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Chapter 1.



It was early
morning and the sun’s heat was a live and growing thing: competing
for space and air. On this day, early in the morning of February 3,
1980, three girls would start their very first day at school. Girls
who had never met before but whose lives would be lived in a
parallel universe of time.

 


As we gaze down
benevolently upon these girls, whom you shall soon meet, we will
see them leaving their beds, eating breakfast and brushing their
teeth; things which are done every day all over the country and
indeed throughout the luckier parts of the world.

 


Turn your eyes
toward the two story brick veneer home of Lisa White, as her
mother’s car leaves the stencilcrete driveway: a screech of
expensive tyres. Look closely and you can see the pooling, dark
eyes of the cleaning lady, Maria, watching the pair disappear into
the haze of heat, from behind the Harmony blinds; the current
fashionable pink shade, of course. Maria turns away to begin her
little paid job cleaning the house. This place must shine by the
time Mrs Shona White and her daughter, Lisa return in the
afternoon. Shona perfumed and primped from her day at the beauty
parlour; hair dyed a shade of blonde never seen in nature. And
Lisa: how will she be after her first day at “big” school? We will
have to wait and see.

 


Lisa adjusts
the straps of her pink school bag, decorated with fake, shiny
diamonds and hearts. A bag, bought after much research by her
mother. It is the latest and most desirable, ‘must have’ school
bag. Lisa flicks her ash blonde hair away from her face and blinks
her rather pallid blue eyes. She is not beautiful; her nose is too
long and her eyes have a sharpness to them which is unnerving. She
doesn’t know this, however. And that is what is important.

 


We watch Lisa
listen carefully, to the top forty songs being played on the most
popular radio station in town and see her relax for a moment
against the soft, brown leather in the top of the range Holden
Commodore: complete with matching electric, blue spoiler. The
perfect car for a Newcastle princess. For a moment, through the
glass, there appears to be two Lisa’s. But it is just a trick of
the eye.

 


In 1980,
Newcastle, the one in the Australian state of New South Wales, is
still a town. It is still known for its industry, its coal and its
steel. And, yet, there are those who would snub their nose at such
a place. But, you would go a long way to find a spot more
beautiful. There is a luxury of beaches here and the remnants of a
once prosperous almost stately town. The earthquake that will shake
the town’s core and foundations is a few years away yet. But, now,
let us swivel the eye toward another house, a more ordinary one
this time.

 


Wheat Bix for
breakfast: same as every morning. Then, the freshly pressed tartan
uniform is planted over a head of hair the colour of a wet tea bag.
Black, polished shoes: hard and unforgiving are pushed on pliable
feet. Sue Brown is ready for her first school day. Ever. Dad and
Mum rush into the family room and the TV is switched off. Thrumming
silence. It’s as if the life of the house goes with NBN. Aromas of
instant coffee and Ajax fill the void.

‘No more Romper
Room for you’ says Mum –that is Mrs Brown - with mock sternness.
‘You are a big girl now’. Sue smiles, not sure what her mother
means, but she knows that parents are always right. She is a good
girl.

 


Photos are
taken. Sue poses, her face like a peach, next to her brother, Ian.
He is only two, but he has that same submitting stare as his
sister. The same brown cow-like eyes. Mum slips the Tupperware
lunch box into the beige Kmart school bag. The doorbell shrills and
Stephanie Strauss, a primary student from next-door appears to
escort Sue to school. Sue marches across the expanse of dust
coloured carpet and waves at her mum and brother ‘love you’ they
all sing mechanically. Did you check as I did for a wind-up key on
her back?

 


The suburb of
Adamstown Heights is dominated by a great monolith; a building of
great proportions and immense magnetic power. This building appears
to possess some type of supernatural ability to pull huge hordes of
people inside its mouth. People, dizzy with the need to buy stuff
to decorate the houses they do not own and eager to shovel more
food into bloated bodies, packed inside petrochemical clothing:
like sausage skins. I see you look away now, but don’t, we will
turn our eyes elsewhere. But we must come back to the shopping
centre soon. We must.

 


Next to this
mercantile marvel, snakes a long and busy road. A road which snarls
and barks with grinding gears, squealing tyres and roaring exhausts
day and night. But mostly day.

In a little
decaying timber house, set not too far back from this cacophony of
sound, lives our last suburban heroine. Beatrice Snellgrove. Come
on now! Turn your eyes back, give her a chance. Do not be too hasty
to dismiss anyone. Most people deserve a chance.

 


Beatrice
Snellgrove prepares her own simple breakfast and washes her cup and
plate in the metal sink. Nobody else is at home here, because Keith
Snellgrove, Beatrice’s father has left for work. Her mother and
younger sister left two years ago. Beatrice is not sure why they
left or why she was left behind. Always left behind she thinks.
This is a kind of mantra. She slips her dusty canvas bag (found
amongst her father’s fishing stuff) off the plastic peg, which is
stuck to the faux-wood panelling of the kitchen; the kitchen, which
is really a tacked-on little cupboard, to a house which is
essentially one long room. Beatrice throws into her bag a margarine
sandwich, made the night before and glances over her shoulder, back
into the boiling heat rising and pulsating upwards toward the metal
roof. She swallows hard and gets on her way. Look! You can see her:
a carmine haired creature, scuttling across in front of the barely
retrained and panting traffic. Hurry girl! Don’t be late for the
bell.
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That first week
of school passes rather well. The teacher was kind. A person who
sought to share knowledge and ideas with her students. Within
reason, of course. You can’t allow the little ones to think too
much. Not in the suburbs. But, then, the real teacher arrives. I
see your eyes light up and show interest. What excitement do you
anticipate?



Mrs Plodd was
young with a tumble of dark curls, which momentarily beckon the
eye. Eyes do not linger long on these tresses, as they are soon
called toward the astonishing hemline of an orange mini-skirt and
teetering black heels. Mrs Plodd smiles and her students look
stunned.

 


Lisa is pleased
by the fashionable personage before her. Those brown, leather
sandaled teachers disgust her. Sue, seeing the smile on Lisa’s
face, is also impressed by this pretty pedagogue. Beatrice,
however, sees cruel reflections from eyes hiding under green
eyeshadow. She suddenly realises: ‘I am trapped here and I will not
be free for many years’. She moans aloud and Mrs Plodd pounces.

 


And, so, begins
Beatrice’s career; standing outside classrooms in disgrace, and
later, graduating on to picking up wet and stinking rubbish at
lunch time. But, it is not really Beatrice, who interests the
callous Mrs Plodd. She reserves her special treatment for a meek
and petrified half Aboriginal girl named Terry and the class
genius, Richard, whose mother outrageously taught him to read and
do maths before he even started school. Don’t worry, Mrs Plodd will
knock his mother’s learning out of him. She will shape him up and
put him in line with the other children. Mrs Plodd sniffs loudly;
there is nothing she hates more than those who get above
themselves.



But look! It is
9.30 on a Wednesday morning and Mrs Plodd is busy telling Richard
what a stupid boy he is and how much he annoys her. Richard is
looking stoic, pushing his black-rimmed glasses up along the bridge
of his nose and waiting for the weather patterns to change: for the
tempest of temper to pass. He recognises Mrs Plodd as a creature of
mercurial moods.

 


But, suddenly,
Richard’s mother enters the classroom’s open door. Mrs Plodd hardly
misses a beat; she pats Richard affectionately atop his head: soft
as an egg.

‘Richard is one
of my favourite students’ she says, smiling: baring teeth. Richard
looks resigned; he knows that the eye of the hurricane will return
with the going of his mother.

Eyes look upon
the same scenes and see differently. Some see nothing at all.

 


Beatrice
absorbs injustice like a sponge: you can see her eyes turning
yellow. Terry fears she soon will be the scapegoat and tries to
become smaller, hoping no one will notice her at all. Sometimes,
she just closes her eyes and tries to disappear. Lisa looks bored.
She is gazing out the window at nothing and thinking about going
roller skating on the weekend. Sue is thinking about the chocolate
biscuits in her morning tea today; she can offer them to Lisa. Lisa
will like me more than anyone else, she thinks. And, it is glee she
feels.



The school
playground is a huge field of soft, green grass, where butterflies
dance jigs, shaded by ghost gums. Look across the way and there are
yet more lush sports fields.

Turn you gaze
over that bucolic scene for a moment and I am sure you will think,
as do those folks driving by, what a lovely place to send your
children. But, such a place is populated by people and even small
people have their pecking orders and politics. Here, like most
places, the boys assume domination: the girls fit into the
peripheral bits; bits, where Lisa and other Queen Bees are the
hegemons. They flock together, immediately recognising each other.
What is it that they see? Can you see it? The others try to get a
foothold in some clan or find a friend of fellow feeling. This can
be a desperate business. Some eyes weep.

 


Not for Lisa
though. She is drowning in the smiles of others and overwhelmed by
courtiers who wish to be her special friend for the day. Virtually
overnight, almost every girl tries to buy or turn their school bag
into an imitation of Lisa’s pink, diamanted accoutrement. They’ll
never do it. She tells them often enough ‘Mum ordered mine from
America’. America: the modern day oracle and sage.

 


In the brick
veneer house on Madison Drive, the White Family sit down to dinner
under the Luxaflex gazebo; standing as self-important as the
Acropolis, next to the in-ground Sparkle Pool. Mr White, all chest
and skinny legs, handles the tongs with aplomb, as he cooks the
sausages on the outdoor Turbo BBQ. He surveys his domain; his rayon
button up shirt becomes that bit tighter. He strokes his scanty
moustache with one hand ‘I’ve done well’ he thinks to himself. ‘Not
bad for a boy who left school at 15 and took on a trade’. Years
later, Bob White could possibly be called a ‘cashed up bogan’, but
not yet. ‘I pulled myself up by me bootstraps’ he thinks
proudly.



Mr White has
undoubtedly made a success of his concreting business, but he is a
man whose thoughts are mostly cliché and aphorism. Still, he is
proud of himself and who he is. His eyes sweep about him thinking
‘I have all this: a good wife and beautiful daughter’ and his eyes
slide quickly away into the distance as he thinks about his pretty
young secretary: her puff of white hair, smelling of bubble gum and
Norsca deodorant. He even thinks ‘my little bit on the side’. And
he smiles secretly into the haze of sizzling sausage fumes as they
voyage out into space.



The Browns take
tea in front of the TV. Watching ‘Wheel of Fortune’. Plates are
carefully placed on special trays and plastic tumblers of green
cordial have bespoke holders. The Browns are proud of these TV
dinner holders, made by the ‘head of the family.’ the gormless Mr
Todd Brown. After watching ‘Cop Shop’, the family retires to bed
and one by one, pull chenille bedspreads, smelling of Rinso
detergent up to their chins. They dream of trips to Disneyland and
buying a caravan. For a skimpy moment, they can almost smell the
aroma of fish and chips next to the sea.



Sue thinks
about seeing Lisa the next day, hoping that one of Lisa’s friends
will be away sick. Maybe Lisa will let me sit next to her for once.
The family drift off to sleep; a slow side into the land of
suburban dreams.

 


They don’t
notice the whistle slicing through the night, signalling another
shift at BHP. They don’t know that, on the other side of the world,
John Lennon has been assassinated by a lone gunman who hears the
words in his head ‘Do it! Do it! Do it!’ Sue does think, however,
just before sleep claims her: my first year of school is almost
over.
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Next to the
highway in the dilapidated timber house smelling of canned tuna and
mildew, Beatrice reads ‘The Lion the Witch and the Wardrobe’ under
the musty fug of her bed covers. Small pieces of tissue are crammed
into her ears to drown out the sound of her father getting drunk
with the woman he picked up at the Belair Hotel. They are laughing
uproariously about something…. Or nothing. But Beatrice is
retreating from this world and being absorbed into a land of
dwarfs. She is seeing the magic eye of the lamppost and thinking of
the glorious power of the White Queen. Beatrice will never entirely
return to Earth again.

 


 



Chapter 2.

 


 


In December
1986, Lisa, Sue and Beatrice were preparing for their school
‘Farewell’. Their days of primary school would soon be over. Tables
would be set up on Thursday evening, in one of the demountable
classrooms. Paper plates would display sausage rolls, tiny meat
pies and bowls of chips: chicken and plain, and perhaps some spiced
chicken wings. Ethnic foods had recently begun to take off.

 


 


 


For some
months, all of the year six and year five students were herded down
to the quadrangle to practice dancing two times each week. Beatrice
hated this enforced dancing practice with a passion. As she had
hated it the year before. The year five students, by tradition,
were dragooned into attending the Farewell, to ensure that there
would be plenty of dancing partners.

 


Dancing
practice took place on Monday and Tuesday afternoons after lunch.
Generally, the boys had to select the girls. Things were pretty
fixed in those days.

Beatrice would
feel the pressure in her guts begin building from early in the
morning and by lunchtime, she would be hiding out in the green
carpeted library, hoping that she would be forgotten or that magic
really existed in the world, which could carry her away from this
place. She would stare into the pages of a Tolkien book; she would
draw the fragrance of the paper into her lungs and will her body to
travel to another place. But all she would ever see in her mind was
the Eye of Sauron.

 


Gaze down if
you will, upon these almost adolescents, doing the ‘Hokey Pokey’
and other corny, gyrating moves. Can you see Lisa pointing at one
lucky young buck from the gaggle of boys who rush toward her? Can
you see Sue? Dancing again with Scott Smith. Beatrice is close to
the shady area, trying not to be seen and Terry has had to team up
with that boy who has seizures and funny eyes; supposedly, his
father shook him when he was a baby. As usual, another left behind
person will be shoved in Beatrice’s direction and she will be
forced to dance. She will hate every moment of it. Later, she will
lose herself in a pinball machine which lives outside the shopping
centre. Until she is roughly shoved aside by some high school kids.
She goes home to a silent, empty house.



Awards and
trophies would be given out sometime during the week at a ‘Special
Assembly’. Our heroines can have no expectations on this front and
so we shall not bother to recount this glorious day. Some years
later, however, awards will be given out at many schools for
outstanding achievements in mundane mediocrity. But that time has
not yet come.

 


The evening of
the Farewell arrives. Lisa is not at school that day: the beauty
parlour was where she was at, surrounded by chemical smells and
promises of alchemy. Later, she slips into her soft dress of white,
splashed with pink and purple roses. With hair frizzed and teased
and face painted.

 


Later, the
photographer arrives at her home and Lisa poses in front of a
mobile background of Monte Carlo, surrounded by the chlorine
fragrance of the Sparkle pool and the fresh fertilizer plonked on
the azaleas. Those photos are still in the lounge room at Madison
Drive, all these years later. If you look carefully at some of the
photos, you will notice the Luxaflex gazebo chopping a Monte Carlo
yacht in half.

 


The Brown
family were on a budget. Money was tight. So out came the Butterick
patterns to make Sue a suitable dress; something that she could
wear again to a family wedding in the following month and church on
Sunday.

 


A length of
fabric was found in the remnant pile at David Jones and two pretty
flower shaped buttons were bought to fasten the frock at the back.
Mrs Brown always called her dresses ‘frocks’. Dad takes the photo
of Sue on the front, thoroughly weeded lawn. You will notice the
luxurious Aspidistra in a white concrete pot next to Sue in the
photo. Have a look sometime: it’s still in the same place
today.



Where was
Beatrice going to find a dress? She didn’t really want to go to
this Farewell, but part of her, also, felt almost hopeful. She was
still of an age when thoughts of Cinderella being magically saved
from ignominy seemed possible. But where to find a dress?

 


Dad was staying
away longer these days: probably with a new woman. So Beatrice drew
back the curtain encircling his sagging double bed and odd shaped
Laminex wardrobe. She turned away from the grubby sheets and unmade
bed, like an animal’s lair and pulled the wardrobe slowly open and
the mobile mirror flashed its reflection about the narrow room
lending it a momentary glamour.

 


Inside, she
could see a couple of her mother’s old dresses from the late 70s.
They were tiny, as her mother was a brown sparrow of a woman. But,
even though Sue concentrated hard, her mother’s face and eyes were
withering in her memory.

 


She sneaked the
stale smelling dress from the hanger and dumped it over her head.
She had no shoes other than her school shoes though. They would
have to do. She left the dank house, walked through drifts of
petrol fumes and rowdy traffic and continued on her way. The sweat
slowly gathering at the base of her neck.

 


Of course, the
predictable posse of girls looked at Beatrice with their dagger
eyes; laughed behind their chopping hands and made loud and pointed
comments just within her hearing. Lisa didn’t say anything:
Beatrice was beneath her notice.

 


But, come, take
a look for yourself. See how well they dance. Memories are being
manufactured tonight here. Myths are being woven into the quilt of
one’s life. Lisa will forever see herself as that belle of the
ball; Sue will always remember how Lisa shared the mirror with her,
as she reapplied strawberry lip gloss. And, Beatrice, will observe
the evening from the sidelines, an object of scorn: On the
periphery. But do you see her stacked plate? She did manage a good
feed didn’t she? Our Beatrice is a survivor. But what of Terry you
ask? She wasn’t there.

 


Heat builds
over Newcastle like a huge plate, pressing downward, as the long
summer holiday arrives like a coal train. The White family enjoy
Christmas day next to the Sparkle pool, with shiny wrapping paper
discarded like fallen angels all about. Piles of presents already
forgotten.

 


Turkey roll,
cooked by Maria is eaten under the Luxaflex gazebo, but it is the
smell of Aerogard that is most memorable. Flies those pesky
intruders.

 


Maria arrives
home late and exhausted, but ready to cook again for her own
family. She will have a break for ten days, as the White family
holiday in Fiji. Maria won’t spare them a thought, as they roast on
the white beaches like prawns on a grill and order ice-creams and
drinks from smiling, dark haired waiters.



Every summer
holidays the Browns travel to the same caravan park, located on the
Central Coast of New South Wales. This ritual continues for many
years. However, they never knew nor cared that the Darkinjung
people had lived in this beautiful locale for thousands of years.
And, they were also unaware that this place of beauty was ‘found’
by the white man when the Governor of Tasmania, Colonel David
Collins was looking for Mary Morgan, an escaped convict. History
didn’t matter to the Brown’s. Maybe because they knew so
little.

 


I know what you
are thinking, as you look down upon the Browns askance: those wise
words said by someone of note ‘Those who cannot remember the past
are condemned to repeat it.’ Well, we shall see. But look closely
as Christmas morning arrives. You will see the Browns climb into
their Ford, all scrubbed and clean and plain. They will drive off,
with no detours, under the speed limit to visit the little wooden
church and sit on its hard seats. Once here, they think of
home.
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Beatrice both
longed for and feared the long summer holiday. Being cut loose and
free from the mechanical prison of school was something she yearned
for. But, once the holiday arrived, she felt she was in free-fall;
unhooked and unhinged from any mooring. Floating free in space
without gravity.

 


This panic
would generally last for a few days and then slowly and
methodically, Beatrice would visit the library and perhaps, Els
Bookshop, to gather a stack of books together. She would also take
long walks just to look at things. She would visit the shopping
centre to gaze in wonder at the piles of stuff; stuff that you
could possess if you had money. Sometimes, she would take rides up
and down in the lift, to feel again that tingle of anticipation and
imagine that she was going to the moon. The happy and light music,
that piped everywhere throughout the centre, made her feel as
though she was floating on the air. Almost.

 


After one week
of holidays had clocked by, Beatrice got up one morning to find
that she had a visitor outside her door. A small black and white
cat, which looked like it was wearing a mask and a cape. The cat
came in and chose to stay. Beatrice had a friend.

I am sure that
your keen eyes had noticed the small figure of Beatrice during term
time, every lunch hour, hunched on the unyielding mission brown
benches. Eating her sandwich and pretending that she belonged to
some random crush of girls. Now, Beatrice had someone to belong to.
But beware Beatrice, cats can be so disappointing. They really only
belong to themselves.
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Most sensible
people look toward the start of their high school career with
apprehension. You are still a child and yet are forcibly thrust
into a Mad Max world populated by child-adults; sprouting hair,
oozing with smells and secretions and voices see-sawing about.
Frightening! Stories are told to the initiate, of heads being
flushed down toilets and illicit affairs conducted between student
and teacher. And, yet, there is no reasonable way out. Like cattle
stepping onto the chute leading to the abattoir there is only one
way: forward.

 


This rather
dramatic view was not one that materialised in the mind of Lisa
White. She was obsessing about her new school bag. It looked, she
thought, like something Madonna might own.

 


Lisa was
getting dressed on that first morning of high school, listening to
her favourite compilation CD. Dancing with her reflection to songs
like ‘What Have You Done for Me Lately’ and ‘What You Need’.
‘Michael Hutchence! What a spunk! Lisa was fully expecting to meet
such a boy at her new school. Someone who poured in from one of the
feeder schools in the district. Hormones had been released and
fires were being lit.

 


High school is
a very clannish place: more so than primary school. As the influx
of new students flow into those utilitarian halls and smells of
turpentine polish and raw youth mingle, a miracle appears to take
place. Or, perhaps, it is simply part of the inherited tendency of
people to form groups. There is, however, a seeming intelligence
behind these group alignments: some kind of All Seeing Eye which
appears to be pulling the strings.

Lisa, of
course, finds a throne waiting for her and other ‘diamonds of the
first water’ clustering about her.

 


And, like a
tornado sweeping through a junkyard, Sue, finds herself set like a
wooden bead, on a bracelet of other plain, smooth and round,
freckled girls. Beatrice, too, found herself swept along by forces
greater than herself. As though there was a conspiracy about to
prove the law of attraction. So, there she was, finally, with a
friend who had read ‘The Lord of the Rings’ (twice!) And who was
also smitten and bewitched by ‘Star Wars’. Take a gander at this
scene for a moment. A moment set in time: an insect in amber.
Everyone has their place. But, already, the winds of change are
coalescing and the tide is about to turn.

 



Chapter 3.



That year,
1987, a big fat American film hit town and suddenly emotion and
music and romance erupted from sedate everyday confines. Platoons
of girls tramped into the Tower Cinema and sat on vinyl seats,
awestruck in the frozen air; eyes open and unwavering: all ears.
Baby Houseman was not perfect; she blew in like a breeze of
hope.

 


In those days,
as you walked along concrete school hallways, you could almost
hear, behind the sounds of clanking rubbish bins and distant
shouting from sports fields, the refrain of ‘Hungry Eyes’. Concrete
and clay merged with Hollywood enchantment, to form the backdrop,
to a fecund atmosphere of swelling bodies and flowing nature
working itself free.



Our worthy
young women changed that year; developing crushes on boys. And, for
one of our girls, crushes on girls too. Nothing was admitted,
though, especially to herself. That time had not arrived. Still, a
person was required to push and poke and force themselves into
assigned boxes and slam down the lid.

 


The paths of
our heroines, also, did not cross much this year. Lives were
developing and advancing, trapped by time, in separate spheres.
Then, suddenly, an intersection is reached on the night of The
School Dance.
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It was a sultry
summer night. The night of what was quaintly called ‘The School
Dance’. Held in the concreted school canteen area and cordoned off
with clammy tarpaulins; in the days before public liability
insurance was really ‘a thing’. The dance was a big money spinner
for the school and so blind eyes were turned toward the antics of
car loads of inebriated, sex-upped teenagers who crammed into
corners. Sometimes they danced.

 


Lisa White
swanned out of the double front doors of the brick veneer on
Madison Drive, wearing a tiny gold miniskirt and sheer lace top of
white. As she walked, she left a trail of Poison: ‘Dior's ultimate
weapon of seduction’. Her father scampered around her, tongue
between teeth, clicking the Kodak. Every now and then she would
strike-a-pose.

Mrs White also
stepped outside to watch her daughter, Lisa, as she set off to the
dance with her boyfriend Gary. Gary, who was commonly called
‘Chook’, even by his mother.

 


On that sultry
evening, as an opera of cicadas sang out, Mrs White, wearing a
Lycra, sheath dress and holding a cocktail glass elaborately
decorated with mini umbrellas and fruit, stood watching and gushing
loudly to her husband ‘our girl could be a model!’ Pretty soon, in
her mind after this night, her daughter was actually a model, even
though she only had a part-time job at Katies.

 


At the Brown
household it was a different story. The Brown’s didn’t approve of
such ‘shenanigans’ and so Sue had to beg and plead. Imagine how it
would look if she didn’t go to the dance! Eventually her mother
relented. It was her decision which mattered and Sue was released
from the Friday tradition of a tea time of eggs and chips and
watching something like ‘New Faces’ or ‘Burke’s Backyard’ on
TV.

 


Sue wore her
green slacks and a flowered top that her granny from Lambton had
given her on her birthday. It was from ‘Best and Less’. Sue’s dad
then drove the giggling group of girls to the dance and afterwards
parked outside his house in the twilight. For a moment, he knew
what it was to feel free.
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Adamstown
Heights has no ancient ruins, statutes or tombs to be discovered.
And in those days before, the footprints of the Awabakal clan had
been light ones upon the earth. But underneath this area of
weatherboard and brick veneer houses, lives a honeycomb collection
of old coal mines and great chasms in the earth. Few people looking
from above would have any idea what lies beneath.

 


Burning our
past and our future.

 


Newcastle was
built on coal and named after its British coal cousin. It was back
in 1797 that Lieutenant John Shortland found the place, as he was
searching for escaped convicts. And pretty soon, Newcastle was the
place where the worst kinds of convicts were sent to dig coal. It
was a place, which was often called that ‘hellhole’. There was no
fondness in this description.

 


Mr Snellgrove,
Beatrice’s father had some type of job connected with mines;
something to do with machinery. Beatrice wasn’t sure what his job
actually was, as they had never talked about it. They never talked
much about anything at all.

 


Beatrice and
her new friend Nola also ambled along to the dance. Beatrice had
managed to get some money from of her father and she had taken the
bus into town and scoured the second-hand shops for something to
wear. She managed to find a pair of jeans and a top for less than
ten dollars. She got some clogs too, which were fairly new. She
felt good: almost as good as anyone else. But the heat was rising
and swirling angry clouds could be seen congregating like a lynch
mob.
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When you have
nobody to love you, for you; no person who cares about what you
think and how you feel about things, you tend to feel like an
unformed, incomplete thing. This is how Beatrice felt, although she
had no real insight into her own self. She was still a raw, green
and callow young girl: lacking symmetry and purpose. But soon,
pressures would be bear down upon Beatrice and shape her: against
her will.
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Scientists may
say that, although it feels to us like time flows: it does not. It
is an illusion. Time is the fourth dimension they say: another
dimension inseparable from space. I cannot tell you whether this is
true. Or not. What I can tell you is, that time and space will soon
appear to collide, so be sure to turn your eyes back and watch and
see what will become of our girl Beatrice.

 


Outside the
dance, Lisa and her boyfriend Chook were staggering around pretty
drunk; Lisa talking loudly in outrage about how ‘people didn’t
understand what it was like to be pretty’ and how ‘ugly boys should
not imagine that she would go out with them!’

 


The rest of
Lisa’s gang were sitting on a fence sharing a toke and looking
bored; their hair shining like crowns in the light of the street
lamp. The scene was set as Beatrice and Nola walked past. Then, Sue
Brown and her pack of friends appeared out of the gloom. Without
warning, Lisa, who had been waving her white arms about suddenly,
in her ruminative outrage and without preamble, smacked the walking
Beatrice in the head, mid stride, causing her to fall down: like a
pile of bones. Lisa the ugly drunk.

 


For a moment,
it seems like time has slowed down; the thump and grind of the
music silenced. Nobody appears to move and the heat just hangs
there. You may be forgiven for thinking that a game is being
played; that the music will commence and everyone will move again.
Eyes from everywhere are aimed toward Lisa. The die is cast.

 


A cry shatters
the air and Lisa is suddenly sober. Lies begin falling like stars
from her lips ‘it was her…she tried to hit me. Me!’ And, just like
that, everyone believes it. Beatrice half believes it herself.

 


For Sue, her
finest hour is upon her. She half carries the stricken Lisa away,
sits her down and brings a cooling drink. She even dares to touch
Lisa’s tanned shoulder: to show solidarity. Meanwhile, the night
has returned, the mood swings back toward the merry go round of
fun, as herbal aromas meander far and wide. Not for Beatrice,
though, she finds herself lying alone on the hot concrete footpath,
catty eyes glittering in the dark, focused upon her, and her friend
gone. Nola is carrying Lisa’s shoes and bags like some kind of
Sherpa: without a mountain to climb.

 


On Monday,
Beatrice found herself alone. A friend no more. She was regarded
with hostility and treated as something charged with evil-intent.
It was familiar ground for Beatrice and yet, still a bitter blow.
Beatrice had tasted friendship and she had liked its flavour.

 


Things, became
progressively worse, however, and soon the teachers were treating
her with derision. She appeared to be hated without reason and had
enemies without cause. A plague carrier. Few people seemed to know
why she was hated: they only knew she was.



Finally,
Beatrice was released from that hell by the coming long summer
holidays. She decided she would change schools and begin anew. She
would study the arts of friendship and being liked and she would
begin again. Like everyone else, Beatrice acted like the fault was
within her.
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In ancient
Greece, a beggar, a cripple or perhaps a leper would be cast out of
the group after some disaster had occurred. In the Bible, an actual
goat, the ’scapegoat’, would be killed or sent out into the desert:
the repository of all sin.

So, armed with
‘How to Win Friends and Influence People’ Beatrice began her course
of study. But learning to live easily with others is something that
must be practiced every day. And when your nature is cleaved from
others, when you become the ‘other’, it becomes difficult to grow
and ripen properly. Like a plant: yellow without the sun.
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It is not
surprising that Beatrice was attracted toward all that was gothic
and darkly romantic; these call out to the blood of those who are
misguided, maltreated or misunderstood. And, so, she would spend
long hours reading paperback novels with covers featuring
distraught young ladies running from castles or creepy malevolent
looking manor houses. She took to wearing black clothing and
outlining her eyes with dark eye pencil. Like an Egyptian in a
tomb.

 


One Saturday,
whilst rummaging about in a second hand shop at the seedy end of
town, Beatrice found a small and dusty Pierrot style clown, dressed
in black and white. His clothing was torn and his face mournful. A
mere one dollar saved the life of this dear little fellow and
Beatrice took him home and carefully set about fixing his wounds
and tears. If you look, you will see him still, placed close to
Beatrice’s’ bed; wherever she goes: close to her heart.

 



Chapter
4.

 


 


At the end of
1989, without warning, as the residents relaxed in that cooling off
period between Christmas and New Year’s Day, the earthquake struck
15km south-west of the town of Newcastle. This noble town was left
shuddering and crumbling as people in agitation poured out of its
shattered heart.

 


In 1990 the
girls were in year 10. They were almost young women now, perhaps
thinking about jobs and soon learning to drive. The future: close
as it had ever been.

 


In the hallways
at school, Lisa and her gang would shimmy and swagger along pushing
others aside; looking down their noses at those less fortunate and
blooming. Thinking that they were each Madonna in the flesh. The
moves of that herd, for anyone watching closely, could be described
as ‘Vogueing’. How full of confidence they were, how they thought
they had it all: knew it all. Scientists looking on at these
scenes, on any particular day, may have muttered something about
the Dunning-Kruger effect: that illusionary sense of
superiority.

 


‘There's clowns
to the left of me, Jokers to the right, here I am, Stuck in the
middle with you.’
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A sixteenth
birthday was arranged for Lisa at her home. The whole school year
was invited, but the unpopular outsiders knew that this did not
include them. They would arrange their own darker themed
entertainments.

 


Mrs and Mrs
White spent weeks before the big night, arranging a DJ, hiring
caterers and bringing gardeners and cleaners to ensure that the
brick veneer was dressed to impress. Lisa, at this time, scoured
the shops with her favourite sidekick, an orange haired blonde, who
already had a hairdressing apprenticeship lined up, named Abbey.
The pair was in search mode for weeks, before they finally
discovered the perfect, slutty supermodel dresses, at a shop in the
town mall. Teetering on dangerous stilettos they planned to make
their debut at the party, drinking elaborate fruit cocktails and
pouting seductively toward anything remotely male.

 


That sultry
Saturday night the Sparkle pool did indeed sparkle. Tables were set
up bedecked in glossy white tablecloths and waiters stood to
attention with pristine towels draped over arms. The White family
stood, titivated and arranged, waiting for guests to arrive. Billy
Joel’s ‘We Didn't Start the Fire’ bellowed its message into the
suburban air: flavoured with chlorine and BBQ.

 


Looking down
upon the Whites, you may think at first that a chess game is about
to commence; a game with two queens and a king: the pawn in the
game elsewhere.

 


A growing group
of teens had spent hours before the party drinking and carousing in
Hudson Park. Already, party dresses were askew and pressed shirts
were sweaty and stained with lipstick. But, finally, it was time to
trudge and wobble up to Madison Drive: the highest part of the
Heights.

 


Lisa’s gold
cross glittered in the floodlights. She had taken to wearing one
recently: after all, Madonna had made the look fashionable and it
also allowed Lisa to feel a bit of faux religiosity. Like she was
the Madonna herself, glowing, blue dressed and blue-eyed with a
fashionable halo. Sometimes, lately, she also quoted Buddha or at
other times, something New Age like ‘everything happens for a
reason’. She was learning about the power of words, how they could
make you feel reborn and new. Or not.

 


The night went
off like a fire cracker. Alcohol was not evident, but it was
everywhere under cover. The music boomed, and vast quantities of
‘gourmet’ sausages were consumed; romances, or at least lust,
detonated in corners and the Sparkle pool was alive with girls in
Sea Folly bikinis’ and boys in Billabongs’. The White’s party was a
success.

 


Perhaps you are
trying to catch a glimpse of our heroine, Beatrice. We will return
to her in due course. But, first, let us catch up with our other
protagonist, Sue Brown.

Sue was a guest
at Lisa’s party; she was part of Lisa’s outer group these days, as
she sat with Sue in English class. None of Lisa’s actual friends
were in her English class and a girl has to sit with someone!

 


Under the
gazebo, perfumed with Aeroguard, Sue spent much of that magical
evening with eyes locked on Scott Smith. She told him of her plans
to get a ‘safe’ job in the council; he told her about how his mum
dreamed he would become an electrician. And, they were both equally
delighted to find that they shared a history of family holidays at
the Entrance; albeit in different caravan parks. But still. Sue
whispered that her favourite song was by Michael Bolton and her
voice became even softer as she said ‘How Am I Supposed to Live
Without You’. Eyes aglow, Scott whispered back, soft and sibilant
‘it’s mine too’.



I can’t tell
you what Beatrice was doing on this particular night, as I was not
looking in her direction. I, like most of you, was caught up with
the razzle-dazzle on Madison Drive. But what I can tell you is
that, Beatrice did attend a party a few weeks after this, where she
stood around in the shadows and became tongue tied when spoken to.
Later, some creep, who had often called her names like ‘you horse’
and ‘you stupid scrag’ tried to grope her while his friends were
looking on and so she made her escape and jumped the bus home. A
journey, which was both horrifying and disturbing; as the only
other passenger on board that swaying, dark eyed, petrol fumed bus,
was a Vietnam veteran, who told Beatrice with eyes staring at some
personal nightmare, how he slept every night with a gun under his
pillow. Next time, keep your eye out for that girl, as she runs
like a fawn home from that bus stop in the dark of night.

 


That year, her
cat simply disappeared, but Beatrice did discover something
important, a comrade between the pages: Holden Caulfield. It was
when she read Holden’s response to Mr Spencer that she began to
view this book as perhaps containing the answers to some of life’s
arcana.

 


When Spencer
said ‘Life is a game, boy. Life is a game that one plays according
to the rules.’ Holden, in his stream of consciousness, had
responded ‘Game, my ass. Some game. If you get on the side where
all the hotshots are, then it’s a game, all right—I’ll admit that.
But if you get on the other side, where there aren’t any hotshots,
then what’s a game about it? Nothing. No game.’

 


This to
Beatrice was a revelation of truth.

 


Beatrice could
also relate to Holden’s gulf of grief, which nobody appears to
acknowledge. To her, it is no surprise that Holden is tortured by
the fact that Allie, a brother better than himself in so many ways,
has died of leukaemia and life just goes on. Who can blame Holden
for breaking the ‘goddamn windows’?

 


At her new
school, Beatrice had managed to blend in to a certain extent. There
were a few incidents, but I don’t feel like going into those right
now. She had, however, attached herself to a clan of friends by
gentle osmosis and so had people to hang about with. On the fringes
at least. And she had made a friend in maths class who had somehow
managed to coax the dark humour from deep within her often
paralysed lips.

 


One particular
day, though, it looked like this cherished titbit of friendship may
also be garrotted. It was a Wednesday and a group of students from
Beatrice’s old school had come to play competition netball in the
school courts. Later, Beatrice’s maths friend had returned from
this game with an odd glitter in her eye and had said ‘a girl
called Melanie Ross says that you had to leave their school because
everybody hated you’. Beatrice felt like she had been struck by
lightning and was about to burst into flames. But, the Maths
Friend, seeing the fear in her friend’s eye, changed the subject
and never mentioned it again. And, as far as Beatrice knew, she had
never spoken about this incident to anyone else either. The
outrageous and extraordinary thing, to Beatrice, which caused her
head to hum with agitation, was that she had never spoken to
Melanie Ross in her life. Ever.

 


Then, in 1989,
they tore through the Berlin Wall separating East and West
Germany.

 


“I think that
hate is a feeling that can only exist where there is no
understanding.”

― Tennessee
Williams, Sweet Bird of Youth

 



Chapter 5.

 


Neither Lisa
White nor Sue Brown returned to school in the following year. Their
schooling was done. Lisa’s mother managed to secure her a job at a
travel agent located inside the air conditioned mouth of Garden
City, through a friend. Sue Brown was offered a job with thirty
other new starters as a clerk at the council building in the town.
Dreams really do come true! Every day she would catch a dusty,
swaying bus to her job, in a building which looked like a giant
curling rod. Not that such comparisons entered Sue Brown’s
mind.

 


Our girls…. I
mean young ladies, were now at a crossroads. However, you may have
the impression as you gaze upon these young Mademoiselles, that
their lives will have a predictable pattern and that you can see
how it will pan out for each of them. Do not be too hasty. Do not
be too precipitate. People are not like mathematical equations. For
example: Sonja Antonov, who also started school with our heroines,
may have left school at fifteen to work in at Dick Herbert’s fruit
Shop, but when her father developed early Alzheimer’s disease, she
was motivated and inspired to take on university study and she
recast herself as a social worker. By the time she was forty five,
Sonja was an academic and teacher who had really made a difference
to how people-yes, people -with this dreaded disease are now
understood and treated.



Things can go
the other way, of course. What about Brad Murray, who seemed to be
good at every damn thing he did. And he was bloody good looking
into the bargain –in that alpha-male style –if you fancy the type.
He left the Little Smoke of Newcastle for the Big Smoke of Sydney
and became a high payed corporate lawyer and lived in an apartment
at ‘the toaster’ on Sydney Harbour. Then, when his marriage fell
apart at the age of thirty five, he blew most of his money up his
nose with cocaine. No one knows what became of him, I am sad to
say. But I wonder: what would you do if he sent you a friend
request on Facebook today?

 


People can
change. Whilst we may have no choice about the genes we are given,
the families we are born into or the way we are treated; it is
still the case, that certain events or happenings can change the
trajectory of our lives. A certain book, the study of philosophy or
the kindness of strangers, may lift a demonised folk devil from the
path of destruction …..Or retribution.

 


So, when school
went back in 1991, Beatrice drifted along too and started year 11.
She didn’t know quite what else to do and her father hadn’t said
anything, so, she thought she would just see what happened.

 


Not long
before, Beatrice had started working on Saturday mornings and
Thursday nights at Shipmates at Garden City, but the local high
school students refused to buy their chips and gravy anytime that
Beatrice was working and so, she was given the sack.

 


Overseas war
raged in the Gulf.

 


Beatrice, also,
had to be careful anytime she visited the shopping centre: that
great house of twentieth century worship, because hordes of girls
were likely to catch sight of her and Beatrice’s social immolation
would continue. It was sad really, because Beatrice loved to wander
past Loven Oven and gaze at the cream buns, chocolate layer cakes
and creamy coconut slice. And she adored looking at all the album
covers in Sound World and putting on those giant headphones to
escape into some mad musical dimension. But what could she do?
Saying something rational like ‘this is my world too’ was likely to
earn her even greater derision.
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Feeling
worthless and not being able to look others in the eyes weighed
Beatrice down like lead. People would become annoyed by her fearful
diffidence. And whilst she yearned to be close to others, she was
afflicted by the hedgehog's dilemma; feeling a visceral pain in her
isolation, but fearful of getting too close to the spines which
protect. And spines which damage.
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With plenty of
help from her parents, Lisa White bought a sporty Suzuki Sierra
soft top that year and she was learning to drive in that moat
surrounding our retail citadel: the car park at Garden City.

 


While Beatrice
was learning about the World Wars and Cold Wars and studying Pride
and Prejudice, Lisa was organising cruises to Bali and booking
accommodation for white shoe wearers on the Gold Coast. On Friday
and Saturday nights though, Lisa and her crew would sashay into the
night clubs in town: like the Palais Royale, The Jolly Roger and
Fanny's, even though they were all still underage. The gang would
then dance and drink gin and tonic until two in the morning.

 


Lisa was famous
at Fanny’s for ‘going nuts’ when her favourite song by Melissa
Tkautz – ‘Read My Lips’ would fill the room. But when ‘Treaty’ by
Yothu Yindi came on, she would march briskly outside and smoke a
cigarette. Or, if she could get it: some weed.

 


Look! You can
see her now. See the radiant gleam of her hair as it shimmers in
the glow of the street light in that darkened street.

 


Often, lots of
discarded food could be found around the back of the shopping
centre: a generally deserted place hidden from the views of
shoppers. Just as the shopping centre would close for the evening;
when the lights would begin to flicker and then be extinguished one
by one, Beatrice could be seen wading through the cabbagy and
sulphury smells, sorting through slimy broken containers and day
old bread. Not only did these expeditions provide Beatrice with
much needed food, but often, she also found it fun and exciting
too; as long as she did not leave her mission too late; when the
guards and the dogs had arrived for the night. Then she would run
like the wind, the sound of her feet like a drum beat: pounding,
pounding, pounding.



Our friend Sue
Brown was now ‘going steady’ with Scott Smith. Both sets of parents
had eyed their respective child’s romantic partner and there had
been nods of approval all around. Finding a member of your own
tribe was very important.

 


Scott, could
often be found at teatime, eating a chop and three veg with the
Brown family at their three bedroom perfectly painted timber house.
He always wiped his feet before entering and he never looked behind
him as he went inside. He always looked straight in front: certain
of his purpose and content with his place in the world.

 



Chapter
6.

 


 


In September of
that same year, Beatrice was sitting on a flaking wooden bench, at
an almost empty Nobbys Beach, on a chilly but bright Saturday
afternoon. Gulls were wheeling overhead, like lost papers caught in
an updraft; a toy ship could be seen far away at sea. Waiting.

 


Beatrice was
wrapped in a red and black wool coat that she had found in the
second hand shop and ostensibly, reading a book for school called
‘1984’.

 


However, a
young man of about twenty years of age had been relentlessly
traversing the beach for some time; from side to side calling out
the name ‘Friedrich’ over and over at the top of his lungs and his
voice had been transported and buffeted by the breeze toward
Beatrice. She had found herself absorbed with watching his
progress, instead of reading about the surveillance by Big
Brother.

 


Soon, the rosy-
brown haired young man, with an open agreeable face, had made his
way toward Beatrice and he had asked her in his softly Scottish
flavoured voice ‘have you seen a black and white medium sized dog
run past?’ But before she could respond, the happy-go-lucky
Friedrich himself was upon them wagging his tail like a crazy
metronome and laughing his Dalmatian smile. The young man also
broke into a smile. And, as if smiles were contagious, Beatrice
smiled too.

 


The young man,
David, sat down on the bench next to Beatrice, as he fondled his
dog’s velvet head. ‘He is named after Friedrich Nietzsche, the
great German philosopher’ said David earnestly, as Friedrich
pranced and leapt about.

 


Beatrice, with
her head on the side must have looked puzzled, so he explained
‘Friedrich Nietzsche was a controversial and interesting thinker
who challenged many basic assumptions.’ And, he added, “he said
things like ‘that which does not kill us makes us stronger and
whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he
does not become a monster’”. David’s eyes crinkled as he looked
intently into Beatrice’s ’eyes ‘ideas worth thinking about.
No?’

 


David had been
born in Scotland, but he had moved to Australia with his parents
when he was ten years old. Now, he was a student at the university
in Newcastle, but he felt uncertain and stressed by this choice
since the Hawke government had brought back university fees.

 


David, also,
played guitar and sang in pubs like the Lass O Gowrie and the Great
Northern Hotel. Sometimes, just sometimes, he could be found at
Uptown Circus, late at night, long after The ‘Hipslingers’ or the
‘The Crying Suns’ had appeased the tumbling crowds. Late at night
when moods had switched toward contemplation and reverie.

 


It became a
habit for David and Beatrice, to meet at the beach whenever they
were able. But, as the summer wheeled in, soaking the world in its
orange glow and piles of people massed and swarmed smelling of Reef
oil and Juicy Fruit gum, Beatrice would catch a bus to Tighes Hill,
where David shared a house. Once there, the pair would smooch and
gaze into each other’s eyes and David would teach Beatrice, whom he
always called ‘Bea’, the guitar, for which she found she had an
aptitude. Then, one day, he enticed her to sing and -just like that
- suddenly, she found her voice.
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Come along and
see how our dear Sue Brown’s life is moving along, now that we have
moved into 1992 and serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer has been sent to
prison to die. But, first, let me ask you this: are such people
born? Or, are they made?

 


Yes. I know.
It’s a false dilemma.

 


Sue turned
eighteen: still being courted by her knight, Scott Smith. She is
still a maiden: of course. Sue assures her mother ‘I am saving
myself for marriage’. She never stops to consider what she means.
If Sue had been American, she may have taken a pledge and worn a
purity ring. But here, as yet, such shabby rituals have not hit our
shores.

 


Sue and David
go to the Tower Cinema most Saturday nights: ‘Groundhog Day’, one
of their favourite movies. Afterwards, they would wander over to
the Pancake Factory hand in hand, and reminisce about eating
sandwiches in the booths at Big Al’s or having dinner at The
Beefeater. They thought a lot about these memories in later years.
Nothing else seemed to stand out.

 


‘I am content
to live it all again

And yet again…’

Yeats

 


‘Groundhog Day’
was also one of David’s favourite movies too. He explained his
reasons to Beatrice…. ‘because it demonstrates Nietzsche’s concept
of eternal recurrence. And Bill Murray,’ he said, ‘is also like
Sisyphus, from Greek mythology, who must roll a huge bolder up a
hill, day after day, as punishment and then watch it roll down to
the bottom. Only to perform the same grinding exertions yet
again.

 


He
continued

 


“Nietzsche,
sees time as a circle and so the same events will recur again and
again. But within our ‘loneliest loneliness’, in moments of private
reflection, we may see this continual ‘succession and sequence’ as
an opportunity to reflect upon the way we live our lives and the
choices we make.”
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Whilst Sue and
David were genteelly waiting, Lisa had moved on from Chook (Gary)
long ago. Men and sex were like the coming and going of a goods
train for Lisa.

 


Lisa was still
working inside the air-conditioned womb of Garden City, but she had
managed to travel to a few places with the available perk of
discounted plane fares. Recently, she had spent a week sloshed and
sexed out with a big group of guys and gals on Great Keppel Island.
What a time they had had! How they had partied. Hard. Lisa believed
that she looked stunning in her teensy, weeny pink bikini. She did,
but already she is developing fine lines around the eyes from the
sun damage and carousing. Meow!

 


School was
suddenly behind Beatrice at the end of 1992. Now, she wasn’t sure
what she would do with her life. University was an option, but she
had never had any real money of her own and a growing mound of debt
in her name simply filled her with intense anxiety. In the
meantime, Beatrice sang with David at the various pubs around
Newcastle and she had, much to her amazement, begun to gather a
battalion of fans. Luckily, the paths of Beatrice and her
tormentors had not crossed for some time.
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It was repeated
around the traps for many years, that Mark Twain, that acerbic
American writer otherwise known as Samuel L. Clemens, visited
Newcastle in 1895 and supposedly said of our dear old town,
‘Newcastle consists of a long street with a graveyard at one end
with no bodies in it, and a gentleman’s club at the other with no
gentlemen in it’.

 


Whether this
anecdote is true or not remains a matter of conjecture. But, what
is on the public record is Twain describing Newcastle as a ‘rushing
town’. This is still true. And, yet, there are many almost secret
and slow places within Newcastle, where you can step away from the
fray. You can find your own secret alcove on some quiet beach and
spend the day lost in dreams; you can journey deep into husky
bushland to look at the birds: those modern day dinosaurs. And,
sometimes, you can sit still in the midst of crowds, in the very
nucleus of the town and be alone: still and quiet.

 


The crowds are
not there anymore.

 


When Beatrice
began to sing, she found that she had access to a great soup of
feelings from deep within, of: sadness, pain, longing and
melancholy. She found that she could draw upon this brew and infuse
her singing with emotion. And, she could make others feel too.
Suddenly, she could connect with ideas and thoughts greater than
her paltry self.

 


One Saturday
evening, David and Beatrice were walking through the darkened, damp
smelling town mall, when they suddenly came face to face with Lisa
and a bunch of her friends who were staggering on breakneck heels
over to Fanny’s night club. Beatrice felt her insides plummet and
her heart begin to thrash about like a dying fish. Lisa, though,
simply hardened her face and with eyes of zirconia stalked away.
When Lisa had passed the couple and was about to be swallowed by
the night, she half turned, lit by a slash of moonlight and yelled
‘bitch’. The lone word seemed to reverberate and take flight
through the town and the night, echoing like a malevolent bird
call.

 


Misery engulfed
Beatrice. She felt like she was looking down upon herself; seeing a
thing which was hated and despised. David won’t want to be with me
she thought.

‘What was that
about then?’ David asked softly, voice drenched with concern.

Beatrice had
underestimated him.

 


Haltingly,
Beatrice revealed to David the whole sorry saga; David was very
quiet for a long while. Then, he said slowly and with great
emphasis ‘To live is to suffer; to survive is to find some meaning
in the suffering’.

‘Let me guess -
Friedrich Nietzsche?’ said Beatrice quizzically.

In mock
surprise, David replied ‘You’re catching on lass. You are indeed
catching on’

And the
incident passed away.

 


 



Chapter
7.

 


 


O, I am
fortune's fool! -Romeo and Juliet

 


There are some,
like Lisa, who will say that ‘everything happens for a reason’: a
New Age interpretation of, ‘It’s God’s will’. Of course, Lisa
hasn’t thought much about her beliefs; she merely cites such
phrases glibly. After all, she is comfortable and she is privileged
and what does she know about the lives of others?

 


But humour me
for a minute and think for a moment about that scene which just
passed between David and Beatrice. And of course Lisa. What if
David had responded by rejecting Beatrice? Or, by telling her, that
she better stay with him because no one else would want her? Such
scenes as this play out every day, all around the globe.

 


Then, there are
those relationships where insidious violence and subtle strategies
of warfare are engaged. It is easy for some to say ‘leave’ and ‘get
out of there girl!’ But what if you have no one else? And what if
you exist as an unshaped being, with only a vague sense of
yourself? What if?
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And so, the
years pass by. Lisa marries the new owner of the travel agency when
she is twenty five; an extravaganza of vanity and vulgarity.

 


The wedding
takes place at the Sacred Heart Cathedral on Hunter Street. And,
then, everyone moves on to celebrate and eat mountains of seafood,
at the yacht club on the lake; with its views over the busy water
and boats. The day perfect.

 


Lisa dazzles in
one of those strapless dresses: virginal white, with breasts thrust
into all eyes. It costs a bomb and clashes with an almost orange,
fake tan and peroxided up do (her hair darkened when she became a
teenager). But no matter, it’s a look that has become a meme. Daddy
pays.

 


The bride,
Lisa, glories in her ‘fairy tale’ day. She delights in the
attention and grows and ripens, in the gaze others. Scores of
photos are taken; lounging on luxury cars, sitting on thrones,
walking slowly by million dollar views, and lovers looking into
each other’s eyes without seeing.

 


The following
day Pope John Paul II apologises for 2000 years of wrong doing and
violence.

 


Vince Borelli
was the groom’s name and he was almost forty at the time; with a
kind of dyed pompadour and very white teeth. He was handsome in a
slick and obvious way, but also loaded. Supposedly, his father had
made lots of money from a record back in the seventies called ‘Al
fine’ – meaning ‘to the end’. This record is still played at many
an Italian wedding: even now. And the manna is still falling from
heaven.

 


The newly wed
Borelli’s buy a Victorian Italianate house of great significance
and beauty on The Hill and promptly set about gutting the interior;
installing black marble floors, stainless steel, vast quantities of
glass, and a giant spa bath. To do this, money has travelled under
various tables. And perhaps featured on birthday cakes.

 


As the years
travel by, Lisa has two children: a boy and a girl named Johnny and
Angela. These children, who are mostly cared for by their Nonna,
become ordinary, work- a -day people with the usual beige morals.
They regard their mother with benign tolerance.

Lisa, never
knew that her own maternal grandmother, Lilith, was a Russian Jew
who had fled Europe with her parents in 1922 during the last wave
of pogroms. As the wheel of time turned, this became just another
story, covered in the sands of life; like the two convicts in the
family tree.
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As you may have
guessed, Sue Brown and Scott Smith ‘tie the knot’ in a white
wedding at the local Presbyterian Church. The couple, who saved
their wages for years, buy a three bedroom house straight away and
move out to Wallsend.

 


After a
suitable time, our merry couple produce three children named:
Peter, Dianna (after Princess Dianna) and Carolyn (after Princess
Caroline). Peter, named after his paternal grandfather, plays
soccer and gets excited only about cars. Dianna and Carolyn are
twins and compete for class stars, for the best handwriting, and
who can skip the most jumps on the skipping rope at lunchtime.

 


Sue works part
time in the school office, serves on canteen duty and fulfils her
Saturday night obligations. Eyes to the wall. All goes along
swimmingly, until a minor tsunami arrives in the children’s high
school years.

 


The university
never did get to claim Beatrice. She continued with her singing and
guitar playing and attained some success around the pubs and clubs
of Australia. But her relationship with David splinters when she
turned twenty. David wanted to get married, but Beatrice, suddenly
felt desperate to escape the cage of her past life and to know if
she existed as a person apart from David. And, so, she left the
limits of our land, to live in London for a year. She stayed for
five.



Being further
away from the scenes of her misery, humiliation and loneliness,
allowed Beatrice to forget them somewhat. But the sadness and
emptiness she carried were always part of her.

 


David became a
teacher. He didn’t sing anymore, because times had changed and
younger people with new voices carrying the spirit of the times had
moved into his old haunts. He had to move on: every dog has its
day.

 


Later, David
married another teacher that he met at the high school where he
worked. An easy and happy marriage. They have one daughter.

 


David is one of
those good teachers who inspire and awaken small fires of curiosity
and confidence within their students. He is a rarity.

 


Sometimes,
David thinks about Beatrice: late at night, alone, when he sits in
his office with a finger of good scotch swirling a slow whirlpool
in his glass. He sighs, a long drawn out exhalation and shakes his
head as if the clear it of thought. Outside a night bird cries its
mournful dirge and the moon looks down like an old eye watching the
stricken world.
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Let us return
now to Sue Smith, formerly Brown, that plain, reliable and sober
woman of the suburbs. Well, she also met a teacher at the school
where she worked and she too fell in love. And she knew, just knew
that with Sally Stavros she had found the real thing.

Strangely,
Sue’s kids took their father moving out and another ‘mother’ moving
in quite well, because, in many ways, their father was a foreigner
to them. A laconic man of few words who favoured the company of his
shed over his family. A shed, you see, has no eyes, which look with
expectation or hope or disappointment. He felt safe there as in a
womb.

The coming of
Sally into the teenagers’ lives animated their mother; she became
real to them for the first time: happy in her truth.

 


In 2012,
Beatrice was thirty seven years old and she had a child of her own,
a precious daughter whom she named Charisma. This name, which can
mean ‘possessing charm that can inspire devotion in others’, was a
name which would hopefully operate, as a charm of another kind.
Beatrice did not believe in magic, but still….

 


Then, in 2013,
Beatrice tentatively joined Facebook and skulked and prowled about
in cyberspace. For some odd reason, perhaps because they had
featured so much in the shaping of her life, Beatrice felt
compelled to cyber-stalk her old nemesis Lisa and her various old
cronies like Sue. Strangely, Sue and Lisa were not Facebook
friends.

 


Lisa’s profile
could easily be summed up as ‘look at me!’ But, then, she also
displayed her complexity of character with various hate based posts
about asylum seekers ‘breaking the rules by coming here illegally’.
And, interestingly, she appeared to have a preoccupation with the
psychic domain, which she loftily called ‘a higher dimension of
existence’.



A plethora of
photos featuring Lisa swanning about various resorts, restaurants
and luxury, pools wearing assorted slutty bikinis and slinky
dresses; surrounded by vapid types eager to breathe her air
appeared to be the main subject matter of her Timeline. Some of
these photos were designed to exhibit her skeletal frame and
surgically enhanced cleavage; others showed her pouting and
flirtatious. But, it was the bountiful comments by her bosom
buddies and associates which really put Beatrice in danger of
losing her dinner.

 


‘Oh! You are so
beautiful!!!!’ and

‘OMG I luv luv
luv your hair & u r so beautiful!’

 


And on and on
in this vein. But, anyone reading such shallow tripe knew that
these gushing essayists were really high on schadenfreuder;
thinking, ‘look at that fake, aging bitch.’ You just knew.

 


But Beatrice
could not help wondering if Lisa had a rich inner life, in the same
way that she did. And if so, what were her deeper thoughts in
moments of introspection and reflection?

 


Beatrice was
befuddled when she perused the profile of Sue Brown (she had
reclaimed her maiden name) and another woman. The plain pair with
cropped hair were hugging and smiling surrounded by rainbow flags.
Like a smack to the head it hit Beatrice that Sue, was in a
relationship with another woman!

 


Some of
Beatrice’s former tormentors had obviously experienced the hard
hand of life. One was battling cancer and another was boated and
almost bald with some atrocious malady. Nola wrote multiple posts
about being unable to find a job or pay her rent. Beatrice felt
sad.

 


One day, when
Beatrice was obsessing and hovering over Lisa’s Facebook page, her
boyfriend, Marco, walked into the kitchen where Beatrice sat
hunched over her laptop. He caught sight of a dazzling photo of
Lisa and her husband Vince. ‘Holy hell! That’s my second cousin
Vincenzo’ he cried. ‘I haven’t seen him for years!’

 


How strange
life is. But, Beatrice was thinking: this town is too small.

 


And though
Beatrice searched for Terry: it seemed she was not there.

 


Did Sue, part
of a minority that has fought hard for equality and against being
elbowed to the margins have empathy for poor sidelined and
mistreated Beatrice when she came online? She did not. When
Beatrice joined her former school group, she received no friend
requests; it was as though an iron curtain separated her from
others. Even after all these years.

 


Clans and
tribes of disembodied voices existing in the land of virtual
reality.
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David was
someone that Beatrice often thought about. He had been such a
generous, intelligent and very kind man, who had given her so much
in so many ways. She had felt sick-at-heart when she left him, but
she had also felt so many confused, contradictory emotions:
incarcerated by her past. A past made up of memories that science
tells are so very unreliable.

 


How much of our
past is actually manufactured and untrustworthy?

 


Life is so
confusing thought Beatrice, like a maze we must muddle through,
whilst at the same time attempting to decipher code.



But a simple
rule guided Beatrice in her dealings with others: the golden rule.
The idea that one should treat others as one would like others to
treat oneself. This concept goes way back in antiquity and can be
found in many traditions of thought. However, certain happenings
and revelations in that year made Beatrice think about how people
act and how they are treated from a very different angle.

 


When Charisma,
Beatrice’s daughter was a plump baby of eighteen months, her
development appeared to suddenly stall. Then, she slowly lost her
rudimentary language and then an abrupt acceleration into
hyperactivity took place. Febrile fear possessed Beatrice; she knew
that something was very wrong with her daughter. It was obvious
that the child’s mind and body were in chaos, but Beatrice too was
disoriented herself and frozen with fear, wondering what to do.

 


About this
time, Beatrice’s father contacted her after many years. She felt
that she had been summoned from the wilderness. She set off one
Friday evening, catching a bus and walking the short distance to
the small shack that looked even more squalid and decrepit.

Mr Snellgrove
was a shrunken and emaciated skeleton covered by a dry layer of
skin.

 


Beatrice didn’t
need to be told that he was suffering from something severe:
something terminal.

 


‘It’s
pancreatic cancer’ he explained, throwing the words out into the
air without preamble. Then he continued ‘I haven’t much time left
and there are things I gotta tell you’

Sitting down,
Beatrice felt her mind flee. She had no idea what she would hear.
Her father, however, launched into his story ‘that woman you think
was your mother, is not your mother’.

 


Beatrice merely
shook her head. Dumbfounded and suddenly unpegged.

‘She was just a
live-in child minder. For you. I provided her and her kid a place
to say and she cleaned up a bit and was meant to look after you’ he
continued. ‘She just took off one day though and I never saw her
again.’ He sat, quiet for a moment, mulling over the past in his
mind’s eye.

 


‘But where is
my real mother?’ Beatrice managed to spit out. The word ‘mother’
feeling foreign to her tongue.

 


‘Well….she
wasn’t right in the head after you was born…..she just kind of
disappeared inside herself…..and she had to be put somewhere else
to live. A home.’

He recounted
this tale, which left Beatrice both stunned and drained of all
energy. He could not look her in the eye. His eyes would slowly
look up, but then slide away to the side. Unseeing.

 


‘Can I see
her?’

 


‘She died five
years ago. …..sorry……I know I should have been a better dad to
you……but I just couldn’t……I felt like me whole life…had just
collapsed….or blown apart. You just reminded me of her….. and all
that I had lost’

 


Beatrice wanted
to yell ‘what about what I have lost!’ But there were no winners
and losers here.
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Chapter 8.

 


Finding out
about her mother made Beatrice see life in a new way, she realised
that there were many angles and perspectives and that so much
information about us remains hidden and unknown.

 


She wondered if
part of the reason that she had bullied and shoved aside for most
of her life, was something inbuilt. Within her. Something that she
carried from her mother and that had been passed to her daughter.
In the DNA. Something missing or different: outside her control.
Making her an alien.

 


Luckily, her
daughter was receiving therapy now and she was improving day by
day.

 


These thoughts
journeyed into other thoughts and Beatrice reflected on how she had
been avoiding a man who was a member of the local folk music group
that she had recently joined. She called him ‘Creepy Man’ in the
privacy of her mind. This man would stand too close to Beatrice and
suddenly she would find that she had travelled halfway across the
room whenever he spoke to her. Then, another time, he had insisted
that Beatrice make a donation to a cause that he was supporting. It
had felt like an onslaught, an invasion of her personal
sovereignty. She had to admit that she avoided him and rebuffed his
overtures of friendship. One day, as she was engaged in
conversation with another member of the group named Yandi, she
noticed Creepy Man hovering about, as though he wanted to join in
and didn’t know how. She saw a look of anguish pass across his
face, as he seemed to concede defeat and walk away. Beatrice
thought about how she had turned her body away from him: to block
him.

 


What if this
man is someone just like me: awkward, floundering and innately
lacking social nous? The thought percolated and echoed through her
head. Perhaps I am just as guilty as Lisa and her gang? A question
posed which could not be adequately answered.

 


Beatrice
thought about all those years when she felt alone and cast off from
the world, how she thirsted for some connection; for someone to
listen and understand her innermost true feelings and thoughts.
This, she thought, is what everyone wants and what everyone needs.
And, yet, human relationships seem to be so charged with
misunderstanding.

 


She also
thought about how the past rears up like a sea monster and
strangles the present and then drags you backwards like an
anchor.



Lives and
people are not equal. No one starts from the same place. It is
beguiling, Beatrice thought, to believe that ‘everything happens
for a reason’ or that all wrongs will one day be sorted out by some
magical hand of Karma or other divine being whose eye follows all.
But, in reality, it seems that humanity is alone, living on the
outside of a giant blue ball, winging through the cosmos, and so it
is us alone, who must work toward fairness and tolerance. And
these, can only come from true understanding.

 


And then, as if
travelling from a very great distance, she heard the voice of
David, from long ago speaking in that soft and insistent way of
his: ‘Sometimes it feels like our lives are a purple tragedy, but
perhaps, all you are is a brain in a vat.’

 


Well, thought
Beatrice, if we are being deceived by a malicious demon about the
nature of reality, how can we ever know that we are? All we can
know is the cave of this world. And, all we can do is use our
thinking mind to make a glitch in The Matrix.

 


But on those
days when everything seemed to be out of her control, and she is
not feeling brave, Beatrice simply thinks to herself, at least I am
here and in the dance of life.
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