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				For W, for C, and especially for J

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				Fire is never a gentle master.

				Proverb

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				I yank the door. It’s locked. Reason moves beyond thought and assumes a voice:

				He can’t be in the house.  

				‘Kieran!’ I shout, fumbling in my pocket.

				He doesn’t have a key.

				‘Kieran!’

				I unlock the door, throw it open, claw at the light-switches. Change, any change, no matter how subtle – this is my prayer. A moved toy. A cushion thrown on the floor. A comfort item gone missing. Something, anything, to reveal my son’s presence and dislodge the choking fear in my gullet.

				Everything appears as it was four hours before. I comb his room, my room, the spare bedroom. Toilet, bathroom, pantry.

				‘KIERAN!’

				He’s not here.

				‘KIERAN!’

				He didn’t come home.

				I loot the storage cupboards. The space behind the hot water system. The toy box.

				‘KIERAN, ANSWER ME!’

				Head reeling, I stumble into the alcove adjacent to the living area. The house’s last remaining pocket is here – the small cubby-hole between the piano and the eastern wall. This was his refuge. He entrusted this nook to deliver him from the inferno. Five-and-a-half years later, things are very different. Different piano, different walls, different paint.

				Different boy.

				A communicative boy. An independent boy. A boy more understanding of the world. A boy who knows the right thing to do.

				A boy who now possesses the truth.

				I tear my gaze away from the unoccupied cubby-hole and fix upon the sliding glass door and back deck. I peer through the leopard tree leaves and branches obstructing a clear view. The hills of Pendarra are still aflame. The naked eye’s view is at odds with the relief and reassurance of the media reports. Threads of the afternoon’s fiery orange ribbon remain; glowing, pulsing.

				Kieran is a different boy, but he remains a boy different. He perceives differently. He thinks differently.

				‘Oh Christ,’ I croak, blood seizing in my veins. ‘Kieran, no.’

				He acts differently.

				‘Jesus Christ, no . . .’

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				The Barbecue

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				One

				There’s a fire on the hill. It is near the top, stretching from one side to the other in a zigzag line. It is orange and really bright, even in the daytime. It doesn’t look as dangerous as Dad says. It looks like the tinsel from a Christmas tree.

				I am sitting on a chair, holding Mr Incredible. He’s not the real Mr Incredible from the Pixar movie The Incredibles. He’s a plastic bobble-head Dad bought from K-Mart. Dad gave it to me the day before I went into mainstream class for the first time. He said keeping Mr Incredible in my pocket or in my hand would help me feel extra calm and extra safe. And Dad was right. So I keep Mr Incredible with me a lot, not just at school.

				Mr Incredible and I are watching the fire. The chair is behind the glass door. Dad keeps the door locked now. On July the twenty-third he saw me walking on the rail outside on the deck and he got angry. He said if I’d fallen I would have broken my neck. I wouldn’t have fallen because the rail is twice as wide as my feet, but Dad went to Bunnings the next day and bought some mesh. He nailed mesh onto the lattice to stop me climbing up and acting like a bloody stuntman. And he put the glass door key with all the other keys on the surfboard key ring Mum gave him. So that’s why I’m sitting on a chair behind the glass door.

				The fire is two suburbs away at Pendarra. The morning news said it jumped Brandsworth Road around ten o’clock and by jump they don’t mean a real jump because fires don’t have legs. They mean some sparks or embers got caught on the wind and started some new flames away from the main blaze. By lunchtime it had made it to the top of the hill. The fire chief came on the TV at two o’clock. He wasn’t wearing a red helmet and he had a lot of nose hair. He said, The wind and high temperatures and dry conditions are making life difficult, but the situation is under control. He said, We have a long afternoon and evening ahead of us and so do the people living in houses on the hill. Another fireman said the people who started the fire had earnt a Scout’s badge for stupidity. Jackson Moore in my class goes to Scouts every Tuesday night. I don’t think he’s got that badge, even though he is stupid sometimes, especially when he eats sand.

				So the fire is under control. I ask Mr Incredible if he believes the fire chief like he believed Mirage’s message in the movie The Incredibles. He nods his head four times.

				Then Dad comes over and stands beside my chair. I turn my head a little bit so I can see him with my peripheral vision, which is at the very edge of my eyes. He’s folded his arms like he’s feeling cold, but that’s ridiculous because according to the man on the radio it’s an absolute scorcher in the city today and the only way you could feel cold in an absolute scorcher would be if you had the air-conditioning up too high, or if you were sick and had a fever. The air-conditioning is always at twenty-three degrees Celsius. And Dad gets headaches, not fevers.

				There’s a tiny blob of hair gel on Dad’s cheek. I reach up and wipe it off with my finger. Then I wipe it on the leaves of the pot plant behind my chair. When I turn back, I put my head down and look at the lines between the floorboards, just in case Dad is looking at me. After one minute, I look with my peripheral vision again. He’s got his hands in his pockets and he’s still watching the fire.

				He says: ‘If you’re listening, Boss, keep those people safe tonight.’

				Then he does look at me, so it is lucky I’m still looking at the floorboard lines.

				He says: ‘You okay, Kieran?’

				I say: ‘Yes, I am fine thank you.’

				He doesn’t say anything for a little while, then he says: ‘You know that fire out there is . . . It isn’t really anything to worry about.’

				And I say: ‘It’s two suburbs away. That’s a long way.’

				And Dad says: ‘That’s right. And it’s under control.’

				And I say: ‘That’s what the fire chief said. He had a lot of nose hair.’

				Dad laughs and says: ‘Well, he’d better not get too close to the fire then.’ And he does his laugh that sounds like a pig noise and I do my laugh that Dad says sounds like a seal on helium. Then we have a shirt-front hug which means I face Dad rather than the other way because that’s the proper way to have a hug.

				We go to the front door. Dad picks up the cooler bag and puts it over his shoulder. The cooler bag has his Corona beer and my Bundaberg ginger beer inside. I put my sandals on and pull the velcro straps down. Then I take Neil Finn’s Try Whistling This CD case from the shelf and hold it in my left hand because when I go out of the house I like having Mr Incredible in my right hand and something else in my left hand.

				Then we walk to seventy-eight Dempster Road. The hot wind blows the trees and the power lines. I don’t like the whooshing sound in my ears but I know we only have to walk for two houses. Smoke has made the sky dirty.

				And I tell Mr Incredible there isn’t anything to worry about with the fire.

				He nods his head three times.

				•

				I can’t remember the last time we actually saw the Garretts in person. A month? Two? There was a boozy evening in late June to celebrate Steve’s big commission. Has there been nothing since? It’s my fault. My physical fitness might have fallen away, but not beyond the capabilities of a twenty-metre walk. A jailbird’s social calendar would look fuller than mine. And one kid – even one like Kieran – is one less than two.

				A good friend doesn’t sit around making excuses. A good friend stays in touch. I tell myself to write Steve’s new email address down before the visit is done.

				Kieran does his usual quick-fire stabs of the doorbell which, mercifully, doesn’t work. I knock and wait for the scuttling of Tenille’s footsteps across the floor.

				‘Remember, bud,’ I say, ‘we’re taking our shoes off for our visit. Okay? Okay?’

				The abrupt ‘Yes!’ is high-pitched and loud. I pat his shoulder and he holds the CD case over his left eye.

				‘It’s just the same as doing it at home,’ I add.

				The handle jiggles then the door swings open. Tenille is standing inside the threshold, wearing a pink dress with wings attached and a pair of kid-size sunglasses with sparkly blue plastic frames. She’s karate-chopping the air.

				‘Wow, Tenille!’ I say. ‘You’re getting real big these days.’

				She pokes at her shades, does a little dance. ‘I’m four, nearly five,’ she says. ‘I go to kindergarten on Mondays, Tuesdays and every second Wednesday.’

				Steve emerges from the right corridor and moves in beside his youngest daughter. He strokes her blonde ponytail as the second phase of the dance – a monkey-style hopping from one leg to the other – kicks into high gear.

				‘The Matrix Fairy welcomes you to our humble home,’ he says. He turns to Kieran and smiles. He lowers himself down onto his haunches, down to Kieran’s eye-level. ‘Hey, big guy. You been taking good care of your old man, yeah?’

				Kieran puts his toy and the CD case side by side on the concrete then sits down to undo his sandals.

				‘Inside, Kieran,’ I say. ‘You can go inside then take them off.’

				He undoes the velcro straps and flicks the shoes off his feet. The right sandal thumps into the door. The left sails over the adjacent railing and onto the driveway. Before I can tell him to stay put, he’s on his feet, toy back in hand, careering down the stairs, and gathering up the escapee. He uses the backs of his already occupied hands, pressing them together like a reverse prayer.

				‘I’ve seen him pick up a bowling ball like that,’ I say. Steve shakes his head with bemused admiration. Tenille attempts to remove her sunglasses using the technique.

				Kieran brings the sandal back upstairs, collects its better-behaved partner and hustles through the front door, on the way offering an ‘Excuse me!’ that’s earnest but far too loud. He drops the shoes then arranges them to face away from the work boots and Nikes and Pooh Bear slippers already in attendance.

				‘Pretty good result in the end,’ I say as Kieran moves away. ‘Low flying footwear, but no crash and burn.’

				‘Have you been working on that?’ asks Steve.

				‘That and all the rest.’

				‘Right.’

				Steve appraises me with head cocked, eyes fogged. It’s the ‘Man, you are a saint!’ look he conjures whenever a sniff of the Single Autism Parent’s Lot in Life permeates the air. I hassled him about it last year; told him soggy, simpy faces were the domain of Barbie dolls and boy bands. It didn’t stop him. I gather he can’t control it. He’s not alone in that regard.

				At least he hasn’t passed it on to his younger daughter. Tenille’s face, minus the sunglasses, is a mixture of curiosity and intent. She flaps her wings and strides over to Kieran. He’s found respite from the shoe ordeal at the bookshelf, scrutinising the titled spines with the help of Mr Incredible. Tenille observes him for a moment then says:

				‘We have lots of books, big guy!’

				Steve scrunches his face. ‘Tenille, don’t say that. Daddy shouldn’t have called him that. Call Kieran “Kieran”, okay?’

				‘Why is his name Kieran Kieran, Daddy?’

				‘It’s not, darling . . . I meant . . . Just call him Kieran, okay? It’s important to call Kieran by his name. It helps.’ Steve holds up a hand of apology in my direction. ‘Been a little while, Nate. Forgot that nicknames can be confusing.’

				‘Real names too.’

				Steve laughs and suggests – quietly so Kieran doesn’t hear – that it might be time for a ‘Beer Beer’.

				•

				Tenille is still watching me. I want her to leave me by myself. Mr Incredible wants her to leave me by myself, too. I try to think about other things: fountains, then Miss Lawler’s ‘Live Strong’ wristband, then the things I like about the Garretts’ house.

				The Garretts’ house has red tiles in the kitchen and red seats on the stools in the kitchen and a red leather lounge suite in the lounge room. If I stand on the edge of the step that Dad says is where the front room finishes and the kitchen begins, and look to where the phone is sitting on Mrs Garrett’s butt-ugly hutch, I can see all of this red colour without having to move my head.

				I like the back deck. Mr Garrett said once that it wasn’t big enough to swing a cat, which is something I don’t really understand and don’t like to think about and would never do, even though I like fish much better than cats and our neighbour Mrs Tolhurst’s Burmese likes to poo in our garden. There’s a table and six chairs on the deck. And there’s a tablecloth that almost comes down to the floor on all four sides. There are no big leopard trees or jacaranda trees or bunya pine trees in the backyard, so the fire on the hill will be much easier to see from here than our place.

				But the fire might be hard to see when I’m lying under the table. I like to lie under the table on the deck when we visit the Garretts. I lie on my back and put my feet up on the cross-shaped wooden legs and I feel calm. Like I’m a trapdoor spider, or one of the mummies in the Pyramids of Egypt. It feels like no one will ever find me.

				But then someone does find me. And if it’s Dad, he tells me that the rules here are the same as at home: I can’t go on the deck without him being there to supervise me. I don’t really know why Dad says this because I don’t want to act like a bloody stuntman. I just want to lie on my back and look at the cobwebs under the table and touch the white wings of the tablecloth and smell the burnt sausage smell of Mr Garrett’s gas barbecue. I don’t want to climb up and walk on the rail. It is too narrow for my feet.

				Tenille is copying me now, holding her own CD case of Harry Belafonte’s Greatest Hits and standing on her tip-toes. She’s too close to me. It’s getting hard to think. I really want her to go away. I don’t want to have to push her or hit her because that is not the right thing to do and we will probably have to go home. And Dad wouldn’t want that because he said he would like to spend some quality time this afternoon with the Garretts and the Coronas. And I don’t want to go home either.

				Then Leah walks out of her bedroom.

				Leah is ten (like me) and she is the oldest daughter of Mr and Mrs Garrett. She likes music and she plays the piano. She hopes one day she can play a song by the composer Chopin called Nocturne Opus 9 No. 2. I remember Mum used to play this song. She said it was my song because Nocturne means ‘night’, and I used to get up during the night and walk around the house. Dad said it freaked him out big-time. That’s why I had a special lock on the doorknob of my bedroom for a year.

				Using my peripheral vision, I can see Leah is wearing thongs that have frangipani flowers between the toes and seven plastic bangles on her right wrist. She smells like organic shampoo and pineapple juice. She looks at me but doesn’t get close to me or touch me.

				She says: ‘Hey Kieran.’

				And I say: ‘Hello Leah.’

				Then she takes the Harry Belafonte CD case away from Tenille and puts it on the coffee table that has a glass top that you can look through and see the floor. Then she holds Tenille’s hands, lifts her knees onto her hips and flips her over in a backwards somersault.

				Tenille laughs and shouts: ‘Again, Leah! Again!’

				Then Leah says: ‘What do you say?’

				And Tenille says: ‘Leah is the best!’

				And Leah says: ‘No, what’s the magic word?’

				And Tenille says: ‘Pleeeeeeeeeeeeease!’

				And Leah says: ‘Without sounding like a doofus.’

				And Tenille says: ‘Please.’ And they do three more flips. Then Tenille wants more than three flips but Leah picks her up and tells her she can mess around with the jewellery-making kit in her room so long as she doesn’t leave beads everywhere. Tenille squeals, jumps to the floor flapping her wings, and runs away into Leah’s bedroom.

				Then Leah says: ‘She’s not real good at giving people some space right now.’

				And I say: ‘I liked her when she was a baby.’ Which is true because she just did baby things and she wasn’t scary and you knew she wouldn’t walk around behind you or copy you or say stupid stuff or scream ‘Yee-haa!’ for no reason.

				And Leah smiles and says very quietly: ‘Me too!’ Then she says: ‘I’m just going to be in the spare room hangin’, listenin’ to music. If you’re interested.’ She looks at the CD case in my left hand and says, ‘My Dad really likes Neil Finn’s stuff with Crowded House.’

				And I say: ‘Paul Hester the drummer is dead. He killed himself.’

				Leah nods slowly. Then she looks at Mr Incredible in my left hand. ‘We’ve got The Incredibles DVD. We could watch that later . . . If you want to . . . When you’re ready.’

				Then she walks back to her bedroom and I’m by myself because Dad’s gone out on the deck with Mr and Mrs Garrett.

				And I decide to do some hangin’ later, but stay here by myself for a while first.

				•

				Steve, Macy and I clink drinks and bend elbows. The beer is glorious quicksilver in the dry, smoky conditions. I note the details of the moment. Generous company. Familiar conversation. Comfy chair. The burdens of yesterday and the responsibilities of tomorrow seem like reminder notes in my pocket. Right here, right now, life is an easy companion.

				I glance over at the fire in Pendarra – its ominous progress in full view from the deck – and my reverie takes a whack to the jaw. Is it cruel to be indulging like this? Am I cruel? Should we be toasting the blessings of existence and the benevolence of the present when, just a stone’s throw away, properties and, God forbid, people are under siege?

				It occurs to me that maybe this is a reversal of fortune. Five years ago, on a perfect Autumn day in April, folks at the foot of the hill may well have paused to point out the billowing black smoke rising above Grattan Hills and wonder at its implications. Is this, then, some form of twisted irony, some measure of karmic justice? If so, it better not be for my benefit.

				‘We gotta do this more often,’ announces Steve. ‘Why haven’t we done this more often?’

				‘That would be my fault,’ I say.

				‘Your fault? How do you figure that?’

				‘I haven’t made the effort.’

				‘Your effort is all used up. Every day.’ Steve extends a hand towards his wife. ‘What’s our story?’

				Macy shoos a fly from the platter of dips in the centre of the table. ‘We did call a couple of times over the winter.’

				‘Three times, at least,’ I correct.

				‘And we weren’t able to find a mutually suitable gap in the schedule.’

				‘I wasn’t able to get my shit together,’ I correct again.

				‘You?’ bellows Steve. Macy reminds him that there are children on the premises and he lowers his voice. ‘We’ve got a whole lot less shit than you. And we can only get it together enough for a couple of phone calls? Pathetic!’

				‘How do you figure that?’ I retort, ‘You guys were handling, among other things, two jobs, school, day care, netball, gymnastics, piano lessons, birthday parties, play dates and a bathroom renovation.’

				‘That’s all—’ Steve searches hard for a word he can live with then gives up. ‘—normal. Your situation is—’

				‘Not normal?’

				‘Out of the ordinary.’

				‘But I still have less shit to get together, agreed?’

				‘Okay, time out,’ interjects Macy, with accompanying hand signal. ‘You’re both talking shit. How about we just agree that we have very full and very interesting lives courtesy of our kids. And sometimes that means friends fall through the cracks for a little while.’

				‘We suck,’ mutters Steve. Macy holds up a threatening finger.

				‘But would we trade the kids in?’ she continues. ‘Would we let them go? What sort of lives would we have if they weren’t around, hey?’ She raises her Chardonnay before Steve can offer exotic travel, Sunday sleep-ins and sex in every room of the house hypotheticals. ‘I propose a toast . . . to our children! May they forever complicate our lives!’

				We clink and drink a second time. Glancing once more in the direction of the fire, I reflect there may never have been a truer statement spoken.

				•

				I get three books down from the bookshelves. They are my favourites at the Garretts’ house.

				The first one is called Golden Retrievers and it’s a book about golden retriever dogs that has lots of different pictures of golden retriever dogs.

				We had a border collie for two years. I called it ‘Demon’. This name comes from the Hunters and Collectors album Demon Flower. I wanted to call it Demon Flower, but Dad said it was a dog not a racehorse and so one name was good enough. We got Demon two years after Mum died, but it had a brain problem. It would lick itself until it was bleeding and chase things that weren’t there and bite you for no reason. On October the fourth, Dad took Demon to the vet to have it put down, which means the vet injected it with a poisonous needle and it died. Then he came back with three fish.

				The second book is called Kartya’s Story and it has an old lady and a girl from the Asian country Taiwan on the cover. In this book, there are many sentences I can read and understand and see like a movie in my mind. There are also many sentences that are confusing. What I like best about this book is that it has lots of proper photographs. There are many people (mainly Taiwanese people) hugging or crying or smiling or just looking at the camera. I don’t get nervous or scared when I look at people’s faces in photos. That’s because they don’t move or change and they only get close to me if I want them to. And if I don’t like the face I can turn the page and I don’t have to look at it.

				I also like Kartya’s Story because the letters at the start of every chapter are very big and it’s interesting when you fold pages together and put the big letters side by side.

				The third book I look at when we visit the Garretts is called Get With The Program! and it is the Number One New York Times Bestseller to help fat people stop eating all the time. I like this book mainly because the letters of Get With The Program! are bright red and the man on the cover has a left front tooth that is slightly bigger than the right front tooth.

				I don’t like most of the books at my Special Education Unit. They are old and full of baby words, and have stupid things in them like talking dinosaurs, and things I already know, like how to use the toilet. I like the books in the mainstream grade four class. They have lots more proper words and sentences and fonts and real photographs of people. In May this year, I told Cherie I would like to have some mainstream books in the Special Education Unit. She said they couldn’t buy any this year, but she would see what she could do. Then I asked if she could bring in some books she liked to read. And she said she could, but that I probably wouldn’t like Mills and Boon. Then she brought in a box of books she had collected on a whip-round of the staff and they were much better than the Special Education Unit books. Cherie also brought in one Mills and Boon called Torrents of Love. The cover had a scared lady with long blonde hair hugging the leg of a man with no shirt on and a big wave coming to drown them. I didn’t like it.

				After I have finished looking through the three books from the Garretts’ bookshelves, I put them side by side on the floor. Later, I will put them back with the other books even though it makes me dizzy. I will do that because it is the right thing to do.

				Then I walk through the corridor and the kitchen, which has a big bowl of lettuce in the sink, and the front room. I do this eight times. Dad calls these my laps.

				Then I turn on the TV. There is a movie with cowboys smoking, and a show about a lady with a big scar on her leg who really likes African elephants, and another show with people wearing make-up and old clothes and singing so that it hurts my ears.

				And then the fire chief I saw this morning is on the screen. He is smaller than before and the news camera is looking at the side of his face instead of the front. His ear has hair in it like his nose, except that it is grey. He is wearing his fire chief hat (which is black not red).

				He says the situation has not improved. Houses are still under threat and some of the people who live in the area have been given the option to evacuate.

				Then the fire chief’s face disappears and a helicopter is on the TV. Next comes a fireman with a black face and a mask they have in hospitals to help you breathe. And the fire chief is still speaking. He says the help coming from all over the city is vital and more of it may be required to prevent the fire getting away from us.

				Then a lady’s voice is coming out of the TV, but I’m not listening to her or trying to understand what she’s saying. It’s too difficult because they are showing the fire up close. It is behind an old house that looks like it has been burnt before and it is all over the grass and right up high in the trees. There is a lot of wind and the trees are twisting side to side, forwards and backwards. It looks like they are screaming and trying to get away from the fire. But they can’t.

				I move right in front of the TV and press my face against the screen. The fire is spinning and jumping and dancing all around my head. Everywhere I can see green leaves getting eaten and blades of grass bowing down and black smoking twigs falling to the ground and bright orange embers floating in the air. And I can feel the fire licking my forehead and my nose, just like Demon our dog did before it went crazy.

				Then I turn the TV off and lay down with Mr Incredible near my three favourite books. The wooden floor is cool against my cheek. And after three minutes I am able to think about other things again like Grandma and the big swing in the playground near our house and the cover of Hoodoo Gurus’ Electric Soup CD which has a bowl of soup and a napkin and a spoon and a red checked tablecloth underneath.

				•

				‘So how’s Kieran going at school?’ asks Macy.

				School – a subject I’d hoped could be avoided. Or at least delayed until the good and proper alcoholic glow. I pop the top off Corona number two.

				‘Yeah, fine . . . at the moment.’

				‘What do you mean?’

				I stand up and peek through the window of the stable door, checking to see if my son is within earshot. Steve suggests he’s with the girls then informs me that, no, he’s having a lie-down on the floor near the bookshelves. ‘Got his recommended reads with him,’ he adds, a hint of favourite uncle-type pride showing through. I sit down and scratch the nape of my neck.

				‘We might have to give the mainstream class away next year.’

				‘Oh,’ says Macy. ‘Isn’t he handling it very well?’

				I swig my beer, shake my head. ‘He’s handling it fine. He’s not totally relying on his aide these days. He’s much better at participating and staying on task. He’s doing quite a bit of the work the rest of the class is doing. Geography, maths, music. At lunchtime . . . Well, he’s not Mr Popularity, but he really enjoys watching the other kids play basketball and soccer and jump rope. Julie says that with some assistance he’s joined in on the odd occasion. The rest of the time, he’s minding his p’s and q’s, keeping his nose clean.’

				‘So what’s the problem?’

				‘The problem’s not Kieran, Mace,’ interrupts Steve. ‘It’s them.’ He nods in my direction. ‘Have I got that right, Nate?’

				I shrug. ‘Found out in a meeting yesterday – they’re cutting back aide time next year. The grade five teacher, Ms Rayne, says it’s too big a management issue to have Kieran on top of the existing behaviour problems in a class of thirty-three.’

				Steve curses. Macy places a hand on my forearm.

				‘I’m so sorry.’

				‘Me too.’

				‘Is there any way around it?’

				Another gulp of beer precedes my response. ‘They said I could pay for Julie to keep working with him, but I couldn’t guarantee her wage. And she deserves some security. She’s got her own family to support.’

				‘What about a volunteer?’

				‘Yeah, I proposed that. Ms Rayne felt it wouldn’t be enough. She felt someone with some sort of educational qualification was a must.’

				‘Ms Rayne?’ says Steve, narrowing his eyes and cracking the knuckle of his right index finger. ‘Wasn’t she the one you had a chat with earlier in the year? Didn’t she say some things that were disgusting?’

				‘That’s a bit harsh,’ I say.

				‘Don’t defend her, Nate! Don’t let her off the hook!’

				‘What did she say?’ asks Macy. Steve passes the recount duties over to me with an extended hand and a pre-emptive look of indignation.

				I clear my throat, peel the edge of the beer bottle label. ‘She said something like: “How do you deal with the violent, aggressive outbursts Kieran would have from time to time? It must be difficult to cope with his lack of affection. And what is his special ability?”’

				A helicopter flies overhead, laden with its giant balloon of water, headed for the blaze. The distraction and noise allows me a moment. Steve is sitting back in his chair, arms folded, eyes fixed on his wife. Macy is stroking the back of her left hand, staring expressionless at the tablecloth. She’s deliberating over a teacher’s ‘disgusting’ words, seeking to validate her husband’s ire but struggling to find the means. She turns to me with a look of mild bewilderment.

				‘Did she say something else?’

				Steve feigns pulling his hair out. ‘Jesus Christ, darl! What else does she need to say? She ticked off every stereotype peddled by trashy mags and tear-jerker movies and two-bit current affairs shows. Not every autistic kid’s a genius. Not all of ’em go off their head twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. And more than a few of ’em don’t mind dishing out a hug and a kiss to the people they love. Isn’t that right Nate?’

				Citizen Steve. I feel for him in these sorts of conversations. It’s natural to clench the fist when you’re a regular but blinkered passenger, a frequent but superficial tourist. You see things as they ought to be. You speak words that must be said. You bat for what you believe is just, and you swing hard and often. And, because you are an outsider, you hold on to a hope that miracles can occur, a belief that the world can be put right.

				‘You’ve done your research, Steve.’

				‘A teacher ought to know that stuff,’ he adds. ‘Somebody who works with kids and is supposed to give them some sort of proper idea about the world should know that it’s not all frickin’ Rain Man and the poor souls they trot out on “Sixty Minutes”.’

				‘And teachers should know this in addition to the million and one other things they are responsible for?’ asks Macy.

				‘This woman wouldn’t know if her backside was on fire.’

				‘We learn best by doing,’ I say, ignoring Steve. ‘It’s obvious she hasn’t had anything hands-on to do with students like Kieran, so I think she can be excused for her lack of knowledge.’

				‘You’re kidding.’

				‘No. I’m not.’

				‘Nate’s absolutely right,’ asserts Macy. ‘You’ve got all this information and understanding, Steve, because Nate’s our friend and Kieran is his son. Do you really think you would have done those Google searches and read those books if Kieran had never come over? If you’d never had the chance to be hands-on?’

				‘I’d like to think so,’ defends Steve. ‘But that’s beside the point. This woman has the chance to go hands-on now, doesn’t she? You can’t excuse her unwillingness to even consider giving the kid a fair go.’

				I rock my head back and forth. ‘I reckon she’s probably fearful because of that lack of knowledge—’ Steve claps, leans back, folds his arms, satisfied this admission is his checkmate, ‘but I’m still not going to crucify her. I mean, I’m Kieran’s father, but I wouldn’t want to manage a classroom of thirty-three grade fives with him minus some good help. Would you?’

				Macy shakes her head. ‘I have problems with a classroom of two.’

				‘Stevo?’

				Steve drains his beer, bangs the bottle on the table like a gavel. ‘She’s the one who’s got the job.’

				I get the sense there’s some residual guilt in Steve’s crusade. At our introduction (a little ‘Welcome To The Neighbourhood, Family Garrett’ shindig put on by the Ronsons of number eighty) he tagged Kieran – then six years of age and without a mother for just over twelve months – an ‘eccentric’ and ‘Buster Kieran’. He was mortified when I mentioned the underlying cause, and begged for forgiveness. I told him there was no need, that I wish I’d thought of the silent movie star reference myself, then forgave him to put his mind at ease. Upon request, I forgave him another five times in the two months following. Once or twice a year thereafter.

				‘She’s the one who’s got the job,’ he repeats. ‘And in my opinion, she doesn’t deserve it.’

				•

				I am almost ready to go into Leah’s room now. But I will do some special chillin’ before I go in so I can concentrate on Connect 4 and the poster of Missy Higgins and the keys of the piano and The Incredibles DVD, and not get upset if Tenille asks me questions or gets close to me.

				I get up from my stomach onto my hands and knees and crawl to where Mr Garrett’s red mountain bike is standing next to a blue bucket with an umbrella in it. Turning the pedals backwards and watching the chain for three minutes will help me feel extra calm before going into Leah’s room. So I sit properly with legs crossed and hands to ourselves like we do for assembly in mainstream class and I turn the pedals.

				I can ride a bike. Dad taught me at Roggerley Park. There is a small circuit there that has pretend road signs and white lines on the bitumen. There is also a long bike track (with no white lines) that goes all the way to Crestview if you don’t stop. I learned to ride a bike first with Dad holding onto the back of my seat, then when my balance was good he let go so I was by myself. And I can ride very well for a short time, but then I fall down.

				In May this year we went to Roggerley Park and I fell down fourteen times. The last time I fell down, Dad said: ‘You just can’t stop looking at the pedals, can you?’

				And I said: ‘Yes I can.’

				And Dad said: ‘No, you can’t.’

				And I said: ‘Yes I can.’

				And Dad said: ‘Come on, bud. You were watching the pedals. I saw you.’

				And I said: ‘No, I wasn’t. I was watching the chain.’

				Then Dad moved his fingers around in circles on the side of his head which is what he does when he’s getting a headache.

				Then he said: ‘You gotta stop being so . . .’, which wasn’t a proper sentence.

				Then he said: ‘You can’t ride on the road if . . .’, which wasn’t a proper sentence either.

				Then we went home.

				And one week later I asked if I could ride the bike and Dad said I couldn’t. He said he could not let me ride the bike right now – not even at Roggerley Park – because it would be like giving blindfolds to the Bomb Squad. He said I would put myself in danger and he did not want to be responsible for that. Then he said he was really sorry.

				So I am not allowed to ride a bike until I am older, but that’s okay today because I don’t want to ride Mr Garrett’s bike. I just want to be calm before I go into Leah’s room.

				I turn the pedals for three minutes plus an extra minute then I stand up.

				I am feeling in the zone.

				But then I notice there is black grease on my left hand.

				I hate having anything icky or squishy or creamy or black on my hands. When I was smaller, if I got something yucky on my hands, I would wipe it off very quickly so it didn’t have time to go into my skin. I would wipe it on my shirt or the lounge or the wall or the curtains or Dad or anything else that was close to me. I am older now and I know that is not the right thing to do. With the help of Cherie and Julie at school, I don’t do that now. I count from one to fifty to take my mind off the yucky stuff and I go to a bathroom or a tap or I get a tissue from my bag to clean my hand.

				Right now, I can’t get a tissue because the only bag we brought to the Garretts’ house is the cooler. My bag is at home sitting on the floor near the pantry. I can’t use the tap at the kitchen sink either – there is a big bowl of lettuce in there. The bathroom is through the archway, down the hall and it is the first door on the left. Leah’s room is beside it. If I go to the bathroom, Tenille might see me. She might even follow me into the bathroom because there is only a push button lock on the door and small children forget the right thing to do. And I wouldn’t like that at all. I would probably do something to make us have to go home.

				I can go outside.

				I tell Mr Incredible that Dad might get upset, but I have no choice. Maybe there’s a tap outside. But if there isn’t a tap outside I can use the grass, as long as there aren’t any ants where I wipe my hand. And because my count to fifty has now reached thirty-one, I don’t have time to put my sandals on and I will probably have to use the grass anyway.

				•

				‘You’re probably not going to like me saying this.’

				Steve cringes in anticipation. Macy provides mock comfort to her husband with a pat of his hand.

				‘It is what it is,’ I say. ‘My situation has its rough edges. They might get smoother; if they do, a lot of credit will go to Kieran and maybe a little bit to me. External factors – they won’t have counted for much. They haven’t in the past and I don’t think they will in the future.’

				‘By external factors you mean, what . . . People’s understanding?’

				‘Sure. I mean, there’s a lot of nuts and bolts stuff that could be way better: early diagnoses, early programming. Save a heap of taxpayers’ cash later – less assisted living, less disability pension, less hospitalisation. Less requirement for a teacher’s aide at school.’

				‘They’ve sorted that one out already,’ mutters Steve.

				‘Politically, there’s no long-term vision, no far-sightedness. But it all goes way beyond governments and money and kids like Kieran. The issue is difference. How we handle it. How we treat people we don’t know or understand.’

				‘And you don’t have high hopes in that area?’

				I lift the beer bottle to my lips and shrug. ‘Does anybody?’

				‘The Prime Minister could learn a lot from having a different child,’ muses Steve.

				‘An autistic child?’

				‘Good as any place to start.’

				‘He’d have to have sex first,’ contends Macy.

				‘Grandchild then.’

				I stroke my chin. ‘Hmmm. Not sure one would be enough. I think we’d need the PM to have three or four. And celebrities. We need celebrities to contribute. How about Brangelina’s next litter?’

				‘Britney’s?’ offers Macy, holding a hand over her smirking mouth.

				‘The Wiggles’ kids!’ I shout. ‘Or better still The Wiggles themselves! Can you imagine Jeff? Autism and narcolepsy. Poor guy would have to line up all the sheep before counting them.’

				Steve and Macy wait until I’m fully whooping to unleash their own laughter.

				I’m glad we can still share a joke. In my rose-coloured moments, I imagine it is because Steve and Macy refuse to pity me (although Steve undoubtedly has leanings in that direction). Those moments are rare. The rest of the time, I recognise the truth. Courtesy of an arrival in the neighbourhood post-accident, and my selective disclosure of what happened, the Garretts’ commitment has not been tested with the full extent of our tragedy.

				And I want that status quo preserved. In the five years since the death of my Liss, too many neighbours, friends and family have succumbed to pity. Engagement gave way to avoidance. Steady streams of contact slowed to meagre trickles. Conversation – so easy and whimsical prior to the fire – descended into either awkward parody or bubble-gum therapy. ‘How’s it hangin?’ became ‘How are you feeling today?’

				I don’t bear any grudges; responsibility doesn’t sit solely on the shoulders of others. I assisted the falling away with outbursts and over-compensations and general inertia. In combination with the onlookers’ lack of empathy – no fault of theirs – relationships were doomed. We developed negative magnetic fields, repelling each other, unable to meet in the middle.

				Steve rounds out his different Wiggles tribute by belting out a tune he’s titled ‘Anthony’s Sheltered Workshop’ on his guitar, then we take a moment to gather our composure. Another primed helicopter skips past, riding an arc to the west. I may be mistaken, but the dry, abrasive southerlies seem to be easing. And a bank of cloud has appeared on the south-west horizon. Could a storm be the saviour of Pendarra? No doubt the emergency services personnel have seen the potential for deliverance in the distant sky and I wonder at their thoughts. How often would they have prayed for the natural defeat of their enemy?

				‘We took the girls to the refurbished Railway Workshops last year,’ says Steve, piercing the fogged silence, ‘and there was this mother there with a really upset boy. You remember this, hon?’ Macy fans herself with a napkin and nods. ‘It was at the children’s play section where they’ve got a mini-station and tracks and signals and what have you. Great set-up. Anyway, this mum wants to leave and her boy – he would’ve been about six, maybe seven – he obviously doesn’t want to go. He’s crying and putting his arms up and going all floppy when she tries to lift him to his feet. Well, my initial thoughts are there’s a reason for him acting this way, a proper reason. The kid’s not saying any words, just sort of groaning. He’s holding around half a dozen straws in one of his hands. And at one point Mum’s doing that “finish” sign with her thumb – the one you used to do, Nate, when Kieran was younger.

				‘The struggle goes on for a bit and, in the end, Mum has to physically drag the screaming kid away from the equipment and out of the area. Once they’re gone, I look around at the people who’ve been witnessing the show – and there were a few of ’em too – and they’re all murmuring and frowning and shaking their heads. It’s crystal clear what they’re not thinking. “Gee, maybe he acts that way because he can’t communicate properly or express his feelings the way he wants to. Maybe he’s different. Maybe I don’t have it all figured out.” They’re not thinking for a second that there might be any good reason for what happened. They’re not thinking at all. They know. “What we saw . . . That’s bad.”’ Steve turns to me. ‘No amount of celebrity telethons are gonna put an end to that, are they?’

				‘Not anytime soon,’ I admit.

				‘So add the autistic kid to today’s ever-growing list of suspicious characters, hey? All because when he’s in the park, or on the train, or God forbid on a plane, he may not look or speak or behave in a way that’s entirely predictable and recognisable to the rest of us.’

				I lean back, slip my hands behind my head. ‘A war on difference has a lot of casualties, Steve.’

				•

				I pull the sliding door back and run outside. The brick path is hot and bumpy on my bare feet but I only need two steps to get onto the grass. I am up to forty-four in my count, so I don’t have time to look for a tap. I bend down to a patch of grass that has more green blades than brown blades and doesn’t have any ants. Then I wipe my hand seven times to get rid of the grease.

				After I have finished wiping my hand on the grass, I decide to go back inside. I don’t want Dad to see me outside because he might think I will take off for no good reason.

				I did take off for no good reason one time. It was from Grandma and Grandpa’s house when Dad and I were living there after our house got burned. I didn’t like having to sleep in a bunk-bed and I wanted to see if our house was fixed up. So I took a backpack off Grandpa’s hatstand because you need a backpack for long walks and the distance from Mayshear to Grattan Hills is almost five kilometres, most of it uphill. And I put a can of Coke and a can of baked beans and a roll of red electrical tape and a Powderfinger CD, The Internationalist, in my backpack. Then I went out the front door while Grandma and Grandpa were in the study helping Dad sort through the arrangements.

				But then Dad found me on Ogden Road. He got very angry and held my shoulders very hard and told me I did take off for no good reason. And then I screamed and he cried. And then he took me back to Grandma and Grandpa’s house and he kept one eye on me the rest of the time we stayed there. And he still kept one eye on me after we moved back into eighty-two Dempster Road.

				But he doesn’t keep one eye on me any more because I never tried to take off for no good reason again. That’s because I got older and more grown-up and letting Dad know before I go somewhere is the right thing to do, like sharing toys and eating vegetables and telling the truth and putting plastic bottles in the recycle bin.

				So I need to get back inside before Dad sees me.

				Then I hear a siren coming closer and closer. And then it is here and it belongs to a fire engine. And it has a ladder and hoses and flashing headlights and the letters F-I-R-E are backwards so that drivers in front can read them in their rear-view mirrors. And it is moving very fast, so fast that when it goes past it causes a wind that blows my shirt and hair around. And then it turns onto Yumana Parade, which is one of the ways to get to Pendarra.

				And I remember what the fire chief said on TV:

				The help coming from all over the city is vital and more of it may be required to prevent the fire getting away from us.

				And I wonder if the fire chief is getting enough help. There would be lots of fire engines like the one that just went past. And I’ve counted six helicopters go past. It could have been three helicopters going over twice or two helicopters going over three times, but they all sounded different so I think it is actually six.

				But is that enough to prevent the fire getting away from us?

				I wonder if the fire chief would like more people. People with buckets and watering cans and garden hoses and sacks to hit the fire with. People who aren’t firemen, but who are kind and caring and want to help others in danger because it is the right thing to do. People like the ones they sometimes showed on TV during the tsunami and Hurricane Katrina. People who are one-day heroes, like in the David Bowie song, ‘Heroes’. 

				In his movie, Mr Incredible was a hero every day, even when he was being Bob Parr and pretending not to have super powers. So I think Mr Incredible is a very good person to ask my question.

				I ask Mr Incredible if he thinks the fire chief needs one-day heroes. 

				He nods four times.

				•

				‘Might be time to get cooking, Steven,’ announces Macy. ‘I’ll go get the meat.’

				‘I’ll go, Mace,’ I say, pushing my chair back.

				‘No, stay here, Nate. You’re the guest.’

				‘Yes, I’m the guest who brought nothing and is sitting here like a blob, enjoying your company, eating your food and drinking your booze.’

				‘You’ve only been drinking the Coronas you brought,’ corrects Steve. ‘You haven’t touched our stash.’

				‘Give me time,’ I say, prompting Steve to grin and rub his hands together in the manner of an evil scientist. ‘No, I need to go inside anyway, just to check on K, make sure he’s keeping himself well-occupied.’

				‘He’s not on the floor any more,’ says Macy, cupping her hands around her eyes to shield the afternoon glare shrouding the stable-door window. ‘His recommended reads are still there, though.’

				‘Must’ve got a better offer from the girls.’ I gather up Macy’s wineglass and several empties from the table. ‘Meat’s in the kitchen fridge, Mace?’

				‘Second shelf.’

				Arms full, I walk through the French doors, negotiate Tenille’s sprinkling of plastic blocks on the big carpet square purpose-added for such messes, then enter the kitchen. I stand the load on the central island’s counter-top and scan the visible space.

				No sign of my little loner guy.

				And that is cause for celebration.

				Every precious occasion Kieran spends time in some measure of social proximity to other kids, rather than tucked in behind a cupboard or singing songs to himself or staring at a computer screen, is an occasion worth celebrating. I give Leah a lot of credit for today’s victory. She has a good handle on K; has had for quite some time now. Whether it’s her particular personality, her intuition, or some spill-over of her dad’s earnest effort, she understands how Kieran operates and, in turn, how she should respond. Remarkable given she’s only ten years old. Or maybe it isn’t remarkable at all. Maybe it makes perfect sense.

				If only she was attending Clovely School instead of St Dabney’s; boy, would Kieran have benefitted from having her in his mainstream class. Too much to suggest they would have been inseparable buddies, but there’s no question Leah would’ve talked to him, encouraged him, explained things to him, included him. And always with respect. She would have been a reliable ally, a classmate I could count on to be in Kieran’s corner.

				Woulda, coulda, shoulda . . . Leah is not at Clovely and Kieran is, more often than not, in the corner by himself. At least I can be grateful for ‘play dates’ such as these.

				I walk down to where the books are lying on the floor. A bit disappointing – and somewhat surprising – that they’re not back on the shelf. Kieran’s consideration of others has been much improved the last eighteen months. And it is important he keeps it up. In this cosy context, forgetting to put books away that belong to somebody else is not such a big deal. Not so in a judgemental world. A small courtesy can create a big difference in bystanders’ perceptions. I examine the books, expecting one of Kieran’s habits – bending the pages and covers every which way – to also be in evidence. Thankfully, they are reasonably unmolested. I pick up the books and return them to their rightful shelf spaces.

				And just as Get With The Program! – what the hell does he see in this? – is sliding back into anonymous neglect, I notice the front door is ajar.

				Was it shut before? I can’t recall. In years gone by – specifically the two that followed Liss’s death – unflinching security of the front door was a detail I lived and died with. But not any more: Kieran is more mature these days. More aware. Yes, he still has a compulsion to go out on the deck and walk along the rail like a bloody stuntman, and that has required a hard-line (and smooth mesh) approach. But on the issue of absconding, I have the utmost confidence. Kieran fully understands that taking off for no good reason is unacceptable. He hasn’t once tempted fate since our short-lived respite at Mum and Dad’s.

				And yet the door is open.

				I turn back towards the interior of the house and call:

				‘Kieran!’

				Is this a mistake? Did the door escape everyone’s attention amidst the chaos of our arrival? More than possible. Or maybe one of the girls – odds-on Tenille – went into the front yard for something and forgot to close up shop coming back in? There could be any number of explanations. Any number of middling, mundane, entirely un-worrisome explanations.

				‘Kieran, bud!’

				No response, no movement, bar the gust of air that slips through the gap in the door and tickles my perspiring back. He’s probably watching a show in Leah’s room. Door’s probably shut too. I can’t hear him, he can’t hear me. Of course, he might also be in the bathroom. Never been real big on publicising this, my boy.

				‘Kieran!’

				His shoes are still here. By the look of their careful, ordered placement, they haven’t been touched since our arrival. If Kieran did need to go outside for some reason, I’m positive he would have put his sandals on first. It’s a routine that’s been drilled into him for so long now. At school. And home, too. Ever since—

				‘Kieran! Answer your father, please!’

				Ever since the day he took off. He organised a backpack for the journey, but left without putting on his shoes. His feet got trashed – scraped and cut, toenail gone from his left pinkie. None of this damage registered until I put him in the bath the next night. When I found him trudging along Ogden Road, the state of Kieran’s feet was the least of my concerns. There were far greater injuries – deep, insidious injuries – on display.

				‘Kieran! Where are you?’

				But that was a long time ago. Kieran knows better now. He knows he must put his shoes on before going out. He knows he just can’t up and leave. He knows the right thing to do.

				I pull the door back and step out onto the small concrete landing.

				‘KIERAN!’

				‘Do we have to go home?’

				I swing around, clipping my shoulder on the aluminium frame. The bloom of pain withers instantly. My son is standing beside the coffee table with Leah.
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