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For all my drinking partners, in the very best and

very worst of times.

Especially Willie Gunning and John Crowe

wherever you are x
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My mum for my lovely writing time back home in the late
summer;

Charlotte Leaper, for her invaluable support and kindness;

But most of all to Deb who saved my ass big time. I was a
nightmare, I know. Thank you from the bottom of my heart.





A change in the weather is known to be extreme

But what's the sense of changing horses in midstream?

I'm going out of my mind, oh, oh,

With a pain that stops and starts

Like a corkscrew to my heart

Ever since we've been apart

'You're A Big Girl Now', taken from

Blood on the Tracks by Bob Dylan






1989



I danced around within the confines of the plane toilet, trying to
change my clothes without removing my Walkman. I felt nicely
drunk and sexy. Beyond the Gipsy Kings, I could hear the
captain saying something over the tannoy. Someone knocked on
the door. I pulled on my vest and finished off the rest of my
whisky miniature before unlocking the door. An air hostess
scowled at me, indicating to me to remove my headphones.

'G'day,' I said, blowing her a kiss and buttoning my denim
skirt, one of only three items of summer clothing I'd brought
with me.

'Return to your seat immediately, please. We are landing
very shortly,' she said abruptly.

'Are we well into our descent?' I asked laughing. She
moved me along a downward-sloping aisle towards my seat. I
felt all eyes on me and I blew kisses back to all the dirty looks.
I climbed over the merchant seaman I'd sat next to for
twenty-three hours, who drank solidly but hadn't spoken a
word since Paris, and shoved last season's clothes underneath
the seat.

Terry, whom I kept calling Tony, shook another two miniatures
at me and laughed.

'Nice work, man,' I said, hugging him.

The plane turned on its left side down towards the water,
causing everyone to point and take pictures through the tiny
windows now that the Sydney Opera House was in full view.

I took Terry's two-way adapter and attached both our headphones
to my Walkman. We toasted one another and drank
our last in-flight drinks down together. The seaman stared
ahead as he had done since Dubai, while Terry and I danced
an upper body dance to 'Bamboleo' by the Gipsy Kings for
perhaps the thirtieth time since London, and then snogged
furiously, Terry touching my tits as I felt him up under the
blanket. The jolt of touchdown caused us to stop. We cheered
and joined in the passenger round of applause for the captain.
The cabin monitors played a video of Australian celebrities,
mostly made up of the cast of Neighbours, singing a song
about Qantas. We were last to disembark.

'No hurry, man,' Terry mumbled, getting us both a cigarette
out ready for lighting. He was an electrician whom I'd
met at the bar in Dubai where we stopped to refuel. He was
already on the flight from London but was sitting in a
different seat. We began talking and drinking together and
back on board he moved to an empty seat beside me.

We missed the queues in immigration as we'd spent so long
in duty-free. Like me, Terry had no one to meet him in
Sydney, but unlike me he did have a place to stay, so I took
up his offer of going there with him.

That afternoon we drunken-fucked in his room in
Annandale, a suburb close to the city, in a house that
belonged to a friend of his brother. We opened a bottle of
vodka from our duty-free and I played my Gipsy Kings' tape
over and over, which we decided would always be our music
in years to come.


A week later, I was still there. I had no concept of where the
time had gone since landing, but was aware that the first two
days were lost to drinking until we had gone the full circle and
drunk ourselves sober again. We went to a few bars nearby, then
went back and fucked again, then slept a lot. I began calling
Terry 'T', because I would still accidentally call him Tony.

Then T's brother came over and started hassling him about
getting his shit together for a job he was starting on a half-built
office block the following week. Our party came to a
close and we started to feel awkward in the few sober hours
we spent together. That's when I thought it was time to move
on. Anyway, I wasn't worried. I got people easily. I was attractive,
petite and slim, with a nice mouth, and dark brown eyes
that everybody I slept with went on about. I was twenty-four
years old and I didn't get hangovers.

The next afternoon when T was out buying work boots and
the house was empty, I left him my Gipsy Kings' tape with a
note saying thanks and good luck and that I hoped I'd run
into him again, and headed to a place called Glebe nearer
town, where I had an address for a friend of a friend from
home, whom I was told could put me up for a few days if I
was really stuck.

The one big problem about Australia was I couldn't sign
on. I had only a few hundred pounds to last me until I met
someone, or found some way of supporting myself. I would
need money to fund my search, ideally from an easy job that
wouldn't interfere with my drinking. On the bus to Glebe, I
picked up a Sydney newspaper that I found on the seat next
to me. The paper was folded a few pages in, and there was an
advert on the upturned page. It read:

Want to earn $300 in two to three hours?

Call 357-0927





CHAPTER ONE



I was immediately drawn to Scotty. He was wearing a baseball
hat that had 'SHITHEAD' printed across the front. He was
showing off to two Scandinavian-looking blonde girls who had
laughed at everything he'd said. He was the Australian weather-beaten-face
surfer type, but was a little skinny and short. He
punctuated his story with the word 'chicks'. His voice was
hoarse like he'd been caning it for a long time. He looked older
than he was, I was sure of it. I said hello, he looked me up and
down, checking me out, before introducing himself.

The blondes smiled but didn't volunteer their names as
they were engrossed in Scotty's lame attempt at a story. We all
stood around in a large flat in William Street, Woolloomooloo,
a downtown area of Sydney, waiting for things to start.

I surveyed the other people in the room. A man older by
about ten years than me sat quietly on a sofa, shaking his head
and smiling at Scotty's banter with the girls. A queenie guy
with over-the-top gesturing talked with two English girls who
looked marginally duller than the two blondes. A couple of
other nondescript male and females drifted in and out with
bags of shopping.

Then the door opened and a man came in with major attitude.
He was followed by a sexy, intriguing girl with a swagger
that was instantly annoying. The guy had his sunglasses on
indoors, which I took to mean a personality defect.

'All right, g'day, listen up.' The sunglasses man clapped his
hands loosely a couple of times.'My name's Greg, I run this
outfit, and it's great that you all could make it today. I see we
have a few newcomers that want to work and that's great, so
I thought we'd start by telling you a little bit about what we
do, and why we do it.'

Scotty laughed a little, like he'd heard Greg's routine a
hundred times before.

'This is my girlfriend Anaya.' Greg casually gestured to her
with his hands in his pockets. Anaya waved at everyone and
said hi. I could see that she could be a complete bitch.

'Now, we call ourselves ART,' Greg went on.'We essentially
take artwork around to people, instead of them coming to see
us, which is usually how artwork is sold. It's on this basis that
we do well, and let me tell you, we do very well.' He pushed
his cheek out with his tongue at this point. For a guy that did
well he dressed down: his T-shirt was baggy and faded and he
wore a pair of shorts and was barefoot. He had a beer gut and
didn't look like he had ever exercised, but he was cleanly
shaven and his hair looked recently washed.

'This is how it works.' He pointed to a large portfolio folder
against the wall in the kitchen. Scotty jumped up and brought
it to him.

'Every day at four o'clock we meet here and we form two
teams, or one team, depending on how many of us there are,
and we put you in a couple of cars and we give you these.' He
kicked the portfolio.'And we take you out to the suburbs, just
in time for tea.' He looked over at the English girls with his
eyebrows held in the raised position until he got the reaction
he felt he deserved, which was a slight giggle.'Then we set
you loose on the lovely Australian public.'

The newcomers, except me, looked perplexed.

'And you ring the doorbells, knock on the fly screens, whatever
you want to do, and you take your little folder and you
charm the pants off them. They feel intrigued, you show them
these lovely paintings, and guess what happens next?'

Scotty shouted out on cue: 'They buy them and make me
plenty of money to buy beer and cigarettes!'

Everybody laughed politely. Scotty got out the paintings
and laid them round the room turned to the wall so we
couldn't see what was on them, while Greg went on about
money. He explained that mostly the paintings sold for
around the eighty-dollar mark, but we could charge more if
we thought it was possible. The company took fifty dollars per
painting. We would be issued with Visa forms and had a phone
number to call to verify people's bank details – we had to ask
permission to use their phones. But we were encouraged to
offer a discount for cash purchases.

Someone asked how many was a good amount to sell, and
Anaya replied in what I took to be a German accent, 'How
many's enough?'

Then Greg told us that he had sold the most on a coastal
trip, where he offloaded ten in one house alone. He ended his
talk by telling us we would be back in the city by nine thirty
at night, leaving us enough time to get drunk.

This all sounded perfect. I didn't say anything because I
didn't need to. This was right down my street. I knew I could
do it.

There were ten paintings, all oils, most of them still drying,
which Greg insisted people liked because it made them real.
They were all the same size, done on artist boards without a
frame, although the company could arrange to have them
framed at an extra cost. They were made in Bali by someone
with painting skills looking for extra money. We would all start
with the same ten paintings each in our folders, and nearby
Scotty would be waiting in the car with a whole fresh supply
to replace the ones we'd just sold. We were told to be discreet
and to move from one house to another as quietly as possible,
under no circumstances letting any of the residents see us
with our supervisors replenishing our stores. We were selling
our paintings as 'original works of art'. All except the queenie
guy, Nigel, who made it known to the group that he didn't
have the stomach for deception and walked out early. After
that, Greg spoke more frankly.

'Look at it this way. This is not illegal. These are paintings,
look!' He tapped a canvas.'People want pictures to put on
their walls. You don't force your way into their homes. They
let you in. How you manage to get in is down to you, there are
so many different techniques. But once you're in, chances are
they will buy from you.'

I felt geared up; this looked easy. I was already multiplying
paintings by dollars in my head.

'Listen, somebody painted them 'cause they needed the
bucks. And you are selling them 'cause you need them too,
and somebody's buying them 'cause they have the bucks and
they like what you're selling, so where's the harm in that?'

'No harm!' I shouted out, keen to get going.

'Excellent stuff,' Greg said to me but smiling at Anaya first.
'Excellent stuff.'

Anaya brought Greg a beer from the fridge as he moved up
a gear.

'Now then, you need to familiarise yourselves with the
actual paintings, and I'm going to start with my personal
favourite, and it is my favourite because in my experience it's
always been a great seller. And here it is at number one ...'
He swigged his beer before he bent down to pick it up.'Ladies
and gentlemen, I give you Peter Stuger and his beautiful boat
composition.'

We looked at it not knowing how to react. Scotty laughed,
which broke the ice, so we all managed a round of sniggers.

Anaya reined us in.'Yeah, guys, you can laugh but like
Greg said, this is a good seller, it's one of our best paintings.'

'Where's Peter Stuger from? You tell them.' Greg pointed at
the older man on the sofa. He had a kind strong face and big
hands, and I liked him at once. He was in his mid-thirties by
the look of him and we'd already caught each other's eyes and
smiled during the talk. Now he looked embarrassed and
rubbed his brow, trying to suppress his laughter.

'By the way,' Greg went on, 'I should introduce you properly.
This is Jim, he's your new supervisor, and you couldn't
melt butter in his mouth. Look at this honest face, folks.'

We all laughed again. I could tell Greg was really enjoying
himself now and that the beer helped.

'Hello, there.' Jim was shy in front of the group, and spoke
in a soft Yorkshire accent.

Greg proclaimed, 'Peter Stuger is, of course, from Holland.
He's a Dutchman and, like Van Gogh, one of our best
painters. And the Dutch love painting boats.'

This was my favourite line so far. I'd done art history at
school the year I applied for art college and I didn't remember
anything about the Dutch loving boats.

The picture itself was a mass of dripping oil forming a
cluster of old-fashioned boats, which I took to be moored
together at a harbour. The main boat, which was moored at
the front of the others, had a creamy sail that dripped all the
way down the boat through a porthole into the water. There
were lots of ropes tying the boats together. The painting
looked as though it was done in a matter of minutes, which of
course it was. We all stared at it intently, nodding politely like
the good pupils we were, as though there was so much more
to this lesson than a drunken conman teaching us how to sell
shite.

'Who owns the company, and how is the artwork distributed?'
asked one of the blonde girls.

'I'll be coming on to that.' Greg raised his eyebrows in an
'and your name is?' fashion.

'Karin. I'm from Denmark.'

'Then you'll know Peter Stuger?' came back Greg.

'Is he for real?' Karin was such an innocent.

'He is as real as you make him,' snapped Frau Anaya, never
missing a trick.

'He's Dutch, right?' piped up the other blonde girl.

'So they say.' Greg was unfazed by any interjection; instead
he just lazily smoked away taking it all in his stride, for all
these comments and questions had no doubt been made a
hundred times before.

'Karin and I are from Denmark, not Holland.'

Jim and I suppressed laughter.

'Trust me, sweetheart, people over here will not know the
difference. As far as they are concerned, you are European
and Europe is where all great art is from. OK?'

'OK,' said the girls in sync.

'Right, let's move on to the triptychs,' said Anaya, over-smiling
in an attempt to keep the atmosphere light.

Jim and I had started a non-verbal communication about
everything going on: eye-rolling, smiling, head-shaking in
disbelief.

'Scotty?' Greg gestured to the other paintings against the
wall. Scotty, mid-cigarette, gathered three of them up, bounded
over and handed them to Greg, taking away the boats.

'Thanks, mate. Oh, Scotty's the other supervisor and
nobody, and I mean nobody, apart from me of course, can sell
more than this fella.'

Scotty took off his baseball hat and lowered it to the group.
Anaya encouraged a round of applause which everyone
except Jim reluctantly joined in. Greg drank the last of his
beer and went on to the next painting.

'Now this is more your John Constable sort of thing.' It was
a very dull landscape of some watery green hills and a couple
of distant trees.'It's naturally very beautiful but there's more
to it. The artist has not been able to capture his subject in its
entirety because there's not enough room on the board, so ...'
He bent down and turned round the other two paintings to
reveal pretty much the same as the one he'd been talking
about, except there was a bigger hill in the background and
the start of a distant fence in the second one.

'He's created a triptych, which in artistic terms means
three, one of three, you see?' He moved the three paintings
together.'Hence enabling him to paint all of the countryside
before him that he loved so much.'

This was surely the limit, I thought. Who could buy this
stuff? I turned to Jim with a look of disbelief but he was
already nodding at me, confirming all that Greg was saying to
be true.

'The trick with the trip is to slowly tease the customer with
the background to it.'

'Are you joking? Are we both looking at the same background?'
I couldn't resist and said it without meaning to. Jim
laughed immediately, then Scotty, then the Danish, but the
English didn't really go with it. Anaya and Greg looked at
each other again and Anaya took a long slow inhale on her
cigarette.

'Very good,' she said, as I imagined her in an SS uniform.
'I think you're going to do well.'

I tried not to start really laughing and felt told off. Greg
went back into relaxed teacher mode.

'Yeah, like it. Sorry, didn't get your name?'

'Kerry.'

'Kerry. Well, when I say background, I mean, of course, the
story I told you that led to the creating of two other paintings
to join this one. And the beauty of it is, Kerry' – I wanted him
to stop using my name and for Anaya to ease off on the staring
– 'the beauty is, that if you get it right, nine times out of ten
they buy three and not one, which means you can buy us all
a drink afterwards.'

Without instruction this time, Scotty took away the landscapes
and brought out another two paintings. Greg clicked
his fingers, prompting Anaya to go to the fridge to get him a
refill.

'Got two beauties for you now, folks.' He held two paintings
facing away from us.'This one,' he said, turning the one
in his left hand round, 'is a bit bland for me but a lot of older
people like it. Two ladies in the field.'

We stared at a canvas made up of largely two shades of
green and two small white figures with what I thought were
brown hats on.

'And this one, which some of you might be familiar with
already.' He proudly revealed the painting in his right hand.
'Australia's very own Blue Mountains, everyone.' He showed
us a purple blur that could have been painted with a potato.
'For those of you who have not been in our fair land very
long, the Blue Mountains are a big tourist haunt a couple of
hours north from here. They're a large range of mountains
and are remarkably blue in appearance, caused, of course, by
the foliage covering them.' I looked over for Jim's response,
but he was already adopting the fake 'Oh really, is that so?'
look for my benefit.

'And a big favourite with the oldies,' added Greg.

Jesus. I panicked for a moment. I hadn't thought about
conning old people, and thought immediately about my grandfather,
the one family member I cared about, and the one
reason for returning home once my search here was complete.
I wouldn't rip off old people on any account, no matter how
desperate I was. Greg's comment threw me as I'd imagined all
the people in the suburbs to be rich and annoying. Scotty did
his bit again, giving Greg a chance to get a few good gulps in.
He could feel us all looking at him enviously.

'Sorry, thirsty work all this talking,' he said, lighting up in
addition to drinking. I was desperate for a beer and couldn't
wait for the lesson to finish.'Now, a portfolio wouldn't be
complete without a couple of experimental pieces of art
thrown in.' He seemed half cut by now, not noticing that some
ash had fallen on to a blue mountain.

'This is abstract. The Chinese favour this stuff, they like it
'cos it's modern and clean, and they like all that minimalist
stuff. Last year I hit a Chinese area, and they just bought in
bulk, mate, they just can't get enough of those bloody
abstracts. I sold out the whole bloody car, and some others.
And if you can get a Chinese family that have just moved in
... bloody gold mine, mate, I'm telling you.'

We all stared in silence at the three abstract paintings. One
was a red square in the centre of the board with a background
in two halves, half of the board coloured orange, the other half
brown. The second had a yellow background with three blue
circles overlapping, and the third was basically just a board of
fawn with what looked like an oatmeal handkerchief painted
over it. Jim was staring ahead in a joke trance with his mouth
open, and I burst into laughter.

'Sorry, I just ...' I said apologetically, trying to contol my
giggles.

Anaya deliver me a cold, controlled smile.'It's OK. I was
the same. But if you get it right, people buy this. It is Art, after
all, Carrie.'

'Kerry.' I pulled myself together.'It's Kerry.'

'Ah, you don't like Carrie?'

'Hate it.'

'Sorry, Carrie, let's get it right, uh?' That bitch wouldn't let
up, so I composed myself to shake her off, as I could tell she
liked to get at people.

'Don't take it personally, mate, Anaya is useless with
names.' Greg tried to soften things again while Anaya
outstretched her arms in the 'I'm innocent' position.

Jim made a small O with his mouth.

Greg took a quick break in order to finish his second beer and
light a new cigarette from the one he was just finishing. As there
was only one painting left, I had the feeling that Greg was going
to pull something special out of the bag. I wasn't disappointed.

'This, my little travellers –' as he slowly turned the painting
round, he began to laugh himself at what he had just said; his
laugh went into a cough until he gained control of it – 'this is
something very special. I know I've said it before but I really
mean special.'

He revealed the last picture, which featured a unicorn
drinking from a lake, surrounded by mist, in front of an
oriental-looking mountain like you see in pictures of Japanese
golf courses.

'Something for the single ladies of the suburbs. And the
bikers love it.'

'Bikers!' I laugh-shouted.

'Don't knock it, mate.' Scotty jumped to its defence.'Loads
of bikers in the some of the suburbs round here.'

I looked to Jim for confirmation of this. He was nodding
again.

Greg said, 'The thing to say is, this art is for everybody. You
got that?'

The Danish nodded with complete absence of humour. I
was still coping with the biker info.

'The whole idea with this and all these paintings is – and
this is the bottom line, and they love to hear it – We. Bring.
Art. To. The. People.'

'Art for everyone!' shouted the Frau, rallying the troops.

'Now let's all grab a beer for five and come back, when I'll
fill you in on technique with my good man Scotty here.'

Scotty rubbed his hands eagerly, and Anaya threw out the
beers.


We all shuffled towards the kitchen area. Scotty lit up a joint
on the patio. He gestured to offer it out but nobody was interested.
He made gasps of relief as he sucked on it for the
benefit of the Danish girls who were predictably impressed.
Jim and I drank a beer and got talking.

'So, you been here long?' asked Jim.

'Few weeks. What about you?'

'Around eight months – seems like nothing, though. Been
doing this lark for six months.'

'What did you do at home?'

'I was an English teacher.' He drank from his beer.'Far too
sensible, was worried I was becoming boring so thought I'd
try something completely different.' He laughed in a selfconscious
way. He was an attractive, big, solid man.'What
about you?'

'Oh, this and that. But I've not really found what I want to
do yet.' I peeled the label off my beer.

'What part of Scotland you from, then? I went to uni there,
you know?'

'Oh yeah?' I was envious of people who had studied, and
was more often than not the only person in a group who had
never gone to college or university.

'Yep, I'm from Leeds but studied in Glasgow. You've an
east coast accent though, haven't you?'

'Yeah. Edinburgh.'

'Where are you staying in Sydney, then?'

'Just crashing at a friend of a friend's, you know, but I can't
be there for long. It's kind of a favour on their part to
someone else and I don't want to take the piss.' I felt awkward
about disclosing details of my shambolic life.

'Not tying yourself to anything, eh?' Jim seemed to detect
my unease.

'Yeah, something like that.'

'Well, that's the idea of travelling, isn't it?' He was kind and
reassuring, and I felt grateful for his presence in the group.

'What about you? Where do you stay?' I asked.

'Moved in here. They do that, you know, they just knock a
bit of money off to cover your rent. It makes it easier.'

'What's it like?'

'Not bad. I've got a room to myself, people come and go,
it's easy really. So you staying much longer with these friends
in Sydney or what?'

'I plan to be kind of moving around.'

Jim nodded.'I see.'

I nodded back.

He said lightly, 'If you stick with this for a while, you could
move in. There's room just now.'

Anaya bounded over, tying back her hair at the same time.

'You telling Kerry about how nice we are to you, Jim?'

'No, I'm telling her to run away while she still has a chance.'

Anaya was irritating but sexy in her looks; she had light-brown
long hair, blue-green eyes, great cheekbones and a
heart-shaped face. I had felt her eyes on me the whole time
since I'd made a couple of light remarks about the paintings.
I decided to try to find out more about her.

'So how did you come to do this then, Anaya?' I found it
hard to look at her properly.

'I was travelling when I met Greg. He's a Kiwi. I met him
in Auckland.'

'Where's that?' I hadn't a clue about anywhere and wasn't
ashamed to admit it.

'New Zealand. Oh my God, you haven't been?'

I shook my head like it was no big deal.

'It's beautiful, totally boring but beautiful. Anyway we met
there. Greg's half-Maori.'

'So you see, that's why he wants to fuck over the
Australians.' Jim laughed at his own remark, but I didn't get it.

'Not at all, he loves it here. So, Kerry, you think this is for
you? It's really easy money, you know.' She looked right at me,
I held her gaze.

'I'll give it a go. I really need some cash as soon as possible.'

'Excellent. It's exciting. And I love it when we have a new
team,' she said, chain-smoking, with no expression, just faraway
eyes.





CHAPTER TWO



Sydney was humid, and got dark quickly. I liked the combination.
I hated the five-till-seven slot of the day anywhere, so
I was happy to be plunged into darkness early, unlike at home
where far too much was made of hours of summer evening
light. Dusk had always been a good marker for the onset of
drinking, which I was concerned about being compromised
by the new job.

Jim parked up a big old Holden Kingswood at the edge of
a suburb called Dover Heights, close to North Bondi. It was
nearly six o'clock; I had been asleep for most of the journey
out of the city, which had taken an hour in commuter traffic.
I sat in the back with the two Danish girls. Scotty sat in the
passenger seat with his bare feet on the dash, his baseball hat
over his face. The Danish girls smelled clean and fresh like the
nice girls they were, and a slight, warm breeze blew through
the car.

I felt lonely. I didn't know the others yet. I knew I would
know them in time, but I was growing tired of constantly
moving around in my life, of things being so short-lived. I
could have let myself slip right down, had not Scotty turned
on the car radio and passed round some gum.

'How you feeling, girls? Are you up for making some easy
bucks?'

'What time will we finish the work?' asked the Danish
called Andrea.

Jim turned round and smiled.

'Depends, but we usually tend to call it a day around nineish.
But if someone is selling after that we wait for them.
Sometimes you could be in your last house around eight
thirty but it could take you an hour to close.'

'What's close?' asked the other.

'It's like, finish the transaction, complete the sale,' Scotty
answered, stretching his arms out as much as he could.

I hadn't asked much, I didn't feel the need to. I had a
feeling I knew exactly how to play things. As always, just as I
was slipping down, my arrogance kicked in and saved me,
setting tightly in my jaw.

'Right then, let's make a move,' said Jim.

'Yep, better get on with it,' added Scotty.

'Are you selling too, Scotty?' I asked.

'No, I'm just helping out, seeing how you guys are doing
and helping Jim with the areas.'

'What about you, Jim?'

'No, thank you very much. I've earned my place of supervisor
so you lucky people can earn my money for me.'

'Oh yeah, how does that work, then?'

Scotty laughed and looked out the window.

'Well, I've sold for lots of time, six months in total, but they
need someone to run the teams so I'm the obvious choice for
now. But if we do a trip away, I might go back to it a bit.'

'So you earn commission off us?'

'Exactly. Tough, eh?' Jim laughed.

'It will be when I'm supervisor.'

'Maybe if you turn out to be so good at selling, you won't
get the chance, eh?' He turned round and looked at me
smugly.

'We'll see.' I was beaten.

'Come on, you lot, let's get the stuff out the back.'

The Danish said nothing, unable to understand our mock
sparring, with its serious undertones.

Scotty opened the boot and dragged out the portfolios.

'All right, help yourselves, people.'

Jim reached into the glove compartment and grabbed a
bunch of leaflets.'Here you go.' He handed us out some each.
'Those are your bank-card slips with the credit-card authorisation
phone number. Try to encourage cash but some will
want to pay by card, especially if they are buying more than
one. You just fill in this form and ask politely to use their
phone to call.'

The three of us looked blank.

'It's OK, it's straightforward. You just call and ask to authorise
a payment. This other number here is our merchant
number, that's the company's registered number. They'll ask
for that and the amount, and that's it. OK?'

'Where will you two be?' I asked.

'We'll be nearby, in the car. When you come out you'll be
able to find us and we'll pick you up when you've finished or
when you need more paintings. Any questions, just find us
between houses, and don't worry, guys.' Scotty handed out
the folders as he spoke. Jim looked at his map.

'Karin, I'm going to start you off here. This is Hunter Street.
You stick to this side for the time being, and it's unlikely you'll
get further than this tonight unless no one's home.' He pointed
to the houses.'Andrea, you just start here on that corner.' He
pointed with the other hand on her shoulder.'Then move
round to Myunda Road, do you see it round the corner?'

'Yes, I understand.'

'OK, good luck, guys.'

'Mind the dogs, yeah?' Scotty laughed.

Andrea turned back looking concerned.'I fucking hate
dogs.' I was glad she swore.

'Talk in a high voice and they won't bite you.'

'I mean it, Scotty,' she snapped.

Scotty waved her on, laughing more than was necessary.

'Scotty, don't wind her up like that,' said Jim.

Scotty lit up.'Proven fact, mate, dogs don't mind a high
female voice.'

'Shut up and get in the car, you lunatic.'

I was getting a little irritated with the banter and Scotty
was starting to grate on me even though I could see through
his act.

'Hey, Kerry, we need to get back in the car. We're dropping
you somewhere else.'

'Whereabouts?'

We all got in and drove off slowly; Jim had the map in his
teeth while looking at the houses.

'Think we covered this street about six months ago,' said
Scotty.

We'd only moved a minute away to a wider street with
bigger houses.

'Yip, this is it. OK, Raleigh Street, let's go.' Jim and I got
out while Scotty stayed in the car fiddling with the radio.

'You've got the whole street, OK?' said Jim.'Both sides,
yeah?'

'Yeah sure, thanks. Have a nice evening, boys.'

Jim patted me on the back.

'Think of the beers afterwards,' Scotty said, leaning out of
the car with 'Uptown Girl' playing in the background.

'Turn that bloody thing down, Scotty. Jesus, nothing like
telling them all we've arrived.' It looked to me like Jim had
never really left teaching.

'I was thinking about the beers,' I said to Scotty.

I walked off in the direction of a large white house at the
corner of a crossroad, wondering if my Peter Stuger painting
was dry or not.


I knocked on the fly screen of the white house with palm trees
lining the front path. The main door was open. The house was
called 'The Cove'. It was written on a piece of wood that hung
above the door; it really annoyed me. I could hear some
people noise from through the back of the house. A woman
came to the fly screen with a glass of wine in her hand; she
was wearing smart office clothes and no shoes. She was
relaxed and friendly and smiled when she saw me. I was
already smiling from when she first came into view. She
opened the screen and leant against it.

'What can I do for you, love?' she said, still smiling but
looking at my folder. A small child ran down the hall towards
us and grabbed her leg. I had no interest in the child but I
pretended.

'Hello there, you,' I said in a playful voice.'Hi there, my
name's Kerry. I'm from Scotland and I'm here showing the
artwork of some people I'm working with.' I hated Greg's
coached words coming out of my mouth, but it felt like the
right thing to say.

'Oh, yeah? Artwork, you say? Is it yours?'

'Mummy!' shouted the child, competing with me for her
attention. The woman played with the child's hair as he swung
around her leg.

'Baby, don't pull Mummy's skirt.'

'One of the paintings is mine. It's the only one I have at the
moment, the rest of the work belongs to other painters from
the same group as me.'

'Mummy! I don't like pumpkin.'

'I know you don't, darling.' She looked over at me.'Sorry,
we've got our hands full at the moment.' The child was
pushing the woman against the wall.'Mattie, watch Mummy's
glass.'

'I can see you've got a lot on, it's that time of night, I know.
But that's why we come to you, so that we bring our work to
you in your home, in your time.' I'd lost the thread at that
point, I knew it. Then the husband appeared from down the
hall. He looked tense.

'What's happening, honey?' he asked.

I smiled as the woman talked to the child about pumpkin,
telling him he didn't have to eat it, but the child went on and
on. The husband frowned at me and looked perplexed, and I
wanted to speak to him before she did but it was too late – she
got to him first.

'What's all this?' he asked.

'She's selling paintings from Scotland.'

'Well, I'm from Scotland ...'

'Oh yeah, which part?' he asked, interested.

'Edinburgh.'My cheeks were sore from smiling; at this rate
I wouldn't last the night.

'My brother married an Edinburgh girl. Marie Jamieson.'
He said the name in a special voice that I suspected he only
got out for dinner parties. I appeared really interested and
made a deep-in-thought expression, as if I might actually
know her.

'I know you won't know her, it's a big place, uh?'

I had lost the woman to the child, and she was knocking
back the wine. I had to bring focus back in somehow.'It's not
as big as Sydney. Sydney's massive, I love it.'

'Our neighbours are from Glasgow!' The man said
'Glasgow' in an awfully bad Scottish voice and pointed in the
direction of houses across the street with his wine glass.

That was it. I decided to take control and to do so, I'd have
to take some risks, otherwise we'd be here all night. I turned
to the opposite houses.'That one, there? I forget the number.'

'Yeah, forty-eight, with the boat in the drive.'

'Oh yeah, they are a lovely couple.'That was it, too late to
turn back. I didn't know the name and I didn't know if they
were even a couple but if my instincts were correct, he would
tell me and I'd go along with it.

'The Gordons, Pam and Michael?'

'Oh my goodness, really? I was calling Pam Anne all the
time – how embarrassing! I mustn't have heard them.' I
fiddled with the ties on my folder, not wanting eye contact.

'You went in there and met them, did you?'

The woman walked away down the hall carrying the child.

'I couldn't get away. They're a lovely couple, aren't they?
Some characters.' Amazing newfound bullshit, I thought, as I
eased into the con like an old hand.

'Oh yeah. Michael likes to talk. We all went on holiday a
couple of years ago and it was a hoot, I'm telling you.' He
laughed to himself and took another drink of wine.

It was then that how to play him came to me – how to get
in the house and what to sell him. My heart was pounding
and I was becoming increasingly edgy at us talking on his
doorstep, as I feared it might attract the very neighbours that
I was lying about. I had to get inside during this next chunk
of conversation.

'Yeah, they're great people, and I have to say I agree entirely
with their taste in paintings.' I remade eye contact for this.

'Oh, right.' He sipped from his wine.'They liked your stuff,
did they?'

'Not all of it – you don't expect anybody to like all of it –
but they really went for one in a big way.' I appeared as
nonchalant as possible.

'They bought some, did they?'

'Yes, they did. It looks good there, and they've got a lovely
place.'

'All right, let's have a look at what you've got then. Come
in.'

The thrill I got from running the show and not knowing
what was going to happen set my heart thumping.

The hall wasn't ideal as it was a little narrow to set out all
the paintings and to allow him space to stand back and see
them, but at least I was in. I had already planned that if the
Gordons came over, then I would either make out that it was
another couple I had met, or, if really pushed, I would come
clean about the whole thing, which wouldn't be the entire
whole thing. I'd leave the bit out about the paintings being
mass-produced and completely shit, but I would admit I was a
struggling artist who was desperate for money. As I worked
through my emergency back-up plan in my head, I felt calmer.

'My name's Kerry, by the way.' I put out my hand to shake
his, which as a gesture felt really out of place alongside my
jeans, vest and torn sweat top.

'Pleased to meet you, Kerry. My name's Jeff and that's my
wife Kim. Kim, love, come here for a minute, please!' he
shouted through to the back of the house. I started to feel like
I had a conscience and that what I was doing was wrong, but
then I convinced myself that I would probably never live in a
house like this, and that these things were technically paintings,
and that, like Greg had said in the training session, no
one was forced to buy them; they bought them because they
liked them, and they had the money to.

'Kim!' he shouted again. I didn't want the wife around;
she'd only bring the child with her, who was a potential
hazard.

'What? I'm trying to finish dinner.' She appeared with the
child, who was sucking a dummy and thankfully sedate. I
started getting the paintings out of the folder, hiding my
nerves at what I might find.

'Tell you what, Kerry, bring them through here where
there's more room.'

'For goodness sake, Jeff, back and forward,' said Kim, as
Jeff led the way into the kitchen and out through the back into
a conservatory. The back garden was massive and all lit up
with candles. Kim sat down on a basket chair near the door,
while Jeff refilled her glass. I was desperate for a drink, having
gone way passed my usual start time.

'Do you want to have a glass with us, Kerry?' Jeff asked, on
cue.

This was going ridiculously well.

'Em ...' I play-acted a dilemma out of politeness.'Yes, all
right, thanks. Just a small one.'

'So what do we have here, then?' asked Kim.

'Hey, love, she's just been over Pam and Michael's,' said
Jeff, pouring me out a glass of red wine and handing it to me.
'They bought a painting. She says they were a real laugh.'

'Oh yeah? God, that's not like Michael to be frivolous. He
must have been pissed.' They both laughed.

I just smiled, not wanting to laugh at someone having to be
pissed to buy my paintings.

The wine tasted good and only fired me up even more. I
fantasised about selling Jeff and Kim three pictures and then
just staying there until nine o'clock, drinking with them
before returning to the car. Easy.

'Now then, I'm going to show you a few paintings. Jeff, you
just sit down there and take it in. Don't be rushed; you have
to see what you like.' I put my wine down and returned to the
job. I rifled through my folder and made a decision to hold
back the triptych till last, all the time worrying about Kim and
Jeff suggesting we get the Gordons over.

I laid the other paintings round the conservatory. The child
fell asleep in its mother's arms. They both said nothing. I
stood back and took another drink from my wine, planning at
speed what to say next.

'They are very eclectic,' I said finally. Eclectic was good, I
thought. It's a word arty people use.

'Mmm,' said Jeff, seriously giving them some thought.
'What do you think, love?'

'Not my cup of tea. Quite like that one.' She pointed to
Peter Stuger's boats. Bingo. I quickly did the biog routine
about him, the Dutch angle, said he came from a long line of
artists dating back to the eighteenth century, hoping there
would be no questions about that part of things, or about why
the mast of one of the smaller boats in the picture was clearly
glistening with wetness. I was desperate to pee but knew that
if I left the scene they would confer among themselves or,
even worse, call their neighbours and I wouldn't be able to
control things. So I persevered.

I went through every one with them. I told them that the
abstract wasn't for everyone, said Stuger was our most
popular artist, told them the Blue Mountains had never been
painted with such love of their beauty and such understated
simplicity. Jeff refilled the glasses.

'OK, Kerry.' I saw him look at my tits a bit as I bent down
to pick up my wine.'What did bloody Pam and Michael buy?'

'Well, I'll show you.' I pulled out the bland, green, hilly
triptych.

'Oh, OK.' He looked surprised.

'Hey, how come they bought them if they're here?' said the
wife, who was obviously less drunk and less stupid than her
husband.

'This isn't the actual painting they bought, but it is by the
same artist and it is related to theirs.' They looked at each
other, then looked back at me and laughed; I joined in, not
wanting to seem defensive.

'This is what we call a part of a double triptych.' I laid it all
out as I talked.'It's very unusual to be done in this way, but
the artist, who is a Welsh woman, painted this in a set of six.
This would be one half and the other, obviously from a
different angle, is the set your friends have bought.'

'How much is it?' Jeff was first to ask.

'Each part is a hundred and fifty dollars.'

'Jeff, you're mad – it's nice but you're mad,' Kim laughed.

He ignored her.'They bought the other three, you say.'

'Yes, they did, which I think is rather extravagant. I mean,
if you like it, just get one. Who needs three?' I knew where I
was going with this.

'Nope, if they bought it, then it makes perfect sense that we
have the other set, don't you think so, love?' Jeff swung round
a bit too hard, which was an indication of how much wine
he'd drunk.

'No, it makes no sense. I like them but it makes no sense,
you're crazy.' She laughed lovingly. He lapped up the crazy part.

Oh yeah, I thought, you're fucking crazy, crazy suburban
office guy. I finished my second glass of wine, and decided,
despite it being my first night on the job, that if I sold this I
would retreat early to the car and call it a day at one house.

Jeff walked round the pictures looking at them, moving his
head from his ear to his shoulder at either side.

'We've got all that space in the study, Kim, you have to
admit. They'd look nice there.'

'Yes, I can see that. You've got a point there. It's just, what
... four hundred and fifty bucks!' She threw her hands in the
air and slapped them down on the outside of her thighs for
dramatic effect, but Jeff wasn't fazed, and I helped things
along with one final relaxed push.

'It is a lot of money, but it's cheaper this way though, me
bringing it to you. A gallery or even a coffee shop would
charge double. But it's still a lot, I couldn't afford that.' I
sounded so reasonable, I believed myself.

'No, fuck it, let's do it,' said Jeff, covering his mouth with
his hand afterwards for the kid's sake, mouthing 'sorry' to a
disapproving wife.'Come on, love, you gotta admit it, it is
kinda cute, and we have spoken about getting some real art in,
haven't we?' He sidled up to her, until she bore a half smile. I
wanted to vomit on their immaculate tiling.

'OK, Kerry, my little Scottish mate.' He put his arm round
my shoulder and pulled me in. Kim rolled her eyes at me. At
this point I would have felt guilty had it not been for the
Mercedes in the drive out front, and the Ducati I could see
out the back by the garage. I nodded back at Kim, smiling. I
wanted to rush for the credit-card forms but knew I had to
appear relaxed to the very end.

Jeff walked out of the conservatory through to the
kitchen and picked up the phone. I felt the blood drain
from my face.

'The cards are in the drawer in the study, love,' Kim
shouted, which gave me a second to think.

'Yeah, I'm going to phone Pam and Michael.'

I was fucked. I couldn't move from the spot. I tried to keep
a smile going and lifted up my glass for cover, then remembered
it was empty. I turned to Kim.'Hey, it would be better
as a surprise, you know? Imagine their faces when they come
over next.'

'Jeff!' she shouted, and the kid woke up.'Oh shit, I've
woken Mattie. Jeff!'

I'd never been so pleased to see a child start to cry.

'What?' Jeff came back in with the card.

'Don't you think we should surprise them?'

'Oh, yeah, I suppose we could. Here, give Mattie to me.'
He picked up the kid and rocked him about a bit while I got
the payment forms out from the bottom of the folder.'Yeah,
you're right.' Then he got completely distracted with the
child.'Come on, little Mattie.' He took the boy off down the
hall.

'I just need to use your phone to call an authorisation
number.'

Kim yawned; the atmosphere felt flat.'Yeah, sure. The
card's there. Let me get you the phone.'

I felt full of dread, convinced that the wine that once
worked for us was now working against us. Jeff came back
without the kid. I proceeded to dial the number on the slip,
trying to hide my hands, which were shaking. I began chewing
on my lip. I dialled, listened to it ring at the other end, and
then a Chinese-sounding voice answered.

  Jeff and Kim started cuddling; they were talking but I couldn't 
    make out what they were saying. I was worried they were pulling out. The Chinese 
    voice asked me for the credit card number. As I read off the card, Jeff asked 
    me would I mind if he took the paintings into the study. I nodded for him 
    to go ahead. Kim followed him until they were completely out of my sight. 
    I felt sick and panic-stricken as the voice asked me for the merchant number. 
    I read it back, straining to hear Jeff and Kim. The voice confirmed payment. 
    I put down the phone, picked up my wine and toasted my reflection in the conservatory 
    glass. I looked out into the garden and breathed deeply.

I was packing up a few minutes later when Jeff and Kim
came back.

'They look great,' Jeff said.

I smiled.'You know it makes me happy to see people
appreciating art, especially when I've played a part in bringing
art to people and not making them come to some stuffy,
pretentious, overpriced gallery.'

I shook hands with them both. They showed me back to the
door. I couldn't wait to join the rest of the 'team' in the bar,
and brag about my exploits.

'Enjoy them,' I said as I left.

'We will,' Jeff nodded.

'Is Pam and Michael's light off?' asked Kim, leaning on
Jeff.

'Yeah, guess they must have gone to bed early.'

My back was already turned to them; I looked up at what
was a perfect evening sky and felt warm with the wine.
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