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CHAPTER ONE
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It’s the early nineteen sixties. In Sutherland a drunk teenager shoots himself dead with a nail gun. In Como a thirteen-year-old girl dies having an abortion behind a milk bar. In America, ‘On The Road’ sells its millionth copy with the words ‘the Spirit Of America kept the front tire glued to the center line.’ In South Cronulla six young people die in a head-on collision with a tree. The world’s going down the Swanee.

Ray Lamont refuses to let it get to him. This is Sydney, Australia, the evening rush hour, not the ‘bop American night’ like some people like to think.  Not even being stuck in a traffic jam, late home for tea— Clemmie’ll be worried— can prise Ray’s grip on happiness open. The way the world’s going, happiness is an obligation.

The sun’s going down. Another glance at his watch. Strewth! Twenty to seven! He’s usually home by quarter past six!

Clemmie’ll be worrying the spuds are going to boil away. They always have tea at half past six!

The traffic jam’s a bad one. A jack-knifed semi-trailer is blocking both lanes of Tom Ugly’s Bridge. He’s three cars from the front of the queue. Ten seconds earlier, and he would have been across and home by now. He doesn’t let it get to him. His fingers tap out a rhythm on the steering wheel. ‘Zip-a-dee-doo-dah’! What a great song. ‘... My, oh my, what a wonderful day...’ It says it all.

When you’ve seen what Ray’s seen— an empty bed in a terminal ward— being happy is a duty. When you’ve heard a doctor pronounce a death sentence on the woman you love—‘I’m afraid Clemmie’s only got six months, Mister Lamont, even on the most positive prognosis’— misery’s not an option. When you’ve got what Ray’s got— fifteen years on from ‘the most positive prognosis’, and Clemmie still battling along day by day, breath by breath— you can only count yourself the luckiest bloke on earth.

Ray’s always had a sunny outlook on life, but he’s never taken his good luck for granted either. In fact, he’s developed his aptitude for happiness. Early on he discovered Norman Vincent Peale’s ‘The Power Of Positive Thinking’— he’s read it three times— and for nearly a year now he’s been following the self-improvement programme laid out in ‘How To Win Friends And Influence People’, by Dale Carnegie. What a bonzer book! ‘How To Win Friends And Influence People’ has been helpful with his confidence and ability to communicate. He’s always had a clear sense of what’s right and what’s wrong, but some problems require flexibility and persuasiveness too, as well as being in the right. ‘How To Win Friends And Influence People’ has even been helpful at the brick company. If truth be told, Dale Carnegie’s been instrumental in his recent promotion to sales manager. Ray’s always worked hard and been scrupulously honest round the office—you have to work hard if you leave school when you’re fourteen, you need to be conscientious if you haven’t had the education some people, not mentioning any names, take for granted. Still, if it weren’t for ‘How To Win Friends And Influence People’ and ‘The Power Of Positive Thinking’ he probably wouldn’t be sitting here in a brand new EK Holden Sedan. Three-speed hydramatic transmission. On-board radio. Electric wipers. Even a fresh air unit for Clemmie. His first company car! And in a month’s time they’ll be loading her up with holiday gear and heading North to Noosa with Dickie and Helen and their beautiful young daughter, Cheryl, to have the time of their lives. Sometime you get almost more luck than you can manage! One thing’s for sure. Dale Carnegie’s techniques for putting stress in perspective and increasing self-confidence have been nothing short of life changing, at work as well as on a personal level. With the world going down the gurgler, strengthening your people skills is even more vital than it was when Ray was a boy.

The police have finally shown up. One of the officers is talking to the driver of the semi-trailer, taking notes. The other one’s looking at the jack-knifed lorry and scratching his head. As far as Ray knows you can only jack-knife a lorry by braking at high speed. How the guy could have managed it at the entrance to a narrow, two-lane bridge is a question best left to the experts, the aficionados of angst. Jack Kerouac. Friedrich Nietzsche. Marcel Proust. That lot.

Ray stops drumming the steering wheel and switches on the radio. ‘Zip-a-dee-doo-dah’s a great song, but if this lorry takes as long to shift as it looks like it’s going to take maybe he can find some Chopin.

Besides from ‘How To Win Friends And Influence People’ and ‘The Power Of Positive Thinking’ Ray doesn’t read a lot. He hasn’t got time to bury himself under a pile of incomprehensible books. He leaves that to Mister Know-All, their resident sixteen-year-old genius at home. There’s an old saying and a true one: ‘Give that teenager a job, while he still knows everything.’ Not that Stephen’s ever going to get a job, the way he’s carrying on. A hundred and ninety I.Q, and a totally negative attitude to life. Ray’s not a great reader, he’s had his head down in the University Of Hard Knocks since he was fourteen. He doesn’t need to be a great reader. A quick skim’s enough to get the flavour of the stuff Stephen’s got his head stuck in. None of it’s on his school curriculum. Ray’s not educated, but it’s amazing how the relevant details fly out at you from a quick skim— Jack Kerouac, alcoholic— Friedrich Nietzsche, insane, syphilis— Jean Paul Sartre, communist— Graham Greene, catholic— Marcel Proust, homosexual.

He switches the radio off. That’s the ABC for you, people trying to get home from work in one piece and they give you Shostakovich. His fingers start drumming again.  A crane’s trying to get through to the stricken semi-trailer, but some idiot, thinks he’ll get home quicker if he blocks the northbound lane, is holding it up.

Being happy is an art. As Dale Carnegie rightly says, the secret of success is flexibility and increasing confidence levels. There’s a whole section of ‘How To Win Friends And Influence People’ about celebrating your achievements. Clemmie sometimes forgets what an achievement being alive is, still battling along on three quarters of one lung fifteen years after the doctors gave her a death sentence and wanted to ship her off to the sanatorium where her father died of TB! Being alive is the greatest achievement there is, but Clemmie still loses her confidence and flexibility sometimes. She often needs motivating. Things can get her down. Worrying about her next breathlessness attack. Only having three quarters of one lung left to breathe with. Losing her hair from the streptomycin. The injections swelling her abdomen up. Not being able to get a part time job like Helen, and help with the family budget. It takes the power of positive thinking to steer Clemmie’s mind in the right direction sometimes, away from worries and doubt— like that thing she said the other day, about not being attractive any more, about ‘just being a breathless old broiler’. That silly stuff about ‘not being a woman for him in the bedroom’. It shocked him. Clemmie hasn’t worried about that for donkey’s years. There’s more important things in life than the bedroom. Ray had to remind her that she’s still the hottest little cutie in New South Wales. He jollied her out of it. He got her smiling again, made her remember how great it is to be alive.

The sun’s going down. You can see the tide running out, the Georges River ebbing into the sea. Across the inlet, around the western bend, the oyster racks are surfacing through the shining gold of Oyster Bay, black frames bearded with crustaceans rising from the depths with their harvest of polluted phlegm. Ugh! The golden light is fading from the water. A lot of people get depressed when the sun goes down. They start drinking. No hopers. Ray smiles into the glare of the setting sun. He doesn’t let Oyster Bay get to him.

‘Blue Hawaii makes me want to vomit.’

There are things you need to not remember. It isn’t a matter of avoiding unpleasantness. God knows ‘Blue Hawaii makes me want to vomit’ is too unpleasant to be avoided. It’s just that once the unpleasantness has occurred— a lovely young girl in tears, their best friends’ beautiful, sunny daughter rushing off to her bedroom and slamming the door behind her, the whole barbecue watching—the unpleasantness needs to be dealt with, not dwelt upon. Remaining positive under stress— a stunning young woman reduced to tears by a callous remark— demands action, not going over and over how Stephen could be so rude to someone as upbeat and nice as Cheryl Maloney. Once a course of action has been decided upon—and it has— reliving the situation, a Lamont/Maloney Gang barbecue and sausage sizzle, Cheryl standing there looking stunning in a Tahitian dress, inviting Stephen to get up and dance—dance to Elvis!—is just counterproductive. Stephen’s into Elvis! That’s what’s so gobsmacking about the whole thing. Stephen digs the King! Elvis Presley is the Jean Paul Sartre of rock n roll. Elvis goes with Left Bank moodiness and the collapse of Western civilisation. Stephen shuts himself in his bedroom and listens to ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ till the dog shoots through, and then— ‘Blue Hawaii makes me want to vomit.’ Ray shakes his head. He stares at the accelerator pedal. That’s the thing that really got to Cheryl. That’s the reason Cheryl was so upset, and burst into tears and locked herself in her bedroom. ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ is great art, but ‘Blue Hawaii’ makes him want to vomit. It doesn’t make sense. A hundred and ninety I.Q. and he’s completely irrational. No wonder Cheryl was hurt. It’s amazing enough as it is that Cheryl should have a crush on Stephen. It defies belief, given Stephen’s sad sack attitude and stuck-up negativity, that a stunning, fresh-faced, positive young woman like Cheryl Maloney should want to go steady with him in the first place, but she does! Standing there asking him to dance. ‘Come on, Stephen. You like Elvis!’ Does Stephen get up and dance? Does he heck! Does he take a beautiful young woman in his arms and enjoy himself for once in his bloody life? He’s had dancing lessons. No. Apparently ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ is authentic, and ‘Blue Hawaii’ is inauthentic, whatever the hell that’s supposed to mean. Instead of getting up and having the time of his life with a lovely girl who really likes him Stephen launches into a ‘deconstruction’ of Elvis’s career! Elvis, according to Stephen, has sold out. The King has stopped being a ‘rebel’—this in front of the whole barbecue!—and copped out!—Jean Paul Lamont says so. Elvis is no longer sexy!— Helen turned red as a beetroot— ‘Blue Hawaii’—Stephen hasn’t even seen it! He’s only seen the trailers—‘makes him want to vomit!’

The sun’s disappeared. Across the inlet, on the Western bend of the river, a bronze glare silhouettes the trees. Darkness lifts from the water and clothes the bleak ribs of the oyster racks in ink. The crane has finally got through. Chains clank in the chilly air. A last sunset ray catches the jib as it lifts the semi-trailer’s cab. The windscreen’s shattered. The road hog has pulled back so the trailer can be towed clear. The bloke’s sitting on Ray’s shoulder now, gunning his engine for a racing start. Ray smiles across at the loser. It’s possible to be happy in a traffic jam, sport. You can be three quarters of an hour late for tea and still enjoy life. He drums the steering wheel. ‘Zip-a-dee-doo-dah’, his favourite song.

Not even Stephen’s rudeness to Cheryl can upset him any more, not now he’s decided on a course of positive action, not now that he’s about to energise communication.
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Ray opens the garage he built with his own hands with his old china, Dickie Maloney, and eases the Holden in. He’s late home, but he takes his time centring the new car in the narrow space. He built the garage for the Hillman, never dreaming that he’d one day be slotting an EK Sedan up tight to his workbench.

He locks the garage and hurries to check the mailbox. Clemmie often forgets.

A letter from the Odeon Cinema, Hurstville. Good, the tickets have arrived.

Ray strides down the front path, singing. ‘The Red Red Robin’, it’s one of Clemmie’s favourites too. They used to sing it on the Manly Ferry when they were courting, before emphysema put singing out of the question. It was all ‘The Red Red Robin’ and ‘Zip-a-dee-doo-dah’ and ‘Shine On Harvest Moon’ in those days, before her flare-up. He hadn’t discovered classical music back then. He sings every night as he comes down the front path to let Clemmie know he’s home. It’s one of their routines, especially if he’s a bit late and she might be worrying.

This is perhaps the happiest moment of the whole day, coming home to Clemmie and ‘Yakka’, the house he built with his own hands, he and Dickie Maloney, after the War. Lawns raked. Paths hosed. The azaleas out. The new brick veneer immaculate, convict sand stocks he got from work and cleaned each one individually himself with a wire brush. Yakka’s looking great tonight, the front light shining in the gloaming, the long veranda with its Doric columns a real welcome-home feature in the gathering dusk. ‘Yakka’ is aboriginal for ‘hard work’, the hard work that keeps you going, and keeps a smile on your face. He and Dickie, both of them with jobs, built Yakka together on weekends. That’s why it took three years. Wooden frame, fibro cladding originally, in the days before he could afford bricks. They were great times. The kids playing in the sand heap, running off with the saw, hammering nails into offcuts till the scraps of wood resembled porcupines. Every weekend for three years. And the day ‘Yakka’ was finished, up the road they went, half a mile, across the highway, to Formosa Avenue, the two of them, he and Dickie, the best mate a man could hope to have, to start work on ‘Strathclyde’. No wonder it feels good coming home!

‘The Red Red Robin’ is a wakey-wakey-rise-n-shine sort of song. It feels a bit out of place tonight, with the light fading and Clemmie bound to be out the back in the kitchen worrying about the spuds. Ray reaches the picture window, their bedroom window, at the front of the house. Not many bedrooms have five square yards of glass to look out of. Clemmie insisted on picture windows when they built Yakka. She gets a bit claustrophobic sometimes, she doesn’t like feeling shut in. There’s a picture window at the back too, even bigger, in the living room, with enough glass in it for a shop front. The weight of that glass, just he and Dickie putting it in, he nearly lost a finger. He grumbled at the time about the cost, if they’d broken the glass he would have been down fourteen pounds, but Clemmie was right in the long run. She always is. The picture windows give the house a modern look. They go with the new brick veneer. You can see Oyster Bay from the one out the back.

Ray knocks on the bedroom window as he goes past, raps loudly with his knuckles so Clemmie’ll hear him from the kitchen. That glass is so thick you'd need a hammer to break it. Knocking on the window’s another one of their routines. He likes her to know that he’s happy. He likes her to hear that he’s come home full of beans. He doesn’t want Clemmie to feel guilty about him being the sole bread winner. She sometimes gets down in the dumps about not being able to help with the money side of things. Helen Maloney’s got a part time job at Coles now that Cheryl’s sixteen and old enough to make her own tea. With her emphysema, a job, part time or otherwise, is out of the question for Clemmie. A breathlessness attack in an office or on a checkout could land her straight back in hospital.

Clemmie’s breathlessness attacks are frightening, even for him, who’s had fifteen years to get used to them. You can see the stress they put on her heart fighting for some oxygen, even with the respirator. Clemmie would like to get a job, even just something voluntary in Saint Vinny de Paul, but it’s simply out of the question. He suspects that she often feels guilty about it, so he sings as he’s coming down the path, and knocks on the window, to let her know he’s had a good day, which he has, and that he’s coming home happy, which he is.

“... Wake up... wake up, you...”

‘The Red Red Robin’ freezes in his throat.

Clemmie isn’t in the kitchen cooking dinner at all, she’s lying flat on her back on their bed! 

She’s not breathing! He can see it through the glass. She’s flat on her back on the bedspread and her breathing’s stopped!

He panics. It’s difficult to see. There’s a reflection on the glass from the veranda lamp playing tricks with the light from an open door inside... but her pink negligee... it isn’t stirring! The bed is neatly made as usual, the floral cover she bought at Grace Brothers is smooth and immaculate, and Clemmie’s lying on top of it unmoving. The negligee’s crumpled bodice and sheer pink nylon waver in the glass. Clemmie isn’t breathing! He’s standing in the terminal ward at Saint Georges’ Hospital staring at an empty bed, her things already gone from the bedside table, the doctors’ prognosis come true. It’s happened. It’s finally happened, after fifteen years, she’s.

The relief is so sudden and strong, Ray whimpers out loud. He has to press his forehead against the glass to handle it. He laughs flat out, brow squashed against the glass. What an idiot he is! What a dill!

Clemmie doesn’t wear that pink negligee any more. He hasn’t seen that old pink nightie for donkey’s years. He’s seeing things. It’s being late home, and what Stephen said at the barbecue, and that night in the terminal ward coming back to him, when her bed was empty, her flowers and magazines gone, her bed stripped, new pillows waiting for the next hopeless case. It’s just the gloaming, the glare in the glass, playing tricks with him.

Whatever made her dig that old pink thing out? And lay it on the bed, all spread out like that? Like a dead person? No wonder his eyes played silly buggers with him. She’s even draped the shoulder straps, delicate pink ribbon shoulder straps, on the pillow as if her shoulders are still inside them. She must have specially plumped the bodice up, the bodice is a darker cherry-coloured silk, to look as if her breasts are still inside it. The crazy old thing! The sheer nylon below the bodice has been smoothed out so fastidiously he can see the roses on the bedspread through the gossamer stuff.

Ray’s relief is so great he stands shaking his head. What the hell made her dig that old negligee out? He hasn’t seen it for ten, fifteen years. More! From before Stephen was born. He hasn’t seen that old nightie of hers since they were first married, since their honeymoon, in Woy Woy, the Linga Longa Guest House. God, she was lovely that night! And so shy! They only had one room, they had to share the bathroom. Clemmie never liked to get changed in front of him. She came back from the bathroom in his dressing gown, and he untied the belt and opened the terry towel lapels, and she sort of shimmered, the loveliest thing he ever saw.

“... Wake up... wake up, you sleepy head...!”

Ray picks up his briefcase and heads for the front door.

“... Cheer up... cheer up... get out of bed...!”

The front door is unlocked as usual. Clemmie gets a bit claustrophobic. He scolds her about people walking into the house, but she doesn’t like to feel shut in. There’s something wonderfully open and welcoming about Clemmie, even after fifteen years of illness. Ray gets ‘The Red Red Robin’ going, louder, even happier than before, as he comes through the front door.

She isn’t in the living room. She still hasn’t heard him.

Ray drops his briefcase by the room divider.

He feels like rousing on her. He wants to tell her off, giving him a shock like that, with the negligee, but he decides not to mention it. Late home, the nightie, it’s been an unsettling enough start to the evening as it is. Clemmie’s okay, that’s all that counts. She’s a lovely dreamy person, but sometimes her dreaminess can take strange directions, and end up in odd places, emotionally speaking. Being stuck in the house all day gets her down a bit. She needs a break from the cooking and cleaning sometimes. It’s lucky they’ve got the holiday coming up in a month. Clemmie’s looking forward to Noosa as much as he is.

Yes. She’s in the kitchen. He can hear her through the louver doors. The spuds bubbling furiously. Clemmie doesn’t believe in simmering. A sizzle from the frying pan. She hasn’t heard him coming down the path. The sound he loves most of all, quieter, but more welcoming, than spuds or frying pan, Clemmie breathing! If he keeps very still he can hear it, the scratchy wheeze of her inhaling, getting her three quarters of a lung topped up. The gurgle of panic—there’s not enough oxygen—then—what he loves the most— the relaxed sieving sound as the spent air pushes its way back out through the phlegm, her gratitude that she’s still alive.

Listening to Clemmie breathe, Ray touches the roots of happiness. ‘Zip-a-dee-doo-dah’, ‘The Red Red Robin’, don’t come near it. Ray knows he can get on peoples’ nerves sometimes with his singing, but he doesn’t care. He’s so happy he’d explode if he didn’t have the safety valve of a cheery tune and a ready smile.

A lid clanks in the kitchen. The tap goes on then off. A whiff of fried sausages comes through the louvers. She doesn’t even know he’s home. She hasn’t heard ‘The Red Red Robin.’ Tonight she hasn’t heard that he’s home.

Ray steps softly into the living room, stretching out this moment of unalloyed pleasure.

A large book lies on the coffee table.

It can’t be one of Stephen’s. Stephen never leaves his books lying around in the living room. Stephen doesn’t like Ray delving into them and bringing their salient morbidity to his attention. Monsieur Dostoyevsky and his mates keep themselves to themselves in Stephen’s bedroom. Clemmie must have brought this one out to have a look at while he was at work. She’s been reading it! She’s been looking through Stephen’s reading matter!

The book lies open on the marble table top under Clemmie’s lampshade from her lampshade making class. It’s a large volume in stiff covers, more like a hardback road atlas than the sort of thing you’d expect to find on a coffee table. Clemmie bought the coffee table in Mark Foys. It’s her pride and joy, Mark Foys’ ‘Florentine’ coffee table. Its marble top has a gilded filigree surround and stands on fancy golden legs.

Ray picks up the book.

The Inferno by Dante Alighieri.

Okay. Ray knows who Dante is. Living with Stephen it’s impossible not to know who Dante is.

He flicks through a few pages. It doesn’t take long for the relevant features to emerge. The Poet’s descent into Hell. Sin and retribution. Flakes of fire. Boiling oil. The damned assigned to various degrees of torment.

He goes back to the page where the book was open, where Clemmie must have been reading before she returned to the kitchen to carry on with the dinner. It’s written in poetry: 

‘... and as bread

Is ravened up through hunger, the uppermost

Did so apply his fangs to the other’s brain,

Where the spine joins it...’

Meaningless. Completely and utterly incomprehensible. Like all poetry, except Banjo Patterson and ‘My Love Is Like A Red Red Rose’, the words fail to make sense. Did so apply his fangs to the other’s brain? It sickeningly fails to make sense. There’s no rhymes. The words are divided up any old how. The sentences are deliberately broken down so you can’t follow them. It’s up to you whether ‘ravened’ means ‘ravenous’, or a black bird with a big beak. ‘Uppermost’ just hangs there looking out over blank paper. ‘Uppermost’ of what? Suit yourself. Ray gets the feeling this Dante guy is being deliberately incomprehensible. When, the thing is, happiness is always understandable.

Dante can go take a bloody running jump, along with Nietzsche and Marcel Proust, and all the other articulators of the incomprehensible.

‘Did so apply his fangs to the other’s brain... WHERE THE SPINE JOINS IT...’?

Ray feels ill. He feels sick to his stomach. It’s enough to put you off your dinner.

One bloke’s eating another bloke’s brains!

Ray throws the book down on the marble table top.

What the hell does Stephen see in this stuff? Just because something’s written in poetry doesn’t make it any less repulsive.

One bloke’s feasting on another bloke’s grey matter!

That’s it. He’s had enough. For himself, he doesn’t care. This tripe doesn’t affect him. But Clemmie’s sensitive. Clemmie can get in some weird states of mind, especially lately. She shouldn’t have to read stuff like this! She’s worried enough about Stephen as it is. She’ll have one of her attacks worrying herself sick about Stephen’s state of mind. The bin’s where this rubbish belongs.

He picks the book up again.

‘... Not more furiously

On Menalippus’s temples Tydeus gnawed

Than on that skull and on its garbage he...’

One guy's gnawing another guy's skull and feasting on the garbage inside!

It’s sick. It’s perverted. It’s not right. Ray has an abbreviation for this sort of thing: PSD. Pain, Suffering and Death. Stephen's daily diet.

The bloke—Ray skims—Count Ugolino is so RAVENOUS he’s gnawing the other bloke’s brain stem through the back of his skull!

He shakes his head. Clemmie’s easily upset. No wonder she gets in strange moods, does strange things, like the nightie. Stephen’s making her sick with worry and then she goes and drags this trash out of his bedroom and reads it, trying to ‘understand him’, when there’s nothing to understand except that Stephen’s hell bent on making himself and everybody around him unhappy.

Ray reads it again. There’s two of them, Count Ugolino and another bloke, Archbishop Ruggieri, down in the, whatever, circle of Hell. Count Ugolino hates Archbishop Ruggieri so much he’s chomping on the back of his head!

The illustrations are nearly as bad as the ‘poetry.’ They’re even sicker if anything. The pictures are a flaming joke. They’re by, Ray checks the spine, William Blake.

Ray knows all about William Blake too. He’s English. He’s a visionary. The guy might be a visionary but he can’t draw to save his life. Ray flicks from ‘illustration’ to ‘illustration’. It’s the sort of artwork you get on religious postcards of the morbid variety. The Poet lifts his eyes to the heavens as if he’s got the poops. The naked figures have muscles in all the wrong places. You could sit on Bondi Beach for the rest of your life and never see a chest like that. There’s swirls of flame and lightning going off everywhere but the sinners and devils are as stationary as the Balmain back row. William Blake couldn’t paint his way out of a wet paper bag. PSD. It’s pure PSD.

Clemmie’s worried sick about Stephen. That’s what this is all about. Stephen knows what worrying does to Clemmie. Stephen knows what can happen when Clemmie gets upset, a major breathlessness attack could kill her, and he’s deliberately bringing this rot into the house!

There’s one illustration, Ray flicks backwards, yes, here it is, Canto Five, naked bodies, men and women with nothing on, all flung in together, and whirled up in a tornado, the Circle of the Lustful!

Ray’s scalp prickles. Stephen won’t dance with a lovely young girl like Cheryl but he’s quite at home in the Circle of the Lustful. Cheryl’s got everything that could possibly appeal to a teenage boy, a lovely face, beautiful blonde hair, a young, fit, athletic body, as well as the deeper qualities, a bubbly personality and a sunny outlook, deeper qualities which a sixteen-year-old might be forgiven for not fully appreciating, if Stephen hadn’t had them pointed out to him repeatedly. Our resident Kerouac expert’s too hip to appreciate a sunny outlook. Jean Paul Sartre’s not into fitness. Friedrich Nietzsche doesn’t approve of bubbly personalities, even when every sixteen-year-old boy in Sylvania Heights wants to go steady with Cheryl Maloney. Will Stephen get up and dance with her? Will he heck. Blue Hawaii makes him want to vomit. Stephen prefers the Circle Of The Lustful. Syphilis is sexy. Alcoholism’s a turn on. Homosexuality is avant garde. What Stephen doesn’t understand is that it’s innocence that is truly attractive. There’s more pleasure in a lovely young girl’s peck on the lips at the cinema, there’s more joy in holding hands for the first time in the Hurstville Odeon, than in anything this—Ray checks—Dido and Aeneas got up to.

Stephen doesn’t realise how lucky he is, a beautiful, fresh-faced young girl like Cheryl having a crush on him. It was patently obvious at the barbecue. There were loads of boys there, nice, cheerful young men, well dressed, but Cheryl picked out a plate of sausages and potato salad especially for Mister Moody. She knows Stephen likes potato salad, so she heaped it high. She kept topping up Stephen’s Fanta, the perfect hostess. It staggers belief, but Cheryl wants to go steady with Stephen! Dickie said so at golf. You can tell how much Cheryl likes Stephen. She wore that lovely Tahitian frock specially for him. Anyone could see she favoured him, the shy way she walked next to him, bringing him out to introduce him to her friends, her shoulder knocking gently against his shoulder, it wasn’t at all the sporty way Cheryl usually walks. She’s the Under Sixteen Swimming Champion, with a true athlete’s bearing, but there was something innocent, almost beseeching, about the way she walked next to Stephen at the barbecue, bringing him out to meet the gang. She was dying to hold hands with him. The whole barbecue could see it. That’s all, just hold hands. Not get carried off in the tornado with—Ray skims—Francesca da Rimini and Cleopatra. Perhaps it’s being older, you learn how to read the female mind, but it was easy to see why Cheryl took ‘Oklahoma’ off the record player, even though everybody was enjoying it so much, and put on ‘Blue Hawaii.’ Oklahoma’s kick-your-knees-up music for swinging your partner round. ‘Blue Hawaii’ is slow and romantic, made for dancing cheek to cheek. He’s sixteen. He’s not too young for a bit of dancing cheek to cheek. He’s had lessons. Being an only child, and going to a boys school, Stephen needs to learn about girls before it’s too late, and not from some sadomasochistic thirteenth century poet. ‘Come on, Stephen! Elvis! Blue Hawaii!’ If ever there was a moment when a young woman was at her most irresistible, that was it. And Stephen...?... ‘Blue Hawaii’ makes me want to...’

There’s things you mustn’t think about. Being happy is an art. It’s not a matter of avoiding unpleasantness. It’s just that once the unpleasantness has occurred it needs to be dealt with, not dwelt upon. Everybody was shocked. People were horrified by the rude way he said it. Clemmie was appalled. She was immediately out of breath. They had to go straight home, get Clemmie to the respirator. He asked Stephen a question on the way home in the car. He put it to him straight. The only question worth asking. Did Mister Know-all have an answer? Did our resident genius deign to reply? Knows everything but can’t face the truth. When his mother gets upset she stops breathing. When she stops breathing you can see what the strain’s doing to her heart. Stephen could see it with his own two eyes. It was one of the worst attacks ever, worse than anything Ray’s ever had to witness, even in her terminal ward days. It put the kybosh on the whole evening. He had to get Clemmie home on the double, before she blacked out. What he asked Stephen in the car speeding home was the essential question, the nitty gritty itself, but as per usual Stephen wasn’t listening. When negativity reaches that level, it’s not a matter of avoiding it, avoiding it is counterproductive, it’s a matter of staying positive, of taking positive action. Stephen’s going to say sorry to Cheryl. He’s going to say sorry to Cheryl in a way that’s appropriate.

Ray opens the Odeon envelope. He takes the pair of cinema tickets out and places them on the dining room table. He weights them down with Clemmie’s Lladro Shepherdess.

Stephen’s going to take Cheryl to see ‘Blue Hawaii’ Saturday night if it kills him. And he’d better bloody well enjoy it!
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CHAPTER THREE
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He can’t bear it. He’s staring into the abyss. He’s on the brink. At the very edge. It’ll be a tight call what gives him the final shove, ‘Zip-a-dee-doo-dah’ or ‘The Red Red Robin.’

No. As he falls into outer darkness, a question will ring out loud and clear, Dad peering over the brink, watching him drop, still smiling: ‘Are you trying to kill your mother?!’

Stephen closes his bedroom door behind him— it doesn’t have a lock— throws his school bag in the corner and falls onto the bed.

First the Maloney’s barbecue. Now this.

Two cinema tickets, sitting on the dining room table, to see ‘Blue Hawaii’ next Saturday, Hurstville Odeon, the eight o’clock performance.

Crime. And Punishment.

Dad wants him to take Cheryl Maloney to see ‘Blue Hawaii’ to say sorry for ‘Blue Hawaii makes me want to vomit.’

It’s fiendish. It’s vicious. Dante couldn’t have conceived such syllogistic revenge, and Dante’s a morbid Medieval ratbag.

Stephen groans out loud. It’s not ‘Blue Hawaii’ that makes him want to vomit, it’s Cheryl Maloney.

It’s not even Cheryl. Cheryl’s lovely. Cheryl’s really pretty. She’s quite intelligent for a South Billabong girl. It’s her happiness he can’t stand. Her sunniness is too much for him. It’s her positive outlook and general optimism, it’s everything Dad likes about her, that turns his stomach.

Why can’t she go and see ‘Blue Hawaii’ on her own? Or with a girlfriend? Or with some shit-eating grinner who believes in the goodness of human nature? He’s seen the trailer. The trailer’s enough. The fashion connection was obvious. Cheryl’s Tahitian dress was pretty much a proposition, its Gauguinesque riot of frangipani and birds of paradise an unsubtle allusion to the movie’s Waikiki theme. If Cheryl’s so pleased with life, why is it a matter of life and death she sees the ‘Production Of The Year’ with him? He’s not paranoid. He’s not trying to kill his mother. He just doesn’t want to spend a ‘songsational’ night in America’s ‘Exotic Eden’ next to a girl with a bouffant the size of a racing driver’s helmet, alright? She even wore a jacaranda in it.

Stephen groans out loud.

He cares about authenticity. Staying real is important to him. You don’t need to be Michel Foucault to know what Elvis playing a ukulele means. He only said what he said because it needed saying. He only said it to stop himself saying something even more authentic. Who do these Hollywood people think they are? Elvis is finished. Hollywood’s destroyed him. The man who rocked the jailhouse, ‘The Newest Brightest Star On The Flag’! Snake Hips in a GI uniform! He tried to explain to Dad about pre- and post- King Creole but the old man was too busy speeding home without pranging his new car.

And now these cinema tickets.

He’s got to make a stand, before Dad drives him insane.

Stephen climbs to his feet. He can’t even drag his desk over to the door to jam the door shut. It’s a built-in unit.

He opens the lid of his record player. He takes ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ from its cover and pulls the disk two-fingered from its sleeve. A scratch now will finish him off.

He threads the disk onto the spindle, and slides the knob to PLAY.

The platter smacks the turntable like a suicide hitting a sidewalk. The stylus swings out, hovers, drops, and catches its breath in vinyl, a diver plunging into a lake of black ice.

Stephen stretches out full length on the bed and waits. He waits for Mum’s gum leaf curtains to turn to jaundiced blinds in a dead beat flop house. He waits for his built-in desk-and-bed unit that Dad and Uncle Dickie carpentered when they built Yakka to change to a lonesome night stand. He waits for his piano, the Waldstein Sonata open on the rack, to go out of tune. He waits for his football pennants and map of the world to turn into patches of damp and peeling paper on a doss house wall. He waits for Cheryl Maloney wanting to go steady with him to turn into a bad dream. He waits for his heart to break.

His baby’s left him.

He waits for that wrenching feeling in his chest.

He’s found a new place to dwell.

For his stomach to tear open.

He’s down at the end of lonely street. Fuck Yakka. In HEARTBREAK HOTEL.

Not a pang. Nothing.

Not even any of that twisted, used-up sensation.

He’s too depressed to have a broken heart. Despair’s not an option when Dad’s around. If Dad walks in now there’ll be hell to pay. Lying on your bed before lights out is a sure sign of incipient madness.

He switches the record player up loud.

HE’S SO LONELY. SO LONELY.

No he’s not. You’re never alone with a father like his.

HE’S SO LONELY, HE COULD DIE. 

Hopeless. Completely hopeless. It’s not the barbecue. It’s happiness. It’s finally happening. Happiness is pushing him under. Dad always gets his way. Mad people usually do. It’s the two tickets sitting on the dining room table that are insane. It’s Dad wanting him to take Cheryl Maloney to see ‘Blue Hawaii’ that’s fully certifiable. He needs to say so. He has to stand up straight, square his shoulders, take a deep breath and say it out loud: ‘If you’re so bloody keen on her seeing ‘Blue Hawaii’, take her your freaking self.’ He’s got to put up a fight. Except he can already feel it coming, the question to which there’s no answer, the cheery smile with which the question’s put to him, the happiest smile in the history of the rictus: ‘Are you trying to kill your mother?’ Perhaps he should have said yes.

Stephen stares down at his books, scattered round the room, on the floor, on the chair, the desk. Penguin classics. Faber and Faber. Everyman. His Folio Society ‘Inferno’. Books have always seen him through. They’re not seeing him through any more.

Not even Kerouac. Not even Jack could have survived a Lamont/Maloney Gang barbecue.

‘... Dig old Dad, that hipster angel, riffing his Red Robin in the bop Australian night...’

Jack would have locked himself in the dunny with a flagon of rotgut.

Proust?

‘... No sooner had the warm Fanta, mixed with the ash of cindered sausage, touched my palate than a shudder ran through my whole body. From whence could it have come? This get-up-and-dance, what’s-the-matter-with-you joy...?’

Marcel wouldn’t have even made it to the sausage sizzle. The Faubourg Sylvania Heights would have broken his legs before he got off the bus.

Greene?

‘... He put the muzzle to his temple and squeezed the trigger. There was a loud report: CHE-EEEEEEESE!...’

Nietzsche?

‘... Goest thou to Cheryl Maloney? Remember to take thy quip!...’

Not even Dante could have survived it:

‘... And so descried, through sizzler smoke,

de rigeur dance, on-pain-of-death-sing-along, 

the Circle Of The Happy...’

Stephen paces to the window and back to the bed again. He can feel a cramp coming on, lactic acid from the stress building up in his calf muscles, his knee still stiff where he caught a high tackle in last season’s semi. Football injury. It’s the only pain he can manage.

The Faubourg Sylvania Heights? Stephen groans out loud. Now Dad’s worried about him being a homo too. Perhaps he is. It would explain a lot.

Cheryl Maloney is very pretty. Blonde bangs. Tanned face. A swimming champion’s physique. A bright smile. Strong legs. His nausea at the barbecue was powerfully physical. Perhaps it was homosexual fastidiousness. She walked close beside him, hips bumping, arm dangling, taking him through to the back yard to meet the gang, shoulders grazing, fingers touching, her Tahitian skirt a half an inch shorter than her other voluble frocks, taken up especially for him.

It’s time to make a stand. Dad’s the enemy, not Cheryl.

He shuts his eyes. He pictures Cheryl pulling him into Mrs Maloney’s laundry instead of out the back yard, hiking up the frangipanis and birds of paradise and straddling him over the washing machine. He pictures it in some detail. He’s read Henry Miller.

Nothing.

Not a tingle.

The throb from his knee’s stronger than anything between his legs, and it wasn’t all that bad a tackle.

There’s something wrong with him. He’s fully aware that he shouldn’t have said what he said. It should be possible to at least like Cheryl as a person, even if he recoils from touching her. He should be able to admire her from a distance. Not only is she pretty, she’s intelligent. As Dad keeps pointing out, Cheryl’s ahead of him at school in spite of his considerably higher I.Q. It was brave the way she took off ‘Oklahoma’, in the middle of ‘Surrey With The Fringe On Top’ and put on ‘Blue Hawaii.’ As soon as he heard the Hawaiian guitars and hoola hoola beat he knew he was fucked. As he opened his mouth to explain he could hear it coming, the big question, the only relevant enquiry, over the driver’s shoulder, in the rear view mirror, speeding home to Mum’s ventilator:

“Are you trying to kill your mother?”

Yes? Or no?

The driver so used to smiling he didn’t even realise he was beaming.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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They cruise the Shelley Beach car-park, searching for a free space.

Clemmie smiles through the windscreen at the sea. She tries not to wheeze. She’s looking forward to their walk, well, her walk, it’s hardly a walk for Ray. Ray takes her halfway along the coastal path, then, when she’s reached the mid distance, sprints back to the car, speeds round to Bass and Flinders Point and is ready waiting for her at the foot of the final incline so he can help her up the slope to the lookout... still... she does her best not to wheeze. She’s looking forward to some fresh air, she doesn’t want Ray to start fussing.

She tries to relax. Ray can tell when she’s got things on her mind—not just worrying about Stephen, she’s always worrying about Stephen— that old negligee of hers.

“What a beautiful day!”

“It sure is.”

She remembered it when Stephen wouldn’t dance with Cheryl. At the barbecue. Her old pink negligee came into her mind when Cheryl started crying. Then she had to go and be stupid, and dig it out last week and lay it out on the bed. And now, yesterday, running into Maureen Clements after all these years.

One worry always leads to another.

She hopes Ray doesn’t strike up a verse of ‘Zip-a-dee-doo-dah’ just now. Maureen’s news upset her.

“Makes you feel lucky to be alive!”

“Yes, indeed.”

It does, too. The horizon sparkling. The waves soughing—what a lovely word, ‘sough’—a breeze rustling the scabbards of the Norfolk Island pines. Clemmie can remember, as a girl, rubbing the spiky Norfolk Island fronds between her fingers and pulling out their sticky spines, like moist rapiers from their scabbards, and breathing in the heady tang.

“Is that a space up there?”

“I’m not sure.”

Typical! It’s just like her to be daydreaming about the past, well, worrying about the past, instead of helping Ray find a place to park. The car-park seems busy this morning.

Ray’s always been a careful driver, but this morning he’s being extra careful, manoeuvring the new car round the access routes between the rows of parked vehicles. He’s only had the Holden three weeks. A brand new Holden Special Sedan! A company car! Ray’s so proud of it, and no wonder! He’s looking forward to driving it up to Noosa. The EK Sedan’s ultra spacious after the Hillman, and stylish into the bargain, with its two-tone sea-green-and-olive green upholstery. Ray says the Holden’s got something called ‘hydramatic transmission’ which means that you don’t have to know how to change gears in order to drive it, though Ray prefers using the gear stick. There’s electric windscreen wipers, and even a fresh air unit pumping cool air from the state-of-the-art dashboard onto her face to help with her breathing, though Ray’s switched the blast up a bit strong.

“What about over there?”

She squints into a dazzle of sunlight.

“I don’t think so.”

“I can’t understand it! Seven thirty and the place is packed!”

They always go for their walk early, before the heat gets up and becomes too much for her. Ray’s right. The car park’s usually empty at seven thirty, but this morning it’s chock-a-block.

“Maybe there’s a surf carnival or something.”

“At this time of the morning?”

Clemmie knows that her walks are important. She needs fresh air. With her lungs, well, lung, all but AWOL she knows that she needs to keep active. She could easily turn into an invalid, become bed-bound, not even able to cope with the housework any more. It’s exercise, and Ray, that keep her going. On the other hand, her walks need to be carefully marshalled. Ray’s only getting uptight this morning because if they have to park up on the main road it will add an extra two hundred yards to her constitutional, and they might be the two hundred yards that get too much for her, out on the path, when she’s on her own, when Ray’s on his way back to get the car.

It’ll be nice getting to Noosa—less than a month now!— and relaxing for a fortnight. Ray can have a decent walk himself at Noosa, that big long beach reaching into the sunset, plenty of nice rocks for her to sit on and wait for the gang to pick her up on their way back to the Sands.

“There’s one!”

“Quick!”

A green car is backing out of the line of vehicles down near the pavilion.

“Taken!” says Ray.

He’s right. Another car is poised to nab the space.

That last one, at the barbecue, was a bad one. Ray dreads her attacks as much as she does. She’s been having them for fifteen years and she still hasn’t got used to the snatching sensation, her airways grabbing at the air, clenching to get it down, the giddiness as the breathlessness gets bad and the dread that her heart’s going to stop beating. Bending over and shoving her hand between her legs helps, but she looks so stupid. She’s got the ventilator and the oxygen bottles at home, but they’re too heavy to take on a walk. The worst attacks are when she’s out somewhere on her own and Ray’s not there and she suddenly gets scared, though Saturday’s at the barbecue, when Stephen wouldn’t dance with Cheryl, was even worse than that.

“Look at that! Selfish bastard!”

“What?”

“Some people!”

Worrying about an attack makes an attack more likely to happen. Worrying’s stupid too. It’s been scientifically proven that the human body can go much longer without oxygen than people think. Not just scientifically proven, either. She read in a magazine about a yogi who went for a whole week without breathing. Ray poo-poos the idea. Ray says it was a hoax and the bloke was a charlatan. But they buried him! Under the ground! For seven days! She read it in National Geographic. Trained scientists were there to check for aqualungs and oxygen lines. Ray laughs at her. Clemmie knows she’s inclined to be a bit gullible. But somehow, from her own experience, she trusts that yogi. She believes he really did last for a week on one breath. He found some way of not worrying.

“Ignorant bastard!”

She sits up straight and tries to concentrate. Ray never usually swears.

“What a bloody pig!”

For a moment she’s lost. They’ve stopped dead. They’ve stopped dead right by the start of the cliff path, the ideal place to park. Ray’s gesticulating at one of the parked cars in front of them.

“I’ve a good mind to bloody well report him!”

Ray’s pointing at a car. The car’s a large one. A high black station wagon. There doesn’t seem to be anything the matter with it. The station wagon is parked nose in to the kerb like all the other vehicles. It’s well clear of the white lines on either side of its space. There doesn’t seem to be anyone in it.

“Why? What’s wrong? What’s the matter?”

“What’s wrong?!”

Ray jabs his finger.

“He’s in a NO PARKING bay! That space is reserved for the emergency services!”

She peers at the station wagon. It seems to be parked on blank asphalt. The only white lines she can see are the two lines marking the edges of the space.

“How many bloody spaces does he want?!”

“Why? What spaces?”

Ray’s gesticulating at a boat, parked in the space next to the station wagon. It’s some sort of speed boat, up on a trailer, standing, outboard engine out, beside the station wagon.

She doesn’t understand. Ray’s angry about the speed boat as well as the station wagon. He jabs his finger at the trailer.

“Look! Just look at that!”

“Look at what?”

The asphalt beneath the trailer is criss-crossed with white lines. White lining letters on the bitumen say NO PARKING.

“You’ve got to walk two hundred yards from the main road because this boofhead thinks he owns the bloody place!”

Ray’s such a cheerful person, he only ever gets upset at gross ignorance. But she can’t see anything grossly ignorant about a speedboat parked next to its car.

“Well...” She’s getting confused. “... I suppose he needs to park his boat too...” If the man parked his station wagon with the trailer still fixed to the back of it, the boat would stick out into the access roadway and no one would be able to get round to the exit, if the boat and station wagon are together, that is. She feels a bit woozy. It’s the lack of oxygen. When you’ve got emphysema you can... emphysema! Maureen! Maureen’s terrible news! “...Oh... ... by the way...” She’s definitely started wheezing. It’s not just Maureen. It’s Stephen and Cheryl. And her negligee. It’s thinking about what Maureen told her. “... I ran into Maureen Clements yesterday. You remember Maureen and Alex...?”

“Selfish bastard!”

Ray already knows! Ray’s run into Alex somewhere separately himself!

“She told me about Alex.”

“It’s obviously his!”

Ray’s incredible. He keeps tabs on everything. They haven’t seen Maureen and Alex for donkey’s years, and yet somehow Ray knows about Alex’s love child!

“I ran into her yesterday.”

Ray’s rooting around in the glove box.

“Who?”

“Maureen Clements.”

He tears a sheet of paper out of an exercise book.

“St Georges Maureen?”

“Yes.”

Ray stops and looks at her. ‘St Georges’ is a special word between them. St Georges never fails to get Ray’s attention.

“How is she?”

‘St Georges’ is what the yogi would call a ‘word of power.’ St Georges Hospital brought her and Ray together. It still does. The Isolation Ward. The pulmonary specialists. In those days—fifteen years ago!—there’d been no qualms about calling it the Terminal Ward. The time they moved her bed and Ray thought she’d gone. The consultant asking if she’d be a guinea pig for a new drug, streptomycin, and it saved her life. ‘St Georges’ can stop the whole world in its tracks, and leave the two of them—even sitting in a car in a beach car-park—looking over the edge of the abyss.

“How is Maureen?”

“Not well.”

Not well is a cop out. Not well politely sidesteps the truth. Maureen’s out of her mind with grief and hurt. Maureen’s devastated.

“Alex should make her get more exercise.”

Clemmie and Maureen were in neighbouring beds in the Terminal Ward, Clemmie for six months, Maureen for four. They struck up an acquaintance. Considering how much they had in common, their battle with TB, their supportive husbands, it’s strange that they didn’t become anything more than acquaintances. Back then, Maureen was a pretty, vivacious woman of twenty-eight, prettier than Clemmie, though Ray would never have it. Ray’s loyalty to her good looks has grown over the years in proportion to her good looks vanishing. Now that she has a bloated abdomen, thinning hair and a blotchy face, Ray treats her as if she’s Marilyn Monroe. ‘Maureen beautiful?!’ he used to ask, with mock surprise. ‘I’ll grant you she’s vivacious.’ In those days Maureen had certainly been more vivacious than Clemmie. More full of life. More attractive. More everything. Clemmie never minded. In fact, Ray minded more than she did, talking to her like she was Marilyn Monroe.

Men are more competitive than women, even when it comes to supporting sick wives. Maureen’s husband, Alex, was almost as loyal as Ray during Maureen’s illness. Alex visited her almost as often as Ray visited Clemmie. Alex risked infection with almost as much courage as Ray. Alex slept almost as many critical nights in the waiting room as Ray did. Over the long years of convalescence, Alex chauffeured Maureen round almost as assiduously as Ray chauffeurs Clemmie around. Almost as loving as Ray is love indeed. It’s what makes Maureen’s news so tragic.

“Apparently Alex has...”

Ray’s gone! The engine’s idling, but Ray’s door is wide open! The driver’s seat is empty!

“Ray! No!”

He’s jamming the sheet of paper under the station wagon’s windscreen wiper! He’s wrenching at the wiper, forcefully stuffing the paper beneath it.

“Ray!”

Groups of bathers are coming up the steps from the beach.

“Ray, don’t.”

He’s grabbed the trailer's tow bar! Some men come out of the pavilion.

“Ray...!”

He’s lifting the tow bar from where it’s sitting on its prop! Ray’s pushing the trailer backwards out of the space!

“Ray, no...!”

Her voice doesn’t make it through the windscreen.

Ray’s face is bright red. The speed boat’s big. It’s too heavy for him.

He’s swinging the trailer backwards out into the road! Its mudguard is scratching the station wagon’s paintwork!

There’s a judder as he dumps the boat in the middle of the road. He comes back dusting his hands.

“There! That’s better!”

He jumps in.

“Ray. It says NO PARKING.”

He swings the Holden into the empty space.

He smiles at her. His ‘Zip-a-dee-doo-dah’ smile.

“If he can park there, snooks, so can we. You’re not walking two hundred yards from the main road just because he’s a selfish pig, and that’s all there is to it.”

She’s wheezing. She’s feeling really quite woozy.

“I think I’ll just sit here for a while, Ray, before we start.”

“You’re the boss.”

His fingers drum the steering wheel.

Out at sea, a long way out, past the reef, almost halfway to Shark Island, heads bob up and down in the flashing waves. She was a good swimmer when she was young. Before she contracted TB she could swim out to Shark Island and back without a breather. She still loves the water. Now that she can’t swim, Ray’s found a rubber inner tube off a truck, a massive tube of rubber off a lorry from the brickworks. He’s tied some webbing in the middle for her to sit in, and when the surf’s not too rough he takes her out in it till the waves are almost over his head so she can feel the swell lifting her up and down.

She glances across at him. Ray’s a handsome man. Stephen gets his dark good looks—‘saturnine’ she thinks it’s called, another nice word—as well as his brains, from Ray. The fact that Ray’s good looking shouldn’t make Maureen’s news more disturbing, but somehow it does. Ray’s quite tough, under his cheerful exterior. Ray’s strong. He can be charismatic when he wants to. He doesn’t seem to have scratched the station wagon, thank God. The note under the windscreen wiper might be a bit hot headed, but if the owner comes back, Ray will deal with it. Ray always deals with things. She shouldn’t judge him, not after what Maureen’s told her about Alex. Ray’s always been a better man than Alex. Moving someone’s trailer’s not a crime. Parking in a NO PARKING bay isn’t the end of the world. NO PARKING means nothing to Ray when it comes to making sure she leads a normal life.

There was that time in the Montefiore Monastery, on their European tour—Ray wasn’t about to let her miss Europe—when he parked in the Pope’s parking space so she could see the procession. She’s pretty sure they said it was the Pope’s parking space, there were enough polizia waving their arms and people shouting. It was right outside the chapel door, RESERVATO or something. Some of the police had sub machine guns and spoke no English, but Ray still managed to convey the fact that she’d never have made it up the hill from the public car-park. Perhaps emphysema is the same word in Italian. The policeman ended up being so sympathetic he personally escorted them round the church and showed them photos of his daughters.

She sits on a long shallow breath, and tries to calm down. Things have been a bit tense since the barbecue.

“Oh... I was just saying. I ran into Maureen on Friday. We had coffee in Mark Foys.”

“Mm. How is Maureen?”

“She’s. In a bit of a state.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. About Alex.”

Maybe she’s getting anxious over nothing. Digging that old nightie out! Laying it out on the bed. The V neckline, the petal bodice, the sheer nylon she wore at Linga Longa. She must have been in a bit of a state herself. Maureen’s news has sent her a trifle dotty. She’s getting worried over nothing. Ray doesn’t seem to be too concerned about it. Maureen’s news hasn’t disturbed his good mood. Alex having a love child doesn’t seem to have thrown Ray in the slightest.

“What about Alex?”

“Well. You know. His baby.”

“What baby?”

“Like you said. It’s obviously his.”

“Baby? I thought Maureen couldn’t have children.”

It’s the one thing she and Maureen don’t have in common, the one area where she genuinely pities her friend. By the grace of God, she and Ray had had Stephen before her TB flared up—afterwards having more children was out of the question— while poor Maureen and Alex had put off having a baby and after Maureen recovered they were left childless.

“Poor Maureen.”

“Why poor?”

“I feel so sorry for her.”

“Sorry for Maureen?”

“Well. She’s got nothing.” Maureen was in a terrible state in Mark Foys. “And we’ve got Stephen. We’re so lucky.”

Ray guffaws.

“Lucky? Stephen?!”

He doesn’t mean it. Ray loves Stephen. He worries about Stephen as much as she does. That’s why he nags him so much, instead of letting Stephen develop at his own pace. It’s the reason Ray bought those stupid cinema tickets she saw on the dining room table, to take Cheryl to the cinema. Ray only pushes Stephen at Cheryl because he’s anxious about Stephen’s emotional immaturity. Stephen’s an only child. He goes to a boys school. He hasn’t had any experience of rubbing shoulders with girls. Ray only wants Stephen to be happy.

“Monsieur La Nausée?”

It’s only Ray’s way of talking.

“Mister Brown,” she reminds him. “Says Stephen’s the brightest student Port Harrow’s ever had.”

“Bright? Stephen can’t see the wood for the PSD.”

She wishes Ray would stop making his PSD jokes. Stephen only goes on about Pain, Suffering and Death because he’s a thoughtful person. Ray’s bright himself. It’s Ray that Stephen gets his brains from. It’s not Stephen’s fault, or those books Stephen reads’ fault either, that Ray had to leave school when he was fourteen.

“Goes round in that pullover, face as long as a wet week. I’m amazed Cheryl even looks at him.”

“They’re just friends, Ray.”

“He’ll never meet a girl as nice as Cheryl.”

“He’s only sixteen.”

She thinks about that yogi, sitting in his box, or coffin, or whatever it was they put him in, under the ground, no airlines, no hidden aqualungs, no ventilators, listening to the clods banging on the roof as they filled in the hole he was buried in, grave she guesses you’d have to call it, and not worrying about anything. Not the slightest little anxiety. Not even the worries you don’t even know you have. That’s the thing. You can be worrying about something, in fact, something can be gnawing away at you, without your knowing anything about it. Like her negligee, at the barbecue. Barbecues aren’t the place to remember seductive lingerie you wore on your honeymoon, but one minute she was watching Cheryl switch off ‘Oklahoma’, everybody amazed because she was putting on ‘Blue Hawaii’, and the next minute she was picturing, it wasn’t even a memory, she could see him, Ray opening the dressing gown and looking at her in her negligee. One minute Cheryl was asking Stephen to dance, ‘Come on, Stephen. Elvis! Blue Hawaii’, and the next minute she’d gone hot all over and she could feel Ray pulling the pink ribbon strap down over her shoulder. God! She hasn’t thought about anything stupid like that, let alone pictured it, for sixteen years, not even at home in bed with Ray, let alone at a Lamont/Maloney Gang sausage sizzle.

“If he doesn’t want to see ‘Blue Hawaii’, Ray, he doesn’t want to see it.”

“You ready for your walk?”

“It’s not worth fighting over.”

“Come on. The heat’s getting up.”

Ray’s a sunny, happy-go-lucky person. He believes in the power of positive thinking. He’s a good man. But sometimes Clemmie wonders if there isn’t a power of negative thinking too. Perhaps that’s her problem. Worrying about things can make them happen. And the things you don’t even know you’re worried about can make even worse things happen than the upshots of your day-to-day anxieties. It’s as if you’re doing magic without being aware of it. Ray would poo-poo the idea, but digging out the negligee and putting it on the bed made her run into Maureen Clements and hear Maureen’s news, which has got her more worried than ever about Ray wanting Stephen to take Cheryl to the cinema.

Alex, Maureen’s husband, has been visiting a prostitute.

Maureen’s beside herself with shock and hurt. They were two hours over one coffee in Mark Foys’ cafeteria. The waitress was getting quite uppity. Maureen really does have something to cry about. Maureen was in a state, but all Clemmie could think about was herself and Ray. One minute they were discussing the new swimwear range, the next minute it all came flooding out: Alex has been visiting a prostitute once a fortnight for the last fifteen years. But that’s not the terrible bit. That’s not what’s shocking. Alex has been visiting a prostitute once a fortnight for the last sixteen years with Maureen’s full knowledge and consent! Clemmie tried her best to be supportive, but she couldn’t stop thinking about herself and Ray. Alex is a good husband, was a good husband. He asked Maureen first if he could go and pay for sex, and only went and did it after Maureen said that he could! ‘When I came out of hospital I was too sick to have sex with him, Clemmie. And later on, with my stomach ballooning and my hair falling out, I just couldn’t get into it. And I could see how much Alex was suffering.’

Clemmie felt dreadful. She’d never even wondered if Ray was suffering, or how much, because he’s always had a smile on his face and a song on his lips. There was an embarrassing pause in the conversation, Maureen waiting for her to confide how she’d dealt with the problem, Clemmie’s Danish pastry turning to acid in her stomach. She stuck to giving Maureen philosophical consolation. She copped out. But it turned out that even Maureen’s permitting her husband to visit a prostitute wasn’t the worst bit.

It’s the same prostitute.

Alex is a naturally monogamous man. Her name’s Gina. He insists that the relationship is wholly financial—it’s certainly eaten into their savings—but— and here came the worst bit of all, why Maureen’s in a state— after sixteen years of paid relief of tension the prostitute, Gina, who you would think knew more about contraception than most women, has accidentally fallen pregnant, claiming the child is Alex’s, and Alex is now living in Kings Cross with Gina and little Nicolo.

Perhaps she should say something. If Ray’s unhappy, at least they could discuss it, instead of Ray taking it out on Stephen.

“If Stephen doesn’t fancy Cheryl, Ray, it’s up to him.”

“Fancy?! Who said anything about fancying?”

Perhaps she should do something.

Her head’s swimming. It’s the lack of oxygen. She doesn’t feel up to a walk any more. She’s roasting alive. Ray’s switched the fresh air unit off to save the battery. It’s just her emphysema. It’s only being unable to breathe that’s putting silly ideas into her head. It’s all her fault, one minute watching Cheryl ask Stephen to dance, the next minute, not even seeing, feeling Ray open the dressing gown and slipping the strap down over her shoulder, and knowing how badly he wanted her, before Stephen said that about ‘Blue Hawaii’ and Cheryl started crying and Ray went off the deep end, asking Stephen that horrible question on the way home, not even ‘Look what you’re doing to your mother!’ It’s always been ‘Look what you’re doing to your mother!’, coming home in the car ‘Are you trying to kill your mother?’ He has no right to say things like that. It’s unforgivable, even if he only says it because he worries about her so much.

“Stephen and Cheryl have always been good friends, Ray.”

It’s true. Stephen and Cheryl have always got on well together, but lately Stephen’s been doing everything he can to keep Cheryl at arm’s length.

“You’re spoiling things by pushing him.”

“Pushing? Who’s pushing?!” He opens his door. He wants to get going. “I offer him a way to make amends to Cheryl. I buy the tickets myself. It’s not much to ask, a night out with a lovely girl who likes him, is it?!”

The months in the terminal ward were so hard, having a baby at home and not being able to even hold him, let alone feed him, Stephen a bundle in Ray’s arms, in a dazzle of sunlight, through the ward window, her stomach swelling up, her hair falling out, getting used to breathing on three quarters of one lung, she can’t remember if they ever even talked about their love life, talking about a love life was more than she could manage, let alone having one, and Ray so caring and supportive, it never really came to making a decision. And now they’re forty-one years old, and she’s still a crock, and it’s too late.

“It’ll be alright, Ray.”

She’s hopeless when it comes to supporting people instead of being supported.

He shakes his head.

“It’s those bloody books he reads. Load of flaming tripe.”

Clemmie smiles to herself. At least he’s back on Sartre’s and Nietzsche’s and Dostoyevsky’s case, and not Stephen’s. He climbs out.

“Come on, snooks. Heat’s getting up.”

Long blue swells roll in from the ocean, some breaking on the rocks below, some cresting interminably as they enter the river’s mouth. The light is clear and bright. Across the estuary the cliffs of the opposite headland are so sharply cut they seem a sun-struck medallion. It’s one of those mornings when the world makes itself so beautiful it feels as if it’s almost daring you to be unhappy.

“What was that you were saying about Maureen?”

“Oh. Nothing.”

“Some terrible news?”

“No... nothing... I forget...”
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You’d think that being Sales Manager of Sydney’s only major brick company—Austral Brick has a monopoly on state-wide production—would be easy. It isn’t. One would imagine that selling bricks to builders who have nowhere else to buy them would be a piece of cake. Far from it. In fact, being a Sales Manager doesn’t seem to involve any selling at all. ‘Wails Manager’ he likes to joke with Clemmie. Fielding the complaints of aggrieved customers, their grievances all genuine. Spizak Wyszinski rang him last night at eleven, clearly drunk. ‘Mister Lamont, it is a terrible thing you have done to us.’ It is, too. People who order red textures, two hundred thousand of them, want red textures, not pink. The night before it was Janos, the aggressive one, twice, once during dinner and once around midnight. Janos is going to knock Ray’s block off next time he sees him. New Australians can get very emotional. They know red from f****** pink, alright?

That’s the trouble with monopolies, Ray can’t tell Janos and Spizak he didn’t actually make the sub-standard bricks he only sold them when he doesn’t actually sell anything.

It’s a challenge to the ‘Power Of Positive Thinking.’ It puts the Dale Carnegie programme in perspective. ‘How To Win Friends And Influence People’ was instrumental in his getting promoted to Sales Manager but winning friends is difficult when it’s New Australians who’ve basically been down out of five thousand pounds and you’re trying to influence the Boss— ‘Tell them to go fuck themselves, Ray.’

Ray pulls up outside the job. It’s a beautiful sunny morning. Eight o’clock, the best time of the day. Wyszinski Constructon’s cement mixer’s already turning. Stripped to the waist, a labourer’s shovelling in sand from the pile tipped half on site and half on the footpath. The brickies are already up on the scaffolding, throwing pink in after red. They don’t care what colour their bricks are.

Ray’s going to have a tricky report to make back to his Dale Carnegie meeting on Friday. Each week the group members give feedback on their progress at work.  The Leadership Development Programme focuses on creative problem solving and how to become a persuasive communicator but it’s harder than it sounds when you’re dealing with builders. Geoff, the course leader runs his own accountancy firm. Malcolm, who’s become a good mate, manages a plumbing warehouse out at Revesby. Gordon’s in catering. Bill’s just starting out in marketing. Kevin rents out his tennis court. They’re a nice lot of blokes—except for that pill Clancy, Doctor Howard Clancy— what the hell doctoring has to do with leadership development’s beyond Ray— he looks forward to his Friday night meetings, they’re a great group of people, all into creative problem solving, but creative problem solving’s not as easy as it looks when it comes to some people.

The tickets for ‘Blue Hawaii’ have been on the dining room table for three days now and the message still hasn’t got through, even when given to Stephen straight, man to man in the bathroom.

‘You take her, Dad.’

He’d never have believed he’d ever hear a son of his say a thing like that.

‘You’re so hot she sees ‘Blue Hawaii’, you take her.’

Herr Nietzsche’s digging his heels in— Ray’s seen the cover— moustache down over his mouth, big stare-y eyes, ‘The Will To Power.’ Never mind the will to be nice. Bugger the will to have some fun. A lovely young girl’s feelings trampled all over. The chance of a lifetime thrown back in her face. Girls as innocent and vivacious as Cheryl Maloney don’t come along every day of the week. Ray’s already said he’ll pay for the chocolates, flowers too if Stephen wants. Stephen doesn’t want. Stephen refuses point blank. Sacrificing a couple of hours on a Saturday night’s too much for our sixteen-year-old Ubermensch. The way Stephen’s carrying on Cheryl’s not going to put up with him much longer. Her crush on him will be over, and then where will Stephen be? With Dostoevsky, that’s where, redeemed by a prostitute never mind two innocent women butchered on the way. With ‘Sal Paradise’ picking up ‘Pachuco wildcats’ in bus stations. With Mister Paradise himself, the ‘Poet’, rendezvous-ing with his tottie in heaven via the Circle of the Lustful. A peck on the lips in the stalls. Holding hands on the way home. Is that too much to ask?

‘You want to date her, Dad? Be my guest.’

There’s a parking space directly outside the site, but it’s under a big ghost gum tree. He doesn’t want to risk a piece of bark—ghost gums can drop some pretty hefty lengths of bark—or worse still a whole branch falling on the Holden.

There’s a puddle of cement slurry in the gutter that doesn’t look too clever either.

Ray switches off Morning Concert, takes the key out of the ignition, and sits surveying his state of the art dashboard. For a company car, the Boss has really gone to town. There’s a dial behind the steering wheel that displays the different positions of the hydramatic three-speed automatic transmission. An arrow points to R, L, S, D, N and P— Reverse, Low, Second, Drive, Neutral and Park— on a stylish arc of tinted glass. As a long time driver, Ray prefers manual, he’s a gear stick man, but it’s still good to know you’ve got the latest technology on board. The automatic would be good for teaching Clemmie to drive, except that’s out of the question, it being a company car. He should have made her persevere on the Hillman. Clemmie gets easily flustered. She got scared she’d have an attack at the wheel and gave up. Knowing how to drive would do her confidence a world of good, even if it’s a knowledge she never uses.

You can smell how new the upholstery is. The Sedan’s a dream to drive too. He can’t wait to take it up to Noosa, the Lamont/Maloney annual getaway— less than a month now till they’re off!—six hundred miles up to Queensland and six hundred miles back, Clemmie navigating, Dickie’s Ford riding shotgun in the rear view mirror, kings of the road, the best fortnight of the year. He’s itching to get away. How great will it be to see the old Sands Hotel again! You’re wise going back to the same place every year, you don’t waste time settling in, it doesn’t take so long to relax. Especially somewhere as beautiful as Noosa Heads. The best beach in Australia, and one of the longest too. Those Queensland sunsets. Lawn tennis on the old Paspalum Centre Court. The boat trip out to Teewah Heads to see the coloured sands, Cheryl out on the wake-mobile having the time of her life, a sight for sore eyes.

Ray gets out of the car and locks it.

Life, you can’t beat it! It’s a beautiful, sunny morning, a light breeze, the sky a brilliant blue.

A fishnet singlet flaps on a scaffold tube flagpole. It’s only ten past eight, but up on the scaffolding the brickies have already taken their shirts off.

The Wyszinskis are building yet another of the two-storey, red-brick blocks of units that are springing up all over Sydney, and they’re throwing it up fast.

Between the tubes of the first flight of scaffolding, red brickwork catches the morning sun, dark red texture face bricks, Austral’s lead line, but on the second flight, up where the men are working, the bricks are no longer red. The red textures flying into the mortar from the bricklayer’s hands— bloody bricklayers stop for no man—are a light enough colour to be almost called pink. They’re not strawberry ice creams, or ingots of fairy floss. They’re still bricks. It shouldn’t matter all that much, but it does. It matters badly. Fifteen feet from the ground, the Wyszinski Construction’s block of units changes colour, quite suddenly, from dark red to borderline pink, where one kiln ran out and the next kiln started. It looks terrible. It’s unacceptable, an issue for the courts, for consumer protection. The Wyszinski brothers have had the misfortune to have their bricks delivered from two different kilns, and the burners have screwed up. The brothers could have waited till all two hundred thousand bricks were delivered and then mixed the two colours together. It might have looked okay, dappled but passable, except that that would have meant stopping work for a month and the Wyszinskis have cash flow problems. The red and pink will weather in over time, a couple of years, maybe more, they’ll slowly start to match, but the Wyszinskis don’t see it that way. They’re upset, and rightly so. Time’s not on their side. They’re going under if they can’t sell the units off plan and the colour mismatch is undermining prospective buyers’ confidence in other aspects of the project. ‘Tell them to go fuck themselves, Ray?’ The Wyszinskis are right and the Boss is wrong.
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