A Funny Thing Happened Heading East On The M4

It’s you and me in the car.

Words rush out of you.

I hear “Mum” and “gay” and “sorry.” I miss all the verbs in your sentence. I almost
swerve into a police car because hearing you speak, say those words, takes me by surprise.

I don’t know why. I mean, Mavis says it’s good going for drives with your teenager.
She says kids open up in the car because child and parent look straight ahead and not at each
other. She said nothing about being prepared for what I might hear.

At least we’re both buckled up.

I keep driving. I see the red light just in time and hit the brakes hard. Normally, you’d
point out the light is red after the fact, with adolescent know-it-all confidence; but you say
nothing. I can see your body tense up from the corner of my eye. It’s probably a combination
of sudden braking, and not knowing how I’ll react to what you’ve said.

The same goes for me: my breathing feels heavy and my heart keeps pounding on my
chest wall demanding to be let out.

My start is smoother as the light turns green. I get onto a good stretch of road and
finally feel like I can open my mouth.

“Um,” I start. I can see that you’ve turned your head. You look straight at me looking
straight at the road. I keep driving but my voice stops. I thought parenting was all about being
wise, but I can’t even find the words I want to say. All this feeling in me keeps moving
around. I can’t figure out if it’s joy or anger or sadness or fear or something else. If only it
would settle down, I’d have a chance of finding my words.

We keep on driving. I feel you slowly shrinking next to me.

We get onto the freeway. I choose the slow lane so I can figure out what’s happening
to me and avoid crashing into other cars. I mark my progress with Freeway turnoft signs.

Mulgoa Road. 1 remind myself you’re my son. I love you very much.

Northern Road. 1 want you to be happy.

Mamre Road. You’re just you. Why have I never thought about your sexuality?

Wallgrove Road. Well, maybe I’d wondered.

M?7. What will Pastor Geoffrey say? What will your grandparents think? And Mavis,

what will she say?



Petrol, food, amenities approaching. Who cares what they think? I mean, I'll care.
But I can’t do much about their reactions, can I?

The whole time, you’re sitting there. You’ve stopped shrinking. It’s like you’re
waiting to see how I’ll come out the other end. [ mean, “come out” as in what I’'ll end up
saying, not what you’re bravely doing.

Your silence feels like patience and wisdom, like you knew I’d take my time.

I turn off the M4 to get petrol even though we can both see that the tank is three-
quarters full.

“We’re almost there,” I say. Your anime convention is still an hour away.

I get out of the car, fill the tank, duck to the loo, get two bags of lollies for the price of
one, and almost forget to pay for the petrol.

“Here you go,” I say handing you red frogs as I start up the car. I wonder about
stopping at the parking bay, but I realise that focusing on the road might help me speak.

“Darling, I’'m sorry. I don’t know what was happening to me,” I continue.

“It’s okay mum. I’m sorry too,” you say and straight away I want to correct you.

“You’ve got nothing to be sorry about. I was the klutz,” I say. “You spoke and I
started to worry about all the things that could happen — to you, maybe to me. But all I want
to say now is, it’s okay. Thanks for telling me.” I want to say, It s great, but the words refuse
to be spoken. What I say next surprises me a little. “Whatever the future holds, it’1l be
fabulous, because you’re fabulous.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I can see the tension in your body disappear.

I continue, “There’s probably stuff I’ll have to get my head around, but we’ll get
there. I know we will.”

“Love you mum,” you say, and I start wondering why I got so flustered in the first

place.



