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Scenes from His Life

Jacky-boy, newborn, in the photo on the mantelpiece – hairy, pink and shiny-eyed with a tiny fist in his mouth.  His mother holds him proudly.  Very young, very tired, she smiles into the camera.  There is no sign of dad.

Jacky-boy, six months, lies bare-bummed on a rug, in bright sunlight.  Behind him the old pohutukawa drops its rusty blossoms on the wrecked family car.  Jacky-boy beams like the sun; his strong arms and legs pedal the air.  His mum sits on the car’s bonnet, tipping a friendly bottle to her lips.  Light glitters through its amber contents.  Dad is back.

Jacky-boy, fourteen months, runs straight towards the camera.  Nose streaming green, mud in his mouth, and squeezed between the fingers of his fists.  He lets fly as the shutter clicks.  A muddy photo, a winter photo, taken by his mother.  No one else in sight.

Jacky-boy, eighteen months photographed at home, alone, by the police.  Other photos, taken by the hospital’s forensic photographer, add to the file.  Jack is bruised, and burned, and broken.  He smiles for the friendly doctors and the camera. Xrays show multiple healing fractures.  

Mum is found at the pub.  She too, is battered and suffering.  Dad is back again, or was until she left him with Jacky tonight.  She cannot tell where he might be now.

She scowls for the police photographer.

Jacky-boy, second birthday, smiles happily, his arms wrapped round a big red balloon.  He is freshly washed and clothed, his hair gleams.  He looks like the happiest boy in the world.

 The photo is taken at the foster-home where he has stayed since his release from hospital.  

He has seen his mum regularly.  Today he will sleep over at her house. It has all been worked out by the social workers.  Children are best in their own home.

Next photo; close up of a tear on the foster-mother’s cheek as she kisses Jacky goodbye.

Jacky’s mum cries too – so glad to see her boy back.  He clutches his red balloon, and leans towards her for a kiss.  The camera flash turns her eyes red.  She is gaunt, and looks sick, but is undeniably delighted to have her boy back.

They’ll make it work.

Jacky-boy, two-and-a-half, lies on a mattress in the corner of his mother’s flat.  No one is around.  Buzzing flies are the only sign of life in the hot, stinking tomb.  

Police, acting on an anonymous tip-off find him there.

Emaciated, beaten, dead of overwhelming infection from his multiple, untreated injuries.

On the mantelpiece in the lounge, other photos. Happier ones.

Jacky-boy’s house on the evening news, surrounded by police cars, a redundant ambulance, and crime-scene tape.  

An ordinary house.  Shocked neighbours approach the cameras, or hide their shame behind twitching net curtains.

Suburban ‘see no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil’ neighbours.

The conscience of the nation.  Social workers are interviewed, and repeat their litany.  It was an unpredictable death.

Jacky-boy’s coffin, small and white, lowered into the ground.  His foster-mother releases a single red balloon with a wail.  Cameras flash.  

Jack’s killers – his mum and her boyfriend - are locked up for life.  They do not ask to attend the funeral.  Social workers are there in abundance.  

The government shuffles its feet, and votes for another round of benefit cuts.

More new babies are photographed in their mother’s arms.  More fathers are nowhere to be seen.

Click go the cameras.

