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				For

				My family

				‘It’s moments like these you need minties.’

				To

				Nanny

				Almost my favourite postcard

				Mugs

				Not the grown up one, to the little girl she never was

				And

				Christopher

				Who only irons the front of his suit
’cause he’s never worried about what’s behind him.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				author’s note

				‘The beginning of wisdom is to name a thing.’ Anon

				‘I got the shock of me life when they told me the old man died of the grog,’ Dad said.

				‘But you knew he was . . .’

				‘Yeh CT, I guess I did. I’d just never heard anyone say it.’

				Thirty-one years later neither had I.

				We are bound by unsaids until silence is broken and healing begins.

				Most names of people in this book have been changed to protect their privacy, the odd character has been conflated; others may recollect things differently, some, I suspect, not at all. It is with my greatest love and respect to all, the past and the future particularly, that I share my story of forgetting, pretending, remembering . . . for all still struggling through silence to find their way home.

				Catherine, 2009

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				‘Who shows a child as he really is?

				Who sets him in his constellation and puts the measuring-rod of distance in his hand?’ Rilke

				•

				I loved picking my belly button,

				I picked it until it bled,

				to find a way into myself to find where I end.

				If I get to the end of me can I undo myself and start again?

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				david o’donnell’s doodle

				Do you remember the day you realised you were you?

				It was a hot summer afternoon. I was four or thereabouts. ‘Getoutside,’ Mum yelled and slammed the flyscreen door.

				The tip of the purple feather duster chased me to the verandah, the place Mum sent us when she didn’t know what else to do, when she was at her wit’s end and so were we, and so it seemed was everyone else in the street as doors slammed and tempers flared and troublemakers were sent outside to cool down.

				‘Here it comes, she’s gone mad again,’ my three sisters echoed in the background. I hated them calling me mad, it only made me madder. ‘Mad again’, as if they’d agreed I was mad before. Held a meeting: ‘I hereby declare her mad, all those in favour?’ Though I was furious with them for thinking I was mad and for not inviting me to the meeting I’d imagined they’d had without me, there was a place inside me that suspected Hampster, Piz and Mugs were right; that was as tired of me as they were.

				‘It started in Port Macquarie,’ in a boat on the Hastings River, ‘remember?’ ‘How could I ever forget?’ Thirty-five years later, side by side sorting through my ironing basket trying to make pairs from unmatched socks, Mugs and Mum agree that Port Macquarie was the place they first saw it – me – my madness, christened it ‘Corfie Morfie’ that dreadful day I literally went overboard, unable to hide the real me any longer.

				I don’t know what happened. I was three. It was nothing. It was everything. Mugs’ curly hair, her sitting up high in the captain’s chair, steering, smiling, swivelling, the back of her neat little ears; he’d asked for volunteers, she did, I didn’t. I flew into an almighty rage, kicking, biting, screaming, trying as hard as I could to push her off the boat. It was Dad’s shrug, Mum’s mouth gaping, soft arms straining, the frilly bunting, stupid music, dopey gawkers; but most of all it was the still water and a Saturday afternoon.

				‘Why don’t you just throw the odd socks out?’ they query in unison.

				In our family I am the odd sock.

				‘Catherine’s such an unusual child. You know when she was born she looked Chinese,’ Mum would say. Jaundiced, black-haired, almond-eyed? I quite like the idea that I arrived with a face that stirred my mother’s fears; that she gave birth without a sound to her very own yellow peril, in a year when a tidal wave of social, political and religious change swept the country. It was 1965. Australian troops marched into Vietnam; the first major cracks appeared in the protective walls of the White Australia Policy; Vatican II shook the foundations of the Catholic Church, and my father went from liking to needing a drink. My mother hated change. I was born, breathed it in. The winds of change stirred the chops, peas, faith and fear that fed me in the womb.

				‘We don’t know where she came from, so unusual,’ Mum said, emphasising the u until it sounded like ‘you’, which hypnotised the listener into accepting some responsibility for this wayward child . . . and so on went her efforts to explain me over the side fence to our neighbour, Mrs Mullins, who listened, shaking her head from side to side, tutting while pegging clothes on the line.

				After a cup of tea and time to ponder my mother’s plight – Dad and four naughty girls in five years – Mrs Mullins would call out . . . ‘Are you girls behaven ya selves in there?’

				I always heard the behaven ya selves bit as ‘Are you girls looking after your mother?’ But maybe that’s because I knew Mrs Mullins knew. She was the only person who ever knew about Dad; that Mum told or didn’t or didn’t deny . . . same thing.

				I liked Mrs Mullins. Despite the tutting mouthful of pegs and dreadful things she knew about us; when we were alone she winked and called me ‘Catherine the Great’. She had the body of a child and an old crumpled face that made her look as if she was peering through a cut-out on one of those painted wooden bodies at amusement parks. At the lowest part of the fence between our yards we could almost see each other eye to eye. It was hard to think of her as a grown-up when she was so little. Imagine a child being taller than a grandma? Who would you look up to?

				Mrs Mullins lived alone most of the time, or seemed to. Linda, her eldest, oldest, same age as Mum, tallest daughter worked, so was absent from my world between breakfast and bedtime. Mr Mullins was a merchant seaman. I saw him once dressed in white walking down the street. He was tall too, and had the same red nose and walk as Dad, all straining forward and high-kneed, as if stepping up and out of quicksand. Their other two daughters and grandchildren were frequent visitors.

				Linda Mullins had the pointiest bosoms I’d ever seen . . . from the back verandah.

				As the chief troublemaker I spent a lot of time locked out there, sitting on pebblecrete.

				•

				I know every crack and pebble. When boredom strangles me; when I give up banging on the door and nagging to be let back in, I start to pick at it, prising the stones from their base, leaving little white islands of ‘nothing to do’.

				Sitting on the top step I look out across the yard, the pebblecrete fossils my thighs making me itchy within seconds. I wedge my legs through the balustrade . . . they just fit. As they dangle I lean against the iron bars, peering over the edge imagining myself falling, falling face first onto the concrete. That would be ‘unusual’. Someone would have to come and scrape me off with the spatula Mum uses to get fat out of the pan. Except Mum’d say ‘Don’t take things from my kitchen.’

				I leave my legs dangling long enough to swell and imagine the sound of a fire engine’s siren racing up the street to cut me free . . . and Mum and the girls ‘I told you soooo’-ing as they step over me. Better than getting your finger stuck in the plughole when you’re nude in the bath, I tell myself. What could be worse than that . . . nude and stuck? Men with raincoats and hats in your bathroom, yelling at you, using power tools to cut you free. And your undies turned inside out on the floor. Yuck.

				The noise of the firemen drilling recedes, as the noise in the air advances. The soprano cicadas’ incessant hum; the all-stations train to Parramatta braking, accelerating and rattling past the shrill of the local pool, where swimmers bomb and chase and tease and sticky Icy Pole arms and legs kick and splash and feet burn as they tiptoe over the bitumen in the car park where wet towels drape vinyl-back seats and children hot potato over metal seat buckles.

				The lucky few on trampolines bounce higher than the rooftops.

				All of Blacktown screams.

				Mon Cheri joins the racket. From the swing in her cage, hung on the clothes line to make her think she’s flying; the hot dry westerly tosses it, rattling the mirror; hung there to make her think she’s not alone. She pecks at the bell on the mirror repeatedly until Mum bangs on the kitchen window and yells ‘What’s wrong with her?’

				Poor Mon Cheri.

				Her name was a mouthful but I enjoyed the opportunity to phlegm up the ‘ri’ in cheri. My fascination with foreign languages had already begun. Another language was a place to hide. To say what you really wanted . . .

				 She’s a budgie from Blacktown for christsake. What’s with the French name?

				She knows she’s alone and will never fly free. You people are crazy.

				No. You people are ‘Unusual.’

				What I needed was a language of my own.

				•

				Someone unlatches the flyscreen door, it swings open, bangs against the wall, bounces back, hesitates before closing, taking the same deep breath as Mum inviting me back inside. ‘Now see if you can behave yourself, Catherine Therese.’

				Two saints’ names were always better than one when getting in trouble.

				The storm inside me has passed. The crazed desire to get back in the house – Corfie Morfie – gone. I walk down the stairs, past the flat and the garage, around the side, in search of shade, and plop headfirst into the grass beneath the Japanese maple. Upside down the tufts tickle my scalp and probe my ears. My toes burrow between the blades, my toenails fill with dirt and silence.

				I am a bridge.

				I look up and under my red top, it doesn’t quite cover my tummy, my muscles strain, my belly button protrudes, but not because it’s an outie. We are a family of innies.

				•

				Dr Mitchell had done a tidy job knotting my sisters and me; it’s something I was proud of. I wore it like a badge. It made me feel special, as if the moment I had slithered out into the world careful hands had been waiting. Hands chosen by my mother. My neat belly button was a symbol of Mum’s love. Some girls had bluebird signet rings and gold bangles, but I had my innie. I thought anybody with an ‘outie’ was not as good as us.

				Colin Jones across the road had an outie, and look what happened to him. He committed suicide after a life of runny noses, freckles and petty crime. When I read his death notice last year, the first thing I thought of was his outie.

				My innie aches remembering.

				I loved picking my belly button. I picked it until it bled, to find a way into myself to find where I end.

				If I get to the end of me, can I undo myself and start again?

				Dad pulled fluff out of his. Making me think we were all stuffed. It was years before I realised the fluff was lint from his underpants and that my belly button ached not from my picking or being highly strung, as Mum said; but because at the end of me was the beginning of fear.

				•

				Arched in my bridge on the grass upside down, my tummy, taut and round, reminded me of a pup’s belly. It was at that precise moment, gazing at my skin, framed by a triangle of sky between my legs, that my eyes took me in; that I realised this – was me. The little legs straining to keep the arch, peeking out from terry-towelling shorts handed down and stretched by older sisters’ bottoms, the bony knees, stained with scars and mouse-dropping scabs, the hairy calves, ankles, innie – me, all me. More than my thoughts, on the earth in the earth me here alone thinking whatever I wanted about Linda Mullins’ pointy bosoms. I dug my toes a little deeper. Heard a rustle in the grass. Mugs’ feet stop next to me.

				‘What are you doing, Dave’s over there.’

				David O’Donnell – Mrs Mullins’ eldest grandson.

				I look over and see a flash of stringy blond hair in Mrs Mullins’ yard.

				‘Come here,’ Dave calls out.

				Mugs helps me up. We run dodging bindies towards the verandah, stopping to grab a petal from the lipstick tree, rolling it into a tube and rubbing it on our lips, spitting to get rid of the bitterness numbing our tongues.

				The rails are on Dave’s side of the fence. He can climb up and look over if he wants to. We settle for fleeting glimpses of him between the gaps of the palings. We’ve only seen each other properly from our back verandahs – at least that’s what he thinks – whenever I heard his Dad’s Datsun pull up I raced into Mum’s bedroom, and watched through the curtains. Once I saw him kicking the toes of his school shoes down the concrete front path; his mother slapped him on the back so hard that he tripped up the front step and knocked on the door with his head. Mrs Mullins answered. Dave cried and wiped his grandmother’s kisses away with the back of his hand.

				Our verandahs are at opposite sides of the yards.

				We’re not allowed to yell out at each other, so Dave and I signal to meet at the fence. When we get there we’ve got nothing to say. I don’t care. Dave and I kick the fence. It wobbles. Mugs bores instantly, rolls her eyes and says ‘Come on, let’s go.’

				As we turn to walk away, a pink finger with an eye and a poloneck jumper pokes through a worn knot in the paling fence and pees a yellow arc.

				Mugs pulls me away yelling at Dave ‘You stupid boy.’

				Dave laughs. So do I. A laugh that’ll become known as my dirty laugh.

				I am fixed to the spot. Can’t take my eyes off his doodle; it’s the same colour as the lipstick petals on the oleander tree. I want to pull it through the fence, as much as I want to grab one of those clown’s heads that turn from side to side at the school fete and hold it, so that my ball falls into its six slot and I can have one of those big stuffed toys that no one ever wins.

				Mugs drags me by the arm and we stumble over the grass until a bindi-eye sticks in my toe and I scream ‘Let go’. Wrestling free from her Chinese burn, hopping on one leg, inspecting my foot, I find it cartwheeled between my toes.

				Leaning against her to pick it out, I look back over my shoulder to the hole in the fence. It’s gone.

				I see a slice of Dave running away.

				•

				It seemed to me that no one was ever happy where they were.

				Me here; Dave there, visiting a grandmother he was taller than. Mon Cheri banging her bell and Mum, especially Mum.

				Mum at the kitchen sink soaking in hot water. Water so hot her fingerprints melted, leaving her with slippery hands that felt wet even when they were dry. Mum who wanted nothing more than to sit, like Mrs Norris across the road patting cats because she was lonely. 

				The people on the trains looking out the windows wanted to be in the pool, the kids leaving the pool whinged about going home. Nothing was ever enough.

				•

				The flyscreen door slammed twice. Mugs inside. Dad outside.

				He didn’t see me lying on the grass. I knew where he was going when I saw his Saturday pants, walking his walking-away walk, when I felt the ground shudder.

				‘Hey Dad where ya going?’ He almost tripped over me as I grabbed onto the bottom of his trousers and held on as he stumbled back into stride.

				It was funny for a second, bumping along the ground forwards then backwards until his heel clipped my chin and the brick front fence loomed towards us every second step. Dad stopped short of the fence. Balanced on one leg and shook me off like a yappy dog yelling ‘Bugger off CT.’ I did, rolling into the trunk of the Japanese maple, scrambling up and onto tippy toes to watch him hike the waist of his trousers back up and walk off down the road to the pub.

				The day I realised I was me.

			

		

	
		
			
				 

				jimmy funt

				‘Jimmy Funt’s a _ _ _ _’ starts with c rhymes with Funt. Dad said, ‘Jiiiiiimyyyyy Funt’s a c _ _ _ ’ over and over and over again when he was drunk, stressing the ‘i’ and ‘me’ sounds.

				Every c word chilled my bones – needed to know what it meant, and who was this bloke that had Dad ranting till the early hours of the morning? Some fool from the pub? Mum said, ‘your father’s best friend’. That no one had ever seen or met, I wondered if Dad had? If, in fact, Jimmy might be imaginary . . . some invisible man made up of all the men who’d done him wrong and hadn’t – and parts of himself he’d never met and had and hated, that appeared together when he was raging drunk. I was unsure, until the night Dad came home from the pub with a shocking slapstick haircut – a centimetre of fringe at the front and bowl at the back that he blamed on Jimmy. Listening to him tell the story of how they’d cut each other’s hair I smiled deeply, knowing once and for all Jimmy existed, because no one in their right mind; no one known to man could have made themselves look that silly.

				I loved thinking about who owned the scissors, who made the first cut? If Jimmy was as short as I imagined, how had he reached up? Did they swivel on bar stools with others egging them on? And what sort of shearing Dad gave Jimmy? But most of all I loved imagining him as Dad’s friend. I loved Jimmy, well, not him but Dad’s stories about him, his pet cockatoos and fat wife; a wife so fat she needed her seat reinforced, that’s how Dad and Jimmy met. When Dad moved from the country to the city as a young bloke, his first job was working as a carpenter at a fruit shop in Petersham.

				•

				‘In them days it was real working class, no poofters or nothing, just wogs and fruit shops; it was a fruit shop I was working in building shelves. We was called ‘See us before the Day Goes’ . . . cos there was another wog joint across the road, ‘Dagos’ . . . Yeh, we thought it was a bit of all right and so did Jimmy when he come in and checked out the joint, and asked me if I wanted to work for him, so I did, in the caravan he toured a troupe of boxers in. His Missus, Mary . . . Jesus, had the biggest arse I’ve ever seen in me life, so ’uge it hung over the sides of the seat, which broke all the time, so my job was to reinforce it as they travelled from town to town; see Jimmy, the poor bastard, he loved her, didn’t wanna upset her, so he had me on board with a bag of nails and four be two’s to fix it, so she’d never know.

				Jeez, he had some good fighters. One little bloke I remember, a skinny black fella, featherweight, used to sit up the front of the caravan on Mrs Funt’s lap – like a fly in a milk jug.’

				•

				So when ‘Jimmy Funt’s a c – nt’ became Dad’s mantra, I retold myself these stories as a way of forgetting how it made my belly-button ache and remembering there was no animosity between these mates; these great kindly blokes, bottle feedin’ baby cockatoos and wives behinds, quite the contrary, I tried thinking of it as Dad’s stab at poetry, pretending it was just a four-letter word that happened to rhyme with his barber when he was drunk.

				But I failed to convince my bones. They knew what they’d heard; that the ‘c’ word was the worst word in the world. More than the way he said it was the ‘unt’ sound that stabbed me in the guts, that twisted its way into my lower back, ‘unt unt unt unt unt’ a guttural sound, an animal sound, as if unt could become grunt and then aaahhhhhhhh . . . and we’d all be uckin dead. Unt echoed and burrowed, ending lower than uck, which was nothing. ‘Ucken kids. Git outa me ucken way. Uck off.’ Dad even had an uckin when he wasn’t drunk, for Mrs Mendic our psycho next-door neighbour who went mental with a match, an axe, a hose. Who stabbed Mum’s doctor’s daughter across the road. Who terrorised everyone in our cul-de-sac and was, rumour had it, a ‘lady of the night’, in the day in her garage.

				The first house up on our street corner, with its drawn venetian blinds and pockmarked weatherboards, courtesy of bricks thrown by Mrs Mendic on one of her drunken rampages, seemed to say what I couldn’t, Welcome to our little dead end of domestic violence. Walking home from school it wasn’t Carga the savage Doberman two doors down that bit Mugs on the bum, or the latch going up on Mrs Mendic’s side gate, or the rage or the grog that I feared, as much as the silence afterwards . . . the nothing.

				Nothing was my greatest fear.

				How do you forgive or speak of nothing? Or choose something . . . else?

				Friday nights when Mrs Mendic smashed a bottle of home-brewed beer over the head of her poor husband Ronny, he just stood there skinny and helpless, cowering, covering his head, till she bored of him, smashed his windscreen then turned on us. It started simply enough with her chucking cans of cat food over the fence when my sisters and I were babies, crying ‘Like fuuuuuckin cats’ she said ‘meooooowing’ on her back verandah, taunting Mum, and later me and Mugs, who’d dared to grow up and poke out our tongues. With the back of a fork tapping the top of a tin of Whiskas she jibed at night outside our bedroom window, ‘Heeeeeere Puss Puss Puss Puss Pussieeeeeeeees,’ almost always when Dad was away. Her sense of his whereabouts was uncanny I thought . . . until years later lured into her kitchen, I sat staring directly into ours.

				One fiery Mrs Mendic night when Dad was home and composed enough to call the police, a fat cop in a Falcon pulled up fast, slowly manoeuvred his beer belly out from under the steering wheel and thudded across our front lawn. To the sound of hair-pulling screams, Mugs and I ran to Mum’s room and watched him wrestle then stuff Mrs Mendic into the back of his patrol car like he was feeding a scrum.

				Ignoring her handcuffed hands begging and banging on the window, the florid cop stood tucking his shirt back in shouting this advice to Dad, ‘Mate, if you can get her on your own property, shoot the bitch. God knows the number of times we’ve had her in lock up. Mad as a cut snake. She offered to do one of the coppers.’

				‘Jesus,’ Dad and his enormous ruddy twin said in unison, loosening their collars. ‘You could take her to court. With a bit of luck they might slap a good behaviour bond on her, but I know what I’d be doin.’

				‘Yeh?’

				‘Movin.’

				Mugs and I listened, rather pleased at the thumping, shouting, peering neighbours, parting blinds, the public drama; for once there was no pretending that what happened hadn’t, our fears had been high-beamed, handcuffed, driven away, the night Mrs Mendic had set fire to our fence a metre from the bedroom window we lay beneath.

				‘Mugs?’

				‘Go to sleep.’

				I tried.

				Fixed in my usual position, with Fliffly Fluffly my teddy tucked under my right arm, I bunkered down under the covers, curled in a ball, my knees touching the wall that separated my bed from Mum and Dad’s. Touching the exact spot I imagined was right between their heads – needing to be between them – beneath the Sacred Heart banging on the wall; I said my prayers. ‘God bless mother and father, Hampster, Mugs, me and Piz, please make us good girls and boys, Ma and Pa, Nanny and Pop, aunties uncles and cousins . . . Goodnight baby Jesus, please look after us while we’re sleeping.’

				My spine remembers – still refuses to wake unfurled.

				I never faced Dad with the truth of his drunken nights. No one did. It would’ve been rude and we were scared and embarrassed; were – are – still – too scared and embarrassed to say anything. Weaned to our embarrassment being more comfortable than causing embarrassment to the person causing the embarrassment, we stayed silent – loyal to shame, denial and fear. Specifically, I was terrified Dad’d start drinking again killing himself, and I’d be the reason ‘Just like ya uckin rigid itch mother.’

				Mum. My beautiful Mum, perennially twenty-one with a waist and aprons, the darkest eyes and shiny black hair, some called it a Mediterranean air, I called it Spanish, after I found a box of Maja soap with a flamenco dancer on the front all black and red and tucked inside the soft-as-velvet pink under things she kept in the top drawer of her dressing-table. In the bottom drawer she had a Tower of London tin of tiny buttons.

				Sometimes when Dad was goin’ on and I had a belly-button ache she let me hold it, shake it, ‘gently’ prise the lid; play with her precious things; little plastic and glass buttons of every colour, silver and gold. Sifting them one day a black one shimmied into the lid, circled, stopped, stared up at me. ‘That’s Mother of Pearl,’ Mum said. I picked it up. A rainbow flashed across its back, disappeared, appeared, disappeared, depending on the way I held it. ‘Who’s Pearl?’ I called out from under the kitchen table . . . where Mum sewed all of our clothes, smocked, squirted eye drops, ear drops, pinned kiss curls, dressed wounds, served dinner, plonked shopping, unpacked, supervised homework, budgeted, polished shoes, chased us with the feather duster, chopped beans, shelled peas, cut onions to put in mashed potato (my favourite) even though they made her cry. Every mouthful a piece of onion surprised me, she loved me enough to cry . . . and not let me see. ‘A dear little girl.’ ‘Who?’ ‘Pearl.’

				•

				Spanish looking who collected buttons and pain1 in a potty, I wonder if Mum was Pearl?

				‘A dear little girl trained from birth to never once soil her panties,’ boasted her modest mother, who made mine paper underpants for her wedding trousseau, in case she made a mess of herself. Mother of Pearl – my grand Mama – was big on not making messes, meticulous homemaking, respecting her elders; saying yes to her own mother’s request to mind her eldest daughter after the birth of her second ‘Just for a while . . . until you feel better.’ Forever is a long while . . . for Mama and Pa’s polite pleas for their firstborn’s return were ignored.

				So Mum and her sister grew up apart, longing for holidays spent arm in arm together, not saying a word until their children grew up and questioned the past. Mum, believing what she’d always heard, thought her sister was lucky growing up in one house with their nan and other loving laps; whilst she moved seven times and got a smack for not packing away her toys ‘. . . so nothing went missing,’ she said. Only a mother and a sister?

				I suggested Mum call her sister. She did. Both sighed and denied they had anything to say to each other about something neither of them had ever said. ‘It was a lovely conversation,’ Mum said.

				A pearler perhaps?

				Like the one I had with Mama a few days before she died, when a pearly essence clouded her eyes? As she drifted in and out of ‘that place none of us know’ she told me she’d been ‘off, singing . . . sitting’ with her dad on their sunny back steps. I was holding her hand, watching her closed eyes smile off somewhere between a century ago and now, when I remembered my beautiful Pa in his dying days off in an orchard picking apples, and held back my tears by imagining them almost together in a red delicious warm concrete heaven, when Mama opened her eyes. She tried to sit up. I asked her if she knew who I was, ‘Of course, don’t be stupid, keep your voice down, we don’t want that nosey parker over there knowing our business.’ Then she told me I needed a haircut and pointed at her bedside table, asking me to hurry and open the top drawer; the private place that stored what was left of her worldly possessions – a half-eaten lemon tart, church bulletins, Steradent, rosary beads, and her watch.

				‘Take them,’ she said, pointing an insistent little finger at a white pile in a Tupperware container; bequeathing me her collection of folded paper napkins – pocketed, pressed and obsessively collected from the lunch trays in the nursing home during her 101st year. When I asked her why, she said, ‘They’re good for wiping up messes. Don’t you want them?’

				I gave them to Mum to mind, in case Mama got better, in case she was more here than there and needed to fold, figuring Mum could drop them off while Dad sat in the car blowing his horn. Then Mugs or I could slip them back in her drawer on the alternate days we delivered her freshly washed smalls. But she died. And Mum kept them.

				They were big on not making messes and little on knowing what to do when they did. What couldn’t be dusted, washed, pressed, packed away, folded, forgiven, or said became silence.

				•

				I didn’t want Mum to see me cry hiding under the kitchen table in my tent of legs – Mum’s, the chair’s, the table’s – sitting safely beside her steadfast lower half, one hand shaking on top of her shoe as she pressed the chocolate foot of the sewing machine, the other inside her button tin sorting through little things she used to care about.

				Mum was too ladylike ‘Say lie person not liar, pain not poo, bouz not that awful fart word for wind, from your back bottom not bum’ to fight Dad back. She cried until her eyes were hauntingly black, until I begged her to wear dark glasses to church, and when she did I sat up really straight to ward off the eyes wondering why, and then she stopped speaking.

				I mean, she spoke like she soaked – her hands in the sink – until it erased her identity.

				Something about someone’s ‘neat thick wavy hair, brush your teeth, leave your sister alone, wash your hands, say your prayers, get your elbows off the table, say excuse me, I love you, go to sleep little piccaninny, bend over, sit up straight,’ something or other. She spoke but didn’t say much I could hear, I was too busy listening for Dad.

				So I learnt to say nothing, at least not aloud . . . and that paper was not just for writing and reading but bleeding.

				When Father Hanna asked me in confession about Mum’s dark glasses I lied and said she was blind.

				Inside my head I repeated Dad’s rants over and over to myself. ‘Useless uckin idgit. Uckin unt, Uckin Jimmy Funt’ the swear words, suicide threats, how much he loved himself, hated himself and everyone else, and how much he missed his mother, for which he had no words just cried – at about nine cans. When he went from angry to sad, but before he got sleepy, was my cue to remind him he was going to buy me a dog. ‘Ya want a dog, CT? I’ll get you an uckin dog. The best uckin dog in Blacktown. Did I ever tell ya about my dog Big Blue?’ ‘Yes Dad, the circus came to town and you never saw Big Blue; the best dog in the world, ever again. Now what was that you were saying about buying me a dog?’ I’m not even sure I wanted one. Piz did. She cried when he brought home a black pup Mum told him to take back to the pub. Me? I wanted to see how it worked – his memory; my pretending, forgetting, remembering.

				I had Dad’s drunken slurs down pat, in fact, if there’d been a part in the school Nativity play for a drunk, I was your man, jumping out of my second grade chair with my hand in the air, ‘Miss, Miss, how do we know the innkeeper wasn’t a drunk?’

				As Miss Van Hugh delivered my punishment for asking such an irreverent question, I tried to look contrite, as a new version of the Nativity began writing itself in my mind.

				•

				There could be no one better than me to direct it. No one with my experience, well, maybe Tracy Spillane? The whole of the 9 o’clock mass knew her father was a drunk. It was the best mass ever. He wandered in right after communion, staggering about the pews calling out for Tracy’s mum. As he got louder the hymn got louder ‘We will be true till dilldilldoo.’ ‘And again,’ the nervous organist said. I got a smack and was told to turn around as the men who passed the collection plates, who huddled at the back of the church tipping coins into the red velvet drawstring bag, led Mr Spillane outside into the glaring sunshine where he’d be concealed by parishioners pouring out any minute from mass. Not mingling, racing to their cars, some walking straight out after communion, pulling faces sweeping the roof of their mouths for stuck bits of host.

				We always stayed until the last note on the organ rang out, and then raced home, so Mum could put the meat in the pan, and get Saturday night’s sheets off the line before our grandparents arrived for Sunday lunch. But at the end of mass on Mr Spillane day, Mum stretched one arm out across eight knees and told us all to stay where we were. We were the last family to leave church that day.

				•

				Maybe Tracy would like to be my assistant?

				Lining up for the bell after big lunch, I round up a cast of drunken shepherds in my mind. Joe, with his shy loose-legged walk; Carmen, with callipers, her lopsided legs concealed by a toga, perfect; and shiny little Susan Kent. ‘Here Susan I’ll mind your bluebird ring. We can’t have shepherds wearing jewellery, now can we?’ My assistant zips the ring into my hip pocket as I roll a beach towel over my thigh and then shove it on Susan’s head. ‘Hold still, Susan. The turban’s not too tight. Think about Mary, about to give birth with her underpants pulled to the side, in the front bar of the Robin Hood Hotel. It’s times like these you realise just how lucky you are.’ I push the turban a little further – over Susan’s perfect cowlick-free hair. She stumbles. ‘There, let me see. You look great. See if you can slouch a little more, loosen your belt. Push your pants down under your beer belly. Can we have some more padding here, please? What are we paying these wardrobe people for?’

				Yes, there would be none better than me to coach the Misfits and Miss Perfects into their new roles as drunken shepherds. On the night of the real school play, punished for my innkeeper question into playing the role of the tree where Joseph tied up his donkey, I stood, arms artfully outstretched ignoring the ass’s arse, Darren Jacobs, jibes, looking into the audience accepting their applause for the epic script playing out in my head.

				•

				I think Mum hoped not talking about Dad’s drinking would erase the truth. So I talked to myself. Doesn’t talking to yourself make you go mad? ‘It’s all in your head,’ Mum said on the odd occasion I broached the subject. I had to agree. It was all in my head. All of it.

				I can see now how not saying anything protected Mum and Dad and ucked me. In fact, it might have been the start of my uckedupedness, my unusualness, my residence somewhere between seen and unsaid, in a world where no one was itchy or the boss of me; where I played secrets, scribbles and alphabets with Kylie my imaginary magic pudding head best friend. Behind the front door by the beer bottle glass we built ‘a nest for dreams for the hatching of new realities’ out of whispers, words and leaves.

				•

				When everyone thinks you’re mad you can invent things. It’s almost your responsibility, considerate even, to make people think they’re right. Of course, I knew Kylie wasn’t real. I used her to say the things I couldn’t. I told her everything until Mum erased her too – searching for the house I claimed she lived in. As we drove, looking, I sat in the back of the car staring out the window, imagining . . .

				Knocking on the door.

				Standing on the doorstep sandwiched between two women, trying to convince the dopey looking woman who answers the door that she has a daughter called Kylie. ‘Is Kylie here?’ ‘There’s no Kylie here.’ ‘See, Mum, Kylie’s not here, let’s go.’ Grabbing Mum’s hand muttering to myself ‘She must be at the park.’ The dopey woman overhearing, interjecting, me interrupting, ‘Just tell my mother Kylie – isn’t – here – at – the – moment.’ Leaning in, speaking in a slow deliberate voice, adding crazy eyes, an anxious mouth, an effective pause when I say ‘my mother’.

				The grand plan being that both women will question the other’s sanity, fill the gaps I leave between words with their own fears, become so confused they will surrender their instincts and agree with whatever I’m saying. How could my mother be sure that the dopey woman was not as dopey as she looked? Lucky for me a dopey woman answered the door; a woman so dopey she was capable of forgetting she had a daughter named Kylie. And the dopey woman would interpret my crazy eyes and slow speech as I intended, become fearful that ‘my mother’ was not my mother at all but some lunatic who’d kidnapped me, who wouldn’t let me go till she hears the words . . . ‘Kylie lives here.’

				‘Here.’

				‘Are you sure?’ Mum said, slowing the car at the bottom of the least driveable, best possible tree-lined driveway I could find for my pigtailed magic pudding head best friend when I couldn’t stall any longer all the way out at Prospect.

				‘Shall we go in?’

				‘No.’

				‘Why?’

				‘She’s not there.’

				As soon as I said it Kylie disappeared . . . to London to visit the Queen.

				A second longer and the dopey woman would’ve seen herself as a hero on the front page of the Blacktown Advocate. I had the situation totally imagined, the headlines written, when the dopey woman shook her head and said something over my head and slammed the door. Mum dragged me away down the path. I yelled out, ‘How could she not know her own daughter?’ Hoping the dopey woman might get it.

				Ending any fantasy I ever had of a friend I could tell about Dad.

				•

				At the end of the day, drunk or not, he was my Father, Farve, Doggie Daddy, particularly when hung-over, guilty or lonely, when I’d be his adoringly devoted son Augie Doggie from his favourite comic. ‘Here’s your Daddy . . . here’s your Doggie Daddy, CT’ he’d say and I’d sidle up to his chair. ‘Yes, Doggie Daddy Dear Old Dad of mine?’ and he’d hoist me up in the air, forearm trembling, fag dangling from the corner of his mouth. When my bottom no longer fitted in the palm of his hand I shrunk myself to fit in his silence, so desperate was I for any little morsel, slice of green apple, or trouser cuff that passed my way. We’d Augie Doggie/Doggie Daddy until everything was okay.

				I never repeated aloud the stuff he said when he was drunk, except for once. It was a Saturday afternoon.

				•

				Saturdays now and then, had the same foreboding forecast – low cloud clearing to a cold front in the afternoon, followed by a high pressure system, belly-button aches and the threat of evening storms. Dad hung-over from a Friday night drinking binge, that had begun on Thursday with the arrival of the little yellow pay packet, and the rest of us doing whatever we could to stop him going off to the pub for the trifecta. Mum at the kitchen sink, staring out the window, soaking in steaming soapy water, sniffing; the tears that couldn’t be licked dripped off the end of her nose into the sink and washed the dishes from Dad’s favourite meal of corned beef, cauliflower and white sauce. My sisters Hampster and Piz stayed out of the way while Mugs and I fussed over Dad – completely oblivious that our grooming only reaffirmed how little he needed to offer of himself for our affection – Mugs cut his toenails, while I kneeled on the floor between the radiogram and the end of the lounge scratching the dandruff out of his head. Scratching – waiting – concentrating on the atmospheric pressure. Somehow I inherited this incessant ancestral itch, and the scratching soothed us both.

				•

				Dad was lying on the lounge, on a musty grey wool blanket, Mum’s makeshift bed from the night before, unable to lie on his own bed, which was still wet, even after Mum had ironed the mattress. The smell of burnt wee made her open the bedroom windows to get some air in. The white voile curtains billowing softly in the breeze seemed so delicate and feminine and so totally at odds with the scorched mattress turned on its side beneath the picture of the flaming throbbing, Sacred Heart. Jesus knew. I could see it in his sad eyes, in the tilt of his head and the thoughtful gesture of his right hand. I imagined to anyone walking past the house the curtains lapping the windowsill made us look one of those families that weren’t afraid to open windows.

				The radio was on – Des Hoysted calling the fifth race at Randwick – blaring in Dad’s ear as he lay mumbling to himself, using his middle name, ‘Poor William, no Mummy, no Daddy.’ When the race was over, he’d say it again, ‘No Mummy no Daddy, someone hastalookafterim,’ making me ashamed for listening and sorrier for him. Sensing my pity he’d grumble ‘You filthy kid . . .’ I know. He knew. I was. Filthy – like the ashtray that lay on the form guide on the floor with a smoke smouldering on its amber lip? Dad’d pick it up, inhale, then ash into the top pocket of his bib-and-brace overalls.

				His favourite in the sixth was a late scratching, so he turned the volume down and closed his eyes. As I moved closer, he opened them; peeped, then positioned his head slightly back, moving side to side, simulating the speed of itching he required. When he realised I wasn’t there for that, he snored pretending he was asleep. That’s when I spoke in a voice that shocked us both. It wasn’t a voice that probed his state of wakefulness, it was a louder than normal voice, an ‘I know your uckin awake’ voice that simply said, ‘Dad what’s a cunt?’

				To this day I’ve never been as scared or seen him move so fast. He sat bolt upright, grabbed my head, one hand over my mouth, the other over my left ear, and started shaking, trembling like he was going to explode, growling ‘Don’t you ever let your mother hear that, ya filthy kid.’ I laughed, because I didn’t want to cry, because my muffled peals sounded Swahili and he looked silly all red sitting up sinking into the lounge. Because I liked it – his smoky hand against my mouth. I licked it. ‘Jesus, ya mad kid. Go on, git out of here.’ He let go of my head, shaking his own, wiped his hand on his pants, with the shock not only of what I’d said, but what I’d done. Crossed the line. Truth and dare. Pulled something from his drunken world into our hung-over sober world, and licked it.

				But I still didn’t know what it meant.

				Which was probably a good thing, a great thing the number of times it looped in my mind. Jimmy Funt’s a cunt, Jimmy Funt’s a cunt, Jiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiimmy Funt’s a cunt, until just stressing the i was enough to match the uck in my head, especially when I was a raging biting, kicking Corfie Morfie, which was all the time really, the real me – nice neat wavy confessions cunts creeds and fucks – circling inside my head. Filthy and mental. How do you do? The real me. Everything else make believe.

				Whatever it was I knew it was the worst thing in the world that could make a man get up scared stiff and sit on a lounge he’d only ever laid on. And I knew but never told anyone, that Jimmy Funt got one on mail order . . . after his fat wife exploded.

				Fed up with touring, fighting and reinforcing his Missis’ arse, Jimmy bought a pet shop in Brisbane and installed a huge seat behind the counter for her to perch. One day they were cleaning cages and the next there were two new birds, a black cockatoo in the backyard and a Russian in Jimmy’s bed. Her name was Natalia. The Russian not the cockatoo . . . whose chewin’ and screechin’ earned it the name that rhymed with Jimmy’s.

				Though I didn’t get told what c _ n t meant, more importantly I let Dad know I knew the family secrets and couldn’t be trusted not to speak them.

				My knowing became a currency traded between us in times of need.

				
					
						[1]pain = poo
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