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				For

				My family

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

				To

				Nanny

				Almost my favourite postcard

				Mugs

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

				And

				Christopher

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

			

		

	
		
			
				

				author’s note

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

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

				‘But you knew he was...’

				‘Yeh CT, Iguess I did. I’d just never heard anyone sayit.’

				Thirty-one years later neither had I.

				We are bound by unsaids until silence is broken and healingbegins.

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

				Catherine, 2009

			

		

	
		
			
				

				‘Who shows a child as he really is?

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

				•

				I loved picking my belly button,

				I picked it until it bled,

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

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

			

		

	
		
			
				

				david o’donnell’s doodle

				Do you remember the day you realised you were you?

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

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

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

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

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

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

				In our family I am the odd sock.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				•

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

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

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

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

				The lucky few on trampolines bounce higher than the rooftops.

				All of Blacktown screams.

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

				Poor Mon Cheri.

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

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

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

				No. You people are ‘Unusual.’

				What I needed was a language of my own.

				•

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

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

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

				I am a bridge.

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

				•

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

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

				My innie aches remembering.

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

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

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

				•

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

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

				David O’Donnell – Mrs Mullins’ eldest grandson.

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

				‘Come here,’ Dave calls out.

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

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

				Our verandahs are at opposite sides of the yards.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				I see a slice of Dave running away.

				•

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

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

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

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

				•

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

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

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

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

				The day I realised I was me.
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