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PRAISE FOR INHERITANCE


‘We have lost a fine writer in Kath O’Connor. Her steadfast, calm heart shines through here, though – empathetic, courageous and incisive. In this unsparing account of illness and love, wound through with a story of political activism and its legacies, you can feel her questing for answers in a world which can blindside us with grief, joy, solace and above all the mystery of our own mortality.’


Cate Kennedy


‘[When I finished this book,] I put it down reluctantly, sad to leave it. What a deeply humane and enthralling story, and so lovingly wrought from the sad circumstances of the author’s reality. I’m sure it will find a place in the hearts of its readers.’ 


Alex Miller


‘The centre of the drama is a faulty gene. In this poised, intense, and heart-breaking novel, Kath O’Connor, step by step, across the years, leads her readers towards an unpredicted resolution.’ 


Carmel Bird
 

‘A brilliant and moving debut novel from a prodigious talent. The two connected storylines – contemporary and historical – are all the more poignant in the knowledge of O’Connor’s passing. The grace and wisdom of these compelling characters linger long after the last page, a reminder to live every moment – and of what we leave behind. Inheritance is a gift, with each sentence something to cherish, against the loss of the literary career O’Connor would surely have had ahead of her.’ 


Inga Simpson


‘Oh Kath! How I wish I could tell you how much I admire your book. Your talent and your bravery shine through on every page.’


Beth Wilson, OA









Kath O’Connor was a general practitioner, writer, swimmer and medical editor. She had essays and articles published in Eureka Street, the Australian Family Physician and the Medical Journal of Australia. Inheritance was completed after Kath won an Affirm Press mentorship. She was diagnosed with ovarian cancer in 2015 and wrote this novel while living with cancer, through many treatments and their side-effects. After Kath’s diagnosis, she discovered that she shared a BRCA1 gene mutation with her grandmother, who died from the same disease in 1950. Kath lived in Castlemaine with her partner and their animals, and died in 2019 at only forty-five years old.
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We are survivors of immeasurable events,


Flung upon some reach of land,


Small, wet miracles without instructions,


Only the imperative of change.


Rebecca Elson


For all the dinners are cooked; the plates and cups washed; the children sent to school and gone out into the world. Nothing remains of it all. All has vanished. No biography or history has a word to say about it. And the novels, without meaning to, inevitably lie.


Virginia Woolf









Clear signal, 2016


Rose stares at the pulse of the cursor in the box marked ‘cause of death’.


Death certificates are done online these days, all drop-down menus and mandatory fields with a simple ‘submit’ button at the end. Rose thinks this takes the ceremony out of it; she misses the scratch of pen on paper.


She always gets stuck on ‘cause of death’. In the end, everybody dies from cardiac arrest and respiratory failure – the shutting down of the pump and the bellows. But the Coroner’s office needs more detail, and finding the right words always feels more like a philosophical decision than a scientific one. How far back should she go? What weight should she give to one bodily function over another? 


Mrs Liu had been eighty-two. Recently, her potassium levels had gone sky-high, and the final event was probably a short-circuiting of the electrical activity in her heart. She’d only had one kidney, and had renal failure, coronary artery disease, a damaged heart from previous heart attacks and scarred lungs from smoking. The renal tumour that had partially blocked the flow of urine from her remaining functioning kidney was the last straw. There was a stent and some chemo but, at some stage, she had simply lost the will to live. She’d instructed Rose to withdraw active treatment – a decision that had seemed reasonable to everyone involved – and she’d died while she was waiting for a hospice bed, under a cloud of morphine and midazolam, turned regularly by the nursing staff to prevent bedsores, and watched over by a line of the German porcelain dolls she’d collected, brought in by her daughter to make the room seem more like home.


The phone rings, sharp and high, and so close to the edge that it vibrates itself off the desk, sending a pile of papers careening after it. She reaches under the desk. A private number.


‘Rosey. It’s Jack.’


‘Hi. Is everything okay? I thought we were seeing you next week.’


‘Everything’s fine. Well. I just wanted to tell you something. I’m going to be away next week so I won’t get the chance to … Nigel will be here of course and it’s supposed to be face to face but—’


‘Jack.’


‘I did want to tell you myself.’


She and Jack were at uni together. She knows the way his mind works – he is constantly sifting through things and weighing them up, looking for the correct thing to do – what is fair, what is right. At uni, he was a vegan. He’s since softened to a vegetarian, but he still reads food labels in great detail and still quizzes waiters at restaurants, wanting to know the origins of every morsel. When faced with a complex diagnostic problem, he’s single-minded. He furrows his brow, and then reads and researches into the small hours. Even if it takes days or weeks, his brow doesn’t soften until he’s cracked it. Rose used to think his perfectionism would make him the perfect doctor but she’s no longer so sure. Living with uncertainty is essential to practising medicine in the real world. His conviction that there is always a right thing to do, a right way to proceed, has made him prone to prevarication, never quite persuaded by his own opinions. He will have sat at his desk this evening, hand hovering over the phone, wondering if he should treat Rose like any other patient and make her wait until her appointment, or let her know the moment he knows something. From the beginning, she’s wondered about the awkward position she might be putting him in by placing herself under his care, and making his mental gymnastics – the possible conundrums – even more complicated. But he’s the best fertility specialist she knows.


‘Spit it out, Jack.’


‘The BRCA was positive.’


‘Really? Wow. I didn’t think …’


‘Neither did I. I actually wondered whether we should bother testing for it. Good thing we did.’


‘I was low risk. I was surprised when you recommended it.’


‘I did wonder if it was worth the cost.’ There was no Medicare rebate for her.


‘Worth it in hindsight. You can weed out the offending gene in the lab before implantation.’


They are already talking shop. It’s easier than discussing what the result means for her beyond the IVF.


‘One or two?’


‘One. An unusual mutation though. More common in Chinese populations.’


Rose tries to focus on what she knows about BRCA1. The information rockets about in her brain too fast to contemplate – like she is flicking through a library card catalogue, the little yellow type-written cards flying out of the drawer and onto the floor before she can read them.


‘Are you still there?’


‘Yes.’ Rose swallows. Her mouth has gone dry.


‘Look, it’s a big shock I know. I think you should let Nigel take you through it next week. Step by step.’


‘Sure. Yes. I will. Are you on holidays?’


‘Just a conference.’


Rose wonders if Jack really is away next week, or whether he is trying to move her sideways to Nigel so she can have the hard conversations with him. She wouldn’t blame him if he did. Treating colleagues is always fraught.


She presses the call end button and stares at her phone. She can feel the pulse in the tips of her fingers. She closes her eyes and pushes a full, quick breath out through her mouth, pressing her belly down and looking for the pause at the end of breath. She tilts herself beyond the precipice of her empty lungs, daring herself to sit in that empty space for five seconds, ten seconds, fifteen. She used to do this when she was a child and bored, or frustrated, or both. She sees the familiar flashes of light in the space in front of her eyes, feels the hunger for breath in the centre of her chest, senses the power of her need to breathe again. To suck on life.


She opens her eyes. Everything is exactly the same. The spilled papers on the floor, the grain in the polished wood of her desk, the neat row of books on the shelf beside her, the harsh central light reflecting off the steel of the sink, the collection of coloured antique pharmacy bottles on the top of the old dresser, the ticking of the clock, the heavy winter coat hanging on the back of the closed door.


The literature describes BRCA1 and BRCA2 as caretaker genes, responsible for DNA repair. A mutation in either increases risk of breast and ovarian cancer. A BRCA2 mutation also increases the risk of prostate and pancreatic cancer (BRCA1 may slightly increase the risk of prostate cancer but it’s inconclusive).


She is struck by the word caretaker – the caretaker is missing. It’s such a gentle word and out of place alongside the rest of the jargon. She finds some recent statistics on the Peter Mac hospital website: BRCA1 carries a 72 per cent lifetime risk of breast cancer and a 44 per cent lifetime risk of ovarian cancer. She can reduce her risk with increased screening, possibly with medication, and with surgery. A total hysterectomy reduces the ovarian cancer risk to almost nothing and halves the breast cancer risk. A bilateral mastectomy reduces breast cancer to less than the general population. Having both reduces the overall cancer risk by 90 per cent.


The phone rings again. Another private number.


‘Jack?’


There is no response. She can hear the bings of monitors and IV pumps.


‘Hello?’


‘Oh, hi. Sorry.’ A young voice. An English accent. ‘Rose King?’


‘Yes.’ She rests the phone under her chin and starts to shuffle her paperwork.


‘Your father is Ernest King? Ernie?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, he’s here with us at the moment, in the emergency department.’


Rose sighs. Her dad spends half his life in the Castlemaine Health emergency department. His usual doctor has stopped calling her. There’s nothing anyone can do. Ernie just keeps drinking.


‘Where’s Graham? He knows Ernie well, he usually—’


‘I don’t know a Graham. Does he work here? I’m calling from Bendigo Health. I’m Dr Richards, the surgical resident. I’m admitting your dad.’


‘Bendigo?’


‘Ernie fell over at home and fractured his femur. They’re operating tonight, to pin the bone.


‘Ah.’


‘Anyway, the reason I’m calling is … he wasn’t found for a day and a half, we think – he’s not a hundred per cent clear when he actually fell – but now he’s withdrawing and very distressed. We think he’s having some visual hallucinations. He keeps talking about a Ruth someone. We’re managing the withdrawal – he’s soaking up the Valium – but he hasn’t stopped crying. We thought it would be helpful to have some family or friends around. Reorient him a bit. We thought you might be able to speak to him. Or visit perhaps.’ The end of this sentence lilts slightly upwards, like a question.


Rose watches the rhythmic flashing of the cursor in the ‘cause of death’ box. She sighs. The papers she has knocked onto the floor will need sorting and there’s another handful in her inbox.


‘Sure. Do you want to put him on for a minute?’


‘Yes but—’


‘I’m in Melbourne. I’ll get there as soon as I can. Probably not till tomorrow, sorry.’


‘Tomorrow’s great. I’ll get the ward clerk to put you through.’


The hold music is a chipper violin concerto. It stops abruptly, and she hears breathing, short and sharp, and muffled sobs.


‘Dad?’


‘Ruth?’


‘Who’s Ruth? It’s me, Rose.’


‘Hi, Rosey. I’m sorry.’ He speaks in little gasps, little tight sobs.


‘It’s okay, Dad.’


‘Ruth was here. She’s gone now.’


‘I don’t know who Ruth is, Dad. I think your body is struggling a bit. With the pain and the withdrawal – you haven’t tried withdrawing for a while. You’ve forgotten what it’s like.’


‘She was here. In the chair. I know it’s crazy. She’d be long dead by now.’


‘Dad—’


‘I know you don’t believe me.’


‘It’s not that, Dad. It’s just—’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘It’s okay, Dad. Everything is going to be okay.’


‘You would’ve liked her.’


‘Who?’


‘Ruth.’


‘Yes.’


‘She was exactly like I remember her. So thin. With a billowy white shirt tucked in high at the waist. Such a tiny little waist.’


Ernie’s voice grows calmer as he speaks, so Rose lets him continue.


‘That ridiculous purple cravat.’


Rose settles back in her chair. Renal failure secondary to malignancy might work.


‘Like a man.’


‘Who was this Ruth, Dad? Someone you used to know?’


‘She wasn’t really here.’


‘Yes.’


‘Mum’s friend. She used to take me out sometimes. After Mum died. Dad was a bit funny about her. The blue stockings were a bit strange to him I suppose.’


‘You broke your leg.’


‘So they say. They’re going to stick a screw in.’


‘Do you remember what happened?’


‘Not really. I’d had a few drinks.’


‘Yes.’


‘You know what they say.’


‘What’s that, Dad?’


She can hear a rustling sound. He’s speaking but the sound is muffled, as if he is talking to someone else in the room.


‘There you are. A cigarette? You can’t smoke in hospitals anymore you know.’


‘Dad?’


The phone goes dead. She taps at the computer keyboard to fire it up. Her ‘Births, Deaths and Marriages’ website session has timed out. She sighs. If she’s going to Bendigo tomorrow, she will need to make some arrangements. Michelle will cover for her – the ward and any urgent reviews – she only has to ask. Clinic is in the afternoon so Annie can call people in the morning and rebook the non-urgent ones.


It will only take a couple of calls, but she hesitates over the phone. She rarely takes time off. Just the regulation four weeks a year – never more than two at a time – and never any sick leave. She feels the burn of guilt in the back of her throat. Time off will mean extra work for Michelle, extra stress on Annie. This shame is the culture of medicine. Self-sacrifice as a badge of honour. A hangover from the military origins of the profession. Except there is no war on. With all that is known about overwork and burnout and the importance of a balanced life, she should be over this feeling. Still, the guilt burns.


She should call Salima. But what can she say? How would she answer the inevitable questions? About Ernie – and about the gene. No. She will wait until she can rest her hand in Salima’s. Until Salima can hold her in that way she does – like she is holding her upright. Until Salima’s patient eyes are on hers. Her usually patient eyes. Since they started planning for IVF, she’s been more restless, edgy. The pools of her eyes are stirred up, the gusts across the surface stormier every day. Rose understands. Neither of them is getting any younger.


She rests her phone on the desk and starts a text message, then chases the characters with the delete key back to the left-hand corner of the screen – once, twice, three times. She decides to keep it simple.


Hello my love. Hope your day goes well. I’ll be on the way home soonish. Can you pick up some Thai food after pilates?


Can’t get much simpler than that.


Within seconds, three emojis appear on the screen: 👍❤🍜


~


Before she leaves, Rose has to see Mrs Hart, whose haemoglobin has dropped again from the chemo. Rose needs to recommend another transfusion.


Mrs Hart is eighty and on her third round of chemo for an aggressive stage-four renal cancer. The treatment is knocking her about. She now needs to stay in hospital for at least a week after each treatment in order to recover enough to resume the care of her husband. He had a stroke last year and has locked-in syndrome – a brutal, terrifying state. He is aware but cannot speak or move. While his wife is away, he stays in respite at a nursing home and waits for her. There is no one else. Mr and Mrs Hart have no children. Rose imagines Mr Hart staring out of the window, gripping the arms of a vinyl chair as a twenty-two-year-old diversion therapist takes a group of demented patients through some simple songs. This is what ageing is like for some couples, Rose thinks. A trapeze act – swinging from one health crisis to another, holding hands, letting go, gripping tight again. All practice for the final letting go.


Mrs Hart sleeps most of the time she is here, her white hair fanning out around her on the pillow, her usually knotted facial features calming to shallow ripples. Her tiredness is profound, as much from her life caring for her husband as from the cancer and the treatment. The time has come to discuss whether treatment should continue. Rose has had hundreds of these kinds of conversations before, but with patients like Mrs Hart she dreads it. Mrs Hart is not ready to let go. She may never be. But with each chemo hit, her body gets weaker.


Rose’s consulting room is in the same corridor as the shared hospital waiting room. When she is inside, the acoustic panels she fought so hard for keep the room eerily quiet. Sometimes, when a patient falls silent, a deep shush falls around them, the only sound the tick of the clock on the wall, and it’s like they are the only people in the building. When she spends an afternoon inside this room, as she has done today, the only person she sees other than her patients is Annie. 


When she steps outside, she is surprised by the thick buzz of patients in the waiting room, all holding their different plastic numbers – yellow for pathology, black for X-ray, green for admissions. They scuff their feet, or roll the wheels of their wheelchairs against the ageing carpet squares. So many different ways to fidget. It’s like a complicated, arrhythmic dance. Even now, at 6.30pm, there is a queue of at least ten patients at different stages of their treatment. 


There are the newbies to the club, with full heads of hair and terrified faces, talking quietly with relatives or friends, faces down, not wanting to catch the eye of anyone else in the room. There are the seasoned members, scarved and wigged, staring into the space in front of them with boredom or resignation. There are the sicker ones in wheelchairs, IV fluid bags hanging above them, clutching at plastic-rimmed sick bags. There’s a pecking order here – if you look closely enough you can see it, or feel it – a divide between those who are curable and those who are not. The winners and the losers in this so-called battle. An arbitrary divide, Rose thinks today, as the years close down on all of us.


As Rose picks her way through the bodies, she catches the eye of a young man with thick, black, curly hair. His eyes, in their frame of black plastic glasses, have a hunted, haunted look. She wonders whether her own eyes have something of that look tonight. Just a little. She does feel like she’s had a small shot of adrenaline. But of course, the gene is only a risk – not a diagnosis. It’s nowhere near the same. No need to stare down her mortality just yet.


Today Mrs Hart is sitting up in bed. Her white hair is twisted into a bun at the nape of her neck, and she has a trace of red on her lips and cheeks. She’s lost another kilo by the looks. She always seems genuinely happy to see Rose, and smiles broadly, showing a line of perfect white teeth. They shine out like flashlights against her gaunt face. Rose wonders how Mrs Hart has managed to get to ninety with such perfect teeth. She runs her tongue along her own upper molars, which are still furry after her afternoon snack of sweet biscuits. Must take a toothbrush into work, Rose thinks. Must go to the dentist.


‘I’m feeling better, so I thought I’d give myself a spruce-up.’


‘You look lovely.’


‘I’m all ready for whatever you want to hit me with next. I’ve seen the dietician, and she’s got me on the crumbed fish, short order from the kitchen, so I’m full of omega-3s.’


‘Well, a bag of red blood cells for dessert for starters. Pink you up from the inside.’


‘And then?’


‘I’m afraid to say your CT isn’t looking much different. I’m not sure there’s—’


‘So, there’s no shrinkage at all?’


‘Not much. A tiny little bit.’ Rose often wonders whether she should lie a bit more in these situations, or whether giving a clear signal about what is going on is better. A simple yes or no, no grey areas, good news or bad news … But it’s rarely a single yes/no proposition. So much comes down to the context. And the context in this case is Mrs Hart’s ailing body. Rose is not sure it can take further punishment.


‘Mrs Hart, I’m not sure your body will cope with any more chemo. I’m not sure there’s any point in giving you more. It might do more harm than good.’


Mrs Hart stares at her and her smile fades.


‘You mean …’


‘At this stage.’


Why did she add that? Why is it so hard to be definitive with patients like Mrs Hart who continue to hope and hope and hope? Why does she always feel the need to soften the blow when all it does is confuse things? She needs to be liked – that’s it. She doesn’t want to be the one to put the final dent in that hope. She recognises this is not always a helpful trait in an oncologist.


‘Maybe down the track, when I’ve recovered a little.’


Rose takes a breath. Time to blow out that little flicker of hope. ‘Mrs Hart, I’m not sure you will recover.’


Rose wills herself to sit on the bed, to take Mrs Hart’s hand. It’s what she should do, it’s what Mrs Hart needs. It’s what she would normally do. Some therapeutic empathy. But today she can’t quite manage it. There’s a part of her that feels deeply tired, unable to move the few steps it would take to get from the end of the bed to the bedside. So, they stare at each other, and at the spectre that falls between them. Rose can hear the ticking of the clock, the stubborn beating of her heart. After a full minute, she bends and squeezes Mrs Harts toes.


‘There’s so much we can still do to help you. We just can’t cure you.’


Mrs Hart nods her head.


‘I know that. I can’t leave Bill, though. Not yet. Not if there’s still a chance.’


As she writes up the notes, Rose wishes she had ridden her bike to work today, or that there was time for a run before dinner. She feels the need to move. She wants to shake what she’s heard out of her head and into her body and then out through the pumping of her heart and the puffing of air. The knowledge of this little error. The little fault that is in her every cell.









Rhubarb chutney, 1945


The knife cuts through the fresh rhubarb with a little gush of pink. Fresh from the garden, the stalks are nothing like the withered, week-old rubbish from the fruit and veggie shop. They are fleshy, heavy with liquid, armoured with chook manure. Those chooks are a marvel, in so many ways. I love to watch them scrabble away at the ground, pecking at the veggie scraps and the last of the morning porridge – they’re like fiends for it when it’s hot from the pot after breakfast, the gluey mess sticks to their beaks in lumps. Sometimes I’m thanked with a fresh egg. It’s such a joy to hold a still-warm egg in your hand. It’s like holding the sun. And now I have two big bunches of rhubarb. Enough to make chutney.


The chooks were John’s idea. He grew up on a farm so he is miles ahead of me in this war-time survival business. My mum only planted pretty things in our garden in Essendon and I don’t remember Dad ever going out the back door. Mum taught me to cook, she taught me to keep a house beautifully. But John knows when it’s time to plant the tomatoes to avoid the frost, he knows how to tie the broad beans together so they grow upwards, when to harvest the potatoes. He knows how to sex the chickens with the little stone at the end of the cord, feeling for the swing on the cord as it dances above the egg – backwards and forwards for a boy, in a circle for a girl. I love to watch him do this, he has such patience, he is really able to still his hand and wait.


I’m no bludger. I’m a good worker. I can heap full the copper, load after load, and put some elbow grease behind the cricket stump to stir the clothes. I can turn the roller until my arms burn, making the wrung-out clothes drop into the trough. I can keep the boys’ school pants going, patching them up when they jag on a fence or thin at the seat. But I’d be no good in the Women’s Land Army – no cultivating victory for me. I have to close all the doors and turn up the wireless when John is dispatching a chicken for Christmas. I can’t bear the noise as he grips that tiny throat, the terrible squawk when the poor little bird realises her time is up. I don’t mind the plucking so much: the pop-pop-pop as the feathers give way, the small squirt of blood from the puckered skin. Once dead, they are meat, not birds.


I’m still a little in awe of John. He’s so kind, so patient. His boots are pressed so firmly on the ground. He’s comfortable in the amount of room he takes up in the world and does not feel the need, as I often do, to either take up more space, or shrink away and lay claim to less. In all these years, we’ve never exchanged an angry word. By that measure, you could describe our marriage as a triumphant success – but there is a distance there. We sit side by side, not face to face.


Sometimes I try to walk in the space between us and to bridge it a little. But I’m no good at it; I always end up messing it up. Then I resolve again to leave him be, leave us both be. We are alright as we are. We are happy. In this war so far, we are safe. Why must I wish for more?


Last night when the boys had gone to bed, I took down the wooden oblong box from its new spot on the shelf above the stove. I found it a few weeks ago in a crate of rubbish outside the post office. It was a library card drawer, I think. You can see the little runners down the side where it slotted into its designated spot in the catalogue, and there’s a bigger square of wood down one end, with a small brass frame facing outwards for a label. Over the last week, I have found a few spare minutes each day and turned it into a home budgeting catalogue. I cut up an old cardboard box to make dividers and wrote on the tops in pen – gas, electricity, groceries, wood, shoes, clothes, school, Christmas. I wrote the word ‘Budget’ on another piece of card, which I tucked into the little frame on the front.


John was sitting in the lounge room, head down reading the paper, cup of tea on the arm of the chair, reaching with his fingers for the crumbs of fruitcake on the saucer – just relaxing after work. And couldn’t I have just let him relax? Doesn’t he work hard all day? Doesn’t he deserve some peace? But no. There was me standing in front of him with my box, bursting like a ripe plum with pride at my work.


I thought he would’ve heard me come in, felt my presence there. But he didn’t move or look up. I stood there waiting. Finally, I tapped the floor with my shoe.


‘Need something, Nellie love?’


‘I … just wanted to show you.’


‘What is it?’


I swallowed and smiled. ‘I made a budget box.’


‘What’s that?’


‘I read about it in the paper. You divide your weekly budget up into sections. Then you can divide the money up. See?’


I knelt beside him in the chair and rested the box on the arm of the armchair. As he leaned over to look inside, his hand came up to rest on his hip and he clipped his teacup with his elbow, sending it flying.


‘Oh. I’m sorry.’ We both said it at once.


I scrambled around to the other side of the chair to clean up the mess. The remains of the milky tea had left a grey stain on the carpet, and the cake crumbs were scattered all about. I knelt and began collecting the crumbs into the cup.


‘Seems a great idea, this budget box,’ he said, placing the box down on the floor beside me. He went back to his paper. 


I finished cleaning and gathered up the saucer and cup, balancing them on top of the box. In the kitchen, I filed the box back on the shelf above the stove, and held my hands flat against my warm cheeks, trying to cool the blush away. I felt that sick full feeling then that has been coming on me lately. But I sat down for a moment and it went away.


John forgot the incident straight away of course. He just went back to reading about important things. Like politics or the war. But I lay awake that night thinking about it how silly I am. Silly to be excited to show him my small achievement, then fumbling around like a clown over tea and cake. Silly for hoping for something different from John – a conversation, a back and forth-ing of his ideas and mine. I know he is not one for all that. Silly for always harking back to school days, Ruth, and the way ideas would leap around the room between us, making everything sharpen a little, until we were more than just ourselves, not bigger exactly, but billowy and expansive.


I am so lucky to have the boys. They hook me back in when I’m going off on a little tangent like this. While they’re awake, the house is never quiet. They have this wonderful vigour about them, an aliveness that feels uncontainable. Sometimes it’s exhausting, but mostly I love it. I love watching them grow from one day to the next, almost before my eyes. They are all lanky limbs and sharp corners. They eat everything I place down in front of them. They’re curious about everything. They wonder about things in ways that can jolt you awake.


At the moment Peter is fascinated with the aircraft they are using in the war – he has been ever since he brought an old issue of a magazine called Aircraft Recognition home from school. He tells me there’s never been technology like this, never so many different planes in a war. He says it’s sometimes difficult for the pilots to tell the planes apart, but it’s always possible if you know what to look for. I watch the serious ‘o’ shape his mouth makes, and the faraway look in his eyes as he tries to memorise the size of wings and the number of engines in a Spitfire or a Messerschmitt. He times himself with the egg-timer. He’s getting pretty quick, but ‘not quick enough’, he says. Sometimes the pilots only have seconds to decide whether a plane is friend or foe, to avoid shooting down one of their own. He wants to get that quick.


Little Ernest is still with me all the time. School is not until next year but he’s so ready to go, ready to give his brain something to focus on. He is forever asking what I’m doing and why I’m doing it. Today he wanted to know all about the chutney. Why do you have to boil it for one hour? Does it matter if you do it for one less minute or one more minute? How did they work out that an hour was the right time? How do you know how many jars you need? 


The rhubarb recipe called for a whole pint of vinegar. I only had half a pint so I sent him in next door. He is back now with a jar full of vinegar and a pile more questions. Why does Mrs Cain’s house have wall-to-wall carpet? Why do they have a car when we don’t? What were the little metal cylinders that Mrs Cain had pinned into her hair under her scarf?


I listen to his questions and answer as best I can. The rhubarb boils away on the stove, spitting sweet, thick crimson onto the stovetop. I’ve been copying recipes from the papers John saves out of bins at the train stations – the news is old but the recipes are still good. This one looked like a winner. I thought it would be lovely on cheese in a sandwich. And so, so simple. You just throw in all the ingredients – rhubarb, sugar, sultanas, vinegar, salt, ground ginger and onion – and boil it for an hour.


Ernie watches as I pour the thick, hot, syrupy liquid into the jars. The sweet smell seems to thicken around us, dulling my thoughts. Ernie and I try out the taste on the tips of our fingers. It is sweet and tart and leaves a pink stain on our lips.









Tiny pulse, 2016


Rose pulls into the car park underneath the apartment block and shuts off the engine. She drops her head back onto the headrest and breathes in the smell of the new leather interior. This car, this perfect, brand-new car. Two weeks earlier, it rolled off a container ship from Germany with hundreds of other Passats. She chose white for safety, and a leather interior because it will be easier to wipe off the baby spew. If it comes to that. The dashboard is an elaborate network of clever electricals. A red light continues to flash, even with engine turned off. The tiny pulse seems to pick at her chest. She sighs.


The flat is empty. Salima won’t be finished at pilates for another half an hour at least, and Rose is grateful for it. She stands at the floor-to-ceiling window and watches the city. She will miss this view when they move to a house – when the right place with the right garden comes up.


These modern apartment blocks are certainly soulless. They have tried to soften things with cushions and throws in warm tones, a genuine Scandinavian tan leather sofa, but the apartment is small and white walled, and all the fixtures are polished steel – down to the coffee maker she bought for Salima last year. The cleaner comes weekly to polish and shine.


Sometimes Rose feels the intimacy with the city skyline makes up for it. The large expanse of window helps her to breathe. She has taken in this view so many times she imagines she can pinpoint from memory the exact location of all the lights, and even know if one is missing – if one lonely soul has decided to go to bed early with a headache, or a late-working accountant is not yet back from an evening meeting. At the northern end of the view, at the children’s hospital, tiny squares of fluorescent light line up like calls waiting on a switchboard. In some of the windows, she can make out figures standing around a bedside, or perched on a patient’s bed, or see the pale blue curtains drawn to hide the view.


Rose is on her third glass of wine when she sees Salima’s car disappear into the underground car park. The first glass spread a warm glow through her shoulders, the second cleared out her mind. By the third, a ripping feeling has begun in the centre of her chest. 


She places the open bottle at the back of the pantry, behind the Nutri-Grain. Hazel, her niece, is the only one who eats that, so it won’t be discovered. She opens a packet of salt and vinegar chips and fills her mouth a few times, crunching and swallowing hard, the chips rough against the back of her throat. Then she pours herself a glass of water, and swishes it around in her mouth.


At the scrabble of Salima’s key against the lock, Rose rushes to open the door. 


Salima is wearing black leggings and a loose black T-shirt with the words Don’t blame me, I didn’t vote for Abbott in big white letters. She has her gym bag in one hand and a plastic bag weighed down with takeaway in the other. ‘Thanks,’ she says as Rose pulls back the door. She slides the handle from the plastic bag onto Rose’s fingers and they kiss. The smell of fish sauce, tamarind and coconut milk rises up between them. ‘I’m starving.’


‘Me, too.’ Rose lies. Her belly is a bloat of wine and chips. Her body feels dull and thick. The last thing on her mind is food.


She takes the bag over to the kitchen as Salima shakes off her bright green Crocs. She gets out the bowls and then waits at the counter while Salima opens the containers and heaps the food into them.


‘Good day, my love?’


‘Not bad. Looks like this case is going to court.’


‘Really? I thought you had it all sewn up.’


‘So did I. How was outpatients?’


‘Busy. And Mrs Hart is back on the ward.’


They sit side by side on the couch in front of the television, plates perched on their knees, piled high with pad thai, rice and green tofu curry. Ian Henderson is reading the ABC news. The skin of his brow is grooved with deep furrows.


‘A sealed wooden box containing ten people was discovered by customs officers at Melbourne’s Tullamarine Airport today. The box arrived on an air freight charter aircraft from Istanbul. The ten people, believed to be Syrian asylum seekers, included four children. Gina Garlick reports.’


A reporter stands outside the Children’s Hospital. It’s a hot night, and she’s wearing a yellow sleeveless silk blouse that’s billowing in the strong wind. Her face is lit up and pale in the artificial light. Thin strands of hair fly across her face. She sweeps them aside and tucks them behind her ear.


‘The four children found in the crate are aged between six months and seven years old. Two are in the intensive care unit in a critical condition.’


The footage cuts to an ICU physician, a man in scrubs standing in front of a pair of steel doors. He is bald, with manicured stubble on his chin, the curl of a tattoo just visible at his right shoulder and thick arms crossed in front of his broad chest.


Salima seizes the remote and turns the television off.


‘I can’t watch any more, not if we’re gonna talk about babies. Have a look at the paperwork?’


‘I’m not sure I have the energy tonight.’


‘What’s happened? I’ve been a bit distracted since I came in. Sorry. Starving!’ She takes Rose’s bowl – she has barely touched the food – and places it on the coffee table in front of them, careful not to topple a pile of unread medical and legal journals. She holds Rose’s hands in her own.


‘I had a call about Dad today. He’s broken his leg.’


She watches as Salima’s face dips into annoyance for half a second, her lips pressed together, brow knitted before softening again in concern. She has never liked Ernie.


‘Poor, Ernie. That’s no good.’


‘He’ll be okay. He’s detoxing at Bendigo hospital. About to have surgery.’


‘What happened?’


‘I don’t know. Not really. I spoke to him and he’s all over the place. I guess he fell. I’ll know more tomorrow.’


‘You gonna head up there?’


‘I’ll have to.’


Salima presses her mouth closed again and looks out the window, taking in the hospital lights and the charcoal sky. Rose follows Salima’s gaze. They watch the plane trees opposite shake in the breeze, pale under the streetlights. The room is silent but Rose is sure she can hear the paper-like, impatient shuffling of the leaves.


Rose needs to tell Salima about the gene, about the little fault that runs through her, but the news hovers above and around her, as if unsure where to land. She forces open her dry mouth but can’t seem to speak.


She can feel Salima’s eyes on her again as she tightens her grip on Rose’s hands. She knows that Rose is not telling her everything. After years they can read each other pretty well. But she won’t press her today. She will give her some time. This is their way.


‘How long will you stay in Baringhup?’


‘Hopefully no more than a day or two.’


Salima takes the dishes over to the kitchen, empties the contents of Rose’s bowl into a plastic container and begins stacking the dishwasher. 


Rose takes in a long breath and heaves it out in a sigh. She is grateful that Salima’s focus has momentarily turned to something other than herself – her concern feels stifling. It’s a return to their old, intimate ways. Days when they could hold each other for hours, talking, watching with careful delicious attention. 


She trains her eyes outside. The flapping of the plane tree leaves quietens.


They have been all business over the past few months. It seems there is so much to be taken care of in preparation for having a family. And she’s not even pregnant yet. It may not even happen. All they seem to do at the moment is work their way through lists. Choosing a donor, a car, a house. It has become all that they talk about, all that they do. Certainly, planning a family as two women allows for few surprises. Salima says it’s just a busy time. When things calm down, they can start to relax and do things just for fun again. But Rose is starting to have her doubts. She worries that the focus is taking the life out of them as a couple. If this is how they plan a child together, how will they raise one?’


They met out riding. ‘A relationship forged in lycra,’ Salima used to say. They were both part of the freight train of lycra that rode to Mordialloc and back in the early mornings. Rose was fascinated by the compact woman who always rode on her own. She found ways to ditch her own friends so she could ride close to her. When Salima started a conversation with her at the lights one day, Rose nearly fell off her bike. Rose was in a relationship – that added a quality of danger – but from the very beginning the whole thing was electric. Salima’s forthrightness, her clarity of focus, softened with care, was so attractive to Rose, although it made her feel like a dithery idiot at times. Salima was an overseas student at the time. While she talked to her parents in Pakistan regularly, she told them very little of substance about her life. She seemed so completely alone, yet so self-assured.


They started riding together and found themselves almost perfectly matched in fitness. Rose felt a floaty sense of ease – the Beach Road traffic noise seemed to fade away, the glint of sun on the water seemed shinier, the hills more tolerable. They chatted on the cruisy bits of road, and then later over coffee. For the first year or so, they rode most mornings. Now they go rarely. Rose can’t remember the last time.


Rose watches Salima at the dishwasher. Her long, dark hair is in a tight, neat ponytail. It swings as she moves about the kitchen. Rose watches the tan curve of her neck as she rinses her hands in the sink, hair thick at the nape, thinning out into silky down towards the neck of her T-shirt. After ten years, the smooth, precise movements of her limbs still makes Rose’s body hum. Salima turns and smiles.


‘What are you looking at?’


‘Your sexy body.’


‘Darling. If we’re not going to look at the IVF paperwork, I do have to do some work tonight.’


‘That’s okay. I wasn’t. I was just saying.’


‘Thank you, my beautiful.’


Salima comes over to the couch and takes Rose’s face in her hands. She leans down and kisses her quickly on the mouth.


‘Go on. Into the study.’


‘Are you going to work tonight?’


‘A little bit. I need to send Michelle a handover. Pack a bag.’


‘Of course. Anyone you’re worried about?’


‘Not really. Which is good. But it feels weird taking time off.’


‘It is weird – for you … I can’t remember the last time you took unplanned leave.’


Salima drags the heavy roller suitcase containing her brief into the study. Before she closes the door, she yells out, ‘Wanna go for a ride in the morning?’


‘Yes!’


‘Cool. I’ll set my alarm.’


It is like Salima has read her thoughts. Perhaps things are not all business after all. Salima is not so terribly annoyed that she is keeping something from her. Something they both know she will have to say soon. There is a warmth there.


The switchboard lights of the hospital glint at her through the window. She thinks of the children in the ICU. The desperation the parents must have felt to agree to being smuggled here in a crate. She hopes they are being allowed to see their children. More likely they have already been taken to a detention centre, in preparation for their being flown off-shore.


She feels raw in her chest at the thought of the unconscious child, still and quiet apart from the whoosh of the ventilator, with tubes protruding from taut dry skin, mouth sticky and slack around an endotracheal tube, pallor at the conjunctivae. Meanwhile, the ICU nurse at the foot of the bed writes down numbers, each in its little square: the volume of dark straw urine in the catheter bag, of yellowy liquid from the nasogastric tube, the blood pressure readings from the central line. A body reduced to its basic functions. A hand not held. A brow not kissed. 


Can they bring another child into this terrifying world?


Rose extracts the wine from behind the Nutri-Grain box, pours herself a generous glass and settles back on the couch. The dishwasher shrugs and mumbles. She turns on the TV again and flicks to the news channel. There is no more news about the people in the crate. A blizzard on the east coast of the United States has left ten dead and hundreds of thousands without power; forty-seven civilians are dead from airstrikes to Islamic-State-held territory in Syria; Ted Cruz is still the preferred Republican candidate for the US presidential elections. Donald Trump is pictured waving to an ecstatic crowd, his face streaked in a strange orange colour, his flighty hair lifting in the breeze.


‘Ridiculous,’ Rose says.


She flicks between channels, watching only for seconds at a time before moving on. There is something soothing about jumping from channel to channel, taking in what’s on without having to make a choice.









Question marks, 1945


That sick feeling in my belly is coming on me more and more. Most of the time now, I feel swollen, bloated and full. Sometimes I get waves of pain and nausea. Perhaps it was that mutton that sat in the Coolgardie for a few days before we ate it? These last few weeks of summer have been a little warm. But the Coolgardie does catch the breeze where it hangs in the big cotoneaster tree in the yard, and we all ate the mutton together and John and the boys have been right as rain.


I have had to rest. I do manage to do what I need to – the shopping and the washing and the cleaning, preparing the tea. But in between tasks I need to lie down on the bed and take a break. Even then, my mind refuses to rest. It shoots off in all directions: to what this sickness might be; questions about John and me; all sorts of things.


It’s curious. The moment you think about – or speak about – a marriage, if you actually commit to a point of view about it, you realise that view is necessarily limited. It is limited to that day, that hour, that moment, and to that way of looking at things. A moment later you may find yourself squinting at things more sideways, or more straight on, or with more generosity, or less.


John’s silence does trouble me. I keep coming back to that. I long for a true conversation. But it is the one thing I can’t ask for – it’s simply not him. He is so many other things. He is kind, practical and generous. At times he can be terribly, terribly funny.


Last night, after the broadcast, we were all a little glum. Curtin spoke of the ongoing cost of the war in the Pacific – hundreds and thousands of pounds per day – and gave a warning against complacency. ‘Buy more bonds’, was the message – something nobody can afford, of course. But we must all try, somehow, to do our bit.


As John carved the rabbit (the boys’ least favourite meal) and served it up, he gave the most perfect impression of Curtin doing the same. Complete with the long pauses and the rolled R’s.


‘Men of Dandenong Road … Another supreme effort on the home front is required of you. I call on you to eat your rabbit and your vegetables. Surely when General MacArthur said, “We do not count anything done as long as anything remains to be done”, he was referring to the consumption of rabbit. The call is national. The call is individual, for “no one else can do your share”. The means is in your hands, and on your plates. Only you can eat this rabbit.’


The boys were in stitches, as was I. He kept it up all night. He just had to look at me with a serious look, his ‘Curtin’ face, and I would fall about laughing. I had to tell him to stop in the end. It hurt my belly to keep on laughing. I had to press under my ribs with my hands to soothe it.


‘Please, please,’ I said. ‘I want to go to bed with John King, not John Curtin!’ At that he stopped and took my hand. It was a hot night, even though it was the middle of March, and I had taken my house-coat off to lean in and break up the ashes in the stove. A fresh layer of sweat had coated my skin, and I pressed my back against the wall to cool myself and stretch out, relieving the pressure on my belly. John leaned in and kissed the sweat from my top lip, stilling my mouth.


John’s silence is thicker about some things than others. He almost never speaks of the Great War – the one they are still calling the Great War, even though this one is turning out to be just as bad. He has no mates from that time, not like other men. It is as though that period of his life – full three years – never existed. He listens to the talk on the wireless and the newsreels about the troops overseas, the possibility of more Japanese attacks. He nods when the neighbours or my family discuss the latest. But he remains quiet about his war.


Even so, that war is all around us. This very house is a reward for his service on the Western Front. It was built by the State Savings Bank for the War Service Homes Commission, one of a hundred or so in this block. Behind us is Villers Square, named after a battle in the war. Maybe John was even in that battle. You hear about how some men have nightmares – how they strike out in the night, dreaming of the trenches with the bodies piling up, the stench and the rot and the noise. But John sleeps deeply.


I asked him early on about the war, one morning when he came to pick me up for elevenses. He had been back from the war for fifteen years by then. On the walk to the teashop on Mount Alexander Road, he held my hand for the first time. When he did that, I felt buoyant, as if his hand transmitted something effervescent. I floated upwards on that airy thing into the shop, smiling serenely at the dour face of Mrs Fletcher behind the counter. From my perch, up on that little cloud, I found the courage to ask questions.


‘So, tell me about the war.’


He smiled. It was contagious the way he smiled back then, his eyes fixed on mine, the gentleness I saw in them. I smiled back.


‘Where were you? Turkey? The Western Front?’


‘Flanders.’


I waited.


‘We took a roundabout way there. First to Egypt and then Southampton. Training on the guns.’


‘What was Egypt like?’


‘Oh, it was hard. The training, in the desert, in the heat. We were just boys. We were excited to see the pyramids though, and the Sphinx. On days off we went to the markets in Cairo.’


‘Did you buy anything?’


‘A few little things. We couldn’t carry much. They’re all lost now, though.’


‘Lost where?’


‘In Flanders. Everything got lost there. In the retreat.’


He was quiet for a moment and then reached and touched my arm, giving it a squeeze.


‘It’s all in the past, love.’


He looked past me after that, jaw held tight, blinking, as if trying to focus on something in the distance. We sat in silence for a few minutes. I hadn’t got used to it yet, how comfortable he was with silence. I was distracted by the heat left on my arm from his touch, the electricity of that closeness.


Ernie has come to the bedroom to find me. He is bored with his games and his puzzles, and he is worried about me. He’s been unusually quiet. None of the usual questions. Yesterday I was making his lunch when one of those waves came over me. He’s a fussy eater. He prefers white things and hates vegetables, anything green. I mostly make him eat what he’s given, but yesterday I was tired. I wanted to sit down myself and have a drink and a rest. I had a big block of that insipid looking Kraft processed cheese – the one that comes in the blue cardboard with flaky silver wrapping. I think it tastes awful but the boys seem to love it. I put some between two slices of bread and fried it in the pan until the cheese was oozing out the side. It was sticking a little and I shook the pan, shaking loose the pale goo from the edges. As the smell hit the back of my throat, sweet and greasy, I felt a hot flash of sick come up. My face flushed with heat, then cooled with sweat. The kitchen cupboards loomed around me, yellow paint shouting and baying.


I took the pan off the heat and leaned against the stove, closing my eyes. When I opened them, Ernie was studying me from his seat at the kitchen table, his eyes wide, gnawing great question marks. He gripped at the sides of the empty plate in front of him, holding on.


I forced a smile.


‘It’s alright, darling.’


‘You look sick, Mum.’


‘It’s just gastro. You remember you were sick like this. Last year. You got better. It just takes time.’


He stared at me.


I flattened my smile into a tight grin, holding down another surge of acid. ‘Would you like to go and sit in the cool of the front room? Perhaps after lunch we could read a book?’


He nodded hungrily – hungry as much for the company, the closeness of us, as for the food. I usually wanted it too – the quiet weight of his body on my lap, the white roundness of his arms, with the soft pudginess of a baby still about them, his hair with that slightly burnt smell from sitting by the fire, like freshly toasted bread. But right then I wanted to tear off my sweaty dress, I wanted to lie down on the cool tiles, to focus all of my attention inwards and breathe some calm into my belly.


Still, I felt the need to reassure Ernie that all was well. So I shook the toasted sandwich out onto a plate and picked it up, trembling. I placed my other hand atop his head, balancing there, and steered him into the lounge.


‘You can be a grown-up and sit in Dad’s chair today.’


He eyed me warily as he stood in front of the chair and slipped upwards onto it.


John has never forbidden the boys from sitting in his chair, they just never do. The creases in the brown velour match the contour of his body, the cushion at the back has shaped to fit into the small of his back.


Ernie stretched out his short legs to keep his shoes off the cushion and rested the plate on his lower belly. I tried to sit but the pressure on my belly made me feel sick again. I went to the window and looked out. There was nothing to comment on. The street outside was still and the trees in the garden had that singed late summer look. I thought I must give them some water. It has not rained for weeks. Then came another surge of acid. I started out to the toilet but didn’t make it. I heaved and heaved onto the carpet, pools of thick white foam billowing on the coral-coloured wool. Ernie was frozen, his little body all stiff and terrified. Poor mite, he didn’t know what to do.
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