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 ‘Write about something you know, Olive.’

 




CHAPTER ONE

Park Hyatt Ballroom,
Sunday March 1st 1998, 11.00pm

I feel the bits of china hit my leg as I dance and wave my arms around like a drunk. Soaring like a gull to the bouzouki strains,
“Min mou ti halás ti nichta” (don’t ruin my evening), I sing along with the lead singer. My best friend Kerry and I have taken odds on whether his shirt
buttons will pop or his trousers rip first. What is it with Greek singers and their tight clothes?


Whatever: this is a great night to be a wog. My first cousin Maria is christening her second child. Cosi, named after her
dad. And I’m the godmother. Cosi is a big, brown-eyed bouncy boy, with tiny curls on his neck the colour of chocolate. He
is so chubby when they undress him to dunk him in the water, that the whole church laughs. The baby, thinking he’s done something
clever, gurgles at them. And with his gurgle his little rolls of fat wobble joyously, making everyone, led by the soft-hearted priest, laugh more loudly. Cosi is one of those babies
that leave ribbons of joy rippling out behind them.


The priest takes him out of my arms and dips him in the golden chalice. Well, it’s a huge bronze birdbath really, but this
night I’m feeling romantic. I’ve been waiting to be a godmother for years, ever since Maria promised me I could christen her
second child.


So here we are, dancing. Kerry jumps when the plate hits the ground near her feet. Little gold-edged slivers scatter over
the floor. She crunches on them as she moves. ‘Chill out, girl,’ I yell over the music. ‘You should be used to this by now.
I’ve dragged you to so many Greek parties you should be the one throwing them.’


She laughs and shakes her head. ‘I’ll never get used to it. I’m Irish, remember. We don’t smash anything that isn’t already
broken. In fact, we’d just glue it back together and use it again.’


‘Don’t like your chances,’ I joke, looking around me. The plates are beyond repair, just splinters; there’s no gluing them
together. And they keep on coming.


‘You two! Stop talking and start dancing,’ calls Maria’s husband Nikos. He dances past, carrying Cosi perched happily on his
shoulders. Tie undone, the back of his shirt drenched in sweat, his bald patch shiny from too much dancing. Maria’s mother-in-law,
Thea Vasi, runs after him. ‘To moró, to moró. Niko to moró mas.’ (‘The baby, the baby, Nik, our baby!’) Kerry and I piss ourselves laughing. Babies in Greek families belong to everyone.
Cosi is simply “ours”. We’ve seen this scene before but Thea Vasi isn’t as fast as usual, and it’s probably the heels. The slippers she usually wears have a bit of grip.
So here she is, falling further and further behind as Nik jiggles Cosi, weaving in and out of the round tables. She’ll never catch him, I think. Not that Cosi looks at all worried by the prospect.


But just when you think you can put odds-on which way things will go—they head off in their own direction. A fancy-looking
waiter waylays Nikos. He’s been watching the plate smashing anxiously from the side of the dance floor, not wanting to walk
on but unable to walk off, the crease on his forehead growing deeper and deeper with each smashed plate. He is frowning so
hard that if the wind blows, he’ll end up looking like a prune.


And it’s soon going to be his head on a plate, if there are any left.


‘Sir, excuse me, sir. I need to talk to you. They’re smashing our plates.’

‘Of course they are. It’s to ward off evil spirits. It smashes any jealousy around the child and mother. Don’t worry. It isn’t
done in anger, it’s done in joy.’


‘But, sir … with all due respect …’

‘Here. Would you like to try? It’s a great stress reliever.’

Nikos picks a plate off the nearest table and holds it out to the waiter. He refuses to take it, but Nikos is distracted by
Cosi’s wriggling to be let off his shoulders. So the plate smashes anyway!


The sound brings Nik’s attention back to the waiter. ‘Not quite right, but you’ll get it. Here, try another one.’

The waiter has had enough.

‘Sir, I must insist you stop this … custom.’


Nik looks like he’s trying to swat a persistent mosquito.

‘You don’t like our custom?’

‘No, um… no, sir. Not what I said at all. It’s just …’

‘Just what?’ He wishes the mozzie would buzz off and suck on someone else.

‘It’s just … it’s Wedgwood, sir. Your guests are breaking Wedgwood plates!’

Nikos shrugs and holds up Cosi, who smiles at the waiter. He’s too young to know that mozzies hurt. Besides, he smiles at
everyone.


‘See this boy? My son. We break plates to honour my son. And my wife who gave him birth. Can you count?’ Nik is getting impatient.

The waiter nods.

‘Good. Stand here. You count. I pay. Now leave my guests alone to enjoy themselves.’

Nikos walks off with his son snuggled in his arms and Cosi is still smiling at the mozzie.

I’m not sure how the waiter is going to count the number of plates from all the fragments. But I try to help. Every time I
aim one at Kerry’s feet I call out the number. Loudly.


‘Ena. Thio. Tria.’

In Greek. That waiter needs another language.

Clare College, Darlinghurst, Drama Studio,
Monday March 2nd, 10.20am

I get into this stuff, big time. Even though I copped it for forgetting to bring my rehearsal blacks, I’m enjoying the warm-up. Besides, on four hours’ sleep, they’re lucky I came to school at all today.


I’m pretending to be a pencil. No, seriously: a lead pencil. It’s a warm-up exercise we do. To get centred, Ms reckons. Look,
I’ll talk you through it so it makes more sense.


Firstly, stand up straight and put your feet hip-width apart. Come on, your hips aren’t that wide! Bring your legs in a bit.
That’s better. Now drop your shoulders and check you’re in a straight line from the floor up. Good. So what you do is imagine
your body and legs are the end of the pencil. Your head is the writing end, and the middle point on your head, where you were
all squashy as a baby, that’s the tip. Don’t be so sceptical. Try it. You’ll feel better afterwards.


Right, now using the lead, draw a small circle clockwise on the ceiling. Keeping your balance, move from the centre forward,
slowly to your left and, staying straight, lean to the back. That’s it. Keep breathing or you’ll be a blue pencil instead
of a lead one.


Keep going, moving to your right, legs staying still and just leaning with your body. To the front now. Keep on going. Continue
drawing the circle on the ceiling until it’s finished. Slowly bring it to stillness. Keep breathing. Now, keeping your body
as stiff as the pencil, draw tiny circles with the lead in the opposite direction. Slowing it down. Good. Breathing quietly.
Hold that feeling. Keeping calm. Breathing in and out. Calmly.


Well, it’s all right for Ms Jensen to say keep calm! No sooner have we done this and the yoga warm-ups than she hits us. Just
when I’ve been thinking I can handle the rest of the day, there’s the HSC again!



‘It’s time for commitment, girls. I know your group projects are well under way but we’ve got to get a move-on with your individuals.
We’ve talked about these individual projects, remember, but by Monday next week you need to have submitted your contracts.
Performance, scriptwriting, costume design: so what’s it going to be, girls? No more changing your minds. I want ideas in
writing by this Friday. Here’s a schedule so you know what is due when.’


Olive leant across to Kerry. ‘You’d better do performance. Wouldn’t want the costumes falling apart on the lead during the
climax scene, would we?’


Kerry made a face at her. ‘You don’t sew them, you dag, you just draw them. Aren’t you ever going to let me forget it? At
least you had your good bra on!’


‘No way. I can still get heaps of mileage out of your one-and-only stuff-up. And just because I had my best bra on, it doesn’t
mean I wanted the whole of Clare College and Wesley Campus to see it, does it?’


‘It could have been worse. You could have been wearing your skin-coloured Playtex cross-your-heart underwire that your grandma
bought you for Christmas.’


Olive was about to answer when her Drama teacher, Ms Jensen, intervened. ‘If you’re finished discussing lingerie, girls, we’d
like to move on’. She handed them a sheet each, and they nodded and shut up, but Olive accidentally stepped on Kerry’s foot
as she stood up to take it.


‘Sorry, Kerry. It could have been worse. I could’ve had my twelve-centimetre white bridesmaid shoes on. At least it was only
my Docs!’ and she smiled too sweetly.



Lecture theatre,
Monday March 2nd, 11.15am

‘Nervous, Ol?’ Kerry asked, shuffling her own palm cards.

‘Mm. A bit. You’d think after six years of this it’d be a cinch.’

‘Yeah, but this is like having the final say. Only one of us gets to address the form at our graduation dinner. Besides, most
people only fear one thing more than public speaking.’


‘Yeah, like what?’

Kerry took her time answering because her best friend hated not knowing things. She leant towards her. ‘They only fear death
more!’ she said morbidly.


Olive grinned. ‘Get over yourself, you Irish drama queen! Talk about being over the top! All potato famine and freedom to
the people.’


‘It’s true. I read it somewhere in a—’

‘Survey. I know. I know. Is there any trivia you don’t know?’


Kerry never got a chance to answer. The teacher was glaring at them from her seat. The my-eyes-are-telling-you-to-shut-up-even-though-I-can’t-do-it-myself-right-now
look. They took the hint. Firstly, because they both wanted to win and getting the teacher offside was a bad way to start.
Secondly, they both liked Cath Cavanough. She treated kids fairly and was always straight to the point. If they’d been in
public interrupting someone’s right to speak, she’d have thrown something at them. And it would’ve been more than a glance.
The object might have been soft but she wouldn’t have missed.



Auditions, Kerry and Olive,
11.25am

Many women in today’s society believe that the battle for equality has been won …

We all love clothes, the thrill of the purchase, the feel of a cool linen dress draped over your shoulders on a hot summer’s
day …

but in reality the statistics show that this is not the case and the battle has just begun.

new swimming costume underneath as you head towards the beach, dying for the coolness of the water caressing the sweat of
the day from your body

Women earn less for the same jobs, still face many forms of harassment and the glass ceiling is for many something that no
amount of Spray ’n’ Wipe will obliterate …


and we are free to wear whatever we choose. Right? Wrong! What is really going through this woman’s head as she walks towards
the beach?

Often women still have to give up their careers for families. The present government has made the cost of childcare so ridiculous
that it is cheaper to stay at home than to work and pay for childcare, but I put it to you that this is precisely what the
conservative government wants. Why not send us an apron and take our shoes off and be done with it, rather than pretend about …


The change room. Yes, my fellow women, this poor woman has had to go through the ordeal of the change room to find herself
ready for the beach so that she can get there at all. And we’ve all been there.

No, the battle isn’t won. It hasn’t even started. And for the small advances that have been made, the backlash has been incredible.
Why is it that there are so few women politicians? Why do women represent 50.2% of the population and yet we are represented
by …

The change room is so small you have to be anorexic to get in and, if you manage that, then you have to contend with the sizing!
If you’re vertically challenged, horizontally challenged, bigger in the top, smaller in the bottom, too round, too flat, wide-hipped,
narrow-hipped, you can’t find clothes to fit you. So who do they make these clothes for?

Nine women in the upper house of State Parliament (that’s only 21%) and they claim New South Wales fares better than other
countries! Why so few? Do we not have the brains? The staying power? Initiative? Why are we finishing our education at all
if what lies ahead are fewer opportunities for more work?


Ask yourself. When was the last time you saw a man in clothes or shoes that restricted the stride he took? How can we strive
for equality if …

The battle begins when we realise …

we can’t walk in stilettos!


School playground, 1.10pm

‘Kerry?’

She lifted her gaze above the square rims of her glasses. One eyebrow was raised. She took her pen from the paper and placed
it in her mouth to signal that she was half-listening. Olive screwed up her face with her worried look. ‘It’s really finishing,
isn’t it?’ she asked thoughtfully.


Kerry concentrated. She wasn’t sure what Olive was asking, and Olive read the signals. ‘It’s March, Ker. It’s only March!
We’ve been back at school less than two months. So far today, we’ve been given our final drama individual piece to work on,
auditioned to be speaker at our final assembly and now—this!’


Kerry took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. She moved her pen menacingly towards Olive and pretended to stab her. ‘The
end is nigh, Ol,’ she said, pulling a spooky face. ‘Our time has come!’ Miming a slow, dramatic death she didn’t care who
was watching. ‘It’s over, it’s over, it’s over …it’s …ahhhhhh!’ She fell.


‘Dag!’ Olive smiled.

‘Of course, my dear, and I work hard at it, I’ll have you know. Seriously, I know what you mean. I was kind of thinking about
it too. It’s weird doing all these finishing-off things when it seems like the year’s only just started! I know last year’s
twelves were slack about getting their valetes in …but it’s months away. Besides, what about all the stuff we’ll need to add?’


Olive looked at her friend’s small build and delicate face. She was more birdlike than human, but there was strength underneath
that frail exterior.



‘As if! Everyone knows year twelve never do a thing. I think they’ve sussed it out spot on. They won’t have to change a thing
and they’ll be lucky to get them in by October, come to think of it …’


Kerry smiled. ‘So you want some help? I’m bored with mine. Let’s do yours first.’

Olive moved round and stood closer, shadowing her with her height. Kerry looked up again. ‘What?’

Olive looked at her closely, and remembered the day she’d thought she was rescuing her. Scholarship Entrance Day, Year 7.
Kerry had beaten her that day and been awarded the full scholarship. For a while she was pretty pissed off because she wasn’t
used to coming second. But once she’d found out about Kerry’s family circumstances, she was glad she’d been beaten. She couldn’t
imagine the last six years without her!


She remembered going over to talk to the quiet girl in the state school uniform. Quietness intrigued Olive, because she was
so loud herself. Besides, the girl was alone and obviously knew no one. Olive couldn’t imagine walking through that big blue
gate and those thick stone walls by herself. To her surprise she’d found a girl not wanting to be ruffled by the jitters of
all the others. Getting in had really mattered to Kerry and this was her one chance.


From that day on, her quiet calmness and dry sense of humour had tamed Olive and kept her close by Kerry’s side. They looked
unlikely together but their minds were well matched.


‘Thanks for the offer, but you spell so badly,’ she said, as she ducked Kerry’s pencil. ‘I’ll just fill it out myself.’


School valetes, 1.30pm




	NAME:

	Kerry McLean




	ENTERED SCHOOL:

	Year 7, 1994





BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO SELF—My favourite subject is Art. In fact I’d do 13 Units of Art if I could. I’ve spent 6 years at Clare College and managed never
to attend a sport or swimming carnival. I’ve never missed a production, though, and I guess if I couldn’t draw, I’d sew. Quite
frankly I don’t know what the Drama department will do without their chief costumier next year. Suffer, guys!


ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENTS

Madeline McLeod Memorial Scholarship, 1994

Art Awards, 1994-1997

Beryl Smith Prize for Visual Art, 1998

First Place in Design and Technology, 1998

Third Place in Modern History, 1998

Second Place in English, 1998

Merit Award for initiative in Drama, 1998

SPORTING ACHIEVEMENTS—Like I said, missing every carnival.


EXTRACURRICULA ACHIEVEMENTS

Drama productions—backstage and set design, 1994-1996

Costume design, 1997-1998

Inter-school Public Speaking, 1995-1998

SUBJECTS TAKEN FOR HSC—3 Unit Art, 2/3 Unit Related English, 3 Unit Modern History, 2 Unit Drama, 2 Unit Design and Technology.


WHAT YOU WANT TO ACHIEVE IN YOUR FINAL YEAR—Having my major work in Art Xpress.


FUTURE PLANS—NIDA—Costume Design or Sydney College of the Arts, Fine Arts/Art Education/Costume Design, or pavement artist.



MOST EMBARRASSING MOMENT AT SCHOOL—Last year’s production of Macbeth when Lady Macbeth’s seams split across her shoulders in the “Out, damned spot” speech.


MOST MEMORABLE MOMENT AT SCHOOL—Last year’s production of Macbeth when Lady Macbeth’s seams split across her shoulders in the “Out, damned spot” speech.


WHAT YOU’D LIKE TO BE REMEMBERED FOR—Titania’s costume


FAVOURITE SAYING—“I know … I read it in a survey somewhere.”
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	NAME:

	Olive Alexandropoulos




	ENTERED SCHOOL:

	By back gate every year





BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO SELF—Aside from my Amazon looks and natural ability to talk to anyone and anything, what can I say? Plenty. I’ve been trying to
beat Kerry in English for 5 years and the fact that I spiked her water bottle as revenge for my top coming undone in the “Out,
damned spot” speech had nothing to do with it.

ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENTS

Never getting caught when I copy Kerry’s homework

Living through four years of Maths without murdering anyone

Managing to get an HSC without 2 Unit Maths in it

Getting good marks for last-minute efforts

SPORTING ACHIEVEMENTS

Beating the others to the canteen every lunchtime

Nursing Kerry’s headaches (often around carnival time) for the last three years

Being the first out of the gate every afternoon without getting caught


EXTRACURRICULA ACHIEVEMENTS—Trying to keep clothed on stage during my fifteen minutes of fame.

SUBJECTS TAKEN FOR HSC—3 Unit Stress, 2 Unit Avoidance, 3 Unit “How to waste every free lesson”, 4 Unit “Don’t expect me to do any housework, I’m
studying for the HSC”, 2 Unit “What the hell am I going to do for my major project?”


WHAT YOU WANT TO ACHIEVE IN YOUR FINAL YEAR—Hair like


Gwyneth Paltrow

FUTURE PLANS—Hair like Gwyneth Paltrow


MOST EMBARRASSING MOMENT AT SCHOOL—When I was short of change at the canteen


MOST MEMORABLE MOMENT AT SCHOOL—Beating that bloody genius of a friend of mine at English after only five years of trying. I mean—she doesn’t even want to
be an author and she never rewrites anything—ever!

WHAT YOU’D LIKE TO BE REMEMBERED FOR—My trail of olive seeds





	FAVOURITE SAYING—
	”I’m not stupid, I’m Greek”
 


		“Let me guess; you read it in a survey”
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Vaucluse, Olive’s bedroom,
Monday March 2nd, 7.30pm

I want to be listened to. I figured that out today at school when I was auditioning for the end-of-year speech. I know it’s
only March but my school is so organised we have to audition now. Not only that, but we had to fill out our end-of-year valetes
for the school magazine. We’ve only just begun the year and all the teachers do is focus on the ending.


I’m not all that worried about the exams. I’ve been working my butt off since Year 7 to beat Kerry at something. It’ll be
a relief to get out of here. I mean I don’t hate school, but ever since my brother Theo introduced me to uni life, I guess
I feel a bit restricted. School seems so small.


And that’s not just at school. Do you ever feel like you’ve gone somewhere and worn the wrong thing? And you walk into the
room and feel everyone give you the look. The we-were-all-wearing-that-last-year look. And suddenly you feel like you’re going to burst out of your clothes. They’re
too tight, uncomfortable, and you feel like a sausage about to burst its skin. (In my case a vegetarian sausage.)


But I don’t know how to tell people about it because what would I say? ‘Um, excuse me. I wasn’t listening. I’m feeling like
a vegetarian sausage just now.’ I feel like it a lot. At school. At home. When I’m out with my family. The worst is at Greek
do’s. When there’s hundreds of people around and they all seem perfectly happy. But me, I can’t sit still. I squirm all over
the place and keep going outside to try and get some air.


Sometimes Theo takes me for a walk, but he isn’t here much, now that he’s transferred to Melbourne Uni. I know you’re not
supposed to miss your brother, but I do. Maybe it’s because I’m a fair bit younger and he’s always let me tag along. He’s
kind of quiet for a boy. None of that loud music and cars stuff.


When I was little and used to get the sausage feeling, he’d let me sit on the beanbag in his room and read books. He’s the only one I’ve ever told about the way I feel and he helped me name it the sausage feeling to make me laugh and, I guess, feel better about it. I guess I miss him because he listens. Really listens. You know: sits
there opposite and looks in your eyes when you talk. He knows he doesn’t have to fix anything. It’s just the listening that
matters.


So today at school, when Kerry and I were auditioning to give the farewell speech at our graduation dinner, I figured it out:
that the reason I like public speaking is because people have to listen. And the reason I hate debating is that people argue
with you. Unless you’re the last speaker for the negative, you don’t get the final say. And that’s what I like: saying something
and being believed, listened to and believed. Like what you say matters.


Now, if I extend my theory, which came about when Kerry was trying to sketch me and asked me why I never shut up, it’s probably
why I’m good at Drama and English too. And why I want to be a storyteller when I grow up. I figure if Moses Aaron can make
a living out of it, so can I.


I don’t tell my parents that, though. Son number one, studying to be an accountant. Daughter number one, studying to be a … storyteller? Dad reckons stories are for after dinner, in the lounge room while you wait for your coffee to cool. So, I
tell them I want to study English Literature, and that worries them enough.


Theo was stupid enough to joke that a BA made you even more unemployable these days. Great! So much for my grand plan. Mum
and Dad listen to everything he says. At times I love the way he’s serious and you can have a real conversation with him.
But at others I wish he was a bit less serious about my future. Finally, I convinced him to tell the folks that I could always go on to do teaching if I did English Literature. As if! But
it worked. In Greece teachers have as much kudos as doctors, lawyers, and accountants. Mum used to have a teacher boarding
at her house when she was a kid. The first time the teacher went to the loo, Mum freaked. Being five, she couldn’t believe
teachers actually did normal things, like go to the toilet. It gave her family a lot of status to have the village teacher
staying with them. So she could handle the idea of me being a teacher. She knows I go to the loo already, having taught me
years ago herself, so there won’t be much status in it for me with her. But she’s happy with the idea because it’s something
respectable she can tell the relos and, for now, it suits me too. No way I’ll teach, though. Imagine having to fight with
teenagers all day to get listened to! Imagine having teenagers like me in your class! Forget it.


But I’ll go to uni and get a degree, because I like food too much to go hungry. And it’s been bred into me: no degree, no future; no future, no food.


Funny, instead of being restrictive, it makes me feel freer, knowing I’ll get to study so I won’t get stuck. And it means I’ll get to talk more, even if it is on paper.


Giving our speeches today made me feel great. When Kerry and I rehearsed them we read a paragraph each, and realised that
in a way we were talking about the same things. Kerry doesn’t have to listen. She knows what I’m thinking. She knows when
to ask, and when to leave it. I know it makes me sound like I’m still in Year 7, but really, she is my best friend.
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