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For my daughter, my mother and in memory of my grandmothers




The matryoshka, or Russian nesting doll, has been used as a toy in Russia since the 1890s. A symbol of motherhood, the hand-painted dolls are commonly carved from birch trees throughout the former Soviet Union. They are also referred to as babushka dolls, babushka being the Russian word for grandmother.




Mother Who Gave Me Life

Mother who gave me life 
I think of women bearing 
women. Forgive me the wisdom 
I would not learn from you.

… anguish of seasons burning 
backward in time to those other 
bodies, your mother, and hers 
and beyond …

Gwen Harwood, 2001




My grandmother’s life story comes to me in staccato flashes, for she refused to tell me many of the details, perhaps even the most important ones.

I imagine her stepping off the ship and onto Australian soil. She wears a tailored knee-length skirt, a cream-coloured blouse with a brooch at her neck and a long woollen coat. The coat blows open; she is pregnant. My grandfather holds her hand, his long piano-playing fingers trembling slightly. He wears a faded suit. Brown. They have between them a small suitcase, which he carries. My grandmother holds only a hat, clutching it against her so it is not taken by the wind. I see her, my babushka, cradling her round belly and smiling at her husband.

‘Australia, Nina,’ he says, shaking his head in disbelief that they are finally here, four years after the war ended.

Her hair blows in the Sydney wind. The salty breeze carries voices of the crowd that has gathered to stare, but Nina doesn’t yet speak English, so is at a loss to understand. Does she spend a night in the sparkling blue-water port, or does she immediately board another ship and cross the strait’s jagged seas to Tasmania? Then, what? A migrant camp? A car or bus, then a horse and cart up to the highlands and the hydroelectric dam builders’ huts? Or did they take a car all the way, beyond the snowline? I am not sure. She did not tell, and I did not think to ask.

I imagine my grandparents in Tasmania’s high country, huddled in a small cottage made of oiled timber and heated by a woodstove, the sharp, clean smell of burning eucalyptus singeing the dry air.

Some time later, my mother is born. (At the Hydro settlement?) In the months that follow, she sits on my grandmother’s knee and several Hydro families crowd together, cooing at her. My mother smiles back. Nina said there was a time when my mother smiled a lot. There is the smell of cabbage and soup. Laughter and Russian language. Polish, Lithuanian and Hungarian also. A big displaced European family in the Tasmanian highlands, all on migrant workers’ contracts. The men drink homemade spirits late into the night and tell stories in their mother tongues. My father plays on a rickety upright piano somehow hauled there. Were there fights? Probably, given all that European history thrown together in the Tasmanian wilderness.

Then, there she is, my beautiful grandmother, leaving for Hobart and the cottage at the foot of Mt Wellington. My grandfather is staying on at the Hydro while she journeys down to the city for my mother. She wants Helena to have a good education and choices. Freedom. I see my grandparents’ hands letting go, the mist thick around them because they are in the clouds. Soon my grandfather will have served out his contract and earned enough money to join his wife. She did not come to Tasmania to be alone.

There’s a Russian proverb that says The fall of a leaf is a whisper to the living. So, whisper to me, Nina, now that you are gone. Whisper to me. I need your guidance. Tell me a story that makes sense of it all so that I can put all the pieces of the nesting doll that you gave me back together and, one day, tell this story to Ellie, my daughter, your great-granddaughter. For isn’t that what we do in life? Tell ourselves stories? Then retell them at day’s end to our children and grandchildren, so that they will learn and pass down the version we want remembered? One day I will give Ellie the matryoshka, but not yet.


SUMMER
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My grandmother was the strongest woman I knew, stoic to a fault. I only once saw her cry, and only then because she didn’t know I was watching. She was delirious from a bout of pneumonia that she had ignored for too long, and I had returned to Hobart to be by her feverish side. Nina had refused my mother’s offer of help, as she always did, even though my mother is a doctor and, unlike me, would have been of some use.

At one point during that visit I witnessed my grandmother wail like a crazed woman and strike out against nothing with her hands and arms. ‘Net, net, net (no, no, no),’ she wept in Russian, her beautiful face contorted with panic. Just: ‘Net, net, net.’

I didn’t know what memory or vision was causing her such distress, but it seemed more than the baseless rantings of delirium. After she was well again I didn’t mention the episode, deciding she had suppressed those emotions for a reason.

Now, a month since she died, it is my turn to cry.

Here at the washing line, my hands holding a skirt that Nina made for my daughter, I am touching my babushka’s ghost. My fingers fold the damp seersucker fabric evenly over the wire. I am guided by rows of tiny blue and white checks, which line up perfectly where the seams of the skirt join. The Brisbane sun is intense on the back of my neck and passes through the fine cotton cloth, exposing my grandmother’s flawless sewing like an X-ray revealing a skeleton. Her journey is mapped out here: a starting stitch, where her needle first landed on a foreign landscape; long stretches of highway, where she picked up speed; intersections, where she had to decide which way to go next; and destinations, where she ran over the same few stitches several times to cement her decision to stop there. I bring the skirt closer and study the handiwork.

I picture my grandmother bending over the cloth, her silvered hair twisted and pinned into coils against the side of her head to keep it out of her dark eyes. She wets the end of the cotton thread in her mouth to form a point and pierces it through the needle before starting the machine with her foot and guiding the newly sewn fabric on its way with unfaltering attention.

‘Every stitch is a stitch of love,’ she would say, and I see the love in each solitary loop with its precise beginning, middle and end.

How can something so small persist when the person who created it has gone?

I was at a conference in Malaysia when my mother phoned with the news that Nina had died. I booked an early flight to Tasmania without delivering my research paper.

At the airport the next day, I received an email from my mother with the attached death notice:

Nina Barsova died at home, 13 November, aged 86. Remembered by her daughter, Helena, granddaughter, Sara and great-granddaughter, Ellie. A private service to be held at the Russian Orthodox Church, Lenah Valley, 17 November.

The body of the email read, ‘Your grandmother loved you very much, and so do I.’ The message was characteristically succinct and more overt about her feelings than she is in person, as if writing she loves me might make me believe her.

I stared at the notice until my eyes stung. Losing Nina hurt more than if my mother had died, I am sure of it.

I looked out the airport-lounge window at planes leaving and arriving, traversing the planet in hours or a day and thought of how much longer my grandmother’s journey to Tasmania had taken.

Nina was a large presence in my life, but her funeral would be small. She used to tell me how few people welcomed her to Hobart in the months after she arrived from the Hydro camp, and that those who did were mostly post-war migrants like herself. Not one neighbour brought food or gifts or opened their doors. I still wonder if she misread as coldness or hostility her neighbours’ own grief, for many of them had also lost family members in the war. Or had she wanted to believe the fairytale view of this place and its people, forgetting that the descendants of colonisers have their own terrible histories? The landscape itself seemed to produce feelings of alienation in her. She told me once she’d never liked Australian trees, especially the eucalypts, and thought the country she had fled to looked dead because of them.

Sitting in the hard-backed airport seat, unaware of my frozen posture, I wondered if I should take Nina’s ashes back to Russia. If the man beside me had not tapped me on the shoulder, I would have missed my flight home.

I called my mother from the airport in Hobart. She had elected to stay in a hotel and had offered to pay for a room for me, but there was only one place I wanted to be, and I could not understand why she didn’t also want to stay at Nina’s cottage. But then, I didn’t remember her ever sleeping there overnight, not even when I was a child living with my grandmother.

‘Dr Barsova,’ she answered.

I pictured her, still trim, with stylishly cut grey and black hair pushed off her narrow face by black-framed reading glasses perched on her head. The last time I had seen her in person was at my wedding, seven years ago.

‘It’s me –’

‘Oh, Sara. You’re early. I was expecting a call from the hospital.’ Her words bled forth in a rush before she paused. She sounded nervous. ‘I’m glad it’s you. I’ll be right there; I’m just parked down the street. How was the flight?’

‘Good. Thanks.’

We didn’t kiss each other at the airport. I just piled into the car, which was in a five-minute zone.

‘How did Nina die?’ I asked several minutes into the car ride. ‘You said a heart attack, but was it quick?’

‘Yes, in her sleep. I phoned her GP when I couldn’t raise her.’ There was a lengthy pause. ‘She wouldn’t have felt anything,’ my mother finally said.

Why? Just because you don’t? I thought to myself. A lump formed in my throat, and I took a sip of tepid bottled water that I’d carried with me from the flight.

In Sydney, my mother repairs children’s fragile hearts, and I have long wondered what those children have that I didn’t.

‘Ellie is with Ian, I take it?’ she asked.

I knew my daughter should have been at the funeral, but I had been worried about upsetting her, given everything else.

‘Of course. Who else would I leave her with?’ I slowly breathed in and out. ‘I’d like her to have been here, but it didn’t make sense to fly to Brisbane to get her first. Anyway, there’s enough going on in her life …’

‘Ian could have brought her, surely.’

He had offered.

‘We’re separating.’ There, I had said it. ‘It’s better like this.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

‘We don’t do men well, us women, do we?’ I heard my words as if they were someone else’s.

‘Jesus, Sara. I don’t know where to start with you.’ Helena’s voice was clipped with frustration and hurt. I watched her fingers grip the steering wheel. ‘You can be quite cruel, you know that? Your grandfather died in an accident. And I … I did my best. I’m sorry. It was complicated, and I was very young. Too young.’

‘And you still won’t tell me who my father is?’

‘No, Sara. I won’t.’

The funeral was as small as I expected and felt strained. Several neighbours attended, including Michael Forster from across the road, although Nina had been far from close to his family. His parents were contemporaries of hers and Nina despised them. She once said that her underpants used to go missing from the clothesline and that she suspected Reginald Forster of taking them, just as she later admitted that she had suspected him of stealing and defacing Helena’s dolls. ‘He was an evil man,’ Nina repeated. ‘His eyes …’ she would begin, and I would remind her that she had told me already of the neighbour’s eyes. I didn’t need to hear it again.

Michael’s father died in the 1967 bushfires, the year I was born. Their house and everything in it was destroyed, with the exception of a collection of Aboriginal stone tools that Reginald Forster had inherited from his grandparents’ failed homestead in the Tasmanian midlands.

At the funeral, Michael, though the same age as my mother, looked wan and prematurely stooped, and did not speak to me or Helena at the church. I’d fleetingly seen him at his rebuilt house while I was staying at Nina’s cottage; he didn’t look up as he crossed to his workshop where he has a small picture-framing business. Why do people do that, close their doors to others in life but attend their funeral? Do they have a sudden attack of guilt, and fear that God is watching? But if He is, if God exists, surely He sees the hypocrisy.

When I was a teenager, Nina told me it served Michael Forster’s father right to have died in the bushfire. After Michael’s mother, Evelyn, died, Nina surprised me a second time by saying that she had been ‘a racist cow’. ‘She called me a communist!’ Nina said. I had never heard my grandmother speak like this of anyone and the memory of the shock of it almost made me laugh there in the church where all I wanted to do was cry but didn’t.

There were several others at the service, people I didn’t know; my mother said they were from Nina’s Hydro days. The priest spoke frequently in Russian, a language understood only by himself and a very old man who sat nodding in a wheelchair in the aisle. And then my grandmother was gone from this world, taken in the back of the hearse to the cemetery. I did not follow it.

Leaving my daughter’s skirt drying on the clothesline, I think of Nina’s ashes blowing amid the timeless wilderness of Mount Wellington, which is where my mother and I decided she would prefer to be. Silently, we scattered her remains at the summit from where dolerite columns plummet to the ground and resemble giant organ pipes. I imagine the fragments of her blending with the ancient dirt and the eroded rock of the mountain face.

I shut my eyes and ask Nina to send me a sign. I suspect even the hardest cynic has tried this after losing a loved one; not openly, but perhaps in the solitary, dreamy darkness of night when one realm might nudge secretly against another, and the strange and inexplicable seem somehow possible. I need to know she is still out there, somewhere.

But I am alone, stifled by the searing heat of the Queensland sun and the heavy scent of mango sap. Oversexed crickets are rubbing their legs together raucously in unmown grass, drowning out all other sound. A mirage of summer air levitates above the bitumen street that frames our suburban block, hemming me in.

‘Remember the good things,’ my grandmother would say as she patted me on the shoulder, twice. I wish I knew more about how she endured grief in her life.

Maybe she decided that not all memories were helpful. She was a survivor. She buried her history and moved on. And if she could, perhaps so should I. Given all that she must have witnessed in the war, and then the sudden death at the Hydro lake of my grandfather, who was crushed by a falling ancient tree, I hardly feel justified in mourning my own losses.

Grandmothers are destined to die, and Ian and I have not been separated by the hand of God, but by choice – even if it was just Ian’s choice, not mine or Ellie’s.

Besides, we are not divorced. There’s a chance we will sort things out. Christmas is in less than a fortnight. Good things happen at Christmas.

Ellie runs towards me, collides with my legs and squeezes them tight in her best impression of one of the local fruit bats finding its roost in the dead of night.

In a few hours the sky will be a mass of dark, flapping shadows as hundreds of bats return to their upside-down colony in the Moreton Bay fig tree that overhangs the Brisbane River, just below our weatherboard Queenslander built high on stilts to escape floods and catch cooling breezes. As my daughter closes her eyes tonight, the bats’ high-pitched chatter will be her bedtime story.

I crouch and smell her hair, mopping up my tears on her collar before she notices them. Unlike Nina, and Helena, I’m not good at containing my emotions. I stroke Ellie’s head and the skin on the back of my hand appears old against the youthful sheen of her dark hair. She pulls back and looks at me.

‘Why have you got that sad face on, Mummy?’ She cups hot little hands on my cheeks. Six years old and already so perceptive, perhaps more perceptive than the adults in her life.

I am saved by the postman, who arrives in canary yellow on his motorbike and is about to put a letter in our mailbox when Ellie rushes to collect it from his hand. They smile at each other, and Ellie skips back to where I am standing. She gives me the mail, which I open. It is from Nina’s lawyer, and concerns my grandmother’s will.

‘Who is it from, Mummy?’

‘Your great-grandmother.’ 

Ellie frowns at me.

‘She wrote it before she died.’ I read on, taking in the news. I read the lawyer’s note again before telling Ellie. ‘Nina has given her cottage to us.’

Ellie smiles. She has her great-grandmother’s dark eyes, unlike my blue-grey ones. I am a hiccup in the maternal line, living proof of the strange ways in which genes do their work. ‘Heterozygosity’ we call it in the genetics lab. A fancy name to explain how Nina’s fine, Slavic features could miss me all together, choosing instead to reside with my mother and daughter. My face is broad, my hair fairer, I suppose like my father’s, a man I try to picture by looking at myself in the mirror. My reflection is the only hint I have.
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Under the fluorescent lights of the genetics laboratory, the paper I’m writing on looks bluish white. I’m noting down the sample numbers I have designated to the DNA of each female member of a family thought to carry a key genetic mutation for breast cancer. Nowadays, the experiment happens in a machine, with many labs even sending their samples away for analysis and receiving the results over the internet. That is how removed from hands-on testing we have become.

When I started running gene sequences like this, the experiment looked like a vertical racing track where the competitors ran from top to bottom. Two plates of glass sandwiched a thin film of gel with electrodes at either end. Carved into the top were slots, the starting gates, marking the lanes where each person’s DNA samples had been loaded. There were four lanes per person, because to decode someone’s secrets, their DNA must be amplified, cut up and read according to the order of its four component parts, or bases, as they’re known: A, T, G, C; for just four bases, arranged in different orders, connect and separate each of us. The DNA samples marched downwards, depositing fragments, according to length – longest to shortest – as they went, each fragment ending at the very next base of the chain until an entire gene’s code was eventually revealed on X-ray films. Those films were then manually interpreted and any mutations noted.

Something similar happens within the machine, behind the control panels – although with lasers and coloured dyes rather than radioactively labelled DNA. For the younger scientists, the workings are a mystery. I preferred the old way. A woman raised by her grandmother is destined to be old-fashioned.

Later, after a tea break and a conversation with Jude, who has suffered more conversations about my marriage than a colleague should have to bear, the machine spits out its results, revealing the genetic code of four strangers. Four generations of women who will be told that, yes, they carry one of the main genetic mutations for breast cancer, an answer that could either divide or unite them. I want to tell them we are more than our genes, more even than the sum of our parts, and that the information I’m giving them is only part of the equation. But I – a geneticist who would give her right arm to learn the identity of her father – am not in a position to talk.

I clean up the experiment, disposing of the spent tubes of reagents and washing down the equipment, then prepare for the next family’s sequencing run: pipetting out the samples, adding the chemicals, rechecking the protocol. It is finicky work and I concentrate to avoid contaminating the samples with other DNA, including from my own skin.

Halfway through loading the machine my mobile phone rings, startling the laboratory with a cheesy tune I keep meaning to change. I quickly discharge the contents of the pipette and answer Ian’s call.

‘Sara,’ he says, his voice dressed smartly for work. ‘How are you?’

‘Let me guess.’ I tug off my laboratory glove, trying not to get any of the mutagenic chemicals on my skin. ‘You can’t get Ellie from school?’

‘I could, but I’d be late.’

I lower my voice. ‘You’re already late.’ A familiar anger burns inside me. ‘I have a job, too, you know.’

‘Mine’s less flexible,’ Ian mutters.

I hear Nina’s words about making every day, every discussion, a fresh start. I see her holding my grandfather’s hand, something I was never fortunate enough to witness in real life, and imagine their dark heads laughing, kissing. In Nina’s old black-and-white photographs, her brooch is secured so high on her blouse that it is difficult to imagine more.

‘How was Italy?’

‘Good.’ He sounds surprised. ‘Thanks.’

Why did we never go to Italy together as Ian had suggested? Just the two of us. I didn’t want to leave Ellie behind with Ian’s ageing parents, who had never approved of me working, that was part of it. And I certainly didn’t want to leave her with Helena.

‘I’ll get her,’ I say.

‘Who?’

‘Our daughter.’ I draw a long breath and end the call, looking, as I do, across to Jude, who has just finished an experiment and is at the sink cleaning up.

‘Jude?’ I rest my hand on the sequencing machine, the timer counting down as it begins processing the samples.

She glances up from what she is doing. ‘Fine. I’ll take over but tell Ian, from me, that he’s pushing his luck.’

‘Sorry. Bloody Ian and his lawyer’s lunches.’ I roll my eyes but see that she’s over my habit of knocking my husband while giving in to his demands. ‘I’ll owe you one.’

‘Or two,’ she teases, brushing a strand of prematurely grey hair from her cheek. ‘A Tassie pinot will fix it. Twenty twelve.’ She winks.

I crunch my face into another apology and mime making a note of her request on the back of my hand. ‘Done.’

She drains the sink and turns to face me. ‘You going to make it official then? Your separation?’

‘Not sure.’

‘He needs to do his share, Sara.’

‘I know.’ I kiss her on the cheek. ‘Thanks, Jude.’

I grab my bag and leave the air-conditioned, hermetically sealed laboratory for the warm, humid air outside. The well-watered lawns of the university squelch up into my sandals. It was on a day like this – steamy to the point of saturation – that Ian moved out last summer, and I’ve been trying to retrace my steps ever since.

At the school gate, other mothers are piecing together disrupted conversations at the edge of the playground, while a girl from Ellie’s class pours water from her drink bottle down a metal slide, cooling it off for bare legs. An older boy is making a mud pie at the bottom for her to land in. Nina would have called it good old-fashioned play, but I can’t help seeing it as a statement about the traps men set for women.

‘Hi, Sara,’ a friend calls to me. ‘Thanks for minding her the other day.’ She’s got her arm around her daughter.

‘Any time,’ I call back, pointing at my watch. ‘Running late.’

She waves me on and I head for the classroom, which is still stale with the smell of thirty sweaty children, although Ellie is the only one who has not yet been collected. She looks small and guilty under the weight of her schoolbag and compulsory broad-brimmed hat. The teacher marks her name off the roll with a dramatic tick.

‘Sorry.’ I push my sunglasses onto the top of my head. ‘My husband was supposed to get her today, but …’

The teacher takes her handbag and a stack of books from her desk, and makes for the door, herding us out in front of her.

‘I don’t mind who comes, just so long as someone does. I’m supposed to be at a staff meeting.’

‘Of course.’ Outside the class, I turn my attention to Ellie and whisper, ‘Sorry, sweetie. Daddy …’ I crouch and draw her in for a tired, clammy hug.

She isn’t listening. Her eyes search the exposed beams that support the verandah’s iron roof and stop. I follow her gaze and see the full length of Sammy the carpet python, stretched out along the rafters.

‘He’s growing.’ I try to keep my voice even, impressed rather than revolted. I notice three bulges in the creature’s sides and shiver despite myself. The snake shows us his forked tongue.

‘He ate the little birds out of the nest.’ Ellie looks momentarily sad as she points to a gum tree overhanging the building. ‘But the teacher says that’s just nature. The strong eat the weak.’ I wonder if those were the exact words the teacher used and am tempted to chase after her, to say that children shouldn’t have to learn all life’s horrors in their first year of school.

‘I climbed up and touched him today.’ Ellie gleams mischievously. ‘I touched each bump: one, two, three.’ She pokes her fingers into the air with each number.

‘Did the teacher know you touched him?’

‘No, but he’s harmless. Daddy said so.’

We make our way towards the car. It’s the last week of the school year, and I’m not sure any of us could have lasted another week in this heat. A boy, slogging his way home in front of us, is holding his drink bottle upside down. Large drops of water splash onto the cement footpath. By the time we reach them, they’ve vanished.

Ellie stops. ‘I thought Daddy was getting me today.’

‘So did I.’ I stroke her cheek. ‘But he’s busy at work.’

‘Oh.’ She scuffs her right shoe against a rock.

‘He loves you, sweetheart. He just can’t always get away on time.’ If I can just spare her the feeling of abandonment that haunted me as a child, I’ll be happy.

A few days after she was born – one glorious summer day – my mother sent me a letter that ruptured my newfound maternal bliss. She told me that she regretted not having raised me, but that she had had her reasons. ‘And I was too young to be a good mother,’ she wrote. ‘One day, I will tell you the whole story and I hope you will understand.’

But she has never told me. What I know is that I arrived in the first months of my mother’s medical degree. Raising me would have interrupted her studies and her career.

I scruff Ellie’s hair, which is spinning out of its plaits. ‘Let’s get home. I’ll make you a banana smoothie. Sound good?’

She nods and overplays a final few falling steps towards the car, slapping her hands against the dark metal and, not acting now, pulling them away just as fast, unleashing several exhausted sobs.

I kiss her fingers better and test the car with my own hand. ‘We could cook our dinner on that!’

‘Really?’ She stops crying, and I hold her to me.

‘Maybe another time.’ I laugh gently, pulling open the car door. A rush of hot-vinyl-infused air burns my face and nostrils and I wonder what cancer-causing chemicals are being off-gassed.

‘You’ll need to drag that towel across the seat so you don’t burn your legs, Ellie. And wind your window down until I get the air-conditioning going.’ I stop talking, giving both of us some space to just be.

In Tasmania, the air is fragrant with the breath of the bush and the sea. I only moved away because of Ian’s work, and it was only supposed to be for a few years. I picture Nina’s cottage, with its rampant vegetable garden and the wilds of the mountain creeping in through the back fence, and wonder when it was that Nina decided to leave it all to me. Perhaps she changed her will after I told her that Ian and I were living apart. She probably figured I needed the security more than Helena did.

It saddens me that, should I take up the offer of Nina’s cottage, I will likely receive a warmer welcome to Tasmania than she had. I imagine her as a young widow knocking on the Forsters’ door with a plate of dumpling-like pelmeni, only to be told that they had already eaten. ‘They claimed to be Christian yet shut their door in their neighbour’s face,’ Nina told me. She only tried once but was convinced the chill spread from house to house, like the mountain wind.

‘They thought I wanted their money, their food. Their husbands! Net!’

In the photos I have seen of Nina from that time, she defiantly tied her hair into tighter and tighter buns while other women took to wearing fashionable bobs. She told me that she had proven them all wrong and that through hard work, not charity, she had earned the right to live in Australia. ‘My hands are rough,’ she would insist, holding her palms out for me to touch.

During my childhood, she told anyone who would listen that she never received a government pension, grew much of her own food, and made bridal gowns so beautiful that the Governor of Tasmania commissioned her to make the dress for his own daughter’s wedding. Nina’s wedding gowns paid for my mother’s and my education. ‘Helena is now a doctor,’ Nina would say. Back then I still believed Helena was my half-sister, and Nina our mother.

Years later, driving my grandmother past a shop window displaying racks of factory-made wedding dresses, I saw her head shake at the thrown-together, mass-produced garments. She made my wedding dress with the belief that I might pass it down to my daughter. No doubt if she had been able to carry more than a small suitcase with her from Russia, she would have offered me her own dress. She never said so, but I suspect she regretted deeply that Helena never married. I suspect it was a large part of the reason she raised me, to save Helena the shame of being a teenage mother.

In the rear-vision mirror I see Ellie staring sleepily out of the car window, strands of hair slick against her forehead. I catch sight of myself, flushed and shiny faced.

‘It’s too hot,’ Ellie whines.

‘I know. Here.’ I swivel the air vent in her direction and catch a whiff of mildew. ‘I’ll make you that cold smoothie as soon as we get home.’

We pull into our driveway beneath the dense shade of the mango tree that takes up most of the front lawn, clogging the humid air with its sweetness. To my surprise, Ian is waiting at the front door, just beside the Christmas wreath that Ellie and I made from young eucalyptus fronds. He is wearing his best suit and his wavy, dark hair is longer than he wore it when he and I were together. He has a tan and an affected European air, yet was born here to English parents. Ellie finds new energy and runs towards him, jumping high into his arms. Her happiness at seeing her father brings me close to tears, although I am angry for having needlessly rushed from the lab. Still, here we are, a family again, if just for a moment. I manage another glance at myself in the rear-vision mirror and quickly puff up my lank hair.

‘You got away after all,’ I say, shutting the car door. I smile and shake my head, trying to find the humour we used to share.

‘The meeting was cancelled, and …’ He hesitates. ‘I needed to see you.’

My stomach dips and I’m caught off-guard by my feelings for this man, my husband of seven years, the father of our daughter.

A jogger runs past our gate, an overweight woman who appears a few years older than me.

‘We have such a weight problem in this country,’ Ian says, almost to himself. I catch his judgmental expression and pull my own stomach in.

Ellie kisses her father three times on the cheek, her hands lovingly holding his head in position.

‘So, you had a good trip.’ As I say the words, I am overcome again with regret. If Ian and I had had an Italian holiday, maybe our relationship wouldn’t have faltered. Maybe Ellie would still have two parents who loved each other and who could live in the same house without arguing. I’m about to say something to this effect when Ian answers.

‘Yeah, it gave me time to think.’ He puts Ellie down and she runs to the sandpit I built for her. ‘I’ve only got an hour or so before I’ve got to get back.’ His eyes are on the accumulation of rotten mangos on the lawn. I feel slovenly for not having collected them. I stretch my t-shirt down so that it better covers my hips and might look slightly more fashionable. I silently vow to do more exercise. To buy a new outfit. God knows when.

‘I think we should make things official,’ he utters quietly, out of range of Ellie’s hearing. His top lip is shaking as he studies my face for a sign that I understand what he is suggesting. I take a step back.


3

Shaded by our home’s wide eaves and an overhanging bougainvillea dripping in magenta blossom, I unlock the front door and enter. It is cool inside. Silver Christmas tinsel shimmers prettily over the lounge-room architrave, making Ian’s announcement seem less believable. Everything reminds me of my life here with Ian and Ellie. The pine Christmas tree has decorations that Ellie made in kindergarten. Her colourful hand-drawn placemats are on the kitchen table, each with a picture of the three of us. There is the antique vase – yellow and blue – that Ian and I bought on honeymoon in Tasmania.

As I make my way down the central hallway, my legs moving automatically beneath me, I hear Ellie and Ian laughing outside, Ellie’s gaiety pursuing me like a cruel joke. I open the door at the end of the hall and lever open the stiff louvre windows that encase the back verandah. A hint of a breeze wafts inside, stirring the sappy smell of the pine tree in the corner. At the last window, I jam my finger under the metal handle. Tears well in my eyes and a hard, tight lump blocks my throat, before erupting as a cry. I cover my mouth, muffling the sound, and sink heavily into the worn wicker couch that was once Ian’s and my favourite place to relax together at the end of the day. It seems impossible that he and I are the same people who once sat here sipping our glasses of wine while we soaked up the river views and each other’s affections.

Sometimes, early on, what started as a kiss, a stroke of a hand under my dress, turned into hungry lovemaking here on the woven sisal rug, the crisscrosses pressed like a Celtic tattoo into my skin. That was before Ellie was born.

One of Ellie’s teddies falls off the couch, and I pick it up, hugging it to me before scuttling it across the wooden floor as if it were to blame.

I wipe the tears away and walk back up the hallway where Ellie took her first, fragile steps. Balls of dust tumble ahead of me as the breeze catches them. Since Ian moved out, I have been less careful with the housework. That has been the best part of our separation, the lack of pressure to perform for someone else. Ian was particular about tidiness in a way that made me feel perpetually tense. Once, I scattered eggshells across the floor to make a point.

How did Nina keep her house so tidy when I was growing up? Did it give her a sense of control in at least that aspect of her life?

Through the timber blinds I watch Ian and Ellie talking in the sandpit, and I want to know what Ian’s saying. They’re building a castle and erecting flags, using dark green mango leaves that will be oozing sticky, white liquid from their stems. Ellie has tied a wreath of ferns around Ian’s head and looks to be making one for herself. I am excluded and realise that from now on this is how it will be. I wonder whether moving to Nina’s cottage might be my way of ensuring that Ian doesn’t take Ellie away from me every other weekend, and I immediately feel callous. But where is the justice in Ian getting our daughter half the time when I have done the lion’s share of parenting until now, trapped in Brisbane where I never agreed to be in the long term? I swing from anger to hurt to exhaustion to feeling nothing at all. How can I take Ellie from her father? Or is being fatherless inevitable for Ellie; is it, in a manner of speaking, in our genes?

I need Nina to tell me how she broke the news of her husband’s death to Helena. I need her to teach me quickly the way it should be done. Not that Ian is dead. I wring my hands, unaware I am even doing it until I scratch myself with my engagement ring.

Ian digs a moat around the sandcastle. He fills the moat carelessly with a bucket of water, and Ellie lunges forwards to rescue the castle walls.

I comb my scalp with my fingers, massaging my head with each pass. I hate him. I hate what he is doing to our family. To Ellie.

In the kitchen, I honour my promise to make Ellie a smoothie. There’s a stash of frozen bananas in the freezer and I give one a short blast in the microwave, just enough to loosen the brown, slimy skin. I peel off the mess over the sink. Quickly my fingers turn numb and blunt as I scrape clumsily at the frigid fruit.

‘Boring’ was a word Ian threw recklessly at me when he came several months ago to collect some of his things: music and books mostly. ‘Our marriage has become boring,’ he said. I missed not having his CDs and novels in the house when he was gone, and soon realised how much I had relied on him to decide what music I listened to and which books I read. Perhaps I was boring.

I wash the banana pulp from my fingers.

My marriage reels in front of me in fast forward. Outside, in another universe, Ian has the hide to laugh again. The line between what is real and what is not blurs.

I whiz up the bananas with milk, honey and vanilla essence, adding extra milk so there will be enough for me too. Not enough for Ian though. I pour the smoothie into two glasses and take a sip. The drink is cool and sweet and offers a small comfort. I lick the velvety liquid off my lips and call out through the window to Ellie.

‘Your drink’s ready, sweetheart.’ I hear my voice wavering from the effort of containing my emotions, and see Ian look up at me. His lips are turned in on themselves and pressed together, his head on the side in a kind of affected sympathy.

‘Did you make one for Daddy?’ Ellie runs to me and takes the drink from between the bars.

‘No.’ I narrow my eyes at Ian. He is still wearing the fern garland and looks like a model from an Italian fashion magazine. ‘He didn’t say he wanted one.’ I stopped noticing what he looked like when we were together.

‘You didn’t ask,’ he says, walking towards us.

‘Well it’s too late.’ Tears well again, and I retreat into the cool of the kitchen, shaking with anger and hurt. My hands turn to fists at my sides.

The phone rings. It’s Jude, from the lab. My sequencing gel hasn’t worked. It seems I forgot to add something.

‘There are enough samples left if you want me to run another one for you. I’ve got some lanes free in mine.’

‘Thanks, Jude. That’d be great.’ I think of how many mistakes I’ve made at work lately and how often Jude has covered for me.

God knows how easy it would be to find work in Tasmania. I move away from the window and lower my voice. ‘I’m having a shocker of a day, to be honest. Ian’s here …’

‘I thought he couldn’t get away from work.’

‘I know … He’s asked for a divorce,’ I whisper and hear my voice crack.

‘Oh, hon. Don’t you worry about a thing in here. I’ll sort it out. See you tomorrow … or when you’re up to it. No problem. I’m here for a chat, too. Any time.’

‘Thanks.’ I hang up and write ‘Wine for Jude’ on a notepad by the phone.

When I look up, Ellie is back in the sandpit but Ian is still standing at the kitchen window, holding Ellie’s almost empty glass. He steals the last few drops before handing it to me. He licks his lips.

I’ll never kiss or make love with him again.

‘So, who is she?’ I whisper in a choked voice. He might as well be strangling me with his bare hands. ‘Who are you leaving us for? Tell me the truth.’

‘You don’t know her.’ Ian evades my eyes, instead checking his mobile phone for messages.

I feel like I’ve been struck in the chest. An intense hurt rises inside me. And more anger than I recall ever feeling.

‘How long?’ I reach across and tear off his garland; throw it on the ground. No halo for this man. ‘I can’t talk to you with that thing on.’ Ellie is looking up at me, confused. I wave back at her and force a smile, pretending I am joking; playing with her father, although that was not something she often saw us do.

‘A while.’ Ian pauses, and takes a breath. He meets my eyes. ‘She’s another lawyer from work.’

He can cheat a fish of its skin, Nina would have said.

‘What’s her name?’ My life is being taken from under me.

‘Sylvia.’

I hiss the name back at him, making it sound poisonous. He hasn’t mentioned her before. I imagine a young woman in a tight business skirt and stilettos, bending over Ian’s office desk to discuss a case. I see his hand running up the inside of her stockinged leg. I smell her expensive perfume.

‘She’s new. They’ve just moved to Brisbane from Cairns,’ Ian says, flicking his eyes warily away, back to Ellie.

‘They?’

‘She has a boy, about Ellie’s age.’

‘So, you get another child after all.’ My head spins as I recall the countless arguments we had when I suggested we try again for another child. The arguments we had about even having Ellie. I had waited until I was nearly forty, almost too late. Those conversations had been the beginning of the end for us. I feel doubly betrayed.

‘It’s just how things turned out.’ Ian shrugs. ‘You always said it would be nice for Ellie to have another sibling around. I can take her on weekends or alternate weeks. You can have some time for yourself …’

‘Time for myself ! When have you ever cared about …’

Before I can finish, Ellie is back at the kitchen window. I feel like throwing up, but right on cue she does it for me.

‘Ellie, sweetheart!’ I go to the front door and run towards her.

‘I don’t feel very well,’ she cries. I no longer care about Ian, or ‘us’, just Ellie. Just her.

‘Maybe it was the smoothie?’ Ian offers, stepping away as Ellie vomits again on the lawn.

‘The drink was fine!’ I snap back. ‘It’s probably the heat, or something she’s picked up at school.’ I feel her forehead. ‘But all this …’ I point back and forth between the two of us. ‘It can’t help.’ I gather up Ellie’s fine, dark hair and hold it away from her face. ‘Let’s go inside, sweetie. You can have a lie down on the couch.’

I put my arm around Ellie’s suddenly shivering body. Over my shoulder I see Ian inspecting his work clothes and sniffing his sleeve for traces of vomit.

‘If you have time, you might want to collect the neighbours’ mail for me,’ I say, flicking my head in the direction of the house next door. ‘I promised to do it while they’re away. I’m trying to get back in their good book after you kept waking them up in the middle of the night.’ I think back to the number of times Ian arrived home late, shining his car lights into the neighbours’ bedroom, before falling asleep on our couch. I grasp just how blind I’ve been. ‘I don’t suppose Sylvia was working back late with you? Shit … Did you go to Italy together?’

Ellie turns her pale face towards him.

‘Sylvia’s nice,’ she says. She means no harm by it, but it hurts even more coming from her. ‘When can I see her again?’

My stomach drops.

‘Ellie’s met her?’ I ask.

Ellie is unwell, I tell myself. I have to stay calm. She doesn’t deserve to be in the crossfire. I lead her inside, towards the couch, and glower back at Ian in the doorway.

‘Just once.’ Ian looks down at his watch again, but I catch the lie forming on his face. It’s the tiny movement of small muscles around his mouth that gives him away. ‘We were in the Botanic Gardens, and bumped into her there.’

‘What do you take me for?’

‘I wanted to introduce them. Is that so bad?’ He struggles to maintain the civility in his voice, and doesn’t have the courage, or audacity, to step inside. ‘Sylvia was great with her.’

Each time he says her name I feel a centimetre smaller, as if I’m being hammered into the ground, compressed and springloaded all at once. He likes saying it. I can see that. It’s what we all do when we’re newly in love: repeat their name over and over again, rolling it around in our mouths, on our tongues, tasting every letter. Syl … vi … a, Syl … vi … a, Syl … via … a.
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