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To my parents, Deirdre and Denis









A NOTE TO THE READER




‘There are three sides to every story: my side, your side, and the truth. And no one is lying. Memories shared serve each one differently.’ – Robert Evans





My childhood nickname was ‘Forgetful Fi’. I’ve never had a mind for dates, I’ve lost every wallet I’ve owned and I couldn’t tell you where my birth certificate is, but I can still see the delicate face of my first baby the day he was born, thirty-four years ago. I can remember the lines of my dad’s hard-working hands, the scent of my childhood bedroom and the all-consuming guilt of waking up hungover in a shabby motel with a heavy blue quilt on top of me and a hard pillow underneath my head; but after a life of heavy drinking and a fifteen-day coma, my memories have blurred into one glorious and intense scrapbook without page numbers or any semblance of a timeline. I am an unreliable witness to my own life.


This book is a record of moments, events and experiences that have humoured, humbled and heartbroken me, but it is not an actual book of record. Writing these pages, I’ve searched my mind for clarity to tell my story as I remember it. Others will recall the story differently. But this is my book (get your own). It may not always be accurate – but it is all true.









PROLOGUE


SCREAMING
INTO THE VOID


It’s not the first time I’ve hit rock bottom, and it won’t be the last.


It looks different this time, though: darker, harsher, absolute. I realise I’m in more danger than I’ve ever been in. I can feel the peril in the back of my throat, but I swallow it down, like the burning tears of my childhood. A few months earlier, I was released from a psychiatric ward after being in a coma in hospital for a little over two weeks. Now, I’m living in a share house in suburban Adelaide with a healer who has stepped in to save me. Except, the share house is a drug den. I’m not sure if she’s saving me or manipulating me. New friends drop by to say g’day. Except, the friends are meth addicts scoring gear at all hours of the day and night from my fellow housemates. I hear small talk between my housemates and their guests. Except, the small talk is hushed voices discussing knocking people off and stolen goods. A pet rabbit joyfully roams through the house. Except it’s not a pet. It’s a lost soul like the rest of us, trapped by four walls of despair. There is no joy.


The house is stunningly stark. It’s hopeless. I’m hopeless. I’m in the throes of relapse. I don’t recognise myself in the mirror. I’m skin and bone, scrounging through my purse to buy mini bottles of vodka instead of food, surviving off parcels left on my doorstep by a friend smart enough not to give me money for groceries.


I take a puff of the meth pipe handed to me and I feel numb. I’m in the bleakest place I’ve ever been, and I’m not scared. I’m nothing. It’s like I’m floating. I immediately understand that meth is a dangerous dance partner and I don’t seek it out, but I do accept its hand when it’s offered to me, ushering me onto the dance floor with its arm wrapped tightly around my waist, waltz ready.


Every morning I wake up in my windowless bedroom, empty but for the cupboard in the corner. I shake the rabbit shit out of my boots and pull them on. A painting hangs on the wall. It’s a black-and-white abstract portrait of a woman in agony, pure hell. For a second, I wonder if I’m looking into a mirror. I walk up to her, look her in the eye and mime a scream, ‘Morning!’ pretending I’m completely normal, just saying hi to my friend. I laugh at my own absurdity. It’s a daily ritual. A reminder that I know how dire my life has become. A last straw of sanity.


Very few people know I’m here. I’ve gone underground. There’s nowhere else to go. I don’t want my family or my kids to see me like this. The shame would kill me before the alcohol, before the meth, before the malnutrition. I am the walking dead. I know there are only three ways this ends: institution, jail or death.


How did I get here? I ask. I cry. I scream at the painting.









INTRODUCTION


A SEAT AT
THE TABLE


My life story can be traced through dinner tables, the grain of the wood interrupted by imperfect knots marking milestones and mistakes. In my childhood home in the small town of Warooka on South Australia’s Yorke Peninsula, I had to fight for a seat at the kitchen table where my mum and dad raised seven kids: Genevieve, Richard, me, Catherine (Cate), Justin, Sarah and finally little Emily Brigid. The Taheny kids. Our kitchen never seemed large enough for nine people.


For such a big family, the silence around the kitchen table at dinner time was deafening. I was a happy enough child, though prone to bouts of melancholia. I felt trapped in an era when kids didn’t have a voice. I hated the rigidity, rules and monotony of childhood. Mum was flat out cooking, cleaning and looking after kids and Dad was flat out farming. There wasn’t a lot of time for childlike glee. Adults always seemed to be saying, ‘Okay, that’s enough fun for now.’ I begged to differ; there was never enough fun. I couldn’t wait to grow up, get married and laugh every day, loud and obnoxiously.


The extent of our mealtime conversation was Mum calling out, ‘Come and get your dinner while it’s hot.’ It was sit down, shut up, eat. The sound of chewing and butter knives scraping across ceramic plates nearly sent me mad. I desperately wanted dinner time to be like it was in those American sitcoms on the telly, with everyone talking about their day, passing anecdotes around the table like salt and pepper. It wasn’t. No one ever said ‘I love you’ in our household, or any other household that I knew. It just wasn’t the done thing. We were still a generation away from validated feelings, public displays of affection and heartfelt declarations.


I secretly dreamed of being an actress in one of those sitcoms, but I never dared say that out loud. Back then, the worst thing you could be was full of yourself. You could be talented, sure, but you were never allowed to show off. It was a tricky tightrope to walk as a kid, and I’m not sure I ever mastered the skill.


My parents, Deirdre and Denis, were of the silent generation; stoic and rarely openly emotional. Mum’s dad died when she was three, so she was raised by a single mother and moved about from place to place. Mum doesn’t complain about her childhood. Her unofficial philosophy for life is, ‘Just get on with it.’ When I think about what she might have gone through, I understand that sometimes words are safer left unspoken.


One thing we definitely didn’t speak about back then was sex. In St Brigid’s church, where we always sat as a family in the very front row on the left singing hymns such as ‘Faith of Our Fathers’, ‘Sweet Sacrament Divine’ and ‘We Stand for God and for His Glory’, I was taught that sex was forbidden and would earn you a one-way ticket to hell. When I got my period, I used only pads and worried about friends who tempted Satan with tampons. I shut down the sexual part of myself altogether as soon as I hit puberty; it was like I emotionally circumcised myself. To this day I have never masturbated or had an orgasm.


I had my first kiss at age thirteen, when a grown-up visitor came into the bathroom while I was brushing my teeth before bed. He locked the door behind him and shoved his tongue in my mouth. I froze. It was shockingly grotesque, like stepping on a slug barefoot. Mum had cooked beef stroganoff and pasta for dinner that night and the house still smelled of sautéed onion and mushroom when I ran to my bedroom. I didn’t know what had just happened to me, but I knew that I could never tell anyone about it. I wouldn’t have had the language to explain what happened even if I wanted to. Sometimes words are safer left unspoken.


I don’t know what was worse in the Taheny household: the silence or the yelling. My mum was short fused. All adults seemed short fused then. I don’t know anyone my age who escaped their childhood free of scars from emotional, physical or sexual abuse. Violence always seemed to bubble under the surface in the 1970s. Every time it spilled over, the back of my throat would burn with tears. My stomach would turn and tighten at the hint of raised voices. It still does. I hated being yelled at – and seeing my brothers and sisters in trouble – so I took on the responsibility of being the clown of the house and the classroom, desperate to break the tension and make everything okay. When my siblings and cousins were hit with wooden spoons at home and belted with leather straps at school by the nuns, I felt their pain. Our school motto was, ‘What happens at school stays at school, what happens at home stays at home.’ The silence and the violence were intrinsically connected, like an infinity symbol of suffering. Still to this day, I can’t stand other people’s hurt. It’s intolerable to me and I’ll do anything to fix it.


Contradictorily, one of my happiest childhood memories happened at our strictly regulated kitchen table. I was thirteen. In the adjoining living room at Warooka the theme song from M*A*S*H was just beginning, and the warm, sweet smell of a summer breeze hand in hand with daylight savings wafted through the sunroom, knocking on the screen door like a favourite cousin coming for a sleepover. We had a cold collation for dinner that night: leftover corned beef, beetroot, chicken wings, potato salad and button mushrooms from a can. Mum was, and still is, a first-rate cook and would never have fashioned such a graceless meal, but she had not long had her seventh baby and I was chef that night. My first culinary effort – and everybody ate it.


I don’t know why that is one of my happiest memories, but I guess I felt useful. I have never eaten a button mushroom or heard the theme song from M*A*S*H since without a sense of happy recall. Unlike beef stroganoff.


Even though they didn’t voice it, Mum’s and Dad’s love for us was absolute. I recall them being very tactile when we were little. I remember Dad rubbing us with towels after bath time with squeal-inducing vigour, warm flannelette pyjamas that always matched and Mum’s comfort food: especially her golden-syrup dumplings. No doubt about it, I knew I was loved. Sometimes words don’t need to be spoken to be felt.


Our quiet kitchen table transformed whenever we had guests over. As a large Catholic family, Mum and Dad had a lot of funny friends and relations, and my parents were incredibly hospitable. Everyone would come back to our place after last call at the Warooka Hotel on the weekend. We’d sit around the table telling stories, making each other laugh and impersonating all and sundry. In a way, I started my apprenticeship in stand-up comedy around that cramped kitchen table, sitting on a piano stool because we’d run out of dining chairs. As a kid, I watched and listened to the storyteller – and the audience. I didn’t have much to say until I got older.


My seat at the kitchen table completely changed as soon as I turned eighteen. It was like I graduated to adulthood and my prize was the banter and levity I’d always dreamed of. I found an instinct for the rhythm of stories and I could tell when someone’s anecdote was about to go belly up.


I remember being as young as ten and thinking if Aunty Pat had just told the story about the dead kitten differently, she would have got a bigger laugh. She should have started out with the bad smell coming from the car and not given away the bit about the fur under the bonnet until the end.


My favourite stories were from Dad reliving his childhood. I recognised great comic timing in my dad at a very early age, and yet he was regarded as the quiet one out of him and Mum.


I was furious the day I came home from my public school after learning about evolution for the first time in Year 8 science.


‘Dad? How come nobody ever told me we came from apes?’


He didn’t even look up from the Stock Journal he was reading. ‘Well, you can speak for yourself.’


*


When I was nineteen, I was introduced to an entirely different dinner table – in the O’Loughlins’ home in the Adelaide suburb of Glengowrie. I’d met Christopher O’Loughlin at the Queen’s Head Hotel in North Adelaide after we’d run in similar circles all our lives. At the time, I was working as a nurse’s aide and living in a share house, having graduated from Cabra College with pretty average grades and no real life plan except to be independent and free. I spent an ungodly amount of time thinking about Chris O’Loughlin, whom I’d been admiring from afar at gatherings with mutual friends. He was desperately handsome, and I was desperately smitten.


Chris was also one of seven. His family was every bit as close as mine – and I grew to love them every bit as much as mine. Chris’s mum, Geraldine, and younger sister Libby had been killed in a plane crash in 1980 on their way back to Adelaide from Alice Springs, leaving behind his father, Ivan, and siblings Justin, Genevieve, Peter, Tim and Jude. Serendipitously, I was one of fourteen students from my boarding school in Adelaide to form a guard of honour for their funeral at Our Lady of Victories Church in Glenelg. That was where I first laid eyes on Chris – not that we met that day, but it still created a special bond in our relationship. I’m forever grateful that I was able to pay a small tribute to the mother-in-law and sister-in-law I would never know. I remember asking Chris about his mum and trying to paint a picture of her in my mind. He adored her.


‘What was she like?’ I would ask.


‘She loved to laugh. I remember she would sit on the phone for hours chatting and chain-smoking. And she’d do silly dances when she did the ironing,’ Chris told me. She sounded like pure bliss to me. We sure could have done with some silly dancing in Warooka growing up. I started talking to Geraldine, telling her my worries, hopes and fears.


At first, I was bewildered by the O’Loughlin dinner table. Their conversation could turn instantaneously into the fiercest arguments I’d ever heard. Politics, art, religion: they were programmed to be devil’s advocate to each other and then in a split-second someone, usually Chris’s brother Tim, would say something hysterical and they’d collapse with laughter. I remember sitting at the table one night in those early days and realising what made this kitchen table so different from my own. This was an uncensored table. Just about any subject was up for grabs and language was as free flowing as the wine.


The O’Loughlins had a proud history as pioneers of Irish music in Australia. They were quick to pull out a guitar around the family table, and even quicker to belt out a tune. With a chorus of uncles and aunts, they’d sing Latin carols in three-part harmonies. Their Christmas tradition was to gather around the piano and make sweet, sweet music together. My life story can be told through dinner tables and the songs sung in the early hours of the morning, like ballads that make your heart swell and your eyes well.


*


In 1985, a week after our wedding, Chris and I both swapped our family dinner tables for a second-hand fold-down table in our first house, on Newland Street in Alice Springs, where Chris worked as a dental technician. Having grown up in a Catholic, politically right-wing household, Alice Springs was my New York. Seeing the red centre for the first time really is remarkable. The first thing that smacks you in the face when you drive through the MacDonnell Ranges is the colour of the sky: cloudless and blue. The blue feels brighter than anywhere else, contrasted against the rich red dirt. Introducing your eyes to Alice Springs is like finally putting on those reading glasses that you’ve needed for a while; everything looks clearer, sharper.


Chris’s brother Justin had given us a bric-à-brac wooden table with four matching chairs, and they were my most prized possession. In the early days when Chris was at work and I was home alone, I used to cling to that little table as it was the only aesthetically pleasing thing in the house. It used to fold down to a half-circle, and every day I would rearrange what was on it – flowers, a fruit bowl, crockery. I was playing house, I guess, but it never took me long, because that table was the only thing I had to work with, at first. Less than a year into our marriage, we set up a highchair around the bric-à-brac table for our first son, Henry, who was born in 1986, then again for Brigid (Biddy) in 1988 and once more for Tess in 1989. If three kids under three wasn’t manic enough, we also started fostering in 1990, taking in emergency short-term placements. Our first charge was a one-year-old Aboriginal boy called Terence who came to us on weekends and holidays for a couple of years to give his primary foster carers a break. He was a magnificent baby and every one of us fell in love with him on sight. His marshmallow cheeks were as soft as his hair and he was little for his age, but as brave as a ten-year-old.


Terence had been born so premature that he didn’t have the sucking mechanism that babies instinctively have. Up until he was two years old, he was fed solely by a gastrostomy tube: we had to attach a funnel to the tube every mealtime and pour a bottle of milk directly into his stomach. Still, when he saw the bottle coming, he’d kick his little legs with the same excitement as a baby who was actually going to taste the milk. Without the tube, Terence wouldn’t have been able to survive. He had a younger sister in Adelaide who was born even more premature than him and would never walk or talk, and it was at this baby’s birth that Terence’s mother had died.


One of the saddest and happiest days with him was the day he had his gastrostomy tube removed as a toddler. He was with us at the time because he was between permanent homes. Having his tube removed meant that he was now able to live with his relations safely in a bush community and would not be coming to us anymore. To this day I have never laid eyes on that gorgeous little boy again.


I believe our family wouldn’t be who we are today if it hadn’t been for Terence. I’ve never loved a foster baby more than I loved him. In fact, I ended up loving him as much as my own kids. Looking after Terence was one of the most emotionally peaceful times in my life. When I was fostering, I took myself off the hook for all my other sins. The peace it afforded me was amazing. It’s a cliché, but we really did get as much out of it as the foster kids did. I thrived on the chaos, and my philosophy was ‘the more the merrier’.


We moved into our family home in the Old Eastside of Alice Springs in 1992 with three kids, and went on to have Albert (Bert) and Mary-Agnes, plus a stream of foster kids, including Mitch, who came to us as a two-year-old after his mother abandoned him. Out of all the kids we took care of, Mitch broke my heart the most. Growing up without a mother’s love left him hardened on the inside. He was unused to being hugged or kissed and reminded me of a burly truckie trapped in a baby’s body. It took Mitch a long time to let his guard down with us, but by the time he left us after four months to live with his newly discovered aunt in Queensland, Mitch was one of us. It was hard to let him go, but that’s how fostering works.


To accommodate our growing family and our ring-ins, we upgraded the bric-à-brac table to a heavy wooden dining set, stretching long enough to fit twelve chairs. The house was rambling and horse-shoe-shaped with a courtyard in the middle, high ceilings inside, cement floors, white walls and French doors. I loved it.


Inside was a hive of mayhem otherwise known as ‘the land of do as you please’. I was determined to drown out the silence of my childhood. We never had formal family dinners; I’d eat standing up or watching TV on the couch. To have a sit-down dinner, when I had hated them so much as a kid, would have felt like a betrayal of myself. I still didn’t have the sitcom family dinner routine I dreamed of as a young girl, but at least I didn’t have to listen to the sound of chewing and butter knives scraping ceramic plates.


When I wasn’t filling the silence in the land of do as you please, I was doing it on stage and in print. I performed in a production of Godspell at Araluen Art Centre when I first moved to Alice and had emceed local cabarets over the years – even starring in a few of them. I also wrote a column for the local paper with musings on motherhood. Chris supported my extracurricular activities and my need to have a life and interests outside our home.


Our kitchen table was the place to be in Alice Springs. We’d have friends over on Friday nights and play cards until 3 am, spilling beer, singing songs and slapping our hands on the smooth wood with laughter. Chris and I were at our best when we were hosting company. We were united in wanting people to feel at home and have a good time at our place. We might not have had matching plates, but we knew how to have a laugh and enjoy ourselves. Whenever Chris pulled his guitar out, we’d sing Cat Stevens’ ‘How Can I Tell You’ together … looking each other in the eye as we sang about not being able to find the words to say ‘I love you’.


There was always music playing in our house and Chris had a broad ear. I remember him bringing home the new Mavericks album one Friday night with a carton of beer. We danced for the whole weekend. They were happy times, before I started drinking alone and first thing of a morning; before I lost control.


A welcome fixture at the table was my best friend, Jasmin, when she visited from Tennant Creek. We met at an all-girls boarding school, where we founded the NBK (Never Been Kissed) club and remained the closest of mates even after we graduated from the club and moved to our respective corners of the Northern Territory. Jasmin has taken in and raised many disadvantaged kids over the years and she’s always had a sense of justice for the underdog. I remember going to the Big W near our boarding school as a teenager with Jasmin and our friend Mary-Anne to shop for toiletries. There was a woman in the same aisle as us, browsing deodorants as she merrily yelled at her young son and degraded him for all the store to hear. Jasmin let her have it. At sixteen, she squared off with the grown woman, shouting, ‘Leave him alone, you mean old bitch.’ I call Jasmin Mother Teresa – with a mouth like a sailor.


As the joke goes: Jasmin was staying with us in Alice Springs and went out to buy all the kids breakfast from McDonald’s, a rare treat for her kids from Tennant Creek who didn’t have the luxury of a Maccas in their town. Tragically, she arrived just after the 10.30 am breakfast cut-off and had to break the news to her son Ari, who was about six then, and small for his age. He immediately broke down in tears, so she scooped him up and cradled him in her arms, cooing soothing words and apologies, his head gently tucked into the nook of her collarbone, crying into the nape of her neck.


‘You should have left earlier … you stupid cunt,’ he wailed.


‘I know, I know. I’m sorry,’ she agreed. We all laughed until our sides hurt. Jasmin is the soul and conscience of our family.


Our kitchen table in Alice became the punchline of another of my most iconic jokes. On stage, I would dramatically lie on my side, re-enacting waking up with an awful hangover, with my husband asking me if I was getting up. ‘No,’ I’d say, with a quiver in my voice. ‘I’m never getting up. I’m so embarrassed. I’m never, ever, ever getting up. This is my death bed.’ And my husband would reply, ‘Well, it may well be your death bed, but at the moment it’s our kitchen table, and the kids need breakfast.’ The crowd would laugh uproariously. From shows in New York to Montreal, Singapore to London and Edinburgh to Toronto, my kitchen-table gag never let me down. My life story can be traced through kitchen tables; beer stains soaked into the wood like spilled secrets and slurred conversations.


But this isn’t that story. This is the story of table-less hotel rooms on the comedy circuit, smelling of dusty curtains and strewn with empty mini-bar vodka bottles. This is the story of a hospital tray, where I woke up after nearly dying from carbon monoxide poisoning. This is the story of a communal dining room in a rehab clinic that smelled of antiseptic and gravy. This is the story of a drug den in suburban Adelaide, where I hit rock bottom with a sickening thud, living in my own version of hell with meth addicts and a rabbit that shat through the entire house. My room didn’t have a window, let alone a table.


I’m writing this story from my kitchen table in a tiny Adelaide rental apartment; a plain 1960s yellow-brick flat that feels like a heavenly oasis compared to the drug den. My small table is covered with a white tablecloth hiding the cheap wood veneer beneath it and I’m sipping on a lukewarm cup of English Breakfast tea. Once again, I’m playing house, arranging my furniture and filling vases with fresh flowers. The novelty of being an adult hasn’t worn off yet. Adele’s ‘Turning Tables’ is playing softly in the background.


My whole life, I’ve been fighting for my own nest, free from egg-shell silence and shattering screams. And after fifty-seven years, I’ve finally got it. My mother used to say, ‘Well, you’re very easily pleased,’ as a backhanded compliment. When she visited me in my flat recently, she told me again, ‘You really are easily pleased, and you always have been.’ But she said it with love in her voice. I am a born optimist, if nothing else.


So, this is me. Content. Laying everything on the table (sorry, couldn’t help myself). Please pull up a chair, you might want to sit down for this …









CHAPTER 1


DROWNING IN
THE DESERT


My wedding dress was made of tulle. I looked like one of those Kewpie dolls on a stick you’d buy from the Easter Show, but I felt every bit the beaming, blushing bride. I had pushed for the marriage. Well, to be honest, I had pushed for the wedding. I’d wanted a big, fun party, but I hadn’t for a second considered the reality of being a wife. When the party ended, I moved to Alice Springs with someone I had never lived with. At least it was a bloody good party.


I’d lost my virginity to Chris when I was nineteen, after I got tired of saying no and knew he was the one. As a ‘good’ Catholic girl, I needed to marry him. For me, the night I first had sex was the night I committed to Chris forever. I lessened the shame I felt about having sex before marriage by ‘doing the right thing’. I was only going to sleep with one person my whole life and that person was going to be Chris O’Loughlin. I hoped that by marrying the bloke, I wouldn’t be sent to hell for my mortal sin.


I had been raised to fear hell. I remember a nun telling me, ‘Hell is like a baby screaming for the mother it can never have.’ It was a traumatic analogy, and one I thought of often. There were many elements to my religious upbringing and education that freaked me out. I’d lie awake at night worrying about those babies in limbo, the poor infants who had died before they’d been baptised and were subsequently disqualified from entering heaven and condemned to spend all of eternity floating about the atmosphere. I had never been able to get my head around the story of Jesus being nailed to a cross to atone for all of our sins. My mind could only ever focus on the brutality of a crucifixion death. Did he shift bearing weight from his feet to his hands? What an awful story. Religion had never once given me peace – only tortured visuals of those nails through bone and flesh, and haunting sounds of screaming babies. Even though part of me saw straight through the hypocrisy of the Catholic faith that spoke of love and harmony but taught shame and fear, I still didn’t want to go to hell. I hate the heat.


My great-uncle was our parish priest for a time, and he conducted the Mass at our wedding. He was the brother of my mum’s dad, the one who had died when she was three. Father John never invited us to call him uncle. He was so gruff and hard on us as kids, and I resented him for it, especially when I saw him being kind to other children. I never understood why he wasn’t like that with us. We were his family, after all. Not them. Before my wedding, I boldly went into the confessional and said, ‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. I’ve been having sex.’ It was incredibly provocative of me. I figured, if you want to play the priest card, let’s play the priest card. I can’t remember what my penance was.


On my wedding day, Father John was especially cool to me. After the ceremony I thanked him for celebrating such a beautiful Mass, and he responded curtly, ‘Every Mass is beautiful.’ Noted.


When I picture that tulle-draped 22-year-old bride, I see a blissfully happy and painfully immature young girl – and I was a girl. God I was childish. In our first weeks of marriage, I was a ball of excitement. I remember hoping I would wake up in the middle of the night so I could remember I had a husband sleeping next to me. And that husband was Chris O’Loughlin. The guy I’d spent so much time dreaming of. I’d practised signing my name as Mrs O’Loughlin so many times, my hand was stained with blue ink. Chris had once told me I reminded him of his mum, Geraldine, and I desperately wanted to fill that void for him by loving him, laughing together and dancing when I did the ironing. Years later, Chris’s aunt, his mother’s sister, told me about a reoccurring dream their mother used to have. In it, she would open a door while cleaning the house, only to find three or four secret rooms she’d never seen before. I kid you not, I had the same reoccurring dream, night after night. Of course, it was the standard dream of a busy mum but, to me, it felt like a self-fulfilling prophecy. I had wanted to emulate Geraldine and my dream had come true, quite literally.


Chris was such a clean, can-do man, and incredibly generous with everyone who found themselves sitting at our table. He was always up by 6 am and would run up to 10 kilometres a day. The thought of Chris O’Loughlin lounging around in bed was unimaginable. We were opposites in that regard, I would think as I waved him off from the couch.


Looking back with a wiser mind and a pair of $20 reading glasses from the chemist, I can see that Chris and I were probably doomed from the start. When I moved to Alice Springs as a newlywed, it felt like I had a new boss. I realise now I didn’t know how to give voice to what I wanted. My mum was my boss growing up. I behaved myself then and now it felt like I had to behave a certain way again. Subliminally, perhaps I attracted exactly what I was trying to escape from at home. I felt like a child again. Rather than assert myself, I gave over the power. In my mind Chris was the joy killer, often cross at me for something, usually to do with spending money, buying flowers for the kitchen table, wanting to renovate the bathroom, or ringing up the phone bill calling my mum and sister Cate. Interstate phone calls were eye-wateringly expensive back then, but I was bored and lonely. I remember Chris coming home from work one afternoon with a face like thunder. He said, ‘We got the phone bill today,’ and didn’t speak to me for the rest of the night. The next morning, he unplugged the phone and went off to work with it tucked under his arm. His parting shot was, ‘Why can’t you just write letters like the pioneer women would have done?’


The silence interrupted by yelling made my stomach turn. I’d had enough of that in my childhood. If you’ll allow my melodrama, I felt like I was drowning.


When I found out I was pregnant with Henry six weeks after getting married, I was euphoric. Get married, have a baby – that was the natural order of a Catholic wife’s life, and I was following the book to the letter. I had always loved babies and knew I wanted to be a mother. One of my happiest childhood memories was a surprisingly warm morning in autumn when I was fourteen. I woke up early to read my book in a cosy bed, revelling in the Indian summer drifting through my window. I kept waiting for someone to get up and tell me to stop reading and start getting ready for school, but the house was unusually still. I suddenly remembered daylight savings had ended, and I had another whole hour to myself. I snuck out of bed to make baby Emily her bottle and brought her to lie with me as I read. That was my definition of bliss.


After the doctor told me the happy baby news, I rang Chris from a phone booth in the Todd Mall, the pavement underfoot steamy in the midday heat. That phone call was the start of my heartbreak. He said, ‘It’s too soon, we’re not financially ready.’ It seemed to me this was his first reaction with every pregnancy. Every time I held a positive test in my hand, the excitement was overshone by the fear of the reprimand to come.


Nothing could outshine the birth of Henry, though. Chris’s lack of early enthusiasm was eclipsed by the immense triangle of love I felt when I was in labour. The birth was awful; that’s why it’s called labour, it’s a hard day’s work. Henry was a brow presentation, his face was tilted the wrong way, so I had to have an emergency C-section, otherwise they said it would have taken me four days to have him. When I held Henry for the first time, I knew we were made for each other. He was so familiar and looked like a wise old man straight out of the womb. I felt innately confident as his mum and never questioned my ability as a mother.


Henry’s birth day was easily the most romantic day of my life. Knowing Chris was the one other human on Earth to love this baby as much as I did, was an incredible connection. After thirty-four years, I can still remember what Chris was wearing and how he smelled: a blue checked flannelette shirt, with the lingering scent of fresh laundry straight out of the dryer. It was the most magical experience, and I want to tell girls to look forward to it and to savour it. Because then life gets boring and we all turn into arseholes again.


After Henry’s baptism, we hosted lunch at our house for our family and friends. We drank red wine and toasted the beautiful baby. I was in my element: entertaining guests and doting over my precious son. I was holding Henry in my arms when a man came up to me and put his face so close to mine I could smell the alcohol on his breath and see the blood vessels in his cheek blushing with inebriety. He whispered into my ear, quiet enough so no one else would hear but loud enough to send a shiver down my spine, ‘Thanks for today – and if you ever do anything to hurt this kid, I’ll fucking kill you.’


I stepped back in shock. I think I may have even laughed, not knowing how to react to the verbal assault. I felt the same silencing fear as when the man, who was more than double my age, forced his tongue into my pubescent mouth in my childhood bathroom. What he said was so vulgar and violent, he knew I wouldn’t repeat it. I should have raised my voice and said, ‘What did you just say to me?’ But I didn’t. I cowered away from him, rocking my baby to sleep. Sometimes words are safer left unspoken.


The man’s whispered threat underscored how separated I was from my own family and support network. I didn’t have the words to call him out for his ugly and unwarranted comment, but I also felt like I didn’t have anyone I could talk to about what had happened. I was incredibly lonely in the first few years of my marriage. I missed my brothers and sisters immensely, hence the phone bill. And I was sick of having the same argument with Chris. We started building resentments early on; I felt alone and overwhelmed with the load of parenting that weighed solely on my shoulders, and he begrudged having to carry all the financial burden on his shoulders. I think we both felt as trapped as each other. Our shoulders ached under the strain of our respective pressures. Chris was working twelve-hour days, waking up at 5 am and not getting home until after 7 pm, only stopping for a half-hour lunch break during which he ate a ham-and-cheese sandwich. As a small-business owner, he worked most weekends and often went back to the lab for a couple of hours after dinner, trying to get ahead, trying to shore up our future, trying to get away from me (I thought). I begged him to take a day off, just one day, to spend with me. He never did. I sulked on the couch, alone and forlorn.


When I was pregnant with my second child, Biddy, I left Chris. He was playing cricket and I left a scribbled note on the kitchen bench and boarded a flight to Adelaide with Henry. It was all very dramatic. I went and stayed with my parents, who didn’t say a word about why I was there. Predictable silence.


After a couple of weeks, when I felt like I’d made my point, I flew back to Alice Springs. I didn’t have any other option; I had a child and another one on the way, no job and nowhere to go. I had made my bed and it was time to go back and lie in it. Chris and I didn’t speak while I was in South Australia. He didn’t reach out to me or beg me to come home; but when I did, things slipped back to normal. He didn’t say anything about my sudden departure or eventual return at the time but I felt like he would throw it back in my face during arguments for years to come. When Biddy was born, we lifted the needle from our well-worn record of arguments; it was a pause rather than a complete stop. The needle hovered above the vinyl.


My eldest sister, Genevieve, was coincidentally living in Alice at the time and spent a night at our place just after Biddy was born. We were sleeping in the same room, and under the blanket of darkness she said to me, ‘When did you know?’ She was asking me when I knew my marriage had been a mistake. I don’t know if I answered her. But I was so touched that she asked the question in the darkness. We never spoke of it again.


*


Don’t get me wrong, as the years passed I could give as good as I got. I was sharp with my tongue and brutal with my wit. When I went off, I really went off. I’d spit hurtful venom straight into Chris’s eyes. Once he spat back, ‘You’ve got a bloody mouth on you.’ I returned the serve, ‘Well, you’ve got the cheque book, the job and everything else. I’ve got to have something.’


I remember a fight that went too far and culminated in Chris slapping me. I’d been goading him to do it, willing him, pushing him. I wanted the trophy of him crossing the line, and the prize was a red mark across my left cheek. It was physical proof of how he made me feel. To Chris, the slap was earth shattering. He was devastated. He ran outside and climbed the hill at the back of our house in the middle of a thunderstorm, sitting in the rain for hours. When he finally came back inside soaking wet, the fight continued. ‘We have nothing in common,’ he yelled, for the thousandth or more time. ‘I’ve been sitting on that hill praying for lightning to strike me dead.’


‘Well, you see, we do have something in common then,’ I barked back.


Poor Chris. What he didn’t realise was that he’d already hurt me worse than that. I remember the moment that my heart slammed shut. It was Christmas time and I’d done all the shopping (as I did every year) and we packed the kids up for our annual pilgrimage to South Australia. Holidays without your own base is hard work. Moving from relative to relative with five kids in tow isn’t a holiday at all; it’s a mission. On this particular night in Adelaide, Bert had a raging ear infection and was screaming in the back seat. It was raining heavily and getting late and we hadn’t yet secured a bed (or five) for the night. ‘Can’t we just please stay in a cheap hotel or a caravan park?’ I begged, at the intersection of Cross Road and Goodwood Road, near the Big W where Jasmin had admonished the bullying mother all those years earlier. The torrent of words Chris yelled at me was prolonged. We were both tired and over it but there’s nothing more humiliating than being yelled at in a car with your kids in the back seat. I stared out the window in silence and longed for the shouting to stop. In that moment I think I hated Chris. Something hardened in me that night at the intersection and it stayed hard for the rest of our marriage.


*


I remember staying with my sister Cate and her husband, Phil, one summer holidays when the kids were little. They had this beautiful house on The Parade in Norwood, Adelaide’s chicest street, lined with fashion boutiques, bookstores and Italian delis. We were crashing with them because we couldn’t afford a hotel or a real holiday. I wasn’t jealous of their newly renovated kitchen or their 1000-thread-count sheets – it was their closeness I envied. I cried into my pillow at night listening to Cate and Phil laughing in bed together, talking about the day that was, cuddled up in their fancy sheets. Oh, how I wished for a husband to laugh with.


Being married at a young age is tough wherever you are, but after I’d had my third baby – Tess – at age twenty-six, I truly felt the walls closing in on me in Alice Springs. It was a seriously male-dominated environment – oppressive and dusty in every sense of the word. The Northern Territory in the 1980s was akin to the rest of Australia in the 1960s and women had a pretty defined role. I was home alone with the kids every day doing all the parenting and heavy lifting. We were housewives who supported our blokes while they carved a living mostly out of small businesses or government positions. There was much backslapping at Friday arvo drinks. Every Friday arvo. But only for the blokes. There was no applause for the women raising children singlehandedly.
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