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Abstract 
 
 

This PhD artefact consists of an anthology of short stories collectively 
titled ‘Not My Circus, Not My Monkeys’, and an accompanying exegesis 
titled ‘Not My Circus, Not My Monkeys: exploring the creative process 
and product’. The short stories document the experiences of teachers 
from the early days of their careers to a time before retirement. Each 
story uses Bakhtin’s carnival to explore the experiences of teachers in 
their everyday workplaces and beyond. The carnivalised stories convey 
the emotional aspect of the job and how this dimension of the workplace 
is marginalised when talking about the teacher profession. The stories 
highlight how within English and Australian educational systems, the 
individual teacher’s voice is also marginalised or silenced. The narratives 
examine the impact on teachers as people and the exegesis enters into a 
scholarly debate regarding a profession that is struggling to keep its 
newer recruits. An enduring theme of teacher identity underpins the 
stories and this theme is also debated in the exegesis using an 
autoethnographic methodology. The writer’s choice of creative writing as 
a vehicle for examining teacher identity and experience is discussed in 
the exegesis, and the elements of short story writing are also investigated. 
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It is better to write of laughter than of tears,  
for laughter is the property of man. 

 
Francois Rabelais 

 

 

TERM 1 



 3 

First day 

 

Sarah had been unable to sleep the night before and yet her lack of rest 

had not dulled the buzz of excitement fizzing through her. She had spent 

days setting up the classroom displays and arranging and re-arranging the 

small tables and chairs. She had organized the story books in alphabetical 

order so that her students would be forced to consolidate their ABCs, and 

she had labelled the tidy drawers with brightly coloured paper that had 

been laminated to a glossy sheen. 

Sarah was ready for today. Ready for the first day of being solely 

responsible for 20 little boys and girls who were also starting their first 

day at school. She knew she had done everything possible to create an 

inviting and exciting environment for her charges. Her insides were 

tumbling and she imagined that her little students would be feeling the 

same way when it was time for their parents to finally leave. 

 ‘All set?’ 

Sarah turned towards her classroom door where the Principal Kate 

Smithern stood.  

 ‘I think so,’ replied Sarah. She looked around the classroom. ‘I 

hope they like it.’ 

 ‘They'll love it,’ said Kate. ‘You've done a good job.’ She looked 

at her watch. ‘They'll be here soon. Good luck!’ 



 4 

When Sarah turned back to face the windows of her classroom, she saw 

that some parents were already arriving. And with them came the tiny 

pupils, some dressed in uniform that was clearly too long or too big.  

Some of the children were running ahead of their parents, others were 

almost rigid beside theirs. As they drew closer, Sarah could see echoing 

frowns of concern from child to adult.  

She quickly checked around her classroom to make sure, once again, that 

everything was as it should be and then opened her classroom door to 

greet parents. Sarah had stuck a class list on the glass of her door so that 

parents could ensure they deposited their little treasures in the right place.   

All the years of studying and learning with other teachers – this was what 

it had all been for. Her own class. Her own students. Her own 

responsibility. As she watched the growing numbers of parents and 

children throng through the gates and head towards the classrooms, she 

could see some of them breaking away from the main group and heading 

towards hers. These were her students. They would be experiencing their 

first day of school, one of the most important days of their lives, under 

her guidance and instruction. Sarah breathed in deeply and exhaled 

slowly.  She smiled her most welcoming smile and was rewarded with 

the same from many of the adults. Her gaze drifted to the faces of her 

students and her smile slipped, ever so slightly, when she saw the girl 

who was closest to her. 
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The child's hair was blonde and pulled tightly into two ponytails, one 

above her left ear and the other below her right ear making her hair look 

like a lopsided wig. Sarah could see blue eyes and freckles but her stare 

was focused on the thick green caterpillar of snot that led from the child's 

left nostril straight onto her top lip. Sarah could see that the child's 

tongue flicked up at intervals and poked at the caterpillar so that it 

jiggled and slid down over her lip and into her mouth. Sarah gagged. 

The child's mother was talking to another woman and Sarah got the 

impression that these women had older children. They appeared to be far 

more relaxed than some of the other parents whose looks of terror 

matched those of their offspring. The snot-child's mother wasn't in the 

least bit interested in her child's nose and Sarah assumed the woman had 

not seen the monster on her daughter's face. The child broke away from 

her mother's grasp and ran to Sarah.  

‘Are you my teacher?’ asked the child, licking the green beast. 

‘Yes, I am,’ said Sarah, keeping her eyes fixed on the girl's. 

‘What's your name?’ 

‘Francesca.’ 

Before Sarah could comment, Francesca used her hand to wipe away the 

annoying rivulet of mucus. She succeeded in smearing it across her left 

cheek and into her hairline. Francesca's mother continued to talk to her 

friend. 
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Sarah could feel vomit rising in her throat and she swallowed hard to 

keep it down. She waved at Francesca's mother. 

 ‘Hello?’ she called. ‘Are you Francesca's mum?’ 

The woman stopped talking and stared at Sarah, looked at her daughter 

and then back at Sarah. 

‘Yes,’ she said. 

‘Do you have a hankie?’ asked Sarah. ‘Francesca needs one.’ 

The woman's nose wrinkled at Sarah and her eyes flashed. 

‘She's your problem now,’ said the mother, ‘you fucking clean it.’  

Sarah saw the reaction of some of the other parents who, like her, 

watched in shock as Francesca's mother turned and left her child without 

a word. Francesca didn't appear to notice she had been abandoned and 

continued to smear the contents of her nose across her face. She could 

obviously feel that some of her hair was sticking to her skin and her 

fingers were fruitlessly picking at smothered strands plastered across her 

cheek. 

Sarah remembered her packet of wet wipes in her desk and rushed over 

to get one. The urge to vomit was still hovering in her throat as she 

anticipated what she would need to do. When she returned to Francesca, 

the child stood obediently waiting for her nose to be wiped for her. Sarah 

realized she was under intense scrutiny from the other parents and she 

knew this was something they all did on a daily basis without any 

qualms. But Sarah had never wiped copious snot from the face and hair 



 7 

from anyone before and she wasn't sure if her stomach would betray her. 

Poised with the wipe, and with Francesca's face upturned and ready for 

cleaning, Sarah gently pinched the wipe over Francesca's nose in order to 

collect the nucleus of green horror. Her intention was to pinch off the 

source and then use a fresh part of the wipe to clean the spread up into 

the hairline. However, Francesca blew heartily into the wet material, as 

she always did when a grown up placed a tissue or cloth around her nose, 

and sabotaged Sarah's efforts. To her horror, Sarah felt the warm flush of 

mucus vibrating down Francesca's nostrils, out through the bottom of the 

wipe and into her hand.  Sarah froze, unlike the snot that hung from her 

hand in one obscene and gelatinous lump. 

‘I need to blow more,’ said Francesca grabbing Sarah's hand and 

placing it over her nose once more. Before Sarah could do anything, 

Francesca blew hard again and this time the globule that had been 

hanging from Sarah's hand now flew off and onto the front of her dress. 

Meanwhile, the wet wipe overflowed with more greenness.  

‘Thank you,’ said Francesca. 

Sarah was momentarily stunned before retching loudly and violently. To 

her shame, she saw the parents congregated outside staring at her. Some 

were smiling, others were openly laughing but nothing could stop her 

retching. She felt the return of toast and boiled eggs rising into her gullet 

and had to close her mouth in order to swallow down the acidy 

regurgitation.  
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‘Let me help you.’ 

A voice behind her made Sarah turn around. One of the mothers had 

come to her rescue with several tissues clutched in her hand. 

‘I guess you're not used to this,’ she smiled. ‘Here, take these.’  

She handed the tissues to Sarah, took the box of baby wipes from Sarah's 

hand and then turned to Francesca who had started to poke at her left 

nostril with her finger. The woman removed a couple of wipes from the 

box and swiftly tidied up Francesca's face. The child stood absolutely 

still and allowed the stranger to clean her. 

Sarah used the tissues to peel off the mucus from her dress and to remove 

other lumps of it from her hands. After depositing the sodden tissues into 

the waste-paper basket by the door, Sarah rushed over to the wet area of 

her classroom and turned on the taps. She scrubbed her hands under the 

water with the brand new soap bar she had supplied from her own 

expenses and removed all traces of Francesca's nose carnage. When she 

was satisfied that her hands were clean, she pulled a paper towel from the 

dispenser, wet it and then tried to remove all traces of snot from her 

dress. Luckily, the blob had been sufficiently sticky and thick to peel off 

in one large lump but she wanted to be sure there was no residue. She 

would wash the dress as soon as she got home, but for now a quick wipe 

with water and soap would have to suffice. 

She felt more composed as she straightened up from the wet area and 

turned to face the classroom door once more. Her new students, with 
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their parents, were now waiting patiently in a small group just outside. 

Her breakfast had retreated and her breathing was settled. Sarah's 

confidence was shaken but she hid it with her purposeful stride and 

engaging smile. 

‘Good morning!’ she said, making eye contact with all the adults 

and children who stood at the front of the group. ‘Welcome to Class P1! 

My name is Miss Turner.’ She pointed to the class list taped to her door 

and then addressed the children. ‘If your name is on this list, then you 

will find a peg with your name on it.’   

She pointed to the coat peg area and then stepped back to allow the 

parents and children to enter the classroom.  They surged forward and the 

children scattered to different parts of the classroom. Sarah had not 

expected this. She had assumed that the children would enter in an 

orderly fashion and head straight over to the pegs. But some had headed 

straight for the wet area and were turning the taps on. One girl had run 

over to the story area and was already pulling Sarah's alphabetically 

arranged books onto the floor. Three children were already in the play 

area and were snatching at some of the toys. Sarah stood staring for a few 

moments, wondering why the parents weren't doing anything to control 

their children when she realised they were waiting for her to take 

command.  A snigger behind her spurred her into action; she took a deep 

breath and put on her best stern teacher voice. 
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‘No!’ she said loudly. The children stopped immediately and 

looked at her. The parents stared, waiting to see how the incident would 

unfold.  

Sarah's confidence was returning. She made a point of staring around the 

classroom, making sure all the children could see her stern face. 

‘That is not the way we come into the classroom,’ she said. ‘We 

will have to try it again.’ She surveyed the small faces. Sarah pointed to 

the classroom door which led outside. ‘Now, let's line up outside in two 

nice straight lines.’ 

The parents moved out of the way; some went outside with the children 

whilst others stood inside the classroom. Sarah knew they were all 

watching to see if the new teacher was going to be able to handle these 

tiny whirlwinds. She kept her breathing steady and her expression serious 

despite noticing that one little boy, who had done the right thing from the 

start, looked as if he was about to cry. That was the last thing she needed 

right now - more snot. 

The children stood outside and silently formed two lines, with the 

assistance of one of the mums. There was no sound from the students as 

they waited for their next instructions. Sarah appeared at the door and 

looked at the lines. She tried not to exhale with relief. 

‘Now,’ she began, still maintaining her teacher voice. ‘We will 

come into the classroom properly this time.’ She stood and stared for a 

couple of seconds. ‘When you walk quietly into the classroom, you will 
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go straight to the coat peg area and find your name.’ Sarah paused. ‘Once 

you find your peg, you will put your coat and hat on it.’ Again, she 

paused. ‘You will need to take your lunch box out of your bag and place 

it in our classroom fridge near the wet area.’ Sarah pointed and several 

pairs of eyes followed the direction. ‘When you have hung up your coat 

and stored your lunch, you may sit down at one of the tables.’  

She looked at the many pairs of rounded eyes staring up at her and felt 

the glow of having the situation under control, of having her students 

understand the rules of school. They wouldn't be able to be rowdy and 

disobedient like they were at home. Here, in her domain, they would 

conform.  

‘You may come in and hang up your coats,’ she said slowly 

lifting her right arm to point the way like a prophet. 

The children rushed into the classroom and in different directions once 

more. Sarah's bewildered face made the parents turn away smiling. Most 

of them started to leave, their averted gazes protecting her from further 

humiliation. 

‘Oi!’ 

The loud voice behind her shocked Sarah so much, she felt as if her hair 

had filled with static and the effect on the children was equally 

electrifying. Each little brat froze in the midst of his or her 

misdemeanour. Some had the decency to look terrified and all of them 

stared at something behind Sarah. She was aware of a large presence 
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moving from behind her to beside her, brushing against her with a fierce 

solidity of malice. To her delight, Sarah saw the children shrink in 

horror. 

‘Now,’ bellowed the woman standing beside Sarah, ‘you've been 

told to hang up your coats.’ Her voice was slow and threatening. ‘Now, 

do it!’ she shouted. 

The children shuffled soundlessly to the coat pegs, undoing buttons and 

zips without ever losing sight of the scary person next to their teacher. 

They hung their coats up and waited, clutching their brand new school 

bags in front of them for protection. 

‘That's better,’ said the woman, her voice still menacing and 

slow. ‘Now, lunch boxes in the fridge. Go!’ 

Again, the students did as they were told without communicating 

anything except terror. Once the lunch boxes were stowed in the fridge 

and the school bags were hooked onto pegs, the children again waited for 

further instruction. 

The woman pointed to the tables.  

 ‘Sit down and don't even think about talking!’ 

The little boy who had looked like he was going to cry when they were 

lining up outside, was now snuffling back sobs as tears rolled down his 

cheeks. Sarah was unmoved. 

The scraping of chair legs subsided and there was silence in the 

classroom. The woman stepped forward and began walking slowly, very 
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slowly amongst the seated children. Sarah could see her properly now. 

The woman was morbidly obese with a tight t-shirt on that dipped and 

peaked over the rolls of fat cascading around her abdomen. Her bottom 

half was sheathed in black leggings that were worn almost bald around 

the backs of her thighs from friction and pressure. Her hair was long and 

dark, held together with a blue hair tie. Her arms jiggled as she walked, 

the flesh dimpled with rolls and cellulite. Sarah looked at the woman's 

shoes and found that the heels of the flat sandals had worn away and that 

the sole of one shoe was flapping with each step. 

‘Now,’ began the woman once more, ‘Miss Turner is going to 

teach you and you are going to behave yourself. Do you understand? 

Because if you don't, she will tell me and I will NOT be happy!’ 

The little boy who had failed to stop crying let out a sob. There were 

more sniffles starting up around the classroom. 

‘Don't even BOTHER crying!’ bellowed the woman. ‘I'm not 

impressed by cry-babies!’ She stared the criers into silence. ‘You're at 

school now and you will do as you are told.’  

At last, the woman turned to Sarah. As soon as her back was to the 

students, Sarah saw the woman's face lift into a smile that highlighted a 

pair of blue eyes shining with amusement.  

‘My name is Pat Gregory,’ said the woman in a low voice. ‘I'm 

Liam's mum.’ She pointed to the little boy she had insulted and called a 

cry-baby. ‘I work here as a teacher aide twice a week so I'm happy to 
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keep up the monster act regularly.’ She smiled a warm and friendly smile 

at Sarah. ‘Good luck for today. Let me know if anyone needs the shit 

scared out of them.’ She tipped her head back at the children behind her. 

‘Don't let their innocent faces fool you. They're evil little bastards.’ She 

whipped round to glare at the children and there was an audible gasp of 

terror. Sarah came to her senses.  

‘Thank you, Ms Gregory,’ she said in her most masterful teacher 

voice. ‘I can see we have some problems with manners in this 

classroom.’  

The children stared unblinking at the stereo terror before them. Sarah 

could feel their fear feeding her, energising her. She would not go down 

without a fight. This was war. 

‘Nothing a few punishments won't sort out, Miss Turner,’ said 

Pat. ‘We know how to deal with students who don't know how to use 

their manners, don't we?’ 

‘Indeed, we do,’ said Sarah. She stood tall beside Pat and 

stretched herself as broadly as she could to match the physical presence 

of Pat. 

The silence in the classroom was a cloud of menace that pinched at the 

children. 

‘I have to go, Miss Turner, ‘said Pat without losing eye contact 

with the students, ‘but I'll be back later.’ She turned to Sarah. ‘And I 

would love to hear who has been well-behaved.’ She allowed a small curl 
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at the side of her mouth which was meant to be a wry smile but resulted 

in a sneer that could turn a child's bowels to water. ‘And,’ she continued, 

‘I will be even more interested in those who have NOT behaved!’ Her 

emphasis and volume on the word 'not' made the children jump visibly in 

their chairs. Pat bared her teeth for extra impact and a puddle appeared 

under the chair of one little girl at the back. Pat spun round to Sarah. 

‘Oops,’ she said, ‘you've got a puddle at the back. I think I laid it 

on too thick.’ She smiled apologetically. ‘Sorry, but I have to go. You're 

on your own now.’  

‘I cannot thank you enough,’ whispered Sarah. Pat shrugged and 

smiled at Sarah, her eyes kind and playful. Then Pat turned to face the 

children and maintained a menacing stare even as she left the classroom.  

 

Once the puddle had been cleared, and the sniffling had stopped, Sarah's 

shoulders began to slip back down from her neck and into their usual 

place. Her first activity with the children had been a story. She had 

wanted to have them seated on the carpet area with her but after the 

fiasco at the start of the day, she decided to leave them at their desks. 

Instead of sitting in her teacher chair with little ones scattered at her feet, 

she was forced to abandon her fantasy and stand at the front. She still 

held the book up to show the pictures but it wasn't how she'd seen it in 

her mind the night before.  
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The morning passed swiftly and Sarah was relieved to release her 

charges for their first experience of the playground. The puddle girl 

asked if she could stay back to read quietly but Sarah refused. She 

needed to leave the classroom and find somewhere quiet so no-one could 

hear her hyperventilate or cry or both. With the classroom door securely 

closed between her and the children, Sarah headed for the staff toilets, 

locked the door and threw herself onto the plastic seat. What had gone 

wrong? She had run through everything countless times. How could 

these tiny humans be so unruly?  

The control freak lurking inside Sarah forced her to sit up, shoulders 

back, and consider her next strategy. Ignoring the nagging gurgle of her 

empty stomach, she marched back to her classroom and examined the 

room from the internal door. She scanned the room, identifying potential 

hazard spots where small children might be tempted to stray from her 

carefully considered and educationally sound plan for each lesson. The 

floor cushions that had been scattered to tempt story listeners were 

tucked away in a not-so-inviting pile. The toys in the play area, carefully 

arranged by Sarah the previous weekend in an aesthetically pleasing mix 

of colour and texture, were thrown into a plastic crate and the lid firmly 

fastened. 

Her stomach gurgled again and Sarah remembered she had a muesli bar 

in the staffroom. But the moment she moved towards the door, she heard 

the playground loudspeakers start playing music. This was the signal for 



 17 

all students to stop play and line up outside their classrooms. It was too 

late to grab the muesli bar, Sarah realised, and so she would have to wait 

until lunchtime before she could eat anything. With a deep breath, Sarah 

straightened her shoulders and made her way to the outside door. She had 

to stand outside and make sure her class lined up in an orderly fashion 

before re-entering the classroom. The next timetabled activity was a story 

followed by music. Luckily for Sarah, the music part was going to be led 

by another teacher so there would be two of them in the classroom. All 

she needed to do was get them in, sit them on the carpet and share a story 

with them. It would be fine. 

It wasn't long before the whole class had returned. Francesca had more 

snot on her face but this time Sarah sent her straight to the classroom 

toilet.  

‘You are a big school girl now, Francesca,’ Sarah said, ‘and so 

you need to learn to blow your nose all by yourself.’ 

Francesca looked a little concerned but dutifully walked to the toilet as 

the others were let in and directed to sit on the carpet. 

‘I want everyone sitting on their bottoms,’ said Sarah to the 

children.  

‘I don't like sitting on my bottom!’ said Robert, a boy who had 

been challenging all morning. 

Part of Sarah wanted to ask why but she didn't. What she said was, 

‘Sit on your bottom, NOW!’ 
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Robert responded without further argument and all remaining murmurs 

were hushed into silence. Sarah stared him down for a few moments 

longer just to make sure he got the message. His eyes turned away and 

Sarah's confidence soared. She waited until there was no fidgeting and 

then started reading the story. 

As she read, Sarah snatched glances at her students. She was thrilled by 

the sight of their faces relaxed and trance-like as they listened to her 

voice. When she turned the page, Sarah noticed the frisson of excitement 

as the children lengthened their necks to try and see the pictures before 

she could show them. This was what she had imagined last night when 

she had thought about story telling with her brand new class. Tension in 

her shoulders began to evaporate and Sarah allowed herself to relax and 

allow genuine animation into her voice as she brought the story to life.  

A loud scream from the toilet area made Sarah stop reading mid-

sentence.  

Francesca. 

Sarah didn't want to panic the children and so she told them to stay on the 

carpet and she would finish the story very soon. They simply stared at 

her and watched as she picked her way through the crossed legs and 

towards the classroom toilet. Another scream pierced the air. 

When Sarah got to the toilet, the first thing she noticed was the smell. 

Clearly, Francesca had decided to perform other functions as well as 

blow her nose.  
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‘What's wrong, Francesca?’ asked Sarah. 

‘I wiped my bottom wrong,’ wailed Francesca. 

Sarah was back on high alert. How can you wipe your bottom wrong? 

She didn't want to find out but remembered that she was the only 

responsible person in the vicinity and her duty of care to the children 

meant she would be finding out very soon. She tried to hold her breath 

against the putrid stench. 

 ‘Can I come in?’ she asked. 

‘Yes,’ sniffed Francesca. 

Francesca sat on the toilet, her knickers around her ankles. In her hand 

was a piece of heavily soiled toilet paper. Her face was smeared with 

tears, snot and shit.  

‘I blowed my nose,’ she said, holding the soiled toilet paper out to 

Sarah. ‘But I used the wrong paper.’ 

Sarah stood frozen until Francesca slapped the toilet paper into her 

teacher's hand. Sarah bolted into life with a scream, dropping the shitty 

tissue onto her shoe where it flipped over and stuck to her big toe. Sarah 

immediately leapt backwards but the tissue came with her. By now, the 

rest of the class had started to congregate at the toilet entrance. Sarah 

held her hand in the air away from her as if it was highly contagious. She 

hopped over to the washbasin and turned the taps on full. 

‘Go back to the carpet!’ she growled. ‘Now!’ 

The children scattered, except for Robert. He was pointing at her toe. 
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‘Is that poo on your toe?’ 

He didn't wait for an answer but ran back to the carpet area shouting, 

‘Miss Turner pooed on her toe!’ 

Francesca was sliding off the toilet seat now, her right hand was smeared 

with shit and she was wiping it on her uniform. 

‘No!’ shouted Sarah. ‘Stop wiping your hands on your clothes!’ 

Francesca stopped and looked at her hand then wiped her nose with it. 

Sarah began to gag but started to wash her hands under the running tap. 

She removed the sticky tissue from her toe, vomit rising in her throat.  

‘Stay where you are, Francesca!’ said Sarah as calmly as her 

shredded nerves would allow. ‘Let me wash my hands first and then I can 

help you get cleaned up.’  

She took a clean piece of toilet paper and wet it under the tap. Sarah 

removed all traces of faecal matter from her toe and flushed the paper 

away. 

Francesca stood still and watched her teacher. She went to wipe her nose 

again but stopped midway when Sarah held her clean hand up like a 

traffic cop stopping cars. As soon as her hands were clean, Sarah looked 

at Francesca. She wasn't sure where to start. The child had shit and 

mucus all over her hands and face. There were also traces on her clothes. 

Sarah wanted to hose her down and possibly incinerate the clothing - 

either way, she had no idea how to tackle this.  
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A yell from the classroom made her dash to the toilet entrance where she 

could look into the main area. Robert was kneeling on Liam's chest and 

pretending to stab him with a pencil.  

‘Robert!’ shouted Sarah. ‘Get off Liam!’  

Robert looked up at Sarah and slowly got off his victim. Liam started 

crying and Robert punched him in the arm. Sarah was about to say 

something more when she felt something tugging at her dress. She 

looked down to see Francesca's shitty hand clutching a handful of the 

fabric. Instinctively, she snatched the fabric away from Francesca and the 

aggressive action jolted Francesca into startled crying.  

Robert's act of violence against Liam had angered another child, Julia, so 

much that she had now set upon Robert and was banging a plastic 

saucepan against his face. She did it with such force that Robert's nose 

was now bleeding. At the sight of the blood, Julia screamed. Other 

children were now crying and wailing. Sarah had never felt so helpless. 

‘Is everything...?’ Rachel, the teacher from next door, poked her 

head in the door but quickly saw Robert clutching his nose and blood 

seeping through his fingers. Her horrified glance took in pockets of 

crying children and finally settled on Sarah by the toilet area.  

‘I'll be right back!’ said Rachel and she disappeared from view.  

Sarah deflated and looked at the chaos around her. Nothing in teacher 

training college had prepared her for this! What was she supposed to do? 

They were many - she was only one. 
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Before Sarah could fall to the floor and howl to the moon in utter despair, 

Rachel appeared with a couple of teacher aides. They swept through the 

classroom like CIA agents clearing up after a hit. With consummate 

professionalism, the teacher aides divided the children into two groups 

and marched them out to different classrooms. Rachel headed straight for 

Robert and guided him out of the classroom. As she left, Rachel looked 

over her shoulder, 

‘I'm taking him to sick bay but I'll be back to help you 

with...er...I'll be back in a sec.’ 

Francesca was still crying behind Sarah. The stench from the toilet was 

everywhere and Sarah was sure she could taste shit at the back of her 

mouth.  

Dejected, she went back into the toilet area with Francesca. 

‘Let's get your hands washed, Francesca,’ said Sarah.  

Sarah ran the taps again and managed to get most of the mess off 

Francesca's hand before lathering up some soap and washing it again. 

Then she repeated the process just to be sure.  

For the second time that day, Sarah retrieved the wet wipes from her desk 

and set about tidying up Francesca's face. She warned Francesca not to 

blow this time - the incident from this morning, now paling against this 

current one, was nonetheless not to be repeated.  
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By the time Rachel returned, Francesca's hands and face were clean. 

Sarah wasn't so certain about the child's hair. 

‘What happened?’ asked Rachel. 

To her shame, Sarah's eyes filled with tears and she struggled to speak 

against her tightly clenched throat.  

‘It's okay,’ said Rachel with a smile. ‘Tell me later.’ She turned to 

Francesca. ‘So what have you been up to?’ 

‘I wiped my bottom wrong.’ 

‘What do you mean?’ asked Rachel. 

‘I blowed my nose but wiped it with the wrong tissue.’ 

Rachel's smile slipped a fraction. 

‘Have you washed your hands?’ 

Francesca nodded, her crying almost under control now. One of the 

teacher aides reappeared at the toilet entrance. 

‘What's next?’ she asked. 

Rachel pointed to Francesca. 

‘Francesca needs to borrow some spare uniform from the office. 

Would you be able to take her?’ She pointed to a brown patch on 

Francesca's uniform. ‘We'll put your dress in a plastic bag for mummy 

when she picks you up, okay? Mummy will need to wash it for you.’  

Rachel gave the teacher aide a look loaded with unspoken meaning. The 

teacher aide nodded and held out her hand for Francesca. 
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‘Come with me, Francesca!’ she said. ‘Let's go and change your 

dress!’ 

Francesca took the teacher aide's hand and left the area. Rachel turned to 

Sarah. 

‘Are you okay?’ 

‘I have shit and snot on my clothes.’ 

Rachel whistled.  

‘That's unlucky! You don't normally get that happening all on the 

same day.’ 

Sarah's eyes widened. 

‘I'm joking,’ said Rachel. ‘Do you need to get changed?’ 

‘I don't have anything to change into.’ 

‘I always keep some spare clothes at school. I'll go and grab you a 

skirt and t-shirt. Stay here.’ 

Rachel vanished and Sarah looked down at her dress. There was no way 

she was keeping it. Right now, she wanted to take a pair of scissors to it 

and cut out the offending patch. But she couldn't be certain there weren't 

faecal molecules in other places she couldn't see. The whole dress needed 

to be incinerated. What if there were scraps of shit in her hair? Sarah 

leant over the sink and vomited. Rachel returned with clothes draped 

over her arm. 

‘Why don't you go into the staff shower and get changed?’ Rachel 

held the clothes out to Sarah. 
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‘Where are the other children?’ asked Sarah. 

‘They're being looked after by Monica in Year 2 and Jane in Year 

1. The kids are fine, don't worry about them. Just go and get yourself 

changed.’ 

Sarah wasn't worried about the children. At that moment in time, she was 

hoping she would never see any of them again. In fact, Sarah wasn't sure 

that this whole teaching gig was the best choice she had ever made.  

Thanking Rachel, she took the clothes and made her way to the staff 

shower. Someone's towel was hanging up and Sarah decided she would 

have to shower and borrow the towel. She didn't care who it belonged to 

or whether or not they had any kind of skin disease. It had to be better 

than wearing Francesca's snot and shit and catching endless wafts for the 

rest of the day. She found some shampoo and washed her hair. 

Sarah felt better after the shower especially now that she was wearing 

clean clothes. She bundled her dress into a ball and stuffed it into the bin. 

She wasn't taking it home. 

Kate, the Principal, was waiting outside the shower for her. 

‘Rachel told me what happened,’ said Kate. ‘Are you okay?’ 

‘I am now,’ said Sarah, her eyes filling with tears once more.  

‘You have to get back in there and keep going, you know,’ said 

Kate. ‘It's like falling off a horse. You have to just get back on.’ 

‘I don't think I can,’ said Sarah. ‘It's not what I thought it would 

be like...’ 
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‘It never is,’ said Kate. ‘Let's go back now. You will get through 

the rest of the day. And after a couple of glasses of wine at home tonight, 

you will go to sleep and be ready for tomorrow.’ 

Sarah's face was stricken. Kate patted her on the arm. 

‘Trust me,’ she told Sarah, ‘one day you will look back on this 

and laugh.’  

Taking her arm, Kate led Sarah towards her classroom. The teacher aides 

who had come to the rescue earlier were just finishing a quick tidy up. 

One of them had mopped up the blood from Robert's nose and another 

had given the toilet area a clean. The previous stench had now been 

replaced by the comforting smell of disinfectant. There was no longer 

any evidence of the attempted stabbing of Liam on the carpet area. 

Sarah's classroom was orderly once more - and she didn't want it spoilt 

by the return of the students. 

But it was already too late. Rachel appeared at the doorway with one of 

the groups who had been taken away. She directed them to the carpet and 

they sat down without question. The other group appeared a few 

moments later and Sarah had almost a full class again. Luckily for her, 

Robert would not be making an appearance - his mother had been called 

and was on her way to collect him. Francesca arrived looking and 

smelling much better than she had before. Sarah forced a smile for Kate 

and Rachel who nodded and smiled before making discreet exits. Once 

the teacher aides left, Sarah was alone with her class again.  
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Julia put her hand up. 

‘Yes, Julia?’ 

‘Did you poo on your shoe?’ 

‘No, I didn't.’ 

‘Did Francesca poo on your shoe?’ 

‘Nobody pooed on my shoe.’ 

Julia put her hand up again but Sarah stopped her with the traffic cop 

hand. 

‘No more questions, thank you,’ said Sarah. She looked at the 

children in front of her. ‘I'm sorry the story was interrupted.’ She looked 

at her watch. ‘We don't have time to finish it now because your music 

lesson is about to start. But maybe we can finish it before you go home.’ 

A knock at the classroom door made them all turn round. The music 

teacher, Mr Porter, had already arrived. He carried a large rucksack that 

jangled a little as he stepped into the classroom. 

After brief introductions, Sarah watched as Mr Porter organised the 

children into small groups and divided musical instruments between 

them. There were triangles, tambourines, shakers and bells. Sarah 

watched and waited for the kids to start messing around with all the 

tempting bits of wood and metal. Despite her traumatised condition, 

Sarah was looking forward to seeing how Mr Porter would cope with the 

onslaught of noise. Instead, all she saw were perfectly behaved children 

who followed every instruction given by the softly spoken man. Not one 



 28 

tiny finger strayed towards the instruments until they were given express 

permission. Sarah's rage boiled. The little bastards were doing it on 

purpose! They were humiliating her, she knew it! 

 

For forty-five minutes, Sarah seethed and plotted revenge on various 

five-year olds. Not once did any of them do or say the wrong thing. Sarah 

watched in astonishment as each child helped to re-pack the music 

teacher's rucksack towards the end of the lesson. When the bell rang for 

lunch, the children were lined up with their lunch boxes, ready to leave 

the classroom. Sarah opened the door and they flooded out into the 

playground.  

‘They're a gorgeous class,’ said Mr Porter. ‘You're really lucky!’ 

Sarah couldn't speak so she just nodded and forced a tight-lipped 

smile. 

‘I'll be back next week,’ said Mr Porter with a wave before 

leaving Sarah alone once more. 

She was still standing by the external door when Rachel appeared with 

Sarah's sandwiches from the staffroom fridge. 

‘I brought you your sandwiches,’ said Rachel. ‘You need to eat 

something before the last session of the day.’ 

‘Thank you,’ said Sarah, her voice almost a whisper. 

‘Do you need any help with setting up for the next lesson?’ 

‘No, it's okay,’ said Sarah. ‘I can do it now.’ 
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Rachel put her hand on Sarah's shoulder. 

‘Come and eat something first,’ she told Sarah.  

Reluctantly, Sarah took the sandwiches and half-collapsed into her soft 

chair by the carpet.  

‘I'll get one of the teacher aides to come and help you set up for 

painting,’ said Rachel. ‘You stay put and have your lunch. I'll be back 

soon.’ 

Sarah nodded without making eye contact and Rachel left the room. 

Alone, Sarah took bites from her sandwich and chewed without tasting. 

What had gone wrong? How could her first day be so monumentally 

disastrous? She thought back to her practicum at another local school. It 

had been hard work but she had been buzzing with enthusiasm every 

single day. She had taken the class on her own so she knew how to 

organise students and their group activities. 

A teacher aide, Cindy, appeared at the classroom door.  

‘Hello,’ she said brightly. ‘I've come to help set up for painting. 

I'll be with you for the next session.’  

Sarah looked over and managed a weak smile. She put down her 

sandwich and started to get up. 

‘No, no!’ said Cindy. ‘You finish your lunch. I've had mine 

already.’ She lowered her voice. ‘I know you've had a bit of a rough first 

day, so just take a few minutes now to brace yourself for the last session.’ 
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Her kindness made Sarah want to cry all over again. She was worried if 

she did, she would give Francesca's snot factory a run for its money. 

Sarah reached across to the small box of tissues she kept by her soft chair 

and blew her nose. She needed to get a grip. With one last bite of her 

sandwich, Sarah stood up and rolled her shoulders back.  

I can do this, she told herself. They are five-year olds, not demons from 

the depths of hell. I can do this. 

She helped Cindy finish setting up for painting. Every table was covered 

in newspaper and had a selection of paints, brushes and water jars in the 

centre. Painting paper had been set out and an apron draped over each 

chair. All the children had to do was go to a table, put the apron on and 

paint. Sarah hoped they would paint the paper and not each other.  

A washing line hung across the wet area with a pot of pegs ready for 

hanging artistic masterpieces out to dry. Looking at them, Sarah felt the 

old excitement starting to return. It would be fine, she realised. All kids 

loved painting.  

 

And they did. When the class returned after lunch, they were all a little 

tired and gazed longingly at the tables and paint. Before they were let 

loose, Sarah called them to the carpet and explained what kind of 

behaviour she wanted to see. Cindy stood nearby and modelled perfect 

listening for one or two fidgeters at the back. When it was time to go to 

the tables, the children settled quickly and put their aprons on. Cindy and 
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Sarah went from group to group, asking questions about what each child 

was painting. For the first time that day, Sarah was able to have 

individual conversations with each of her students. With each chat, she 

felt more confident and less inclined to run screaming from the building. 

She even managed to chat with Francesca who had clearly not been as 

traumatised as her teacher by the episode in the toilet. Sarah crouched 

next to Francesca to study her painting more closely. It looked like two 

people and one was a child.  

‘Is that you and mummy?’ asked Sarah. 

Francesca shook her head and applied more yellow to the larger figure's 

dress.  

‘It's you and me,’ said Francesca.  

Sarah masked her surprise and looked at the figures. Sure enough, the 

yellow paint was a close match to Sarah's now defiled and rejected dress.  

‘It's lovely, Francesca,’ said Sarah. ‘Thank you for painting me! 

Mummy will like your picture,’ said Sarah. 

‘It's not for mummy. It's for you.’ 

Francesca's smile engulfed her whole face which was, surprisingly, snot 

free. 

‘You're very pretty,’ said Francesca, ‘and I'm happy you're my 

teacher.’ 

Sarah's throat clenched again. She patted Francesca's shoulder and 

crouched closer still. 
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‘And I'm happy you're in my class,’ she whispered. 

 

Fifteen minutes before the bell was due to ring, Cindy and Sarah led the 

clearing up process. Paintings were left to finish drying on the washing 

line or on a couple of the tables. The rest of the area was cleared of 

newspaper. Brushes were rinsed in the wet area's sink and left to dry on 

its draining board. Jars were rinsed and upturned next to the brushes. Left 

over paint was either salvaged for another time or rinsed down the sink. 

With three minutes to spare, Sarah asked each of the children to collect 

their lunch boxes and sit on the carpet. Cindy darted out of the classroom 

with a small wave and thumbs up to Sarah. 

‘I hope you all had a lovely time for your first day of school,’ 

Sarah said to the little group.  

She could see some of them starting to droop a little. It had been a long 

day for all of them. Nevertheless, most heads were nodding. Some were 

anxiously scanning the outdoor exit for signs of parents coming to take 

them home. 

‘Tomorrow, we will be using the play dough so think of 

something you'd like to make.’ 

Immediately, a clamour of voices started to tell Sarah what they wanted 

to make. Sarah held up her hand for quiet. 

‘I don't want you to tell me now. I want it to be a surprise.’ She 

looked at all the little faces, some of which had perked up at the prospect 
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of play dough. ‘Now go and fetch your coats and line up by the door so 

that when your mummy or daddy arrives, you can leave.’ 

Instead of racing to all corners of the classroom, the children actually 

followed Sarah's instructions, retrieved their belongings and lined up by 

the door. Some even remembered to take their lunch boxes with them 

from the carpet. Sarah held up the abandoned ones and they were quickly 

claimed. She pulled the paintings down and handed them out to each 

child. Francesca shook her head and handed hers back. 

‘It's for you,’ she told Sarah.  

‘Thank you,’ said Sarah. ‘I love it.’ 

 

To her absolute delight, when the parents arrived, Sarah's class was lined 

up and ready to leave. As soon as the bell went, she opened the external 

door and the children immediately flooded out to their parents. Some 

were welcomed with tight embraces, others just a smile. Francesca's 

mother didn't see her child come out but started walking away, all the 

while talking to another parent. Sarah wanted to go out and shake her. As 

her rage bubbled, she saw Francesca turn around. When the child saw 

that Sarah was watching, her small face broke out into a huge smile again 

and she waved. Sarah waved back and held up the picture she still had in 

her hands. Francesca clapped her hands and skipped off and Sarah felt an 

unusual pounding in her chest. She stood and waited until Francesca had 

left the playground before turning around to face her empty classroom. 
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Sarah briefly relived the earlier horrors of her first day but every time she 

thought she could smell the stench of shit again, Francesca's beaming 

smile overtook all other images in her head. She wondered what 

tomorrow would bring and made a mental note to pick up more tissues 

and wet wipes on the way home. 
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The relief teacher 

 

Her name was Willow and she read auras. Clearly, she had worked hard 

to elicit a certain look that she felt was most becoming for her affected 

persona of the earth-loving hippy who didn't really care about the 

trappings of a materialistic society. Willow was keen to perpetuate an 

image that suggested she had thrown on a random combination of loose 

linen clothes when closer inspection revealed colour co-ordinated 

layering with matching string bracelets. Her purple hair was a rather 

heavy looking mass of carefully coiffed dreadlocks, a paradox in itself as 

true dreadlocks were created from matted, unkempt hair with a bit of dirt 

thrown in. She screwed her nose up at conventional fragrances, 

especially those tested on animals, and chose instead to let her natural 

body smell be her personal calling card, sometimes sans deodorant. 

The Principal had first seen her wandering across the car park, looking 

for the main reception area. He prayed she was a parent. A parent he 

could deal with. However, he had an uneasy feeling that this was not a 

parent and that she would be responsible for six classes of high school 

adolescents who would probably sniff her out as a weakling and go in for 

the kill – six times over. He left his office to meet her at the reception 

desk and immediately knew the kids would sniff her out. He had made 

the mistake of breathing in her general direction and quickly stepped 

backwards in an involuntary gesture to escape from her offending odour.  
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Willow noticed him step back and looked down at his feet to see if he 

had tripped. She smiled warmly and introduced herself. 

‘I'm Willow Gartner,’ she said, offering her hand. ‘I'm your relief 

teacher for the day.’ 

He was reluctant to take her hand at first but quickly overcame his lack 

of courtesy and shook it vigorously. 

‘Tom Black,’ he said, ‘I'm the Principal. Welcome to Preston 

State High School.’ He gestured towards Kathy the receptionist who was 

looking perplexed and sniffing the air around her. ‘Kathy will point you 

in the right direction.’  

Kathy looked round at the sound of her name and caught Tom's raised 

eyebrows. 

‘Kathy, this is Willow Gartner and she is a relief teacher today. 

Please give her the necessary paperwork.’ 

Kathy recovered herself quickly and nodded; Tom could see from her 

expression she had discovered the source of the smell. He backed away 

another step. As Willow began filling in the paperwork, Kathy and Tom 

exchanged a glance before he hurried away to the sanctity of fresh air in 

his office. 

Meanwhile, Kathy was processing Willow's paperwork with marked 

efficiency. She was desperate to stop further defilement of the air around 

her. Usually one for conversation, today Kathy chose to quickly dispatch 
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Willow to the library where the relief co-ordinator would have to deal 

with her.  

Willow had wanted to talk to the nice office lady about her aura but had 

had the distinct impression that the conversation wasn't welcome. She 

didn't mind though, she was happy to just get a job for the day. Relief 

work was so much more preferable for her than being in a full-time 

teaching role. She liked the ability to choose when and when not to work. 

She enjoyed the lack of marking and reporting. Of course, she didn't get 

any kind of sick pay but then she didn't need to work in the first place. A 

fortuitous inheritance had meant that she could lead a life of stress-free 

yoga and balanced chakras. Willow only worked when she felt bored. 

Alas, a life of relative solitude had robbed Willow of social niceties. And 

so it was that during the first lesson, after the students had rebuffed her 

attempts to be friendly, Willow was genuinely surprised at their gasps of 

disbelief when she lifted one buttock and farted explosively.  

‘Miss!’ called out Rob from the back of the classroom. ‘You just 

farted!’ 

The classroom was in uproar. Some students held their noses, despite not 

smelling anything, and others still sat gaping at the calm and unruffled 

adult in front of them. 

Willow smiled at Rob. ‘That is correct, young man.’ The kids were 

shocked at her admission. Willow continued. ‘Is there a problem?’ 

‘You shouldn't fart in front of us!’ said Rob. 
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‘Why not? It's a normal bodily function,’ replied Willow mildly.  

‘Yeah, but you don't do it in front of other people,’ chimed in 

Sarah. ‘It's rude.’ 

Willow smiled at Sarah and tilted her head. ‘Have you been taught it's 

rude to break wind?’ 

There was a general consensus that yes, it was rude to fart in public – 

particularly in front of your students. 

Willow laughed gently.  

 ‘I don't have a problem with natural bodily functions.’ She looked 

around. ‘It's much worse to keep them in. It's not good for you. You 

should always let gas out.’  

‘That's what my dad says,’ said Keith. ‘And I agree with him!’  

Keith took this opportunity to shift his weight slightly and expel an 

enormous fart that vibrated noisily across his plastic chair. The girl 

sitting next to him retched and left her seat quickly. She pulled up her t-

shirt to cover her nose and ran to an open window. 

‘I had a curry last night,’ said Keith proudly, ‘so there's plenty 

more where that came from!’ 

Willow was unperturbed by the mounting chaos of the classroom, so she 

didn't notice two of the girls slip away quietly.  Instead she was faintly 

amused at the ensuing attempts of some of the boys to try and outdo each 

other with spectacular farts. A couple of studious looking girls in the 

front row scowled at her, clearly wanting to get on with the lesson 
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planned for them by their absent teacher. However, Willow was happy to 

let the students explore their imposed taboos. She thought it was healthy 

and even felt another of her own brewing. This was why she loved to 

teach every now and then. She had always known she had a special 

connection with young people. They had the best auras.  

Unfortunately, Willow chose to launch her second fart with joyful 

abandon just as the two girls who had absconded earlier made their return 

with the Principal. Tom entered the classroom to see Willow leaning 

ostentatiously to one side and screwing up her face for comic effect. He 

then heard a thunderous fart followed by silence as each student became 

aware of his presence.  

Willow smiled at Tom and did not appear to be remotely embarrassed.  

‘We were just celebrating our bodily functions, Mr Black,’ she 

said. ‘Some of these young people are too frightened to accept breaking 

wind as a natural thing.’  

The students looked from Willow to Tom, waiting. 

Tom cleared his throat.  

 ‘Miss Gartner, please step outside for a moment.’ He tried to 

smile but it was more of a grimace. He turned his attention to the 

students. ‘Class, I need to speak to your teacher for a few moments so 

you will need to work quietly and independently until she returns.’ 
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The students said nothing as Willow made her way to the door. Tom held 

the door open for her and was subject to her foul airspace once more as 

she passed by him. 

As soon as he shut the classroom door, Tom heard the tell-tale scraping 

of chairs and the scuffle of feet as students scurried to the door to 

eavesdrop. There was lots of shushing going on, too. He re-opened the 

door quickly to find a small group huddled by the door. 

‘Get back to your seats,’ he snarled, ‘or you will be doing 

detentions for a month in my office.’  

The startled eavesdroppers sloped back to their seats and he closed the 

door again. 

 

Inside, the students couldn't hear what was being said but they speculated 

in whispers.  

‘She'll get fired!’ 

‘She smells!’ 

‘She's a weirdo.’ 

‘My auntie's like her. Hippy.’ 

‘I bet Black sends her home.’ 

‘I thought she was cool.’ 

This last comment received looks and hisses of disapproval that were cut 

short with the re-entrance of Willow. She looked unmoved and returned 

to the front of the classroom. The class remained silent as she shuffled 
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the absent teacher's notes and lesson plan. After a few agonizing 

moments of silence, Willow finally spoke. 

‘It appears that your Principal is in denial about the natural 

functions of the human body and so there will be no more farting in 

class.’ 

There was a loud ‘Aw,’ from the boys whilst many of the girls sat with 

their arms folded and glares painted across their faces. 

‘Too late!’ yelled Keith and he leaned over once more. ‘It's gonna 

be a hot one!’ 

Unlike Keith's previous farts, this one didn't vibrate across his seat. 

Instead, it spluttered wetly and Keith's face changed from accomplished 

pride to terror. He froze in his seat but his stillness didn't prevent the 

horrifying stench from reaching the noses of everyone around him. 

Willow was curious and stared at his legs underneath the desk. Sure 

enough, a trail of liquid shit was beginning to drip out of his shorts and 

onto the carpet. Keith had still not moved but his classmates were 

quickly evacuating the area around him. Rob vomited over his own 

shorts.  

Tom Black had been halfway across the yard, on the way back to his 

office, when he heard screams and stampeding footsteps behind him. He 

turned to see Willow's students cascading down the steps of the 

classroom and running across the yard. Tom sprinted back and nearly 

bumped into Willow who appeared at the top of the steps. 
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‘Don't worry,’ she said with a tight smile. ‘It wasn't me.’ 

‘What's happened?’ asked Tom. He didn't have to move much 

further before the smell reached him. He looked in from the door and saw 

the bowed head of Keith, motionless in his chair.  

‘Oh my god,’ said Tom, ‘he didn't...’ 

‘Yes,’ said Willow solemnly, ‘Keith sharted.’ 
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Dealing with the incident 

 

A troubled teacher had come to report something to Tom. He had 

listened sympathetically as the teacher, a nervous rabbit-like lady, in a 

prelude to her complaint, felt obliged to defend her tell-tale story. 

‘I wouldn't normally say anything, Tom, you know that,’ she said. 

Tom nodded sagely but said nothing.  

‘It's just that this was so unprofessional, I thought you would 

want to know,’ she continued. ‘I expect you will get some complaints 

from parents.’ 

Tom straightened up a little. He was listening properly now. 

‘It's about Damien,’ she said quietly. 

 

Tom fought against the inclination to sag in his chair, defeated. Damien 

was a young first year teacher who had brought Tom, and the school, 

nothing but trouble since his arrival. Despite this, Tom tried to like 

Damien – he could see glimpses of himself in the young man. Tom had 

once been rabid for revolutionising the education system. He could see 

that Damien was trying to carve out a role for himself as the saviour of 

Australian education so that he would be held up as an aspirational 

teacher. Of course, Damien was failing and Tom didn't know if the 

educational world would ever be ready for someone like the young man 

currently causing chaos in the school. 
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When he was alone in his office once more, Tom considered his plan of 

action. Damien would need to be interviewed about the incident. He 

would need to be made aware of expected protocols and he would also 

need to be warned that further incidences could be considered a breach of 

the Code of Conduct. Tom knew that Damien would want to justify his 

actions and that it would not be an easy meeting. Instantly, Tom knew 

what he had to do; he would make Cynthia deal with it. She had been the 

Deputy Principal at Preston State High School for the previous twenty 

years and had not been particularly welcoming when Tom had joined. He 

would pass it on to her to show he valued her experience – at least that’s 

what he would tell her. 

 

Later that afternoon, Cynthia sat in her office with Damien's file open in 

front of her. She had been reading about the upstart and had not been 

impressed. His previous prac reports were positive although there were 

indications that he was over-confident. Cynthia rolled her eyes when she 

saw that Damien had received a top rating – a rating that guaranteed the 

recipient protection from complaints. A previous top rated teacher, 

thankfully on a temporary contract at the school, had been wildly 

unsuitable for teaching. Cynthia remembered observing one of the 

teacher's lessons and having to tell the young lady that it was the worst 

lesson she'd ever observed. The teacher, a wide-eyed staring creature 

with no social skills, had simply smiled at the feedback and argued that 
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she felt the lesson had gone well. After lots of complaints from parents 

and students, Cynthia had contacted District Office in an attempt to 

terminate the contract. They had refused on the basis of the teacher's 

rating. They refused to believe Cynthia or the other complainants.  

So when Cynthia saw that Damien had a top rating, her resentment rose 

and she bridled at the thought of having to deal with another young 

cocky little shit. She was also annoyed that her useless boss, Tom, had 

offloaded this incident onto her agenda. He should have been dealing 

with it. Spineless bastard. 

Cynthia's eyes were scanning the folder when Damien knocked at the 

open door. He was late. No surprises there. Cynthia glared at him over 

the top of her spectacles and looked at the clock on the wall before 

asking him to come in. She expected an apology but none came. Damien 

took his seat opposite Cynthia with a smile and a relaxed demeanour. He 

opened his legs wide and sat back in the chair. His hands rested 

conspicuously in his crotch, the middle finger of his right hand curling 

towards his scrotum. 

‘You wanted to see me?’ he asked, his eyes searching the folder 

on the desk with interest. 

‘Yes,’ she said and closed his file. ‘There have been 

complaints...’ 

‘About me?’ interrupted Damien with genuine shock.  
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Cynthia paused to let him know she didn't approve of his interruption 

before responding in the affirmative. 

‘What about?’ pressed Damien. 

‘It has been alleged that you wrote the word 'cunt' on the board 

during your Y8 class.’ 

Damien relaxed visibly. ‘Yes, that's right.’ He smiled. His middle finger 

twitched in a brief scratching motion and he thrust his hips forward a few 

centimetres.   

Cynthia did not smile back.  

‘Please explain what happened prior to writing the word 'cunt' on 

the board and what happened afterwards.’ 

‘Well,’ he said, ‘there's been a bit of swearing going on in my 

class. You know, nasty stuff for such young kids.’ He looked at Cynthia 

waiting for a nod. None came. ‘And I get it! You know, I get that they're 

trying to impress each other. I get it, I do.’ He shrugged his shoulders in a 

way he hoped would melt the old duck in front of him. ‘We did the same 

when we were young, didn't we?’ Again, Damien seemed disappointed 

by the lack of reaction from Cynthia. His confident smile slipped a 

fraction but he continued.  

‘Tyrone French, you know, the one who keeps...’ said Damien 

hesitantly, ‘Well, he called Madelyn Grasch a...you know, he said it to 

her and I wanted him to know just how inappropriate it was to say that to 
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one of his classmates. Or to anybody.’ His middle finger twitched in a 

brief scratching motion.  

‘You wanted him to know it was inappropriate to use the word 

'cunt' by writing it on the board and displaying it to the whole class. Is 

that correct?’ 

Damien blinked. ‘Well, when you say it like that, you make it sound like 

it was the wrong thing to do.’ 

‘It was the wrong thing to do,’ said Cynthia. 

Damien shifted in his chair, his middle finger lingering on his crotch.  

‘Hang on,’ he said. ‘It was a teaching moment. I wrote that word 

on the board because I wanted to bring the kids' attention to it as a bad 

word. A word that can cause great offence. Half of them didn't even 

know what it meant but they were using it anyway.’ 

‘And thanks to you,’ said Cynthia evenly, ‘they all know what it 

means now and have been telling their parents.’ 

Damien was silenced for a moment and Cynthia waited. She knew he 

would be unable to stay quiet for long. His type always had too much to 

say. And why did men always have to touch their dicks? She stared at 

Damien so that he didn't see her eyes fall to his crotch. He would only 

interpret it as a come-on. 

‘I still think it was a good opportunity to explain why it was an 

inappropriate word to use in class,’ he said.  
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‘Then you are woefully mistaken,’ said Cynthia. ‘There are much 

better ways of dealing with foul language. If you are unsure of how to 

deal with these matters, please consult your Head of Department who 

will advise you accordingly.’ 

‘With all due respect,’ said Damien with a smirk, ‘these kids are 

different today. They're more street-wise and they have...’ 

Cynthia cut him off by holding up her hand. When he stopped, she stared 

at him for a few seconds before speaking. 

‘You did the wrong thing. No amount of explanation will change 

that. Just accept that you made a mistake.’ 

Damien's face reddened with fury and his mouth tried to form words that 

would not come out. His hips were shaking backwards and forwards in 

tiny jerking movements. 

‘And if you make the same mistake again,’ added Cynthia, ‘it will 

be a Code of Conduct matter.’ 

She picked up his folder and filed it in her cabinet, a clear signal the 

interview was now over. Without speaking, Damien stood up and left her 

office. Cynthia straightened the papers on her desk and consulted her 

agenda for the day, crossing through Damien's name with relish. She was 

amazed he hadn't sprayed the door-post as he left. 
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Charlotte 

 

Charlotte was unable to write her own name. Her teacher, Gillian Walsh, 

had never met a year 3 student who couldn't write her name yet. 

Charlotte was the youngest sibling of a large family of Murrays who had 

been through the school. According to school records, there were another 

two to come. 

Not being able to write her own name was only one of Charlotte's 

problems. She had little to no recognition of the alphabet and didn't 

appear to be particularly interested either. She loved to paint and run 

around outside for PE, but she struggled to sustain any kind of 

concentration for other subjects. 

Gillian immediately referred Charlotte to learning support for a daily 

session working on the alphabet and introducing her to phonics. All 

attempts to arrange meetings with her parents were thwarted. Either the 

parents didn't return the calls or they didn't show for scheduled meetings. 

It was going to be a long haul. 

Each day, Gillian organised a teacher aide to sit with Charlotte and read 

one of the easiest readers. The teacher aide would read the story and the 

little girl would follow the teacher aide's finger as it pointed to the words 

being read. Charlotte began to enjoy the stories about the brother and 

sister called Biff and Chip and their dog called Kipper and she started 
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drawing pictures of the characters with spider scrawl attempts at names 

beside each one. 

On a proud day towards the end of term one, Gillian drew Charlotte to 

one side and presented her with a reading book to take home for the 

weekend. 

‘I want you to take this home to show mummy and daddy,’ she 

told Charlotte. ‘I think you should tell them the story.’ 

Charlotte nodded and took the book from Gillian before putting it into 

her book bag which until now had remained unused on her coat peg. At 

the end of the day, Gillian was thrilled to notice the book bag had gone. 

At home that night, Gillian shared her excitement with her partner Julie. 

They were having dinner and Gillian was telling her about Charlotte's 

progress.  

‘I can't wait to hear what she's got to say, tomorrow,’ said Gillian. 

‘I hope her parents found some time to listen to her tell them the story.’ 

‘Can she read it now?’ asked Julie. 

‘No, but she knows it so well she'll be able to tell them the story. 

It will feel like she's reading it.’ 

 

From the classroom window, the next morning, Gillian watched her 

students arriving. She looked out for Charlotte and spotted her swinging 

her book bag. She looked happy and instantly Gillian felt relieved. With 
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encouragement from her parents, Charlotte's reading would come on in 

leaps and bounds. 

When Charlotte came into the classroom, Gillian greeted her. 

‘Good morning, Charlotte! How was your reading last night?’ 

Charlotte shrugged her shoulders. 

‘Did you tell mummy and daddy the story?’ 

Charlotte shrugged her shoulders and shook her head. 

‘Mummy was busy and daddy was busy in his office.’ 

Gillian struggled to keep her voice light; she had to hide the sagging 

feeling of disappointment.  

‘Did you tell your little brothers the story?’ Gillian asked. 

‘They wanted to play on the computer.’ 

Gillian glanced at the clock. She had time. 

‘Would you tell me the story?’ she asked. 

Charlotte looked outside at her friends who were getting the most out of 

the playtime before the bell rang. Gillian could tell she would rather be 

outside. 

‘How about you tell me the story later?’ she said. 

Charlotte nodded and hung up her book bag on the coat peg before 

scooting outside to join her classmates for a few minutes of play. 

During the day, Charlotte was her usual self. There was no outward sign 

of disappointment. She went off to her learning support session without 
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quarrel and she watched the teacher aide's finger pointing to the words of 

a different story.  

When all the students had left, and the classroom was tidied and ready 

for the next day, Gillian looked over at the coat pegs. Charlotte's book 

bag was still there. 

Each day, over the rest of the week, Gillian reminded Charlotte to take 

her book bag home. Whenever it came back, there was never anything 

written in the diary where parents were meant to sign and confirm they'd 

listened to their child read. When questioned, Charlotte would always say 

that her parents were too busy. 

The gap between Charlotte's reading ability and the ability of the other 

children in the class widened at an alarming rate. Towards the end of 

term two, Gillian arranged a meeting with Charlotte's father. It was 

organised for immediately after school so that he would already be there 

to collect Charlotte and her older siblings. 

Gillian watched Mr Murray walking across the playground towards her 

classroom. He was talking on his phone. Charlotte was scampering along 

beside him, chatting to herself. Now and again, she pulled on his shirt but 

he continued to ignore her. When her other siblings arrived from their 

classrooms, Charlotte became silent. 

Mr Murray continued to talk on his phone outside the classroom. He was 

now about ten minutes late for their meeting but Gillian busied herself 

with tidying up and re-organising the books in the bookshelf. When he 



 53 

finished his phone call, Mr Murray turned to face Gillian. When he 

smiled, the hairs on the back of her neck stood up.  

His teeth were stained with nicotine and his tongue darted around them, 

poking through the gaps between stubs she was sure a dentist had never 

seen. As his smile got wider, Gillian could see thick saliva dragging 

across his teeth and resting in white spots at the corner of his mouth. His 

blue eyes were small and round, the whites shot through with vivid red 

veins. They roamed over Gillian's body, without shame, and came back 

to her face. 

Gillian offered her hand despite wanting to put as much space between 

her and this man as she possibly could. 

‘Mr Murray,’ she said, ‘it's so nice to meet you at last.’ 

Mr Murray looked at her outstretched hand and blinked. For a moment, 

she thought he would just leave her hand there. She hoped. But he took 

her hand in his and pressed his fingers into her wrist, rubbing them 

backwards and forwards across her skin. Gillian resisted the urge to 

snatch her hand away. 

‘Never had teachers like you when I was at school,’ said Mr 

Murray, his eyes roaming once more.  

Gillian ignored the comment and indicated a table and chairs where they 

could sit. She made sure her skirt was tucked in tightly around her legs so 

that there was no opportunity for him to see up past the hemline.  

‘Thank you for coming, today,’ said Gillian. 
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Mr Murray did not say anything; he was looking at her legs. 

‘The reason I called you in,’ said Gillian, ‘was to talk to you 

about Charlotte's reading.’  

‘What's wrong with her reading?’ he asked, his eyes on her face 

at last. 

‘She's behind for her age and so she needs to practise at home.’ 

‘Yep, yep.’ Mr Murray was nodding and his hair, thick with 

grease, stuck to his shiny forehead. Gillian could see the skin there was 

dotted with at least thirty blackheads.  

‘Well,’ said Gillian, ‘I've been sending her reading book home 

but the journal comes back blank. Charlotte tells me that no-one is 

listening to her read at home.’ 

Mr Murray pulled at his waistband and then at his crotch. 

‘I'm working long hours so I can't listen to her. The wife is busy 

with the little ones, so it's a bit difficult.’ He looked at Gillian, his eyes 

narrowed slightly. ‘Why can't she do her reading at school?’ 

‘She does. Charlotte gets extra reading support every day but it's 

still not enough. We've found that the extra practice at home, on a daily 

basis, is what makes the difference with students' progress.’ 

Mr Murray shifted in his seat, the tiny child-sized chair unable to contain 

his bulk.  
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‘I don't think I can help you, there,’ he said. ‘We're too busy at 

home and we don't have time.’ He looked at Gillian. ‘To be honest,’ he 

said, ‘I thought it was your job to teach the kids to read, not ours.’ 

Gillian breathed in and then breathed out. Slowly. 

‘Mr Murray, we do teach the children to read but they are only 

with us for 6 hours each day for 5 days of the week. For the rest of the 

time, they are at home and so it's a good time to work on improving their 

reading skills.’ She breathed in and out again. ‘If Charlotte does not get 

more practice at home, she will not be able to read simple words by the 

end of this year. This will have a serious impact on the rest of her 

learning.’ 

Mr Murray stood up. His groin was now in line with Gillian's head. 

‘Well, I've already told you that we don't have time to do it at 

home. And to be honest, if she can't read it's your problem, not mine, 

'cause if she can't read by the time she leaves this school, I'll be making a 

formal complaint against the school.’ 

He looked out towards Charlotte who was waiting outside the classroom.  

‘Charlotte! Get your stuff! We're going home.’ 

Mr Murray turned to Gillian once more. 

‘Don't bother sending the book bag home again.’ He leered at her. 

‘Unless it's got your phone number in it.’ 

The shock of what he had just said enraged Gillian but she covered her 

fury by laughing out loud. His face darkened. 
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‘Oh dear, Mr Murray,’ she said pretending to try and control her 

laughter. ‘That's the funniest thing I've heard in my life! Do you honestly 

think I would be attracted to you?’ 

‘What the fuck? Are you some kind of lesbian?’ 

Gillian looked him straight in the eye. 

‘Raging,’ she said. 

‘I’m going to make a complaint about you! You can’t talk to 

parents like that!’ 

‘Go ahead,’ said Gillian, ‘as I’m sure the Principal would be very 

interested in what you said to me.’ 

He left the classroom and stalked across the playground, Charlotte 

cantering after him trying to match her father's long strides. Gillian 

noticed that the book bag was left where Charlotte had been sitting. She 

would just have to do her best with the child at school.  

 



 57 

Excuses for not doing homework 

 

 

The dog had diarrhoea and sat on my essay. 

 

Well, mum told me to clean my room and I didn't want to do it ‘cos I told 

her I had homework but she wouldn't listen and so I got mad with her 

‘cos she was being so unfair and I was like look I need to do my 

homework and she was like I don't care just clean your room and so I had 

to clean my room and when I was in there I started texting my friend ‘cos 

I was so angry with my mum and then we went on Facebook and were 

talking ‘cos you know she's like a really good friend and she's always 

there for me and we were talking and then this girl, right, she started 

saying stupid stuff and butting in on my conversation and it was really 

embarrassing ‘cos she couldn't even spell like even simple words and we 

were laughing about it ‘cos she's really stupid anyway and we don't like 

her ‘cos she's a bit of a skank and so we got rid of her and me and my 

friend just carried on with our conversation but I got hungry so I had to 

sneak downstairs and find some biscuits while mum was outside and I 

got the biscuits back to my room and they were really crumbly and 

started to break up in my hands so I stuffed them all in my mouth but 

they were a bit dry so I drank a lot of water and started to choke a bit and 

then I did this huge burp and bits of biscuit and vomit shot out of my 
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mouth and then two big lumps fell on the floor and I was freaking out 

‘cos I don't like cockroaches in my room so I had to quickly pick up the 

lumps but they kept falling apart and then I was like really panicking 

about it and my friend was trying to calm me down ‘cos, you know, I 

was still messaging her on Facebook and then mum came in to see what 

all the noise was about and she was no help and just had a go ‘cos I was 

eating in my bedroom and then she had a go ‘cos I hadn't started clearing 

up and yeah, that's why I haven't done my homework. 

 

What homework? 

 

Mum says it's not fair that you give us homework. She says we work 

hard enough at school as it is. Mum said that having homework is an 

infringement of my civil rights. Mum said that if you did your job 

properly, you wouldn't have to give us homework. 

 

Mum's boyfriend is really fat. Obese. And he stinks. He sat on my 

homework and probably farted it on it, too. There was noooo way I was 

touching that piece of paper again! Trust me, miss, you wouldn't wanna 

touch it either. 

 

My cat was sick on it last night. I tried to wipe it off but then I was sick 

on it, too. 
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We ran out of toilet paper and my brother used my homework instead. I 

know it's not what you want to hear, sir, but my brother got a good dose 

of karma with a nasty paper cut right across his arse. Cried like a baby. 

 

My guinea pig died. Yeah, I know I said that last week but it's true this 

time. Honest. 

 

I had to stay at my dad's last night and he wanted to look at stuff on the 

computer so I couldn't use it. 

 

What the fuck! There was homework? 

 

Look, I'm doing you a favour. Really. At least you've got one less to 

mark. 

 

I don't need to do the revision homework. I know all the answers and can 

do this stuff in my sleep. Look, I don't do much in class because I prefer 

to do my thinking at home. I'm more productive at home. Yes, I know I 

haven't done my work at home, but - never mind, just give me the 

detention. 
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I lent my book to Selena so she could copy my homework but she isn't 

here today. She had a big night last night and has been spewing since 3 

this morning.   

 

My little sister is a fucking science nerd and she was using the computer 

to do this stupid science shit and mum wouldn't get her off. When I told 

mum I had to do homework she laughed at me and said, ‘yeah right.’  

 

I forgot to do it... Because I didn't write it down... Because I don't have a 

school diary... Because I haven't been to the office to collect one... 

Because I keep forgetting. 

 

You can blame my parents. I tried to do it but my brother started. I 

punched him and got sent to my room and I wasn't allowed out for the 

rest of the evening. Problem was, I'd left my homework on the kitchen 

table. See what I mean? They just want me to fail. 

 

My chakras are all wrong right now and I need to cleanse. The 

homework was infecting my positive space. No can do. 

 

I had to go up the hospital. My grandma had to go in. Nah, she died. It's 

ok, miss, we knew she was gonna die. There's only so much crack you 

can do in one night.  
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Can I talk to you, sir, like, man to man? You see, last night my girlfriend 

came over and uh, you know, she was up for a bit of, you know, and cos 

I've been asking her, I didn't want to say no ‘cos of homework. But don't 

worry, sir, it was definitely safe.  

 

The babysitter kept wanting to help me with my homework but she's got 

terrible BO and I couldn't sit next to her without throwing up so I told her 

I was going to bed early. She offered to do my homework for me but 

because I'm honest, sir, I told her no - it wouldn't be right.  
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Liz – Part I 

 

‘I'm a 49 year old woman and I've become invisible.’  

Liz had suddenly stopped on the wooden steps leading to the last part of 

the climb up to the top of the Red Arrow walking track. Her walking 

partner and colleague, Debbie, stopped too. They were sweating heavily, 

despite the shade from the rainforest trees and the coolness of the fading 

sunshine.   

‘Not so bloody invisible that I didn't nearly bump into you,’ said 

Debbie shortly.  

Liz was oblivious to the other walkers huffing past, battling upwards to 

the peak. 

‘I'm serious,’ she said. ‘I've got to the age now where the 

Education Department, or at least our school, makes me feel I'm not 

considered useful anymore. All I've got to look forward to is sitting 

around waiting to die.’ 

Debbie rolled her eyes. ‘That's a bit harsh, isn't it?’ She moved out of the 

way for more walkers. ‘To say nothing about it being a tad 

overdramatic.’ She nudged Liz. ‘Come on, get moving. We're holding 

people up.’ 

Without responding, Liz commenced her climb once more, her face set in 

a grimace as her thigh muscles burned with every step. 
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The two women did not speak again until they had reached the lookout 

and taken their place on the bench that cast its view from the mountain 

side across to the airport and out to sea. The Pacific Ocean was calm and 

blue. They sat and stared for a few minutes before Liz spoke. 

‘I do feel invisible,’ she said quietly. ‘It's like I've got nothing left 

to offer society. I've given twenty-five years to teaching and I don't know 

how to do anything else.’  

Debbie sighed. ‘What's brought this on? Has Geoff said something to 

you?’ 

Liz winced at the sound of her ex-husband's name. Usually he was 

responsible for any of her ill-feeling but this time he was, regrettably, 

blameless. 

‘No,’ said Liz, ‘but he would probably agree. Bastard.’ 

The afternoon was cooling quickly and the first breeze from the ocean 

chilled the sweat on their shirts. Liz shivered, but not from the cool air.  

‘I know it sounds vain,’ she began, ‘but I don't feel as if men 

notice me anymore. I'm starting to feel as if I've reached my sell-by date.’ 

Debbie turned sharply to look at Liz. ‘Are you serious?’ She laughed. 

‘Are you telling me that an educated professional like yourself is 

measuring her worth against whether or not some halfwit bogan ogles at 

you or not?’ 

Liz fidgeted in her seat.  



 64 

 ‘Well,’ she said, ‘when you say it like that, it sounds really 

trivial.’ 

‘Um,’ said Debbie, rolling her eyes, ‘that's because it is!’ She 

shook her head. ‘Just tell me what's really getting to you. Stop the crap 

about men not noticing you. None of them are good enough for you in 

the first place.’ She turned to face her friend once more. ‘What's up? Do 

you think you could be starting to get a bit menopausal?’ 

‘Why is that always the first bloody answer for women my age?’ 

snapped Liz. ‘That's what I mean, about society,’ said Liz, her hands 

waving in front of her. ‘As women, our value is judged by our youth and 

degree of attractiveness! I'm sick of it.’ 

Debbie said nothing and waited. Liz sighed heavily and gazed out 

towards the sea once more.  

‘I saw my financial adviser, again,’ she said. 

‘Bad news?’ 

‘Nothing I didn't know already.’ Liz paused. ‘I won't be able to 

retire and start cruising around the world with the pool boy just yet.’ 

Debbie's gaze drifted out towards the water, its stillness nevertheless 

compelling to watch. ‘What's the revised retirement date, then?’ 

‘At least another eight years, maybe nine,’ said Liz, ‘but I don't 

think I can wait that long.’ She shifted to face Debbie. ‘I want out, now.’ 

‘Can you get out now?’ asked Debbie. ‘What did you have in 

mind?’ 



 65 

Liz's back straightened a little.  

 ‘I'm going to sell the house and downsize.’ 

Debbie nodded. ‘Good idea. Why the sudden change of heart?’  

‘It means I can finally get rid of Geoff, once I give him his share 

of the house, and then I don't have to have any more connection with 

him.’ 

‘Apart from the kids, of course.’ 

‘Well, yes,’ said Liz waving her hand impatiently. ‘But I won't 

have to put up with him asking for valuations and statements each year. I 

can just go and live on my own in my own little unit.’ 

‘Well, that sounds good!’ said Debbie. ‘How come you're so 

down about that? Sounds like you've got a decent plan.’ 

‘Because it just reinforces the fact that I am on my own.’ Liz 

sighed. ‘I'm too young to just retreat to a unit for one, with dinners for 

one, and a single bed.’ She paused for a moment. ‘I haven't had sex for 

two years, since that loser Dave, and I'm not ready to accept that part of 

my life is over.’  

‘Don't worry,’ said Debbie, ‘it won't close up or anything.’ 

‘You're disgusting,’ said Liz. ‘But I'm being serious. Why 

shouldn't I be having sex? I like sex! And I want sex!’  

A forced cough behind them made the two women turn around to notice, 

for the first time, that a woman had reached the lookout with her rather 

forlorn looking teenage daughter. Surely, this was a case of enforced 
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bonding. The mother was whippet thin and wore skin tight lycra that 

accentuated her lean form. The daughter was dressed in a baggy t-shirt 

and school shorts.  

‘Sharnae-Rae!’ whined the mother in a dreadful nasal tone, ‘ Let's 

go. Got to keep your heart rate up!’  

She looked at her watch, a bright pink GPS model with a built in heart 

rate monitor. Sharnae-Rae's heart rate was already up - that was clear 

from her red face and heavy breathing.  

‘You're doing a great job!’ said Liz with a friendly smile. ‘You've 

done the worst part – it's all down hill now!’ 

The mother put her perfectly manicured hands on her tiny hips and glared 

at Liz.  

‘Actually, she's got two more circuits to go.’  

Liz and Debbie turned to look at Sharnae-Rae who wilted in front of 

them. Her shoulders sagged so far forward that her t-shirt hung away 

from her body and made her look even bigger. She saw the pity in the 

older women's eyes and dropped her own in shame.  

‘Let's go!’ whined the mother once more.  

She had started jogging on the spot, lifting her knees higher and higher. 

She turned to face the track that led back down the hill. Sharnae-Rae 

began to shuffle her feet forward in order to follow her mother. All at 

once, she lunged and vomited spectacularly over her mother's back. The 

mother stood very still for a couple of seconds before she realized what 
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was happening and that her very expensive hair and active wear 

wardrobe were being festooned with gobbets of the sparse salad she'd 

given her daughter for lunch that day.  

‘For fuck's sake!’ yelled the mother. ‘It's in my fucking hair!’  

She was standing with her hands stuck out at her sides, facing the culprit. 

Clearly, she wanted to wipe off the vomit that hung heavily around the 

back of her shirt and hair. Sharnae-Rae convulsed once more and another 

shower of vomit sprayed her mother in the face.  

‘Shit!’ said Debbie, ‘Come and sit down!’ She motioned to 

Sharnae-Rae to sit on the bench. ‘Sit down and catch your breath.’ She 

looked around as the young girl stumbled forward towards the seat. 

‘Have you got some water with you?’ 

Sharnae-Rae got to the seat and shook her head. ‘I've finished it all,’ she 

said. 

‘Fuck's sake!’ continued the mother as she looked for something 

to wipe her face. She stared at her daughter with uncontrolled venom. 

‘You're so fucking useless! You can't even climb up a fucking hill!’  

Liz's fury grew. ‘Your daughter is obviously unwell,’ she said as calmly 

as she could. ‘She might need to go to the hospital for a quick check-up.’  

‘Mind your own fucking business,’ said the mother. She had 

found some wide leaves near the path and was wiping off the worst parts 

of vomit with them. ‘Sharnae-Rae!’ she barked, ‘Get your fat arse off 
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that bench and down this hill. I need to get home and get changed! Look 

at my hair!’ 

‘Hey!’ said Debbie, ‘You don't need to be so mean! Your 

daughter's not well!’ 

‘Like I said, grandma,’ sneered the woman, ‘mind your own 

fucking business. She's my daughter, not yours.’  

She glared at Sharnae-Rae, who was now standing up and shuffling 

slowly once more towards the path.  

‘You don't deserve to have a daughter!’ snarled Debbie. ‘She 

could be dehydrated and all you're worried about is your hair!’  

‘Fuck off!’ said Sharnae-Rae's mother and she grabbed the girl's 

hand and yanked her forwards with vicious little jerks.  

Liz and Debbie watched them go, the mother's voice sometimes reaching 

them in bursts of fury. 

‘What a bitch!’ said Debbie. ‘That poor kid!’ 

‘I hope she's ok,’ said Liz. ‘She looked really pale.’ 

‘With any luck,’ smiled Debbie, ‘she'll shit in the car on the way 

home.’ 

 

They made their way down to the bottom of the walking track and back 

to where they had parked their cars.  

‘Have you thought about online dating?’ asked Debbie. 
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‘Yes,’ said Liz, ‘but I'm not sure I want a relationship. To be 

honest, just some casual sex would be great.’ 

‘Is there anyone at school you could have a fling with?’ 

Liz looked horrified. 

‘Are you serious? Who on earth at school would you suggest?’ 

Debbie thought for a few moments. 

‘What about Colin? He's single!’ 

‘Colin still lives at home with his mother. Besides, he has very 

bad teeth.’ 

‘How about the lovely Spanish Felipe from Science?’ Debbie 

wiggled her eyebrows. 

Liz laughed. 

‘Oh, yes, he's gorgeous but very young. I don't expect he's ever 

been to bed with anything over thirty.’ 

‘Well, that's where you're wrong,’ said Debbie. ‘I have it on good 

authority that he shagged Kelly from Arts last year.’ 

‘Kelly?’ asked Liz. ‘Kelly who is older than both of us?’ 

‘Yep. Kelly who is well into her 50s.’ 

‘Rubbish,’ said Liz. ‘Who told you that story?’ 

‘Kelly did.’ 

Liz stared dumbfounded and Debbie smiled. 

‘She said he was amazing,’ said Debbie. ‘She said she had 

multiple orgasms.’ 
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Liz raised her hands to stop Debbie. 

‘Stop, stop.’ She looked at Debbie. ‘Why was she telling you this 

in the first place?’ 

‘She was pissed. Do you remember at the Christmas Party last 

year when Kelly suddenly disappeared? Well, I took her home because 

she was starting to make a scene when she saw Felipe flirting with the 

barmaid.’ Debbie smiled. ‘She spilled all the details on the way home. 

Apparently, our Felipe is a big boy!’ 

Liz was laughing and shaking her head. 

‘Every time I see him now, I'm going to be wondering what he's 

packing in his trousers!’ 

‘He's packing plenty, according to Kelly,’ said Debbie. ‘Not only 

that, she said he made her ejaculate!’ 

Liz stopped laughing. 

‘What?’ 

‘You heard me - he made her ejaculate!’ 

Liz stared at Debbie for a few moments. 

‘I need his number,’ said Liz. 

‘No shit.’ 

 

They unlocked their cars and grabbed towels to protect their seats against 

sweat. 

‘What about a swingers group?’ asked Debbie. 
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‘Don't you need to be a couple?’ 

‘I'm sure they wouldn't mind a spare.’ 

‘I don't think so,’ said Liz. ‘Imagine if someone found out. I can 

see it now.’ She spread her hands wide. ‘Depraved local teacher involved 

in weekly orgies.’  

‘Hey,’ said Debbie, ‘what you do in your own time is your own 

business.’ 

‘It's not though, is it?’ said Liz. ‘If I decided to attend weekly 

swinging parties, and school found out, I would be compromising my 

job. You can guarantee the Education Department would have something 

to say about it. And so would some of the parents. I wouldn't be deemed 

morally fit to teach their precious offspring...’ 

‘...who are all sleeping around themselves!’ 

‘Precisely.’ Liz looked at Debbie. ‘Seriously, though, I need to 

find another job. I love teaching the kids but the system is wearing me 

out. I won't last another eight or nine years. I feel like I've got nothing 

left.’ She took a swig of water from her bottle. ‘I suppose I could always 

go on the game.  It would solve two of my current problems. I could have 

regular sex and get paid for it.’ 

‘Hmm,’ said Debbie. ‘I'm not sure about the super options for 

prostitution. You'd have to pay your contributions into a private fund. 

The other thing to consider is that there are quite a few men around with 

very poor personal hygiene habits. And they don't brush their teeth. 
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Wouldn't you be better off with some kind of dominatrix set-up? That 

way, you wouldn't have to have sex with them but you could boss them 

around a bit and get paid.’ 

‘I like that idea, actually,’ smiled Liz. ‘Do you want to join me? 

We could set up a small local business.’ 

‘Let's give it some more thought,’ said Debbie. She was trying 

not to laugh. ‘In the meantime, I'll see you at work tomorrow.’ 

Liz's shoulders sagged a little.  

‘Yep, see you tomorrow.’ 

 

On the way home, Liz immediately started thinking about her classes the 

next day. She would need to tweak the Year 11 lesson plan before she 

went to bed but she promised herself some time on the internet to 

research career changes. She wasn't expecting to find much in the way of 

dominatrix start-ups but there was no harm in looking. It wasn't long 

before she got distracted by the conversation about Felipe. Liz needed to 

know more about female ejaculation so she consulted Dr Google. It 

seemed to be a topic under considerable debate and just made Liz feel as 

if she was missing out even more. In all her years with Geoff, she had 

never ejaculated. Mind you, she'd rarely been given the chance to have 

an orgasm. Well, not while he was in the room anyway. 
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At school the next day, Liz watched 11B making their way slowly to the 

classroom. She was already inside having written up some notes on the 

whiteboard ready for the lesson. Today, the 11s were going to be 

providing resistant readings of Abigail Williams from The Crucible.  

The setting of Salem in 1692 was as far removed as you could get from 

Far North Queensland today but Liz had managed to coax an 

understanding of the human condition from her seniors and they 

reluctantly accepted the play's relevance to modern readers. 

The deal-maker had been Abigail's affair with John Proctor. It never 

ceased to surprise Liz how intolerant and self-righteous adolescents were 

when it came to infidelity. They particularly liked the way the word 

‘whore’ was used in the play to describe Abigail. They enjoyed the 

opportunity of using the word themselves, in the classroom, and not 

getting into trouble for it. There had been a few lessons where Liz and 

her students analysed the characters and developed profiles for each of 

them. Now it was time to turn all of those accepted perspectives on their 

heads to provide a resistant reading. Liz was going to make her students 

feel empathy for the play's whore. 

At first, when Liz presented Abigail as a victim, there was some 

reluctance from the students to accept an alternative opinion to the one 

they had already formed. However, as the lesson continued, and Liz 

reminded them of the consequences of a young unmarried Puritan girl at 

risk of pregnancy, more students began to warm to the idea. Gradually, 
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their venom began to be directed at John Proctor for having taken 

advantage of the young orphaned Abigail. They particularly disliked the 

fact that he was a man in his 30s whereas Abigail was only 17. 

‘That's gross!’ said Tanya, a slight girl with strawberry blonde 

hair and who sat at the back. There were times when she was very 

animated and others when she said nothing.  

‘Yeah,’ agreed Riley, from the other side of the classroom, ‘he's a 

paedophile!’ 

Liz held up her hands.  

‘Hang on,’ she said, ‘he's not a paedophile. Abigail was 17 and 

would have been old enough to marry.’ 

‘Yeah, but he was so old!’ said Jacinta, her face showing genuine 

disgust. ‘It's wrong!’  

Liz sighed. ‘I realize that someone in their 30s is incredibly ancient, 

however she was old enough to be legally married. The problem is that 

Proctor took advantage of a young girl knowing he could never marry her 

if he got her pregnant.’ She looked around the classroom. ‘Plus, she 

would never be able to get married once people found out she wasn't a 

virgin anymore.’  

There were some uncomfortable looks between some of the students. Liz 

explained that in Puritan times, you were expected to be a virgin on your 

wedding night. 
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‘No chance of finding a virgin up here these days, Miss!’ called 

out Jack.   

He was a dark-haired boy whose reports described him as always 

enthusiastic and exuberant in class. In other words, he never put his hand 

up and couldn't keep his mouth shut. 

‘That's because you've had them all!’ added his mate Rhys.  

The boys erupted in laughter whilst many of the girls looked indignant 

and began protesting furiously. Liz noticed that a few sat very still and 

looked pointedly at their nails or books.  She called the class to order. 

‘I know this is very difficult for some of you to understand, but 

this issue isn't about you,’ said Liz with a smile. ‘We are examining the 

social and historical context of the play and determining how those 

particular factors can provide an alternative reading for Abigail.’ She 

looked around the class, checking that all faces were looking her way. 

Jack and Rhys were still smirking. Tanya put up her hand. 

‘Miss,’ she asked, ‘isn't it a bit unfair that Abigail took all the 

blame for the affair? Proctor wanted to sleep with her too.’ 

Liz nodded. ‘That's correct. She couldn't have the affair all on her own, 

could she? And yes, it is unfair for her to take all the blame but the social 

values of the time would have condemned her for not staying chaste.’ 

‘Bit like today, really,’ said Brittany.  

‘What do you mean?’ asked Liz. 
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‘Well,’ continued Brittany, ‘girls still get called names when they 

sleep around but boys don't. It's like, girls aren't allowed to say they like 

sex.’ 

There was a general murmur across the room, with some boys smirking. 

‘You've made a valid point,’ said Liz. She addressed her next 

words to the whole group. ‘Think of as many names as you can that 

describe a girl who sleeps around or who openly admits they like to have 

sex.’ 

‘Whore!’ said Jack. Obviously, he would be the first one to call 

out. 

‘Mole!’ 

‘Slut!’ 

‘Skank!’ 

‘Yuk!’ said Jack again. 

‘Yuk?’ asked Liz, wondering if some new label had been recently 

introduced into the adolescent lexicon of Far North Queensland. 

‘Yeah, yuk!’ answered Jack. ‘Any girl who does that is yuk.’ 

‘I see,’ said Liz. She allowed some more names to be called out 

and then posed her next question. 

‘Okay, now think of as many negative names as you can for boys 

who sleep around or say they like sex.’ 

They were silent. After a few seconds, they turned to each other and then 

to Liz. 
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‘I can't think of any,’ said Krysten, at the front. 

‘Exactly,’ said Liz. ‘See how some things haven't changed 

much?’  

‘But Miss,’ said Brittany, ‘if a girl says she wants to have sex, the 

boys will be happy about that but will still call her a slut. If she says she 

doesn't want to have sex, the boys will call her frigid.’ She looked at Liz. 

‘We can't win!’ 

‘Ladies,’ said Liz. ‘The choice to have or not have sex is entirely 

yours and no-one else's. It's no longer the dark ages – you have to be 

fearless and not worry about what small-minded people think of you.’  

She picked up a copy of The Crucible from Krysten's desk. ‘Let's just say 

that Abigail was ahead of her time.’ 

 

After school, Liz packed up her things and left uncharacteristically early. 

She sometimes felt guilty about leaving on time but today she had a 

doctor's appointment to get to at the other end of town. Despite it only 

being halfway through the first term, she was already feeling fatigued. 

The tropical wet season heat and humidity left everyone feeling washed 

out but even when Liz sat at home in the air-conditioning, she could still 

spend most of her weekend sleeping.   

Waiting for the doctor, Liz's mind drifted back to the discussion she had 

with the Year 11 students. She also thought about the conversation she'd 

had with Debbie at the Red Arrow. Why shouldn't she, Liz, a fully 
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consenting adult, be able to have casual sex without the fear of reproach? 

In her younger days, Liz had never been shy about approaching men. Of 

course, that had all been BT – Before Teaching. Now, she couldn't even 

remember what it was like to not be aware of being constantly on call to 

uphold the moral fibre of her local youth. Heaven forbid she should go to 

the local Grab a Granny night and have a one night fling with one of the 

desperados. Of course, there was always the worry you would end up 

shagging a parent, or grandparent, or one of your ex-students. Maybe 

Señor Filipe would be a safer option? 

When the doctor invited her in, Liz took a seat and began to explain her 

symptoms. The doctor nodded here and there, conducted a short 

examination, took her blood pressure then started making notes. After a 

few moments, she looked up and met Liz's gaze. 

‘You know that's not normal, don't you?’ asked the doctor. 

Liz fidgeted in her seat but said nothing. The doctor tried again. 

‘What you've described is not a normal working day.’ She picked 

up her pen and began to write on a white slip of paper. ‘I'm signing you 

off for a few days.’ 

Liz found her voice. ‘I can't take time off!’ 

The doctor stopped writing and stared at Liz.  

‘Why not?’ 

‘It's easier to go in rather than take time off,’ said Liz, wincing at 

her own words. 



 79 

The doctor put her pen down and folded her hands over each other. She 

regarded Liz with a formidable frown.  

‘Liz,’ she said, ‘you have elevated blood pressure. You're not 

sleeping and your stress levels are through the roof. Correct?’ 

Liz nodded. 

‘You've just told me that you are starting work at 6.30 every 

morning, sometimes 6.00, and then you are frequently not leaving until 

the cleaners throw you out at 6.00 pm. Correct?’ 

Again, the feeble nod. 

‘Not only that, you are taking work home with you and also 

working right through your weekends. Correct?’ 

The interrogation continued until Liz accepted the doctor's decision and 

started worrying about the lesson preparation for the duration of her 

absence. She already knew it would be a disaster. Her Year 9 class, who 

were a handful at the best of times, were despicable whenever they had a 

relief teacher. Liz knew that she would have to plan something 

disposable that wouldn't have too much of an impact on their preparation 

for short story writing, an assessment piece which was due in two weeks. 

Her other classes would be okay but even then, they played up for relief 

teachers. She had five classes to worry about which equated to thirteen 

lesson plans for the duration of her three days off. Thirteen lessons she 

needed to be able to write off if necessary. There was too much to do. 
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On the way back to her car, she checked her phone and found a message 

from Debbie. They had arranged to have a coffee just before the shops 

closed and met in the main shopping mall.  

As soon as they had ordered and found a seat, Liz recounted the 

conversation with the doctor.  

‘She's right,’ said Debbie. ‘You're stressed to the eyeballs and it's 

showing in your face.’ She pointed to Liz's eyes. ‘I've never seen you 

look older.’ 

‘Thanks, Debbie,’ said Liz. 

Debbie shrugged. ‘I don't mean it nastily, but you do look terrible.’ She 

smiled at Liz. ‘You need to take some time out. I don't think three days is 

enough but it's a start.’ 

‘But you know what it's like,’ began Liz. ‘It's more effort to plan 

for being away than it is to just go in and suffer.’ 

‘Yeah, I know,’ said Debbie, ‘but you need to learn to step back 

now and then.’  

The coffees arrived and the women thanked the waiter before resuming 

their conversation. Debbie scooped the froth from her coffee into her 

mouth. 

‘If you drop dead in a heap,’ she said, ‘the school will simply step 

over you to find the next person who can do your job. And you won't get 

a medal for it, either.’ 



 81 

Liz considered this. She knew this line of argument, of course, and it was 

perfectly true. However, her ability to step back and breathe was not very 

good.  

‘What did the doctor suggest for long term strategies?’ asked 

Debbie. 

Liz sipped her coffee. 

‘Well,’ she said, ‘the doctor asked if there was a possibility of 

changing my job and so I said that wasn't an option at the moment.’ 

Debbie nodded. ‘Okay, what else?’ 

‘She suggested I take up some kind of sport or activity to get the 

endorphins going.’ 

‘That's fair enough,’ said Debbie. 

Liz laughed.  

 ‘When am I supposed to fit that in?’ 

‘Like all the self-help books tell you, you have to make time for 

yourself!’ 

Liz shook her head.  

 ‘You know that's easier said than done. I don't have any energy 

left.’ 

Debbie was quiet for a few moments, sipping her coffee and scooping 

more froth into her mouth but her eyes never left Liz's. 

‘Tell me something,’ said Debbie. ‘You don't have time for doing 

any classes, I get that. But, if Vivienne asked you to squeeze in an extra 
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project or task, on top of everything else you're doing, would you get it 

done?’ 

Vivienne was their Head of Department at the high school where Liz and 

Debbie both worked. Without hesitation, Liz nodded. 

‘Of course, I'd get it done!’ 

‘How? Where would you find the time?’ 

‘I'd have to work it out somehow,’ said Liz. 

Debbie smiled.  

‘So, you can make time for more work stuff but you can't make 

time for your own stuff?’ 

Liz stopped mid sip, her coffee mug poised at her lips. It was true. If 

Vivienne asked her to do something, she'd do it without question despite 

how busy she was. She knew she'd find the time to do it. Her logic didn't 

hold up to scrutiny. She put her coffee mug back down and sighed. 

‘I'd never thought of it like that.’ 

 

When the women said their goodbyes, Debbie reminded Liz of what the 

doctor had said. 

‘You need to get some time back for yourself. There must be 

something you'd like to do.’ 

‘Well,’ said Liz, ‘I always promised myself I would get back into 

dancing.’ She laughed. ‘One day!’ 

Debbie's eyes brightened.  
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 ‘I'd like to get into some dancing! How about we do a class 

together?’ 

Liz was about to start making excuses but Debbie put her palm up 

against Liz's face. 

‘No,’ she said. ‘I'm not listening to excuses. If we do one 

together, I can keep tabs on you and make sure you're going.’ 

Liz opened her mouth to speak but Debbie's hand remained in place. 

‘No, Liz,’ said Debbie. ‘No. You will not wriggle out of this. I'm 

going to do some investigation and I'll find us a class.’ She finally 

lowered her hand. ‘Now, go home and try to relax.’ She turned to leave 

then stopped. ‘After you've done all your lesson supervisions, of course.’ 

 

At home, Liz planned her lessons for the first day and emailed them to 

school. She would have to do the second and third days' lessons in the 

morning. Liz sent a text to the absence phone number and looked at the 

clock. It was now 9.30pm and she was ready to collapse into her bed. 

The idea of three days at home suddenly looked appealing. Not having to 

get up and go to work just as the sun was coming up sounded rather 

wonderful. She reached for her phone, to cancel her alarm, and noticed a 

text message from Debbie that had just come in.  

 

If you're still awake, give me a quick call. I have found the perfect 

dance class for us! 
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Liz dialled Debbie's number. She picked up immediately. 

‘I've found a class which will not only make you fit but it will 

give you the professional development you need if you choose to pursue 

prostitution or dominatrix work as an alternative to teaching.’ 

Liz remained silent. What was Debbie talking about? Debbie continued. 

‘I've reserved two places for us. We're going to learn pole-

dancing!’ 

‘Pole dancing!’ Liz shrieked. ‘Are you completely insane?’ 

‘Listen,’ Debbie soothed, ‘It's okay, it's not stripping or...’ 

‘Stripping? I'm not...’ 

 ‘It's the latest rage. It'll tone us up and it will be fun. All the 

classes are held at a women's only gym so there won't be any men 

perving at us.’  

Liz was silent. Misunderstanding the stunned silence for approval, 

Debbie continued.  

‘That's good isn't it? Anyway, classes are on Tuesday evenings at 

seven o' clock. And don't tell me you can't do Tuesdays, because I know 

you can.’ 

‘Debbie...’ 

‘It will be a laugh! And if we don't like it, we can stop going. But 

let's at least try it out first?’  

 There was a short pause.  
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‘Pole dancing! For goodness sake Debbie, was that the only 

course you could find?’ 

‘Stop panicking, I've arranged for us to go to the gym and see the 

instructor.  We can have a look round and get a feel for it. We can go on 

Sunday at eleven if that suits you?’ 

Liz sighed and mentally searched for appointments on Sunday. 

‘Eleven will be fine. Shall I collect you?’ 

‘Okay. Come for me at quarter to.’ Debbie paused. ‘It will be 

good fun, I promise.’ 

 

Liz sat back in her chair. There was no way she could do pole dancing! 

She was nearly fifty years old! She had grown up children! Pole dancing 

was for lithe young things, not women like her. Liz looked at the clock. It 

was now 10.00pm and her eyes were heavy. She would sleep on Debbie's 

suggestion and see how she felt in the morning. 

The next morning, Liz woke up at the usual time of 5.30 am, despite 

turning her alarm off, but she used the time to plan the remaining lessons 

for her classes. At 8.00 am, and with a deep sense of satisfaction, Liz 

pressed 'send' and dispatched all her lessons via email. Immediately, she 

felt more alert and contemplated her day ahead. There were lots of things 

she could do around her house – cupboards to be cleaned out and bags of 

old clothes to be bundled off to St Vinnie's. Liz looked around her and 

mentally ticked off all the jobs to be completed. If she was going to 
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downsize, it made sense to start getting rid of clutter now. There was lots 

to be done so she did the most obvious thing - she went back to bed and 

slept on and off for most of the next few days. 

 

On Sunday, Liz picked up Debbie as planned and they drove to the gym. 

When they got there, the instructor, Lois, told them that there were 

another two ladies who would be joining them for a tour of the gym and 

an inspection of the poles. Lois was a fantastic advertisement for pole 

dancing. She moved like a cat, her movements smooth and fluid.  

When the other ladies arrived, the four would-be students were taken by 

Lois to the back of the gym where the poles had been installed. They 

looked impressive and very shiny. Liz looked up at one, reaching high 

above her.  Beside her, Lois explained that each class would begin and 

end with stretching exercises. The classes would teach them pole dancing 

moves, one step at a time, and they would have the opportunity to put 

together their moves into a longer sequence.  

Lois then gave them an impromptu performance. She put on some music 

and began to move slowly around the pole. She looked like an upright 

panther as she glided, holding on with both hands, one hand, spinning 

effortlessly. Liz was amazed. Nothing Lois did looked tacky or sleazy. 

She made it look elegant and artistic. The small audience smiled and 

nodded their approval and the end of the performance was met with 

enthusiastic applause. 



 87 

‘Would you like to have a go?’ Lois asked, ‘See how it feels?’ 

Debbie leapt up from her seat and went to a pole. ‘I'll take this one!’ 

The women walked around the poles, first one way, then the other way. 

Debbie was throwing herself into the role already. Liz tried the walking 

in different directions and after a minute or so, managed to walk in time 

to the music. She relaxed a little and let her feet respond to the rhythm. 

Against her better judgment, her hips began to swing a  little and the 

whole experience started to become easier and more natural. She had to 

admit that she was beginning to enjoy herself. She caught sight of herself 

in the mirrors, thoughtfully placed on the wall behind the poles. And it 

wasn't too bad. She actually looked quite good!  

They left the gym laughing and in good spirits and headed into town for a 

coffee, talking animatedly about the classes.  

‘I can't wait,’ said Debbie as she stirred her coffee. ‘I'm going to 

buy a whole new outfit just for my pole dancing classes.’ 

Liz sipped her coffee and smiled. ‘We don't need any special stuff, just 

something comfortable and shoes with heels.’ 

‘I know that,’ said Debbie, ‘but I want to buy something a little 

bit...different!’ She looked around at the other customers. Lowering her 

voice, she leaned towards her friend conspiratorially. ‘Let's go to an adult 

shop...have a look at their stuff.’ 

Liz nearly choked on her coffee.  
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 ‘Hold on there, tiger!’ she began, ‘why do you want to get 

something from an adult shop? There won't be anything there that will be 

appropriate for the classes!’ 

‘Go on,’ smiled Debbie, ‘it will be interesting if nothing else.’ 

And so that is how Liz found herself looking at exotic lingerie in an adult 

shop on a Sunday afternoon. Debbie was having great fun playing 

peekaboo with the crotchless panties and setting off all the vibrators. She 

nudged Liz and showed her a fluorescent pink contraption that looked 

like it had rabbit ears.  

‘I've got this one at home,’ she whispered, ‘amazing machine, 

amazing!’  

‘Debbie!’ laughed Liz, holding her hands up, ‘Too much 

information!’  

Debbie ignored her and picked up a different piece. ‘Have you got one of 

these?’  

‘No, actually, I haven't,’ admitted Liz. It had been a long time 

since she had had any kind of bedroom activity.  

‘Trust me, get one of these. They are a fantastic investment. Go 

on, treat yourself!’  

‘Not today, thanks Deb. Maybe another time.’ Liz walked away 

from her friend, over to the lingerie. Debbie continued to inspect the rest 

of the vibrators, comparing the buzzing power of each. She was lost in a 

world of her own. 
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Liz, meanwhile, looked at the lingerie and outfits on sale. She rather 

fancied the French maid's outfit but knew that she would look like a joke 

in it. A bad joke. She didn't have the nerve to wear anything like that – 

who was she kidding? In fact, why was she even here? A sigh of 

approval interrupted her thoughts. 

‘I'm getting this one! Look at this beauty!’  Debbie was holding a 

peek-a-boo bra.  ‘Have you seen anything you like?’ 

‘No, not really. It's not really my scene. I like my underwear to be 

comfortable.’ 

‘Yeah, but this isn't everyday underwear is it?’ Debbie winked. 

‘It's performance wear!’ 

Liz lowered  her voice.  

‘Look, just buy your....whatever that thing is, and let's go. I will 

not be wearing any of this stuff to those classes. I'm quite happy to wear 

my gym kit.’ 

Debbie nodded with a smile.  

 ‘You wait. Once you get going, there'll be no stopping you, you 

mark my words!’ She looked ever her shoulder to an area of the shop 

they had not looked at yet. ‘By the way, have you seen the shoes yet?’ 

Liz's attention was on alert. Shoes? They sold shoes here?  

 ‘Where?’ she asked. 

Debbie knew how to push her friend's buttons.  
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 ‘Back there, go have a look while I pay for my SuperGasmo and 

peek-a-boo.’ 

 

Liz turned and walked slowly to the shoe section, as if approaching a 

shrine. There in front of her was a small but captivating display of shoes 

and boots. The single lamp light did not diminish the splendour of the 

products on sale. PVC, leather, rubber  – shining and willing her forward. 

A pair of knee high boots caught her attention first. She picked one up 

and marvelled at how light it felt. It looked as if it was made from PVC 

and the shine was glimmering and enticing. Liz turned the boot over in 

her hands to inspect the toe, pointed and dangerous, and then the heel, 

outrageously high and lethal. She felt the lining inside, smooth and cool, 

and then rubbed the outside between her thumb and index finger. The 

PVC yielded in her hands, there was no resistance. She wanted these 

boots. She had to have these boots. She would never wear them in public 

but she had to have them.  Debbie's voice interrupted her trance-like 

state. 

‘You like those, don't you? Knew you would. Try them on.’ 

Liz didn't answer immediately. She was staring at the heel, feeling the tip 

against her palm. Coming to her senses, she looked at the price tag. That 

broke the dream. 

‘How much?’ she exploded. ‘No way, can't afford it.’  

Reluctantly, she replaced the boot. Her gaze lingered for a little longer. 
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‘Treat yourself!’ Debbie whispered. ‘It must be at least two 

months since you bought a pair of shoes.’  

Debbie was warming to her theme.  

 ‘Why not get them? One more pair of shoes won't hurt! And they 

will help you grip onto the pole too. Just look at those heels!’ 

Liz looked at the boots again. They were stunning, she had to admit it. 

But she shook her head and turned to Debbie.  

‘No, they are way out of my price range, and I'd never wear 

them.’ She took one last look at them and then turned away. ‘I need to 

save for my escape into early retirement. Are you ready to go?’ 

Debbie shook her purchase in front of Liz's face. ‘Yep, I'm buzzing!’ 

 

At home, Liz started preparing lessons for the next day. She had no idea 

what she was going to encounter when she got to school. All she knew 

was that she would need to go over some of the work her classes were 

meant to have done in her absence – which they wouldn't have done.   

 

And she was right. Liz spent her whole Monday involved in damage 

control. Each of her classes went to great lengths to complain about the 

supply teacher they had been given. 

‘She said we were stupid!’ complained Gary from her Year 9 

class. 

‘She was right about you,’ said Damon. 
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Another class moaned that they had not been given the instructions left 

by Liz.  

‘Honest, Miss,’ said Katie from her Year 11 class. ‘We would 

have done all the work, otherwise!’ 

Liz had listened to all the usual stories and excuses and then informed 

her classes that they would need to work even harder to catch up. It was 

already over halfway through Term 1 and there were deadlines looming 

for everyone.  

Liz's Tuesday was also more damage control and she was glad when the 

day was finally over. In the staffroom, Debbie winked and whispered to 

her,  

‘See you tonight!’ 

For a few moments, Liz stood puzzled but then remembered  – pole 

dancing lessons. 

 

At six o' clock that night, Liz was showering and changing for her first 

foray into pole dancing. She was beginning to feel more comfortable 

about the whole idea now; the practice at the gym had been interesting 

and she had surprised herself. Putting on her gym kit, she looked at 

herself in the mirror, turning sideways. Not bad. She turned her back to 

the mirror and looked over her shoulder to inspect her derriere. Not bad 

either.  
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At the gym, Liz and Debbie checked in at the front desk. The front of the 

gym had the usual equipment: treadmills, rowing machines, cycles and 

cross trainers. The area at the back was a large cleared space specifically 

for classes like aerobics and Pilates. It was in this area that the poles were 

installed. The women waited by the front desk, dressed for the gym but 

both with a set of killer heels in their hands. They noticed some more 

women, looking slightly nervous, also with heels clutched tightly to 

them. Smiles were exchanged. 

 

‘Welcome, ladies, let's go, shall we?’ Lois had appeared and was 

ushering them to the rear of the gym. ‘I'm glad to see you all remembered 

your heels!’ 

The women followed Lois to the cleared area and left their shoes in 

separate piles. Lois motioned for them to come and sit on the floor with 

her.  

‘You'll need to take your runners off ladies. We are going to start 

off with some stretching.’ 

There were six of them and one by one they came to sit in a circle. Lois 

smiled and suggested they introduce themselves to break the ice a little.  

‘I'll start!’ she announced.  ‘As you know, I'm Lois and I have 

been a pole dancer for about eight years now. I have worked in most of 

the major cities in Australia and have been teaching it for two years.’  
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She turned to face the woman to her left who shifted uncomfortably and 

then spoke. 

‘Hi, I'm Tessa and I've never done this before.’ There was a 

gentle murmur from the rest of the circle that indicated that no-one else 

had either.  

‘Hello, I'm Liz.’ 

‘Hi, I'm Debbie.’ 

‘Hello, my name is Carol.’ 

‘Hi there, I'm Tania.’ 

‘Hi, I'm Julia.’ 

‘Good, welcome everyone,’ beamed Lois, ‘now let's get started!’ 

 

Lois took them all through some stretching. They had to sit with their 

legs apart and stretch from their waists first to one foot and then to the 

other. Most of them struggled but battled on valiantly. Tania was 

obviously very supple as she was able to double herself over and reach 

her feet without any problem.  And when Lois asked if anyone could do 

the splits, Tania was the only one able to do them. The stretching 

continued for a while and then, to Liz's relief, Lois clapped her hands 

together and announced,  

 ‘To the poles, ladies!’ 

Lois stood by the sound system and explained what she was going to do. 
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‘We'll start with a little walk around, getting a feel for the music 

and then we'll change direction. Nothing too scary to start off with!’ She 

pressed a button and within seconds, the pole area was pulsating with 

dance music. Lois ran over to one of the poles. 

‘Now watch what I do,’ she called over the music. Lois held on 

with one hand and walked slowly around the pole, maintaining eye 

contact as much as possible. After a few steps around the pole, she 

changed hands and direction. It was simple enough, but she made it look 

alluring. ‘Now you try!’  

The women went to the poles. There were only four for six students and 

so Liz and Debbie partnered up as did Julia and Carol. For the next two 

minutes or so, each woman walked around the pole, not always in time to 

the music, then changed direction. Such a simple procedure was 

complicated by nerves and self consciousness. Lois called for their 

attention.  

 

‘Well done everyone! Now let's add a little something to that. I'm 

going to show you the swinging cha cha. Just watch carefully. Look at 

where my hands are and then look at my feet.’ 

Lois began her catlike prowl around the pole. Then she gripped the pole 

with both hands, placing all her weight on her right leg. She bent her left 

leg at the knee, lifted it and used it to propel her around the pole so that 

she ended up where she began, with both knees bent. She lowered her 
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left leg and slowly straightened up, swinging her hips. Then she began 

walking around the pole again.  It looked fantastic. Lois repeated the 

movement, talking the women through each step, then asked them to try. 

This one took a bit longer to master. Liz managed to twist herself into 

knots because she took off on the wrong leg. Debbie got her arms twisted 

because she wouldn't move them from their starting spot. Tania seemed 

to get it almost immediately, unsurprisingly. Carol, Tessa and Julia got it 

too, after much laughing and clumsy efforts. Lois was delighted. 

 

‘You're all doing so well, so we're going to add another move! 

This one is called 'the fireman'. And this is how it goes!’ 

She stood at the pole, swaying her hips to the music. She began the walk, 

just little steps, backwards and forwards. Then she quickened her speed, 

moving forward and gathering momentum. She began with one hand on 

the pole but now she jumped a little to grab the pole higher up with both 

hands. At the same time, she brought her legs up, her ankles clamped the 

pole and the momentum sent her spinning around. She tilted her head 

back and lengthened her arms away from the pole. As she got nearer to 

the ground, she put her feet down, bending her knees, then slowly 

straightened herself up, swinging those hips. The other women burst into 

spontaneous applause and asked her to do it again. Lois obliged and 

talked them through each part of the move. Then it was their turn.  
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This move proved to be an achievable success. The rear of the gym 

exploded into giggles and cheering as the four poles came alive with 

gyrating women. The regulars on the treadmills watched fascinated at the 

raucous antics at the rear. Some openly stared. Lois called her class to 

order.  

‘Ladies, we are going to put it all together now. But first, your 

heels please!’  

She didn't have to ask them twice; they raced to put their high 

heels on and returned to the poles.  Liz had to admit to herself that she 

was having a great time. She never believed that she would enjoy it so 

much.  

When they were all ready, Lois gave them their instructions.  

‘First I want you to start off with some walking around the pole, 

but you must change direction.’ They all nodded. ‘Then,’ she continued, 

‘when you are ready, do the swinging cha cha.’ More nodding. ‘Finally, 

finish off with a fireman. But remember to straighten up sexily! Any 

questions?’  Nobody had any questions; they just wanted to get on the 

poles.  

‘Okay, let's go!’ 

For ten minutes, they strutted and spun, each time gaining more and more 

confidence. Liz caught sight of herself in the mirrors again and was 

thrilled by what she saw. She tried the fireman and tilted her head back 

like Lois had done. The rush of air through her hair was exciting and she 
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loved the shape she made in the mirror. Lois was watching her and called 

over, ‘Liz, that looked sensational!’ Liz laughed nervously as she came 

off the pole and let Debbie have a turn. But she was hooked. She was 

loving this class and didn't want it to end. However, Lois called them off 

the poles and back onto the floor, minus their heels. They stretched and 

did breathing exercises before Lois asked them if they had enjoyed 

themselves. The general consensus was extremely positive and the circle 

of women erupted into excited chattering.  

‘Thank you, ladies,’ Lois announced, ‘I'm glad you had fun. You 

were all amazing tonight! See you again next week!’ 

They relived every move, mistake and triumph during the drive home. 

Debbie invited Liz in for a coffee but she declined. She imagined that 

Debbie would have lots to tell, and show, her husband Neil. She pulled 

out of their drive way to see Debbie already talking as she turned the key 

in her door. 

 

Liz awoke with her alarm the next morning. Wednesday, middle of the 

week. Only a few days to go until the weekend. She turned over to get up 

and immediately felt the twinge of aching muscles. She had stretched 

thoroughly at the pole dancing class but had obviously used different 

muscle groups to the ones she used during her gym workouts. Her arms 

and shoulders were particularly sore where she had gripped the pole 

tightly and borne her whole body weight during the spinning parts.  
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At work, Debbie was also suffering a bit. And because she wasn't a 

regular at the gym, her muscles were fighting back with a vengeance. She 

groaned when she sat down at her desk. She turned to Liz who was 

sorting out some marked drafts.  

‘My arms are killing me,’ she said, ‘and my tummy feels sore too.  

What about you?’ 

Liz lowered her voice. No-one else was in the staff room yet but she 

didn't want to catch anyone's attention. ‘My arms are a bit sore too, but 

nothing too bad.’ Debbie grimaced at her. ‘Maybe you ought to do some 

gym work too, so you tone up your muscles faster,’ Liz suggested.  

‘Yeah, I ought to really. I feel like I've been steam rollered.’ 

Debbie hugged herself, willing the aches to disappear. 

The other teachers started to arrive.    

‘Morning ladies,’ called Jackie, another teacher, as she came 

through the door bustling with carrier bags full of books. ‘How are you 

today?’ 

‘Aching,’ moaned Debbie. She rubbed her arms gently. 

Liz stopped breathing. Why had Debbie gone and opened her big mouth? 

She stared at her willing her not to say anymore. 

‘Oh,’ said Jackie and stopped to look at Debbie, ‘why is that?’ 

Liz's startled look alerted Debbie who seemed to panic momentarily. 

‘Nothing much, just moving some furniture around at home,’ she 

said with a forced smile. 
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Liz sank back into her chair with relief. The danger had passed. She 

smiled gratefully at Debbie then turned back to her lesson planning. 

‘You need to be careful moving furniture, you know,’ said 

Sabrina, another English teacher, as she logged on to her laptop, ‘my dad 

put his back out and was off work for three months, and all he did was 

push a desk back against the wall.’  

‘Oh, yes, I'll be much more careful in future. I've learnt my 

lesson,’ said Debbie, turning to face her own screen and tapping quickly 

at her keyboard. She looked the picture of concentration. 

 

Liz's classes that day were rather more subdued than normal. Any large 

movements were emphasised by groans of pain which attracted sympathy 

from her students. 

‘What's wrong Miss?’ asked one of them. 

‘My muscles are aching. I did a huge workout at the gym last 

night.’ 

‘Bad move, Miss,’ said another, Tom, who was eating a sandwich 

in a way which he thought was invisible to others, but was clearly not. ‘I 

never go to the gym. Not natural.’ 

‘That figures, you fat lard,’ laughed Jared. 

Tom turned to hit Jared, who ducked athletically out of his way. Tom 

turned to Liz again.  
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 ‘You know, Miss,’ he said, ‘you just need to accept growing old 

gracefully.’ 

Some of the girls in the class gasped in outrage and began 

berating Tom. Liz, who was in too much pain to be outraged, made her 

way painfully over to Tom and stood face to face with him. 

‘Tom, thank you for your encouraging advice,’ she said. ‘If I was 

feeling better, I would take that sandwich which you are hiding very 

badly and smother you with it. Had I remembered to bring my zimmer 

frame, you would get a beating from that too.’ 

Tom shrugged and as soon as Liz turned away to speak to the rest of the 

class, he stuffed the remainder of his sandwich into his mouth.  

 

In a later class, there were a few aches but Liz was now able to put one 

foot in front of the other without having to stop and hold her breath. She 

was sitting in her classroom supervising an exam with her Year 8 

students. All their heads were bowed over their exam papers as they 

earnestly scribbled away. Jake, at the back, was picking his nose in 

oblivious concentration. Liz looked away; she didn't want to see what he 

did with any nasal discoveries. 

Before leaving school that day, Liz caught up with Debbie in the 

staffroom. With no after school meetings to attend, they were both 

heading home early to get some more marking done. Moderation 

meetings were scheduled for the following week. They packed their bags 
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and both shared some sympathy for their war wounds before Liz cleared 

her throat. 

‘Debbie?’ 

‘Yes?’ 

‘I know this sounds a bit silly, but I don't want anyone to know 

about our pole dancing classes. Do you mind if we keep it quiet for a bit 

longer?’ 

Debbie shrugged her shoulders and immediately winced with pain. 

‘It's fine by me,’ she said, ‘but nothing stays secret around here 

forever. They'll find out eventually.’ She smiled at Liz. ‘Why are you so 

worried about what people will think?’ 

Liz leaned in conspiratorially.  

‘I want to keep my options open...you know...in case the 

dominatrix idea takes off.’ 

Debbie's eyes widened until she saw the smirk escaping from Liz's 

mouth. She dug her elbow into Liz's side. Both women groaned. 

‘You had me going there for a second,’ said Debbie. She rubbed 

her ribs, a grimace of discomfort painted across her face. ‘We need to do 

some more training if we're going to go professional!’ 

 

The second lesson of pole dancing came around quickly. All the women 

from the previous week were there. After their floor stretches, Lois made 
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them practise what they had learnt the week before - then she added 

another move.    

 ‘It's called an 'explosion',’ she announced, ‘and it looks like this.’ 

She walked over to the pole and stood behind it.  She reached up her 

immaculately toned arms and gripped the pole, with both hands, above 

her head. Immediately she swung her hips to one side of the pole and 

flicked her legs up, near her face, and out. They were spread wide and 

straight. Without missing a beat, Lois had drawn in her legs and then 

flicked them out again. She lowered herself down and walked over to the 

class. 

‘Now, if you don't have very strong arms, you might find this one 

a bit tricky to begin with. If your tummy muscles are a bit weak, you 

might find that you can't get your legs up at a right angle. But not to 

worry, you will get it.’ She gestured towards the poles. ‘All yours 

ladies!’ 

Liz and Debbie were partnered together again on one pole. Lois hovered 

amongst them all demonstrating the move again and slowing each 

movement down so that the class could see how it came together. Tania 

didn't need to be shown again. She got it immediately, and looked 

fantastic too. 

Debbie tried it first. She grabbed the pole with both hands, her face 

contorted with anticipation and concentration. She tried to build up some 

momentum by rocking backwards and forwards. Suddenly she threw her 



 104 

hips forward and managed to raise her legs at a right angle to her body. 

Holding the position, she tried to straighten her legs.  

‘I can't...hold it...too hard,’ she grunted. 

Liz was next to her.  

 ‘Keep holding, keep holding, it's looking really good. Don't give 

up, keep holding it! Try and straighten your legs a bit more.’ 

Debbie threw her legs out as far as they could go, then slid down the pole 

into a heap on the floor. She was gasping for breath. 

‘You almost did it Deb!’ said Liz excitedly, ‘It was looking really 

good!’ 

Debbie looked up at her from the floor.  

 ‘Did it really?’ she asked, ‘You're not just saying that?’ 

‘Honest, it looked good. You held yourself up for ages. Your arm 

and tummy muscles are not as weak as you thought, are they?’ Liz was 

grinning.  

‘Maybe not,’ said Debbie, ‘I was holding on for quite a while 

wasn't I?’ She got up from the floor and stood tall. ‘Not bad at all. Your 

turn!’ 

Liz stood behind the pole and gripped it above her head. She didn't pause 

like Debbie had, but just threw herself into the move in the split second 

after she grabbed the pole. The momentum helped her to lift her legs out 

in front of her. The muscles in her stomach resisted but she pushed her 

legs apart and straight out. She quickly brought them in again followed 
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by another flick to stretch them out one last time. Her second flick out 

faltered slightly and her legs were not as straight as they had been, but 

she had done the move. She lowered herself down and rubbed her 

tummy. Debbie was jumping up and down on the spot.  

 ‘That looked awesome! You looked so good. The way you took 

off right at the beginning...I'm going to try it that way.’ Debbie squeezed 

Liz's arm. ‘This is so much fun!’ And she leapt up towards the pole for 

her second attempt.   

Within ten minutes, both women had managed to improve their 

technique and were very pleased with themselves. 

There were cheers of delight from one of the other poles as Tessa 

completed a successful 'explosion'. Lois encouraged them all to try and 

add the new move to the ones they had learnt before. She played them 

some music and one by one, each woman 'performed' to the others who 

sat on the floor. It didn't matter if they made mistakes; as each woman 

went through her moves, the others shouted encouragement and wolf 

whistles. Many of the clientele, who were working out at the front of the 

gym, were transfixed and stopped their own routines to watch. Some of 

them even joined in with the applause.  

 

After their stretching to cool down, Lois cleared her throat and made an 

announcement.  
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‘Ladies, I have organised a special event for us at the end of the 

course.’ The women looked at each other, then back at Lois. ‘Think of it 

as a kind of graduation.’  

She smiled at them all. Liz was starting to feel nervous. 

Lois began again.  

‘As you know, when I first came to this city, I used to work in the 

local strip club, Club Tropical. Well, I have asked the owner if he will let 

us use the poles in the club...so that you can get to see what it's like to 

perform in a club!’ 

‘What? In front of members of the public?’ Tessa was horrified. 

‘No, of course not,’ Lois reassured them all, ‘we would use the 

club for two hours before opening time. There won't be anyone there 

from the public to watch us. However, you are encouraged to invite some 

guests so that we actually have an audience to perform to. What do you 

think?’ 

‘Do we have to wear skimpy outfits?’ asked Debbie with mock 

horror. Liz rolled her eyes and hung her head. 

‘You wear whatever you feel comfortable in,’ said Lois, ‘if you 

have a sexy outfit you want to use, then go ahead. It will probably help 

you feel more sexy anyway!’ 

A murmur of excitement rippled through the circle of women on the 

floor.  Suddenly Carol asked,  
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 ‘We don't have to take our clothes off do we? Only, I've got these 

stretch marks and........’ 

‘........no, you won't be taking anything off....not unless you want 

to of course!’ Lois was smiling.   

Carol shook her head. 

‘When will this be, Lois?’ asked Liz. 

‘It will be in about six weeks, so we've got plenty of time to 

practise and organise a little routine for each one of you.’ She looked at 

the faces around her, a mixture of excitement and horror. ‘We'll have a 

practice at a night club soon. The 'Pink Lemon' has poles and is usually 

quiet before nine o'clock. We can go there one evening in the next couple 

of weeks and have a little practice on their poles.’  

‘Isn't this all a bit too soon?’ asked Liz, ‘after all, we've only been 

doing it for a couple of weeks. We only know a few moves so far.’ 

Lois grinned. ‘You need to come out of your comfort zones quite 

quickly, otherwise you'll never do it outside of the gym.’ She looked at 

Liz. ‘You are all learning very quickly. In another couple of weeks, you 

will be able to put together enough moves to last for a whole song.’ Lois 

looked at the others.  ‘So, your homework for this week is to find a song 

that you want to practise to. Play it at home and try and do some sexy 

walking to it. Just around the house...in heels!  Bring it with you next 

week and we'll start working on routines.’ 
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In the car, Liz and Debbie talked about Lois's announcement. Debbie was 

already planning her outfit for their performance at the strip club.  

‘We'll have to go back to that adult shop and get something from 

there,’ she was saying, ‘I saw something there last time, but I didn't think 

to get it. What about you? What are you going to wear?’ 

Liz wasn't sure what to say. What she wanted to wear was an outfit that 

covered every part of her flesh.   

 ‘Not sure yet,’ she said quietly, ‘I'll need to think about it.’  

Debbie chattered on, all the while Liz's stomach was churning. She 

wasn't sure she could do it. When she had signed up for pole dancing 

classes, that had taken enough courage in itself. But to actually dance in 

public! That was another matter. 

‘I can't do it Deb.’  

Debbie stopped talking and looked at her briefly before turning back to 

the road. 

 ‘Of course you can, stop being such a drama queen.’ 

‘Debbie, I can't do pole dancing at a club! I just can't!’ 

Debbie looked at her again.  

 ‘Have you ever danced in a nightclub before?’ 

Liz looked puzzled.  

 ‘Yes...of course I have.’ 

‘Have you ever danced with me when you were drunk?’ 

Liz smiled. 
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 ‘You know I have.’ 

‘Have you ever done anything stupid while on the dance floor but 

carried on anyway?’ 

Liz looked at her hands, remembering.  

 ‘Yes, a long time ago,’ she said quietly. 

‘Did anyone ever chase after you and tell you how dreadful you 

were? Or did anyone put it on a huge poster and tell the world?’ 

‘No....’ 

‘...Then your problem is what exactly?’ 

‘…I don't know...it's just....it's pole dancing for goodness sake 

Deb, not just any old dancing!’ 

‘So what!’ she snapped, ‘Heaps of nightclubs have poles in them 

now and people get up on them all the time. Some of them look good and 

some of them look shocking. We will look good because we know some 

moves that they don't.’ 

Liz said nothing and so Debbie continued.  

 ‘And as for the night at the strip club, none of the regular pervs 

will be there anyway. We'll be going before it opens to the public. So the 

only pervs there will be the ones that we invite.’ 

Liz wasn't sure Neil would appreciate being referred to as a perv, but she 

didn't say anything. 

‘It will be fun, Liz, trust me.’ Debbie slowed down as she turned 

into Liz's road. 
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‘But, we're teachers!’ said Liz. ‘What if one of our students or 

parents see us? Or worse, what if someone from District Office sees us?’ 

‘We could ask them what they're doing in a strip club!’ said 

Debbie. ‘Besides, when we start our dominatrix business, you'll have to 

perform in front of the clients.’ 

Liz smiled. 

‘But, we'd be wearing masks. It's different.’ 

‘So,’ said Debbie. ‘Get a mask!’ 

 

Mid week was pay day so Liz visited the adult shop and bought the boots 

that had entranced her on her previous visit. Again, she approached the 

display with a kind of reverence. Again, she fondled the PVC between 

her fingers, examined the heel approvingly and felt the point of the toe 

against her palm.  

‘Would you like to try them on? What's your size?’ Her reverie 

was cut short by the shop assistant. 

Liz looked at the boots in her hands. ‘Yes please,’ she said without 

looking up, ‘I'm a size 7.’ 

‘No problem, I'll just get you a pair. Have a seat.’   

The shop assistant disappeared into the back of the shop for a few 

moments and then returned with another pair of boots. She handed them 

to Liz in exchange for the display pair. 
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Liz sat down and reached into her handbag for her spare socks. She 

always carried a pair of thin socks for trying on shoes. As a frequent shoe 

buyer, she understood the necessity of avoiding the ones provided in shoe 

shops. There was no way she would wear a sock that had been worn by 

any number of people with corns, verrucae, athlete's foot and any other 

kind of weeping wound or fetid fungus.  

She put on the socks and then slid one leg into a boot. The noise it made 

sent a ripple of pleasure through her. She closed the long, long zip 

slowly, slowly, enjoying the satisfying sound of plastic teeth meshing. 

Then she did the same for the other boot. The assistant, amused but 

understanding, motioned towards the mirror. Liz stood in the boots, 

elevated a great deal by those deathly heels, and walked slowly over to 

the mirror. She was very pleased with what she saw. The boots 

transformed her into a siren, a vixen, making her long legs look even 

leaner and longer.  She turned and looked at them from all angles, loving 

them more and more with every second. Any doubts about making this 

purchase had evaporated the moment she put the first boot on. These 

boots were made for her. She was made for them. 

After six minutes of rapture, Liz reluctantly took the boots off. Her own 

shoes seemed shabby and dismal by comparison. Liz wanted to leave the 

shop wearing the boots but knew that she couldn't...could she? What if 

another teacher or student saw her leaving the adult shop in knee-high 

PVC boots? There'd be no way she could use the excuse of being there to 
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buy a novelty gift for a friend. As she approached the cash desk, a shiny 

ensemble caught her eye. A pair of black sequin shorts hung from a rail. 

Liz picked them up and looked at the price tag. They had been reduced 

and were now only $50 – and in her size. She shook the shorts gently and 

watched the light catch the sequins, throwing off shimmers of varying 

tones. They were impossibly impractical, she knew that. She also knew 

that she would never wear them in public. In fact, what on earth would 

she do, or anyone else for that matter, with a pair of sequin shorts? She 

shook them again and watched the light bouncing off each sequin.  She 

took them to the cash desk.  

Which is where she saw the mask.  

It looked like it was also PVC and had a smooth sheen to it. Liz imagined 

it would feel exquisite against her skin. She picked it up and wasn't 

disappointed by how it felt in her hands. If she wore a mask for the pole-

dancing graduation night, no-one outside of the invited guests would 

know who she was. It was the perfect solution to her concerns. Liz added 

the mask to her purchases and left the shop. 

At home, Liz went straight to her bedroom to try on her shorts with the 

boots and mask. She found a glittery evening top and held it against the 

shorts, nodding approvingly. Within minutes, she stood like some kind of 

dominatrix from some of the awful porno videos her loser ex, Dave, had 

insisted they watch together. But she liked what she saw in the full-

length mirror. The transformation was impressive. Liz looked at her 
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outfit and saw that it suited her. She felt a rush of adrenalin, reaching 

every part of her, making her stand tall and proud. She began to walk 

around in front of the mirror, looking over her shoulder to glance at her 

behind, to see what it looked like encased in hundreds of sequins. Liz 

was enjoying herself, strutting around like a supermodel, flicking her 

head around and looking at herself continuously. She felt like she could 

take on the world – a sensation in stark contrast to her life at school. 

There, her confidence was eroded on a daily basis. The kids were fine, it 

was the grown-ups who caused the most grief. Len, the Principal, was a 

driven man and he had led the school into better times when he had first 

arrived. But lately, his vision for the school had been lost and he ran the 

school as if it was merely a machine devoid of human frailty. He 

despised weakness and he loathed what he saw as a lack of commitment 

from his staff. For example, if any staff member dared to have a life 

outside of school, Len would question his or her commitment to 

educating the future citizens of Australia. Not for the first time, Liz 

wondered if he had a tiny penis.  

She remembered a recent staff meeting. It had started badly. Rosie, the 

union rep, had asked permission to speak to union members about the 

latest bulletin regarding expectations for after school hours obligations. 

‘The recommendation,’ she began, ‘is that members are expected 

to attend after school meetings to the total of one hour a week, unless 

there are extended meetings as part of the Easter holiday agreement.’ 
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At the side of the room, the Principal, Len, stood planted to the spot. His 

arms were crossed high across his chest, his mouth a thin line across his 

clenched jaw. As Rosie returned to her seat, he took his place at the front 

of the room. 

‘If I was the Director General,’ he snarled, ‘I'd make teachers stay 

at school in meetings until 4.30 pm every day!’ 

There was stunned silence from the floor which was broken after a few 

seconds by the sycophantic chortle from the Deputy Principal, Brian. He 

clearly thought the Principal had been joking but everyone else knew that 

the comment had been serious. 

Liz raged. Once again, the insinuation was that teachers weren't doing 

enough for their students. It had been the second time recently that they 

had been made to feel less of a teacher simply because some of them 

insisted on having a life outside of her job. The first instance had been 

when they'd been asked to attend the local community markets on a 

Saturday. 

‘We want each department to have some representation at the 

markets,’ Len had told the staff. ‘We need to keep those community links 

strong - many of our parents are firm supporters of this school and they 

like to see us at these events.’ 

The Heads of Department had been coerced into designing stalls, to 

appease the Principal, and had managed to enlist a few teachers, too. Liz 

had been asked about it during one of her line management meetings. 
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‘What can you contribute to our stall at the markets?’ Vivienne 

had asked. 

With her doctor's words replaying in her head, Liz had done something 

she'd never done before. She had said 'no'. 

‘I won't be going,’ Liz had answered. 

Vivienne had said nothing more but the message had got through to 

Brian. He had addressed the morning briefing a couple of days later and 

brought up the markets again. 

‘You don't have to attend, of course,’ he'd said, ‘but it's an 

important part of our vision - to foster strong community links.’ Brian 

looked around at the staff gathered, some looking at their watches, 

wanting to get away and finish preparing for their first lesson. The 

Deputy continued unfazed by the time on the clock. He didn't need to be 

in classes anymore. 

‘And,’ he said slowly, ‘it's about supporting your team.’ He 

glanced at Liz. ‘Otherwise, the same people end up doing all the work.’ 

Liz had raged as he spoke. She thought of all the hours she worked to 

make sure she gave her best to her students. Of course, it was in her own 

time but she had chosen to do that. It was becoming clearer to her that 

'behind the scenes' work didn't count. It was all about what looked good. 

As usual, it was about the people who were always busy doing nothing 

but who made sure everyone knew about whatever they did manage to 

achieve. Liz boiled as Brian droned on. 
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Fuck you, thought Liz. It's my Saturday.  

Liz thought she had said those words in her head. However, from the 

gasps and looks of horror from the people standing next to her, she had 

said them aloud.  

Liz had stared at Brian for any reaction but there was none. Her words 

had not reached him.  

Dismissing the memory, she glanced at herself in the mirror again.  

‘Yeah,’ snarled Liz. ‘Fuck you!’ 

She stroked the PVC boots and mask, feeling the thrill of her image 

lightening her mood. She wondered if Felipe was into PVC.  
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Ignorance is the mother of all evils. 

Francois Rabelais 

 

 

TERM 2
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The pre-service teacher 

 

‘My name's Xanthe but I prefer Xan.’  

She was in her early twenties and of average height. Her long dark hair 

had a tight twist which looked as if it could misbehave in damp weather. 

Xan wore a long skirt and loose fitting blouse with open sandals. Slung 

over one shoulder was a black satchel, pinned to which was a bright 

yellow smiley face badge at the base of the shoulder strap. 

Xan it was, then.  I was to be her mentor teacher for the duration of her 5 

week prac at Brace State Primary. This was her second year and she 

exuded confidence from the moment I met her. I felt reassured that she 

had obviously cultivated some classroom presence as my Year 6 class 

needed a firm hand at times. Year 6 students are the top of the tree in a 

primary school setting and they know it. A few of them try to throw their 

weight around and start bossing the little ones around. Others practise the 

back chatting to teachers that they've heard older siblings talking about as 

the norm in high school. Nearly all of them are terrified at the prospect of 

leaving the close-knit community of a primary school and heading off to 

an enormous building full of giant students and where they will be at the 

bottom of the pile again. 

I showed Xan into the staffroom where she deposited a mug retrieved 

from her satchel. It was bright orange with a black X on the front. 
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Without invitation, she started to search through the cupboards moving 

tea bags and instant coffee jars. She turned to me, her face quizzical. 

‘Don't you have any proper coffee?’ 

‘There is some in there,’ I said looking at Melanie's labelled jar, 

‘but it belongs to Melanie. You'll have to bring in your own.’ 

Xan ignored me and took out Melanie's jar.  

‘She won't mind if I have a spoonful.’  

Xan started to undo the lid and open drawers to find spoons.  

‘Let's do this later,’ I said. ‘We need to go to the classroom and 

get your things organised.’ 

Xan stopped what she was doing and looked at me. 

‘I'd like to get a coffee first.’ 

I breathed in and out, a smile fixed to my face. 

‘We don't take other people's stuff, here. If you want to have a 

coffee, you will need to bring your own.’ 

Xan shut the spoon drawer and put Melanie's jar back in the 

cupboard, closing the door a little harder than necessary. 

I started walking out of the staffroom and towards my classroom, all the 

while wondering how the next five weeks were going to develop. I could 

hear her following me, her sandals slapping against the tiled floors 

echoing her anger.  

When we got to the classroom, I showed Xan a cupboard where she 

could keep her satchel. She dumped her satchel without saying a word 
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and looked at the classroom. It was a normal primary classroom with a 

wet area and grouped tables and chairs. I was particularly proud of the 

displays. We had been studying rivers and the current display was of a 

winding river with clearly labelled areas along its course. The class had 

helped to cut out the long curved strips of cobalt paper to represent the 

winding waterway. On another wall, Xan examined our Ancient Egypt 

display festooned with brightly coloured pictures of canopic jars and 

hieroglyphs. Xan said nothing. She looked bored. 

I swallowed my irritation and decided to engage her in a bit of 

conversation. I didn't want to start making judgments. It wasn't fair - I'd 

only just met her. So I asked her one of my favourite questions. 

‘What made you want to become a teacher?’ 

Xan thought for a moment. For a second, I thought she was going to 

shrug her shoulders. 

‘I like the holidays and it sounds like an easy job,’ she responded. 

Every sinew in my neck and face froze. Easy? You like the holidays?  

The next five weeks stretched out as impending torture. She would learn. 

I doubted my earlier thoughts when I saw Xan with the children. We 

usually started the day with some time on the carpet when the students 

would respond to roll-call and then share their news. Once that was over, 

we started the lessons and proceeded through the day transitioning from 

one activity to another. This morning, though, I used the carpet time to 

introduce Xan. The children listened politely whilst Xan talked about 
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herself for a few minutes. I watched her closely and was encouraged by 

her apparent interest in her students. There was a short question time: Do 

you have any pets? What is your favourite colour? And then it was time 

to start lessons for the day. Xan's university booklet stipulated that for the 

first two days, she was to observe my teaching and to start collecting 

school documents for her working portfolio. I told Xan she could use my 

desk and chair to record her observations whilst I was teaching. I began 

giving instructions and the classroom was suddenly alive with students 

visiting their drawers and retrieving books and pencils. They were used 

to the routine and it didn't take long before they were all ready to start. In 

the meantime, I had written the lesson focus up on the board for the 

students to copy into their books. 

As I issued reminders about using a ruler to underline, I glanced over to 

Xan. Her satchel wasn't with her and she was doing something on her 

phone. I wanted to snatch it from her and berate her for wasting time. But 

then I considered an alternative. Maybe she's going to time my lesson. 

Maybe she wants to see how long the transitions are from one lesson to 

another. 

I carried on, chastising myself for jumping to the wrong conclusions and 

thinking the worst. However, Xan didn't retrieve her satchel for the 

duration of the lesson. And every time I looked at her, she was on her 

phone. At one point, I was close enough to see that she was using a social 

media site.  
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At break time, once the students had left the classroom to play outside, I 

asked Xan about her observations.  

‘Oh, I didn't take any notes,’ she said. 

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I noticed. Aren't you meant to be taking them for 

your uni records?’ 

‘They never bother checking them.’ 

‘Why do you think you're asked to do them, then?’ 

Xan thought for a few moments.  

‘I suppose,’ she said, ‘they think we might pick up on things we 

don't already know.’  

Before I could feel smug about her response, she cut me down. 

‘I was listening to what you were doing,’ she said, ‘but it's what I 

do anyway so I didn't need to write it down.’ 

‘Xan,’ I said as calmly as possible. ‘If the university requires you 

to take notes on all observations, then you have to do it. I will be asking 

you about them and they will be involved in our discussions at the end of 

each week.’ 

She looked at me as if she was a teenager who had just been sent to her 

room. Nevertheless, she had the grace to go to the cupboard, open her 

satchel and retrieve her laptop. She left it on my desk and we went to the 

staffroom. Once again, Xan asked about the coffee in Melanie's jar and 

Melanie, good soul that she is, offered Xan some. I then watched Xan 

help herself to someone's milk from the fridge. I made a mental note to 



 123 

remind her about bringing her own coffee and her own milk for 

tomorrow. 

Over the next few days, Xan showed that she wasn't a total disaster. She 

worked with groups of students and managed to support them properly in 

a range of activities. We discussed her lesson plans, ready for when she 

started taking the class on her own. Her first lesson was going to be a PE 

lesson. We talked about the guidelines from the university and one of the 

recommendations was that pre-service teachers show their mentor 

teachers all lesson planning the day before. 

The day before her PE lesson, I asked Xan about her lesson plan. 

‘I'm still working on it,’ she said. ‘I'll email it to you tonight.’ 

I didn't like her assumption that I would have time to look at it in the 

evening but I thought I would sound unreasonable if I said anything. 

Instead, I just said, ‘Okay,’ and left it. 

But the email never arrived. I checked my email again in the morning 

when I arrived at school, but there was nothing there. The PE lesson was 

meant to be the first lesson of the day and I was annoyed that she had left 

it so late to show me her planning.  

When she arrived at school, not long before school was going to start, I 

asked her about the lesson plan. 

‘It's on my laptop,’ she said. ‘I forgot to print it out.’ 

I wanted to say something but it was time to get ready for the students' 

arrival and roll call. I'd deal with this later.  
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After roll-call, and after the class had all changed into their PE shirts and 

shorts, we left the classroom and headed off into the hall. Xan started the 

warm-up and then proceeded quickly into the first activity. She asked the 

students to set up hoops and arranged them in teams for a ball-passing 

session. It was going well and I relaxed a bit; I didn't need to worry about 

the lesson plan. I'd look at it afterwards. I joined in with the kids and 

monitored a couple of boys who had drifted to the back of the group, 

their faces guilty of some heinous plan. I was waiting to catch their eyes 

in order to administer a death-stare when Xan, who had been standing to 

my right, suddenly stopped teaching the class and stepped over to me. 

‘I haven't planned anything else.’ 

I blinked, not understanding what she was saying.  

‘What do you mean?’ I asked. 

‘I haven't planned any other activities. I don't have anything more 

to do.’ 

‘But there's twenty-five minutes left of the lesson!’ I said. 

Xan said nothing. We stared at each other for a few moments. The 

students were still waiting patiently for the next set of instructions. 

Inhaling deeply, I took my place in front of the class and carried out an 

impromptu lesson that made use of the equipment already out. Xan stood 

to the side for the rest of the lesson. 

We didn't get a chance to talk about the mishap until first break.  
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‘What made you think it would be acceptable to teach a lesson 

with less than half a lesson planned?’ I asked. 

Xan was apologetic.  

‘I meant to get it finished last night but I forgot about it. Then I 

meant to get up early this morning to finish but overslept,’ she said. 

I think she thought this was a good enough explanation. It wasn't. 

‘Xan,’ I said. ‘This is teaching. You have to be prepared. You 

need to be at least five steps ahead of the kids at all times.’  

She didn't respond so I continued. 

‘As a pre-service teacher, you are expected to show me your 

planning the day before the lesson. So getting up this morning to finish 

your lesson plan still wasn't good enough as you wouldn't have been able 

to show it to me in time.’ 

Xan said nothing but nodded at what I had said. 

‘I'll let it go this time, Xan, but if it happens again I will have to 

contact your uni supervisor.’ 

Xan nodded and the matter was done with. 

She did try harder - she needed to - and she even brought in her own 

coffee and milk. That one was not my doing, though. Melanie got fed up 

with Xan helping herself to her coffee and confronted her one morning. 

Xan also got a reminder from Sue, whose milk Xan kept using.  
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The prac continued and Xan started to take on more of a teaching load. 

She was showing me the lesson plans, she was teaching and starting to do 

some marking, but her arrival to class was often tardy. 

We had a streamed maths class of year 6s. There were a few exuberant 

students in that class so they needed to be carefully managed. Whenever 

Xan was late, I would take the students into the classroom, get them 

settled and prompt them to start ruling up a new page ready for the 

lesson. They knew the routine so it was easy enough to keep them quiet 

and ready to start once Xan arrived. However, I soon got tired of doing 

this and on the fourth occasion of Xan not showing up to class on time, I 

allowed the kids into the classroom - and then did nothing. I sat at the 

back and watched as some of the students began ruling up a new page 

and others sat down and started talking to their friends nearby. Normally, 

I would have kept them quiet with reminders about noise levels but not 

today. I wanted Xan to know what could happen when teachers didn't 

show up on time. 

The chatter in the classroom rose steadily. Even the good kids, who had 

already ruled up their pages, were getting restless and had started to chat. 

Every fibre in my body wanted to take control of the class and restore 

quiet but I just sat and waited. The students had forgotten I was there and 

got louder and louder. There was something going on with a silly note 

being passed around, but I ignored it. 
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Xan arrived to chaos. She came into the classroom with a cup of coffee. 

Nothing had been prepared on the board. She set down her cup and 

looked over to me. I stared back. I'd like to think my face was 

expressionless but I don't think I managed to mask my anger. 

She immediately raised her voice and tried to restore order. When that 

didn't work, she raised her voice further. It took her a couple of minutes 

before the students had settled sufficiently for the class to start. I could 

see she was flustered but I didn't care. She needed to learn that being late 

to a class had consequences. 

During the lesson, I heard her snap at the students a number of times. She 

didn't respond well to some of their questions and she raised her voice 

again. I could see her body radiate relief once she had dismissed the 

class. We had another lesson to go to so nothing more was said but she 

was very quiet and didn't make eye contact with me. 

At break time, we discussed the maths session. It was an opportunity for 

Xan to reflect on the lesson. 

‘So, how do you think the lesson went?’ I asked. 

She rolled her eyes. 

‘They were so awful, today!’ she said. ‘I couldn't believe how 

disruptive they were.’ 

‘Why do you think they were so disruptive?’  

‘I don't know,’ she said, shrugging her shoulders. ‘I think that 

class is generally poorly behaved.’ 
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I clenched my fists a little. She was going to blame the kids for how her 

lesson started. I gave her another chance. 

‘Why do you think there was a problem with the behaviour as 

soon as you walked in?’ 

She looked at me as if I was stupid. 

‘I just said. They're badly behaved most of the time.’ 

Criticising a primary teacher's class is almost as bad as criticising his or 

her own children. The primary teacher becomes very defensive and 

quickly switches to attack mode. I was very fond of that maths group 

even though most of them weren’t from my usual Year 6 class. I had to 

keep my rage at bay. 

‘How do you think your lateness to class impacted the students' 

behaviour?’ I asked with a tight smile. 

Again, there was that look of incredulity. As if I had said something 

moronic. 

‘I wasn't that late,’ she said. 

‘You arrived a full eight minutes after the lesson had started. 

That's plenty late.’ 

‘Well,’ she said, ‘they know the routine. They should have been 

ruling up their pages and getting their equipment ready.’ 

‘They had already done it. It doesn't take eight minutes to do 

that.’ 
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‘Like I said,’ she continued. ‘They're a poorly behaved class. 

They would have behaved the same way even if I was on time.’ 

‘Let's try it out, then, shall we?’ I asked. ‘Get here on time, from 

now on, and we'll compare.’ 

She wasn't happy with that response. Her eyes narrowed. 

‘You were in the class,’ she said. ‘You could have kept them 

quiet.’ 

‘I could have. Indeed, I have been doing exactly that all the other 

times you've shown up late,’ I told her. ‘I thought it was time you saw 

just how behaviour can escalate when you are not ready to take the class 

on time.’ 

Her mouth tightened into a straight line and she said nothing more. She 

knew it was time for me to phone the university contact teacher and talk 

to her. 

 

 

‘She said you make unfair demands on her as a pre-service 

teacher.’ 

The university contact teacher, Kim, sat opposite me in the staffroom. 

We were on our own and discussing Xan's progress. Xan had had her 

meeting with Kim and was now preparing lessons. At least, that's what 

she said she was doing. 

Before I could respond to Kim's comment, she continued.  
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‘She said the same about her previous prac, though.’ Kim looked 

at me. ‘What can you tell me about Xan's progress here?’ 

‘For a start,’ I said, a little defensively, ‘I don't make unfair 

demands on her. According to the uni documents, she is supposed to 

show me her lesson plans the day before - at the very latest.’ I paused. 

‘There have been many occasions when I haven't seen the lesson plan 

until the day after.’ I recounted the gym lesson incident. 

Kim made some notes and nodded her head as I spoke.  

‘She needs to make more of an effort,’ I said. ‘She doesn't want to 

work too hard and when challenged, she is often shocked. She lacks any 

kind of self-awareness and doesn't want to reflect on what she's done. As 

far as she's concerned, she knows it all already and is simply going 

through the motions.’ 

Kim looked up from her notes. 

‘Do you think she should fail this practice?’ 

I thought for a moment. It was a big deal to fail a pre-service teacher's 

practice. I didn't want to ruin her chances of being qualified. Equally, 

though, I didn't want someone to enter the teaching profession and then 

expect to get carried along by other teachers. The job was hard enough as 

it was - you didn't have time to carry other people.  

‘I think she needs to make big changes across her practice before 

I would feel confident about passing her,’ I said. ‘I don't want to see her 

become a burden to other teachers.’ 
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‘That's fair enough,’ agreed Kim. ‘I told her that her so-called 

'unfair demands' weren't unfair at all. She didn't like it.’ 

‘Sounds like Xan.’ 

Kim started to pack away her notes. 

‘Let's keep in touch,’ she said. ‘We'll give Xan a couple of weeks 

to turn things around. If she doesn't, then we'll take this to the next level.’ 

‘What's that?’ I asked. 

‘She'll have an interview with some of the Education faculty staff 

and will be expected to explain why she should be allowed to continue.’ 

‘If she was like this at her last prac, why was she allowed to 

continue?’ 

Kim smiled.  

‘Good question. Apparently, her last mentor was always keen to 

give her another chance.’  

 

Later at lunchtime, after Kim had left, I spoke with Xan about her 

meeting and my meeting. She said all the right things - she knew she 

wasn't making enough effort; she'd work harder; she'd get all her lesson 

plans in on time. I stopped her. 

‘You don't need to list all the things you're going to do. Just do 

them and then I'll be in a much better position to give you a 

recommendation to continue.’  

Xan looked affronted. 
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‘Are you going to fail me?’ 

‘I won't pass you if you don't meet the standards required.’ 

She stared at me and her eyes narrowed a little then looked away quickly, 

as if she had just realised that her expression was not managing to hide 

her contempt.  

I changed the subject. 

‘Where is the lesson plan for Maths tomorrow?’ 

‘It's nearly done,’ she said without making eye contact. ‘I'll get it 

to you tonight.’ 

‘No, Xan,’ I said. ‘I need to see it before you leave today. I 

thought that's what you were working on while I was meeting with Kim.’ 

She stared at me now without any concern for the evident contempt 

displayed on her face. 

‘I was!’ she retorted. ‘I haven't finished it, that's all.’ 

‘Well, you need to get it finished before you leave. I need to 

check through it and let you know if you need to make any changes.’ 

‘I'm supposed to be teaching Science in the next session,’ she 

said. ‘Can you take the class and I'll use that time to finish the lesson 

plan?’ 

‘No, Xan,’ I said as evenly as I could manage with my rage 

slowly building. ‘You will need to stay behind after school and get the 

lesson plan done. When you are qualified, and have your own class, you 
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won't get time off for writing lesson plans - they will all come out of your 

own time.’ 

Before she could answer, I turned and left the staffroom. I headed to the 

classroom and got the uni documents out ready for the next lesson. It was 

going to be used as a formal observation. Thankfully, I had seen the 

lesson plan for it earlier in the morning and it had looked fine. 

Xan actually arrived about two minutes before the lesson started. I 

watched her get the equipment ready. I could have offered to help but I 

wasn't in the mood. Judging by her huffing and puffing, I think she 

expected me to offer to help. 

The afternoon had become quite warm and when the students arrived, 

many were sweaty after having run around in the sunshine. 

Helen, a small girl with white blonde waist length hair, sat near me. She 

had not taken to Xan very well and preferred to sit somewhere I could 

help her. Helen had particular difficulties with Science and Xan was 

often too impatient with her. I smiled at Helen as she took a seat at a 

table nearby.  

When the lesson started, Xan started to talk about the solar system. The 

children had been studying it for a couple of weeks now so they were 

getting more familiar with the different vocabulary. Today's task was to 

organise the planets and draw a diagram to show their positions in 

relation to the sun. As soon as the students were asked to start, I 

gravitated towards Helen's table. 
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Her page had black dots all over it. I thought she must have been using 

an ink pen but then the dots began to move slowly across the paper. A 

quick glance at her head confirmed my suspicions. Black headlice, heavy 

with Helen's blood, were falling from the front of her hairline. They were 

trying to escape the heat of Helen's head and dropping off her forehead. 

Helen noticed them and started stabbing them with her pencil. One by 

one, they burst and spewed out dark red spots onto the white page. Her 

cheeks were turning pink to match her heated scalp.  

I wanted to get her away from the table before the other kids noticed. 

There was a single workstation area nearby so I invited her over under 

the premise of working with her and not disturbing the other students on 

her table. Helen readily agreed, grabbed her things and headed over to 

the single work area. 

We settled down together and I showed her how to find the information 

she needed from her Science text book. The headlice still fell from her 

head and she still squashed them under the point of her sharpened pencil, 

but her cheeks were no longer pink.  

‘Miss! Miss!’ called a voice from the table we had just left.  

I looked over to see George standing and pointing to something on the 

table. 

‘What's the matter?’ asked Xan as she approached the table. 

‘It's some weird bug, Miss!’ said George. ‘Look!’ 

Xan peered more closely at the mystery creature. 
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‘I don't know what it is,’ she said. ‘I've never seen anything like it 

before.’ 

Intrigued, I joined them at the table. The bug was black and oddly 

shaped, resembling a miniature boomerang. It appeared to have lots of 

legs, too.  

I borrowed George's pencil and nudged the creature with the lead tip. 

Immediately, the creature 'broke' in two. Two headlice, undoubtedly 

from Helen's head, had been mating on the table. I quickly swiped them 

onto the ground.  

‘They've gone now,’ I said. ‘They won't hurt you.’ 

The class resumed their work and I returned to Helen. If she knew the 

truth, she didn't say anything. Shortly afterwards, Xan came over. 

‘What was it?’ she asked. 

‘I'll tell you later,’ I whispered so Helen couldn't hear. 

Xan looked disappointed and then I noticed her gaze freeze. She was 

looking at Helen's head. When I looked myself, another two headlice 

dropped from her hairline.  

‘Oh my god!’ said Xan. ‘She's crawling with headlice!’ 

I glared at Xan to make her shut up but it was too late. Some of the other 

kids had turned round to look in our direction only to see Xan backing 

away from Helen, her finger pointing at Helen's head. Helen's cheeks 

were pink once again. 

‘Outside - now,’ I hissed at Xan. 
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She followed me to the classroom door. As I stood in the doorway, 

keeping an eye on the students, I reprimanded Xan for her behaviour. 

‘You have just humiliated that child in front of all her peers!’ I 

said. ‘You cannot do that!’ 

‘But she's crawling with headlice! I don't want to...it's not fair on 

the other students,’ she said, quickly correcting her initial selfish 

response. 

‘There are ways to deal with things like this and your way was 

not the right way. We'll send a letter home with Helen this afternoon. It's 

not her fault that she has headlice. It's very common in primary schools 

so you'd better get used to it.’ 

Xan said nothing, although she looked like she wanted to vomit. 

‘Now, I suggest you go back into the classroom and continue with 

your lesson. If any of the children ask you about Helen, you need to 

deflect their questions and keep them focused on their science task.’ 

Xan nodded. Her face was pouty - she was actually sulking - but she re-

entered the classroom and immediately started working with a group at 

the furthest point away from Helen. Luckily, Helen didn't see Xan's 

hateful glances in her direction. 

At the end of school, I took Helen to the office and picked up a headlice 

note for her. Helen's mum was waiting for her outside so I went and had 

a quick word with her. She was most apologetic but said she would go 

and buy some lotion for the whole family on the way home. 
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When I returned to the classroom, Xan was gone. She hadn't left the 

maths lesson plan for me to check. What she had left, though, was a note 

explaining that she had gone early because she needed to get to the 

chemist to buy headlice lotion for herself. Her postscript said she would 

email the lesson plan later that afternoon.  

It didn't come until after I'd gone to bed and so I only found it once I'd 

opened up my email in the morning at school. I was furious but pleased I 

had electronic evidence to show Kim when I next saw her for a progress 

update. Looking through the lesson plan, it looked like Xan had made 

accommodations for the different ability groups in the maths class. I 

hoped that the tardiness of the lesson plan would be redeemed by a great 

lesson.  

When Xan arrived in the morning, she didn't mention the lesson plan. 

She went into the staffroom to make a coffee and then returned to the 

classroom and started setting up. She appeared to be bright and cheerful 

although her smile didn't make it to her eyes. Xan was being extra polite 

so I knew she was silently seething but trying to make it look as if she 

had turned over a new leaf. She had not appreciated my words after the 

fiasco with Helen's headlice. I didn't care.  

When the children arrived for maths, they sat in their allocated groups 

and the lesson began. Xan was doing a great job and was even making 

the kids giggle a little with her examples and non-examples. It was going 

well and I made notes to that effect on the uni documents for formal 
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observations. I had a copy of the lesson plan next to me so I could track 

the content and the timing. I wasn't worried - it looked as if she had 

planned enough for a full lesson. There were even extension activities. I 

made sure I made a note of that, too.  

Hector was a boy who had recently been moved into this maths class 

because of his difficulties with number. In fact, Hector was proving to be 

a bit of an enigma to the whole teaching staff. He could conduct in-depth 

and interesting conversation with anyone of any age. I had thoroughly 

enjoyed a conversation with him once about the ethics of commercial 

farming. He had been very keen to see a reduction in commercial 

farming telling me ‘It's simply not sustainable!’ 

Despite his unwavering interest and fascination in the world around him, 

there had been a sudden decline in his application and results. His parents 

had been called in and there had been interviews with Hector. He had 

been just as puzzled and we weren't anywhere near an answer. His 

previous maths and classroom teacher had noticed that Hector often 

appeared to lose track of what was going on in the lesson. In a staff 

meeting, she had recounted how she described it to his parents. Hector's 

eyes would glaze over and his mouth would fall open. He would be lost 

like this for some minutes then he would slowly come to and not 

remember anything that had happened.  



 139 

Hector was taken to medical appointments and checked for epilepsy - the 

doctors suspected he was having petit mal episodes in the classroom. The 

tests came back negative and the mystery continued. 

I had been watching him at intervals to see if I could notice any kind of 

pattern. Now that Xan had started teaching the lessons, I was able to 

spend more time on monitoring Hector.  

I was seated opposite Hector so I was able to see his face at all times. At 

first, he was working hard. I watched him listening to Xan and following 

the problems she wrote on the board. He also had his hand up to answer a 

few questions. Everything seemed to be okay and my attention drifted to 

a few of the others. When I looked back at Hector, I noticed him licking 

the finger tips of his right hand. When I looked at his face, I saw that his 

expression had changed. His eyes were no longer alert and his mouth was 

slightly open. I made a quick note of the time and then continued to 

watch. 

Hector stopped licking his fingers and his hand went under the desk. 

From my vantage point, I was able to see Hector slip his fingers into his 

shorts and begin rubbing his penis. I looked at his face and I saw the 

glazed expression and the slackened jaw. Within a few seconds, Hector 

had brought his fingers back to his mouth and was licking them again. 

Then his hand returned to rubbing himself.  

I scanned the classroom to see if anyone else had noticed. No-one had. 

Luckily for Hector, they were all engrossed in their maths work.  I 
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glanced at the lesson plan - the instruction part was due to finish quite 

soon and then the class was going to continue working through some 

maths problems in small groups. I had to wait until that natural break 

before I could act on what I had seen. Before that natural break occurred, 

Hector's fingers went back and forth at least five times. He wouldn't have 

noticed a cyclone if it came rumbling through. 

When the students began working in groups, I stood up to make my way 

over to Hector. But I was too late, Xan had gone over to him and was 

crouching down in front of his desk. I moved a little closer to eavesdrop 

and heard her say something about Hector looking a bit confused. I saw 

him turn to face her, his mouth still drooping open a little. He mumbled 

something and picked up his pencil with the same fingers that had been 

licked and rubbed against his penis. I cringed a little and then had to stop 

myself from crying out when Xan took the pencil from him to 

demonstrate how to solve one of the maths problems on the board. 

After she had moved on, I approached Hector. 

‘Hector, have you noticed that our desks are different to the ones 

in your last class?’ 

‘Yes,’ he answered, clearly puzzled by my question. 

‘The other desks had fronts to them, didn't they?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Well,’ I said quietly, ‘with these desks, everyone can see your 

laps and your legs.’ 
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He nodded but hadn't cottoned on. 

‘It's just that, if you have a bit of an itch somewhere in your 

undies, you have to be careful about scratching it because everyone will 

be able to see.’ I paused for a moment. ‘Do you know what I mean?’ 

Realisation dawned and his cheeks blushed a little. He nodded quickly. 

‘Yes, I understand. Thank you.’ 

The old Hector had returned. He picked up his pencil and didn't stop 

working until the bell went for the end of the lesson. As he left, he 

nodded at me. 

It was break time and Xan and I were going to go through my 

preliminary notes about her lesson. I was pleased that it was going to be 

positive. Before she joined me at the table, Xan went over to the wet area 

and washed her hands. She saw me looking at her and made a face. 

‘Hector's pencil was sticky,’ she said. ‘I've been wanting to wash 

my hands ever since I picked it up.’ She dried her hands. ‘It had probably 

been in his mouth!’ 

What could I say? Part of me wanted to tell her but I stopped myself. She 

would find out for herself that Hector's behaviour would be only one of 

the many 'extras' you didn't get told at uni. Then again, if she found out 

later, she would be rightly angered if she knew I'd known all along and 

hadn't told her. So I told her. She didn't take it well and disappeared for 

the rest of the break time.  
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I also shared my findings with the learning support teacher who said she 

would contact Hector's parents. No doubt, after they'd got over the 

embarrassment, they would be relieved to hear there was nothing wrong 

with their delightful son. Hector had just discovered his penis - nothing 

more. 

In the same way that funeral directors are able to make morbid jokes 

about their uncomplaining clients, teachers let off steam in the staffroom 

about events that would normally not find their way into polite 

conversation. Hector's discovery was a topic of conversation at morning 

tea. There was a tiny element of shadenfreude when the sticky pencil 

incident was revealed as too many staff members had been annoyed or 

irritated by Xan's attitude.  

Melanie beckoned me over to her chair. 

‘Look what I bought her,’ she said pointing inside her handbag. 

I looked and saw a small bottle of hand sanitiser.  

‘I'll leave it out for her,’ said Melanie with a malicious smile. A 

few weeks of seriously depleted coffee had got to her. 

Melanie opened the mug cupboard and found the bright orange cup with 

a big black X on it. She put the hand sanitiser into the cup then closed the 

door. She winked at me and left the staffroom. I didn't stay to watch what 

Xan did when she found it. 

The rest of Xan's practice continued without further sticky pencil 

incidents. She still failed to get her lesson plans in on time and her 
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attitude towards her responsibilities didn't change. Kim, the uni contact 

teacher, told me that Xan's academic work was of a very high standard. 

We were both worried, however, about Xan's attitude towards other 

teachers and towards her students from time to time. She scraped a pass 

for that practice and was allowed to continue her teacher training.  

And now, nearly twenty years later, I still think about Xan. I don't 

wonder if she managed to qualify as I'm sure she would have done the 

bare minimum to get through. No, my question is more about whether or 

not she stayed in the profession. I wonder how long she would have put 

up with the demands of the job before she came to the realisation that the 

school holidays just weren't worth it for her.  
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School dinners 

 

My primary school was modest, only about 150 students in total, and its 

premises nestled in the centre of a small seaside village. The classes were 

named after virtues such as Happiness, Kindness, Courage and 

Perseverance, and there was only one class per year group. The 

headmistress, Miss Glending, was a tall and athletic woman with short 

grey hair and heavily wrinkled skin. During prep, a lunchtime homework 

session, she would supervise from the front of the desk and eat her lunch 

from a plastic Tupperware bowl. There was a food she ate that looked 

exactly like rabbit droppings both in colour and shape. We had never 

really heard of vegetarians before and so Miss Glending was quite the 

alternative as far as we were concerned.  

An outsider would have commented on the school as being quaint, but to 

us it was just a normal village school. We were not allowed to run in the 

corridors; we had to have all our personal items clearly labelled with 

stitched-on name tags – laundry pens hadn't been invented then; we had 

to line up outside our classrooms waiting for the teacher; we took turns 

being the milk monitor, giving out the quarter of a pint bottles of full 

cream milk with a straw to each child; and we all ate hot lunches 

provided by the school. 

The school did not have a kitchen and so a deal was struck with a little 

café down the road, just a short walk away. The café proprietors agreed 
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to open just for us at lunchtimes and provided hot meals for staff and 

students every school day. At the appropriate time, we gathered in pairs 

and walked holding hands for the 400 metres or so to the café. 

Regardless of the weather conditions, the students of Gateshead Primary 

School could be seen walking hand in hand with partners in an orderly 

manner to the Fulton Café. Inside the café, we were directed to large 

dinner tables and once seated, we were not allowed to speak. The whole 

meal had to be conducted in silence. This proved to be difficult for some 

but this was an era when teachers could reprimand students knowing that 

parents would support them. So students only needed to break the rules 

once and they learnt never to do it again. 

I was an annoying child who liked to muck around in class. Don't get me 

wrong, I loved school, but I also liked to have a laugh or, more 

importantly, I liked to make other people laugh. I was annoying for lots 

of reasons but one of the worst was that I was able to change my face 

from a gargoyle impression to deadpan in a nanosecond – which was 

about the approximate time it took for a teacher to look up in response to 

a snort of laughter from a student. I've lost count of the number of times I 

was able to pull a stupid face at a friend, during silent lesson work, and 

then when she had started giggling, and attracted the teacher's attention, I 

would be looking completely innocent. I never got caught and my friends 

berated me for it, but stayed friends with me nonetheless. 
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It was a particularly inclement winter's day as we all set out for lunch. 

My partner that day was Katie and she had a nasty cold. We were all 

sniffling in the icy rain and the short journey felt like a trek to Everest as 

the sleetish drops soaked into our coats, splashed against our bare legs 

and through our inadequate socks.  Entering the café was a blessed relief 

and the central heating meant we could take off our damp coats and start 

to thaw out a little.  

The smell from the kitchen indicated that today's fare was mince. It 

wasn't their best effort. The mince was usually rather sparse and the 

gravy was thin, reminding me of dog food. Mashed potatoes and peas 

were the mince's accomplices and the mashed potato tended to be a little 

watery and unappetizing. The peas were peas – you can't do too much 

damage to them. Resigned to a less than satisfying meal, we sat in our 

places and waited in silence. Only the accompanying teachers were 

allowed to speak. We children sat opposite our friends and waited for the 

food to arrive. I sat with my back to the teachers and opposite Katie who 

was pulling out her hankie to wipe her nose again. When she looked up, I 

had my first face ready. She smiled then quickly flicked her eyes towards 

the teachers. Luckily, they must have been looking the other way. She 

kicked me under the table as a warning and I smiled and looked away. I 

would bide my time. 
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Although they didn't provide us with tasty meals, the café owners were 

supremely punctual and the lunches were served within a couple of 

minutes of our arrival. The meals arrived on white china plates that were 

too shallow. They were probably equipped to deal with café favourites 

like bacon and eggs, ploughman's lunches and properly assembled 

shepherd's pie, but they didn't cope very well with watery potatoes and 

heavily diluted mince and gravy. Frequently, the mince concoction 

slopped over the edges and stained the white tablecloths. We were 

allowed to start eating as soon as we had a meal in front of us and so we 

ate. In silence... 

...which is very difficult when you are an annoying little brat like I was. I 

craved some kind of entertainment to alleviate the monotony of a silent 

mealtime. Apart from the disgruntled comments and whispers from the 

teachers, the only other sounds were the metallic scrapes of cutlery on 

china.  

I looked at Katie. Her nose was red from so much wiping and her eyes 

were watery from her cold. She was struggling to breathe and eat at the 

same time and had to do some of her chewing with her mouth open. She 

was the perfect target. I waited until she had a mouthful of food, and 

direct eye contact with me, and pulled the ugliest expression I could 

muster. Katie froze for a few seconds and I saw her eyes crease with 

amusement. However, her mouth was full and to laugh would have 

meant spraying its contents across the table towards me. Brave Katie held 
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on to her food, but the laugh had to come out somewhere. Two 

crystalline waterfalls of snot fell from each nostril into her plate below. 

She stayed connected to her dinner plate by these shimmering columns of 

mucus for at least ten seconds as the snot kept on falling in a steady 

elastic string. Others began to notice and the silence of the dining room 

erupted into shrieks of horror and laughter. Poor Katie was unable to 

move until her nostrils had emptied and so she sat inert whilst the 

teachers scurried to find the cause of the sudden unrest. Katie's mince 

now had two perfectly circular transparent pools nestled amongst the 

brown meat fragments. The teachers were at our table admonishing Katie 

whose nostrils mercifully finished their bounty. She still had a mouthful 

of food to safeguard and was unable to answer the demands of the first 

teacher who was insisting that Katie explain herself. The second teacher 

was calling the other diners to order with threats of no pudding.  

Katie retrieved her hankie, wiped her nose and swallowed the food in her 

mouth. When she finally responded to the teacher, her face was purple 

with effort. But before answering, Katie looked at me. I held my breath. 

She never told. 
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The parent/teacher evening 

 

She's sitting there, waiting and shivering in the brace of cold air from the 

air conditioner above her head. The noise is distracting and she wants to 

switch it off but can't. She can already see spreading sweat patches under 

the arms of a morbidly obese parent sitting across the room. Another 

teacher is engrossed in conversation with the parent and neither of them 

notice the enlarging and darkened maps of Australia spreading across the 

stretched fabric. A quick glance around the room confirms that she is the 

only one who is feeling cold. It was a stupid decision not to bring her 

cardigan. Especially as the decision was founded in vanity. After all, the 

cardigan was discarded merely because it didn't match the outfit she 

prepared for the occasion. Normally clad in a t-shirt, a smart one of 

course, and a comfortable skirt, tonight she is wearing a new blouse that 

she should have tried on in the shop. Had she done so, she would have 

realized that the buttons would be perilously stretched across her ample 

bosom allowing everyone glimpses of her overworked black bra. She is 

still unaware of just how much is on show, but can feel the tightness 

across her breasts. She rounds her shoulders periodically and pulls the 

fabric forward, off her breasts, and then settles for a short time. Her male 

students have noticed it all day, and have requested that the air 

conditioning be kept on in all her classes, feigning intense heat, but really 

so they can see her large nipples straining with cold. 
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She repositions the name card for her table – Miss Joyce Benn – and 

sighs involuntarily. She wants so much to be Mrs Someone but her lousy 

boyfriend has no intention of making an honest woman of her. It's been 

eleven months now and even the sex is predictable so it wouldn't be such 

a shame if they broke up. Only, she's in her mid-thirties and would like to 

have that special someone already snared. 

She looks up to see one of her students approaching with his parents. 

Joyce smiles in recognition but also when she notices what a complete 

physical blend the boy is of his parents, as if their faces have been 

superimposed to create his. The parents approach her and she stands to 

greet them, her hand offered politely. 

‘Mr and Mrs Gooch? Lovely to meet you.’ 

Mr Gooch is impressed with what he sees. He has heard his son talking 

to his mates about her tits, but they're even better in real life. 

‘Nice to meet you too, Miss Benn,’ says Mr Gooch.  ‘Liam has 

told us so much about you.’ 

 

Liam is nervous and trying not to stare at Miss Benn's exposed bra. 

Earlier today, she had helped him with his classwork and when he leaned 

forward a certain way, he could see the top of the bra cup and part of the 

soft round flesh of her breast. He had had to sit still for a little while 

afterwards. Bloody typical. He could get an erection in bloody English 

but not when he needed it last night with Stacey. He looks around and 



 151 

wonders what time Stacey's appointment is. She has avoided him all day 

and he's not sure if she will still want to go out with him now. He's heard 

that she likes a boy who is not backwards in coming forwards – not your 

usual pricktease – and he was hoping to be that boy for her, for however 

long it lasted. She usually goes through boyfriends quite quickly but he 

reckons he can keep her happy for a couple of months. Or at least he 

thought so. Things might be different now – why did his little brother 

have to come home early? He was listening outside and Liam just 

couldn't do the deed for Stacey. She was pretty nice about it, saying she 

understood, but he is still nervous about his status with her. 

‘Good evening, Liam,’ says Miss Benn 

‘Hullo, Miss.’ 

 

Mr and Mrs Gooch sit next to each other and Liam takes a spare chair 

from another vacant table. Miss Benn sits down and her breasts take a 

few seconds to jiggle back into place. Mr Gooch steals a glance, 

unnoticed. Miss Benn rests her arms on the table, clasping her hands 

together. 

 

‘Before I start,’ she says smiling, ‘do you have any questions you 

would like to ask?’ 

Mr Gooch could think of a couple, most importantly What is your cup 

size?  but Mrs Gooch has Liam's report in her hands and places the sheet 
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on the table in front of her. She reaches into her handbag and retrieves 

her glasses. She looks like a small owl; her hair is tufted at the sides and 

the top is smoothed back. It doesn't suit her but it is easy to manage. Mr 

Gooch doesn't like it much – he preferred her hair long and sexy. But she 

said it was too much effort to wash and dry so she had it all cut off. He 

thinks the shorter do makes her look less feminine although it hasn't put 

him off sex. He can't see the hairdo when the lights are off. 

Mrs Gooch examines the sheet of paper and reacquaints herself with 

Liam's English report. It's much like the rest of his subjects – needs to 

concentrate more; must take more care with assignments; has problems 

meeting deadlines. She glances at her husband who thinks he is getting 

away with his furtive looks at the teacher's breasts. Miss Benn is 

oblivious and is listening to some drivel Mr Gooch is spouting. A quick 

look at her son reveals that his attention is also directed a few centimetres 

below Miss Benn's porcelain throat. Mrs Gooch takes a look and is 

instantly rewarded with a display of black underwear, a front loader she 

thinks, and the unmistaken bulge of soft, plump breast. It's plainly 

obvious to her why Liam cannot concentrate in his English class if that's 

the way the teacher dresses every day. When her husband has finished 

drooling, Mrs Gooch asks a question. 

‘What can we do to get Liam to pass English?’ 

Liam rolls his eyes and looks away. He shifts uncomfortably in the hard, 

plastic chair and wishes he could disappear. He hates English, it's so 



 153 

boring and the stuff they do in class is useless. When is he ever going to 

need to know about Macbeth when he becomes a boiler-maker? How is 

composing or analyzing poetry going to help him in his future career? 

And where the hell is Stacey? 

Miss Benn sits up straight. ‘There are a number of things we can try and 

do, but I'm afraid most of it is up to Liam.’ 

She looks at Liam whose attention is elsewhere. She waits patiently for 

him to make eye contact but he is somewhere lost in thought. Mr and 

Mrs Gooch are also waiting and the moment is becoming more and more 

awkward. Eventually, Mr Gooch growls Liam! And the boy turns back to 

the small group, his ears reddening with humiliation. 

‘This is half the problem, isn't it?’ continues Mr Gooch, annoyed. 

‘He can't concentrate! He's the same at home. You give him something to 

do and it's still not done half an hour later!’ 

‘It's true, Liam,’ says Mrs Gooch.  For once, Mrs Gooch is in 

agreement with her husband. ‘You don't seem to be taking your studies 

seriously enough. And you haven't got much time left. You'll be out there 

in the real world soon looking for a job.’ 

‘Yeah, and who's going to employ someone who can't pass 

English?’ Mr Gooch is trying to motivate his son the only way he knows 

how, by threatening him. ‘If you don't do well at school, son, you'll end 

up working in a dead end job.’ 
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Liam has heard all this before. He knows about the consequences of not 

doing well at school but, at this present moment in time, he really doesn't 

give a shit. All he wants to do is get Stacey Shepherd into his bed so he 

can lose his virginity once and for all. He's fed up with his mates jeering 

at him. They all say they've lost theirs but he's not so sure. Especially 

about Zane. Any girl would have to be blind and have lost their sense of 

smell to get that close to him. He obviously doesn't use deodorant and his 

teeth are always thick with a few days' worth of chewed food. His breath 

stinks too. No, the only way that Zane has seen any action is if he paid 

for it. And even then, she would probably have had her back to him. 

 

‘Liam!’ Mrs Gooch is angry now. She is staring at him through 

those stupid little round glasses that she thinks make her look intelligent. 

She turns to Miss Benn. ‘Is he like this in class?’ 

‘Not always,’ says Miss Benn, hoping to diffuse a possible family 

fall-out. ‘But he doesn't always stay on task. He is easily distracted.’ 

Mr Gooch has stolen another look at Miss Benn's breasts. She has turned 

to face Liam and so Mr Gooch is able to see right into her blouse through 

the gaping fabric between two strained buttons. He wonders what she 

looks like naked. 

 

Mrs Gooch is irritated and embarrassed by her son's behaviour. She 

believes it is a reflection on her parenting and she doesn't want to be 
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made to feel inferior by Miss Benn. She had wanted to be a teacher when 

she was a little girl but had been encouraged to go into nursing instead by 

her somewhat traditional parents who believed nursing was a more 

respectable profession for their only daughter. She had started the 

training, reluctantly, but had thankfully become pregnant with Liam and 

so was spared any further nursing. For that, Mrs Gooch will be eternally 

grateful to her husband, despite how she feels about him these days. She 

looks at him as he begins to berate Liam on behalf of the teacher. To be 

fair, he has been a good husband and father. He is a labourer who sweats 

for his living, working twelve hour days, five days a week – the kind of 

hard work that allows her not to have to work and simply be the 

homemaker for her family. She is secretly thrilled by the long hours he 

keeps as it allows her to watch his secret stash of Girls Only porn films – 

a genre she is increasingly interested in. When she first found the DVDs 

hidden away in the tool shed, she had been angry and upset. But then, to 

her surprise, she had found an intense urge to see what got her husband 

aroused. Mrs Gooch had expected to be bored and possibly disgusted by 

what she saw. To her amazement, the close-ups of naked women 

pleasuring each other had had the opposite effect and she had brought 

herself to orgasm right there on the sofa in broad daylight. After that, she 

planned it into her daily chores and even took to vacuuming naked on a 

few occasions. Each time she settled onto the sofa, ready to take things 

into her own hands, she realized how unfulfilled she was sexually by her 
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husband's efforts. It also gave rise to those nagging feelings from her 

adolescence that she had managed to squash and ignore in the traditional 

environment of her parental home. Those feelings of not being like her 

girlfriends, of craving a different kind of closeness to the kind they 

craved with the boy of the moment. Mrs Gooch, or plain Sarah as she 

was then, was careful not to let her girlfriends know about the crushes 

she had on them; was careful not to allow her private fantasies to 

interfere with leading what her parents would call a normal life; was 

careful not to let the supervising matron of her nursing course know of 

Sarah's crushing heartbreak when she realized her feelings for her 

superior would never be requited when the object of her deepest desire 

announced her engagement; was careful not to let the young Mr Gooch, 

or just plain Jim as he was then, know that her enthusiasm in the early 

days was because she desperately needed to feel loved and wanted; that 

the ensuing pregnancy finally gave her the semblance of normality that 

her parents could bear easier than the truth. 

Naturally, these daily sojourns into long suppressed cravings had an 

impact on her sex life with Mr Gooch. No longer content to keep her hair 

long for him, she had it all cut off so that it felt more like her own 

expression. Her clothes changed too; she no longer wanted to wear 

outwardly girly clothes – a big cover up for all these years – but preferred 

more functional clothes. He didn't like the change but accepted it, 

reluctantly. 
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And now, during sex, she is with one of the women on the DVD, 

imagining their huge breasts flattening against her more modest charms. 

She imagines them bringing her to orgasm in the way that only another 

woman can. And then when Jim has finished grunting and straining, she 

is allowed to finish the fantasy in her own space.  

She looks at Miss Benn whose attention is focused on Liam. Sarah's eyes 

wander slowly to the badly behaved breasts that must surely become 

unfettered very soon. She wonders what she looks like naked. 

‘Sarah?’ 

Joyce's attention is caught by Mr Gooch saying his wife's name. 

Instantly, she looks up to see Mrs Gooch staring at her breasts. 

Instinctively, she reaches up and feels the gap left by the fabric between 

the buttons. Her face reddens and she shifts her position so that her arm 

is now in front of the offending porthole to her undergarments. But her 

curiosity is piqued by the look on Mrs Gooch's face. She has noticed 

other women looking at her breasts before, after all, all women compare 

theirs, but Mrs Gooch is staring – and finally Miss Benn can see that Mrs 

Gooch is trying to let her know about the fabric faux pas without alerting 

the rest of the group. They acknowledge one another discreetly, sisters, 

and Joyce is grateful for Mrs Gooch's attention. 

‘Sarah, what do you think?’ asks Mr Gooch. 

Think about what? Her mind is quickly backtracking, trying to retrieve 

any subliminal absorption of the conversation that endured while she was 
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lost in Miss Benn's cleavage. Homework? Tuition after school? She 

looks at her husband and sees his face begin to darken. Liam is curious. 

‘How do you feel about seeing me at lunchtimes for homework 

assignments, Liam?’ Miss Benn has noticed Mrs Gooch's predicament 

and is determined to help her out. They exchange glances once more. 

Mrs Gooch's eyes say 'thank you'. She's been given her cue and can pick 

it up from here. 

‘I think you should take up Miss Benn's kind offer, Liam’ she 

says. Mr Gooch has relaxed and so she continues. ‘You know what 

you're like when you get home. You never want to do any work.’ 

 

Liam's head sinks to his chest. He knows he cannot get out of this one. 

Miss Benn is fanatical when it comes to homework and with his parents' 

back up, this is a no-win situation. He zones out of the discussion that 

follows and catches the odd phrase – 'can give him extra help', 'already 

do the same for some other students', 'like a little homework club.' 

Laughter. 

As his parents make all the right noises in deference to his generous 

natured and generously proportioned teacher, Liam becomes bored once 

again. He looks at his watch, disbelief crawling over his skin as he 

realizes that the ten minute interrogation still has another couple of 

minutes to run. He looks up hoping to see Stacey but sees Helen Mace 

instead, an unfortunate looking girl who has a misguided self confidence 



 159 

about her looks. She's standing by the doorway on the verandah outside 

the classroom, posing and tilting her head back so that she resembles the 

models she tries to emulate in her daily deportment. She knows that Liam 

is looking at her and Liam knows she knows. He purposefully turns 

away, denying her audience. He brings his attention back to Miss Benn 

who is chatting animatedly now, one arm across her chest concealing her 

bra but gently squeezing her breasts up and out of the top of her blouse. 

Safe from discovery, he openly stares at the flesh that ripples gently with 

every movement from Miss Benn. He wonders what she looks like 

naked. 

 

Miss Benn is still cold and she can feel the goose flesh pimpling her 

arms. She is hoping that Mr and Mrs Gooch will be taking her non-verbal 

cues to terminate their interview very soon. She has a gap between this 

appointment and her next and is hoping that she can find a safety pin to 

alleviate her blouse blunder. She realizes now that Liam has seen what 

Mrs Gooch has seen. Indeed, she believes that even Mr Gooch has been 

treated to a glimpse of her bra. But it is Liam that she feels most 

uncomfortable about. He is her student and she has to face him every 

day. It's this kind of thing that will get passed on to his peers and then 

someone will blurt something out in class one day. It was foolish of her 

not to try it on before buying it but she had been in a hurry. Colin had 

called her from work to tell her he was going to the gym later and that he 
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would be home for dinner earlier than expected. Her vain attempts at 

cooking a romantic dinner were in even more danger as she had realized 

that what she had planned would no longer do. The trip to the boutique 

was en route to the emergency stop at the fish counter, the lamb shanks 

in the fridge no longer contenders for that night's dinner. The blouse had 

looked all right on the hanger, had been in her size and seemed to be 

sober enough for a parents' evening. 

She looks at Liam and sees the faintest snigger dancing at the corners of 

his mouth. She would like to slap it off his face for him. 

 

Liam can see Stacey at last. He smiles at her but is worried that it feels 

more like a snigger than genuine warmth. She makes eye contact and he 

can see the lack of malice or venom. It's okay. He wants to kiss her. 

 

Mrs Gooch sees the discomfort in Miss Benn's eyes and realizes that her 

husband is staring at the teacher's breasts again. She sees his barely 

concealed smile and, in a pique of sisterhood, is outraged. She wants to 

slap it off his face for him. 

Mr Gooch is trying to store a mental picture of these immense tits, 

something that he can use when he approaches the missus later. Or for 

his own use. Miss Benn might be a bit podgy but she's all woman and she 

dresses like a woman should. He would like to see what her arse is like 

and give it a good slap for her. 
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Stacey has noticed how good looking Mr Gooch is and is beginning to 

think that maybe she should go for older men. Boys her age are so 

tiresome and don't know how to treat a woman. 

Helen, still posing on the verandah while her parents wait for their 

appointment, knows that Liam wants her. Why wouldn't he? 

Mr and Mrs Gooch stand up to leave. Mrs Gooch shakes hands with Miss 

Benn and is delighted by their softness. Miss Benn smiles warmly at her. 

‘It was lovely to meet you. I'll give you a ring in a couple of 

weeks to update you on Liam's progress.’ 

Liam stands to leave. He straightens his shirt and shorts and runs his 

fingers through his hair. From outside, Stacey smiles her approval. 

Mr Gooch straightens up and offers a roughened paw to Miss Benn. His 

broad chest expands and he cuts an imposing figure of manhood. From 

outside, Stacey smiles her approval. 

‘It was good to meet you too,’ he says. ‘It's nice to know that 

Liam has a teacher who cares.’ With fantastic tits. 

 

Mrs Gooch wants to get out of the classroom. She is fed up with the 

constant disappointment of her son's lack of application and the 

deepening dissatisfaction with her marriage. She notices her husband's 

fly is open and that he is wearing his scarlet satin G-string, a joke gift 

from a colleague. He wears it when he wants to bolster his courage to 

approach her for sex and has told her in the past that he likes the feel of 
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the satin against his balls all day. He will probably make his advances 

later. She looks again and can see that the scrap of material does nothing 

to contain his carpet of pubes, also on show. She doesn't say anything.  

Miss Benn has also noticed and is making sure that she maintains eye 

contact with Mr Gooch, even though her eyes are begging to stray. She 

shakes his hand awkwardly, one arm still doing sentry duty across the 

gaping void. 

As the Gooches leave the classroom, Stacey notices the red satin and 

wiry pubic hair and grimaces. Her attention flickers back to the tidier 

Liam. Mmm. Maybe older men aren't such a good idea. Liam lingers a 

moment and his parents walk off without him.  

Mr Gooch's stride is purposeful. ‘She seemed nice, didn't she?’ He is 

remembering her breasts when he says this. 

Mrs Gooch knows.  

 ‘For God's sake,’ she mutters, ‘put your dick back in your pants!’  

He immediately fumbles with his fly and she revels in his embarrassment 

and shame. Serves him right. Now, should they pick up some fish and 

chips on the way home? She can't be bothered to cook anything tonight. 

Yes, fish and chips. 
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The sex education lesson 

 

The boys' school was well known in the area for being the breeding 

ground of potential Olympians. Boys who weren't leaders on the sporting 

field were the minority and frequently marginalised by their peers. 

Despite the school's long standing impressive academic history, it was a 

magnet for parents who wanted their little darlings to excel in sports. 

As an English teacher, it was often tough work trying to get the boys 

enthused about Shakespeare. Those who were polite enough simply sat in 

resolute silence whilst I attempted to convey the passion and intrigue of 

Macbeth. Those whose courtesy frequently escaped them, would 

question the importance of Shakespeare and its relevance to modern 

society.  

What I wanted to reply was: 

‘I'm trying to stretch your mind beyond kicking a ball, you 

shallow little fucker.’ 

But what I usually said was: 

‘Shakespeare writes about the human condition and is therefore 

still highly relevant.’ 

When we started reading the play, I managed to convince a few reluctant 

boys to read some of the parts. One of them, Kurt, was particularly 

annoyed about having to read the part of Lady Macbeth. The rest of the 

class made the mandatory comments questioning his sexual orientation 
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but, to his credit, Kurt was respectful enough to take up my request of 

reading the part. It also helped that his father was one of the Deputy 

Principals and so he had a built-in acquiescence to all staff at the school. 

I asked the boys to move around the classroom rather than reading the 

parts statically from their desks. Kurt, as Lady Macbeth, began mincing 

around the classroom doing his best to sound like a woman. I had an 

idea.  

‘Hang on, Kurt,’ I said. ‘You're missing something.’ 

I ferreted around in my school desk drawer where I knew I had some 

plastic bags. The boys watched me as I scrunched some bags together to 

make two small semi-spheres. 

‘You need some breasts,’ I said to Kurt, holding out the moulded 

bags. To raucous cheering, he happily slipped the fake mounds under his 

school shirt. He borrowed another boy's tie, added it to his own, and 

fixed the breasts in place with a crossover pattern at the front which tied 

at the back. He stroked his fake breasts and the wolf whistles began in 

earnest.  

Something changed with Kurt. His reading was now punctuated by 

frequent self-stroking but he had entered into the role so completely that 

the boys who were in the audience were hushed. I suspected that his 

fingertip attention to lumps on his chest had had a possibly stiffening 

effect on some of the boys who were luckily seated, their groins out of 

sight. 
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Subsequent lessons involved Kurt donning the Lady Macbeth mounds, 

courtesy of the local supermarkets, and his enthusiasm was genuine. He 

continued to stroke his breasts during his speeches, not always at the 

most appropriate of times, but nevertheless his reading kept the boys 

engaged in the action of the play. 

At tea-break in the staff room one morning, Kurt's dad Steve came over 

to speak to me. 

‘I had to come and tell you,’ he said, ‘that Kurt has been talking 

about his English lessons at home.’ 

I stopped breathing, just for a few seconds.  

‘Really?’ I asked. 

‘He's never been much interested in English before,’ said Steve, 

‘but now he's raving about the lessons and telling us he's reading 

Macbeth!’ 

I tried to laugh but it came out as a choke. Was I about to get a reprimand 

from the Deputy for introducing fake breasts into my classroom? 

‘I don't know what you've done,’ continued Steve, ‘but we've 

never seen him so enthusiastic about Shakespeare!’ 

‘He's doing a super job,’ I said. ‘He's been reading the part of 

Lady Macbeth.’ 

Steve nodded and took a sip of coffee from his mug.  

‘Yes, he told us. He said he was loving it.’ 

‘Did he tell you why?’  
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‘No,’ said Steve. ‘He said it was better than he thought it would 

be, that's all.’ 

I nodded. Kurt had not divulged the full truth and so nor would I. 

‘All credit to you,’ said Steve. ‘He's never been one for English 

so you've done something right.’ 

He lifted his cup to me in salutation and then walked away.  

 

Later that day, I was given a lesson supervision for someone who had 

had to leave to collect a sick child. The science teacher had left the lesson 

planning on his desk and I collected it after my interaction with Steve, 

quietly victorious that I wasn't going to get the sack after all. 

My victory sagged as I read the lesson plan, though. The science lesson 

was for sex education and should have been covered by another male 

teacher. Instead, I was going to have to talk about masturbation and how 

to put condoms onto erect penises. The resources left by the teacher 

included packets of condoms, a banana and some leaflets about how to 

avoid STDs. 

The Year 10 boys filed into the classroom and got out their books. I had 

written the title on the board and noticed that there was a distinct stillness 

as boys began reading it. There were a few nudges followed by pointing 

before the giggling started. 

The title for the lesson was Masturbation, Condoms and STDs.  
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‘Ah, Miss?’ asked one of the boys near the front. ‘Is that the 

lesson you're teaching us today?’ 

‘That's correct,’ I said. ‘Mr Farmer has had to go home and so I'm 

taking this class.’ 

There were a few high-fives at the back of the classroom. I would have to 

keep an eye on those boys. 

We started off with the mandatory film about sperm battling out to reach 

and penetrate the ovum and then the lesson was a discussion about 

changes in the body, leading on to masturbation and wet dreams. 

‘I used to have wet dreams,’ volunteered one of the boys. ‘Now, I 

just get a rock-hard erection.’ He held his forearm up vertically to 

suggest that said erection was enormous. 

The boys laughed, watching me for a reaction. 

‘Anyone else still get wet dreams?’ I asked. 

A boy at the back started to put his hand up before it was slapped down 

by his neighbour. 

‘Let's talk about erections, then,’ I said. 

There was some shuffling in seats and a few faces looked as if they were 

concentrating very hard on something very hard in their trousers. 

I placed the tray of Mr Farmer's goodies on the display bench at the front 

of the class. I grabbed the banana and held it aloft. 

‘Imagine this is your erect penis,’ I said. 

‘Not big enough,’ came a comment from the back. 
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‘You wish, needle-dick,’ said another. ‘I've seen you in the 

shower.’ 

‘Thank you, gentlemen,’ I said, calling the class to order, ‘let's 

not stoop to insults. As I was saying, imagine this banana is your erect 

penis.’ 

I picked up a condom wrapper. 

‘I'm going to show you how to put on a condom so that you don't 

tear or damage the condom in any way.’ 

I looked around the classroom. 

‘I need a volunteer.’ 

Every hand went up in the classroom but I picked a quiet looking boy 

from the front. He walked up to me and took the banana.  

‘When opening the condom wrapper,’ I said, ‘take extra care not 

to rip across the packet, only across the top.’  

I demonstrated by neatly ripping across the packet. 

‘Nicely done, Miss,’ said a voice from the back. 

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘Now, once you've opened the packet, you 

need to make sure you take the condom out carefully.’ 

Again, I demonstrated and took out the condom, discarding the packet on 

the bench behind me. 

‘You must always check that the collecting part is deflated and 

that you are about to roll the condom the right way.’  
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I held up the condom and pinched the end to expel any air. Then I 

showed the boys the direction of the rolled up part under the projector so 

they had a close up of my hands on the screen at the front. 

‘If you put the condom on the wrong way, you won't be able to 

unroll it.’ 

I demonstrated on the banana the wrong way to unroll the condom. It 

soon stopped moving and became useless. The boy holding the banana 

didn't take his eyes off an invisible point behind me. 

‘Now,’ I said, ‘let's get this on properly.’  

I switched the condom to the correct side and placed it on top of the 

banana. I talked my way through the rolling down of the condom until 

the banana was entirely covered. 

‘Nice work, Miss. You've done this before!’ called out a voice. 

I ignored the comment and then noticed that there was a great deal of 

giggling and pointing going on.  

‘Boys,’ I said, ‘control yourselves. You need to take this a bit 

more seriously. This lesson could mean the difference between safe sex 

or pregnancy and STDs.’ 

But the boys weren't looking at me or the banana. They were looking at 

my volunteer who was now sporting a rather obvious tent-pole in his 

trousers. I looked at him and his face was swamped in shame. I took the 

banana from him and told him to go to the toilet. He ran, bent over, out 

of the door and into the corridor. The classroom exploded with laughter. 
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‘Stop!’ I said, holding up my hand. The noise dissipated and I 

waited for silence. ‘You do not laugh at someone else!’ I said. ‘He was 

already embarrassed and you made him feel even worse.’ 

‘But he had a massive boner, Miss!’ 

‘Was he the only one?’ I asked. 

There was complete and sudden silence. 

‘I thought so,’ I said, putting the sheathed banana back in the tray. 

‘Now, let's continue with STDs and when that young man returns to the 

classroom, I want you all to keep looking at the screen or at your books 

so he doesn't feel as if everyone is watching him. Understood?’ 

There was a video for the STDs part of the lesson and I took great 

comfort from seeing the boys recoil in horror at the enlarged images of 

penises that were scabbed over and raw or that had thick pus oozing from 

the hole at the top. I replayed those images just to get the message across. 

I also threw in a few stories about how catheters were inserted into the 

urethra of men suffering from venereal diseases and how the scar tissue 

from those illnesses meant that the insertion was usually long and 

painful.  

‘Just imagine,’ I added, ‘how agonising it would be to pull it out 

again.’ 

They were all quiet now. The banana volunteer had returned to the 

classroom a few minutes earlier and no-one had even noticed. I looked at 
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the clock and realised it was soon time for the lesson to end. I asked for 

questions. There were none. 

‘This is your homework,’ I said and wrote down a task on the 

board. ‘Please write it into your homework diary.’ 

The classroom was quiet except for the crinkling of paper as boys wrote 

down their homework. As they wrote, I tidied up the goodies tray and 

waited for the boys to finish. 

With impeccable timing, the bell rang and the boys started packing away.  

‘Thank you, gentlemen,’ I said. ‘Have a good lunch.’ 

One by one, the boys filed out of the classroom. Some of them cast 

glances towards the tray holding the banana and condoms. One or two 

smiled shyly as they left. The banana volunteer remained behind. 

‘What can I do for you?’ I asked. 

‘About the banana,’ he began but I held up my hand. 

‘There is absolutely no need to apologise,’ I said. ‘None, 

whatsoever. Now just put it out of your mind and go and enjoy your 

lunch.’ 

His face reddened but he didn't move. 

‘No, I didn't...’ he stammered before starting again. ‘Miss, is there 

any chance I could take the banana for my lunch?’ 

‘Ah, yes! Of course!’ I turned away to get the banana, hoping the 

boy wouldn't see my own embarrassment. ‘Here you are!’ 

‘Thanks, Miss,’ he said and left the classroom. 
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I switched off the projector, locked the classroom and returned 

the tray to the science staffroom. Give me Macbeth any day.  
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Mr Persaud 

 

Mr Persaud was Sunita's grandfather. He came to speak to her classroom 

teacher, Mrs Major, every morning when he dropped the little girl off at 

school. Usually, it was to inform her that Sunita had excelled at her 

homework once more. Or to tell her that Sunita needed more difficult 

books because her current readers were too easy. 

According to the school records, Mr Persaud was not Sunita's guardian 

yet in all the time she had been in her Y2 class, Mrs Major had never met 

Sunita's parents. The only signature that appeared in the child's reading 

diary was her grandfather's. 

On many occasions, Mrs Major would listen to yet another onslaught of 

Mr Persaud's latest grievances against his son-in-law. According to Mr 

Persaud, his son-in-law Bharat, was tight-fisted and stupid.  

 ‘All he ever cares about is his hair,’ Mr Persaud had once 

observed. 

Over the course of the year so far, Mrs Major had discovered that Mr 

Persaud had been against the marriage between his daughter and son-in-

law but his wife had convinced him that Bharat would be a good match. 

‘It's true, he comes from a good family, a rich family, but I wasn't 

sure about him as a husband. I thought he was too Western for us,’ Mr 

Persaud had told Mrs Major one morning. ‘He was too interested in 
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buying the latest flashy suits instead of using his money for education or 

buying a house.’ 

When questioned regarding the whereabouts of his daughter and son-in-

law, Mr Persaud would complain that they had ‘gone away, again’ for 

business. Sunita's parents, both entrepreneurs, appeared to be spending a 

lot of their own parents' money trying to get rich quickly with a variety 

of ill-advised ventures. 

‘They never ask me my opinion,’ Mr Persaud complained. ‘And 

I've been a successful business man for years. I'm more intelligent than 

both of them and yet they never ask my advice.’ 

From what Mrs Major could piece together from conversations with 

Sunita, she spent most of her time with her grandparents whilst her 

parents travelled extensively. When her parents were home, Sunita was 

dropped off at her grandparents' house in the morning before school and 

collected shortly before bedtime.  

‘Sometimes, they don't even bother coming to get her,’ Mr 

Persaud had grumbled. ‘I'm not a young man, anymore. My wife and I - 

we get tired. We shouldn't be responsible for a young child.’ 

But Mrs Major could see that Mr Persaud adored his granddaughter. 

Indeed, according to him, Sunita was a child genius who would go on to 

great things in her life.  
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‘I've already spoken to her about university,’ Mr Persaud told Mrs 

Major on one of his visits to the classroom in the mornings. ‘She's very 

keen to go although she's not sure what she will study, yet.’  

Mrs Major nodded, not knowing how else to respond. 

‘I think she should do law but her grandmother thinks she should 

do medicine.’ 

‘What about her parents?’ Mrs Major asked. ‘What do they 

think?’ 

Mr Persaud's face wrinkled as if he could smell sewage.  

‘They are both stupid and do not value education. All they want is 

money to spend on clothes and flying here to here,’ he said stabbing at 

the air with an index finger. 

Mrs Major had tried to placate Mr Persaud - she had to start the class in 

less than fifteen minutes and she didn't have time to listen to another 

diatribe. 

‘Well,’ she said. ‘There's plenty of time for Sunita to choose her 

university subjects. She is only in Year 2.’ 

That had been the wrong thing to say. Mr Persaud kicked into gear once 

more and explained loudly that it was imperative Sunita have firm goals 

to aspire to. Her brain was not going to be wasted like her parents.  

‘She gets her brains from her grandfather and I will make sure she 

gets herself a good job, a respectable job. She will make us very proud.’ 
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In the end, Mrs Major had to ask Mr Persaud to leave as her class were 

sitting on the carpet area ready to take the first roll of the day. 

 

One morning, Mr Persaud was particularly agitated. Sunita's shoes were 

getting too small and she needed a new pair. Apparently, Sunita's parents 

had failed to buy the shoes and she was in pain. 

‘I cannot understand why they begrudge their own child a new 

pair of shoes!’ moaned Mr Persaud as he helped Sunita remove her coat. 

‘I had to take her to the shoe shop yesterday and buy her shoes myself!’ 

He looked over to where Sunita was hanging up her coat. ‘But that 

bastard son-in-law of mine, he has enough money to buy some kind of 

jelly to put in his shiny hair and to buy himself new shoes. And let me 

tell you, Mrs Major, he does not buy his shoes from the cheap shops!’ 

Mrs Major knew there'd be more. 

‘I don't understand,’ continued Mr Persaud, oblivious to the other 

parents and children arriving, ‘how my own daughter, my own flesh and 

blood, can behave this way.’ He shook his head. ‘She was not brought up 

to be mean. She was brought up to look after family. She learnt that you 

always look after your family and make sure they are properly fed and 

well-clothed.’ Mr Persaud leaned in and lowered his voice. ‘She gets it 

from her mother's side. My family is not like that.’ 
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Mr Persaud broke off for a few moments to watch Sunita chatting to a 

little friend. His face softened. The moment was fleeting and he began 

again. 

‘My son-in-law is so tight, he can't even bear to flush his own shit 

away.’ 

There was a gasp from Mrs Major and Mr Persaud faced her, defiant. 

‘It's true! I bet he turns around on the toilet and wonders every 

day how he could make some money out of his own shit.’ 

‘Mr Persaud!’ said Mrs Major. ‘You must refrain from using such 

language around the children!’ She looked around to see if any of the 

other parents or children had heard and was relieved to see that no-one 

had reacted. 

‘I'm sorry, Mrs Major,’ he said. ‘I do not wish to offend you. You 

are an intelligent woman and that is why I talk to you. I know you will 

understand how important it is to make sure our children are well 

educated and looked after.’ 

Mrs Major smiled a slightly tight smile and told Mr Persaud she had not 

been offended.  

‘I cannot talk to my wife. She still thinks Bharat is clever and will 

be wealthy one day.’ He leaned in closer to Mrs Major. ‘But she doesn't 

know that he comes to me and borrows money all the time.’ 
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Mr Persaud was watching Sunita talking to her friends. His smile was so 

radiant that Mrs Major was moved to place her hand on Mr Persaud's 

arm.  

‘Mr Persaud,’ she said quietly, ‘Sunita is a clever girl. She loves 

learning and I promise I will make sure she is always challenged at 

school. I can send home some extra books if you want to keep her 

learning at home.’ She stopped and smiled. ‘Don't worry about her, she 

will be driven like her grandfather. I can already see it.’ 

Mr Persaud began to blink rapidly and nodded. 

‘Thank you, Mrs Major, I know she will be an intelligent and 

independent woman when she grows up.’ He paused. ‘I just need to make 

that dog shit of a father realise what a jewel he has.’ 

 

Towards the end of the term, Mr Persaud arrived a little earlier one 

morning. He was laughing and seemed to be in good spirits. Mrs Major 

was curious but already knew it would involve some kind of mishap with 

regards to Bharat, Sunita's father. 

‘Mrs Major,’ he said with a regal wave. ‘It is always a delight to 

see you in the morning!’ 

‘Likewise, Mr Persaud!’ she replied. ‘Good morning, Sunita!’ 

‘Good morning, Mrs Major,’ said Sunita. 

Mr Persaud bent down to Sunita and stroked her hair. 
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‘Go and put your things away, my precious child, so I can speak 

to your teacher.’ 

Sunita skipped away obediently and Mr Persaud moved a little closer to 

Mrs Major. 

‘Mrs Major, I have very good news! My wife and I are going to 

become Sunita's legal guardians!’ 

‘Congratulations!’ said Mrs Major. ‘That is wonderful news. 

What happened with her parents?’ 

 ‘The dog shit got caught out! He was with another woman and 

brought home a nasty disease to my daughter! His penis was seeping pus 

all down his trousers! And the smell!’ 

Mrs Major tried valiantly to keep a straight face despite the stomach 

churning details she was hearing. Mr Persaud must have noticed her face 

because he apologised quickly. 

‘Mrs Major, I know you are an intelligent woman and you have 

heard of such things before. I do not mean to insult you. But this is good 

news for Sunita. Her mother will divorce the dog shit. After her own 

treatment is over, she wants to go back to university and study again.’ He 

looked at Sunita. ‘Neither of them realise what a gift from God this child 

is but we do, and now God has given her to us.’ He turned back to Mrs 

Major. ‘I wanted to tell you first because you will appreciate how 

important this is to me and for Sunita's education.’ 

Mrs Major shook Mr Persaud's hand. 
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‘I am very happy for you and your wife. Sunita is a very lucky 

little girl to have you caring for her and her future. 

‘Thank you, Mrs Major. I will make sure there is no dog shit for 

Sunita.’ 

‘I'll drink to that,’ said Mrs Major. ‘No dog shit for Sunita!’ 
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Excuses for not coming to detention 

 

The truth is, sir, I had such a stressful morning that I really needed a 

cigarette. But I forgot to bring mine and by the time I'd got one off 

Br...er, someone else, there was no time left. Sorry. 

 

I had to make an important phone call. Mum's got another STD and I 

wanted to know what the doctor told her. 

 

I've got major gut rot and I've had the shits all morning. I think I need to 

go home. I nearly shit myself walking here. 

 

I was with Sue Perry from Year 12 and I reckon I'm on a promise with 

her tonight.  

 

You're oppressing me! Why should I give up my time for behaviour that 

only you think is unacceptable? I won't give in to your archaic 

expectations of how young adults should behave. I have a right to a lunch 

break! 

 

I thought you said it was second lunch, not first lunch. 
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Look, I didn't fall asleep in class because I was bored. I've been up all 

night gaming with this arsehole from America. I had to beat him. He was 

calling me a 'wankerchief'. You know, like the tissues you use when 

you...okay, sorry, Miss, too much information. 

 

I got given another detention by the Principal. Because I was trying to 

leave the school grounds without permission.   Because I didn't want to 

come to your detention. 

 

I was on my way, honest. But I had a quick smoke before. Anyway, after 

I'd had a smoke, I started coughing up all this muck. Seriously, it was 

like something out of a horror film. Do you know anything about 

phlegm, Miss? Is it normal to have dark green lumps with bits of black?  

 

You actually believed me when I said I would come? Wow, Sir, that's 

awesome! No-one ever believes what I say! You've made my day, thanks. 

 

I tried to get here but I can't walk fast. I've got seriously bad chafe from 

swimming yesterday. Honest, Sir, my nuts are bald and red raw. 

Look...what? Oh, yeah, okay. It would be inappropriate. Shit, every time 

I drop my pants, they're like homing beacons. 
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I did come to detention but you weren't here! How far away? I could see 

the classroom windows. You could have been there but I watched for a 

bit and didn't see you. It's not my fault you were sitting down. 

 

I had to go to sick bay. I spewed in the girls' toilets. Katie dared me to go 

in when there were still girls in there. She wanted me to touch her tits in 

one of the toilets. We went in and locked the door but some girl had left 

her used tampon on the seat...and...I have to go... 

 

Don't take this personally, Miss, but this subject bores my tits off. I'm 

changing out of it next week so there's no point me coming to the 

detentions. I wouldn't do anything anyway. Think of it this way, you 

didn't have to sit with me during your lunch break.  

 

I had to wait for my mum to bring my lunch. She forgot to put it in my 

bag this morning. That wasn't my lunch you saw me eating in class, that 

was Sara's. She said she didn't want it and it's not the kind of thing she 

should be eating anyway. Not in her condition. Er, I mean, she's allergic 

to soft cheese. 

 

Here's the work you wanted me to do. It isn't my writing, no. I hurt my 

hand earlier so I got that kid, what's his name? You know, the quiet one. 

Anyway, I got him to write it out for me. No, no, I told him what to write 
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and he wrote exactly what I said. What? Peri..? Peristalsis? Um...I don't 

remember...it's...that little bastard. 

 

It was such a lovely day. The sun was shining. Everyone was happy and I 

wanted to stay outside and soak it all up. You should get out in the sun a 

bit more, Miss. You're looking really old these days. 

 

You meant it? I thought you'd just got your period or something. What? 

 

I've got such a terrible memory, Miss. Sorry. I keep forgetting shi...stuff 

all the time. I need a brain like one of those savants...you know, they 

remember dates and shi...stuff. And they can draw. I'd like to draw like 

that. Do you think they realise they're so clever? If I was...what? 

Mmmm? Oh, yeah, okay. I'll come and see you next lunch. 
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Liz – Part II 

 

As it turned out, Felipe was into PVC. He and Liz had got chatting when 

they had attended after works drinks on the last Thursday of term 1. 

Emboldened by a couple of glasses of wine, Liz had confessed to taking 

pole dancing classes. Despite wanting to keep it quiet, after staring into 

Felipe's eyes, Liz had had an overwhelming desire to shock him. She 

believed that showing him she was a forty-nine year old English teacher 

who liked to strut around in PVC and who was learning to pole dance 

would be just the ticket to surprise him. He had been surprised but not for 

the reasons Liz thought. 

‘So,’ he had purred in her ear, ‘you are going to wear this PVC 

costume for your pole dancing graduation?’ 

‘That's right!’ said Liz, starting on her third glass of wine. 

‘But you haven't shown anyone yet?’ 

Liz shook her head. 

‘I'd like you to show it to me,’ whispered Felipe. 

Liz paused, her wine glass at her lips. She looked at Felipe and smiled 

before replacing the glass on the table in front of them. 

‘I know what you're doing,’ said Liz. She wagged a finger at him. 

‘You're taking pity on single and middle-aged old me and hoping you 

can get your leg over if you just flatter me a little.’  

‘Is it working?’ he asked. 
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‘Yep. Get your things.’ 

Under the pretence of taking Liz home because she was a bit worse for 

wear, Felipe escorted his colleague from the pub. Liz played along but 

was suddenly quite sober. She caught Kelly's eye as she left and saw that 

the other woman winked at her. 

In the car, Felipe asked for Liz's address and they drove in amiable 

silence. At her front door, Felipe escorted her inside before turning to 

leave. 

‘Where are you going?’ asked Liz. 

‘I did not want to presume,’ said Felipe. ‘I did not know if you 

were joking in the pub, or not.’ 

Liz saw her get-out clause. Part of her wanted to take it - after all, this 

was her much younger colleague and they would have to face each other 

at school. She wished she'd asked Kelly how she managed.  

Taking Liz's pensiveness as his cue to leave, Felipe approached the front 

door but she stepped forward and closed it. 

‘The PVC is upstairs,’ she said. ‘Follow me.’ 

 

Later, when they were having a coffee downstairs, Liz asked Felipe why 

he was still single and sleeping with women much older than he was. 

‘I'm learning,’ he replied. ‘I want to learn as much as I can before 

I marry.’ 

‘Can't you learn with younger women?’ 



 187 

‘Not as much as I can with older women,’ he smiled. ‘Older 

women do not realise how sexy their confidence is. They know what they 

want in bed and they demand it. I like that.’ 

A thought occurred to Liz. 

‘Do you like being told what to do by a woman?’ she asked. 

‘If it's to do with sex, then yes!’ 

 

The PVC made a return to her bedroom and this time she tried out a few 

dominatrix scenarios with Felipe. He was a willing participant and, after 

that first afternoon, made regular visits to her house during the school 

holidays. Sometimes he would just turn up and see if she was in and at 

other times they scheduled appointments. She shared this with Debbie 

over coffee one afternoon. 

‘Good on you,’ said Debbie. ‘He's a nice enough bloke and that 

Spanish accent is very sexy.’ 

‘We're not in a relationship, Deb,’ said Liz. ‘We're just friends 

with benefits.’ 

Debbie smiled and blew on her coffee.  

‘So, was Kelly right? Is Felipe a big boy?’ 

‘Let's just say that when he stops his 'studies' and gets married, 

he's going to make his wife a very happy woman.’ 
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Liz's adventures with Felipe had made her holidays more fun than usual. 

She still had some preparation to do for the first couple of days' lessons 

but the Spanish Science teacher was proving to be a welcome distraction. 

She didn't mind him popping in unannounced sometimes - if she was 

busy, he always left without a fuss. She had explained to him that she 

was busy on some Saturday mornings because of Geoff and he had 

promised he wouldn't show up then.  

 

Geoff showed up with irritating regularity at 11 am on Saturday morning. 

He had given up years ago trying to force Liz to sell the house that was 

once their family home, but now he would show up once a month just to 

check that his retirement fund wasn't crumbling because of neglected 

guttering or termite infestation. Liz had made appointments with the sole 

purpose of circumventing these visits but Geoff would then turn up 

unannounced whenever he was able to slip unnoticed from his wife and 

children. This had annoyed Liz even more and so she allowed the 

Saturday visits, provided they were brief. Given the latest change in her 

lifestyle, she couldn't risk having Geoff arrive without warning. The 

thought of Geoff finding out about Liz's activities made her laugh and so 

when she answered the door, her face wore an enormous smile. Geoff's 

sullen face immediately broke into a smile, mistaking his ex-wife's smile 

as confirmation that his visit was welcome. 
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‘You look lovely!’ he said, looking at Liz's smile. ‘It's nice to see 

someone's pleased to see me.’ 

‘Hi Geoff,’ answered Liz. She didn't want to encourage a 

conversation about her appearance. She stepped back out of the doorway 

to let him in.  

He walked with maddening familiarity into the front room and began his 

inspection. He always noticed if Liz had moved anything but his over 

reaction to repainting had subsided over the years.  Liz noticed that today 

his inspection was somewhat short-lived and that he quickly settled into a 

chair. His shoulders sagged and he looked old and tired. Inwardly, Liz 

sighed. She knew the signs. Despite not being married to this man for a 

number of years, she had been married to him long enough to know the 

signs of Geoff having something on his mind. She quickly glanced at her 

watch hoping that whatever he had to say wouldn't take long. She looked 

up to see that Geoff had seen her looking at her watch. 

‘Don't worry,’ he said, looking wounded, ‘I won't be long.’  He 

shifted in the chair. ‘I'm only here for an update.’ He looked around the 

room. ‘Everything looks great in here – I had a look outside earlier and it 

all looks good.’  

Liz said nothing. She waited for Geoff to continue.  He looked towards 

the kitchen.  

‘Are you making a coffee?’ 

‘No.’ 
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‘Oh.’ 

There was silence again for a few moments. Liz was quite happy for it to 

continue but she knew Geoff would break quickly. He cleared his throat. 

‘Actually, Liz,’ he began, ‘I wanted to have a chat about 

something personal.’ He looked across at her. ‘Really personal.’ 

Reluctantly, Liz came and sat down opposite him. She resigned herself to 

having to spend some time listening to whatever it was that was upsetting 

Geoff. She wasn't sure she wanted to hear about it if it was too personal, 

though. Geoff cleared his throat. 

‘Truth is, I'm having a few...difficulties...if you know what I 

mean.’ He looked at his hands in his lap. 

‘No, I don't know what you mean,’ said Liz shortly.  

‘You know,’ said Geoff, ‘difficulties with...’ He gestured towards 

his crotch and Liz flinched.  She quickly recovered. 

‘I've heard that's quite normal for a man your age. You should go 

and see...’ 

‘No, no,’ said Geoff, ‘it's not what you think.’ A smirk appeared 

on his bloated face. ‘I've got no problem keeping it up.’ Liz flinched 

again and Geoff continued. ‘No problem at all. I just can't get Donna to 

come anymore.’  

He sat back in the chair and looked unblinkingly at Liz just as if he had 

been talking about the curtains or the guttering. Liz's sense of discomfort 
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escalated and she forced herself to sit very still whilst she considered her 

response. 

‘Geoff,’ she said, ‘why do you think it's appropriate for you to 

speak to me about this?’ 

Geoff was genuinely surprised by her reply. ‘Well, who else can I talk to 

about it?’ 

‘I don't know,’ said Liz. ‘What about your friends? Surely, they 

would be far better to talk to than me.’ 

‘I can't talk to them,’ said Geoff. ‘I haven't had sex with them!’ he 

laughed. 

Liz was silent. She anticipated the next question with dread.  

‘I was wondering,’ began Geoff quietly, ‘about when we were 

married and about how easily you used to come and...’ 

‘Stop!’ said Liz, holding her hand up towards him. ‘This is not a 

conversation I want to have with you!’ She stood up and pointed towards 

the door. ‘I think it's time for you to leave.’ 

Geoff ignored her.  

 ‘All I want is some pointers about what you women like. I don't 

know what I'm doing wrong. I can keep going for ages.’ He smiled. ‘And 

I make sure I spend time on her tits and...’ 

‘Geoff!’ said Liz. ‘You need to stop. Now.’ He looked at her. ‘I'm 

not going to talk to you about this. If you have sexual difficulties with 

Donna, then she is the one you should be speaking to.’  
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Geoff's face was red and unhealthy. His eyes gave away his 

disappointment.  

‘I thought you would be okay about this,’ he said. ‘I didn't think 

you'd get all jealous about it.’ 

‘Jealous?’ exploded Liz. ‘I can assure you I'm not remotely 

jealous!’  

Her hands were shaking by her sides. It was time for a few home truths. 

She stepped towards Geoff and lowered her voice. 

‘You are still as self-absorbed as you were when you hit your not-

even-mid-life crisis and left me and the boys.’ She held up her hand to 

silence Geoff who had started to try and speak. ‘If you are having sexual 

problems with your wife, then discuss them with your wife. Or your 

friends. Or your doctor – I don't care. I am not your wife anymore. I 

haven't been your wife for a long time now.’ She looked around the 

house. ‘And another thing. I don't want you coming round every month 

to inspect the house.’ He opened his mouth to protest again but she 

silenced him with a look. ‘This is my home now and until it's sold, I don't 

want you checking up on me or the house. If something goes wrong, I 

will deal with it. Just like I've dealt with it over the last however many 

years.’  

Liz looked at the man in front of her. The man she had married and had 

two children with - the man who had once been handsome and lean but 
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was now puffy and exhausted. So much for having a second younger 

family to keep you young; Geoff was not the poster boy for the lifestyle.  

‘Things have changed,’ she said, ‘and I don't want you coming 

round.’ She stared at him. ‘In case I have visitors.’  

Geoff looked at her and his face hardened. ‘Oh, I see,’ he said without 

smiling. ‘Got yourself a boyfriend, have you?’  

‘Yes I have, actually,’ said Liz, incensed by his mocking eyes. 

‘He has an enormous cock and he makes me ejaculate.’ 

Geoff looked away in disgust.  

‘This is still half my house.’ 

‘You don't pay the mortgage anymore. You only own half of 

what it was worth before you stopped paying.’  

Geoff shrugged.  

‘Still, I've got a lot of money wrapped up in this house and I 

might need it sooner than you think.’ He looked at her. ‘The kids need 

stuff for school...’  

‘...I'm thinking of selling, anyway, so don't worry you'll get your 

money.’ 

‘When?’ asked Geoff. 

‘Not sure, yet, but I want a change.’ She looked pointedly at him. 

‘I want to get away from my past and make a new start.’ 

‘And you ridiculed me for having a not-even-mid-life crisis?’ 

Geoff laughed. ‘Is this your mid-menopause crisis?’  
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Liz walked to the front door and held it open. Geoff was still chuckling at 

his own joke as he followed her out. 

‘As always,’ he laughed, ‘it's been a pleasure.’ 

‘Fuck off, Geoff, and don't ever come back.’ 

Geoff's astonishment was visible. 

‘I mean it,’ continued Liz. ‘Don't come back. If you need to 

communicate with me, send me an email. We're not married, thank God, 

and I don't have to take your insults or listen to your pathetic ramblings 

about how sorry you feel for yourself.’ She straightened her shoulders. 

‘And another thing, try losing some weight. You look terrible.’ Geoff's 

mouth hung open.  ‘It's no wonder Donna doesn't get turned on by you, 

you're a mess.’ 

He closed his mouth and stood looking at her. She could see he was hurt 

but she resolved not to cave in and apologise. She simply looked out 

towards the front path. Geoff said nothing and shuffled out through the 

door. He didn't look back and Liz shut the door so she couldn't see his 

stooped and defeated shoulders pulling him forward and away from her. 

 

To distract herself, Liz started clearing out the clutter. She'd said it out 

loud now about selling up and so she needed to take action. She grabbed 

a roll of black plastic bags and marched upstairs to the spare room. It 

would be the easiest to tackle. There was stuff in there that she'd been 

hanging on to since Geoff had left. All of it went into the bin. She wanted 
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all trace of him gone from her home. The thought of a new place, free 

from memories and outside of his jurisdiction, spurred Liz on to clear the 

spare room in under an hour. She looked back at the empty space and 

was thrilled. It was time to call Felipe for a little lunchtime celebration.  

 

Later, at home on her own once more, Liz contemplated life outside of 

teaching. What would she do? Sure, she joked around with Debbie about 

becoming part of the sex industry but it was all a laugh. When Liz 

seriously considered her options, she was terror-struck by the hollow 

cavern that opened up inside her. Despite wanting to get out of her job, it 

was as if the job itself had eroded her confidence to escape and instead 

kept her captive. Many discussions that were started in the staffroom 

quickly fizzled out with the damning lines of ‘It's probably the same at 

every other school.’ Or worse, still, she had heard - had even used - 

‘Better the devil you know.’ She envied people who were able to keep 

their working and private lives completely separate - people who could 

be who they wanted once they'd left their place of work. Liz felt like she 

was always on duty – it was just the playground duty stretched beyond 

the school into shopping malls and even pubs. 

 

Surprisingly, it was Donna, Geoff’s wife, who told Liz he had died. She 

had returned from her Pilates class, and coffee with friends, to find him 

quite cold and stiff on the bed with his trousers open and his penis 
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exposed. There had been a box of tissues next to him. Donna told Liz all 

of this but suggested she spare the details from the boys. Liz was too 

shocked to speak and simply made what she hoped were affirmative 

noises into the phone. Even in death, Geoff was still a wanker. 

‘I wanted to tell you first, rather than phone the boys directly,’ 

said Donna. ‘I was hoping you could speak to them instead of me.’ Her 

voice sounded remote and emotionless. Liz checked herself for being 

judgmental.  

‘He must have died shortly after he got back from your place,’ 

continued Donna calmly. ‘Thank God, I found him rather than the kids.’  

She sniffed and waited for some form of response from the other end of 

the phone but Liz had been silenced by a freezing chill, remembering her 

final conversation with Geoff. Vomit rose into her throat as she recalled 

her final words to him as he had walked away...try losing some weight. 

You look terrible...no wonder Donna doesn't get turned on by you, you're 

a mess. 

Donna cleared her throat.  

‘The police have been round. Because it's a sudden death, they 

had to look around a bit.’ Liz couldn't speak and Donna continued. 

‘Bloody idiot,’ she said, ‘he's obsessed with his cock! And now he goes 

and bloody dies with his cock out for everyone to see.’ Her voice was 

beginning to escalate and there was emotion stinging her words. ‘The 

police were very professional about it, said they'd seen worse.’ There was 
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a crack in her voice now. ‘What they don't understand, though,’ said 

Donna, ‘is that seeing him on the bed with his cock out like that, well, 

that's my lasting image of my husband! I'm never going to forget that, am 

I?’ 

Liz knew she should be saying comforting things to Donna but her own 

guilt swamped her capacity for speech and her tongue felt thick and 

heavy in her mouth. All she could think about was that Geoff might have 

been spurred on for one final flick of the wrist as a result of her parting 

comments. Maybe, he had been proving something to himself. She would 

never know. She didn't want to know. What she did know was she could 

never take those words back and she could never apologise.  

Donna had started talking again. This time she was talking about her kids 

and how they were very upset. Liz vaguely heard something about taking 

them to their grandmother's place for a few days whilst the police made 

further enquiries and the post-mortem was carried out. Clarity suddenly 

prompted Liz to speak up. She needed to tell the boys, before they heard 

it from someone else. 

‘Donna,’ croaked Liz, ‘I better call the boys.’ 

There was a pause. ‘Yes, of course. Sorry.’ 

‘No, please don't apologise,’ said Liz, feeling guiltier than before. 

‘I'll be in touch,’ said Donna. ‘I'll let you know when the funeral 

is, you know, all that stuff.’  

‘Is there anything I can help you with?’ asked Liz. 
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There was a short pause.  

 ‘Not at the moment, thanks, but I'll let you know.’ 

The phone call ended amicably and Liz redialled immediately. Whatever 

she thought of Geoff, the fact remained that their children had just lost 

their father. Before she dialled the last number, Liz's guilt was swept 

aside by a brief sorrow for the man who had once been her husband and 

was now gone forever. 

 

After a difficult phone call with each of her sons, Josh and Brett, Liz 

called Debbie and told her what had happened. Debbie came over 

immediately and they were drinking coffee in the kitchen. 

‘The boys are flying in tomorrow. We're not sure when the 

funeral will be but it won't be too far away.’ 

‘It's good that they're coming up to be with you,’ said Debbie. 

‘I'm okay about it, surprisingly,’ said Liz, ‘but I think the boys are 

going to be a bit cut up about it. I know Geoff hasn't been the most 

attentive father of late but they all still got on quite well.’ 

Debbie nodded. 

‘Do you need to take some time off school?’ asked Debbie. ‘Are 

you going to let Len know?’ 

Liz shook her head. 

‘I don't think I need to take time off yet. I'll wait and see what 

date the funeral is and go from there.’ 
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Debbie nodded and took a sip of coffee. 

‘Would it be in bad taste to ask how things are going with 

Felipe?’ 

‘Yes, it would be in bad taste,’ said Liz with a smile. ‘However, 

seeing as you've asked, it's all going very well. You and I could still be in 

business if you ever want to give up teaching.’ 

Debbie shook her head.  

‘We're terrible,’ she said. ‘Your ex-husband has just died and 

we're talking about providing dominatrix services.’ 

Liz sipped at her coffee and stared out of the kitchen window. 

‘I know this sounds awful,’ she told Debbie, ‘but I feel like a 

huge weight has come off my shoulders.’ She blushed a little. ‘I'm not 

sorry he's gone. I mourned for him years ago.’ She took another sip of 

her coffee. ‘In some ways, his death is a new beginning for me. I don't 

have to be reminded of the past anymore.’ 

‘That makes sense,’ agreed Debbie. ‘It's been over a long time.’ 

She glanced at her watch. ‘I'm sorry, love, but I have to get going soon. 

Is there anything you need me to get for you?’ 

‘No, I'm fine,’ said Liz. ‘Thanks for coming over.’  

They stood up and walked to the front door.  

‘I'll tell Lois you won't make pole dancing tomorrow night,’ said 

Debbie. 
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‘Thanks, I'll be with the boys. They're going to stay here with me 

until the funeral. They've already had one shock - now is not the right 

time for them to discover their mother is pole dancing.’ 

‘Or that she's having casual sex with one of her colleagues.’ 

‘Or that the colleague likes her to dress up in PVC!’ 

Debbie hugged Liz. 

‘Keep in touch,’ she told Liz. ‘Let me know what's going on.’ 

‘Thanks, Deb,’ said Liz. ‘I will.’ 

Liz went back to the kitchen to finish her coffee. She felt sorry about 

Geoff but had to admit that she wouldn't miss him. In fact, Liz had never 

felt so alive.  

 

She went back to school as normal the next day but warned her Y12 

students she would be taking a day off soon for a funeral. They were all 

very sweet and kind although Liz noticed that Lauren was quieter than 

usual. She didn't look well either. During some independent work, Liz 

went over to Lauren's table and asked if she was okay. 

‘I don't feel very well, Miss,’ said Lauren. Her breath was rancid. 

‘Do you need to go to sick bay?’ asked Liz. ‘Do you need some 

water?’ 

‘I'll get some water from the tap, if that's okay, Miss,’ said 

Lauren.  
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She left the classroom and Liz watched Lauren walk slowly to the water 

taps and drink for a long time. When Lauren came back to the classroom, 

her colour had returned. 

‘If you still feel unwell later, you might need to go and see the 

doctor,’ said Liz.  

Lauren nodded and carried on with her work.  

From the other side of the classroom, Liz examined Lauren searching for 

any tell-tale clues like tightening uniform or a baggier shirt than usual. 

She couldn't see anything and hoped she was being overly suspicious. 
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Tell the truth and shame the devil. 

Francois Rabelais 

 

 

TERM 3
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Ejaculation 

 

I've been feeling odd for the last hour or so. There's a strange dragging 

feeling coming over me in waves. It lasts for a few seconds and then ebbs 

away. There's no pain involved but it's an unpleasant feeling. Worse still, 

my concentration is deeply affected by the waves and it's as if my 

thoughts are echoing in this enclosed chamber so that I hear them twice.  

Another wave is on its way and I can feel it building. But this time, there 

is pain. A deep searing pain that burns through my core. The echoing 

begins again and my cries of fear and discomfort are doubled for a few 

seconds so I'm terrified twice over. The pain fades but before I can 

experience relief, it returns and I am unable to think straight. Surely, I 

cannot survive such agony. The burning has returned and the dragging 

sensations make me feel I am being pulled in opposite directions. My 

chamber is no longer safe and I know now that I will be killed. Some 

unknown force is attacking me and I can hear the fatal sound of tearing 

tissue. I will die here. I will die, wrenched in two by a maniac who 

knows my inner thoughts and mocks me by replaying my screams so I 

can hear my own terror again and again. 

The pulling is turning me inside out and the pain is constant now. There 

is no respite from the tearing and the voices. I'm dying. 

I don't understand. I was convinced I was going to die but all of a sudden 

the pain and tearing stopped and it was suddenly calm. The echoing has 
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stopped but...what's that? I can hear my voice but not my words. I'm not 

alone. There's someone else. Talking to me. 

 

 Hey! Can you hear me? Where are we?  

 

It takes me a while to respond as I am shocked and lacking energy. I have 

never had company. I don't know what to do. What does one do in 

situations like this? Whoever it is needs a response. I call back. Hello? 

 

 Hello! I was worried you couldn't hear me! Are you ok? You don't 

look well. 

 

I am already starting to feel much better. There is no pain and the 

dragging sensations have also disappeared. There are no echoes anymore. 

My thoughts are my own once again. It might be nice to have a bit of 

company. 

 

 Look, do you know where we are? Do you know what's going on? 

I'm embarrassed to say I can't remember how I got here. Can you tell 

me? 

 

I tell him I don't have any answers. I suspect we are part of some hideous 

experiment. We are surrounded by darkness and I feel like I'm floating.  
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 Is there anyone else here who can tell us what's going on? 

 

I tell him that until he arrived, I was the only one. We chat for a while, 

trying to work out what is going on. We don't know what our chambers 

are made of and we don't know how close we are to each other. I like his 

company. He's a lot like me. 

 

The pulling starts again but before I can explain to my companion, I hear 

his cries. I can tell he is experiencing the same as me. I don't know if this 

makes my difficulties easier or harder to bear. I don't want to hear him 

suffering but I cannot offer him any help. As the tearing sensations begin 

again, I can hear my thoughts echoing once more. Not only that, I can 

hear his cries and the echoes of his cries tormenting me twofold.  

 

My previous experience of this terror tells me that I am near the point of 

dying once more. Surely this time will be the end. I was lucky the first 

time. I will not be lucky a second time. I can hear him screaming and I 

try to tell him not to fight against the pain. He needs to try and relax. But 

I cannot communicate through the noise of echoed screams.  And then, 

suddenly, he goes quiet and I am worried that he has died. I have 

survived another ordeal but my companion is quiet. I call out to him. He 
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hasn't been here very long and yet I am bereft at the thought of being 

alone again. 

 

I'm here. I feel terrible. What happened? 

 

His voice is feeble with exhaustion. I know that feeling. I want to try and 

explain but I don't know how. How can I? I don't even know what is 

going on. 

 

Who's there? 

 

Another voice! Where did he come from? 

 

Hello? 

 

I call out into the darkness. I can hear two new voices. They sound fresh 

and energized. I want to ask how they got here but I am worried about 

my first friend. I call out to him. 

 

I'm here. I'm feeling better now. 

 

Where are we?  
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I don't know, I tell one of the newcomers. I explain what I know and how 

my first friend arrived. I recount the experiences of pain and pulling and 

the two visitors go very quiet. I think I've frightened them.  

 

*** 

 

There are too many of us here and we are jostling for space. There is no 

quiet now, as hundreds of voices clamour around me. And the smell! The 

smell has intensified along with the feeling of pressure below us and 

around us. We can see a little bit of light above us and it seems inevitable 

that we are heading towards it. I will be relieved to be away from here, 

even if the outcome is uncertain. I have stopped talking to the others and 

my first friend has disappeared amongst the legions of others.  

 

As time passes, I know that more and more of us are gathering. We all 

experience the pain and the tearing but we've experienced it enough now 

to know that the pain is always followed by peaceful relief. I want to be 

rid of the crush and the smell. There is movement underneath me. This is 

it. We are being pushed forward rapidly. The pressure has intensified so 

violently that I am swept along with others, my direction and velocity out 

of my control. We are heading towards the light. There's another push 

and I am finally free. 
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*** 

The teenage boy stared at the mirror where the pus from his acne had just 

spurted leaving a thick yellow trail, spotted with blood. He could smell it 

already.  
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Girl power 

 

It was halfway through the lesson and Karen knew that some of her 

students had drifted off. They were meant to be revising the class novel 

ready for the upcoming final exams for Year 11 but the heat outside, and 

the inadequate air-conditioning inside, was making concentration an 

impossible concept.  

The students had read and dissected The Catcher In The Rye and not 

everyone had been captivated by Holden Caulfield's mania. To make up 

for it, Karen had promised to show them the film Donnie Darko which 

was the nearest thing to a modern version of Holden Caulfield that she 

could think of. The screening was scheduled for just after the exam and 

would be a good way to end the term. Of course, showing films for the 

sake of it wasn't allowed so Karen had already planned to write some 

questions on the board during the screening - not that she would expect 

any responses but it looked more authentic in case anyone came checking 

up on them. 

For now, students sat in pairs, workshopping practice paragraphs they 

had written about the cultural context of the novel and its role in 

constructing Holden Caulfield as an outsider. Although Karen had asked 

them to write about the novel's setting, now the students read each other 

their paragraphs and worked on how to improve their sentence structure 

and vocabulary.  
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The air-conditioner rattled and wheezed, making the windows vibrate. 

The noise was both soothing and disturbing at the same time. Karen 

moved around the classroom, checking with students who were doing the 

right thing and invading the space of those who weren't. They really were 

a mixed bunch. Karen knew that some of them should never have opted 

for senior English and should have switched to English Communication. 

In fact, one or two had already signed the paperwork to switch for Year 

12. They weren't interested in literature, they just wanted to get a pass in 

English so they could get the jobs they wanted. There was nothing wrong 

with that but it did pain her that so many of the kids she taught weren't 

remotely interested in reading. And yet she had read the novel to the 

class and they had loved being read to. Some had followed with their 

own texts whereas others had lain on the floor and listened attentively 

like they would have done in primary school during carpet time.  

Karen could feel her eyes drooping. No wonder some of the kids were 

flagging. She had reported the faulty air-conditioning when it first failed 

to do its job. Technicians had come out and reported nothing wrong. 

However, the next time they were called, they didn't bother coming and 

said that technicians from Townsville would have to come out. 

Townsville was a four hour drive away and nothing had happened since. 

Nine months later, the air-conditioning was still ineffective. With 

temperatures of 34 degrees and 90% humidity, trying to do her job was 

becoming harder and harder.  
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A sudden scrape of chair legs on the ground made Karen jump. She 

looked around to see Sasha standing up. Her face was ashen and she 

looked like an animal in pursuit. 

‘I have to go to the toilet, Miss!’  

The look on Sasha's face was enough explanation for Karen who nodded.  

‘Yes, of course, Sasha.’ 

As Sasha started to leave, the girl she had been sitting with, Jada, stared 

at the back of Sasha's skirt. Sasha turned to look at Jada who shook her 

head so slightly that Karen wasn't sure if anyone else had noticed. Karen 

also noticed that Sasha wasn't looking as terrified as she had before but 

still raced out of the classroom, only stopping to pick up her bag from 

outside en route to the toilets.  

‘Never trust anything that bleeds for five days and doesn't die.’ 

There was a gasp from various parts of the room and everyone turned to 

stare at the young man who had spoken. Mark was grinning. He sat with 

his arms crossed, ready for the onslaught he knew was coming. It was 

one of his favourite pastimes to goad a student into uncontrollable rage. 

He loved to annoy the girls in particular.  

Jada, all 152cm of her, stood up and glared at Mark. Karen was on high 

alert, ready to intervene. Jada didn't move for a few seconds but Karen 

could see that the girl's fists were clenched.  

‘Mark,’ began Karen but she didn't get to finish - Jada had 

something to say. 
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‘Five days?’ she asked Mark. ‘Did you say five days?’ 

‘Yep,’ he said. He was smiling more broadly now. 

‘You ignorant dipshit!’ said Jada before glancing at Karen. 

‘Sorry, Miss.’ 

Jada turned back to Mark.  

‘Five days? How about seven days, if you're lucky!’  

Mark said nothing. He just sat and smiled - this was clearly what he had 

wanted all along, thought Karen. 

‘Seven days of bleeding!’ said Jada. There were groans from 

some of the boys. ‘Don't fucking groan!’ There was another glance at 

Karen. ‘You're going to have girlfriends and wives one day and they'll all 

be bleeding every month! So get used to it!’ 

‘Have you got your period, too?’ asked Mark. ‘You're over-

reacting a bit, aren't you?’ 

‘Actually, no I don't have my period right now,’ said Jada, ‘but I 

can tell you all about my latest one.’ 

‘No, it's..’ Mark was holding his hand up, turning to face the 

other boys with a conspiratorial smirk.  

‘Too bad,’ said Jada. ‘You're going to hear all about it.’ She took 

a step forward. 

‘Miss,’ said Mark. ‘Aren't you going to stop her?’ He looked over 

at Jada. ‘She's trying to intimidate me. You're the teacher. You should 

stop her.’ 



 213 

‘Well, Mark,’ said Karen, ‘you made a sexist and deeply 

offensive remark and now Jada wants to respond. I think that's fair.’  

Mark's smirk had slipped slightly. 

‘Do continue, Jada,’ Karen said.  

‘Right,’ said Jada. ‘Before your period starts, you get terrible 

pains in the base of your belly. Sometimes, the tops of your legs feel like 

something is trying to drag them down. Then the blood starts.’  

The boys in the classroom grimaced and Mark's smirk slipped even 

further. 

‘When the blood starts, it's a deep red and there are chunky bits of 

clotted blood in there, too. They look like bloodied slugs. On those days, 

sometimes your tampons don't do the job properly and it leaks out all 

around it. If you wear a sanitary towel, it soaks through and makes your 

knickers heavy.’ 

No-one was moving and the class was silent except for the wheezing air-

conditioner. 

‘And for some women, this goes on for seven days, sometimes 

longer,’ said Jada. ‘That's a lot of blood.’  

Mark's face was stony and rapidly losing colour. He tightened his crossed 

arms. 

‘Then, towards the end of your period, the redness of the blood 

disappears and it turns brown.’ 
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There were small groans from the male students again. One put his hand 

up but Karen ignored him. She wanted Jada to finish.  

‘When it's brown, it can drag on for ages,’ continued Jada. 

‘Sometimes you think you're finished and then it comes back for a day or 

two. You can't be certain it's gone and so you have to make sure you stay 

near toilets and you have some tampons or pads handy.’ 

‘The thing is, Mark,’ said Jada, ‘is that your attitude towards girls 

and periods is not going to get you any girlfriends because women don't 

want to go out with ignorant sexist pigs.’ 

‘I don't have trouble getting girlfriends,’ said Mark. 

‘Have you got a girlfriend, now?’ asked Jada. 

‘No,’ said Mark, his face sullen. 

‘Exhibit A, people!’ said Jada. ‘It's a shame your mother didn't 

get her period the month you were conceived!’ 

‘Don't insult my mother!’ shouted Mark. 

‘I'm not. I'm insulting you but you're too stupid to realise!’ 

Mark's face was dark with fury and his jaw clenched. Karen decided he'd 

had enough. 

‘Thank you, Jada,’ said Karen, ‘for your enlightening and frank 

explanation of menstruation.’ She turned to face the boys in the class. 

‘Jada is right, gentlemen. Even if you don't get married, you will have 

women in your life and all women menstruate. It's something you should 

know about and it's not something you should try and shame people for.’ 
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She turned to Mark. ‘Your earlier comment was deeply unpleasant and 

I'm disappointed you would even make it in the first place.’ 

Karen faced the class once more. 

‘I hope Jada's explanation has made the boys in this class think 

about their own attitudes towards menstruation. If you have any 

questions, I'm sure many of the ladies in this room would be more than 

happy to answer them.’ She turned to Jada.  ‘Jada, I think we've all learnt 

something today. But now we need to get back to our revision.’ She 

looked at her watch. ‘We only have about ten minutes left.’  

Jada sat down and Mark remained with his arms crossed, staring at his 

book. None of the other boys said anything to him and Karen could tell 

this had annoyed him even more. She was silently thrilled that he had 

been made to regret his despicable comment. 

When Sasha returned, nothing was said. She sat back at her desk and 

Jada immediately began whispering to her. Karen saw Sasha steal a few 

glances at Mark. 

Before the bell rang, Karen announced that the next lesson would be the 

last one for revision.  

‘Make sure you bring the notes you want to take into the exam. 

We'll spend a bit of time going through those at the start of the lesson.’  

When the bell rang, Karen dismissed the class. Mark stalked off on his 

own and she noticed that none of the other boys followed him. Another 

boy, Clay, stayed behind. 
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‘I sometimes buy my sister's tampons, Miss.’ He smiled. ‘I don't 

mind.’ 

‘Real men aren't afraid to buy tampons, Clay!’ said Karen. ‘Good 

on you!’ 

Clay left the room and Karen called out after Jada who was outside 

picking up her bag. 

‘Jada! Can I talk to you for a minute?’ 

‘Miss, I know I was out of line but he asked for it!’ 

Karen didn't react but waited for Jada to enter the classroom. Sasha 

stayed outside looking worried. When Karen was sure Sasha couldn't see, 

she held up her right hand. The girl's look of concern evaporated into an 

enormous smile. She held up her right hand and the two women high-

fived. 
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An extra teacher today 

 

I don't like school. It's boring. I have to do writing. I don't like writing. I 

want to play my computer games. I like playing those because I win. 

I like my English teacher. Mrs Grey. She's strict but nice. There's another 

teacher in the classroom these days. I think she's learning how to be a 

teacher. Her name is Miss Blake. She tries to be strict but she's not like 

Mrs Grey. When Miss Blake is teaching, and I start making paper planes, 

she doesn't notice. But Mrs Grey always does. Whenever I look up, she's 

staring at me and then she shakes her head slowly. Sometimes she just 

raises her eyebrows. I always stop what I'm doing and try to listen again. 

I do try to listen. I do. But it's so boring. And it's too hard. My writing 

looks stupid and I can't spell. All the letters come out wrong and then I 

have to rub it out and do it again. What's the point? I can't read it 

anyway. 

When I get bored, I pretend I'm in one of my computer games. 

Sometimes I make noises from the game and I don't realise until 

everyone is looking at me. It gets me into trouble, a lot. Sometimes, I do 

the actions as well. Sometimes I hit the kid next to me by mistake. I don't 

get a chance to explain. I have to go to the office. 

Mum hates it when I get suspended. She shouts at me but goes to work 

and so I play my computer games all day until she gets back. Then, after 

dinner, I play more games. She falls asleep watching TV. 
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When I'm nervous, I suck my fingers. I don't know why. Mum says I did 

it when I was little. I suck my fingers and sometimes the drool falls into 

my hand. I get nervous a lot. When Miss Blake first started coming to the 

classroom, I had to sit under the desk for the first few lessons. Then I got 

used to her and was able to sit at the desk.  

Some of the kids in this class annoy me. They make too much noise. 

They shout at each other when Miss Blake is teaching. They don't shout 

at Mrs Grey.  

Brandon is weird. He has to take tablets every day before he comes to 

school. If he doesn't, he makes noises. Not like my computer game 

noises, just random noises. I don't know what they are. He's in one of my 

other classes. One day he climbed out of the window and the teacher 

didn't know. I know when he hasn't taken his tablet. He fiddles with his 

pen and he touches his head a lot. He moves around in his chair a lot. He 

gets suspended a lot.  

Marlon is weird. He stares but he doesn't talk. I was under the desk one 

day and he stared at me for the whole lesson. I had to turn away but I 

knew he was still staring. 

Karly is so annoying. She shouts out the answers even though Mrs Grey 

says we have to put our hands up first. Mrs Grey ignores her when she 

shouts out. Karly tries to sit next to me but I don't like her. She writes 

notes with questions on that I can't read. Then she gets annoyed because I 

don't write back.  
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Today there was an extra teacher in the class. She had an iPad. She 

looked at the iPad a lot. Mrs Grey sat at the back of the classroom with 

her. Miss Blake was teaching us today. I didn't like the extra teacher. Her 

face wasn't friendly. 

I sat under the desk and watched the extra teacher. Marlon was staring at 

her, too. He stared at me as well. Brandon was touching his head a lot. 

It was noisy in the classroom. Mrs Grey was looking at Brandon and 

shaking her head. She looked really cross. She looked like my mum 

when she wants to smack me at the supermarket but she doesn't because 

other people start looking.  

 

I liked it under the desk today but I got distracted when I was sucking my 

fingers. I wondered if I could fit my hand in my mouth. I could. The 

drool slipped out of my hand and down my arm. It was hanging off the 

end of my elbow. Mrs Grey could see it. She opened her eyes wide and 

shook her head. That was her way of telling me to stay under the desk 

and not get out until later. I think she knew I wasn't feeling too good. She 

was busy with Brandon but he wasn't looking at her long enough to see 

what she was telling him with her face. 

Karly kept shouting out. She was near my desk so I threw a pencil at her 

legs. I had sharpened it this morning. She screamed and nearly knocked 

the desk over. I looked at Mrs Grey and her eyes were closed. Miss Blake 

was trying to find out what happened. The extra teacher looked up for a 
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few seconds and then looked at her iPad again. I wanted to see what was 

on her iPad. When Karly was quiet, I started moving out from under the 

desk and into the space between my desk and Karly's. I moved slowly 

but each time I got nearer to the extra teacher, Mrs Grey saw me and 

started to move in her chair. I stopped. The extra teacher was still looking 

at her iPad. Miss Blake was still talking. I don't know what she was 

talking about.  

I wiped the drool from my arm onto the carpet and moved again. Mrs 

Grey couldn't see me from where she was but I saw the top of her head 

moving. She was looking for me. Brandon was making lots of noises 

now. He sounded like the small robot from Star Wars. R2D2. Miss Blake 

kept on talking. Mrs Grey went and sat next to Brandon and was 

whispering something to him. He was nodding and the noises got a bit 

quieter.  

I moved a bit more and found Marlon staring at me. I sucked my fingers 

again. The extra teacher was still looking at her iPad. 

Mrs Grey then moved to sit next to Marlon. He was starting to tear pages 

out of his book and it was making a lot of noise. He stopped tearing the 

pages and started folding them instead. Miss Blake stopped talking and 

then everyone was writing in their books. I didn't know what they were 

writing. I didn't know what we were supposed to be learning.  

I did get close enough to see what the extra teacher was doing on her 

iPad. It looked like emails. I thought she was playing a game.  
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I didn't move any closer because Marlon was staring again. Mrs Grey 

could see me now so I started going back to my desk. Miss Blake was 

walking around the classroom and saw me. She pointed to my desk and 

tapped the book on top.  

Brandon was making the R2D2 noises again so Miss Blake went over to 

his desk. I got back to my desk and sat underneath for a bit longer. Miss 

Blake kept moving around and talking to students but she kept going 

back to Brandon. He should have gone to the office. He was making too 

much noise. Marlon started tearing his pages again and so Miss Blake 

had to go and talk to him. Then Karly threw my pencil back at me and 

missed. I laughed and laughed and everyone turned round to look at me. 

The extra teacher looked up but she couldn't see me under the desk. 

Karly started shouting at me. Mrs Grey went to Karly's desk and Karly 

stopped shouting. Mrs Grey looked at me under the desk and told me to 

stay put. She didn't say the words with her mouth - she said it with her 

eyes.  

The bell went and Miss Blake was telling everyone to pack up. They 

were moving without being told to so Miss Blake got cross. I grabbed my 

book and bag. I picked up my pencil from the floor. The extra teacher 

wasn't looking at her iPad anymore. She was watching Brandon who was 

making monkey noises and pretending to scratch his armpits. Miss Blake 

looked sad. I patted her hand as I walked past. It was the dry hand, not 



 222 

the drool hand. I saw Mrs Grey watching me as I left. She told me 

everything was okay. She didn't say the words. 
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Emma's hobby 

 

Emma was talking to her friend Paula as they waited outside the 

classroom. The Friday morning air was unseasonably warm and the 

afternoon was forecast to become hotter and more humid. A weekend of 

swimming in bracing creeks was just around the corner and Emma was 

silently counting down every minute.  Right now, though, all she wanted 

was to get inside the air-conditioned classroom so she could stop 

sweating.  

The sound of Paula's voice was a persistent hum as she itemised her 

complaints with the current political party. This particular topic wasn't 

Emma's forte but she knew that Paula needed an audience and so made 

sure her friend received sufficient nods and 'mmms' to resemble proper 

listening. However, when Emma caught sight of Joanne, another girl 

from their class, her consideration towards Paula evaporated. 

Joanne had a vast pimple festering in the greasy crease of her chin and 

Emma wanted to squeeze it. However, Emma was not a close friend of 

Joanne's and so could not brazenly offer her services. But she would have 

loved a go at it. Emma's idea of a good time included spending hours at 

the weekend scouring YouTube for cyst explosions and amateur medical 

procedures where members of one family gathered around a relative who 

was afflicted with a boil, cyst or monster blackhead. Emma loved to 

watch the cysts spewing their contents like cottage cheese from a 
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toothpaste tube and got annoyed with the person in charge of the camera 

if the focus slipped at an important moment. When Emma shared these 

videos on her Facebook page, no-one 'liked' them. 

As they waited for the teacher to arrive and unlock the classroom, Emma 

cast furtive glances over at Joanne's chin. The beast was growing in front 

of her, Emma was certain of it. Secretly, she admired Joanne's discipline 

– if that thing had been on Emma's chin, it would have been annihilated 

long ago. It made Emma wonder if Joanne was saving it for the weekend 

- which was highly likely as it was well known that Joanne had no social 

life. Emma wasn't even sure if Joanne had any friends. 

As Paula's voice continued to hum nearby, Emma's focus was elsewhere. 

Whenever Joanne turned to face her, Emma studied the pimple. In her 

rough estimation, it was about one full centimetre in diameter and about 

two millimetres high from the surface of the chin skin. It was definitely 

packing some pus. 

The humming stopped abruptly. ‘Stop staring at it!’ hissed Paula under 

her breath. 

Emma blinked and turned her gaze from Joanne's chin.  

‘I can't help it,’ whispered Emma, ‘it's fascinating.’ 

‘You're not right in the head.’ 

Emma wondered if she should sit in a different seat for the upcoming 

lesson so that she could study the profile of the pimple. It might even 

give her time to concoct a scenario where she could study it openly - 
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even ask questions about its life expectancy. For the next fifty minutes, 

Emma fantasised about squeezing Joanne's pimple. She knew exactly 

which technique she would use from her vast repertoire of squeezing 

skills. But the lesson ended without any form of spontaneous combustion  

and Joanne disappeared to other classes. To console herself, Emma 

vowed to dedicate considerable time at the weekend  viewing specimens 

from the dark side of You Tube. 

 

On Monday morning, Emma looked for Joanne. She wanted to see what 

the aftermath looked like. She had imagined Joanne waiting for a quiet 

moment, seating herself in front of the mirror and then harvesting the 

pustule that had ripened to creamy fruition on her chin. But when Joanne 

came into sight from amongst the throng of students dawdling towards 

classrooms, instead of seeing the afterburn of a job well squeezed, Emma 

saw that Joanne had not touched the volcano of pus on her chin. When 

Joanne reached the steps of the classroom where Emma waited, she sat 

down and opened her school bag. Emma moved closer, without being too 

obvious, and could see that the diameter had not changed but that the 

height of the pimple was now at least another two millimetres extra. Not 

only that, the perimeter of the pimple had taken on a halo of dark green 

where the pus had become infected. Instead of having a tightened and 

inviting surface, now the pimple had become slack and crusty in places. 
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For the only time in her life, Emma was put off. She wouldn't touch it 

now, even if Joanne asked her. 

Emma's crushing disappointment made it hard to concentrate in class. 

She couldn't understand why Joanne would have wasted such a prime 

opportunity. It would have been a mirror splatterer without a doubt. 

Emma knew that you got those kinds of results when the pimple surface 

was tight  - you needed the correct tension for the best projection. There 

would have been so much glorious pus! But now, the loose surface skin 

would only eject a slow ooze. There still was a lot of pus but now it 

would be tainted by the green bits and possibly a few small lumps where 

it had begun to congeal. Emma shook her head. It was so unfair. Why did 

people get those kinds of pimples when they never appreciated them? 

Emma's mood hadn't lifted much by the time she reached the canteen for 

lunch. She and Paula sat together and, to her surprise, Joanne chose a seat 

opposite them. Joanne had bought some sandwiches and a potted trifle. 

Paula nibbled at her salad and kept her head down. She was not making 

conversation. Emma guessed that Paula had to concentrate on not staring 

at Joanne's chin – her stomach was not as tough as Emma's. Emma ate 

her meat pie and chips, dipping the chips into the tiny packet of tomato 

sauce and surreptitiously monitoring the movements of the pimple as 

Joanne chewed through her sandwiches.  

When it was the turn of the trifle, Joanne began chewing again with 

joyous enthusiasm. Alas, she chewed with her mouth open and so 
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everyone got to share the experience. Emma wasn't seeing it though. She 

had been watching the pimple's surface over the last few chews and was 

convinced she had seen something that looked like a tiny crack. Before 

she could say anything, a particularly vigorous mastication movement 

split the surface of the pimple and an enormous globule of viscousy pus 

settled onto Joanne's chin. Emma heard a sharp intake of breath from 

Paula. 

From her reaction mid-chew, Emma could see that Joanne had felt the 

wetness on her chin. She saw Joanne study her spoon dripping with the 

trifle custard for a moment, and then she watched as Joanne scraped up 

the pus from the crease of her chin and eat it. 
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The staff meeting 

 

An odd shriek, here and there, punctured the now quiet school grounds. 

Some of the students were still waiting for lifts home as the teachers 

made their way along concrete paths, like reluctant ants, heading towards 

the library where they were to attend the whole school staff meeting.  

Many brought their laptops, hoping to get some work done at the back of 

the room. Others came with their lunches, having had no time to eat 

during the day. Some had all their bags, ready to head out to the car park 

at warp speed as soon as the meeting was over.  

As they entered the library, the laptop people quickly scanned the room 

in order to determine which way the audience would be facing. Having 

identified where the Principal would be standing, they headed to the back 

and set up camp with their computers. More teachers filed in, each one 

looking at where the available seats were near the back. Latecomers were 

punished with front-row seats. 

The Principal, Maree, had also arrived and took her place at the front of 

the room. As always, her face was unreadable. Next to her stood Mick, 

the Deputy Principal, and an unknown man. Maree called the meeting to 

a start.  

‘Thank you for arriving on time,’ she began. ‘We've a lot of 

business to attend to so we'll start straight away.’ She pointed to the 

screen behind her where a power point slide was on display. 
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‘Our meeting today will be led by Mick. He's going to take us 

through the latest findings of our whole school behaviour policy and 

explain the data. We also have Gavin from the Education Support Centre 

who is going to help us interrogate the data further.’  

Maree moved away from the front of the room and sat in a chair nearby. 

She had her back to her staff.  

Mick was a young Deputy Principal who was doing his best to deal with 

the growing behaviour problem amongst a small percentage of the 

students. He had been tasked with finding out what was going on and 

trying to find answers. He pointed to the first slide. 

‘This slide shows how many reported incidents we've had just 

this month. The figures below are for the previous month.’  

At the back of the room, Katherine slumped in her chair. She wished 

she'd brought her laptop so she could get some work done. This meeting 

was destined to be as boring as every other one. She stared at Gavin, who 

was standing next to Mick, his hands posed nonchalantly in his pockets. 

Katherine had heard Gavin speak before. He had been brought in 

periodically to 'enlighten' teachers on how to 'connect' with students who 

didn't want to be at school and who had no social filters. She was 

relieved to see that he had moved on from his dreadlocks and hemp shirt 

phase - no doubt something to do with his rampantly receding hairline. 

The last time she'd seen him, had he suggested singing ‘Kumbaya’ with 

the little bastards in her classroom, she wouldn't have even blinked. Now 
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he was sporting a much closer haircut and more formal attire. Someone 

in District Office must have said something. 

Mick's voice droned on and Katherine zoned out. She began looking 

around the library, studying the varying degrees of boredom, detachment 

and downright fury painted on her colleagues' faces. They'd heard this all 

before. It was always the same - kids only behaved badly when they were 

provoked by the teachers. 

There was a noise at the back of the double room and Katherine looked 

up to see Batman at the door. Batman was actually one of the teachers 

who had a penchant for dressing up as his favourite caped crusader. 

Originally Derek Frogett, he had changed his name to Bruce Wayne. And 

in case no-one made the link to Batman, he obliged by wearing his outfit 

to school. Lots of times. Each time, he would explain it as something to 

do with a class activity: superhero books; film study - the list went on. 

He even wore the outfit to the swimming and athletics gala. Whenever 

there was a special occasion - and even when there was no special 

occasion - Bruce would arrive fully attired with his full-face mask and 

bat-belt. 

Katherine nudged Corey next to her and tilted her head towards the door. 

Corey looked over to see Batman taking a seat. 

‘Why is he dressed like that, today?’ he asked. 

‘Who knows?’ answered Katherine.  
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After some initial unrest, the back of the room settled down again. 

Batman draped his cape over the back of his chair and sat upright with 

his hands resting on his knees.  

Mick had finished speaking and was now handing over to Gavin. 

Katherine slumped further down into her chair. As expected, Gavin fixed 

a smarmy smile to his face and began to talk about ‘the facts, guys’. 

According to Gavin, the school's data showed that somewhere something 

was going terribly wrong.  

‘We've gotta remember,’ said Gavin, ‘that we're not dealing with 

kids who necessarily know right from wrong.’ He paused for ineffective 

effect. ‘We know some of these kids have got terrible home lives...’ 

 

Katherine lost interest again. She knew all this. Teachers were being told 

this every day. When a student did something awful, there was always a 

reason. Once, she'd had a student spit the dummy in her classroom with a 

torrent of foul language. The student had been sent to the responsible 

thinking classroom to wait for the end of the lesson when Katherine 

could go and talk to her about negotiating re-entry into the classroom. 

The renegotiation had gone really well, with the student apologising and 

confessing that she'd broken up with her boyfriend that morning. 

Katherine and the student were about to leave the responsible thinking 

room when the supervisor of the room, the school's youth worker, had 

interrupted to tell Katherine that she had been far too hard on the student. 
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To Katherine's utter horror, the youth worker continued to tell her, and 

the student who was standing beside Katherine, that the whole situation 

could have been avoided if Katherine had bothered to ask the student 

why she felt the need to get angry.  

Katherine's fury led to a complaint to the Principal who called a meeting 

with the youth worker. On the day of the meeting, the youth worker was 

off sick. The meeting was never rescheduled. 

Gavin was warming up now and preaching to the teachers about how to 

speak to students in a respectful manner. 

Katherine raised her hand and Gavin nodded at her. 

‘Today,’ she said evenly, ‘one of my year ten boys, Sam, told me 

to go and fuck myself with the ruler because it was the only wood I was 

going to see this decade.’ 

There were splutters of suppressed laughter and gasps of horror in equal 

measure. 

Gavin nodded slowly. He had put his ‘concerned’ face on. Finally, he 

raised his head and looked directly at Katherine. 

‘And what did you say to him, prior to this?’ 

‘Good morning, Sam, how are you today?’ said Katherine.  

Maree coughed loudly at the front of the room, silencing the muttering 

that Katherine's comment had stirred. Gavin regained his composure. 

‘Can I ask,’ he smiled insincerely,  ‘exactly how you said that to 

him?’  He paused. ‘Is it possible that you were being sarcastic?’ 
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Katherine's fury bubbled under the surface. She kept her voice calm and 

measured. 

‘Sarcastic? How can a morning greeting be sarcastic?’ she asked. 

She looked around the room. ‘We are told to greet our students. We are 

encouraged to foster relationships with our students. I said 'good 

morning' and I said it in a friendly manner.’ 

Gavin smiled again. ‘You're getting pretty hostile right now,’ he said 

slowly. ‘Is it possible you were being a bit hostile when you spoke to the 

student?’ 

‘I'm being hostile now, Gavin,’ said Katherine, ‘because you are 

trying to blame me for something that was completely and utterly the 

student's fault.’ 

Applause broke out in spots around the room. 

‘And what's more,’ said Katherine, ‘I know I did absolutely 

nothing to provoke such an abusive and insulting remark from a year 10 

boy.’  

Gavin held up his hands. ‘I'm not judging...’ 

‘...Yes, you are!’ interrupted Katherine. ‘You are making a 

judgment about my ability to manage my students.’ 

Maree stood up and faced the staff members.  

‘Thank you, Katherine,’ she said. ‘I think what Gavin is trying to 

say is that we must be aware, at all times, of how we are talking to our 
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students so that we don't back them into any corners and invite situations 

where they are going to retaliate.’  

Gavin nodded beside Maree, his hands posed once more in his trouser 

pockets. He seemed back in control. 

‘I didn't back Sam into a corner, Maree,’ said Katherine. ‘I 

merely said 'good morning' to him. Just like I'd said to all the other 

students who were entering my classroom.’ 

‘I know, I know,’ said Maree. ‘You always do the right thing, 

Katherine, and I appreciate that - I really do. We all know that Sam has 

some issues and we all need to tread carefully in our interactions with 

him.’ 

‘That's right,’ said Gavin. ‘When we know that kids are having 

difficulties, then we have to do the right thing by them.’ 

‘I said 'good morning'!’ said Katherine, her voice slightly raised. 

‘It was a perfectly harmless greeting!’ 

‘Maybe,’ said Gavin, ‘Sam detected a tone of insincerity in your 

voice?’ 

‘I wasn't being insincere!’ said Katherine. ‘And I resent the fact 

you would even suggest that!’ 

Before Gavin could answer, he slapped his hand to his neck as if he'd 

been bitten by a mosquito. He looked puzzled for a moment and then 

looked at Katherine again. 
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‘Katherine,’ said Maree, ‘I think we need to deal with this matter 

privately. Let's talk about this after the meeting. Maybe we need some 

kind of intervention.’ 

‘I don't need an intervention,’ said Katherine. ‘I just need a 

system in my workplace which shows students, and staff, that we are all 

expected to speak to one another with respect. I would also like students 

to learn that when you fail to speak to someone else with respect, there 

are consequences - just like there are in the real world that we are 

supposed to be preparing them for.’ 

Maree slapped her hand to her cheek. Another mosquito? Moments later, 

Gavin slapped his hand against his neck once more. 

‘Have you got a problem with mosquitoes, here?’ he asked 

Maree. 

A murmur broke out amongst the teachers and Vanessa, from English, 

stood up. 

‘I had a similar incident to Katherine's last week,’ she said. ‘I was 

entering my classroom the other day and a student refused to come in. I 

tried my best to persuade him to join the class but he refused and then 

started to swear at me. When I explained that he would have to go to the 

responsible thinking room, he told me to get fucked and that nothing 

would happen to him once he got there. After telling me to get fucked, he 

proceeded to tell me that I was a cunt and that he wished he could kill me 
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and all the other fucking teachers.’ She looked at Gavin. ‘Was that my 

fault, too?’ 

Vanessa waited for an answer but Gavin was preoccupied by an 

onslaught of unseen mosquitoes. Next to him, Maree appeared to be 

under attack, too. However, everyone in the front row was being spared. 

The previous silence of the room was now broken by teachers sharing 

their own stories with each other and by confused comments about Gavin 

and Maree's affliction. 

 

Katherine felt utterly deflated and once more contemplated applying for a 

transfer. Surely, other schools couldn't be like this? She turned to say 

something to Corey but as she did, she saw a slight movement coming 

from Batman. She looked directly at him. He was sitting upright, his cape 

still draped over the back of his chair, and his hands were resting on his 

knees as before. She watched for a few moments more and saw that 

every now and then, he lifted his left hand at a right angle from his wrist. 

Afterwards, he would return his hand to rest on his knee before raising it 

once more. Batman suddenly turned to face her. She couldn't see his face 

but his eyes were certainly smiling. He indicated with his head for her to 

look at the front of the room once more, just as he raised his hand again. 

Katherine turned to see that another 'mosquito' had attacked Maree.  The 

attacks had become so persistent that Maree and Gavin were now 

slapping themselves like German dancers. Katherine quickly grabbed her 
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phone and searched for some music. She typed in 'slapping dance' and 

soon the strains of traditional German music were being played loudly 

from the back. The staff meeting disintegrated before her eyes. Teachers 

were laughing and clapping, pretending to slap each other. Katherine 

looked over to Batman who continued with his attack from some kind of 

bat-pellet-wrist-gun.  

‘Staff, please!’ said Maree, between slaps, ‘remember that you 

are meant to be professionals!’  

Gavin was moving towards the door.  

‘Maree, this is the problem with your school!’ he said, pointing to 

the staff. ‘They're not ready to change!’ 

Teachers were standing up and shouting now, pointing fingers at Gavin. 

Some were leaving. Batman and Katherine stayed where they were. She 

could see Mick looking over in the direction of the music and so 

Katherine stared ahead before silencing her phone. Batman had stopped 

his attack - now that teachers were standing up, there was no direct line 

of fire. 

Gavin had left the meeting and Maree was now trying to keep control of 

the staff members remaining. 

‘If you leave this meeting,’ she said, ‘I will be forced to dock 

your pay!’ 
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‘Do it!’ said Vanessa, packing up her things. ‘You'll be hearing 

from the union, anyway, so it will give you something else to talk to 

them about.’  

The room emptied quickly. Katherine noticed Batman standing up, ready 

to leave. She got up and went over to him. 

‘Bruce,’ she whispered. ‘What were you using?’ 

Batman looked at her. She couldn't see his face under the latex mask but 

she could see his eyes. They looked through her.  

‘What are you talking about?’ he asked. 

‘The wrist thing,’ said Katherine, ‘what were you firing?’ 

He didn't answer.  

‘Come on,’ said Katherine, ‘ I saw you. There weren't any 

mosquitoes - you were firing pellets or something.’  

‘You must be mistaken,’ he said. ‘This is only a costume I use for 

the kids. Only the real Batman would have special weapons in his suit.’  

He left the library without looking back. 

 

Katherine watched him leave and then looked at where Maree still stood, 

her hair dishevelled and her face pink and flustered. It gave Katherine an 

immense feeling of satisfaction. She left the room, tipping a chair over 

behind her. 
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Bearded lady 

 

The success of the annual Summer Gala in Term 4 depended on 

organisation and thorough planning. Sadly, no-one at Preston State High 

School had either the inclination or energy to commit themselves to such 

planning and so each year, a valiant group of dedicated teachers and 

parents did their best so that the gala could at least limp into the limelight 

and raise some much needed, but meagre, funds for the school. Every 

year, a committee was formed and its chair would vow that this year 

would be the year Preston High could be proud. And every year, after the 

Gala, that same chairperson would commend the committee on a job well 

done and then, with visible relief, hand over the job to someone else. 

 

The Principal, Tom Black, had already announced at briefing that 

morning that he was again looking for committee members. He had 

glanced around his staff, hoping for smiling and eager faces only to find 

rabid disinterest. A couple of the student teachers looked bright and keen 

and Tom silently decided to approach them later in the week. He knew 

they would want to make a good impression, and gain positive comments 

for their prac reports, and he fully intended to exploit that.  When he 

looked at his staff, he wondered why some of them even stayed. They 

had clearly lost interest in the job, and the school, and it showed in the 
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classrooms. Nevertheless, his job was to promote the Gala and he did so 

with as much gusto as he could muster. 

‘If you have any ideas for this year's Gala,’ he announced in his 

best teacher voice, ‘then please forward your ideas to Cynthia,’ he 

gestured towards his Deputy, ‘and she will collate them.’ He smiled at 

the unsmiling Cynthia. ‘Cynthia will then relay the ideas to the 

committee for approval.’  

‘There is no committee, yet,’ hissed Cynthia. 

Unabashed, Tom cleared his throat and continued without further 

acknowledging his belligerent Deputy.  

‘We would like volunteers for the committee. It shouldn't take up 

too much time as we already have the programs from last year to follow.’ 

He looked around at the staff. His recent management training had told 

him it was important to make eye contact so that everyone felt included. 

It was one of the easiest ways of getting people to do things for you – 

exploit their loyalty and prey on their guilt. 

‘We really want it to be the best yet,’ continued Tom.  He was 

still desperate to make his mark on this place. ‘We'd like it to have a real 

carnival feel, with lots of interesting stalls.’ 

At the back of the briefing room, Matt and Andy from PE stood together 

behind Pearl, another PE teacher. Andy was sipping from his takeaway 

coffee cup, trying to wake up and already dreading the day ahead. 

‘Maybe, Carla can be our bearded lady,’ whispered Matt to Pearl.  
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Pearl's shock was audible and she turned to glare at Matt. Andy, who had 

heard Matt's comment, was inexpertly trying to cover up his explosive 

laughter as a coughing fit.  The whole staff had stopped and turned to 

look at them. Matt's face was expressionless whilst Pearl's raged red. 

Andy's face was now red, too, but for different reasons. 

‘Are you all right?’ asked Tom, watching tears roll down Andy's 

face.  

Andy waved a hand in Tom's general direction.  

 ‘I'm fine, sorry,’ he said with difficulty. ‘Coffee...wrong way,’ he 

said, showing his takeaway coffee cup as evidence. 

As Andy tried to gain control of his laughter, Tom continued to address 

the staff about other pressing matters from the school's agenda for that 

week. Pearl tuned out from Tom's voice, her fury with Matt 

overwhelming her thoughts. She wanted to turn around and punch him 

hard, but she would lose her job. She wanted to expose him for the pig-

headed and sexist bastard he was. But the briefing was not the right 

forum for it and so she seethed silently. Pearl was fond of Carla and 

thought she was brave for being so open about her past. It was especially 

brave that Carla had decided to continue with high school teaching. 

Adolescents weren't the most tolerant or polite human beings on the 

planet. Sometimes, she wondered how many of them actually were 

human beings but even so, Pearl admired Carla for what she had done 

and she felt some sisterly solidarity with her. So what if Carla still had a 
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penis? It was going to get chopped off soon. And her facial hair was 

barely noticeable these days. Pearl had listened intently to Carla's tales of 

electrolysis and had even considered it for herself. She had been gifted 

with a pair of rather hirsute arms that she caught her boyfriend staring at 

from time to time. His uninvited attention had made her feel self-

conscious about them and she had confided her concerns. A few bouts of 

electrolysis would sort that out, Carla had told her.  

At the end of briefing, as everyone started to leave the communal area, 

Pearl stepped back and onto Matt's foot. She made it look like she had 

lost her footing but ensured she shifted her total body weight on to his 

one foot. He howled in pain. 

‘Oh, I'm so sorry,’ said Pearl with dead eyes. ‘I tripped.’ 

Matt was bent over, checking for damage. He did not look up at her. 

Pearl stayed just long enough to make sure he was hurt and then walked 

away. 

‘Fucking bitch,’ said Matt quietly to Andy, ‘she did that on 

purpose. She weighs a fucking ton. I wouldn't be surprised if she broke 

my foot.’ 

‘You're an arsehole,’ said Andy. ‘You deserved it. Carla's nice.’ 

Matt stood up and glared at Andy. ‘You fucking laughed!’ 

‘I did,’ said Andy, ‘and I'm sorry I did. You were out of line with 

that comment.’ 
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‘Oh, fuck off,’ said Matt. ‘Don't tell me you don't think it's 

fucking weird for a bloke in drag pretending to be a female teacher!’  

Andy glanced around the now empty communal area and stepped closer 

to Matt. 

‘Whatever you think,’ said Andy in a low voice, ‘you need to 

keep your opinions to yourself. Otherwise, she can do you for sexual 

harassment and workplace bullying. You will lose your job.’ 

‘I wouldn't fucking sexually harass that!’ said Matt. 

Andy spoke again, this time with more menace. 

‘Matt, think about what you want to say before you spill shit out 

of your mouth again.’  

Andy turned away from Matt, checked his staff pigeonhole for mail and 

then left the area. He smiled at Joyce Benn as she retrieved mail from her 

pigeonhole. The other members of staff left in a hurry, racing off to staff 

rooms or straight to class. 

Matt muttered to himself as he turned to check his own pigeonhole. Carla 

was standing there. They were alone. 

‘In case you're wondering,’ she said, ‘I heard everything you 

said.’ 

Matt didn't answer but his face began to redden. Carla moved in closer. 

‘I was standing behind the others,’ continued Carla, ‘but I heard it 

all.’ She smiled. ‘So you don't think I'm a woman?’ 
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Matt's face was now almost purple with embarrassment and his macho 

bravado was not in attendance anymore. Carla moved quickly and 

grabbed Matt's penis through his shorts. She rubbed him vigorously. Matt 

had not been able to move away quickly enough and now stood in the 

communal staff area frozen to the spot as Carla rubbed his cock. To his 

eternal shame, he began to harden in her hand. No girlfriend of his had 

been able to get him to react so quickly. And he was in a public place! 

Carla laughed.  

 ‘See?’ she said. ‘I still have one of these so I know what they 

like!’ 

The next few seconds were a blur as Carla worked furiously on a 

dumbstruck and motionless Matt. When she could feel that Matt was 

sporting a full erection, Carla moved swiftly and pulled down his shorts. 

Matt stood, shorts round his ankles, his erection on display, just as the 

school Chaplain, Natalie, came round the corner to check her mail.  Her 

screams shattered Matt's trance and he pulled up his shorts as she backed 

away from him. Carla stood aside and enjoyed the spectacle of Matt 

trying to apologise to Natalie whose eyes were fixed on the tent-pole 

protuberance poking through Matt's shorts. In his panic to appease her, 

he got too close and his penis poked Natalie in the leg. She screamed 

again and swatted it away with her fist. Matt dropped to the ground, his 

legs curled under him and hiding his erection. His eyes were squeezed 

shut and his hands were clutching his groin. Natalie ran from the briefing 
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area, shrieking. Carla waited and watched Matt writhing on the ground. 

She only had a few seconds before Natalie's shrieks brought people to the 

area. Deftly, Carla knelt down beside Matt's face. 

‘Matt?’ she whispered, stroking his cheek.  

Matt groaned and opened his eyes, looking straight into Carla's. His eyes 

conveyed agony but also disgust. Carla smiled.  

‘Here's something to remember for the rest of your days,’ she 

said, reaching under her skirt.  

Before Matt could turn away, Carla took out her large but limp penis and 

slapped it across Matt's face. When the Chaplain arrived with back-up, 

Carla was kneeling beside the stricken Matt. She looked up at them and 

smiled. 

‘Poor love,’ she said. ‘He's crying.’ 
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Liz - Part III 

 

It had been good to see the boys, despite the circumstances. She had 

spared them the details of how their father was found and, luckily, the 

post mortem did not dwell on them either. The boys had been to visit 

Donna and the kids and had been involved with some of the funeral 

arrangements. Donna and Liz had both agreed that the boys should be 

two of the pall bearers for their father's coffin. The funeral was organised 

for the first Wednesday of term 3 and Liz had taken the day off. It was a 

fairly quiet service and both Josh and Brett had given a reading each to 

the congregation. 

Donna had been stoic throughout and had sat with her girls, clutching 

their hands in hers. After the service, Donna had invited Liz back for the 

wake but Liz had declined. She didn't feel right mixing with people who 

genuinely felt saddened by Geoff's passing. She also had some lesson 

planning to do. 

Josh and Brett had a flight out the next morning so Liz took them to the 

airport on her way to school. It had been lovely to see them but they 

needed to get back to their jobs in Brisbane. She'd see them again soon 

for her father's 80th birthday. It was going to be one of those ghastly 

family events where her bigoted Aunty Gladys would ensure no-one 

missed her glances and comments of disapproval. Liz's enduring single 

status was always fodder for Aunty Gladys's disdain. 
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At school, her year 12s asked how the funeral had gone. When she had 

told them on the first Monday, they had all gathered round her and 

hugged her. The next day, they had presented her with a card signed by 

them all. She loved these kids. If she could just come in and do her job 

every day, she would be a happy teacher.  

During the lesson, she noticed that Lauren was not making eye contact 

with her. When the other students were working, Liz made her way over 

to Lauren's desk and asked if she was okay. Lauren nodded and pulled 

her baggy shirt out in front of her. Liz noticed the movement and saw 

that the shirt wasn't so baggy after all. She looked at Lauren who finally 

made eye contact. 

‘Lauren?’ 

Lauren's eyes were filled with tears. Liz put her hand on Lauren's 

shoulder. 

‘Come outside for a minute.’ 

Lauren followed Liz outside. Liz shut the classroom door but was able to 

watch the class through the glass panel. 

‘Lauren,’ asked Liz. ‘Are you pregnant?’ 

Lauren nodded. 

‘Who have you told?’ asked Liz. 

‘Mum knows,’ said Lauren, the tears rolling down her face. ‘I 

haven't told anyone at school.’ She sniffed. ‘But I think they're starting to 

guess.’ 
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‘Have you started going to the doctor for pre-natal check-ups?’ 

asked Liz. 

‘I've had one appointment already and I've got another one next 

week,’ said Lauren. 

‘Is the father being supportive?’ 

‘He's a deadshit, Miss. This was a big mistake. One night.’ 

‘Are you going to be able to manage?’ 

‘Mum says she'll help me,’ said Lauren. 

There was a pause and Liz took Lauren's hand in hers. 

‘Are you going to finish Year 12?’ asked Liz. 

‘Yes, Miss,’ said Lauren. ‘Mum and I are both agreed that I need 

to finish school.’ She smiled at Liz. ‘I still want to go to uni. I can live at 

home with the baby and still do it. Mum really wants me to go to uni.’ 

Liz breathed a sigh of relief. 

‘Your mum is absolutely right. Thank goodness, you've got her to 

help you.’ Liz felt a rush of emotion but kept her voice controlled. ‘Have 

you spoken to the Principal yet?’ 

Lauren looked horrified. 

‘Do I have to tell him?’ she asked. 

‘Of course,’ said Liz. ‘Once he knows, he will tell the staff and 

everyone will know to look out for you.’ Liz smiled. ‘We want to support 

you too, Lauren.’ 

Lauren's tears started afresh but she managed to laugh. 
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‘Sorry, Miss, but I'm really emotional these days! Hormones, my 

mum says.’ 

‘Don't apologise,’ said Liz. ‘Pregnancy brings on a whole new 

kind of crazy! There's nothing you can do about it.’ She patted Lauren's 

hand. ‘If you need someone to go with you when you tell the Principal, 

let me know and I'll do it.’ 

‘Thanks, Miss, I will.’ 

They went back into the classroom and nothing more was said. When the 

lesson ended, Lauren stayed behind and gave Liz a wordless but warm 

hug before walking off to have lunch. 

 

Liz kept herself busy for the rest of the day, trying to forget another 

pressing appointment looming. The pole dancing graduation night was in 

a few days and she had missed the final rehearsal.  

Over the weeks, she had managed to put tonight out of her mind and 

Geoff's death had filled her mind in other ways. She and Debbie had 

attended almost every single class and had managed to get some weights 

done at the gym. As a result, both of them had improved their upper body 

strength and were able to perform all the moves shown to them by Lois. 

Colleagues at work had noticed that both of them were looking toned and 

slimmer and had begged for the details of the new diet they were on. 

Unable to contain herself any longer, especially in the wake of so many 

compliments, Debbie had finally confessed over morning tea.  
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‘Pole dancing!’ Sabrina had shrieked, her sandwich poised at her 

mouth. ‘What, like stripping?’   

Liz had closed her eyes and wanted to disappear. 

‘No!’ said Debbie, ‘We don't strip off. We just dance around the 

poles and do lots of different moves.’ She looked relieved that her secret 

was finally out. 

‘Are you serious?’ asked Jackie quietly, ‘Do you really do pole 

dancing classes?’ 

‘Yep,’ said Debbie, ‘and they are great! We get to do all this sexy 

stuff and laugh at the same time.’ She looked at Liz. ‘Don't we?’ 

Liz smiled weakly. Sabrina had still not taken a bite from her sandwich.  

 ‘This is amazing,’ she said, ‘how long have you been doing it?’ 

‘About five weeks now,’ said Debbie. She looked at Liz. ‘Liz 

wasn't too sure to begin with but she loves it now, don't you?’ 

Jackie and Sabrina turned to look at her. They were waiting for 

her to say something. 

‘Well,’ she said, ‘Debbie's right, I was unsure at first, but 

now...now I love it.’  

‘Well, well, well,’ said Jackie, ‘who would have thought our little 

Liz would become a pole dancer!’ She nodded over at Debbie. ‘Debbie, 

we could believe – she's always been a bit of a tart, but you....!’ She 

nudged Liz, ignoring Debbie's protests. ‘You kept that quiet didn't you?’ 
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Sabrina was eating her sandwich again. She chuckled, her mouth full and 

not quite closed enough.  

 ‘Well, you look bloody amazing! You look as if you have lost 

heaps of weight and your arms are so toned.’ 

Liz wasn't feeling as mortified as she thought she would. She had 

expected a much frostier reception to the news that she was doing pole 

dancing, but she was pleasantly surprised. Jackie and Sabrina seemed to 

be genuinely interested rather than disgusted. In fact, the conversation 

had continued with such enthusiasm that both of them were considering 

joining up themselves. 

‘You'll have to show us your moves,’ said Jackie, ‘I'd love to see 

what you can do!’ 

Liz looked at Debbie. She knew what was coming next.  

‘You could if you wanted to,’ began Debbie, looking back at Liz, 

as if trying to read her expression and searching for approval. ‘We’re 

having a graduation party at the Club Tropical. You could come and see 

us in action!’ 

Sabrina was choking again.  

 ‘Club Tropical! I thought you said you weren't stripping!’ 

‘We don't strip!’ said Debbie, ‘We're just using the club, before it 

opens to the public. It's only our guests who will be watching. Neil's 

coming along.’  

‘Who are you inviting, Liz?’ asked Jackie. 
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‘No-one'‘ she said. ‘I'm not sure I want anyone I know watching 

me pole dancing. I'd feel too self conscious.’ She thought of Felipe and 

all of her private performances. Despite her surroundings, Liz felt the 

unmistakeable sensations of sexual arousal. 

‘Don't know why,’ said Debbie, nudging Liz and nodding at 

Sabrina and Jackie. ‘She's very good! She can do all this complicated 

stuff and she looks really sexy too!’ 

Liz could feel a deep blush creeping up from her neck, blazing its way to 

her face as she struggled to contain her erotic thoughts. Her colleagues 

mistook the blush for embarrassment. 

‘Don’t panic, Liz. We’ll stay at the back,’ said Jackie with a grin, 

‘eh, Sabrina? What do you reckon?’ 

Sabrina was finishing her sandwich now and she nodded vigorously.  

 ‘Oh yes,’ she said, a tiny piece of bread escaping from her mouth, 

‘I think that's a great idea!’ 

 

Liz had been unable to concentrate properly at the start of her next class 

with Year 10, dreading the prospect of her colleagues watching her 

‘graduation ceremony’. She was unsettled and distracted to begin with 

and the students had noticed. 

‘Are you all right, Miss?’ asked Jared. 

Liz was fumbling with pens on her desk, looking for the board marker. 

She glanced up at Jared.  
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‘I'm fine thank you, Jared. I'm fine.’ 

‘You don't look fine, Miss,’ said Deanne, already a formidable 

young woman. ‘Who's upset you?’ 

Liz smiled at the students, warmed by their concern.  

 ‘No-one's upset me, Deanne, honestly. I'm ok, really.’ 

Unconvinced, Deanne continued,  

 ‘Is it a student? Tell me who it is, Miss. I'll bash them for you.’ 

‘No!’ said Liz, shocked by the suggestion. She looked at Deanne 

and imagined how intimidating this young woman would be to anyone 

who dared fall foul of her. ‘Thank you for your offer, Deanne, but that 

won't be necessary.’ 

Deanne seemed a little disappointed, but accepted the refusal graciously.  

 ‘If you change your mind, Miss, just say the word.’ 

‘Thank you Deanne. That's very kind.’ Liz had found her board 

marker, at last. She turned to the class with a flourish. ‘Okay, guys, copy 

this title for me. Don't forget the date.’ 

The students immediately complied and Liz was able to compose herself.  

She decided that at next lunch, she would speak to Jackie and Sabrina 

and request that they stay away. They had understood but had teased her 

about it for the rest of the day.  

And now, as Liz stood in the gym, she had forgotten all about Jackie and 

Sabrina. Lois had thoughtfully supplied the ladies with a glass of wine at 

the gym to help them relax. Liz had drained hers in minutes but was not 



 254 

relaxed.  She looked at herself in the mirror. Her outfit looked good; a 

new halter neck top, the sequin shorts and PVC boots had been much 

admired by the other women in the group. The mask had also caused 

quite a stir. She had brought in the boots before to test whether or not she 

could use them on the poles. However, she had not revealed the whole 

ensemble until tonight. Debbie, on the other hand, had been bringing in 

various pieces each week asking for advice on what to wear. Even now, 

she had a second choice of outfit in her handbag. 

 

Most of the women now stood in a group, with one or two still practising 

behind them. Lois had arranged for taxis to collect them and take them to 

Club Tropical. She didn't want them driving when they were so 

distracted, and she knew that some of them had had more than a glass of 

wine. The club manager, Carol, called and waved to Lois. She waved 

back. The taxis had arrived. 

‘Right girls, the taxis are here! Time to shake our booties!’ she 

declared. 

The women looked as if someone had pressed the fast forward button. 

Panicked scurrying to and fro ensued, collecting feather boas, high 

heeled shoes. A few examined their make-up in the mirrors.  

‘Come on Liz!’ she said, ‘It's showtime!’ Without waiting for a 

reply, Debbie grabbed her belongings and almost ran to the taxi. 
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The taxi journey was mercifully short, and Liz did not have enough time 

to feel nervous. So what if she messed things up a bit? With any luck, the 

audience would be supremely supportive regardless of what they saw. 

And deeply appreciative of a free pole dancing show!  

When they arrived, the women from the first taxi were waiting outside 

the club. Lois hurried towards them.  

‘Go in, Keith is expecting us.’ 

The group, murmuring excitedly, moved quickly through the door. Keith 

was waiting at the reception desk. He smiled and spread his arms wide to 

greet the women. 

‘Welcome to Club Tropical!’ he announced. 

Lois appeared from the back of the crowd. ‘Ladies, this is Keith!’  

He bowed. ‘At your service, girls.’ 

 

One by one, the women filed past Keith, smiling their greetings, but 

desperate to get inside the club and see the stage they would perform on. 

All of them walked up to the stage and stood, looking. There were two 

poles, which Lois had told them about, and the lights were circling wildly 

without the benefit of music.  

The women quickly found places to deposit their handbags and began to 

walk around the stage. Lois saw them and invited them to get up on the 

platform and try out the poles. The club was thudding with music now, 

the stage lights were swirling and the club lights had been dimmed. 



 256 

Debbie glanced around, smiling. She nudged Liz next to her. ‘Feels like 

the real thing, doesn't it?’  

Liz gulped, ‘Yes, yes it does.’  

She looked behind her to see Lois chatting to Keith. Lois caught her gaze 

and smiled at her, gesturing for her to try out the stage herself.  Liz 

looked back at it. Taking a deep breath, and looking at her boots for 

motivation, she launched herself at the stage and began swinging her hips 

to the music. She would need to remember to grab her mask before 

everyone arrived.  

There was time for a quick practice before the guests arrived and so Lois 

asked each of the women to do their opening moves that took them into 

the first minute or so of their tracks. They all managed to have a go 

before the invited audience started arriving.  

The aforementioned guests looked almost as nervous as the performers. 

One was very embarrassed to be greeted warmly by Keith, and was left 

to explain to his partner how the proprietor of a strip club knew him. The 

women greeted their guests and guided them to various tables at the front 

of the stage.  Neil arrived and hugged a grinning Debbie. He came 

towards Liz, his eyes wide. 

‘Wow, Liz!’ he said, looking at her boots, ‘Those boots are 

bloody sexy as hell!’ He turned her around to get a better look at the 

shorts. ‘Bloody hell, Liz, those shorts...you look amazing!’ He held both 
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her hands in his. ‘You look a knock-out, you really do.’ He kissed her on 

the cheek.  

‘Thanks, Neil. I'm a bit nervous, though,’ she said. 

‘You've got nothing to be nervous about. You look amazing,’ he 

said. ‘What's that?’ His gaze was fixed on her hands. 

‘This is my mask,’ said Liz. ‘I think it adds a little something, 

don't you?’ 

Neil laughed and shook his head.  

Debbie joined them. 

 ‘She does look great doesn't she?’ Then she turned to Neil and 

said, ‘And what about my outfit?’ 

Neil grabbed Debbie and growled lustily into her neck.  

 ‘You, my girl, are the sexiest babe on the planet.’ Debbie laughed 

as Neil's hair tickled her face and neck. Remembering his manners, Neil 

immediately looked up at Liz and said, ‘And you are the second, of 

course, Liz.’  

She wasn't offended.  

‘Thank you, Neil.’  

She turned away from them both to look at the stage again. Her short 

practice had felt good and she had been pleasantly surprised at the 

similarity of the gym poles to the ones here at the club.  
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Once the guests were seated, Lois motioned to the DJ to quieten the 

music then stood on the stage and made a short speech to the hushed 

audience.  

‘Thank you for coming here tonight to support your ladies.’ A 

roar of applause burst forth and Lois looked at her performers - they were 

all smiling and looking eager to start. When the applause died down, she 

resumed speaking. ‘As you know, these ladies have been brave enough to 

showcase their talents for you tonight.’ More cheering and applause. 

‘They started pole dancing only a few short weeks ago. In that time, they 

have acquired the most amazing skills....and confidence. As their teacher, 

I am deeply proud of every single one of them.’  

She held her hands up to the women and began clapping, closely 

followed by the guests. Lois waited for quiet again, then began to 

introduce each of the performers.  

‘And so, without further delay, I present to you, tonight, the sexy 

and gorgeous...Carol!’   

Carol stepped up onto the stage and bowed to her cheering crowd. 

Whistles and applause shook the club. Lois continued.  

‘Tania!’  

Tania followed Carol onto the stage, her admirers shouting their 

approval.  

‘Tessa!’  
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Tessa scrambled onto the stage, a little clumsily, and stood next to the 

other two women. The crowd remained supportive, with enthusiastic 

clapping.  

‘Liz!’  

Liz, her face now covered by the mask, walked slowly and carefully, 

because of her boots, but the effect was seductive and swanky. The 

crowd, led by a whistling Neil, erupted into applause. Lois shouted above 

the noise.  

‘Debbie!’  

Debbie wiggled up onto the stage, singling Neil out for her most wanton 

smile. Neil was whistling hard, stopping only to clap resoundingly. It 

seemed the audience felt the same way too. 

 

One by one, the nine performers were introduced and applauded. Liz did 

not know all of them as some went to a different class.  Nonetheless, they 

were united in nerves and excitement. Before the show started, Lois got 

them together in a group hug and made them repeat some war cries to get 

them pumped and ready to dazzle.  

Thankfully, Liz wasn't the first to perform.  Tania had volunteered to go 

first. She was the most confident of them all, and the best dancer in Liz's 

opinion. She had learnt every move first time and was able to dance 

almost as well as Lois. Liz watched the audience mesmerised by Tania's 

performance. She looked at Tania herself and could see why. The music 
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was pulsating through the club and Tania moved effortlessly to the 

rhythm. Not once could you see her counting in her moves. Many of 

them still suffered from that look of concentration that professional 

dancers are able to mask with fixed smiles. Tania was able to make it 

look like she wasn't even thinking about what she was doing. As she 

performed her inverted spin move and glided effortlessly down the pole, 

the audience cheered and whistled. Tania landed gracefully, gyrated into 

position and took off with another series of moves. All the girls were 

watching and shouting encouragement. At the end of Tania's 

performance, the audience roared its approval. A smiling Tania was bear 

hugged by her husband who looked around at the rest of the audience as 

if to say, ‘Yeah mate, have a look, but she's coming home with me!’   

 

Liz's debut finally arrived. Tessa had been on before her and Liz was 

secretly grateful that Tessa had made quite a few mistakes. However, 

each time she had made a mistake, the audience had simply cheered her 

on until she found her way again. At one stage, Tessa had forgotten a 

large chunk of her routine. Lois had shouted out some moves for her to 

do, and Tessa had simply carried on, not necessarily in time to the music, 

but soldiering on nevertheless. Now that it was her turn, Liz knew that if 

she did make mistakes, it would not be a big deal. She took one last look 

at the audience, finding Debbie and Neil who were clapping furiously. 
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Liz stepped onto the stage, slowly, slowly. The DJ tuned in her track and 

she closed her eyes behind the mask. The song she had chosen was a 

personal favourite, one that never failed to get her moving. Liz melted 

into the rhythm and, without self-consciousness, started swaying her hips 

provocatively. She reached for the pole and opened her eyes. When her 

students had to give presentations to the class, they were often nervous 

and reluctant to perform. Liz advised them not to look at the faces in the 

classroom; instead they were to focus on the points above their heads. 

That way, it still looked as if they were making eye contact with their 

audience even though they weren't actually connecting with any eyes. It 

avoided the situation of 'friends' making the performer laugh. Standing 

here on the stage, in a strip club, Liz applied the same principle. She 

stared out at the faces watching her, but looked above their heads. She 

pretended they weren't there and that she was at home, dancing for Felipe 

around her bedroom to a song on the radio.  

The routine she had practised and practised came back to her and she 

began. Liz prowled around the pole, flicking her head back so that her 

hair tumbled around her shoulders. After she had circled once, she 

changed direction. Speeding up slightly, she gained a little momentum 

and launched herself into the fireman's move. She performed it with ease, 

tilting her head back as she descended the pole. Her boots grasped the 

pole between her ankles, allowing just the right amount of grip. Upon 

landing, the audience applauded. Boosted by the clapping, Liz moved 
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away from the pole and sashayed towards the audience. She stood with 

her legs slightly apart and placed her hands on her thighs. Smiling 

seductively, she slid her hands down her thighs until they were just 

below her knees. She kept her head up, and managed to lock eyes with 

Debbie who was in the front row. Debbie nodded and smiled, Liz smiled 

inside her mask then dropped her head. She hung forward for a second or 

two, before flicking her head back up sending her hair cascading around 

her face and shoulders. She straightened up and turned to face the wall, 

the audience behind her. She repeated the move, and the audience was 

treated to a splendid view of her shapely, sequinned bottom. When she 

flicked her head up this time, Liz turned to look round at the audience. 

Then she circled her bottom just for good measure. There was a cheer 

from the audience. Liz straightened up again and returned to the pole. 

She performed some more moves and then returned to the audience, 

crawling towards them this time. When she got to the edge of the stage, 

she crouched down. Lois had taught them a move where they crouched, 

opened their legs for a quick flash and then closed them again. Liz had 

liked this move but had felt the need to place her hand over her groin, 

feeling too exposed otherwise. Lois had liked this new twist to her move, 

declaring that it added a little more mystery to the dance. Liz wasn't 

convinced, but it made her feel better. And so, here on the stage, she 

repeated the move. Before the audience could respond, Liz had spun 

around so that she was on all fours with her rear to the audience.  She 
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leant backwards thrusting her bottom back and towards the audience, 

circling her buttocks again. The guests whistled and cheered. Liz was 

grinning to herself now. And she had to admit, she was feeling rather 

aroused by the whole performance. 

As her dance came to an end, Liz finished with a flourish. She had just 

performed an explosion and was throwing herself into an inverted spin 

move. The pole was gripped firmly as she suspended herself upside 

down, her legs, poker straight, either side of the metal. As she descended, 

turning slowly, she brought her legs down to land feet first on the 

ground. Straightening up, she shook her hair away from her face and then 

spun herself around with one hand, the other trailing out to her side, her 

head tilted back. Her finishing position was simple but effective. When 

her spinning came to a stop, she leaned back, one leg bent at the knee 

with one heel resting against the pole. She brought her arms up above her 

head and stood perfectly still as the music faded out. 

Debbie leapt to her feet and was whistling and cheering. The rest of the 

club were applauding thunderously, peppered with whistles and cheers. 

Liz relaxed and took a bow, exhilarated. For the first time, she looked at 

the faces of the crowd in front of her. She scanned them all and saw that 

her performance had been a pleasing one. She looked to the back of the 

seating area and saw that the club owner was also watching. He saw her 

looking and nodded; then he gave her the thumbs up. Liz was thrilled. If 

a strip club owner could give her the thumbs up, she must have done 
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well. She exited the stage, to the sound of continuing appreciation, into 

the arms of Debbie. 

‘You were incredible!’ shrieked Debbie, ‘You looked like a pro! 

Didn't she Neil?’ 

Neil was grinning and nodding.  

 ‘Top stuff there, Liz! Bloody good going!’ 

Liz was flushed and a little breathless. But elated. She had done 

something she could never have imagined doing only a few short months 

ago. She felt utterly empowered by the experience – and was eager to 

repeat it.  

‘It felt great!’ she said to Debbie and Neil. ‘I was nervous right at 

the beginning but then I absolutely loved it!’  

They chattered excitedly for a couple of minutes until the next dancer 

was ready to take to the stage.   

 

Debbie's debut was a success. Although not as skilful as Liz, Debbie 

used her voluptuous figure to deadly advantage and had the audience 

spellbound. She was able to shimmy and wriggle in a tantalising manner, 

so much so that if she had never performed any actual pole dancing 

moves, it wouldn't have mattered; she simply oozed sex appeal with her 

curves. 

Before long, the night was over. Each woman had the opportunity to 

perform at least once. It was now time for the club to open to the public 
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and some of the women and their guests began to leave. Debbie and Neil 

were desperate to go home. The evening's antics had revved up their 

libidos and they were threatening to cause a public nuisance. Liz waved 

them off.  She had decided to stay behind and watch some of the real 

dancers doing their routines. A few of the other women and guests were 

doing the same, but sat away from her in their own groups. Alone, Liz 

got a drink from the bar and sat at a table. She was still wearing her 

performance gear, but was planning to get changed before leaving - she 

didn't want to catch a taxi dressed like that. Her going home outfit sat 

crumpled in a bag by her feet. She had expected her confidence to ebb 

away after the performance but she still felt the adrenalin pumping, 

keeping her high on her achievement. Nothing could take away what she 

had just experienced. Even if she never danced again, Liz knew 

something had happened to her.  

A number of women arrived, with large bags over their shoulders. They 

did not smile or make eye contact with anyone in the club. They filed 

past everyone through to the door at the side of the stage. They were the 

real dancers, realised Liz with a start. She was surprised at their 

appearance, expecting them to be glammed up and tottering along on 

deathly heels. But they looked plain and ordinary.  

However, within fifteen minutes or so, the first 'plain and ordinary' 

dancer emerged from the beaded curtain. Fully made up, and wearing a 

skimpy bikini, the girl began walking around the stage, jiggling her 
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scrawny hips and barely registering any movement in her tiny breasts. 

Men were spilling into the club and finding their seats quickly. Liz 

observed them privately from behind her mask, curious as to what type 

of man came to the club. She scanned their hands and found a few 

wedding bands. At least they didn't try to hide the fact that they were 

married, she thought to herself. She looked up to see Lois approaching 

her. 

‘I'm going to be heading off soon, Liz,’ she said, ‘do you need a 

lift anywhere?’ 

‘I'm ok thanks, Lois,’ said Liz, ‘I think I'll stay for a bit longer. I 

want to see some of the dancers.’ 

Lois looked at the skinny girl on stage. Liz followed her gaze. The girl 

was simply walking around, turning around the pole every now and 

again, then walking around some more. Lois turned back to Liz. ‘She 

must be one of the backpackers, not a regular.’ 

‘She's not doing any moves!’ said Liz. ‘I did more than her, and 

she's getting paid for it?’  

‘You did great tonight, Liz. You were easily one of the best,’ said 

Lois. 

‘Thanks, Lois,’ said Liz, ‘I loved it.’ 

‘You were a natural, you know. I think you missed your calling!’ 

Liz laughed. ‘Maybe I should do a bit of moonlighting to earn 

extra cash for my retirement!’ 
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The skinny girl exited the stage and an older woman came on. Lois 

turned to Liz.  

 ‘That's Renee on now,’ she said, ‘watch her, she's an incredible 

mover.’ Lois gathered her bag and planted a kiss on Liz's cheek. ‘Well 

done again, Liz. You were sensational. I would love to stay but I have to 

go. See you next week.’ 

‘Thanks, Lois. See you next week,’ said Liz.  

Lois left the club and Liz redirected her attention towards the stage once 

more. Renee was indeed far more skilled than her predecessor. She 

twirled and spun effortlessly, much like Lois did at the gym. However, 

her moves were far more athletic and Liz was able to appreciate the 

strength and control this woman had in every sinew of her body. She had 

never considered stripping or pole dancing to be an art form, but now this 

woman was making her reconsider. Renee threw herself around as if she 

were weightless, landing silently onto the stage and propelling herself 

without any visible effort.  Liz found herself in awe of Renee, and a little 

envious. What would life be like if she had been a pole dancer instead of 

an English teacher? 

Liz was still sitting at the table, watching the dancers when she sensed 

someone watching her. The man in question was middle aged, well 

presented, and drinking champagne. He looked as if he was in a well paid 

job; his clothes were immaculate and it looked suspiciously like he 

would be the type to have manicured nails. There was something about 
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him that seemed very familiar and immediately, Liz's brain went into 

high alert, scanning its data for recent teacher conferences where she 

might have seen this man. Her open gaze appeared to pique his curiosity 

because he suddenly got up from his table and started making his way to 

hers. Liz's brain still hadn't worked out who he was but it had told her to 

get away quickly. 

The dancing booths behind her hadn't started to get busy yet so Liz edged 

her way through some customers and leapt inside the nearest one. She 

was closely followed by the man with the champagne. Now that he was 

close up, she could see he was wearing a dark wig which didn't match his 

bushy eyebrows that were sandy coloured. 

‘Hello there,’ he said. ‘Can I get a private dance?’ 

This was it, thought Liz. All that parading around on the stage was child's 

play compared to this. The man seemed to be amused by her hesitation 

and was smiling broadly. 

‘There's been a mistake,’ she said. ‘I'm not...’ 

‘...Do you have another appointment?’ he asked. ‘I can wait. Or I 

can jump the queue.’ He took out his wallet and showed her a stash of 

notes. Liz guessed that her fortnightly salary was about the same amount.  

Oh, what the heck. 

She stepped onto the pole and listened to the music pounding through the 

walls, trying to catch the beat. She swung her hips in time to the rhythm, 

circling the pole a couple of times before she began launching herself 
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into some moves. After a minute or so, Liz was able to forget that there 

was anyone there, and imagined herself dancing in her bedroom for 

Felipe. When the music began to fade, the man made a request. Taking 

out his wallet, he showed her a bundle of notes, ostentatiously arranged 

in a metal clip. He took out some notes and waved them at her. Liz 

looked at them and saw early retirement. 

‘Take off your mask,’ he ordered. 

Liz shook her head and waited for his response. 

Surprisingly, he shrugged and seemed to be pleased with her reaction.  

 ‘How about a little more attention close up?’ he asked, ‘I'd like 

you to dance right in front of me.’ 

Liz stepped down from the podium. The next song was already gaining 

momentum and so she immediately began moving to the beat. She felt 

self conscious for a few moments. Without the prop of a pole, she 

floundered briefly. But she could see that he was enjoying what he was 

seeing. The definite bulge of an erection was nudging its way to the top 

of his trousers. Liz was suddenly inspired and began to move around 

him, making him turn around as she gyrated seductively behind the sofa. 

Thinking quickly, she adapted some of her stage moves and began 

prowling along the floor. The man sat up on the sofa, his hand 

disappearing into his groin, holding himself. She crawled up to him and 

took the money from him with her teeth. She turned away quickly, 

tucking the note into her bra, then faced him again. Standing up slowly, 
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she began running her hands all over her body, lingering over her breasts 

and trawling lazily over her knickers, as if she couldn't decide whether or 

not to remove them. The man's breathing was quickening and he pulled 

out another fifty from the clip. 

‘How about losing the shorts?’ he asked huskily.   

Liz stopped. She shook her head and walked away to the podium. Rather 

than being disappointed, the man seemed to be enjoying being refused 

and it was obvious that he was getting more and more excited. He took 

another fifty from the clip, his hands trembling.  

‘What about now?’ he asked, waving the two notes at her.  

Liz looked at the cash. Straightening up, she walked stealthily towards 

him and stopped about half a metre away from him. Slowly she bent 

from the waist lowering her breasts until they were in line with his face. 

She said nothing and waited for his response. He wanted to be teased and 

his eyes were bulging as he struggled to contain his excitement. 

‘Masked Madame,’ he said, ‘Would it be very bad if I relieved 

myself in front of you?’  

Liz was momentarily stunned by what he had called her but she quickly 

melted into the role. This guy was into dominatrix stuff and wanted to be 

bossed around. As a teacher, she was perfect for the job. And she'd had 

some practice with Felipe. 

‘You are very naughty to be asking the Masked Madame those 

kinds of questions, aren't you?’ she hissed, enjoying herself immensely.  
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She privately thanked her ex Dave for making her watch those dodgy 

movies; she was going to rip off all their dialogue and probably get 

tipped rather generously. 

‘Yes, Madame, I am very bad. Will you punish me?’ he asked, his 

eyes brightening a great deal. 

‘Oh, yes,’ said Liz sternly, ‘You won't get away with this.’  

‘Thank you, Madame!’ said the man, with obvious relief. ‘What 

will you do?’ he asked hopefully. 

Good question, thought Liz, what was she going to do?  

‘I'm not going to tell you,’ she said firmly, ‘you will just have to 

wait and see, won't you?’ 

‘Of course, Madame.’ 

Liz could see his erection straining inside his trousers.  

‘You asked if you could relieve yourself in front of me, didn't 

you?’ 

‘Yes,’ he said, his hand touching himself once more. 

‘Yes, Madame!’ 

‘Yes, Madame.’ 

‘Well, I don't give you permission. You have to hold it all in until 

you get home, do you understand?’ 

The man looked desperate.  

‘But I really want to, Madame, it's painful!’ 

Knowing that she might lose another tip, nevertheless, Liz persisted.  
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‘No! I do not give you permission. You are to hold it all in.’ 

‘But, Madame,’ his breathing was becoming laboured now, his 

hands were fumbling desperately with his fly, ‘I don't think I can. You 

are too beautiful. I can't control it.’ 

‘You must control it. That is your punishment!’ 

At the sound of her voice, authoritative and harsh, the man could contain 

his excitement no longer. He ejaculated with full force into his trousers, 

his body jerking involuntarily on the sofa. Liz was shocked but managed 

to conceal her surprise. She stood rigid in front of him, watching him 

relax into spasmodic waves of ecstasy.  

He caught her staring at him and lowered his head.  

 ‘I'm sorry, Madame, I disobeyed you.’ 

‘Yes, you did,’ she answered sternly, ‘and I will not forget this 

incident, you can be assured of that.’ 

The man sat up immediately, and looked at her.  

‘Will I need to come back and serve my punishment properly?’  

He reminded her of a puppy desperate for his owner to throw the ball. 

‘You most definitely will. And the punishment will be far worse,’ 

she said. 

‘Oh, thank you, Madame, thank you.’  

He pulled out a handkerchief from his trouser pocket and thrust it into his 

underpants. After wiping himself, he removed it, folded it over carefully 

and put it back in his pocket.  
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Standing up, the man seemed to undergo a transformation. Instead of 

being reluctant to meet her gaze, he now reverted to the client with the 

steady stare that she had seen in the main club area. His game was over 

and he needed to complete his business transaction. Liz waited, unsure of 

what to do. The man took three notes from his clip and gave them to her. 

As he handed them over, he looked at her, as if trying to imagine what 

her face was like underneath the mask. 

‘I like you,’ he said, ‘You understand me.’ 

Liz said nothing.  

‘I'd like you to dance for me again, next time I'm here.’ 

‘That will depend on your behaviour, won't it?’ she replied 

frostily. 

The man gasped quietly as the 'naughty boy' persona crept up on him 

again. He composed himself once more and chuckled.  

 ‘My God, you're good.’ And he left the booth. 

Liz looked at the notes in her hand. She had hundreds of dollars in her 

hand and another $50 in her bra. And she hadn't even had to strip! She 

laughed out loud and kissed the money in her hand. Then suddenly, 

remembering the hankie incident, she wiped her mouth in disgust, 

spitting out imaginary molecules of unmentionable fluid. She needed a 

drink, and some mouthwash. And possibly an antiseptic wipe for the 

notes. 
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In the staffroom, on Monday morning, Sabrina and Jackie were eager to 

know how the performances had gone. Debbie and Liz were happy to 

relate most of the evening's events and Debbie even managed to convince 

Liz to show the others her special wiggle that had delighted the audience 

at the club. As she was jiggling her buttocks at her colleagues, and 

overdoing the sultry looks, a student came to the staffroom and opened 

the door. He blinked for a moment or two, taking in the sight of Liz 

cavorting around with her bottom sticking out.  Jackie came to the rescue 

and ushered the young man outside to help him with his query. 

‘Why do they come in so bloody early?’ said Liz, blushing 

furiously. ‘It's not even eight o'clock.’ 

‘He has to get a lift in with his mum,’ said Sabrina. ‘His mum 

works in the city and she gives him a lift to make sure he gets here.’ 

Liz had just about composed herself now and was taking a sip of tea at 

her desk. Sabrina was eating some of her lunch box contents.  

‘I'm glad it went well for you both,’ she said, chewing at the same 

time, ‘I was tempted to turn up, you know.’ 

Jackie had returned from talking to the student. Liz turned to speak to 

her.  

‘Did he say anything?’ 

‘I wouldn't worry about goldfish boy,’ said Sabrina, finishing her 

first sandwich, ‘he probably forgot what he'd seen the moment he left the 

room.  Some days he can just about remember his own name.’ 
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Jackie shook her head.  

 ‘He didn't say a word about it. I think you'll be alright. If he does 

say anything, just tell him you were doing a J-Lo impression.’ 

The staff door opened and Vivienne came in.  

‘Morning all,’ she trilled, bustling through the door with bags 

bulging with books. ‘Good weekend?’ 

The others all replied in the affirmative.  

‘How was your weekend, Vivienne?’ asked Jackie.  

Vivienne dumped her bags on her desk and looked up. ‘Lovely, thanks. 

Although I'm sure it wasn't as exciting as Liz and Debbie's weekend!’ 

She smiled mischievously  and winked. Liz's mouth fell open. ‘Don't 

panic, Liz,’ laughed Vivienne.’ Debbie spilled the beans ages ago. I think 

it's marvellous. Good on you.’ She began unpacking her bags and 

generally busying herself. ‘Besides,’ she continued, ‘when the Principal 

asks about entertainment for the staff Christmas party, I'll have a really 

original idea for once!’ 

Liz squirmed with embarrassment. She hadn't known that Vivienne knew 

about her pole dancing. Mind you, after her 'client', pole dancing didn't 

seem to be as mortifying or shameful as she once thought. In fact, it was 

perfectly harmless.  

As Debbie related the story once more, Liz began preparing for her 

lessons. She checked her planner and set about organising her resources 

for her first two classes that day. By the time the others arrived, Debbie's 
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storytelling had stopped. Liz would tell Debbie about the private booth 

dance some other time.  

On her way to briefing that morning, Liz crossed paths with Felipe. He 

was looking exceptionally handsome, as always, and was being tailed by 

one of the young and pretty Science prac students who was obviously 

smitten with him. Felipe didn't seem to notice she was there. 

‘Buenos días!’ he said to Liz. 

 ‘Buenos días!’ Liz replied. 

 ‘Have you heard about Brian?’ he asked. 

 ‘No. What's happened?’ 

Felipe looked round at the pre-service teacher. He gave her his classroom 

keys. 

 ‘Why don't you go and set up? You have some time before the 

briefing.’ 

The young lady was not happy to be rejected. She took the keys without 

a word and failed to hide her disappointment. Liz and Felipe watched her 

go. 

 ‘She has a major crush on you,’ said Liz. 

 ‘She's a child,’ said Felipe. He moved a tiny bit closer. ‘I wish I 

could fuck you right now.’ 

Liz laughed. 

 ‘You were saying? Brian?’ 
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 ‘What? Oh yes. Brian has gone on sick leave for the rest of the 

term.’ 

 ‘What's wrong with him?’ 

 ‘It is the stress,’ said Felipe. ‘District Office has sent an 

emergency replacement for the next two weeks. Len is introducing him at 

the briefing this morning.’ 

Liz thought about Brian, one of the Deputy Principals, for a few 

moments. She didn't like the man but was genuinely sorry that another 

member of staff had succumbed to stress and anxiety. She wondered how 

no-one seemed to be alarmed at the number of teachers going off sick or 

leaving the profession completely.  

 ‘I hope it's someone with a bit of backbone,’ said Liz. She saw 

Felipe's puzzled look. ‘Someone who is strong and able to deal with 

stress.’ 

 ‘Especially at this time of year,’ said Felipe. He looked at Liz. 

‘Are you going to briefing?’ 

 ‘Yes. Are you coming?’ 

 ‘Not yet,’ he said, ‘but I know you could help me with that.’ 

Liz roared with laughter and she was still laughing when they got to the 

staff briefing. They checked their pigeonholes and stood chatting.  

 ‘Remind me to tell you a story, later,’ she whispered to Felipe. 

When Len walked in with the substitute Deputy Principal, Liz's hilarity 

vanished. He wasn't wearing the wig from the other night but there was 
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no mistaking the bald man with sandy-coloured and bushy eyebrows in 

front of her. The last time she'd seen him, he had just ejaculated in his 

trousers and then paid her generously for it. For a terrifying second, she 

expected him to look up and recognise her but then she remembered the 

mask. Her identity was safe.  

The man was introduced as Jim Freebody. Len mentioned that Brian was 

taking time off to be his family but spent most of the time explaining 

Jim's experience and asking the staff to welcome him to the school. Jim's 

eyes glanced over the staff congregated before him and smiled. 

After the briefing, Liz walked to class with her head buzzing. She was 

bursting to share her secret with Debbie or Felipe but knew that 

divulging this kind of information could be potentially explosive - for the 

new Deputy Principal and for her.  She would keep quiet for now. 
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I go to seek a Great Perhaps. 

Francois Rabelais 

 

 

TERM 4
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Maureen 

 

Her knickers were always too tight. We knew this because her clothes 

were also too tight and the elastic of her knickers was clearly visible as it 

subdivided her ample flesh over her hips and across her groin. Her tight 

knickers were most alarming when she wore her 'slacks' which were 

anything but slack. The term 'camel toe' was made for her. 

As the Principal of a local primary school, Maureen Dannay was an 

unusual choice as a role model for young and impressionable children. 

We would wince when she talked about maintaining high standards of 

dress amongst staff and wonder if Maureen owned a mirror at home. 

‘The kids look up to us,’ she had said at one staff meeting, ‘and 

we need to meet the expectations of parents, too.’ 

 

I had struggled to prevent my gaze from wandering to her latest fashion 

catastrophe. Today, Maureen had decided to wear a royal blue pantsuit. 

She claimed that it matched her eyes, which it did, but it no longer 

matched her physique. In the 80s, the pantsuit - gathered at the waist with 

a wide gold belt and pleated above the hips - would have been 

acceptable. Today, many years later, the same outfit had not grown with 

its owner and the dreaded dromedary digit was there once more. Maureen 

flicked the blonde hair that lay flat against her head. It was parted in the 

middle and her pink scalp showed through. She was proud of her blonde 
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hair, declaring that she always got what she wanted because of her hair 

colour. 

It was difficult to know what to say to her sometimes. She was meant to 

be our leader, someone who was going to take the school into a new and 

exciting era but instead we wondered if the regional office was having a 

joke at our expense.  

Our previous Principal had been a more traditional one. He had been at 

the school for many years and knew what it took to instil commitment 

and dedication from his staff. He rarely made any gaffes but when he did, 

he apologised. When Maureen was appointed as his successor, he had 

been just as gobsmacked as the rest of us. 

We'd met the prospective candidates on the interview days. As expected, 

we all took bets on who would get the job after watching them interact 

with the teachers around them and especially the office staff. When 

Maureen had barked at the school secretary that she needed some 

photocopying done, we mentally crossed her out. You didn't upset the 

school secretary and get away with it. 

But Maureen did get the job and her style of management was 'divide and 

conquer'. We became aware of her approach after a few months. We had 

been a small local school with a tight-knit staff community. We chose to 

spend time with each other outside of school hours. We supported each 

other. I can only imagine that Maureen felt threatened by this 

camaraderie as she was clearly an outsider.  
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Her process was simple. She spoke to individual members of staff and 

told them she had heard another member of staff criticising their work. 

We only found out when a friend and colleague approached me outright 

and asked if I had said something particularly unpleasant. Thankfully, 

she believed me when I told her I had said nothing of the sort and 

together we warned other staff. It got to the point where we had to call in 

the local educational authority to have a mediation meeting where we 

presented a catalogue of incidents when Maureen had breached 

professional conduct. The mediation was a disaster and afterwards we 

were all on her hit list. 

As our morale plummeted, Maureen's confidence soared and this was 

reflected in her attire. At first, she had been wearing loose clothing that 

hung off her ample bosom and which shielded young eyes from every 

undulating fold of flesh. But now, she felt she needed to power-dress in 

order to re-establish her authority. Her 80s wardrobe came into its own 

again. Aside from the begging question of why she had kept it all in the 

first place, the other query we had was why she felt it still worked for 

her. She was morbidly obese now but in the 80s she hadn't been. One 

particular horror was a spotty ra-ra skirt which fell just below her mid-

thigh.  

Tina, a teacher-aide, had gasped aloud when Maureen arrived that 

morning. Taking the gasp for admiration, Maureen had twirled and 

laughed, 
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‘It's great isn't it? A bit of fun for a Monday morning!’ 

The twirl had lifted the flimsy fabric high, revealing the faded knickers 

clinging desperately to Maureen's ample buttocks. Tina told me she saw 

pubic hair, too. Maureen was not a natural blonde. 

Our crushing defeat from the lack of local authority support manifested 

itself in silent staff meetings. We knew that anything we said would be 

used against us. Maureen held the floor with gusto and grew increasingly 

demanding and outrageous with her 'innovations'.  

‘I don't think we do enough after-school activities,’ she 

proclaimed one afternoon at the weekly staff meeting. ‘I want to 

brainstorm ideas for what we can offer parents.’ Her dangerous eyes 

dared anyone to speak. ‘Parents are working longer hours,’ she said. ‘We 

can't expect them to be stay-at-home mums who can pick up the kids on 

time. They need options other than childcare.’ 

Maureen waited for comments but none came. She continued. 

‘We need to have something available for every afternoon so that 

parents can be reassured their kids are involved in quality activities and 

supervised by professionals.’ 

‘Who will be supervising them when we have staff meetings?’ 

asked someone braver than me. 

Maureen’s smile faded a fraction. She hadn't thought this one through.  

‘We'll sort something out,’ she said. ‘We can take it in turns, or 

something.’ 
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‘What do you mean by taking it in turns?’ asked the teacher 

again, clearly gunning for a dismissal. 

Maureen flicked her hair and her mouth thinned. The staff meeting had 

cooled considerably.  

‘I have to say,’ she said, ‘that I'm disappointed at the negativity 

about providing professional extra-curricular activities. I would have 

thought you'd want to help our local community by enriching these 

children's lives.’ She paused as everyone shifted uncomfortably. ‘And 

you know how dreadful some of our kids' home lives are.’ She shook her 

head. ‘It's bitterly disappointing.’ 

Maureen took a pen and made an elaborate show of crossing something 

off her agenda. Her agenda. It hadn't been shared with us. We never 

knew what was coming when we went to our staff meetings. 

 

In order to show us who was boss, the next day's outfit was a ripper. 

Maureen chose to dress in the colour of rage and power. Her drop-waist 

dress was red with white polka dots. Pads elevated her shoulders so that 

she looked like an American footballer. She had slashed pillar-box red 

lipstick across her mean mouth and her eyes were enhanced with shiny 

baby blue eye-shadow. The dress was short and her semolina-tone, 

varicose-veined legs were finished with white stilettos that had bows at 

the toes. Luckily for Maureen, her feet were the same size as they were in 

the 80s.  
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I was in the staff room making a cup of tea to take to my classroom. It 

was an hour before school started and I had some last minute things to do 

before the children started arriving. I looked up from stirring my tea to 

see the spotty monstrosity swaggering in. Her bag had caught in the side 

of her dress and it had hitched up against her white thighs.  

‘Morning!’ she said in a deceptively friendly manner.  

‘Morning,’ I replied.  

I rinsed the spoon under the tap and grabbed my mug, ready to leave. But 

Maureen was too quick for me. Rather than depositing her bag in her 

office, next door to the staff room, she came straight in and clicked the 

kettle back on. She put her bag down and her hem lowered. 

‘Funny thing happened to me this morning,’ she laughed. ‘I 

couldn't find any clean knickers!’ 

My laugh was more of an alarmed choke, but she didn't notice. 

‘Can you imagine?’ she chuckled. ‘Can you imagine having to 

come to work commando?’ 

I could imagine. I didn't want to, but I could. 

‘So I just went through the dirty linen basket,’ she continued, 

‘checked the gussets and found a pair that weren't too crusty.’ 

She was pouring hot water over the tea bag and stirring it. Her shoulder 

pads trembled as she laughed to herself. 

‘What a way to start the morning, eh? Well,’ she said, ‘we've all 

done it.’ 



 286 

No, I wanted to say. No, I've never done that. And even if I had, I 

wouldn't tell anyone about it. I smiled what I hoped was a convincing 

enough sign of approval and made my way out of the staff room.  

Crusty?  

I threw up a little in my mouth.  
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The interview 

 

Last night's curry is curdling in my stomach. This is not good. There is 

no time to go to the toilet, besides, it's only a couple of doors down from 

the Principal's office and there's no way I'm going to let rip in that echo 

chamber. The Principal's office is where the interviews are being 

conducted. Clearly, they didn't think this through. I've already been this 

morning, if you know what I mean, but there's obviously some kind of 

back log - literally. 

I haven't seen any of the other applicants so there's no telling how far up 

or down the list I am. I just hope I can go in there and say the right 

things. I really want this job. I've worked hard for the last 8 years at this 

school so I deserve some recognition.  

The waiting area is small but comfortable. It's designed for parents who 

come to complain about how the school is not teaching their children 

properly; it provides comfortable sofas for parents who wish to sit whilst 

they explain why their precious children are not at school again. Or why 

they simply have to take holidays in term time. The waiting area also 

provides a constantly flickering screen showcasing the best efforts of our 

students in sport and academic ventures. Its gentle soundtrack is 

something else for parents to ignore when they come in to demand that 

their blameless children do not deserve to be suspended or expelled. 



 288 

Sometimes we have parents who come in and actually smile or laugh 

with us. I like them. 

The office ladies are all busily tapping away at their computers. They're 

on the frontline for dealing with aggravated parents. The ladies have a 

reputation for being brusque and aggressive. They need to be when 

they've got a parent swearing at them whilst a younger child, with a 

snotty nose dripping into its mouth, runs up and down the corridor 

unchecked.  

The office ladies have been very sweet this morning. They've all wished 

me luck and crossed their fingers. I get on well with them. It always pays 

to be on the right side of the office staff - and the cleaners. If possible, 

get on the right side of the BSM and you've got it made. They're the real 

backbone of the school. Mess with any of them and may God have mercy 

on your soul. 

The door to the interview room opens and my Principal looks out. She 

sees me and beckons me forward. She's smiling, quite warmly actually, 

so I feel encouraged. My stomach gurgles rudely as I approach. Her face 

registers as if she's heard something but is not quite sure what.  I say 

nothing and take a seat, spreading my notes in front of me. 

My interview panel consists of three people. The first is my Principal, 

Shirley. The second is another Principal from a different high school in 

the region. The third person is Richard Firth, the Regional Director. He 

likes to be called Dick - he thrives on the idea that people are thinking of 
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his penis when they talk to him. Yes, we do think of dick when we talk to 

Dick but it's because he is a dickhead. How such a predatory bastard ever 

got to be a high ranking officer in the education department beats me. 

Speaking of 'beats', there was once an allegation against him that said he 

was suspected of masturbating under a desk during a meeting. 

Apparently, one of the ladies at the meeting was talking animatedly 

which made her rather fulsome breasts jiggle a great deal. Dick loved it. 

So much so, the person next to Dick hissed something and he went red. It 

never went any further but the story spread. I'll make sure I keep an eye 

on what his right hand is doing during the interview. It will take my mind 

off my bubbling stomach.  

Of course, I'm not saying I'm any kind of beauty. The truth is, if you have 

a vagina then he's interested. In the past, he's had some interesting 

relationships with older women. I reckon it's because he thinks they'll be 

grateful for a bit of attention. Bastard. 

They're ready to start. Shirley consults her notes and tries to make her 

practised question sound casual. 

‘Fiona, what can you bring to this role?’ 

I know this one so I start to explain what my strengths are and how they 

are suited to this particular role. There's much nodding from Shirley and 

the mystery man and just a smile from Dick. 

The mystery man makes direct eye contact and speaks. 

‘Fiona, I'm Alan Derby from Egmont High School...’ 
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‘Oh!’ exclaims Shirley. ‘I'm so sorry, Alan. I forgot to introduce 

you!’ 

We all laugh as if it's the funniest thing.  

‘No problem, Shirley,’ says Alan.  

‘Fiona,’ continues Shirley. ‘You know Dick our Regional 

Director, don't you?’ 

Oh yes, I know Dick. 

‘Yes, we've met before,’ I reply. 

Dick smiles. His right hand is still on the desk. But he's holding a pen in 

his left hand. Left hand. I need to keep an eye on his left hand. 

A sharp pain shoots through my bowels. They've fired a warning shot. I 

shift in my chair to ease the pain a little.  

Alan asks a question. He's asking me about budgets and resourcing. I 

know this one. Once again, I start to explain what I've done in that area 

and how I've overcome obstacles.  

Dick is smiling. His left hand is there. It's still gripping a pen. I keep 

talking, trying to ignore the tumbling sensation in my lower intestines. I 

remember being pregnant and the baby moving. Such an odd sensation. 

I'm reminded of it now as my guts protest at the pressure building up. I'm 

going to have to run to the staff toilets straight after this interview. 
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Now it's Dick's turn to ask me a question. He's smiling as he looks at his 

notes and he's still smiling when he lowers his left hand out of sight and 

holds my gaze. 

‘Why do you want this job?’ he asks. 

I know why I want this job but the words are gone from my head. There's 

a sheen of sweat covering my whole body now as I labour from an 

unborn gas ball of atomic proportions. And his left hand has gone 

AWOL. I need to fart so badly but I know the noise will be epic on this 

plastic chair. The vibrations would be violent enough to travel along the 

floor and shake my interviewers. Dick's dick would probably like that.  

 

I shift slightly in my chair, inconspicuously lowering my right hand to 

pull my right thigh over the chair. I've learnt this trick for sticky 

situations such as this. If you pull your buttocks apart, the fart will come 

out noiselessly. I ease my buttocks into a 'spread and deliver' position 

before bringing my right hand back up to the desk. I've started talking 

about why I want the job, some of the words filtering back. I hope they 

can't see the sweat on my top lip. I'm pretty certain it's just wind. Once 

it's out, it will buy me more time before I get to the toilet. It should be 

harmless, too. Like I said, I've already been this morning.  

They haven't noticed what I'm doing. I can feel the pressure and 

instinctively clench my sphincter against the surge. Then I slowly release 

as the whoosh of hot air shoots out between my buttocks with no sound. I 
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relax for the first time, the pain disappears instantly and no-one has 

flinched. I've got away with it. I must be doing well - Dick's left hand is 

still under the desk. 

The stench reaches me in seconds. It rises up around me, an unseen killer 

that threatens to choke me. Tears spring to my eyes as I struggle not to 

retch. I look up at my interview panel. They are as yet untouched by 

Beelzebub's breath. 

I don't know what to do. Do I run from the room? From the school? Will 

I have to resign? I'm rendered immobile by terror and shame as I watch 

their faces twitch and crumple. It has reached them. 

Dick's left hand shoots up from under the table to cover his mouth. He is 

coughing. Alan has worked out what has happened and is opening the 

window. Shirley looks at me, puzzled.  

‘Are you unwell?’ she asks. Her breath is ragged - she's trying not 

to breathe in. 

Dick is looking at me as if I'm something that has crawled out of the 

sewer. He probably likes to think that women don't fart. Of course we do. 

We just don't think it needs to be an Olympic Sport. 

I don't know what to say. I can't deny it. They all know it's me.  

‘I'm so sorry,’ I say. The smell is even offending me. ‘I've got a 

terrible gastric bug and I've been up all night with it. I'm so sorry.’ 
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Alan is being such a gentleman. He sits back in his chair and nods. He's 

trying to smile but you can tell his nostrils are filled with the molecules 

from my bowels. He can probably taste them, such are their potency.  

‘Quite understandable,’ he offers. ‘Would you like to take a short 

break?’ 

‘That would be great, thanks,’ I reply.  

I jump out of my seat and run from the room. I don't care if the toilet is 

only a couple of doors down. I need to get in there quickly because 

there's another one brewing. I run into the cubicle and lock the door. 

Very soon, I'm using the same trick as before. I pull my buttocks apart on 

the toilet seat and hold on to the cubicle walls as missiles of burning air 

and shit hit the pan. I'm retching now but the relief is immense. I stay for 

a few minutes to make sure there's nothing left and when I look in the 

toilet, the U-bend is completely covered by a dung heap that reaches 

above the water line.  

After using the toilet paper, I look at the mess. I have to flush it away 

before the smell fills the tiny toilet and makes it uninhabitable for at least 

another hour. I utter a silent prayer before closing the lid and flushing. 

The water doesn't sound right and so I lift the lid to see what's happening 

underneath. Brown filth is swirling perilously close to the top of the toilet 

bowl. If it overflows, I will hand in my resignation today. I will never be 

able to show my face again. Still, it rises and spins around the bowl. Is 

that a piece of sweetcorn? 
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Mercifully, the water begins to sink but it's going to need another flush to 

get rid of all of it. When the water finally settles, there are thick skid 

marks all down the toilet bowl. Now I have to wait for the cistern to fill 

up before I can flush it again.  

I wait. I cannot imagine what they are saying in the interview room. I 

don't think I'll be getting this job, though. It's never a good idea to upset 

the interviewers. 

When the cistern is full, I flush the toilet again. This time the bowl is left 

reasonably clean. I look around for a toilet brush but can't see one. Stuff 

it. Other people leave melted Mars Bars on the toilet bowl all the time. 

I leave the toilet and straighten my back before re-entering the interview 

room. There is a distinct smell of shitrus in the room - lemon air 

freshener failing to mask the residue of my lingering fart.  

‘I'm so sorry,’ I begin, but Alan waves me quiet. 

‘Please,’ he says, ‘don't mention it. Let's keep going, shall we?’ 

Let's keep going so we can get you out of here and fumigate this room. 

 

I take my seat. Shirley's smile is fixed. Alan is relaxed. Dick is studying 

his notes. His left hand is on the desk. He's probably worried that the 

trauma of what happened will affect future forages into his underpants. I 

hope so. 

The interview continues without incident. My bowels have settled and 

there is no pain. Only the agony of total and utter humiliation. I consider 
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going off sick for a few days. I couldn't bear it if anyone found out. They 

shouldn't. After all, the interview room is a bit like the confessional. 

What's said in the room, stays in the room. My saving grace is that only 

one member of the school is in here with me. I don't have to see the 

others again. Well, maybe Dick-head from time to time. 

They've asked me all the questions they want to ask and it's time for me 

to leave.  

‘I hope you feel better, soon,’ says Alan. ‘I had the same bug 

myself the other week. Nasty business.’ 

He's lying to make me feel better. There is no bug going round. I made it 

up to cover up my embarrassment but he's going out of his way to diffuse 

my shame.  

‘Yes,’ adds Shirley, ‘I hope you recover quickly. Do you need to 

take the rest of the day off?’ 

‘I think I'll be okay,’ I say. ‘But I'll let you know if I feel any 

worse.’ 

Shirley nods and smiles. The smell has wafted away a little and so her 

smile isn't so fixed anymore. I think she means this one. 

Dick is still sitting, staring at his notes. He doesn't speak or look at me. 

His left hand is limp and defeated on the desk.  
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Summer Gala 

 

It was already 27 degrees by 7am that morning and the rest of the day 

promised to escalate to the mid 30s. The sky was halcyon blue and there 

was no sign of the rainclouds that had arrived overnight for a heavy 

shower. The grass on the oval was still a little damp as the first of the 

stalls were set up. The senior students of Preston State High School had 

been called in to help with the organization of stalls but the prize feature, 

the ducking stool, was going to be the sole domain of the manual arts 

teachers. Even then, it required an inspection from the Workplace Health 

and Safety officer for the school. There was no way this piece of 

equipment was going to be left to chance. Tom had insisted that 

everything be checked to the nth degree. If he was going to subject 

himself to humiliation, he wanted to ensure he wasn't going to be 

physically injured into the bargain.  

Students were banned from the oval but were allowed to observe the 

proceedings from afar. They watched as various marquees were erected 

and tables were installed beneath. Most of their interest was reserved for 

the installation of the ducking stool and some jangled the coins in their 

pockets, already hoping for the most dreaded teachers to be on the list for 

the stool. Each student had personal motives for the teacher of choice. 

Even though Tom thought, and secretly worried, that he would be a 

popular choice, the truth was that he barely registered in the heads of the 
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students. Despite being the Principal, his complete lack of interest in the 

students themselves was not missed and they, in turn, were not interested 

in him. He was a face around the school, a presence in times of conflict, 

but they did not know him.  

The Gala set up was infinitely distracting for the students whose 

classroom windows opened on to the oval vista. All day, their teachers 

battled the heat and the snatches of shouts from the seniors working on 

the oval. By second lunch, the stalls were almost ready. Tom had agreed 

that in the last twenty minutes of the last lesson, teachers could take their 

classes out on to the oval in order to take a tour of the stalls. Students 

would then see what was available and persuade their parents to bring 

them back after school.  

The media students were primed and ready to film at the Gala so that 

snippets of video could be used for the Awards Ceremony entertainment. 

Parents liked to see some funny video before they settled into the 

dullness of the evening. 

Happily, for Tom, there was a healthy turnout for the Gala. It was good 

to see that the parents and students outnumbered the staff, all of whom 

had agreed to come and participate and monitor stalls. Tom had made it 

clear he wanted to present a whole school community at the event which 

meant that many teachers had not been home and had simply stayed on 

after school, using the time to get extra marking done or being pressured 

to help with last minute setting up. The afternoon weather was perfect for 
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the Gala event and Tom patrolled the stalls, ostentatiously greeting 

parents and guardians like a polished PR representative.  

 

Liam had come on his own. Neither of his parents wanted to attend so 

Liam had planned to meet up with some friends and try and get some 

booze later on. He was still looking for his mates when he saw Miss 

Benn walk past. 

‘Miss Benn will now take a seat on the ducking stool!’ announced 

the loudspeaker.  

A cheer rose up from the crowd and Miss Benn was clapped as she made 

her way to the ducking stool. Liam was suddenly alert. He raced over to 

the ducking stool area and joined the already growing queue. Glancing 

along the queue, he saw that all of them were boys. He was particularly 

pleased to see Glen in the line; Glen's throwing accuracy would 

guarantee that Miss Benn would be submerged.  

Miss Benn was now climbing the stairs to a small door on a platform 

above a water tank. She was wearing trousers and a dark blouse. But that 

didn't stop the boys in the queue studying every jiggle of her flesh as she 

sat in place on the stool. She had to lean forward to adjust her position 

and the boys, waiting patiently, subconsciously leaned forward a little 

too. Once Miss Benn was in place, she looked up and was rather 

dismayed to see so many of her students lined up. Was she that 

unpopular? Joyce didn't want to be friends with her students but she had 
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always prided herself on being approachable and fair. When she had 

agreed to take a turn on the ducking stool, she had imagined a fairly 

uneventful turn. Of course, she accepted that she might be dunked a 

couple of times but she was hoping there wouldn't be too many students 

who would want to see her soaking wet. Evidently, she was mistaken as 

around fifteen students were already waiting to have a shot. Joyce 

noticed that they were all male students but she didn't think anything of 

it. She just assumed they were more interested in a stall that allowed 

them to be a little bit macho. Looking around, she could see many more 

students beginning to congregate around the ducking stool. She 

wondered if there was something going on that she was unaware of – the 

kids didn't normally start swarming like that unless there was a fight 

about to happen. Joyce looked around anxiously, trying to spot Tom or 

another senior teacher. If a fight broke out, she would be powerless to do 

anything whilst strapped into this chair. 

Liam was the fourth student in the queue with Glen at the head of the 

line. Once Miss Benn was installed, Glen was given bean bags with 

which to hit the target. The announcer was still talking about Miss Benn 

in the ducking stool and Liam noticed that more and more boys were 

hurrying towards the area. Some joined the queue but others stood 

around in groups, smirking. 

Glen was guided to the mandatory spot for throwing and encouraged to 

wait whilst the announcer counted him down. The boys around him 
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joined in with the 3-2-1. On 1, Liam lobbed the first bean bag and hit the 

target plum on. Immediately, there was a mechanical sound accompanied 

by a short squeal and then an enormous splash. Miss Benn had gone 

under water. Within seconds, she emerged from the icy water, gasping 

and smoothing her hair back over her head and off her face. But no-one 

was looking at her face. The boys were studying how the wet fabric was 

now clinging to her enormous breasts and how their shape was gloriously 

outlined in all their fullness. When they looked hard enough, they could 

see her nipples straining with cold. Her trousers clung to her voluptuous 

thighs and buttocks and her panty line was clearly visible under the 

sodden material. With considerable dignity, Joyce resumed her seat and 

even managed a smile at Glen. She shook her fist at him in a mock 

gesture of anger.  

If Joyce had hoped it was a fluke, she was suddenly made aware that 

Glen's accuracy was deadly when she was immediately submerged with 

his second throw. And his third. Each time she left the water, there was a 

slight hush as her male audience strained their eyes to make out any 

protuberances. Some of them had to suddenly sit down on the grass. As 

Glen's third bean bag hit home, there was loud cheering from the 

spectators. By now, some of the parents had come to watch. Sam and 

Ethan, two of the media students armed with cameras, were capturing 

everything on film. They were meant to be permanently strolling around 

to film a range of people and events but this was too good to miss. 
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The second boy in the queue took aim with his three bean bags and 

missed. The third boy didn't manage to hit the target either and Miss 

Benn was beginning to smile more sincerely. Glen had not left the area 

and was standing with his arms crossed watching Miss Benn.  

‘Glen!’ called Liam.  He beckoned Glen over and handed him 

some money. ‘You throw the bags.’ 

Glen's face shone with amusement and he readily accepted the challenge. 

When Joyce saw Glen lining up to take another shot, she grimaced and 

hung her head forward. All three shots hit the target. And three times, 

Joyce emerged from the water wobbling and jiggling under her clinging 

garments.  

‘Fuck me,’ whispered Sam, his eyes against the camera. ‘Her arse 

is going to burst through in a sec!’ His hand reached down to adjust his 

pants.  

‘I hope she turns round again,’ said Ethan. ‘Those tits are 

awesome.’ 

 

The growing crowd at the ducking stool caught Tom's attention and he 

wandered over. Immediately, he noticed the glazed expressions of some 

of the boys sitting on the grass and the brazen smirks of others, all with 

their arms crossed on their laps. He looked across to see Joyce settling 

into the stool once more, her shoulders drooped in defeat - unlike her 

enormous breasts that strained under her soaked clothing.  
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‘Shit,’ said Tom under his breath. 

He was joined by Andy from PE. 

‘Looks like these boys might be in a bit of bother,’ he said to 

Tom. ‘Joyce is having quite an effect on them.’ 

Tom looked around him, panicked. He could see that some parents were 

starting to look at the gathering crowd. He didn't know what to do.  

 

Andy glanced up and saw the look of defeat on Joyce's face and took 

action. Before Glen could be paid again, Andy stepped forward and faced 

the ducking stool crowd. 

‘I think poor Miss Benn has been dunked enough, guys. Let's give 

her a break and let her get dried.’ He turned and smiled to Joyce who 

looked relieved.  

There was an audible sigh from the boys but they didn't move away as 

Tom expected. Instead, they watched as Miss Benn climbed down the 

steps, with her wet clothing clinging to every part of her flesh. Even after 

she had walked away, a couple of the boys had to remain sitting down. 

Andy went to check on Joyce and Tom walked away, another crisis 

happily averted.  

 

Sam and Ethan stopped filming and looked at each other.  

‘Wanna watch this at my house, later?’ asked Ethan. 

‘Shit, yeah,’  answered Sam.  
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They walked away and soon Liam was the only one left at the ducking 

stool. Soon, it was safe for him to leave. He stood up, straightened his 

shorts and went to find his mates. 
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Awards Ceremony 

 

In an attempt to score points with his superiors in District Office, Tom 

has decided that the media students will be responsible for the production 

of the school's prestigious Awards Ceremony. 

‘It worked very well in my previous schools,’ says Tom loftily to 

Cynthia and Derek. ‘My suggestion was always met with doubt at first, 

but afterwards, my colleagues always acknowledged it as a great success 

and adopted it as their normal model.’ 

The executive management team is sitting in Tom's office which is now 

dwarfed by a gargantuan desk that makes him look more important than 

he actually is. This matches his self-perception of someone who is 

integral to the successful running of the school.  His self-perception is, by 

definition, his alone. And it really is his alone.  

Cynthia is trying not to sneer at Tom's suggestion and is already 

twitching a little at the thought of diminishing her steely grip of control 

over the awards proceedings. She has been running the gig for many 

years and is not happy with Tom's decision which has been announced 

without any negotiation involved. She resents his lack of interest in the 

proceedings and his assumption that it does not require thorough 

organisation.  

‘Am I to hand over the collection of confidential data to the 

students also?’ she asks with a frightening smile.  
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She has never mastered the fake smile. She tilts her a head a little, just in 

case the smile isn't working.  

Tom looks at her and blanches a fraction. He can see how her mind is 

working and that she is not enthused about his suggestion. Immediately, 

he relaxes as this is familiar territory and he knows exactly how to get 

round the old bag.  

‘Cynthia, the students will need your guidance during the process 

but this method takes the burden of full production from your shoulders.’  

Derek says nothing. He doesn't give a shit. He had hoped that his last 

Awards Ceremony would be a momentous occasion, possibly where he 

was acknowledged for all his years of dedication to the school, celebrated 

for his ability to motivate and inspire, but right now he just wants the end 

of term to come so he can get the hell out of here and start living his life 

again without the panic of finding relief staff 30 minutes before a lesson 

starts and dealing with more shit from Tom and his newest schemes. 

Fucking upstart. Derek can see the merit of having the kids do the 

Awards Ceremony but there's no way he'll admit to it. He won't give 

Tom the satisfaction of acquiescence. Derek's going with a fight, even if 

he is the only one who knows about it. 

Cynthia is considering Tom's answer to her question about confidential 

data when he interrupts her thoughts. 

‘The production team will need a full script, of course, so they 

can tailor the audio and visual requirements adequately.’ He pauses in the 
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frost of Cynthia's stare. ‘There is a script for the night of celebration, isn't 

there?’ 

‘There's a script for the Awards Ceremony,’ says Cynthia, 

irritated by Tom's reference to his previous school's occasion.  

‘My mistake,’ laughs Tom, ‘yes, the Awards Ceremony. At my 

last..’ 

‘There is a full script that we use every year and simply adjust it 

as necessary,’ says Cynthia, speaking over Tom. ‘If you want to see how 

the ceremony is run at this school, then you only need to go to G drive on 

the school system and view the documents.’ Cynthia pauses for a 

moment and neither Tom nor Derek say anything. ‘The folder is called 

'Awards Ceremony procedures',’ she continues. ‘It's very easy to find.’ 

Tom knows he's being chastised for not having checked there first. He 

knows that he is treading on Cynthia's toes here but he's desperate to use 

the Awards Celebration Night, or whatever it's fucking called, to 

showcase his leadership and innovation skills. Various people from 

District Office will be attending and he knows they will be evaluating the 

evening against previous experiences and making judgments about his 

potential for bigger and better schools. He wants to climb the promotion 

ladder and he's more than happy to leave dinosaurs like Cynthia behind. 

Derek doesn't even count. Thirty years and one promotion. What a loser. 

There is silence in the office, broken only by the hum of the air 

conditioner. Derek has zoned out and is thinking about his fishing trip 
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planned for the weekend. He's hoping to get the wife in the mood before 

he leaves so he'd better buy her a bunch of flowers on the way home.  

Cynthia is enjoying Tom's discomfort and is more than happy to let the 

silence continue. She can do this for hours. 

Tom is fidgeting a little in his new chair. He should have chosen the 

other one but he had to choose quickly because the Business Manager 

was already baulking at his expenditure for the desk. He notices Cynthia 

watching him and realises he needs to say something befitting his 

position. 

‘Thank you, Cynthia, I'll look at those folders today and then we 

can discuss the next step.’  

He watches Derek's and Cynthia's faces for a reaction to his wise words. 

He gets nothing from either of them. He doesn't think Derek has even 

been listening. Cynthia stands up. 

‘As far as I can tell,’ she says, ‘the next step for your plan is to 

gather together a team of students and share the documents with them.’ 

She walks to the door and turns. ‘The Head of Arts, Garry Laker, will be 

able to help you.’  

Cynthia leaves the office, enters her own next door and closes the door. 

Derek stands and begins to walk out to his office. He thinks that Tom 

will call him back for some advice but nothing is said and he leaves the 

Principal's office feeling both dejected and violently angry.  
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Tom lets them both go. He'll get his secretary, Jenny, to look at the 

documents and then ask the Head of Arts to organise the team. Tom 

doesn't have time for that right now. He can always add his magic once 

the preliminaries are done. He telephones Jenny and asks her to print off 

the documents then he sends the Head of Arts an email outlining his 

brilliant scheme. He knows the school will thank him for it afterwards 

but they're a tough bunch at this school and they all tend to stick together. 

Tom isn't aware of any weaknesses he can exploit, even after ten months 

in the job. He still feels like the new boy when he's talking to the older 

staff but the Awards Ceremony will change all that. He knows some of 

the first year teachers admire him and his leadership. That little Suzie is a 

bit of a looker, too. No wonder the boys love being in her class. Why 

didn't he have teachers like her when he was at school? Probably just as 

well. He wouldn't have been able to concentrate with permanent 

erections. He feels a twinge in his trousers and shifts in the chair. It 

makes a loud farting noise. Fucking chair. He wonders if he can get it 

exchanged. 

 

Garry, the Head of Arts, isn't impressed with Tom's suggestion but 

follows his instructions to organise a team of trusted media students who 

will be capable of supervising the audio and visual components of the 

Awards Ceremony. Garry knows exactly who to choose. During his 
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senior Film, Television and Media class, he announces the Principal's 

plan to the students. 

‘This is an interesting opportunity for us,’ he says, ‘even though 

we don't have a lot of time to devote to it.’  

He is aware of how hard most of his students are working, currently, as 

they move towards completing their senior portfolios.  

‘Can we get time off other lessons?’ asks Brad. 

‘That might be possible,’ says Garry. He hadn't thought of that. 

Good idea. ‘It will depend on whether or not you're up to date with your 

assignments, I suppose.’ 

‘I'm keen to get out of Maths,’ says Keegan. ‘I'll do the whole lot 

if it means I don't have to listen to...’ 

‘Yes, thank you, Keegan,’ interrupts Garry before the discussion 

descends into a bitch fest about the newest Maths teacher, Mr Portle. Mr 

Portle is not popular because Mr Portle is a jerk and clearly hates kids. 

‘Sir?’ asks Gemma, ‘Are we going to be in charge of the whole 

night?’ 

‘That's correct.’ 

‘Can we add some new ideas, then?’ she asks. 

Garry considers this. ‘Like what?’ 

‘Well,’ says Gemma, her eyes brightening, ‘can we get some 

background music going? You know, like at the Oscars?’ 
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No-one in the classroom watches the Oscars and so they have no idea 

what she's talking about. Gemma looks from blank face to blank face.  

‘When the actors walk on stage to present, they play background 

music. When the actors go up on stage to receive an award, they get 

background music played until they reach the microphone.’ She looks 

around. ‘Can we do that for the teachers? You know, the ones who have 

to go up on stage to announce the awards?’ 

Garry likes this idea.  

 ‘I don't see why not. It might make them feel a bit more 

Hollywood.’  

God knows, they could do with a boost to endure the mind-numbing 

dreariness. The kids are keen, too, and Garry notices a couple of 

exchanged looks between Sam and Ethan. He'll have to make sure they're 

not in charge of the music. He'll let Gemma do it. She's sensible. 

 

Garry shares the structure of the evening with the students and they 

quickly portion up the event into audio and visual responsibilities. They 

decide to play a video on the screen for when the guests arrive. It will be 

something for them to watch whilst they wait for the ceremony to begin. 

There'll be a couple of speeches first and then the awards will begin – the 

only concern here is lighting and microphones. The first few awards will 

be fairly straightforward and the students are already searching for 

appropriate music to accompany each teacher as they approach the stage 
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to announce awards. Quickly, the students have organised themselves 

into separate crews for lighting and audio/visual. Garry is proud of his 

students and allows himself a moment to watch their animated 

discussions, overhearing parts of their discussions which confirms he has 

made the right choice with these kids. They won't let him down. He just 

hopes that Tom acknowledges what they do. And maybe give the Arts 

department a bit more money next year. 

 

A few days later, Tom walks past Garry outside the media block. Tom is 

patrolling the school to foster a 'presence'. Unfortunately, he chooses to 

make his presence felt when all the students are safely ensnared in their 

classrooms with the real warriors and heroes – the teachers. Tom is 

always too busy to patrol the grounds during lunch breaks and never 

gives a thought to the teachers who regularly break up fights and get 

snarled at. Outside the media block, Garry is leaving his staff room to go 

and assist another teacher with a rather challenging class. It should be his 

spare but Garry is keen to build this particular teacher's confidence a 

little. It's a challenging class and the teacher is new to the system. As 

Garry locks his staffroom door, he looks up to see Tom strolling towards 

him. 

‘Garry,’ calls Tom. He walks with purpose and long strides that 

he thinks make him look powerful but still approachable. ‘Have you got 

a minute?’ 
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Garry really doesn't have a minute but he won't say so. ‘Sure!’ 

Tom stops walking and allows Garry to make up the rest of the distance.  

‘Garry, did you get a chance to sort something out for the Awards 

Evening?’ He had better ask as he hasn't bothered to meet with Garry in 

person. He's been far too busy. 

‘Yes, I've got a team of seniors sorting it out,’ says Garry. 

‘They're doing a good job.’ He remembers what the kids said. ‘Of course, 

the organisation takes quite a bit of time. Are we able to get some of the 

kids off timetable for a few lessons?’ 

Tom was not expecting to have to answer questions. He was hoping to 

get a 'yes' from Garry and then move on quickly to his patrolling.  Tom is 

genuinely puzzled for a moment.  

Garry can see Tom's hesitation but is determined to try and get the kids 

more time. He stays silent. 

Tom is thinking about how much he wants this Presentation Night, or 

whatever it's called, to be his signature event. It will be the culmination 

of eleven months in the job and he wants all the District Office people to 

see how he has commanded authority and respect in such a short time 

frame. He will do whatever it takes. 

‘I don't see that as a problem,’ he tells Garry. ‘You'll have to 

negotiate with their other teachers but I want this event to be the best one 

yet.’ He inflates his chest. ‘There are going to be some very important 
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people there on the night and if we impress them, it will be good for the 

school.’ And me, thinks Tom. 

Garry thinks there are important people there every year. He's not 

thinking about the District Office mob, he's thinking about the kids and 

their families. The people from the local community who have already 

seen their own kids graduate years before but keep coming because 

they're still interested in their local youth. They're the VIPs as far as 

Garry is concerned. 

‘Okay, thanks, Tom. I'll talk to their teachers.’ Garry starts 

walking away, keen to get to that classroom where the new teacher is 

waiting. But Tom calls him back. 

‘Garry, these kids you've chosen.’ He pauses. ‘They will do a 

good job, won't they?’  

Garry looks at Tom and can see some concern there. He wonders why 

Tom would even suggest it if he didn't think the kids could do it properly. 

Garry bristles slightly. This is a judgment on his ability too.  

‘Well,’ he says slowly, ‘they can only do as good a job as the 

equipment will allow.’  

He needs new equipment but his budget is almost finished for the year. 

Tom might be able to pull some strings somewhere.  

‘Their skills aren't lacking, it's the equipment that will limit what 

we can do,’ says Garry. 

He smiles at Tom and shrugs his shoulders in mock defeat.  



 314 

‘What do you need?’ asks Tom, alarmed. 

Bingo.  

‘It's a bit late for me to buy anything now,’ says Garry, ‘but even 

a few filters would be good. I might be able to borrow some from a 

couple of the other high schools.’ 

Tom visibly relaxes.  

‘Let me know what you need to borrow, and where from, and I'll 

talk to the Principal directly.’ He straightens up. ‘We'll have to see about 

getting some grants for new lighting next year. We need to make sure the 

media department is fully equipped with the latest technology.’  

Tom is thinking of other events, hosting other schools, showcasing the 

flashy stuff that the District Office people love so much.  

Garry is thrilled. At last this school has a Principal who understands the 

importance of modern equipment for the students. If the students are 

going to be best placed for all the jobs out there, they need to have had 

experience with the latest technology. There's no point them leaving 

school only to have all their experience outdated the moment they walk 

into a media job. Garry would like to shake Tom's hand but he doesn't get 

the feeling Tom is that kind of bloke. And Garry really needs to get 

moving. 

‘I've got to get to a class, Tom,’ says Garry, ‘but I'll start 

contacting the schools later this afternoon.’  

Tom nods his approval.  
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 ‘Good job, Garry. Get me the names and leave the rest to me.’ 

Garry salutes and walks away quickly. He hopes the teacher hasn't been 

backed into a corner already. He's worried this particular newbie might 

call it quits before long which would be a shame – for the newbie and the 

school. It's always tough for first years. 

Tom watches Garry hurry away and thinks about the lighting issue. He 

hopes Garry sorts out those contacts soon. After all, it's a top priority 

issue. 

 

The Awards Ceremony media crew are going over the plans for music. 

Gemma has been put in charge of the music for teachers walking up to 

and onto the stage. She's found some fairly neutral orchestra music that 

will be just perfect. She's been given the names of the teachers who will 

be presenting awards and she's happy that the music suits them all. 

Gemma has also organised some different music for when the 

Valedictory speech is delivered. She likes the idea of having some soft 

background music for the duration of the speech but Sir, who does watch 

the Oscars, says it might make the Valedictorian think he or she is 

running over time and needs to finish quickly. So Gemma is not going to 

go for music during the speech but she is going to have something nice 

for the Valedictorian to arrive to and then it will fade out until the speech 

starts. To be honest, Gemma would like some kind of crescendo just after 

the speech finishes but she suspects she might be on her own with that 
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idea. She has a feeling that Sir will think it's a bit too dramatic for a 

school Awards Ceremony. Gemma thinks it will add some class to the 

night. It's her last one and she'd like it to be better than others she's had to 

sit through. Sam and Ethan have been keen to help her and are assisting 

with the running order and matching the music to the teachers. They 

suggested different music genres to match the various prizes, which 

Gemma thinks is a great idea. She has been genuinely surprised by their 

interest in the music as they've never been the most dedicated students of 

sound, preferring to play around with visuals.  

 

As the days pass, Tom forgets about checking in with Garry. He assumes 

that now he's passed the job onto someone else, he doesn't need to do 

anything but show up at the Awards Evening, or whatever it's bloody 

called. As a Principal, thinks Tom, he shouldn't need to concern himself 

with the nitty gritty of organising. There are others to do that. Cynthia 

has given him a wide berth, thankfully, and so he spends time thinking 

about how this Awards Evening will make him look good. At that 

thought, he realises he should really check in with Garry...just in case. 

 

Garry manages to reassure Tom that everything is on track. It's now only 

a few days from the event itself and Garry has managed to secure time 

off lessons for the kids to go through some transition rehearsals. He's a 

bit concerned that there's been an attempted burglary into the 
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instrumental room which sits to one side of the main hall. It's used as the 

audio visual stronghold for school events. Luckily, none of the borrowed 

audio visual equipment had yet been transferred and so the school didn't 

lose anything. When Tom found out what could have gone, he 

immediately paid for an expensive locking system. Garry feels relieved 

that he can now move the gear into the room and start setting up ahead of 

time. 

The rehearsals go well and Garry enjoys the audio visual extras that the 

kids have put together. He especially likes Sam and Ethan's idea of using 

bits of film from school events that show clips of the presenting teachers. 

They will be played as the teacher approaches the stage, accompanied by 

Gemma's choice of music. Garry has been really pleased at how these 

two boys have stepped up to take on more responsibility. They've been a 

huge help to Gemma who, as usual, has been exemplary. Garry sees great 

opportunities in media for all three of these students.  

 

On the night, the same three students, decked out in black, are side and 

back stage. They've carried out all the sound and audio checks. They've 

confirmed the running order of teachers presenting awards - they're ready 

to go. There are other students helping but, essentially, these three are 

running the show.  

Parents and invited guests begin to arrive and are quickly ushered to their 

allocated seats by students who are presentable and able to hold 



 318 

conversations with adults easily. They give out free programs and guide 

people to the appropriate sections of the hall. Soon, the Awards 

Ceremony begins in earnest. 

There is a Welcome to Country followed by the school captains 

addressing the audience and thanking them for attending. Tom goes on 

stage, to scant applause, to deliver what he thinks is an impressive 

speech. He talks about how the Awards Ceremony is an opportunity to 

celebrate student success but spends most of his words on reminding 

parents and invited guests of all the improvements he has made to the 

school since his arrival.  Garry, who is standing side stage, catches a 

glimpse of uncomfortable fidgeting from some of the guests near the 

front of the hall. Garry hopes Tom will remember to thank the kids who 

have worked so hard to bring this evening together. Tom doesn't. 

 

The first teacher up on stage to present is Mark Frowse from the Science 

Department. He is giving out the subject awards for Year 7. As he 

approaches the stage, a visual montage of Mark plays on the screen. He 

is seen in a lab coat and goggles, pouring a smoking liquid from one test 

tube to another. Then he is crouching on the oval as something explodes 

behind him. The audience laughs when they hear the musical 

accompaniment - it's the Star Trek theme.  
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Sam, Ethan and Gemma can hear the audience's response from the side 

stage room. They are locked in to ensure their conversation is sound-

proofed from the proceedings outside. They smile at each other when 

they hear the audience break into spontaneous applause at the end of the 

clip. Sam and Ethan high five each other. 

Gisele Martin, a Maths teacher, presents the subject awards for Year 8. 

Her music is Suicide Blonde by INXS and the visuals show her in 

classroom scenarios with various shades of blonde. She smiles as she 

walks up to the stage and the audience is laughing once more. Garry 

notices Tom's face. It looks like there's a tic playing at his jaw line but 

then again it could just be the lighting. Garry is silently applauding the 

kids - they've added something new to the proceedings and the audience 

is loving it. He's not convinced this is what Tom had in mind, though. 

Tough shit. Garry is proud of his students. 

Garry's nerves have started to relax considerably by the time all the 

subject awards are over. The kids have made that part of the evening far 

more interesting than it has ever been since he first started at the school. 

His relaxation evaporates the moment Matt from PE is called to present a 

Sports Award. The visuals show Matt in different locations and settings - 

there are clips from the classroom and others from sporting events. In 

nearly every single shot, Matt is touching his crotch. The musical 

accompaniment is Michael Jackson's ‘Bad’. Every time Michael goes 

‘Woo!’, the visual shows Matt grabbing his groin. The audience are 
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hysterical. Garry tries to get into the side room but it's locked from the 

inside. He looks back at the audience and sees Tom's face set in a stony 

stare. Matt is now up on the stage and smiling despite the embarrassment.  

 

Inside the side room, Gemma is apoplectic.  

‘That's NOT the music I arranged for him!’ says Gemma. ‘And 

that's not the film clip we used in rehearsals!’ She glares at Ethan and 

Sam. ‘What the fuck are you doing?’ 

‘We're making this Awards Ceremony a memorable one,’ says 

Ethan. 

‘Wait 'til you see what we've got lined up for the others!’ says 

Sam. 

Gemma is furious. 

‘I'm going out there right now,’ says Gemma. 

‘To do what?’ asks Ethan. ‘You can't stop the awards now. Why 

would you do that?’ 

‘Because it makes a mockery of all the hard work achieved by the 

students!’ says Gemma. ‘We're supposed to be the role models and 

you've completely sabotaged an important event simply to get a few 

laughs out of it! Mr Black has given us this privilege and you repay him 

like this?’ 

‘Granted,’ says Sam, ‘we wanted to get a few laughs but there's 

more to it than that.’ 
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‘Yeah,’ says Ethan. He looks briefly at Sam before addressing 

Gemma. ‘We heard Mr. Laker talking to Miss Benn and he was angry 

about Mr Black. He was saying that Mr Black only wanted to borrow 

media equipment and shit so he could impress the big bosses.’  

‘He doesn't care about media, us or the school,’ says Sam. ‘He's 

only interested in helping himself get a promotion.’ 

Applause from the audience halts their conversation abruptly. The next 

part of the evening is underway and another teacher is being announced. 

It's Miss Benn's turn to present an award - this time it's to recognise 

outstanding writing.   

Sam and Ethan hoot with delight and high five each other. Gemma waits 

with dread. 

The unmistakeable opening notes of Kelis's song ‘Milkshake’ starts up 

and the audience is treated to a visual feast of Miss Benn's soaking figure 

from the Summer Gala's ducking stool. There are slow motion repeats of 

her jiggling breasts with soaked fabric stretched tightly across them. The 

clips are played forwards and backwards and show her plunging into the 

water repeatedly and emerging with everything clinging to her fulsome 

figure. 

Miss Benn is pink-faced when she gets to the stage but announces the 

winner with a calm and steady voice. As soon as her duty is over, she 

returns to her seat at the back of the audience. 
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Next up is Cynthia, the Deputy Principal. She is presenting an award for 

community service. The familiar strains of ‘The Addams Family’ theme 

tune play to a montage of Cynthia looking utterly miserable in a range of 

clips. There's even one of her looking at Tom with unbridled contempt. 

Some of the audience are laughing but there's a marked difference from 

the previous audio visuals. The kids in the audience are loving it. They've 

been clicking their fingers to match those parts of the song. Inside the 

side room, even Gemma has to laugh at this one.  

Garry is still trying to get in but the bloody kids won't let him. He glares 

at them from outside. Ethan smiles directly at him but Sam and Gemma 

are distracted by the technical equipment and don't see the murderous 

stares from their media teacher. 

It is now Tom's turn to get up and present the Dux award. Garry can see 

that Tom is tortured, probably wondering what the kids have got in store 

for him. Carly Simon's ‘You're So Vain’ is the boys' choice and the 

visuals show Tom chatting animatedly with Suzie Ferris, a pretty first-

year teacher. Tom has puffed out his chest and is caught looking at 

Suzie's breasts. Ethan and Sam decided to play this bit twice with the 

second viewing close up. The audience is not so forthcoming with the 

applause this time. There are gasps from some. Predictably, the kids are 

cheering. 

Tom's face is beetroot purple. Garry suspects it's not from embarrassment 

but from rage. Looks like Tom won't be climbing the promotion ladder 
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just yet, judging by the thunderous stare of one of the Regional Managers 

present in the front row. Tom is trying to salvage the situation by 

laughing at the clips which encourages the audience to laugh more 

comfortably. He shakes his head and shrugs his shoulders and the 

audience laughs harder.  

When the evening concludes, Ethan and Sam release the lock on the door 

to face the wrath of their teacher. Garry enters the room and locks the 

door behind him. 

‘Explain,’ he says. 

The boys explain that they wanted to liven up the evening. Garry is 

furious and tells them almost the same thing Gemma said earlier. They, 

in turn, tell Garry what they overheard. Garry is silent for a few moments 

and then berates them for eavesdropping. Gemma's head is bowed in 

shame even though she had nothing to do with it. Ethan tells Garry that 

Gemma is entirely innocent. None of them say anything for a while. 

‘The Addams Family theme tune was a bit nasty,’ says Garry. 

‘Trust me, Sir, it was the nicest one we could find for her,’ says 

Ethan. 

‘Will we get suspended?’ asks Sam. 

Garry exhales slowly. 

‘I have no idea how Mr Black will respond to this. However, if he 

chooses to suspend you it won't be a surprise to me.’ He looks at the 

boys. ‘Surely, you knew this wouldn't be a good idea?’ 
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‘We thought it would be a way to be remembered,’ says Ethan.  

‘Oh, it's certainly the most memorable Awards Ceremony we've 

had!’ says Garry. 

‘We've only got a couple of weeks to go,’ says Sam. ‘It doesn't 

matter if we get suspended. We've finished everything already.’ 

At that moment, there is a bang on the door and they all look to see 

Tom's face screwed up against the window panel.  

Safely soundproofed, Sam says, 

‘He's a wanker, Sir, and he's used you and the media department. 

He doesn't deserve you.’  

Tom bangs on the door again. 

Garry's throat has an enormous lump in it. 

‘Sam's right, Sir, you're the best teacher at this school. All the 

kids know you care about them. Not like him.’ 

 

There is spittle landing on the window panel as Tom's rage makes him 

lose control outside. The four people inside watch as if observing an 

animal at the zoo. Garry swallows the lump in his throat and lurches for 

the door. Tom bursts through and shuts the door behind him. There is 

drool on his chin and his eyes are pinholes of malice. 

‘What the FUCK happened out there this evening?’ 

Gemma gasps and Garry is horrified that Tom would swear in front of 

the students.  
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‘You made a complete fool out of me!’ snarls Tom. ‘I'm 

suspending the lot of you!’ 

Sam steps forward. 

‘Gemma had nothing to do with it,’ he says. 

Tom glares at Gemma. 

‘Get out!’ he says. 

Gemma runs out of the room sobbing. 

‘Now, Tom,’ begins Garry. 

‘You can shut up!’ shouts Tom. ‘I trusted you to organise an 

Awards Evening to be proud of and you pull this shit!’ 

‘Tom!’ says Garry. ‘Please remember we have students present.’ 

Tom moves closer to Garry as if he wants to punch him. Immediately, 

Sam and Ethan step in front of Garry.  

‘I think you'd better take a step backwards, Sir,’ says Ethan to 

Tom. ‘Your behaviour is rather threatening, don't you think?’ 

‘You're going to be expelled, the pair of you,’ says Tom. ‘You 

wait, I'll find a good enough reason and you're gone.’ 

Ethan smiles.  

‘Excuse me, Sir, could you please smile for the camera?’ He 

points to a sensor camera in the corner of the room, a small red light 

flashing on the casing.  
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Tom realises his mistake and says nothing, his facial muscles working 

furiously under his skin. He turns and leaves the room without another 

word. 

Garry turns to face Ethan. 

‘Are you recording all of this?’ 

‘Yep!’ says Ethan. ‘We knew he'd be unhappy so we invested in a 

little insurance.’ 

‘That's blackmail!’ says Garry. 

‘Insurance,’ says Sam.  

Garry holds out his hand.  

‘I'll take the camera, Sam.’ 

Sam says nothing. He climbs a small step ladder and reaches for the 

camera. He brings it down and hands it to Garry. 

‘Are you going to erase it, Sir?’ asks Ethan. 

‘Never mind what I'm going to do with it,’ says Garry. ‘Mr Black 

knows what you've done. I don't think we need digital evidence.’ 

Sam and Ethan are looking at the ground. Garry can see that their earlier 

elation has disappeared. They've done the wrong thing but he's secretly 

proud of their innovative thinking. 

 

Later, when he watches the video footage at home with a glass of wine, 

Garry is intrigued to find some recorded material prior to Tom's outburst. 

Garry rewinds on screen and sees Ethan and Sam setting up with 
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Gemma. Occasionally, the boys wave at the camera and show thumbs up. 

Then Garry reaches the part where the side room is empty and dark. He's 

just about to stop the film when two people appear on the gym mats 

located inside the room. Judging by the bare buttocks and legs, they're 

having sex. Garry cringes - he hopes this isn't underage sex that needs to 

be reported. He can't see their faces so he rewinds to the beginning and 

presses play. The room is dark at first and then he sees a glimmer of light 

appear from the door. There are two shadowy figures leaning against the 

open door and then they tumble into the room. Garry recognises them 

immediately and breathes a sigh of relief. These aren't kids. Joyce Benn 

and young Andy from PE are unaware of anything around them as they 

move towards the PE mats, their hands roaming desperately all over each 

other. Garry laughs, freezes the screen and toasts the couple with his 

wine glass. 
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The Christmas party 

 

As Term 4 gets underway, there is already talk of Secret Santas and, of 

course, the staff Christmas party. There have been many manifestations 

of this occasion where staff members are sometimes grudgingly 

pressured to socialize with their colleagues. In the good old days, the 

party would be hosted at school whilst some valiant teachers volunteered 

to take it in turns to supervise the very few students who bothered to 

show up on the last day.  There were even rumours of alcohol being 

consumed on government premises. However, those days are long gone 

and only a select few can remember waiting for all parents and kids to 

leave the school grounds before stumbling out of the library, euphoric at 

the prospect of six weeks away from school.  

The last week of the school year has been steadily quieter as more and 

more students have stayed away. Some have been taken away on holiday 

early, in order to bypass increasing flight prices, whereas others have told 

their parents that no work is happening and that all the teachers are 

showing videos to their classes. This is, of course, not true but the parents 

believe them and mutter complaints about the falling standards of public 

education.  

Some teachers have been valiantly trying to continue lessons as normal, 

although some classes have been collapsed to make up numbers. The PE 

department has used the opportunity to hold touch games at every 
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opportunity. However, there has been some rain of late and so some of 

the sessions were held in the Hall. Matt used the mats the day after the 

Awards Evening and had to deal with whinging kids complaining about a 

white stain on the top mat. They said it smelt funny. He told them to 

ignore it and get on with the activity. It was gone by the end of the 

lesson. He told Andy about it but didn't get a response. To be fair, Andy 

was eating his sandwich and suddenly started choking.  

For the last few years, the Christmas Party has been held after school at a 

local pub. For some, this is the perfect excuse not to attend. 

Appointments outside of school hours are far more pressing than making 

small talk with people you see every day and might not even particularly 

like. But this year is different because Derek is retiring and everyone in 

the school likes Derek. Maybe even Cynthia.  

And now, it's the penultimate day of the year and the Preston State High 

School Staff Christmas Party has started. The pub is decorated with 

Christmas lights and the staff tables are adorned with garish Santa 

tablecloths. Each diner has a matching napkin, cracker and party popper. 

Cynthia is already horrified. She hates party poppers and will spend the 

whole afternoon panicking each time someone touches one. She just 

prays they will all pop in one short burst of enthusiasm and then she can 

relax.  

The social club ladies are thrilled with how it all looks and listen with 

satisfaction to the appreciative noises of the teachers filling the small 
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room. Derek's farewell gifts have been stowed away behind the bar and 

people start buying drinks and choosing seats. No-one wants to sit near 

Tom or Cynthia and the two prac students get the short straws. Eva is 

particularly pissed off as she hasn't managed to secure a contract with 

Preston State High School and will now have to go through a round of 

interviews to try and get a job elsewhere. She doesn't understand why she 

hasn't been snapped up – she believes she is already a brilliant teacher 

and can show these oldies a thing or two. She steals a look at the frosty 

face next to her. Cynthia is thin-lipped and sour faced. Eva wouldn't be 

surprised if Cynthia was involved somehow. To be honest, Eva doesn't 

know why she allowed herself to be talked into attending today. 

Actually, she does know. She's been trying to get closer to Matt from PE 

and is hoping that a bit of alcohol and food might make him a little more 

susceptible to her charms. She turns her attention away from Cynthia to 

search for Matt and finds her prey by the bar. She surveys his toned 

physique and decides she needs to fuck him, today. This might be her last 

chance so she's going to have to throw herself at him if she has to. To 

date, he has not given her any indication of the slightest interest. But Eva 

knows what she wants and she wants him. If she can't get a job, she'll at 

least get a shag out of this bloody school. God knows, it's been long 

enough since she last had sex. If she's not careful, it'll heal over. 
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Matt does not know Eva exists. He's seen her around the school but he 

much prefers the look of Suzie, the new first year. After the episode with 

Carla that time, Matt has made sure he's only seen with the good looking 

women on staff - and there aren't many of them as far as he's concerned. 

He's also applied for a transfer and got one. Now and again he catches 

Carla's eyes at school and the bitch freak smiles. Thank God she/it isn't 

here tonight. Thank God he won't have to see her again once the term is 

over.  

Most people have got their drinks and are sitting in the seats left 

available. Derek has been ushered to the opposite end of the table to Tom 

and Cynthia – the staff have claimed him as their own and want to keep 

him nearby. Tom can see how much Derek is liked by the teachers and 

recognizes that he himself has never experienced that kind of collegial 

warmth. Of course, his current position demands a certain kind of 

distance from his minions but as he watches people laughing around 

Derek, listening to his old jokes and seeing how the women cannot stop 

hugging him, Tom is jealous. He can explain and justify his leadership 

style to anyone who asks but he knows that Derek has been a great leader 

who could also be warm and human. Tom knows that Derek wanted the 

job of Principal. And Tom knows that with Derek at the helm, the staff 

would have been happy with anything he suggested such is his charisma. 

But Derek did not get the job and Tom has been aware of a low-lying 

resentment that has never been expressed. Derek's too nice for that. 



 332 

At the top of the table, Derek is slowly getting drunk. He doesn't care 

about decorum tonight. He's leaving and couldn't give a shit about what 

Tom thinks anymore.  

Someone remembers it's Joyce's birthday and so the first round of Happy 

Birthday starts up. It's a boisterous rendition and Joyce is glad when it's 

over. To her dismay, though, Derek starts to get to his feet, tapping one 

of his many glasses and the whole group quietens. Derek's cheeks are 

pink and his eyes are younger somehow, with more sparkle. He clears his 

throat. 

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he begins, ‘today is the birthday of our 

esteemed colleague, Joyce!’ 

Everyone cheers and claps but Derek waves them quiet. A hushed 

reverence descends and Derek once again clears his throat. 

‘Joyce,’ he raises a glass to her, ‘you've been a delight to work 

with all these years and I will certainly miss working alongside you.’ 

Joyce is tearing up and her mouth is working hard not to show the ugly 

howling that wants to escape.  

‘Joyce,’ continues Derek, ‘I want to pay tribute to you and our 

friendship by offering you my own very special rendition of Happy 

Birthday.’ 

There are collective ‘Awws!’ from the newbies but sniggers from those 

who've known Derek for a long time.  Joyce's tears stop and she looks up 
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at Derek, her open mouth changing into a wide smile. She starts to laugh 

and shake her head.  

Derek holds his glass of beer aloft.  

 ‘To Joyce!’  

He holds the full glass to his lips and begins to drink. He continues to 

drink, accompanied by cheering and clapping, until his glass is empty. 

Then he begins to burp Happy Birthday whilst moving his arms like a 

symphony conductor. Tom is horrified and scans the faces of his staff to 

see their reactions. Joyce is in hysterics, most people are laughing. 

Cynthia is sneaking party poppers into her handbag. Tom looks at the 

prac students who are both laughing. Is he the only one who finds this 

repulsive and unprofessional?  

Derek's performance is coming to an end and surely he can't have any gas 

left? But no, Tom watches in disbelief as Derek finishes on a burp that 

must be at least 10 seconds long and which culminates with a small pop 

as a piece of peanut he had consumed earlier is ejected from his gullet 

and lands in Joyce's cleavage. The staff erupt and Joyce encourages 

Derek to retrieve the peanut. He obliges and plunges his face into her 

breasts, shakes his head vigorously and then stands up with the peanut 

firmly clenched between his teeth. He eats it. Again. Everyone around 

Derek and Joyce applaud loudly, some are slapping him on the back as if 

he has just performed a heroic feat. Tom's hands are stony still beside 

him.  He looks at Derek's swaying figure and suddenly Derek straightens 
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and looks directly at Tom. Derek makes a saluting gesture with two 

fingers to his forehead and Tom can see that Derek folds in his index 

finger as the salute leaves his forehead so that his middle finger is on 

duty alone. Derek smiles at Tom, just long enough to make sure Tom has 

got the message, before he turns away and hugs Joyce. 
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Liz - part IV 

 

Felipe was helping her pack to go to her parents' place.  

‘I think you should wear your boots to the party,’ said Felipe. 

‘What would your parents say?’ 

‘My mother would probably ask to try them on,’ said Liz. 

Felipe stopped smiling. 

‘Really?’ He smiled again. ‘I'd like to meet your mother!’ 

‘My parents are far more liberal about sex than me,’ said Liz. 

‘Then why do you keep your pole dancing secret from them?’ 

‘Because of my job, I suppose,’ said Liz. ‘But, I remember being 

embarrassed about them when I was younger.’ 

Felipe waited for Liz to continue. 

‘They were always open about enjoying a healthy sex life.’ Liz 

still shuddered at the thought. ‘Growing up, I wanted to be different to 

them.’ She pointed at the boots still in Felipe's hands. ‘Obviously, I'm not 

a prude, but my job made sure I didn't flaunt my personal life or sexual 

inclinations. And then, being married and a mother, well, it just added to 

the required persona for teaching.’ 

Felipe was fondling the boots. 

‘Do you still feel that way?’ he asked. 

Liz stopped packing and sat next to him on the bed. 
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‘I think I have changed, actually,’ she said. ‘The pole dancing has 

been fun and I'm realising more and more that I've been the most 

judgmental about it. But I haven’t always been like this. When I think 

about it, I think my job has taken over every part of me so that my once 

mildly conservative views about sex - at least in relation to my parents' 

free-thinking perspectives - have become more straight-laced.’ 

She stopped and looked at Felipe. 

‘And I think that's why I feel so stifled. I've done all the right 

things my whole life and yet I still managed to get divorced and lurch 

from one unsuccessful relationship to another.’ 

‘Don't get me wrong,’ she continued. ‘I'm not feeling sorry for 

myself - I'm just realising that if I give any more time to my current job, 

I'm going to look back when I'm 70 with enormous regret.’ 

‘So what will you do?’ 

‘I'm not sure yet,’ said Liz. ‘But I need to make some changes.’ 

‘The time with your parents will help clear your thoughts, 

perhaps?’ 

‘I hope so,’ said Liz. ‘My parents have always been supportive 

but worried about the effect teaching has had on my life.’ 

There was silence again for a few moments. 

‘You can phone me if you want to talk while you are away,’ said 

Felipe. 

‘Thanks,’ said Liz. ‘I might do that.’ 
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‘But first,’ said Felipe with a smile and holding out the boots in 

front of her, ‘I want you to put these on and boss me about.’ 

 

Later, after Felipe had left, Liz finished packing. She was undecided 

about what to wear for the party but knew it needed to be warm enough 

for the much cooler Brisbane weather. Whichever way she reasoned, her 

boots were the perfect accompaniment to all of her options. The long 

dress would cover most of the boots. Maybe, she could use them as a 

starting point for the conversation she was dying to have with her 

mother- Hi mum. I've been pole dancing lately and ended up doing some 

dominatrix stuff for money. I also do some for free; his name is Felipe. 

He's young, Spanish and hung like a horse. Don't worry, we're not in 

love - we're just fuck buddies. 

She would pack the boots. They'd help keep her legs and thighs warm, if 

nothing else. Many years of living in Cairns had meant that Liz couldn't 

cope with anything under 25 degrees these days. 

 

In Brisbane, Liz's mother was mercifully distracted by the party 

arrangements which meant that after a quick cup of coffee with her 

daughter, Ellen was apologising to Liz for having to neglect her.  ‘I'm 

sorry darling, but as you can see, I'm up to my eyes in it,’ she said as she 

looked around at the imaginary chaos. Liz could only see unnerving 

order.  
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Later, Liz went to her room and decided to unpack. She had already hung 

up her dress, to get the wrinkles out, and had left her other belongings 

packed. She waited until her mother was completely occupied before she 

started hanging things up or putting things in drawers. Ellen was always 

terribly interested in Liz's undergarments and would make comments 

about them being rather faded and worn. Once, Ellen had said to her, 

‘You know, dear, just because you are on your own and in your late 

forties doesn't mean that you have to wear dreadful underwear.’ A lecture 

had followed  about how Ellen always maintained presentable underwear 

- just in case Liz's dad was feeling unexpectedly frisky. 

Liz had already showered and done her hair but was putting off getting 

changed until the very last moment, her earlier bravado about the boots 

having been left behind in Cairns. With sinking resignation, Liz got up 

and took the dress off her hanging rail. At least that was decent, she 

thought to herself. She slipped the dress on and zipped herself up.  Liz 

reached for the boots and put them on. Once again, she checked her 

reflection. The boots were a knockout, wholly unsuitable, but a knockout 

nonetheless. Forgetting herself, she prowled in front of the mirror, staring 

at them and the way they glimmered when any light caught them. All the 

despair of earlier melted away as she twirled and cavorted in front of the 

mirror, the shiny PVC like spotlights on her feet. To hell with it, she 

thought to herself, these are the boots for this dress!  

Which is exactly when her mother came in.  
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‘Are you ready, yet?’ she asked, opening the door anyway, 

regardless of whether or not Liz was ready. Her mother stopped dead and 

looked at her daughter, with a smile emerging across her face. 

 ‘Darling, that's a beautiful dr...’ Her eyes had dropped to the 

boots. ‘Oh!’ 

Her mother was open mouthed, staring at the boots, at her daughter's 

face, then back at the boots.  

‘They're...different....very...striking!’ 

‘I knew you'd love them,’ lied Liz, ‘you have such good taste in 

shoes!’ Liz hugged her mother and kissed her cheek. ‘Must be where I 

get my good taste from!’ 

Now that the initial shock was over, Ellen managed a smile. 

‘They're incredible!’ she said, bending down to touch the 

material. ‘Are they PVC?’ 

Liz nodded. Ellen was still touching the boots. 

‘I wouldn't mind a pair of these,’ said Ellen. ‘I think your dad 

would like them.’ 

Liz's good mood wavered a little. Now that her mother had made a 

sexual connection with Liz's boots, she wasn't sure that her playtime with 

Felipe would ever be the same. 

Ellen stood up. 

‘Make sure you don't make a hole in the decking with those 

heels.’ 
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The garden looked wonderful. Ellen and Frank had gone to a lot of 

trouble to make the whole area accessible and comfortable for all. They 

had hired chairs and tables with umbrellas to ensure protection from the 

sun or the rain, whichever decided to visit. Ellen had also ordered small 

posies of flowers for the tables and the air was heavily scented with 

them.  

The decking backed onto the house and provided more shaded seating. 

This was also where Ellen had arranged the crockery for people to use. 

The buffet food, that she had spent a long time on, however much her 

family joked about it, was arranged along a couple of tables, end to end, 

covered with clingfilm or nets to discourage insects. There were salads, 

rice dishes, pastries, cold meats, cheeses, fruit and a range of sticky 

puddings. Frank examined the display with enormous approval, grabbed 

Ellen in front of all the guests and planted a huge kiss on her lips. Ellen 

feigned embarrassment, for the sake of her guests, but was quite 

obviously on cloud nine. Whilst the guests applauded Frank's actions, 

Ellen adjusted her hair and smiled her most dazzling smile.  

Liz kept away from the decking. Some guests didn't notice the boots, but 

many did and she had to endure quizzical looks from some, disdain from 

a few and tickled curiosity from most. Josh and Brett were shocked but 

quickly warmed to their theme of Liz undergoing some kind of mid-life 

crisis, which is the explanation that they gave to their great aunt Gladys 
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when they caught her looking troubled, holding two trays of bite sized 

nibbles, and gazing in the area of Liz's feet. 

‘Don't worry about it Aunty Gladys,’ Josh had said soothingly, ‘at 

least they're cheaper than a flash, red sports car.’ 

‘I suppose so dear, but they are so high and....brash! I can't 

imagine what kind of shop sells those sorts of shoes,’ she sighed. 

‘Well, you know,’ began Brett, ‘she's on her own now. Maybe 

she's joined some kind of swingers group for a bit of ..you 

know...company.’ 

Gladys gasped in horror. 

 ‘Is that what she told you?’  

‘No, of course not, Aunty,’ said Josh, staring over her head and 

giving Brett the full weight of his disapproval with a look, ‘you know 

mum wouldn't do anything like that!’ 

Gladys sniffed and pulled herself up, the trays outstretched like shields.   

 ‘Of course not,’ she echoed, ‘after all, she is an English teacher.’  

 

And with that, Gladys resumed her circulation amongst friends and 

family, encouraging them to eat, eat, eat. 

Josh and Brett made their way over to their mother who was standing 

alone, sipping a glass of wine. Brett nodded at Liz's shoes.  

‘You know,’ he said, ‘Aunty Glad's worried that you've become 'a 

lady of the night' or something.’  
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Liz spluttered her mouthful of wine, much to the added disdain of two 

elderly guests who were trying, unsuccessfully, to talk about Liz without 

her hearing. Before she could recover, Josh had thumped Brett's arm and 

was telling her that that was not the case. 

‘But she is troubled,’ he said, then added quietly, ‘and I'm a bit 

curious myself.’ 

Liz was still coughing, but now she was shaking her head.  

‘...Just...liked them...different...’ 

‘Oh yes,’ said Brett slowly, ‘they're certainly different!’ 

Liz had recovered and was desperately trying to sound nonchalant about 

them.  

 ‘Look, you know what I'm like about shoes. They seemed a good 

idea at the time.’ 

Josh nodded vigorously. 

 ‘Mm. Yes, I can see that. 'What shall I wear to my father's 

eightieth birthday? Oh, I know, these will be perfect!'‘ He looked at her. 

‘C'mon, tell the truth, mum.’  

‘Yeah, mum,’ smiled Josh, sidling up to her and lowering his 

voice.  

He had noticed that the elderly gossips behind them had gone very quiet 

and were trying, unsuccessfully again, to look as if they were most 

definitely not eavesdropping.  

‘Have you taken up stripping or something?’ 
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Liz froze and held her breath. Very quickly, she forced out a smile 

coupled with a laugh that was nervous and a little too loud. The boys had 

seen her rabbit-in-the-headlights look, though, and they were stunned 

into silence for a few seconds. They looked at each other and then back 

at Liz. 

‘Mum,’ murmured Brett, ‘are you working as a stripper?’  

Immediately behind them, a glass was dropped and shattered into tiny 

pieces around the feet of the elderly couple. The boys and Liz turned to 

look at them and caught the alarmed looks on their flustered faces as they 

tried to deal with the catastrophe at their feet.  

Ellen's radar picked up the tinkling of shattered glass and was on the 

scene within seconds, reassuring the old couple not to worry, that she 

would deal with it. She shooed Josh and Brett out of the way, asking Liz 

to fetch a dustpan and brush for her. Liz gratefully agreed and left her 

sons staring after her as she tried to rush to the kitchen as normally as she 

could in five inch heels. She knew that they would not let this rest, and 

she wasn't sure how to explain it to them. For some reason, she felt the 

same kind of embarrassment as when Debbie had first suggested the pole 

dancing classes. The same mortification as when colleagues began to 

find out. Where had all her confidence suddenly disappeared to, she 

wondered? Where was the gutsy woman who danced with skill and 

finesse and who could reduce a grown man into an eternally grateful 

puppy simply because she wore a mask and spoke harshly to him? Liz 
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found the dustpan and brush and grabbed them with growing dejection. 

Bloody families, she thought to herself, they strip away your armour in 

seconds. 

Later that evening, when all the guests had left and the birthday boy, 

Frank, had gone to bed, Liz sat with her mother and sons finishing the 

last bottle of wine. She had pulled off her boots and they were now being 

examined by Brett. 

‘So why the big secret?’ asked Ellen. ‘What's wrong with a bit of 

pole dancing?’ 

‘I don't know,’ shrugged Liz. ‘I was worried it might be a 

problem for my job.’ 

Ellen threw her hands up in the hair. 

‘That bloody job!’ She looked at Liz. ‘When are you going to 

realise that you've been brainwashed?’ 

‘I haven't been brainwashed,’ said Liz. 

‘You have,’ insisted Ellen. ‘You used to be a confident young 

woman, full of enthusiasm and willing to try new things. But now, you 

think you don't have any other skills than teaching. That place is 

demanding more and more from you without giving you anything back. 

Not only that, it's making you think that you're not worth something 

better.’ Ellen paused for a moment. ‘From my viewpoint, it has all the 

trademarks of an abusive relationship.’ 



 345 

Liz opened her mouth to protest but found she couldn't find any counter-

argument. She looked down at her hands in her lap. There were a few 

moments of silence before she finally found her voice. 

‘But I love working with kids.’ 

‘Then find another job where you can work with kids and actually 

be appreciated,’ said Ellen.  

‘Like what?’ asked Liz. 

‘You'll think of something,’ said Brett. He held up the boot. 

‘You're clearly very resourceful and creative.’  

 

Liz spent the whole flight home to Cairns thinking about her options. Her 

real options, not the fantasy ones she'd joked about with Debbie. It was 

nearly the end of the school year and Liz wanted to have some kind of 

action plan in place before the holidays started. She wished she'd applied 

for some Long Service Leave before the deadline had passed. If she 

could have Term 1 off the following year, it would give her the 

opportunity to try and find another job. It was too late now, though. She'd 

never get approval from the Deputy Principal this late - or would she? 

Liz thought of Jim and suddenly found a solution to the deadline 

problem. 

 

Back at school, the Year 12s were sitting exams and Liz was supervising 

her class. By now, Lauren was very close to her due date and looked as if 
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she might burst at any moment. Both she and her mum were hoping 

Lauren could get all her Y12 assessment before the baby arrived in 

November.  

When the news had finally got out about Lauren's pregnancy, the school 

had been supportive. There had been a few judgmental comments from 

some of the female students but they had been decidedly squashed by 

Lauren's friends and teachers.  

 

Now, in the exam room, Liz kept an eye on Lauren whilst she worked on 

the exam. Thankfully, the air-conditioning was working so the room was 

nice and cool for the students and especially for Lauren whose enormous 

belly must have been generating a considerable amount of heat. Lauren 

had been bringing in a cushion to sit on for the last couple of weeks -  the 

plastic school chairs were increasingly uncomfortable for her bulk over 

prolonged periods. Liz had bought a couple herself and kept them in the 

classroom so that Lauren had a few to choose from.  

As the students worked on their exams, Liz started marking some of her 

Year 11 assessment. It was a crazy time of term - the 12s were due to 

finish at the end of next week and the 11s were finishing a fortnight later. 

Teachers of senior classes were being bombarded with submitted 

assessment, all of which needed to be marked and moderated for end of 

the year reports and grades. The Year 12 grades were particularly 
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important for obvious reasons and so Year 12 teachers were the most 

stressed at this stage.  

Liz looked at the clock - the kids had ten minutes to go. Some had 

already finished and were reading through their work again. Lauren was 

clearly starting to feel uncomfortable, despite the cushions, because she 

was fidgeting in her seat. Suddenly, she grunted and Liz looked up 

alarmed. She looked to see if anyone else had noticed the sound but they 

were all absorbed in their own work. But Liz knew what that grunt might 

mean and so she made her way over to Lauren's desk. She bent down and 

whispered close to Lauren's ear. 

 ‘Are you feeling all right?’  

Lauren shifted in her seat and grunted again. She looked up at Liz, her 

face was covered in sweat and her eyes were terrified. 

 ‘Is something happening?’ asked Liz. 

‘I think so,’ whispered Lauren. She closed her eyes and didn't 

speak for a few seconds. 

 ‘We need to get you to the hospital, Lauren,’ said Liz.  

Lauren shook her head. 

 ‘I think it's too late.’ She looked down at her lap and Liz's eyes 

followed. There was a dark shadow of liquid creeping across the front of 

Lauren's trousers and underneath on the cushions.  

 ‘Okay,’ said Liz. ‘We'll sort this out right now. Have you got a 

phone?’ 
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 ‘I've got a phone,’ said Bree, who was sitting behind Lauren and 

had heard everything. ‘Do you want me to call triple zero?’ 

 ‘Yes, please,’ said Liz. ‘When you get through, I'll talk to them.’ 

Lauren grunted again and clutched her belly. Liz put her hand on 

Lauren's belly and felt the tightness of her contraction.  

By now, the class had been alerted to what was going on. Liz moved 

Lauren into the small room sandwiched between the two demountable 

classrooms. She didn't want Lauren to be a spectacle for everyone. With 

every step, more fluid gushed from between Lauren's legs. Some of the 

students grabbed some floor cushions from the reading corner and lay 

them down for Lauren.  

 ‘We're going to keep you comfortable until the ambulance 

arrives,’ said Liz. ‘Try and lie down if that helps.’ 

Lauren grunted again and tried to lie down. More fluid seeped out onto 

the floor cushions. 

 ‘Miss,’ said Bree holding out her phone. ‘It's the ambulance 

people.’ 

Liz thanked Bree and took the phone. She gave the operator information 

about Lauren's condition. The operator told her that an ambulance was on 

its way. 

 ‘I'll send one of my kids out the front so they can direct the 

paramedics to drive round to the oval. We're in a class room that is at the 

back of the school.’ 



 349 

 ‘Kate and I'll go out the front,’ said Bree.  

Liz smiled and mouthed 'thank you' to Bree.  

 ‘John and I'll go and wait on the oval, Miss,’ said Brendan.  

Liz smiled again and nodded her thanks to Brendan. 

The rest of the class were curious and most had abandoned their desks. 

Liz hoped they'd all finished their exams. 

 

The operator asked her for constant updates on Lauren's condition. 

Lauren was becoming more and more uncomfortable and was now 

beginning to cry out with the pain of her contractions.  

 ‘Can you call my mum?’ she gasped when the latest contraction 

had passed. 

 ‘I can do that,’ said Helen, Lauren's closest friend.  

At that moment, Lauren cried out in pain again. With her spare hand, Liz 

held on to Lauren's hand and the young girl smiled weakly. In between 

updates on the phone, Liz whispered encouragement to Lauren who 

grunted and cried out. There was another gush of water and Lauren's eyes 

widened in horror. 

 ‘I think it's coming out!’ 

Liz looked up to see her students gathering round to watch. She waved 

them away. 
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 ‘Kids,’ she called out, ‘I need you to give us some privacy here. 

Please make sure no-one comes into the main classroom other than 

another teacher or the paramedics.’ 

They moved away and out of sight. Liz saw that one of them had started 

to collect the exam papers. When she heard the bell ring, Liz called out to 

the kids that they could go. 

 ‘Do you need us to stay, Miss?’ asked Tom. 

 ‘No, you go, thank you,’ said Liz. ‘The paramedics won't be far 

away.’ 

 ‘They're here!’ shouted another voice. 

Liz's relief was cut short by the frantic movement of Lauren. She was 

trying to pull her trousers down. 

 ‘It's coming out!’ she screamed before grunting and bearing 

down. 

 ‘Try and breathe,’ said Liz. ‘The paramedics are here. They'll be 

able to help you.’ The operator disconnected the call so that Liz could 

deal with the paramedics directly. 

 

The paramedics arrived, introduced themselves and started asking Liz 

questions. They knelt down next to Lauren and helped take her trousers 

off.  

 ‘You've done a great job, Lauren!’ said one of the paramedics 

who had introduced herself as Jen. ‘It looks like bub is nearly here!’ 
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Jen turned to Liz. 

‘We're going to have to stay here - we can't move her now.’ 

Liz, who had been kneeling on the floor next to Lauren, started to move 

away so the paramedics could do their job but as soon as she tried to 

loosen her hand from Lauren's, the young girl gripped it tightly.  

‘Don't leave me, Miss!’ 

Liz gulped down the lump in her throat and moved back to where she 

was before. 

‘Of course I won't, Lauren,’ she said. ‘I'll be right here with you 

the whole time.’ 

Jen looked up and smiled at Liz. Then she averted her attention to the 

business end of things. Liz watched as Jen's hand disappeared between 

Lauren's legs. 

‘You're definitely ready to push, Lauren, so when you want to 

push - go for it!’ 

Within seconds, Lauren was gripped by another contraction and 

immediately started bearing down. 

‘You're doing such a good job!’ said Jen. ‘Keep going, I can see 

the head!’ 

Lauren cried out and then started pushing again.  

‘That's it! Good girl! Keep pushing!’ said Jen, as her colleague 

started filling syringes from the case they'd brought with them. Liz 

noticed a baby blanket folded up next to the case. 
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Lauren was shouting in pain and gripping onto Liz's hands as if she 

wanted to crush the bones into powder. 

‘I can't do it,’ she sobbed. ‘I can't do it!’ 

‘You're almost done,’ said Jen. ‘The baby's head is almost out. 

Another contraction should get the head out.’ She rubbed Lauren's leg. 

‘Just breathe as calmly as you can until the next contraction. Tell me 

when it's coming.’ 

Lauren was trying to calm her breathing and was blowing air out of her 

mouth. Liz was modelling deep breaths in and out and Lauren was trying 

to match her. Lauren's eyes shut and her face screwed up in agony. 

‘Another one!’ she gasped. 

‘This is it!’ said Jen. ‘Give me the biggest push you can manage!’  

Lauren screamed and her face turned purple with the effort of pushing. 

She screamed again and as her cries rose in pitch, Liz noticed that Jen 

was smiling. 

‘The baby's head is out, Lauren!’ said Jen. ‘You're amazing! It's 

nearly over. One more push and it's all over.’ 

Lauren was exhausted but she pushed again and her baby slipped out 

from her. Within a couple of seconds, there was the beautiful sound of a 

newborn cry. 

‘It's a little girl!’ said Jen. ‘Congratulations, Lauren! You have a 

perfect little girl!’ 
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Lauren lay back and smiled, her breathing still ragged. Liz's eyes filled 

with tears as she watched Jen wrap the tiny baby in the blanket and 

brought her up to Lauren's head.  

‘Look at her!’ said Jen. ‘She's so lovely!’ 

Lauren smiled at her daughter and lifted a finger to stroke her cheek. 

‘I'm going to give her to your teacher to hold,’ said Jen. ‘I just 

need to do some tidying up down here and then we'll get you sitting up so 

you can hold your baby.’ 

Liz took the baby from Jen and held her next to Lauren's face. The tiny 

child had stopped crying and was now looking directly at her mother.  

‘She's gorgeous, Lauren!’ sniffed Liz. ‘You were amazing!’ 

Lauren smiled at Liz. 

‘Aww, Miss! Are you crying?’ 

Liz nodded, trying not to shake the baby with her restrained sobs. Lauren 

touched her baby's face again. 

‘She's so perfect,’ Lauren whispered.  

 

Lauren's mother arrived soon afterwards and met her new granddaughter. 

There were more tears before Lauren, her baby and her mum were on 

their way to the hospital. The news had spread to the admin office and 

both Len and Jim were standing outside the classroom looking 

uncomfortable. Len stepped forward to shake Liz's hand. 

 ‘Good job, Liz,’ he said. He grimaced and looked at his hand. 
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 ‘Oh,’ said Liz, ‘sorry about that. It's Lauren's amniotic fluid. I 

haven't had a chance to wash my hands.’  

Len held his hand out as if it was diseased and promptly walked away. 

Liz was delighted to see that Jim was laughing. 

 ‘I don't suppose you want to shake my hand, then?’ she asked 

him. 

 ‘No, thanks,’ he said. ‘I'll pass. But seriously, well done. It's not 

every day you have to assist a birth.’ 

Liz smiled. 

 ‘There's a bit of a mess back there. We'll need to get some large 

bags to help dispose of the cushions she was lying on. The carpet will 

need to be professionally cleaned, too.’ 

Jim got his mobile phone out and called the main office. 

 ‘It's Jim,’ he said. ‘Can we get some black bags to Liz's 

classroom straight away?’ He waited a few moments. ‘Yes, that's right. 

The carpet will need to be professionally cleaned - we'll have to shut 

down the classroom until it's done.’ He nodded. ‘Thanks.’  

Jim put his phone away and smiled at Liz. 

 ‘I think you deserve a cup of tea after that!’ 

Liz looked at her watch. 

 ‘Actually, I've got another class in half an hour, so I don't have 

time.’ 
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 ‘I've covered your class,’ said Jim. ‘You've got the rest of the 

afternoon off.’ He pointed in the direction of his office. ‘I have a nice 

little Earl Grey with your name on it.’ 

Liz didn't move.  

 ‘What about the classroom?’ she asked. ‘I need to wait until the 

bags get here so I can start throwing the cushions away.’ 

 ‘The cleaners are coming,’ he said. ‘They need to wear protective 

clothing and gloves. They'll be using some special cleaning fluid to tide 

us over until the professionals arrive later.’ He smiled. ‘It's okay, Liz, 

you don't have to do any more. Come and have a cup of tea.’ 

 

She followed Jim towards his office, stopping at the ladies to wash her 

hands. Walking past reception, she got a cheer and applause from the 

office ladies which made her want to cry all over again. They stood up 

and hugged her, congratulating her as if she had been the one who had 

given birth. Jim appeared and rescued her. 

 ‘I think Liz needs that cup of tea,’ he said and steered her towards 

his office.  

Once inside, Jim closed the door behind her. She saw that he had already 

made her a cup of tea and he'd also managed to find some chocolate 

biscuits. She sat down and immediately felt exhausted. She reached for 

the tea and biscuits and sighed with pleasure. 
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 ‘Thanks for this,’ she said. ‘And thanks for covering my class.’ 

She sipped her tea. ‘I suddenly feel really tired.’ 

 ‘Well, I'm sure you were functioning on pure adrenalin earlier. 

Now that Lauren is safe, you're probably coming down - you'll sleep well 

tonight.’ 

Jim shuffled some papers on his desk. 

 ‘You'll have to fill in an incident report,’ he told Liz, ‘but I'm 

happy to help you with that.’ He glanced at the cup in her hand. ‘Take a 

few minutes to enjoy your tea and when you're ready, we'll sort out the 

report.’  

Without further comment, Jim started working on some documents in 

front of him. 

Liz was taken aback by Jim's kindness. It wasn't something the staff at 

this school was used to. It also scuppered her plans to get her Long 

Service Leave through blackmail. She had imagined that a man who went 

disguised to a strip club and who ejaculated in his trousers when bossed 

about by a woman in a mask would be some kind of reprobate without 

any social skills. Like Len, for instance. But Jim was nothing but a 

gentleman. She was dying to ask him why a man like him went to strip 

clubs. Whilst he was distracted, she scanned his left hand for a wedding 

ring. There hadn't been one on there the other night and there wasn't one 

there now, either.  
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As if he sensed her watching, Jim looked up from what he was doing and 

smiled at Liz. She smiled back, hoping that her chocolate biscuit wasn't 

smeared across her teeth. 

 ‘Are you ready to do the report?’ he asked. 

 ‘Sure,’ said Liz.  

She moved closer to the desk between them and put her cup down. Jim 

had the digital version ready on his computer screen and for the next ten 

minutes, he stepped her through the report's questions, turning from her 

to the screen and typing in her responses.  

 ‘Tell me about Lauren,’ asked Jim once he'd saved the report. 

 ‘She's a very clever girl. Her mum's going to help with the baby 

and she's planning to go to uni next year.’ 

Jim nodded. 

 ‘How often do you get students coming back to school once 

they've become pregnant?’ he asked. 

 ‘Not many, unfortunately,’ said Liz. ‘Not all of them get the 

support they need and it becomes too hard to look after a tiny baby and 

get to school on time. It's even harder to concentrate when you've been 

up feeding all night!’ Liz suddenly felt angry. ‘We should be doing more 

to keep them at school!’ 

Her voice had risen a little, her emotion undisguised.  Jim was staring at 

her, his smile waning a little. 

 ‘Have we met before?’ he asked. 
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Liz froze. She closed her eyes. The room was silent for a bit too long. 

 ‘Yes,’ said Liz finally, ‘we met the other night - but you were 

wearing a wig.’ 

Jim's smile fell off his now whitening face. 

 ‘I was the Masked Madame at Club Tropical,’ she continued. 

Jim said nothing, his visage matching the sheets of paper on his desk. 

 ‘Don't worry,’ she said quickly. ‘I don't want anyone to know 

about what I did, either.’ She tried to smile. ‘If you're going to share a 

secret, always make sure it's with someone who has more to lose than 

you!’ 

Jim was staring at her. His mouth had dropped open. 

 ‘Sorry, that didn't come out right,’ said Liz. ‘I meant to say that 

I'm just as embarrassed as you are about that incident but we're the only 

two people who know about it. I'd like it to stay that way.’ She paused. 

‘Plus, I didn’t declare that income to the Tax Office.’ 

Jim finally spoke. 

 ‘I've never done that before,’ he said quietly. ‘I wanted to...’  His 

voice drifted off and they sat in silence again. Jim cleared his throat. ‘I'll 

be honest with you,’ he said. ‘I've been single for a while and not had 

much success with dating. The job is a big problem for many women. 

They don't get to be number one. Well, that's what my ex-wife told me.’ 

Liz nodded and waited. 
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 ‘I don’t even know why I went.’ He cleared his throat again. ‘I 

was going to leave and then I saw you. I was intrigued by your mask and 

to be honest, I'm still trying to work out why you were dressed like that.’ 

Liz managed a smile then went on to explain about the pole dancing 

classes and the graduation night. She told him why she had decided to 

wear a mask and that her performance with him had been an accident. 

Jim hung his head in his hands. 

‘I thought you were inviting me in but you were trying to avoid 

me!’ He shook his head but there was a smile creeping across his lips. 

‘You were a natural, I have to say.’ 

 ‘I'm considering it as an alternative profession,’ she said. 

Jim stared at her for a second then burst out laughing. The tension in the 

room disappeared and Liz laughed with him. 

 ‘No-one would believe us,’ said Liz, ‘so let's not share. What do 

you think?’ 

 ‘I'm very happy to go along with that,’ said Jim, his face a more 

normal colour now. 

Liz reached for the other chocolate biscuit on her saucer. 

 ‘I am serious about giving up teaching, though,’ she said. 

 ‘Why?’ he asked. 

 ‘I hate the politics and I hate the way teachers are treated.’ She 

looked at him directly in the face. ‘I want to get out as soon as I can.’ 

 ‘What will you do?’ 
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 ‘I don't know yet. I'm still thinking about it. But the whole 

dominatrix thing was looking appealing for a while.’ She paused. 

‘Actually, I'd like to take some time off and think about my future. I 

don’t suppose there’s any way I can take Term 1 off next year, is there?’ 

Jim opened a drawer in his desk and took out a diary. He flicked through 

some pages and then consulted a file on his computer.  

 ‘Did you want the whole term off?’ he asked. 

 ‘Yes, I think so,’ said Liz.  

Jim picked up the phone but Liz stopped him. 

 ‘Wait! Please don't think you have to pull strings for me,’ said 

Liz.  

 ‘I can’t promise anything,’ he said, ‘but there’s no harm in 

trying.’ 

As Liz finished her tea, Jim made a couple of calls. One was to District 

Office and the other was to the recruitment officer.  When he put the 

phone down, he sat back in his chair and smiled at Liz. 

 ‘Done.’ 

Liz was shocked. 

 ‘Really?’ 

 ‘Really,’ said Jim. ‘You have a whole term to consider your 

future.’ 

 ‘Thank you,’ said Liz. ‘That’s exactly what I need.’ 

Jim was smiling in earnest. 
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 ‘I know this is a bit ‘after the horse has bolted’ but would you 

like to share your career plans with me over dinner?’ he asked. 

Liz tried not to smile. 

 ‘Yes, I would. When?’ 

 ‘How about tonight? You choose the venue.’ 

Liz thought for a moment. 

 ‘Somewhere out of town, so we don't bump into anyone from 

school.’ 

 ‘Sounds like a good idea to me,’ he said. ‘Shall I pick you up at 

seven?’ He nodded his head at his screen. ‘I can look up your details on 

the system.’  

 ‘So now you're adding 'stalking' to your repertoire of deviant 

behaviour?’ 

 ‘Is that very naughty of me?’ 

 Liz stared at Jim for a few moments, her lips twitching with 

amusement. 

 ‘You’ll have to wait and see.’ 
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Introduction 

 

The evolution of this creative artefact reflects the transitional milestones 

of my working life. It maps a fluid construction of identity and has taught 

me more about myself as a person and as a teacher than I ever thought 

possible. It has changed me so that now I know I cannot be the person I 

was before. And that's a good thing. This new person wants answers for 

what's happening in the world of research, in the world of education. I 

want answers for why young people are making monumentally life-

changing decisions to take on the enormous responsibility of educating 

our children only to be disillusioned and disheartened to a point where 

they become unable to continue and so join the ever-growing ranks of 

teachers who leave the profession (Harfitt 2014, Schaefer 2013). I also 

want to build on existing work (Anae 2014a, Cautrels 2003, Custer 2014, 

Grainger 2005, Locke 2015) and explore how creative writing can 

complement teacher training in light of how it has helped me to process 

my own experiences.  

When I started my doctoral program, I was considering leaving teaching 

myself. I set out to complete a creative writing PhD because I was 

determined to shut off my work life and do something completely 

different. I had considered undertaking a PhD in Education but felt that I 

would sink under the burden of studying my work – I reasoned that I 
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would never have a break from my job. And so I chose creative writing 

because I believed it was going to be the one thing that salvaged my 

sanity and that would provide an escape from a challenging and corrosive 

working environment. 

Writing has always been something I have enjoyed. I enjoy writing 

stories but I also like to write reflectively, and one of the pluses about 

doing a creative writing PhD is the prospect of deep reflection and 

finding answers to questions that arise from one’s research. 

In one of my schools, a regular writing exercise I used to set my year 12 

students was to write a valedictory speech. This task involved a great 

deal of reflection for students, pinpointing key times in their school 

careers where they could identify a shift in their thinking. Equally, it 

could have been a time when someone came into their lives and made a 

difference. Students also had to consider the outside and inside 

influences that shaped them into the person they were now, as a student 

sitting in my classroom. Some students found this exceptionally difficult 

as they were unable to reflect adequately at first but, after time, they 

found they could think back and locate relevant information for the task. 

But, of course, the task wasn't just about putting pen to paper and getting 

a good grade; the task was an exercise in identifying how personal 

identity changes and how change is a constant thread throughout one's 

life. It showed my students how they would continue to evolve as a result 

of other factors beyond their control and also because of some they could 
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control. It made them examine their social, cultural and academic 

identities throughout their lives to that point. 

I should have known, then, that when I started writing at such a deep 

level for my PhD, my identities would spill out onto the page. I should 

have cottoned on sooner to what was happening when the stories that 

emerged as I sat down to write were all related to my teaching 

experience, particularly those moments that needed all the resilience I 

had to get through them at the time. As I wrote and tweaked, the episodes 

I captured became more than just my elaborations of personal 

experience. I started borrowing others’ stories and carnivalising them. It 

was satisfying to see the teachers in my stories behaving without censure 

or fear of reprisals, unlike what was happening in real-life. Further 

analysis revealed that my writing tended to focus on silenced or 

marginalised characters and worked to restore their voices. But what did 

this have to do with me? Everything. Essentially, I have been writing 

about an area of my identity so consuming that it cannot be squashed.  

Even though I didn't want it to be such an enormous portion of who I am, 

I have to acknowledge that it is. When I thought I had managed to neatly 

compartmentalise my life into professional and personal boxes, the 

writing process showed me something utterly different. The process of 

becoming and being a teacher is part of me and affects my attitudes and 

values in every other sphere of my life.  
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The following pages are organised under headings that reflect the  

process of writing the stories and the exegesis: Bakhtin’s carnival as a 

narrative framework, Framing the stories, Autoethnography as the 

scholarly purpose and My Circus, My Monkeys. 

‘Bakhtin’s carnival as a narrative framework’ explores carnivalesque 

features and how I used them as stimuli to determine the direction of my 

writing. ‘Framing the stories’ demonstrates how the stories were pieced 

together from teaching experiences – both my own and my colleagues’ – 

and how I used aspects of carnival as criteria to evaluate each story as 

part of the drafting process. The methodology of autoethnography is 

explored in ‘Autoethnography as the scholarly purpose’. In this section, I 

acknowledge the creative writing work that has come before mine and 

examine how my research adds to the field. Finally, ‘My Circus, My 

Monkeys’ summarises the impact of this work on my professional and 

personal identity. 
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Bakhtin’s carnival as a narrative 

framework 

 

In its infancy, my proposal was intended to prove how Bakhtin’s carnival 

could be used as a template for transformation in a novel I wanted to 

write. Its working title was Pole Dancer and its protagonist, Carolyn, was 

a teacher who had taken up pole dancing classes for fitness. As the story 

developed, I used a financial crisis to propel Carolyn into pole dancing in 

secret whilst maintaining her normal day job of teaching. The ongoing 

conflict was keeping her two lives separate. Her experiences as a pole 

dancer revealed a murky underworld of stripping and prostitution, the 

unofficial carnival culture, and were in stark contrast to her experiences 

as a teacher within the official or sanctioned culture. To preserve her 

identity at the strip club, Carolyn wore a mask. I was interested in the 

'mask' aspect of carnival and wanted to use it as a way of writing the 

novel involving my understanding of Bakhtin's idea of a double or 

‘second life' (1984, p.8). Carolyn’s experiences as a teacher, though, 

were not the focus of the novel. Rather, her profession was merely a 

useful vehicle for the double life because teaching is so easily recognised 

as a legitimate profession. The original plan of the novel gave equal 

weight to Carolyn’s experiences at school and outside of school and there 
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were characters from both the official and unofficial realms of her life. 

The desired ending was going to be a situation where the official and 

unofficial worlds collided and where Carolyn made the decision to leave 

her job as a teacher, buy the local strip club and turn it into a business for 

women to learn pole dancing. The male audience would be removed 

entirely so that the former strip club became a place of empowerment 

instead of what I perceived to be disempowerment of women (Whitehead 

& Kurtz 2009).  

However, my research took on a different direction after reading 

Christopher Booker's ‘The Seven Basic Plots: why we tell stories’ 

(2005). His arguments are persuasive and he goes to great lengths to 

itemize the features of each archetypal narrative. He even provides the 

reader with many texts identified within each category. Booker operates 

from a high structuralist theoretical perspective and when applied to 

creative writing, such a structuralist approach would argue that a writer is 

simply re-telling a pre-determined story. He says,  

 

[…] stories present to us what amounts to a kind of basic ground-map of 

human nature and behaviour, governed by an absolutely consistent set of rules 

and values. These values, like the archetypal structures which shape stories, are 

programmed into our unconscious in a way we cannot modify or control 

(p.347). 
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This particular viewpoint asserts that the human mind is capable of 

creating complex organizing systems for stories but that the systems tend 

to reflect the same story structures across societies and times. The writer, 

therefore, becomes somewhat redundant and the process of 'creative' 

writing is not creative at all. 

This notion of redundancy horrified me and I set out to disprove 

Booker’s theory by writing a carnivalesque novel that didn’t fall prey 

to archetypal narrative. I felt that carnival was the key to originality 

and creativity. Lachmann, Eshelman and Davis’s ‘Bakhtin and 

Carnival: Culture as counter-culture’ (1988) strengthened my 

understanding of the parameters for carnival and I began to produce 

diagrammatical representations of carnival to map onto my novel 

plan. Whilst reading, I was made aware of how I could adjust another 

character in order to better fit the framework for carnival by making 

her either a transvestite or a transgender character. This would allow 

her as yet unremoved penis to symbolize the protuberance element of 

corporeal grotesque – especially as she would be impersonating a 

woman for an audience of men who wouldn't know her true sexual 

identity. 

Further reading introduced me to dialogism. A dialogic analysis of 

creative writing acknowledges the writer as a catalyst for a unique 

exchange between the work itself and the reader. Consequently, there 

is plenty of opportunity for the creative writer to create something 
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original as opposed to reproducing the 'already written'. Bakhtin 

(1981, p. 52) says that, ‘In this actively polyglot world, completely 

new relationships are established between language and its object.’  

He asserts that language users, because of their personal and cultural 

diversity, will always create something new.  

The dialogic approach also offered further counter-argument against the 

notion of archetypal narratives. Using carnival as a stimulus for 

narrative writing necessitates a particular approach to the actual 

process and produces unique pieces of work. Caryl Emerson (1988) 

says that: 

A dialogic work invites a certain sort of response. It may be more loosely 

constructed; its ending may not be planned in advance, and therefore the 

significance of any particular incident in it cannot be guaranteed. The 

work can be designed so that at each moment of reading the openness of 

each act is paramount – thus the act itself potentiates many patterns, but 

need not conform to any single one (p. 518). 

  

If the writing process itself could not be predicted, then the result could 

not be pre-determined. For me, this confirmed the use of carnival as the 

narrative framework to produce something original.  I continued to read 

more about post-structuralism approaches to creative writing, finding 

more and more evidence to support my quest against archetypal 

narratives. I was determined that Pole Dancer would not be able to fit 

into any of Booker’s pigeonholes. This particular approach to writing 
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appealed to me as it presents writing as more of a self-conscious act 

(Waugh 1984, p.2) and allows the author to experiment by 

deliberately breaking conventions associated with realist writing.   I 

believed carnival could be used as a narrative stimulus as it provided 

the writer with a variable cast of characters, a variety of social 

situations and a vernacular.  Bakhtin's vision of the novel genre is ‘a 

celebration of linguistic and stylistic variety as a counter to tight 

canonical formulas’ (1984, p. xvii).  

Consequently, I was determined to put it to the test with my own 

novel. After reading ‘D'Oh The Simpsons, Popular Culture, and the 

organizational Carnival’ by Carl Rhodes (2001), I began thinking 

more about my planned creative piece. My initial plan was to 

illustrate the carnival and official cultures over a prolonged time 

frame. The world of pole dancing belonged to the realms of carnival 

whereas the protagonist's job and normal life belonged to the official 

culture. The social situation of her personal relationships belonged in 

both – the opacity of the official culture was evident in her 

relationships with her family and boyfriend as she struggled to keep 

her pole dancing job a secret.  However, it soon became clear to me 

that there was an obvious division between the two cultures. This was 

a problem because true carnival has to have everyone involved – it is 

not a case of performers and spectators. Hence, there needed to be 
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more overlaps and blurring of the edges so that the boundaries were 

never clearly defined as separate.  

As I embarked on the creative writing part of my doctoral program, I 

revisited my graphic organisers many times to make sure I was 

staying on track. With each new piece of writing, I added more to my 

working structure and tweaked the creative writing to fit. I began to 

feel frustrated with the limitations of the binary model and felt that a 

pictorial representation would be better. At first I thought that a 

cyclical representation would be more accurate and considered the 

circles of control as all elements are part of the whole but elicit 

different rules and reactions. I considered using the image of an eddy 

because its swirling water displaces everything for a while, just like 

carnival. The notion of tidal water also appealed to me as it is in 

constant contact with sand. They co-exist until tidal surges churn up 

the sand and it becomes inseparable from the water. I could see strong 

parallels between this image and the idea of carnival and official 

cultures becoming seamlessly joined. The concept of a cyclone also 

appealed to me as its wind blows everything one way then the other. 

The same storm can impact in different ways and I considered this a 

good representation of how participants are changed by carnival. 

 

My continued reading demonstrated that carnival is edgy and I 

quickly concluded that the writing for ‘Pole Dancer’ was too safe. 
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The more I learnt about carnival, the more I realized that my current 

direction was not aligned with my creative desire. I prepared to start 

again and redesigned an outline for a new storyline. However, the 

linear planning approach became a daunting exercise as I juggled 

alternating chapters that switched from official to carnival contexts 

with an eventual blurring towards the end of the novel. My creative 

process came to a standstill many times as I laboured over the 

intricacies of weaving these two worlds together. I had ideas for lots 

of scenes, all aligned with carnival, but without a common thread, a 

spine, to keep them linked. What became clear was that in my quest 

to oppose a structuralist perspective of creative writing I was in fact 

imposing a structuralist approach to my own writing. I was thinking 

of carnival as a template when a non-structuralist approach would shy 

away from a template, a set of givens, and instead use carnival as the 

impetus for creative writing. The notion of a polyphonic piece further 

mirrored my new approach to planning and writing and I decided to 

write scenes as vignettes – but from the protagonist's perspective. I 

knew I also needed to add vignettes from other characters' 

perspectives to produce a dialogic narrative. In order to write in this 

way, I needed to be conscious of the process at all times.  

Once again, I returned to Bakhtin and re-read the essential elements 

of carnival to confirm what I already knew about carnival as ‘a way 

of breaking down barriers, of overcoming power inequities and 
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hierarchies, of reforming and renewing relationships both personal 

and institutionalized’ (Shields 2007, p.97). 

I had been comforted by the constant opportunity for renewal being 

directly transferable to the writing process and the suggestion that 

carnival fostered immeasurable contexts for abundant varieties of 

narrative. And yet, looking at this quotation again, something else 

resonated with me. When I examined the scenes I wanted to use, the 

school-inspired ones were the most prevalent. When I examined the 

content of the scenes, I realised the hierarchy struggles and reversals 

of power were the dominating themes and that the scenes were 

limited by the original cast of characters. It was increasingly evident 

to me that Pole Dancer as a novel was no longer the right medium for 

what I wanted to do and that I needed to fully explore the notion of 

dialogism and introduce multiple voices from a range of times and 

places. I also knew that I wanted to follow the direction my writing 

had led me with regards to conflict in the workplace. These were the 

episodes that meant more to me as a writer and as a teacher. Despite 

my earlier intentions to stay away from school life in my writing, I 

was being more and more drawn to it and I saw the potential to use 

my own teaching experiences as the stimulus for scenes. I reflected 

on my career and began to remember so many incidents that would 

make engaging scenes but which wouldn’t fit with a novel format. It 

was this reflection that made me decide to abandon the already 
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substantial manuscript I had to start again with short stories. I knew it 

would be more work but I also felt convinced it was the right thing to 

do.  

Using carnival as my narrative framework had shown me that school 

life mapped perfectly onto carnival life. The power struggles were 

part of a normal school day and I now had the opportunity to reverse 

the hierarchy in my stories to give the people at the bottom of the 

heap a chance to have a voice once more. Many would consider 

students to be at the bottom of the hierarchy in a school, but I knew 

from experience that was not the case. This perception is merely a 

stereotype, much like the idea of a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ student and the 

notion of a ‘good’ or ‘bad’ teacher. Not everyone fits the neat 

modernist hierarchy of the school institution and my experiences 

have shown me that this traditional image does not relate to or mirror 

my image of school or teaching. It might have been that way many 

years ago, but in contemporary Australia and England it is teachers 

who are the most marginalised and silenced. Consequently, I wanted 

to oppose this structuralism with counter-narratives that were more in 

keeping with Bakhtin’s theoretical concepts. I wanted my stories to 

present these multi-truths.  
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What started as a quest to counter structuralist theory, and the notion of 

archetypal narratives, was now something quite different. More and more 

experiential-based stories crept into my collection and I was increasingly 

aware that I felt compelled to write them. I knew they were not just a part 

of me as a teacher but they were also part of who I was as a writer and, 

because I had been immersing myself in the rebellious nature of carnival, 

I was conscious that the stories I was creating were textual acts of 

dissention.  

Carnival gave me the licence to exaggerate certain aspects of teaching 

experiences to be better aligned with the features identified by Bakhtin. It 

also allowed me to exaggerate aspects of characterisation and content for 

the purposes of humour. Indeed, the representation of parents through 

many of the stories can be perceived as stereotypically negative. For the 

purpose of carnival, those in authority are the ones who are made foolish. 

In schools, parents are in positions of power over teachers and so 

‘decrowning’ the parents was entirely appropriate. 

Even more important was the necessity to add humour to the stories, 

some of which were fairly bleak to begin with because of their origin in 

conflict. Carnival also gave me the freedom to resurrect stories that could 

never normally be repeated outside the school staffroom. These were the 

tales that nobody talked about when I was in teacher training. I remember 

plenty of information about behaviour management and assessment but 

nothing about the sexual volatility of hormonal adolescent girls or 
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equally hormonal boys and their uncontrollable erections. There was also 

nothing to prepare me for the bizarre behaviour of some parents, and 

colleagues, who I had assumed would share the same sets of social skills 

as most other people. At the start of my career, I had incorrectly assumed 

that all parents were invested in their children’s education. Another 

assumption that proved to be false was that all teachers took on their 

roles because they liked working with young people. Exposing these 

topics felt as if I would be cracking the fragile encasement of a 

constructed image of what school and teachers are supposed to be. From 

my own experience, I know that there were times when I felt the 

obstacles that prevented me from doing my job were insurmountable. 

And there were other times when I felt so utterly dejected that I believed 

I was the obstacle. 

In my writing, I was able to use real examples of conflict in my job and 

by carnivalising them they lost their personal sting. Here was my 

opportunity to examine the gaps and silences of my work life.  This in 

turn led to a critical incident in my professional life with the realisation 

of how teachers’ voices are silenced or marginalised, and this then 

aligned with autoethnography as a methodology that enables an 

examination of personal experiences, reflection and deconstruction.  

Chang (2008, p. 43) writes, ‘[…] autoethnography shares the storytelling 

feature with other genres of self-narrative but transcends mere narration 

of self to engage in cultural analysis and interpretation.’  
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The introduction to autoethnography was a way to address the issue of 

teachers being silenced in the workplace because of the restrictions of the 

job. Being a teacher is not something that can be left behind when you 

leave the building at the end of each day. The job governs your time 

outside of working hours and your behaviour outside of school can have 

an impact on your job, to the point where you can be dismissed (Standard 

of Practice, Department of Education and Training 2016). Indeed, this 

was something I had intended to explore with ‘Pole Dancer’ in my 

original proposal.  

 

Using the short story genre gave me the freedom I needed with content 

and also with the process of writing. Bakhtin's concepts of carnival and 

dialogism demand a post-structuralist approach to writing and instead 

of planning from start to finish, I decided to construct unrelated 

episodes, using different voices, and then possibly work on threading 

a common context through them at a later stage. Brian Moon's paper, 

‘What is Post-Structuralism?’ (1990) explains that this kind of 

approach need not be anarchic and random. He says: 

Deconstruction need not be destruction...Deconstruction forces us to 

confront the gaps, contradictions and inequalities in our society; whether 

or not we then do something about them is up to us (p. 21). 

The non-linear approach propelled me to write these 'gaps' whilst at 

the same time leaving other gaps open.  The lack of linear planning 

also facilitated a writing process that allowed the characters to 
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determine the outcome of each episode rather than me determining it. 

A dialogic approach ‘reconnects the future to the present and past and 

allows characters the possibility and responsibility of determining 

that future’ (Coulter 1999, p. 8). 

The real-life incidents that had been concluded unsatisfactorily, or 

had been left unresolved, were now at the mercy of my pen as I 

allowed my characters to change the real-life endings and settle 

matters in a way that empowered them through the creative process. I 

found this to be most satisfying and delighted in the lampooning of 

some authority figures within the safety of fiction. The increasing 

cast list of characters meant that there were now many voices telling 

stories that had been silenced through work restrictions or because 

they were considered taboo.  

Coulter (1999) makes the point that simply adding lots of voices isn't 

enough to promote genuine dialogue. He says:  

 

The voices to be added should reflect authentic individual 

experience...The truth that develops between characters...is dependent on 

their history and the context in which they find themselves (p. 8). 

 

What this meant for my writing was that the polyphonic element had 

to be a conscious writing device that would be linked by an authentic 

common context. The purpose was not to produce a single 'truth', as 

realism texts do, but instead ensure that there was a common link that 
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the reader would be able to identify and make sense of.  Frye (1957) 

warns us about presenting fiction as truth and says that ‘Literature, 

like mathematics, is a language, and a language in itself represents no 

truth, though it may provide the means for expressing any number of 

them’ (p. 354). It was obvious that the voices in my stories were 

discussing the difficult role of teachers under the encouraging and 

non-condemnatory gaze of carnival. Through literature, I was to 

acknowledge the multiple truths of teacher identity and experience.  

I didn’t want my stories to preach but I did want them to show teachers, 

especially pre-service teachers, that there are experiences ahead no-one 

will mention but that they should know about. I also wanted to enlighten 

non-teaching readers of the difficult circumstances in which teachers and 

school leaders are expected to try and do their job day after day. Heads 

of Department, Deputy Principals and Principals, are also under 

intense pressure from ministerial decisions and policy initiatives. As 

such, these stories were not meant to be disparaging of school 

leaders. Rather, they explore how inexperienced leaders can have an 

impact on those around them. A ‘revolving door’ culture of acting 

positions also hints at a deeper malaise of not being able to action 

directives adequately because of the temporary nature of their roles. 

My writing was not intended to be something to dissuade people from 

choosing to be teachers, far from it, but I wanted to show how creative 

writing was helping me to process episodes from across my career and to 
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demonstrate that I was still in the job and still convinced it can be one of 

the most rewarding professions. 

The conceptual framing of carnival enabled me to unpack the poignancy 

of these episodes. I was to present multiple truths and experiences from a 

range of characters, using short stories to present teacher voices in ways 

that revealed the nature of the job and the teacher’s role when emotions 

are no longer suppressed.  
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Framing the stories 

 

When I realised that my original story would not work as a novel, and 

when I decided to write a collection of short stories instead, I felt as if I 

could push the boundaries of school decency further using carnival as my 

licence. With 20 years of teaching experience to date, I had a wealth of 

stories to tell from my teaching days in England, both as a primary and 

secondary teacher, and from my high school teaching in Australia. Many 

of the experiences already contained carnivalesque elements and so it 

didn't take much to transform them completely. The fact that they all 

contained elements of conflict interested me, and so I decided to focus on 

the conflict as a driving force for the collection. Through the process of 

drafting and redrafting to ensure the stories were truly carnivalised, the 

prevalent theme was of reinstating the power of the teacher. Sometimes it 

was in the context of subverting the power between teachers and 

supervisors but sometimes it was between teachers and students. What is 

of particular interest here is that the perceived hierarchy of a school 

places students at the bottom of the ladder. However, my experience was 

showing me that teachers are at the bottom of the pile and that they are 

increasingly silenced and marginalised in schools.  

I was mostly driven by plots rather than characters and was inspired 

by incidents and how people reacted to them. Short stories do not 
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facilitate a long evolution of characterisation as the genre demands 

that it is developed concisely. Supporting characters are important in 

each story and this is reflective of a sometimes collaborative culture 

in schools. Even if it is not a genuinely embedded school practice, the 

promotion of collaboration and community liaison is a way of saying 

the school wants support and to be supportive.  

The school context itself represents official culture with clearly 

defined hierarchies of principal, deputy principals, teachers and 

students. At each level, there is the opportunity for status conflict and 

the desire to reverse the power roles. The most obvious tension is 

between students and teachers and so I needed to include incidents 

where students were able to gain power over the teachers but not in a 

revolutionary way, rather in true carnival fashion where the power 

reversal is facilitated by laughter and has the tacit approval of the 

king being ‘uncrowned' (Bakhtin 1984, p.198).  

‘Summer Gala’ demonstrates this kind of consent with Miss Benn on 

the ducking stool. Under no other circumstances would students be 

allowed to throw missiles in the direction of a teacher so that she will 

be submerged in a tank of water. However, like the original 

mediaeval carnivals, schools have festival days where teachers and 

students dispose of the normal hierarchies and compete against one 

another in swimming or athletics. For this story, the ducking stool 

goes one step further in the reversal of power in that Miss Benn has 
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no say over what the students do. I would argue, however, that these 

occasions are still not true carnival as they are ultimately controlled 

by the teachers and cannot happen without the consent of the school 

authorities. What is drawn out in this story is that fine line between 

the usurping of power and the tight control maintained by the 

principal who worries about matters getting out of control. 

At a more subtle level, the de-crowning of the king can occur within 

the staff hierarchy of a school. In these scenarios, younger or 

inexperienced teachers take on the status of students when faced with 

trying to subvert the authority of older or more experienced teachers, 

especially those in promotional positions. The subversion cannot be 

as obvious, as it might when it involves students, as the participants 

are both adults and professionals. Subsequently, the social 

conventions and expectations are not as easily flouted. Such a 

socially constrained environment requires a carnivalesque treatment 

that can still be believable for readers. 

Jordana Hall (2011) identifies aspects of carnival in the Harry Potter 

series, particularly with the empowerment of children who use the 

‘carnivalesque atmosphere to obstruct the status quo’ (p. 75). The 

idea of children having power over adults facilitates the introduction 

of grotesque elements that are more readily associated with 

immaturity which, in turn, is a time of life more closely linked to 

practical jokes and laughter. The Weasley twins are good examples of 
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carnivalesque characters as they flout the authority of official culture 

in a humorous but effective way. Their antics frequently involve the 

'de-crowning' of someone in high authority by using practical jokes 

that sometimes involve bodily functions. 

In ‘Dealing With The Incident’, Damien represents the stereotypical 

young gun who wants to be a deputy principal within the first five years 

of his teaching career.  I have worked with these people and frequently 

they possess an arrogance that makes them oblivious to the sentiments of 

others. They believe they are right at all times.  

The genesis of this story came from a true incident when I was still 

working as a primary school teacher. When I first joined the school, the 

principal was more of a traditional school leader. He had the word 

‘Headmaster’ on his office door and he was stern-faced but friendly when 

necessary. After a long stint at the school, he retired and was replaced by 

a woman who managed to offend most of the staff when she came to the 

school for the interview. Her brash and uncouth behaviour was a vast 

contrast to what I had been used to and her instalment as our leader was 

an enormous culture shock for the school.  

She reacted to a child saying the word ‘cunt’ in exactly the same way 

Damien does in the story. She wrote it on the board and proceeded to 

rage at the students, saying the word over and over again. There would 

have been students in that class who had never heard of the word but they 

certainly knew it when they went home to their parents that day. 
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The story is also about passing on difficult problems or not addressing 

complaints unless there is a possibility that parents will complain. It 

doesn't matter how much the teachers complain – they are not considered 

sufficiently trustworthy or knowledgeable to be listened to, and their 

concerns are silenced until other stakeholders are involved.  

Cynthia's characterisation is based on many jaded teachers who are tired 

of not being able to say what they really think of colleagues in the ‘good 

old days before political correctness’. The ‘Cynthias’ of the teaching 

world are not interested in group activities and tempering comments to 

avoid hurting colleagues' feelings. Cynthias are able to see into the future 

and can predict the longevity of each person's teaching career within a 

few minutes of meeting them. Her narrative voice is judgmental and curt. 

‘He was late. No surprises there’ (Dealing with the incident, p.45). 

 

Even though she is somewhat cold as a character, she is the voice of 

reason in this situation and she manages to say what we would all want to 

say in the face of a grown adult still trying to wriggle his way out of a 

monumental mistake without accepting responsibility for poor judgment. 

Damien's jerky and sexually charged movements reflect carnivalesque 

elements but also echo the fidgeting of a child unable to get his own way. 

As an adult, Damien cannot throw a tantrum but his twitching is the next 

best thing. His tendency to touch his genitalia in full view of Cynthia is a 

way of him trying to show male dominance over a woman whose job he 
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believes he deserves because of his gender and his age. As a younger 

male teacher, he believes he has more to offer than an older female one. 

 

The classroom also provides opportunities for the exploration of 

corporeal aspects of carnival where social conventions are turned 

upside-down. For example, teachers are accustomed to students 

farting in class but certainly the reverse is socially unacceptable. ‘The 

relief teacher’ is based on someone who came to one of my schools. Her 

arrival was met with a degree of curiosity as her appearance was 

somewhat dishevelled. She told students she lived on a boat and lived a 

fairly bohemian lifestyle. They were mildly interested until she began to 

fart in front of them. They were astonished at her behaviour and when 

they tried to admonish her, she retaliated by telling them it was a natural 

bodily function. I still remember one of my students telling me about the 

farting episode and he was genuinely scandalised by the teacher’s 

conduct which highlights that students also have particular images of 

what makes a ‘good’ teacher. The word, and maybe the smell, got out 

because she wasn't invited back to work at that school. I used the original 

story and carnivalised it by allowing Kevin to join in with the teacher and 

have a farting contest. As equals, they are aligned with the concept of 

equality prevalent in carnival and both are acting with each others’ 

consent. This is also disruption of the ‘normal’ power relationship within 

the classroom. The scatological humour is a carnivalesque feature 
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(Bakhtin 1984, p. 21) and the final catastrophic accident that Kevin has is 

another opportunity to celebrate the excesses of bodily functions.  

I remember being shocked when I heard about this teacher farting in 

class and after writing the story, I evaluated why it was resonating with 

me. As teachers, we are not only teaching curriculum but we are also 

teaching social skills. My student was shocked because he knew that 

farting in class was something that happened amongst students but not 

teachers. When students fart, they want to shock, disobey the rules and 

do something against expected behaviour. They are rebelling against the 

social mores as set out by adults, in particular the traditional principal 

and school hierarchy.  

This realisation made me consider how much we are encouraged to be 

almost robotic in our daily duties. We are not expected to succumb to 

bodily malfunctions like farting or having a heavy period. As female 

teachers, this dehumanisation extends to our physical appearance. The 

body needs to be hidden because others can’t be trusted with flesh, 

especially when that flesh is associated with sexuality. Women’s bodies 

in particular are troublesome because aspects are seen through a sexual 

lens rather than biological. Males, especially adolescent males, are 

believed to potentially become out of control with the sight of women’s 

bodies therefore we are expected to keep our breasts covered so that they 

are somewhat disguised as mild lumps. I even stopped wearing trousers 

to work because I didn't want the shape of my buttocks to be on display. 
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We spend time on disguising our bodies and disguising our private lives 

so that we retain the ideal teacher persona that society believes we should 

inhabit at all times - that is, our hearts beat solely for our jobs. Part of the 

discourse about the workplace encourages the clear delineation of the 

public and private – women’s bodies are aligned with the private sphere 

or the home and therefore should not be seen or heard within the public 

sphere or workplace, a domain traditionally associated with male bodies.  

 

I used an omniscient narrative voice for this story, although the majority 

of the story is written from Willow's perspective. There is a change of 

narrative perspective early on in the story when I switch to the thoughts 

of the principal.  

He prayed she was a parent. A parent he could deal with. However, he had an 

uneasy feeling that this was not a parent and that she would be responsible for 

six classes of high school adolescents who would probably sniff her out as a 

weakling and go in for the kill - six times over (The relief teacher, p.35). 

 

Switching perspectives allows the reader to feel the panic of the principal 

but it also allows for an insight into the myriad judgments that are made 

as soon as a relief teacher shows up for work. As a teacher, I've done it 

too. I have made instant assumptions about the calibre of a teacher as 

soon as they have engaged in conversation with me and, if my fears are 

confirmed by a strange comment, I will immediately start imagining all 
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kinds of horrific scenarios and be already planning for the damage 

control once the teacher has left each classroom. 

Bodily functions are not taboo for carnival and, once again, high 

school students are known for failing to control theirs. One particular 

corporeal element, pus, is a bodily fluid that tends to make people 

recoil and, in some cases, provoke a physical reaction like retching. 

Pus is abundant in acne-afflicted adolescents and the eruption of 

pustules lends itself both to laughter and the possibility of another 

bodily function – vomiting. If these incidents occur in a conventional 

setting, like a classroom or dining hall, then there are lots of 

opportunities for carnivalesque behaviour. ‘Ejaculation’ uses a 

polyphonic device (Holquist 1990, p. 164) to narrate the experiences 

of dividing cells inside an acne vessel. I used the title Ejaculation so 

that the reader would be tempted to believe that the dividing cells 

were sperm and that the rush ‘towards the light’ was at the point of 

sexual climax. Instead, I made the focus of the story the ejaculation 

of pus to lend humour to yet another bodily function that no one 

wants to acknowledge. I have always had an unhealthy fascination for 

boils and cysts and so ‘Emma's hobby’ is a reworking of an incident that 

happened during my high school days. Its inclusion in this anthology is 

purely for the purposes of carnival. The fascination with pus is a personal 

affliction and although I never witnessed the grand finale for myself, I 

remember listening to the retelling and wanting detailed descriptions of 
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the exact ebb and flow of the pus as it alighted on the girl's chin. I 

changed the era of the story by including references to YouTube as I 

wanted it to appeal to contemporary readers, but the story's key purpose 

is to celebrate the imperfections of adolescent skin in all of its greasy 

glory. 

‘First day’ opens the collection with the story of a primary school teacher 

anticipating the arrival of her brand new class. Her years of studying are 

about to come together in her first ever cohort of students. 

Her first day is a metaphor for her teaching career as a whole. Regardless 

of where you might be in your career, you can never foresee some of the 

incidents that occur and certainly the reactions of parents never fail to 

surprise you.  

I included the swearing parent, not only because it is an accurate 

portrayal of the attitude of some parents, but also because I wanted to 

share the palpable shock that Sarah feels. I also wanted to convey to the 

reader the idea of the parent being representative of a societal media 

voice that says teachers should be teaching children all the skills that 

were traditionally in the domain of the parents. Something as trivial as 

teaching your child to blow her nose is transformed into an incident that 

makes a grave comment about parental responsibility and the 

expectations that they have of schools. 

Sarah's day descends into the realms of carnival with the bodily fluids of 

snot and faeces wiped on her dress. Of course, wiping noses and bottoms 
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is a normal part of teaching Prep students but Sarah's experiences are 

also symbolic of what her career has in store for her. It will not 

necessarily be the literal snot and faeces but it will be the snot and faeces 

of poor treatment and unrealistic pressure. 

I am glad to say that I never encountered such a catastrophic day as Sarah 

did, in the literal sense, but I have experienced days when I have felt I 

can no longer do my job because of the incessant and unrelenting 

pressures that pile up. As a Head of Department, one of my main aims 

was to filter all the requests from admin so that my team members didn't 

have more work piled onto them. However, there was always a limit to 

what I could do myself. As someone who has been fiercely independent 

from a very young age, I had always prided myself on getting things 

done on my own. However, as the demands of my job increased, I 

realised I was unable to carry on in this fashion and I had to ask for help. 

In the same way, Sarah tries to soldier on by herself but is forced to 

accept help when she is unable to function. 

Charlotte’s family could be any family in a primary school, especially 

when parents are barely literate themselves. Charlotte's reluctance to 

pursue her reading at home is because she knows her parents struggle to 

read for themselves.  

The book bag is symbolic of learning as a whole and how Charlotte's 

father believes that all learning is the responsibility of the school. By 
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leaving the book bag at school, Charlotte is complicit in her father's 

attitude and does not see the home situation as a valid place for learning.  

The exchange at the end of the story is a way for Gillian to voice her 

frustration. Today's teachers are unable to defend themselves when under 

attack from parents as the dominant discourse within the Australian 

education system is one of 'the parent is always right'. In this story, 

however, Gillian defends herself and counter-threatens Mr Murray. The 

whole conversation demonstrates the underlying attitude of some parents, 

and their children, that they can speak to teachers and other school staff 

in any way they like but immediately want to make formal complaints if 

staff speak to them in the same way. This attitude is particularly exploited 

by students who know that teachers are unable to retaliate verbally for 

fear of contravening the Code of Conduct (Standard of Practice, 

Department of Education and Training 2016). 

Even though I was committed to leaving the idea of Pole Dancer behind, 

there were still chunks of it that resonated with me because they dealt 

with teacher identity and how it is regarded by the family and friends of 

the teacher. I had also written some vignettes about a character called 

Gloria who is a teacher in her late 50s and who feels as if she has become 

invisible. Although this could be a social comment about gender, or more 

specifically ageism in society, it is also an issue in teaching because of 

the favoured business model which values the new, and cheaper to pay, 

graduates and then ignores the more experienced teachers of 20+ years 
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teaching. The obstacle I faced with both of these stories was that they 

remained fragmented. Eventually, I decided to amalgamate the two 

stories and I re-named the protagonist Liz (Liz Parts I-IV). 

Liz is the projection of where I don't want to be - burnt out, jaded. Her 

conversation about leaving teaching and starting up a dominatrix 

business comes from a real conversation I had with a colleague. We were 

both going through tough times at a demanding school and we felt like 

we had nothing more to give. After a physically demanding walk at a 

local walking spot, we had joked about what we could do as an 

alternative profession. I jokingly suggested prostitution as a possibility. 

Despite the flippancy of my statement at the time, reflection showed me 

that something was very wrong with my job if I was prepared to even 

jokingly suggest having sex with strangers for money as a better way to 

pay off my mortgage. 

Liz's experience of hiding her pole dancing from colleagues was my 

experience. Shortly after coming to Australia, I was keen to try 

something new as a way of keeping fit. I joined a pole dancing group and 

had enormous fun with the small group of ladies who were being trained 

alongside me. Like Liz, we had to prepare a routine for a graduation 

event to which we invited a few guests. Even after I had stopped pole 

dancing, I did not mention it to colleagues for some time. It felt as if I 

should not be pole dancing because of my job as an English teacher in a 

high school. The association of pole dancing with stripping and sex 
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workers made me reluctant to disclose my activities outside of school 

hours. For a start, I was concerned about students finding out and, 

because I was in a new environment, I didn't know how trustworthy my 

new colleagues were with regards to keeping a secret; I was still 

struggling with my right to do what I wanted in my private life but also 

feeling the need to comply with the traditional expectations and social 

mores of a teacher.  

I know now that part of that reluctance to share this information was 

because of my perceived identity as a teacher. What I have discovered 

since undertaking my PhD is that I have become increasingly unclear 

about where my personal identity starts and where my professional 

identity starts. The two are so meshed and entrenched with shared values 

that I am no longer certain which one is more dominant. When I started 

seriously considering a move away from teaching, I struggled to find 

something suitable. Even after evaluating my skills with a book called 

‘What color is your parachute?’ (Bolles 2013), I could not find something 

that I felt confident enough to undertake. It was as if teaching was the 

only thing I could possibly do and that my skill set was not as perfectly 

matched to anything other than my present job. Deeper reflection made 

me consider the possibility that I identified so strongly as a teacher that I 

could not make the distinction between my professional persona and my 

personal persona. 
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It was about this time that I started to make a more conscious effort to 

build some barriers between my professional and personal lives. The 

school I worked in at the time did not encourage such boundaries and the 

hard-working teachers were worked even harder. School commitments 

began to encroach upon weekends and 'optional' after-school professional 

development became a measure of how committed you were as a teacher. 

I captured this sentiment in ‘Liz Part I’ when there is an announcement at 

the staff briefing about the local markets. Brian, the deputy principal, is 

expecting staff members to give up their Saturday morning to help 

supervise and support the school stall. In Brian’s eyes these kinds of 

actions demonstrate the identity of the ‘good’ teacher. Brian's 

disappointment at the lack of volunteers becomes evident in his words to 

the teachers. 

‘You don't have to attend, of course,’ he’d said, ‘but it's an important part of 

our vision - to foster strong community links.’ Brian looked around at the staff 

gathered, some looking at their watches, wanting to get away and finish 

preparing for their first lesson. The Deputy continued unfazed by the time on 

the clock. He didn't need to be in classes anymore. 

‘And,’ he said slowly, ‘it's about supporting your team.’ He glanced at Liz. 

‘Otherwise, the same people end up doing all the work’ (Liz – Part I, p. 115). 

 

By using inclusive language such as 'our vision', Brian is trying to coerce 

teachers through guilt.  
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After experiencing a very similar incident, I began to separate my 

classroom teacher role from my role as a Head of Department. More and 

more, I realised that the most important part of my job was the time I 

spent with my students. Once I shut the door of the classroom, all of my 

anxieties about what was happening at the leadership level simply 

evaporated. It was here, in the classroom, that I had always felt happiest 

and the most fulfilled. The interaction with students is dynamic and 

invigorating. No two days are ever the same and it was this part of my 

job that made me want to come back to that particular school each day. 

I enjoyed my leadership role there, especially when it came to supporting 

my colleagues, but I became increasingly frustrated when the initiatives I 

had to implement and monitor became the establishment's beating stick. 

 

From the time I took over as Head of Department to the time I left that 

school, my workload had tripled and yet the time given to me in order to 

do that job never changed. It was a similar experience for the teachers 

who had to incorporate more and more into their daily work without time 

being adjusted too. It was a deeply frustrating time that affected both my 

physical and mental health. 

It would have been very easy to translate these experiences into bleak 

and depressing stories and I knew from the outset that I did not want to 

create a collection of stories that would be miserable to read and invoke 

sympathy for ‘poor me’. Instead, I wanted to show the reality of what is 
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happening in schools and yet reflect the positive parts as accurately as 

possible. My experience differs from others and so the positive elements 

of my stories are a reflection of me and my teaching career. It was 

important for me to relay the positive aspects of my job especially as, 

since writing, I've decided to stay in this role. I have since changed 

schools and have found that a new environment has been a welcome 

change. 

With this in mind, I chose to adapt the fragments of Pole Dancer and 

Gloria into one character who experiences similar doubts about her 

direction in life as a result of her disillusion with her job. I chose not to 

give Liz a leadership role as I wanted to make her experiences more 

relevant to potential readers who are classroom teachers themselves. My 

purpose as the author was to connect with as many readers as possible 

and to use my learning to add to theirs. 

Liz's story is continued across the four terms, unlike the other short 

stories, in order to make comment on the whole year of teaching and life 

experiences. I made Liz someone who feels as if she has become 

invisible to society now that she has reached a particular age and because 

of the way the education system tends to overlook older teachers in 

favour of the new. Her dilemmas with medical problems were inspired by 

my own. After failing to pin down persistent and niggling health 

concerns, and despite plenty of blood tests, I visited a naturopath to 

pursue a different way of evaluating my health. Unlike a doctor, who is 
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pushed for time, the naturopath was able to listen to me describe a 

normal working day. I explained what my usual hours were and she sat, 

open-mouthed, as I described twelve hour days but still taking work 

home to finish in the evenings and to work on at weekends. She wasn't 

the first person to tell me that I needed to get a better work-life balance 

but she was the first person who made me rethink everything with one 

question. She had already asked me what I liked to do in my spare time 

and what I wished I had more time for. I replied that I wanted more time 

to read, to write my novel and that I wanted to get back into running. She 

asked me why I didn't make time for these things and I could not answer 

with anything that stood up to scrutiny. However, her one question that 

changed everything concerned my principal. My naturopath asked me ‘If 

your principal asked you to do a job, and you still had all the 

commitments you currently have, what would you do?’ My response was 

that I would have to find time to do it. ‘So,’ continued my naturopath, 

‘you can make time for more work things but you can't make more time 

for the things that make you happy?’ 

That was the thunderbolt that started a change in the way I looked at my 

job and my identity as a teacher. I had always known that the goodwill of 

teachers is heavily exploited and that those who give up all of their 

personal time for their students are held up as aspirational. But if we 

devote our whole selves to just our jobs, what are we actually teaching 

our students? Are we teaching them to value other things in their lives? 
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Or are we teaching them to ignore their family and friends for the sake of 

their jobs? 

Liz's story of being divorced and encountering a degree of 

desexualisation because of her age is something I have witnessed as part 

of society's attitude towards women of a certain age. I wanted to use her 

story as a way of showing that she still has so much to offer as a teacher 

and as a woman. I didn't want to create a corny clichéd story where she 

falls in love with someone. Instead, I gave her a 'fuck buddy' for the 

shock value and for the opportunity to carnivalise her experiences as she 

celebrated her body and its sexual function.  

I have never had a student give birth in my classroom but I have taught 

many students at various stages of their pregnancies. A birth in the 

classroom is symbolic of new life at a time when Liz is contemplating 

the death of her career and hence aligning with the 'birth from death' 

(Bakhtin 1984, p. 21) aspects of carnival. It also gave me the opportunity 

to use bodily fluids, such as the amniotic fluid that remains on Liz's 

hands, to once again subvert the hierarchy of power.  

Liz's matter-of-fact reaction to the aftermath of Lauren's delivery 

illustrates the tacit acceptance of being more than someone who teaches 

curriculum. When Liz is invited to have a cup of tea with Jim, she 

responds by saying she doesn't have time as she has another class in half 

an hour. When Jim tells her he has covered her class, Liz is shocked. ‘Liz 

didn't move’ (Liz Part IV, p. 355). 



 401 

In a normal day, teachers will not be attending births but they are racing 

from one situation to another, some of which are highly volatile. As 

professionals, they keep going for the sake of the students and it is not 

until they stop that they succumb to exhaustion. It is well-known 

amongst teaching circles that teachers frequently become unwell at the 

start of the holidays, almost as if they have willed their bodies to stay 

well during term time.  

There is no happy ending for Liz but she does get some time to reflect on 

what she wants out of her career and time is the most precious 

commodity for a teacher. 

I chose to use recurring characters across the terms in some of the other 

stories, too. However, these stories are from the points of view of 

different characters in the same school. In ‘The parent/teacher evening’, 

Joyce Benn, the voluptuous English teacher, suffers humiliation at the 

expense of her curves. Her physical build was something I wanted to 

explore because of its carnivalesque feature of copious flesh (Bakhtin 

1984, p. 64). Although her flesh isn't on full display, there is enough of it 

to have an impact on those around her. ‘The parent/teacher evening’ was 

inspired by some unfortunate incidents of my own. One of the things I 

first learnt when I came to teach in Australia was that I needed to rethink 

my bras. In England, my bras had been adequate and the extra layers of 

clothing had preserved my modesty. The fierce blasts of air-conditioning 

in Australian classrooms was not something I was used to and I 
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remember being puzzled in one lesson why the boys in the classroom 

insisted on keeping the air-conditioning on full blast when the girls were 

all shivering with cold. When the horror of realisation dawned, I 

discarded my lacy cup bras for moulded cup bras that kept my errant 

nipples hidden and compressed in icy conditions. The story also 

embodies a sexist approach for school dress codes. Female teachers are 

encouraged to hide evidence of the female form – no cleavage on show, 

conservative necklines, no short skirts. In one school I worked, there was 

a move from the administration to impose a rule of not wearing high 

heels – another move towards control of certain bodies. 

The story was also influenced by an experience I had during a 

parent/teacher interview where a father monopolised the ten-minute slot 

by telling me about all the things wrong with the current education 

system. His son remained silent throughout the episode and as I became 

more and more detached from the situation, I began to wonder what was 

going on inside my student's head. That led to considering a polyphonic 

narrative that showed the reader what each person involved is actually 

thinking whilst going through the motions of behaving as responsible and 

engaged participants.  

Joyce's excess of female features also lends itself to another taboo subject 

that teachers don't want to acknowledge - teenage students having 

erections in the classroom. The only formal, but indirect, 

acknowledgement of misbehaving penises is the Code of Conduct 



 403 

(Standard of Practice, Department of Education and Training 2016) 

which establishes the rules for an appropriate dress code. Female 

teachers are also discouraged from wearing anything low cut that might 

send her male students into a sexual frenzy. Whilst the scope of this 

exegesis cannot fully explore the inherent sexism of dress codes, it is still 

worth mentioning that we are conditioning our girls from a young age to 

cover up lest it provoke uncontrollable urges in their male counterparts. 

For example, non-uniform days stipulate that girls must cover their 

breasts, belly and buttocks at all times.  

The group of stories containing Joyce and her colleagues is also an 

exploration of collegial social capital (Hargreaves & Fullan 2013, p. 36) 

and demonstrates what happens when someone who is not remotely 

interested in fostering social capital within the school gets a job as its 

principal. Tom Black is representative of some principals who use each 

school as a stepping stone to the next one. They usually have a target 

school and they will remain indifferent to the ones they pass through on 

the way up to their chosen one. These are the men and women who do 

not bother to invest in building social capital as they don't plan to be 

around for too long. For the duration of their tenancy, they use every 

opportunity to make themselves look good. They rarely acknowledge the 

efforts of teachers and students unless it is in public and there are 

important people in the audience.  
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I have worked for principals like this and I know how difficult it can be 

to stay motivated when you know your hard work does not even count in 

their grand schemes. You become aware that your only function, as far as 

they are concerned, is to be another opportunity to make them look good 

to their superiors. I have also had the good fortune to work with 

principals who do care about staff and who make the working 

environment a supportive and collegial one. 

By using different perspectives in these linked stories, I was able to show 

how colleagues remain loyal to each other and command mutual respect. 

When you work with people for many years, you build connections that 

frequently last beyond the school gates. I wanted to celebrate that aspect 

of teaching. 

Derek's belching session was an opportunity for him to embarrass his 

principal in public but in a way where Tom Black cannot acknowledge he 

has been offended by the behaviour he observes. One way of allowing 

adult professionals to behave in a carnivalesque way is to return to 

Bakhtin's writing regarding the feasts of a carnival. Feasts are times 

of excess, both in eating and drinking, and are useful devices for the 

creation of unconventional behaviour that is excused when otherwise 

it would be frowned upon (Bakhtin 1984, p. 78). Consequently, the 

effect is one of consent as if Tom is joining in and laughing along with 

Derek. ‘The Christmas party’ is symbolic of Bakhtin's market place 

where people are raucous and don't bend to social niceties (Ibid p. 78).  
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‘The pre-service teacher’ and ‘An extra teacher today’ are stories which 

reveal the kinds of experiences both pre-service teachers and their 

mentors can encounter. ‘The pre-service teacher’ is told from the 

perspective of the mentor and the events in the story are borne from one 

of my earliest mentoring roles. I remember being outraged when a young 

female pre-service teacher had told me that the only reason she had 

wanted to become a teacher was because she thought it would be easy 

and that she rather liked the sound of the holidays. This was earlier in my 

career and I knew how hard the work involved was. Looking back on this 

now, I can see that I expected all pre-service teachers to be the same as 

me - working long hours, doing everything in my power to plan exciting 

and engaging lessons for my students, spending hours and hours on 

classroom displays. This particular pre-service teacher was nothing like 

me and so I judged her at first and decided that her actions would need to 

redeem her. Of course, they did not and she became increasingly 

truculent when challenged about her lack of commitment. As a mentor 

teacher, I was aware of my responsibility with the role and of how lazy 

teachers are such a drain on their colleagues. In a system where it is 

difficult to get rid of low-performing workers, a teacher who does not 

pull her weight is a burden to her students and to her colleagues.  

...I didn't want someone to enter the teaching profession and then expect to get 

carried along by other teachers. The job was hard enough as it was - you didn't 

have time to carry other people (The pre-service teacher, p. 130). 
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The narrative explores the notion of what it takes to be a teacher and 

conveys the principle of academic accomplishment not being enough. 

People entering teaching need to have good social skills and excellent 

communication skills. They need to have the willingness to build social 

capital in their working environment with colleagues, parents and 

students. When these skills are absent, and social capital is lacking, 

conflict arises and can be damaging.  

‘An extra teacher today’ explores my mentoring much later in my career. 

Unlike Xan in the previous story, Miss Blake is a pre-service teacher who 

is working hard to learn and grow as an educational professional. Again, 

the story itself grew from real events and it was tempting to tell the story 

from a similar perspective as ‘The pre-service teacher’. I thought it 

would offer some insight into the changes in the narrator after many 

years in between episodes. However, it became increasingly obvious to 

me that telling the story from the perspective of a student would be far 

more revealing of what happens in a normal school day. Of course, what 

is 'normal' is subjective because the student narrator has his own idea of 

what 'normal' is. For example, he does not consider his own behaviour to 

be anything out of the ordinary but he does consider the behaviour of 

others to be unusual. 

Brandon is weird. He has to take tablets every day before he comes to school. 

If he doesn't, he makes noises. Not like my computer game noises, just random 

noises (An extra teacher today, p. 218). 
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The student has already explained that he makes computer game noises 

when he is bored and so the comment above is matter-of-fact. Later he 

remarks on another student, Marlon. 

 

Marlon is weird. He stares but he doesn't talk. I was under the desk one day 

and he stared at me for the whole lesson. I had to turn away but I knew he was 

still staring (An extra teacher today, p. 218). 

 

For the narrator, sitting under a desk for the whole lesson is not 

considered unusual and yet Marlon's staring is unsettling for him. 

To capture the voice of the student narrator, I used shorter sentences to 

mimic fleeting attention. His vocabulary is also repetitive. The 

description of chaotic occurrences in the classroom is dispassionate and 

detached. He sees these things happening around him and accepts them 

as part of a normal lesson. 

In telling this story, I wanted to explore a student's perspective but I also 

wanted to show readers what teachers are coping with in everyday 

classrooms. These things really happen, even the drooling. However, 

what salvages the story from total despair is that it highlights the intricate 

and valuable relationships between teachers and their students, especially 

those who have particular learning difficulties or behavioural problems. 

The narrative explores the trust between a teacher and her student and 

this story shows how the student narrator knows that each day is a fresh 
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start for him. ‘I saw Mrs Grey watching me as I left. She told me 

everything was okay. She didn't say the words’ (An extra teacher today, 

p. 222). 

 

The student narrator realises that his teacher is not cross with him and 

that the next day, when the stranger is not there, he will feel more 

comfortable.  

What teachers can learn from reading this story is that it is important for 

students to know that you care about them. Mrs Grey knows her students 

and understands how difficult it is for this particular student to have a 

strange person in the classroom. Prior to the telling of this story, there has 

been time invested in building up a relationship of trust so that students 

feel safe in Mrs Grey's classroom. Her micro-skills are evident in the way 

she is able to convey a message of reassurance to her student without 

words and how he is able to comprehend and appreciate the message 

after an unsettling episode. This was a place in the story where dialogue 

would have been trite and unnecessary. I made the choice not to use 

dialogue in order to retain the authenticity of the real events and to 

illustrate the importance of non-verbal gestures both in real-life and in 

the story. 

Two of the stories have their genesis in my days as a student. ‘School 

dinners’ and ‘Emma's hobby’ are retellings of my student days in primary 

and secondary school. ‘School dinners’ is a story which aligns itself with 
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carnival so perfectly because of the cascading mucus into a meal and the 

ensuing hilarity. The incident also disrupts the oppressive authority of the 

teachers and also aligns with carnival. In real-life, the poor girl whose 

snot fell freely to her plate was stuck for many moments as it lengthened 

in one gelatinous free-fall. I was the brat making her laugh and I 

remember watching transfixed as the snot created glistening pools on her 

plate.  

Although this story is another one remembering a student's perspective, it 

does not use the voice of a young child. It is an adult's voice, looking 

back at this particular incident from long ago. What it does do, though, is 

make a comment about the change in society's attitudes towards teachers, 

something that current teachers struggle with.  

Inside the cafe, we were directed to large dinner tables and once seated, we 

were not allowed to speak. The whole meal had to be conducted in silence. 

This proved to be difficult for some but this was an era when teachers could 

reprimand students knowing that parents would support them. So students only 

needed to break the rules once and they learnt never to do it again (School 

dinners, p. 145). 

 

An acknowledgement of withdrawn parent support is a personal 

perspective that has found its way into the story's narrative. It is my way 

of sharing with new teachers that they cannot rely on parents to share an 

interest in their children's behaviour problems. Although ‘School dinners’ 

does not deal with serious behaviour issues, it does allude to possible 
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times where more serious behaviour must be dealt with by the teacher 

and the school - and without parental support.  

 

Writing Difficulties 

I had been trying to expand on a story – ‘The staff meeting’ - and use it 

as a transition for the fragments left from the longer manuscript of ‘Pole 

Dancer’. The story uses comments reported to me by a former colleague 

– comments made by the principal to the whole staff. I missed the 

comments as I had already left the school by then. What she said to my 

colleague initially was that the problem with the school was "the bloody 

teachers." Later, she addressed the whole staff and muttered something 

about if she were the Director General, she'd make it compulsory for all 

teachers to stay behind in meetings until 4.30 pm every day. 

I was horrified when I heard about these comments as they illustrate a 

thread of contempt and utter disregard for the well-being of teachers. 

They also fail to acknowledge the work that teachers are putting in on a 

daily basis. The remarks fail to recognise that teachers do not arrive at 

8.30 am and clock off at 3.00pm. In short, the principal's comments 

vastly undermined the integrity of her workforce and highlighted her 

utter lack of connection with her staff. 

The recent story, though, had been problematic. Even though I had not 

experienced these comments first hand, I still felt very antagonised by 

them. As examples of conflict, they were legitimate stimuli for my 
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writing. However, I encountered a problem – I struggled to apply my 

own narrative framework because of the amount of ill-feeling still 

resonating from those insensitive remarks. I pondered at length, 

considering which aspects of carnival would best be suited to release the 

tension of this particular incident. It was hard – I was still personally 

upset by the comments and could not see past them.  It appeared that I 

would be unable to underpin the story with humour as I could not find 

any. 

This quandary introduced an interesting perspective and presented as 

something that needed further investigation. People in conflict are deeply 

affected emotionally and struggle to see past the turmoil at first. That in 

itself posed a problem for me as someone who had chosen to write about 

conflict that was still raw.  

In my struggle to carnivalise this incident, I could not identify an 

opportunity to use grotesque features as readily as I had done before with 

other events. The scenario of a staff meeting should not have been an 

impediment as I had already used social settings and groupings for 

carnivalising conflict. However, the use of grotesque elements for this 

particular story struck me as contrived. I considered the incorporation of 

billingsgate (Bakhtin 1984, p. 16) but discounted that as highly 

improbable. In the real-life scenario, the teachers listening to the 

comments were rendered utterly voiceless. 
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It was evident that there wasn't sufficient emotional distance from the 

incident for me to apply the carnival framework. What puzzled me was 

why I was so upset by the comments, especially when I wasn't on the 

receiving end of them. One of the most overwhelming factors was that 

having only recently left the school, my emotional and collegial identity 

was still very much linked to the colleagues I had left behind. These were 

my team members with whom I had forged strong professional and 

personal ties. Indeed, whenever the school was in considerable turmoil, 

our departmental relationships were such that we found strength and 

support within our group. I countered that even though I wasn't there to 

hear the comments, because they had affected my former colleagues the 

comments also affected me. Despite the geographical separation, there 

was no emotional distance. 

After deep reflection, I recognised that this particular incident was ripe 

for the 'decrowning of the king' (Bakhtin 1984, p. 197). In keeping with 

carnival, it would need to be public. The arena of a whole-staff meeting 

was perfect for Bakhtin's market place and all I needed was a 'fool'. In 

another case of truth being stranger than fiction, there was a member of 

staff who had a tendency to appear around the school in a Batman suit, 

complete with a full-face mask and a utility bat-belt. He arrived dressed 

this way to a whole-staff meeting once and no-one knew why. 

Once again, Batman came to the rescue. I decided to give him some 

gadgets from where he could shoot pellets at the principal as she spoke. 
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They would be unnoticed by others, at first, until the principal's reaction 

would mean the whole staff would be made aware. However, I chose to 

make the staff shield the Batman character so that the origin of the pellets 

remained anonymous. Although this 'decrowning' was not consented to, 

as in true carnival, nevertheless the shift of power was made tangible by 

the voiceless teachers shielding the 'fool' and thus condoning his attack 

on authority. By keeping his identity secret, his actions, adopted by 

others, became the voice and identity of others who had previously been 

stunned into silence by the initial comments. The way I was able to 

overcome this obstacle involved reflection and analysis in the form of 

expressive writing at first (Lengelle & Meijers 2014, p. 54). I had to 

voice my own feelings on paper before I could delve into the creative 

writing realm.  

I learnt, though, that returning to carnival and reminding myself of all its 

features was the key to solving the problem I encountered with this 

particular conflict. Returning to the source material and having a sound 

understanding of carnival, and its possible modern-day manifestations, 

was key to successful creative writing. 

The routines of a high school are perfect opportunities for introducing 

carnival mayhem. In the same way that travelling carnivals injected 

life and vibrancy to the hard and often joyless lives of the medieval 

poor, turning school routines into disorderly and subversive occasions 

offers similar relief to the teachers submitting to the usual order and 
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pressure. Using carnival, there are opportunities to make the 

carnivalesque more overt, such as in ‘Staff Briefing’, or more covert, 

as in ‘The Parent/Teacher Evening’, by adopting a polyphonic 

narrative so that the de-crowning aspects are not outwardly voiced. 

 

Redrafting 

The earlier drafts of my stories had been too 'safe' for carnivalesque 

writing and so the redrafting process involved a constant revisiting of 

the identified carnivalesque features and then an audit of each 

creative piece against the carnivalesque criteria. At the same time, 

there needed to be an audit of each story's structure to ensure that a 

polyphonic narrative had been employed, where most effective for 

exhibiting carnival, and that the author/character relationship was 

evidently equal in power as a result of metafictional disruption 

(Waugh 1984). 

When considering the overall structure, it is obvious that the high 

school context is a dominant theme. This also presented another 

opportunity for disrupting not only the narrative style but also the 

genre itself. Although the finished creative artefact is a collection of 

short stories, by including some characters in two or more stories it 

blurs the lines between a short story structure and a novel structure. 

Some characters are contained within the short story, others have 

their stories continued, becoming more representative of how the 
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novel genre would treat their narratives through detailed character 

development and an extended timeline. This merging of genre 

boundaries further aligns with metafictional disruption and with 

Bakhtin's ideas of the ‘temporary suspension of all hierarchic 

distinctions and barriers’ (1984, p. 15). Consequently, the writing 

process, the content and the genre structure are guided and shaped by 

carnival. 

The choice to separate the stories into the terms of the school year was a 

deliberate one based on the content of the stories. Some are recognisable 

annual events from any school calendar and can only occur at specific 

times of the year. It was also a heuristic device to represent the ‘calm to 

chaos’ of the school year and to document how people’s responses build 

across that time. The stories are representations of how chaos gathers 

momentum and how relationships are tested under pressure. First Day 

represents a microcosm of the whole school year in one eventful day, 

hence its inclusion as the very first story. 

When redrafting, I revisited my stories and confirmed my earlier 

thoughts that the silencing of teachers was indeed a driving force and 

stimulus for the content of the stories. Many were borne of frustration 

with a system that expects so much from teachers without considering 

how to support them in a way to sustain the demands made.  

When considering my potential audience for the collection, I reflected on 

real-life experience again. Everyone has been a student in a school for 
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some part of his or her life. Everyone will remember a good teacher and 

everyone will always remember a bad teacher. My readers, consequently, 

will be able to relate to these stories and compare them to their own 

experiences of school whether it is as a student or as a teacher. 

I have had to be aware of self-censoring and the need to work against it 

constantly. The redrafting process has allowed me to strip away that 

censorship with each redraft, giving me the permission to be as 

revelatory as I dare. At the same time, I remain aware of my readers who 

have not had the opportunity to go through this process of standing back 

from particular situations and observing them analytically.  

The traditional meaning of the Polish proverb ‘Not my circus, not my 

monkeys’ is ‘not my problem’ and its role as the title of this thesis is to 

remind readers of how education is politicised and how problems are 

glossed over when ministerial decisions do not work as intended.  

These problems are passed on to the people who are working in the 

schools and who manage to carry out their jobs under increasing pressure 

and scrutiny. There are times when we as school leaders and teachers 

would love to be able to say ‘not my problem’ but that would mean 

causing disruption and negative outcomes for our students. Politicians 

know that those who enter the teaching profession are there because they 

care about young people. Teachers are browbeaten via the media, with 

articles accusing them of not being skilled or literate enough despite 

evidence to suggest otherwise (Fischetti, 2016, Riddle, 2015). Teachers, 
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in turn, have to follow all of the guidelines and policies handed down to 

them yet when the measures fail, and standardised tests do not improve, 

the teachers, rather than the policies or the policy-makers, are blamed.  

The politicians get to walk away from the circus and the monkeys. There 

are also close links between a circus scenario and aspects of carnival, and 

so the proverb is able to serve two purposes as my overall title. 

Despite some negative connotations regarding the title, my stories do not 

portray only the negative aspects of education - they also show the 

positive elements such as the mutually beneficial relationships fostered 

between teachers and students, and between colleagues. 

After reading ‘How the How: The Question of Form in Creative 

Scholarly Works’ (Rendle-Short 2015, p. 93), I reflected on the following 

quotation: ‘We must ask questions about whether or not the form we are 

adopting for our purposes is the best kind of vehicle to do the job about 

what it is we want to say.’ I asked myself why I chose short stories as the 

vehicle to explore my identity as a teacher. How would short stories 

reveal teacher experience? The form of short stories presents 

opportunities for many perspectives and scenarios. However, other forms 

of creative writing could possibly do the job just as well so why are short 

stories ‘the best kind of vehicle’ for what I'm doing? 

The crux of my writing is to examine how my voice as a teacher has been 

marginalised or silenced by people or by policy. As an autoethnographic 

piece, it is located within my experience but also has resonance for other 
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teachers. My decision to choose short stories over any other form is 

because of my personal relationship with this form of writing. It is a 

narrative style I have returned to time and time again and, for me, it is 

my weapon of choice in order to re-instate my voice. The short story is 

the genre I most enjoy creating as its structure is clearly defined. It must 

orient the reader. There has to be some form of climax and a form of 

resolution. And yet, the short story can still be innovative and 

unpredictable. It can pack a punch in a short space of time and requires 

less investment from a reader than a novel. In short, the short story is an 

echo of me and my personality. I like structure and clear organisation but 

I still want options. 

I also wanted to use the short story because of its ability to subvert 

expectation. Though short in length, its impact is never to be 

underestimated. Using this genre allows me to represent snapshots of 

experience that can be both connected and disconnected. In fact, the 

anthology is a paradox - all stories are connected by teacher experience 

and identity but they are also disconnected in that they represent different 

experiences at different points of my career.  

Not all of the stories use the more traditional framing of the short story 

genre. ‘Excuses for not doing homework’ and ‘Excuses for not coming to 

detention’ are open-ended texts that are reflective of the discourse 

environment in which teachers operate. Consequently, their inclusion 

plays a valuable role in representing teacher experience. 
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The act of creative writing serves as a therapeutic process and as a way to 

‘gain self-insight’ (Lengelle & Meijers 2014, p. 54) and the inclusion of 

carnival allows me, as a writer, to reflect my experience in a humorous 

way. 

My job has made me laugh. Despite conflicts encountered, my 

experiences have frequently been funny. I have been doubled over with 

laughter because of something a student has said. There has been so 

much laughter in my classrooms and consequently the direct contact with 

students has always been my favourite part of the job. Therefore, it 

would be highly inappropriate for my short stories to be serious and 

miserable. It would not be an honest reflection of my sum experiences. 

The element of laughter diffuses the tension. Carnival also maps 

perfectly across the social hierarchies inherent in schools. The grotesque 

elements appeal to me as I have always enjoyed sharing revolting stories 

with my students. I love celebrating the nasty, and sometimes taboo, 

subjects that polite society silences.  

Students also love toilet humour. They love disgusting stories. They love 

hearing grotesque descriptions again and again. I have a repertoire of 

disgusting stories that have been popular with both primary and 

secondary students throughout my teaching career. In fact, I used them as 

behaviour management strategies a number of times. At my last school in 

England, an all boys’ school, I used to 'reward' my students with a 

disgusting story if they had worked well during the lesson. It didn't 
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matter how many times I told them, the stories were still popular and 

often repeated upon request. 

A few years ago, some of the boys I had taught in England came to 

Australia as part of a rugby tour. They asked to see me at one of the local 

pubs and so I went along just to say a quick hello. As soon as I arrived, 

and after initial greetings, one of the boys, now a very tall young man, 

approached me and said, ‘Miss, tell us that story about...’ 

 



 421 

Autoethnography as the scholarly 

purpose 

‘Thorns on My Tongue’ by Malcolm Reed (2012) explores teacher 

experience through fiction and demonstrates how an autoethnographic 

approach to identity and experience through narrative is a vibrant 

growing field. Reed uses remnants from his experience to construct a 

whole story focussing on a classroom discussion. The point of this 

exercise, much like the focus of the lesson, is to teach through story. The 

dialogic aspects show how the answer to the classroom argument doesn’t 

necessarily become achieved. Instead, with constant contributions from 

the students, the original question is expanded and becomes something 

quite different.  There are links here with Bakhtin and dialogism in that 

some students simply want the answer. Others are willing to explore and 

have the courage to go where the discussion takes them without 

necessarily reaching a pre-determined conclusion.   

In their paper, ‘Both alike in dignity: A story’ (2013), Shann, Edwards, 

Pittard and Germantse acknowledge that writing stories  

 

[…] helps us grapple with complex issues; reading them widens our horizons. 

Fiction is not an escape from the world; it’s a reaching out to understand more 

(p. 23). 
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The authors give voice to a pre-service teacher and his mentor and the 

story effectively portrays how the same incidents are perceived quite 

differently by both characters. The pre-service teacher finds that ‘Writing 

helps. He feels put back together when he writes’ (p.30). 

 

An autoethnographic methodology meant that I could make my stories 

count. I could use them to show other teachers how I was reinstating my 

voice so that they could reclaim theirs. My purpose was to share stories 

about my teacher identity and experience to prompt reflection from 

others about their own identities as teachers and about their experiences 

in that role. Holman-Jones et al. (2013) offer the following descriptions 

to show the differences between biography and autoethnography: 

 

If an author writes to tell a story to illustrate a sad, joyful, or problematic 

experience but does not interrogate the nuances of this experience in light of 

general cultural phenomena and cultural practices, then the author writes 

autobiographically […] 

If an author experiences an epiphany, reflects on the nuances of that 

experience, writes to show how the aspects of experience illuminate more 

general cultural phenomena and/or to show how the experience works to 

diminish, silence, or deny certain people and stories, then the author writes 

autoethnographically (Holman-Jones et al. 2013, p.23). 

 

I believe that writing about my experiences is a way of showing the other 

members of my cultural group, i.e. teachers, what experiences in school 
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are like and how they can affect each person. The most obvious factor 

about the autoethnographic process is that I have been able to examine 

my identity as a teacher and to explore how it manifests itself across 

other parts of my life. The truth is that I thought my life as a teacher did 

not impact upon my personal life or influence personal decisions but I 

have now found that to be untrue.  

Essentially, this research is about disruption. As a creative writer, I 

originally wanted to believe that I could create something new that would 

be read with genuine interest and connect with each reader in a personal 

and unique way. As an undergraduate, Reader Response theory (Jefferson 

& Robey 1986, p.138) appealed to me as I was utterly convinced that two 

people would not have identical experiences when reading the same 

book. Indeed, many times we will read a book in our childhood and then 

discover that an adult reading of the same text does not elicit the same 

experience. All that has changed in the interim is the reader's experiences 

as he or she has aged. The text is unchanged – the words are the same 

and in the same sequence as before. This is the power of creative writing. 

One text can become myriad experiences, even for one reader. I believe 

the same is true for reflecting on one’s own experiences. What might 

have appeared to be fairly innocuous at the time takes on more 

significance when it is interrogated at a later stage. This has certainly 

been the case for me as I re-visit teaching experiences from my past and 

hold them up to scrutiny today. I can see how my voice was slowly 
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eroded over time but in an almost imperceptible way. I would like my 

stories to highlight this insidious marginalisation and raise teacher 

awareness of how they are forging their own identities and experiences. 

The validity of storytelling is supported by Parr, Bulfin, Castaldi, 

Griffiths and Manuel (2014) who say,  

[…] our participation in these kinds of dialogues helps us to better understand 

ourselves and our work as educators and teachers, and to better appreciate 

storytelling and narrative writing as rich forms of professional learning and 

inquiry into knowledge and practice (p. 136). 

 

In their work, Parr et al. analyse an assessment task in a pre-service 

teacher education course where students explore dialogic forms of 

critical autobiographical writing as part of an ongoing process of 

examining and clarifying their views and values about English teaching. 

They explore how a standardised approach to developing teachers 

positions the teacher as ‘an agentless functionary who is ‘developed’ by 

others’ (p.134). Such an approach does not account for cultural and 

contextual differences in schools or the teachers themselves, and 

completely disregards how ‘professional knowledge and professional 

practice are intensely social’ (p.135). 

When given the opportunity to reflect on their personal experience, the 

teachers’ writing is ‘a complex heteroglossic self, woven together from 

policy discourses, curriculum documents, memory, history, biography, 

genre – a universe of utterances’ (p. 135). 
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A criticism of autoethnography is that it can be perceived as self-

indulgent, but its purpose is to offer an insight into a personal experience 

or critical incident in order to assist others within the same cultural group 

and also to acknowledge or bear witness to particular struggles. In this 

way, the reading of my stories can be a way of sharing experience and 

sharing knowledge to promote social change by ‘[...] compelling readers 

to think about taken-for-granted cultural experiences in astonishing, 

unique, and often problematic ways and, further, to take new and 

different action in the world based on the insights generated by the 

research (Holman-Jones et al. 2013, p. 36). 

As the primary data source, I have a responsibility to the other members 

of my cultural group. Thinking about this made me question why I 

believed the medium of creative writing was the best way to do this. Why 

were short stories my preferred writing product? I believe this method 

allows me to expose difficult or anti-social aspects of being a teacher 

under the guise of fiction. As the creator of that fiction, I can manipulate 

aspects of the conflict in a way that wouldn't necessarily happen in real-

life. Also, stories have cultural significance for reinforcing and 

emphasising or disrupting social norms. The short story genre itself also 

allowed me to use a variety of voices, tenses and scenarios giving me 

more reasons why it suited my creative artefact. I wanted to be able to 

explore different perspectives of contemporary education and schools 
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and these establishments involve many people besides teachers, students, 

parents and administrative staff. 

My own role as an educational leader is also a significant part of my life. 

Even though I came to it reluctantly, at first, I soon realised it allowed me 

to drive those things I valued most. It also gave me an insight into 

competing and conflicting perspectives that always result in informing 

and broadening my scope of practice. 

My short story writing allows me to express those conflicting 

perspectives using different characters in a range of contexts. The 

truncated aspect of short stories best reflects those snapshots in time that 

are recognised as significant moments and which are recorded and 

reflected upon as part of the autoethnographic process. 

The argument for using post-structuralist creative writing as part of social 

comment and as a driver for social change is commented upon by 

Chawla who says, 

[...] poststructuralism proposes a subjectivity that is not the property of any one 

of us but that is precarious, always in process and reconstituted anew each time 

we speak or write within constantly shifting circuits of power and knowledge. 

This is a dynamic and continuous crafting of the self and of experience within 

particular historical and cultural conditions and within circulating textual 

assemblages (Chawla cited in Holman-Jones et al. 2013, p. 232). 

 

The ‘constantly shifting circuits of power and knowledge’ reflect 

systemic issues within teaching. Despite a clearly delineated hierarchy, 
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each local department is beholden to the state government and therefore 

has the potential to change its philosophy of education every four years.  

The comment about new knowledge reminded me of the constant barrage 

of new initiatives foisted upon teachers, some of which are knee-jerk 

reactions to perceived failures. New teachers, in particular, are expected 

to juggle all of this new knowledge when they are still establishing 

themselves as classroom practitioners. It is not surprising that many leave 

the profession within the first five years of teaching (Schaefer 2013). 

They haven't been allowed to build up any immunity or resilience to 

political power struggles at Federal or State levels, or at the school level 

itself. 

My writing is also my learning. The reading of my writing by others is a 

way of sharing my learning which in turn becomes theirs. If my writing 

concerns the process of learning how school incidents can unfold, then 

that is a valid reason to share it, especially with those who might then 

encounter similar events. By carnivalising my writing, I make it 

humorous or 'safe' and possibly unlikely to be reproduced exactly in real-

life. Nevertheless, its capacity for learning is not diminished by its 

fictional premise – rather it acts as a safety net, especially for newer 

teachers, and as a metaphorical reassuring pat on the arm. 

Carolyn Ellis (1992) makes the point that ‘Telling a personal story 

becomes a social process for making lived experience understandable 

and meaningful’ (pp.79-80). Later, she adds ‘Understanding is not 
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embedded in the experience as much as it is achieved through an ongoing 

and continuous experiencing of the experience (p.98). 

Some could criticise my writing as lampooning issues that should be 

taken seriously. Or it could be argued that the fictional framework 

compromises the veracity of school experience. Does it just become an 

expression of my coping mechanism? Will it be useful to anyone outside 

of education? I'd like to think that at a time when teachers are frequently 

vilified, my writing will be a testament to the pressured and conflicted 

environments in which teachers do their best. I'd like to think my writing 

could avert the current condemnatory social gaze and instead bring about 

a more considerate understanding of what teachers face every day and 

perhaps add another perspective to why so many leave the profession. 

Equally, it could give an insight into why some stay as the persistent 

thread of humour through the stories is non-confrontational and often 

represents collegiality and commitment. 

I am struck by how my work differs to the work I've read as part of my 

literature review and general doctoral reading. In all of the chapters of 

Holman-Jones et al. (2013), there is evidence of conflict and, very often, 

personal pain. My writing possesses an alternative focus and can be seen 

as a point of difference as it has been transformed by carnival and is 

therefore humorous. Even though the starting point has been borne of 

frustration about various aspects of being within the education system, its 

manifestation is very much distanced from any kind of negative or 
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melancholy feeling. Upon deeper reflection, I recognise carnival as being 

suited to my personality. I am naturally an introvert, most comfortable in 

my own company, but I am drawn to people who make me laugh. At 

work, in the staffroom, our default is to laugh at peculiar or hurtful 

comments from students, parents or colleagues. Laughter is part of our 

armour against stress and burn-out. 

I would suggest that if I were to present my stories as factual studies, 

they would create a depressing read, and that in itself would be a grossly 

inaccurate representation of my personal experience of teaching and of 

teaching in general. Some of my biggest belly-laughs have been with my 

high school students in the classroom. Adolescents can be monsters but 

they can also be some of the most razor-sharp and wittiest, sensitive 

human beings you would want to meet.  

In an age where certain aspects of the media do not hold back with public 

teacher bashing, graduate teachers enter the workforce despite knowing 

about the public scrutiny and public opinion commentary. And yet they 

still keep coming. Those of us who are in the classroom know that two 

days are never the same and that when you make those connections with 

young people, all of the negative aspects evaporate. The testament to this 

is how many of us keep notes, cards and letters from students and parents 

expressing their gratitude and appreciation for something we've done – 

sometimes for something we weren't even aware of. 



 430 

By sustaining a positive slant on my stories, I maintain an optimism that 

is actually more of a truer representation of teaching.  The fact is, there 

are more positive experiences than negative, and there are more 

dedicated and committed teachers than there are poor ones. 

Using carnival in tandem with autoethnography brings something new to 

the field of creative writing and blurs the boundaries between fiction and 

non-fiction. Carnival facilitates writing about personal experiences where 

an element of distance is required – not necessarily because of personal 

conflict or pain but for preserving anonymity when writing about 

institutionalised issues embedded in education. Both fiction and carnival 

give me the freedom to write about my practice without breaching the 

professional code of conduct that regulates my working life. Fiction and 

carnival give me a voice that is otherwise silenced for fear of disciplinary 

action or ethical compromise.    

Carnival facilitates freedom of expression – something pre-service 

teachers will not have. Teaching is full of constraints and 'don'ts' whereas 

carnivalesque writing unshackles the writer because its function is to 

celebrate the taboo and grotesque. Nothing is off limits. It allows me, the 

teacher as writer, to be the active participant of carnival. The arena of 

school occupies official culture but the creative writing process allows 

transformation into carnival culture. 

Using the parameters of carnival necessitates the use of comedy. 

Consequently, using carnival as a narrative framework could also 
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facilitate creative writing as a way of resolving conflict and reducing 

stress for new and experienced teachers.  This kind of writing allows the 

teacher to mock authority through the written word when it is not 

permitted in the course of a normal working day.  

In response to Clandinin and Connelly's Narrative Inquiry (2000), a 

particular section called ‘Being in the field’ (p.69) started me thinking 

about my own cultural experience and how it has informed my own 

career pathway and subsequent research. Why is it that I have been so 

ferociously keen to interrogate the gaps and silences of teachers? 

I am not overtly political but I have very strong views about a range of 

issues. Animal cruelty can transform me from being quiet and mild-

mannered into snarling, rage-fuelled violence ready to wreak revenge on 

the human perpetrator. My daily life is not one of being politically active. 

Yes, as a child I wrote a letter of complaint to a local MP when I 

discovered that baby seals were clubbed to death so that rich women 

could wear fur coats. Yes, I refused to wear a fur jacket my parents 

bought me when I was a child. Yes, I became a vegetarian after seeing a 

documentary about pigs being slaughtered. And yes, I graduated to being 

vegan once I learnt about the impact of commercial agricultural farming 

on the planet. Despite this, I am not at rallies brandishing a sign. I tend to 

keep my politics quiet – most of the time.  

Racism is another touch-paper topic for me as I bore the brunt of it as a 

young person growing up in England. I reacted to racist remarks in very 
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different ways to other family members. Whereas they brushed off racist 

'jokes', I had no problems in declaring the 'joke' offensive and didn't care 

if the company became uncomfortable. 

One of my past students in an Australian school made the mistake of 

calling me racist – it was in vogue at the time – and my normally calm 

persona evaporated in an instant. The student and the rest of the class 

were treated to a clear definition of the word 'racist', complete with 

examples. I shared personal experience of racism and by the end of my 

mini-lecture, the students were acutely aware of my attitude towards 

careless accusations of racism.  

I believe my cultural heritage is the key to my desire to reinstate 

marginalised or silenced voices. My mother was Spanish and my father 

was Indian, both patriarchal societies. Despite a multitude of differences, 

my parents shared key family beliefs. They maintained strong 

connections with their extended families, despite having separately 

moved and settled in England, and they both had strong views regarding 

the roles of children, specifically daughters. My mother came from a 

culture where the fathers and sons were waited on by the daughters. My 

father's culture was similar as only the females would ever be engaged in 

domestic work. These cultural beliefs were to be the source of significant 

clashes between my parents and me. As a child born and brought up in 

England, equality of the sexes was my schooling experience. 
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Growing up, I reacted rabidly to sexist attitudes or treatment and this 

created further cultural dissonance between my parents and me. When I 

first considered emigrating from England to another country, I had 

considered Spain as an easy choice. I thought that the opportunity to 

learn a new language and experience a new culture would be a valuable 

experience for my four children. Once I began thinking more deeply 

about what our everyday life would be like in Spain, I realised that I was 

not prepared to subject my two daughters to a culture that was still sexist. 

I have brought my daughters up to believe they can achieve anything 

they want as long as they work for it, and that their gender is not an 

obstacle. I did not want my daughters’ voices to be marginalised or 

silenced and so Spain was crossed off the list and Australia took its place.   

These experiences have clearly fostered an internal alarm that gets set off 

whenever I encounter unreasonable expectations or silencing. At the 

beginning of a teaching career, the new teacher is caught up in so many 

new routines, expectations and regulations that there is not much time to 

think, let alone evaluate how well one’s voice is heard amongst the 

clamour of the whole teaching profession. As the years pass, and wave 

after wave of new policies and initiatives threaten to pull the teacher 

under, there comes an awareness that failure to keep up or even adopt the 

latest educational 'cure-all' can result in a withdrawal of support from 

colleagues, school and the educational authority. 
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Michael Dyson (2007) talks about his choice to use autoethnography as 

his research approach and says, ‘In recognising that I was a subject and 

an object of the research I realised that at the same time I was and could 

be both an insider and an outsider within the culture that I was 

investigating’ (p. 34). This idea of being two things at the same time 

highlights parallels between autoethnography and carnival where there is 

no such thing as separate arenas for official versus carnival spheres. 

Marc Zimmerman (1995) talks about literary testimonio involving a 

narrative voice which is  

[…] that of a typical or extraordinary witness or protagonist who 

metonymically represents other individuals or groups that have lived through 

other similar situations or the circumstances which induce them. By virtue of 

its collective representativeness, testimonio is overtly or not, an intertextual 

dialogue of voices, reproducing but also creatively reordering historical events 

in a way which impresses as representative and true and which projects a 

vision of life and society in need of transformation (Zimmerman 1995, p.12, 

cited in Reed-Danahay 1997, pp. 22-23). 

 

I can see the connection here to my writing as I have used a range of 

voices, including first person, in order to narrate experiences that aren't 

necessarily my own. Despite them not all being my personal experiences, 

what I project is a representation of behaviour and attitudes that a real-

life role would not permit. It is, therefore, escapist writing and, at the 

same time, a literary protest to the constraints of educational official 

culture.  I also write as an insider and expose issues of educational 
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politics, interpersonal relationships between staff, staff and parents, and 

staff and students in the hope that my stories can elicit a personal 

transformation in the reader. 

In her paper, ‘"I Can See You": an auto ethnography of my teacher-

student self’, E de Souza Vasconcelos writes about how her 

experiences as a student and as a teacher have informed her pedagogy 

and philosophy as a teacher. She says, 

Autoethnography thus turns the autobiography or memoir genre into a 

method for conducting and displaying research. Here the emphasis is on 

the self-interrogation of the sociocultural processes of identity 

construction that have led the researcher to this point in her identity 

formation (2011, p. 417). 

 

She validates her work by explaining how her personal interrogation, 

and the sharing of her findings, will be relevant to other students and 

teachers - that there will be resonance with their own memories and 

experiences. She talks about a lesson that she felt went really well 

only to find out that one of the students thought the lesson was no 

good and that she wasn't a very good teacher. The revelation 

astounded her but, after reflection, she realised she had ‘missed the 

dialogical perspective’ (p. 426). This necessity for dialogism is 

another parallel with carnival in that the vibrancy of experience is 

facilitated by many voices. Not only that, the voices must be heard. In 

this lesson, the author was clearly the person in authority and her 
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students were silenced. When she re-taught the lesson with a more 

dialogic approach, where her students had equality, power and were 

listened to, the outcome was far more successful.  

Vasconcelos also shares an experience with a student who has missed 

a test. The author confesses to her student that she herself missed a 

test in her youth and the shared experience quickly dissolves the 

student's anxiety. Vasconcelos acknowledges that she is ‘as 

vulnerable and unfinished as you are’ (p. 427). 

The concept of being 'unfinished' is a feature of carnival aligned to 

'grotesque'. What both ideas show is the very human feature of 

fallibility.  In carnival, the unfinished or grotesque is celebrated whereas 

in non-carnival times it is regarded as weakness and a source of being 

silenced. There is a direct connection in acknowledging weaknesses and 

imperfection with creating harmony and equality. For Bakhtin, the 

grotesque was primarily related to the body whereas for Vasconcelos 

(2011) the idea of 'unfinished' is not necessarily tied to just the physical. 

It relates to the personality and attitude of the person. 

Celebrating the ‘unfinished’ in an educational environment is not the 

norm. I write about the things in school that nobody wants to talk about 

because some of it is taboo. The creative writing perspective gives me the 

licence to explore these themes without censure. My writing about 

teacher experience is protected by the medium of creative writing and 

can be laughed about in exactly the same way that rules could be 
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transgressed during carnival. As the author, and as a teacher, I am an 

active participant in both arenas. The lines are blurred, just like in 

carnival. The multiple perspectives are part of the past, present and future 

– showing me at different points of time during my teaching career.  

For me, this process has raised personal awareness of my purpose and 

audience when writing. The Bakhtin framework of carnival has helped to 

govern the content but the methodology of autoethnography has ensured 

that the content, though carnivalesque, remains relevant for my intended 

audience. My purpose has been clearly defined by the requirements of 

autoethnography in that other teachers will learn from my learning. 

Using carnival has made me more confident about challenging situations 

when I believe teachers are being silenced. I have also reflected on my 

practice as a manager so I'm aware of making decisions based on 

collaborative input. 

These stories originate from my personal experience, yet so much of 

what happens in school isn't revealed beyond school networks. Issues of 

confidentiality prevent teachers from sharing these experiences outside of 

work and with non-teachers. Some experiences are so outlandish that no-

one would believe them anyway. It does not help that teachers are not 

necessarily always held in high respect by the media and society. 

Newspaper headlines provide quick criticism, and non-teachers perceive 

the working day to be 9-3 with undeserved extended holidays. In these 

circumstances, a complaining teacher will not get much sympathy. There 
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is a perception that teachers are lazy and that they are whiners. My 

stories show teachers as normal people with normal everyday things 

happening in their personal lives. They still have to have dental 

appointments, breast scans and endure the grief of bereavement.  I am 

offering inside knowledge about the workings of a school environment 

on a day to day and across the year basis. 

Currently, schools are becoming more like business models and 

quantitative data is a driving force for improvements (Hargreaves & 

Fullan 2013, p. 36). However, I would argue that the success of a school 

relies on its social capital and its relationships. Social capital and 

relationships cannot be measured effectively by quantitative data because 

quantitative data silences the source. Consequently, qualitative data is 

essential for re-establishing those voices and allowing individuals to be 

acknowledged and valued. Holman-Jones et al. (2013) acknowledge that 

‘The use of qualitative research methods, particularly narrative and 

storytelling, are crucial ways of knowing for some populations (p. 31).  

Teachers and students have good days and bad days which can be 

captured as qualitative data but not quantitative - which is the inherent 

problem with standardised testing. My experiences are qualitative data 

and so cannot be measured by the same standards schools want us to 

measure our students’ achievements. What this has taught me is that my 

short stories have a clear purpose and are meaningful for those who share 

my professional sphere. On a more superficial level, they are amusing 
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stories for any reader. For readers who are teachers, I hope that they will 

recognise parts of themselves in the stories and know that what they are 

experiencing is not isolated. They will see validation of themselves in my 

words and a recognition of who they are as teachers and as people. For 

other readers, I hope they will discover that teachers are people first and 

not robots tied to meeting specific educational or academic results. 
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My Circus, My Monkeys 

 

My role as a teacher allows me to examine the cultural expectations of 

teachers across society and to identify the gaps and silences within 

teaching as an insider (Dyson 2007, p. 39). My writing has become a 

device enabling the disruption of social norms and expectations of 

teachers and offering alternative responses that would never be allowed 

or condoned in real-life.  The teachers in my stories are allowed to deal 

with conflict without censure as the characters are not governed by codes 

of conduct and are therefore not at risk of reprimand or of losing their 

jobs. Most importantly, though, by carnivalising conflict, and introducing 

the mandatory ingredient of laughter, I have found a beneficial purpose 

for my own conflict as seeing the episodes on paper, transformed by 

laughter and frequently grotesque elements, they are no longer causes of 

concern as they have been neutralised by carnival. The creative process 

has made the taboo acceptable and allowed me the freedom to explore 

difficult situations. Furthermore, by using creative writing I have 

developed skills to establish my identity and to manage conflict in my 

working life. 

Teachers are the first in line for blame when school, or even societal, 

results do not meet expectations. Many parenting jobs, and other 

important aspects of social role-modelling, are foisted upon teachers who 
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are then tested to ensure they are good enough. I do not dispute the 

importance of assessing performance but there needs to be an 

acknowledgement of systemic failures such as an outdated education 

structure and an outdated curriculum. My experience in both England 

and Australia has shown me it is easier to criticise the teachers instead of  

the system.  

Further reflection on conflict in schools, and particularly in my own 

experience, led me to the conclusion that being a teacher in a school full 

of conflict or systemic issues is akin to being in a mentally abusive 

relationship. After time, your confidence is eroded and you feel like it is 

easier to stay than to break free and start again somewhere new. 

Similarly, when you eventually do break free, the relief is mentally and 

physically evident.  

It is no wonder there is a current global problem with retaining teachers, 

especially within the first few years after they have qualified (Schaefer 

2013). My stories are a way of providing scenarios so that new teachers 

won't be as shocked or horrified if something similar happens in their 

classrooms. The scenarios themselves explore the kinds of situations that 

teachers find themselves in and are a way of introducing pre-service 

teachers to the emotional labour and body-work that is often invisible 

during pre-service training. 

My doctoral research has had an enormous impact on my current 

practice. I have a more thorough understanding of how corrosive conflict 
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can be in the workplace and how educational change needs to be 

managed more effectively. As I am in a leadership role at my school, I 

have the ability to incorporate my new learning into how I line-manage 

Heads of Department. I have learnt not to be terrified of conflict but to be 

alert to it and to use evidence-based strategies to turn conflict into 

something positive that allows teachers to have their say in a non-

judgmental environment.  

In her book Wired for Story (2012), Lisa Cron writes, 

Writers can change the way people think simply by giving them a glimpse of 

life through their character's eyes. They can transport readers to places they've 

never been, catapult them into situations they've only dreamed of, and reveal 

subtle universal truths that just might alter their entire perception of reality (p. 

2). 

 

Later Cron says, ‘Stories allow us to simulate intense experiences 

without actually having to live through them’ (p. 9). The stories I have 

written contain the kinds of 'intense experiences' I hope no teacher ever 

encounters but the reality is that my fictionalised encounters are based on 

truthful events which have been carnivalised for humour. 

Cron validates the use of creative writing as a way to navigate life 

experiences which in turn shape identity. I would also argue that creative 

writing is a valid vehicle for academic research and professional 

learning. When combined with an autoethnographic methodology, 

creative writing fosters a rigorous process of self-reflection. Wood (2012) 
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says that ‘The kind of academic research that is needed in the 21st 

century is a collective activity that requires imagination, self-reflexivity, 

empathetic awareness, ingenuity, resourcefulness, adaptability, clarity, 

insight, rationality, passion, scepticism and perceptiveness’ (p.14). All of 

these qualities are embedded in the creative process I have used to 

examine my identity as a teacher and to share my findings. 

 

I would like to see my work extended further as a tool for assisting new 

and practising teachers. I believe Bakhtin’s carnival is a valuable 

narrative framework for diffusing conflict and I believe it could be 

introduced as a creative writing exercise in teacher-training programs and 

in schools. I know how its application, together with an autoethnographic 

methodology, has helped me to reflect on my identity and experiences 

and I believe others could also benefit from the same process. Reflective 

writing has already been acknowledged as a powerful teaching tool for 

practising teachers with a view to changing their perceptions from 

writing as a product to writing as ‘an educational process or method of 

inquiry with the potential to transform, re-engage and foster creative and 

critical thinking’ (Done et al. 2011, p. 391). I would argue that creative 

writing would also be a beneficial tool for exploring teaching experiences 

and opening dialogue in either teacher-training courses or in mentoring 

relationships. Using carnival as a narrative framework can be an 

alternative way of exploring how teachers deal with those ‘unspeakable’ 
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situations and how they can de-personalise a highly emotionally charged 

environment. I would also argue that this kind of writing would be a 

valid form of ongoing professional development targeting teachers at any 

stage of their careers. 

In my introduction, I mentioned the activity I used to set my Year 12 

students where they had to analyse the range of influences across their 

lives so they could identify how their identities had evolved and how 

they would continue to evolve. This has been my experience and even 

though I was always aware of how I would and could change for the 

duration of my life, I have been surprised at the extent of influence this 

doctoral process has had on me as a person and as a teacher. I am still 

unsure of where my identity as a person starts and where my identity as a 

teacher begins. I cannot pinpoint any values that pertain specifically to 

my role as a teacher or to my role as an ordinary citizen. There is scope, I 

believe, to take my research further and question other teachers about 

their identity but it is not within the scope of this exegesis to speculate on 

the outcomes. For now, reading the short stories becomes a virtual 

collaboration between the author and an audience, and one that I hope 

will encourage others to use creative writing as a way to re-establish their 

voices in the teaching profession and beyond. 

My role as a teacher is inseparable from who I am outside of school 

hours. Indeed, the need to share my experience with others, through this 

creative artefact, is another example of my desire to share knowledge and 
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learning. Despite my initial intention to undertake this doctoral program 

as a purely personal and selfish exercise, it soon lost its soul because it 

was premised on ill-feeling and discontent with my job. I was buried in 

unresolved conflict and was left pursuing something that no longer 

fascinated me. It was not until I encountered autoethnography as a 

methodology that the whole study instantly became more meaningful and 

purposeful. The creative process of this doctoral program has shown me 

how I can use what I have learnt to re-focus my teaching and leadership 

practice to support teachers who are encountering conflict and who may 

even be considering leaving the profession as I did. 

Without this cathartic experience and exploration, I may not have 

realised that teaching is actually the perfect job for me after all. I know 

that I still have much to give to this profession and I have a renewed 

vigour and enthusiasm for my leadership role. I no longer resent the 

inability to separate my identity as a teacher from my personal identity 

and I now see the blurring as a positive aspect of my overall personality. 

Just as carnival cannot be neatly segmented into binary opposition, 

neither can my identity. I am a teacher. 
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