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Dedicated to my Mother, Michelina Di Benedetto, and my Father, Sebastiano Di Benedetto – the parents who gave me a home, an education, and a future.

These pages are dedicated to all tortured souls seeking refuge and solace. The Kintsugi Poet – Giovanni ‘John’ Verduci. Those who are navigating their own unique path in life. To the many clients who have shared their stories and healing journey with me. To the many thousands of students, I had the opportunity to teach and who taught me much more in return.

Was mich nicht umbringt, macht mich stärker (Nietzsche)

(What does not kill me, makes me stronger)
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Epigraph Poem
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This poem is woven from the epigraphs of each chapter – fragments of voice and memory, refracted into verse.

Memory scatters, but fragments never forget.

The revelation – sudden, irreversible.

A house whispered louder than the people inside,

The body remembers what the mind chose to forget.

Even calm hummed with what had come before,

A porcelain vessel splintered without a sound.

Lost, fragmented, swirling in a cave.

Transformation began in the shadow of uncertainty,

Holding stillness between jagged edges.

What is hidden, always leaving a trace,

Silences echoing across generations.

A second rebirthing of sorrow,

Rising from scattered ashes.

Blood memory stirring, refusing to be still.

Hope, vanishing, resurfacing, calcifying.

Unearthing golden threads through a labyrinth,

Archival puzzles holding ghosts,

Answers arriving in unsettled ambiguity.

Sinful legacies staining ancestral marrow,

Musings reflected in enigmatic eyes.

Outsiders mending wounds kin dare not touch,

Familial blood dripping from unforgiving stones.

A broken heart, refusing to betray.

Then, welcoming a familiar shame.

Unsettled by mirrors too heavy to bear.

Building a bridge between theft and reckoning,

wounds carved in the chambers where wisdom dwells,

Fractures mended with golden seams.

Every ending, a new beginning.

​
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​Author’s Note and A Note on Narrative
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This is not a story told once and for all.

It is a vessel of fragments: scattered, gathered, held.

You may read it beginning to end – fracture to grace.

Or begin with the gold and walk backward through time.

Or pick up each part in your own order, like a mosaic assembled by instinct.

This work does not begin with a plot, but with a descent – beneath surface, beneath language. 

It resists the neat arcs and resolutions that too often flatten complex lives.

Think of it as an excavation site: layered, recursive, uneven. 

Each fragment matters as much as the whole. 

Each seam is golden made luminous through its breaking.

Adoption does not offer a single story. 

It offers rupture and return, forgetting, and remembering.

This book asks you to read slowly. 

To feel the pauses. 

To listen where language falters.

You may read it in sequence. Or not. 

Each part reshapes the whole.

This is not a provocation, or not only that.

It is a cartography of return.

Identity is not a destination.

It is the ritual of becoming – again and again – through what is broken, buried, and brought into the light.

These fragments weren’t just stories.

They were the terrain. And I have traversed every one.

However you choose to journey, you will arrive at the same truth:

That identity is not found.

It is made – seam by seam, memory by memory, hand over hand.

​​
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Prologue: Seven Enigmatic Fragments
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Memory scatters, but fragments never forget.

After 1990

Each morning, dark honey eyes peer back at me from the bathroom mirror – questioning, constant. These eyes, unchanged since childhood, hold a story waiting to be told – memory coursing through blood vessels I’ve never fully fathomed. What secrets lie buried in the deep wells of those eyes – shimmering with unspoken histories? This was the first fragment of my identity puzzle – one of seven enigmatic pieces scattered across a terrain I’d spend decades mapping. Scattered by upheavals that weathered my life like storms across fragile terrain.

Near the mirror sits a photograph: me at 26, the same age my Father was when I was conceived. Did I inherit his features – the arch of my brow, the angle of my jaw, the curve of my mouth, the restless flicker behind my gaze? 

His name, Giuseppe, was the second fragment, offered reluctantly by my first mother decades after I discovered the secret of my relinquishment. A man who lived in Carlton, worked in a nameless business – a shadow with hazel eyes and brown hair, known to the world, unknowable to me. 

The third fragment: biological heritage – the invisible strand of DNA linking me to ancestors scattered across continents I had never seen. 

The fourth: a medical history – its pages remained crucially blank whenever doctors inquired about family conditions. I would confess, ‘I don’t know, I’m adopted.’ 

The fifth: cultural origins that resonated within me in ways I couldn’t articulate – an inexplicable gravitational pull toward certain foods, music, intellectual pursuits, phrases, and instincts that seemed to rise from some subterranean well of memory beyond conscious knowing. 

The sixth fragment haunted me most viscerally: family history – birthdays, Christmases, weddings, births, and deaths I had missed. Moments that should have been woven into the tapestry of my life but instead floated like phantom constellations – visible, unchanged, already extinguished yet still casting their light. 

And finally, the seventh: my psychological self – the person I had become in this constellation of absences, forged in the crucible where nature and nurture collided, tempered by both love and abandonment.

Who am I? 

The question echoed through the decades, a secular prayer whispered into the void.

Melbourne, 1980

Broken at 16 on a Melbourne bus, my identity felt splintered – each shard a piece of memory, biology, and culture. Pieces scattered across decades, awaiting alchemy to fuse them. In the Japanese art of kintsugi, broken pottery is repaired with gold, transforming damage into beauty. Each fracture is traced with shimmering golden lacquer. The breaks are not hidden but illuminated – the very points where the vessel becomes most precious. 

My life, like the vessel in kintsugi, would crack and gleam with gold in time, perhaps under a fig tree. 

Each golden seam telling a story of shattering and reconstruction, of vulnerability transfigured into strength. 

Could I, too, be transformed by breakage – remade by golden seams rather than undone by the shattering?

We inherit more than chromosomes. We inherit silences, unspoken traumas, and psychic wounds long unacknowledged. This is the blood memory – coursing through generations, a current of unresolved sorrow. 

In my case, I inherited not just genetic matter, but the negative space of secrets: a cartography not of places, but of absences mapped across my veins. 

For years, I subsisted on mere slivers of insight.

A southern Italian mother. An Italian father’s name. A suburb. A nameless family business, his hazel eyes and brown hair. 

Fragments, like relics buried in an archaeological dig – too jagged, too sparse to reconstruct with certainty.

Calabria, 2024

When finally I set foot on Calabrian soil – travelling to the tiny village where my paternal ancestors had dwelled for generations – I carried with me the fragmented relics of my identity. 

There, I unearthed more than heritage. 

Identity, I discovered, is not a buried prize, but something quarried slowly from the stone of our own persistence. It is something we actively create and assemble across the arc of our lives.

This is the story of that arduous reconstruction – a rollercoaster journey toward understanding who we are when the stories authored by others prove to be fictions. It is a story of families: those that engendered me, those that reared me, and the one I ultimately fashioned for myself from the fractured remnants.




La figlia dell’amore è il prodotto di una gentil donna innamorata di un principe di grazia e virtù per destino di una sorte ingrata. (The daughter of love is the product of a gentlewoman enamoured of a prince of grace and virtue by fate of a thankless lot.)



So wrote my Uncle Andrea in one of our rare exchanges before his passing. A poetic gloss gilding a starker truth: I was the progeny of a young woman’s ardour and a libertine’s fecklessness, in an era when such unions invited shame and severance. A love child. A bastard. A fragile covenant between longing and despair. And now, four decades later, I begin to fathom both the devotion and devastation that conceived me.

To understand how these shards came to be strewn – how I arrived at that fateful bus stop on an unremarkable afternoon, an unsuspecting girl whose entire existence teetered on the edge of unravelling – you’ll need to step with me through the fragments, in whatever order they reach you.

​​
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​​part 1 the cursed bastard  Child - Fragmentation
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1 The Confessional Bus – Shattered Identity (1980)
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The revelation – sudden, irreversible.

On an ordinary spring school day in 1980, I stood alone unsteadily in the aisle of bus route 534, one hand gripping a chrome-coloured support pole, the other holding my schoolbag, as the vehicle bumped and lurched through the quiet northern suburbs of Melbourne. The acrid sting of diesel fumes curled into my nostrils. My light blue summer uniform hung on my skinny teenage frame. My battered brown Scampers were half-lost in the forest of restless schoolchildren’s legs. Boisterous chatter and laughter rang around me. Though the chaos at home had long faded, I still flinched at loud voices. 

Then came the words that would divide my life into before and after.

‘E tu sai ca tò patri, non era tò patri?’ 

(And you know your father wasn’t your father?)

My journey had begun earlier that morning at our modest clinker-brick home in Glenroy, a northern working-class suburb of Melbourne. The streets around us – Middle, West, North, and South – formed a perfect grid that had helped me learn compass directions at an early age. This neighbourhood had been my entire world for most of my 16 years: a world of Italian neighbours and subtle reminders that we were different from the ‘real’ Australians. A world where I had always felt slightly out of place, without understanding why.

A short, pudgy man – vaguely familiar as an acquaintance of my Father – interrupted this dreaded commute. His face emerged like a forgotten photograph – a flash of my Father in fragments. I was a shy, reserved 16-year-old, awkward when talking to adults and strangers. 

The man smiled in recognition and asked in his Sicilian lingo:

‘Ciau, comu stai?’ (How are you?)

‘Good,’ I replied quietly, reluctant to engage and avoiding his gaze.

‘Comu sta tu matri?’ (How is your mother?)

‘Bona’ (Good).

‘E su maritu?’ (And her husband?)

My grip tightened with each invasive question. Feeling trapped and eager to end this conversation, I replied with an indifferent shrug. Thankfully, my bus stop was approaching. 

With a sigh of relief, I tugged on the overhanging cord. The bus began to decelerate. I meekly moved towards the rear door. The balding man, with his wispy blonde-grey hair and an air of smug indifference, pulled me back with his words:

‘E tu sai ca tò patri, non era tò patri?’

His words – casual, indifferent, tossed toward me like scraps to a stray – instantly hit me with physical force. A detonation in the quiet of my ordinary existence. 

Adrenaline flooded my system as heat rushed to my face. The once familiar Glenroy suburb beyond the glass became foreign in an instant. 

My surroundings dissolved into silence. Though I could see his lips moving, they formed soundless shapes. 

Only the frantic pounding of my heart remained audible – Ba-boom. Ba-boom. 

My throat constricted, and my gut clenched, as if gripped by an invisible fist. Disoriented. Unsteady. I grasped a pole, cold beneath my touch. 

Oblivious to the bus decelerating, the driver changing gears, passengers swaying as it lurched to a stop. 

My world had stopped completely, cleaved in two – my world before the revelation, and my world after.

The girl, at once, splitting. 

Abruptly, 16 years of fragile identity began to crumble – fragmented and uncertain. A vessel fracturing from the inside out.

Feeling panicky, I vaguely nodded and quickly turned away, not wanting to reveal the red-hot burning shock of the words he had indiscriminately thrust in my direction.

I couldn’t breathe. Stop the bus! I screamed into the void within. 

In desperation, I eagerly scurried down the metal exit steps – the hissing sound of hydraulic hinges louder than usual. The bi-folding back doors parted like curtains, revealing a world newly alien to me. I stepped out onto the bone-dry nature strip. The scent of diesel was overpowering. 

With a gentle whoosh, the bus doors settled back into place behind me, and the bus – a conveyor of secrets – rolled on. 

I momentarily paused, gasping in the warm afternoon air. I felt utterly overwhelmed by this stranger’s cryptic message.

Had he revealed a massive, hitherto-hidden family secret?

Dismayed. Confused. His words swirling around. Teenage mind fractured. Deep crevices. His casual revelation – a cyclone. Havoc. Mayhem. Nothing solid beneath my feet now.

What did he mean – Tò patri, non era tò patri?

Stepping off the bus, I found the usually stable and familiar earth instantly uprooted. Foreign. 

Slowly turning to cross West Street, heading east, the bitumen wavered like black water under the hammering sun. 

This well-trodden road now seemed to have wobbling, snaking cracks across it, that could’ve easily swallowed me up in one gulp if I stood for too long. 

My fragile foundations continued to crumble – like the cracking of an egg dropped from a great height onto hard concrete. 

As I walked one street block towards home, a strange outward calmness began to conceal my increasing agitation. My head was tightening, but I felt a lightness. 

The very ground beneath me had cracked open, hairline fractures spreading outward from each footfall. 

The girl I had been for 16 years began to dissolve – like a photograph in acid – replaced by a drifting collection of jigsaw pieces I couldn’t yet name or understand, sharp-edged and impossible to reassemble with hands that suddenly seemed unrecognisable. 

The stranger’s voice echoed, widening the cracks beneath my teenage skin. 

Fragment by fragment, my sense of self was dismantling – like a New York skyscraper folding in on its own foundation. I tried to keep it upright and unified, but the collapse was inevitable. Each step toward a home that no longer felt like mine chipped away at something I hadn’t realised was breakable. 

The cloudless bright blue southern sky overhead concealed the shadow cast over my world. 

Nausea turned to numbness. The world became strangely still. The occasional Holden or Ford drove by soundlessly. Everything blurred.

His words reverberated inside my skull with increasing loudness – 

‘Tò patri, non era tò patri.’ 

Uncertainty and disbelief clung like a sticky veil. 

More confusion flooded my already turbulent young life. 

As I approached home, thoughts and questions relentlessly interrogated me.

If I’m adopted, then my parents aren’t my real parents. My Mother isn’t my real mother, and my Father wasn’t my real father. 

Everything is a lie. 

A charade. 

A façade.

As I reached the corner, I anxiously pondered, confusion seeping into every crevice of my being.

My aunts, uncles, grandparents, and cousins aren’t my real family either.

Deep within, I just knew that they weren’t of my flesh. Nor was I of them.

How did I know, almost intuitively that he meant that I was adopted?

Flashes of the past, subtle comments, crystallised into a new, jolting clarity. 

Growing up, I had often felt like an outsider in my own family – quieter and more introspective among the louder, boisterous, arm-waving relatives. I was shyer, a deeper thinker, more studious, and creative. I always had to know how and why. 

A ‘just because’ dictum was an insufficient and lame response for my all too inquisitive and curious mind. 

These people, these biological strangers weren’t my tribe. I was not of their blood. 

We didn’t share a single drop of DNA.

Never doubting the stranger on the bus – who had revealed a truth that wasn’t in any way his to reveal – my gut knew he wasn’t lying.

Reluctantly, I stepped into our small, modest family home and pretended that it had been just another ordinary school day. 

I quietly disappeared into my bedroom, as I often did, to be alone with this troubling revelation.

The interrogation didn’t stop.

Who else knew that I was adopted? Other than the person I’d always thought was my Mother?

Conflicted anguish began to rise. I couldn’t just approach my Mother about being adopted. 

Since she had remarried, we now had a strained and increasingly distant, teenage rage-filled relationship. 

Her second marriage had shattered our once-close bond. 

The wounds still raw, still unhealed. 

There was a quantum vastness between us now. 

After her marriage hurt and loneliness had moved in, where there once had been peace and joy.

I rarely spoke to my Mother other than out of necessity. I rarely spoke to my stepfather. I loathed and despised him for taking my Mother’s love and attention away from me. 

He tried to take my Father’s place – and I wasn’t having a bar of it. He was an unwelcome stranger in our home and our once serene, blissful life.

It took a few days for my Mother to reluctantly admit that I was indeed adopted. That is, after I had spoken to two maternal cousins using our 1970s green phone. The same shade of green that had once matched my Father’s 1960s Holden Special. The dial-up phone was plugged into the wall with a thin green cord, as it sat lonesomely in our small entrance foyer on a specifically made small phone table stand.

Hands shaking, I rotated the heavy plastic dial, releasing it with each number. I dialled the long-distance number to an older Australian born cousin, now living in Staten Island. Her family had migrated to New York from Australia in the late 1960s. I clutched the heavy green receiver tightly to my ear.

I croaked into the line, my voice barely above a whisper, ‘Am I adopted?’

She promptly lied in her Italian-Brooklyn accent, ‘I honestly don’t know.’ A lie, intended to keep me safe from the sharpest edge of harm.

Another much older cousin, who still lived in outer northern suburb of Melbourne, told me a bigger lie in her Aussie-Sicilian accent: ‘Sometimes people make fings up. You shouldn’t listen to dem.’

I wondered if they had all been sworn to secrecy. Perhaps some old pact, woven years before I was even aware.

A few days later, my Mother’s younger sister, who had also migrated to New York, rang my Mother and instructed firmly in: Tu ci l’haiu a diri. (You must tell her.)

Later that day, my Mother finally told me what she should have confessed years ago – considering that everyone seemed to know except for me, the adoptee. 

This deep, dark, shameful family secret was now confirmed as we sat in our family room, surrounded on the chunky orange-brown Italian-style leather lounge suite.

To my great disappointment – and greater anger – my stepfather was present. I sat, seemingly calm, while inside my head I seethed.

He shouldn’t be here! 

My loathing for him grew even deeper that day, especially as he butted in with details that were not his to share. 

My Mother confirmed what I already knew: I was adopted in 1964, when I was a very young babe. 

It now made more sense that there were no neonatal photos of me.

The neighbours had known. The extended family had known. Even the stepfather had known. 

The rage inside me swelled like a tidal wave, threatening to split the seams of my careful exterior. 

I wanted to scream – Why didn’t you tell me! 

Why did I have to find out from a stranger!

Instead, I sat mute – burning. 

My Mother’s first words to me were not apology or explanation. She said, in a flat, reluctant voice, ‘Ora tu lu sai.’ (Now you know.) 

With those words, the fruit that had believed itself firmly attached to its tree, fell and rolled away – tumbling down a rocky slope into a deep, dark ravine.

Then came another lie: that my biological parents had ‘died in a car accident.’

Another fiction, designed to quell questions, to still my searching heart before it could even begin the quest.

Later, I would learn that this was a common practice, during the era of closed adoptions and ‘white stolen generations’, where governments and churches colluded to sever children from their origins. 

‘It’s for the best,’ they said.

Best for whom? 

Not for the children, plucked from their mothers like forbidden fruit, labelled as shame, hidden away.

And so it was, on what became the worst day of my life, I discovered I was an illegitimate bastard – my very essence revealed not by those who should have loved and protected me, but by a stranger. 

Plucked from obscurity and surreptitiously grafted onto a foreign limb. 

On a crowded, lurching, exhaust-fume-filled bus.

The white bus with a green stripe across it – the bus that still haunts my dreams. 

The bus that turned my world upside down and inside out.

The bus that carried me into a lifetime of questioning, searching, and yearning for truth – and for a home that could hold all my broken pieces.

A life suddenly shattered. An identity bleeding out invisible onto the suburban pavement.

The stranger’s words left a wound. One that would take decades to understand. 

That single, careless question shattered something sacred and sealed.

My body remembered before my mind could catch up.

To understand how I arrived at that fateful bus ride, let me take you back to the life I lived before the revelation – a life built on fragile foundations and family secrets.

A house of cards.

A house already trembling before the stranger’s revelation brought it down.

​​
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​​2 The Madhouse of Secrets and Lies
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The house whispered louder than the people inside.

That spring morning in 1980, as I walked toward the bus stop, a strange foreboding settled in my chest – like smoke curling inward. I exhaled into the spring air, watching the mist dissolve – as if the certainties I once held were evaporating too. Beneath my feet, the concrete pulsed with latent truths – each crack a whispered revelation. My schoolbag felt heavier than usual – not from books or pens, but from an invisible weight I could not yet name. I was already becoming fluent in contradiction – a child raised by whispers, taught through omission.

Walking past the second-to-last house, I always noted it had once belonged to my Zia and her family, before they migrated to the United States in the late 1960s. That modest home still stirred echoes of family history and culture – fragments of a story that stretched across oceans. 

In America, they joined my maternal Nonna, Gaetana, and her only son, Sebastiano – known within the family as Sammy. Names in our family folded back on themselves like mirrors in a narrow hallway – distorting, multiplying, erasing identity. A tapestry stitched in misrecognition, where each thread whispered a different name for me. I was already a vessel of substitution – my true name floating somewhere in another woman’s mouth. My father’s name was also Sebastiano, though he was known as Vastiano or Sammy to his Aussie mates. Every Sicilian carried a li ‘ngiuria – a nickname that translated literally as an insult, but functioned more like a signature woven from geography, habit, or feature. These names were shorthand for belonging – a kind of oral identification system. Some examples: Test’i lignu (wooden head), Facc’i trippa (tripe face), Nasuni (long, arched nose). My father’s family bore the li ‘ngiuria u Petre Loru – the Stonemason.

Nonna, born at the turn of the century, was denied entry to Australia on health grounds – a bureaucratic refusal that would shape the trajectory of our family’s dispersal. Her husband, Nonno Giuseppe Carfi, had sailed to Buenos Aires shortly after my mother, Michelangela – known as Michelina – was born, seeking work to feed his growing family. 

There, he joined two of his brothers, who would eventually make Argentina their permanent home. Five years later, Nonno returned to the village, and his next three children were born beneath the same Sicilian sun. The Italian diaspora, like a great tide, scattered our bloodline across continents – its DNA dissolving into saltwater and soil, memory and myth.

Zia Diana’s birth name was Sebastiana, but to add to the naming confusion, she was also known as Yanni to her relatives and paesani (townsfolk). She embodied migration itself – a young woman transformed by geography, her very name a palimpsest of cultural translation. From Vizzini to Melbourne to New York.

Her crossing haunted my childhood imagination – a 14-year-old girl alone on the Sorrento in 1949, the ship slicing through weeks of darkness, peeling her from the only world she’d ever known. 

Zia Diana had always been brave, adventurous, and independent, unlike my Mother, who was mostly afraid, dependent, and clingy. Two sisters, planted in the same soil of southern Italian culture, yet blooming into radically different flowers – one reaching toward the horizon, the other curling inward.

My Mother’s terror of severance shaped my own inheritance of fear. She didn’t want to leave her mother. She married my Father, five years her senior, in 1950 at the Chiesa Di San Giovanni Battista, in their small hilltop village of Vizzini – shaped like a seahorse clinging to the mountainside. A perfect metaphor for migration’s tenacity.

Vizzini lies in the southeastern section of Sicily, in Provincia Catania – a landscape etched by conquest, where each stone tells story.

At 24, my Mother relented and followed her sisters to Australia. Migration wasn’t a choice – it was a choreography. Survival’s dance. 

Tears soaked her departure. She left her long-widowed mother and youngest sibling behind at 21 Via Levante.

Nonno had died when my Mother was 10, leaving Nonna with five children and no pension. Poverty followed.

Hunger sculpted my Mother’s childhood – six bodies pressed into a single bed, each breath a prayer for fullness, each dream a fragile map of escape. She was taken out of school, and made socks on a small machine to help financially support the family. Child labour transformed into survival’s thread – each stitch a small rebellion against poverty’s crushing weight.

Nonna had a bottega, (a little shop), selling goods such as rice, coffee, sugar, and oil. This modest storefront became her economic sanctuary, a tiny kingdom where survival was measured in grams of coffee and spoonfuls of rice.

At night, when hunger stalked the village like a wolf, my Mother and her siblings became swift-footed thieves, scaling walls to neighbouring orchards. Mum would tell me stories of their nighttime raids, their bare feet darting through shadows, snatching fruit to stave off gnawing hunger.

In Australia, Mum never threw any food away. Dried-up spoonfuls of homemade tomato sauce on saucers could be found lurking in the recesses of our fridge. Each hoarded morsel – a fossilised memory of scarcity.

My parents made the long sea-sickening trip on the TSS Cyrenia to the Lucky Country. It departed Piraeus, Greece, in February and arrived in Melbourne in March 1952, during the pinnacle decade of Italian migration to Australia. They were among 194,000 southern Italians – previously not white enough – now permitted to call the southern continent home, following changes to Australia’s White Australia policy. Zia Diana recalled that Australia was seeking ‘white’ migrants. Calwell, Australia’s first Minister for Immigration, declared that Australia had to ‘populate or perish.’

My parents stepped onto Australian soil as strangers in a foreign land, their tongues heavy with words no one understood. Upon their arrival, they lived at 120 Peel Street North Melbourne, a stone’s throw from the Queen Victoria Market, with my Mum’s maternal Zia Maria and her husband, who sponsored them and many other relatives during this bustling migration period. 

A few years later, after much hard work and saving, my parents bought their first home, an old single Victorian terrace, in Coppin Street, Richmond. A few years later they bought their newly built home in Glenroy, the place that I now called home.

Having experienced subtle and not so subtle racism from a young age, I was quite familiar with all the racial slurs hurled at us from the purer whiter Aussies or Skips as they were referred to: The Dagos. The Wogs. The Wops. The Greaseballs. The Eyeties. The Eye-talians. These new Australians were hard working, determined, tough migrants who went to more prosperous lands – so their descendants would have a better life than the one left behind in destitute, war torn southern Italy, where there were few jobs, less food, and less opportunity for a formal education and home ownership.

Their departure tore families apart like fragile sepia photographs – bloodlines unspooled across vast oceans, memories fraying at the edges, identities suspended between what was lost and what might be found. Often never to be reunited. Some family members remained in their villages, while others sailed to other, unknown and distant places, on other sides of the world. They sailed toward alien landscapes, hearts heavy with melancholy, aching for the soil they had been forced to leave behind.

‘Terra straniera, quanta malinconia,’ Luciano Tajoli achingly lamented – a line carved from my Mother’s marrow. It drifted from the scratchy, warbled 78 spinning on our all-in-one record player most Saturday mornings, as sang along – out of key.

These waves of migrants carried homeland in suitcases – seeds wrapped in handkerchiefs, recipes memorised, soil still embedded in boot treads. Each journey was both an ending and a beginning, a cartography of loss and potential. The Dagos brought with them their once strange low-status food and customs, which were initially regarded with scorn by the not-so-new Aussies: homemade sauce, winemaking, garlic, olives, artichokes, eggplant, zucchini, pasta, gelato, cannoli, and bitter coffee – once strange and scorned, now staples of the Australian table. 

How ironic it is that cappuccino, Parma, pizza, and pasta are now proudly claimed as fair dinkum Aussie food. Even more ironic – that dinkum has Chinese origins. Fair dinks.

In my childhood lunchbox, shame was the meat between thick crusts of belonging. As a school kid, in a vain attempt to fit in, I wanted to take vegemite sandwiches to school, instead of the smelly mortadella in between two big fat chunks of crusty white Italian bread that my Mother made for me.

From Merlynston Station, it was a short 15-minute walk to my junior high Catholic girls’ school, Mercy Diocesan College, in Coburg. On these walks, I was usually lost deep in thought, often daydreaming and easily distracted.

After primary school, I had to attend an all-girls’ high school, as my pubescent good Catholic Italian self couldn’t possibly be allowed to mix with boys. So, I insisted on attending Mercy College. At the time, I believed that a private high school education was better than a public one and I didn’t want to wear the tan and brown uniform of the local girls’ Catholic high school, where the girls were known as Santa Sofia ‘brown cows.’ Not wanting to be a brown cow, I opted to be a Mercy mole instead.

In 1980, I was in year 10. Although I liked school and I was a bright, conscientious student, I was very mentally troubled. At the time, I had no words for what I was experiencing – only later would I come to understand it. I was already afflicted with bouts of melancholy, periods of sadness, and growing sense of unease in social settings – emotions that would later be compounded by the fracturing revelation of my adoption.

My mind was a haunted house – rooms filled with shadows that had no names, only voices. In many social settings, I was terribly shy, tense, and awkward, especially around adults – particularly those in authority. They caused me the most angst. These adults were often unpredictable and too critical for my sensitive nature. Socialising became difficult.

During this time, my closest friend at high school was Jaz. She lived in Fawkner, another outer northern suburb of Melbourne. Her family were originally from Naples, Italy. A region I didn’t yet know I had deep roots in. She became my first love interest. My adolescent confused sexuality added yet another layer of complexity to my omnipresent feelings of being uncomfortable, strange, and different, just like our very Italian house and garden.

Concrete encased our house like an exoskeleton – shielding secrets, trapping breath. The side and back of our little house formed a vast, desolate concrete landscape – typical of migrant homes built after WWII in the area. Italians seemed devoted to concrete – a hard promise beneath foreign skies, smooth on the surface but fractured beneath, like secrets waiting to break through. In summer, these slabs radiated heat long after sunset; in winter, they remained stubbornly cold – a permanent reminder of the hardness required to survive transplantation from one world to another.

On these great slabs of concrete, I would spend endless hours riding and doing tricks on my skateboard, shooting basketball, or hitting a ball with a tennis racket against our large back brick wall – smashing out my teenage angst.

The house sat on a corner block, with huge front and side nature strips – endless grass. From the age of nine, I had to mow all four areas of lawn that surrounded the house. The front garden had a large rectangular expanse of green lawn and was bereft of flowers, shrubs, or trees. A few thorny rose bushes sprung up from the hard, dull-grey, lifeless clay soil that edged the lawn on three sides.

Each tree in our backyard was catalogued in my mind according to its climbing potential, its fruit, and its capacity to hide me from adults’ watchful eyes. The backyard also had a large area of lawn to one side – dotted with trees, sweet-smelling, edible fruit trees: nectarine, almond, apricot, peach, pear, and, my favourite – a huge old fig tree.

I still love the sticky, fruity aroma of home-grown figs. The fig tree was my ‘Faraway Tree’ – and I believed I was one of its fruits, firmly rooted in its limbs and leaves. My solace. My hideaway.

As a child, I would climb my Faraway Tree and sit in it for hours – sticky white sap clinging to my hands, its distinctive earthy-sweet scent becoming part of me. The rough bark left faint imprints on my thighs as I straddled a favourite branch, hidden behind by the broad, hand-shaped leaves that rustled with secrets in the slightest breeze.

I would drift off to enchanted places – imagining a different, safer, and more adventurous life, as the naughtiest girl in school.

Alongside the fence – dividing us from our Calabrian neighbours – was a high hedge of twisted, succulent, and menacing olive-green Indian prickly pear plants. They stood like contorted old men. Once transported in suitcases, now found dotted across Melbourne’s wastelands or pastures.

In springtime, a sunburst of yellow, orange, and red-coloured, plump, ripe fruit – covered in little bunches of thin, short spikes – stuck out like stumpy fingers on the ends of the palmlike prickly nopales. 

Whenever my parents picked this strange-tasting, dark, blood-red fruit – dotted with hard black pips, and rarely eaten – those tiny, pesky prickles would invariably end up in my little child fingers.

Our garden resembled the southern Italian countryside – dotted with edible plants, not the ornamentals found in barren neighbouring Aussie gardens.

The garden was southern Italy transplanted to Australian soil – memories of home cultivated alongside food for the table, beauty secondary to survival. 

Ours was a typical Italian migrant backyard. A large, sometimes fallow vegetable patch sat in front of our concrete-cladded garage. More concrete. 

Sometimes, I would climb onto the peach tree to get to the garage roof top, to jump off and land in the bare veggie patch – just for the thrill of being airborne for a few seconds – much to my Mother’s dismay and ineffective, hand-waving admonishments.

Our garage was half temple and half tomb – housing a concrete wine-making press like an open sarcophagus. 

My friends, cousins, and I would climb into this contraption and pretend it was a sailing ship – imagining voyages to distant shores. 

When I was around three years old, one sunny spring day, my Father placed some potato peels into the loose, grey soil of our veggie patch. 

Some weeks later there were large dark-green potato shoots magically sprouting out of the earth. My child mind was surprised and thrilled. I smiled and clapped my hands in excitement.

How did the plants grow from potato peelings?

My love of fruit and vegetable gardening goes back to that day, if not further rooted in my DNA.

My Father was a man of paradoxes – nurturing seedlings with infinite patience yet shattering peace with a single beer. 

He wasn’t much of a gardener – unlike many other Italian men I knew, whose backyards overflowed with vegetable abundance.

My Father preferred chain-smoking, chatting with the neighbours, or heading to the pub to spend time with his Aussie workmates. 

He chose beer over wine – as his stomach couldn’t handle copious amounts of red. The smell of home-brew was more familiar to me than homemade wine.

Signore (Mr) Garisto’s garden across the fence was everything ours wasn’t – a living Mediterranean oasis. His entire backyard was a luscious, green food-producing machine: tomatoes, zucchini, eggplant, corn, beans, peas, basil, parsley, oregano, fennel, chillies, garlic, onions, capsicum, and lettuce. 

Signore Garisto also made his own wine, tomato sauce, pork sausages, salami, and giardiniera (pickled vegetables). His was a much more typical Italian garden of that era. 

He was married to the much taller Caterina – a tough, strong, hardworking but uneducated woman. She spent most of her time yelling at her many children or washing clothes by hand in a large concrete laundry trough and then putting them into the washing machine to be washed again.

Their four youngest children were among my close friends during my teen years. Occasionally she would bring over her signature dish – baked eggplant stuffed with tomato, minced beef, and rice.

The brown front door stood like a portal between two realities – outside we were newly Australian, inside we were Italian.

Our modest, working-class home staged both joy and terror – wallpapered rooms filled with contradictions that shaped my understanding of family.

The centrally placed front door, with its built-in screen, opened into a small entrance foyer. Opposite it stood the only built-in cupboard in the house – always overflowing with blankets, coats, and odds and ends. It remained in disarray unless I re-organised it.

To the left, two white-framed doors with square, rough-edged, textured glass panels led into a formal living room. Its walls had once been light green.

A petrol-fuelled heater sat on the eastern wall, surrounded by a glossy black-and-brown brick hearth. Above the white mantelpiece hung a gold-gilded oval mirror. On the mantelpiece sat a black-and-white framed photo of my father, beside a mostly naked, silver-grey Jesus nailed to a shiny brown wooden cross – about 40 cm high.

The old, worn-out grey carpet, patterned with curved red, orange, yellow, and white stripes, led into a smaller dining room. 

Both rooms were now dressed in floral wallpaper – gold, red, brown, and tan – more suited to a Rococo church than a suburban home.

The living room housed an ornate Italian Baroque glass cabinet, an all-in-one 1970s record player with built-in speakers, and our big, brown, chunky 1980s colour TV – sans remote.

The dining room, equally Baroque, featured an oval glass-topped table surrounded by plastic-covered chairs. A glass cabinet displayed sparkling drinking glasses – tall, short, coloured, and patterned – always reminding me of Rose-Coloured Glasses by Johnny Farnham.

Large black-and-white portraits of Dad’s stern-looking relatives once adorned the furniture. Curiously, there were none of Mum’s family. Only my elder cousin’s wedding photo was allowed.

As a child, I was captivated by arranging those glasses with meticulous care. It soothed my compulsive, autistic-like tendencies.

The kitchen adjacent – facelifted in the early 1970s, remained chaotic – a mirror of Mum’s hoarding. 

Unlike the stereotypical Italian housewife, she thrived in disorder. Overflowing drawers and crowded benches testified to her belief that nothing should be wasted.

At the yellow-topped kitchen table, Dad taught me maths – colourful wooden Cuisenaire blocks lined up like peace offerings between storms.

Memories doubled in space – each room a stage for repeated scenes: Dad teaching me numbers at the same table where, hours later, he would rage at Mum.

The kitchen led southward to an enclosed, sun-filled veranda – a later addition – where our fridge stood beside a dark green and gold-framed dowry chest. 

A light pink, glossy paint coated the rough cement-clad walls, which rose about a metre high. Above them, large glass panels and the occasional Jalousie window formed the upper wall. I would carefully remove the louvre panes when I needed to break into our house as a youngster.

My bedroom sat nearby. It was both sanctuary and prison – the door a thin membrane between belonging and exclusion. I spent more time in that cocoon than anywhere else, surrounded by the ever-growing murky shadow of myself.

The pale yellow walls were papered with KISS, Queen, and Suzi Quatro – all torn from TV Week. My love of music, pinned up like prayer flags. A white writing desk sat beneath the window. Rearranging furniture calmed me – a habit I carried into adulthood.

Most of my bedroom furniture had once belonged to Nonna, my Father’s mother, who lived with my parents until, to my Father’s displeasure, his conniving younger brother, Zio Giovanni, took her away – supposedly to help with childcare, but mostly to collect her aged pension. Zio was far more money-focused than Father ever was.

Cold grey lino – poorly laid – once covered the original floorboards. Its pattern resembled short, crooked ladders, with scattered coloured blocks of white, red, blue, green, and yellow – shapes that could’ve been lifted straight from Kandinsky’s Komposition 8.

When nightmares clung to me like damp sheets, I’d play guitar in the veranda, letting music trickle into the garden like a cleansing stream. One Christmas, when I was seven, Father gave me a small guitar. My fingers were too tiny to press the metal strings. I didn’t learn properly until years later, but I first played on that little guitar, grateful that Father had planted the love of music in me.

Before the modern fridge, we had an old, chunky 1950s model with a pale yellow single door. Its edges were rounded, not square, and inside hung a tiny, stainless steel, doorless freezer compartment.

Mum once worked at the Nestlé factory in Campbellfield. Back then, the fridge was always stocked with boxes of chocolates, which she handed out to any young visitor. That was before my time. After I was born, she worked at the Yakka factory in Broadmeadows. I got non-trendy, daggy jeans instead.

From the veranda, you could access the small indoor laundry, where remnants of the old copper still lingered. It had since been replaced by a top-loading Westinghouse washing machine. This was where I first began handywork as a child – under my Father’s attentive supervision.

My four-year-old hands trembled with pride as I painted the architrave – each brushstroke an act of creation, not destruction – quiet evidence that his hands could guide without harm. Father always encouraged me to do and try things – to be bold, brave, and adventurous. My Mother, by contrast, was overly anxious and tightly wound. She taught me to fear the world, to shrink from it, always saying, ‘Be carefulla fidya mia’ (Be careful, my daughter).

It was Father who emboldened me. Yet it was Mother’s voice that echoed for decades after she was gone – warning, worrying, looping through my mind like a scratched record. Her words kept me vigilant, anxiety–ridden, alert to the dangers she believed were everywhere.

Between them, they planted opposing seeds – her caution, his daring – each taking root in my psyche and warring underground.

Ours was a typical 1950s house in Melbourne’s outer, working–class belt – 133 Middle Street, Glenroy – twelve kilometres north of the CBD, surrounded by asphalt and absence. A house set in the middle of a suburb many called wasteland.

As I crossed West Street that day, the revelation – like all those before – didn’t just shift what I knew. It reshaped who I was, one fragment at a time. The house I returned to still whispered its secrets – louder now, as though it too could no longer contain the lies.

The first truth: an abusive alcoholic father, with undiagnosed mental health issues – a reality I navigated long before I knew the truth about my beginning.
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​3 Blood, Shame, and Shattered Glass (1964–1973)
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The body remembers what the mind chose to forget.

Growing up with an alcoholic Father was a rollercoaster of conflicting emotions. The highs of his sober affectionate moments clashed jarringly with the lows of his drink-fuelled rages, leaving me perpetually off balance – never knowing which version of him I would encounter from moment to moment.

One memory stands out as a perfect encapsulation of the stomach-churning drop and fleeting elation of life with my Father. It was a bright afternoon, heavy with unseen storm clouds. He had built a Billy cart for me, pushing me on it, up and down our long driveway. In those moments, he was an adventurous, attentive father that I loved. In these shining moments, I basked in the pure, fleeting joy of his undivided attention.

Inevitably, the monster would return...

I want to run and hide. I want to go somewhere safe. I want you to take me away, Mother, thought my 7-year-old self.

Rereading an old journal, it takes me back to when my Father was still among the living. In the vexed topography of my relationship with my beloved Father, my memory of him is a landscape saturated with the acrid chemistry of cigarettes and stale beer, where volatile, jealous rages carved geological fault lines through my childhood.

Glass didn’t just shatter. It embedded itself like shrapnel in memory – glinting each time I tried to forget. Early in life, I had developed a pattern of watching adults carefully, sensing danger before its arrival. This hypervigilance – born in the chaos of my Father’s alcoholic rages – would later serve me as I pieced together fragments of my identity. I learned early to listen for what wasn’t being said, to notice contradictions, to question official stories. These were survival skills then, but would become the very tools I needed to uncover my truth decades later.

These silent companions had walked with me long before I knew I was adopted. The house on Middle Street held more than just the normal challenges of growing up – it was a battleground where my Father’s demons regularly took centre stage.

Due to his vices, Dad looked much older than his years. He had a mostly bald head with grey hair at the sides and back. Deep crevices lined his face. A small beer belly protruded from his medium build. He was 41 when I arrived. Dad had been a soldier in the Italian army during WWII. One of five children. The wayward middle child. Born to his father, Nonno Giovanni’s second wife. Nonno died in Italy before my parents migrated to Australia. I know little about him. He looked serious and stern in old family photos.

There weren’t many times when Vastiano didn’t have a cigarette in his hand. He’d light up one after the other with his strong khaki-tipped fingers and forward curving fingernails. Lighting up the next cigarette with the butt of the one he had just finished, smoking day and night. In the house. In the car. His other hand often held a smoothly curved conical shaped beer glass filled with golden Fosters Lager or Melbourne Bitter with a thick layer of white foam at the top.

In those days, beer was commonly sold in large 750ml brown bottles. The Melbourne Bitter emblem was a crimson, royal blue and white label, with a large crimson M in the middle. Twelve bottles in a cardboard crimson box. The same crimson as the Fitzroy footy club’s jumper. A full box of beer always sat in our garage, near the side door – a constant in the house, like the trepidation and the looming dread of when the monster would appear.

The whiff of beer triggers unwanted childhood memories... Instead of being asleep, feeling safe, feeling nurtured, feeling loved, an intense emotional turmoil builds within. My Father, the monster, is roaming the hallway outside my bedroom. I’m sobbing in my bed, terrified, gasping at each breath.

S-stop. P-p-please... someone... make h-h-him s-stop...

Volume. Deafening. Cannot breathe. His voice – incessant – merciless – rage without end. Words lost meaning. Only hate remains. Jealousy. Morbid. Unfounded. Me. Small. Shrinking. Disappearing.

Go away! Leave us alone! Screaming in my child’s mind.

Tears cascade down my child’s cheeks. Din continues. Helplessness chokes me. After a few years, the stinging harsh reality eventually sank in.

No one can help me. No one will come and save me. No one will hold me and make me feel safe.

I’m repeatedly left alone to endure this ritualistic nightmare.

During these unpredictable rages, my Mother regressed into a childlike state: wounded, she sobs and wails, while a cold chilling loneliness seeps into my veins, freezing my heart along the way. I suppressed and buried my feelings deep inside the emptiness. The vast, growing void within. Into the vault.

Worse than this constant rage is the constant lies I’m made to tell. No one must ever know what happens in this madhouse. I would later wonder if my desperate need to uncover truth – no matter how painful – began in those years of enforced secrecy. Beneath the silence, I sensed pressure – fissures forming in our family’s carefully tiled narrative.

‘You mustn’t tell anyone!’

The shame has been seeded. With each passing year, it grows.

Who would I tell? Who could I tell?

Who would have believed a child in the late 1960s – early 1970s?

It was on one of those nights that my Mother entered my bedroom, as I lay distressed, crying in my bed. This poor pitiful battered woman. The torment and terror etched into her face.

In her brokenness she was reduced to a child again. Sobbing. Frightened. Bewildered, I stare at her.

You are supposed to protect and comfort me, the voice whispering in my despairing mind.

Drowned in her own anguish, through battered eyes, she has no room to see the helpless desperation in mine. She has no capacity to comfort or soothe me. In these moments, her daughter doesn’t exist.

She climbed into my bed and helplessly, desperately cries out in vain, ‘Mamma, Mamma.’

The sad vapour of her tears seeped into my skin, blanketing my emptiness. Myriad droplets enveloping the pain, the sorrow, the despair, casting out my childhood innocence, and replacing it with a dark void.

What am I supposed to do?

She wiped between her legs and cried herself to sleep. A battered wife and her forgotten child.

Finally, silence crept through the madhouse, soothing my invisible wounds. The silence is precious. I felt exhausted. Drained. The silence plunged me to sleep, the images imprinted into my brain.

The next morning, the monster was gone. My loving, attentive Father reappeared. I had sat at the yellow kitchen table many times with him, and he helped me with my readers. Reading books such as Dick and Jane. 

As the day wore on, I watched his demeanour shift, his steps becoming unsteady, his speech changing, becoming louder and more erratic. The clack-clack-clack of the rollercoaster chains had begun, slowly pulling us up to the peak before the inevitable plummet. By the time night had fallen, the monster had emerged, hurling insults with ferocity. 

Later that night, I walked into the hallway and found him face down, motionless on the floor. My breath caught. ‘What’s wrong with him, mamma?’ I asked. ‘He’s just tired. Let’s get him into bed.’

I loved my Father by day, but usually at night he turned into this horrible rage-filled person, an unreachable and out of control monster. A Jekyll and Hyde. Ranting and raging. Every night. I became increasingly terrified. Each episode eroded my trust in adults until people in authority became scary and unpredictable.

I sobbed and cried, salt tears burning channels down my cheeks, the cotton pillowcase growing damp beneath my face. No one ever comforted the child. Eventually, my tears dried up – not because the pain lessened, but because the child that was me-but-not-me retreated deeper inside, like a sea creature withdrawing into its shell at the first tremor of danger. My chest still heaved with phantom sobs, but the reservoir had emptied, leaving only the hollow echo of grief in a suddenly too-quiet room. I began to observe myself through thick glass: small hands clutching the bedsheet, shoulders hunching with each inhale, voice falling silent. My body grew numb while my mind floated above it all, finding safety in this strange separation.

At night, and sometimes during the day on weekends, our solid seemingly homely clinker-brick house turned into an alcohol-fuelled infested nuthouse. At the time, I didn’t understand that the beer and alcohol turned my Father into an angry, raving, uncontrollable lunatic. I just thought he was unpredictably crazy and angry.

My early childhood was an up and down of contrasting unpredictable emotions. This was the exhausting rhythm of life with someone who abused alcohol – brief glimpses of the attentive, loving Father I craved, followed inevitably by the terrifying tyranny of his addiction. 

Love wasn’t a sanctuary – it was a double agent, offering safety one moment and betrayal the next, its tenderness laced with shards. 

Over the years, with the limited awareness and insight a child can have, I learned to brace myself for the drops, to not trust the highs, as I knew it was only a matter of time before the ride plummeted again.

In between the madness, I also have some joyful, carefree childhood memories – fast horse rides, riding around in a hand-me-down metal toy car that Dad had repainted in his Holden-matching light green, day trips with extended family to the old ricotta cheese factory in Sunbury, or the lion safari at Bacchus Marsh, but most of all, I vividly recall instances of shattered glass and blood. Lots of blood. Followed by lots of lies.

This incident remains a vivid marker of the sudden drops on the rollercoaster, the moments where any illusion of safety or stability would shatter along with the flying glass. One sunny day, firmly etched in my memory like a scar that won’t mend. I was about five years old. 

The memory flickers like an old film reel, images stuttering, sound distorted. A soft pack of Peter Stuyvesant lay on the yellow kitchen table. 

As a scrawny kid, I’d walk to our local milk bar on the West Street shopping strip. Sent to buy my Father’s cigarettes. A white pack with gold writing. Lined with silver paper and sealed with a light and dark blue tag at the top. My timid voice would politely ask for the cigarettes and lollies, my small hand reaching up on tiptoes to place 20 cent pieces on the counter...

Dad was sitting at the table wearing a well-worn dirty white Bonds singlet and light brown shorts, his forearms grey-haired, rope-muscled, and sinewy. Mum wore a light modest floral summer dress, already wilting in the heat. I stood frozen still in our kitchen feeling small, as if I was watching Skyhooks’ 6:30 news, from a great distance, everything happening on a screen lacking an off switch.

Glued to the madman who appeared at the kitchen table, beer glass catching afternoon light, cigarette between yellowed fingers, smoke curling upward like a malevolent spirit.

The volume of his voice increased as he spat out his words and thumped on the table, making the clear glass ashtray bounce up and down with each impact, the cigarette butts inside dancing a macabre jig. With each booming thud, the dreaded anticipation charged through my veins like ice water. The pounding in my chest furiously increased like a wild caged animal seeking escape. There was only one exit point. Slowly, I floated up toward the ceiling. A safer viewing point. Cornered yet again, Mum stood with her back to the sink. Her arms folded like armour across her chest. Head slightly lowered in that familiar submissive posture. Inverted lips pressed together. A deep furrow between her eyebrows, forced to listen to another of his rants, waiting for the storm to worsen. 

As the horror movie unfolded frame by predictable frame, I shrank into the corner. Two worried little eyes peered into this murky scene from a face trying to make itself invisible. Frozen in time. Images imprinting themselves on my developing brain.

Madman. Ashtray. Movement razor-sharp. Spinning. Ash scattering. Butts floating. Air trembling. 

Trajectory: Mother’s forehead. 

Blood. Red. Flowing. Red rivers down white face. 

Couldn’t move. Couldn’t help. Couldn't breathe. 

Couldn't be here, but nowhere else to go. Small. Smaller. Disappeared but still able to witness.

Blood kept coming. Coming. Coming.

‘Mamma mia!’ Piercing the air. 

The stills turn to motion. I quickly averted my eyes to my Mum and back to the ashtray. Now a projectile weapon, the ashtray spun in slow motion, cigarette ash and cigarette butts twirled and cascaded into the air. My Mother’s forehead, just above her eye suddenly stopped the trajectory of the airborne ashtray. Pierced her skin and my heart simultaneously. Thick red blood trickled down over her left eye, down the side of her nose, and invisibly down my cheeks. The all-too-familiar pitiful and helpless cries followed, ‘Mamma mia, Mamma mia,’ shocked me back into my tiny body.

...Before we left for the nearby doctor’s surgery, I was told the lie.

Mum clumsily walked into a door...

Like a wounded and scared animal, my Mother was lying on a sterile medical bed at the local medical clinic. The old grey-haired, stern-looking male doctor wore a white coat. My Mother let out a piercing scream with each stitch. Mum’s eye was puffy and red. Inside, I became lifeless and dead. The relentless bloody melodrama continued. 

Each unpredictable outburst was another jarring turn on the rollercoaster of my childhood, leaving me disoriented and clinging to any semblance of stability. Long after the wounds had scabbed over, the shards of that memory remained – not swept away, but reassembled in a shape I didn’t yet recognise.

And then, despite the turmoil, moments of genuine joy would return – the exhilaration of learning to ride my first bicycle on our driveway with his careful directions and guidance. From these precious moments I developed a sense of adventure and self-confidence. These fleeting highs were almost more painful than the lows, as they held the promise of a different life, a different father, one that was always just out of reach.

1971

In my seventh year of life, on another hot summer’s day. A rare daytime visit from the madman. The green monster sat on our old dark green couch, the light green walled lounge room a backdrop as he sits in front of a thick glass topped coffee table. The ever-present chalice in his hand filled with the blood of his God. He drank his golden fluid again. Ranted and raged. The child learnt to quickly retreat. It felt numb and small. It levitated and watched yet another horror scene unfolding. He accused Mum of having an affair because a man sat next to her on the bus. She recounted this story many times later when I was an adult.

Mum was on the bus coming home from work. The grey-balding man sat next to her. They engaged in idle chatter. My Father boarded the bus. He sat near my Mum and this man. Later, at home, he interrogated her in a jealous rage for the umpteenth time.

‘Why did you talk to him?’

‘Why did you look at him?’

‘What did he want?’

‘Why did he sit next to you?’

He wanted her to admit that she was having an affair with him, when she wasn’t.

His tirade gathered momentum and volume. His pulsating veins bulged on his forehead as he fired out the angry, baseless words. The irrational madness had taken over. 

The child silently watched, with anticipatory doom, chest hurt with each thump. Nowhere to go. 

My Mother sat silently. Pouting. Like a child being scolded. Anything she said would make the situation worse. 

The madness can’t be stopped. There is no reasoning with the unreasonable.

The glass in his right hand was forcibly lowered onto the glass-topped coffee table, it sent the beer to the top of the glass. Motion slowed. Then, like the crescendo of voices, cymbals and drums in ‘O Fortuna, Carmina Burana’, the beer glass smashed into the table, as he punctuated his last words. Boom! Boom! Boom! Clash! Clash! Clash! Over and over again I saw the glass crashing down, down, down and shattering. Shattering. Shattering. Tiny shards of thin beer glass rocketed off the table. The thick, frothy puddle on the table began to turn a swirly orangey red. Blood red. Thick blood spurted out like a small Roman fountain from Dad’s hand through multiple cuts. 
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