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AUTHOR’S NOTE




This story is told in multiple voices and over the course of 125 years. 




The voices were resident in the house as follows:

Jake, Lydia, and Lucy—late nineteenth to mid twentieth century.

Miriam and Lenny—mid-twentieth to early twenty-first century.

Rosie and Steve—the present.




There are also stories from the house itself.




Alternate methods of reading this text.




A Crack in the Map can be organised in several ways. This version, my intended version, fiddles with time and unreliable narrators. 




Readings ordered in different ways would provide different access. A reader could:

Read all the Rosie sections in order

Read all the Steve sections in order

Read the Steve and Rosie sections

Read Miriam and Lenny 

Read only the italicised sections. This reading would provide a small view of lives lived only briefly at the house as well as an external view of some of the central voices and the house itself.

Jake, Lydia and Lucy can be read as a group, but also as stand-alone lives.
















A Crack in the Map


Rosie

I froze into place  feet growing out the floorboards  floorboards hastily covered with carpeting to hide the crack  the crater  the excavation    Steve hammered  screaming like a madman  like a cannonball human  released from his thin poetry body  tense  on guard  en garde  he hammered at the walls    I saw right through to the neighbour in the street    when she saw me staring she pulled her coat tight like the cloth would stop my eyes  but it was her who peered  we were the spectacle    my friend lived here  said the woman  when she was a little girl and I always think of her fondly  she wore ribbons in her hair and I thought it was the height of style    my mother said the money wouldn’t stretch to ribbons    who are you    why are you here    she looked at me funny  like she could see my underwear or worse    I said we bought the house and she walked away    the house was Steve’s  his investment    I was more than impressed    then Len and Miriam showed up to take me and Steve prisoner  ridiculous  they were old  me and Steve were young  they were frail  Steve was buff and I was no weakling    it was like Miriam and Len fell through a crack and came out in another time  or maybe Steve and I fell    it was that kind of street  it lived in another century  another country    brick houses nuzzled up to each other  sharing walls  sharing passages    Miriam said this is what houses are like in Europe  but she hadn’t been there    Len said he’d been a bricklayer  worked on the house    Miriam said don’t talk rubbish    I thought they’d escaped a safe place  another space  chosen Steve’s house to hide in     if you look close this street’s not on the map    maybe we are all in-between people wedged in a crack that opens too much history and everyday living    chairs and carpets and food processors    newer better fancier and suddenly obsolete    we all slide in  searching for purchase    us in-between people with over-used heartbeats    eyes that haunt in their search for exits    I may never know whose house this is    Steve’s    or Len’s    or Miriam’s    or someone  who inhales the sweet air of ownership  thinks yes  today they stay    thinks yes  today they go    the sweat of our do it yourself endeavours held precarious by someone else’s balance sheet    we perch on the cracks that travel to the bowels of the earth    can you blame Steve for trying to slice a small piece for his own self   isn’t that all anyone does  slices swipes appropriates    even the worms eye our bodies  their souls thick with slimy joy at the imagined feast    I will confound the worms with cremation  says Steve and whacks at the wall with a giant hammer    the neighbour woman  eyes like insults  chatters at the cops    cops parked in front the door    knocking knocking  eager to be inside    our coy  and sometimes angry selves  stand  souls naked to the world    the roof is gone and I can see the sky    it is night there are no star


Jake

I see a job site, horses fed, men cautious, men lazing, brick dust swept up, halfway decent, so I stop and have a closer look. What are you staring at? says a man with a moustache wrapped halfway round his face.

Need a good worker?

Does it look like I need workers?

A good worker.

Good at what?

Bricklaying.

You don’t look like a bricklayer, he says.

I’m stronger than I look and I’m quick and I’ve an eye for calculating.

That wall there, he asks, how many bricks?

Twelve feet wide?

Well?

Nine inches thick? I ask.

He nods.

Deduct for door and window?

No need. This is an exercise.

Fourteen to fifteen hundred, I say, if you cut the part bricks cleanly and use both ends.

And with a window? he asks.

Let me show you what I can do.

What’s your name? he asks.

Jake.




Some days I burrow for clay like an animal. I search, ferret, paws at the pit, haul up the perfect colour of life. I shape and dry and bake and mortar with love and care and hope and wishes and spells for a happy home. I am a brick maker in my bones, my blood, my head, my skin and the brick is my lover, my enemy and friend. Born in winter. Always wanted to dig clay, shape bricks, dry stones in the baking sun, shades of red like the blood of life. Born a bricklayer, dust in my veins, skills at my fingertips, meanly qualified, anxious to learn, to show my mettle.


Steve

They spiral out of the ground with speed and exasperation, splinter floorboards, wraiths rising upward. Miriam, ancient and bitter, Lenny brittle and confused. We’re happy here, me and Rosie, nested and organised, home. Home, the word spices my throat, renders it raw with hope and exasperation. All that desire we lean into when, without thought or intention, we relax and assume the world is clement, welcoming, safe passage ours. But this pair bruise and rattle our bones. We huddle safe, Rosie and I, shelter in our bricks and thin mortar flanked by hard yard work always a work in progress, always promising more and better next year, our efforts to tame but never repress. Contentment. A simple meal, simple pleasures, I smile, Rosie smiles. Until, with inner lightening and a not-thunder rumble they surge forward and look us in the eye with disbelief and open loathing. They belly up to our table, elbows each side of the dinner plate, watch the food with clear distaste. Is this dinner then? says Lenny.

Don’t eat if you don’t want, says Miriam.

It’s Steve’s specialty, says Rosie. Spoons dip into mashed potatoes, creamed corn, and butter beans in spinach sauce.

I’m not going to like this, Miriam, says Lenny.

Eat up if you’re hungry, says Miriam.

They fall into their food, faces close to their plates, forks move like pneumatic shovels.

Well, says Miriam, looks like it agrees with you.

I’m eating it, says Lenny, not liking it, not enjoying it, and I’ll be hungry before bedtime.

Rosie and I sit at the table. She delicately spoons the food, my knife and fork clash against the plate in anger.

Can you hear that? says Lenny.

Eat your food and close your ears, says Miriam.

Rosie’s eyebrows rise up, up, and further up.

I cut as gentle as I can cut, knife and fork against the food and not the plate. I close my eyes.




They spiral up from the floorboards like a blanket of thin human breezes covering the floorboards, the rug, what’s this I think as they haze upward, and then they’re here.

You know, says Miriam, you can eat your fill and get going. Both of you.

Her eyes riddle into me, into Rosie, back to me.

This is my home, I scream, but my voice fails to carry beyond my skin.


This House

This house creaks on old bones, not bone, strong wooden struts, once trees, once clay, once the break down of small creatures. It is forged to outlive the ages. A mishmash of substance dragged from the earth, assembled, a skeleton formed of ridgelings, striplings metalling against a hum of working voices.

—How’s it going?

—Late night.

—Give us a hand with this mix before it dries.

—Walking out with that lass?

—Met at the church social, that one?

—Look at the true of this beam.

—What’s her name?

—Polly.

—Put the kettle on?

—Easy

—Back to work, hold your gossiping.

—Got to get this right. Sturdy.

They got it right, alright. This house built for many ages. Handmade bricks. Feet of clay but not weak. Clay loosened and scooped from this world we squat on, temporary visitors, though this house should remain longer than many, shifted into place by strong and sometimes reluctant hands and stronger shovels—wagons hitched to horses straight to the pugmill, if not on site, moulded into building bricks, those bricks a house’s DNA. The hands of the old mason were confident and smooth.

—Is it mud? asks the lad eager and full of questions.

—It’s everything, says the old mason, created with the air we breathe, the plants that withered centuries ago, the bones of the dead.

—I’m touching the bones of the dead? says the learning lad.

—Show some respect, says the old mason.

And the lad eases on mortar, gentles bricks into place and the eyes of the old mason sparkle with pride and confidence. He nods and smiles and builds a solid skin. This house is woundless and this house is wound, this house is ancient and this house is modern, built with care and constancy and a small measure of horsing around. This house has pedigree, the insides both lavish and mean, lathe, plaster, flocked wallpaper and a hint of gilt. Colour seals off each space, separate. Sparkling sometimes, dull other times, dusty, in need of a sweep, rafters moaning against the wind.


Steve

My House

My house has four kind eyes with netted curtain eyelashes and daisies baked into the grass; the door is a friendly door with a knobby knob; inside it’s always summer light and shining floors and a bowl of apples on the kitchen table; there’s sausages in the fridge, always sausages in the fridge, and the stove cooks without Mum doing anything except play with me; and in winter when it snows, that’s me watching out the window wrapped up warm; there’s Pepsi Cola in the kitchen taps but no sugar cos it rots your teeth; and I have a puppy dog hedgehog kitty cat mouse in a cage fish in a tank gerbils on a wheel and a smiling granny in the comfy chair; there’s a corner shop at the top of the hill and the owner gives me LifeSavers for free, LifeSavers for free; my house has music in every room and country walks from the back door and cocoa when I come home; and books on the shelves; and at bedtime the right one the right one the absolutely right one is always there to read; toys come and go and the best ones stay and the air smells of mint and tastes like mum’s kisses; and there are no witches or wizards or princesses or goblins, no spells or talking toads no giants or secret havens or shining palaces.


This House

This house is old with memory from before its time.

—Beware the horse, says the foreman.

The learning lad is brought to the building site early morning by his father, there’s bartering. 

—Look at this muscle, says the father, squeezing the boy’s arm. Make a fist, boy.

He doesn’t want to make a fist; he doesn’t want to stand with his father’s muttony hands squeezing him through his flour sack shirt.

—Looks like he’s never done a day’s work in his life, says the foreman.

—And he hasn’t, not for pay, says Dad, but he’s strong and I’ll offer him up somewheres else if you don’t want him.

The foreman squeezes the learning lad’s arm, same place the Dad squeezed, then he squeezes the other, hands huge and stringy enough they could tie a knot around the learning lad’s muscles.

—If he works out, I’ll give him 50c and a sandwich for lunch, says the foreman.

—A buck, says Dad.

The learning lad stares at the ground, his shoulder set in a want-to-bolt placement, his way blocked.

—75c, says the foreman.

—You still feeding him?

—If he’s good.

—He’s good.

—A sandwich, says the foreman.

—You behave, says the dad looking in the learning lad’s puppy dog eyes.

—How old is he? asks the foreman.

—Fourteen, says the dad.

—Got a tongue in your mouth, Fourteen? asks the foreman.

The learning lad nods. Dad goes.

—Alright, says the foreman, this is what I want you to do. This bed, this bed right here.

The bed sits in the middle of the street, blocking traffic. Horses rear, carriage drivers hook their eyebrows low and angry, inside the carriages faces impatient. People hurrying to work pause and stare at the bed. One woman tests the mattress with a hand, sits a moment, nods appreciation and hurries down the lane.

—This bed here, says the foreman, is gonna fly.

—Fly? Like a pig? says the learning lad, young voice, clear and snippy like the quarter-hour bells in the clock tower.

—No, like a bed on a winch up, up, and through the window.

The learning lad looks up at the window that’s not there yet, and the space around the window where bricks are missing. The missing bricks have a humbling effect on a house that is solid if not fine. Their absence makes a ragged gape that marks the building out as rough and possibly unfit. Flawed.

—Your job, says the foreman. The learning lad’s knees, nobbly and stiff, look to weaken.

—My job, he says, all exclamation.

—Your job is to walk around this circular hub here and keep your eye on the horse, says the foreman. The learning lad turns and looks at the horse.

—That’s a big horse, he says.

—Look at me while I’m talking, says the foreman, there’s more. He goes first, the horse, he’s the real power here, he’s doing all the work, travels round and round this hub here, this winch, one cog fits into another, the rope tied to the bed gets shorter and the bed flies upwards. The learning lad looks up. There are men at the gape in the gullet of the house 

—Those men, says the foreman, will catch the bed.

It will be beautiful, all the men and the boy working together. Clear and graceful, all bricks will stay intact, those that could be damaged already removed. It’s not a sensitive structure. It’s built to withstand.

—You got it? asks the foreman.

—Got it, says the learning lad and licks his lips. They look dry, weren’t dry when he got here, now they’re flaking, he moistens the flakes of falling skin, should stop licking them, his lips will look ugly before he’s a man.

—And you be careful, says the foreman. If the horse stops you stop and yell. If the rope lags, you yell. Keep your wits around you, this is dangerous work.

The horse stirs and walks, the sun is hot, the men in the gape of the window-to-be edge forward and look downward, the rope creaks and the street smells strong of horse. Horse shit steams. Impressive creatures, horses. The bed jerks and grinds, then surges into the air. It smells of fresh-cut wood. The horse slows, the learning lad dodges a pile of first-class manure and turns to look, as if to assess its quality. There’s a whinny and the learning lad looks up as the horse stretches its neck and stamps. The horse paws the ground, freezes in time. The learning lad stops and gawks upward. He sees the bed blotting out the sun, he sees the bed speeding down downward.


The Girl & the Marble

(What I Did on My Summer Holiday assignment)

by

Rosie

The dad opens the door of the rickety rackety motel built sloppy like a teacher’s baggy sweater and glued on the strip of earth between the girl’s strange new town and a flat sky with too many stars. The girl won’t be scared, won’t be scared. Just a flat old field out there, says the dad. 

Please don’t make me go in, thinks the girl. Mum’s already inside, says the dad, not scared are you, Girlie? The girl scrapes her perfect pink Polly Pocket light-up runners down deep against the concrete, so they squeak like a Polly Pocket piggy, and stretches her back away from the dad’s hand, but it finds her and pushes her into the motel room.

It’s only temporary, whispers the mum from a bed beside the door.

She can’t walk far, says the dad but he means she can’t walk up stairs, so the girl and her parents must stay in an all-on-one-floor motel room.

Temporary, whispers the mum and the girl tries to remember the sound of the mum’s real voice and can’t. Her eyes explore the room, two beds—one small, one large, bathroom with shower and toilet, sink outside, microwave, fridge, doll’s house table, three fold-up chairs, chest of drawers, all squished together in a line against the wall. The mum and dad watch her check every television hiding place, silently talking at each other with their eyes.

What you looking for, Girlie?

Nothing.

Pretty serious search for nothing, says the dad, come on, ’fess up.

Mrs Crump, from next door at the old place, said maybe there’d be a television at the mo-tel, says the girl.

The mum sucks her breath in real sharp. The girl watches the mum give the dad a did-you-take-the-television-and-sell-it look. Even the girl knows the stuff inside a mo-tel isn’t for selling.

The girl sits on the small bed like Goldilocks without bears, porridge, properly sized chair, cute cabin in the woods, or television. She will sleep with her new hair ribbon for tomorrow’s new school under her pillow. Got something for you, Girlie, says the dad and she thinks he might mean a television. He pulls his hand from his pocket and she figures it’s a mighty small television set but something’s nested in his fingers. He lifts his hand to the light bulb where spiders’ webs and flies string out, blown by the wind through the window cracks. Look here, Girlie, he says. It’s a tiny ball of glass magic. All the colours of sunshine, red through orange to yellow, dance in a glass trap. The girl reaches for the colour. Not yet, Girlie, watch this. And the dad leans down and sets the marble on the floor, clunk, and it rolls to the microwave wall all on its own.

Told you so, says the mum (loud so the girl can hear) the place is falling down around our ears.

The girl touches her ears.

It’s not so bad, says the dad. Here, Girlie, the marble’s all yours. The girl heads to the door and sets the marble on the floor, lets it roll back to the microwave wall, runs to pick it up.

You should tell them to get the floor fixed, says the mum, it’s falling apart. The girl worries, looks for a hole big enough to fall through, then runs back to the door and drops the marble.

Maybe, says the dad, it would be better to get a place more upmarket. The girl watches it roll to the microwave wall.

In your dreams, whispers the mum. The girl watches the marble clunk against the wall. Aargh, says the mum. The girl picks up her marble, gentle, gentle, soft like a bedtime story. She knows that aargh, it means mum hurts. The girl settles her marble on the floor. The dad crushes the mum’s pills between two spoons. The girl lets the marble roll gentle, soft like invisible.


Jake

This, this is the line, I say. This one right here. It’s little more than a crack really. The crack between two new and thinly whitewashed floorboards. Pine. Beautiful grain.

Are you sure about this, Jake? asks the foreman.

I am.

It’s going to be an extra cost.

I want the bed, I say.

You and Lydia getting married then?

Definitely.

It’s a lot of bricks to remove but I guess you know what you’re doing.

It is magnificent. The winch creaks into action and the bed flies through the air.


I am a humble man. A bricklayer by trade and Lydia is a silent dressmaking woman with a look in her eye that says, enough, no further. We fit together. Neither of us say much but when she speaks it’s important and when I speak it’s in agreement and that suits me. I have an old face for a young man, tepid weak-tea eyes that blink too much and a button nose that might delight on a baby but brings softness to a face that would be tough. I lay bricks for a living so my arms are shaped in the best possible way and my smile is always generous and wide. I was blessed with mobile lips. Mobile hair too—it’s already moving on and here’s me barely thirty. We found the bed in a backstreet market, me and Lydia. There was a deal with the house.

Owner wants
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