



[image: image]






PRAISE FOR ONE FOOT WRONG


‘An extraordinary achievement . . . original and compelling . . . compels us to see our familiar world as new and intriguing – no small feat.’






Jo Case, Big Issue






‘. . . a book that intrigues and affects every essence of your humanity . . . a dark and terrible tale told in lyrical, poetic language and stark imagery.’






Australian Bookseller and Publisher






‘. . . intense, disturbing and hallucinatory.’






Kerryn Goldsworthy, Sydney Morning Herald






‘The language is pitch-perfect – it is the light in this dark tale . . . a haunting story of horror, but also of friendship and love . . . Despite the darkness of the subject matter, it is surprisingly uplifting, cathartic and affecting.’






Louise Swinn, The Age






‘. . . harrowing, beautifully written, insightful and absorbing . . . unique, forceful and absolutely hypnotic . . . Fresh honest writing . . . makes this dark journey well worth taking.’






Emily Macguire, Canberra Times




Sofie Laguna’s many books for children have been named Honour Books and Notable Books in the Children’s Book Council of Australia Book of the Year Awards, and in the Queensland Premier’s Literary Awards. She has been published in the United States, the United Kingdom and in translation in Europe and Asia.


In 2008 Sofie published her first novel for adults, One Foot Wrong. It was shortlisted for the Prime Minister’s Literary Awards, and longlisted for the Miles Franklin Literary Award. One Foot Wrong was published throughout Europe, the United States and the United Kingdom, and screen rights have been optioned. Sofie lives in Melbourne with her husband and their young son.




[image: images/img-5-1.jpg]




First published in 2014


Copyright © Sofie Laguna 2014


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publisher. The Australian Copyright Act 1968 (the Act) allows a maximum of one chapter or 10 per cent of this book, whichever is the greater, to be photocopied by any educational institution for its educational purposes provided that the educational institution (or body that administers it) has given a remuneration notice to the Copyright Agency (Australia) under the Act.


[image: images/nec-6-2.jpg]


Allen & Unwin


83 Alexander Street


Crows Nest NSW 2065


Australia


Phone: (61 2) 8425 0100


Email: info@allenandunwin.com


Web: www.allenandunwin.com/uk


Cataloguing-in-Publication details are available from the National Library of Australia


www.trove.nla.gov.au


ISBN 978 1 74331 959 8


E-book ISBN 978 1 95253 463 8


Typeset by Bookhouse, Sydney





For TL, in memory




Part One


It was Saturday morning and I was doing the gardening with Mum. My dad was still asleep.


‘When will he wake up, Mum? Mum? When will Dad wake up?’ I asked as she watered the fern, its tentacles bouncing under the pressure. If I stood close enough I could hear the same tentacles inside my mum, waving at the dust in her air ducts. ‘Has he had enough yet, Mum? Does he still need more rest?’


My dad worked at the Mobil refinery in Altona, getting rid of the rust. Rust came back every time it rained, but even if it left my dad raw, his skin corroded so you could see the fibres that joined him, he didn’t stop scraping. He learned at the Western Car Yard in Laverton. Mum said all the Flick brothers knew how to work.


‘You help me in the garden, love, and let Dad have a bit of quiet. He’ll be tired after the night shift. Here, take the hose.’ Mum passed me the hose and I felt the water pushing its way through the rubber tube. The hose gave it a direction. I aimed at the leaves and then I aimed at the path, blasting leaves against the edges.


‘Keep it on the plants, Jimmy, that’s the boy,’ said Mum.


I watched as the leaves drank, absorbing fluid and light, and growing greener as water dripped down the stems and back into the ground. When Mum was getting her gloves and her kneeling pad from the laundry, I let go of the hose. It whipped and wriggled like a snake under attack and water flooded the paving. I grabbed the hose-snake by the neck and felt the water rushing through my fist. I looked at the soil refining to mud. I heard the plants drinking, their stems gulping back the drips. The darker the soil the more it had to drink. It processed the water the same way the refinery processed oil.


I got to see it up close one day. Dad left his thermos behind, and Mum took Robby and me, and drove it in to work for him as a surprise. Mum parked the Holden in Mobil Car Park A and through the high wire fence I saw the inside of a body with intestines made of steel and no skin around its precious metals. It smoked grey clouds and a flame blasted from the end of a huge pole like a giant pilot light. It was the same network that was in the rabbit that my Uncle Rodney shot and pulled open. The same network that was in my mum, the same network that was in me, in plants and leaves and machinery and all shops and underground in the earth’s core. It was the whole inside of all living things, but on the outside, and that’s where my dad worked. There! In that refinery! My mouth watered. I couldn’t look away.






Robby and me were eating Weet-Bix at the table when Dad walked into the kitchen. ‘Morning, boys,’ he said, his voice croaky with sleep.


‘Morning, Dad! Morning,’ I said.


Robby barely looked up – he was reading the instructions on the milk bottle; it was just Robby and the bottle. ‘Morning,’ he mumbled.


Dad leaned against the island and rubbed his eyes. The skin of his face was still red from the rust. ‘Might take my coffee down to the shed, love,’ he said to Mum. ‘Take a look at that chair.’


‘Good idea, Gav,’ she said, passing him his cup. ‘A chair with three legs isn’t much use, hey?’ She smiled.


‘Good idea, Gav,’ I said.


Dad looked at me and frowned, then he took his coffee and went through the back door.


A horn beeped outside. Robby took his bowl to the sink and pulled up his football socks. ‘Mrs Davids is here,’ he said, looking through the window.


‘Good luck for the game,’ said Mum, grabbing him and squeezing. ‘And thank Mrs Davids for the lift.’ Robby was twelve – six years older than me – and Mum’s first miracle. Her ovarian was crusted with cysts like barnacles on a boat. I saw a picture on Dr Eric’s wall. The boat was deep in the water and there was hardly any space. Only one tiny hole that took me six years to find – her second miracle.


Robby headed for the front door.


‘Bye, Robby, bye. Good luck in the game,’ I said, but he was already gone.






Dad’s shed was a garage with a roller door that didn’t roll. Dad used the thin door in the side instead. The shed was the one place Mum didn’t tidy. ‘You leave Dad alone when he’s in there, Jimmy,’ she said.


I hung around the doorway and looked in at Dad and rode my three-wheeler up and down the concrete path and onto the grass then back onto the path then onto the grass. Dad was drawing something on the wall. I dropped my three-wheeler and went closer to the open door. He was drawing lines around his tools with a texta.


‘What are you doing that for, Dad?’ I asked him. ‘Dad?’


‘So I don’t lose my tools, son,’ he answered. ‘Look.’ He took the hammer off the wall. Left behind was the outline of the hammer. ‘Now I know where the hammer should go. I’ll know when it’s missing. I should have done this years ago.’ He shook his head, then put the hammer back into the drawing of itself.


In the corner of the shed was a small fridge where Dad kept beers. There were stickers on the fridge door: pictures of highways that led to the beach. One said Golden Valley Highway, another said Southern Lands Highway, and one said Great Coastal Road. Some of the stickers had a wave curling over. Others had a fish or a fishing rod.


The shed was where Dad went to fix things like a chair. I stayed at the open door and watched him where he stood, gripping the chair between his legs, his mouth tight with a nail sticking out, his lips bitten back as he hammered at the place where the leg had snapped. The refinery’s magnetic powers streamed through him and drew me. I couldn’t leave him alone.


Soon he came out of the shed, pushing past me with the chair. ‘Paula!’ he called.


Mum came into the yard. ‘Oh, love, that didn’t take you long!’ She looked closer at the leg he had fixed. ‘Think it’s strong enough to hold your other half?’ She smiled at him.


‘’Course it is,’ he said, before turning away. Her need was like a blanket you throw on a fire to extinguish the flames. Dad couldn’t breathe under there.






Dad pulled the lawnmower out of the shed. I wished I could mow. I liked the way the grass got sucked under then sliced off. While Dad took out the jerry can I ran my fingers down the long handle of the mower until I reached the round orange body. I wished I could turn the mower upside down and put a stick in the blades and see it get cut in half. I wanted to see how fast those blades could go.


‘Careful, Jimmy!’ Dad called out to me. He unscrewed the lid of the jerry can and poured the petrol into the mouth of the mower. I squatted beside it and watched the air shimmer and cloud. It didn’t matter how far the fuel travelled or how long it was stored, it never lost energy. If you lit a match and held it near, the air would catch fire.


When he’d finished pouring, Dad screwed the lid back onto the jerry can and put it beside the shed wall. I watched him cross the yard, his body small and quick. He stood over the engine, legs apart, and pulled the cord. The ladies on his arm shot up into the air, nearly knocked off his muscle. The sun behind him shone bright in my eyes.


‘It didn’t work, Dad. It didn’t work,’ I said. Dad pulled at the cord again, harder. The motor still didn’t start. Underneath the metal body of the mower the blades waited. ‘Are you going to pull it again, Dad? Are you going to pull it again?’ I asked him.


The answer was yes yes yes! He pulled the cord again, his arm a fast red streak up into the sky, sending the ladies on his muscle through the air, squealing and shrieking. This time the motor started. ‘Rrrrrrrrrrrmmmmmm!’ Engines send my cells into a spin as they try to keep up. I ran towards the mower then away from it, then towards it, then away from it, then around it in a circle, then another circle, then another circle then another circle.


‘Paula! Paula!’ Dad shouted over the rumble. ‘Come out here and get Jimmy!’


‘Get Jimmy, will you! Get Jimmy!’ I shouted. ‘Get the kid, get the kid!’


‘Paula! Paula!’ Dad called. The engine kept chugging, and I kept running. I jumped over the top of the mower, first from the back and then from the front. ‘Paula! Paula!’ Dad grabbed at me as I leapt but I was too fast for him.


‘Whooooeeeeeee!’ I called as I jumped. ‘Paaaauuuullllllaaaaaa!’ The blades or me, who was the fastest? Nobody knew! Nobody even knew! I jumped again then I ran to the fence, touched it and ran back. Dad swiped at me. Mum came running, rocking like a rowboat on the sea, down the back step and across the gravel path, towards me and the mower and my shouting dad. ‘Wheeeeeeeeeee!’ I screamed as I jumped, falling against the handle of the mower, tipping it on its side so its whirring silver blades glinted in the sun. I jumped again, Dad reached for me, but he went too close, too close!


‘Aaaahhhh!’ he called out, falling back from the mower.


Mum screamed, ‘Jimmy!’ and hauled me up.


Dad held his arm against himself, his face white and blue and green and grey, blood bursting across his shirt. Mum dragged me to the back door and pushed me through. She locked it from the outside and ran back down to Dad. I pressed my face to the glass, and watched their mouths moving around and up and down and around. I looked at their eyes and I saw that they were filled with tiny sharp rocks. I shouted to them, ‘Your eyes! Your eyes!’ but they couldn’t hear me. Mum tried to check Dad’s arm, but he pulled away. He shook his head, then looked back up at me. All of his face was closed, hard as the blade slowing to a stop beneath the dying engine.






I ran into the bathroom where the tiles were white and cool and I leaned my cheek against the wall. I looked at the crisscrossing lines. I traced my finger up and down the grooves where the mould collected, growing thick and black with spores that shot out from strings attached to the main body. Each spore was poison but you would need to lick every crack in the bathroom wall and the guttering at the base of the shower and the circles around the taps before you showed the symptoms.


The cold of the tile against my cheek slowed my cells to a cycle per second. One . . . turn . . . two . . . turn . . . three . . . turn . . . I closed my eyes and made a picture of my dad’s hands.






Mum told me Dad was the first one to hold me. He hadn’t been at the hospital for Robby’s borning, but times had changed – it was 1980, after all, said Mum – so he was there for mine. Mum told me I was pre-nup. She was too tired to lift her head; it stayed on the pillow, and Dad held his out hands instead. The nurse said, No, no, not yet, Mr Flick, but Dad said, Pass him to me. So the nurse, who was young, passed me, the baby, to him and because my skin was so raw and untamed I could feel the imprint of his hands on every part of myself. The nurse said, Please, Mr Flick, but my dad took no notice. He raised me to his face and because I was still so new, not yet obstructed by pollution, I had vision, and with it I could see through his eyes, past his thoughts, to his core. It was shining and there was a Jimmy-sized place for me inside it. My dad kissed my forehead and his lips imprinted on my intelligence. The nurse said, Mr Flick, please, and slowly, without wanting to, he passed me back.






I heard the back door open and Dad come inside. I heard him go into the sitting room.


I went out to where Mum was pushing the mower into the toolshed behind Dad’s garage. She couldn’t close the door; the fat black bottom of the mower was in the way. She pushed and pushed, then she leaned against it so the door had no choice and dragged the lock across. ‘Bloody hell,’ she said. She turned around. Her face was damp with sweat from her effort. It evaporated from the hotplates under her pores.


‘Come inside, Jimmy. Come on,’ she said, holding out her hand. It was shaking. Dad’s blood was on her fingers.


‘What about Dad, Mum? What about your other half? Mum? What about Dad?’


‘I know you didn’t mean it, Jimmy,’ she said. ‘So does your dad.’


I followed her into the kitchen where she got out eggs and a saucepan. She dropped the saucepan onto the floor as she reached for the tap. ‘For God’s sake,’ she said. Mum picked up the pot and filled it with water, then she put it on the stove. The tentacles in her air ducts began to wave as they tried to catch the dust. She reached into her apron pocket, took out her puffer, shook it and sucked. I stood next to the stove and listened to the eggs knocking softly against each other when the water started to boil. Steam rose up into the kitchen air. I tried to watch for when the molecules collided so I could catch them before they escaped, but it was too late. The droplets hovered over the bubbling water.


‘Don’t stand so close, Jimmy. How many times have I told you?’ Mum pushed me back. ‘Go watch the telly for a while, Jim. Just while I do this for Dad.’ She got his tray out, her hands still shaking, and made a pile of sandwiches, one on top of the other, their edges lining up like bricks in a wall, egg with salt and no sauces.


She went down the hall and into the sitting room. I heard her say, ‘Let me drive you to the hospital, Gav.’


‘I’m fine.’


‘But your arm, love . . .’


‘I’ve seen worse done at work.’


‘It must be painful.’


‘It’s fine.’


Merle Haggard began to sing ‘Kern River’ as Mum came out. She looked at me, pulling her bottom lip in with her teeth then biting softly on it. I slid down the kitchen wall then up it then down it then up it then down it again.


‘Give it a rest, Jimmy, love – just give it a rest. I’ll bring you your manuals in a minute,’ Mum said as I followed her into the kitchen. I kept the instructions for new equipment; my latest was for Mum’s clock radio. The manual showed you how to set the timer and tune the stations. A counter told the numbers when to change. Mum reached up above the stove to the high cupboard with the vitamin C and the aspirin. She pulled down a full bottle of Cutty Sark Blended Scotch. Next she took the ice tray from the freezer and one of Dad’s heavy glasses from the bottom shelf.


She bent back the ends of the ice tray so that ices went flying across the island and onto the floor. I got down on my hands and knees to find one to eat while Mum dropped the rest into Dad’s glass. Then she poured the Cutty Sark over the ices so that the ices were drowning it in. ‘Help! Help!’ I shouted.


Mum swung around, her face pale. ‘What is it, Jimmy?’ she asked in a hurry, tentacles waving faster.


‘I’m an ice,’ I told her.


She frowned and sighed. ‘For God’s sake, Jimmy, give it a rest.’


I followed her skirt to the sitting room and stood outside the door, hidden by the wall. When Merle thought about Kern River he thought of his friend who went under. Merle couldn’t stop the river rushing and swirling and pushing at its banks, breaking rocks and making a waterfall and drowning a dog that had jumped in for the ball. ‘Bloody kid!’ I heard Dad say.


‘We’ve just got to keep him inside when you get that thing started.’


‘It’s not bloody normal, Paula. Who has to keep their kid inside when the lawnmower starts?’


‘We don’t know what goes on behind closed doors, Gav. Could be anything. Could be things that make our Jimmy look like a saint.’


‘Bloody idiot kid. You keep him like that. It’s the bloody Paula and Jimmy show.’


There was a gap then, without words or moves. The bloody Paula and Jimmy show was a show without a part for my dad. He was in the audience, watching.


‘Can I get you anything else, love?’ said Mum, finally closing the gap. In her question I heard the top world and the invisible world simultaneously. There was more in the invisible world. When Merle finished his song I heard the ices trembling in Dad’s glass. I wondered if Dad had drunk enough Cutty Sark to lower the level and save their lives.


‘Some bloody peace,’ he answered.


Dad thought I’d taken over the part of Paula’s other half in the show. But he was wrong. Why couldn’t Paula tell him? Without each other’s halves their vitals fell out. Didn’t she know?






Dad stayed in the sitting room all day. He only came out to get the Cutty Sark, which he took back with him. I sat outside his door and listened to him sing along with Merle to ‘I Had a Beautiful Time’. I closed my eyes to see him dance as he sang, swinging in circles, his quick feet stepping, his thin tight legs moving with the music. He wore a black suit with a white tie in a bow, and he held a microphone, and when my mum stepped onto the stage wearing a long red dress that kicked out, he looked across at her as if he had never seen a woman so lovely, so big, so much all at once. He went to her, circling her, then he swung her and sang and danced and Mum threw back her head and laughed and it was a beautiful time.


‘What are you doing out here, Jimmy?’ Mum frowned, looking down at me. ‘Please leave your father alone. Come and help me outside.’ Mum pulled at my arm and we went out into the garden together.


‘Come and dig with me,’ Mum said, giving me the spade. She set down her kneeling pad and pulled at grasses that grew beside the trees and in between the flat purple flowers. I dug beside her. Crunch, crunch, crunch, the dirt tipped into my spade. I tipped it out again, digging deep holes, seeing worms and tiny flies and rocks. ‘Won’t you tell me that you love me?’ sang Mum. ‘Won’t you tell me that you do?’


‘If I could ever come back again it would be as Doris Day,’ she said. ‘Doris is perfection.’


Birds in the trees swooped down low and lined the branches to listen to Mum. ‘So won’t you tell me that you love me? Won’t you tell me that you do?’ they sang together.


Digging slowed me down, my cells like bicycle wheels coming to a stop. I could hear the movement of my own air, each in an equal to each out. The same sun that shone behind Dad’s arm when he pulled the cord now shone over us. The dirt we were digging used to be big things like rocks and cliffs and cars, but the worms sucked it with their lips through the tube of their bodies until it was in smaller and smaller pieces and then it was dirt. It packed the space behind my fingernails tight.


‘What about Dad, Mum?’ I asked.


‘What about him?’


‘Will his arm fall off?’


‘No, love, it won’t fall off,’ she said, stopping her work and turning to me. ‘It will be alright. You just do your gardening and don’t worry about it.’


I saw a red smear underneath her eye, like a finger pointing.






After a while she went in for snacks. Soon she came back out with lamingtons and chocolate fingers and glasses of Passiona. She was chewing on her lip, trying to hold back messages she’d received on her trip to the kitchen: Dad is drinking Scotch, Dad is in the sitting room, Dad has a bad cut.


Robby came through the back door, his football socks loose around his ankles, mud on his knees. He looked around and saw the lawn not mowed and he heard Merle singing ‘I’m a Lonesome Fugitive’. ‘Where’s Dad?’ he asked.


‘Your father had an accident,’ Mum answered, passing him a glass of Passiona. ‘Best just to leave him alone for a while.’


Robby frowned. ‘What happened?’ He looked at me.


‘I did it,’ I said.


‘No you didn’t, Jimmy. Your dad’ll be okay. Have your drink,’ said Mum.


Robby looked up at the sky and then he walked to the fence, stood on his tiptoes and tried to see over it, as though he was searching for something in the distance beyond the houses and the streets, something far away like a speck of light.


‘Are you seeing Justin this afternoon?’ Mum asked.


‘Yeah.’ Robby drank his drink and looked up to the house then back at me. All his thoughts and words and wishes were growing thick inside him. There was a world beyond the fence. There was the sea. When Robby won the Best Player trophy for 1984 two years ago he forgot to bring it home from the awards night in the school hall. He didn’t care if it was on the mantelpiece or if I dug a hole for it in the sandpit. A part of him had left already. I tried to get it back sometimes but it was no use. It was out there in front of him, waiting.






It was almost the end of the day and Mum stood at the fryer. I sat at the kitchen table with my manuals opened around me like a fort – heater, stovetop, hairdryer, toaster, clock radio. When I looked over the fort wall I saw Mum, her apron strings, her legs, her bottom moving as she turned the sausages. I read about how to connect the hairdryer nose to the body, and then I checked that she was still there, still frying. I kept looking up and checking, then reading, then checking. Was she there, was she staying? What came after? What was next? What would it be? What would it feel like? When would it happen? When? When? Now? Now? Next? Next? What next? After the frying, then what?


Dad never left the sitting room; he didn’t even go to the TAB or the newsagency to pick up the paper. I knew because when Mum couldn’t see I went and checked. I saw the back of his head over the top of his recliner that was tipped back and rocking to Merle singing ‘Someday When Things Are Good’. Dad was smoking a cigarette and the hand with the glass was making small dance moves to Merle, the cigarette a conductor’s stick telling the music which way to go. All the ice was gone from his glass. I looked at the Cutty Sark bottle and the level was past the sails, almost touching the sea. Dad said some things I didn’t understand, noises but no language.


Robby came home from Justin’s and I followed him to our room. ‘What makes the aeroplane stay in the air, Robby?’ I asked him.


He lay on his bed and picked up a comic. There was hardly any light. I looked over the top of his comic; all the superheroes were in shadow. He pulled it back.


‘What, Robby? What makes it?’ I asked him again. He rolled away from me. I pushed his shoulder. ‘Is it the fuel? Is it the propellers? Is it the wings?’ He didn’t answer. He was inside the square frames with the superheroes, scaling buildings and putting out fires. ‘Is it the engine, Robby?’


He rolled onto his back. ‘Mum!’ he called out. ‘Can you get Jimmy?’


I gave the back of his comic a flick and left the room. I went back down the hall. I saw the sitting room door open and heard Merle sing ‘If Anyone Ought to Know’. I walked up the hall. One of my hands was on the wall and I drew wings and a propeller and I hummed to the music coming from the sitting room. But I did it with an aeroplane engine. Anyone anyone anyone anyone Rrrrrmmmmmmmrrrrrmmmmmm, louder and louder.


Suddenly the chair swung round and Dad shouted, ‘Get out of here, you little shit!’ His words ran into each other like liquid.


Robby ran into the hall. ‘Jimmy!’ he hissed.


‘Get out of here, you little shit!’ I hissed back. Robby tried to pull me away from the doorway. ‘No!’ I shouted.


‘Leave Dad alone,’ he said.


‘Why?’ I asked.


‘He’s drunk.’


‘Let go of my arm. Let go.’


‘No,’ he said, still trying to drag me.


‘Mum!’ I called. ‘Mum!’


Mum came out with a cleaning cloth over her shoulder. There was sweat on her face and the hotplates under her cheeks were up so high I could see the coils. ‘Come away, Jimmy!’ she said in a whisper.


‘Why are you whispering?’ I asked.


‘I’m not,’ she said. ‘Come away.’


‘You are!’ I shouted. ‘You are!You are!You are!You are!’ Sing that, Merle Haggard! Sing that!


Robby and Mum were both trying to drag me away when out came Dad, swaying as if there was a small breeze in the room. His face was flushed and he held his arm in a tea towel, patches of blood over the roosters, his conductor stick burning close to his fingers. ‘Can’t you bloody kids give me some fucken peace?’ He spat little white balls with the words. The blood on his shirt had spread to his eyes; there was no white left.


‘Sorry, love, I’ll take them out the back,’ Mum said, her voice smooth as milk.


‘I can still bloody hear them from out there!’ He spat more.


I saw a ball land on the carpet. It balanced on a carpet fur, like the ball on a seal’s nose at the zoo. I pulled away from Robby and lay down beside it. ‘Spit!’ I shouted. ‘Spit! Spit! Spit! Spit!’


‘Don’t, Jimmy,’ Robby warned.


‘Bloody little idiot!’ Dad pushed Mum.


‘Robby, take him out the back,’ she said quickly, shoving me into Robby’s arms.


‘Spit! Spit! Spit! Spit!’ I shouted, all of me fast, my cylinders and cells revolving, my tubes turning, molecules colliding. ‘Spit! Spit! Spit!’ Robby tried as hard as he could to pull me away – my brother Robby who’d just turned twelve, his shoes leaving dots of mud from the field when he had run for the ball, the best on the team, the best and the fastest and the fairest, my brother! I couldn’t feel myself. I was as fast as the helicopter when you pull the string and off it flies, rotors spinning fast enough to cut off a head. I was too fast for my skin to hold. If something spins that fast, speed turns it invisible and all the invisible silent languages come at you in a rush and blow you apart, like a bomb.


Dad pushed Mum into the wall. ‘Hah!’ Her breath bounced from her as she fell back.


‘Not in front of the kids, Gavin!’ she said, fast and low. He couldn’t hear the things she wanted. He was going on, forward.


‘Look at what he did, Paula! See this?’ He pulled back the tea towel from his arm and showed her the long split with the blood turning darker, cutting the ladies in half, blood crusting around their bosoms and thighs. ‘How am I going to go back to work on Monday with this? Bloody little retard!’


I fought in Robby’s arms. ‘Bloody little retard! Bloody little retard!’ I shouted, each word heading for my dad like a rocket.


‘Gav, don’t . . . please don’t . . .’ Mum begged him.


A fire engine raced along my pathways, its siren screaming Emergency! Emergency!, its lights flashing on off on off. ‘Eeeeeooooooooeeeeeooooooooooo, bloody little retard, Paula! See what he did, Paula, bloody little retard!’


Dad looked at me with a backwards light in his eyes.


‘Shush, Jimmy, shush. Robby, can’t you get him out of here?’ Mum was trying to hold my arms still, but they swung out like blades.


‘I’m trying,’ said Robby.


Mum turned to help him but I mowed her down with my arms of metal.


‘Can’t I even cut the bloody grass? Can’t I even do that?’


‘Stop it, Gav. Please . . .’ Mum’s words were broken and breathy as she tried to contain me.


‘It’s always you and the bloody kid.’


‘Let’s just leave the kids out of it. Let’s just keep it between us.’


‘Between us? Ha! That’s a bloody joke, that is.’


‘Eeeeeeeeeeeeoooooooooeeeeeeeooooooooo!’ My siren rang out, its light beaming from my holes, lighting up the room in red. ‘Keep it between us, keep it between us! What a bloody joke!’


‘For Christ’s sake, shut up! Shut up!’ Dad stepped towards Mum and slapped her on the side of her head as if it was her who’d been shouting, her who was the retard, her with blades of steel.


‘Get him out of here, Robby!’ she shouted. ‘Go!’ Then she was quiet. No more begging or pleading, as if she knew what happened next and it was too late to stop it. There was only the sounds of our bodies – skin rubbing skin, our breaths – trying to get away as if the centre was our dad and we were spinning around him but the gravity was him and it dragged us towards him. Another slap, the same place, the same ear, and down Mum went. She never tried to stop him, she didn’t shield herself. She just let him – there was so much of her for him to choose from. Mum got up slowly, having to balance her weight.


Dad was shaking, as if the pressure was too much and he might explode. That’s why Mum offered herself. She didn’t want him in pieces all over the walls – there’d be too much to clean.


‘Fuck this.’ Dad growled. He smacked her again and then Robby got me out of the room and through the back door. He dragged me down the concrete path between the two squares of grass, under the washing line hung with sheets, past Dad’s shed. One of the boards of the back fence leaned to the side and one next to it was loose. He pushed me down and through the gap and he followed on his hands and knees.


The wetlands were made of mud and water and stiff silver grass, floating plastic and seaweed. Robby pulled me to the edge of the stream and then we sat and he put his arm around my shoulder. I breathed in one out one, and looked at the grass and the clouds and the sun half hidden and the birds on the water and I felt myself joining with the swamp. On the other side of the grass and the stream, way in the distance, the flame leapt from the refinery pipe – like the light in the sheep’s eye, it never died.


We sat there for a long time, Robby’s arm around me drawing speed and fear from my cells. The arm wasn’t too tight or too loose. Its temperature set mine to itself, cooling me from hot to warm.


The stream that ran through the middle of the swamp rose when it rained, and fell in the summer. Spoonbills and black swans, sandpipers and pelicans nested on the banks and on the tiny islands away from the snakes. Ducks had their babies on the sides, leading them into the deep when foxes came.


‘Okay, Jimmy?’ Robby said.


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Okay, Robby.’


Robby moved his arm, and stood. ‘Come on,’ he said.


I followed him to the trench – half there already and half made by us. We dug it deeper to catch the water. I breathed in then out, keeping both breaths the same length. The wetlands air had a potion that came from the refinery flame and slowed me down. That’s why Mum let me go; when I got home I was quieter.


We cleaned out the dirt from the fridge that lay upside down at the end of the trench, and wiped the sides. We dug and scraped and across the fields the flame blasted from the pipe without ceasing. Smoke rose and turned to cloud until there was no difference.


We built up walls to support the fridge, smoothing them so the enemy couldn’t get a foot-hold. The grass prickled our knees. The end of the sun was warm in my nostrils.


‘What are we making?’ I asked Robby.


‘A boat,’ he answered.


‘Like the Lady Free?’


‘Yes.’ When Robby was younger Dad took him on the Lady Free and they stayed away for two nights and caught fish as long as Robby. I counted the hours; I got as high as I could then began at one again. In the sitting room, beside Dad’s recliner, there was a photo of him and Robby on the deck of the Lady Free. They stood together and the smiles on their faces were matching. I smoothed the mud up the fridge in a boat shape, sharp at the ends and round in the middle. I stuck a shell in the side for a cyst.


Robby fished off the fridge, dangling an invisible line into the mud. I looked up into the sky and counted twenty-six pelicans, their wings outstretched as they rode the currents, their beaks telling them which way to go, storing messages from the sun and the tides. On the other side of the swamp, I saw the tank farm and the tyre factory and the LKA chemical plant where they boiled vitamin pills, and the Quality Endorsed Industrial Park Established 1979 where the steel sheds stood as big as ovals. Trains ran back and forth along the tracks between the swamp and the factories, like moving guards.


I lay on my stomach and put my ear to the ground beside the Lady Free so I could listen to the core of planet Earth. The core held planet Earth’s network and made the sound of shush-ing.


‘Shhhhhhhh . . .’ I whispered back, the core’s echo.


‘Boys! Dinner!’ Mum called from over the fence.


Robby stood and wiped his muddy hands down the front of his trousers. ‘Come on, Jimmy,’ he said.


The loose board knocked against our shoes on the way through the fence. As soon as we walked into the house through the back door I felt my cells speed up. The potion from the flame couldn’t pass through the plaster.






Later that night, when Robby and me were in bed and the lights were off, Mum came into our room.


I rolled over, eyes open. ‘Mum?’ The light shone in from the hallway. In her long white nightdress she looked like a candle.


She sighed. ‘What are you doing still awake?’ She got in beside me. I had to move over to the far edge, so that I was pressed against the wall, to make room for her. The wall was cool against my cheek and knees. Mum was as wide as my bed. She was so big there were parts of her I’d never seen. She held on to me and counted sheep. ‘One sheep . . . two sheep . . . three sheep . . . four . . . You count too, Jimmy,’ she said. Her arm was hooked over my body. I could feel her breathing, her warmth. She held me tightly to her as if I was a sponge that could absorb the extra.


‘Five sheep . . . six sheep . . . seven . . .’ we counted together. If you look deep into the eye of a sheep you can see a light. It burns right at the back of the head and it never goes out, no matter what happens to the sheep.


‘Does anything happen to the sheep?’ I asked her.


‘Keep your voice down, you’ll wake Robby.’


‘Does it? Does anything happen to them?’ I whispered.


‘Nothing happens to them.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Jimmy, do you want to keep counting or not?’


‘Yes, keep counting,’ I whispered.


Once we were in the Holden, caught in the traffic beside a truck full of sheep, so close I could hear their hooves clacking against the boards. I could see them shuffling, pushing against each other for room. They were jammed in, one layer over another, their noses pressing against the wooden sides of the truck, tails covered in mud. What happened to those sheep? What happened to the light?


‘. . . Eight sheep . . . nine sheep . . . ten . . .’






I never liked to wake and find her gone. There was too much room, as if the bed had grown to make space for her and not shrunk back to its original. I lay awake and waited and listened. Robby breathed slow and even in his bed on the other side. I could smell Mum’s Intensive Care left behind on the sheets.


I lined up shadows of bottle, Matchbox car, book, window, shell, bus painting and birthday card while I waited. I was at birthday card when I heard a thump coming from down the hall. Thump. Like someone falling without power or muscle or fibres, as if the power and muscle and fibres had been lost. There was nothing to hold up the body.


The particles under my skin scratched at the surface. Robby slept on, the smooth air going in then slowly out. Thump! again, louder this time as the powerless body tried to stand and couldn’t and fell again.


I jumped from my bed and ran to Robby’s. He moaned and moved over. I pressed as much of myself against him as I could, legs, stomach, knees. I breathed him in, he smelled of Johnson’s Baby Shampoo after it had been heated and cooked with his sweat. I lay there, shaking and listening, my whole body tuned as an ear, but there were no more sounds.


‘Jimmy,’ Robby whispered. ‘You wet the bed.’


‘Sorry, Robby. Sorry. Sorry.’ I felt the spread of wet, warm as the last of Mum’s tea, beneath us. I got out and so did he, and he pulled off the sheet in the dark and threw it under the bed. Then he pulled down my wet pyjama pants and threw them under there too. We slept on the mattress, its buttons sticking into my skin as I held on.






When I went into the kitchen the next morning Mum wasn’t there. Dad was sitting on the high stool at the island drinking his coffee, holding his arm in a bandage against his chest. He didn’t look at me. The morning after my dad drank Cutty Sark he hung his head, as if it was too heavy for the rest of him. The weight of the Cutty Sark blocked the valves that led to Paula. Dad tried to clear the blockages with his hands and that’s what left Paula with the bruises. But if he didn’t drink the Cutty Sark, the valves inside pressed against his heart and other vitals, carrying the past through his bloodstream. The pressure built like the boiling water in the refinery pipes that led to steam and flame. It wasn’t bearable.


When the phone on the wall rang Dad left the island to answer it. ‘She’s not up yet, Anne,’ Dad said into the tiny holes of the receiver. ‘Yes, I’ll tell her.’ His voice was gruff and sung out from too much time with Merle. He put his coffee cup in the sink and took his work vest off the hook.


I was on my way into Mum’s room when Dad called me back. ‘Stay here, Jimmy, she’ll be out in a minute.’ He looked at something high-up to the side of me that only he could see.


Robby came into the kitchen. He opened the cereal cupboard and took out the cornflakes. He only made contact with the cornflakes; they shared a world that nobody else could enter.


Dad put on his jacket. ‘Righto, I’m off,’ he said to the high-up thing. Robby and me kept quiet. Click went the front door, and he was gone.


Mum came slowly out of her room, walking as if her feet were sore. She wore a white dress with little pink baubles on her ears. I liked to press against her blue morning gown while she drank her tea. Where was the gown? Why was she wearing the baubles? There was a coating of pale mud on her face almost the same colour as her skin. It looked as if it had been painted on. It went down her cheeks and stopped at her neck. There was the mark of a wave that had rolled in then rolled out again, leaving a line of froth, dirty and uneven.


I ran to her, pressing myself against her. What had happened to her face? ‘Mum!’ I cried out.


Robby didn’t speak. He didn’t seem sure. He stood on the other side, watching, his spoon in his hand above the bowl.


‘What is it, love?’ she answered, stroking the top of my head. Then she bent down and came close. ‘What is it, pet? Had your breakfast yet? Had your soldiers?’ She tickled my side and rubbed her nose against mine.


I peered through the mud and saw the same face – the round pieces and the brown lights, the lines and the tiny wells. Tears trembled and clung in her eyes. Mum! I hugged her tight and her warmth transmitted on to me. Robby stayed where he was, on the other side of the island. He didn’t like to cuddle long; he’d grown out of the need.


Dad kept away the whole morning. Mum stood at the sink and told the detergent and the hand cream and the cleaning cloths that the bastard was healing his wounds at the TAB. She wiped surfaces, her hands straining against the insides of her pink rubber gloves. She wiped around the stove and up the walls and down the sides of the island and under the fridge. Before the water dried I saw the swirls, and then she went over them again.


Robby said, ‘Come on, Jimmy,’ and we crawled through the hole in the fence.






There was a burnt-out car on the other side of the steel bridge. Seagulls sat along the rusted edges. I stopped halfway across and watched the water rushing under my feet through the steel. ‘Jimmy! Come on!’ said Robby. I gripped the rails and followed him across. With every step the bridge shook. Just on the other side was where I’d seen the snake. Robby kept heading for the car. It was the furthest I’d ever gone with him. He picked up a long stick and poked it into the grass to scare the tigers and the browns. ‘Ssssss . . .’ he said.


When Robby hit the sides of the car with his stick the seagulls flew up, screeching over our heads. There were empty bottles inside the rusted bones, and a pair of black underpants. Robby flicked the underpants out onto the grass. He climbed in and took the steering wheel, the car’s only remaining organ, and changed gears with the invisible gearstick. He leaned forward, closer to the bonnet. I could see he was headed for the ocean. Out to the end of the pier, where he’d wait for an ocean liner to come and take him away.


Then he climbed out and walked slowly around the car. ‘We got to dig the wheels out,’ he said. He bent down and started scraping the dirt away from around one of the iron wheels.


‘But, Robby,’ I said, ‘the car doesn’t have an engine. It doesn’t have tyres, Robby. It can’t go.’


‘The wheels are stuck,’ he said again. ‘Help me dig.’


‘But, Robby,’ I said.


‘Dig.’ His hands moved quickly in the hard dirt. There were small stones mixed in. He had to pull up grass. I got down beside him and started to dig. Neither of us spoke. Our hands made their own talk of scraping and clawing and digging, until our fingernails stung and bled. I kept up with Robby as we made trenches around the wheels. Deeper and deeper, as if we kept on digging we might free the car. What was under there, underneath the wheels? Where would we end up if we didn’t stop digging? After the car was freed, if we kept going and going, where would we be if our hole never ended? Down passageways, under with the worms, to the core, then beyond, to the other side. And if we still didn’t stop, then where?


•


Soon Robby’s digging slowed down and the talk of his hands grew quiet. He stood up and kicked the car. Then he climbed inside its bones and put his hands on the steering wheel. I got in the passenger side. I tucked my feet up over the grass beneath and Robby drove. The wind blew back our hair and every traffic light was green and Robby put his foot to the floor and we sped through the wetlands laughing and listening to loud songs on the radio. Gonna get you baby, gonna make you mi-i-ine! Robby shook his head in time to the music and I shook my fist then Robby changed his gear and the car lifted higher. Robby said, ‘Look, Jimmy! Look!’ and we were in line with the twenty-six pelicans. We had freed the car.






When we got home I could hear hammering as we crossed the yard; Dad was working in the garage.


Mum lay on her blue kitchen couch reading an Agatha – her head against the Home Sweet Home pillow. The kitchen smelled of bleach, like a swimming pool. She sat up when we came in, The Mystery of the Blue Train falling to the floor. ‘You boys were gone for hours,’ she said.


Robby went straight through to the bedroom without stopping. If Robby stayed quiet, the distance between him and something he didn’t like or want grew more quickly, but only if he didn’t say a word about it. If he said a word, even one, the word made a space for the thing he didn’t like or want to come crashing in and detonate him. It was the words that made the opening.


•


Early on Monday morning Dad went back to work. He wore long sleeves even though it was going to be a scorcher. It was to hide the cut from Bill Philby, his boss. Dad was scared that if Bill Philby saw it he would start asking questions Dad didn’t want to answer.


Before he walked out the door to meet his lift, I said to him: ‘You could roll one sleeve up, Dad, so the cool won’t have so far to travel. It will go under your shirt, and come out the other side like a breeze through a short tunnel.’


Dad laughed. Sometimes it happened. Why? Where was the engine of laughter? There was no time to ask him; he was through the door and gone, a full day of rust ahead of him.






That day Mum took me to Dr Eric’s. Dr Eric had been seeing me since I was born. He was the one to give me my first injection – I felt it enter my sub cuticle. He put a bandaid over the two holes when he was finished and told Mum to press. Dr Eric was as old as some of Mum’s Westlakers. Mum cooked for the seniors at Westlake Nursing. I may not be a women’s libber, Jimmy, but I still like to have a bit of my own. Dr Eric had white hair on his head and on his face that kept him insulated. There were always mints on his desk. It didn’t matter what time of the day it was the bowl was full, as if there was a pipe that ran the length of the table underground to a mint tank and whenever a patient took a mint, the mint tank shot one up and replaced it.


I looked at the books in the children’s box while Mum talked to Dr Eric.


‘Couldn’t you come round to the house?’ Mum asked. ‘Gavin’s so stubborn he’ll never come in by himself. You might just say you were popping round to check on me, the way you have before; my asthma’s been playing up . . .’


‘If Gavin makes an appointment I’ll look at his arm, Paula. That one’s up to him,’ said Dr Eric. ‘But it’s not Gavin I’m worried about. Something might have happened to Jimmy. I think it’s time you took the boy to see a specialist.’


Every time I came it was the same books in Dr Eric’s children’s box. Little Black, a Pony, Hello, Mr Train and How Many Puppy Dogs? There was a wooden crane in the box too, but I’d already lifted everything there was to lift.


Mum said, ‘Why do I have to go and see a specialist? What do they bloody know? Nothing. I’m the specialist. I’m his mother.’


Dr Eric wrote a number down on a piece of paper. ‘Just give it a try, Paula. You might be surprised.’

OEBPS/Images/img-5-1.jpg
%OW

Ohecp

SOFIE LAGUNA

NNNNNNNNNN





OEBPS/Images/nec-6-2.jpg
ARTS
VICTORIA

This project is supported by
the Victorian Government

e Y






OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
SOFIE LAGUNA
e
¢

2015 Winner

‘A sparkling, .
heartfelt wonder’
EMILY MAGUIRE,
author of Fishing for Tigers
3 @ A






