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Man with Gun
John is into guns. It is all he talks about. He subscribes to gun magazines. The type that have pictures of guns in them. Sometimes the magazines have free posters in them. The posters are of guns, sometimes naked girls with guns.
John says that he has two guns. A shotgun and a semi-automatic. He says that he keeps them hidden in the roof of his house. You have to be careful with guns like this around. He takes out polaroids of them of them.
John takes me out the back of nowhere. We shoot the fuck out of a red bucket with John’s shotgun.
John tells me about the time he took acid:
He was walking with his shotgun and the sky was just on fire. He saw a fox and he shot it. It was in two pieces. Both halves still twitching. It looked like it was trying to run off in opposite directions. But it was dead. And the blood was so red and it seeped into the sunset. Seeped into his soft head.
There are three shells left, there is no bucket. John takes a vegemite jar out of his pocket. He sits it on a rock and shoots it. Now there is no jar. We walk over to where it once was. It is a pile of white powder.
'Look at that,' he says, 'it's atomised. I killed it.’ He cannot get over the white powder that the jar has become. He sifts it through his fingers in rapture.
We stop by the roadside to buy hot jam doughnuts. John gets sugar all over his face and lap and shirt. He says, 'this sugar looks like that vegemite jar I shot.'
The Concrete Man
We're pouring the slab on Gaille's new bungalow. The concrete truck has blown a tyre and The Concrete Man swears and smokes cigarettes. It is amazing how he can still roll cigarettes when he is covered in concrete. He pours the cement into the wheelbarrow and I wheel it into a nail and now the wheelbarrow has blown a tyre.
The Concrete Man looks at his watch and swears and says that there's no way you can push a wheelbarrow of cement with a flat tyre. But it is the only wheelbarrow we have and I am so enthusiastic.
Gaille comes out with cups of coffee, and she watches me trying to mount the wheel barrow and The Concrete Man drinks his coffee snorting, spitting phlegm. And even though he told me not to even bother, The Concrete Man came and helped me push it. Calls me an idiot. I don't even know how The Concrete Man can move he is so covered in concrete, if he tried to smile his face would crack.
So The Concrete Man goes off looking for wheelbarrows. He takes one from his mate around the corner and he takes one from Gaille’s neighbour across the road. We pour the slab and I wash out the wheelbarrows. Then The Concrete Man tells me I had better take the neighbours' wheelbarrow back to them. He says, 'Gaille, I took your neighbours' wheelbarrow, they weren't home. I hope they're friends of yours.'
And Gaille says, 'Well, not really. No.'
So The Concrete Man says I had better get moving before they come home.
'You're probably a bit late for that,' says Gaille, looking at her watch.
So I get behind the wheelbarrow and trundle up their driveway. It's a long driveway, the house is hidden away in the bush a bit. The wheelbarrow has a metal wheel which scrapes the road and sounds like a tiny tram. They would have heard me a mile away.
A man comes out of the house to see what the noise is. I say, 'I spouse you're wondering what I'm doing with your wheelbarrow?'
'No.' he says, 'It's not my wheelbarrow.'
'Oh no. But you are missing a wheelbarrow?'
He doesn't know, he has to have a look in the shed. 'Um yeah,' he calls out, 'it's not here, but I think our one had a tyre.'
'Well. I've bought back the wrong one. I'll go and get the other one.' I wanted to tell him about The Concrete Man. All I had done was punctured the tyre of Gaille's wheelbarrow. It was The Concrete Man that had come and taken the wheelbarrow without permission. It was him.
I felt like a bloody tool.
Insomnia for Some Animals
a
There was dangerous talk in the farmyard. Oink said this, Squeak said that, they all hated Bookbook Ba-gook. He was just too noisy in the morning. It's what everybody was secretly thinking anyway, nobody had the guts to tell him.
Bookbook Ba-gook, that stupid crazy chook, doing wild things with Moo in the middle of the farmyard, making the terrible noises in the moonlight.
Bookbook Ba-gook was far too noisy and they hated him for that.
The Farmer is furious, he grabs Bookbook Ba-gook by the legs and drop-kicks him across the farmyard. 'You know what I told you about mixing species,' he yells. 'There will be no inter-species relationships on my farm.'
He has a very sharp temper Our Farmer and has been known to use it. Remember.
b
A Bad Day for Bookbook Ba-gook. The sun is not up but Bookbook Ba-gook is up to no good. Early riser, cock of the walk and he walks the walk and certainly squawks the squawk. He is just too noisy, it is just too early. Bookbook Ba-gook is making too much terrible noise with Moo and Hiss and Whinny outside the chicken house.
The Farmer takes his temper outside and Bookbook Ba-gooks little pea head is suddenly nodding off a flap of skin, The Farmer says, '...ha ha ha...' The Farmer says '...ho ho ho...', The Farmer is bobbing up and down on the balls of his feet.
Bookbook Ba-gook does not stay in the farmyard for very long, he runs off down the road in gutless agony. God damn, god damn Bookbook Ba-gook, you stupid headless chook.
Michelle’s Flaming Edgar
He had written the letters for himself to show himself how small they were. He liked the look of them. He left them around for other people to see.
She was in newspapers. She had seen his letters. She did not like them. She sent letters to the newspapers about his letters. She wrapped him in newspaper. She put his letters against her letters to show how small they were. She set fire to them, she burned them in front of everybody.
* * *
He was burning to give her something. He was on fire. He made copies of her letters, photocopied maybe a million letters. He was still smouldering when he did it, his completely original creation. It was good shit. He was proud of it. Wrapped it in paper, squirted it with petrol.
He was burning to give it to her. He put it on her doorstep and lit it with matches. He rang her doorbell. The newspaper was on fire. When he was running away he was on fire.
Something is burning, what is that burning? She smells something, what are these burning newspapers doing here burning?
She stamps on the fire to put it out quickly. Stamp, stamp. What’s this on my shoe? Goo.
'Oh. no.' she says, 'poo.'
A Franger Full of Spoof
A little boy is alone in the forest. He can see two people on a blanket in the bushes. He can't see what they are doing, it sounds like they are fighting. He peeps through leaves. For a while there, it looks like the man is winning and the little boy almost cries out to stop the man from hurting her. But then the woman manages to roll on top of him and he is pinned under her legs and screaming out in great pain.
He runs home to get his brother. He tells the story too quickly, the sentences crash into each other: 'She got on top of him... he was hurting her ...in the nuddy...they were in the nuddy...'
It was all his brother needed to hear, he grabbed the axe and they run to that shady secret place under the pine trees, but the blanket is gone.
The little boy finds a little plastic envelope, there is something written on it. It says: RIBBED FOR HER PLEASURE.
He shows it to his brother. His brother knows what it is. He is laughing a knowing laugh, looking around in the bushes for something. He knows it's there somewhere, 'It's not the sort of thing that you take with you.' he says.
It is in the long grass, an oozy translucent plastic slug.
He calls the little boy over, 'Look', he says, jabbing a finger at the slug, 'It's a franger. It's full of spoof. Look.' he pokes it with a stick and some of it leaks out over the moss.
The little boy is puzzled, he's not sure about any of it. He spikes it on the end of his stick and flicks it at his brother. They flick it at each other. Then the little boy grabs the axe and chops the plastic slug down the middle, into the soft earth.
There are two tears in the moss. The little boy bends over and points to where the woman's knees had been.
the piano
the doorbell rings, someone is tapping on the window with their car keys. I can see by the outline that it is R-2D-2. he wants to play the piano.
I open the door and he sits down at the piano and rolls a joint. he’s meeting some bongo players here in a few hours. they are going to work on the new CD. 'you’re going to have to do that outside,' I say.
he throws a bag of marijuana leaves on the coffee table for the good of the community. 'they’re no good to me.' he says. he wants us to make biscuits with them.
'next time I come over, I’ll eat one,' he says.
* * *
he has never had one piano lesson, he plays by intuition, this is something he must tell us. he has told me three or four times.
there is a rumour that R-2D-2 claims to be the love child of the artist formally known as prince. that’s why he writes his name in symbols. it is a rumour that R-2 will neither confirm nor deny. it doesn’t do him any harm with the ladies because he does look a little bit like the guy that used to call himself prince.
I gently kid him about it. surely, he is too old to be a love child, he is nearly the same age as prince. ‘we are all children of love’, he says. he can feel the love in the garden, that's why the plants are so big. he adopts a praying stance in front of a giant broad bean. I talk with him about symbols, each number and letter is a symbol that was once a picture on some cave. somehow they evolved into letters and numbers. it’s a beautiful thing if you think about it long enough.
I tell him, ‘you and your dad are reclaiming the power of symbols. well that's what I’m trying to do. that’s why I write in lower case letters all the time. it’s like a war between the upper case and the lower case.'
R-2D-2 wants to talk more about his music. he leads the conversation away from the symbology of his lineage and back to his music. the most important thing about his music is that he has never had one lesson: he plays by intuition.
'anyway.' I say, 'good on ya,' I say. ' keep up the good work.' I stick both thumbs up at him, symbols of my good faith.
* * *
K calls. her mad aunty B wants the piano back. it's here, I say, I’m looking right at it. I think it needs a tune. you're lucky you rang, H wanted to take it to his new house. everybody thinks it belongs to the community.
mad aunty B rang H about the piano. someone answered and gave her the number of the electricity department. she rang them and they didn't know anything about her piano. she thinks there is some sort of conspiracy. hippy communist homosexuals have stolen her piano, she says.
'well, it's certainly been providing a community service,' I say, 'people come over and play it all the time.'
I tell K, 'you've got to tell me when your mad aunty B is coming over, I’ll get my mad aunty A to come over at the same time, and we can video them talking together. we have to do it. for our children and our children’s children.'
K says she doesn't know what her aunty B is going to do with the piano when she collects it, she will need to buy a new house. it will sink through the floorboards.
* * *
I call H. I say, you have to do something about R-2D-2. he thinks the piano is a community asset. he acts like our house is public space. he brings his women here. he rolls those big leaf joints in the backyard. it's embarrassing for me, I keep worrying about the neighbours. it smells like we're burning bodies out there.
H wants to know when he can pick up the piano. he's organised a ute from his brother. I tell him that K rang about the piano. 'her mad aunty B wants it back,' I say, 'she's been ringing the electricity department about you.'
* * *
I know I am being uncool. this house does not belong to me. this piano does not belong to me. I should be more of a socialist communist homosexual hippy. people would like me more.
I once went around to R-2's house and it was like an episode of Dragnet. he made me ring from a phone box, he met me at the stairwell, checked me for wires and cameras, took me into his tiny flat jam packed with musical instruments. and I say, 'you sure have a lot of musical instruments...' and he says, 'yeah, but I don't have a piano though, what I really need is a piano. it's good that you have one.'
and I say, yeah. that's lucky.
* * *
H calls about the piano. he says that he doesn't believe that K really wants it back. he thinks I am keeping the piano here out of spite. because he never did the dishes or something.
'is it true about the piano,' he says, 'or is that just a myth?'
'it's not really a myth,' I say, ' it's a more of a legend.'
Vroom Vroom Vroom
Over the road at the BP™, the boys are doing doughnuts, drag racing down Marine Parade. They pretend they are racing car drivers, they pretend they are driving in the Grand Prix. They crash into parked cars. They crashed into our neighbour’s car last week, they crashed into my Holden last night. Woke me up. I was dreaming that I was driving without brakes. I tried not to mow down the old ladies. I really did.
The noise is driving me around the bend; racing cars and supersonic jets. Coke™ banners unfurling from helicopters, aeroplanes skywriting Agfa™ in economical fonts. It’s a war between me and them. I tell people, don’t buy Agfa™ film, don’t enjoy photos printed on Agfa™ paper. I tell anybody that will listen. Nobody will listen.
I need to plant more bamboo. I need to block out as much sky as I can. I draw plans for trellising and windbreaks to block out all evidence of the Grand Prix. I hide in the Indian Red Runner beans and try to think about something else. Antique flying machines stammer and putter across my airspace. We are not safe. Look at me, they splutter, I could crash into your house, I could make you famous.
* * *
So. I get the stuff I need: tiny ladies spade, secateurs, collapsible saw, a plastic bag full of plastic bags. I walk along the beach to Fitzroy Street. I try to listen to the metal rattling on the masts of the ships in the marina, but all I hear is zooming and whining and whizzing and whooshing. It drowns out the ocean.
I’m walking along the bike track and a big fat man holding some sort of remote control box walks straight into me, his racing car crashes into my foot. He doesn’t even say anything, just crouches down to look at the damage.
‘Look this is a bike track,’ I say, ‘you are not a bike.’ I point down at the tiny smoking wreckage, ‘That is not a bike.’
I walk over the overpass, traffic island hopping through the tiny green spaces. I know that essentially I am a hypocrite, I have to remind myself: I am not a bike either.
* * *
I stand with The Man That Stands outside the ghost of the public telephone box under the fig trees at the bottom of Fitzroy Street.
He’s always standing here. Sometimes, I must admit I have seen him sitting, but most of the time he stands. Sometimes I give him a banana. He never talks to me. He just stands there and takes it, with his dirty skin and dirty suit. Every time I see him he looks a little thinner, a little bulgier and puffier.
He is standing beside the new public telephone on a stick with the ghost of the aboriginal girl, outside the ghost of the public toilets painted with rainbow snakes. The city knocked the public toilets down to get rid of the undesirables. You can’t even shoot up in the telephone box anymore. The Police had to shoot the girl in the head because she was holding a tomahawk. Some people say she was only holding a fork and she was an old woman. Some say it was a wooden spoon. The facts are all rhymed out in local Chinese whispers and Babylonian gibberish. All I know is, she wasn’t going to chop down any trees, she was speaking in tongues for them and nobody listened. Nobody had the training for disarming angry women with cutlery or axes.
They keep chopping things down with chainsaws and axes, bulldozing, replanting barriers of high status trees with our taxes. It costs money to change things, to yuppify and gentrify the footpath with little mosaic piggies, little duckies. It is expensive to walk on, it costs money to stand there, you have to buy something, you have to walk through somebody’s meal just to get from A to B. The cafes rent footpath from the council, there is nowhere for The Man That Stands to stand, he just doesn’t have the money to stand there anymore.
I give him some money for the telephone. I tell him, ‘If they ask you what you’re doing, tell them you’re using the phone.’
He never speaks to me. I know I don’t belong here.
* * *
The Grand Prix in the park sounds like a swarm of giant robot mosquitoes. My mothers been telling them for years but they just won’t listen. She can’t protest in Albert Park during the actual race because people throw cans of beer at her. Who are these people that throw beer at my mother? I will wait there in Albert Park for these people. ‘Throw your beer cans at me,’ I will say, ‘my mother has been through enough.’
None of the trams are going where they are meant to be going. There are trams, but they are all going express to the Grand Prix. There are no trams to say, the botanical gardens, which is where I want to go. Somewhere quiet, somewhere peaceful. The billboards and shop windows are full of cigarette advertisements. I take a good hard drag on my Marlboro™ light, blowing smoke and coughing, whining lungs rattle my chasse. ‘Look at me,’ I tell myself, ‘I’m just like one of those racing cars, I’m just like one of those giant robot mosquitoes.’
I turn to the person next to me, ‘Vroom,’ I say. I point at the Marlboro™ ads for the Grand Prix and hold up my cigarette. A tram for the Grand Prix comes and he catches it. I blow some smoke at him, ‘Vroom, vroom.’
Just then, a supersonic splits the sky in half over Albert Park Lake. It makes the old men swoon. All the drivers lean out of their car windows to get a closer look. It causes a minor traffic accident on the intersection of Grey Street and Fitzroy Street. I cover my ears to protect my hearing. The noises are going right through my body, they’re cracking the masonry in the brickwork, corrupting the integrity of our established structures.
* * *
‘Vroom,’ says the Grand Prix to itself. ‘Vroom, vroom, vroom.’ It talks so loud nobody else can be heard.
* * *
I use the legs my mother gave me to take me up Fitzroy Street, negotiate the roundabout on the intersection of Fitzroy Street and Grey Street. Slip down through the underpass to the junction, thankful for my bipedal locomotion, thankful for all my fingers and toes.
I’m angry at the tram people because they are just standing in little groups, talking about the giant mosquitoes and smoking cigarettes. I stick up one of the middle fingers my mother gave me, I feel like a maniac, I feel like my mother standing there talking to them about the trees having no tongues, and not being able to breath. There is just not enough oxygen. They are wasting it. I feel in my bag for the little bulge of my garden saw, my secateurs. Artfully edging away when the florescent bicycle police come over to see what the noise is about. Not wanting to be shot in the head for brandishing gardening tools and screaming about the trees. They may not have the training to deal with me.
* * *
I dig up the bamboo shoots and put them in the plastic bags. Remember: if you dress like a gardener nobody will bother you. Even protected by the earth and trees of the fern gully I can still feel the fuzz and vibrations from the giant robots at the Grand Prix. They are destroying the city, it sounds like one of those Japanese science fiction movies from the 70′s. It feels like they are reproducing. It’s freaking out the giant bats.
Deep inside the grove, even though it is dark and green, I can still hear people on the footpath, talking about which giant robot is the fastest, which one is the loudest.
Beans
1
It’s still very cold. Our house is not insulated, one of the windows in the kitchen is broken and The Real Estate Agent won’t fix it. The wind comes straight under the front door and out the kitchen window. There is a hole in the roof that leaks into a pot on the lounge room table - ploink, ploink, ploink. The Real Estate Agent won’t fix that either. It’s ok, we are going to put some flowers in it.
Robby is playing guitar with Action Cat in front of the heater. Action Cat is playing tambourine. Robby keeps saying, 'Action Cat, if you're going to play that thing, you have got to do it in time.' I am cooking vegetable lasagne in the kitchen, occasionally I rattle on the pot with the spoon, but there are no complaints. I hold my hands over the hot food to warm them up.
Action Cat keeps talking about the 'Totally Positive Cookbook' he is writing. The cookbook is full of Action Cat’s amazing dietary hints:
'Don't eat processed food, or white flour, don't smoke tailor-made cigarettes, they are all poisoning us. Only eat beans and buy them from Friends of the Earth, yeah, they're the organic ones. The positive power of organic food can transform us.'
He wants me to be involved with it, type it out for him, correct the spelling.
'Robby,' drawls Action Cat, 'Robby, you can help me out with this too. No, actually, you can help me out with the Totally Positive Band I'm putting together. It's just going to be good vibes and love. Lots and lots of love. And we need a guitar player and I think you're the person. You're a really positive person. Don't worry about the cookbook you can be in the band.' He rattles away, rapping the tambourine on his knee.
One thing about Robby and Action Cat, they like to hog the heater. They are like a wall of meat absorbing heat.
2
I come out in the morning and Robby is still sitting in front of the heater, plucking out scales on his classical guitar. He claims his guitar teacher cut the webbing between his fingers so that he could stretch them further. 'That's discipline,' he says, 'that's dedication.'
'That's like what Gene Simmons did to his tongue.' I say. 'I'm not sure if that was to play guitar better though.'
I ask Robby if he would ever do anything like that to play guitar better and he says that he doesn't know if he has it in him.
3
I think it is amazing the way Robby can play such intricate melodies and have a conversation with me at the same time. His fingers are so clever - they have their own brains, they do their own thinking.
I never realised how long and willowy they were - he has fingers like one of those talking trees from The Wizard of Oz.
He stretches them up the neck of his guitar with stern concentration, as if he's choking a goose.
4
Robby still hasn’t moved. He is in front of the heater eating beans, flicking through Action Cat’s cookbook with his enormous fingers. Although Robby does not believe Action Cat can play tambourine, he has taken up his philosophy of positive eating for positive thinking with religious fervour.
Robby claims that he can survive a whole week on five dollars - cooking recipes out of Action Cat's Totally Positive Cookbook. He has stopped buying razors, milk, toilet paper. All he buys is beans from Friends of the Earth. All his time and energy is put into learning the guitar, I don’t think he has ever washed the dishes, or cleaned anything.
Robby says he has been thinking about what we were talking about - doing something drastic to play the guitar better. He says that he thinks he does have it in him. By thinking positively about the guitar and by eating positive food, he will manifest the ability to play better.
But Robby says that he is thinking positively about all sorts of things now. Not just playing the guitar.
5
I wanted to play guitar when I was younger, but my father thought it was too subversive. He had seen posters of Gene Simmons and Ace Frealy on my walls and did not understand them and was afraid. He assumed they were some sort of transvestites. No, if I wanted to learn music, I had to play the instruments of the establishment - instruments like the violin, or the xylophone, or the tuba.
I had a toy guitar, a plastic one, I tried to play it. My father said it sounded like someone was gutting a cat.
6
Our Real Estate Agent is angry, the rent is three weeks late. He threatens to bulldoze the house if the rent is not paid immediately. I explain to him about the broken window, the hole in the roof where the rain comes in, but he is some kind of dalek. He keeps talking about the bulldozers. I think there is going to be trouble. Robby has spent his rent money on an amplifier and an electric guitar. He has two guitars now. I say something about playing both guitars at once, I make a little joke about it, but I suppose it is not very funny because Robby doesn't laugh, he just looks through me.
I sit with him in front of the heater and make him play Smoke on the Water and Wish You Were Here and All Along the Watch Tower. He offers to teach me to play these songs myself, so he doesn't have to play them anymore. But I am not sure I can stretch my fingers that far.
'That's no way to think,' Robby says, 'Think positively and positive things will happen. Remember page one of the cookbook; embrace continual change. Change is good for us.' He wants to cook for me. He says he has food that will manifest change. Positive organic food from Friends of the Earth.
'Beans.' I say, 'You want me to eat beans.'
'It's not the beans,' he says, 'it's what you do with them.'
7
Robby is watching flies buzz around the light globe. It's part of his training. Occasionally he will whip out his hand and snatch one from mid-air and hold it for a moment between his thumb and forefinger. Then he will catch it again.
I am sure that something is happening to his fingers. I think they are getting longer. It's crazy, it's like he is manifesting extra joints in his fingers so that he can play guitar better.
I think I have realised something I have known all along; all Robby does is play guitar. He doesn't do anything else, it just doesn't occur to him.
All of this picking and strumming and scratching, it's beginning to irritate me.
8
I call Natasha about Action Cat's Totally Positive Cookbook. I tell her it might be worth actually publishing it. I tell her, it's such a crazy idea, it might just work. We could aim it at the New Age market, cook books and self-help books, they make the most money, and this is both.
I tell her briefly about the positive healing power of organic beans and Robby's sudden transformation. Of course I would want a percentage of Action Cat's royalties. That goes without saying.
'Beans.' she says.
I tell her what Robby told me, 'It's not the beans, it's what you do with them.'
Natasha doesn't want to make a commitment right away, she's pretty busy right now. She's got a call on the other line. She has to go, she'll call back, maybe not right away, but soon.
9
I am worried about Robby's lumps. He has two large lumps below each armpit. They have swollen up like big blind pimples. I don’t know, maybe they are more like cysts. They’re pretty big and angry looking. They are beginning to sprout hairs. He keeps scratching at them.
He plucks out the hairs, but they keep growing back thicker and blacker. He has shown them to a doctor. He has shown his teeth to a dentist, he’s having trouble closing his mouth. He wants to get onto sickness benefits so that he doesn't have to put in his dole form. He thinks up ways of saving money so he can buy more guitars. I'm not sure if it's from eating too many beans, but Robby is getting this smudgy fuzz all over his body, I brush past him in the hall, he feels all soft and velvety. His lumps are clearly visible under his t-shirt, erupting in little furry pustules, but then reforming, swelling up even bigger again on top of themselves. They leave stains on his t-shirt each time they burst.
He has been getting himself all worked up about recycling his guitar strings. He has shut himself in his room to experiment with a new effects pedal, but secretly I think it’s because he is embarrassed about his appearance. I haven't seen him in days but I can hear him. Action Cat comes over to rehearse and I tell him to go right in, it’s not like Robby is going to come out. I congratulate him on the cookbook though, it’s obviously had a profound effect on Robby. ‘We’ll have to talk about it’, I say. ‘Maybe not right away. But soon.’
10
A few days later I realise that I never heard Action Cat leave. He could have left when I was asleep I suppose, but I just have this feeling he is still here. I need to talk to him before Natasha gets her claws into him. I knock on Robby’s door but there is no answer. I can hear moving around and music - guitar and tambourine, but the tambourine is in time this time. So I open the door and the music stops. It's dark.
I can hear Robby laughing at me from the gloom. A sort of tweaking hee-hawing in the higher registers, all breathy and muffled, like he's having trouble breathing. 'Ahh,' he says, 'I've been doing a few, um, renovations. Come in and have a look. I’m afraid I’ve made a bit of a mess.' I feel he is trying to coax me into his room and it makes me uneasy.
‘We need to talk about the rent money Robby,’ I say gently, ‘so come out and talk to me when you’re ready, OK?’ I try to leave the door open a fraction to let some air in, but when I walk past later it is shut.
Robby hasn’t cooked any beans for ages, he hasn’t been out of his room. He must have some money somewhere. I can’t help wondering what he has been eating all this time. Shhh. What’s that sound? Nothing. I thought it was the bulldozers.
11
There's a message on the answering machine from Natasha. She's been thinking about the cookbook. She's going to come over. Then I see her bag in front of the heater. She must have already been over, she must still be here. She must be in Robby's room. I don't know why, it just makes me angry.
I suppose I am angry about Natasha trying to muscle into the royalties or something. I bang a few times on Robby's door as I open it. 'I know you're in there Natasha.' I say, as I barge in.
Robby likes to keep it pretty dark in there and I didn't see the piles of wire and strings just inside the door. I try to just step out of them, but they stick to me. We are all stuck to each other with some kind of goo.
Robby has turned his room into a big guitar. He has joined all his guitar strings together and stretched them from the ceiling and walls. He has weaved them all into some sort of matrix.
Then I feel a tapping on the strings, I can feel the vibrations of something moving towards me. It buzzes through my legs, this incredible music, being played on me.
The more I struggle the more tangled I become. Every muscle I move mangles a note and tangles me further. I stumble and jingle and jangle. If I squint my eyes, I can vaguely make out a Natasha shaped bundle in the centre of the matrix. I can’t see Action Cat anywhere.
A huge black shape scutters out of a funnel in the corner and looms above me, quivering. Abseiling down in this impossible bombastic jazz, secreting something from under its belly, a thick milk. Rubbing its belly along each string, making them sticky.
It's hard to see Robby under all that fuzz. His hairy pimples have telescoped into multi-jointed limbs. Robby has manifested them to play the guitar better. He can now play up to four guitars at once. He is waxing his legs against the strings, playing Hotel California and Stairway to Heaven and Smoke on the Water simultaneously, mashing them together and raising them to an unholy crescendo.
I am playing a few frantic tunes myself, struggling away in the doorway. Robby is playing with me, we are playing the big guitar together.
Wrenching each leg away from the strings tears flesh from my legs, makes tears in my eyes. Robby must have felt the vibrations because the music stops. We eyeball each other for a moment and then he pounces, but hits the door as I close it behind me.
I don't think Robby can use the doorknob anymore, his soft heavy limbs flop against it with deaf impotent thuds.
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I call The Real Estate Agent. I tell him the rent will be paid but he's got to come over and look at Robby's room first. There's something wrong with it.
Surfing with Jesus and Dead Fish
When I was 15 years old I wanted to be my brother.
He was a life saver at Portsea and had recently discovered two mangled bodies on the rocks at London Bridge. They were pancakes. They had been hang-gliding in a terrible storm. He was in shock, could hardly talk, but he had a big laugh about it later on, with the boys in his boat crew. I went down there after the ambulances had gone but the waves had washed damn near everything away.
My brother wrote GARRET FOR GOD in zinc cream on his back and swaggered down the beach with his whistle. My brother idolised Peter Garret. We both wished that we were old enough to vote for him so that he could become prime minister and save the oceans.
I was in the little nippers for a while and I learnt mouth to mouth resuscitation. They had all this emphasis on team spirit in the surf club. I just didn't like team sports and lifesaving was one of them. I didn't like football either. I was a bit shy about my deafness, never wore my hearing aid because I thought it made me look stupid.
I thought too much. I'd walk a little way down the beach by myself and go surfing. Fill myself with my own thoughts. I just used to hang out behind the break and float. I thought that somewhere there was somebody just like me, thinking this same thought, that somewhere there was somebody just like them. And all we had to do was just meet each other.
One day I found a sick penguin and took it home. It died during the night and I bought it back to life using mouth to beak resuscitation and CPR with one finger. I kept it alive for another day, I tried and tried, but in the end I had to go down and throw it into the ocean.
My brother rowed in the surf boat marathons. They pulled their Speedos up their arses so that they slid on the seats better. In the winter they would train on the Yarra. One time my brother was rowing and his oar got snagged on this dead body. It rolled over and looked straight through my brother. Everybody was screaming and laughing and hooting around the boat. They tied a rope to its foot and towed it back to the jetty.
The police had said it was some sort of organised crime killing. My brother came home laughing about it with all this macho bravado, but that was the third dead body my brother had found that year.
There is a ritual at the surf club, my brother told me about it. All the boys get together and stretch their dicks on a table. The longest dick is the winner. It doesn't matter how big your dick is, it's really a matter of how far you can stretch it. There are all these knife marks on the table from past competitions.
There's this one guy with a tiny little thing and he stretches it out like blue tack and ties it in a knot. It wasn't a clove hitch or anything, just a very loose and incredible granny knot.
If you cracked a fat you were disqualified. No poofters here mate.
I've read Jaws and it scared the shit out of me. I haven't even seen the movie. I always feel safer surfing with fat people. A couple of times I've seen sharks. You see a fin pop up behind you and the next time you look it's way in front. There's no way you can outpaddle a shark, it's like winning Tattslotto, they just choose you and eat you.
I used to go and watch this beardy-weirdy in the surf shop making surfboards. I watched him surf. Sometimes he would just clown around on this old wooden Malibu, and hang-ten and do headstands. I thought he could damn near walk on water.
I hung around so much that he gave me a job. His name was Gerald. He got me painting surfboards. The surfboards that Gerald makes all have these little fish painted on them. It is the shop logo. He picks one up and shows me the shape of it. He points to the fish and then to the whole board and then to the fish again.
–See, he says, this surfboard is basically the same shape as this fish.
I am busy painting this surfboard and Gerald starts telling me all about the Christian Board Riders Association. He invites me to one of their meetings, at this place in Frankston.
He slides a few of these Born Again Christian comics my way.
I started reading one in the back of Gerald’s surf board shop. It was easy to read. It was called The Assignment. God and the devil both have these big TV screens. Everything everybody ever does is recorded and played back to them when they die. There are angels and devils that battle for their soul. Those that refuse to accept Jesus Christ as their saviour are flung into the boiling pits of hell. There is only one fire escape. All you need to do is accept Jesus Christ as your personal saviour.
We were in the local milkbar and Gerald wanted to know why the tomato sauce was so expensive. He asked a shop assistant. He said it was plain highway robbery.
-Jesus mate, I don't make the prices. I only work here.
As soon as Gerald heard 'Jesus' this timebomb started ticking in his head. His temples throbbed with tiny volcanoes.
-Actually, Jesus is a very good friend of mine. We are very good mates and I don't think he had anything to do with the price of your tomato sauce. I usually don't like to hear His name used in vain, but since you brought it up I'd like to tell you all about Him...
I started hanging around with Gerald more and more. The one thing that struck me about him was the way he just seemed to have all the answers. He believed all this stuff about Jesus and it made him stronger. It made him happy. He had a lot of confidence within himself with the knowledge that Jesus was looking after him personally.
He took me to this church in Frankston. A redecorated scout hall with a jazz band and a big public address system. Everybody was dancing and clapping hands and hollering gobbledy-gook. Gerald explained that they were talking in tongues. They spontaneously speak a language that they have never learnt.
Gerald encourages me to talk in tongues. I'm not too sure about it but by this stage Gerald is jumping up and down and saying yibbidee-yibbidah and snooki-misingoogany. I'm a bit embarrassed. I can't understand a word he is saying to me.
Everybody is running around shouting Jesus this and Jesus that. There's this guy up the front that is healing sick people by touching their foreheads and pushing them backwards. God has given him special healing powers to cure the sick in the name of Jesus.
-I command these demons to leave in the power of Jesus Christ. Halleluiah, praise God.
You have to trust in Jesus and close your eyes and fall backwards. The power of Jesus would often break your fall.
Gerald baptised me in the ocean. We waded out to our waists at the Portsea front beach and Gerald yelled in my ear.
-I baptise you in the power of Jesus Christ.
He held my head under the water for a while. It was incredible. I felt all brand new and cleansed of sin. We went and sat in this cave under the cliff and made a small fire and Gerald talked about Jesus and what He could do for me.
Everything just seemed so perfect. When I wasn't surfing I was painting surfboards. And when I was surfing with Gerald I was surfing with Jesus. I was doing exactly what I wanted to do. I must have been the happiest I have ever been.
There was a competition at the surf club to see who could save the most lives. Portsea is a dangerous beach and there are always opportunities. My brother saved seven lives in one day. He was in front of the life saving club, with his boat crew. They were all standing around congratulating him.
I went up to my brother and told him that the lives he saved meant nothing if they didn't believe in Jesus. That his life didn't mean anything.
My brother thought I was joking at first, but then he got embarrassed and angry. I got angry too, I told him all about what Jesus would do to him on Judgement Day.
All I did was tell him the truth about Jesus. Jesus, I was trying to save his life. Jesus, when I think about it now I am so ashamed. I went and slid these militant Christian comics under the door of a Buddhist temple. I gave them one that told the story of Jesus in pictures. I thought that they wouldn't speak English being heathens and everything.
I went home and told my parents they were devil worshipers because they didn't believe in Jesus.
I suppose I told a lot of people about Jesus. These two Mormons came around to the house one day and I started telling them all about Jesus. About why I was right and they were wrong. I had them bailed up at the door for half an hour, eventually one of them said,
-This is an interesting discussion. I think we'll come back and talk to you about Jesus another day.
Demons were responsible for most diseases. Jesus was the cure. Gerald and I both believed this outrightly and absolutely. It had been proved to me time and time again. I saw one guy shake off his crutches, I saw another guy rise from his wheelchair. I wanted to get rid of the demons that caused my deafness. I went up to the faith healer three times, but I didn't feel anything. I thought that I must be doing something wrong, I wondered if my faith was strong enough.
I got into the dancing and speaking languages I never learnt. I met heaps of girls that were also into Jesus. One of them wanted to tongue pash me. I was a bit confused about what constituted a sin. Gerald had told me that sex before marriage was up there with murder. It was like murdering yourself in front of Jesus.
I remember brushing up against this girl’s breast with my arm and feeling incredibly guilty and worried. Just as well it was an accident because I knew God was watching. I knew that God knew that I was wanking a lot. God knew everything about me, he had it all catalogued on video tapes.
I knew that everybody involved in that penis stretching competition would most certainly burn in hell for all eternity. And I thanked God that I left the life saving club.
My faith was probably strong enough but I knew I was doing something wrong. I felt really sinful about tossing off and I didn't think many people did it. My wanking was somehow responsible for my deafness but I didn't think I could really talk to anyone about it.
One day I found these porno magazines hidden down the back of the surf shop and I wondered if Gerald tossed off. I thought that Gerald was too spiritually pure to do anything so unchristian. I never thought about whether Jesus might have tossed off, I would never have allowed myself to think anything like that.
I just couldn't get around the idea that Gerald was somehow a bigger wanker than I was. That he secretly tossed off and then spouted all this stuff about Jesus.
I found a dead whale on the beach. It was only a little one but it was as big as a surf boat, half buried in the sand. It seemed a bit too far gone for mouth to mouth resuscitation. I don't know what killed it but it smelled really bad.
I walked down the dunes on the back beach and saw Gerald and the faith healer from church rolling around together. I was damn sure they weren't married and they were murdering themselves in plain view of Jesus.
It was all just suddenly clear to me. Gerald wasn't just a wanker: he was a fraud and a hypocrite. I'd been damn nearly beaten up by that faith healer in the name of Jesus and my hearing had not got any better.
I went down to the surfboard shop and drew dead fish all over his surfboards. Let down the tyres on his panel van.
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