Short Autobiography – Wrongly Accused
My nerves practically shook my entire body as we stood in those lines. But why should I be afraid? I mean, shaking was directly related to fear, wasn’t it? I had decided it was because of all the people waiting to see me as I rounded that first corner of many to come, just waiting for me to screw up what was meant to be one of the ‘greatest’ nights of my life. 

But I was only eight, and it was all wrong in the first place.

It was the 1994 Channel 7 Perth Christmas Pageant. There were about twenty of us dressed in one of my favourite red and silver costumes, planted in lines ready to go. The actual parade had probably already started, but as there were so many items involved, we wouldn’t start moving for about another twenty minutes or so. 

Finally the time came, after we were already bored standing around waiting. I already envied the floats carrying children younger than ten who could just sit there and wave instead of having to dance – not just walk – the full kilometres the parade went on for. I was meant to be on a float, but the person in charge had forgotten me like an extra sack of potatoes which left me the choice to dance, or to not be in it at all. It was my mum who decided I should dance. 

This wasn’t the first time I was in the pageant… I had started marching in 1991, and was put on a float that year. I was the smallest in our group of girls on a float with a huge golden clock. I still see that same float in the pageant these days, normally covered with small children dressed as mice and pretending to munch on cheese. Even at the age of five, it was hard to keep waving continuously throughout the parade. At the age of eight, I had to keep my feet going as well. 

Just halfway along I could barely keep going. By the time we crossed the finish line, it was an effort to keep my eyes open. The parade ended at about ten thirty, when our double-decker bus was meant to meet us. It was late. When it finally arrived, I couldn’t climb to the second level as I had previously done. Instead, I made my way up the back and fell asleep in my best friend’s arms. The next thing I knew, I was in our car on the way home. 

As young as I was, I vowed never to do it again. That was where the trouble started. 

By 1997, my then-best-friend had left, and instead of having a group of four to dance in, now only had a duo. My ‘new’ best friend and I were joined with the grade above to make a group of six, before another left and there was only five. Our group of five became great friends, and no one appeared or disappeared for a few years. 

That year, (and up to this date) a dance festival was held at Sorrento Quay, Hillary’s Boat Harbour. When we performed the teacher gave the excuse that it was publicity for the school. How she’d expect anyone to drive miles from Hillary’s just to attend a dance school, I didn’t know. It probably would have been a lot easier just to place an ad in the Yellow Pages had she had the brains. 

That particular day, the five of us danced to Karma Chameleon by Boy George. It was one of my favourites, as my mum’s friend’s daughter had choreographed it. But I despised the costume. Mum hated the long drives out there and all the necessary preparation for only a few minutes’ worth of a performance. I think that was the day she decided no to be involved in these short performances anymore, and I agreed with her. The teacher didn’t mind – all she had to do was cover up my absence by changing patterns in the dance. 

It didn’t stay that way. 

Years went by, and nothing was mentioned… that is, until the year 2000. From then on, they just got worse. 

They were only little things at first – sneering, or a dark look whenever we said we weren’t going to be involved in these performances. By this year, only two of our group of five remained, but we’d been split. I’d purposely been left down as the other went into seniors. She remained there for about three years without the teacher having a thought of letting me join her. She was one year older than me, and her grandmother and my mum were best friends (and still are). We soon found ourselves in the same examination level, but still she remained in seniors, and I was still a sub-senior. 

In 2001, it hit. We normally performed at a dance Convention held at the Perth Entertainment Centre every year. It was the one performance I actually liked, beside our school’s annual concert every December. However, this year, there was a new rule (not that they were ever followed anyway): If you wish to participate in the CSTD Convention, you must be available for the functions during the year. At first, I thought I’d do it, because I wanted to be in the convention. But by the end of the first term, I decided it wasn’t worth it. For the first time in ages I didn’t like the dance or anything. As I had dropped out, we automatically expected that we didn’t have to be involved in fetes anymore. 

Then came the extra little sneering comments. As the 2001 Christmas Pageant came around, I, along with everyone else, was expected to take part. The teacher had known in previous years that I had absolutely no intention of ever being involved in the pageant again. I have no idea what she thought different about this year. Luckily, we did actually have a liable excuse for not entering. We were to go to my Aunt’s in Pinjarra for a few days to have a bit of a family reunion – which we couldn’t miss. This had been planned months ahead, unlike the pageant’s date, (which of course, happened to be the same weekend we were going away).

As I was with my mum out the back of the dance studio when they were ready to begin practice for it, the teacher yelled out from inside something like: “Is she going to be in it or not? And I want a yes or no answer.” My mum said no, leaving her mumbling “I didn’t think so.”

Not long afterwards, we were called in to practice another dance. The other girl left from our group in 1997 couldn’t go in the pageant because she couldn’t get time off work, and she’d just spent the last half an hour or so arguing with the assistant teacher. Once we were standing ready to get on with the next dance, the teacher hesitated before starting the music. “I don’t know why some of you told the examiner you liked doing fetes when you won’t even make the effort to join in. Next time I’ll have to tell her you’re lying.” This comment, told above everyone, was directly aimed at me. I then and there felt like telling her I told the examiner no such thing, and only that I enjoyed exams and the annual concert – which was entirely true. To keep the peace, I reluctantly kept my mouth shut. Stealing a look at my old companion, I could tell she felt ready to rip her throat out, had she had the chance of doing it. 

Mum became quite unsettled at these comments, and the fact that from now on, whenever the teacher spoke to her, she turned her back on her. So, mum being mum (and a piscean), made a point of calling her on the phone a few nights later. I don’t know all that was said, but I got the main idea. Mum started off with: “I think there’s been a misunderstanding between us,” to which she replied “Yes. I’m furious with you.” And so mum went on to ask what had happened. It was brought down to me not doing fetes or the Christmas Pageant. There was another thing about the Christmas Pageant… our teacher told us she needed at least 30 girls to perform, by new rules set by the pageant management, or they’d never be able to perform again. They ended up with 22, and ‘borrowed’ 8 more from a school in Armadale (girls who’d never danced before) to make up the numbers. I was the one who picked it up on pageant night… The very first dance school featured in the pageant performed with only 10 girls. 

Anyway, back to the phone. So the teacher pointed out that I never did the Christmas Pageant anymore. My mum immediately retaliated by saying “but that’s your fault. When you first went in the pageant, she was eight years old and meant to be on a float. You forgot her, so she had to walk, and she’s hated it ever since.” So, the teacher retaliated by pointing out that I didn’t do fetes. So then mum ‘kindly’ reminded her of the new rule added at the beginning of the year, that if we weren’t in the Convention, we didn’t have to. The teacher said there was no such rule. 

That same night, mum rang the woman in charge of the accounts – also a good friend to the teacher. She asked her if she remembered that rule being on the enrolment forms. She did. Then mum let her know that the teacher claimed she didn’t know. Which brings up an interesting point… this was her dance school, and she didn’t know what was going on in it?

It was the night of the first phone call I decided I wanted out. I’d had enough of this dance school and all the crap I’d gotten from it. I gave my all whenever I went to practice, and often came out panting worse than a dog – I even almost dehydrated myself at one time. For what? To be talked about behind my back and sneered at by the one person that should be handling everything the right way? Yeah right. Mum and I began looking for new schools by the end of September. 

They weren’t very easy to find… we had to find one near where we lived, but doing the same course of examinations (CSTD, there are about five others we know of) and having a similar sort of dance style. We decided not to let anyone know, but mum being mum decided to tell a close friend, who was close friends with the woman in charge of the accounts, who was close friends with… you get the idea. Everyone soon found out we were leaving. By then we didn’t really care anymore. It wasn’t until after the concert in December until we heard the details. Apparently there was a big row at the concert rehearsal night, but we weren’t there because my graduation ceremony was that night. The concert went by without hassle, but the next day…

Mum rang her best friend’s daughter (mother of my old companion) the very next day. Actually I think it was the other way around – she needed to tell mum something. She was the one that let us know the teacher knew we were leaving. The teacher had rung her earlier with condolences of her grandmother’s death, and they got onto the subject of us leaving. The teacher had told her she was glad we were leaving, so she would never have to see my mum’s face ever again. This was a pretty stupid thing to do on her part… for one thing, the person she told was a great friend to my mum, so we were obviously going to find out what she’d said. 

As soon as I found out some things the teacher had been saying about my mum, I almost went ballistic. Well, as soon as I was alone in the house I did. The worst I managed was to attack a couple of walls and doorways, and yell some ‘creative’ words. For the next week and a while after, I couldn’t stop shaking. It was as if I was cold 24/7, but I knew the real reason. I was just waiting for her to visit our neighbours across the road (the assistant teacher’s parents, and also prop suppliers) so I could possibly ‘have a word with her’. My parents kept trying to convince me to leave it alone, and forget about her, but I couldn’t. Another girl from my group, who just joined two years before, had similar trouble with the teacher. Her and my mum got along well, and one day got talking on the phone. Her and I were planning to go down on registration day and ‘have a word’. I wish I’d gone through with it. 

During our hunt for a new dance school, I was ready to give up. I felt I was ready to have a break from dancing, with Year 11 coming up, and possibly more study than I’d ever had previously. But, then mum remembered an ex-student, who had her own dance school. She had a ‘misunderstanding’ with the teacher and left as well (in 1997). So mum tried to get in touch with her. She wasn’t listed, which made it difficult. But mum also knew her parents lived in a nearby suburb, so tried looking them up in the phone book. She wasn’t home at first, just her parents. But the second time mum rang, she invited us to watch a holiday class, which she ran because some of the girls wanted to do it during the holidays. I couldn’t have imagined wanting to do it that much. 

When we arrived, mum got talking to the teacher. Most of the reason we had left the other school had been explained over the phone beforehand. I remember seeing those girls, doing their excersizes. The oldest was fourteen, and the tallest only an inch or two taller than me (she was only twelve). I instantly thought that these girls were good, and suddenly had doubts about fitting in. Mum collected their previous concert video, and we left. 

When we got home, we put the tape on almost straight away. Registration day was only a few days away, and we needed to decide quick. It turned out to be just what we were looking for. 

A few days later, one of the other mums my mum had recently been sewing for paid a visit. They were planning to go back to the other school. Quickly, we offered to show them the video, as that was the day of registration. We were just about to go down there when she showed up on the doorstep. She agreed, and we watched it again. About halfway through, mum asked “So what do you think? You want to come down with us and sign up?” She and her daughter exchanged glances, and agreed. So we left. 

By three weeks into the term, I felt like I knew most of the girls there already. There was the 12-year-old from the holiday lesson, who turned out to be a marvel at floorwork, but a struggling puppet at everything else. The show-off, who thought she was better than everyone else, and always made sure the teacher was watching her. The quiet one with the smiling disease, who couldn’t wipe a grin off her face if she tried. The one that was actually good at everything, but acted as though she was the worst, and so on. Three weeks into the term, and we got the phone call. The good one. 

It was my old companion’s mother, ringing with news of the day before. My old teacher had called a meeting between a few of the mums, and senior girls. Apparently she had a word to the teacher about the way she ran the school, including the fact that her daughter (also an assistant teacher) came to dancing every Saturday morning with a hangover, and simply fall asleep when she was meant to be teaching. (Afterward the daughter had apparently rung her and shouted her ear off saying she didn’t). Anyway, a huge fight had erupted, and all those present walked out on the teacher, never to return. I jumped for joy. Literally. Numerous times. The only senior girl she had left was her own daughter, and only three sub-seniors, compared to fifteen in the first place. 

The first thing I did was conduct my own mental celebration. The second was to beg mum to take me down to my new teacher to tell her. She did. I practically ran into the studio to tell her. She seemed to enjoy the news too. She was mainly surprised I’d come down just to tell her. I thought it was worth it. 

After that small triumph, we began to hear from the people that had left all the recent ‘baggings’ on my mum, and others. My mum’s best friend had been caught between loyalties and forced to abandon her. The teacher had strictly told her and others that nothing said was aloud to leave the school. She personally was told not to tell my mum of the production items they were producing. Not that we would have cared anyway, but she did. Everything was going to get out one way or another in the end anyway. 

All the girls that left have gone their separate ways. Most – probably none – have even considered returning. I don’t blame them. As a teacher, the woman was unfair, negatively persistent, and aggravating. As a person she was much the same, and more. No one feels sorry for her, and she still does not believe she has done anything wrong. 

Since then, I have seen her. Dance competitions were held in Bayswater in April, 2002, and I went as an assistant teacher. She was there. She kept her distance, and she should be glad she did. I would have been ready for her. We caught up with others who had left, and caught up on gossip and other happenings. She spoke to three girls during that week. One was the girl I’d organized to go to the studio with. The other two were present during the final fight, and the teacher said things to them that I can’t repeat.

I’m glad I found this new school, and had a great new beginning.

Teacher’s comments: Yes,  – good to move on and experience success and appreciation. Very well written – you definitely have career potential with this. 

