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PRAISE FOR HELEN GARNER

‘There are very few writers that I admire more than Helen Garner’

David Nicholls

‘A voice of great honesty and energy’

Anne Enright

‘Helen Garner’s work is a thrilling discovery. She’s one of the most fascinating writers I have come across in recent years’

Dua Lipa

‘A born noticer, someone on whom nothing is lost’

Colm Tóibín

‘If I could read Helen Garner all day every day, I’d regard it as a life well-lived’

Nigella Lawson

‘Not long ago I read Helen Garner for the first time and was so stunned that I wanted to run around the block; how strange, how wonderful, that a book can still make me feel that way’

Rumaan Alam

‘Garner is one of those wonderful writers whose voice one hears and whose eyes one sees through. Her style, conversational but never slack, is natural, supple and exact, her way of seeing is acute and sympathetic’

Diana Athill

‘She is unafraid of showing pettiness, darkness, anger, ugliness. More daringly, she’s also a great writer of joy’

Lauren Groff

‘You always remember where you were when you read your first Helen Garner and you always regret it has taken you so much time to get to her’

Fatima Bhutto

‘Helen Garner is a genius who never stops paying attention’

Jessica Stanley

‘Garner is scrupulous, painstaking, and detailed, with sharp eyes and ears. She is everywhere at once, watching and listening, a recording angel at life’s secular apocalypses’

James Wood, New Yorker

‘One of Australia’s finest writers’

Observer

‘Garner is a beautiful writer who winkles out difficult emotions from difficult hiding places’

Sunday Telegraph

‘Whichever form she’s inhabiting, Garner is great company: perceptive, unsparing of others yet also self-questioning. Her books contain details that radiate long after you fi nish reading them’

Financial Times

‘Garner is funny, caustic, endlessly curious, a brilliant observer and eavesdropper, and recklessly candid’

The Times

‘Helen Garner is a prodigiously gifted writer, one with many quivers in her bow’

New York Times

‘If you’re heartsick or world-weary, you’ll feel better after a few pages of Garner’s writing’

Los Angeles Review of Books

‘Garner writes with a fearsome, uplifting grace’

Metro

‘Her use of language is sublime’

Scotsman
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PROLOGUE


WHY SHE BROKE

It happened in broad daylight, one April afternoon in 2015, while the citizens of an outer-western Melbourne suburb called Wyndham Vale were peaceably going about their business.

A chef, on her way to get a tattoo, was driving past Lake Gladman, a reedy, rock-edged suburban wetland, when the blue Toyota SUV in front of her suddenly pulled off the bitumen and stopped on the gravel. As the chef drove by, she caught a glimpse of an African woman sitting huddled over the steering wheel with her face in her hands. Kids behind her were rioting: a little one was thrashing in his booster, a bigger one dangling off the back of the driver’s seat. Minutes later a passing teacher saw the Toyota ‘drive full bolt, straight into the water’. A man who lived opposite saw it hit the water; he heard splashing and wheels spinning as the vehicle moved further into the lake. A young boy raced home on his bike: ‘Mum! There’s people in the water!’ Someone was screaming—a long, wordless wail.

A sales manager ran out of his house and waded into the lake. The water wasn’t deep enough to engulf the car. Its roof was still above the surface, but it was filling fast. The driver must have scrambled out through her window: she was standing beside it in the water. The frantic salesman tried to break one of the rear passenger windows with his fist and his elbow. It wouldn’t shatter. He yelled for a rock. A courier on the bank tore off his steel-toed boot and chucked it to him. He smashed the window and fought one child free of his harness. The hysterical teacher on the bank, crying out to Triple-O, saw another kid on his back in the water, trying to keep his head above the surface, but sinking. Rescuers were shouting to the mother: Were there more children? How many were there? She stood silent beside the driver’s door, gazing straight ahead.

Her name was Akon Guode. She was a thirty-five-year-old South Sudanese refugee, a widow with seven children. Three of them drowned that afternoon: four-year-old twins Hanger and Madit, and their sixteen-month-old brother Bol. Their five-year-old sister, Alual, escaped the car and survived.

What Guode said, when the police questioned her, was so vague, so random that the word ‘lie’ seemed hardly to apply. She denied everything. No, she had not been to the lake. She didn’t even know where the lake was. She was going to Coles to buy some milk. On the way to the supermarket she took the children to a park, to play. She meant to drive home, but she became dizzy. She missed the turn and went straight ahead. She didn’t know how she ended up in the water.

‘Dizzy’? Such a feeble word, so imprecise, so unconvincing. Her teenage daughter said it. The father of the dead children said it. People turned from their screens and looked at each other with round eyes. Hadn’t we heard this before? Was it a copycat thing? I asked a police investigator who worked on the long and gruelling murder trials of Robert Farquharson, the father of three boys drowned in a dam in 2005, whether he had been having flashbacks. ‘No flashbacks,’ said the detective calmly. ‘But a very strong sense of déjà vu at the scene.’

It would be hard to imagine anything that looked less like an accident. Not only were there eyewitnesses to the deed, but six houses along the shore of Lake Gladman are fitted with CCTV cameras. The police had been able to put together, with a few small gaps, a video recording of the fact that the mother had driven along the lake five times that day before she planted her foot and went into the water. But Guode pleaded not guilty to all four charges: one of attempted murder for the girl who survived, three of murder for the twins and for the boy who was not yet two years old.

Like several of my women friends, I flinched from the story yet followed the media reports out of the corner of my eye. We emailed each other, we texted, about women we had known (or had been)—single mothers who slammed the door and ran away, or threw a screaming baby across a room, or crouched howling with one hand on the phone, too ashamed to call for help. The flashpoint was the glimpse that the chef had caught as she drove past the clumsily parked Toyota: the frantic mother hunched over the steering wheel, going off her head while in the back her children went berserk. ‘How many times have I been there?’ whispered my neighbour, a grandmother. ‘I have to know why she broke.’

I heard that at the committal hearing, in June 2016, Guode collapsed wailing in the dock. Her counsel had to get down on the floor with her to comfort her. The magistrate found the evidence against her sufficient to commit her to a trial by jury.

Then, at the turn the year, I heard that the Crown had agreed to change the third murder charge, of the toddler, to one of infanticide. Once she was arraigned on this new charge, Guode pleaded guilty to all four counts. This meant that there would be no jury trial, but just a two-day plea hearing in the Supreme Court before Justice Lex Lasry, who in 2010 had heard Robert Farquharson’s excruciating second trial and given him three life sentences, with thirty-three years on the bottom.

The court documents tell Akon Guode’s story in broad strokes. She married in South Sudan as a teenager. By the time her husband, a soldier in the rebel army of South Sudan, was killed in the civil war she had two children. As a widow in a country where Christian and African traditional customs often blend, she could never remarry. She would remain a member—or perhaps one could say a possession—of her late husband’s family: she was given to one of his brothers. ‘This is customary once the husband dies,’ explained an ‘auntie’ of Guode’s at the committal, through an interpreter. ‘You don’t go out. You don’t go anywhere else. You stay with the same tribe because you got married for cows. As a dowry.’ Guode’s third child was fathered by a man we would think of as her brother-in-law.

With the three children in tow, she walked to Uganda in eighteen days, foraging for food along the way. When they got there, another of her late husband’s brothers, already living in Australia, offered to sponsor her and the children: she was granted a global special humanitarian visa. They arrived in Sydney in 2006 and stayed with the brother-in-law until 2008, then moved to Melbourne, where the cost of living was more manageable, and were given temporary shelter by her late husband’s cousin Joseph Manyang, his wife and their three children.

Manyang helped Guode settle into a rented house of her own. Soon she and Manyang, unknown to his wife, began a relationship. In 2009 Guode gave birth to a girl, Alual—the only child who, six years later, would emerge alive from the car in the lake. The family name on the baby’s birth certificate was Chabiet, that of Guode’s late husband.

‘You had no idea you were the father,’ Joseph Manyang was asked at the committal, ‘until the child was one year old?’

‘I asked her about the father of the child,’ said Manyang. ‘She told me, “I can’t tell you.”’

It was confirmed by a DNA test, after the day of the lake, that the child was his.

The relationship continued. In 2010 Guode had twins, a boy and a girl. By now Manyang’s wife was no longer in ignorance. She felt it sorely; she raged. Later, in court, she would deny that she came to Guode’s house and beat on the door, shouting insults and threats while the family lay low inside. There was an unpleasant confrontation at a shopping centre. Manyang moved out of the marital home and set up on his own. He visited each woman and her set of his children once or twice a week. The community hummed with rumours. Guode’s link with Manyang, though it had been so fruitful of offspring, could never be officially recognised: she was obliged to remain forever a widow. Could she have gone on hoping that the relationship had meaning, and a future?

Guode was running her household on Centrelink payments and on Manyang’s sporadic contributions. In 2012 she worked for twelve months at a family day-care centre. Like most refugees she was regularly sending back as much money as she could spare to her parents and her extended family in Africa. Then, in 2013, she became pregnant again. Shortly before the child was born, Centrelink, in a contretemps about an overpayment, suspended her benefits. A repayment scheme was eventually put in place, but she was barely squeaking by from week to week.

Meanwhile, somehow, her six children were well cared for. Their education mattered to her: they went to school, they did their homework. Akoi Chabiet, her eldest child by the husband who had been killed in the war, was an assiduous helper in the house and a keen high-school student. The girl had plans for a life. She wanted to go to university, and was prepared to work for it.

Guode went into labour on 21 December 2013. Because she already had more than five children, she was what is known in midwifery as a grand multi. The birth of a child that follows caesarean twins, as hers had been, is always high risk, and the hospital was ready for it. But things did not go smoothly. After she had given birth she kept bleeding, and they could not stop it. A consent form for whatever life-saving treatment might be needed was brought to her. She signed it. By the time they got her to the holding bay outside theatre, where the doctors were waiting for her, her haemorrhage had reached emergency proportions. ‘I remember the linen underneath her,’ said the midwife at the committal, ‘being quite soaked with blood, and I remember her looking down and being aware of the blood loss herself.’

But in the holding bay she said no. She flatly refused to go through the door. They couldn’t understand it. Three doctors tried to explain to her what they might need to do. She would not give eye contact. She kept holding up her hand and turning her head away, saying, ‘No. No. No.’ She wouldn’t let them phone the man she referred to as her ‘husband’. Staff rang every number they could find. Many of them were incorrect or disconnected, or the calls were picked up by young children. They got through to a sister-in-law, who backed Guode in her refusal. Then, for some reason, Guode ran out of fight. She surrendered. They wheeled her in. She had lost half the blood in her body. As part of the full resuscitation they had to give her, to prevent her from going into shock, they inserted an intravenous cannula into the internal jugular vein in her neck. They managed to save her without surgical intervention.

Around Christmas 2013, Guode made it home with her new baby, a boy called Bol. Postnatal checks of mother and baby raised no concerns, either physical or psychological. None of her other children’s births had brought on postnatal depression, but plainly Bol’s birth and its aftermath had knocked her around emotionally and psychologically. She thought her debility was due to the cannula that had been put into her neck. She complained occasionally of headaches and dizziness. Often she could not get out of bed. She slept all day and was unable to do the work of a mother and a house-keeper. She became distant from her children. She stopped going to social events. Her community, she felt, was turning its back on her. Rare visits from other Sudanese women she experienced as meddling rather than assistance. Gossip intensified. When Bol was six months old Guode had to ask Manyang to undergo a paternity test, to put paid to rumours that he was not Bol’s father. The test showed that he was.

Manyang’s visits, according to Guode’s daughter Akoi, had tapered off during the pregnancy. By now, Akoi said, he was offering little help with household matters or childcare. He was busy with his own concerns: he had two jobs, and would occasionally call Guode from work. He seems to have lost interest in the sad, over-burdened woman. The one who picked up the slack was Akoi.

Akoi’s teachers, sympathetic women, began to notice that the girl was distracted, even disengaged. Her schoolwork was falling away. She began to turn up late. When they investigated they found that as well as studying for her Year 12 exams she was running the entire household, shopping, cooking, cleaning and washing, as well as managing the diabetes of her little sister Alual.

Akoi described her mother as ‘ill’. Her teacher suggested ‘depressed’ as a more accurate term; she tried and failed to find a support group in the area for Guode. She thought there might be a stigma against mental illness among Guode’s people. Indeed, a leader of the South Sudanese community, a respected lawyer who is held in equally high esteem in the world outside it, told the committal hearing that Sudanese people ‘are highly unlikely to suffer…mental illnesses, due to a chain and a web of support that surrounds us individually and as a community. So when someone…is in trouble, whether they have seek or not seek, and people notice, people will go out and support that person, and they will go above and beyond.’

Joseph Manyang told the committal that he had had no idea Guode was in financial trouble. He said that if she had asked he would have given her money. But by March 2015 the debt collectors were after Guode for unpaid phone bills to the tune of hundreds of dollars, and for gas and power bills that topped $3000. To Centrelink she owed $12,000. Between 2008 and the day of the lake she had managed to send tens of thousands of dollars back to her family in South Sudan, and her obligation to provide money was ongoing. At the committal, the community leader, loyal to his people, disputed this point: ‘It is not an obligation. I would call it a moral duty.’ Under the circumstances, this seems a very fine distinction.

Call it what you will, this woman had been reduced to little more than a conduit for babies and for money. Is it any wonder that she laid her burden down and turned her face to the wall?

Down in Gippsland, where many Sudanese families have settled, Guode had a friend who was fond of her, an ‘auntie’ from her mother’s side called Abook Kon. Auntie Abook worked as a school crossing supervisor for the Latrobe City Council. A woman of resolute address, Kon spoke briskly to the committal about Guode’s pain at Joseph Manyang’s neglect. ‘She had no right to be upset, because here she’s not married to him. He’s married to another lady. She had no right to be upset…He can father her kids, but she can’t be upset because he’s not spending time with her…The other lady has the right to be upset—Joseph’s wife.’

But Kon had seen how unhappy and lonely Guode was in Melbourne, and suggested she move with the children to Morwell, in Gippsland’s Latrobe Valley, where there was plenty of government housing. Guode had said she would wait till Akoi finished Year 12, and then make the move. Over many months she put it to Manyang. He would not have a bar of it. He would have to make a two-hour drive to see his children: it was too far. But Auntie Abook worked on him, and in the end he agreed that they could go.

This plan gives off a strange static of unreality. Nobody mentioned it in the aftermath of the drownings. Even Homicide didn’t learn of it until many weeks into their investigation. They found that Guode had given notice to her landlord, but had not told the school that her children would be leaving. Perhaps it was only a fantasy of rescue, a dream? She was in no state to handle the logistics of a wholesale domestic uprooting. She had seven children, the youngest only a toddler. She had no husband beside her, and no right ever to seek one. She was exhausted, isolated, mentally ill—poleaxed by postnatal depression. She was losing her grip.

A faint clink of cuffs at the door from the cells, and in she came. In the shots taken at her children’s memorial—her head bound in black cloth, her skin gleaming in candlelight, her eyes distant and dull, her mouth half open as if to gasp or groan—she had been a figure from ancient myth, massive and block-like. Now, ushered past us to the dock for her plea hearing, she was a prisoner in a modern story: bare-headed, her hair cropped, in charcoal top and jeans too short for her long legs. Her skin had lost its lustre: it was matte, reflecting no light. Between the interpreter and the glaring-blond, gum-chewing security guard, Guode took her seat and was swallowed up in the court’s dark timber.

The prosecutor, Kerri Judd QC, laid out the Crown case. On a smartscreen she drew with one finger a wobbly blue worm that traced the wandering path of Guode’s blue Toyota on the afternoon of 8 April 2015. At 1 pm she loaded the four youngest children into the car and set out, telling Akoi they were going ‘to visit Grandma’ and to take Alual to a medical appointment for her diabetes. But they went instead to Manor Lakes Boulevard in Wyndham Vale. She drove in several slow, random passes along the lake and back and along again. At 2.18 she called Joseph Manyang. He did not answer. At 2.45 her mother called her from Sudan and they spoke for several minutes. She paused at a park and briefly let the stir-crazy children out to play, then drove on. Just after three, Akoi called her twice. Guode said she would be home soon. At 3.40 the passing strangers saw the car airborne and heard it hit the water.

Judd, a straight-backed woman with an elegantly boyish haircut, ran through these facts with a crisp clarity. After each demonstration of the gap between the evidence and the account Guode had given the police, she would raise her head from her notes and look directly at the judge. When she reached the account of the man who smashed the window and hauled out Bol, already frothing at the mouth, a soft, low sound flowed through the court. It was Guode, keening: she leaned forward on her elbows and wrapped her arms around her head. People did not know where to look. They covered their eyes and turned away.

The thrust of the Crown’s opening was that Guode’s crime against four vulnerable and helpless children—this ‘gross breach of trust’—was ‘not a quick, spontaneous act’. She had driven back and forth along the lake several times and chosen the only possible entry point. Once in the water she accelerated. She did nothing to save her children or to help strangers who rushed to the scene, but got out through the window, leaving the children inside. She lied to rescuers about the number of children in the car, and she lied to the police investigators. She had shown little or no remorse.

Guode’s counsel was Marcus Dempsey, a light-voiced, tensely composed man with a face as pale as a teacup. His task was to set her actions, or failures to act, into the deepest possible context.

First he named the elephant in the room—’the inevitable comparison with Farquharson’. He dealt with it by quoting a blunt general statement made to a 2004 Victorian Law Reform Commission review of defences to homicide: ‘While men kill to control or punish their children or partner, women kill children because they cannot cope with the extreme difficulties that they encounter in trying to care for their children.’

In 2004, he said, the law had been changed to recognise that the devastating effects of postnatal depression on some women’s mental health can persist much longer after childbirth than was previously understood. The period of time during which a mother’s killing of a child could be regarded as infanticide had been extended from one year to two. Infanticide carries a maximum penalty of five years’ imprisonment. But no Victorian mother has ever been sent to prison for infanticide. The usual penalty is a community-based corrections order with psychiatric supervision and treatment.

Anyone who has read the sentencing remarks of judges in these rare and dreadful cases would understand their urge to have mercy. But only one of Guode’s children fell into the age bracket for infanticide—poor little Bol, in his booster seat, only the top of his curly head visible to the man smashing the car window with a steel-capped boot. The twins who drowned were four. The girl who survived was five.

So Dempsey outlined a further recommendation by the commission that had not been taken up: that a mother who kills a child under two, but who, at the same time and while suffering from the same mental disorder, kills another of her children who is older than two, should not face both infanticide and murder charges. The line drawn between the two charges in a case like Guode’s, said Dempsey, was arbitrary and artificial. It did not make sense. There was no legal or moral reason to draw it.

‘We’re asking Your Honour,’ he said, ‘to view Akon Guode’s conduct through the prism of infanticide, rather than as a murder first with an infanticide tacked on the end.’ Infanticide was ‘at the heart of all her conduct’. Otherwise, he said, what she had done was ‘inexplicable and unfathomable’.

Dempsey’s account of his client’s life had a stride to it, and more nuance than the committal transcript offered. Her father had six children with one woman and five with another; the families lived in separate compounds. Guode’s was a love marriage. Dempsey sketched the disruption of their lives by the civil war, her move to Eritrea with the children while her husband fought, his death. He described the conditions of the walk to Uganda with her children, in the endless column of refugees: the violence of the soldiers, the ubiquity of rape, these historically documented facts.

The permanent visa Guode has is granted only on grounds of ‘substantial discrimination amounting to a gross violation of your human rights in your home country’—the kinds of things that qualify as crimes of war. But now, charged with four crimes of her own, Guode had declined to draw on her experiences in the war zone to allow a diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder to be made. She simply would not go there. ‘Typically,’ said Dempsey, ‘she withholds that information when cynically she could volunteer it to extract sympathy or pity.’ In short, her lawyers had come up against a roadblock: her character.

At a very young age, it seems, she had learnt from brute reality the pointlessness of protest. She had been obliged to develop what the defence’s forensic psychiatric witness, Dr Danny Sullivan, called ‘a personality style of extraordinary resilience and stoicism’. And in the face of her many displacements and disappointments she maintained this stoical carapace, said Dempsey, all the way to 2015, by which time she was ‘utterly broken’.

A guilty plea raises certain crucial questions. Does the person acknowledge responsibility for her actions? Does she feel remorse for what she did? Guode’s impenetrable stoicism made the extent of her remorse almost impossible for the court to determine. And there was a contradiction in her position: although she had pleaded guilty, she continued to insist, in her interviews with Dr Sullivan, that she had never meant to kill her children. ‘She acknowledges her responsibility,’ said Dempsey, ‘to the extent that her personality permits her to, and still live.’

Justice Lasry pressed Dr Sullivan to point to some specific event that might have pushed Guode over the edge from her ‘major depressive disorder’—a malaise that everyone agreed strikes much deeper than ‘normal human misery’, and from which there was no doubt that she profoundly suffered—into a state in which she was capable of killing her own children.

‘There must have been something, mustn’t there?’ said the judge. ‘Does it not follow from what she did that there must have been something dramatic which accentuated her condition?’

‘In many cases,’ said the psychiatrist helplessly, ‘it can just be the ebb and flow of human suffering, and the person reaching the threshold at which they can…no longer go on.’

No one in a court speaks the language of psychoanalysis, I know, but listening to this description of an ironclad endurance forged in extreme adversity, I remembered a remark by the British analyst Wilfred Bion that had always mystified me but now made sense: ‘People exist…in whom pain…is so intolerable that they feel the pain but will not suffer it and so cannot be said to discover it.’ A woman psychiatrist in Melbourne who has worked with many refugees from the Sudanese conflict had described Guode’s experiences to me as ‘unprocessed—repressed’. Guode was lost in her own numbness. How could she ask for help, or admit—even to herself—how far down she had slid? A woman with seven children to raise, but with no adult companion to love her and help her and hold her together, is not free to let herself go into grieving for her losses.

And perhaps the trigger event that the judge was seeking was not proximate to the crime, but went back to the existential battering she had suffered a year and a half earlier, at the bloody birth of her seventh child. A moment that still haunts me was Guode in the holding bay, refusing to go into the operating theatre—face turned from the fast-talking doctors, eyes closed, hand up: no, no, no.

At my first reading of the committal transcript, skimming for drama instead of sifting for fact, I had without hesitation interpreted her refusal as a suicidal dropping of her bundle: I can’t take any more. Let me be. Leave me alone and let me go. But the psychiatrist Dr Sullivan had not been able to establish any ‘suicidal ideation’, past or present, in his interviews with Guode. When court rose that day I went back to the transcript. What I found there rocked me. How could I, as a woman, have failed to grasp the nature of the last-ditch ‘life-saving treatment’ for which they were insisting on her permission? Appalled by the terrible flow of blood, I had thought only of transfusion. But there it was, in prosecutor Michele Williams’ re-examination of the midwife:

‘And the…hysterectomy that would be performed if other methods failed…That’s what she was refusing?’

‘Yes.’

Could it be that this woman, widowed, passed from hand to hand and abandoned, overwhelmed by her own fertility, estranged from her community and up to her neck in debt, was prepared to risk bleeding to death on a hospital gurney rather than consent to the surgical removal of the sole symbol of her worth, the site of her only dignity and power: her womb?

Surely, a woman whose life had lost all meaning apart from her motherhood would kill her children only in a fit of madness.

If a full-bore jury trial is a symphony, a plea hearing is a string quartet. Its purpose seems to be to clear a space in which the quality of mercy might at least be contemplated. There is something moving in its quiet thoughtfulness, the intensity of its focus, the murmuring voices of judge and counsel, the absence of melodrama or posturing. It’s the law in action, working to fit the dry, clean planes of reason to the jagged edges of human wildness and suffering.

Justice Lasry had made it clear, in his uneasy questioning of the defence’s psychiatrist, that he was not considering imposing a life sentence. Nor, said the prosecutor, would the Crown be seeking one. Now the judge told the court that he had to leave town next morning to hear a murder trial in Bendigo. It would take at least three weeks. He would not be able to turn his attention to Guode’s sentence until well after that matter. He adjourned the hearing early in the afternoon of its second day, and everyone but the prisoner got up and went back to their ordinary lives, to wait for the call.

I have never much envied judges, but for Justice Lasry in this case I felt no envy at all.

What would follow if he were persuaded by Dempsey’s eloquent plea to consider all Guode’s actions under the merciful shelter of infanticide? Imagine the screaming of the tabloids. Weak judges! Soft on crime! These refugees—they come here and think they can get away with anything!

If Akon Guode did go to prison, she would almost certainly have her visa cancelled once she had served her sentence, and would be deported. If the government paid attention to the country reports issued by its own Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, it could hardly send her back to Sudan, a land racked by civil upheaval and famine, where rape as a tactic in areas of conflict is common and accepted, and women have no protection. The only avenue open to her here would be to apply for a protection visa, and that would be a long shot. Where else could she be sent? Most likely to a detention centre, where she might languish for years, a stateless pariah.

On the train one morning I struck up a conversation with a thoughtful-looking VCE student who was carrying a copy of Euripides’ Medea. I asked her what she made of the famous play. She reeled off the things that students are taught to say about it. I wanted to know if she shared my anxiety. I said, ‘She did a terrible, terrible thing. But she was very badly treated. She was betrayed. She was —’

The girl flushed and leaned forward. She put out both hands to me, palms up, and whispered, ‘But she was—a mother.’

I had no reply.

I was troubled, and I still am, by the finality of the word ‘mother’, this great thundering archetype with the power to stop the intellect in its tracks.

‘The herculean task of being a mother,’ said Marcus Dempsey in his final submission, ‘has now fallen to Akoi.’

In the shadow of this ancient duty, so implacable and profound, can mercy hold up its head?

2017


TRUE STORIES


PART ONE

A SCRAPBOOK, AN ALBUM


THE SCHOOLTEACHER

It’s happened to me half a dozen times, lately. I’m coming home through the Edinburgh Gardens, or along Brunswick Street at dusk, and I see them a block in front of me, ambling along, shoving each other, heading towards me, their legs a moving thicket—heavy kids, eight of them, maybe ten. I keep walking, but I keep my eyes on them, and my feet wait for the sign to take off.

The kids are not sharpies. They are Greeks and Italians, all boys, all wearing green or maroon cardigans with a double black stripe round the chest, Levis or Wranglers that fit just right, showing a bit of sock and reddish shoes with big heels. I move across to the outside of the footpath to let them pass without a confrontation. They spread out a little, taking the courtesy as a right. They’re close enough now in the almost-dark for me to see their faces. And it’s all right, because the front one is Chris from Fitzroy High and he says, ‘Hello, miss!’ and the others are kids who have grinned and nodded at me a hundred times in the yard at school.

I’d already been teaching at Melbourne’s Fitzroy High for a year when, in 1972, I moved into a house right opposite the school. Some teachers, the kind who think if the kids know your first name they’ve got something on you, told me I would find things difficult if I didn’t separate my work from the rest of my life. It was the only house I could find. But I’ve never been sorry.

The evening I moved in, I was standing at the front gate wondering if I was too lazy to clean up the yard. Two boys from my old second-form class strolled past and stopped for a talk. Jim, a wiry, clever boy considered by most teachers to be lazy, was known as the King, and treated respectfully by people with social acumen. Spiro was one of those boys who are men at fifteen. There were twelve children in his family. I had seen him in the park with some of the smaller children: he was perfectly at ease with them, unabashed to be holding a child in his arms. He had a trick of looking at you through half-closed eyes, with his head tilted back. His courtesy was instinctive. He rarely came to school, and ignored the uniform rule, so was disliked by the administration, but he could not be fazed. Teachers’ tirades simply flowed around him.

‘You movin’ in here, miss?’ asked Jim.

‘Yes.’

‘Why, miss? It’s a dump.’

I looked at the house. Its paint was peeling, there were holes in the roof, the garden was full of weeds. It was a dump, if you lived in one of those scrubbed shining cottages in Woodhead Street, kept that way by women in black scarves who speak no English and rest in the evenings on chairs on the verandahs, impassively surveying the street.

‘Well…I like it, I guess,’ I replied, feeling a little apologetic. We stood in companionable silence in the evening air. Jim whistled calmly through his teeth. Spiro examined the neglected garden.

‘What are you gonna plant, miss?’

‘Flowers, and some trees.’

‘Flowers? Miss, you don’t need flowers. You need tomatoes, and lettuces and beans.’

We considered this advice. They prepared to stroll on.

‘One thing you can be sure of, miss,’ said Jim with his ironic, cordial smile. ‘Nothing will be stolen from your house.’

We said goodnight. The vegetables were never planted, but nor was anything ever stolen.

I had taught migrants before, but Fitzroy High is one of those legendary inner-suburban schools which can no longer be properly described as Australian. In none of the classes I took were there more than four kids with Australian names. A blond head was a surprise. The administration battled to assimilate these kids into a recognisable mould. In a hundred subtle ways they were defeated. The first official handout of the year included an instruction to teachers about pumpkin seeds. We were told it was a Mediterranean custom to eat them, and that they were not permitted in the school. The reason given was that the shells made a mess. As far as I could see they were no more messy than Cheezels.

Most of the girls had pierced ears and had worn gold earrings since they were babies. The line was that plain gold sleepers were the only ear decorations allowed. At the time when it was fashionable to wear a zillion coloured plastic bangles up your arm, teachers strove hopelessly to prevent this display of gaiety. The girls went on wearing them, and pulled their sleeves down when they saw a senior mistress coming. One of the older women teachers whispered to a hushed staff meeting that girls who were virgins did not wear the bangles: the number of bangles a girl wore indicated exactly how far from virginity she was. ‘And after all,’ the teacher added, ‘one of the things we must teach them is good taste.’

There were weekly segregated assemblies. I don’t know what they told the boys, but at one girls’ assembly I actually heard the senior mistress say, ‘As girls we must be modest, quiet, hardworking and well-groomed at all times.’ One woman teacher had a habit of saying, ‘Girls, if you stood up straight and got your hair out of your eyes, you could really make something of yourselves.’

What astonished me, the product of a provincial girls’ school, was the stubbornness of the kids’ resistance to these rules. They didn’t organise or protest. They defied. If the pressure got too much for them, they stayed away. And yet they hated to be suspended. One boy was suspended for a week, and every day I’d see him leaning against my front fence, staring wistfully at the school where his mates were tight-roping their way dangerously through the day.

In the three other schools I’d taught at, I’d been an authoritarian, a ‘good disciplinarian’. It wasn’t only political or educational thinking that changed my attitude at Fitzroy High. It was the kids themselves. I suppose I fell in love with the whole nine hundred of them. In other schools, I’d known kids who were ‘trouble-makers’ or ‘over-achievers’, or ‘responsible’ or ‘anti-social’. But somehow the kids at Fitzroy cut right through those categories.

To begin with, they made me laugh. I can’t remember ever knowing such exuberant, merry kids. Every class had more than its share of natural clowns. The plays they invented were full of hilarious delight. In a second-form class I had for a year, two Italian boys called Claudio and Joseph used to present weekly plays so excruciatingly funny that we lay across the desks aching and wiping our eyes. The plays were always about a waiter and a diner in a restaurant—an ancient comic relationship. A kid called Ilya wrote wonderful, magical stories; he could write fairy tales his grandparents had told him in Yugoslavia, or stories about going to a soccer match and not realising till he stood up at the end that he’d been sitting on a piece of chewing gum. Lemonia could break your heart with a story about a lost fountain pen, and Dora with an account of her dreams. Their English may have been rocky, but there was a pure, delicate humour lying bone-deep in them that nothing could corrupt.

Not only did they make me laugh—they looked out for me, came to see me at my house, played with my daughter, shared their food with me, brought me their family photos and pieces of wedding cake. They took care to include me in jokes and games. Looking back on it now, I don’t know for sure which came first—my decision to make my classroom as free as I could, or their open friendliness to me.

The second year I was there, somehow we started spending as much time out of the school as in. In the warm weather we went to the baths and the park. Having no money, we walked everywhere, in great squads: to the museum, to Melbourne University, the Fitzroy Gardens, along the Merri Creek, to the Carlton theatre, the cemetery, St Patrick’s Cathedral.

They combined a sophisticated ability to handle their immediate area with astonishing ignorance of how this area fitted into the city as a whole. From our upstairs classroom most form one and two kids weren’t sure in which direction the city lay. Some had never been closer to the city than Johnston Street, the boundary of their suburb but barely a kilometre from Bourke Street. On the other hand a few (boys, of course) sold papers in the city and brought back tales of drunks, working for bosses, swimming at the newsboys’ club. At the end of one school year we took a day trip to a beach on the Mornington Peninsula, an hour’s drive to the south-east of Melbourne. Most of them had never heard of it. It seemed like the end of the earth to them.

The more time I spent with them, the clearer it became that I was on their side of the fence. I still don’t understand how it happened. I got certain insights when the senior mistress told me to stop wearing jeans to school (I did for a while, then changed my mind). On our long walks, and times in the park and at the baths, I got to know the kids pretty well. If a kid’s rubbing sunburn oil on your back, or if you’re putting a bandaid on her blister, the talk is likely to be frank. Some of them started to call me Helen, but old habits die hard, and they’d address me like this: ‘Helen, I’m going down for the lunches, miss.’ A couple of times I was even called ‘Mum’ (this happens to a lot of teachers)—always by boys, for some reason. They were always mortified by this slip.

On the long walks they worked hard at teaching me to read the Greek signs in Smith Street. The Clifton Hill kids took me to meet their sixth-grade teacher when we walked past their old school. We got good at ignoring each other’s roles and, when it was appropriate, ignoring each other. They were very easy to be with. Once we spent an afternoon mucking round down the Merri Creek. One of the boys, an Australian called Johnny, stayed with me for the whole afternoon. We talked pleasantly about this and that as we scrambled along the creek, then agreed it was easier to stroll along the level grass at the top than to battle through the rocks and weeds with the others.

‘Anyway,’ remarked Johnny, ‘I’m too fat for all this exercise.’

‘And I’m too lazy,’ I said.

‘So am I. Or…no, I’m not exactly lazy. I just can’t be bothered.’

One day we walked up to Nicholson Street to the monumental mason. I’d told them how dangerous the workshop was if they weren’t extra careful: great blocks of marble swinging overhead or propped casually against each other, an immense thundering and sawing in the air, dust everywhere. Like all dangerous places, it was terrifically attractive. We got permission to go in, and the workers were explaining to the kids what they were doing, when the dusty air was rent by a frightful scream. Someone had bumped against a block of marble and knocked it on to the foot of Angelo, a chubby Greek boy. He shrieked with pain and fear. Two men lifted the marble and got his shoes off. His foot inflated instantly like a pink balloon. I got the others outside. Their faces were white. Angelo had stopped screaming, and was sobbing quietly. I put him and two of his friends into a taxi, and the rest of us walked back to school, gloomy and frightened. What worried them most was what would happen to me. ‘It wasn’t your fault, miss, it wasn’t your fault!’ they kept saying.

Back at school we found that Angelo and his friends had taken nearly as long as we had to get back, because the taxi driver had driven round and round the Edinburgh Gardens, pretending he couldn’t understand their directions. ‘Miss we could even see the school, but he kept going round and round!’ They were all nearly crying. We took Angelo to the office and called his mother who worked in a factory in South Melbourne. By the time she got there, Angelo was starting to enjoy himself, resplendently swollen outside the principal’s office. His mother and I took him to the doctor to get an X-ray. We spent three hours in the waiting room, and she spent twelve dollars on the bill. Nothing was broken.

Next day the kids wrote the story of Angelo’s terrible accident. Their hearts were hard and they turned it into comedy.

‘“It ’erts! It ’erts!” shouted Angelo, tearing out his hair,’ began Ronnie’s unsympathetic version. ‘In fact, he made such a song and dance about it that we had to go back to school.’ When Angelo came back a few days later wearing a carpet slipper, he read the stories and knew he was a hero.

Every week I asked them to write what we called the weekly report. It was to be about anything they liked—something they’d done, thought, heard or read, or seen on TV. I promised that this report would be confidential. After a while, a lot of the kids were writing me what amounted to letters. Many of them even started, ‘Dear miss.’ They wrote about new cars, school rumours, love affairs, market prices, lost keys, relatives arriving from Europe, tears shed at airports, family fights. (‘From 1860 comes this head you got,’ one kid reported having said to his mother.) At first some of things they wrote scared me a bit, because I had to make up my mind finally which side of the fence I was on. I got to know who was wagging, whose parents didn’t know, who was stealing and what and from who, who’d been sprung and who was in trouble with the police, who bashed who in the yard, who was in love and who was scared. I kept quiet about this.

One kid was sprung breaking into a house up in Carlton. The school had abandoned all hope of controlling him, and he’d been given an exemption from school to get a job before he was fifteen. He went to work in a shoe factory. He wrote goodbye in his last weekly report.

Girls who disappeared from school tended to do so with less administrative fuss, but more tears. Some were sent to all-girl Catholic schools because they’d become ‘uncontrollable’. One girl simply vanished. Girls who were sprung shoplifting or wagging took their punishment with lowered heads, except for one girl I remember, Vera, a strapping Yugoslavian who was wrongly accused, by a furious man teacher, of having thrown something out of our room at his classroom window. She burst into screams of rage, right there in front of the class, spouted tears, sobbed aloud, and protested her innocence with such vehemence that she forced him to leave her alone.

Except for people like Vera and several girls from Clifton Hill, it was the boys who dominated the classroom and the yard with flamboyant outbursts of noise, violence and laughter. The girls, by twelve and thirteen already sharply aware of the roles they were expected to fulfil, were easier and less spectacular company. I seem to have fewer anecdotes about them because they were calmer, more constant, less concerned to impress and amuse me, and physically more at ease with me. When we went walking I had a girl on each arm. They’d hug me without embarrassment, sit crammed up beside me in the desks, ask me what was wrong if I looked worried. Once when I was sick at home with flu, at lunchtime three of the form-one girls burst into my bedroom carrying a wad of cotton wool and a bottle of metho. Ignoring my protests, they soaked the cotton wool in the metho and clapped it on to my throat with a scarf. ‘There, miss,’ they said severely. ‘Now don’t you take that off till you’re better.’

There was a small group of French kids at the school. They stuck together in the yard, very smoothly dressed and a bit supercilious, standing like an island among the swirling mass of dark-headed Italians and Greeks. One French girl in my class wrote with what can only be described as ennui, ‘God, how can I stand this place?’

It is a Greek suburb. When Theodorakis came to Melbourne, he and his band gave a free show at the Collingwood Town Hall for the schoolkids of the Collingwood-Fitzroy area. The Greek kids were silent with pride, the others with bewilderment at this intensely emotional music. By the end the Greeks were out of their seats dancing. They could hardly speak; their faces were shining. At the school’s Greek night, girls danced in long skirts and blouses with coins hanging over their foreheads. Boys were not shy to wear costumes involving skirts, and shoes with pointed toes and pompoms. ‘Oh, those boys will be teased tomorrow!’ exclaimed an Italian mother standing beside me. But they weren’t. Even the heavy-leather kids who watched from the doorway weren’t laughing.

The popular pastime of the school was not speed or alcohol, but gambling. The younger boys gambled on Scrabble, cards, and coins thrown against a wall. The sixth-form kids played endless games of poker. Boys who were big enough (though under-age) to get into what they called the spro bars gambled on the machines. George in my second form was fourteen and looked twenty. He won sixty dollars on the machines, and brought it to school and flashed it round the class. Someone else saw him with the wad of notes and dobbed him to the principal. He couldn’t say where he’d got it because he knew if he told the truth the owner of the spro bar might get into trouble with the police—and certainly wouldn’t open his door to George again. Everyone thought he had stolen the money. They couldn’t break him down so they called in his parents.

After that everyone stopped talking about it, and George left school and got a job. I saw him a few days ago, walking down Johnston Street, after work, carrying an airways bag. We didn’t recognise each other until we’d almost passed, because he had a sharpie haircut, and I saw only that and kept walking. But he stopped me and said, ‘Hey, miss! How are you going?’ and gave me the old gentle smile.

You know you’re losing touch when you see the haircut before the face.

1972


WHY DOES THE WOMEN GET
ALL THE PAIN?

One afternoon in the spring of 1972, I settled my form-one class of thirteen-year-olds and we launched ourselves dutifully on an assignment about Ancient Greece. Using the only class set that wasn’t too blatantly out of date, I’d managed to work up a little number on sex roles in ancient times compared with those of today. (I’ve explained this to account for having actually handed round eighteen copies of a book as pitiful as Looking at Ancient History.)

OK, everyone have a look at page 51. Rustle rustle. A moment of silence as we all stare, transfixed, at the defacements which other classes have perpetrated on a picture of a Greek athlete: in all but a few of the copies a monstrous cock has been added in heavy biro, with a colossal stream of sperm hitting the bullseye, the cunt of a woman on the facing page who is modestly demonstrating the folds of the Ionian chiton. Twenty-nine pairs of eyes meet mine.

‘Miss!’ ventures Tania. ‘Look what’s on my book!’ She holds it up and a hiss of excitement flashes round the class. I turn my copy round to reveal similar adornments: their eyes are riveted on my face, waiting for the signal. I can’t help it, in fact I don’t even try. I start laughing and suddenly there’s a riot, everyone’s leaping out of their seats, Angelo is making violent rabbit-like fucking motions with his hips, Georgia’s blushing and smiling at me sideways. Paul has his head on his arms with only his hysterical eyes peeping up to me. Cathy bellows enviously, ‘No one’s drawn anything on my book!’

Calm down, everyone, let’s see if we can get some work done. We read page 51 and turn over; God help me if there aren’t two men fucking (under the pretext of being Greek wrestlers) and stark naked, not a stitch on. More ecstatic laughter, thumping on the floor, rolling of eyes, cries, cries of ‘Miss! Miss!’

Then and there I’m obliged to face the fact. There’s obviously no point in trying to get them to look at anything else on the page but these astounding illustrations. I realise that this is the moment I can’t let pass. All the dreary arguments at staff conferences about the idea of sex education courses suddenly seem beside the point. So I say, look, the reason why people do these drawings, and why we laugh at them, is that sex is more interesting than just about anything else, and because most kids at school don’t know nearly as much about it as they need to. Do you want to talk about it?

An incredulous silence. Georgia whispers, ‘Can we ask you questions? Any questions? Will you tell us anything we ask?’

Yes, I will. Ask away. Silence. Silence? I’ve been with these kids every day since the beginning of the year, and the one thing they don’t want is to be silent. What’s the matter?

‘Miss,’ says Angelo, blushing puce, ‘can we write the questions on paper?’

Of course you can. In an instant the desk lids fly up, Grace has opened the cupboard, biros and paper are shoved from hand to hand, there are four or five huddles of kids hissing furiously with their skinny bums in the air. Bursts of laughter and more whispering, furious scribbling, cries of ‘Don’t you know that?’ ‘Go on—ask her!’ ‘How do you spell…’ ‘Come on, hurry up!’

In five minutes there’s a mound of paper scraps on my table and everyone is sitting still except Drago, who is writing steadily, his flushed face bent over his pen, his lovely silly smile darting round every few seconds at the impatient kids. ‘Carn, Drago, carn! She’s waiting, oh come on!’ they groan. Paul dashes out with another question: ‘Can we kill Drago?’ At last he lumbers out to the front and pushes six questions across the table to me. His broad Yugoslavian face is shiny and sweaty with the effort of speedy writing, and red with his determination to ask it all in spite of the impatient abuse of the others. They’re waiting for me now, and I pick up the first question.

WHY DOES THE WOMEN GET ALL THE PAIN?

Oh Georgia, oh Rita! I look at their open, eager faces and think of how their fathers beat them for talking to boys in the street, and how they are not allowed to go to church when they have their period. I spread out the papers and flick my eyes over their clumsy writing.

HOW ARE SPURM PRODUCED?

WHY DO MEN LOVE TO BIT LADY’S TITS?

WHY DO MEN LOOK AT GIRLS AND WANT TO FEEL THEM, WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN?

WHY CAN’T A LADY HAVE A BABY WHEN SHE’S OLD?

DOES IT HURT TO HAVE SEXUAL INTERCOURSE?

Sexual intercourse? I’d better start here.

Before we can start, I want to make you understand that the words some people think of as dirty words are the best words, the right words to use when you are talking about sex. So I’m not going to say ‘sexual intercourse’, I’m going to say ‘fuck’ and I’m going to say ‘cock’ and ‘cunt’ too, so we’d better get that straight. Is that OK?

Without a word, Darryl reaches up from his desk by the door and clicks the lock shut.

And away we go. No, fucking doesn’t hurt, it feels marvellous! and I’m drawing awkward uteruses on the board and pointing at my own body to where I think my uterus is, and explaining what a clitoris is and what it’s for, and telling them that no, you don’t always have to ask for a fuck, that often it just happens.

‘Just happens, miss? Didn’t your husband ask you?’

‘Miss, is it true that there’s a hole you shit from, and a hole you piss from and then another hole where you can do it with boys?’

CAN YOU ONLY FUCK WHEN YOU’VE GOT YOUR PERIOD?

WHAT’S A FRANGER?

CAN YOU FUCK EVERY DAY?

Every few minutes someone runs out with another question. Pretty soon they are saying ‘fuck’ with no blushes or sniggers. The more I answer, the easier it gets to be absolutely truthful. I’m not afraid of them. They are so hungry for facts that they’re exhausting me. The bell goes and they all groan aloud—the end of the lesson. They trudge out reluctantly, thinking it’s all over. ‘See you, miss. Thanks, miss.’

I sit there at the table. My head is singing with the astonishing fact that this is the only totally honest lesson I have ever given, that not a second of it was wasted, that their attention didn’t waver for a second, and that their curiosity made authoritarian behaviour on my part completely unnecessary. They asked, and I gave.

Next morning David and Chris, who’d been wagging the day before, ran up to me in the yard, grief-stricken. ‘Oh miss, we missed it! Can’t we continue this afternoon?’ Yes, if you want to. When I walk in, the customary riot is not in progress. They’re sitting like statues, and on my table is a stack of papers six inches high. I tell them that I’ll get the sack if it gets round that I’ve been saying ‘fuck’ and ‘cunt’ in the classroom. They nod solemnly. I pick up the papers and we’re away again. This time, most of them having absorbed the basic anatomical stuff yesterday, we’re into refinements of one sort or another. Fears, too, begin to show.

WHAT’S A PERVA?

WHAT IF A MAN’S DICK IS TOO SMALL AND HE’S DYING TO HAVE ONE?

CAN A MAN’S DICK GET STUCK IN A LADY’S CUNT?

WHAT IF A MAN MISSES AND PUTS HIS COCK INTO A LADY’S DICK?

HOW DO YOU MAKE THE SPERM COME OUT?

It’s the hardest work I’ve ever done. I’m drawing, I’m acting, I’m showing shapes and actions with my hands and body. Angelo wants to know how you actually get the cock in. As I explain, he nods and nods, miming a sympathetic motion of taking his cock and gently pushing it forward and up. No one laughs.

Lou in the front row fixes his beautiful serious eyes on me and says, ‘Miss, what does a cunt look like?’ I tell them, like a flower, and girls should get a mirror and look at themselves. Everyone laughs at this, but it’s for pleasure and joy. The boys turn to glance at the girls, and their faces look both curious and tender. We are laughing a lot; we are making jokes that are sexy without being harsh. I try to draw a cunt and they call out to me to put the hairs on. Unfamiliar words roll off their tongues: ‘pleasurable’. I can hear Georgia trying out the word herself.

It’s easy to give facts, though I wished we had a man there for when my knowledge started to show gaps—for example, when David wanted to know what happened to his balls when he pulled himself. The most difficult questions were the ones that were really asking ‘What is it like to fuck?’ Drago wants to know, ‘How long do you have to leave your cock in the cunt before the sprog comes out? An hour? Two hours?’ I suppose he thinks it just lies there. I take a breath and try to tell them, but my description gets clumsier and clumsier and, looking at their patient faces, I simply die away. You’ll have to wait till one day you do it yourself. I don’t know how to describe it. Perhaps the only thing you’re doing by answering kids’ questions as honestly as you can is removing fear.

The girls are more reticent than the boys about their experience, no doubt because they’ve been fiercely protected since childhood by their fathers and brothers. Georgia has kissed a boy and she’s regarded as an oracle in such matters. In subsequent conversations with the girls, several of them have told me about frightening encounters with men lodgers, and they are extremely sensitive about being stared and whistled at in the street.

What the girls ask me, again and again, is: CAN A GIRL ASK A MAN FOR A FUCK?

They eagerly search my face as I answer, of course, of course! and when I remark that men might be happy to share the job of initiating, the boys agree enthusiastically.

The conversation has been going on for a couple of hours when one of the girls writes: MISS, CAN A GIRL GET A DISEASE FROM SUCKING A MAN’S COCK?

As carefully as I can, I separate the two issues of sucking and venereal disease; I hope I manage to explain VD without scaring them off for good, while at the same time giving them a healthy respect for its nastiness. Then I talk about the pleasure of sucking anything—your mother’s breast, a bottle, your thumb—then chewy, a pencil, lollies—and then various parts of a lover’s body. They contemplate this earnestly. They want to know why anyone would do such a thing. Well, I say, when you love someone, or love fucking with them, there is nothing you can think of doing, short of hurting them against their will, that you wouldn’t do.

‘But, miss!’ whispers someone. ‘What if he comes in your mouth?’ Everyone smiles but they’re too involved to laugh and break the spell. I tell them that I used to be anxious about that too, but that you learn freedom, that it’s another pleasure you can give or take.

There is a little flurry in one corner of the room. ‘You ask her.’ ‘No, I can’t. You.’ Drago turns to me, blushing and smiling. ‘Miss—have you ever had a suck?’

For a single beat I see the situation from a distance: a kid has just asked his teacher if she sucks cocks. I should be thunderstruck, outraged—but twenty-nine kids are gazing at me, waiting, their faces open and alight. Why lie? They trust me. They want to know the truth. Without a pause the answer simply rolls off my tongue, as undramatic as the next tick of the clock. Yes, I have. There’s a second of amazed silence. To break it I say calmly, Well, I guess it is a bit hard for you to picture me with a cock in my mouth. And then, in room 8 upstairs on a Wednesday afternoon in spring, in the high school whose name I can’t mention lest I get the sack—would they sack me? doesn’t truth makes you strong?—the whole thirty of us burst into wild, joyful laughter.

The bell goes for the end of the day, and the kids pack up their things cheerfully and troop out, calling goodbye exactly as if it had been an ordinary day. One boy dawdles behind, the one who always chats with me while the others play. He wanders up to the table where I’m sitting. ‘Hey, miss,’ he says, pointing at the scattered pile of answered questions. ‘Want me to help you destroy these?’ Our eyes meet and we start laughing again. Without speaking, we tear the papers into tiny pieces and drop them into the bin.

1972

POSTSCRIPT

‘Would they sack me?’ Of course they sacked me. This article appeared in the Digger in October 1972—anonymously, but I was pathetically easy to trace. On the second last day of that school year, I was summoned to the Education Department in Treasury Place, and carpeted by the Deputy Director of Secondary Education. He asked me if I had ‘used four-letter words in the classroom’. Transparent to the end, I replied that I had. He dismissed me on the spot. I took the train back to school; I remember it was a high, hot, dry, perfect Melbourne summer day. By the time I got to our classroom, my replacement was already at the blackboard. The kids sat white and sobbing at their desks. We hardly had a chance to say goodbye.

Some of my colleagues passed the hat for me, some of the kids’ parents wrote me kind letters, and early the following year the union called a one-day strike—but the heart soon went out of it, and life, as it must, rolled on.

It was hard for me to read this story again, let alone to decide to republish it here. People have forgotten how cramped and fearful and hypocritical Australian attitudes to sex were, in the early seventies. ‘Sexual liberation’, in the age of AIDS, has an almost comically dated ring, but back then it was an idea that really meant something. Now, in my fifties, I am jolted by the crude naivety of what I said and did. I know that to some people it will seem obscene. What I remember most about the conversations, though—and I wasn’t a good enough writer, then, to render it—is the tenderness of the way we talked. The bluntness of the language, mine and theirs, obscures the delicacy and the urgency of their inquiry, the warmth and sweetness and gentle curiosity of the glances that passed between girls and boys, across a divide where coarse jocularity and abuse had always been the common currency.

And it seems important to add that between the conversations and the day I was sacked passed two months of absolutely ordinary school days, in that classroom. We didn’t speak again about sex, or refer to the conversations; harmoniously we did our work, we studied and played and learned, as people do in schools. The conversations were an interlude, a strange, electric, privileged moment, in the working lives of twenty-nine children and their teacher.


MY CHILD IN THE WORLD

My daughter Alice, grade bubs Alfred Crescent Primary, is decked out in a bizarre array of garments, ill-fitting and brightly coloured. The gingham uniforms she thought she wanted, before she became a schoolgirl, she has stuffed away in her bottom drawer. Her hair is short and her legs, in black tights, are wiry and knobby-kneed. I hook her little case on to the handlebars of my bike, and with one arm swing her skinny body on to the cushion behind my seat. She sits there, effortlessly balancing, dreaming towards the pigeon cages on the shed roof, and grabs the back of my shirt in one hand as the bike bounces over the wide gutter and I push out into the traffic. Easy we roll, in the autumn sunshine.

Her dreamy litany begins. ‘Con lives near here, and Angelos. I know where Angelos lives. Angelos is in grade three. She waits for me. I go to her house…’

I have never seen Angelos. I don’t even know if Angelos exists. We rattle across the stones and sweep grandly into the crescent. Her ragged skirt flutters in the corner of my eye. The street is full of mothers and children.

‘Can I come in with you today?’

‘Oh yes!’ she says. ‘Will you stay till the bell?’

We chain the bike to the fence. A girl we know runs to the gate as we go in. Our mouths open to greet her, but she tears straight past us, yelling, ‘Good morning
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