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This book is dedicated to my sister, Tricia Woodroffe, who has been there from the beginning (fortunately she had no choice).


_______________________
There are certain moments studded throughout our lives where events embed memories that last the distance. Not just the obvious, like births, deaths and marriages, but also the smaller, less overtly impactful ones, which glue our past to our present to our future. The minutiae that solidify us. It may be as inconsequential as a conversation, a meal, or the sun-speckled image of a six-year old running ahead, blonde hair becoming iridescent as it whips across her shoulders. Jogging behind is her mother, pushing the stroller with a baby who is laughing with that uninhibited glee peculiar to the very young (or the very odd). For me, the latter is a mental snapshot that has persevered despite having no particular significance, or repercussions. There was no skidding, screeching accident requiring CPR from a stranger who turned out to be a long-lost brother, or future husband, or psychopathic killer. No unexpected thunderstorm with a drenching that left pneumonia in its wake, or sudden phone-call with dreadful news, or fantastic news, or even a hint of more to follow. Just us running down a hill into the sunshine, laughing.
A few years later and another memory has me sitting at the computer when an email arrives from my editor Cate, with the proposed cover for my first book. There is a picture and a title and a name – my name, in huge-ass red font. I am staring at the full-screen image, fizzy with pride and pleasure, when in rushes my youngest, the one from the stroller, and the following conversation ensues:
Her: “Mummy! I need something for show ’n tell and it hastabe good! Coz Zoe did a really great one yesterday and I hafta be better! I hafta!”
Me (glancing from the monitor to her and back): “Well, have I got something special for you. Look what just arrived! No other child will have something like this. You can tell them all how your mother is a writer. And that she’s written a book. Hang on, wait there, I’ll print it off for you.” The printer whirs into action and spits out a wonderful cover reproduction. I hand it over reverently.
Her (after examining it expressionlessly for a few moments, first this way and then the other): “Nah, maybe I’ll just tell ’em how we went to KFC that time.”
I am left to stare at my cover, rejected before it has even reached the shops. But a little while later she’s back with a piece of paper of her own, which she holds out as an offering. Jerky red words litter the top half of the sheet with endearing uncertainty, first her name in letters just as large as mine and then what is clearly to be the beginnings of a story: Ones a poner time. I slide my grin into a smile as I meet her expectant gaze. Writers, both of us.
Fast-forward again, to me putting the finishing touches to this collection of stories and searching for a title. Something reflective of what they are: an eclectic melange of musings and memories amassed across a lifespan. Born of a childhood that began in the sixties, when crystal ashtrays sat on doilies and a hard drive was a difficult journey, and meandered through the seventies to finally splutter into adulthood during the eighties, that hedonistic decade when taste was an optional extra. From the barely-recalled frustrations of How to grow a penis to the fresh apprehension of Terror on the steps or the sheer mortification of The Headache, they form an organic photo album, if you will, of images; slices of time. Just things that happened… ones a poner time.
_______________________
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The Irish restaurant at the Knox City shopping complex, known to most patrons as simply ‘The Irish’, has three little alcoves set along the side of the main room, each with built-in benches and a fixed table in the centre. My mother calls them ‘snooks’, which makes them sound a lot more comfortable than they really are. Just the other day I was sitting at a nearby table with a friend happily discussing the iniquities of teenagers, when a small girl popped out of a snook and regarded us with a well-practised winsome smile. The problem, for me, was her ribbons. Not only one, which would have been bad enough, but two. A matched pair. Big plump pink contraptions puffing out a lá Minnie Mouse above a pair of pigtails that sprung from her head like handles.
I stared, hoping my flat expression would send the child back whence she came before she put me off my Guinness pie with asparagus and half-price pot of beer1. Instead she took a step closer and began twirling one pigtail around a finger, causing the ribbon to jiggle fatly above. Her mother poked her head out from the snook but any expectation that she would resolve the situation was short-lived. In the manner of those irritating parents who assume the worship of their offspring is universally shared, she simply gave us a conspiratorial smile and then looked at the child with mock severity.
“Now mind you don’t annoy the ladies Olivia.”
Olivia shook her head, with gusto.
My friend beamed. “And what lovely ribbons you have!”
So I excused myself and escaped to the bathroom hoping that Olivia and her embellishments were gone by the time I returned. Otherwise we might have to move tables.
Mind you, I’m better nowadays than I have ever been. For starters I no longer feel nauseous at the sight of a be-ribboned child, a reaction that played havoc with my social life at school during an age where every little girl, other than me, had flowing locks decorated with ribbons and their ilk. There’s little doubt my avoidance of these is behind my lifelong preference for short hair. I only strayed once when I was persuaded to grow my hair for my first communion, soon forming the habit of shovelling my hair behind my ears so frequently that I developed large bald patches on either side of my head. The resultant look, with a mouse-brown Mohawk springing forth from fore to aft, was distinctly unattractive and within months I was herded back to the hairdresser for my customary shearing. Which must have looked particularly fetching until the hair grew back. The bottom line is that I dislike ribbons. Always have. Always will. And I know exactly where this bias springs from. I even know who to hold responsible.
As a child I was singularly devoted to my mother. I would sit on the kitchen table while she brushed my hair, staring at her with a hunger that never felt satiated. Sometimes I’d even become so overwhelmed with devotion that without warning, I’d launch myself from the table into her arms. An expression of love which backfired on more than one occasion when her arms were otherwise occupied and I found myself hurtling spread-eagled towards the Lino floor.
Some children seem lit up from within, blessed with a sunny personality that froths and bubbles like a good head of beer. They beam at the world with undisguised pleasure, and the world beams back. And then there are children who are the exact opposite, like me. I had no time for strangers and only a fraction more for those people I knew. Photograph after photograph depicts me staring balefully at the camera while my earliest memory is lying in a pram feeling particularly peeved at those peering in. Strangely, my sociopathic demeanour didn’t put people off at all; rather they seemed to find it a challenge. So I was perpetually being poked and prodded by relatives and strangers alike, tickling my legs and pinching my cheeks and imploring me in ridiculous singsong voices for a smile.
Other than my mother, the only adult for whom I had a modicum of time was my father. Apart from the fact that he seemed a nice enough bloke, I tolerated his presence largely because he had always been there, much like the table and chairs and my older sister. We have some grainy black and white footage of him standing with cigarette in one hand and a twelve-month old me in the other. Trying to coax a smile, he lifts me up and flips me over his shoulder and then back again. I remain stony-faced. He tries again, once, twice, but I am not interested in frivolity, I just want my mother. I’m quite willing to be patient, as I know she’s busy, but at the same time I need to keep my eyes on her. Just in case she vanishes.
And then one day she did. It was mid-October and I was two years, eight months and a few hours shy of ten days old. Still clad in my pyjamas as I, along with my sister, sleepily watched Dad’s greeny-blue Ford Zephyr rumble down our aunt’s driveway and disappear into the distance. Before being bustled inside to a kitchen that was shockingly sans mother and offered our choice of breakfast, as if this could possibly make up for the fact it was rapidly becoming clear that we had just been abandoned.
Our Auntie Hilda was one of those aunts who weren’t really an aunt. A school-friend of my mother’s in Vienna, they had also come out2 on the same ship in 1956. What ostensibly started as a two-year working holiday promptly became permanent when my mother met my father and Auntie Hilda met a big bluff Dutch bloke and settled in St Kilda (possibly because it rhymed with her name). Although my sister and I knew the entire family well, had indeed played with our two cousins on many occasions, the bottom line was that Auntie Hilda was tall where my mother was short, and she was slim where my mother was plump (especially lately), and she was... simply not my mother.
There were no mobile telephones then and it would be another twelve years before we even had a landline installed in our house. It was also a time where childbirth was treated like an illness that necessitated a long, slow recovery. So for eleven long days we did not see or hear from our parents. I spent most of the time sitting in my cousin’s highchair, waiting. My sister tells me that I was desperately unhappy, but my aunt says that we both were, crying ourselves to sleep each night. I have the merest breath of a memory, like gossamer, where a sturdy, slippery me is running down a passageway after jumping from the bath. An adult looms behind me, looking more puzzled than annoyed. But I am overwhelmed, consumed by anger and fear and confusion.
Then one morning my aunt, the mother of one child with straight blonde hair and the other with straight red hair, came up with the idea of be-ribboning me. Possibly she thought of it as a form of entertainment for us both, or saw my head of blonde fluffy curls as a challenge. Or perhaps she felt a little decoration might counterbalance the perpetual scowl and be less off-putting to visitors. Short of draping a doily over my head, ribbons were probably the next best thing.
Unfortunately, this backfired. My sister, who was a bit of an I-told-you-so child, informed our aunt that I was not overly fond of ribbons so it should have come as no great surprise when I objected. However perhaps the force of the objection was a tad unexpected. It was probably the closest I, or any of my mother’s children, came to having a tantrum. The end result being that the perpetual scowl was now joined by a wary flinching whenever an adult came near, both of which made me look like a particularly unpleasant victim of child abuse. And clearly my disproportionate reaction was about much more than merely a ribbon, or even two.
After eleven days we finally returned home to a house that was chock-a-block full of naked, antler-like boughs and decomposing blossoms. Years later I was to watch The Addams Family and have a frisson of that coming-home feeling as I watched Morticia industriously arrange a vase of spindly stalks. However in our case it was not deliberate, rather the day before going into labour my mother had been given the trimmings from a neighbour’s cherry blossom. We’d helped her decorate the house with vases and vases of nubbly velvet stems surrounded by glorious white froth. For nearly two weeks my father had lived amongst these huge arrangements that were slowly shedding their flowery bits like confetti, shrivelling in their thousands on tables and counters alike. The water evaporating but leaving just enough to stagnate, emitting a whiff of decay. When my mother started laughing he looked surprised, not just at her amusement but at the existence of the vases themselves. As if some oddball neighbour had just now snuck in and decorated the house in his absence.
I wasn’t laughing though. It was to be two full days before I even looked in my mother’s direction, let alone spoke to her. In the curious tradition of women everywhere, I forgave the male long before the female, spending most of my time with my father and studiously avoiding the woman who had deserted me. And for what? A puce-coloured baby with squinty eyes and about four strands of hair studded across her scalp. Try putting a ribbon on those.
So there we have it. A mundane episode became a phobia of ribbons that remains to this day. Other repercussions included my father declaring, when daughter number four was about to be born, that this time he would take charge of his offspring. So for a week the poor man delivered me and my older sister to school and then took our younger sister to work with him at the building site. Where his encouragement to go play in the sand resulted in a severe allergic reaction that made her look very much like the pictures in my Illustrated Children’s Encyclopaedia of the spear-toting islanders who ate Captain James Cook. A consequence that no doubt gave my father a phobia about taking children to work.
Many years later there I stood in the bathroom of The Irish, reading the walls and discovering what Kristy wanted to do to Brandon and why Anonymous thought that Jess M. was - to paraphrase slightly - the possessor of a particular talent that blokes might find somewhat stimulating. And, according to Anonymous, a generous lass to boot. Finally, having exhausted the literature adorning the walls, I edged out of the bathroom and discovered, to my relief, that Little Miss Ribbons had vanished. So I slid into my seat and gave my companion an apologetic smile before returning to my meal. The Guinness pie had gone cold, the asparagus had gone limp and the beer had gone warm. None of which would have happened if it wasn’t for ribbons. God, I hate the buggers.
_______________________
The title of this story is actually somewhat of a misnomer, which I hope doesn’t come as too much of a disappointment to any readers who do in fact, wish to grow a penis (or, for male readers, a second one). It is more that the subject of how to grow a penis was one that occupied me a great deal during the first decade of my life. I wouldn’t say that I was necessarily consumed by penises, not just because the resultant imagery leaves The Revenge of the Killer Tomatoes for dead, but that they rated right up there alongside a pushbike, a dog and a room of my own, as items I would have dearly liked to possess.
I wanted desperately to be a boy. Very early on I realised that being male brought with it a freedom that girls simply weren’t permitted. Boys could rip their clothes, or scuff their shoes, or roll around on the floor having vigorous play-fights. They could do messy writing at school, and skip whole pages in their readers, and slouch down in their chairs. No one cared if their knees weren’t pressed together, or whether their hair stayed neat, or how inclusive the view from below when they clambered up trees. Rather than the huge list of rules we needed to memorise just to pass muster, boys were free to fling themselves at the boundaries of childhood. Leaping up and dusting themselves off only to make another charge, often in the exact same spot. Sure their mothers might get cross, occasionally even clipping an errant son across the ear, but I would also see the smiles that hovered just behind their sighs as they rolled their eyes and commiserated with each other about boys being boys and that they’d be the death of them, they would.
But there were other reasons that I wanted to grow a penis, and soon. I belonged to a family of girls. Lots of dresses and petticoats and garters and patent leather shoes. All of us the same – same body parts, same female-ness, same everything – and I wanted to be different. Plus I reasoned that a boy would be given more respect, and a son would be closer to my father, and a boy would be given a name other than Ilsa, which was stupid and foreign and sounded like salt. Preferably something masterful, like Astro. And the piece de resistance was that if I were a boy then my parents would have to remove me from the room I shared with my three sisters, and allow me to shift into the little bricked-off area under the house. Just me. No more twin bunks and shared wardrobe and gold-framed painting of a guardian angel herding children away from a rollicking river adventure (or death by drowning, depending on one's perspective).
What made it particularly unfair was that I felt more like a boy than a girl anyway. I had short hair and a sulky expression and only wore dresses under duress. Plus I had an enviable collection of matchbox cars and I didn’t like the same things as most of my girlfriends. Such as ribbons and pink and dolls that were pushed around in little wicker prams. My best friend was a boy and we played boy games, apart from that one time when we experimented with movie-star type kissing. Which had admittedly been quite fun, but that was beside the point. All in all it was clear that a mistake had been made and should be rectified. Ergo, I needed a penis.
I would lie in bed at night and make complicated bargains with God, who I recognised as my only hope. Along the lines of if you let me grow a penis while I sleep, then I promise that I will eat stews without complaining and I will try to smile more often and I will even treat my younger sister a little nicer. Or I would offer physical trades such as my future breasts (a swap which I secretly saw as a win-win as these didn’t seem particularly user-friendly, not like a penis). Or I would simply cajole, by assuring Him that size made absolutely no difference to me and that the penis could be just as titsy as He wanted, just as long as it was there. Thereby proving, if proof was needed, that I would make a lousy male.
Over the course of a few months as my desperation increased, the promises became more elaborate. One night I would make the solemn pledge that I would, if my wish was granted, pledge my entire life to the Lord and His will in kingdom come forever and ever amen, and the next night I’d be flinging threats into the air, such as never believing in Him again even if judgement day arrived and He was standing right in front of me holding hands with both Jesus and the Holy Ghost. Who, by the way, I imagined as looking a little like Casper (another good boy’s name), only decidedly less friendly.
It never occurred to me that my mother might have suffered a heart attack had I bounced out one morning and showed off what I’d managed to grow overnight. I also gave little thought to how uncomfortable it would be to suddenly sprout a dangly bit where hitherto there had been none, or how I would have explained my gender change to those at school. In fact I gave very little thought to forward planning and/or logistics at all, perhaps because I had a rather hazy notion of the logistics to start with. I had no brothers and my only male cousin3 lived, with his penis, in Austria. The closest I ever came to seeing my father sans clobber was once, when slouched in his chair having an after-work beer, his stubby shorts failed to quite cover his appendages4. And while this was horribly fascinating, it didn’t add a great deal to my general knowledge of the male working parts. Which had been acquired mainly from stone fountains featuring little boys leaning back and peeing up into the air with nifty grey-white penises. A skill that I thought would not only come in very handy, but would be a source of endless amusement throughout the years.
However it wasn’t to be. I didn’t even grow a single testicle, let alone the whole shebang. My prayers, despite their increased urgency, remained unanswered. Which is something that nowadays I remain extremely grateful for. Peeing into the air is no longer an ability I hanker after, and I’m fairly confident that an additional penis would have got in the way during both my marriages. Plus I already look a little lumpy in my jeans.
_______________________
A few years ago I was in Hong Kong, browsing through the picturesque Stanley Market with my two daughters in tow. In one of those movie-like moments (in this case I’m thinking the scene from Gremlins where the father enters the peculiar little store down the half-hidden alleyway), we stumbled on a darkened shop that was relatively tourist-free. Ornate furniture loomed in the musty confines. Shelves lining every spare wall were filled with bloated Buddhas and dusty jade ornaments and an impressive assortment of leather boxes. I was browsing among the shadowy confines when, high on a walnut shelf, I spied a green tubular container of a size and shape that tugged at my memory. Surely not, I thought, butterflies erupting within my belly and fluttering fitfully around my heart. With some difficulty I manoeuvred myself through the furniture and then reached up to snare the item, bringing it down reverently and slowly easing off the lid. Inside was a bundle of thin bamboo sticks and a booklet. The butterflies soared, blocking my throat. The version I held in my hands called itself Chien Tung but I knew it, and always would, as Fan Chan - the Chinese Fortune Sticks that were the Oldest Method of Fortune Telling in the World.
My sister had been given Fan Chan for Christmas in 1968, and I was jealous from the moment the wrapping paper was removed (plus I invariably coveted most of her gifts). But it was soon clear that Fan Chan was the real deal. One simply grasped the tin in both hands, made a wish and then gently shook it until a single bamboo stick fell out. If two or more exited simultaneously then the process had to be repeated, so a frustrating degree of patience was required. At this point the shaker would read out the number embossed on the particular stick and their companion would find the corresponding entry in the booklet. This would provide not just your Luck For Today but also Your Fortune and (but wait, there’s more) an answer to your actual wish. Which, it was discovered, was ALWAYS correct.
We started with general wishes, like will I get an ‘A’ for English next year? (my sister). Or can the pressure cooker please explode so that we never have to have stew for dinner ever again? (me). And then graduated to more complex ones, such as will we always have to share a room? (everyone). Each time Fan Chan delivered, with a neat little poem and a pithy sentence that proclaimed the verdict. For instance our wish re room-sharing brought forth stick number 72 and elicited the following response:
YOUR LUCK FOR TODAY
Your luck today looks very blue,
If you should draw a “Seventy-two”.
YOUR FORTUNE
All kinds of woe and trouble,
Quarrels and much strife
Can surely be avoided
If you lead a cheerful life
Your love affairs seem wrong, but will be righted
Soon through a generous friend
You’ll get your wish – some day
Uncanny. Apart from the bit about love affairs that is, but I felt safe leaving that in the hands of the generous friend. As for the rest, well of course our perpetual bickering would be reduced if we were only able to lead a more cheerful life. Even our mother agreed with enthusiasm. And naturally we would get our own rooms some day. After all, it was highly unlikely that the four of us would still be even living with our parents as adults5.
For the next week or so we tested Fan Chan out with a variety of wishes and every time it came up trumps. We were in awe. It didn’t matter whether we wished for sunny weather (it being summer was neither here nor there), or to find a skink beneath the water-tank, Fan Chan was magic. We even put it to a real test by wishing for the annual Christmas parcel from our Oma in Austria - late as usual - to arrive on a particular day. After I shook out number forty-eight, my older sister read out Fan Chan’s response.
YOUR LUCK FOR TODAY
Forty-eight is good today
For games of chance if inclined that way
YOUR FORTUNE
If you would use the talent
Fate has given you to write
You’d win success in prose or verse,
In serious themes or light.
A long delayed package of value will shortly come to you.
You’ll get your wish, sure.
We immediately high-tailed it to the letter-box and then waited confidently, searching for four-leaf clovers to keep ourselves occupied. Sure enough, and surprising no one except perhaps our mother, when the postman came along he had with him the precious red and white parcel collect card. An hour later we were holding my little sister by the hand while Mum pushed the pram with a large cardboard box balanced inside; tissued Viennese wrapping paper poking enticingly from the torn corners.
But the piece de resistance came in mid-January after our father arrived home from work with a tent. Now this would have been quite unremarkable had he been a tent-maker, or perhaps even involved in tent-related retail, but the man was a brick-layer. Although this was not the first time he had returned with something unexpected; a few years before he had brought home a collie named King who had immediately began snarling at all who went near his newly acquired master. Needless to say this did not impress our mother and King’s stay with us was relatively short. Even stranger was the half-torn sheet of thin blue paper that Dad once found fluttering around a worksite, which turned out to be the criminal record (duly signed by Governor Bull) of a certain William O’Brien, who had been given three years hard labour plus twenty lashes, for robbery in 1888.
Fast-forward eighty years and there we were, one day tent-less, the next watching our father erect this huge contraption in the backyard for us to play in. It had two large rooms with straight sides, so that a six-foot tall man could do a circuit of each room without his head ever touching the heavy canvas. And there was a large flap for entry, which when zipped left the interior in almost complete darkness no matter how fiercely the sun was shining outside. We loved it.
It was most likely my older sister who first came up with the idea of taking the tent on holiday, because she, with her eighteen-month seniority, was the most likely to think outside ‘the square’. Because holidays were a rather alien concept; that is we knew they existed, but didn’t know many people who actually took them, and certainly not those with a father who worked seven days a week. Nevertheless we put the question to our parents and the response was not as bleak as we feared, but still negative. There was, stated our father, absolutely no way we could even consider a holiday without a trailer, as we would require far too much gear. The tent would take up the back seat by itself. And we couldn’t afford a trailer, added our mother firmly, before this could be suggested.
Encouraged by having only a singular stumbling block rather than several, we retired to discuss the situation. Fan Chan, my sister announced suddenly, in much the same tone that Batman would declare to the bat-mobile, Robin! We formed a semi-circle around her as she made the all-important wish – can we please go on holiday with our new tent? Then we held our breath as she shook the tin patiently and a single stick fell to the ground. I grabbed it up – number 43 - and read from the little booklet.
YOUR LUCK FOR TODAY
If on a trip you’d go away
A lucky time to start today
YOUR FORTUNE
Indications point one way
A journey long for you,
A life of luck and happiness
Will surely then ensue.
A great honour will come to you.
You will get your wish
Before we could get too excited our sister pointed out that Fan Chan had not actually been specific, which meant another wish was called for. This time she went for the details, wishing for a trailer rather than a holiday and the answer was equally direct – you will get your wish tomorrow. We leapt to our feet cheering, and then rushed to inform our parents that a holiday was imminent.
The following day we were in the backyard, measuring the tent and trying to ascertain sleeping configurations, when our neighbour appeared by the back door and waved at us before going inside. Mrs Pearce, widowed the year before, was plump and ancient6. As she usually confined our neighbourly interaction to lengthy conversations over the back fence, particularly with my older sister, her disappearance into our house was rather unusual. We made our way into the kitchen to find our parents staring at each other in amazement. It seemed that Mrs Pearce had a trailer that had belonged to her late husband and that she would dearly like to give to us. If we were interested.
We went to Lakes Entrance for our holiday. Woken while it was dark and bundled into the packed car, as our mother ran around collecting last minute items and insisting our father fit them somewhere. We had been driving for hours when she turned to him and suspiciously enquired why it was still dark, with the sun showing no signs of rising anytime soon. It emerged that our father, unable to sleep, had turned all the clocks forward a few hours and then roused everyone. So rather than leave at 6.00am, which was the time negotiated, we had left at 3.20. It also became apparent, when the sun finally rose, that the last item she had given him was my little sister’s potty chair, which was now strapped to the top of the laden trailer, so that it was travelling along in lofty, majestic solitude. Like a temporarily vacated throne.
Our parents erected the tent and unloaded the car while we gorged ourselves on melted ice-cream (another of those last-minute items). Then we went sightseeing. First Shelly Beach, where we collected armfuls of the most glorious shells, crusty husks with mother-of-pearl linings and trumpet-like conches that echoed with the roaring of the sea. And then Lake Tyers, where we spent the afternoon running from lake to seashore and back again. We sat on the shoreline eating hot chips in crisp white butcher paper, soaked with vinegar, and drinking glass bottles of Coca Cola and Fanta. My little sister’s hair reacting to the salt water with a riot of blonde curls that framed her face like a halo. A perfect day, marred only by me pretending to drown and then being flabbergasted, and a little embarrassed, by my father speedy ‘rescue’. And our ensuing argument, out in the middle of the lake.
We returned to our tent in a blissful state of exhaustion (particularly blissful when you’re a child and do not have to cook dinner, wash dishes, bath and bed offspring, fold clothing and generally hold everything together), and soon afterwards were being tucked into our camping beds. It started raining as our mother read us a story, just a light spatter that made hollow, plopping noises against the canvas tent. The rain quickened slightly by the time my eyelids closed, but only enough to add to my overall happiness, emphasising the homely security of our wonderful tent. During the night, however, the rain became heavier and I woke several times to the sounds of hammering, with each thud leaving a metallic echo that seemed to vibrate through my bed. But I just frowned lightly and rolled over, drawn back into a slumber that glowed with the memories of the previous day and the promise of the one to come.
However the thunder of torrential rain greeted us in the morning. We pulled back the tent-flap to see a wall of silver-grey, so dense that the brightly-coloured tent across from us was now a smudged watercolour. Every now and again the wall of sleet would be buffeted by surges of wind, blowing in from the sea with a frigidity that brought goose-bumps to our bare arms. Then our father materialised from the gloom, eyes hollow, rain dripping from his hair and running down his arms to trickle along the hammer he held in one hand. He looked like a soggy serial killer. We scattered as he pushed his way inside for a quick cup of coffee before braving the weather to spend the next half-hour securing all the tent pegs. Again. And that set the pattern for the rest of that day. Non-stop rain amidst bursts of gale-force wind, with our father doing hourly circuits of the perimeter, pouring the water from the roof and hammering all the pegs back in. We stayed in our pyjamas, playing board games and using Fan Chan to wish for nicer weather. You will get your wish – in one week.
Nearly forty years later, on another holiday, but this time with a surfeit of sunshine, I ran a finger over the embossed dragons covering my prize and pictured the surprise on my sister’s face when I revealed my new, improved, more unique version of Fan Chan. Then I swallowed my smile and made my way to the counter. The proprietor, a plump little man with sparse grey hair and a lumpy nose, materialised from behind a curtain at the rear. I held out my treasure and enquired with studied casualness as to the price.
“Ten Australian dollar,” he replied, nodding enthusiastically. “Or two for fifteen. Even less for more. Great bargain. Buy them for the whole family. One for every body.”
Whereupon he waved to his right, where an ornately carved bookshelf stood with around a dozen shelves - all crammed with Fan Chans, or Chien Tungs; rows and rows of them. Hundreds. One for every body.
_______________________
I began my school life at the local primary, almost immediately being skipped ahead on the grounds that (a) the class was overcrowded, (b) I could read, and (c) my older sister, then in grade two, was quite bright. As a litmus test of intelligence this seems a little chancy but there you go. Nevertheless I settled in quite quickly and spent the next few years happily playing kiss-chasey and making house-frames from pine-needles and trading little plastic monsters from cereal packets. Oh, and also doing some work. Good Better Best, Never let it Rest, until Your Good is Better and your Better Best.
And then, seemingly overnight if one doesn’t count the three-month warning (which I don’t), the world as I knew it was torn asunder. My mother decided it was time we commenced the more serious part of our education, which was to take place under the auspices of the Roman Catholic Church. This meant that instead of a companionable walk to school, we would catch a bumpy blue bus all the way to Croydon. Instead of a cheerful mishmash of uniform, casual wear and, in my case, gumboots, we would adhere to a strict dress-code. Instead of Mrs Armstrong and her dependable tweed, we would have nuns with trailing black habits and virgin-white wimples. Instead of scraped knees we’d have flat devout-knees and regular prayers - Our Father and Hail Mary, every morning and every afternoon, and several times in between (plus regular stints as professional mourners at the funerals of random parishioners). And instead of the towering trees and drifts of pine-needles replenished overnight, we would have concrete everywhere, with just a singular fenced-off tree in the centre of each playground. One for the boys, one for the girls. Completely segregated.
At St Edmunds I got the strap three times in my first year. Once for kicking a tin can down the street while returning from netball practice (where I was third emergency for the bottom team - clearly a linchpin), and the next two times for moving after the assembly bell. I was particularly indignant about the latter of these, because the girl beside me stamped on my foot first7, yet managed to avoid punishment. However my most painful penalty, and the one I remember more vividly than the thick leather sting of the strap, was of the non-corporal variety. It was book-trolley time, my favourite part of the week, where we were each allowed to select one book to read for the entire lesson while the nun worked at her desk. They could keep their eternal paradise and all that jazz, because this was my idea of heaven.
Now, for several years I had been after a particular book – Farmer Boy, by Laura Ingalls Wilder - having read everything else she had written and recognising that our strong similarities went a good way to proving the existence of reincarnation. On this day, oh-my-God-bugger-bum-bitch, there it was, sitting right on top of the trolley. I clutched it to my chest for a moment and then lowered it to stare reverently at the picture of Almanzo on the cover. I was so filled with ecstasy that, like a kettle, I had to let off steam. In my case, rather than blow smoke out my ears, I emitted a low whistle, which was a skill I’d only recently learnt. Barely had the sound left my pursed lips than the nun’s head popped up, like a meerkat sensing peril.
I was sent to the balcony, where the winter wind had an Antarctic-icy edge that covered my bare legs with goose-bumps. Things may have been more bearable had I been allowed my cardigan, but instead I spent the next twenty odd minutes colder than I’d ever been in my life. I crouched beside the fire hydrant with my arms wrapped around my chest, imagining my mother’s tears as she viewed my Wedgwood-blue corpse. The frozen face of which – much as with Edward II of England – would give mute evidence to the cruelty I had endured.
It is rather amazing to compare the freedom and responsibilities given to a child forty years ago with that of today. Things we took for granted then would now be frowned upon, if not reported to child welfare. For instance, in summer if the mercury hit the magic hundred8, an announcement would be made over the PA that school was over. So we just picked up our bags and left. Or, if a younger sibling had an ‘accident’, you were sent home post-haste with the damp miscreant in tow (meaning that all that was required was a stern word to said sibling before school and an early mark was assured). All of which assumed that our housewife-mothers had no lives outside the home and were always there to welcome us in.
Back then, children were guilty unless proven otherwise, with the standard response to complaints being ‘well, you must have done something to deserve it’. Report cards were quite blunt in pointing out failings, even of the intelligence variety, and our nuns seemed to operate from the ethos that children were chock-a-block with both original and unoriginal sin. Parents rarely interfered with anything that happened at school and even the most ridiculous statements were not challenged. When Apollo 13 ran into problems in 1970 and it seemed the three astronauts might perish, our head-nun told an assembly of fascinated children that it was God’s will. Apparently the Americans were being punished for their temerity in reaching beyond the perfectly good planet they’d been given. Not one parent complained.
But there was one thing that St Edmunds had over our previous school and that was the tuckshop. While lunch orders at the state school were delivered by the local milk bar, here they were created in-situ and sold from a squat brick building by the quadrangle, in full view of almost every classroom. So that when your mother was on tuckshop duty, there was the added thrill of knowing she was right there, within reach. And for my sisters and me it also meant the promise of a lunch order, every time.
There is something about a lunch order that even today thrills a child. The ecstasy of sending off a plain brown paper bag only to have it return, just as your stomach is beginning to rumble, filled with delicious food. The joy to be had in opening the bag, feeling its weight, and peering within. The pungent smell of hot meat pie, and jam donut, and envy permeating from every child sitting there with homemade sandwiches and squishy banana. Lunch orders: bliss in a bag.
On lunch order days, I always ordered the same thing - a meat pie WITHOUT SAUCE and a chocolate iced jam donut. It was important to write WITHOUT SAUCE in capitals in case someone other than my mother did the lunch order and failed to recognise that there were people on this earth who HATED TOMATO SAUCE with a passion. People such as my father and me. As with many of my other likes and dislikes at the time, I was mimicking him and proclaimed myself revolted by even the smell. In later years, not altogether surprisingly, I grew to quite like a tad of sauce, but at the age of nine I was still firmly on my father’s side with both feet in the revulsion camp.
Which is why, when I eagerly opened my lunch order bag one day in Grade Five, I was devastated to see that my WITHOUT SAUCE had been negligently ignored. My pie slid out slowly, as if wanting to make an entrance, with the unmistakable puncture marks of the sauce bottle scarring its golden crust. Each hole containing a globule of gleaming, glutinous sauce, like the bullet holes that felled Al Capone. I stared, crushed beyond words. A situation that only lasted a few seconds before I raised my hand.
Nun: Yes, Ilsa?
Me: Excuse me sister, but my pie has sauce on it.
Nun: And?
Me: Well, I don’t like sauce.
Nun: We all have to endure things we don’t necessarily like, Ilsa. Now eat your lunch.
Me: Um, sister?
Nun (raising her head with a frown): Yes? Ilsa?
Me (holding up the paper bag as exhibit A): it says here WITHOUT SAUCE but they still put it on. And I can’t eat sauce. Neither can my dad.
Nun: Fascinating. So just scrape it off. But do hurry; it’s almost time to go play.
Me: Sister? (waiting for her to raise her head once more) I can’t scrape it off coz the bottle thing has pushed it everywhere in the meat. My mum’s on tuckshop, so can’t I just go get another one?
Nun (looking as if I had just requested permission to rewrite the Our Father hymn): Certainly not! What a waste of food! And when there are children starving over in Biafra too! You should hang your head, Ilsa. Think of the children!
Me (hanging my head briefly and then popping back up): We can send it to them if you like. Maybe they like sauce.
Nun: That’s quite enough! Now, you are not getting another pie and nor are you leaving this classroom until you have eaten the one you have. Everyone else, you may go outside and play.
So I sat there, staring up at the picture of Jesus on the cross, with his glistening red heart resembling a dollop of tomato sauce itself. Everyone was against me. And that was it, for about ten minutes, after which the nun reiterated her stand and then proceeded to give me a lecture on the multitude of little black children currently suffering. The words wafted across the classroom in a steady stream, curving slightly as they neared my ears and then veering off, so that not one syllable made sense. Instead I thought about how, right now, my mother would be serving all the other children at the tuckshop, with my sisters no doubt having already received a treat. Like an icy-pole, or a redskin, or maybe even a bag of mixed lollies. Gob-stoppers, black cats, aniseed balls, humbugs. And I thought about much more I hated sauce now, and how I detested the pie in front of me. In fact I wouldn’t have taken a bite if it had been the last meal before my execution. It was now a matter of honour, of pride. Of pure bloody-minded stubbornness.
At some point the nun must have registered this and realised that the stalemate was only going to rob her of lunch also. Had she been a more robust type she may have tried force-feeding me, but as it was she rose slowly, smoothed down her habit and left the room. That afternoon, after arriving home from school, I discovered what happened next. My mother, busy in the tuckshop serving the never-ending line of hungry children, responded to a somewhat peremptory knock at the back door. She opened it to find a fractious nun standing on the threshold.
Nun: Mrs Evans?
My mother: Yes? Is something wrong?
Nun: As a matter of fact, there is. I have your daughter Ilsa in the classroom where she refuses to eat her lunch. Apparently her pie was delivered with tomato sauce which she says she doesn’t care for [insert significant sniff]. With the situation in Biafra at present I find it abhorrent that our children can be so fussy. Therefore I have instructed her that she is not to leave until the pie is eaten. So now, Mrs Evans, what are you going to do about this?
My mother: Hmm, well firstly I’m going to get her another pie.
And so she did.
_______________________
3rd January
I dedicate this page to god and the holy ghost for 1970. Got lost on Talomery Freeway with Dad. Had a new year party with dolls. Sisters ruined it. They erk me.
15th January
Played tennis with Dad against Mum and Tricia. Tricia did Clumsy Shots. She was making faces and arguing for she can’t help it. She is a louse. Josie vommits9.
18th January10
Breakfast: kelogs cereal
Elevenses: apples
Lunch: 4 vegemite sandwiches
Tea: tomatoos soap + salad
20th January
This piece is dedicated to the children in bia Africa who can’t even look at such foods as potatoes chips and twisties.
23rd January
Languid day.
24th January
Went to tennis. Won as usual. Tricia lost.
_______________________
There is a program on television called Missing Persons, which finishes with a montage of the missing that tugs at the heart-strings. Snapshots of men, women and children who have vanished for whatever reason, leaving their nearest and/or dearest to discover that the absence of a voice has an echo all its own. Sometimes you can have a guess at what happened just by their faces: the young bloke with the tatts and the exaggerated scowl probably fell in – or out - with the wrong crowd, the 1970s divorcee with the pencil-thin eyebrows had her loneliness exploited, and the teenager with the flinty, old-young eyes is maybe still living on the streets somewhere. But the worst are the small children, with their plump cheeks and cheesy grins, because you know that there is little chance they packed up of their own volition and started a new life somewhere else.
The closest I ever came to joining their ranks was in 1969, when I was nine years old. It was towards the end of our regular church-going period, not long before the last vestiges of my mother’s belief in God slipped away alongside her expectation that my youngest sister would ever live a ‘normal’ life. Her church hat, with crisp brim and stiffly curling net, had been put away some years earlier and she was now fulfilling her religious obligations simply by ushering her three older daughters out the door each Sunday morning and then having a few hours to herself. A win-win situation.
We hated it. Hated having to walk together all the way up to the Montrose Catholic Church, hated the droning sermons, hated the yeasty cardboard taste of the communion bread. In addition I had a particular hatred that was not shared by my sisters – I hated dresses. Short, long, indifferent, I hated them. Apart from the requisite airiness around my nether regions being distinctly disturbing, I also found them inhibiting. You couldn’t run as fast, or climb trees, or stand on your head. Even sitting cross-legged was fraught with difficulty. The fact that I frequently had my way is evidenced by my collection of black and white primary school photos, each depicting a sulky-looking child (my default facial expression) with not-quite short back and sides, a grey school jumper, gumboots11 – and shorts. Even if my face is in the shadows, the ageing process is evidenced by the size of my naked knees.
As compliant as she was with school-clothing, my mother was entirely inflexible when it came to Sunday best. And for a young girl in the sixties, this was a dress. In the wardrobe I shared with my three sisters there was always a neatly ironed dress for each of us, hand-me-down and/or replaced every few years dependent on growth. The dress, whatever the style, was worn with white socks and patent leather shoes. At the time of the near-disappearance my dress had a sailor-theme happening, with a red bodice, white pleated skirt and a little appliqué anchor on the right breast area (or what would eventually become the right breast area), to give it a jaunty naval look.
Last minute ablutions from our mother were almost as bad as the requisite clothing, but at least being at home saved us from the dreaded spit on a handkerchief. Instead we were lined up while she used the facecloth and then plaited my older sister’s long dark hair, and pig-tailed my younger sister’s long blonde hair, and brushed my hair as roughly as she could to convey her frustration that it was far too short to do anything with. Knowing that as soon as I hit the outdoors, without even doing anything, my hair would immediately turn into fly-away fluff.
I cannot remember what sort of weather favoured this particular Sunday, but for extra effect, let’s say it was overcast; gravid grey skies with a layer of pewter clouds that seemed to hover just over the tree-tops. This would have made me even crosser about having to don a dress and go to church and walk with my sisters, both of whom I was convinced had perfected their well-behaved personas only to show me up. And that might explain why we argued within minutes of leaving the house and I flung forth the worst three words I could think of – bugger, bum, bitch – before storming off to walk about one hundred yards ahead.
From this position I strode single-mindedly all the way up the hill and across Mt Dandenong Road towards the Protestant church on the corner. I was furious, not just with my sisters, but with my mother and religion and God and life in general. And this fury was fed by my sure knowledge that I was going to cop it when I got home and my older sister reported my behaviour. It’d probably be the wooden spoon, where I would run in shrieking circles while my mother held me firmly by one arm and administered as many whacks as she could land on my posterior. Either that or it would be a ‘wait till your father gets home’ punishment, and that would mean his belt, and his disappointment.
There were two women standing outside the Protestant church and I remember thinking that they looked like they were marking the roll, perhaps taking particular note of those tardy worshippers (memo: Mr and Mrs Rankin just made it, but Mrs Wilson was sluggish and shall now burn in hell). I found the Protestant church vastly inferior to our Catholic version further up the road. It had fewer trees for starters, which to my mind indicated a less lavish god, and the building itself was a squat rectangle of weatherboard instead of the permanency of red brick and souring ceilings. Even so I would have loved to enter just once, if only to ascertain whether their practices were quite as nefarious as what I had inferred from school12.
However on this occasion I strode past, paying the two women little attention, blissfully unaware that within minutes they would, without ever realising it, perform me a great service. Instead I concentrated on scuffing my good shoes into the dirt as I walked, getting great pleasure from the clouds of dust that rose and then settled in a fine grey coating over the shiny black. That’ll show her for making me go to church. And then it happened. I was about halfway between the two churches and, behind me, my two sisters lagging even further behind had just crossed the road towards the Protestant church. To my left the two-lane Mt Dandenong Road was about fifty yards away, across a wide uneven nature strip with a scattering of knobbly trees.
In my memory the car was heading up the mountain on the far side of the road, so it actually passed me before suddenly shooting across the incoming lane to the gravelly verge and screeching to a halt with smoking tyres. I stopped dead, dust floating around my ankles, taken aback by this unexpected turn of events. And almost immediately the driver’s side door flew open and a man leapt out, stared at me and started running.
To that point I had led a sheltered childhood, nestled amongst a warm, loving family. Apart from corporal punishment, which was relatively common then, particularly for me, the greatest danger I’d faced in my life had been from our late cat Tiddlywinks who had hated me with a passion that was wholly reciprocated. So my experience of fear was relatively negligible and my instincts had never really been put to the test. But even so I knew, from the moment that man leapt into view, that I was in trouble. Big trouble.
I turned and took off, back towards my sisters. Accelerating as quickly as possible, legs and arms pumping, flying over the path, going faster than I had ever gone before. I remember distinctly that my primary thought at the time, albeit wrapped in a healthy coating of fear, was the rather self-congratulatory realisation that I was doubtless running faster than Spastiana, who was the fastest girl at my school and much envied for her speed, if not her name.
Now Spastiana was an exotic, leggy wench who was considerably taller than me (as was, admittedly, everybody in my class except for the girl with dwarfism, who we obligingly called 'Titch'). Spastiana could run so fast I personally thought she should have been in the Olympics, however her genetic blessings did not quite offset the temptations of her unfortunate moniker and, continuing our trend towards innovative hilarity, she was known by all and sundry as ‘Spastiana the Spastic Banana.’ Except, of course by the nuns, who rigorously failed to acknowledge the evident humour. Years later, long after Spastiana had faded from my consciousness, I was watching television one evening when a female was introduced as Sebastiana and I had a moment of flashing clarity. My sudden declaration of ‘Oh my god, her name was Sebastiana, not Spastiana!’ caused my offspring to cast sidelong, raised-eyebrows glances at me and then each other (probably code for "d'ya know if she's done her will yet?"). A situation not improved by my explanation that I was talking about a girl I hadn’t seen for over thirty years.
Regardless of our bastardisation of her name, at that point in time Spastiana/Sebastiana figured largely as an indicator of how fast I was moving. And it was fast. I could see my sisters who had stopped on the path by the corner, mouths gaping as they stared at me and my pursuer. Fat lot of help either of them were going to be, even if I could get there. Unless, that is, I could persuade him to take one of them instead. At this point, and without slowing down, I stole a glance over my shoulder and was shocked to see that the man had gained considerable ground and was now bearing down rapidly on me. His face grim and determined and wholly terrifying.
I whipped my head forward and desperately tried to increase my speed, my mind already preparing to kick and scratch and scream when he scooped me up. I burst past the Protestant church vaguely registering the two women looking at me with surprise, and then turned again to see how close he was. Expecting him right behind me, about to reach out, and instead realising with a surge of joyous relief that he had stopped, probably as soon as the women had come into his line of sight. He was now standing there, in the middle of the path, breathing heavily and staring at me as if willing my return. I slowed, stopped, and then we gazed at each other for an expression-less moment, before he turned and loped back to his car. Jumping in through the still-open door and immediately speeding off with gravel spitting from his tyres.
It was over and I was safe. Saved, ironically enough, by religion. I whipped around to face my sisters again, as if needing confirmation this had really happened. Quite chuffed to see the shock bleaching my older sister’s face, no doubt because she would have been in big trouble had things not worked out. Um Mum, were you really that fond of Ilsa? Oddly enough, when we finally arrived home to regale our mother excitedly with the events, I don’t recall that she took it very seriously. However, I probably didn’t help matters by insisting that I could have run faster had I been in shorts and that the potential abductor resembled this perfectly decent chap from the local tennis club whose dog I didn’t like. Many years later I was to see a picture of the notorious child killer Derek Percy in a newspaper and get a frisson of recognition, although this came from the later, older, hirsute Percy and not the clean-shaven young military guy he would have been in 1969.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/115968 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!