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The Green Toy 

 

I am one of many men who is capable of unspeakable acts. There is this surging, petty cruelty 

that we cannot control. All these past moments, all our imaginings of the cankered future, the 

indistinctions and awful visions, infidelities of the self, they plummet to nothing when the 

cruelty, like a streaming swamp monster, breaks surface. 

 

Desperate dreams and bland conversations. When I am moving irresolutely home from a day 

at work, from a day of chiding and abiding, I am always confronted by this green plastic toy 

in the middle of the stairs that link the garage to the living area. It cackles robotically, daring 

me. 

Colourific, the brochures said. 

Motor skills. Manipulative. Little fingers turn knobs. 

The child, this dwarf, trots eagerly in my direction, filled with hours of innocent 

goodwill. 

‘Look at him,’ you say loudly. ‘He misses you.’ 

And I miss him but not his green plastic toy. I hedge and pirouette, and the lukewarm 

muscles in my ankles crackle with each quick step. 

‘Your boy wants to play.’ You mouth my obligations easily. ‘Come on. Your boy 

wants to play.’ 

But I am tired and lazy so my feet and my body slump then slip, and I hear the 

sickening screech of the green plastic toy, ripped and useless without its perfect shape. It is 

the forever silence that hurts most; the child, not bothering to check, understands the 

perennial of destruction and walks quickly away, shoulders shuddering with the most acute 

agony that he has known. 

‘Daddy did it! Daddy did it!’ These are the shrieks of an affronted monkey. The 

twisting, delicate limbs and trembling rubbery lips belong to another animal, but you are 

nodding agreement, patting and placating him, smoothing him like a ruffled tablecloth. 

‘Oh yes!’ you agree, flushed with a power that I can never understand. ‘Daddy did do 

it, didn’t he? Daddy did it!’ 

You and he nod your agreement solemnly, and I remain isolated by the derision. 

 

Sometimes when I look at you and smell you I think how something somewhere must have 

changed. When we began there was nothing but perfume between us; now your sour morning 

breath swarms over me like a potent cloud of disapproval. Each day my fond memories fade 

further away, wisps and smidgeons of someone else’s elusive time. There are instances that 

dwell brightly within the map of our togetherness; scraps that blur into a montage of 

forgotten happiness. It is a face that I recall best, comfortably round and glossed with 

September breezes. Your face splits into a smile that is glorious and unfettered, your hair 

switches carelessly, and bubbles of hawking laughter flood your lips. I want to love that face 

as we love favourite books that no-one reads anymore, books that rest elegantly on cold flat 

shelves, without complaint, while their spines fade and their rich pages mildew. But I cannot, 

because this is the same face that swoops murderously into my private nights, smothering me 
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with a sweat that stinks of recrimination, beating the eyes of my poor, feeble mind and 

ripping thin tears from me without compassion.  

 

When I look at you now, your mask is composed. Your face is a secret, heavily painted with 

make-up. 

‘What’d you do that for?’ you ask, voice as taut as tensile wire. ‘You know how much 

he loves that stupid thing! You do know, don’t you? Don’t you?’ 

Of course I nod, long aware of the difficulties that are imposed by absolute truth. 

‘I’ll make it up to him,’ I say. It is unbearably hot; the blinds allow slashes of late 

afternoon sun to imprison dust in the air and I want the drink that is my habit. 

‘How?’ You are standing now, hands on hips with index fingers pointed like parodies 

of six-shooters. 

I shrug, turn away. 

‘I don’t know...take him to McDonalds or something. Maybe go down to the lake on 

Saturday, do some fishing. I don’t know...’ 

‘He hates McDonalds because of the bloody gherkin. Didn’t you know that? You’re 

the only person in the world who eats the gherkin!’ 

‘Then we’ll go fishing.’ I want to remove my tie but you are stopping me, wrapping 

me in the sticky web of your violent, angry language. 

‘Fishing? Fishing! What makes you think that that’s a solution?’ 

‘I thought he might like to...’ 

‘You’ve never been fishing before. Why start now?’ 

I wait for dusk to begin its sluggish crawl, pray silently for the convenience of 

darkness. 

‘It’s just fishing,’ I offer lamely. ‘Just a father and son thing.’ 

You turn and stare, eyes rimmed with pain and wonder. 

‘We’ll relax together,’ I say. ‘Father and son.’ 

You approach me then until our faces are only centimetres apart. 

‘Fuck you,’ you say quietly, precisely. ‘Fuck you and fuck your stupid fishing!’ 

Your next whisper is a harsh, unforgiving rasp. 

‘That toy cost $27-95 at Coles. Coles doesn’t shut until nine tonight. I’m trying to 

teach him responsibility for his own actions; maybe you could help out. For once.’ 

 

I can only accept that, of course. At least I finally get to take my tie off. I watch you 

sashaying about the kitchen, hips shimmying like dropped jellies as you smash pots hard onto 

the hot-plates and thumps the switches on the microwave as if each one is individually to 

blame for me. The child is squatted happily beside me, dragging crayons haphazardly across 

paper while the television burbles inanely at both of us. His body curves easily into the 

camber of my shins; the faith of children in their parents is unshakeable. Faced with my 

cruelty and meanness he continues to believe, his spirit unbroken. Or perhaps he understands 

victory. Perhaps he understands that I have been commanded to venture forth into that gaudy, 

magical dreamland where broken toys are replaced by exact, flashing replicas. Perhaps he 

knows that I will go, because I have no answer. Perhaps he already knows these things. 
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I do what I must. 

 

I watch the news – a parade of remote misfortunes - then I drive my car out of the suburbs, 

over the bridge and into the city, guided by the parallel lines of neon that sparkle as neatly as 

candles on a cake. The bitumen hums beneath me and I hear other small noises; the swish of 

hot tyres on a wet road, the occasional whispering surge of the air-conditioning, my own 

rattling, fragile breath, stinking of cheap wine. And now, on the highway, I can lose myself in 

the confined space of driving. For these moments I can be without thought or idea or any 

recognition of myself. I can relish this glorious vacuum of familiar noises that is dark and 

almost airless and somehow empty.  

 

It is how I imagine drowning to be.  

 

When I reach the shopping centre, spin the steering wheel towards an underground car space, 

I am foiled, cut off by dark gleaming youths in a battered sedan. They saunter past and stare, 

their arms knotted with power and their black eyes professional with hatred. One of them 

casually kicks a rear tyre. 

‘Gotta problem, Grandad?’ 

It’s not the jibe that cuts, it’s the unstoppable menace of them. It smears each of their 

torsoes like oil, making every silky movement a rape, every raised arm a stab, the twist of a 

bloodied blade. 

‘Silly prick,’ one says. He kicks a panel dismissively and then they are gone, gliding 

into the blackness that is their birthright. 

 

Inside I am able to pretend a normal life. I buy a raffle ticket to aid a Sports Club in the hope 

of winning a meat-tray laden with rows of soft sausages which look like chopped fingers. I 

take a Chocolate Wheel number from a fat man in an obscene checked jacket, and I taste a 

cube of cheese outside Coles. Each of these acts helps to qualify me as a member of this 

swelling society that drifts inconsequentially through the aisles, meanders about shops 

clacking gibberish to friends and neighbours like a community of birds, picks up objects that 

will never be bought, walks hand-in-hand with a new lover, desiring and imagining, filling in 

time to the late movie. Sometimes I am convinced that they may be watching me, an intruder, 

so I move as cautiously as a sniper through the rows to the Toys section. When I find it, the 

gleaming green replica marked down to $22-95, I am grateful. I have fulfilled my task; I will 

take this prize to the child and his mother and restore a brief peace to our lives. 

 

I arrive home and the child is asleep, his thin brown body splayed awkwardly across the 

doona. Only children can sleep as if their bones are liquid, their cares unfettered and flying 

radiantly about them like freed canaries. You and I, in contrast, both sleep to attention, our 

fears always buzzing tremulously beneath the sheen of rest. I am certain that you see the 

same murderers as I, the same masked stalkers who come to silently violate us, the same 

thieves with their huge hands and anonymous vans, the same tribes of hoons screeching past 

and hurling bricks and graffiti. When we awake there is always a moment, before we dare 

open our eyes, when we wish them elsewhere, push them from us and welcome the light of 
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day. 

 

The child murmurs and takes me briefly to the sweet edge of his dream world, then he 

mumbles and rolls into the comfort of another valley. I hold the plastic bag steadily before 

me then walk with the ritual intensity of a priest to his bed. 

‘Did you get it?’ You are leaning in the doorway, rubbing your legs on the jamb as 

casually as a cat. A single stray beam from the child’s lamplight bathes your pixie face. You 

look cool now, relaxed and showered, ready to reassess me. 

I nod, and release the green toy from its bag, raising it triumphantly for your 

inspection. 

‘Is it the same one?’ you ask quickly. ‘Are you sure it’s the same? You know what’ll 

happen otherwise. Kids know if they’re being duped...’ 

‘It’s the same.’ I am feeling strong now, confident that I have done well. ‘They even 

reduced the price five dollars.’ 

I listen to your sudden intake of breath, watch you advance towards me. 

‘Five dollars off? Why? It’s only just out.’ 

I smile awkwardly, wondering. 

‘It was reduced...’ 

‘$22-95? Not likely! Here, let me have a look!’ 

When you grab at the green toy, turning it over and over beneath the lamp, I know 

that there has been a mistake, an error of judgment which has trapped me unawares and left 

me brittle again. 

‘Jesus!’ you snarl. ‘This is an old model! No wonder it was reduced. This is last 

year’s!’ 

‘It’s the same toy...I’m sure it is!’ 

‘It’s last year’s! He won’t want this!’ 

You toss the green toy back into the bag and wrap it around several times, hiding the 

evidence of my incompetence. 

‘Give me the receipt!’ you demand. ‘I’ll fix it in the morning.’ 

And I stand bewitched in the mocking, shadowy glare of a wall of Disney posters, 

seeing Snow White chortle and Aladdin gasp at my stupidity, while the child mutters within 

his pure and uncompromised oblivion. 

 

Night has closed utterly when I flick the key-locks on each window and set the alarm on the 

security system. I snap the blinds across the view, shutting out each dark shape on the 

veranda and the howls from the city, a glittering mass across moving, restless parklands. All 

doors are locked; a flicker of orange from the dying fire sends shadows and distortions on the 

walls. Outside I can hear the ragged, steely brush of laurel leaves as they scrape the gutters, 

snapping and contorting as the westerly winds gather. I extinguish all lights and use a torch to 

climb the stairs to our bedroom. On my way past, I direct the beam onto the child’s sleeping 

form. He is spreadeagled, his mouth shook open and flopping with each gulping breath, his 

arms and back organised into a loose crucifix. In our room you are also asleep, tightly fisted 

into a closed, powerful ball, hands hugging your knees into your chest. When I am naked I 

move to the slope of your back as a matter of course, and push into the soft groove between 
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your buttocks. I am surprised when you respond, pushing back then opening your legs and 

guiding my fingers urgently into your warmth. I stiffen my hand as you rub hard in widening 

circles then there is an explosion of musk and wetness. You groan and shudder involuntarily, 

and it is quickly over. My hand is removed and you roll quietly onto your stomach, favoured 

for sleeping. 

‘What about me?’ I whisper. 

‘Do it yourself,’ you murmur, your words slightly slurred. ‘I’m too tired.’ 

 

You are asleep soon after, your chest rising and falling with the steady, laconic beat of the 

dreamless. I lie awake, trying to block out the threats of darkness. But it is, as usual, in vain 

and I turn to my side, wondering again about each tomorrow, and the difficulty of 

understanding how what has happened shapes that tomorrow. Soon I will sleep but it is a 

weary, plagued sleep, the sleep of the guilty and the damned. In the morning there will only 

be that quick gratitude that comes with the realisation of a new day; nothing more, nothing 

different, nothing much at all. 

 


