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The Faeries
at Anakie Park

1 FAMILY SNAPS

The girl least likely

I am thirteen, it’s 1972 (the year Helen Reddy won a Grammy for
"I Am Woman’ and Gough Whitlam got elected). I am sitting in my
science class when Linda Tebbutt appears and announces she has
had a dream.

“Last night,” Linda Tebbutt says, "I saw all you girls from 2C
and 2B, walking down the main street of Lilydale, pregnant.’

Our science teacher raps on his desk to get our attention.

"I saw you, Deanne,” Linda says, pointing to the school spunk,
“and Andrea, you were enormous!’ Everyone stares at Andrea, the
school tomboy. Gradually we turn and hover around Linda Tebbutt.
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She stands in the middle, a squat prophetess. She points her stubby
finger at us one by one, her white hair pulled up into a fountain at
the top of her head with a lacker-band. (In the distance: rap rap
rap, Mr Ward’s pencil on the desk.)

“And Guidita, and Marilyn and Franca and Jenny and Carol,
says Linda majestically, waving her hand like a wand, "all waddling
along past Riteway, and Pat in a frilly pink dress with huge boobs,
and Ronnie and Alison...” And then she stops and looks at me. “But
I didn’t see you, Peta.’

She gazes at me thoughtfully.

Behind her Alison (flat as a pancake) smiles with smug pity.

"I saw everybody else,” Linda Tebbutt says, puzzled, “but I
didn’t see you.’

She dreamt that the Neverland had come too near, and a
strange boy (or was it a girl?) had broken through...

I met you at a writer’s conference in the mountains. It was during
the International Year of the Family and you were like a man in a
Country Road ad — your two daughters wrapped invisibly around
your legs as you got up to get us another drink from the bar.

I couldn’t help but think about sex because you made me laugh,
and I never had a father like that, only lovers.

You were the first person who made me feel I had rights as a
child.

The family romance.
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But it’s okay, I’'m happy to look but not touch.
You were just the ticket.

The girl least likely 2

This time it is 1975 (the year of the dismissal, my sixth form year)
and I am home for lunch.

My mother and our boarder, Helen (who lives in my sister’s
old bedroom with her husband and two-year-old son) are watching
“Days of Our Lives’. It is the long-awaited episode where Bill
finally marries Laura, and the set is awash with white mosquito
nets and soft music and my mother and Helen hold sodden hankies
crushed into little balls in their palms.

Bill had been in love with Laura, his brother’s wife, for years.
One fateful terrible day it got too much for him and in a drunken
fit he raped her.

(Laura runs through a white dimly lit room in a negligee. 1
crunch my vegemite and toast. Helen looks at me with irritation
and leans forward to turn up the sound.)

After the rape, Laura became pregnant (of course); and as
it turns out that husband Mickey is sterile (uh oh), the baby is
obviously Bill’s. The inexorable, inevitable happens: Laura falls
deeply in love with Bill, the father of her child. She tries to resist
but of course she can’t.

“He raped her,’ I said.

“He was drunk!’ they protested.

"But how can she just fall in love with a man who raped her just
because he accidentally got her pregnant?’

(Laura is in Bill’s arms, dancing around the room.)
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In the lounge room the tension and bitterness is thick, it sticks
to the net curtains, the lounge suite, even the tapestry deer on the
wall seem to have noticed and munch the grass in amongst the
snow nervously. My mother and Helen face the television with
rigid faces; they dab at their eyes.

Finally my mother turns to look at me and says vehemently,
"Maybe one day you’ll understand,” and then pauses, and sighs, and
says, "if you ever have a child.’

In those days my mother and I would argue constantly about
education. I claimed I wanted to get educated so I would be a better
mother, and was oblivious to the implied insult.

But I believed what I said. I think. I had to.

"I — want — you — to — get — into — the — nest,” the Never bird
called...

“What are you quacking about?’ Peta answered.

"I — want — you -’ the bird said, and repeated it all over.

Then Peta tried slow and distinct.

“What - are — you — quacking — about?’ and so on.

The Never bird became irritated. They have very short
tempers.

Back in 1975 I left Helen and my mother with Laura and Bill and
went out through the kitchen to get my bag. Donald, Helen’s child,
was playing noisily in the back room, making a mess with all his
little plastic boy things and I could see a puddle of piss over near
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the door — disgusting — because she let him run around without his
nappy on.

Sometimes, he would make me so mad I would feel like hitting
him. He thought everything he did was so charming and adorable.

I'll teach you to smile,

I’ll wipe that grin off your face,

Stop crying. I'll give you something to cry about!

Do you want a smack?

‘I hate you,’ I hissed. He ignored me, squatting down beside the
patch of urine, and began dabbing his thumb in it.

I picked up my bag and went back to school.

I dreamt I machine-gunned down my family in an old house out on
a deserted road. There were blood stains all over the walls when
a woman came and knocked so I couldn’t let her in. It was like in
those movies of the deaths of the Romanovs in Russia.

I escaped afterwards into the bush.

I am jealous of your wife and daughters.

When you come back after talking on the phone you are
pensive, smiling thoughtfully. A poignant home movie running in
your head. I want to sit with you on the couch and watch it too, but
there’s no room.

The girls write postcards with "Come back, Daddy!” on the
back. On one of them, Jessica, the eldest, redraws the family to
include a younger brother instead of a younger sister.
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We go to the cliffs and hang out over the rails and watch the
moths like little pieces of fire in the floodlights, and the valley
filling up gently with moonlit fog, and you point out the aurora
lights which in the daylight turn out to be just the Skytrain cable.

And so you too rub your stubbly chin over their faces. And you too
think they like it. (Do you do tricks with false teeth?)

If I had to be the wife (rather than the husband) I think I’d rather
be the second wife: wife number two. Like a cross between a big
sister (to the kids) and a girlfriend (to wife number one). That
would be nice, don’t you think?

The domino theory of baby-making

In the mid-to-late seventies (the good old days of “better dead than
wed’) none of us, in our circle, even considered children.

In those days a woman needed a baby like a fish needed a
bicycle helmet.

Only one of our friends did it (marriage, babies). I remember
visiting him one day afterwards in a flat in St Kilda. At one stage
in the afternoon his wife went into the bedroom and came out
carrying their baby, Rain. She sat quietly dandling it on her knee
and those of us visiting glanced across for a moment, and then kept
on with our talk.

Babies couldn’t discuss politics, or have sex, or smoke drugs. It
was like something faintly obscene on the fringes of our awareness.
We blotted them out, drew a veil politely over her strange behaviour.
Forgave her for it, and then ignored her.
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BE WARNED! THESE CREATURES ARE DANGEROUS AND
ARMED. APPROACH WITH EXTREME CAUTION. The way of
life we have fought so hard to create and protect will be changed
forever. Those of us left must stand firm. Do not succumb! Refuse
to be swayed by the propaganda of this new movement!

But this one was just an anomaly, a one-off. The first real domino
fell in the mid-eighties: friends, while they were overseas. The news
travelled from state to state on currents of shock. They returned to
Melbourne which is where the second domino fell a few months
later. Then a third was announced in Sydney. Dinner parties were
held to stem the tide, but it was no use. It became impossible to
avoid contamination. By the time the first baby was two years old,
a half a dozen more were already in the making.

DO NOT BE FOOLED - THE RULE OF THESE BABIES IS
ABSOLUTE!

The dominoes make a fllll-ip noise as they drop, knocking against
each other, falling gracefully, or is it a tick tick sound? The
crocodile devouring everything in its path, searching me out in the
Neverland...

The first baby dream: I had a baby and it just cried and cried. I'm
not sure what happened, but later I opened a cupboard beside the
bed and there were bloodied sheets and rags in it.
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Cats in the cradle

Once upon a time I must have had the usual amount of normal
instincts, because I can remember choosing names for my future
children.

My firstborn was to be Sebastian Leopold. "Thank goodness
you’re only eight,” was the family’s reaction when I announced this
at the dinner table.

But the long wait till I grew up was too much, and eventually (a
few weeks later) I gave the names to a litter of cats.

...Frances Edgar was squashed by a motorbike outside my
bedroom window. Thaddeus Morton ran off into the bush; Charlotte
Florence was given away. Roxanne Rosemary got stepped on by a
cow, and Olympia Esme fell asleep up under the hub of a truck and
didn’t wake up in time. Sebastian and Dirk Dominic were given a
car ride to the Lost Cats Home and “taken care of” there...

I was not a success as a mother.

Mother hens

Mother cats

Mother ducks

Cows...

The Old Cow, the Old Cheese...

This is just a fragment, a splinter of memory: cast off from the rest
of my history, whirling through space on its own.
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At the dinner table (circa 1974), my sister and I both admitted
that we were afraid of becoming baby-bashers.
(Silence.)

I don’t remember the context or details of this conversation, just
the appalled hush; but it wasn’t said in the way you might say you
feared axing the family to death in the middle of the night because
voices told you to. It was more in the way a person might say they
feared putting on weight if they ate a lot of cakes.

I remember it because of my sister’s startling honesty (she was
engaged to be married), and that it was a rare moment of sorority.

Perhaps she had that fury inside her too; just a splinter, though,
where I had a great chip. Maybe she too pulled faces and hissed
insults at little children, when no one was looking.

You can both love and hate the father. Childhood’s not a logical
place.

While you’re at the conference “the girls’ (which includes your
wife) take the chance to visit the Melbourne Show, which you hate.
The little girls, after hours of consumer checking, get the same of
everything: the Cleopatra Showbag, and the Darryl Lea Showbag.

They tour the countryside visiting theme parks. Next week, it’s
Fairyworld in a country town called Anakie.

(When the dog’s away, the cats and mice play.)

Can you teach old dogs new tricks? Or should you just trade

them in for new dogs?
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At Bronte Park, near where I live, a tiny dog steals an enormous
steak from someone’s plate and carries it off. It yanks its head up
at a ridiculous angle to keep the meat (half its size) from scraping
along the ground and does a fast trot into the bushes. The couples,
sitting in groups on blankets, with picnic hampers and glasses of
wine, all laugh at the little dog.

Slowly a man follows and retrieves the steak from the dog’s
mouth and holds it up for everyone to see how big it is. More happy
laughter. The waves slap onto the shore. The air is so salty. He
tosses the steak back to the dog who grabs it jealously. The man
returns, barbecue fork in hand, shaking his head, and picks up a
glass of wine.

There are lots of couples, and sometimes there is a stray man.
Stray men seem to be acceptable in these circles. They are never
homeless for long. If they’re at all presentable they get snapped up.
Stray women, however, are a little bit harder to place; a little less
rewarding to feed.

There is so much meat, there is enough for everyone here.
Everyone is happy, the kids play by the water. At night they are so
tired they go straight to sleep. They leave their milk teeth in a glass
of water by the bed for the Fairy.

They dream of flying around the room.

Back at home in Melbourne, you do things like freeze Weeties
packet toys in plastic containers of water, and then run them under
the tap to delight the girls...
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Of course out in the real world it is single women who are fine
and cope wonderfully, and stray hungry men who are the drain on
society.

Hopeless hang-dogs, menaces, pathetic creatures roaming
around the edges in packs. If they are still unclaimed after thirty,
there’s not much hope for them really. Jane (my flatmate) says that
the most merciful thing would be to put them down.

*

The pea baby

In another dream I was running up a grassy hill, a goat path, when I
heard the sound of a baby crying, just a tiny little wahh! at first, and
I looked back and there on the track behind me was a pea-head — no
arms or anything — just a pea with eyes and a big open squalling
mouth.

I stood there, transfixed and revolted. Part of me wanted to
stop and pick up the little baby-pea-head, and another part of me
was terrified. This thing, that was crying and which started getting
bigger and bigger, growing arms and legs, reaching out at me, its
crying getting more and more insistent, louder and louder. I took
a few hesitant steps back towards it and then it noticed me and
started crawling in my direction and I freaked and fled. When I
reached the top of the hill I turned around and it was large and red,
now, crawling up the path.

After the conference I give you a lift to Sydney and we sit by the
harbour before I take you to the airport. You fly back, with your
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eyes closed, drinking whiskies to stem the fear or reading a story of
mine. Back to the known: Jessica’s bowl of spaghetti and cheese at
the favourite restaurant, Samantha’s spaghetti bolognaise. ('It’1l be
such fun!” Jessica says on the phone the night before. “And it will
be good to see you, too, Dad.”)

When I was a teenager, Adelaide was one of the places I figured I'd
flee to in my fantasy pregnancy dramas. The standard storyline was
that after being "raped’ (by an incredibly spunky man who made
me swoon) [ found myself pregnant (of course) and had to pack my
bags one night (great excuse) and leave home forever. Sometimes
I would make my way to Mildura and live in a communal hippy
house, and other times I would go to Adelaide and stay in the
People’s Palace Hotel.

Sometimes I would be in love with two men at once: one
sensitive and warm, the other brooding and dark. Most of the
time I was secretly married to the father of my child, but some
misunderstanding had caused us to be separated. He loved me (of
course), and would come searching for me when he found out I'd
had his baby... We would be romantically reunited... [fade].

Why is it that there’s never life after marriage in fantasies?

*

I go for a walk down to the beach and on the way back a big dog
follows me, swinging its enormous balls. “Go home, you don’t live
here,’ I tell it. It looks at me for a moment, then turns and wanders
off, nose to the ground.

I am a cat. I arch my back and curl into myself, slink away...

From: How to Conceive of a Girl / Box of Words
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In this suburb the pets are slowly being replaced by children,
the cars by station wagons, the bikes by prams.
The dominoes click click click as they fall...
In my bedroom, the click click of the typewriter keys.
[FADE: into a clock ticking]

*

...Another sound broke in, and stilled them. It was at first such
a tiny sound that a leaf might have fallen on it and smothered
it, but as it came nearer it was more distinct.

Tick tick tick tick.

“The crocodile!” Hook gasped, and bounded away.

*

Oh, yes, plenty of time for Hook to keep running away... As
another egg falls gently, soundlessly, and slides down my fallopian
tubes. (How many dozen left now?)

*

Creativity: (why Bill and Laura fell in love)

And God said, Let us make man in our image. And God saw every
thing that he had made, and, behold, it was very good. Although
later, in anger, he said unto the woman: I will greatly multiply
thy sorrow and thy conception; in sorrow thou shalt bring forth
children; and thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule
over thee.

(The Lord giveth, and the Lord taketh away.)

Melbourne: Dogmedia, 1996/2004



BETH SPENCER

In another dream I left my baby behind, I just forgot that I had it
and was on a bus when I suddenly remembered.

2 AT HOME, BY THE SEA

There are no more dogs so I hand Jane a black pig instead.

“What’s this?’ she says.

A pig’

She holds it in her palm and looks at it as if it’s some kind of
bug, then looks at me. A pig at the south pole?”  “Well there are
no more dogs,” I explain.

She looks at the pig again, picking it up in two fingers and
facing it towards her. The pig looks back unblinking, stoic, so she
places it delicately in the freezer at the head of the dog team.

Jane and I are building a diorama of Scott’s expedition to
the Antarctic, using an old farmyard set of Gwenda’s and several
Guatemalan worry dolls.

“This is Gwenda Scott,” she says, placing a smiling worry doll
with black hair and a blue dress behind the dog/pig team, “and this
is you,” — green dress — “and this one is me’ (yellow). She sits the
last doll on top of the glued-together matchboxes that form the
sled. "I get to ride first,” she says, “and then we take it in turns.’

The floor of the freezer is smooth and shiny and grey; we’ve just
had a big summer clean up. Along the back of the freezer we’ve
pasted some polar bears. We stand looking in at it for a while, then
Jane goes and gets her camera and takes a photo.
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“You know there are no polar bears at the South Pole?’ I say.
Jane thinks for a moment.
“These ones are looking from a very very long way away.’

*

Every few days I take a peek. It is not long before the frost is biting
at their feet; in a week it is up the sides of the sled and dripping
from the dogs’ noses. In three weeks it is around their waists.

*

I take a trip to the mountains, and when I come back the freezer
door is iced shut.

Meanwhile, we’ve been searching for a fourth to share for over a
month. We put up ads, we interview people. The ones we like, like
us (so they say) but not the house, which is huge and rambling and
seen better days. We keep getting rejected by anyone over thirty.
(Hm, yes, so bohemian, isn’t it?’) Despite the view, despite the
proximity to the beach. These days, you have to have polished
floorboards and an Ikea kitchen.

“But our house is lovely,” protests Gwenda.

“Ten years ago,” says Jane, ~our house being the way it is would
be taken as a sign that we have our priorities right, that we aren’t
materialistic.” She drops her cigarette butt into the empty tomato
can near her feet. We’ve decided to ban smoking in the house, so
we’re sitting out on the verandah on an old torn couch. "These
days, in the caring nineties, it’s read instead as a lack of self-
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esteem. Living in a house like this, as old as we are, we look like a
bunch of losers.’

A car drives down the hill, stops in the cul-de-sac for a moment,
then turns around and drives back up again and disappears. Crickets
start to cheep under the frangipani tree.

We sit there, thinking about our furniture, most of which has
been collected from back lanes and council throw-outs; our ancient
carpets; the holes in the floor.

“Maybe it would help if we didn’t seem so proud of our house?’
says Gwenda.

Gwenda and Jane are some of the last few of my single girlfriends,
the domino effect having claimed the rest. And even Jane has Alan.
Quiet, steady, bearded, loving Alan.

“What’s wrong with us, Alan?’ we wail when he comes to visit.
“Why doesn’t anyone nice want to live with us?’

Alan blushes and smiles and sighs and says, "Don’t worry, the
right person will turn up.’

There is a silence. Gwenda plays with the butter dish and the
salt and pepper shakers (Mr and Mrs Cow) on the table. Jane looks
out the window into the night. Somewhere below is the ocean.

“Yes, says Jane after a while, “the Perfect person will just phone
up and walk through that door soon, you wait and see.’

“I’d settle for a Good-enough person,” says Gwenda.

We’ve been saying this for a long time now.

*

I love Jane because she still has her baby laugh, a lovely gurgle...
and her milk teeth.
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Eventually, Matt turns up. He sits in a chair in the lounge room,
chewing his fingernails casually, his legs crossed. He seems sane,
and human, he laughs occasionally, and he knows some people we
know, so we let him move in.

Matt is a bushwalking man, with thick wool socks that he hangs
in rows on the washing line every Saturday. He works somewhere
in town in something to do with the public service. He is like
having a brother or a father in the house, his real life seems to
take place elsewhere, outside; he comes and goes. Occasionally
he cooks (unlike most brothers or fathers), and he usually does his
dishes.

In terms of a trouble-pleasure ratio, he’s not too much trouble.
We like him, even though we make jokes about him behind his
back.

"Have we been fathered all this time by a codfish?’ quotes Jane
as Matt walks past one morning to go to the kitchen.

“Tis lowering to our pride!’ responds Gwenda, poking the copy
of J.M. Barrie’s Peter Pan out of sight behind the coffee pot. Matt
comes back and stands in the doorway with his bowl of cereal and
looks at Jane and Gwenda suspiciously. He eats his cereal then
wanders outside to check on his socks.

Did you know?

Statistics show that more people eat out on Mother’s Day than any
other day of the year.
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I visit you one weekend when I’'m down in Melbourne and your
little girls dress up as fairies in ballet costumes and stars in their
hair and pink tights. They rush through the house making wishes,
scattering fairy dust that takes weeks to vacuum out.

You and your wife have an argument about whether or not they
should be allowed to use the double bed as a trampoline.

Later you show me some new poems and in one of them I am
“Peta the Anarchist’ with a trail of no-good boyfriends (drug addicts,
alcoholics, bisexuals) like dirty syringes or tatty underwear...

*

Fairies and ballet.

Fairies with brief cases.

Fairies with stethoscopes.

What makes the bad fairy mean and bad? What makes her hate
babies so much, and brides?

Solutions: Samantha says — pausing to negotiate a difficult piece
of the jigsaw puzzle — ~You could live here.’
I ask if you could adopt me, but you just laugh.

&

Off with the Pixies (creatures of extremes)

Sometimes the Little People get so enraged at things (like whistling
or swearing) that they cause cave-ins, or twist the heads off men.
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River Faeries dangle men by their hair over waterfalls if they insult
the River Women.

Faeries love playing tricks. They have a childish sense of
humour, and they don’t know when to stop. They like laughing at
others.

They ride sunbeams through keyholes, and travel with the wind
and through water inside air bubbles or broken eggshells.

There are so many rules to know.

For instance, if milk is spilled, “there’s someone the better for
it, and those who don’t cry over the fact win the approval of the
Faeries. And one should always tip one’s hat when passing a Dust
Devil, and never turn around to look back at a Faery. Cutting down
a thorn bush or leaving something on a Faerie path invites disaster,
and those who praise a person without saying ‘God Bless Him’
make it possible for the Faeries to take him to their world.

*k

I'have alover who I call my Ditto Man. He rarely offers compliments
or intimacies, but if I say something warm he’ll usually say, “ditto’
or "likewise’ or “the feeling is mutual’.

We’ve been ditto to each other (doing it) for over a year now. We
don’t call it a relationship, it’s an “arrangement’. In a lot of ways
it’s like an extramarital affair, except that neither of us is married.

Two or three times a week we ring up and chat for a while then
say, ~So, what’re you doing?’

"Um,” pause, pretending to think about it, “nothing much
actually.’

“Ah.” And then as if the thought just struck: “Feel like a visit?’

The ditto man is my playmate. My escape from the world. My
happy man: he’s the kind of man who if he rings and I am upset or
depressed he’ll say, “Oh, well, I'll call you in a few days, shall I?’
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It is a well known fact that the Little People have a tendency to
need human help when it comes to giving birth.

Often late at night a Faery man will come knocking at the door
where a human woman known to be sympathetic to the small folk
lives, and take her away to act as midwife.

And now and then they kidnap young women to act as wet
nurses for their young. Not a pleasant occupation. Endless work.

And sometimes, they will steal your baby and leave a Changeling
in the cradle instead...

When this happens, you will know by the enormous appetite
of the “child’, its foul bad temper and fits of squalling. The most
civilised way of getting rid of a Changeling is to trick it into
revealing its age (which is always venerable). This brings it undone
immediately and in a rage it will leave.

Then if you are very very lucky, your child will be returned.

*

Somehow I always seem to end up in cars with men who drive
dangerously. When you’re wearing rose-coloured glasses there’s a
fine line between recklessness and competence.

Like Mark (my ditto man), driving his two-door sedan like a
bucking bronco. Like there’s no time to lose and every gap in the
traffic is about to close up and lock us out forever if we don’t rev
up and charge through. Braking at the last minute.

Complaining makes them worse, leads to silent subversion.
The Lost Boys are red light anarchists: when walking they always
have to cross against the lights or else they feel manipulated and
controlled.
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...Even you, Volvo-driving family man, refuse to wear a seat belt as
we round the mountain bends in my car, hopelessly lost, searching
for lookouts. Your soft white jumper a beacon in the dark. Like
Samantha’s “lambie blanket’ that she hugs to herself at night, after
the stories and the warm milk, and the soft scratchy kiss on her
cheek...

("Go to sleep now, everything’s all right.’

—Is it?)

The car feels so small and close, a space capsule heading out
over the cliffs...

I could name my series of dangerous drivers for you, but you’d get
bored. Switch off.

Crazy losers, in your estimation; throwing myself away
repeatedly. Hopeless addict types, bad providers (of what? - not
sex).

I read Women Who Love Too Much, just in case I’'m one of them,
but mostly I’'m afraid I’'m the opposite.

“Perhaps I genuinely like sociopaths,’ I say.

Perhaps I feel safe with men who aren’t good father-material.

(What can you do with a family man, if you can’t provide him
with a family?)

3 ON THE SHELF

“Relationships (sexual or otherwise) with elves are always reported
as being difficult to maintain, and both parties are usually bound by
a great number of taboos.’

—Nancy Arrowsmith, A Field Guide to the Little People
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The impossibility of fiction

On the night my first book was launched my ditto man was out
of town. The phone had been ringing hot all week with people
cancelling. Second honeymoons, family holidays, sick children,
Rosanna’s blood-pressure was up and as she was eight-and-a-half
months pregnant...

I went for a walk alone to Lane Cove National Park and I cried
under trees and sitting on rocks and drinking tea from my thermos
and watching birds on the river. I decided I didn’t want to be a
writer after all. “Sorry,” I wanted to say. "Changed my mind. Pulp
the book (such a little book), forget I ever began.” And then I came
home and cried some more when I got my messages. I had a bath
and took some rescue remedy and put on my public reading clothes
and lipstick and pulled myself together.

At the bookshop someone brought out a bunch of irises from
behind the counter (another friend: “Sorry I couldn’t be there with
you’).

I stood in the corner, facing into a stack of art books while the
crowd spun and laughed and talked behind me. Gwenda lent me
some tissues while Jane tracked down someone with a packet of
cigarettes. Friends came and congratulated me, and then would
stop, soft and concerned, when they saw my red nose and streaked
make-up.

Later I went down the front and sat, in my white jumper with
my irises on my knee, and watched the others read. And when my
turn came I thought about the calm of the forest when the rain stops
and breathed in that hush, a few lines into the first poem when you
can feel the audience with you, focused and alert, when you are
engaging something in them that they had almost forgotten.
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It is such a giving thing, reading, and I am so heartless. Like
making love with Mark, wonderful and overpowering, but a few
days later forgotten.

As the last reader finished, people in the audience started
getting up and heading back to the drinks table and the books for
sale. And a young woman walked over to me and said, “Don’t stop
writing, will you.’

Ecstasy and suffering

Two days after the launch, Rosanna’s partner called, busting with
joy, to say she’d given birth to a little girl. When I went to see her
she was recovering from a thirty-hour labour and I had spent the
afternoon in bed with Mark.

It was like going to church smelling of sex: sacrilegious, but
necessary. | spent a long time dressing. This body, after all, was all
I had to show for all my years, and I felt an enormous urge to draw
attention away to its surface (a new head scarf, red lipstick). The
better to keep safe the secret places.

*

A strange girl was staring in at the window. She had ecstasies
innumerable that other children can never know; but she was
looking through the window at the one joy from which she
must be forever barred.

Melbourne: Dogmedia, 1996/2004

12



BETH SPENCER

I hate the way men talk about “gestating’ books.

And I lied when I said sex with Mark was forgotten a few
days later. It clings to the pillowcase and bed sheets, creeps like
a mist up the legs of the kitchen table. Curls in the steam when I
pour myself a cup of tea, pulses down my fingertips as I tap at the
keyboard.

Later that night Gwenda and Matt and [ watch a nature documentary
about life in the Arctic.

The documentary voice says that raising chicks is such a
demanding job that only successfully partnered penguins can do it.
(For instance, they have to take turns holding the egg on their feet
to keep it off the ice.)

“Sometimes,” says the male voice, while the camera shows
Emperor Penguins scuffling about, a bizarre cross between
businessmen and nannies, pushing each other to get closer to a
little grey penguin baby, ‘desperate, unpartnered penguins will
fight over an abandoned or orphaned chick, and crush it to death.’

The story of yours I like best was how you took the girls to see the
Fairy Penguin Parade down at Phillip Island. Australia’s second-
most-visited “natural’ attraction: three million people each year
wait for hours in the cold to see the penguins waddle up on the
beach at dusk. It was a disappointment, you said, you could see
them better as you were leaving: hiding under the boardwalks and
in the bushes just out of the circle of the light.
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Samantha (six), afterwards in the car: "I don’t think I’'m really a
Fairy Penguin Parade person, Dad.” She stares wistfully out of the
window, strapped firmly into her seat belt, "I think I’'m more of a
parties and discos person.’

Midnight.
A door bangs in the distance.
Up the street, a car starts and drives away.

...With the help of some street fairies, Tinkerbell and I picked
up the bassinet and put it on a floating leaf and sent it off to the
mainland...

Out in the freezer, one of the little figures has fallen over and
cemented onto the ice floor. I poke at it with a spoon for a while, but
it won’t budge. I throw the spoon onto the floor behind it, where it
immediately grips and becomes part of the landscape, like a surreal
implement abandoned in the final frantic race towards base. The
other figures trudge on bravely, noses pointed into the wind.

One day while arguing over a TV documentary Matt accuses Jane
of being inconsistent and illogical.

“Well, “consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds”,” snaps
Jane (old anarchist saying).
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Gwenda barely looks up from her mending as she says,
“A Hobgoblin is a species of hearth Faery.’ Matt and Jane are
momentarily stunned into a truce as they stare at Gwenda.
“It’s quite a friendly and useful spirit, if treated kindly,” she adds
solemnly.
Gwenda must have been reading my Field Guide to the Little
People. 1 glance around to see where I left it.
There is silence for a moment, then Jane says, “That’s right.’
She stands up, dusting the cake crumbs off her dress, and walks out
of the room.

At the bottom of the garden, down below the railings at Tamarama
Park, there is a little cave, a niche in the rock wall, where Gwenda
leaves baby clothes for the Faeries. I’ve seen her sneak out at night
and do this. I’ve followed her in the moonlight.

You must do this now and then, she says, to appease them: a
small gift, left in a crevice of a rock or under a bench. Although you
must never insult them by giving a gift of clothes directly. If you do
such a foolish thing they will leave immediately in disgust.

She says it is not difficult to live in harmony with the Little
Folk, it just takes respect.

Sometimes I dream at night that they are knocking on my door.
But I am inept, I wouldn’t know what to do, I’ve never even seen a
birth, so I just keep quiet and they go elsewhere after a while.

Sometimes the wind stirs the trees and I hear them laughing at
me.
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(A spinster woman, barren.)

If you don’t know what you’re missing, well then you don’t know;
do you?

4 NEVER REGRET

In the Never Never Land there are scrublands and wild places and
smooth lawns and The Road Not Followed, and shipwrecks and all
the fantasy children that fell out of their prams before they were
born. It is a pink place, dark and spongy, cold and windswept.
Uninviting. A leaky place, once a month it sheds its skin like a
snake. A place of perpetual innocence, perpetual guilt. Indulgence.
It is the place where all the baby dreams take place in my night-
times. A world of broken eggs with only a few dozen left to go.
A warm hole. It is the Magic Circle, within which resides the
Mother’s Club. Their gavels rap on my cervix.

But I don’t want to make a home out of homesickness.
Sometimes I wonder if I only want a child so I can be on the
inside for once, and keep others out...
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Betrayal of the revolution

In the seventies we were busy being flower-children, and in the
eighties writing theories about the mother-daughter relationship
and the hand that rocks the cradle and sex. I had my head down,
concentrating; or I had my attention held by some divertingly
difficult man... And then I looked up and there was a strange
silence and it was the nineties and I was alone in the fairy circle,
and everyone had gone off to create hearth fires.

&

...It was only in Peta’s absence that they could speak of mothers,
the subject being forbidden by her as silly.

%

"I WANT A BABY"
— CONFESSIONS OF WONDER WOMAN

Lynda Carter, the star-spangled sex symbol who plays
Wonder Woman, longs for one role in life — that of a
mother.

The long-legged beauty who turns men weak at the
knees says unashamedly that she ‘just melts’ when she
holds a baby in her arms.

‘I’'m torn between having a baby now and waiting
until my career is more firmly established. But whatever
happens I don’t want to wait too long...” she said...

[Sunday Observer, 13/4/80]
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Of course the ditto man wasn’t much support, but he was little
trouble. We fought now and then and had fun the rest of the time.
As far as I was concerned, Mark could drive his car as dangerously
as he liked, just as long as I wasn’t in it. And if I didn’t have
someone to share the long trips, I didn’t have anyone picking on
my driving, either.

Except for you. You’d grip the dash sometimes because I'd
get so preoccupied in a conversation that I'd forget what 1 was
doing...

Peta thought mothers were "very over-rated persons’ (to make up
for her sadness at not being one?..) Wendy, however, felt at once
that she was in the presence of a tragedy.

Or: was it fathers that Peta thought were so over-rated (to make up
for her sadness at not having one)?..

Matt, Gwenda and I went to a party at Gwenda’s ex-lover,
Veronica’s house.

Veronica was pregnant and people were taking it in turns to feel
the baby kicking. She stood in the corner of the room with her shirt
lifted; a fertility symbol, a magnificent goddess. Her girlfriend
stood by taking photos.
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Rosanna used to say when she was pregnant, that she hated the
way strangers came up and laid their hands on her without asking.
As a pregnant woman she no longer had a “stomach’ (a private adult
space), but a "tummy’ (a public space, an infant temple). "People
always want to reach out and touch children, animals and pregnant
women, she said. " As if they’re like a flower or a tree. I mean, you
don’t ask a tree if you can touch it, do you?’

Later, at the party, a guy starts talking to me about Fairy Lore. I
thought he said “Fairy Law’ (a contradiction in terms?), and was
fascinated, until I realised he meant mythology.

I could never understand in the seventies, why all the anarchists
were studying to be lawyers.

I was a "bad’ anarcho-feminist in those days, because I still
liked to dye my hair and wear make-up.

“The urge to destroy is a creative urge,” we quoted Bakunin.
The men assumed every woman was on the pill, although most of
us weren’t because of the side-effects.

Bakunin, Kropotkin, Proudhon, Alexander Berkman, Emma
Goldman, the Haymarket Seven, the IWW members framed in
Brisbane. The Great Ones and the martyrs. (As in everything else
at uni, the great ones were usually male; if female, almost always
childless...)

Did you know May Day is also the Faeries’ moving day?
Gwenda told me this.
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Gwenda also said, when I repeated Rosanna’s comments about
being touched when she was pregnant, “Well, actually you should
ask a tree if you can touch it.’

Primitive Theme Parks: someone has cut out a Gary Larsen cartoon
with this caption and stuck it on our fridge. A crudely fenced area
has a sign over the gate with a badly lettered “Future Werld’ and a
row of cave men are lined up outside buying tickets. Inside others
wander around the various exhibits. A cave man stands on a plinth
wearing a tie, and a billboard shows a drawing of a man riding
a horse. On another billboard, a grinning man holds up a lighted
match and a cardboard folder of matches. "Yeah, right,” is the
thought bubble coming from one of the sceptical observers.

Who would have thought, back in the 1970s, that my Future Werld
contained so many babies?

And on the outside, beyond the circle of wagons and campfires, are
all the marauding, irresponsible men.

On the wind: the sounds of Sandy Posey (from the sixties)
singing ~Single Girl’ (needs a sweet lovin’ man to lean on...).

*

Stories you grow up with: how Marx (Karl, not Groucho) let his
children starve while he worked on his great manuscript in the
Reading Room of the British Museum.
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What do you do with information like that?

The last great myth: everyone is equally free to live under
bridges and steal bread, and everyone is equally free to have
children and let them starve...

“Men make their own history (and women make babies) but they
don’t do it just as they please; they don’t do it under circumstances
chosen by themselves...”

Fairy Lore (according to Wendy):

New fairies "live in nests on the tops of trees, and the mauve
ones are boys and the white ones are girls, and the blue ones
are just little sillies who are not sure what they are.’

%

God, the mother

One Saturday night I stayed home alone and watched Wings of
Desire on television.

When I was a little girl I thought all fairies and angels were
women. The day I discovered that cherubim were boys (what? with
those curly locks?), and that “Gabriel’ was a man’s name it was like
one of those great big metal candle extinguishers coming down out
of heaven and putting out a flame.

It seemed like a trick, because in plays at school angels were
always girls.

And then I thought about it and figured maybe it was because
(just like now, really) we always had a shortage of decent boys; and
the few capable of memorising lines were needed to play Joseph
and the wise men.
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In fact, wise men were usually girls in disguise, and even baby
Jesus was played by a girl doll.

Angels were like fairies, graceful and beautiful. They wore dresses.
They were luminous and wise and happy. (Beatific.)

Like Marilyn Monroe, and Betty Grable and Rita Hayworth...
although Screen Goddesses were only ever heavenly for as long
as men worshipped them. And deep down inside (according to the
biographers) the baby wish.

Perfection: Madonna and child...

—But she doesn’t have a child. She’s too busy with her career.

—Not that Madonna, the other one.

—Oh.

In fact, even Divine (if you look close) is just a man in drag.

k

“Kiss an angel good-morning...’
Don’t tell me those cowboys were singing about men.

*

The cult of the bridesmaids

1963: My cousin’s wedding was the happiest most exciting day of
my childhood.

Three little flower maids, hunched forward against a freezing
May wind in long blue shantung A-line dresses and Geisha girl
hairdos. Keeping a firm grip on the silver foil handles of identical
bouquets of pink carnations, white gardenias and asparagus fern,
we make our way in single file up the steps to the church.
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In the concrete steps of the church there is already a kind of
glitter. Later everything will be thick with confetti. My shoes are
brand new. Our dresses the result of months of secret preparations
and fittings. Our hair, masterpieces of lacquer and ribbon.

For the past twenty-four hours we have been taken from our
families and dedicated to this moment: hidden away from lesser
mortals to ensure our beauty sleep in Aunty Rosie’s back bedroom;
hours at the hairdressers (chauffeured there by Uncle Rob); then to
Valerie the chief bridesmaid’s house for a last check of the fittings,
pampered and fussed over and flattered until we are pink with
excitement; back to Aunty Rosie’s for the photography session;
and now, finally, we are here at the church. Our big day. Un
momento glorious.

Blessed be the bridesmaids.

For one day in my life there is nothing in the world required of
me but to be exactly what I am: a little girl.

Later, outside the church my mother dives at me with a gloved
hand. “Why did they pull your hair so hard off your forehead? It
makes your eyes look poppy!”’

I move out from under her bent wing and wave a wand and she
disappears. I smile as someone snaps a camera.

For weeks I refuse to wash my hair. I keep my bouquet in the
fridge till it turns brown.

Over the next few years I take a vow to become a hairdresser. I
want to live permanently in the temple of beauty, to learn its arts:
to be a high priestess of satin and carnations and hair-straightening
lotion.

My headmaster and his wife try to dissuade me with stories
of customers’ heads full of lice but my relatives unknowingly
endorsed my vocation by continuing to choose me to assist at
their weddings. I become a professional bridesmaid! I know all
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The Faeries at Anakie Park

the poses. At the third wedding I hear an aunt hiss, “Three times a
bridesmaid!’ but it’s too late. I become a bridesmaid a fourth time,
then a fifth...

Until I go to university, wear long flowing white hippy dresses,
and join the “Better dead than wed’ brigade.

*

I cut some penguins out of the back of a matchbox and put them
near the spoon so they look like they are investigating what this
strange thing is doing in their world. There are icicles hanging from
the ceiling. The air is getting thinner and thinner in the freezer. I
blow gently on the fallen figure and it shivers.

*

“Come on, Tink,” Peta cried, with a frightful sneer at the laws of
nature; “We don’t want any silly mothers’; and she flew away.

5 THE MOTHER’S CLUB

One morning, soon after I returned from Melbourne, Jane broke
the news to us that she and her boyfriend were buying a house
together.

She didn’t break it gently, she broke it by bursting into the
kitchen at 8.15 am yelling “Guess what?’

I was cooking eggs and the yolks were oozing everywhere and
becoming stiff and hard and the toast was burning and Gwenda
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was sitting on a stool by the stove drinking coffee and describing
her period cramps, and I was late for work because my alarm clock
had failed to go off (again). The dishes hadn’t been done from the
night before, the cat was meowing to be fed, and none of us had
remembered to put the rubbish out. Matt was in the shower so |
knew I wouldn’t have time to wash my hair.

“Great,” I snapped.

"Oh no,” said Gwenda. She got up from her stool, put the coffee
cup on the edge of the bench and said, “Janey!’ in a plaintive voice
and gave her a big sad hug. They hugged and hugged, “Isn’t it
wonderful?’ said Jane, and “No, no, no, no,” moaned Gwenda.

I flipped my eggs and gritted my teeth. Soon Jane and Gwenda
were bouncing around the room together.

“Isn’t it wonder-ful!’ Jane was dancing now.

*No, no, no, no!’

“Yes, said Jane, “yes, yes, yes, yes!’

"No!” Gwenda stamped her feet, and there was a crash as a
piece of ice from the freezer calved off into last night’s spaghetti
bolognaise.

Well it’s true, I’ve always had a problem with alarm clocks. Even
Telecom forgot me once when I booked a wake-up call. I had to fly
for the plane, almost missed it.

Wings of desire 2

I collect things: like clippings about girls who have babies in toilets
at school in their lunch hour; articles about women giving birth to
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their daughter’s and sister’s children through IVF; a confession by
a woman who wore progressively larger pillows under maternity
dresses for the nine months before she adopted a baby, because she
was sworn to secrecy by the nuns.

My favourite stories are about trapeze artists and very large
women who don’t even know they are pregnant.

Like the woman who ran a fish and chip shop with her husband.
One day she had a slight stomach ache and felt “a bit off-colour’.
Her husband told her to go and lie down. She went to the bathroom,
and suddenly gave birth to an eight pound boy.

Just think:

Wife: "Um, Darling, can I talk to you a moment...

Horrified Husband: “Where did that come from?’

(Imagine trying to explain it to the neighbours?)

k

I guess with the trapeze artists it’s because they have such strong
stomach muscles...

And, according to the movies, the other group who have a
tendency of getting pregnant without knowing it are nuns.

*

“You just think lovely wonderful thoughts,” Peta explained,
“and they lift you up in the air.’

But of course Peta had been trifling with them, for a woman
can’t fly unless the fairy dust has been blown on her.

k
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Myself, I always tended to favour the Rilla of Ingleside method
of acquiring a baby. I can’t remember the details, but I think she
found one in a soup tureen and adopted it. (I remember I had to
look up the word “tureen’ in the dictionary.)

I had a fantasy about this and told my mother: What fun to have
a baby and take it to school and feed it with a bottle at playtime! (I
forgot to mention the part about the soup tureen.)

My mother drew herself up from her habitual crouch over the

sink and turned and said: “Well I hope that Never happens to you,
until you are Much Older!” And then added, ~And married.’

%

In the kitchen. Night time.

It is dark except for a small light above the stove which throws
a kind of blue glaze over the enamel surfaces. A cockroach moves
slowly along the edge of a plate.

A man in a checked wool-lined zippered jacket enters from the
dining room, carrying a black bag. He goes to the refrigerator and
opens the door, depositing the bag at his feet. He takes out some
tools and begins to hack away at the ice around the freezer door.

After a while the man pulls out a blow torch and connects it.
He stops periodically to check his progress or to listen for noises in
other parts of the house. There is a ticking coming from the living
room, and the sound of the sea. Finally he prises a small figure off
the bottom of the freezer floor and takes it to the sink where he
turns on the hot tap and lets it run until the water steams. He takes
off his gloves and slowly revolves the figure under the flow...

%
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Before she found one in a soup tureen, this is what Rilla of
Ingleside had to say about babies:

"I don’t like babies one bit — though when I say so people look at
me as if I had said something perfectly shocking. Well, I don’t, and
I’ve got to be honest about it. I don’t mind looking at a nice clean
baby if somebody else holds it — but I wouldn’t touch it for anything
and I don’t feel a single real spark of interest in it. Gertrude Oliver
says she just feels the same. (She is the most honest person I know.
She never pretends anything.) She says babies bore her until they
are old enough to talk then she likes them — but still a good way
off. Mother and Nan and Di all adore babies and seem to think I'm
unnatural because I don’t.”’

Even after she found her war baby and decided to keep it, it
took Rilla a long time before she actually liked it. But the really
important thing was that, by being the only one of her siblings with
a baby to care for, Rilla went from being the spoilt know-nothing
youngest to being somebody.

A potent fantasy for an eight-year-old (for anybody).

*

The Never Neverland
(The childhoods we never had /

or why people have children...)

Gwenda says (busily biting her thumb) that if she did, one of
the reasons would be to re-create her own happy childhood. But
Jane says most people are doing it nowadays because their own
childhoods were so awful.

A child outside, Jane explains, enables their inner-child to
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(vicariously) experience good mothering and good fathering (ie.,
their own and their partner’s). It gives them the chance to have at
least one experience of a happy family.

“So having children is therapeutic?” Gwenda says, examining
the sensitive skin beside her thumbnail.

“We-11,” says Jane, “it can be.’

“And if it’s not?’

Jane gently takes hold of Gwenda’s hand and puts it back in her
lap. Gwenda blushes.

“Well, in that case,” says Jane, "I guess the disorder gets
worse.’

“Inherent in childbirth itself is the potential for all women to know
a purest form of fulfilment and joy: to grow in strength and wisdom
in a way that is not quite communicable verbally, but is understood
by women once they have had that experience...’

— Rachel Broncher

The lost girls knew in what they called their hearts that one
can get on quite well without being a mother, and that it is only
mothers who think you can’t.

Long ago there was Ishtar: goddess of war and battle, with an
awesome face and an angry heart, she sings (like Peta Pan) with
an abandoned delight of her own glory and prowess. She is also
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goddess of impersonal fertility (grain, crops), and she is the evening
star (liminality), holding court at the new moon and passing
judgement, having the “feeling capacity to evaluate, periodically
and afresh, that goes with the sense of life as a changing process.’
And she is the goddess of sexual love.

—from: Descent to the Goddess

But now a boy child rules the house.

Gwenda’s sister has come to visit for a week. She has a two-
year-old son and a new baby. We gush and goo over the baby and
try to find Max with his temper tantrums and boisterous energy
and hunger for the lost centre stage appealing, but the green-eyed
monster rarely is.

Max loves his little brother to pieces. His baby brother is just so
gorgeous and cuddly and gurgling that sometimes he just wants to
pick him up and cuddle him so hard...

Sometimes he wants to kiss him all over his chubby face and
other times he wants to twist his head off, hang him by his thin
little curls over a waterfall, turn him into a frog...

Gwenda and I take him down to Tamarama park and let him
run through the park and chase the pigeons and scream into the
wind. And then we walk him up and down the cliffs until he’s
exhausted.

At the end of the week, Gwenda says she’s changed her mind
and never wants to have children.

She waves goodbye to Max and his mother and baby brother.
She stands at the gate until the station wagon disappears over the
hill. Then she grabs her purse and heads to the shops and rents
some videos and buys corn chips, a tub of ice cream and a block
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of Caramello chocolate. Back home she puts on her oldest clothes
and watches The Philadelphia Story and National Velvet lying
spread out on the couch, weeping and stuffing herself on chips and
chocolate till finally she falls into a ragged sleep.

%

According to Nancy Arrowsmith, even a short stay with the Faeries
changes humans completely and they return to Earth as madmen,
seers, healers or prophets.

Children are impossible!
(Oh yes, but of course it’s only ever parents who say this.)

6 ALL THE LITTLE CHILDREN

In a book on infertility, a childless woman says:

Whether I'm talking to a child in a shopping
cart at the checkout line or tending a
neighbour’s child for an afternoon, these
children are mine for that time, and I treat
them as such. I think there should be childless
women in every community. Our love is more
free-floating. We pick up a lot of the slack in
the world.
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Oh, lucky you, getting to sleep in! (Another one of those things
parents say.)

At the conference, late one night a group of us sat in the dining
room and read to each other. I began to read a story and then
realised it was about an abortion.

Later, a man in the room (was it you?) said about Sylvia
Plath, “Oh, but she was neurotic.” As if that explained (anything)
everything.

Sometimes I try to imagine what it would be like to be a virgin.

Intact. Un-Known (in the Biblical sense). Or to imagine what it
would be like never to have been pregnant: to have this incredible
capacity untested. Never to be really sure whether “Days of Our
Lives’ wasn’t right.

Or perhaps I try to remember this, rather than imagine it. What
[ try to imagine is lying in bed reading, like this (now), and there is
a little knock at the door and my two daughters walk in.

“What is it?’ They have something to tell me. Some secret. They
look at each other (one is nine, the other seven) and giggle, then
run over to my bed and leap onto it next to me, one on either side. I
love my daughters, I can’t do without them. I wanted to be a writer
but I have this, instead. Sometimes I am so frustrated that I cry and
scream. But I would never swap them. I try to imagine what that
would be like.

But I can’t.
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Hamlet’s soliloquy (as originally written by Shakespeare’s sister):
“To be a mother,
or not to be:
that is the question!...
—from the lost play, Hameletta.

b

%

“If you find yourselves mothers,” Peta said darkly, "I hope you
will like it.’

The awful cynicism of this made an uncomfortable
impression, and most of them began to look rather doubtful.

%

Stranger-danger

Diana has dropped by with a box of cakes. She is a friend of
Gwenda’s, a mythology expert we’ve nicknamed The Hunter. She
is thirty-eight, childless, and has been searching for a suitable
father for some years now (the crocodile at her heels).

Gwenda tells Diana about her experience with Max and her
sister’s baby and Diana says, "Oh it’s different if you have your
own.” She wipes a spot on a plate with her purple scarf before
she begins to arrange the cakes on it. (Diana always dresses in
purple: purple shoes, purple socks, even carries a purple pen
— a Monseigneur of the women’s movement.) She says, "I've got
friends with stepchildren who have gone on to have babies and
they say it’s a breeze compared to having to look after someone
else’s child.’
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Jane gets the cups and Gwenda pours out the tea. Jane says these
days it’s not the stepmothers who are wicked but the stepchildren.
The children and the evil natural mothers, plotting against the
innocent hard-working alimony-paying fathers and their new
wives.

Gwenda said she thought it was the stepfathers, inflicted on the
innocent children by the lustfulness of the wicked mothers.

Diana says, ~All fathers are potentially wicked.’

There is silence for a moment as we digest this thought.

“Or at least potentially dangerous, anyway,” Diana adds. “Look
at Hansel and Gretel’s father.’

Gwenda is about to take a slice of gingerbread but she pauses
and puts it back. She stirs a spoonful of honey into her tea
instead.

She says, “It’s not that I have this enormous urge to procreate,
I just want access to children, I want to share my life with children
and watch them grow up. Go through the testing times and the
good times with them, you know, and just be involved.’

Diana says, ~Asking people to share their children is like asking
to borrow their deodorant stick or their toothbrush. You’ve got more
chance if you are blood-related, or having sex with the person.’

I think about the lovers I’ve had, and how I not only happily
shared my toothbrush but broke my rules and loaned them my car.
Scary, considering what I knew of their driving habits.

Jane tells about someone she knew who got involved with one
of her friend’s children, babysitting regularly and picking them
up after school. She got incredibly attached, particularly to the
youngest child. And then the father got a job in Perth and the whole
family moved away.

“It’s hard,” said Diana, “you have no rights.’

“The thing was,” said Jane, “she would have considered packing
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up and following them over, but she was afraid of how it would
look. She even began to wonder if they were moving away because
she was so attached.’

"Did you know that in some hospitals,” said Diana, “they have
policies on who they will accept as volunteers for their childcare
centres or baby-cuddling programs.” She stirs her tea vigorously.
“They prefer schoolgirls and grandmothers. If you are a childless
older woman, you might have a great desire to cuddle little babies
for an hour, but it’s so obviously a perverse desire, isn’t it?’

Gwenda says that a friend of hers was told at a baby health centre
not to let her baby be passed around and “handled too much.’

Diana bit into an almond cake. “We’re the dingoes, the big bad
wolves of the nineties.’

Matt’s job in the city turned out to be something to do with the
Census, and when he cleaned out his desk one day he brought
home some of the more interesting notes that people had attached
to their forms.

One woman had written “many, many’ in quavery blue ink in
response to the question, "How many children have you given birth
to?” She attached this note:

“I have had thousands and thousands of babies. Every time a
man touches me, for instance, on the elbow, or on my dress, or on
any part of my body, a baby grows. I have had millions of children
this way. They grow all over my body, and when they drop off I
give birth to them. I have had this capacity for a long time. I don’t
know why this is.’

Someone had written at the bottom in red pen, "NTFQ’.

“What does this code mean?’ we asked.
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Matt studied it for a while, scratching a small furrow between
his eyebrows. Then he broke into a smile and said triumphantly,
“”Not the full quid”’

But wolves are mothers, too! I remember this suddenly in the
middle of the night, and all the stories of orphaned or lost children
lovingly raised in wolf dens with the puppies.

I ring Diana up the next morning and tell her this.

“Ye-es,” she says slowly; there is silence while she thinks. And
then she says, “But the villagers were never very happy with the
way they raised them, were they?’

*

Cabbage dolls

Diana rings us up one day and asks us to come with her to a
cabbage-patch doll burial. “It’s like a kind of afternoon-tea-party
grief ritual,” she says.

Jane says “you’re kidding?’ and that she has other plans.
Gwenda puts on a purple hat and offers me her purple earrings, but
I say that I think I’1l just stick to black.

Diana takes us to a house in Bronte near Waverley Cemetery with

a view out over the water. We sit in the living room in enormous

white sofas and drink tea and whiskies and eat camembert and
carrot sticks and water crackers with half a dozen other women.

In the car on the way, Diana filled us in on Celeste’s history.

How she spent eighteen years in a relationship with a man who

didn’t want children, and who would have been a hopeless and
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irresponsible father anyway. Celeste finally left him and met her
current partner, Vic. With Vic she has conceived a couple of times
but it has always ended in miscarriage, and last month she had her
forty-second birthday.

We sip our tea and munch quietly, while Celeste explains that
the cabbage-patch doll which she had bought from K-Mart and
which is lying in state in a box on the dining room table, represents
the child she wanted but now accepts she will never have. She says
she just wants the right to grieve for this, and to have her friends
with her, to acknowledge it.

Vic sits in the corner, looking uncomfortable as the only man in
the room. Later he holds her hand while one of their friends reads
a poem.

A baby cries from somewhere at the back of the house; a large
woman with long hair and a long velvet dress leaves the room and
returns with it and begins breastfeeding. In the silence we look at
the view or listen to the baby’s contented feeding noises.

When the baby is finished and sleeping, the woman, an old
friend of Celeste’s, speaks about her own decision to have a child.
She talks about the love, which she says frightens her sometimes
in its intensity; the sacrifices; and the ambivalence, which she still
feels.

"I know you’ll do rich and wonderful things with your life,
Celeste. And it means so much to me to have you as an aunt, and
a role model, for my daughter. But you know that, and it’s no
substitute. I wish I could have been an aunty to your children. You
and Vic would have made good parents.” She pauses and adjusts the
baby almost before it whimpers; it sighs and goes back to sleep.
She stares at it in amazement for a few moments and then looks up
at Celeste. "It’s just a huge fucking shame.’

From: How to Conceive of a Girl / Box of Words

The Faeries at Anakie Park

In the pause that follows there is a discreet click as Diana opens
her handbag and extracts a packet of tissues. Gwenda nudges her
and Diana passes across the packet; Gwenda takes one and offers
it to me. I am about to pass it back when someone touches my
elbow.

The tissues are passed silently around the room like communion
wafers, and someone presses one into Vic’s free hand. He looks at
it with bewilderment for a moment, as if he can’t quite make the
connection between the tears running down the side of his nose and
this thing in his hand; and then he nods gratefully.

Afterwards we gathered outside and cremated the cabbage patch
doll and threw the ashes around the garden.

At home we told Jane about it. I thought she might make fun of it,
but she just listened. Later, as Diana was leaving, she followed her
to the door and gave her a hug.

Artemis (also called Diana): ancient goddess of the hunt and of
women’s health, including childbirth. Patroness of maidens. A
spiritual warrior, nurturing new beginnings and new life. A virgin
goddess in the old sense: which has more to do with protecting
the self, or being at one with the self, than with sexual virginity
or chastity. The location of Artemis is the wilderness — giving her
an image of unharnessable spirit, a wreckless power that threatens
men. This is exemplified by the story of Actaeon, a young hunter
who came upon her one day when she was bathing and saw her
naked. The goddess turned him into a stag and he was torn apart
by his own dogs.
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When I was twelve I collected things for my glory box because my
sisters were doing it, and it seemed like fun. I loved shopping at
Dimmeys and McEwans and searching out the bargains. I collected
tea towels and pie plates and brushes and pans and cute salt and
pepper shakers in the shape of owls.

My mother was heartbroken when I came home at seventeen
and plundered my glory box for useful items for the house I was
moving to with my friends. (Five times a bridesmaid, they should
have known.)

Before very long, my glory box was empty.

k

No penis, no child. What does this make me?

To many people: still a child. I live in an adult-centred world,
amongst adult-centred people. I have nothing to govern, and
nothing governs me...

A few days after the tea-party at Bronte, I came into the kitchen to
find Jane adding a purple worry doll to the freezer scene.
“This one is Diana,” she said.

Fairies, according to some sources (J.M.Barrie), are made
from baby laughter.

It is also said that every time a woman says: "I don’t believe
in babies’ there is a baby somewhere who falls down dead.
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birth mothers adoptive mothers relinquishing mothers surrogate
mothers single mothers lesbian mothers fairy godmothers
stepmothers spinster aunts

virgin mothers

“Sit in father’s chair, John!” Wendy was scandalised. “Certainly
not.’

“He is not really our father,” John answered. "He didn’t even
know how a father does till I showed him.’

This was grumbling. “"We complain of John,’” cried the
twins.

7 HOW DOES A FATHER DO?

Fractured fairy tales

One day I’m flipping through the biographical notes in an American
short story anthology and notice that an awfully large proportion
of the male writers have been “happily married’ for around fifteen
years. Most of the women writers I know are single, or only began
publishing relatively late in life.

I point this out to Jane, and she shows me an article she’s
reading in 7ime, where geneticists say that a man of around thirty-
five and a women about twenty-two is the most stable match of all,
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the most likely to last: the man being mature and settled enough to
provide a home, the woman young and nubile enough to produce
and rear young.

“Think about it,” she says. "These guys in the anthology are all
around fifty, right? In their mid-thirties their first wives divorced
them, they got jobs in universities, then they married their graduate
students.’

“But what happened to the thirty-five year old wives? Did they
end up with young virile twenty-two year old men?’

Jane says, “They did for a while, and they had a good time, but
then the young men grew up and flew away and they found new
ones or they just lived happily alone and became wise old happy
women. And some of them of course became lesbians.’

“But they were all happy? Even though they’d divorced their
husbands and ended up alone with the kids?’

“Yep, every single one of them, they were all happy.’

Jane believes that women only really need a provider for
those first few vulnerable years and then they are quite capable
of bringing up children alone after that. In fact she thinks it works
better, as long as you can call the ex-husband in to take over and
give you a break now and then, because you don’t have to juggle
so many relationships.

I don’t think she’s told her boyfriend all this, though.

Or maybe she’s just a cheerful hypocrite.

k

I like believing what Jane says. I like the fact that she might need
me again one day.
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The Lost Boys and other distractions

Jane calls the kind of men I tend to fall for (Gwenda too, when
she does fall for men) the “disenabled’ ones. We look up the
description of a sociopath and find that it’s someone who never got
enough nurture as a child and is thus incapable of forming deep
relationships.

“This man really cares about you,’ the tarot reader says, tapping
the King of Cups with a nicotine stained finger. "But you’ll always
have to mother him.’

"Hmm,” I say noncommittally.

“Yes, she sighs, “but don’t discard him yet,” (she reads my
mind). ~You can still have a lot of fun together, and he is a good
person. But if you move in together, make sure you control the
finances.’

Tootles held up his hand.

"I don’t suppose,’ Tootles began diffidently, “that I could be
father.

“No, Tootles.’

Creative urges

A man in a white coat leans over a microscope. Next to him is a
stack of culture dishes, a box of slides, and a tray of test tubes on
a pile of Playboys. He holds a small pipette in his right hand. Out
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the window on a football field, Ron Barassi is yelling at a line of
players chewing their mouth guards, leaning on one foot and then
the other. Up at the other end another man in a white coat (and hat)
practices signalling goals.

In my dream I stand behind the man in the white coat and
when he puts the pipette aside in a glass beaker of water and turns
slightly, I pass him a test tube full of semen.

*

What does a father do that I can’t?

At a writer’s party a man and I are discussing a mutual friend,
whose work he is supervising. “Well, you know it’s just so hard for
her. I mean she is trying to write a book under nearly impossible
conditions. There’s always some drama happening with one
boyfriend or another, and she just has one room in a house with
others, and no one to knock on the door at six o’clock and say,
“Dinner’s ready, Darling.”

I’m stunned. “Oh, come on. How many women writers have
someone knocking on the door at six o’clock saying, “Dinner’s
ready, Darling”?’

“Sara Paretsky,” he says, without missing a beat.
“Really?’

“Yeah, but her problem is that he’s so much older than she is,
and she worries about how ever she’ll live without him when he
dies.’

From: How to Conceive of a Girl / Box of Words
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Lodged in my brain somewhere is an image of being soaped in the
bath. I don’t know where it comes from, but I think it’s my image
of nurture. In this scene I see myself as small and weak and naked
and I’m crying, and I don’t know why but I can’t stop. Someone is
kneeling beside the bath, gently soaping my back.

Mark and I would sometimes fight in the bath, but as soon as |
started to cry I would get up and leave. I would throw on my clothes
and run out of the house and hop in my car and drive home.

Our first night together we spent hours in the bath, just playing
and talking before we “did’ anything. Which perhaps means in
some awful way that this is as close as I’ve come to my image
of nurture: he doesn’t exactly assist me to do things, but he never
stops me, either. He’s never tried to clip my wings.

The ditto man is my snow man. My companion at the poles.

*

Faeries are the rage

Jane and Gwenda and I go to visit a fairy shop in Mosman. Gwenda
is organising a fairy birthday party for her best friend’s daughter.
The floor is awash with glitter and there are scurries of little girls
trying on frilly tutus and selecting wands and tiaras. Their high
pitched chatter twitters around the pink room.

“If all the little girls these days are having fairy parties, what do
the little boys have?’ asks Jane.

We shrug, and Gwenda starts selecting packets of stars and fairy
dust and trinkets and a pair of gold lame gloves. She is to be the
Grand Fairy, arriving in splendour on her bicycle at three o’clock
in the afternoon to do a performance and hand out wishes.
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“There must be a very high profit in used teeth,” says Jane
looking around.

I agree. "Look at the price of this!’ I stage whisper, showing her
a skimpy nylon leotard with tulle sewn around the hips and sequins
around the neck. She pantomimes a heart attack and almost falls
into a rack of Peter Pan capes.

“Oh, Peter Pan,” she cries. “So this is what the boys get to do.
Never grow up and always searching for mummies. Great. Good
practice for when they’re older.

Gwenda sweeps over with her armful of bundles, gives us an icy
condescending stare (the Grand Fairy does not tolerate mockery in
her domain) and we follow meekly out the door.

%

Inside my Glory Box are baby clothes, folded up so tiny that you
can’t see. Little white knitted mittens with eyelet holes and satin
ribbon threaded through, pale green booties, a lemon-wool cap.
Tucked away in there with the egg slides and the tea towels.

—A lock of hair.

—A first kiss.

Sometimes a boy will put his fingers in deep and feel something
and say, “What’s this?’

“Oh, nothing,” I murmur, taking the small item of clothing from
him and hiding it under the bed, putting his hand back where it
was. “Nothing, nothing...’
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Stranger-danger 2

One evening Jane and I are waiting at the bus stop at Bondi
Junction, outside Grace Brothers, with a bunch of other late night
shoppers. There is a luminescent quality to the lighting; the street
is blocked off to cars and currently deserted. Like a stage, waiting
for someone. ...Bing Crosby and Katherine Hepburn?

Jane does a small soft-shoe shuffle, swinging her plastic carrier
bags, until our attention is arrested by the sound of wailing coming
steadily closer from the direction of the Mall.

A man is walking along, with a woman around his own age
beside him, and a small child about four or five out in front. They
are walking in step, very close together, although the child has to
trot to keep pace. The man takes about four steps to draw his hand
back and then another two to send it thundering down onto the
child’s bottom. The boy has his hands held behind him to protect
himself, but each time he jumps and stumbles a little as he is
propelled forward by the blow. Meanwhile he keeps up a steady
keening cry, a counterpoint to the man’s deep bass voice which
keeps up a steady rhythmical listing of the boy’s crimes.

There is a kind of magnetic energy field around the three of them,
like they are held together with fine wires. As they approach (the
boy: hop, stumble, trot; the man: "I’ll teach you...”) the surrounding
noises drop — the shoppers, the cars along the intersecting street,
conversations — until there is just these three, like a piece of street
theatre, moving past.

Jane spoke: “Don’t hit the child! What has he done?” It was as
if the house lights had suddenly been turned on; the father stopped
and the family stopped too and turned towards us, momentarily
bewildered, trying to pick out who had spoken from the shapes.
The little boy looked frightened.
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The man looked at us aggressively.

“He’s my child and I’ll do what I like to him!” he roared.

The little boy edged in closer to his father, and touched the cloth
of his father’s trousers near the thigh with his fingertips while he
stared mutely, fearfully at Jane. His mother laid a protective hand
on his shoulder.

No one moved. The man glared at us for a few more seconds
and then the three turned and continued on their way. Walking
closely, bound again by their protective coils.

Gradually the street sounds came back — the shoppers, the cars,
the conversations, a bus turned into the road and roared past to the
next stop. But there was still a kind of over-fed silence around us
in the queue, a protective web of our own.

“Good on you, love,” a woman sighed deeply after a while,
nodding her head to Jane. Another woman rustled her shopping
bags and murmured agreement. It was as if in this way we were
able to shift the threads of our silence around us, reshuffling the
strings, but still unable to move or break it. Until the bus came, and
in the midst of the engine noise and exhaust and the clanging of the
coin tray we could move forward and apart and out of range of the
father’s spell.

Crocodile tears

Meanwhile, the world has become full of unpartnered penguins,
stomping around with their big flat feet, being written about in
newspaper columns — by thirty-something males with wives and
children — as the thirty-something career women who “waited too
long’ to get settled.
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“Just a phase,’ says Jane, "like adolescence. Most of these
women just need to get past menopause and they’ll be perfectly
happy again.’

“Unless of course they’ve had all the happiness sucked out of
them by IVF clinics,” says Gwenda.

On the back of the door in the toilets at the cafe where I meet
Gwenda and Jane for coffee, someone has written:

“Men are like toilets — either occupied, or full of shit.’

“Too true,” says Gwenda.

Jane says sending women off to therapy because they have
“intimacy’ problems is about as useful as addressing the high
unemployment figures by sending the jobless off to motivation
seminars and training courses.

Necessity is the Mother of Invention, and Frank Zappa the father
of the Mothers...

(What would he have to say about all this?)

Matt is a big Mothers fan, so Jane stops him in the kitchen one
morning to show him an item from the newspaper.

The story goes that after having pulled down all their graven
images of Marx, Lenin and Stalin, city officials of Vilnius, the
capital of Lithuania, have approved the building of a two-metre
stone statue of Frank Zappa. ( Hmm, not so far from Czestochowa
where one of the most famous of the Black Madonnas resides,’
says Gwenda). Zappa, the dada Daddy of rock ‘n roll, died in 1993
of prostate cancer at the age of 52, and apparently the statue will be
the first public monument to him anywhere in the world.
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Matt nods his head approvingly, then goes out and puts Weazels
Ripped My Flesh on the record player at full blast.

%

My own father was one of ten children; so he didn’t mind having a
large family himself. No problem: once you’ve got one of each sex
you just keep squeezing another bed in, another chair at the table.
And when the older children reach fifteen they go out to work,
making room for the newer ones. After a while, everything takes
on its own momentum. And the more children there are, the greater
excuse to stay out working long hours, the less you have to deal
with each one individually...

Just another mouth to feed, really. Unless you’re the one who
has to do the actual feeding.

Driving dangerously: beware of distractions...

One day, in Fisher Library at Sydney University, while browsing
through the Australian Literature section, I overhear two male
academics talking. They are discussing a recent novel by a well-
known writer. The woman had published several prize-winning
books in her early thirties, but this is her first novel in nine years.
(During which time she has also had two children.)

“Yes, interesting,” says one, scratching his beard regretfully, “but
it’s really an eighties book, I felt.

My eyes mist over, I run my fingers mechanically over the
shelves and try to focus on the title of a book in front of me (Birth
Defects and their Causes). 1 want to shout something to them, cry
out, but it’s too late, when I look up they’ve already moved on.
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My period had begun that morning and I was feeling tired and
heavy and fat; edgy, because I had no clear edges.

Menstruation, intercourse, conception, childbirth, lactation.
Wherever there is a leak, there is also a place where things can get
in. Get under your skin, then push you about. Turn you into another
shape altogether.

Men’s cultural bodies are so much stronger and firmer. Tauter.
So they are less likely to become swallowed up and turned inside
out by childrearing. In fact, in our culture it is possible for a man to
be a father without having his body penetrated, or altered at all.

Which is kind of weird, really.

*

Under the big top

Look at the trapeze artist on her tower. Poised; dedicated;
marshalling her strength and willpower and grace.

But how will she reconcile motherhood with the long
concentrated, self-absorbed hours of practice; the daily discipline
and quiet needed to climb up onto that tower no matter how she is
feeling; the requirement, at all times, to be in control of her body,
of everything in her...?

When I was a child we would drive into Melbourne to do our
Christmas shopping at Myers and strain our eyes to catch first sight
of the Skipping Girl above the vinegar factory in Richmond. Her
neon rope going perpetually round and round, the Skipping Girl
never slipped nor faltered, never got tired or bored with skipping.
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When we saw the Skipping Girl we knew we were almost there.
And then a few hundred yards further on, the Commonwealth
Bank sign with the little blonde girl putting neon pennies into a
moneybox.

But it never really looked to me like she put the pennies into
the box, she always seemed to move the penny towards the box,
and then draw it quickly back; move it to the slot again, and then
draw it back.

It was as if she only really had one penny to spend or save, and
she could never quite make up her mind.

%

Hameletta’s father’s ghost walks the balustrades (impatiently, a
baby in his arms). He wears a white coat, his words are lost on the
wind...

(You can’t afford to procrastinate all your life, as poor tragic
silly Hameletta did.)

Six o’clock: I am sitting at my desk, which is in the corner of my
crowded bedroom (everything I own, except for my car and a set of
cow salt and pepper shakers is in this room). Mark has just called
and arranged a meeting at his house for sex tonight (which always
makes me a bit skippy). Meanwhile I am working on a story for an
anthology.

There is a knock at the door. Gwenda puts her head around the
corner.

“Dinner’s ready!” she calls...
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8§ HAMELETTA

Triple time

When autumn comes I fly to Brisbane for a week to stay with my
friend Beatrice who has had triplets.

The living area has been converted into babyland, with the
bedrooms as dim quiet baby-proof sanctums. The triplets lie
sideways in a row in a cot next to the sink, little spun bundles of
soft delicate flesh and bunny blankets. Every surface in the living
room is covered with drying washing or folded baby clothes or
toys. Our days (and nights) consist of talking and holding babies
and changing nappies and washing and soaking and folding
nappies and passing babies across to be fed and sterilising bottles
and filling bottles when the breast is already occupied and one of
the three can’t hang on any longer, and trying to remember who’d
been fed when and who was legitimately next and who’d done a
poo and who hadn’t and cooking meals, and making big healthy
drinks to keep the milk supply up, and tidying up and talking and
giving instructions to the council help and to the babysitter hired
to play with the older child and talking and cooking and passing
babies back and forth and nappies and bottles and toys and (late
at night) watching videos of In Bed With Madonna and The Big
Easy.

"Let’s watch In Bed With Madonna again!” was usually the
signal for Ian, Beatrice’s husband, to say goodnight, heave himself
out of his chair (perhaps depositing a baby back into the cot) and
disappear into one of the bedrooms.

Melbourne: Dogmedia, 1996/2004

32



BETH SPENCER

Beatrice would doze on the couch and I would wake her
gently now and then with a whimpering baby and she’d attach it
to her breast while I scooped up the sleeping one beside her and
put it back in the cot, and if the third one stirred I would pat it
gently or rub its back to convince it that it wasn’t really hungry
and eventually it too would go back to sleep. And if it didn’t then
there’d be chaos again for a while, and then peace.

Sometime in the night Beatrice would get a few hours sleep
and sometime about four a.m. Ian would get up and I would go
off to my own dim quiet guest room and sleep until noon. Then it
would start all over again. Desire and fulfilment of desire.

I loved the rhythm, I loved the constant sensuality of that
female and baby space. The only thing I found tiring was the clash
of atmospheres that would occur when Ian came home at night or
dropped in during the day.

Either he would find us sitting around quietly talking and
nursing babies and folding nappies and watching Romper Room
with the older boy, in which case it looked like we had it incredibly
easy and what a bludgey life we led. Or we’d be in the usual frenzy
of screaming babies wanting to be fed and changed at once and a
demanding toddler wanting attention and then we looked totally
inept and uncaring (lazy slow gossiping women, calmly acting as
if such chaos was natural). He would burst in, exhausted from his
long hours at work and four a.m. start, locate a crying baby and
scoop it up, momentarily restoring a semblance of peace. As if we
couldn’t or wouldn’t have done it ourselves if we had six arms.
And as if restoring peace wasn’t something we did about eighty
times a day.

At night when he came home from the office he would want
to just sit in a chair for a few moments. Maybe talk a bit, but just
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relax. And we’d think, great, another pair of arms, and hand him
a baby to hold while one of us prepared dinner... And then chaos
really would ensue because he just wanted to sit (for a moment,
okay?). But to us just sitting holding a baby was doing nothing; we
couldn’t see the problem.

The family that prays together...

Madonna Louise Veronica Ciccone, eldest daughter in a family
of seven brothers and sisters, stepping into her mother’s shoes at
the age of five when her mother died of cancer ("She seemed like
an angel to me.”). As Madonna, she is also (nominally) the Holy
Mother; and she is mother to her group of performers on tour.

“They’re innocents, the dancers.” Although later she has to
chastise them for bitchiness and sibling rivalry.

“I think I’ve unconsciously chosen people who are emotionally
crippled in some way, and who need mothering. Because I'm very
good at it. And it’s because of a need in me to be mothered.’

She tries to make her father feel at home in her exotic public
family by dragging him out on stage in her home town, singing
"Happy Birthday’ to him, kneeling at his feet and declaring, "I
worship the ground you walk on!” Her father is embarrassed.
(None of the cool suavity of JFK when Marilyn Monroe sang her
“Happy Birthday’ back in 1962.)

(It’s all brand new... I’'m crazy, crazy for you...”)

The movie is rife with incest jokes: about her father; in the
sexualisation of the imagery and symbols associated with the Holy
Church fathers; and in the final scene where she is in bed with all
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her performer “children.’

She enacts the journey of the little girl growing up, moving out
of her family of origin, letting go of the desire to please Daddy, into
a position of authority and responsibility within her own family of
creation.

“Sometimes I’m in my dressing room and I think “Who do I
think I am, trying to pull this off?””’

And then later, ~ Your family are your friends, she yells to the
crowd.

My Darling in the doghouse

You see when lan came "home’ he came into our work-space.
To the breadwinner there is an inside and an outside, but to the
breadmaker there is just the one place and the one way of being
twenty-four hours a day.

Within our reality, where everything smelt of babies and food,
people were either children (cared for) or adults (carers).

If somewhere out there in the public world women are regarded
as childish, irrational and needy, then in our private space there was
a strange kind of reversal.

Faced with this, how does a man get to be King of his Castle?
How does he keep his sanity? Especially if, whenever he does
come home, he’s outnumbered.

I left at the end of the week. I love my friends, and I think I
genuinely like kids; but I’m just not so crazy about families.
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“Keep it to-gether,
Keep people to-gether for ever and ev-er’
— song at the end of In Bed With Madonna

In our house by the sea we were aware from time to time that Matt
never quite felt at home, but we couldn’t be bothered putting in the
energy it would require to alter this.

One evening when Jane was cooking gnocchi and Gwenda was
making a salad, Matt came in and opened the freezer to get some
ice for his Lucozade.

“Why is there a snowman in the freezer?” he asked.

Gwenda and Jane looked at each other; Gwenda shrugged.

“I think you’re imagining things again, Matt,” Jane said. "Why
would anyone put a snowman in the freezer?’

| WAS A CHILD GODDESS

"It was difficult adjusting to married life after being
treated like a deity,” said Kil Kumari Shakya, an ex-
goddess. Nani Maya, who was the Royal Kumari of
Nepal twenty years ago, said she felt blessed to have
been a goddess, but her husband felt otherwise.

To become a goddess a girl must be screened
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by many priests, the royal astrologer, and the King’s
religious adviser. She is also inspected for the
necessary 32 perfections of a goddess by female
attendants. Finally, in a ceremony at midnight, by
the light of flickering oil lamps, she has to walk
anti-clockwise over the freshly severed heads of 108
buffaloes and goats...

Goddesses begin their reign at about age two, and
continue until puberty or until they experience any
kind of heavy bleeding.

— from an article by Carroll Dunham
in Cosmopolitan, April 1994

Midnight: in the kitchen.

A man in a white coat enters and goes stealthily towards the
refrigerator. He opens the door. There is a soft glow around the
edges of the freezer. He stands listening for a moment, there is the
far away tinkling of music. Suddenly he takes a deep breath and
flings open the freezer door. Inside the freezer the floor and walls
are covered in glitter stuck onto a thin layer of ice, and in the centre
of all this is a nativity scene.

On the approach to the stable, off to the left, are three wise
worries leading a small team of dogs. (The dogs are thin and
hungry; the pig is nowhere to be seen.)
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Neverland, or Why children? 2

(Re-membering and forgetting...)

At once the lost boys — but where are they? They are no longer

there.
k

For a long time it was believed that small children forgot quickly
and easily any bad experiences or emotions. Children’s feelings
were assumed not to matter all that much. Crocodile tears: easily
dried or bribed away.

To believe or know otherwise meant remembering one’s own
childhood pain, in all its intensity; meant going back and feeling it,
but with no one there (but the ghosts) to answer the questions.

*

Did you know: three people are born every second; 10,000 every
hour; 97 million babies every year.

However in western countries, probably due to pollution and
chemicals, infertility is on the rise. In the US, for instance, an
estimated one in six couples is currently infertile.

*

Someone said:
“The fact that something has happened to a million other people
diminishes neither grief nor joy.’
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And they brought young children to her, that she should touch
them: and her bodyguards rebuked those that brought them.

But when Madonna saw it, she was much displeased, and said
unto them, Suffer the teenagers to come unto me, and forbid them
not: for of such is the Queendom of Heaven.

Verily I say unto you, Whosoever shall not receive the Queendom
of the Goddess as a little child, shall not enter therein.

And the bodyguards were silenced.

*

Simone de Beauvoir used to complain that no one ever asked Sartre
if he regretted not having children.

But Satre was the Father of Existentialism; and what was she?
Just a writer.

Elizabeth Jolley: “The things that interrupt a writer are the things
that provide the material for the writer, so it’s better not to fret.’

*

I heard on a radio program a woman talking about a ladies’ literary
afternoon she attended many years ago, where Miles Franklin was
the guest speaker.
Someone in the audience asked, “Miles, are you a virgin?’
There was silence for a moment and then Miles replied, " Yes,
and proud of it.
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I want a fairy godmother to bring me shoes that fit.

(I’ve grown too big for the others).

I want Madonna to take me to the ball (I'm tired of going
alone).

Or perhaps... I want to be the fairy godmother?

I want everything. But I don’t want to have to be Wonder
Woman to get it.

New ldea: 12/3/94
HIGH-FLIERS HEAD HOME

A startling career trend is becoming evident world-wide, as more
successful women are deciding to retire from their jobs and become
housewives and mothers.

According to an expert on the subject, Dr Mattie Gershenfeld:
"Many of these women are disappointed in the rewards of a
successful career, they aren’t getting the satisfaction they were told
to expect.’

Management analyst Katherine Woods says, “It’s still tough
to get to the top in the male-dominated business world, and those
who are successful often have to be twice as talented to reach the
top jobs.’

More women than would care to admit it, find the demands of
a top job and a family almost irreconcilable. Those who stay at the
top are often single as well as single-minded.

*...After long years of education and the tough early years of
medical practice, law or business, which require fierce dedication
and bring great pressures, many have become totally disillusioned,’
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says Gershenfeld... “So these women quit — and their husbands are
happy. They have wives again, women who are there to take care
of the house and put more time into the marriage.’

Advertising agency director Melanie Lillee says: “Whenever
you find a first-class woman in work, it is usually a the expense of
another part of her life.’

“So s it little wonder,” says Katherine Grant, “that we are seeing
the surprising new phenomenon of successful women leaving their
jobs to become housewives and mums?’

Company director Patricia Grant offers three explanations for
women’s failure to reach the top:

—Men are reluctant to promote promising young women who
may leave to marry and have babies “just as they are getting
useful.’

—Few men encourage ambitious wives: it makes life
uncomfortable.

—Too many women are overly anxious to please the men they
are married to.

“"Women high fliers often have to pay for success with
unhappiness in their private lives,” says Katherine Woods... "They
have to sacrifice more than men to get to the top.’

When 1 look behind me, I notice that the crocodile is
weeping...
I pass it a tissue.
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9 CHECK THE FINE PRINT

Shelf life

In the supermarket Jane and Gwenda have a fight because Jane
wants to buy yoghurt and Gwenda refuses to buy yoghurt until it
comes in a reusable (preferably) or (at least) recyclable container.

“Fifty-seven varieties and flavours and all of it in ecologically
suicidal wrapping. I don’t want a plastic container! One plastic
container a week means fifty-two plastic containers per year — 520
containers over ten years. Why do I have to have this just so I can
have yoghurt on my muesli?’

Before she makes too big a scene, we hustle her out of the
supermarket and into the electrical shop where Jane buys a yoghurt
maker and makes Gwenda swear on a stack of catalogues that she
will make the yoghurt each week and wash out the yoghurt maker
and do all the extra stuff this involves. Gwenda grumbles and
mutters, she swears under her breath and finally on the catalogues
and we take the yoghurt maker home.

After two horrible attempts at yoghurt making, the yoghurt
maker sits on top of the fridge for a month. Then Jane gives it to
her boyfriend who gives it to his mother who puts it in the back of
her cupboard under the sink, and we go back to buying flavoured
yoghurt from the supermarket again.

In the past it was different — if you wanted yoghurt, you had to
make it yourself, and muesli hadn’t been invented.
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On "Donahue’, there is a forty-one year old woman sitting calmly
next to two of her previous life children, both of whom are in their
seventies. Her nine-year-old son from her present life is in the
audience.

The woman’s story is that years ago in Ireland she died in
childbirth: the wife of an alcoholic, the mother of eight children.
The children were subsequently split up and sent to convents and
orphanages, and she worried about them so much she felt compelled
to come back twenty-two years later. As Jenny Cockell she went
on a search for her missing children. She eventually found them
and, even though they were devout Catholics, convinced them that
she was indeed once their mother because she knew so much about
their lives. She could even describe in detail their old home which
burnt down several years before she (Jenny) was born. Through
this she managed to reunite her children, and Jenny says she can
now go on with her present life with greater happiness and peace.

%

Conception and creativity.
(What is before the beginning?)

*

I worry about my past life children (and my future life ones). Were
they contented? Was I a good mother? Or was I the same as in this
life; restless, ambitious?

Great prophetess that she was, Linda Tebbutt perhaps only saw
the present day main street of Lilydale. What she missed was the
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unpaved main street of bygone days with horses and wagons and
people shouting and feed stores and grain stores and the black
smithies. And me, patting my swelling tummy under my fur muff
and under my voluminous brown serge skirts.

In my past life I walk proudly down the main street of Lilydale
with my brood around me, lifting my skirts out of the dirt as we
cross the road to buy some lollies from the corner shop. "Mummy,
Mummy,’ they shout gaily. My husband is further down, ordering a
new harness. (Such a good man.) How many children? Gosh, they
move so fast I can’t even count them. Ten perhaps? Woops, and
there’s the new one kicking...

...And five hundred years ago, swaggering down to the creek.

*k

And two thousand years ago..?
(Mothers are such sacred old cows.)

*k

There is something [ haven’t mentioned yet. It is about my chronic
fatigue, my numerous allergies, my days in bed unable to move,
feeling suicidal and hopeless, of which I am ashamed. Unless my
Future Werld contains a cure I can’t see it containing a baby. Well,
not my own, anyway. But I hope it contains children.

When people say, “But if you want one, then just do it. Things
will work out,” my thought bubble is like the cave-man’s faced with
the miracle of instant easy fire-sticks. ~Yeah, right,” I think, and
change the subject.
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I have a “right’ (a birth-right as a woman) to have children, but
do I have the “right’ to ask for the kind of social support I would
need to make this tenable?

(That’s the question).

Trapeze artists and jugglers

When friends (sounding increasingly like my mother and Helen)
tell me how wonderful and unique mother-hood is (that it will cure
all my ills, that “you’ve never been loved until you’ve been loved
by a baby’, that motherhood is “the best kept secret ever’)... what
can I say?

I find it interesting, but as unprovable as past-lives therapy.

I’d love to be able to just suspend disbelief, climb up on the
trapeze and let go, just do it, float into it like a hot bath of gooey
love... But there are so many lives at stake.

Mine, for instance.
It’s. And this (you).

Jane has a theory that most people would be far better off not
trying to fall romantically in love with the people they want to
raise children with.

There are a lot of reasons you might make a good co-parent
with someone, she says, and being “in love’ is probably the least
sensible one.

For instance, she says, think of the number of women who have
a definite habit of falling in love with troubled losers (I notice she
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doesn’t look at me or Gwenda when she propounds this part of her
theory). “All those women who love too much, or had bad nurturing
or a poor father figure or whatever. Asking them to find someone
who turns them on and someone who’d be a good father for their
children all rolled up in one is almost asking the impossible.’

“Maybe a committee should organise a pool of good father-
types we could select from?” said Gwenda.

“Well you can’t really claim,” Jane says, “that the way it’s done
now has a high success rate. Once romantic love dies, which it
does in about 75% of cases, you are usually left with bitterness and
nastiness and sabotage. Not good for kids.

“In fact, organising child-raising around romantic love is like
organising a health system — or any other essential service — around
the profit-motive.’

When Jane expresses these theories, people are horrified. "How
could you have babies without love?’ they exclaim, scandalised.

“Of course you’d have love,” Jane says, “but it would be a deep
friendship kind of love, a respect and admiration kind of love.’

Unconvinced, people shake their heads in disbelief and
revulsion. Jane’s boyfriend usually just sits by quietly, poking at
the food on his plate with his fork.

Until one day Diana listens to this, while we’re having coffee in
the Dogs Dinner, and then says thoughtfully (twisting her amethyst
ring): “Well, I guess all you’re proposing is to bring up children the
way an enormous number are already being brought up. Except
that you’re dispensing with the acrimony of a divorce.”

“Yes,” says Jane, suddenly surprised at her own wisdom.
“Exactly.’
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Of course Jane knows she herself is a lemming hurling herself off
the cliff into the sea of romantic passion and lust, but she feels
convinced deep inside (don’t we all?) that she will be one of the
lemmings that survive the fall, bouncing gracefully onto the rocks,
and swimming out hand in hand past all the shipwrecks to create a
new family of little lemmings on some safe uninhabited island...

*

Gwenda wants to have children with her therapist and his lover.
She thinks they’d be the perfect fathers. Jane ponders this for a
moment then says, “Well, there’s nothing wrong with transference;
as long as you’re aware of it.’

Matt looks up from cleaning his hiking boots and says,
“Transference? Is that some new IVF thing?’

%

[Woman’s Day, 24/5/93]

Whitney Houston pays $4000 per week for three
fulltime nannies to help care for her new baby while
husband Bobby Brown is on tour in Asia.

‘Being married hasn’t affected my career at all,’
said the sexy soul singer. ‘It’s made me a stronger
individual and entertainer, and I have the greatest
wife in the world.’

I am jealous of Jane and Gwenda. Cake-eaters in their youth: rich
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kids, taking too much ecstasy. (Their mothers tried to warn them.)
But they grow up, it seems, while still young enough to have
children. They’ll buy houses, and get nappy wash for the first six
months, while I dream of looking through shop windows, too old,
delirious on saccharine. Licking my fingers.

k

On Matt’s bushwalking map on the back of the kitchen door I put
an asterisk at Anakie, just to annoy him.

A 9.5ha natural parkland featuring landscaped
gardens and a variety of well known fairytale and
fantasy scenes (mostly animated). A 6 metre giant
figure greets visitors at the entrance. Also featured is
a medieval playground — the only one of its kind in
the world. Visitors can also view koalas and birds.
AMENITIES: BBQ, kiosk, picnic facilities,

playground, shelter, souvenirs.

NOTE: Admission gate closes one hour before
closing gate.
— (print-out from the Victorian Tourist Commission)

*

Steps for new mothers

1. Find a suitable father/lover. This must be a person to whom you
are deeply committed both sexually and romantically; someone
you could comfortably cohabit and pool finances with for at least
the next twenty years (and remember, for at least part of this time
you will be financially dependent on him, or vice versa); someone
whose values and philosophies regarding child-rearing and work
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you share; someone you respect and admire (and vice versa) and
have good communication with; who you would not feel resentful
at having to support or care for if they become sick or injured; and
with whom you have friends and interests in common. It must be
someone you could trust with your wellbeing and that of the people
closest and most precious to you; someone with a proven stable
history; someone who is not already married; preferably someone
who does not already have children; someone who wants to have
children; and someone who is sexually and romantically attracted
to you enough to become permanently monogamous.

2. Feather your nest.

3. Get pregnant. (Note: the longer you delay step one, the more
difficult step three becomes. Some will complete step one and
two only to find step three impossible. This should be taken
philosophically. Oh well.)

Warning. Do not, repeat: not, omit step one! Step one — in particular,
romantic and sexual attraction — is vital for the wellbeing and
future of civilisation as we know it. If you fail to complete step one
(and two), do not proceed to step three: abandon your project and
find another interest in life. Repeat: step three is not permissable
without steps one and two.

And the fine print that few people read.

Nore: Romantic love is, in the majority of cases, illusory and sexual
attraction can become irrelevant once exhaustion sets in. As such,

From: How to Conceive of a Girl / Box of Words

The Faeries at Anakie Park

it is advisable not to omit the more prosaic criterion — repeat: take
care not to omit the other criterion or assume them without proper
checking. The future happiness of your child depends upon...

Childless women are a worry

At a conference dinner a woman looks at me solemnly after
watching me eat my special allergy-free food, and says, “If you
were my filly, I'd find you a nice stallion.’

I stare at her in mock horror.

“Jennifer, are you saying that what I need is a good fuck?’

She blushes and stutters... What she means, she explains, is that
I need a baby to settle me down. Something to “stabilize’ me, or
ground me, perhaps.

According to Gwenda, a Worry is a species of small insect-like
Faery.

And a “worry-wart’ is what you develop (on your hand or your
elbow) when you’ve brushed up against a Worry without proper
respect for her feelings.

Note, also, the Australian saying (heard especially at all-male
gatherings): "No Worries!”’

*

Gwenda visits her sister and at night she tells Max about the Bush
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Faeries (including Worries) and he runs eagerly to bed to dream
about them.

Wings

For each pair you will need 2 wire coat hangers; pair of sheer white
panty hose; white florist tape; florist wire...

Wand

Cut stars from strong card. Paint stars gold, and a piece of dowel
silver. Cover with glitter, sequins and rhinestones.

&

Outside the fence surrounding Anakie Park, at night the Bush
Faeries congregate and whisper, tip-toeing and curious at the
pink and yellow cement figures that loom out of the dark under
the security lights. One of them finds the remains of a Cleopatra
showbag under a hot dog stand and rushes back under the fence to
show the others.

10 THE HOLY FAMILY ROMANCE

Winter comes and the ditto man and I lose track of each other. He
veers south, headed home, eventually finding it.

Me? Well, I just keep moving one big flat foot in front of the other.
(I want to be graceful, like a cat, but I keep tripping over instead.)
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On the cliff edges up at the mountains we made wishes on thistle
fairies, and sent them back to the Grand Fairy on her throne.

Thistle fairies have to reach home without touching the ground
(you have to throw them up very high in the air and blow on them
with all your breath), or the wish gets lost.

*

*I shall have such fun,’ said Peta.
"It will be rather lonely in the evening,” Wendy said, “sitting by
the fire.’

Matt brings home a print-out of Madonna’s Biological Clock
Countdown World Wide Web page.

He also brings home print-outs of goddess pages for Gwenda,
who has become interested since hearing a radio program on the
dark goddesses.

According to Gwenda, the dark goddesses have to do with the
psychic, dreaming, menstrual end of the cycle, with giving birth to
yourself rather than to babies.

Anarchist Eats Her Babies...

The worst dream was a recent one. I lost one of my triplets. I had
put them one by one on a low couch by the window and (I was
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so exhausted)... and then I couldn’t find one of them. I searched
the whole house, under cushions, behind furniture, but it was just
gone. The police came and the press and everyone searched and the
house was pulled apart bit by bit but there was nothing. And then
finally I was accused of having eaten it.

I was grief-stricken. The missing triplet was never found. And
worse, eventually, not even my friends believed me. (I realised this
one morning standing in the hallway when one of them was afraid
to come inside.)

There was nothing else to do. I took the two surviving ones,
changed my name, and fled to Adelaide to start over again.

I remember thinking that one day I would have to tell the other
two about their missing baby brother. I wondered if they would be
haunted by his death, even though they were so young.

%

Selfish, needy, immature, incomplete. Is this what you too think
about childless women?

Tamarama always makes me think of you. The thirtysomething
couples...

The morning after having eaten one of my babies in a dream and
been shunned by all my friends, I sat on a cliff top at Tamarama and
looked down at two scenes.

On one side, a young man and a young woman locked together
on a beach towel. He kept kissing her and rubbing his hands over
her body and she looked kind of embarrassed because it was a
public place. On the other side, separated by a wall of rock was
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a group made up of two men with four kiddies under five. They
were laden down with pushers and bags of nappies and towels and
sunscreen and drinks and all the usual paraphernalia. The children
pottered about in the rock pools with spades and buckets while the
men trotted after them with hats and fruitsticks or just sat on the
rock ledge and chatted.

Every now and then the man on the towel would look up
accusingly at me as if I was perving on him. But I wasn’t, of
course; I was too busy perving on the men with the children.

*

In the Crow tradition, according to Brooke Medicine Eagle:

When a person has no children, then all the children
are their children. This means both all the children
of that specific tribe, camp or clan as well as all the
children of Earth, which includes every being and
thing upon Mother Earth.

Wasn’t there some sort of joke, about a little girl whose parents
said they’d take her on a ferry ride to Manly and she waited with
bated breath and repressed joy for an entire week, and then they
took her to the Quay and boarded a boat and next thing she knew
they were in Manly, and they were asking her how she liked her
ferry ride, and she burst into tears because she had never even seen
the fairy.
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In my childhood, the only “child-free’ adults I saw were somehow
sad and pitiable. Like the middle-aged couple up the road, and
Aunty Sylvia and Uncle Gordon, and the awful crabby cramped
unhappy librarian at school with the fat ankles.
“Peta, look! Your legs are like Miss Grose’s,” someone whispered

as Miss Grose walked past on her way to the library.

“Oh, they are not!” my loyal best friend defended me. But it’s
true, my legs have never been my best feature.

(Was this what alerted Linda Tebbutt?)

*

You write and say, "I hope you still remember how nice it smelt that
day by the harbour.’

Nighttime, in the kitchen again.

(Barefoot, watching.)

The man in the checked zippered jacket is at the freezer door.
He pushes and pokes at the boxes of frozen dinners inside. (We
zoom in for a moment and notice over his shoulder that the use-by
dates are all expired.) He tries to remove the little figures but the
last ones have frozen so hard that they burn his fingers. There is a
kind of glow coming off them, like phosphorous.

Under the man’s zippered jacket is a Wonder Woman suit, and
nestled softly against his chest, a baby in a sling...

*
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It’s not so bad, walking the balustrades alone. At least you don’t
have some old ghost sending you off on impossible missions.

k

I visit Beatrice and her family again and we talk about what it will
be like when the children are old enough to take it in turns to come
and visit me.

In the pantheon of the gods there is room for the Wolf-mother,
as well as the father-aunt, and the mother-father, and all the rest.
Childrearing is just one of Ishtar’s faces...

k

Last night I dreamt of Madonna

Madonna came to visit and we decided to drive down to Anakie
to visit Fairy Park. We shopped around for hours and eventually
Madonna chose the Sister Mary McKillop showbag with crucifixes
and beads and angel wings (that looked like cicada wings) and a
bottle of holy water which we drank while sitting behind the
grandstand.
I got the White Wings showbag, full of rich damp cake and

chocolate hearts with runny pink centres.

Madonna said that if she had a baby, she’d like me to be there
for the birth. I said would, if I wasn’t too busy that year.

*
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Out under the trees the Faeries gorge themselves on fairy floss. One
of them wears a Cleopatra headdress. They toss the gold bangles
into the air and laugh as they catch onto the branches. The stars are
out, bright and fragile, and the night spreads across the sky from
corner to corner, crisp and smooth as a polished stone.

*

When Wendy returned she found Peta sitting on the bedpost
crowing gloriously, while Jane (Wendy’s little daughter) was
flying around the room in solemn ecstasy.

“She is my mother,” Peta explained...

From: How to Conceive of a Girl / Box of Words
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