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ABOUT THE BOOK

Jocelyn Moorhouse has a successful career as a gifted scriptwriter and film director, as well as a maintaining a marriage and a family of four children. How did she do it? Her memoir is a moving story of growing up with adoring parents and siblings. She knew early on that she wanted to be a filmmaker, and her dreams were encouraged by her family and by her teachers.

Meeting P.J. Hogan, becoming parents and filmmakers together was a turning point. But when they discovered that two of their children were autistic, Jocelyn’s life turned upside down. In Unconditional Love, she talks from the heart, with humour and intelligence, about her fears for her children, the highs and lows in her international career, about Hollywood and home, and about her love for what she does best—filmmaking and motherhood.
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Introduction

In the end, we’ll all become stories.

MARGARET ATWOOD

My mother had a big green typewriter. It sat on our dining-room table, along with piles of notes and typewritten pages. We kids were all told not to touch these pages, because Mummy had a system we were not to disrupt. The machine had a little bell that pinged when the carriage reached the edge of the paper. This was a cue for Mum to swipe a silver lever that would shift the page up and slide the carriage back to its starting position. Then she would start typing the next line, the keys clickety-clacking at a furious pace.

Mum was always writing something: letters, stories, even radio plays. Sometimes, when I was a teenager, Mum would show me poems she had written about me, but I would cringe. I was still childish enough to feel awkward about my mother’s overflowing emotions. I loved the fact that she loved me, but that knowledge wasn’t new. Now I want to slap myself for being so ungrateful. Mum stopped showing me her poems, but she never stopped writing them. After she died, I found boxes and boxes of her writing, including over a hundred poems about her children.

Now, here I am, writing a book that I hope my children will read one day. I want to write about being a mother, and raising four extraordinary children. Being their parent is like having an intense love affair with four people at the same time. And I want to write about making movies and writing screenplays.

I come from a long line of storytellers. My mother’s grandfather, Denis Tobin, could not read or write, but he would gather his grandchildren around him at the end of each day, and fill their heads with marvellous stories. The best stories were the ones from when Denis was a child on his family’s sheep station. He would have to sleep outside overnight to protect the family’s precious flock from the dingoes. One night he got so cold he decided to grab a sheep to keep warm. The ensuing wrestling match between boy and sheep was so wild that the entire flock fled in terror into the forest. Mum used to tell that story, and many others, to my older brother Greg, my younger sister Kathy and me, carrying on the tradition and keeping us enthralled for hours.

We all carry stories in us. The stories our loved ones share with us about their lives give us clues to who they really are. I was afraid I would never have any stories to tell when I grew up. ‘Nothing has happened to me,’ I complained to Mum.

‘Don’t worry, Jossy,’ she reassured me. ‘When you grow up, things will happen that you can turn into stories.’

It’s true. A lot of things have happened, and I do have stories to tell.

By the age of eighteen, I loved photography, music and storytelling with an obsessive passion. That’s when it dawned on me that filmmaking could be a wonderful way for me to combine all my passions. It felt like a piece in the puzzle had dropped into place—this will be my life.

At twenty-three I fell in love with another young filmmaker, P.J. Hogan. Five years later we married. We had a baby boy, made some movies together in Australia, and got invited to make movies in Los Angeles. Hollywood! The real thing! Palm trees, beaches, glittering premieres. We lived in the USA for fifteen years. During that time, three more children were born. So many dreams came true, while others came crashing down. Two of our four kids are autistic. Our family shifted into what felt like a parallel universe. Everything looked the same, but life had altered irrevocably. Filmmaking took a back seat while we searched for a cure for autism.

We never found one. And that’s okay. What began as a quest to help our kids be ‘normal’ evolved into a journey of acceptance, understanding and love. That’s the story I want to tell.
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Love involves a peculiar unfathomable combination of understanding and misunderstanding.

DIANE ARBUS

In addition to being a writer, Mum was a shutterbug. She was the daughter of a professional photographer. She always had a camera with her. Her love of images must have been in her blood. And she passed it on to me. She taught me how to use my first still camera. Then she taught me how to use her Super 8 movie camera, and how to edit the footage. It’s all her fault I became a film director.

My parents were completely in love for their entire sixty-year marriage. They wrote to each other whenever they were apart. Their letters were love letters, funny and warm. My mother also kept diaries. In all, I have found thousands of pages of her writing.

Jack Moorhouse and Denice Tobin-Wood met on a tennis court in Melbourne in 1950. Dad and his best pal, David, were playing doubles with David’s girlfriend Dierdre. She had brought along a friend from work, Denice, a teller at the Union Bank. Dad loved to tell the story of how, every time Denice hit the tennis ball, the exertion would cause her undies to slip down a little.

‘The elastic was loose!’ Mum would always shout when he got to this part of the story.

Jack, a handsome young accountant, couldn’t help noticing Denice constantly hitching up her undies under her tennis dress. He thought it was undignified and completely adorable. Denice was an outgoing country girl, a bit of a tomboy, with her black curls cut short, and a beautiful smile. Jack was a shy boy from Middle Park who was very smart. They were immediately smitten. They used to go to the St Kilda Town Hall and dance to local bands playing hits by Perry Como and Bing Crosby. When rock-and-roll arrived in the mid 1950s, they embraced it and became mad twisters!

They married in 1951. She was only twenty; he was twenty-six. He used to lovingly refer to her as his ‘child bride’, even when she was in her seventies. Jack was conservative, straight-laced. Denice was spontaneous, adventurous.

For their honeymoon, Jack and Denice spent one night in the Blue Mountains, then drove, with their best man David, all the way back to Melbourne so Jack could return to his job at the Union Bank. They managed to buy a small weatherboard house in Croydon, then an outer suburb on the edge of the bush, and lived there with hardly any furniture, completely happy. It took them a while to conceive. Eventually, my brother Greg was born in 1957. He had black curls and impossibly long eyelashes. I was born in 1960, and eighteen months later came my baby sister Kathy.
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Denice had been born during the Great Depression. Her father, Archibald Virtue Gilmour Wood (what a name!), was a journalist and photographer, born and raised in Brooklyn, on the Hawkesbury River. Her mother, Mary ‘Mid’ Tobin, was a seamstress, the daughter of Bathurst sheep farmers. Mid was twenty-nine, working for her dressmaking aunt in Darlinghurst, when she met Archie, ten years younger than her. A fan of fashion, Mid had chopped off her waist-length hair into a sleek bob and embraced the life of a flapper, as had her sisters Lou and Alma. Her other sister, Nellie, was studying music at the Conservatorium in Sydney. Besotted with Mid, Archie married her in 1926, when he was twenty. They decided to merge their last names to create a new surname for them both, Tobin-Wood.

Secure work was hard to come by, and the young couple moved home many times in the 1930s. When no jobs could be found, they stayed at Taberatong, the Tobin family sheep station. Soon they had two children to look after, Denice and her younger brother, Hunter Raleigh Tobin-Wood (another magnificent name). At one time Archie worked on a ship, shovelling coal into the boiler, and would send money home. He was slight of build and the work was exhausting, but times were desperate.

By 1939 the Tobin-Woods were back at Taberatong. Too proud to sleep in the main house, Archie built a bark hut half a mile away, and the little family slept there. He strung up hammocks for the kids, and built a proper bed for Mid and himself out of saplings and bark, three feet off the dirt floor. Mum always laughed when she recollected the two large goannas who would park themselves below the kids’ hammocks in the early mornings. I don’t know how my Grandma put up with it, but she knew it was important for Archie to feel like he was providing for his family. Every day he would walk to nearby Sofala, an old gold-rush town, and pan for alluvial gold in the Turon River. Sometimes he would catch rabbits or kangaroos for meat, and sell the skins.

Archie did allow Mid and the children to take their meals with their grandparents. My Uncle Hunter remembers sitting at the large Taberatong dining table for lunch, when Archie entered the room and announced he had joined the army. It was December 1939. Only three months earlier, Australia had joined England in declaring war on Germany. Hunter’s mother and aunts burst into hysterical tears. His only thought as a five-year-old was, ‘Well, this will delay lunch even longer now!’ Desperate for a reliable income, Archie had chosen to become a soldier for the steady wage it ensured.

Archie was away from home for most of World War Two. He served in the Middle East, and one of the many boxes of photographs my mother kept safe all her life contains pictures he took in Egypt. One tiny snapshot shows some Australian soldiers dwarfed by the great pyramids. Archie soon became an officer and by the time he left the army in 1945, he was a major with a handful of medals, which he brought home to Sydney. He also brought back a German bayonet, a jar of desert sand (with a dead scarab beetle in it) and an empty German mortar shell. Grandma Wood used to let me polish the shell with Brasso. I used to stare at the scarab beetle in the jar for hours, imagining I was in the deserts of Egypt. The grains seemed much coarser than Australian sand.

[image: image]

Archie arrived home to a daughter and son in their early teens who barely remembered him. Mum always said it was a difficult adjustment for the family. She had grown up at Taberatong. It had been an idyllic six years in the country, with beloved grandparents, all the grandchildren, and their mothers—Mid, Lou, Alma, Pat and Nellie—together, like something out of Hope and Glory, the John Boorman movie about life during the London Blitz.

The Tobin-Wood family moved back to Sydney. Archie was now an angry man, who drank and gambled and fought with his wife and daughter. He was obsessed with table manners and would hit the backs of Denice’s and Hunter’s fingers if they used the wrong cutlery at lunch. He was full of contradictions. He made his daughter a diary for her thirteenth birthday. Every page featured a different watercolour illustration of a wildflower. She loved it and it became her treasured personal diary. One night, when his friends were over, Archie wanted to show the book to the grown-ups, so they could see his handpainted illustrations. Denice was embarrassed to bring it out because it was filled with her personal writing. He insisted she bring the diary to him. When she did, he began to read it aloud to the guests—her secret thoughts. They all laughed. Mum never forgave him for humiliating her.

Archie died in 1969 from mouth cancer. He was sixty-three. He had been a chain-smoker his whole life. I was nine when he died, so I only have a few memories of him. The Archie I remember was a funny man who did magic tricks for his grandkids, and who always hid Cadbury Cherry Ripe chocolate bars up his sleeve for us to find. I remember his box of round poker chips, some red, some white. I remember a set of tiny porcelain elves and the little display case Archie made to present them to me as a birthday present. Glass walls and a green-velvet floor. The case broke years ago. I still have one elf, missing an arm.

Years after he died, Greg, Kathy and I used to play with Archie’s old photographic equipment, which was stored in Grandma’s dusty garage. I remember the glass negatives stacked willy-nilly and the old studio camera. It was large with cardboard bellows that slid in and out, open and shut, moving the lens back and forth. We thought it was a mysterious and magical object. We played with it so much we eventually tore holes in the bellows. I feel pangs of guilt at how roughly we played with those irreplaceable items.

Mid was grief-stricken at losing her Archie so young. She had always assumed, because she was ten years older, that she would die before him. They had fought like cat and dog (about politics, religion, money) and she loved him ferociously. I can remember hearing Grandma Wood talking to someone on the phone soon after Archie’s death. I was lying on her couch, my usual spot when I was sick, when she said to her friend, ‘I’ve had enough life. I am ready to die now.’

Terrified she was about to die on the spot, I jumped off the couch and ran to her. ‘Don’t you want to see me grow up?’ I cried.

Both of my grandmas became widows in the late 1960s. Each weekend would be devoted to spending time with them. On Saturday, it was Grandma Wood’s house in outer-suburban Ringwood, where we were allowed to roam free and explore. Mid would create an extravagant afternoon tea for us every time we came. She would bake an apple pie for Greg, a pavlova for Kathy, and a cheesecake for me. Every Saturday!

On Sunday, it was Grandma Moorhouse’s house in inner-suburban Middle Park. Grandma Moorhouse did not bake. She lived in a small, dark terrace house, the same house where my father and his brother Ted had grown up. Sometimes Peg would play hymns on the piano for us, but mostly she would sit with Mum and Dad. She missed her husband, Joss. (I was named after my grandpa, Joshua Moorhouse.) Grandpa Joss had died unexpectedly at the age of sixty-five. He had gone to fetch some pills from the bedroom for Peg and had never come back. She found him sprawled across their double bed. His heart had stopped. The night it happened, Mum woke Kathy, Greg and me from our beds to tell us our Dad had lost his father. We saw him crying for the first time in our lives and were frightened.

I only have sweet memories of Grandpa Moorhouse, a quiet bear of a man who exuded gentleness. Grandma Moorhouse, however, always seemed so sad and bitter. It was understood that children got on her nerves. Greg, Kathy and I would be herded into the piano room and told not to touch anything. The room was full of small porcelain ornaments, milkmaids and praying angels. There were also teapots shaped like houses. I loved those. I always imagined fairies were living inside them. I also loved her little crystal chandelier, a mantle lustre, which sat on the windowsill to catch the light. Sometimes it would reflect miniature rainbows onto the silent walls.

We three grandkids would listen to the old clock ticking away. When it chimed four o’clock, we knew we would be going home soon. It was always a relief. We never knew what to say to Grandma Moorhouse. We always felt uncomfortable around her. I now realise this was because Mum did not get along with her at all. She blamed her in some way for not loving our Dad enough as a boy. We didn’t know what Mum meant, and Dad never enlightened us.

Peg died in 1973. Two years later, in November 1975, Gough Whitlam was dismissed as Prime Minister of Australia by the Governor-General, Sir John Kerr. Mid, a staunch Labor voter, was so incensed at this outrage that she had a massive stroke. She died a few weeks later on December 7th.
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It is the power of memory that gives rise to the power of imagination.

AKIRA KUROSAWA

Images have always fascinated me. At a very young age, I would watch dust motes drifting around my room, illuminated by a shaft of light. At other times, I would half close my eyes to see the prisms of light distorted by the moisture in my eyes. I could do this for hours, enjoying the kaleidoscopic shapes and colours. My earliest memories are vividly coloured, and imbued with emotional resonance. I can still retrieve images from when I was a child, even from when I was a toddler. My shoes. They are dark-brown leather, and sit neatly together on my red-stockinged feet. I am in a stroller. I love the feeling of the wheels on the footpath beneath me. My favourite bit is when the stroller is lifted up and back when we come to the kerb. The cement path rolls away beneath me. I am safe and happy.

Now I am in Daddy’s arms. He wears a white shirt. I can feel his warm chest through the thin fabric. Men’s voices. We are at a bar, a counter. I see leering grins; I smell beer and tobacco up close. These are Daddy’s friends. I don’t like them. Their voices are too low, too loud. The only man I like is Daddy. He has blue eyes.

Soft light and shadows. I am sinking into a puffy bed. My mum strokes my forehead, the way I like it at bedtime. She sings the same songs she always sings, ‘Mexicali Rose’, ‘You Are My Sunshine’ and ‘Tea for Two’, and recites the prayers ‘God Bless’ and ‘The Lord’s Prayer’. Then she goes into Greg’s room and sings the same songs, recites the same prayers. I like hearing it all twice.

Pastel green, a kitchen wall. Morning light. I am in a highchair. I see Greg with his curly hair below me at the small Formica kitchen table. Steel trims in ripples around the sides of the table. Daddy standing there, looking lost. He has made us cocoa, but we have rejected it. It is not how Mummy makes it. He has failed in his attempt to be Mummy. He seems perplexed. Now another image: Mummy arriving home, at last, from somewhere. She has a bundle of pale cloth in her arms. She walks past me and doesn’t notice me. I see her legs. I love them. Dark shoes. Pantyhose. My brother on a dark-red trike. The back door slides open into the kitchen. I follow. The bundle is my baby sister, Kathy. She is important.

These images stayed with me, settled into my mind and became a part of my emotional DNA, in the same way that scents can, and certain tactile sensations, and especially songs. Like songs, certain images created intense emotions. I collected them and carried them with me all my life.

I remember being in line with my mother for the cash register at the supermarket. I was still small enough to fit in the kiddy seat at the front of the shopping trolley. In the line next to us there was a woman about the same age as my mother. Her face was pale, thin. She was staring into the middle distance and her expression was full of pain. My mother noticed I was peering at the stranger. She looked at the woman, then back at me.

As we got to our station wagon in the car park, I asked my mother, ‘Why did that woman look so sad?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Mum, lifting me into the back seat. ‘She’s tired. Hates grocery shopping.’

‘No. She was sad,’ I insisted. I couldn’t get her expression out of my head. The memory of her upset me. My mother explained that what I had seen on her face was a small moment in her day. Forgotten already. I had to try to forget it too. But I never did. I can still see her.

I also remember what I saw from my back seat in the station wagon. We were stuck in traffic on Alexander Avenue, not far from Melbourne’s Royal Botanic Gardens. I looked out my window and saw a woman sitting behind her steering wheel, sobbing violently, tears streaming down her face. Just as I was about to ask my mother why she thought the woman in the next car was crying so hard, the traffic moved and we drove ahead.

Years later, on more than one occasion, I would become that woman crying in her car. Crying hard about something, in the middle of traffic. Maybe a little girl glanced out her window and saw me, and wondered why.

Landscapes have emotional power over me. And gardens. Houses too, especially the house I lived in during my adolescence. In my dreams and memories, I can walk into each room of that house, and remember all the emotions I felt in each one. But other houses and buildings have visceral, unpleasant effects on me. I cannot wait to leave them.

When artists create pictures, it is because they feel a strong emotion about a particular image and want to preserve it. It’s the same for me when I compose a shot through a movie-camera lens. By making films I have learned that images can tell a story. Words are not always necessary. Our brains begin to understand the world before we can speak.

In 1964, when I was three and a half, our family moved from damp and chilly Melbourne to hot and humid Papua New Guinea, a hundred and fifty kilometres north of Australia’s Cape York, across the Torres Strait. My dad’s career was the reason for our abrupt shift from suburbia to the steamy jungle. An accountant who worked for the ANZ Bank, he took a promotion to become a bank manager in the coastal town of Lae, where we stayed for three years.

I have vague memories of the plane trip from Melbourne to PNG. My grandmother Mid had made matching travelling outfits for Greg, Kathy and me. The fabric was stiff and itchy. We had to change planes in Brisbane. We sang ‘Happy Birthday’ to our mum in the airport cafeteria. She was turning thirty-two. The Kodachrome colour slides show a pretty young woman with curly black hair. She is wearing hoop earrings and holds aloft a cigarette in a fancy holder. Six-year-old Greg is jumping around, peering out the windows, while Dad is barking at him to sit down and behave. Greg inherited Mum’s hair, and with his dark-brown eyes and olive skin he could have been an Italian waif.

From Brisbane we flew in a small cargo plane. I remember holding on to some rigging. We kids had a great time. It was thrilling to be up among the clouds for the first time in our lives. Mum seemed tense. Up until now she had been raising her children in a brick-veneer suburban home; she had no idea what to expect in the jungle. She was a brave woman, devoted to my father, and would have followed him anywhere.

Lae turned out to be a bustling port town, filled with expats from Australia, the USA and Germany. We soon settled into our airy house on Coronation Drive. It was blue, built on stilts, full of louvre windows and ceiling fans. The garden was lush and a vivid green. There were frangipani trees and lizards and exotic birds. Everything about our new life was radically different. Gone were the high wooden fences around suburban blocks; now jungle surrounded us and steamy mountains rose in the distance. The air was thick and moist. Even the daily rain showers were warm.

The bank paid our rent and provided two servants, Malalek and Bebe, who lived in a two-roomed cement hut in our large backyard. Mum did not have to do any housework. Now that she was a bank manager’s wife, she had to attend endless social events and host frequent parties for visiting bank officials and other expatriates. She took to this glamorous life like a duck to water, and was delighted to have free time in which she could write again. Bebe was our nanny. Malalek did all the domestic work. He was called a ‘house boy’ even though he was in his thirties. Every day he wore a clean white sarong around his waist, and not much else—the uniform of the Lae house servant. At first, my suburban mum was startled by this half-nakedness (and also thrilled, I am sure). My conservative dad was even more startled by the bare-breasted New Guinean women he saw in the street outside his bank, or in the marketplace.

I remember when I first met Bebe. I was sitting in the front seat of our car eating an ice cream. My mother was driving. I turned around to stare at the small Papuan woman in the back seat. This was our new nanny. Mum and I had picked her up from an employment office. Bebe was eating an ice cream too. She kept smiling at me as I stared back at her. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Her skin was dark-brown. Bluish tribal tattoos lined her face and chest. I came to love Bebe. She had a soft, lilting voice and smelled like coconut milk. I used to watch her rinse her hair in it. She would crack open a coconut, lean her head down, then pour the coconut liquid over her curly hair. Then we would eat the coconut together while her hair dried in the sun. She smelled so good. I never learned her last name. She lived in one room in the cement hut. Malalek and his seventeen-year-old wife, Tarbet, lived in the other room.

Our house was across the road from an enormous military cemetery containing the graves of thousands of Allied soldiers who had died in World War Two. The war had been over for twenty years, but its scars were still visible. The wreckage of downed fighter planes appeared in the port at low tide. Old bomb craters had left mysterious indentations in the neighbourhood streets.

Sometimes, Mum and Dad would take us for drives into the jungle or to visit exotic villages. Mum always took along her 35mm camera. She would take photos of lonely Japanese war graves, of flowers and landscapes. Among her amazing collection of images are misty mountains and sun-baking crocodiles. Once our car broke down in the middle of nowhere. A group of highland tribespeople wearing coloured feathers came to the rescue. Mum took photos of them to add to her collection.

At least once a month she held a slide night for family and friends. After darkness fell, she hung a white sheet on the lounge-room window—that was our screen. The little projector only took two slides at a time. My job, as Mum’s helper, was to insert new slides, right-way-up, into the holder. While I did this, Mum placed the discarded slides in a pile. We would exclaim at the landscapes, or laugh at the family snaps. From the garden, Bebe, Malalek, Tarbet and all their friends would be watching the slide show too. Maybe that’s why Mum hung the sheet against the window, instead of on the wall.

Close to our home was a broad, smooth-pebbled river. On weekends, we would visit the river and play in the shallows. Mum kept us away from the deeper areas by warning us about crocodiles. I can still picture the pebbles and the tiny fish in the crystal water. I can see my black-haired father, like a friendly whale, with Kathy on his broad back as he swam. Dad always promised not to go under the water when I was on his back, but he often broke his word. He said it was good for me to face my fears. He did not realise how terrified I was. I was anxious about everything. It tested the patience of my parents, especially when Greg was such a crazed daredevil. He was only seven, but he would happily jump from cliffs into the river below with all the local kids. Kathy also seemed completely fearless. Going under the water made her giggle.

Bebe took Greg, Kathy and me to the movies one day to see Julie Andrews in Mary Poppins. I loved the scene where Mary and Bert and the children jump right into the chalk picture on the footpath. I wished with all my heart that I could do that in real life. I became obsessed with the movie and begged Bebe to take me back to see it again and again. We bought the soundtrack album and learned all the songs by heart. Bebe loved movies. She had seen The Wizard of Oz and used to tell Kathy and me the whole story over and over. Bebe’s daughter had been taken away from her. We didn’t know why. At some point we got confused and mixed up Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz with Bebe’s lost little girl, swept up by a terrible tornado and whisked away from her mother into some strange land, far away.

Kathy and I would play at making movies. I used Dad’s golf bag and clubs as a pretend camera. Kathy was my star: I told her what to do (directed her!). This was a lot of fun. I once told my obedient actress to climb on top of one of our spinning bar stools and do a pirouette. As I pretended to film her with my golf-club camera, she fell off the bar stool. Her screams brought Bebe and Mum running. Blood was gushing from her head. Mum made me sit in Emergency, watching the doctor sew up Kathy’s right eyebrow.

‘It is your duty,’ explained Mum, ‘to listen to Kathy’s screams, so that you never forget what your silly game has done to your sister.’

It worked. I still feel guilty, but it didn’t put me off cameras and filmmaking.

There was no TV in Lae, so we often listened to the radio. We had a big old radiogram that had all its dials on one side and the record player on the other side. You could pull the radio forward and it would light up. I thought the radio was magical and had a tiny orchestra inside it. I used to pretend to be the musician inside the radio. I would build a wall of books, then put my toy piano behind the wall and hide. I played my ‘music’ on the piano, while Kathy danced about in her ballet costume.

Bebe would peek around my wall of books. ‘Jossy, take the books down,’ she would say. ‘We want to see you!’

‘No!’ I would shout. ‘You’re not allowed to see me! I’m the radio!’

To Kathy and me, Bebe’s small cement room seemed fit for a princess. She had fine netting on her bed, like something Sleeping Beauty would have. In fact, it was to guard against the armies of mosquitos, some of which carried malaria. Kathy and I would pester Bebe to show us her tattoos. She never complied if our parents were nearby, but in the privacy of her room she would unbutton her blouse and reveal them, explaining that her tattoos were a great honour, given to her when she was thirteen. They signified that she was no longer a child.

Bebe came from Salamaua, a small town on an isthmus across the Huon Gulf from Lae. It had been destroyed during the war and Bebe had come to live in Lae as a child. In her late teens, she had fallen pregnant to a white American. When her pale-skinned daughter was born, the Australian authorities took the baby away. A German family in Lae adopted the little girl, Diandra, and sent her to boarding school in Australia. Bebe occasionally saw her daughter when she came back to Lae during school holidays. But she and Diandra were not close. Of course, we kids knew none of this. Bebe was our playmate, our beloved babysitter, our tattooed Mary Poppins. I never learned what happened to Bebe, and to her daughter, after we left New Guinea.

My memories of PNG all swirl together. I remember starting kindergarten at the local school. One day all the kids were told to line up, single file, down the long school corridor. I could hear the sounds of crying. I stood on my tippy toes and craned my neck to look at the front of the line, where I saw a nurse in white, and a man with syringes. I hated injections. I slipped out of the line and ran as fast as I could, out of the school grounds. I didn’t run home, as I knew that Bebe or Mum would take me back to school. So I hid under my friend Kimmy Costello’s house. I stayed there in the safety of the cool, damp shadows for most of the day. I stayed very quiet when Kimmy’s mum or the house servants walked past. Finally, I saw a pair of legs I recognised. It was Greg. He had been sent to look for me and had figured out where I might be hiding. His face appeared.

‘What’re you doing?’ he asked.

‘Hiding,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to get an injection.’

‘Your teacher says you have to come back to school.’

‘No. Not if the doctor is there.’

‘He left hours ago,’ said Greg.

So I came out and Greg walked me back to school. Mum took me to the doctor the next day to get my shots.

My fear of doctors, or anything medical, probably grew from the number of times I ended up in a doctor’s office. I was a sickly baby. I was forever coming down with chest infections and was constantly on antibiotics. I had been asthmatic since birth. Mum told me that as a toddler I used to say that I had kittens living inside me. Whenever I breathed out, the wheezing sounded like meowing. In Lae, I could breathe easily for the first time in my life.

In another memory from Lae, a large python lay captured in a grassy stormwater drain. Native men were spearing it over and over. I remember Bebe rushing me away, telling me not to look. It was too late. For years after, I had nightmares about enormous pythons trying to eat me. Another memory is full of noise and colour: it was Chinese New Year and my family and I were standing on the balcony of a restaurant in Lae’s Chinatown. The night air was full of floating red paper from the hundreds of fire crackers exploding around us. It was the most noise I had ever heard and I had my hands over my ears. The smell of sulphur added to the excitement. Then out of the smoke appeared a spectacular Chinese dragon. Its head was huge, its mouth cavernous. The creature was made of colourful fabric and concealed two or three men, who were making it writhe and shake. I was high above it, but I couldn’t be sure it was not going to eat me. Dad held my hand and told me it was all pretend.

The sing-sing festivals in Goroka were also unforgettable. Thousands of New Guineans would travel from all over the country and take turns to present their unique tribal songs and dances, wearing glorious ceremonial headdresses and bright body paint. The music was rhythmic and throbbing, overwhelming and hypnotic.

Mum grew close to Malalek, Tarbet and Bebe. When Tarbet’s second childbirth became life-threatening, Malalek woke Mum in the middle of the night and they rushed to the cement hut at the back of our garden. Dad stayed in the house with us and called the local hospital, who refused to send an ambulance because Tarbet was a native. Dad raised hell, so the hospital agreed to break the rules and send an ambulance right away. Meanwhile, Mum found Tarbet naked, about to faint, trying to birth her baby’s placenta in a semi-standing position. The newborn boy was on the ground, covered in blood and dirt, its umbilical cord still attached to Tarbet’s body. Every time the village women yanked on the cord, the screaming baby was dragged over the ground. Although reluctant to interfere with the village practices, Mum cut the cord, and wrapped baby Anthony in a towel. She encouraged Tarbet to lie down as the welcome sound of the ambulance siren grew louder. When the baby suffered a dislocated foot that required surgery, Mum and Dad paid for it.

Now that I have read my mother’s letters from our time in PNG, I can see her evolution from a Melbourne housewife into a worldly woman whose mind was open to new experiences. The day we were to return to Melbourne, she was inconsolable. I remember looking out the plane window to see Tarbet, Malalek and Bebe standing on the tarmac, all weeping. We begged Mum to bring Bebe with us to Australia. She was our loving, caring playmate, a member of our family. She had made cubbies for us in the jungle, climbed with us into the sweet-smelling frangipani trees, and told us she loved us more than anything in the world. Dad explained that life in Melbourne would not be right for Bebe. Mum cried the whole flight home. Kathy, Greg and I worried about what Bebe would do without us to love her.
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You know that place between sleep and awake, that place where you still remember dreaming? That’s where I’ll always love you. That’s where I’ll be waiting.

J. M. BARRIE

We returned to chilly Melbourne in 1967, back into the neat suburban house on Somer Street in the leafy suburb of Heatherdale. It had been built the year before we left Australia: pale yellowy bricks, a wide front patio with metal railings, on which grew redcurrant vines. A weeping willow tree stood in the front yard, and green mountains of nasturtiums grew along a steep driveway that led down to a dirt road.

As soon as we arrived back, my asthma flared up. The brutal Melbourne winter affected my lungs so badly that I spent many long nights in the steamy bathroom, the only place I could get some relief. Mum would stay up with me, sitting on the floor next to the tub, while the taps ran hot and I breathed in the steam. In our lounge room we had an old-fashioned divan that Mum called my coughing couch. On bad nights she made a bed for me there and I slept sitting up. Other times she would lie me on the coughing couch facedown. My head hung over the end, a bowl on the floor beneath my face. Mum would hit my back the way the doctors had shown her, trying to get what she called the ‘corks and plugs’ out of my lungs.

I was often too sick to go to school. Mum, who was now working as a secondary school teacher, would drop me off at Grandma Wood’s, where I lay wheezing on her couch, watching her TV shows with her. My favourites were the old black-and-white Barbara Stanwyck, Joan Crawford and Bette Davis movies. I napped through the Mike Walsh midday talk show, then in the afternoons we watched Australian shows. Grandma loved Homicide and Division 4.

I only remember Grandma Wood panicking once. I was having a bad asthma attack and trying to climb onto the back of the couch, then the windowsill, to get more air. I thought if I could just climb high enough, I would be able to breathe. I could hear Grandma talking on the phone, in tears. Then I was in her steamy bathroom as she calmed me down until I could breathe again.

When I was ten or eleven a doctor arrived at our house with a powder called Intal and a blue puffer that dispensed an aerosol called Ventolin. These two medicines changed my life.

Sometimes we took Mid on an outing. When the National Gallery of Victoria opened on St Kilda Road in 1968, Mum decided Mid would love it. I remember being terribly excited when I saw the giant wall of falling water at the gallery’s entrance. Mum said we could touch it, as many other visitors were doing, so we put our hands against the enormous window and the water streamed down over our fingers.

Inside, we headed straight to ‘The Pioneer’, a triptych by the famous Australian Impressionist painter Frederick McCubbin. Mum told me the story of the three paintings. In the first panel, a man tends a campfire, while a woman sits beneath a tall gum tree. She looks exhausted and maybe a little fearful. Mum told me she loved the painting because it reminded her of Taberatong. Grandma Mid said her parents had bought their own land and started out their married life just like the couple in the painting.

The second panel shows the man sitting on a felled tree, his axe resting beside him. He looks up at the woman standing next to him, who is holding a baby. They are talking, it seems. Mum pointed out that in the background there is a cottage, probably the family’s home. Grandma told me that her father had built the Taberatong homestead out of wattle and daub; as the family grew, he simply added more rooms. Denis Tobin felled trees and cleared his land at Limekilns, just like the man in the painting. Grandma told me how her own grandma had also grown up in the bush. On Sundays, her father would hitch a couple of felled trees to his bullock, Ebenezer. The family would sit on the branches of the trees in their Sunday best while Ebenezer pulled them into town, before stopping outside the church.

The final panel of ‘The Pioneer’ shows a young man studying a grave, the city of Melbourne, circa 1905, visible in the distance. I assumed the man was looking at the grave of his wife, but Mum disagreed. She thought too much time had passed, given the city on the horizon, and that the man was a stranger, passing through, knowing nothing of the pioneers who had come before him. So many possible stories in three images. I loved the mystery, and the feeling of isolation, but most of all I loved the colours, that particular misty grey-green of the Victorian bush.

Soon after we returned to Melbourne, Dad changed. It might have been the death of his father, or something else I may never discover, but he seemed irritable and on the verge of anger all the time. Tall, with a booming voice, he was very frightening. He would have such rages that Greg, Kathy and I would avoid him when he was at home. Almost anything could provoke his yelling and cursing. I remember feeling confused about my feelings for him. When he went away on a business trip for ten weeks, it was as if we were on holidays. The atmosphere at home relaxed, and Mum seemed more playful. She would take us out to restaurants for surprise dinners, and she didn’t mind if we made a mess. When Dad came back from his trip we became nervous again.

I remember trying to talk to Mum about it. I waited until I was with her in the car. I rehearsed what I was going to say over and over, but when I opened my mouth, it came out wrong.

‘Mum,’ I said casually from the back seat, ‘sometimes I think I love Dad more than I love you.’ Oh no. I meant to say the opposite: that Dad scared me, and I was upset when I thought about this. How did I get my words so mixed up? Before I could blurt out a correction, Mum stopped the car and took the keys from the ignition.

Without turning around, she said, ‘That’s perfectly okay, Jossy. You don’t have to love me as much as you love Daddy. Your dad loves you too.’

‘No!’ I protested. ‘I said it wrong. I meant to say I love you more than I love Dad!’

‘It’s okay, Jossy,’ said Mum.

She didn’t believe me. I could not unsay my words. Now she would always believe a falsehood, even though I was so close to Mum that we sometimes felt like the same person. I should never have opened my stupid eight-year-old mouth. Words fail sometimes. This bungled conversation has haunted me my whole life.

In primary school, sporting ability seemed to be what mattered most. In a running race, I was immediately out of breath and would have to stop. Or I would fall over. I was uncoordinated, which also made me unpopular when it came to relay races. In netball, I could throw the ball, but never catch it. Yes, I was one of those kids who was always the cause of exasperation or disappointment for the other kids on the team.

One girl in my year was worse at sport than me. Her name was Sian Pretty. (She was very pretty, actually.) She was pigeon-toed and couldn’t see well. We were always the last two kids chosen for any event and we always came last and second-last. We bonded over our sports-deficient status, soon accustomed to the public humiliation of sports carnivals.

When I was in Grade Five, Heatherdale Primary School School decided to introduce walking as a sport. Sian and I were picked for the inaugural walking team. If we competed in the walking races, we would no longer have to participate in any running sports. That was the deal. Finally! Every lunchtime a sports teacher would make us train: we speed-wobbled around the playground. The other kids found it hilarious. My sister Kathy jogged alongside me, cheering me on. She was desperate for me to win this embarrassing race.

On the day of the sports carnival I tried to feign illness. Mum knew I wasn’t sick and forced me to go to school. My best friend, after Kathy, was a feisty girl called Anita MacDonald. She was a week older than me, lived next door and had curly red hair and a dramatic personality. She and Kathy were so excited about me competing in the walking race, it was all they could talk about. I just wanted it to be over. The race began: twenty ten-year-old girls waddled like speedy ducks along the track. One of the sports teachers called the race through a megaphone. No doubt he was amused by our performance. Before I knew it, I was inexplicably in front. Me! This was bizarre. I remember thinking that I may as well stay in front and win. I waddled as fast as I could.

Soon, I noticed that Kathy and Anita were jogging beside me, along the outside of the track. ‘Oh no!’ they were shouting. ‘Look at Jossy! Her face is all red! She’s going to die! Please God, don’t let her die!’ Were they joking? Or did they really believe I was going to die? On my left appeared Sharon Williams, a sandy-haired tomboy. She was one of the girls who bullied me, always coming up to me in the schoolyard and poking me hard in my chest. It hurt! I felt a hitherto unknown competitive streak stir inside me. I decided I had to beat Sharon to the finish line.

Miracle of miracles, Sharon tripped and face-planted on the track. I swear I didn’t trip her up. I was in front again! The kids who usually laughed at my ineptitude were now cheering for me. It was amazing. I was being cheered on! I crossed the finish line as the winner of the inaugural Heatherdale Primary School Walking Race. Kathy and Anita collapsed to the ground with relief. The next thing I knew a teacher was pinning a blue ribbon to my sports uniform. Kathy was more proud of my blue ribbon than of any of the ribbons she had won over the years.

[image: image]

Feeling like an outsider influenced my world view. I accepted I was different from a lot of kids, but I didn’t let it ruin my life. So what if I wasn’t sporty and didn’t look like a Barbie doll. I had a brain, ideas and a strong imagination. And before too long I discovered I was good at music.

According to Mum, when I was four, I threw my toy piano across the room in a rage. When Mum asked me why I hated my piano, I told her it was not working. The piano didn’t have the right notes. Mum didn’t understand at first; the piano was not missing any keys. She soon worked out the problem: I was trying to play a melody by ear, a melody with a lot of semi-tones (black notes). The toy piano only had full tones. My musical attempts were being thwarted. So Mum bought me a toy piano with black keys and decided I should have piano lessons. I loved learning to play the piano. I practised all the time, and even enjoyed theory lessons. A whole new world was opening up to me.

When I was about nine, I came home from school to find a strange black box in the lounge room.

‘It’s surprise for you, Jossy,’ Mum said with a secretive smile.

I walked over to the box, which was curved, with a handle. It was the size of a small child. The size of me. I crouched down and opened the lid to see smooth, honey-coloured wood, steel core strings, and black wooden pegs. It looked like a big violin.

‘It’s a cello. A three-quarter-size one, a kid cello,’ Mum explained. She pulled the instrument out of the case and unscrewed the pointy metal rod at the bottom so she could adjust it to my height. I sat on a chair. Mum showed me how to position the cello between my legs, then how to place its smooth neck against my left shoulder.

I was excited. I didn’t really know what a cello was, but a few days later I was having lessons. My teacher, Mr Hillman, a short man with glasses and a strong Scottish accent, came to our house once a week. He told me he was born in the Shetland Islands. I imagined Mr Hillman as a boy, living with hundreds of Shetland ponies. I wondered why he had ever left such a wonderful home.

I had to learn how to use the cello’s bow. It was made of black wood and horse hair. When Mr Hillman told me this, I imagined Shetland ponies donating their hair to make my bow. I learned how to apply amber-coloured resin to the bow hairs so they could get a grip on the four cello strings. After a few weeks of practising, the fingers on my left hand had grown callouses from pressing down on the strings. If I squeezed the ends of my fingers, I could make them pointy and convince Kathy I was a demon.

After a year or so of playing the cello, my neck started hurting. Mum took me to see a chiropractor, a quiet, stern man. She might as well have taken me to see the bogeyman. The walls of his treatment room were covered with strange diagrams of skeletons. I had to strip down to my singlet and undies. Mum was always close by, but I was frightened. His hands were cold and he kept commenting on my spine. He told Mum I had mild scoliosis either caused by, or predating, my cello playing. I had to return every week to have my spine prodded and crunched. I dreaded the moment when the chiropractor would crack my neck. I was convinced that one day he would break my neck. Sometimes I would beg him not to crack it, but Mum calmly explained that I would be all right. Crunch! My head was yanked at an odd angle, then I was allowed to leave. To this day I refuse to see chiropractors.

Once I could play the cello reasonably well, Mum told me I would be joining the orchestra at Vermont High School, where she was a teacher. I was still at Heatherdale Primary, but Vermont needed an extra cello and Mum volunteered me. Even a baby cello would work. At first I was nervous about playing with the big kids, but soon that didn’t bother me. I discovered the joy of making music with a group of musicians. I loved playing the bass notes and melodies, while the violins and woodwind instruments provided the higher melodies. Playing my part with forty other students, all contributing to the creation of something beautiful, was an unforgettable joy.

I also became transfixed by our conductor, Janet Osborne, a shapely, golden-haired teacher (think Adele). At school concerts she always wore a fabulous black dress with pleated bat-wing sleeves that flapped and shimmered dramatically when she waved her arms. Somehow, she kept her eyes and ears on all of us. She always knew if we were not playing at the correct tempo, or out of tune. Studying clever Mrs Osborne became my favourite thing about orchestra practice. Later, in high school, she taught me music theory and basic composition.

Around this time, I used to see a dramatic figure on our black-and-white television, an orchestra conductor named Hector Crawford. In his mid-fifties, Hector had a hook nose and an impressive mane of white hair. There was something of an eagle about him. He had tremendous charisma. I started thinking that perhaps I would become a conductor when I grew up. A job where you got to tell people what to do seemed appealing to me. My family nickname was already ‘Bossy-Jossy’.

A couple of years after we returned from Lae, Mum began yearning for a bush block, a bit of nature. She felt stifled in the suburbs and persuaded Dad to buy twenty acres near Kinglake, fifty kilometres north-east of Melbourne. Sitting on the property was the shell of a never-finished one-room cabin, a wooden skeleton of a dwelling, greyed with age. We kids would dare each other to walk on the floor beams, always in fear of falling through to the ground. Mum and Dad set about hammering fibrocement sheets onto the wooden structure. Next came a corrugated-iron roof, a chimney, and finally floorboards. They installed an old pot-belly stove and let me paint pictures on the fibro walls. We loved our cosy cabin.

Soon we were going every weekend, all piled into one room. We kids woke to the smell of bacon and eggs on the pot-belly stove and hot cups of tea in enamel mugs. During the day, Kathy, Greg and I wandered around the property. Greg made slingshots out of the bendy young gum trees. He would climb up a sapling until his weight pulled it towards the ground. Then he got Kathy or me to grasp hold of the sapling. ‘Hold on tight!’ he reminded whichever sister he was hoping to turn into a projectile. Then he let go of the trunk. The sapling sprung upright, pulling the trusting little sister with it. We giggled and squealed as we bounced around among the leaves. If we didn’t hold on tight we would go flying through the air. It was great fun. Once I slammed into a nearby tree and got a black eye. Dad joked that I looked like I had been in the boxing ring with Lionel Rose.

Down by the dam, there was an area of partially cleared land. Mum and Dad spent all day there, digging out the bracken ferns. Mum experimented with burning off. After one small fire almost grew into a large fire, she decided not to try it again. Dad became a bit of a woodsman during this time. I found it hypnotising, watching him cut down trees. First he cut triangular chunks out of the trunk with his axe, deeper and deeper into the wood until only a small section of trunk was holding the tree upright. Then he gave the trunk a mighty shove. With a loud crack and a whooshing of leaves and branches, the tree came crashing down. We all dragged the tree over to a pile that grew larger every weekend. Kathy and Greg and I loved playing on the pile of trees. We would balance on top, sometimes slipping and plummeting into leaf-filled holes. We never thought about spiders and snakes. Only fun.

One day I found a little hatchet that Dad had bought to trim off branches. I thought it was an axe for children. I had a kid-sized cello, so why not a kid-sized axe? I asked Mum and Dad if I could try cutting down a tree. To my surprise, they said yes. Mum later told me it was a sure way to keep me occupied. She suggested I start with a sapling, as a tree would take someone my size a week. So I chose my victim. It was a slender thing, its trunk the circumference of my forearm. I followed Dad’s technique, chipping away chunks from the tree. After what seemed like a couple of hours, I had not made much progress. I suspect the hatchet was blunt. But I was determined. I remember thinking, My parents are so sure a little girl cannot cut down a tree on her own. They think I will give up. They think I am weak. Well, I’ll show them. Family members came and went, checking on my progress. Mum brought me drinks. Dad brought me lunch. I was halfway through the sapling, my hands blistered, my face covered in sweat, when Kathy ambled along.

‘You must really hate that tree,’ she remarked in a bemused tone.

‘I do not.’

‘Then why are you torturing it?’

I looked at the half-chopped tree and felt a rush of shame. I put down the stupid hatchet. Poor sapling.

‘Can we go and plait Cousin It’s hair?’ asked Kathy. ‘Cousin It’ was our name for a type of long grass tussock, in honour of the hirsute creature in The Addams Family TV show. Our favourite group of tussocks grew in a part of the property we called the fairy glade, where there were lichen-covered boulders and carpets of green moss, like something out of a children’s book illustration. We found some Cousin Its and set about braiding the grass. Kathy couldn’t really plait, so she just twisted the grass and declared she was making a French roll. Meanwhile, I was hoping the sapling would survive my burst of destructive megalomania.

One weekend, while Mum and Dad cleared bracken, Kathy and I were stomping back through the knee-high grass with water for them. They were standing stock-still. Mum’s face was full of fear. ‘Don’t…move,’ she said in a quiet voice. I knew to obey that tone. Kathy and I froze. Something was wrong, but we didn’t know what. Then we saw it. A black snake, its head and red belly swaying a couple of feet in the air. It was waiting for Dad to move, preparing to strike. We all stayed motionless; Mum, Dad, Kathy, the snake and me. The bush was silent, but for the high-pitched buzzing of cicadas.

After about a minute, the snake lowered itself and slithered away into the grass. Mum and Dad quickly herded us back to the cabin, where Mum told us that if the snake had bitten Dad, it would have been almost impossible to get him to the car before the venom killed him. ‘It’s a good idea to stomp when you walk through the bush,’ she said. ‘Never surprise a snake.’

While Greg, Kathy and I wandered through the bush, finding new ways to hurt ourselves in the name of fun, Mum and Dad were fencing off paddocks. It was all part of Mum’s grand plan: she wanted to become a donkey-breeder. She had heard that pet-food companies rounded up Northern Territory feral donkeys, camels and horses for cheap meat, and trucked them to Melbourne. Mum wanted to rescue a few of the doomed donkeys. She bought four of the bedraggled creatures cheaply and they came to live on our block of land in Kinglake.

The donkeys were completely wild and would not come anywhere near us. Mum was patient. She had watched her grandfather and father tame wild animals, and she was going to teach us how to do it too. One weekend she told us to sit by the fence, all day, where the donkeys could see us. It was boring, but fascinating. We gave each donkey a name. The big grey jenny was Dolly, and the chocolate-brown one was Lollipop. Then there was Sebastian, a young, headstrong Jack, and a grey gelding, Kismet. The next time we visited we brought lucerne, hay, apples and carrots. We sat a short distance away from the food, and waited. After an hour, the donkeys came over to eat their treats. If we tried to move closer they galloped away, but returned soon enough to eat the food. We would inch closer. This went on over many weeks until Mum had the donkeys eating out of her hand. Then she was putting rope halters on them, and leading them around the paddock. Mum taught us how to brush down the donkeys’ coats and get them used to our touch. Next came leather bridles and saddles. We realised that Mum expected us kids to ride these donkeys.

‘No way,’ said Greg.

‘I don’t even know how to ride a horse, Mum!’ I protested.

‘Okay!’ said the ever-fearless Kathy.

I led Dolly around, while Kathy, wearing a new riding helmet, sat bareback. Dolly was a gentle jenny, and Kathy’s first ride was uneventful. A few months later, Mum talked me into riding Lollipop. The cheeky donkey charged for the nearest tree and scraped me off under a low-hanging branch.

Mum didn’t confine our menagerie to donkeys, of course. She insisted that young children needed hordes of pets in order to learn empathy, so we always had at least three cats at home in Heatherdale. We had mice for a while, until the cats ate them. Our next pet shocked the neighbours. After a weekend at Kinglake, we kids were settling into the back seat of the station wagon for the one-hour trip home. Kathy and I would usually nap on the way home, unless we had to stop for Greg to be sick. He had terrible carsickness and we could usually predict at which intersection we would have to stop for him to puke. But this time he was feeling good when Dad pulled over alongside an old farmer standing at his front gate, holding a lamb in his arms.

‘Let’s say hello to this bloke,’ said Dad.

‘Why?’ asked Kathy, suspicious.

The old man came over to the car. Dad asked me to roll down my window. The farmer showed us his lamb. It was snowy white and fluffy, with ears too big for its head. It had the cutest, silliest face. We asked if we could pat the little lamb. After watching us all coo over the sweet creature for a while, the old man smiled.

‘Do you want it?’ he asked.

We gasped, and immediately began to beg Mum and Dad. They, of course, had planned the whole thing. ‘You’ll have to cuddle it all the way home,’ said Dad, in a mock stern voice.

We named her Lambington, and her job was to mow the lawn with her teeth. Between lawnmowing sessions, Lambington lived in what Mum used to call her secret garden, a fenced area to the side of our house, overgrown with pale-blue forget-me-not flowers and mint. Our living-room window overlooked Lambington’s enclosure. She grew into a large sheep and learned to leap through the window into the house. Mum didn’t mind at all, until Lambington jumped up onto her bed one day and peed all over it. From that day on, Lambington had to remain outside.

In 1972 Mum formed the Australian and New Zealand Donkey Breed Society, which grew to have hundreds of members. She also started the society’s newsletter, the Donkey Digest, and contributed a lot of articles herself. Kathy and I were kept busy stapling the newsletter together so Mum could post copies to the members.

Once membership reached a hundred, Mum organised a donkey gymkhana on the local oval. Events were to include trotting, cantering and obstacle courses. No jumping, because donkeys refuse to jump (unless there is a fire or a snake under them). Mum had special ribbons printed and appointed judges for each event. She put up posters everywhere and insisted that Kathy and I take part. We begged not to, but she was a masterguilter, our Mum, so she got her way. Kathy and I knew the gymkhana would attract all the guffawing locals. Our worst fear was that local boys would witness our public humiliation in the dress-up parade. As Christmas was approaching, Mum decided that Kathy and I had to dress up as Mary and Joseph on their way to Bethlehem. She made me a fake beard. Kathy got to play Mary, with a towel on her head and a pillow under her shirt. Kathy sat looking holy on Kismet, while I walked in front. There were two other Mary and Joseph entrants. The winner was a donkey dressed as a bee.

‘Next year,’ said Mum, ‘we will be more imaginative!’

‘Next year?’ we whined.

Mum and Dad kept their herd of donkeys for decades, until old age and ill health meant they had to sell the farm. Mum made sure her darling donkeys went to loving homes. Donkeys can live into their fifties, so for her it was like losing members of the family.

In 1970, I began classes with a new cello teacher. This one terrified me. Peers Coetmore lived alone in a grand old house in a posh Melbourne suburb. She was tall, with very short blonde-grey hair and a permanent scowl. She always wore a turtleneck sweater and stretch pants pulled up high. Her breasts sagged, overlapping the elastic waist of her pants. Her music room was dark and spacious. At one end, the floor rose to create a low stage, on which stood a grand piano. Behind the piano was a large oil painting of a lovely young woman in a dark-pink ball gown. At the start of our lessons, Miss Coetmore placed two chairs in front of the grand piano. She and I would sit side by side, me with my little cello, and she with her bigger one. Her fluffy tortoiseshell cat, Figaro, reclined beneath the music stand. If I played out of tune, Figaro would go berserk and start scratching up the carpet in distress.

Miss Coetmore used to chastise me: ‘If you want to keep Figaro happy, you should avoid playing the wrong notes.’

She was joking, I now realise, but back then I was intimidated by her and convinced she was deadly serious. As I always felt my cello playing was awful, I grimaced. Miss Coetmore reprimanded me.

‘You must think of your audience!’ she declared. ‘They want to hear music, not look at the faces you pull!’

She taught me to play ‘The Swan’, by Saint-Saëns, for my exams. I thought I played badly, but I got good marks. I always had the impression that Miss Coetmore was angry with me. Once she got so cross she whacked me on the arm with her cello bow. I began to fear going to her house. Mum and Kathy would drop me there and go shopping for an hour. They always returned with dim sims to cheer me up.

Miss Coetmore decided to hold a special concert for the parents. All her students had to perform their best pieces. As I went to unpack my cello from its case, I walked past a door opening onto a den, where I glimpsed Miss Coetmore handing a bunch of flowers to a small boy. She was giving him instructions. Bemused, I scuttled off to sit next to my parents in the music room. After the last child had finished, Miss Coetmore thrilled us all by performing. Her playing was sublime, as if her cello had a voice and it was singing. At the end of her performance, the little boy she had spoken to in the den came forward. He presented the bouquet of f lowers to her, as instructed. Miss Coetmore acted surprised, and everyone applauded. I felt sad. Why did she have to pretend she was surprised? I felt guilty for knowing her secret.

A few years ago, when doing some research for a script, I happened to read an article on Peers Coetmore. It turns out that in her youth she was a famous cellist. A feminist, ahead of her time in the 1920s, she held her own in a male-dominated field. I had no idea what an incredible woman was sitting next to me during all those cello lessons. Was she the lovely young woman in the painting? The cello she played for us was probably the famous 1723 Goffriller cello that she bequeathed to the Victorian College of the Arts after her death in 1976.

After I finished high school, I decided not to continue studying the cello or the piano. I knew I would never be good enough to be a professional musician. I am still passionate about music and grateful for all the wonderful hours when I lost myself in Mozart, Schumann, Ravel and Debussy. I continued to play both instruments for years, until cameras and children took over my life.
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I paint flowers so they will not die.

FRIDA KAHLO

In 1972 I turned twelve, a great age for a girl. At twelve, you are at the end of your physical childhood. You know a lot of things. You are probably quite opinionated, although you may hide that fact. You already know that boys are inferior. You might have been told that one day you will want to marry a male person and have children, but you cannot imagine how such a thing could ever happen. At twelve, you have not yet developed breasts (well, some girls have, and in their case I would change their golden age to eleven, or whenever they weren’t growing womanly bits). Before breasts, you are not yet expected to look or behave in a certain way because you are (we may hope) not yet an object of male desire.

For me, twelve was the pinnacle of becoming myself. Becoming Jocelyn. I felt I was smart, fun and capable of anything I might want to achieve. I was good at music, good at writing. I loved to read. I had friends, loving parents and, most of the time, loving siblings. I was surrounded by animals and nature. I was reasonably healthy, and I had become very good at riding my bicycle. I still had weird, calcified teeth (the result of many doses of tetracycline antibiotics) and thick eyebrows (which were definitely not fashionable in 1972) but I didn’t care. I hardly ever looked in the mirror, except to make sure my hair was not completely insane.

Then I noticed I was getting strange tingly feelings in my chest. Sometimes it would get itchy. I asked Mum if she had any ointment to make the feeling go away.

She looked at me, and became all dewy-eyed. ‘I think you’re budding!’ she whispered in a conspiratorial way.

‘I’m what?’

‘Sprouting. You know, breasts.’

‘That’s stupid.’

‘No, it’s about the right time,’ said Mum. She started examining me for pubic hair. I was embarrassed, but Mum seemed to think something miraculous was happening. ‘You’re developing,’ she said, smiling in a gooey way.

‘Stop it,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to.’ I had only just become me. Must I be Jocelyn with boobs?

Mum reassured me that growing breasts took a couple of years, so I could still be me for a while longer. She said I would like having breasts. She also told me about menstruation. That sounded horrific. Mum said it was normal and a special sign of womanhood. Womanhood? Not fair. I dreaded the idea.

The concept of sex wasn’t completely mysterious. I had seen the donkeys do it. The male donkey’s penis was unforgettable. I had seen cats and dogs do it. It looked quick and perfunctory. Mum always said the animals were doing it because they wanted babies, and left it at that. Babies. They were in the distant future and would require mating with a man I was probably in love with, but that came after composing symphonies and writing novels, and having as yet unimagined adventures.

I had two very good friends at twelve, besides Kathy, my almost twin sister. One was the flamboyant Anita MacDonald. Two doors down from Anita was a shy and serious girl, Dominique Gundry. We were as close as girls can be. We formed secret clubs with elaborate initiation ceremonies (designed to scare our little sisters). We put on impromptu stage shows for our parents. We dug for buried treasure in the local park. It was heart-wrenching to leave these friends behind when, in 1972, my parents decided to move to a semi-rural suburb at the foot of Mount Dandenong. Mooroolbark. I could barely pronounce the name.

Our new house was very old and had a mysterious name. Moonfleet. It was the house I would visit in my dreams for the rest of my life. Two storeys high, the lower half made of stone, the upper half of white bricks. Chimneys, attic bedrooms and big windows. Moonfleet was where I went through all my important changes as a girl. Moonfleet was where I went through first love, first heartbreak, where I faced the near death of both of my parents. It was where Greg saved our father’s life when he went into anaphylactic shock after a green ant bite, and it was where Mum learned to walk again after a terrible car crash.

Local kids said Moonfleet was haunted by a boy who had died there. According to the story, he had accidentally hanged himself. The garden was marvellous: sprawling and overgrown. An elaborate stonework garden gate led to an acre of land next door. My parents fell in love with the house because of the garden gate, which was the creation of Edna Walling, a famous and fabulously eccentric landscape gardener who lived in Mooroolbark in the 1920s. Edna built an artists’ village of stone houses in Bickleigh Vale Road, a few streets away from our house.

During the late 1960s, a local architect, Brian McKeever, had renovated Moonfleet and turned the upstairs floor into a teenagers’ retreat, known as ‘the flat’ by the previous owners. McKeever left a signature mural at the entrance to the flat. Made from brightly coloured perspex shapes, it included an inscription that declared ‘McKeever Baby does his thing, Yeah Yeah!’ And McKeever Baby did. The walls were painted blood-red and the carpet was black, underlaid with thick foam so that every step felt squishy. It was like something out of A Clockwork Orange. There were two beds, each built in under windows, a triangular, black-carpeted sitting area for guests, a kitchenette, as well as a separate dining area with an oak table, an austere church pew on either side. In the sleeping area was a poster, left behind by the daughters of the former owners. It was a psychedelic illustration of a young woman with flowers in her hair. In hippy lettering was written: ‘Have you taken your pill today?’

‘What does that mean?’ I asked Mum.

‘No idea,’ said Mum.

When Mum tried to remove the poster, Kathy and I begged to keep it. We thought it was pretty. We didn’t care that its meaning was a mystery. Mum let us keep it.

Now that we had extra land right next to our house, Mum increased our menagerie. We acquired another sheep, Fleecy, a duck, Tania, and three goats. Before long, our sheep were being shorn once a year by a local shearer, and Mum bought a spinning wheel so she could teach us about carding and spinning fleece into yarn. We also inherited a dog, Fred, named after Fred Basset, the comic-strip dog. But our Fred was a beagle. We had never owned a dog before, and owning Fred was not our idea.

Two weeks after we moved into Moonf leet, Kathy was awoken one night to a mournful howling. Her bedroom was on the ground floor in the supposedly haunted stone cottage section of the old house. Along with the howling came pounding and scratching on her door, which opened onto the outside porch. Kathy ran into Mum and Dad’s room, screaming that there was a wolf outside her door, trying to get inside. Dad reassured her that Australia did not have wolves, and put a pillow over his head. Mum, intrigued, followed Kathy back to her bedroom and heard the loud Awooo herself. She opened the door a crack, and there was the culprit—a tough old beagle. He made brief eye contact with Mum, then shoved his snout into the doorway. Acting as if he owned the place, he plodded through Kathy’s bedroom to the lounge room, where the embers of the open fire were still glowing. He plonked himself on the hearth, rolled on his side, and went to sleep.

Mum had a closer look at the beagle. His paw pads were bleeding. After finding a name and phone number on his collar tag, she was amazed when Mrs Johnston, the previous owner of Moonfleet, answered the phone.

‘Oh my God. You have Fred!’ she gushed. ‘He’s been missing for two days. He must have decided to walk back to Moonfleet. Poor old thing. It’s been his home for thirteen years.’

Fred had walked from Box Hill, over halfway back towards the Melbourne CBD, to Mooroolbark, a distance of around twenty kilometres. The Johnstons came and collected Fred, relieved he was safe. Two days later, he was back again, howling and scratching at Kathy’s door. He was taken back to Box Hill six times, and each time walked back to Mooroolbark. Kathy eventually moved upstairs into my bedroom; the tension of not knowing when Fred would reappear was ruining her sleep. Fred’s journeys home were by now famous. The Sun newspaper sent a photographer to take a picture of Fred with Kathy and me. It made the front page. Finally, the Johnstons asked if Fred could live with us. They were worried he might get hit by a car on one of his treks home. Mum agreed to adopt him. Our cats were none too pleased, but with a few paw swipes and a scratch on the nose, a peace treaty was established. Sometimes, on cold nights, the cats and Fred would gather together in front of the fire. One or two cats would even venture to sleep on Fred. He didn’t mind. Fred lived another four years. His kidneys finally gave out. We buried him beneath a plum tree in our garden. Years later, when Fleecy and Lambington died, we buried them next to Fred.

In September 1972, Kathy and I met Angela Borelli, a girl who was to become our shared best friend for many years. One sunny afternoon, we were sitting in our front yard, talking to a new friend, Caroline, when Angela appeared on the dirt road at the end of our long driveway, near the letterbox. She was sitting on a big, black horse. Next to her was another girl, Deidre, on a smaller horse. Caroline, a gregarious girl who had wandered up our driveway a few days earlier, made the introductions. Caroline was the same age as me, but she had breasts and wore a bra.

‘Jocelyn,’ said Caroline, ‘this is Angela. She’s Italian.’ Caroline then looked at me and said, ‘This is Jocelyn. She’s the same age as us, but doesn’t have any boobs yet. See?’ She pulled open the stretchy neckline of my shirred peasant blouse. From her perch on top of her dark horse, Angela got a clear view of my booblessness. She smiled, and then she and Deidre rode away, their horses clip-clopping down the dusty road.

Angela was a horse girl, the type of girl who could only exist in a semi-rural suburb like Mooroolbark with all its grassy paddocks. The horse girls looked down on those who were horseless. They decorated the covers of their school folders with the names of their beloved mounts. They clearly dreamed about their horses and spoke of them in awe. Kathy and I thought it was all a bit weird. It turned out, however, that Angela was only pretending to be a horse girl. As soon as she befriended the Moorhouse sisters, she dropped the charade. We were relieved, as Mum had decided to move four donkeys into the paddock next door and horse girls would clip-clop past on their superior steeds, glancing at our big-eared pets with disdain.

Soon Angela was a regular visitor to our house, and Kathy and I would have sleepovers at hers. We became a tight trio. Angela had fair hair, blue eyes, a voluptuous body and a Roman nose that I loved and she hated. I thought it gave her face character but she got it changed as soon as her parents gave their permission. Angela was very smart and so funny she could make me weep with laughter. Her dad was a gentle, friendly man who only spoke Italian. Her mum, who had grown up in Australia, spoke both Italian and English. The Borellis lived on ten acres, half a mile from our house. They had cows, chickens, cats, one horse, a wonderful old house and a barn.

Angela went to the movies far more than we did. She also had a TV, which my parents had vetoed, hoping (in vain) that not having a television in the house would encourage us to be more conscientious about our homework. Angela told Kathy and me the storylines of the movies and TV shows we had missed out on watching. She was a natural storyteller, with tremendous panache, and went into great detail. Kathy and I would listen for hours. Sometimes, the three of us would make up our own radio plays, comedies, complete with sound effects and music. We recorded our productions, then listened back to the tape recorder, utterly amused. Our friendship was sustained by keeping each other in laughing fits as often as possible.

As the three of us were quite good at drawing, we created satirical comic books about each other, which invariably included our most recent embarrassments. There was always something to be mortally embarrassed by. For example, I had a crush on the Irish actor Richard Harris, whom I’d seen playing Oliver Cromwell in a movie at school. He was already forty when he played Cromwell. His Camelot days were behind him. Kathy and Angela kept dry-retching when I talked about how handsome he was. I loved him so much I even hunted down a recording he had made of his poetry. It was called ‘I, in the Membership of My Days’.

‘What does he mean when he says, “I am the empty vessels floating on my head”?’ Angela would cackle cruelly.

‘Shut up!’ I would shout. ‘You just don’t understand great poetry!’

Angela’s parents had a small library, which included a collection of stories by the Brontë sisters. Angela had read them and said they were good. In the summer of 1972, Kathy tore through Wuthering Heights while I devoured Jane Eyre. I decided Mr Rochester was my ideal man, and she decided hers was Heathcliff. Angela said we were crazy, and declared that David Bowie was, in fact, the ideal man.

‘Who is David Bowie?’ I asked her. I was still listening to classical music. Angela soon talked me into listening to Bowie’s music. It changed my life, of course.

By this time I was wearing a training bra, a stretchy thing that Mum got me because my ‘budding’ was finally becoming obvious. All the girls in Grade Six were wearing training bras. Boys loved to come up behind us and flick the strap through our school uniforms. During recess one day, the boy who lived across the road from us came over and sat down next to me. I will call him Nick. He was a nice boy who didn’t make gross jokes. He asked me if I wanted to ‘go with’ him. I was a bit surprised. I was also curious about what that meant. Looking around the schoolyard at the girls and boys who were ‘going with’ each other, it seemed to mean holding hands and declaring temporary ownership of each other. It meant you were both somehow more special than all the unattached girls and boys.

‘Okay,’ I said.

He put his arm around me. Then he asked me what bra size I was wearing.

‘Thirty-two A,’ I replied, wondering why he needed to know that. Thirty-two A was the smallest size available for girls my age.

‘You don’t look like a thirty-two A to me,’ he said, ‘but you’ve got big shoulders. That’s probably why.’

I felt the old familiar sting of not being up to scratch. My unwomanly body had disappointed. I was no longer a fabulous, flat-chested twelve-year-old, but a mediocre, tiny-breasted pre-teen. I was not a real thirty-two A. I was an imposter.

That afternoon, a teacher sent me on an errand to deliver a box of books to Nick’s class. I saw him in the front row and smiled at him. He didn’t smile back; he looked away. By the end of school that day, Nick had dropped me. He said he didn’t want to go with me after all. It had all been a joke. I was hurt. I felt inadequate. I wanted breasts. Kathy told me to forget Nick. It had been a four-hour relationship. I still had her and Angela. Thank heavens for sisters and girlfriends.
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In our life, there is a single colour, as on an artist’s palette, which provides the meaning of life and art. It is the colour of love.

MARC CHAGALL

Mum wanted her children to attend Vermont High School. The school placed enormous importance on arts and music. Mum was so excited about me going to the school where she taught, she even plastered my hair into some strange kiss curls in front of each ear on my first day. It made her happy. As soon as I was out of her sight, I went into the girls’ toilets, wet my hair and did my best to eradicate the ringlets.

One of the first girls I made friends with was Ellen, a pale, blonde waif who played the violin. We went to orchestra practice together, and talked about boys together. Well, she liked to talk about boys. I mostly listened. She was funny, and smart. She used to go to the bathroom a lot, and spend ages in there. Some of the other girls and I started making up jokes about how long Ellen took in the bathroom. One day in Biology, she asked to go to the bathroom and I sniggered, just before I heard her whisper, ‘Oh no.’ Her right hand was curling in on itself and then her elbow pressed against her side. Ellen went down on her knees, then fell onto her back. Kids started shouting.

The teacher saw her on the floor. ‘Everyone stand back!’ she instructed. ‘Push the desks away to give her some space.’ Ellen was convulsing. It was as if an invisible hand was shaking her. Foam was coming out of her mouth and her eyes were rolled back in her head. The teacher placed a wooden ruler between her teeth and laid Ellen on her side. She held her that way until she stopped shaking and lay still, apparently asleep. The teacher explained that Ellen had a condition called epilepsy. She said to ignore Ellen while she slept on the floor for a while, but it was difficult to get back to classwork. We kept looking at Ellen. Why didn’t the nurse come and get her?

After a few minutes she woke, picked herself up and sat back in her desk, embarrassed. Later, she confided in me that she had been trying to hide her epilepsy all year. She would get a strange feeling in her head, a warning that a seizure was about to start. After that, she had about a minute to get to the bathroom, where she could hide in a stall until it was over. But now everybody knew. The teachers decided it was much safer for Ellen not to hide away. If she had a seizure in the classroom, we could make sure she was safe and didn’t hurt herself. I felt like a mean little bitch, making fun of Ellen’s bathroom visits. No one ever joked about her again.

In my second year of high school I started being the target of bullying. Katie O’Connell (not her real name) was scary. I was a weedy nerd who played the cello, and she had long blonde hair, muscular, tanned legs and extraordinary athletic abilities. She started telling everyone that I was a smartarse and a pervert. She truly hated me. One day a friend of mine, Lizzie, and I were getting books out of our lockers, when Katie came up to Lizzie and hit her in the head.

‘What the hell?’ I said. ‘Leave her alone, Katie!’ My locker was directly beneath Lizzie’s, and I was crouching down to retrieve my books. Katie kicked me hard in the small of my back. I spun around and scratched her legs, like a crazed cat. Enraged, Katie hurled herself on top of me, grabbed my hair and started bashing my head onto the concrete. It really hurt. A crowd of students gathered to watch. My only instinct was to crawl, inch by inch, across to the water bubblers and cower beneath them. Once I was curled into a defeated foetal position, Katie finally stopped hitting me. I slithered out and stood up, smoothing down my dusty uniform.

‘I think I’ve had enough,’ I said in a shaky voice. I was trying to sound cool but I wasn’t fooling anyone.

Katie sneered at me. ‘You tell anyone about this,’ she said, ‘and I’ll kill you.’

After school, I waited in the teachers’ car park for Mum to give me a lift home. I tried to keep my face averted while she unlocked the doors, but as I got into the front passenger seat, she saw my battle wounds.

‘What happened to you?’ she asked, her eyes wide.

‘Nothing. It’s fine, Mum,’ I replied.

Her eyes narrowed into a protective mother expression. She was already planning her revenge. She just needed a name.

‘I don’t want you doing anything, Mum,’ I said. ‘Nothing happened to me, okay?’

‘I can see big lumps on your forehead. Tell me what happened.’

‘Look, Mum, I can’t. The girl who did this said she’ll kill me if I tell anyone.’

Her reaction was immediate. ‘I’m not going to get the student into trouble,’ she said in a calm voice, ‘but I am taking you out of this school.’

The next day, Kathy, Greg and I were attending Pembroke High School in Mooroolbark. The opposite of Vermont, Pembroke was a progressive school where they were experimenting with ideas about education. There were no uniforms. Students called the teachers by their first names and could smoke in designated areas. Teachers talked about politics, feminism and how to save the environment. My father scoffed and called it a hippy school run by lefties, but Mum was adamant. I was not going back to Vermont while Katie O’Connell was there. We were thrilled by the move. Angela Borelli was at Pembroke. Now the three best friends could all be at school together.

My pastoral care teacher at Pembroke was Mrs Eldridge (not her real name). She was twenty-four, smart and kind, and insisted we call her Jane, but I was in awe of her. Calling her by her first name was unthinkable. She taught French, English and Drama, and reminded me of Miss Honey in the Roald Dahl story Matilda. I was supposed to visit her once a week to talk about my personal problems. I didn’t have any problems yet, but I went anyway. She took an interest in me and I developed a bit of a crush on her. I thought I might be gay. I discussed this with Angela, who asked me if I wanted to have sex with Mrs Eldridge.

‘Umm, no,’ I said. I thought a bit more. Did I? No. I wanted to worship her from afar as the ideal woman. ‘I don’t,’ I added.

‘Then you’re probably not gay, just obsessive,’ said Angela.

I was, however, still confused by my intense emotions, so I talked my feelings over with Mrs Eldridge herself.

She was not at all fazed. ‘Jocelyn, there are different kinds of love,’ she said, ‘and for some reason society insists on putting love into neat little boxes. It’s okay to love outside the box.’

Around this time Angela, Kathy and I went to see Jesus Christ Superstar, the rock opera composed by Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice. We went to the Palais Theatre in St Kilda and I was blown away. Not long after that, Angela bought a recording, made by The Who and The London Symphony Orchestra, of a production of Tommy, a rock opera written by Pete Townshend about a deaf, dumb and blind boy who becomes the messiah of a new religion. I loved the album, not least because Richard Harris had a cameo. Kathy, Angela and I listened to the record over and over, learning the songs by heart. It inspired me to compose my own rock opera. I wrote six songs that told the story of a boy who was bullied until he killed himself. Cheerful stuff, but composing music filled me with happiness. Mum was impressed and made me play the whole thing through while she taped it. She took the tape-recording to Mrs Eldridge, who immediately decided we should stage a school production. We called my rock opera Top Dog.

At assembly, Mrs Eldridge announced that we were holding auditions. I needed two boys and three girls. Only girls turned up to the auditions, so I cast my usual leading lady, Kathy, as the male bully (Billy Stan) and another girl as the victim (Peter). Two girls were cast as the girlfriends of Billy and Peter. Angela didn’t want to sing any solos, so I put her into the show as part of the chorus of onlookers. Mrs Eldridge mentored me and, before I knew it, I was a director. Top Dog’s running time was twenty minutes. We staged it in front of the entire school. My proud parents came to the performance. Dad got angry with some parents who were sniggering and told them to shut up. Soon after, Top Dog was invited to be part of a combined schools drama festival at Melbourne University. The night before, I felt a gnawing pain in my lower abdomen. It got worse. I lay on my bed, groaning.

‘I feel like I’m dying,’ I moaned to Kathy, who stared at me with big, frightened eyes.

The next morning, there was blood in my undies. The dreaded menstruation. Thus began a decades-long, monthly relationship with blood and pain. Mum gave me a speech about being a woman. I was not interested. I was so nervous about staging Top Dog at Melbourne University, I could barely breathe. But it all went smoothly. Mum and Grandma Wood sat proudly in the audience and congratulated Kathy and me afterwards. I was thrilled by the excitement of putting on a show. It was my first taste of directing, and I was hooked.

In 1975 the movie of Tommy, starring The Who’s Roger Daltrey, was released. Kathy, Angela and I raced to our local cinema to see it. I was disappointed that Richard Harris was not in the cast, but the film was wild, my first introduction to the extraordinary British director Ken Russell. I became an instant fan and sought out opportunities to see his other films, either on TV or at arthouse cinemas. I watched The Music Lovers, loosely based on the life of Russian composer Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, on late-night television. I had been a fan of Tchaikovsky ever since Grandma Wood took me to see a ballet performance of The Nutcracker when I was ten. She bought me a record of the music and I played it over and over, until Greg hid it from me.

The Music Lovers is full of wild excess, but is visually stunning. I was intrigued to learn from the film that Tchaikovsky was gay, and that his wife, Antonina, brilliantly played by Glenda Jackson, ended up in a mental institution. Next I watched Russell’s film about Franz Liszt, Lisztomania, which also starred Roger Daltrey in the title role, but Kathy, Angela and I were traumatised by the depiction of Franz Liszt’s giant penis. I thought the movie was insane; it put me off Ken Russell’s movies until I saw Women in Love, his superb adaptation of D.H. Lawrence’s novel.

Unlike me, my big brother Greg was a popular teenager. Everyone loved him, girls, boys, teachers. Whatever he put his hand to, he was good at. He could sketch and paint, compose songs on his guitar and write poems and stories. He was good at carpentry. He got excellent marks at school. But when he was seventeen he became rebellious and started talking back to Dad. He stopped going to classes. He said there was no point.

When Mum found out he was growing marijuana on the roof of our house, she threw out the plants. Dad shouted at Greg and started treating him with contempt. It was horrible to witness. Kathy, Mum and I watched helplessly as their relationship fell apart. Greg stopped believing in himself.

I remember seeing Greg crossing the school grounds when I knew he was supposed to be in the gym, sitting his exams with all the other Year Eleven students. ‘What are you doing?’ I asked him. ‘The exam can’t be finished yet!’

‘There’s no point, Joss,’ he said, his eyes dark.

I didn’t understand, and I was sad for him. He was racked with self-doubt, and I didn’t know how to help him. He dropped out of school. Dad was furious and called Greg a no-hoper. Mum made him enrol at night school to finish his education. She tried to defend Greg when Dad yelled at him. Once he even pushed Greg down the stairs, which frightened Kathy and me. We loved Greg and Dad and hated to see them fighting. Greg took off for weeks at a time, and once disappeared for six months.

When I was fifteen, I developed a crush on an older boy at school. His name was Peter. He had long, blond surfie hair and looked a bit like a rock star. In my mind, anyway. We never spoke but would exchange fleeting smiles as we passed each other in the school grounds. Peter finally talked to me the day after I chopped off my long hair into a pixie cut.

He came up to me and tickled the back of my neck. ‘Why’d you cut your hair? I really liked it long.’

Dammit! Why did I cut my hair? Then he told me I was still beautiful. No boy had ever said anything like that to me. Instantly, I was hopelessly under his power. Everything else in my life became unimportant. I stopped practising the piano and lost interest in lessons. One day, I was with Peter in his backyard pool: I didn’t have a swimsuit with me, so had stripped down to a T-shirt and undies. Mum appeared out of nowhere and ordered me out of the pool.

‘You have a piano lesson in ten minutes,’ she fumed, taking in my wet T-shirt look and remaining remarkably calm.

I was startled and embarrassed, but tried to stay cool in front of Peter. ‘Mum, can’t I miss it this once?’ I begged.

‘No!’ she shouted. ‘Out of the pool! Now!’

I said goodbye to Peter and slunk away.

Angela and Kathy were annoyed because now I spent all my time with Peter. He was a sweet boy. He made iced coffee and hamburgers for me when I went around to his house after school. His garage had been turned into a billiards room and teenage hangout. Peter taught me to play pool while Led Zeppelin blasted on the stereo. Sometimes he would imitate his hero, Robert Plant, and sing along using the cue as his microphone. He could play ‘Stairway to Heaven’ on the guitar. He wanted to do more than kiss, but I wasn’t ready.

After three months, Peter got tired of waiting for me to agree to sex and dumped me. It was my first broken heart. I remember sitting by the enormous fireplace in our lounge room at Mooroolbark and Mum putting her arm around me. ‘I know it doesn’t seem possible right now,’ she said, ‘but this pain will pass.’ As usual, she was right.

There was another boy at Pembroke High who seemed interesting, but not as boyfriend material. John McAll was skinny and looked like an angry poet. He was one of the school ‘toughs’ who hung out by our locker shed. We would all run the gauntlet of their scathing commentary whenever we went to our lockers. The leader of the group was a man-sized boy known as X. His real name was Darren Erickson. John seemed to be his second in command. He was different from the other boys in his group. While they jeered and made vile comments, John remained aloof, a hint of amusement on his face. He seemed too thin to be a ‘tough’, but he was the clever one who made the others laugh. He was a mystery.

Our teachers at Pembroke went on strike repeatedly. When they weren’t on strike, they were educating us about left-wing politics. Inspired by them, I started sharing my thoughts at home. Mum and Dad, conservative Liberal Party voters, were horrified. Overnight, Kathy and I were moved back to Vermont High, where Mum could keep an eye on us and I could play cello in the school orchestra again.

My first day back, I almost collided with Katie O’Connell. I was surprised to find I wasn’t scared of her at all. ‘Look who’s back,’ I said to her, smiling.

‘Fuck,’ said Katie, and walked away. She never came near me again.

One night in 1976, a year after going back to Vermont, Angela invited Kathy and me to go to a dance at Pembroke High. Through flashing coloured lights, I glimpsed John McAll in the crowd. He was talking to a beautiful blonde, Rebecca Barnard, who had the puzzling nickname of ‘Chook’. (Only later did I work it out: Barnard-Barnyard-Chook.) I assumed John and Chook were a couple. In the year or two since I had seen him, John had grown taller, his blond curly hair had grown long. His faded denim jacket made his blue eyes look even more intense. He was smiling and laughing, something I had never seen him do before. Out of nowhere, my heart was pierced with the first stinging dart of adolescent love. To me, John was an angel fallen to earth. Come to think of it, his profile was reminiscent of a sketch I had seen of Frédéric Chopin.

I knew absolutely nothing about him, except that he came from a large family. Years earlier, while my mother and I drove home from the local shops, John and his big sister Pip, two little sisters Kate and Sophie, and two little brothers Barney and Julian were walking along the road. The girls were all pretty, with shiny dark hair, and the boys were all handsome. My mother gasped. ‘What an adorable family!’

I looked at them through the car window, vaguely recognising Kate from primary school, a quiet, intelligent girl with a sweet nature, one year younger than me. ‘That’s the McAlls,’ I told Mum.

Now I couldn’t get John out of my mind. I started doodling his name on my chest of drawers, which was like a mini graffiti wall next to my bed. Shortly afterwards, Kathy was entertaining a new boyfriend, who happened to see my graffiti. He knew John and told him all about my crush. The next day there was a knock on our front door. There was John, with a couple of friends.

‘I heard you like me,’ he said with a sheepish smile. It was appalling and embarrassing, but also incredibly exciting. John McAll was here, in my house! Oh my God. When he got me alone for a few seconds he kissed me. He tasted like Juicy Fruit chewing gum. Later he showed me a wound on his arm: it was a fresh tattoo of a star.

‘Why did you get that?’ I asked. My mother had raised me to believe that only criminals got themselves tattooed.

He explained that he was going to get the initials of another girl tattooed (not Rebecca Barnard, who turned out to be a close family friend), but they had just broken up, and then he heard about me liking him, so he decided on a star at the last minute.

The following weekend John took me on our first official date. We caught the train to the Caulfield Cup. John (who, at age sixteen, somehow had his own TAB phone account) showed me how to place a bet. He lost all his money and I had to pay for lunch and our fare back to Mooroolbark. From that day on we were together.

John had an enormous influence on me. While my parents voted for the Liberal Party, his parents were socialists. John would often challenge me about whether I agreed with my parents’ opinions. He turned me into a vegetarian and a Labor voter. He taught me about jazz and blues. He was a self-taught pianist who loved to play while his older sister Pip, along with Rebecca (the daughter of the jazz drummer Lenny Barnard), sang blues songs in the style of Bessie Smith and Pearl Bailey. Both Pip and Rebecca had wonderful voices and dreamed of singing professionally when they grew up.

John had very little interest in school and often didn’t bother going. His rebellious nature made him even more attractive. I had always been such a good girl; he challenged me to break a few rules every now and then. He loved watching me practise my classical piano pieces (although he later confessed he was just watching my bum wiggle on the piano stool) and eventually decided to take formal piano lessons, which he raced through. We inspired and loved each other, and talked for hours about everything under the sun. We would lie together in a single bed in the red-and-black flat listening to hit songs on the radio, or John would tune in to his favourite late-night jazz show, ‘Music to Midnight’. I couldn’t have asked for a more perfect first love.

When my brother Greg met John’s older sister Pip, he fell for her. She had long, glossy black hair and big brown eyes with thick dark eyelashes. She didn’t need to wear make-up; she glowed naturally. She was funny and smart and kind. She taught Greg how to cook. He went back to playing his guitar so she could sing with him. They became boyfriend and girlfriend and we all hung out together. Even our parents befriended each other.
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A photograph has edges the world does not.

STEPHEN SHORE

I had sex for the first time on Tuesday, 16 August 1977, the day Elvis Presley died. All the radio stations were playing his music. John and I loved each other, and it seemed the right time. We had been going out for nearly a year. It was a perfect first time. I decided to go on the pill. A couple of girls at school had fallen pregnant and I did not want to be next. Being under eighteen, however, I couldn’t get a prescription for the pill without a parent’s consent. Although Mum had always warned me not to have sex until I was married, I decided to talk to Mum and Dad about it as if it was no big deal.

I marched into their room on the following Sunday morning. They were having coffee and toast in bed and reading the newspapers.

‘Mum, Dad,’ I began, my voice croaky with nerves. ‘I need to discuss something.’

‘What is it, darling?’ asked Mum. Dad kept reading. It was hard to get his attention when he was reading.

‘Umm, I want to go on the pill.’

Mum’s eyes widened. She put down her newspaper. ‘No. You and John are both too young.’

‘We’re both sixteen,’ I argued. ‘I am about to turn seventeen.’

‘That’s too young!’ said Mum.

Dad was still reading, pretending he couldn’t hear.

‘Why don’t you wait another six months and really think about if you’re ready?’ said Mum.

‘It’s too late,’ I blurted. ‘We’ve already done it.’

Dad slowly raised his newspaper in front of his face. Now he definitely did not want to be part of the conversation.

‘Oh,’ said Mum. ‘I’ll make an appointment with the doctor.’

When John came to visit later that day, I told him about the conversation. He was mortified. He wanted to leave, but Mum called us both downstairs. She had a camera.

‘I want to take a picture of the two of you,’ she said in a solemn voice. She made us stand together out the front of the house. John was visibly uncomfortable. Mum took a few pictures, then put her camera down. ‘There. Now I can remember today,’ she said.

‘Why does your mum want a photo of us?’ asked John, when we were alone.

‘Dunno. Maybe to have a record of the boy who deflowered me?’

John kept away for a few days. When he did return he was reluctant to make eye contact with my parents. Somewhere in the Moorhouse family archives, there is a photo of John and me, looking confused and embarrassed.

A few days later, Greg and I were walking down Pine Road, heading for the McAll house.

‘You don’t have to marry him, you know,’ Greg said out of the blue.

‘What?’ I laughed. ‘I’m not marrying anyone for a long time.’

‘Yeah, but I know you, Joss,’ he said. ‘You’re in this weird Christian phase. You probably think you committed a sin by sleeping with him…’

My ‘weird Christian phase’ was actually my Jesus Christ Superstar phase, when I listened obsessively to the soundtrack and then entertained a brief fascination with religion. Greg had taken advantage of this by ordering me to make toasted sandwiches and cups of tea for him and his friends. ‘If you are a true Christian, Joss, you will serve me, because you love all mankind.’ His friends thought it was hilarious. I was his slave until Mum overhead him taunting me and told him he was reprehensible. The phase ended when I discovered Tommy.

‘I do not think I have to marry him,’ I said to Greg, ‘just because I had sex with him.’

‘Well, my advice,’ said Greg, unconvinced, ‘is don’t marry the first man you sleep with.’

When I got home that night, Mum took me into the backyard for a private chat. ‘I just want to make sure, darling,’ she said. ‘You do enjoy sex, don’t you?’

Mortifying. ‘Yes,’ I replied, wanting to flee. Talking about sex with my mother and brother was definitely taking all the magic out of it.

‘Because you shouldn’t be doing it just because John wants it.’

‘I’m not,’ I insisted. ‘I like it.’

Mum’s face changed. Now she wanted to end the conversation. ‘Okay!’ she said in an artificial tone, then abruptly walked off to turn on a lawn sprinkler. It seemed that the loss of my virginity had sent shockwaves throughout the family.

The year 1977 was also when I fell in love with photographic images. Vermont High School taught Media Studies. Our teacher, Miss O’Connor, introduced us to the work of great photographers like Diane Arbus and André Kertész. We learned about composing an image. Working with black-and-white film, we learned about using light for dramatic effect. We were also taught how to develop our own negatives and print our own photos in the school darkroom.

I fell in love with photography. I did arty portraits of my family. I created absurdist group scenes involving Kathy tangled in her own hair, or Angela posing as Patty Hearst with a fake rifle. I converted the upstairs bathroom into a darkroom. I screwed a red bulb into the socket and blocked out the windows with towels. The bathroom smelled of chemicals for the next two years.

Mum and Dad bought me a second-hand enlarger (a device that projects the image from the negative onto the photographic paper) for my seventeenth birthday. Mum must have been reminded of her own father, Archie, and his photographic business. I wonder if she ever visited him in his darkroom. Did the vinegary scent of developing chemicals in our bathroom take her back to her childhood? My parents never grumbled when I begged them to buy me more photographic supplies. They were proud of me. I decided to do photography as part of my Art portfolio in my final year of school.

We also studied filmmaking. Miss O’Connor gave us pages of blank rectangles and said, ‘Draw some images that could make a visual story.’ It didn’t matter what the images were. We were to think not only of narrative but of rhythm, movement and visual impact. She was teaching us to do what is officially termed storyboarding. The next step was to film live action versions of the storyboards, using the school’s Super 8 cameras, and assess how the images flowed together on screen. I loved this process of conjuring an image, then creating it through the camera. I still love it, all these years later. It never gets old.

I already loved the movies I had seen in black and white on TV: Carol Reed’s The Third Man, David Lean’s Great Expectations and Michael Cacoyannis’s Zorba The Greek. They got under my skin. Harry Lime’s fingers slipping through a steel grate. Tragic, decaying Miss Haversham, her cobwebby bridal gown engulfed by flames. Madame Hortense watching the villagers try to steal her few possessions, as if she were already dead. But Miss O’Connor gave us a crash course in Australian film history.

We learned about Australia’s first full-length feature film, The Kelly Gang. We also studied Ken G. Hall and Raymond Longford. And she exposed us to the new wave of Australian filmmakers: Fred Schepisi (The Devil’s Playground and The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith) and Peter Weir, who had just made his extraordinary Picnic at Hanging Rock. Gillian Armstrong was yet to break into what seemed like a male domain, but in my heart I already knew directing movies had nothing to do with gender. Interestingly, in film studies we were never taught about the fabulous filmmaker sisters from the 1920s, the McDonagh sisters, in one of whose silent movies, Those Who Love, my great-aunts Nellie and Lou had been given small roles. Paulette McDonagh was Australia’s first woman director. With her sisters, Phyllis and Isabella, she made four feature films, as well as a handful of documentaries, between 1928 and 1933. Her films were successful and the sisters were courted by Hollywood, but decided to stay in Australia. Only fragments of their films exist today, preserved at the National Film and Sound Archive in Canberra.

Angela and Kathy starred in the first movie I directed, The Clown. I shot it on Mum’s Super 8 camera, and it had no sound. Angela played a disturbed, menacing mime who stalked another woman, played by Kathy. A lot of the film takes place at Melbourne’s Luna Park, a faded amusement park on St Kilda Beach, where my parents had taken us on our birthdays.

I had a love/hate relationship with Luna Park. I loved the entrance, the big creepy mouth. I loved the dodgem cars, and most of all I loved the River Caves. I would have been happy to spend all day floating past the magical scenes in my little boat (my favourite was the mermaids). Greg thought the River Caves ride was dumb. He lobbied for more kinetic entertainment, like the vomit-inducing Rotor, and the rollercoasters, which terrified Kathy and me.

As a compromise we usually ended up in the Giggle Palace, a large hall with lots of attractions, including the tall, bumpy slides that Greg loved to slither down. Next to the Wonky Walk Way was the Barrel-o’-laughs, scene of my first humiliating panic attack. It was my eleventh birthday. Kathy and Greg ducked through in a matter of seconds, their smiling faces emerging on the other side of the slowly spinning barrel. ‘Do it, Jossy!’ they shouted. I held my breath and hurled myself into the spinning vortex. Within seconds my body was drawn upwards, then dropped back onto the rotating floor, only to be drawn up the side again. I couldn’t move forward or backwards. I was in a never-ending torture chamber. Other kids were scrambling past me.

I could hear Kathy and Greg laughing: ‘Come on, Jossy! It’s easy to get through.’ It was not easy. It was not even possible. I was inside a spinning hell. A boy tripped over me and somehow his foot got stuck briefly in my underpants. I panicked and started screaming. There were no more kids in the barrel. I was rolling and scrambling and sobbing, alone. The barrel was trying to kill me.

Finally it stopped. I crawled out, still crying, into Grandma Wood’s arms. Mum had asked someone to turn off the barrel. Everyone was staring, including Kathy and Greg. Mum came over and hugged me. We avoided the Giggle Palace on all future visits to Luna Park.

By 1977 Luna Park was a shadow of its former self. The paint was peeling and the wooden rollercoaster looked lethal. The River Caves were being renovated the day we filmed: it was all big chunks of concrete, tangled steel rods and the odd crumbling plaster mermaid—the exact look of apocalyptic dystopia that film students aim for. I didn’t think to ask anyone’s permission to shoot my movie there. The story was to climax in a bloody confrontation between the mime stalker and her victim. Unfortunately, we ran out of daylight so we shot the end of the film in the Borellis’ cow paddock. In the final scene, based on one of my dreams, Kathy confronted Angela and shoved her to the ground, where she remained, bleeding, her face paint smeared. The blood was fake, of course, handmade by me. I had visceral dreams in my teenage years, and Super 8 became the medium I used to give them artistic expression.

When I had finished editing this first strange little film, I needed an audience. Mum invited all the neighbours, and I invited my friends, and I had my first ever film premiere in the lounge room at Moonfleet. We didn’t have a screen, so we pinned a white bedsheet to the wall, just like Mum’s slide nights in Lae. At the end, my audience applauded politely and told me they looked forward to my next movie. One old bloke said he hoped I was grateful to my parents for paying for all the Super 8 film stock. I didn’t let his disapproval discourage me.

Super 8 film wasn’t cheap, but thankfully Mum and Dad were prepared to invest in my movie-making obsession. It was a slow process. Kodak provided bright yellow envelopes with their Super 8 film cartridges, which I purchased from the local chemist shop. I popped my cassette of exposed film into one of these envelopes and mailed it off to Kodak. A few weeks later, Kodak posted back the developed reel. I used to check the letterbox daily. My heart always gave a happy leap when I spied the bright yellow envelope. First I would view my footage with Kathy, Angela and Mum. We had a projector that was always overheating, and once or twice melted my precious footage. Mum taught me how to use her cement splicer to cut the shots together. I was learning a new language, the language of cinema.

At eighteen, I discovered a new cinematic hero, the British director Nicolas Roeg. I had loved his early film Walkabout, made in Australia, and in 1978 I saw The Man Who Fell to Earth, a science-fiction thriller. I went to the film because by now Angela had converted me into a passionate fan of David Bowie, who had a starring role. Seeing that movie was a life-changing experience. I connected with the way Roeg used a dreamlike language of the emotions. He spoke through the camera; it was as if I could see his voice. His images were like music, appealing to the unconscious. The way he edited images, music and performance together was a revelation to me.
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How can a sentient person of the modern age mistake photography for reality?...Photographs economise the truth; they are always moments more or less illusorily abducted from time’s continuum.

SALLY MANN

In my final year of high school, Mum was nearly killed in a terrible car accident. She had driven from Vermont High School on her lunch break to a local shopping centre to pick up some carpet remnants. I have no idea why she wanted these remnants, but soon it wouldn’t matter. She had bought a meat pie at a bakery and asked the baker to squirt some tomato sauce on it before they put it in the paper bag. She drove out the shopping centre exit onto the main road. A car was heading towards her, but she judged that it was far enough away for her to make a right turn. She didn’t know, however, that the car was travelling way above the speed limit. A teenage driver. Unlicensed, drunk and driving with a broken arm in a sling. His car slammed into Mum’s driver’s side door. The T-bone impact was so violent that her seatbelt snapped open as her body took the full force of the side-on collision. She ricocheted across the front seat, her head smashing the passenger window. Luckily, the newly purchased carpet remnants were in the front passenger seat and softened the impact.

I was not at school that day. I was supposed to be at home, studying for my final year exams. In fact, I was with John at his place, not studying. Dad called and told me not to rush home for dinner: ‘Why not stay at John’s until later, as Mum has been in a small car accident and might not get home tonight.’ I don’t know how he could lie so well. He must have been completely gutted. I did not find out until years later what had actually happened. It took emergency services half an hour to cut Mum from the car using a device nicknamed the ‘Jaws of Life’. Mum was barely conscious but she could hear a woman screech, ‘Oh my God, is that brains on the window?’ No, it was her meat pie, flung against the windscreen. Mum was too weak to correct the stranger, but could see the humour of it.

‘Look, is that petrol leaking out?’ someone else said. ‘What if the car catches fire before they get her out?’

Mum was afraid. A stranger was holding her hand. Mum never forgot this hand. She said it kept her alive. She even wrote a poem, ‘Hold My Hand’, about this stranger.

Much later, I learned that Mum had flatlined in hospital and had to be resuscitated. Years later, she told us that she had an out-of-body experience in the minute or so she was clinically dead. She saw a bright light and felt at peace. She was heading towards the light, ready to cross over, but then she heard Dad’s voice calling her back, pleading with her not to leave him, not to leave the kids. Mum remembered deciding to turn back. Then she woke up and was whisked into surgery to have her ruptured spleen removed. She had suffered massive blood loss from internal injuries.

At first Dad tried to underplay the accident. I imagine it was because he was terrified, and afraid of breaking down. But when Mum did not come home, Kathy and I asked to go and visit her. ‘It’d be better to let her rest,’ said Dad. We wrote notes and asked Dad to take them to Mum. More days went by. Dad asked me to come the wrecker’s yard with him, and to bring my camera. He wanted me to take photos of Mum’s car for the insurance. When I focused my camera lens on the mangled driver’s side door and the smashed-in window it dawned on me—this was a terrible, violent accident. Dad then revealed that Mum had a fractured pelvis, two broken legs, multiple broken ribs and a shattered collarbone. She also had internal injuries.

Kathy and I caught the train to see Mum at Box Hill Hospital. She looked tiny and frail. She could barely speak, but managed to ask us to press down on her abdomen, so it wouldn’t hurt when she coughed. It was the first time we had ever seen Mum as vulnerable, and we were frightened by her weakness. She was on morphine and kept drifting off, making odd movements with her hands. Sometimes, she said, she imagined she was folding washing. Other times she hallucinated that she was writing a letter, or cooking a meal.

It took her more than a year of determined rehabilitation, but Mum learned to walk again. Thirteen months later she was looking after her herd of donkeys and planting flowers in the garden. It made for a difficult HSC year for me, and then a difficult HSC year for Kathy. All we cared about was Mum getting better.

I don’t know if it was the shock of almost losing Mum, or how vulnerable it made Dad, but around that time Kathy transformed herself from an average student into a serious scholar. She decided that her love of sculpture and fashion were not going to provide her with a career. She had always had a strong sense of justice, so she decided to become a lawyer. We were all shocked, but she quickly became a straight-A student. Dad was thrilled, he had always hoped one of us would become a lawyer. He remained so proud of Kathy until the end of his life.

I just scraped through my HSC exams, but got into Rusden State College to study media and drama. It was a teacher-training college, but for the first two years of the four-year degree, I wouldn’t have to set foot in a classroom. I could spend most of my time playing with cameras and making short films. This sounded like a fine idea.

One of my first teachers was old-school. After giving us a tour of Rusden’s TV studio, he allowed time for questions. I couldn’t wait. There I was, my naive young heart bursting with dreams.

‘What advice would you give me for how I might eventually get to be a director?’ I blurted out.

‘You? A director?’ he said in a snarl. ‘Learn to type.’

I wondered how typing would help me direct.

‘Then,’ my sarcastic, sexist teacher continued, ‘you might get to be the secretary to a big producer. And, who knows, if he likes you, maybe he’ll give you a chance.’

It felt like he had dumped a bucket of cold water on me. Fortunately, my other lecturers were wonderful professionals who believed in inspiring young minds.

At Rusden we learned everything from graphic design to large-format photography. We worked on video productions and were taught how to load and operate 16mm cameras. I got to make a short narrative video about two tortured musicians (starring John McAll, Christina Pozzan and her boyfriend, Robert McMenomy), then a short film about a young girl rebelling against her artist mother, starring my parents, Greg, Kathy and a host of other ring-ins, including my former drama teacher from Vermont High. The role of the daughter was played by John’s little sister Sophie, who had the most fun because she got to slash up her mother’s canvases (all painted by me). I also worked on a lot of other students’ films, doing different jobs each time: I would record sound or operate the camera or cut film in the editing room.

We also learned about improvisation, different acting techniques and theatre production. When we staged a play about mental illness, called Snap Out of It, my role was a madwoman who played Schumann’s ‘Child Falling Asleep’ from his Kinderszenen. Halfway through, I stopped playing the piano, started screaming, then fell from my piano stool onto the floor, where I was bundled into a straitjacket. I had to stay there for the remainder of the play, totally ignored by the other actors.

We studied the art of clowning. Clowns and mimes had always scared me. Something about the sweaty, smeary greasepaint and the sinister painted-on smiles. Clowning is an art, like mime. It involves training your body to move in a comic way, learning how to make certain expressions, how to perform slapstick. We were given just a few days of lessons from clowning experts, then asked to create a clown-comedy for children and take it into the community, namely a school fair the following weekend.

I played an evil boy-clown who pushed unhealthy fast food onto princesses to make them fat. Dressed in oversized baggy pants and a gaudy shirt, I force-fed the pink princess clown cheeseburgers until she got sick. The good clowns then threw me out of the clown castle. The audience of eight-year-olds took it seriously and were lying in wait for me backstage after the show. Before I knew it, I was being attacked by a mob of vengeful children, kicked by little angry feet, mostly on my bottom. Luckily, my clown pants were padded. Visions of young savages out of control, like something out of Lord of the Flies, sent me into a panic. I barricaded myself in a broom closet until I heard the kids wander off.

The next day we visited a special school for kids with autism and Down syndrome. I knew little about either disability. In high school, I had read Virginia Axline’s Dibs in Search of Self, the story of an autistic boy who is treated by an angelic therapist. The mother is described in the book as emotionally crippled and largely responsible for her child’s condition.

At the special school we performed a different clown play. This time I was cast as a bird and dressed in a costume of bright yellow feathers, with a large tail and a cardboard beak. I felt like an imposter even before the performance began. I was hot and sweaty. My teacher kept urging me to physicalise the bird. Be the bird. Preen.

The assembled children were excited and noisy. There were about fifteen children with Down syndrome. A few others, in wheelchairs, seemed to have cerebral palsy. The rest looked no different from the children who had attacked me the day before, except these children had autism.

There was no stage, just a cleared area of floor. My character didn’t perform until five minutes into the play, so the leading clown gestured for me to sit in the front row of the audience until my cue. I plonked myself down, trying to remain a calm, hippy, drama student, but I was scared of these children. I was afraid they might try to talk to me and I wouldn’t know what to say or do. I decided to stare straight ahead. If I ignore the audience, I thought, they will ignore me. Wrong. I was covered in bright yellow feathers, a big, fluffy, neon-yellow bird in their midst.

Someone began to pat me. I looked around. A little boy was staring at my feathers in a kind of rapture. His small hand was gently patting my arm. Another child started to pat me. I looked up at the teachers. I wanted one of them to explain to the children that I was a character in a play and that touching me was breaking the rules. But the teachers were smiling at me, happy that this drama student in a silly yellow costume was bringing so much joy to their students. I looked at the children. I was a magical creature in their eyes. A child hugged me. I wanted to be a good bird for them, so I started to preen. I put all my energy into being the best bird that I could be. How could I have been afraid?
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Film as dream, film as music. No art passes our conscience in the way film does, and goes directly to our feelings, deep down into the dark rooms of our souls.

INGMAR BERGMAN

In 1980, when I was twenty and in my second year at Rusden, I discovered Cinema Papers and read the bimonthly magazine cover to cover, all the articles about international and Australian films. The year before, I had seen and loved My Brilliant Career, a first movie by a new director, Gillian Armstrong. Now I read about how she had been one of the first students accepted into the Australian Film, Television and Radio School in Sydney, set up by the government in 1972. I had never heard of it, but was immediately obsessed with becoming a student there. If that’s how Gillian got her start, maybe I could do the same!

Getting into the AFTRS was not easy. They took a total of twenty students per year into five ‘workshops’—Producing, Sound, Editing, Production Design and Camera. I wanted to be a cinematographer/director like my hero Nicolas Roeg, who had started his career as a camera operator for David Lean, the (director of Lawrence of Arabia and Dr Zhivago), so I applied for the Camera workshop.

As part of my application I sent the 16 mm film I had made at Rusden (in which the girl slashes her mother’s paintings), a script I was working on about an alien invasion, and my Super 8 films, edited together into an epic twenty-minute movie called Dreams. But I had a problem. My Super 8 films were silent. So I recorded twenty minutes of the instrumental side of the David Bowie/Brian Eno album Low onto a cassette, which I sent with a note instructing the assessors to press play when they saw the first image of Dreams. It was a primitive procedure, but it must have worked because I made it into the next round of assessments.

This time I had to f ly to Sydney and meet with Storry Walton, the head of AFTRS. I also met the Camera teacher, Brian Probyn, a cinematographer who had worked with Terrence Malick and Ken Loach. It was a long day. After my interview, I was put into a small room with a light, a box of props, a video camera and instructed to ‘do something creative in ten minutes’. Next, I had to watch a strange abstract film, then discuss it with the assessors. I blathered on about symbolism and shooting style and hoped for the best.

Six weeks later, there was an urgent telephone call for me in the staff office at Rusden. It was Mum, squealing in excitement. ‘A telegram has arrived for you. Do you want me to open it?’

‘Yes! Yes!’ I shouted into the phone.

She read it out: I had been accepted into the Camera workshop.

Attending film school in Sydney meant leaving home for the first time. It meant moving to Sydney, a city I did not know. It meant saying goodbye to Mum and Dad and Kathy and Greg and Angela. It meant leaving all my good friends and teachers at Rusden. It also meant leaving my beloved John. He wasn’t happy. He assumed I was leaving him for good, but I wanted us to try to remain a couple. I begged him to come to Sydney with me, but he was applying to the Victorian College of the Arts to study jazz composition. I promised to come back to Melbourne by train every second weekend. It was worth it to be together. John said he would try to come to Sydney too.

On my first day at AFTRS, in early February 1981, I met my fellow classmates, including a Paul Hogan. I remembered his name from the orientation package, which included short bios of the other students. Paul Hogan, aged eighteen, was from Tweed Heads, NSW. I had felt sorry for him, whoever he was. Imagine having to share a name with the famous TV comedian? I was also impressed that he was only eighteen. He was coming to AFTRS straight out of high school.

Paul Hogan turned out to be tanned and skinny with longish brown hair. He had a wicked smile and piercing blue eyes. He was attractive (but eighteen!). Also, I was devoted to John, so not looking for romance. I kept my distance for the first few weeks of school. His sense of humour was outrageous; he talked loudly and was opinionated about everyone and everything. He excelled at the quick comeback. He was the kind of person I felt safer being silent around. Better not to speak at all than risk being judged, and inevitably mocked, by this young and arrogant brat.

During my first year away I was always torn between rushing back to Melbourne to be close to John or remaining in Sydney to follow my dream of becoming a film director. John kept begging me to quit film school, and I kept begging him to move to Sydney. In my second year of film school, we got engaged, although we never set a date for the wedding. We tried very hard to stay a couple.

Eventually, Paul and I became friends. Neither of us knew anyone else in Sydney. We both loved spending weekends seeing as many movies as possible, and we both liked Indian food. I was discovering that, as well as being hilarious, he could be charming, when he chose to be. Like Angela, he had the power to make me cry with laughter. Within months we were close friends. We worked on our films together, spent our free time together, and eventually both moved into a share house with three other film students. The only thing Paul did that annoyed me was ask me to pick up his laundry from the laundromat. Oh, and he did once lock my cat, Betty, outside in a rainstorm. She ran away and never returned. I still haven’t forgiven him for the cat.

We couldn’t have been more different. I came from Melbourne, where it rained a lot and people read books, went to plays and visited art galleries. He came from a Gold Coast tourist town, where people surfed, worked on their tans and rode the rollercoaster at one of four major theme parks. Paul was not a surfer. He liked books and films, and books about films, and Mad magazine, and Charles Schulz. He hated organised sport. I was a quiet, serious young woman; he was iconoclastic, outrageous and very funny. And he brought out my playful side. We made each other laugh, a lot.

The other female student he hung around with was Jane Campion. In 1981, she was already the shining star of our class. Every short film she directed was amazing. We knew she was a film genius. She was beautiful and hilarious. She used to do a brilliant imitation of Meryl Streep in The French Lieutenant’s Woman, turning to look over her shoulder with haunted Streepian eyes, saying in a throaty, Streepian voice, ‘I am the French lieutenant’s…whore!’ That would always crack us up. When Jane and Paul were riffing off each other, their rapier wit was so intimidating I would find an excuse to leave. They were highly entertaining, but you didn’t want to be their target. They mercilessly poked fun at lecturers, other students and everyone’s short films. Eventually they convinced me they did have true affection for me, so I stopped avoiding them when they were sitting together.

I remember the first time I started to feel a glimmer of ‘more than friends’ feelings for Paul. We were doing a compulsory Television assignment, directing a short dance performance using three cameras: we had to direct the multi-cam broadcast from a small control room, watching three television monitors at eye level. An Editing student (a ‘vision switcher’) would sit by your side, and wait for instructions on which camera you wanted to cut to. Your job was to watch the three screens, make snap decisions and tell your vision switcher to cut to one of the cameras, all in time to the music. Each of the cameras in the TV studio was controlled by a student wearing headphones. In between camera cuts, you had to direct the camera operators to move closer or further away. The goal was to get as many different shots as possible.

I found this exercise incredibly stressful. I have never been very good at handling a barrage of visual input, which is probably why I didn’t learn to drive until my late thirties. To make matters worse, our TV lecturer was always angry, and shouted at us when we made mistakes. We felt like lambs being led to slaughter.

A girl in a pink dress danced elegantly around the television studio. Camera A was framing her in a wide shot. Camera B was panning with her in a closer shot. Camera C was framing her elegant feet, and tilting up and down to her hands and face at different times. About twenty seconds into her performance, I panicked. I was supposed to choose a camera angle (close up, wide shot or medium shot) and instruct the vision switcher sitting beside me (who happened to be Paul) to cut to camera A, B or C. He waited. When I said nothing, I saw him glance at me. He understood that I had frozen. Without saying a word, he took over and cut from camera to camera, occasionally talking into the control-room microphone, instructing the camera operators to go left or right or zoom in. I felt as if my mouth couldn’t move. I was ashamed, but also incredibly grateful. I remember watching his hands on the buttons and the switches and thinking: ‘He bites his nails, but he has such elegant hands.’

The angry lecturer didn’t notice my panic attack. Paul had saved me. Nothing like being swept off your feet in a TV control room. But I was very loyal to John and buried that first spark of romantic feelings towards Paul. We remained best friends and got on with making our films.

I spent my twenty-first birthday in an abattoir in Homebush. I was working on a third-year director’s film that was set on a killing floor. I was a first-year, vegetarian camera assistant. In the area where we were filming, bodies of cows, cut in half and hoisted on vicious hooks, would travel past and above us in an endless parade of fresh death. Part of my job was wiping the drips of blood off the camera equipment. It was disgusting. The smell of blood and cow death stayed in my clothes for days. Watching cows being disembowelled on a conveyor line was not how I had imagined spending my twenty-first birthday, but it was a film set, and I was intensely aware that my dreams were coming true. That night I went to an Indian restaurant with my fellow students (including Paul) and we celebrated my birthday. I had found my tribe.

Paul’s first short film was called Getting Wet. He showed me his various drafts as he was writing the script. I was harsh in my criticisms but, fortunately, he completely ignored me. The screenplay was very funny: a nerdy, awkward teenage boy is forced to go on a beach holiday with his family. He falls in love with the girl who comes to clean the holiday house, and has his heart broken when she falls for his hunky older brother. In a fit of jealous rage, he beats up his brother and destroys the holiday for everyone. Then he happens to meet a sweet girl who suggests they ‘put on each other’s clothes’, and he realises that maybe the beach holiday hasn’t been a complete disaster.

We all headed down to Kiama, on the south coast of New South Wales, to shoot the film, which took place, for the most part, in a delightful, weatherworn beach cottage. The crew, including Paul, stayed in the cottage. Paul decided that I would be housed separately, in a nearby caravan park, sharing a van with two other students. He thought he was doing me a favour, but I felt rejected and left out. Why didn’t he want me to stay in the holiday house with him and the crew? This was the first of many misunderstandings that led to the realisation that we were in love—just like in a romantic comedy!

So I began the shoot already cross with him. He couldn’t have cared less. He was directing his first film and all he could think about was making it as brilliant as possible. He didn’t even notice my bad mood. He was just glad I was there to talk to and argue with. He gave me the job of continuity, a role that requires meticulous attention to detail, copious note-taking, the precise use of a camera to document scenes, and a stopwatch to time them.

Continuity is a hard job, and I was terrible at it. I would get so interested in the actors that I would forget to time scenes. I would forget to notice which hands they used to pick things up, whether they turned left or right, all of the things I was supposed to be noting down. Paul would get furious with me. Then I would get furious with him for being rude. Jane Campion, who was the first assistant director on the shoot, took us both aside one day and reprimanded us for having shouting matches on the set. She told us we were acting like children and that our behaviour would harm the film and our friendship. We agreed to behave with more respect towards each other.

I was still smarting from being left out of the sleeping arrangements at the beach house. But I held in my resentment. One night we were watching the previous day’s footage on a wonky screen set up in the beach house living room. I was sitting next to Paul on the couch. He was distraught about something that had not gone well; he groaned in despair and laid his head on my shoulder.

‘It’s not that bad,’ I said, trying to ignore the jolt of electricity that went through me as I felt his hair against my cheek. I could smell his shampoo. I found an excuse to move away, because I was confused about my emotions. Truth had revealed itself to me and I was startled. What the hell? Was I was falling in love with my best friend? This was insanity.

I became even angrier, trying to repress my feelings. I was engaged to John. He was the one I loved. Paul was annoying, rude and arrogant. I was not attracted to him. No way. The shoot moved back to Sydney, where Paul decided to take over our share house and shoot some of the scenes in our lounge room. It was a crumbling art-deco mansion in a leafy northern suburb. The floorboards were a shiny dark brown. Paul wanted to do a lot of shots of a little boy lying on the boards, looking at his mum’s legs as she walked back and forth. It was going to take all day. The crew were traipsing in and out of everyone’s rooms, including mine, to plug in power cords or dump equipment. I was furious, because I had told Paul that I would only allow him to film in our share house on the condition that no one went into my room. I didn’t want people looking through my stuff. But now my room was filled with equipment boxes, coils of cords and crew members. I was incensed.

I stormed up to Paul while he was rehearsing with the little boy, and told him he had behaved disrespectfully in allowing the crew into my room and I would never forgive him. Yes, I may have gone slightly over the top. Jane dragged me away and told me that I was behaving in a ridiculous and unprofessional manner, and that I had to stop shouting at Paul, who needed to concentrate on directing his film. I said I would stop if he apologised. Later that night, when the crew had finally left, I heard a knock on my bedroom door.

It was Paul, looking exhausted and bewildered. ‘I don’t know what I did to make you so angry, but I am truly sorry for whatever it was,’ he said.

‘Good,’ I snapped, ‘because I am seriously considering moving out of this house if you don’t change your ways.’

Now he looked worried. ‘Don’t do that. Surely this won’t end our friendship.’

So reasonable, and so adorable. I found myself melting again. Yes, he was clearly having an effect on me. I slammed the door. Dammit, I was falling for him.

I had to confess my feelings and find out how he felt about me. One night, a week later, I asked Paul to help me lug the garbage bins out to the kerb. I knew this might be my only chance to talk to him privately. In a share house there is always someone else hanging around. He agreed to help and I found myself alone with him, standing over the smelly garbage bins.

‘Paul,’ I said, ‘if I told you something about myself that might truly disgust you, do you think you could still be my friend?’

I’ll never forget the look on his face. What was I about to tell him? Why did I choose those particular words to begin a confession of love? Sometimes, when I try to say something important, the most ludicrous utterance comes out of my mouth.

Paul looked at me with an earnest expression, bless him, and said, ‘Of course I will still be your friend.’

Wow. He didn’t know what I was going to tell him. It could have been anything. But should I tell him I was in love with him? That he was the love of my life and I wanted to stay with him and never be apart from him? Should I say I wanted to marry him and have his children?

No. I decided to act cool and pretend to be someone I wasn’t. ‘I want to have sex with you,’ I said. ‘How do you feel about that?’

Poor guy. He looked like a deer in the headlights. Did he sweep me into his arms and kiss me passionately? No. He looked really shocked. ‘Can I think about it?’ he said.

‘Sure,’ I said, my heart sinking. ‘So that doesn’t disgust you?’

‘No.’

We went back inside. I went into my room and he went into his. I wanted to scream into my pillow with embarrassment, but he would have heard, along with everyone else in the house… It was a long night. When I got up the next morning, Paul had already left for film school. I took myself off to school and was typing in one of the writers’ rooms, working on a strange script about a girl who grows out of an orange seed. I could barely concentrate, and then he appeared in the doorway.

He walked in and closed the door behind him. He looked nervous. ‘If you meant what you said last night,’ he said quietly, ‘I’m all yours.’

I had to tell John. When I said I had fallen in love with someone else, he said, ‘It’s Paul, isn’t it?’ He must have known before I did.

I never wanted to break John’s heart. We had been each other’s first love. We had been so important to each other for six years, a long time. We started to grow apart when I was accepted into film school. And when John got accepted into the Victorian College of the Arts to study music, I knew he wasn’t going to give up that opportunity to move closer to me. Even though we got engaged, I don’t think either of us really believed we were going to get married. We tried our best to make a long-distance relationship work, but our dreams ended up taking us in different directions.

The other film students were shocked when Paul and I became a couple. ‘I thought you hated each other,’ many of them said. Jane called me into her editing room and told me that I shouldn’t expect my relationship with Paul to survive, but that I should have some fun while it lasted. She was worried that I had broken off my engagement to John in a moment of weakness. But she was happy for me too, and mildly amused, considering all the arguments she had been forced to referee. Paul later confessed to me that, on the night I propositioned him over the garbage bins, he thought I just wanted a one-night stand, a last fling before I got married to John. That’s why he had been so worried: he didn’t want to be a one-night stand. Little did he know that I was secretly plotting to take over his entire life.
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We have some impulse within us that makes us want to explain ourselves to other human beings. That’s why we paint, that’s why we dare to love someone—because we have the impulse to explain who we are.

MAYA ANGELOU

The day before Paul and I graduated from the AFTRS in February 1984, I fell off the kerb at our local shops. I couldn’t walk without severe pain, so after Paul had carried me to a taxi rank about a kilometre away, we drove to a medical centre, where a doctor strapped my ankle. The next day I hobbled up on crutches to collect my Diploma of Arts, Film and Television (D.A.F.T.).

During my three years at film school, I had made two short films and a video production called The Moat, a dystopian drama about a circus at the end of the world. I researched real circus people, who lent me a trapeze. Kathy made a fantastic clown suit for one of the characters using flags from different countries. But The Moat was a disappointment. When I showed it to my assessors, one of them said, ‘Perhaps the writer was better than the director.’ Since I was both, I worried that I was going to fail. Suddenly I was crying. I cry way too easily, and often, but this was a hard moment for me. The assessor was right. I made a lot of mistakes at film school, experienced quite a few failures and learned a great deal.

In his final year, Paul changed his name to P.J. Hogan. Everyone understood why. For me, it took some getting used to, and sometimes I still call him Paul. During his film school years, PJ made one TV production (brilliant) and one film (ridiculously good). Everything he directed was impressive.

After graduation, I got a job at the newly created Channel 7 Drama Unit, in the western Sydney suburb of Rydalmere. I caught a bus and train there every day. My boss was a delightful Welshman, Howard Griffiths, who had written episodes for some of the TV crime shows I used to watch as a child with Grandma Wood. They were currently producing a new TV series called Rafferty’s Rules. Sometimes I was asked to assess a script. But most days I would wash dishes, take lunch orders, walk up to the sandwich shop on Victoria Road and bring the lunches back. I rarely received any thanks. Howard always treated me courteously and kindly, but some of the men who worked in the office were rude and boorish.

One day I noticed that one of my male colleagues had put up a whole lot of posters of naked women in his office. As all our offices had glass walls, the pictures could be seen by everyone. I complained to Howard that I found the posters offensive, but he said that, as the pictures were in the man’s office, he couldn’t ask him to take them down. I asked the man to remove the posters. He laughed, then refused. The next day there were two more naked girls on the wall. I decided to take matters into my own hands. While he was at a long lunch one day, I cut out paper clothes for the naked girls and stuck them on top of the pictures. The next day the posters had been taken down, but I got angry glares from a lot of the men.

After a couple of months, Howard asked me if I would like to go on a research trip. He wanted to create a new drama series set in the outback. His idea was to send PJ and me out to a small town to create character portraits of people we found. He pulled out a map of New South Wales and told me to look for the tiniest dot. I found a remote place called Wanaaring, about a hundred and fifty kilometres west of Bourke, out in the dry western part of the state. I kept my finger on it and showed Howard.

‘You’re going there,’ he said.

PJ and I headed off to the outback, accompanied by another writer, Phillip Ryall. It was an amazing, eye-opening adventure. The three of us were not at all suited to the outback. Veggies were barely considered food in the outback, so it was especially tricky for me. After a three-hour drive from Bourke along a red-dust road, we arrived at the sun-bleached Wanaaring pub to check in. Our host was nowhere to be found, but a dead cow was hanging from a hook in the courtyard. A regular patron was paying his account in fresh meat, cutting up the carcass on the spot.

We spent two weeks in Wanaaring, and returned to Channel 7 with hundreds of photographs and volumes of notes. Howard commissioned me to write a pilot episode and ‘series bible’ for a new series called Kelly’s Crossing. Then they gave me the go-ahead for twelve more scripts for the first season. It was an extraordinary career break for me.

Howard was a great mentor. He hired an experienced writer and story-editor, Barbara Bishop, to work with me. She became a good friend and another mentor. Together we created the storylines with a group of veteran writers, including Howard. The pilot was directed by Leigh Spence, who cast a former rock star, Frankie J. Holden, as an outback entertainer on the show.

I was allowed to attend rehearsals, but on the first day I discovered Leigh had rewritten some of the dialogue. I was outraged and ran upstairs to my office, photocopied the original scenes and brought them back to the rehearsal room. I handed them out to the actors, much to Leigh’s displeasure. I was immediately banned from rehearsals. Howard told me that my conduct was highly unprofessional. I apologised to Leigh, and was allowed back into rehearsals.

I got to know the actors, who began asking me about their characters. I enthusiastically shared my thoughts with them, including my sadness that their dialogue had been changed. I was banned from rehearsals again, this time permanently.

Meanwhile, PJ’s film, Getting Wet, won Best Short Film at the Australian Film Institute awards. It was so exciting to see him on stage, picking up his award. As he returned to his seat, a man tapped him on the shoulder. It was Tim White, a producer. He and his producing partner at the time, Miranda Bain, were planning a low-budget thriller. They wanted to know if PJ was interested. He said yes, but weeks passed and they didn’t call.

In 1985, I received a grant from the Australian Film Commission to make a short comedy I had written over one weekend. In The Siege of the Bartons’ Bathroom, about a suburban family, the little girl Elly was intensely attached to a tree in her backyard. It was the only tree for miles around. Her next-door neighbour wanted the tree removed, because the leaves messed up his lawn. Elly’s father agreed to cut down the tree, but she staged a protest by locking herself in the family bathroom (and only toilet in the house). She refused to come out unless her Dad promised to spare the tree. She ended up winning and the tree survived.

I cast the actor Max Phipps as the villainous neighbour, and Frankie J. Holden as Elly’s dad. I found a delightful girl, Rebekah Elmaloglou, to play Elly. Howard gave me six months’ leave without pay to make the film. I ran out of money, so it remained unmixed while I went back to work. By now, Howard had resigned, replaced by a man who took an instant dislike to me. I was soon fired.

My Kelly’s Crossing series never got produced. I did see the pilot, which turned out nicely, I thought. When the credits began to roll, I looked for my name. It wasn’t there. I thought a mistake had been made, but then I saw it. Instead of being up front with the other creatives, the producers had put my credit at the end, just after Catering. It was a kind of ‘Fuck You’ message for me. I received it loud and clear.

Now I was in need of job. Barbara Bishop put in a good word for me at Crawford Productions. ‘If you don’t mind moving to Melbourne,’ she said over the phone, ‘the job is yours.’

The day I got the job, I found out some bad news. John McAll’s sister Pip had been diagnosed with liver cancer. Pip and Greg had split up four years earlier, but had remained good friends.

PJ and I had a car by now, a second-hand Saab. We packed everything we owned into the back of the car and set off down the Hume Highway. I still didn’t drive, so my role was to keep PJ entertained. An ardent fan of The New Yorker film critic Pauline Kael, he owned the various collections of her reviews, which I read aloud to him all the way to Melbourne.

I went to see Pip in hospital the day after we arrived. She looked so small and vulnerable, sitting on her bed in her nightie, surrounded by flowers and cards, sunshine bathing her in a golden light.

‘Oh God,’ I said, ‘it looks like Terms of Endearment in here.’

Pip blinked at me and didn’t respond.

What? Why did I blurt that out?

Then she smiled. ‘Maybe,’ she said, ‘but unlike Debra Winger in that movie, I’m going to beat this.’

She looked healthy and her hair was glossy. She was only twenty-five. Her whole life was ahead of her.

‘No negativity, no tears,’ she said.

‘Absolutely,’ I agreed.

Greg was now living in inner-city Abbotsford, in a house he had bought with his delightful long-term girlfriend, Helen Saniga. They worked together at a Mexican restaurant in Collingwood, Helen as a waitress and Greg as the chef. PJ and I stayed with them for the first couple of weeks. Every day I would catch three trams and then walk a mile to my new job at Crawford Productions in the outer suburb of Box Hill. While I was busy learning how to be a Crawfords script editor, Helen helped PJ look for somewhere for us to live. They found a tiny first-floor flat in Toorak, right on Toorak Road. We could just afford it on my pay cheque. Mum and Dad gave us a loan for the bond and the first month’s rent. Trams rattled past every five minutes from early in the morning until late at night. We loved out little flat.

Crawford Productions was a successful TV production company, run by the same charismatic Hector Crawford whose flamboyant conducting skills had so impressed me as a child. Now he was a TV legend. Half the shows on Australian TV were made by his company, which he had started in the 1940s with his sister Dorothy. They had gone from producing musical concerts, to radio programs, and finally such iconic Australian TV shows as Division Four, Homicide and The Sullivans. I got a script-editing position on a new show called Prime Time, a series drama involving a group of television investigative journalists.

Part of my job was to come up with a handful of ideas to pitch to the story team in the weekly meetings. I was also the official note-taker. I would write down every story and character detail decided upon in the writers’ meetings. After that I structured the storylines into scene breakdowns. These would be sent to the writers. When the first drafts came in, the script-editing team would finesse them into shootable second drafts. I learned a lot about structure and storytelling.

One day Hector Crawford invited us all to his home, so he could meet the whole story team and discuss future ideas for Prime Time. I was very nervous about meeting the man himself. We sat at a long dining table, Hector at the head, our white-haired leader. His gracious wife, Glenda, an elegant woman in her early sixties, who had been an opera singer, offered us coffee. I asked her if I could use the toilet. Glenda showed me to the guest bathroom. A few minutes later, when I tried to open the door, it wouldn’t budge. I could hear the meeting proceeding without me, as I tried desperately to unlock the door. Finally there was a knock.

‘Jocelyn?’ said Glenda. ‘Are you all right?’

‘I’m stuck!’ I exclaimed, embarrassed but relieved.

‘Oh dear,’ said Glenda. ‘This happens sometimes. It’s an old lock.’

Glenda informed the assembled meeting that Jocelyn was stuck in the toilet. ‘No, not in the actual toilet!’ I heard her tell Hector. ‘The door won’t open.’ More embarrassment.

Then I heard someone fiddling with the lock, and the door swung open dramatically. There was Hector himself. Hector Crawford, my childhood idol, the white-maned king of Australian television, had rescued me from the bathroom. I am sure my face was scarlet. I never met him again, but I did see a comment of his scrawled across the first script I wrote for Prime Time: ‘Why didn’t you give this episode to someone who can actually write comedy?’ Hector was never one to mince his words.

On the weekends, PJ and I would drive down to see Mum and Dad at their farm. In 1980, they had moved to a stunning hundred-acre property in East Gippsland. Mum transported her herd of donkeys and added a few more. She also bought some Hereford cows. Sometimes we would meet Greg and Kathy at the farm. By now, Kathy had married her high-school sweetheart, Geoff. I had been both bridesmaid and wedding videographer. Kathy has a picture of me in my turquoise bridesmaid dress, lugging an enormous video camera on my shoulder.

Geoff had gone to Rusden too, and was now a drama teacher. Kathy was working at a big law firm in South Yarra. She hated the sexual politics she had to navigate every day, with her mostly older, male colleagues. Her long-term dream was to start her own practice. Her immediate dream was to see the world. She and Geoff saved up for the airfares and, within months of my returning to Melbourne, flew off on a year-long trek through Europe.

In 1986, Miranda Bain, one of the mysterious producers who had talked to PJ at the AFI awards, reappeared and made him an offer to make an espionage thriller, based very loosely on a 1982 political scandal, the Combe-Ivanov affair. The budget for the movie had been raised without a screenplay, just a treatment and a ‘sizzle reel’. Miranda told PJ he had six weeks to write a shooting draft, then six weeks to direct the movie. PJ jumped at the opportunity to make a feature-length film and asked Karl Zwicky, a friend from film school, to co-write the script with him. Karl, a wild, hilarious and clever young man, flew down from Sydney and stayed in our flat with us, while he and PJ tried to knock up story ideas on their electric typewriters—all night, every night, as they drank ridiculous amounts of coffee.

They finished the script in five weeks. Karl flew back to Sydney and PJ went straight into pre-production. The movie was to be called The Humpty Dumpty Man. The story included spies, blackmail, murder and one creepy assassin with a silencer on his pistol. PJ asked my brother Greg to play the assassin. A fitness fanatic, Greg had a chiselled physique and a haircut resembling that of the odd actor Jack Nance in the seminal David Lynch film Eraserhead. It was a popular haircut in the mid 1980s. It was the perfect look for the assassin, who never speaks in the film. Melbourne actor Frank Gallacher was cast as the main character, Jerry Shadlow. Once again, we found a role for Frankie J. Holden, who had become a good friend by now. Most of the film was shot in Melbourne, but we spent two weeks in Canberra for the scenes set in and around Parliament House.

When we arrived in Canberra, construction on the new Parliament House was in full swing. We were shooting scenes in what had been known for fifty years as ‘the Provisional Parliament House’, but was now being referred to as Old Parliament House. Halfway through the shoot, PJ collapsed in agony on the front steps of Old Parliament House, on the same spot where Gough Whitlam had made his historic ‘Nothing will save the Governor-General!’ speech after being sacked by Sir John Kerr in 1975. I arrived on location after PJ had been carted downstairs to be examined by Miranda’s husband, who was a doctor.

I was scared. PJ was only twenty-four. What dire illness could cause him this much pain? Minutes later he walked out of Parliament House, completely fine again. He explained that Miranda’s husband had diagnosed an inguinal hernia, a hereditary condition, and simply shoved it back through the opening between his scrotum and his abdominal wall. Although he said it was a painful and bizarre experience, he managed to laugh about it.

‘One minute I’m directing Frank Gallacher as he is besieged by the press, the next minute I’ve got Miranda’s husband holding my balls. Bit of a surprise.’

When we returned to Melbourne after the shoot, I went to see Pip, who was back at home with her family in Mooroolbark. She was weak, sallow and thin. Happy to see me, she asked about PJ’s film and my work at Crawfords. At one point she pulled up her T-shirt and showed me her swollen belly. She patted it fondly. ‘It looks like I’m pregnant,’ she said. With tears in her eyes she whispered she had always hoped she would become a mother one day. I told her not to talk about dying. She said no, it was okay to talk about dying. I didn’t know what to say. I was sad and scared. Young women with beauty, talent, love and a whole life ahead of them weren’t supposed to die.

The Humpty Dumpty Man got taken away from PJ in post-production. We never found out why, exactly. Possibly PJ was over-schedule, taking too long in the producers’ opinion, but to be suddenly locked out of the cutting room and sacked was a big shock for PJ. It was upsetting for us both. The film never got a theatrical release; a few years later it was released to home video. PJ got a copy of the video and made me take a photo of him pretending to drop it down a toilet. It was a disappointing end to what PJ had hoped would be his first film released in a theatre. On the plus side, we had met and became friends with Frank Gallacher and the cinematographer Martin McGrath. Greg turned out to be a brilliant movie assassin, but acting didn’t interest him. He decided to remain a chef instead.

PJ and I finally had enough money to finish The Siege of the Bartons’ Bathroom. I asked John McAll to write some music for the film. What he wrote was brilliant. I got some VHS copies made, so I could enter it into film festivals, and held a screening in Melbourne. I invited Pip and Kate McAll and their mum, Evie, as well as my friends from Rusden, Mary Sdraulig and Cristina Pozzan. I was shocked when I saw Pip: she needed help from her mum and Kate to walk. Afterwards she told me she was proud of me and loved my film. I kissed her goodbye and watched those beautiful McAll women walk away.

The only festival that invited The Siege of the Bartons’ Bathroom to screen was the Melbourne Children’s Film festival, run by Mary Sdraulig. I went along to watch it with two hundred children. They adored it, and I smiled as I listened to them laughing. The other VHS tapes of my film were returned to me by the various festivals I had entered. When I heard about a new drama series being developed at the ABC, I sent one of the tapes to an executive there. I never heard back. When I called asking to get my tape back, they had lost it. Our careers were not looking good.

I still had my job at Crawfords. We usually had enough money to get through the week, although sometimes the phone or the electricity would get disconnected. PJ refused to ask his or my parents for help. He preferred to do without the phone or electricity for a few days. We could survive on baked beans and tinned tuna, or raid the back of the couch for coins and splurge on a cappuccino each. I once paid the phone bill by emptying out a jar of twenty-cent pieces on the counter at the post office. I remember the clerk rolling his eyes.

‘It’s still real money,’ I said with as much dignity as I could muster, and started counting out the coins in front of him.

Otherwise life was fine. We had an old fold-out card table to write at and eat on. We had a small TV. We had a mattress on the floor in our bedroom, the Trak cinema down the road, and the city was a ten-minute tram ride away.

One day in 1987, I got a call from Mum. She was crying. Pip had died. All I could say was ‘No’.

Greg and I drove to the funeral at a Catholic church in Lilydale. Kate read out an entry from Pip’s diary, where she had written that she was at peace with dying and felt as if she was growing closer to the universe. She wrote something about a tree outside her bedroom window, its branches reaching for the sky. I was only half-listening because I was so sad and Greg was sobbing beside me.

At the cemetery we watched Pip’s coffin go into the ground, covered in flowers. Pip had told her mother that she wanted all the flowers to come from people’s gardens, not from a shop. All I could bring were the geraniums from my two pot plants, just a handful of red petals.

When the burial was over, people started to walk off. I couldn’t, not right away. My thoughts were racing: I couldn’t leave Pip all alone like that. I should have spent more time with her. I should have sat with her more, talked to her, listened to her, watched TV with her, done nothing at all with her and just sat there. Been a friend. I kept putting off visiting her. I always thought ‘next weekend’, or ‘after I have finished this script’. I didn’t think she would really die. Or maybe the truth is that I didn’t want to think she would die. I had looked away because the truth was too scary, too painful.

I saw John at the wake. There were a million things I wanted to say to him, but I couldn’t find the words to start. He was in pain and I couldn’t help. I said I was so sorry about Pip. He nodded. Then I left.

PJ’s hernia symptoms reappeared in late 1987. He went to see a doctor, who recommended surgery as soon as possible. Somehow PJ mentioned to him that we slept on a mattress on the floor. The doctor said he would not be able to recuperate properly without a proper bed. I rushed out and bought one. I had to build it from scratch, our first actual double bed! When PJ came home, he was in a lot of pain. I was his nurse until he got better. He was so touched by my devotion that he proposed to me.

Kathy offered to make my dress and the bridesmaids’ dresses. Greg and Helen offered to do the catering. Mum and Dad found an adorable old church hall on a dirt road near their farm. They cleaned out the cobwebs and rodents and got the power switched back on. All their country friends donated flowers from their gardens to decorate the hall. Greg and Helen and Mum and Dad also spent the day before the wedding gathering wildflowers. There was a little stage in the hall, so I asked for a bush band. I wanted square-dancing at the reception. PJ’s mum and dad wanted us to have a Catholic wedding, so Mum tracked down the local Catholic priest, Father McCartan.

PJ’s dad, Tom, caught a plane from Coolangatta to Melbourne. His mum, Shan, and his six siblings caught a bus. It took them twenty-seven hours to get from the Gold Coast to East Gippsland. Frankie J. Holden and Martin McGrath came, as well as Angela and my Rusden friends. Frankie somehow managed to cut his hand and smear blood on the backs of all the women he dosidoed with during the square dancing. It was a gorgeous, home-made wedding. Barbara Bishop, my script-editor friend, commented that it was like the wedding scene from The Deer Hunter. I took that as a compliment.

A few weeks later, I got a call from Noel Price, a producer at the ABC. He had somehow managed to see my long-lost tape of The Siege of the Bartons’ Bathroom. ‘I love it,’ he said, ‘How would you like to develop a twelve-part kids’ series based on your film?’ I said yes, of course. Noel wanted me to start straightaway, and he wanted me to write every episode. I told him I had to resign from Crawford Productions first. I hung up from that call wondering if I had hallucinated it.

It was intimidating, the thought of writing twelve episodes, six hours of screen time. The longest script I had written so far, for Prime Time, was forty minutes long. I suggested PJ write half the series with me. Noel and his co-producer, Jenny Hooks, had seen and liked Getting Wet, and said yes.

Then PJ surprised me by saying no. He was working on a screenplay for Fred Schepisi, It’s Now or Never. Fred had also seen Getting Wet and wanted to mentor PJ. This was all very exciting, but I was freaking out! I told PJ I was desperate. I couldn’t write the whole thing myself. Couldn’t he write a few episodes? I kept crying and begging until he agreed. I ended up writing six episodes and editing the others. PJ wrote three episodes and we brought on two other writers for the remaining three. The series was called C/o The Bartons.

PJ and I mined our separate childhoods for anecdotes and merged them. I named the brother characters Paul, Anthony and Douglas in honour of the film students I used to live with in our share house. I gave eleven-year-old Elly, still the main character, a best friend, a redhead called Anita, based on my childhood friend. Noel and Jenny did not allow PJ or me to direct any episodes. Those jobs went to ABC staff directors. Frankie J. Holden got cast again in the role as the father but the rest of the cast were new.

One young boy stood out in the auditions—a hilarious fourteen-year-old whose name was Matt Day. When he was older, we cast him in PJ’s film Muriel’s Wedding. That one did get a theatrical release.
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A mother’s body remembers her babies—the folds of soft flesh, the softly furred scalp against her nose. Each child has its own entreaties to body and soul.

BARBARA KINGSOLVER

I became a mother and a director of a feature-length film in the same twelve-month period: from late 1989 to 1990. I remain both a mother and a director and I cherish these roles. Mothers are not born. We evolve as we pass important milestones alongside our children. Each child I have been lucky enough to bring into the world has taught me so much about how to live, and how to love.

Every movie I make is a love story. I don’t mean the storyline of the film, but the story behind the film. As a filmmaker, I cannot commit myself to a project unless I fall in love with it. I have to nurture the project, be devoted to it, find the beauty in it and invest years of passion in it. The bond between a director and her movie is an emotional one. And the love remains years after the film is finished and sits on a shelf or in cyberspace. Even if the film bombed, or wasn’t as good as I wanted, I still remember the hope, and the blood, sweat and tears that went into trying to make the best film possible. I don’t forget the people I worked with or the intense friendships we formed.

When I was working on Prime Time at Crawford Productions, I came across a few lines in a newspaper about a photographer who had been blind since birth. There was a picture of him standing by a fountain, holding his camera. I kept mulling it over. Why would person without sight want to take photographs? Could I make a short film based on this man? How could a camera be important to someone who cannot see? The more I thought about it, the more I understood how we each have our own reality, based on what we experience, or don’t experience, through our senses. I tried to put myself inside the mind of a blind person. What would it be like if I never saw anything, but everybody around me had this thing called sight. How could I form a concept of what it means to see? I imagined I would want to try to find a way to understand sight, or at least have some kind of connection to whatever sight was.

Yes, I thought, photography is related to sight, but it is also about documenting things. Photos can be a kind of evidence—proof that something happened. If you show a photograph to someone who was not there when it was taken, they can see a version of the same thing that you saw. You have proof that the moment really happened, and that such a thing as sight exists. I began to dwell on what sort of a human being the blind man might be. I don’t mean the man in the newspaper article, but the character forming in my mind. I called him Martin. I decided that Martin was mistrustful. If he found it hard to believe in sight, perhaps he didn’t believe in love, or that people were telling him the truth. He might assume people lied to him simply because they had that power over him. So Martin may not have a good opinion of other human beings. The whole idea of my movie Proof grew from there.

Proof is also about complicated love. There were times in my life when I cared about people I felt were close to me, but who didn’t believe in love. It was strange and confusing to love someone who did not believe that I loved them. I did not understand, at a young age, that this kind of mistrust really comes from self-doubt, from a feeling of being unlovable. How could they not feel that I loved them? How could they not trust me? It was a big impetus for me wanting to write Proof. I thought I could explore all these feelings, especially the notion that trust is ultimately a leap of faith. You can never find enough proof that someone loves you, that someone is trustworthy. You simply choose to believe. All these elements led to the emotional power play at the heart of the movie. It took me around four years to finish the final draft screenplay of Proof.

The only person I had ever met who was visually impaired was a little boy, Richard, who moved into our neighbourhood when I was a child. He was outgoing and friendly and comfortable in the world. So I thought, Dammit! I’m going to write Martin as Martin—his disability will not define him.

I decided that Martin had been kept at home by an overprotective mother. She was the only person in his life, until she died from cancer when Martin was ten. He believed that his mother had faked her own death, because the task of looking after him had been too much for her. Feeling unloved and abandoned, he had grown up unable to trust anyone, and had developed an extreme method of testing whether people were lying to him. He would take a photograph and get his housekeeper, Celia, to describe the photo to him in ten words or less. Then he would attach a stick-on braille label to the back of the photo and find someone else to describe the photo to him. He could test if the description was true by reading the braille label.

The camera and the photos took on an almost magical power for him. The click of the shutter meant that a piece of reality was being snipped for him to collect. Not understanding what light was, or what images were, Martin was haunted by the possibility that he was missing a sense. He was intent on finding out what it was like to experience that sense. He was intent on discovering the truth, whatever that might be.

I wrote the script without doing any research into blindness or vision impairment. But when it came time to shoot the film, I realised I needed to help my lead actor—and the little boy playing ten-year-old Martin—understand what it was like to live without sight. I contacted the Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind. They were very generous in finding people I could talk to and observe.

When I visited a primary-school class for vision-impaired children, I was intrigued to see them all handling 3D cardboard landscapes. One picture had a small house in the front layer, behind which were some trees; behind the trees were some mountains. The kids were feeling the picture. Everything was perfectly in perspective, so the children could understand that when sighted people see mountains in the distance the mountains look small, even though we know that they are very high. The children were being taught how the sighted see the world. They were being taught what ‘in the distance’ meant. This lesson planted itself deep in my heart. It changed my way of thinking about disability.

A friend from Rusden, Cristina Pozzan, was going to produce Proof with me, but a few weeks after we got the great news that Film Victoria and the Film Finance Corporation had agreed to fund the movie, I discovered I was pregnant. PJ and I were pleased and a bit scared. We realised we had to postpone the production. Unfortunately, Cristina had to take on other work, so I needed to find a new producer for Proof. I had met Lynda House in 1988, when I attended a week-long writing workshop she had organised through Film Victoria. We soon became friends and I knew she would be perfect for Proof. After all, she had worked with Peter Weir on The Year of Living Dangerously, with Richard Lowenstein on Dogs in Space, and with Nadia Tass and David Parker on Malcolm.

Delaying Proof meant no income for a year. We quickly ran out of money. PJ managed to get work writing a treatment for a TV series that never got going, but it didn’t bring in enough for us to keep renting our flat. We broke our lease and piled our few belongings into Kathy’s spare bedroom in the tiny house she shared with Geoff and their toddler son, Julius. I loved living with my sister again, especially because Kathy advised me on everything to do with pregnancy. Before long she found out that she was pregnant with her second boy, Charlie. So there we were, preggers together.

The Australian Women’s Weekly was creating a series of romance novels. One the editors, who knew I was broke, kindly commissioned me to write a story. I came up with a tawdry tale of a young woman falling for a Mr Rochester type, a composer who has a bitchy ex-wife with intimacy issues. I gave it the title Night Music and it was published under a pen name, Amanda Moon. My fee of $5000 kept us going for a while.

[image: image]

I loved being pregnant. I felt I had joined a secret, exclusive club with only two members. I could feel every move my baby made, and knew that he or she could feel every move I made. I tried to do everything perfectly. I read the right books. I did prenatal yoga classes with my friend Mary Sdraulig, who was also pregnant. By December 1989, my belly was enormous. People in the supermarket joked about me having triplets. It was getting difficult to walk. My sister and mother kept reassuring me that big babies ran in our family. They had both had caesarean sections, but I was determined I would be the exception to the rule. Every morning I did my yoga and stretching exercises that would allow me to have an uncomplicated labour. Or so I thought.

About three days before our baby was due, I came down with terrible food poisoning. Every time I threw up, I would get severe contractions. PJ and I were supposed to be going out with his dad, Tom, for dinner, but I told PJ he would have to go without me. Over dinner, Tom introduced PJ to a woman (let’s call her Monica) and declared he was in love with her. He was leaving PJ’s mum. PJ was stunned when Monica said to him, ‘What happiness can your father have if he can’t have me?’ (Later, PJ wrote this into a scene in Muriel’s Wedding.)

After the shocking dinner, Tom and Monica dropped PJ home and came in to check on me. I was still vomiting, so PJ asked his dad and Monica to drive me to the hospital. I took my bucket with me and threw up all the way. By the time we got to see a doctor, PJ was throwing up too. What a night! The next morning, once the vomiting and contractions had eased, they sent me home.

Mary Sdraulig went into labour the following weekend. She meditated and breathed through her contractions and delivered her baby in about three hours. I was so jealous! By now I was a week overdue and the size of a whale. On the evening of 17 December, I began to feel more contractions. I thought they might be fake contractions again, and tried to ignore the pain. In the last months of my pregnancy, PJ had been working on a spec treatment for what would eventually become his movie script for Muriel’s Wedding. Somehow PJ had finished his film treatment on the same day my contractions began, and we decided to show it to Lynda House right away, hoping she might be interested in helping produce it.

We walked the few kilometres to her house on Elm Street in Richmond and dropped the treatment in her letterbox. On the walk back, my contractions grew stronger. I tried to stay at Kathy’s for as long as I could—I even made some raspberry jam for Christmas presents. But soon the pain was intense, and I told PJ it was time. Out the front of Saint George’s Hospital in Kew there was a large statue of a dragon being speared through the stomach. I was the dragon.

In the maternity ward, the contractions were the worst pain I had ever felt, like a giant steel belt being tightened around my guts. I started to withdraw from the room in my mind. I was a tiny person treading water in a stormy grey ocean. A mighty swell was churning all around, threatening to drown me. I was alone, no one to help me. With each successive wave, I was growing more exhausted and afraid. I remember thinking: This is torture, and if I was being interrogated I would make a false confession to stop the pain. Finally, I was granted relief in the form of an epidural anaesthetic. All the pain receded. The ocean drained away, and I swear it was as if the string section of an orchestra was playing heavenly music.

I looked at my anaesthetist and said, ‘You’re an angel.’

The epidural bliss did not last very long. My blood pressure suddenly dropped. The baby was in distress.

‘We’re going to take you into surgery now,’ a nurse told me, her face grave. ‘We have to get your baby out in the next three minutes.’

They wheeled me into a cold, bright room. My arms were tied like I was being crucified. A drip was inserted and the medical team started prepping my belly. A cloth screen was erected to prevent me from witnessing my belly being slit open. Someone in scrubs and a mask sat on a stool next to my head and started stroking my hair. Who is that? I looked across and saw my favourite pair of blue eyes. It was PJ.

‘It won’t be long,’ he said softly. ‘Soon we’ll get to meet our baby.’

I was terrified the baby would die. I had memories of Mum telling me she had lost her first child in a still birth, and I suddenly realised it could happen to me. I didn’t feel the surgeon’s incision, although I could feel some forceful tugging on my belly. Then I heard a funny squawk.

The surgeon held our slimy green baby above the screen for a couple of seconds. PJ and I laughed in relief.

‘Why is he green?’ asked PJ.

One of the nurses explained that he had pooed himself in the womb. PJ said the green poo was appropriate, because the baby sounded like a frog. I argued that he sounded more like a duck. We laughed, then I passed out.

The next thing I remember was being handed a clean, pink and very cute baby. He had a lot of black hair and an extraordinarily serene expression. We called him Dowie, an Irish Gaelic name that means ‘boy with blue eyes and black hair’.

It took a long time for the doctor to sew my uterus and abdomen back together. PJ accompanied Dowie to the nursery, where he watched, awestruck, as the nurse showed him how to give his son his first bath. Then he held Dowie. As he gazed at him, the nursery radio played Tina Turner’s ‘Simply the Best’. Overwhelmed, PJ started crying over his little frog-duck. I wish I had a picture of twenty-seven-year-old PJ crying over his firstborn son.

Five days after Dowie was born, I was still in hospital, but feeling shaky and sad. I had heard of the baby blues…Mine kicked in when PJ was late getting back to see us. Dowie was asleep in my arms. I felt so alone. Tears slipped out.

PJ arrived to see me weeping. He was alarmed. ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked. ‘What’s the matter, Joss?’ He held my hand.

I explained that I was being silly—I just had an emotional moment, that’s all. I told PJ I wanted to go and stay at the farm, to be close to Mum and Dad. I needed Mum. I didn’t have a clue how to be a good mother and I needed her to teach me. PJ put sleeping Dowie in his crib and ran off to call my parents on the public phone in the hospital lobby.

Half an hour later, he returned, his face pale. ‘Well, I just told your father to fuck off,’ he said.

‘What do you mean?’ I said, shocked. No one told my father to fuck off.

PJ explained that he had asked Mum and Dad to take me to the farm because I needed them—emotionally. Mum had resisted, worried about my leaving the hospital before the recommended seven days were up. As I was going to be in hospital on Christmas Day, the family were all planning to come in and spend it with me. PJ, in protective husband mode, demanded they change their plans: I wanted to be discharged immediately. Dad got on the line and told PJ that he was not thinking things through. PJ then accused them both of being terrible parents and not caring about me at all. Mum got back on the line and he told her that I had been crying because I thought she didn’t love me. Mum started crying. Dad took the phone and started yelling at PJ. That was when PJ told him to fuck off, and hung up.

I stared at PJ. I went cold inside. I couldn’t speak. PJ told me he had spoken to the doctor, who had agreed to sign the discharge papers in the next hour. He had also asked Barbara Bishop if we could stay at her place, because he was sure no one in my family would ever speak to us again. We were on our own now, and PJ was going to look after his little family.

An hour later, Barbara Bishop picked us up at the hospital. She was going away for Christmas and said PJ and I could stay at her house for a few weeks until she got back. I spent the following days shell-shocked. Why had Kathy and my parents not come to see me? I felt abandoned. It did not occur to me that they had no idea where PJ and I had gone.

On Christmas Day, Lynda House and her husband, Tony Mahood, came over and we had a small celebration with cake and cups of tea. Later in the afternoon Tom and Monica came over. Monica gave us some shortbreads, along with the bucket I had left in her car the night she had driven me to the hospital. There was still vomit in the bucket, but a tea towel had been discreetly placed over the top.

Finally, a friend of Mum’s tracked me down and came to visit. She told me that my whole family was worried about me: they wanted to come and see me but felt PJ would not make them welcome; they wanted me to know how loved I was, and that this was all a terrible misunderstanding.

My friend Heather Mitchell and her boyfriend Martin McGrath, who was to be the cinematographer for Proof, also came to visit. They said they had found a place for us to live—a crooked cottage tucked behind a car yard in a back lane in Richmond. The rent was cheap. The carpet was orange. The toilet and bathroom were in a shed outside.

We loved our new home. The owners, Theresa and Mark, lived next door. They had a little girl and a one-year-old boy. Theresa took me under her wing. She could tell I knew almost nothing about babies. PJ continued to bathe Dowie until my caesarean scar wasn’t hurting anymore, then he had to teach me how to do it.

I remember lying on the couch while Dowie slept in his bouncy chair. My shirt was still unbuttoned from breastfeeding him. I looked down at my belly, a deflated balloon. I gazed at the linea nigra that ran from my herniated navel down to my pelvic bone, like someone had drawn a line on me in brown crayon. I contemplated the bag of wrinkled skin that had been my baby’s home for the past nine months. I felt like I was my baby’s discarded outer skin, a redundant cocoon. My C-section scar was a thin red smile, reminding me that, in another time or place, I might have died.

I was haunted for months by what I felt was the violence of my emergency C-section. I read parenting magazines and tried without success to find accounts of women who were freaked out by their caesareans. All I could find were glowing accounts of perfect natural births. I was afraid to let PJ touch me. Only Dowie could touch me. I was crying a lot, not sleeping, waking up afraid. I became obsessed with the fear that something terrible might happen to Dowie. Someone might steal him, or try to hurt him. One night I got a hammer and started nailing the window shut in his room. I was convinced someone might open his window and pour petrol through, then set his room alight.

I told my doctor about my fears at one of Dowie’s check-ups. Worried I might be suffering from postnatal depression, he recommended I express some milk during the day and have PJ do some of the night feeds so I could get some proper sleep. PJ was happy to help, and eventually, with more sleep, my sanity returned.

At Easter, we reconciled with my estranged family. Mum and Dad came to see us in our wonky little house with its slanting floors. Mum sat down on the couch next to me, while I held Dowie. After telling me how much she loved me, with tears in her eyes, she recounted the whole terrible story of her stillborn first child, a little boy she called Michael. She had fallen ill with appendicitis in her second trimester and undergone an emergency appendectomy. A week later her baby died in the womb. At twenty-seven weeks, Mum still had to go through the contractions and the pain of labour to deliver the baby. She never got to see her little boy, or to hold him. They whisked him away immediately after the birth, as if he had never existed. But for as long as Mum had felt him moving around inside her, she had known this little boy. It took two more miscarriages before Mum finally gave birth to Greg, six years into her marriage.

Now she began to cry, in despair that I might think she didn’t love me. I told her that of course I knew she loved me. I explained what had happened: PJ had seen me weeping and become distressed. He wanted to fix things, but when Mum and Dad argued against me leaving the hospital, he thought they were rejecting me. PJ apologised. I apologised. Mum and Dad forgave us, but the trauma of Dowie’s birth, and the rift it caused in my family, hung over us for many years.
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Anyone who has ever been privileged to direct a film also knows that, although it can be like trying to write War and Peace in a bumper car in an amusement park, when you finally get it right, there are not many joys in life that can equal the feeling.

STANLEY KUBRICK

The last thing on my mind in the weeks and months after giving birth was the idea of making a movie. But Lynda House was patient. She came around every day and sat with me while I nursed Dowie. She asked me about budgets, schedules and shooting locations. In the spring of 1990, when Dowie was around eight months old, Lynda, PJ and I, along with our casting director Greg Apps, started thinking about who could play my characters.

At first, we did not test anyone for the blind character, Martin, because there was one actor I was convinced I wanted to cast. I refused to look at anyone else. I had seen Nicholas Eadie in Celia, a movie directed by my friend Ann Turner. Lynda told me I really should let some other actors test for the part, but I kept resisting her advice.

Then Greg said, ‘Joss, I think you should test Hugo Weaving.’

‘Oh, he’s too well known for his television mini-series parts,’ I replied. ‘He’s too handsome.’ Hugo had just appeared in Dadah Is Death, about the Barlow and Chambers executions in Malaysia, and before that he had done Bodyline. He was brilliant in those shows, of course, but I felt he might be too suave and debonair for Martin.

My friend Heather Mitchell intervened. Heather is a strong advocate for actors and I always listen to her advice when it comes to casting. She looked at my list of Sydney actors. ‘You are an absolute fool if you don’t test Hugo,’ she said, ‘and I will never forgive you.’

Casting is like listening to music. You are waiting for the perfect chord. It’s like falling in love. The actor not only fits the character as written, but brings something else, something that makes your heart dissolve a little. Hugo walked in wearing the most outrageously loud sweater. Not how I saw the character at all. But the second he began saying Martin’s lines I felt that little pluck in my heart. He had the part immediately. His voice, his height, his physical presence and the way he played being blind all made him the perfect choice. I also loved his gentleness, and the oddness he brought to the character.

I knew that whoever I cast to play Martin’s friend Andy would have to work really well with Hugo. I was looking for great chemistry, a charismatic charge of energy between the two performers. I had tested a number of wonderful young actors for Andy, basing the character on my brother Greg, who had an easygoing charm and a natural, loving warmth, but who could also be down on himself, full of self-criticism. One of the names on the list was twenty-four-year-old Russell Crowe, who had played supporting roles in a couple of movies and had done some theatre. When people heard I was going to audition him they loved telling me a story about him headbutting another actor on stage. I just laughed and said, ‘I don’t think he’s going to headbutt me, not if he wants the part!’

Russell seemed to be able to play Andy without any effort. The way he interacted with Hugo was full of affection and compassion and emotional generosity. All these qualities are very important when you get a camera up close to an actor’s face. I wanted to start shooting the movie right away, they were so exciting together.

I had already decided I wanted Geneviève Picot for Celia. Her audition was awful, but I didn’t care. I knew instinctively that she would be brilliant and had the perfect quality to be able to play Martin’s sadistic, lovelorn housekeeper. I cast a darling little boy, Jeffrey Walker (who has since grown up to be a major TV and film director), as young Martin. I asked Heather Mitchell to play his dying mother. Heather agreed, but didn’t tell me until after the movie was finished that she had lost her own mum to cancer at a young age.

Dowie was ten months old when we started filming. I had weaned him onto formula, so PJ could look after him while I went to work. During this time PJ was writing the script for Muriel’s Wedding. We hired our first ever nanny, a delightful girl called Ruth, so that PJ could get some writing done in the mornings, before visiting the Proof set at lunchtime. He was also drawing storyboards for me, to help me get through my shooting day.

I can only compose shots if I am looking through a camera. PJ (film-savant that he is) can see the shots in his head. Every night we would talk about what I was going to shoot the next day, and he would suggest clever ways of shooting the upcoming scenes. I remember one night, while he was drawing something for me, and I was holding Dowie after missing him all day, I fell asleep.

‘Wake up, woman!’ PJ said, prodding me. ‘You have to make your movie tomorrow! You have to be prepared, Joss!’

PJ’s storyboards gave Martin McGrath, my cinematographer, and me a plan to go by. Even if we changed our minds and shot it differently, we had a plan! Hugo, Russell and Geneviève used to love looking at PJ’s storyboards, which he sketched in the manner of Charles Schulz’s Peanuts cartoons.

‘Look at the way PJ drew my face,’ Hugo would say. ‘Do you want me to try to look like this when I act?’

I could not have got through Proof without PJ’s extraordinary support. I could not have made any of my movies without him. He has always believed in me, as I have always believed in him. Making Proof, we discovered that we are a very good filmmaking partnership. We cannot do our best work without the creative and emotional support of each other.

Most days PJ, Ruth and Boof (our nickname for Dowie) would visit the set at lunchtime. Boof always got a lot of attention. Geneviève would call out, ‘Boof on set!’ when she first spied him. Russell adored Dowie and loved playing with him. Sometimes Hugo also brought along his little boy, Harry, who was the same age as Dowie.

Lynda surrounded me with great people for the making of Proof. Tony Mahood was my first assistant director. First ADs essentially run the show on set. They tell everyone what to do and keep the director and the crew on schedule. They make sure the actors are ready to shoot when the director needs them on set. No film would ever get finished, or even started, without the first assistant director.

Martin McGrath was a tremendous help, as was the production designer, Patrick Reardon. Glen Newnham was my sound designer. He handpicked every sound for Proof, because this was a movie about a man who uses sound to understand much of his world. I remember I wanted to use the sound of a window rattling in its frame to suggest a feeling of unease, of restlessness. Glen recorded hundreds of different kinds of old wooden windows rattling in their casements so we could find exactly the sound that the film needed.

I still have a photo of the crew, along with PJ, Boof and Ruth and me, outside the house in Coleridge Street, Kew, where we filmed the scenes for Martin’s house. I remember the whole experience with such happiness and gratitude. I was learning how to be a director, and I felt that the crew and actors were part of my family. They all taught me something.

My editor, Ken Sallows, also taught me so much about putting a film together. We edited the movie in a small office in South Melbourne, working on a machine called a Steenbeck editing table. Ken had edited a lot of movies, including Malcolm for Nadia Tass, and Celia for Ann Turner. I remember really enjoying the process. Sometimes I would invite PJ into the cutting room as well, to give us feedback and ideas.

At this stage, I didn’t think about an audience. I was happy with my footage and I had a good idea of how I wanted it to flow. When I’m filming, I think of scenes in a rhythmic way, almost like passages of music, and I visualise how the shots can knit together as completed scenes. This process continues in post-production. I love working with editors, and am happy to try out their ideas. It can be a gentle tug of war in the cutting room, as you remake the film together from the footage you created. You are, in a way, doing the final draft of the script—with sound and images.

When the cut of Proof was finished, I had a screening at Nathalie Miller’s Longford Cinema in South Yarra for the cast and crew and family and friends, who all gave a warm and positive response. We later had screenings for various festivals.

One international festival sent a respected representative, who sat alone in the theatre. I was terribly nervous. In the foyer afterwards, he walked towards me shaking his head, like a teacher scolding a wayward student.

‘You are obviously a clever young woman,’ he said in a weary voice, ‘so why did you cast Hugo Weaving? If you had cast anyone else I would have invited your film to my festival.’

I was indignant. How dare he insult Hugo! How dare he insult my casting decision!

‘I cast him because he was right for the part!’ I said defiantly. ‘In fact, I think he is a brilliant actor—brilliant and beautiful.’

‘Oh yes, he is beautiful. But, in that case, you should fuck him, not cast him.’ He then looked me up and down, as if he was imagining what he had just suggested.

I was struck dumb. Outrageous misogyny and sexism usually have that effect on me. He glared at me, enjoying my reaction. I turned and walked away.

But better news was to come. The Directors’ Fortnight at the Cannes Film Festival (La Quinzaine des Réalisateurs) was created in 1969. Its founders were radical French directors, including Godard and Truffaut. These rebels set up their own ‘anti-Cannes film festival’ to protest what they thought was a lack of support for new cinema. They appointed Pierre-Henri Deleau to run the Directors’ Fortnight. Now, twenty-two years later, Deleau invited Proof to open the 1991 festival. I couldn’t believe it was true.

The only time I had ever left Australia was to travel to Papua New Guinea as a toddler. Here I was at thirty, making my first big international trip, and it was to Cannes, the most important film festival in the world. That year Ridley Scott’s Thelma & Louise was the closing film of the main festival. I was blown away by the movie, and blown away by the fact that I could see Ridley Scott himself from where I was sitting. Yes, I am such a fan! Also at Cannes that year were Robert Altman, Ken Loach, Roman Polanski, Spike Lee and Lars von Trier. PJ and I were overwhelmed at being in the same company as so many cinema legends. At one of the official dinners, held in a giant tent, Geraldine Chaplin walked up to me to tell me how much she loved Proof. She took my hand. She was wearing black velvet gloves. I remember holding her tiny hand and thinking, I am touching the hand of the amazing Geraldine Chaplin, daughter of Charlie Chaplin, granddaughter of Eugene O’Neill.

Russell Crowe paid his own way to Cannes. He had run out of money by the time he arrived, so he slept on the floor of our tiny hotel room. One night, after Russell and PJ and I had dinner in a café, we wandered up a cobbled path to a lookout. All of Cannes was spread out below, the party boats in the harbour, lights twinkling on the water. We could not believe we were there. Russell turned to me and said, ‘Everything’s going to be different now.’ And I replied, ‘Yes, I think it just might.’

Proof did make a splash at Cannes. It sold to many countries. In one of the cafés overlooking the harbour, where the light was so bright I could hardly see, I met two amazing women. One was Bobbi Thompson, a petite bundle of intense energy. Next to her sat a big-eyed, blonde associate with a stunning North Carolina accent. Her name was Beth Swofford. Bobbi and Beth were from the William Morris Agency. They told me how they planned to change my life, if I agreed to have them represent me. I was charmed and happily agreed to sign up with them.

It wasn’t long before their promises came true. Proof was invited to festivals all over the world. I could not go to them all, as much as I would have liked to, because I did not want to be away from Dowie. It was hard enough staying in Cannes for two weeks, I was pining for my little boy so much. At one point he became ill back in Melbourne. Ruth sent me a worried message saying he was having trouble breathing. I was supposed to stay in Cannes in case Proof won a prize, but I was desperate to go home. We flew back on the next available flight to Melbourne.

Proof won an honourable mention in the Caméra d’Or section, and Baby Dowie was diagnosed with severe bronchitis. We got home to find a snot-nosed, pale little bubba, wondering where his mum and dad were. I held him in my arms for hours. I still feel guilty about not being there when he fell sick. But later I did manage to travel to London, Tokyo and the USA for various festivals. PJ and Dowie came with me to the London Film Festival, but Dowie ended up with terrible ear infections. I decided against bringing him on any more long-haul flights until he was older. He stayed at home with PJ from then on and I left for only a few days at a time.

I attended the Sundance Festival, chaired by Robert Redford. Held in January, in the snow-covered mountains of Park City, Utah, it’s an eccentric festival. The ski resorts fill up with Hollywood types who are always falling over on the ice or having skiing accidents. Many of the attendees are limping, have casts or are on crutches. After a screening of Proof, a man with his foot in a cast, using a walking stick, hobbled up to me and introduced himself as Michael Aglion. He adored the movie and wanted to talk to me about what was next for Lynda House and Jocelyn Moorhouse. I told him about Muriel’s Wedding. He asked to read it and soon became one of the associate producers on the film.

On my first night at the festival, I kept falling over in the snow. My asthmatic lungs did not appreciate the altitude or the frozen air. The festival had put me up in a three-bedroom ski chalet. I thought it was strange that I had the whole chalet to myself. To make myself feel more at home I placed photos of PJ and Dowie all over the kitchen. I was startled from my sleep at midnight. Someone was in the kitchen, rattling around in the cutlery drawers. I was angry. I stormed out in my flannel pyjamas (actually PJ’s pjs, which I had packed in a sentimental moment) and confronted the intruder.

‘Who the hell are you?’ I shouted at a bespectacled man making himself a cup of coffee, surrounded by pictures of PJ and Boof stuck to the kitchen walls. ‘What are you doing in my chalet?’ I demanded.

‘My name is Steven Soderbergh, and this is my accommodation too,’ he said.

‘Oh,’ I said, embarrassed. Steven Soderbergh? Where had I heard that name? Then it hit me. ‘Oh dear. You’re a director,’ I said.

He smiled. ‘Yes.’

‘You directed Sex, Lies, and Videotape, didn’t you?’ I asked. Sex, Lies, and Videotape had won the Caméra d’Or at Cannes a couple of years earlier and Steven Soderbergh was one of the most famous young directors in the world.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘and my new film is screening at the festival. It’s called Kafka. I can get you a ticket if you want to see it.’

I apologised for thinking he was a burglar, accepted his offer and skulked back to bed, mortified.

Back home, Proof was nominated for a slew of AFI awards. The ceremony was held at the Sydney Opera House. The presenter of the Best Director award was Peter Weir. When he read out my name, I was in shock, and thrilled that I was going to meet him. He handed me the award and gave me a kiss. I could barely speak. I did eventually manage to thank everyone, including ‘PJ Hogan, for being a ruthless perfectionist, and insisting that I be one too’.
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There is no present or future, only the past, happening over and over again, now.

EUGENE O’NEILL

When PJ first came up with the idea for Muriel’s Wedding, before Dowie was born, we were living in Richmond with Kathy, Geoff and little Julius. Every day PJ and I would follow the same routine: get up early, catch a train to South Yarra, walk around Melbourne’s Royal Botanic Gardens, then stop for coffee in a café on Toorak Road. On the way home, we would drop into the local video store to return videos and rent a new batch.

The girl who worked in the video store was always talking about her imminent wedding—to customers, or into the phone. Every time we were in the store, we would hear further details about the wedding, which seemed to be getting more and more elaborate in its planning. She talked about it so much that we began to wonder if she was making it all up. The engagement seemed to go on for a very long time: what if it was all a fantasy? Perhaps she just liked dressing up in bridal frocks!

This was a funny idea, but we needed another layer to make it substantial enough for a feature film script. PJ had also been thinking about doing a movie inspired by his own family, about growing up on the Gold Coast. One of his sisters, desperate to escape her tyrannical father and her oppressive life in a small town, had stolen money from her father’s account and run away to Sydney. PJ decided to combine these two story ideas.

When Dowie was one, after I had finished Proof, we went to the Gold Coast to visit PJ’s family for a few days. We borrowed his mum’s car, which had a cassette full of Abba songs in the player. As we drove around, talking about PJ’s script-in-progress, we had the idea of making Muriel an Abba fan. As we listened to each song, we found places to write them into the script, as a loosely autobiographical portrait of his family. PJ received his sister’s permission to use a part of her life story; she ended up being extremely proud of the movie.

Lynda asked me to be her fellow producer on Muriel’s Wedding. We had brought PJ’s finished script with us to Cannes when we were there for Proof, and we pitched it to investors. After a number of hiccups, we scraped together the $2.3 million budget via the Australian Film Commission and the French film company Ciby 2000. In 1993 we packed up our house in Melbourne and moved to Sydney to begin pre-production.

Dowie was three. He had grown into a curious, eccentric, adorable toddler. His black hair had turned sandy. Some days the luminous hue of his big eyes seemed stormy-grey, on other days as blue as a summer sky. He was sensitive, charismatic and melancholy. Friends said he had an old soul. Intelligent and thoughtful, he often made observations that seemed too worldly-wise for such a young boy. One day he came running to me because he had accidentally killed a frog when he threw a rock into a stream. It took ages to console him.

Dowie was fascinated by anything scientific. He loved to categorise, sort, study and memorise. At three, he became obsessed with dinosaurs. I blame Lynda and Tony for sowing the seeds of reptilian rapture in little Dowie. During the making of Proof they grew close to him. One day they took him to the museum to see a visiting exhibition of Russian dinosaur fossils. I was worried he might be frightened, but he returned home a raving zealot! From that day on, PJ and I had to find books on dinosaurs, watch videos about dinosaurs and buy collections of toy dinosaurs for him. Dowie’s favourite dinosaur was the plant-eating stegosaurus. He loved the diamond-shaped plates on its back that helped to regulate its temperature. He admired its long, swinging tail, which contained a lethal spike on either side.

‘Its tail is a deadly weapon, Mum!’ he would explain. ‘Able to fend off carnivores, maybe even beat off a tyrannosaurus rex!’

Dowie had a rich imaginary life. He began to imagine that he was a stegosaurus. One day, I found him staring at his reflection in a mirror, crying in anguish.

‘I hate my face!’ he wailed.

He had the face of an elf, a charming, handsome and magical creature.

‘Why?’ I asked, perplexed.

‘Because I don’t look like a stegosaurus! I feel like one, and I know I am one, but when I look in the mirror, I’M NOT A DINOSAUR!’

He was inconsolable. I put my arms around my sobbing stegosaurus and tried to explain to him that he was born human, but that he could always pretend he was a dinosaur. It didn’t matter what he looked like in the mirror, what mattered was how he felt inside. Somehow that cheered him up.

He and I would imagine dinosaurs hiding in people’s gardens on our walks to the local shops. He had dinosaurs living in his cupboard too. He had a plastic yellow stegosaurus called Steg that slept on his pillow every night.

Meanwhile, my American agents, Bobbi and Beth, were organising special screenings of Proof in Los Angeles for studios and producers. The first producers to show real interest in me were Bill Horberg and Lindsay Doran, who worked for the director Sydney Pollack and had a script by Tom Stoppard based on Poodle Springs, the novel Raymond Chandler was writing when he died. I read the script and loved it. Pollack’s production company, Mirage, flew me to Los Angeles to meet with Stoppard. They put me up at the Four Seasons Hotel in Beverly Hills. The whole experience seemed quite surreal.

On the first morning, I found myself in a taxi, talking to a security guard at the Universal Studios entrance. He circled a building on a map that he handed to the driver. I had never been on a studio lot before. The place was enormous, with bungalows and office buildings dotted around numbered sound stages as huge as aircraft hangars. The taxi driver had no idea how to find the office and dumped me in the middle of the sound stages. I checked my watch. I was already ten minutes late. Overdressed, wearing painful, ridiculous shoes and sweating in the Californian heat, I clomped around on my stupid high heels for a long time, completely lost.

A young man in an electric golf cart drove up to me. ‘Do you need assistance, ma’am?’ he asked in a friendly Californian voice.

‘I’m looking for Mirage,’ I said, rattled. I was nowhere near Mirage. He invited me onto his golf cart and dropped me at the right office, exactly twenty minutes late. I stumbled in, full of apologies, but Sydney Pollack and his producers William and Lindsay were totally charming. We talked about the project, and possible revisions for the script, which mostly aligned with my thoughts. They told me I would be meeting with Tom Stoppard at the Four Seasons Hotel that afternoon.

Tom asked me what notes I had on his script.

‘What if,’ I suggested, ‘Philip Marlowe, who is now getting on in years, has a heart condition and keeps having to take pills? What if, on top of the murder mystery he is investigating, he is also dealing with his own mortality?’ I made some other suggestions too.

Tom smiled, nodded and listened respectfully while we drank copious amounts of tea in his hotel suite. He argued his points carefully and occasionally convinced me I was wrong. But I persisted with a few ideas. At the end of the meeting, he told me politely that he did not like my ideas, and that he was happy to withdraw from the project if I would prefer to write it myself.

I was stunned. ‘No, Tom, I don’t want you to withdraw,’ I said. ‘That’s the last thing I want.’

What a disaster: the producers had flown me around the world and, in the space of a few hours, I had driven the great Tom Stoppard off the project!

‘Tom, we don’t have to do any of my ideas. I’m totally happy to stick with the script the way you have written it,’ I blurted out in a panic.

‘Don’t be silly,’ he said, unruffled. ‘You don’t want to do that. Just do it your own way. Write your own draft and I will back off.’

‘No, don’t back off!’ I pleaded.

‘Really, Jocelyn, I think this is best.’

‘But…we have a meeting with the producers in the morning,’ I said, feeling nauseous. ‘What will we tell them?’

‘The truth.’ He was not at all upset. Being a proper English gentleman, he walked me all the way to the lift. The doors opened and I stepped inside. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ he said.

I waited for the doors to close again.

Then Tom started to say something else. ‘Oh, by the way, Jocelyn...’ But the doors were closing. I put my hand out to stop them, but they kept closing. I pulled my fingers to safety milliseconds before they would have been crushed, and let out an involuntary squeak of alarm. As I was letting myself into my room, I heard my phone ringing.

It was Tom. ‘Are you all right, Jocelyn?’ He sounded worried.

‘Oh yes, I got my hand out in the nick of time. What were you about to say?’

‘I’m having dinner with Fred Schepisi tonight. Would you like to come?’

We had a great dinner at Fred and Mary Schepisi’s place. Fred is a generous, warm-hearted man and he thought it was very funny that Tom and I were not going to work together after all, but were still chummy with each other.

At the next morning’s meeting with Lindsay Doran and Bill Horberg, Tom announced he was not going to continue with the project, and then said he had to go to another meeting. After Tom left, Lindsay and Bill turned to me. ‘Would you like to take over the script?’ they asked.

I was terrified at the prospect of revising a Tom Stoppard script without the participation of Tom Stoppard, but I said yes. I did have his blessing, after all. Kind of.

I didn’t know much about the history of Los Angeles, so research took up a lot of my time. I bought maps of the city, read everything I could by and about Raymond Chandler and watched the classic movie The Big Sleep over and over. I worked on Poodle Springs for a long time. I was still working on the screenplay when Muriel’s Wedding began pre-production in the spring of 1993.

We auditioned a lot of young women for the role of Muriel. PJ was working with the terrific casting director, Alison Barrett. Lynda and I were too busy in pre-production to attend the auditions, so PJ brought the tapes home and did not tell us who his favourites were. Lynda and I would sit down every evening and watch the auditions. Toni Collette tested on the first day. I felt that familiar little chord going off in my heart. ‘You know it’s her,’ I said to PJ.

He looked nervous. ‘It can’t be that easy,’ he said. ‘She’s the first one who read for Muriel. She’s brilliant, but it can’t be her.’

PJ auditioned actresses for another three months, but finally announced that Toni was his perfect Muriel. The character of Rhonda was harder to cast. We tested a lot of vivacious, fabulous girls. We had imagined Rhonda as chubby, like Muriel. Rachel Griffiths came in, skinny and sinewy, like a greyhound. She was full of energy and sexuality, but with an eccentric, wild edge. She changed our minds about the character.

Toni and Rachel were gorgeous together. Watching the two of them, you could really believe they were friends. That was crucial, because their friendship was the emotional anchor of the movie. It had to feel true.

One morning, in the middle of shooting Muriel’s Wedding up on the Gold Coast, I woke to find Dowie crying. He had strange spots all over his body, so I took him to see a doctor. Sadly, I had chosen the angriest doctor on the Gold Coast, who examined Dowie and told him to stop crying.

‘He is in pain,’ I said. ‘He can’t help crying.’

The doctor turned to me, his eyes wild. ‘I will tell you what is wrong with your son,’ he said, pointing a finger at me. ‘You!’

I was astounded. How had I caused the spots?

‘You!’ continued the strange doctor. ‘You have kept him as a baby who cries. It is your fault he is not growing up!’

‘He’s three years old,’ I said. ‘I came here for your help, not your judgement!’ I took Dowie by the hand and began to lead him out of the doctor’s office.

‘He has school sores. Impetigo. Nothing you can do. It will pass!’ he muttered.

On my way out I told the receptionist that the doctor she worked for was appalling.

She shrugged. ‘I know.’

I bought a bath treatment at the chemist, and Manda, our nanny during the shoot, ran a bath for Dowie while I got ready to head out to the set. PJ and the cast and crew were in the main street of Coolangatta, filming the scene where Muriel and Rhonda are leaving Porpoise Spit in the taxi, shouting, ‘Goodbye, Porpoise Spit!’

The motel phone rang. ‘There is a call from America for you. Will you take it?’ said the girl at reception.

It was Beth and Bobbi, who told me excitedly not to go anywhere, because Steven Spielberg was about to call.

‘What? Why?’ I stuttered, my mind turning to mush.

‘He’s going to offer you a film.’

‘Yes! I’ll do it!’ I shouted.

‘Don’t say that to him,’ said Bobbi. ‘Say you will read the script first, otherwise you’ll sound ridiculous.’

‘Try to sound calm when he calls,’ Beth added.

So I waited. Manda got Dowie out of the bath and I applied ointment to all the horrible blisters on his legs. She put on a dinosaur video—The Land Before Time (a Spielberg production, of course). I waited some more. Finally the phone rang. It was the girl at reception again, this time sounding amused: ‘There’s an American man on the phone—he says he is Steven Spielberg.’ Clearly she thought this was a joke.

‘Yes, yes. Put him through,’ I said. I could hear her guffawing as she connected us.

‘Hello, Jocelyn?’ came an unmistakable drawl. His accent made my name sound like Jarsalen.

‘Oh my God, I can’t believe I am actually talking to you,’ I gushed like an idiot. Then I remembered Bobbi’s and Beth’s words of advice. ‘I’m sorry,’ I added, ‘I will try to calm down.’

PJ is always reminding me that I have foot-in-mouth disease. I do. I have said the wrong thing so many times in my life. Luckily Steven Spielberg is a very nice guy and he laughed.

‘I have a script I want to send you,’ he continued. ‘It’s being produced by two great women, Midge Sanford and Sarah Pillsbury, and we would all like you to direct it.’

I breathed slowly. ‘I would love to read the script,’ I said, trying to give the impression I got sent amazing offers all the time. He told me it was based on a novel, How to Make an American Quilt, by Whitney Otto. The adaptation was by Jane Anderson and it was about love and marriage, from the perspective of a group of older women in a small-town quilting bee. They were trying to give advice to a young woman named Finn, who had recently received a marriage proposal. The script flashed back in time to show the women’s own love stories. It sounded intriguing; I told Steven I was interested.

When I headed out to the Muriel’s Wedding set an hour later, the crew teased me about being late to work. (I was supposed to be stopping pedestrians from walking in front of the camera that day—not exactly a glamorous job.) When I told them I’d had a call from Steven Spielberg, no one believed me.

Midge Sanford and Sarah Pillsbury had produced, among other movies, Desperately Seeking Susan and The Band Played On. When the script of How to Make an American Quilt finally arrived in my letterbox, I read it immediately. I loved the characters of the older women, as well as the love stories. I knew nothing about quilts, but I would soon become an expert.

After the shoot for Muriel’s Wedding was finished, we all moved back to Melbourne, where PJ began editing the movie with Jill Bilcock. I put Poodle Springs to one side and dived into working on the script for How to Make an American Quilt. I read the novel twice, making notes. Amblin, Spielberg’s production company, flew Jane Anderson to Melbourne to work with me on the next draft of the script. After two intense weeks, Jane returned to Los Angeles to complete the second draft.

Both Poodle Springs and How to Make an American Quilt were Universal projects. Early in 1994, the studio decided to fly me out to Los Angeles again. They wanted me to choose which film I was going to direct. I was very lucky. Both were extraordinary projects and the two production companies, Amblin and Mirage, were run by good people. It was a difficult choice. I went into Amblin to meet everyone involved in Quilt. Steven had just won an Academy Award for Schindler’s List and I was completely dazzled by him, So I chose Quilt. Winona Ryder had expressed interest in the movie and Amblin flew me to Vancouver, where she was shooting Little Women with my role model, Gillian Armstrong. I think everyone was counting on me falling under Winona’s spell, which I did.

I met Winona in the lobby of her hotel. I expected she might be a bratty star, but she was a polite twenty-two-year-old with loads of charm. We had a chat over a cup of tea and I marvelled at her sweet personality, her luminous skin and her direct, even humble, nature. I wasn’t immediately sure if she was perfect for the role of Finn, the young anthropology student who is afraid of getting married, but she was a serious contender. I flew back to Los Angeles the same day, and on my return found that Universal had decided to greenlight the movie. It was all real now. Midge and Sarah asked me how soon I could move to Los Angeles. They wanted me to start pre-production in June, only a couple of months away.

A month later we got the news that Muriel’s Wedding had been invited to the Directors’ Fortnight at Cannes. PJ and I couldn’t believe our luck. Both of our first features had been given the honour of premiering at the Quinzaine des Réalisateurs. It felt as miraculous as lightning striking twice. When Steven heard that I was headed for France, he asked me to stop in Paris to meet Gwyneth Paltrow, his twenty-two-year-old god-daughter. He thought she might be perfect for the role of Finn.

This time we took Dowie to Cannes with us, and he took Steg. In a back street, we found a tailor who had a tiny sports jacket Dowie could wear to the screening of Muriel’s Wedding. PJ was certain the event would be a disaster. He had heard about Cannes audiences booing a movie if they didn’t like it. He was certain Muriel would suffer that fate.

Before the public screening, there was a press screening. Lynda and I decided to sneak in to gauge the reaction of the critics. We crept in a few minutes after the film had started, steeling ourselves for the worst, but were surprised and relieved to hear laughter. The laughter kept building. At the end, there was massive applause and cheering. From the press! Lynda and I rushed back to the hotel to tell PJ. Sick with nerves, he thought we were lying to protect him from the truth.

That night, the reaction at the public screening was ecstatic. At the end of the film, PJ and Toni Collette went up on stage to a standing ovation. It was a marvellous moment. Toni Collette and Rachel Griffiths became overnight stars. Harvey Weinstein invited Lynda, PJ and me to a party on a luxury yacht. He wanted to persuade us to let Miramax distribute the film in North America. Harvey was big and brash, talking a mile a minute. Lynda stood her ground until we had a deal that would protect the film from being recut (that was always a fear with Miramax), and managed to get Harvey to double his offer. I was very impressed with her business savvy.

In Paris, on the way home, PJ and I went to the Louvre and stood in front of the ‘The Raft of the Medusa’, the enormous painting by Théodore Géricault. I was transfixed: it depicts survivors of a shipwreck, clinging to a sinking raft as they glimpse a rescue vessel. The figures are larger than life and the colour and lighting are full of high drama and emotion. PJ and I discussed how, before cinema was invented, paintings like this came close to creating a powerful ‘big screen’ experience.

While PJ and Manda took Dowie to the Eiffel Tower, I set off for my appointment with Gwyneth Paltrow. I was curious about her, after seeing her in a disturbing film called Flesh and Bone. She was only starting out in her career, but she had already made quite an impression. We met in a café full of Parisians and their dogs, including Gwyneth’s giant black labrador. No one blinked an eye when the dog sat up in a chair next to Gwyneth. He was adorable, though, and not much of a distraction. Until he got an erection. Gwyneth and I kept chatting over our café au laits, but I couldn’t help seeing the large pink thing resting on the table right next to her coffee cup. I tried not to stare.

Gwyneth was charming and beautiful. It was impossible not to compare her with Winona. They were the same age, and completely different. I realised Gwyneth had a certainty about her, whereas Winona had a complicated, slightly nervous quality that might make her a better choice for Finn.

Dowie, Manda and I flew from Melbourne to Los Angeles in June 1994 to begin pre-production on Quilt. PJ would follow a few weeks later: he was researching a script about nuns and had just found a convent where they were willing to help him. As soon as we arrived at our hotel in Santa Monica, I took Dowie for a walk down Third Street Promenade. We were amazed to find a whole row of fountains, all in the shape of dinosaurs. ‘I love America,’ announced Dowie. It became a daily ritual to visit the dinosaur fountains. One morning, as we were gazing at the water shooting out of a stegosaurus’s mouth, a homeless man walked up to us.

‘He’s a cute little boy,’ said the man. His face was dirty and his long hair was tangled. His speech was slurred, but he was friendly.

Dowie began to tell him where the sculptor had made a mistake by forgetting to put spikes on the dinosaur’s tail. The homeless guy laughed and started throwing Dowie up in the air. Dowie thought it was funny, but I was getting nervous. I said we needed to go, but that it had been nice talking to him. I pulled out a five-dollar note. ‘Can I give you this?’ I asked.

He got angry. ‘Why did you have to go and do that? Fuck that,’ he said, and walked away, offended.

Dowie asked me why I had made his new friend angry.

The casting period on How to Make an American Quilt was glorious. I auditioned the younger actors, Samantha Mathis and Claire Danes, but you do not audition movie legends. You meet with them and chat over coffee or lunch. In that case, you are the one being auditioned by them. Making that movie, I got to work with movie legends Jean Simmons, Anne Bancroft, Ellen Burstyn and, amazingly, Maya Angelou. She had an air of royalty about her. When she walked onto the set for the first time, everyone gathered in a circle to greet her. It felt like she was blessing us all. Her assistant told us to call her Dr Angelou, but after the first day she grinned at me and said, ‘Oh, stop that, will you? Just call me Maya.’

Not only was I lucky enough to work with Steven Spielberg, but also with his executives, especially Deb Newmyer. Deb and I became close friends. She could always make me laugh. Suzanne Tenner, a stills photographer, also became a good friend. I felt as if I was being welcomed into the arms of the sisters, mothers and grandmothers of American cinema. The actresses were so happy to be working with each other, and with a woman director. One day, Jean Simmons and I were walking around the sound stage where our house set was built. Jean told me how she had shot Spartacus on this very stage. My heart skipped a beat. Stanley Kubrick had stood where we were standing now.

I talked to Anne Bancroft about The Miracle Worker. She won an Academy Award for her heartbreaking performance as Helen Keller’s teacher, Annie Sullivan. She told me she had never seen it.

‘Anne, watch the movie,’ I said. ‘You are breathtakingly good in it.’

She shrugged. ‘I can’t ever watch myself.’

Years later, when I was mothering my own version of Helen Keller, Anne’s performance would have an extra meaning for me.

One day, when we were close to finishing a scene, I got a message that there was an urgent call from Manda.

‘Everything okay?’ I asked.

‘No!’ she shouted. ‘Dowie and I are under a table. Didn’t you feel the earthquake?’

‘No, I didn’t, but—’ Just then I heard a wave of noise that started off as a low rumble but soon climaxed into a terrifying roar of shaking metal. The ground began to shake and roll. There was screaming all around me.

‘I gotta go, stay under the table!’ I shouted, and hung up. I ran outside with the cast and crew.

‘Are we in danger?’ I asked Sergio, my first AD. Sergio was a big, handsome Yugoslavian bear.

‘Probably not.’ He smiled. ‘But no one takes any chances after the Northridge quake.’

A few minutes later we went back and finished the scene. When I called home, Dowie had fallen asleep. Manda said he had enjoyed the drama.

[image: image]

I didn’t know anything about quilts or quilting when I began making the film. Whitney Otto told me that for her quilting was a metaphor for storytelling and life experiences. At the end of the film, I used this passage from the novel, about choosing a lover: ‘You have to choose your combinations carefully. The right choices will enhance your quilt. The wrong choices will dull the colours and hide their original beauty. There are no rules you can follow. You have to go by instinct and you have to be brave.’

Quilting is a traditionally female craft and culture. It has a long history. In pioneering days, women were often too busy with household and child rearing and other duties to make quilts as well. Many of the quilts we see in museums now were made by wealthy women. There are exceptions, of course. Slave quilts were made as story quilts, inspired by Biblical tales or as family history, to pass down from mother to daughter.

Les Dilley, the production designer, asked some Californian quilters to make the five quilts featured in the film: the wedding quilt, the landscape quilt, the African animal-themed baby quilt, the story quilt, made by slaves, and the crazy quilt that Marianna made to remember her many romances. We needed three copies of each quilt, in various stages of completion, so that we could pretend our actress quilters were creating them. Armies of quilters were required. Patty Witcher, my line producer, asked an African-American textile artist to create the designs for the story quilt. When the quilt arrived, Doug Fox, the art director, immediately threw coffee on it to make it look old and stained. At the wrap party I was given a quilt with the signatures of everybody (even Steven S) sewn into it. There was even a tiny bit of dinosaur fabric on the back of the quilt for Dowie.

One of the best parts of directing How to Make an American Quilt was working on the score with composer Thomas Newman. While Jill Bilcock and I were editing the film, I went to Tom’s studio at least twice a week. He played me sections of music on computerised versions of instruments. Sometimes he would sit at his upright piano to try out melodies. Back in the editing room, Jill would cut in the temporary music. The final score was recorded with real instruments in a large recording studio on the Universal lot, filled with microphones and music stands and chairs and a big screen so the musicians could watch the movie as they played. I sat on the other side of a glass wall with the producers and sound engineers. I searched out the cellos first, then the rest of the players. I loved Tom’s music and I revelled in the fact that here was a big Hollywood orchestra scoring my film.

Sometimes Dowie would come and listen too. One day he asked Tom if he could lie down among the instruments. Tom said fine, so Dowie went and lay on the ground in the string section so he could feel the vibrations of the instruments through his body. Now, when I listen to the soundtrack of Quilt, I know that somewhere, in among the musicians, a little, dinosaur-obsessed boy is lying on the floor, communing with Tom’s music.
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Nothing thicker than a knife’s blade separates happiness from melancholy.

VIRGINIA WOOLF

In 1995, I suspected I was pregnant again. Along with the normal symptoms, my sense of smell had become acute: smells that normally didn’t bother me—garlic, cooking oil, roast chicken—now made me nauseous. I was in the editing building at Amblin and asked my assistant, a fabulously glamorous English girl named Michelle, to pick me up a pregnancy test at the pharmacy. She stared at me in surprise, then raised an eyebrow and smiled.

That afternoon I found out that yes, I was pregnant, at least according to the stick I had just peed on. I called PJ at home. He was thrilled.

It was Anne Bancroft who inspired me to have a second child, or at least to stop using birth control. One day, during rehearsal, she turned to me, took my hand and smiled. ‘Jocelyn,’ she said, ‘I hear you have just one child?’

‘Yes, a little boy. He’s four.’

‘Let me give you some advice. Have another kid.’

I laughed. ‘Why?’

‘Look,’ she said, ‘I have the most beautiful boy too, but I only ever had one kid, and I think, growing up, he was lonely. So do yourself a favour, and do your son a favour. Have another child.’ I idolised Anne. She was charming and motherly, a fairy godmother. Deep inside, I heard a voice saying, Yes, Ann. I’ll do as you say.

When I told Deb Newmyer, she immediately got me an appointment with a Beverly Hills obstetrician. I did not know then that Paul Crane was the OB/GYN to the stars, and something of a television star in his own right. In any case, he was a caring and thorough doctor.

In September that year, PJ and I enrolled Dowie at a preschool in Santa Monica. One day, a couple of weeks after he’d started, Susan, the teacher, raced after Dowie and me at pick-up time.

‘He forgot his lunch box! They decorated them today.’ Susan handed me a lunch box with the word ‘Spike’ painted on the side in fluorescent glue.

‘Oh, that’s someone else’s lunch box,’ I said.

‘No, it’s mine,’ said Dowie.

‘Yes, it’s his,’ said Susan. ‘Isn’t it, Spike?’

‘Spike?’ I asked.

‘Yes?’ said Dowie. ‘That’s my name now.’

‘He asked us to call him Spike,’ said Susan, nodding at me with great meaning.

‘Bye, Spike!’ called a tousled-haired urchin.

‘Bye, Max!’ called Spike.

At home, I asked him why he had changed his name, hoping it was temporary. He said, ‘Dow rhymes with cow, and that’s dumb. And Dowie has “wee” at the end, which is like pee, and everyone was teasing me!’

‘Okay, that’s mean of them, but you don’t have to change your name just because other people tease you.’

‘I already have. I’m Spike now.’

‘Why don’t you use your middle name, Luke? It’s like the kid in Star Wars.’

‘No. I like Spike. I want to have a name that won’t attract attention.’

‘I think Spike might attract attention,’ I said gently.

Spike looked at me with his serious blue eyes. He leaned closer. ‘I have taken Dowie and I have torn it into a million pieces and you will not put it back together again, Mummy,’ he declared, like a small king issuing a decree.

And that was that. At the age of four, Dowie became Spike. When I asked him how he chose the name, he was mysterious. It was only months later, when I was visiting Steven Spielberg and Deb Newmyer at Amblin one day, that I solved the mystery. I was in Steven’s office, where there were some framed animation cells on the wall. I looked closer and saw the dinosaurs from one of Spike’s favourite videos, The Land Before Time, which Amblin had produced. As I gazed up at the pictures, I remembered the names of the dinosaurs. Little Foot, the apatosaurus, Cera, the triceratops, Duckie, the swimming dinosaur, Petrie, the little pterodactyl, and the chubby stegosaurus was called… Spike. Spike! I was so happy to have figured it out, I blurted my discovery to Steven and Deb. About a week later, Deb gave me a handpainted animation cell from The Land Before Time, showing Spike the stegosaurus, and signed by Steven, who had written, ‘Hey Spike, Go easy on your mum.’

Because I was thirty-five, I had to have all manner of pregnancy medical tests. I was in the editing room at Amblin when the doctor called to tell me all my tests had come back normal.

‘Do you still want to know the baby’s sex?’ he asked.

‘Yes!’ I said.

‘It’s a girl.’

I couldn’t have been happier. She’s here, I thought. The daughter I have been waiting for all my life. And I imagined her, my future daughter: she would have dark hair, like all the girls in my family, and she would be brave and strong. She would be funny and creative. I would raise her to stand up for herself, to be a feminist, to dream big, and to always believe she was capable of anything.

PJ and I decided we would give her a flower name, Lily, a little tribute to Anne, because her character in Quilt was Glady, after a gladiolus. For Lily’s second given name we chose Katherine, after my sister. Then we added Moorhouse, so my surname could be one of her given names. Lily Katherine Moorhouse Hogan.

Mum and Dad flew over to Los Angeles to stay with us. There was an unspoken understanding between Mum and me that this birth would go smoothly. She would be fully supportive; PJ would not have a panic attack and cause a family fracture; if I became depressed after the birth, Mum and Dad and PJ were all going to be there for me.

By late November, Lily was ten days overdue, and I was as big as a whale again. My belly stuck out straight in front of me. PJ used to call it my torpedo belly. On 28 November, my waters broke around ten in the morning. The contractions started immediately. Dr Crane had told me I had a good chance of having a vaginal birth this time. That was my hope. The midwife told me to keep upright for as long as possible, so PJ and I walked around the neighbourhood in the hope that gravity would help things along. We tried to take in a screening of the Scorsese movie Casino, which had only just been released, but the pain was too distracting. As we headed for the car at 3 p.m. Mum burst into tears at the edge of the carport. I walked back to her. Dad was hugging her.

‘Mum, don’t cry,’ I said, smiling. ‘I want this pain. I’ve been waiting for it. It means Lily is coming soon.’

We headed down Sunset Boulevard towards Cedars Sinai Hospital in Beverly Hills. PJ apologised for every curve in the road, as I held onto my belly. Okay, so now I no longer wanted this pain. It was getting way too intense.

In the elevator at the hospital, I leaned on PJ and groaned.

‘This is her first labour, I guess?’ a nurse asked PJ.

‘Uh, no,’ he said.

‘No, it’s not my first!’ I squawked like an enraged cockatoo. ‘It just bloody hurts!’

As soon as PJ, my midwife and I entered the birthing suite, I declared, ‘I want an epidural now!’ The midwife was beaming. She examined me and said all was going well.

At last I was given an epidural and the pain disappeared. Deb Newmyer rushed over from her Amblin office to be with me. I managed to sail through the biggest contractions while Deb rubbed my pins-and-needly feet and PJ kept me laughing. From my birthing bed, through my large picture window, I had a perfect view of the famous Hollywood sign. Dr Crane walked into the room around 10 p.m. and told me he was going to let the epidural wear off, so I would start feeling the contractions again. ‘I don’t want that,’ I said, alarmed.

‘You have to feel the contractions so you can push,’ he said with a smile.

So I was really going to do this. I was going to push my baby out. It was not going to be a caesarean. A few minutes later I began to feel killer contractions.

‘Okay,’ said Dr Crane. ‘Are you ready to push?’

‘No,’ I said.

He laughed. ‘Well, you have to, Joss. No choice. Every time you feel a contraction, start pushing. When the contraction stops, you rest.’

After forty minutes of pushing I thought I was going to die from exhaustion. Lily’s head was big so Dr Crane performed an episiotomy. I was so stretched down there, I didn’t feel thing, just saw a flash of the shiny scissors. Snip!

‘Oops!’ said Dr Crane. Deb and the midwife laughed.

‘What do you mean, oops?’ asked PJ.

Dr Crane handed him a lock of Lily’s hair.

‘She’s a brunette.’ He smiled. ‘Your daughter’s first haircut. Sorry about that.’

Dr Crane then asked if I wanted to pull Lily out the last bit of the way. I was surprised, but leaned down and felt the top half of my warm, wet baby. I lifted her under her arms while Dr Crane supported her head. I felt my daughter slip out of me and pulled her onto my chest for her first cuddle.

‘Woah!’ shouted the midwife.

I had forgotten about the umbilical cord. Dr Crane handed PJ the scissors to cut Lily’s cord. Minutes later she was wrapped up snug in my arms. She had a lot of hair for a newborn. She even had hair on her ears and some on her back. My little hairy bear cub. After her first squawk of surprise at being born, Lily didn’t cry at all. As we took turns cuddling her, she seemed to be scrutinising us, like a small, unblinking owl. I kissed her cheeks and breastfed her right away. Wow, I thought. My sub-par body actually succeeded at this birthing stuff. It felt like a miracle. It was a healing experience.
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A movie is a war. And if you don’t know it’s a war you’re missing something. The war is between the problems, the people with the ideas, and the people with the money. The crazies versus the bean counters.

DICK SYLBERT

In September 1995, I had been sent the script for A Thousand Acres, by Australian writer Laura Jones. I thought it was brilliant. Jessica Lange and Michelle Pfeiffer were attached to star, and they were also producers on the movie.

I had adored Jessica since first seeing her play the angel of death in Bob Fosse’s movie All That Jazz. We met in a restaurant in Beverly Hills when I was still pregnant and close to completing the final cut on Quilt. She was gorgeous and gracious. We got along well and talked about what an extraordinary story unfolded in A Thousand Acres. Based on King Lear, Jane Smiley’s Pulitzer Prize–winning novel turns everything inside out and tells the story from the daughters’ point of view. The two oldest daughters in the Cook family are traumatised victims of their father’s incestuous abuse. The youngest daughter, who was never abused, sees her father as a loving man. It is a powerful and disturbing novel. I could easily imagine Jessica playing the role of the brave, long-suffering eldest sister, Ginny. Michelle Pfeiffer was perfect for the role of the middle, more dangerous sister, Rose.

When I officially got the job of directing A Thousand Acres, I was ecstatic, but Deb Newmyer asked why I wanted to do a film about incest, murder, cancer, suicide and dementia. ‘It’s just so depressing, Joss!’ she warned me. ‘Are you sure this is a good follow-up to Quilt?’

Around the same time, PJ was offered an amazing opportunity. Jerry Zucker, director of Ghost, Airplane and Rat Race, was producing a movie called My Best Friend’s Wedding, starring Julia Roberts. Both Julia and Jerry had seen Muriel’s Wedding and wanted PJ to direct their movie. He read an early draft, felt some of it wasn’t working yet, and was going to say no. I remember we were sitting in our local Starbucks, Lily in her stroller, transfixed by the whirring ceiling fan above.

‘I don’t want to do another movie with wedding in the title,’ said PJ. ‘People will think that’s all I ever want to do. Wedding movies!’

I told him he would be crazy to turn it down. Firstly, Julia was one of the biggest stars in the world. Secondly, Jerry Zucker knew comedy, and would be an amazing person to work with. Thirdly, the script was very, very funny.

Our friends Heather Mitchell and Martin McGrath were visiting Los Angeles. PJ asked Heather to read the script and advise him. She agreed he should do the movie, but she said the key to making the script even funnier would be to develop the character of George. PJ finally agreed to work with the writer, Ron Bass, on a new draft that gave a lot more scenes to George. The studio gave it the green light.

This meant PJ and I were now going to make our movies at exactly the same time. Neither of us had ever made a movie without the other person being there on set for moral and creative support. We also had two small children. But we both wanted to make another film, and both movies seemed like sure winners. ‘Can we do it without the on-set support of the other?’ we asked ourselves.

‘Yes!’ I declared. ‘Of course. I can do anything.’

In April 1996, the Hogan-Moorhouse clan made the move to Chicago, where My Best Friend’s Wedding was set. We had a lakeside apartment on the forty-fourth floor of a building so tall that it swayed slightly. We were so high up that sometimes the clouds were floating below us. There was a constant whistling wind outside the windows. I really missed bird calls, so I bought a machine with nature sounds, to make our life seem less artificial. We brought our ‘manny’ from Los Angeles, Anthony, a sweet young man whom Spike adored. He became part of our family, living in an apartment on the floor below us.

A Thousand Acres was not due to start its pre-production for a month or two. Anthony would take Spike out during the day and I would stay in the apartment with five-month-old Lily. I used to call her my panda girl because her hair was so black and her skin so pale. When I took her for walks in the stroller, strangers would stop to comment on how cute she was. She always ignored their attempts to make her smile.

One day in the apartment, I was rolling around with her on the floor when I heard a bang on the window. A man with a rope tied around him was hanging onto the window with suction pads. He was washing our windows. He smiled at Lily and me through the glass. It was such an odd encounter, I ended up writing it into a scene a couple of years later for the movie Unconditional Love.

Like so many mothers of new babies, I spent hours up at night with Lily. I would sit in a rocking chair by the window, soothing her back to sleep, gazing out at all the other tall buildings that surrounded ours. We were living in a forest of glass. I watched people going about their lives, framed by their windows, as if I was the James Stewart character in Hitchcock’s Rear Window, watching his neighbours. I didn’t witness a murder, thank heavens, but I could see the man who was always exercising, or the little boy who got up early and leaned against his bedroom window, staring out, sometimes showing his dinosaurs the sunrise. Directly opposite our living room, a dignified old man ate a late dinner at his table at the same time every night. He kept the lights down low in his apartment. I wondered if he was lonely.

It was a strange, rarified life. The only exciting thing that happened were the fireworks every Friday night. Around 9 p.m., we heard the bangs and rumbles and would run to our windows to watch the fluorescent explosions reflected in the windows of the neighbouring buildings. I used this image in the script for Unconditional Love too.

PJ decided to hire Patty Witcher, my wonderful line producer on Quilt, to work with him on My Best Friend’s Wedding. He also hired the legendary Dick Sylbert as production designer. Dick’s credits included Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf, The Graduate, Rosemary’s Baby and Chinatown. Tall and stringy, he dressed in a safari suit and walked with the swagger of a man with a million spellbinding stories to tell. He loved PJ and the feeling was mutual.

I helped PJ as much as I could during his pre-production, but it was time to start focusing on my own movie. I found a lovely Irish nanny, Mary, to help me look after Lily. Lily loved Mary. I was insanely jealous and wrote to Kathy:


I just cannot work it out, this working mother thing. Lately, I have been lying awake at night, imagining giving up work all together and just being a mum full-time. I only get these urges in the middle of the night though. In the morning I get excited about my work, and it’s back to business. I don’t understand these mood swings. I must be like Dr Jeckyl and Mister Hyde. Except my monster is melancholy, not violent.



Kathy had not yet met Lily. It was hard to be apart, to miss seeing each other’s kids grow up. PJ and I had never expected to stay in the USA this long, and hoped to return to Australia in June 1997, when both movies were over.

Laura Jones, the screenwriter, flew to Chicago to do some tweaks on the next draft. I really liked the screenplay, and Laura was great to work with. It was also nice to hear another Australian accent! I was due to start filming in Iowa on 15 August, when Lily would be ten months old. Spike would be home-schooled for the duration. PJ was due to start filming his movie on 10 September in Chicago, so our shoots would overlap by three or four weeks. After I finished shooting A Thousand Acres, the children and I would move back to the apartment in Chicago for the final weeks of PJ’s shoot. I poured out my fears into my diary: ‘Is this possible? Where will the kids be? Chicago with PJ or Iowa with me? With me, of course, but Iowa is nothing but corn and soybeans for hundreds of miles. What will they do out there?’

Location-scouting in Iowa was tricky. My crew and I drove around for days, following highways and back roads, searching for the perfect farmhouse. None of the locations had any sense of drama or offered the kind of foreboding I was looking for.

We flew back to Illinois and began scouting the corn-belt farmland there. We found ourselves in a town called DeKalb, where the fields are dead flat and the colour during the corn and soybean growing season is green and gold. A farmhouse in the middle of two hundred acres of cornfields looked exactly how I imagined the Cook farmhouse should. If we could get permission to build a fake farmhouse right across the road (Rose Cook’s house), it would be the perfect location. The farmer agreed and we were all excited by the filmic possibilities. DeKalb was only a two-hour drive from Chicago, so PJ and I could catch up on the weekends. In theory, anyway.

When I returned to the apartment, I learned that there had been an emergency while I was gone: Mary had overdosed on a party drug and been rushed to hospital unconscious. Anthony had held the fort and watched both Spike and Lily. I was horrified. I felt sorry for Mary, but I had to fire her. I was terrified to let Lily out of my sight. I called Mum and Dad and begged them to let PJ and me fly them to Chicago to help with the kids. They were delighted.

I flew back to Los Angeles for casting, along with Anthony, Spike and Lily. Mum and Dad arrived the next day. We interviewed a number of nannies. The last one was a young woman from Colorado named Rhonda Dodds. Rhonda was tall with a warm smile and a great sense of humour.

‘She’s the one!’ my parents declared. They were right. Hiring Rhonda was one of the best decisions I ever made. She remained Lily’s nanny for seven years and became a very close, lifelong friend.

With Rhonda looking after Lily, I could concentrate on casting the movie. I wanted Jason Robards to play Larry Cook, the patriarch in A Thousand Acres. I had watched a lot of his movies and loved his performance as Howard Hughes in Jonathan Demme’s Melvin and Howard. I also thought he was brilliant in Julia, where he played Dashiell Hammett. No one else I tested had the regal quality I needed for Larry Cook. And I needed someone who was on an equal footing with Jessica and Michelle—who could be convincingly intimidating as the father of these two powerhouse actresses.

I cast one of my favourite actresses, Jennifer Jason Leigh, as the youngest sister, the Cordelia figure. I loved her intensity and intelligence. Coincidently, Jennifer was a family friend of Jason’s: early in her career she had added his name to hers as a tribute to him. It was easy for them both to slip into a father-daughter relationship. I also cast Keith Carradine and Colin Firth, as well as Elisabeth Moss and Michelle Williams, both teenagers.

I tried very hard to convince the producers to let me hire Martin McGrath as my director of photography. They overruled me, however, and insisted on US-based Tak Fujimoto, who had worked on Melvin and Howard, Silence of the Lambs and Terrence Malick’s masterpiece, Badlands. Tak is an artist of the cinema and it was a delight to work with him.

The shoot was hard for me. PJ was on his own set in downtown Chicago. I was used to having him around to consult with. It was lonely without him. Rhonda, my parents and the kids kept my spirits up. Lily was so much fun. She loved to press her face up against mine and stare into my eyes. On the set, she would watch Jessica Lange having her make-up done. She loved Jessica’s dog, Jake, and sometimes took naps on his belly. Every lunchtime Rhonda brought Lily to the catering tent so she could eat with me and the cast and crew. She would sit on my knee and I would sing songs to her. But she was beginning to have sleeping problems, waking up screaming. Rhonda would rock her back to sleep, because I had to get up before dawn every morning.

On the days when I had to shoot in the pigpens, I came home with stinking boots. Mum grabbed them before I got inside. She washed them and sterilised them for the next morning. We were staying in a comfortable house with lots of bedrooms, a basement (in case of tornadoes!) and a carpeted attic that had been set up as a kids’ play area. In the evening, we would sit on the verandah and wait for the fireflies to sparkle in the undergrowth. Spike and I pretended they were fairies.

One weekend Spike was playing in the attic playroom with a friend. He came down to me in the kitchen, his eyes full of fear. ‘I found a gun,’ he said in a horrified whisper.

He led me up to a corner of the attic. A rifle was leaning against the wall, a box of bullets beside it. I was terrified. I sent Spike and his friend downstairs while I figured out what to do. Images of my kids playing with the gun flashed through my mind. I picked up the rifle and the bullets and brought them downstairs to my bedroom, where I hid them in the top of the wardrobe. I called the man we were renting from and asked him to come and pick up the rifle.

He laughed and said it wasn’t going to hurt anyone. ‘It’s not loaded.’

‘I just don’t want it in the house,’ I said. ‘You said the kids could play in the attic, but you didn’t warn me there was a gun in there!’

Eventually he picked up the gun, bemused by my fear.

I have a lot of great memories of working with the cast and crew of A Thousand Acres, but I discovered, too late, that there was not enough time or budget to shoot the film I had planned. So many of the ideas we had talked about in pre-production fell by the wayside in the brutal reality of getting the job done within the constraints of an unrealistic schedule. It was one of the most disappointing experiences of my career.

And there was not enough time to get it right in the cutting room either. After the first Audience Test Preview, the studio brought in an additional editor to take away control of the cut from me. This happens in Hollywood. A lot. The new editor was a film industry veteran named Donn Cambern. I discovered later that he had worked on a couple of my favourite movies, Easy Rider and The Last Picture Show.

If I had known his credits back in 1996, would I have been able to befriend him, talk to him about what I liked in his work, and find some common ground? Could we have found a way of keeping some of my favourite scenes? Who knows. At the time, he seemed like a stranger who had come to kidnap my movie. The producers gave him total authority over me. He was very friendly, and told me I was welcome to stay and watch as he and the producers recut the film. I tried this, but after a week or so of watching my scenes being undone, recut and reshaped, I realised I had no role on the film anymore. The hardest thing was seeing Jason Robard’s performance being picked apart. They were searching for takes where he smiled more. The audience-testing had listed his character—the perpetrator of incest and child abuse—as the most hated in the movie. The producers were trying to make Larry Cook more likeable. It was insane. It hurt. Badly.

In spite of everything, I am proud of A Thousand Acres. I put all my energy into trying to make an honest and powerful film. It is flawed, I know, and not as good as the novel it was based on. I also know that critics tore the film apart. But Jessica Lange was nominated for a Golden Globe for her powerful performance as Ginny Cook. I have received touching letters from people, some of whom had suffered childhood abuse, who were moved by the film, and told me it helped them feel less alone in their pain. This is reason enough to make me happy I directed the movie.
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Why should I cry for not being an apple, when I was born an orange, I’d be crying for an illusion, I may as well cry for not being a horse.

DONNA WILLIAMS

After the ten months I spent working on A Thousand Acres, I now wanted to do two things. First: concentrate on my darling kids. Second: write something funny, uplifting and anarchic. Being thrown off the film in post-production had been a major blow to my self-confidence. The dark demons of my self-doubting childhood had come back to dance on my head. A sense of failure and inadequacy. It was as if making A Thousand Acres had sent my emotions back to high school, when I was getting bullied by the cool kids.

I was in the mood to write something crazy. I wanted to find a part of myself that had got a bit lost. As a teenager, I was a big fan of Monty Python’s Flying Circus, and later I adored the films Monty Python and the Holy Grail and Life of Brian. Of the comedians who worked on those movies, Graham Chapman was my absolute favourite. It was only after he died from cancer in 1989 that I learned he was openly gay and loved his life partner. They were pre-internet days, so it wasn’t easy to find out information about celebrities back then. The man was gorgeous and hilarious, and now he was gone. I had a strong urge to fly to the UK and crash his funeral. Fortunately, I couldn’t afford to do such a crazy thing.

The memory of that weird impulse stayed in my mind, and now, almost a decade later, I decided to write a film script about a famous gay man. I realised I would have to add some conflict to the story. What if, like Liberace, he was hiding the truth from his fans? What if, I wondered, my main character had a secret boyfriend? The sudden death of Princess Diana in August 1997, and the outpouring of grief that followed, made me even more fascinated by the idea of fans adoring someone they don’t really know.

I titled my script Unconditional Love. The main character was not the gay man, but a Chicago housewife, Grace Beasley. Grace is stuck in a loveless marriage, living with her husband on the fortieth floor of an apartment building overlooking Lake Michigan. Her son and daughter rarely visit her, and her husband wants a divorce. The one thing Grace knows she is good at is being a mother and a homemaker, but no one in her family appreciates her. She has become invisible.

The only joy in her life is listening to her favourite crooner, a Welshman named Victor Fox (think Tom Jones or Perry Como). Grace dreams that, one day, Victor Fox might meet her and fall in love with her. He will rescue her from her depressing life. Then she hears on the news that he has been brutally murdered, shot through the heart with an arrow from a crossbow. Grace decides she must go to Wales and crash his funeral. She shocks her family by making the pilgrimage to the Welsh town where Victor grew up, where she places flowers out the front of his boyhood home.

There she meets a tall, handsome man named Dirk. He is in a terrible state, drunk, bitter, in mourning. The townspeople refer to him as Victor Fox’s valet, but in truth he is his secret lover. I wrote the part of Dirk for Rupert Everett, whom I got to know while he was working with PJ on My Best Friend’s Wedding. It is the only time I have ever written a part with a particular actor in mind.

When Grace discovers the truth about Victor and Dirk, she is shocked. Dirk expects her to flee in despair. Instead, she identifies with Dirk as the unappreciated spouse of a selfish man. She decides to give him a mother’s love. Of course, this is the last thing Dirk wants. He tries to make her leave. She refuses to go. Madness ensues.

I wrote whatever insane ideas came into my head. It was my therapy! I decided I wanted Barry Manilow and Julie Andrews to appear in the film. Why not? I wrote in a lot of songs, not knowing if we would get the rights to any of them. It was fun and I had no idea if it would ever get financed. I also wanted to pay tribute to Chicago. I loved the lake, the museums, the weather and the underground road system—I set a lot of Unconditional Love in Chicago’s creepy subterranean world. It felt appropriate, like something out of a Greek myth.

Now that PJ had finished post-production on My Best Friend’s Wedding, we decided to go back to Australia for a while. I wanted the children to spend time with their grandparents and cousins. PJ and I were excited to catch up with family and friends and introduce many of them to Lily for the first time.

PJ had another reason for wanting to leave Los Angeles. My Best Friend’s Wedding was about to be released and he was convinced it was going to be a box-office disaster. He was afraid he would never work again. I knew it was going to be a hit. It was brilliant. Very funny and sweet and romantic. But PJ didn’t believe me. We rented a house in Melbourne for three months and decided that if My Best Friend’s Wedding was a disaster, we would stay in Australia and make Australian films.

Lily, now thirteen months old, charmed everyone back home with her glossy black hair, big hazel eyes and cheeky grin. While I was writing Unconditional Love, I would sit her on her play-mat next to my desk. She would be immersed in her blocks, or ball, and not want any attention from me for very long periods. It started to disturb me a little. But was it really abnormal? I told myself that Lily was simply a pensive girl, her own quiet self. I used to call her my zen baby, because she was so different from five-year-old Spike. At thirteen months old, he had demanded attention all the time. Lily seemed perfect to me, but there was something different about her.


16

Empathy comes from being empathised with.

STANLEY GREENSPAN

An uneasiness about Lily was forming in my gut. I shoved it down, way down, and told myself I was looking for things to be worried about. But disturbing things kept happening. Three weeks after arriving in Melbourne in June 1997, Lily and I contracted a killer flu. We were bedridden, practically unconscious, with blinding headaches and fever for a couple of weeks. Years later, I wondered if this virus had played a part in what was to come.

After we recovered, we flew north to visit the Hogan family in Coolangatta. Spike was desperate to visit Dreamworld on the Gold Coast. While we were waiting to go on a ride, Lily let go of my hand and took off through the crowd. I ran after her, calling her name a few times, but she didn’t look back. I caught up with her and took her hand, but she let go and again hurried ahead of me. I decided to walk behind her, to see if she stopped to wait for me. For a full five minutes, she didn’t stop or even look around for me. Finally, I couldn’t stand it. I stopped her, picked her up and held her close, before walking back, troubled, to where PJ and Spike were waiting for their ride.

It was September when we returned to the USA, and Lily was nearly two years old. We had broken the trip in Hawaii, and the flight from Honolulu to Los Angeles left late at night. After a day in the sun, Lily was angry when we took her back to the airport. She was tired and confused. She started to scream—and the screaming continued for two hours. The only thing that calmed her was if I cuddled her and kept walking. If I stopped or tried to sit down, she would start her ear-splitting screaming again. So I kept walking. Rhonda and PJ offered to share the carrying and walking, but Lily only wanted me. Me walking.

The flight staff asked us to get on the plane last, so the other passengers would not have to endure Lily’s screaming. I understood. I had seen the alarmed faces of my fellow passengers as they stared at me in the departure lounge. Lily continued to scream as I took her to her seat. As soon as the engines started up, however, she calmed down. She looked out the window at the lights of the airport, and fell asleep as we took off.

In Los Angeles, we took her for a check-up with her paediatrician, Dr Linda Nussbaum. Linda was concerned that Lily had very few words. She should have been talking by now. PJ and I tried to make a list of Lily’s words: yellow, flower, happy, moo. That was it, and we had to admit that we hadn’t heard even those words in the last month. Later, I would learn that even those few words weren’t typical for a baby on the verge of speaking. She should have been saying things like Mummy, Daddy, more, no, bye bye and up. And she never responded to her name. Linda thought Lily might have a hearing problem and gave us a referral to a hearing clinic. I was confused: I knew that if I turned on an episode of Barney & Friends, Lily would come running. She paid attention to the TV show’s theme music, but not to the sound of her own name.

The testing room at the House Ear Institute was dark. I sat on a chair, Lily squirming on my lap. She didn’t like the dark room. To our left a little box was suddenly illuminated. Inside the box was a wiggling monkey puppet. On our right, a loud quacking sound startled me. Lily could not decide whether to look at the wiggling monkey or listen to the loud duck. A young woman in a lab coat sat cross-legged on the floor right in front of us. She offered Lily a toy cat to play with. Lily reached for the cat, but the girl in the lab coat pulled the cat away. The lights went out again and we were plunged into darkness. To our right, another little box was illuminated. Inside was an octopus puppet, quivering silently. To our left, the sound of a bell ringing.

This confusing and irritating sequence of events went on and on. I figured it out. The boxes that light up were to get Lily’s attention. The random sounds were to test if she reacted to them. Was the girl in the lab coat, offering and withdrawing the toy cat, some kind of auditory palate cleanser? Lily got more and more frustrated with her.

Somehow it was established that Lily’s hearing was normal. The technicians asked me to take a seat with Lily in the waiting room. A few minutes later, a young woman walked towards me with a handful of forms. She introduced herself as Louise, an audiologist. Louise told me she was giving me a referral to the Westside Regional Center for further testing.

‘What is a regional center?’ I asked.

Louise gave me a funny look. ‘It’s where they help you apply to get special needs funding from the government.’

‘What are you talking about?’ I said. ‘Lily isn’t special needs.’ Louise handed me the forms. ‘Call Dr Nussbaum. She will be able to explain everything to you.’

I guess she had had this conversation with hundreds of yet-to-be-devastated parents. I was bewildered and a bit cross. Special needs! Not my Lily.

I went to see Linda Nussbaum without Lily. ‘The audiologist,’ she told me, ‘suspects Lily has a developmental problem.’

This was the first time I had heard the term developmental problem. I soon found out it was a euphemism for cognitively impaired. Linda was trying to tell me that Lily might be what used to be called mentally retarded.

Meanwhile, I was invited to Utah to be an adviser at the Sundance Directors Lab. I was one of six advisers, directors, writers, cinematographers and editors. We were there to mentor a diverse group of new filmmakers. It was summer, so I brought Spike, Lily and Rhonda with me. I thought it would good for the kids to have some time in the mountains while I did my work. I had high hopes this would be a great experience for us all.

On our second day at Sundance, I had the morning off. We decided to take a chairlift ride up the mountain. Rhonda, Spike, Lily and I squeezed into one chairlift seat. We placed Lily between Rhonda and me, so we could both have a hand on her. The view was magnificent. Soaring mountains above, grassy slopes below us. About thirty seconds into the ride, Lily started to writhe and scream. We were now hundreds of feet above the ground. She struggled with all her might to escape the vicelike grip Rhonda and I now had on her little arms. Her strength was terrifying. Spike clung onto the safety rail, begging us to stop Lily from falling. Rhonda and I made terrified eye contact as we tried to stop Lily from plummeting to certain death. We finally got to the top of the mountain. I jumped off the chairlift and pulled Lily to safety. Rhonda and Spike followed and we all lay on the grass, panting. Rhonda and I both kept one hand on Lily, who was calm now, as if nothing had occurred.

‘What happened?’ asked Rhonda.

‘I don’t know. That was very scary,’ I said, shaken.

Why had Lily done that? Was she going to do it again on our way down? We wandered around, planning our descent. I considered walking all the way down with Lily, but that would have taken hours.

‘And there might be bears,’ added Rhonda.

That changed my mind. Instead, Rhonda gave me her scarf and said we could use it to tie Lily to me. If she did manage to squirm out of our hands, we would have a safety leash that would give us time to grab her. And so we made it back down the mountain. We decided we would find somewhere for dinner. Lily did not agree. She screamed and struggled in the doorway of every restaurant we tried to enter.

Back in LA, we began an exhausting journey from specialist to specialist. We got an appointment to take Lily to UCLA Children’s Hospital for further testing by a developmental paediatrician. The next available appointment was on 17 December, the same day as Spike’s seventh birthday party at our house. But I didn’t want to wait three months for another appointment. I took Rhonda with me for moral support.

The waiting room was cheery, with books and toys and a large fish tank. Lily squished her face against the glass, blissed out. A short woman in a tweed jacket and skirt introduced herself as Dr Judy. I took Lily by the hand and Rhonda stood up to come with us.

‘Is it okay if her nanny comes too?’ I asked.

Dr Judy scrutinised Rhonda. ‘No. Just you and your daughter, please. Follow me.’

I left Rhonda behind by the fish tank, and followed Dr Judy.

‘I see so many children with language problems these days,’ she muttered, ‘and they all have nannies.’

So here I was in yet another small, dark room. This time I was watching Lily through a two-way mirror. Dr Judy sat beside me, taking notes. Lily was examining some colourful puzzles while a medical student ‘played’ with her. The student was, in fact, performing cognitive tests on Lily to measure her hand-eye coordination and her fine motor skills: she had to place three wooden blocks on top of each other, then lower a bead necklace into a plastic tube. Next the puzzles came out and Lily started matching up the pieces at lightning speed.

Dr Judy turned to me. ‘These are puzzles for six-year-olds, and she’s only two.’

‘Way to go, Lil,’ I laughed proudly.

‘No, that’s not good,’ said Dr Judy. She didn’t explain why.

After a while Lily got bored and started tiptoeing around. She came up to the mirror to gaze at her own reflection. She looked so pretty. ‘Look,’ I said to Dr Judy, ‘she’s pretending to be a ballet dancer.’

‘No, she’s not,’ she replied in an ominous tone. ‘That’s bad, what she’s doing. It’s called “toe walking”.’

Okay, call it by another name. It didn’t mean anything to me at that point. It was still cute. I smiled at Lily, but of course she could not see me.

After half an hour of observing Lily and scribbling notes, Dr Judy turned to me and said, ‘You will have to wait a few days for my report, but I can tell you right now she is showing autistic tendencies. I will be recommending intense and immediate developmental intervention.’

And that is the first time the word autism came into Lily’s life. ‘Autistic tendencies.’ It wasn’t a definite diagnosis yet, but it was a terrible cloud hanging over my darling daughter.

I was so frightened my voice gradually stopped working over the next few hours. Then there was the stress of going ahead with Spike’s birthday party in a state of blind panic. The house was full of raucous third-graders. I went through the motions of arranging bowls of chips and gummy snakes.

When Dr Judy’s report finally arrived, it was full of complicated test scores and graphs and comparisons with other children, page after page describing Lily as abnormal. Her lack of speech development was a red flag. Her lack of imaginary play was another cause for worry. Her poor hand-eye coordination and lack of interest in engaging with other people were also indicators of developmental issues. The concluding paragraph stated that, because of her age, it was too early to give her a diagnosis of classic autism, but that she was showing definite signs, and should be monitored carefully. Immediate speech therapy was advised.

I knew a little bit about autism. I had read Dibs in Search of Self and the memoir Nobody Nowhere, by Donna Williams, an Australian. My generation had been fed the story that autism was a psychological condition. In the 1940s, an Austrian-American psychiatrist, Leo Kanner, had argued that autism was associated with motherly neglect or, worse, abuse. He even inspired a term for the evil-doers: Refrigerator Mothers. For a while, mothers were blamed for damaging their kids, and advised to do psychotherapy to help them change their ways. Children were separated from their ‘unfeeling’ mothers to help them recover. Kanner’s bad-mother theory was discredited when autism was found to have a biological basis, but the causation myths lingered.

Kanner’s theory didn’t make any sense to me. I knew I had not neglected or abused Lily. Her father and brother and I had poured our love into her from the moment she was born. How could we have caused her autism? I bought books on autism. I sought second opinions. I kept hearing that if autism was an accurate diagnosis, Lily would need lifelong care. Autism had no cure. Lily might never speak, never feel love, might never even know that PJ and I were her parents. There was a possibility that Lily would end up in an institution.

It was the beginning of my ‘magical thinking’ phase. Part of me blamed the diagnosis itself—the labelling of Lily—for causing her symptoms to manifest themselves: as soon as she had the label, she seemed more autistic. I read a passage from an autism book to PJ. ‘Listen, it says that signs of autism include excessive screaming, flapping hands, grinding teeth, avoiding eye contact, but Lily doesn’t do any of these things.’ Within days, she was doing all of those things.

Next I blamed my career and myself for not being a ‘normal’ mother. It felt like there was a curse on me, as if I was being punished for going back to work on A Thousand Acres so soon after Lily’s birth. I wept for weeks, desperate to wake up from the unbearable nightmare. I made a deal with myself: I would never make another film if only Lily’s autism could disappear. But autism is not caused by your mum making a movie.

My DNA, however, could bear some responsibility. My genes and PJ’s genes had contributed to creating autism in our child. The current thinking is that a genetic predisposition to autism then requires some kind of ‘environmental’ trigger, possibly chemical, or a viral injury that switches a gene on or off. It’s complicated and mysterious. If scientists could find out how the autism switch gets turned on, they might be able to figure out how to turn it off, or prevent it being turned on in the first place. But experts are still a long way off from answers.

I am aware that some of the readers of this book may be autistic themselves and could possibly find this chapter upsetting. Please understand that I wasn’t rejecting Lily because of her autism. If you keep reading, you will discover that I love her autism, and her brother’s too. But twenty years ago I was afraid for Lily’s future. Everything I read said that people with autism suffer a lot, and that there is no cure. My mind filled with images of Lily never being able to do anything for herself. I was afraid she would be always unreachable and never find independence or happiness.

PJ and I were both so shattered by the diagnosis that in the beginning we didn’t know how to support each other. We had a big fight one day because I felt he didn’t seem as sad as I was. He was actually being stoic and holding everything in.

‘Why aren’t you as devastated as I am?’ I asked accusingly.

He looked bewildered. ‘I am devastated. Of course I am!’

‘Well,’ I snarled, ‘you don’t seem to be falling apart like I am.’

‘Joss, we can’t both fall apart. One of us has to keep making money to afford all the therapy she will need to have!’

PJ’s way of coping was to become proactive about supporting us all. Mine was to become super-mummy-therapist. PJ told me I was not allowed to fall apart because he and the children needed me.

I took Lily to see a child psychologist in Santa Monica. Mary Beth Steinfeld sat Lily and me down with a group of assorted toys and watched us playing together. Lily and I played a simple game that Lily loved. She would throw a ball at me and I would pretend her throw was so powerful she could knock me down. I would fall over backwards with a squeak. Lily would shriek with laughter and want to do this over and over again. After about half an hour, I picked up Lily and gave her a hug.

Mary Beth looked at me. ‘You know you’re going to have to give up work. You’re the only one who can reach her and teach her right now.’

‘Of course,’ I replied. ‘I can stop work for six months, no problem.’

‘No,’ said Mary Beth, ‘I mean you have to give up work completely, for years.’

‘Oh.’ For years.

I assumed she was exaggerating, but helping my child was the most important thing in my life. This was an emergency. What was filmmaking compared to my daughter’s brain, her language, her relating to others? I dived in obsessively. Giving up writing and directing allowed me to direct my energy and creativity to helping Lily. But I needed to learn that I couldn’t rush her learning. I would have to go at the pace she needed. I had to be constantly available for those ‘teachable moments’. I had to change my instinctive way of parenting. Our family would have to learn how to interact with Lily in a new way. If we pulled this off, Lily might be able to adapt to life in a world that, to her, seemed confusing and sometimes downright hostile.

Rhonda was a great support. She loved Lily and cried when she heard the diagnosis. Then she learned ways to help Lily and became one of her best therapists. She also encouraged me to have naps, to eat well and to spend time with Spike, who was feeling lost. He was only eight, but he was afraid, and felt the seismic shift when all our parental energy went to helping Lily.

One day I was walking him home from a playdate. He suddenly asked, ‘Mummy, will I catch autism? Will my brain break like Lily’s did?’

My heart did a painful lurch of grief.

‘No, darling,’ I told him, ‘You cannot catch autism. Lily’s brain was already like that when she was born.’ I didn’t like repeating his word ‘broken’. But he had to have something he could tell his friends about his strange little sister. ‘Broken’ was an easy concept for third-graders. And ‘broken’ things often got fixed, so there was a possible happy ending in this description.

Spike was always a great big brother. Even during what PJ and I referred to as Lily’s ‘Regan-from-The-Exorcist’ days, Spike treated her as his little sister. He knew she was complicated, and sometimes extremely annoying, but he loved her, and she loved him.

There were times when Lily’s behaviour became especially difficult to handle. Before she developed some communication skills, she sometimes became very frustrated. Her frustration was so intense, she became violent. She would hit and kick us, and bite me on the arm with astonishing jaw strength. She would punch and scratch her own face. Once she hit her face so hard against a door that her nose bled for half an hour. She resisted all our efforts to staunch the bleeding. She smeared her face with the blood and put red handprints all over the walls. She would hurl her little body onto the floor, over and over again, until she was covered in bruises. She hardly ever slept. She would keep herself awake by screaming half the night. All my instincts said: ‘I cannot leave Lily’s side. I will not leave her side until she is better.’

But better would take years, as it turned out.
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Think of it: a disability is usually defined in terms of what is missing…But autism…is as much about what is abundant as what is missing, an over-expression of the very traits that make our species unique.

PAUL COLLINS

After the initial shock wore off, I called Mum.

‘Rubbish!’ she said, and shouted to Dad to pick up the other phone.

‘There’s nothing wrong with that child!’ Dad said.

‘She’s completely normal!’ agreed Mum. ‘She’s just a late talker, and as for being a little strange, you were a little strange, and you turned out fine.’

‘I was strange?’ I asked, curious. This was news.

‘Yes, we even thought you might be autistic for a while, didn’t we, Jack?’

‘What?’ I asked. Was Mum making this up, or had she never thought to tell me this?

‘You didn’t like being hugged,’ said Dad.

‘Yes I did.’

‘No you didn’t,’ said Mum. ‘You would always push us away.’

It’s true. There were some hugs I didn’t like. My father’s hugs used to scare me. He was a rib-crushing bear-hugger, and quite famous for it in our family. He broke Grandma Wood’s ribs once, out of affection. It was as if Dad didn’t know how to give medium-strength hugs. He would hug me until I saw stars in my eyes. I thought I would suffocate and die. For an asthmatic child, that was not an enjoyable experience.

‘She’s not autistic. Get a second opinion,’ said Mum.

Kathy and Greg agreed. Kathy had spent a lot of time with Lily on our trip home the previous year. She and Lily had bonded and grown to love each other. (They still have a special bond.) I hoped desperately my family was correct; I wanted to believe them.

And friends sent me books and articles. The mother of one of Spike’s friends gave me a book called Late-Talking Children by Thomas Sowell. I read the book in a single sitting and it gave me hope. Sowell’s own son had been a late talker, but had caught up and become a genius of sorts. Albert Einstein had been a late talker. Was Lily, far from disabled, really a genius in the making? All my friends told me not to worry, that Lily would eventually talk on her own.

But I feared the worst. The internet was relatively new in those days and I spent sleepless nights researching Lily’s symptoms online. I came across many terms to describe my strange little girl. Developmentally delayed. Speech delayed. Social Interactive Disorder. Neurological Disorder not otherwise specified. Pervasive Developmental Disorder. I would type in ‘late-talking children’ and the word ‘autism’ kept shouting back at me from the computer screen. I tried to stop myself, but eventually ended up clicking on ‘autism’. Familiar symptoms popped up.

Problems with communication. Tick.

Lack of eye contact. Tick.

Problems with social skills. Tick.

Repetitive behaviour. Oh God! Lily was obsessed with throwing items down our staircase. She once took out every book we had in our bedroom, her bedroom and Spike’s bedroom and threw them all down the stairs. Delighted, she watched them ricochet and tumble. We put them all away, only to have her do it again. Eventually, we placed all our books out of her reach and left her some balls to pay with. She threw these down the stairs too, collected them and did it again. And again.

When I look back, it seemed to happen overnight. Of course, the seeds of autism were already there at birth. But, at first glance, autistic people look just like everyone else. Baby Lily smiled at us and giggled. She enjoyed being with us, and other people—until she got to around two years old. This is normally when children gain some communication skills, some pretend play, and learn to imitate. With Lily, these things didn’t occur. She became more and more confused and angry. I think she felt the need to make herself understood, but couldn’t figure out how to do it. We were not understanding her, and she was not understanding us. Most toddlers get through ‘the terrible twos’, but moderately and severely autistic toddlers remain frustrated. Frustration becomes anxiety, and then fear. Sometimes the anxiety and frustration turn into rage.

Lily started to have screaming tantrums if the traffic lights went red and we had to stop the car. Entering a brightly lit supermarket was also a tantrum trigger. If other children tried to talk to her in the park, she would scream at them and run away. She would refuse to get off the swings or the slide, no matter how many children were waiting for a turn. Transitions of any kind were terrible. If it was time to get in the car and go home, Lily screamed and kicked and struggled as if she was being murdered. Once we got home, trying to get her to get out of the car was another battle.

The most disturbing development was self-injury. I began following her around, trying to catch her when she threw herself on the ground. Rhonda and I put foam squares on the playroom floor to protect her. Then she started playing with her own faeces. She was still wearing pull-ups, so gaining access to the warm smelly stuff was easy for her. I sometimes found her painting her face and the walls with her own poo. The first few times upset me, but I just became accustomed to it. The poo-painting stage lasted for a few years. I thought it was a sensory thing: it felt nice, it made marks if you smeared it. Or perhaps she was simply trying to get the poo out of her own bottom, and after that didn’t know where to wipe it. Then she became terribly constipated. She could hang onto a bowel movement for weeks. We took her to the hospital a few times, where a paediatric gastroenterologist X-rayed her impacted bowel and gave her tons of laxatives, and an enema for good measure. We started giving her fibre drinks, with limited success. If she detected the texture of the fibre drinks, she would spit them out, or vomit up the lot.

Lily hated more than one person talking at the same time, so family dinners became impossible. As soon as we began to chat with Spike, she would start screaming and throw her food. Eventually, we gave up family dinners all together. On Lily’s birthday, we tried to sing ‘Happy Birthday’ to her, but she screamed until we stopped.

Convinced that Lily did not have enough stimulating ‘pretend play’ toys, I spent a fortune at Kmart purchasing baby dolls, a pram and a Fisher Price play kitchen, complete with fake food and cooking untensils. But Lily wasn’t interested in any of it, at least not in the way I’d hoped she would be. She liked taking the doll’s pram to the top of our driveway, letting it go and watching it crash against the wooden gates at the bottom. She liked grabbing handfuls of dirt from the garden and dropping them into her play kitchen sink. She liked putting her baby dolls in the toy fridge, or in the toy oven. It seemed to me that Lily was being deliberately perverse. She wasn’t, of course. She simply did not know how to play with her dolls, or her toy kitchen. She did not have ‘pretend play’ skills. She was playing, but in her own way.

Around this time, we hired a weekend babysitter to come for a few hours on a Saturday to give me a break. Cori Carlsen was a delightful young woman, who was also very calm. Spike took a shine to her and she joined in his complicated fantasy games involving Greek myths and superheroes. He dictated epic stories to her (he was slow to write, as he had difficulty learning to spell) and she filled pages and pages of notepads. He then drew pictures to go with the stories.

Lily quickly realised that if Cori came, it meant Mummy and Daddy would go out for an hour or two. As soon as Cori arrived, Lily began to scream, and would not stop for about an hour. I don’t know how Cori and Spike handled this so well. After a while Lily tolerated Cori. And we grew to adore her. As soon as we saw how capable she was at multi-tasking, we offered her a job as our full-time assistant, which she accepted.
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In the new year, I decided to sign up for a Mommy and Me group at a local nursery school. I went along, my stomach churning with nerves. I smiled at everyone, but the other mommies (who all seemed to know each other) ignored me. I felt like I was at high school again, but persisted for Lily’s sake. We only lasted a few weeks. Lily upset all the other little girls by shoving their dolls into the toy ovens and fridges. She had a sand-throwing episode, going into a state of rapture as she watched the glistening grains in the sunlight. Unfortunately, many of her little classmates got sand in their eyes. During circle time, one of the other mommies told me in a whisper that Lily’s behaviour resembled something she had read about.

‘It’s a sign of a fractious home life,’ she said smugly.

‘We do not have a fractious home life,’ I declared, indignant, while Lily screamed at a little girl who tried to hug her.

The teacher told me I should probably see a specialist about Lily. And please don’t come back. We were both kicked out of Mommy and Me. I was furious. How dare they reject Lily? How dare they suggest there was something wrong with our home life?

I started having irrational thoughts: I became convinced that other mothers forced their little girls to wear frothy pink tutus, princess costumes and stupid butterfly wings. Skipping was probably practised obsessively. It was all a conspiracy created by conformist mothers. If they were left to their own devices, girls would prefer dirt and worms and rolling things down driveways, just like my daughter. Lily could not skip. She never mastered it. Skipping requires sophisticated gross motor coordination. Who knew?

I took Lily to see a developmental psychologist, Shelley Gallenson, a tall, elegant woman with long silver hair in a ponytail. She spoke with calm assurance, mostly to Lily, not me. She led us into a small room with a wooden doll’s house, a basket of peg dolls and some shelves full of simple puzzles. There were two comfy chairs, one for Shelley and one for me. Lily did not want to sit in the kiddy chair, and Shelley did not make her. Lily started to explore the doll’s house. She took a peg doll and poked it through a window, watching it clatter onto the floor.

‘Uh-oh,’ said Shelley. ‘Fall down, uh-oh.’

Lily ignored Shelley and poked the doll through the window again.

‘Uh-oh! Fall down,’ said Shelley again.

I tried to join in. ‘Oww, I fell out the window!’ I said, in the peg doll’s voice. ‘Please don’t throw me out the window, Lily. Please! No, no, ouch!’

Shelley smiled at me kindly and said, ‘Try talking less.’

I shut up.

Shelley got a peg doll of her own and pushed it through the same window. ‘Uh-oh. Fall down,’ she repeated.

Lily shoved her own doll through the window, and Shelley said, ‘Uh-oh,’ again. This went on for a while, until Lily abandoned the doll and found the barnyard animal shape puzzles.

‘I. Want. Puzzles,’ said Shelley, loudly and slowly, as if she was Lily. She hoisted Lily up on her knee, the puzzle in front of them. Amazingly, Lily did not squirm to get away. She was so interested in the puzzle she didn’t seem to notice Shelley. Shelley whipped all the animals out of their holes and held them in her hand. Lily tried to open Shelley’s fingers. Shelley let her have a sheep shape.

‘Baa baa,’ said Shelley, as Lily took the sheep shape and put it in the correct space. Then Shelley did the same with the remaining animals, making the appropriate animal sound as Lily wrestled each shape out of Shelley’s hand and put it in the matching space on the puzzle board.

I stared at Shelley, stumped. I did not understand how copying Lily was going to help her learn to talk. Later, Shelley explained that a mistake parents like me often make with speech-delayed children is to try to talk all the time. They talk above the level of the child’s ‘receptive language’. Blathering on will not get through to them. Simple words like animal sounds, or sounds like uh-oh, will get through and eventually become part of the child’s ‘expressive language’. That was our goal with Lily: for her to understand that certain sounds and words had a meaning, and for her to imitate what we were saying, to communicate with us.

Shelley gave me a copy of The Child with Special Needs, by Stanley Greenspan and Serena Wieder, and explained that she was doing ‘floortime’ with Lily, a form of therapy outlined in the book. These days it’s called ‘relationship-based therapy’. Greenspan and Wieder rejected the use of labels for the children they treated, arguing that the important thing was to recognise and respond to the weaknesses and strengths of individual kids.

I began to read the book in a panicked blur. I had only read half of it when I decided to try doing some floortime with Lily. I didn’t want to wait for the next weekly session with Shelley. I was also reading Son-Rise: The Miracle Continues, by Barry Neil Kaufman, the story of how a family helped their developmentally delayed toddler, Raun, learn to speak. They took turns to lock themselves in a bathroom with him, while he spun plates on the bathroom floor. They spun plates alongside him until he noticed them. Gradually, over many months, he began to play with them, then eventually to speak.

I tried to implement my own program, a combination of floortime and the Son-Rise method. I took all distractions out of Lily’s room, leaving just a couple of toys, some puzzles, her cot, a CD player and her rocking chair. I decided on twenty-minute sessions, followed by a twenty-minute break. All day. I had no idea what I was doing, but I couldn’t do nothing. That first day I closed Lily’s bedroom door and sat against it, so she couldn’t run away. She didn’t seem to notice me. She walked to her cot, grabbed her dummy from the pillow, pushed it through the slats and watched it fall to the floor.

Okay, I thought, this is where I need to start. ‘Uh-oh. Fall down,’ I said.

Lily slipped her dummy through the slats a few more times. Each time I said ‘Uh-oh’. There was another dummy sitting on the rocking chair, so I took it and crawled over to Lily and started shoving it through the cot slats, imitating her. She grabbed my dummy and put it in her mouth. I grabbed the one she had been playing with and put it in my mouth. Surprised, Lily actually looked at me. Then she pulled the dummy out of my mouth. I made a sad sound and put it back in my mouth. She tried to pull it out, but I hung on with my teeth, and made complaining sounds. She giggled. Finally, I let her pull it out, but then she put it back into my mouth. I was thrilled. She was interacting with me. Yay!

I was impatient. I pulled out a puzzle, like Shelley had done, and sat Lily on my knee. Then we stacked plastic rings on a stick. She went back to her dummy game. This time we poked the dummies through the rungs on the back of the rocking chair. By now it was time for our break, and Rhonda gave Lily a snack.

When we were due to go back upstairs to Lily’s room, she wouldn’t have a bar of it. As soon as I closed the door she started screaming and banging on the door. I ignored her screaming and put on some music. I held her and danced with her. She stopped crying and started smiling, soothed and entertained by our rhythmic cuddle-swaying in time to the music. Then I sat with her in the rocking chair and sang to her. She smiled and stared into my eyes. I sang ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’, with all the hand movements, ‘The Bear Went Over the Mountain’ and ‘Mary Had a Little Lamb’.

It was a small beginning, but I kept going. One day we were playing in the backyard when a plane flew low overhead. It made an ear-splitting screech. Lily cowered on the ground, her hands over her ears. I held her until the plane had gone.

‘It’s an aeroplane,’ I said. ‘Just an aeroplane!’

The next day, while Lily and I were on a walk, a dog barked loudly behind a gate. Lily put her hands over her ears. ‘Aeroplane! Aeroplane!’ she said. I was amazed. She was using a word to tell me she was scared of the sound. She must have decided that ‘aeroplane’ meant all scary sounds. She had copied my word and used it to tell me she was scared. She was trying to communicate with me.

I used to say to my friends: ‘I feel like I am breathing for her. If I didn’t, she’d stop breathing.’ I think most parents of autistic kids have this feeling. It is up to us to keep our children learning during their every waking moment. Our children’s future depends on what we do when they are small, when their brains are most plastic. It used to be thought that if the basics of language had not been learned before the age of twelve, the individual would never speak with fluency. Now we know this is not true at all. The brain can change and heal and learn new things for our entire life. But twenty years ago, the spectre of a window closing on Lily’s language-acquisition haunted me. I re-read Mary Beth’s report about Lily, its diagnosis of ‘a neurological disorder not otherwise specified’. I asked Mary Beth if she could recommend a paediatric neurologist.

‘Why do you want to do that?’ she asked.

‘Because Lily has a neurological disorder. Your report says that.’

‘Well, yes, but…’

‘If she has a neurological disorder, shouldn’t she be seen by a neurologist?’

‘Not necessarily.’

‘Why not?’ I asked, confused.

‘Well…’ Mary Beth sighed. ‘It won’t change the treatment. A neurologist will probably recommend you do exactly what we are already doing with her.’

I insisted. She wrote me a referral to see Dr S, back at UCLA. He kept Lily and me waiting for ninety minutes in an examination room devoid of toys. Luckily, I had brought a bag of toys from home. There was also a chair on wheels that Lily found very entertaining: she could spin the seat and wheel the chair.

Finally, Dr S walked in. ‘Hello,’ he said. ‘How can I help you?’

‘I am hoping you can help my daughter,’ I said, smiling politely.

‘How so?’ He looked at his watch. Had he decided, already, that we were a waste of his time?

‘Well,’ I forged ahead, ‘her paediatrician says she is language-delayed, and has a neurological disorder—’

He cut me off. ‘Yes, yes. Let me examine her.’ He checked her eyes. He hit her knee with a little hammer. He watched her slide off the seat onto the floor to curl herself around the wheels of her new favourite spinning chair.

‘She looks autistic to me,’ he said bluntly.

‘But what about her language?’ I asked. ‘Sometimes she has words, then she can go months without saying anything.’

‘Autistic kids are often like that. She may never acquire proper language. In fact, she may get even worse than she is now.’

A punch in the gut. He kept going, as if I needed to hear the horrible truth, once and for all.

‘Children with autism have lifelong communication difficulties. Her behaviour will probably deteriorate. She may never be able to show you any love, and she probably won’t develop empathy either. This is a lifelong condition with no cure.’

‘So what can we do?’ I pleaded, trying not to hyperventilate.

‘I cannot do anything to help you,’ he said. Then he left. Those ten minutes of hell cost me three hundred dollars.

That night I couldn’t stop weeping. Lily had been given an official life sentence. There was no cure for autism. I plunged into a kind of grief. Having already gone through a denial phase (No, it’s not true, she isn’t autistic) a magical thinking phase (I will find a cure! She will eventually be normal!), I now progressed to an anger phase (Why my child? How dare the universe choose her and spare others!), after which the depression phase set in (I caused this. I failed my child. I am a lousy parent and this is proof!).

The truth is I was coping with the death of a cherished fantasy: the fantasy of the daughter I had always imagined I would raise. I had wanted to help her find her voice and guide her to be strong. I imagined her being clever and happy. Now I had to adjust my expectations to the possibility Lily would never speak at all. I had to grieve for my imagined daughter before I could imagine real Lily’s future. What if she could never go to school or live independently? What if she became so unmanageable that we could not care for her? With all these frightening questions the guilt came rushing back.

I began to search my memory for what I might have done to cause Lily’s autism. Was it the dental work I had done during the editing period of How to Make an American Quilt? I had finally saved enough money to get my scarred teeth fixed: I got a brand-new American smile and some amalgam fillings. I didn’t know at the time that I was six weeks pregnant. Could a tiny bit of mercury from the amalgam have got into my bloodstream and crossed the placenta? Was my vanity the cause of Lily’s autism? PJ blamed himself because of what he called his ‘bad genes’. He thought that having two siblings with mental health issues might have caused Lily’s autism. But depression ran through my family.

Other thoughts came to me: I remembered the cornfield where we filmed some of A Thousand Acres. One day Lily ran in among the stalks. The farmer who owned the field shouted at me when he saw where she was. ‘Get her out of there! We just sprayed pesticide in that field.’ I tried to find if there was a connection between insecticides and autism, but the scientific literature was too impenetrable. Or should we blame the terrible flu Lily came down with when we first brought her to Australia? But no matter how much research I did, it would not change the fact that Lily was autistic.

But was Lily truly autistic? The experts kept telling PJ and me there was some doubt about that. The autism spectrum is wide, ranging from people with profoundly disabling communication and behavioural problems to high-functioning individuals who write books or come up with extraordinary inventions. A small percentage of autistic people are savants in a particular area like music, mathematics or art.

When people ask me what autism is, I can only answer from my personal experience, and from what I have read: autism is not a disease but an umbrella term given to a set of behaviours. In order to get an official diagnosis, the person must display the ‘Triad of Impairments’—in communication, social skills and an obsessive insistence on things not changing. No one knows yet what causes the brain changes that result in autism. One theory suggests that in utero the brain does not follow the ‘neurotypical’ pathway, but blazes its own unique track. Autism doesn’t just affect communication. It affects all parts of the brain. It is often referred to as a ‘pervasive’ disability.

How do we experience reality? If you have a ‘neurotypical’ brain, all the sensory data will form your reality in a way that is compatible with the next person’s. In contrast, an autistic brain will sort the sensory data in its own unorthodox way. There is no way to predict how that autistic brain’s perception of ‘reality’ will evolve.

As far as I could tell, Lily’s senses told her that the world was too loud, too smelly, too bright and too distracting. Her day-to-day existence was a sensory onslaught and, most of the time, downright painful. She learned that being touched could hurt and sounds could be terrifying. Visual stimulation was often overwhelming, and textures and tastes could be disgusting. The unpredictability of life caused extreme panic in Lily. Communication of any kind was very hard, especially spoken communication. If Lily could not use words to organise her thoughts, how did she think?

In my quest for information, I discovered a book, Let Me Hear Your Voice, by Catherine Maurice, whose description of her young daughter’s descent into autism sounded so familiar, she could have been writing about Lily. She and her husband helped their children shake off their autism diagnosis by using a therapy called Early and Intense Behavioural Intervention (EIBI), also called Applied Behavioural Analysis (ABA), developed at UCLA by Ole Ivar Lovaas, a Norwegian-American psychologist.

An ABA therapist breaks down the stages of childhood development into small steps and teaches them to autistic children, using rewards and reinforcement. Parents are also trained in the therapy. Detailed data is kept on everything the child is taught. In 1997, results showed that a large percentage of children in this program made huge improvements, and many of them were eventually able to lead normal lives. The ABA therapy described in Let Me Hear Your Voice sounded educational, fun and extremely effective.

I read the book from nine in the evening until dawn. If trumpets had sounded and the heavens opened the moment I finished it, I would not have been surprised. I experienced a blinding epiphany: this was the therapy that Lily needed.
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People on the autism spectrum don’t think the same way you do. In my life, people who made a difference were those who didn’t see labels, who believed in building on what was there. These were people who didn’t try to drag me into their world, but came into mine instead.

TEMPLE GRANDIN

On Thursday, 3 September 1998, I wrote in my diary:


My birthday tomorrow. Thirty-eight. Must try to keep up this diary to help keep my head straight. So…at least 50% of Lily’s therapists are dead against Lily doing Lovaas therapy. The floortime proponents say ABA turns kids into robots, and that the therapists put mustard on the kids’ tongues or even small electric shocks to get them to do stuff. I said Let Me Hear Your Voice never mentioned any of that. Besides, I will be in the sessions, so if anyone comes near Lily with mustard or a cattle prod I would kick them out of my house. Mary Beth says that Lily doesn’t need an intense program of any kind. She says keep up the floortime we have been doing. She said Lily just needs to be given a kickstart to continue her development, that she’s about the level of an 18-month-old, but she should keep developing until she catches up to other kids in a few years.

What if she’s wrong?



Lily was now nearly three. She was seeing Shelley Gallenson once a week. She was also seeing Carol Karp, a speech therapist, weekly, and doing as much floortime with me as I could manage. We then added an occupational therapist to Lily’s schedule. Lily had poor muscle tone, sensory-integration problems and motor-planning deficits. Her hand-eye coordination was severely affected. Her therapist worked with her on sliding, picking things up and learning how to stand on one leg.

When Lily wasn’t doing formal therapy, Rhonda and I would take turns going for walks with her. I bought her a trampoline. She loved it and spent hours outside, jumping and jumping. Rhonda would blow bubbles for her, so Lily could swat at them while she bounced. She was still far behind kids her own age. She wasn’t toilet-trained, she had no pretend play and she never imitated me. She couldn’t feed herself with a fork and spoon and needed a cup with two handles to drink. She could not suck through a straw. Skipping remained an impossible feat for Lily, no matter how hard we tried to teach her.

Weight fell off me. Never in my life had I managed to get so thin. When I bought some new clothes, I discovered I had lost four dress sizes, all from stress, the adrenaline of constant fear. I began waking up every night at 3 a.m., when I would get out of bed and look at the night sky, the constant moon, and Venus like a diamond, twinkling just below. It was hard to get back to sleep. Often, just as I began drifting off, Lily would wake up screaming. I would rush in to her room and sit with her in the rocking chair. She didn’t like to be held against my chest. Instead, I held her with her back to me, my arms around her tummy. I would softly sing her our songs, and rock back and forth until she stopped crying and fell back asleep.

Sleep deprivation induced visions. One night I woke and saw a luminous butterfly hovering over my bed, its neon wings floating slowly, almost filling the entire room. I wasn’t scared. Instead, I experienced a feeling of relief and familiarity. ‘There you are,’ I said. Speaking woke me up properly and my butterfly apparition dissolved.

About four months after beginning the floortime schedule, we began to see small signs of progress. One night I woke up to a different sound altogether. Lily was singing. I crept to her room and listened through the door. She was singing ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’. Then she started singing ‘Baa Baa, Black Sheep’. She was word perfect, and the melody was clear and sweet. She may not be able to talk yet, I thought, but my baby can sing.

Carol Karp had told me that music is processed in a different part of the brain from speech. Singing can be an alternative way to learn language. Lily’s words seemed to appear out of nowhere. Rhonda and I took turns sitting with Lily in her speech therapy sessions. We noticed that she could memorise rhyming books: Carol read Eric Carle’s Brown Bear, Brown Bear, What Do You See? to Lily over and over again. Eventually, Lily could name which animal was on the next page, before Carol turned the page.

This gave Rhonda an idea. She made a book for Lily: Lily, Lily, What Do You See? There was a picture of someone Lily loved on each page. Rhonda sat Lily on her lap and asked me to watch.

‘Lily, Lily, what do you see?’ asked Rhonda. There was a picture of Lily on the front page. Lily was smiling, waiting for Rhonda to turn the page.

‘I see…’ Rhonda said, and waited. She turned the page, revealing a photo of me. ‘I see…’ Rhonda prompted.

‘Mummy,’ said Lily. She lifted her eyes from the photo to me. ‘I see Mummy, looking at me.’

It was the first time I had heard Lily say my name.

A few weeks later, on 29 September, I wrote:


I got some of her favourite iced cookies at the store. When she saw them her face lit up and she said, ‘Happy!’ The other day I said, ‘Do you want a drink?’ and she said, ‘Drink…a juice!’ What else…oh yes. Someone sent us a gingerbread house. Lily started pulling bits of icing and candy off it. I saw her take a chunk of gingerbread cookie, do a happy little dance and say, ‘I eat this.’ Then, over the weekend she was hungry and I gave her half a banana. I put the other half on a plate on the table. Later, Lily was looking for the other half. I didn’t realise until I heard her say, ‘I found it.’ I am so excited. This is an explosion of words!



At the same time, Lily was becoming more affectionate. One night, as I was holding her in the rocking chair, she turned around on my lap and gave me a hug. A real hug, from Lily to me. She leaned towards my face and rubbed one cheek against mine. Then she started examining me, my mouth, my belly button, my bra (and breasts!), like I was her big Mummy toy. She picked up the little heart locket I always wore around my neck.

‘There’s a picture inside,’ I told her, and opened the locket to show her. On one side was a tiny picture of Spike. On the other side, a tiny picture of her. Lily looked at the picture of her big brother and said, ‘Bikey.’ I was filled with joy.

But Lily’s progress was always two steps forward, one step back. While her speech improved, word by precious word, her sleep got worse.

From my diary, 4 October 1998:


Lily was awake a lot last night. But she wasn’t crying, mostly vocalising and making sounds, practising words. She started calling me plaintively around 11 p.m. I couldn’t ignore her, so even though she wasn’t crying (then) I cooed over her and eventually picked her up for a cuddle. Big mistake. It was 1.30 a.m when she fell asleep exhausted from her screaming and crying. It was the same tonight.

Shelley says I should I stay in the room and read (or write!). I tried reading in a chair in her room tonight. All that resulted in was a very excited Lily trying to climb out of the cot to join me! Not what I had in mind. So I rocked her to sleep, only to have her perk up and think it was time to play. Then back in the cot for more screaming (or attempted escape). I was sobbing by midnight. She finally fell asleep at 1.30, but if this keeps up I’ll lose my mind. No rest, no time for Spike or PJ or my own winding down. And it can’t be good for her, keeping herself awake and stimulated until late at night.



I began to wonder if Lily had excess energy. Perhaps I could exhaust her during the day. I had heard that children with autism love water. Some find it comforting. I asked Spike’s swimming teacher, Sharon, if she thought she could teach Lily to swim. As it turned out, Lily was a natural in the water. Using gestures and simple words, Sharon taught Lily to float and swim and get herself to the side of the pool in case she ever fell in. She even had us throw Lily into the pool with her clothes on, to practise accidently falling in. Lily thought it was hilarious, but it also confused her. In later years, if she decided she wanted to go swimming in someone’s pool (or the seal pond at the zoo), she would hurl herself in fully clothed.

We were now spending thousands of dollars a month on therapy. Other parents in the autism trenches told me I could get government funding. After all, Lily was an American citizen! Government funding would mean a slew of assessments, but I was hoping that somehow this would lead to her being admitted to the Lovaas program. I took her to a fraught evaluation at a local elementary school, but learned that the local school district wouldn’t fund Lovaas therapy. As we trudged back to the car, we saw a group of five-year-olds playing. Lily stopped and watched the children through a cyclone fence, her fingers curled over the wire like some waif out of a Truffaut movie.

A little girl approached the fence. ‘I want to touch the baby,’ she said, looking at Lily.

‘We can’t reach you,’ I said. It was a bittersweet metaphor. I had to stop myself from sobbing on the way back to the car.

Shelley invited me to join her support group, a weeknight meeting at her house where the mothers of autistic kids could share their fears and frustrations. I went along, hoping for relief. An hour later, I left the meeting in tears. Everyone had such nightmarish stories. I told Shelley I didn’t want to go again. I would prefer to remain ignorant of how bad autism can get, and cling to whatever glimmers of hope I had left. Shelley begged me to start seeing a counsellor.

‘It’s not me who needs help,’ I said, defiantly. ‘It’s my little girl.’ I did, in fact, need counselling, but I couldn’t admit it yet.

Shelley put me in touch with a woman, Debbie Isaacson, whose autistic son was in the Lovaas program. Debbie told me how the program worked: once I had found my own team of therapists, the Lovaas people would train them. She told me I should apply and should call the Lovaas people every day. ‘Stay on top of them!’ she said. ‘Be annoying so they don’t forget you.’

So I did. I called them every day. We were on waiting list to be assessed, but even if Lily was accepted, they couldn’t do a three-day training workshop until May the following year. May? Lily would be three and a half by then. I knew from my reading that the Lovaas program worked best if it was begun by the age of two. I was frightened it was already too late for Lily. And if we started the Lovaas home program, we would be paying the therapists to come and work with Lily for six hours a day, six days per week. We had no idea how we were going to pay for everything. PJ had to get a movie going, and soon, if we were to have enough money for all the help Lily needed.

Lily’s symptoms were becoming exacerbated: she started flapping her hands more and having more tantrums. Sometimes when she started screaming in rage, nothing could calm her down. If I didn’t hold her, she hurled herself onto the floor and bashed her head hard on the boards. I was terrified she might fracture her skull.

Our friends Janet and Jerry Zucker lived in Brentwood, up in the hills. The house overlooked a beautiful garden and pool. Lily had an open invitation to go swimming and we often took her over. Janet’s labrador, Louie, would jump in the pool too and swim around with Lily and make her giggle.

One night, over a Japanese meal, Janet asked me when Lily was going to start her Lovaas therapy. I told her about the long wait.

‘Dr Lovaas is at UCLA, right?’ Janet said.

‘Yes’, I said, ‘He teaches psychology there.’ Dr Lovaas had become a semi-deity in my mind. I had tracked down a documentary of him working with autistic children and studied every frame. I had read articles about him and watched interviews with him on the internet.

Janet sipped her miso soup and pointed her chopsticks at me. ‘Mike Ovitz has donated a lot of money to UCLA. Why don’t I call Mike and have him talk to Dr Lovaas about getting Lily into the program sooner?’

‘What?’ I asked, dumbfounded. ‘You know Mike Ovitz?’

‘Sure.’ Janet shrugged. She knew everyone in Hollywood, including Mike Ovitz, a famous agent who had also run Disney for a while.

‘It’s...too much, Janet,’ I said, feeling a complicated mix of hope and embarrassment.

‘Would you do anything to help Lily?’

‘Of course,’ I said.

The next day, Cori, our assistant, was driving Lily and me to an appointment in Venice (I still didn’t have my driving licence). I was sitting in the back seat, keeping Lily distracted in case we got a red light, when my mobile rang.

‘Hello? Is this Jocelyn Moorhouse?’ said a voice in a cheerful Norwegian accent.

‘Yes,’ I replied, mystified.

‘This is Dr Lovaas. I have been told it is extremely important that I call you.’

I nearly dropped the phone. ‘Thank you for calling me!’ I gushed, in shock. ‘I am desperate to get my little girl, Lily, into your program. They tell me it may not be until later in the year, but—’

‘Don’t worry, she can start next month,’ he said. His voice was warm and friendly. ‘It is all arranged. Please make an appointment with my office to come and see me as soon as you can.’ Then he asked me how old Lily was.

‘She’s nearly three. Is it too late? Will she still be able to make progress?’

‘It is not too late,’ he said. ‘She will make lots of progress.’

He hung up. Cori looked at me in the rear-vision mirror and said carefully, ‘Was that...who I think it was?’

‘Yes,’ I said, my heart bursting with relief and gratitude. ‘Dr Lovaas is going to help Lily.’
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I demand that a film express either the joy of making cinema or the agony of making cinema. I am not at all interested in anything in between; I am not interested in all those films that do not pulse.

FRANÇOIS TRUFFAUT

PJ took over the job of finishing the second draft of Unconditional Love for me. He had fallen in love with the characters and I gave him my blessing to direct the film. After My Best Friend’s Wedding was a worldwide box-office hit, he had many movie offers, but he wanted this to be his next film. It was an enormous gift to me, and an act of true love. Jerry Zucker offered to produce for PJ, and together they convinced New Line to make the movie.

Rupert Everett, for whom I had written the character of Dirk, was now a big star after My Best Friend’s Wedding, and was getting lots of offers. When PJ told me he had pulled out of Unconditional Love, I burst into tears. All I could think was:
How will we pay for Lily’s therapy now? PJ got some writing gigs and work directing a TV pilot; any money he made went straight towards Lily’s therapy costs.

We were finally given a date for Lily’s special six-hour ‘intake interview’. Early one morning in December 1998, we drove to a dull brick building on the UCLA campus in Brentwood. PJ and I sat on a sofa while Lily was assessed in an adjoining room by two young women. She screamed for the first fifteen minutes, then there was silence, interrupted only by cheerful exclamations from her testers: ‘Good job, Lily!’ or ‘Fantastic!’

PJ and I had a lot of reading material for our six-hour wait. One of the books I had brought was Thinking in Pictures, by Temple Grandin, published the year Lily was born. Grandin was one of the first people to speak about her personal experience of autism and went on to become an autism spokesperson. Her descriptions of processing experiences through mental images in her almost photographic mind helped me understand what Lily’s thought-processing might be like. (What a strange inversion, I thought, of Martin’s photographs and labels and sightless thought-processing in Proof.) Being a visual thinker myself, I began trying to see the world from Lily’s point of view. Later, thanks to reading the books by Temple Grandin, we were inspired to use pictures to help Lily with her daily life: to help her understand the steps required to put on her clothes, or wash her hands, we hung pictures on the wall and she memorised the steps. For years, every lamp, chair, table and window in our house had its own laminated label—visitors often joked that having labels on everything made them feel reassured!

After Lily’s Lovaas assessment, we were told that she was, indeed, a very good candidate for the program, and that we should get our team together as soon as possible. Cori and I made flyers inviting students to apply. I found a cute photo of Lily and wrote under it in big, bold letters: ‘This Little Girl Needs Your Help!’ Cori posted the flyers on college noticeboards all over Los Angeles.

The stand-out applicant was Heather Gonzales, a young woman with a mane of wild, curly brown hair and sparkling brown eyes. When she wasn’t attending classes at UCLA, she went surfing. Sporty and nearly always smiling, she became our team leader. Once we had found three other young women, all committed to at least six hours a week, we called Dr Lovaas and told him we had our team. Our three-day training session was scheduled for the first week of February 1999.

A few years ago, when we were moving house yet again, I found a VHS cassette on which I had recorded that first ABA training session. I still had an old VHS machine, and I was curious. I pressed play. Paying attention, and eye contact, was Lily’s first lesson. The second was understanding that the person across the table wanted something from her. The third step was learning that, if she did what that person wanted, she would be rewarded. Cause and effect. These three steps can take weeks for some kids, but Lily learned them in an hour.

The quality of that tape from twenty years ago was poor, but there was little Lily. Was she really so small? In 1999, her autism made her seem so all-encompassing! She was sitting at a small table with our ABA trainer, Betty Bostani, a tall woman with long black hair and perfect fingernails. On the table were two red plastic buckets, one for Lily, one for Betty. Next to each bucket sat a blue plastic ball.

In the video, Betty says to Lily in a cheerful voice, ‘Do this!’ She puts the blue ball into the red bucket. It makes a satisfying thud. Lily is looking away. A student therapist behind Lily helps her grab her own blue ball, which she then drops into the red bucket.

Betty immediately shouts, ‘Good job, Lily!’ and hands her a potato chip. Lily’s clever eyes twinkle. She doesn’t know what just happened exactly, but she does know everyone was happy with her and she got a chip. Betty takes the blue balls out of the buckets and places them back on the table.

‘Do this!’ says Betty, again dropping her blue ball into the red bucket. Lily is paying attention this time. Without prompting, she picks up a blue ball and drops it into her own bucket. The fourth essential—imitation.

‘Yay!’ shouts Betty, and we all applaud. Betty hands Lily another chip, which Lily eats while covering her ears. We are told to cheer softly next time. And we learn to vary the rewards. Chips get boring after a while, so we switch it up, sometimes offering tickles, or spinning toys, or playdough with a small toy hidden inside. Things had to stay fun and interesting for the whole three-hour session. It was hard work, and reminded me of my clowning lessons back in teachers’ college.

As soon as Lily understood the system of learning (within weeks) the stimuli changed from three to two dimensions. As in photos. Photos of toys. Photos of food. Photos of animals. Photos of family members. Photos of places. I took all these photos. We had to have two of everything so Lily could match the pairs. Then we had to have different versions of everything. Not just one photo of one cat, but many different photos of different cats, so she could learn that all these different furry creatures went under the one label. Somewhere in my attic are boxes and boxes of these photos. I can’t throw them out yet. They were so much a part of my life, for so long. Like the white pebbles Hansel and Gretel left in the dark forest, the pictures we made for Lily were to help her find her way home.

Lily did ABA for many years. Wherever we travelled around the world for work, we would set up new teams of therapists. Heather Gonzales often travelled with us to give Lily continuity in her program. Rhonda and I were also trained in ABA therapy. By the time Lily stopped doing ABA full-time, around the age of nine, she could speak in five-word sentences, make her own sushi, and even read and write at a basic level.

Soon after beginning ABA, we went to a clinic in Descanso, a ninety-minute drive, to see the paediatrician Dr Ricki Robinson, who specialised in autism. In a small room with no windows, she videotaped PJ and me sitting on the floor playing with Lily. Afterwards, I was told (again) that I used too many words with Lily. PJ, on the other hand, who mostly made animal sounds when he played with Lily, was a ‘natural’ at floortime.

Unlike many therapists who believed in the benefits of floortime, Ricki understood there was room for ABA as well as f loortime. She believed that there was no one-size-fits-all approach to treating a child with autism. Ricki also suggested we should have Lily tested for seizures. She said twenty-five percent of children with autism also developed seizure disorders.

‘Wouldn’t I notice if she was having seizures?’ I asked, dreading more bad news.

‘Not necessarily,’ said Ricky. She explained that sometimes the only sign is staring into space or fluttering eyelids, and that these kind of seizures can affect learning and memory.

Rhonda, Lily and I drove the three hours to San Diego, to the only children’s hospital near Los Angeles that performed twenty-four-hour EEGs at that time. Lily did not enjoy having eighteen metal electrodes glued to her head. Each electrode was attached to a wire that connected to a computer box Lily was to wear on her hip for the next full day. To stop her from pulling the wires off, bandages were wrapped around her head. She hated it and tried to rip the cone-shaped turban off.

The nurse handed me some forms to fill in, and pointed to a little red button on the computer box. ‘Whenever you notice what you think might be a seizure,’ she said, ‘I want you to push this button, then write down the time, how long the seizure was and what Lily was doing.’

‘But how will I know?’ I said.

‘Well, if she has a staring spell, or twitches or blinks strangely.’ This was not going to be fun. Lily often made strange facial expressions and stared into space. Would we be pushing the button the whole time?

We decided to take Lily to nearby Sea World for the day. She attracted a lot of sympathetic stares: people probably wondered why we were subjecting a child apparently recovering from massive head injuries to a day at a theme park. Later, in the San Diego hotel room, I held on to her all night, to make sure her electrodes stayed in place. The next day, when we brought the box back to the hospital, a technician plugged it into a computer and pages of data started printing out. I stared at the squiggly lines that represented Lily’s brainwaves. I wanted desperately to understand what I was looking at—the mysteries of Lily’s mind.

Her test came back normal. No seizure activity. So that was one less thing to fear.

[image: image]

Meanwhile, PJ was trying to find an actor to replace Rupert Everett as Dirk in Unconditional Love. He also needed to find the perfect Grace Beasley, our unpredictable Chicago housewife. Frances McDormand read the script and was interested, but she was in Dublin, performing in A Streetcar Named Desire at the Abbey Theatre. New Line decided to fly PJ there to talk to her. While he was packing, he asked if I wanted him to bring anything back. I suggested he look for some books on Irish fairies.

Fairytales had been on my mind recently. During those long hours in the rocking chair with Lily, I sometimes thought about the fairytale in which a couple is blessed with a child delivered by fairies, but the child turns out to be different, strange.

PJ returned with the news that Frances McDormand had issues with the script. He didn’t think she wanted to do the role. He also thought that, like Susan Sarandon, who had also been interested in the role, she may be too strong a presence to play a woman on the verge of disappearing.

He had bought me a book in Ireland, not about fairytales, but about Irish folklore. I flicked through it and my eye fell on a chapter about changelings, fairy babies left in cradles in place of the human children. The fairy creatures looked like real babies, but wailed and screamed like demons. Parents had to go through all sorts of terrifying trials to get their child back. Perhaps the changelings were children with autism, I wondered. All kinds of barbarous methods were devised to try to force the fairy creatures to leave. Sadly, many kids (with developmental disabilities?) were killed. But I could imagine how, in more superstitious times, parents might blame dark magic for the changes in their children.

It did seem to me as if the changes in Lily had happened overnight, as if she had been stolen away, or cursed by some spell. The primitive power of superstition can make parents, like PJ and me, vulnerable to exploitation—we were open to believing even the craziest methods might cure our child. Between 1997 and 2001 we tried vitamin therapy, auditory integration, facilitated communication and secretin therapy. We tried swimming with dolphins and hippotherapy. None of them cured Lily. Then the theory of a possible link between immunisation and autism burst into the news. All the parents were talking about it, convinced we had found the evil potion. Lily had been immunised with the MMR (measles, mumps, rubella) vaccine. Racked with guilt, I vowed that if I ever had another child, I would not vaccinate, just in case. This theory was later proved to be false.

I decided to write a script about a modern couple whose daughter is stolen by fairies and a changeling put in her place. I wanted to explore how extreme emotions can put us in a place of primitive thinking. Not that I had time to write, only to muse on the idea and jot down notes whenever I could.

In April 1999, Rupert sent us a message that he had changed his mind about Unconditional Love; he now wanted to do it after all. We were ecstatic. Once he signed on, New Line gave us the green light, on condition we cast an actress they approved of as Grace. PJ met with Kathy Bates and returned from the meeting besotted. ‘She’s Grace!’ he said. ‘She’s the one!’ Kathy is most famous for her roles in the Stephen King thriller Misery, in Fried Green Tomatoes and in Titanic. She is innately funny, very warm, and New Line loved the idea of her playing the role. Once she signed on, we knew we were making the movie.

PJ headed back to Chicago, the city that had inspired Unconditional Love. I stayed in Los Angeles so Spike could go to school and Lily could continue her therapy. PJ moved into a high-rise apartment near Lake Michigan, very similar to the one we stayed in two years before.

After a few weeks, the intense shoot was taking its toll on PJ. He begged us to come to Chicago. In November 1999, I packed up and moved us all to Chicago so the family could be together and support PJ. On the way from the airport, Lily looked out the taxi window, amazed at all the brightly lit trees. ‘Christmas trees! Christmas trees!’ she shouted happily.

Rhonda and Heather came too, and were Lily’s therapists for the duration of the shoot. During their weekends off, I did Lily’s programs with her on my own. One Saturday, exhausted after doing therapy with her for most of the day, I was waiting for a local babysitter, so I could visit the set for a few hours. The sitter called to say she couldn’t do the job.

As I was wiping away tears of frustration, I felt a little hand on my head. I looked up and saw Lily looking at me with big eyes. ‘Whassa madder?’ she said, and gave me a little hug.

My tears dried up. Not only had Lily said her version of ‘what’s the matter?’, but she had seen that I was sad and tried to comfort me. This was major progress! This was language, combined with a recognition of emotions. She was imitating something she had seen others do. Now I was filled with happiness.

One night, PJ was filming a scene inspired by the fireworks we used to watch from our apartment in Chicago. Fireworks technicians were at the ready on a barge on the river, taking their cues from our crew via walkie-talkie. It was pretty crazy and went on for hours. In the apartment, Spike was grumpy. He had stayed up late watching the fireworks, and now he was bored. He tried to sleep, but the fireworks kept going off.

Finally, he sat up in bed, furious. ‘Daddy! Quit it with the fireworks!’ he shouted at the windows. ‘I mean, come on, Daddy, how many fireworks do you want?’ He turned to me, frowning. ‘Doesn’t he know I’m trying to sleep?’ His thoughts were probably shared by most of the residents in downtown Chicago.

Eventually the time came for the cast and crew to fly to London so we could shoot the UK parts of the story. The flight from Chicago was fraught with drama. Midway across the Atlantic, Rhonda and I noticed a strong smell coming from Lily. She had somehow managed to have a major diarrhoea attack in her sleep. Thank heavens she was in a baby seat that had contained the mess.

Rhonda pulled a face. ‘It’s all the way up her back and into her hair,’ she whispered. She disguised the poo-drenched, still-sleeping Lily in a blanket and carried her, along with the spare clothes bag and wipes, up the aisle to the plane toilet. I tore off the fabric cover of the baby seat and plunged it into a plastic bag. I used wipes to clean the seat at lightning speed and put them in another plastic bag.

Somehow Rhonda gave Lily a complete bath and shampoo in the tiny bathroom. She brought Lily back with wet hair and a bewildered look on her angelic face. Her stinky clothes were now in their own plastic bag.

Unfortunately, Lily was not finished. After two more diarrhoea episodes, there were no more clean clothes. I took off my cardigan and put Lily’s legs into the arms, and tied up the rest to look like pants. When we arrived in London, we carried Lily to a shiny limousine, dressed in her very odd cardigan pants. The driver didn’t comment on the ridiculous number of plastic bags Rhonda was carrying. Ah, the glamour of showbiz!

We shot scenes for the movie in Ludlow and Hereford. I was thrilled when both Barry Manilow and Julie Andrews agreed to be in the film! During out time in Ludow I found out that Donna Williams, the Australian woman with autism who had written Nobody Nowhere, was living close by. As she provided consulting services for people with autistic children, I made an appointment. I couldn’t wait to meet her. Donna was an attractive, no-nonsense woman. I watched her interact with Lily, fascinated. Would my Lily one day be as capable as Donna? Would she be able to give advice to others and write books and music, as Donna did? I hoped so.
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If they can’t learn the way we teach, we teach the way they learn.

OLE IVAR LOVAAS

I used to call Lily’s Lovaas therapists her guardian angels. We had a team to help Lily. We kept data and had meetings to discuss her. It was no longer just me figuring out what to do. One Easter, I gave them all individual baskets of chocolate eggs with a toy flamingo perched on top. ‘Flamingo’ was one of Lily’s favourite words at that time. She would say it over and over again. We were very impressed—three syllables!

For the next four years my life was consumed by autism, and helping Lily. It was all I wanted to talk about. It was all I ever read and thought about. I drove my friends and family mad with my obsession with helping Lily improve. I was a very boring conversationalist. PJ begged for us to have a ‘no autism talk after 7 p.m.’ rule. That didn’t stop me thinking about it and reading about it.

Mum and Dad came over from Australia for long visits, and threw themselves into helping me. They posed for photos standing on, under, next to and between objects such as tables, chairs and slides. Lily was learning about prepositions, and we needed pictures of objects (or people) being in, or under, or on top of things. I recently came upon a photo of Mum kneeling underneath Lily’s plastic slide, a big smile on her face. It brought back a memory of Lily saying, ‘Grandma is under the slide.’ Anyone discovering these photos in years would assume my parents (or the photographer) were rather odd.

Mum, with her years of experience as a teacher, thought ABA therapy made a lot of sense. She also thought Dr Lovaas was adorable. She came to Lily’s clinic sessions at the Lovaas Institute and listen as the team discussed Lily’s progress. Dad was more of a cynic. He believed I was the most gullible and trusting of his kids and therefore needed extra protection.

One day, at lunch, he proclaimed, ‘I’ll bet this Dr Lovaas is just another crap merchant, taking advantage of you.’

I looked at Dad, tears stinging my eyes. ‘He’s my only hope, Dad,’ I said, surprising myself. This was maybe the first time in my life I had ever talked back to my father. ‘Don’t take my only hope away. Don’t do that.’

Dad stared at me, speechless. Mum grabbed his arm, a warning to say no more. He looked down at the table and said, ‘Of course.’

During those years we adopted a technique called ‘extincting’ a behaviour. If Lily screamed when I wanted her to have a bath, I was supposed to ignore the screams. The theory was that if you do not react to negative behavior, the behaviour will eventually go away, become ‘extinct’. The night before Mum and Dad were due to fly back to Australia, we had a big family dinner. Lily decided to scream. She wanted to remind us how much she hated sitting at the table. We were trying to extinct this behaviour at the time. I handed earplugs to Mum, Dad, Spike and PJ. I served the food and chatted away in a normal tone, completely ignoring the banshee in her booster seat. I put food on her plate and she flung the plate to the ground. I ignored that and gave her a new one.

Mum decided to play along and started asking Spike about his day. Spike, barely tolerating his sister’s noise, tried to answer, but gave up, exasperated. Mum, trying to keep things cheerful, started singing a song to Spike. ‘I love you and don’t you forget it, baby!’

Spike’s face took on an expression that said ‘I am among lunatics’. After a few minutes he pleaded, ‘May I leave the table, Mummy?’

When I saw his brave, stressed-out face, the insanity of the situation dawned on me. What was I doing making him sit here in this absurd situation?

‘Of course, darling,’ I said. I gave everyone permission to leave the table. Mum stayed with me for solidarity.

Eventually we let go of ‘normal’ and ate with our plates on our laps. We saved our energy for important stuff, like love and acceptance and fun. Who needs normal, anyway?

It was hard to balance the needs of Spike with the needs of Lily. One day, I was checking on him after he had fallen asleep. There he was in his flannel pyjamas, dinosaurs all over his bed. I noticed his fingernails were too long. No one had trimmed them. I had forgotten. I felt like the worst mother in the world. I vowed to spend more time with him. We decided to create a special time, when Spike would have me all to himself, when there could be absolutely no interruptions. The only rule was no computer games or TV. Spike decided he wanted to make his own James Bond–type movies, but starring his toys as the bad guys. I was camera operator, soundtrack and all the voices of the toys, while Spike was the star. After we had finished filming, we would watch the movie together, laughing at all the silly bits.

Lily began biting and hitting me. To extinct the behaviour, I tried very hard not to react while she sunk her teeth into my neck or shoulder. When Betty Bostani saw my bruises during a clinic meeting she asked me what was happening. I told her I was doing what she said, acting like nothing was happening when Lily bit me.

‘I didn’t mean that, Jocelyn,’ she said, horrified. ‘You have to let her know it is not okay to physically hurt people.’

The therapists created a program where we made a chart with ten velcro squares. Then we made a set of ten yellow happy faces that we could stick to the velcro squares. For every ten minutes that Lily did not bite or hit one of us, she earned a happy face to go on the chart. After she got ten happy faces (one hundred minutes) she could have a marshmallow. It worked. She stopped hitting and biting me.

In 2001, the film critic Elvis Mitchell wrote an article for the New York Times asking ‘whatever happened’ to me—I hadn’t made a movie in such a long time, and the movies I had made in America had not been as impressive as Proof. My agent sent me a copy of the article, thinking I would be chuffed. It was actually like a knife to my heart. Sure, it was nice to have a major critic talk about Proof with such affection (in the New York Times, no less). I still felt like I was a movie director, but it had been five years since I had been behind the camera, and I was being referred to in the past tense. Did this mean my career was over? Was it time for me to grieve that loss as well?

Eventually all the hard work with Lily started to pay off. She learned to speak in simple sentences, to read simple words and books, to write a little bit, and even to use a computer and a mouse. She grew less frustrated as her ability to communicate grew stronger. It was still a struggle for her at times, though. She could communicate simple things, but anything complicated, or hard to describe, eluded her. When Lily is sad or ill, her eyes look like those sad eyes you see in Japanese animations. Big, liquid and heartbreaking.

I clearly remember a time when Lily was nine or ten. She had been acting aggressively, screaming and hitting, for a couple of months, which had become out of character for her. We had consulted doctors and psychologists about what to do.

One day I walked into her room and saw the expression in her eyes that sets all my alarms off. She walked towards me, looking at me, and grabbed my hand. She put it to the side of her sad little face. ‘Owie…tooth,’ she said carefully.

A bolt of lightning went through me. She had clearly communicated a very specific problem to me, but that problem was that she was in pain. ‘Your tooth hurts?’

‘Yes. Your tooth hurts,’ she said, in that funny way she had of getting her pronouns mixed up.

‘I will help you, darling,’ I said. I rang around, explained and got an emergency appointment with a special needs dentist. The nurse told me that most kids with autism panic in a dentist’s chair and it might be necessary for Lily to be given a heavy sedative. This turned out to be the case. After the procedure, the dentist told me that Lily had five infected teeth, which all had to be extracted. She had probably been in agony for months, he said. I wished I had not let Lily take charge of cleaning her own teeth. I had been so proud of her independent skills. Once again I felt I was the worst mother on earth.

We took her home, groggy from the anaesthetic. She kept walking around and banging into the walls, disoriented, unless we grabbed her in time.

Finally the grogginess wore off, and Lily looked at me with those big anime eyes. ‘Put teeth back,’ she said.

I stared at her, stunned once again by her level of articulation. ‘We can’t put them back,’ I tried to explain. Then I remembered that the dentist had given me Lily’s teeth in a small container. The container was in my pocket.

‘I have your teeth,’ I said. ‘Do you want them?’

‘Want teeth.’

I opened the box and gave it to her. They were her teeth, after all. This seemed to satisfy her and she walked away with the little container, fascinated. Now the pain had gone, her aggression disappeared. Had it simply been her way of trying to tell me something that she couldn’t express in words?
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All that we love deeply becomes a part of us.

HELEN KELLER

The Italian producer Uberto Pasolini had bought the movie rights to Murray Bail’s novel Eucalyptus, published in 1998. He had funding from Fox Searchlight and, late in 2001, he asked me to adapt the book and direct the movie. I was flattered that Uberto had remembered me and I was excited about writing the adaptation. And then, early in 2002, PJ was offered the job of directing a live-action version of J. M. Barrie’s Peter Pan. Tinker Bell, Captain Hook, pirates and a massive crocodile. Flying children and mermaids. Sword fighting! Spike and I begged PJ to say yes.

He agreed and threw himself into planning. It was around this time that I discovered I was pregnant. I was happy. A new life. A sibling for Spike and Lily. On 4 February 2002, I wrote in my diary:


So, I’m pregnant! PJ and I are ecstatic. Naturally I am also full of trepidation because of my age (41). Will bubba be autistic? My biggest worry is if I miscarry.



12 February:


I went to see Dr Crane today. The ultrasound showed that baby’s heart is beating nicely, but the yolk sac around the baby is thicker than it should be, which means that I could...possibly will…miscarry within the next few days… Poor baby. Hang in there please. I don’t want to lose you. Always something sad going on. Meanwhile, I am trying to write the script for Eucalyptus. I want to stay calm. I want the egg yolk sac thing to go back to normal.



21 February:


Its heart stopped beating. It’s over. I still feel nauseous and exhausted. Dr Crane says my body still thinks it’s pregnant. I went for a walk and found myself in tears. I am trying to write, trying to take my mind off the sadness and to attempt to meet my insane Feb 28 deadline for Eucalyptus. PJ came with me today. He was very strong and supportive. I’ll always wonder what could have been. I think I am too scared to try again. It’s unusually warm today. It feels like Sydney. I want to go home. It was our fourteenth wedding anniversary yesterday. Still waiting for PJ to write yet another version of the ending to Peter Pan.



23 February:


Lying in bed, feeling a bit weird. Yesterday I had the D&C, ‘the sucking out’ procedure…When I woke up PJ told me he was a lot sadder than he thought he would be. He told me I am very brave. The loss of hope is always hard. I don’t know if I want to try again. I am afraid of too much sadness.



The Peter Pan shoot was epic. The producers wanted to shoot the film in Australia, at the Village Roadshow Studios on the Gold Coast. Rhonda and Heather decided not to come with us this time. Rhonda wanted to start her own family and Heather was pregnant. Our new nanny was Australian. Kylie Handley was a blonde bundle of energy with sparkling blue eyes. She had a fearless, playful personality and got along with Lily and Spike right away. She even learned how to do some of Lily’s ABA therapy. We had brought a fantastic therapist with us from Los Angeles, a brilliant, funny young man, Shaun Cochrane. He and Kylie became good friends and a great team.

Rhonda and Cori had flown with us to Australia to help us settle in. When it was time to say goodbye, we were all very emotional. Cori told me that Rhonda cried a lot of the way back to the USA. Rhonda went on to adopt a beautiful little girl, who is the love of her life, but she has never forgotten Lily or our other children. We are still in touch and I consider her a dear friend. Kylie was our nanny for a number of years and travelled back to the USA with us. She also remains a good friend of the family. (a lot of flying shots) and dog scenes.

I worked as a producer on Peter Pan. My office was directly under the Lethal Weapon rollercoaster that operated hundreds of times per day at the Warner Bros. Movie World theme park next door. We used seven of the eight sound stages on the film. Each one had a different set, all dreamed up by the brilliant production designer, Roger Ford. I helped out by directing second unit

I was worried about how to keep Lily, now six, progressing in her therapy. We agreed to fly supervisors from the Lovaas Institute in Los Angeles to Queensland every three months. They could help us train local therapists and keep a close eye on what Lily was learning. Mum and Dad came to stay with us, as did Kathy’s husband, Geoff. He took time off from his teaching job to become Spike’s home school tutor. Spike was nearly thirteen and being part of Peter Pan was a dream come true for him. He even played a small role as one of the children who whispers ‘I do believe in fairies!’. He asked if he could say something else, but I told him he had to stick to the script.

Halfway through the shoot, I discovered I was pregnant again. The odds of having another autistic kid were one in twenty. As soon as I knew I was pregnant, I stopped eating any food that had gluten or casein in it, just in case. I refused to take progesterone, just in case. I was now forty-two, so the doctor insisted I have chorionic villus sampling to check for chromosome abnormalities in the foetus. Nothing was detected, and I found out we were going to have another boy. PJ was so thrilled he announced to the crew that Jack (after my Dad) Peter (after Peter Pan) Moorhouse Hogan was on his way. After we finished the shoot, we flew back to Los Angeles.

Lily was home-schooled, using ABA, until she was ten. She had learned to communicate and answer questions. She had learned to take herself to the toilet and wash her hands afterwards. She had learned to read (Grade 1 level), write her name and do simple drawings. She had learned to type. She had even learned how to play the piano a bit.

One day I saw her peeking through a small hole in the fence into our neighbours’ backyard.

‘What’re you looking at?’ I asked her. She didn’t answer. I peeked through the hole and saw three kids Lily’s age. They were running and jumping through a sprinkler. Lily was smiling. She had no friends her own age. That’s when it hit me: it was time for her to go to school. We had done all that we could for her at home. We had not cured her. She had not ‘caught up’ to her peers. But it didn’t matter any longer. We loved Lily for who she was.

In Culver City, fifteen minutes away, was the Village Glen School, where the whole student population was on the autistic spectrum, ranging from moderately severe children like Lily to brilliant, high-functioning kids with Asperger’s syndrome. Lily started there in August 2003.

We were finally saying goodbye to the autism crisis period of our lives. It had been seven intense years, and it had turned our family and our home upside down and inside out. PJ and I felt as if we were letting go of the reins.

Jack was born on 22 October by planned C-section, which my doctor had insisted on due to US insurance issues. When PJ handed him to me, blissful happiness took over. I couldn’t stop looking at him. He had a lot of dark hair and a dimple in each cheek. My first dimpled baby! I had given birth to an elf. When he was a week old, I was propping him up on my tummy, telling him he was the most beautiful boy in the known universe, when he smiled at me. And kept smiling. We connected, my little man and me.

I used to wear him in a baby sling everywhere. I was determined that this baby would be constantly held. I would do everything in my power to prevent him becoming autistic. I chose not to get him vaccinated. I stayed on a gluten-free casein-free diet until I weaned him. When I couldn’t hold him, PJ would take over, or his beloved new babysitter Antonia, or Cori. I sang to him all the time. (When he developed language, one of the first phrases he put together was ‘No singing’. Possibly I overdid the songs.) He was so normal, so engaged and attached to us. We weren’t going to let autism anywhere near him.

In December 2003, the premiere for Peter Pan took place at the Egyptian Theatre in Hollywood. It was a big, glamorous event and we hired a room at the hotel next door, where Antonia sat with two-month-old baby Jack, so I could breastfeed him when he needed me. The next day we attended a party at Jason Isaacs’ place by the beach. Jason had played Captain Hook brilliantly in Peter Pan.

To entertain his guests, Jason had hired a psychic. We all thought it was silly, but I decided to see what the woman had to say. I had never been to a psychic before and was quite cynical about it all. As far as I was concerned, she knew nothing about me. (I could be wrong—Jason might have told her something.) She read my palm, consulted some Tarot cards, then said: ‘I can see you have four children.’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Strange, I see four children.’

‘Well, I had a miscarriage,’ I said, almost without thinking. That’s how psychics find out clues during a cold read, of course. People volunteer stuff about themselves.

‘Hmmm,’ she said, ‘maybe that’s it…No…You’d better be careful if you don’t want a fourth child. I am definitely seeing four children.’

I laughed. Then she asked me if I had a question for her. I found myself asking, ‘When will I have peace in my heart?’

She didn’t blink. ‘Seven years,’ she declared.

In 2010, seven years later, we moved back home to Australia for good. Maybe that was it? It did feel wonderful to go home. Or maybe the psychic said the same thing to everyone.
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Talking about dreams is like talking about movies, since the cinema uses the language of dreams; years can pass in a second and you can hop from one place to another. It’s a language made of image. And in the real cinema, every object and every light means something, as in a dream.

FEDERICO FELLINI

I finished the screen adaptation of Eucalyptus in early 2004. It had taken many drafts before I was happy with it. Murray Bail’s novel is the story of a man, Holland, whose young wife, Beatrice, gives birth to twins. One of the babies dies. Beatrice is so distraught that she dies of a broken heart, leaving Holland to raise his precious daughter, Ellen, on his own. As a memorial to his wife, Holland plants a forest of eucalyptus trees, one of every type—about eight hundred.

By the time Ellen is eighteen, she has become famous for her beauty. Eager young men keep turning up to court her. To keep the men at bay, Holland devises an impossible competition: whichever man can correctly identify every eucalyptus tree on his property will be allowed to marry Ellen. Horrified, Ellen wanders through the forest, seeking solitude. One day she comes upon a mysterious young man who proceeds to tell her beautiful stories, inspired by the names of all the trees. The stories are sensual, hilarious, poignant and frightening.

I fell in love with the story, or rather stories, of Eucalyptus. I tried to keep the script faithful to the book, but had to lose some of the stories. The visual possibilities offered by all the different time periods and locations in the novel were tremendously exciting. I imagined how the film could look like a fairytale. One story was set on an ocean liner in the 1920s. Another was set in a fantastical desert where a beast man kept a girl captive in a stone hut. Another was set on the Kokoda Trail. I wanted to make Eucalyptus a jewel box of a film.

I sent the script off to Uberto and Fox Searchlight with high hopes. But Uberto thought it was too clever, too intellectual. I was very disappointed and told him I would withdraw from the project if he wanted me to. But then we heard from Fox Searchlight: they loved the screenplay and decided to make the film. Uberto was surprised, but adamant that I should stay on as director. He said he would back off and let me do the script my way after all. I felt uneasy, but decided to stay with the project. Uberto had asked Lynda House to come on board as the Australian producer and we were looking forward to making another movie together. The whole family, including Jack’s nanny, Antonia, flew to Sydney.

We rented a house with an enormous picture window facing the ocean at Tamarama Beach. Every weekend, we walked along the cliff path to Bondi and back again. It was a spectacular walk, the waves crashing below and the vast swell of the Pacific Ocean stretched out before us. On Saturdays I took the kids down to the beach. At low tide there were glistening rock pools, which Spike and Lily loved to examine, prodding creatures. Sometimes Lily would stick her whole head into a rock pool, like a seal, and just look around. She was never worried a crab might nip her nose. Six-month-old Jack was afraid of the water. He was okay on the sand, but as soon as I began walking towards the waves with him in my arms, he began to scream. It would take years and years, and an obsession with Finding Nemo, before Jack let his curiosity about the sea win out over his fear.

Around this time, we found a brilliant autism school for Lily. Giant Steps, in the western suburbs of Sydney, was originally created by parents of autistic children back in 1995, the year Lily was born. The school used a combination of music, art therapy, occupational and speech therapy in the classroom, as well as play therapy, to foster emotional growth. Lily benefitted enormously from her time at Giant Steps, especially with her extraordinary therapist, Shaun Cochrane, who accompanied her in the classroom as her one-on-one therapeutic shadow.

Soon it was time to find our shooting locations. I wanted Holland’s property to have a magical quality; I imagined rolling hills and big mysterious eucalypts. Our location scout, Peter Lawless, lived in Bellingen and suggested we start our search there. Lynda, Jack and I made the trip to this stunningly beautiful place, where we spent the night in Peter’s cabin, tucked away in a thick forest. Peter cooked us dinner and Jack and I slept in a small room without curtains. I could see a star-filled sky through the window. I kept little Jack wrapped up in his one-piece fleece snowsuit. As we lay down to sleep, I could see his baby face, lit by moonlight, and his breath turning to mist. The next morning, the long grass outside the cottage was crisp with frost. When the sun hit the valley, steam rose in clouds. I realised how much I missed the Australian bush.

Uberto, Lynda and I assembled a wonderful crew and a stellar cast, including Russell Crowe, Hugo Weaving, Nicole Kidman, Jack Thompson, Colin Friels, Joel Edgerton, Anna Torv, Alex Dimitriades, Magda Szubanski and Vince Colosimo. On a Bellingen farm, in a copse of towering mountain gums, we built Holland’s house: weatherboard, painted dark red, with an odd stone tower on one side. The stone was actually carved from Styrofoam, as were our stand-by fake trees. With the help of an arborist, we had handpicked every eucalyptus tree scheduled to appear in the different scenes. The trees were to be the true stars of the movie.

The landscape we discovered, as we drove around the forests and farmland of New South Wales, still haunts me. One day, while we were looking at an area full of primordial boulders and moss-covered trees, a white horse emerged from the nearby forest and came to a halt in front of us. The whole crew fell silent. The horse looked at us for a few seconds, then walked right through the middle of our group, letting us pat its flanks as it passed, and went on its way. It was a dreamlike moment, almost like seeing a unicorn. The horse padded away, eventually disappearing among hundreds of scorched black gums, remnants of a recent bushfire. Fellini would have been delighted to have created such a moment on screen.

Closer to the beginning of the actual shoot, I was standing with the crew in a farmer’s field, examining a scar on a gum tree from which a bark canoe had been cut, who knows how many hundreds of years ago. You come upon these trees sometimes, and there was one in the script. Baby Jack was asleep in his car seat. I could see him from where we were standing. I glanced back and saw that a herd of about twenty black-and-white cows had silently appeared from the trees and were now surrounding the car, a few poking their heads through the open doors, staring at Jack. I ran back to the car, panicked, only to find Jack smiling at an enormous cow face inches from his. He has loved cows ever since, but they have to be Friesians.

Trouble was brewing with the making of the film. After the first day of rehearsal, I had a major falling-out over the script with Russell Crowe, whom I had cast as the storyteller character. He was not only Ellen’s love interest, but the narrator of all the magical love stories in the movie. As the shooting date got closer, Russell wanted to change major parts of the screenplay. Having already made substantial changes, I didn’t want to change the script anymore. The studio heads at Fox Searchlight tried to help us find a compromise, until, on 11 February 2005, five days before we were scheduled to begin filming, they pulled the plug on the money, and the movie died.

It was extremely disappointing. A lot of people had spent nearly a year of their lives prepping this film. Sets had been built. Deals had been made with actors. I was devastated: all my work had come to nothing. And I was sad that I had lost my friendship with Russell.

The collapse of the movie was a big story in the Australian press. PJ took me on a short holiday to get away from the reporters camped out the front of our house in Tamarama. Antonia looked after the children while we headed for Katoomba in the Blue Mountains. PJ wouldn’t let me feel sorry for myself for too long. He took me on long, exhausting hikes. There were damned eucalyptus trees wherever I looked! I kept raging at him. All I wanted to do was curl up in bed, or get drunk, but I knew he was making me push through the sadness, forcing me to be strong. He refused to let me go under. It worked, and I returned to Sydney much calmer.

I heard recently that the set of Holland’s house still stands somewhere on a farm in Bellingen. I like to think of it among the trees, with cows and kangaroos wandering around it, perhaps inside it, a memorial to a beloved movie that exists only in my imagination.
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How does language interact with thought? Does language enable us to think, or does thinking enable us to talk?

V. S. RAMACHANDRAN

After Eucalyptus collapsed, we stayed in Sydney for a while. Now that I was out of work, I could spend all my time with the kids. I made the most of it, but I began to notice odd things about Jack. He began screaming in the supermarket, staring in horror at the brightly lit shelves. Was it the fluorescent lighting? I ended up fleeing with no shopping. As soon as we were outside, Jack stopped screaming. I took him into a toy store that had soft, yellowish lighting. He was completely happy.

Jack’s great love of books began to emerge around the same time. But he didn’t simply look at the pictures. He would obsessively turn the pages back and forth, memorising the order of the illustrations. I thought he was advanced for his age, exceedingly clever.

One morning, when he was thirteen months old, I noticed he was acting strangely. No longer a bright-eyed, smiley toddler, he went into a short trance, his eyes unfocused. He was also starting to fixate on strange things: two power points symmetrically placed on opposite walls in our lounge room. Jack seemed to take delight in the symmetry of these power points. Repeatedly, he would walk from one side of the room to the other to examine them. My autism radar switched on.

I interrupted him and read him one of his board books. As I had done with Lily, I read to him by putting him on my lap facing me, so I could hold the book up and he could see both it and my face at the same time. After reading several books, I let him get down again. He went straight back to the power points, checking on their symmetry again and again. I took him out to the park and down to Tamarama beach. A soon as we got home, he started doing his thing with the power points again. I felt a cold stone forming in my gut. Fear again.

A couple of days later I realised I hadn’t seen him pointing recently. I had photos of him pointing. It was a skill he had now lost. I knew that losing the ability or desire to point was a bad sign, because this simple gesture is a basic form of pre-verbal communication. Then Jack lost the handful of words he had acquired. The worrying symptoms were like falling dominoes. Loss of words, loss of gestures, loss of eye contact, loss of games, the development of obsessive repetitive behaviour.

It was happening again.

There’s a moment in the beautiful Julian Schnabel movie The Diving Bell and the Butterfly where the main character, the victim of a catastrophic stroke, imagines his brain falling apart. The film cuts to footage of glaciers calving, huge chunks of ice falling into the ocean. That image of slow but massive destruction is how I felt as I watched Jack. It seemed to happen over one weekend. But that cannot be true. What is true is that my awareness of the truth evolved over one weekend. I immediately made an appointment for him to see a childhood developmental specialist in Sydney.

‘He’s fine,’ she reassured me. ‘He’s only thirteen months old. Lots of kids this age have little delays.’ I had heard all this before. She did all the proper tests and he passed as ‘normal’. And she wrote me a referral for a speech therapist. ‘Just in case.’

The first thing the speech therapist did was have me sit Jack on the floor. She placed a wind-up jack-in-the-box in front of him. She wound the handle while the tinny music played the melody of ‘Pop Goes the Weasel’. Jack watched her hand as it went around. As the music reached its climax, the lid of the box burst open and a colourful toy clown popped up. Jack laughed at the clown.

I laughed too. ‘His name is Jack,’ I told him, ‘just like you, darling.’

Jack didn’t look at me.

The speech therapist repeated the whole procedure. ‘I am worried he’s not showing joint attention,’ she said.

Joint attention is a shared moment. It nearly always happens when something unexpected happens. The clown pops up, startling the child. The child looks to the adult, checking whether or not he should be alarmed. If the adult seems happy about the clown doll, the child relaxes.

‘Oh no,’ I said. I knew, from years of research, that the absence of joint attention was a warning sign.

‘Don’t panic,’ said the speech therapist. ‘His joint attention is a little delayed, and his pre-speech utterances are also delayed, but it’s nothing to worry about yet.’

Another two months went by. I sensed that Jack was slipping away from us. PJ and I decided to pack up and move back to the USA, even though neither of us had any work on offer there at that time. We wanted to be near our trusted autism experts, the people who had helped Lily.

‘Tell me he doesn’t have autism,’ PJ would say, practically begging me to lie.

‘I can’t say that,’ I would reply.

‘I don’t think I can go through it again,’ he would say. ‘Not Jackie.’

No. Not Jackie. Not our dimpled, magic elf. Not him. Please not him.

The day before we left Sydney, I got an email from a producer, Emma Cooper, who had slipped a book into my letterbox, hoping I might have time to read it and consider adapting it into a movie. I told her I was about to leave the country, but that I would take it with me and read it. I went down to my letterbox and found The Dressmaker, by Rosalie Ham. I packed the book in my suitcase.

Once we were back in Los Angeles, back in Santa Monica, I contacted Dr Anshu Batra, a young developmental paediatrician, the mother of a child with autism. Her practice was devoted to children on the autism spectrum. On 6 June 2005, within fifteen minutes, Anshu gave Jack, our darling prince of smiles, his own diagnosis of autism.

I broke down in her office.

Dr Bantra looked at me sadly. ‘Surely this cannot come as a surprise to you?’

I shook my head. It wasn’t a surprise. But I had still hoped she might tell me that our fears were baseless. Antonia was in the waiting room, keeping Jack entertained. When she saw my face, she started to cry too.

On the way home, I sat silently in the back seat, holding Jack’s hand. I was trying to figure out how to tell PJ. He loved Jack so much and had been so relieved by the reassurances of all those doctors in Sydney. The news was going to hurt him terribly. I decided to wait until I got home. When I told PJ, we both broke down.

Jack’s diagnosis was devastating. In the weeks that followed, Spike went into a kind of shock. He was angry. I was trying to keep everything together. Spike, who was now fourteen, confronted me one night. ‘You don’t seem very upset,’ he said.

I stared at him, and shouted, ‘I am upset! I’m trying to be brave!’

He gave me a huge hug and said he was sorry. We were all in agony because we knew what was going to happen and it just seemed so bloody unfair. PJ and I hoped we had the strength to do it all a second time with Jack. All the therapy, the research, the expense and the heartache.

I took Jack to see Ricki Robinson in Descanso. In the same office where I had brought Lily, she confirmed Jack’s autism diagnosis, and said we should start therapy as soon as possible, for at least thirty-six hours a week. ‘But first, he needs to have a twenty-four-hour EEG done,’ she said. Oh no. Not again.

This time Ricki sent us to see a Dr Chez in Chicago. Jack had his own ‘mountain hat’ for a day. When we returned to the hospital the following morning to have his bandages and electrodes removed, once again I watched the printer spew out pages and pages of squiggly lines—Jack’s brain activity.

‘What does it say?’ I asked the technician.

He glanced at me. ‘Dr Chez will have to read it. He’s the expert,’ he said.

We flew back to Los Angeles. Two days later, Dr Chez called to tell us that Jack had experienced over one hundred absence seizures in his left temporal lobe in the twenty-four-hour period. There was an electrical storm going on inside Jack’s head every night, wreaking havoc on the part of his brain that dealt with memory and language. Dr Chez said it might be the cause of Jack’s sudden loss of language. ‘Whatever he is learning during the day gets erased by the seizures while he sleeps.’ His long-term memory process of learning words was being constantly interrupted, so that the memories were not being stored on a permanent basis.

Every couple of months, Dr Chez visited Los Angeles to see patients. I asked for a consultation for Lily, who had developed some disturbing behaviour. She would suddenly throw up, or start screaming, ‘Headache!’ She could go from calm to enraged in seconds. Sometimes she would become so angry she would fling her arms around and hit whoever happened to be in the way. Occasionally she would weep for days.

Dr Chez thought she might have bipolar disorder on top of her autism. It was possible that the hormones released during puberty had triggered a mood disorder. It was hard to tell, he explained, because people with autism can have unexplained mood swings. Lily’s verbal communication was very basic, so we had no real way of knowing what she was feeling inside. Dr Chez requested an MRI for Lily, to check for possible problems in her brain.

As big as a car, an MRI machine looks like a doughnut. The person being scanned lies on a platform that slides inside the doughnut hole. Lily was terrified. It soon became clear that she would have to be sedated. It took two strong men, plus me, to keep her still while the sedative was injected.

She needs to have this done. She needs to have this done, I kept telling myself, feeling like a terrible mother. Finally the sedative took effect and Lily stopped struggling. They placed a plastic frame around her head to keep it still, then secured straps around her body. A technician told me to come into the observation room. I said I preferred to stay close to Lily, in case she woke up.

‘I’ll get you some earplugs. It’s loud,’ he said.

A voice came over the intercom. ‘We will be starting the MRI in ten seconds.’

I sat there, watching my little girl. She looked so vulnerable, strapped into the weird machine. Kerchunk! Kerchunk! Kerchunk! It sounded like a giant camera shutter taking pictures. Kerchunk! Kerchunk! Kerchunk!

The whole thing took about ten minutes. I waited with Lily in the recovery room and the technician brought me her films. I was relieved to find she had no tumour or lesions. She did, however, have a mild brain abnormality called a Chiari malformation type 1. The lower part of her brain had slipped into an opening in the skull where the spinal cord passes through. The resulting compression can cause headaches.

A few days later, Jack had an MRI as well. Like Lily, he also had to be held down to be sedated. Fortunately, he did not have any tumours or lesions or the Chiari malformation. His epilepsy was electrical.

Ricki suggested we take Jack to Smart Start, a preschool for kids with special needs. There we met early-childhood educator DanaKae Bonahoom, who in turn introduced us to Stephanie Gregorich, a petite blonde woman who beamed at Jack and started showing him puppets and toys, and pulling faces with him in a big mirror.

DanaKae watched Jack carefully. ‘Notice he never looks up above his own eye level?’ she said.

I had never noticed this, but I saw she was right.

‘We will work on encouraging him to look up and around, so that he will take in more information. We will encourage him to look at our faces for information. That’s why we have a mirror. We can meet his eyes in the reflection.’

Soon Jack learned that human faces were the most entertaining and rewarding objects in his world. Stephanie came to our house to work with Jack, and to teach PJ and me the proper floortime way of playing. She used her face and voice to become Jack’s favourite toy, and she taught our family how to do the same. It was almost like being cartoon characters. When talking to Jack, she used what they call ‘Big Affect’ in her facial expressions. In the beginning, we all got down on Jack’s level, so we could be in his field of vision. Eventually, he learned to seek out our faces.

As soon as Jack turned two, he began taking anti-seizure medication. On Christmas Day of 2005, my friend Kaja gave Jack a set of flashcards with animal photos on them. I poured out the cards onto the floor in front of him. To my complete surprise, Jack picked up one card after the other and named the animals. ‘Duck, pig, horse, cow, sheep,’ in his sweet little voice. It felt like a miracle. PJ, Spike and I sat down with him on the floor, placing more and more animal cards in front of him. ‘Cat, dog, goat, bird.’ He knew them all. Jack was talking. Hallelujah!

We hoped that his talking would continue normally, as Dr. Chez had suggested it might. But we soon realised his language had major deficits. He would need years of speech therapy and floortime, but he made a lot of progress with Stephanie and we decided not to start him on an ABA program. He was, and still is, a curious, sweet-natured child. He never developed the rages that Lily had gone through. He seemed very engaged with people he liked, and was learning new things every day. Floortime was a gentler approach and seemed the right therapy for Jack.

It was right for me too. I was falling apart and needed support—I just didn’t know it yet.

Lily, now eleven, was still doing her ABA therapy part-time, and going to Village Glen, but her violent rages and mood swings were getting worse. PJ begged me to look into places where she could live away from our home. How could we help Jack, he argued, when he has to live with a violent, out-of-control sister? We went to consult a psychiatrist, Dr Meland, about the possibility of putting her into a group home for disabled children. PJ thought it was the best solution, now that Jack needed extra attention and I was approaching burnout. Spike was also developing his own extreme anxieties. It could not have been easy living with two severely disabled siblings and two stressed-out parents. But I could not face the prospect of relinquishing Lily to strangers. I could feel my own glacier crumbling inside me.

‘I can’t bear to think of Lily living with strangers,’ I sobbed to Dr Meland. ‘I keep imagining strangers doing terrible things to her.’

Dr Meland looked at me. ‘I visit a lot of group homes, and they are friendly places, not what you are imagining,’ he said. ‘But before you think about putting Lily into a home, there is something else to consider.’

‘What’s that?’ I asked.

‘Medication,’ he said.

I had always hated the thought of medicating Lily. It seemed like giving up. But maybe it could ease her emotional struggles.

‘Many young people with autism do very well with an anti-psychotic, like Risperdal. It will reduce her mood swings. The violence will decrease, and you can keep her at home.’

We took his advice and the change was extraordinary. Lily’s mood swings ceased and the violence disappeared. She was no longer in a rage or engulfed by panic. She was able to interact with her family.

If Lily was calmer and happier, I was a wreck. I felt constantly on the verge of tears. If friends expressed concern I would scoff. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t need support. My child is the one who needs support.’

I was having terrible, gut-wrenching dreams that sent shudders through my body when I recalled them. In one dream, I remembered that I had killed someone, but not told anyone. The victim had not deserved to die. I was repressing a strong urge to confess, continuing to live with the hideous knowledge of my own evil and the dread of being discovered. In another dream, a child of mine had been stolen, or I had somehow lost the child by being an irresponsible mother. I had forgotten this child and gone on with my life, then in the dream I suddenly remembered and was engulfed by my heartbreaking loss.

One day, in November 2005, I woke up and the dream was still with me. I just knew it was all true. It wasn’t a dream. It was a repressed memory. I was convinced I had killed someone and had forgotten it until now. I was so certain of this truth, I lay in bed, paralysed, horrified to my core. I began weeping. PJ was sipping his
morning coffee next to me, reading something on his computer.

‘PJ, tell me the truth,’ I whispered. ‘Did I do something really terrible, and you just can’t tell me?’

He was alarmed. When I told him that I was a murderer, and that he and other loved ones were keeping the truth from me to spare me the pain of knowing my own terrible sin, he gently advised me it was time to see a doctor.

I told Dr Meland about my dreams: I sat on his couch, sobbing. ‘I keep imagining what is going to happen to Lily and Jack after I am dead. What if people abuse them?’

Dr Meland asked me if I had been thinking a lot about death.

‘Yes. It’s hard not to. I have to make sure my children are okay after I am no longer here, no longer able to protect them.’

Dr Meland asked me if I ever thought about suicide.

I had recently read about the mother of an autistic boy: she had held his hand while they both jumped off a bridge. I couldn’t get the thought out of my head. I had begun to think how easy it would be to walk onto the balcony outside my upstairs bedroom, to sit on the railing and let myself fall backwards. But I hadn’t seriously considered doing it.

‘But you have thoughts involving the concept of suicide?’ asked Dr Meland.

‘Well, I empathise with people who might choose suicide,’ I replied, ‘if the pain is too unbearable.’

‘That’s called suicidal ideation,’ he said. ‘Mothers of children with special needs, those mothers need help too,’ he said. ‘You know what they say on airplanes? In case of emergency, put your oxygen mask on first, then help your child.’

He told me it was time for me to put my oxygen mask on. He explained that my guilt dreams were a symptom of clinical depression. A key symptom, besides sadness, exhaustion and a loss of joy, is an inappropriate feeling of guilt. He explained that I had been through such prolonged stress and fear that my brain was in a state of permanent panic and grief. The double trauma of Eucalyptus collapsing and Jack’s autism diagnosis had tipped me into depression. I felt I had failed everyone.

Dr Meland persuaded me to try an anti-depressant for a month. After two weeks, the pain was gone. I didn’t feel super happy, or very different. I just felt like I was me again, without the cloud of doom sitting on my head. I could think clearly again, make rational decisions. Hope had returned.

I began to feel empowered again. Of course I could still help my kids! I read about ‘video modelling’, where therapists or teachers film themselves doing something simple, so that the child can watch the video and memorise the actions. I made videos for Lily and Jack, in which Spike and his friends performed, playing with Jack’s or Lily’s toys. Spike made silly faces and did funny voices (the ‘Big Affect’ recommended in floortime therapy). I showed the videos to Lily and Jack. Before long, Jack was imitating the play scenarios. Lily just enjoyed watching the videos and laughing. Spike was always her favourite person.

We added some ABA therapy to Jack’s program, to kick-start his self-help skills. Shaun Cochrane became his team leader, and was joined by Kirsten Agosto and Robin Ganeles, who became Jack’s new therapists and best friends.

I used to take a video camera along whenever we went on an outing to the zoo, or Lily’s favourite cafe, or the park. I focused on the things Jack and Lily found interesting, then added music and simple narration. Jack and Lily were learning more words, because they loved seeing themselves, and their favourite places, on the TV screen at home. I also made paper dolls and pasted on faces of familiar people. Then Lily and I would act out simple stories in front of the camera. Lily Doll and Rhonda Doll went on a rollercoaster. I screamed hammily for Lily and she giggled. Lily still loves to look at these crazy videos. It was a camera that helped me find a new way to connect with my children.

When I was forty-five, my periods stopped. I thought it was the start of menopause. Dr Crane did some tests, then laughed. As soon as he told me I was pregnant, the spectre of autism loomed in my mind, but so did the promise of another child to love. It felt right, as if this baby was meant to be. After the initial shock wore off, PJ and I were overjoyed. The prenatal tests revealed that all was fine and that we were having another daughter. The news that the baby was female was a relief, because girls develop autism at a lower rate than boys do. It didn’t matter, though. We had accepted autism as part of our lives.

Kathy and Geoff flew over to be with us for the birth. Our new baby, however, decided to surprise us, arriving while Kathy and Geoff were still in the air. Maddy was born by C-section on 27 August 2006. PJ stayed with me all night, holding newborn Maddy (whom we quickly nicknamed ‘Madelicious’) and helping to change her between feeds. By now he was an expert at burping babies and rocking them to sleep.

Maddy developed normally. Even as a tiny baby, she was extremely interactive and responsive, constantly seeking eye contact, goofing around with us. We greeted each milestone with joy, but beneath our happiness was the fear that Maddy’s neurotypical development would get snatched away from us overnight, as it had with Jack and Lily. We knew too much. But when, by age two, she began to use her few words in a communicative way, we realised she was going to be okay. By two and a half she was verbally precocious, just like Spike had been. She was using big words and making jokes. She was imitating us and playing imaginary games with her dolls. She began to skip. Without a team of therapists to show her how! I was astonished.

As Maddy grew older, she started wanting to dress up. She asked for a tutu and told me she wanted to join a dance class. Years earlier I had looked at little girls in their princess costumes and imagined their mothers had brainwashed them. Now I realised I had just been envious, wanting Lily to be a ‘normal’ girl.

Maddy included Jack in all her toddler games and wouldn’t take no for an answer. She followed him around constantly and went everywhere with him in a double stroller. He adored her from the moment he laid eyes on her. In a photo of them lying on our bed, Jack is holding newborn Maddy’s tiny hand and the look in his eyes as he gazes at her is pure love. I think Jack’s development was helped enormously by having a very interactive and irresistible little sister.

Both our autistic kids have benefited hugely from having siblings. There is a deep bond between them all, an unspoken camaraderie, a sense of belonging to each other. As Maddy got older, she would sit in on Jack’s therapy sessions, fascinated. After a while she insisted on ‘helping’. Soon she started doing her own ‘therapy’ with Jack. She was only playing, but he listened to her, watched her. Eventually, he started imitating her. If she was playing with her doll’s house, he would play there too. Soon her dolls were joined by elephants and zebras. Maddy used to stage ‘events’ with her dolls. It might be a swimming party, or a ball. She created scenes and provided the dialogue. Soon enough, Jack began creating his own scenes with his toy animals and dinosaurs. They were more rigid than Maddy’s arrangements. He did them in secret, in the backyard. He placed all his toy animals in order of height, or according to their geographical region (all the African animals together, or all the sea creatures together). The animals were always looking the same way, as if travelling in a mass migration. We would find them by accident in the garden, and then begin searching for the ‘tableaus’, as we called them.

Jack also decided the bathroom was his art studio. One night he used up all of PJ’s shaving cream to create a snowscape. He positioned his arctic animals—penguins, walruses and seals—around the bathtub and sink. It was an amazing sight, like a diorama you might find in a museum of natural history. It was also a huge mess. We were torn between wanting to nurture the artist, and maintaining a clean bathroom. The artist usually won.
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A woman confronting men is a proper subject, it is inexhaustible.

CLAUDE CHABROL

In 2007, the producer Jerry Bruckheimer sent PJ Confessions of a Shopaholic. Based on the novels of Sophie Kinsella, it was a comedy about a wildly irresponsible shopping addict, Rebecca Bloomwood, and her best friend, Suze. PJ agreed to direct and it didn’t take long to decide on Isla Fisher for the main role. Isla is a petite, pretty powerhouse of comic brilliance. Shortly afterwards, she found out she was pregnant with her second child. The movie was delayed to give her enough time to have her baby and recover. By the time PJ moved to New York to shoot the film, it was early 2008. I decided to remain in Los Angeles, for the sake of the children, and to make a few week-long visits to New York with Maddy during pre-production and the shoot.

Around the same time, Emma Cooper contacted me again to see if I was interested in working with her on The Dressmaker. I told her that I still hadn’t read the novel and that I was too involved in my children’s therapy to be able to go back to filmmaking just yet. A year later, I ran into her at the opening night party for Confessions of a Shopaholic. Emma told me that the rights to The Dressmaker were now with another producer, Sue Maslin, who would probably contact me.

Sue had never forgotten Proof. She got in touch, determined that I should direct
The Dressmaker. My response to her was the same as what I had told Emma. She suggested I at least think about writing an adaptation. I agreed to consider it, but didn’t make any promises. When Sue called back a couple of months later, I told her I had decided not to write the script. But her call did prompt me to read the book, finally. I fell in love with Tilly, Molly, Sergeant Farrat and Teddy McSwiney. Rosalie Ham had created characters who crawled under my skin and lodged themselves in my heart. I told Sue I loved the book, and was interested in directing an adaptation of it, but suggested she get someone else to write it. Sue thought about this for a while, but decided she wanted me to both write and direct this movie. She was very persistent and very patient.

The Dressmaker is the story of Tilly Dunnage, a beautiful and stylish woman in her mid-thirties, who returns to her dusty home town after living in Europe for twenty-five years. With her sewing machine, she wreaks revenge on the townspeople who persecuted her when she was a child. My mind was filled with images of the stark outback landscape, the Russell Drysdale earth tones of the town of Dungatar and its locals, in contrast to the gorgeous 1950s haute couture fashions. A print of Drysdale’s painting ‘Sofala’ had hung on our lounge-room wall when I was a child. Mum collected pictures of Sofala, a small town outside Bathurst, NSW, because it was where her mother, Mid, had been born.

When I told Mum I was thinking about going back to filmmaking, she borrowed a copy of The Dressmaker from her local library. She read it and told me I had to do the film. She was always sad for me that I’d had to put my career on hold. I told Sue I would, after all, write the script, but it would take a while.

‘I’ll wait,’ replied Sue.

I asked PJ to read the novel, as he would be my script editor to begin with, as he always is. PJ agreed it had great potential to be an entertaining movie. When we started talking about how to adapt it, we realised that we could not keep all the characters and events in the novel. We ended up combining some of the characters and eliminating others: Miss Dimm, the school teacher, was combined with Beulah Harridene, the town gossip. Muriel Pratt and Purl the barmaid become one character. Nancy’s brother and his dog were sadly cut, but we gave Teddy’s brother, Barney, a much bigger character arc. We also made him older than Teddy, so he could remember what happened the day Stewart Pettyman died.

Finally, we decided to give the story a slightly different twist. In the novel, Tilly already knew she didn’t kill Stewart, and the revelation that Evan Pettyman is her father isn’t really a big moment. PJ and I decided to keep the audience wondering. Is Tilly a murderer? Is she using her dressmaking skills as a way of eliciting information from people? And we shortened the timeline from around two years to three months. I was, however, determined to stay faithful to the essence of the book. Even though we changed a lot of the narrative elements, I wanted it to feel like the same story.

But finishing the screenplay had to wait for other things. In 2010, we returned to Australia. We missed home, and I wanted to be closer to my parents and siblings, especially since Greg, at the age of fifty, had become a father for the first time, to Freya, who was now three. Mum had also been calling me, worried about Dad. She thought he might have the beginnings of dementia. And he had been diagnosed with congestive heart failure and needed to have a pacemaker inserted. Mum sounded anxious and sad.

PJ and I bought a weatherboard cottage in Hunters Hill. It was the first home we had ever owned, and it even had a heated pool, so Lily could swim year-round. The autism school Giant Steps was just down the road in Gladesville. I was still eight hundred kilometres away from Mum and Dad, but it was only a ninety-minute flight to Melbourne, then another ninety-minute drive to their home in Warragul. PJ refused to live in Melbourne because of the weather. But I was now closer to my parents than I had been for the previous fifteen years.

PJ has two siblings with mental illness and wanted to make a loosely autobiographical film, Mental, set on the Gold Coast, also the setting for Muriel’s Wedding. PJ’s sister had also told him: ‘You should put me in a movie. I want people to know what it’s like.’ His screenplay was about a dysfunctional but loving family whose members are not ‘normal’. While we were shooting Muriel’s Wedding, PJ and I used to entertain Toni Collette with stories about an odd, bohemian babysitter who looked after twelve-year-old PJ’s family for about a year when his mother had a mental breakdown. Toni had said to us: ‘You’ve got to make a film about this woman, and if you do, I’m playing her.’ Shaz, the babysitter, changes the lives of everyone in the Moochmore family. The other actors included Rebecca Gibney, Deborah Mailman, Anthony La Paglia and Kerry Fox. We shot the film in PJ’s childhood home in Banora Point, near Tweed Heads. The shoot went well, but there was not enough money to achieve everything PJ wanted. Along with the other producers, we donated our fees to the budget in order to finish the film. We came to regret that decision.

After the shoot, I went to stay for a week with Mum and Dad. Dad was now eighty-six. Mum, at eighty, was finally beginning to slow down. She had lost a lot of weight; when I hugged her she felt more like a sparrow than the cuddly bear I had known my whole life. She had chronic pain from osteoarthritis in her shoulder and spine. Every day, she sat in a chair and hooked herself up to a traction machine hanging from the bathroom door, designed to stretch her neck. It looked like torture but she said it gave her some relief from the pain.

Mum was very tired, and very worried about Dad. He was not only forgetting things, but was having delusions that he was a general in World War Two, responsible for hundreds of soldiers’ lives. He would charge out into the night in his pyjamas. One night he headed out in a storm. Mum couldn’t find him and called the police. He was found in his underwear, unconscious, by the side of the road. When the doctors checked his pacemaker, they saw that his heart had stopped and the pacemaker had sent an electrical charge to start it up again. Dad swore he had been shot. It probably felt like that.

Even though Mum was exhausted, she was excited when I told her Sue Maslin and Rosalie Ham were coming to visit me while I was in Warragul. Mum made a lovely lunch for our meeting. She sat with Sue and Rosalie and me while we talked about The Dressmaker, and I showed them all my look-book of photographic images for the movie. It was a wonderful afternoon. After Sue and Rosalie left, Mum told me how proud she was of me, and how happy she was that I was finally going to make a movie again. She knew how much a part of me filmmaking was.

I tried to talk Mum into considering a nursing home for Dad. How long could she keep looking after him by herself? We did some tours of local nursing homes, but they were not what we wanted for Dad.

Mum cried. ‘I made a promise to this man nearly sixty years ago: for better and for worse. I’ll keep looking after him until the day he forgets who I am. Only if that day comes will I let him go to a nursing home.’

‘Of course, Mum,’ I said. I wished I could be more of a help to her. I wished I lived in the same town.

In mid-October 2011, PJ was in Melbourne, cutting Mental with the editor Jill Bilcock. I was in Sydney, shopping for Halloween decorations, when I got a call from Sandy Graham, my father’s respite carer. Alarm bells. Why is Sandy calling me? Something’s wrong. Which parent?

‘Jocelyn…your mum is in the hospital.’ Sandy was crying. ‘She had a stroke.’

‘Oh God. How bad?’ I asked.

‘Bad. You should come right away.’

‘I’ll catch the next plane.’ I dropped the bag of cobwebs in my hand and started walking out of the shop.

Sandy was still crying. ‘I can’t get hold of Kathy or Greg,’ she said.

‘I’ll find them,’ I told her. I hung up and dialled Kathy. She didn’t pick up, so I had to leave a terrible message on her answering machine, asking if she could drive to the hospital. When I called Greg, I got his voicemail too.

I called PJ in his Melbourne editing room. ‘Mum’s had a stroke. It’s bad.’

‘Oh, darling. I’m sorry,’ he said.

‘Can you drive down there now? I can’t get hold of Kathy or Greg and I’m scared she’ll die before I can get there.’ I was sobbing like a child now, because saying the word ‘die’ out loud made it real.

‘Of course,’ said PJ. He got in his car immediately.

When I landed in Melbourne, I called him. He was already with Mum.

‘It’s bad,’ he said. Greg was there too, and the doctors were giving Mum a CT scan.

I sped down the freeway in a rental car, pulled into the parking lot and raced through the hospital doors. Mum was in critical care on the third floor. The elevators opened and I charged into the last room on the right, a two-bed room. Yellow curtains billowed. I glanced at the woman in the first bed and saw that it wasn’t Mum. In the next bed, there was a woman I didn’t recognise. Confused, I walked out. But something made me stop and turn around. It was her, just swollen and strange-looking. I walked back to the bed. Mum’s eyes were squeezed shut, as if the light in the room was hurting her. She was hot, sweating.

‘Mum, it’s Joss. I’m here.’

Mum didn’t respond. I walked out of the room again, feeling useless and scared. PJ and Greg were walking down the corridor towards me. They had just seen Mum’s scans: there was an enormous bleed in her brain; she could die at any moment. If she survived, she would be profoundly disabled.

‘What about that medicine they can give stroke victims that can reverse the damage?’ I asked, trying to remember something I had read in a magazine about a drug that dissolved blood clots if given early enough.

‘They found her too late. She’d been lying in the garden for a couple of hours,’ said Greg. As it turned out, Mum’s was a haemorrhagic stroke, so the drug would not have helped in her case.

When Mum woke up, she could only speak with great difficulty. She was paralysed down her right side. Her voice was raspy.

‘Mum, I’m so sorry you were lying there on the ground for so long,’ I said sadly.

‘It was all right,’ she replied haltingly. ‘I was in my garden and it was a nice day. I knew someone would find me eventually.’

As the months went by, Mum continued to deteriorate. She desperately wanted to walk again. As her speech grew less articulate, she wrote notes with her left hand. It still hurts to see the scribbly writing: I want to walk. Help me to walk. She became very depressed. We found a good nursing home in Drouin, where Mum and Dad could be together in a room for a married couple. It still felt like a betrayal, and we all felt wretched about it.

Dad’s dementia was getting worse. Before the house was sold, Kathy thought it might be a good idea to take him for a brief visit home, to see if he wanted any of his furniture for their room in the nursing home. I flew down from Sydney to help, and brought Jack with me. Dad was now in a wheelchair. As soon as we wheeled him into the house, he thought he was coming home to stay. Meanwhile, Jackie started throwing his zebra toy over the back of the couch where Dad was sitting.

‘What the hell is the matter with that child?’ Dad shouted. ‘Why is he here? In my house. Did I invite him here?’

‘Dad. That’s Jack,’ said Kathy.

‘No, I am Jack!’ said Dad. ‘That child is a nuisance. There’s something wrong with him! Is he mentally incompetent?’

‘Yes!’ I snapped. ‘And he is your grandson! I named him after you.’

‘Bullshit,’ said Dad.

Kathy stared at me. ‘Jossy, go and give Jack a bath.’

‘I don’t want a fucking bath!’ said Dad.

I scooped Jackie up and took him to the bathroom. I locked the door and started running the water. I was shaking now. It was all so sad and horrible. Dad’s anger and confusion were a normal part of his dementia, but that did not make it easier. Little Jackie took off his clothes and happily got in the bath. After a few minutes, Kathy knocked on the door. When I opened it, she hugged me.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘This was a bad idea, wasn’t it?’

‘It’s okay,’ I said. ‘None of this is easy.’

With heavy hearts, we took Dad back to the nursing home, along with a few pictures and ornaments to make the room seem more homely. Before Mum’s stroke, she had made lots of photo books for Dad, reminding him of things in his life. We took those books with us too. They were similar to the books I made for Lily and Jack.

I have a beautiful photograph of my mum during this time: she is trying to smile at me, but only half her smile is working. Her brown eyes are warm and loving. She has a flower behind one ear, which I tucked there right before I took the photo. The light is perfect. Her face looks resigned. She was so brave.
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A literary work can only be received through symbols, through concepts—for that is what words are; but cinema, like music, allows for utterly direct, emotional, sensuous perception of the work.

ANDREI TARKOVSKY

‘Make cloud go away.’ Lily stands at the edge of the verandah, glaring resentfully at the sky. She’s tall for sixteen, with shiny dark hair and porcelain skin. I’m sweeping the dirty wooden planks of the wide verandah. Through the green fringe of jacaranda leaves, I see a cloud has drifted across the late-morning sun. Now she says it with more urgency: ‘Want Mummy to make cloud go away.’

‘Mummy can’t do that, bubba.’

‘Feel angry.’

‘I know. Bad cloud.’ I pretend to be angry at the sky. ‘Bad cloud!’ I shout. ‘Go away, bad cloud!’

The cloud goes away. Great. Now Lily will ask me to do this every time.

She wanders inside the house, humming a melody I don’t recognise. She giggles, her deep hazel eyes twinkling. She starts to raid the fridge. I forgot to lock it. I race past her in time to salvage four of the six mini tubs of yoghurt she has grabbed with lightning speed. Still laughing, she runs off into the family room.

It’s 2012. Mental has come and gone at the cinemas. It was loved by many, particularly people with experience of mental health issues, but it did not do well enough to make PJ and me any money. Having sunk both our salaries into the movie’s budget, we were now broke, and worried about the future. On the verge of declaring bankruptcy, we decided it was time to sell our house. With PJ’s help, I was trying to finish writing the screenplay for The Dressmaker, but I had been feeling unwell for weeks.

My chronic chest infection developed into pneumonia. I was bedridden. A nurse came around twice a day for the first week to administer IV antibiotics. I was too weak to walk without assistance. It was hard for PJ to take on all the housework and childcare in addition to his writing. From my bed I could hear shouting matches downstairs. Maddy came up to visit me, and to tell on Daddy for yelling at Spike. I told her to tell Daddy that if things didn’t calm down soon, I was going to come downstairs. After Maddy had delivered her message, PJ ran upstairs, ordering me not to leave the bed.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, flustered. ‘I was bringing in the groceries and told Spike to watch Lily, but he got distracted. When I came back into the kitchen, Lily had opened a box of ice creams and taken a bite out of each one. She’d also opened a tub of yoghurt and poured it on the floor.’

Somehow we got through my pneumonia. Not long after, as I was herding the kids through our front gate after school, I heard my name being called. It was Cate Blanchett, walking past with her kids. She and her husband, Andrew Upton, who ran the Sydney Theatre Company, were neighbours. Our children went to the same school down the end of our road. ‘Joss!’ she called out. ‘I’ve been meaning to ask you…’

I opened the front door and the kids ran inside. I turned back to Cate.

‘What would you think about doing a play? Have you ever worked in theatre?’

‘Well,’ I said. ‘Not since I was at teachers’ college.’

‘Do you think you might be interested in directing a play for the STC?’

I thought about it for less than two seconds. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’d love to.’

‘Good. I’ll pop the script over in a couple of hours. Take a look. Jacqui McKenzie has already agreed to be the lead actress. Do you like Jacqui?’

‘She’s brilliant.’

‘Good. Bye for now.’

I walked into the kitchen, where PJ was making tea. ‘I just got offered a play,’ I said.

‘In the street?’

‘Yes, actually.’

Sex with Strangers, by Laura Eason, an American playwright, is a very funny two-hander about two writers who accidentally book the same remote cottage to work on their projects. Neither wants to give up the cottage, so they end up sharing it. They couldn’t be more different. The woman, in her late thirties, is trying to finish her second novel. The brash, twenty-something man’s claim to fame is that he once had a blog called sex with strangers, where he documented sleeping with as many women as he could in a year. She thinks he is disgusting, and far from being a real writer. He thinks she is pretentious, but sexy. Of course, they end up sleeping together. It’s a lot of fun, but also manages to say some important things about gender politics and literature.

I cast Ryan Corr as the young man, and the STC decided to give me an assistant director. I completely forgot that I had agreed to meet one of the candidates at home. When an eager young Dominic Mercer turned up for his interview, the house was a mess and Lily was home with tonsillitis. I warned him that my disabled daughter might come into the room and act a little weird. ‘No problem,’ Dom said politely. He was in the middle of telling me about his time overseas after graduating from NIDA when he paled and looked at the floor. I turned, and there was Lily in the doorway, stark naked, nonchalantly eating a slab of chocolate cake. I leaped off the couch and dragged my icing-smeared Venus off to find her bathrobe. Needless to say, Dom got the job for remaining unflustered. Oh, Lily.

The cast and stage crew of Sex with Strangers had a glorious time rehearsing. I was thrilled with the long rehearsal period—in theatre, of course, every line, every move, every lighting cue and wardrobe change has to run like clockwork. Doing that play was one of the greatest joys of my working life. It helped me regain confidence in myself as a director, and I will always be grateful to Cate and Andrew for getting me back into the director’s chair.

I also learned so much from working with Jacqui and Ryan. You can’t do a close-up in theatre, so you have to use a different visual language. What the theatre audience sees is what we film people would refer to as a wide shot. But that allows them to see how the actors convey emotion with their whole body. The theatre experience changed the way I approached film direction. I realised that I should not be afraid to use more wide shots, in which the actors can change the energy of the shot by changing the ways in which their bodies move.

Sex with Strangers reminded me that working with actors is always a vigorous process, requiring a lot of energy, quick thinking and creativity on the part of the director. It’s very exciting working with actors who all work in different ways, but sometimes it can be tricky. Every actor has a different process. Some are quite inward-looking and like to create their performances without much input from the director. Others might want a lot of direction.

Sometimes actors lose their confidence. Your job as a director is to help them regain their confidence and belief. This has happened on every movie I have done. Usually it is because something has gone wrong, and my job is to figure out where the misstep occurred. Every actor I have worked with will remember me saying at some point, ‘Wait a minute, I just have to rewind the scene in my head to work out what has happened.’ I often equate it to being a conductor working on a piece of music with a group of musicians, all playing different instruments. If the horns don’t come in when they are supposed to, the music won’t have the same effect.

I realised that directing was still in my blood. I loved working. I needed to work. I needed to reclaim this important part of my life, the part of me that had nothing to do with autism or motherhood. I needed to acknowledge the creative artist in me. The me I used to be. Could I find her again?
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Between ‘reality’ on the one hand, and the point where the mind strikes reality, there’s a middle zone, a rainbow edge where beauty comes into being, where two very different surfaces mingle and blur to provide what life does not: and this is the space where all art exists, and all magic. And—I would argue as well—all love.

DONNA TARTT

PJ and I finished the final draft of The Dressmaker in 2012 and Sue Maslin loved it. So did Screen Australia, and Mike Baard at Universal Pictures Australia. The next step was to send the script to an actress whose name would help us raise the rest of the financing.

One of the names on my list was Kate Winslet, whose work I had loved since I saw her stunning performance, at the tender age of seventeen, in Peter Jackson’s Heavenly Creatures. We sent her the screenplay and waited. On 29 January 2013, she wrote back to say she loved the script, adored the character of Tilly, and wanted to do the movie. It was probably the most exciting email I have ever received.

I flew to London and took a train out to the town where Kate was living. We met for tea in a little café. I wanted to look into her eyes and hear her say she was really going to do this movie with me. She said absolutely, yes, she was going to do the movie.

Waiting on the freezing country railway station for the train back, I called Sue Maslin in Melbourne. ‘She’s really, really doing it!’ I shouted down the phone.

When I got back to Australia, I called Mum. The nurse put the phone to Mum’s ear. I told her that Kate had said yes.

‘I’m so happy for you, darling,’ said Mum slowly, in her raspy voice. ‘Kate is gorgeous.’

All our investors were thrilled. We got the green light and things were about to swing into action, when I got another email. Kate was pregnant. She hoped Sue and I would put off the film for a year, but understood if we needed to find another actress. I told Sue I couldn’t bear to cast anyone else, and Sue agreed. It meant another year of barely any income, but Kate was worth the wait.

On my next visit to visit Mum and Dad, I noticed Mum was sinking even further into depression. Lately, Dad had been forgetting who she was. One day she said to me in her croaky voice, ‘I don’t think your dad loves me the way he used to.’ She was looking at him as he chatted with a nurse.

‘Mum, Dad loves you,’ I said, patting her good arm.

‘Not the same,’ she said sadly.

In mid 2013, we learned that Mum’s kidneys were failing. She had also been having small strokes in recent months, as well as seizures. Greg, Kathy and I felt like frightened children. The thought of losing this amazing woman, the glue of our family, was unthinkable.

On 25 September, she was getting close to the end. Greg and Kathy and I took turns sitting by her bed. Dad knew what was happening. He held Mum’s hand and looked at me. ‘I’m starting to think about my end now,’ he said.

‘Don’t worry, Dad,’ I said. ‘When that time comes, we’ll all be here for you too.’

‘Thank you,’ said Dad, in his formal, bank-manager way. It was heartbreaking.

I found a cottage to rent in the nearby town of Neerim South. Greg came to stay with me. There was a small herd of caramel-coloured, big-horned highland cows in a nearby paddock. They stared at me every time I opened the cottage door.

On 3 October, I wrote in my diary:


Sitting by Mum’s side. My iPad on the pillow next to her playing ‘When You Were Sweet Sixteen’, one of her favourite songs. Mum once told me that she grew up hearing her grandfather Denis singing this song to her grandmother, because they had both fallen in love at sixteen. Mum’s breathing is getting slower. When she does breathe, it’s a heavy snore. Less heavy in the last hour.

Now the iPad is playing Schuman’s Kinderszenen: ‘Child Falling Asleep’. Mum always loved hearing me practise it. The piano was against the lounge-room wall, their bedroom on the other side. They used to lie there listening when I practised at night. They never minded. Said they loved it.



That morning, one of Mum’s nurses asked me if I would like Kerry, a local minister, to visit Mum. What should I say? Dad was an atheist, so he might insult the minister. Greg would think it was pointless. Kathy might not like it. I might find comfort in it, and so might Mum, if she was vaguely aware of the visit. What harm could it do?

‘Sure,’ I said. Then I forgot about it. I didn’t warn anyone. I had no idea the minister was going to turn up in full ceremonial regalia and perform the last rites.

Dad was napping in his single bed when Kerry arrived in her robes, holding a Bible. Someone must have told her Mum was deaf in one ear, which would explain why she shouted at her. ‘Hello, Denice! I hear you are very, very sick!’ Visitors in the corridor, startled by the booming voice, peered in to see what was happening.

Greg glared at me, assuming correctly that this was all my fault. I blurted out an explanation. Greg looked as if he wanted to kill me. Now Kerry turned her attention to Dad, who had been woken up by the noise.

‘Jack!’ shouted Kerry. ‘Would you like it if we all said a prayer for Denice?’

To my great surprise, Dad smiled at her and said, ‘Yes, I would.’

Next thing we knew, Dad, Greg and I were standing around Mum’s bed, Kerry at the foot of the bed. She led us all in a group recital of ‘The Lord’s Prayer’. Greg kept giving me evil glances, but Dad seemed to be enjoying himself. Mum was not. She opened her eyes and stared furiously at Kerry. She tried to speak, but only an angry, bellowing noise emerged, the loudest sound I had heard from her in months. We all fell silent. Clearly Mum was trying to tell Kerry to piss off. But Kerry started up again, and we finished ‘The Lord’s Prayer’. Then she made a sign of the cross and anointed Mum with some holy oil while reciting ‘The Lord Is My Shepherd’.

As the ceremony finished, she whispered to us, ‘I think Denice was trying to join in the prayer. That’s why she made that sound.’ I wish I could believe that. I consoled myself with the thought that at least Mum now knew for sure that she was going to die soon. None of us had been able to say it to her.

On the afternoon of 4 October, one of Mum’s closest friends, Wendy Richards, came to see her. She told Mum what a wonderful woman she was. I could see how sad Wendy was. I walked her out to her car. Before she opened the door she looked at me. ‘Are you going to stay the night tonight?’

‘I wasn’t…’

‘They can put a little bed in the room for you, between your Mum and Dad, so you can sleep when you’re tired, but you’ll still be by her side.’

I examined Wendy’s face for clues. ‘Are you saying you think I should stay tonight?’

‘I would never tell you what you should or shouldn’t do,’ said Wendy. She got in her car and drove off.

I was confused. Should I stay? Did Wendy know something I didn’t know? Yes, she did. Me? I had never seen anyone die. I didn’t have a clue.

Around 7 p.m., I drove back to the cottage with the cows. Greg followed in his car. I lay on the couch eating heated-up pizza, and watching TV. I couldn’t get Wendy’s question (about staying with Mum) out of my mind. At 9 p.m. I called the nursing home to see how Mum was doing. They said she was still the same. I asked if they could set up a stretcher-bed for me. I felt like a powerful magnet was drawing me to my mother’s side.

Greg had to be at work first thing in the morning and said he would see me the following evening. I drove fast along the dark and empty dirt roads. Now I knew in my heart that Mum was going to die that night. I was scared, and sang ‘Amazing Grace’ to myself all the way to the nursing home, to keep myself calm. It was like those nights, years earlier, when I had sung to myself, with Lily in my arms, afraid of what I had to face, but knowing I had to face it.

I sat next to Mum all night. Around 4 a.m., I felt a little tug at the back of my shirt. It was Dad, awake in his bed, looking afraid.

‘You okay, Dad?’ I asked.

‘No, I don’t think so,’ he said softly.

‘You feel sick?’ The room was dark. Lying there in his pyjamas, he looked like a little boy.

‘I feel very weak,’ he said. ‘Something is very wrong. I have never felt this weak.’

I began to wonder if he could feel Mum slipping away, leaving him. I pressed the buzzer for the nurse. She came in and asked Dad if he would like to get up and have some cocoa by the fire in the common room. He said yes, and they left.

Not long after that, Mum started coughing blood. I raised the bed so she could sit up. She looked at me, wide-eyed.

‘It’s okay, Mum. I’m here. Joss is here,’ I said.

I cleaned her up and called the nurses in again. They put a clean nightie on her. I went outside for a minute to sob quietly in the darkened corridor. Then I went back into the room and held Mum’s hand. It was still the same warm hand I had known all my life. Just before dawn, I sensed she had stopped breathing. I listened up close. I put my hand on her chest, trying to feel for a heartbeat. I wet my little finger and held it under her nose, the way I used to do with my babies. There was no breath on my finger. I tried to feel for a pulse. A nurse came in and listened with her stethoscope. No words between us. Just a look and a little nod. I began to cry.

When they brought Dad back, they sat him on the other side of Mum. He saw my tears and started crying too. We held hands across Mum. It was 5 October, Dad’s eighty-eighth birthday. After a while, I called Kathy and Greg. Greg was on his way to work in Melbourne. He turned the car around and headed back. Kathy was already on her way.

I sat on a plastic chair by the bathroom while the nurses cleaned and dressed Mum’s body. They talked to her as if she was still alive, as if they loved her. They took off her dirty nightie, and suddenly there she was in all her frail nakedness. I was shocked to see her naked for the first time since my childhood, when she’d come home from school and take off her bra and girdle while we girls sat on her bed and chatted away. But now her body was unrecognisable.

The funeral people arrived and asked Kathy, Greg and me if we wanted to dress Mum in something special for her burial. Kathy went to the wardrobe and pulled out some clothes, including a beautiful jacket she had recently sewn for Mum. The fabric had a pattern of little birds. The nurses dressed her, then the funeral people gently put her in a red vinyl body bag. Before they zipped it closed, I placed a blue toy owl in with her. Maddy had given it to her on her last visit. It was silly, really. I just didn’t want her to be all alone in that bag.

PJ arrived from Sydney that night, after arranging for emergency childcare. Spike would fly down for the funeral a few days later. PJ held me in his arms for hours as I told him every detail of Mum’s death. I needed to talk it all through.

Dad’s dementia meant he was slipping in and out of reality. He knew he was grieving and sad, but couldn’t always remember why. Was it his mother who had died? We all met with the local funeral director. When Kathy brought up the subject of cremation, Dad refused.

‘She doesn’t get a say anymore. I’m not going to have the love of my life burned to a crisp.’ After a moment of stunned silence, Kathy said, ‘Okay, Dad,’ and we all agreed.

At the funeral, we all read out our speeches. None of us knew what Dad was going to do. We had rented him a suit from a local menswear shop. Kathy had chosen a John Donne poem that he and Mum loved, and he agreed to read it. At the lectern, in his suit, he suddenly looked like our powerful dad of old. As if he knew he looked the part, he folded up the poem he had begun to recite, and gave an off-the-cuff speech about Mum. It was articulate, funny, heartbreaking. ‘The wrong one is being buried today,’ he said. For a short while, Dad had overcome his dementia to give his wife a proper eulogy.

The cemetery was surrounded by a fire-blackened forest. The graves were sprinkled with yellow dandelions. It looked like the sort of location I would have chosen for a movie. By the time we got there, the rain had started. In movies, the director often decides to make it rain for a funeral scene, because it adds to the sadness. In reality, it makes a mess of the grave, the people, and the ceremony.

We had hoped the burial would be beautiful. I had bought some coloured paper and, with the help of Spike’s girlfriend Sage, made lots of origami cranes. For Kathy and me, paper cranes were a reoccurring motif in our lives. When Mum first had her stroke, Kathy had sent pretty squares of paper to all Mum’s friends and asked them to write messages of hope onto them. She then folded them into paper cranes and made a display in Mum’s hospital room. ‘These are messages of love from those who cherish you,’ she told Mum. At the funeral, we handed the paper cranes out to mourners to place in the grave. Each family member had a giant native flower. Speakers had been set up so we could play the Kinks’ choral version of ‘Days’ as the coffin was lowered into the ground. We were all soaking wet and freezing. Sentiment was replaced by the need to get warm. We threw clumps of dirt, soggy paper cranes and flowers on top of Mum’s coffin. I looked down at the casket, trying to absorb this final moment, but Mum was gone.

Six months later, when I was giving a talk to some film students, one of them asked me what got me interested in becoming a filmmaker. I remembered the very first Super 8 film I had worked on. Mum’s high-school literature class was studying Karl Bruckner’s book The Day of the Bomb. Mum was directing a movie of it for her students, and I was her child assistant. A Japanese girl, Sadako, who had survived the atomic blast in Hiroshima, was told that if you fold a thousand paper cranes, your wish will come true. Her wish was to live. Sadako folded hundreds of paper cranes, and her friends helped her reach a thousand, but she died of leukemia, aged twelve. In Mum’s Super 8 film, the children were floating the paper cranes down a river.

As I answered the film student’s question, it dawned on me why I was compelled to make so many paper cranes for Mum’s funeral. Paper cranes, hope, death, farewell.
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The postmortem readjustment is one that many of us have had to make when our parents die. The parental door against which we have spent a lifetime pushing finally gives way, and we lurch forward, unprepared and disbelieving, into the rest of our lives.

SALLY MANN

In 2014 something miraculous happened. I found myself back in the director’s chair on the set of my film The Dressmaker, starring Kate Winslet, Judy Davis, Liam Hemsworth and Hugo Weaving. It was the first movie I had directed since Lily’s diagnosis eighteen years earlier. I asked Judy Davis to play the role of Tilly’s mad old mother, Molly. Judy had always been my first choice to play Molly and I was terrified she would say no, but she loved Molly and was happy to work on the film.

The investors insisted we find an Australian star to play the role of Teddy. Fortunately, Liam Hemsworth was looking to do an Australian film. He’s a lovely lad, around the same age as Spike, so I did feel a bit motherly towards him. He was happy to hear that we would be shooting in Victoria, where his parents lived. And I was finally working with Hugo Weaving again, almost twenty-five years after Proof.

As the pre-production period grew closer, I had frequent meetings with the production designer, Roger Ford, and the cinematographer, Don McAlpine. The walls of our lounge room in Sydney were, by now, covered in images that PJ and I had glued onto display boards for inspiration. After a while, we started finding new pictures were being added to our display. A photo of a Jacques Fath dress would have a roaring lion glued to it. A cartoon monster would be stuck on a storyboard. We realised Jack was trying to share in our creative activity! Making collages would become a great joy to him.

Roger Ford brought over a scale model of our imaginary township of Dungatar. There were cardboard buildings, plaster streets, tiny trees and even a silo. After lunch, we came back into the lounge room to find the main street of Dungatar had been populated by Jack’s African animal toys. Zebras, lions and hyenas were marching all the way from Molly’s hill down to the pub.

Soon it was time for me to move down to Melbourne for pre-production, a twelve-week period of intensive planning before the first day of shooting. Locations have to be found, sets designed and built, props stockpiled, casting finalised, last-minute script changes made, and costumes created.

We brought Lily and Jack to live with Maddy and me in Melbourne, but within a day they had both gone ballistic. Tantrums, weeping, diarrhoea attacks and no sleep. I decided they would be happier at home, and that I would fly back to Sydney on weekends. PJ took them home again and stayed with them. Spike stayed to help me on the film.

It took us ages to find the perfect location. Spider McCart, a veteran location scout, offered to help. He remembered a patch of landscape near Little River, fifty kilometres south-west of Melbourne. Gregor Jordan’s Ned Kelly had been shot there, as well as the very first Mad Max film and some scenes from the Spike Jonze film Where the Wild Things Are. We drove down to look. As we came over the crest of a hill, I saw a magical landscape full of oversized boulders, dead trees and miles of grassy plains. There was Dungatar the way I imagined it. It was like something out of one of Sergio Leone’s westerns. Except there was no town. Roger announced we were going to have to build one.

‘Can we do that?’ I asked Roger.

‘We have to,’ he said in his calm, all-knowing-wizard way.

‘Now we’re talking,’ said Don. ‘Now we can make it look like a real movie.’

The landscape is like a character in the film. Not only does it convey the type of town Dungatar is, but also the type of movie The Dressmaker is. I wanted The Dressmaker to seem like an event. A big movie. This was to be my first movie shot in widescreen format. Proof, How to Make an American Quilt and A Thousand Acres were all shot in a squarish, less extroverted ratio. So we needed the kind of heightened, theatrical look that Sergio Leone’s films often have. I wanted to tell the audience, as soon as the opening credits began to roll, that they were in for an unusual experience: ‘This is a weird tale, and you are entering a new world. It’s going to have suspense, violence, mystery. Leave your expectations behind.’

Taking inspiration from the opening credits in the John Sturges film Bad Day at Black Rock, and Kubrick’s opening sequence in The Shining, the first few minutes of The Dressmaker are atmospheric and ominous, and then we play a little joke on the audience. Hugo Weaving breaks the tension by gasping at the outfit Kate Winslet is wearing. This always makes the audience laugh. The whole sequence was carefully storyboarded. As usual, PJ helped me with the storyboards. He was assisted by a really talented young man, Danny Youd, who drew nearly all the storyboards on the film.

We also needed to trick the audience into thinking that the Little River location was actually near the dusty wheatfields of Horsham, where we also shot many scenes. The opening sequence shows endless wheatfields, suggesting that Dungatar and its surrounds are a strange, isolated place, full of foreboding. As the sun sets, the landscape grows creepier. (These shots were filmed in Horsham by my talented assistant, Martha Goddard, and a drone crew.) The camera follows an old bus into town. (This section was shot in Little River.) Again, no people to be seen until Kate Winslet, looking stunning in her 1950s glamour, steps off the bus and says, ‘I’m back, you bastards.’

The costumes in The Dressmaker were an integral part of the storytelling. I have never been so obsessed with the wardrobe on a movie as I was with this one. I researched different haute couture designers from the 1950s. Rupert Everett put me in touch with a friend, the designer Sophie Theallet, who became my fashion research advisor. I hired two costume designers, Marion Boyce and Margot Wilson, and stayed very involved with what each character, especially Tilly, was going to wear. I am sure I drove Marion and Margot mad, but an actor’s costume is the outer skin of the character they are creating. In the film, Gertrude, the ugly duckling who becomes a (bitchy) swan, is played by Sarah Snook, who is a brilliant chameleon—she can look as beautiful or as plain as the moment requires. Her costumes had to take her from the plain-Jane shop girl, who wears what look like potato sacks, all the way to a glittering glamourpuss.

The day before the shoot, the crew and many of the cast were assembled at Docklands Studios in Melbourne. Shane Thomas, head of make-up and hair, approached me on the set of Molly’s house, where the art department crew were still nail-gunning fake wisteria to the walls. He took me by the hands. ‘Joss, I want you to see something,’ he said.

We went into the make-up room, where Ivana Primorac, Kate’s amazing hair and make-up person, was grinning ear to ear. Kate and Judy were sitting in the make-up chairs, their backs to me.

‘Don’t look!’ said Shane. He made me close my eyes and stood me in front of Kate and Judy. ‘Open your eyes!’

Kate and Judy turned around in their swivel chairs at exactly the same time. Tears filled my eyes.

It was an extraordinary moment: Kate Winslet and Judy Davis, my absolute dream choices, were in my movie. We were actually going to make it. And I was looking at Tilly and Molly.

Kate’s wig was honey-blonde in the classic 1950s style. She was wearing matt-red lipstick, and exquisite eye make-up. Judy, bless her, was wearing no make-up at all, apart from a little dirt on her face. She was unbelievably beautiful, and looked uncannily like my grandma, Mid. I wanted to give them both a hug, but I would have mussed up their wigs.

I went back to the sound stage, where Don McAlpine was doing a pre-light on Molly’s house. He asked me what the first shot was going to be next morning. I told him it would be a dolly shot, where the camera moves through Molly’s door and into the hallway. No actors, just Tilly’s point of view. So Don and his lads put the camera on the dolly and practised the move a few times. They put up a video monitor and asked me to look. We agreed about how the shot should work. Then Don smiled at my first assistant director, Phil Jones.

‘How about we start shooting?’ Phil asked me.

‘You mean do the first shot now?’ I asked.

‘Yeah.’ He grinned. ‘Get one done, so we have a bit more time tomorrow.’

‘Okay,’ I said.

They got out the camera slate and wrote Slate 1, Take 1 on it. They turned on the camera. It hardly made a sound, not like the old 35mm cameras I used on my earlier films.

‘Rolling,’ said Phil. The clapper loader held the slate up in front of the camera.

‘Set,’ said the camera operator.

Phil leaned closer to me. ‘Do you want to call action, or do you want me to?’ Sometimes, depending on what the director wants, the first assistant director calls actions.

‘I’m too nervous,’ I whispered back. ‘You call it.’

‘Action,’ said Phil.

I watched the grips slide the camera forward on the shiny tracks. The Dressmaker, my new movie, had begun. I’ll never forget that moment.

My crew knew what I had gone through, and were happy to see me back behind the camera. I couldn’t stop smiling. When I called, ‘Cut,’ everybody cheered, and my heart swelled. I was directing again. It felt like coming home. Because it was. I had come home to me.

We shot for the first few weeks in the sound stage at Docklands to give our carpenters as much time as possible to finish building our town of Dungatar. On the weekends, my assistant drove me out to the construction site and helped me plan shots for future sequences. It was so peaceful standing on that hill in Little River, watching as the set I had imagined came to life.

The Dressmaker had a large supporting cast, handpicked by me. I wanted to make sure each character made a strong impression. I hate it when the actors in movies seem almost interchangeable, and the audience gets mixed up about who is who. I wanted every character to have a distinctive look, voice and presence. Caroline Goodall, Kerry Fox and Rebecca Gibney, who had all worked with us on Mental, played important roles, as did Shane Jacobson and Geneviève Lemon. Alison Whyte was extraordinary as the fragile and slightly deranged Marigold. Shane Bourne and Sacha Horler were both simultaneously hilarious and scary. Gyton Grantley was superb playing Teddy’s disabled brother. I kept telling him he reminded me of Jack, but grown up. I desperately wanted Geneviève Picot to join us and had to talk her into playing Mrs Tobin (named after my maternal grandma) from Winyerp. She was mortified when I told her she would be singing and dancing a song from The Mikado! But she did it as a favour and was brilliant.

I got permission to take Maddy out of school during the shoot, on condition she kept a journal of her time on the film. She spent most of her days on set, watching me work and making friends with the actors and the crew. She got to be in the film, too, as a flower girl at Gertrude’s wedding. Marion Boyce made her a beautiful dress. She also played one of Teddy McSwiney’s many sisters, dressed in a bedraggled pinafore. She loved playing with the pig and dogs in the McSwiney scenes, and gave Sarah Snook a smiley face sticker right before we shot her wedding scene. Sarah stuck the sticker to the inside of her hem, for luck.

On the last day of the shoot, we were filming, perhaps fittingly, Molly’s funeral. Hugo joked that I should have asked Judy to hide in the coffin and pop out, to scare Kate. I told him I didn’t think Judy would take method acting that far. It felt odd filming a fake funeral only a year after Mum’s actual funeral. And then the shoot was finished. A week later, I was editing the film in Melbourne with Jill Bilcock. I flew back to Sydney on the weekends, where PJ and Spike were holding the fort. I Skyped with the kids every night, but I still missed them terribly.

We did a test screening of The Dressmaker. I was so terrified, I was shaking. Sue Maslin, Jill Bilcock and Mike Baard from Universal were there, along with executives from Screen Australia. And, of course, members of the general public who didn’t know anything about the film they were going to watch. I had to walk past the punters, pretending I was not the terrified director. All these people had the fate of my film, and my career, in their hands. After the movie, each audience member would be given a card to fill out, with boxes to tick or cross. The most important question was: ‘Would you recommend this to your friends?’ Word of mouth sells tickets.

Once the screening began, I relaxed. The audience were laughing in all the right spots. Then they were crying when I wanted them to cry. I started to think the film was working. But I have sat in previews before, like the one for Unconditional Love, where the audience seemed to be enjoying the movie, but then killed it in the cards. We had to wait twenty minutes while the scores were collated by the market research people. Finally, a woman came in, saw me and handed me the score. Normally it’s given to the producer or the investors. I stared at the numbers, bewildered. I had no idea how to interpret them. I looked around, on the verge of panic, and caught Mike Baard’s eye. He walked straight over to me.

‘What does this mean, Mike?’ I asked him.

Once Mike had the scores in his hand, everyone gathered around us. He looked at me and grinned. ‘These are very, very good, Joss. Very good indeed.’ He gave me a hug. ‘These numbers mean that The Dressmaker is going to be a huge hit.’

After the edit was ‘locked off’, I had a couple of weeks off before the mix was due to begin. In that time the sound editors were getting all the various tracks ready, and David Hirschfelder, the amazing composer on the film, was finishing his music cues. I headed back to Sydney to spend time with the family.

One sunny afternoon, my babysitter called to say she was running late picking up Maddy from an after-school playdate, so could I collect Lily from her daycare program.

Lily was twenty now. Having finished a special-needs version of high school, she was now attending an excellent adult program, still run by Giant Steps. Lily could continue to learn social and self-help skills, but also go on fun excursions. I parked my car and walked towards the door, where Lily was being led outside by one of the teachers. As soon as she saw me, she started screaming that she wanted to go home. I reassured her that home was exactly where we were going.

As soon as I sat in the driver’s seat, reminding Lily to buckle her seatbelt, she began to swipe at me with her sharp nails. She apologised, then did it again. I got her to swallow her tiny orange pill, her afternoon dose of Risperdal, then offered her a banana I had brought with me. She threw the banana into the back seat and grabbed my arm with both hands, squeezing hard and digging in her nails, breaking the skin. I tried to ignore it, remembering my training in extincting a negative behaviour.

Once she had stopped, I began driving. As soon as we hit the highway, Lily started digging her nails into me again. After five minutes, I was bleeding, covered in small wounds. She kept grabbing my arm off the steering wheel, scraping my skin and shrieking. She wasn’t using words, just guttural sounds. Things were getting dangerous.

I pulled down a side street, parked and shut off the engine. I got out of the car and walked around to Lily’s side, where I calmly told her, ‘Lily, you’ll have to sit in the back seat unless you stop hitting me.’

Lily got out of the front seat. As I opened the back door for her, she began pounding me on the arm, roaring and howling. Finally, she sat down in the back seat. I turned on the ignition and started to cry as we drove down the hill, while Lily kicked the back of my seat, trying to reach my head with her foot. When I attempted to stop the car again, I realised the brakes were no longer working. Approaching a T-intersection, praying we’d avoid a collision, I remembered to put the car into park and use the handbrake.

As I rolled safely around the corner at the bottom of the hill, my mobile phone rang. I had forgotten a scheduled call with the music supervisor on The Dressmaker, who was with David Hirschfelder and a group of musicians and singers in a studio in Melbourne. I was supposed to listen via Skype to what they had recorded. I told him I couldn’t speak right now. Hoping I would make it home soon, I asked them to call me back in fifteen minutes.

‘Okay, Lily, we’re going to walk,’ I said.

Lily did not like that idea. As soon as she got out of the back seat she went for me. She was really hitting me now, with both fists. People on the other side of the road were staring, not sure what to do. I had my phone in my hand. I considered calling the police, or an ambulance, but knew Lily would find the experience too traumatic. Just then my babysitter drove by with the other children. She saw us and stopped. When Lily saw the babysitter, she stopped hitting me. She smiled and got quietly into the car. I got in too, bleary with tears and bleeding from the many deep scratches on my arm.

Maddy stared at me. ‘Are you okay, Mummy?’

‘Oh yes,’ I said, trying to sound relaxed. ‘Lily got a bit upset, but she’s okay now, and so am I.’

Actually, I was very shaken. Lily had not been this upset and violent in years.

It took us many months to discover the cause. Her violence towards me escalated. After trying different dosages of medications, then emergency doses of Valium, then different medications all together, Lily’s rage attacks continued to get worse. We hired a behavioural specialist to advise us. He observed her and asked us to fill out detailed charts of when and where Lily’s behaviour grew aggressive and violent. ‘Behaviour is communication,’ he told me, especially in people whose words cannot express everything they want to communicate.

In the end, it was Lily’s carers, Rob and Ysobel, as they filled out the charts, who deduced what was happening with her. They came to me one day and said they thought Lily’s desperate rages might have something to do with the amount of time she was spending cooped up with a lot of noisy fellow students in Lily’s day program’s minibus. Nearly all of her aggression occurred during, before or after being in the day-program bus. We decided to withdraw Lily from her day program and create an individualised home program instead. No more noisy bus trips.

Over the next few months, Lily gradually calmed down and the aggressive episodes grew less and less frequent. Now they have ceased completely. Lily has her own home program, where a carer will teach her chores to do around the house or take her on outings. She is happy again. She no longer needs emergency Valium. She can even travel in our minivan again with her siblings, and no one gets scratched. Behaviour is communication.

In the meantime, we finished The Dressmaker, which premiered at the Toronto International Film Festival in September 2015. We got to walk the red carpet. The first official audience was a crowd of nearly two thousand people. When it opened in Australia,
The Dressmaker ran for three months and made over $20 million at the box office. It won a lot of awards, and was sold all over the world. I will always be grateful to Sue Maslin for never taking no for an answer. And to PJ for helping my dream come true.

I was still grieving for Mum when I directed The Dressmaker. Perhaps my feelings seeped into the scenes between Tilly and Molly. Audiences embraced the look of the film, and the beautiful costumes, and its tale of revenge, but I think what really moved them was the mother–daughter love story. That was certainly the core of the story for me.
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If we wish to know about a man, we ask ‘what is his story—his real, inmost story?’—for each of us is a biography, a story.

OLIVER SACKS

In May 2016, Kathy called to tell me that Dad had been unexpectedly diagnosed with bowel cancer. We all gathered at the hospital while the surgeon explained to Dad that he had two options. If he did nothing, the tumour causing his bowel obstruction would kill him in a couple of days. Or, at the age of ninety-one, he could have surgery to remove the tumour. Dad chose option two.

‘Do you understand what I am talking about, Mr Moorhouse?’ said the doctor.

We weren’t sure if Dad understood, but he nodded, and said, ‘We are talking about me facing my mortality.’

Wow. What an answer. Sometimes Dad would get so confused, but in this moment he was as sharp as a tack.

Dad was operated on for six hours. While sitting with him afterwards in the ICU, I wrote in my diary:


In the bed is a man whose ninety-one-year-old body is struggling to stay alive. Every now and then his eyelids flutter and I glimpse those grey-blue eyes I have known all my life. He used to have thick, shiny, black hair and thick, black eyebrows. He looked a lot like Gregory Peck. Which is lucky, because my young mother had a crush on Gregory Peck—hence my brother’s name. Now Dad only has about three snow-white hairs remaining on his shiny pink dome.

When I was fourteen, big hunks of his hair went white overnight, leaving his head stripy like a zebra. He had just lost his mother, a complicated woman. Immediately after her funeral, Dad crashed his car into a tree. The police tested him for alcohol, and took his licence away. At fifty-three, the regional manager of a number of ANZ banks across Melbourne, he now had zebra hair, had to catch a train to work and was racked with depression. I remember seeing Mum painting his hair black in the bathroom. He was so embarrassed, I was ordered loudly out of the room.

Over a couple of months, all his hair fell out. They called it telogen effluvium, a stress-induced type of alopecia. Dad changed into a silent father who sat in the lounge room, staring into space, absent-mindedly touching the lumps on his head where windscreen glass was still embedded. We didn’t know what to say to him. I was a bit frightened of him. Mum would beg me to go and sit with him, which I did. Every so often he would ask me to sit on his lap, or sit next to him, and he would pat my hair. He loved his daughters’ hair. We had the LP soundtrack to Mary Poppins, and Dad would listen to one side over and over. The song that Mr Banks sang, about time slipping through your fingers like sand, would bring tears to his eyes.

Dad was a proud man. He stood with a straight back and a steely glare. When he got angry he would roar like a lion and swear like a trooper. When we were kids, he terrified us with that roar and his curses. We knew he loved us, but we never wanted to make him angry. A lot of our childhood was spent tiptoeing around him. I just don’t think he knew what to do with us when we were small and annoying. We kids were always squabbling, and we never kept our bedrooms neat. This really made Dad cross. ‘Pigs!’ he would roar at us. ‘I have slovenly pigs for daughters!’ Mum would take us aside after his rants and say, ‘You know he loves you more than anything in the world. He feels terrible after he yells at you. He hates himself for it.’ Poor Dad. I think he was depressed for a long time. Sadly, you can’t easily explain depression, grief or an existential crisis to children.

Dad and I sat in silence a lot. He taught me about silence, how it’s okay to sit with your loved one and not have to say anything. When I was attending Rusden State College, he would pick me up on his way home from his office in Moorabbin. I would wait in the dark, in the bus stop on Blackburn Road, watching all the headlights. Finally, a set of headlights would pull over, and there would be Dad in his Holden Statesman. I’d get in the front passenger seat and the radio would already be set to the ABC for the news, then the classical music. He would ask me if my day had been okay, and I would say yes. Then we wouldn’t speak for the forty-minute drive home, just listening to classical music. Sometimes I felt awkward and would try to think of things to say, but usually we just sat in silence together.



After two days in the ICU, Dad surprised everyone. The nurses tried sitting him up in a chair. He was eating small amounts of jelly. But then, sadly, he developed a terminal infection in his wound and had to be moved to a palliative care hospice.

Kathy, Greg and I took turns staying by his side. He was given a syringe driver of morphine. We watched his face become more sunken. He got very hot so we washed his hands, feet and face with cool cloths. We cleaned out his mouth with damp swabs dipped in soothing flavours. We played him his favourite classical music, and Kathy read aloud from Mum’s unpublished novel about our time in PNG. Sometimes I played soothing nature sounds on the iPad: waterfalls, forest sounds, bellbirds. He had spent so much time in the bush, so I hoped he found the sounds calming. I tried to keep touching him, patting him. I thought about how comforting a baby finds touch. Odd how my mothering skills clicked into gear at the death of my parents. Is death a kind of birth in reverse? It felt that way.

On the day Dad died, his favourite carer, Sandy, was visiting. A young boy, a volunteer who ran trivia games at Dad’s nursing home also decided to visit that day. He had come all the way from Warragul to the city to see Dad. Still in his school uniform, he walked into the room holding a cheery ‘Get Well’ card. I knew Dad only had hours, maybe minutes to live, but I didn’t want to send this sweet kid away. He looked at Dad, then frowned.

‘I was looking for Jack Moorhouse,’ he said.

‘This is Jack,’ I said. ‘He’s lost a lot of weight.’

‘Oh…’ He smiled. ‘Actually, I always call him Mr Google because he has the most amazing memory for trivia.’

There was an awkward silence. ‘I think you might want to say goodbye to Jack,’ I said.

The boy looked flustered. ‘Oh, bye then,’ he said, and turned to go.

‘No, I didn’t mean you have to leave. Sorry. I mean he’s very sick. I think he’s on his way out.’

The boy looked stricken. He went quiet, and put his card on the tray table. I looked at Dad, lying there so pale and still, his breathing very slow. I told Sandy I missed seeing Dad’s blue eyes. On cue, Dad opened his eyes wide and stared at the ceiling.

‘Look,’ said Sandy, ‘he’s opening his eyes for you.’ But we both knew this probably meant something else. Sandy nudged me. ‘I think this is it.’ I moved closer to Dad and held his hand. He started gasping for breath. I leaned in close and whispered, ‘Go to Denice—she’s waiting for you. Denice is waiting for you, Dad.’

He stopped breathing. Sandy and I watched him for about twenty seconds. He was gone. I closed his eyes. Then I heard snuffling. I remembered the young boy was still there. He was weeping.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said to him. ‘Are you okay?’

He nodded.

‘Are your parents waiting for you?’

‘My dad,’ he said.

‘Why don’t you go and find him?’

He walked out of the room, just as Kathy was walking in. She saw my face and knew. She kissed Dad. Soon after, Greg arrived. We hugged him, then Greg kissed Dad too.

Dad’s funeral was beautiful. The young schoolboy who called Dad Mr Google turned up with his parents. He told me he felt honoured to have been there when Dad died. Kathy, Greg and I all gave eulogies—so many people wanted to talk at the funeral, we were late to the cemetery. The gravedigger was waiting with his earthmover while the sun went down. As we lowered Dad’s coffin into the grave, a huge flock of white cockatoos flew overhead, a twenty-one-bird salute.

I don’t know if Lily and Jack know that their grandparents are dead. I have taken them to their grave a couple of times and told them that Grandma and Grandpa are buried in the ground. I don’t know if they have a concept of death, but I take Temple Grandin’s advice to parents: ‘Always assume competence.’ So I assume they do know, in their own way.

About a year ago Maddy, Lily and I had a picnic at the cemetery and admired the amazing memorial sculpture Kathy commissioned for the graves. A local artist created a wrought-iron fence featuring native birds, Mum and Dad’s names, as well as their nicknames for each other: Pal and Little Pal.
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The thing is, I don’t think in a language, and animals don’t think in a language. It’s sensory-based thinking, thinking in pictures, thinking in smells, thinking in touches. It’s putting these sensory-based memories into categories.

TEMPLE GRANDIN

Many people still do not know what autism is. When they encounter it, they are often puzzled and alarmed. Or they assume that the child wailing or flapping in front of them simply needs discipline. There have been times I have had to stand in front of a crowd of people (on a plane or in a medical waiting room) and announce, ‘My child has autism. Please be understanding.’

But on the whole, people are a lot more aware of autism now. There have been books, films and TV shows in which major characters have autism. More and more kids with autism are being mainstreamed in schools. Special-needs teachers, paid carers and therapists are part of a compassionate army of helpers who try everything to reach our children. Through music therapy, physical therapy, speech therapy, play therapy, sensory integration, we are telling our children, ‘You matter, and we want to know you. Nothing you can do will stop us from trying to reach you. We will be here when you are ready to venture into our world, and when you do we will keep you safe.’

I often wonder what day-to-day existence feels like for Lily and Jack. Do they, for example, have synesthesia, the condition where the senses somehow connect differently, and people can see sounds or taste colours and shapes? A number of recent scientific studies have found a link between autism and synesthesia. Daniel Tammet, an extraordinary man with Asperger’s syndrome, wrote a book called Born on a Blue Day in which he describes how he sees numbers as shapes, colours and textures and can perform incredible mathematical calculations in his head. There has even been a recent study revealing that some people with exceptional memory have a kind of time-space synesthesia, and can literally see all the hours, days, months and years of their lives surrounding them, as if their body were at the centre of a clock or compass.

Do Lily and Jack smell colours, or taste shapes? What if Lily’s reaction to certain sounds is because they create frightening shapes before her eyes? If Lily could tell me what was happening in her reality, she might describe a completely different world from the one I try to imagine she lives in. I’ve heard of people with certain kinds of neurological disease who cannot bear to hear music outside a certain tonal range because it physically hurts them. Maybe that’s why Jack can listen to some songs and not others. What if Lily, with her exceptional memory, has time-space synesthesia? This could explain her obsession with calendars.

PJ and I know that living with autism in the family is survivable. It’s not a tragedy. It’s just a road less travelled. In the past I sometimes tried to go it alone, but I have learned that I am not enough for my kids. They need more than just me and my love. Allowing other people to help allows me to be stronger and brings new friends into Jack and Lily’s lives. One day PJ and I won’t be here anymore. If Lily and Jack depend only on us, they will be frightened and lost when that day comes.

The other day, Maddy walked into my bedroom giggling. She was holding a book called Eucalyptus—not the novel, but a field guide by the botanist Ian Brooker. ‘Mummy! Why do you have an entire book about eucalyptus trees, with your name written in the front?’

I took the book from her and looked at it. I remembered I had to keep buying copies of this book when I was in pre-production on that long-lost film. I would lend it to someone on the crew and never see it again. Finally, I wrote my name in a copy.

‘Well, Maddy, a long time ago, I almost made a movie about eucalyptus trees.’

‘A movie about trees?’ Maddy asked, incredulous. ‘But what was the movie really about?’

‘Love stories!’ I laughed. ‘Inspired by the names of the trees.’ Maddy pulled a face, as if disgusted, then sat down next to me. ‘Okay, so tell me about eucalyptus trees, Mum.’

I launched into a spiel, and kept going until she stopped me.

‘Wow. You really do know a lot about eucalyptus trees.’ She gave me a hug. ‘It’s sad the movie never got made.’

I shrugged. ‘It was a long, long time ago,’ I said, ‘before you were born. If I’d made the movie then, I wouldn’t have been able to put you in it. So what would have been the point?’

‘Oh, that’s true. It wouldn’t have been as good if I wasn’t in it!’ She grinned.

I do not take conversations like this for granted. I treasure every word that Maddy speaks—so fluently, without effort. She has already decided she wants to be a novelist one day. She writes her own chapter books and makes movies on her iPad. Maddy is very funny, and very compassionate. She sees herself as a big sister to both Lily and Jack, even though she is years younger. She grew up with no preconceived ideas about them, knowing them for who they really are. While she finds them annoying at times (like any siblings can be), Maddy is a fierce advocate for Lily and Jack. Recently she gave a talk at her primary school, to educate her classmates about autism. PJ, Spike and I are so proud of her.

Despite the sixteen years between them, Spike and Maddy are remarkably close. They share a dark sense of humour and a mutual fondness for the ridiculous. They also share a love of animals, history, books, science, and their very individual autistic siblings. Their deep love for each other makes me incredibly grateful.

My life has had its moments of heartbreak (whose life doesn’t?), but also moments of absolute joy. Seeing my kids’ personal achievements helped me understand that by climbing our metaphorical mountains together, the love between us grows stronger. Sure, there is always another mountain waiting, but if we can climb one together, we can conquer them all.

Climbing emotional mountains can be exhausting. It took me years to realise that a lot of the pain I was feeling was of my own making. I was fighting an internal war between my instinct to cling to my dreams about life, and my need to accept the truth. I worked for years on the script idea I had conceived back in 1999, the story about a couple who raise a changeling. I don’t know if I will ever make the film. In the story, the parents spend a long time trying to rescue their perfect child. They know this child has been kidnapped by bad fairies, who left behind a wild, scary creature who merely looks like their real daughter. At the end of the script, they come to understand that they have been under a spell of sorts. Their real daughter is that wild and scary creature, and they love her anyway. They finally see her beauty. The parents’ epiphany was, of course, my own journey to accept Lily and Jack for who they really are.

Something else I had to do was to accept me for who I am. Part of me, an important part, is an artist. For too long, I felt I had to deprive my creative side. I felt I must have sinned against my kids by making A Thousand Acres, and trying to make Eucalyptus. I had chosen to pursue my art, and my career, and in doing so had deprived my children. I had committed treason against motherhood! As a woman, and as a mother, I thought my duty was to devote as much energy as possible to improving the lives of my children even if that meant ignoring my own needs.

But this was superstitious, primitive reasoning. It didn’t have to be one or the other. I could be a loving, working, committed, creative mother. The simple truth is I needed to work. I wanted to work. Not working made me sad and frustrated. Continuing to deny the part of me that yearned to tell stories, that loved making movies, was to deny the self that existed before all my other roles in life. I had always been that person. Why deny that she still existed?

PJ and I built a world of dreams around each of our children. It’s what parents do. And those original dreams revealed themselves to be ephemeral. Transient. Illusory. Eventually, the time came to rebuild those dreams. Right now, I am nurturing new dreams for Lily and Jack. They both love animals and nature, music and creativity. Kathy and I are thinking about setting up a small farm where they, and other special-needs adults, can live, work and be looked after. Just like the farm my mother made for her children and grandchildren, there will be cows and chickens and an orchard, and a big vegetable garden. There will be art and music therapists. A pool or river for swimming. Lily and Jack will sell their produce at local markets. They will be part of a community as they grow old. All of this is still a dream, but I am determined to make it happen somehow.

My children and I know each other very well. My autistic kids sometimes have a sharper sense of what I am feeling than the two who have more fluent language skills. Perhaps, without much speech, Jack and Lily read things in me that would otherwise go unnoticed. Lily has a sharp sense of smell. Perhaps she can smell changes on me, when I am stressed or happy. Her moods often reflect mine. Jack has great empathy. If he sees Maddy crying, he will always hug her. If he sees me feeling unwell, he will come and sit next to me and lean on me, hugging my arm.

A long time ago, a neurologist told me that my autistic kids may not ever love me. It was a devastating thing to hear. It was also completely untrue. Our love is deep and strong. It has to be, to weather the times when we cannot reach each other. And there are plenty of those times. Loving someone with autism means building a bridge from one reality to another. And when the bridge crumbles and falls, it means finding the strength to build another. Our bridge-building will continue until I can build no longer. I want all my kids to feel that they belong in this world, and are loved for who they are. I think, in our hearts, that’s all any of us wants for our children.
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Denice Tobin-Wood and Jack Moorhouse at their engagement party in Melbourne, 1950.
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Grandma Mid Wood holding me, aged ten months, with Greg, aged three, in our front yard at Heatherdale, 1961.
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Greg, aged three, with me, aged seven months.
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Me, aged two and a half, with my fringe destroyed by Mum, in our backyard at Heatherdale.
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Kathy and me holding our notorious dog, Fred, at Mooroolbark, 1972.
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Mum with one of our many donkeys, 1975.
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Senator Susan Ryan hands me my Diploma of Arts, Film and Television at the AFTRS graduation ceremony in 1984. Storry Walton looks on.
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Cast and crew on the film Proof, 1990. See imprint page for names. CREDIT: NFSA Collection
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Our young family in a Santa Monica Park, before Lily’s diagnosis of autism, 1996.
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Lily’s therapist, Heather Gonzales, teaching Lily to imitate. CREDIT: Lara Porzak
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Lily, aged two and a half, around the time of her autism diagnosis.
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Kathy, our darling Mum and me, 2007.
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Jack, aged two, with me in Los Angeles on Christmas Day, 2005.
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Lily, aged eight, hugging her favourite angel statue.

[image: image]

A rare photo of the two sisters together! Lily, aged eleven, holding Maddy, aged six months.
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On the set of Unconditional Love in Chicago, 1996. PJ was having a bad day so I was making him smile.
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Maddy and Kate Winslet on Kate’s last day on the set of The Dressmaker. CREDIT: Ned Rocknroll
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Jack, aged eleven, with Maddy, aged eight, holding a young crocodile at Maddy’s Spooky Birthday Party.
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Cinematographer Don McAlpine, far right, with me, on the set of The Dressmaker in Little River, Victoria, 2015. Image courtesy of Film Art Media. Photographer Ben King
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Caroline Goodall and me on the set of The Dressmaker, 2015. Image courtesy of Film Art Media. Photographer Ben King
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PJ and me on the set of Mental, which was filmed in his boyhood home in Tweed Heads, NSW, in 2013. Brett Tracey is the camera assistant. CREDIT: Jasin Boland
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