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ONE

Linda Taylor was not the kind of seventy-year-old who had catastrophic falls, a weak core or an unbalanced diet. These supposedly inevitable horrors were not for her, because she was the kind of seventy-year-old who completed weekly Advanced Pilates classes without breaking a sweat; who replaced every second meal with Supreme Self supplements; who was routinely mistaken for a 65-year-old.

And yet here Linda Taylor was, facedown on the concrete path in her backyard, unable to get up. She knew this because she had tried, twice. Both times she managed little more than a half-hearted attempt at a push-up before collapsing, a victim of the pain. She could feel the cool evening breeze catching on the raw skin of her elbows. There was grass in her hair and dirt on her face. This was the indignity of a fall.

The kookaburra on her back fence called out a loud warning, sending two faint-hearted rosellas scrambling. The rain wasn’t far off. If she couldn’t figure out how to get herself some help soon, the indignities would only continue.

She had been so keen to showcase the Noosa lifestyle for her clients – the autumn evenings never failed to put on a show. The subtropical clouds created a pink and purple sky better than anything that a Supreme Self graphic designer could dream up. The eucalypt in the Taylor backyard was the perfect perching place for a host of birds, their majestic silhouettes compensating for their infernal birdsong.

Her backyard sold more Supreme Self products than any other sales strategy. You could talk about financial freedom and the lifestyle it afforded all you wanted, but people needed to see what that meant in real terms. When you lived small, like the harried women on Linda’s client list, you could barely register what money could buy you. She needed her future downline to see their true potential, the full scope of what their lives could be if they learned how to dream.

She had started the day’s livestream at the outdoor setting, with a glass of white wine and a tastefully arranged plate of cheese and crackers. While making small talk with the most eager of her team, she cycled through a short slideshow, exactly as the Supreme Self Build Your Own Brand training suggested.

The first step to success was bringing the viewers into her life. She opened with a picture from two Christmases ago, of Peter and her feasting on a seafood platter at the local surf club: voluptuous prawns offset by brilliant orange mango flesh, an open bottle of bubbles in a sweating ice bucket.

Next were some shots of the grandkids that Alice had sent through, reluctantly, belatedly. Their smiles were cherubic, if grubby. There were babycinos, gym classes and abandoned artworks. It was a more eclectic collection than Linda would have liked, lacking a clear narrative structure, but it was what she had to work with.

After the family shots she moved outwards: holiday snaps from locations around the world. She curated the seasonal balance of the images. There were secluded beaches and jet skis for the go-getters, and fireplaces and bookcases for the sedentary types.

No one needed to know that the images were mostly stock fodder, or repurposed from some unknowing Facebook friends. It was over ten years since Linda and Peter had last been overseas, and she didn’t want to share images from the days when he was at his heaviest, carrying the weight of ill-discipline in his stomach. Despite her explicit art direction, he always insisted on lumbering into the frame, rendering most of the pictures from their trips unfit for public consumption.

The Supreme Self trainers had alleviated her concerns. They said that once the viewers were connected to their upline’s family values, all they needed was a canvas on which to paint their vision of their future. It was easier for potential clients to see themselves projected right onto that beautiful background if you took the people out of the images. It was the start of the dream. People wanted more for themselves; they always did. More excitement, more experiences, more freedom. They just had to be shown how to manifest it for themselves.

After the slideshow was a short business presentation. The Supreme Self guidelines were clear: less is more. This was a session for those considering joining Linda’s downline. It was pitched at people who had been clients for at least six months. They already knew the benefits of the products themselves, and had a sense of how Linda’s lifestyle was almost solely attributable to her Supreme Self business.

She used the prepared talking points, but she liked to add her own emphasis. She started with the basic facts about financial freedom, working from home, high-quality supplement products. After that she always liked to spend time talking about how the model was especially important for mothers like her, who wished they had more time to spend with their kids. She found that connected particularly well with the 35-plus demographic, who were relatively late to motherhood. They seemed riddled with anxiety, in Linda’s estimation, and liable to make big investments if they thought it would make them better parents. Their anxieties typically peaked on Wednesday nights, as they stared down the barrel of an unending work week, their children already sickly and exhausted after three days at childcare. It was the perfect time to strike.

The questions were always the same. There were queries about the science behind supplements, often posed by uptight women who looked like they worked for government services. These women loved to relay stories that they heard on podcasts produced by the nation’s public broadcaster. Linda learned to patiently counter their talking points, and offer them a list of alternative podcasts, which were better aligned with Supreme Self’s vision.

Following that, someone would ask about the financial structures of the business, inquiries that Linda suspected were provided by husbands seated just off screen. These were the passive-income sceptics, who seemed to think it was somehow impossible or unethical to make money while you slept. Linda had graphs and charts to take care of them.

The best questions were always the ones about her personal life. What it was like to be financially free, what it was like to have more time with your family, what it was like to make your way up the Supreme Self hierarchy. When the conversation took this direction, Linda knew the message was landing.

It was an easy transition from the question-and-answer session to the tour of the backyard and the local wildlife. This was a crucial part of the livestream. A stylish home was a sign that Supreme Self wasn’t just about holidays once or twice a year. It was about building an enviable lifestyle that was yours every single day of the year. A sign that, no matter your age, you could live the vibrant, fulsome life that always seemed so out of reach.

Today she had timed things perfectly, capturing the moment that the sun bounced off the windows of the street’s most spectacular mansions. She managed the camera angles too, despite the limitations of her ageing laptop. Showing off the neighbourhoor was important; she was well aware that while the Taylor home was big enough, and in an idyllic location, it wasn’t their forever home. Once they made it to the next level, they could relocate into an iteration of the more modern places that their friends called home – huge glass windows juxtaposed with impeccably stained cladding. One of the clients unmuted their microphone just to gasp when they set eyes on the newly built masterpiece to the Taylors’ left. It was award-winning, profiled on the front page of the local paper. Linda was planning to use the same firm for their new house. It would be the ideal setting for the next evolution of Supreme Self livestreams.

But then, the fall.

As she emerged from the surreal slow motion of her tumble, Linda’s first thought had been to assess the damage to her laptop. She had managed to cushion it from impact as she hit the path, but this complicated manoeuvre ended the meeting abruptly. She used the last of her energy, the last of her mobility, to push the computer back onto the grass, where she judged it safe, at least until the rain.

She dearly hoped that the afternoon’s work wasn’t all lost. There had been a few viewers from India, very active in the livestream chat, whom Linda had been trying to convert for months. The window for closing the deal was always small. If this fall put her out of action for a few days – well, it didn’t bear thinking about.

Still unable to stand up, and avoiding speculations about the increasingly insistent pain in her hip, she considered how she had ended up in this position. She turned her head left and right, finally settling on the culprit: Peter’s rake. It sat abandoned in the middle of the path next to a small pile of leaves, also abandoned.

The worst part was that she knew she should have cleared the path herself. She’d been so absorbed in perfecting her pitch that she somehow convinced herself that Peter could be trusted to complete his one chore without supervision. He had been following her all morning, barely a metre behind, waiting to be assigned a task.

There was a time when he would have organised the whole set-up for her, after preparing their Supreme Smoothies and hosing down the backyard for the presentation. In those days he was the organisational force behind their business. She would have been at the gym, or meeting with clients. She was the big picture and the face of the business; he was the detail. He took care of the boring stuff, the budgets and the inventory, the mailouts. They’d been clear about the division of labour from day one. He had played to her strengths.

Lately, she had been forced to pick up Peter’s slack. She was both the face and the detail these days. The house was a little dirtier, and bills were slow to be paid, but she was getting everything done.

He was the one having the most trouble adjusting to the new order. He still thought he was the same man, but these days he was more likely to break glasses than clean them. He scratched the right side of the car after taking himself to the shops in search of milk that they didn’t need. Today, clearing the leaves was the only job she could think to assign him that wouldn’t result in either damage to the property or an hour’s worth of work added to her day. More fool her.

Linda raised her head; Peter was trying to open the back door. It took a moment to register: he would have been watching her livestream from his desk and then come to ‘assist’, at a snail’s pace. Thank god. She had wondered if she was going to have to yell for help, like some blue-rinsed ninety-year-old trying to summon the postie’s attention after lying on the kitchen floor for three days.

She lowered her head again, realising that her excitement was premature. Even though Peter conquered the door, he struggled to walk with the appropriate haste for the aftermath of an accident. Linda wondered how it was her and not Peter who was lying prone. He appeared ancient from a distance, much like his father looked right before he passed. His gait was that of an old man. Gone were the strength and height that once made her feel safe; all that remained was the fat that had always repulsed her. When you added his stomach to his bald head and Coke bottle glasses, he resembled one of the villains on those awful crime shows.

If he was going to shrink, why couldn’t he have started with his oversized gut? He had never been thin. In fact, his weight was one of the reasons she’d struggled to form an attraction to him initially. In those early days she’d put her energy into visualising Peter’s wealth creation while they were having sex, determined to make the best of the situation. She could have been thinking of another man – she wasn’t cheating, she was merely focusing on Peter’s best attributes.

They were capable of building something great together – an asset base that neither of them could have conceived of before meeting. And besides, what he lacked in body and skill Peter made up for in effort. After some vigorous opposition – citing an affront to his ‘manhood’ – he had been a surprise star participant in the tantric sex workshop they attended in Bali. They made good use of those learnings when they returned home.

Linda had tried everything to get Peter to lose weight over the years. His body was not good for the brand. He ballooned after he quit smoking; she’d never been able to decide if the weight gain was worth the clearer lungs. The nicotine cravings only sharpened his temper, a side effect that seemed to linger thirty years later.

The old-faithful cabbage soup diet helped him shed some kilos every six months, but the weight went right back on each time. He was such a terrible advertisement for the Supreme Self supplements that she was forced to ask him to stop wearing promotional shirts – that walking billboard was never going to be of any use. She was always trying to crack the retiree market for Supreme Self, hanging around the surf club’s cafe morning and night, but Peter’s grotesque appearance undermined any small gain that she made. Lately he couldn’t even make up for his appearance with small talk. Soon after she’d stopped him wearing the shirt, she had started to leave him at home when she went to the beach.

Now, from her position on the ground, she could see him coming. He eventually arrived at her side, out of breath and without any words. Linda scanned his face, wondering about his response to this unfolding crisis. His brow was certainly creased, his mouth turned downward. It was frustration at best, anger at worst. He seemed to relax a little when she offered him a smile. She may have intervened early enough.

She raised her hands, hoping that he would take the cue and help her to her feet. If she could get inside the house, she could call their neighbours and have one of them take her to the hospital. Peter would want to drive, but she didn’t have the patience.

Perhaps the Johnsons would be home. The Taylors’ neighbours were cheerful types, and probably would have wanted to help if they could. Tony Johnson still lifted weights; Linda saw him most mornings at the gym. He winked at her, every time. He always had a nice comment about her gym wear, or her stamina on the treadmill. She wondered what it would be like to be lifted to safety by Tony.

A few more awkwardly mimed lifting motions and Peter seemed to follow her train of thought. They had developed a sign language of sorts, as he retreated further into himself. She had read about couples who went so far as to learn Auslan, in case one of them lost their speech. She wondered if Peter would be capable, if there was a course she could find online. Even if he were able, he would never admit he needed it. Maybe she could tell him it was part of the business, a new market for the hearing supplements she’d seen in the latest Supreme Self e-bulletin.

Peter bent down slowly, reaching for her middle. She felt a rising panic as it became clear that his plan was to simply throw her over his shoulder, like one of the 44-gallon drums he used to haul forty years ago. Predictably, he knocked both her skinless right elbow and her hip before he could even get a firm grip. She squealed, sending the last of the birds scattering and causing Peter to recoil, clenching his fists.

She lowered her forehead to the ground, taking a moment to catch her breath. She might have to resort to a plaintive cry for help after all.

Linda raised her head again. Peter replaced his frown with a familiar expression, one he adopted when he tried to fit all of their shopping in the car boot. She wondered what strategy he was considering for getting her to her feet, and if he had the capacity for strategic thought at all.

She sighed. Her hopes of being able to organise a lift with the Johnsons were fading. Peter was frozen, all out of ideas.

There would have to be an ambulance. She had no idea how much they cost, but it surely wouldn’t be cheap. Their doctor had suggested an ambulance membership, but Linda had convinced Peter that it wasn’t worth the money. Cost aside, someone would likely spot an ambulance coming – they didn’t use a siren for falls, did they? That Beckett woman down the street was always staring out her window, waiting to broadcast the most mundane happenings on the Noosa Neighbourhood Facebook page. That was the last thing Linda needed. There were members of that group that she was halfway to recruiting.

The ever-present kookaburra let out another warning cry, this time from the safety of the palm tree just over their fence. It was a hideous tree. The owners of the Airbnb property put it in fully grown before they did their marketing photo shoot. It seemed to have the desired effect: the place had been full of twenty-somethings partying every weekend since. She wondered if the owners could be convinced to add to their portfolio of online businesses.

The pain in her hip flared again. She knew she had to bite the bullet.

‘Go inside and call the ambulance, Peter.’

He fumbled in his pocket, feet unmoving. The phone had been on him the whole time, of course. He stared at it, having forgotten his passcode again. She suppressed a scream and extended her arm. He handed over the phone immediately.

‘Ambulance, please.’

Linda dealt with the formalities of the call, then dispatched Peter to pack her a bag for the trip to the hospital.

‘Toiletries, underwear, Supreme Self supplements. Toiletries, underwear, Supreme Self supplements.’ Linda had him repeat the list back, his shaky voice growing with confidence each time. She watched him make his way back towards the house, repeating the list softly to himself. He barely registered a speed above a waddle. His mouth was still moving, affording her some hope for her luggage.

As she waited, she considered how she would appear to the paramedics. Her mother had been the ultimate pessimist, telling Linda to wear clean underwear in case of an accident. Linda put her own spin on this dark mantra. She always wore the latest style panties, in the most vivid colours. She had even sold lingerie for a few years, throwing parties for friends and colleagues. They were a great success, mostly because she went the extra step and modelled each of the looks herself.

She prided herself on her physique. Her doctor insisted that she was too thin, as if there was such a thing. She laughed at him, tickled at the thought that she managed to keep her weight down, but he stared back at her, stony-faced. No matter how many times she told him about the nutritional profile of a diet supplemented by the full Supreme Self range, he always returned to a monologue about home cooking.

She still visited the gym, on top of Pilates. Tony Johnson didn’t seem to think she was too thin – if anything she was probably a nice antidote to his wife, Angela. People were always shocked to hear Linda’s age, given the muscle tone in her arms and legs. It wasn’t all going exactly to plan, though. Despite her twice-daily Supreme Self skincare routine, her arms and legs were becoming papery to the touch. Her neck worried her too, accumulating rings. It was always the neck that betrayed you, at least according to the cosmetic surgeon who did the work on her face back in 1999. At the time she had thought he was just trying to upsell her. Hindsight was always so clear. She should have been more trusting.

At the very least her hair was freshly done, not a grey in sight. The light brown she had chosen last week was a new, softer blend, one the colourist assured her would sparkle in the afternoon light. It drew the eye up and away from her neck. She accented this effect with her makeup, on the advice of one of the artists she followed on Instagram. It took her three attempts to nail the technique, but it was worth it: one of the young mothers on the feed had complimented the look.

She was dressed well. Her short-sleeved shirt seemed to have got through the fall mostly unscathed. When the business hit big, she paid a stylist to do her colour profile. Her wardrobe had been built around peach staples ever since. Peter had been livid when he saw the bill, but the consult continued to pay for itself as far as she was concerned.

Her white pants probably bore marks from the concrete and blood from her skinned elbows, but the tailoring was flattering. The ability to wear a pair of well-ironed white pants was a sign of a woman’s control over her life. Her mother never wore white, preferring institutional greys and blues that spoke to Linda of endless winters.

She had a fresh manicure, done in the second-to-cheapest salon in town. It would not have been her first choice, but she was ‘banned’ from the town’s more sophisticated establishment. The tersely worded email from the manager claimed that she had ‘contravened store policy’ by ‘speaking disrespectfully’ to the staff. Linda took the opportunity to correct the public record with a more objective version of events, shared in a lengthy Google Review.

The worker in question – Denise, who Linda knew full well wasn’t a local but an inhabitant of one of Noosa’s hideous satellite towns, probably Maroochydore – had opened the treatment by showing Linda a selection of what she called the store’s ‘mature palette’. The colours on offer were predictably, insultingly, aggressively bland. Linda requested something that would complement her wardrobe, which contained clothes bought in the twenty-first century.

To make matters worse, Denise tried to apply Revlon’s ‘Optimistic’ shade after Linda clearly and repeatedly requested the ‘Adventurous’ hue. When questioned, Denise responded in the defensive and entitled manner that Linda had come to expect of millennials. It was a travesty that the salon had hired a nail technician who couldn’t distinguish between watermelon-pink and peach-pink.

Linda had remained the bigger person throughout this unfortunate series of events. Despite Denise’s insolent demeanour, Linda had still tried to educate her about the virtues of the Supreme Self nail polish line. It was clear that Denise felt herself well and truly outshone by her client, her insecurity preventing her from accepting the free sample pack Linda promised to mail out. Linda had been appalled, although not shocked, to receive the email from Denise’s manager.

The whole debacle had left Linda in the hands of a rather rough-and-ready new establishment. Fearing the results from this untried salon, she tactfully declined a pedicure, a decision that she was beginning to regret. There was no risk of the neighbours seeing her naked feet, but some doctor was going to have her toes out on display. She hoped that they had some sort of professional responsibility to keep the condition of their patients to themselves.

She turned her head to the right so she could track Peter moving about the house. He was in the kitchen rummaging through the cupboards. She cursed herself for not watching him from the moment he left her side, when she still had a chance of intervening. As far as she could tell he hadn’t even made it upstairs to their bedroom. He seemed to have a shopping bag in his hands, and was now in the Tupperware drawer. What on earth was he doing?

The pain was pulsing in her hip. She focused on the mindfulness breathing they used at the start of each Supreme Self webinar. She would never tell her clients, but she was not much into deep breathing; it was hard to stay focused. There was always something that needed doing, and as nice a thought as meditation was, it couldn’t compete with reaching out to the downline who could put her firmly in bonus territory for the month. She dutifully read the script during her sessions with clients, and extolled the virtues of maintaining a mindfulness practice alongside a stringent supplement regime. She was a firm believer that you had to stick to the program if you wanted to see results. There was a reason that Supreme Self’s top sellers designed the training modules. It did not pay to second-guess the system.

She closed her eyes and committed to the moment, but the breathing couldn’t touch the corners of the pain, however hard she tried. She searched the recesses of her memory, back to the book of health affirmations that she’d relied on when the kids were still young. There was something for everything. Lord knows those kids had complained enough – it was nothing but colds, bouts of gastro, broken bones and chicken pox for what seemed like an eternity. They whined endlessly, and seemed to take forever to recover from even the mildest of illnesses. In those days, no one told you about the time you would lose to kids. It was all a mystery to her, until suddenly they were demanding that she stay home from work the second they felt a little under the weather. They had resisted the affirmations, even when she told them stories of how the mantras helped with her headaches. Wilful kids, both of them. They had no idea what was good for them, and were disturbingly reverent of the Western medical establishment. Alice had even talked about being a doctor for a while. That phase passed, but only because she was scared of the student debt.

Linda was struggling to remember what hips signified. Movement, perhaps, and fear. The mantras were always straightforward enough if you could remember the book’s diagnostic principles. Both kids had trouble with their throats – that was always about speaking up. Linda should have known that they would grow up to play it safe in life. There should have been something in the book about the pathway from being unwilling to raise your voice as a child to wanting to work for the government as an adult.

Decision-making. Moving forward. That was it: hip problems were about being afraid of making changes. She had been stalling lately, questioning whether her business could move to the next level. And now the fall – it made perfect sense. She had sabotaged herself at the crucial juncture, in the middle of the webinar that was to make or break her latest push. She had been worried about dragging Peter with her through the next instalment of her life, worried about whether she could crack a new market, about whether she had the tech skills to drive a new global push. She had been acting like a timid old lady. She was acting like her mother – like the kind of seventy-year-old who was afraid of change.

Linda Taylor was not the kind of seventy-year-old who was afraid of anything.

‘I embrace whatever the future brings. I will move forward with energy.’

She repeated her mantra as the ambulance pulled into the driveway, its siren blaring.





TWO

Jack Taylor shut the door behind the last (late) student to enter the classroom. He took his time, readying himself to face the final teaching period of the week. He was having some trouble marshalling his thoughts, which was never a good sign at the start of a lesson. He removed his glasses, wiping them on his untucked shirt. Clean lenses might fortify him.

The heat of the afternoon was almost, but not quite, unbearable. There was an air conditioning unit in the room, but no sign that it had worked in recent history. Instead, a ceiling fan beat an uneven rhythm, circulating the body odour of twenty-six Year Nines.

Despite the unseasonable warmth, every single student was clad in the school’s synthetic sports jacket. The fluorescent orange monstrosities became personal hot houses, funnelling body odour towards the helpless fan. The students refused to take them off at lunchtime, forgoing comfort as they sought to hide their awkwardness beneath whatever cover the baggy polyester could offer.

Jack wondered, not for the first time, whether the wretched stench of adolescence would intensify as the climate continued to change. He made a mental note to check whether the Health teachers taught students about the wonders of organic deodorant.

Jack’s class was relegated to one of the second-tier classrooms on the perimeter of the school. The demountable classrooms had been in these ‘temporary’ positions for over thirty years, multiplying as the population continued to balloon on the outskirts of the city.

The portables were the absolute worst of what the school had to offer, so they were home to Year Nine. The school was still in sales mode with Year Sevens and Year Eights, hoping to stem the flow of the best and brightest to selective and private schools. The seniors were rewarded for sticking it out at the school, given the newest rooms in an attempt to inspire improved academic outcomes for the community. The school’s marketing department was always ready to claim credit for the exam results of hard-working students. That left the Year Nines and Tens (and their teachers) in exile. Notoriously hard to please in the best of circumstances, fourteen-year-olds, the school’s administration reasoned, were too focused on their social lives to care about the decor – or their learning.

In this particular version of purgatory, the paint was cracked and peeling on every wall. Jack wasn’t entirely sure what colour it had been originally, but these days it looked either grey or a dirty blue, depending on the light. The classroom door was impossible to keep shut in the wind; he kept a wad of Blu Tack wedged in the doorjamb. He gained some traction on social media after posting that particular teacher hack. He was trying to build an alternative teacher community online, which was a little more grounded in the reality of public education than the dominant discourse. He had a decent following, including a sizeable circle that came to him for advice and analysis. If he could find a way to monetise his insights, he might be able to leave the classroom once and for all.

One of the few functional windows in the portable was cracked, the victim of an errant soccer ball. The accident happened three years ago, when Jack was on yard duty, and he’d reported it to the principal, who came out herself to stabilise the window with some gaffer tape.

Mrs O’Neill was reluctant to approve repairs to the demountables. She was playing a long game, targeting the Department of Education for the funding needed to build new permanent buildings. Despite receiving no indication that she would secure the money before her rapidly approaching retirement, she kept the demountables looking as decrepit as possible, and made them the first stop on every politician’s trip to the school. Smart, maybe, but Jack would have bartered long-term upgrades for some small improvements in the conditions for his current Year Nines. He was not made of principal material.

The only storage in the classroom was provided by repurposed metal lockers, retired when they accrued too many dents in their doors to be of use to students. When Jack had investigated the contents of the lockers, he found the workbooks of students long since graduated (or otherwise farewelled) buried beneath a selection of coloured poster paper. The poster paper had been a real find; his head of department refused to order it these days, citing budgetary concerns.

The classroom was so far from the heart of the school that Jack had taken to keeping a makeshift first-aid kit in his backpack. He’d learned his lesson after a particularly harrowing pencil-stabbing incident in his second year of teaching. Young and foolish, he dispatched an apparently trustworthy student to the front office in search of help, only for her to detour via three other classrooms, spreading news of the incident to half of the grade.

Clean glasses ready, Jack stood in the centre of the classroom, holding a meditative pose, waiting for the students to notice he was ready to commence the lesson. The front row went quiet, turning their attention to him. The middle and back rows took the lull as an invitation to turn up the volume of their conversations, filling the space left by the teacher-pleasers seated near the board.

He sighed, and counted five more beats. Waiting for take-up, as he was taught at university. Five more beats, one more sigh. Still no take-up.

‘Team. Team!’

Silence worked sometimes, but not others. His teacher persona was that of a crazed sports coach, willing his team to victory with little more than good humour. He wore a uniform of sorts, ready to play the role he had written for himself. Chinos (the same brand, three different colours) and Oxford shirts. He wore the shirts untucked to signal to his students his relaxed demeanour, but added a tie to show his seriousness to his boss.

‘Are we reading the play aloud or watching the film?’

His mentor teacher suggested offering students a choice, whenever possible. Student agency, he called it. It had become quite the buzzword in the education department. Teachers and students alike filled in endless surveys assessing whether young people were being appropriately engaged by innovative lesson planning. The truth was, the older Jack got, the more frequently he found himself carefully curating students’ choices. His mentor teacher would have called that the path of least resistance, if he was in a generous mood. His mentor teacher had a complicated relationship with the craft of teaching.

Jack had barely finished his question before books began to snap shut and students sprawled across desks, chairs and each other in preparation for a screening of Baz Luhrmann’s Romeo + Juliet. The kids could not comprehend how revolutionary the film was when it was released: the pop-fuelled soundtrack, the modern interpretation of angst, Leo’s cheekbones. They thought the film was so old it should have been in black and white, the ultimate insult for any cultural artefact. It was, in their estimation, barely a step above a faltering classroom recitation of the text. The only reason they consistently voted to watch the film was the lure of passivity, the ultimate goal of a group of teenagers at the end of a school week. He wondered if he might have had better luck with a classic interpretation, something he would have hated in high school. Was it better to be boring or cringey? He would have to ask his Year Twelve class.

Jack Taylor still believed – despite this being an old-fashioned notion – that teaching was a noble profession. He told himself it was worth the trouble, and he believed it, most of the time. Somewhere around the eight-year mark of his career he had decided to cease complaining about the petty frustrations, fatigue and existential dread that came with shaping young minds. He completely made over his teacher persona, installing an optimistic disposition that his younger self would have found faintly ridiculous. There was something liberating in choosing to find joy in the chaos. These days he enjoyed trying to coax a room of fourteen-year-olds into action with dad jokes and affirmations. Teaching was an exhilarating exercise in understanding how truly insignificant his every action was. They humbled him, they really did. They criticised his hair (especially as it thinned), his personality, his lessons. They rolled their eyes when he gave them compliments. Still, he always got more than his fair share of chocolate from sheepish students at the end of the school year.

He had described himself, more than once and with limited irony, as a kind of transgender Robin Williams. Dead Poets Society was a bigger part of his decision to be a teacher than he cared to admit. He enjoyed being brought to tears by a small success in the classroom, or after receiving news of a former student making something out of
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