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Gobby is in contrast to those titles that make high adventure and daring-do, the often-preferred choice, especially for adolescent boys. He believes that many kids do not easily identify with much beyond what may seem like the mundane business of muddling through. Home and school, their mates, their success or more often, lack of it - their desire for identity and recognition; for success rather than continual failure, are matters that can weigh them down as they struggle to make their way through the first years of secondary education.


Gobby covers much of this in a way that is familiar but with humour and with hope.
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Chapter One

My best mate, Dion became my enemy because of Gobby. He’s my brother and he ruined everything but Dion and me not being mates anymore was just the start of it. Here’s what happened.

Dion and me were always doing stuff together. When we started shop-lifting magazines, well, that’s really when things started to go wrong. I was always the look-out or the one who had to distract the shop assistant by pretending I wanted to buy a really good pen. She’d take the whole range out from under the glass-topped counter while Dion slipped a girlie mag off the shelf and under his jacket.

Stupid, I know – and dangerous too. If we’d been caught our parents would have freaked out and we might have ended up with some sort of police record. So we’d have stopped anyway I suppose but it was Gobby who blew us out of the water, just like he always did. I caught Gobby looking at one of the magazines I kept under my mattress where Mum wouldn’t find them. He was sitting on the floor with his head on an angle, gawping at the centre-fold. I snatched the thing off him and the cover tore.

“Leave my bloody things alone!” I snarled at him.

Gobby gave a crooked grin. “Embarrassed, are we?”

“Shut up, dick-head. You’re too young to be looking at this stuff anyway. You wouldn’t understand.”

“Wouldn’t I?” Gobby said, plundering one nostril with a stubbly finger. “Okay then, big man – tell me all about it.”

I didn’t of course. After I’d punched him a couple of times, I stuffed all three magazines up my sweater and when Mum was out in the garden, I shoved them into my school bag so that I could give them back to Dion Hampton who’d lent them to me in exchange for me buying him a pie and a doughnut at the café. Dumb magazines anyway – who needs them? If you want that stuff there’s plenty where you’re not meant to be looking on the Internet.

I suppose my brother couldn’t help looking like some sort of freak back then although if I’m honest, he was bright – like really, really smart. He didn’t look it – never did.

Even when he was a baby his pale blond hair stood up all over his head like very soft versions of a hedgehog’s prickles. He used to toddle around with his mouth open, clutching his Lala in one hand. That was a piece of muslin that he needed if he was going to sleep, bunched up against his face or flicked over his head as he slipped into sleep. He had his bottle in the other and he’d suck on it now and then. Or he’d let the whole thing hang from his little gob, the rubber teat stretching and the plastic bottle half full of milk waggling when he got up to waddle out of the room.

Sometimes he used to pat the windows with his hands, leaving paw marks all over the glass that Mum had to clean off. He’d make noises like a frog then laugh at nothing and when I crawled up on the couch to make louder ones, he’d try to push me off. I think I grew up half-believing he had a screw loose somewhere, just because he looked such a muppet. I’m getting a slightly deeper voice now but Gobby still sounds pretty much the way he always did.

Why’s he called Gobby? Because he always called himself that. He couldn’t say his name – Godfrey – and just as well if you ask me because it sounds like someone’s grandfather, not a boy. Our grandfather actually, on Dad’s side. I never knew him because he died about a year after I was born so lucky Gobby scored the loser’s label. After a while everyone called him Gobby, even Gran who is kind of proper and doesn’t like nick-names. Mum calls him by his real name when there are other people around but when we’re at home – just the three of us – she calls him Gobby too.

Gobby has really big, staring eyes and his mouth still hangs open when he’s thinking. He’ll sit on the sofa to watch television and his droopy lower lip gets sort of wet and drippy then he seems to realise it and gives a big sniff and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. Gooby Gobby. But he’ll go on staring without even blinking, pale blue eyes as big as two-dollar coins. He looks like an owl on steroids because he’s stopped being all soft and wobbly like when he was a little kid. Just in the last couple of years he’s started to get kind of solid which hacks me off a bit if I’m honest because although I’m older, I’m still pretty thin.

I used to shut the bedroom door and get out the two-handed gym that Dad sent me for Christmas then take my shirt off and face the mirror while stretching out the twanging metal bands. I’d be watching closely to see if my muscles were actually developing but pulling the damned things for over three months, I still looked like a weed so I sort of gave up. Meanwhile, Gobby was jumping up and down on the trampoline in just his boxers and you could see him getting properly defined chest muscles.

How come? You don’t get to be well developed by bouncing up and down in your undies with your mouth hanging open.

Little dork. He might look like a moron but he’s way better at Maths than I am and he’s always coming home from the library with books about the solar system and dinosaurs and life in ancient Egypt. Mostly I just flick through them, looking at the pictures but Gobby reads every word. Then days later, we’ll be having dinner or something and Gobby will look up from his bolognaise and start rattling off all this stuff about the moons of Jupiter or the Pharaohs of the Third Dynasty. Or there’ll be a short lecture on the mating habits of Tyrannosaurus Rex while we’re having ice-cream.

“Well done, Gobby!” Mum will say. “You keep going like that and you’ll really fly when you go to high school.”

As for me – I don’t fly. You could say I walk at a slow pace most of the time.

Back then in Year Nine Maths, Miss Turner used to sigh and look as though her elastic had just snapped when I tried to answer one of her questions. In Science, I liked doing stuff with the Bunsen burners that we’re not meant to do in case we burnt down the whole school. Now and then I’d get caught which meant there’d be a lot of bellowing from Mr Crawford who spits when he gets excited and after I’d been sprayed by him, I usually got detentions.

I’d be dawdling around with a plastic bucket after school picking up lunch papers and bits of plastic, thinking about Gobby who is about the untidiest person living on this planet but who always gets good reports from Intermediate and who will spend hours making some dumb project thing to take to his teacher. And who apparently never gets detentions.

“You have other strengths,” Mum would say to me. “We’re all different and that’s the way it should be.”

Yeah right – I’m still looking for these other strengths I’m meant to have. Gran says I’m the kindest person she knows. Big deal – being kind doesn’t get you a decent job, does it? I keep wondering what the hell I’ll be when I grow up. Meanwhile, Gobby just picks his nose and keeps staring at the TV like it doesn’t worry him what happens because he’s an egg-head and he’ll always be fine.

I was still wild about those magazines then at dinner that night, Gobby sucked his fork and kept one eye on me like he was bursting to say something. I kicked him under the table.

“What’s the matter with you boys tonight?” Mum said, picking up our plates. “Grow up, can’t you?”

“Sam’s growing up, isn’t he?” Gobby said. “Have you noticed his fuzzy lip, Mum? Quite a man already, eh.”

He gave me his maddest grin – he sticks his tongue under his lower lip when he does that and looks really, really mental.

“He’ll be wanting to know the facts of life next.”

“Shut up, you egg,” I muttered.

“You both know all about that already,” Mum said clattering the plates into the sink. “And yes, Sam – you’ll be all bristly in no time, I expect.” She tousled my hair as she came back to the table. “Not much you don’t know about on that subject, is there?”

She winked at me while Gobby went on doing his imitation of an orangutan with mumps.

I just couldn’t stand it after that. I got up and went outside to kick my soccer ball hard against the shed wall while Gobby made faces at the kitchen window while he helped her wash up.

Sometimes I could just kill him.

Dion Hampton looked at the crumpled magazines, frowned.

“It’s Gobby’s fault,” I said. “He found them, little tosser and he creased them. Sorry about the tear on the cover of that one.”

Hampton pushed them into a pouch on his bag and zipped it up. “You should thump him one,” he said. “Show him who’s boss.”

“Yeah, right – Mum would go off her nut. She’s so into non-violence, we’re not even meant to watch really good movies with plenty of bloody action.”

“That’s what comes of being a liberated woman,” Hampton said, crumpling up his Coke can and pitching it at a passing Year Nine kid. “She does yoga and stuff, doesn’t she?”

He said it with a sort of sneer, like she collected salt and pepper sets or something. I thought of Mum in her leotards, tying herself into knots on the mat, all red-faced and serious.

“Nothing wrong with that,” I grunted, kicking at the gravel under our wooden seat. “It’s just to keep fit and all that.”

“My dad reckons it’s the work of the devil,” Hampton said, “but then he thinks most things that are fun are the work of the devil. If he found my magazine collection he’d have a coronary – probably have me exorcised by his pastor and chained by my wrists to the bed every night.”

I ought to explain that both Hampton and me come from broken homes.

Hampton’s mum ran off with a surfer about ten years younger than herself and now lives in Raglan where I suppose he’s taught her how to Hang Ten and a few other things too, I bet.

Hampton’s dad drank himself into a mental breakdown and after he came off the pills, he found God – or so he says whenever I’m around there. He goes to one of those Happy-Clappy churches where you yell and wave your hands in the air and fall on your back if some visiting big shot who acts like he’s Jesus’ younger brother, even touches you. I haven’t been but I’ve seen it on TV and it’s so hard core.

My dad took off with a lady from his office and lives in a pent-house apartment in Wellington. Mum cried buckets at the time – I was about ten, I think. She pretends she’s cool about it all now but I’ve heard her howling sometimes at night when she thinks Gobby and I are asleep and she’s watching some romantic garbage on TV that gets her all stirred up.

I’ve caught her having a bit of a quiet bawl on our birthdays too and last Christmas, when I got my body-building set from Dad and Milly – his new bird – Mum admired it of course, then mentioned that she wanted to buy me exactly the same thing but couldn’t afford it. I felt pretty hacked off about that. She looked so fed up. Later on, there she was going through a photo album with all these shots of Gobby and me when we were little and Mum and Dad were hugging us by the Christmas tree or playing with us on the beach in the summer holidays.

“Your dad’s nuts,” I said. “He’s barking mad if you ask me.”

“Don’t have to tell me.” Hampton booted some gravel high in the air and got shouted at by Mr Gordon, the Phys ed guy who happened to be passing. “He thinks he’s all straightened out because he got sucked in by the Holy Rollers but he’s really up-tight. Did I tell you he’s started drinking again?”

I shook my head.

“Yeah, he gets into the whiskey after I’ve gone to bed then I hear him crashing into the furniture and muttering stuff about how all men are sinners.”

I thought of Hampton’s magazines. “He’s probably right,” I said. “All men are guilty of something.”

“Don’t you start! When I told him your mum was into yoga, he went on and on about pagan practices and evil spirits that possess you and with all the trouble the Muslims are giving the world, we don’t need yoga.”

“That proves he’s worse than I thought, mate. Yoga’s from the Hindus – right? What does he know, eh? And whatever terrorist stuff just a few Muslims get up to, it’s nothing compared with what our Christian ancestors used to do. Remember how Harrison gave us that big talk in Social Science – remember? Went on for the whole period, all about the Crusades and the Spanish Inquisition and what used to happen to heretics.”

Just then the bell rang so we had to head off for an hour of brain damage in Maths.

When I got home, Gobby was back on the trampoline. His favourite thing right then was going straight up as high as he could then flicking his legs out and falling flat on his back. He’d rebound really high and do his strangled cat imitations or laugh like a hyena giving birth in a patch of nettles.

“Shut up, dick-head!” I yelled. “Just show off without the sound effects, okay?”

Gobby took no notice, of course but he turned over in mid-air and came down so hard, he probably ruined his chances of ever having a family. Not that any girl with more than seven brain cells would want anything to do with Gobby. If anyone’s ever stupid enough to go for him, he’ll have to wear a paper-bag over his head at the wedding and keep the lights off on the honeymoon.

Gobby hobbled off the tramp and clutched the front of his shorts, groaning and gasping.

“Serves you right for trying to be cool,” I said.

He straightened up slowly. “You do it better then – go on, big man with fuzzy lip.” His voice was croaky, like he was trying not to cry. “Show me how to do it if you’re so cool.”

I actually hate the trampoline to tell you the truth but what choice did I have? I pulled off my school jersey and climbed up then started to bounce, coming down on my bum so hard I yelped but somehow I got back to upright and managed not to take a dive head-first into the edge, my bare feet slapping on the pad and the springs twanging.

“Now on your back, loser!” Gobby called. “You’ve got to go down on your back then turn over in mid…”

I had already turned over and the resulting slap was so terrible, I gave a howl of pain but was able to flip back so that I was bouncing again on my feet, the ache below my belt bad enough to make my eyes water.

“See?” I croaked. “It’s easy.”

At that moment I lost my balance and went backwards without meaning to. I was on the springs themselves – my foot was going through a gap and I was yelling so loud, old Mr Waddington next door stuck his head over the fence to see what was the matter. Somehow I managed to get both legs between the springs and as if I didn’t look a big enough clown already, I slipped backwards and fell on my head. The lawn was under my open mouth, smelling of summer and of the past, the way it always does. I slowly pushed myself up.

“Are you okay?” Gobby had run over to the tramp, his eyes out on stalks. “Hey, are you hurt?”

“What if I am? Have a good look, loser.”

I got to my feet and watched Mr Waddington turn away from the fence now that the show was over. The old sod was laughing.

“Just leave me alone, will you?”

Gobby gave a shrug, turned away looking as though I’d slapped him.

When I looked out the kitchen window a couple of minutes later, he was sitting in the middle of the trampoline, just staring up at the sky, like it had a message for him in the clouds. From a distance, he looked exactly like he used to when he was about two and I was going to kindergarten – his spiky hair sticking up and his droopy mouth – his gob, I should say – and his shoulders slack with his head tipped back. I’ve got a really good memory for the past and I know what he was like, away back then. He’d hardly changed really, just got a bit bigger.

I half expected him to produce his bottle from somewhere and start sucking on it or blowing milky bubbles when he made noises like a train.

Weird, really weird. I’d hate to be like that.





Chapter Two

I thought I really knew what Gobby was like but when Dad paid a surprise visit at Easter, my brother went into over-drive.

Dad and Milly drove up from Wellington to stay in a motel near the beach. On Good Friday, Mum fed us hot cross buns like you do at that time of year then Gobby and I were off to meet Dad in town. He came striding along outside the Odeon with Milly frisking in her high heels next to him. She pounced on us both and gave us both a good kissing – really wet and noisy – to show how completely she accepts her partner’s kids, I guess. She smelt of different perfume from what Mum uses and she gives little high laughs all the time, even if you just talk about the weather.

Dad did his usual shoulder-punching and grabbed us around the neck and chuckled in the back of his throat as he took us to the nearest café where we ordered lunch and big glasses of juice.

“So what have my boys been up to, eh?” Dad asked, chomping on his panini.

I just shrugged – I couldn’t think what I could tell him that might get him all fired up but Gobby was off in a flash, blowing crumbs and spit in his excitement.

“Intermediate’s really cool, Dad – we’ve got this lady teacher called Miss Henderson and she plays the guitar an’ she let me have a go on it an’ she reckons I’m a natural. We do art in the art room an’ I made this puppet out of paper mache` an’ painted it so it looks like Sam – I cut a bit of his hair off when he was asleep an’ I stuck it on the puppet’s head so that it looked a lot like Sam, ’cause I painted it with his big mouth and big teeth and sticky-out ears…“

“You cut my…? How come I…?”

Gobby just ignored me. “An’ in the athletic sports, I came third in the five hundred metres so next year I’m going to train an’ I’m going to win…”

He paused to take a huge suck on the straw in his orange juice; orangey spit flew in a fine spray.

“An’ I went to the Speedway with Damian and Simon a while back – man, those cars can go! I’d really like to drive one of those – have you ever been to the Speedway, Dad?”

Dad started to say something but he needn’t have bothered.

“I had my best story typed up by the lady in the office an’ they blew it up onto big paper an’ stuck it on the wall for parents’ night with a gold star at the top that said, Godfrey Dunstan, budding author. Mum was stoked. Miss Henderson gave me a chocolate fish.” He paused to wipe slobber off his droopy mouth. “an’ I’m going to write a book an’ be an
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