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SHANE



I always came to this spot at the end of the holidays and sometimes when I just needed to think, looking at the world from up here reminded me how small I really was. Aunty, who was really my nan, said that I should have a sacred place, somewhere that I could make mine and special, a place to dream, a place to cry and to feel free. So, like a bird, I chose this spot high on a cliff among a lot of gnarled old trees—but not too close to the edge. I’d always felt a bit scared of heights. Some bird I would have been!


I needed to gather my thoughts. My stomach was turning, Aunty wasn’t well and we’d had an argument about the high school I wanted to go to. She and Pop came up with all sorts of reasons that I shouldn’t go—starting with the fact that it was a long way from home.


‘That high school has too many problems, Edie!’ Aunty said as she took another tablet.


‘So? Why can’t I go?’ I said, stamping my foot on the floorboards like a little kid. ‘All my friends are going there—well, most of them, anyway!’


‘Now you listen here, young lady, that’ll be enough of that kind of behaviour,’ Pop said angrily. ‘Your grandmother isn’t well and she doesn’t need you arguing with her. And that is how it’s going to be!’ He pointed his finger right into my face.


He’d never done that before, so I knew he was really upset. I dragged my feet to the bedroom. Some things never got discussed. I knew there were drug problems at this school, but that wasn’t the real issue and I knew I’d have to talk fast to change their minds. Aunty and Pop were worried about the way coloured folks were treated. The kids seemed fine, but the adults were constantly fighting. You could tell our little community had changed: there was an uneasy current flowing all around us.


And then the phone rang. ‘I’ll get it!’ I yelled, bolting out of my room and jumping over the sofa. I was getting pretty good at clearing that old thing.


‘Edie, what have I told you about that?’ Aunty narrowed her eyes at me again. ‘It might not be much of a sofa, but it’s all we’ve got and it’ll be a long time before we get another one.’


That was all she seemed to be giving me lately—the evil eye!


I still hadn’t got used to having a telephone, because it was only new. At last we were catching up with the times and I knew the call would be for me.


‘Hi, Maggs! Whatcha doing?’ I shouted. Finally a happy voice to brighten the day.


‘Guess what!’ I could hear her breathing.


‘Okay, what?’ I knew I was going to like this: I could read Maggs so easily.


‘Mum and Dad have decided which school I’m going to, and it’s the same one you’re going to. Unreal! We’ll get to go on the bus together!’ The words just jumped down the line.


‘You’re kidding! That’s great—but what’s the catch? Your brother goes to the local school, so how come they’re letting you go to mine?’ I said.


‘Well, yes, there is a catch,’ she said. ‘I suppose. You know my Aunty Joan, well, you know her son Shane?’


‘Yeah, yeah, the one in the wheelchair,’ I said. He had cerebral palsy.


‘Well, your school’s got special facilities for kids who aren’t like us, so Mum and Dad thought he could come on the bus with us and that we could look after him.’


‘What do you mean “we”?’ I said.


‘Oh, come on, Edie! It’s the best school for him to learn at. Our local school said they haven’t got room for him and with all the extra help he’d need, they felt he’d be better going to your school,’ she said, running out of breath.


‘Yeah great!’ I said. ‘You know what that means! We’ll have to protect him, he can’t talk, all he does is smile and dribble—yuk, Maggs! I thought we were going to have fun.’ I was getting angrier the more I thought about her cousin.


‘Don’t worry, we’ll manage. The boys down the road’ll help out. Troy and Joel go halfway on the bus, so they’ll at least help us get him on,’ she said.


Shane had been born with it and he’d never been able to walk. His arms were always stuck in awkward positions too, so whenever someone turned a corner with him in his chair, he got bruises from negligent drivers coming the other way. And he was so heavy; he was only skinny, but he was a big lump. He’d often just be left sitting on the verandah and it seemed like he was staring at nothing. Most of the time his family were busy doing things round the house and they left him in the sun because it was good for him.


Maggs and I had got him to give his first smile. We tickled him under his big toe and that did the trick. Apart from that smile, to look at him you wouldn’t have thought he knew who anyone was—except for his mum. When she cradled him in her arms and hummed this special tune, his eyes sort of lit up and a dribbly smile crossed his lips. It was sad to see so little of the life inside him. I did want to help him, but all his problems made me feel physically sick. And I couldn’t see any way that school would help him. How was he going to learn?


‘Don’t be angry, Edie,’ Maggs said softly. ‘We only have to do it on the way to school. His dad picks him up in the afternoon, because he doesn’t stay all day.’


‘Have you got your uniform yet?’ I asked. ‘Yuk! Do you know we’ve got to wear a tie?’ I flicked a long strand of hair off my face.


‘No, I haven’t got it yet, but I’ve seen those geeky kids up the road wearing their ties,’ she said. ‘Don’t think I’ll be wearing mine! And what about the hat? Looks like something out of a baby’s nappy. Yuk! Listen—meet me at Parso’s shop, okay?’


‘Yeah, okay, in an hour. Aunty’s got some things she wants me to do,’ I said and hung up.


I could smell something sweet in the kitchen. Aunty might have been a nag, but she sure was a great cook.


She was perched on a stool next to the stove and stirring something in a big metal pot. ‘Come, here, love,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry I was so short with you earlier. Was that Maggie on the phone? You know talking for a long time costs money, don’t you? Especially for her parents.’


‘It’s only the cost of a local call,’ I said, rolling my eyes. ‘It doesn’t go on the time you spend on the phone—so what are you worried about? Her parents are the ones paying the forty cents,’ I said. ‘Anyway, what do you want me to get at the shop?’


‘Don’t take that tone with me, Edith! The list’s over on the bench, so just bring it here, please,’ she said, puffing again.


I was just about to grab the list and out of the corner of my eye I could see her holding her head. I ran over and put my arm round her. ‘Aunty, are you all right?’ I said.


‘Yes, love, it’s just—I don’t know, it’s just a bit hard for me at the moment. You’re getting older and the bees are making their honey in you and my old ticker gets too excited sometimes when I see you wanting to fly.’ She gave me one of her really big hugs.


And I hugged her back. ‘Oh, Aunty, I really love you. You know that! You know I’m not going anywhere—except to that school you hate—but Maggie’s coming with me, so I’ll be all right.’ I passed her the shopping list.


‘Mmm.’ She looked at me. ‘Well, I suppose at least it’s someone to walk with you. Just remember to keep being who you are, love.’ And she wrapped some money up in the list, pressed it into my hand and patted me on my way.


The bees and the honey: my Aunty Gloria always talked about them. ‘Growing up, Edie,’ she said, ‘many things happen inside your body, changes that can make you feel upside down and inside out.’


She was right. It didn’t take much to get my temper up and the old folks really got on my nerves, always asking me to clean my room, do this, do that. There were things I wanted to do, too—I couldn’t just do whatever they wanted, when they wanted it. See? I got annoyed even thinking about it all. Even though I loved Aunty and Pop I just wished sometimes that I had my mum with me. Aunty didn’t always understand me. Aunty Gloria said that Aunty knew me only too well and maybe she did, maybe she didn’t. But I didn’t care. I skipped along the road as if I was five again. And I wished I could go back.


Parso’s shop was buzzing. There was Maggs in our usual booth, sitting with the boys and Tara.


‘Hi, guys, how’s it going? Hi, Tara,’ I said, sliding in next to Joel.


‘Getting ready for the posh school, Edie?’ Joel said, flashing his white teeth. He could still make my heart melt, even though I was over the crush.


‘Yeah, well it’s a top school, Joel. You’ll wish you were going there with us, you’ll see!’ I said suddenly protecting that school. What had got into me?


Tara made googly eyes at him all through her shake and my jaw tightened up every time she looked at him.


‘You’ll wear out those teeth of yours.’ Maggs leant to one side and whispered to me. Then she almost winked. ‘Edie, guess what!’ she said. ‘Tara’s big sister goes to our new school in the unit where Shane’s going to be. Tara said that she’d show us what we have to do each morning. There’s a special drop-off point and one of us has to push him in. Then he can do the rest himself.’


We all sat and talked about the schools we were going to and I thought how good it was to have mates. Boys weren’t just supposed to be boyfriends; they could be friends-who-were-boys, too. Tara didn’t get it yet, so I decided that sooner or later I’d fill her in.


But Monday morning came sooner than I would have liked and Pop said I looked really fine, just like ‘a bud about to bloom’. The way he and Aunty went on, they made me feel proud and pleased with myself as I was leaving. But it didn’t last. It was a long way to the bus stop and when I got there Maggie was already waiting on the side of the road with her Aunty Joan, their whole family and Shane. Everyone was so happy, but I suddenly felt sad.


We were given our last-minute instructions, the bus came and we got on, and, although it was quite difficult, Maggie and I thought we did a good job. There was a special section of the bus with no seats and we parked Shane there. The boys said hi to us, but just stared at Shane with no expression. Shane had no expression on his face either, but he was probably fine.


‘So far, so good,’ Maggs said, making sure he was safe and comfortable. It was a pretty bumpy ride, but Shane just sat there. He didn’t seem to be aware of anything.


‘Did you hear about Tara’s sister? Seventeen and she peed her pants!’ Jacob yelled down the aisle.


Tara sat there with her sister beside her. She didn’t say a word, just hung her head like her sister did.


‘Shut your mouth, Jacko!’ Troy and Joel yelled together.


No one said a thing for the rest of the trip. I couldn’t understand why Tara had let him say that about her sister, though. If I’d been a boy I would have belted him right in the mouth. How was I going to control my temper, if this was what we’d have to put up with every day?


The rest of the week went the same way, although Shane made grunting sounds whenever we went over a bump in the road. Maggie said this had never happened before. Whether he liked the bumping or it hurt him, we couldn’t tell. But the teasing kept up and other kids joined in. They made grunting sounds along with Shane, but they were making him out to be a big joke.


Homework was on overload; the teachers obviously thought we hadn’t learned much during the day, so they gave us heaps to do at night.


‘Aunty, do you think Shane can understand things?’ I said one afternoon. ‘How would he learn? He can’t speak or write, so what’s the point of sending him to school?’


‘Love, don’t worry yourself about it,’ she said, smoothing my hair down. ‘Gee, you tie yourself up in knots! How do we know what’s going on inside Shane’s head? I’m sure he appreciates being around all the other kids.’


‘But people are mean and he can’t see what they’re doing,’ I said. ‘I just want to hit them. The kids like Shane sit outside in the sun and no one’ll even go and talk to them.’


‘Edie, a rock just sits there. It doesn’t talk, but it certainly has a purpose. It holds up the world, plants use its strength to lean on and it gives them shade and protection. And,’ she said, ‘it’s beautiful.’


Aunty always did this. She said things that made me think, and I went back to my homework, but there was no way I could concentrate.


Ms Jenkins was Shane’s teacher and she was in a wheelchair herself. But she had only lost the use of her legs. I couldn’t get over what a difficult job it must have been for her, so we always said hello to her when we brought Shane to class. She was really kind and gentle.


‘Thank you, girls. I know Shane appreciates what you do for him,’ she often said.


‘How does she know?’ I asked Maggie.


‘I don’t know, but his mum says the same thing. Maybe he’s got some special way that he lets them know. I don’t know,’ she said.


As the weeks of first term went by, I started to like Shane. There was something about him, a feeling that he did know you were with him. And I started to understand his grunts. They weren’t all the same and they told us different things and I knew that he was coping with the bumpy ride much better. He didn’t always dribble when he smiled, either.


‘I’ll meet you at the creek after school, okay?’ Maggie yelled over the rumbling of the bus engine. Friday was the best day of the week.


‘Okay!’ I bellowed. ‘The old engine’s losing it! Did you say creek?’


Suddenly over Shane’s grunting, which had got louder, there was a piercing screech and the bus shuddered to a stop. It was like a convulsion. Screaming. Bags flew everywhere. That was the last thing I remembered as I hit my head.


How much later—seconds, minutes? I could hear this vague moaning and sobbing and kids crying for help.


I pulled myself up in my seat, my head was pounding and I could see the bus driver slumped forward and not moving. There was this whistling sound and through the window, I could see grass. It was a paddock with cows and it was tilted to one side.


‘Maggs!’ I moaned. ‘Maggie, are you okay?’


She groaned. The bus had gone over on a bend in the road, and we were balanced on the edge of a ditch. I could hear Shane’s grunting. He was still in his chair wedged in between the seats, and hadn’t fallen out. His grunting got louder and louder and I couldn’t help thinking that he sounded like a cow.


‘We’re moving—help!’ someone screamed. ‘It’s tipping over!’


‘Everyone grab the seat!’ I shouted. My head was killing me. ‘Don’t tip, pleeeease!’ I could hear myself yell.


Kids held onto each other and jammed their legs up between the seats so they wouldn’t slide out. Luckily Shane was belted into his chair, but some kids held onto it just in case. A few of the loud mouth boys started to crawl slowly towards the back of the bus because they’d seen that happen in a movie and maybe that did it—whatever—but the bus stayed where it was.


Over the top of all the noise, I could hear Shane bellowing.


Looking back later, I thought it was all completely surreal. In my head I could still hear ambulance sirens, parents yelling, kids screaming and crying. Some of them were taken to hospital and a few parents took the rest of us home in car pools.


And then someone told Pop it was Shane’s weird noises that had saved us. When he started bellowing, he spooked the cows and as they charged across the paddock towards the farmhouse and the sheds, the farmer heard them and eventually found out why. He was the one who’d rung the police.


When we had a special assembly at the end of term and certificates were being handed out, Shane got one for his bravery. A boy who couldn’t talk and couldn’t make any useful movements had simply sat there and done his best.


Maggs was wiping away the tears just as the rest of us were. ‘You know what?’ she said. ‘I think he understands why he’s getting this. No—I know he does.’





HOT CROSS BUNS



As I looked out the bedroom window, the air was heavy around me and my finger traced another drop of water on its way to the wooden sill and the grass somewhere below. Amazing. It was the same water the dinosaurs could have walked in. I could hear Aunty shuffling around the kitchen getting things ready for dinner.


‘It rains every Easter weekend,’ I said out loud, my thoughts going back to previous years when we’d been stuck inside because of the weather, but maybe it was just my mood and I was imagining it. At this time of year we always seemed to be in church and everyone in church looked so sullen, as they listened to the stories of pain and suffering. Then they brightened up a couple of days later as they rejoiced in the hope of new life.


Aunty and Pop never missed church but somehow they let me stay at home every second week.


I went out to the kitchen where Aunty had just finished chopping up onions. She looked out the window. ‘Well, it’s been that way since I was a girl,’ she said. ‘It’s just the changing of the seasons, I guess.’


‘Mass as usual. Do I have to go to all three?’ I asked.


‘What do you think? You know the old saying, you can take a horse to water, but you can’t make it drink. So I suppose it’s your choice—but Pop and I are going.’


There was washing up to do in the sink so I got stuck into it.


‘She’s getting older, love. We’ve done our job,’ Aunty often said to Pop, peering over her glasses. ‘It’s her turn now!’ Another puff of his pipe would send a slow white cloud drifting across his face. He would still quiz me about mass, when Aunty wasn’t around. I did go to church, but I had too much study to do to go as often as they did and, besides, I was questioning all my old beliefs about church. I’d started to think that God was everywhere, not just in one building. God and I were the same. We lived inside of each other.


‘I keep looking at the sad weather and thinking that it must be raining because of the Easter story,’ I said, drying the dishes but not stacking them in any particular order.


‘It seems that way, doesn’t it,’ Aunty said, rearranging the dishes without making a fuss. She could do two or three jobs at once.


‘Nan, could you please tell Pop not to worry about me? He’s always hassling me about church and stuff. Tell him I’m not going to get lost, like one of those sheep. And now that I come to think about it, the sheep that wandered off always found their way back to the flock, anyway. So why do all you old folks go on about it?’ I said.


‘Not so much of the “old”, thanks! I can’t tell Pop to hold his tongue, love. He’s only doing what he believes is the right thing by you, telling you what’s in his heart. So you just do your job and put up with it. He’s doing it with the best intentions,’ Aunty said gently, but firmly, and went out the front to get some herbs from the garden.
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