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one



In my photo album there is a photo taken at Christmas, two months before my fifteenth birthday. In the middle of the photo are my mother and my father. I am standing on their left. Lucy, my older sister, is standing on their right. We are smiling. On his hands Dad is wearing the pair of socks I gave him and holding them up to his head so they flop down like rabbit ears. My mother looks radiant, dressed in bright colours, Christmas holly pinned to her long brown hair. Her clothes smelt of Christmas pudding and gift wrap.

It was the best Christmas. It was our last Christmas. The Christmas before my life turned into hell. If only I could escape back into that photo, back into the life we had, if only. But there is no escape. I am trapped, trapped in this miserable little room, in this miserable little unit.

I get up from my bed and go into the kitchen. The lino feels gritty, as if it’s covered in sand. I rub the sole of my foot against the leg of my pyjamas. I want a corned beef and pickle sandwich. I want peanut butter, too. I’m wondering if I could put all three on the one sandwich when I hear noises coming from the adjoining room.

I peek through the broken slat in the louvre door that separates the kitchen from the lounge room. My sister and her boyfriend are at it again.

I watch them carefully, quietly, as if I am a wildlife photographer waiting to capture an action shot of two strange creatures at play. Pressing my face closer to the door I see Lucy lying down, her head resting on the arm of the couch. Karl is lying beside her, stroking her hair and staring into her eyes.

‘Tell me what you’re thinking,’ Lucy whispers to him.

Karl whispers something back, close to her ear. I have no idea what he has said, but I can see that it has made Lucy angry. She picks up a cushion and throws it at his head. Karl catches it, tosses it aside and kisses her for a long time, holding her firmly by the shoulders.

‘What am I supposed to be thinking?’ he says, when they stop kissing. ‘You always ask what I’m thinking, and then you never like what I tell you. Why ask me such a stupid question?’ Karl is not whispering any more. He leans over and flicks on the side lamp. It shines blindingly, making them both blink and squint.

‘Turn off the light,’ Lucy demands.

‘No. Not until you tell me what it is that you want me to be thinking every time you ask that dumb question.’

Lucy slips her hand behind the couch and flicks the lamp off at the power point. The room disappears into blackness. Then, gradually, the familiar shadows of the TV and the coffee table and the outline of the curtains begin to reappear.

‘Do you want me to tell you that I love you? Is that what I’m supposed to be thinking?’

Lucy says nothing. She lets Karl’s words swim, unanswered, into the darkness of the room. Neither of them speak for a long while, and the room sinks into silence.

Sometimes I wish Karl was my boyfriend. Two months ago I wrote Karl a Valentine’s card, but I never sent it. I tore it up and stuffed the shredded remains deep into the kitchen bin.

‘I’m going,’ Karl finally says.

Lucy lets him get to his feet before grabbing him by the hand and pulling him back. He pulls away for just the shortest moment. Lucy reaches out and grabs him by his leg. She wraps her arms around his leg, half-way between his knee and his thigh.

‘Karl,’ she whispers, ‘don’t go. Please.’

He stands motionless. Not a muscle in his body moves. He looks cast in iron.

Lucy slides her hands up the back of his jeans and pulls him closer. His legs look stiff, so stiff it looks as if he no longer has knee joints. He takes two small, stiff-legged steps towards her. Lucy picks up his hand and pulls him closer. Karl bends over and kisses her slowly, then he pulls her off the couch. I can no longer see what they are doing. Although it doesn’t take too much imagination to guess.
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