be like when they were older.

Stephen Kennedy’s death and the identity of the killer were also regular topics.

‘He might still be around,’ Brett said. ‘He might live here.’

‘No. He couldn’t risk being seen. You’d bring someone in to do jobs like this. He’s a hit 

man. Why would he hang around? If you’d been seen backing over someone you’d just run 

down, would you hang around? If it was me, I’d vanish.’ Shay thought for a moment.  

‘It might have been pay-back for something, like a double-cross on a drug deal or some 

swindle that got out of hand. It’s gotta be gang stuff, I reckon. You don’t just go kill  

someone because they spilt coffee over you in a café. The Kennedy guy might have been  

a hit man himself and he was getting rubbed out by the opposition. You know?’

‘Except don’t they usually blow each other away? A bullet in the back of the head when 

you’re taking a leak in a public toilet. Running someone down isn’t as clean as a bullet.  

I think the guy must have had something on the killer. If he’d blown his head off it’d look 

too much like murder. Hit-and-run’s harder but it’d put the cops off the trail, at least for a 

while.’ Brett paused. ‘Except we were there.’

‘And he did see us. He knows we can identify him.’

In the silence of the Tyler’s house each day, the prospect of death was not far from Brett’s 

mind. At first, he revelled in his access to a real bathroom. He would stand under the 

shower everyday for a half-hour with the hot water pouring over his head and back. For a 

change one morning he ran a bath. The bathroom was pure white except for a line of black 

tiles that marked out an artificial boundary on the floor. On a ledge at the end of the bath 

there was a collection of plastic bottles and jars. He smelled the contents of each.  

They were all floral and feminine. There was a pink fluid called Bath Gel. He poured a 

stream into the water and whirled it into bubbles. When he lowered his skinny bronze 

body into the hot water, he felt the sting as he slid under, and then lay back in hot-Heaven 

and daydreamed. Maybe he could – should – fall in love with Shay and never leave.  

But there were no words to describe that love. He felt something for Shay but the emotions 

both lured and repelled him.

But then his imagination took over. He was totally vulnerable lying in the bath. Nowhere 

to run.  
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Nowhere to escape. The killer knew exactly when Kennedy would leave and where he 

would go. Not to the left along the footpath and into the next street but across the road 

to where his car was parked. That’s what the cops said. Whoever killed Kennedy knew his 

routine. If the murderer were intent on rubbing out the two witnesses, he would only have 

to find out who the boy and girl were.

‘Mandy’ll give the alarm if there’s anything wrong,’ he said, out aloud. ‘Unless she’s killed 

before …’

‘MANDY!’

The bath was no longer fun. It would be his last.
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They sat on the Tyler’s jetty in the late afternoon sun. Shay drew her legs up and folded her 

arms around them.

‘What do you think love is?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Brett replied.

‘Have you ever been in love?’

‘No.’

There was a puzzled look on her face. ‘Everyone loves someone or something. Didn’t you 

love your mum?’

‘Maybe. I don’t remember.’

‘What do you mean you don’t remember?’ she said, in disbelief.

He shrugged.

‘You’ve told me things that could only mean she loved you.’

‘I suppose.’

There was a pause.

‘I love Daddy and my Grandma. And I love Mandy, of course. And a few years ago I fell 

in love with my science teacher, Mr Walker. I absolutely adored him. And then I found out 

he was married to a dress designer and I hated him more than anyone else in the world. 

Have you ever had a girlfriend?’

‘No.’

The sun slipped behind trees.

‘I think you have to share love. If the other person doesn’t have the same feelings, then 

all you’ve got is infatuation.’

He waited for her to say, ‘And I think I’m in love with you, or is it just an infatuation?’ He 

studied the swirls on the surface of the river, listening to the sounds of the late afternoon: 

the chaos of birdcalls before roosting, the din of traffic on the busy road across the river, 

the slop of a single fish falling back into the water.

She stared at him passively. He could feel her watching. Without glancing up, ‘What are 

you looking at?’

‘You.’

‘Why?’

‘I want to,’ she said.
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‘Look somewhere else.’

‘No. I want to know what you think of me.’

He shrugged.

‘Don’t you have any thoughts about me?’

‘Yeah.’

‘And?’

He hated this game.

‘I like you, I guess. But I think you’ve got everything you’ve ever wanted and you’ll keep 

getting it as long as you live. But I don’t think you’ve done very much with what you’ve got.’

‘Why do you always say horrible things when I ask you stuff like that?’

‘I don’t always say horrible things.’

‘You do.’

‘You asked me what I thought. You don’t have any trouble telling people what you think 

of them but you don’t seem to like stuff about yourself.’

‘Go on.’

‘I don’t have anything else to say.’

‘I don’t believe you.’

Brett thought for a moment.

‘My mum used to tell me that rich kids are spoiled. I didn’t know what she meant 

because I didn’t know any rich kids. The richest person I knew was Mr Askew. He owned 

the timber yard where my father worked for a while. He used to get a new sports car every 

year and us kids used to go down and stare when he washed it. I never dreamed I’d ever 

own a new car. His kid was named Arnold and we used to see him and his dad driving 

around and he would act like he didn’t care if anyone saw him or not but we all knew he 

was watching out of the corner of his eye to make sure we all saw him riding in his dad’s 

new car. I knew there were really, really rich people. They owned Porsches and Ferraris and 

Mercedes-Benzes and big houses, but I never knew any of their names, except our doctor 

had a Mercedes, a big white one. When I left home I got to see how rich people lived.  

I watched them eating in restaurants and buying jewellery and stuff in expensive shops.  

I thought it must be really easy to be rich. And I’ve been trying to figure out if my mum 

was talking about someone like you. Were you spoiled? And I even looked up “spoilt” in 

your dad’s dictionary to find out what it meant. It wasn’t easy but I figured out a few things. 

One of them was what I thought my mum meant, “being overindulged.” But there are other 

meanings as well that mostly mean “damaged.” I wondered if being overindulged was the 

same thing as being damaged. I don’t think you’re damaged, not totally damaged anyway, 

because you’ve been nice to me.’

Shay studied his eyes as he spoke. She gave no indication that Brett had hit the bull’s eye.

He paused, ‘I think you show one face to most people but there’s another one you don’t 
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show. The first one’s the goodie-goodie going-to-a-fancy-school where there’s no crime and 

you’re a good student and you never skip school and you’re popular and you’re supposed 

to be like your dad and become a doctor. And you’ll eventually get everything you want. 

And then there’s the other Shay who goes through life in a dope haze without having to 

think much about anything. Your parents don’t know that part. But you still get everything 

you want. And I think you’ve played on that.’ He stopped and looked up. ‘Only you can tell 

you’re damaged, or not.’

‘Daddy knows I smoke and he doesn’t like it.’

‘When I did something my father didn’t like, he beat the shit out of me. Your dad just 

says, “Shay, you’re being a naughty girl. Don’t do it anymore. Tell me what you want for 

your birthday this year.”’

‘Will you stop this crap about me getting everything I want?’

He looked intently at her. ‘No. And for some reason, you want me and I can’t figure out 

if that’s because you get everything you want and I’m a novelty and you want me. That part 

I don’t understand. And I think I’m still trying to figure out if you’re damaged or not.’

Shay had not taken her eyes off him. She had not changed the expression on her face. ‘I 

think this is shit.’

He shifted uneasily. He could feel the tension in his chest. He wanted to resent her  

existence, everything she owned and did. If she was damaged, it was very different to the 

way in which he was damaged. At that instant, he wanted to tell her to go to Hell.

There was a flicker in her eyes, ‘Okay. I don’t think I asked for that but, you know what? 

You’re right. I’m spoiled rotten. I’ve never wanted for anything …’ she paused. ‘Except a 

friend like you.’

‘What’s someone like me?’

‘I’ve never known anyone like you. You’re the opposite of me and yet we’re sort of the 

same. When my mother left I went around the house and tested everything I own with an 

emotional Geiger counter and destroyed everything that reminded me of her. I did that 

because I hurt. I wanted someone to understand how badly I hurt but I don’t think anyone 

can understand another person’s emotions. Daddy hugged me, but he’s got his own hurts 

and Kevin hugged me, but he didn’t have a clue about what I needed. I know you’ve been 

hurt and I want to hug you and say that I understand a little about what it must be like.  

But you won’t let me. I don’t want to own you and I don’t want you just so I can tell my 

girlfriends that I got you. Spoiled brat wins again. Why won’t you let anyone touch you?’

There was a shock of images from his childhood. Cradled in his mother’s arms, the familiar 

sound of an electric cord whizzing through the air, the throb of the welts on his buttocks 

and legs, his mother holding him tightly, chanting, ‘Don’t cry, darling. I love you. I love 

you. It’ll be okay in a little while.’ The feeling of helplessness as brown clods thumped onto 
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the coffin lid. Another woman in his mother’s bed.

The electric cord was more forgiving than the fist. He could still see the silver ring on 

his father’s hand. It didn’t sparkle like other rings. There were chevrons cut crudely into the 

silver crown clutching a large chunk of marbled turquoise the size of a canary egg.  

He remembered the lines on the face of the stone. Spider webs of deep grey. There were 

tufts of coarse black hair on the joints below the man’s knuckles. There was an eerie silence 

after the impact. Sometimes there was no sensation of falling until he collided with the 

wooden floor and death-like darkness captured him. Sounds would penetrate his void. 

Sometimes there was the roar like a torrent over a waterfall. Sometimes there were words 

– foreign words that he did not understand – or disgusting noises like the bellowing of 

cattle awaiting slaughter. Sometimes the sounds were accompanied by paralysing agony as 

if something was driven hard into his body. And he would lie wherever he fell until he was 

aware that he was not dead and would move one muscle, then another – slowly – testing 

reality. He would open his eyes and look first for blood on the floor. Sometimes, he would 

be coaxed back to consciousness by his mother breathing quietly into his ear, ‘I’m sorry, I’m 

sorry, Please forgive him.’

He would never forgive him.

Then Shay was there again, smiling. Their eyes linked as if they were snap-frozen open.  

He looked deeply into hers. They were not eyes that reflected suffering or torture,  

deprivation, hardship or even misfortune. Her eyes were clear, alive and active. Expectant. 

He wondered what she would see in his. When he looked at the mirror each morning, the 

eyes that stared back still bore the hallmarks of misfortune and danger. The dark side of 

knowing Brett Jamieson.

Misfortune had been Brett’s constant companion since he was a small boy. It was the 

wraith that followed him into adulthood. A wraith that took no prisoners; who showed no 

mercy.

There were several historical facts about misfortune. Brett’s only close school friend 

drowned one summer at the local swimming pool. Brett left him to play submarines with 

another boy and couldn’t understand the commotion when someone was dragged from the 

water. He grieved the loss for months, blaming himself for abandoning his friend.  

When his mother died he felt the same sense of desertion. 

Only a week after he ran away from home he found a dry place to sleep under the  

rotunda in the Botanical Gardens. He watched a pack of adolescents from his hiding place. 

They coursed like hunting dogs, pursuing two young men and gave up only when their 

intended victims reached the security of the busy city street.

Brett huddled under a thin woollen blanket in the dark when the pack settled above 

him. He could hear everything they said. Every sentence was punctuated by ‘fucks’. Then, 
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unexpectedly, one of the hoodlums dropped to his knees and peered into the gloom.

‘Fuck me. There’s a kid under here. Fuckin’ entertainment for the night, boys,’ he grinned 

with sinister delight. Pale green eyes made his face appear almost ghost-like. ‘What the 

fuck you got under there, chicken?’ he said, wickedly.

Brett was shaking with fear. Four upside down faces stared at him. The one that  

discovered him rolled onto the ground and began to crawl toward him. Brett waited until 

he was almost within reach then shoved the blanket away, scampered from beneath the 

rotunda and ran for his life. They gave up the chase when it was clear that he was drawing 

away from them. Twice in the following two weeks they hunted him. Late one night he  

escaped through the lanes in the middle of the city. Once he was grabbed from behind 

while drinking hot chocolate on a bench and got away only when he kicked the boy hard in 

the stomach as reinforcements arrived. He lived in fear that they would find him when he 

was asleep and kill him. Every unknown sound in the night caused Brett to listen intently, 

ready to run.

And there were several facts about consequences. A shop assistant chased Brett one 

night after he shoplifted a three-dollar packet of biscuits. When he burst from the store he 

collided with an old lady who went tumbling off the footpath and into the street. Another 

night a police car pulled up to the kerb beside him, words were exchanged and he was 

ordered not to move a muscle as the officers got out. He bolted, hid in a doorway and 

stripped off his signature pullover, the one that often gave him away.

About six months later he met a boy named Ian in the Mall. They made eye contact, 

started a conversation and squatted together in a derelict house for a couple of weeks.  

Late one morning, Brett couldn’t understand why Ian was still asleep. Then he found the 

syringe. He rummaged through the dead boy’s possessions, took what he wanted and 

walked away. Another night a man was stabbed almost beside him in the Valley. There was 

a spray of blood from the man’s neck. When Brett stood on the footpath after the assailant 

was subdued he realised that his shirt was spattered. There were even unfortunate  

consequences of being near Brett Jamieson.

Shay was again watching him intently. He felt the urge to scramble to his feet and run.  

To cry. To be held by someone until the pain was gone. To be loved, if only he knew what 

love meant.

‘What are you thinking?’ she asked.

He shut his eyes and when they opened again, they could not focus on the timber planks 

of the jetty.

‘I was just thinking about stuff.’

‘To share?’

‘Private.’

103



Shay moved as though to touch him but she stopped before her hand fell onto his knee. 

There was that feeling of ache in her stomach when she studied him. The cliché of  

butterflies she knew but also a heat that she could not describe except as though her body 

was on fire. The few times they held hands made her feel as though she were glowing in the 

dark. Twice she kissed him on the cheek and moved close to his lips until he turned away, 

tough and cold, and she felt desperation that she might never express her feelings for him. 

Or worse, that he felt nothing for her and would walk out of her life. There was a worried 

look in his eyes as though he were remembering some indescribable event. 

Had she known what lay ahead, she would not have resisted the urge to press herself 

against him that evening.

104



When Shay arrived home the following afternoon, she called Brett from the top of the stairs. 

Mandy cocked her head to one side. There was no answer. She called more loudly as she 

pushed open the door to his room. The bed was made and the closet where his possessions 

were stored was bare except for the dangling plastic coat hangers. She remembered Kevin’s 

warning about the house being robbed and dashed upstairs. She opened one cupboard after 

another in John Tyler’s room knowing that everything would be exactly as her father had 

left it in the morning. Then the living room, dining room and kitchen. As far as she could 

tell nothing had been touched and nothing was missing. Shay could not have imagined 

anything different. She crouched down and patted Mandy’s head.

‘Where did he go, girl?’

Tears formed in Shay’s eyes.

It was not too late to go looking. She knew where he squatted and allowed Mandy, nose 

close to the ground, to drag her all the way to the lane behind the factory. The loose fibro 

panel was exactly where Brett said it was and she spoke his name quietly into the gloom. 

There was no reply.

‘Brett, if you’re there, please come out,’ she called, more loudly.

Nothing.

Mandy nosed around the yard twice then came and stood looking up at Shay, Mandy’s 

tail twitching from side to side, her best effort at a wag.

Shay hurried to the river and sat where they often met until the sky darkened and she 

knew that her father would be home and worrying about her. Mandy explored the same 

few hundred square metres of parkland time and time again, constructing doggy images of 

human and animal visitors since she was there last.

As she walked home thinking about where Brett might have gone, she glanced over her 

shoulder at a dark car that seemed to be following her along the street. For a few moments, 

she thought that the driver might be looking for an address but when she checked again, 

it had neither gained on her nor lost ground. She called Mandy to her side then stood 

still trying to read the numberplate but could not make out the letters and numbers at the 

distance. She turned away, broke into a casual jog as though she decided that it was time to 

run the dog. She heard the vehicle gaining on her and immediately swung off the road and 

cut across the park to the walkway that ran along the river’s edge. When the path  
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eventually wound back to the road, she looked carefully in both directions but there was no 

sign of the car. She sprinted up the road and around the corner toward her driveway.

‘What did the car look like?’ John Tyler asked.

‘It was a dark car, that’s all. I don’t even know what sort of car it was. I’m not good at cars.’

‘Have you seen it before?’

‘No.’

‘Tell me again. The car was following you, or it just looked like it could have been  

following you? There’s a difference.’

‘I don’t know. I got freaked out. I might have over-reacted from stuff that Brett was saying.’

‘He’s gone?’ John Tyler said, eventually. ‘Do you know where?’

‘No. He does this.’

‘Were you arguing with him?’

‘So, it’s my fault he’s done another runner, is it?’

‘I didn’t accuse you of anything, Shay. I asked if you two had an argument,’ he said, quietly.

‘I always have arguments with him. He’s the most annoying … no, he’s not the most  

annoying. He has this thing about being poor.’

‘And you don’t help.’

‘Daddy. We aren’t poor. But he’s not a dumb kid. I think he knows he’s smart but there’s 

all the baggage. And I think he’s scared.’

John Tyler rested his teacup on the kitchen bench. ‘Tell me what you mean by “he’s 

scared”?’

‘He’s convinced the murderer is still around. He’s convinced that it isn’t a gangland thing 

because they would just have gunned Kennedy as he walked out of the building or strangled 

him with chicken giblets and cut off his hands and feet and left them there beside the body, 

probably in a public toilet, as a warning to anyone else who might be interested. The murderer 

took a risk. Brett says that hit-and-run’s risky because it’s out in the open. There are too many 

unknowns and anyone could accidentally see it. Just like we did.’

John Tyler took another sip. ‘The police are thinking the same way.’

‘How do you know?’

‘They call from time to time asking if there is anything you two have said that might help 

the investigation.’

‘Neither of us can think of anything that we haven’t told them already.’

‘Except now, we have the prospect that you’re being stalked.’
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When Brett closed the front door against a whimpering Mandy he was convinced that it was 

time to leave. While there were no clear signs from John Tyler – and certainly not from Shay 

– that he’d overstayed his welcome, Brett had no wish to be ambushed in the kitchen or in his 

bedroom and told that it was time to go.

As he walked away, not knowing exactly where he was going, he told himself that he 

wasn’t running from anything but regaining freedom. The house rules didn’t bother him: 

rooms that were off limits, keeping his room tidy and putting things back in their rightful 

place, cleaning up any mess he made in the kitchen and telling someone if anything was 

broken, had run out or was about to run out. Washing day was Friday when Janice came to 

clean and iron and he was supposed to leave his dirty clothes and the bed linen in the  

laundry basket before she arrived. Janice ran the Tylers’ home on Fridays. She was  

demanding and far less tolerant than Shay. One encounter with Janice left Brett with  

the firm belief that she was fatally poisonous.

He found himself near Central railway station and made a spontaneous decision.  

He bought a ticket to the Gold Coast. It wasn’t an altogether thoughtless decision even 

though he had no plans for the day or that night. The density of tourists made the prospect 

of an opportunistic income much more likely than in the city. 

About a year before he made a similar decision when he was escaping. Karen – which 

may or may not have been her name – mooched up to him one night when the Street  

Van people were handing out coffee, day-old fruit buns, and second-hand blankets.  

She was okay to look at as street kids go – neither the Elephant Woman nor Madonna – 

and they spent several winter nights huddled together in the same squat. On the last night 

she coaxed him to have sex. It was a nasty experience and he felt disgusted when it was 

over. After she fell asleep, her drug-soaked body draped over him, he carefully removed 

himself, took the blanket she brought to the squat and hitched a ride south.

He smiled at the thought of the free blanket as he waited for a train then glanced at the 

paper ticket in his hand. It was the first time he’d bought a ticket since leaving home and a 

thought passed through his mind that the Tylers’ values might have already started to rub 

off on him.

When the train pulled into the station, he found a carriage with only a handful of  

passengers and settled into a window seat at one end of the main compartment. With each 
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stop another person or two came into the carriage and he moved to an end compartment, 

which was still empty.

The train moved between stations slowly at first but picked up speed as it ran deeper 

into the suburbs. He found himself thinking about the future. That was a worrying reality. 

He would be eighteen soon and he’d never had a job. He had enough money to last him for 

a few days and his clothes and sleeping bag were freshly washed although there was little 

chance that they’d stay clean if he had no sheltered place to sleep. His best chance was to 

try for work before he started to look and smell like a homeless dog.

It was then that he heard someone say his name. He looked around. The train clattered 

along at speed but there was no one near him. He thought that he must have been mistaken 

until he heard a man’s voice or perhaps it was more than one. The voices were inside his 

head again, whispering as if they were furtively urging one another to accept a challenge or 

a dare. He shivered. It wasn’t as though he could ignore the voices. He was sure that if he 

were lying in bed on a quiet night he would have no trouble hearing the conversation.  

He listened closely trying to block out the train noise.

The train pulled into a station. The doors opened. Closed. It moved off again.

The voices were louder. No longer whispers but calling out as if the men were some  

distance from each other talking in a language he could not understand, if it were a  

language at all. He was not sure how long he had been straining to make sense of the words 

but noticed that the sounds changed. No longer men’s voices, more the timbre of a child. 

He frowned then realised that he was no longer alone in the compartment. Three teenagers 

stood over him.

‘Look at this,’ one said to the others. ‘Don’t we fuckin’ know this one? This is him, isn’t it?’ 

‘Yeah, it’s fuckin’ him. From a couple of months ago,’ the shortest one said.

‘We know you, fuck head,’ the first one said, leaning over Brett.

Brett looked surprised. ‘I don’t know you.’

‘Yeah, we know who you are,’ the short one said. ‘Haven’t we got a fuckin’ score to settle 

with you? Sure we do.’

‘I’ve never seen you before.’ Brett grabbed his pack and stood up but the largest of the 

three, slicked black hair, small scar on the right side of his nose, pale green eyes, the one 

who had said nothing, shoved him hard in the chest and Brett fell back on the seat.

‘Leave me alone!’ Brett said, loudly.

‘Oh,’ the short one said. ‘Fuckin’ tough too. Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to, 

fuck head?’

‘Just leave me alone.’

‘What you got here?’ He snatched at Brett’s backpack. ‘Give me.’

‘No. It’s not yours.’ Brett held it firmly.

The first one spoke again. ‘Got something in there you don’t want us to see, have ya? 
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Reckon you got a wallet or a Pod or something that’s fuckin’ worth somethin’.’ He leaned 

forward and yanked at the backpack again almost pulling Brett out of his seat.

‘I don’t have anything worth anything. Leave me alone. I ain’t done nothing to you.’

The slicked hair spoke for the first time. He leaned forward and looked Brett in the eye 

then stepped back and punched his companion in the arm. ‘Leave ’im alone. Can’t ya fuckin’ 

see he ain’t got fuckin’ nothing he wants to share with us.’ He reached into a pocket. The jack 

knife flicked open and he leaned closer to Brett and in a whisper, ‘People round town been 

asking about you, fuckhead. And your girlfriend. You fuckin’ done somethin’ you need to 

run from?’ Slicked hair stepped back and smirked at his friends. ‘Maybe we need to  

convince him that he owes us somethin’ for our trouble findin’ him. Maybe somethin’ in the 

bag what people’s after.’

‘Yeah. Maybe a blade might fuckin’ slip and cut ’im findin’ out what the fuck it is,’ the 

short one said.

Slicked hair moved forward and Brett cringed in the seat bringing the backpack up to his 

chest. ‘I haven’t done anything to you.’ His voice shuddered. ‘You can have the bag.’ Brett 

pushed it at him. ‘It’s only got clothes. Nothing anyone’d want.’

‘And your wallet is … ?’ The big one asked.

‘I don’t have a wallet.’

‘Don’t have no wallet, he says.’ He turned to his companions looking surprised. ‘No 

fuckin’ wallet. How you reckon he got on the train with no fuckin’ wallet? Bet he’s got a 

wallet somewhere.’ He turned suddenly, snatched the backpack and tossed it across the  

carriage. ‘No wallet? Maybe if I poke around a little I might find one. What do you think …’ 

He aimed the knife at Brett’s stomach, ‘fuckhead? I think you’re lyin’.’

From behind they heard a thin male voice. ‘That’s right. Ten fifty-two from Central to 

Robina. We’ll be at Coomera in about two minutes.’

All four teenagers looked up. Seven adults were standing in the compartment. A giant 

man stood in front. Beside him was a younger man with a freshly-shaven head. Immediately 

behind an elderly woman, hands resting on her hips, brow deeply lined. Another man was 

talking into a mobile phone. Two women and a middle-aged man stood at the back.

The giant spoke first. ‘The knife gets put away before someone does something he might 

regret.’

Slicked hair turned and pointed the knife at the man. ‘Fuck off!’

The giant showed no sign of concern. ‘And if you try anything pathologically stupid, I 

might split your head and spill your miserable brains all over the carriage floor. If you  

actually have any brains. We’re just coming into a station. I suggest the three of you get  

off the train.’

‘That’s right, we’re slowing down now … no, but I think the three of them will get off at 

this stop,’ the man spoke into the phone.
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‘So together,’ the giant gestured at the group of adults, ‘we’re suggesting you get off the 

train. If you don’t, you won’t be getting off until Robina where the police will be waiting to 

have a little chat to you all.’ He smiled. ‘I think I can personally guarantee that.’ He gestured 

for the adults to move back. ‘There you are. Free exit by the front doors. Just opening now 

to let you off.’

The short one spoke, ‘Fuck. Let’s go.’ He jumped out the door. The second one followed. 

Slicked hair moved cautiously toward the door then turned to Brett and snarled, ‘You’re in 

fuckin’ deep shit. We’ll find you and your fuckin’ girlfriend.’ Then he turned suddenly and 

lunged at the giant. The blade slashed past the man’s chest but in one rhythmic motion, he 

snatched the wrist, twisted it one hundred and eighty degrees and drove the arm  

brutally up the youth’s back. The door alarm sounded. With his full weight behind, he 

hurled Slicked hair head long onto the platform. The knife fell to the carriage floor.

The train jerked then accelerated.

‘Yes. They all got off. I didn’t see what happened then but one of them probably has a 

grazed face and hands from falling on the platform. Yes, I can give you a good description 

of all three,’ the man swapped the phone to his left hand. He turned into the other  

compartment, still talking.

The giant looked at Brett. ‘You all right, lad?’

‘Yes. I’m okay. I don’t have anything worth taking.’

‘I don’t think that was the point.’ He took a tissue out of his pocket and picked up the 

knife by the blade. ‘What’s your name?’

‘I don’t want to get involved, if that’s okay.’

The giant looked sternly at Brett. ‘You were going to be hurt if we didn’t step in and now 

you don’t care.’ He turned away. ‘Seven people stood up for you …’

Brett did not hear what the man said after that. There was a high-pitched tone ringing in 

his ears.
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Brett slept a single night in a secluded hollow in dunes behind the beach. He was lonely 

and hungry. Until he fell asleep there was only one thing on his mind: the threats made by 

the three thugs. If they were only trying to scare him, they succeeded. If they were genuine 

threats, he and Shay were in serious danger. The final intimidation had worked better than 

Slicked hair could have imagined, ‘We’ll find you and your fuckin’ girlfriend.’

When the train stopped at each station on the way back to Brisbane, Brett stood by the 

doors and looked both ways along the platform for anyone or anything that was unusual, 

ready to slip off the train only when the doors were closing. He was an easy target on the 

streets and no one would know or care if he went missing. ‘Homeless boy missing believed 

dead’ was not a headline to sell newspapers.

It rained continuously from the time the train left the Gold Coast till its arrival at Roma 

Street then eased a little. There were two places he could go, the Tylers’ and Box City.  

He had nothing warm or waterproof to wear and thought better of turning up at the Tylers’ 

pleading for shelter. His pride was more fragile than that. It would be Box City.

Brett ignored the cars and trucks that passed as he hurried along and hardly hesitated 

before crossing the road near the huge fig tree from where he and Shay had witnessed  

the hit-and-run. He thought about taking off his pullover and shirt but they were  

already soaked. A car pulled out of a lane behind him. It started to turn toward the city,  

but stopped suddenly and immediately changed direction to follow him. When Brett 

turned into a quiet back street some distance further on, the car stopped at the same corner 

then entered the lane and followed slowly.

Brett squeezed through the paling fence and looked around the factory yard. He was soaked 

to the skin. Box City looked the same as before, only wet. The broken fibro wall was the same. 

Then he noticed the track of trodden weeds. Not a well-used pathway but someone had been 

snooping. He looked around. Box City was hopeless in heavy rain. The container leaked and 

there was no sense getting everything he owned wet, especially as his sleeping bag was dry 

inside a black plastic garbage bag.  He pulled the fibro sheet away from the factory wall and 

peered through the gap. Everything was exactly as he remembered it. Voices whispered in his 

head. He stepped inside.

Rain thundered on the roof masking the sound of the voices in his head. Goosebumps 

rose as he slid the wall panel back into place and turned to face the darkness. If he had paid 
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any attention to the grumbling voices, he would have gone no further.

Brett sat on the timber stairway leading up to the mezzanine. Something felt wrong but 

he would be safe until the morning. Mentally he worked his way around the factory.  

Part way up the alley toward the still working foundry was a toilet with the only unlocked 

door in the complex. Chicken wire mesh separated the toilet and the tearoom and, when 

he stood on the toilet seat, he could force the barrier aside and clamber over the wall.  

The first time he squatted in the factory, he checked the cupboards and tried each of the 

steel locker doors. He found a pack of smokes, a bottle of instant coffee and a packet of 

drinking chocolate. He shook chocolate powder into the palm of his hand, licked it off and 

swallowed a mouthful of cold water.

The rain was still hammering on the factory roof when he crawled into his sleeping bag. 

The sense of uneasiness and the murmurings in his head persisted. When he lay still he 

strained to make sense of the sounds. None were so clear as those that urged him toward 

his first meeting with Shay Tyler. At times he thought there were threats against him and at 

other times there were almost-words and almost-sentences of warning unlike anything he’d 

heard before. Worse, the mutterings seemed more urgent than ever before. He rolled onto 

his back determined that it would be his last night at the factory.

He lay awake for some time trying to drive the sounds from his brain. At first he  

concentrated on the rain, then on the cold fluorescent glow of streetlights that projected 

onto the office wall from outside, then on the shades of grey and brown around him.

There would be little rest for Brett that night. His dreams kept him on a knife-edge  

between consciousness and sleep. In the beginning he summoned a fantasy of the Tyler 

home on the brightest summer day he could imagine to disguise the noises in his head.  

Shay and he were rolling and laughing together on deep pile lawn. Then, as he drifted asleep 

there was the nightmare of screeching tyres and the sound of buckling metal and Shay 

and he sitting up and running to the fence, then into the riverside park. Two vehicles, one 

almost unrecognisable, the other a semi-trailer imbedded deeply into the driver’s side of the 

car. They stared at the twisted metal that was now a coffin. There was the shrieking of sirens, 

yelling of men’s voices to ‘Get away.’ Inside the cab was a fountain of blood that filled the 

one-time car, rising amid a tangle of metal and plastic until it spilled onto the street.  

A confusion of black snakes slithered from the gory slush. One lunged at Brett, mouth  

gaping. Angry black eyes. Then a second, a third and fourth. He struggled to escape,  

slipping, sliding, screaming at Shay to run but she was nowhere to be seen. Then there was 

a vision of his mother emerging like a ghost from the wreck, naked from neck to waist. 

He stared at breasts he’d seen bare twice only as a child. Half awake now, he felt a cold arm 

behind his head. Panic rising, he pushed it away then recognised that it was his own and he 

dragged it to his chest, waiting for the paralysis of pins-and-needles. Then he watched the 

same scene of carnage but from afar. His father stood at his side, swearing about the blocked 
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road, saying that they would never get to the hospital in time to see Tracey Jamieson die. 

His father suddenly turned on him and Brett began to run but the more he tried, the more 

his legs failed to respond to his urging, as if they were dragging him through waist deep oil.

But there was something beyond the nightmare. Perhaps it was the battering of rain on 

the roof, perhaps a chanting crowd at a football game. He knew he should open his eyes to 

expel the hideous thoughts or roll onto his side, but he lay frozen with fear. Whatever was 

out there would see the reflection of his eyes or the slightest movement, and would attack. 

Then there was brilliance like a flood of sunlight. There were sounds, at first unfamiliar, 

then clearly identified as footsteps on timber. The police. A pre-dawn raid. Fully awake 

now he shielded his eyes from the glare.

A set of black work boots came into view.

He struggled to free himself from the sleeping bag.

‘I was just getting out of the rain. That’s all I was doing. I haven’t done anything else. If 

you want me to go, I will. I’m not doing anything wrong. I was just sleeping. I was going in 

the morning. Okay?’

The boots moved closer.

He was inching backward like a cocooned caterpillar. 

‘I swear. I’m going in the morning. I ain’t got nowhere else to go.’

Then there was the familiar agony of hair being torn from his head and he was dragged 

across the floor, screaming.

There was a grunt and something that sounded like a muffled laugh.

Then it began. A boot was driven into his chest and his scream was instantly snuffed.  

His head was dragged upward and a barrage of punches crashed into his face. Another 

boot found his groin, and after that—

His mother once told him that there is a place between life and death where the human 

mind lingers to consider whether it is time to begin the journey into the afterlife or remain 

attached to its physical presence. Some who have stepped back from Death’s door have talked 

about a light at the end of a dark tunnel, about human figures dressed in flowing white robes 

that beckon – or merely watch – while destiny is decided. Others tell of a dreamlike trance 

where one’s life passes before the mind’s eye, where lights twinkle and flash and voices call 

their names as if from the far side of a vast stadium.

Nothing registered in Brett’s brain. There was no chanting crowd. There was no  

dazzling light or beckoning angel. No-one called out his name and he neither floated  

above the earth, a weightless soul seeking eternity, nor lingered while the void turned into 

the brilliance of Heaven or the darkness of eternal suffering.

From the onset of the attack, time stood still.

Eventually, there were the sounds. Rustling noises as though someone was crumpling  

cellophane, squeaks and rumbles of unknown origin. A smell like decaying flesh or rotting fish.
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He remembered nothing of the factory, the blinding light or the black leather boots. 

There was only all-consuming pain.

He was lying face down. One arm was pinned beneath his body, the other twisted 

behind his back. When he tried to move it became immeasurable agony. As the veil of 

coma lifted he imagined that he was lying on a mattress covered with silken sheets and the 

lightest of blankets. It took some time for him to recognise the stench and the weight of 

garbage. Four times he tried to untangle his arms and roll off his stomach. After each try he 

would stop and groan until the pain eased enough to start again. His face was soft to touch 

but there was also something that had dried on his skin.

Then he heard people approaching, talking loudly and quickly in some Asian language. 

He couldn’t tell if they were men or women. He drew a shallow breath and instantly winced 

with pain. He thought that the beating would start again until he felt the rain of kitchen 

scraps and stinking cardboard boxes. There was a shuffle of disappearing footsteps, more 

talk and the slam of a door some distance away.

He waited for a time hoping that the people would return but realised that he was alone 

once again. He tried to roll onto his back, every movement driving daggers deeply into his 

body. Eventually, he leaned against the side of the container and struggled toward the open 

lid. When he made it to the lip, he cried out in pain and rolled over the edge.

‘Daddy. Come here, quickly!’ Shay screamed, the phone pressed to her ear.

John Tyler rushed through the house. ‘What? What’s wrong?’

‘It’s Brett. He’s been hurt. We have to help him. Quick, Daddy!’

She pleaded back into the phone. ‘Where are you?’

The headlights flooded the road, then Brett’s body. There was a shuddering as the car 

slewed to a stop. Two doors opened. They ran toward him.

‘Oh God, Brett.’ She reached him first.

‘Shay. Get away. Now!’ John Tyler pulled her firmly and knelt down. ‘Brett! Can you hear 

me? BRETT!’

He leaned close and rolled back one eyelid, then the other.

‘Shit!’

John Tyler looked up. ‘Shay. Get the phone from the car. NOW!’

Two days later, the police officers stood in Brett’s hospital room. John Tyler sat by the bed, 

nodded as he recognised the young detective who had visited the Tylers’ home after the 

murder.

‘Hullo, Dr Tyler.’

‘Detective Nicholson.’
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‘This is Detective Sergeant Barrows.’ Then he looked at the bandage-swathed Brett on the 

bed. ‘So, things haven’t got any better?’

‘I think they’ve got considerably worse,’ John Tyler said, tersely.

Jared Nicholson leaned over the bed. ‘We meet again. I hope we’re not going to make a 

habit of this, Brett. How are you?’

Brett looked up across puffy, red-black cheeks. ‘I hurt.’

‘I can understand that. Sergeant Barrows and I would like to talk to you.’ Barrows drew 

near. ‘Can you tell us what happened?’

‘I don’t know. I don’t remember much except the bin.’

’Okay. Were you sleeping in the foundry?’

Brett nodded.

‘Miss Tyler told us where you were and we’ve looked at the office. There was a lot of 

blood on the floor which we expect is yours. Dr Tyler and Miss Tyler found you about a 

kilometre from there. Do you remember anything about how you got there? Did you see 

who attacked you?’

Brett shook his head.

‘Anything, Brett?’

‘I don’t remember anything before I woke up and nothing after that … but hurting.’

‘We’ve questioned all of the foundry workers. The foreman told us that some money and 

other things have been stolen from the locker room over the past few weeks.’

‘I didn’t take any money.’ Brett looked directly into Nicholson’s eyes.

Nicholson leaned against the bed. ‘No one said you did, but you were living in the  

transformer building, weren’t you?’

‘Only until the rain stopped.’

‘You’ve lived there before.’

Brett nodded. ‘I didn’t take any money. And I only took a spoonful of chocolate. Just once.’

‘Okay. The foreman couldn’t say how someone could get in when the lockers were all 

secure. Do you know?’

‘No. It wasn’t me.’

‘All right. Tell us anything you can remember from that night.’

‘I’m sick.’ Tears were streaming down Brett’s face.

A nurse stepped forward and touched Nicholson on the arm. ‘I think it’s time to stop.’ 

She motioned toward the door then ushered the detectives and John Tyler from the room.

‘We don’t have much to go on, Doctor,’ Barrows began. ‘There’s no suggestion that any of 

the foundry staff were involved.’

‘I’d say it was attempted murder,’ John Tyler interrupted. ‘Wouldn’t you?’

‘That’s a consideration.’ Barrows thought for a moment.  

‘Everyone at the factory was pretty upset. It’s a solid working-class community around 
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there and they’re not altogether unsympathetic about street people. ‘Everyone had a sound 

alibi for the night in question. I must add that the management was less than enthusiastic 

about the boy living on the premises. They want us to make it perfectly clear that he’s not 

welcome there. We’ll continue to make enquiries but at this stage, we have absolutely  

nothing to go on. I guess he’ll be here for a little while?’

‘Would there be more interest in this if he was actually dead? Just remember what  

happened here. He has five broken ribs. A punctured lung. He would’ve died if Shay and I 

got there ten or fifteen minutes later. He’s lucky he hasn’t lost teeth and, as you can see, he 

has twelve stitches in his head. If this was an assault outside a nightclub, you’d be talking 

attempted murder. I don’t understand why you aren’t thinking this way when the boy was 

obviously stalked and attacked while he was sleeping. I don’t care where he was sleeping.’

Brian Barrows was an experienced homicide detective. He was assigned to the Kennedy 

case when there was no progress toward an arrest. He was canny and cunning. He was 

known to reveal little until the arrest. But he was not sure about what was happening in the 

Kennedy/Jamieson/Tyler case. He weighed up the options. Tell Dr Tyler all? Tell Dr Tyler 

nothing?

He thought.

‘I’m telling you what I think, Doctor, not what I know. I’m sure you appreciate the  

difference. We don’t know why Kennedy was killed or by whom. But I’m sure it was  

pre-meditated. We’re following up a few trails, but at this stage, I can’t really say what they 

are. We’re remarkably efficient these days. It’s hard to commit a crime without leaving any 

trace at all. If there are traces, it’s my job to find them. Young Jamieson’s possibly the link 

and the most at risk. If anyone’s going to die, it’ll probably be young Brett.’

John Tyler stepped away. ‘No.’

‘We have an expendable person, Dr Tyler. No one cares about the death of a homeless 

person. They die every day.’

‘Well I’m sorry, Detective. I care. I don’t want a dead Brett. You aren’t going to let that 

young man die.’

‘We have no intention of letting Brett die, or anyone else for that matter. We’re already 

watching, Doctor. Because Brett has a mind of his own, he’s a little bit more difficult to 

watch than you or your daughter. Might I suggest that you do something about this?’

‘Meaning what?’

‘It seems clear to me and to Detective Nicholson that the two young people have …’ he 

paused, ‘are friends. I don’t know what your take on that might be, but it could help if all of 

this was contained.’

‘I’m still not sure what you’re telling me, if anything,’ John Tyler said.

‘Doctor, I’m not telling you very much because you don’t need to know much at this 

stage. And we certainly don’t want our investigations complicated by people doing unex-
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pected things. If you don’t mind me using a metaphor, we have enough wild cards in the 

game already. We don’t need more. I hope you’ll understand that anything specific I tell 

you could put you, your daughter and the boy more at risk than you are now. We do not 

want another death to explain. Yours, your daughter’s, or Brett Jamieson’s.’

Barrows looked straight into John Tyler’s eyes. ‘Work with us here and we’ll get to the 

bottom of it. I promise I’ll keep you informed as much as I can. But you have to keep any 

information from your daughter and Brett.’

‘You’re telling me that the three of us are in danger of being killed and I’m supposed to 

keep this to myself?’

‘Yes.’
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When Brett was released from hospital, he was installed in the downstairs bedroom in  

the Tyler home. He was a boy of meagre possessions. The bloodstained T-shirt and jeans  

he wore when he was admitted to hospital were scissored off by the nursing staff in  

Emergency and tossed into a contaminated-human-waste container.

John Tyler bought him a pair of jeans, two pairs of underpants and socks, and two  

white T-shirts. Brett’s signature pullover and a pair of runners were the only survivors of 

the attack.
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It was no longer business as usual in the Tyler home. Brett was in pain when he was sitting, 

lying, standing, eating and drinking. It especially hurt when he showered. He was thinner 

than ever and his skin lacked its usual copper lustre. Despite this, he was in surprisingly 

good spirits. He joked about surviving yet another beating and facetiously announced one 

night that he was indestructible.

‘You were no more than a couple of millimetres and a few minutes from being dead,’  

John Tyler said, more sternly than Brett had heard before. ‘And if you think that’s a joking  

matter, you need to think about how invincible the person was who started all of this. 

Stephen Kennedy probably thought that he was going home to a pizza and salad. He ended 

up in the morgue. Apart from being an absolutely stupid comment, I think Shay and I have 

put up with quite enough trauma since Brett Jamieson entered our lives. My suggestion to 

you, young man, is to keep an extremely low profile for as long as you’re associated with this 

family.’

The stormy expression that covered John Tyler’s face left no doubt that he was far from 

amused. Brett lowered his head, ‘I’m sorry, Dr Tyler.’

John Tyler kept close watch over Brett’s recovery. He questioned him every night about 

the pain and the dizziness Brett felt when he moved too quickly or turned from one side of 

his bed to the other. There was also a need to extend his wardrobe. A pair of baggy shorts 

and two black T-shirts appeared in Brett’s room one evening. He lowered himself gently 

onto the bed and looked at the clothes for the longest time. He fingered each garment as 

though he was an Indian fabric merchant.

After a few days of fussing, Shay settled back into her own routine. When she came 

home from school, she gathered Mandy and Brett and they strolled along the river, mostly 

in silence, Brett walking with difficulty. But John Tyler said that exercise would be good for 

him and Shay was determined to make sure that Brett followed the Doctor’s instructions.

Shay was in a foul mood one afternoon. Almost everything Brett said was met with a 

wolf-like snap. They stopped at a bench.

‘You want to tell me something?’ Brett asked.

Shay took a drag on the joint, held her breath for the longest time, and then exhaled slowly.

‘My mother phoned last night when Daddy was out. She wants to see me. Next weekend. I 

think she wants to introduce me to that arsehole she’s living with. I wish they were both dead.’
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‘Then don’t go.’

She inhaled again.

‘You know. I’ve thought about that. I don’t ever want to see her again, but I also want 

to tell her face-to-face exactly what she’s done to our lives. I want to tell her what a moral 

coward she is for not trying to work it out with Daddy.’
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Shay refused to be driven and Brett was forbidden from accompanying her to the New 

Farm restaurant where she agreed to meet Sonia Tyler. She wanted to walk to the city alone 

to think about what she would say and do, and then take a bus. Maybe she would turn 

around and come home if the prospect of meeting her mother and the weasel became too 

much.

She expected the journey would be crowded with images of her childhood and adolescence 

in which Sonia Tyler would feature as the benevolent and loving parent but there were only 

recollections of the past months when her life was in chaos, and danger. There were memories 

of harsh whispers and of the evening when Sonia Tyler came unexpectedly to her bedroom 

and announced in a matter-of-fact way that she was leaving, that she had fallen in love with 

a marvellous man who cared for her and who could give affection that John Tyler could 

never provide. At first, Shay thought it was her imagination, that the words coming from her 

mother’s lips were more an expression of her own fears than reality. But she could still feel the 

coldness of the bedroom, hear the buffeting of the wind against the window and the look of 

detachment on Sonia Tyler’s face as she spoke.

‘It’s for the best, darling. I wouldn’t do it if it weren’t.’

‘You wouldn’t do what?’ she thought to herself, remembering the pain that coursed 

through her body that night, when she rolled away and hid beneath the bedclothes with 

hands over her ears trying to shut out the words that kept repeating in her brain, ‘I’ve  

decided to leave your father.’

The walk wasn’t totally consumed with reminiscences. She had no idea about how she 

would react to Sonia Tyler after six months’ separation.

On the phone her mother had made some comment about her new man and that she 

wanted them to meet. After all, at some time in the future, Shay might be his stepdaughter. 

Shay laughed aloud about that part of the conversation. Hell would freeze over before she 

would accept him as a substitute father.

A car slid to a halt beside her.

‘Shay!’

She looked across at the red Mercedes convertible. ‘You want a lift?’

‘No, I’m walking into the city.’

‘Health kick? Sure I can’t I give you a ride?’
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‘I don’t want a ride, Kevin. I want to walk. Do you have a hearing problem?’

‘Hey, okay. Don’t get upset. I rang your place earlier and your dad said you’d gone out. 

I wanted to ask you to our place tomorrow night. My folks said they haven’t seen you for 

ages and they’ve got some friends coming over. It’d be great – I mean, I’ve missed you. It’s 

been ages. Please?’

Shay thought for a few seconds.

He went on before she could speak. ‘If you’ve got something else on, that’s cool. I just 

thought maybe you’d like to.’

Shay studied the smiling face of Kevin Bennett hidden behind orange reflecting  

sunglasses. Part of her melted under his smile. They had often spent an hour or more 

on the phone once or twice a week and talked about everything – their friends, parents, 

school, vacations, careers, movies, books, music, fashion, and current affairs.

She was irritated by Kevin’s disapproval of Brett but, at the same time, she couldn’t  

totally dismiss the seeds of doubt about Brett’s innocence that Kevin had planted and  

nurtured. Of course, there was no evidence of Brett’s dishonesty or duplicity but then, he 

could still be a lying, cheating thief. After all, Shay had lived for almost eighteen years with 

a person who was clearly not what she seemed to be.

‘I’ll come on one condition,’ Shay said, coldly.

‘And that is?’ Kevin asked.

‘No mention of Brett. One word and I walk out.’

‘I’ll pick you up at seven,’ Kevin said, still smiling. ‘Enjoy your walk.’ Then he squealed 

away.

‘Great. The Kevin Bennett complication,’ she said, as she watched the convertible disap-

pear around the next corner.

Shay stood in the sun at the bus stop, thinking about nothing in particular. A stream of cars 

moved away from an intersection and, as one approached, it slowed almost to a crawl. 

Lots of people noticed Shay, she knew that. Tall, model-like with long glossy light brown 

hair. She caused many a young man to turn and gawk. But it was not a young man behind 

the wheel of the dark blue sedan, or a dirty old man momentarily aroused.

A bus slowed behind the loitering vehicle. Its horn blared. Shay glanced up but thought 

nothing of it.

The same sedan trailed the bus to a stop in New Farm. Shay got off two blocks from her 

destination, stood for a few minutes measuring her emotions, then went directly to the 

restaurant.

Sonia Tyler sat alone at a table for four. ‘Hullo, darling,’ she said, smiling as Shay  

approached. ‘How are you?’
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‘I’m okay.’

Sonia Tyler did her best. She asked how Shay was doing at school, and about Mandy. 

And when there was a pause, Shay said, ‘Why exactly did you want to see me?’ At that  

moment Sonia Tyler’s mobile rang. She took the phone from her bag.

Shay gazed around the room. It was exactly the sort of restaurant she expected her 

mother to frequent. Cloth napkins and long-stemmed glasses, cutlery of better than  

average quality. Couples and threesomes were chatting quietly. Ever-attentive waiters.  

She thought about the first time she took Brett to the West End café and how he looked 

around as though he was expecting someone to tell him to move on. How he gulped down 

the food and told her that the money she spent would have kept him alive for a week.  

Any meal in the restaurant in which Shay was now sitting would be three or four times 

more expensive than the West End café.

Sonia Tyler closed the phone.

‘That was Jo. He was going to meet us here but he’s been held up at the office. He’s waiting 

for a shipment from overseas and there’s been some complication with Customs. If he doesn’t 

sort it out this afternoon, he won’t be able to get it done until Monday. Anyway, the reason I 

wanted you to meet him …’ Sonia paused, seeing the dark expression on her daughter’s face. 

‘You’ll like him, Shay. He’s very kind and he’s fun. He cares about me and that’s really impor-

tant.’ She raised her hand to stop Shay’s interruption. ‘I know exactly what you’re going to say, 

but you have to listen. I don’t know what your father has been telling you …’

‘Nothing!’

‘Shay, please. Listen to me. It wasn’t working. Your father and I both knew that and I think 

you probably did as well. You have to meet Jo before you form an opinion. He’s intelligent 

and witty and he makes me laugh. How many times in the last couple of years have you seen 

me laugh? I bet you can’t think of any.’

Shay didn’t say a word. Her mother looked intent.

‘I thought so. That’s because I was very, very unhappy. Your father’s a good man. I’m not 

trying to make you dislike him but he lost interest in our marriage. He lost interest in me. 

At last I’m getting the affection I’ve needed for years.’

A waiter was standing beside them.

‘I don’t want anything. I’m not hungry.’ Shay glared at the man.

Sonia Tyler ordered and the waiter withdrew.

‘I know you think I’ve done a dreadful thing and there are times when I think I have too, 

but I did what I had to so we could all continue to grow. All three of us. And now it’s four 

of us.’

‘There is not four of us. I don’t want anything to do with that shit. If he’d been here I 

would’ve left without even saying hullo. If you ever force me to meet him, I promise you, 

I’ll spit in his face.’
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‘That would hurt me dreadfully. Please, Shay. Try to understand it from my point of view …’

‘I have. Daddy did everything for you. For us. I don’t know what sort of perverted  

affection you need but he’s the most loving and caring person I know and if he wasn’t  

doing what you wanted, it was your fault as well. What sort of deal did you make with 

Daddy when you got married? “It’ll be fine as long as I get my way”?’

Sonia Tyler leaned over the table. ‘Don’t you ever talk to me like that. If you had even  

the slightest idea what it was like being a servant to your father all those years …’

Shay was on her feet and a chair crashed on the wooden floor behind her. Twenty sets of 

eyes turned.

‘You’re a slut. Do you know that? A stinking slut.’ She could be heard all over the  

restaurant and the maître d’ moved quickly from behind the bar and was on his way to the 

table.

‘And you wonder why I’m a drug addict? It’s all because of you and what you’ve done to 

my family. Well, if you think you can run off and fuck whoever you like while your  

husband’s working his guts out, that’s terrific. Great role model for a teenage daughter, hey? 

I never want to see you ever again!’

The maître d’ was at the table, ‘Is there something wro—’

‘Get out of my way, arsehole.’

Shay pushed him aside and ran from the restaurant, crying.

It was late afternoon when Brett heard the front door close. Mandy leapt to her feet and 

trotted out of the family room. Brett expected Shay to appear at the door but she didn’t.  

He slid off the couch and dropped the book onto the coffee table.

‘Shay?’

There was no answer.

‘Shay?’

He went to the front door and looked around, then to Shay’s room. She was lying face 

down on her bed with her shirt pulled half over her head.

‘Are you okay?’ he asked.

No answer.

‘Shay.’

No movement.

He turned her over and stared at a vacant face.

‘What have you taken?’

Two bleary eyes found his. ‘Just some stuff.’

‘What sort of stuff?’

‘Some pills, that’s … all.’

‘What pills? Shay? Tell me.’
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‘Just a few … downers, that’s all.’

‘Shay.’

‘Rohies … that’s all. From a friend. I wanna sleep. Let me …’

‘What happened with your mother?’

Now there was a cock-eyed smile on her face. ‘You’re so beautiful. Come and snuggle.’

Brett glared at her. ‘I will when you tell me everything you’ve taken since you left here 

this morning. The truth and nothing but. You tell me, then I’ll snuggle.’

‘Just … a couple of joints … and two pills. That’s all. I just want to … go to sleep with 

you … beside me.’
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It was late when John Tyler arrived home. It had been a difficult day of survival and death. 

He was tired.

Mandy scurried along the hallway to meet him. He reached down and patted her face.

‘Where is everyone, Mandy?’

He listened for the sound of the TV or hi-fi. Apart from the entranceway, the house 

seemed to be in darkness. It was nine o’clock.

He snapped on several lights and ambled toward the kitchen. He listened to four  

messages on the answering machine and glanced around. The room was spotless, just as 

it was that morning. There were no dishes on the bench, no empty milk and Coke glasses. 

No evidence of partly sated carnivores. Either there had been some radical realignment of 

the planets that miraculously transformed two teenagers into considerate housemates who 

cleaned up after themselves, or no one had eaten at home that day.

John Tyler wondered about Shay’s meeting with her mother and felt the familiar surge of 

grief that had tortured him for months. He leaned back against the bench.

The collapse of the marriage was not a total surprise. The relationship with Sonia Tyler 

deteriorated slowly following Shay’s birth. There were harsh words and hostile stand-offs, 

partners sleeping in different rooms until the conflict lost its immediacy but not its  

importance. Increasingly, John and Sonia Tyler immersed themselves in their own work to 

the detriment of the family. Nevertheless, he had been completely faithful and could not 

conceive of a life without her. For him, marriage was a commitment but also a safe haven. 

Not without its complications or conflicts but, overall, relatively carefree and stable.

Her affair and departure stunned him. But what haunted his days and shattered his 

nights was Sonia Tyler’s refusal even to attempt reconciliation, to keep the family intact 

after twenty years of shared lives, laughter and tears.

John Tyler sighed and refocussed to think the day through. Shay met her mother at 

noon and they likely went somewhere together, but she was still supposed to check in if  

she was going to be late and Brett mentioned no peculiar plans.

There was no phone message or note on the kitchen bench. They had broken the most 

important rule, imposed after the hit-and-run and reconfirmed explicitly after Brett came 

to convalesce. John Tyler was annoyed but also worried.

He went to the balcony and flicked on a light. The blackness of the back yard glowed green 
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as far as the river. There were no voices and no silhouettes on the jetty. He went downstairs to 

Brett’s room. The bed was made to hospital standards and the room spotless. Another rule.  

He slid open the mirrored door of the closet. Everything was hanging or folded. Backpack, 

sleeping bag and runners were where they were supposed to be.

But something was wrong. He went back to the kitchen and rang Shay’s mobile.  

No answer. It was turned off or out of range. He hurried to Shay’s room and stopped at  

the open door. There was the soft sound of breathing.

It took John Tyler less than a second to take in the scene through the half-light.

Shay and Brett were lying on the bed fully clothed. She was curled up on her right side, 

head on a pillow, right arm stretched behind her. Brett lay diagonally across the bed facing 

the other way with an arm leading back toward Shay. One of Brett’s fingers was touching 

her thumb.

There was nothing wrong. Nothing out of place. Just sleeping teenagers who might have 

been brother and sister.

But everything was not right. Brett twisted. His face contorted and he began to squirm. 

At first, there was just a tiny whimper. Then the softest of muttered words, ‘No. I didn’t do 

… please.’

He began to writhe, ‘No … I didn’t … sleeping … I’ll go …’

John Tyler went to the bedside and rested his hand on Brett’s shoulder. ‘It’s all right, 

Brett. It’s all right,’ he whispered.

He stroked the fine dark hair and saw Brett’s eyes flicker, then open.

‘It’s okay. It’s me. John. You’re okay.’

Brett blinked, ‘I thought …’

‘You were dreaming.’

He stepped away. 

John Tyler sat with Brett in the kitchen until two that morning. For the first time in his life 

Brett confided in an adult. And when John Tyler went to bed, he lay for another two hours 

trying to understand the sorry existence that Brett had endured, trying to understand how 

members of his own race and gender could be so cruel to its young.
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It was a white, three-storey mansion built into a huge excavation sitting high above the 

river. Tom Bennett was a surgeon of repute, dedicated and quiet. Enid Bennett, a  

paediatrician, had an impish smile, wicked sense of humour and frightening insight.  

The three children, Damien, Kevin, and Anita went to the best private schools and each 

was destined to continue the family’s medical tradition.

The meal was taken in the formal dining room overlooking the floodlit pool and  

manicured garden with the Bennett’s long-time friends, a visiting British specialist and  

his wife. It was a casual event.

Shay was unusually quiet during the meal. Enid leaned toward her, ‘You okay?’

Shay rolled her eyes, ‘Plumbing.’ She rubbed her stomach.

Enid grinned. ‘Not long to go, dear. Just another thirty-two years.’

But it was not a medical condition that affected Shay’s behaviour. It was the emotional 

fallout from the meeting with her mother and the residual effects of the drug she bought 

from a school-friend dealer on the way home. When the adults retired to the sitting room 

for port, liqueurs and coffee, Shay suggested that she and Kevin watch TV with Damien 

and Anita but he insisted that there were things to talk about and Shay guessed that an 

argument was not far away.

As they sat on the balcony high above the river she lit a joint and offered it to Kevin.

‘Shay, this’s getting serious. I never see you without one of them sticking out of your 

mouth.’

‘Join me. Maybe you’d like it.’

‘I don’t smoke anymore. You know that.’

‘And you’re boring as dog shit.’

‘I am not. I’ve grown up. Unlike you, it seems.’

‘I’m growing up too, or haven’t you noticed?’

‘And smoking dope is adult, is it?’

‘No, it’s not childish or adult. It just is.’ She frowned. ‘You used to be fun, Kevin. We used 

to laugh a lot. Like when you covered yourself with chicken blood and lay on the floor  

beside that huge kitchen knife just before your mother came home, and she nearly fainted 

and you got grounded for a month, and when you stuffed your brother’s room with gum 

trees while he was on that school camp and it took two weeks to get the smell out of his  
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pillows. You used to play pranks on everyone.’

‘We could still have fun together if you ever wanted to be with me.’

‘You’ve changed. You’re not the same Kevin.’

‘I’m not the one who ends telephone conversations two minutes after they start. I’m not 

the one who doesn’t want to go to the movies. I’m not the one who doesn’t want to hang 

out and talk and I almost had to break your arm to get you here tonight. And I’m not the 

one who’s ga-ga over a street urchin.’

She swung around. ‘That’s it, isn’t it? It’s Brett. Someone’s moved into your territory and 

you’re pissed because you can’t have me all to yourself like you have everything else.  

Your whole life is about having stuff.’

‘I don’t want to have you all to myself.’

‘That’s a lie. Of course you do.’

‘That’s crap.’

‘Really? You tell me something you’ve wanted and didn’t get. You wanted a car when 

you got your licence and, surprise, surprise. You wake up on your eighteenth birthday and 

what’s wrapped up in a little box but a set of car keys. Not to a pissy old piece of crap that 

most eighteen-years-olds would give their left ball for, but a brand new Mercedes with a 

three-year warranty and a credit card to buy petrol with. Look around, Kevin. What do you 

know about anything other than this?’ She gestured toward the next house along the cliff.

He began to laugh.

‘Don’t do that!’ she snapped.

‘Tell me what you know about the world that I don’t.’

‘You don’t know anyone who doesn’t live in a place like this.’ She taunted.

 ‘Really? We didn’t always live here, remember?’ He paused, and then leaned back in his 

chair. ‘Oh, I get it. This is all about the notorious Brett.’

‘It’s got nothing to do with Brett.’

‘Now you’re lying. It has everything to do with him.’

‘You don’t know anything about him. He was lucky if he woke up alive in the morning. 

His old man beat the shit out of him whenever he got the urge. He got as far as Grade 9 and 

the closest he’s been to a red convertible is when he sleeps in a car park.’

‘You’re dribbling for him.’

‘You’re disgusting, Kevin Bennett.’

‘Oh, really? I’m disgusting?’

‘I think you’ve finally realised that you can’t always get your way and you’re pissed off 

that I’ve got someone in my life who’s interested in me and more fun to be with than you.  

I think you need to grow up and learn a bit more about the world.’

‘S’cuse me?’

This was not where Kevin wanted to be. He wanted to talk to his oldest friend. He didn’t 
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want to talk about Brett but about his emotions, yearnings and dreams but he recognised 

his growing estrangement from Shay. Telephone conversations were shorter than ever  

before. She was reluctant to spend time with him, and then there were the arguments.  

He’d lusted for her when he was thirteen. But, even then the lust was not like the pubescent 

arousal that was an embarrassment when his mother knocked on his door to wake him 

in the morning, when he was already awake in the solitude of his bedroom. When he was 

young he once dreamed of Shay standing beside him before a priest and of the wedding 

night when they would fall naked on the bed together. When he was older, the fantasy of 

marriage evaporated and was replaced by images of sexual excitement in which he would 

fulfil every pornographic desire he could conceive. It was those thoughts that led to the 

single act of coitus with Shay.

She had been a virgin. He was still not convinced that she’d consented. They were stoned 

and he forced himself on her. Not brutally – not at all. He coaxed her out of her clothes and 

she removed his. He caressed and aroused her – he could tell – and then moved over her. 

She said, ‘No,’ but he didn’t take that to mean ‘NO!’ – that she didn’t want to go the whole 

way. He thought it was simply the reluctance of a virgin approaching the unknown. But he 

never managed to eliminate from his mind the possibility that it was rape.

Looking at her tonight, he felt the remote sense of desire. She was intelligent, commanding 

and more beautiful with each passing year. He adored the battle of wills and language, the  

contest of opinion over fact and the struggle between them for domination. He knew that life 

with Shay would never be tranquil or predictable but he also knew that he was not the same 

Kevin Bennett as he was three years before. She would never be Kevin’s lifelong partner.  

Someone else would fulfil that role.

He looked across at her knowing that he should just shut up, but he couldn’t.

‘The way you’re acting has everything to do with the urchin. Stop kidding yourself.  

Don’t you think everyone can see what’s happened since you picked him up off the street? 

You’ve become a social worker.’

She glared at him with malice that would melt granite. She inhaled deeply.

‘You know, Kevin, you’re a bit like this joint.’ She held it toward him. ‘It’s very  

intoxicating but tomorrow I won’t remember a thing about smoking it.’

‘Very profound. And I suppose you remember smoking with the tramp.’

‘All right,’ she said angrily, turning on him. ‘I’m sick of this. You have no idea what Brett’s 

like and what a shitty life he’s had. You make me want to puke, Kevin Bennett. Take me 

home, or are you too pissed on French wine?’
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They said nothing during the journey. Kevin drove cautiously and used back roads  

wherever he could and Shay huddled against the door trying to decide exactly how angry 

she was, and with whom. She pushed herself out of the car and said goodnight as civilly  

as she could. Kevin followed her to the front door.

‘Shay, I’m sorry about what I said.’ He touched her shoulder. ‘Please. I’m really sorry.’

‘Yeah. Okay.’

She unlocked the front door and slipped inside.

‘Can I call you later in the week?’

The door closed.

She moved through the deep greys and pale shadows. The house now seemed alive with 

sounds. A clock ticked in the living room, electric motors hummed in the kitchen.  

She heard the fall of her footsteps on the timber floors of the dining room and the rustle of 

her clothing. There was a distant wail of an emergency vehicle somewhere out in the night. 

She paused at her father’s door and listened to his snoring. She stopped again at the top of 

the stairs, and for a moment considered going to Brett’s bed, imagining the heat of his body 

against hers and the touch of hesitant fingers. She stood for the longest time then went 

quickly to her bathroom.

She slid between sheets and pulled the covers tightly around her face, drew her knees to 

her chest and pulled the T-shirt down over her bare bottom. There was a lingering smell of 

dope and mint toothpaste.

For an instant she thought about lighting another joint but there was a cold wind  

blowing from the west and the prospect of standing on the balcony made her shiver.  

She thought about popping another white pill she bought from her friend but knew that 

school would be a disaster if she dropped it tonight. Besides, at some time in the future she 

would really need it to escape.

Sleep came slowly. Images of the weekend flooded her mind bringing with them a  

growing sense of frustration. The meeting with her mother ended as a self-fulfilling  

prophecy. She expected nothing from the interaction and there were no illusions that 

anything Shay might say to her mother would have any impact. In the early years there 

was warmth and tenderness, characteristics that Shay called love, and just as it was for 

Kevin, no worldly possession was ever denied her, within reason. That was when Sonia 
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Tyler’s work was a part-time hobby, well before her advertising agency was catapulted into 

national prominence for handling what was acknowledged as one of the most successful 

campaigns in the country’s political history, acclaimed as being responsible for an almost 

unattainable victory by an underdog political opposition. After that, Sonia Tyler’s attention 

to her family ran a poor second to the business, when the market share of Tyler  

International Agencies grew exponentially, when multinational companies outbid  

each other to be her client.

Then, toward the end, there was a night when her parents were arguing. It was an 

almost regular occurrence brought on by long working weeks and generously lubricated 

by alcohol. Occasionally she stood by their closed bedroom door and listened. At first she 

misunderstood what Sonia Tyler said in a hushed voice until she realised that she was not 

mistaken, ‘I didn’t want a child, you forced me to have it. I’ve given her the best years of my 

life and now I want a life of my own.’

Shay did not hear her father’s reply. She ran to her bedroom.

When Sonja Tyler deserted them, Shay made no attempt to contact her. It was as though 

she had unwittingly discovered the perpetrator of a hideous hoax and was unable to accept 

the truth because the roots of evil extended back to the beginning of her life and the depth 

of her being as she knew it.

And it hurt.

Then there was Kevin Bennett. Brilliant white teeth. Perfect skin. Sparkling hazel eyes. 

Confident smile. It was only his attitude that Shay found irritating, as though life was 

always meant to be easy for everyone in the Bennett dynasty. The medical profession would 

be forever grateful for the contributions of great-grandfather, grandfather, father, their sons 

and daughter, and theirs, and theirs into the twenty-fifth century. Kevin was not the  

horrible person she attacked that night. There was tenderness in his character that she 

adored and yet he was so infuriatingly masculine. Physical without being excessively  

muscular.  

A brush of soft brown hair over his chest. She remembered the night they slept together 

and the confusion of emotions and sensations when it was happening. When Shay woke 

in the middle of the night, she wanted to nurture the memory as best she could but, in the 

morning, when Kevin acted as though he wanted to forget everything that had happened, 

she felt only an embarrassment that she’d been duped.

Now there was Brett. She rolled over and pressed her face into the pillow, a smile grew 

and she whimpered as his image filled in her mind. He was not like Kevin in any way other 

than their height. Brett rarely smiled but, when he did, it was like the earth breaking open 

so that every joy that has ever been known burst like magma from the ground. His laughter 

was infectious, always starting as a kookaburra’s chortle. A dark chasm and brilliant white 

teeth, and eyes that always watched.
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There was innocence in Brett’s character. When he touched anything – a book, a piece of 

sculpture, her – it seemed as though he was questioning an authority that allowed physical 

contact. Ready to recoil if he crossed a boundary. His caution was obvious from the afternoon 

they met. When she took his hand and laced her fingers with his, he did not squeeze her or run 

a finger along the palm. They were just holding hands.

Shay rolled onto her back and imagined Brett’s body on hers. Fully clothed at first, then 

naked, although she knew almost nothing of his body. One morning she caught the tiniest 

glimpse of his chest – just a sliver, down the front when he was buttoning his shirt – and 

it seemed as hairless as the boards on her bedroom floor. And one windy day she caught 

sight of a trace of dark hair below his navel. And below that? The trace would become a 

tangle. She felt the heat of a human furnace and two angel hands cradling her face.  

Saw timid dark eyes that closed slowly as he leaned toward her and the electric shock of  

his lips on hers. The weight of his body.

The clock in the living room chimed once.

She was asleep.

School was a joke the next day. Two of her teachers asked what was wrong and she said that 

she was feeling off-colour but it was nothing serious.

In her workbooks she wrote his name again and again.

Then she was home and he was lying on the sofa in the family room, reading.

‘You want to cuddle before Daddy gets home?’ she asked.

That night she went to sleep angry because Brett rejected her advances.

“Boy Refuses Every Tempting Transgression” she wrote in her workbook the next day.

She managed to get her lips onto his once that week and, for a moment, thought that he 

was weakening – that she was doing something he liked – but when he gently pushed her 

away she snapped, ‘What’s the matter with you?’

‘You told me you weren’t going to do that,’ he snapped back.

‘What’s wrong with it? I want to kiss you and I want you to kiss me!’ She yelled from 

across the room.

He hung his head, turned away and started toward his bedroom. She grabbed him before 

he made it to the stairs.

‘Stop right there. We need to talk about this.’

‘There’s nothing to talk about.’

‘I think there is …’ They were eyeball to eyeball and she held his T-shirt firmly. ‘and I 

want some straight answers and I want them now!’

He tried to pull away, gently, ‘You’re hurting me,’ but she held firm.

She said, ‘You’re not going anywhere until I get answers and I don’t care if it hurts.’
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‘There aren’t any answers.’

‘Why are you acting like this? I asked you once if you were queer and you said you 

weren’t. The way you act is just like all the queers I know. A reasonable-looking girl is  

attracted to you and she’s doing everything she can – other than drag you to the floor and 

rip your clothes off – to get your attention and you make out like you aren’t the slightest bit 

interested. You push me away like you might catch crabs if you touch me. What’s the story?’

‘Let go!’

‘Not until I get some answers.’

Lines were deep across his face. ‘Can we sit and talk? I’m sore.’

‘You weren’t sore five minutes ago.’

‘I am now,’ he said, ‘because you’re pulling me,’ and tore his shirt from her grasp.

She followed him to his bedroom and dropped into a chair.

‘So?’

Silence.

At first he squirmed as if to find a position where his body did not hurt. Then he looked 

at his feet and brooded. Twice he glanced up as if he were about to speak.

‘Brett!’

Very quietly, ‘I’m scared.’

‘What?’ she snapped, again.

He looked up as if pleading to be left alone.

More loudly, ‘I’m scared … and embarrassed.’

Gently now, ‘Of what?’

‘Of what I look like.’

‘What’s wrong with what you look like?’

His face contorted. He leaned forward and very slowly, peeled off his shirt.

At first she couldn’t understand. He was thinner than she expected, ribs outlined clearly 

beneath stretched skin. Compact muscles on his upper body and across his stomach.  

He was hairless except for two dark tufts under his arms and the trace below his navel. 

Then she saw them. His chest and abdomen were littered with scars. Some were merely  

fine light tracks on copper skin. Others were irregular patches of light and dark, the size of 

fifty-cent pieces. There were two evil-looking scars on the left side under his rib cage.  

He rolled onto his knees and turned around. In the middle of his back there were two  

indentations that suggested flesh had been gouged from his body and more scars. There 

was also a new red wound where the surgeon entered to repair the liver.

Shay watched in shock as he rolled down his jeans. A tangle of pubic hair disappeared 

beneath the elastic of new white jocks. On Brett’s thighs and legs there were more scars.

He stood before her. Shamefully, ‘You like what you see?’
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Shay’s mouth hung open, her head fell back and knocked lightly against the wardrobe 

mirror.

‘It started when I was about three.’

She stood up very slowly, took three hesitant steps, enfolded his cool body in her arms 

and kissed him.

‘I think you’re beautiful.’
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It was one week later. John Tyler went by cab to a function hosted by a colleague knowing 

that the party would run into the early hours of the morning and he would drink far more 

than usual. Shay and Brett watched videos in the family room. He lay facedown on the sofa 

and she huddled against his side.  

Every now and then she rolled over, looked deeply into his eyes and they kissed exactly the 

way Shay liked it. Mandy glanced up each time, shifted her position under the coffee table 

and rested her head once again on the Persian rug.

Halfway through the second movie, Brett complained of pain and said he was tired.  

She followed him to his bedroom and refused to leave until he undressed in front of her. 

He blushed, slowly unbuttoned his shirt and hung it carefully in the wardrobe. He stripped 

off his jeans, folded and placed them carefully onto a shelf. He hesitated. ‘And?’ she said, 

looking at his groin. He peeled off his underpants.

‘Nice.’ She looked for a long time. ‘Now you can go to bed,’ she said, smiling.

She flicked off the light and went upstairs.

It was just after midnight. She sat on the balcony off the living room and lit a joint.  

It was warm and she was wide-awake. After two long drags a wave of nausea engulfed her 

but quickly disappeared leaving only a feeling of intoxication.

It was a good week. She was in love and Brett, at last, was responding to her affection.

When she flicked the tiny roach over the balcony, she giggled, tottered as she stood and 

grabbed the railing. The back garden was a monochromatic patchwork of pale and deep 

shadows. There was no wind but she heard the rustle of leaves overhead and could see the 

outline of a possum high-wiring along a branch. She giggled again, imagining herself  

scuttling along the same branch in pursuit of Brett.

Then the yard seemed silent. She looked around and suddenly felt uncomfortable but 

couldn’t tell why. A cloud drifted across the three-quarter moon. She thought for a moment 

that something moved near the fence and she leaned over the railing for a better view. 

Nothing. Then there was a sudden thud overhead, so close that she yelped. The possum 

hesitated, peered down at her from the gutter for a second then thumped away across the 

roof.

‘Son of a bitch.’

Moonlight again bathed the back garden and something definitely moved in the shadows. 
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It was not an animal – like a possum that has no regard to secrecy – but something else 

concerned about discovery. She stepped away from the railing, slipped inside and locked 

the balcony doors. She went quietly through the dark house to the front lobby. Was it just 

her imagination? She edged the curtain open a centimetre and peered out. Nothing along 

the roadway toward the ferry terminal to the left. Nothing in the opposite direction up the 

hill. Familiar cars parked in pale blue light. Then she distinctly saw a large shape near the 

driveway. The hairs rose on her arms.

She went quickly but quietly to the next room, her father’s study. The window overlooked 

the front gate and driveway. Very slowly she buckled the edge of the curtain, waited, then 

peered out. Something hot brushed her thigh and she leapt away with a strangled cry, 

banged into her father’s bookcase and held her hands up to confront the unseen intruder.

Mandy looked up in canine surprise. Shay fell to her knees and breathed rank breath 

over the dog. Mandy wagged her tail and waited for a pat.

‘I have to go to bed,’ Shay whispered to herself.

‘It’s the dope,’ she said aloud as she made her way unsteadily along the corridor to her 

bedroom on the far side of the house. It had happened before. Strong dope and paranoia. 

The feeling never lasted more than a couple of hours. She would be okay in the morning.

She switched on the reading light, undressed and wriggled between lavender-scented 

sheets, settled and listened for the sounds of the night, telling herself that the moving 

shadow was a fantasy. She reached for the light switch.

There were tree noises, a bump on the roof, something rolling—

There was an overpowering feeling of warmth and indifference that progressively  

became stupor. It was a cherished sensation.

Then Brett’s image crept into her mind once more. That smell of straw and cooked 

plums. He was naked in the moonlight. She could count the scars, like iridescent  

roadside markers, red and orange, against copper flesh. Twelve, fifteen, thirty-five … And 

the slashes, a few centimetres long, pointing like arrows to parts that she needed to touch. 

The sable triangle. His smile a thin dark slice of sunlight across his face. Eyes sparkled 

desire.

There was no hesitation in his kiss.

He took a step forward and she was surprised that his footfall was heavier than it should 

be. The image evaporated as she rolled onto her back. It was quiet again. This time there 

was only his face. Glossy dark hair tousled as if blown by the wind. Two bold black lines of 

hair ran from the bridge of his nose toward his temples. Coal-black spaces where eyes hid 

from her. Lips apart. A waft of cool air like the single beat of a bird’s wing. The sound of 

words she could not understand. She giggled and muttered something half aloud to him, 

half to herself.

Suddenly, she was fully awake. Eyes probing the darkness. There were unfamiliar sounds 
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in the room. A bump. Something scraping next to her bed. Cool air flowing over her face. 

She jerked herself up and saw a silhouette behind the curtains. Brett playing a joke with 

her. Pretending that he was breaking into her bedroom to steal her away. But the shape was 

wrong. She tried to cry out but could only gasp. A black woollen mask appeared between 

the curtains. A black sweatshirt and brown leather gloves.

Then she screamed for real.

There was a sound like an approaching thunderstorm gathering somewhere deep within 

the house. The sound of nails and paws struggling for grip on polished wooden floor.  

A gurgling growl that announced the imminent arrival of a seriously upset dog.

The man was halfway through the window, only an arm’s length from her face. She could 

see his eyes in the half-light. At the same instant, Mandy burst through the doorway and 

launched herself toward the window. The man recoiled. There was a squeal of pain.

Shay was shrieking now.

The window slammed down onto the dog’s head but Mandy was still snapping.

Brett appeared at the door and was almost bowled over as Mandy charged out.

It was pandemonium.

Mandy raced for the front door barking and snarling. Brett ran into each room on the 

top floor and checked the windows and doors then repeated the process below. When he 

finished Mandy was still at the front door, snarling as if begging to be let out.

‘Here, girl,’ he called, took her by the choker-chain and led her back to Shay’s bedroom. 

She was huddled in the corner, as far away from the window as she could be, wrapped in a 

sheet, crying.

Brett knelt beside her. ‘It’s okay. You’re safe now.’ He took her in his arms and hugged her 

tightly.
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The taxi arrived some time after the two police cars. Blue and red light washed the  

neighbourhood. A slightly inebriated John Tyler threw a fifty-dollar note at the driver.

Two uniformed officers were sitting with Brett and Shay in the living room when he 

burst through the front door.

‘What’s happened?’ he called across the room.

‘Good evening, sir. Dr Tyler?’

‘Yes, what’s going on?’

‘It seems as though there was an attempt to enter the house after the two youngsters 

went to bed. The intruder apparently was entering through your daughter’s window and 

her scream alerted your dog.’

Shay hurled herself into her father’s arms and burst into tears.

‘The young man here, didn’t get to the bedroom until the intruder left. There are two 

police cars searching the neighbourhood right now.’

John Tyler glared at Brett. ‘Where were you when this was happening?’

Brett looked shocked. ‘I was in bed, asleep. Mandy was in my room and she scared the 

shit out me when she started barking, and then I heard Shay screaming.’

Shay pushed herself away from John Tyler and glared. ‘Daddy!’

The Senior Constable stepped forward. ‘Sir, is there something we should know?’

It took another hour to recount the events of the previous few weeks. The policeman 

asked Brett about every crime known to have occurred in the neighbourhood over the past 

six months and with whom he associated.

He was almost crying. ‘I haven’t done anything to hurt you – either of you. This is really 

unfair.’

John Tyler stood, almost sober. He put his arms around Brett. ‘I’m sorry, Brett. It’s just 

that so much has happened since you …’

Brett pulled away. ‘I’ll be gone by breakfast.’
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Brett was still with the Tylers on the following Friday. Sergeant Barrows and Detective  

Nicholson called again during the week. ‘We haven’t found any direct connection between 

the incidents, Doctor, but the coincidences are too unusual for there to be none.’

‘There’s got to be something you can do to stop this.’

‘Other than assign an officer to each of you or one to the house when you’re all home, 

we’re really at the mercy of whoever this person, or this group, is.’

‘Sergeant, Brett was nearly killed. We have to assume that the intruder knew he was  

getting into Shay’s bedroom, which means that she was intended to be the next victim.’

‘These are reasonable assumptions and it’s important that all of you take precautions 

until we get a clear lead on this. The forensic team has been scouring the foundry where 

Brett was attacked, around the dumpster bin and the outside of your home. This is a bit like 

looking for a mouse in a cornfield. It’s still possible that the events are unrelated, especially 

this last one. There’ve been several house entries around this neighbourhood over the past 

month and we’ve responded accordingly by increasing patrols. But we need to look at this 

over a longer period to see if the police presence has made any difference, that is of course, 

assuming we don’t apprehend anyone in the meantime.’

Detective Nicholson leaned forward. ‘Dr Tyler,’ he paused. ‘About Brett …’

‘Brett’s not implicated. You don’t nearly lose your life …’

‘Well, I have to beg to differ. It’s not totally out of the question that the attack on the boy 

was some form of retribution or retaliation. It’s not hard to make enemies the way he’s been 

living. And from what you’ve told us, you don’t know much about him. We’ve interviewed 

his father who,’ he looked at Barrows, ‘is one of the more unpleasant individuals I’ve had 

the misfortune to meet in some time. He confirmed that the boy ran away about two years 

ago. He also indicated that he had no interest whatsoever in Brett or his welfare.’

‘I’ve talked to Brett alone and in confidence. Quite frankly, if I ever had the misfortune 

to meet his father, I’d punch him fair in the mouth. Not an assault I would be especially 

proud of, but I think totally warranted on the evidence. It would be the understatement of 

the century to say that I’m not happy about what’s happened since Brett’s come into our 

lives but he is a decent boy. Short-tempered at times and unbelievably vulnerable all the 

same. Violence seems to be an undesirable adjunct to his life.’
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There was a family council the next day with several items on the agenda. Shay, Brett and 

John Tyler sat at the kitchen table.

John Tyler spoke firmly. ‘There’s a connection between the hit-run, your beating, Brett, 

and this break-in. The police aren’t being especially forthcoming about what they’ve found.’

‘Daddy, Brett and I have talked about it and we refuse to be intimidated by whoever‘s 

doing this.’

‘This is not a random set of acts. We, or at least you, are the targets. You’re not innocent 

bystanders. There is now a firm rule that you leave a message here or you call or SMS me 

on my mobile if you are going out. Mandy goes with you whenever possible. You keep  

your eyes active. Look around. If something looks strange, you call Nicholson’s mobile  

immediately.’

He turned to Brett. ‘What do you intend to do?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, you’re eighteen now, admittedly only a couple of weeks ago. You’re not going to 

school. You don’t have a job or a place to call your own. It’s not smart to live on the street.’

Brett shrugged.

‘Can’t he stay here, Daddy?’

‘I said he was welcome until he recuperated. That’s the only commitment I made.’

Brett looked down. ‘I can go. I’m okay now.’

‘Brett, you’re not okay. You still get dizzy. It makes no sense to undo all the good that’s 

been done. You’re still medically vulnerable. Despite all of that, I’m telling you that you 

need to think about your future and that might mean going back to school or to technical 

college to upgrade what you’ve got.’

‘No way.’

‘Well, that’s entirely up to you but a Year 9 education doesn’t leave you with many  

employment options.’

‘I’ll get by.’

‘You don’t seem to be listening. I have no doubt you’ll survive. It’s not whether you’ll 

survive, but how.’

Brett shrugged again.

‘Think about it.’

Silence.

John Tyler continued, ‘There’s another thing I want to talk to you both about. Your  

relationship.’

Shay and Brett glanced at each other then back at John Tyler.

Shay looked at him. ‘Brett, you don’t have to blush. We’re not guilty of anything.’

‘Shay …’ John Tyler began.

‘Daddy, I like Brett a lot and he likes me. That is right, isn’t it, Brett?’
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He nodded.

‘And we’ve cuddled a few times.’

‘And?’ John Tyler looked serious.

‘And nothing. It’s none of your business what we do.’

‘Well, I’m sorry, it is my business. Allowing Brett to stay here doesn’t mean I sanction 

sexual intercourse. You’re seventeen and theoretically my responsibility and,’ he paused 

looking at Brett, as if trying to find the right word. ‘You’re what’s called a callow youth – do 

you know what that means?’

Brett shook his head.

‘It means immature and inexperienced. Which is what I suspect you think I am.’

The topic had been on John Tyler’s mind for some time but there was nothing to be 

gained by pressing the issue and nothing he could do to ensure that it would not happen, 

or happen again. He gave them a lecture on pregnancy and prevention in the most explicit 

way possible, one that was not received kindly by Shay at first, and it was obvious from 

the squirming and lack of eye contact that no one had ever talked openly to Brett about 

sex. ‘I’m going to take an unprecedented risk. I’m going to fill a basket with condoms and 

leave it in the pantry. I won’t count how many go in but if I see the pile going down, I’ll fill 

it again. This doesn’t mean I condone the need for their use but I hope you have the good 

sense to use them if the occasion presents itself. The avoidance of an unwanted pregnancy 

and venereal disease is the only matter of concern to me.’

Shay and Brett burst into laughter and John Tyler found himself smiling but also feeling 

slightly embarrassed. He was pleased to see them laugh, even if it was at his expense.

He was true to his word. The following evening there was a wicker basket in the pantry 

containing an uncounted heap of condoms. 

Brett would never answer the phone unless he knew who was calling. He would wait for 

the answering machine to cut in and then listen to the caller’s message. Much of the time 

it was for John Tyler and of no interest. Occasionally, John Tyler himself would call home 

and, in a slightly irritated tone, say, ‘Brett, pick up the phone.’ Brett would answer with a 

smile on his face, ‘Hi, Dr Tyler, are you having a good day?’

This time, it was Kevin Bennett and Brett certainly did not want to talk to him. The message 

made him angry.

‘Hi Shay. I was just ringing to make sure you were still free on Saturday. The offer still 

stands for the trip up the mountain. I figure we should leave as early as we can to get in a 

decent walk. Give me a call when you get a chance. I’ll try your mobile. Bye.’

Shay came into the family room as the answering machine disconnected.

‘Who was that?’

‘Kevin.’
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‘What did he want?’

‘Guess he wanted to talk to you. No reason for him to ring me, is there?’

‘Why didn’t you call me?’

‘I thought you were studying.’

Angrily, ‘Brett!’ She poked the replay button.

‘You’ve just wasted a phone call. And you’re coming with us. You know that, don’t you?’

‘No reason, really. Is there?’

‘Yes there is. I want you to meet him.’

‘Show off the street kid, huh?’

She marched across the room and stood over him. ‘I’m getting really tired of that bullshit.’

He averted his eye. Quietly, ‘Sorry.’

‘You’re going to spend time with Kevin and be nice to him despite what he says or what 

you think about him being a smart-arsed rich boy and if you say or do anything stupid he’s 

strong enough to rip one of your arms off and that would not make me a happy camper.’

She went back to the answering machine, snatched the phone off the cradle and stormed 

out of the room.

It happened as planned. Kevin arrived just after seven on Saturday morning wearing blue 

jeans, a white T-shirt, and hiking boots over heavy woollen socks. He leaned over to kiss 

her and she ducked under his arms. ‘Don’t be an arse, Kevin.’

‘Thought it was just a “hullo” from a friend.’ Kevin glanced around the room. ‘Where  

is he?’

Taking a trip with Kevin Bennett was not on Brett’s priority list. He could hear them 

talking. He thought about slipping onto the balcony and disappearing for an hour and, 

when they came back, admit that he completely forgot about the trip and stupidly went for 

a walk to stretch his muscles. But that would hardly work because she reminded him about 

the arrangements immediately before he went to bed the previous night.

He tried to analyse his feelings. He was jealous of Kevin. He could admit that to himself, 

as he had to Shay. ‘He’s not rich,’ she had replied. ‘His parents are. Kevin’s got nothing to 

show for the eighteen years he’d sponged off them. He’s never had a part-time job and  

everything he’s ever wanted was done for him.’

‘Maybe,’ Brett thought, but at least he has a home and parents who care about him.

‘You need to remember that I’ve known Kevin almost all of my life.’

‘So, why are you acting like he’s the least significant person in the world?’

‘I’m not. All I’ve done is make it clear that Kevin doesn’t own me and I don’t jump when 

he says “Jump”.’
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Brett stood bare-chested looking in the mirror. Made a half-turn each way. He hated what 

he saw. ‘How could she think that’s beautiful?’ He snorted a makeshift laugh. Perhaps he 

would do some exercise after his body was better. He pulled on a T-shirt.

‘Brett! You better be ready down there. We’re about to go.’

Deep breaths.

They were waiting at the top of the stairs. Brett put on a brave smile but wasn’t sure what 

was hidden beneath Kevin’s. They stood at the same height but Kevin was clearly the more 

physical. Shay introduced them. Kevin’s fist closed around Brett’s fingers. He squeezed 

tightly and caught Brett unaware.

‘Hey. Aww!’ Brett yanked his hand away.

Shay pushed Brett aside and stood nose-to-nose with Kevin. ‘If you’re going to be an 

arsehole right from the start, you can leave right now. I thought you’d grown up.’

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean anything. I was always taught to shake hands firmly.’

‘That’s crap, Kevin Bennett.’

He looked over her shoulder at Brett. There was distinct contempt in the way he said, 

‘I’m sorry, that was bad form. Okay?’

Brett looked away. ‘Are we going, or not?’
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Brett was surprised to see the car. The up-market version of Kevin’s convertible.

‘My mum’s. Mine only has two seats.’

Brett sat in the back, Shay in the front with Kevin. It was a spunky car. There was no 

denying that. Brett hung over the front seat as Kevin accelerated powerfully away from the 

Tylers’ house. He listened to the front-seat conversation for a time then sat back trying to 

make sense of his emotions. He felt embarrassed as though he was on display in the sports 

car. When they were stopped at traffic lights he looked around and noticed that drivers 

and passengers in vehicles near them were all looking at the teenagers. Their expressions 

bore evidence of disapproval, even contempt. Brett wriggled as far down in the pale brown 

leather seat as he could and wondered again why he’d agreed to come. But as they drove on, 

he began to feel exhilaration. There was something fundamentally arrogant about the way 

Kevin launched the car when the traffic lights turned green. Pushing the growling motor 

almost to the red line through first and second gear until they were well over the speed 

limit and darting between vehicles through spaces barely large enough to fit the car to gain 

almost no advantage. Brett huffed, realising Kevin’s one intention was to impress the dumb 

street kid with a demonstration of his driving skills and the capabilities of the car.  

The expression on Shay’s face suggested that Brett’s interpretation was completely accurate.

When they were on the open road, Kevin gradually let the V8 loose and the speed rose 

steadily above the posted limit. Brett eased forward so that he could see over Kevin’s shoulder 

as the speedo passed one-sixty.

‘What’ll it do?’ he called above the tempered growl of the motor and road noise.

‘Supposed to do two-eighty. You want me to show you?’

Shay was looking anxious. ‘Slow down, Kevin! I’m scared.’

‘It’s all right, there’s nothing to worry about.’

‘There is something to worry about, I’m scared!’

‘I told you, it’s all right.’

Brett leaned close to Kevin’s right ear, ‘Go for it, mate! Show us what she’ll do.’

He knew that Shay was not only scared but also furious at Kevin and he would know 

precisely how furious when they stopped. With any luck, she would deck the pretentious 

prick. The minimum would be an argument capable of starting a global religious war.  

And, if there was an accident, what did he care?  
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He had nothing to lose.

Shay’s threats did little to restrain Kevin’s overconfidence. He slowed to one-thirty  

and then gradually increased the speed again when the road was wide and straight.  

They came swiftly up behind an old blue station wagon. The road was clear ahead to the 

crest of a hill. They were doing one-sixty. Kevin flicked the indicator, drifted across the 

centreline and accelerated. Double lines began almost immediately. A mini-van appeared 

over the crest and the distance between the two vehicles closed at a frightening rate.  

Brett glanced at Shay’s face.

She screamed something.

The driver of the station wagon hit his horn and brakes simultaneously and the van 

pitched as the driver jerked the wheel and ran onto the gravel verge an instant before the 

two vehicles flashed pass each other. The sound of two blaring horns faded as the sports  

car crested the rise.

‘Kevin Bennett! I want you to stop and let me out!’ Shay screamed at him. Brett smothered 

a smile. ‘Wild,’ he said under his breath.

‘It’s all right. I’m slowing down.’

‘I said I want you to stop and let me out!’ The speed was falling toward the limit. ‘Are you 

deaf or just congenitally stupid?’

Kevin looked over. ‘I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.’

‘This is called kidnapping and …’ she turned to Brett. ‘You’re a witness. I’m being  

kidnapped by this arsehole.’

Brett admired Kevin’s indifference. He patted Shay on the knee and said, ‘I told you I 

won’t do it again. That was dumb.’

‘Get your stinking hand off me! You’ll pay for this.’

Kevin glanced in the rear view mirror, caught Brett’s eye and winked. Men together.

Brett grinned.

The drive up the mountain toward the rainforest park was something to remember.  

The car performed precisely to the manufacturer’s specifications. It stormed up the hill. 

There was no tyre groan as Kevin negotiated hairpin bends, one after another, with  

something approaching skill. Only once he nearly lost control and the car veered  

dangerously close to the safety fence. Brett braced for the impact wondering what it would 

be like to sail over the edge of the world and drop five hundred metres. The car responded 

instantly. The accelerator disengaged, the brakes tightened on opposite wheels and the car 

recovered stability at once. Shay again abused Kevin and he slowed down. The last few  

kilometres along the dark forest road to the park entrance were taken at a grandmother’s 

pace.

When they stopped in the car park, Shay was waiting as Kevin climbed out. Before he 

straightened up she let loose a full-arm swing that knocked him back against the car and 
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into the driver’s seat. ‘You’re a thorough arse-hole, Kevin Bennett! I can’t believe I ever 

thought you were my friend.’

‘Jesus!’

Brett turned away so she wouldn’t see him smirking.

There was an ice storm that surrounded Shay as they followed the well-maintained  

pathway through the canopy of green heading for a waterhole in the valley several  

kilometres away. When Brett and Shay stopped to stare up into the trees or at ferns along 

the trail, Kevin watched them carefully. It might have been a form of desire, or perhaps 

suspicion as though the vagrant boy might try to shoplift a tree or a rock. At other times it 

seemed as though Kevin was genuinely trying to be friendly.

A little more than an hour later they sat on huge granite outcrop overlooking an idyllic 

swimming hole. Kevin unzipped his backpack and took out a chicken salad, drinks and 

fruit that his mother had prepared and packed. The steep-sided valley and the creek basked 

in glorious winter sunlight and Kevin pulled off his T-shirt before dividing the food into 

three piles.

After lunch, Kevin stripped naked and waded into crystal clear water. He tried to coax 

Shay and Brett to join him. It would have taken eight strong men to get Brett undressed 

and into the pool in front of Kevin. Shay ignored him.

When he eventually clambered out, Kevin sat on a rock, still naked, facing Brett.  

Shay had already wandered off to explore the water’s edge and fossicked stones some  

distance away.

‘Are we going to be friends?’ Kevin said, after a long silence.

A big smile spread across Brett’s face. ‘Umm. I don’t know.’

‘I have a lot of thoughts running around in my head about you.’

‘Oh?’ Brett said, feigning surprise.

There was an unsettling pause.

‘I’m jealous of you,’ Kevin said, boldly.

‘Why?’

‘This is going to sound dumb or condescending, which I promise it’s not meant to be.  

It’s because you’ve done so many things I haven’t, and you’ve done them by yourself.’

Brett burst into laughter. ‘This is a joke, right? You’re jealous because I’ve been living like 

a stray dog?’

‘No, I’m not jealous of that. I’m jealous because I don’t have the guts to do things on my 

own. This is where it gets confusing. I don’t want to do the stuff you do, I just wish I was 

able to.’

Brett looked puzzled. ‘Do you actually know what I do?’ he said.

There was another silence as they watched insects skate across the surface of the water. 

Kevin stretched out on his back and Brett cast appreciative eyes over the perfect body. Shay 
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was completely correct.  

If he wanted, Kevin could tear him apart but it would not be without a fight.

‘You’re a good looking guy,’ Kevin said, glancing up.

‘Not even skin deep.’

Kevin frowned. ‘I don’t understand.’

‘You don’t have to.’

‘I want to say I’m sorry,’ Kevin said.

‘Sorry about what?’

‘Sorry about what’s happened.’

‘Sympathy?’

‘No, that’d be insulting.’

‘Tell me a secret, Kevin.’

Without looking up, ‘Why?’

‘Friends share secrets.’

‘I’m not your friend. You’ve already implied that.’

‘But you want to be.’

Kevin sat up slowly. His eyes traced a path from Brett’s bare feet, up his legs and chest 

and locked onto the defiant stare. He snorted as though he were amused by some trivial 

experience. ‘I’m going through an identity crisis,’ he said.

Brett sat still.

‘I wanted to talk to Shay about it when she came over for dinner the other night.  

She’s been my best friend since we were little kids, but we got into an almighty argument,’ 

he paused. ‘About you. I hated you more than anyone else in the world that night because 

you’d stolen my friend and now I can’t talk to her because she thinks I’m a dick.  

You wanted to hear a secret. I’m fucked up. And you wonder why I’m jealous of you?’

‘Ouch.’ That was all Brett could think. ‘What are you going to do?’ he said, after a time.

‘I don’t know. I think my mum knows what’s happening. She knows everything.  

You can never pull wool over Enid Bennett’s eyes. When we were kids, my brother Damien 

and I would plan some scam and she always out-manoeuvred us. I remember one time we 

planned to skip school and go to a movie that everyone was talking about because it was 

supposed to be rude. We were only thirteen and fourteen. We were going to chill out in the 

park until after she went to work, change clothes and go to the movie at lunchtime.  

When we were going out the front door she called to us. “I thought you’d both like to know 

that I’ve decided to work at home today. So I’ll see you at about three-thirty, right boys?” 

Well, we looked at each other, said a few dirty words under our breath and wondered all 

the way to school how she knew what we were going to do.’

‘Scary.’

‘Yeah.’ Kevin stood up and pulled on his jeans.
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‘Will you answer a question?’ Brett asked.

‘Sure.’

‘Are you going with anyone right now?’

‘I guess you could say I’m between friends. I was going with someone, but I think I was 

given the flick.’

‘You don’t know?’

Kevin burst into laughter. ‘I think I’m getting the picture. Sometimes when you live your 

life thinking you’ve got everything you want it’s a shock to wake up one day and find out 

you don’t have anything at all. And I’m not even nineteen. I shouldn’t be thinking these 

things.’

He pulled on his T-shirt. ‘Come on. Let’s pack up and head back. I’ll teach you how to 

drive on the way home.’

They drove down the mountain sedately. Shay sat in the back and Brett was strapped into 

the front seat. On every corner, even though there was no complaint from the tyres, Brett 

again felt a thrill. At the bottom of the mountain they turned onto a dirt road and  

followed it for several kilometres. There was a wide gravel intersection that Kevin  

approached at speed, and a grassy field beyond. He reached over to the dash and flicked a 

switch. He steadied himself and called over his shoulder, ‘Shay, hold on. This is totally safe.’

Before she could answer, he jerked the wheel, stepped on the parking brake and  

executed a controlled slide that ended with the car facing the direction from which  

they’d come. ‘A perfect handbrake turn,’ he said, smiling at Brett.

‘Kevin. You promised!’ Shay growled.

He turned around. ‘Can’t we be boys for ten minutes?’ His smile hardly cut into her 

anger. She looked at him with profound malice.

Brett had never driven a car. Somehow, he’d missed the opportunity to become a car 

thief and when Kevin settled him into the driver’s seat he felt extremely vulnerable.

Shay sat on a fence and watched as Brett kangarooed the car down the dirt road and 

back again. This was not the Kevin she knew. Showing off was one thing, but almost  

fawning over Brett on the walk back to the car park, practically ignoring her, and now, 

teaching Brett all of his bad driving habits, was quite another.

Brett quickly got the hang of driving. They went a kilometre up the road and came back 

onto the grassy unfenced field.

‘Okay, let’s have some fun,’ Kevin said. He leaned over and again flicked a switch beside 

the car’s computer console. An amber alert sign lit up next to the speed readout on the 

dash. ‘That turns off the traction control and stability stuff which means we can have some 

fun. Point the car over there, accelerate, and then jerk the wheel to the right, keep your foot 

on the gas, and let her slide.’
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It was a game for the idle rich and Brett was amused, becoming bolder as time passed.

The car sprinted across the grass. The speed was deceptive. Brett jerked the wheel  

playfully, keeping his foot flat to the floor. Neither he nor Kevin paid any attention to the 

creek and the incline that formed the paddock boundary until it was too late. The car slid 

sideways over the lip of the bank. 

It happened in microseconds but felt like slow motion.

The wheels leading the slide dug deep furrows in the soft, sandy soil and, in an instant, 

found bedrock below. The trailing wheels lifted off the ground and the car began to arc 

along its axis. Brett watched the visual fantasy of a car about to somersault.

Kevin snatched the steering wheel. Jerked it to the left. The car rolled to an apex, paused 

for an instant and then slammed flat onto the sand, the engine still running. When the dust 

settled, they sat in suspended animation.

Kevin was the first to move. He let out a deep sigh, reached over and rested his hand 

lightly on Brett’s knee. ‘Okay,’ he said, softly. ‘We won’t do that again.’
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Joachim Dressler’s Chinese hosts sat opposite him at the table, three men with jet black 

hair and round faces, wearing cheap suits and ties of browns, greens and pink, the colours 

of something a dog might puke.

Four shot glasses waited on the red plastic table cover, a bottle of clear liquid, four 

tumblers and cans of Tsingtao beer. The clear pungent liquid, which smelt like a mixture of 

kerosene and methylated spirits, was seventy-percent alcohol. They called it rice wine, Mao 

Tai Chiew, a necessity at every formal occasion. Dressler called it rocket fuel.

The youngest, Chen Guang Ming unscrewed the cap and filled the glasses. They raised 

them and the senior man said, ‘It is good to have you in Beijing again, Jo. To the successful 

continuation of our venture. Ganbei.’

Dressler did not especially like his companions and he suspected that he was not on 

their Christmas shopping lists either. Guo Chung Dong was the Senior Deputy Director in 

the Ministry of Health and a close personal friend of the Minister for Justice. He knew far 

too much about many of his colleagues. During the Cultural Revolution and the rise of the 

Red Guard he made his way to the top and was known to have few scruples. His bad- 

temper was an asset when it came to routing traitors. His reputation for torture and  

summary execution made him a much-feared man and it was certain that he would 

achieve a position of significant power in the Communist Party if he were not assassinated 

before his time. Hints of corruption and the personal accumulation of wealth did not  

appear to hinder Guo Chung Dong’s ascendancy. Indeed, his rise through the political 

ranks gave him many opportunities to do favours for those he could trust when there was 

a need to by-pass red tape. Now that the country was wide open to foreign investment and 

joint ventures in business and industry, those with any business sense accumulated their 

fortunes in keeping with Western standards. Guo Chung Dong’s characteristics made him 

a perfect businessman and a despicable human being.

They raised their glasses, tossed the rocket fuel into their throats and set the glasses back 

on the table upside down. Chen Guang Ming poured a second round and then the beer.

Dressler lifted his shot glass as expected by convention. ‘It is a pleasure to be back among 

friends. May our enterprise bring us the rich rewards we deserve. Ganbei.’

Another four ounces of alcohol disappeared.

Zhang Lu was the shortest and thinnest of the Chinese. Despite his build his presence 

159

25



was formidable and he commanded the respect of Guo Chung Dong and the younger Chen 

Guang Ming. Dressler knew that there was reason to defer to him. He had also risen to a 

position of power because of his military exploits. His celebrated hatred of dissidents and 

advocacy of the brutal suppression of the demonstrations in Tiananmen Square made him 

an instant public figure and a power broker within the Party. Nevertheless, Zhang Lu chose 

to avoid the limelight as much as possible and requested and accepted the post of  

commandant of the Xi Jiao prison, one of the largest in the country, so that he could have 

direct contact with the enemies of the People’s Republic. He personally presided over the 

execution of more than a dozen juvenile advocates of Western-style democracy.

Dressler could not help smirking when he thought of the systemic hypocrisy that the 

three men represented. There was only one thing they were concerned about: accumulating 

sufficient wealth to enable them to live out their lives in luxury on the French Riviera.

Chen Guang Ming refilled the shot glasses. ‘I hope we will soon see your new lady friend 

in the People’s Republic. She is most welcome and there is much to see in our glorious 

country. We are pleased that luck has shone upon you once again, Jo. Ganbei.’

He was the least politically astute and the one Dressler least trusted. This was the most 

disturbing aspect of the partnership because the success of their venture depended on 

Chen Guang Ming’s contacts. He was the lynchpin of the operation. There was no concern 

that he would step out of line. After all, he was Guo Chung Dong’s son-in-law, but Dressler 

knew that his supercilious smile and courtesy harboured the deepest resentment of the 

Western devils. He would never display his hostility in public, not where Guo Chung Dong 

or Zhang Lu would notice. But, when Dressler needed a detail confirmed, or swift action 

taken to ensure the completion of a contract, Chen Guang Ming would always introduce a 

complication to ensure that swift progress was never guaranteed in the land of the Red Star.

To say that Chen Guang Ming was the lynchpin was an understatement. His tentacles 

stretched into government departments and ministries of paramount importance to the 

partners. He was an assistant to the Senior Adviser of the Minister for Foreign Affairs and 

took a special interest in Western economics. This gave him ready access to immigration 

officials, envoys, diplomatic agents and attachés and to diplomatic consignments to and 

from other countries. If anyone wanted to get someone or something in or out of China 

with the minimum of fuss and was willing to pay, Chen Guang Ming was the best person 

to know.

And so it was that each member of the partnership provided an essential service and 

conduit. Together they had access to the justice and health ministries, a pool of forgotten 

human flotsam and jetsam that was an embarrassment to the State, skilled technicians to 

perform essential procedures, the means of moving people and products across  

international borders with no questions asked, and an independent agent to generate  

customers.
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The only hitch was supplying product in a steadily growing market, but in a moral and 

humanitarian context that would not tolerate such trade. Indeed, if there was even a hint of 

discovery outside the known principals and agents, the operation would cease and all would 

resume their usual duties without any thought of recovering losses. That was the deal.

It was Dressler’s seventh visit to the People’s Republic on this project and he knew that the 

Chinese respected his business acumen regardless of what they thought of him personally. 

He hardly cared. He knew enough to understand that each of them was as dangerous and 

unscrupulous as every other and that each would act decisively and harshly to ensure that 

their investment and their futures were not compromised. They reasserted the need to ensure 

the security of their operation and they each outlined harsh measures that would be taken. 

Dressler avoided any mention of the trouble he had experienced since his last visit.

He massaged the dog bite on his right hand.

Dressler fulfilled his part of the operation competently, paid for the product promptly 

and wrote the procedures and protocols on which supply and demand operated. So far, it 

was like clockwork.

The customers were recruited in advance. Most were Japanese and Korean because they 

had the money and the need. They would pay the market value for the desired commodity 

and service and, when they took delivery, they were courteous to a fault. Their requirements 

were carefully documented. The timeframe for delivery was established and all travel and 

accommodation arrangements were made well in advance of the acquisition visit. Dietary 

needs and any other personal requirements were determined to make the visit as  

comfortable as possible. Sometimes a lady’s services were provided before or after the  

delivery or, a boy, if preferred. The raw materials were only harvested when all the  

arrangements were in place and full payment made. There was no reason to go to any  

trouble if the contract was not watertight.

But Dressler came to the meeting with some concerns. There was a greater demand for 

raw materials than supply and, when Guo Chung Dong and Chen Guang Ming left, he sat 

with Zhang Lu for a short time to consider their options.

From the outside, Xi Jiao prison looked like an old military base except for the triple  

razor-wire fence that suggested only the most dangerous criminals were kept there.  

In reality, most of the worst lawbreakers did not enjoy any form of justice. Xi Jiao was a 

place where political prisoners, prominent dissidents and other irritations to the State were 

confined, in addition to the usual range of petty criminals.

Dressler looked around without particular interest as his car passed through two  

checkpoints before stopping outside an unremarkable three-storey concrete building.  

He was led to an office on the top floor overlooking a huge parade ground and invited to sit 

on a brown vinyl-covered sofa that attempted to imitate leather. Teacups were placed on a 
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low table. Facing him was a photograph of Chairman Mao and two other political figures 

that Dressler recognised as the Prime Minster and the President of the People’s Republic.

It was difficult to tell if any work was done in the office. There was a huge wooden desk 

behind him with two telephones and a collection of ornaments, a gold upright clock, two 

plaques, three pieces of antiquated pottery and a calligraphy set that appeared to be  

ancient. There was a bookshelf to one side that was about one quarter full of magazines  

and binders but there was no paper on the desk or on any other surface.

Zhang Lu and a young officer swept into the room. Greetings were exchanged and tea 

poured. The officer set a thin folder on the table and Zhang Lu scooped it up almost  

immediately.

‘This is a list to consider. I have already taken the liberty of eliminating those who would 

not qualify because of their political status or other characteristics, that make them sensitive.’

Zhang Lu opened the folder and drew out a dozen pages. The list was in Chinese charac-

ters with the details of each inmate noted in six columns. He pointed, ‘This is the prisoner’s 

name, his age, these are comments relating to his medical status.’

It took an hour for the three men to compile a second list. More tea was poured when the 

task was finished.

Zhang Lu stood up. ‘We will proceed as agreed at our meeting last night. Thank you for 

taking time out of your busy schedule, Jo. We will communicate in our usual way.’

The three men shook hands.

On his way to the door, Dressler paused at the window. The sun was shining brilliantly in a 

cloudless sky. On the parade ground, two guards were marching on either side of a prisoner. 

They turned onto a gravel path and continued toward a dreary two-storey building. Inside, 

the prisoner would be taken to a freshly washed and disinfected room containing nothing 

more than a set of concrete tubs, a scrubbed wooden table, two stainless steel buckets and a 

steel trolley covered by a spotlessly clean white linen cloth.

To Dressler, it looked like business as usual in the prison.
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Kevin lay in bed listening to the chaos of birdcalls. But it wasn’t the wildlife that occupied 

his mind; it was his interactions with Brett and Shay. He was just about to toss back the 

covers and roll out of bed when a soft tap sounded on the door and his mother called  

quietly, ‘Can I come in?’

Enid Bennett waited in the hallway for some time before she knocked wondering if it 

was the right thing to do. She had watched Kevin grow up and sensed the changes taking 

place, his confusion and the battle that raged in his heart for at least a half-dozen years.  

She prayed in the privacy of her own mind that the ambiguity would resolve itself and  

that her son would emerge triumphant. But that was yet to happen.  

She decided it was time to offer support and comfort.

She spoke softly and confidently then settled on the end of his bed.

‘How did you know?’ Kevin asked.

‘I’m a woman, if you haven’t noticed. I could sense it, Kevin.’ She smiled at him with 

profound affection.

‘Now, can you take the heat off Shay? I suspect that she’s in love with Brett. It certainly 

looks like it from a distance. And I think that he’s warming to the idea of being in love with 

her. They don’t need you muddying the waters. Have you told her?’

 ‘No.’

‘I think you owe it to her. Shay’s no one’s fool.’

He looked away.

‘Darling, you’ve always accepted adversity with such valour and you can’t imagine how 

proud I am to be your mother. It’s now time to move on.’

She brushed the stubble on his cheek. ‘Time to give up the fight.’ She waited a few  

moments longer then began to leave, but paused at the door. ‘Your father and I will never 

reject you, Kevin. If you ever thought we would, you were dead wrong.’

Kevin lay still. He soaked up every nuance of the interaction with his mother and felt  

a profound sense of humiliation and relief. He smiled at his image in the mirror across  

the room. There was never any intention of ending his relationship with Shay. It would be 

like severing the bond with his sister, Anita. And there was no desire to alienate Brett.  

Like Shay, Kevin was charmed by the skinny boy whose confidence had grown daily as 

they played their intellectual game of cat and mouse. Brett had learned the rules and found 
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Kevin’s vulnerabilities far too readily for a dumb street kid.

Late the following afternoon, Kevin stopped by the Tylers’ house. ‘I thought you might like 

to have dinner at my place tonight? If you’ve got nothing else happening, of course. My 

mum’s cool about it.’

Shay looked surprised. ‘Sure.’ Then at Brett, ‘Is that okay?’

Brett smiled and nodded.

‘I can drive you back now if you’re ready.’

‘I have to call Daddy first to tell him where we’re going.’

As they walked out of the house, Kevin draped his arm over Brett’s shoulder. ‘My folks 

live in a palace. It’s embarrassing.’

‘That’s okay. I’ve squatted in City Hall. You don’t have any chiming clocks in your place, 

do you?’

‘Actually, no. My mother hates them.’
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The surface of the river was black and silver in the afternoon thickening toward darkness as 

Brett and Shay walked once again through the park. Mandy roved, sniffed her way through 

long grass, stopped at unfamiliar scents then snorted and trotted on to her next discovery. 

Occasionally she glanced back to make sure her humans were still there, doggy memories 

being what they are. It was warm and peaceful.

But there was reason to be concerned, if only they knew.

From the time they left the Tyler house they were being watched. Parked up the street 

was a white sedan. It arrived an hour earlier. The driver saw Shay leave the bus at the ferry 

terminal and walk the fifty metres back up the hill and around the corner to the driveway 

of her house. She unlatched the gate and closed it behind her. The driver could not see 

the entrance or the porch but expected the dog would be there when she opened the front 

door. When he thought of the dog he flexed his grip on the steering wheel. The bite marks 

were still healing.

He could feel the heat of anger knowing that the boy with the obscenely coloured  

pullover was still alive. He cursed as he watched the girl and boy open the front gate and 

begin their routine afternoon walk. The challenge now was the removal of both obstacles if 

his business and personal plans were to proceed unhindered.

He didn’t follow the teenagers immediately. He knew each route they took. The riverside 

strip, football field and, less frequently, a longer walk to Musgrave Park and back along the 

river. The hard part was remaining unseen. He’d trailed the girl once before in his own  

car and decided not to do that again. There were two office cars for collecting and  

delivering specimens: one was light green and the other, white. It would be simple to  

report a car stolen when the time came.

There were two locations where he could strike although both involved some degree of 

risk. The first was a stretch of road near a set of shopfront offices and small warehouses that 

were always deserted when the boy and girl passed. The second was the quiet road that ran 

beside the football field. It would be difficult eliminating the two of them at the same time 

but that was why the baseball bat rested against the passenger’s seat. Once they were down 

they would soon be out, despite the dog.

He edged forward in the car and watched as Brett and Shay crossed the road. They would 

take the long route today. Everything was going according to schedule. In the park they lay 
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on the grass and petted. At one point he thought the boy would mount her. He rolled on top 

and, even from where Dressler sat some distance away, it appeared as though the boy’s hand 

was where no self-respecting schoolgirl would allow one to be. But the carnal event did not 

occur. They stood up, kissed, and started toward home. ‘Very romantic,’ he said, out aloud.

Dressler waited until they had turned the corner and were half way toward the next 

intersection. He started the car and made a slow U-turn to avoid unwanted attention.  

If anyone saw him parked, there would be no connection to the targets moving in the  

opposite direction.

It was a few minutes only to the next checkpoint. He parked well back from the intersection 

where they would cross the road. The dog appeared first, then the boy and girl. He waited again 

until they disappeared from view, then drove on.

They could not have followed the script more predictably, strolling up the middle of the 

road hand-in-hand, the dog darting back and forth. The moment was close. Provided they 

followed their usual routine they would cross two more intersections, turn left, then right and 

would enter death row where the road narrowed and the footpaths almost nonexistent.  

They would be together in the middle of the road holding hands. There would be time to  

build speed and then it would be too late. Even if they separated and he got one only, he  

would at least clip the other. That was when the bat would be brought into service.

There was no need to trail them any further. He drove casually to the spot where he 

would wait. In ten minutes, this complication would be eliminated.

It was dusk. He began to fidget. The headlights would be on low beam until he was 

almost on top of them. Bamm. Then the twenty-minute drive to the secluded reserve, wipe 

off the inside and drop the car into the river. A call to the police in the morning to report 

the stolen vehicle.

A dog and two bodies on the road.

Two minutes to go.

The engine quiet.

Clockwork.

A right turn into the street. The boy, the girl and the dog walking side-by-side.

He accelerated.

Only a few seconds now. Headlights to high beam. 

The boy turned first then, an instant later, the dog stopped and turned as well. The boy 

yelled something that Dressler could not hear.

The girl swung around, dazzled by the lights.

The car was perfectly positioned, still accelerating. Mesmerised animals, mouths open, 

feet frozen to the pavement.

Dressler smiled.

The boy wrenched his hand from the girl’s and lunged at her. She was flung aside.  
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He dived toward the gutter and there was a thump as the car collided with something.  

The sound of a wailing dog.

Car tyres groaned. The man turned in his seat, looked back and reached for the bat.

‘Two down. No. Three.’ The grin had not left his face.

The door latch clicked. A moment after his foot touched the pavement, a set of head-

lights appeared at the intersection beyond. He immediately swung back into the seat, 

flicked the lights off and flattened the accelerator.

‘Scheiße!’
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Shay lay in the gutter. She was hurled off the road as if she was nothing more than a rag 

doll. She looked up at the white car speeding away. The lights were off.

It was only then that she remembered the rush as the vehicle passed, and Brett yelling 

something at her. Light bathed the roadway. She scrambled unsteadily to her feet. Brett lay 

face down on the footpath on the other side of the road and she ran to him. ‘Brett, please 

tell me you’re alright.’

The station wagon squealed to a stop and two men clambered out.

Brett lifted his head as an older man knelt beside him. ‘Are you okay, lad?’

Brett looked up. ‘I don’t know. I think so.’

He lay for a time then stood uneasily. He turned over his arm. ‘Owww!’ A gravel rash 

oozed blood. Almost everything hurt again. His jeans and T-shirt were ripped.

‘Brett, Mandy’s dead!’
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‘I need some answers,’ John Tyler said.

It was 9 a.m.

Nicholson and Barrows were again in the Tylers’ home. 

‘I don’t know what you both think, but it’s only a matter of time before my daughter 

and young Brett will be lying on slabs in the morgue if you don’t come up with something 

pretty soon. I think we have a very clear idea about what’s happening.’

‘Quite frankly, Doctor,’ Barrows began, louder than he had ever spoken to them before. 

‘We’d also like some answers, in particular, why your daughter and the boy are wandering 

around the streets after dark when we’ve warned you all several times to be extremely  

cautious about what you do and where you go until we get some resolution to all of this.  

We can’t impose a curfew but maybe you can.’ He paused and looked at Shay and Brett.  

‘I’m very angry about this, Doctor.’

‘For God’s sake, I’ve told them. Several times. I can’t make it more clear than I already 

have.’ He glared at Shay. ‘My daughter has a mind of her own and I may have attributed 

more intelligence to Brett than he deserves.’ His voice was rising. ‘I’m furious at both of 

you. I can’t ground Brett, but Shay, you’re grounded until further notice. You leave this 

place to go to school and that’s it. Do you hear me?’

Shay turned away without responding.

‘I said, “Do you hear me, Shay?” I want an answer.’

‘Yes, I hear you,’ she said, quietly.

Nicholson’s voice filled the gathering silence. ‘I think it’ll be easier on all of us if they lie 

low for a while.’

‘We’re doing what we can. Following a number of leads,’ Barrows said. ‘Believe me, we’re 

not taking any of this lightly.’

‘Tell me what these leads are.’ John Tyler said.

‘A couple of joggers saw a car being driven into the river last night. The problem is 

they were on the opposite bank but, at least, they reported it. They couldn’t give much of 

a description of the person they saw but I’m sure the car is the right one. It was reported 

missing earlier this morning. The salvage boys are recovering it as we speak. We expect the 

forensic team’ll confirm it was the one involved in the incident. We think it’s a single  

person now, and probably the same individual that the youngsters saw at the location of the 
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Kennedy incident. We’re re-interviewing all the people we spoke to since his death.’

‘And what about the threats that Brett got on the train? A bunch of louts tell him that 

people, people, were looking for him and his girlfriend. I don’t know what the hell is going 

on but I don’t see a whole lot of action.’

‘Doctor …’ Barrow began.

‘I just want some reassurance. How are we going to protect my daughter and the boy? 

Whoever this person or people might be, one murder has already occurred and now there 

are three failed attempts to commit others. Sooner or later he, or they, are going to get 

lucky.’

‘I can’t tell you everything that’s going on behind the scenes to bring an end to this. 

There are a dozen people working on this as well as Detective Nicholson and myself. It’s got 

to high level priority and your concerns are not being ignored. Can I at least assure you of 

that?’
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The backyard was bathed in brilliant white light. Mandy’s last place of rest would be near 

the Tylers’ jetty where she dozed in the sun a thousand times by herself and when sharing 

it with John Tyler, with Shay, and lately Brett. It was a place of a million doggy dreams, of 

meaty bones and strange sounds in the night, the newness of each pursuit and recovery of 

her favourite ball, the feel of human hands on her forehead, the worst fear of a dog bath 

and the zot of cold water on her flanks, the smell of a hundred meals in her food dish, the 

scolding of ‘NO!’ when she lost control and jumped up on John Tyler’s cream pants.

When the hole was dug and the mound of dark soil announced that it was time, John 

Tyler gathered Mandy from the garage and walked sullenly back to the grave. He settled 

the body on the ground; Shay crouched and stoked the dog’s face while tears fell onto the 

grass. Brett rested a hand on her back.

No words were spoken.

John Tyler knelt, reached forward to pick up the body and laid it gently into the grave. 

Shay did not see the tears falling from Brett’s eyes as John Tyler gently sprinkled soil over 

the dark brown body as if Mandy was just playing dead and ignoring her tormentor.  

Then he pushed soil from the mound until it rose above the grass. Brett patted it down  

gently with his hands and walked away to leave father and daughter to grieve on their own.

When the backyard was again in darkness, Shay went straight to Brett’s room. 

She opened the door without knocking and knelt on the end of his bed.

‘You’re going to run away again, aren’t you?’

He didn’t answer.

‘I know you are. I can see it in your eyes. Please don’t go.’

He remained silent for the longest time.

‘I’m dangerous to be with,’ he said, very softly. ‘People get hurt when I’m around.  

Everything that’s happened has been my fault. And now Mandy …’

A tear ran down his cheek. ‘I never had a dog before.’

The following morning, John Tyler called Shay for breakfast as he normally did but there 

was no response. He shuffled along the corridor reading the lead story in the newspaper, 

stopped at her door and called again. He expected a sleep-drenched, ‘All right, Daddy, I’m 

awake,’ but there was silence.
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He looked up immediately, puzzled. He called again and pushed the door open. The bed 

was neatly made and there was no sign of anything unusual. Her hairbrush, all the make-up 

and fragrances were lined up neatly on the dressing table. He paused, then slid open the  

wardrobe door. He could not tell if anything was missing.

Could he remember anything unusual from his slumber during the night? Was there any 

sound that could not be understood? Could someone have entered the house without him 

knowing now that Mandy was no longer here to sound the alarm? And the worst thought 

of all, had Shay run away? There was no sense to this.

He rushed along the hallway, stood at the top of the stairway and called her name loudly. 

The house was silent. Had she left with Brett? All he could hear was the pounding of his 

heart. Was someone trying to get at him through the children for something he’d done? 

Was it the family of a deceased patient who was systematically exacting revenge from the 

medical team? Was that why Stephen Kennedy was killed? 

He bounded down the steps two at a time, burst through Brett’s door expecting to find it 

as empty as Shay’s. He stopped instantly. Breathing heavily.

‘Don’t you ever do this to me again!’ he yelled.

Shay and Brett stared wide-eyed from under the covers.

‘It’s not what you think, Daddy,’ Shay pleaded.

‘What am I supposed to think? If you’re going to do this, leave me a note on your bed.’

‘We haven’t done anything. I came down to talk to Brett last night and fell asleep on the 

end of his bed. I crawled in because he was crying and I was cold. We haven’t done  

anything.’ She burst into tears.

Brett’s mouth hung slightly open, ‘Honest, Dr Tyler.’

John Tyler looked at the floor. ‘Shit, I don’t know what I’m supposed to do any more.’

He dropped onto the chair and stared at them.

The following afternoon, John Tyler came home unexpectedly early. He casually kicked the 

front door closed and went into the family room. Shay looked up from her textbook and 

smiled. Brett was on the floor. A slender white cord ran from an iPod to earphones.  

Brett was absorbed by a book and had a worried expression on face.

‘Hullo, Daddy. What’s in the cardboard box?’

John Tyler settled the box on the floor and a small brown head appeared. The blackest of 

black eyes looked around at the strange humans.

Her name was to be Fury, one of the avenging Greek deities.
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There was another family council but this time, without Shay. John Tyler was free of  

appointments until the afternoon and he and Brett faced each other in the family room.  

He was more direct when Shay was absent but his words were measured.

‘I want to make a couple of things as clear as I can, Brett. You’re welcome to share our 

home but you can’t stay unless you contribute to the household. This isn’t a shelter or  

halfway house.’

Brett was partly prepared, but the swiftness of John Tyler’s assault still took him by  

surprise. 

‘You need an income and a plan for the future. You aren’t a talentless twit and there’s no 

demand for break-and-enter skills or a snatch-thief at the Tylers’.’

In the previous days, Brett had secretly made a start on his new life.

‘Dr Tyler, I’m trying. Kevin took me to Centrelink and I talked to a woman there about 

what I’d need to do to get some money from the government. Kevin said he’d help me get 

the stuff I’d need, like I need a birth certificate. I still have a bank account my mum opened 

for me except I don’t have any ID and they won’t tell me how I can use the account without 

ID to prove it’s me. I also applied for two jobs. Kevin took me to the interviews. One was  

at a service station and the other was for a storeman, but I didn’t get either of them.  

I’ll show you.’ He came back from his room and handed John Tyler a wad of paper. And, as 

a final act of good faith, Brett produced a package of materials and an enrolment form for a 

technical college.

The contract was made. Brett was no longer a guest; he was a member of the household 

and would contribute as expected. ‘And while you’re waiting for a steady income,’ John 

Tyler began, ‘There’s a perfectly good lawn mower in the garage with which you can  

become intimate friends.’

175

31



176



Brett wasn’t good in crowds and he baulked at the entrance before following Kevin Bennett 

into the bar. There was something about strangers – and even friends – being physically 

close to him that he hated, even when it was accidental. He never wondered why because 

he rarely put himself in those situations. He remembered slipping over the fence at the  

Exhibition grounds with the ill-fated Ian one night when the Show was on. It sounded 

like a good idea when they talked about the plan. Lots of people, lots of loose wallets and 

purses waiting to be acquired by someone who needed money to stay alive. He wandered 

through the crowd for a short time until the bustle and noise became too much to endure. 

He went back to where they climbed into the grounds and shared his company with two 

Friesian cows and the occasional curious visitor. Brett made out that he was guarding the 

livestock. When Ian returned he seemed especially pleased with himself and pushed a  

ten-dollar note into Brett’s hand.

Kevin looked around the bar. ‘It’s busy tonight. Let’s see if we can find them.’

Brett wondered why he agreed to meet Kevin’s university friends. ‘I guess I’m the comic 

relief,’ he said, sounding annoyed.

Kevin punched him on the shoulder, grinned and said, ‘You’ll be fine. You need some 

friends and a glass of wine or a few beers never hurt anyone.’

To Brett, beer was about as attractive as dental work. He could never afford to buy 

alcohol and the opportunities to acquire it were rare. Over the past couple of years, he’d 

gatecrashed a few parties and stolen anything he could get. There was always an Esky in the 

laundry and unattended bottles of wine and spirits, but being drunk had a dangerous side 

effect. Vulnerability. The kids at parties and outside hotels were a joke. Most of them were 

chronically mental. He saw the occasional fool pounded senseless by someone who was 

less drunk and far from amused by a wisecrack or threat. ‘Serves them right,’ he thought at 

the time. But there were occasional windfalls. When the opportunity did arise, Brett was 

always ready to relieve an unconscious victim of anything that might be valuable.

Brett got drunk once after he’d crashed a big party, where the music was at the threshold  

of pain, the lights dim, air filled with smoke and everyone was intent on getting high.  

That scene was everything about humanity he hated, but it took only one pass to relieve the 

table of the unnecessary burden of a full bottle of Scotch, then he was up the street before the 

owner would have finished a dance. Brett went back to his squat, a filthy room in a derelict 
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house that he shared with eight others, determined to achieve coma. He remembered little of 

that night once he put the bottle to his lips and forced himself to swallow. He woke the next 

morning in a puddle of vomit and felt as though death would have been preferred.

The second time was a few months later. He and an accomplice, whose name Brett never 

knew, stole a case of wine from the back of a delivery van parked in a laneway. The driver 

left the door open and it was an opportunistic snatch. They divided the spoils and went in 

opposite directions. It was a repeat performance of the whisky affair except for the  

headache that pounded the entire next day.

There were countless opportunities to drink at the Tylers’ and Shay did her best to encourage 

him. She gave him a tour of the liquor cabinet but Brett only liked the chocolate-tasting liqueur, 

and not very much.

Kevin led Brett through the packed hotel and eventually found his friends at a table near 

the back entrance. There was no way Brett would remember their names.

‘What’ll you have?’ Kevin asked, after they settled at the table.

Brett hesitated, ‘Whatever you’re having,’

‘Beer.’

‘Yeah, okay.’

Philip leaned toward him, intense blue penetrating eyes, smile that was as brilliant as a 

midday sun.

‘What are you doing?’

Brett was speechless. It was clearly obvious what he was doing. ‘I’m not sure what you 

mean,’ he said.

A puzzled expression crossed Philip’s tanned face. ‘What have you been taking this 

year?’

Brett stifled a laugh. A lot of things, he thought. Food, books, a few magazines, some 

almost new jeans and a black T-shirt from a clothes line, a couple of purses— ‘Oh. I don’t 

go to university. I’m sort of between jobs right now.’

‘How do you know Kevin?’

‘He lives near where I live.’

‘We’re playing twenty questions.’ Philip sat back, still smiling but clearly losing patience. 

‘Where do you live?’

‘With friends of Kevin.’

‘Anyone I might know?’

‘I don’t know. I live with the Tylers. They’re friends …’

‘R i i i ght. And you’re with … ?’

He was relieved when Kevin set a huge glass of beer on the table in front of him and he 

was no longer the centre of Philip’s attention. He took a sip and listened. Final exams for 

the year were a month away and everyone appeared indifferent but the conversations were 
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too highly charged for him to accept their apathy. He knew little about science other than 

what he read in a couple of secondary school textbooks he pulled from a rubbish bin a year 

or more before. They were old but he thought the laws of physics were probably unchanged 

over the decades and the same was probably true for the periodic table and chemical  

reactions. When the conversation turned to scientific discoveries after four rounds of 

drinks, Brett muttered what he thought was an innocuous comment about the scepticism 

of the scientific community. Four heads turned his way.

‘What do you mean?’ Philip asked.

Brett thought for a second. ‘Well, Immanuel Velikovsky. No one believed anything he 

said or wrote about historical events. Like the manna falling from Heaven when the Jews 

were crossing the desert. He thought he had evidence of a comet passing close to the Earth 

when the Jews were supposed to be leaving Egypt and he reckoned the two things were 

linked. Everyone thought he was talking shit, but then someone discovered that there really 

is a protein-like stuff around comets and Velikovsky might have been right.’

Now a dozen eyes watched.

‘And no one believed Copernicus about the planets going around the sun because it 

didn’t fit with religion at the time. And another good example …’ His voice trailed off.

Kevin stared with an expression that was a combination of pride and disbelief. He leaned 

over after a few moments of silence. ‘What else do you know?’

‘I don’t know nothing, Kevin.’

‘No, seriously. Where did you learn that stuff?’

‘In a library.’

‘Yeah. Where else? I guess.’

Philip went to the bar and the young man sitting at the opposite end of the table moved 

immediately to take his place. ‘I know about Velikovsky,’ he began. ‘I’m interested in the 

history of science as well. You want to talk some more?’

‘I just read a few things,’ Brett said.

‘You doing anything after this?’

‘Huh?’

‘I mean, you wanna talk more later?’

‘I came with Kevin. He’s dropping me home.’

‘If you want we could do coffee or something. I live over his way too. You don’t drink 

much, do you?’

Brett looked at the half glass of flat beer.

‘I don’t like alcohol. Anyway, thanks for the offer but I haven’t been well and my doctor 

says I’m not supposed to be out late.’

‘Do you get on the scene much?’

‘I don’t think so.’
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He pushed a piece of paper into Brett’s hand. A name. David. A mobile phone number. 

‘Give me a call.’

Brett decided he would now just listen. Talking was dangerous.

Kevin’s eyes followed David as he left.

They sat in the car outside the Tyler home. Kevin switched off the engine and repositioned 

himself against the driver’s door. Brett felt an obligation to stay.

‘I like you,’ Kevin said, boldly. ‘I don’t know much about you but something tells me 

you’re smarter than you look. But then, you’d have to be.’ He burst into laughter. ‘I’m sorry. 

I’m kidding. That’s a joke I read a couple of years ago. Bad recovery on my part.’

‘I suppose I’d have to be, wouldn’t I?’

‘You know about David, don’t you?’

Hesitantly, ‘Yes.’

‘And what else do you know?’

Brett said nothing for a few seconds. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

Kevin studied Brett’s face, nodded very slowly and changed the subject.

‘You’ve read a lot, haven’t you?’

‘I guess.’

‘And in sentences longer than two words?’

‘Yeah. When you don’t have money and you’ve got time to kill, there’s not much use in 

walking around the streets or lying on a park bench. I used to read.’

‘Which was most of the time?’

‘I suppose.’

‘Tell me,’ Kevin said.

Brett sighed and wondered if he really needed to start.

‘All right. My mum took me to the library when I was a kid. I think I was four when we 

went first. There was a storm and we went in to wait until the rain stopped. There was a 

kid’s section and my mum read me some stories. I remember that. We sat on the floor in 

a corner and I snuggled up to her. It was neat. We stayed there for hours. She always used 

different voices when she changed characters, like a really low voice for the father bear and 

a high cute little-girlie one for Goldilocks.’

‘My mum used to read to me too but she was hopeless with voices,’ Kevin said.

‘I used to plead with her to take me to the library and then we started bringing books 

home and we’d read whenever we could. She taught me to read a long time before I went to 

school.’

There was a break in the conversation. Brett flicked the window button. Nothing  

happened. Kevin flipped on the ignition and the window purred down.

‘I read a lot,’ Brett went on. ‘I used to hide under the house to get away from my father. 
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Sometimes he’d find a book I was reading and throw it into the yard or tear it up. I went to 

the library once in tears with a torn-up book and handed it to the librarian. She smiled and 

said, “It’s all right, Brett, I think we have another one. You can borrow it if you can be more 

careful”.’

Kevin took a pack of chewing gum from the console between the seats. Offered it to 

Brett.

‘Anyway, when I left home, I’d find books that’d been tossed out by someone and read 

them. Some were shit but there were some good ones too. I went to the same library a few 

times. There was a really nice lady called Paula Evans who’d give me food when I was  

hungry. I think she brought in more lunch than she needed so it’d look like she couldn’t  

finish it all by herself. I was reading a lot of fantasy but she got me into other stuff.  

She’d talk to me about what I was reading. I think she made up for some of the stuff I was  

missing by not going to school.’

Kevin had not taken his eyes off Brett’s face.

‘She was cool. Once she asked me where I lived and I lied. I felt bad about that and the 

next day I told her I was a street kid and she said, “I know, Brett. That’s okay. But you won’t be 

forever if you keep reading.” I went back to see her a couple of weeks ago and told her where 

I was living and about Shay and Dr Tyler. And about you too. She gave me a hug and told me 

to come back and tell her what I was doing from time to time. When I was leaving, she gave 

me a book and told me to keep it. It’s in French by someone called Raymond Radiguet. When 

I opened it, I looked at her like she was crazy and she just smiled. I asked how I was supposed 

to read it and she said I’d find a way. And she wouldn’t even say what the title meant when I 

asked, but just said, “Come and tell me about it when you’re over this way again.” I didn’t think 

that was funny.’

‘I know Radiguet. I haven’t read him. I don’t think there’s anything in English.’

There was a long silence.

Kevin shuffled in his seat then looked at Brett and sighed. ‘You know, don’t you?’

Brett turned and they looked in each other’s eyes. ‘You mean that you’re gay?’

‘Yes.’

‘Of course I know.’

‘And?’

‘And nothing.’ Brett laughed. ‘I might be a dumb homeless kid but I have eyes and a 

brain. You asked me about David. He seems like a nice-enough guy but I don’t think he 

would have wanted to talk about Immanuel Velikovsky if we got back to his place. Do you?’

Kevin chuckled. ‘No. Not David. He would have been on you like a boa constrictor in 

ten seconds flat. I like David a lot. I wish he’d find a boy who didn’t take advantage of him. 

He falls hopelessly in love one night and gets trashed the next when the new boyfriend is 

out screwing some other guy he’s picked up at a bar.’
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‘Shay doesn’t know.’ It was not a question. 

‘What do you think?’

‘You’re a bit like Shay. She doesn’t listen either. And you don’t want me to tell her,  

do you?’

‘No. I need to find the right time.’

‘She’s not stupid, Kevin. She’ll figure it out sooner or later and then she’ll be really, really 

hurt that you haven’t been honest with her.’

‘I know.’ Kevin looked away.
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It was a week later.

Kevin arrived at the Tylers’ in his father’s four wheel drive. It was a rainy Saturday night. 

John Tyler wasn’t home and Shay rang his mobile. ‘Kevin’s here and we’re getting ready to 

go out … No, we’ll stay together … Yes, we’ll be home before midnight … Yes, Daddy.  

I’ll call you when we’re leaving the city … And Daddy, thanks for letting me go out tonight.’

Brett inspected them before they left and insisted that Shay change into an old pair of 

runners he’d seen in the garage. Kevin was to leave his gold watch and ring behind and  

endured the annoyance of having his hair messed by Brett because he looked too much  

like a pretty-boy. Two days beard growth was about right. Brett grabbed his pullover and  

a torch from a kitchen drawer.

They left the Bennett’s four wheel drive near the factory where Brett was attacked.  

The once secret entrance was barred with a single nailed plank. He slid his fingers into a 

gap, listened for a second then jerked the plank and the fibro sheet free. He listened again 

then stepped carefully through the hole into the darkness. He gestured for Kevin and Shay 

to follow.

They stood in the mezzanine office.

‘This’s where they beat me up.’ He shone the torch slowly around the floor. There were 

dark smears and splatter marks on the floor. An irregular smear of blood led to the stairs.

Kevin rested his hand on Brett’s shoulder. ‘Come on, this is spooky. Let’s go.’

‘This’s where I lived.’

‘Yeah. Let’s go.’

They drove into the city and parked in a loading zone near the Mall. A white van 

stopped across the road and five adults piled out. A half-dozen people gathered around. 

The back door flipped up and food and hot drinks were passed around.

‘Street Van,’ Brett said. ‘They’re nice people. They care about us but they can’t do much 

more than give us food and talk, if that’s what we want.’

Shay leaned close. ‘Brett, it’s not “us.” It’s “them.” “Us” is you and me and Kevin and 

Daddy. You aren’t them any more.’

There was a penetrating cold look in Brett’s eyes. ‘Anyway …’

They drove through heavy rain to a New Farm café, to fill time. ‘Just about everyone’ll be 

where they want to be by now because of the shitty weather. That’s why there were only a 
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few people at the Van. But it’s safer to wait awhile. Maybe the rain’ll stop too.’

They started the tour again after nine, stopping several times to wander through parks. 

In the shadows there were sodden mounds of clothes and plastic bags and, when they 

looked more closely, there were human forms huddled. Brett waved to two old men and 

a boy but they showed no sign of recognition. Kevin and Shay stayed close to Brett and 

glanced around uncomfortably. 

It was eleven when they stopped near a building that might have been a factory. All the 

windows were smashed and boarded and a chain link fence separated the future luxury 

apartment site from the footpath.

‘Last stop but one,’ Brett said, swinging his legs out of the four wheel drive and stepping 

down.

‘I’m cold. I want to stay here,’ Shay said. Rain was falling heavily again.

‘What about you?’ Brett looked at Kevin.

Kevin looked at Shay. ‘Are you okay?’

‘Yeah. I don’t need to see.’

Kevin turned to Brett. ‘I’ll come.’

A narrow lane led to a section of fence that blocked access to the building. Brett crawled 

under and Kevin followed. They went up a short flight of steps and along a covered walkway. 

Brett leaned against a door and it opened uneasily into a stairwell. They climbed three flights 

to a corridor that extended the length of the building. Brett carried a lump of wood.

‘What’s that for?’ Kevin whispered.

‘In case.’

‘Of what?’

‘In case someone doesn’t like us.’

Brett started down the corridor past the wreckage of windows and doors and rooms  

littered with rags and broken furniture.

‘I know I was interested in seeing this, but I think I’m getting too much information. 

Can we go back? I don’t think we should leave Shay alone.’ Kevin whispered.

‘People live here and you need to see what it’s like. So, let’s see.’

Kevin stopped. ‘You’ve made your point. I think we can go now.’

‘In a bit. I want to look around. Not much like your place, is it?’

‘I get the point, Brett.’

‘Well, now that we’re here I think we should say hullo to Tom.’

In a room off to the left they disturbed an older man on a filthy mattress amid a junk 

pile of possessions. He said something to Brett that Kevin missed and reached for a lump of 

wood similar to the one that Brett held behind his back.

‘Sorry, Tom,’ Brett said, apologetically. ‘We were looking for a couple of mates. Didn’t 

expect to find you here, though.’

184



‘There’s no one here but me. Piss orf.’

Brett now stood over the old man. ‘Maybe you don’t remember me, Tom. That’s my 

blanket you’ve got around you. You pinched it from me. You remember where you got the 

blanket, don’t you? It was a fuckin’ cold night. Do you remember that?’ He now held the 

piece of wood in clear view. ‘I do. And me and me mate here don’t like thieving old scum, 

like you.’

Tom stiffened in the half-light of the room, searched the darkness to identify Brett then 

glanced at Kevin. It took a moment for him to respond. Then, tentatively, ‘You can have it 

back. Go on. Take it,’ he said, more aggressively, pulling the blanket off his body. ‘I can do 

without. I can freeze to death. What would you trash care?’

‘Brett!’ Kevin said, poking Brett in the back. ‘I’m not part of this.’

Brett swung around immediately. ‘Yes you are. You fuckin’ are.’ He snapped at Kevin.

‘I want to go,’ Kevin was now whispering.

Brett turned back to the lump on the floor. ‘Pansy boy, Tom. No fuckin’ guts, this one. 

But he’s saved your thievin’ arse. But I won’t forget you. You cunt. I’ll remember you.’

They were retracing their steps along the balcony. Kevin grabbed Brett’s shoulder from 

behind. ‘Stop!’ he said. ‘You would’ve hit that old man, would you?’

Brett jerked around more aggressively than Kevin expected. He looked Kevin directly  

in his hazel eyes. ‘This is the real world, mate. I know people who would’ve beaten the shit 

out of Tom for doing what he did to me. No one cares about Toms and Bretts. No one.  

You have a lot to learn about life.’ He pulled himself away from Kevin’s hold and walked off.

They drove by a park that overlooks the city and left the four wheel drive illegally in a 

nearby laneway. All three walked back toward a concrete shelter. Huddled out of the rain 

was a lone figure.

‘That’s Jerry,’ Brett said. ‘Probably not his real name.’

Jerry wore a pair of grubby blue jeans, tie-dyed T-shirt under a white short-sleeved shirt. 

He was shivering. ‘He’s cute,’ Kevin said. ‘Can I guess what he’s doing here?’

‘I don’t think you have to,’ Brett said, without looking up. ‘Not many tricks tonight. I’ve 

talked to him a few times. He thinks he’s starting to look old.’

‘A common problem for all of us,’ Kevin smirked.

Kevin and Shay waited impatiently under the shelter while Brett and Jerry walked out of 

earshot. Brett ambled back.

To Kevin, ‘Give me your jumper.’

‘What?’

‘He’s cold. Give me your jumper!’

‘Give him your own fucking jumper.’

‘No, this is the only one I have, Kevin. That’s how he knows who I am. How many  

jumpers do you have?’
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Kevin hesitated then stripped off his jumper and pushed it roughly into Brett’s chest.

A few minutes later Jerry smiled and winked at Kevin.

The street people finished their conversation.

‘He said to say “Thanks.” Oh, and some other stuff you probably don’t need to know. I 

said we’d drive him to Redcliffe if he wanted. That’s where his parents live but he said “No”.’

Kevin gazed at Jerry, then glanced quickly at Brett. ‘Good. Do you make a habit of giving 

away other people’s clothes?’

Brett peeled off his pullover. ‘No. But for you, I’ll give you the only thing that’s really and 

truly mine. It’s now yours. It wouldn’t have been right to give him mine.’

Kevin held it out, ‘I don’t want it.’

‘That’s tough. You’ve got it. It’s your pullover now. You’re now me.’
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Shay kissed Kevin lightly on the cheek when he dropped them home and said she’d call. 

Kevin looked at Brett with a penetrating gaze. ‘I don’t think I can say “Thanks” and mean 

it, but … well … it was an experience. See ya.’ And then he drove away.

Shay lay awake listening to the sound of the wind and the tapping of light rain against 

the windows. She’d seen no dead bodies, no one shooting-up or even a fight. The young 

people were passive. The old men smiled and talked easily when they recognised Brett.  

The boys and girls could have been her neighbours or her best school-friends’ brothers 

or sisters. They could have been people at bus stops. She saw a cute boy cuddle a girl and 

stroke her hair. She was not sure what she was supposed to think.

But as she lay pondering good fortune, something triggered a recollection. Something 

wasn’t right. She tried to recall what it was. Then she remembered the man. When they 

parked near the Mall, he was on the other side of the road gazing down the street as though 

he was waiting for a friend. But he spent too much time looking at the four wheel drive for 

it to be indifference. Was it the same man she glimpsed in the shadows as they were  

walking along the river? And when Kevin and Brett went alone into the derelict building, 

there was a car parked fifty or sixty metres beyond in the shadows and the silhouette of  

a driver.
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Kevin Bennett disappeared on October 21. He left home at about seven-thirty in the 

evening after telling his sister, Anita, that he was going for a drink with his friends, David 

and Philip. The following morning, a worried Enid Bennett discovered that Kevin never 

arrived at David’s. He and Philip waited for a half-hour and then left assuming that Kevin 

had made other arrangements. Brett and Shay had not seen Kevin for two days but they 

planned to meet on the weekend. Enid phoned everyone she knew. Kevin’s university 

friends had spoken to him the previous day but remembered nothing unusual.

Enid called Tom Bennett and then the police.

189

35



190



Everyone who knew Kevin was stunned.

The police questioned Kevin’s friends and his family several times. A door-knock was 

conducted along the kilometre stretch between the Bennett home and David’s apartment. 

Every patch of greenery from West End to the edge of the river was scoured. Kevin’s red 

Mercedes was almost dismantled after being meticulously fingerprinted. Every scrap of 

detritus was collected, every recognisable mark identified.

The media across the country ran stories about the disappearance of the famous  

surgeon’s son. A controlled Tom Bennett spoke on radio and television saying that he and 

the entire family were greatly concerned but were still optimistic that Kevin would be 

found unharmed.

As the days passed, hope faded. Relatives and friends of the Bennetts around the country 

and overseas were contacted with a plea to let Tom and Enid know if Kevin turned up.  

His bank and credit card accounts were monitored but no transactions occurred beyond 

the day he disappeared. Nothing made sense.

It took several days for the full impact of the disappearance to affect Shay and Brett. 

Initially, they thought that Kevin must have drunk himself stupid and found someone with 

whom he could satisfy his desires. But the extent of media coverage was so vast that Kevin 

could not have missed it regardless of his whereabouts or preoccupation. He could never 

have ignored his parents’ distress.

‘Something dreadful’s happened. I just don’t know what,’ Shay said.

They visited Tom and Enid Bennett a week later. The house was as quiet as a mausoleum.  

They discussed what they would say but when Shay broke down and sobbed, it was Enid 

Bennett who comforted her.

‘We can only hope that he’s still alive and well. We just have to stay optimistic.’

Brett asked if they found the electric-light-show pullover that he’d given Kevin.  

He mentioned it to the police and the Bennett house was thoroughly searched. Anita, who 

was the last known person to see Kevin was adamant that he was not wearing the pullover 

when he left the house. Before long, the investigation advanced to suspected homicide.
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‘It’s terrible,’ Sonia Tyler said, reading an article in the Sunday paper. She sat in a small 

courtyard adjoining the kitchen. ‘When are they going to leave the Bennetts alone? It’s one 

thing to lose your son – for him to just disappear like that into thin air – and another to 

have the papers keep talking about kidnapping and murder over and over and over again.’

She looked at a man with slightly-thinning hair. He glanced up from his magazine and 

smiled.

‘Sonia, my love, it’s disgraceful when the press hounds people but, think for a moment. 

What did you do to that lovely man who was Minister for Education-and-something-else 

before the last election? If I recall, you distributed a rather questionable report that  

practically called for his crucifixion because he was suspected of screwing his secretary and 

wasn’t that the most hideous thing a man could do when he was in public office? Your press 

release not only implicated him, but also embarrassed his wife, mother and his two teenage 

daughters and paraded them all before the public gaze. I’m afraid I find your concern for 

these Bennett people just a little curious.’

‘That’s different. That was war. This is human tragedy.’

‘My love, we don’t know what this young man may, or may not, have done. You might 

think you knew him all those years, but for all you know, he might have been peddling  

heroin and cocaine since he was fifteen and failed to keep a contract with his dealer. 

Dealers aren’t very forgiving, I understand. He could have been shooting-up on some 

inspirational cliff top above the ocean, slipped, was smashed to bits and swept out to sea. 

He might have taken his own life in one of a hundred ways. You said that he was a rather 

ingenious but moody young man and I suspect, if he’d wanted to, he could have come up 

with a very creative way of doing away with himself without leaving a dreadful mess for 

anyone to clean up. Now, wouldn’t any of those be just as probable as thinking he was  

murdered for no reason at all?’

‘I’m thinking of Enid.’

He sighed. ‘Darling, correct me if I’m wrong, but I thought you never wanted to have 

children and when your little bundle of joy came along, you couldn’t get rid of it fast 

enough. A mother’s concern? Come now, Sonia.’

‘That’s not true. It is true that I never wanted to have a child when I got pregnant, but I did 

everything according to the book. Shay didn’t want for anything when she was growing up.’
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‘And now?’

‘Now she’s old enough to look after herself and her father will make sure she goes to  

university and becomes – well, something – I don’t know what she’ll become. And I’ve 

hardly rejected her. Each time I call she hangs up on me, and then there was that scene 

at the restaurant. I haven’t abandoned her. I’m still her mother and I have feelings for her 

like any mother has for their child. I want her to understand that it’s my turn to have a life.’ 

There was a skilful pause. ‘With you, my Teutonic beast.’

She dropped the paper on the floor, pushed the chair away and slid onto his lap.

‘Anyway, we don’t want to talk about ancient history. I’m sick of thinking about that life. 

I never thought I’d say this but there are times when I wish they didn’t exist.’

‘You’re far better off without them.’ Dressler smiled, thinking about the night they first 

met at an extravagant cocktail party hosted by the owners of a newly-opened private 

hospital. There were a hundred guests. John Tyler circulated with the Bennetts while Sonia 

Tyler waited at the bar for a refill. She had already noticed Dressler long before he sidled 

up to her. He was tall and appeared athletic although it was hard to tell dressed formally as 

he was. When he came toward her, she turned away as though she was disinterested in his 

approach. As their conversation progressed, he explained that he owned a pathology  

laboratory and was pleased with its progress. They spent an hour together and, when he 

was leaving he said, ‘I hope I’m not out of place saying this but you are one of the most 

fascinating women I’ve ever met. Would you have a drink with me some time?’

‘Why, Mr Dressler,’ she said, almost blushing, ‘I’m a married woman.’

‘I expect your husband is ever-attentive to your needs.’

To herself, ‘Sure he is.’

He called her office two days later, and the affair with a man almost ten years her junior 

began. She was infatuated with Dressler but could not bring herself to admit that she loved 

him. He gave her the attention and affection she needed and showed in a dozen ways how 

important she was to him. There were two-minute phone calls at work just to say that he 

was thinking of her. Flowers would arrive unexpectedly at the agency with the only words: 

“To the most beautiful Sonia.” Love cards would arrive and she would make up a lie about 

their appearance to her secretary. When they met for a drink, there were gentle sparrow-

pecks on the neck that would send tingles down her spine. They had intimate lunches when 

he looked into her eyes and said how beautiful she was, and she would return to work and 

daydream about the feel of his unknown body against hers.

And in the evening when she arrived home everything Dressler did during the day to 

make her feel wanted was negated by something John Tyler would say or do to make her 

feel worthless. When John was there, he was usually in his study. When Shay appeared, she 

acted as though her mother was invisible. Sonia Tyler would say, ‘Don’t you say “Hullo” to 

your mother any more?’ and there would be a five-second interaction between strangers.
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Sonia Tyler thought for a moment. Was she collecting every piece of negative evidence 

against her husband and daughter to justify ending the marriage? No, she made a decision 

to leave even though she knew that Joachim Dressler was doing everything he could to  

destroy the marriage. If the truth were spoken, she simply used him as an excuse just as 

much as she knew that he was manipulating her.

The situation changed little over the months. She accepted Dressler’s affection but  

continued to wonder whether he was the person with whom she wanted to share the rest of 

her life. She was unsettled by his preparedness to use tactics designed to incite John Tyler’s 

anger and cause as much havoc as possible. Near the end, he sent flowers to her home 

every two or three days and it was only then that John Tyler was absolutely certain about 

her unfaithfulness. The cards always said the same thing, ‘From the man who loves you.’ 

The screaming arguments that followed each delivery drove the emotional wedge deeper 

and deeper. Eventually she left.

There were times when John Tyler went to her rented apartment to implore her to come 

home. She always told Dressler about his impending visit and, not more than ten minutes 

into the meeting, he would phone to ask if she was all right and urge her to remain firm in 

her commitment. He would remind her of everything that caused her to leave, John Tyler’s 

contempt, Shay’s disinterest in her mother and his own devotion to her. As intended, John 

Tyler’s annoyance at the invasions did nothing to salve the emotional wounds.

The end of the marriage made Sonia Tyler consider whether she wanted another long-

term relationship. If she did, she wanted someone who was passionate, exciting and  

mysterious. At the same time he had to be honest, faithful, humorous and indulge her  

mercilessly. She knew Dressler was not that person but he would do until the right man 

came along.

‘Let’s be clear about one thing,’ she said aloud to herself one night, peering into the  

bathroom mirror. ‘Anyone who deliberately sets out to destroy a marriage would do it 

again without a second of hesitation.’

Part of her fascination centred on Dressler’s business ventures although he rarely gave 

her enough information to understand the extent of his interests. His pathology business 

could hardly compete with the major players whose vast vehicle fleets were visible on the 

city streets day and night, darting between hospitals and surgeries delivering blood and 

plasma supplies to save lives and returning to the laboratories with samples of urine, faeces, 

blood and tissue for analysis, and doing other important duties that were well beyond her 

experience. He explained that he was more involved in research and development in rare 

blood and tissue disorders than the mass trade in illness. His team examined new virus 

strains, rare tropical diseases and rogue organisms that consume healthy tissue. A sideline 

was tissue culture and tissue rejection, and this was the reason Transpath was engaged by 

major hospitals when there were complications during transplant surgery.
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Sonia Tyler understood the business but not the reason for his all-too-regular overseas 

trips, especially to the Indian subcontinent, China, South Korea and Japan. These were  

annoying especially during those times when she wanted his moral and emotional support. 

‘You wouldn’t tell me the intimate details of your business if you thought it was  

commercially vulnerable in any way, would you, darling?’

And there were other things about him that troubled her. There was the hint of  

heartlessness in his personality, a suggestion of intimidation and cruelty when he failed to 

get his own way. She recognised his ruthlessness in the pursuit of selfish goals and his  

willingness to hurt those he claimed to love if it furthered his own interests. He seemed 

willing to cast aside anyone and anything if it did not fit his plans for success and wealth. 

It came through as a look on his face that could not completely conceal a developing rage. 

She saw it several times when they were engaged in lively debate and, once, when they were 

discussing the importation of foreign-made goods, she disagreed with him about customs 

law and its interpretation. She was uncompromising in her opinion and defended her 

country’s right to protect itself against unreasonable competition and multinational  

exploitation. When she was sure that he was on the brink of explosion, she reached over, 

touched his arm and said, ‘But then again, you might be absolutely right, Joachim.’

If Sonia Tyler had fully realised the differences between the person Dressler presented 

and the person he was, she may have recoiled in horror. Not far beneath his affection and 

attention was genuine evil.
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It had been raining for three days. High tide was in the late afternoon and the swollen river 

that ran through the city was flowing quickly.

The ferryman paid little attention to the state of the river. He’d seen worse, when logs 

and branches raced toward the bay after violent storms and torrential rain. In an hour he 

would be home in front of the television with a beer. He drove the ferry down-river at  

normal power, travelling more quickly than usual through light rain. He glanced at the 

passing apartment buildings wishing that he were already home.

As he reversed the engine at full power to pull away from a jetty, he heard and felt a light 

thump against the hull. He stepped away from the wheel immediately and searched the 

surface near the hull but saw nothing of concern. Then he felt the boat shudder and the 

engine labour for a few seconds. He cut the power instantly and drifted thinking that he 

may have unwittingly caught a branch, garbage bag or – he moaned at the thought of it – a 

chunk of rope that would have wound around the propeller. The engine was idling normal-

ly and he eased the throttle open. The ferry responded normally. He flicked his  

eyebrows and thought no more of the incident.

Had he been more inquisitive there would have been no mystery surrounding the  

disappearance of Kevin Bennett. The collision occurred in the middle of the stern, the 

body sucked silently backwards and under the hull. The light grey pullover with the electric 

blue, yellow and red bands snagged the propeller dragging Kevin’s head and body into the 

fast-moving blades. They hacked a dozen times into the face and skull almost completely 

eliminating evidence of the gunshot wound. 

The remains would never be found.
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Dressler waited in line at Beijing International Airport. He stood head and shoulders above 

the throng and looked bored as the immigration officer inspected his passport.

‘You come to China often.’ The statement was really a question and he was expected to 

answer.

‘Yes, I work with the Chinese government to establish a pathology laboratory to identify 

the credentials of rare and dangerous diseases and establish their aetiology and genetic 

footprint.’ He looked at the official confident that not a single word would have made any 

sense.

‘I see. You have been here,’ he flicked pages of the passport, ‘a half dozen times in the last 

year. You bring goods into China?’

‘No. Only my clothes. You will see from my passport that I stay a few days only, sufficient 

to provide the needed support for your Chinese doctors.’

The official paged through the passport for the third time.

‘You are working in the People’s Republic.’

‘I am consulting with a medical team under the auspices of the Ministry of Health, 

through the kind and generous assistance of Mr Guo Chung Dong, the Senior Deputy 

Director. There is much interest within the Ministry in our joint venture and we hope to 

export Chinese technology to other countries.’

‘I see.’ The official looked Dressler in the eyes for a moment, stamped and stapled the 

required exit document to his passport. He waved him through without another word and 

glanced at the next person in line.

Dressler passed into the arrivals area and saw a placard bearing his name. He was  

ushered to a black limousine and settled into the back seat.

Guo Chung Dong rose to his feet easily and stepped from behind his desk when Dressler 

was shown into his expansive office.

‘It is good to see you again, Jo.’ He smiled warmly.

‘Thank you. It’s good to be here again.’

‘We have much to discuss this time. I have arranged for Mr Zhang and Mr Chen to meet 

us at a restaurant at five o’clock. That will give us time to talk briefly and for you to settle 

into your hotel. You have no jet lag, I trust.’
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‘No. I don’t get jet lag.’

‘When I go to America, I always suffer.’ Guo Chung Dong shrugged. ‘Please, sit down.’

Tea was poured. When the secretary closed the door, Guo Chung Dong turned  

immediately to Dressler. ‘You have concerns about our venture, Jo.’

‘There are a number of matters we need to resolve.’

Dressler recognised some weakness in the collaboration. He was at the end of his 

patience with Chen Guang Ming who constantly put obstacles in his way that limited the 

expansion of their trade.

‘I would like us to speak very frankly in a Western way, Jo. I have concerns of my own 

and we have dealt with one or two small problems …’ He paused, ‘quickly and efficiently.’

Dressler was surprised at Guo Chung Dong’s admission. Many of his interactions 

– admittedly they were mostly with Chen Guang Ming – provided evidence of a profound 

reluctance to admit that anything could go, or was going, wrong.

‘Jo, you will already understand that I am known for my impatience with incompetents 

when they interfere with my plans. Allow me to be bold for a moment. You know I am  

getting old and do not wish to spend the autumn days of  my life in this climate.  

The summers in Beijing are too hot and humid and the winters are unkind to my health.  

Our venture can assist me to accumulate a modest wealth so that I can die in a more  

harmonious climate than anywhere in the People’s Republic.’

It was a question now of whether Guo Chung Dong meant, ‘Let the two of us be  

completely frank with each other,’ or ‘I want you to talk frankly so that I can consider my 

options.’ The admission of problems gave Dressler some confidence that the two senior 

partners could discuss matters without the need to hide detail.

‘To show you the extent of my concerns,’ Guo Chung Dong began again, ‘you will  

understand that we have limited the organisation to ten individuals only in addition to  

the principals. Mr Lu has three trusted assistants in Xi Jiao prison plus two medical  

officers who harvest our raw products and store them under the guise of our pathology 

joint venture. I have three people in the Ministry each of whom knows part details only. 

These individuals organise the admission of our patients into hospital and ensure that all 

the resources are available for convalescence. Those who perform the final procedure know 

nothing about our business. They are performing in accordance with their duties. Mr Chen 

facilitates travel and has two assistants. This is the minimum on which we can operate in 

Beijing and each person is paid an appropriate compensation and is fully aware of the  

personal dangers. I understand you have two associates.’

Dressler knew how everything worked in and out of China and that Guo Chung Dong 

was simply tracing old lines. The first stage of the operation went well and, independently, 

he was planning a similar network in India or Pakistan with customers drawn from the 

United Arab Emirates, and eastern and southern Africa. It was the expansion of the  
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Chinese operation that was not proceeding well. It was a complex process, as it was  

essential to pack the raw product for travel and the destination infrastructure had to  

allow for distribution within the private sector.

Guo Chung Dong continued. ‘We had a slight complication with our procedures here 

about four months ago, just before your last visit. I decided that we would not bother you 

as the matter was dealt with promptly.’

Dressler raised an eyebrow.

‘It was a person under Mr Chen’s instructions who thought that his knowledge and 

loyalty warranted a higher salary and further benefits. Fortunately, we were able to harvest 

some product so the outcome was not a complete waste.’ He smiled broadly. ‘You know it 

is surprisingly difficult for a person to get out of Mr Zhang’s prison but remarkably easy to 

get someone in.’

‘I’m pleased. And there was another problem?’

‘It is more of an annoyance. A superior in the Foreign Service assigned one of our  

associates to other duties and for us this was less than helpful. Mr Chen was not able to  

act openly to redress this interference and it was necessary for me to assert my authority.  

The matter was resolved to my satisfaction and we are ready to proceed with Phase Two.’

Phase Two involved offshore expansion and this is where Transpath would contribute 

directly to the venture. Dressler recruited Stephen Kennedy after careful assessment of his 

potential. He was a gifted technician with an interest in the storage of human blood and 

tissue and this was the cornerstone of the expansion of the business into Australasia and 

Africa – and possibly – South America. Transporting human tissue was not as simple  

as shrink-wrapping beef, lamb or fish and sending it on a lengthy journey in a  

refrigerated container. Live exports were also out of the question. For the tissue trade to 

operate effectively it was necessary to have either a waiting customer or the capacity to 

store the raw materials until a customer sought their services. The potential reward was 

great but Stephen Kennedy was greedy. Dressler needed to deal with the problem. There 

was a technician in Melbourne who was interested in joining the business and appeared 

to be more circumspect than Kennedy. But Dressler would reveal nothing to Guo Chung 

Dong of the previous threat of extortion, the manner in which he disposed of Kennedy,  

or the complications that arose.

Guo Chung Dong smiled broadly and lifted his teacup. ‘We are significant players in  

the international body parts industry, aren’t we, Jo? And we are going to get much bigger.  

I think we can say without fear of challenge that we are going to make a killing.’

Dressler smiled broadly. He raised his own teacup. ‘To the future, then,’ he said.
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When he left Guo Chung Dong’s office, Jo Dressler felt there were clear solutions to most of 

the problems. They agreed that it was imperative to get their business operating offshore as 

quickly as possible. The easiest way would be to forge links between private medical clinics 

in South Korea and Japan. Raw product could be transported quickly and as needed, as it 

was in Beijing. The advantage of export was the elimination of risky in-country support that 

increased the potential for exposure. Chen Guang Ming would be told in the most explicit 

way that he was to facilitate all transactions without the slightest delay. What Dressler 

wanted, he would immediately get and without hindrance. If delays continued there would 

be a permanent change in the constitution of the principals. Even Chen Guang Ming should 

understand what that meant.

Dressler was driven to his hotel where he stripped and stood under a hot shower. As the 

water cascaded over him, he reflected on his own unspoken problems. His greatest  

frustration came from the series of bungles with the teenagers. It was no more than bad 

luck that they were hidden in the shadows. In retrospect, he admitted to himself that 

Kennedy’s elimination was poorly conceived. He was sure that the boy and girl could 

identify him if given the chance. It was the worst of coincidences that the girl belonged to 

his new lover. And it was a cruel quirk of fate that the complications that had arisen drew 

attention toward the medical area – the girl-witness was the daughter of a medico, the 

wrongly dead boy was the son of an eminent surgeon. Dressler cracked his knuckles in 

frustration.

The boy-witness would have presented almost no problem as a street kid. There would 

be zero ripples over a missing nobody. But this had changed now that the boy was  

apparently part of the Tyler household. And the unfortunate case of mistaken identity  

involving the Bennett boy made it certain that the disappearance of Shay Tyler would  

create unprecedented waves. Careful planning for the removal of the two witnesses was  

essential. He would deal with these matters another day. For the time being, there was  

the Chen Guang Ming nuisance to resolve.

The meeting with Guo Chung Dong, Zhang Lu and Chen Guang Ming the next day ended 

perfectly. In their initial meeting in Guo Chung Dong’s office, Dressler outlined current 

developments and identified the problems associated with the expansion of their trade into 
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South Korea and Japan. He reported on the development of the infrastructure to handle the 

acceptance and storage of human tissue – and the collection and analysis of blood to mask 

the illicit trade – in both countries and the manner in which the contacts were made. Their 

associates were carefully selected to ensure that there was no direct connection between the 

supply of raw product, storage, demand and use. He raised the question of the dangerous  

potential for government monitoring of pathology services and research and development 

operations in the current political and economic climate but was confident that every 

potential weakness in the chain was identified and that contingency plans were ready for 

implementation, if necessary.

Dressler then outlined the problems in Beijing. Chen Guang Ming sat stone-faced as the 

case against him was outlined. Unreasonable delays in communication, failure to deal with 

administrative impediments to facilitate the movement of raw materials, the introduction 

of obstacles involving secure transport and, an apparent reluctance to deal efficiently with 

reasonable requests and timelines. Guo Chung Dong stared dispassionately at Chen Guang 

Ming throughout the report and leaned toward him when Dressler finished.

‘Guang Ming. There are obviously some procedures that need improvement if our  

partnership is to remain as presently constituted.’

Chen Guang Ming sat solemnly for a moment then bowed. ‘I will make sure that there 

are no further delays.’

The meeting finished.

The phone rang the minute Dressler entered his hotel room. It was Guo Chung Dong. 

‘I am sorry it was necessary to confront Guang Ming. It is not the Chinese way to cause a 

colleague to lose face even when the evidence is so clear. However, I think I know how to 

emphasise the importance of Mr. Chen’s work but also demonstrate that he is expendable.’

Dressler spent the following morning in the laboratory near the Xi Jiao prison and the 

afternoon discussing progress on the establishment of the legitimate pathology service with 

senior medical staff in the Beijing offices of the Ministry for Health. The laboratory was the 

screen behind which the joint venture operated and Guo Chung Dong, in his role of Senior 

Deputy Director, asked tough questions about the need for the service. He explained that 

China was not behind the Western world in science and technology and wondered what 

foreign investment would achieve. When the meeting finished there were satisfied  

mutterings among the groups leaving the room and Guo Chung Dong caught Dressler’s  

eye and gave an almost imperceptible nod and smile.

The next day Zhang Lu met Dressler in the lobby of his hotel. They made small talk as 

they strolled to the restaurant where Chen Guang Ming would meet them. ‘Is Mr. Guo 

joining us?’ Dressler asked.

‘No, unfortunately he phoned to say that he was delayed with the Minister and asked 

that we continued without him. He hopes to join us later.’
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Nothing appeared out of the ordinary during the meal. Dressler outlined a new  

technique he was trialling to isolate rogue infections and new equipment that would 

streamline the business and Zhang Lu and Chen Guang Ming listened intently. Although 

nothing was said between them that would make him suspicious, Dressler detected a hint 

of complicity in Zhang Lu’s demeanour, a pleasant tension.

After lunch they walked a short distance along the main street then into a busy lane that 

led to a marketplace. On their right was a two-storey building and shop front that carried 

the sign, ‘Medical Technology Services, Asia.’ Dressler bowed courteously to the  

receptionist then led Zhang Lu and Chen Guang Ming up a flight of stairs to the  

pathology lab. There were five technicians in the spacious laboratory preparing solutions 

or peering into the eyepiece of an expensive Western microscope. To one side there were 

two centrifuges. One was humming. The three newcomers washed and then immediately 

covered their street clothes with faded green surgical gowns and pulled on white caps and 

facemasks. Dressler provided Chen Guang Ming and Zhang Lu with a guided tour of the 

laboratory, emphasising the importance of the pathology service. He opened a door at the 

far end of the laboratory. There was another small work area and a large, two-door stainless 

steel cool room. 

They had just come out of the cold room when there was a knock on the door. A technician 

pushed his face through the opening, nodded at Zhang Lu and left immediately.

‘I think we might continue our conversation back at the prison now.’

Chen Guang Ming looked at Zhang Lu suspiciously, and then at Dressler who shrugged 

his shoulders. The limousine was waiting outside the building.

Zhang Lu led Dressler and Chen Guang Ming straight to the old prison dispensary, 

down an internal stairway and back along a corridor toward the centre of the building. 

Zhang Lu opened the last of four doors and ushered his companions through. Chen Guang 

Ming looked around, perplexed by what he saw. There were three men already there; two 

guards and another who was wearing prison clothes. Along one wall was a set of concrete 

tubs and against the interior wall, a steel trolley similar to others in the laboratory.

Zhang Lu nodded at the guards and the prisoner was pushed toward the tubs. He swung 

around when two men in surgical garb entered. His face was transformed from one of  

curiosity to terror. He began to speak but at that instant the taller of the guards drew his 

pistol. The prisoner jerked his handcuffs from the guard’s grip and bolted toward the door. 

He crashed into Chen Guang Ming and almost into Zhang Lu in an effort to escape, but 

in one fluid movement, Zhang Lu stepped aside and tripped the man. The guards were on 

him instantly, dragged him to his feet and back to the tubs where he was held securely.

Zhang Lu barked something at the guards and they held the panic-stricken man still. 

He gestured to Chen Guang Ming who stepped forward apprehensively. Zhang Lu reached 

inside his coat and withdrew a revolver, and from his pocket, a silencer that he casually 
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attached to the barrel. He handed it to Chen Guang Ming who looked at the black weapon 

in astonishment. Zhang Lu spoke quietly and Dressler recognised one word, ‘head.’ Chen 

Guang Ming’s eyes opened more widely than Dressler imagined they could. Zhang Lu 

spoke a few sentences.

There was a rapid exchange of words between Zhang Lu and Cheng Guang Ming. 

Dressler noticed blank expressions on every face except Chen Guang Ming and the  

prisoner’s.

Chen Guang Ming stepped hesitantly toward the prisoner who began to tremble.

The stench of shit.

The pistol pointed at the prisoner’s face. The gun was shaking. At the instant Chen 

Guang Ming pulled the trigger, the prisoner jerked away. There was a “Thutt.” The bullet 

passed through the left eye and part of the man’s head exploded. The guards were spattered 

with blood, took the weight and held the prisoner upright.

Zhang Lu shouted something Dressler could not understand. Chen Guang Ming aimed 

the revolver at the fountain of blood. A second “Thutt.”

One of the doctors spoke harshly and the prisoner was dragged to the wooden table. 

There were more instructions and a guard cut off the clothes while the other pulled the 

stainless steel trolley to the table and uncovered the instruments.

There was another stench.

Vomit.

Zhang Lu guided Chen Guang Ming to the table. Grey-green slime ran from beneath the 

handkerchief he held to his face.

An amputation knife was driven into the body and the gut fell open.

Chen Guang Ming mumbled something to Zhang Lu who nodded.

When Chen Guang Ming closed the door behind him, Zhang Lu stepped to  

Dressler’s side.

‘Do you wish to watch the procedure?’

‘No. I could perform it myself without instruction. Pity that we lost the corneas. They are 

worth seven thousand dollars a pair. Still, we can forego that minor inconvenience  

provided he’s learned the lesson.’

‘Mr Chen will not sleep well tonight, or for the rest of this week. But we will see  

remarkable progress in the expansion of our venture.’

The following night, Dressler slept like a baby in his Business Class bed on the  

way home.
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The book that Paula Evans gave Brett when he visited the library the last time caused him 

considerable grief. For the first week he sat on the back veranda with Le Diable au Corps, 

a French-English dictionary he’d borrowed from John Tyler and a pencil. Shay brought a 

French grammar book home from school and Brett spent hours studying and writing notes 

in the margins of Le Diable.

When Brett returned to the library, Paula Evans was among the stacks talking to an  

elderly lady and he browsed a few shelves until she was alone.

Brett came up behind her. ‘Bonjour Paula, comment ça va?’

She swung around. ‘Brett! Je suis tres bien, et tu? Quelle surprise.’

‘I’m good, thanks.’ He grinned.

‘And you’re telling me something, aren’t you?’

‘Yeah. I can explain The Devil in the Flesh.’

‘You know, I never thought for a second you wouldn’t. Come on, let’s have a cup of tea 

and you can tell me all about it.’ She linked her arm into his and led him to the tiny staff 

room.

Two steaming mugs sat on the table and Paula listened as Brett explained his frustrations 

with French. Then there was a look of curiosity of his face. ‘Was there any special reason 

you gave me that book?’

‘Do you know, Brett? I thought about it for a long time before bringing it from home. So, 

yes, it was a deliberate choice. There don’t seem to be English translations of either of his 

books so that was the challenge. And I thought that it also might appeal to you. Radiquet 

was just twenty when he died of Typhoid, probably before his time. But you know all about 

him by now, don’t you?’

Brett nodded. ‘We found him on the Web.’

‘That’s good. Now tell me about what else you’ve been doing since you were here last.’

Brett told Paula about Kevin Bennett’s disappearance. She had followed the reports in 

the newspapers and felt profound sadness for his family and friends. ‘I knew as the weeks 

passed that something dreadful must have happened and the chances of finding Kevin alive 

were fading with every passing day.’

Brett went quiet.

‘I’m sorry if what I’ve said is painful. It’s okay to be sad about losing a friend. Just remember 
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the good times you had and what you learned from him. If you do that, his life won’t have been 

wasted.’

They sat for a few moments listening to the hush of the library until Brett reached into 

his backpack, withdrew the French book and opened it at the first chapter.

‘I made a mess of it,’ he said, embarrassed.

Paula Evans listened.

‘I don’t know all of the words and there are bits that don’t make any sense but this’s 

what I think is going on. It’s about a teenage kid who skips school one day and meets a 

nineteen-year old woman who was going to get married. I think he met her in a furniture 

shop. Anyway, she eventually gets married and her husband goes to fight in the First World 

War and the kid starts having an affair with her. There are some sex scenes but I don’t fully 

understand everything.’

They worked their way through the book. Paula read sections in French that Brett didn’t 

understand and explained what they meant. He made more pencil notes in the margin.

When they finished, she reached over and held his forearm. ‘You’re a remarkable young 

man.’

He beamed.

Paula Evans studied his face. There was still sorrow in his eyes. She could tell by the way 

he sat and the far-away expression that crossed his face from time to time but he was alive 

and prepared to do something for himself.

‘I’m looking for a job,’ he said quietly, looking away from her. ‘I’m also thinking of taking 

a photography course, if I can get in.’ He looked hesitantly at her.

Then, a thought entered Paula Evan’s mind. ‘How would you like to work in the Library?’

It was a test.

‘What could I do?’

‘Well, you could read but not exactly what you might want to read.’

‘I don’t follow.’

They finished their tea and Paula took him along to another librarian who was  

planning their summer program. One of the librarians would read stories to the children 

and another would talk to their parents about books and how to encourage a love of  

literature at home. They received a small grant from Council to support the project,  

sufficient to hire someone to help for four days a week. If everything went well, Brett could 

have a job for almost two months.

‘I’ve never read to anyone before.’

‘I’m sure you’ll be very good once you get a little practice. Didn’t you once tell me your 

mother read to you when you were little?’

Brett went home with a bundle of children’s books and studied them all that night.  

The next day, he read them aloud to Shay for the first time. He sat on the sofa in the family 
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room. She sat cross-legged on the floor in front of him cuddling a dozing puppy. His first 

attempt was clumsy and he groaned every time he stumbled over the simplest word or 

sentence.

‘Try again, but slower,’ she said. ‘Remember, they only have midget minds.’

After four hours two short books were mastered and he was experimenting with voices. 

When John Tyler came home he was subjected to three stories read by a very apprehensive 

Brett.

‘I’m proud of you,’ John Tyler said, at the end of the session. ‘Come on, let’s see if there’s 

something special in the fridge we can make for dinner.’

Two weeks later, Brett was earning a living. Not much, admittedly, but it was a job and one 

he’d found by himself.

He was extremely nervous when the children and their parents gathered around him 

that first Tuesday morning. After ten minutes of uncomfortable conversation with four- 

and five-year-olds and the knowledge that Paula Evans was watching from the stack, he 

read his way slowly through the first book. He stopped mid-way through a story, a finger 

pointing to the line he was to read next, and looked up. He was amazed to see a dozen open 

mouths and two-dozen spellbound eyes watching him.

‘That was a wonderful story,’ a young mother said, as pandemonium reigned once again 

in the library.

‘Thanks,’ he said, timidly. If he were outside he would have leapt into the air and 

whooped as loudly as he could.

The following week when Brett left the library, a man watched from a sedan parked a 

short distance from the entrance. When Brett was out of sight, the car edged onto the main 

road and crept behind him in stop-start traffic. The driver studied the boy’s features and 

stride to make sure he would not make another mistake.
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Fury was hard work. She lived up to her name. She wasn’t house-trained and left tiny  

messages and puddles that required immediate attention, and the liberal application of 

antiseptic and carpet deodorant, depending on where they were discovered. When Shay and 

Brett took her into the back yard Fury would flop on the grass, her two back legs stretched 

out behind and the two front legs cradling her head. Nothing would encourage her to go 

further. When Brett picked her up she would nip at his fingers, hands, nose, ears and  

anything else that came into biting range. 

Occasionally, Brett would put her on the grass and hold her while Shay stood a few 

metres away. ‘Here Fury. Here girl!’ But obedience training was never successful. If the 

puppy ran at Shay and stopped somewhere within arm’s reach she was rewarded with a 

tiny piece of dog biscuit that was often left lying where it dropped, having been chewed 

just once. There were other times when all three would lie on the grass and Brett and Shay 

would try to cuddle and kiss. More often than not, Fury would spring onto their heads and 

they would roll over and push her away a dozen times before they gave up. And when they 

were wrapped in each other’s arms, Fury would nip their ankles, her fine teeth occasionally 

drawing blood. Brett would break away, raise the puppy high above his head and shake her 

playfully.

Kevin was the topic of conversation less frequently now. Brett and Shay both nursed a 

feeling that something tangible had been torn from within their bodies. A cloud of  

sadness often overwhelmed Brett when they wondered out aloud where Kevin might be  

at that minute. They imagined him as a ski instructor high in the Rocky Mountains of 

Canada or working on a trawler out of Montego Bay, or pruning grape vines on a grand cru 

vineyard in France. Once Brett suggested that he might be living in New York City  

enjoying a life that he could never live in Brisbane. Shay looked at him curiously but  

continued her own fantasy without asking him to explain. For her, Kevin might be in a 

London stage production, waiting in a fashionable restaurant in San Francisco, or dealing 

cards at the casino in Monte Carlo. They would never have imagined Kevin’s body being 

torn apart by an ageing bull shark prowling the mouth of the Brisbane River or the  

remains of his skeleton being picked clean by the smaller creatures of the sea. Bones sinking 

beneath the silt as ebb and tide washed across the bay.

Brett had Mondays off but generally lay on his bed learning new books for the coming 
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week. One afternoon, Shay strode in and fell onto the bed beside him.

‘Finished?’ she said, casually.

‘Yeah.’

‘Good.’ She snatched the book and tossed it onto the floor.

Shay looked different that day. Her face was radiant with energy and her light brown 

hair almost glowed. Her eyes suggested a daydream that she was willing to share with him. 

Her voice seemed a little more husky than usual and there was an aggression in her  

behaviour that was unmistakable and erotic. Several times when they lay together in the 

family room watching television or listening to music, she slipped the buttons free on his 

shirt and explored the contours of his body. Her tongue sometimes slipped into his navel 

and ran along the trace of hair that led beneath his shorts.

She knelt for a moment and peeled off her T-shirt revealing her breasts to him for the 

first time.

‘I left a note for Daddy.’

As they slipped out of their clothes, she pulled a condom square from a pocket and 

tossed it indifferently onto the bedside table.

They lay enfolded in each other’s arms, tongues identifying new tastes and textures. Brett 

reached across and felt the rubber circle slide beneath its protective sheath.

John Tyler grounded Shay immediately after Kevin Bennett’s disappearance and she and 

Brett were only allowed beyond the front gate when they were in a group, going to a movie 

or meeting Shay’s friends at someone’s house. Brett soon lost his novelty value when he’d 

told everything he was prepared to tell about being a street kid. John Tyler also gave Brett a 

new mobile phone and insisted that it was on 24/7 and was to be answered whenever it was 

called, regardless of the time or place.

When they left the house, they were completely unaware of the man whose eyes were 

hidden behind mirrored sunglasses who strolled through the park with a German  

Shepherd. If Mandy had been with them at any time, the man and dog would have been 

exposed on the first occasion he shadowed them. But Fury was not yet accustomed to  

suspicion. In truth, Jared Nicholson was bored with surveillance but knew that he would 

not pick the time or the place of another attempt on the girl or boy’s life.
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Dark clouds and late afternoon light made it difficult to see exactly what was happening 

near the wharf. Cars stopped to pick up passengers and then a bus arrived. Jared Nicholson 

sat up instantly and peered through the windscreen. The bus blocked his view of bus shed 

and the people.

Too much happened too quickly. ‘This’s hopeless,’ he said, out aloud to no one.  

He reached for the binoculars on the seat beside him but stopped.

Nicholson knew the regularity in Shay and Brett’s lives. ‘A bad habit for soft targets,’ he 

thought. Worse still, he had to fight the apathy of watching the same events unfold each 

day almost without variation. Four afternoons a week Shay waited near the entrance to 

the ferry wharf. It was no more than a fifty-metre walk, all of it along the Tylers’ fence line. 

Brett was as regular as an old married man who’d worked in the same factory for forty 

years. He would leave the Tyler house at the same time each morning and return on the 

five-fifteen ferry in the afternoon. He was late only once. Shay was immediately on her  

mobile phone when he didn’t come ashore, and she paced between the bus stop and the 

wharf until the next ferry arrived.

There was something about the pair that appealed to Nicholson. They went on with 

their lives as though nothing had happened when all the evidence pointed to the fact that 

they were sitting ducks. There was a fondness for Brett in particular. Nicholson could still 

remember his first encounter with Brett at the shop, the desperation in the boy’s attempt 

to escape and what Nicholson thought was ‘Sorry’ when Brett scampered to his feet and 

ran off. Of course, it might have been ‘Arsehole’ but Nicholson was prepared to give him 

the benefit of doubt. There was an immediate connection when they met again in the Tyler 

home. Brett was clearly uncomfortable being in the same room as the police but he sat with 

powerful allies.

Nicholson’s respect, if that was the best word he could use, came from vivid recollections 

of two frightening days on the street when he ran away from home after an adolescent  

argument with his father about a girl. He came back home, tail between his legs, cold and 

miserable, on the second afternoon after a man Nicholson thought was befriending him 

stole his wallet. He could not imagine being permanently homeless or how Brett could 

have adjusted to his present good fortune, that is, if you overlooked being stalked as part of 

that fortune.
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The Kennedy-Tyler case was not going well. The connections were clear but the  

motive for Kennedy’s killing was still not established. Kennedy had not been popular with 

his fellow workers or his employers. He was either ignored or tolerated but no one seemed 

sufficiently aggravated to murder him. But everyone involved in solving the case knew that 

Shay and Brett, and possibly John Tyler, were in danger and if the girl or father were killed 

the political fallout could bring down a government that pressed its law-and-order agenda 

against the growing popularity of the opposition parties. But it was like waiting for a  

terrorist attack. You know it will come, just not when. Nicholson and Barrows were  

convinced that the killer would be getting impatient and someone had to be there when  

he struck.

Some distance down the road Shay and Brett were engaged in animated conversation.

Another bus rumbled down the rain-slicked hill.

Jared Nicholson hated this time of the day more than any other. He was always  

concerned that the boy and girl would be unpredictable just once, when someone else 

was waiting. Someone he might have seen several times who never gave any hint of being 

a threat. Occasionally, and against house rule number one, Shay and Brett would wander 

for a short distance along the riverside park. Nicholson sometimes followed on foot; far 

enough behind to watch what they were doing and what was happening around them, 

not close enough to attract attention. As a father of two small children, he wanted to catch 

up to them, and in the most authoritative way he knew, tell them to get their skinny arses 

home. But for now, he sat leaning against the steering wheel and then, instinctively, felt for  

the revolver in the shoulder holster beneath his leather jacket.

When the bus moved off and Brett and Shay were nowhere to be seen. Nicholson 

released the handbrake and the car rolled forward. The motor came to life. His heart rate 

increased. The car drifted slowly around the corner. They were gone.

He accelerated and searched the park as far as the bend in the river, several hundred  

metres from the ferry wharf. As he swung the car into a U-turn, the rear tyres slid on the 

wet road. He eased his foot off the accelerator realising immediately that he was being  

stupid although he was still tense. ‘Think before you do,’ he said, loudly to the inside of  

the car.

He was almost back at the wharf when he saw them ahead. He drove past at normal 

speed. Nothing looked extraordinary and neither even glanced up at the car. Rule number 

two broken.
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‘It’s Shay’s birthday in two weeks,’ Sonia Tyler said. 

Dressler sat at the dining room table surrounded by four paper stacks. ‘That should be 

nice for her.’

‘John’s throwing a party.’

‘Hmmm.’

Sonia Tyler dropped the magazine. ‘I’m not invited.’

‘How do you know there’s a party?’

‘Shay told me. I rang her last night. She condescended to communicate with me. Well, if 

you could call a thirty-second interaction a communication. I suppose that’s normal for a  

teenager. I did most of the talking. I asked her what she was doing for her birthday and she 

said she was having some friends over. I asked if I could go and she said I couldn’t.’

‘Sagittarians are inherently selfish, my love.’

Sonia Tyler stamped a foot. ‘I’m trying to have a sensible conversation and you’re not 

taking me seriously.’

‘Of course I am. What can I do?’

‘I held myself together. I said I wanted to see her and asked her to come here for a short 

visit.’

‘And?’ He was looking at her more intently now.

‘She said she’d think about it. Can you believe that?’ Sonia Tyler raised her voice, ‘She’d 

think about it.’

Dressler went back to his paperwork. ‘Well, you can’t do much more than offer. You can’t 

kidnap her, can you?’

‘I want her to meet you. I’m sure she’d change her mind about everything if I could just 

talk to her, woman to woman. It won’t happen overnight, but at least it’d be a start.’

Sonia Tyler looked out the window at nothing in particular. Her walkout had not been 

a rejection of the family but the final act in the fully decayed relationship. She’d given as 

much as she could as mother and wife. That meant charwoman, cook, nappy washer, baby 

feeder, baby washer, entertainer, social secretary, guard and prisoner under house arrest. 

And the only thing she wanted at the time was to demonstrate her ingenuity and skill as a 

businesswoman.

She never rejected Shay even when she was working full-time. She organised nannies 
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and babysitters and child-minders when she had to devote time to the business although, 

even now, she still felt twinges of guilt about leaving the marriage and her daughter.  

Shay was a girl in her own image. Sooner or later she would be a wife and mother.  

And Sonia Tyler would be a grandmother and she could not bear the thought of being 

denied access to grandchildren simply because she wanted to realise her own ambitions.  

If her husband could do it, why was it beyond her grasp?

‘Come hell or high water, Shay’s going to meet you,’ Sonia Tyler said, still staring out of 

the window. There was a tone of finality in her voice.

Dressler looked up with a hint of concern flickering in his eyes. ‘Well, I’m sure if you put 

your mind to it, that’s exactly what will happen.’ He waited. ‘And when will you convince 

her to come?’

‘I think before her birthday. It’s always been a nuisance having Christmas so close, but 

then, her birthday wasn’t my choice, was it?’

‘I see. And no, I suppose not.’

‘I’m sure she’ll like you.’

‘You must know, darling, that I have to be away some time in the next few weeks.  

Christmas may be the major religious festival of the Christian world but it matters very 

little to my colleagues overseas who follow a range of faiths some of which have nothing to 

do with the god-like qualities of love and beneficence.’

‘When?’

He hesitated. ‘I’m not exactly sure. I need one more visit to Korea and Japan so we can 

get the laboratories operational by the first of the year. I wouldn’t be away long, and I’ll 

certainly be home for the twenty-fifth.’

‘I want you here when Shay comes.’

‘I want to be here too, my love, but you must entertain the possibility that I won’t,  

otherwise you’ll be annoyed, and I don’t want that.’

‘I want you to be here,’ she insisted.

‘I heard you the first time and I want you to hear again that I may or may not.’ He looked 

sternly at her.

‘It won’t kill you.’

‘No, not me.’

‘What does that mean?’ she snapped.

‘It doesn’t mean anything. I’m simply making polite conversation, darling.’ His smile 

spread like treacle. ‘Now, have we given any thought to dinner?’

Dressler drove to his office late that afternoon, all the time thinking that there was too 

much happening over which he had little, if any, control. There were complications in Asia 

with government officials who were imposing restrictions on the establishment of his  

laboratories. There were questions about health risks, contamination and the storage of 
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human tissues that his collaborators were unable to answer to the full satisfaction of junior 

bureaucrats. He and his project were walking a fine line. Setting up a legitimate business  

to conceal another, giving his partners and their employees enough information to  

operate without providing so much that they understood exactly what was happening 

behind the scenes. While there were gaps in the jigsaw that only he could fill, everything 

should be fine. His partners in Beijing were depending upon him.

Dressler would never concede that he was greedy. But he had no intention of being poor, 

either. He was a talented and canny businessman and irritated that he couldn’t compete 

with the two major pathology services that had expanded in every medical and corporate 

sector. It was simple. He got into the market too late and the only niche for Transpath was 

highly specialised investigative protocols with relatively small profit margins. But now, 

massive returns from China, Korea, Taiwan and India were well within his grasp, especially 

if they could get the laboratories established quickly and before any major competitors 

could gain a toe-hold. He was holding his partners responsible for that. If all went well, it 

would not be long before he would be praised for his humanitarian contributions by almost 

forty percent of the world’s population, and obscenely rich.

But now it was time to conclude the unfinished business at home. He could not evade 

face-to-face contact with Shay Tyler for the rest of his life. One day he would come home 

and she would be having coffee and teacake with her mother. And he would look at her and 

she at him. There had been insufficient time since Stephen Kennedy’s death to erase that 

memory from a teenager’s mind or establish the element of doubt about the familiarity of 

the male face in the same room.

It annoyed him to think of the coincidence. Kennedy’s death was planned with some 

care, but obviously not enough care. Kennedy stayed late that afternoon to test a piece of 

equipment that Dressler said was malfunctioning. He knew it would take Kennedy only a 

few minutes to confirm that the machine was functioning according to specifications and 

then only a few more to pack up and shut down the facility for the night. But it would be 

enough time to position himself in the nearby side street and wait for Kennedy to leave  

the building. Dressler had waited longer than expected. If Kennedy had been less  

obsessive with his testing and finished five minutes earlier, or run just one more series of 

checks before convincing himself that the machine was in perfect working order, the  

complication would not have occurred. Why the Tyler girl and boy were hiding under  

the tree was still a mystery. Was it simply a coincidence?

Anyway, it was time to act, just as Guo Chung Dong and Zhang Lu dealt with the  

recalcitrant Chen Guang Ming. That matter was resolved decisively. Chen Guang Ming  

was now as quiet as a field mouse.

The simplest plan would be the most effective. Dressler would need to eliminate the 

teenagers one at a time, but on the same night. It would be more strategic to kill the boy 
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on the library side of the river and take the girl not fifty metres from her home. He would 

eliminate them in the same way he removed Kevin Bennett.

The perfect spot for the boy was on the pathway to the wharf on the opposite side of 

the river. There were several places obscured from the nearest houses. He could park at 

the end of the cul de sac, ambush and kill the boy, bundle him into the boot of his car and 

then drive to the other side of the river and deal with the girl. She would still be wondering 

about the boy’s absence but she would wait, getting more and more angry as time passed. 

She would be in a deserted street. He could drive up beside her, say that he had a message 

from her boyfriend, and that would be the end. He would dispose of the bodies where they 

would never be found. And, if the circumstances surrounding the culling of the girl were 

not one hundred percent risk-free, he would have at least eliminated the boy. But then he 

would have to act quickly to remove the girl.

It was now simply a matter of deciding when to act. The best time would be the evening 

before his next Asia trip. He could tell Sonia Tyler that he was working back to prepare 

for his journey. The lab assistants would be gone by four-thirty and he would make noises 

about having an intimate meal with his partner. No one would know that he left soon after 

the last employee cleared the building.

The following day, he would call Sonia Tyler from Tokyo as usual to check how she was 

and hear the news that the girl and boy had vanished on the very night when they were 

eating linguine at their favourite Italian restaurant. The one matter still to be resolved was 

access to a disposable vehicle.
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Paula Evans rested against the library shelving, arms crossed, a self-satisfied expression on 

her face. Brett was perched on an overstuffed beanbag. Gathered around him were twenty 

children. Their parents stood in a semi-circle behind, as spellbound as their offspring.  

Brett stopped reading. The only sound in the library was the gentle hum of the air  

conditioning system.

He leaned forward. ‘And what do you think happened then?’ he said, in a whisper.

A dozen mouths opened wider.

‘Maggie May peeped into the living room aglow with the lights of the Christmas tree. 

She’d helped her mother trim the tree just two weeks before. She heard what sounded like  

someone eating. A “yum-yum” noise just like her father made when slurping his favourite 

soup.’

‘“Is anyone there?” she said in her quietest voice. She listened, but there was no reply.  

She crept two steps forward and peered around the corner.’

Brett leaned toward the children and looked expectantly to the right, just as Maggie May 

would have done.

‘“Is anyone there?” she said, more loudly than before.’ Brett paused and looked beyond 

the parents. ‘And then she saw him. It was Father Christmas standing beside the fireplace. 

He was looking at the candles and the decorations on the tree as though he was giving his 

royal approval.’

Paula Evans glowed inside. Brett was the library’s pièce de résistance this summer but 

she remembered that he was not always so confident. On his first day he started very  

shakily. He was self-conscious about reading out aloud, making up funny voices, and he 

hated being the centre of attention. On the second day, Paula guided him gently into the 

staff room and sat him down. ‘I was terrified as well when I started reading to the children,’ 

she said, ‘but no one cared about me. The only thing that interested the children was the 

story.’

‘Oh yeah. What if I screw up?’

‘They won’t know. Their minds will be so full of the images you’re creating there won’t be 

any room for you. Lose yourself in the story, Brett. Feel what it’s like to be the characters. 

Feel frightened when they’re scared and overjoyed when they’re happy. Get inside their 

heads and forget about your own.’
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Her advice worked. Today he was the master storyteller. He was Maggie May with the 

sweetest little-girl voice. He was a booming Father Christmas. He was Maggie May’s curt 

and proper mother – and the children adored them all.

When Brett finished, they sprang to their feet and rushed forward as if to get a rock star’s 

autograph. He showed them his favourite books and told them about the stories he loved 

when his mother read to him when he was just three years old.

A smiling woman stepped confidently up to Paula. ‘He’s marvellous. Where did you find 

him?’

‘Hullo, Janice. Yes, he’s liquid gold, isn’t he? The children worship him and I suspect 

there’s not a mother who wouldn’t take him home and – well – who knows what they’d do 

when they got him there?’ She giggled. ‘He’s been so good for the library. The children’s 

books disappear as fast as we get them in.’

‘He’s a sweet young man. I hope my Jason turns out like that. At the moment I’d be 

happy if he manages to stay out of jail.’

When the children and their mothers left, Brett looked around the room. To his left was 

a rack with a collection of magazines and the latest acquisitions that circulated around 

the suburban libraries. On the far wall were five posters of Central Australian scenes, bold 

mountains, orange-red earth. Uluru. There was a round wooden table with a scattering of 

non-fiction books and three comfortable armchairs by the windows. Two elderly women 

were huddled in a corner talking quietly but earnestly to one other, occasionally  

glancing around the room to see if anything of interest was happening. There was a display 

of children’s art on the cream coloured wall behind them. Swirls of reds, blues and yellows. 

Houses with smoke billowing from chimneys, stick figures in black, and purple trees.  

The book stacks were immediately behind him. He belonged here. Like the bookshelves 

and the volumes they held. He brushed hair away from his face and noticed that Paula  

was watching.
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Shay’s eighteenth birthday was only a few days away. She lay in the sun on a huge beach 

towel. Fury was asleep in the shade nearby.

She didn’t feel like sleeping. She wanted to enjoy the luxury of daydreaming in the 

seclusion of the backyard. Her lifestyle wasn’t especially brilliant. Well, perhaps that wasn’t 

exactly true. She was taken to Disneyland when she was ten years old and to Europe for 

Christmas holidays when she was fifteen, although that was a disaster. She would’ve  

resisted going anywhere that year because of the boy-crush. She threw a huge tantrum 

in the hope that she could stay with her grandparents while her mother and father were 

away. But Grandpa Tyler dropped the ultimate spanner in the works by deciding that he 

and Grandma would visit friends in Perth if son, daughter-in-law and granddaughter were 

going to be out of town over Christmas. And if having to sleep with her parents every night 

wasn’t bad enough, she was tortured by one castle ruin after another, one musty cathedral 

after another. She never wanted to see a castle or cathedral again in her life.

Her parents were far from monsters, despite the European Christmas requiem. So, what 

went wrong with her family? Shay tried, really tried, to understand her mother’s side.  

One of her girlfriends, Tracey, insisted that Shay was being dumb. ‘Lots of marriages break 

up. Adults aren’t meant to live with each other forever. You just have to cope with divorce. 

Like I did. Get what you can from each of them.’

‘Why can’t parents stay together?’ Shay said, absent-mindedly.

’Because they run out of stuff to say and they forget how to have sex.’

‘But lots of people stay together till one of them dies.’

‘Only because they have to. Because they’re afraid they’re too old to find anyone else.’

Shay took a deep breath and sighed. Could she ever fall out of love with Brett?  

She wanted to die in his arms or, better still, they would die together so that neither  

would suffer the consequence of the other’s death.

Fury yawned.

But now there was a short-term problem. Her mother. Shay frowned and rolled onto her 

stomach.

The feelings of betrayal were as strong as ever but her anger was fading and she was sure 

that Sonia Tyler could tell she was weakening. When she heard her mother weeping on the 

phone, Shay gave in.
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‘One time and one time only,’ Shay said, emphatically. ‘And if he’s a jerk, like I think he is, 

I’ll leave and if you try to stop me, I swear it’ll be the last time you ever see me.’
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Sonia Tyler triggered the action. When Dressler arrived home, she announced that Shay 

was coming to dinner on Thursday night. It was Tuesday.

‘This is not a good idea, my love. You know the girl hasn’t forgiven you for what you did 

and I’m absolutely certain she hates my guts.’

‘Jo, it’s her eighteenth birthday on Sunday. She’s a woman.’

He was angry. ‘I don’t like it. You should have asked me if I wanted to meet her and the 

answer is “No”. I don’t especially want to meet your daughter and be insulted.’

‘She won’t do that. I know she won’t. I didn’t raise her to be rude.’

‘Ha. I suppose that little outburst in the restaurant wasn’t rude. Is that right? That wasn’t 

rude?’

‘She was angry at me and it was too soon to explain why I left John.’

Dressler realised that nothing would postpone the visit. And if he showed too much 

emotion, Sonia Tyler would wonder why and it was not good to have a woman thinking 

about anything important. ‘The less they think,’ he said to himself, ‘the easier life is.’  

Maybe in the years to come, she might be pleased that she became childless. Became free  

of that child especially.

He calmed himself. ‘It’s time,’ Dressler thought.

It was always important to be adequately prepared, just as Zhang Lu had planned the 

incident in the Xi Jiao prison. Dressler was beginning to like Lu, a man without confining 

morality. He could act outside the repertoire of behaviours to which a decent person must 

conform. Zhang Lu’s original plan was simply to force Chen Guang Ming to observe the 

execution but Zhang, spontaneously, went one brilliant step further. He implicated Chen 

Guang Ming in the conspiracy to a depth that the hapless man could never have imagined; 

to commit murder in front of six witnesses. And not just with one shot, with two.  

There was no defence for such an action, even in the People’s Republic.

Dressler had to be as bold as Zhang Lu. To move beyond the constraints of what might, 

or could, be expected.

Zhang Lu’s behaviour in the harvesting room may have appeared unpredictable but he 

remembered the look on Lu’s face when they were in the laboratory, when Dressler  

withdrew a human heart from the cold store to explain the new storage procedure  
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being trialed, when Chen Guang Ming stepped back and turned away. Zhang Lu instantly 

amended his plan and Dressler knew he must now do the same.

 ‘Be cautiously unpredictable,’ he whispered to himself.

The only matter left to consider was where he could get a car at short notice and be  

assured that the theft would not be detected at least in the short-term. It took a three- 

person connection to get the four wheel drive used to execute Stephen Kennedy and for 

that he had plenty of time to prepare. He was not an experienced car thief and, at this stage, 

could not afford to confide in anyone.

But there was a solution.
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When Dressler woke, the sun was just above the horizon. He lay still with eyes closed. 

Some of the details were clear now. Many others were not. He skipped from problem to 

problem without resolution. He would need his normal working clothes for the day and a 

different set for the afternoon. There was the airline ticket to collect, laboratory work to be 

rescheduled.

Sonia Tyler stirred in her sleep and touched his pyjama-covered thigh. He could smell 

the fragrance she wore to bed. A complex woman, she looked and acted a decade younger  

than she was, and her silly sense of humour and fondness for the absurd often made him 

laugh. Her sexual appetite was as appealing as any pornographic movie in his collection. 

She was quick thinking, analytic, and determined. He admired her assertiveness when she 

believed that she was right – when compromise was a ridiculous show of passivity.

He rolled toward her and felt a hand slide between his legs. It was the best way to start  

a busy day.
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Brett threw back the covers and stepped onto the carpet. Shay stretched to occupy the 

vacant space and grinned.

‘You can lie in bed all day if you like, I have to go to work,’ he said, self-righteously.

She looked up. ‘Some days things turn out better if you just give in to the impulses and 

stay in bed.’

He shook his head and smiled.

He showered, dressed and left Shay still lying in bed. At the top of the stairs he saw John 

Tyler heading for the front door.

‘Morning,’ Brett said, brightly.

John Tyler stopped. ‘I know a thousand people who would tell me I’m being a totally  

irresponsible father. Tell me you’re taking precautions.’

‘It’s okay, Dr. Tyler.’

‘Brett, it’s not okay,’ John Tyler said, curtly.

‘Dr. Tyler?’

‘What?’

‘You’re a cool dude. I like you a lot. And Shay loves you more than anyone should be  

allowed to.’

John Tyler smothered a laugh and was gone.

It was a cloudless morning. Brett slouched over the railing at the back of the ferry and 

watched the brown water swirl behind as the vessel moved off. There were three books in 

his backpack and he was looking forward to his performances.

Furniture in the reading space had already been moved when Brett arrived at the library. 

Tables were pushed back against the walls. His beanbag was sitting in its usual place.

‘What’s happening?’ Brett said.

‘We have visitors today,’ Paula said, in a matter-of-fact way.

He was puzzled.

‘Some VIPs are coming this morning and there’ll be a photographer.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, you’ve become somewhat of a celebrity.’

‘What?’

‘One of the mothers has a friend in high places and you’ve been talked about. The Lord 
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Mayor and the head of the City Library are coming this morning.’

‘NO!’ Brett took a step back, his face a study of horror. ‘Why did you let them …’ he 

began, angrily.

Paula took his arm. ‘Come on. We need to talk again.’

When they emerged from the staff room Paula stood close to Brett and looked into his 

eyes. ‘Remember, Brett. Bring each character alive as though every one of them is you. 

Make them real for the children.’ She smiled and touched him gently on the cheek with  

the back of her hand. ‘Come on. Help me finish setting up.’

By mid-morning, the library was packed. Paula’s assistant settled the children on the 

floor and shuffled parents into the semi-circle behind them. The VIPs, a photographer and 

two reporters were talking to Paula near the circulation desk.

Maggie May was about to discover Santa Claus by the Christmas tree, one more time. 

The new book Brett had planned to read could wait.

He was not a star. There was no applause as he settled onto his beanbag. He talked to the 

children sitting nearby and asked them if they were excited about Christmas.

A hush fell over the library. He turned and looked at each of the children in the front 

row as though he were about to perform an act of sorcery. He held up the cover of the 

book.

‘Who’s this?’ He whispered.

A small, round-faced girl in the front row spoke as though in a spell. ‘Maggie May.’

He leaned toward her. ‘Yes, and this is a story about the magic of Christmas.’

The room was silent.

‘Maggie May had been waiting all year …’ he began, slowly.

No child squirmed, coughed or prodded a neighbour.

After most of the children and their parents had left, and a score of photographs were 

taken, Brett tossed his beanbag against the back wall.

The Lord Mayor stood next to him. ‘That was a great show.’

‘Thanks. I think the kids liked it.’

‘Do you have any plans for the future?’

‘No. I’m not sure about the future.’

‘Hmmm. That’s too bad. Maybe I’ll talk to Paula and see what we can do about that.’ 

He held out his hand for Brett to shake. ‘Congratulations, young man.’ He turned and was 

gone.

When the library was back to normal, Paula stood beside Brett. A satisfied smile covered 

her face.

He said, softly, ‘I think this is how I would like to feel when I die.’
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Dressler left his car at the laboratory and took a cab to the city. He rode a bus to the  

university wearing his oldest jeans and a short-sleeved shirt and carrying a small dark 

blue backpack. He stood for a moment at the bus terminal watching the students scatter in 

every direction then entered the closest sandstone building and took a lift to the top floor. 

He slowed as he approached an open office door and walked purposefully further down the 

corridor listening to fragments of a telephone conversation as he passed.

He cruised six floors then crossed the courtyard to the adjoining building. On the  

second floor, he stopped and glanced at the pin-board beside an open door and listened for 

the sound of voices carrying along the corridor. He slipped into the room and hurriedly, 

but silently, slid open each desk drawer. Pens and vitamin pills. Paper clips and a small  

collection of CDs. He paused before re-entering the corridor.

On the top floor of the next building there were several open doors along the blue- 

carpeted hallway and laughter coming from a room further down to the right. In the  

opposite direction there was a teaching room and double doors that bore a sign, “No 

thoroughfare – Research Area Only” and beyond that, a glass-panelled door that led into 

a stairwell. He intended to go directly to the floor below and was surprised to find another 

three offices in the landing beyond the glass door. One was open. Again, he took a  

handkerchief from his pocket and opened the desk drawer. No bag, no wallet, no keys. 

Almost absent-mindedly, he pulled open the top drawer of the nearest filing cabinet.  

There was a handbag with a red purse and a set of keys, one bearing the imprint of an 

automobile manufacturer, Saab. He quickly ran the key off the ring, put the remaining keys 

and the purse back where he found them, listened to the sound of distant laughter for a 

moment, then took the stairs two at a time to the ground floor.

There was a white Saab at the end of the first row in the car park closest to the building. 

He slid the key into the lock but it would not turn. He went to the passenger’s side.

‘Wrong car.’

Dressler found a blue-grey Saab in the next car park. He used his handkerchief to open 

the door and started the car. He drove exactly on the speed limit, stopped on yellow lights 

and paid more attention to his driving and to other cars than was usual. In his mind’s eye 

he could see the boy and all of his features. His dark hair and olive complexion, slight 

frame and the way he walked, not upright and determined like the Tyler girl but with a 

229

50



casual, easy stride as though there was never any reason to rush. Dressler snorted, a smile 

curled onto his lips. The boy should have no reason to hurry this afternoon. As he drove, 

Dressler rehearsed the images of the boy. Front. Back. Sideways.

When he turned off the main road into the quiet side street, he slowed almost to a crawl. 

The library was a brown brick and glass sixties building. A middle-aged man in dark blue 

suit hurried toward the front door. Dressler looked at the clock on the dash. He accelerated, 

slowing only as he approached the curve in the road, knowing that the dead end lay just 

beyond. There were far too many trees, he thought, as he checked the late afternoon  

shadows. He stopped a careful distance from the library entrance and felt the mounting 

tension in his stomach as he cut the engine. There was a flashback of a head jerking  

sideways and blood splattering a concrete floor. Dressler smiled. He could see the boy’s 

body crumple to the ground.

Lights in the back rooms of the library were extinguished one at a time. Dressler glanced 

at the clock again and again reviewed his options. His preference would be to wait for the 

little shit near the ferry, follow him through the park to a pre-determined spot where the 

trees screened the pathway, catch up, silenced gun to the head, a subdued ‘Thutt’ and blast 

him into eternity. He could drag the body easily to the riverbank and expect that he’d be 

found sometime in a day or two, or whenever. It didn’t really matter. Or, he could gun-whip 

him near the car park, bind, gag and bundle the body into the boot. Or casually invite  

the boy to enter the boot of his own volition, at gunpoint of course. Option one was  

dangerous and it would take too long to get rid of the evidence. Option three would  

surely lead to disaster.

Finally, two people left the library together. The woman locked the door, waved and 

headed toward a parked car. The boy set off with a sense of purpose in his stride. Dressler 

watched him cross the road. Then, to his dismay, Brett turned away from the ferry wharf 

and disappeared around the corner.

Dressler gritted his teeth. When he swung the car roughly around the corner the boy 

was nowhere to be seen. He slammed his fist onto the steering wheel.

‘All right,’ he said, under his breath. ‘A minor obstacle. Zhang Lu would flow with the 

tide.’
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He was about as excited as a teenager could be. He could hardly wait to get home and tell 

Shay and John Tyler what happened. But first, there was one task to complete. Brett went 

directly to a jewellery store on the top floor of the shopping centre to collect the ring that he 

had chosen for Shay’s birthday. The previous week he secretly borrowed one of her rings to 

make sure that he got the right size. When he handed over the cash he realised that it was the 

most money he had ever spent on anything in his life. He held the gold band up to his eye 

and allowed light to play off a tiny ruby.
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Dressler drove immediately to the opposite side of the river near the Tyler house, frustrated 

by the peak hour traffic. He parked some distance from the wharf and waited. The girl was 

nowhere to be seen. Something felt wrong but he knew the plan would work and he would 

follow its course to the desired conclusion. He would have two people to deal with  

simultaneously. Difficult, but not impossible.

The ferry was halfway across the river when the girl rounded the corner. She was alone 

and in no hurry. She paused to read the notices on the board beside the bus stop. It was 

darker than it would have been if the boy had been on time. There was no bus at the stop 

and a few cars only were parked in the pick-up zone.

Without the dog, they would go directly home.

The girl disappeared from view as the ferry docked then re-emerged hand in hand with 

the boy. Dressler held his breath. He was tingling with anxiety, eyes locked on the targets.

They started up the hill.

He pulled away from the kerb slowly, reached into the backpack on the passenger’s seat, 

and withdrew his handgun. The silencer was already fitted. He positioned the gun in his 

lap, the barrel pointed toward the dash.

It was less than a minute to interception. Ten metres beyond the corner there was a row 

of shrubs along the footpath that would partly obscure the boy and girl from the road and 

houses further up the street. Dressler rehearsed the strategy one more time. He would 

abort if the risk became unacceptable. He glanced up and down the street. There was  

nothing unusual. A few cars were parked where he expected them.

He thought of Zhang Lu.

They turned the corner.

He pulled up beside them, flicked a switch and the passenger’s window wound down.

‘Excuse me,’ he called out. Brett and Shay paused then moved cautiously toward the car. 

The boy looked around anxiously as if he could hear people calling to him.

Dressler popped the boot catch, got out smartly and walked around behind the vehicle.

‘I wonder if you can help me. I have a parcel to deliver to someone in Blake Street and I 

don’t know the area. Can you tell me which one is Blake Street?’

Shay looked over the top of the car. ‘Eh. I think it’s three or four streets that way.’

Brett looked worried. Dressler turned suddenly. The fist caught the side of Brett’s face, 
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lifted him almost off his feet. He crashed into the fence and crumpled to the ground.

Before Shay realised that something was wrong, a gun pressed against the bridge of her nose.

‘Now listen very carefully,’ Dressler scowled, his face directly behind the weapon. ‘If you 

make a single sound, a single whimper, there’s going to be nothing left of your pretty little 

face to pick up off the ground. Nod now if you understand how much trouble you’re in.’

Shay was numb. Her head moved slightly.

‘Good.’

Dressler pushed her against the car. There was the sound of tape being torn from a roll 

and a strip was wrapped over her mouth. Her hands were dragged back and taped. There 

was a whimper as she was pushed into the boot and the lid slammed closed.

Brett stirred. Dressler moved with surprising speed. He punched Brett in the temple a 

second time. More tape was torn off the roll, wrapped over the boy’s mouth and around 

his head. He was dragged onto his stomach and hands bound behind his back. Dressler 

bundled him onto the back seat and bound his ankles. It took almost no time to complete 

the kidnap.

Twenty minutes later, headlights swept across the front of a derelict warehouse that 

Dressler had discovered by accident several months before. A generation ago, when coastal 

traders called into every port between Cairns and Melbourne, the wharf and the precinct 

were bustling with activity. When the lines to one ship were cast off, there was another  

vessel ready to dock. There was a legion of stevedores and a never-ending procession of 

trucks and wagons. But all of that was gone now. The wharves and warehouses were  

condemned and a high chain-link fence carried warnings of danger and prosecution.

He would not be there long. He drove the length of the pier and parked beside a building 

where the car could not be seen from the road.

In the back seat, Brett was conscious. Dressler eyed him as he got out of the car.

Dressler leaned his weight against the warehouse door. It resisted for a moment then 

yielded enough to allow access. He pulled Brett from the back seat, dragged him into the 

building and propped him against the wall nearest the river.

He returned to the car and hustled a struggling Shay into the semi-darkness. He shoved 

her roughly and she fell onto Brett. Dressler bound her feet.

He was ready to begin. The backpack was up-ended on the wooden floor. A small 

hatchet fell out along with a huge surgical knife that Shay knew was used for amputations, 

and the pistol.

Dressler stood and looked around the empty building. ‘I like this place.’

He walked casually toward them and waited for a few seconds wondering if they  

deserved an explanation. Would the knowledge of how much angst they had caused him 

make death any easier to accept? 
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‘You have made my life a misery. Do you know that?’ He could detect no change of 

expression on their faces. ‘I don’t know why you were under that tree when I smeared that 

slime, Kennedy, over the road. If you weren’t, you would be happily playing your mindless 

music in your very middle-class house right now instead of waiting for death.’

He paused, not for effect, but because he was again infuriated by the coincidence.  

He stooped for the knife.

‘And you, my sweetheart …’ He bent down to look directly into Shay’s panic-stricken 

eyes. ‘I bet you don’t know that three times a week I screw your mother.’ He laughed. ‘She’s 

just an average fuck. You didn’t expect to hear that, did you?’

He stood and stepped back.

‘Yes. I’m the one you call “the weasel”. Did you know that weasels are exceedingly nasty 

and have very sharp teeth?’

He tested the blade of the knife with his thumb.

‘Neither of you has any idea of wealth. You,’ he gestured to Shay. ‘You don’t know what 

money is. And you,’ He pointed the knife at Brett’s face. ‘You think wealth is a free meal.’

He squatted in front of them, testing the blade again. ‘Wealth is millions. Millions. 

Kennedy got in the way. He got in the way and died. You stand between me and wealth 

beyond your imagination. I can have anything. Everything I could ever want. I’ve risked 

hundreds of thousands in my future. This has nothing to do with greed. This is what’s 

rightfully mine. My risk. My idea to help eliminate the garbage of humanity to prolong the 

lives of those who have shown their willingness to offer something to our world, like me. 

Neither of you will ever do that. A spoilt brat and an urchin. What will you contribute?’

He shook his head and stood quickly. He turned away from them and stared into the 

darkness of the warehouse. ‘This is un-Zhang,’ he thought. ‘Death isn’t something to gloat 

about. It’s a simple, decisive action that removes an unwanted presence. But they could 

have the choice of how to die.’ A smile unfolded from the frown.

‘Yes,’ he said, out loud. He crouched again before them. ‘I think it’s only fair that you  

decide your fate. In a half-hour you will be fish food and maybe next weekend,’ he glanced 

at the warehouse roof and grinned, ‘someone will have a part of your genetic material on 

their dinner plate.’

He stared at Shay first. ‘Would you prefer to be shot through the brain or have your 

throat cut?’

She was paralysed.

He shifted his weight toward Brett. ‘And you, street urchin. Bullet or knife?’

Then as he secured his balance, there was a sudden movement and two legs drove 

sneakers into Dressler’s groin. He was hurled backwards unable to scream from the agony, 

the knife somersaulted through the air and landed with a loud twang on the floor. Brett 

jostled to his feet. He’d aimed for the killer’s face but it was just out of reach. He hopped 
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forward but lost his balance and tumbled. As he struggled to get up, Dressler was on him. 

He grabbed a handful of Brett’s hair and slammed a fist into his stomach. Brett groaned and 

crumpled.

‘You little fucker!’ Dressler yelled, snatching the gun from the floor. Brett saw the barrel 

point blank.

At that instant, Brett wondered what it would be like to die.

The explosion filled the cavity of the timber and iron building. The flash and reverberating 

blast told him everything he needed to know. His life was over. Shay was unable to scream, 

unable to cry, unable to hold the one she loved. But she would join him in a few seconds, 

wherever her lover’s spirit was taken.

There was a moment of time after the burst of light when Brett felt no pain. And then 

another moment. Then one more.

He could still think.

Was this what people called the darkness of death?

Was it really like in the movies when the soul separates from the body and walks away 

as a ghost from the scene of the crime or accident with the knowledge that those in the 

afterlife are really part of an earthly existence?

He felt a vibration though the wooden floor. His ears were ringing.

He looked up at the face of a man he knew. A man in his late twenties saying something 

he could not understand. His lips were moving but Brett could hear no sound other than 

the ringing.

Then he looked across and saw the older man on his side and dark liquid spreading 

across the boards.
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Jared Nicholson had one more day of surveillance. It was not the apex of police undercover 

work but he was certain of the connection between the death of Stephen Kennedy, the  

disappearance of Kevin Bennett and the attacks on Brett and Shay. Jared’s favourite location 

was the crest of the hill looking down at the ferry and bus terminals.

He was bored senseless waiting for something to happen and concerned when Brett 

missed the usual ferry. That night he was relieved when he saw the boy and girl walking 

home. Then the unfamiliar Saab appeared. Nicholson knew the identity of every resident 

vehicle in the short stretch of street beyond the Tylers’. There was something troubling 

about a car’s arrival only moments after the teenagers turned the corner and his unease 

increased when it disappeared out of his sight. He waited for the car to return then reached 

for the key in the ignition.

The Saab re-emerged. Nicholson was suspicious. He called the police radio centre and 

the dispatcher rang the Tyler home. There was no answer.

The driver of the Saab was unaware of the tail. Nicholson had an open line to  

Communications. The Saab’s owner was a woman who lived on the north side of the city. 

When they reached the industrial estate, he dropped back to avoid detection. Reinforcements 

were already on the way. Then the target was lost. He drove up and down deserted streets with 

a growing sense of panic. He passed the derelict warehouse twice before realising that there 

was no other possible destination. He parked the car up the street after notifying the  

dispatcher of his location.

He sprinted toward the warehouse. There was an open boot and a roll of duct tape lying 

inside. There was no time to wait. He slipped through the open door at the instant Dressler 

snatched the gun from the floor. There was a second of indecision.

The bullet hit Dressler in the back, hurled him forward but an instant later there was a second 

explosion and a hole was blown in the warehouse wall only centimetres from Shay’s face.

Jared Nicholson was on Dressler in an instant, his gun held at arm’s length a metre from 

the killer’s face.

‘Police. One move and you’re dead!’

He kicked the pistol away and backed toward Brett. The bindings were slashed with a 

pocket knife.
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They watched from the back of a police car as Dressler was wheeled from the warehouse 

through a frenzy of red and blue light. In the brilliance of floodlight, and only a moment 

before the stretcher was pushed into the back of the ambulance, Brett’s eyes met Dressler’s.

This was not the end. The peril would remain.
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When there was little to do, Chen Guang Ming sat in his office screening the world’s  

newspapers on line. It was part of his job. As assistant to the Senior Adviser of the Minister 

for Foreign Affairs, one of his responsibilities was to stay abreast of international affairs 

and, while he knew that the foreign press was regularly fed misinformation, there were 

always elements of the truth in major stories and it was important to know what the masses 

were being told, whether it was the truth or not.

A page flowed onto his screen. At first he paid little attention to it, dramatic as headlines 

always were. Then he stiffened, leaned forward and read every word of the story. A smirk 

matured into a broad gloating smile of approval.

His thumb held down a control key and a forefinger punched another. The printer across 

the room whirred, ran a sheet of paper into the carriage, and fed the newspaper story into 

the out tray.

He glanced at the hard copy, pushed back his chair and rested his heels on the edge of 

his desk. He read the story a second time.

Through the window before him there was a drab brown building and, above that, 

city rooftops faded toward the haze that obscured the horizon. He breathed out, almost 

in disgust. His future was now far less certain than it had been an hour before. He had 

never spoken to anyone about his true ambitions. Granted, he discussed his career with 

his father-in-law, Guo. His interest in economics and trade were perfectly matched with 

a senior post in the Ministry and Guo Chung Dong offered to use his influence, but only 

when necessary, to make sure that Chen Guang Ming’s progress up the bureaucratic ladder 

was steady. Head of the Ministry was a noble ambition but it was not Chen Guang Ming’s 

dream.

When he lay on his back at night and the softest sighs came from his wife’s side of the 

bed, the dream became his obsession. Before his mind’s eye were suntanned bodies  

scattered like living shells along a strip of broad yellow beach. Every morning he would 

walk the same pathway from his elegant and spacious home in a canal development to a 

café where the waiter would bring him, ‘The usual, Mr Chen?’ Green tea, pancakes, real 

maple syrup, and bacon. After breakfast he would stroll home, settle beside his swimming 

pool and watch the water birds in the canal forage for their existence. He would read, doze, 

get fat, and enjoy the life of the elegantly wealthy.
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The glint of azure blue evaporated leaving only the murky grey Beijing sky. He reached 

inside his coat and withdrew his phone, punched in numbers.

‘I hope I am not ringing at an inconvenient time … Yes, I am very well, and Yunying too 

… I am very pleased to hear that … Would it be possible to meet with you as a matter of 

some urgency?’ Chen Guang Ming listened for a time. ‘Yes, I can leave right away. Could 

we perhaps meet in the small park opposite your office? I can be there in less than one half 

hour.’ He glanced out the window. ‘Yes … That would be of great assistance to me.’

Guo Chung Dong sat patiently in the midday winter sun. He wore a large black overcoat 

and brimless Russian-style cap. He stood when Chen Guang Ming approached.

‘Thank you for taking the time to meet. Can we walk, please?’ Chen Guang Ming said.

‘Of course. There is a problem?’

‘I believe so.’ He handed Guo Chung Dong a folded sheet of paper.

Guo Chung Dong unfolded the story, and then began to walk. In bold print was the 

headline, ‘Man shot during capture.’ He stopped for a second, then continued more slowly 

than before.

Last night, police apprehended a man who they allege was about to take the lives of two 

teenagers in a riverside warehouse. A detective who had been on a stakeout of the  

teenagers’ home followed Joachim Heinz Dressler, 38, of Hill End, to the warehouse.

The detective entered the warehouse and discharged his firearm believing that the male and 

female, who were both bound and gagged, were about to be shot. The teenagers’ names have 

not been released. An axe, a surgical knife and a handgun were found at the crime scene.

Dressler underwent emergency surgery last night and is being held in a secure hospital 

ward awaiting questioning. Police believe that Dressler may be able to assist their enquiries 

into the death of a man following a hit-and-run incident and the disappearance last month 

of Kevin Bennett, son of an eminent Brisbane surgeon. No motive has yet been given for 

any of the alleged crimes.

Guo Chung Dong read the story slowly then handed the page to Chen Guang Ming. 

‘Destroy this as soon as possible.’

They walked on in silence. ‘We will cease operations immediately. I will speak to Mr 

Zhang and consider our next move.’ He stopped and turned to Chen Guang Ming. ‘It goes 

without saying that this is a serious compromise of our security and we should expect some 

investigation of our laboratory and questions about our involvement with Jo.’ He turned 

slowly and smiled. ‘I think you should initiate this investigation as you have no obvious 

connection with our laboratories. You can, therefore, control what is done and what is 

reported.’ He glanced at his Rolex. ‘I have a meeting in ten minutes. Thank you for  

bringing this to my immediate attention. Plan C.’

Guo Chung Dong strode away.
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Zhang Lu stood at his office door. There was a stern expression on his face that at another 

time would have been a clear warning of reprisals. He bowed courteously. ‘An unexpected 

visit, Chung Dong.’

‘Yes, I’m afraid I have some disturbing news.’

‘Please. After you.’ He ushered Guo Chung Dong into his office and closed the door 

quietly. Zhang Lu poured tea.

‘Jo has been arrested in Australia. I do not know the full details but I understand that he 

was shot when in the act of killing two teenagers. I do not know what this means for us  

other than that we must cease our second order operation. It is a pity because this was 

becoming a most lucrative aspect of our business. I have already instructed Guang Ming 

to make enquiries about the circumstances that led to Jo’s unfortunate predicament and to 

initiate an investigation of our laboratory here. From what I have read in an article from an 

Australian newspaper, I cannot understand what he was attempting to achieve or why.  

He never said a single word to me about any issues that involved the resolution of  

complications. It seems totally out of character.’ He broke eye contact with Zhang Lu, 

sipped his tea then continued. ‘Our first order operation can continue as a legitimate  

business venture. This is why I want Guang Ming to have our operation investigated.  

In fact, we must do this in order to remove any hint of association with Jo. He was a  

consultant. What he might do in his own country has nothing to do with us. We have 

legitimate contracts that will sustain our business and we do not need Jo’s involvement to 

replicate laboratories in Beijing, and in other cities. In fact, we must continue the normal 

operation of our laboratory to ensure our company is without blemish. We have the  

expertise to do this.’

Zhang Lu looked away as if startled. He stood instantly. ‘Come with me, quickly.’  

He strode to his office door. They walked casually past the secretary and then increased 

their pace down two flights of stairs, through the foyer and onto the prison lane that led 

toward the old dispensary. Two guards jerked to attention as they passed through a  

checkpoint. When they were some distance away from Lu’s building, he slackened his  

pace until Guo Chung Dong was beside him. ‘A harvest was scheduled for this afternoon.  

We may be too late. If so, this could create an irritating complication. It was not something 

I can now cancel with a phone call.’

Zhang Lu snatched open the front door, and began to jog. There was a strong smell of 

disinfectant. He passed a set of stairs and slipped into the darkened corridor to the left and 

stopped at the fourth door. Zhang Lu took a deep breath and casually opened the door.

Li Ming-Gon was about to die. The tall guard stood at arm’s length with his revolver a 

few centimetres from the teenager’s right ear. Li had not made the last ten minutes of his 

life easy for himself. He lived the way he expected to die in the People’s Republic. He was 

an anarchist at school, rebelled continuously against authority. He was caned repeatedly 
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and mercilessly for transgressions. When he went to university, he remained vehemently 

opposed to the political structure that rejected criticism of the state and its leaders.  

He spoke out against socialism and communism at rallies that he and his small group of 

contemporaries arranged. He was not yet nineteen years of age when the police axed and 

tore down the front door of the tiny apartment he shared with his closest friend. All were  

dragged into the street. He stood silently in court when his crime of treason was read.  

He did not expect to walk out of Xi Jiao prison but committed himself to fight to the end.

Halfway across the parade ground he struggled free of his guards’ grasp. They were on 

him in less than a dozen paces. Under normal circumstances they might have drawn a gun 

and killed him right then and there as he lay in the winter slush or they may have kicked 

him senseless. But both forms of retribution were forbidden. The smaller guard snatched a  

handful of Li’s fine black hair and he was pulled, feet dragging through sludge, then along a 

concrete floor to the harvesting room.

‘Stop,’ Zhang Lu shouted from the door. ‘There has been a change of plan.’ He looked at 

the young man’s face. This was no more than a boy. Flawless features. Li was breathing in 

short, uncontrolled gasps. Bright, arrogant dark eyes were fixed on Zhang Lu. ‘This one is 

to be transferred. He will stay in solitary confinement until then. Do not injure him.’

The taller guard nodded, slid the revolver into its holster, and jerked the chain of the 

handcuff that secured Li Ming-Gon’s hands behind his back. Guo Chung Dong could not 

mistake the expression of relief on the boy’s face as he was dragged from the room.

‘That was a stroke of luck,’ Zhang Lu said. ‘I will arrange his transfer to Qiqihar Prison 

tomorrow. There is a camp in the mountains from which the workers keep the roads and 

railway tracks open during the winter.’

Guo Chung Dong turned his head slightly to one side.

Zhang Lu’s face carried no emotion. ‘That is a thousand kilometres to the north and east 

of us. The prisoners do not live long, but they are useful while they are alive. Not like here.’ 

He grinned. ‘Useless while they are alive, very valuable when they are dead.’

They strolled through the foyer. Neither had anything to say. A pale grey moth fluttered 

toward Zhang Lu. With the speed of a mantis, he snatched the insect from the air then  

slowly opened his hand. The moth righted itself and crawled slowly along Zhang Lu’s palm. 

It shook its wings once then stopped. Zhang Lu raised his hand slowly. He studied the  

insect, reached forward and puffed the moth into the air. It climbed in a haphazard spiral 

and settled on the ceiling.

242



243



244



245

Hits and misses



246



I always have a tiny rush of adrenalin when I lift a photograph from the washing tray and 

take my first safe look at the glossy black and white print. The photograph I examined back 

then gave me the same thrill. I admit that the two strangers in the shot irritated me.  

I’d wanted nothing human to spoil the majesty of the cathedral. But my annoyance turned 

to curiosity when I peered through the magnifying glass at the boy with the backpack. 

There was something familiar about him. Then I realised that I’d seen him only a week 

before and had spoken to him under a rain-dripping shop awning while he chewed a 

day-old sweet bun. I had acted nonchalant, but felt decidedly uncomfortable about giving 

handouts of food that I would never have eaten myself.

In the late-1990s one of my doctoral students began working on a project about 

transitions into and out of homelessness. Linda was a school counsellor with a huge heart 

and unrelenting commitment to young people and I agreed to supervise her thesis not so 

much because it was about homelessness but because one of my research interests is the 

teenage years. Linda is strong-willed and argued with me about every large and small issue 

that I raised in the course of her candidature. She was convinced that I knew nothing about 

what she was doing and pressed me—more often than I wanted to endure—to come out 

one night with her to see how destitute young and older people lived. My standard reply—

that I didn’t need to do this, that it was her thesis, and I knew enough about the topic to 

critique and guide her work appropriately—always led to another argument.

Linda’s offer needs to be put into context. She volunteered—and still does—at an 

organisation that runs a van around inner city streets each night from which a small group 

of exceptional human beings dispense food, clothing, bedding, and genuine kindness to 

people living in hard times. It took more than a year for me to acquiesce to her insistence 

and so, late one afternoon, I arrived at the organisation’s office and helped Linda and the 

other three people rostered that night pack the van with a half-dozen pre-loved blankets 

that came from the organisation’s thrift shop and boxes of day-old bakery. As team leader, 

she briefed me about what we would do that night, where we were going, and told me in 

no uncertain terms that I was to follow any instructions I was given ‘without question or 

delay.’ This was dangerous stuff. We were going into dark and seamy areas of the city and 

the people we would meet were not always predictable in their behaviour. She approved my 

old runners, worn jeans, t-shirt and baggy pullover.

It was an event to remember. I’m not saying that everything was unexpected. I knew 

the less reputable areas of the city although I’d never explored the back streets after dark, 

or even in daylight. That night, we went into derelict houses and factories chanting as we 
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picked our way through rubbish and unidentifiable items in various stages of decay: ‘Street 

van here, street van here. Hullo. Street van here.’ Linda carried the longest torch I’d seen; 

it wouldn’t have looked out of place in a police car. She never raised the beam above floor 

level saying that if she accidentally shone it onto someone’s face, they might react in an 

unexpected way and we didn’t want that, did we?

We sought out known squats and also visited new ones that Linda had heard about 

from other teams. Sometimes we parked at pre-determined locations at pre-determined 

times and were met there by a small group of people who would gather around the back of 

the van waiting to see what largesse was to be had. At one of these drop-off points I stood 

with a teenager under a shop awning. I’m not sure how old he was, possibly sixteen or 

seventeen. I wasn’t attracted to him for any particular reason but had been instructed by 

Linda to ‘Talk to people’ so I was simply following directions, without question or delay.

‘How’s it going?’ I asked.

‘Okay.’

Pause.

‘You getting enough to eat?’

‘Yeah.’

Pause.

‘Bit cold tonight, eh?’

‘Yeah.’

I think he would have preferred that I went and irritated someone else.

‘Got a place to go tonight?’ I said after a long delay.

‘Yeah.’

‘Yeah, I’d be looking for a place out of the rain, myself.’

No answer.

He finished his bun, strolled over to the van and picked out another from the basket and, 

to my surprise, came back and stood next to me.

‘Haven’t seen you before,’ he said, examining the pink icing on the bun.

‘This’s my first time.’

‘What do you do?’

‘I work with Linda,’ I pointed.
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He glanced across toward the van. ‘She’s okay.’

This was the gist of our conversation. Not long after this, he turned and smiled weakly at 

me. ‘I gotta go. See ya.’ He swung a small pack over his shoulder and walked away through 

the rain-soaked light into the darkness beyond.

Brett Jamieson, of Soft Targets, was conceived that night and born one week later as I 

peered through the magnifying glass at the face of a boy with no identity.

The name, Brett Jamieson, emerged after considerable exploration—and some time after 

I’d worked out his personality. I knew that the main character’s name needed to reflect the 

hot and cold spots of his life and behaviour. I considered many names Ashley, Christian, 

Daron, Virgil, Lanny, Joshua, Nathan, Tony, Troy, Aaron, Tim, Jim, Michael, Stephen, John, 

Ron, and Sam to mention just a few. None rang the brittle but lonely bell that would reflect 

the existence of a young person living dangerously by himself, seeking little company, 

enduring injustice and contempt on the periphery of a modern, affluent society. The name, 

Brett, seemed sharp and unwelcoming but with hidden depth and I knew it was right when 

I found it. I’m not sure where Jamieson came from. Perhaps I was sipping Irish Whisky that 

night. Perhaps not.

As I write about Brett’s character now it is impossible not to be influenced by my own 

emotions as he emerged in the course of writing the narrative. He was very deliberately 

contrived. In psychology there is a term, learned helplessness, that refers to a feeling and 

a response of powerlessness in situations in which the person believes that they have 

no control whatsoever over their circumstances and that any effort put into avoiding or 

changing the outcome would be futile. In such situations, a person passively yields to the 

consequences. The example most often cited in the professional literature is that of the Jew 

in Nazi concentration camps during the Holocaust who refused to resist or respond in any 

way other than with compliance to commands that ultimately led to their death.

Brett reflects aspects of learned helplessness but he has not completely acquiesced.  

He retains some dignity, independence and self-preservation that are protected by 

outbursts of anger and subsequent flight. Beneath the brittle surface, Brett is soft and 

vulnerable, frightened of himself and others, never fully cold or hard. He is street smart 

and intelligent and completely mystified by the girl who befriends him.

The name, Shay, just came to mind. Shay is a modern name, the type that Generation 

X parents might choose. It is actually an Irish male’s name and this is a subtlety that none 

of my readers has noticed, at least as far as I know. It fits her character. I searched old 

university convocation programs for a surname that would go with it. The two syllables of 

Tyler sounded right and when I chanted ‘Shay Tyler’ over and over again, it sounded better 

each time.
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Shay is quintessentially Generation Y. She has the male trait of assertiveness and a  

no-nonsense, impulsive approach to relationships. She is a hedonist, seemingly interested 

in herself, her possessions, and the advantages of an affluent lifestyle. Frustration tolerance 

is beyond Shay’s capacity. She is a women of the present rather than the future but 

powerless to escape the influences of the past. She knows the extent of control that she has 

over her parents and manipulates them shamelessly. Despite this, she is vulnerable, mildly 

self-destructive, naïve about life and the emotions that others might experience, and not 

especially skilled in dealing with young males, including Brett and her long-time friend, 

Kevin Bennett.

And speaking of Kevin, there had to be a gay character. It amazes me how many times 

I come across a gay character in books and movies these days. It almost seems as though 

authors need one more facet to society’s diamond, and that facet is gay.

I like Kevin as a character and it was with considerable reluctance that I killed him 

halfway through the story. The death now seems a bit too contrived, as was the death of 

Shay’s dog, Mandy. Both scenes were designed to tug heartstrings—a deliberate attempt 

to connect the reader emotionally with the characters— although in retrospect I’m not 

convinced that Kevin’s disappearance had that effect on many who read the book.

Other aspects of the narrative were guided by the explorations that I described in 

Section II, predominately through the videotaped interviews with the young adult readers. 

This was especially important during the mapping of the plot and the development 

of characters. The story was aimed at upper secondary school readers who would be 

comfortable with adult topics. I wanted to create drama through the clash of Brett’s and 

Shay’s personalities overlayed with suspense derived from their unwitting involvement 

in the murder of the medical technician, Kennedy, and the associated intrigue. I also 

wanted to contrast the lifestyle differences between Shay/Kevin and Brett and explore 

the possibility that teenagers from such different backgrounds could find a mutually safe 

ground on which to establish a relationship. In doing so, Brett and Shay’s emotional lability 

may have become more tedious to some readers than I wanted. At a deeper level, both 

characters find allies through their personal vulnerabilities: in Brett’s case, the violence that 

led him to the streets and in Shay’s, the end of her parents’ marriage and the revelation that 

she was an accident of passion—he was afraid of attachment, she totally ignorant of how to 

control or even connect with him.

I didn’t deliberately set out to introduce the breadth of issues that were raised in the 

course of the narrative. Certainly, most are realities of adolescent life, such as the use of 

illegal drugs, homosexuality, sexual responsiveness, and boy bonding (between Brett and 

Kevin). Brett’s Indigenous heritage emerged late in the design of the plot. I wanted to make 
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Brett more spiritual than ultimately depicted through his growing awareness of inner 

Dreamtime voices that would guide and alert him to danger. I don’t think I achieved that. 

The complication of the protagonist’s link to Shay’s mother was also deliberate, designed  

to establish a tension about the inevitability of Shay and Dressler coming face-to-face at 

some time and this was the basis of Dressler’s obsession about eliminating the witnesses  

to the murder.

The Chinese characters and events were conceived as a collateral storyline that served to 

elaborate the detached and merciless nature of the trade in human body parts as one might 

find in the slaughter of animals as food for human consumption. The opening scene of the 

book was intended to startle, to act as a hook on which to snag the reader’s attention.

Using the body parts trade as the underlying rationale was a risk at the time because this 

was not an issue given much international press. I’d read about the folk myths (or truths) of 

young tourists in India waking up after being doped by new ‘friends’ to find that they were 

missing both kidneys, a body part without which we cannot survive. And there were also 

stories about prisoners in Chinese jails being used as unwitting donors, again with fatal 

consequences, a practice well known to China-watchers at the time.

Writing Soft Targets was a more private undertaking than either of my two earlier creative 

writing attempts (the quasi-autobiography and the later manuscript, Unfinished Business). 

I shared the developing story with few friends. I knew, of course, that the ultimate test of 

the narrative was its appeal to the reading public, in this case, young adults, and from a 

researcher’s point of view, it seemed more than just a good idea—but essential—to test  

the credibility of the novel on the target audience.

As an academic writer, I am accustomed to the crafting of ideas but my readers are 

generally more interested in the basis for, and outcomes of, my research than the literary or 

stylistic merits of the paper. Readability is informally judged and approved (or rejected) by 

journal reviewers and editors.

When I wrote my Master’s thesis in creative writing (Unfinished Business), I was 

unconcerned about readability—in fact, didn’t give it a thought—because it was a narrative 

intended for an adult audience. For Soft Targets, however, readability seemed important 

because I was aiming the book for a younger (albeit not much younger) audience. I used 

two readability formulae to judge the reading ease of the text: the Fleish Reading Ease 

Readability Score (FLE) and the Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level (F-KGL)43. Each provides a 

numerical assessment of readability.

The FLE rates text on a 100-point scale based on the average number of syllables per 
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word and words per sentence. The higher the FLE, the easier the text is to understand.  

The rule of thumb for school age readers is to achieve a score between 60 and 70.

The F-KGL goes one step further than the FLE by giving the American school grade 

level required to read and understand a sample of text. The F-KGL indicates at what grade 

level the readers’ comprehension must be for them to understand the text. If the F-KGL is 

low (e.g., 3) it means the text has been written in a clear and easy-to-understand manner 

that would be comprehended readily by a student reading at a grade 3 level.

The full manuscript of Soft Targets has a FLE of 78.5 and F-KGL of 5.2 (i.e., grade 5 

reading comprehension). Individual chapters ranged from FLE 59.1 to 94.2 and F-KGLs 

ranged from (grade) 1.9 to 9.3. These figures give evidence of the relative simplicity of the 

writing style that would have made all chapters of the novel readily accessible (in terms of 

comprehension) to the Year 10 through 12 students who read it.

Just for comparison, I chose at random six of my academic papers published in the  

ten years ending in 2002. The average FLE was 29.3 and F-KGL, 11.6 (one only paper had  

a F-KGL < 12). The level of writing complexity for these articles was high requiring a 

relatively high level of reading comprehension expected of an academic audience.

My plan for evaluating Soft Targets beyond readability involved the preparation and 

distribution of loose-bound copies to a small cohort of young adults and, after they’d read 

the story, interview them about their impressions of, and reactions to, the manuscript.

One of the complications inherent in the earlier videotape study, which I described 

in Section II, was the diversity of literature that young people read. Comments by the 

participants in that study reflected reading interests that varied considerably from one 

person to another. I had hypothesised that by asking readers to concentrate on one book, 

the variability in responses would be reduced and their likes and dislikes could then be 

traced to specific aspects of the characters, plot, and the readers’ emotional reactions to 

the circumstance, events, and issues depicted. I was quietly confident that I could collect 

impressions that represented the breadth of factors using a sample of between 10 and 15 

avid readers. As a trial, I distributed copies of the manuscript to close friends with children 

aged 15 to 17 years whom I knew to be avid readers; a sample of convenience.

Each young person read the story and talked to me individually about the 

characteristics, appeal, and what they liked and disliked. All were positive, commenting  

on the integrity and attractiveness of the characters, and their interest in the story.  

One even used the word ‘compelling’ to describe the plot. It seemed as though I was in  

the right problem space.

At that time, however, I also encountered an unexpected obstacle, namely, the lack of 
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authenticity of a manuscript when compared to a published novel. As one reader put it,

I can’t really think about it like a novel. It’s a good story, okay? And I liked it, but I  

don’t know what I would’ve thought about it if I’d seen it like a real book. You know? 

With a cover and the stuff you expect to see inside a real book.

This suggested that the manuscript would not have the same integrity of a real book.  

It had no colourful or engaging cover (it was a white page behind a clear plastic sheet  

with the words, Soft Targets, and my name in bold print). It was bulky in both size and 

weight (A4 and two-thirds of a kilogram). A standard young adult paperback is about  

200 mm x 130 mm and 250 grams. It was questionable, therefore, if any further evaluation 

of a loose-bound manuscript would produce credible information. Certainly, acquisition 

editors in publishing companies make judgments of the quality and potential appeal of a 

manuscript but they are sophisticated evaluators and accustomed to reading A4 hard copy. 

Young adults infrequently engage with unpublished material other than, perhaps, copied 

classroom or teacher notes. Their evaluation of the story as a totality would seem to rest—

at least in part—on its presentation in a recognisable novel form.

Consequently, Soft Targets was printed by a small publishing company as a paperback 

novel under the nom de plume, Daniel Hopton, to avoid the influence of the researcher/

interviewer being recognised as the author of the book under consideration and to allow 

for discussion of the author in the third person during the interviews (see Appendix 1 for 

a selection of images of the published book). There was also a suspicion lurking in the back 

of my mind that my previous readers might have been more positive about the story than 

strangers might, justifying a larger readership sample than originally planned.

The recruitment process for this evaluation was similar to that of the videotape study 

described in Section II in that it was facilitated by Heads of English or Librarians in eight 

secondary schools in Queensland and Victoria, covering government and non-government 

sectors, and a wide range of socio-economic environments (see Appendix 2 for various 

information sheets and consent forms). Forty-five books were distributed initially.  

Thirty-nine Year 10 (n = 12), Year 11 (n = 17), and Year 12 (n = 10) students eventually 

attended small group interviews (16 were male). All were self-identified avid readers who 

read for leisure more than 10 hours per week. The drop out rate (13%) is likely a function 

of the timing—late Term 3, early Term 4—when students are concentrating on their 

forthcoming assessments (especially in Year 12) and when schools are disinclined  

to interrupt them.

Most participants read the book within two days. No one took more than two weeks. 

Fourteen group interviews were scheduled and the majority were conducted in Year groups 

of three or four participants. There were also four cross-Year groups, and three single-
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person interviews, the latter occurring when students scheduled for sessions failed to show. 

Interviews were digitally videotaped with first name, year, and school only being recorded.

The interviews were largely open-ended. The question schedule was based on the 

model shown in Figure 3 (Section II) but condensed in three general domains (characters, 

storyline, general appeal). Some examples of questions are given in Table 2 (the full set 

of questions is given in the Appendix 3). Not every question was asked as participants 

commonly provided information spontaneously that addressed several domains.

Table 2

Interview schedule domains with three sample questions in each

Characters

• What were your impressions of the characters? Who did you like? Who didn’t 
you like and why?

• What did you think about the motives of any character?

• Would you have liked to know any of the characters?

Storyline

• Do you think that the author had any themes in mind (homelessness, corruption 
in government, wealth versus poverty)?

• What did you think about the physical ‘stage’ such as the houses, the mountain 
scenes with Kevin, the prison?

• How did you react to the complexity of the story (Australia/China locations; 
perspectives of different characters)?

General appeal of the book

• Do you think the book would be better for readers at a particular age or stage  
of reading?

• Did you cry or feel really sad or laugh at any time—what were the 
circumstances?

• Is there any single thing that the story said to you, or made you think about?

Interviews ran from 20 to 45 minutes (depending upon the number of participants). 

Over 7.5 hours of data were collected.
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All interviews began with the question: ‘If you were to give the book a rating out of 10, 

with 10 being good, what would you give it? Then, each participant offered a rating and the 

interview continued, ‘Okay, let’s talk about why you gave the book the rating you did.’

As the interview progressed, we covered the technicalities of writing (i.e., point of view, 

voice, dialogue), issues, themes, and the sophistication of the story (e.g., characterisation, 

plot, authenticity), the participants’ identification and affiliation with, and appeal of, the 

characters, and the emotional connection that the reader might have with characters or 

scenes.

The interviews were fully transcribed and the analysis proceeded again along the 

lines recommended by Strauss and Corbin44, which refer to open and axial coding and 

interpretation. There were four evaluation/coding phases.

• The first sought to correct transcription errors and insert movie time tags for later 

reference.

• The second involved the assignment of provisional content categories. I began with 

the categories reported in the videotape study (described in Section II) that related 

to characters, stories, believability, personal views or dispositions, and reading 

outcomes.

• The third phase involved re-classification of comments according to the 

provisional categories, undertaken interview-by-interview. This sought to establish 

coding consistency across all interview sessions (i.e., the same or very similar 

comments from several participants being assigned the same category). This also 

led to changes in category labels.

• The fourth phase affirmed the categories and subcategories and enabled the  

listing of representative statements for each. Table 3 below sets out the final 

classification system with a few examples of comments that represent the 

categories. Accuracy and reliability of the coding process was addressed in this 

phase through a re-coding of approximately 5% of comments/responses by a 

second person who was briefed about the coding process and the scope/nature 

of the categories and subcategories. Disagreements between the coders about 

the classification of statements were resolved by consensus and the agreed-upon 

categories assigned. 

The classification system is slightly different to the model shown in Figure 3. The new 

configuration is shown below.
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Table 3

A classification of participants’ comments according to five domains

Characterisation
Character 
identity

It was interesting because apart from getting into Brett’s head you got 
into other characters heads—you knew what was inside more than 
one person’s head.

He’s a hard character to describe [Brett]. I see him more as a very 
lonely person, very lonely, but always trying to get somewhere in life.

Appeal The dad was good and I like Mandy, the dog. The dog was cool.  
And Brett was probably my favourite.

I did get annoyed a bit but I didn’t empathise with the book much—
like Shay’s arrogance. Like when she was pushing the romance it was 
like a sledgehammer. I don’t really like her that much.

Affiliation I think definitely he [Brett] could be [a friend] mainly cause he’s 
almost about of the same age as me and so I could relate to him like 
that.

Shay and Brett’s actions around the house, what they do outside—like 
with the dog. That was a very—the bit with the dog, that really 
connected with me.

Narrative
Issues & themes But when he [the author] revealed he [Kevin] was gay, it was kind of 

like, um. I kind of felt like the book had kind of targeted homelessness, 
a bit of racism, a bit of Chinese triads, medical organ donation, and 
gayness.

Character 
presence

I like what Brett and Kevin did although at first there wasn’t really 
much to show that there was a connection. It might have been a bit 
shaky, but there was a connection. It was like he wasn’t only part of 
Shay’s life when he [Kevin] died; he was part of Brett’s as well. So he 
was kind of putting more into the story as well.

Every time a new character is introduced you get like a full-on, whole 
history of him. I don’t think it’s necessary.
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Predictability & 
resolution

[There were] little things that were unpredictable. I wasn’t expecting 
Kevin to get killed. I was very surprised when that happened.  
You sort of separated people getting killed to the Chinese chapters.  
I wasn’t expecting someone to get killed, like a main character.

But sometimes that adds the little extra to the story that you don’t 
know what’s going to happen and you’re always sitting there thinking, 
‘What’s this bit and what’s going to happen?’

Structure/ 
Complexity 

Death. Death. Particularly with the Chinese. You get someone, you 
kill them. You get someone, you kill. It was just like a vicious cycle 
that, yeah, otherwise it was really the China side of the story and then 
the Shay and Brett—how did they come together and connect?

It’s like, it’s chopped together well. You’re supposed to remember 
certain things and I found myself rereading and I found it quite 
different from other stories that I’ve read.

Authenticity
Characters & 
dialogue

Sometimes he [Brett] did things that seemed to contradict with his 
own actual characteristics, sometimes. Like, he seemed to be out of 
character. Random points. This’s really minor. You think that, ‘Okay. 
That doesn’t match up with him’.

I think he [the author] tried hard to use some language like teenagers 
would understand. I noticed that. Sometime it sounded a bit like he 
tried too hard but I think, like, the use of swear words—because it 
made it more realistic. Because it’s a bit weird when you have—like, 
teenage characters in a book like this—some action scenes when they 
never swear.

Action & 
coincidence

If all these events were occurring there would be stronger protection. 
I know that they [the police] were watching them but there would be 
more investigation.

You’ve got three different things and there’s dialogue and she [Shay] 
tried to kiss and he walks away and I thought, ‘What? I didn’t get it.’  
I thought I’d have to go back and read the page six times.

Integrity Well, sometimes it was a bit strange—well, not strange, but a bit—like 
the whole relationship thing, some of the language. Like, it was pretty 
strong.

There are people who do drugs and alcohol but they don’t behave 
in the same way, they’re—I’m being slightly pigeon holey––they’re 
usually slightly more superficial and they’re doing it just because it’s 
cool or they’re doing it because they want to escape and she didn’t 
really.
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Worldliness
Attitudes & 
dispositions

She [Sonja] seems a bit bubble-headed.

Wouldn’t he [Dr Tyler] recognise that she’s [Shay] kind of addicted 
really bad? I don’t know. I think he took the whole drug-taking thing 
lightly—it’s kinda serious if she’s depressed.

I sort of liked the idea that Dressler thought he was so important to 
the group and they just dropped him. It may be because I’m sort of 
partially evil, but I like the idea of, ‘Huh. Suck. It’s not worth it.’

Interpretations & 
insight

It seems a bit odd and you think you’d realise if your husband—
your lover—is always disappearing off and somehow he’s not 
exactly matching up, and it seems, like, a bit odd and what type of 
relationship they are really on?

He [Brett] still had his pride and you can really see where he was 
going in from. Shay, she was a different perspective. She didn’t see her 
life in the same way Brett saw his life. They were opposite ends of the 
scale. The way Brett went to show them what he lived like, for me, was 
really powerful.

Personal 
relevance

I think we see more in her because we’ve got—our lives are more 
similar to hers than Brett’s—so we can understand where she’s coming 
from. Dressler (was that his name?) and the mum. You had a bit of 
sympathy for her but she was a bit of a nitwit.

You know you could sort of identify with Brett far easier than you 
could with Shay because you’ve met people like that and with the 
drugs and stuff it just seemed that she was just wasting what she had, 
all this affluence, and that sort of thing and she couldn’t do anything 
with her life but I guess that’s how you’re positioned to see her.

Impact
Reading & 
writing process

I kinda figured that it would all tie in the end when the scene has 
happened and I sort of knew why they [the author] were doing it.

He’s a lot more passive when he’s writing about the Chinese so it’s 
more like outside looking at it, and I like that better because he’s not 
trying to position you as much.
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Emotions I was really scared a few times, like really scared, like every time they’d 
went out I’d go, ‘No no no. Get back inside.’ They’d be walking in the 
park and, like, you’d see from the stalker’s perspective. It was routine 
what they did that really frustrated me, and they didn’t realise—it 
was like they didn’t realise, so it was like, ‘Go back inside. Go back 
inside,’ or ‘Where’s the dog? The dog should be there to look after you.’

It was sad to see it because you didn’t only have that image of him 
being chopped up by a propeller but also an image of what his 
mother—you heard a lot about what his mother must be feeling and 
they didn’t know what happened to him. And you think that it was 
sad that they didn’t know what happened to him and they’d never find 
him—especially parents—that they’d always want to know what had 
happened to their child and they would never really. It made you—
you could relate to that sense, having to see your parent.

Knowledge I remember heaps, the very gory ending with all the stuff happening 
with the Chinese. That was pretty crazy. They have that really detailed 
part about that kid who gets chopped up for medical stuff. That was 
pretty eye opening, sort of. I remember that.

I found that it was good the, um, stuff about the street kids, and 
everything, like. It was really interesting to actually think about that 
and kind of have an insight into what life like that is like because it’s 
not the sort of thing that you think about.

The differences between the two classification systems (c.f., Figure 3, Table 3) is not 

surprising given the focus on one set of characters and one story in the videotape study 

described in Section II. In that study, the questions drew from the participants’ reading 

experience and their observations and beliefs about the diversity of that literature. While 

the fundamental elements are common across the videotape study and the present study 

(i.e., characters, plots, realism, personal and emotional connections), in the present study 

participants were prompted to be critical (positively and negatively) of the story.

The 39 young people interviewed were unevenly distributed across grades and sex, as 

can be seen in Table 4. This was largely a result of interview ‘no-shows’.
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Table 4

Number of participants interviewed and rating range 

Year/Sex n Range

Year 10 12 6–7.5

Males 2 6–7.5

Females 10 6–7.5

Year 11 17 3-9

Males 6 5-9

Females 11 3-6

Year 12 10 3-9

Males 8 3-9

Females 2 3-6

As can be seen in Table 4, the range of ratings was broad, notably in Years 11 and 12. 

Independent of the ratings, comments made during the interviews reflected widely 

differing views about all aspects of the book. In some cases, what one young person loved, 

another hated. What connected with one did not connect with another. For example, when 

considering the language used in the book, Year 11 Liam said:

He used a lot of familiar language around when he was talking about Brett and Shay. 

They used really inclusive language like that—not really inclusive language—but stuff 

you could relate to.

Tracey, also in Year 11 saw it this way:

I thought the language of the book would have attracted me when I was probably 10 

but the issues that were tackled like the graphic scene and like them getting intimate 

and stuff—they’re not on the same level.

Samuel, Year 12, said:

I think he tried hard to use some language like teenagers would understand. I noticed 

that. Sometime it sounded a bit like he tried too hard but I think, like, the use of swear 

words because it made it more realistic.
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There was also a notable difference in views about the characters. For example, when 

talking about the dog, Mandy, Sharon in Year 10, said:

Mandy? She only features in a couple of bits. Didn’t bring the plot along. Creates 

obstacles for Dressler but didn’t do much.

While Antonia, in Year 11 commented:

She was cool and friendly and happy. She was like a central point of the book.

There were also differences in how aspects of the story were perceived, for example, the 

Chinese sub-theme. Anthony, in Year 12, said:

I wasn’t into the whole analysis of the Chinese sort of bit. I just felt that the 

connection—like, maybe if you thought about it midway through the book you think 

why was there all this sort of stuff, this random introduction, but then once you’ve read 

it, you sort of see that it comes full circle.

Adrienne in Year 11 took an entirely different approach.

It seemed quite racist to me like the author didn’t know anything about China. Kinda 

made it up. Chinese are all evil. And it wasn’t really descriptive of Chinese.

And a Year 10 girl also found that part of the story less than fulfilling.

I found it really weird. The Chinese people didn’t have really full characters. You could 

just tell they were just inhumane—that’s probably it. It just seems so far and distant. 

You can’t exactly understand. He didn’t exactly go into it. (Sharon)

Figure 4 shows the mean ratings of interviewed participants. A two-way analysis of 

variance (Year x Sex) produced one statistically significant result, for Sex (F = 8.08, df2, 39,  

p < .01). The drop off in the girls’ rating after Year 11 is notable, which is maintained in  

Year 12.

Despite the statistical power inherent in analysis of variance, a clear limitation in this 

exercise is the small sample of Year 10 boys and Year 12 girls.

The most convincing data, therefore, comes from the Year 11s. These girls were generally 

unimpressed by most aspects of the book, and even those who gave it a moderately high 

rating (i.e., 6), made many negative comments, as the following excerpts will show.

I didn’t really like the whole idea of it. I knew she was using drugs to deal with her 

problems but I think that you’d think as her father, as someone who’d teach her how to 
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cope. We think of her father that he would help her deal with her problems. (Terri, Year 

11, rating 3)

I think I laughed out aloud one moment it was really cheesy and I couldn’t believe it ... 

I like sophisticated writing, like literature. I remember books that were straightforward 

and there are no hidden meanings. I’ve outgrown it. (Tracey, Year 11, rating 4)

I didn’t like how Brett was shot [Brett was not shot: Author] and Shay say all this thing 

about bear my soul, or something. It seemed really out of character. They finally got 

captured and there’s this line that was going along like poetic ... Like the relationship 

was never like that. It was never poetic. It didn’t make sense to me at all. (Annemaree, 

Year 11, rating 6)

Of course, not all comments by the Year 11 girls were negative, as the following 

comments from Terri and Cathy show.

I really liked it when I realised that it was him [Dressler], his relationship with Sonja 

… and … there were moments when it [the language] was advanced, but it was 

something that I would have enjoyed a few years ago. I think it targets younger readers. 

(Terri)

I was really sad about how he was scared. That I really felt a connection. That really 

made it. I really felt connected to his struggle. (Cathy)

Figure 4: Mean ratings of interviewed participants
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 The Year 11 boys generally gave more positive ratings than the girls and this is evident 

in their comments, as the follow excerpts suggest.

It was good. I though it was quite nice when they were sitting on the jetty and going for 

the little walks, just the little romance thing. Um. Yeah. It was good. And that was sad 

when that was going to be broken up, like, when they were going to be murdered  

or something. Yeah, that’s quite good. (Jeff, rating 5)

I know I really liked it. Like, I couldn’t put it down for a couple of hours. I’d just sit 

there and read it. I liked the two different backgrounds of the main characters.  

How they clashed, and like she was rich and he was poor. Just the way they reacted to 

each other, like um, and then, like, when they experienced the act—the crime—it was 

just how they reacted and stuff. Like, when they had their arguments it was, um, like, 

you know what they were getting at, like. You knew why they were doing it. Like, you 

knew both their backgrounds completely but they didn’t know each other. And you 

knew why they were doing it. (Shane, rating 9)

The Year 10 girls gave ratings within a 1.5-point band again with both positive and 

negative observations.

I found the whole book to be unrealistic but still enjoyable. (Karen, rating 6)

I though it had a lot of potential and it was a good book, but to me, a lot of the time 

I thought the dialogue was manufactured and it didn’t feel real—I wouldn’t talk like 

that to someone and someone wouldn’t talk like that to me. But it was, like, good fun. 

(Amelia, rating 6)

When I first picked it up, the blood turned me off a bit. And I thought, ‘Oh my God, 

what’s going to be in this book?’ I’m just not a big fan of blood. And like, once I got  

into it, it was fun. (Sarah, rating 7.5)

While there were only two Year 10 boys, they rated the story within the same 1.5-point 

band. Both were critical. Henry was the most vocal young man in the total cohort and had 

little positive to say about the book although he still rated it 6/10. The following are two 

excerpts that characterise his reactions.

I think it was a little unrealistic. Oh, probably a lot unrealistic. It was—I felt, ‘Why is 

a random chick going to pick up a homeless guy and take him home and let him in the 

house?’ It’s not going to happen. And I just thought it was unrealistic. I don’t know.  

The book—it felt like it was angled at a lower—like for younger people than the 

language that it was using. Yeah, and the obscenities. I just thought that the plot—I 

thought it was just angled at someone younger than us and that sort of language 

wouldn’t be appropriate.

263



And then,

Ask any of the guys in Year 10 if they’re invited to some hot chick’s home and they’re—

and she’s like lying on top of them are they just going to go spaz and just walk away 

and do something, like Brett does?

In contrast, Bill’s comments were less visceral. And while he was also quite critical, his 

rating was 7.5/10.

I didn’t feel too attached to the characters because they’re not types of people I usually 
associate with. I felt—I actually felt more into the book when it was coming to the 
Chinese part because, mainly because of the descriptive style but something more along 
the lines of my taste.

Brett was rather consistent in the first bits, being a street kid. His language is very 
consistent. Shay’s language would be consistent when you really think about it. 
Even though she’s a rich kid, she picks up that sort of language at school. And that’s 
explainable but then later in the novel about Brett being able to speak French and 
doing—and doing so much other stuff, it’s a bit less believable.

Both Year 12 girls were relatively quiet in their respective groups. One rated the book 

3/10 and the other 6/10. Catherine said that Soft Targets was not the type of book that 

would typically appeal to her.

It was a bit violent for my liking … [the violence] seemed rather random and this 
Chinese bit, that comes in at the beginning and the end—and it does, I suppose 
complete the story separate from the main story—I just saw it as really random …  
The dog dying was sad. And where they were killing the Chinese, the prisoners, that 
was a bit, like, shocking, like, they could do that to their own countrymen?

Alexis was disadvantaged by participating in a group that contained two dominating 

peers, a boy and a girl. Alexis contributed only nine statements to the transcript of that 

tape. While she might have had little to say, her comments were insightful, among them 

were the following.

The thing that stuck in my mind—the kind of thing that bothered me for most of the 
book until I got to the really exciting action bit at the end when you can’t put it down, 
it’s just the kind of awkwardness of Shay and Brett’s meeting. How—well—it was just 
kind of they suddenly started talking and she ‘s like, ‘Do you want to come around to 
our house. You’re a street kid but I don’t mind.’

Myself, this isn’t the sort of book that I might pick up in the library. I might pick it up 
and read the blurb, but I wouldn’t necessarily be drawn to it. Although, I like the fact 

that I read a book that I wouldn’t normally and I liked it overall, but it’s not one my 

favourites.
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It was good how, like, Brett got his life together and everything, but at the same time it 

kind of opened your eyes to the fact that most people, they just try to get through each 

day. They don’t really have much thought about the future and trying to make a living. 

And I though it was good how it addressed that issue.

The representativeness of the Year 10s and 12s was an issue. To address this, I enlisted 

the assistance of a school librarian and two high school teachers. They recruited an 

additional nine Year 12 students (7 females) and six Year 10s males bring the total cohort to 

54 (Year 10: 8 males, 10 females; Year 11: 6 males, 11 females; Year 12: 7 males, 9 females). 

The new recruits attended two independent colleges and two state secondary schools, one 

located in a disadvantaged area in metropolitan Brisbane.

The students were asked only to read the book and provide a score out of 10. Several 

volunteered written information, which was in all cases a brief comment about what they 

especially liked or didn’t like about the book.

The augmented rating data was submitted to a two-way analysis of variance (Year x Sex) 

which produced two statistically significant results, for Sex (F = 7.56, df1, 49, p = .008) and 

Sex x Year (F = 3.16, df2, 49, p = .05). A graphic representation of the data is shown in  

Figure 5. Bonferroni post hoc analyses showed that the effects were due to the differences 

between the Year 10 and Year 11 data (p = .02).

Figure 5: Mean ratings of all participants
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The ‘recovery’ of the Year 12 girls is notable with several high ratings being given by the 

additional participants despite flaws that all reported. This is reflected in Penny and Kristy’s 

comments below. Kristy was brief,

Given the book’s very accessible language, familiar settings and interesting, if somewhat 

unrealistic, storyline, I would rate it an 8.

Penny was more forthcoming with her reflections,

I absolutely loved the descriptions in the book and the different metaphors that he 

used to draw the reader in, my favourite description throughout the entire book was 

on page 1: ‘Lui [sic] could ride for days without seeing another human and marvel at 

the dazzling mystery of the heavens through air so clean and crisp he imagined that it 

would snap if he leaned too hard against It.’

I also felt that at times, the history of both Brett and Shay was a little rushed and was 

confined to the first encounters rather than small reflections later on in the book.  

The issue of Brett’s unwillingness to become close to someone also became a tad 

repetitive at times, but I understand that it was a vital part of the storyline. I also 

would have liked to see how Shay interacted with girls at her school, to explore other 

dimensions of her character.

The response pattern of the Year 11s remains open to speculation. It might be an 

artefact of the sample although the girls came from a range of schools and socioeconomic 

backgrounds. The comments from the Year 11s who rated the book 3, 3.5, and 4 were 

similar to those who rated it 5 and 6.

For example, Terri (rating 3) found the story consistently unrealistic. For her, Shay’s 

character and behaviour was unconvincing as was the lack of parental supervision for 

a teenage girl. Tracey (rating 4) lost track of the story and the impact of the Chinese 

sub-plot, thought that the writing style and language lacked sophistication, and was not 

convinced that any father would be so naïve as to allow a young stranger free access to the 

family home. Lana (rating 3.5) also had difficulty; this comment was about the plot:

I think I probably marked it down because I read a lot of Sherlock Holmes and Agatha 

Christie and this is kind of trying to be along the same lines, but it failed. That’s how I 

saw it. It was all drawn out and nothing was stated—it wasn’t very logical.

 She also thought that many aspects of the story were contrived, including Kevin’s death.

It was sort of like an afterthought just like, ‘Ok, maybe we should kill off this character’ 

and everyone was like, ‘Oh, we’re kinda sad.’ If someone dies in a book there’s usually a 

lot more, you know, following up to it [sic] and after it, whereas in this, it was just like, 

you know, ‘We just have to stay safe from the killer.’
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And the incident on the train:

Well, the train—although it was—I mean the guys finding him on the train was pretty 

interesting, the whole thing—um—having people, people you think you don’t quite 

know what their motives are and they’re looking at you and you don’t know whether 

they looking at you because they’re thinking about something else or whether they 

looking at you because they want to do something. I don’t know, yeah.

Michelle (rating 4) found inconsistencies in the characterisation, for example:

The whole library bit. That was a bit weird. How he ended up being a fantastic story 

reader.

Like Michelle, Antonia (rating 4) had difficulty with the motives of the characters, as the 

following excerpts suggest.

And it just went on and on and it kept on going back to, ‘Oh, Brett isn’t da da da.  

He’s being all defensive again.’ … Also Shay seemed like a really clichéd character, rich 

white girl. I guess it’s understandable, but it just got again really repetitious.

Girls who gave the story the highest ratings (5 and 6) in Year 11 made very similar 

comments to those above. For example, Adrienne (rating 5) found the characters 

exaggerated, especially the Chinese and the German, Dressler, whom she thought were all 

stereotypically evil.

Finally, Christina (rating 5) also found parts of the story far-fetched, as the following 

comments suggest.

She [Shay] wouldn’t pick up, like, a homeless guy on the street. I found that really 

interesting how they clicked from totally different backgrounds ... I just sort of think, 

‘Does that happen in real life’ People just take homeless people into their houses and 

accept them and like let them live there, and stuff?’

The huge variation in responses to the book was not especially surprising but the 

inconsistencies between readers’ ratings and the comments made during the interviews 

were not expected. Certainly, there was a small group who made few positive comments, 

like Terri (Year 11) and Catherine (Year 12), and any that were made were qualified. 

Notwithstanding this, even the most critical group (three Year 11 girls) gave unprompted 

positive comments. For example, after they had been especially scathing, the following 

interaction took place:

Lana: We’re really bagging the book. We’re really bagging it.

Antonia: It wasn’t all bad. It was a great idea for a book.

Lana: It had elements of greatness. It did talk about the issue of homelessness and how 
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that can affect a person’s character and how people can find it hard to relate to people 

outside homelessness. And also vice-versa.

Antonia: Yes, that’s definitely true.

Lana: ’Cause I don’t think that’s explored that much in books.

Christina: I thought it was ok, like. I just got lost and disinterested. Like, as I was 

saying before, with the characters, like we were saying before. But I think it was a good 

storyline to go with.

Most, if not all, of the young people reported some engagement with the book. This was 

common in regard to Mandy’s death, as the following interaction from the same group 

immediately above shows.

Erin: I actually think that that was the saddest point of the book for me.

Antonia: I didn’t like it. It was sad.

Christina: I got really sad about it. My dog had to be put down and I was completely 

devastated. I think that would have torn Shay apart.

There were also others like Shane (Year 11) and John (Year 12) who appeared to engage 

almost completely with the book to the extent that they had almost nothing negative to say. 

John, for example, thought that Soft Targets was the sort of book that ‘… parents should 

read. This’d give them insight into sometimes how their kids feel ’cause I don’t think parents 

realise when these things happen.’ At the end of his interview I commented that many 

other young people to whom I’d spoken didn’t like the book as much as he did, to which he 

replied, ‘That’s their loss.’

While the girls were generally more negative than the boys, notably toward the  

violence described in the book, there was also another subtle difference. Many of the girls’ 

criticisms (although by no means all) were associated with the characters, their motives  

and behaviour whereas the boys’ criticisms were often directed toward the storyline.  

The following few excerpts are from girls:

And Brett was so defensive for, like, so many chapters of the book. ‘I don’t want help.  

I don’t need help’. (Antonia)

I was thinking about half way through the book—I was trying to figure out what—

Sonya’s new husband, Dressler—I was thinking about him. And he seems to, um, have 

his own interests at heart like a social and an economic climber—a bit of a parvenu—

but he, um, seemed always to be wanting more money as well, and I think he gets 

involved with—and I think he got involved with Sonya because that had the next step 

up in the social ladder. (Lana)
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Like, I was just thinking of the dad, his mood swings. He’d be really nice to, like, Brett 

and then he tell him he has to leave the house and Shay would just be, like, have these 

fits of anger and start yelling for no reason. (Adrienne)

And these from boys:

I didn’t really take it too seriously. I read it like a normal fiction book. I took it in as it 

went. I didn’t look for any subplots or anything like that … But the start is ridiculous. 

How do you start explaining a character that just dies off? It had no point to the novel. 

I mean, sure, the surgery lab and the parts where they’re taking the body parts, that 

does occur in the book but we didn’t need to know this Asian character whose just  

been killed off and he has no relevance to the story. The first chapter was a bit 

misleading. (Liam)

It seems sometimes a bit artificial, especially with the sex issues was rather—he actually 

says that he gets a bucket of condoms—like literally saying it rather than implying it. 

It’s sort of too upfronting and distracting from the course of the plot. (Bill)

Participants’ worldliness also seems to play a significant part in their appreciation of the 

book. One boy said that because he was involved in a community project that supported 

homeless people, he knew about their plight and this aspect of the story was, therefore, 

real for him. Others were unconvinced that a rich girl would invite a homeless boy into 

the family home or that a medical specialist would sanction such an invitation. This 

incongruity appears to have influenced the readers’ ability to suspend disbelief about the 

story, and aspects of the story or characters that lacked credibility in the early parts of the 

novel affected acceptance of the story right to the end.

At times, this suspicion had unexpected benefits. One girl, for example, said that as 

she was reading the story, she realised that she had never heard about the trade in human 

body parts. She went onto the worldwide web, discovered that this existed along the lines 

depicted in the novel, and this changed her reactions to the story in a positive way.

Certainly, reading interests also played a significant part in the formation of participants’ 

responses. Several indicated that Soft Targets was not a book that they would usually 

choose to read. Many of the boys and a substantial number of the girls stated that fantasy 

was their genre of choice. I find their comments about the lack of reality of the Soft Targets 

characters and story somewhat curious because every aspect of a fantasy genre story is 

unreal. I accept that fantasy novels (as other novels) have an internal reality, so not every 

aspect is unbelievable within that context. Perhaps the distinction to be made here is 

between the nature of the relationships between the characters and the readers’ reactions 

to their perceptions of what that internal reality should be. The storylines presented in J. K. 

Rowlings’s novels, for example, support gender-based expectations. No one could conceive 
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of Harry being uniformly inept and losing in the end, or Hermione not displaying some 

feminine frailties but also overcoming them to support or save Harry in desperate times. 

Brett was far from such a stereotypic adolescent male and Shay far from a stereotypic 

adolescent female. Their weaknesses seemed to prevail over their strengths. From a gender 

perspective, they were more victims than heroes and seemingly ignorant of, and impotent 

against, the (largely) unseen dangers that existed.

For the fantasy readers, it is likely that Shay and Brett miserably failed the test of 

the stereotypic hero and heroine. Their redeeming features were distant from teenage 

expectations: Brett, the sensitive and vulnerable storyteller; Shay the generous, devil- 

may-care drug addict.

Those who rated the book highest ignored character superficiality and recognised 

that events portrayed could happen. They considered the relationships to be honest, the 

interactions genuine, and the issues compelling. Sixteen percent of respondents rated the 

story 8 or 9, suggesting that it was a significant book for them. Sixty-two percent rated it  

6 or above. Using my metric, that would be an acceptable, if not outstanding, read.

I am drawn to make three final comments. Firstly, age and sex do not seem to be 

dictating issues in regard to young people’s likes or dislikes when considering the appeal of 

Soft Targets and I would suggest that this comment would apply more generally. It is likely 

that by Year 11, at least some of the girls were seeking fiction that portrayed relationships in 

a way that was consistent with their role and gender expectations and that most of the boys 

were generally willing to accept the story at face value (along the lines expressed by Boraks 

et al.45). Secondly, it would seem that Soft Targets is more a boy-book than a girl-book by 

virtue of their ratings but a single figure distorts the picture. Responses to any story (such 

as Soft Targets) are far from uni-dimensional. Finally, reader maturity (experience, attitude, 

dispositions, expectations) appears to play a major role in determining readers’ reactions to 

the book.

These points lead me to question the notion of a literature canon. Who judges what is a 

good book? Who judges what is good literature or good writing? And even when we don’t 

like a book, there still might be much we can learn from it or be emotionally affected by it.

One person’s classic is another’s pulp fiction.
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I am approaching the end of another journey.

On my work table is a collection of glossy colour photographs that I took a few years 

after the birth of Brett Jamieson but before Soft Targets had a working title, subsidiary 

characters or plot. The first one is of a factory in West End, a kilometre south of the 

Brisbane CBD. I searched the light industrial area shortly after my adventure with Linda, 

searching out the location for Brett’s squat. I found an old faded red, corrugated-iron 

factory. I couldn’t tell what business operated on the site; there was no name anywhere 

to be seen and little obvious activity. Part of the building complex was a large, apparently 

unused warehouse and when I peered through a broken section of fibro wall all I could see 

was a large piece of electrical equipment at one end, and a mezzanine constructed against 

the opposite wall. Out back there was a yard overgrown with weeds where wooden crates 

of various size and shipping containers were stored, every one of them tired and neglected. 

Box City. I toss the first photograph aside and look at a second image of Box City taken 

from a different angle, then a third, and a fourth.

There are also several pictures of a large cornflour-blue-and-white timber house that 

would become Shay’s home. It is a magnificent old two-storey Queenslander with an 

expansive back garden that stretches to the river where a jetty pokes awkwardly out into 

the flow. I’ve passed the house a hundred times since I began writing Soft Targets and have 

never seen anyone playing or working in the yard; no owner or workman mowing lawn or 

gardening; no young woman dangling feet into the river; no dog sniffing doggy smells or 

lying contentedly in the sun. I wonder what the house is like inside.

There are photographs of a mansion perched high overlooking the St Lucia reach of 

the river. It is a modern replica of an elaborate three-storey colonial home painted white 

with grey trim. It stands out on the hillside arrogant and ostentatious. I located the street 

address and found a substantial wrought-iron fence with formidable locked gates. I have no 

idea who owns it or lives there but it was in an ideal location for Kevin Bennett’s home.

Now I hold an image of a mountain stream. It was taken one Spring day on Canungra 

Creek West Branch near the confluence of Tooloona Creek in Lamington National 

Park. The water is crystal clear. The sky is powder blue with traces of high cloud and the 

highlights and shadows in the foreground are in strong contrast to the background olive-

drab and sea-green forest. It is an ideal location for Kevin’s swim and where he would sit 

unashamedly naked alongside a wary Brett.

I have no pictures of any prison in Beijing. I do have photographs of a large secondary 
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school. It is a mean site, mostly concrete and unfriendly to the eye. It had been raining the 

week before I visited and the quadrangle completely surrounded by the one continuous 

building was little more than a muddy field. In the photograph, three teenagers are making 

their way along the perimeter pathway. The next image was taken through the Principal’s 

office window, looking down at the deserted quadrangle. It is a scene devoid of interest and 

emotion that a tourist might have snapped by accident. Next there are several photographs 

taken from my fourth floor Beijing hotel window. The city skyline is blurred by the brown 

smear of pollution. The final images in this set were taken looking down into the narrow 

street on which the hotel is located. The street is wall-to-wall people, in one photograph a 

white car pushes its way through the throng. Above the street level is a tangle of electrical 

wires and directly across the street there are apartment windows through which I can see 

wooden furniture.

I have never shown these photographs to anyone, although I have imagined myself 

sitting with a friend with a gleeful look on my face, ‘That’s Shay’s house. Brett was in the 

bedroom just there. And this’s Kevin’s place. Pretty impressive, huh? That’s his bedroom 

there, on the top floor. Great views looking over the river.’ Or, ‘That’s Box City. Just there 

to the left is the factory building where Brett was beaten up, and if you walk up the street 

behind that wall, about half a kilometre, there’s an Asian restaurant and in the alleyway 

behind is where the chefs tipped crap over Brett when he regained consciousness in 

the dumpster.’ ‘Oh, and look at this one. That building there, beside the food market, 

is Dressler’s pathology lab in Beijing where they stored the body parts taken from the 

prisoners killed in the jail.’ But I have never allowed myself the conceit of sharing and, 

besides that, not one of those statements is true. All are inventions of a creative mind.

Having completed my first thesis manuscript, Unfinished Business, the task of generating 

a story was not altogether uncharted territory but that story and its characters were 

much more familiar to me. I know people like two of the main characters in Unfinished 

Business—Rob Kelley and Kirsten Malone. I worked as a psychologist in a hospital similar 

to the setting in which Rob worked in the same profession; he and Anthony lived in a 

house and drove a car very much like those that I owned at the time and several of the 

events depicted in the story were similar to some with which I had first hand experience.

But Soft Targets began as tabula rasa. Then, I had a boy who needed a place to live, and 

a girl who had to be different. And so, the photographs became my embryonic knowledge 

base and I find it curious how the narrative emerged from this collection and a half-dozen 

others that I seem to have lost. On the face of it, each image is little more than an objective 

reproduction of reality but all contributed to the generative process brought about by 

hours spent staring at them; and from them emerged the characters’ personalities and 

interactions. These fantasies metamorphosed into Soft Targets.
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I learned much about the remote and enticing province of Qinghai and its history when 

I was preparing the opening chapter that culminates with Liu’s execution. Linda’s thesis45 

and considerable reading beyond it filled in the lives of homeless young men. I spent 

uncounted hours scouring library holdings and databases about the trade in human body 

parts, and I am lucky to have senior medical practitioners as friends and others who are 

professionals with children who live in affluent circumstances.

One of the most challenging aspects of writing Soft Targets was finding the voice that 

suited the story. I’m not sure I achieved the voice I wanted and I suspect that many of my 

young readers would agree. The voice of Soft Targets is not exactly me. In The Writing Book, 

Kate Grenville advocates using the natural voice of the writer because it flows readily, is 

consistent, has real life energy, and sounds convincing. She goes further to say that point 

of view affects voice and this may be why there are some inconsistencies, albeit deliberate, 

in Soft Targets. For example, the voice in chapters located in Beijing is more formal and 

structured than in those that feature Shay and Brett. I also have a tendency to be poetic 

or lyrical and some of my readers found the few places where I indulged myself to be 

paradoxical and silly.

Soft Targets is the heart of this thesis but I have also advanced the proposition that such a 

creative writing endeavour cannot exist in isolation. Every creative undertaking is founded 

on the totality of its creator’s experiences and in this dissertation I have sought to elaborate 

the factors that I believe have contributed to the generation of the novel.

When I began my first attempt at creative writing those many years ago, my figurative 

grail was publication and recognition as a notable—if not distinguished—Australian 

novelist. If I were being hard on myself, I’d have to say that I have failed; that I have 

not achieved the standard or goal I set. Alternatively, I might rationalise my lack of 

achievement by arguing that the process is more important than the product. The truth 

likely lies between failure and the achievement of different and unexpected products. 

And the passion for recognition that led to creative writing in the first place and later 

to Unfinished Business and to Soft Targets has been tempered by time. The obsession is 

blunted.

This may be due to a personality weakness. I am an insatiable consumer of experiences, 

as is apparent in a piece I published in the journal TEXT in 200746. Provide an opportunity 

and I will invariably take it. Sometimes these lead to physical, emotional, social, or 

intellectual danger; sometimes to disaster; sometimes to experiences that remain among 

my most cherished. So, over the past few years while the preparation of Soft Targets and 

this dissertation were chugging along, there have been numerous personal and professional 
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events and opportunities that have competed for attention. I would still like to achieve 

publication on the open market as a novelist but if this never eventuates, it will not be the 

soul-destroying outcome that I thought it would have been in those early years. Perhaps 

this is just maturity shining through the curtain of ambition.

So, what have been some memorable outcomes of this thesis? First and foremost  

has been the experience of working with intelligent and fascinating young people.  

The opportunity to gather their insights into books, authors, and their personal revelations 

has been a highlight of my professional career. It has also provided the unexpected 

challenge. I’m not sure that I was sufficiently prepared for the impact of the first group 

interview with three young women in a Melbourne college. I opened with the request for a 

score out of 10. Terri looked away for a second or two and then said, ‘Maybe a three.’ Then 

almost immediately Tracey said, ‘Four.’ Karen glanced at her classmates and added, ‘Six.’  

I know that I didn’t look shocked or horrified but on the inside, the world was not at peace.

I distinctly remember thinking, ‘Oh shit.’ Then, in microseconds of thought, said to 

myself, ‘You’re a researcher. Find out why!’ and I said, with a broadening smile, ‘Okay, that’s 

great. Let’s find out why you gave it those scores.’ And, of course, they proceeded to tell me 

as only teenagers can. Parenthetically, I suspect that the dynamics of my many interactions 

with the readers would have been quite different if the cover of Soft Targets had carried the 

name, Adrian Ashman.

A second important outcome of my journey through two creative writing theses is its 

unexpected impact on my professional life and work, notably on my writing. I have already 

mentioned the readability level of a randomly selected (small) collection of pre-2003 

research papers. Ten years ago I wrote for two audiences, a professional audience narrowly 

defined as people like me; knowledgeable of the technical terms commonly found in the 

fields of psychology and education and not especially interested in poetry or lyricism.  

The second audience was undergraduate education students via a text book, the first 

edition of which was released in 199047.

I have looked back at that first edition and found my contributions to be more clumsy, 

wordy and more imprecise than I had thought at the time. Certainly, with experience 

and practice one gets better but I believe that the guidance I have received in my creative 

writing postgraduate programs at QUT and at Griffith University has made me much more 

careful as a writer, one who pays attention to the words, not just the sentences. I think that 

my academic writing now looks and feels much freer, as might be obvious in the following 

excerpt from the introduction to the first section of Ashman and Elkins (2008)48.

A hundred years ago, the first manned aircraft lifted off the beach at Kitty Hawk in 

North Carolina. The Flyer was not much more sophisticated than a timber and wire 
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frame covered with fabric. It weighed 860 pounds, had a wingspan of 40 feet, and 

was powered by an 18-horsepower engine. It carried Wilbur Wright into the annals 

of aviation history. At the same time, the most rapid form of mass communication 

was the radio set around which families crowded when important announcements of 

national or international significance were expected.

When the youngest of our children was born, the largest passenger airliner weighed 

over 860,000 pounds, had a wingspan of more than 200 feet and its engines could 

produce more than 56,000 pounds of trust. Three Americans had already left a zigzag 

of foot and tyre prints on the moon. That son now has a PhD and is one of many 

millions of people who log onto the worldwide web each day or send SMSs to friends in 

the next room, across the street, or on the other side of the world.

It is amazing how much the world has changed in 100 years.

It is also amazing how little has changed. There is hardly a day when there is no 

news of local, national, and international conflicts; when some group has claimed 

responsibility for another atrocity against fellow humans. There are still disputes 

between neighbours, within families, and with total strangers. And despite the 

technological advances, there remain huge differences between the lifestyles of people 

living in third- and fourth-world countries and those in what we call advanced 

societies.

Of course, there is little benefit to be gained from cataloguing everything that is wrong 

with the world and its societies. Detailing the woes leads nowhere. Recognising what 

some of those woes might be and planning and implementing strategies to redress them 

can make a difference. This is what this book is about: making changes wherever and 

whenever we can within our own spheres of influence. For most readers, this is likely to 

be within the field of education.

There is not much more to say. The manuscript, Soft Targets, is offered for evaluation.  

From the comments made by my young reviewers, I would say that it is an ‘ok read.’ 

Clearly, it didn’t touch the hearts and souls of some readers but there were others for  

whom the intellectual and emotional connections were strong.

For me, this thesis has not just been about writing a manuscript, but about placing the 

story and process into context. It has been a valuable learning experience and one that 

has drawn on, and challenged, my intellectual and emotional resources. Some of these 

resources were fashioned long ago, during my childhood and teenage years, and have given 

me resilience to overcome adversity in its many forms and establish a disposition to learn 
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from each experience. In many ways I identify with Brett and his emotional roller-coaster 

life—which Shay forced him to confront time and time again. In a similar way, the young 

people whom I interviewed forced me to confront vanity and narcissism in a way that 

probably no important international reviewer or editor could ever achieve.

Many years ago, the noted American psychologist, Carl Rogers, said that every 

experience—every life event—leaves a permanent mark on the individual’s psyche.  

The pleasures and the challenges of this story and their consequences have certainly 

changed me, hopefully for the better.

I am in my room. The bell is ringing. It is time for lunch and I must go down. It is 

Thursday, which means it will be meat salad. We had pork roast last week and I guess that 

it will be beef today. The food’s okay here. Not wonderful, not dog vomit. We will also 

get dessert, cold baked custard with sprinkles of nutmeg lying comatose on the wrinkled 

partly-burned crust. This is what we get each Thursday. Some new person will fill our 

hard, clear plastic tumblers with red cordial. It tastes a bit like raspberry but I bet that no 

raspberry has come anywhere near the production line of that drink. There will be no talk 

in the dining room. No one has anything to say and if they did, no one would pay any 

attention. I would like to talk about my dream of a holiday where I could sit alone on a 

beach watching a steel blue ocean roll in from the Pacific, curl into unconvincing waves 

and wash against the sand. I would watch it seek a path of least resistance toward hollows 

in which there would be a collection of smooth rocks and pebbles, some partly buried in 

the sand. I can feel the glorious sun on my face and the cool breeze that would lull me into 

forgetting that I should smear block-out over my arms and the back of my neck.

Later today I have an appointment with Dr Walenty. I will tell him about my dream 

and that I have finished my story. My story within a story within a story. His serene Polish 

eyes will gaze into mine and he will say, ‘That is good, Adrian. That you have finished your 

story. It is good for you to write. It helps you tell the difference between reality and fantasy.’ 

I will interrupt him there and explain that he should not confuse fantasy and fiction.  

I will explain that fantasy is a writing genre that uses magic and supernatural characters 

as a basis for the plot and setting. That fantasy often takes place in locations that mimic 

the European Middle Ages, although I am not entirely sure why. I will tell Dr Walenty 

that fiction is a story that is not completely based on fact and that my story is fiction, not 

fantasy.

He will nod. Twice.

After a while, he will ask, ‘Are you going to continue writing fiction, Adrian?’ And I will 

think about that for a while. I will tell him, ‘Maybe, but I don’t know for sure.’ Which is a lie.
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We will finish our session and I will let Jeremy, the black American wardsman, walk 

me back to my room. (Jeremy has always been very kind to me.) I will sit in my room and 

dream about skipping-size stones and hefting rocks that sparkle cornsilk in colour, burly 

wood, sandy brown and chocolate, dark orange and coral, moccasin, silver, slate grey and 

even black. And the water that washes over them—with every inundation a frenzy—will 

retreat leaving the scene different to the way it was before.
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Appendix 2

School of Arts

Gold Coast Campus

PMB 50, GCMC Qld 9726

Principal’s Information Sheet

Project Title: Dialogue with the author: Student engagement in recreational 
reading

Investigators: Prof. Adrian Ashman, Assoc. Prof. Nigel Krauth and Dr Patrick 
West

Only about 10% of school-age students self-identify as avid recreational readers. 
Their peers, who do not appear to be voluntary readers, are often a major concern 
for many educators and parents. The present study is part of a wider research 
program aimed at increasing students’ interests in leisure-time reading.

We know quite a lot about the reading habits of children and teenagers, and in 
recent years, there has been a growing interest in issues such as motivation to read 
and engagement with stories and their characters. Most of this work has been 
undertaken through surveys or qualitative methods that ask young people about 
the books they have read. No research has sought responses to a specific book, 
the effect of the story and its characters have on teenage readers, and how these 
responses match the author’s intent. This is the specific purpose of the current 
project.

We are delighted that there is interest in your school in the project. In brief, we are 
seeking senior students who are known, or self-identify as avid readers, that is, they 
are committed and regular leisure-time readers. Ideally, we would like participants 
in Years 10 through 12 but fully appreciate that Year 12 students have more 
important priorities and may not have time to take part in the project. Participating 
students will be given a copy of Daniel Hopton’s Soft Targets, a book that has 
recently been published although we have had access to the manuscript for some 
time and a group of teenagers have already vetted the book.

Student participants would have a month to read the book and then, with your 
approval, we would cooperate with the school to set up group interviews (ideally in 
Year level groups). These would be conducted by Professor Ashman and videotaped 
to allow for appropriate data coding and analysis. Interviews would be held at times 
suitable to the school and the students. Each interview would be of approximately 
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40-minutes duration, that is, about one class period. If students are willing, 
interviews could be held outside of class time.

Interviews will be semi-structured. There will be lead questions about the story, the 
characters, and the participants’ reactions to them and the novel generally. We have 
found that an open-ended format produces the most spontaneous interactions and, 
hence, reveals the most important insights.

As part of the recruitment process, it would be valuable if a member of your 
staff could facilitate the identification of student volunteers. We would provide 
Information Sheets and Consent Forms for parents and students that could be 
returned to the school prior to the distribution of Soft Targets.

We foresee no risks in students’ participation above those of everyday living. All 
data collected will remain strictly confidential. Student data would be name, Year 
level, and school only. No cross-school comparisons will be made. Data will be 
accessible to project staff only. All coded data will be recorded against identification 
numbers and not against students’ names. In accordance with university policy, all 
data will be held in locked filing cabinets at The University of Queensland, kept for 
five years, and then destroyed. At the completion of the project, Professor Ashman 
would be pleased to present the results of the project to your staff at a convenient 
time.

I have enclosed a copy of the Information Sheets and Consent Forms for the 
students and their parents for your perusal.

This study has been cleared by one of the human ethics committees of Griffith 
University (where the project is located administratively) in accordance with the 
National Health and Medical Research Council’s guidelines. Please feel free to 
discuss your school’s participation with a member of the project team (Adrian 
Ashman on 0419 731 685 or Nigel Krauth on (07) 5552 7036. If you would like to 
speak to an officer of the University not involved in the study regarding any matter 
related to the conduct of the project, you may contact the Manager, Research 
Ethics, Office for Research, Bray Centre, Nathan Campus, Griffith University on 
(07) 3735 5585 or via email: research-ethics@griffith.edu.au.

If you are willing to have the project in your school, we would be grateful if you 
could complete the School Consent Form attached and arrange for it to be returned 
to Professor Ashman in due course. This will allow us to conform to university 
requirements.

We look forward to working with you and your school community on this 
important project.

Sincerely

Adrian Ashman for the research team

May 2007



School of Arts

Gold Coast Campus

PMB 50, GCMC Qld 9726

Parents’/Guardians’ Information Sheet

Project Title: Dialogue with the author: Student engagement in recreational 
reading

Investigators: Prof. Adrian Ashman, Assoc. Prof. Nigel Krauth and Dr Patrick 
West

Only about 10% of school-age students choose to read as a leisure time activity and 
your son or daughter has been identified by the school as an avid reader who may 
be willing to participate in a project on young people’s recreational reading.

The project is designed to collect students’ impressions of one book, a novel called 
Soft Targets written by Daniel Hopton, an author who generally writes non-fiction. 
This is a new book that tells a story about a boy and girl who come from very 
different backgrounds. The boy has been living on the streets for a couple of years 
and the girl is the privileged daughter of a doctor. The teenagers form a shaky 
alliance and then witness a murder disguised as a hit-and-run accident. The book 
follows the teenagers’ escapades as the murderer tries to track down the witnesses 
and eliminate them, and also deals with the ups and downs in young people’s 
relationships.

Students who take part in the study will be given a copy of Soft Targets, which 
they can keep for themselves. They will have a month to read the book after which 
group interviews will be held at times convenient to the school. These would be 
conducted by Professor Ashman and videotaped to allow for data coding and 
analysis. Each interview would be of approximately 40-minutes duration, about 
one class period and scheduled so that it intrudes as little as possible on the school’s 
timetable. If students are willing, interviews could be held outside of class time.

The interviews will be semi-structured. There will be a series of lead questions 
about the story, the characters, and the young people’s reactions to them and the 
novel generally. We have found that an open-ended format produces the most 
spontaneous interactions and, hence, reveals the young people’s most important 
insights.

We foresee no risks in students’ participation above those of everyday living. 
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All data collected will remain strictly confidential. Student data would be name, 
Year level, and school only. All coded data will be recorded against identification 
numbers and not against students’ names. Data will be accessible to project staff 
only, will be secured in locked filing cabinets at The University of Queensland, 
kept for five years and then destroyed in accordance with university policy. At the 
completion of the project, the school will receive a report of the project’s results 
that will involve students in Victoria, New South Wales, and Queensland. No cross-
school or state comparisons are important in this study.

The young people in the project are at liberty to withdraw at any time should they 
wish not to continue their participation. This will have no effect on their schooling 
or their relationship with the research team or the universities involved.

This study has been cleared by one of the human ethics committees of Griffith 
University (where the project is located administratively) in accordance with 
the National Health and Medical Research Council’s guidelines. Please feel free 
to discuss your child’s participation with a member of the project team (Adrian 
Ashman on 0419 731 685 or Nigel Krauth on 07 5552 7036). If you would like to 
speak to an officer of the University not involved in the study regarding any matter 
related to the conduct of the project, you may contact the Manager, Research 
Ethics, Office for Research, Bray Centre, Nathan Campus, Griffith University on 
(07) 3735 5585 or via email: research-ethics@griffith.edu.au.

If you are willing to have your son or daughter participate in the project, would you 
please complete and sign the attached Parents’/Guardians’ Consent Form and have 
the form returned along with your son’s or daughter’s?

We hope that you child enjoys Soft Targets and the experience of participating in 
the study. Thank you for considering our your child’s involvement in this important 
project.

Sincerely

Adrian Ashman (on behalf of the research team)

adrian.ashman@uq.edu.au

May 2007
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School of Arts

Gold Coast Campus

PMB 50, GCMC Qld 9726

May 2007

Students’ Information Sheet

Project Title: Dialogue with the author: Student engagement in recreational 
reading

Investigators: Prof. Adrian Ashman, Assoc. Prof. Nigel Krauth and Dr Patrick 
West

Only a small number of high school students read as a preferred leisure-time 
activity. You are invited to participate in this project because you are one of these 
people. The project aims to collect participants’ impressions of one book. It is a 
novel called Soft Targets written by Daniel Hopton, an author who generally writes 
non-fiction. When researchers study reading habits, they often ask questions about 
the books young people have read and this makes it complicated because not 
everyone reads the same stories. We’re concentrating on one book and ask for your 
reactions to the characters, plot, and other important aspects of that story only.

You may have done something like this in English classes when studying a 
particular book but our project is different in several ways. Our story is new. Only 
a few people have read it so there are no right and wrong answers when it comes 
to likes and dislikes about the characters or the story. And most importantly, we’re 
interested in what you like and don’t like about the book.

Enclosed you will find a copy of Soft Targets to keep. When you have read the 
book, Adrian will organise a time to meet with you to discuss the book, perhaps 
with others in your friendship group who have also expressed their willingness to 
participate. These discussions will be videotaped. No one will see the video except 
the research team and we will know only your name and year level. University 
researchers must keep data for five years. After that, the tapes and all other project 
materials will be destroyed in accordance with university policy. At the end of the 
project, a report of the study will be sent to you.

Even if you agree to take part in the study now, but don’t want to continue at a later 
time, you can withdraw without this affecting anyone. And, of course, you can still 
keep your copy of Soft Targets if you wish.
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We are delighted that you have expressed an interest in our study. To participate, 
one of your parents (or a guardian) must consent as well. You will need to fill in, 
and sign, the Participant’s Consent Form attached to this Information Sheet. When 
you’ve done that, please give it to Adrian when you meet for the videotaping 
session.

If you would like to speak to an officer at the University who is not involved in the 
study, you may contact the Manager, Research Ethics at Griffith University on (07) 
3735 5585 or via email: research-ethics@griffith.edu.au.

We look forward to your involvement in our project and meeting you later in the 
year.

Adrian Ashman (on behalf of the research team)
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School of Arts

Gold Coast Campus

PMB 50, GCMC Qld 9726

School Consent Form

Project Title:  Dialogue with the author: Student engagement in recreational   
 reading

Principal Investigator: Professor Adrian Ashman

 Phone: 0419 731 685

  adrian.ashman@uq.edu.au

Principal’s name:...................................................................................................

School:.....................................................................................................................

I have read the Principal’s Information Sheet on the project and I am willing to allow the 
research project to be conducted in my school in 2007. I understand that I am free to 
withdraw my consent at any time. I understand that all information that is collected (i.e., 
videotapes, coded information) will remain strictly confidential, will only be used by the 
project staff, and destroyed in accordance with university policy. I also understand that 
there are no foreseeable additional risks to those students involved in this project apart 
from those encountered in everyday living. I also acknowledge that parents may withdraw 
a child from the study at any time, and a student may also withdraw at any time without 
affecting their schooling in any way.

Signed: .........................................................

Date: .........................................................
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The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and / or use of students’ 
identified personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not 
be disclosed to third parties without parent/guardian and the student’s consent, except to 
meet government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements. A de-identified copy of 
these data may be used for other research purposes. However, the students’ anonymity will 
at all times be safeguarded. For further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at 
www.griffith.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp or telephone (07) 3875 5585.
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School of Arts

Gold Coast Campus

PMB 50, GCMC Qld 9726

Parents’/Guardians’ Consent Form

Project Title: Dialogue with the author: Student engagement in 
recreational reading

Principal Investigator: Professor Adrian Ashman

 Phone: 0419 731 685

  adrian.ashman@uq.edu.au

Name of Student Participant:...................................................................................................

School:..............................................................................................................................

I have read the Parents’/Guardians’ Information Sheet on the project and I understand that 
I am free to withdraw my child at any time and that he or she is also free to withdraw from 
the project at any time with no effect on his or her schooling or the relationship with the 
universities involved. I also understand that all information collected (i.e., videotapes, 
transcripts, and any other project materials) will remain strictly confidential, will only be 
used by the project staff, and destroyed in five years.

Signed:  .........................................................

My Name: .........................................................

(If guardian or care giver, please describe authority)

  .........................................................

Date:  ..........................................................
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The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and / or use of your child’s 
identified personal information. The information collected is confidential and will 
not be disclosed to third parties without your and your child’s consent, except to meet 
government, legal or other regulatory authority requirements. A de-identified copy of these 
data may be used for other research purposes. However, your child’s anonymity will at 
all times be safeguarded. For further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at 
www.griffith.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp or telephone (07) 3875 5585.



School of Arts

Gold Coast Campus

PMB 50, GCMC Qld 9726

Students’ Consent Form

Project Title: Dialogue with the author: Student engagement in 
recreational reading

Principal Investigator: Professor Adrian Ashman

 Phone: 0419 731 685

  adrian.ashman@uq.edu.au

Student’s name:...................................................................................................

School:.....................................................................................................................

I have read the Student’s Information Sheet on the project and I understand that I am 
free to withdraw at any time and this will not affect my schooling or my relationship 
with the universities involved in any way. I also understand that all information that is 
collected (i.e., videotapes, transcripts, and any other project materials) will remain strictly 
confidential, will only be used by the project staff, and destroyed in five years.

Signed: .........................................................

Date: .........................................................
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The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and / or use of your identified 
personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed 
to third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory 
authority requirements. A de-identified copy of these data may be used for other 
research purposes. However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded. For further 
information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at www.griffith.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp or 
telephone (07) 3875 5585.



Appendix 3

Data Collection and Analysis Protocol

This document contains a list of questions that cover the range of topics that 
will form the basis of the group interviews. Not all questions will necessarily 
be asked, or asked in the form presented here, as the issues will be introduced 
naturally into the discussion. Questions will not be asked if the information 
spontaneously emerges from the group discussion. In other words, the list below 
represents a checklist of relevant questions. There are two protocols presented 
here. The Interview Protocol focuses upon aspects of the novel. In the Analysis 
Protocol, questions are grouped roughly under headings that relate to the model of 
recreational reading being tested.

Participants will be interviewed in groups of 4 to 6 and ideally in Year level groups.

Interview protocol

Overall rating

• Scale of 1 to 10 (10 being good), how much did you like the book?

• Scale of 1 to 10, what’s the lowest score that you’ve give to a book that you’d 
keep reading?

Characters

• What were your impressions of the characters? Who did you like, who didn’t 
you like and why?

• Were they real/not real? Why?

• Were any of the characters weaker or some stronger than others?

• If so, what made them like that?

• Were there any incident(s) in the book in which you thought the characters 
were especially real/not real?

• Did you identify with any of the characters? Who? Why?
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• Could Brett and Shay really be kids you know?

• Could you, or would you like to, do the things that Shay or Brett did in the 
story?

• What about Dressler and his behaviour?

• Was he real?

• What did you think about the things he did?

• And the Chinese?

• What do you think about their business?

• Did you think about the motives of any character?

• Why would Brett have persisted with their relationship?

• Why would Shay have persisted?

• And Shay’s parents’ actions?

• Do you have any thoughts about Kevin?

• In some books, kids seem more intelligent problem-solvers than adults. Do you 
think this is case in Soft Targets?

• What did you think about Mandy?

• What about Mandy’s death? How did that affect you?

• Would you have liked to know any of the characters?

Story line

• Do you think the author was pushing teenage issues? If so, what were they?

• Do you think that the author had any themes in mind (homelessness, 
corruption in government, wealth versus poverty)?

• Did the story make sense?

• Did it flow predictably or unpredictably?

• What aspects worked for you and not work for you?

• Did you pick the ending? If so, about when?

• Some people like tying up lose ends—not “lived happily ever after” but “this 
is the way it all turned out.”  How did the ending affect you?

• Were you affected emotionally anywhere in the story? If so, where and what 
were the emotions?



• Was the dialogue real for you?

• Were there places where the dialogue didn’t ring true?

• Was there too much/little dialogue?

• Would you say that the book has a happy or sad ending?

• There seem to be two ending to the story? Do you agree?

• What did you think about the first ending (Dressler’s capture)?

• What about the second ending, when Lu stopped Li Ming-Gon’s execution? 
And the moth?

• What did you think about the physical “stage”—the houses, the mountain 
scenes with Kevin, the prison?

• Could you identify with the locations?

• There’s not much about sex in the book. Is that a “good” thing?

• There was some swearing in the book. Was it too much or too little?

• How sophisticated do you think the story was?

• Do you think it was a refined story or were there places you thought it was 
naïve?

• How did you react to the complexity of the story (e.g., Australia/China 
locations; perspectives of different characters)?

• Were there places where you got lost or wondered why you were being told 
something, or had things kept from you?

General appeal of books

• What did you think about the way book is constructed (e.g., short and long 
chapters)?

• What was the reading level of difficulty?

• Is the book more a girl-book or boy-book? What makes it so?

• Do you think the book would be better for readers at a particular age or stage of 
reading?

• What kept you involved in the story, or made it hard/tedious to keep reading?

• What did you think about the violence in the book? Too much, too little?

• Were you happy about the moral resolution of the book? 

316



317

• Did you feel angry at any of the characters, or at the book at any time?

• If so, what were the circumstances?

• Did you cry or feel really sad or laugh at any time—what were the 
circumstances?

• Would you recommend the story to any of your reading friends?

• Would you like to read other books by the author?

• Do you think the novel is a worthwhile book?

• What do you think of the quality of the writing?

• Do you have any impressions of the author from the way the book’s written?

• Is there anything in the book that specifically touched you? An event, a 
character?

• Were you affected emotionally anywhere in the story? If so, where and what 
were the emotions?

• Did the book have any message in it for you?

• Did you learn anything in the book (that you didn’t know before)?

• Was there anything that made you think, “Wow. I’ve never thought about that 
before?”

• Is there any single thing that the story said to you, or made you think about?

• Other than, “Why did you write it?” are there any questions about the book, 
characters, plot, or anything else that you would like to ask the author?



Analysis Protocol

Connection to Characters

Identity of characters

• What were your impressions of the characters?

• Who did you like, who didn’t you like and why?

• Were any of the characters weaker or some stronger than others?

• If so, what made them like that?

Appeal of characters

• Could Brett and Shay really be kids you know?

• What did you think about Mandy?

Affiliation with characters

• Would you have liked to know any of the characters?

• Did you identify with any of the characters? Who? Why?

Involvement in the Story

Mechanics (e.g., action, predictability, plot resolution)

• What did you think about the way book is constructed (e.g., short and long 
chapters)?

• Did the story make sense?

• Did it flow predictably or unpredictably?

• What aspects worked for you and not work for you?

• Was the dialogue real for you?

• Were there places where the dialogue didn’t ring true?

• Was there too much/little dialogue?

• Did you pick the ending? If so, about when?

• Would you say that the book has a happy or sad ending?

• There seem to be two ending to the story? Do you agree?
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• What did you think about the first ending?

• What about the second ending?

• Were you happy about the way the story was resolved? Was this a strength 

or a weakness?

• What are your impressions of the reading level of difficulty?

Issues and themes

• Do you think the author was pushing teenage issues? If so, what were they?

• Do you think that the author had any themes in mind?

• What did you think about the violence in the book?

Sophistication of the story

• How sophisticated do you think the story was?

• Do you think it was a refined story or were there places you thought it was 

naïve?

Complexity of the story

• How did you react to the complexity of the story (e.g., Australia/China 

locations; perspectives of different characters)?

• Were there places where you got lost or wondered why you were being told 

something, or had things kept from you?

Authenticity

Credibility of characters and plot

• In some books, young people seem more intelligent problem-solvers than 

adults. Do you think this is case in Soft Targets?

• Were the characters real/not real? Why?

• Were there any incident(s) in the book when you thought the characters were 

especially real/not real?

• What did you think about the physical “stage”?



• Could you identify with the locations?

• Did you get enough information to locate the story for yourself?

Integrity of the written product

• Do you think the novel is a worthwhile book?

• What do you think of the quality of the writing?

• Do you have any impressions of the author from the way the book’s written?

Self and Self-perceptions

Attitudes and dispositions

• What do you think about Dressler and his behaviour?

• The Chinese and their business?

• And Shay’s parents’ actions?

• Any thoughts about Kevin? What did you think about the things he did?

Worldliness, maturity, insight

• Is there any single thing that the story said to you, or made you think about?

• Did you think about the motives of any character?

• Why would Brett have persisted with the relationship?

• Why would Shay have persisted?

Personal relevance

• Is there anything in the book that specifically touched you? An event, a 
character?

• Were you affected emotionally anywhere in the story? If so, where and what 
were the emotions?

• Other than, “Why did you write it?” are there any questions about the book, 
characters, plot, or anything else that you would like to ask the author?

• There’s not much about sex in the book. Is this positive or negative?

• There was some swearing in the book. Was it too much or too little?

• What about Mandy’s death? How did that affect you?
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Personal Development

Related to the reading process

• Do you think the book is more a girl-book or boy-book?

• Do you think the book would be better for readers at a particular age or stage of 
reading?

• Would you recommend the story to any of your reading friends?

• Would you like to read other books by the author?

Introspection (about beliefs and motives)

• Could you, or world you like to, do the things that Shay or Brett did in the 
story?

• Was there anything that you kept thinking about as you read the book?

• Some people like tying up the loose ends—not “lived happily ever after” but 
“this is the way it all turned out.”  How did the ending affect you?

Connection with emotions

• Did you feel angry at any of the characters, or at the book at any time?

• If so, what were the circumstances?

• Did you cry or feel really sad or laugh at any time—what were the 
circumstances?

• Were there other emotions that happened to you as you were reading the story?

Life changes and experience

• Did the book have any message in it for you?

• Did you learn anything in the book (that you didn’t know before)?

• Was there anything that made you think, “Wow. I’ve never thought about that 
before?”
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