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			To Leo and to Felix

			with love, always

			Pearls

			I’m standing in the garden of my childhood home. 

			The grass is under-watered but overgrown, patchy and uneven. A thick plank, jammed into place to keep the pergola’s frame from falling, is crisscrossed with termite tracks and black with rot. The grapevine, once contained to the pergola’s frame, has been left unpruned for years and now it snakes its way off the frame, through the grass, along the concrete path to the Hills hoist, planted in the centre of the yard. The air is filled with the sharp, sweet scent of the pepper trees. They were planted in the corner of the yard some generations ago. I can hear the bees that gather in those trees. As a child, I wondered why I never saw them swarm. There must be hundreds of them – thousands – to make such a noise, and yet, I never saw them.

			I breathe in the scent of the pepper trees. Let the late-winter sun warm my back and soften the knotted muscles in my shoulders. But I do not relax.

			My father began the process of clearing things out of this house long before he died. Long before the lump, the surgery, the chemotherapy, the radiotherapy. Before the spots in his lungs, on his liver, before the shingles, 
the morphine, the brochures on palliative care. Before the pneumonia, the pulverised food. Long before all these things he would say, 

			‘I just found ...’ 

			‘Do you want ...’

			‘Are you interested in ...’

			The cutlery set with the bone-handled knives. My mother’s sewing machine. The cookery book I was awarded at school for canteen duty. 

			I would take these things and say, ‘Thank you.’ 

			And then I would say: 

			‘The pearls? 

			What about the pearls? 

			Have you found the pearls?’

			He would shake his head or shrug his shoulders and say, ‘Haven’t seen them.’ And then he’d change the subject.

			My mother’s string of pearls. A gift from her parents; borrowed by me for my wedding. And my father lost them?

			My first memory of the pearls is Saturday night. This is cabaret night in 1970s country South Australia. My brother and I will have tinned spaghetti on toast for tea and a babysitter who will spend all night in front of the TV.

			I am allowed to lie on my mother’s bed and watch as she gets ready. 

			Her room smells of green apple shampoo, Oil of Ulan and Marlboro Reds. (She takes quick puffs and long drags on successive cigarettes as she puts her make-up on.) She begins with her foundation. (Puff.) It is tipped into her palm, dabbed on and rubbed in, to give her skin a beige but dewy glow. (Puff.) She spits into the pot of pancake eyeliner (puff) then takes a brush, twists the tip between her finger and her thumb, and paints thick lines across her eyes using long and gentle strokes. (Puff.) Her eyeshadow is blue and for that she uses the pad of her finger. (Puff.) The wand of her mascara is first for her eyebrows, then her lashes. She brushes on blush. Lipstick. Make-up done. (Long drag).

			Her rollers come out of her hair. (Puff.) Her hair is teased with a comb. (Puff.)  

			*Hairspray* (Puff, cough, puff.)

			And then, there they are. 

			The pearls. 

			She takes them out of her dressing table drawer, struggles with the clasp a little, looks to me and says, ‘Come here.’ (Long drag.) 

			I stand next to her in front of her dressing table mirror, her make-up scattered, the ashtray full. I say the names to myself: Max Factor, Helena Rubinstein, Marlboro Red.

			She hands me the pearls. Curled in and around themselves, they are smooth, cold, heavy in my palm. Each one is perfectly formed, the same size as the one that comes before and the one that follows.

			‘Like this,’ she says, and shows me how to use the clasp. She holds the pearls against her neck, bends down so that I can reach. 

			I fasten the clasp. She stands to complete her final flourish: a pair of satin gloves that stretch up to her elbow. She checks one side in the mirror (cigarette placed in a holder now). Checks the other side. (Puff.) And then, my mother is gone. 

			On Sunday nights, my mother washes my hair. I sit in the bath and lean my head back. My mother holds her hand at the top of my forehead and scoops cups of warm water out of the bath, onto my scalp, rinsing my long, straight hair. Cup after cup and I want it never to end.

			When the bath is finished, my mother uses a towel to squeeze the water out of my hair, then sits me in front of the heater so that my hair will dry before bed.

			There was no central heating in the 1970s, no reverse-cycle air conditioning. We had a radiator that my mother dragged from the kitchen to the lounge room and sometimes, if we were really lucky, to our bedroom. Long bars would glow with orange heat in front of a curved sheet of reflective metal. It would tick-tick-tick as it warmed or cooled. 

			In this memory, I’m wearing the dressing-gown my mother sewed for me. It’s synthetic so if – as it sometimes does – it touches the radiator grille, 

			it will hiss 

			then melt.

			But it’s the seventies and so I sit, my knees curled up to my chest, so close the heat burns my cheeks, as I listen to my mother read. 

			It’s The Bunyip of Berkeley’s Creek and when the bunyip asks (in my mother’s voice), ‘What am I?’ a seed is planted in the fertile soil of my imagination. 

			‘What am I?’ the bunyip asks again, and I am learning that melancholy and yearning are a thirst that can be quenched through words and pages turning. 

			In truth, my childhood memories are a patchwork, a kaleidoscope, a mismatched mishmash of snatches of things that might have happened or might not. 

			But I do know this:  

			When I was a child there was nowhere and no-one safer than my father. 

			He had thick, red hair and a thick, red beard that frightened other children. But at night, when he sat in his chair to watch the news, I curled in his lap, held my ear to his chest and listened to the rhythms of his heart. 

			The best part of my day was when my father came home from work. He would lift me off the ground, and I would breathe him in. He was a high school teacher, so his day smelled of Marlboro Reds (that he was allowed to smoke at his classroom desk), of International Roast from the staffroom, and of turps-based ink from the stencil machines.

			He wore wide-collared shirts, a brown suede jacket and round brown shoes that were punctured with psychedelic swirls. His ties fascinated me. Thick bold prints in scratchy brocade, patterned in paisley, coloured in purple and orange. The one I loved the most was dotted with pigs and underneath each the initials: MCP.

			‘What’s MCP?’ I asked.

			‘Male chauvinist pig,’ my mother answered. (Long drag.)

			I think it is fair to say my father wore that tie with much less irony than he believed. It is true that he was before his time in cooking most of our meals and in taking his turn to lift a load of washing out of the grey water of the first tub and into the clean water of the next so that the clothes could rinse. But the first my mother knew that she was leaving Adelaide was when my father came home from work and said, ‘I got the promotion. We’re moving.’

			

			My mother hadn’t even known that he’d applied for the job.

			This is not to say my mother was unhappy moving. She was filled with a potent sense of restlessness and unrealised ambition. ‘There’s been a mistake,’ she would often say to me. (Puff.) ‘This isn’t where we’re supposed to be living or who we’re supposed to be.’ (Drag). There were so many other places and so many other people in her destiny: There was the life on a commune where she would grow potatoes for the oppressed. At the other end of the revolutionary scale, there was the life of a European princess to be lived in shabby but elegant exile. There were the games of croquet to be played with Virginia Woolf and the rest of the Bloomsbury Set. There were the gin slings to be slung in the setting of the colonial sun. 

			She would never see any of these places or be any of these people. We spent most of the seventies in Clare, a small town with a growing number of vineyards about an hour and a half from Adelaide. From there, we moved further north to Port Pirie, an industrial town at the top of Spencer Gulf which formed an ‘iron triangle’ with Port Augusta and Whyalla.

			When we first arrived in Port Pirie in the late seventies, construction had just begun on the smelter’s chimney at the end of the main street. This would become the tallest structure in our state, visible as soon as you came over the rise from Crystal Brook. It was always affectionately known as ‘the stack’.

			‘Do you see that?’ my mother said from the front seat as we first drove into the town. (Drag – it was the seventies so you could still smoke in the car with children.) ‘Do you know what that is? That’s the largest lead smelter in the southern hemisphere. Do you know what that means? That means …’ (my mother rarely paused to let other people answer) ‘… when there’s a war declared on Australia, we’ll be the first to be bombed. The minute you hear there’s a war been declared, you get in the car, and we will leave this town.’ (Puff, puff, puff.)

			In the playground of my new school, I was soon to discover that I was the only child whose mother had warned her of this danger. I also discovered that sharing this particular pearl of my mother’s wisdom was no way to make friends.

			Other things I learned in the school playground? Divorce. The concept was introduced to me when, one lunchtime – after a particularly torrid game of kiss chasey – a girl yelled at a boy from the top of the monkey bars, ‘I’m getting a divorce.’

			‘Would you ever get a divorce?’ I asked my mother.

			‘Oh, (long drag) we’d never be that organised.’ (Long exhale.)

			My mother never did go to live on a commune, but she made do with what she had, and in our dry, sandy yard, she cultivated a garden that took her all around the world. She drew a plan of our yard on graph paper and labelled it using sharpened lead pencils and her neat, primary teacher script. 

			There was ‘Australian native’ in the front, ‘English cottage’ down one side of the driveway, ‘Mediterranean kitchen’ down the other and ‘French provincial’ round the back. Like most of my mother’s projects, the French provincial garden was ambitious, but she grew lavender that you could smell even through the pepper trees and asparagus that I never ate. She would stand in her French provincial garden saying, ‘You know, if you squint a little bit, (puff) the smelter’s stack does look a little like the Eiffel Tower.’

			In addition to the stack, Port Pirie’s landscape was dominated by television antennas. These were planted in backyard gardens where they became a feature, bordered by roses and mint, climbed on by ivy and grapevines. They towered high above the houses, giving access to Adelaide’s commercial stations. They were affectionately known as ‘towers’. My mother revelled in the weirdness of the towers and the post-apocalyptic landscape they created. ‘You know,’ she used to say, ‘those towers will keep us safe when we’re invaded by the Daleks. Not much can beat the Daleks, but the towers can.’

			Without a tower, our viewing was limited to the ABC and the local station, channel four. No matter how much I begged, my parents were united in their refusal to plant a tower in our backyard. This was consistent with their frequent but fruitless gestures of defiance against the capitalist state. But it was inconsistent with the reality of my mother’s television viewing habits.

			My mother watched a lot of television.

			My mother was the smartest person I knew but whenever my father was out (which was often) we watched Dallas and A Country Practice instead of Four Corners or This Day Tonight. When she watched television, my mother sat at the end of the Edwardian three-seater lounge, switching effortlessly between her knitting needles and her ciggies. On the coffee table to her left were her ashtray, her cigarettes and her brandy (which she drank on the rocks).

			My mother loved that coffee table. 

			My parents had furnished our home in antiques and second-hand furniture bought from farmyard auctions across the state’s mid north. They never restored anything, just carted each new acquisition home, checked for redbacks, then put it straight to use in our home. Never restored, always as-is, but often repurposed.

			The coffee table, for example, was a repurposed commode. This had come – excitingly for my parents—complete with its original ceramic bowl. Its legs were glossy wood and beautifully ornate. As a coffee table, its proportions were almost perfect. Its lid was always down, of course, and it was covered in a linen cloth. But I could never stop myself from remembering that commode is just a fancy word for toilet, and what’s more, a toilet that can’t be flushed. The fact my mother used an unflushable toilet as a coffee table symbolised everything that separated her from every other mother in the town.

			Alongside her cigarettes and brandy, my mother watched television with her latest knitting project in her lap and the cat curled against her leg. The cat and the knitting gave our house an air of gentle domesticity that might have allowed me to pretend our house was the same as those of the normal families I was still convinced did exist. But that gentle domesticity masked a fervour and ferocity that I’m sure none of my friends’ mothers brought to either their television viewing or their knitting.

			When my mother was outraged (which was often) she knitted with furious speed, the quick and constant clip of her knitting needles an unsettling background to the canned laughter of The Golden Girls and Three’s Company. 

			She used the news headlines as a starting point for long, one-sided conversations. ‘You know we don’t really live in a democracy, don’t you?’ (My mother often spoke in declarations dressed as questions.) ‘We just make a choice between one man who isn’t as smart as us, and another.’ (Long drag.) 

			This became a particularly charged accusation when my father became the mayor.

			Often when we were watching television, she took the chance to share more of her pearls of wisdom. ‘You see that?’ she said one night when we were watching Tenko, an ABC/BBC production about a women’s prison camp at the fall of Singapore. The women had just begun on another round of ‘One Man Went to Mow’. ‘You listen to me,’ my mother said. (Click click.) ‘If you’re ever a prisoner of war …’ (well don’t forget, we were living in the town most likely to be bombed when war was declared on Australia) ‘… if you’re ever a prisoner of war, you start to sing and you get everyone around you to start singing too. Singing gives you power, singing together gives you even more.’ 

			Another night, there was a news flash and a picture of a frightening looking man popped up on our screens. He had pale, pale skin, deep-set eyes and cropped hair. This man had just escaped from the Port Augusta jail. He was possibly armed, genuinely dangerous, and I was alarmed. But just a few ad breaks later we were reassured that the escapee had been apprehended, hiding in Coober Pedy.

			‘I hope you’ll never be that stupid,’ my mother said. ‘How stupid is that? Running to Coober Pedy? 

			You listen to me,’ my mother said, her needles clicking, her cigarette burning, the ice in her brandy melting. ‘If you ever need to hide, don’t go to the desert. You can’t hide in the desert.’

			There was a day when I was eight or maybe nine that I was allowed to take my mother’s typewriter into my room. 

			This mysterious machine.

			Inanimate 

				and yet it drew life in from the air as my mother tapped and sighed and stared and swore. 

			She would sit at the kitchen table for hours, books and papers spread around her, a growing army of empty coffee cups and an ashtray that, by lunchtime, would be overflowing. 

			In my bedroom I recreated the scene. 

			The typewriter sat on the tiny desk my father had wedged into a corner of the room. 

			I filled a coffee cup with water, 

				rolled a piece of paper into a tube, 

				coloured one end brown to be the filter 

				the other red to be the flame. 

			I took a book from the bedhead of the bottom bunk and I began at the beginning. 

			I said each word in my mind and then watched as my hands transformed it. A single word then lived on both these pages and in an echo that hummed in my mind. 

			As I became familiar with the keyboard, I learned to see the words as patterns and hear the syllables as rhythms and the space bar pulses in between. I stopped looking to the book and instead made horizontal lists across the page of the patterns and the rhythms and the pulses I loved most. Here. H E R E. There. T H E R E. Were. W E R E. A visceral momentum built but I couldn’t think fast enough and I ran out of words. 

			I went back to the book and as I typed, day turned to night, until my mother arrived. 

			‘I’m typing The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe.’

			She dragged on her cigarette before she spoke. ‘Well, that’s a waste of time. You should write your own.’ 

			I thought, but did not say, But all the books have been written.

			I didn’t know it then, but this is when my mother taught me that before a story could be finished, someone must begin. 

			She was teaching me that 

				the pictures I see, 

				the voices I hear, 

				the people I meet in my daydreams,

				these are stories waiting to begin. 

			And the patterns and the rhythms and the pulses? 

			That is how to make those stories live.

			It was around this time that my father’s politics and his political activities began to dominate our household as he ran variously for parliament and local council. 

			My mother’s contribution to my father’s political career was to write endless slogans, all of them rejected by my father, but I always loved the one that went: ‘When the chips are down, (long drag) vote Crisp!’

			My contribution to my father’s political career was to ride my bike along the footpaths of Port Pirie delivering pamphlets (bearing the straightforward slogan ‘Vote 1 Crisp’) into people’s letterboxes.

			From time to time someone would be standing in their front yard and would take the pamphlet directly from me. ‘You Crispy’s daughter?’ they would ask. I would nod, knowing that from here, the conversation could go one of two ways. The first was quite straightforward: a nod, a smile and a friendly, ‘You tell him he’s got my vote.’ 

			The second was less conspiratorial. ‘I fucking hate your old man.’ 

			I never told my father of those conversations. I wanted to protect him from the idea that people didn’t like him. I ran it past my mother, but she seemed entirely unconcerned. ‘Oh, he’s not everyone’s cup of tea (long, long drag). He’s what they call (long drag) an acquired taste.’ (Short, sharp exhale.)

			In fact, my mother was far more political than my father. Her politics were more radical, but also more subversive. She took the ‘personal is political’ kind of approach. In the lead-up to my first high school social, for example, my greatest fear and greatest ambition was to pash (and be pashed by) a boy. 
I did not speak explicitly of this to my mother of course, but as we planned my fancy dress costume, I steered her away from the bunch of grapes made of inflated balloons attached to my body, and towards the Beatles-era mod so that I could wear knee-length boots and a mini skirt. My mother still had a pot of pancake eyeliner in her dressing-table drawer, and I was convinced that I would look as beautiful as she had done on the cabaret nights I still remembered.

			The first problem with my plan came on Monday morning at our school assembly when the high school principal took the opportunity to remind us that there would be no physical interaction between students of the opposite sex. ‘A girl and a boy may dance together,’ he explained, ‘but there must at all times be twelve inches between them.’

			The whole school – including the teachers – snickered. But this snickering was nothing compared to my mother’s laughter when she had this story relayed to her by her friends as they enjoyed a post-work brandy at our kitchen table.

			‘Oh, I’ve got a great idea for a costume,’ my mother said. (Long drag.) I watched my dreams go up in smoke as she designed a straight-lined tunic that went from my shoulders to my ankles. And instead of a mini-skirted mod, I went to my year eight social dressed as an eight-inch ruler.

			My mother sewed, knitted, created more clothes and costumes for me than I can count or remember. I loved my long Holly Hobbie dress, my knitted poncho, my tartan skirt with its oversized safety pin, but nothing was ever as good as the night in 1984 when I went to my friend’s sixteenth birthday party dressed as Princess Diana. I wore a taffeta dress that looked like the one Diana had worn when she danced with John Travolta, and – with half a can of mousse and a full can of hairspray – my mother convinced my hair to stay swept coquettishly to the side.

			‘But there’s something missing,’ she said. (Halfway between a puff and a drag.)

			And then she brought them out of her dressing table drawer. 

			The pearls.

			The tips of her fingers were cool on my neck as she fastened the clasp. The pearls were soft in colour and texture against my skin. The dress, the hair, the pearls. I was as elegant, as alluring as any princess has ever been. Tonight was surely the night I would pash and be pashed. As if she could read my mind, my mother said, ‘Now don’t go looking for the prince (quick drag). A prince is always a frog in disguise.’ (Long drag).

			It seems incredible now, but when I was eight years old, every night after dinner I would ride my bike to the deli at the end of our street, a one-dollar note clutched firmly in my hand. A packet of Marlboro Red, please. I always remembered the please.

			I was under strict instructions to bring the cigarettes straight back home and not to spend the four cents change on lollies. ‘They will rot your teeth,’ my mother promised me. (Puff.) 

			As the anti-smoking campaigns of the late 1970s and early 1980s took hold, my mother began to give up smoking with evangelical enthusiasm, only to start it up again with an equal level of vigour and commitment to the cause. ‘These things will kill you,’ she said, with what sounded to me like a visceral kind of glee but which I now understand was the manifestation of a complex relationship with self-control.

			Like any self-respecting teenager at the time, I also began to smoke. 

			‘What would you say if I smoked?’ I asked my mother one day when I was in year eleven. 

			I had just been caught by one of my mother’s friends. I was taking a break from the rigours of trigonometry, parked in my father’s yellow Commodore on Port Pirie’s wharf. I was breathing in the nicotine and tar of the cigarette with one breath and the sickly sweet sulphur fumes from the smelter’s slag heaps with the next, when my mother’s friend rode by on her bike. She didn’t wave, in fact she quickly looked away, and it didn’t occur to me that she perhaps had more to hide from this afternoon encounter than I did. I was convinced that my mother would soon have heard where I’d been. 

			‘Well, I wouldn’t say anything (puff, puff, puff). I’d just think to myself (drag), Hoooow stupid.’

			I suppose my mother knew that by then I was stealing cigarettes by the box from the carton she kept on the top of the kitchen cupboard. But I wonder if she ever knew that when I lit my first cigarette, I stood in front of her dressing table mirror, one hand on my hip, the other holding the cigarette tilted in the air the way I’d seen her do. And I wonder if she ever knew that I smoked for many years always telling myself, Stupid, you’re stupid, with every drag. 

			My mother planted a French provincial garden and my favourite subject at school was French. It made me feel quite intellectual memorising vocab and conjugating verbs. Conjugate. As a teenager, I liked that word. (Long drag.)

			When I started performing comedy and had to give the MC an intro, I used to give them this: ‘Tracy Crisp has studied Chinese in China, Spanish in Spain, and French in Port Pirie.’ Like most of my comedy, it wasn’t that hilarious – until the night that the Irish MC who didn’t know me (or Port Pirie) from a bar of lavender soap said PortpiREE like it might really be in France. 

			I studied French in Port Pirie (puff), and I failed it in Adelaide (drag). When I was seventeen, I headed off to university, leaving Port Pirie for the bright lights of the city. I’m not sure what I expected, but what I discovered was Adelaide’s private school culture. 

			Sitting alone in my first French lecture, all I could see was a world of girls who already knew each other and didn’t need to know me. They wore the collars of their well-pressed cotton shirts turned up, their shiny hair in sharp-cut bobs. They smoked, but menthol (puff). None of those spooners had started on Marlboro Reds (long drag). 

			They were talking about the trips they had taken to Paris in the long summer break separating school from university. They had been sleeping in romantic garrets on the Left Bank of the Seine, sitting in cafeterias to eavesdrop on conversations led by an ageing, but still ravishing, Simone de Beauvoir (puff). Meanwhile, I had been pitching my tent at the Streaky Bay end of Camel Beach, listening to nothing more philosophical than my father’s endless jokes about our petrol stop at Iron Knob (long drag). 

			I listened to their conversations, but I could make no sense of them. They had been to Paris? That was a thing that people could do? I had known that Paris existed, but I had never conceived of it as real. If I had thought about travelling to Paris, it had been in my mother’s abstract way of thinking: the kind of thing that people might do, but never did. 

			Of course, I can see now that not everyone in that lecture room had been to France. I know now that none of them had actually met Simone de Beauvoir. None of them had read any Sartre, certainly not in the original and probably not even in translation. But I could not see any of that back then, and I was more lonely than I had known it was possible to be.

			In August of that strange and desolate year, I rang my mother.

			I have a reverse charge call from Tracy Crisp in Adelaide, will you accept the call and pay the charges?

			I got straight to the point: ‘I’m withdrawing from French.’ 

			My mother seemed unfussed, but at the end of the year when she saw my results, she was furious.

			‘You failed French.’ (Drag.)

			‘I told you I was going to.’

			‘No, you told me you were going to withdraw. You didn’t tell me you would fail.’

			This was probably true. The academic counsellor I had seen to sign the paper had made it clear to me that ‘The time for withdrawal without academic penalty has long since passed. This will be recorded as a fail. You understand?’ I’m not sure that I intended to mislead my mother, but I had perhaps left this piece of information unsaid. 

			I went on the defensive: ‘I was going to fail anyway.’ 

			There was a pause. Just enough time for my mother to light another cigarette and take another sip of her brandy before she said, ‘This family will fail, but we will fail with dignity and with pride.’ (Quick swig; long, long drag.)

			I returned to Port Pirie after my exams to spend the summer break working in a local office. It was good to be home, back among everything that felt familiar, but that summer is also memorable to me as the only time I saw my mother cry. 

			For all that she cast her pearls of wisdom before me, she never gave much of herself away. She shared very few intimacies and rarely let me see her vulnerabilities.

			The day I saw her cry, the sound came quietly down the hall. But more than something I could hear, this was something I could feel. It was as if we were once again joined by a cord, with roots that ran through my veins and buried themselves in my heart. The tension in the cord pulled me down the hall and through her bedroom door. When I was close enough, I put my arm around her shoulders. For a moment she rested her head against me, but quickly pulled away. 

			‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘You can leave me alone.’ 

			The tension in the cord released but its roots grew deeper still.

			A good thing happened to me the next year at university. I fell in love.

			I took my new boyfriend home to meet my parents. 

			My mother, on learning that my new boyfriend had grown up on a fruit block in the Riverland, said, ‘Well, you’d be good at digging holes then.’ (Drag.)
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