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In The Beginning

Did You Know? ‘There
was a man who made a boat to sail away. And it sank.’ J.P.
Donleavy

The tropical coast of
Queensland. May. A cool pre-dawn breeze has come sniffing in off
the Coral Sea, prowling through the string of tiny islands that
decorates the western shore. On the smallest, at the southern tip
of the chain, back behind the berm, a lone sleeper lurches awake.
It’s not the chill that’s awoken him. It’s a change in the rhythm
of waves. It’s the small hollow sound of voices, trailing across
water.

He crawls from his
swag, to hands and knees, and peeps through the dunes. In the
distance, black on black, the coastal mountains loom, a vein of
moonlight shimmering down the eucalypts and across the half
kilometre width of the Inner Passage. He can’t help but glance,
searching for the pinprick of light that used once to be a beacon
in the forest there, high above the mangroves. But it’s only a
glance, a reflex, because on the water there’s a deep moving
darkness, surrounded by a contour of lights, pushing a
phosphorescent bow wave; a ship. Less than a hundred metres off
shore. So close he can see the faces of the men on deck, can hear
their foreign voices clearly.

Their meeting, the
man's and the ship's, coming together as they do at this particular
hour, on this nothing-special autumn morning, abreast this tiny
uninhabited island is entirely coincidental. The ship has travelled
a pair of oceans, visited a hundred ports and dawdled all points of
the compass with cargoes great and small. At present it's merely
passing by, making its way south, inside the Great Barrier Reef,
toward Gladstone and Brisbane.

The man has also
travelled many seas, has also visited a hundred ports and dawdled
all points of the compass. But he, after weeks of futile brooding,
after fleeing the familiarity of life, home, family and career, and
though he had not remembered there would be ships, has reached, in
this dimly remembered island of his youth, his final port. This
will be his last.

In another time, his
father had once told him, all these islands had been his people’s
country. No one else's. And now, see how daring these foreign ships
are! To leave the open ocean, to skirt these dangerous inner reefs
in search of deep water! The boy, once, thinking to show his
readiness, had said to his father, ‘If the islands were mine, I'd
ban them from coming so close.' His father had answered:

'Me too, Damian. The
islands have their own protections, of course. The whirlpools; the
currents that sweep away into the mangroves, to the crocodiles. But
the thing is people will always sail close to danger. Just to taste
it! Just to breathe it! We can't stop them. No one can stop
them.'

'But we have to protect
what's ours, right?'

'We do. Two things to
be sure of though. First, that the thing we think we're protecting
is truly, without a doubt, properly ours. Not a shared thing, not a
borrowed thing, not a stolen thing. And second, that we're
committed to the fight – because fights are always longer and
harder and more unexpected than anything we imagine. And we seldom
imagine we'll lose. But if we understand both those things, then
yes we do! We add our voices and our strongest arms, and we
fight.'


Now, having grown older
and been put to questioning what truly is his – what he has neither
borrowed nor stolen and will not share – he's come back to put his
feet in the ocean and his head in the wind. Back to marvel at how
much more unpredictably than the sea – how much more subtlely,
people collaborate in their own defeat.

His days had been
aimless at the start, desultory, a pipe of smoke; full of shadowy
circular arguments and vague self-indictments. Until, in the haze,
little by little, he’d sensed the boy rising in him again. Not with
an instructive father in this place, but with a teasing girl in
another. Flirtatious exploratory conversations, full of laughter,
with she who would become, in time, the lover, the mother, the
confidante and more and less. And then, before he could find the
clear air, a chance observation had distracted him. His Australian
Federal Police Force instincts prodded into wakefulness.

Not that he necessarily
remains on the force. For all he knows, they’ve terminated him.
He’s absent without notice, after all, because why give them
anything when, evidence suggests, it’s almost certainly a fellow
officer whose sheets the girl – now the woman – now his wife, has
been gracing. Hence, the uncertainties that abound. His family. His
future. Things that define him. His job. Which requires him to ask,
inescapably, the meaning of those radio transimitters and aerials
he’s stumbled across, half buried in the coral sands.

Such equipment, his AFP
officer’s nose tells him – discarded – is the business of someone –
most assuredly someone native to the area – who has found a
problematic use for the interplay of island and sea. And it also
tells him that watching those daring ocean-going ships, the dozens
that squeeze through the narrows each week, day and night, may well
reward a patient observer.

 


Now, in the night, to
his great satisfaction, that reward seems at hand. Something falls.
He watches for signs of distress, for someone to call out, but no
one does. The sailors go about their business, grooming the ship
for Australian customs. He watches until the wake has moved on and
the waves have settled; until there’s just him again, and the
murmuring gulls. And the something there in the moonlight’s track.
It could be anything, of course; food packaging, damaged clothing,
a broken piece of equipment. Once, when a boy, he’d found the
sea-ravaged body of a dog in a bag, clearly ejected, whether alive
or dead he couldn’t tell, from a ship.

He stands, walks onto
the beach and scans the darkness. He looks across to the mainland
mountains, moving his head this way and that, searching again for
that wink of light amongst the trees. He hasn’t contacted the
relatives in years. They don’t know he’s here. He doesn’t know if
they’re there. If they met on the street or on a beach, odds are
they wouldn’t know one another. He can hear his wife scoffing, ‘Of
course you wouldn’t know them, Damian! They’re only family, after
all! None of them nearly so important as "police business"!' Her
little quotation marks in the air.

‘A useful member of the
Australian Federal Police, Cora,’ he’s told her, ‘cannot be a
nine-to-fiver. He’s a full-timer or he's gotta find something else
to do.’

The time spent on the
island, with memory's phantoms, has brought him to a level of
regret, and also of acceptance that, at least on this score, they’d
both been right all along.

Nonetheless, for the
moment there are no phantoms – no campfires or fishermen in the
immediate area and, so far as he can tell, no lights remaining on
the hill. He’s on his own. And the floating package is already
edging into that mangrove-bound current. So what I’ll do, he
whispers to the dawn – what I’ll do is, I’ll give this up. Go back.
We’ll get beyond her “whoever-he-is”. Just be her, the kids and me
and no extras. And I’ll find something else to do. Right after
this.


The non-descript
run-about, pulled up in a cove at the end of the beach, has been
left mostly packed, in readiness for just this moment. He fetches
the swag, rolls it, throws it in and places his handgun under the
seat. It’s been a good buy, this boat – small, unremarkable,
reliable – bought on a whim, for cash in a punter’s driveway on the
Marlborough stretch, south of Mackay.

‘Just on a little
get-away,’ he’d told the farmer. ‘Bit o’ “me” time.’

‘Good on ya,’ the
farmer’d said. ‘Coral trout on a campfire. Coupla tinnies. Bit o’
solitude! A man could die happy.’

The motor starts first
pull. He knows the sound could attract the attention of other
watchers – whoever’s waiting for this package – but no small boats
have passed the islet for days. Still, if this is a scheduled drop
as he suspects, his time alone will be limited. He swings the prow
and finds the current has already moved the floater out of sight.
There’s a powerful torch but, even more than sound, a light would
pinpoint his whereabouts. He chooses instead to drift along the
island’s edge, risking the rocks and fringing reefs, until he picks
it up again in the moon’s track.

By then it’s close to
five. Half an hour and sunlight will begin struggling up out of the
east. For the moment though, the rolling tops of the Conway Range
remain a dark pencil-line against the sky, and the coastal
mangroves, only four hundred metres away, remain sealed in primeval
darkness.

It’s a back-pack,
wrapped and sealed, water-proofed. With an aerial. He drags it
close, turns it over, hoists it into the boat. It makes him smile.
Confirmation. He ditches the aerial overboard and turns the tinnie
to the south, toward Shute Harbour.

A quick run would be
ideal but that current is working on him now and he settles down
low, out of the breeze, thankful at least for the continuing
darkness. By the time he hears it and its spotlight hits him, the
second boat is only a hundred metres behind. He curses himself for
inattention. Had he seen it at a distance, he’d maybe have made a
dash for the mangroves. On the other hand, like the pathways he
once thought he knew through life, those narrow, twisting tidal
creeks are constantly changing. And the thought of getting caught
on an actual mud bank, rather than merely an emotional one, in the
eyes of an actual croc’, is forbidding.

The only sensible thing
is to bluff it out. He cuts the motor, sorts the gun into easy
reach and waits. It’s a small cruiser, old, slow and heavy, not
what you’d expect from snatch-and-grab drug smugglers. Its wash
lifts the tinny high and drops it. He pulls his hat low against the
light’s glare and holds up a deflecting hand. Behind it, he thinks
there are at least two figures, possibly three – two shadows
looking down on him, maybe one more inside, dealing with the
motor.

‘Yo, brother,’ says a
voice.

‘And yo to you,
brother!’

‘How’s the fishin’
been, good?’

‘Can you cut the light,
mate? Makin’ me blind over here!’

‘Sure, sure.’ But it
lingers a few more moments, throwing all the tinnie’s contents into
high relief. When it goes out, it’s still there, like a hole in his
retinas, with total blackness around it.

‘No luck then!’ the
voice comes again. ‘What bait you usin’?’

‘Haven’t really been
trying, mate. Just camping quietly back there.’

‘Yeah? On yer own
then?’

‘For the moment, yep. A
little quiet time.’

‘Oh yeah. ‘S a race,
innit? Never have too much quiet time’

‘Said a mouthful,
mate.’

‘Watcha got in the back
pack?’

‘Oh, rubbish I expect.
Fell off the back of a truck!’ Pointing off to the south. ‘No
respect, some of ‘em.’

‘Oh yeah. No respect.
Good man to pick it up. Gotta care for the environment, eh?’

‘Doesn’t cost anything
to help out.’

‘True. True.’

The hole in his retinas
is shrinking slowly to a pinprick, just where he wants to focus.
Something in the voice’s cadence is familiar, but any detail of
features is hidden in the blind spot.

‘Tell ye what,’ the
voice says. ‘We’ll take that pack off your hands – lighten your
load, whaddya think?’

‘Ah, look. I’m on my
way in anyhow.’

‘Sure. Okay. Here’s the
thing, though. We know and my ol’ mate here thinks you know that
pack’s a special delivery kinda thing. No-questions-asked kinda
parcel, know what I mean?’

‘Oh? So you got an idea
what’s in it?’

‘No questions asked,
mate, means we don’ ask. We say thanks for pickin’ it up an’ you
say No worries, an’ we go our ways. Orright?’

‘Well, thing is I kinda
had it in mind to drop it off with the police at Shute. Might be
something in it to help them track down the polluters. Ye know?
How’d you feel about picking it up there!’

This is foolish. He
knows it. He’s alone, half blind, in an isolated spot, bargaining
with men who might well have desperate people to answer to. But
what the hell! What is any of it for? For a while yet, this is his
business, and business comes first.

‘Not that I’m doubting
you, mate,’ the voice is saying. ‘But I’m not sure you’d actually
do that! Without even looking in it.’

‘Tell you what! If
you’re sure you’re the bona fide owners !’ Putting a hand down
under the seat, bracing himself against the little motor.

 


It’s fully a week
before a local fisherman snags the half-submerged swag out of the
mangroves and calls Fisheries who send officers who spend four
listless days nosing up mud-strangled inlets looking for something
to identify whoever. A body, an upturned tinnie, a chewed up life
jacket. Battling the sun and the mosquitoes. Counting the big
saltwater crocodiles. Four, five, some of them six metres long,
lying on the slick mud, their jaws open so wide a turkey could walk
a metre in without bumping its head. Tuck a feral pig or a drowned
calf or ‘roo or man – anything they can catch or scavenge, really –
under a log somewhere, out of sight, and wait for the meat to
soften. They find nothing.

‘Bet there’s wallet –
maybe a mobile phone in one o’ those buggers.’

‘My word! Be good if we
knew the number, eh?’

 


One - Six Months
Later

Did You Know?
‘Yesterday is not ours to recover, but tomorrow is ours to win or
lose.’ - L.B. Johnson, President of the United States.

Early December. Summer
has come before before the monsoon. The sighs, the whispers, the
vast constipation of waiting for rain has already gone on for
weeks. Even the sea seems to be sweating. Inland, at the town, on
the lawns, in the parks and the gardens, the grass crackles like
popcorn under the feet. In the surrounds where fields of sugar cane
crowd the roads, the stools slouch like old men, dust hanging in
their hatbands. Down the headlands, the pale blades of guinea grass
forbid all passage. Only the magpies remain vigorous, swooping in
their furious circles.

‘Seen the weather
map?’

The conversation is
listless, familiar, much rehearsed.

‘Don’ need a weatherman
to know which way the wind blows, mate.’

‘Nice one, Bobby D’!
So, anythin’ happenin’?’

‘Sweet bugger all.’

‘Shit. A rat in a
carpet snake ‘ud be cooler ‘n’ this!’

‘Yeah. Rains’ll come
though. Almost always do.’

Windows hang open day
and night, cranked this way and that. Hinges cough and complain –
nothing’s changed, there’s no breeze, leave me alone!

 


In the school’s
classrooms the overhead fans churn the syrupy air. But for himself,
Abel Pettigrew’s room is empty. A brief shudder in the fans brings
him out of one reverie into another.

He’s been reading the
note of encouragement at the top of the whiteboard, a note that
lingers for an unprecedented third day. He means to write a new one
every day; something supportive, something wise. Quirky is also
good. Something to amuse, inspire, lighten the loads of both
himself and the dozens of young minds who join him in these dreary
hot final weeks of the school year. This note has stirred no
motivation in anyone; in the kids, no surge to achievement; in
himself, no quieting of feelings of shame and guilt. But he’s
thought of nothing better. Nothing simpler, nothing more
express.

 


Did You Know?
‘Yesterday is not ours to recover, but tomorrow is ours to win or
lose.’ L.B. Johnson, President of the United States.

 


He’s feeling guilty and
ashamed because he has much to feel guilty and ashamed about– most
recently because he’s a thief and a shirker. He’s a shirker in the
sense of having, for the most part, given up on teaching the kids
in his care. He’s a thief in the sense that, tucked in the back of
his daybook, secured under the plastic cover, are two letters, one
a highly personal one, the other an official one under an imposing
Australian Federal Police letterhead, both of which, three days
earlier, were in the desk of Coralie Jabar, who sits opposite him
in the staffroom. They’d been just in the relative vicinity of the
area he happened to be scouring in search of a whiteout pen; or so
went the story he’d prepared to tell had she caught him
snooping.

Coralie Jabar, Coralie
Jabar. How I wonder who you are. This is what he knew before the
letters. Number one: She is a newbie who came to town, to the
school, with her twin fifteen year olds, only in August to fill one
of the constantly occurring remote-country vacancies. Number two:
she’s Maths. Number three: Her scent, just across the desks, along
with the coyness of her glances, the charm of her shape and the
eloquent knowing ease of her laughter, is messing heavily with his
mind.

What he’s wanted to
gain in his search is an idea on how to approach her – how to make
an impression. And of course the principle idea he’s gained is,
number four: She’s a foolishly irresponsible (and therefore
possibly vulnerable, in-need-of-a-caring-supporter) kind of person
who thinks nothing of leaving private correspondence in potentially
public places.

Part of his shame also
stems from the fact that there is, lodged in his mind, an answer to
his how-to-impress-her dilemma. His cruelly prescient father had
seen fit to give it to him many times, in times long ago, before
even the need for such questions had actually arisen. Here’s the
thing, Janszoon. One or two people might become fond of you. Quite
a few are probably going to dislike you. But most you can just
forget about – because they won’t even notice you. That’s how it is
out there and while a smarter bloke might come to comprehend it,
you won’t. You won’t get any of it.

He’d understood at the
time that it was a lesson of some sort – perhaps a wise insight
into the general sort of log jams that impede father / son progress
toward mutual appreciation. But more likely, more pointedly, a
calling of attention to the logs that impeded potential
appreciators of Abel Tasman Pettigrew. His weakness. His laziness.
His selfishness. His broody predisposition for introversion. A
cruel lesson, to teach a boy to always be on the watch for more
cruelty. In the event, they’d been the affirming words on Abel’s
tongue on a fateful day at Tallebudgera Creek, when the stream had
decided to take the old man on a tour of its fitful but powerful
currents. Nope! I spoke up, Dad, but no one seems to be
noticing!

Still, the lesson had
stuck, at least in the sense of a conviction that he would need
help if ever he was to truly understand or properly cope –
generally, with the world’s intransigence, specifically, with
female lack of enthusiasm. Hence the unforgivable urge to steal! To
steal personal information, even from a colleague who, admittedly,
(if truth be told) might well willingly share. If he had the
courage to ask. Though whether she’d share the truth or some made
up fantasy, as he might himself, is another question entirely.

The only consolation he
has is that, as yet, she seems not to have discovered his perfidy.
So he can return them. Not unread, unfortunately – too late for
that – but at least un-photocopied, which temptation he’s resisted,
despite the fact that significantly more time might be needed to
adequately decode them.

 


A bell has rung without
him noticing. Second class of the day – his first – is about to
start and his mob has begun to arrive. It’s History. Fifteen year
olds. The twins, Coralie’s handsome, dark-eyed son and daughter,
are in this class. A disconcertingly serious and clever pair who
make his eyes itch.

As for the rest,
they’re supposed to queue, be orderly, disciplined and compliant.
But they don’t and they aren’t. It’s too hot; too close to the end
of the school year; and it’s him, Pettigrew, Mister P’, who they
know doesn’t really have it in him to insist. So they stroll up the
open veranda, merging slowly into chatty groups: Tell your sister
I’m sorry, man, wouldja? Why, whadja do? Check yer Facebook ye
knob, it’s all there!

He leans in the
doorway, watching them fill the air with a fog of blurred
references and tinned deodorants.

‘Hey Mister P’! Lookit
me new app! Shows every public toilet in ten kilometres! How
zat?’

‘Whoa! A-mazing! So
that’s where it is, eh!’

‘Yah. I know there’s
on'y one, but it’s the principle, right? Like, if I wanted to go
somewhere else, I’d never be caught short, would I!’

The never-ending
triumphs of hope over experience. Someone should wake them up to
themselves.

‘You would not, Rowdy.
Sensibly practical!’

‘Yeah, right?’ And,
pointing back down the veranda, ‘Yow! Check this out, Sir!’

She’s there, walking
toward them. Coralie Jabar. She’s forty-ish, brisk, dark haired and
pretty, wearing glasses, creased shorts and a crisp shirt. High
calculus, her outfit proclaims. And possibly a love life so
satisfying, you’ll struggle to imagine it.

‘Respect please!’ he
says to the student, even as he helplessly leans toward her.

Abel Tasman Pettigrew
is fifty. His shorts are crumpled and pulled too high. His shirt is
faded, his hair and skin are both greying and his muscles have the
smooth invisibility of a slothful indoor man. English, his
appearance says. And History. A heady mix, he likes to imagine when
alone and in his cups; poetry, revolution and Romanticism! He has
no clear memory of a love life.

He has, though, been at
the school for twenty years and makes a fair fist of feigning an
“old hand, it’s-all-pretty-easy-when-you-know-what-you’re-doing”
kind of image, even while being increasingly aware that he’s not
really at all certain what he’s doing or done, or that anything is
ever easy. What does he, after all, with his bookish life
experience, have to offer kids like Rowdy Corcoran whose concept of
a win is an app for finding toilets? It’s a niggling thorn of a
question that’s begun turning him, in recent years, into the
indifferent human being of his father’s predictions. So another
year has passed, another summer is at hand, another group of
fifteen year olds is moving off into the world. So what?

‘How’s it going,
Tiger?’ Coralie smiles and, ‘Right as rain, Missus J,’ he answers,
grinning just a little feverishly.

Only when her eyes
flick his way does he realise she’s not actually talking to
him.

‘Oh. Sorry. You meant
JoeBob.’

JoeBob is her tall,
sober son; twin to the ethereal girl called Ciel. Pettigrew glances
quickly around and spots Ciel already inside the room. Somehow
she’s slipped past without him noticing. Which is unusual because,
like her mother, like her brother, she is extraordinarily,
unmissably feline in her carriage. Both are dark, even darker than
their mother, and like her, always tidy, groomed and alert in a
big-city kind of way. And more important to Pettigrew, it appears
from stolen letter clues, that they may be in some not quite clear
fashion fatherless!

‘You don’t have to ask
every time you see me,’ says JoeBob.

‘I know, Sweet Cheeks.
Just like to see you burr up!’

‘Keep calling me Sweet
Cheeks and you’ll likely see me get beat up.’

She looks over the half
dozen boys and girls who’ve turned, grinning, to listen. She’s a
popular teacher. The kids love her. She’s so honest.

‘Beat up by this lot?’
Coralie laughs. ‘Wouldn’t be a gruff thought amongst ‘em!’ And,
‘That’s right, Miss!’ one of the girls twitters. ‘Sweet Cheeks is
fully safe with us.’

While she’s distracted,
and without even his own permission, Pettigrew’s eyes fall slowly
down her figure.

‘There you go, Jobe.’
She’s oblivious. ‘Safe hands all around you. Listen, I have a
meeting with the Cheese after school. You and Cee let me know if
you’re waiting or going on the bus, okay?’

JoeBob answers for
both. ‘Yep. Bus probably.’

‘Okay. Text me if
there’s a change.’

‘Yep.’

She checks her watch,
glances at the milling kids and looks to Pettigrew.

‘Meeting with the
Cheese!’ he says. ‘Have I missed an edict or anything?’

‘No, no. Just personal
stuff. More Newbie-settling-in stuff. You know.’

He doesn’t know, not
having been new to anywhere in the past twenty years.

‘Oh for sure!’ He
clutches his daybook to his chest, her letters only a thickness or
two of plastic away. Nearly all the kids have drifted inside now
but he shifts from foot to foot, searching her face. ‘If there ever
is anything, though. Always happy to help! Might be more flexible
than O’Toole. Ha ha. You know – dealing with complaints.’

‘Abel. What could there
possibly be to complain about?’

‘Oh nothing, of course!
Nothing! Just if there was you could talk to me is all I’m saying.
You know. Anything’s better than the Cheese, after all and, well,
I’m certainly anything! Ha ha!’

‘Ha ha. Thanks mate.
It’s not the bitey Cheese, though, it’s the mild, so I think I’ll
be okay.’

Bitey Cheese is
O’Toole, the deputy principal. Mild is Sanders, the man at the top.
It’s a code amongst the teachers, but one that all the kids also
know.

‘Oh yeah. Okay. Sure.
Just okay.’

‘Much appreciated
though,’ she says, touching his arm. ‘You’re a pal.’ And then, ‘Saw
the Did You Know? earlier,’ she says, through an exaggerated pout.
‘Same as yesterday! And the day before? ‘S a matter, mate, outta
inspiration?’

‘Oh, God yes. I mean
no!’ His shortfall is suddenly on display, he senses. ‘It’s just
I’m wanting this one to stick, you know? They’re so stubbornly
impervious! I mean, not yours, obviously! Not Ciel or JoeBob! But
the rest . .! ’

They look into the
room. Those who’ve entered are settling into their familiar
splinter groups: the footie boys, the nerdy group, the ‘in’ group,
the ‘out’ group, the corner boys The corner boys are Crabpot Boyd
and Malcolm Lesper, so disengaged they can’t even relate to one
another, Crabpot seeking solitude in one back corner and Malcolm in
the other.

‘I mean Jobie and Cee,’
Pettigrew babbles, ‘obviously they’re great! I mean, they’re all
great, of course, but !’

After three months,
JoeBob and Ciel continue to be itinerants, moving from one group to
another, as though testing each for some hidden insight. Today,
partially in deference to Coralie, JoeBob has been claimed by the
in-group of girls.

‘They’re all just a bit
. .Country is all I’m saying,’ Pettigrew rambles on. ‘The front end
of a tractor, the back end of a cow – they soak that stuff up like
sponges, but any kind of half-way sophisticated thought they turn
into rocks. Whadda they care from History or poetry, eh? Or
Maths!’

‘They’re fifteen, Abel!
Gotta keep perspective, buddy.’

‘Oh yes, of course!
Always!’ And in an unshielded impulse, ‘D’you ever wonder, though?
What difference we make? What the point is?’

‘No my friend, I do
not. The point is hope. The thing with feathers that sits in the
soul. Who’m I quoting there, maestro? Who said that?’

‘The thing with
feathers? Oh! Sure! Um !’

‘’S okay, doesn’t
matter. Someone said it and someone heard it. Like you’re about to
be heard by this mob. They may not be listening but it doesn’t stop
them hearing, so get in there and teach my kids something worth
knowing – something uplifting. Okay? I know ya can.’

‘Of course, my
captain!’ with a mock salute. ‘Can and will!’

He doesn’t mind being
lax; sloppy, careless, unprepared. But he doesn’t like to be caught
out being those things – especially by Cora, who seems in a
constant state of exuberant readiness. And so, to the last of the
milling students he barks, ‘Alright, alright, what’s the hold-up?
Inside, let’s go! Thirty seconds to lift-off!’

He turns for a last
glance as she strides off down the veranda and, because they don’t
miss much, ‘She’s out of your league, Mister P’,’ whispers
Elizabeth Wolman, one of the last to enter. ‘No offence.’

‘My league? What? Oh
hah! Very funny!’ He flaps her inward and follows.

 


Yesterday is not ours
to recover, but tomorrow is ours to win or lose. L.B. Johnson,
President of the United States.

 


He stops to read it yet
again, sighs and turns to look them over. They’re all in their
places, except for Ciel, the only one still on her feet. She’s
making her way deftly, gracefully between the desks, her books
clasped with both arms to her breast. Making her way, he realises
with a start, directly toward him, her eyes fixed on his, a thin,
secure smile decorating her lips. He finds his own lips trying to
imitate hers, a trick they have of attempting to decode what people
might be thinking. She stops in front of him, her back to the class
and leans in very slightly.

‘My father,’ she
whispers, barely audibly, ‘is a trained killer.’

His lips abandon the
smile in favour of a round O, to fit below the two round O’s of his
eyes, and she, blinking benignly, turns away to retreat, at the
same unhurried pace, to a choice no others have made all year! She
slips her long legs under the desk next to the knocked knees of
Crabpot Boyd.

The class, unable to
contain itself, hums with surprise: Look! Look where she’s gone!
Crabpot, taken unprepared, slumps – a wallaby caught, probably for
the first time ever, in the sudden softness of a girl’s eyes, as
she whispers him a word, shoulder bumping him as she would an old
friend before sorting her books on the desk, opening them and
looking blandly around at the class’s attention. Then,
unbelievably, clearly for public consumption, as though to
advertise a shared secret, she gives Pettigrew an unambiguous
wink.

All eyes swivel back to
him. Despite all their differences, Pettigrew and Crabpot do share
at least two social infirmities, one being their deep lack of
public buoyancy, the other their almost total ignorance of female
motivations. He nods. Right! But in his mind, there is a mist and
his chin fails to rise. He’s a literary man, not a person-ary man.
Completely at home with narratives, both tiddling and tremendous.
At one with the great adventures of Ahab, Quixote, Gulliver,
Faustus; folk who, despite their varying levels of preparedness,
despite the randomness and incoherence of their live’s events, are
able to discern form. Able to take a role in connivance, in the
testing of character and the delivery of clever deadpan lines. Able
to shunt things along toward all manner of previously inscrutable
lessons. How, even, do they manage to be contained in mere
books?

With the blood pulsing
in his cheeks, he cranks his mouth closed, draws a deep breath,
reaches for his whiteboard marker, taps the desk and manages a
throat-clearing, none too authoritative, ‘Alright, alright. Quiet
down.’

‘We are quiet, Mister
P’, says Elisabeth Wolman, eagerly reclaiming her position of
dominance in the room. ‘Prepared to be puzzled.’ And then, placing
a propriatorial hand on JoeBob’s arm, ‘We can start now.’

The heat of stolen
letters, the perfume of which he guiltily yearns to smell, rises to
his nostrils.

Teach my kids something
worth knowing.

They won’t even bother
to notice you.

My father is a trained
killer.

Crabpot Boyd’s hollow,
What’s happening? gaze.

We can start now.

 


It’s a set of no more
random or incoherent thoughts than he passes easily over every day
without pause. Short shrift, he gives them. But for some reason –
perhaps it’s his age or the dryness of the season or the addition
of a sliver of Jabar family history – together, today, they seem
accumulative, a provocation. As though the assemblage of staring
eyes before him are all depending on him for the next line; as
though the narrative will freeze and never recommence if he fails
to deliver.

And it’s somewhere
here, in this thought, though others will find the beginning to
have been elsewhere – with a gunshot, with exploding glass, with a
tinkered explosion – that, in future times, Pettigrew will remember
a beginning; the start of a series of occurrences, one leading to
another to become what he’ll remember as the Crabpot Wars for, even
though that unhappy boy is the most unlikely and reluctant of
participants, he’ll have been there, near the centre, all the way
through.

The decision to enter
the story doesn’t come instantly. It starts with a whisper that has
recommenced in the room. His head jerks up. All their faces remain,
with unusual diligence, turned to him. Together in expectation.
Sitting in their little factions but nodding in unison. Some with
backs straight, some slouched, some with pens at the ready, some
with arms across chests. They watch him. We can start now.


For Abel, normal
preparation, particularly this close to year’s end, is rarely more
than the selection of a new Did You Know (didn’t even get that far
today!) and an instruction to ‘occupy yourselves quietly, please,
I’ve got work to do!’ After all, he has a future to think over;
books to consider – maybe even, one day, one to write – and a past
to learn to accommodate. However, when needs must and necessity
becomes the mother and so on and so forth, he knows he can ad lib
like nobody’s business. Provocative things. Unexpected things.
Things to show that, beneath the sluggishly indulgent disposition
lies a really, clearly, obviously not-to-be-trifled-with, nothing
other than professionally engaged and demanding expert leader, with
a high degree of pedagogical proficiency, to boot. Piece of cake!
No one does it better.

So! A topic! Perhaps
(thinking of Ciel making the previously untrialled decision to sit
with Crabpot!) something to do with impulse? Or courage?
Individuality of choice? He flips open his daybook and the perfumes
of need, pleading and regret rise to him from the stolen letters.
Maybe something to do with family? A family, even, of trained (or
untrained! Would it make a difference?) killers! Start there. Start
big. And segue down into something they can obviously benefit from.
Like sympathy for the less adequate! Like maybe even empathy! How
would that be, Cora, for something worth learning!

He turns to the white
board.

In bold letters, right
up top, he prints Tolerance. No, no, no. Too broad. He rubs
it out and replaces it. Civility. He stands back. No. A bit
too preachy, not to mention ironic, coming from a snoopy thief. He
rubs that out as well. One of the stolen letters, though, is under
an Australian Federal Police letterhead. Policing in the modern
world Aha! Violence, he writes; (hyphen) Social and
Criminal. Stands back again. Yes. Good. Pertinent but not
obviously personal. Room for both killers and non-killers. And,
best of all, linkable to previously discussed topics in their just
completed Australian history unit. He raises the marker and adds
the deep and meaningful, ‘Why? And What Then?’

He’s pleased. A little
excited, even. The kids are puzzled.

Y’okay, Mister P’? Yer
seemin’ a bit wobbly!

‘The question for us,
today,’ he declares, feeling the provocation unfold within him, ‘is
this! In modern history ,’ (A good lesson – even if it’s totally
unplanned – starts like a soliloquy read by the great Richard
Burton. Tantalizing subject matter. Lofty expression. Sonorous
tones. Manifest foreshadowing.) ‘ or in ancient history, for that
matter is there a more urgent issue ’ (he slams the board with a
palm) than this?’

Silence prevails,
until, ‘Why and what then,’ says E’ Wolman, herself an accomplished
ad libber and hogger of limelight, ‘is actually two questions,
Sir.’

‘Of course it is! Of
course it is! Two questions! Exactly! Why is society fraught with
social and criminal violence? And acknowledging that it is so how
should we respond?’

One of the secrets, of
course, is to keep within Cooee of their experience – in this case,
the History-of-Australia curriculum they’re already familiar with.
He’s seeing bushrangers. Ned Kelly clanking out of the
scrub, armed and armoured! Captain Moonlight, sending the
ladies off, flushed and tittering! Thunderbolt! Black Caesar!
Martin Cash! Mad Dog Morgan! (Surely a relatively sane Puppy
Morgan at one time in his life.) The forlorn little Chinaman,
Sam Poo, scrambling in rage across the burning ridges of a
foreign land! One after another, he slams their names onto the
board.

‘Written bold in our
history,’ he crows at the room, ‘is a litany of violence! Theft!
Murder! Rape! We own it! We acknowledge it! But do we ever properly
question it? Interrogate it? Wriggle into its skin, to share with
it just for a moment or two, its maggoty drillings of
discontent?’

(Ooh, wrinkling of
noses, is it, at Maggoty drillings? Excellent!)

‘Why must we, you might
ask! Why waste our time contemplating those random old brutalities,
when there’re so many more fun things to be doing? Putting our feet
up, listening to Snoopy Dog Dog or whoever, pretending to make
music! And the answer would be this! Because each of the
perpetrators was once, like each of you here, just a normal person,
going about the business of trying to enjoy, or at least endure,
life! Right? And because it follows that the people who will commit
all the minor and major outrages in our time – who will kill, rape
and pillage, who’ll deal in torture, in trafficking of human beings
and guns and drugs in our time – also start as normal harmless
people! Quiet souls! Sitting in classrooms throughout the country,
right now! Perhaps in this very school! Perhaps in this very room!
Perhaps sitting next to you! Perhaps you’re dating one of them!
Perhaps you’re sharing your life on Facebook or will be playing
handball at lunchtime with someone who’ll one day stalk and kill
you! Perhaps you’re the potential stalker and killer! And don’t
even know it yet!’

Kids sitting forward,
chins on coat-hangared arms, Pettigrew himself surprised by his
intensity.

‘So I ask you! What
could be more important than knowing what happens to people? What
turns them? What part do we play, you and I? And what should be,
what can be done about bringing them back to civility? Can people
do bad things and still be good souls?’

Ben Hall

He adds that name to
the list. It’s a simple, oft repeated story, he believes will
strike a cord with all, and most certainly with the twins
Jabar.

‘Here’s a story we’ve
talked about. Ben Hall! A farmer! Like many of your fathers! And
the police maybe some of you have connections with police! And a
woman! We all have connections with women, ha ha! But hey! Each of
them going about their small daily routines, until oops! Someone’s
nudged up against a law! The police pick up Ben. There’s suspicion.
They lock him up, hold him, question him roughly! But there’s no
evidence so, in time, they send him home to his farm! Only for him
to find his cattle, uncared for are all dead! And his wife, his
lovely young Biddy, is gone! Run off to another man! Taken their
son! Why would she not, after all, her husband being a jailed
potential criminal?

‘So omigod! The
accusation was false, or at least unproven, and he’s a free man!
But he’s ruined! And abandoned! Kicked in the guts! What will he
do? Will he think, Oh well, the police were doing their job and
Biddy’s found someone she loves better so I’ll just start again? Or
will he give in to the maggots and think, Oh, no, no! Someone’s
going to bleed!’

Pettigrew pauses to
evaluate, seeing wide eyes, nods, head-scratchings. Seeing Ciel
Jabar’s lips disappear behind her hand as she whispers to Crabpot,
who nods fearfully. He continues.

‘From our perspective,
of course, we know Ben’s answer. With nothing left but his
initiative and resolve – which might be all any of us have in the
end – he chooses the maggots. The police come for him again, but
he’s gone, hooked up with Frank Gardiner. Up the Weddin Heights,
troopers galloping behind. But he knows where they are better than
they do themselves! Show the bastards, he’s thinking, what men will
do when they’re down and kicked!’

There’s a brief
outpouring in the room.

‘Revenge, man!
Sweet!’

‘Yeah. But see where it
gets him!’

‘Who cares? What more’s
he got to lose?’

‘Inigo Montoya. You
steal my woman, you gonna die!’

He hears them, but pays
their responses little mind, striding to the door, glancing down
the veranda. Coralie is gone, as surely as Ben’s Biddy was gone. He
wishes, as Ben would’ve wished, that she would pass again, to give
him another chance to demonstrate his worth. No matter! He’s
rolling now and JoeBob and Ciel will surely carry the tale.

For five more minutes,
in the mind’s eyes of his students, Pettigrew plants visions, one
after another, of hearts dangerously ablaze. In their noses he
ignites the warm, sweet, explosive smell of eucalyptus; in their
ears, the cold clatter of iron-shod hooves. On their backs, the dry
blast and peel of wind, the sun raging down for hours.

‘Like a furnace, guys!
Look out the window. Look! Look now! How it hangs there! Merciless!
Burning!’

He knows it’s
extraneous to the point he’s so vaguely set his sights on, but
nevertheless, he sweeps about the room as though it were a stage,
filling it with theatrical fury, banging ever more large, single,
dislocated words onto the board, galloping on, off, across and
around his topic. Gold on this side, Rum on that.
Troops! Ballarat! Social injustice! The satisfaction of
middle-finger-upness; the moral dilemma of punishment. Delightful
stuff. With arrows streaking back to the nub of it all:
Violence. Why? And What Then?

The kids are silent,
either deeply moved or totally mystified, it matters not which.
Their rapt concentration is the teacher’s aphrodisiac. He pays
special heed to the reactions of JoeBob and Ciel, whose reports of
his magic will see their sexy matrimonially compromised mother
potentially swept off her tiny feet. And he thinks of his own
father. Not bother to notice me? Hah! This kind of attention, you
could only imagine, you sad old sulker!

‘Is it outrage, that’s
the lesson?' he requires of them. 'Or is it maybe the choosing
that’s the lesson? The thing with feathers (what is it the thing
with feathers does again? He must look that up – get one of the
kids to google it before leaving) the thing with feathers that
tempts people to violence rather than acceptance! The Why! If we
understood that we could!’

He’s losing it here, he
thinks. We could what? Use it to control our neighbours? Our
partners? Our children? The objects of our desire? Must be
sensitive here. The personal histories of some in the room
potentially contain acts to leave an unwarlike sprog trembling.

‘We could use it! To
make a more tolerant more forgiving society!’

And to give himself
time to re-gather, ‘Go on!’ he commands. ‘Tell me your
provocations! What would stir you, you as-yet ordinary
run-of-the-mill citizens, to choose the maggots? What would do
it?’

Heads are scratched,
brows furrowed, farts emitted. Pettigrew is unruffled. They’re on
the runway, looking into the distance. If the lesson was planned,
of course, he’d know precisely where he wants them to land, but it
isn’t and, aside from the drama well, if in fact the drama is all
there is, it will still be enough. (Geez, Mister P’s gone for it
today, right? When he’s cruisin’, he’s bloody hot stuff!)

‘Jus’ to get away from
all the crap’ud be enough I reckon,’ Rowdy Corcoran ventures.

It could be a dig, but
Pettigrew is open to all at this point and he slams it gleefully
onto the board. Freedom!

‘Why not?’

‘Thrills, for me!’
Trevor Hagman, of course. ‘Like, if yer robbin’ a shop or
somethin’, ye wouldn’ know what’s gonna happen, ‘cause, like, the
check-out chick might have a bloody great machete under the counter
or a cop might walk in an’ shoot ya gonads off! Man! Ye’d know ye
were alive then, eh?’

Thrills!

‘Only from you,
Trevor.’

He gets Money!
He gets Fame!

He writes them up.

 


And then, as ideas run
thin, Ciel, from her impossible possie beside sweaty little
Crabpot, languidly raises her hand. His heart jumps. It’s more than
he could’ve hoped for.

‘Cee!’ he says warmly,
and saying her name is enough to turn the entire class.

What kind of funny
thing is going on, they wonder, between her and Mister P’? And
again, why is she sitting with the loser? Did Mister P’ tell her
to? And amongst the boys, why is she so lovely, so aloof, so
untouchable? Only her twin, JoeBob, makes a sound; a here-we-go
sound.

‘Dwelling on what we
imagine we’d get,’ she says into the accumulating silence, turning
up her elegant palm, ‘if we chose the maggots is a bit Santa
Clausy, don’t you think? Rather than that, why not go with your
first question! Ask us to imagine what input we’ve had into the
damage done to others?’

‘Input?’ Thinking, did
I miss myself saying that?

‘Yes. In your Ben Hall
example, for example. He became a criminal, certainly. But what
Biddy did to him – abandoning him, depriving him of her love, her
support, his family, going back on her promises to him – opening
her legs to some other man !‘

The collective intake
of air in the room causes paper to rise gently from desks and
settle again reluctantly.

‘It was her choices,
not his, that left him with nothing – except as you say, whatever
personal resolve and initiative he may have had. Maybe when they
put the noose around Ned Kelly’s neck and he said, “Such is life,”
and they dropped him to his death, maybe he was telling us that he
wound up there because his choices were cancelled out by the
choices of others! And there was never a thing he could’ve done to
change it. I wonder if, pretty often, people aren’t just victims of
fate!’

‘Um! Okay!’ And on the
board goes Fate!

But for the squeak of
the whiteboard marker, there is silence, into which Ciel further
adds, looking for confirmation from her cringing seatmate, ‘If we
looked at it from the viewpoint of Ben and Biddy’s child, for
example – choose what he liked, struggle as he could – his fate,
because of his mother’s choices, was to suffer the loss of his
father. And who knows how many others that boy made suffer because
of that?

‘Look left,’ she says,
and Crabpot does, giving the class a view of the greasy, uncombed
back of his head as he turns to the window, drawing their attention
to the shrivelled playground beyond. ‘Look left, look right, step
out and the sky falls on you! You’re just collateral damage!’

‘Collateral damage!’
says Pettigrew, nodding at the new thought in the room, then at
Ciel, then at the optimistic phrase at the top of the board:
tomorrow is ours to win. He is blindsided by admiration. Not only
has she planted in all their minds the image of female legs being
parted, she’s used a four syllable word! And, with the addition of
three more words, she’s explained his entire life! He raises his
hands, palms up, laying the argument at the class’s feet where it’s
quickly taken up by smart Elisabeth Wolman, whose dreams and
capacities are both focussed on the petty dominations of political
office.

‘If you want to look at
it,’ she sneers over her shoulder, ‘from the viewpoint of victims,
of course they’re collateral damage! Non-victims, however, would
use their reserves of inititative to look left, look right and look
up before stepping out. I wouldn’t guess the Prime Minister could
get away with blaming Fate for his choices. Would you?’

Tension twangs across
the room. Firecrackers – status-crackers – crackle in the air.

‘Oooo!’ trills Trevor
Hagman, who’s always alert for exposed fuses. ‘Whachu you reckon,
Mister P’? Which one’s right?’ And then, at half volume, ‘He’s
gonna pick Cee, watch!’

‘Well,’ Pettigrew
equivocates, too canny to be caught out so easily. ‘In the spirit
of open discussion, we can of course all be right! Surely though,
there’s a realistic balance between choice and Fate? For example,
if you’re a metre high and look like a coconut on legs, you’re
still perfectly free, as Elisabeth says, to resolve to play for the
Wallabies! But then, as Ciel says, in that instance, Fate has
already beaten you! Because metre high coconuts on legs don’t get
to play for the Wallabies! So! Overlying choice and Fate, we have
realism! D’ye see?’

Elizabeth Wolman, her
superior dander rising even higher: ‘I think it unfair to fall back
on so disputable a circumstance as reality, Sir. I mean, the
reality of a person your age is hardly likely to be the same as the
reality of people our age. As an example of which, in our reality,’
she declaims scornfully, “metre high coconuts on legs” seems a
flippant expression to you but, to us, it seems a pejorative, aimed
at,’ tossing her own boldly judgemental gesture toward verbally,
socially and physically hobbled Malcolm Lesper, ‘the otherwise
abled!’

‘Oh now!’ Pettigrew
retorts. ‘That’s that’s not fair, Elisabeth!’

Not fair on either him
or Malcolm, he thinks, or even on the crafty, self-satisfied
intelligence of snooty cows like her! But nonetheless he feels
piteously accusative gazes bumping wetly against him on all sides,
provoking him to bleat defensively on: ‘I wasn’t making a judgement
at all! No, no, no, not at all! On the contrary! What I’m saying
what I’m saying is the reality is this commonly spouted
“follow-your-dreams-and-they’ll come true” ethos is not reality!
Like, you can dream of a beautiful garden, but if you choose not to
water it, you will lose it! Your veggies will die!’

Even he can hear the
shrillness rising in his voice; hear that his wandering train of
thought has wandered so far afield that it’s no longer even vaguely
sensible. And, as happens in the Pettigrew heart, he quite suddenly
loses his enthusiasm. He could, credibly, blame these fiendishly
clever children. Or the heat. Or the encroaching end of the year.
Or his age and all that he’s seen and done in his oddly
compartmentalised life. Or even Coralie Jabar with her own and her
children’s wretchedly alluring mysteriousness . But mostly, he
acknowledges, any blame lies with his own sparse remnants of
resolve and initiative, and the very little satisfaction he’s
managed to wring from them. As happens so often, even after all
these years of teaching, he’s encountered a slick, unscaleable wall
of mirror and found himself to be transparent.

‘I don’t get it, Mister
P’. Trevor Hagman, stll stirring. ‘You tellin’ us we’re no-hopers?
Like we’re all coconuts’re veggies or sump’m?‘

‘What? No! No, no! Of
course not, you know I’m not! Look! We haven’t addressed the
punishment side of things yet, so how about !’

‘Yeah but, zat how come
you’re a teacher, Mister P’?’ Rowdy Corcoran, taking up Hagman’s
theme. ‘Were you, like, a coconut or a veggie or sumpin’ in school
so ye couldn’t make a better choice?’

And Elisabeth. ‘Perhaps
you’re a little disappointed and embittered with us, Sir? Because
you do seem to have slipped a little onto the negative side in
recent weeks!’

All of them so
self-assured, (with the sole sure exception of Crabpot Boyd, of
course!) so bold, and yet so innocent of the cold indifference of
the world. So oblivious to imminence – like the demonstration
planned by the shadowy figure that’s pulled up, grating its teeth,
just out of sight beyond the door, just in time to have heard Ciel,
Hagman, Corcoran and Wolman turn their combined cynicism on him.
Well in time to hear the most challenging word of all thrown into
the mix.

‘Assholes.’

All heads swivel past
Pettigrew and around to the opposite rear corner where Malcolm
Lesper lays across his desk.

‘Sorry?’ says
Pettigrew.

‘Her,’ mutters Malcolm,
tossing a glance toward Ciel. ‘She’s (wee, tap, shithole) right!
We’re all just (nnnn) prey in the end.’

The reasons for
Malcolm’s habitual isolation in the room are different from those
of Crabpot. They don’t focus individually on his unusual size or
his mild cerebral palsy which has afflicted him with a slightly
dragging foot and a stiffened arm. Nor do they focus individually
on his Tourette’s which elicits from him a regular pattern of tics
and outbursts. They don’t even dwell on the diagnosed Oppositional
Defiance Disorder that sees him arc up unpredictably (often
entertainingly, if truth be told) when challenged by authority. No
one of those things is troublesome to his peers. But together, they
make Malcolm a forever darkly brooding, discouragingly gloomy
presence; an unappealing path for any but the most determined to
tread. We’re all prey in the end. Pettigrew sighs.

‘Prey, Malcolm?’

‘Tellin’ us we got (nn
tap tap shithole) choices is like telling cows in a feedlot,
everything’s gonna (nn tap) be fine! Jus’ moo an’ eat your grass!
If you were telling it fairly, like (weee tap shithole) Cee says,
you’d be saying, like, run for your lives! But you aren’t (nnn tap
tap) gonna do that ‘cause, like, you’re a minion to the Man!
Sir.’

‘A what?’

‘Not your fault, maybe.
Just a (weee tap shithole) thing with your job, maybe.’

‘A minion did you
say?’

‘Minion. Teachers.
Police, politicians, the Greenies! The priests, the lawyers! Big
Pharma'! The (tap tap shithole) military-industrial complex! ASIO!
The CIA, the (nnn) FBI! Ninety nine percent of everybody in this
whole (wee tap) country's been knocked out cold by phoney McHappy
(tap tap shithole) propaganda! Designed by government bureaucrats!
Like your “Tomorrow is ours” bloke up there.’ He looks meaningly
around at his classmates. ‘Don’ be sucked in by this (weee tap)
crap about choices. ‘S jus’ to keep us quiet! ‘Til the chop
comes.’

‘A minion?’ repeats
Pettigrew. He can’t get past that. ‘Is that what you said, Ciel?
That I’m a minion?’’

Mmm, probably not
exactly,’ she says, a skilled dampener; a fifteen year old social
and philosophical adept. ‘But science does tell us there’s a level
at which everything is chaos. That we’re all just slowing evolving
sludge. I suppose it would be likely, even in chaos, that
particular sludges might be attracted to, or become more readily
supportive of, particular other sorts of sludges.’

He’s not certain. Has
she called him sludge? A sludge minion? Or not?

‘No,’ she continues. ‘I
think, to go back to your question about choosing violence, I was
suggesting that the choices – if they are choices and not just
random occurrences – are, for want of a better term, Nature’s, not
ours.’

What he is certain of
is that, like a sudden avalanche of boulders, as if she’s invited
them, the class chooses, and it’s Ciel’s predicted chaos that wins.
Cries, outbursts and arguments tumble in all directions.

‘That’s right! That’s
right! Go the sludge! Go the chaos!’

‘That’s not what she
said, you idiot!’

‘As if you’d know, you
genetic anomaly!’

‘Shuddup your queer
leso’ face!’

‘Omigod! You’re so
twisted!’

‘Zat you? Callin’ my
mate twisted?’

‘You should’ve been
drowned at birth, the pair of you!’

It’s horrible. It’s
reality in its most impossible form, as is the reality that
Pettigrew’s thunder – admittedly brewed up on the run, but based on
the confidence of experience – has been instantly reduced to the
tiny resigned sigh of a minion. He can feel both his initiative and
his resolve being sucked away, into the endless white. So fast, he
can’t think. He waves his hands. He shakes his head. He gathers
breath.

‘Be quiet!’ he roars in
desperation. And choosing Elisabeth to focus his fury on, follows
with, ‘This is your real reality! This this never-ending
self-involved wittering about yourselves!’

He’s angry and knows
he’s no right to be. Nonetheless, the attack quiets them and he
lunges impetuously on.

‘You’re children of
privilege, your generation, you know that? You count on others to
be attentive to your every need! Feed me! Entertain me! Buy me x, y
and z! Take my self-centred angst seriously! Then you turn on each
other and anyone else who’s around when things don’t go your way!
Where’s your initiative? Where’s your resolve?’

Chastising them for
finding his ill prepartion wanting – for seeing in him a mere
minion. It’s already occurring to him that his accusation – their
demanding of unearned attention – could equally be made against
himself. The shadow beyond the door is also aware, slumping with
frustration against the outer wall.

In the room it’s Hagman
who, sensing blood, can’t resist a final jibe in his doggedly
patient game of baiting.

‘Sorry Mister P’. We
know you’re doin’ serious history here. Maybe can I ask a
question?’

Pettigrew waves a weary
hand.

‘Well, see where you
wrote Ballarat there? What’s that about? I mean like, did someone
ball a rat there once an’ they just wanted to, you know like,
remember it?’

At that moment, into
the uproar of laughter, the shadow beyond the door moves, seeming
to materialise in the room. He says nothing, but the mere,
startling sight of him inflicts a trembling stillness on all the
room’s inhabitants.

* * *

O’Toole, the Bitey
Cheese, for a big man, moves with uncanny silence. He emerges out
of thinnest air, suddenly at an elbow, glaring, screwing up his
nose, sniffing out malfeasance, often even before it has actually
occurred to a malfeasant to malfease.

Today he has lurked
undetected outside the room for all of ten minutes, his disgust
mounting to a barely containable fury. When he appears, it’s
written plain on the sweating air, like the smell of vomit and,
like the smell of vomit, it causes eyes to drop, heads to bow. Even
Pettigrew – a man long in certain limited areas of experience – a
man with professed pedagogical and presumed collegial credentials –
even he is startled into a head-bob.

The uncertainty is the
thing with O’Toole. The suspense. My God, what have I done? Has he
caught me out? My lurking little guilt, my tiny private
humiliation? Pettigrew leans on his daybook, where proof of his
petty theft cries out to reveal itself. Was I seen pawing through
Cora’s desk? Have prints been found? DNA? A dusting of sweat? It’s
her fault, Chief! She’s driven me mad! I’m only human after
all!

On the other hand there
had, a moment ago, been uproar in the room and uproar is O’Toole’s
business. Also, it has, (even he is aware) become noticeable that
Pettigrew’s approach to teaching has been, occasionally, trending
toward the reflexive. Lame, some might say. And O’Toole, after all,
is the boss. Still, until capture, it’s all freedom.

‘Right,’ he manages to
bluster. ‘Good job group! In-depth analyses of all that tomorrow!
Meantime – heads up now! Our esteemed leader has dropped in for a
visit.’

It wouldn’t be the
first time they’d collaborated, he and the kids, on such jollying
charades. Not so much out of loyalty, perhaps, but because
sometimes Oppositional Defiance seems not to be a disorder at
all.

Right, Sir.

Thanks Mister P’.

Great lesson as usual,
Sir.

Ahem, ahem. Shuffling
of papers, clearing of throats.

They have his back.
They also, almost immediately, have O’Toole’s as he steps in front
of Pettigrew, exactly as Ciel did at the lesson’s start, using his
girth to block their view. Behind the broad expanse of him
Pettigrew can hear their soft sympathetic hiss. He steels
himself.

 


‘What’re you on about
here, Pettigrew?’

‘Um, well, Godfrey,
we’re just exploring this feeling that there’s a dearth of
tolerance in the world, you know? Compassion? Very involving! And
stimulating! As you might’ve gathered. This sense that we should be
in better control.’

‘You should be in
better control, Mister! Now listen! There’s a curriculum! You have
a copy of it?’

‘Uh-huh, I do, but
!’

‘But what? You’re
thinking maybe it’s just an option? A suggestion?’

‘No, no! We’ve been
working through it, honestly! It’s just !’

‘How long you been
doing this job?’

‘This job? You mean
teaching? Umm, well, twenty years?’

‘Twenty years. And
you’re how old?’

Well. I’m fifty,
Godfrey. But I don’t see what !’

‘I’m getting
complaints, Pettigrew! Questions! From neighbouring classrooms.
From the public! You hear me? I witnessed myself, moments ago,
mention of legs being spread! Female legs! And coconuts and
vegetables! And assholes! No one gets this offhand, free wheeling,
do-as-you-please rubbish kids experience in your classes.’

‘Wha? Off-hand?
Me?’

‘Teachers have Use-by
dates, Pettigrew. The question is, is yours behind you?’

 


Later in the staffroom,
he tells the story to Coralie.

‘So you do have a copy
of the curriculum, right?’ she asks.

‘Course I do! It’s
right in there! (Indicating the pile of paper on his desk.) And I’m
teaching the living shit out of it! Ask Ciel! Ask JoeBob if I’m
not!’

‘Sure. Sure.’ (She has
a way of agreeing that leaves a person appreciative of the fact
that she doesn’t. At all!) ‘Like I’m going to go around asking my
kids to evaluate my colleagues! Like they haven’t got enough going
on without I put that sort of rubbish on them.’

‘Well. If you put it
that way. But at least they haven’t complained about me! Have
they?’

‘Jobie’s not a
complainer, Abel. He just clams up. And Cee. If she was unhappy,
she’d be up in your face. You’d be the first to hear about it.’

(She whose father is a
trained killer and who, he’s more convinced now, backs up Lesper’s
accusation of sludgey minion-hood!)

‘Hah! Well! She’s not
backward about coming forward, I’ll give her that!’

‘You’ve had a run-in
with her?’

‘Oh no no no! Get on
like a house on fire, we do!’

‘Right, okay! You’ll
let me know if anything changes, won’t you! Like I said lots going
on there already, with both of them, and I’d like to keep on top of
it. Instead of finding out too late I’m drowning in it! Which, by
the way, is what’s likely to happen to you if you don’t kowtow to
expectations. O’Toole’ll have his way with you, you know!’

‘Would you miss
me?’

She smiles her coy
smile. ‘Why would I? I got a soft spot for losers?’

 


And a soft spot for
losers is where Crabpot comes back into the story.

 


A day later. First
lesson. There is still the heat. There is still the looming end of
the year. There is still “Yesterday is not ours to recover, but
tomorrow is ours to win or lose” at the top of the board and there
is still, at the centre, one remnant of yesterday’s tangle of
argument: the word “Why?”

Aside from that, the
ennui is back. And so, ten minutes in, is O’Toole, contempt
quivering at the corners of his mouth, come innocently to set off
one of the thousand little chains of events that start and stop
every day, some of them, inevitably and brutally re-asking the
remnant question on the board.

‘What are they doing,
Pettigrew? Anything useful?’

‘Meditating, Godfrey,’
pointing at the residual Why. ‘On the whys and the wherefores of
societal violence, anarchy, mayhem and chaos. As measured against
this interlude of transcendental calm. The yin and the yang.’

‘The what?’

‘The yin and the yang.
The interconnected dualities. Light and dark, good and bad, curds
and whey. The Dame and the Edna. You know? The balance.’

He’s tired. He’s
cynical. He lacks lustre. Having passed the prior evening reading
and re-reading the purloined letters, willing himself,
unsuccessfully, to “see” the yin and yang of Coralie’s life, he’s
mired in pessimism.

‘You are entirely soft
in the head, Pettigrew. Liberal and undisciplined. A dinosaur in a
world of small cunning mammals. Do you know that?’

Subtlety is no more
O’Toole’s strong suit than it is Pettigrew’s who’s inclined to read
this return visit as a signal that a transfer request has been
signed, dated and sent, winging its way toward head office.
Perhaps, in fact, its sending is the essential message that’s
coaxed the monster again from his eyrie in this most drudging part
of the day.

‘They’re laughing at
you, Pettigrew,’ O’Toole sneers very softly. ‘Listen. You hear it?
Abel Tasman Pettigrew joke.’ Drawing out all the syllables of the
name as though each was a decayed object found clinging to the sole
of his shoe. ‘Ha ha. That’s what they’re saying.’

But they aren’t saying
that. They don’t dare say anything. The only sound is them
shuffling little dirges against the floor with their feet while
pressing nervously stertorous farts into the damp plastic bowls of
their chairs. Pettigrew fashions a sort of smile; one that he
fancies will mirror the puckering of muscles around a small, tight
arsehole.

Short of saying what he
wants to say, (‘Just get on with it, Godfrey. We’re involved in a
serious chill session here and you’re pooping on our mellow.’) it’s
the best he can do.

He can’t say it of
course because saying it would only exacerbate a mountainous
confrontational rancour which, only days from the year’s end, he’s
too drained to follow through on. Also because, with no actual
scripted lesson in hand, again, he doesn’t want to be challenged –
especially in the hearing of the kids.


And, truth be told, if
pressed, he will agree that O’Toole is a good man at heart. Doing a
difficult, demanding job. Give him a hundred ninety centimetres and
add four more for chill factor. Give him twenty stone of once
athletic solidity and add three more for middle-age indolence. Give
him deceptively merry-looking rose cheeks surmounted by tiny eyes
that burn with conviction. Give him the zealous authoritarian’s
utter faith in the efficacy of rules, resulting in an obsessive
aversion to defiance and a frightening zeal for strong
punishment.

He’s the deputy to the
principal in a twenty-first century school in a tiny rural enclave;
in a district where caning, though no longer officially permitted,
is unofficially overlooked as the prerogative of a motivated
organisational powerhouse. Consequently a metre length of oiled
whiplash cane accompanies him always on his rounds; a prop, nodding
at his side, waiting patiently to be given its head. Reliable
witnesses tell of seeing that cane tied into a sheet bend knot,
only, on a shake of release, to leap like an attack dog back to its
original shape.

So finely has O’Toole
attuned his senses that disappointment winks constantly from one
eye, even while ferocity foams in the other. Disappointment is the
left. On this fateful day, he crinkles his forehead, scenting the
sarcasm lingering in back of Pettigrew’s throat, and cocks his
head, left eye forward.

Newcomers learn quickly
that if push is ever going to come to shove, it will be O’Toole’s
shoulder doing the shoving and that left eye is the signal of its
imminence.

 


He swings to face the
class. Leans toward them, swivelling his big head, lower lip out,
right eye now to the fore. The whiplash cane hinges slowly from
left to right; wafting through the acrid whiffage that rises so
reliably from the feet and armpits of fifteen year olds. The kids
sigh into utter stillness, eyes down, avoiding any suggestion of
actual presence as the cane passes over them, one sweat-damp head
after another. Until finally it stops, O’Toole angling his eye down
its shaft.

‘That boy!’

All eyes swivel. The
window row, back corner. Crabpot Boyd’s traditional spot but, again
today with Ciel Jabar next to him. Ciel sits up straighter, taps
her pencil and wrinkles her forehead. Ciel, whose name means
“Heaven”, and who is daughter to a still new, but highly prized
maths teacher. Next to her, Crabpot’s lumpish, sullen,
under-achiever of a chin drops even lower, exposing his fat worm of
a tongue. Crabpot, who is an ‘Arnold’ on his birth certificate and
at least occasionally, one would hope, on his mother’s tongue. But
everywhere else, a Crabpot.

‘Boyd,’ says
O’Toole.

The eyes come up.
‘Me?’

‘You.’

‘What?’

‘Out here.’

‘Why?’

The cane bobs with
astonishment and O’Toole’s head tips to one side, like a tombstone
in quicksand; a tombstone with eyes, the right one prominently
forward. His nostrils flare in a manner that says I will dismantle
you where you sit if you dare ask me that again.

Arnold is not bright,
but Crabpot is no fool. His feet, clad in sandshoes that have long
been studying the arts of disintegration, skooch their way back
under him and his scrawny legs hoist him trembling into the air.
The feet of his chair scrape, croaking their long, useless warning:
C-a-a-a-a-r-r-eful! And he steps out, past the shining Ciel, into
the aisle.

The rest of the
students’ eyes are up now, as alert as owls over a field of mice,
possibly for the first time, possibly for the only time in what
will be a long November day. Boys lick their lips and lean forward.
Girls cover their mouths, cross their arms over their breasts and
look down into their laps. Something mesmerizingly awful is about
to happen. The Sensitive Twins (Karla and Keira) – known
collectively as Two – begin to sniffle in unison; wishing avidly
for whatever is about to happen, to happen somewhere else, where
they don’t have to see it.

Crabpot shuffles
hopelessly forward, hands clenched at his sides, until O’Toole’s
cane reaches out to touch his wishbone. Then he stops. Dangling
from the cane’s midway point is a set of keys.

‘Take those keys in
your hand, Boyd.’ And Arnold, pausing for only a beat, slides them
down into his palm. ‘What’s that on those keys, Boyd?’

‘Dunno, Sir!’

‘Dunno, Sir? Well,
well, well! What about where those keys were found then, eh? Do you
know that, young Boyd?’

‘Dunno, Sir!’

‘No? Dunno that
either?’ O’Toole’s voice begins to rise, bobbing like a cork on a
rolling tide of incredulity. ‘Well I just don’t understand that,
Boyd! I don’t understand that at all! How could the particularly
odious substance that’s on those keys, and now on your hand as well
how could that fail to clue you in, eh? Considering it’s a
substance that comes from the backsides of fractious little Boyds
like you, eh? Direct from mind to backside, eh? Eh? Because someone
who behaves as you have, must have nothing better working between
his ears! Am I right, Boyd? Eh?’

* * *

If Pettigrew had hoped
for a story to add to Ben Hall’s, to properly illustrate the mean
and profitless little mortifications people subject one another to,
he could not have structured a simpler example.

A day earlier when,
with the self-same set of lost keys in hand and, to be fair, no
real actual sense of ‘doing right’ – only perhaps a sense of ‘doing
something’ – Arnold / Crabpot had approached two of Mister P’s
colleagues in the playground; two who, deeply engaged in the
over-stressed business of their day, first
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