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Yolanda Bogert is a proud mother of two, living in rural Queensland. She’s a former bookstore owner with her own incredible life story. This is her first book.
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This book is dedicated to the sproggets of the world: the lost, the amazing and the fearless. If you’re having trouble finding your own love, take some of ours to see you through. And to those who went before, whose every fought-for step has made things that much easier for the son I love – he knows that he stands on the shoulders of giants, and we will always be grateful.


‘The sea is dangerous and its storms terrible, 
but these obstacles have never been 
sufficient reason to remain ashore.’ 
– Ferdinand Magellan
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To the reader,


Transgender people don’t need more cisgender people (those who identify as the gender they were assigned at birth) speaking for them. What they need is more cisgender people listening to them.


This is our story. We’re just a bunch of schmucks from Queensland, and one of us just happens to be transgender. While I’ve included some general information about transgender issues in this book, I don’t speak for anybody but myself (and sometimes Kai, where he’s asked me to include something he wanted said). Transgender people are individuals, as different from each other as you are from the person standing next to you. While there may be commonalities, if you want to know something about the transgender person in your life, and if that thing isn’t inappropriately intimate, and if that person doesn’t mind you treating them as a walking teaching tool, try asking them. Otherwise, the internet is your friend.


Transgender voices are too often shushed and suppressed, or dismissed. I recognise that the privilege I have as a non-transgender person enables me to be heard where they may not be. My hope in taking this opportunity to speak isn’t to speak over or for, but to speak alongside, with the sincere wish that it will contribute to visibility that will help to enable their voices in some small way in the future.


Yolanda xoxox













My sprogget came into my study and said, ‘Have you got a minute, Mum?’


‘Sure. What’s up?’


He took a deep breath. ‘So … you know how you’ve always thought that you have a son and a daughter? Well, you actually have two sons.’


‘Oh. You’re trans?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Okay. It’s cool. Love you.’


‘Love you too.’


And we laughed a bit, and I hugged him.


‘What? You thought you’d get a different response?’


‘Nah. Not really. It’s just … finally out there, yanno?’


‘Yeah. Are you keeping your name or do you have another one?’


‘Kai.’


‘Kai? I like it.’


Then Kai he was. The sky didn’t fall and our family didn’t fall apart. We just started using different pronouns. Oh, I had to change the name stored in my phone with his number. That was a bit of a pain. Seriously, though, he didn’t grow a second head. The earth didn’t open up and swallow us for the egregious sin of acknowledging his gender and loving him still.


I could tell he was nervous – but I do hope he already knew that his announcement wouldn’t change a single thing about our relationship except for the pronouns we use. Actually, all children should know that. In an ideal world, it would be a profound and fundamental truth that they know in their bones. The one unshakeable gravity-fact they carry with them forever. If you haven’t actively told yours that you will love and support them, no matter what, and that their sexuality and gender expression are entirely irrelevant to the way you feel about them and treat them, then you need to stop reading this right now and go and tell your sprogs.


Come on. Go tell them now. It’s okay, I’ll wait. Stare deep into their eyes in that way that makes them really uncomfortable, so they know that you mean it.


It seemed a bit of an anticlimax, really. Kai had had this profound personal epiphany, but no angels flew down to perch on his shoulder and sing the Hallelujah Chorus, no cheerleaders jumped out to yell, ‘Ra-ra-ra!’ There was just us, sitting in my little study and accepting it with a shrug and a hug. It felt like it should be more of an occasion. Our folk don’t really stand much on ceremony, but we do know how to celebrate the things that matter, and our kids are definitely things that matter. 


I read somewhere that children are more likely to believe positive messages from their parents when they’re delivered indirectly. Tell them to their face that you think they’re clever or beautiful, and they’ll roll their eyes because you’re their mum. You have to say that. But let them overhear you telling someone else that you’re proud of them and that they have qualities you cherish, and it somehow breaks past that little gate in their brain that assumes maternal bias and settles into their self-image.


So I told everybody. Inadvertently, for the most part. I put a light-hearted retraction in the birth notices section in the back corner of a local paper, thinking that it would make Kai smile – he’d be able to clip it out and have it as a keepsake. But someone else thought it was sweet and shared it on Twitter. The next thing I knew, millions of people around the world had seen it too.


Kai


[image: ]Why is this such a big deal? I’m just not that interesting. I don’t really understand why people went nuts at the birth announcement in the paper, or why people want to read about my life now. Parents sign up for the whole package – I think maybe somebody should put it in the parenting manual that they don’t get to decide what that package is, because it seems like it’s a surprise to too many people. Childhood isn’t the part where you get to create a person: it’s the part where you get to know a whole person who already happened.


If you’re reading this book because your kid just came out as trans and you want to figure out who they are and what’s going on for them, then maybe you should put it down and go talk to them instead. I’m not them.


Coming out was probably the most important thing I could have done for myself. Holding on to the secret almost hurt. But while it was the best thing, it was also the most frightening.


It’s certainly not a thing to be taken lightly, and as a professional procrastinator I put it off for a long time. I desperately wanted to openly be myself. Even though I wasn’t exactly certain who that was, I knew that the person who I was presenting wasn’t entirely me.


Coming out at school would have involved a whole sack of problems. I was already perceived as an oddball lesbo dyke and wore all of the bull that goes with it, so adding transgender to that pile would probably have been more than I could take. Though I had a small circle of supportive and accepting friends, most of them dealing with their own sexuality and gender identity issues, high school was a pretty lonely place for me.


After graduation, the night that decided me involved, as many significant life events do, alcohol, a trampoline and stargazing. In a moment of whimsical conversation, I asked a close friend how she would react if, hypothetically, I told her that I was transgender. It was the first time that I’d verbalised it, and suddenly, as if I’d breathed life into it, it became real to me. My friend paused before she answered me, probably just a second at most, but it felt like a bajillion years. She said that it wouldn’t bother her, that I would still be me, and I got my first taste of acceptance.


Once I’d made the decision to tell Mum, I felt like I had the same kind of nerves I got before giving a talk in front of my class. Mega anxiety with shaky hands and my heart pounding in my ears. Though, unlike with a lot of teachers, I knew that my mother would still love me no matter what came out. But even though I knew for a fact that she wouldn’t do anything other than love me unconditionally, there was still fear. Irrational fear, but fear nonetheless. I guess that’s why they call it irrational.


So I took a deep breath, and told her who I was.













1


Slipping on the pelvic floor




I feel a bit of a squick reading the comments of a hundred thousand people telling me that I’m a great mum, given that I’ve never considered myself to be especially maternal. I’ve been a mother my entire adult life and some of my childhood too, but I never actually thought that I was any good at it.


How on earth do other parents manage to keep pairs of socks together and have the same lunchboxes for the entire year – with the right lids, no less! How do you consistently have spare clean towels folded neatly in the airing cupboard so that they’re ready to use, without having to leave wet footprints all over the house looking for a handtowel or a dry facewasher – a goddamn paper towel or a tissue, even – or anything to dry yourself with because the sprogs have run off with every last one?


And what’s with the bits? The icky crumbs of seemingly nothing recognisable that find their way under sofa cushions and work their way between car seat grooves, and multiply like Tribbles wherever kids have been. What is that stuff, and why don’t other people seem to have it?


~


I had a beginning in ‘interesting times’ – the kind from the old curse, not the good kind.


I was fifteen when I fell pregnant with Kai, and I had him just a couple of months after my sixteenth birthday. You might be making some assumptions, some of which might even be true. Some are less true, but I might even agree with you on them anyways.


It’s easy to internalise the shitty labels that teen pregnancy slaps on you, particularly when you haven’t yet grown enough to wallpaper yourself with your own labels. This manifested in all sorts of odd ways, not least of which was an overwhelming sense that while other parents were actually parenting, I was just playing at it. That my nurturing was practice – an imitation.


I’ve often joked that I’m surprised my sproggets have survived my parenting attempts thus far, but whenever I’ve said that, there’s always been a little voice in my head meanly claiming the underlying truth of it. I know the infant mortality rates and statistical disadvantages for children born to teen parents. Just as I know that there’s much more to being a parent than reminding the kids to tuck a hanky in their sleeve, or telling them that their current love interest isn’t good enough for them, or disparaging their housekeeping style.


Me getting pregnant is a story as old as … a really old thing. Throw a traumatised teenage book nerd, who has low self-esteem and few expectations, together with an older Neanderthal boyfriend, and she can romanticise his stoicism and interpret his intentions as whatever she likes. ‘Meh. You want a Coke?’ definitely translates to that teenager as ‘Yes, I’m just like Heathcliff and you’re so Cathy.’ Mix in a secretive sorta-kinda education in sexual health, dictated by conservative policymakers and awkward parents, and you end up with a shiny new bun in a fifteen-year-old oven. We could examine socioeconomic and psychosocial contributing factors too, but who wants to trudge through that yawnfest just for a thorough story? 


The best place to start anything is at the beginning. I don’t mean the beginning of Kai – nobody needs those details – but the beginning of me feeling this way about him. The very first seed of it was planted while fifteen-year-old me sat across the desk from a doctor in Newcastle’s anonymous sexual health clinic. He looked sad as he showed me my pregnancy test and told me what it meant.


Right there. That sad look on his face, that he must have worn fifty times a week when he told other fifteen-year-olds that they were pregnant. I already understood the hopelessness he was trying so hard to be too professional to convey, and I could see a whole lot more of it coming when every other person I knew found out. I could almost feel their collective sigh.


I felt terrible that a deep little corner in the back of my mind was wearing such a grin as you never saw.


There’s no way to get across just how naughty it felt, to be carrying this small secret joy around – for it was quite some time before I could share it with anybody. It wouldn’t have been proper. I was fifteen and pregnant, the sky was falling, and I’d broken the world irreparably forever. Apparently. The only proper response to express when you’ve done that is chagrin and shame and mourning for the brilliant and shiny hypothetical life that my recklessness had cost me.


Though I hadn’t even met Kai, I already loved the idea of him. He wasn’t some growing doom that would soon come crashing down on my head. He was everything that was precious and pure. He was the brilliantly white lacy baby socks that I packed in a plastic bag inside a box so that the general ick of life couldn’t taint them before he came to wear them. He was the (figurative) embodiment of all the things that I hadn’t even thought to dream of, because I didn’t know that I was allowed to have them. A person in the world for whom I wasn’t a burden, or work, but a source of the good stuff. 


Sure, it was scary. Not so long before this, I’d forgotten that I’d taken my pet mouse out to play and accidentally smushed her. What could I possibly offer Kai other than a lifetime of neglect and poverty? I, who couldn’t even remember a mouse? There was no shortage of folk around to remind me of this particular angle of thought.


I can’t help but feel a little robbed of some of the shared joy that I should have had then. When I told people about the very first time I felt him move inside me, like little butterfly wings (or like the bubbles after you fart in the bath), their response was mostly bittersweet – that it was a lovely thing, but beneath those words was still the unspoken wish that I’d do the sensible thing and have an abortion. Life certainly would have been much simpler that way. But it wasn’t right for me then, and there was no turning back time, so I was going to love him so hard that his head popped off. I didn’t have anything else to offer him at all, so it was just going to have to be enough.


Still, even all these years later, I feel like I should be ashamed of being pregnant then, but I just can’t bring myself to.


~


We already had baby all over the place, because my sister, Shelley, gave birth to Kai’s cousin, Josh, three and a half months before he was born. It had been strange to bring a baby into a family that hadn’t seen one for more than a decade. There was resistance at first – it took a while for precious things to be tucked away and temporary allowances made for the less-mobile and height-challenged.


Josh was a simply enormous ten-pound baby that Shelley had hidden away in a teeny-tiny bump. So, of course, being the tactful and considerate folk that our people can be, everybody would eye off my massive belly knowingly and tell me that I must be carrying the Incredible Hulk Baby. Surely telling me of the dire things to expect would alleviate the apprehensions and fears that I had about labour, right? Right.


Mine was a particularly uneventful baby-carrying, aside from some low blood pressure and insane cravings that induced a violent need for cheesecake. Then again, I like cheesecake just as much when I’m not feeding a parasitic invader, so I suspect that may just be hokum I made up.


Kai’s due date was in the middle of July, but given that his birthday is in August, he obviously didn’t show up on time. Fourteen days overdue. Anyone who has been pregnant can tell you that it felt like fourteen weeks. None of the concerns of teen parenthood applied anymore. It didn’t matter how I was planning on supporting a baby without a job or an education. Because I was going to be pregnant FOREVER, and he was NEVER coming out.


He did, though. Like all babies, in his own good time. Very quietly one evening, just before bedtime, I got some niggly cramps and I knew he was on his way. So I said goodbye to Grandma, told her that his name was going to be Elizabeth Anne, but we’d call him Beth, and Aunty Shelley drove me to the hospital. (Aunty Shelley driving was way scarier than my impending labour, Kai … but you know that, you’ve seen her behind the wheel.)


I’m not going to go into great and gory detail about his birth – he’s heard me tell it before, and it’s pretty much the same as six and a half billion stories just like it. Suffice to say, it was scary, painful and icky … but I’d do it a dozen times over if I got Kai at the end of it. I don’t think I’ve ever told him that part.


He was lifted onto my belly, a teeny mewling ball of arms and legs covered in vernix and blood and all kinds of indescribable fluids, and he was the most beautiful yucky little alien I’d ever seen. A dim medical light was spotlighting my bump, and the room quietened reverently as he made his first snuffling sounds. It was surreal. Like opening a gift from a really thoughtful person who got you something that you didn’t know you wanted in the first place, but now that it’s yours, you don’t know what you ever did without it.


He was so impossibly tiny and perfect. I’d swathe him in his swaddling blanket and hold him close. He was always warm, though he weighed next-to-nothing. Sometimes if I let myself look at him long enough, I’d realise that my arms were shaking with the effort it took not to crush him, I wanted to hold him so tightly. It was a physical feeling – still is. When I’m bursting with pride, it’s literal. My chest feels like it might puff up so much that it will explode. At the same time, it feels as though someone is squeezing my heart, and I can’t breathe properly.


When it was time to take Kai home, I packed up all our things and strapped him into the car capsule to carry him out. I stopped at the front desk to see if there was anything they needed me to sign or do, but the nurse assured me that we’d done everything – goodbye and good luck. I turned to walk out with him and felt sure that someone would stop me. I kept waiting for a hand on my shoulder and a nurse telling me that there’d been a mistake, and they didn’t actually let irresponsible and obviously incompetent people like me out into the world with something so utterly precious.


It’s hard to describe how I felt, walking to the car, when I realised that I got to keep Kai. Not exactly like I’d stolen him, that doesn’t quite fit. But you know that feeling when you come across a treasure in a second-hand shop and see it marked at a fraction of what you’d actually pay for it? Something that you want to hug to your chest and sneak out with, in case the shop owner realises their mistake in letting something so awesome go for such a meagre sum. You set it on the counter tucked between everything else you’re buying, and you hope that the owner doesn’t notice, then you get out of there quick smart! Yeah, that.


~


There’s no doubt that my own teen pregnancy shaped my attitude towards what I taught my sprogs about sexual health. For years, I stocked their bathroom with condoms and made it very clear to them – and encouraged them to make it clear to any other teenage visitors – that they were welcome to them, no questions asked.


I strongly suspect that I was actually just funding a steady stream of water bombs and stick-it-over-your-head party gags, but if just one of those condoms found its way into the hands of some kid who would otherwise have had unprotected sex, then I’m okay with that.


The simple fact is that teenagers who are freely given factual information about sexual behaviours – as well as easy access to practical ways (like condoms and the contraceptive pill) to make responsible choices around sex – have fewer cases of STIs and unintended pregnancies. When kids are already making decisions about sex, why on earth don’t some parents give them the unimpeded option of safe decisions?


Kai was much more sensible about that kind of thing than I was at his age. At fifteen, he decided that he wanted the Implanon implant. (Not at my suggestion at all, just in case that’s what you’re thinking – he makes his own choices.) When he approached me about it, I pretended to consider it sagely, and discussed the pros and cons with him. We googled possible side effects and accounts of other people’s experiences with it, so that he was making an informed decision. All the while, I was doing the happy dance on the inside at the thought of him definitively removing himself from potential teen pregnancy statistics and no longer having that as a concern.


So we went to the GP, bought the implant and made an appointment to have it put in. Which is all dandy, except that Kai is terrified of needles and the implant looks like a pointy alien probe. He held his breath and squeezed his eyes shut through the smaller local anaesthetic needle, and that was fine, but then, as soon as he saw the implant, he freaked out and started shaking his head, backing into the corner. No amount of comfort and coddling would convince him that he wouldn’t feel it going in.


At this point, now that the sterile packaging had been opened, I was already out a few hundred dollars that I could ill afford for the appointments and the injection itself. I was also reliving the times (timeS plural) that he had wheedled and begged me to get his ears pierced and then, when the pre-paid earrings were out of the box and he took a look at the needle, he kicked and screamed and didn’t want them anymore – until the next time we passed the piercing joint. Bah!


So I growled at him, a bit too harshly, ‘There are millions of people the world over who would give their right arm to have this needle, and you’re among the privileged few who have access to it. Suck it up, buttercup.’


The doctor and her assistant gave each other a look, and I’m sure they thought that I was a monster, forcing sterilisation on my unwilling kid. Maybe I’m writing this wrong and you think I’m a monster too, but I promise that Kai was fine with the idea of having it. He just needed some … encouragement for the procedure itself. (I should wave to my mother here – I’ve got five bucks that says she’s laughing her arse off through this story, remembering the time it took two orderlies and a nurse to hold me down for my tetanus shot when I was twelve. Yeah, Mum, go on, laugh it up.)


~


Back in the land of irresponsible teen parents in the 1990s, Kai’s father wasn’t interested in being one. When I told him that I was pregnant, his response was an eloquent: ‘So?’


He hasn’t been a part of our story since, by his choice, so that’s all the mention he gets. His mother, on the other hand, Kai’s nanny, wasn’t going to let his indifference stand in between her and her grandbaby. She stormed into our lives with bassinets and strollers, and a giant instant family of uncles and an aunt to adore Kai along with her. It was a huge help – it’s an understatement to say that having a baby as a teenager is a bemusing experience. 


From when I first found out about Kai’s existence, I was fascinated by the whole process of pregnancy, birth and early childhood, and I wanted to learn everything about it. But I was only able to access three levels of information: medical science journals, Average Joe info in the form of What to Expect When You’re Expecting, and seriously dumbed-down pamphlets that are thoughtfully handed to those of us unfortunate enough to get knocked up at fifteen. 


I wasn’t assertive or self-possessed enough to articulate this at the time, though, so I’d just say ‘thank you’ to the medical professional and quietly tuck the Your Belly Will Get Bigger Now by Dr I.M.A. Patronisingwanker pamphlet in my folder with the comparative analgesia studies that I’d brought to ask questions about at my appointment. Being seen as a two-dimensional statistic seems the cruellest while you’re living a ten-dimensional life in your head.


The medical professionals who cared for us were a bit of a mixed bag. Some of them were just plain lovely, and I know that I got the same smiling care from them that I would have received if I was the vicar’s wife having her third. (For that, they have my eternal gratitude.) Others would never say anything outright, but even then I wasn’t too stupid to understand exactly why the attending nurse was pursing her lips, or why she tore off her glove and walked out of the room to stop herself from expressing her disapproval. I’m fairly certain the underlying sentiment was: ‘Silly little girl. You made your bed, now shut up and lie in it.’ 


But then, I was swimming with hormones, and life wasn’t exactly calm and stress-free, so I may have been projecting some of my insecurities on to them, to be fair. I look back now at the times I felt small, and patronised, and ignorant, and I wonder how much of it was some entitled jackass feeling self-important, and how much was me being self-deprecating. (It has always bothered me that I can’t articulate what I want to articulate when I’m feeling that way as a patient. My words seem clumsy and broken, and my frustration at not being able to say what I mean just compounds it. Mostly I close in meekly on myself and bottle it up, then stew about it later. I’ve become very good at writing letters after the fact – okay, so I mostly don’t send them, but they make me feel better.)


Some ignorant young parents really do need ‘then the baby comes out of the vagina’ type information, but I’ve often wondered how much the teen-parent stereotype and its accompanying educational, health, developmental and employment statistical outcomes are self-fulfilling. Someone wearing a label of dependency on government benefits is imbued with all sorts of presumed characteristics that make them less employable and increase their dependency on government benefits, for example. Or, the shame and stigma put on teen mothers with the expectation that they won’t meet their child’s health-care needs increases the likelihood that they will avoid/delay attending health-care services, which results in worse health outcomes for their child. Try getting off that merry-go-round, and the carousel horses come to life and wrap their fibreglass hooves tight around you.


I tended to swing between extreme reactions to that stigma. At times I was so determined not to wear the stereotype that I would be up until 2am, neurotically cleaning the walls with sugar soap and despairing if anything was out of place, or if any part of our home didn’t look like some absurd parody of some shiny movie family, which is where I got most of my ideas about what a family ‘should’ look like. At other times I would vehemently reject judgement and eschew anything remotely respectable as a way to disown the feeling.


What I understood even less was how I’d already created my identity: mother, breeder, domestic. Every one of my achievements and flaws was seen through a ‘teen parent’ lens that could diminish or magnify, depending on who was looking and what they were looking at.


On one hand, I could rest easy, having fulfilled my proper role as the owner of a uterus and contributed to the gross national product. I would never have to face the bewildered questioning of people with rigid gender role expectations who wondered when, not if, I planned on spawning. (Phew.)


On the other hand, I was now a consumer of resources. Part of the amalgamated Great Unwashed, because there was now a societal obligation to provide for Kai’s healthcare, education and safety, without me having already done my share. I was guilty, as the other half of that parental equation would never be, of thoughtlessly procreating. I get to do time for that particular crime every time someone looks at Kai and puzzles over my apparent age. Sometimes I smile and give them a moment to count on their fingers, and other times I rush on to the next part of the conversation so that their thought doesn’t have time to form properly and neither do all the preconceptions that go with it.


It wasn’t long before I learned that women are also made to feel plenty lesser for not having children. Wasn’t too long after that before I figured out that women are just made to feel lesser, full stop. Doesn’t matter if you breed or not. Do it young, or old, or in between. Whichever way you do it, it’ll be wrong.


~


If I had my time over, it’d be nice to think about planning children properly, if at all. Would I even have had children if I’d waited long enough for the option of not having them to occur to me? And trying it with stability and pre-made financial security would be different, though there are bonuses to having a young parent who hasn’t yet had their imaginative soul sucked out by a corporate and commercial world. I felt closer to Kai and Myk’l (a.k.a. Mikey, Kai’s little brother, who was born 1998) when we played than I ever did to the adultish side of things, and it seemed like other people were walking around entirely blind to the stuff that we three saw.


More than once, disapproving frowns from strangers in parks were met with a pantomime of exaggerated dysfunction for the pure joy of being antagonistic. I’d light a smoke, scratch my tit and screech out, in an accent dripping with bogan, ‘Jim-Bob! Lurlene! C’mon now. We got to get back so Mama can watch her stories!’ Everyone takes their amusement where they can get it, I guess, and joys like this are bittersweet when you know that it’s art imitating life. 


With the disruptions of my early teenage years, then falling pregnant with Kai – Falling? Wheee! That needs a better word – my formal schooling was haphazard and short-lived. I think that Year Eight was the last entire year that I finished in an actual school, while Year Nine was completed via distance education. After Kai was born, his grandma, his nanny and his Aunty Shelley took turns looking after him while I did a Year Ten equivalency through TAFE, but it was never really the same.


When I’d been a couple of months along with Kai, I had enrolled myself in the Year Ten class at the school around the corner from my little bedsit. They wouldn’t let me sign myself in, given that I was only fifteen and none of their policies seemed to know what to do with that, so my boyfriend at the time played guardian (he was twenty-four and obviously all growed up and mature).


Less than a week went by before I was called in to the year advisor’s office and asked if I was pregnant. Then I was asked if I could think of any options for my education other than attending their school. Maybe I should do the best thing for the baby, concentrate on being fecund for the moment and catch up later on? Wouldn’t that be better? They didn’t want me being jostled in the hallway and coming to harm. They didn’t want the other girls seeing it and getting ideas. It was for the best.


The advisor did everything she could to wedge me into the too-hard basket, and she couldn’t get me out the door fast enough so that I could ‘have a think’. (Gawd, I hate that phrase. It usually just means, ‘Go away until you come to the same conclusion that I have, because I’m too gutless to say what I mean outright.’ Bah.)


Because I didn’t finish high school in the usual way, I’ve always felt like I missed out. Like the rest of the world is in on some secret that I haven’t been told. Like I’m often trying to interpret the obscure pop culture of a whole other generation – on a whole other planet. Formals and graduations and the regular rites of academic passage seem like plot happenings in stories to me, and not actual experiences that real people have, because I can’t relate.


I’ve spent a lot of time in self-education, trying to catch up. I’m a fast reader and, when I’ve got the time, I can get through a few books a week. That still wasn’t cutting it, until I discovered a network of people who think that knowledge is brilliant and should be shared freely, and that no one should be embarrassed because they want to talk about things that matter instead of football and beer. Okay, that was a lie, they totally talk about football and beer, they just talk about it in between the science and politics. It’s wonderful when you grow up enough to realise that you can choose friends who value what you value, rather than making a lazy selection because of geographic convenience.


~


Do you remember pushing off on the swings as a child? 


You take the run up and get those treated-pine woodchips all through your shoes, so you shake your feet to get them out, and if you’re lucky your shoes don’t fling off. You do a few casual swings at first, because you’re too cool to commit to enthusiastic swinging straight away. You lean right back with your eyes closed until you lose the sense of where your body is in space and realise that you’re so far back, your ponytail is dragging on the ground and there are woodchips in your hair. Damn it.


Then you start the serious business of momentum gathering. You push yourself higher. And higher. And higher! You watch the corners of the frame carefully, because with every squeak of the swing, the painted steel shifts just a tad on the bolts holding it down. You can feel it through the chains that your hands are squeezed around, so tightly that it makes your knuckles white and the rust comes off on your skin. You cross your fingers and pray that the bolts aren’t rusted all the way through and that they’ll break on the next kid’s turn, not yours.


You get to that really high point and you wonder if, just maybe, you can go over the top. Until, right at the peak of your arc, the chains slacken and, for a slow-motion moment, nothing is holding you up anymore and it’s almost as though you can fly. Close your eyes. You’re a bird!


And then you jerk back into the seat and grasp at the chains again, clinging desperately as your heart leaps into your throat and your stomach lands in your shoes, if you’re still wearing them, and the swing catches you and goes down.


You feel as though you’ve touched something magical. The almost-possibility of going over the top leaves you with a sense of the surreal and sacred. The next kid in line knows it too, and they want the nirvana that they’ve just seen you brush up against.


Back on the ground after I reached those heights, my inner chicken would kick in. I wouldn’t be able to get up there again. I’d occupy myself with leaning over the seat and twisting the swing around in circles until the chains were braided up and my feet couldn’t touch the ground. Then I’d let go, my eyes closed, and twirl until the chains snapped back the other way and arrested the momentum.


My family grew, and soon Kai would do it on the swing next to me, then later Mikey would do it on the swing next to him – the three of us trying to outspin one another. Magic is inherited.




To my darling former tenant,


We both know that finishing the things that I start isn’t one of my special gifts, but writing all this down for you to read has been in my head since I first knew you existed, so I’ve managed to finish this book. 


I know you sometimes feel like you’re a burden, or maybe you’ve felt that I’ve thought this about you, which is a mistake. You never were. Quite the opposite. 


I can’t tell you what it was, to have someone ask me questions as though I might know the answers – to look at me like I’m the one to mend the things that are broken and set the world to rights. To be the sage bringer of stories and the haver of judicious instruction. To matter that much for someone. I don’t know if I had to be a whole new person for you, or if I already was, but unrealised. Either way, it was great. Having you is great.


I want to write something profound and beautiful here, so that you’ll never doubt that you’re cherished and loved ever again, but usually when I try to write stuff like that, I just end up sounding profoundly awkward. So many years of floofy internet memes mean that it’s hard to express sentiments like love without it sounding clumsy and contrived. I know that doubt and loneliness and sadness aren’t especially rational, so I know that you’ll still have them the same as everybody else. But when you do, hopefully all you’ll need to do is pick up this book to send them away.


Then again, this book could just be one mother’s desperate extended campaign to finally get her kid to tidy their room. Seriously, dude, I’m taking out a billboard next.


I have no idea what’s coming up for us or whether we’ll be able to deal with it, but whatever it is, I think I should face it in pigtails and you should wear your pineapple shirt.


Lots of love,


Your Favourite Oppressor xoxox
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