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Ding Bat didn’t come on Cocky Too  or Pete or Sue  or Back Road either  or dead stump neither  that pesky little flitter critter didn’t come out of the light you can’t see  little worry wing in her throat  squeaking ‘creek creek’ ‘creek creek’  when Mrs Too calls ‘EDEEEEE! YOUR TEA!’

you see there’s three types of light  there’s light you can see  n there’s light you can’t see  n there’s light in the middle

light you can see’s good cause you can see things with it  n light you can’t see’s bad cause it’s nowhere to be seen  but light in the middle’s the worst  light in the middle doesn’t bear thinking about  cause there’s no such thing as the word that starts with ‘d’ n rhymes with ‘bark’

n Ding Bat didn’t come!  that flitter critter was nowhere to be heard  let alone seen  little worry wing in her throat  squeaking ‘creek creek’ creek creek’ when Cocky’s mother calls ‘EDEEEE! YOUR TEA!’

cause you see Cocky’s not allowed to hang out out the Back Road  Cocky’s absolutely forbidden to hang loose out the Back Road  especially with Pete n Sue  the Back Road doesn’t bear thinking about  Smidger Simmonds races his hotted up old bombs in the light you can’t see  n couples park their cars in the word that starts with ‘d’ n rhymes with ‘bark’  the Back Road ought to be flaming well ashamed of itself

Cocky didn’t even know Mrs Too hadn’t even called  he just looked up  n there was nothing there  no Ding Bat  no Back Road  no dead stump  no Pete  no Sue  no speedway  Cocky couldn’t even see his cars  n they weren’t in his pocket either

n Sue said:

“I wonder what time it is?”

so Cocky started clapping  not a big clap  just a little fingertip clap in front of his eyes where no one could see

n Pete said:

“It’s bloody * * * *, Eddy!”

Pete said the word that starts with ‘d’ and rhymes with ‘bark’  Pete knows Cocky doesn’t allow that word

you see there’s three types of words  there’s good words  n there’s bad words  n there’s words in the middle

good words are good cause you can say stuff with them  n bad words are bad cause you’re not allowed to say stuff with them  but words in the middle are worst  words in the middle don’t bear thinking about let alone saying  words in the middle have one letter they begin with and another word they happen to rhyme with in case anyone wants to know what they are  but Cocky never does

so Cocky started to flap his wings

“CRAWK! CRAWK!” Cocky started to flap his wings n bounce  just little pogo bounces  not big ones  n Cocky crawked “THERE’S NO SUCH THING AS THE WORD THAT STARTS WITH ‘D’ N RHYMES WITH ‘BARK’!  CRAAAWK CRAAAWK  WASH YOUR MOUTH OUT WITH SOAP AND WATER, PETE!  CRAAAAAWK CRAAAAAWK!”

n Sue said:

“Stop that, Eddy!”

Sue pretended she was Cocky’s mother which she isn’t  Sue’s a little madam not Cocky’s mother  n Pete’s a juvenile delinquent  Pete n Sue are nothing but a pair of little ratbags

n Pete said:

“Freddy Kruger’ll getya!”

that Pete ought to wash his mouth out with soap and water  cause the minute Pete said ‘Freddy Kruger’ll getya!’ two razor blades came crisscrossing through the trees  you could only see the trees where the razor blades criss-crossed n nowhere else

n Sue said:

“Watch out, Eddy!”

cause as well as flapping his wings Cocky’s pogo bounces were getting higher n higher which no one likes for starters let alone main course

n Pete shouted:

“Get off the road, Eddy. It’s a car!”

n when Pete shouted ‘It’s a car!’ Freddy Kruger’s fingernails went straight stead of criss-cross  they weren’t razor blades after all!  they were headlights!  who would have thought?  n the headlights were coming straight at Cocky cause he wasn’t doing what he was told n getting off the road  Cocky never does what he’s told

“EDDY!”

n Cocky heard tyres squashing the blue metal UUUUUGH!  like Pop Platypus clearing his throat of an emphysema goolie

n the car hit him  well  actually  it wasn’t a car it was a van  n  well  in fact  ‘hit’s’ a bit of an overstatement  ‘brushed’ would be a better word  the van’s mudguard brushed Cocky aside quite hard  so Cocky thought no more of it  he was too busy spinning  as well as flapping and bouncing  n  doing monster claps into the bargain

“CRAAAAAAAWK! CRAAAAAAAWK!”

the van’s tyres skidded to a halt in the blue metal  n its side door pulled up right next to where Cocky was spinning and clapping  n its side door had writing on it  n the writing on the side door of the van said NSW POLICE  oh dear! Cocky was in trouble with the cops  that’s what comes of not doing what you’re told

n the side door slid open CLUNK!

“Jesus, kids!”  it was Pop Platypus’s cobber, Sergeant Hillier!  “What you doin’ out here this time of night?!”

Sergeant Hillier’s got red cheeks like a rooster  but that doesn’t mean he’s an Animal Of Battley Green like Pop Platypus or Gwen Goanna or Don and Daph Dingo or Mister and Missus Too  oh no!  not in a million years!

“Christ almighty, Pete. We coulda killed him!”

so Cocky shouted:

“NO SWEARING ALLOWED, SERGEANT! ‘CHRIST’S’ A GOOD WORD. N 'ALMIGHTY'S A GOOD WORD. BUT ‘CHRIST ALMIGHTY’S NOT FIT TO BE HEARD!”

but shouting was no use  it was too late for shouting

SNAP

light you can see came on in the back of the van  light you can see’s good except this light you can see was tired and sad  it wanted to go to sleep because it had come such a long way n not at the speed of light at all

the Eyes Of Evil looked out at Cocky  those eyes were Evil Not Sick  ALRIGHT?  it was the House Of Horrors in that back of that van  OKAY?  the Monster just sat there under the light you can see  Hanging’s Too Good For Him  GOT IT?  the Psycho just sat there under the light you can see  you could see his beanie clear as day with the blood seeping out near one of his ears  the Fiend’s glasses weren’t even straight  THAT’S THE FAIRFIELD FIEND WE’RE TALKING ABOUT HERE  GOT IT?  the Monster looked at Cocky and jabbed his glasses with his finger  JAB!  he got those glasses straight  n Cocky realised that a cancer stick was hanging from the Psycho’s lips  not only did he butcher little kiddies  HE SMOKED!

“I’m tellin’ your mother, Pete. Bringin’ him out here this time of night!”

“We never brung him! He followed us!”

Pete doesn’t like Cocky following him n Sue everywhere  especially out the Back Road

but that police sergeant was adamant

“It aint right, Sue. Keepin’ ‘im out so late!”

Sue was indignant

“It aint our fault he flaming follows us around all the time!”

Cocky made his eyes go narrow  he made Chinese eyes  Confucius he say  but Confucius was no flaming use  the Eyes Of Evil just kept on looking at him

Cocky made pumpkin mouths  PUMPKIN! YUK!  but the Psycho’s lips just kept on rolling that cancer stick round and round

“OOP OOP!”

Cocky pretended to be Ted Turkey  he clapped and spun and bounced

but it was too late  the Fairfield Fiend lifted his hand  the Psycho lifted his hand to his cancer stick  and the policeman’s hand beside him lifted to the Monster’s cancer stick too  it couldn’t help itself

n SNAP! went a little light you can see in the policeman’s hand  not only could you see that little light you can see you could smell it too  it flittered and it fluttered  it didn’t smell as nice as it shone

n the Fiend leant forward n dipped his cigarette tip in the little light you can both see and smell

he sat back n his face was covered in smoke

n SNAP! went the little light you can both see and smell OUT!

n CLICK! went the light you can see in the back of the NSW POLICE van OFF!

N CLUNK! went the side door n slid itself shut  SHUT!

the blue metal scrunched GRRRRRD as the van drove off  that blue metal scrunched contentedly GRRRRRD  not UNNNNNGH like Pop Platypus when he can’t breathe as the NSW POLICE van picked up speed

the head lights bumped away over the potholes  those headlights stopped being straight and went criss-cross again  they weren’t headlights any more  they were Freddy Kruger’s fingernails again thank heavens

the Fiend left the scene of the crime  the Monster Of Danvers Street vanished into the word that starts with ‘d’ and rhymes with ‘bark’

except

OH NO!

in the back window’s black glass bumping up and down a red dot bumped up and down  a red dot poked around looking for yours truly in the light you can’t see

“I’ll kill you, Eddy” said Pete. “Always getting us in trouble!”

suddenly Pete n Sue were going home  Cocky had to hurry to catch up with them they were going home so fast

Pete said:

“See that? That was that bloke killed that little boy! Ernest Stone!”

“Bloody paedo!” said Sue

Cocky didn’t pull her up for using a bad word  he was already in disgrace

“The Fairfield Fiend!” said Pete. “Wait till I tell Stefan!”

“Brung him in the Back Road!”

“Killed that little boy!”

“Jo Jo Stannitz.”

“Bashed ‘is head in with a cricket bat, Eddy, n buried ‘is body out bush!”

Cocky wasn’t listening  he was busy going home

the three children hurried across Brummer’s Flat in the word that starts with ‘d’ and rhymes with ‘bark’

“CRAWK! CRAWK!” cried Cocky “CRAWK! CRAWK!”

past the crook smell  someone died or what?

“CRAWK! CRAWK!”

over Pestey’s chook house  BANG BANG  just havin’ a laugh

“CRAWK! CRAWK! CRAWK! CRAWK!”

“Stop yellin’” said Sue. “Yer givin’ me a flaming headache!”

“Bloody pointyhead!”

Cocky was about to pull Pete up on his language when...

... slap bang in the middle of nowhere...  would you believe it...?

The perimeters came on!

n there stood Cocky’s father’s prison!  shining in the brilliance of its perimeters  dazzling in the safety of its razor wire  gleaming in the stout bars on its windows  good old Battly Castle!  shining in blinding light you can see  that light you can see was so bright Cocky could see every blade of razor wire having a shave  he could see each and every brick in those high walls getting laid  just pulling your leg  he could see East Wing’s new steel roof spreading its feathers  good old East Wing’ll never fly away  Battly Castle sometimes known as Ridgetown Nick shone happily ever after in the word that starts with ‘d’ and rhymes with ‘bark’  ‘Mister Too works in there’ thought Cocky proudly to himself  ‘Mister Too’s in there right now healing the sick and needy’  Cocky’s father wears a stethoscope in Battley Castle  that’s why Cocky’s proud of him  his father heals the sick and needy even when they’re evil

a dreadful thought occurred to that young cockatoo

the perimeters were late!

n Cocky’s mother was late!

in fact everything was late!

everything was late tonight because the Fairfield Fiend was coming to Battly Castle!  the Monster of Danvers Street was coming to Battly Castle n nothing would ever be early again!

suddenly Cocky heard it loud and clear  in fact louder n clearer than usual  with more ‘creek creek’ than normal  big worry wing in her throat

“EDEEEEE! YOUR TEA!”

n Cocky took to his heels  he didn’t wait for Pete n Sue  you couldn’t see that young cockatoo for dust  Cocky ran faster than the speed of light you can see  he never stopped running till he got to his kitchen door



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2


[image: ]




It’s only when she opens the back door to call Eddy that Ness sees how late it is. The sky, which had looked indigo blue from the kitchen, is in fact pitch black. The perimeter lights around the prison are already on, throwing a silvery glow, like moonlight, out into the bush beyond Kiora Road.

It’s as hot and sticky outside as it is in the kitchen. She switches the back light on. Eddy isn’t in the yard.

The window of the granny flat stands open, a tangent of TV glimmer falling across the lawn, Dad trying to get some air.

She listens hard into the clicking blackness.

‘... in the Upper House...’

No I’LL PAY THAT, POP!

No clapping.

No ‘THOSE FEET AREN’T FIT TO BE SEEN, POP PLATYPUS!’

He isn’t with Dad.

‘... sentencing procedure...’

The News! It’s seven o’clock already! She told him to stay in the yard. Daph and Don are coming to dinner. He likes seeing ‘Don Dingo’.

Ness draws in a breath. It’s like filling your lungs with glue.

She opens her mouth... maybe he’s next door with Ted...

“Ed...”

It’s the excitement. There isn’t enough air. She’s going to explode. It’s too much excitement. Faxon’s promised to hold Eddy’s place open. No wonder it’s hard even breathing. Faxon’s keeping Eddy’s place open for another three months, until she can talk Dave round. The forced holding treatment for autism is controversial. The cure has critics everywhere, in the media as well as in the medical profession. People always question what’s new and innovative. Forced holding’s already achieved miraculous results, but instead of being made more widely available, the method’s come under establishment attack. Faxon requires that both parents sign the permission form. Silverwood only accepts children under the age of twelve. Eddy’s already thirteen! But Faxon has promised to keep his place open for another three months. She only has three months to become a supermother.

Through the fly door she hears spitting noises erupting from the oven. Ness hurries back into the kitchen. It sounds as if she’s cooking up a load of detonators, not a chicken casserole.

She peers through her reflection on the oven door’s spattered glass. The juice is bubbling. There’s a crust round the rim of the dish, but the potatoes still look like pallid rocks. It’s impossible to tell whether the chicken’s done or not. She was so excited when she got back from Nimbin, she forgot to time when she put the casserole in.

The interview went well. Faxon’s not as stand-offish as he appears. He’s more flexible than his fastidious manner leads you to believe. The cut-off date for children getting into Silverwood is twelve, and Eddy’s just turned thirteen, but Faxon is bending the rules for her: ‘Yes. I think Eddy’s autism is still curable, Mrs Markham.’ His words shine through the oven door, spit and splutter in her brain. ‘However, the longer the treatment’s put off, the more difficult it becomes.’ Faxon’s flinching gaze—she looked it up in Dave’s medical dictionary, nystagmus, a lack of control of the ocular muscles—probing her face, her eyes, probing her strengths and weaknesses more than reading from the notes he took when she first brought Eddy to see him. ‘You’re sure Eddy hasn’t had any seizures? There’s been no sign of fitting? Petit mal?’ His overbite as probing as his eyes, pecking at her face, at her desperation, at her failure to bond with Eddy, her responsibility for Eddy’s autism. ‘Forced holding can be traumatic, Mrs Markham. For the mother as well as the child.’ A raw-boned, cerebral man, as little at ease in his body as he is in his restless eyes, but you can feel an inner confidence, a strength of purpose that’s wholly focussed. ‘As I told you, when I last saw Eddy, the incidence of epilepsy in autists is above the average for the community at large. The risk increases exponentially with puberty, Mrs Markham. Eddy’s lively and inquisitive. He’s mentally alert. His verbal stereotypy is most encouraging. Eddy wants to bond even while he refuses to engage. Forced holding could well be of considerable help. But, as I say, the longer it’s put off the more problematic things become.’

Blonde bangs, high cheekbones, a retroussé nose, a broad forehead reflect back at her through the gravy spatters. A well formed face hovers above her Le Crueset Cocotte tiding larval casserole. ‘The hottest thirty-eight-year-old in Ridgetown’ gawps back at her through smeared pyrex. Who called her that? That’s right. Maurice, her dentist, gay and defiantly flamboyant, and with a gay man’s eye for feminine beauty. ‘Open wide.’ Broad lips flex and waver on the browned glass. What did Faxon see? A mother who’s failed to bond with her son? Who’s let Eddy down from day one? A coldness the hot exterior has never quite melted? A refrigerator mother superimposed on an evaporating casserole?

Where the hell is he?

She gives the casserole another five minutes and hurries back out onto the back steps.

Outside, it’s pitch black now. It’s nearly half past seven. She always called him in by half past six at the very latest. She opens her mouth to yell into the blackness... there’s a blockage somewhere in her chest... no air in her lungs... her voice won’t work...

“Ed...”

She stares into the prison-lit darkness.

It’s weird, how you get used to living near a gaol. It’s strange, and a bit terrible, the way you keep forgetting that there are eleven hundred men locked up behind those high, floodlit shadows just half a mile away. ‘A powder keg waiting to go off’ a newspaper called it. And yet the night is so still one takes it for granted. The perimeter lights blaze out so silently they’re almost reassuring, the stars paling in the brilliant fizz, only getting distinct and lonely in the blackness deepening out over Brummer’s Flat.

Through the granny flat window she can see Dad struggling in his armchair, bald head thrust forward, shoulders working, trying to put his shoes on for Don and Daph. She ought to go and help him.

She sets off down the path.

Scattered colours litter the shadows on the lawn. A cardboard box lies empty and upended on the bladed ropes of buffalo grass. Books. Books everywhere. Slim, kindergarten paperbacks. Big print. Bright pictures. Twenty pages per story. ‘Cocky Too Goes To Sydney’. ‘Lord Possum Gets It Right’. ‘Gwen Goanna’s Busy Day’.

Ness gathers them up and thrusts them back into the box with the pictures of cartoon animals on it. The ‘Battly Green Box Set’. A spin-off from the TV show for pre-schools. ‘Cocky Too’, the national favourite of three-and-four-year-old Australians.

Eddy’s thirteen!

Ness looks over the fence. He isn’t in Ted’s garden. A ghostly tyre, its rope invisible—the swing Ted, ‘Ted Turkey’, made for him— hovers in the blackness.

It’s no use calling him now. He could be anywhere. Pestey’s. The milk bar. Up the road at Jen’s. Out with Peter and Sue. She’ll kill him if he’s gone off with that pair of little ratbags again. The Back Road with the Coombes children. Twelve-years-old, a year younger than Eddy, and Peter’s already turning into a juvenile delinquent. Sue’s far too precocious for her age. She ought to feel sorry for them, with a slob of a mother like Maureen Coombes, she would if they didn’t pick on Eddy, call him names, boss him around, make him do things he shouldn’t. Haven’t even had their thirteenth birthday and Maxine’s kids are already into sex, snooping round the Back Road, the ‘Passion Pit’, looking for couples parking, hanging around with Smidger Simmonds and his mates racing their hotted-up bombs, cadging lifts in their death-traps.  If he’s out the Back Road again she’ll flaming kill him!

Something tells her that’s where he’s gone. Don and Daph are due in fifteen minutes and Eddy’s out the Back Road with the Coombes children. She’s going to have to switch the dinner off, get the car out and go looking for him.

She can’t even ring Dave and get him to do it because it’s Thursday! Holy Thursday night!  The Healing Hour! Do Not Disturb! She’s going to have to drive round looking for Eddy with dinner getting cold because it’s Dave’s bloody Counselling Programme evening. The freaking Talking Cure! Dave takes his bloody phone off the hook when he’s in ‘therapy’ with his ‘therapands’, helping murderers, rapists, con men, paedophiles ‘individuate’ she believes the word is, ‘reintegrating the divided selves’ of nonces and lifers as they sit back and laugh at him. Dave’s sitting there this very minute—it’s that disgusting kiddie fiddler Len Leyderman tonight— listening ‘acceptingly’ to Len’s ‘problems’, offering ‘non-judgemental insights’ to one of the most loathsome men in Australia. She can’t even ring his surgery. His orderly’s under strict instructions not to disturb her husband during the sacred hour.

The irony of it makes her head spin: Dave believes that hardened criminals can be ‘helped’ by psychotherapy, but he’s opposed Silverwood every step of the way. He can help fraudsters and wife-beaters ‘heal’ with his talking cure, but Dave’s perfectly happy to see Eddy grow up flapping his wings and crawking and being ‘Cocky Too’ to the end of his days. ‘Accepting Eddy as he is’ isn’t love. ‘Letting Eddy be Eddy’ isn’t loving Eddy at all.

Beyond the lights of Box Road, a police van climbs Whitstanley Hill, towards the prison, going in the back way. They must be sneaking a high profile prisoner in through the back gates. There were TV vans camped at the front gates this afternoon when she went to Coles. Some high risk prisoner’s being snuck in...

‘... in the Senate... are calling for the reintroduction of the death penalty...’

That dreadful man who murdered the little boy! The one the newspapers call the ‘Fairfield Fiend’, raped and murdered a ten-year-old boy—that’s right, JoJo Stannitz—his lawyers pleaded mental illness, diminished responsibility, but his plea was rejected and they’ve sentenced him to prison. Maximum security. Ridgetown.

‘... and tomorrow’s weather...’

Faxon’s eyes flickering over her face. ‘Forced holding can be traumatic, Mrs Markham. It should only be attempted under proper supervision.’ His eyes flickering, probing. ‘I trust you haven’t tried it yourself at home.’ She still has bruises on her legs where Eddy kicked her. Her jaw still hurts where his elbow caught her in the chin. ‘CRAAWK! CRAAWK! MRS TOO! MRS TOO! MRS TOOOOO!’ He blacked out, that was all. It only lasted a few seconds. He didn’t swallow his tongue or anything. It wasn’t a fit. Not even a petit mal. It isn’t too late for Silverwood.

“Edd-eee...”

She stares out into the blackness.

“Edd-eeeee...”

It isn’t too late. She mustn’t panic.

“CRAAWK! CRAAAAAWK!”

There’s a bang of corrugated iron, over towards Brummer’s Flat.

“CRAWK! CRAWK! CRAWK! CRAWK! CRAAAAAAAAAK!”

The little bugger! He’s coming over the roof of Pestey’s chook house. He has been out the Back Road with Peter and Sue.

All at once she’s screaming. Suddenly she’s yelling at the top of her lungs:

“EDEEEEE! YOUR TEA!”
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“Liberal Party CUNTS! They set me up! I’m a family man!” Pink cheeks, sandy hair, an athlete gone to fat, arrested in Phnom Penn with a twelve-year-old girl on his lap, Australia’s ex Junior Minister For Defence Procurement wallows in an armchair on the far side of the desk. “I’m not interested in bloody under-age girls!”

Len Leyderman isn’t interested in getting well either. The guy luxuriates in his apparent self-delusion. Len hasn’t the slightest intention of getting better. Illness suits him just fine. His next twelve-year-old will be a set-up too. Dave’s done his honest best to help him, to at least warn Len about himself, but at a certain pitch cunning becomes psychotic. Five years in Ridgetown Prison, approaching the end of his sentence, five years on the Counselling Programme, and Len will walk out the gates in sex weeks’ time as vulnerable and dangerous as he was when he started his sentence.

“... Still, Len...” Dave fiddles with a pen. “... Even if it was a set-up, you still... you know...” He’s been saying pretty much the same thing for five years but with his release pending Len has even less intention of facing reality now than when he came to Ridgetown. Len’s macho. He’s a ballsy dude. He’s a ladies’ as well as a family man. Len fucks real women, not kiddies. Apparently his cell is papered floor to ceiling with Men Only centre-spreads. Len’s psychotic enough to even have fantasies of political rehabilitation, of winning his seat back as an independent. When he makes it back to Phnom Penn—only six weeks now— on a defence procurement fact finding mission, the prostitute he slept with all those years ago will still only be eighteen but the ladies’ man will no longer be interested. “... Even if it was a set-up, Len... you still fucked her...”

He’s knocking his head against a brick wall. The obscenity no longer even sounds obscene.

Five years he’s been seeing this man, once a week, giving him his full attention, offering him all the insight he can muster, and Len might as well be back on the floor of parliament before his fall. He’s never once stopped making speeches.

“I didn’t know, did I? Asian chicks, they all look young.”

Five years therapy and Len’s even sicker than the day he walked into his surgery. A Cat-B prisoner, housed in the Cat-B section for his own safety, and Len still believes every single lie he tells himself— once he’s released he’ll fight to prove his innocence, he’ll clear his name, expose the Liberal Party cunts’ set-up, he’ll walk back into Canberra at the next election, the Independent Member for Kuringai North and once his career’s back on track, Phnom Penn and the underage girlie bars.

“They told me she was eighteen!”

Dave glances at his watch. Half past six. Daph and Don are coming over for dinner. He promised Ness he’d be home early to get Eddy in the shower.

“Len, there’s nothing wrong with feeling an attraction towards young girls. It’s how you deal with it...” Dave wonders if he really means what he’s saying... maybe he means it if attraction towards young girls is merely a mental state, or even an elemental force... it’s the way the mental state’s fleshed itself out in Len’s roly-poly sweatiness and somehow juvenile flab that turns his stomach. “... It’s okay to be who you are... it’s the choices you make that count... how you deal with things...”

“Read my lips, Dave! I did not know she was twelve!”

Poor Len. The next six weeks are going to be difficult enough as it is, never mind the shock when he’s released. Six weeks sharing with Ernest Stone might even open Len’s eyes where therapy failed. He ought at least to warn him.

“... Len... I’ve just heard...”  

A stab of the orator’s finger.

“Would Daphne have stood by me if I was into twelve-year-old girls?” Daphne hasn’t visited Len in five years. It’s unclear whether Len’s wife stopped short of divorcing him because she’s catholic, or because Len’s wealthy family bought her out. “The cunts set me up!”

Dave glances at his watch. Twenty to seven. Daph and Don are coming over to discuss Debbie’s engagement party. They’re due at seven, and Eddy still won’t have had his shower.

“Len...”

“I’m on a fact finding mission. Right? Cooped up in a fucking hotel because their people aren’t happy about me being there. All I say is I want to chill out for a couple of hours and some fucking chick walks in with her skirt up round her pussy. Twelve-year-old girls don’t dress like that!”

Perhaps it’s true.  Maybe Len’s right. He isn’t a paedophile. It was a political sting. He was a popular junior minister, an up and coming Labour Party star and he was set up. It’s only the injustice of his downfall that’s driven him mad. 

Dave rubs his eyes. Maybe he’s taken the wrong approach. Perhaps he’s been barking up the wrong tree with Len these last five years. God knows. Who can tell? Maybe Len’s self-righteous flab and glandular manner set him off on the wrong tack from the outset and the guy’s an innocent man in a terrible situation, and not actually ill at all. He should stick to real doctoring and give up this stupid struggle to understand. Ness is right, he ought to stick to pills and piles cream, to writing scrips and giving injections and stitching up knife wounds, to feeling for lumps and listening to hearts, to ward rounds and referrals to specialists. Laing feels like an eternity ago. The Philadelphia Association’s a lifetime back. It’s only fourteen years. Fourteen years wouldn’t be all that long if you were practising full-time, had a suite of rooms in Macquarie Street like Al, were keeping up to date with the latest advances in psychotherapeutic practise, even just counselling... but staring down throats, reading X-rays, wondering about Johnny Doc’s tumour... fourteen years feels like forever, the Philadelphia Association, training with Brewster a lifetime away. ‘You’ll make a real therapist, Dave. Better than Al. You’ve got what it takes.’ You can have what it takes, but fourteen years as a prison GP, fitting therapy in at any odd hour you get, on your own time, you can lose your touch. What if Len’s been right all along? What if Len’s been right and he’s been wrong? It was a Liberal Party set-up. Len’s the victim of a sting. Who knows? Len’s still a married man. It’s certainly true that before his fatal trip to Phnom Penn, he was a notorious womaniser, married, but one of those married politicians who get away with having flings, his prowess as a lady’s man only adding to his dazzle. Perhaps he’s misjudged him all these years. A hot night in a badly-lit bar, a few too many drinks. Maybe he didn’t know the girl was underage.

It’s all the more reason to give him some advanced notice of his new cell-mate. The Fairfield Fiend? On the home stretch to freedom? It’s going to come as a shock.

“... Look... Len... I think I ought to tell you...”

Sharing the last six weeks of his sentence with the Fairfield Fiend is going to knock this man sideways.

“If she walked in on you dressed like that you’d fucking jump her too. There’d be no, ‘Oh, by the way, darling, how old are you?’”

Dave glances at his watch. Ten to seven.

In the blackness beyond the venetian blinds a star or two glints. Out in the darkness men call from window to window.

His instrument cabinet and surgery couch huddle, like inmates themselves, in the dimness beyond the glow of the standard lamp and the sheen of ‘Theseus And The Minotaur’, Brewster’s gift to him, on the wall by the door.

Perhaps there’s no such thing as self-awareness. Perhaps we’re other people to ourselves as much as to anyone else. Maybe the mind can be healed even less than the intransigent body. Look at Eddy. It’s impossible not to collude with others’ fantasies when we’re helplessly colluding with our own. All there is, when it comes to other people, is kindness. Not ‘understanding’, let alone ‘curing’. There’s only simple acts of kindness, like warning Len, like telling Len the one piece of news he’ll listen to.

“... Look... Len...”

“How was I to know? She didn’t fuck like she was twelve.”

Bugger him. He can find out for himself.

Dave walks across hot asphalt between chain-link fences capped with razor wire towards his car. The Celica stands alone in a cordoned-off section of the loading bay.

The staff parking arrangements are, like everything else at the prison, a journey into the labyrinthine mind of Governor Fantini. It’s been decided that the guard whose job it is to check the day staff in and out would be better employed punching a typewriter in Stores so, on his therapy evenings, Dave has to park, not in the staff car park where his car needs signing out, but in the loading bay, which is locked at six p.m. on the dot.  In order to be let out and go home, he has to hunt down the Yard Supervisor. The Yard Supervisor goes for his tea at six p.m. on the dot, and doesn’t get back till after seven. Twenty metres from Dave’s car, a guard sits in a booth with a walkie-talkie, a rifle, a bank of CCTV screens, the keys, everything except the authority to unlock the loading bay gate and let him go home.

He puts his briefcase in the boot and walks over to the booth. The clock on the brightly lit wall says five past seven.

“Any sign of Grainger?”

“Up the canteen.”

“I’d like to go home.”

“Wouldn’t we all, Doc.”

“Page him.”

“His pager’s switched off.”

Dave takes a measured breath.

“Call him on the tannoy.”

The microphone stands on a shelf at the back of the booth. The tannoy broadcasts all over the prison and is only meant for fire drills but he’s burning up.

“Jesus, Doc. You’ll ruin his jelly and custard.”

“Please. I’ve got people coming to dinner.”

“Sorry, Doctor. Fire drill only.”

Every Thursday night they go through the same rigmarole, the same journey into the mind of Governor Fantini and Jim Grainger’s stomach. Even out here in the loading bay you can feel the pressure building up, the whole place on edge, eleven hundred men crammed into a prison built in eighteen-sixty-five to house six hundred, five years till the new millennium and the inmates still slopping out, the yards so cramped there’s barely time to get them down for an hour’s exercise, sections of East Wing no go areas, ‘Viet Village’, run by Johnny Doc, not Fantini. The warders nervy, running scared, the ones who aren’t upping the ante like Simmonds and his thugs. Fantini’s solution? Make getting home dependent on Jim Grainger’s sweets.

Dave goes and sits in the car.

It’s hot for this early in spring, too hot, the close, sticky heat Ness loves.

The flash of light is so sudden and unexpected Dave nearly jumps out of his skin.

He shakes his head. God, he’s on edge tonight.

It’s only the perimeter lights coming on. He looks at his watch. Ten past seven? They’re late. The perimeter lights are supposed to come on at half past six! Even the perimeter lights are late. Everything’s cock-eyed tonight. Daph and Don due at seven. The house sure to be be in pandemonium, Eddy running around in his singlet and underpants, hyper, refusing to get in the shower till Ness calls the shower ‘Battly Birdbath’ and Ness fighting tooth and nail for the shower to be ‘the shower’.

She’s been to see Faxon today. She hasn’t told him, he can just feel it. Ness is back on her Silverwood trip. The jut of her chin, the challenge in her eyes. ‘Eddy doesn’t have to be this way, Dave. It’s curable.’ She’s tried forced holding again, bruises on her legs, a flinch when she eats. ‘Oh. Just a tumble I took at squash.’ Eddy’s small for his age, but he has a lot of strength when he’s terrified, when he’s being traumatised. Even Faxon, that quack, explained the risk of epilepsy to her, but, no, being a mother isn’t good enough for Ness, loving Eddy for what he is isn’t enough for her, she has to be a bloody supermother.

Twenty past seven and still no sign of Grainger. The Yard Supervisor is stretching out his dessert.

Dave switches on the climate control.

‘You have what it takes, Dave. You’ll make a real therapist. Better than Al. You’ve got the gift.’

It’s not the climate control—it’s too sudden to be the gust of cooler air from the vent— a snowflake clasps his cheek and—down near the accelerator, not the crink of cooling metal—the squeak of new-fallen snow under his shoes— that miraculous winter in England!— fourteen years, and it’s here stronger than ever— that amazing December in London— walking on untrodden snow with Ness on Hampstead Heath. Amazement bursting from their mouths in puffs of white air. Her lips like hot ice sticking to his through the night. Hampstead Heath, where Freud himself once walked. In therapy with Brewster, Laing’s foremost colleague, on the Philadelphia Association training programme. Reading Winnicott and Ferenczi, Rogers and Jung. Ness working at Selfridges on the perfume counter to pay for his sessions. The purity of the snow, the healing coldness, curing the very world. Brewster’s words, the day they flew home: ‘You have what it takes, Dave. You’ll make a real therapist. Better than Al. You’ve got the gift.’

Beyond the chain-link and the barrier’s jib, down at the far end of the loading bay, the outer gates begin to open.

Headlights, flecked with brilliant insects, shine between the leafs of steel-braced timber, the beam widening as the gates swing inwards.

A police van eases in. Inside his booth, the guard is on his feet.

Four warders emerge from the West Wing back entrance.

Dave laughs out loud. He bangs the steering wheel with his palm and laughs like a madman.

The Daily Star’s MONSTER! The Telegraph’s FIEND! Channel Nine’s PSYCHO himself! Tenant of NSW’s very own HOUSE OF HORRORS! Not Sick, EVIL! He’s made it at long last! The FAIRFIELD FIEND makes his grand appearance! Not even a transporter. A van of his own. They’ve brought him in the Back Road! Paparazzi and TV vans camped out the front, the airwaves hot with JUSTICE FOR JOJO and they’ve snuck the SICKO in the back gate. You have to marvel at Fantini, more concerned with the News At Seven than with the pressure cooker he’s sitting on, micro-managing the nation’s worst kept secret, WHERE WILL THE BUTCHER OF DANVERS STREET SERVE HIS TIME? The governor’s got enough on his plate as it is, keeping the Lens and the Cat-B prisoners away from Johnny Doc and Simmonds’ vigilantes, but is presumably at this very moment negotiating to get Stone sent on to Bowral on the q.t. before he turns up dead in the showers.

The van stops at the West Wing back entrance. Yes. They’ve snuck Ernest Stone in the Back Road alright, a typical Fantini cloak-and-dagger move. The van’s chassis is caked with ochre dust.

The side door slides opens and Cyril’s mate, Jack Hillier, climbs out and has a stretch. They’ve sent Ridgetown’s senior and least pro-active police officer down to Sydney to accompany the Prisoner Escort Unit bringing Stone up!

Ernest Stone climbs out.

It’s a little disorienting watching a man hitherto a face beneath a headline or a figure glimpsed on a television screen step into his bodily presence. The Monster of Danvers Street is tall. The Fairfield Fiend’s even taller than he looks TV. He seems to be very uncoordinated. He climbs out of the police van awkwardly, and not just because he’s handcuffed to one of the Escort Unit officers. He’s gangling and raw-boned. He doesn’t stretch his legs or flex cramped muscles after three hundred miles in the back of a van. His lack of coordination looks almost deliberate. He has the appearance of a man who’s barely aware of himself or of his surroundings. There’s something wrong. There’s something not right about him. He’s in physical pain. A doctor can tell. A doctor can see it even if the escort officers don’t. Ernest Stone’s barely aware of himself or his surroundings because he’s in some sort of extreme physical, not mental trauma. He smiles. Beneath the big, stare-y glasses he grins with too great a supercilious anomie at the officers jockeying him towards the West Wing door. He smirks too mad a greeting at the loading bay and the lowering walls, mocking steel and brick and razor wire, mocking everything, with the arrogant smirk of a man suppressing intolerable physical pain. There’s the skullcap of bandages he wears like a decoration, of course, the bandages blood-soaked at the back. There’s already been reprisals. Even his beanie of bandages has made it into the news. It’s like something out of Dante, the Ninth Circle of Hell, his occiput bitten through to the bone by a righteous triple murderer in Long Bay. The famous wound’s been carelessly dressed but that’s not what’s hurting him. It’s not the damage to his head that’s making him walk with that feigned, slightly mincing, stick-insect gait in through the steel door that shuts behind him.

A tall shadow, a leaf of dimness between two strong lights, falls across the yard.

The outer gates are closing! At the far end of the loading bay, beyond the chain-link and barrier’s jib, the steel-braced leafs are inching shut!

Dave pumps his horn.

The gates continue to inch closed.

He jumps out and sprints over to the booth.

He pushes the door open. It bangs against the counter. He barges in. He’s making a fool of himself.

“Hey! Doc!”

The guard trips over his chair.

“That’s it. You’re on report! I’ve had enough of your bloody games!”

He grabs the microphone and switches the tannoy on. They’re laughing at him. The lot of them, they’re taking the piss. Ernest Stone allowed in and Doctor Markham not allowed out. Administration, canteen, kitchens, all four wings, all over the prison, they can bloody well listen.

“JIM GRANGER! IF YOU’RE NOT DOWN AT THE BACK GATE IN THE NEXT THREE MINUTES YOU’RE GOING ON REPORT FOR...” Dave glances up at the clock. Twenty five past seven! “... FOR BEING LATE BACK FROM TEA...”

Speeding home, roasted air buffeting his cheek, Dave decides to pack in the Counselling Programme. Waves of embarrassment sweep over him, hotter than the sticky heat from outside. Ridgetown Psychotherapy Programme? It’s a joke. Even the name—‘Programme’—it’s so pompous. Half a dozen bored lifers with nothing better to do, only showing up so they can get remission points on their parole applications. A couple of Lens. A few bored Cat A trusties taking the piss. Not one of his therapands believes that they’re ill. They’re all like Len. Not one of them wants to get better. Ness is right. He’s flogging a dead horse, talking self-awareness to banged-up toughs, his ego trip on full display.

It’s time to face reality, deal with facts. He’s a doctor, not a psychotherapist. He’s employed to stitch up wounds, listen to chests, examine haemorrhoids, write prescriptions for antibiotics and fungicidal ointments. Healing minds? It’s a fantasy as far-fetched as Len’s dream of a return to parliament.

It’s excruciating, the way he spoke to Grainger... ‘... FOR BEING LATE BACK FROM TEA...?... belittling a sixty-year-old man of limited intelligence, who’s worked his way up to a position of limited importance, pulling rank on him in front of the whole prison.

He swings into Kiora Road.

Twenty five to eight. He’s late. He’s very late. He saw Ernest Stone and it made him late.

Don’s Holden stands in the drive, parked close to the border of zinnias to leave room for the Celica to get by.

Even before he parks, Dave can hear Eddy clapping and squawking inside.

He puts the car in the garage, and hurries round the back and up the kitchen steps.

The kitchen’s sweltering. The oven door stands open. A blast of savoury heat issues from a crusted pot. Chicken casserole again.

Now that he’s come to a decision, the absurdity of ever trying to do psychotherapy in Ridgetown Prison is excruciating in its naked stupidity. He’ll cancel the Counselling Programme first thing in the morning. Maybe just keep Len on for his last six weeks, apologise to Len for not warning him about sharing with Stone. Being a doctor’s enough. Healing bodies is enough for anyone. He doesn’t need—there’s never been a need—to parade his time with Brewster in front of Fantini and the prison hierarchy let alone his ‘therapands’—it’s unbearble— leering gaol-bait low-lifes taking advantage of his ego trip, pretty much mocking him to his face. It’s been an ego trip all along, a fantasy from day one, even that miraculous winter in London, fourteen years ago, walking on Hampstead Heath with Ness, their boots creaking in untrodden snow, an altered world frozen in wonder at its transformation, healed by words, by amazing puffs of white air bursting from their mouths, till Ness spoke, clearly, as she always speaks, no mucking around with Ness, out of her own white cloud: “I’m pregnant, Dave. I want to go home.”
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“CHICKEN CASSEROLE! YOU BEAUTY!”

unfortunately Cocky was being hyper at table

“I WONDER WHAT THE POOR PEOPLE ARE HAVING FOR DINNER, POP!”

‘I wonder what the poor people are having for dinner’ are Pop Platypus’s words  not Cocky’s  but sometimes you’ve just got to use other peoples’ words instead of your own  especially when you’re in disgrace

“Calm down, mate,” said Pop Platypus

Cocky was in disgrace for disobeying his mother n going out the Back Road with Pete n Sue  let alone for seeing the Fairfield Fiend with his own eyes  even if Missus Too didn’t know about that disgrace yet because Cocky hadn’t told her

“CHEF’S SPECIAL! YOU LITTLE RIPPER!”

‘You little ripper’ was no less than the truth  Cocky wasn’t sucking up to Chef or anything  chicken casserole really is his favourite  n Chef was in no mood to be sucked up to anyway

“Keep those wings in, Cocky,” said Mister Too

cause as well as bouncing in his chair Cocky was clapping!  well  he was only clapping with his fingertips  just little claps in front of his eyes where no one could see  but unfortunately those little claps were slipping out of Cocky’s fingertips n coming up his fingers n into his palms  those little claps were starting to look very much like a round of applause  which nobody likes  especially Chef when she’s in a bad mood  so Cocky decided to rub those claps off on the edge of the table because they were getting into his wrists too as well as his palms  except  oh no!  the edge of the table was no flaming use  it was snookered in his mother’s best tablecloth  n his mother’s best tablecloth wasn’t sharp enough to  CUT IT OUT!  cause no one likes a generous round of applause at the dinner table  especially Chef  Chef was deliberately not serving Cocky first like she usually does  Chef was deliberately not serving Cocky first cause he was being hyper as well as in disgrace for going out the Back Road n seeing the Fairfield Fiend  Mrs Too was still refusing to serve Cocky first even though serving him first can sometimes help with his behaviour  cause once your wrists can’t cuff those claps they’re into your elbows before you can say Jack Robinson  n then you really are misbehaving  cause it’s only a short distance from your elbows to your shoulders  n when you’re clapping from your fingertips to your shoulders you’ve not only got no arms left to clap with  you’re getting in Auntie Daph’s dinner on your left  n your father’s dinner on your right!

so Mister Too had to raise his voice

“Keep those wings in, Cocky!”

Cocky’s father calls them ‘wings’  but Cocky’s mother insists on ‘elbows’  ‘wings’ is the Battly Green word for them  n ‘elbows’ is the word for them in the Wood Where All The Trees Are Silver

so Uncle Don  known as ‘Don Dingo’ in Battly Green  changed the subject  changing the subject can often be a good idea when Cocky’s hyper

Don Dingo took his glasses case out of his shirt pocket n put his glasses case down on the tablecloth next to his plate n said

“They snuck the b******* in the Back Road.”

Don Dingo used a bad word!  that word wasn’t fit to be heard!

Cocky was just about to tell Don Dingo to wash his mouth out with soap n water  when that dingo went and put his foot in it

“Snuck the ******* in the Back Road. It’s a ****** joke.’

we were in for a bad words night tonight folks

Cocky decided to be mature and not tell Don Dingo to wash his mouth out with soap and water after all  instead he shouted

“SNUCK WHO IN, DON DINGO?!”

but oh dear  the minute he shouted ‘SNUCK WHO IN, DON DINGO?!’ Cocky knew that that WHO? was a big mistake  Cocky knew very well who WHO was  he’d seen WHO with his own eyes in the word that starts with ‘d’ n rhymes with ‘bark’

“He shouldn’t be here at all, Don” said Pop Cyril  also known as Pop Platypus in Battly Green  “He’s mentally ill. He should be at Bowral.”  Pop was dead right  Monsters are a disgrace  Fiends aren’t fit to be seen  Psychos should stay in the House Of Horrors where they belong  “It’s the flaming ‘Star’ brung him here, not the courts.”

Pop’s a wise old platypus  he’s got New Guinea feet  Pop’s plates of meat have been up the Kokoda Trail and back  they’re red and fat n bent as a butcher’s hook  Pop’s toes twist almost as bad as Cocky’s fingers twist when he’s weaving baskets instead of being mature  Pop’s feet know a thing or two, fella  HE SHOULDN’T BE HERE AT ALL  OK?

Cocky looked politely round the table  Mrs Too was serving casserole  she hadn’t heard anything  Daph Dingo was unfolding her napkin  she hadn’t heard anything  Don Dingo was picking up his fork  he hadn’t heard anything  Pop Platypus was wincing  he hadn’t heard anything  Mister Too smiled at that young cockatoo  he hadn’t heard anything either

phew!  what a relief!  that was a close shave!  fortunately for Cocky HE SHOULDN’T BE HERE AT ALL OK?! had gone without saying  let alone shouting

so Cocky’s father said

“Fantini’s put him in with Leyderman.”

oh dear!  Don Dingo was opening his glasses case  Don Dingo was opening his glasses case n taking out his glasses!

“That won’t save him”

Don Dingo unfolded his glasses  he put his glasses on n had a good long look at his casserole  Don Dingo likes to see what he’s eating

“It was diminished responsibility,” said Pop “Leave it to the experts, Don.”

but Don Dingo wasn’t listening to Pop’s wise words  he wasn’t leaving it to the experts at all  he was rubbing his glasses with the tablecloth  a delicious aroma of chicken and parsley sauce had fogged them up

“I’ll leave it to Johnny Doc.”

‘Doc’ is the Asian word for ‘doctor’

“Johnny’s crew’ll sort the b****** out...”  Don Dingo picked up his fork “... N I won’t be stepping in to stop them!”

so Daph Dingo said:

“Don!”

Daph wanted Don to mind his flaming manners

so Pop Platypus said:

“Fantini’s not going to let that happen, Don.”

“It’s not up to Fantini,” said Don Dingo ‘If the ****** courts won’t give him what he’s got coming to him...”

“Don’t be silly, Don.”

“... What he done to that little boy? I’d put him up against the ****** wall and ****** ***** him!”

Don Dingo didn’t even let putting the ******* up against the ******  wall and ****** ***** him go without saying  he snarled it!

Mrs Too put down her fork 

“Can’t we talk about anything else?”

“Good idea, Mrs Too!” shouted Cocky “Let’s talk about something else! DING BAT DIDN’T COME TONIGHT! I WONDER WHERE HE IS!”

Cocky made pumpkin mouths  pumpkin mouths is what you do when it’s a serious matter  PUMPKIN YU-UUUUUUUCK  you see  Ding Bat flitters and flutters  that brave little bat darts and he dives  Ding Bat darts and dives where other bats fear to dart and dive  through the word that starts with ‘d’ n rhymes with ‘bark’!  that little flitter critter flickers and snickers as far afield as Nimbin and the Wood Where All The Trees Are Silver  n England where the snow is cold and the ice is hot  n Danvers Street where the Fiend murdered that little boy  that brave little bat dips and flips and flitters and flutters through the word that starts with ‘d’ n rhymes with ‘bark’ as he speeds home every night in the flash of an eye when Mrs Too calls ‘ED-EEEEE YOUR TEA!’  except tonight she was too late  n Ding Bat didn’t come!

so Cocky made extra disgusting pumpkin mouths  PUMPKIN YU-UUUUUUUUUUUK!  with seeds in them!  n said

“I WONDER WHERE DING BAT COULD BE?”

n Mrs Too said

“I thought you would’ve wanted to talk about something else when you got home from that place.”

so Don Dingo yelped

“Sorry, Ness.”  Don Dingo was in disgrace

n Pop Platypus winced

“I wonder what the poor people are having for dinner!”  Pop Platypus was in disgrace too

n Daph Dingo said

“This chicken’s delish, Ness.”  she was neither in disgrace nor in Mrs Too’s good books

n Mister Too looked at Mrs Too n said:

“It’s not ‘that place’, Ness. It’s where I work.”

“DING BAT MUST STILL BE OUT IN THE WOOD WHERE ALL THE TREES ARE SILVER!” yelled Cocky “Do you know why it’s called The Wood Where All The Trees Are Silver, Don Dingo?”

“No, I don’t mate,” said Don Dingo

“Do you know why it’s called the Wood Where All The Trees Are Silver, Daph Dingo?”

“No, Eddy. Why?” said Daph Dingo

“Do you know why it’s called the Wood Where All The Trees Are Silver, Pop?”

“That’s enough, Eddy,” said the old Platypus

Cocky clapped  top joke comin’ up!

“CAUSE SOME FLAMING COOT WENT N RINGBARKED THE BASTARDS!”

oh no!  Cocky said a bad word!  ******** is a very bad word n Cocky just said it!  ******** doesn’t bear thinking about let alone saying  that bad word just came straight out of Cocky’s mouth!  he looked around the table  no one was laughing  no one got the joke  not a single person was amused  Cocky had just said such a bad word no one was amused in the slightest  everyone busy was tucking in  so Cocky decided to tuck in too  he looked at his plate  it was heaped with chicken casserole steaming happily away YOU BEAUTY!  so Cocky tucked in too  he didn’t flap  he didn’t bounce  he kept his wings in  his fingers picked up his knife without a hint of weaving  his fork picked up some peas  n those peas flaming well behaved themselves too  not a single pea jumped ship till it was safe n sound in Cocky’s mouth  n Cocky’s mouth got fuller n fuller  cause when your mouth’s full it can’t say bad words  that young cockatoo’s mouth was getting so full he was starting to feel sick  chewing was no flaming use  all that chicken n potato going round and round  chewing was no flaming use at all  it was time to start swallowing but that chicken n potato didn’t taste so good any more  the more Cocky chewed the worse that chicken n potato tasted  in fact Cocky was feeling rather sick  n you can’t swallow when you’re feeling rather sick  in fact he wasn’t just feeling rather sick  he was starting to get one of his migraines  n swallowing’s out of the question when you’re starting to get one of your migraines  swallowing makes your head ache n your brain split open even worse  Cocky had a feeling the migraine was starting to be a bad one too  he’s been getting a lot of bad ones lately  n when you’re head’s aching n your brain’s splitting open you can end up in the word that starts with ‘d’ n rhymes with ‘bark’ quicker than you can say ‘Jack Robinson’  n Cocky had a feeling he was starting to get the worst one yet  his forehead was starting to hurt right in the middle where his beak is  n he couldn’t even jab it because he had his knife in his right hand and his fork in his left hand  jabbing your forehead often helps when you’ve got a migraine coming on except Cocky’s hands were full of knives and forks

n Mrs Too said

“Are you okay, Eddy?”

Mister Too allows ‘Cocky’  but Mrs Too prefers ‘Eddy’

so Eddy sat up straight n said

“Yes, Mum.”

Cocky prefers ‘Mrs Too’  but his mother is happier with ‘Mum’

n Eddy shut his eyes and swallowed his chicken n potato  YU-UUUUUUUUUUUUUCK!  Down it went  he was sweating, man  that was a close shave

n Mrs Too was so pleased with Eddy for eating his chicken and potato politely when it came to dessert she served him first  Mrs Too gathered up all those clean as a whistle plates and took them into the kitchen and didn’t let Daph Dingo help her because dessert was nothing other than  CHEF’S SURPRISE!  n when those swing doors swung open and Mrs Too came out of that kitchen  CHEF’S SURPRISE WAS  CHEF’S SPECIAL!

“PAVLOVA! YOU LITTLE BEAUTY!”

n Mrs Too served Eddy first because he’d been mature in spite of nearly having a migraine  n she looked at Mister Too n served Mister Too second!  we were in business on this side of the table  Eddy and his father were up and running!  Mrs Too didn’t even make Eddy wait till everybody was served  she let him dig into that crunchy meringue elbows fingers n all  she didn’t even mind a few claps as Eddy went to town on those peaches and all that cream

he was finished before she even got round to serving Uncle Don

“I expect you’ll be seeing him, Dave,” said Pop Platypus  of all people!  “For his check-up.”

so Cocky’s father said

“Possibly.”

“Tomorrow?”

“No. I’m off tomorrow. Monday. There’s a nurse on will do his check-up tonight. I suppose I’ll have to give him the once over on Monday.”

n Don Dingo barked:

“They got their teeth into him at Long Bay!”

“He self harms, Don,” said Pop  what’s got into that platypus tonight?!

“So I heard,” said Mister Too

“Had all them cuts on him, when they found him. Done them with a Stanley knife.”

“Self harm?!” yapped Don Dingo  that dingo just didn’t know when to stop  “He’s gonna get more than flipping self harm!”

so Auntie Daph asked maturely

“Will he be on your Counselling Programme, Dave?’

n Cocky’s father looked at the beads around the cover of the milk jug n said

“Well, actually. I’m closing the programme.”

“Closing the Therapy Project?!” said Daph Dingo  she couldn’t believe what she was hearing

Mister Too looked at Mrs Too and said

“Yes. Ness is right. I’m flogging a dead horse trying to do therapy the way Fantini’s set things up.”  everybody was all ears  so Mister Too continued  “Most of them who come along are only after remission points. The ones who really need help don’t usually want it. The ones with extreme personality disorder are untreatable. It’s a joke.”

it was a joke but nobody was laughing  not even yours truly

“Extreme personality disorder...” said Pop Platypus. “... And they send him here? He should be in Bowral. In a secure unit.”

so Don Dingo howled

“A man rapes and butchers an innocent little boy and he’s a personality disorder’?!”

Mister Too shrugged

“I’ve never met him, Don. People have to want to be helped.”

“Helped?!” howled that dingo.

“Helped, Don.”

“Dave’s a great helper, Don” said Mrs Too

so Mister Too turned to Mrs Too n said

“I’ve just told you. I’m closing the programme. I haven’t even met him.”

“Dave helps everybody!”

“That’s enough, Ness,” said Pop Platypus

“These beans are scrumptious,” said Daph Dingo

so Mister Too put down his fork

“It’s autism, Ness. It’s congenital.”

“That’s enough, Dave.”

“THAT’S RIGHT, MRS TOO’ shouted Eddy “IT’S AUTISM! IT’S IN COCKY’S GENITALS!”

they were giving him a headache  the flaming lot of them  he was having one of his migraines after all

so Cocky made Chinese eyes  but he was too late  it was too late even for Confucius he say

he felt sick after all  he should never have swallowed that chicken and potato  his migraine was starting to give him ginger bigtime  his headache was starting to hurt like hell  right in the middle of his forehead where his beak is

OW!

so Cocky put down his spoon and gave his forehead a good jab  JAB!  he put his spoon down on the table and gave that migraine a good old jab  JAB!  with Peter Pointer

JAB!

JAB!

JAB!

with Peter Pointer  in the centre of his forehead  right where his beak is

mmmmm  let’s seeeeee

JAB!

JAB!

JAB!

mmmmmmmmmm  yeeeeeeeeees  let’s seeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee

he got those glasses straight
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There’s a guy up in Queensland, tanned, long hair naturally, a hippy type, he’s got this whiteboard, he writes on it: ‘I...’ Capital ‘I’, a big one. He takes his time, plays around with the marker pen a bit. He’s got a sizeable audience and they’re already starting to applaud. ‘... AM JESUS.’ A showman’s pause while the applause wells up, then he writes: ‘DEAL WITH IT!’ The ovation grows thunderous. The bloke owns a couple of farms in Queensland, a property in California, and there’s five hundred people worldwide already DEALING WITH IT.

Three hundred miles in handcuffs, the lesion turning septic between my legs, my stigma burning like someone’s spilled acid in my perineum, and I’ve got far more followers than him.

The reception room’s hot. It’s somehow crowded, though I seem to be the only one being received.

There’s an air conditioning unit but it’s not on.

I can smell sweat and tired shoes and ink, though the ink might just be in my mind these bastards are taking so long.

Five hours sitting here with no indication when they’re going to take me to my cell and I can be alone at last.

Forms have gone missing, authorisations have been incorrectly filled in, there’s duplicates that don’t match, sheets of paper lacking the appropriate abbreviations so they can put me in my cell and be alone and do what I have to do.

Their eyes are shy, beseeching, thunderous, furtive, knowing, conniving, oblivious.

What you looking at? I got blood in the crotch of my trousers or something?

I commandeer the whiteboard. I take the marker pen from the hippy’s hand and write. ‘JOJO LOVES ME. DEAL WITH IT.’

I will you, mate. And you too, sport. Don’t you know? I will the bloody lot of you. I will this room. I will this bench. I will that it’s plastic. I will the bolts that fix it to the floor. I will these walls. I choose their glaucous magnolia sheen, alright? I will your eyes. Your stench. The wait. Waiting’s not a problem as long as I don’t pass out. I will the thing I need to do right now, that I know and you don’t know. And your bloody office cock-up, alright? I will you little people, screws and office make-works, I will your little lives made out of duplicates and authorisations and application forms—just  look at you!—can’t tell an Inmate Identification And Observation Form from a Prisoner Escort Security Authorisation from a Personal Assessment and Details four-page schedule!

Heads pop in and out. Have a good look, why don’t you?

I write on the whiteboard in capital letters: ‘JOJO’S INSIDE ME. DEAL WITH IT.’

Some glance, some gawp. They can read but they understand nothing. They think ‘inside me’ refers to my heart, some hazy place like the head. It doesn’t. I always mean what I say. ‘INSIDE ME’ means INSIDE ME. In. Side. ME. I. This Body. Like it says in the song... I’ve got you... right under my skin... alright?

The majority of the people in the room are in uniform, warders, a cop, night clerks in office uniforms. Some—a guy in a T-shirt, Ridgetown Electric, a woman in a green overall—aren’t.

When a great love comes, it comes from below. That’s what no one understands. I will that they don’t understand. The great love doesn’t descend. The coup de foudre, when it comes, comes up from beneath you, splits concrete, shears bolts, melts plastic like sulphuric acid, takes you between the legs, beneath your cock, behind your balls, where there’s no death, only pain. Okay?

He stares at me. He just sits and stares.

There’s always one in every room. Wherever two or three are gathered together, verily he will be here. The one who knows he’s been willed, and resents it. He’s been sitting here the whole five hours, across the other side of the room watching, weighing, savouring, suggesting, downright insinuating. The one who isn’t happy with what I’ve made him. Elvis Presley in a warder’s uniform. Short, barrel-chested, the rocker haircut, boozy face, a boozer with stoned pupils. There’s lots of people want to kill me, there’s a couple have tried already, but not with this guy’s infatuation.

I trundle out the old whiteboard and smile at him and write in big letters: ‘LOVE CAN’T DIE. DEAL WITH IT.’

“This way.”

A wave of black heat lifts me. I’m standing up. It’s sometimes hard willing everything because everything keeps moving away from you in all directions.
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