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And we’ll all sit up at that yellow formica table in the kitchen, Bob and Lucy, Mum and Dad, Uncle Les, Uncle Ronny, Uncle Neal, and me of course, and we’ll eat roast beef, with Bob’s vegetables, and mop up the gravy with slabs of bread until we can see the willow pattern on the plate. Bob might even pick up his saucer and tell us the story of the blue-and-white Chinese lovers and the spirit birds. Then Lucy will clear the table and set pudding and warm egg custard before us. We’ll laugh and drink Flag Ale, and play cards all night until the rooster calls in the dawn. And there’ll be no arguments.


Before
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It wasn’t as if I was expecting a visit from an angel of the Lord, proclaiming prepare ye the way of the nursery and make its wobbly masonite walls straight and true. But I certainly thought there’d be a little more fanfare. Maybe a bottle of Moët on ice or a let’s-go-out-to-dinner-to-celebrate kind of fanfare.

Anyway, I’m sitting here at home, typing away, writing a design feature on how mustard-yellow is the ‘new black’, when Marianne pops her head in the door and says: ‘I’m pregnant.’

Just like that she tells me. No ‘Sit down, I’ve got something huge to tell you.’ Okay, so I was already sitting down, but you get the idea.

‘I’m pregnant.’

She always was a rather phlegmatic soul, but I never realised her phlegmatism stretched quite to this level.

‘I’m pregnant.’

And what are you suppose to say to a thing like that?

‘Oh, are you, darls?’

She nods.

‘That’s great,’ I say, not sure whether I really mean it. ‘Um, how do you know?’

She produces the plastic stick from her home pregnancy kit. ‘See ... two blue lines.’

I stare at those two blue lines. Those two blue lines stare back at me. They’re not more than five millimetres long. Two tiny blue lines. Parallel. Twin horizons.

I remember that day, about eighteen months before, when I was wandering along the beach. I was in the ‘No Dogs Allowed’ area, but that didn’t stop the big black dog from crawling over my shoulders and growling in my ear; a depressive anxiety disorder is an awful thing and sometimes even a sunny day by the seaside does little to help.

A crisp white gull moved across the sky. The movement caught my eye and I happened to turn and look out over the waves, towards that wide, terribly beautiful ocean we Australians all cling to. I noticed that thin blue line where the ocean and sky kiss.

Then it struck me. I won’t call it a vision, because it wasn’t an actual image. There won’t be Catholic pilgrims paying homage to that spot on the sand where my feet were anchored. Nor will there be stalls fl ogging plastic snow-dome Marys, or dashboard Jesuses. Or perhaps there will be? Because something, or someone, put this feeling in my head. This jolt in my brain. The unrepentant certainty that I would have a child. A son.

And there was me. A bloke who hated kids. If there is a God, he picked the wrong bloody fella.
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The stress of having this baby is killing me! Eight months into the pregnancy and my entire body broke out in hives. Big red welts. I’ve got them on my thighs, my belly, my arms, my back, my neck and my arse. I feel like Job from the Old Testament. Although I doubt God was unkind enough to infl ict poor old Job with hives on his balls. No, he saved that particular indignity for me. Am I part of some cosmic wager between the Lord and Satan? Let’s see how far we can push the bastard before he cracks.

Well, God, I’ve cracked. You win.

Our father who art in heaven ... stop the bloody itching!

I can’t stop scratching them, no matter how many times my wife tells me not to.

‘You’ll only make it worse,’ she nags, slapping my hand away as I steer it towards my crotch.

I wait until she goes to the bathroom—pregnant women wee a lot, an awful lot—and I go for it hammer and tongs, diving my hand down my trousers like a middle-aged scout master. Oohhh, feels good. Scratch, scratch, scratch. Hmmm. Bliss.

I hear the toilet fl ush and Marianne’s footsteps in the hallway.

I quickly remove my hand and act natural.

‘You’ve been scratching again, haven’t you?’ she scolds.

It’s really spooky. How does she know?

Even the doctor was quite concerned. I knew it wasn’t good news when I removed my shirt and he drew back, making a face that suggested he was thinking: Jesus Christ, I wish I’d become a tax accountant. Remember, this is a fellow who looks at really nasty shit all day long; carbuncles on pensioners’ clackers, builders who’ve had an argument with a nail gun. We tend to assume that, just because doctors wear white coats, none of that stuff affects them. But it has to take its toll eventually. Imagine the nightmares these poor buggers have. The only way they can cope is by trying to laugh about it. Laughter is a common coping mechanism for people with shitty jobs. It’s how ambulance men, coppers and telemarketers survive. So when a doctor encounters a middle-aged drycleaner with a giant parsnip up his khyber, what can he do but rush home and have a snigger with the missus?

Standing there naked in front of my doctor, I wondered whether my pitiful, fl accid, hive-covered body had now become a humorous chapter in his lexicon of boozy barbecue tales: ‘You should have seen this guy in the surgery today, he looked like a Japanese sea slug!’

I buttoned my shirt and set to leave.

‘Want a jelly bean?’ he said proffering the jar. ‘There’s only black ones left. The kids don’t like ’em.’

‘Yeah, why not?’ I’ve got about eighteen years of black jelly beans ahead of me. I better get used to it.

The real issue had been whether my malady was in fact a dose of chicken pox. In which case, I would not be allowed in to witness the birth. Marianne would never forgive me. Plus, I’m just one of those folks who really hates to miss out on anything, even if it’s only a free sausage sizzle and tile-laying class at Bunnings.

The doctor was certain it was just a very nasty case of hives, brought on by the anxiety of childbirth. This news only made me more anxious. I could actually feel a couple more hives break out on my torso as he told me. He recommended I up my dose of Paxil—or ‘happy pills’, as Marianne refers to them. Brain dullers. Dick droopers.

I took two instead of one. When I woke up the next day, the hives were even worse. I looked like an Aboriginal dot painting.

Then, being a cyber-chondriac as well as a hypochondriac, I went to my computer and googled: red spots all over body. Within an hour I had everything from leprosy to a very rare form of skin cancer. I took another Paxil. All hell broke loose. My body became the designated venue for the swanky hive convention silver jubilee dinner, and every hive in the world, even the unsociable ones and those with bad acne, had decided to turn up.

‘I’m losing my mind,’ I confessed to Marianne, as she stood at the sink washing up. ‘I’m worried sick.’

‘What are you worried about? It’s just bloody hives,’ she said. ‘Get over it.’

‘What if it’s not? What if I’ve got some horrible disease, and I never get to see my child grow up to become prime minister and win the Nobel prize, or walk away with the $200 000 on Deal or No Deal? I don’t want to die and miss out on everything.’

‘You’ll die if you don’t help me with the washing up. My tummy’s so swollen I can hardly reach the sink.’

‘Honestly darls, I’m really scared.’

‘And I’m really frigging pregnant,’ she said, hurling the washcloth down, splashing water all over the kitchen fl oor.

‘But you’ll get better, and I might not.’

‘You need professional help. A shrink. Really. I’m not even being sarcastic. You’re fuckin’ nuts.’

I looked up psychiatrists in the Yellow Pages and phoned the first one on the list. I must have sounded like I was about to kick out the chair or reach for the razor blades, because his rather officious secretary put me straight through to him. The shrink told me to stop taking the Paxil, because hives can often be a side effect. Lovely.

I made an appointment to see him in a month.

‘Stop scratching!’ She’s berating me again.

‘I can’t.’

‘Jesus, anyone would think it was you having the baby.’

‘We’re having the baby,’ I reminded her, sounding as snaggy as possible.

‘Well, it won’t be we they’re wheeling into the operating theatre and cutting open.’

Touché.

Marianne is having a caesarean.

There, I said it.

It’s coming out through the sunroof.

Among natural-birth types, a caesarean is right up there with taking part in the World BASE-Jumping Championships and using your baby to soften the landing. You just don’t do it. The natural birthers pretend it’s all about the health of the baby but that’s just a smokescreen. Given the choice, who wouldn’t rather step into the world via a lovely big set of french doors, instead of trying to squeeze out through the grate in the bathroom floor?

Natural birthers also try to tell you a vaginal birth is as nature intended. That may be so, but since when do we take any notice of nature? In fact, we gave nature the big heave-ho from the time we moved out of caves and discovered reverse-cycle air conditioning, liquid foundation, breakfast television and Mercedes Benz.

These same people believe the only way to give birth is in an inflatable kiddies’ pool on the lounge-room floor, surrounded by Native American dream-catchers and the warrior women’s drumming group.

But then, why should we believe people who wear tie-dye and smell like sandalwood?

The motive behind the natural birth movement is a malevolent one, I’m afraid. They just want other women to endure as much mind-numbing, body-tearing, Jesus-Christ-this-fucking-hurts-give-me-more-drugs-or-I’ll-peel-your-scrotum-off pain, as they had to endure.

I am woman hear me roar indeed.

My mother is the worst of the lot. There ain’t no way she wants anybody taking the easy street, when her own odyssey was so bloody shocking. What’s good for the goose is good for the other gooses.

Yes, apparently my birth was quite an event. The sort of event that attracts short-sleeved student doctors with clipboards. My mother’s labour dragged on something like 27 hours. Hell, you can fly to London quicker than that and still have spare time to pop into the Heathrow bookshop for a Jeffery Archer novel before your transfer flight to Dublin.

Instead of international jet setting to the land of clover and Guinness, my mother spent all those hours flat on her back in Gosford District Hospital’s maternity ward, listening to the news filtering through, via the nurses, that President John Fitzgerald Kennedy had fallen foul of the grassy knoll.

‘I don’t give a bugger,’ my mother groaned, as another contraction wracked her body and she begged for a Benson & Hedges.

I’ve always done things arse about and my birth was no exception. I was a breech delivery. Difficult too. Mum got septicaemia and almost died. She even recalls hearing the voices wavering through the ether, wondering whether to save her or the child. I must have heard them, because I left my mother’s body feet first and didn’t stop running. She would tell people I was her twenty-first birthday present. A box of chocolates and a jar of Pond’s face cream would have been a lot less trouble.

My father, Henry, was slouched at the front door of the hospital, dragging on a Rothmans when I was born. Those, of course, being the days when menfolk didn’t partake in the whole birth experience, it being deemed secret women’s business, like grocery shopping, or cleaning the toilet.

It was left to Sister Holden to come out to tell him: ‘You have a son.’ Then, ‘But we’ve got very bad news.’

My father thought the worst: ‘Has he got red hair?’

‘No, I don’t think so,’ spluttered Sister Holden. ‘It’s your wife ... she’s fine, but she won’t be able to have any more children.’

Relieved that mother and child were doing fine, my father rushed down the steps to tell his in-laws, Bob and Lucy, who were waiting in the carpark in his Austin A40. An accident-prone bloke, he stumbled and fell, tumbling down three flights and sprawling on the concrete below. Bob, who had seen his son-in-law’s fall from grace, ran over to see if he was okay. My father looked up, spat out a mouthful of blood and smiled grimly.

‘It’s a boy,’ he gasped, and passed out at Bob’s feet.

While I may have been taken directly from hospital to my grandparents’ home—Lamorna—and washed in the green enamel kitchen sink, I remember naught of it at all. Nor do I remember the booze-up they threw on my behalf but I have seen a grainy photograph, showing the table covered in bottles of Flag Ale. Raise a glass for the baby boy! Any excuse for a piss-up, that lot.

Bob looks a little worse for wear: even in black and white, you can tell that his nose is glowing like a tomato. If you look closely, the bottle in front of him is almost empty. It won’t be too long before he’ll ask Lucy to fetch him another from the fridge and she’ll call him a bloody old pisspot. Then they’ll have a barney and not speak for a couple of days. Halle-bloody-lujah! It had started already and I wasn’t even a week old.

What dominates the photograph is the fridge standing behind them all. It draws your eye straight to it. A gleaming white monolith, with a shiny handle, curved sides and that italic scroll across the door. Whenever the ancient Egyptians threw a party, they kept a skeleton in the corner to remind them of the brevity of life. We just had a Westinghouse full of grog.

We all lived there at Lamorna, our extended working-class family of uncles and aunts. We shouted at each other through fibro walls, and snored and farted on the louvered back verandah.

Remembering the photograph, I make a silent vow that I won’t be putting my kid—whether girl or boy—through the same kind of drunken bickering that passed for family conversation in my grandparents’ house. I never want my child to see me come home rolling drunk, piss on the lino and sing ‘Please release me’ to his mother.

But back to the caesarean ... Marianne’s caesarean ... Or, dare I say it, lest she read this and thump me ... Our caesarean. We had got the breakthrough we were looking for, two weeks earlier, when the final ultrasound revealed that the baby was in a breech position.

‘I’m sorry,’ the radiologist told us.

‘What does this mean?’ I asked him.

‘It’ll have to be a caesarean, I’m afraid.’

‘But I was a breech birth and I wasn’t a caesarean,’ I chipped in.

‘Times have changed. It’s standard procedure these days. But of course it will still be up to your doctor to decide.’

He looked quickly at Marianne’s chart. ‘You’re not due for a couple of weeks. The baby can still turn.’

‘Oh ... , ’ we said in unison, trying not to sound disappointed.

‘Do you want me to look at what sex the baby is?’

‘No thanks ... we’d like to be pleasantly surprised,’ Marianne replied.

‘I already know ... it’s a boy,’ I said confidently.

‘What makes you think that?’ the radiographer asked.

‘He thinks he’s had a vision,’ said Marianne, and I caught her rolling her eyes.

But, unable to resist, I glanced quickly at the ultrasound screen. ‘Hell, is that a donga?’ I pointed to the long, slender appendage protruding from the baby. ‘See, I told you it’s a boy. It’s huge! A chip off the old block, eh?’

‘In your dreams,’ said Marianne snidely.

‘It’s the umbilical cord,’ the radiographer said dryly (they have no sense of humour, these blokes). ‘Look, are you sure you don’t want to know the sex?’

‘We’re sure.’

When we left the clinic we gave each other a high five and skipped across the carpark, singing: ‘Breech baby, breech baby, there on the sand, from July to the end of September ...’

I know it’s hard to believe, but we can be quite immature sometimes.

‘You know what this means?’ I asked rhetorically.

‘Yep ... no more guilt.’

‘No more guilt,’ I agreed. ‘Let’s get a soy latte and a gluten-free raspberry friande to celebrate.’

The breech position had been just the excuse we had been looking for. It legitimised our caesarean, without having to offer any further explanation. Marianne’s real reason might have simply been that she just didn’t see the appeal in having her genitals torn apart—let’s face it, who does? Nor did she cherish the prospect of her arse falling out through her fanny when she turned fifty. Now she could simply tell people rude enough to ask (and believe me, there’s a lot of them) that there was a bona fide medical reason: the baby’s head was firmly wedged under her rib cage and only surgical intervention could remove it.

The thing is, Marianne wasn’t too posh to push; she just didn’t want to.

I go up to my parents’ house and break the news.

‘Oh, what a shame,’ my mother says, taking a sip of her tea.

‘Yes, it is, it really is a shame,’ I bullshit.

I’m watching a silvery white yacht sail past, just off my father’s jetty.

‘I hope Marianne still feels ... you know.’

I turn to her. ‘No, I don’t.’

‘Well, women are born to give birth,’ she says earnestly.

‘That’s funny, I’d always thought they were born to give men a hard time about the toilet seat.’

‘It’s just that ...’ Mum takes a bite of a Monte Carlo biscuit. ‘Well, I just hope she feels like a complete woman.’

This gets me riled. ‘You’re right. Maybe she’s turning into a bloke. I saw her reading a form guide and scratching her balls yesterday.’

‘Don’t be vulgar.’

‘Well, don’t be so bloody insensitive. Of course she feels like a woman. Stuff this, I’m going home.’

My mother is hurt. ‘Aren’t you finishing your cup of tea?’

‘No. A cup of tea doesn’t always make things right.’

‘It does, you know.’

I get up to leave. ‘Yes, it probably does, but I’m still going home, I’ve got things to do.’

‘What, for instance?’

‘I’m going home to scratch.’

‘How are your hives?’ she asks, cunningly aware that, like all hypochondriacs, I can’t resist talking about my health.

‘Bloody terrible.’ I lift up my shirt to show her.

‘Oh, I think they might be getting a little better,’ she says, trying her best not to grimace.

I know she’s lying, but that’s what mothers are for.

She moves closer and examines my chest. ‘Yes, they’re definitely fading.’

I pull my shirt back down. ‘Thanks, Mum.’

‘What for?’

I just smile. ‘How’s your health?’ I ask.

My mother had a heart attack four years ago, the result of almost half a century of smoking. She spent a week in hospital watching Robbie Williams DVDs and sharing a ward with a woman who was up on a manslaughter charge. The rather raunchy Robbie shaking his khyber made them both a little flushed in the face. It can’t have been good for their tickers.

‘Wouldn’t be dead for quids,’ she tells me. ‘I walked around the house twenty-two times this morning ... look.’

She shows me the calendar where she’s ticked off her laps. The calendar was a gift from the local chemist shop, where she spends so much money, the pharmacist has bought himself a new Audi and a set of Callaway golf clubs.

‘Instead of walking around and around the house and making yourself dizzy, why don’t you just go for one long walk up the street?’ I suggest.

My father looks up from his newspaper. ‘Leave ya mother alone. She’s doin’ okay.’

‘I’m just saying ...’

‘Yer always jus’ sayin’. Ya come up here and tell us how to do things with yer fancy yuppie ways—’ He slams the paper down.

‘Nothin’ yuppie or fancy about walking up the street,’ I protest.

‘Only you’d hafta do it in a two-hundred-dollar pair of fuckin’ Nikes!’

‘We’re doing all right,’ Mum says.

‘I just worry, that’s all.’

Mum takes the cup from in front of me. ‘Well, don’t. You’ve got a wife to worry about and soon you’ll have a baby. Worry about them instead.’

But I do worry about my parents. Constantly. They aren’t well, either of them. My father, who is sixty-six, used to smoke ninety fags a day. His chest used to rattle like two skeletons having a shag on a tin roof and—not in the least surprisingly—he had a heart attack a few years ago. They had to operate twice, after the first operation was a fizzer. Now he’s got more bypasses than a country town and he gets out of breath just walking to the fridge. Plus he’s got type 2 diabetes, but Mum continues to bake him sugary biscuits and cakes every day. What can you do? What can you do indeed? Just worry and pop Paxil.
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Our doctor—who is also Head of Obstetrics at Gosford Hospital—confirms what the radiologist has told us. Being in a breech position, the baby will be delivered by C-section. Brilliant.

He touches Marianne on the shoulder. ‘You’ll be okay, love,’ he says, in his wonderful Irish brogue.

‘I was born at this very same hospital back in 1963,’ I tell the doctor.

He smiles. ‘That a fact?’

‘Yep. I was born here and now my child will be born here.’ ‘This place must be pretty special to you, then?’ ‘Yeah, I guess it is. It was also the place my grandmother died. My entire family seems to start and end here.’

‘When Irish eyes are smilin’, sure ’tis like the morn in spring ...’ That’s Nanna. She’s shelling the peas for tea. Poppy has grown them in his garden. I’m sitting on the lino at her feet, and holding her floral apron. People don’t shell peas very often anymore. They don’t grow them either. They buy pre-shelled frozen ones from a supermarket. That’s if they eat them at all.

I’m jerked back to the present.

‘You’re a freelance journalist, aren’t you?’

I nod.

‘Well, if this is such a special place to you, why don’t you write a piece about how the state government has run public hospitals like this one into the bloody ground?’

‘Because nobody seems to give a shit. They keep voting for them,’ I tell him truthfully.

Marianne and I spend the next two weeks praying to the god of unborn infants that our child stays right where he, or she, is. No tumbles, no turns, no sudden moves.

We’re lying in bed one night and Marianne tells me the baby is kicking madly. I put my hand on her smooth warm belly. Boomp. I look closer and can make out a tiny foot, pressing against the skin. Then it disappears again.

‘Hey bozo ... you even think about doing a somersault and I’ll smack your arse ’til your nose bleeds.’

Marianne laughs. ‘You sound just like your father.’ Then she puts on her serious face. ‘What are we going to do about discipline?’ she asks.

‘I hadn’t really thought about it. The poor kid’s not even born yet and we’re talking about punishing him.’

‘Or her ...’

‘Yes, or her,’ I agree to keep the peace.

‘We have to discuss it eventually,’ she presses.

I know she won’t settle until she gets an answer. I mull it over for a moment, remembering all the beatings my own father dished out. Beatings is probably a little strong a word, although he did slam me into the wall in the living room once. The fibro remained tauntingly cracked until the house was sold. That’s the thing about fibro, it records every argument, every fist thrown in temper.

My grandmother didn’t make it any easier for me, or him. My father would get home, dog-tired from his labouring job at the sandstone quarry, and she would start on him.

‘The boy got up to some mischief today.’

‘What did he do?’ my father would ask.

‘Oh, I won’t say.’

‘What?’

‘I won’t say.’

Over the next hour, though, she’d let the information gradually filter out, by which time my father was ready to explode. And explode he did.

‘You little shit.’

Whack! Thump!

‘Leave him alone,’ my grandmother would yell, after causing all the bloody trouble in the first place.

My mother, who worked at a costume jewellery shop in the city, was usually not home by this stage, so I had no sympathetic maternal shoulder to cry on. If by chance she got home early, she was of little use, standing there screaming: ‘Don’t hit him around the head!’ Mum was petrified that a blow to the brain might leave me with an IQ like a rugby league player and cauliflower ears to match.

Not that I didn’t deserve it most of the time. I was a bastard of a kid; if my own child ends up anything like me, I’ll be selling him off for medical experiments.

I know all kids do bad things occasionally, that’s to be expected. It’s just that I took those bad things and ramped them up to the next level. Like the time I threw a handful of rocks at a bus, and the driver and his fifty-six elderly passengers were almost killed as the vehicle veered off the road into a clump of trees. I would have got away with it too, except the driver jumped from the bus and chased after me. I was the fastest runner in the district, so it wasn’t a case of him catching me. It’s just that I made the mistake of sprinting straight back to my house and so the driver saw where I lived. That’s a lesson I’ll teach my son: if you’ve done the wrong thing and very angry people are in pursuit, run like hell, but keep right away from home.

Even as a toddler I was a proper bastard. My mother would take me shopping in Gosford every Saturday morning. She was good to me, my mother, taking me to McLaughlin’s Bakery, where we’d sit at the gingham tables and eat butterfly cakes and horseshoes with pink icing, washed down with milky tea. What would I do to thank her? I’d stroll along the footpath and lift my leg at the nearest telegraph pole, hanging my little diddy from the leg of my powder blue shorts and piddling like a labrador ... just to embarrass her.

That kind of sheer wilfulness would test even the most pacifist of parents. My mother was distraught. She even bought me a book called Naughty Bunny, to try to teach me how sad I made her when I did the wrong thing. ‘See how the naughty bunny has made his mummy cry?’

My father—already a disempowered, angry working-class man—dealt with my unruliness the best way he knew how: he lashed out. In hindsight, it’s little wonder the poor bugger smoked like a volcano and occasionally erupted.

Still ... I can’t actually imagine thrashing my own offspring. I guess that’s easy to say, now: my buttons aren’t being pressed. Surely there have got to be smarter alternatives? Perhaps locking him in the cupboard beneath the sink, or withholding food and water? Or, if a more severe penalty is warranted, making him listen to a Billy Joel CD. Apparently it works for the CIA.

Marianne agrees with my assessment regarding the meting out of discipline, although she feels the Billy Joel CD might constitute a ‘cruel and unusual punishment’, especially if it includes a rendition of ‘Uptown Girl’ or ‘Innocent Man’. We concur that Fleetwood Mac or Enya would probably do less long-term damage, while still conveying the essential message that we aren’t happy campers.

So, lying there in our matrimonial bed, we decide that a light smack on the bottom, when required, will hardly result in a kid that thinks violence is acceptable. (Actually, Norwegian studies have shown the opposite: aggressive kiddies tend to come from homes where mum and dad let them get away with whatever they like. ‘You want to set fire to the curtains? Of course, sweet pea. Mummy will get you the matches.’) This raises the whole issue of under- or over-parenting. It’s a very fine line. Step off that line and you could end up with Charles Manson or worse ... a Scientologist.

Marianne and I once worked as domestic cleaners in the posh Sydney suburb of Mosman. We had the opportunity to clean a lot of houses where over-parented kids reigned supreme (lots of enormous rubber dildos in bedside tables, too, but that’s another book). One particular little bastard didn’t like to flush his turds away, so Mummy didn’t make him. ‘Leave those for the cleaners, Tarquin.’ Another kid, Juliian, was such a monster, he should be the poster boy for contraception. If there was a more indulged brat on the planet we’d like to meet him. Actually, we wouldn’t. Juliian was the kind of kid who would pull the wings off butterflies and his mother would probably run around with a net to catch them for him. His father, one of the most famous lawyers in Australia, would no doubt sue anybody who tried to stop little Juliian having his own way with insects. His father’s occupation is also the reason I have changed Juliian’s name. But you know who you are. Little bastard.

‘There’s corn growing for him.’ That’s Nanna again. She’s telling my mother this about me, because I’ve just broken into our neighbour’s chook house and stolen the eggs. Nanna is convinced there’s corn growing for any kids who are naughty. The naughty kids end up in The Boys’ Home, just up the mountain from where we live. Sometimes the boys escape and we find them in their khaki uniforms, hiding in the bush behind our house. Whenever I play up, Nanna tells me that’s where I’ll end up. In The Boys’ Home. I tell her I’ll escape and run back home. ‘There’s corn growing for that boy.’

Anyway, Juliian and Tarquin are definitely two of the names we won’t be calling our son, when my psychic vision proves reliable and he turns out a boy.

The whole naming issue has become a bone of contention between us. Marianne and I sit at the kitchen table every night, she with her pen and her baby name notebook, writing down ideas and crossing out others, while I scratch away at my hives and hope to Christ she doesn’t catch me.

Marianne likes Jasper or Archie but I prefer Henry, after my father. Marianne’s father, who died at just fifty-six, was christened Malcolm but neither us of wants to burden a son with such a moniker. Only butchers and suburban plumbers should be called Malcolm. Even her father hated his name and preferred to be called Tom. We like Tom but, unfortunately, so does everyone else.

‘How about Jesus?’ I say.

‘Don’t go on like an idiot. This is the old you coming out.’ (Marianne is convinced there’s an old me—who was a complete and utter fool—and a new renaissance-man-me. She never quite explains why she ever fell for the utter fool: perhaps she enjoyed the challenge?)

‘I’m actually serious,’ I say. I am, too.

‘So you want to lumber our kid with the name Jesus?’

I nod. ‘It was a good enough name for God.’

‘You’re bloody mad.’

‘The Spanish pronounce it Hesus.’

‘The baby won’t be Spanish.’

‘Neither was God,’ I reason.

‘Imagine him standing in the playground at the local primary school, and the teacher yelling out, “Jesus ... Jesus ... Pick that paper up!” The other kids would never let him live it down.’

‘They’d crucify him.’

‘Very clever,’ grants Marianne.

‘And he won’t be going to the local primary school, by the way.’

Of course, to placate Marianne, we’ve also been looking at potential girl names. Marianne likes Olivia, but I think it’s way too common. The last thing you’d want is to call your daughter in for dinner and ten little girls turn up. On the other hand, I don’t mind Ebony; Marianne likes it but thinks its sounds like someone who runs an erotic dance club. How she knows such things I have no idea and I don’t want to ask.

Then there’s Sophie and Sarah, nice but perhaps a little private-school-girl-daddy’s-a-banker-with-a-collection-of-navy-polo-shirts. Ditto Portia. Isabella is lovely but also very common, especially with people who drive Alfas, drink macchiatos and pretend to be from Milan. We both really like Lucy (after my grandmother). But Lucy Lacey does sound a tad like a Californian porn star with plastic breasts and a rather robust talent for fellatio.

We look like settling on Daisy. Not Daisy-Boo, which is what Jamie Oliver called his kid. Heaven forbid. Just plain and simple lovely little Daisy. Yes, I suppose it’s what you might call a storybook cow with a bell around her neck but it’s the best we can come up with so to hell with it. Anyway, it’s going to be a boy. I can feel it in my man waters.

One of the criteria we’ve been using to reject names is a system we’ve dubbed the Westfield Scenario, or WS for short. Whenever we arrive at a new name, we ask each other whether we can imagine a fat mother in an olive-green polyester tracksuit bellowing it to her offspring across a Westfield food court. ‘Jaydyn ... get your arse over here and eat your McHappy Meal.’ Or: ‘Haydyn, leave your brothers, Baydyn and Kaydyn, alone, or I’ll tell their fathers.’

We don’t mean to sound snobby, honestly we don’t. We just don’t like fat, poor, uneducated people who flatten their vowels, largely because they remind us of our family and more than just a little of ourselves.

All jokes aside, the area where we live, where we’ve chosen to raise our precious child, has one of the state’s highest rates of obesity, one of the lowest median incomes, and one of the lowest rates of education. If that’s not bad enough, it also has one of the highest rates of domestic violence. This suggests that the people are so damn angry about being fat, poor and stupid that they beat each other up about it. Sad, really.

On the other hand, any fat, poor, uneducated people who want to buy this book and contribute to my super fund are okay by me, even if they’ve got a kid named Breeanna and own a jet ski and a V8 Commodore.

Our prejudice is quite egalitarian. In choosing a name, we also utilise the Ski Village Scenario (or SVS), where we imagine a family unloading their huge black BMW four-wheel drive at their ski chalet. The mother, Kristina, is decked out in a pink, fur-lined ski suit by Christian Dior, standing beside her husband, Rod, a property developer with a penchant for chunky gold chains and secretaries named Lysa.

‘Sebastian ... Jack!’ Kristina calls to her sons. ‘Can you please fetch Mummy’s Louis Vuitton bag.’ (The handbag is, of course, a vinyl fake, which Rod has picked up from a market in Shanghai as a guilt offering for banging Chinese hookers.)

You see? We really don’t like anybody terribly much, which makes it hard to pick a name. But it certainly won’t be Sebastian, Jack, Kristina, Rod, or Lysa.
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