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‘Lights! Camera! Action!’ 


I turn out the lights and get into position on the couch beside Mum, balancing a cup of tea on my knee. It’s Friday night – slide night at Nan and Pop’s. Mum and I have brought over the latest packet we got back from the chemist, and these are new slides that I’m in! The projector hums quietly, sending a beam of soft light through the lens onto the canvas screen. Speckles of dust float around the beam like eyelash insects. The warm air smells like old books and photo albums and Pop’s dresser drawers. It feels like the olden days, before I was born, when my family were young. 


Pop and I are usually the only ones interested in the slides but Mum is in a good mood and Nan’s had a few home–brews. I’ve already got my tape recorder in position. While Nan was in the loo I planted it in the gap between the lounge and her single sofa chair. I rewound until I heard the tape smack into place, then I pushed down ‘record’ and ‘play’ on the right side of the double tape deck. I can see the small red light glowing in the dark. I’m capturing everything! 


‘When that red light goes out, I’ll love ya.’


Bugger! I’m busted already. Nan’s beady eyes scan me warily from her chair – she doesn’t miss much. She usually knows when I’m recording. I know it bothers her but I can’t help doing it.


‘You love me already though,’ I say. 


I lean over and press stop. My trick is to show her I’m turning it off and then wait until she’s distracted (which doesn’t take long) and sneakily press record again. I’m trying to be more secretive because I’ve decided recordings are better when no–one knows they’re being taped.


‘And don’t you spill nothin’ on my lounge suite or I’ll choke ya bottom!’ Nan says with a drawl.


My job on slide night is clickerer. I press down on the square orange button. The projector makes a mechanical noise as the lever slides out and the canister shifts position. The white square on the screen is swapped with a rich fuzzy green. It’s a crater surrounded by trees. 


‘How come we’re going so far back into New Zealand!’ says Nan in a high pitch. 


Mum’s testing the reel by showing some of the old slides. Nan and Pop went on a holiday to New Zealand in the seventies and took a LOT of photos from the airplane window. I hammer the button to skip through the scenery. 


‘Wait a minute dear go back, I want to look at that one,’ says Mum.


I flick the switch into ‘reverse’.


‘I can’t remember a lot of this,’ says Nan. 


‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen these ones,’ adds Mum. 


Press. Whir. Click. 


A sign says: ‘Te Waikoropupu Springs.’ 


‘Wake up. They’re my springs,’ jokes Mum. I love Mum in her silly mood.


Press. Whir. Click. 


A Maori dancer is onstage leaping up in the air. 


‘That’s Pop getting out of bed,’ chirps Mum. ‘Nan just pinched him on the bottom!’


Pop does an impression of a tribal warrior.


‘Hoo wah wah!’


Good old Pop. His neat head of white hair is combed sideways and tucked behind his big ears. Pop’s honest, hardly swears and loves a cup of tea. Sometimes we play crib together and watch the footy. He’s the closest thing I have to a Dad. 


Press. Whir. Click.


A bunch of sheep stand in a row in a paddock. 


‘There’s Justin’s school photo! Justin should see all these, he did a project on New Zealand.’


I did! I got an A for it. 


Mum knows. Mum knows better than anyone. 


A slide gets stuck. Pop calls for the tweezers but Mum tries to use her nails. They’ll have to pull the lever out. 


‘Well push it in and pull it out,’ says Nan. ‘That’s what I said to you on our honeymoon.’


I giggle. 


‘Did you hear that Mum?’


I’m excited and laughing and loving everything. Nan yells at Mum not to waste her time with the square cartridges. Her glass of home–brew tips and she spills beer on her precious new carpet. I’m yelling at Nan as she yells at Mum. 


‘NO! Maureen! Don’t waste your time—’


‘NAN! QUICK! It’s dripping onto the carpet—’


‘Oh shaddup!’ says Pop, with a cartoon growl. 


The timing is perfect. I crack up and vibrate inside. Hanging out with my family is like being in my own sitcom sometimes. Recording it makes it worth double because I’m going to be able to listen back later. 


The slides are great for conversation because everyone has to work together to remember who’s in the picture and what’s happening. This way I get to hear the family history, which is better than just looking through the photo albums. 


Nan and Pop had whole other lives before me. They were looking after kids and working on farms and getting sick and going to war. One of Nan’s catchphrases is ‘hard times, you don’t know what hard times are’. Mum was just a kid growing up like me, except she had three brothers – Nigel, Ken and Max. I don’t think Nan and Pop were around much because they were always working. 


Next is a photo of Mum and Nan. Mum’s around twenty and Nan’s middle–aged. Nan’s wearing a pink top and short denim shorts. 


‘Oooh. Who’s that leggy piece,’ says Pop with a grin. 


Nan’s always had good legs. We often see them when she shows off her latest ‘badge’ from the garden. Nan bruises easily. She always says she’s ‘no lady’ and can be found ‘head down, bum up’ in the garden. She’s very active for her age. When she retired she joined the Field Naturalist Club – it’s a club full of old people who go on walks and look at flowers. Sometimes I join Nan and her friends for a bushwalk. She’s always full of stories and sayings and lessons. 


I stare at Mum’s face projected onto the canvas screen. She was so pretty! She could have been a model in her flares and fuzzy red slippers. 


‘How long before I was born?’


‘You were just a twinkle in my eye,’ she says. 


I like the idea of being a twinkle. Even though I wasn’t born, I’m still part of the story. 


‘Justin, you’re supposed to hold your little finger out when you drink with them cups,’ says Pop. He’s watching me try to sip my cup of tea. It’s the first time I’ve used one of Nan’s fancy cups. There’s a picture of a lovely brown duck with green on its neck against a brown and white lace pattern. I’m still working out how to hold its dainty handle. 


I shoot my pinky out straight. Pop’s blue eyes sparkle as he laughs. 


‘You bend it a bit dear,’ says Mum. ‘It curls around like this.’


She makes a curve with her little finger. I try to copy but my finger doesn’t want to bend. 


‘Elegancy!’ laughs Pop. 


I’m funny without even trying!


‘Look at this bloody twelve year old. Likes his fine china for his cup of tea!’ Nan says, delighted. 


‘And do you come to Britain often?’ says Mum, doing her posh voice. 


‘Oh my word!’ says Pop. 


All eyes are on me now. I feel warm. 


‘I’ve always been a “cup of tea Annie”,’ I chirp 


‘He’s always had his cup of tea,’ says Mum. ‘He has his coffee in the morning. I buy him the decaffeinated coffee. He has it for his breakfast, just like me.’


Mum spoils me. She gets me breakfast every morning and makes my bed. Other kids my age have to do it all themselves but I’m an only child and the only grandchild Nan and Pop see – I like being special. 


The picture changes to a bright sports oval. Finally, we’re onto the latest ones. The shots are from the inter–schools cross country race. There are blurry boys running but they’re not me. 


‘It’s hard when they’re running,’ says Mum. ‘You don’t know where they are.’ 


‘Poor Justin huffin’ and blowin’,’ says Nan. ‘When you did that …’


The tape pops and there’s the sound of scratchy static. The tape recorder shuts off. I slide my earphones off and take a big breath in. The voices are gone. The picture leaves my head. There is only quiet now as I breathe out. I’m in my bedroom in Burnie. It’s dark outside. Shadows hover through the curtains. The wind rattles the back gate. I scan my ears. In the room next door, Mum’s room, I can hear bed springs squeaking. 


‘Sssssst … sshhhhht.’


My chest freezes. It’s so horrible, through the walls. 


‘Ssshhiiiiitt.’


I place my earphones back on. I lean over and fish the tape out of the deck. I flip it round and slot it back in and press down ‘play’. I stare into the red glow of the stereo. The soft crackle of static returns, like a campfire in the distance. The sound rolls on, the voices return, Nan and Pop are with me again. 


We only looked at the slides a week ago. Mum was fine then. 


What happened?









PART ONE


1992: Grade Six
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Today at school I made a mock cover of The Advocate with my best friends Nick and Paul. We made up our own disasters and world events: a nuclear meltdown happening in Los Angeles and treasurer John Dawkins saying the price of beer and cigarettes will go up by two dollars in the budget. I cracked everyone up with my Toyworld ad for a Michael Jackson doll with ten different noses to choose from. It’s amazing when you laugh so hard you have tears in your eyes.


When the school bell rings we grab our backpacks and go our separate ways home. Lucky for me my house is on the same street as the school. 


The clouds above the oval are spread out like fluffy butter. That’s where the athletics carnival will be held soon – I’m going to kick butt! I trudge uphill with my thumbs hooked in the straps of my backpack, past the basketball courts and across the new fitness track. I hoist myself up and over the fence and head towards home. The street is quiet except for the tweeting of birds. The shadows of the houses stretch in long blocks across the road. I can smell cool woodsmoke as a plover squawks nearby. 


I know all of this. This is Montello, where I’ve lived all my life. Everything I see is familiar. Across the road is Jeremy Dyson’s place. He was the first kid to have a Voltron action figure. On the opposite side further up the road is the Dixons’. Mrs Dixon is on the parents and friends committee and their letterbox has a yellow safety house sign. Then there’s the block with a small overgrown paddock – sometimes I spy a horse in the long grass. 


The lines of the footpath sweep beneath my feet. There’s a square of footpath with ‘MOLLY 86’ scratched in the cement. I wonder who wrote it and how they managed to find the cement when it was still wet. I step lightly over the square, to get the timing right. 


‘Tread on a crack, break your mother’s back.’ 


I need all the luck I can get.


I cruise up to the red brick flats of Brooker Court and check our letterbox. We’re number one, the first on the left. Barbara, Mum’s closest friend, is in number two. Trudy and her daughters, Mandy and Linda, are in three. In the middle there’s a long, sloping driveway. 


Ray and Vurlie are in number five, on the opposite side. Vurlie is strict and has a perfect lawn that you’re not even allowed to walk on. She tells me off for rescuing tennis balls from her garden. Elsie’s in six. She’s a little old lady with curly hair – I used to call her ‘Mrs Dickie Bird.’ I’m not sure who is in number four. It keeps changing but I think it’s a young woman at the moment. Overall we have good neighbours. A few years ago Mandy and Linda and I put on a concert in the backyard. All the neighbours came and Linda did tricks with her dog while I told jokes holding my Kermit the Frog doll. 


I knock on the door. 


Mum takes too long. Hmm. Things aren’t good.


I hear the thud of the bedroom door and her heavy steps. The front door opens slowly. Mum looks tired. Her eyes are bleary and dull. 


‘Oh, is it that time already?’


I step inside, looking at Mum closely. Her brown hair is greasy and ruffled. She glances at the clock above the kitchen table and scratches her head. 


‘I was just …’ 


‘Are you okay?’


‘Yes, I was just having a lie down.’


Inside everything looks normal. There’s the TV and the brown modular couch, the cane stand with ferns, photos of me on the wall. But something’s not right. Something’s off.


As I walk into the kitchen I spot a mixing bowl on the bench. It’s smeared with chocolate icing rings.


‘Did you bake a cake?’ I ask hopefully. 


Mum plonks herself down on the couch. 


‘Oh Justin, you know what happened?’ she says, her voice lowering. ‘I started eating the cake mixture and then I couldn’t stop!’ 


The room goes dark as the sun passes behind a cloud. My thoughts are foggy and slow.


‘What! Did you eat the whole cake?’ 


‘I couldn’t help it,’ she laughs weakly. 


It could be funny, but it’s actually pretty weird. I stare into the bowl.


‘I don’t know what gets into me,’ says Mum, smiling into the distance. 


There are two plastic shopping bags beside the kitchen bench. I start unpacking and putting things away.


‘Mum, did you get my decaf coffee?’


‘Oh, did I? Is it there?’


‘No.’


‘Damn, I forgot. That’s okay, I’ll get some tomorrow.’


She grins giddily on the couch. 


‘I’ve still got a damn headache. I think I might go and have a lie down.’


She wanders towards her bedroom, humming. 


I feel an ache start to swell inside me. I go to my room and dump my bag. I need to have a little think. Through my window I can see the backyard, the back fence and trampoline. The lawn needs a mow but it’s still too damp. I tend to my grass pet – a potato in a stocking with googly eyes and grass growing from its back. He needs a mow too. 


‘Hee, hee, hee!’


Mum starts laughing in her bedroom. She does that when she’s not well. 


I trim my grass pet and put water in his dish and plonk down on the edge of the bed. I pick up my nylon string guitar and beginner guitar book. I’ve been learning ‘House of the Rising Sun.’ It’s a memorable old song with cool chords: 


Am C D F 


Am C A7 


Am C D F 


Am E7 Am 


I sometimes hear it on 3MP on Pop’s radio in the garage. I always stop and listen because the fingerpicked guitar is so dramatic and the organ is all wild and wobbly. The singer sounds upset and angry as he bellows the beginning of each line. I have no idea what it’s about.


I’m finding the F chord tricky. It’s like a C major except you cover the top two strings with one finger. It’s not easy changing from D to F while keeping the strumming pattern (down, down, up, down, up). Nick’s better than me and can do fingerpicking like Tommy Emmanuel. 


I can’t stop thinking about Mum in her room next door. She’s just lying there, on top of the bed. I want her to get up and DO something! I put my guitar down and walk into the hallway. 


Mum’s door is half closed. Hanging on the knob is a porcelain clown decoration. It’s dressed in silky yellow pyjamas and nightcap, lying back on an orange moon. Its pale face is decorated with red circle cheeks and a spot on its nose. It has lace around its neck and a little fringe poking out under its cap. Its eyes are black with a white dot inside, like a cartoon. They stare at me as I push the door open and poke my head in.


‘Are you okay, Mum?’


‘Hmm,’ she says in a high pitch. ‘I like your playing.’ 


She’s lying on her side with her head resting on top of the pillow, staring into space. 


‘Mum, can you get up?’


‘What for?’


‘I don’t think it’s good for you to lie there.’


‘It’s okay dear. I’ll get up in a minute.’


There are clothes scattered on the floor and piled up on her clothes horse. Mum usually keeps her room tidy. 


‘Five more minutes, Justin, I promise.’


There’s not much more I can do. At least I’ve said something. At least she knows I’m worried.


I go back to my room and open up one of the top cupboards. Seeing the name in cement on my way home from school made me think about time capsules. Montello Primary made one in Grade Four. It was a big white cylinder and we each put a piece of work in. I contributed the cassette of my radio show. It won’t be opened until 2010! I’ll be thirty!


I made my own time capsule last year. I think I put it up here … the top cupboards are dusty and jumbled and chock full of crap like bags of toys and schoolwork and blankets. I use a rolled–up finger painting like a sword, checking for spiders.


Up the back I pull down a white shoe box. 


Justin’s Time Capsule DO NOT OPEN!


Found it! I can’t remember what’s in it. I figure it’s okay to check now. It’s been nearly a year.


It’s full of cool stuff. There’s lots of little trinkets like my Carlton membership medal, Wal Footrot soap, Parliament House rubber, Alf toothbrush and a green plastic handle with ‘JUSTIN’ written on it that’s meant to clip onto your can of Coke. 


There’s a letter inside too …   
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I’m a bit nervous coming home from school the next day. I don’t know what sort of mood Mum will be in. I can hear rock music blaring from our house. I scurry up the steps and yank open the screen door. 


My black tape player is on the table. It’s turned up and distorting like crazy. Mum faces the table, dipping one knee then the other in time with the music. It’s like she’s dancing in a trance. 


‘Mum!’ I yell.


I think it’s Mum’s new Jimi Hendrix tape but at this volume it’s just one big scream. I reach for her shoulder. Her head jerks around. 


‘Sorry dear, I didn’t hear you come in.’


‘Mum, the whole neighbourhood can hear!’


‘I didn’t realise it was so loud.’


She doesn’t seem worried. 


I stare at my tape recorder. How long had she been going? 


Mum goes to the couch and takes out one of her Benson & Hedges. She’s started smoking again. Next to her are a Paddle Pop wrapper and scrunched up packet of Thins chips. I don’t like Mum eating junk food. 


‘Mum …’ I want to say she’ll put on weight, but it seems a bit mean. 


‘Oh, I don’t do it very often,’ she says, looking down at the wrappers. ‘I’ll have to go on a diet, won’t I? How was school?’


‘I finished a new Montello Times.’ This is the school newspaper I edit – I’m also the cartoonist. 


Mum squints her eyes as she puffs on her cigarette. No more words come. 


‘We did a story about the pulp mill strike.’


Mum stares forward, smiling at nothing. Did she hear me?


‘Mum!’ 


Her eyes dart back to me. 


‘Oh, did you! I’ll have a look at it later.’ 


I snatch up Mum’s rubbish and walk towards the bin. The Paddle Pop wrapper smells like lolly banana. The wet stick reads ‘Second Chance Draw.’ 


Our brown bin is overflowing. Mum didn’t bother putting in a bread bag lining so I’ll have to empty the whole thing outside. I pass the laundry and notice a piddly, tangy smell. Blossum’s red litter tray needs changing. Mum stopped buying cat litter and just uses dirt from the garden now. She can’t see how dirty it is so it sits there for ages. It’s not fair on Blossum. 


I open the back door near the laundry and tip everything into the garbage bin. Down the bottom is sloppy and putrid with juice. I hold my breath and blast it with hot water from the laundry tap. I scrub at the gunk with a brush and place the bin upside down to drain. It’s gross but at least it’s done. 


When I head back inside I see Mum, grinning and muttering away to herself. She’s in her own world. I hover by the laundry door and listen. 


‘Ahhh, get off me!’ Mum whispers in a silly voice. She erupts into a huge giggle. I can’t help but smile too. It’s weird because I also know that all this is wrong. 


‘Mum, what are you laughing at?’


‘Oh, nothing dear, silly things.’


She never lets me in on the joke. She springs up from the couch. 


‘What shall we have for tea? Fish and chips?’


I love fish and chips but Tuesday isn’t takeaway night. 


‘Can we afford it?’ I ask. I know Nan wouldn’t approve. Mum’s only on a pension and normally we have to be careful with our spending.


‘Yes, I’ve got enough there.’ 


I think of the ‘opposites sketch’ on You Can’t Do That On Television. They reverse the roles – in one sketch the kid really wants to go to school but his mum forces him to stay in bed. Sometimes my life with Mum feels like an opposites sketch, too.


Before we leave to pick up fish and chips, Mum does her stove checking routine. She holds out a hand and wiggles each finger as she marks off each hotplate knob. She also turns her head to make sure the power point behind her is off. She gets in a rhythm of waggling and turning.


‘Mum, you haven’t used the stove today.’


‘I know dear, but can you check?’


I place my hand on each coil. They’re cold. 


‘Mum, it’s off.’ 


‘Okay dear, I’ll be done a minute.’


I go and wait in the car. We have a yellow Volkswagen beetle. Everything about it is loud, even the doors, which I always have to slam shut. The best way to impersonate the engine is to stick out your tongue and blow a huge raspberry. When Mum finally gets in the car we head up to Terrylands where the milk bar and takeaway shops are. As we drive through the quiet streets of Burnie I count the lights on in other homes. I imagine the normal families that are probably inside – mums and dads making chicken Kiev for kids with brothers and sisters. 


There’s no one else at the fish and chip shop. The TV in the corner is playing Sale of the Century. Normally I’d be watching it at home. I go to the fridge and get a can of Ninja Turtle soft drink. Raphael is my favourite. His colour is red so he gets the best flavour: cola. I ask Mum to order an apple turnover as well. 


‘We’ll both get one, will we?’


Back home I nurse the warm packet as we climb up the stairs and Mum opens the front door. The smell of chips is something to look forward to. Inside I put the packet on the bench as Mum takes out two plates. She tears open the paper and starts gobbling  up the chips. 


‘This’ll be good, won’t it!’ she says giddily.


I open the cupboard and take out Nan’s homemade tomato sauce. I miss Nan. 


After tea Mum goes to lie down. We usually watch A Country Practice together but tonight Mum isn’t interested. She’s got a headache. Afterwards I turn off the TV and lock the back and front doors and leave the kitchen light on so I’m not alone in complete darkness. I switch the stove timer around to sixty minutes so that I know when it’s bedtime. I hear the steady ticking as I head to the bathroom. 


The toothpaste squeezer I got from the school fete is a dud. It has a metal pin that you’re supposed to feed the toothpaste tube into, but it’s too fiddly. I’ll have to squeeze by hand. I lean over to drink fresh cold water from the tap. In the mirror I see a round head with a flat mouth and glasses. They are thick wire frames with square lenses. My hair is a straight brown bowl cut. I have a big dimple but it only shows when I smile. I take off my glasses and suddenly the whole room is a blur. I can’t see my own face. I peer in with my nose against the glass. Now my eyes are in focus. A blue–hazel nebula. 


I head to my bedroom and close the door. I pull out my favourite comic Footrot Flats. The dog is the narrator. At the start of each strip he sums things up, so it’s easy to switch my concentration on and off, and I’ve read them before anyway. The dog’s owner Wal is always in strife and getting belted and blown about. 


Outside my bedroom window there’s a gust of wind. It makes the clothesline creak. I wish Mum had given me a goodnight cuddle. 


Wal and his greenie friend Cooch clomp around in gumboots. Footrot Flats is set in New Zealand and must be the only cartoon where it rains like real life. 


I love that you can tell how a character is feeling by their eyes. If they’re dubious then their eyebrows are slanted. If they are worried their eyes are more pointy on top and rounded at the bottom. The dog’s eyelids droop, making him look sad and weary. I don’t like seeing him like this.


In this episode he’s waiting in the rain. Hundreds of streaks fill the frame and little droplets hang from his head. 


‘What a miserable, miserable day. There are days when your nose is blocked, the fleas are holding a nip–athon on your back, dinner is four hours away and you wonder if it’s worth going on.’


I start to feel sleepy. I put the comic down and turn out the light. School tomorrow, another day. 


Mum’s bed springs squeak. 


‘Ssssssht!’


Icicles and lightning. I can hear her swearing through the walls. 


BRIIIIIIIIIING! 


The alarm timer! Ha. 


I like the surprise. It’s a trick I play on myself. 
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Today was a pretty good day at school because I got to talk to the girl I like! Tennille’s from New Zealand. She is very pretty and smart but also shy. She chose me in ‘Heads down, thumbs up’. Even though I had my eyes closed I knew it was her. But as I walk home, skipping over the cracks in the footpath, my excitement fades away and my tummy starts to feel muddled. My ribs clench as I wonder what I might find when I get home. When Mum gets full blown sick it lasts for ages. Some of her symptoms really upset me like the swearing and hissing. It sucks because sometimes she isn’t that bad and other times she’s REALLY bad and I don’t really know why. I just have to work on staying strong, like Nan always says. But Nan isn’t here through the week. 


Our neighbour Barbara is working in her garden. I go over to say hello. She’s a friendly old woman with a high voice. 


‘How’s school?’ she asks. ‘You’d be busy finishing up grade six!’


‘Yep.’


‘Not long to go now is it? Gosh. Doesn’t time fly. It seems like only yesterday that you were heading off to kinder.’


I remember the photo of me standing by the old tractor tyre in the backyard on my first day. I had my little grey satchel and a nervous smile. 


‘Are you excited about going to Parklands?’ asks Barbara.


‘Yeah a bit.’ Parklands is the high school I’m enrolled in for grade seven. It’s a lot bigger than Montello and a little further away. I’ll have to catch the bus there and back.


‘It’s a good school. And you always do well,’ says Barbara. 


I do! In surf club I have three gold medals from beach flags and from school I have eight ‘Advocate Achiever’ certificates. By grade two I was so far ahead in my reading that the teachers asked me to help others. The principal Mr Blazely told Nan and Pop I had leadership potential. 


‘And how’s Mum?’


I gaze down at the garden gloves in Barbara’s hands. I’m never sure what to say.  


‘She hasn’t been real good has she?’


‘Nah,’ I frown. The sun bounces off Barbara’s plants. The white blooms glare like lamps. 


‘I know she’s not well when she stops coming round for a coffee. Has she been to see her doctor?’


‘She went a while back. I don’t know if she tells the doctor everything.’


Barbara makes a noise. 


‘Well I’ll just keep an eye on her. If it gets real bad you come and let me know.’


I nod but I know I won’t – I don’t want to worry anyone. 


I wish Mum was out tending to our garden. I can see where weeds are starting to sprout up as I say goodbye to Barbara and walk towards our flat. I pick my favourite flower ‘Starry Eyes.’ It’s a white daisy with a purple centre. I pluck the petals and wish for Tennille.


This year.


Next year.


Sometime.


Never.


This year. 


Next year. 


Sometime. 


Never. 


This year!


Blossum’s stretched out on the bottom step, basking in the sun. I can see his brown fur beneath the black. He makes a meow when he sees me. I stroke the top of his soft head. I got Blossum when I was seven. I poked my finger through the kitten cage at the pet shop. Blossum was the first to come over and nuzzle it. I’d already named him by the time I found out he was a boy. 


Mum opens the door warily. Her eyes are low and mean. She is wearing the same T–shirt as yesterday – a baggy pink one with a low neck. She hitches the sleeves up around her shoulders and kicks the doorstop into position. I can smell her sour B.O. – I know she’s been in bed all day.


I plonk my bag down inside. Mum moves to face the kitchen bench. She leans her face up, like she’s trying to threaten someone before a fight. I watch a ripple of anger move over her face. She forces her mouth together so hard that her jaw quivers and her teeth make a crunching sound. 


Crack! 


Like little bird bones, snapping. I’m instantly upset. 


‘Mum! What’s wrong?’


She turns to face me. 


‘Oh I’m just sick of Barb and the way she carries on.’


I close the front door. Mum sneers as she impersonates Barbara.


‘“How’s your mum and dad? Where’d do you go for lunch? What did you order?” She always wants to know every little detail!’ 


‘She’s just being friendly.’


‘What did she want outside?’ Her eyes narrow. 


‘She was just asking about school.’


‘You see? She sticks her nose in all the time. She’s always interfering. I can’t go two days without her knockin’ on the door wanting something. It’s enough to drive a person mad!’ 


Mum glares in the direction of next door and yells. 


‘What sort of toilet paper did ya use to wipe your bum!’ 


Mum’s joking is embarrassing. I’m the only one who can hear. 


Barbara feeds Blossum on the weekends and gets the washing off the line for us when it’s raining. She brings over biscuits she’s made with jam in the middle and hundreds and thousands on top. She does ask lots of questions but only because she cares about us. We’re lucky to have a neighbour like her. Why can’t Mum remember that?


When Mum gets sick she thinks Nan and Pop are bad people and that Barbara was planted there to spy on her. In grade four we almost moved house. 


‘And then she …’


‘Mum!’ I raise my voice. Her eyes flicker and seem to growl at me. I’m not scared. I know Mum would never attack me. 


On the way to the backyard I notice a stale smell in the laundry. I lift the washing machine lid to find it still full of grey murky water. Mum’s undies are floating in it. I close the lid and wander into the fresh air. 


It’s quiet in the backyard – just the whoosh of the breeze through the shield of trees. Little brown birds are fluttering near and far. The lawn is rich green with thick tufts of clovers. I like hunting for four leaf clovers but they’re darn hard to find. I find Blossum curled in a soft circle under a rosebush. He pops his head up as I squat down and massage his neck. Blossum purrs so I know he’s happy and he loves me. 


Leaving Blossum I peel off my shoes for a jump on the tramp. I’m higher now and can spring up and see in any direction. I can see over the fence into Barbara’s backyard or over our fence into the church carpark or onto Bird Street or the back of the house and bathroom window. My legs are springs and my arms are wings. The wind lifts my hair and my weight brings me down. 


‘Ssstinking … SSHHIIT!’


A horror wave hits. It’s Mum! She’s having a shower while she’s swearing to herself. The bathroom window is open so I can hear her from out here. 


‘Trollop! Ssssstinking … bag of SSHIIIIT!’


It’s such a savage sound. Such ugly words. She’s so angry in her cave. 


‘Bitch! Sssssss … TROLLOP!’


The backyard is where I come to get away. I can’t let the anger get me. 


I jump off the tramp. There’s a sting rising inside me as I storm past the gate and the car and the dried worm on the oil stain shaped like a question mark. I walk fast because I’m the fastest. I can solve this problem quickly. I’m ready to get away, across the road, up the street, near the school. 


My heart’s beating fast with worry. I’m a bit light–headed. There’s a prickly, tickly feeling under my skin. It’s a feeling I get sometimes after I’ve been running around. I get so wound up and famished and all I want to do is demolish some bread and biscuits and scull sweet green cordial from the fridge. My body and my head aren’t completely connected. My head is a cloud. My body wants fuel! 


I glance around the street. There are no cars and no people. I see traces of smoke from chimneys. The sun is hidden behind rooftops. I look back at our fence, pale green and rickety. I hold my breath. Thump, thump, thump. I can’t hear anything except the sound of my heart. 


I wait against the school fence. 


I’ve got nothing to do. 


No money or ball.


I have nowhere to go. 


I imagine a brother. He looks worried. 


I feel … no one. 


No one is coming for me. 


I wait. 


I stare down the road. The sea and the sky. 


The smell of pine and distant burn off.


I step forward.


There’s a bird on its side in the gutter. 


Its feathers flutter in the breeze.


A soft, black vegetable.


I tear inside. 
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She said yes! Nick’s mum said I can stay over on the weekend! 


I’m packing while I wait for Nick and his mum to come pick me up. Mum walks out of the hallway rubbing her head like she just woke up. It’s 4pm on Friday. 


‘Okay and when will you be back?’


‘Sunday.’


‘Oh. Aaaaaand …’


Mum thinks of questions she might need to ask. ‘When do you need the permission form for Arm River by?’


Why does she want to talk about this now? We had all week to plan this stuff.


‘On Monday.’


Mum sits down at the table and picks up a pen and drags a notepad across. 


‘And what would you like me to get from the supermarket?’


‘Mum, Nick’ll be here in a minute.’


‘Have you got everything? Have you got your toiletries?’


I hear the toot of Nick’s car. 


‘Yep and my pyjamas. Okay, bye Mum.’


‘Yes, bye dear.’


We reach our arms out and hug loosely. Her cheek is hot and soft. I yank my bag onto my shoulder, swipe past Blossum and hurry down the steps and out to Nick’s mum’s white car.  


I sling my bag in the boot and climb into the back seat. Nick’s younger brother Danny sits in the front.


‘Wait till you see what we’re having for dinner!’ Nick grins.


‘Pizza!’ yells Danny. 


The car smells clean and fragrant. It’s normal and wonderful in the back. The engine is quiet and doesn’t advertise to the whole street that we’re going. 


Nick’s mum looks up at the rear view mirror. I see her clear, bright eyes. 


‘Hello Justin!’ 


Nick’s mum is a bit younger than mine. She’s skinny with long brown hair and a sharp face. She’s quite casual and in control of things. We never really say much and it’s sometimes hard to know if she likes me. She’s usually in the background while Nick and I play computer or watch TV, but if we fight with Danny she gets upset. She gets along well with Nick. She has a smart personality and they laugh and joke together. I get jealous sometimes because I’d like to do that with my mum. 


Okay, forget about Mum, concentrate on Nick and having fun. It’s my favourite thing ever knowing I get to relax and sleepover and join in on Nick’s life – even if it’s only for the weekend. I take a final glimpse of our house as the car pulls out of the driveway. Mum’s lace curtains are open. What will she do all weekend? 


The car accelerates with a heave. I feel a pang of guilt. 


Nick’s my best friend. He came to Montello in grade four from the mainland and I could tell straight away he was a cool dude. He had dark blond hair that was long at the back and short at the front (a style I’ve always wanted). He wore a ‘Rip N Tear’ windcheater with hood, silkie Adidas ‘enforcer’ pants and chunky Aerosport shoes. 


I offered to show him around and we realised we had quite a bit in common. He loves table tennis and WWF wrestling and his parents are divorced so he doesn’t have a dad either. He’s clever and funny but also a bit crazy like me. 


We pull up to the steep drive of his house on Colgrave Road. The light is dimming and the air is sweet. I know I’ve got nothing but yummy food and laughing ahead of me. Friday night is ‘surprise night’ where Nick’s mum brings home a treat like Chomps or musk sticks or Malteasers. The guest is always included in ‘surprise night’. 


I’ve never had my own computer so getting to play on Nick’s Commodore 64 is the best thing ever. He has a huge container of discs. Some of them have hidden games so it’s exciting because we get to work them out together. 


While we wait for pizza, Nick loads up a brand new game called Future Knight. He flicks his fringe out of his eyes and flexes his long skilful fingers. I rock myself gently on the cane kitchen chair. A shape whizzes by my head and bounces off the desk. It’s a yellow nerf dart. I hear Danny’s giggle behind us. 


‘Danny, rack off!’ yells Nick. 


I like how Nick protects us both. He’s on my side and I’ve got him all to myself. 


‘Hey Nick, is it okay if I record?’


I reach around and slip a tape into his white ghetto blaster on the floor. Nick speaks in a quick, jittery fashion.


‘Yeah, it’ll be funny to listen back to.’


In Future Knight there’s a pink spaceman who wanders around a grey factory shooting pink balloons, and avoiding pink blobs on the ground and a hovering vacuum cleaner robot thing that is also pink. I wiggle the joystick. I have no idea what I’m doing or where I’m going. 


‘Oh, so what do you do, you go that way!’ 


Nick is often sarcastic. 


‘You didn’t say which way,’ I yelp, waggling the joystick. ‘I better get me bum wigglin’!’


Nick giggles. 


The spaceman in Future Knight has a bubble butt, a bit like Nick. If I shift the joystick up and down at the top of a ladder, it looks like he’s flashing a moon. 


‘Wiggle moon!’


This keeps us more entertained than the actual game. 


‘You boys gonna watch the football? It’s about to start now.’


Nick’s mum appears with reports from the real world. 


I love footy but I want to stay here with Nick. I’m not done playing. 


‘Justin are you going to be warm enough in a sleeping bag tonight?’


I run into a balloon with a face on it, taking 200 points off my energy. It’s not a good time to discuss bedding. 


‘I haven’t got a doona for that bed yet,’ she adds. ‘How come this curtain’s wet?’ 


‘I dunno,’ says Nick, trying to concentrate on shooting the pink balloons.


‘It’s saturated.’ 


‘I didn’t pee on it.’ 


Nick’s mum lowers her voice and laughs. 


‘I didn’t say you did …’


‘Danny did.’ 


‘Ah, NICK! Do you mind?’


‘Sorry Mum.’ 


Nick’s mum can get cross and stressed. We’re not very good at conversation and I get shy around her. At least I’m never in trouble. 


‘Justin, I’ll give you a blanket as well.’


I’m avoiding the main vacuum cleaner shaped sentinel baddie. 


‘Justin?’


‘Yep.’ 


‘Look. Blanket as well as a sleeping bag there.’ 


‘Right.’ 


I don’t look. 


It’s Sunday afternoon, the end of the normal weekend. I ring Mum to ask her to come and get me. She takes a long time to answer. 


‘Hull–oo?’


The notes are odd. The ‘o’ goes down and up the way a little kid says ‘Muu–u–um!’ 


‘Hi Mum, can you pick me up at five?’


I wait for her to reply. 


‘At Nick’s?’


‘Yep.’


There is a long pause.


‘Okay.’


It’s a different voice. The timing is off. 


‘I’ll come now then?’ she says flatly. 


‘No, in an hour, at five?’


‘… at five.’ she repeats. 


I hang up. I don’t want her to come. 


Nick’s mum is chopping things for tea – the kitchen is full of the sweet smell of soup. Nick and Danny are fooling around in the hall. The lounge is empty. Yesterday we watched cartoons while eating breakfast. I was safe in Saturday and in between the fun. 


Nick gets out his acoustic and electric guitars. 


‘Let’s practice “Unforgiven”,’ he says, handing me the acoustic guitar.


I feel nervous. I don’t know if I want to hear it today. It’s so sad and it’s Sunday and I’m about to leave. 


Nick and I started learning guitar last year. Last month we performed a Spanish guitar duet up at Parklands High School. I was so nervous but we didn’t stuff up. Nick’s way better than me and can do proper fingerpicking and power chords and licks. Our current favourite band is Metallica. Their cassette cover is black except for a snake that is black as well. Nick plays the tape so we can remember how the guitar bit goes.


‘The Unforgiven’ is a long serious song. It starts with a horn, like a ship arriving at port. It swells in volume and is broken by a drum punch. Now there’s only guitar, the prettiest and moodiest guitar I’ve ever heard. The notes pick me apart at the ribs. The snare does a military–style drum roll. It could be a funeral procession. 


The sun goes behind a cloud as Nick’s room grows gloomy. I rest my chin on my hand and focus on the carpet. The song tells the story of an old man who tries to please everyone but people are cruel and interfere so he ends up dying alone. I am pushed deep inside my feelings. Time moves slowly as big thoughts close in. The singer is gentle and sorrowful. He dubs the man ‘unforgiven’. The chorus keeps repeating with ‘Never free … never me.’ After an eternity it fades into the distance. 


‘Cool song!’ says Nick. 


He sets me up with his acoustic and we go over the backing. Nick leans over close, his hands helping mine find the right place on the frets. It’s a simple riff once you get the timing of the picking. Nick has the reverb turned up on his amp so it sounds just like the tape. I pluck away at the backing while Nick chimes in with the opening riff. It’s better to be playing the notes. It feels more comfortable. Now I’m inside the song. I can control it.


‘Justin, your mum’s here!’ Nick’s mum yells from up the hall.


I put the guitar down and gather my bag. I thank Nick’s mum for having me.


‘See ya tomorra,’ says Nick, shaking his fringe.


I walk down the steps. Our yellow Volkswagen waits in the sun. Mum stares ahead from the driver’s seat. Face frowning. Lips snarling.


Nick waves from the stoop. I wait until we pull away, then I stare hard and wide out the window as an ache creeps up my throat. The engine roars to life. Electric guitars thrash in my head. 


I’m alone again


with Mum.
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I don’t want to get out of the car. I don’t want to go into the house.
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