
        
            
                
            
        

    
A Nice Normal Family

 

By John Terry Moore

 

Jackson “Jacko” Smith is dyslexic, but like many people affected by the learning disability, he is highly intelligent. His best friend Sammy Collins helps him get through school and unlocks his potential. Jacko progresses through the ranks of local government until Mother Nature intervenes and the straight boy and the gay boy become a couple.

As Jacko and Sammy start a family and challenge social mores, Jacko enters politics, horrified at the direction the Australian government is taking. With Sammy by his side, he can achieve anything and rises through the ranks to the highest office in the land, driving Australia away from its British colonial roots and engaging with its neighbors in Asia like never before. Economic growth results, and while most Australians are supportive, a small group of extremists might endanger everything Jacko has built—including his life.

Through the love and the strength of their partnership, Jacko and Sammy rise above their ordinary lives. Because love is never ordinary.




To Russell.

An achiever.

Much smarter and wiser than you once thought.




Life is like a jigsaw puzzle.

We search for ages, not really knowing why or what we are seeking.

And suddenly, we find the very last piece of the puzzle.

It fits easily and quickly

Because it was made for that empty space.

And life is complete.

 

—John Terry Moore, April 22, 2008




Chapter 1 In the First Place

 

 

I’M A married man, in my late thirties, and we come from a regional city in Australia.

However, we don’t live there much these days.

We have two great kids: Kate is nearly ten and Max is eight.

We’re just like any other family, yet we seem to thrive on adversity, considering our backgrounds and the way we started our life together, including living in this bloody great house that doesn’t even belong to us.

We’ve faced some unique challenges in life that we want to share with as many people as possible because we reckon it’s a bloody good story.

 

 

WRITING OUR story is difficult for me, firstly because my spare time is almost nonexistent, but also because I’m dyslexic.

I have a voice-recognition PC that does most of the work for me—I yap away and the bloody thing types by itself, even checks its own spelling, which is amazing because I can’t spell anyway. But my other half supplies the encouragement and does the editing, which is why you’re able to read this and enjoy it—and the farther you go, the more you’ll realize what a lucky man I am.

So I hope our yarn reminds people that hope is a finer emotion than despair. Why? Because of life’s most precious emotion, the true regard of one human being for another—love.

 

 

I DON’T think I’m that unique—most new-age Australian guys think the way I do these days.

But I guess they don’t make an issue out of it like I bloody do.

Because when my life changed for the better, love made it happen.

Love was both the catalyst and the motivation, and I don’t want anyone to forget it.

Least of all myself.

Love has no boundaries and no rules; it’s perfect the way it is.

Love inspires us to rise above our ordinary lives. In fact, love is never ordinary.

Love is the only imperative we should teach our children because the lessons of life won’t work without it.

In our case, love was waiting for us when we least expected it.

And we realized our former lives had just been a rehearsal.

But having received the gift of love, reality told us we had to work at it.

Just like any living thing, it needs a good feed every day.

A kind word, a knowing wink, a plaster on a cut finger.

And a responsibility to share our good fortune and experiences with others.




Chapter 2 Dyslexia

 

 

JACKSON SMITH, the youngest of the Smiths, that’s me.

But being Australian, with our predilection for shortening names, I’m usually called Jacko. Only when I’m in trouble with the other half do I get the full title, but that’s rare, thank Christ; I’d rather ride out a tropical cyclone than face up to that.

My older siblings are Travis and Alison, and they’re also married with kids; I’m nine years younger than Trav and five years younger than Ali.

We three are closer than ever, and we’ll always stay that way because we like each other. Nothing like an ongoing shitstorm to bind siblings together.

Even though it was a long time ago, I remember I first realized I was a bit different from other kids when I was five years old.

When I couldn’t read the bloody kids’ book that Trav and Ali had been reading as babies, suddenly I wasn’t the perfect child any longer, my pleasant childhood memories overtaken by the feeling I was an idiot.

Mum called me stupid, dull, and moronic until Dad intervened, told her to cool it, and arranged a visit to the local GP who sent me to an expert in the field.

I was diagnosed as dyslexic, quite profoundly so. Evidently my IQ was in the normal to high range, but I needed specialized teaching aids and teachers with a lot of patience, all of which were available. A special school was being set up for the purpose in Melbourne, an hour away from home.

I can remember Mum screaming and shouting at the time, but as a little tacker I didn’t understand what it was all about. Trav and Ali told me years later that Mum was hung up on me being a “special child” who needed remedial teaching. As my own brother and sister explained to her, I had nothing to remedy, I was simply born that way, but I needed expert help to unjumble the words on a page so I could understand them and read properly. Dyslexia is language based, and the inability to read was common to most kids like me.

I never did go to the Melbourne school; Mum was adamant I didn’t need to.

Dad was upset, and I can still hear him shouting, probably arguing my case while I wondered what all the fuss was about.

My attendance at kinder confirmed Mum’s worst fears, and I can still remember crying as she dragged me home so I wouldn’t “make a fool of myself anymore.” Mrs. Pearson, the teacher, simply said I was a kid with special learning needs, not a kid with a disability, and help was available.

But Mum held firm. When it came time for Year 1 at primary school, I would attend classes with all the other children, and I would “learn along with them because no child of mine is disabled,” she’d said.

I didn’t understand what she meant, but I soon found out.

 

 

JUST LIKE my experience at kinder, I couldn’t read at all.

I was no good at writing, and I couldn’t spell either.

I was a good listener, but I got bored easily because the other kids seemed smarter than me. My attention span was limited, depending on the subject.

And kids sometimes said shitty things, which Trav and Ali said they shouldn’t do; it was wrong, they said.

Some of the teachers were really nice and showed me stuff.

Others yelled at me, like Mum.

One day Ms. Watson screamed at me in rage, calling me lazy and stupid. She dragged me to the front of the classroom where I wet myself in terror. The other kids laughed at me openly, with my pants soaked through. I was only six years old and I cried like a baby, I was so upset. Ali took me home and changed me before Mum came home from work, and washed my shorts, so she wouldn’t tell me off. I wanted to do well at school for Mum, but the harder I tried, the worse my results were. The words “slow learner” repeated over and over in my head.

By Year 2 I was even deeper in the shit, and I stopped trying because even then I thought I’d never catch up. I became a naughty little bugger, totally disruptive in class, and the bad reports and complaints rolled in. Finally a letter from the headmaster arrived, and Mum opened it just as I was putting my school bag away. She cracked it big-time, and for the first time in my life, I was truly scared. I didn’t understand what was going on, but Dad stepped in, as did Trav and Ali. Somehow they calmed Mum down, and Dad told her she was overdue for her visit to her “specialist,” whatever that was.

Mum always seemed a bit strange to me, even as a little kid. But I listened to Dad, Trav, and Ali talking, and they said Mum had a problem. A problem that became worse on Sundays when she spent a long time at church.

So my father, brother, and sister decided to take over my education without Mum’s knowledge, and the benefits were explained to me. I could stay at my current school, so Mum wouldn’t ask any questions, but I would have special books and several hours of tuition every week at school from a teacher experienced in learning difficulties. But I wasn’t to tell Mum because she wouldn’t be happy “and I didn’t want to make Mum unhappy, did I?”

Is the Pope a Catholic? I was only seven years old, but I knew what I had to do. Dad paid the special teacher, Mrs. Hutton, and Trav and Ali would monitor my progress.

Trav attended the high school next door, but Ali was in Year 6 at my school, and she was just like another little mother. My big sister, lovely and caring. Years later I realized Trav was also looking after me when he often missed footy training just to make sure I was doing okay—no wonder we’ve stayed so close.

 

 

MRS. HUTTON was great—all these years later and we’re still in each other’s lives. She’s a lovely lady and obviously went far beyond her normal teaching duties at the time to make sure I had a good learning foundation.

She said dyslexia was a gift because it made people like me think on a different level than other people. That many of us became high achievers because of that ability.

She reminded me constantly that some of the world’s most famous people were dyslexic. In later years I actually repeated some of those names out loud to myself. To help me understand it was a blessing rather than a curse.

Leonardo da Vinci, Albert Einstein, Alexander Graham Bell, Sir Richard Branson, Walt Disney, Jay Leno, Whoopi Goldberg, Nelson Rockefeller, Agatha Christie, Steven Spielberg, Harry Belafonte, Winston Churchill, and Richard Strauss were among the people so affected. Tom Cruise belonged to one of those funny religions and he was publicly dyslexic, yet Mum’s church didn’t believe that God could create people like me.

Mrs. Hutton said that dyslexic people were all different to each other, just like other people, but as a group we were up to 13 percent of the population.

But one thing that was common was that we were usually brainy buggers.

With an above average to high IQ.

At first she focused on improving my confidence. When I looked at a printed page, the numbers and letters seemed so mixed up I sometimes felt sick as my brain tried to rearrange them and read them. “It’s quite normal for that to happen,” she said, and I started feeling less like a freak. After a few weeks she began gently probing my capabilities, focusing on what I could achieve rather than what I couldn’t. Using all the little written symbols and stuff, she taught me to write, but I found printing was easier, so she let me continue that way. She seemed really pleased at my speed and neatness, although I spelled phonetically and still do to this day.

I could be a fiery little prick as well. My family thought being short-tempered was just my nature, but Mrs. Hutton said it was also sometimes part of being dyslexic. I had a really short fuse and could go from a nice little person to a screaming idiot in seconds. The good thing was I forgot about my tantrums as quickly as they occurred. In later life people would be standing around feeling pissed off and with injured feelings long after I’d cooled down, making me wonder what was wrong with them!

Mrs. Hutton was adamant that I had to practice my “social skills,” as she called them, because I could so easily offend those who were trying to help me.

Later on I did upset people, and that contributed to my low self-esteem, which my mother had kick-started as a kid. I knew I should apologize, but I couldn’t for some reason. But as time moved on and with help from my other half, I did.

 

 

MY BRAIN has always programmed information going in, and once it’s there, it’s impossible to alter it. So inside my head there is often stuff that’s wrong, but if I was asked a question, it always came out as it went in. I sometimes found words hard to pronounce and stumbled around coming up with the nearest phonetic sound. Like mince for mints. Inexhaustible would come out sounding like inexorable, nonessential as nonsensical, and so on. Numbers sounded silly to me. If I were asked how many there were of anything, I’d usually answer the number on either side. If the answer was twenty-five, I’d say twenty-four or twenty-six, even though I knew the answer was twenty-five.

Frustrating.

From my earliest recollection, I became very adept at hiding the facts.

On test days, even as a youngster, I pretended I was ill so I didn’t have to take the test and flunk out, but Mrs. Hutton was always a step ahead and gave me an oral test, which was recognized by the school.




Chapter 3 Sammy

 

 

MY REPORT card in Year 2 was, for the first time, enough to satisfy Mum.

I’d somehow nearly caught up to Year 1 standards, and while I couldn’t read properly from a conventional book, my comprehension was improving.

Mrs. Hutton made sure of that.

I managed to bump along the bottom somehow until Year 5, when Mrs. Hutton sounded a warning. She told Trav and Ali that I needed to put more hours in than she had to spare, simply so I could be where I should be.

That meant homework that no other ten-year-old would normally do. Homework that needed supervising by someone who was bright enough to understand the issues and continue my education out of school hours.

It was Mrs. Hutton herself who provided part of the solution.

She’d grown up with Isobel Collins and they’d remained close friends over the years.

Isobel’s husband had passed away suddenly and she had moved back to our area to be closer to good schools, with her son, who was brilliant scholastically and able to help out.

 

 

ENTER ONE Samuel Collins, the newest student at Northern Primary.

He may have been only ten years old, but when Mrs. Hutton showed him what to do, he was happy to take over, one ten-year-old teaching another.

I was introduced to him after school.

I couldn’t believe my eyes—Sammy was so different.

Everything and everyone around me suddenly seemed so black and white compared to Sammy, who was in Technicolor, he was so bright.

Even though we had regulation school uniforms, Sammy accessorized like no one else. There was bling in his ear—and he wore a colored scarf, which he casually threw around his neck, and he just looked so special.

Trav, Ali, and Dad reckoned he was ace, and Dad offered to pay him, but Sammy just thanked Dad politely and shook his head.

Because I was Sammy’s first real friend.

And he was mine.

Someone helping me because he wanted to.

Sammy never talked down to me, ever. While so many adults and other kids were busy pissing on me because they said I was dumb, Sammy treated me like the brother he never had. “We’re equals,” Sammy said and spoke to me like I was the most important person in the world. For the first time in my life, I had a friend who liked me the way I was, and I can still remember his smile when I’d open the front door in the mornings and he was waiting there for me.

We walked to school together, usually hand in hand. We had bikes but left them at home because we liked to talk to each other before school, and it was his way of preparing me for the day ahead.

Years later I marveled at his maturity—he was always so organized.

Sammy seemed like a permanent fixture at our place; even Mum realized he was helping me, and didn’t bother us. My progress at school started to pick up, and Mum seemed to forget she had a son with “learning difficulties.”

 

 

BRIGHT, BREEZY, and just amazing, Sammy had these wonderful funny sayings and he made me laugh. I was “Jack the Crack” before we realized it might have some vague pornographic implications, and he was “Slammin’ Sam,” which was also a bit risqué but went completely over our heads.

At school our close friendship continued. In general classes we sat together and spent other periods in the rec room where Sammy focused on me alone. Without falling behind himself, he got me through assignments and I flourished.

It was a great life lesson for me, and for the first time, I actually began to enjoy the school experience. Dad, Trav, and Ali couldn’t believe a young kid like Sammy could be so generous and unselfish. Years later I found out Dad had insisted on a financial arrangement with Sammy’s mum, and the money was put into a trust fund for our future education—for both of us.

Dad was smart; with my dyslexia it was unlikely I would ever be a captain of industry or an Albert Einstein—who was also dyslexic—without attending the special school in Melbourne, so a future fund set up with Sammy and me going through high school together was a great solution. I would get a good education because Sammy would be there to help me all the way.




Chapter 4 High School

 

 

PRIMARY SCHOOL was one thing, high school was another.

For one thing my lovely sister was in Year 12, and as much as she tried to keep tabs on me, she was so busy with her final year she had to look after herself. So we didn’t see as much of each other. Trav had finished school and was well into his apprenticeship as a plumber.

As a result Sammy and I became even closer.

I quickly realized the gateway from primary to high school was, unfortunately, puberty.

We didn’t know it back then, although I suspect Sammy did, but not only did our bodies begin to change but so did our attitudes.

I got pimples around my dick, which worried the shit out of me, but then they sprouted hair. “Pubic hair,” Trav gleefully told me, which only made me ask more questions in my new, deeper voice. Too terrified to ask Mum, I plucked up courage and asked Dad. He filled in most of the blanks for me, but it was Sammy who knew it all. Isobel, Sammy’s mum, understood how important this subject was, so Sammy had this amazing picture book that highlighted all the changes we were going through, the why, the how, and the when. So we compared notes, and then we compared dicks.

I had a nice long dick even then, curved to one side, uncircumcised. Sammy was cut, but he was huge, like a bloody python. A smaller bloke than me, and he was hung like a bloody horse.

The kids who attended high school with us in Year 7 at Northern High were mainly our old classmates from primary school, most of whom were cool.

But something else had changed.

Two little blokes at primary school, one of whom was a smart, high-achieving academic coach of the other, could be excused for walking to school hand in hand.

But at high school, no way.

Puberty, ignorance, and mob rule fucked that notion up completely.

 

 

THE FIRST week of high school was confusing.

Sammy and I were as close as ever, we were able to walk to our new school so we left our bikes at home, finding interesting things to talk about as usual.

But when we arrived at the school yard we were suddenly the center of attention.

Some smartasses suggested we were an item, like boyfriends, which left both of us amazed, mainly because we’d never thought of it first.

Suddenly it all got a bit nasty, and we were ambushed on the way to school one morning with more name-calling. A group of Year 8 kids decided we needed to be taught a lesson, and the harassment continued until within earshot of the school buildings. The next step would likely be physical, so I enlisted Dad’s help. He was furious but decided a formal complaint wouldn’t resolve anything. Sammy and I would be taught to defend ourselves; it was the law of the jungle out there, and this was the way we’d handle it.

Trav took us to a local gym where boxing lessons were available, but we both hated it. The guys were thugs and we felt intimidated. So Isobel took over. She had a Thai friend who taught Thai kickboxing nearby, in a shed behind his home. Chart was in his forties but looked twenty years younger, a product of Asian agelessness. He had a very gentle nature, and when we explained our predicament, he was shocked. People didn’t behave that way in the country of his birth, and to seek training to protect oneself at such a young age was unusual. So he focused on defense rather than attack for the first few lessons. Sammy was a much better student than me; I was fascinated as he swung around and dived in harmony with our teacher. The insults continued to build every day as we walked to school, so much so, Trav walked with us most days just to ensure our safety. He warned the idiots, but it seemed to make them worse, the taunts by now openly insulting and awful just because Sammy and I had held hands.

About six weeks later, one of the goons threw a punch at Sammy.

My mate was as cool as ever; he just grabbed the guy’s wrist and twisted, stepping to one side and allowing him to fall in a heap on the footpath.

We continued on, but we’d insulted them. The two blokes who thought they could walk along hand in hand had put one of their number on terra firma, and they wanted revenge, to teach us a real lesson.

They shouted at us now, totally out of control, screaming their angry filth, their footsteps rattling on the loose gravel as they caught up with us.

I tried to remember what Chart had made me practice and, as we turned around to face them, I kicked the guy in the nuts. He screamed and doubled up, so I chopped him under the chin with both fists together. He went down like a bag of shit and the others magically lost interest.

Sammy and I high-fived each other as the remainder of the gutless gang looked on, and then we walked on toward school—hand in hand just to rub their noses in it.




Chapter 5 Lily

 

 

WE WERE still outcasts and the name-calling persisted.

We were addressed as fags, poofs, and queers every day, even though no bastard dared come near us for fear of physical retribution. The stories had grown exponentially to protect the Year 8 cowards who, in the end, exaggerated our fighting ability to protect their own reputation.

Then nirvana arrived in the form of Lily Sanchez.

Sammy and I were drawn to her immediately.

Lily was wonderfully different. She had more tats, piercings, and hardware hanging off her body than anyone I’d ever seen. Lil was alternative in the best possible way because she looked far tougher than she actually was.

She frightened the shit out of the other girls, and the boys didn’t know how to handle her. We enjoyed their discomfort.

Yes, Lil was a girl, and a very good-looking girl at that.

Part Spanish, part Asian, she lived with her father, not far from school but in the opposite direction from Sammy and me.

Outside the school gates, she overheard the group of Year 8 bullies who stood around us, still trying their best to harass us.

“You mongrels look like you’ve all got a dose of the clap and gave it to each other.”

She pointed to a cold sore on a guy’s lip as evidence.

He self-consciously touched his mouth as we turned away, trying to keep a straight face, and we were never bothered by them again.

 

 

NOT ONLY did Lil intimidate our schoolmates, but after that particular confrontation, the questions over our sexuality just melted away.

Which was a shame because Sammy was proud of who he was, and I was proud of him too. And so was Lil. A few brave souls started to drift in our direction at lunchtimes, and soon Sammy was holding court. There were smartasses, too, but Sammy seemed to grow in confidence. I thought Lil was vehement enough, but Sammy had a tongue like a viper, particularly when someone had a crack at me for being a slow learner. When I got angry, I got tongue-tied. When Sammy got angry, he became even more articulate, and it clearly wasn’t worth the trouble to take him on.

One poor bastard found out the hard way.

We were at lunch in the canteen and there were sniggers at the next table from Simon Green, a big, overweight Year 8 kid. Sammy was suddenly on full alert. Among other accomplishments he was a skilled lip-reader, and it was obvious he’d “overheard” something crass.

“So you don’t like sharing the school with so-called disabled people like Jacko. That’s what you said, wasn’t it, Simon?”

A hush came over the canteen as everyone focused on the entertainment. Simon Green broke into a sweat, his pudgy face a picture of shock.

“Lost your voice, Simon? What a waste of space you are,” Sammy said in a chilling tone. “Your lack of manners and revolting appearance are only exceeded by your ignorance. You see, Jacko has more intelligence in his little finger than you have in your entire body, so why don’t you fuck off and haunt a house or something.”

Sammy’s outfits grew more outrageous by the day; in fact he and Lil seemed to have a competition going. They still wore school uniforms, but it was the accessories that highlighted their presence.

Rings and studs hung off Lil’s nose—I told her she’d better take them out if she had a cold. Sammy’s sparkling ear studs ran around his left ear, and his hair was a beautiful rainbow shade.

“It pays to advertise, dude,” I told him. “You’ll get all sorts of invitations,” and he just laughed his nice, musical sort of laugh.

When he was eventually questioned by the headmaster out of curiosity rather than censure, Sammy was straightforward.

“It’s a statement of who I am, sir,” he said. “The colors in my hair are the same as the gay community’s flag. We’ve won a few battles both literally and metaphorically; my friend and I were physically attacked on several occasions, and we’ve also suffered verbal abuse but we fought them off. So it’s a celebration for me.”

The head was shocked. Not only was he unaware of our misery, he was amazed how our parents had paid to train us in the martial arts to defend ourselves.

Mr. Mostrop turned out to be a lovely man and, like Mrs. Hutton, is still in touch with my family all these years later.

He acted quickly, without involving Sammy and me, and within a few days, attitudes began to change. The guys who bullied us were threatened with expulsion, and Mr. Mostrop encouraged Sammy to start up a Gay-Straight Alliance.

 

 

BY YEAR 10 half the school belonged to the Alliance.

And the other half wished they did, because the Alliance brought with it a sense of pride that saw Northern High School receive community awards for interaction and support of the gay community. Mr. Mostrop pointed to the improved academic results, a direct result of students feeling relaxed, and thereby more productive.

The only problem was the Parents and Friends Association, which was critical of the school’s stance. An association led by a newly elected president—my mother.

Suddenly, our profile as part of the Alliance was in question. Sammy had gone from a nice friend helping her son to being persona non grata at our house, and Dad erupted. Mum was immoveable, and Dad apologized to Sammy. So did Trav and Ali.

We all felt betrayed, and poor old Dad started sleeping in another room. Insult was added to injury when Mum announced she was standing for state parliament as a Family Priority candidate.

Her church was driving this stuff, as was her attitude to gay kids through the Parents and Friends Association. Poor Mum thought she was a certainty to win the seat because Jesus and his earthly mates were sponsoring her campaign. But Dad had other ideas. As much as Mum was giving all of us the shits, the one fact that escaped Mum’s attention—and her church—was her mental well-being. Or lack of it. Somehow Dad got her back to her specialist, and she went back on her medication. A few well-chosen words from Trav to the Family Priority organizers, and her nomination was withdrawn on the grounds of ill health. Poor Mum. The Parents and Friends Association suddenly realized their president had some mental health issues, and Mum was advised to take an “indefinite leave of absence.” Besides, there was mounting pressure for the association to support students as per the association charter, and their previous antigay stance was abandoned. Thank Christ! We could all breathe again, and I had a smile on my face once more because Sammy wasn’t censored out of my life.




Chapter 6 Growing Up Tough

 

 

ONE THING changed because of Mum’s illness.

Lily started spending more time with me in the period Sammy wasn’t allowed at our place. And one Sunday when everyone was out, Lil made it happen and I lost my virginity. I was naïve, but I was smart enough to let Lil show me how everything worked because she certainly knew her way around. I thought girls wanted romance and candlelit dinners, but Lil told me pointedly she wanted a fuck and that was all. I knew I wasn’t gay, but I also knew I didn’t want to upset Sammy, and I told Lil so.

She understood, but before I could talk to Sammy, she told him.

“Hey, thanks for the heads-up,” Sammy said, and we were cool.

So Lil and I started dating, but it was unconventional, to say the least. She lectured me on the subject; she hated the girlfriend/boyfriend tag; she wanted sex but never promised to be monogamous. Even back then I knew her behavior was a bit strange.

I suppose I was a bit strange as well because I insisted Sammy come with us on our dates, and she readily agreed, as if it was never in question. So Sammy came along and we had even better times than before. I was a happy bloke, getting a bit on the side, yet my two best mates were still around me.

We realized very quickly that social activities required cash and so, having explained our dilemma to Dad, agreed there was but one option.

Work part-time at weekends.

Dad was a builder specializing in kitchen renovations, and both Trav and Ali had worked for him in the past. Now it was my turn, but Sammy needed help as well. And Lil also, who always insisted on paying her way.

When I look back on that time, Dad was deliberately creating work for all of us, while he could have done most of it himself.

We loaded old cupboards and junk onto the truck, shoveled plaster into the wheelbarrow, and generally cleaned up the work sites so Dad was ready to go again the following week.

Dad praised us, which was great; we felt we were doing something really cool.

While earning money was highly commendable, and volunteering to work for it was even more amazing for kids our age, how we spent it was even more important, Dad said.

Christ, I knew what we’d do with the money: we wanted to go out and have a good time. End of story.

No it wasn’t, Dad said.

Up until this time, I hadn’t realized how much trust Dad had placed in Sammy, because what followed was amazing.

“Sammy,” Dad said, “I want you to be treasurer. You guys must learn to live within your means. I want you to teach the others what responsible fiscal policy entails.” I looked at my father as if he’d completely lost his marbles.

“The wages you’ve earned are precious because I can only pay you while the work is available. So with Sammy’s guidance, you need to save your dollars for a rainy day. Any ideas how you’ll achieve that?” Sammy nodded and mentioned opening a joint bank account, and the light went on in my brain.

“We could eat at home before we go out,” I said, and Sammy nodded.

Dad sounded impressed, even though he’d be paying for the food.

“And Mum could drive us when she’s free, that would save bus fares,” Sammy replied.

Lil looked bored. “I’ve got a better idea.”

Before she could say anything, Sammy cut her off, because we both knew what she was about to suggest. “No, Lil, we won’t be doing that,” Sammy said with murder in his voice, and my heart sank. To be fair, Lil had always told me where she was at, and that was okay. But suggesting she pull a few tricks to grow our funds wasn’t even funny. Dad would’ve been horrified if Sammy hadn’t stopped her in midsentence. I suppose it was another chapter of my life education, but I never felt the same about Lily ever again. I was disappointed. I was also wary because Sammy suggested Lil could be using some extra funds for drugs, and while there was no direct evidence, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she was.




Chapter 7 Moving Forward, Going Backward

 

 

THANKS TO Sammy I began to catch a glimpse of my future life because I was no longer dragging behind. Leonardo da Vinci, Albert Einstein, Alexander Graham Bell, Sir Richard Branson, I thought, wondering at what point in their lives they’d left underachievement behind and begun looking forward with a little confidence and even hope.

I could now read almost anything, thanks to Sammy pushing epic tomes at me that weren’t even on the compulsory list for school. Like War and Peace. Christ, I struggled, but in the end I was hooked because it was such a good yarn. Sammy questioned me every morning for ten days until I knew more about nineteenth-century Russia than Leo Tolstoy did. It was after that particular exercise that I realized with some shock and a little pride that my attention span seemed to match the other kids’ in class. Because I was interested. When our English teacher asked what we’d been reading and I modestly told him, he just grinned at me, thinking I was full of shit.

I wasn’t; I was full of Tolstoy as I gave him and the class a synopsis. The smile on Sammy’s face was worth it all; his star pupil was indeed that, a bloody star.

Writing and spelling were still difficult, but I used the little laptop Dad had given me, and the spell checker was in constant use.

 

 

THE RELATIONSHIP between Lil and me had cooled, but not in a nasty way. I just put it down to my own feelings not being as strong, something she seemed to pick up on. Then abruptly she stopped having sex with me at all, and I realized she must be getting it somewhere else. Which was cool, because there was no shortage of other willing participants if I was interested.

But she’d been missing for two days, and both Sammy and I worried about her. She didn’t answer her phone, and we decided to pay a visit after school. In all the time we’d known Lil, we’d never been invited over to her place, and we’d only met her father once, a swarthy guy, Latino in appearance with a big handlebar mustache. He’d been pleasant enough, but Sammy had a funny feeling about him, and I agreed, he made my flesh creep. We knew Lil’s mother had passed away some years ago and that Lil was an only child. No discussion ever about relatives, although I knew the family originally came from Brazil.

As we rounded the corner, police cars and flashing lights from an ambulance lit up the street. We ran the last few meters, but a policeman stopped us in our tracks.

“No further, boys,” said a kindly but firm senior constable. “Move on please, there’s nothing to see.”

We turned and walked back to the end of the street and then glanced back as two covered stretchers were carried out and slid into the ambulance. We knew something awful had happened and we’d probably never see Lil again.

I walked in the door, and Mum spat the dummy. “Peter,” she shouted, “please deal with your son. There’s been no phone call, and he’s over an hour late.”

Dad glanced at my face and could tell I was in trouble. “What on earth’s wrong, mate?” he asked.

“It’s Lily. I think she’s dead.”

I bawled my bloody eyes out; talking about it made me feel even worse.

Somehow this all seemed linked to the coldness that had developed between Lily and me, and I blamed myself for not paying attention, for not being a loving boyfriend.

The doorbell sounded and it was Isobel and Sammy. Ali and Trav were horrified and tried to help, but it was Sammy who organized the Smith household that night. He stood over me as we ate, then dragged me outside for a walk before bedtime. Then he showered me and pushed me into bed. I tossed and turned, and then a sweet-smelling and lovely Sammy slipped under the sheets with me and, exhausted, I fell asleep. I dreamed of Lil and when we’d first discovered each other, our relatively uncomplicated life, and our pleasant coupling together.

The following morning was, as expected, terrible, because daylight brought reality. Dad called us into the dining room and closed the door. If there was trouble, Dad was a great listener; we kids told him everything about our lives because we knew we’d never be judged and he’d be the first to help us.

And I appreciated him then more than ever.

“Boys, I’m sorry to confirm your worst fears,” Dad said. “Lily and her father are both deceased. The police are treating it as murder-suicide.

“There was a gun used, and both appeared to have died instantly.”

I cried on Dad’s shoulder, but Sammy amazed me with his strength. He said we had no option but to accept what had happened, as awful as it was, and move on with our own lives. That there was nothing we could have done to have prevented this stuff happening and we should never, under any circumstances, blame ourselves for it. I wanted to believe him, but I couldn’t let go of the feelings of guilt that enveloped my mind. Sammy reminded me that together we’d probably given Lil joy and friendship in her life for the first time ever. That if it weren’t for us, this may have happened earlier.

I listened to what he was saying, and realized I had to be strong also.

Blaming myself was wrong and wouldn’t achieve anything. I had to let Lily go to wherever she’d gone. There were obviously many unanswered questions remaining, and in a way it was healthy for us to understand why this all happened, and more importantly, why it occurred at this particular time.

 

 

THERE WAS no funeral because there was no family or relations to say good-bye. Just Sammy and me. And a few brave souls at school who got past Lil’s unfriendly exterior and found the real person underneath, as we had. So instead there was a memorial service for Lil at school.

Mr. Mostrop was amazing. I’m sure he knew Lil and I had been lovers, but he didn’t patronize me, just treated me like the adult I was fast becoming.

Because what Sammy and I’d experienced forced us to grow up faster than any two sixteen-year-old kids should ever have to.

Rather than alleviate our angst, the facts from the postmortem made it worse.

It appeared that Lil’s father had been having sex with her, but over what period was unknown. What was conclusive were the drugs involved, ice in particular; traces were found in both bodies. Sammy always reckoned Lil was on something, I remembered him saying so. At the time I was so obsessed with getting my rocks off, it didn’t register.

I was a total mess, but as expected, Sammy was there for me. We walked to school and I’d start blubbering, and he’d take my hand just like when we were little kids, and I felt better immediately. No one at school hassled us. The train of events was so horrible that even our worst detractors felt sorry for us, and many of them actually said so, which was amazing.

The memorial service was to give us all permission to move on with our lives, the celebrant said.

But I couldn’t. It was all too hard, and I started feeling like shit, all day, every day.

Even though I knew it was stupid, and even though Sammy never left my side, I still felt this awful blackness. Mr. Mostrop had insisted we both have counseling as we were Lil’s closest friends, but we thought we were okay, trying to move on ourselves. Eventually Dad and Isobel stepped in, and we were sent to the recommended school counselor, Mr. Fisher.

Within minutes we both realized Sammy had a kindred spirit on board.

Mr. Fisher (“call me Pete”) was lovely and made us laugh for the first time in many weeks. He sashayed around his office like a one-person entertainment team, and we were just fascinated with him. Underneath all the color and movement, I could tell was a loving, compassionate person who set out to win our trust. And he did, in our first session together.

He told us that the scariest cases were people who hid their grieving and sadness away, while they attended to those close to them.

“Like you, Sammy,” he said, and my heart nearly turned over.

Suddenly I realized Sammy had suffered equally through all this horror just to protect me. I fussed over him like an old mother hen for the next few days, and in the end he put his head up and looked me in the eye.

“Thanks, Jacko,” he said. “We look after each other, don’t we?” Then he burst into tears, and I was adult enough to realize that’s exactly what he needed to do when this first happened. But he’d been so focused on me, he’d forgotten about his own feelings. So I cuddled him some more and did special things for him without being asked, and we seemed to grow closer than ever.




Chapter 8 Year 12

 

 

INSTEAD OF walking home with Sammy every afternoon, sometimes one of the girls would invite me home, and I went with them. They were interested in one thing only, as I was, and I kept several of them happy, but not one knowing about the other. Sammy knew, of course, and gently chided me about my exploits, but being typically Sammy, he even said it was none of his business.

Attitudes had certainly changed in the last two years or so. The Alliance meetings were not only a hotbed of gossip; they were a hotbed for both straight and gay sex. Sammy was much sought after, although he seemed to politely decline all invitations. He’d grown even better-looking, but he was quieter, and notably less flamboyant. And that troubled me just a little because I was so attuned to Sammy being the sparkling center of attention everywhere.

We’d kept up our kickboxing training with Chart and actually entered a local competition. While the need to protect ourselves had almost disappeared, Muay Thai had served us well as a fitness regime.

Sammy was really into it and it showed.

So many people, male and female, gay and straight wanted to bed him. But Sammy just wasn’t interested. I even tried to set him up with some guys but he turned on me, and I thought for a few days I’d lost my best mate, he was so pissed off. Some of us, including me, took life as it came, hormonal urges intruding on common sense and hard work, but Sammy was very serious about this final year of school. He finally lectured me, leaving no room for misunderstandings. I realized the effort he’d put into me was about to come undone because I was so “dedicated to fucking anything warm and with a pulse,” as he put it most succinctly.

His words were shocking because it was the first time Sammy had ever raised his voice in anger to me. And I knew I richly deserved it. He’d put everything into my education, he’d been there through the black times of losing Lil, and now I was blissfully throwing it all away. I’d been rescued from illiteracy and Sammy stuck at it for no other reason than he was my friend.

I felt like shit, and I had to agree that the only person who could do something about it was me. “I’m really sorry,” I said. “I really have to get my shit together, don’t I?”

I saw a glimmer of a smile, something near the old Sammy. I knew I had to do it, for Sammy and for myself.

I wanted to succeed, but I wanted Sammy’s approval even more.

 

 

SAMMY WAS honest. “Your only hope is to work your arse off and hope you complete your remaining three units on time.”

I flew home from school, ignoring pleas from Michelle, my sort-of girlfriend, and made a start at my desk. Walt Disney, Jay Leno, Whoopi Goldberg, Nelson Rockefeller, I thought. I remember these names easily, but I forgot what they achieved didn’t come easily. They had to work hard at it and so do I.

Dinnertime was terse, and after questioning from Dad, I let it all hang out. He wasn’t as pessimistic as I was, but I knew I had to put the time in and time was short. That would effectively rule me out of weekend work on Dad’s work sites, for which I apologized. “You don’t have to apologize to me,” he said, “because you’re working towards your future at last, instead of burning the candle at both ends. But you should demonstrate your gratitude to your best friend who’s pushed you to get this far.”

As if on cue, the doorbell went, and it was Sammy, with a big smile across his face. Mum, as usual, stuck her nose in the air and flounced off, while Dad made the biggest fuss of him. Sammy pointed to my bedroom and the desk, and I knew I was forgiven. I felt liberated again, even though there was a focus on hard work for the months ahead. But with Sammy leading, I was following close behind, and I didn’t want to disappoint him again. I also wanted to do something for myself; I knew without my Victorian Certificate of Education I was dead meat in the jobs market, slipping into that category had no future. Four hours later, when I was close to mental exhaustion, he went home. Somehow we’d reconnected, and there was a kiss on the cheek good night and he was gone.

 

 

TIME FLEW past, and final exams drew near. I’d already sat for the GAT—the General Achievement Test, covering written communication, mathematics, science and technology, humanities, the arts, and social sciences. In a broad sense, the test measures a student’s overall grasp and balance of the various disciplines, very much forcing the issue of left brain versus right. Mine was mostly an oral test, but I was able to demonstrate my ability on my little laptop for the written segment, being allowed more time.

To my amazement, and to Sammy’s delight, I aced it and did very well.

But October arrived and the finals loomed, and frankly I was shitting myself. The only public diagnosis I’d had of my dyslexia was through my family GP when I was five years old, and to convince the Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority that I was eligible for special treatment was difficult. Our headmaster, Mr. Mostrop, was amazing and intervened on my behalf. Like all students, there had been ongoing assessments, including the GAT, which counted toward the finals result, but the fact remained, I had to sit for the finals in the four units. Except mine was to be largely an oral examination. Mr. Mostrop insisted I was eligible for the Derived Examination Score to be applied to me, which meant if I failed I could apply for special assessment consideration, given my so-called learning disability.

 

 

IT WAS all over, so both Sammy and I decided we’d better help Dad.

He’d been so supportive, and was busier than ever with Christmas not far away and everyone wanting their new kitchens finished before the holiday season. We worked hard and we enjoyed it.

The physical activity awakened something inside of me long repressed, not, I thought, by design but by circumstances.

We went to the pictures together several times, and there was always a kiss good night at my door or his. But my favorite time was in the kitchen at his place, talking with him and Isobel; it was so warm and welcoming.

Some days poor Mum wandered around the house so full of her medication I don’t think she even noticed I was there, so I inevitably ended up over with Isobel and Sammy, sometimes even staying the night.

It was a lovely relaxed few weeks. There was no pressure to study any longer, but our free time had a defined end to it, because sometime before Christmas we’d know our results. What next year and the future held for us was the elephant in the room; we both recognized it was there, but life was so perfect at the moment we didn’t want to talk about it.

By the second week of December, results were being progressively posted online. I couldn’t bring myself to log in, and instead I ran over to Sammy’s house and we accessed the data together. We sat in front of the screen, hearts thumping.

“Look,” I said, “you’ve got two credits.”

“And you with two passes in the same subjects. How amazing you are, and I don’t think you’ll even need the Derived Examination Score.”

Three days passed, and we couldn’t sleep or eat properly.

Sammy wasn’t worried about himself, but about me. His results were enough to propel him into university, but I’d been the work in progress for so long. All I wanted was a score good enough to get me a job because I was burnt out and I knew I had very little left.

Applied Mathematics was there the following morning; Sammy had yet another credit and I had a pass. Pretty good stuff. Shortly after arriving home, my phone rang. “Get over here now,” he said, and I sprinted there. Sammy looked emotional and Isobel cried.

“Oh,” I said, “I stuffed up in English, didn’t I?”

Sammy gave it away, his lovely musical laugh ringing out. “You aced ’em, Jacko,” he said. “You got a credit in English and I got a pass. You blitzed ’em, including me, congratulations!”

“Party time,” I roared, totally excited. “At my place.” Trav and Ali came over, Dad tore into the whiskey bottle, and I just slipped up close to Sammy, not really trusting my feelings at that stage, although I’d had a few drinks and was really relaxed.

He always fascinated Trav and Ali, a special link existed between them because Sammy took responsibility for my education.

Tonight, Sammy glowed; the bling in his ear sparkled, as did his personality. While Sammy had put on bulk and strength through Muay Thai, he was very obviously a proud gay man, and I loved him for it.

The party was in full swing when the noise stopped suddenly and everyone’s eyes swung toward Sammy and me. I frowned, pissed off that good drinking time was being interrupted.

There was a noise behind us and I turned around to meet the piercing eyes of my mother boring into me. Before anyone could intervene, she started screaming, as if standing on a pulpit delivering a sermon. “Homosexuality is the ruin of the world,” she ranted. “It’s against God’s word, and you two will burn in hell for your sins.”

For the second time since we’d known each other, we felt cheated because we hadn’t really thought about it first. We’d probably thought about it, but other events in our lives had overtaken it.

Dad had certainly enjoyed himself that evening; the pressure of educating me to a good standard was over for now, and even Mum’s tirade couldn’t dispel his good mood.

“Dad,” Trav said, “where’s Mum’s pills?”

“I know where they’re kept,” Ali said, helping bundle Mum up, pushing her toward the bedroom as she screamed about Sodom and Gomorrah.

Twenty minutes later she was sound asleep under heavy sedation. Sammy always knew what to say at these awkward moments, and as Dad returned to the lounge room, Sammy cuddled him. “Sorry you had to see that, Sammy,” Dad said, “after all you’ve done for us.”

“Mr. Smith,” Sammy said, “don’t let it worry you. It’s not like it’s the first time, and it won’t be the last. You’re a saint for looking after Mrs. Smith the way you do and for encouraging Jacko and me in our studies. The experience has inspired me. I’ll be training to teach people like Jacko as a full-time career.”

Sammy smiled mischievously at Dad, who was looking a little downcast. “Mr. Smith,” Sammy said, “no apology is necessary because I’m as gay as Christmas anyway.”




Chapter 9 The Real World

 

 

WE STILL managed to see each other several times a week, even though preparation for university kept Sammy busy, and we texted each other every day. Always silly stuff, but we had our own language. I managed, with Sammy’s help, to get myself a job working for the local city council. Michelle Brown also helped; we’d been at school together and knew each other quite well. She’d done work experience at the depot over several months and was now girl Friday in the Operations office, working for Craig Murray, the operations manager and also my boss. One of the things I could do well was to drive and operate various types of machinery, thanks to my time helping Dad in his business.

Mowers, graders, even garbage trucks were relatively easy for me to master, and I already had an endorsed license, so I could legally drive heavy vehicles.

By mid-January I was working full-time on the mowing gang.

Dad was disappointed that I hadn’t gone further with my education, but as I explained, I was over it. Totally burnt out by the extra effort required to get me over the line. Sammy extracted a promise from me to study at TAFE in the future when I found a profession instead of a job. “Because,” he told me, “you are wasting your natural talent.”

 

 

I UNDERSTOOD what Sammy meant, but I actually enjoyed what I was doing.

I was on the zero-turn mowers, cutting the grass up to fences and around trees in the sporting reserves. Some of my new workmates said I was too fussy and threatened me with union action because I took a little line trimmer with me and cut the grass in places the mowers couldn’t reach. I felt terrible until the phone calls started, praising the work ethic of the mowing gangs, and Craig Murray was made to look good. Craig told me to keep going, but my detractors wanted to call a strike on the issue. I was torn. I was always politically aware, but here I was on the side of the bosses when my heart was in tune with the working man. I don’t know where the thought came from, but when Mr. Davis, the CEO of the City, became involved, I suggested a performance bonus.

And from being in deep shit with my workmates, I was their hero.

Our hourly rate actually dropped, but when other indicators were factored in, there was a sizeable monthly bonus. With everyone now busting their gut to get the work done faster and with higher quality.

I’d been in the job only six months, and at nineteen years of age, management was talking about where my future lay.

“I’m so proud of you, Jacko,” Sammy told me.

His praise meant everything at a time when I was still developing my skills base, mentally and socially. I felt good around people now, and I felt more confident.

But Sammy wanted me to focus on the future even more.

“Jacko, I know you probably don’t believe me, but you have to understand what’s happening to you. You’re still developing.”

He reminded me of Mrs. Hutton’s words: that people with dyslexia often think outside the square, that our minds are sometimes on a totally different level to people around us. And to expect that type of lateral thinking and problem-solving ability to show itself again. Agatha Christie, Steven Spielberg, Harry Belafonte, Winston Churchill, Richard Strauss. I wonder if they ever worked a line trimmer.

Sammy himself, thank heavens, had been accepted at the local university for a Bachelor of Education degree, and he’d continue to live at home, which suited me. Home for me was increasingly with him and Isobel anyway, because my mum was still driving me crazy. I felt guilty with Dad having to put up with the barrage of righteousness, but he seemed happy for me spending much of my time just two streets away.

Sammy borrowed Isobel’s old Peugeot on a regular basis, and to save me a bus fare, he’d drive me home. We were desperate for cash, one of the reasons I hadn’t been dating for nearly a year. I didn’t think much about that sort of stuff anyway because my life seemed so full. The normal bodily urges were still there, but as long as Sammy was around, I didn’t seem to care, even with Michelle dropping heavy hints every time we talked to each other.

 

 

SAMMY WAS flat strap at uni and I’d been upgraded to foreman at work, with a big pay rise. So with Dad’s help I bought my first car, an old Ford Falcon. The Ford became our transport to and from university for Sammy and to work and home for me. It was both freedom and independence. We liked going to the movies and some parties at uni. But Sammy and I were usually bored with them, or at least with the kids that attended. They were immature, naïve, and seemed totally focused on themselves to the point of selfishness. And these were the people being trained to teach the coming generations! We reckoned through our life experiences—my dyslexia, both of us being bullied, and finally the shock of Lily’s death—we had been forced to grow up much faster than most young people.

But our life changed early in the new academic year, just before both of us were about to turn twenty. Sammy had texted me a friend was driving him home and he’d see me there.

I walked in the door and was on guard immediately. Isobel had a distracted look on her face as I was introduced to Matt, a somewhat campy, but otherwise good-looking fellow student.

My innards turned to ice water, and while I wasn’t surprised a bloke as good-looking and fit as our Sammy would find a partner, I was surprised how upset I was. They were obviously an item—how the facts had escaped me until now puzzled me—but I knew my association with Sammy was quickly changing, probably forever. Matt grinned openly at me as if to claim Sammy as his own, while Isobel shook her head silently.

I was pleasant to Matt and helped Isobel with the vegetables as I usually did. The last thing I wanted to do was alienate Sammy and spoil our friendship just because his boyfriend was a fuckhead. After dinner I helped clean up, kissed Isobel good night, and left for home. Sammy pecked me on the cheek as he always did, and I saw a shadow pass over Matt’s face, which gave me some satisfaction. Because I didn’t like the prick, and I’m sure the feeling was mutual.




Chapter 10 A New Home, a New Life

 

 

FOR THE first time in years I began spending more time in the family home, and Mum decided my life should be enhanced by Christian values, being critical of everything and everyone I was associated with.

Not that she’d treated Travis and Alison much differently, they just managed to both get married early and move out as soon as possible. But as the last kid living at home, I was now the target. Only Dad defended her and spoke of her “nervous disposition.”

As we grew up, Mum became even stranger. Ali and Trav said it had something to do with us reaching puberty; the very mention of sex would send her right off, and she’d go into the bedroom and pray for hours. Fancy having a mother that was praying you wouldn’t have sex, and Trav, Alison, and I were praying for the opposite.

We all put it down to the God-botherers she mixed with; if ever there was a bunch of crazies, they were it. A born-again group, they were led by a guy who preached damnation for all those who strayed from the path of righteousness. Their version of Christianity didn’t allow sex before marriage and even frowned on sex during marriage outside of procreation. For those participating in homosexual acts, they recommended stoning to death. Laughable and ludicrous, the threats were unlawful but enough to keep the police and press people on their toes. How Christian of them, I thought. My best friend in all the world is a beautiful gay guy and my poor mother is a bloody believer of all this shit.

Unsurprisingly they arrived one Saturday, all full of piss and importance, dressed up in suits and ties, with the Palmolive glow about them, gleaming with self-righteous mania, bursting through our front door without even knocking. They stopped outside my door, calling on me to come out in the name of the bloody Lord. Dad was furious; he grabbed their bloody leader by the scruff of the neck and walked him back out the front door with his suede shoes tapping on the carpet like he was treading on ants, and the two ugly-looking women with long faces who came with him just ran after them moaning and crying out.

The old man slammed the door on their backs with some words of advice: that if they came anywhere near his kids with their bullshit ever again, they’d need to find another fucking Lord because the one they were talking to wasn’t fucking listening to bigotry and bullshit.

Mum finally came up behind him and hell on earth had no equal to her.

For the second time in his life, poor Dad was relegated to the spare bedroom as Mum prayed nonstop for days, hardly stopping to eat or sleep.

 

 

STAYING AROUND home under those circumstances wasn’t an option for me.

I was between a rock and a hard place, however. Had Sammy been single, I would have asked Isobel to rent me a room, and I would have been more than welcome. But Matt had moved in and they were busily renovating the little bungalow at the rear of their house where he and Sammy would live.

Clearly there was enough space, but I knew being around Matt for lengthy periods wouldn’t do either of us any good. And I didn’t want to cause my mate any grief; this was his chance to bond with his new partner, and he didn’t need me hanging around like a stale bottle of piss.

The following day I spoke to Michelle, or rather I found myself answering her questions.

Since our little fling at school, she’d done very well as Craig Murray’s girl Friday.

She was literally pushing herself out there and never stopped coming on to me. So I surrendered and we started dating.

I was very honest. I knew I didn’t love her and I told her so, but it didn’t seem to deter her, she seemed even more determined to march us toward relationship status. But she did make sense in one aspect: a girlfriend and her husband had been transferred to Queensland and their house was available for rent. I thought about the angst I was suffering with Mum, so I promptly agreed and we signed a twelve-month lease. I knew it wasn’t just a change in environment but a change in status for both of us, which concerned me, but Michelle seemed to take everything in her stride.

The place was furnished with the exception of the main bedroom. Before we moved in, she took me shopping with her and picked out a queen-size bed with all the nice trimmings. Over the following days we moved our personal stuff in, and by lunchtime Saturday, we had our first meal in our new home together. It felt pretty good. I was at last living independently, but I realized being part of a couple meant I had responsibility for another person, as well as myself.

I was a reasonable cook because I’d had plenty of practice, often helped by Sammy, who was magic in the kitchen, because my mother was often out of it. So I fed us mostly, although Michelle sometimes wouldn’t eat for days. I worried about her. Eating good food every day was much smarter than starving yourself to lose weight, then pigging out on shit after the scales gave a better reading.

But it seemed to work; we were good in the bedroom and seemed compatible enough everywhere else. Michelle had always been an outgoing person, where I was the opposite, happy in my own company, particularly if I had a mate around, like Sammy. But Michelle loved a few drinks, the bright lights, and a good time. I was drawn into that lifestyle and, surprisingly, I began to enjoy myself. Dyslexia, through my short attention span, made it difficult to concentrate, so over the years I’d taught myself to speak using shorter sentences. But when fueled by alcohol, I seemed to string a lot more stuff together—whether I made sense or not was another thing,

I’d wake up many Sunday mornings remembering not much about the night before, only to find we’d been invited out for Sunday lunch, leaving little chance for me to dry out.

No way could I afford to lose my driver’s license; it was my living, so I left the Ford at home, much to her annoyance. But I was drinking ten times more than I had in the past.

Michelle loved the social whirl, though sometimes I felt like another accessory of hers.

I met a whole new group of people. Almost all of them were products of the private-education system, some were at university, and others like myself were in the workforce. Michelle told everyone I was in middle management at the council office, which was bullshit, of course, because I was the mowing-gang foreman. Suddenly I understood my girlfriend had the potential to be the world’s worst social climber, and I told her so after a big weekend when the grog had weakened my judgment.

She cracked it big-time. “You have no ambition,” she said. “You have to face the realities of life—one has to move in the right circles to get on in this world, and the connections we’ve already made will prove invaluable in the future.”

I did my standard thing and agreed with her, and she calmed down.

But it didn’t end there.

Michelle sensed she had the upper hand and used the opportunity to outline my shortcomings as she saw them.

“I’ve felt deeply embarrassed on many occasions,” she said. “How you seem confused and slow when counting anything, particularly money. You can’t write properly, and you ramble on at times in front of people.”

I was thunderstruck because she knew all about my learning difficulties, having been in the same year as Sammy and me.

Yet here she was, trying to shove my dyslexia in my face.

Whoopi Goldberg, Nelson Rockefeller, Agatha Christie, Steven Spielberg, Harry Belafonte, Winston Churchill, Richard Strauss.

At work, rather than progressing further, my “career” seemed to plateau, and while my mowing blokes seemed to like me and we worked well together as a group, there seemed little else to stimulate my mind. I knew I should be thinking laterally as I once had, looking for different ways to do things, but somehow I couldn’t give a shit.

 

 

THE EFFECTS of my excessive lifestyle began to show; my weight increased, my system became sluggish. It was time to slow down, even if Michelle was oblivious to my physical problems.

At last I rang Sammy. He’d continued working out with Chart twice a week, even though Matt didn’t approve. I smiled to myself; both Sammy and I had partners who preferred the bright lights and a good time while we enjoyed the basics of life. Keeping fit for Sammy and me wasn’t a chore, and with Chart it had been fun. The following night I turned up for training after a four-month absence, Chart just shaking his head at me.
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