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For Jeff Ross
and for Kirsti Wright




The Child is father of the Man;


I could wish my days to be


Bound each to each by natural piety.


‘My Heart Leaps Up When I Behold’,


William Wordsworth, 1770–1850




 One 
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I made it to the café before her, just managing to keep bile down in the rear seat of a taxi with a driver who smelled as though he’d been working for three straight days. It was a pungency I usually found appealing in a raw, sexual kind of way but in my state, his scent stirred no arousal, only added to my queasiness. The café was Hanna’s choice as usual, a local she frequented, but it was too crowded for my liking and the hum of patrons soon became a kind of torturous chant.


I hadn’t finished work until about eleven thirty the evening before and then the company went out for drinks, as was the custom. We were celebrating a handful of minor but positive reviews: I was playing Martha in a new gender-bending production of Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? The director, Victor, had received incredibly good reviews for his gender reversing in Streetcar and off the back of my three-night stint as Stella (filling in for a drug-addicted, fresh-from-school loser) he offered me the lead in Who’s Afraid. Reviews for this one were not as great, though I’d had a few positive mentions, which was always nice. I thought Victor’s concept of keeping the play in its original form and merely having actors of opposite genders play the roles – no cross-dressing or wigs, I was merely a man named Martha and my lines were all Martha’s, including those referring to motherhood – was limited in its freshness but I respected his vision and was happy for the pay. Besides, how often in a man’s career would he get to play a character like Martha?


No one ever went out on a Saturday night on account of Sunday’s matinee, which was inevitably packed with patience-trying seniors, so Friday night usually turned out to be larger than anyone planned. Last night I hadn’t been in the slightest mood to be there, but by the third glass of wine, I was hooked.


I was tempted to order a Bloody Mary before Hanna arrived but chose to err on the side of reason, and she came through the open glass door just as the tattooed, brow-pierced waitress delivered my banana milkshake.


Hanna motioned to the creamy froth, and with a teasing little grin said: ‘You’re putting on weight, m’dear.’ She gave me a peck on the cheek and handed me an elegantly wrapped present.


My birthday. Just another day, no cause for celebration or commiseration. I thanked her for it, insisting she shouldn’t have. It was a book about surviving bad sex; a little piss-take she often made with relish.


‘Very funny,’ I said, putting the book in my shoulder bag before anyone could see. ‘As usual.’


‘So how does it feel to be forty?’ she asked, before ordering a double-shot coffee.


‘Frankly, I’m surprised I made it. I always thought I’d be dead in my thirties.’


‘If that. Of course, you have me to thank for making it this far. Had I not come along when you were hobbling on crutches in the midst of your ridiculous daddy obsession, you’d have been doomed.’


‘Ah yes, my last great bashing. Broken leg, cracked ribs, a corker of a twisted nose . . .’ I pointed to the battle scar. ‘But I never had a daddy obsession.’ I delivered the line deadpan.


‘Au contraire.’ She sniggered. ‘You mistook any man’s attention for a lifelong marriage proposal. Even if he was a relative.’


‘Fuck off.’ But I said this with a laugh I could not hold back. ‘He was not my relative.’


‘Same, same.’


‘Whatever. Child.’


We met the first Saturday of every month because without that commitment we would rarely have seen each other. I’d hastily agreed to this idea of hers, forgetting momentarily that I wasn’t usually in the spirit for company on Saturday mornings. But the routine had quickly settled over us and neither was going to be the first to break.


I could tell Hanna was annoyed by my state but refused to acknowledge it, since the very fact that I was there in that state was testament to how important she was to me. Saner people would have cancelled, or at least insisted on moving the time or location to a more mutually satisfying outcome, but messing with Hanna’s plans was not worth the grief.


Hanna didn’t let me get away with much. I suppose the fact we’d known each other for more than half our respective lives gave her a certain leeway. While to an outsider her taunts might have appeared particularly cutting, to me they were just Hanna-isms. My skin had hardened considerably. We met at university – she studied Communications and I Drama – and due to one of those inexplicable twists of fate, we both found ourselves in an excruciating course on American classics. She’d offered to carry my bag for me as I struggled with those stupid crutches. I didn’t find out until later that this level of consideration was uncharacteristic.


We were clearly from different walks of life, and I was attracted to her healthy if heavy-handed cynicism, which in those days made her irresistibly cool. I suppose in me she might have seen a pet project, dragging the Kiwi out of the boy who’d managed to haul himself half alive from the school toilets after a wayward glance at the wrong boy. I took myself a little too seriously and she would not have an iota of that. Hers was the precise psychology I needed. ‘You shouldn’t really wear boating loafers’ was one of the first things she ever said to me, referring to the brand new shoes I’d painstakingly chosen as apt for higher education, along with ‘I bet you’re one of those people who never lets themselves go.’ Needless to say, she was right on both counts. Even ‘You know old-time Hollywood is for losers – you should really start watching modern films if you want a career in today’s industry’ couldn’t be considered erroneous.


Now as we sat having breakfast – because it didn’t conflict too heavily with her role of wife and mother – I got a vague sense that she only continued to meet with me out of a sense of duty. It was as if she was somehow proving to the world that she was worth her mettle, loyal to the end, when what I really wanted to ask her – still – was what possible attraction she had in a friendship with me. Of course, I was not oblivious to the fact she was feeling exactly the same: she with her demanding and tantrum-prone toddler and constantly travelling, forever-absent husband, a life she considered unutterably boring. Why be friends with an inner city–dwelling actor who was awake most of the hours she was asleep and who, by virtue of his career, was surrounded by an ever-swelling current of spotlight-hungry wannabes? At times I thought I’d quite happily exchange my life for hers but I knew she’d rather wilt within expectation than die by footlight.


‘If I hear another order for a babycino I’m going to scream,’ she said, after we’d ordered our meals.


‘Oh darling, don’t deny you order them for Bankes. You just pretend to be normal while I’m around.’


‘Ah, that’s where you’re wrong. They think they’re the normal ones, I’m the outcast. I refuse to speak to my partner about my child in a baby voice –’ and here she nodded her head in the direction of a handsome couple, the man of which was loudly referring to the woman as ‘mummy’ – ‘I don’t even bring my child to cafés, I point-blank refuse to subject him to the monotony.’


‘I marvel that you manage to stay sane being surrounded by all of . . . this.’ I waved my hand around the restaurant.


‘Could be worse, I suppose. I could be forced to live in Seven Hills and end up a complete weirdo like you.’


‘Happy fucking birthday to me,’ I sighed.


‘Ever the victim.’


I took the opportunity to change the topic, daring to ask to see the latest pictures of Bankes. Hanna took some convincing, fearing they would bore me, but with some persistence on my part she relented and I was genuinely surprised to see how much he’d grown. I wondered what he knew of me, if anything.


‘How’s Puppy?’ she asked, putting away her phone. She’d met Damon only once, at drinks to celebrate her fortieth a few months back, when things between him and me were still fresh and uncertain. I’d wrongly assumed it made sense for them to meet when there was a crowd around.


‘Great, actually.’


‘So it’s true, eternal love then?’


‘You can demean it if you like. It is what it is.’


‘Don’t come over all Mister Sensitive on me.’ She put four sugars into her fresh coffee and stirred it, making a repetitive chink against the sides of the cup.


‘I’m not,’ I protested, but it came out sounding sensitive.


‘Are too.’ And there it was, that Hanna-light upon her face, the mischievous glint that took me back to when we first met. Did it matter how disparate our lives had become? Damon thinks my friendship with Hanna is token, wonders why either of us bothers, but he is not privy to these sibling-like moments when I could reach over and kiss her, if only it would not make her gag.


I chose offence as the more practised course. ‘Oh, you can be such a cunt.’


‘As you can be a dead bore.’ But this was delivered with a giggle. ‘So, has he won the Pulitzer yet?’


‘He’s gotten a lot of interest in the play but there’s still a long way to go before we pop the champagne.’


Damon made a living as an actor but, as most actors make their income being waiters, what he really wanted to do was write. He had a unique way with the written word and I thought some of his turns of phrase were truly beautiful, but his work was lacking the most essential ingredient of being a playwright: character development. I couldn’t tell him I felt this way, because our relationship hadn’t gotten beyond the physical, so instead I encouraged him to keep at it but knew any producer in their right mind wasn’t going to trade his poetry for lack of audience interest. He emailed Victor a few scenes of one piece and Victor merely wrote back: Thanks. Not another word, either at the time, or in the intervening six weeks. Damon asked me what I thought this could mean when it was clear it could mean only one thing.


‘Would it pay that much?’ Hanna asked.


‘You already know the answer to that. It’s a validation more than anything else. It’d be very good for his . . . reputation. Unfortunately I fear Damon is too busy asserting his own trivialities to spend any time writing effectively about others’.’


Our meals arrived and we picked at them half-heartedly. I knew I shouldn’t, and that I would regret it, but I’d ordered the big breakfast even though its greasiness would play havoc with my belly. I drooled at the sight of her toasted muesli.


‘Still off the sugar?’ she mused.


‘It packs a punch heavier than heroin. It will not defeat me.’


‘Off the booze too, then?’


‘My dear, with my genes you should have learnt to stop asking such redundant questions.’


We must have spent hundreds of evenings over the last twenty-odd years dissecting my need to drink. We’d explored every corner of my family history, shaved away the outer layers of my epidermis, dug deep into the recesses of my psyche, and the best we could come up with was that it was either genetic, or alcohol was my escape from something neither she nor I were objective enough to identify. Damon had been living with me for the past eight weeks – in large part because he had nowhere else to stay. He was the understudy for Honey but Max (who played Honey) would go on even on his deathbed, so the chances of Damon getting a run depended upon acts of god. At first, I was only vaguely attracted to him with his fresh, smooth face and that childish button nose but when I saw him getting changed one day, my more animal instincts got the better of me. He was yet to work out that youth and beauty die tragically together before their time. For my part, I’d rather selfishly abused my position as ‘star’ to seduce him onto my own private stage. I had no doubt Damon would move out as soon as his next job came along and I would miss his vigour, but not his constant shadowing, nor the way he presumed I was a better person than I was capable of being.


‘Actually they say it isn’t genetic, now . . . Apparently.’


It took me a moment to remember what we were talking about and I shouldn’t have been surprised to remember it was my drinking. ‘Please, let me have one vice.’


‘Your vice is that you have many.’


You shared them with me before you traded in life for life-giving, I wanted to say, but didn’t.


‘Don’t you ever forget I’ve kept track of every single one,’ Hanna said. And to prove her point, went on: ‘Coupon collecting, prescription anti-inflammatories, sugarless chocolate, rugby magazines . . .’


‘Actually, honey, you don’t even know the half of it.’


‘Oh no, I think I have a pretty good handle on it all, actually.’


The waitress, who was now sweatier and less polished than when I first arrived, brought me a second milkshake and winked as she did so.


I asked Hanna about her life as I almost always remembered to do and she told me of her financial woes, boredom at work, Bankes’s behavioural issues, the successes of her sister and then skirted around the topic of her husband, Jakob. Though I wanted her to trust me with all the gory details, I had long since learnt not to press her on them. Jakob and I had never gotten along sober and he bristled visibly whenever I was in their home, so she not unsubtly insisted that I always met her out. Even if that meant travelling to her side of the city and, due to my public transport aversion, paying a forty-dollar cab ride for the privilege. Hanna hadn’t seen me in a play since university but I was too embarrassed to pick at that scab. I certainly was not brave enough to hear what she thought of my skill, or if she thought anything of it at all. I’d dallied with a band for a few months after university and although the fact that I could not sing was lost on the rest of the band members, I was sure it wasn’t on the modest-sized pub crowds to which we played. Hanna came one night and stood at the back of the room with her boyfriend at the time, a bemused expression plastered across her face. At the end of the set I thanked the manager and arranged a date for the next gig before making my way to where she had stood. We had to run, she said later by way of explanation. We thought you were good. And I suppose that was akin to a Victor Thanks email.


It’s funny how art and friendships so seldom mix. I’d had some incredibly close friends never see me in anything, and acquaintances only very loose by association who chose to sit in the front row night after night. But then I’d never sat at Hanna’s desk to watch her work either.


Hanna insisted on paying the bill and I griped, but it was beginning to cause a scene – which we both hated – so I surrendered. I promised I would pay for next month’s breakfast but she floored me by suggesting that perhaps next time we could each bring a picnic and she would bring Bankes to play in the park. I told her I’d like that.


We kissed each other awkwardly on the cheek.


‘Don’t slit your wrists today, my dear, it’s only a number. And congratulations for surviving the odds and actually making it this far. One day you’re going to have to tell me what made you such a monumental fuck up. And I don’t mean the New Zealand years either – yawn, I know all those. I was there for all the break-ups, let-downs, back-stabs, AIDS scares, drug binges, failures, rejections and forced outings too, remember.’


‘Trust me, you don’t want to know the rest.’


‘Try me.’


‘I might be a weirdo, but unlike you, at least I still have my boyish good looks.’


‘Delusional,’ she said, shaking her head at me as she slowly walked away.


About ten metres down the café strip, she turned back to me as if she knew I was watching and said: ‘Give your mother my love.’


Hanna 1, Tom 0.
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The evening before my twelfth birthday the anticipation of presents had been too great and at some hour between midnight and dawn, I crept out of Mum’s bed and into my room to take a peek. There beneath the window was a new desk – white, clean and sturdy. Its surface was printed with a map of the world and as I studied it in the glow from the streetlights outside, I wondered why they had chosen to colour all of the Commonwealth countries pink. Before Mum woke to find me snooping, I rummaged through the shapes on my bed. There must have been twenty presents, all wrapped in bright colours, just like the countries on my new desk.


I crept back into Mum’s bed, my whole body riding waves of expectancy, knowing sleep would never come. I lay there listening to her soft snores and dream-filled sighs, soothed by the conditioner smells of her wavy red hair.


I woke later to the smell of crisping bacon – white chocolate cake and bacon sandwiches for breakfast, washed down with milk and sugary tea. Pa came out and shook his head disapprovingly, but I knew the old man would be helping himself to a few slices of cake as soon as Mum and I left for the cinema. I opened all of my presents bar one, stringing out the excitement for as long as I could bear. With the opening of each gift, I couldn’t help but get more excited. Mum had really outdone herself, even keeping some hidden in her wardrobe until I thought they were all opened. There were twenty-three magazines, four books, eight videos (I now had enough to open a video store, Pa said), a new set of coloured pencils and one thousand crisp new index cards. With the opening of each gift, I couldn’t help but get more and more excited, even though I knew we didn’t have enough money for any of this; she must have saved every spare penny just to spoil me.


I went to the bathroom. When I came back into the room, I threw my arms around her. I started to cry.


‘Baby, what’s wrong? Don’t you like what I bought you?’


It took me a few minutes to be able to talk again. ‘No, no, it’s not that,’ I sobbed, now feeling even guiltier.


‘Then what is it? What’s the matter?’


‘I don’t deserve any of this, Mum, it’s too much.’


‘That’s just nonsense,’ she said. ‘Of course you do. You’re my handsome leading man – you deserve all of the presents in the world.’


‘But how can we – ?’


‘Now you listen to me clearly, Tom Houghton. Stop worrying. All right? I missed your last birthday and I can’t forgive myself – I hate myself for that. And this is just presents, you know? This is just a small way for me to show you how sorry I am for going away for so long. I want you to know that I am here for you, and always will be. I love you, okay? I love you more than life itself. Now, leave that last present and get ready for the movies, we’re going to have a wonderful day.’


I wanted to tell her that I forgave her, that I understood what one of her spirals meant, that she went away to get better. But the truth was she had left me with just Pa. The other times Mum had gone away, Ma had been here and we’d gone to the movies just like we always did, but with just Pa things were different. Prickly. I’d cried myself to sleep on my last birthday and even when Mum came home, she hadn’t said she was sorry to have missed it.


But this year things would be different. Our Sundays were cast in stone now. Mum only ever took a late shift on a Sunday. Up for breakfast, a quick tidy of the house; make Pa’s lunch and leave it in the fridge. Then we’d head straight to the cinema and stay there all day. Mum packed sandwiches for us, and soft drinks, corn she’d popped the evening before. Usually she made us fresh cupcakes but, as it was my birthday, we’d take some of my cake. White chocolate because she knew it was a weakness.


I usually hated shuffling during movies (mine or anybody else’s) but that day, I couldn’t keep still. There was something about the mysterious present that kept drawing my thoughts back to it. I tortured myself with that one unopened gift for the rest of the day and I loved the power it held over me; it let me stretch out my birthday for as long as possible, like those kids who made the chocolates from their Easter Show bags last till August.


The images on the screen flickered almost as fast as my mind. Maybe the present was a collection of posters, all rolled and stood on end? Different lengths would create the illusion of it being oddly shaped. No matter how hard I tried, I wasn’t any closer to working out what it might be, and I found it virtually impossible to concentrate on the Doris Day and Rock Hudson double feature and even harder to enjoy The African Queen because I’d seen it before, though not on the big screen. I should’ve been excited to see it, as Katharine Hepburn was the best and my all-time favourite. She’d been Ma’s too. Hepburn exuded Hollywood royalty – so enigmatic, so cool. And besides, with so many Oscar nominations, everyone knew no one would ever catch her – it was validation that she was the best and would always remain it. Ever since Ma and Mum took me to see On Golden Pond when I was eight or so, I’d painstakingly tracked down as many Hepburn films as I could find. I scoured the television guide searching for late-night showings then carefully programmed the VCR to start recording ten minutes before each one. Sometimes I was so worried about the timer function not working that I would set my alarm and get up to press the record button myself. I’d exhausted the local video shops of her films and had called several of the large wholesale warehouses looking for the rarer ones. In all, I owned copies of twenty-six Hepburn films and I reckon I’d watched each one three times. Mum wanted to know what my favourite was but it was impossible to say, I couldn’t narrow it down. Of the earlier ones, I liked Bringing Up Baby, Woman of the Year and The Philadelphia Story, but saying one was a favourite was taking it too far. One of my birthday books was a biography of Katharine Hepburn and I couldn’t wait to get started on it.


I managed to convince Mum we shouldn’t stay for the fourth movie and she finally understood I was fidgeting over what lay in store for me. When we got home, I couldn’t contain myself any longer, not even staying outside to open the gate for Mum to drive in the old Holden. I bounded up the front steps, raced into my room and ripped apart the paper like a famished explorer sitting down to his first home-cooked meal in months.


My heart burst with appreciation. Mum had tracked down a genuine movie set prop from Hollywood. A ceramic vase used in a scene for Now, Voyager as proven by a black and white still from the film with it circled in the background. It didn’t matter that I wasn’t familiar with the film as I read the certificate of authenticity – I had a piece of cinema history right here in my own bedroom! Howard Carter could not have felt more enamoured of one of his finds.


Mum left for work around five and though she’d prepared our dinner before leaving, I was in no mood to eat – there was so much to do. I took a deep breath, sat down on my bed and thought things through methodically. If I started with the cards, and updated my collection accordingly, then at least I could put those aside and move on to the magazines and books before bed. This was the right order to absorb things in.


I pulled the shoeboxes out from under my bed and lined them up in front of me. I peeled the plastic away from one of my new packs of index cards and deeply inhaled their fresh woody scent. New stationery gave me a feeling of purpose. I got my notepad and opened it to its waiting page. First on the list was Marlee Matlin, a new young star getting rave reviews for her debut role in Children of a Lesser God and touted as being yet another next big thing. I wrote the actress’s name in black pencil above the double red line at the top of a fresh card. Underneath that, in grey pencil, if she had an alternate spelling or a different birth name I would write that too, like Cher’s Cherilyn Sarkisian, or Lauren Bacall’s Betty Joan Perske. On the first blue line of the card I wrote: Children of a Lesser God. Next, I went to the shoebox labelled to be added and pulled out a small envelope marked M. In it was a pile of identically sized pictures (four centimetres by four centimetres) I’d clipped from magazines, and I rummaged through until I found the image of the young actor. I glued the clipping to the reverse, top-right corner of the index card, marked off Marlee Matlin’s name in my notepad and placed the card before Walter Matthau in the M–Q shoebox.


This was one part I didn’t enjoy, catching up on old information that sat waiting in my notepad for a new supply of index cards. I closed the notepad and chose instead to open one of my birthday movie magazines. There, on the inside cover, was an advertisement for Hannah and Her Sisters and I spotted something I’d previously not known. Carrie Fisher was listed as one of the stars, so I reached for the D–F shoebox, found her card and added a new title to her growing list of credits.


This was the most perfect birthday. My mother and I were the luckiest people in the country. Mum protected me from the world outside our cocoon. Though we lived in my grandfather’s modest fibro cottage in the western Sydney suburb of Seven Hills, I hadn’t once thought of it as quaint or common. Mum told me her mother had seen the Queen of England ride through the centre of town on the back of an open train, waving to thousands of school children holding tiny British and Australian flags. Imagine that, she would say when she retold the story after getting home late from one of her shifts, the Queen right here in Seven Hills! And she’d wave just like the Queen had, sometimes ducking into her room to don a long white glove, which she only ever used for that purpose. Not bad for a little old Seven Hills girl! Mum would exclaim over events in her life both large and small. She spoke of the Seven Hills of Rome as though she’d spent a summer exchange there. It was not until I came across Summertime (Hepburn in one of her first colour films) that I realised Mum had never actually left Australia but had merely been relaying scenes. She’d even described the smell of the canal water in Venice.


But Pa’s block was one of the few large ones on the north side of the station and he’d transformed the backyard into an immense vegetable garden and orchard. As Housing Commission houses around us sprouted like teenage stubble, we felt positively baron-like on our little farm. Newman Street was where lots of grandparents lived, and me and my mum.


I heard my grandfather shuffling up the hall on his way to bed.


‘It’s late,’ he grumbled. ‘You’ve got school.’


‘I know, Pa,’ I said without looking up from my magazines. ‘I’ll just go through one more.’


‘It’s not healthy,’ Pa said dismissively. ‘A boy in a cinema all day with his mother, then locked in his room. What sort of birthday is that? Where were your friends today? Where was the party?’


‘I don’t like parties,’ I said, eyes still on the magazine. I had heard it all before. Though suddenly it was too difficult to concentrate and I found myself stuck on the fourth page, re-reading the same information. I waited patiently for my grandfather to move on but, when he didn’t, I flicked the page, pretending to be distracted.


‘In my day, boys didn’t lock themselves in their room all night.’


‘There’s no lock on my door,’ I said daringly, just above a whisper but then added under my breath: ‘unfortunately.’


‘I was a strapping young lad at your age. I spent my time outdoors, running around with my pals, building things. We were active.’


‘My mind’s active, Pa. You always said an active mind was –’


‘You need to trim down a bit too, Tommy. I know how kids can be, it won’t do you no good because your Mum’s never gonna be at school to stick up for you.’


‘Goodnight, Pa.’


‘Sometimes you should listen to me. I know you think I’m just an old fuddy-duddy but I’ve lived my life, Tommy, and you haven’t even begun living yours. There’s more to life than just . . . Hollywood.’


‘Okay, Pa.’


Pa began to move along the hallway but stopped almost comically. ‘I got you something too, you know?’


I momentarily dropped my annoyance. ‘You did?’


‘Of course I did. We may not always see eye to eye, you and me, but I’m still your grandfather.’


‘I know that. I know you love me, Pa.’


Pa hesitated. His eyes were permanently glassy, which made it difficult to gauge his mood. ‘When I was a young’un, I loved to stretch out my birthdays as long as I could. Made them feel real special.’


‘Yeah.’ I managed a chuckle. ‘Me too.’


‘So I’m gonna give you my present tomorrow, before school. Now get to sleep before your mum gets in from work or we’re both gonna get our hides tanned.’


‘I know.’


‘I’ll turn off the light for you, then?’


‘It’s my birthday . . . I’m not sleeping in here tonight.’


‘Again?’


‘Pa . . . it’s my birthday.’


The old man shook his head, turned out of my room and continued his way up the hall. I couldn’t understand how he so easily made me feel lesser; the weight of the unsaid.


•  •  •


I heard Mum come home a few hours later. She was giggling and whispering in response to a stranger’s voice – deep and seductive. Wet kissing sounds came from the living room and I pulled my pillow tight over my ears but the sounds made it through. I tried to think of the rapids scene in The African Queen and work out how they’d done it. Not impressive by today’s standards, my mother had said, but for its time . . . The bedroom door opened. I did my best to feign sleep.


‘Shit.’


‘What?’ the man asked.


‘My son . . .’


‘It’s all right, I’ll carry him back to his own bed. Where is it?’


‘After – after the bathroom.’


I shut my eyes tight and released a light moan, trying to make my body sleep-floppy.


The man came back to the bedroom door and sighed. ‘There’s crap all over his bed. Should I move it?’


My heart froze. He couldn’t touch it, any movement would make it all out of order and it’d take hours and hours to put it right again. I considered jumping out from under the bedding to leap towards the door but then they’d know I was awake and I’d be forced into my room and I didn’t feel like that tonight. I decided to take the gamble; blood pumped fiercely through my body. I moaned again and waited to hear what would happen next.


‘We’d better not. He gets real . . . real . . . tetchy.’


‘Come on, Lana, come on! We need to do something, I need to be with you.’ His voice sounded whiny.


‘Follow me,’ she said and giggled again, ‘we’re going on a little adventure, big man.’


I listened for the squeak of the back door hinges, the overture to another of my mother’s moonlit trysts. Though I was still too young to understand the intricacies of what was happening, I’d certainly watched enough movies to know what was to follow, had asked my mother enough questions over the years. There were many films where I’d leant over to whisper hotly in her ear: Why are they taking their clothes off? Why do people kiss? Why is he lying on top of her like that? What is syphilis?


Now I was twelve, things would start changing for me too, Mum had said. My body was going to develop into a man’s. In the darkness of the room, I held my hand in front of my face. It was small and childlike. I imagined my stubby fingers long and thick like a man’s. If they were large and impressive, I could hold a movie star’s face in them and there, up on the big screen, they would look strong and masculine. I couldn’t sleep even if I’d wanted to. I started worrying about my mother out the back being eaten alive by mosquitoes, just like the swarm in The African Queen. There was Pa’s promised present too, not to mention how many new entries I still had to make on my index cards. I had once heard someone on television say that if you weren’t asleep after fifteen minutes of trying you should get up, do something, then try again later.


Silently, so as not to wake Pa or alert my mother, I made my way to the bathroom, which had a window overlooking the backyard. I climbed on top of the toilet lid to peer out at the old lounge dumped in the middle of the lawn and caught my first glimpse of the strange man. His pants were down to his ankles and his bottom was exposed to the night sky. It tightened and relaxed, tightened and relaxed. This was the first real-life person I had ever seen naked, aside from Mum. He kept up a regular rhythm and as I listened carefully, my mother’s pumped sighs were carried to me on the evening breeze. Her fingers squeezed tight into the flesh of the man’s bum and she groaned once, loudly. My mother was a movie star, making love to a dark stranger on a warm November night! Though there was barely a visible moon, the night was lit with stars. The man slowly climbed off Mum and stood up to stretch out his limbs. Seeing him there, naked, a matinee idol for her to worship, made me feel funny inside. I watched them both a while longer, sitting side by side on that threadbare couch, passing a bottle back and forth. My mother’s pale flesh glowed. The man looked towards the window where I stood and I did not shift, thinking sudden movement would draw more attention than a silhouette that might or might not be mine. We seemed to lock eyes.


‘Maybe I should go,’ the man offered.


Mum said: ‘If you must.’


I hurried back to my mother’s bed and lay there wondering when she would be climbing in next to me and whether the man would want to lie in there with us too.
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I covered Lana’s bare arse with a sheet and went into her laundry to gather some cleaning materials. It took fifteen minutes to make the pool of vomit at the side of her bed disappear and during that time she shuffled about but did not wake. The room was dark and cloying, a vague scent of cigarettes suggesting she was back on her three- or four-a-day habit and I prayed she was not smoking them in bed. I remember a call for my pa when I was about six; one of his sisters had died that way, bringing the house down around her ears.


Though it was fast approaching midday, I knew Lana would not be awake for some time, so I took the chance to tidy her flat. The kitchen was full of half-eaten plates of food and her aversion to rinsing and reusing glasses had clearly not abated; there must have been thirty or more, lined up next to the sink like soldiers heading home, fatigued from battle. She’d left an ashtray on the coffee table, her butts candy-striped with lipstick, even though she knew I was coming and this could only mean she was daring me to take her to task on it which, naturally, I would refuse to do. Food and ash disposed of, I stacked everything in the dishwasher, then opened the fridge and threw away the handful of items I found, all of which were well past their best-by dates. I put away the groceries I’d bought for her before she could complain either that I had done so, or that I had purchased the wrong stuff. In the bathroom I collected her piles of dirty clothes and crammed the washing machine with as many as possible, then turned my attention to the shower screen that was white with scum and the drain that was more hair than grate.


I opened windows and the patio doors, aired her two large rugs over the balcony even though body corporate had banned it and she’d already received one warning for doing so. What were they going to do? Kick her out?


Things were just about looking normal when I heard her stirring. I had two poached eggs on sourdough toast and a Bloody Mary – extra spice – ready for her by the time she stumbled into the living room. She’d thrown a baggy T-shirt over underwear but nothing else and her hair was teased out in severe angles. I was still not used to the bob my mother had given herself in recent weeks and for a fraction of an instant I thought it wasn’t her. Yesterday’s lipstick was just visible – she wore it even if she wasn’t leaving the house – and her toenails were chipped red.


‘Forgot you were coming,’ she mumbled, and reached for the Bloody Mary as though she’d gone to bed knowing it would be waiting when she woke. She took a long gulp and licked the chilli salt from her lips. ‘Would have tidied.’


‘As you usually do,’ I goaded, wishing I had not.


‘So . . . have you nominated me for mother of the year yet?’


I couldn’t help but laugh. ‘I don’t mind cleaning up for you, Lana.’


‘I know,’ she said, and sat at her kitchen table to begin eating her eggs. They were overcooked, the way she preferred.


Mother had managed – against the odds – to preserve most of her looks. She certainly did not look sixty-three. Wrinkles had only just begun appearing at the corners of her mouth and eyes but her neck (that classic telltale sign) was wattle-free and her hands were not dotted with liver spots. The blaze of her hair had diminished to a dirty auburn. Despite the state of her apartment, and how she looked first thing in the morning, if ever she came to the theatre or we met during the day, she ensured she was impeccably presented. I marvelled how age had seemed to stretch her sidewards, how her nose had turned more bulbous and bruised. This was not the woman who took me to movies; that spark had long since disappeared.


She looked at me watching her eat and turned her head away from me slightly. ‘Shouldn’t hang the rugs out, told you that. They’ll kick me out.’


‘And you shouldn’t be so afraid of all their stupid rules. You never cared for following the rules when you were younger, now you’re all Miss Obedient.’


‘That happens when you get to my age.’ She mopped up the last of the yolk with a piece of crust. ‘Can’t explain why, but it does.’


‘You didn’t have any food, Mum. Are you looking after yourself?’ The fridge was well stocked as per usual, just not with solids.


‘I just haven’t gotten around to shopping yet. You shouldn’t be so fearful all the time.’ She raised her eyebrows. Touché. ‘Just because I wasn’t always there for you doesn’t mean you need to be a saint to me. How’s your play going?’


‘Oh, well enough. Ticket sales are good, reviews are bearable. I’m not sure how long his stuff will be considered groundbreaking but I’m willing to ride the enthusiasm while it lasts. Never thought I’d be working this long, so every new job is a blessing.’ I took her empty plate to the sink. ‘Are you, you know, good Mum?’


‘Jumping out of my skin,’ she said, a Lana-ism for I’m going okay.


She topped up her Bloody Mary with more vodka and took it into the bathroom with her while she let the shower heat up. I shook the rugs out as best I could, squeezing my eyes shut against the dust, and placed them back where they belonged. More stains had appeared on the carpet, so I’d arrange for it to be shampooed again. It was not her apartment really, but Mal’s. He’d sold his business in New Zealand for a modest sum and bought two flats: one for himself in a quiet country town as far away from Wellington as he could get, and the other in Sydney because, he said, it was the best place to invest. Though he never got a tenant – he’d let Lana move in the day her last boyfriend kicked her out of his house. I’d only mentioned the break-up to Mal in passing on one of our yearly catch-up phone calls and he’d insisted she could live at his place until she found her feet again because he hadn’t got it prepared for rental yet and . . . Well, that was three years ago now and he’d never once asked for rent or paid her a visit to see how she was keeping the place. He asked after her without fail but I kept details to a minimum and told him she was asking after him too.


Five Dock really didn’t suit her, she said. Was riding the cusp of urban and suburban and didn’t know what it wanted to be so she had neither decent cafés to visit, nor supermarkets that were plentiful. I encouraged her to take walks by the harbour but she just looked at me blankly and said, ‘What for?’ Despite her protestations, I knew she’d developed a small circle of friends at the local club and though she rarely had them back to her house, she often mentioned a dinner party she’d attended, or cribbage night or book club.


I’d once made a joke about her having a new boy to kiss but she dismissed that instantly and said she was way too old for any such thing. Okie was a name she kept mentioning without clarification. I’d gleaned that he was a local builder, semi-retired. Though from my cleaning up around the place, I knew he’d been staying over on occasion. Okie took her to the movies but she didn’t go much for modern ones and he fixed the odd thing around the flat but the way she spoke about him was purely business. When I asked what he looked like, she said, ‘A builder,’ nonchalantly, and whether he was married was met with ‘twice’. Her brusqueness did not extend to her asking me questions about my own sex life, drug and alcohol intake, financial status and personal health issues . . . questions I did not mind answering in as much detail as she craved, which inevitably depended on her mood, which inevitably depended on how much she’d had to drink.


Lana emerged from the bathroom wearing a simple green dress, her hair flat and wet against her still angular jawline. Her lipstick had been freshly applied and a hint of mascara now covered up her forever hated blonde lashes.


‘Are you heading out today?’


‘Okie is taking me to his bowls semifinals. Makes him look a hundred and six, makes me feel like a corpse, but some of the other ladies are going, so I thought why not?’


‘How is Okie?’


‘Old! How’s Puppy?’ I’d made the mistake of telling Lana Hanna’s nickname for Damon and it had stuck.


‘Young. Working hard on his play, you know? He’s really trying to get it seen by the right people but there’s just so much stuff out there it’s impossible to get anyone to sit up and take notice.’


‘I do wish you’d find someone like that . . . what was his name? The boy you brought home to me to meet that time when you had just left university.’


‘Oh god, Mum.’


‘What was his name?’ She tapped her temple as though the motion would prompt her memory into working.


‘Kurt.’ We’d been over this many times before.


‘Yes! That’s it. Just like that movie star – Russell. He was a nice hulking lad, wasn’t he? You loved him, he was good to you, always went to your plays and drove you this place and that.’


‘Mum, Kurt broke my heart, remember? He kept telling me we’d be together forever and then when I finally fell for all that drivel he confessed that he was seeing two other guys at the same time. I’ve long since chalked him up to yet another wayward romance – you need to let him go.’


‘So hunky though, wasn’t he?’


I ignored her. She mentioned the death of some Hollywood actor in the news, one we’d both admired in the Seven Hills days. We placed currency-free bets on who would be next to go, lifelong believers in the theory of threes, though we never wrote down who we’d nominated, so when some poor star slid off, we both took credit for tipping he or she would be next to go. Lana offered me a beer and sat there drinking while I pretended not to want one. My head was still throbbing and the greasy spoon meal was only just beginning to have a sobering effect. I never alluded to what I cleaned up around her place but when I asked her what she’d done last night, she was honest enough to say she did not remember getting home but was fairly certain Okie had walked her to her door. I was pleased not to be confronted by whatever state he would have been in had he stayed.


‘I got a postcard from Lexi this week,’ Mum said with a hint of surprise. ‘She’s been in Cairo.’


‘Cairo?’


‘Clearly she tells her grandmother more than she tells her father. Said it was chaotic and dangerous and mystical and she was loving every second of it. You really need to reach out to her a bit more, I think. No wonder she doesn’t tell you what she’s up to when you’re too busy with your nose up your own arse like it doesn’t stink.’


‘Charming. Well, she certainly does get around. I’m glad she’s making the most of her time over there.’


I made the mistake of looking at my watch and she misinterpreted the gesture.


‘Well . . . Okie will be waiting,’ she said. ‘You best be off so I can go too.’


I kissed her goodbye and listed the things I’d put in her fridge, hoping she would make a note of what needed to be consumed before it went off. She nodded impatiently and ushered me out, pausing to spray a mist of perfume over the top of her head before closing the door behind her. I offered to walk her to wherever she was going but she shrugged me off and I knew not to insist. I sat on the low brick fence at the front of her block waiting for a taxi and watched her walk down the hill towards the shops. She walked like a woman being watched.


As I climbed into the taxi and told the driver where I was headed, my phone vibrated with a text from Lana. HAPP BIRTHDAY X she’d rushed out her message.
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I woke to feel my mother’s body curled in tightly behind me. I couldn’t remember everything that had happened before I’d finally fallen asleep, but it felt like hours that I lay there awake – uncertain of the feelings in my gut, replaying the images from the backyard over and over within the cinemascope of my mind. Mum had one arm cupped tightly around my chest and her nose was in the crook of my neck, breathing in deeply before releasing out a long breath. She smelled of her job: stale tobacco smoke, spilt beer smeared across her skin; the dried perspiration of hard work mixed with her citrus perfume. I lay in the sanctity of her embrace and made the rise and fall of my breath match hers. Up for one, two, three seconds. Hold. Out for four.


I could tell by the quality of the light that I should have been getting ready for school by now but I felt so tired after yesterday’s excitement that the last thing I wanted to do was drag myself out of bed. Each Monday felt it was the beginning of a new school year. Everything was out of my control again; unexpected threats lurked menacingly in darkened corners. My body had other ideas, however, so I carefully pried myself free of my mother’s grip and snuck out the bottom of the bed. She was still fast asleep, always exhausted from her never-ending work and her entertaining.


I silently opened the bedroom door and closed it behind me before making my way to the toilet. I felt that greater powers would smite me for waking in bed next to my mother with a hardy. Weeks before it had poked into her leg and she had laughed and said I was finally growing up. But the thought of leaving Mum in bed alone played on my mind and the shame of the stiffness between my legs could not outweigh my desire to lessen her loneliness. Still tired, I sat down to relieve my over-filled bladder. As I sat there with my eyes closed, the breeze from the open window reminded me of last night’s images and I felt uncomfortable, as though I’d been a more active participant in their panting. As soon as I’d finished, I pulled my pants up and sleepily made my way into the kitchen. I reached up into the cupboard to pull down a box of cornflakes but then had a brainwave – there was still cake left in the fridge. I was now twelve! I would eat cake. I cut a large enough piece to satisfy my hunger, but small enough to go undetected by my ever-watchful grandfather. I poured myself a glass of milk and flicked the switch on the electric kettle. Waiting for it to boil, I decided to go and watch some cartoons.


I was dumbfounded to see the strange man’s naked torso splayed over the leather couch like a human blanket. I blinked twice, hoping it was my overactive mind. Now I could see the man clearly enough to make out his features. His face was dark with stubble and his nose was large and porous. The hair on his skull was cropped close and tight and it mirrored that on his broad chest. I put another forkful of cake in my mouth and sat cross-legged on the floor a few feet away from the man. He was snoring softly. Could this be the man my mother would marry? I studied his face more intently, traced its lines, and watched as the hairs in his nostrils quivered with each breath. Then the man farted loudly. It startled me so much I threw my plate high in the air. Cake landed on the man’s chest. He opened his eyes groggily, picked up the cake in confusion, saw me staring at him, then lurched back into the lounge and threw the cake onto the floor in front of me.


His composure regained, he rubbed his hand across his head, and yawned. ‘Morning. You must be the son.’


‘You’ve got to make an honest woman of her now, boy, you’ve got no choice,’ I said.


‘Sorry, buddy?’


‘It’s the honourable thing to do.’


‘Hmm,’ the man said with a dismissive chuckle. ‘Okay then . . .’ He squeezed his eyes together tightly, cricked his neck from side to side and yawned again. He moved his legs around, long hairy stumps just in front of my face, gathered the spare blanket around his waist and rose to his feet.


‘Shouldn’t you be getting ready for school?’


‘My name’s Tom.’


‘I know. Your mum told me.’


‘What’s your name?’


‘You can call me Steve.’


I thought about this name for a moment and considered it decidedly celluloid. We remained staring at each other awkwardly, not sure who should say something next.


‘You look like your mother,’ and ‘Will you be here for dinner?’ we said simultaneously.


‘Or will we never see you again?’ I continued. ‘Will you be another one of those?’


‘I suppose that’s up to your mother, isn’t it? You’re not a shy thing, are you?’


‘She won’t be up for a few hours yet,’ I said, ignoring his taunt.


‘I might just go into her room for a bit.’


‘Mum doesn’t like to be woken. She needs her sleep.’


‘Well, buddy, something tells me this morning will be different! Enjoy your day at school.’ He disappeared down the hall.


To the empty room, I said: ‘Steve . . . Steve . . . Wonder if my mother will be teaching him how to whistle? Just put his lips together and . . . blow.’


I got a cloth from the kitchen and wiped up the cake that had fallen onto the carpet. I finished the glass of milk and poured the still-hot water from the kettle onto a fresh teabag. With my cup of tea, I walked out into the backyard towards the chook pen and took out a handful of stale bread from the bag my grandfather hung on the outside.


I threw the bread over the fence and went to the lemon tree. It was smattered with bright yellow fruit and smaller green ones. I picked a rock-sized, under-ripe lemon and squeezed it in my fist. As the chooks raced about their pen pecking at their pieces of morning bread, I waited patiently for the angry bird to have her go at the placid ones. I didn’t have to stand there for long. The bird pecked violently at two other chickens, shooing them away from the bread. I squeezed the lemon tightly again, waited until she’d bent her neck and then pelted the fruit at her with all my might. I connected not with her ribs as I’d intended, but with her right foot. The surprise of the blow affected her more than its sting and she gave one loud squawk. The bird raced back towards the safety of her covered box.


‘I love the smell of lemon in the morning. It smells like victory,’ I said to the other chickens. ‘Enjoy your breakfast.’


On my way back to the house, I stopped at the lounge where the activity had so entranced me last night. I bent down to study it closely, to see whether I could identify anything, as a detective might. I was disappointed to find that it just smelt like outside – grass and soil and air.


It was a non-school type of day. Sometimes, if I was unable to sleep during the night, or if my mum was especially loud when she got home from work, it was okay for me to take some sanity leave, as Mum called it. She didn’t usually mind me taking a day to get my head back together. It wasn’t like I wouldn’t be able to catch up on my schoolwork; I was far enough in front in most subjects anyway, consistently getting bored, waiting for the other kids in my class. I spent the morning in my pyjamas, sitting at my desk, reading every word of my new magazines and stopping only when a new piece of information needed to be added to one of my index cards. I knew if I was quiet enough, and kept my door closed, no one would even bother to wonder whether I was still in the house. On average, a good magazine added over forty new facts to my makeshift encyclopaedia. Birth names, places, dates. Marriages, divorces. Family tragedy, education. Films, cameos, television appearances. Awards and nominations. Photographs. Every piece of information was colour-coded so that at a glance I was able to summarise an actor’s career.


I heard my grandfather get up and go outside – he spent almost every waking hour of his life in his garage tinkering away with this machine or that, having never been able to let go of his engineering career. Once Pa was safely out of earshot, I heard love-making sounds coming from my mother’s room next door, the same as last night, only louder. I stopped what I was doing momentarily and listened. It sounded well rehearsed, just like it did on the silver screen, as choreographed a scene as any with Astaire and Kelly had been. My mother was moaning like a puppy, high-pitched, rhythmic beats that got higher in timbre the longer Steve pounded into her.


‘It’s all make-believe,’ Mum once said to me. ‘Those two actors up there don’t really love each other, they’re not really touching each other as husband and wife do.’


‘But sometimes the actors fall in love in real life too,’ I’d retorted, feeling rather clever. ‘So they must have felt something real while they were acting.’


‘It’s hard to explain,’ she said, ‘but sometimes when you pretend, it feels real. Like how you might pretend to be on a TV show when you cook, sometimes, and you can almost see the camera focused on you, and you become someone else and you know all the right things to say about the food. You know how you do that?’


‘I guess,’ I said, though I couldn’t really make the connection.


When the funny breathing stopped – and it was pretty comical when you actually listened to the strange sounds grown-ups sometimes made – I heard my mother and Steve make their way into the bathroom. They drew a bath and climbed in together; I heard a splashing sound and Mum laughing, perhaps at the way the water overflowed the edge. They stayed in that bath for a ridiculously long time, talking a lot (though I could not quite hear what they were saying).
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