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Chapter 1


Beth


I spent much of my childhood fantasising that I was adopted. While other kids were pretending to be princesses and superheroes, I was using my stuffed toys to play out a scenario where I found out there had been a mix-up at the hospital when I was born. It was the only way I could make sense of how I came to be a member of my family.


Now, at thirty years old, I no longer played with my toys, of course. But I was still searching for an explanation for my progeny.


My parents exuded an unbridled magnetism that made people want to be around them. Mum – an artist – had recently been commissioned to paint a mural on a toilet block in a park near their place. So many people stopped by to see her while she was working on it that the council received traffic complaints. They rigged up lights so she could paint at night, but then traffic issues became after-dark noise infringements when her friends and contacts descended for a party in the park. For Dad – a musician – a trip to the local shops to run even the most banal errand usually turned into a roaming street party, which, more often than not, involved an impromptu jam session.


Our surname – Dwyer – was used more as a descriptive noun than a proper one.


‘Jarrah has such charisma; she’s such a Dwyer,’ they’d say.


‘Did you see Elijah perform? He was amazing; he’s such a Dwyer,’ they’d gush.


‘Have you met the other child? She’s not a typical Dwyer at all,’ they’d remark.


To be fair, I didn’t know where ‘they’ ended and my inner dialogue started, but the sentiment rang in my ears like a case of unrelenting tinnitus. Being the filler foliage in a bouquet of blooms meant people who knew my family related to me in one of two ways. They’d either forget me entirely (I’d lost count of how many times people had said ‘I didn’t realise Rosie and Thorn had three children’), or they’d treat me like I was popular by proxy.


Even from a young age, I knew that when classmates asked for a playdate at my house, they were not seeking out my company (playing with ant farms and DIY crosswords has a limited appeal, apparently). They were hoping for a ‘Dwyer experience’. A few times (and most likely out of obligation) my classmates would return the invite, and I got an insight into how their families lived.


I loved that they ate ‘normal’ food for dinner, not cocktail snacks, takeaway or ‘Rosie’s surprise’, which was a bowl of cereal. I loved that when you rang their doorbell, a tinny chime sang through the house to signal a visitor had arrived. Our doorbell was an old bicycle horn covered in spider webs that sounded like it signalled the punchline in a slapstick circus performance. I loved that their parents wore ‘normal’ clothes and had ‘normal’ jobs. And I loved when their parents announced it was time for bed and then read us a story and tucked us in. My parents had raised us with a focus on self-determination and left it to us to choose when we went to sleep. (It wasn’t nearly as much fun as you’d think.)


Fortunately, I had Gran – Elise Evans, nee Simpson. And, on the day that changed the trajectory of my life, I drove to Gran’s house to collect her for Saturday lunch with my family, as I did every week, feeling grateful to have her as an ally. I was also pleased I’d be able to use her bathroom to wash my hands and rid them of the greasy, smelly petrol film that had coated them since I’d filled up my car – a white 1990 hatchback which was older than me.


My car had a few cosmetic blemishes and mechanical quirks but, more often than not, it got me from point A to B and back again without incident. The lock on the driver’s side was broken, which meant I had to climb across the passenger seat to get in and out. Mostly, this was just a mild inconvenience, although, once, I did accidentally disengage the handbrake as I manoeuvred my legs into the footwell. I managed to stop the car before it rolled too far down the hill it was parked on, and perfected the act of scissoring my legs over the centre console so it wouldn’t happen again. A few months earlier, on a particularly wet day – the sort when the ability to see out of one’s windscreen was crucial to safely navigating the road – the windscreen wiper lever snapped off in my hand. Fortunately, I still had a screwdriver in the car from when the rear-view mirror fell off, so I jimmied it into the cavity and developed a technique to manually activate the wipers. It often took a couple of attempts to engage, so it wasn’t ideal for sudden downpours, but it did the job.


Gran’s house – specifically, her garden – was one of my favourite places in the world. Well before local councils gave cash incentives for people to plant native gardens, or gardening for wildlife was in vogue, Gran had established a spectacular native haven in an otherwise suburban concrete jungle.


At first (and maybe second and third) glance, the front garden looked haphazard and unorganised. Chaotic, even. But Gran had thoughtfully introduced every plant and arranged every log and stone to provide a sanctuary for birds, reptiles, amphibians and insects. Carpets of pigface, with their pretty pink flowers and plump green leaves, sprawled over the ground, while the dainty white flowers of creeping boobialla scented the air in spring and summer. Bronze rambler and other creepers wound up a retaining wall made from quarry stones, which served as a multistorey apartment building for a thriving population of lizards.


The sharp spines and prickly leaves of the grevilleas and hakeas might have looked inhospitable, but they offered birds a refuge from prowling neighbourhood cats. The bottlebrush and banksia shrubs along the fence served as an all-you-can-eat buffet for birds and bees.


The birdbath in the centre of the garden attracted local magpies, willie wagtails and honeyeaters that splashed and ruffled in the water and fed on the insects it lured. After rain, the pond at its base was a stage for motorbike frogs that performed like an unruly orchestra in which every member vied for a lead part.


After dark, when the diurnal creatures had turned in for the evening, a southern boobook owl that my Gran had named Liber (the Latin word for ‘book’) emerged from the shadows. It would quietly announce itself with a ‘boo-book’ call, before assuming its position as nighttime sentinel in the firewood banksia.


The pièce de résistance of Gran’s garden was the three-armed grasstree, or balga, as it’s also known, which she’d salvaged from a development site. It was impossible to know exactly how old it was, but given the species grows as little as two centimetres per year, it could have been up to 600 years old. Its vibrant green spines contrasted with the charred black trunk; an ode to the hundreds of years it stood in its fire-prone environment.


As I made my way along the path, stepping carefully over a trail of ants and spotting a honeyeater overhead, I could feel my shoulders relax. Gran’s house was one of the few places where I felt I could be myself.


My happiest childhood memories were of Wednesday afternoons, when Mum taught art classes and Gran collected us from school. While Jarrah and Elijah lounged on Gran’s mid-century settee watching cartoons and eating her delicious cinnamon twists or the Iced VoVos she bought especially for us, Gran and I could be found in her garden, or with our noses in natural history books.


One year, Gran gave me a flower press for my birthday. I carefully selected suitable specimens, which I gently placed between the cardboard sheets like other girls my age might tuck their dolls into bed. Then I would fit the top and bottom boards, replace the wingnuts and begin the excruciating wait for them to dry. After about ten days, I would open the flower press, and lift off the cardboard to reveal the perfectly preserved specimens. Gran – a botanist with the state’s herbarium – would help me tape the specimen into a flower journal, describe its features, document its origin, and record its scientific and common name. By the time I had finished primary school, I had created an impressive botanical reference library.


Gran continued to collect me from school long after I was old enough to walk home by myself. By then, I had the whole batch of twists or the entire packet of Iced VoVos to myself because Jarrah and Elijah had given up afternoons with Gran in favour of hanging out in the local park or shopping centre with their friends. When I left school, I scheduled my university and work timetables so I could still visit her on Wednesday afternoons. It was the highlight of my week.


I reached Gran’s front porch and called out to her as I opened the front door.


‘Hello, darling.’ She poked her head into the hallway. ‘I won’t be a tick.’


‘No rush, Gran. I’m just going to wash my hands.’


I walked down the corridor towards the bathroom and breathed in the smell of the house – of Gran. Her house was perfumed by a subtle hint of dusty books, a whiff of her homemade (and sworn-by) vinegar cleaning solution and a trace of the Pond’s Cold Cream that she’d used since forever. It used to smell like Grandpa’s cigarettes, too, but that smell had faded in the months after he died. The shelves, cabinets and mantles in her house groaned under the weight of the ornaments and trinkets she’d collected from op shops, garage sales and on her travels. And her walls were covered in paintings of flowers, birds, seascapes, landscapes, portraits, still lifes and life studies.


My favourite painting of hers hung at the end of the corridor near the bathroom. The painting depicted two adult Gouldian finches perched on a grass plant. The hues of their resplendent yellow bellies, violet throats and green caps had faded a little over the years, but their colours were still striking. A third bird – a comparatively dull-brown juvenile – was sheltering behind the outstretched wing of one of its parents. When I was younger, I would look to that juvenile and wonder if I, too, would transform into a more colourful version of myself as I matured. A glance down at my black jeans, black Converse runners and black T-shirt indicated that I had not.


I washed my hands, dried them on the stiff, sun-dried handtowel and glanced behind me at the tiny bathtub where Gran had told us fairytales as she gave us our weekly hair wash on Wednesday afternoons. I hunched to inspect my reflection in the mirror, which was positioned at the perfect height for my five-foot-one Gran and no one else. I used my still-damp hands to smooth the stray hairs that had escaped the low ponytail I’d tied at the nape of my neck, and performed an inspection of my chocolate-brown hair for any grey hairs that might have appeared since I plucked two out last week.


After leaving the bathroom, I found Gran waiting by the front door. I leaned down to hug her; her tiny shoulders slipped under my armpits and her short-cropped hair gently tickled underneath my chin. She always seemed tiny; I was taller than her by the time I was twelve. But lately she seemed even smaller, and the hunch she had developed through years of looking down a microscope had become more pronounced.


She had a light-pink silk scarf adorned with flowers draped around her neck and was wearing a pair of silver gumleaf earrings from her extensive collection.


‘You look nice,’ I said. ‘I like the earrings.’


She smiled, and jiggled her head to make her earrings dance below her lobes. ‘You ready?’ she asked.


I shrugged my shoulders defeatedly.


On our way out, we passed by ‘Herrick’, who Gran had rescued from a garage sale the previous month. Herrick was a jackalope – a taxidermied head of a rabbit, fitted with a large pair of forked deer antlers and mounted on a dark timber plate. Apparently, the myth of the jackalope began when American colonists spotted rabbits with warty growths on their heads and then some crafty taxidermists from Wyoming attached a pair of antlers to a rabbit’s head and sold them for a lark. Now they hung in bars and tourist haunts all over Wyoming – and above Gran’s fireplace.


‘Goodbye, Herrick,’ she called merrily.


‘Goodbye, Herrick,’ I echoed.


As silly as it was, I was a little jealous of him. He didn’t have to deal with my family.









Chapter 2


Beth


‘Hola!’ my father bellowed as he threw open the front door.


He was wearing a sombrero and a multicoloured poncho. I recognised the poncho as the one he’d bought when he and Mum travelled to South America for four months when I was in primary school. They’d left my siblings and me with Gran and Grandpa.


‘Como estas? Come ’ere.’ He grabbed for me, pulled me into a big hug and kissed me loudly on the cheek. ‘How’s my girl?’


‘I’m good, Dad,’ I replied breathlessly; most of the air had been squeezed from my chest.


I pulled back to survey him. His sombrero was askew, having been displaced by our embrace. Up close, I could see he had used an eyeliner pencil to draw on a moustache. My first instinct was to call him out for cultural appropriation, but I had enough experience with family lunches to know that they usually went better if conversations like those were saved until after we’d exchanged greetings.


‘Hi, Elise.’ He turned to Gran with a giant smile. They kissed each other’s cheeks.


‘Darling, you look FAB-U-LOUS,’ she gushed. ‘If I’d known it was a Mexican-themed lunch, I would have dressed up too.’


‘Oh, it was a little last-minute. We accidentally drank all the wine in the house last night,’ he chuckled, turning to walk back inside. ‘But we had some tequila and Cointreau. So, I figured, when life gives you lemons … you make margaritas. So, it’s a Mexican fiesta – isn’t it, Rosie?’


‘Ohhhh … they’re here,’ my mother cooed as she appeared from the kitchen. She was wearing a Frida Kahlo-esque floral headdress made from large, brightly coloured flowers. She looked magnificent.


People often described Mum as ‘breathtakingly beautiful’. Her eyes were a striking aqua, and her wild curly hair – once a vibrant strawberry blonde, but now a little lighter – was often decorated with coloured paint that had strayed from the paintbrushes she wielded.


‘Mum,’ she said, wrapping her olive-skinned arms around Gran. ‘How are you doing?’


‘I’m good, darling.’ Gran looked Mum up and down like she was admiring a magnificent piece of art. ‘You all look wonderful.’


‘Thanks,’ she said, through a broad smile, her eyes twinkling. There was no question she was at her most beautiful when she smiled. The lines that had developed around her eyes, down her cheeks and across the bridge of her nose didn’t seem to age her, but endearingly animated her smile and added to its warmth. And her laugh was a raucous, joyous, contagious sound that reverberated around even the densest space.


Growing up, I’d found it mortifying.


Mum launched into a lively description of how some neighbours – ‘the ones from number fourteen that we always thought were a bit odd’ – had seen them in the front yard and suggested they all have a drink. It turned out that they were a bit odd, but they also were a lot of fun. One drink turned into one bottle, which turned into one big night.


‘Can you believe they’ve lived down the road from us for nearly five years, and we’ve only just discovered them?’ Mum mused. ‘Think of all the fun we could have had.’


I hoped the odd couple from number fourteen knew what they were getting into. My parents had a habit of becoming fast friends with other couples. They would share an intense friendship, living in each other’s pockets, until the couple retreated back into their life of suburban normalcy, completely worn out. My parents had an insatiable stamina for life and a vitality that exhausted most others. Few other couples could keep up for the long haul.


‘Who’s for a drink?’ Dad asked, while waving a blender jug in one hand and three upturned cocktail glasses in the other.


‘I’ll have one,’ Jarrah said, materialising from down the hall.


Like Mum, Jarrah moved with an effortless fluidity, which was made even more graceful by the long, flowing skirts she often wore. The bracelets that adorned one of her svelte wrists softly jingled when she moved, creating an ethereal soundtrack for her journey through life. The closest I had to this was a squeak that had developed in the left shoe of my favourite pair.


She gave Gran a hug, me a wave and made her way to one of the armchairs where she tucked her legs underneath her, sat down and rested her head on one of her slender arms.


‘Elise? Beth? You having a drink?’ Dad asked while already pouring them.


Elijah emerged from his dark, cavernous bedroom, grunted in my direction, gave Dad a thumbs up and pecked Gran on the cheek. He sat opposite Jarrah, in front of a vase of peacock feathers Mum had collected when she worked as an artist in residence at a winery in the valley. The feathers looked like they were extending out of the top of his head like a riotous fascinator.


Elijah had followed in Dad’s footsteps and become a musician. He was in a band called One Girl, Three Lovers with one girl – Olivia – and his high school friend, Sam. The trio had decided on the name without realising what it implied about the nature of their off-stage relationship. They were indeed lovers (being in a band had its perks, apparently), just not with each other. But, by the time someone pointed this out, they’d already had posters made up to promote their first gig, so they decided to keep it. Besides, sexual ambiguity was at the heart of many successful bands, they figured.


‘There he is …’ Dad said, handing Elijah a drink. ‘How was your gig last night?’


Elijah explained that the gig, which was at a small suburban pub, was a little dull until a twenty-first birthday pub crawl turned up. A gaggle of drunken girls heckled the band with requests for mainstream pop songs, while the birthday girl’s mother threw up in a pot plant by the stage. A couple of the attending males were caught trying to pull a condom vending machine off the toilet wall, and someone else jumped the bar and took off with a bottle of vodka. The entire party was escorted from the premises as the band played some new material, which went down well among those sober enough to notice it.


Predictably, Elijah’s tale prompted Mum and Dad to recall stories of the good ol’ days, when Dad had played at some of the city’s shadier venues. Like all their stories, we’d heard Mum and Dad tell these ones hundreds of times before, which meant their delivery was well-rehearsed. They finished each other’s sentences, paused at key moments for suspense and even threw in some sound effects while ascending towards a suspenseful climax.


The story we’d heard them tell most often was the one of how they’d met. It happened when they were in their early twenties, at an art auction fundraiser at a posh western suburbs private school. The event supported local artists, by exposing them to members of the school community who had deep wallets and a desire to publicly demonstrate their generosity.


Mum was one of the exhibiting artists and Dad had been hired to play the backing track for conversations about overseas ski trips and property portfolios. It wasn’t his usual style of gig, but Dad had hoped it might lead to other bookings for cocktail parties and corporate functions. Unfortunately, the evening’s program contained a typo and incorrectly identified him as Thorn Dwyer, rather than Thom Dwyer.


Having noticed Mum from across the room (his overused cliché, not mine), Dad had tried to make a beeline for her between each of his sets. But she had spent the whole evening shrouded by bougie folk who asked her about the origins of her inspiration and whether she’d considered painting in a more conventional style. She hated these types of people, but she indulged their inane conversation, as she was desperate to make a sale. The original-painting-selling business was slow, and, as a vegetarian pacifist, she was reluctant to work any more hours at her job as a casual counter-hand in a butcher to make that month’s rent.


My mother’s painting was the last lot of the evening. It was an abstract landscape she’d created with bold and textural brushstrokes in rich colours.


Aware he was running out of time to meet her before the end of the evening, Dad decided to bid on Mum’s painting. He planned to invest every cent he had – $227.60, including the $200 he was to be paid for the event – to procure the painting and secure an introduction to the artist.


Armed with a numbered paddle and a keenness to buy whatever my mother was selling, Dad started his bidding out strong, confidently committing $60 – $10 over the starting price. As he lowered his paddle on the first bid, he realised he’d been so transfixed on the bewitching artist that he hadn’t even looked at the painting he was so determined to buy. Fortunately, he thought it was as magnificent as the woman who created it.


A bidding war ensued between Dad, an elderly lady wearing a fur coat and too much perfume, and the father of the school captain. The bidding bounced around between them, increasing by ten- and twenty-dollar increments. Then, just as Dad was about to bid $240 (he felt sure he could procure the shortfall from the coins that occupied the cracks and crevices of his car), the school captain’s father delivered a decisive $20 blow.


Dad was disappointed, but he had no time to lament; he was contracted to play a final set to entertain the masses while they settled their purchases and headed out into the evening and back to their waterfront mansions.


But my father’s efforts had not gone unnoticed. My mother had been impressed by his deep sultry voice as he played pared-back acoustic renditions of some of her favourite songs. She’d noticed that he moved his body towards the microphone when he sang high notes. And she liked the way he closed his eyes when he played instrumental guitar solos. She also appreciated that his valiant involvement in the bidding war had driven up the price of her painting well beyond her expectations. Thanks to him, she would be able to pay that month’s rent and have some money left over for some new paints.


When she’d finalised her sale, my mother wrote her phone number on a piece of paper and had planned to put it in the open guitar case next to Dad. But as she approached the stage, he stopped mid-song and, with childlike enthusiasm, asked: ‘Want to get a drink?’


Startled by the abrupt pause in his stunning rendition of Jackie DeShannon’s ‘What the World Needs Now Is Love’, my mother hesitated for just long enough that the lady in the fur coat called out: ‘If she doesn’t, I will.’


My mother nodded, my father smiled, and the other lady huffed off into the night.


Mum scrunched her phone number into a ball and tossed it into a nearby bin; she had a feeling she wouldn’t need it. She was right. My parents went for a drink that night, and within three months they were engaged; within two months of that my mother was pregnant with Jarrah; and three months later, they were married. They’ve been inseparable as ‘Rosie and Thorn’ ever since.


This story had been told to us like a fairytale over and over again. Jarrah – a hopeless romantic – pored over every detail.


‘How did you know he was the one?’ she’d ask Mum.


‘What did you first notice about her?’ she’d quiz Dad.


‘I wonder if love at first sight happens to everyone?’ she’d pose to no one in particular.


I was far more interested in the practical elements of the story.


‘What would have happened if you’d won the auction and couldn’t pay your rent or afford to eat?’ I’d challenge Dad, judging his fiscal carelessness.


‘What would you have done with the painting if you’d won it and she’d said no to your invitation?’ I’d inquire, appalled that he’d tried to buy her affections.


‘Weren’t you concerned about starting a family without any financial security, assets or conventional careers to fall back on?’ I’d ask them both, knowingly picking at a wound first inflicted by my father’s parents, who disapproved of their relationship.


But their answer to my questions was always the same: ‘It all worked out, and we wouldn’t change a thing.’









Chapter 3


Beth


While Elijah helped Mum finish getting lunch ready and Jarrah and Gran chatted, Dad and I searched through my parents’ drawer of ‘essential items’ for paper umbrellas for the cocktails.


‘How’s work going, Bethie?’ Dad asked as he fossicked in the sideboard cupboard.


‘It’s good. I’ve been working on a project to build a rope bridge across a major highway that has bush on either side, so possums can safely cross from one side of the road to the other. The bridges have been installed in other parts of Australia and the data shows that far fewer possums get hit.’


Like so many native species in the local council area where I worked as an environmental officer, possums had been severely affected by urban development. My job was to find ways to help conserve these native species before they became locally extinct. I was particularly excited about this rope bridge – I had researched and suggested it, and my manager had agreed to let me run with the project.


‘That sounds great, Bethie. Good for you,’ Dad said nonchalantly, before triumphantly producing the umbrellas. ‘I think Jarrah mentioned she rescued a baby possum when its mother was hit by a car the other day.’


Irritation prickled at me; I was leading a significant project that would likely benefit an entire species across a vast metropolitan area, and he was likening it to Jarrah driving an orphaned possum to a wildlife carer.


‘Luncheous est servo,’ Mum announced from the doorway. ‘Get ready for a Mexican feast.’


The ‘feast’ was nachos, cobbled together with some stale corn chips, salsa, a browned avocado and a few flakes of grated cheese that Mum had found up the back of the fridge.


‘Did you hear the news about the star signs changing?’ Jarrah asked, transferring a pile of corn chips from the communal bowl to her plate and then sucking the cheese residue from her fingers with a pop. ‘This could be the most significant thing to have ever happened to humanity.’


‘What do you mean the star signs are changing?’ Mum asked, offering the plate of nachos to Gran.


‘Apparently, NASA has found a new constellation, so there are thirteen star signs, not twelve. This means that everything we know about ourselves could actually be wrong.’ Her voice escalated in enthusiasm with every word until it reached a shrill crescendo.


Jarrah often made her decisions based on her ‘intuition’ and her daily horoscope. When she was sixteen, she registered for a service to receive text messages containing horoscopes and affirmations several times a day. Unfortunately, the horoscopes didn’t predict the shock you’d get when you received your phone bill and discovered that each message cost $4.95. By the time the bill turned up, Jarrah had amassed $750 worth of spiritual guidance.


‘Really?’ Mum asked. ‘What’s the new one?’


‘Let me check,’ she said, reaching for her phone and swiping at it until she found what she was looking for.


I rolled my eyes. Jarrah sought the meaning of life in everything from crystals to runes. She was superstitious from an early age; she compulsively avoided cracks in the pavement, dreaded Friday the thirteenths, and was forever searching for wood to knock on. She threw herself into the latest spiritual trend: she wore the red Kabbalah bracelet when it was in vogue; and swore by The Secret when it was all the rage. She regularly frequented clairvoyants and hijacked every camping trip and sleepover with her ouija board. She rearranged all the mirrors in the house during a phase with Feng Shui. I wondered what the new constellation meant for the living room furniture.


‘Oh, here it is … Ophiuchus,’ she whispered dramatically. ‘“The addition of Ophiuchus, for people born between 29 November and 17 December, has shuffled the entire zodiac chart.” Beth! This means your star sign has changed.’


My birthday – 27 December – was tucked away in the awkward week between Christmas and New Year’s Eve when the days are committed to cricket-watching, beach visits and leftover ham. People are usually recovering from their Christmas food coma and haven’t yet gathered the momentum that builds in the lead up to New Year’s festivities. It was pretty much an annual non-event.


‘Listen to this,’ Jarrah continued excitedly. ‘This is Beth’s star sign with twelve zodiac signs: “Capricorns are relentlessly ambitious and are known to be unforgiving, serious and boring. They are disciplined and practical, hardworking and pragmatic. They weigh up all their options before making decisions, which are usually based on reason and not emotion.” This is like reading your bio, Beth.’


Dad and Elijah chuckled.


‘Nawww, that’s not very nice,’ Mum offered in attempted solidarity.


‘I don’t see any of those as a bad thing,’ I said. ‘What’s wrong with being disciplined, practical, hardworking and pragmatic?’


‘But, listen. Now you’re a Sagittarius. “Sagittarians are optimistic and adventurous with a tendency to be restless. They are independent, honest and philosophical and are always ready to learn and have a spirit of independence and love the idea of finding freedom.”’ She beamed. ‘This is like an astrological makeover. All those years of being serious and boring, and now you can be your true self – optimistic and adventurous with a yearning for freedom—’


‘Jarrah,’ I said curtly, ‘I am who I am because that’s my nature, not because of some nonsense profile in a horoscope.’


‘But surely you’d enjoy a bit more adventure in your life? A bit more spontaneity? Leave some things to chance?’


‘A little less conversation, a little more action,’ Dad sang, doing a terrible Elvis impression.


‘Thorn – no,’ Mum half-heartedly scolded. She turned to me with sympathetic eyes. ‘We love you just the way you are, Beth,’ she said.


‘Thanks, Mum. But I’m not apologetic for the way I am.’


‘Of course you’re not, darling,’ Gran offered. ‘We’re all different, and that’s what makes families, and the world, so great.’


‘I’m just saying that you could see what life would bring if you allowed fate to take the reins for a while,’ Jarrah continued. ‘Like, have you ever trusted in the universe to decide which path you should take? Or placed your faith in a higher power? I mean, have you ever even bought a lotto ticket?’


‘I’m thrilled that you’re happy living out your destiny and making decisions based on how your tea leaves dry in the bottom of your cup,’ I said dryly, ‘but that’s just not for me. And I’ve got better things to spend my money on than the lotto. Besides, NASA studies astronomy, not astrology, so I don’t know what they’d be doing looking for new star signs. The zodiac signs date back to the Babylonians, who divided the zodiac into twelve segments and then picked twelve constellations, which they aligned to their twelve-month calendar. I don’t see how there can be a thirteenth one.’


‘Okay now,’ Dad said, reaching for a sour-cream-laden corn chip, half of which fell to his poncho as he tilted his head and inserted it into his mouth. ‘Let’s just enjoy this delicious meal. Elise, how’s it going at the herbarium?’


He wiped his face with the back of his hand and smeared his moustache over the bottom part of his face. He was a mess, but I was grateful for him shutting down the conversation.


Lunch continued in the typical way – conversations about bands I hadn’t heard, books I hadn’t read and movies I hadn’t seen. Once the last bit of dried cheese had been pried from the casserole dish (which I doubted had ever been used for a casserole for as long as it had been in this house) and the last drop of margarita was slurped from our glasses, I motioned to Gran that I was ready to go. I exchanged hugs and kisses with Mum and Dad and nodded farewell to Jarrah and Elijah.


‘I wasn’t really having a crack at you,’ Jarrah said as she followed me up the hallway towards the front door. ‘I just think you’d have more fun if you eased up a bit.’


How would I ever prove to her that I was content? Smile more? Wear brighter clothes? Update social media with #blessed posts? And why would I even want to? Having watched on the sidelines as Jarrah danced her way through party after party, loved her way through a series of passionate relationships and ricocheted through exotic adventures, I knew that her highs were a stark contrast to her lows. Her life wasn’t all rainbows and sunshine, and at least I had a reliable forecast.









Chapter 4


Beth


‘Urgh,’ I grunted as we pulled away from my parents’ house. ‘Imagine thinking that redefining horoscopes would somehow change who we are as people.’


‘I know, darling,’ Gran sighed. She seemed tired.


‘Are you okay?’


I sometimes forgot that Gran was eighty-two and that slowing down was probably something that came with the territory.


‘Oh yes, sweetie,’ she responded, her singsong chime returning. ‘I’m fine. Just a little tired. Actually, that reminds me. Can we stop at the pharmacy on the way home? I have to get a script filled.’


‘A script? Is everything okay?’


‘Yes, pet. Everything is peachy.’ She swatted the air with her hand as if shooing away my concerns. ‘My doctor is just tweaking my blood pressure medication. Nothing to worry about; I’m fit as a fiddle.’


Indeed she was. She’d aged in appearance after my grandpa died, though; her face became gaunter, and her hair greyer. But she made a point of keeping busy. She increased her volunteer hours at the herbarium, made jam from every imaginable fruit and did a short course in silversmithing. She often referenced her favourite author, Gertrude Stein, who said, ‘We are always the same age inside.’ Based on that, I’d have said Gran’s inner self was in her mid-twenties.


I pulled into the car park of the small shopping centre that was halfway between our two houses.


‘I won’t be a jiffy, darling,’ she called back to me as she took off through the automatic doors while I was still climbing out of the passenger seat.


The centre was typical of those found dotted in suburbs all over the country. It had the standard line-up of shops: a bottle shop, pizza shop, bakery, beautician, supermarket, newsagent, chemist, barber and health food shop. It also had a multi-function shop where you could get keys cut, shoes mended or drop off your dry cleaning.


I meandered over to inspect the offerings on the discounted book table outside the newsagent. I thumbed through a copy of Cooking for One: cuisine for singles; glanced at Practising Pilates, which boasted a free stretch band; and smirked at the stack of untouched street directories. Who was upgrading their street directories these days? Then, the illustrations of zodiac signs and the Grecian-style font on the cover of Science of the Stars: the 12 zodiac signs caught my attention. I turned over the book to read the blurb:


Are we the masters of our own destiny? Is our future determined by fate? What does your birth date say about you? This is the must-have guide to understanding the 12 zodiac signs and how the planets impact our lives.


Too bad for all the people who purchased Science of the Stars, even at the discounted price of $19.95, as the entire book was now defunct if Jarrah was right about NASA’s ‘discovery’ of the new constellation.


I browsed through the magazines and decided to treat myself to a copy of National Geographic. See, Jarrah, I thought, I can be spontaneous. A magazine hadn’t been in that week’s budget, but I bought it anyway.


‘Do you want a ticket in tonight’s draw too?’ the elderly gentleman behind the counter asked as I handed the magazine over to be scanned. He pointed to a sign that was emblazoned with ‘$60 million jackpot’ and decorated with streamers and balloons.


My first thought was that surely everyone knew that the higher the jackpot amount, the more people who bought a ticket, so your odds of winning were actually lowered. My second was of Jarrah.


‘What the hell,’ I said, loudly enough to surprise us both. ‘I’ll take one.’


I paid, tucked the ticket into a pocket of my wallet and made a mental note to adjust my budget spreadsheet to reflect the unexpected purchases.


~


As I stepped over the threshold of my apartment after dropping Gran home, a wave of relief washed over me. It was good to be home. I felt safe in this space, away from the clutter and chatter of the world, where everything was exactly as I wanted it.


Where my parents’ house was eclectic, my house was ordered. Their walls were bestrewn with ‘statement’ art in various shapes, sizes and colours (some my mother’s, and others by artists they admired), while my taste in art was minimalist to non-existent. Their rooms were cluttered with odd bits of furniture from the side of the road; my two-bedroom apartment was sparsely furnished. The fabrics that covered my parents’ cushions, bedspreads and windows were a helter-skelter of patterns and colours. In contrast, I had chosen upholstery in neutral, calming tones and with subtle textures.


I’d shared a bedroom with Jarrah until I was about twelve, where I’d lived among her chaos and had a front-row seat to the spectrum of emotions she’d catapulted through daily.


The final straw came when a putrid smell materialised in our room and progressively worsened over several days. Jarrah poked around superficially to find the source of the pungent aroma, but failed to uncover it. After several days, when I couldn’t stand it anymore, I delved into her piles of clothes. I found a partially decayed baby possum, which I assumed had been brought in by one of the neighbourhood cats Jarrah had befriended and encouraged to come into our house.


I picked up the possum in one of her T-shirts, stormed into the lounge room and, in between sobs and dry retches, announced to my parents I was leaving home to live on my own. I thrust the putrid possum at Mum, who then agreed to cordon off a section of the enclosed sleep-out veranda at the back of the house. I was delighted. Finally, I had my own room, away from Jarrah, her drama and her dead possums.


This was my sacred space until I answered an ad for a ‘clean and neat housemate to live with two responsible and studious engineering students’ in my first year of university. The shared house was within walking distance of campus, and I lived there for three years. My housemates – Tamara and Jess – lived up to their advertised promise, and we enjoyed a harmonious home life based on mutual consideration and cleaning schedules.


After I graduated and got a job at the council, I moved into a tiny bedsit. I lived there for five years while I saved for a deposit for my unit. Despite my ample salary, this involved a lot of scrimping and sacrifice; while my peers were enjoying brunches of smashed avo and overseas working holidays, I was living to a stringent budget. Admittedly, being fiscally conservative was made easier because my calendar wasn’t exactly overrun with social engagements. Having endured a lifetime of my parents’ parties, I was never keen to spend time or money on drunken nights and the inevitable hungover mornings.


In an attempt to pay off my unit as soon as possible, I had continued to maintain a tight financial plan. I budgeted for a monthly catch-up with my friends from university, who knew better than to include me in their schedule of buying rounds. And, occasionally, my colleagues from the council went for a Friday-night drink, but I made my exit after one or two beers, or when the twenty-somethings from waste management started talking about getting everyone to do tequila shots – whichever came first.


I could usually absorb other costs incurred due to socialising (such as dinners for friends’ birthdays, or wedding and engagement presents) in the $30 I allowed each week for ‘miscellaneous incidentals’. And while it had been eons since I’d dated, splitting the bill ensured I wasn’t left shouldering the cost of someone else’s meal if they’d opted to stray from the evening specials. Jarrah – whose money trickled through her fingers – accused me of being stingy. But I couldn’t have cared less, because when I was in my unit, which I could afford because I was stingy, I felt at home in my own life.









Chapter 5


Beth


The Monday after lunch with my family I had a rostered day off, which meant I was able to accompany Gran on a field trip to survey orchids in a nature reserve next to Woodside Ridge – the farm where she grew up. I enjoyed tagging along as a volunteer on these visits. It was an opportunity to get out in the bush, without the responsibility of leading the project. I enjoyed having something planned for my time off; I hated squandering it. And any day I got to spend with Gran was a good one.


Gran had been involved in a project to re-establish a population of the species Caleana fallax, or warty swan orchid as it’s commonly known, for several years. Each plant grows to about 30 centimetres tall and develops two to three smooth dark-purple flowers in spring. Two fleshy, tear-shaped petals grow out from the stem and curve to meet each other at their tips to create a swan-body-like shape. They are covered in a soft fuzz, made up by thousands of tiny hair-like fibres, while a central petal bends 90 degrees at its tip to create what looks like a head at the end of a long, elegant neck. The result: a swan-shaped flower; hence the name.


Gran had been involved in a survey of the species about twenty years ago, when they found there was only a handful of plants left in existence. So, as an insurance policy against something terrible (such as a fire) wiping them all out, Gran and a group of volunteers collected seed to store for safekeeping at the state herbarium and in the Kew Gardens Millennium Seed Bank in Sussex – a kind of global Noah’s ark for plants.


And it was lucky they did.


Two years ago, a fire had torn through the reserve, burnt through three of the four remaining populations of warty swan orchids and caused the native wasp, their pollinator, to disappear.


Fortunately, Gran and her team were able to cultivate some plants from the surviving population and grow new ones from the seed they had stored. But, still, the wasps were nowhere to be found.


Knowing that Mother Nature needed a helping hand, Gran visited the plants several times a week. She tenderly collected pollen grains on a tiny paintbrush from one plant and then delicately brushed them onto another. I think she enjoyed the work as much as she enjoyed being able to describe herself as a botanical sex therapist. Whatever her title, one thing was for certain: without her, the entire species would have become extinct.


‘I never get tired of coming out here,’ Gran said as we slowed to a stop at the edge of the nature reserve under a giant marri covered in blossoms that were teeming with bees. My car had vibrated violently when we turned off the sealed road and onto the track that ran parallel to the nature reserve, so I was glad to give it a break.


‘Did you ever think you might end up taking over the farm?’ I asked.


‘Not really,’ she replied, looking towards the timber ‘Woodside Ridge’ sign that her father had erected when he was still working the land. ‘My parents were determined that we would be educated and that my brother, Henry, sister, Daisy, and I all explored a life beyond these fences.


‘In fact,’ she continued, ‘we were the first family of three with more than one girl to all graduate from the university. They even published a story about us in the university magazine. Mummy kept that clipping in a frame on the mantelpiece until she died.’


‘They must have been proud,’ I said. While they told me they were proud, I don’t think my parents ever thought much about me being university educated.


‘They were. But, unfortunately, it spelled the end for the farm that had been in our family for four generations.’


A cow in a nearby paddock mooed loudly, as if confirming her account.


‘And it was a risk. Daisy and I didn’t know what our careers would look like, especially after we got married,’ she added. ‘Nowadays it’s assumed that you girls will have long and productive careers, even if you choose to have a family too. But it wasn’t until the mid-60s that married women could work in the public service. I remember two girls I went to boarding school with – Mary Thomas and Edith What’s-Her-Name – got married in secret, so they didn’t have to quit their jobs. But that just bought them time; they had no choice but to quit when they got pregnant.’


Gran scanned the horizon and breathed deeply.


‘Even though I left this place, it always feels like home,’ she said, as much to me as to the landscape.


A trail of dust appeared on the horizon, and the farm dogs in a distant paddock were whipped into a barking frenzy. Emily Lim and Jack Walker, who had arrived from the state’s herbarium to oversee the survey, waved from inside the car as they slowed to a stop.


Emily was a botanist in her forties who was capable, diligent, thorough and organised, with little interest in small talk. Gran insisted that Emily reminded her of me, which I took as a compliment.


Jack – a proud Noongar man – more than made up for Emily’s reservedness. He spoke at a million miles an hour and radiated warmth.


‘Elise!’ he bellowed as he strode towards Gran with his arms outstretched. ‘How are you going? You keeping well?’


He hugged Gran tightly. They had worked together on and off for the past forty years and enjoyed a productive professional history and a genuine fondness for each other.


‘Great to see you again, Beth,’ he said, turning to shake my hand.


Once we’d unloaded our equipment from the car, the four of us made our way through the open eucalypt woodland towards the population of warty swan orchids. Emily took deliberate, purposeful strides, while Jack stopped regularly to point out a lizard he’d spotted or to listen for a bird call. Gran seemed to be walking more slowly than usual, especially up the inclines. Admittedly, the small pea-sized rocks underfoot did make it slippery.


The undulating terrain of this patch of bushland was why it was still there; my great-great-grandfather chose to clear the flatter land to the east. It was the easier option by comparison, and now this patch of bush was one of only a handful of natural areas left in the district. The landscape was dotted with powderbark wandoos; their slender creamy, skin-coloured trunks were covered in pockmarks and blemishes. The deepest indents were tinged with a deep red-brown colour, as if blood had coagulated in the wounds.


After about fifteen minutes, we reached the population of warty swan orchids, which was marked out by purple tape and protected under a sheet of fine netting.


‘Hello, my little darlings,’ Gran cooed.


Jack laughed.


‘What?’ Gran feigned ignorance. ‘Plants that know they are loved grow better, you know.’


Emily rolled her eyes good-naturedly. As a scientist myself, I assumed it was because she disapproved of Gran’s anthropomorphising of the plants.


‘Well, it seems to have worked,’ Jack gushed. ‘Look at them all!’


We got to work counting and measuring the plants. The original plants looked healthy, and there were seven new ones. The wasps were still missing in action, but the group was confident in its ‘build it, and they will come’ approach. It would just take time. And a bit more sexual healing.


By the time we tallied our findings and gathered up our equipment, the sun was directly overhead, which shortened the shadows and hazed the horizon. The hum of the insects had become louder and more shrill.


‘Are you okay, Gran?’ I asked, noticing she’d stopped to catch her breath as we walked back towards the cars.


‘Of course I am,’ she replied, slightly breathlessly. ‘Any fitter and I’d be dangerous.’


Gran looked to Emily as if to check whether she was making a mental note about her diminished capacity to carry the equipment bags. I knew she feared the day they would deem her an occupational health and safety risk and no longer let her participate in the surveys.


About halfway up the last incline she stopped abruptly.


‘Ohhhh! Look what I’ve found,’ she exclaimed, pointing to a long red-and-black feather laying against a rock. ‘A red-tailed black cockatoo feather’.


‘That’s a beauty, Elise,’ Jack said. ‘We call those cockies “Kaarak”, which means “black feather”. They were my mother’s totem.’


Gran picked up the feather, and rotated it between two fingers. The incandescent orange-red hues of the barbs glowed with the sun behind them.


‘When I was young, these birds used to descend on this farm in their thousands, you know,’ Gran said. ‘You’d hear them well before you’d see them, and then they’d flock to the eucalypts around the place.’


Gran removed her wide-brimmed hat and slid the quill of the feather into the band.


‘Their favourite tree was the old marri next to the outhouse. They’d pry open the honkey nuts with their beaks, eat the seed and then drop the shell. It made the ground really slippery. The challenge of getting to the loo without falling over or copping a nut to the head was enough to make you shit yourself. And that was before you checked the underside of the seat for redbacks and the long-drop for snakes.’


We all laughed.


After we said our farewells and Emily and Jack drove off, Gran lingered with the car door open and scanned the landscape, as if adding additional colour and detail to her mind’s eye picture of the place she’d known her whole life.


‘What a good day at the office,’ she beamed.


I couldn’t have agreed more.
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