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in the sometimes-painful process I have taken strength from, and
would like to acknowledge, certain people:

Wife: Your hair looks lovely.
Pieter: Believe it or not this started with you.
Jack: A posthumous thanks for helping me reflect on my humanity.
Keryn: Fellow traveller. Remember the Alamo.
Angus & Anastasia: Each time I look at you I, very briefly, believe
in miracles. Thank you.

Published in 2012 by Umuzi
an imprint of Random House Struik (Pty) Ltd
Company Reg No. 1966/003153/07
First Floor, Wembley Square, Solan Road, Cape Town, 8001, South Africa
PO Box 1144, Cape Town, 8000, South Africa
umuzi@randomstruik.co.za
www.randomstruik.co.za

© 2012 Bruce Clark

All rights reserved.
No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, mechanical or
electronic, including photocopying and recording, or be stored in any information storage or retrieval
system, without written permission from the publisher.

First edition, first printing 2012
9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

ISBN 978-1-4152-0170-1 (Print)
ISBN 978-1-4152-0464-1 (ePub)
ISBN 978-1-4152-0465-8 (PDF)

Cover design by publicide
Cover photograph from Gallo Images/Getty Images
Text design by Nazli Jacobs
Set in ITC Veljovic

mailto:umuzi@randomstruik.co.za
http://www.randomstruik.co.za/


Contents

One
Two
Three
Four
Five
Six
Seven
Eight
Nine
Ten
Eleven
Twelve
Thirteen
Fourteen
Fifteen
Sixteen
Seventeen
Eighteen
Nineteen
Twenty
Twenty-one
Twenty-two
Twenty-three
Twenty-four



Twenty-five



One

THE CLOCK IS TICKING.
You have fifteen years.
If you’re very lucky.



Two

This book is not about self-pity. Nor, in a country brimming with angry
people, is it about anger. Well, all right, there is some residual anger, a
lingering whiff like the smell of a drying carpet. But where once great big
cancerous mountains of seething rage were my defining characteristic, there
is now something else – although I’m not sure what. Is it regret?
Resignation? I don’t know. I do know, though, that I am no longer Mr
Angry.

I wish Mother were still alive so I could tell her that my test results were
back; the anger we all feared was malignant is in fact benign. She would
reply with something profane and quick-witted, something slightly
derogatory and most certainly at the expense of the medical profession. Her
scathing remark would, no doubt, make me laugh; we would face off yet
again – two hot-tempered, blue-eyed red-heads – but this time exchanging
friendly fire.

I wish this book were something dramatic, something sweeping,
something Homeric; I wish I were describing my odyssey in a way to have
people talking for hundreds of years. It already has all the ingredients for a
poor man’s version: hours of philosophical musing over the rails of a ship,
endless travel from someplace to someplace, lots of fighting, eventual
peace, even a few albatrosses. I wish I were writing something kick-ass just
to prove that I can or, rather, just to prove to myself that I am more than
what I have turned out to be: an underachieving and talentless man. It
would be so immensely satisfying to be able to point to my dramatic,
sweeping, epic, kick-ass book and say to the world, ‘Look! See? I really
was more than just the sum of my parts.’

But I’m afraid there is nothing sweeping or Homeric about this – it is
not that type of book. It’s just a book about a stay-at-home father, a middle-
aged, once-angry white male, who couldn’t keep a job, so was forced to
raise his children instead. The father in question is me. It’s a book about
parenting written by the world’s most unsuitable parent. It’s a book about
how not to raise children; it’s the anti-manual for responsible parents.



Being a stay-at-home dad is a simple job that is surprisingly difficult.
For a long time I was touchy about it – particularly the word ‘only’.

‘What do you mean I’m “only” a stay-at-home dad? Have you ever tried
it? Have you any idea how much of yourself you need to give? Not just for
an hour in the evenings, or a few hours after golf each weekend; not just
when you feel like it – when you’re in the parenting “mood”. I mean all
day, every day. Do you know what it’s like to pour your energy into
something that will respond with shit and tears? My daughter doesn’t try to
hide the fact that she hates me. I walk into the room with a smile plastered
on my face and she climbs up the wall to get away from me. Have you any
idea how hard it is to be kind and gentle in the face of such open hostility?’

I wage a never-ending battle with relevance; I clinch no deals, make no
important calls, fly on no business trips, slay no dragons – nor win any
bread. I don’t get to strut about in any alpha-male manner. Where once I
thought of myself as somehow important, I now know I am not required for
the world to spin; this fact depresses me so much that I have to wrench
myself back from falling into deep despair. The stimulation that I felt from
being employed – in my case, writing computer code – has gone. I cannot
remember ever being useful to anyone, or for anything. Instead of job
satisfaction, all I feel is . . . tired. A lot of tired and more than a little of
bored.

I’m becoming acquainted with fear. There are things that scare me now
that never crossed my mind when I was a single, childless person. I was
unaware of the dangers of the world. I negotiated traffic, ladders, deep
water, rat poison, electrical sockets, power tools and sharp objects without a
second thought. I’m even afraid of words now. Perhaps the two that instil
the most terror are ‘single parent’. I cannot imagine doing this job on my
own. A consequence of this is that I follow my wife like a bloodhound as I
watch over her health.

‘When did you last have a pap smear?’
‘About six months ago. I’m due for another one.’
‘Well, make an appointment. When did you last have a mammogram?’
‘A while ago.’
‘Well, make an appointment. What about the dentist? How are your

teeth?’
‘Babe! Stop it!’
‘Sorry – and what about the doctor? When was your last medical?’



When Christine is lying in the bath with her eyes closed, I pry open one
eyelid with my thumb and peer into her face. ‘How are you feeling? All
good?’

‘Babe!’
I plan my day around my children’s lives. Ballet or gymnastics get to

determine how much time I have to myself. I jealously guard my tiny
amount of ‘me’ time yet, when I get some, I dither. What can I do with an
hour here and an hour there? Should I follow in my mother’s footsteps and
do something altruistic? Should I launch an impossibly late attempt at a
new career? Should I write a book? Should I take a nap? I do nothing.
Tomorrow it will be different; tomorrow, or perhaps as early as next week, I
will reinvent myself.

The years of unemployment have taken their toll. My self-esteem is too
weak to defend itself; I feel as if I have a slow leak and must periodically
self-inflate. While waiting at schools at pick-up time I yearn to have a
slightly different conversation from the one I usually have.

‘I see you are always fetching your children; what do you do for a
living?’ an arbitrary mother usually asks.

‘I’m a stay-at-home dad – I look after our children,’ I reply. The words
‘I’m a fighter pilot and a chemical engineer and a speleologist and a chef
and a fast marathon runner and a surgeon and a symphony conductor and
I’m on my fifth novel and I juggle sharp knives’ remain imagined – and
unsaid.

‘Oh, how nice,’ she will answer, ‘how refreshing; your children are so
lucky. And where’s your wife – what does your wife do?’

‘She’s at work. She’s a banker. She’s making the bacon.’
‘Lovely. How divine!’
‘My life is simply divine, Babe. It’s just divine,’ I later relay to

Christine.

I spend too much time dwelling on what it means to be a parent and I fight a
creeping melancholy by reassuring myself that I have the most important
job in the world. Nobody, but nobody, can do what you’re doing, I tell
myself. At some point in the future, a person with more influence will come
along but, at this current time, in this current place, your presence and
especially your involvement are the most important things in my children’s
lives. Suck it up and stop your whining. You’re wasting valuable time with



this melancholy bullshit; stop thinking this is about you. It’s not; it’s about
them.

Despite not having a ‘job’ to ‘do’, I’m constantly busy. Large chunks of
the day – and then weeks – and then months – slip past, setting off a mild
panic. I am worried that, when I arrive home one day, struggling with a
heavy bag of dog food in one hand and multiple grocery bags in the other, I
will stumble through the kitchen door and discover that, while I was out
performing chores, I got old. I fight the melancholy and deliberately turn
away from destructive introspection so that I may be theatrically animated
for my children and in order to tickle them with gusto. To amuse my
children, and to convince myself that I have a personality, I roar, quack,
buzz and hiss. I ask what eighteen plus eighteen is – ‘Come on, Angus, it
will end in a six’ – and how many sides on a triangle. Several times a day I
stop one of them and say, ‘Have you heard this one? A horse walks into a
bar and the barman says, “Why such a long face?”’ I giggle hysterically to
myself when they roll their eyes or shake their heads at each other. I correct
speech: ‘It’s not ogre lessons, Anastasia, it’s yoga lessons.’ ‘You cannot
milk a goldfish, Angus.’

I answer endless questions.
‘What’s a pede, Dad?’
‘A paed? It stands for “paediatrician”. It’s a doctor who works with

babies. There was a paed in the room when both of you were born. Where
did you hear of a paed?’

‘Stampede.’
‘Oh, that type of pede. It’s a panicked rush of people or animals. There

was a stampede in The Lion King when Mufasa got run over by all those
wildebeest. A stampede is when a lot of postmen rush at the same postbox.’

‘What’s a civil war, Dad?’
‘It’s a war for polite soldiers. They’re not allowed to kill anybody

during lunch-time or at tea.’
We build Lego together and assemble puzzles. When the excitement is

over, and they’re bored with me, I return to my brooding.
What, I ask myself, does it mean to be male – to be masculine? Are

there some vital ingredients I am missing? Does looking after my children
while my wife earns the income make me any less of a man? Is manliness
just a state of mind? To be taken seriously, should I learn to cage fight? Or
should I just accept and embrace the fact that those stereotypes have long



gone? Or maybe they haven’t. Should I join a men’s group and go away for
the weekend to find myself? We can strip off our bearskins and relax as
metrosexuals. We can all sit around a fire and beat a drum. I can sit with
other men named River, Phoenix and Moon and eat tofu while we come to
terms with who we are; we can stare at our artificial leather shoes and wish
that we were Zog, Zag and Yog coming back from the hunt.

I have the required chromosomes so, yes, technically, I am male. But
besides my ‘winkie’ and the ‘marble in my throat’, as Anastasia calls them,
what is it that makes me male? When my children walk out of their
classrooms and spot me – the lone male – standing amongst women, what
do they see? Am I Mom? Is Mom – driving off to work each morning –
Dad? Already Angus has asked me what I do while he’s at school; already
Anastasia has said to a friend, ‘Daddy doesn’t go to work.’

Is this going to embarrass my children one day? If it does embarrass
them, I’m embarrassed to be embarrassing them already. In my mind I can
already hear, ‘You can drop me off here, Dad, I will walk the rest of the
way.’

I have a routine with my son. When he walks out of his class, I grab
him, pick him up and tickle him until he says the password. Naturally I
keep changing the password without telling him. I tickle him until he’s
shrieking and then whisper in his ear the new password, which he
breathlessly repeats back to me. I continue tickling him and say, ‘What?
Speak up. I can’t hear you.’

We are a lone island of movement and noise amongst the feminine hugs
and motherly kisses. How long will I be able to indulge myself? How long
before a slight tension in his body, and a glance to see who’s watching him,
tell me, say to me loud and clear, That’s enough, you’re embarrassing me;
pitiless time converting our tickles into handshakes.

I brood about being white. Have I, by being alive in this time and place,
already cursed my children? Are their pale complexions going to haunt
them? Should I be gathering up my family and flying away to some far-off
place ‘for the sake of the children’? Must I accept that my wish to live out
my time here is no longer important? Is it the final act of my life to live in
an unloved pink colony somewhere in order for my children to mature in
safety? If I do have to leave, will it help my sadness to take a long
stepladder and carve out a piece of the African sun to keep alongside my
photos of elephants? My two beautiful and innocent children – what of



them? Are they going to be able to thrive here? Can I put my hand on my
heart and convince them that they are limited only by their dreams? If my
son – or my daughter, for that matter – decides to sit on my knee one day
and boldly proclaim, ‘Dad, I want to be president,’ what will I say? Does
the American Dream need to remain in America? Do I whisper in his or her
ear, ‘That’s great, but it’s not going to happen.’ Do I keep quiet? Is silence a
lie? If we stay, will their restricted diet of liberation stories and second-hand
guilt result in undernourished citizens?

I have no answers to the never-ending questions. The world is too
complicated for me; I try to break things down to their core components. It
goes like this: I am unemployed and, owing partly to an education problem,
partly to a pigmentation one, unemployable. Unless something in my life
occurs to change things, my only job will be to raise our children. I want
our children to be safe and happy, to be well educated and to reach their full
potential. Crucial to their growth is an understanding of the laws of
consequence – that ‘why’ is as relevant as ‘what’. That, in a nutshell, is my
purpose. Teaching my children the laws of consequence, the principles of
karma, that ye reap what ye sow. But how am I going to do that? It’s not as
if I graduated parent cum laude; I have no well of wisdom in which to dip.
If I am honest with myself, I have lived my life somewhere in the range
between ‘failure’ and ‘average’. What makes me think I can suddenly
become an exceptional parent? What makes me think I can nudge my
children higher up the bell curve than the foot slopes on which I’ve marked
so much time? I spend too much confidence-eroding time thinking of ways
to make my uninspiring life inspirational – ways to make my children proud
of me.

It is often said that children do not arrive with a manual; that parenting
is a do-your-best, hope-for-the-best, please-let-my-childbe-normal thumb-
suck. Yes and no; I disagree about the manual. If you know where to look
there are numerous books on what, but especially on what not, to do when
raising children. These books are tricky to find and trickier to read; often
the instructions are written in the space between the words. It goes without
saying that these books are not neatly filed in the ‘How to Raise Children’
section of your local book shop. Instead, they will be scattered amongst
other books, some hiding in the most unlikely of places. You will find a
concentration of these manuals hidden in biographies and autobiographies,
but you will also find a few in Religion, Politics and even Fiction. These



books do not have an index; you will not be able to find a ‘T’ for
‘Toothache’, ‘S’ for ‘Sex before marriage’, ‘D’ for ‘drug addiction’ or ‘M’
for ‘Masturbation’. They’re not that type of book. If you are simply looking
for a book to assist you when your child has a broken toe, stand in front of
the Health Section, close your eyes, and say ‘eeny, meeny, miny, moe’ and
point at a random book. It will be sufficient – and you will be fine. You will
be informed that you should apply the RICE principle or advised to take
your child to the doctor; the instructions will be straightforward. Bones
heal, hair grows, lice die and snot dries; the bowel movement that you’re
peering for will arrive eventually. As much as your children try – with
considerable effort – to dismantle themselves, their bodies will, in most
cases, know what to do; their small bodies are immeasurably stronger than
their sensitive little minds.

But that’s not where the difficulty lies, nor where you may require help.
You need help of a different sort: you need help with the laws of
consequence. You need a book that states clearly, on page one, ‘The clock is
ticking.’ It is the first thing that every parent should see. The words should
be rubber-stamped on your infant’s forehead the very moment he or she is
born. You’ve got ten years – maybe fifteen – and only that. On some
arbitrary day – which will arrive a lot earlier than you think – it will
astonish you to know that your influence has gone. While you were out
doing something you thought was important, Elvis left the building. Yes,
you might still be doing the school run together and, yes, your opportunities
to interact will seem limitless, but the tectonic plates will have shifted. Your
child’s personality will be hard-wired. The little person who was once pliant
is no more. In his or her place is a unique human being who may look like
your child, but has his or her own unchangeable views. The structure is
built. The floors, walls, and roof are in place. All that remains is the choice
of curtains.

And just who will that person occupying your child’s body be? It’s up to
you; it’s entirely in your hands. Bringing up children will be the most
selfless thing you ever do – if you do it right. If you don’t, if you leave
things to chance, if you’re too busy, if you are not respectful of the word
‘promise’, it will be the most selfish. Your efforts will either pave the way
for your child, and reward future society a thousandfold, or consign your
child to a life of bad options. It’s easy to fix a bellyache but how do you fix
bigotry? How do you fix things that require a time capsule to fix them?



What can be done about yesterday? What can you do when your child
exhibits behaviour of which you’re most likely the cause? When your child
is truly, deeply, profoundly lost, what are you going to do? Having children
is easy; bringing them up is not. Where are the manuals for that?

One such manual is right here – hidden inside the words of this anti-
manual. It will self-destruct once it has been read by the two people for
whom it was written. It is my gift to them and, with no money of my own,
is all I can afford. I wish I could buy them each a unicorn with a perfectly
plaited tail; I wish I could buy Anastasia real fairy wings; I wish I could buy
Angus a spaceship to transport him to his dreams; I wish I could buy them a
long life and loyal friends; I wish I could buy them courage for their
convictions; I wish I could buy them immunity from seeing me fall apart, to
spare them the eventual conversation of ‘What are we going to do about
Dad?’ I wish I could buy Angus protection for his sensitive little heart until
it grows a few scales; I wish I could buy Anastasia a world without glass
ceilings. I wish I could send out a broadcast to the whole world: ‘Dear
World, these are my beautiful little children. Please treat them kindly.
Anastasia likes her toast warm and with the crusts removed; Angus likes to
be hugged and to whistle.’ I wish I could do more than helplessly pass the
invoices to Christine.

All I can give them are my time, my love, and these carefully chosen
words. For the next ten years or so these words can sit on the shelf and
gather dust while we – our small family – pick our way carefully in search
of solid footing and then, just as the last of my influence wanes, and as the
tickles are changing to handshakes, or bedroom doors are permanently
closed, I’m going to hand over this manual. I will ask them to read it very
carefully because, using my own life as an example, it charts out the
hazards coming their way. I will point out how easy it is to move through
life backwards, embracing anger and shunning joy; I will remind them that
it’s just a hop, skip and a heartbreak and, before they know it, they will be
holding a bundle of life in their hands and wondering what to do. I sincerely
hope they will read, think – and forgive.

This book is not at all about self-pity or anger. It’s a book about love.



Three

As with many men before me, the point of no return was reached with two
simple words.

‘I’m late.’
When a certain person waits for a certain time and tells you in a certain

way that she’s late, everything changes. Life is different from that moment
on. A man’s belief system is compressed into a moment, and what he says
or does next sums him up for the person he is. Is he a fraud? Is he Mr
Paternity – the How-do-I-know-it’s-mine-type person? Is he the man having
the affair, the man whose wife does not understand him, the man whose
Internet dating name is Piston Rod, the I-know-a-person-who-knows-a-
person-who-knows-a-doctorwho-can-take-care-of-things-type person? Is he
Mr Solid Citizen – the man who sees his partner’s beauty in every sag and
every wrinkle, who can think of nothing better than raising a baby? Is he Mr
Cad – who promises he will ‘call you tomorrow’ but never does? Is he
genuinely pleased – or is that a forced smile? Is he going to stay – or is he
going to run?

It’s different for women. When a woman finds out that she is pregnant,
it’s she who’s pregnant – not you; it’s her body that is going to change – not
yours. When she discovers she’s pregnant it’s not mere news, it’s an
awakening. It’s the beginning of a lifelong and unbreakable bond with her
child. When a woman tells another woman she’s pregnant, they are not
imparting and receiving facts so much as sharing an empathetic
understanding. Women feel and hear the pulse of life that we men – living
in a parallel universe a million emotional miles away – only get snatches of.
Women are like whales communicating with each other over vast distances
at a frequency we men can’t hear. Their monthly tidal system ebbs and
flows, accepting or rejecting their finite eggs, setting a rhythm for the
future.

Or something like that – I don’t really understand them.
For us men it’s more abstract. A renewable bullet – one of our millions

– has hit its target. Slap a back and have a beer. We can do it at ten years of



age or a hundred; our hearts will give out before our sperm. What biological
clock? That’s not ours – it’s theirs, and it’s annoying, and the ticking is
putting us off our golf swing. If we eventually get the urge to sire, but
discover that our partner’s clock has stopped while we’ve being playing
golf, there is always the sweet young thing down in the typing pool. No
worries. We can get around to having children if, and when, we want to.

Or something like that – I don’t really understand us.
I was Mr Stunned. It was just too easy. We had no right to expect instant

success; we had no right to expect any success. Christine had been on birth-
control pills for all of her adult life, only stopping six weeks earlier. She
was thirty-eight and in only her second natural menstrual cycle since she
had started birth-control measures twenty years earlier. Her work stress was
compounded by the additional stress of my unemployment – and likely
future unemployment. If she was stressed, I was even more stressed. I was
forty-eight and, from a career aspect, at a dead end. I was too old, too male
and – ‘We want our employees to represent the diversity of our country’ –
too white. My frustrations with my life gathered steam and I raged to
myself in private, ‘Stop wasting my fucking time! If you have no intention
of hiring me because I’m white, then just say so up front. Stop bullshitting
me! Stop getting my hopes up!’

I was an emotional mess. I was being supported by my wife, failing
completely as the traditional hunter-gatherer, with my reservoir of
masculinity and virility seemingly empty. It seemed that all around us,
childless couples were desperate to conceive, some bankrupting themselves
by pursuing endless in-vitro treatments, while others resigned themselves to
a lifetime of quiet longing and tables for two, of giving other people’s
children expensive gifts and wistful smiles. Friends of ours had just
undergone a lengthy and expensive regime of cubicles, doctors, sample
bottles and wanker’s cramp. I recall laughing as they explained how, in
order to accommodate their biological clock, they needed to have sex in the
middle of an argument.

I had reconciled myself to the fact that I might never have children. For
a long period – when I was young and angry – I was vehemently opposed to
having children. My opposition was phrased in a whowants-another-mouth-
to-feed dismissiveness. I had developed cast-iron opinions on the subject
and, once, in a conversation with Mother, stated that I would rather get a
dog. My opinion had mellowed in the intervening years but there was still



no explicit desire to have children of my own. When Christine and I
decided to stop birth-control measures, it was more of a gesture of mutual
commitment than an attempt to have a child. If so many younger, healthier
couples were failing to conceive, why should we? We were too old and too
stressed. In the very unlikely event of it happening, we would deal with it
then. That moment appeared to have arrived.

‘You’re late?’
A nod.
‘You’re late, like in pregnant late?’
A nod.
‘You’re joking. You came off the pill five minutes ago and you’re

already pregnant? Colin has been coaxing his weak Woody Allen swimmers
into a bottle for months by looking at porno magazines, yet I get you
pregnant by saying “Please pass the salt”?’

‘Well, I didn’t say I was pregnant. I said I was late. I still need to get a
home pregnancy test to check. But my periods are always on time. I think
I’m pregnant; I’m sure I am. I feel different already.’

‘Am I a man’s man or what?’
The following day my fate arrived in a brown-paper packet. Christine

dipped the stick in her urine, left it on the shelf in the toilet, and walked out
to talk to me in order to give the chemicals the required time to react. My
patience lasted a few seconds, then I walked into the toilet and picked up
the stick. As I stared at it, the lines appeared. I switched my attention from
the stick in one hand to the instructions in the other. Were the lines saying
the test was negative or positive? Did that mean ‘you’re pregnant’ or
‘you’re not pregnant’?

Christine was not allowing herself to be confused. ‘That’s it. I’m
pregnant. I had better phone the gynae tomorrow.’

‘Oh, yes,’ said the receptionist the next day, ‘if the pregnancy test says
you’re pregnant, then you’re pregnant. They’re very reliable. We had better
make a series of appointments.’

I needed to come to terms with being a father but I had not yet come to
terms with being a husband. The marriage proposal had been offered only a
few weeks earlier and it had not come easily. I was well into my forties and
had never been married. Those who knew me from the early days had their
own theories. The ones who remembered the timid, scared teenager



standing at his grandmother’s side while she watered the garden – they
knew; the ones who recalled me baking scones and stroking the cat – they
were convinced of my ‘problem’. I had lost count of the number of times
people thought they knew why I was not married.

‘You’re gay. Admit it – you’re gay.’
‘Oh, for fuck’s sake – not another one. You’ve caught me out and I

thought I was being so careful. What gave me away? Did I say “fabulous”
once too often? Is it my shoes?’

Others who knew me from a different period had another theory:
‘You’re afraid of commitment. You’re a typical male. You’re just too
terrified to settle down and commit to one person.’

‘Rubbish! I just haven’t met the right person yet. When I do, I will.’
‘Quite. And when will that be? When you’re fifty? Sixty? Seventy? One

hundred and seventy-three?’
I must admit they had a good point. With an average lifespan of five

years, all my relationships had been either long-term or very long-term.
Each one dragged on way past its sell-by date, proving that, in addition to
all my other faults, I was a coward. I did propose once. In the middle of a
break-up, and sensing future loneliness, I meekly offered up a proposal and
was answered with a resounding and furious ‘NO!’, making my shame and
humiliation complete.

The truth is that on marital matters I was a born-and-bred cynic. When
my mother, already at the acrimonious end of a fourth marriage, suggested
to me that I settle down, marry, and have children, my response was, ‘Like
your marriage? Which one?’

Marriages and families were temporary and tempestuous. Show me a
marriage and I would show you one that had not started to fail yet.
Marriages failed – it was inevitable. Personal experience convinced me that
the marital glass was always half empty, never half full. If there was
something that symbolised marriage perfectly, it was the revolving door.

I had an epiphany sitting on the pavement one night, waiting for a tow truck
to arrive. As I’d turned a corner, the car I was driving lurched to the left and
the front section visibly sagged. I stopped, peered under the car, and was
surprised to see that the front axle had broken. There was no way the car
could be driven so I phoned the towing company to ask them to pick it up. I



then phoned Christine to pick me up. I had nothing else to do except sit on
the pavement and wait.

Of all the things in the universe to think about, I started thinking about
me. I thought about how I was starting to fall into the same old pattern and
make the same old mistakes. Christine and I had lived together for a few
years and our relationship had reached that stagnant point of unspoken
danger. The best and worst of each other had been witnessed; there were no
more pleasant surprises, just dinners, movies and long silences. The silence
becomes more strained as the woman hears the ticking of her biological
clock. The man, on the other hand, hears the echo of ‘for the rest of your
life-life-life-life’ as it booms through his head. There was no question that
our relationship was entering dangerous territory; there was no question that
the bonds were getting weaker.

My thoughts then turned to Christine – a beautiful, funny and kind
woman, my lover, my friend. I thought about how she accepted me for who
I was and, for a brief moment, my convoluted life made perfect sense. I felt
absolute certainty as I waited for her to arrive. When she parked her car and
walked up to me, my shyness mangled my words. ‘So then, will you marry
me?’ I said.

‘Are you serious? Yes.’
I’ve always thought that the decision to get married carries much more

weight than the actual words spoken at the ceremony. The fight over the
word ‘obey’ is something I have no interest in, nor energy for. In my
opinion, seating arrangements, guest lists and seafood cocktails have
nothing to do with a marriage. Some may value the logistics of it but I
don’t. Whether you say ‘I do’ or ‘I shall’ or ‘I will’, whether you recite a
poem or chant a pledge, whether you arrive at the altar on a horse or jump
out of a plane, whether the bride wears a veil, or a gas mask, or a sack, or a
designer dress, whether you feel you’re in the presence of God or Buddha
or Allah – it makes no difference to me. At some significant point – if you
live with the luxury of free will – you need to decide to get married. The
decision is for you; the ceremony is for others.

With the decision made we drove home ‘married’ and Christine threw
her birth-control pills away.

‘You thought I was never going to propose, didn’t you? Where there’s a
will there’s a way, a stitch in time saves nine, every cloud has a silver
lining, cometh the hour, cometh the man.’



‘No, Babe. Cometh the man on the hour.’
The next morning we went to the flea market and bought cheap silver

rings which we started wearing immediately. That afternoon I phoned the
minister – a good friend – who I hoped would perform the formal service
for us. ‘Hi, Alan. Christine and I are getting married. We would like it if
you performed the service for us.’

‘Umm . . . congratulations. When?’
‘Now.’
‘I can do it in two weeks – or I can do it much later.’
‘Done. We’ll take option one. Thanks. Thanks very much.’
‘You will need to come and see me beforehand for an interview,

though.’
‘Why?’
‘Because that’s how it works.’
The meeting with the minister was brief. An hour was set aside but it

lasted five minutes. It was supposed to be the time when the minister
explains the responsibility of marriage and commitment to the prospective
couple. It’s meant to be a wake-up call for those couples blinded by the
occasion, or fooled by love. The message is clear: marriage takes hard work
– and lots of it. The couple are supposed to speak and give a believable
account of why they want to get married and what they expect from it.

‘I expect a hot meal every night and a lot of kinky sex.’
‘Who doesn’t? You’ll be fine,’ he laughed. ‘Get out of here.’
Two weeks later we were formally married. Besides the two of us, there

were five people present. It amused Alan to see that, when he asked for the
rings, we were already wearing them. Two months after getting married,
and two and a half months after sitting on the pavement and wondering
about my life, I was hearing the words, ‘I’m late.’

With my less-than-impeccable parenting credentials I now had to
nurture and teach. ‘Do as I say and not as I do’ would only take me so far
and, in any case, my children deserved better from me.



Four

The morning after the pregnancy was confirmed we woke up feeling
slightly bewildered.

‘I had a such a strange dream last night. I dreamed that we married and
that you immediately fell pregnant.’

‘What a coincidence. I dreamed that too.’
I could not decide whether I felt happy or trapped. I definitely felt

thrilled at being a parent – that much was genuine – but was I feeling
nostalgic for the way things had been? Not quite – but something similar. I
wanted to run back into my old life to embrace it briefly before saying
goodbye on my terms. Our lives felt so natural together with just the two of
us. I tried to imagine life with a third – helpless – person. Of the millions of
couples that have been in this position, were they all one hundred per cent
certain? Was I wrong to feel uncertain about my place? I didn’t want to lose
my place in the relationship, but felt as if I had slipped down the food chain
overnight. Looking around the bedroom I sensed change. I half expected the
symbols of our current life, such as a sheer black G-string still lying next to
the bath, to change into nappies.

We tried out ‘Mom’ and ‘Dad’ on each other but quickly grew tired of
it.

‘Let’s make a pact right now,’ I said. ‘The words mom, dad, mommy or
daddy will be reserved for when we are talking to our child. We will never
use them when talking to each other. When adults talk to each other as if
they’re babies it drives me up the wall. If you ever call me “Daddy” I’m
running away from home.’

In a previous and distant conversation, when talking about children’s
names, we had sort of agreed on Angus. It popped out of my mouth as if it
wanted to be said.

‘Hey, I like it,’ said Christine. ‘It’s a strong, simple name. But it needs
to be balanced with a longer second name. I like Benjamin.’

‘Angus Benjamin Clark. Sounds good. ABC. When he’s sorted
alphabetically, he will be first on the list. There will be no waiting in



queues. He will thank us later.’
‘But what if it’s a girl?’
‘We can call her Angus Benjamin too. I don’t know. There are no girls’

names in my head that want to be said.’
‘Well, start thinking. I feel as if we’re going to have a girl.’
‘Boy.’
‘Girl.’

Christine asked me whether I wanted to go to the series of gynaecological
appointments with her.

‘Go with? Of course I want to go with – what do you think? This is my
baby too. I want to go to all the appointments with you. I will give up wine
and sushi with you. I will eat raw liver with you. I will do everything with
you. Well, most things – or at least some things. What I won’t do is wear
that sling.’

‘What sling?’
‘That sling that men – the sensitive types – wear to simulate pregnancy.

You can pump up the breasts and add weight to the stomach to keep up with
your wife. You get to experience backache together; you get to share the
discomfort together.’

‘Oh, those slings. Yes, I’ve heard about those. So you don’t want to
wear one of those?’

‘Hell, no. I don’t want to share your discomfort. I want you to have all
the discomfort. I had to work very hard for a few seconds to get you
pregnant. I think it’s only fair that you do your bit too. When is the gender
noticeable? When do we confirm we’re having a son?’

‘At about three months. We confirm we’re having a daughter at about
three months.’

Once the first scan had been done, and the foetus had planted roots, we
spread the word. Christine’s friends and family were ecstatic. My friends
were unconvinced. ‘You’re still gay,’ they brayed, ‘just admit it. You’re not
the first gay man to get married and have children just to prove he’s
straight.’

‘Oh, fuck off.’
I learned quickly that gynaecologists work in relative time and so do

their patients. Early in her pregnancy, when a woman is still bounding up
the stairs to the doctor’s rooms, the extended delay in the waiting room is



cause for severe annoyance. She has things to do and a life to live; she sits
in the waiting room pointedly looking at her watch and walks over to the
desk every few minutes to ask if there is a problem. ‘I had an appointment,
you know. Where is the doctor?’ She will be told that the doctor is
performing an emergency Caesarean and to please be patient. Towards the
end of pregnancy, when everything happens in painful slow motion, she sits
patiently, just grateful to be examined and needing to be reassured. In
labour itself, through the tears and pain, if she could think at all about the
women down the corridor tapping their feet and looking at their watches, it
would be, ‘I don’t care – you can spend the rest of your life there. I need the
doctor and I need him now!’

The pregnancy-themed literature began arriving in bulk. Whenever
Christine walked in the door, there was a new magazine in her hands.
Beaming mothers with smiling one-toothed babies encroached on shelf
space; the Vanity Fairs and sporting magazines inched their way lower
down the stacks and out of sight. We read What to Expect When You’re
Expecting from cover to cover and then reread random sections to each
other in bed.

‘Is there a What to Expect When Your Wife’s Expecting?’ I asked.
From within every magazine, or book, the message to me was clear: my

partner’s body was going to undergo some significant changes; she was
going to feel very emotional (this was ‘perfectly normal’). I was to treat her
like a princess and, at all times, make her feel special. I was to offer back
rubs, shoulder rubs, foot massages or a cup of tea. I should run a relaxing,
hot bubble bath. She was going to feel unattractive (‘perfectly normal’) as
she gained weight (‘perfectly normal’). It was my job to convince her that,
to me, she was still the most beautiful woman in the world. ‘Remind your
partner that you love her.’ ‘Tell her she’s beautiful.’ ‘Tell her that her hair
looks nice.’ The literature somehow implicated me in the pregnancy:
‘Remember,’ I was warned, ‘this is your baby too.’

I once confided to Christine, ‘I think pregnant women are hot, Babe –
really hot. Seriously. For a period of a few months pregnant women look
irresistible. Their little bulge begins to show, their skin glows and they look
so healthy and . . . fertile. They evoke a vision of freshly ploughed fields; I
want to sink to my knees and bury my hands in the soil. They look luscious,
they look ripe, and they look the epitome of femininity.’ I had her interest.
‘Then there’s that expression on their faces, the sexy Mona Lisa smile,



which hints that their fertile field has been vigorously ploughed and they
have this to prove it. Absolutely. Pregnant women are gorgeous. They look
so damn sexy.’

Christine was impressed. She had chosen well. I had already confirmed
my virility and now I was going a long way towards displaying the sort of
traits she hoped were there. I was a man at peace with impending
parenthood, willing to appreciate inner beauty, and comfortable in my own
skin. ‘Do you think so?’

‘I do, Babe. I think women are at their best in the first few months of
their pregnancy.’

‘The first few months?’
‘Yes – before the rot sets in.’
‘What?’
‘Before the rot sets in; before they become pastafarians; before their

thighs are visited by the ghosts of buffets past; before their bums sag to
behind their knees.’

‘That’s disgusting!’
‘I know! I know it’s disgusting! That’s what I’m trying to tell you. It’s

also very inconvenient.’
Not a flicker of a smile. Not a flicker.
Because I do believe that pregnant women are sexy, it came as an

unpleasant surprise to discover that, when my own beautiful wife fell
pregnant, my libido vanished. Completely. I was mystified and
embarrassed. I lay in bed with the stuff of my fantasies right beside me –
my wife with the fertile, freshly ploughed look that I loved so much. I felt
waves of deep love for her that, unfortunately, was of the lofty, spiritual
kind. No matter how much I tried to coax my lofty love down to the filthy
flesh, there was no co-operation. Not even a flicker of interest. I knew I was
sending her a terrible message at a time when she was feeling at her most
unattractive, but my libido deserted me. Whenever I dabble in self-analysis
(a habit I’m still trying to break), I reflect on those months – six of them –
and at what silent tussle was being waged between my mind and my body.
Was my sexuality, somewhere down deep in my psyche, taking a long rest
as it reflected on changes to come? I have no answer.

‘What’s wrong?’
‘I don’t know,’ was my miserable reply. ‘It’s not you, it’s me. I can’t

believe I just said that tired line and meant it. As the man said in Love



Actually: “To me, you’re perfect – and my wasted heart will love you.”’
‘Well, good night, then.’
‘Good night.’
I should have consulted a doctor but couldn’t face having to say,

‘Doctor, I can’t get it up.’ I did not dare speak to my friends to inquire if
anything similar had happened to any of them. I could hear the reply
already: ‘You’re gay.’

The production line inched forward as the visits to the gynaecologist
came and went. The routine was the same: an extended wait in the reception
area, followed by an examination and a scan. What looked like just a small
blob on the scan seemed to make sense to the doctor. Our baby was growing
well and his-her-yet-to-be-decided heart was hurtling along at 200 beats per
minute – a number that had me wincing, but that the doctor reassured us
was normal. The great day arrived. We were going to discover whether our
child had blue or pink DNA. Mrs Feminine Intuition had staked her claim
early: there was no question that we were having a girl. There was solid
reasoning to her argument: carrying high vs carrying low, a fuller face vs a
thinner face, foetal heart rate, faster-growing hair on her legs, different-
sized breasts, a pendulum swinging over the belly and, to top it all, statistics
– 71% of women correctly guess their baby’s gender. A few minutes into
his scan, the doctor said, ‘I can confirm gender now. Would you like to
know what you’re having?’

We said yes.
‘What do you think?’ he asked.
‘Girl.’
‘Boy.’
‘You’re having a boy.’
I was so restrained. Unusually so. Angus it is.
Our next significant appointment was the Down syndrome test, which

we both approached with trepidation. Christine was well into the age group
where the chances go up, plus – we were informed – we have incompatible
blood types that increase the odds. Fuelling our natural worry was one of
my lifetime’s (other) bad habits. I am a devourer of information, and a
devourer of information with an Internet connection is a toxic combination.
I asked Mr Google his views on ‘Down syndrome’ and ‘Down syndrome
test’ and settled in for a long read. Articles such as ‘Down syndrome – to
continue the pregnancy or not’ and ‘Living with a Down syndrome child’



were read. I waded into forums that resembled a war zone. There were
messages from mothers who had terminated their pregnancy – still trying to
come to terms with their grief, – still trying to explain their actions. There
were the vicious responses – ‘You filthy murdering bitch, you will burn in
hell’ – which resulted in an angry and heartbroken reply: ‘How dare you
judge, how dare you presume to judge?’ The calm and happy postings –
‘My baby has Down syndrome and he gives me endless joy’ – were
drowned out by the grief and anger. I switched my computer off and joined
Christine in bed. I felt slightly ill, a melancholy mood taking hold of me. I
relayed my reading to her and we discussed it in ever more sombre tones.
We fell asleep and my vivid dreams woke me. Our doctor was saying in a
matter-of-fact tone, ‘Your baby has Down syndrome. What do you intend to
do?’ I was dragged to the surface and lay awake examining myself, my
mind racing. What would I do if, when we go for the test, Angus has Down
syndrome? What will I do? What will I say? Do I just hug Christine and
say, ‘We’re blessed just to have a child – our love is enough – we’ll all be
fine’? Am I so shallow as to express regret? Is it incredibly presumptuous to
picture Angus and me playing chess, or telling jokes, or playing cricket? Or
is it presumptuous of me to want to participate in these activities at a certain
level? Do I even know at what level a child with Down syndrome can
perform activities? No, I don’t. Is it wrong to want a bright, sparky child?
But who says that a child with Down syndrome is not bright and sparky?
The questions that appeared in my mind were so much bigger than my
capacity to answer them. They asked me to examine my fundamental value
system – my view of the universe. If I do express regret with respect to my
own child, am I not already in that place called ‘hell’? My old habit of
paralysis by analysis started to set in. Christine was her usual calm self. ‘We
will just take things one step at a time.’

We drove to the appointment feeling tired. I felt unnaturally nervous as
the doctor began his scan. He finished up and spoke. ‘Everything is normal;
see you next month.’

Rather than vanishing immediately upon hearing the good news, the
many negative emotions that had been stirred in my psyche took a few days
to subside.

My mood cheered up again. Angus was happily baking in his oven
while we turned our attention to his room. We had a designated day set
aside to get his stuff. We drove to Baby City (the very name sent chills



down our spines). Wall to wall and floor to ceiling were stacks of beds,
cots, mattresses, potties and prams, shelves of nappies, bottles and
dummies, and aisles of tired-looking women pushing prams. We were shell-
shocked in minutes. The intention was to start with the cot and move on
from there but, after walking up and down the cot aisle and deciding that
everything looked too . . . babyish, we chose a pram, a mattress and
Beethoven for Babies.

‘My nerves can’t take this any more – let’s have a cappuccino
somewhere and go home,’ said Christine.

At home, I assembled the pram and we took turns pushing it around the
garden while grinning self-consciously at each other. The cot was
eventually sourced from an antique shop. Bent iron, white chipped paint,
slightly skew, unbelievably heavy, but looking as though it had been home
to a million smiling babies.

‘I like that one – it has personality.’
We assembled it in the centre of Angus’s room. We wanted him to have

maximum view and we liked the idea of walking around his cot.
The last physically demanding thing we did together as an independent

couple was to go on a five-day hike down the Wild Coast. It was a chance
to feel gigantic and a chance to feel tiny; it was a chance to meander from
the selfish to the selfless. We ate our lunch on the cliffs, not speaking much
at times, and looked out to sea. The sun, the wind, the sea, the sky, the
silence, the vastness of it all, our utter insignificance in space and time, our
privilege to create a new life, our responsibility to do it right, all seeped in.
Our old selves stepped aside for the new as we very slowly walked the last
five kilo-metres back to civilisation. I could see that Christine was battling
towards the end. Her stomach was big, her back was hurting, and we had to
stop every few minutes to rest. I made a mental note: OK – we’re done with
that life. There are now three of us. It’s time to think differently.

Christine ballooned in the last few weeks. We usually weigh within two
kilograms of each other and it’s always a challenge to see who has the
upper – or more significantly, the lower – hand, but with Angus’s help she
outstripped me by twenty kilograms; she swelled from her ankles to her
skull. A graceful and refined woman, she was reduced to wearing the
stretchiest of stretch pants and slippers. Every day she would look longingly
at her old clothes and every day she would end up choosing the twin of the



previous day’s outfit. Every day she would complain, ‘I have nothing to
wear! I hate my clothes! Nothing fits!’

Ever mindful of the advice in What to Expect When You’re Expecting, I
reassured her. ‘Let’s go to the camping shop, Babe. I’m sure we can find
you a brightly coloured tent to wear. We can get one that matches your
slippers.’

Something strange was happening to her breasts. Every time I looked at
them, they were bigger. They were expanding even as I watched them.

‘Babe! What’s happening to your feeders? They are going to explode!
They’re going to slap you in the face! Watch your eyes!’ A few minutes
later they were bigger still. ‘Do you think we can keep them when Angus is
finished with them?’

A few days later she was standing in the shower and soaping herself. As
she lathered her butt cheeks her hand froze. ‘Nooooo . . . I’m developing . .
. PILES!!’ she shrieked.

‘Piles of what, Babe? By the way, your hair looks nice.’
The final Lamaze class arrived. Christine was now part of a heavily

pregnant group of women at the front of the class, who could not fetch their
own tea, who could no longer get their own biscuits. We had a
demonstration on how to bath a real baby. The mother of the real baby
looked very tired. The last thing we did was go on a tour of the maternity
ward. We glanced into the birthing room as well as the operating theatre;
there seemed to be a lot of stainless steel and too many plastic buckets.

Too posh to push? Everybody seemed to have an opinion. There were
the let’s-get-real women; their reasoning was as follows: we live in the
twentieth century; we have easy access to drugs and doctors; we have
sophisticated and quick Caesarean techniques; we want painkillers, and we
want lots of them, and we want them now. There were the traditionalists;
their reasoning: natural childbirth is – well – natural. No drugs, no cuts, no
prolonged recovery while stitches heal. Just twelve hours of hanging tough
and then a lifetime of strolling around in a bikini. Natural childbirth is also
a life-enriching experience that will remain with the mother for ever. A real
bonding experience for mother and child. I wasn’t about to squeeze a large
object out of my body so I kept my opinions to myself, although the day
Christine said, ‘Babe, I’ve heard that sex after natural childbirth is like
tossing a sausage down a corridor,’ I silently chose sides. All I could offer



as a response to the hideous image in my mind was to say, ‘Your hair looks
nice.’

Christine’s cavewoman got the better of her banker. She chose natural –
but without the pain. The plan was to endure the pain for as long as possible
and then ask for an epidural.

We were done. Two weeks before Angus’s due date, everything was ready;
all his room required was a baby. His cot was ready, his nappychanging area
was ready and Beethoven for Babies was waiting for someone to push
PLAY. I was very restless because I was aware that, as the man, as the
husband, as the person not screaming in pain, I was supposed to do
something responsible when labour began. I returned to Mr Google and
asked him how to deliver a baby. I wanted to know everything in exact
detail. I wanted to know how to cut the umbilical cord. I wanted to know
what to do if I didn’t have a knife. I practised by walking around the house
with elbows bent, arms up, and saying, ‘Boil me some water – stat!’

My friends were no (meaningful) help; one of them suggested that, if I
were knifeless and miles from doctors or hospitals, I could drag Christine to
the side of the car and slam the cord in the door. Every day closer to the due
date increased my nervousness. Angus, however, was very comfortable
where he was. The due date arrived, then another week, and then the doctor
said, ‘The placenta is losing its nutritional value – we’re inducing on
Friday. Be here by 6.00 a.m.’

The relief at not having to deliver the baby myself was counterbalanced
by the fact that the moment had arrived.

On our last night as a childless couple we lay in bed holding hands, but
not speaking. There was the occasional ‘this time tomorrow’ statement
interspersed by long silences. Everything had been said and everything had
been done; we retreated into ourselves. Christine’s bags were packed and
placed at the bedroom door. Random thoughts entered and left my head. I
fell asleep holding Christine’s hand.

Angus was born in midwinter. There was nothing symbolic like boughs of
new buds to herald him in. In the cold, dark and mostly silent drive to the
hospital, I noted in a detached way that our monumental event was going
entirely unnoticed. Our lives were being changed for ever while the city’s



pulse continued beating indifferently. Christine was taken to the maternity
ward while I attended to the admission procedure.

‘I would rather you were not here. I’m getting an enema,’ she said.
‘An enema? Why?’ Outdoing myself for stupidity.
‘Because,’ she explained, ‘I’m going to be contracting very hard and

pushing down with my stomach muscles. Nobody wants me to be doing that
with anything in my bowels – least of all me.’

‘Oh. Oh!’ Sufficiently humbled.
When I arrived at her room, the enema had been done and the nurse was

connecting wiring from Christine to a monitor. The doctor was with her and
in the process of administering a drug. By way of explanation, he said,
‘This is going to encourage contractions and induce labour. I’ll be back to
monitor the stages of dilation. All you two need to do is wait. Relax – have
a cup of tea.’

If I was going to be alone in a room with a woman who had been given
a drug to ‘encourage contractions and induce labour’, I wanted to know
exactly what to expect. He was gone before I could ask him. I wished for an
Internet connection to ask what to do in a maternity ward.

One of the pieces of equipment attached to Christine was a printer. It
was printing an outline of Christine’s vital signs as well as one of foetal
activity. The profile started to change from gentle foothill to Alpine as
Angus, encouraged by the drugs, was beginning to be evicted. Each time
the doctor arrived to check on Christine, I stepped into the corridor to allow
her some privacy. As he left her room I would get an update from him while
we stood in the passage. ‘Christine is two centimeters dilated.’

When I entered the room, I received the same information from her.
‘I’m two centimeters dilated, Babe.’

‘Two centimeters?’
‘Christine is two centimeters dilated!’ I typed a text message on my

phone and sent it to the list of family and friends.

An hour later: ‘Christine is four centimeters dilated.’
‘I’m four centimeters dilated, Babe.’
‘Four centimeters?’
‘Christine is four centimeters dilated!’
Looking at the printer was making me feel sick. The profile had

changed to an evil-looking Tour de France mountain stage. Christine was



looking pale. How do women bear pain with such fortitude?

An hour later: ‘Christine is five centimeters dilated.’
A weak voice said, ‘I’m five centimeters dilated, Babe.’
‘Five centimeters?’
‘Christine is five centimeters dilated!’

A while later: ‘I’m going for the epidural. I can’t take the pain any more.
Please call the doctor.’

She sat up on the bed and swung her legs over one side. I knelt on the
floor and she rested her head on my shoulder. While she was leaning
towards me, the doctor, on the other side of the bed, was delivering the drug
into her spine. The pain went away and a semblance of humour returned.

‘Christine is four centimeters dilated.’
‘I’m four centimeters dilated, Babe.’
‘Four centimeters? How can you be four centimeters if you were five

centimeters two hours ago? If it carries on like this, you’re going to be a
virgin again in a few hours.’

Shrug.

A while later: ‘This isn’t happening. She’s not dilating. I’m going to wait a
little while longer, but I think we’re going to go the surgical route.’

‘The doctor’s coming again at five, Babe. He thinks he’s going to have
to perform a Caesarean – but he’s giving it a little while longer.’

‘OK. I’m good with that. Let’s evict Angus. You’ve suffered enough.’
We just wanted to get it over with. From my viewpoint it had been

eleven hours of helplessness. I had nothing to offer but love and an
outstretched hand. I was emotionally drained watching the woman I love
suffer so much. From Christine’s viewpoint it had been eleven hours of
pain. As much as it’s possible to chat after eleven hours of labour, we
chatted while we waited for the final decision. We had come full circle.
Throughout the day the doctor had been walking from his rooms in a
different section of the hospital, down a series of corridors, to check on
Christine. I could picture, vividly, all those couples sitting in his reception
area, tapping their feet and looking at their watches. I could see them
walking up to the reception desk and saying angrily, ‘We had an
appointment – is there a problem?’



The doctor arrived, and once again I stepped into the corridor. On the
way out of Christine’s room, he said to me, ‘I’m contacting the anaesthetist
and paediatrician on call. I will schedule the operation for six.’

The tempo of the day changed immediately; the long, steady wait
became bursts of activity. I was given a series of consent forms to fill in
and, as soon as I had completed them, the anaesthetist arrived to examine
Christine. He asked a nurse to give me a theatre gown and asked me if I had
brought a camera.

‘Yes, I did.’
‘Good. Bring it.’ Then he added, ‘And don’t leave your wallet and

phone lying around in the room – they might get stolen.’
I changed in the toilet and by the time I had finished Christine had

already been moved. I stood in the empty room not knowing what to do.
Now what? I walked to the main desk and asked for directions. The nurse
pointed. ‘Go there.’

It all happened so fast. I stood in the doorway of the operating theatre
and the anaesthetist pointed to a chair near Christine’s head. As I sat next to
her, she said, ‘I’m going to be sick.’

The anaesthetist held out a stainless tray while she dry-retched towards
it. The doctor walked in and asked if everything was all right. The
anaesthetist looked at his screen and said, ‘It’s OK, she’s stable.’

‘Can I begin?’ asked the doctor.
The anaesthetist nodded. The doctor held out his hand to receive a

scalpel. He focused his attention on Christine and, from the movement of
his upper body, I gathered that he was pressing down. A small surgical
screen was shielding his hands from my view but I noticed that the tops of
his gloves were bloody and that trickles of blood were beginning to run
down his gumboots. My stomach lurched. The doctor flexed his shoulders
as if applying force to something, then relaxed and lifted his arms. In them
was Angus.

For months I had been expecting to break down in tears but none came.
I was a deer in the headlights. In an emotional overload, all I could do was
blink. I heard congratulations from the doctor and the paediatrician. Angus
was weighed and wrapped and given to me. ‘I’m sure you would like to
hold your son.’

I held him in my arms for the first time. The doctor used my camera to
take a photo. That picture is now in a folder in my computer. When I’m



browsing photographs I still smile at the scene: I am sitting at Christine’s
head, looking down at Angus. Christine is tilting her head to the side and
she’s looking at both of us. Angus’s eyes are shut and his face is a sea of
frowns.

Christine was wheeled out of the room and the doctor followed with
Angus. He gave him to her for the first time. As she reached out and held
him for the first time, she whispered in a tired voice, ‘Hello, Angus.’

Angus lifted his head and, with unfocused eyes, followed the sound. For
a couple of seconds he held his head rock-steady and looked at his mother,
and then it flopped down. My very first thought as a father was, I thought
babies couldn’t hold their heads up.



Five

Fathers Only. I looked up at the sign as I walked through the doors of the
maternity section. My admission ticket had been born yesterday. It was my
first day as a father and I was ready to be fatherly.

Christine was waiting for me; she looked tired. I had phoned ahead and
she was staring at the door when I walked in. I bent down to kiss her. My
beautiful rock. ‘Hi, Babe. Your hair looks nice. Where’s our son?’

She smiled and gestured towards what looked like a supermarket trolley.
‘Our son is sleeping.’

In my eagerness to hold and examine him I broke the cardinal parenting
rule – let sleeping babies sleep – and set off a chain of events. As I lifted
him out of his portable cot he began to cry; as soon as he cried, Christine
started to cry. In response, she tried to sit up in bed, but her cut stomach
muscles would not allow it. More tears flowed, pillows fell on the floor, her
dressing gown opened, her feeders flopped out. I looked at her
questioningly.

‘I’ve been like this all night. I can’t help it. Every time he cries, I cry
too. The nurse has already said, “That’s what babies do, they cry a lot – it’s
perfectly normal,” but I can’t help myself.’

It was strange for me to see such vulnerability in the person whom I had
only seen as strong and in control. My own reaction to Angus’s screams
was entirely different. If anything, his crumpled, frowning, blood-red face
made me want to laugh. I did not know it at the time but it was the first of
many, many, many occasions that we would respond in different ways to the
actions of our children. Allowing those differences to exist without
attempting to impose one or the other has proved to be one of the biggest
challenges for me as a father and a husband.

For months before becoming a parent I had been plagued by self-doubt.
I had tried to imagine myself and a baby and to put us together in a
harmonious way, but I couldn’t quite do it. I had no experience of babies; I
had never – not once – even held a baby before. What was it going to be
like? How was I going to react? Intellectually I knew that babies were



small, fragile and helpless. I knew too, that babies cried a lot and depended
entirely on their parents. But as to how I would respond, I had no idea.

It was nothing like what I had imagined; it was nothing like what I had
feared. It was a revelation – I was a revelation. As I held my son – who
continued to cry – I felt . . . happy. The apocalypse did not arrive. He didn’t
break. I didn’t drop him. My anxiety vanished and I felt completely
confident. I can do this, I thought. Not only can I do this, but I can do this
well. Hallelujah. I’ve found something I’m good at. Where are all you
doubters? Where are all of you who thought my sole contribution to life
would be to stumble from one failed relationship to the next? I will not fail
as a father! I will not fail as a husband! I will not fail!

We sat as a family – my wife, my son and me. I chatted to Christine
about the road ahead and, while she answered the numerous well-wishing
phone calls, I cradled Angus in my lap and looked at him. I felt as if, from
my core, from a place where he had been well hidden, a fatherly me
emerged. I looked down at my son and felt at peace. I promise you, Angus,
I thought, I solemnly swear that I will crawl over broken glass to look after
you. I will look you in the eye and tell you I love you every single day. I
will spend time with you. I will be more than a photograph to you; I will be
more than school holidays to you; I will be more than a telephone number
to you. I will hug you and kiss you and tickle you. I will make you laugh
and make you proud of me. And I will listen. When you tell me your
dreams, I will listen. When you explain your fears, I will listen. When you
want to exchange opinions with me, I will give you my full attention
because I know that, in the blink of an eye, a little freckle-faced girl’s
opinion will carry more weight than mine.

Christine was particularly sensitive to the fact that we were about to
mutilate our son. Whether to circumcise Angus had been a hot topic for
months. We had even asked the gynaecologist for his advice but he sat on
the fence and was no help whatsoever. A shrug of his shoulders and ‘It is
entirely up to you’ was all we could get out of him.

‘Do you think that was an approving it’s-entirely-up-to-us or a
disapproving it’s-entirely-up-to-us?’ I asked Christine.

‘I don’t know, Babe. Maybe you should do some research.’
I needed no further encouragement and asked Mr Google his opinion on

the ‘merits of circumcision’.



‘Babe!’ I hollered, ‘We’re nothing better than Nazis. Listen to this:
“Subjecting non-consenting individuals to any amputation of any of their
normal, healthy, living body parts grossly violates their inalienable human
rights. It constitutes crimes against humanity; torture, mutilation, human
vivisection. Nazi doctors were convicted at Nuremberg after World War II
of committing these crimes against humanity during the war.” He hasn’t
even been born yet and we’re already violating his inalienable rights. We’re
going to be terrible parents. What if he grows up with a giant chip on his
shoulder? What if he sues us?’

The topic dragged on. I asked Christine what she thought. She said that
she had no strong feelings about it but that it would probably be better to
circumcise Angus, so that he could ‘be like his father’.

‘How do you know I’m circumcised?’ I asked.
‘You’re right, I haven’t seen it for a while.’
‘Do you know what smegma is?’
‘Never heard of it.’
‘It’s the build-up of skin and crud between the foreskin and the penis.

It’s supposed to be good for the penis but it seems to have a bad reputation.
There’s all those cheese comments to deal with.’

She, in turn, asked me my opinion. As I only have one penis (sadly),
which is circumcised – apparently without my mother’s consent – I was
firmly in the snip camp. However, just because I was in the snip camp was
no reason to mutilate my son or violate his inalienable rights. The research
continued.

For every argument for circumcision, there was another one against it.
It’s cleaner, was one. Bollocks, said the counter argument – in fact, quite the
opposite. Uncut men tend to pull their foreskins back and clean them more
thoroughly than cut men. It’s more sensitive, was one. Bollocks, said
another expert – in fact, quite the opposite. If your foreskin covers the tip of
your penis it preserves the nerve endings, creating a more sensitive tip. It
was all as clear as mud.

‘This is all as clear as mud, Babe. Just as well we’re not having a girl. In
some cultures they cut off a girl’s icarus, you know.’

‘No, Babe. It’s called a clitoris, not icarus.’
‘Oh, really? I’ve heard about those. You know what, Babe, I’m going to

do some marketing research. You know what makes the world go round?



I’ll tell you what. It’s sex. I’m going to do a sex survey. I’m going to see
what increases Angus’s chances of one day getting lucky.’

‘Good luck.’
I picked on females I knew well enough. ‘Survey time. Sexually

speaking, do you prefer cut or uncut?’
‘Excuse me?’
‘Would you rather shag a man with a foreskin, or without one?’
‘Without.’
‘Survey time. Sexually speaking, do you prefer cut or uncut?’
‘I’m not fussy.’
‘Survey time. Sexually speaking, do you prefer cut or uncut?’
‘Oh, I love the way foreskins slide up and down.’
‘Survey time. Sexually speaking, do you prefer cut or uncut?’
‘Cut.’
‘Survey time. Sexually speaking, do you prefer cut or uncut?’
‘Why do you ask? Are you gay?’
Strangely enough, a trend did began to emerge. The women who were

happy, who, in women-speak, were ‘seeing someone’, appeared to prefer
whatever was attached to their current partner. If they were enjoying a cut
penis, they preferred a cut penis, and vice versa. The single sexually active
females said they didn’t really have a preference. If they could create their
perfect man, on a drawing board, from scratch, they would create him cut
but, they hastened to add, they would rather find a nice person with a
foreskin than a nasty person without one. The results were in and I reported
back. ‘Babe! The results are in. Women don’t seem to care what a man’s
dick looks like.’

‘Yes, Babe, I know,’ she said patiently, ‘that’s what we keep trying to
tell you.’

‘Well, that worked out a treat. I think I will do another survey. A size
one.’

‘I think you will get the same answer, Babe.’
After much deliberation we decided to circumcise.
‘Just remember, if the penis police knock on our door in the middle of

night, I’m blaming you,’ I said.
On the morning of day three, before I arrived for my visit, Angus was

circumcised. I wanted to be there but the doctor had arrived earlier than
expected and had taken Angus away to a nearby procedure room. Christine



was still sobbing when I walked in the door. She said that, in the distance,
she could hear a change in Angus’s tone from a baby’s cry to a scream of
pain. It was on the tip of my tongue to say, ‘We’re nothing better than
mutilating Nazis, Babe,’ but I could see how genuinely upset she was. I
hugged her instead.

Once upon a time a couple had a baby. It was delivered in a hospital. At
the end of the four-day hospital stay, the happy couple waved goodbye to
the doctors and nurses – who had all smilingly lined up at the front door –
and drove back to their home. The healthy baby gurgled, smiled and slept
sixteen hours a day. It slipped seamlessly into their lives. Their love
deepened every day and they all lived happily ever after. The end.

In the real world real people live real lives; their vows are tested to the
limit while their good intentions meander in hellish directions. We did wave
goodbye to the nurses and we did drive home. It took four trips between
Christine’s hospital room and the car to transfer all the paraphernalia
accumulated during her stay. Once all the flowers, gifts and clothes had
been loaded, my last trip was back to the car to fetch the baby seat. I
strapped Angus in, we signed out of the maternity ward, effectively
assuming control of our own little human, and made our painfully slow way
down the corridor to wait for the lift. Christine could barely walk. After
lying in bed for four days, and having to contend with fresh Caesarean
stitches, she was as weak as . . . a baby. We eventually reached the main
entrance and walked out into the noisy, big and dangerous world.

The strain was apparent from the moment we arrived home. Christine’s
parents had timed their visit perfectly; they had flown in for the birth,
stayed with me while they visited Christine in hospital every day, and flown
out just before she came home. They said they wanted to give us space to
‘settle in as a family’. Having raised three children themselves, they did the
sensible thing and fled.

Babies cry. Babies cry a lot. It’s their only method of interacting with
the world. Whether they’re tired, bored, dirty, uncomfortable, hungry, hot or
cold, they do exactly the same thing, again and again and again – they cry;
it’s the nature of the beast. It only took one full day of a crying baby – our
crying baby – to find some fundamental differences between Christine and
me. To me, our crying baby was just a noise that required a brief check to
see whether there was an immediate problem. Dry nappy – check; recent



feed – check; no other urgent issues: a snake, a bomb, a runaway
lawnmower – check. After that had been established I could ignore the
crying completely. To Christine, our crying baby tore into her soul and
stabbed her in the heart. She felt an overwhelming need to do ‘something’
to stop Angus’s crying; she could just not rest until he stopped. ‘Maybe he’s
hungry,’ or ‘Maybe he’s too cold,’ or ‘Maybe he needs a dry nappy.’ Her
feeders were whipped out, kettles boiled, doors opened, windows shut. I
was wise enough to see the minefield so I remained silent. I was wise
enough for a while to see the minefield.

‘Just leave him, Babe. Let him cry.’
The tension ratcheted up a notch.
Dinner that first night set the tone for the following weeks. We had no

idea what our dinner-time routine would be, so I had bought ready-made
lasagne and put it in the oven. Christine sat on the rocking chair in Angus’s
room and rocked him to sleep and, believing that less is more, I waited for
her in the kitchen. When he finally fell asleep the food was dry and
overcooked. We had just started to eat when Angus’s wail could be heard
again. Christine began to fidget and looked panicky.

‘Babe! Just leave him.’
The tension went up another notch.
I have an image in my head. I’m standing in court and going through

divorce proceedings. The judge is a man. He is looking at me and asking
what is causing our irreconcilable differences.

‘It was our crying baby, Your Honour.’
‘Oh, you poor man.’
The image shifts and the judge becomes a woman. She asks me the

same question and I give the same answer.
‘You callous bastard!’
What was apparent to me within a few days was how wrong I was about

myself. I thought I knew all about sleep deprivation. As a white male I had
been ‘invited’ to participate in National Service where, for three months of
basic training and six months of officers’ training, sleep deprivation was
part of the grand plan. It was the norm to have the lights put on in the
middle of the night and have someone scream at me to run to a tree or do
one hundred push-ups. I had coped easily. I knew the instructors themselves
would eventually get tired of making me tired, so I set my mind to outlast
them – which I did. In my civilian life, I was a competitive sportsman for a



few years and dragging an exhausted body out of bed at 4.30 a.m. to train
was normal. I had no fears about sleep deprivation. I was sure about myself
when I said, ‘Don’t worry, Babe, being woken up by screaming in the
middle of the night is something I know well; I can go without sleep. I will
do the night-time feeds with you, and when you go back to work you’re
going to need rest, so I will do them alone.’

I was putty in three days. Angus was on four-hourly feeds; the bad ones
were 10.00 p.m. and 2.00 a.m. We set the alarm to wake us and we both got
up. It was midwinter and often below zero. I would go to the kitchen naked
to put on the kettle and then go into Angus’s room to clean and change him.
Christine would put on a dressing gown and sit in the rocking chair and
wait for me to hand him to her. Once I had handed him over I would go
back to the kitchen and make her a cup of tea before running for the electric
blanket and four more hours’ sleep. After three days I would have sold my
soul for sleep. My amazing wife just kept going; once again I was humbled
by the strength and reserves of women. While I staggered through the day,
desperate for sleep, Christine maintained her poise and coped.

We had read copiously before Angus’s birth and were well aware of the
susceptibility of babies to germs. ‘Wash your hands often’ was the advice.
Each time I changed Angus’s nappy, I would wash my hands first. After
two weeks the new-parent gullibility started to wear off and common sense
started to bash through. I stopped in mid-change one day and said to
Christine, ‘Wait a minute. There’s something wrong here. I’m washing my
hands in order to wipe his bum. This can’t be right.’

Ever so slowly we became accustomed to a baby in the house. We went
on a date! Six weeks had passed and, besides going quickly to shops for
provisions, we had been completely housebound. We have no domestic help
and no family to call on. The remaining member of my family lives in
another country while Christine’s family lives in another city. We decided
that we had had enough of silent, tension-filled mealtimes, and that it was
time that we took control of our lives and went out for dinner. Things were
timed around Angus. Christine fed him as usual but, instead of putting him
back in his cot, we put him in the portable car seat and rocked him to sleep.
As soon as he was asleep, we carried him to the car, strapped him in, and
sneaked off to a local restaurant. It was great to be grown up again. We
didn’t want to push our luck so we asked for the bill at the same time as we
ordered food. In case of any baby drama we were prepared to get up and



leave in the middle of the meal. Angus didn’t even know he was there. We
ate dinner, drank a bottle of wine, and enjoyed a wonderful hour together.
We drove home relaxed and in good humour. Although humour is an
integral aspect of our relationship, it had been missing for some time. Too
many sleepless nights and too much tension had eroded our usual banter; in
its place were polite conversation and bland smiles. Angus was still
sleeping when we arrived home; he had missed the entire outing. Christine
carried the baby chair up the flight of stairs to the door while I lagged
behind and fished for the keys. She put the baby seat down to wait for me.
‘That was just great and exactly what I—’

We noticed the movement at the same time. Each of us reached out into
the air and each tried to warn the other. The baby seat was rolling down the
stairs and, midway down, its floppy content was ejected. We stared in
horror at the motionless heap at the bottom of the stairs. There were a few
seconds of silence as if Angus was filling his lungs with all the available air
in the neighbourhood. He was unharmed but the ear-splitting scream that
issued from his lungs banished the evening’s therapy.

There was no question that our relationship was taking strain. We hardly
ever spoke to each other directly. Our conversations always went through or
around Angus. The qualities I so loved in Christine – humour and
intelligence – were missing. As were mine. Angus was the lowest common
denominator in every conversation. When to feed him, what to feed him;
when he went to sleep and when he woke up; what was in his nappy, and
what was not in his nappy.

We had become idiots. Grumpy and tired idiots. I was not used to this.
Being an information sponge, I was used to reading online news feeds at
least once a day. There was hardly a major piece of news anywhere in the
world that I was not aware of, so much so that our local newspapers
disappointed. I was quite used to becoming angry while reading local
newspapers because their news was just a regurgitation of news I had
already read somewhere else. ‘I’ve read this.’ Flip. ‘Read this three days
ago.’ Flip. ‘This happened in Pakistan two weeks ago and it’s only being
reported now?’

But since Angus’s arrival I had found myself in the unfamiliar position
of not knowing what was going on in the world. I had not looked at a
newspaper or gone online since his birth. We could have been at war and I
would have been none the wiser. I felt I needed to catch up on the news and



the most efficient way was to listen to the car radio while I was driving.
Trying to find something to listen to was putting me in a bad mood.

Every station I tuned into was airing an advert trying to nibble at my
conscience or prey on my fears: ‘Show your mother how much you love her
– buy her this product.’ ‘Show your family how much you care – install
these burglar bars.’ A staged and insipid dialogue between a bereaved
woman and her friend: ‘How I wish I had taken out yada yada yada
insurance. If I had, little Sally might have had an education – she might
have had a chance in life.’ Another advert for a florist: ‘Thank your
secretary this Secretaries’ Day by buying her flowers from Bloom Bloom &
Bloom.’ Out of nowhere my anger had arrived, developed its own
momentum, and was running away as full-blown rage. I was in a
dangerously bad temper and began shouting at the radio. ‘Thank your
secretary,’ I raged back to it, ‘by fucking her and buying her a Porsche!
What is wrong with the world?’

I had a white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel and was intent on
hating everybody and everything. I changed radio stations one more time.
Two women were speaking. One was the interviewer and the other, I was
informed, an expert on ‘marital stress after children’. I snorted when I heard
this. ‘You’re not an expert on marital stress after children. I am! Stupid
bitch.’

Chat chat chat. ‘. . . he feels left out . . .’
That’s me, I thought.
Chat chat chat. ‘. . . he no longer feels important . . .’
That’s me.
Chat chat chat. ‘. . . intimacy missing . . . rejected . . . maternal instinct .

. . nurture . . . fatigue . . .’
Me, me, me, me, me!
I was close to home but, intent by now on listening to the remainder of

the programme, I pulled off the road and parked under a tree. When the
programme was finished I sat for a while thinking.

Get a grip, I thought to myself. What’s the problem here? Do you love
Christine? Yes, absolutely. Do you love Angus? Yes, absolutely. Well, there
you go. The ability to love anything absolutely is one of life’s gifts. Stop
ignoring it and stop taking it for granted. But I feel so alone. I feel as
though the life I had with Christine has gone for ever. I feel as though I’m
on the outside looking in. I don’t have a problem with children; I love being



a parent. I just feel as though the day Angus moved in, my life moved out.
Oh, enough with this self-pity. Here we go again. Speak, for fuck’s sake!
Haven’t you done this silent thing enough? Haven’t you seen the damage it
does? Look at you. Look what’s happening! You’re not speaking, you’re not
saying what is worrying you. You’re going cold and quiet. You’re moving
into an emotional fridge and she can sense it. Grow up. Things have not
stopped; things have changed. As long as you’re alive they will change
again and again. Speak! Speak!

I switched on the car and drove home and, with a spark of humour
coming back, beamed out the required apology: I’m really, really sorry I
called you a silly bitch – that was wrong – you were not at all silly. That
helped. Thanks.

Of course our position was self-inflicted. We reminded ourselves often
that we had chosen this particular path. Having no family nearby was out of
our control, but having no maid, nanny, au pair or child-minder was an
active choice. We reminded ourselves, too, that we were extremely
privileged to be able to make that choice. We had discussed, at length, that
neither of us wanted to outsource the raising of our child. We both knew
that my full-time job was going to be as a stay-at-home father. We knew
that the cabin fever would eventually end. Christine was due four months of
maternity leave only. She was going to return to work and I would perform
my ‘job’ in my own way. For different reasons we were both looking
forward to her return to work.

‘We’re just going to have to suck it up in the meantime, Babe,’ I said.
With a different mindset, Lazarus arose – literally – and my long-lost

libido came roaring back. For six months I had been as chaste as chaste can
be, but suddenly I felt more like myself. Unfortunately the positions were
now reversed. I was the keen bean, but Christine was not. We had been
sexually out of sync for a long time, so long that I referred to her libido as
Israel and mine as Palestine. ‘Never mind,’ I thought to myself, ‘this wall
will come down eventually. In the meantime, when the going gets tough,
the tough jack off.’



Six

That wall separating our libidos came down eventually. It did not suddenly
collapse under the weight of desire. There was no significant night with an
attendant thunderstorm, billowing curtains and flashes of lightning. Ravel’s
‘Bolero’ was not being cranked out at full volume, nor was there a line of
rose petals and candles leading to the bed. It came down, instead, brick by
brick. As we became baby-fit, as we developed parental perspective, the
world started to seep back into our lives. Angus’s food, sleep, needs,
demands and bowel movements stopped being the main attraction; they
became just another event. We started to talk about topics other than Angus
and, as we did so, all the bits and pieces that make up our two personalities
started to fit again. We seemed once again to be on a similar frequency. The
unused bottle of Dry Lube – my bicycle chain lubricant, which had stood on
the mantelpiece for weeks – became a source of bedroom humour. The
subject of cobwebs having formed was mentioned and then one day
Christine said, ‘A shag would be nice.’

And so we did. ‘I’ve sorted out those cobwebs, Babe,’ I said. ‘I’m back
in the saddle.’

‘No kidding.’

Christine and I had made two pacts. It had taken me only three days to
break the first one. The first pact was quite simple and grew out of several
discussions. We would present a united front to our child. Pie in the sky?
Perhaps, but we believed in it. At no point would we air our differences in
front of Angus. We would wait until we were alone and only then would we
thrash it out. I immediately liked the reasoning of this. As far as Angus was
concerned there were to be no mixed messages. All he was to hear was a
combined parental voice with no individual contradictions. He was to be
guided through the early years by the wise voice of His Parents. When we
made the pact we were still parents-to-be and things were still theoretical.
We were going to be hip and happening (albeit slightly mature) parents
about to rewrite the manual and about to raise the bar for parents of the



future. Dead simple stuff; why hadn’t others done it? Why let little Angus
see his parents disagree? Better to just back out of the room, smile at him,
and have our discussions elsewhere. By the first evening Angus had
exposed a fault line in our relationship. Not just any fault line, but the real
deal. The San Andreas of fault lines that runs all the way between Mars and
Venus.

On his third night, we were trying to put Angus to sleep but he was
crying incessantly. To my eyes everything that could have been done had
been done. The more he cried, the tenser Christine became. I suggested that
Angus be left alone to cry. Christine disagreed. I suggested it again and
Christine disagreed again. I suggested it a third time and she gave me the
sweetest of smiles and lofted a poison-tipped ‘Babe’ in my direction before
smiling, for Angus’s benefit, and adding, ‘We will discuss this later.’

It was a small thing but it was the first thing. It was the first time I
realised that, if the future of the human race depended on my wife getting
cross with, and disciplining, children, we were all going to become extinct.
To put it bluntly: she’s just too nice, she’s kinder than kind. Over the
following years I learned to make an amendment to Pact No. 1: If
Christine’s so-called discipline had started – walk away. Don’t get worked
up about it. Remember that you respect and love her way too much to
undermine her. Just leave her ‘to tear strips off’ Angus and try not to listen.

It was too painful to watch but often I couldn’t help hearing the limpest
of admonishments being dished out. ‘Angus! . . . blah, blah . . . naughty . . .
blah, blah.’

Was she singing to him? Surely that couldn’t be her cross voice. Surely
that was not her ‘A’ game. I’d take a peek to make sure that they were not,
in fact, playing. Oh, look, she was wagging a finger.

‘Bad boy,’ wag wag.
She was singing!
‘. . . make me very angry . . . blah, blah.’
Angry? Angry? I’ve seen angrier-looking choirboys. Angus was going

to love being a teenager.
The trick was to get there first. Amendment to Pact No. 1 worked in

both directions. If it was I who was dishing out the discipline she was
obliged to leave to me to it. Occasionally, our Mars–Venus fault line got
particularly wide and we sat at the kitchen table for a ‘discussion’ in
private.



Pact No. 2 was even simpler. We – the husband and wife – came first.
Our relationship was hallowed ground. We would pay attention to each
other, and treat each other with mutual respect. We would not use our child
as a weapon to hurt each other and neither would we let our child play one
of us off against the other. We both knew that it was the nature of things for
the child to grow up and leave and, when the inevitable happened, we
wanted a functioning relationship remaining. We didn’t want to be strangers
without a word – a civil word – to say to one another. I carried a picture in
my mind of a scenario that had unfolded years before in a restaurant. A
couple – a middle-aged couple – walked in and sat down at a small table for
two. They didn’t speak. They both looked at the menu and came to a
decision. The man opened up the newspaper, a broadsheet, and began to
read. He was reading at arm’s length, which put the paper a few inches from
the woman’s nose. He continued reading, flipping pages, for the duration of
the wait. While he was reading the woman sat and stared at her fingers or
gazed around the room. They ate in silence; they left in silence. I couldn’t
take my eyes off the horror story as it ran its miserable course. I wanted to
speak to him and ask what his problem was but knew that whatever I had to
say would be ignored and, in all likelihood, make her plight worse. Please, I
said to myself, please let that never be me. Please don’t let me ever treat my
partner with such disrespect and, if my partner does that to me, let me have
the courage to get up and leave.

The big day arrived and Christine went back to work. We had enjoyed most
of the four months’ maternity leave, but those bits that we hadn’t enjoyed
indicated that it was time to find a workable long-term routine. Christine
had mixed feelings; the bond between Angus and her had grown incredibly
strong in four months. As clichéd as it sounds, she had grown ‘complete’
since becoming a mother, but her searing intellect was becoming bored. She
had worked hard to establish herself in male-dominated corporate banking
and wanted to do something other than ‘mother’. There was room for
debate as to whether she wanted to go back to work but none as to whether
she had to go back to work. There were mouths to feed and I wasn’t going
to be able to feed them. At one point in my life I could be relied upon to
find, and keep, a job, but I could no longer get as far as an interview. The
reasons given were too similar and too frequent to ignore. Versions of ‘You
do not fit in with our demographic profile’ meant that my time was up. I



was middle-aged, mediocre and male. I could get bitter or I could raise a
happy and balanced son. What I was going to do after Angus had started
school was too far in the future to worry about.

The business suit came on, the bottom lip quivered and the ‘Good lucks’
were exchanged. Then, with a final wave, Christine drove off to her first
day back at work and I walked back into the house with Angus on my hip to
start my first official day as a stay-at-home father. First up was a poetry
recital; it was going to be one of our daily routines. I placed Angus on his
back in the middle of our bed, knelt directly over him, and recited the poem
‘Mr Tom Narrow’. The little story of Mr Tom Narrow had remained in my
memory since I had had to recite it at a junior school arts festival (C– for
the performance but a B+ for enthusiasm). I almost certainly got more of a
thrill reciting it to my son than he got from hearing it. But he was polite
enough to give me all of his four-month-old’s attention while I bounced up
and down above him. His eyes opened wide and he made gurgling noises.
Why was I reciting poetry to my infant son? I don’t know. Perhaps it was
because of Mother. She believed in reciting poetry to children. Before she
left, when we were still a family, she would sit my sister and me down and
read to us. She loved ‘Kubla Khan’. One particular time after reciting the
‘stately pleasure-dome decree’ verse she turned to my sister and said,
‘When you hear that, Keryn, what is it that you see?’

‘I see rolling hills and a river,’ said my sister. ‘I see trees and birds and a
big white castle with fluttering flags.’

‘That’s excellent, Keryn, that’s brilliant!’ said my mother.
It was my turn.
‘Now, Bruce, what do you see?’
‘I see a wabbit.’

The men in the house quickly established a routine. After our morning
poetry recital we settled down with a picture book. I propped Angus up on
my knee and flipped through 100 Animals. I turned the pages but waited for
him to put his finger on a specific animal, at which point I was required to
say the name and produce the sound effect. He would go directly to the lion
and I was expected to ‘ROAR!’ again and again until he got tired of it. He
made a husky little attempt to ‘roar’ but was put immediately in place by
my big, booming alpha ‘ROAR!’ in return; it’s never too early to establish
who’s the boss. When I out-roared him he shook on my knee and made a



throaty sound that brought tears to my eyes when I realised that it was his
first laugh. We went through ‘QUACKS!’ and ‘BUZZES’ and ‘HISSSES’,
my mind racing ahead of him as I tried to anticipate having to make the
sounds of worms and slugs. After reading, we went through to the kitchen
to feast on steamed gem squash and butternut. Then came the best part: we
were going out to pick up women.

‘What is the turn-on about men with babies?’ I said to Christine. ‘I just
don’t get it. I don’t even pretend to understand the logic of it. Man-with-
pram means man-with-baby. Man-with-baby usually means man-with-
woman-in-his-life. The very best that a woman is going to get by chatting
up man-with-baby is a little bit of non-committed something on the side,
which goes against everything that a woman stands for. Yet when I’m out
with Angus, it’s like moths and a light. I never came close to getting this
kind of attention when I was single and available. It makes no shred of
sense. What is it with you lot? By the way, your hair looks nice.’

‘We’re a mystery, Babe.’
With a clean nappy on, Angus was ready for shopping and, with his

fluffy yellow duck, he was ready for trouble. We drove to the shops, bought
the supper ingredients, and then slowly meandered back to the car. The
world looks different when you’re pushing a pram. After a few weeks of
piloting Angus, I developed a theory.

‘I’ve got a theory, Angus. Would you like to hear it?’
Silence.
‘I will take that as a “yes”, then. My theory is that people are in one of

three states: they’re contracting, expanding or maintaining. And I’m not
talking about bums and waistlines here, Angus. I’m talking about the real
McCoy; I’m talking souls; I’m talking spirits.’

Angus was in full agreement although he remained silent. I waited for
an opportunity to illustrate my point and it did not take long. A cleaner
stopped mopping the corridor down which I was pushing Angus. She
walked in front of us, blocking our path, and put her head into the pram to
engage with Angus. She did an impromptu jive while clicking her fingers
and trying to get him to smile. He stared at the stranger with big, solemn
eyes and did not react. She kept it up until he cracked and started to smile.
She cackled victoriously and she and I exchanged pleasantries before I
wished her a good day and walked off.



‘There! You see that, Angus? That is what I’m talking about,’ I said as I
resumed walking. ‘That wonderful lady is expanding. She clearly has
nothing, otherwise she would not be mopping floors. Most likely she’s
living from hand to mouth and has every reason to be bitter. Yet she will
stop what she’s doing – and let’s be honest, what she is doing doesn’t look
like fun – to share her good will and good humour with you. I think that is
fantastic. If I can still do that under those circumstances, I’ll think my soul’s
doing OK.’

The pulling power of a baby fascinated me. Having always been a
people-watcher, I had a limitless supply of material. As Angus and I walked
by, couples nudged each other and grim faces transformed into smiles.
Young children, devoid of any social etiquette, leaned into the pram and
said, ‘Aaw, cuute.’ Old ladies, supporting themselves on canes, gave Angus
emotional glances and offered up smiles that the very old reserve for the
very young. I started to develop another theory.

‘I’ve developed another theory, Angus. Would you like me to share this
one with you too? Of course you would. You see how you attract the very
old and the very young? They’re attracted to your light. That’s interesting,
don’t you think? The one group has not been spoiled yet; if they knew what
hope was, they would be full of it. The other group is full of regret. They
see themselves a long time ago. You’re reminding them of times when they
were full of hope and before life began to gnaw at them. They see
themselves before their mistakes and their bad choices. You’re making them
happy and sad at the same time.’

On a different shopping expedition Angus and I were again out and
hoping to snag women. I needed to move up to another level of the
shopping mall, so I walked across to the lift doors and pressed the button.
While we waited, I started to tickle Angus. He began to giggle, which
always made me laugh. That’s how we were standing when the lift arrived
and the doors opened. I pushed him into the lift, the two of us still giggling.
In the lift was a middle-aged male who looked at both of us. I returned the
look, a smile still on my face, and said, ‘Hi.’

He did not return my smile. As a reply and instead of a greeting, he
looked at Angus and said, ‘Been there, done that.’

He then turned his back on us and stood looking at the buttons. When
the lift stopped at his floor, he walked away without a word.



‘Contracting, Angus,’ I said as the man walked away. ‘Or, rather,
contracted. He’s not in the process of anything; he’s already done it. He’s
turned into a black hole. No light is going to escape from that any more.
Poor man.’

Despite the ample opportunity available during the day, with the benefit
of sound and touch, I really got to know my beautiful little boy at night. We
had an appointment set aside in our diaries: the suppertime feed was usually
my shift. For me it was a quiet time, an opportunity to sit peacefully in a
dark room and listen to music, to sit with my son. For him, I convinced
myself, it was a time for one-on-one bonding with his dad. To learn my
scent so that he could, in future, locate me anywhere in a dark world. It was
a special part of my day.

I mixed the milk formula, took a small sip in order to test the
temperature, and took it into his room. There was a particular album that
seemed to soothe him so I checked to make sure the correct one was ready. I
stacked extra pillows next to the rocking chair in case either of us became
uncomfortable, started the CD player, lifted him out of his cot and, just
before I sat down in the chair to feed him, turned off the light.

I learned his moods, and gained some insights into his personality, by
the sound of his drinking. When he was in an I’m-starving-and-let’s-have-
no-silly-buggers-from-you-please-Dad mood, the bottle found its own way
into his mouth. As I hovered the teat an inch from his face, he would turn
on his magnetic-jet-propelled sucking mechanism, which pulled it in. I felt
a strong suction and heard a ‘thukthuk-thuk’ sound emanating from low
down in his throat. I smiled down at him and imagined how a small kitten
growls if you try to pull away its food. He would suck until he was
swallowing air and then theatrically let go, throw his head back and rest
against my arm. In the dark I could make out a contented look on his face
and see a small trickle of milk slipping out of the side of his mouth.

Usually, though, I needed to push the teat between his lips to get him to
start drinking. He would taste the first few drops before settling in to a good
rhythm. When he was halfway through the bottle I could see him begin to
lose interest so I would put the bottle down next to the chair and burp him. I
sat him upright on my leg and gently cupped his chin in one hand while
rubbing his lower back with the other. I developed the knack of burping him
quickly. As the burp arrived, I would flip up the knee he was sitting on and
say, ‘Whoopla! One nil to Angus,’ and later, ‘Whoopla! Two nil to Angus.’



Sometimes all my rubbing would elicit not a burp, but a fart. I would
feel the fart, muffled by his nappy, against my leg and I would say, ‘Holy
Guacamole,’ as I jiggled him up and down on my knee, ‘you nearly shot my
leg off.’ His baby chuckle pierced my heart.

On occasions when he was not so hungry, or when he was up for some
baby humour, he would not suck at all; he would push the teat back with his
tongue and I could sense his playful mood. In went the teat. Out it came
again. In. Out. I would jab it in and, before he could push it out, pull it out
again just to tease him. I would always give him the chance to be the boss
and allow him to get the better of me.

When the games were over and the burps and farts were out, we would
just sit. He rested his head against my chest and wrapped his hand around
my finger. I bent my head down to his skull and gently ran my lips over his
cradle cap. The CD finished, we sat in silence, with him eventually falling
asleep and me staring through the darkness and into the past. I sat and
pondered the journey of sons and fathers, of husbands and wives, of life and
death, all the while catching glimpses of myself as a timid little boy living
with his grandmother and her Siamese cat.

Norah Jones will never be the same to me again. Whenever I hear the
gentle bass and piano introduction and Ms Jones’s voice, ‘Come away with
me in the night . . .’, I am transported to a dark room where a small baby
helped heal an ageing man. I am reminded of the therapeutic value of
children; I am humbled by the cathartic power of love.

The big problems came from an unexpected source. It was never going
to be about nappies; I could handle those in my sleep. When my friends
tried to scare me with nappy stories I used to think to myself, ‘What are you
on about?’ A little boy urinating in my face, or faeces smeared onto my
clothes were insignificant things to me. I simply washed myself, sometimes
changed my clothes, and got on with the task at hand. In the greater scheme
of things, the considerable dirt and mess generated by a baby are not even
worth mentioning. Although the day I laid Angus down and opened up his
nappy to find the worst nappy in the history of the human race, I thought it
was too good to keep to myself. I fetched my digital camera and emailed
the evidence to Christine, and was sure I could hear a scream across town.
No – my problems had nothing to do with the practicalities of raising a
baby.



The problems came from silence. Specifically, the problems came from
my silence. Weeks would go by when the only adult I spoke to was
Christine. I said ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ at the till every day but that was
all. If I didn’t go to the shop that day, I would speak to Christine in the
morning and would only open my mouth again to speak to an adult in the
evening. I found that, after a prolonged period, I was forgetting how to
speak. My thought process, talking only to itself, was not bothered with the
niceties of pronunciation or grammar. Ideas would appear and disappear in
my head in complete units. When I activated my vocal cords and tried to
articulate my ideas, I would listen to myself speak and begin to panic: Did I
say that? It doesn’t make any sense. Listen to me! I’m talking like an idiot.
Am I developing Alzheimer’s? My concern at embarrassing myself fed on
itself and I began to withdraw. Instead of speaking in my normal way, at my
normal speed, I constructed entire sentences in my head and grammar-
checked them before speaking. The result was even worse: disconnected
sentences delivered with long silences in between.

Be careful, I thought to myself. Be very careful. Here be dragons. If you
do not deal with this, you’re going to be in trouble. This is not just being
slightly embarrassed by babbling; this is driving poisonous roots towards
your self-worth. This is fundamentally harming you and it’s potentially
going to harm your marriage. Do not contract; do not become the black hole
you met in the lift.

I received an emotional jolt the day I hurt Angus. It had been a bad run;
he was not sleeping and neither was I. His teeth were coming through,
which was making him very demanding. It seemed to me that all he wanted
to do was cry and be carried. I was feeling down. I had been trying not to
dwell on my worries but I was failing. I’m becoming useless. I’m becoming
stupid and useless. I have no prospects. I have been permanently
affirmatively-actioned. I will never get another job. I can barely speak any
more. I have a brief use as a nanny and then what? Then I will be a
dependant of, and financial burden to, Christine. She is going to find me
less attractive by the minute. What am I going to do? How am I going to
escape this?

I was thinking all of this while I carried a crying Angus. No doubt he
picked up on my emotions, which made it worse. I needed to think and
needed some space so I marched into his room and put him down too
roughly in the centre of his cot. He immediately cried harder and pulled



himself up to a standing position. He lifted his arms up to me in the
universal ‘pick me up’ sign and all my emotion came out in one loud,
anguished cry. ‘No! Leave me alone!’

He shot back as if I had hit him and, because he no longer had support,
fell over. He curled up into a ball and howled. The sight of my son, howling
with grief and floored by rejection, brought the sanity back in. I picked him
up as tenderly as I could and put my face against his wet cheeks and said,
‘I’m sorry, Angus. I’m so sorry. It’s not your fault. I’m sorry.’

I had harsh words with myself. Keep your perspective. This will not last
for ever. He will go to school and then you will have time to be you. You’re
right – your days of IT are over. But, despite what you feel, you’re not
stupid. You’ll think of something. I gave myself exercises. Homework.
When Angus was sleeping, I connected to the Internet and read the New
York Times. I started with the editorial and worked my way to the opinion
pieces. I set myself the condition that I needed to read aloud, to hear my
own voice. I was not concerned with content. The Candidates’ debate, the
Supreme Court, Roe vs Wade, Iraq, the Patriot Act, Global Warming – as I
read them, they meant nothing to me. All that concerned me was that I
could read and speak. You’re rubbish! Read it again. My goal was to read
aloud without bumbling. I set myself up as a newsreader interviewing for a
job. When I finished with the Grey Lady, I turned to Shakespeare: Let me
not to true minds . . . let me not to impediments . . . Rubbish! Rubbish!
Read it again! Let me not to the marriage of true minds admit impediments .
. . My goal was to read aloud, without mistakes, anything that popped up on
the screen.

As a home remedy it was reasonably successful. I exercised my vocal
cords to the point where they felt pleasantly tired which, in turn, lifted my
mood. Perhaps it was my jolt with Angus, perhaps a combination of things,
but I started to feel better.

Life was settling down for all of us. Angus was nine months old; he had
his own personality and was not afraid to use it. He was less than a month
away from starting to walk. He smiled when I walked into the room and
cried when I left it. Christine was back at work and back in the groove. She
was visibly happier to have the cut and thrust of her job back. I was seeing,
in the far distance, a dim light at the end of the tunnel. I only needed to
persevere for just over a year and Angus would begin playschool. Once he
was at playschool, I would have two to three hours a day to carve out a life



and future for myself. Our sex life had normalised and the worst was just
about over; we all had a slight spring in our step.

Christine looked at me and said, ‘I’m late.’



Seven

‘You’re late? As in, you’re pregnant?’
‘Yes, that type of late.’
‘But you’ve only just stopped taking the pill. Since then we’ve had sex,

what, three – four – times?’
‘I know. I’m still late.’
‘But . . . but . . . Angus is only nine months; he’s not even walking.

We’re getting up five times a night; we’re exhausted. I’m so tired, I need
jumper cables to get it up yet ... I ... you’re late ... are you serious?’

‘Yes, I’m serious. I’m late. I think I’m pregnant again. I haven’t tested
but I know I’m pregnant again. I know it sounds bizarre, but I can smell that
I’m pregnant.’

That’s why they’re called surprises. They catch you unprepared and
with a head full of random words. I was sounding like a fool. The wheels in
my head were spinning while they tried to grip on something coherent to
say. It’s astonishing how many discrete thoughts can be formulated in a
human brain in fractions of a second. Perhaps as your body accelerates
down from the roof of a building your entire life really does flash before
your eyes.

Pregnant? Already? I had been counting the days until Angus started
playschool and I could begin rebuilding my own life. Three precious hours
on weekday mornings were going to be the launch pad for becoming
something to be proud of. The dim light that I had seen at the end of a long
tunnel went ‘blip’ and disappeared. In its place was more exhaustion.
Coping with sleep deprivation was the one thing that I had proved to be
terrible at. My fertile fantasies had been replaced by a vision of a bed with a
cool breeze blowing through the room as I slept peacefully and
uninterrupted for hours. There had not been a single day in Angus’s life that
our morning had not started by five and it was reasonably common to start
at four. There had not been a single night that one of us had not been forced
to get up several times. In a universe of sleepless babies, the undisputed
king of sleepless babies had chosen us. I could have rested my head in my



morning muesli and fallen asleep in an instant. More of that? Would I be
getting up for baby no. 1 on the hour and for baby no. 2 on the half-hour?

Pregnant? Already? How can time pass so fast? It seemed like only
minutes earlier that I had sat stroking Christine’s head in the operating
room, staring at her blood pooling at the doctor’s feet.

Pregnant? Already? What about our marriage? What about ‘us’? (Sorry,
Angus, I know you’re also us, but I don’t mean you-us; I mean us-us.) What
about my wife – the woman I hardly got to speak to any more? It was only
now, in recent weeks, that Christine and I were engaging again. Up till then
it had been a question of slicing up time between child, job and husband.
The mother-son, father-son, mother-job relationships used all the available
space; the mother-father relationship was fighting to survive. It felt as
though we were trying to squash five minutes’ worth of dance steps into a
three-minute tune.

Pregnant? Already? I was hoping to start getting into shape again. I
know it’s unfashionable for the male to complain when it’s not his body
that’s morphing, but I was getting flabby and, for a life-long athlete,
dismally unfit. The plan had been to time-share babysitting duties in the
morning and each take turns at some form of training. We had studied the
running and cycling calendars and optimistically pencilled in a few dates.

Pregnant? Already? A baby brother or sister for Angus. That weight,
that feel, that smell of creams and powders. Those perfect fingers and toes.
Getting another opportunity to laugh at the Moro reflex. Watching our
baby’s sleeping face, hearing the first laugh and seeing the first smile. We
had once said that, if we were lucky enough to have one child, could we
please be greedy and ask for two? We were both acutely aware of our age
and the fact that our teenage child would have a father in his sixties. We
thought that a sibling Angus’s age would ease the burden of having
doddering old parents. And here was the sibling we had ordered and, once
again, it had been embarrassingly easy; tottering on the brink of terminal
exhaustion, two withered, old trees had managed to bear fruit. No IVF, no
Viagra, no ginseng and no avocado.

‘Here we go again. Am I a man or what? Am I not the manliest,
mightiest manly-man in the whole manly world? Possibly in the entire
maniverse?’

‘There’s nothing measly or metrosexual about that marvellously
magnificent manly muscle, Babe.’



‘Am I not the absolute alphiest of alpha males?’
‘The alphiest, Babe. The very, very alphiest.’
‘I’m of a mind to manoeuvre out my macho meaty manly manhood and

smash it down on that table but I don’t think the table would cope.’
‘Smithereens, Babe. That table is just not up to it.’
We checked. Christine was pregnant again. As was to be expected,

pregnancy no. 2 was not such a big deal in our lives and there was nothing
of any importance that I needed to ask Mr Google. The foetus carried on
with the business of growing while we carried on with the business of
raising Angus and coping with our lives. The tension built up as the Down’s
test approached and receded when it was over. The only excitement was
over gender and name. With the first pregnancy Christine had had
‘Anastasia’ at the ready. At the time I had said, ‘Great name, but we’re
having a boy.’

For the second pregnancy, Christine had fine-tuned her female intuition.
‘I’ve just got this feeling, Babe. We’re going to have another boy. We’re
going to have two sons. Angus is going to have a little brother and I will be
the only woman in the house.’

‘Quit while you’re still behind, Babe. This time we’re having a girl. We
can use your original name. Anastasia – I love it.’

‘Boy.’
‘Girl.’
Christine continued hunting for boys’ names.
‘OK, Babe, we can name our son Anastasia.’
When the monthly appointment confirmed that we were having a girl, I

just laughed and added, ‘Don’t take it personally, Babe. Your intuition is so
crap because your karma’s so good. You can’t be kind, nice and right. I’m
not hampered by good karma.’

Midway through the pregnancy we enlisted the help of Christine’s
parents to fly up and look after Angus while we went on a one-week
holiday. This time my libido remained intact. I’m behaving like a dirty old
man, I thought to myself as I leered at my wife’s sexy bulge and her yellow
bikini. Wait a minute, I am a dirty old man.

An issue that raised its head was one of practicality. What to do with the
new arrival? ‘What should we do with the new arrival, Babe? Should we
keep her?’ It’s no fun any more when you’re ignored so I tried again.
‘Where are we going to put her?’



‘I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about that too,’ replied Christine.
We had a problem of limited space. Angus had the spare room already.

More importantly, he was intent on rewriting the history book and
becoming the first human to never, ever, sleep. If Anastasia wanted peace
and quiet, she was most certainly not going to get any in his room. It would
be unfair on Angus to displace him in favour of his sister so we needed
another option. There was another room available in the house but, as
Christine described it, it was over the hill and far away and you required a
jerrycan of petrol and a pack of sandwiches to get there. Totally
unacceptable for an infant. We wouldn’t even hear her cry. That might not
be a bad thing, I thought to myself. The other option was our own bedroom.

‘Forget it,’ I said to Christine. ‘Forget, forget, forget. I’m not having a
baby sharing our room. I’m putting my foot down. Look, see, it’s down.
Even if there’s not a lot of action happening in the bedroom, we still want a
semblance of a marriage.’

With that I stamped my foot.
We came to a compromise made possible by the house. We live in an

old farm-style house with several nooks and crannies, one of which was
attached to our bedroom and had been converted into a walk-in cupboard.
We carted everything out and made space for a cot. The room was tiny; it
could only accommodate a chair, a cot and a chest of drawers. I hung heavy
curtains between the bedroom and the entrance to the ‘nursery’. Inside, with
the curtains drawn, it was pitch-black. It amused me to drop into
conversations that we kept our daughter in a dark cupboard.

‘You’re a sick man, Babe,’ said Christine.
‘We already have a dog named Hedwig and another one named Harry

and we will soon have a child living in our cupboard. I see a book here
somewhere but I think it’s already been written.’

We began referring to Anastasia’s bedroom as ‘the Harry Potter room’.
I discussed love with Christine. Or, rather, I discussed proportional love

with her.
‘I’m curious about this,’ I said. ‘I’m curious about the future me. If I am

going to have an affair it will all be predictable. I will meet someone else
and, as the relationship grows, I will start to expend more and more
emotional and physical energy. As I spend an increasing amount of energy
on the new person, I’m going to spend a decreasing amount on you.’

‘Yeees?’



I knew that look. Mouth pulled up on one side and a slightly cocked
head; wearing a this-is-one-of-his-bullshit-theories expressions. I continued.
‘Therefore’ – I liked the sound of ‘therefore’ – ‘as the new person receives
more energy, the old person, you, receives less. Now, if I were having two
affairs simultaneously, the available energy would be further diffused. The
new-new would get most of it – all the fresh love; the old-new would get
slightly less – the slightly stale love; and the hag that I married, very little.
You would have to survive on getting one every second Tuesday, and that’s
about it.’

‘You’re trying to wind me up. You’re not going to.’
I pressed on. ‘So now what about children? We already have one child;

I’m giving him all of my love; I’m not holding anything back; I have no
love that I’m storing for a rainy day. Plus, of course, there’s you. I can
understand giving you one hundred per cent and giving Angus one hundred
per cent, because it’s different types of love. I give you all my spouse love
and I give Angus all my parent love. What’s going to happen to Anastasia
when she arrives? Or, for that matter, what’s going to happen to Angus? If I
suddenly start giving Anastasia love, it means I’m taking it from
somewhere. You’re a bean counter – you lot call it a zero sum game. As I
said, I’m not keeping any love somewhere in case I need it. Angus is not
going to get what he’s used to, which is going to make him insecure, which
is going to make him require more from the dwindling reserves. Anastasia
will get less, from day one, than Angus ever did. That’s not fair on her, is it?
And what if we have more than two children? What then? What did Old
Mother Hubbard do when each of her hundred children only got five per
cent of her love? Or is that precisely why she didn’t know what to do? What
do you think?’

‘I think your arithmetic is terrible, that you’re talking rubbish, and that
your love expands.’



Eight

And expand our love did. Anastasia arrived. She arrived like a force of
nature.

‘This child is not taking any shit, Babe. She’s only been here a few
weeks and already she seems to think she’s part of the family.’

‘She is.’
The nine months of the pregnancy had telescoped at a frightening rate.
‘I’m seventy kilos!’
‘Well, your hair looks nice.’
‘I’m eighty kilos!’
‘I must say your hair is looking lovely today.’
‘Piles!’
‘Have you cut your hair? It’s so you.’
All the minute details of the first pregnancy were missing. What to

Expect When You’re Expecting was not even opened. We did not attend
Lamaze classes or perform any of the micromanagement associated with
Angus. We used the same hospital, doctor, midwife, paediatrician and
anaesthetist. It felt like yesterday that we had been there for Angus. During
the operation we all exchanged pleasantries and talked about the cricket.
The vomit, blood, enema, flowers, fluffy toys and farewell waves went by
in a flash. When we returned home we stored our daughter in a dark
cupboard. She slept through the night from day one.

‘Let’s keep her and return Angus. Or let’s see if we can swop him for
one that sleeps. There’s something wrong with that boy: he’s not of this
world; he’s not made of flesh and blood. He never sleeps; I mean he never
ever ever sleeps. I think we should start hanging up garlic. I’m going to get
a crucifix and sharpen a broomstick, just in case.’

The differences were immediate. To begin with, the new one had a
vagina. When Anastasia arrived, Angus was still in nappies. I often had
dual nappy changes on my hands. I never had a problem with Angus’s
changes; I was confident from day one. I would shift his penis and testicles
up and down, left and right, depending on what was required. If I needed to



hold his package in order to clean behind it, I knew exactly how to place
my fingers and how much pressure to exert. In the early days I stood talking
to Christine while she was doing a change. Her long elegant fingers, with
their painted nails, were pinching a tiny section of Angus’s scrotum and, as
gently as possible, trying to move them aside.

‘Babe! Just pick up his balls and move them. You’re not defusing a
bomb. It’s not going to bite you.’

My nappy changes of Angus took a maximum of thirty seconds – no
matter the carnage inside. With Anastasia it was different. I laid her down
as softly as I could – she was a girl, after all; I made sure the light was not
shining in her eyes – she was a girl, after all; I took the nappy off as gently
as I could – she was a girl, after all. Then I set to work. I took a fresh, moist
wipe and dabbed with the lightest of touches. Christine, witnessing my
efforts, said, ‘Babe! Just wipe the thing. You’re not defusing a bomb. It’s
not going to bite you.’

Anastasia did not wait for us to make space for her in our lives. She did
it herself. She arrived and grabbed twenty-six per cent of the family cake.
She then stared at the three of us and projected her thoughts: I dare you to
try to take that one per cent back. Are you feeling lucky, punk? She was too
young for solid food but, if she was awake, we brought her into the kitchen
while we ate. I put her on the kitchen counter under the CD player. She was
only a few weeks old when we noticed something interesting.

‘Is she tapping her feet?’ I asked.
We turned the music on and off and, sure enough, with her tiny fat baby

legs dangling over the edge of her seat, she was tapping her feet to, and
keeping time with, the music.

She seemed to hate me on sight. For six months I was a drained and
nervous wreck by the time Christine came home. There was nothing subtle
about Anastasia’s body language. As Christine walked through the
doorway, Anastasia leaned as far away from me as possible and reached out
to her mother with both arms.

‘You take her. I’ve had enough dislike for one day.’
If Christine was holding her and I walked towards them, Anastasia

twisted away from me and presented her back. If I changed direction to
approach her face, she turned again. While Christine was at work it was all-



out war. I tried to give her the same attention that I gave Angus but, if I
tickled or touched her, she screamed.

‘Well, this is a very good start,’ I once told Christine. ‘My child appears
to loathe the sight of me.’

Then one day I smiled and braced myself for the reaction but she smiled
back. She started crawling to me while I sat on the couch. On occasion,
when Christine was holding her, Anastasia leaned away from her and held
out her arms to me. ‘Hi, Babe, where’s the Antichrist?’ changed to ‘Hi,
Babe, where’s my daughter?’ It was a year before Anastasia really warmed
to me.

‘You women really require a lot of foreplay, don’t you?’ I said to
Christine.

‘That we do, Babe. That we do.’
Anastasia proved me wrong very quickly. There is no fundamental

difference between a girl and a boy, I thought. It was all down to the
influences they were exposed to. Their immature emotions and
underdeveloped brains ensured that they would react in a similar way. It
was only later, when hormones and social conditioning came into play, that
the big differences emerged. I tried out my theory on my friends.

‘You clearly don’t have a daughter,’ was the reply. ‘Have a daughter –
then we’ll talk.’

I had a daughter and promptly ridiculed my own theory. What was I
thinking? So that’s why one is called Venus and the other Mars.

She did everything more quickly. She arrived eighteen months after
Angus and was out of nappies before him. She did not wet the bed once.
Whereas Angus’s crawl-window was six months, hers was two weeks. It
seemed as though she went from lying to sitting to walking in a heartbeat.
She caught up with Angus so fast it rattled him. He and I were walking one
day and he said in a tone that touched my heart, ‘Annie’s better than me at
everything.’

We carried on walking for a second while I thought how to respond.
‘Why do you say that?’

‘She’s cleverer than me.’
I stopped dead in my tracks and knelt in front of him. There are some

things my children say that I just let slide, but this was not one of them. His
head was hanging down and his shoulders drooped. I picked up his little
chin and stared straight at him.



‘Angus. Angus.’
‘Yes, Dad.’
‘Listen to me now. I never, ever, want to hear you say that again. Annie

is not cleverer than you, Angus, she’s not. What she is is different – and
there is a whole world between better and different. I have looked at you
every single day of your life; there is nobody in the world who knows you
better than I do. What I see inside of you makes me very, very happy. You
have some special little seeds planted in you. Some special seeds take a
long time to grow because they become giant trees. There are some trees in
the world that are over a thousand years old. That’s what you have in you,
Angus. Give it time to grow. Annie has big trees too but she has slightly
different trees. They just grow quicker and have different shapes. I don’t
want to hear you speak like this again. Annie’s different, Angus. That is all.
OK?’

‘Yes, Dad.’
‘Annie sure is different, Babe. I was pushing her in the pram and, as we

were passing a shoe counter, she leaned out for a better look.’
‘That’s not different, Babe. That’s female. That’s Venus.’
‘I can’t believe a child that age can relate to shoes. Can you?’
‘Oh, yes.’
‘And her love of chocolate – is that Venus too?’
‘Oh, yes.’
‘And clothes?’
‘Oh, yes.’
Anastasia, now a very old five, is Christine’s fashion critic. If it’s good,

‘Mommy, you’re stunning.’ If it’s bad, ‘I don’t like it. Put something else
on.’

Now that we’re friends, she likes to sit on my lap. She’s a cat whereas
Angus is a dog. No matter how I sit, Anastasia will mould herself to me like
a blanket. She’s as devious as it’s possible to be. She seduces me in a
premeditated way; she will snuggle up to me and squeeze my arm. I kiss the
top of her head.

‘I love you, Daddy.’
‘I love you too, my sweetie pie.’
We will make small talk for a while.
‘I love you so much, Daddy.’
‘I love you so much too, my sweetie pie.’



I know the sucker punch is coming and I’m waiting for it.
‘Can I have a new dress?’
‘I would rather you had two.’
‘Really?’
‘Yes. Really. We’ll go tomorrow and buy you two new dresses.

Actually, let’s make it three. And some shoes. There’s a shop that’s got a lot
of new Barbies – I think we should buy those too.’ I keep a straight face but
she catches on fast.

‘You know what, Daddy?’
‘What is it, Anastasia? Enlighten me.’
‘You have a crack in your bum.’
Out of the witches’ brew that created her personality, a wicked sense of

humour has emerged. I sense that she’s the one in the family – the other two
being too gentle – with whom I can unleash my black humour. I plop
myself down on the couch between the children. They’re watching
television. The good guy has fallen overboard. He’s waving his hands in the
air and crying for help. The ship is sailing away. Will someone hear him?
Will he be saved?

‘Leave him,’ I say. ‘Let him drown.’
‘Noooo!’ says Angus. ‘Stop the ship. Save him. Turn back.’
‘Let him drown,’ says Anastasia with a giggle.
There’s no doubt she has artistic ability. Her penmanship is already

better than mine. The most arbitrary object is picked up off the floor and
taken to her room to emerge, hours later, in a new form: a crocodile, a
butterfly, a set of fairy wings. Occasionally, she needs help. ‘Dad, let’s do
some orders. You get the paper, I’ll get the glue.’

While Anastasia comfortably has the upper hand when it comes to art,
Angus, now six, slaughters her when it comes to numbers. His
mathematical ability is astonishing. When he was just beginning to talk –
while Anastasia was sleeping in her cot – we did simple mental arithmetic
together. We played with an abacus and he developed a love for numbers
and their patterns. Anything with buttons, levers and switches will hold his
interest. He has the attention span of a goldfish but has taken to technology
as if born to it.

‘Stuff it, Babe. He’s done it again.’
‘What?’



‘He’s changed the language on the computer again. It’s speaking
Hungarian – I think.’

I’ve had to drag him by the hand and take him to my iMac. ‘Angus,
listen to me clearly now. And concentrate on what I’m saying. Are you
listening, Angus?’

‘What? Yes, Dad.’
‘Do not, I repeat, do not touch this computer. Do not even think of it.

You can play on that one. Do you understand?’
There is a spare computer in the house with Linux loaded, which I’ve

had to reinstall four times. It’s there for them both to play with and for me
to teach them to program – but Anastasia’s not interested. I’ve found Angus
deep in the system settings, clicking buttons ‘to see what happens’. I worry
for him; a cross word has his eyes filling up and his bottom lip trembling.
Several times a day he tells us how much he loves and adores us. He’s
always trying to do kind deeds for people. If we’re out and he sees a mother
with a baby, Angus cannot help himself: he strokes the baby’s face and
says, ‘Aw, cute.’ While Anastasia will be a heartbreaker, he will be
heartbroken. I try to keep a straight face when he says, ‘This is the worst
day of my whole life.’

‘I’m really sorry to hear that, Angus. Would a cup of Milo help you feel
better?’

‘Some hot chocolate might help. I think I need to watch Power Rangers
to cheer me up.’

He’s a kind and gentle soul with a great big bull’s-eye on his heart – just
waiting to get hit.

‘Do you know who that child reminds me of, Babe?’
‘Who?’
‘Me. He’s just like me. I hope not. I really hope not.’
Splitting myself down the middle is proving to be my greatest

challenge. It was easy when it was just Angus; I made sure I was there
when he needed me and the rest took care of itself. Now my two children
both need me but they’re in different places doing different things.

‘I’ll be there in a minute, Angus. I cannot fly, Annie.’
I need to take heed of their different personalities when I juggle my

priorities. Who got me last time? What did they do and what did I say? One
child is going to be temporarily rejected and it means different things to my
children. Anastasia will scowl and be put in a bad mood. Angus will tell me



it’s the worst day of his life. Every so often we all fall into sync. My
children sit together at the kitchen table and share an activity and share me.
There are no fights and no drama. The dogs are peacefully sleeping and
birds are tweeping outside. We are a family taken straight off the back of a
cereal box. If Christine is around I turn to her and say, ‘Look at them. Come
on, Babe – one more. Just one more. You can still squeeze another one out.’

‘Not. On. Your. Life.’



Nine

The problem of discipline has never really gone away. It’s one of those
things that’s constantly in the background but occasionally breaks through.
When it does, there’s an outburst from me and we spend the next few days
circling around each other like angry cats.

‘No, Christine, no! This is complete bullshit. If we’re going to play
good-cop, bad-cop with our children, then I also want to be the good cop
sometimes. You will walk over the things they have just dropped – without
saying a word. You will watch them dirty, waste, and break – without
saying a word. You will offer them a freaking menu for supper. What kids
get a choice of food each day? If we’re eating chicken, they must eat
chicken; if we’re eating pasta, they must eat pasta. We’re not going through
the whole grocery cupboard just to find something they want to eat.’

‘But they’ll go to bed hungry.’
‘I don’t give a stuff! If they don’t eat for a week, that’s fine. As long as

we provide adequate food, that’s it! I’m sick of always having to be the
nasty person. They’re going to grow up to hate me if you’re always nice to
them and I’m always shouting at them. It’s not fair on me. You can also take
some of the pain.’

For the next few days, Christine tries. I hear it in the background.
‘Anastasia Margaret. You come here right this minute. Is this the way to

leave your room? Who do you expect will pick up these toys? Me? Daddy?’
I’m not there but I see the scene in my mind. Anastasia is looking at her

mother and thinking, Oh, dear, he’s given you one of his talks again.
We’re no longer a newly married couple with infants to look after; in

retrospect, that was the easy part. There was a predictable but very limited
range of responsibilities. Our infants have turned into children. It began
with nourishing their bodies sufficiently, but now they can more or less
nourish their own bodies. Their minds have opened up and need a different
type of nourishment. They want facts, they want answers, they want
bedtime stories.

‘Dad, please read us a story.’



‘Sure. Have you brushed your teeth?’
‘Yes.’
‘Which book should I read?’
‘That one.’
I pick up the designated book. ‘OK. Here goes . . . would you like some

water?’
‘No.’
‘I think you mean, “No, thanks.”’
‘No, thanks. Just a story.’
‘OK. Here goes . . . would you like another pillow?’
‘No! The story!’
‘OK, you’re right, here goes . . . hang on, I need some water. OK, I’m

back. Where was I?’
‘The story, Dad!’
‘OK, here goes . . . hang on, Mom’s calling me. OK, here goes. Hang

on, I need some more light. Are you guys ready, because I’m here now and
I want to read you a story. I’m ready. Are you guys ready – because I am.’

‘Get on with it, Dad!’
‘OK. Let’s get going. Here comes the story you’ve been waiting for. It’s

coming around about now. All set, then?’
‘Dad!’
‘Once upon a time the end.’
I stand up quickly, close the book, dim the light and walk out of their

room without looking back. I smile to myself as I hear their giggles behind
me and the word ‘dad’ mentioned.

But who needs a book?
‘Guys, would you like me to tell you a bedtime story?’
‘Yes, please!’
‘OK. Well, once upon a time there was a woman who lived in a tower

and, one day, a handsome goat came and called up to her and said, “Let
down your seven dwarves.” When the army came to restore order, the
building they were travelling in happened to hit an iceberg because there
was a really annoying woman on the front flapping her arms and singing.
Once the woman had caught fire the posse needed a very long ladder to
blow her off. On the way down her parachute didn’t open and she fell into a
volcano. That might have been the end of her but fortunately
reinforcements arrived. The reinforcements had to hang about for a while



because of the speed of light but when they finally managed to teleport her
back to the castle the handsome goat was gone. There was a big sign written
with pixie dust where the handsome goat should have been. It read, “You
need a bigger goat.” Good night, my beautiful children. Sleep tight.’

The word I hear as I walk away is, ‘What?’

I have put into motion a plan to kill my wife through stress. I’m hoping I
can cash in the insurance and find someone younger and more flexible.
Someone with tiny red underwear and artificial horns. I will need to start by
causing a nervous breakdown.

‘Angus, tell your teacher that your mother told you the name of the
plant that catches insects. When she asks you what it is, remember the
name. It’s called a “Penis Flytrap.”’

‘Babe! You can’t tell him that. He will. Everyone will laugh at him.’
‘I’m planning on telling him to explain the difference between

“indifferently” and “indecently”.’
‘He’s way too young for those concepts.’
‘No, no, I can explain it really simply.’
‘I don’t believe you. How are you going to explain those concepts to a

six-year-old?’
‘I will tell you later.’
‘You were going to tell me how you were going to explain things to

Angus. They’re not here, so tell me now.’
‘Oh, yes, that. You see, it’s like this: if you’re having sex with a woman

and you’re in really deep – bang, bang, bang – and your balls are slapping
against her bum – slap, slap, slap – then you’re “in decently”. But if you’re
having sex with a woman and you’re in really deep – bang, bang, bang –
and your balls are slapping against her vagina – then you’re “in differently”.
And that’s the difference. I’m sure he will understand that. It’s dead simple.
What? What!?’

‘Angus, tell your teacher that your mother told you how they choose a new
Pope.’

‘What’s a Pope?’
‘He’s an important man and wears a pointy hat.’
‘Like Big Ears?’
‘Exactly like Big Ears! That’s very astute, Angus.’



‘Stop it, Babe!’
I’ve gone too far and I know it. We have agreed to disagree around the

‘G’ word, and have declared peace. I apologise. ‘I’m sorry, Angus. That
was wrong of me. No, he’s nothing like Big Ears. In fact he is a very
important man and he’s very, very important to a lot of people.’

‘Oh, OK. So how do they choose a new one? Why do they choose a
new one?’

‘Well, the old one died and they need a new one. He’s an important
symbol and needs to be there. But it’s very interesting how his replacement
is chosen.’

‘So how do they do it?’
‘Well – and remember to tell your teacher that it was your mother who

told you this – a whole bunch of cardinals lock themselves away to discuss
it. It’s referred to as the Papal Conclave. They stay in a place called the
Sistine Chapel where there are unbelievably beautiful paintings on the
ceiling. Anyway, they talk and talk and talk and go through rounds of
voting until there is a majority. That is called democracy. Each time they
vote, they burn some stuff which causes smoke to rise through the chimney.
Outside in the square there are thousands of people watching the chimney
and television cameras allow the whole world to watch too. What everyone
is waiting for is the moment when the smoke changes from dark to white.
When the smoke does change colour it means that the new Pope has been
chosen. Pretty cool, hey?’

‘What do they burn?’
‘They burn the old Pope.’
‘Babe!’

‘Hi, Babe, your hair looks nice. How was your day?’
‘Hi. Good, thanks. What are you doing?’
‘I’m just telling Angus a mediaeval knight’s story. I’m telling him the

compelling story of Cameltoe.’
‘It was Camelot.’
‘No, that was a different story that involved a sword. My story is about

the time when Sir Lancelot looked under the Round Table at Lady
Guinevere’s camel toe.’

‘You’d better be joking, you’d better be joking! What if he repeats that
at school? What if we start getting phone calls from his teachers? You’re



going to deal with them. You. Not me. You.’
‘Relax. I am joking. Angus is not here. He’s outside in the tree house.

You’re stuck with me, Babe. In sickness and in health, in sickness and in
health.’

‘How many days until the end of the world, Dad?’ It was Angus asking me.
I asked him why he wanted to know and, in his opinion, what exactly the
end of the world was. He told me that the end of the world was the day that
we – everyone – simultaneously died. In his mind it is the point at which
God switches everything to ‘off’. I asked him why he wanted to know; he
replied that he needed ‘to prepare’. I thought about how to answer and
decided to tell him that, yes, I thought that knowing when the world was
going to end would be very useful because we could then feed the pets and
turn off all the taps. But he still needed an answer.

‘I’m not sure, Angus. I will ask someone and get back to you.’
‘Who are you going to ask, Dad?’
‘With a question of this magnitude, and this is a very big question,

Angus, I’m going big – to the top. I’m asking God.’
‘When?’
‘Tonight. I will ask him when you go to sleep. I said “asleep”, not

pretending to sleep.’
‘How will you speak to him?’
‘I’ll phone him.’
The next day the very first question to leak from Angus was,

predictably, ‘Did you phone God? What did he say?’
‘Yes. I finally got hold of him. There is good news and bad news,

Angus. The bad news is that the world will end one day. The good news is
that it will be in twenty-five million days; that’s sixty-eight thousand, four
hundred and ninety-three years. It will be a while. God says you must stop
worrying about it and try to get some sleep.’

‘OK. Can we write it on the board?’
I wrote the numbers 25 000 000 on the kitchen whiteboard and every

morning Angus pulls up a chair and subtracts a day. If it’s a tricky
subtraction I help him. We both stand back and look at the number. It’s
currently at twenty-four million, nine hundred and ninety-nine thousand,
nine hundred and eighty-something days.



‘You’ve still got plenty of time, Angus. You can still squeeze in your
education; in fact, I think that it would be a jolly good idea if you did.’

The unintended consequence is that Angus informed his friends that I
have God’s telephone number. The intended consequence is that he happily
goes to school safe in the knowledge that he has ample time ‘to prepare’.
One day my beautiful child will check to see that I’m not looking and he
will quietly rub the number out.

One plus one is equal to two, there are three sides to every triangle,
Christine’s hair does look nice. These are facts and are beyond dispute.
Each fact is an individual brick and a surprising amount of parenthood is
merely stacking bricks. Thousands upon thousands of bricks, rising out of
nothing, creating a pile of sorts. Very often a brick is stacked at the direct
request of a child and comes in the form of the simplest question. When
relaying facts – or stacking bricks – I am in safe territory.

‘What is a dog, Dad?’
‘A dog is a canine. It (usually) has four legs. There are many varieties

of dogs, which are categorised into subsections called breeds.’
Stack, stack, stack. Several facts are stacked on top of each other and

the pile gets a little bigger each time. If we parents merely kept to the facts
each time we added our brick, we would just end up with a shapeless pile of
bricks. But when we add our brick we often deviate from the bare facts and
add something else.

‘What is a dog, Dad?’
‘A dog is a canine. It (usually) has four legs. There are many varieties

of dogs, which are categorised into subsections called breeds. Male dogs are
very lucky because they can lick their own balls. I would love to be able to
lick my own balls. If I could lick my own balls I would lie around in the sun
all day and do nothing but lick my balls.’

These are partly facts and partly opinions – my opinions. They’re part of
my flawed personality. That a male dog can lick his balls is a fact; that he is
lucky because he can is an opinion; that I would love to be able to lick my
own balls is, again, a fact – but one that is known only to me.

I have not had this dog conversation with my children because they
already know what a dog is. But if they didn’t, I would most likely stick to
the facts and keep the opinions to myself. To decide on whether to give just
the dry fact, or the not-so-dry opinion, I need to use something called



judgement. Perhaps, to amuse myself, and stress my wife, I would let this
opinion slip through. The relationship between fact and opinion is where
parenting gets tricky because, if facts are bricks, opinions are mortar. It is
the opinion that holds the facts together. It is the combination of fact and
opinion that gives the structure and provides the shape. A parent can add
his or her opinions to the small facts, with little consequence, but not all
facts are the same size.

‘What is reincarnation, Dad?’
I can see straightaway that this is not a small fact, by any means. This

question has paths leading directly to profound beliefs. I can easily stick to
the dictionary’s definition when I give my answer. ‘Reincarnation is the
birth of a soul in a new body.’

I can also hand the dictionary to my child and say, ‘Look it up’; I would
do this regardless because sourcing information is a necessary skill and
that’s what dictionaries are for. If I did this I would be helping my children
stack another brick but not providing them with any mortar. Alternatively, I
can give them some opinion on reincarnation; I can give them some of me.

‘Reincarnation is the birth of a soul in a new body, and let me tell you
something: there was once a man called Frank Sinatra. Well, he was
reincarnated as a cow and he now sings a song to the birds that sit on his
back. It goes like this: “Egrets, I’ve had a few . . .”’ My children will not
understand me and, even if they did, they would not find my opinion
interesting or funny; Anastasia has already told me that my jokes are
‘rubbish’.

My children do not know how much of my time is spent with my mind
racing a few seconds ahead of my mouth. To them I am a source of
information. There is usually a quick answer to whatever they ask.
Sometimes it’s informative and sometimes it’s amusing; sometimes it’s a
fact and sometimes it’s an opinion. What they don’t know is the dilemma
they put me in when the relationship between fact and opinion is less clear.



Ten

Please God, don’t ask me about God, I know so little about Her.
It has already started. We were sitting at breakfast when Angus asked

me, ‘Daddy, who’s in charge of everything?’
Here it comes, I thought. I looked at my beautiful boy sitting at the

kitchen table: his clear eyes, his tight skin, his uncontaminated hard drive of
infinite gigabytes, waiting to absorb information dispensed from a reliable
source: Dad. Christine was sitting next to him and a wry smile began to
form on her face. Her son and her husband were about to have a man-to-
man chat on not just any topic. It was the topic. I could almost hear her
think, ‘This is going to be interesting.’

I’ve been anticipating this moment since Christine and I first discovered
a fundamental difference. It was during one of our pre-relationship ‘coffees’
that are really just fact-finding missions. Dogs sniff each other’s bums but
people have coffee and talk; a mental checklist is ticked or crossed. Should
I shag him? Should I marry him? Is there a brain in there? Is there a heart in
there? Is there a soul in there? Can I live with his opinions? Would he make
a good father? Should I cut and run now? I want to shag her. Should I marry
her? I wonder if those are real? Will she look like her mother?

We covered all the biggies. We had the euthanasia chat and stood on
common ground. I explained to her the living hell that is witnessing
terminal cancer dismantle someone you love. I told her that I would have
killed my mother myself had I known how – and been able to avoid jail.

We had the capital-punishment chat and I struggled to explain my
feelings of mostly-against but sometimes-for. On a particularly depressing
evening, a few hours after Timothy McVeigh had been executed for the
Oklahoma bombing, we had dinner. The words ‘execution chamber’,
‘bomber’, ‘murderer’, ‘victims’, ‘last requests’, ‘baby killer’, ‘sodium
pentothal’, ‘bromide’ had been running across the top of my computer
screen all day, courtesy of a live news feed. I felt physically ill from the
news saturation and only picked at my food. Our conversation that night
kept drifting into long, empty silences and eventually a polite ‘good night’.



We had the abortion chat; I told her I was pro-choice. I explained that,
however enraged I was over irresponsible and promiscuous behaviour
leading to the unwanted pregnancy dilemma and the willynilly killing of
foetuses, I was even more enraged that, at one of the most vulnerable and
painful times of a woman’s life, she is deemed a criminal if she makes an
unspeakably difficult decision.

‘Isn’t it bizarre that it’s generally men who pass laws that affect
specifically women,’ I said. ‘And sure as apples are apples, somewhere in
that process is a reference to the Bible.’

Which, of course, led to the God chat.
‘Where do you stand on God? Do you believe in Her?’ I asked.
‘Yes.’
Well, that was a straight answer.
‘And you?’ she asked.
‘Well . . . not really, no.’
‘So you sort of don’t believe in Him? You’re a half atheist? What –

there’s an agnostic and an atheist inside of you battling for supremacy?’
‘No, I don’t believe in Her. I’m a full atheist. But if I am standing at the

bedside of my dying child, I have done absolutely everything I can, the
doctors have done everything they can, if there is no hope, if there is a
countdown on the wall ticking off the last few seconds until the moment my
child dies, I will probably be a hypocrite and pray – but I’m not fussy to
whom. In fact, if the devil herself appeared and promised to restore my
child’s health in return for a pact, I would do that too. My full title would
probably be “hypocritical atheist”.’

‘Ah. That type of atheist.’
Having differing opinions on God posed no problem for us because

there was no day-to-day conflict. Christine has her beliefs, I have mine, and
we have both internalised them and are respectful of the other. Had we gone
through our lives as a childless couple the subject would hardly have been
mentioned. However, we are not a childless couple and, in applying to
schools, religion keeps rearing its head and once again our differences are
apparent.

We needed to put our son’s name down on a waiting list but, before we
could do that, we needed to agree on a school. Every brochure stated a
school’s belief in ‘Christian values’.



‘Are there any schools that believe in “wholesome values” or just
“values”?’ I asked.

Being the practical one, Christine suggested the school closest to our
home. ‘What about St David’s?’

‘I’m not keen on St Anything,’ I replied.
‘Why?’
‘Because it’s a Catholic school.’
‘So what?’
‘So I would rather they had a choice in what religious instruction they

receive – or if they want any at all.’
Our occasional conversations about schools or, rather, religious

instruction at schools, highlighted one of the great enigmas about
parenthood. When two parents share equal love and equal effort, and have
equally good intentions, but have different viewpoints about their child’s
well-being, which parent wins? As strong as my opinions were on the
subject, and at my ripe old age I was confident enough to stand by them, I
did not, for a second, imagine them to carry any more weight than
Christine’s. By the same token, I expected to be taken seriously when I
expressed myself; it was a genuine dilemma with no obvious solution. By
fully articulating my own opinions, I would be trivialising the personal
beliefs of the least trivial person in my life. I also knew that my internal
dialogue contained a fatal flaw.

Teach religion to young children? No! Absolutely not. One upon a time
the Church ruled and everyone believed in God; it was called the Dark
Ages. Children should be children and nothing else. They should take as
much time as they need to find their own chosen religious path or even to
find out whether they want to follow a religious path. The key issue here is
‘choice’. There should be no indoctrination whatsoever.

But, Self, it can be argued that it’s not indoctrination. It can be argued
that early religious lessons are the same as, and as important as, early
hygiene lessons. Teaching a young child about the difference between good
and evil, about God, about faith, about sin, is just an early rung in a very
long ladder of things he or she needs to know in order to climb to the next
rung. You might say it’s a spiritual imperative.

Oh, bullshit, Self. Don’t tell me it’s not indoctrination and don’t tell me
it’s the same as learning personal hygiene. What if my child wants to be a
Buddhist? A child is, by definition, extremely impressionable; those



concepts you’re filling his head with are going to determine how he looks at
things for ever. My child does not need God to tell him not to kill, or have
sex with his neighbour’s wife. I can tell him that myself, and it’s something
that God didn’t teach me. If my child is going to be at the receiving end of a
commandment, I want to be the one giving it. ‘You will treat your fellow
humans with dignity and kindness and be respectful of the fact that you are
only one of many living creatures’ is ample advice for a child. Let him or
her chew on that for about fifteen years and then it’s up to him or her to take
it further. Children should not be reciting the Ten Commandments, or
chanting ‘Allahu akbar’, or chanting anything for that matter. These are
children we’re talking about; they’re not army recruits. They should be
barefoot, outside, and flying a kite. The only things children should be
worshipping are fruit and vegetables. Perhaps if children spent more time
together, delighting in their similarities, and less time apart, finding
differences, we would have a lot more tolerance in the world.

But already I blaspheme, and that goes to the top of the list of things-
not-to-do, doesn’t it? Rather, we tiptoe in terrified trepidation trying to
avoid these ‘blasphemous’ landmines which have been laid by the Church.
Which lunatics endorse the notion that blasphemy is the ultimate sin?
Throwing an insult God’s way or denying God’s existence is seen, in some
pious eyes, as the worst sin, the worst of the worst. Frankly, I can think of
quite a few worse things: raping a baby, for instance; murder, torture, child
abuse, child neglect.

What is this vice-like grip that religion has over us? Are we all sheep?
Why is someone who believes seen to be more relevant than someone who
does not? When will a politician standing for office, stand up and declare, ‘I
do not believe in God, but do not despair, my fellow citizens, because I do
believe in education, health care, kindness, dignity, fair play and honesty,
and here’s my plan if elected: I will make education a national imperative.
The first thing I will do on the first day of office will be to declare an
education state of emergency.’ I’ll tell you when – never. Because the
instant that politician utters those fateful words, ‘I do not believe in God’,
he or she is dead in the water. If religion were a government it would be
unelected and in power for ever. The population would need to accept that
they could never question anyone or anything; and if they did question, the
answer ‘The government works in mysterious ways’ would be considered a
sufficient one.



The strange thing is, I do not even mind if my children are religious –
better that than crackheads. I am completely at peace with their making
their own choices at the appropriate time – although it would kill me if they
decided to be Scientologists. I will even bow my head at the dinner table
and remain silent while they give thanks to God. But before that, Self,
before that, I would like them to come to me and say, ‘Dad, we’ve had a
look at Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Shintoism, Judaism and
atheism, and this is what we have decided.’ If that’s what they truly want,
we can all go shopping together and I will buy them a leather-bound Bible
and inscribe a message of love, from me, on the inside of the front cover. I
just do not want to hear empty statements starting with ‘the Bible says . . .’
from a child!

Each time I have my own internal discussion I hit the same brick wall.
The fatal flaw is standing dead centre in my mind and I cannot ignore it.

I can verbalise none of this. All of this passion inside of me has to
remain unspoken. If I am to be a fair parent, if I am to avoid doing precisely
what I accuse others of doing, I need to remain silent. They say God is a
feel and not a think. Perhaps my child will feel. Leave him be. Let him find
his own truth. In the meantime, he asked me who is in charge of everything.
He’s asked me a simple, respectful question that deserves a straight,
respectful answer. He’s waiting; Christine is waiting. What to do? What to
say? I will bury my head in the sand for just a little while longer and make
light. With arms wide apart as if showing off a big fish, I stood in the
middle of the room and pointed both index fingers back at my chest. ‘I am,
Angus. Me.’

‘No, I mean who’s in charge of everything in the world?’
‘I am.’
‘No, I mean everything. The moon and the stars and the sun.

Everything.’
‘Me. I sort things out after you go to sleep at night. I’m terribly sorry I

made it rain yesterday.’
Christine couldn’t take any more. While I am relentless with my

teasing, she works on the three-strikes-and-you’re-out principle. If I’m still
torturing my children, she takes over. She put her arm around him and said,
‘It’s God, my darling. He watches over all of us and keeps us safe. You will
learn more about him. Your father is just teasing you.’



Eleven

So far, our marriage is working. So far, our children wake up every
morning, walk through to our bedroom, and their biological mother and
father are in the bed. If one of their parents is missing, there are only a few
possible reasons for it. I might be running or Christine might be running. I
might be in the kitchen making the round of beverages or Christine might.
On the extremely rare occasion that I am alone for a few days it is because
Christine is on a business trip. There is one other possibility, which is that
one of us has the flu and is sleeping in the next room. That is the only life
our children have known but, of course, that is not the only life there is. I
confess to Christine that I think about infidelity.

‘Have you any idea how many of the mothers have made a pass at me at
school, Babe? In the open, while I’ve been waiting for the gnomes to come
out? Have you any idea how many times it’s been suggested that we “go for
a cup of coffee” or “a drink” sometime?’

‘Oh? Really? You’ve never mentioned that before. Who’s done that?
How many?’

‘Never! None! Nobody! Not a single one! Not even the fat ugly ones.
I’ve tucked my shirt in to look athletic; I’ve worn baggy clothes to look
sensitive. I’ve tried everything: I’ve looked moody and broody; I don’t
know how to look whimsical but I’ve tried pensive; I’ve leaned, I’ve
lounged and I’ve loped; I’ve clenched my butt cheeks to the point of cramp
– but nothing. It’s as if I’m invisible. It’s outrageous.’

‘It’s that wedding ring, Babe.’
‘You think? Can I take it off when I pick up the children?’
‘No.’

Relationships are hard work. Quite often the relationships that seem solid
are not.

The day my Uncle David died was supposed to be a day of mourning. A
legend had passed on. If it hadn’t been for him we would all be speaking
German. He had spent the war in the desert fighting for the good side and



had come this close to personally killing Rommel. He assured me that, even
though he had sacrificed the best years of his life, he had nothing against
Krauts. He proved it by naming his fat dachshund Fritz. With Fritz by his
side, he explained how to hurl a bayonet for 200 metres so that it would
embed itself in the throat of a Hun. ‘Up to the hilt, boy.’ Jerry would be
dead before he knew it.

Uncle David knew all about the sanctity of marriage and the value of
commitment; he had been married to one woman his entire life. He had
married Aunty Gwen when God was a boy and they had stuck with each
other through two wars and everything life could throw at them. Now that
is a marriage; that is commitment; that is high fidelity. But now, sadly, he
was dead.

‘Good fucking riddance. I hope he rots,’ said Mother.
‘What? Uncle David? But why?’
‘Because he was a child-molesting pervert. Because he was a filthy old

man. Because when I was a girl he would put me on his lap and slip his
fingers into my vagina. Because I fucking hated him!’

Her eyes were moist and her cheeks were flushed. My response was
hopeless but my shocked brain could not produce anything better. ‘But he
was married! To Aunty Gwen!’

‘So? Married? What difference does that make? What does married
mean? What does husband and wife mean? What does commitment mean?’
The bitterness flowed like thick mud and she started to cry.

‘But . . . when . . . how . . . did Aunty Gwen know? Did Granny know?’
‘She knew. They both knew.’
It was a good question; what difference does marriage make? Uncle

Peter was also married when he peeped at my sister in the bathroom. Uncle
George was married when he tried to have sex with my grandmother. Was
there something wrong with marriage or was there something wrong with
uncles? My stepfather started slapping my mother after they were married.
Was there something wrong with marriage or was there something wrong
with stepfathers? My sister was married when she began getting threats
from her husband. Was there something wrong with marriage or was there
something wrong with brothers-in-law? What was so sacred about
marriage? What was so good about commitment? I had all these married,
committed males in my extended family, and what? One wanted to peep at



my sister, one wanted to hit my mother, and one wanted to bone my
grandmother. Perhaps there was something wrong with men.

I personally tried commitment but didn’t like it. Perhaps the problem
was simply that I didn’t understand it; I looked it up: ‘an engagement or
obligation that restricts freedom of action’. I didn’t fancy the look of
‘restricts’. Commitment was never going to get me what I wanted, and what
I wanted was sex. I wanted lots of it. Problem was: I wasn’t getting much; I
was getting very little; I was getting none; I was a virgin. My girlfriend
believed that anything more intimate than French kissing or over-the-
clothes fondling would require a wedding ring. I was allowed under her
anorak but not under her jersey. I was eighteen and she was sixteen. She
wanted to hug and hold hands while I wanted to lose my virginity. Her
father recognised my commitment problem and told me so. ‘Let’s see some
commitment from you, boy,’ he said.

My life looked sexless. She had committed to first completing school,
then completing university, and only then getting married. I would respect
her much more if she was a virgin; it would be a test of my love. Her father
was committed to shooting me if I so much as thought about it. If I
honoured my commitment to her I was stuck with my erection for ever. On
an overnight visit to my half-sister’s house I was introduced to another
eighteen-year-old; her name was Lizelle. We chatted briefly at dinner and
then I went to bed. Sometime during the night I woke up. Lizelle was
getting into my bed wearing only see-through panties. I saw bush, I saw
nipples! She went directly for my crotch and told me she wanted sex. I was
at the first of many moral crossroads. Commitment or sex? I chose sex.
Three seconds later it was all over and she crept out of my bed – bitterly
disappointed. I lay awake – also disappointed – contemplating the fact that I
had joined the ranks of the unfaithful. My sweet little saving-myself-for-
my-wedding-night girlfriend’s response when I decided on the George
Washington truth was swift, brutal, and involved my best friend and another
boy from school. But not before I was dumped.

I did better after that – for a while. I met a girl I really liked, we lived
together for five years, we were committed, we had lots of sex, and I
remained faithful. But for her it wasn’t enough. Instead of coming home
one night, she had sex with another man. And then I was dumped. I spent
months – years – seething about the injustice of it all and how I had done
nothing to deserve her unfaithfulness. What I didn’t do was spend enough



time thinking about the fact that doing nothing was precisely the problem.
I’d remained in the same place while she’d moved forward. Her message
that night, which took me years to acknowledge, was as loud as it was clear:
You do not interest me any more; you do not excite me any more; I have
changed and you have not.

If you’re going to be miserable, you may as well make someone else
miserable and that’s what friends are for. I was too weak to be alone so I
tried to make a good friendship into a good relationship. I failed miserably.
Mother, on a rare occasion of giving good advice, said to me, ‘Where are
you going with this? She’s lovely but she’s a friend. Don’t mess up a
friendship while failing at a relationship. It’s not going to fly. Wake up.’

What is parental advice for if not to be ignored? We persevered and
became more miserable; we persevered even more and became even more
miserable. I was unfaithful for the second time. I was dumped. Searching
for an explanation to justify the unjustifiable, I told myself that at least I
wasn’t married. And even I wasn’t convinced by that.

I have been married to Christine for almost eight years and I find I’m
thinking of infidelity again. I could even be considered a likely candidate
for it. ‘He looked after the children while his wife went to work; he was
unemployed; his self-esteem was bound to be low, his masculinity
threatened; he met a mother at school; she was lonely and felt neglected;
they met for coffee.’ But I’m feeling no pull or push. There is no one I
would rather have a cup of coffee with than my wife. Instead, I’m thinking
about infidelity in an abstract way. As I hear of other relationships failing,
as their worlds penetrate my bubble, I put myself in their position. What if
that were me? Now? My mind drifts to a place I don’t like. Someone else –
some other man – is looking down at my children’s sleeping faces each
night. Someone else is teaching them to read. When they see me – on
school holidays and alternate weekends – there is a slow change in their
faces. The grief and confusion change, over time, to something much
worse: boredom.

There appears to be a lot of infidelity around. If we know the people
well enough we will discuss it. ‘Have you heard about the divorce?’

‘I heard.’
‘What was the problem?’
‘An affair.’



‘Who was having the affair?’
‘Him. Isn’t it usually?’
‘Well, no. Statistically women are just as likely. They’re right up there –

it’s even-stevens; Mr Google told me.’
‘It was him.’
Our discussion goes around and around, the one point of view

inevitably leading to another. ‘No, Babe, of course I’m not condoning it. He
broke the trust and she is fully entitled to be well pissed. Stop thinking that
I am saying I’m unhappy with you. Forget it’s me who’s speaking; it’s just a
voice coming from a pipe in the wall and it’s saying that sometimes
husbands get sick of get-it-over-with mumsy sex. It would do wonders for
the marriage if she just let go a bit in the sack. The saying you hear about
men wanting a slut in the bedroom but an angel everywhere else is not that
far off the truth. Women should try to understand men better.’

‘Well, imagine there’s another voice coming from another pipe in the
wall and it’s saying that if a man wants a slut in the bedroom, the quickest
way he’s going to get it is by washing the dishes, or picking up the children
from school, or treating the wife like something other than a slave. How can
a man expect a woman to be all hot for him after he saunters in off the golf
course and says “What’s for dinner?” Men should try to understand women
more.’

‘But you saw Love Actually. There was the secretary in the cute red
panties with the little devil’s horns on her head, and then there was the wife
who looked like a sack of pumpkins. Hmmm . . . panty, pumpkin, panty,
pumpkin – that must have been a really tough choice for him. I’d give the
secretary one in a heartbeat. If the secretary hadn’t been around he would
have been better off with a real pumpkin; he could have drilled a little hole
in it, popped it into the microwave to warm it up – and, hey, presto! He
could get a different-shaped pumpkin each day so that it felt different. I’ll
bet you the sack couldn’t cook well either.’

‘Stop it! The wife sacrificed her own life for the family and he made a
mockery of it. She did not “look like a sack of pumpkins”! She looked like
a tired mother—’

‘With a fat arse.’
‘Why do men expect women to do all the tough, thankless work, but

still look like a supermodel?’



‘No, I was just joking about the secretary, but your comment about what
men expect is complete bollocks. Women are their own worst enemies
when it comes to their looks. They are quietly competing against each other
and blaming it on men. As a man and a husband I can tell you that what
men really want is a woman completely at peace with herself. But instead
there is a never-ending does-mybum-look-fat-in-this? Who cares if a
woman’s bum is fat? We don’t; it’s you lot who obsess about your arses –
not us. If a woman gave her man a leer and said, “Come and take a bite out
of this, big boy,” he would be as happy as a pig.’

‘It’s men who cause that.’
‘No, it’s not. Women do it to themselves. If the world were just women,

they would still do it. The man is just a convenient punch bag. Women are
collateral damage in the cosmetic and fashion wars; the self-inflicted
cosmetic wars, I might add.’

‘It’s men who cause that.’
‘I’m quite sure there are men in the world who do, in fact, look at

nothing but the physical, but not nearly as many as there are made out to be.
I think relationships fail because both sides just stop trying. If I were to
generalise – which is always a bad thing – I would say that women get sick
of carrying the load, so they withdraw; men sense the withdrawal, so they
also withdraw. The two sides just drift apart until someone does something
stupid. But what do I know? I’m not the king of successful relationships.’

We go back and forth like this, the vast distance between Venus and
Mars no closer to being bridged.

‘What would you do?’ I ask.
‘I would leave you.’
‘No attempts to reconcile?’
‘No. The trust is gone.’
‘What about our children? What about their parents?’
‘You should have thought of that. I don’t know. It’s so difficult.’
‘OK, then. What if it were you having the affair? What if it were your

remorse?’
‘Oh, that’s easy. I wouldn’t have an affair. I’m not wired that way.’
I can be annoyingly persistent. ‘But if you were sick and tired of me, if I

had just stopped trying, if I blatantly took you for granted, if I let myself go
in every conceivable way and if a new Mr Right came along – what then?’

‘It’s still easy. I wouldn’t have an affair. I’m not wired that way.’



‘So what then? You’re married to a lazy, inconsiderate slob and just
over there is a new man who you know will treat you well.’

‘I would talk and then talk some more and then tell you I wanted a
divorce and only then go after Mr Right.’

Other worlds of other relationships are beginning to penetrate my bubble;
small worlds. While I was driving I heard Angus’s voice pipe up behind me
as he was talking to his sister. ‘How many boyfriends do you have at
school, Annie?’

I paid close attention.
‘None.’ She corrected herself. ‘One. Matthew is my boyfriend.’
I looked over my shoulder at Angus and asked him, ‘What do you know

of boyfriends? What’s a boyfriend?’
‘It’s a friend that is a boy.’ He carried on his conversation with his

sister. ‘I have fifteen boyfriends, Annie. Fifteen!’
I reconfigured the story to tease my wife. ‘You know, there’s something

to be said for polygamy or, at the very least, open marriages. Are they really
so bad? If a man has several women in his life, and he treats them all well
and bones them equally, what’s the problem?’

‘Do you have to be so disgusting? And what brought this on?’
‘I was reading all about it on those tubes.’
‘What tubes?’
‘Those Internets. I read about a Mormon woman. She was married to a

man named Joe at the same time that Joe was married to two other women.
She referred to them as her sister-wives. She claims she couldn’t have been
happier. She loved her sister-wives and she adored Joe, says he was a great,
considerate guy. She was proud to be the mother of seven of his children.
She said she would rather have one Joe to share than hundreds of lesser
men to keep for herself.’

‘Joe had seven children and three wives? Wow.’
‘No, no. I didn’t say Joe had seven children. I said she had seven

children. Joe had plenty more where that came from; her sister-wives also
had children. The family was up to twenty-four and they were all his
children; there was a cute photo of the children standing under a sign which
read: “I love all my moms.” I wonder how the mechanics of it work? Is
everyone in bed at the same time or is there a routine of sorts? Do you think



that maybe there’s a boning roster taped to the fridge? Perhaps it’s
alphabetical.’

‘Stop it! Well, it’s certainly not my cup of tea but, if it works for them,
who are we to criticise?’

‘I’m not criticising; it sounds fantastic! She referred to their relationship
as being better than a marriage; she called it a collaboration. It’s better than
fantastic – it’s efficient. Joe can collaborate and have a clean house at the
same time. Please can we collaborate with a blonde and a brunette one night
too?’

‘No. So it’s fine for you to have as many as women as you want, but
what if I wanted several men? What if one of the men was better in bed
than you?’

Better in bed than me? Impossible. ‘Hey, steady on there, wife; there’s
no need to get all slutty.’

I think about infidelity and, by extension, I think of my wife. Hers is the
first face I see every morning and the last I see each night. I still have my
croaky voice and only one squinty eye open when I say, ‘Morning, Babe,
your hair looks nice.’

Some nights when I can’t sleep, I reach across to touch her and it
surprises me that, in her sleep, she has an open hand waiting for mine. It’s
as though she’s on guard duty with the pixies and fairies, patrolling the
house and watching over her family. If I closed my eyes while the whole
human race filed past I would know where she was by the sound of her
footsteps. The ‘obligation that restricts freedom of action’ that worried me
so much makes me laugh now. Unless I meet someone with little fake
horns, and wearing tiny red underwear, I will be fine. I’m safe from myself;
I’m certain of that.



Twelve

Slowly but surely the conveyer belt is moving; my little sausages will leave
some day. They will look behind with fondness but ahead with excitement.
Anastasia Margaret will skip away, most likely to pursue a creative
endeavour. She will have her great mind but seduce with her wit. If she
chooses to get married, she will; if she doesn’t, she will not. She will take
precisely fifty-one per cent of the relationship; try to take back that other
one per cent, punk. If I can I keep her alive long enough, she will be fine.

If Angus Benjamin can find his shoes, he will lope away, most likely to
pursue a technical or medical endeavour. Even on the worst day of his life
he will split atoms or map stars. If he chooses to get married, he will; if he
doesn’t, he will not. He will offer up a few per cent in the relationship. One
day the lucky woman – or man – will look up and see the biggest of trees. If
I can keep him alive long enough, he will be fine.

But what about me?
It was not supposed to turn out like this, but it has. We’re watching

Christine leave for work. We’re standing at the gate and resentfully
watching people with lives: Harry, the soon-to-be-euthanised Rottweiler,
Hedwig, the blind bull terrier, and me. My only companions will soon roam
the house with me while we take turns to daydream, bump into walls, and
scratch fleas. It’s appropriate that I’m looking at the world through the bars
of a high gate because I feel I am incarcerated; I am incarcerated in Cheese
Station C. I don’t know what to do and, even if I did know what to do, I
don’t know how to do it. I know what I’m doing wrong but don’t know how
to stop doing it. Is this my Who Moved My Cheese moment? I had read the
book many times. A brief instruction manual on how to change my life. The
little story captivated my imagination. Two sets of mice respond to the
problem of who moved their cheese in completely different ways. The one
set, named Hem and Haw, keep looking in the same places for the missing
cheese, as if it was going to appear out of thin air. The other set, Sniff and
Scurry, do not even give a backward glance as they go about searching in
new places for different cheese. Each time I finished the book I promised



myself that I would start to look for new cheese. I promised myelf the same
thing the following day – and the day after that. Each time my Sniff and
Scurry would revert to Hem and Haw. My Cheese Problem: sliding
downhill on the other side of life, surplus to requirements, ‘not fitting our
company’s profile’. The only meaningful contribution left for me requires
absolute selflessness: raising the children. The Sniff and Scurry solution:
Well, raise the children, then. As a bonus, stop your whining, support your
wife, keep calm – and put a smile on your face! But I’m not Sniff or Scurry.
To my core I’m Hem or Haw. My solution: procrastinate for ever. I’m still
standing, as a seven-year-old, with my hands in my pants and staring into
space; I’m still hearing my grandmother’s voice, ‘You will still be staring
into space and fiddling with your private parts when hell freezes over.’

I should be in theatre already. I’m meant to be a commanding presence,
checking whether my scalpels are laid out the way I like them, selecting
Brahms – or Billie Holiday, if I’m feeling sassy – and waiting, with
outstretched arms and extended fingers, for my surgical gloves to be
snapped on. I’m due, later, to reassure the anxious family. With a confident
stride I will walk towards them, or maybe not; perhaps I will be too tired.
Perhaps I will have a slightly stooped posture from marathon surgery;
perhaps I will need to hold myself upright against the back of a chair. Even
in weariness I am magnanimous; with cramping fingers, I acknowledge the
team effort. ‘We saved her. Your baby will be fine.’

And it’s not just any baby. I haven’t decided on a colour yet, but it’s a
poor, malnourished, underprivileged baby – or should I say babies? Today
we needed to separate conjoined twins. Their later lives as a violinist and a
chemist are due entirely to me – or should I say us? The parents have no
means of repaying me. I tell them not to worry. I silence their gratitude and
urge them to rest; they must be tired too.

Perhaps I will not be operating today; perhaps it is not the operating
season. I may need to fly somewhere for an engineering consultation. My
advice on the high-wind mathematics of suspension bridges is urgently
needed. With a hard hat on my head, and a blueprint under my arm, I am
prepared to take on The Corporation. Cut costs? You want me to cut costs?
A thousand times, No. If it is not beautiful, and safe, I will not even
entertain it. Any attempt to cheapen my design will be met with a Roarkish
speech that exposes the parasites and alters opinions.



I excel at all my careers. At the observatory, university and laboratory, I
am A Presence. I have an unassuming desk at odds with my status. I split
atoms and map stars; with my kind and wise personality I gently push back
the boundaries of science. I get the best out of my staff and know how to
mingle. I make others coffee and lend them my pens. My words are worth
reading and my voice is worth hearing.

But my words will remain unheard, as will my poems, as will my
symphonies. No dashing surgeon will ever make the first cut listening to my
music. Future couples will declare their love, but not to my music.
Politicians may – at last – find the courage of their convictions, but not
because of reading my words.

I’m not going to the hospital, or observatory, or laboratory. The only
place I’m going is back inside to make tea. That is all. I have already retired
from careers carved out entirely in my mind. The slight stoop in my posture
is the only tangible evidence of a fictitious life. Even my ambitions, after
fifty years of gravity and yearning, have osteoporosis. I watch Christine’s
car slow down at the corner. I know the routine: her brake lights will come
on, she will turn left, the lights will go off as she accelerates away.

She is gone. All that remains is the wind in the pines. I know the words
come from a Japanese poem but I don’t know which – or who wrote it.
Maybe if I had had an education I would know. I feel stuck. In front of me I
can see years of servitude. If I look into the future far enough I see extra
spare rooms, I see boxes of old, splitting teddy bears still molesting plastic
dinosaurs. I do not even want to look towards my greatest fear in case my
gaze begins assembling that selfsame fear from its amorphous state; if I do,
I will see the imagined loss of my family’s love and – much worse – their
respect.

If all that is in front of me, behind are careers I never had. I can’t go
forwards and I can’t go back. I stand idly scratching one of the dogs
between its ears while I stare into space. Sinking to my knees and hugging
the dog would be a cheap and easy fix of brown-eyed adoration. Is
procrastination a human problem, or is it just a ‘me’ problem? I’ve read that
when a dog has a leg amputated, it just gets up and walks on three legs. It
adapts instantly to its new state. There is no remorse while it looks for its
lost limb. It that a true story, or is that a story for the benefit of us
professional procrastinators? I think I will ask the dog. What would you do,
my old friend? In your dog life – if your dog years had galloped away from



you – what would you do? You would be 378 years old now, with a weak
bladder. Give me some dog wisdom, dispense some dog advice. Speak to
me in doggish. Are you a Sniff or a Haw? Of course you’re a Sniff; all dogs
are Sniffs. I should think like a dog. Would you be asking, ‘Who moved my
fleas?’ Of course you wouldn’t.



Thirteen

As an eighteen-year-old hobo I slept wherever I could, but my favourite
spot was under a tree on a high embankment near a busy highway. It was
not easy to get to my bed; the only way up was by semi-climbing from the
road. The grass was never cut, which made sleeping comfortable. It was
safe and soft. I spent hours – days – with nothing to do but think. It was a
perfect time and place for endless self-pity. I directed my thoughts to
nobody and everybody: Look at me, I’m a sad and unhappy teenager. My
life is over, I have no home, I have no money, I have no food, I have no
hope. I sang songs in my head – Leonard Cohen, Bob Dylan, Joni Mitchell,
Dory Previn – while I demanded empathy from the universe. Sad, angsty,
middle-ofthe-night, suicide music. Perhaps when it was all over, someone
would make a movie of my brief, miserable life. Someone good-looking
and famous could play me and, at the appropriate time, say, ‘Some
mornings it’s not worth biting through the leather straps.’

The lack of empathy I received from the universe annoyed me. Not only
was the universe not feeling sorry for me; it was ignoring me completely.
What I expected from the universe – and was not getting – was an apology
or, at the very least, an explanation. I wanted to know why. I imagined the
universe hearing my voice and asking me, ‘Why what, earthling?’

‘Why everything, universe. To start with, what is my fate, what do you
have in store for me?’

‘Fate has fuck all to do with it. I have nothing in store for you. You
decide on your future – not me.’

‘But I’m hungry.’
‘Well, eat.’
‘But I’m jobless.’
‘Well, get one.’
‘But I’m uneducated.’
‘Well, educate yourself.’
‘But my mother isn’t here. She left me.’
‘So what? Stop whining.’



I turned twenty, thirty, forty, and then forty-five. I may have been semi-
educated, and no longer under a tree, but I was still annoyed – and still
ignored. My trains of thought were hitching themselves up to more
carriages – overladen, Calcuttan trains, chugging into longer and darker
tunnels. I was dangerously broody. Nothing made sense to me; I was
marking unhappy time until I died. The universe was still the voice I was
tuned in to but it remained stubbornly quiet. Then, quite unexpectedly, it
cleared its voice and spoke to me.

It announced itself in the voice of a friend, who said, ‘I think you should
go and see X.’

‘Who is X?’ I asked.
‘She’s a numerologist,’ he replied.
‘No, thanks. “Gists” of any sort sound too much like “Scientologists”

and I’ve had enough of them to fill the billion years I once promised to give
them. In any event, my grandfather based his business decisions on
numerology and after he died the police came looking for diamonds.’

‘Seriously, I think you should talk to her.’
‘I don’t think so. I’m not going to learn anything in the numerical

equivalent of tea leaves.’
‘Go and see her! Here’s her number.’
I trusted his judgement and phoned the number. A middle-aged voice

answered the phone and, after establishing that I had phoned to book a
reading, its owner told me she needed my full name and exact birth date and
time. After she had received the numbers, she explained that she required a
few days in order to interpret them. At the designated time, I was greeted,
not by the gypsy scarf and skirt that I was expecting, but by a woman as
normal-looking as the cat and dog wandering around her feet. We walked
into her sunny reading room, she closed the door, we sat, and began the
reading. After two hours she made her final observation: ‘Oh, my! Oh, my!
You poor man. These numbers of yours . . . they indicate that you may need
to work on your communication, particularly with regard to women.’

‘I was raised exclusively by women. I do not even remember when my
father left. My only vivid memory of a man in the house is one of a
stepfather scaring me and slapping my mother. I talk most easily to women.
I am very comfortable with women. In fact, I would go so far as to say that I
communicate particularly well with women. My guiding influences, in the
form of sister, mother and grandmother, have all been women. Since then I



have had several relationships with women, and each of them quite normal,
with a beginning, a middle, and an end. I identify completely with women –
of all ages; I always have. If I wore a bra it would have been burned long,
long ago.’

‘That is not what I mean. I am not referring to your ability to have a
conversation with women. I am referring to your ability to communicate
emotionally, to exchange real feelings. As you have just illustrated – quite
perfectly – you need to understand women. I must add that these numbers
are not restricted to women but, as women communicate emotionally so
much better than men, your general reluctance to express yourself will
manifest itself more significantly with women. These are strong numbers . .
. powerful numbers . . . but they’re potentially destructive numbers. Tell me
– do you meditate? Do you pray?’

‘I tried praying once but it hurt my knees. No, I don’t meditate – I tried
that once too. I don’t know how to keep my mind still; whichever method I
tried didn’t work.’

‘Well, let me drop a little pebble in your mind. Please pause for a
moment and allow the ripples to move. The pebble is this, and make of it
what you will: if you never communicate your feelings they will have
nowhere to go. If they have nowhere to go they will become stale; you will
live the rest of your life with stale feelings while your ability to see the
beauty around you will diminish. As an aside, you may even make yourself
physically ill; do not discount throat cancer as being the karmic
consequence of a failure to speak. Is that what you want – stale feelings?
The strengths and weaknesses we are born with are just tools, you know.
You are free to exercise your own free will over them. I will leave you to
decide what to do but, in the meantime, I strongly suggest that you consider
meditation. If I may make a suggestion, there is an extremely powerful
exercise I would like you to do first. Soon – tonight before you go to bed, if
possible.’

‘Before I go bed tonight? What would that be? Pray?’
‘No. It is not prayer. You will get to prayer on your own if that is what

you’re going to do; coerced prayer, of any sort, is worthless.’
‘What, then?’
‘I want you to sit down and write a letter, using a pen, in your own

hand, and without the benefit of a word processor.’
‘To whom? Saying what?’



‘To every individual you feel you have ever wronged. I would like you
to write, “I am sorry, Jack, that I . . .”, “I am sorry, Jill, when I . . .”. Write
down exactly what it is that you regret doing, or saying – or not doing, or
not saying. You must replace Jack and Jill with the specific person’s name.
You must name them explicitly – this is important. Keep writing. You will
find that the more you write, the more there is to write. One of the side
effects of stale feelings is that they – the feelings – seize. You need to
lubricate them by expressing them; once they begin moving again it will
become easier. Dig deep; it is very important that you address your greatest
regrets and what are, quite possibly, your deepest secrets. Please try to be
absolutely honest; just like a coerced prayer, the words “I am sorry” are a
bit skittish around insincerity.’

‘I suppose I can give it a try.’
‘Please do – but allow me to continue. There is more to the exercise.

Once you have finished writing, I would like you to read it aloud. I want
you to hear your own voice. This is an emotional and extremely cathartic
moment. There will be all sorts of feelings coming out and, quite possibly,
tears too. Once you have finished reading your letter aloud, I would like
you to literally burn it and figuratively post it.’

‘What do you mean?’
‘I mean burn it. Light a match and set it on fire.’
‘And how do I figuratively post my letter?’
‘There are many ways, but the way I like the most is this: picture

yourself on the shore of an infinitely large lake. Put your letter in a little
boat and push it towards the centre of the lake. Watch the boat glide away,
getting smaller and smaller, until eventually it disappears. I find that this is
a very peaceful way to post a difficult letter. Once your little boat has
disappeared completely, it’s time for the last part – the best part.’

‘The best part? You mean there’s more? And then?’
‘Oh, my. Yes, there’s more. The whole point. You must say, aloud,

clearly, in your own voice, “I forgive myself ”; and then do try to get a good
night’s sleep – you will be exhausted.’

‘OK, I will write my letter, but do you really think this process is
somehow . . . constructive?’

‘I know it is. Oh, my.’
It would have been easy to put the letter-writing off until the next day,

or the day after that; procrastination has always been my strong point. Her



‘oh, mys’ challenged me, though. They mocked me, they whispered to me,
You’re not going to do this, are you? You’re going to run away – again.
You’re just another uncommunicative, repressed male who needs a picture
painted and then explained. Oh, my.

I’m sorry I took some of your money. I was starving. I didn’t know what
else to do . . . I’m sorry that I lied to you . . . I’m sorry that I cheated on you
. . . I wrote for a long time and felt . . . nothing. As my failures piled up in
black and white, in my own childish scrawl, my overriding emotion was
defiance. I had behaved abominably on many occasions but I had been
forced into it by circumstances way beyond my control. Do not come and
judge me until you have lived in my skin; do not expect an airy-fairy
confession posted away in a miniature boat to alter my life. In the battle
between anger and remorse, it was no contest. When the letter was
complete I started to read it aloud, my voice sounding too loud in the quiet
house. A few sentences into my letter I was aware of the catch in my voice
and the moisture in my eyes. ‘I’m sorry, Mom, that I didn’t try harder . . .’
was barely out when my throat closed up and my voice was replaced by the
sound of a sack of wailing cats.

There was no good night’s sleep; there was very little sleep at all. While
I lay with gritty eyes, taking heaving breaths, I had a waking dream. I had
split into two people, a female child and an adult man. The me-child was
running through the rye towards the me-catcher. I was Phoebe, sensible and
smart, trying to explain to the me-man that in order to move forward I
needed to leave things behind; that it’s a necessary process towards
maturity; that I couldn’t go back to school – I was too old – I had to just
accept what I was. The me-child was young, happy, and bursting with
possibilities. With the day’s events in my subconscious, I was saying to the
me-man, You have a communication problem. But, at the same time, I was
an old Holden; a stale Holden. My heart-wrenching seventeen-year-old
attributes – only requiring love and patience to be transformed – were gone.
I was a sour, curdled, forty-five-year-old man, a phony playing out his life
in his head, relaying his thoughts from inside a mental institution – never
having quite made the journey to the front gate.



Fourteen

Sigmund Freud might have something to say; it might be that I have an
Oedipus complex. These thoughts have nothing to do with wanting to raise
well-adjusted, happy, moral, and sufficiently educated children. This pent-
up anger is merely the symptom, but we’re looking for the cause. This is
another perfectly normal case of wanting to kill my father and sleep with
my mother. He might suggest regular therapy every second Tuesday; I
could lie on his couch and he – for a small fee – could creep inside my
head. We could pry open those long-closed doors and take a peek inside.
What might we find there? How long have I repressed these feeling towards
my mother? Did I get enough hugs as a child? Was I afraid of the dark?
Would I rather be a hammer or a nail? He might show me some ink spots
and ask me to interpret them. I could point out that I see my Calcuttan
trains, laden down with messy thoughts, entering dark tunnels, the trains
getting longer as new carriages and thoughts arrived. Oh, ho! What’s this?
Getting longer! Trains and tunnels! Penis-vagina! Did I think my penis was
too small? Did I like to play with dolls? Did I own a Barbie? Would I have
preferred Ken? Was I comfortable with my sexuality?

‘What? Yes, I am very comfortable with my sexuality. Why? Are you
suggesting that I’m gay?’

‘I’m not suggesting anything.’
‘Well . . . OK . . . you’re not suggesting it but it sounds as though you’re

implying it.’
‘No, no. You’re assuming that I’m implying it. Your inner feelings are

feeding an assumption; let’s examine that assumption. Why do you do that?
I find that interesting – I find that . . . telling. This is worth exploring
further. You appear threatened; are you? It’s perfectly acceptable to be
homosexual. You will never be happy unless you acknowledge your true
self. Allow the real you out and let the truth set you free.’

‘I’m not gay!’
‘Then why are you so defensive? Why do you deny your feelings so

forcefully? Are you attempting to convince me – or perhaps yourself? I



think we had better explore this a bit more. Oops – look at the time; we can
delve deeper at our next appointment. We need to talk about your childhood
– your relationship with your mother. Yes, yes, I think we should talk about
your mother. This is very interesting; we must certainly explore your
childhood.’

‘Oh, for the love of God – what horse-shit – what horse-shiiit! Fuck, these
people make me sick,’ Mother would screech; I can hear her now. ‘I’ve
never heard such complete and utter bullshit in my life! If they’re not
blaming everything on the traumatic moment when you caught a glimpse of
your father’s dick, the psychs are trying to convince you that all your
problems are because you want to screw your mother. All of this
psychobabble is played out through illusions of deep-seated, repressed
sexuality – whatever the fuck that means. And what is their solution to this
imagined – and worldwide – Oedipus complex? It’s drugs! Drugs and more
fucking drugs! It’s always drugs, drugs, drugs; drugs that would kill an
elephant. When the drugs don’t work, which – surprise, surprise – they
won’t, they’ll give you shock treatment; when that also doesn’t work, which
– lo and fucking behold – it definitely won’t, they will drill a hole in your
skull to suck up the sections of your brain that they’re just guessing control
the behaviour they’re hoping they understand! Health professionals my fat
fucking arse! Pompous, ignorant fools! Twats!’

Mother worked in the mental-health business and, on matters relating to
the mind, held brutally strong opinions. Nothing could transform her mood
as quickly as the subject of psychiatry; a cheerful and hysterically funny
woman was transformed in an instant. While she held a lifelong and deep-
seated contempt for conventional medicine, the branch inhabited by
psychiatrists and neurosurgeons – ‘butchers’ – bore the brunt of her ire.
Any form of analysis ‘drove her bat shit’, but brain surgery to rectify a
personality disorder, or drugs to alter brain patterns, were, to her, the
ultimate invasion, the most savage of rapes. It made her so angry that it ‘got
on her tits’. The human mind was the most sacred of temples; any entry to it
had to be quiet – barefoot on tiptoes – and respectful. The mere mention of
shock treatment or lobotomy as any form of treatment would transform her
into an evil witch. At a stage of my life when I went looking for fights just
to make the point that I was no longer under her control, I verbalised
something I in no way believed, but knew would result in an explosive



reaction. With feigned innocence I said, ‘Oh, I don’t know; lobotomy
makes perfect sense to me. If you have gangrene, or something similar, you
would just amputate the affected limb and the problem would be solved; it
stands to reason that if you have a damaged section of your brain which is
causing behavioural problems, you should just cut it out. If it means you
lose the ability to juggle – so what? What is it the neurosurgeons say?
“Oops, there go the piano lessons.”’

‘Rubbish! Bullshit! You don’t just cut out pieces of someone’s brain!
What? Are you completely out of your fucking mind? Are you mad?’

A five-foot-one ball of fire and ice.
How did someone with a healer’s disposition come to have such a low

opinion of the medical profession? How did someone who specifically
worked with people’s mental state come to loathe psychiatry? She wanted
desperately to be a doctor. All the ingredients were in place, intelligence,
desire, and the necessary academic requirements, but standing in her way
was her stepfather: mean-spirited, chauvinistic, and with a tight grip on the
purse strings. In his view, a view from which he wouldn’t budge, women
did not study; they cooked, typed and bred – that, and only that. She
watched her imagined life drift away from her; instead of striding down the
corridors of a medical facility, she typed letters and seethed. With perfect
generational symmetry, but a symmetry that Mother could never quite see,
her children suffered the same fate. Instead of becoming a doctor, she
became anti doctors; thirty years later, as a young hobo, I lay under trees,
imagined being a doctor – and seethed at opportunities missed.

Whole lifetimes – multiple lives – occasionally pivot on the smallest of
details. As a frustrated twenty-something, Mother was walking down the
street when a pamphlet was thrust into her hands. It was an invitation to a
presentation. She took it home and showed it to her mother and stepfather.
‘This looks interesting – I’m keen to attend.’

‘You’re not getting involved in that rubbish. I forbid it,’ he said.
Those were the words and events that shaped our lives. Not ready to

breed, cook or type, and tired of having her life paved out by someone else,
she decided to attend the lecture as a simple act of defiance. Her gesture set
in motion a sequence of events spanning decades, which would define my
life and that of my sister in the future. She discovered Scientology and, with
it, her calling. The imperfect creature that I grew to be can be traced to that
single day.



Mother’s commitment to Scientology overshadowed anything and
everything. Her husbands came and went, while her children grew up and
scattered to the winds. The only constant was Scientology; it outlasted all of
us. With barely a day off in forty years she set about her purpose: she was
going to help people; she was going to save humankind from itself. It didn’t
matter that she was a pauper; it didn’t matter what the personal cost would
be; it didn’t matter to her that it was going to take her whole life – in fact,
she expected it to and was prepared for it. She expected it to take many,
many lifetimes. She was going to come back again and again and again in
new bodies to continue her work. She was going to start at one end of the
human race and keep going until she reached the last person in line. Only
then would she stop.

The twenty-year-old me said, ‘What are you going to do, Mom, when
you are one millionth into the queue and there’s a bunch of Buddhists in a
different queue? What if someone else’s mom took the bodhisattva vow and
is herding her million sentient beings towards Nirvana? Oh – who is that
over there in that other queue? It appears to be another mom with a million
Christians; they must all be on their way to heaven. If these queues are
going to different places, whose mom wins? If these queues all converge at
some point and, in fact, we’re all doing the same thing, couldn’t we just call
it something else? Motherhood?’

Yup. I really got on her tits at times.



Fifteen

I was born into a Scientology family and, because children are just saplings
turning to face their individual suns, it was inevitable that I became a
Scientologist too. I have often wondered how my life would have turned out
had I chosen my mother from the pool of Buddhists, Muslims or Christians.
Perhaps the day my thetan – which normal people refer to as a soul – was
inward-bound, hurtling the last few billion miles towards a body, there were
only Scientologists grazing on the plains. I arrived as a thetan ‘having no
mass, no wavelength, no energy, no measurable qualities’ and chose a host
who was absolutely free to eat pork and psychiatrists.

In this lifetime, in this particular body, I was approximately twenty-
seven human years younger than the body that Mother chose, but our thetan
ages were approximately the same – to the nearest million years or so. What
with Xenu expelling everybody to the volcanoes, the Wall of Fire, the R6
implants, the upheaval in our sector of the galaxy, it was difficult to keep
track of time.

In this lifetime, in this particular body, I did not just pop in for a visit; I
was here with a specific purpose. I was here to help create ‘a civilisation
without insanity, without criminals and without war, where the able can
prosper and honest beings can have rights, and where man is free to rise to
greater heights’. I had a job to do. I was here for nothing less than ‘the
rehabilitation of the human spirit’. I came to think of it as a jolly good idea.

But first things first. I couldn’t just arrive as a thetan and save the
universe; I needed to save myself first. When Xenu used hydrogen bombs
to blow up the billions of people, and after their scattered thetans were
recaptured by electronic fly paper, and after those thetans were forced to sit
in a massive 3D cinema for days on end and have images implanted in their
consciousness, their reactive minds were left in a bit of a pickle; I was left
in a bit of pickle. I was going to need to do something about the terrible
state I was in. In order to rid myself of my hopelessly compromised reactive
mind, I was going to need to move up sequentially through the Scientology
levels, from my initial swamplike state to my eventual rehabilitated spirit. I,



along with other Scientologists, was going to build, and cross, my own
personal bridge – The Bridge to Total Freedom.

Of course I didn’t know any of this at the time because I was just being
born. I was still attached to Mother and waiting for the umbilical cord to be
cut. I had no idea what was coming my way. I had no idea that I would
learn to read and think by looking at Scientology charts and hearing
Scientologists talk. I had no idea that I was going to be introduced to a
dramatically different version of normal. I had no idea that in fifteen years I
would sign a billion-year contract. I had no idea that in less than ten years I
would help clear the planet by shouting at an ashtray. The Scientology
upbringing, the Scientology view of the world, was still coming my way. I
was waiting for the smack on my bum, waiting for the first inhalation and
waiting to come alive – in a human-being sort of fashion.

I have no clear memory of our original family unit because it did not
last long enough. Scientology had already claimed its first casualty by the
time I was three. Mother (Pegs/Peggy) was on the Scientology team while
Father (Fred/Freddy) was on the opposing (disbelieving) team. Their
differing beliefs formed the first crack in their relationship and, without the
will to repair it, the divide quickly became too wide to bridge. Their
marriage was afflicted by a chronic lack of happiness. Before my little mind
could register the concept of ‘us’, they fell out of love and it was all over.
Fred went one way, while we all went the other way.

Fred was lazy, shifty, a good-for-nothing, and a bastard. I know this
because Gran (Meg/Megs) used to tell me so when the maintenance
payments were late. To me, though, Fred was a tall, smiling man who once
took me to the ice rink and tied my skates too tight. I needed to asked him
to retie them because I was losing all feeling in my feet. While he did so, I
leaned on his shoulder. It is the only memory I have of him physically
touching me but, as small as the interaction was, it was sufficient to form
the notion that he was strong, and to regret the fact that we never played
together. Perhaps my longing has something to do with there having been
too many women in my life, doing girly things, in girly ways. Sigmund
might be able to explain why I still miss Fred so much. Angus does not
know it but, occasionally, when he gives me things to assemble or fix, I
envy the relationship he has with me.

‘Dad, can you do this – I don’t know how.’
‘Of course I can – pass it here.’



I flick the switch, or turn the dial, or replace the batteries, or do
whatever is necessary, and give it back. ‘How many times must I tell you,
Angus, dads can do stuff. Dads can do anything. Dads can do everything.’

If it’s been an especially impressive performance by me that involved
joining a blue wire to a red wire and then connecting a switch, which starts
a motor, which flashes a light, Angus is effusive. ‘Wow, Dad, you’re the
best!’

Father was replaced after Mother met, and married, Two. Whatever
qualities Two might have lacked, he more than made up for them by being
an enthusiastic, bridge-crossing Scientologist. He was small in stature,
minute in spirit, and prone to bullying. If cruelty can include deliberately
terrorising children in order to witness, and delight in, their fear, then Two
was a cruel man too. We lived for a while in a dilapidated old farm house
without electricity which, to my sister Keryn and me, was the scariest place
on earth. Two reminded us often that the house was haunted. As night rolled
in and our terrors arrived, the candlelit house breathed menace. The
contracting floorboards became the scrape of zombies’ dragging feet, the
numerous trees outside were the silhouettes of corpses escaping graves.
Keryn and I did everything we could to avoid going to the toilet and, when
we simply had to go, we went together; we walked inches from each other,
looking over our shoulders and reacting to the slightest noise. Every so
often a ghost did appear; it was Two with a sheet over his head standing
outside the window of whichever room we were in. He wouldn’t say
anything; he would just tap on the window lightly with a garden sickle until
we noticed. The sound of his laughter was drowned out by our high-pitched
voices as we screamed and screamed and screamed. Two small children
hugging each other tightly, like monkeys in a rising flood, waiting for their
imminent death.

It took eighteen years, and life on the streets, for me to lose my fear of the
dark. When my fellow unfortunates slunk off into the dark, I looked for the
lights. I was not the bravest of hobos. My children do not understand the
strength of my irritation when I overhear them attempting to scare each
other. Their faces reflect their confusion as I barge into their bedroom. ‘Stop
it, Angus! You’re scaring your sister and you’re scaring yourself! Stop
doing that – there are no such things as ghosts! You’re going to be jumping
into our bed because you can’t sleep! Annie, don’t listen to him. You can



sleep with the light on. There is nothing to be worried about, my sweetie pie
– if you’re scared, just call me and I will come and sleep with you. Angus,
if I hear that again I am taking away your Nintendo. Stop it!’

I return to our room and speak to Christine. ‘I’m tempted to tell him that
this house is haunted; then I’m going to put a sheet over my head, stand
outside the window, and shout “Boo!”. That will cure him. That will make
sure that he never does it again.’

At 2.00 a.m. when the ghost, or the werewolf, or the vampire, has
visited Angus and he has shot into our room and into our bed, I poke him
grumpily on the arm with my finger, ‘You see? I told you.’

It’s pointless speaking to him because he’s already fast asleep – but I’m
not. My restless mind has taken flight and my neck muscles are trembling
because I’m grinding my teeth. My irritation ebbs and flows as my mind
settles on a topic. Tonight’s topic is prank phone calls: ‘Is that Mrs Smith?
Well, bad news, Mrs Smith – your entire family has been obliterated in a car
accident. Yes, I’m serious. Did you hear that scream, audience? Did you
hear her faint? Did you hear the contents of her stomach hit the floor? Ho,
ho, ho. Let’s get Mrs Smith back on the line and tell her that it was just one
big fucking joke and send her some washing powder for being such a good
sport.’ My mind soars and swoops as I think about fear-therapists and the
insidious nature of bullies.

Mother should never have married Two but, then again, and for a long time,
I was of the opinion that she should never have had children either. But that
right there is one of life’s great, big, unbeatable tricks, isn’t it? Life holds
the card that cannot be trumped, for it says, ‘Never had children? Where
would you be if your mother had never had children? What of your
children, Mr Smartypants? What of your beautiful little children? Where
would they be if their grandmother hadn’t had children?’ I can sense defeat
coming so I attempt to refine my opinion to one that says that perhaps
Mother should have worked much harder on her original marriage. But life
is not having any of that argument either: ‘Oh? Really? What of your half-
brother and half-sister, Mr Smartypants? Are they not deserving of life?
And their children? And their children’s children’s children’s children?’ My
opinions have gracelessly been defeated and have been exposed for what
they really are: whining. Life’s already won the argument but it just keeps
going: ‘Who do you think you are, Mr Smartypants? God? Do you think



you have a divine right to decide who should be born and who should not?
Really?’

Two was only eighteen, and thirteen years younger than Mother, when
they married. The rumour was that Two had to marry Mother in order to
preserve her good name. My half-sister, Kim, arrived within nudge-nudge-
wink-wink range of the wedding, but nothing was said. As soon as Kim
arrived, Keryn and I slipped down the food chain one notch – and another
notch when my half-brother, John, arrived two years later. We lived in
grinding poverty and my resentment began to build. Two did not like me
very much and, being needy, confused, insecure, and four, I was easy to
dislike. Each day began with the same battle: why did I wet my bed, why
was I being a baby, when was I going to start growing up? As much as he
disliked me, his mother liked me even less. Her handsome little boy who
had the world at his feet had, in the space of four years, joined a cult,
married into a poor crazy family and then fathered two children. As an
added bonus he had inherited two more in the form of a stuttering bed-
wetter and his nervous sister. Two’s mother had gone from being a mother
to a grandmother overnight. It had all happened too quickly for her liking so
she turned to Transcendental Meditation for spiritual cleansing, and to yoga
for physical soothing. Her calming regime certainly seemed to work
because, when she beat me with her hairbrush for wetting my bed, she
seemed utterly calm and spiritual.

Many years later when I was homeless and hitchhiking from someplace
to someplace, a car veered sharply across the highway and drove directly at
me. The driver, a woman, pulled to the side approximately fifty metres up
the road. I picked up my bag and ran towards the car. Upon reaching it, I
bent down to speak to the driver, expecting the usual ‘Where are you
going?’ conversation. I was about to answer when I realised that, in fact, I
was not being offered a lift at all. It was Two’s mother. The last time I had
seen her had been many years earlier when I had been crying and she had
been screaming. The many years of yoga and Transcendental Meditation
had been kind to her. She looked good, very good. If I had not hated her so
much I would have found her extremely attractive. She was in much better
shape than I was and she smiled at me with peaceful teeth. She had just
returned from seeing her guru in India and had heard of my troubles. I had
my whole life ahead of me; I should try TM; she wished me peace, love and
light; she beamed her regards to Mother. I smiled back lopsidedly in an



attempt to hide my rotting teeth. I told her I might give it a try some day;
yes, it was a shame, wasn’t it – but that’s life. I thanked her for her concern;
I hoped to find love some day but would settle for peace. She drove away. I
shouted a futile ‘hypocritical bitch’ to her disappearing car.

Mother and Two divorced. Even crossing The Bridge to Total Freedom
in tandem could not prevent the forces of repulsion from getting the better
of the forces of attraction. Whatever gloss had been on their marriage
initially had been rubbed off to reveal two people who did not like each
other. The caress changed to the slap. I recall cowering in the doorway as
they raged at each other; I recall scrambled eggs sliding down the kitchen
wall; I recall Mother holding a spot on her cheek and crying. In that single
abusive moment there was enough reason to leave Two – but she didn’t.
She left him a short while later but for a far more serious reason.

The Bridge to Total Freedom – Initial Report: When Xenu unleashed the
unfortunate sequence of events of volcanoes, hydrogen bombs, 3D implants
and body thetans, he really set the cat amongst the pigeons with regard to
some people’s reactive minds. Despite countless hours of Scientology
processing, some people could not escape the whims of their own reactive
minds. It was as if there was a saboteur inside of them thwarting every
effort to be free. Not only were some people slaves to the whims of their own
reactive minds; they were, in addition, active saboteurs of other people’s
reactive minds. They were enemy agents within the ranks of the devout.
Fortunately, Scientology’s ethics committees were well aware of the
saboteurs’ tricks and had a response. The person in question was declared
a ‘Suppressive Person’ (SP) and the penalty was severe: a complete and
total disconnection. All contact with that person had to stop. Even if the
person happened to be a spouse with whom someone shared children, it still
had to stop. The most extreme form of excommunication – a living death –
was put in place. Brother, sister, parents, children – it made no difference.
The penalty went even further: if a Scientologist in good standing failed to
adhere to the disconnection policy, they themselves could be declared a
Suppressive Person. It was a choice a Scientologist had to make; when Two
was declared an SP, it was a choice Mother had to make.

As a husband and father today, I am intensely challenged by the memory of
Two. He asks difficult questions of my value system. Would I hit my wife?



Never ever. Hitting my wife is tantamount to pushing my own self-destruct
button; under no circumstance whatsoever. What do I think of other men
who hit women? I feel bottomless contempt. Being at the receiving end of
bullying, I have a deep-seated loathing of all forms of bullying. My value
system looks solid in the face of what appears to be one of my firmest
principles. But my bad wolf creeps out and taunts me with its terrible ‘what
ifs’. Oh, you feel contempt, do you? What if a man – let’s just call him a
retrenched, frustrated, stay-at-home-dad – walks in on his wife. His wife is
bouncing up and down on the dick of the man who retrenched him. She
looks him in the eye and laughs at his shock; she jeers; she says, ‘I’m
leaving you for another man. I’m leaving you for a real man who can
provide. I’m taking the house, I’m taking the money, I’m taking the car, I’m
taking the kids, and right now I’m taking a longer, thicker dick than yours.
I’ve just had the orgasm you could never give me. It’s true what they say:
“When you go black, you don’t go back.”’ How’s that contempt of yours
doing? How is that all-knowing expertise in other people’s lives doing?

My rock-solid principles seem to sway in the thinnest of winds. What
do I think of men who deliberately scare their children, or other people’s
children? The same withering contempt as for men who hit women.
Instilling fear in children is the cheapest laugh in the house. Is a man who
hits women and scares children all bad? Is he deserving of outright
contempt? Of course – but is there, somewhere, a redeeming feature? Two
had an uncontrollable temper and a cruel streak; he epitomised the abuser.
Yet he summed up the Scientology situation he was in and the direction he
was heading in, and left. He decided he wanted better for his children. The
threat of the disconnection penalty did not worry him at all, nor did being
declared a Suppressive Person. He moved on, worked hard, sent his
children to good schools and provided them with the platform they needed.
And for that aspect of his personality I admire him immensely.

The story of Two did not end there. Thirteen years later – at my nadir –
he appeared again, and I did things I should not have. It is now I who owe
him an apology. As Mr Vonnegut would say, ‘And so it goes.’



Sixteen

My early childhood was spent wandering around the building where Mother
worked as a Scientology staff member.

Instead of looking at pictures of bunnies and ponies, I looked at photos
of L. Ron Hubbard and Scientology charts. There was the Tone Scale – a
chart of human emotions listed in a vertical manner. At the very bottom was
‘Total Failure’, with a picture of a crawling black blob, and at the very top
was ‘Serenity of Beingness’, with a sunny something I could not work out.
In between the two extremes were about sixty other emotional states. Anger
was above Hate, but below Boredom; Fear was above Grief, but below
Resentment. The sequence of the states occupied me for hours while I tried
to work out why some were more virtuous than others. When I got tired of
such abstract thinking I turned my attention to my favourite chart. At the
very top, in the biggest red print, was written ‘The Bridge to Total
Freedom’. In a vertical list, in neat little boxes, was the sequence of events
necessary to get there, and the end result from each step. I couldn’t wait to
get to ‘Clear’ because I would be a being ‘who no longer has his reactive
mind’. I so wanted to rid myself of my mind and, once I had done so, I
could go even further. I could attain the ability ‘to confront the whole track’
and, better yet, gain ‘cause over life’. The charts were so much better than
ponies and bunnies.

The building Mother worked in was referred to as the ‘Org’
(Organisation) and ‘going to the Org’ was something I did every day. I
learned to crawl at the Org, I learned to walk at the Org, I learned to think at
the Org; more crucially, I learned what to think at the Org. Everywhere I
looked there was a Scientologist; everything I heard was from a
Scientologist’s perspective. Their dogma dripped into my young mind. The
Fat Lady, The Fortune Teller, The Mind Reader, The Lion Tamer – all
adding their bit. While I was learning to be a bigot, I also learned to swear.
‘Fuck’ and ‘fucking’ became the two most useful words in the world.
Peppering my sentences with profanity became a habit.



He forgot about stenosis and invented the psychosis
And a hundred ways that sex could be enjoyed.
He adopted as his credo
‘Down repression of libido!’
And that was the start of Doctor Sigmund Freud.

The Scientologists would gather at the pub across the railroad track and
sing along while a man from the Org sat on a small stage and played the
guitar. I was warm, I was with grown-ups who accepted me, I was sitting on
the floor at Mother’s feet. The stage lights reflected back on their faces as
they stomped their feet and roared out their anthem’s chorus in scornful,
zealous unison.

Well, Doctor Freud, oh, Doctor Freud
How we wish you had been differently employed.
But the set of circumstances
Still enhances the finances
Of the followers of Doctor Sigmund Freud.

I was learning a slightly different set of nursery rhymes from the usual ones,
but because I was with the brotherhood, and they were all smiling, it made
me happy.

Unhindered and unfiltered, the slick sludge of bigotry seeped into my
psyche. I learned from Scientologists around me that there were two types
of people: us and them. In a reference to old cowboy movies, where the
good guys always wore white hats, we were the ‘white hats’. We were
enlightened, and heading towards The Bridge to Total Freedom, whereas
they were ‘the wogs’. If they were actively anti-Scientology, and if they
were somehow connected to psychiatry, they were also referred to as The
Enemy.

I loved the name ‘wog’ and I used it whenever I could. If I prefixed it
with ‘fucking’, the adults around me laughed hysterically at my spunk.
Using the term wog made me feel better about myself. It took me half my
life to realise that people use words like nigger, chink and dyke for pretty
much the same reasons: that deep down bigots are not at peace with
themselves and do not really like who they are. Everyone at the Org said
wog – everyone – but whom better to learn it from than Ron himself? I was



told that it was an acronym for Worthy Oriental Gentleman but Ron defined
it as ‘a common, everyday, garden-variety humanoid’, a non-Scientologist,
a simple Homo Sapiens with no control of its MEST. I asked what MEST
was, and was told that it was the stuff of the Universe: Matter, Energy,
Space and Time. Whereas a wog was stuck with its MEST, we
Scientologists were taking on a bigger, better, more-aware, superior-in-
everyway Homo Novis state. The idea of belonging to a superior group of
people appealed to me.

At the Org there were mixed feelings towards wogs because, at any
given time, there were wogs in our midst. Wogs coming in off the street in
search of Scientology services were looked upon favourably because they
were seen as trying to ‘get their shit together’. On the other hand, there
were wogs who held a contrary viewpoint to that of Scientologists and who
were not interested in getting their shit together. Those wogs were regarded
as fair game when the abuse was dished out. Because Scientology services
were prohibitively expensive – an interesting business model for a church –
it was common for Scientologists to become staff members in order to
receive services instead of a salary. Even so, it was still difficult to survive,
which meant that a lot of Scientologists – as in Mother’s case – needed to
get a part-time wog job as well. A person could be a wog (a good one) and
a Scientologist at the same time; in effect, live two different lives. Just like
a vampire.

At nine years of age I had all my shit together. My mother was saving
the human race, I was accepted by the brotherhood, and I was well on my
way to The Bridge to Total Freedom. The problem was, though, that I still
had to go to school – a wog school. The Scientology organisations overseas
had dedicated schools for the Scientologists’ children, but we didn’t. Our
nomadic Scientology existence had ensured that, from the moment I first sat
down at a school desk, I started slipping backwards. I was never at a school
long enough for the most basic of things to take root. Because we were so
poor, Mother was constantly moving to stay at a different friend’s flat,
which usually meant my changing schools too. It seemed that every few
weeks I was experiencing fresh first-day agonies. A wog teacher would take
me by the hand and introduce me to the class. I would then be asked to
introduce myself, which is when the torture would start.

While Two was still around and trying to terrify us, I began exhibiting
two side effects of his abuse. One was an infestation of warts on my hands



and the other was an acute stutter. Gran used to chase me around with the
milk from fig leaves, while Mother just thought I needed some Scientology
services. It was probably something that had happened in a past life, which
was being re-stimulated in this one; all I needed was some Scientology
therapy, known within the organisation as auditing. To speak without a
stutter required speaking very slowly and could only be done if I was in the
company of people I knew. If I had to speak quickly, or to strangers, I was
in trouble.

Whenever I was asked to introduce myself to a new class, I would
attempt to say, ‘My name is . . .’ but all I could manage was, ‘M-m-m-m n-
n-n-n-n i-i-i-i-i.’ Children being children, the class would burst out
laughing. The more they laughed, the more I would battle to speak,
eventually nodding my head like a chicken as I tried to force the words out.
During break a group of children would gather around making ‘m-m-m t-t-t
s-s-s’ sounds and nodding their heads; a teacher would need to step in and
rescue me. I began hating children I had not even met.

Changing schools so often meant that I was always slotting into a
school’s curriculum in an unfamiliar place, which usually meant that I was
never able to answer a direct question. When a question was directed at the
class I kept my hand down and my gaze averted. When there was no
avoiding it and the question was directed at me, I would stare back blankly
at the teacher; when it was repeated with more insistence, I shifted my gaze
to my feet, stared at the warts on my fingers and blushed in silence until,
with a sigh, the teacher moved on. I knew nothing and didn’t see the point
in learning anything. What was I doing learning these wog subjects in any
case? Arithmetic – why? Spelling – what for? History, Religious Instruction
– it was Santa Claus for grown-ups. Geography, Woodwork, English? What
a lot of pointless shit; what a complete waste of my valuable time. I had
much better things to do. It was quite clear from the Org where a wog
education was on the relevance scale: it was nowhere. Fellow Scientologists
at the Org rolled their eyes or made disparaging comments about it. It was
not getting me one inch closer to The Bridge to Total Freedom.

Someone at one of my schools suggested to Mother that perhaps I
would benefit from attending Sunday School. For a few consecutive
weekends I found myself sitting in a circle on the grass outside a church
with a bunch of other children. We were given small story books with
drawings in them. Most of the men in the drawings had beards and carried



long walking sticks; the women were all pretty and carried water jugs.
There was a scene in the book with a big boat sitting on top of a hill. In the
boat was an old man holding his arm up towards the sky and pointing at the
clouds with a long stick. There was a winding queue of animals, in pairs,
heading towards the boat, walking, slithering and flying. I was mesmerised
by this particular drawing and stared at it long after the other children had
turned the page. On a different Sunday, the teacher told us a story about
three donkeys and a crib but it sounded like bollocks. Someone important
was being born who was going to save us all – which made me think fondly
of Ron. Sitting outside a church once a week did not make any sense to me
and, apart from the occasional story about a man splitting the sea, I was
bored. I couldn’t really relate to any of the other children in the circle
either; they were strangers in clean pants and pretty dresses. I asked Mother
if I could stop going, which suited her fine because she was usually busy at
the Org on Sundays.

A terrible, terrible thing happened to me. It was called boarding school
and it meant being sent away from my family. Mother might as well have
stabbed me in the heart. Had she understood me better, or at least taken the
time to try to do so, she would have known that sending such an insecure
child away against his will was madness. From the very instant the topic
was raised, I resisted it with every ounce of my strength. I begged, I cried, I
threatened to kill myself – but I was sent anyway and lasted one school
term. The school was a four-hour drive from where we lived, which meant
that I might as well have been in another country. The day I was dropped
off I clung to Mother and tried to hang on to the car door. As she drove
away I wailed. Three months later I was still wailing and still threatening to
kill myself. When Mother eventually relented and allowed me to leave, I
was the most hated boy in school.

As traumatic an experience as boarding school was, another one was
just around the corner. Mother told us she was going away to England, to a
place called Saint Hill where the Scientology headquarters were. She was
going to receive some processing not available at home. She was going to
do the Saint Hill Special Briefing Course and hopefully go ‘Clear’, which
meant that she would rid herself of her reactive mind. While she was gone,
Gran was going to take care of us. It would only be for a few months. We
took her to the airport and said our goodbyes; perhaps a meaningful look
was exchanged between Mother and Gran, or a word was spoken when we



were out of earshot, or maybe Gran knew what ‘a few months’ meant. I
don’t know. I went up to the open observation deck with Gran and Keryn to
watch Mother’s plane leave. Eventually it came speeding down the runway,
lifted off, and disappeared into the thunderclouds. With its ability to retain
random irrelevant facts, my mind has held on to a forty-five-year-old
memory of a man looking at me. Mother’s plane had just sped past our
viewpoint. Inside the plane, at the windows, were indistinct shapes that
looked like faces. Next to the shapes was movement that looked like
waving. I imagined that one of the faces was Mother’s and that she could
see me. She was smiling directly at me and waving. I was waving back and
shouting ‘Bye, Mom!’ But my voice was no match for the engine. I leaned
as far over the rails as I could and watched until her plane was out of sight.
I turned around to leave with Gran when the man said, ‘Who have you
come to say goodbye to?’

‘My mother,’ I replied.
‘That’s a DC-8, you know,’ he responded.

Had I not been such a bigot as a child, my children might have had a
slightly easier time of things. As it is, they are not allowed to say ‘fat’ or
‘stupid’, or refer to another person in a derogatory way in conversation. It is
a rule that has been slipped in along with ‘Don’t talk with your mouth full’,
‘Do not spit’, and similar day-to-day manners. When the time is right, the
list will grow to include tolerance for other people’s religious beliefs, as
well as any political, racial and sexual differences. I am trying to teach my
children that there is a better way than resorting to personal insults. On the
days that I feel too tired to jump into the fray and mediate in their
squabbling, an image of me as a nine-year-old, referring to adults as ‘stupid
fucking wogs’, springs to mind. The consequence of having been a child
bigot is the extreme, almost fanatical, care I now take when I talk to
strangers, particularly when in the company of my children. The lady at the
checkout counter, the street sweeper, the garage attendant, the homeless
person who comes to the gate, the waitress in the coffee shop – they are all
referred to as ‘sir’ or ‘ma’am’.

The first to mimic my behaviour was Angus – only natural because he is
older. He bumped into someone in a shopping centre and said, ‘Excuse me,
sir.’



I bent down and hugged him and told him how proud I was of his good
manners. Anastasia looked on glumly because she was not getting the
praise. She rectified things by deliberately running into people in order for
me to hear her apologies and compliment her on her fine manners.

The Bridge to Total Freedom – Progress Report: Good news. Very good
news! I was finally moving towards The Bridge. My first step was to do a
Personality Test, which just confirmed that I needed to rid myself of my
reactive mind. It was recommended that I start the journey by taking the
Communications Course. I hadn’t finished yet but it was fantastic. The
course was subdivided into several steps and each step had its own
corresponding Training Drill. We called them TRs. I was already on TR1 –
having done the TR0s. In the TRs, I paired off with another student and we
sat for hours facing each other. First we sat with our eyes closed and then
later with them open. When we were doing the drill with our eyes open, we
took turns at being the auditor and attempting to distract the other one. If
my partner did something wrong, such as moving or losing concentration, I
had the opportunity to say, ‘Flunk, body movement, start’, and we would
begin again. I could see how that really was going to help me in life. I
couldn’t wait to finish the TR course so that I could write up my success
story and put it on the noticeboard with all the others.



Seventeen

I saw a man die. It was my grandfather. I was sitting at a table watching him
speak when he clutched at his chest, gasped for breath, and fell onto the
food. The wedding reception at which he was speaking went silent. Heads,
which only moments before had been pointed in the direction of the newly-
married couple, swivelled to look in horror at the corpse on the floor. In a
crash of crockery and a twitching of hands and feet, we were left destitute.
Gran watched her husband being carted away in an ambulance and he never
came back. More bad news came a few days later when his will was read.
Twenty-three years of marriage, all of them as his secretary, all of them
unpaid, and not a cent. She was entitled to live in the house indefinitely but
that was all. Gran’s short-term plan was to sell off all but the essential
furniture and to take in lodgers; in the longer term she intended to sue the
estate.

A family came to stay with us. It was explained to us that, as they were
paying rent, they had the run of the house. Gran, Keryn and I moved into a
single room to make space for them. The father was a huge, brutal man; a
blackness surrounded him as if he were about to erupt. The mother was as
nondescript as a terrified woman could, or should, be. Their daughter and
son lived on the periphery, like animals at meals, nipping in to scavenge,
hoping not to get hit, and then darting away. We learned to avoid them –
except for Gran, who had to cook for them. The son was older than me but
still young, perhaps thirteen or fourteen. One day I was standing in the
kitchen looking out of the window. From my vantage point in our L-shaped
house I could see the father, a cut-off section of garden hosepipe in his
hand, push-shove his son across the exposed courtyard towards the garage.
They went in and the father closed the door. I heard terrible sounds, which
made me cry: screaming, hitting, pleading, shouting. It seemed to last for
hours but it was probably about five minutes. The father’s voice raged; I
heard ‘Never do that again’ and repeated thuds, like the sound of a stick
beating the dust out of a carpet. The son’s voice sounded like a girl’s as he
cried and apologised. The shouting stopped and the door opened. I ducked



beneath the kitchen counter and then peeped up to see what was going on.
The man was walking back across the courtyard, away from me, towards
their part of the house. The boy was trotting after his father like a puppy. He
was naked and carrying his clothes in a bundle at his chest. Streams of
blood were running down his legs from the wounds on his back and his
bum. I ran to tell Gran what I had seen. She went quiet for a long time, as if
she was thinking. What was she thinking? That even if that savage had been
beating his son, his rent was indirectly feeding us? She looked sick when
she spoke. ‘We need them to stay here for a while. It’s none of our
business.’

Mother did not come back after the promised few months. In fact, when
she finally came back years later, it didn’t really matter. Thankfully, the
brute had gone and a different family was living with us. The opposite of
the first, they were very kind. They were concerned that my parents were
not around and quite often would do something nice to include me in their
family. The mother bought me a kite one day and came looking for me to
hand it over. I almost never got anything new – it was usually a hand-me-
down of sorts. I was lying on my back on the carpet when she found me. As
I reached up eagerly to accept the kite, still in its transparent plastic, I
happened to look straight up her skirt. She was not wearing panties and, for
the first time in my life, I caught a glimpse of pubic hair. I got a funny
feeling in the pit of my stomach and did not want to look away. Instead of
taking the kite, I stared directly up her skirt. She realised what I was doing
and gave me a cross look before walking away. Instead of dreaming about
cowboys and crooks, I started dreaming about what was under her skirt. In
my dreams, she was not walking away; she was opening her legs and
smiling at me.

My life normalised. We were officially penniless but somehow
surviving. It was the year I really got to know my gran; up to that point she
had always just been a peripheral figure but, with Mother gone, Gran was
Mother. Once Gran took over she told me she was going to wash my mouth
out with soap if she heard me say ‘fuck’ again. I had got used to swearing
because it made the Scientologists at the Org laugh, and because Mother
swore. When I persisted, and added in some of my own cheekiness, she
slapped me, forced some soap into my mouth and called me ‘an insolent
young pup’. The day I asked her, innocently enough, what a cunt was, she
recoiled in horror.



I loved sitting on the carpet next to her while she sewed. I watched the
thick purple veins on the back of her hands as she pinned the pattern to the
material. She kept a stack of pins in the side of her mouth for easy access;
when she spoke she used only one side of her mouth so as not to let the pins
fall out. I tried it once but could not do it.

We spent a lot of time in the garden together too. Watering the garden
was my first job. I was under strict instructions not to use too much water
pressure, but to make the plants think it was raining. She was forever
replanting things. A single plant was nurtured and, once it was established,
she would take a cutting and grow more. I was convinced that if Gran were
to plant a brick a house would grow. She just had the magic touch. If she
was not baking, cooking, or cleaning, her big bum was probably sticking
out of a flower bed. Whatever magic she was performing with the plants
was working on me too. My warts cleared up and my stutter disappeared.

I was at my thirteenth different school but liking it. I did not have any
real friends but it didn’t really matter because my average day involved a
lot of interaction; I swam with the other boys and played marbles. I was
going to a wog school, missing Mother, waiting for her to come home, but
reasonably happy. My school marks put me near the bottom of the class but
I could answer a few questions correctly. I had my first fight. Something or
other happened in class and I squared off with another boy. We were
interrupted by the teacher, but not before agreeing to meet after school to
fight. I was terrified and didn’t want the school bell to ring. Eventually it
did and a crowd of boys walked with us across the road to the open veld to
witness the fight. They formed a ring around us, my opponent walked up to
me and we continued where we had left off. I pushed him and he pushed me
back. I fell over and started to cry. I screamed the only thing I could think
of, ‘Your mother’s a cunt!’ and then ran away.

When I arrived home, Gran could see that there was something wrong
and asked me what it was. I told her that I had had a fight after school.

‘Oh?’ She seemed overly curious about this. ‘You? You had a fight?
What happened?’

‘I won. I beat him up.’
She gave me one of her long disappointed looks, which said a lot

without saying anything. ‘I see,’ she said.



Gran successfully sued my grandfather’s estate. For the twenty-three years
of being his wife and unpaid secretary, she was awarded twenty-three
thousand rand. She took us on holiday – my first ever. A budget stay-for-
seven-nights-get-one-free package at a cheap hotel on the coast. On the way
there, Gran, the slowest driver in the world, managed to get a speeding fine.
At the beach kiosk she bought us each a plastic bucket and a fishing net.
Each day was the same routine: while Keryn and I climbed amongst the
rocks trying to catch the tiny fish that darted after each receding wave, Gran
sat alone on the beach. With her back to the wind, wearing a big floppy hat,
she waited for us to finish playing. After a few days of trying I finally
caught a tiny silver fish. I screamed with excitement as I sprinted down the
beach in order to show Gran. ‘I caught a fish, I caught a fish!’

We both looked down into the bottom of the net and witnessed the fish’s
last few moments of suffocation. When it was dead I threw it away and
asked for some candyfloss. At mealtimes, the waiter, a black adult male,
called me ‘Master’. When the holiday was over Gran fished into her purse
and left him a small tip. On the drive home the candyfloss caught up with
me and I vomited in the car.

Once back at home and back to our routine, we heard from Mother. A
change of plan. We should all go to England. We could all do some
Scientology courses – Gran too – and be together. So that’s exactly what we
did. Gran, in a moment of madness, sold the house and bought us second-
class tickets on the mail ship to England. As the ship was pushed into its
berth at Southampton I anxiously peered down to catch my first glimpse of
Mother. She looked pale and much fatter but it was so good to see her
again. I didn’t know that weather could get that cold. My short life had been
lived under the African sun and, now, despite wearing all the warm clothes I
had, I was still freezing. The idea of building snowmen did not seem so
appealing any more.

We set up base in a bedsit near Saint Hill, the Scientology headquarters
in East Grinstead, and each day we all went to the Org together. It was
strange to be around Scientologists once again and to look at the world from
a Scientologist’s perspective. I had almost forgotten what a wog was. There
was so much energy at Saint Hill; wogs by the dozen coming in to do their
free personality test as well as established Scientologists taking advanced
courses. The Scientologists at Saint Hill seemed less burdened by their
reactive minds than the ones I used to know at home. It was probably



because they were physically closer to Ron and therefore closer to The
Bridge to Total Freedom. Back at home there used to be a guy in the Org
who was so poor that he slept in the basement of the building and
sometimes trapped the city pigeons in order to eat them. He would turn the
heater on its back and cook the plucked birds on the grid. I could not
imagine the Scientologists at Saint Hill doing that.

There was another change in Mother’s life. She had stopped being just
an ordinary Scientologist. She had joined the inner core of Scientology –
the Sea Organisation. It was so exciting! Sea Org members were the best of
the best. They were definitely closer to The Bridge to Total Freedom and,
best of all, they worked on ships! We were going to live on ships! I was
going to grow up on a ship and be with Mother and do my Scientology
courses and not have to go to a wog school. I could go to a Scientology
school and do things the Scientology way. It was all working out. Sea Org
members really had their shit together and were in it for the long haul. They
were so serious about saving the planet that they signed billion-year
contracts when they joined up. A billion years of hanging about in various
forms and helping wogs get to The Bridge. How cool was that?

The ship we were going to stay on was docked in North Africa and,
because there were no direct flights there, we were going to have to fly
there via Spain. Gran was going back home; she said ‘this Scientology
business’ was not for her. She had done her job looking after ‘the kids’ but
now she wanted to go back to a wog life and work in her garden. She found
the local offices of the shipping company and bought a second-class one-
way ticket back home. The departure date was still a few weeks away so
she had to wait. The Scientologists did not take kindly to her decision
because they still wanted her to buy some courses. A couple of the people
from Saint Hill came to the bed-sit and banged on the door and tried to get
her to go for auditing but she refused to open it. They were so persistent
that she changed towns and did not inform them of her new address.

There was a slight complication with our getting to the ship. Mother
could not go with us because the dates were not working out. It was going
to be OK, though. Keryn and I could go ahead and get settled in. A friend of
Mother’s, also going to the ship, would escort us there, and the
Scientologists on the ship would look after us until Mother got there. I was
very sad to say goodbye to Gran. When she shook her big bum, and sang



her Al Jolson song about loving that man of mine, I wanted to give her a big
hug.

Mother’s escort friend missed the plane. Something or other happened
to him, and Keryn and I took off without him. Phone calls were made while
we were in the air and a stranger picked us up at the stopover in Spain. We
were taken to a motel for the night, where I stayed up late and watched
Spanish dancers click their castanets. We finally arrived at the Scientology
ship the next day and were put in a dormitory with other children while we
waited for Mother. A few weeks later, when she still hadn’t arrived, I got
homesick and cried until I was sent back to Saint Hill. Mother didn’t know I
was coming back, and when I was dropped off at Saint Hill I went looking
for her. She was walking out of a room with her head down and almost
walked into me. As soon as she saw me I started to cry.

Keryn lasted longer on the ship than I did but eventually she left too.
Mother had finally got to the ship but things were not working out and
Keryn asked to leave. It was decided that we would go back home and back
to living with Gran. Mother would be going home at some point and we
could all live together. In the meantime, though, the arrangements were
complicated. Gran was in England waiting for the ship to leave. Keryn and I
were also in England, with Gran, but could not get tickets on the ship. The
solution was for Keryn and me to fly so that we would be there when Gran
arrived. Gran bought us plane tickets out of her estate money and asked her
brother to look after us while she was at sea. In the meantime Gran was
appointed as our legal guardian.

Keryn and I flew home and Gran set sail. Uncle David and Aunty Gwen
met us at the airport and drove us the two hours to their home. We hated it.
Aunty Gwen was the opposite extreme from Mother. She did everything as
if her body were built with wire. Every movement was done in tiny straight
lines. She moved like a robot. She never smiled. There was not even a trace
of joy in her stick-thin body. Her mouth, which may once have laughed and
kissed a boy, had collapsed in on itself to become a portal to bitterness. She
spent her entire day in the kitchen. As soon as a cup or a plate had been
used it was cleaned and packed away. The cloth used to clean the cup was
then cleaned and hung neatly on a drying rack. When every possible thing
was cleaned she stared out of the window. While she sat in the kitchen,
Uncle David sat in the lounge battling the demons in his mind. He was an



artist, an ex-soldier and, as it turned out, a child molester. They spoke
briefly at dinner before getting into their single beds.

We stayed with them for a month before Gran arrived. I had never been
so glad to see her kind and wrinkly smile. I had never been so happy to see
her shimmy her bum while humming one of her jazz tunes. It had been a
terrible month. Every night Keryn would have a nightmare and let out a
scream. I would get into bed with her because I was too scared to sleep on
my own. In the morning Uncle David would find us cuddled up in the same
bed. He would give us a strange look and tell us not to do that.

The Bridge to Total Freedom – Progress Report: What with all the comings
and goings in the family, the good news is that I was still making progress.
At Saint Hill I had restarted the Communications Course and was up to
TR4. I did all the bits I had already done – sit with my eyes closed, then
open, then try to distract my partner in the drills. After I had done those I
did the TR2s, which were called the ‘Dear Alice’ drills. I had to read
random snippets from Alice In Wonderland. My partner then had to
acknowledge me in a positive way with responses such as ‘Thank you’ or ‘I
got that.’ When we had done that for a few hours we had to swop around.
When we were done with the sitting drills we started on the others. We
walked from wall to wall together saying, ‘Look at that wall,’ ‘Walk over to
that wall,’ ‘Touch that wall.’ After each step had been accomplished we had
to say, ‘Thank you.’ Again we swopped around. My favourite drill was near
the end of the course when we shouted at an ashtray. We had to practise
using a commanding voice and telling the ashtray to ‘Stand up!’ I found it
really useful. I also received my first auditing. I was connected up to an e-
meter and got to talk about my current problems and my past lives. I think I
was a Viking.



Eighteen

We were on the move again. In order for us to be ‘close to the family’, Gran
chose a small town near the coast where her niece lived. I had never met
that branch of the family tree so I didn’t feel the urge to meet them, but I
was very glad to see the back of Uncle David and Aunty Gwen. Gran
dipped back into her estate money and bought a modest house. What with
the trip over to see Mother, the failed attempt at the ship, the trip back to
England, the visit to David and Gwen, and finally the trip down to the coast,
I had been out of school for nearly a year. I was very happy to be out of
school but Gran was worried that ‘the inspector’ would find out. As soon as
we settled in I was enrolled into my, by then, fourteenth school. The
headmaster said that they would accept me but, with only a few weeks of
the school year left, there was no chance of my passing to a new grade. He
insisted that I rejoin the grade I had already passed. The abortive trip to
Mother had cost me one school year.

Surprisingly, after the initial weeks of shyness and feeling
selfconscious, I became quite popular, something that had never happened
to me before. The rumour was that I had come from overseas, where I had
lived on a ship and done strange things. Instead of being the new boy with
the stutter and the tatty clothes, I was the new boy who was interesting to
talk to. Even my teacher wanted to speak to me. ‘I’ve been hearing things
about you. You’ve been on a ship where?’

‘At a port in North Africa.’
‘But why?’
‘I was going to live with my mother.’
‘Your mother lives on a ship in North Africa?’
‘She was living in England and was going to join me on the ship but she

never did.’
‘So you were on the ship without your mother?’
‘For a little while.’
‘So you were with your father?’
‘No. He married someone else. I don’t see my father any more.’



‘Well, who do you live with now?’
‘My grandmother.’
‘And your grandfather?’
‘No. He’s dead.’
A long silence. ‘If your mother wasn’t there, and your father wasn’t

there, how did you get there?’
‘Me and my sister flew there on an aeroplane.’
‘By yourself? How old is your sister?’
‘She’s thirteen. We were supposed to go with my mother’s friend but he

missed the plane.’
‘Thirteen? If you and your thirteen-year-old sister were by yourselves,

how did you get from the plane to the ship?’
‘I’m not sure. Someone fetched us but I can’t remember who. A lady

picked us up and took as to a motel and I watched Spanish dancing and, the
next day, she took us back to the airport to catch another plane and a man
picked us up and took us to the ship.’

A long silence. ‘Was there a school on the ship?’
‘No.’
A long silence. ‘What was your mother going to do on a ship in North

Africa?’
‘She’s a Scientologist. I’m also a Scientologist. It was a Scientology

ship.’
‘And what exactly is Scientology? I’ve never even heard of it.’
‘It’s the study of knowledge. My mom works in Scientology and she

audits people who want to cross The Bridge to Total Freedom.’
‘The what?’
I tried to explain about ridding ourselves of our MEST and how

crossing The Bridge could take a few lifetimes but I could see that he was
beginning to laugh at me, which I didn’t like. It would have been great if I
could have interested him in Scientology. Imagine how thrilled Mother
would have been if I had caused my wog teacher to be interested in
Scientology. Imagine taking him into the Org!

The other children didn’t ask me a lot of questions; they just liked
listening to my stories. They weren’t that interested in hearing about Ron or
The Bridge but they were very keen to hear about the ship and the
aeroplanes. I enjoyed all the attention I was getting so I told a few lies. I
said that when we were flying, the pilot asked me if I would like to sit in the



cockpit with him. I also said that I flew the plane for a little bit but that the
pilot was watching all the time. I told them about past lives, which also
interested them. The boys liked the idea of being Vikings and having sword
fights; the girls were more interested in being princesses and queens.

I was invited to a few parties and at one of them I kissed a girl. The girl
I kissed was a friend of my cousin; we touched lips and there was no tongue
involved, but it was a real girl and still counted.

We all looked forward to Christmas because Mother was supposed to be
coming home. Unfortunately, at the last minute, we heard that her mission
had been extended. Instead of her coming home we received some presents
through the mail and a note to each of us. I carried mine around for days
and then I put it in my school bag and read it a few times at break. In my
note Mother asked me how I was, what subjects I was taking, and whether I
liked my school and teacher. In Keryn’s note it said much the same thing
but there was some girl stuff added. In Gran’s note she hoped everything
was OK and that everyone was doing fine. At the bottom of each letter she
wrote, ‘lots of ARC’ – which meant Affinity, Reality and Communication
and was even better than love – and sent about a million kisses. Gran was
disappointed that Mother was not coming home but responded with her
usual unshakeable faith. Whenever Mother was mentioned, Gran’s eyes lit
up and she sighed, ‘Ah, Pegs – she’s a-one,’ in her broad Scottish accent.

I started a new year at school and Keryn started her first year in high
school. It was exciting to be in the same class and school as children I
already knew; I was used to sitting in a class full of strangers. During that
year I read my first book out of embarrassment. Gran was not much of a
reader – just a few thrillers and the monthly Reader’s Digest – so there were
very few books in the house. When my English teacher was going through
the class to establish what we were reading, it shocked him to hear that I
had never read a book. He stopped what he was doing and spoke to me in
front of the class. ‘You’ve never read a book? Ever?’

‘No.’
‘That’s absolute nonsense. You have to read. You have to.’
He insisted I start reading for my own good. I did not like the way the

rest of the class laughed at me so after school I looked for a book. I chose
Agatha Christie’s The Clocks because it was the thinnest book in our house
and it seemed to involve a detective. It took three weeks to finish, and after
each page I flipped ahead to see how much further to the end of the chapter.



I loved Gran but she was beginning to embarrass me. She just looked so
damn old and did everything so slowly. Whenever we were together doing
the shopping and I saw someone I knew from school, I tried to slip back
and pretend I was alone. It always seemed to happen that I was wearing my
worst clothes when I bumped into the prettiest girls from school with their
young moms. I was ashamed of being poor; I was ashamed of always being
the child taking home the school-fee reminder; I was ashamed that it took
two weeks of pocket money to buy one comic; I was ashamed of old clothes
that didn’t fit; I was ashamed of my haircuts – sitting in the garden while
Gran cut my hair unevenly with her sewing scissors. She said it didn’t
matter if it was a bit skew because the hair would grow again. Well, it
mattered to me; I was the one being laughed at. When I was invited to a
party I wanted to refuse because I knew that Gran would buy the cheapest
box of chocolates. I tried to hide it behind my back and slip it on the pile
when nobody could see who put it there. It seemed that things were always
‘a bit tight’. I was sick of hearing how we needed to ‘pull in our belts’, sick
of repetitions of the same old stories. How she met her first husband, how
he died in a car crash, how she played the piano as a child, how wonderful
Pegs was, the troop ships, World War l, World War ll – again and again and
again.

On other days it wasn’t so bad. I often stood in the kitchen with her and
licked the mixing spoon while she baked; she hummed or la-dee-daa’d
while she worked. We chatted about this and that and, when she gave me
her kind-old-lady smile, I wanted to hug her and stand with my arms around
her for ever. I was so confused about my feelings. I wanted to be like all the
other children, to have regular parents, and do normal things. I didn’t want
to spend the rest of my life gardening with my gran. Yet, on the other hand,
she was kind and patient and made me feel safe. She suffered terribly from
migraines and, when one arrived, she lay down on her bed and shut the
curtains. Every few hours I’d peep into her room and see her lying
completely still with a growing pile of tissues next to the bed and the cup of
herbal tea that I had made her left untouched. With rising panic, I’d wonder,
What if she dies? What am I going to do if she dies?

When Gran was having one of her migraines I usually stayed out of the
house. With the house in semi-darkness, and the need to tiptoe silently, I
preferred to be outside where the sun was shining. I had no friends to talk
to, so I wandered aimlessly around the garden and turned over rocks to find



insects. When I was bored with entomology I inspected the two tiny rooms
in the corner of the garden. Gran referred to the two rooms as ‘the outside
room’ and the ‘outside toilet’. My uncle called it ‘the Kaffir’s room’. It
would be the place where they would stay if they worked for us. In the
bigger of the two rooms Gran kept the wheelbarrow, a plastic Christmas
tree, and a stack of cardboard boxes. She didn’t want to throw the boxes
away because she said we would probably need them again. There was not
enough room for much else. I didn’t like the room very much; it was tiny,
damp, and too dark. There was no electricity – or, if there was, it never
worked – and there was a lingering smell which I found out to be paraffin.
Gran tried to open the window once, to let in some fresh air, but it had been
sealed shut on the outside. In any case, the tiny window was only a metre
from the neighbour’s wall. Next to the storeroom was an even smaller
room, which had no door; inside was a toilet with a cracked cistern and no
seat. The bugs and insects seemed to be attracted to those rooms. There was
usually something with lots of legs rolled up in the corners, and something
floating in the toilet. If they didn’t look too horrible, and were still alive, I
fished them out. When I took them outside, and released them to the sun, I
felt really noble when I said, ‘There you go. You’re free now.’

If I thought about blacks I ended up being confused. It seemed to be a
topic that was always lurking in the background. There was certainly an
instant response from Gran when I happened to mention that my favourite
sweet was a nigger ball and how I liked it when my tongue turned black.
She hissed with a strange intensity, ‘No! You must never say that! Never!’

‘But why? That’s what they’re called.’
‘It means the private parts of a black man. Call them those black sweets

if you must, but don’t use that name.’
‘But that’s how we choose teams. Everybody does. They do it at school

all the time.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘We say “eeny meeny miny moe catch a nigger by his toe if he hollers

let him go eeny meeny miny moe.”’
‘No! You can’t say that either! Don’t say that! Choose another way!’
There seemed to be so many blacks and yet so few. Where did they go?

Where were all the black children? There were none at our school. If blacks
bred like rabbits, as I had heard, where were they? Come to think of it, why
had I never seen a black Scientologist? I had been in the Org many, many



times and had never – not once – seen one. Didn’t blacks want to cross The
Bridge? Did they want to keep their reactive minds? Did they want to
remain wogs? As an elevenyear-old I had no idea. I stared into space
thinking about mothers, sisters, grandmothers, blacks, wogs, troop ships,
and pianos, my little mind rolling like a marble down a rocky road,
bumping from here to there, taking the path of least resistance.

The moods in the house seemed to be shifting. We all seemed to realise
that change was coming. I could see that Keryn was getting frustrated; she
was fighting with Gran most of the time and Gran was always losing.
Keryn’s personality had become much too strong for Gran to handle. I
hardly recognised Keryn any more. We used to spend all our time together
and we hardly ever fought, but now it was just the opposite. The two-year
gap between us seemed suddenly to grow to ten. She was closing the door
to the bathroom, always writing in her diary, and not allowing me in her
room. We only stopped fighting at night when we congregated in Gran’s
bedroom because we were scared of what might happen to us and of what
we had often been warned about.

Gran was perpetually terrified. I only realised many years later that fear
and kindness were her core components. It was much later, when I became
a parent, that I realised, too, what strain she was under. The ceaseless worry
that her young charges’ survival was dependent on her continuing heartbeat.
Her fear was infectious, making Keryn and me too scared to sleep in our
rooms. We dragged our mattresses into her room and slept next to her bed.
Any outside noise was greeted with a whispered ‘What was that?’ There
was a particular night that Gran feared the most. It even had a name and
several million faces. It was The Night of the Long Knives. The word from
people she had once known in Rhodesia was that on a designated night they
were going to get a signal to rise up and slit all our throats. Across the land,
in one savage moment, we were all going to be slaughtered in our sleep. It
wouldn’t help to run to the neighbour’s house because the neighbour was
going to be suffering the same fate. Fear of them was a constant worry. We
didn’t have one of them at our house because we were tightening our belts,
but other families had one, or even two. Not having one of our own did not
make Gran feel any safer because, even though we didn’t have one, the
neighbours certainly did; once the killing business was finished next door,
the neighbour’s one was going to jump over the wall and, with her long
knife, slit our throats. That would be that.



The first time I heard my children say ‘eeny meeny miny . . .’, my mind
was alert in an instant. I held my breath as they singsonged up to ‘catch a’
but their next word was too indistinct to hear. I interrupted them and said,
‘Guys, what did you just say? Please say that eeny meeny thing again.’

They repeated their rhyme and again I missed what they said. ‘Say it
again slowly – and stop mumbling! I want to hear your words.’

I waited until they said ‘catch a’ and then said, ‘Stop!’
They looked at me.
‘OK,’ I said, ‘what’s the next word?’
‘Tiger,’ said Anastasia.
‘Fishy,’ said Angus.
‘Tiger!’
‘Fishy!’
‘Oh, OK. Thanks – split the difference and call it a Figer or a Tishy,’

and added as an afterthought, ‘How can a fish have a toe, Angus?’
Later that evening when the children were not around, I asked Christine,

‘Do you remember that eeny meeny miny moe rhyme we learned as
children – what came after “catch a”?’

She looked uncomfortable as she cast her mind back. She said, quietly,
‘I’m ashamed to say that we learned it with the “n” word – and you?’

‘Nigger – and got crapped on by my gran. Who taught you the rhyme –
your parents?’

‘No, of course not. Where did you learn it?’
‘I honestly can’t remember. It’s one of those ring-a-ring-a-rosietype

rhymes that I cannot ever remember learning but must have at some point.
We used “catch a nigger” all the time when we chose teams and I didn’t
know it was wrong. I didn’t even know what a nigger was – any more than I
knew what a rosie was. I must have used it hundreds of times. One day, I
can’t remember why, I mentioned that I liked sucking nigger balls . . . What
did you call those black sweets that started off black but changed colours as
you sucked them?’

‘We called them that too.’
‘Well, I mentioned to my gran that I liked sucking nigger balls, and she

went ballistic. I didn’t know what the fuss was about. At the time I was only
about eleven. I didn’t mean any harm. But can you imagine what must have
gone through a black shop assistant’s mind when little white me stood in
front of him and said, “I would like a packet of nigger balls, please”? He



couldn’t say anything for fear of losing his job; he got degraded and
humiliated – possibly in a room full of people – by a child, and he couldn’t
respond. And I was simply using a word that I thought described a sweet.
As far as I was concerned, I was being well-mannered and polite, waiting
my turn, saying “please” and “thank you”. How did it get like that?’

Christine just shook her head, but didn’t say anything.
‘It’s madness. I was a full-blown bigot before I was ten and before life

got a chance to slap it out of me. I walked around the Scientology Org
where my mother worked and, whenever I got a chance, would refer to non-
Scientologists as “fucking wogs”. How crazy is that? I was not even ten yet
and that was how I was speaking. I only started speaking like that to begin
with because that was what I was hearing from those around me. I didn’t
make up the word “wog” any more than I made up the word “nigger”. But it
was said in my presence so many times that I absorbed the word and the
scorn with which it was used. Nobody stopped or discouraged me; in fact,
they encouraged me with their laughter.

‘Your mother, too?’
‘Look, my mother was no angel. She had plenty of faults – usually in

the parenting stakes – but she was not a nasty person. Quite the opposite, in
fact; her record speaks for itself. Her mantra was “the greatest good for the
greatest number”; it is something I heard her say about ten million times.
She worked way, way below the poverty line her entire life because she
genuinely believed she was helping humankind. I never heard a racial slur
from her, yet even she said “wog” occasionally. Some of the others, though,
were really bad; if you were not paying your cash to join their master race
on the other side of The Bridge, you were ridiculed. Bigotry is highly
contagious; parents who willingly pass it on to their children should be
charged with child abuse. The world could eradicate all forms of bigotry if
parents just did their job properly. Just let me hear one of our children speak
the way I used to, and they’re going to be in serious trouble. If there’re two
things I hate, it’s bigots and fat Jewish Eskimos.’

My children can work out life’s complexities when they’re older; in the
meantime my message is short and sweet. ‘Guys, if I hear any form of
personal insult from you, you’re in dad-trouble, which you know is worse
than big-trouble. If you need an insult to prop up your argument, you need a
better argument.’



If I could go back in time and give Gran a single gift for saving my life
on so many occasions, it would not be the money she was so short of; it
would not even be the presence of Mother, which she was short of too.
Instead, I would wave my magic wand to remove her fear; I would consider
it a gift of immense love and gratitude to enable her to see how different life
looks through fearless eyes.

The Bridge to Total Freedom – Progress Report: Not much to report.
Unfortunately I was living with wogs and was a million miles from
Scientologists; I had not used a commanding voice to shout at an ashtray,
or done any of my TRs, for a long time. The only links to Scientology were
Mother’s occasional letters and the ‘ARC – Mom’ she wrote at the bottom.



Nineteen

Two years passed. I was thirteen, and had a small circle of my own friends.
Having a social life of my own put me into uncharted territory. I was settled
at school and my report cards were reflecting that fact. My grades had
moved from the bottom of the class to the top. For the first time in my life I
thought that I might not be stupid. The note-to-parents section had changed
too. ‘Tends to daydream’ and ‘Needs to apply himself’ changed to ‘Shows
promise’ and ‘Shows great potential’. I became just a normal cricket-
playing schoolboy. It was after cricket practice one day that I received a big
surprise. I had started to walk home when a car pulled up next to me and the
driver, a smiling man, said, ‘Do you want a lift?’

I had been warned many times about accepting lifts from strangers and
was about to say, ‘No, thank you, I will walk,’ when I noticed that he
looked familiar. I looked closer and there he was. Father. On the drive home
we were slightly shy with each other; there were so many things I wanted to
tell him but I couldn’t think of anything to say. We spent most of the drive
looking across at each other and smiling. He came in for some tea and I
showed him my budgie and cricket bat. Gran and Father were polite to each
other for the duration of the visit but, when he left about two hours later, he
became the lazy, shifty, good-for-nothing bastard again. ‘How can he afford
to drive that car when he’s always late with your maintenance?’

When she spoke about him like that she made me really angry.

The old was getting weaker while the young were getting stronger. Keryn
and I were expanding while the space we occupied was shrinking. As kind
and loving as Gran was, she was approaching seventy, and becoming weak
and tired. Keryn was nearing the end of her third year in high school and I
was nearing my first year. I was into school number fifteen but this time it
was a natural change with all of my classmates. The subject of what Keryn
was going to do when she finished school was being raised. Gran thought
being a secretary would be a good career and she urged Keryn to take
courses in shorthand and typing. Gran’s view of the world drove Keryn



mad. She saw herself in the artistic sphere somewhere – a writer, painter, or
designer of some sort. Gran thought art, as a career, was fluff. They argued
constantly. Gran and Keryn had become cat and dog.

The pressure in the house was building up to the something-hasgot-to-
give point when we heard from Mother. Her mission had moved to a
different ship, this time in Copenhagen; she was aware that things were
tense in the house and she had a solution for Keryn. ‘Come to Denmark.
You can spend some time with me on the ship, you can become a
Scientologist and, at the same time, you can be an artist. It’s Europe. It’s the
centre of the artistic world.’ And so, with Mother, Europe, art, life and
freedom beckoning, Keryn left. We wanted to see her off so we drove her
the six hundred kilometres to the airport in Johannesburg, the city Father
lived in. I saw him briefly and gave him a small stool which I had made in
woodwork classes at school. I never saw him again.

At the departure gate, when it was time to say goodbye to Keryn, I did
not know what to say. ‘Goodbye’ just did not seem enough. She had been
mother, sister and friend for as long as I could remember. When I looked at
her I saw all the endless travel and endless fear we had gone through. She
had outlasted Mother, Father and Two – and now she was going.

Gran and I drove home alone. I didn’t want to talk to her. She seemed
old, small, frail and boring. All the small talk she made to try and cheer me
up just annoyed me. I promised myself that I was going to leave too as soon
as I got the chance.

Keryn’s journey was short-lived. She joined Mother on the ship but the
life she had imagined did not materialise. There was no art, there was no
freedom and there was very little Mother. Instead there was Scientology.
She rebelled and was subjected to Scientology’s idea of justice. Within nine
months of leaving she was back. Gran once again dipped into her savings
and brought her home. She left young, tanned and slim; she returned pale,
fat and unhealthy. She left optimistic and returned jaded. She was sixteen,
insufficiently educated and unemployed. She was very angry too. She
stayed with us for a few weeks and then left to find a life. Apart from a few
days when I slept on the floor of her flat, we never shared a house again.
But that is her story to tell.

The Bridge to Total Freedom – Progress Report: Unfortunately there was
still no change. I hadn’t been around Scientologists for a long time and I



was still dictated to by my reactive mind. I needed auditing badly.



Twenty

There could have been many things that bumped us out of our routine, but it
was something completely unexpected. My uncle tried to have sex with
Gran. He came to the house one day for an unexpected visit. He was alone
and just happened to be passing by. Gran offered him a cup of tea and we
all sat down in the lounge. He told me to go and play outside. I had kicked
balls against the garage door so many times and turned over so many rocks
that even having tea with, and talking to, my uncle was the better option. I
declined, so he repeated himself; I declined again and he abruptly and
angrily said, ‘Get out.’

Intimidated by his adult anger, I left. It was minutes later that Gran
called me back inside with an angry voice. I was confused. The way the
events of the past few minutes had unfolded, it seemed to me that he had
told her something about me and she was going to shout at me. When I
went inside they both had strange looks on their faces but he was just
leaving. I was bracing myself for whatever it was that I had done wrong.
Gran sat looking at me for a long time and said, ‘I’m very sorry but we’re
leaving. We’re moving.’

After I had been sent into the garden, my uncle had informed Gran that
she must be lonely. Yes, she responded, she was frequently lonely; with a
young boy to look after, and Pegs not around, it was sometimes a lonely
life. He told her, too, that he was sure that she missed having a pair of
strong arms around her, to hold her. When she didn’t respond he added that
she was a woman, still an attractive one at that, and, after all these years,
must be ‘missing it’. It must be – what? – thirty-five years since she had
been held the right way. He offered to come down to the house occasionally
– at a time convenient to both of them – and ‘give her a little loving’. He
was sure she would like to feel like a woman again. As it dawned on Gran
what my uncle was suggesting, she called me inside and told him to leave.
He slunk back to his obese but unsuspecting wife, and Gran made plans to
move. We would be needing those cardboard boxes after all.



I have revisited this memory many times. If I approach it from a certain
direction it makes me furious – but also terribly sad. Sometimes my bad
wolf comes out and taunts me with ‘what ifs’. What if Gran had said yes?
What if she had been so lonely for companionship that she had become my
racist uncle’s sixty-something sympathy fuck? What if the Siamese cat had
been shooed off the single bed to make space for my uncle? What if that
magnificent and kind old lady had put on her least shabby dress and smiled
at the front door on the designated day – school holidays and weekends
excluded? If I think along these lines I feel a rage stirring in me, which
perhaps isn’t all gone. I want to run to the botanical garden where I
scattered Mother’s ashes and breathe life back into her with the express
purpose of screaming my rage at her. ‘What were you thinking! How could
you have been so selfish!’

Gran was lonely – but not that lonely. She was stronger than all of us.
She was the rock. We sat together in the evening, countless times, with
nothing to do but talk. As she wandered off back into her past, the same
stories appearing again and again began to irritate me. I tried to hustle her
along with ‘You’ve already told me’ or ‘Yes, I’ve heard this a million times
before.’ If I was too rude she dipped her head and looked over her reading
glasses at me and said . . . nothing. I can see it so clearly in my mind, a
slightly hardened look but with the tiniest upturn on the one side of her
mouth. The look that the wise give the ignorant. The night I said, ‘Hurry up,
Gran, get to the point,’ she picked up the cat and went to her room. She
firmly closed the door, giving me the opportunity to experience my own
loneliness.

I return to the memory of Gran and my uncle for different reasons and
from different directions. Those brief ten minutes hold a lifetime of lessons
which I must somehow repackage for my children’s consumption and
present at the right moment. They need to be wary of the laws of
unintended consequences. Gran was only in that town, in that house, and in
that room because of Mother. We had hovered on the fringes of Mother’s
life because of Scientology. Our schooling had been constantly interrupted,
and I was already a year behind, because of Mother, which in turn was
because of Scientology. Our half-siblings were collateral damage because of
Mother, because of Scientology. I did not know it at the time, but because of
my uncle, because of Gran, because of Mother, because of Scientology,
those ten minutes shaped my life. It is fair to say that the indirect result of



those ten minutes was a halt in my education and the reason I am a stay-at-
home dad. In those ten minutes the stability built up over a few years
crumbled, taking with it the beginnings of confidence. Less than a year
later, less than halfway through high school, I left school permanently and
my problems were just beginning.

We moved to the other side of the country. I didn’t want to leave my
friends, nor did I want to leave the girl who looked as if she was going to be
my first girlfriend. The thought of starting my sixteenth school, of
nervously going into a room full of strangers, left me feeling physically ill.
My feeling of resentment about my life being uprooted again grew and
grew until it was something I could recognise. It was bottomless anger.

Gran chose the town where she had met and married her first husband.
It was near where he was buried and where a few of her late husband’s
family still lived. She dipped into her dwindling savings and bought a small
house with the intention of starting a new life. I hated it from the moment I
stepped out of the car. I felt as if I were living in an old-age home. Every
person in the cake-carrying welcoming committee, and every one of Gran’s
old friends, looked as if they were going to die on the doormat. Old ladies
with corsets and beige bloomers sat in a row on the couch; they spread their
legs exposing a railroad network of varicose veins while dribbling tea on
their sagging chests. Old men with Andy Capp hats sat at their sides
discussing haemorrhoids and saying ‘Yes, dear’ all the time. Everybody
smelled of stale pot-pourri or piss. It seemed as if, when one person needed
to stand up, another person needed to stand up to help, but that other person
needed help too, until eventually the whole room needed to stand up just to
get one onto her feet. Once they were standing, their swaying and bumping
made them look like drunks on a moving ship. I wondered whether, if I
pushed one over, they would all fall down. I imagined placing each one of
them carefully so that when I pushed the first one over the rest would fall in
an interesting pattern without hitting the furniture: around the coffee table,
through the passage and down the steps. A wave of falling old people
similar to the world-record falling-domino attempts I had seen at the
cinema.

I was in hell. I had exchanged a settled life, rising popularity, a girl who
liked me, and good grades for hell. For the first few weeks I lay on my bed
and thought of my almost girlfriend – Sandra. She had given me not one but
two envelopes when I left. On the back of one was written S.W.A.L.K. –



Sealed With A Loving Kiss. In it was a note of undying love. On the back
of the other was written I.T.A.L.Y. – I Trust And Love You. In the second
envelope was more undying love, but with the bonus that she would wait
for me for ever. She would swim the deepest sea and climb the highest
mountain, just for me. We had not even held hands yet but I had high hopes
for our future. Her letters were creased from rereads and being stored under
my pillow. The first time we received mail at the new house there was a
letter addressed to me. On the back was printed the word R.U.S.S.I.A. –
Rustling Under Silken Sheets Is Adorable. It gave me a funny feeling in my
stomach to read those words. She missed me a lot but, to stop herself dying
from a broken heart, was beginning to go out again with her friends. She
had been introduced to a boy called Jimmy whom she hated. The next letter
I received was blank on the back. She was sorry but she was in love with
Jimmy. I went to the lounge to share my grief but there were a million old
people talking and trying not to fall over.

‘What?’
‘I said, more tea?’
‘What?’
‘More tea?’
‘Did she? No! What? When? But why?’
‘What? More tea? Last week. What?’
‘Yes, dear.’
Dribble, spread, shake, fart, bump, sway, cackle.

The house Gran chose to buy – motivated, no doubt, by budget – was in the
blandest street, in the blandest suburb, of the blandest part of town. It was a
long drive to anywhere. Even fetching bread and milk required planning.
There were only two exciting things to happen on any given day. The first
was the arrival of the sewage truck. We lived in such an obscure area that
the sewage pipes were not complete. A truck would arrive at a central point
and suck up the neighbourhood’s shit. As it left, in a trail of dust, smoke
and stink, the local dogs would converge to try to bite the moving tyres.
Each day I expected a thud but it never came. The second event of the day
was the arrival of the postman. Every time he skipped our house, the dagger
went in a little deeper. Jimmy was enduring. I started with, ‘Good riddance,
there’s plenty other fish in the sea,’ but after a few days it became ‘I will



think about taking you back if you ask nicely,’ and moved on to ‘Please
write, please come back, I will do anything.’

For some reason the house was positioned on travelling-salesman
superhighway. As if our street were listed in a manual somewhere as ‘They
are so lonely they will let you in’. Our doorbell seemed to have a magnet
that attracted salesmen of every description, as well as Mormons and
Jehovah’s Witnesses. There was no fence around our house and this enabled
us to see halfway down the street. If Gran could see The Watchtower being
waved, she said, ‘Quick. Hide. It’s those creeping Jesuses again.’

One day I answered her back. ‘How can you use a plural for Jesus? Isn’t
there supposed to be one and only one?’

‘Stop being cheeky.’
Gran quickly developed a thick skin but, before she did, a Mormon got

a foot in the door. The Mormon had noticed that there was a young boy
living in the house; could she interest Gran in the book On Becoming A
Man? It was beautifully written and covered some of the challenges a
young man faced as he grew up; a loving guide to help a young man
through those ‘difficult’ moments. The Mormon left and Gran slipped me
the book. ‘I think you should read this,’ she said.

On the cover of the book was a picture of a boy who looked slightly
older than me. He was standing in the bathroom and looking at the mirror.
His face was full of shaving cream and his head was tilted back. He had an
I’m-busy-shaving expression on his face. In the doorway of the bathroom,
looking in, were, presumably, Mom and Pops. They were smiling at the boy
and hugging each other. I got the point of the entire book just by looking at
the cover. I took the book to my room and allowed it to open where it
wanted to. As books sometimes do when they’ve already been opened on a
particular page, this one fell open at the chapter on masturbation. I froze in
horror. Gran knows I’m jacking off! An even greater horror galloped after
the first. What if she actually catches me jacking me off? My gran – of all
people. She would tell the millions of old people that were forever milling
about our lounge. She couldn’t keep a secret if her life depended on it. The
last time there was an issue with my ‘private parts’ was when the tip of my
dick got caught in my zipper. It was too painful even to blink and I had to
yell for Gran. First she prodded things with her wrinkly fingers and then,
when I screamed for her to stop, she needed to fetch her glasses for ‘a better
look’. The news was all over town in minutes. I didn’t want to look her in



the eye again but eventually starvation drove me back to the dinner table.
For ages afterwards, aunts and uncles nodded in the direction of my groin
and asked ‘how things were down there’. No – there was no doubt that if
Gran caught me jacking off I was going to have to kill her. I read the entire
chapter and became depressed. I didn’t want Gran to watch me jacking off
but I didn’t think there was anything wrong with it. The book didn’t seem to
agree with me; God didn’t seem to agree. While I might not be banished
outright, He was displeased. I was not harnessing my procreative power for
eternal purposes; instead I was being self-centred and secretive. I promised
myself that, from tomorrow, I would try to be a better person; but just this
once, and for absolutely and definitely the last time, I would have a bath
and, to help me on my way, conjure up an image of Sandra and an envelope
with R.U.S.S.I.A. scrawled on the back.

Once we had settled down in the town from hell I was enrolled in the
closest school. It was not a particularly good school and, once there, I sank
without a trace. I was no longer joining a class of young emotionally neutral
children. Instead it seemed as if I had been hurled into a vat of testosterone
and hormones. There were gangs, there were gang leaders, there was
aggression, there was smoking and there was fucking. The teachers seemed
as intimidated as I was. My change in school region had resulted in a
change of syllabus and there was not one subject in which I was
comfortable. Even English – the trusty standby for good grades – was
confusing. My quiet, timid presence in the class was in stark contrast to the
general mayhem, so much so that I interrupted the general flow of things
and quickly became disliked. Up to that point one of my biggest learning
problems at schools had been other languages. The only language I could
speak was English and the only languages Gran could speak were English
and, by virtue of her long marriage to an Italian, a smattering of that
language. Whenever she tried to help me with my Afrikaans homework, she
adopted the infuriating habit of trying to pronounce unfamiliar Afrikaans
words with an Italian accent. It got worse. Gran was Scottish by birth and,
occasionally, for reasons known only to her, she would speak in a broad
Scottish accent while, at other times, she had no accent at all. My Afrikaans
marks were easily the worst I ever received. I scraped through exams only
because my vivid imagination dragged my limited vocabulary behind it.
The result of this was that my confidence was rooted in my mother tongue.



It was not Afrikaans that was the problem, though, but the requirement
of my school to learn Xhosa, the indigenous language of my new region. It
was a language in which I knew not one single solitary word, and one that
brought out all my insecurities. My classmates, all locals of the region,
could already read, write and speak at a basic level. A couple of them who
came from the rural areas around town were comfortably fluent. The
teacher’s method of getting my fluency to the level of the other children
was to speak to me exclusively in Xhosa until a miracle happened.

While she spoke what might as well have been Martian to me, I looked
back uncomprehendingly and blushed. The more I stared back, the more
angrily she spoke. The more angrily she spoke, the more my classmates
laughed. The more my classmates laughed, the more confidence I lost. Each
day I thought of new ways to avoid school. I became the king of the sore
throat. If I could not contrive to have a sore throat, I just said to Gran
outright, ‘Please, Gran, I don’t want to go to school.’ Completely out of her
depth, Gran usually relented. The vicious cycle picked up speed; if I went to
school I was even more intimidated than I had been the previous time. My
infrequent attendance resulted in angrier teachers. I thought I was being
inventive with my illnesses but they could see through my excuses; I was
the malingerer holding up their classes. When I stepped off the school bus
in the afternoon and walked into the house, I started thinking of ways to
avoid the next day’s school. I felt lonely, disliked and stupid. My anger was
quiet but bottomless. In my mind I could clearly see the chain of events
leading to my predicament. Because of Mother, I was with Gran; because of
a randy uncle my life had disintegrated, delivering me to not just the town
from hell, or the school from hell, but certainly the teachers from hell too.

Just as my young life had reached its nadir, the strangest, most
unexpected event happened to cheer me up. I received the news that Mother
was coming home. I hardly even remembered what she looked like. Over
the years, Gran had become Mother, while Mother had become a distant
person living overseas. I had stopped bothering about when Pegs was
coming home. In my angrier moments I didn’t care whether I saw her again.
When I heard she was coming I didn’t believe it for a moment. Yet after a
flurry of arrangements I was standing beside Gran at the railway station
watching Mother get off the train with her new husband, Three. She
shrieked and half ran towards me, all the while giving me the widest of
smiles. I ran into her arms and my allegiance shifted in an instant.



It was so good to see her again. The smallest things delighted me.
Instead of driving at stall speed, like Gran, she drove fast, even overtaking
other drivers. Instead of stopping at green traffic lights ‘just in case they
turn orange’, she accelerated through just as the lights turned red. Instead of
wrapping both arms over the steering wheel and hunching over it, she drove
with an elbow out of the window while the other hand rested lightly on the
gear stick. Even the engine’s higher revolutions seemed happier. Whereas
Gran uttered a polite ‘Whoopsy daisy’ if another driver infringed on her
space, Mother forcefully said, ‘Fuck off.’ Mealtimes were noisy and
cheerful. Wherever Mother was in the house, the air was cheerfully blue:
‘Well, fuck a duck,’ ‘Fuck me gently,’ ‘Oh, fuck’. I loved Gran deeply but
the conversations between us always seemed to end up being the same. The
humour we shared was of the ‘Knock, knock, who’s there?’ variety.
Mother’s humour arrived like a missile. She was the funniest person I knew.
With an elastic face and the ability to roll her eyes inwards so they met at
her nose, she expressed her unconventional views with caustic wit and
slaughtered herds of sacred cows. Of course her favourite target was the
fucking psychs but her amusing irreverence popped up everywhere. I
quoted a poem to her that I needed to learn for school; it was Wordsworth’s
‘To Daffodils’. As I reached the line about ‘tossing heads’ she pulled her
funny face and made ridiculously over-exaggerated masturbation gestures
that had me cringing, blushing and laughing. I had the funkiest mother in
the world: she swore, she spoke to me as though I were a grown-up and she
made me laugh. The fresh energy flowing through the house seduced me
completely.

Gran managed to ‘have a word’ with Mother when I was not around.
The subject of their conversation was me. I was turning in on myself. I had
no friends at all – not one. I kept to myself in my bedroom – with the door
closed – or locked myself in the bathroom for hours. I was quiet, lonely and
unhappy. Gran thought she knew why. I was gay.

Unfortunately, Mother and Three were not staying. There was no Org in
our town and Mother needed to get back to where the Scientology action
was. There was even a chance that she needed to go on another overseas
mission. The Bridge to Total Freedom was not going to build itself. Far too
quickly for my liking I was back at the railway station with Gran, but this
time I was watching Mother’s train leave. After the train had departed, we
drove home to our abnormally quiet house. I kept expecting Mother to pop



out and say ‘Fuck a duck’ and illuminate the room with her personality.
Gran wanted to cheer things up the usual way, by making a nice cup of tea,
but I wanted to go to my room. The energy in the house, which had been
abundant only hours earlier, slowly dissipated to nothing. I was faced with
the same school, the same teachers, the same problems – but they seemed
so much worse.

We started our mid-term exams. I had been dreading the day I was
going to write my Xhosa paper, and it was as bad as I had feared. On the
bus home I sat with a knot in my stomach and thought about the paper I had
just written. I knew that I had failed – and failed badly. When I walked into
the house Gran was sitting at the dining-room table waiting for me. She
looked even worse than I felt. My self-pity turned to concern; I could see
she was about to give me terrible news. A frightening certainty rose in me.
She was about to verbalise my greatest fear; she was about to tell me she
was dying; she was about to open her mouth and say, ‘I have cancer.’ As
she began to speak, I was already starting to wonder what would happen to
me.

‘Your father died this morning – I’m so sorry.’
I did not go to school the next day, or the day after that, or the day after

that. I didn’t know it at the time, but I was never going back to school
again. What I did know was that there were ectomorphs, mesomorphs and
endomorphs; I knew there was something called algebra, where you did
sums with the alphabet; I knew the capital of Russia was Moscow; I knew a
verb was a doing word and a noun was a naming word; I knew that in a few
battles – which all seemed the same – a couple of brave white people got
the better of thousands of black savages; you could navigate by the stars
and you could skin a dead frog in order to look at its muscles. Sixteen
schools, not even halfway through high school, and my formal – wog –
education was over. Reading, Writing, Arithmetic were of the past.

When the time comes I will not be sliding a book into my children’s hands
and telling them that ‘I think you should read this’. I will be doing it my
way.

‘Dad, can you tell me about masturbation?’
‘What would you like to know about it?’
‘Is it bad?’



‘Yes, it’s bad. It’s terrible. Unless you intend to wash it, or you are
holding it for the purposes of urinating, you should never, ever, touch your
penis. If you do, you might go blind – or perhaps squint.’

‘Really?’
‘It’s worse than that, Angus. Much worse. Some people – from a

particular religious persuasion – believe that “the hand that reaches below
the navel should be chopped off”.’

‘Really?’
‘Yes, really. Look at me. Do you see any hands?’
‘Yes. Two.’
‘Exactly my point! That’s because I’ve never jacked off. When I was

your age I was given a book that showed me the way. Oh, I was tempted all
right; the urge to polish my helmet was very strong indeed. But the book
informed me that if I kept my thoughts pure and slept with tight clothing,
and harnessed my procreative power for eternal purposes, I would be able
to resist the urge. When the urge was so strong that I felt as if I was about to
give in, I made myself a sandwich.

‘What? A sandwich?’
‘A sandwich, Angus. A sandwich. It was a good tip I learned from the

book. It told me to distract myself if ever the urge became too strong. It
suggested that, even if it was in the middle of the night, I escape the
temptation of my bed and make myself a sandwich. I got fat and ate a lot of
peanut butter sandwiches – but never jacked off. Then one day I met your
mother, we fell in love, we married, and I finally got the opportunity to
unleash my procreative power. On my wedding night I did not even open
the fridge. To this very day I have never, ever, jacked off. Hence my two
hands.’

I’m pretty sure I will be smiling when I say to my son, ‘Angus, all I can
say is don’t let your grandmother see you. It will just add to her wrinkles.
The only advice I can give you is don’t obsess about it and don’t mistake it
for something it isn’t. Some of God’s folk may have a problem with it – but
I don’t. I’m quite possibly a terrible parent, Angus – I don’t know. But my
possibly terrible advice is that you should rather do what you have the urge
to do in the privacy of your own home, where you are safe, than feel you
have to do it somewhere else where you are possibly not safe. I didn’t have
a mother or a father to talk to and I really wished that I had. All I had was a



grandmother who couldn’t talk about such things – and a book she bought
off a Mormon.’

In the unlikely event that it is not Angus asking me, but Anastasia, my
answer will be even simpler. ‘Ask your mother.’

The Bridge to Total Freedom – Progress Report: I was still no closer to The
Bridge, but, with Mother back, I felt closer. Her personality swept
everything before it. I only had to look at Mother to see the benefits of
ridding myself of my reactive mind. I had lived the last few years in the
company of wogs and it took just a few days of Mother to see how dull they
were.



Twenty-one

Having a dead father made me sad but the idea of having a dead father
made me sadder. The person who had once tied my skates too tight had
become dimmer over the years. It was becoming increasingly difficult to
conjure up a tall, smiling man and keep him in my mind. However, the
symbol of Father remained extremely strong. Through all my travels I had
never lost the feeling that I had a father and he was ‘out there’. I had a
mother and a father who were just a little too busy to pay me attention but,
when they had some time, I would see much more of them. With Father
dead, I was suddenly at The End with regard to fathers. I wanted to remain
in my room and cry but Gran insisted on taking me on a sympathy tour. We
visited various aunts and uncles to show them what a crying boy with a
dead father looked like. Somewhere between my shoulder being squeezed,
my hair tousled, and the suggestion that I keep my chin up, my anger grew
into rebellion.

With my life’s first conscious act of real defiance, I flatly refused to go
back to that school. I hated everything about it: the dreary building, the
maroon blazer, the striped tie, the grey longs that were too short but too
expensive to replace, the bullies in my class and, of course, my teachers –
specifically that teacher. My daily dose in humiliation as she spoke to me in
a language I could not understand, while my classmates sniggered, fuelled a
rage that was taking over my soul. I hated her car, I hated the people she
smiled at, and I hated the door she walked through and the floor she stood
on. No. I was not going back. No. Despite all attempts, and various threats,
I would not budge. For the first time, Mother was faced with a child
problem that could not be fixed by Gran. My stubbornness necessitated the
formation of a plan, which set off its own sequence of events. We were all
going to live together as a family. Mother could not come to us, because of
the Org, so we were going to Mother. The move was due to happen in two
parts: I was going to move immediately and be enrolled in school number
seventeen, while Gran was going to move after she had sold the house.



Mother and I got as far as the school’s front gate. We were due to have
an interview with the principal and had just arrived at the school.

‘I can’t do this again, Mom, I can’t. I want to leave school.’
‘Great! You can become a Scientologist and you can finish your

schooling via correspondence.’
So I did and didn’t. I went to the Org during the day and tried to read

books at night. For the first time in my memory, my family – the living
ones, the important ones – were in the same place. Keryn was in town and
living with her boyfriend, while the rest of us were all under the same roof,
the roof Gran paid for after she sold the house and joined us. Gran was
proving to be useful as a source of money as well as a cleaner, gardener and
cook.

The studying was not going so well. I had opted to skip three levels and
study for what was the equivalent of the last year of school. Not only would
I catch up the year I had lost to Scientology but I would gain two. I was
going to leapfrog the wogs who had been at school with me. When I had
left school, Algebra was just being introduced, but my self-study books
assumed a solid knowledge. I was being asked to perform differential
calculus, but I did not know what a differential was or, for that matter, what
a calculus was. Instead of going forwards, I was going backwards. In order
to understand D, I needed a book to try to understand C, only to find that I
needed another book to understand B, and – wouldn’t you know it? – I did
not even understand A. Every once in a while a small piece of information
stuck. We were driving to the Org one morning, with the radio on. The daily
quiz was: What are the first twelve elements of the periodic table?

‘Hydrogen, Helium, Lithium, Beryllium, Boron, Carbon, Nitrogen,
Oxygen, Fluorine, Neon, Sodium, Magnesium. That’s easy,’ I said.

Mother stared at me in amazement. ‘Fuck a duck! I thought you were
just jacking off.’

The plan in my head was simple: I was going to finish my schooling
and then I was going to university to study medicine or engineering. At the
same time I was going to rid myself of my reactive mind and move up The
Bridge. I had not decided if I wanted to be a Scientology doctor or a
Scientology engineer. If I was going to be a doctor I was going to do things
the right way – Ron’s way. Every evening I tried to read mathematics,
chemistry, physics and biology. Every evening I hit a brick wall. I persisted
with my efforts and wrote the exams. I failed every subject except English.



My Mathematics mark – the benchmark for obtaining entrance to university
– was thirteen per cent. I had no option but to start again. Another year of
wandering around the Org by day and reading correspondence courses by
night yielded the same results. The building blocks were just not there. I
had no tutors of any sort; it was just me and the books. My enthusiasm for
study was not shared. Being from a different generation, Gran thought I
should just become a soldier. Being from the current generation, Three
thought I should get a job – ‘any fucking job; just get a job’ – and
contribute to the costs. Mother had some sympathy for my ambitions but
was stuck between the confines of Scientology and my worsening
relationship with Three. She came up with another plan, which was hatched
on the back of new developments. She and Three were going back on
mission – back to the ship.

‘Come with,’ said Mother. ‘You can join the Sea Org and you can work
in the engine room. You can be an engineer! It will be great! But you’ll
need to join the Sea Org first.’

So I did. One evening, somewhere between my fifteenth and sixteenth
birthdays, I signed my billion-year contract. In the haze of age, it’s a
memory that has kept its detail. In my shaky, childish, unschooled
handwriting, I signed the piece of paper that stated: ‘Blah, blah . . . I
solemnly swear that I . . . blah, blah for 1 000 000 000 (ONE BILLION)
years. Witnessed by blah, blah, blah.’ With that the five Sea Org members
present clapped and cheered. With that I was a Sea Org member. With that I
earned the right to wear a blue lanyard on my shirt.

Anastasia and (particularly) Angus have occasionally said to me that they
do not want to go to school. Apparently it’s ‘boring’. My response to each
of them has been identical: ‘Shame. It is your great misfortune that you
have picked me as your father. In the entire universe you happened to pick
me – the person least likely to entertain your boredom. You poor thing.
Take the potatoes out of your ears and listen carefully: I do not care if you
have to crawl a mile over broken glass each day – you will go to school. If
you need open-heart surgery you can have it during your lunch break – you
will go to school. Not only will you go to school but you will embrace it.
Every single assignment – you will do. You will participate – fully – in the
activities relevant to your schooling. If you have a problem with someone at
school – tell me. If you have a problem with a teacher at school – tell me.



That’s my job and I will make it my problem. But you will go to school.
This is as negotiable as sunrise and sunset. When you’re as old as me you
will thank me for giving you the greatest gift of your life. The end.’

The Bridge to Total Freedom – Progress Report: Big progress. Huge. I had
spent hours doing courses and had received extensive auditing. Scientology
had helped me see all the things wrong with me. And, boy, was I a mess.
Fortunately Ron’s technology was helping me to get my shit together. I was
about halfway to being ‘Clear’, which was when I would lose my reactive
mind. I couldn’t wait. I still thought I used to be a Viking.



Twenty-two

Before I had an opinion of God, I had an opinion of Ron, and my opinion of
Ron Almighty was high. I had grown up in the Org and there was hardly a
room I entered that did not have a photograph of him on a desk, or hanging
on the wall. There was hardly a room in any Scientology Org, anywhere in
the world, without a photograph of him in it. Just as government
departments favour photographs of presidents, Scientology departments
favoured photographs of Ron Almighty. The two most popular were the
pensive pose (hand resting on upturned palm with a faraway look in his
eyes) and the nautical pose (foot resting on the railings of his ship, and a
different faraway look in his eyes). The first picture reassured me with its
serene wisdom, and the second with its kick-assness. In my considered
opinion, captaining a ship while saving all of our souls was pretty cool.

As the founder of Scientology, Lafayette Ronald Hubbard was referred
to in a number of ways. There was just ‘Ron’, used by Scientologists across
the world in an affectionate way: ‘I was reading Ron’s policy letter on
ethics and he just blew my mind!’ To my young mind, part of the attraction
of being a Scientologist was to speak in a language only we could
understand. It was like being a member of an exclusive club.

When affection was not appropriate, when something crisper, more
authoritative, was required, ‘LRH’ was used: ‘You are out of ethics! Go and
read what LRH has to say in his policy letter.’ A translation for a wog
would be, ‘You have done something to transgress the ethical or moral code
and you are a very bad boy.’

If you were a member of the ‘elite’ Sea Organisation or one of his hand-
picked messengers, you could refer to him as ‘The Commodore’ or
‘Commodore’: ‘Commodore says, “Flunk, your ethics are out. Change your
condition and apply the tech”.’ A further translation would be, ‘You have
transgressed the code, you are at a point somewhere on the Scientology
scale that is appropriate to your current state, do something to change that
state by applying Ron’s technology – or you’re a very bad boy.’

If the Commodore ever flunked you, you were in deep shit.



Reserved for special occasions – just as ‘him’ becomes ‘Him’ and ‘he’
becomes ‘He’ – were ‘The Source’ or ‘Source’, and the first time I heard
one of them used was at the Org by Mother. I looked through an open
doorway into the only properly furnished office in the Org and asked her,
‘Mom, why does Ron need an office here? Why is this room reserved for
him? He’s not here – he’s overseas. Why is there a packet of Marlboros on
the desk with one of the cigarettes poking out as if it’s being offered to
someone? Why is nobody allowed in this room? Why is this velvet rope
across the door?’

‘It’s so that The Source can appear at any time, in any Org, and start
working,’ she replied.

‘Any Org? You mean there is an empty office waiting for Ron in every
Org in the world so that he can just walk in, sit down and work?’

‘Yes.’
‘That’s awesome!’

I was a Sea Org member. Not only could I wear a blue lanyard but I could
say ‘Commodore’. We arrived on the Scientology ship and I was assigned
to live in the forecastle with the ship’s engineers. I was going to be an
engineer by day and study Scientology courses at night. I was even called
an engineer as I mopped floors in the engine room on my twelve-hour shift.
My fellow engineers were in their thirties and forties and I was sixteen.
They tolerated my unhappiness for three months before kicking me out.
With my engineering career over I was transferred to the deck, where I
scrubbed, painted and spliced. I hardly ever saw Mother. Even though we
lived on the same ship we rarely came into contact. She was an officer, and
I was not; she ate in the Officers’ Mess, I didn’t; she worked inside in a
room, I didn’t; she audited celebrities, I didn’t.

The ship was a gathering of Scientology’s best auditors, of which
Mother was one. If a Scientology celebrity wanted to cross The Bridge
slightly faster than normal folk, the ship was the place to do it. With
monotonous regularity the celebrities came and went. The bowing, scraping
and arse-kissing would begin. Singers, actors and musicians. With enough
money to buy the expensive services of the best auditors, they were treated
like – well – celebrities. They were assigned to a well-furbished section of
the ship with a nice cabin, a restricted lounge, and an exclusive dining
room. All the versions of Important Persons arrived. The normal IP, the



very IP, the very very IP, and the get-down-on-your-knees-and-kiss-the-
ground-I-walk-on IP. I did not have enough hate in my young body for all
of them. Every self-important celebrity I saw conjured up images of war
memorials where the Admiral is listed at the top and the ordinary sailors at
the bottom, as if the death of Admiral Smith was more important than the
death of Seaman Smith.

I lasted six months on the deck and was kicked off. I had given up doing
Scientology courses at night; I just wanted to go home. The ship was
berthed under the local airport’s flight path and, at night when I should have
been studying, I watched planes disappear. I yearned, I craved, to be
leaving. When the plane disappeared I looked around and was still there.
There were still rats running up the hawsers and I was still tying a bowline
with the small rope in my hands. My bad attitude was embarrassing Mother
and being noticed by everyone. I did not seem to realise how happy I should
be. I was living within spitting distance of The Source and yet I was
constantly angry. I was a negative influence in the midst of the universe’s
most positive people; and it was not OK. I was transferred to the galley to
wash dishes.

The ship had four main meals with a few hundred people at each meal.
Wearing industrial rubber gloves, and with a huge basin of boiling water in
front of me, I had just finished the dishes from one meal when the next
meal began. I lasted three days. In the second defiant act of my life, I
walked out. ‘I want to go home.’

My revolt reached the Ethics Officer in record time. ‘Get back to your
fucking post, you little prick.’

‘I want to go home.’
‘Get back now, you fuck, or I’m throwing you overboard!’
‘I want to go home.’
I was picked up and thrown overboard. Oddly enough, I wasn’t scared. I

knew I could swim and I knew they would have to give in. While I treaded
water and repeated, ‘I want to go home,’ and the Ethics Officer raged down
on me, I could see the jellyfish nearby but thought to myself, I wonder if
there are sharks?

I was sent home in disgrace but the last version of ‘home’ had already
evaporated. Mother was still overseas and I could not stay with Gran
because I was not allowed to ‘ever darken the doorway’ of the relative’s
house she was lodging in. The last option was Keryn, but she was leaving



the country. I slept on the floor of her tiny flat, waved her goodbye, and was
officially homeless.

A person adapts and a person survives, but inevitably the lines get blurred.
Very wrong becomes partly wrong; partly wrong becomes almost right;
almost right becomes necessary; the referee is hunger. I was always, always
hungry. A single meal a day was good, every two days was average, every
three days was bad; subsistence theft became a means to an end. The only
thing thriving in my bitter heart was rage. By night I slept under trees and
by day I slept in libraries. Besides starving, I was always tired. It was late
when I looked for a place to sleep and very early when I had to start
moving. My uncomfortable nights barely eased my fatigue. My first
thought was food, and the next was sleep. Libraries became my retreat of
choice. A comfortable chair was the perfect place to pretend to read but
really to sleep. Often I was thrown out. When I was awake I read whichever
book was near. There was no particular trend. The book closest to the most
comfortable chair suited me just fine. Yesterday it might have been Pruning
Roses, today Magic Tricks, and tomorrow Great Buildings. I actively
avoided any books on religion. If I saw the word ‘Church’ my mind filled in
‘Of Scientology’ and I felt physically sick. If someone had explained away
my situation by saying it was ‘God’s will’, I would have punched them.

I earned money wherever I could and knew the inside of every
employment agency in the city. Even walking in through the privileged
door – the one labelled ‘Whites only’ – did not help. What was your highest
schooling? Oh, I’m sorry – we do not have a vacancy at this time. How
much experience do you have? Oh, I’m sorry – we require someone with
experience. In my childish handwriting I wrote aptitude tests: If a man
leaves the station at six and travels in an easterly direction, while another
man leaves a different station at two and travels in a westerly direction,
what colour is the apple in the paper bag? I stared at endless questions and
saw either a plate of food or a blank space. I couldn’t write a neat sentence
yet I could write a book entitled Theft, Hunger & Lies.

I spent a day in a government-sponsored vocational guidance centre.
Several interviews and many tests later I was told by a fat, bored woman
that I was stupid. ‘Sorry,’ she said, somewhere between lunch and tea, ‘you
do not have the intellectual capacity for further study. Stick to manual
work.’



I was neatly filed between all black people and all intelligent people,
and sent ‘home’. So sensitive was I to being thought stupid that I convinced
myself – and tried to convince everyone else – that I was brilliant. I could
quote the entire Ballad of Reading Gaol – and often did. When I finally
reached the end, ten minutes after beginning, my victims were numb with
boredom. Not only could I quote Oscar Wilde, I was Oscar Wilde. I tried
saying clever things but without having anything clever to say.

Occasionally I did get a job but, from the very first day, I wanted to
leave. An hour in the HR department for filling in forms, a few minutes in
the manager’s cubicle for the welcoming speech: ‘Welcome. We’re a happy
little family here; we go the extra mile for each other; we work hard and we
play hard,’ and then on into the factory for my career in stacking jam tins.
At tea-time – fifteen minutes in the morning and fifteen minutes in the
afternoon – everyone would rush into the canteen to talk about sex. The
only young, good-looking man, basking in being the centre of attention,
would writhe on his back on a cheap plastic table, open his legs, and mock
his latest conquest in a silly falsetto voice: ‘Deeper, deeper, give it to me
deeper.’ The middle-aged men would laugh too loudly and surreptitiously
rearrange their penises to hide the growing symbols of their envy. I would
flee. A day, a week, two months. Another lie would slip easily out of my
mouth: ‘Something’s come up, urgent family business, so sorry to
inconvenience you.’ Lie upon lie stacking up to mask the real truth: If I stay
here, I will die here. A hand will reach into me and switch off my soul.

I was trying to look after myself but I was failing in every respect. I was
spiralling downwards and doing things a teenager should not need to do.
My downward spiral eventually stopped at the worst hour of the worst day
of my life. I was lying on the floor of a police station; one man was kicking
me in the stomach and another was punching down on my head, while a
third was talking on the phone. ‘Prepare a cell.’

The best thing about the worst day of your life is that it is the worst day
of your life. The day after the worst day of your life is a slightly better day.
My bad wolf was one bite from devouring my good wolf – but it did not
bite. The upward spiral was initiated at first by simple compassion from a
compassionate man: ‘No, don’t take him; he’s just a child – I will look after
him.’

But so what? A teenager did not get the life he wanted – is that so bad?
In a world, a country, where nine-year-olds raise families, where three-year-



olds cry themselves to sleep on the corpses of their parents, is it a reason to
be crippled by bitterness? Yes. Yes, it was.

Everyone was the enemy; everything made me angry. Mother had come
home for good and I did not give a shit; she came home without Three and I
did not give a shit; she married Four – another Scientologist – and I did not
give a shit. All I cared about was nurturing my anger and stoking its flames.
On a terrible, disrespectful day, I summoned as much sarcasm into my
voice as would fit. ‘Would you have preferred to bypass the nappies, and
education, and dreary tedium of raising children? Would you have preferred
to give birth to an eighteen-year-old Scientologist with similar interests?
Would that have been more convenient for you? Would that have been less
work?’

‘Don’t you talk to me like that,’ she shot back.
‘Why not?’
‘Because I’m your mother,’ was the biting response.
And out it came. The horror, the horror; the rage, the rage; the tsunami

of self-loathing; there was simply no stopping it. ‘What? What? You’re my
mother? Oh, really! What fucking mother have you ever been? Fuck you!
Fuck you! Gran was my mother – you’ve never been my mother – all
you’ve been is selfish! Since I was born it’s always been about what you
want to do. Fuck what happened to us! Fuck how poor you’ve made Gran!
Fuck my schooling! Fuck my future! Where the fuck have you been my
whole life! What have you done with my life! Fuck you . . . Mother . . .
Fuck you!’

The Bridge to Total Freedom – Progress Report: I didn’t trust my temper
around Scientologists. Just as well I did not own a bulldozer.



Twenty-three

Mother never lived to see my children, nor did she live to see me wanting
children. In my early thirties she suggested to me that my deep unhappiness
lay in the fact that I had nobody to love completely, utterly and
unconditionally. She looked straight into my eyes and held my gaze.
‘You’ve grown into such a kind man, Brucie. You’ll make a terrific father.
Why don’t you have a child?’

I couldn’t cope with my emotions, or the closing of my throat, or her
piercing blue eyes, so I dropped my gaze and hid behind, ‘I would rather
get a dog.’

She gave an exasperated laugh and did not mention it again until a few
weeks before she died.

I didn’t even know she was sick. My attention was turned inwards
towards my own pleasant little life. It had been a long, hard climb out of the
pit but I was off the streets. I was paying rent, I was buying groceries and I
was living with a girl who found me interesting and attractive. My life was
gloriously normal. Not only did I have a job, but I had a reasonably good
job. Instead of sweeping, packing, mowing, painting, stacking, filing or
cleaning, I was writing computer code; instead of being temporarily
employed for manual labour, I was permanently hired to think. Perhaps my
failure to notice her health was not just my self-absorption. Perhaps she was
like Anna from The King and I and was just whistling a happy tune so that
no one would suppose she was afraid. Her mood meter seemed to be
perpetually stuck on ‘happy’. Despite a series of wretched relationships,
despite a lifetime of borderline poverty, and even from the bottom of her
deepest and darkest personal black holes, she was always cheerful.

The Scientologists held her up as an example of what non-wog life, on
the other side of The Bridge to Total Freedom, could be. It was predictable
and so was my response. ‘Crap.’

Her cheerfulness made her an impossible person to read. Every ‘How
are you?’ was answered with an enthusiastic ‘I’m great! I’m fantastic!’ Our
monumental argument – or, rather, my monumental explosion – was never



mentioned and we gradually made our peace. Within the bounds of her dire
financial straits she did her best to assist me while I rebuilt my life. Before I
got a job, she handed me a few bags of groceries each week. Our
differences faded into the past and we became friends.

The phone on my desk rang. It was Mother. After pleasantries and the
exchange of a few jokes, she got to the point. ‘Please don’t be alarmed, but
I’m going to hospital tomorrow.’

‘Why? What’s wrong?’
‘It’s nothing to be concerned about; it’s just one of those small female

ops.’
I knew enough to understand that ‘one of those female ops’ meant

‘Don’t ask any more questions because it involves my plumbing’. I wished
her goodbye and good luck. So mild and non-committal was her call that it
was already mid-morning the next day when I remembered. I phoned the
hospital to check how the ‘small female op’ had gone and was told that she
had just been taken to theatre. Two hours later she was still there, and two
hours after that. On my fourth call I was informed that she was in intensive
care. When I arrived at the hospital it was only after explaining that I was
her son that I was allowed to see her. Who was that person, shrunken and
pale, connected to numerous machines?

We had our first post-op talk three days later and the bad news came
thick and fast.

‘You’ve just had a hysterectomy and you call that “a small op”? That’s
not small; that’s big. That’s huge.’

‘I’ve had some problems for a while.’
‘Problems?’
‘They’ve found a lump.’
‘A lump?’
‘A tumour.’
‘A tumour?’
‘It’s being biopsied.’
‘When?’
‘Today.’
The results came in and that evil, cock-sucking lump of cells was

malignant. Cancer had arrived and meant the beginning of the end.
Mother’s first response was to be cheerful. A chaplain arrived and asked if



Mother needed – or wanted – to talk. Expecting a clash of faiths, I was
surprised by her response. She just smiled and said, ‘Thank you – no.’

She was discharged and officially became a cancer patient while I
unofficially became her nurse. My company very kindly gave me three
hours’ compassionate leave per day. From the day she was diagnosed to
almost the end, we took the journey together. At first the Scientologist in
her, and the many Scientologists around her, held sway. Cancer was just
another wog disease that could be fixed with auditing. While the
Scientology view prevailed, there was humour all around. It was just going
to require a few Scientology processes and the cancer would evaporate. It
didn’t.

Next up was the wog option – the conventional route. Four months of
chemo, radiotherapy, blood transfusions and humility. Four months of
sitting beside her and witnessing a random selection of people join a queue
of hope. On the last and deciding appointment I waited for her in the
doctor’s reception area. Next to me on the bench was a black family: a man,
a woman, and a child of about six. The family was next in the queue to see
the doctor, which meant we were all waiting for Mother to come out. The
child was sitting between the parents, wearing a woollen cap – the sure sign
– and fiddling with a toy. The adults each had an arm around the child’s
shoulders. The distance between them was such that the man’s hand rested
on the woman’s shoulder and the woman’s hand rested on the man’s
shoulder. Every once in a while the adults looked over the child’s head at
each other and offered up a weak smile. I could see by the pressure of their
fingers that they were squeezing each other’s shoulders. I was transfixed by
the universal story of love and grief that was silently playing itself out next
to me. A black family with an ailing child sitting alongside a white child
with an ailing mother – and cancer didn’t give a fuck. The door opened. We
all looked up and watched Mother walk into the reception area with the
oncologist. She turned to him and shook his hand, ‘Thank you for
everything, Doctor,’ she said.

There was a crisscrossing of people in the small space. The family was
heading towards the examination room and we were heading to the
reception desk. We all said good morning to each other. Mother put out her
hand and rested it on the child’s woollen cap. The bald boy looked up at the
bald woman and she gave him her biggest, brightest, widest beam. We were
silent down all the corridors and lifts until we reached the car. I helped her



in and walked around to my side. I sat down and looked at her. I already
knew the answer but the question still needed to be asked. ‘And? What did
he say?’

She gestured towards a packet she was carrying. ‘These are painkillers.
I also have an open-ended prescription for how long he thinks I will need
them. He thinks about three months. He said “Good luck”; he said it’s
spread.’ She pointed to the road and added, ‘Drive – let’s go home.’

I started the car. ‘Now what?’ It was a pointless thing to say but I said it
anyway.

‘Now I am throwing this shit away and doing it my way.’
I took her home, she started doing things her way and, surprisingly, it

worked. For a while.

There was a Mexican healer doing work with cancer patients. Mother got
the details from friends of friends – all Scientologists. The healer’s method
was to use roots, plants and herbs. Absolutely no drugs. Faxes were
exchanged, an express courier service was used, and within a few days of
‘throwing this shit away’, I opened a big cardboard box containing a few
photocopied pages and a selection of plants sealed in transparent plastic. It
was a complicated set of instructions, which I needed to reread several
times. The instructions were extremely specific. Precise amounts of herbs
and plants needed to be mixed together, at a certain temperature, for a
certain time. Crucial to the process were scale, clock and thermometer.

Each day I arrived at her flat and went to the kitchen to make the day’s
concoction. A strong smell drifted through the flat. It wasn’t a bad smell, or
a good one; it was a different smell – the way a Mexican healer’s kitchen
would smell different. For about two weeks it was the same steady decline
but, one day, when I arrived, she looked . . . better. Not better as in my daily
lie: ‘You’re looking better today, Mom,’ but better as in really better. Her
skin tone was much better, her eyes were clearer and she said she was
starving. ‘No, seriously, Mom. You’re actually looking pretty good today.’

‘I’m starving. I’m feeling pretty fucking good actually.’
Her health roared back. In weeks, her hair had sprouted back and,

insofar as your sixty-five-year-old mother can look cute and sexy, she
looked cute and sexy.

I was happy but exhausted. For months I had felt as if I were keeping
her alive by willpower. Once the spring was back in her step and she



returned to helping people cross The Bridge to Total Freedom, I needed a
rest. We returned to our old lives of weekly phone calls and jokes. The
cancer was never mentioned. She felt so good that she decided she was
going to visit Keryn in Australia. Perhaps the beast woke up while she was
there, or perhaps Keryn was more perceptive. While she was in Australia,
Keryn looked at her and said, ‘On a scale of one to ten, how bad is your
pain?’

‘Oh, about a three.’
The cancer was back, it was stronger, it was galloping and, this time, it

was not leaving. In a matter of weeks she was back in the same bed, inside
the same four walls and, despite trying to avoid it, receiving morphine.

In the last few weeks of her life, just before she flew to Mexico for one
final attempt at the same holistic cure, we had several cathartic
conversations. Our ability to communicate was determined by the morphine
in her system. If the drug was wearing off, we spoke in short sentences.
Random words. Interspersed. With. Cries. Of. Pain. Under the
circumstances all I could do from my position at the end of her bed was
gently squeeze her foot, murmur the occasional ‘It’s OK, Mom, I’m here’,
and provide company on her last painful miles.

At times when our conversation dried up, Mother looked at the only
distraction available to her – the small window near the foot of the bed. She
lived in a drab and depressing part of flatland.

The view from her bed was the grey wall of the adjacent building. The
only signs of life were the pigeons – city pigeons. Dirty grey birds with
mutilated feet and imperfect shapes. Occasionally one would land on the
ledge outside her window. The pigeon and Mother would eye each other
through the glass, a decaying bird cocking its head at a decaying human. It’s
a time when humour is least expected. One day I was watching a pigeon
when I heard Mother make a strange sound. I was alarmed enough to lean
over and look closely at her. She was curled up in a ball and apparently
giggling. Not just giggling, but caught in a fit of uncontrollable, tear-
streaming laughter.

‘What’s up with you?’ I asked.
It took her a while to get her composure back and reply, ‘Shaun. Do you

remember Shaun?’
She put her on her best Irish accent and mimicked, ‘If there’s one thing I

hate, it’s the sound of the fooking birds tweeping in the mornin’.’ Shaun



was one of Keryn’s husbands who had not worked out. He was interested in
black magic, drinking copious amounts of cheap wine, staying up very late,
and biting his fingernails. He quite literally hated the sound of the tweeting
birds in the morning. Their noise put him in a bad mood; it pierced his
fuddled brain and penetrated his strange world. His view of the world put
him at the opposite extreme to Mother. She thought of him again and
another round of giggling took over. ‘Does that statement not just say it all?
Oh, that boy. What a silly little prick he was.’

That was it, I thought months later, that was the last kick of the sense of
humour that had fuelled her for so long. I still smile to myself when I think
of Mother lying on her death bed laughing at a man who was offended by
the sound of birds ‘tweeping in the mornin’.’

I should be grateful to cancer for introducing me to my mother. In the
nine months that it took the disease to run its course from beginning to end,
I got closer to her than at any other time in my life. For the first time I could
see past my anger to how deeply I loved her. She had been a stranger to me
all my life and I learned some things about her that I had never known. I
learned that she was really unhappy in her marriage and that Four still
wanted sex. I learned that she wanted to come and live with me if she
survived. I learned that she believed in God.

‘Really? I never knew that.’
‘Didn’t you?’ she asked.
‘No.’
With fresh morphine in her system she was surprisingly lucid and we

held normal conversations albeit in abnormal circumstances. We were both
so very tired; it had been a long energy-sapping battle. We spoke in the
fatigued tones used by single people who phone talk-radio stations at 3.00
a.m. There was a lot of love and at least as much anger. We drifted on to the
toxic topic of my childhood and I still could not contain my anger.

‘How could you do that to us, Mom? We’re your children. How could
you allow me to grow up without an education? It’s one thing if it’s
unavoidable, but it was in your power to do something about it. How could
you stand behind me and watch me promise to work for Scientology for one
billion years – and just applaud? What were you thinking? Your children
needed you more than anybody, yet you ignored them. How could you do
that to Gran? She died penniless in a hovel and she died penniless because
you borrowed it all. How could you do that to Keryn? She needed you,



Mom. She really needed you. Look how unhappy she is. Look at me! I
wanted to be somebody. An engineer! A doctor! I spent nearly twenty years
trying to dig myself out of a hole you helped put me in. Do you know how
difficult it’s been to always be on the back foot? What it’s like to be the
assistant’s assistant’s assistant, the lowest common denominator, always the
bridesmaid, never the bride? Do you know the shame of having to lie in
order to be given a chance and steal in order to eat? Do you know the fear
of knowing you’re about to go to jail?’ Tears prickled in my eyes as I said,
‘I wanted to live an honourable life.’

‘Bruce. Listen to me. You must stop this. It could have been different. I
would change so many things but I can’t. You still have half your life ahead
of you and you must move forward. Stop looking backwards. Start by
realising that I love you so very much, that I always have. I am so proud of
what you’ve become. You’re a good person, Bruce. A very good person.
Move on.’

There were too many demons there, so we retreated to safer subjects. In
any event, her health was plummeting. It was as if I were watching
something fall from the sky. Plans were quickly put in place for the last
throw of the dice. She wanted to go to Mexico and personally see the
healer. She intended to take the maximum morphine dose to see her through
the flight. Four asked me if I would accompany her and, after giving it
extensive thought and weighing up the possibility of losing my job, I said
that I couldn’t. He was going to accompany her in my place. As the flights
were being arranged we continued to talk but our conversations took on a
different intensity. She was getting forgetful and began repeating the phrase
‘I must get my ducks in a row’ or ‘I must start getting my ducks right’.
Each time she mentioned ducks I felt as if I were Holden Caulfield. Her
first duck was to extract a promise from me that I would watch over Keryn.

There were several other ducks regarding the administration of her
personal effects and then came the last one. It surprised me because it
involved her future. She stated in the most matter-of-fact way that it was her
intention to continue her work in Scientology and, as I was likely to be the
only one of her children to accommodate her wishes, she wanted to return
as my child. It was a typical Mom-statement to which I responded in a
typical cloud-the-issue-with-humour ‘me’ way. I told her that I did not have
any plans to breed and, ‘Might I remind you, Mother, that as far as children
go, I would rather get a dog.’



Not allowing me to sidetrack the conversation, and wanting to keep it
on her terms, she persisted. ‘Maybe, maybe not, maybe not this time
around. You will. I’ll wait. Will you allow it?’

I was not going to get out of answering. She lay in her bed looking
straight into my eyes as if to say, ‘Well? This is a perfectly simple question
and you have now had thirty-eight years to think about it. What’s the
answer? I’m waiting.’

In a single sentence she managed to condense one of the two biggest
dilemmas of my life, the unshakable bond of family versus the forces that
get in the way. I thought that, if I was prepared to take a fight to the grave, I
myself had already died. I was overcome with a mixture of tenderness and
sadness at how terrible it must feel to die knowing you have no future.
‘Yes.’

‘Thank you.’

It all happened very quickly. The morphine shots were timed so that she
was given one as we left for the airport – the same one she left from all
those years ago. She was in a bad mood. Her physical discomfort was
extreme, as was the paperwork for getting a terminal cancer patient onto an
international flight. We all gathered around an official’s desk until he said,
‘OK, she can board.’ An orderly arrived with a wheelchair to take her to the
plane. It was time to say goodbye.

‘Goodbye, Mom. I love you.’
‘I love you too, Brucie. See you when I get back.’
I shook Four’s hand and wished him luck. I walked away, but just

before I turned a corner I stopped and looked back. I knew I was never
going to see her again and I wanted to take a mental photograph. She was
looking over her shoulder at the orderly and saying something to him as he
wheeled her from my view.

That was not quite the end. She made it to Mexico and one of the first
things the healer did was to remove all of Mother’s teeth. He claimed that
the metal fillings were interfering with the healing process. She remained in
Mexico for a short while before being transferred to the hospice closest to
the Org in California. She sent me an angry fax in a shaky, childlike
handwriting that was difficult to decipher; she wrote that when she got
better she was going to sue the healer. I have a photograph of her lying in



her bed at the hospice. She is toothless, cupping her chin in the palm of her
hand, and staring into space.

The call came through for me but I was not at my desk. I was across the
road buying a chocolate. As I walked back to my desk my boss called me
into his office. He only needed to say, in a very gentle voice, ‘I’ve just taken
a call from America.’

But that was still not quite the end. She had a Scientology memorial
service to which I was invited. I sat in the front row and listened for the five
minutes devoted to Mother and the one hour devoted to Ron.

The Bridge to Total Freedom – Progress Report: Mother had a theory.
There was a new auditing process available that checked for ‘bypassed
Clears’. If I had in fact gone ‘Clear’ in one of my earlier auditing sessions
and it had not been picked up, it could very well account for my deep anger.
She convinced me to have some more auditing. Yes, said the auditor. No
doubt about it; I was ‘Clear’! I had lost my reactive mind! I was this close
to The Bridge to Total Freedom. I could almost touch it; I could see the
flags fluttering and everything.



Twenty-four

Was there any reason for my pages to get so dark and angry? Yes. Every
day of my life, particularly the dark and angry ones, has contributed to how
I view parenthood. Everything, good or bad, that I have witnessed or been
party to has contributed to how I raise my children. There are some
important things I want my children to know and I want them to hear them
from me. As there is an almostfifty-year age gap between us, there are no
guarantees I will be alive long enough to have a mature and coherent
conversation with them. If I am not able to tell them myself, or if I am dead,
I would like them to know what I would have said. In fact, the first thing I
would like them to know is that it is the nature of life that there are no
guarantees at all.

The second thing I would like them to know is just as simple: it is true
that, to a large degree, manners maketh a person. It would be an easy
enough statement to make; however, children do not learn by hearing
platitudes. They learn by example – good and bad. I could have airbrushed
every profanity into a ‘gosh’ but I chose not to and I want them to know
why. The sea of profanity I was allowed to wallow in as a child had lifelong
consequences, not the least being that as an adult I had to teach myself how
to speak. I would caution them at how quickly profanity gets out of hand
and how easily it can change to something more sinister.

I would tell them that a Chinese philosopher once said, ‘The journey of
a thousand miles begins beneath one’s feet,’ or I would say it in another
way. I would tell them that once upon a time their father was exceptionally
good at whining about the injustice of life. He became so good at it that it
was all he ever did. Then one day it dawned on him that the whole world
was moving except for him and if he wanted to get from over here to over
there, he would have to pick up his feet and take one single step. And then
another and then another and then another. I would add that if they want to
find happiness in life they need to make their own. If that was too vague for
them I would remind them of what Dory said in Finding Nemo: ‘Keep on
swimming.’



I would explain. It took a very long time but, at the age of thirty, I
finally passed my school exams. With my heart thumping and my mouth
dry, I walked up to the notice board to check my results. Surrounded by
seventeen-year-olds, I cried like a baby. Another thing I would tell them is
that a terribly difficult decision is sometimes unavoidable and, when that
time comes, to have faith in their hearts. At thirty-five I had a much milder
disagreement with Mother. The topic was whether to let Gran die, or
undergo extensive brain surgery. Mother said we should do everything
possible and I was adamant we should not.

‘No. It’s over. Leave her in peace. You know what she said.’
Mother meekly submitted to the force of my opinion. We had all had the

conversation at some point in our lives: ‘When the time comes, please let
me go cleanly. Do not drag it on. I do not want my most intimate functions
to be performed by others.’ Mother stood at the foot of Gran’s hospital bed
and I stood at the head. We both stared at the monitor and waited for the
line to go flat. The very last thing I ever said to my magnificent Scottish,
Italian, fearful, kind, jazz-loving grandmother was with my lips against her
ear so that she could hear, ‘Goodbye, Gran. Thank you for saving my life.’

I would tell my children, as kindly as possible, that they’re very, very
lucky to have the lives that they do. They have a mother and father who
love each other and them. I would encourage them to appreciate that they’re
not weapons in a parental war. They are not one of the millions of
parentless tumbleweeds blown down the barren slopes of indifference. I
would tell my children that I was a tumbleweed once. A lucky one. That the
wind that blew me was more temperate and not the tornado that destroyed
so many black lives. I would ask my children to keep a space in their hearts
for those others less fortunate, because a compassionate person can never
be poor, while a cruel person can never be rich.

I would caution my children about anger. I would warn them against
providing food for the bad wolf. If they ask me what the wolf is, I would
explain about mine. That every once in a while, still, my bad wolf wakes
up. It prowls my soul and bares its teeth and stiffens its tail. If my life is
ever turned into a movie, and if Tom Cruise wants to play me, he may not!
He can rather spend his time making more Scientology babies and jumping
up and down on Oprah’s couch. Now that his ex-wife has seen the light, my
advice to her is this: Katie Holmes - take your precious daughter and run.
Head for the hills and don’t look back. Raise her in the most tender, normal,



and cult-less way possible. If John Travolta wants to play me in the movie,
he may not! He’s lost a son and I cannot even begin to imagine his pain so I
will leave it there. Strength to you, Mr Travolta. If Kirsty Alley, Priscilla
Presley, or any other inmate from Scientology’s fawning ‘Celebrity Centre’,
wants to play any female part in my life –- whether wife, mother, sister,
grandmother, nursery-school teacher, or Siamese cat – they may not! If
Isaac Hayes or Chick Corea wants to compose the soundtrack to my movie,
they may not!. I’m with you, South Park. I will bring up my children my
way. I will take time to listen to their stories. I will put their lives before
mine. They will have a good education. I will insist on reading, writing and
arithmetic. I will not make promises I do not keep. I will tell them how
much I love them. I would explain to them how I once told a man much
wiser than me about the thunderous anger that rolled around my insides for
days. How he just smiled at me and gave me the clearest advice I had ever
heard. It was he who introduced the term ‘wolf’, and I will repeat what he
said for the benefit of my children.

‘Everyone has two wolves. A good wolf and a bad wolf. Just feed the
good one.’

For so long I fed the bad wolf. The anger at my own family drove me
from the myth of happy families. So much so that, when I was still a young
man, I once asked a doctor to perform a vasectomy to remove all possibility
of my having children. He asked me why a young healthy man, with half of
his life ahead, wanted a vasectomy. He watched me carefully while I
laboured through my emotional reply.

‘No,’ he said, ‘you’ll regret it one day. If you insist on having the
procedure, I’m not doing it. Find someone else.’

Fortunately I never asked another doctor, nor did I change my opinion.
The thought of a child complicating my already complicated life was
enough to make me obsessively mindful of safe sex. I could not imagine a
greater horror than being for ever responsible for an unwanted child. I was
careful to never succumb to ‘the moment of passion’ unless I was certain it
would not result in a pregnancy. When I met Christine, years later, and the
time was right, it was as if my sperm had been biding their time, tapping
their feet, and waiting for me to find my peace. With embarrassing ease, my
children arrived easily and perfectly. So perfect are my children that they
have evoked the greatest horror of all, the horror of not having them. My
view of vasectomies did an about-turn; instead of wanting to kill off my



sperm, I now wanted to protect them at all costs. Instead of wanting a
vasectomy, I was now actively avoiding it. What if something terrible
happened to my children? What if I wanted more children? What would I do
then? My response was immediate. But I don’t want any more children. I
don’t want to breed a master race – I’m content with my current
masterpieces. My children are irreplaceable; if anything happened to them I
would expire from grief. And then one day Christine came home after one
of her I-hate-thosesalad-spoons gynaecological check-ups.

‘Hi, Babe. How was your appointment? Were those salad spoons cold?
What did he say?’

‘He asked why I am still on the pill. He said that women on the pill are
at a higher risk of cancer. He asked if we had considered other methods of
birth control.’

That’s all it took. As painful as it was to think of losing my perfect
children, as painful as it was to think of never being able to have more
children, it was just as painful to think of losing my perfect wife. My
procrastination came to an abrupt halt and, a few weeks later, the urologist
performed a vasectomy. There was still one final thing to do, though.

‘I phoned the lab to enquire about a sperm analysis and I’m under the
nurse’s orders to masturbate. They need to examine my swimmers so they
can establish whether the procedure was successful. It’s all in the name of
science. It’s going to take some planning because the lab needs my sperm
within one and a half hours of ejaculation. According to my calculations, if
I jack off in the car while the engine is running, I will just make it across
town in time. I also need to keep the sperm at body temperature. She
suggests that I put the container in my pants pocket so that it’s close to my
groin. Do you think she thinks my sperm will be less homesick if they’re
close to their source?’

Christine gave the feral unsympathetic smile that appeared each time I
complained about my annual urological ‘invasion’. ‘Shame. And? What
else did she say?’

‘She said that before I jack off I need to abstain for a few days. Do you
know whether we have a spare bucket? Because the lab needs a good load.
I’m to capture everything; unlike Onan, I’m not to spill a single seed. I
think she wants a brimful, bulging, runaway yoghurt truck.’

‘OK, Babe. I get your point.’



‘No, Babe, I’m afraid you don’t. I need to put you on rations so that I
can wind up my catapult. And seeing that this is a medically sanctioned
procedure I think it will be perfectly acceptable to look at some porn – just
to help me find my rhythm. All in perfectly good taste, of course.’

‘Of course. Well, now’s your chance to look at that secretary from Love
Actually – the one with the red underwear.’

‘That was then, Babe. I’ve changed. I have children now. A man should
not covet any person who is within a quarter of a century of his children’s
age. It’s taboo. In any case, the attraction has gone. When I think of all the
years I spent looking at young girls when I should have been looking at
their mothers! I find flawless skin and empty eyes utterly boring now. Give
me maturity, give me wrinkles, give me personality, give me wit, give me
wisdom. Give me mothers. Grandmothers, even. Out with the new and in
with the old.’

At the designated time I asked Mr Google to conjure up images to give
impetus to my catapult. I was looking for an image to excite the person I
had become. Unsurprisingly, my search criteria bore an uncanny
resemblance to my wife: ‘Sexy + mature + wrinkles + character +
interesting + nice hair’. As I was about to hit ‘enter’ a thought occurred to
me and I added, ‘ + red underwear’, and, just to be safe, ‘+ pumpkin’. I sat
back and waited for Mr Google to deliver his load and, far longer than it
would have taken the younger me, I delivered mine.

I received the results of the sperm analysis over the phone. To my mind
it was just a formality. I was fifty-four and it was four months since the
operation. The possibilities of having any more children were over.

‘You need to be careful, Mr Clark. You still have live sperm. Two to be
exact.’

The Bridge to Total Freedom – Final Report: All those years aimlessly
looking for it and, silly me, it was here all along. It’s green, blue, yellow and
red. It’s made out of Lego and spans my children’s beds.



Twenty-five

At fifty-four years of age, I find that reality has settled in like soft rain. The
life I envisioned is not going to happen. I know that now. I will never make
that first cut, or compose the music for the man who will make the first cut,
or write the poem that inspired the man to compose the music for the man
who makes the first cut. I will not be an engineer. I will not be a
mathematician. I will not be a pilot, astronomer, biologist or lawyer. My
lifelong dreams seem – like the fading deck of sexy playing cards that is
found in the hobo’s pocket – slightly comical in their audacity.

But it doesn’t matter any more.
I know the very instant – the day, the hour, the exact second – when my

youthful ambitions flew peacefully away. I know precisely when I got my
ducks – my goddam ducks – in a row.

It was just a normal day. Christine was at work doing her job and I was
at home doing mine. I took Anastasia to school and walked with her into
her classroom. We had been holding hands and chatting about things that
were important to a four-year-old. I bent down to kiss her goodbye and
attempted to release her hand. ‘Goodbye, my sweetie pie. Have yourself a
lovely day.’

Instead of releasing my hand she squeezed it more tightly. She dragged
me in the direction of a Lilliputian set of table and chairs. She pulled me
down and asked if I would stay with her ‘for a liddil bit’. I sat down next to
her on a tiny blue chair and asked her what she would like to do. She said
she wanted to have a tea party with me but, first, would I please make the
tea set.

‘Okey-dokey,’ I said. ‘Please pass me the play dough.’
She handed me a lump of yellow dough and, using a tiny rolling pin, I

flattened it out before creating the teapot and two cups. While I was
working, we chatted away about this and that until a friend of hers, deciding
that things looked more interesting on our side of the room, came over and
stood watching us.

‘Good morning, young lady,’ I said. ‘Isn’t it a lovely day?’



I mentioned to Anastasia that it would be exquisitely good manners if
she, as the hostess, invited her lady friend to sit at our table and join us for
tea. Anastasia did just that and the friend sat down. I fashioned another cup
from the play dough and handed it to Anastasia. She poured some expertly
brewed tea and passed it to her friend. The three of us enjoyed a friendly
chat and, after I had rolled some more play dough, some quite delicious
biscuits. Suddenly Anastasia leaned towards me. She looked at her friend,
then back to me, then back to her friend, then back to me. She put her
perfect little hand on my thigh. She gave me a smile that I’ve filed in my
heart and she said to her friend, ‘This is my daddy.’
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