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Jeremy 


The summer before high school I spent with a frothy haired, flush-cheeked kid called Jeremy Lyons. 

I remember a Confirmation card on his bedside table: the king of the jungle, emblazoned by the bloody African sun.

To our brave, loyal Jeremy, take all before you that’s yours. 

Fear not the jackals. 

In the ocean’s tumult his curls matted piss yellow. Giddy with ocean oxygen, contorting with laughter at anything and anyone: a hairy Greek in Speedos, fleeing the waves, tennis balls testicles bouncing: a middle age man in the shallows examining his very own newfound breasts: a toothless old woman grinning, gripping a boogey board. The words he managed a full minute after seeing me dumped by a wave for the first time still trumpet in my ears: The Evil Dog’s been ambushed! 

Throwing his head back swallowing sun.

He had to swallow his mother’s suicide, a couple of summers down the track. 

I remember doing something small and sour to Judy Lyons one night over dessert (chocolate cheesecake embedded with kiwi fruit). 

She asked did my Irish father have an Irish temper. I shook my head awkwardly.

She chuckled and raised cheesecake to her lips and said she wouldn’t mind betting a few bob he had a devil of a temper. “All Irishmen have short fuses.” 

I shook my head curtly. 

“I’ll bet it’s red hot is it?”

I spooned some cheesecake into my mouth, feigning offence this time. 

“Our guest answered that question already,” said her husband, calm and assured and a bit weary. 

She seemed humiliated.

She measured a spoonful of cheesecake. “I was only asking a question Ron.”

“Yes dear but you didn’t seem to like the answer.”

I felt the heat in her cheeks fill mine, and felt diminished and ashamed: as though I’d wounded a prickly, vulnerable creature meaning no harm with its inquisitive approach.  

She had a rich, throaty voice with schoolteacher’s emphasis and enunciation. She said her family’s names as though they were her favorite sounds in the language: Jeremy and Julia and Ronald. 

I remember her saying, “Don’t believe it when they tell you nothing lasts, boys. Ronald and I have been together sixteen years and we were built to last.” I remember her saying, “When you fall in love boys, you’ll be twice as handsome overnight. Something happens to people when they fall in love, it’s like a light goes on inside . . . all the other bozos stood me up but they faded to dust the night I met Ron.” 

Ronald Lyons was a lean, private man who ran the Big M Marathon every year; running with cool, fixed resolve, as if he'd suffered some kind of acute humiliation when he was younger and would always be squaring the ledger. When our dads were thrown together for a few minutes at the end of a day mine would assume his best serious expression and Ron Lyons would stand in a way he must have thought appeared loose.

I remember him driving us to the ocean in his army green Commodore Executive. He did not like to say much on the drive and I remember feeling a fraternity with him at times, and feeling sure he felt the same. 

 On the rolling entrance road Jeremy and I strained our seatbelts to catch glimpses of the far-reaching waves rumbling unraveling, all the way from another world, shrouded in spray, their united bellowing hushed and resonating. 

“I could live without anything except the ocean,” Jeremy would say. “Ocean and oxygen.” 

On the way home the wind whipped through the car, whipping and muffling Love Is a Battlefield, and Come Said The Boy, and Jump, and Original Sin. 

Wake up to a brand new day . . . 

Find your dreams have washed away!

I remember Judy Lyons driving us home from the city, asking us to pass the crispiest of the chips from the bottom of the pile, cupping her hand like a small claw. “Just the crispiest ones – you’ll have to dig.” 

I remember her pulling over to the roadside one morning turning her face to the window, lower lip trembling. And Jeremy, beside her, saying, quietly,  “Mum, what’s the matter?” The dashboard clocks’ terse, furtive ticking: a motorbike snarling past rocking the car: and her telling Jeremy not to worry, that he would grow up to be a great painter, and that I'd become a writer and win the Pulitzer Prize, and me wondering what that was. And Jeremy, smoothing her frizzy hair with his palm, and nobody saying anything for what might have been ten minutes, as cars passed disharmoniously. 

And her turning to him, bunching his curls and fighting tears. "Jeremy Ronald Lyons. Somewhere there's a lucky girl."

Summer-holidays have a luxurious longevity in Australia. The days entwine, enraptured with each other, enshrined in sun. 

When Jeremy and I were not at the ocean we I would roam Mt. Perennial’s dusty, rocky roads on bikes  . . . coasting in pine-flavored dust, trespassing, bombing strange swimming pools . . . 

We found ourselves in a sunroom with two women who must have been lesbians. 

We had been on the brink of bombing their pool, having snooped around their garden, when an erect, energetic looking woman wearing a silky emerald headscarf materialized right behind us up on the patio, smiling as if she knew all there was to know about us and a few things we didn’t know, ourselves. I liked her on sight and decided not to say anything rude for once.  

Inside she directed us to a sunroom and went off to the kitchen to get the drinks. 

A younger, heavier, lazy looking woman with shiny black hair curled on a sofa, stroking a grey cat. She smiled faintly, as if our being there was only to be expected; she took a last, long drag on a menthol cigarette, and put it out in an ashtray shaped like a leaf, made from thick, heavy glass. The cat unfurled and left and I chased it into the hall. 

When I came back Jeremy stood very still under a painting. The woman on the sofa looked at the painting, also, and I could tell neither of them had said anything. 

Jeremy’s voice dropped a register.

“Who painted this?” 

The green head scarf woman reappeared, carrying a chilled Mello Yello can and two very tall glasses. “Like it, do you?”

“I’m jealous,” Jeremy said, in the same deep voice.  

“I picked it up in Melbourne.” She adjusted her headscarf, giving the painting an approving appraisal. Taking up half the wall, it seemed to be of a sardine or pilchard or herring, but could also have been a rusty sinker, on what could also have been a canoe. Everything was rusty and leaden, except for a strip along the bottom of the canvass, where white dripped and dribbled.  

 The younger woman said, to Jeremy, “Do you paint?” 

 
He nodded without averting his eyes. 

Jeremy sometimes talked about driving a jeep into the outback with nothing but a tent, canvass, paints and water. In class one afternoon everyone had drawn a sunset. He painted a couple, nude, running to the sea holding hands. Jodie Jenkins had asked him why the water was purple. He said it wasn’t, but that they would remember it that way. 
He hadn’t taken his eyes from the canvass. “Without the seagull it would suffer.” 

The women looked at each other. 

The plump one took a sip of her white wine and said they’d love to see one of his paintings. The hairs on his forearms stood.  Goose pimples spread along his triceps. He turned and stared at her breasts. 

The tall woman let the fizz go down in the glasses. 

“If you paint half as well as you leap into strange people’s pools you’re bound to be a success.”

“Raw,” said the friend.

“With a penchant for full moons.”

He took his glass, blushing. “Didn’t want to see all that chlorine going to waste.”

“We much prefer swimming at night.”

The two women exchanged a smile I’d never seen between two women.

Wheeling our bikes out the driveway Jeremy said, with so small subterfuge, “Just think Dog . . . they’re in there now on that soft sofa doing a full-on 69er.”

“They haven’t even had time to undress, Jez.” 

“That wouldn’t stop those two nymphomaniacs, Dog.”
“They can’t help it, they’re born that way, I saw it on 60 Minutes.” 

“I don’t think they wanna help it Dog.”

We started downhill, bumping along the gravel ripples. 

“Feel the vibrations, Dog.” A wave of laughter almost shook him off his bike: the reason was simple: I was stuck with his sister’s purple Malvern Star. Rarely did Jeremy derive such pleasure from life as when the pedals buckled on me, as they did every few minutes. For his part, Jeremy couldn’t stand out of his seat riding his own bike, or any other bike: when he needed to go faster he just looked a bit too eager and peddled harder. 
We hauled all the way up the hill to the asphalt tennis-courts and lay the bikes down on the deserted bottom court. 

We lay on our backs in the lazy heat, talking about girls from our class. 

Jeremy and I had found an old Penthouse in the forest. We’d stashed it somewhere we thought was safe but somebody had come along and laid claim. 

Thanks to the Penthouse, our most prized fantasy in the phantasmagoria of perverse daydreams we concocted, was a secluded spa replete with naked beauty: in the magazine’s the magazine’s first exalted photographic essay, a succulent lady with chestnut hair all the way to her waist perched on a steaming spa’s perimeter. The man’s head nestled, as though worshipping, in what could only have been sheerest bliss, between her balanced, parted thighs. With her head tossed back her white neck and collarbone almost superceded her purplish, pebbly nipples. And the wind whispering inside her. 

Never had we seen such eloquence. We were always talking about “licking out” and “fingering” – as though everyday events – but neither of us had achieved more than a kiss in truth or dare. 

Jeremy had a crush on a girl called Melissa Matthews. On athletics days she mastered the field, accelerating with feline grace, pigtails bouncing like frayed rope, unafraid eyes fixed on the string. Occasionally in school – just often enough to keep him at her alter – she regarded Jeremy with something more than amusement.

The sun made gauzy cellophane reds and runny pinks and purples dance and swirl behind my eyes, and the baking asphalt pressed its heat into my calves and shoulder blades and back of my head.  

A couple playing tennis on the court up one level had found a hypnotic rhythm, rallying, saying nothing now, immersed, then as the point evolved, they yielded, laughing at their sudden abilities, buoying each other. Something about the sound aroused me . . . I let an erection bloom . . . 

 

“What’s the dirtiest thing you’ve seen your parents do?” Jeremy said.  “If I tell you something absolutely filthy . . . promise not to tell.”

“Promise.”

“I once saw mum and dad hop in the shower together. I heard the entire horny little conversation.”

   His voice floated away.

   “No way would they shower together now.”

   A money spider ventured between my thumb and forefinger. 
 “Imagine not having a mum.” 

He sounded as if he were sleep talking. 

The microscopic creature continued its trusting course along a vein in my wrist. 

A ripple of Jeremy’s laughter surfaced. “It’d be sheer bloody hell living just with your old man.”

  “Imagine never being born.”

  “Morbid bastard.” He rolled onto his side, to his elbow. 

The wisps on his cheeks shone and perspiration dotted his forehead and his earlobe was almost translucent with omnipotent light. “I was meant to live. My family was meant for each other . . . . . ” 
“Imagine one of your parents were never born.”

   “Imagine time traveling all the way back to your parent’s honeymoon and watching them humping. Imagine watching your own gory little birth.” He sat up. 

“Imagine opening your front-door on your wedding anniversary and springing your wife and some stranger rooting like horny little rabbits. I’d run and get a shotgun.”

A scorched jumping jack leapt through the space between us, paused, leapt again at a different angle. 

“If you could come back to life as one other person,” Jeremy said, “who would it be?” 

“Me.” 

   “Me too.”
   We rode all the way up to the pine forest in the swelter.  

   By the time we reached the clearing we hadn’t spoken for thirty minutes. In ultramarine sky one small cloud looked as if it would never move. 

“Mum comes here.” 

Jeremy turned a slow circle, like he was trying to see why she liked it.  

“She asked me to paint it.” 

A golden dragonfly clutching a long strand of bronzed grass looked like it was giving it a long overdue, obsessive, unending kiss. 

The Murder House made sounds in the late afternoon, as we stood at the end of the drive. The windows seemed to latch onto every breath of breeze. A cuckoo warned us. No-No . . . No-No . . . A feral cat bolted out of the bush in the tangled yard and bounded next door. We lay our bikes where the roots of the pine tree pushed up through the pungent, powdery dust.

Every step down the driveway felt like some kind of spiritual trespass. 

Judy Lyons had told us once “Nobody in their right mind would ever feel they belonged in a house a woman shot her husband with a harpoon through the heart, while he slept. It’ll crumble before anybody ever signs on the dotted line.” She told us every agent in town had taken a stab at selling it but “They’re all wasting their time.”  

From the creaky grey veranda, peering in mildewed panes at unwelcoming rooms, you could feel it – something unwilling to leave. 

Riding away I fired the usual questions. Why had she murdered him? Because he was leaving her, Jeremy said. But why had she driven herself to the police? Because she knew she’d be caught, Jeremy said. Why wouldn’t she just have an affair as well? She only wanted him, said Jeremy, nobody else made her feel good about herself. She wanted revenge, said Jeremy. 

I said the word revenge to myself as we rode. I said the word affair, over and over . . . affair . . . affair . . . affair . . . sweat trickled from the curl shaped like a ram’s horn at Jeremy’s temple. Broken sun lit us in flashes through fissures in the tea tree. I stood and peddled with fullest force and passed him with swift simplicity: the pedals crumbled. Jeremy cackled and threw his head back and hunched, gripping the handlebars, drawing away; trusting the days ahead. 
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