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‘Silence at the proper season is wisdom, and better than any speech.’
Plutarch (c. 45–120 CE)
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PROLOGUE

I fell in love with silence long before I could name it.
Perhaps we all do. Perhaps it is there, that human attraction to 

silence, gently imprinted on our genes as uniquely and as indelibly as 
our own fingerprints, from the time we bob like little satellites in the 
soft, dark universe of our mother’s womb.

But once we enter this noisy and colourful world, the power of 
silence is eclipsed. There are so many exciting things to discover, not 
least the impact that our own noises—crying and cooing, screaming and  
babbling, and finally words and sentences—have on the people around us.

Eclipsed, then, but not erased. I believe the memory of silence 
lingers somewhere, like a first love, in our unconsciousness. Sometimes 
it might give us a nudge, like a deja vu, a familiar chord resonating 
somewhere deep in our souls. The question is whether we turn to it 
again—whether we choose to reignite this ancient human love story 
amid all the babble, the pings, the alerts, the alarms of daily life.

The first time I felt a pull towards something bigger than me, some-
thing that felt like a welcoming space without being physically tangible, 
something as soothing as a parent’s whisper and yet not audible, was in 
the early 1970s. It was a time when a generation of young hippies were 
ditching relatively privileged lives in the West to immerse themselves in 
the esoteric practices of yoga, chanting and meditation found in places 
like India, Tibet and Nepal. But nothing quite that exotic was happening 
in Brisbane, Queensland. And besides, I was just four years old.
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The high-water mark of progressivism in Brisbane at that time may 
have been a decision by the Brisbane Kindergarten Teachers College 
to accept male students, establishing it as the first such institution  
in Australia to do so. A record 392 students enrolled at the college in 
1973, perhaps also attracted by the completion of a state-of-the-art 
demonstration kindergarten equipped with the latest ‘observation tech-
nology’, including a narrow viewing room hidden behind a one-way 
mirror. This was my kindy, nestled into the curve of the hill just below 
the college in Kelvin Grove, on the fringe of the city.

Early childhood education was still a relatively new concept then, 
and plenty of children started ‘big school’ with no experience of regular 
days playing away from home, let alone a formal schedule. But for those 
whose parents were progressive—or desperate—enough to hand their 
offspring into the care of others, there were plenty of novelties that 
couldn’t be had in your average lounge room or backyard.

Like the big bottles of thick paint, which would glug out in such 
fat, bright sausages that there would always be at least one child who 
succumbed to the temptation to taste it. And a real potter’s wheel and 
kiln—plenty of kids tried eating the clay, too. And a carpenter’s bench 
where, if you weren’t paying attention, you could smack your thumb 
with a real hammer or jam a finger inside the vice.

But it was outside where the real delights were to be found. Beside 
the sandpit and swings was a cubbyhouse of such remarkable dimen-
sions that it seemed, at least to a child, that a Kansas tornado had 
caught up the palace of the Wizard of Oz himself and deposited it in 
Kelvin Grove. Granted, there were no glittering emeralds or horses of 
a different colour; the cubbyhouse was, in fact, built of stodgy brown 
plywood. But it boasted a maze of levels that could be explored via 
ladders and tiny crawl spaces, until you emerged out the top and slid 
back to earth on a fireman’s pole, or skittered down on a slide which, 
as it too was made of wood, barely deserved the name. A fishing net 
of chunky knotted rope hung down one wall, which meant that, most 
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playtimes, a staff member would have to rescue a wailing child who, 
having lost its nerve halfway up, had become stuck like a starfish caught 
in a fisherman’s haul.

That cubbyhouse breathed stories. Its unlikely presence here, in 
an otherwise nondescript town that spent much of the year in soupy, 
subtropical torpor, was welcome evidence that magic might exist after 
all. It was easy to become a pirate clambering up the nets, a princess 
calling from a window, or a unicorn stamping on the thick, tangy pine 
bark below. And inside, in the dim, protected spaces, there was room 
just to sit and be.

But, like everything else at the kindergarten, access to the cubby-
house was ruled by a very strict schedule. And that schedule demanded 
that after an hour or so of outdoor play each morning, children were 
required to come in for ‘rug time’. Once we had queued in a manner 
that was sufficiently subdued and ordered—and therefore deemed 
‘grown up’—we were ushered inside to remove our shoes and socks, 
before assembling on a bright-green shag pile rug to chant nursery 
rhymes and sing educational songs.

On the day a routine headcount revealed one child missing from 
the throng on the itchy rug, it was entirely possible the group was 
being observed by a class of student teachers behind the one-way glass. 
Perhaps, then, when a kindy teacher was dispatched to check the play-
ground, a ripple of excitement ran through the viewing group, like 
tourists on an African safari sensing a disturbance among a herd of 
grazing gazelle. And imagine the furious speculation and note-taking 
that broke out when another, more senior staff member joined the first 
outside, and assumed a position not unlike that of a hostage negoti-
ator, addressing the tall brown walls of the cubbyhouse in a calm but  
assertive—and, of course, age-appropriate—manner.

How did the young would-be teachers resist surging outside to get a 
better vantage point when the first staffer finally heaved her way up the 
cubby’s ladder, squeezing through a child-sized trapdoor to the second 
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floor? And what were the pedagogic insights—the ‘key learnings’, to 
use today’s equally clunky management jargon—when she re-emerged, 
her fingers clasping the wrist of a decidedly unimpressed little girl? Did 
any of them speculate as to why one small child had opted to remain 
alone in the shadows of the cubbyhouse, rather than join her classmates 
on the shag pile for a few rowdy choruses of ‘Incy Wincy Spider’ and 
‘Hickory Dickory Dock’?

That little girl was me.
This memory is like a Kodachrome snapshot of the day I fell in 

love with silence. But I didn’t know what to call it back then—so when 
those teachers came to haul me out of the cubby, I couldn’t explain why 
I so desperately wanted to stay. At just four years old, I didn’t have the  
words to describe the serenity I felt in that dark, cool space once  
the chaos of outdoor play had faded, or the confidence to argue that  
my remaining in the cubby wasn’t affecting anybody else anyway.

Instead, I remember feeling acutely embarrassed that I had been 
caught doing something that was apparently so wrong. The teacher 
who dragged me inside was visibly annoyed as she insisted I remove my 
sandals, then shepherded me onto the rug. In turn, I stifled a ripple of 
irritation when I noted she was standing over me on the shag pile rug 
still wearing her shoes.

I was normally a compliant kid. Just months before, when my 
Styrofoam angel’s wings had disintegrated on the morning of the kindy 
Christmas concert, I had accepted without complaint my mother’s 
suggestion that I surrender my place in the heavenly choir—and went 
on stage as a sheep instead, tended by a grubby boy with a beach towel 
knotted around his head.

Had there been a staff and student teacher ‘learning opportunity’ 
after the Cubby House Incident, I suspect the participants may have 
surmised that I was sickening for something. Or feeling shy. Or perhaps 
that I was just a bit slow on the uptake. In fact, I was beginning to work 
out a few things for myself.
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The first was that the people in charge often make rules they don’t 
follow themselves. The second was that this process of ‘growing up’ 
seemed to involve doing a lot of things over and over for no apparent 
gain—just like Incy Wincy Spider. And finally, I learned that day that 
silence—the precious, then unnameable space in which one was free to 
think and breathe and simply be—was not to be trusted. Indeed, it must 
be avoided assiduously. It took me more than four decades, and a heck of 
a lot of unnecessary noise and disturbance, to unlearn those rules.

This is my story of unravelling into silence. And I think my 
four-year-old self, imagining the future from the sanctuary of her 
cubbyhouse, would have liked the idea of sharing it very much.
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RUSH

My instinct for silence was reawakened when my father became 
unwell.

It was January 2017 and he had fallen. On his way to meet a mate 
for their weekly lunch, Dad had missed a step outside the local football 
club and crashed to the ground.

His friend, a doctor, told me later that he had been parking his car 
nearby when he heard Dad scream. Before retiring, Ron had served 
for many years as the director of the emergency department at one  
of Brisbane’s biggest public hospitals; perhaps as a result, he seemed 
almost congenitally unflappable. ‘I heard that and thought, Oh no, 
that’s not good,’ he told me in his understated way.

It wasn’t good.
Falls for folks in their late seventies seldom are, but they’re unfor-

tunately a pretty common occurrence for people like Dad, who was  
78 years old and still recovering from a stroke the year before.

Ron had been with him on the day of the stroke as well. They were 
regular bridge partners and were playing together at a competition on 
the Gold Coast when Ron noticed Dad reach for a glass on the table, 
only to miss. He tried again and knocked the glass off the table. Then 
Dad shuddered as he tried to stand up. Before he’d hit the floor, Ron 
was on the phone calling for an ambulance, correctly suspecting a stroke 
in progress. Now those warning bells were going off again, followed by 
another ambulance.
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About 730 kilometres away in Sydney, the piercing shriek of one 
of my phones signalled that my already busy day was about to kick it 
up a notch.

That’s right—one of my phones.
After more than two decades as a journalist, I had worked as a 

strategic communications consultant for a few years, and then moved 
in-house to give communications advice to the Business Council of 
Australia, a peak body representing the CEOs of Australia’s largest 
companies.

That’s the official version. Back when I was a journalist, I may have 
put it another way:

Working Single Mum Sells Out to Pay Bills
‘I loved journalism but corporate communications just pays so 
much more,’ said mother-of-two Christine Jackman, from her office 
overlooking Martin Place in Sydney’s CBD. ‘And with two phones, I can 
keep the important priorities of the BCA—advancing the policy agenda 
of Australia’s biggest employers within the 24/7 political news cycle—
separate from the equally important needs of my friends and family.’

My journalist self would have been particularly cynical about those two 
phones. My mates in the newsroom would all have agreed that owning 
two phones was irrefutable proof that you had crossed over to the dark 
side of PR spivs and spin doctors, and were in danger of becoming 
something that, in Australian parlance, rhymes with ‘banker’. Which 
was perhaps appropriate, given Australia’s biggest banks were among 
the BCA’s most influential members. But I really did want to keep my 
work life and my home life separate.

It worked for precisely . . . Okay, it didn’t work. A lot of people—
my family, my friends, and my media and political contacts who had 
known me previously as a journalist—had both numbers. So when they 
couldn’t reach me immediately on one, they would simply try the other. 
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Double the noise. Double the pressure. On that day in early 2017, 
however, it was a blessing.

I was preparing for a business trip—to Brisbane, coincidentally, 
where my CEO had finally landed a meeting with Senator Pauline 
Hanson, whose support would be critical if proposed legislation to 
reduce company tax rates was to pass into law—when I noticed a 
barrage of missed calls on both my phones from my parents’ landline, 
my mother’s mobile and my brother.

When I returned my mother’s call, she told me that Dad had 
fallen. He had been taken to hospital with a suspected break of the hip 
or femur, either of which would require surgery. But they were yet to 
locate an orthopaedic surgeon to operate during the post-Christmas 
holiday period, and couldn’t guarantee Dad would have that surgery in 
the next 48 hours. Apparently, all the orthopaedic surgeons go skiing 
overseas in January.

You’ve got this, I told myself. I’d tackled more confronting situa-
tions as a journalist, and untangled more complex problems. I’d been 
in the world’s largest brothel—a sprawling Bangladeshi village on the 
Padma River—on the morning a jealous john opened fire on a beautiful 
young sex worker, sparking a panic that swept like a virus through the 
crowded, scum-ridden laneways. I’d waded neck-deep through filthy 
water during the fatal Brisbane floods of 2011, with a man desperate 
to confirm whether or not his family home had been inundated. I’d 
tracked teenage people smugglers to their poverty-stricken fishing 
village on the shores of Lombok, and had witnessed a boy drown there 
in the harbour, as if fate wanted to illustrate just how cheap life could 
be in those parts of the world that people would do anything to escape.

As I stood and talked to my mother on the phone that day, what 
I felt was a familiar surge of adrenaline. My journalist’s instincts took 
over: I was the problem-solver dropped into a drama, charged with 
imposing some coherence on chaos. As long as you don’t get personally 
involved, a job can always be wrapped up neatly to deadline.
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Briefly, I even allowed myself a moment of black newsroom 
humour: surely there was something funny about every orthopaedic 
surgeon in Brisbane fleeing the post-Christmas rush of kids falling off 
new skateboards, bikes and trampolines, and heading to the ski fields 
of Japan, where instead they would watch a bunch of people fall off 
skis and snowboards and end up being some other surgeon’s problem?  
I made a mental note to write about it someday.

Within minutes, I’d pulled my flight to Brisbane forward, alerted 
my chief of staff to the change of plans via text message, and called my 
communications team to run through the day’s tasks. On my way to the 
airport I would call Peter, my partner, and rearrange the boys’ sched-
ules, and once in the air I’d crack on with any briefs and emails, before 
heading straight to the hospital at the other end.

What seemed like a cacophony of competing demands could be 
turned into a symphony if I just worked hard enough. That’s what I told 
myself. Just keep moving.

Hearing the Uber arrive outside our townhouse on Sydney’s Lower 
North Shore, I click-click-clicked down our steep, tiled stairs in my work 
heels, congratulating myself for remembering to hurry but not to rush. 
A few months earlier, racing to catch another flight, I had slipped on 
the same stairs with my arms full of briefing papers, an overnight bag 
and a laptop case. Unable to break my fall, I’d landed squarely on my 
lower back, cracking my coccyx.

(I still made the flight. And stayed in those heels all day, skitter-
ing at breakneck speed alongside my boss, until I checked into my hotel 
room that night—and finally dropped to my knees to crawl across the 
floor to the bed, sobbing in pain. The agony was matched perhaps only 
by the indignity of having to carry and sit on a special cushion, other-
wise intended for men recovering from prostate surgery, for several 
weeks afterwards.)

I was on one of my phones when I arrived at Sydney Airport and 
checked in at Virgin’s Premium Lounge, where some of the security 
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staff had come to know me by name. I’d already called my best friend 
in Brisbane to ask whether she could meet me at the airport in Brisbane 
and drop me at the hospital. We’d been planning to catch up for a coffee 
while I was in town anyway; we’d have to settle for being in the same car 
together for the half-hour or so it would take to get to the hospital.

We met up but didn’t really get to talk: as soon as I’d landed, 
my phone had erupted in an insistent chorus of pings and alerts, like 
a hungry chick whose mother had strayed from the nest too long.  
I wanted to ask Alexis how her son was doing at school; I wanted 
to hear about the books she was reading and what it was like to be a 
mature-age university student studying law; I wanted to sing along to 
the Moana soundtrack with her curly-haired daughter in the back seat. 
But there was no time for any of that. Every one of those things might 
have unfurled into a discussion or an experience, and I knew that they 
would contribute precisely nothing to the action items on my phone 
screeching for my attention. I had to maintain my focus and concen-
trate my energy. So I checked my email again instead.

Alexis shot me a look of concern as I climbed out of the car at the 
Prince Charles Hospital. ‘I’ve got this,’ I assured her, but I saw a shadow 
of suspicion flicker across her face; it’s hard to fool a friend who has 
known you since the first day of school. So I turned on my heel and 
click-click-clicked away to the entrance before she could tell me she 
didn’t believe me.

Years ago, when I was in high school, I had a casual job at one of the 
busiest McDonald’s stores in Australia.

McDonald’s Regent spanned an entire city block. Most customers 
entered it by descending a large tiled staircase from the Queen Street 
Mall, which was then the bustling centre of Brisbane’s CBD, but there 
was another, smaller entrance on the next street, at the end of a dim and 
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unprepossessing arcade. The massive ‘dining room’, which could seat a 
few hundred customers at a time, sprawled between the two.

Back then, there were limited options for a quick bite in Brisbane, 
which really did fit the tired cliché of a large country town. If you 
were too young to qualify for a counter meal at one of the many 
CBD pubs, and too poor—or poorly dressed—to take high tea in the 
refined mahogany booths of cafes like the Shingle Inn, then you had to 
scramble to find a sandwich at a greasy spoon or milk bar.

Partly as a result, when the World Expo attracted a flood of tourists 
to its site across the Brisbane River in 1988, Regent became Australia’s  
highest-grossing McDonald’s store. Customers would queue six or eight 
deep at lunchtime to be served at one of twelve cash registers.

Much of the store was underground, although there was a bank 
of windows at one end that offered a rather unedifying view of a grey, 
dead-end alleyway. Fortunately, those windows didn’t open. If they had, 
the diners would have been treated to aromas of urine, vomit, rotting 
garbage or even an evocative blend of all three, depending on which of 
the city’s roaming night creatures had most recently taken shelter there.

Inside the restaurant, customers and staff marinated instead in 
recycled air infused with a mixture of deep-fryer fat, grilling meat, cigar-
ette smoke and a bleach-like chemical known simply as ‘sanitiser’. The 
latter was used on the cleaning cloths of the unfortunate staff charged 
with maintaining hygiene in the dining room. I wondered about the 
cleaning power of a cloth dipped for the twentieth or even the fiftieth 
time in a plastic bucket full of increasingly greasy, lukewarm water and 
food detritus. But as the skin flaked away from between my fingers after 
the third hour of my dining room shift, I understood that few things 
survived extended exposure to the Macca’s sanitiser.

Shifts in the cavernous dining room were not only physically 
draining but often mind-numbingly dull as well. Conversations with 
customers or other staff members were actively discouraged by the 
managers, who would chant, ‘Time to lean, time to clean,’ with all 
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the ardour of Orwell’s Thought Police. Mopping floors, clearing and 
cleaning tables, and collecting bulging garbage bags from enormous 
bins, the dining room staff had to make do with what entertainment 
could be gleaned from the fizz and crackle of the commercial radio 
blaring from the sound system.

Of course, the closer you got to the counter and the kitchen, the 
less likely you were to hear anything at all over the babble of timers and 
alarms. Toasters, grills, deep-fryers and cash registers all added their 
piercing shrieks to an urgent electronic chorus that assured customers 
that we were busily committed to producing the perfect meal on a tray. 
It was full sensory overload, with a side of French fries.

My first few shifts at McDonald’s Regent left me drained of energy 
but mentally jittery. Too naive to recognise this as a symptom of over-
stimulation, I instead beat myself up for being a loser who didn’t know 
how to fit in with all the cool kids, who would bounce into the crew 
room before a shift, wisecracking and flirting and throwing pickles. 
Nobody else seemed bothered by the noise. Not the crew, not the 
managers, and certainly not the hundreds of customers who formed a 
fleshy gridlock in front of the cash registers each day between midday 
and 2 p.m. and between 6 p.m. and 8 p.m., the lunch and dinner ‘rushes’.

It was a moot point anyway; I needed the job. Dad had investi-
gated the Queensland industrial laws and discovered that, from the 
age of fourteen years and nine months, my siblings and I could legally 
work. Thereafter, we were told, all pocket money would cease. So I 
sucked it up and kept clocking on for my shifts—and took refuge in 
people watching.

I’d always been intrigued, and not infrequently mystified, by human 
behaviour. And at Macca’s I quickly discovered that wielding a mop or 
a cleaning cloth somehow rendered you magically invisible, in the same 
way that the steering wheel of a cab or Uber apparently renders the driver 
deaf, particularly after 10 p.m. when we are fighting with our partners or 
gossiping with our sozzled girlfriends. There, beneath the blazing lights 


