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Dishlickers 

 

“Get a railer in the first box, that’s your winner. Shortest lap round the track.” Twin 

jets of smoke curled from Dad’s nostrils. He took another drag of his rollie. “Trust me.” 

Trust me. That’s what he said when he fed the poker machines instead of feeding us. 

Trust me. That’s what he’d said when he’d smashed my Batman money box against 

the kitchen bench to get at the goldies inside.  

Trust me. That’s what he’d said when Mum’d had a gutful and left for Queensland.  

Trust me. That’s what he’d said every time he dragged me to the track. Crumpled 

form guides. Potato cakes in vinegar-soggy bags. Salt-grease fingers. Wooden bleachers, 

winter cold working through my jeans with icy fingers to numb my arse cheeks. “We’ll just 

stick around for the first few races, Jay. Got a good feeling about the dishlickers today. 

Trust me.” That’s what he always says. Trust me. 

Yeh. 

“Here, go get yourself a Coke or something.” Dad flicked his butt to the concrete 

floor, ground it under his boot. He pulled a five dollar note from his wallet. “Still a few 

hours til Race Twelve.”  

The very last race of the day. He knew it was Lachlan’s party this afternoon. Apart 

from me talking about it non-stop, the invitation had been on the fridge for weeks. Disco 

sharks wearing coloured party hats and dark sunglasses danced around the border. You 

couldn’t miss it against all the bills with their angry red ‘final notice’ stamps. I’d used the 
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magnet with the built-in bottle opener to hold it in place, so I knew Dad’d definitely seen 

the invitation multiple times. It wasn’t fair.  

I snatched the money from Dad, stuffed it into my pocket, and dashed down the 

aisle between the rows of bleachers. I didn’t look back. Didn’t want him to see the glitter of 

angry tears that threatened to spill down my cheeks. 

“Hey!” Dad called after me. “A ‘thanks’ wouldn’t hurt. Make sure you bring back 

the change. And don’t go wandering off. Want you back here in an hour, okay?” 

“Sure, Dad,” I yelled, choking back other words that threatened to erupt like lava 

from a volcano. “Trust me.” 

 

I scuffed the ground with the toe of my sneaker as I walked the perimeter of the 

oval-shaped track. A race was in full swing—half a dozen greyhounds blurred past in a 

long-limbed kaleidoscope of coloured jackets. The race caller’s voice was manic 

exuberance through the speakers, “…and Cloudrunner passes Jackie’s Boy who was 

looking good with early speed, but it’s Pineapple Queen who’s going to steal this race. 

Look at her fly! Pineapple Queen, folks! Number One, first across the line.” 

I barely registered the cheering whoops and disgruntled curses as I made my way 

through the flannie-and-fluro crowd gathered around the fenceline. Discarded TAB tickets 

littered the ground—a typefaced paper mosaic of bad wagers. 

Pineapple Queen. The greyhound’s name reminded me of Mum. She’d sent me a 

postcard from Queensland a week after she left. It had a picture of the Big Pineapple on it, 

standing fiberglass-tall against an impossibly blue sky, dwarfing the palm trees that grew 

around it. You’ll love it up here, Jay, Mum had written on the reverse side in her clumsy 
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cursive. As soon as I get my feet on the ground, I’ll send for you. Mum never said things 

like “trust me.” She didn’t need to. If Mum said she was going to do something, she did it.  

Dad had torn the postcard into little pieces. When he found me scrabbling in the bin 

for them that night—a futile hope of piecing the jigsaw back together—he’d seized a fistful 

of my hair and yanked me to my feet. “She left us. Left us, ya hear. An’ good riddance, 

too.” His voice was infused with fury and a wash of stale beer.  

No, she left you. But I didn’t dare say the words. Instead, I rubbed the pain-bald 

spot on my scalp where a hank of hair had grown seconds before, and etched the word 

Buderim into my memory. I might not know Mum’s street address, but thanks to a rage-

ripped fragment of postcard, I now knew the suburb. I knew Mum sent other postcards too; 

I’d often find their shredded fragments in the bin. When sadness overwhelmed me, I’d lie 

in bed, stare at the ceiling, and repeat Buderim until I drifted to sleep.  

In my dreams, I grew wings of gold-gloss feathers with a span wider than an 

albatross. I’d soar high on northbound air currents, crossing state lines until I reached 

Queensland. But in the thin grey light of Melbourne’s dawn, nothing ever changed—I was 

just another dishlicker chasing an artificial rabbit I’d never catch.   

 

I bought a Coke from the ancient food truck that squatted beside the tote facilities, 

smelling of deep-fried memories and soy-sauce. I considered adding a hot jam donut to my 

order but knew Dad would be all over me about the change, like a falcon on a pigeon. 

Lachlan would have donuts at his party. Lachie’s old man was good like that. I swallowed 

down my disappointment with a mouthful of soft drink, and made my way past the 
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bookies—their suit-tie-hat combinations setting them apart from the queues of punters that 

lined before them, newspaper form guides criss-crossed with biro. 

On the other side of the brown-brick clubhouse, the wind had grown teeth. It bit 

through my jumper as I made my way toward the kennel block. Sometimes I got lucky with 

my timing when the next lot of dogs were collected by their trainers to be walked toward 

the starting boxes. I liked to watch them parade by, slim and athletic, and electric with 

energy. They strained against their short leashes in anticipation of release. I knew what it 

was like to want to run, run, run…only to remember how short my leash was and how, 

while my house wasn’t exactly a kennel, it always felt like returning to a cage. 

I was unlucky with my timing today though. The only activity from the kennels was 

the muffled roo-roo-roo of the greyhounds from behind the cinderblock wall. The 

surrounding grounds were empty except for a handful of stewards and trainers, hands 

stuffed in pockets, shoulders rounded against the cold. The trees were empty too, their 

naked branches dancing in the breeze were the arms of capering skeletons. The wind had 

chased piles of autumn leaves—red, orange, gold—into the concrete furrow that ran 

alongside the kennel block. I kicked them savagely as I walked, wet leaves clinging to the 

toes of my sneakers. Was I nothing more than a leaf on the wind too? 

With no dogs to admire, and depressing grounds I’d walked at least a hundred 

times, I decided to head back to Dad. Maybe he’d lost his money already and we could 

head home. I might still be able to make Lachie’s party. (Trust me). My bark of laughter 

sounded older than a twelve-year-old’s should. I drained the last of my Coke and lobbed it 

into a nearby bin, then bent to peel the soggy leaves from my sneakers. Something white 

was stuck to my heel. A TAB ticket, no different to the countless others that littered the 
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grounds. I peeled it from my shoe and was about to toss it in the bin, when a long, low 

whistle came from close behind. 

“You want to hold on to that one, son.” 

I turned to see a man with a lumberjack beard covering the bottom half of his face. 

A black-and-white striped beanie was pulled down over the top half, leaving a pair of grey 

eyes and his nose on display.   

“This?” I held the ticket between my thumb and forefinger. Between the streaks of 

mud I could make out the names of greyhounds from the previous race: Pineapple Queen. 

Cloudrunner, Jackie’s Boy. 

“Boxed trifecta on Race Two? Worth a fortune.” 

Something must have rippled across my face, because the man added, “Well, maybe 

not a fortune, but enough to smile about—couple o’grand, a least.”  

“Couple of grand?” My voice was a distant rush of albatross wings.  

“Easily. Take good care of that ticket, son. Might want to give it to your Dad real 

quick. Or Mum.” The man looked about as if expecting to see my parents nearby. “Cash it 

in before you lose it.” 

“Would you…” The wings beat faster in my mind. “Would you cash it for me? I’ll 

make it worth your while,” I added. That’s the sort of thing they said on the crime shows 

Dad always watched. “How does two hundred bucks sound.”  

It felt like someone had hit pause on my life as the stranger studied me in silence. 

Time was suspended in his gaze. Just when I thought I’d made a terrible mistake, and was 

casting about for the quickest escape route, he smiled. I couldn’t see it beneath his beard, 

but creases gathered around his eyes like the pleats of a fan.  
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“You got yourself a deal, kid. Wait here.” And before I even had time to nod, he 

plucked the ticket from my fingers, and disappeared into the swirl of punters that swarmed 

about the betting windows like flies to a fruit bowl. It was only when a shuddering sigh 

escaped my lips that I realised I’d been holding my breath 

What if he didn’t come back? 

What if dobbed me in to the cops? 

What if Dad’s looking for me? 

What if Dad knows what I’ve done? 

That last thought made the sickly-sweet residue of cola rise to burn the back of my 

throat. My eyes darted around the crowd. What a fool I’d been. What if the man knew Dad? 

Heck, Dad was here often enough, dragging me along with him, the reluctant ball to his 

chain. Plenty of people would have seen us together. A trickle of ice ran down my spine. I 

craned my neck, anxiously searching the crowd for a sign of the man’s return. Waited for 

Dad’s heavy handfall on my shoulder. The too-hard grip I knew would leave bruises for 

weeks to come. The dangerous edge to his voice as he— 

“Nice doing business with you.” I blinked, looked up. The bearded man held out a 

wad of smooth green and yellow notes. My hand shook as he counted them into my palm. 

“Two thousand, two hundred. Two thousand, two hundred and fifty—d’ya know the yellow 

ones are called pineapples?” 

Pineapples. Pineapple Queen. The Big Pineapple.  

I handed him back two hundred dollar notes. He looked at them thoughtfully for a 

moment before folding them neatly into a battered wallet. He turned his gaze back to me. 
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“You are here with someone, aren’t you, kid? Not in any trouble? ‘Cause if y’are, I can 

call—" 

“Not anymore,” I managed. “Thanks for your help.” I turned and dashed into the 

crowd, the notes clenched in my fist. As I sprinted through the racetrack gates and headed 

down the long tree-flanked drive that lead to the highway I imagined I was a dishlicker, 

bursting from the starting gate. Running. Running… 

Run.    

# 

 

“Do any of these buses go to Queensland?”  

The bored-looking lady at the bus terminal hardly looked up from her screen. “Gold 

Coast, Brisbane—” 

“Buderim?”  

“Sunshine Coast. Sure. One way ticket or return?” 

“One way.” 

“Cash or card?” 

“Cash.” 

# 

 

I leant my cheek against the window of a Greyhound of a different kind and 

watched the scenery change. With each passing hour, Dad grew further away. When dusk 

crossed the sky trailing pink and violet ribbons, I allowed myself to finally close my eyes 

and let sleep come. I soared towards Mum on gold-gloss wings.  


