
Weekend of Crime
Friday night at eight thirty I head home along the footway that hangs below the old Grogan bridge. I’ve been over at the club with my sisters. We’ve had a steak sandwich and three shandies each and we’ve played the pokies. They think I’m mad to go over the bridge at night on my own. They say it’s dangerous. Take a cab Elvie they tell me, week-end of crime. Then they scurry off in the other direction arm in arm with their heads bobbing like a pair of scared pigeons. 

I’m not wasting my hard-earned winnings, I sing out down the street, and everyone looks and they see I’ve got a black eye. It’s from where the specialist gave me a needle last week. As he put the needle in he told me I’d get a black eye, so I can’t say I wasn’t warned.
As I walk across the footway I lift my sternum as high as I can.  This is the secret of walking bravely. I don’t scurry. Nothing bad will happen, I tell myself, and I’m right, nothing does. I don’t meet anyone, only my shadow. The water below is black and shiny and it must be cold, I think, and I can hear my footsteps padding quiet and steady on the tin. No problem. It only takes five minutes.
There’s a trick to everything. It’s all in the way you move. 

Once I watched old Jim Pipes crossing Olga Street. Jim and I went to Grogan High School together donkeys’ years ago. He lives out at Dewlap past my brother. He’s been on his own out there for years with only his inbred cows and his dogs for company. I watched him come scuttling across the zebra crossing with his arm over his face and his eyes all screwed up. On horseback nothing used to faze him but by jingo was he a fish out of water in the middle of Olga Street. I stepped back inside the post office so he wouldn’t see me watching. 

Some people look like they’re just walking to keep sane. They have this certain step. It’s a sort of a reckless shifting, the way their feet leave the ground, kick it away, come back, kick it away again. It’s sort of a tireless walk, not going anywhere, just restless. I’m not one of these people, but I know that walk and I could be capable of doing it if I wasn’t busy with my sternum. 

People who get up early and get their exercise have a bouncy walk. They’re an optimistic lot in their white socks. Good luck to them. Personally, I couldn’t be bothered. The lawyers rush in and out of the courthouse all puffed up. The poor come walking slowly up the street in good clothes for their court cases. There’s less to prove. If you find yourself bustling, you have become someone of importance in this town. Congratulations.

I didn’t write anything on the bridge as I walked home. I’ve only done it once. It was hysterical. I wrote my graffiti and ran, and I chucked the texta over the railing as I went. I’m not telling you what I wrote. You’ll have to go up there and see for yourself.
---------------------

Saturday morning at six o’clock the butcher bird’s singing and I check my black eye in the mirror. At first it was like a multi-coloured full moon. But it’s on the wane, only a half moon now. It looks like someone’s socked me in the eye. As if I’d let that happen. Before breakfast I go for a walk down to the riverbank to look at the pelicans. I dawdle, you couldn’t call it exercise. Most of it’s loitering I suppose, but I seem to get away with it. 
You should understand that I’m a senior woman and old enough to be anyone’s mother. I could be your grandmother, most of you.
---------------------

Saturday morning at nine o’clock I walk to the shops and buy the local rag and a loaf of raisin bread. I pop into Fred’s on the way home. We sit at his kitchen table and read the paper over a cup of tea. The front page of the paper says this week-end is the week-end of crime. So that’s what my sisters were talking about. For the last seven years this week-end - the second week-end in August - has had the highest crime rate for the year. No-one knows why. But the police are expecting more of the same. They’re gearing up. When I read this out to Fred he says it’s probably someone’s birthday and they have a whopping big party every year and all the guests play up. This makes me laugh and I almost wet myself. Oops.
The paper says there’s a public meeting on. This part of town is supposed to be a big place for antisocial behaviour and they want people to come along and form a group. Neighbourhood crime watch or something.  Reporting suspicious behaviour. It’s on this afternoon at five o’clock. Fred says it’s just a vigilante group. 
We try to think of crimes we could report. Fred had his bicycle pinched back in 1972 but he found it hanging up in a fig tree. It’s a crime some of those fools on the council were elected. We could report them. We can’t think of any other crimes we’ve seen. Last winter someone set fire to a wheelie bin down the street. It was all slumped on the edge of the road. It was a recycling bin and the bottles had become sort of encased in melted plastic. The recycling truck wouldn’t pick it up because it was a heap of plastic and the garbage truck wouldn’t pick it up because it was recycling. I must have been the only one who thought it was funny. That was before I got to know Fred. 
Ron Gasket’s got his picture in the paper. He says it’s not safe for elderly people to walk the streets any more. The young are raging out of control, he says. Off the rails. Where are the parents. Time to take matters into our hands, he says. I remember Ron when he was a little squirt, always bruised on his legs from his old man. 
We decide we’ll go along and have a look.
---------------------

Saturday afternoon at five o’clock, Fred and I go off to the crime meeting. It’s at the CWA Hall. Everyone’s sitting up in plastic chairs and there’s about forty there, all grey heads and cardigans.  
A skinny fellow comes spidering up to Fred with a clipboard. They’re collecting everyone’s names.  You can sign for your wife too, he tells Fred. Fred says this young lady’s not my wife, she’s my lover, and in any case she knows how to write her own name. 

Ron Gasket’s up the front with the editor of the local rag and Ron’s saying it’s disgraceful how the elderly can’t feel safe in their own beds at night. Everyone’s sitting up all stern and twitchy and glaring at the front wall. A few of them are nodding and saying the young people are out to murder us in our homes and they need a good kick up the backside. Just like we got when we were young, says one old boy. Hear hear, a few of them call out. We’re sick and tired of crime they keep saying. Sick. And. Tired. Some people don’t say anything. They’re trying to work out what’s going on. 
I whisper to Fred that Ron Gasket’s just trying to get on the council. There’s an election next month. He’s trying to give us all a fright so we vote for him. Like Johnny Howard used to do, says Fred. Trying to push our buttons. 
Ron, you wouldn’t have a clue where I keep my buttons, thankyou very much.
No-one’s asking me what happened to my eye but I know they’re having a good old look. They probably think Fred did it. But I know Fred doesn’t care what they think so I don’t care either.
I ask Fred what we’re supposed to be scared of as we all go shuffling out of the hall. Nothing to fear but fear itself says Fred. We try to remember where that saying came from. Memories like sieves, the pair of us. Believe me, growing old’s got whiskers on it. 

I give up trying to remember and instead I tell Fred about the other day when I saw two Aboriginal girls climb over the railing of the Grogan Bridge footway and jump off.  We’re gunna jump, they called out when they saw me standing there. They had pink and purple swimmers on and they were all smiles and fear.  After they did it I looked over the edge and saw their heads come bobbing out of the water and they were beautiful and laughing and yelling out. Hope they kept their feet together says Fred. That’s a twelve metre drop. 
It’d all be in the way you jump, I tell him. Then he wants to know how I’d know something like that.
---------------------

Saturday night at eight o’clock Fred and I walk down to the Post Office Hotel for a drink. It’s under new management and when we get there we discover there’s a band playing. We sit down at a table anyway since we’re there and Fred gets us a glass of port each. There are lots of young people laughing and talking at the bar. It’s so loud we can’t hear each other but we have another glass of port and sit there watching the young ones for a while. The band’s certainly making a lot of noise for only having three people. It’s young people’s music but we don’t mind and we’re tapping our feet.
Then Fred asks me if I’ll dance with him and I say yes. So he puts his arm around my back and I put my hand on his shoulder and I tuck my hip in next to his and we lie our other hands together in a nice light touch. Ladies, there’s a trick to dancing: keep your hand pressing evenly against his. You’ll understand if you try. It’s all in the way you move together. 
Anyway, there we are dancing in the back bar, me with my black eye and Fred navigating. He steers us between the blondes and the boys who all seem to be just hopping about on their own. They must think we’re mad old buggers with our foxtrot clinch but they don’t know what they’re missing out on. Some of them are grinning at us and raising their glasses. Sometimes we go swaying out a bit spicy and other times it’s a shuffle and a slide. We turn around and around in a slow spin and I’m glad I don’t fall over because I’m giddy and a bit tipsy from the port. There’s only a slender skin between our hands and we’re resting in our light touch, and I feel there can be an equal movement between a man and a woman, that the woman can give the rest of the answer to the man. It’s one of my rare deep and meaningful brainwaves and I try to tell it to Fred but he can’t hear. He just shrugs his shoulders and shakes his head and smiles. I like it that he doesn’t pretend he heard. 
When the band stops for a spell, Fred gives me a kiss on the cheek and tells me I’m his best girl. I call him an old heartbreaker and tell him if he plays his cards right I might let him walk me home. 
---------------------

Saturday night at ten o’clock we get tired and stumbly so we call it a night and I take Fred’s arm and we walk home in the stars. There’s no-one about except a black dog that comes running along swift in the dark panting huh huh huh. We can hear its claws on the road. Not much of a weekend of crime so far, I say to Fred. No fear says Fred. The dog follows us back to Fred’s and we give it a bowl of milk. 
---------------------

Sunday morning at ten thirty I walk home from Fred’s with my pants rolled up in my handbag. I’ve left him sitting on his front porch looking like the cat that’s got the cream. 
---------------------

Sunday afternoon at three o’clock I’m on the phone to my sister and watching the cricket while she goes on about what she’d like to do to the neighbour’s dog and who said what to who at the bowling club last Wednesday and the price of fish. She finally stops to take a breath and I tell her I have to take my sponge out of the oven and we hang up. I come out into the hallway and I see there’s a green envelope on the floor just inside my front door. Someone must have slipped it under the door. I pick it up. It’s got Elvie written on it. Inside there’s a note. It says if you want to jump, meet me at four o’clock on the footbridge. 

I go into my bedroom and get changed.
---------------------

The old bridge over the Grogan River has two levels: the top level for traffic and a cantilevered footway below, twelve metres above the water. The sign says JUMPING PROHIBITED. PENALTIES APPLY. BY ORDER GROGAN CITY COUNCIL. 
The last time you felt fear was in the minute just before you jumped. Your heart galloped. As you looked out, you heard yourself wondering if this sky would be the last you ever saw. Your fingers held onto the chain-wire behind you. You could have climbed back over but you knew you wouldn’t. In your mind you had already played out the fast fall, the splash. 

You knew it would be alright. The water was deep. It would all be in the way you jumped. Feet together, you would become a downward-falling pin, piercing the surface with a soft splash. You’d go arrowing down through the green water. Then you’d come shooting back up like a cork. Ripples would open out all around. 

Gravity would govern this situation. There would be no surprises. If you jump from a height, you plummet through air and water until gravity gives up on you. 

But you hung on in the last moment. It was a long way down. Your stomach fluttered. You knew you couldn’t stay forever in that narrow place in between jumping and not-jumping. It would have done your poor old heart in.
You looked down at the patterns of light dancing on the green water. It looked like waterglass. Gravity beckoned. One, two, three. You both let go at once. 
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