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broken hill







The two most powerful warriors are patience and time.


—Leo Tolstoy








I ate to escape. To avoid. Sometimes to comfort. Rarely did I eat because I was actually hungry. I was eating in an attempt to satisfy so many different hungers, none of which were physical.


My name is Jane, and I am recovering from a lifetime of disordered eating.


Welcome to my story.





Sitting at Vancouver International Airport awaiting a delayed flight to Montana, the first of two that will return me to the arms of my lover and far away from my three beloved children, I ponder the granola bar in my backpack. Delayed flight. Bored. Food. A decades-old, automatic Pavlovian response, now unlearned. The old Jane would eat to escape this delay, to distract, to simply pass the time while I await the plane that is still not yet here. The Jane who is healing recognizes that I’m not actually hungry for food, and that my stomach has zero desire for a chocolate almond bar. So, I decide to read a book instead.


So often we eat to be somewhere else. It’s a temporary and effective solution—for five seconds. But it’s flawed. Unhelpful. And when repeated on a daily basis, wildly unhealthy for our physical and mental health. Do I want to be stuck in an airport? No. Will eating the granola bar change that? No.


Ultimately, an eating disorder is a life disorder. I look at photos of my former self, horrified. Mortified that I could ever let myself get so big. I still struggle to look at these pictures. Only now I look with compassion and feel a sadness for the girl who was not coping with life. She was struggling. Struggling with a lack of self-worth, shame, feelings of inadequacy. Struggling with three small children, one with autism (undiagnosed at the time). Struggling with no immediate family support and a husband who worked long hours and traveled. And so, she escaped. Her chosen escape, dangerously close by, was the kitchen.


As I sit here half-listening to the announcements overhead, I wonder, Just when did flying become waiting? I shift from one uncomfortable airport seat to another in order to access that most useful of all airport installations: the power outlet. Doing so, I ponder the insanity that is our modern world, and I’m struck by an idea: I’ve decided that it’s high time we start handing out awards for stupidity on flights. Much like the Darwin Awards—those hilarious collections of ineptitude where many people of questionable intelligence successfully eliminate themselves from the gene pool—their (often) premature expiration eliminates any further chance that these defective genes could be passed on to offspring. Let’s face it: The world isn’t short on stupidity, and recipients truly earn those awards by virtue of their ultimate sacrifice. Quite frankly, it’s time for the aeronautical equivalent. Frequent Flyers? Frequent Fuckwits is more like it. FF, yes?


And without further ado, let me begin with the first two nominations. Both contenders for an FF award go to my fellow passengers on a long-haul Montreal to Athens flight in 2022. First problem: The flight was full. Second problem: Everyone had carry-on (few people trusting to check a bag post pandemic).


Now the third problem was caused by two individuals and our inaugural FF nominees. Nominee 1, for some inexplicable reason, had decided to take a huge chunk of desperately needed overhead bin space for a supersized Costco-branded box of dried fruit, leaving several nearby passengers with no space for their roller bags. The mind boggles. Was this gentleman not aware that dried fruit was available on the Greek mainland? Did he have some kind of internal blockage and require this mountain of fiber? Or was he simply trying to win an FF on the day in question?


Now Nominee 2 was a different kettle of fish altogether. Wildly overdressed (and over-Botoxed), this woman informed everyone in the vicinity, quite loudly, that she was attending a wedding in Greece and required an entire overhead bin for herself to lie flat a dress, hat, and breakable wedding gift. We all looked on with expressions ranging from bewilderment to anger. As for myself, my bemused expression quickly turned to annoyance. (Again, several nearby passengers were left with no space for their bags). A heated debate ensued with a diplomatic young flight attendant who enquired, “Could you possibly put this at your feet, ma’am? Under the seat in front?”


“Oh no! This is very breakable! And my dress is for the wedding!” she told us all. I looked up. A good three-quarters of the overhead bin above the horizontally laying dress was one huge void. “My dress could be crushed!”


To be clear, she was quite serious about this impending disaster. To me, the greater disaster was that entitled people like this exist. This entitled member of the human race clearly didn’t give a shit that she had commandeered an entire overhead bin for herself. Did she think she was in first class? She was certainly dressed like someone who was off to watch polo for the day. All that was lacking was the mimosa. Should someone bring her one? At the very least she might have calmed the fuck down about her precious, breakable (and wildly excessive) carry-on.


And why did they let her board with so much carry-on? So many unanswered questions. Astonished at her lack of consideration for others, the inaugural FF award went to the overdressed lady in 37G (pause for applause). Her long-suffering husband looked on in resignation. It was clear that he’d experienced decades of this Karen-behavior shitshow, God help him.


I now find that being on the lookout for future FF nominees while in the portal is a surprising amount of fun. And it certainly passes the time while moving from point A to B. Now the FF awards can’t possibly be as illustrious as the Darwin Awards, because in the case of our hapless FFs, they aren’t actually removing themselves from the gene pool. Oh no! These special individuals live to fly another day, only one Expedia booking away from inconveniencing a new group of weary travelers. It doesn’t seem fair that they get their own book. Not yet anyway. Perhaps a dedicated blog space for our FFs? I shall give this further thought.





“Jane, get out of the fridge!” A common refrain from my mother.


“But I’m bored!” My usual response.


And I was bored. An outback Australian mining town in the mid-1980s didn’t offer up a lot in the way of entertainment for a tween, which probably went part way to explaining the higher-than-national average teen pregnancy rate. Nevertheless, I wasn’t standing with the refrigerator door wide open due to boredom, despite my protest. I was looking for answers that were never going to be found between the Vegemite and the iceberg lettuce. And why did every mother in the ’80s think that salads required a base of the blandest ingredient on the planet? Ugh. No wonder it took me at least another decade to fall in love with greens.


And what was I looking for as I stood in the kitchen, day after day? Security? Love? Stability? A father I could actually rely on? Two parents whose days didn’t start and end with shouting? Turns out it was all the above. And more.


“No.” My father’s response to everything. And it typically came before the question was asked. Homework help. Money for groceries at the corner store. A ride somewhere. “No.”


Little did we know that my father had struggled with undiagnosed depression until his fiftieth year. Now with the right medication he’s playing catch up, and he’s trying. For that I am patient. Of course, he remains an emotional eater. The apple really doesn’t fall far from the tree, does it?


He’d tell my mother, “Later on. I’ll get to it!”


“Later on.”


Ron: my mother’s shorthand. Ron never did get to most of what needed doing. The chopping of the firewood and the mowing of the lawn fell to her after the school day was done. I took over the lawncare for the most part when I was old enough.


“Wear closed shoes.” Her sage advice.


I did.


As for Ron, I don’t know where the fuck he was, but he never did get to everything.





High school was dreadful. My attendance was excellent, in part due to my hunger for knowledge and a yearning to discover everything that existed outside of the ignorant, small-minded town of my youth. Desperate to escape, my attendance was also excellent because my mother would have it no other way. Her job as the local high school math teacher put food on the table and ensured that we always knew the value and importance of education. And besides, I was smart enough to know that good grades were my one-way ticket out of this shithole of a town.


I had little in common with my peers. While they were busy getting drunk and pregnant, I was at the local library. While lost in the stacks, hungry to submerse myself in another world, my peers were attempting to escape into a drunken stupor, weekend after weekend. Someone rather industrious, with just the right disregard for the law, had the rather brilliant idea to provide a dial-a-beer service. Easy money. No one had to drive anywhere (clearly) or hope their fake ID passed inspection at the local bottle shop. Oh no, they just needed to pick up the telephone. Yes, in those days it was still plugged into the wall. If you were lucky, your parents bought one of the cordless brick styles we saw on US sitcoms. We were still years away from cell phones. To this day I wonder if the police simply turned a blind eye … or perhaps benefited from this hustle?


The boys would have some sketchy, homemade fake ID and attempt to lower their voices. I recall one faintly amusing boy stuffing a pair of socks down the front of his jeans. Now, apart from being no doubt uncomfortable, I don’t see how this could have possibly made the young chap appear any older. He was all of fifteen, and his voice had yet to break. Who was he kidding? Fortunately for young Jason, he didn’t have to kid anyone. The driver happily took his cash in exchange for twenty-four cans of beer. Such was Broken Hill in the ’90s. Bored kids. Drinking. Sex. I stuck to eating. After all, my mother was the local math teacher. I was about as far from cool as anyone could get. I was in no danger of becoming popular, and I’ve come to the conclusion that this was a very good thing. No one wants to peak in high school, trust me. Remember the bullied kids, often labeled weird, sometimes brilliant? The ones to watch. For the cool kids of my youth, it was typically a slow, downward trajectory beginning soon after graduation.





The library was deliciously cool on a hot day, thanks to the industrial AC, and calm where home was not. In retrospect, I was likely craving the peaceful, orderly refuge that this old rendered brick building provided. I’d also craved a swimming pool and would often fantasize about the backyard pool that we could build. Between books, I’d while away the hours sketching rather impressive architectural drawings for a pool that would never be built. We simply didn’t have the money, and even if we did, who would have maintained it? My mother was busy chopping firewood and playing golf in her precious free time, and my father was often simply missing, and anyway, his answer was always no. I was stuck.


Being the rather determined teenager that I was, I decided one scorching Aussie summer that it was time to take matters into my own hands. Off to the shed I went. As luck would have it, not only did my father rarely get to anything, he also rarely tidied the shed. As a result, there were decades of treasures to be found among the broken-down odds and ends. Rusted old rabbit traps hung from the rafters, relics of my late grandfather’s former pastime. The scent of grease and petrol. The dug-out pit for working on cars, covered with railway sleepers, the depths of which always scared me just a little. My best friend of thirty-plus years, Kellie, remembers with fondness the broken-down forklift. Why did we have it, you ask? I still don’t know. My father was getting to it.


And in the meantime, I was getting to work. Old car tires, huge swathes of thick black plastic, and an assortment of bricks would do the trick. And yes, they did! For about three days I had the most impressive (and entirely free) above ground pool the town had ever seen. Of course, the following week I also had the most impressive ear infection that the doctor had ever seen. Chlorine was an afterthought. As were the spiders. Up until that point, they were happily residing in that small mountain of black plastic. I recall my scream that could wake the dead when I inadvertently disturbed a family of redbacks who were less than impressed with my construction project. Looking back, it’s a wonder I survived my childhood at all.





I was terribly self-conscious as a teen. Was everyone else just hiding their insecurities better than I? Perhaps. Boys teased. My voice, too loud.


“Hey, Jane, do you play the piano?” they hollered at me in the playground.


“Yes! Why?” Never one to be too quiet, I hollered right back. Laughter followed.


“You sound just like Rowlf from the Muppets!”


Well, this was news to me. Up until then anyway. In hindsight it could have been worse. To be fair, Rowlf, the piano-playing Muppet, was always my favorite of Jim Henson’s motley crew, and like me, did have a fondness for the piano. The comparison drawn due to my somewhat husky voice, I became quite embarrassed about the whole thing, despite my secret affection for Rowlf and his enthusiastic disposition. My voice, after all, was not something I had any control over. As a child people would ask my mother if I had a cold. It was only many years later that I learned that a husky voice is to some men quite alluring—think Lauren Becall in the ’40s. Of course, I didn’t know that yet. All I knew was that I was too big, too loud, and my voice just didn’t have the same sweet soprano ring of my friends. And the underlying message? I wasn’t good enough. I didn’t fit in.


No one in my family fit in. Not my father with his outspoken political views, not my overweight sister suffering with epilepsy, and certainly not me.


And so, I ate.


My comfort food wasn’t the fast food of our modern era. Broken Hill didn’t even have a McDonalds in the early ’90s. Oh no. My waistline expanded in the kitchen as I stirred, sifted, and baked my way through my teens. Comfort on so many levels. But was I ever physically hungry? Rarely. I don’t think I ever gave my body a chance to find out. Naturally, I became an excellent home chef. The problem was one of consumption.


The girls also teased. I recall the unpleasantness that was Amanda Wilson. Over our sewing machines in home economics one day, she was ruthless in her cruelty.


“Did you know that breasts are just pockets of fat, Jane? Did you know that?!”


Of course, Amanda was petite and rather flat-chested, and evidently despised the fact that I was already well-endowed. Now, the Wonder Bra had yet to make its way to Broken Hill to save her unfortunate flat chest, but she wore enough makeup and was pretty enough to think herself quite the teenage dream. Karma was twofold. I can’t deny being delighted when, years later, she stopped with her illustrious gymnastics career, and her ass immediately started to widen.


The other delightful moment of karma was thanks to my perpetually stuffy nose. The dry, dusty climate of my hometown never did agree with me, much like the people. Both endured; neither enjoyed.





Kellie, while way cooler than I (read: “socially acceptable”), also wasn’t immune from the cruelty that was Amanda Wilson. She still recalls Amanda’s silent-but-deadly farts, always blamed on my dear best friend Kellie. I just thank God that I never sat close enough to be accused of the foul stench. I had enough to deal with. And I did always wonder … why Kellie didn’t just move?! But I digress.


The scene was the school canteen line. Amanda with her smug, pert ass stood behind me. Passive-aggressive as always, she was telling me what I should and shouldn’t be ordering for lunch if I did indeed want to lose weight. In any event it was particularly dusty that day, and my pockets were devoid of a tissue (I usually carried several). I will never forget the very moment I let out an uncontrollable sneeze, and the hugest, most disgusting stream of snot flew from my nose at an impressive rate and landed squarely on Amanda’s forearm. It was at that moment that I knew that some kind of God existed. It was a certainty.





Sally Newton was less cruel, more of an amusing bully. Nevertheless, she was an unkind child. “Chinky” was the name she gave me, for my slightly smaller almond-shaped eyes—an outrageously racist term, even for that time and place. Up until that point I’d never really given my eyes much thought at all. And good grief, can you imagine the outrage if that xenophobic term was used today? The ’80s and ’90s weren’t just a different time; in outback Australia, we were on a different planet—and let’s face it, the hairstyles of the day can confirm that. Of course, after being christened “Chinky,” I went a good two or three years in family and school photos with my eyes forced unnaturally wide, giving the impression of someone recently startled or under the influence of some kind of illicit substance (not a good look in hindsight).


My poor mother was perplexed to say the least. “Jane, try and look natural!” she’d holler at me, camera in hand, as I stood looking like I’d just been electrocuted. We were a family of shouters really. Learned behaviors indeed.


Sally found herself the recipient of universal karma in a rather more natural way. Despite mocking my unacceptably small eyes, Sally herself wasn’t genetically blessed—at least not in the follicular department. You see, Sally was born with a head of hair consisting of small, tight curls that were challenging to manage at the best of times. To be fair, when long it was quite pretty. As white as salt, so light was the shade.


Now I will always wonder if a trainee hairdresser or Sally’s mother was responsible for the following situation. Perhaps the heat got too much? I’ll never know. But it was the summer, and we’ve all been known to make poor choices when the temperature rises. Well, I never did find out whose choice it was to give Sally an allover haircut that fateful day, but nevertheless, they did. Overnight she went from long, pretty hair to a one-inch buzz cut all over her head, giving poor Sally the appearance of white, old people pubic hair in entirely the wrong region. Tight, short, and curly in the extreme, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more unfortunate haircut. It was dreadful, and from that day forward, she was known as Pube Head. Suddenly someone at school had a bigger problem than I. I may have been Rowlf the Muppet, but mercifully the hair on my head wasn’t ever, not once, compared to the hair found on one’s nether regions.


Again, there was a God.


I feel it essential to stress that at sixteen, I found Amanda Wilson’s widening derriere amusing; at forty-five, I do not. Nor would I laugh now at someone’s unfortunate haircut. At that point in my life when I was bullied, my dark sense of humor relished these karmic events. Possessing far more kindness and compassion now in my mid-forties, I wish to make clear that I take no amusement in someone’s weight struggles; after all, I’ve spent a lifetime being judged for mine. How unwittingly we become participants in our oppression, perpetuating these social norms. Will it ever end?





I’ll never forget the time that I’d grown rapidly (mercifully up, not out, this time) and had nothing to wear for PE—that humiliating class in which we would all line up and wait to be picked by one of the popular team captains. And why did the teacher always play favorites? In any event, this day my humiliation was twofold: Not only was I one of the remaining few to be chosen for the cricket team (yes, really), I was also mocked for wearing an old brown and green tracksuit that my mother had given me. Someone creative pointed out that I looked much like a tree, and unfortunately, they were correct on this point. I did resemble a deciduous tree at the height of summer. I also recall being the only one who didn’t find this funny.
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Shame is the intensely painful feeling or experience of believing that we are flawed and therefore unworthy of love and belonging.


—Brené Brown








“Oh look, it’s fatty and skinny!” I close my eyes, and I’m twelve again, walking alongside a friend and into the schoolyard.


Asshole.


And I was by no means fat. That came later. I was solid, sturdy. My friend was leaner, lithe. More acceptable for the culture of the day. It was 1990 after all. The waif madness was all the fashion. Suddenly society demanded that women starve themselves into some Kate Moss contortion of bones and desire. Appetite be damned. Who needed food when we could starve ourselves and look like the anorexic models that graced the magazine covers of the day?


As a young child, food was neutral. Completely. I have to go a long way back, but there was a time. The smiling girl with her ponytails and ribbons had yet to discover the power of food as comfort in times of pain, an escape in times of overwhelm. She simply ate, enjoyed the meal, and then went about her day. Just when did that all change? I wondered. Where did she go?


I recall a math exercise in grade six. The teacher brought in scales. We were all lined up, all thirty of us in our green and white public-school uniforms, and we were weighed and measured, in full view of everyone. The numbers recorded on the chalkboard, the lesson evidently one of graphing, statistics. It was the late-1980s—this would never be allowed today. I still recall my heart thumping. I remember the fear.


I was on the tall side for my age, having begun that inevitable change from girl to woman a little early. To be clear, I wasn’t in danger of being bowled over by a gust of wind anytime soon (carrying a few extra pounds by this stage). After all, I’d discovered baking. Sadly, on that unfortunate day in grade six, I also discovered shame. The petite girls in my class with their perfect hair, perfect families, and perfectly matching lunchboxes had numbers that fell below my own. Sometimes considerably. The boys chuckled; bullying was rife. “Teasing,” we called it back then. Schools typically shrugged it off. Kids will be kids. We now know just how incredibly damaging this is. The beginnings of a decades-long war with my body and its sturdy frame. If only I had the perfect lunchbox, the lean limbs of the popular girl with her swimming pool and mother who was unfailingly at the gate at 3:00 p.m. for school pickup. This was not my experience. My mother wasn’t at the gate with a smile and snacks. She was at work. Her full-time career put food on our table. My father did not.


Looking back, this experience highlights in stark relief the damage that can be caused when we focus upon a child’s weight. A single number. And my number told me that I wasn’t good enough; I was too much. Too heavy. Big-boned, my mother called me. Her intention wasn’t to cause harm; she saw it as a fact. Of course, years later, as the weight went on and then off, much to everybody’s surprise, I didn’t have big bones at all. I have a perfectly lovely set of bones, and I’m grateful for them. What I had was decades of emotional eating hiding my frame—average-sized for five foot nine. Big bones I did not have. Quite the revelation really, and frankly, I think my mother is still surprised by the healthy frame that was unearthed when I finally made peace with my body.





In grade twelve, I recall a rather unfortunate foray into the world of diet pills. My dearest friend Kellie and I had (of course) decided that we both needed to lose some weight. It was 1995 after all, and at this point, the waif look was still everywhere. An entire generation of impressionable teenage girls received a very clear message: Thin was in. Actually, let’s call it what it was: Emaciated. After all, I’m pretty sure some of those models died. They certainly looked close to death with their hollowed-out cheeks and vacant stares. Of course, some women are built this way, are indeed naturally slender. Kellie and I were not. To be fair, Kellie was a far closer approximation than I. Much to my chagrin, I was already sporting what my mother lovingly termed thunder thighs, and they were about as far away from the runway waif look as a person could get.


Anyway, back to the unfortunate day in question. Kellie and I, in our infinite wisdom, decided that the perfect adjunct to the diet pills was a walk. A solid plan, yes? What we didn’t factor in was the rather enthusiastic (read: reckless) decision to take double the suggested dose. If one was effective, imagine what two could do for my thunder thighs!


We soon learned exactly what diet pills in the ’90s did to a person’s digestive system. They are, after all, loaded with caffeine (a known laxative) and Lord knows what else. We also failed to take into account the events of that morning. Now Kellie’s mother Gloria—a practical and thrifty mother of five children—had an impressive grove of perfectly ripe stone fruit trees in her garden. It was the height of summer, and we ate like the gods, feasting on scrumptious apricots. Unfortunately, this excessive apricot consumption was timed just before the consumption of the diet pills and ensuing walk. We decided that a walk out of our small country town might be pleasant. To this day I have no idea why. We were both an inordinate distance from the nearest flushing toilet when the apricots, the diet pills, and the scorching Australian sun took effect. I don’t recommend this course of action for rapid weight loss. Or any weight loss.


The diet pills went in the trash, and it was weeks before I could so much as look at Gloria’s fruit trees that had once been a source of delight. I’m still not sure my stomach has forgiven me for this moment of madness.


Sadly, thirty years later I see that diet pills are still being peddled to impressionable teens, who are told via our toxic Instagram world that they, too, are not enough. Not thin enough, not airbrushed enough. Not impossibly perfect enough. Will this madness ever end? Yes, the body positive and body neutrality movements are gaining traction, but we still have a very long way to go. While the patriarchy continues to demand that women conform to unrealistic, often unattainable body shapes, eating disorders will continue to plague generation after generation of young people. I use “young people” instead of “girls,” because an increasing number of boys are now accruing their own alarming statistics in addition to those who identify as nonbinary, as my eldest does.


Writing about this time in my life is proving difficult, which is exactly why my story must be told. If but one person benefits from reading my tale, then the vulnerability required to share this will be reward enough. I chose a career in counseling for this very reason: to help. From the depths of my soul, I feel the need to share these experiences. My wish is to help the millions of emotional eaters who were also told, often at a very young age, that they were not enough. Or perhaps too much. Too loud. Too big. Too opinionated. After all, good girls were quiet. Submissive. Demure. Agreeable. Slender.





To my maternal grandmother, I was everything a young lady shouldn’t be. I was loud, opinionated, and—God forbid—educated in the public system with the great unwashed. This is a woman who was raised with servants, and suffice to say, my lack of private school education was entirely unacceptable. Ladies were finished properly at boarding school, where they were “turned out,” as she was, with the ability to be demure and who the fuck knows what else. All I know is that my parents couldn’t afford to send me to boarding school, and as a result, I was even more of a disappointment to my grandmother.


My saddest memory with her is a Christmas Eve. I was around thirteen. On the precipice of everything teenaged, my body was changing. My breasts, in hindsight, were lovely, and I was wearing a very pretty floral dress. As soon as we were alone, my grandmother took it upon herself to inform me that she didn’t like the dress on me at all.


“It makes you look fat.”


Oh, how those words cut, spoken with unconcealed venom. My eyes stung with the tears of a vulnerable young girl who wanted nothing more or less than to be loved. That was never to be. Conceived out of wedlock, I was forever destined to be the bastard child of a working-class divorcé and my just-out-of-college mother. Quite the scandal in my grandmother’s world. Rural Australia in 1977 was still exceedingly conservative, and nice girls from good families simply didn’t fall pregnant to a thirty-year-old divorcé from the wrong side of town. So, she marched them down the aisle, and I attended the wedding—in utero.


The photo of the mothers of the bride and groom sitting in the pews could have been taken at a funeral—such was the nature of their expressions. And I have to wonder, what effect did that stress and negativity have on myself, a developing baby in the womb? After all, my mother briefly considered an abortion. Rather thankful that didn’t happen. So, you see, I wasn’t good enough, even before I was born. Perhaps on some level my soul was aware of this coming into the world.
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Forgiveness is just another name for freedom.


—Byron Katie








When we hit a child, we drastically increase the likelihood that they will use similar disciplinary measures with their own children. I don’t remember what I’d done that day, but when I close my eyes and think about it, I’m five years old again. And this hurts every atom in my body to write. Perhaps because in writing this it’s real again. I can hear my mother behind me, imploring my father to stop. My bottom bare, the welts from the belt red, angry, and burning, and I’m crying. I feel sick when I think that this was considered acceptable discipline in the early ’80s. Acceptable for a father to take the belt from his pants, pull down my own, and proceed to belt my tiny body into submission. I’d been cheeky, had probably answered back—he snapped. Still doesn’t make it okay, does it?





Ten years old in the front garden. Lord only knows what I’d done that time. It can’t have been much as I don’t recall. What I recall is the pain. His belt, on the back of my bare, tanned legs this time. And it burned like hell. I also learned that day what not to say to my father at the wrong time.


Defiant, I met his gaze with my own steely determination. “Didn’t hurt,” I lied.


I threw the words at him with as much attitude as my ten-year-old soul could muster, then I ran. Past the front lawn and out to the backyard, past the forklift and the overgrown lemon tree and the weeds that flourished beneath its wild limbs. I don’t know how long I stayed away. Long enough to prevent another belting, I remember that much.


Looking back, there’s no anger now, just a deep sadness. Sadness for the children who needed a better father. And sadness for the man who wasn’t coping with fatherhood, who couldn’t possibly cope with the monumental responsibility he’d assumed. And sadness for the woman who should have walked away far sooner than she did.





I don’t want pity. Mine is not a tale of horrific abuse, despite these isolated and intermittent moments. Having said that, I do recall another unfortunate form of discipline. There’s just no end to the pain one human can inflict upon another when they try, is there?


Family road trips. At least five or six hours to get anywhere, from one dot on the map to another. Backseat arguing was a constant between my sister Laura and me. After all, there really wasn’t much else to do: I’d read. We’d pass the odd kangaroo, a few emus (quite possibly the stupidest bird on the planet). And we’d bicker. My father, never one to have been blessed with patience, would snap—he was prone to this, really. Pinching me in anger, he’d reach his hands from the front passenger seat around the back to my waiting legs, bare due to the endless summer heat. And it bloody hurt. And why was Mum always driving? Dad would sleep. Why? So many questions.


Was it any wonder that food became so very comforting? You see, food didn’t pinch me from the back seat.


They say there’s a black sheep in every family, and mine was no exception. Having said that, my father did have a few redeeming qualities. We all possess darkness and light within, and my father frequently demonstrated both—he was nothing if not inconsistent.


“Jane, the world is divided into two types of people!” he’d tell me. “There are people who are kind to animals, and there are people who are cruel.”


Very astute.


My father, being in the kind camp, would return home from Lord knows where on a regular basis with some stray animal or another. A kitten in his top pocket, an unwanted dog in the back seat of the car. My mother drew the line at the baby goat. After all, that thing stank to high heaven. I don’t know if you’ve ever been up close to a goat, but they have a rather pungent aroma that neither myself nor my mother could abide.


“Michael, get rid of it,” she demanded. “Today.”


Jan put her foot down, and the goat was gone by dinnertime.















hijinks







As soon as I saw you, I knew an adventure was going to happen.


—Winnie the Pooh








The father I wanted lived next door. Jack Edwards was everything my father wasn’t. He called me Janey, and in my eyes, he was the perfect dad. His warm eyes smiled at my antics, he laughed at my fearless energy and enthusiasm, and most importantly, he always made me feel loved.


Recently I received a phone call. I immediately sensed the foreboding nature of the conversation, despite the distance.


“Jane, Jack Edwards has died.” The sadness in my mother’s voice on the phone was palpable. Shock flooded my body, and for the first time in my life, I felt true grief for someone who had crossed over, from this world into the next. And I cried.


Why is it that the good are taken too early? One month into retirement, and Jack was diagnosed with MND. He declined rapidly, and six months later he was gone. Just like that, leaving a wonderful woman and two grown sons behind. Jack was the kind of rare man that our world dearly needs more of. Eyes full of laughter and kindness, he worked hard to provide for his family. Back and forth to the silver, lead, and zinc mine. Decades of shift work. An honest life. On the weekends he’d renovate. Constantly improving the family home, I’d chat with him over the old, corrugated iron fence that separated his idyllic backyard from my own rambling quarters. Sometimes I’d assist him, eager to be helpful and always happy in his presence.


“Jane, you’d better be getting home now for dinner. It’s getting dark out,” he’d tell me gently. But I didn’t want to go home. Back to the messy, disorganised house? No, thank you. I wanted to stay right where I was.


“Jane, I swear some mornings it’s like you’re underneath our bed shouting!” Helen, Jack’s beautiful widow, told me more than once, laughing. And I was loud. You see, I had to shout to be heard in my childhood home. It was the only way. Less than ideal, our kitchen had the misfortune to be placed directly opposite Jack and Helen’s bedroom window, with the corrugated fence doing naught to provide a sound barrier. After all, we could all hear the teenaged boy playing his drums two doors down. How Helen and Jack tolerated the ruckus for so long I will never know.


My baking also disturbed their peace. After school I’d bake my own snacks. There was little guidance. My father was in his own world (God knows where), and my mother was busy working. Always busy. So, I’d cook up a storm. I recall the chocolate cake, the chocolate coconut slice, the cheesecake set with lemon juice in the fridge, and all manner of biscuits. It was relaxing, really. The problem was in the consumption. Just no moderation. Of course, for my long-suffering neighbors, this was less than ideal for other reasons. After all, I was in the kitchen where they could hear a pin drop, hollering at a volume that could wake the dead, and continuing to disturb poor Helen, usually busy with housework (I was in constant awe of her pristine home).


I think about Jack Edwards often. I like to imagine that my daily antics with my children would amuse him, as it’s my turn now at this madness we call parenthood. After all, if there’s a world beyond this one, and if Jack is inhabiting it, then he has time to spare. Eternity isn’t short on time. And I know he’d be checking up on me occasionally. I only hope I can make him proud of the too-loud girl who lived next door.





Fun fact! One town in Australia holds the unfortunate record for having the most obese number of citizens per capita in the entire country. Quite the sobering statistic, and yes, you guessed it! Broken Hill. This unfortunate community also holds the distinction of having many of its citizens possess dangerously high levels of lead in their bloodstreams. You see, the home of my formative years was also home to the largest silver, lead, and zinc deposit the world had ever seen. One can only imagine just how much lead dust blanketed the community after 150 years of mining activity. The town grew around the accumulating waste dumps of dirt that stood mere blocks away from the main shopping and residential districts. It was unfortunate that no one had the foresight to place the community just a little farther away from the mine site. Of course, in 1883, no one had any clue as to the dangers that lead posed.


Judging from the behaviors of some of my classmates, I saw firsthand the consequences of lead exposure. If I’m not painting some kind of idyllic oasis in the desert, it’s for good reason. Broken Hill was quite the opposite. To this day I remain grateful to have escaped at eighteen—I imagine that was quite enough lead exposure for one lifetime.


Kellie and I certainly found ways to pass the time while we awaited our respective departures. Jane Hijinx and Kellie Tomfoolery were our code names. We essentially did rather silly things periodically and amused ourselves with alter egos. Such was the nature of small-town life: Amusing oneself was the only entertainment. Without the plethora of modern tech that our children now devour to pass the time, we had to make our own fun, and I’m pleased to report that we did. There was such innocence to those days. And a safety. Bullying was hurtful, no question, but it blessedly ended with the school bell. No social media and the 24-7 cyberbullying of today that our children contend with. Mercifully we were blessed with a childhood devoid of this (and a bloody good thing in hindsight, given that we all had to endure the lead exposure. Ninety-nine problems indeed).


The corner store was a curious establishment due to the peculiarities of its proprietor, Richard—a long-term Broken Hill resident. It’s likely that he, too, was affected by a lifetime of lead dust, the poor fellow. Being in close proximity to both my crazy home and Kellie’s busy abode, we’d often head over there for the forty-cent ice creams or two-cent milk lollies. How I never broke a tooth on one remains a mystery. Sweet, hard, and gooey, it took a sturdy jaw to soften and eventually swallow these artificial vanilla treats. I always did succeed—never one to quit!


There was but one riddle we could never solve: Whenever we would enter the store, Richard would race to the back of the store and simply disappear for some time. Did he suffer from anthropophobia—a fear of people? Did he have hidden cameras with which he’d spy on patrons? So of course, it became a game. We’d repeatedly enter, and the same predictable behavior of the owner would follow, Pavlovian-dog style. Did he not want to take our money? He would eventually return to the front of the store to serve us, but I recall that he never did meet our inquisitive gaze. I concluded that he was likely just as mad as a cut snake, another victim of lead poisoning, the poor bastard.





There was sometimes a third participant in our shenanigans: Dion, my requisite gay friend (and yes, of course he has fabulous style—stereotypes exist for a reason, after all). Well, Dion had the misfortune of driving his parent’s old Charger after gaining his driver’s license. The thing was, the car was so old and in such a state of disrepair, that neither the speedometer nor the seatbelts worked. Kellie and I essentially took our lives into our own hands every time we jumped in for a joyride, which was quite often. There was precious little to do otherwise in this uninspiring town. I recall the wind in our hair as we’d fly over the overpass connecting south to north Broken Hill, having absolutely no idea how fast we were traveling, past the mountainous waste piles of lead-filled dirt. If our disheveled hair was any indication, it was excessive and wildly unsafe.


My car wasn’t much better. It cost my father $500 and looked like it cost less. Driven by a little old lady to church for thirty years before the sale, it actually ran pretty well. It was also blessed with license plates that began with QRG, looking close enough to ORG to be christened the Org-Mobile. Filthy jokes flowed like my wild hair in Dion’s car. It eventually died years later when, as a poor university student, I had the brilliant idea to change the oil myself. The manual said the oil capacity was 1.7 liters, so that’s exactly what I added. Now, if you’re reading this and have any basic automotive knowledge, you will know what comes next. I turned the engine on, feeling quite proud of my efforts. Well, the car was immediately engulfed in dark grey smoke. To any unfortunate passerby in the neighborhood, it looked like something was seriously ablaze. And much like the music, that was the day the Org-Mobile died.


Friday nights required creativity, and we seemed to possess just enough resourcefulness to avoid the binge-drinking benders of our peers. Instead, we’d take my parents old ’70s Mercedes sedan, which must have weighed several tons, and in the dark, we’d drive to the top of the largest nonbroken hill we could find. Getting to the top, I had the genius idea to throw the car into neutral and barrel down this very steep hill, gaining speed rapidly and then braking at the very last second. The town of our youth didn’t have an amusement park—it didn’t need one. We made our own! Looking back, it’s a wonder we never ended up in the parlour of the poor elderly couple that lived across the street, careening through their living room. Or dead. How we all survived our collective childhoods in Broken Hill is still beyond me.
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