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To all the Mothers and Daughters out there, this is for you.






INTRODUCTION

Isabelle

There’s no doubt, mother–daughter relationships are complex at the best of times. Mine, with my mother and grandmother, are no different. Our similarities drive me crazy, as well as our differences. Sometimes, their opinions grind me down, their constant worrying annoys me and I’m still discovering things I never knew about them.

To be honest, I don’t think we ever really know people. Mothers and grandmothers are a unique category of unknowable humans. Having said that, I’m pretty lucky to have spent copious amounts of time with Mum and Emmie. This means, on a familiarity level at least, we have always been close.

Since becoming a mother myself, I’m trying to take the lead on what it means to ‘do the work’. By that, I mean healing the little girl within me, in the hope that Mum and Em can heal theirs too and, together, we can be stronger collectively. I’ve realised that, if we want to move on from the hardest parts of our lives, we’ve got to be honest. Yep, there’s really no other way around it. Honest with ourselves and with those around us. Fuck, it’s a little scary, but it’s time.

Kerry, my mum, is in her late 60s and has never been more in her power as she is now. She gives zero fucks, is passionate about politics and human rights, and has no time for ignorance. Mum was married to my dad, a French immigrant, and I was in my early twenties when I watched them navigate the end of their marriage in heartbreaking circumstances. After working as a teacher in a Melbourne adolescent psychiatric unit for 25 years, Mum has seen it all, which has made her a ‘worry wart’. Now, she is retired down by the beach, where she looks after my grandma Emmie, and they try not to kill each other on a daily basis.

Emmie is 93. She’s blind in one eye and deaf in both ears, but her humour and wisdom are very much still intact. Back in the day, she was a nurse and went on to marry and have three children. Considering the extent of her childhood loss, Em is an eternal optimist, always seeing the good in people and situations. As she gets older, she has trouble hiding her cheeky side; her inhibitions are disappearing as quickly as the remaining time we all have together. She continually cracks me up.

I make up the third generation. I have a sneaky suspicion my inner Samantha from Sex and the City was passed down from Em, because she still comes out of the woodwork with her lustful sex-capades. I have a beautiful primary-school-aged son, Lulu, to a man I’m no longer married to. I’ve had my fair share of plot twists along the way, with multiple rock bottoms but unimaginable highs, too. I’m engaged to Alex, who I met just before the first lockdown during the COVID-19 pandemic. But that’s another story…

When it comes to getting shit done, I take the organiser role among Mum, Emmie and me. This sometimes drives me bananas and I’ve been known to chuck the odd tanty. Like I said, our similarities drive me crazy, as do our differences – and they trigger me in many ways I’m not always prepared for. But there’s one thing that binds us together: unconditional love and support.

In 2016, we embarked on something that would bind us together in a whole new way. Gogglebox!

Who knew it would be successful – a show where viewers watch people watching TV? Writing the application was easy. I started to think about the kinds of women who appear on other reality TV shows; it was clear, there was a lack of real women. Suddenly, I had a fire in my belly. Maybe, we were exactly what was needed: three real everyday women, across a spectrum of ages, doing our thing. There would be no faking it, no filtering of our opinions, no editing out our bickering or tears. It was a warts-and-all application. We hung out together every night anyway, so it seemed like an easy gig.

When I told Emmie we’d been selected, her response was less than enthusiastic.

‘Shit,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to be on TV.’

‘Shit,’ I replied. ‘Well, we start next week!’

‘Shit. Well, do I have time to get my false tooth fixed?’

Fourteen seasons later, what you see on TV is exactly how we are off-screen. The show has allowed our mother–daughter relationships to strengthen and flourish. We challenge, test and laugh at ourselves, pushing each other’s buttons along the way. When life throws one of its many curve balls, however, we’re always right there for each other (unless Mum is really pissing me off).

Little did we know, Gogglebox would give us a unique opportunity to be unashamedly ourselves. Shame can hold back so many of us in life, but now, we just say, ‘Fuck it, I’m me.’

The conversations we’ve had from what we’ve watched on Gogglebox have sparked many debates. Some anecdotes I never saw coming, but there’s still so much to learn.



Writing this book has been another level of learning. It’s forced us to ask some big questions of each other, and take the time to really think about the answers and question them. To be vulnerable and open to delving into our own stories, while seeing one another’s from a different perspective.

I’ve come to realise that asking questions is the key to connection. Letting myself be truly seen isn’t easy, especially by my mother or grandmother. It’s scary, emotionally draining but also completely rewarding. I’m bloody thankful to have this opportunity for us to really know one another. These two women never cease to amaze me. My hope is that this book allows you to find deep connections within your own generations.

Isabelle x






Prologue YOU’RE WHAT?


Isabelle

Mum came in with the tray of tea. Em’s biscuits were a little burnt, as usual, but I couldn’t care less about the biscuits. I felt sick. Our usual afternoon tea and chats were going to be a big one today. I didn’t know how they were going to react to my announcement.

It was 2013. Mum was enjoying her new-found freedom as an older single woman, going out every night and living life to the full. I was fully independent (as you would hope at age 29), married and working full-time, and Emmie was living independently and enjoying her weekly water aerobics. Were they ready to hear that I had an eight-week-old prune growing inside me? That our lives would be changed forever?

‘I’ve got something to tell you,’ I announced.

They both stopped like statues. Their facial expressions showed deep concern. Always the same with those two – overreaction stations. They almost expect me to announce that I’ve killed someone and I need help hiding the body. If that ever happened, as much as they would be nagging my ear off about all the obvious legal and moral ramifications, I don’t doubt that, at the same time, they’d both be helping me hide the body, walker and all.

‘I’m pregnant.’

Mum went off first. ‘Jesus, Isabelle!’

‘You’re what?’ Emmie asked

Mum continued. ‘What about work? I thought you were loving your job?’

‘What did she say?’ Emmie turned to Mum, trying to catch up.

‘I’m pregnant, Em.’

‘Oh, I thought you said you were infected.’

After a bit of back and forth with the obvious questions – ‘How do you know?’ and ‘Are you sure you’re ready?’ – Emmie’s face turned to joy. I could see how the idea of me becoming a mother made her heart happy. As for Mum, well, it took her a while to adjust to the idea. Her words, ‘I certainly will not be called Granny or Nan, no way!’ seem almost laughable, all these years later. Looking back, I think becoming pregnant triggered them both, whether or not they were conscious of it. They both had experienced the hardship of mothering – the loss of one’s self as they knew it, the inevitable strain it puts on a marriage, and the potential for it all to fall apart.

After tea and burnt biscuits, they hugged me extra tightly on their goodbyes. Something had shifted for us all. Little did we know that a little boy, a fourth generation of pure heaven, was going to become the next love of our lives and propel us all into a new level of happiness.






Chapter 1 WHEN I WAS A GIRL…


Emmie

It was the Great Depression. All these years later, COVID-19 seems a fitting comparison to this worldwide event. My father was lucky to find work in Mildura, a small Victorian country town. Our first home was the ‘bag house’. It was built on the banks of the beautiful Murray River, our playground. I remember the many moods of that river, with the ghost gums standing tall on both sides like they were guarding something precious. Logs from trees Dad had cut down formed the structure of my childhood home. It was as basic as you could get. The interior walls were made of thin, flat strips of wood and plaster covered with newspapers. Hessian, the woven jute fabric used to make sacks, was laid on the floor.

There were seven of us in my family – five girls and two boys – and everyone looked after each other. Even when you don’t have much, when you’re surrounded by people who care about you, you don’t feel like anything is missing. The heart of our home was the kitchen. The big, black wood-fuelled stove was continually fired up, with a kettle simmering on top. Our evenings were spent gathered around the fire, listening to Dad read from the Bible or my brother Charlie play his mouth organ. He was such a cheeky bugger. Whenever one of us girls went to the toilet (it was an outhouse in those days), he’d sneak up, throw rocks on the tin roof and scare us to bits.

I was very attached to my mum. As the youngest, I was the only child at home all day and I loved having Mum all to myself. I remember her piggybacking me around our backyard. I held her tightly around her neck and nuzzled my face into her long, black hair. The housework was relentless, like the sweltering hot Mildura summer. A large copper stood in the middle of the backyard, and on washdays, Mum carted buckets of water from the tank to fill it. For hours, she would push the clothes down into the soapy, boiling water with a long, wooden stick. The perspiration would drip from her nose and run down her face. I never left her side, running to gather pieces of wood and sticks to help her feed the fire.

Snakes, most of them venomous, would make the mistake of crawling in behind the stove for warmth. Their dead bodies soon ended up over the clothesline, perhaps as a warning to others. Mum excelled at killing them, and we were all proud of her ability with the axe.

My father worked as the chief gardener at a large property, working outdoors throughout the cold winters and sweltering summer months. A towel hung on a nail outside our door. Before coming inside, Dad always stripped to the waist and washed away the day’s sweat and dirt. I was very young, but I remember this so clearly. I believe it was my father’s way of showing respect to our mother and the work she put into our home, with its bag windows and dirt floor. I always notice gestures of appreciation and kindness, and the difference that the smallest thoughtful action can make to someone’s day.

The night Dad came down with pneumonia, no one slept. I remember being terrified of the hard, gasping sounds coming from the bedroom. In the morning, everyone was crying. When Mum told me Dad had gone to heaven, I was confused, because I could see he was still lying on the bed.

I was five years old. I didn’t know what death meant or where my father could be found. In those days, children didn’t attend funerals, so I climbed up into the horse-drawn jinker we used for transport. I stretched out on the floor of the cart, and pulled a rug over myself to hide from the crying people inside my house, the terrible feelings and everything I couldn’t understand.

Not long after Dad died, a neighbour, Mr Jenner, told us that he had decided the people of Mildura would help us move to a better house. He was our guardian angel. I look back and wonder how in the world he managed to raise the money, how it all came about. Our new home wasn’t large, which was something of a disappointment to me, but I’m sure it looked like a castle to Mum. It had walls built from solid timber painted white, and a front and back door. As we ran from room to room, we could see other lavish touches, like a bathroom with water you could turn on and off. I was so excited by this, I wanted to take a bath immediately.

Like all small children, my mind was full of whatever was in front of me, but I could also see images of my father like sparks or fireflies at the corners of my eyes. Sometimes, I forgot he was gone, or perhaps I hadn’t quite grasped it was forever, because I would look for him by the back door, hoping he knew where to find us in our new home.

When I felt sad, all I wanted was to sit on Dad’s knee again, to lean against his chest with his hand resting along my back and his chin on my head. Mum did everything she could for us, but I doubt there was a day when she didn’t wonder how we were going to survive. She struggled through the extra work she took in, as well as the never-ending housework a large family created. There was always something to increase her burden. The roads near our home weren’t sealed and, when the strong winds came, they blew up a dust storm. No matter how diligently Mum blocked any opening, everything in the house ended up dirty and gritty. She often shook with suppressed sobs as she fought the unrelenting invasion of dust and dirt. One day, I heard her call out my father’s name as she battled to close a window.

I would like to think my education helped me understand more about how the world works more than anything academically. One teacher took all levels from Grade 1 to 6, with all of us in one large room. One primary-school event required fancy dress. As I gazed at a girl dressed in a beautiful Little Bo-Peep outfit, I felt my first stirrings of envy. The fabric fell from her waist to the ground in frothy layers of frills in many lovely colours. How I wished I could wear something like that, but I knew in my heart that I never would. Little Bo-Peep gave me my first inkling of our inescapable poverty.



When Aunt Kitty arrived to help with the family, I was nine. Mum was in hospital with kidney disease and we just wanted her to come home. Every time she picked me up, whether to dust me off from a fall or carry me inside, Mum kissed me. She seemed to have a particular smile, just for me, but I’m sure we all felt that way.

Eventually, we were all summoned to the hospital. Mum looked so small in the bed; her face was very pale and her black hair fanned across the pillow. She tried to smile and speak to us, her voice just a whisper. I was so happy to see her. I reached over to stroke her face.

‘Please come home, Mum,’ I said to her. ‘I miss you so much.’

Mum looked at Aunt Kitty.

‘Take care of my baby, won’t you?’ she said.

I never got to say goodbye to Mum. She died while we waited in the hospital corridor for the nuns to tell us. I was numb, and now, I was an orphan at the mercy of the Department of Welfare. They intended to send us all to an orphanage, so Aunt Kitty started contacting relatives and friends, anyone she thought might give one of us a home. We ended up being split up and sent in different directions. Some of us went to orphanages, others to foster care, but Aunt Kitty had promised my mum she would take care of me, and she did.

I have tried reading the findings of the Australian Senate’s Forgotten Australians report, but I’m always overcome with sadness and guilt. It speaks of the great mistreatment of children brought up in orphanages, not just as domestic slaves but being abused physically and sexually. You know it was a bad situation when the government is moved to apologise on behalf of the nation. I felt so lucky I was spared the orphanage, but can’t help wondering what happened to my brothers and sisters there.

In my memory, the night we all said goodbye was a strange night. Everyone was in good spirits, mainly because the neighbours brought us goodbye gifts. New warm coats and little travel bags. I was excited for this new adventure. The little girl in me was naïve to what it all really meant.

I was laughing joyously with everyone when Charlie beckoned me away from the group. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his mouth organ, the one he’d played over and over, accompanying so many of the nights we spent in our hessian house on the banks of the Murray River.

‘I want you to take this, Bubby,’ he said, placing the mouth organ in the palm of my hand and curling my fingers around it.

I looked down at this precious thing, suddenly realising I would never hear him play it again. I might never see him again.

‘Don’t forget me,’ he said, as he quickly left the room.

I still have his mouth organ, safe in its place among the other bits and pieces in my little brown suitcase. The case is now battered and worn but, whenever I open the lid, it overflows with the memories of saying goodbye to my family forever. That little brown case travelled with me, as I embarked on my new life with Aunt Kitty on the Spirit of Tasmania.

Kerry

Burwood in the 1950s was a kid’s paradise. My parents, Em and Wal, had ‘emigrated’ from Tasmania to follow my grandparents’ new parish post in Melbourne. They bought a beautiful Edwardian house with a lovely garden full of big trees to climb.

I was so lucky. We lived next door to a massive park with tennis courts, and across the road were market gardens and paddocks. Mum would tell us to go outside and play, so off we went. I’m the eldest, then came Richard (two years younger). Craig (the ‘accident’ and also the favourite child) arrived when I was seven.

We had free rein in the park because Mum could see us playing from the kitchen window. Playing kick-to-kick with the footy on the oval; swinging on the Hills Hoist; riding our bikes down to Gardiner’s Creek; feeding, grooming and sometimes sitting on the horses in the paddocks opposite our house (I was too scared to do more than a trot); and tearing down hills in the billy carts Richard made in our grandfather’s workshop, occasionally crashing at speed into telegraph poles despite the restraints made from Dad’s old belts… It’s no wonder I’m a total revhead!

When my grandparents retired from the ministry and no longer had an income or beautiful parsonage to live in, they lived next door to us in a tacked-on unit, so they were a constant presence in my life. My grandfather was a Methodist minister, and every week, we all went to church in our Sunday best and then on to Sunday school. Dad would wake us up by playing Bach organ music full blast on his precious Her Majesty’s Voice stereo. The windows rattled with the deep base notes – there was no way you could stay asleep.

Everyone in my extended family has a great singing voice and there was always a piano in the house so, in church, we belted out those stirring hymns with gusto. If we got restless, Nanna would slip us some humbugs. The service was always followed by a lovely roast lunch that Nanna Isobel cooked. She was such a good cook until she got Alzheimer’s and started to burn the chops.

After lunch, we’d drive over to Williamstown to visit my dad’s grandma, Great-Grandma Jane. Because it was across the river and there wasn’t a bridge, we had to go on the old Williamstown car ferry. It was so much fun, especially watching the cars being driven gingerly onto it. Then, huge chains pulled it across as it chugged along, black smoke belching out of the big chimney.

On hot summer nights, Dad would pack us all into the FJ Holden with blankets and pillows, and drive down to Parkdale beach. In the heat, my bum and the backs of my legs would stick to the vinyl seats. I’d stick my head out the window and smell the heat coming off the concrete. As we got closer to the sea, the air became cool and fresh. The sweat on my forehead magically disappeared.

‘Alright kiddos, go and cool off in the water,’ Dad said.

We jumped out and ran down to the water’s edge, hopping around like grasshoppers as the sand burned our little feet.

I loved exploring the tea trees. I used to build cubbies with my brothers, while Dad made a fire and Mum dug sleeping holes in the sand.

‘Fish and chips are ready.’

Eating and talking and watching the sun disappear over the water were some of my best childhood memories. I felt happy, alive and safe. We slept in the cool night air with other families dotted across the sand. Then, at dawn, we’d pack up and go home to get ready for school.

Mum and Dad couldn’t afford luxuries. They only ever went out for dinner at a restaurant when Dad had a work dinner. (I didn’t go to a restaurant until I was at uni.) Mum made my clothes and Nanna made my special dresses for church. Mum usually cooked the standard meat and three veg, but when the Women’s Weekly Cookbook came out in 1970 with a special exotic international recipe section, she experimented with fried rice and apricot chicken. One night, she cooked beef olives and my brothers cracked up, calling it ‘penis a la carte’. How sophisticated of them.

The only takeaway food we ever had (apart from five pieces of flake, 20 cents worth of chips and 25 cents worth of chocolate bullets on a Friday night) was Chinese fried rice on the occasional Sunday night in front of the telly, watching Disneyland.

Every night at the dinner table, Dad read out loud important news items from the paper. That’s probably how I developed an interest in social issues and politics. Apparently, his grandmother read passages from the Bible at the dinner table, so it was sort of a family tradition.

I only saw my parents argue once, when Dad came home from work and told Mum he’d had ‘a bloody awful day’. Mum and I were peeling vegetables at the sink. She was so shocked that he’d said such a terrible swear word in front of me, she slapped him across the face. He was so shocked, he slapped her back. Then they both burst into tears and fell into each other’s arms. Swearing was something that occurred only in the public bar, never in front of the children. ‘The Bloody Red Baron’ was a hit on the radio in later years, but the word ‘bloody’ was bleeped out.

My grandfather Poppa’s marital counselling advice was, ‘Never go to bed angry and always go to sleep with a kiss.’ If only that were truly possible.



I rarely got into trouble because I was basically a goody-goody but, if I did, it was usually over fighting with my younger brothers. My parents were both too kind-hearted to be effective disciplinarians but we always knew how far we could push. It wasn’t very far.

When I was seven, my cousin Bev came to live with us because her mother said she was ‘unmanageable’. It was great fun having another girl in the family, someone to be on my side. She was a gorgeous young woman with a bubbly personality. She loved living with us, and my parents loved her. Being seven years older than I was, Bev had ideas that I would never have thought of, such as sunbaking in the nuddy, slathered in coconut oil, up on the aluminium roof of the carport. We didn’t know the damage we were doing to our precious skin in the name of that highly desired all-over tan.

Being quite a bit older than me, and therefore a teenager, Bev’s television tastes were not like mine. Our family’s Sunday night TV ritual had always been Disneyland at 6.30 pm. But Bev wanted to watch Brian Henderson’s Bandstand, which was on at the same time. We had to have a family meeting to sort it out. Collectively, we decided to watch both shows on alternate weeks.

This opened up the world of pop music to me: Johnny O’Keefe, Little Pattie, go-go dancing and so on. Bev was a jazzer, which was so cool then. They were the ‘alternative’ and politically aware beatniks, who were in the music scene of the early 1960s. We used to watch Dobie Gillis together because we both loved Zelda, not realising that feminism was making itself felt in our receptive brains. Dr. Kildare was also a never-to-miss show for us both (Mum loved it, too). Richard Chamberlain was a handsome man. I even saved up my 20-cents-a-week pocket money (from doing the dishes, making my bed and feeding the dog) and bought a TV Week that had a poster of him inside. I stuck it on my bedroom wall with sticky tape. Dad wasn’t very happy because it pulled the paint off the walls. The Beatles were such a phenomenon in the early 1960s and beyond. The first record I ever bought with my pocket money was ‘Love Me Do’. When the Beatles came to Melbourne in 1964, I was only 11. My parents wouldn’t let me go to Festival Hall (or ‘Festering Balls’, as we later called it) but my best friend Penny was allowed to go with her older sisters. So Mum, Bev and I sat on the floor of the lounge room in the dark and watched it on the TV, singing our hearts out to every song and swooning over Paul McCartney.

The next day, Dad drove us into the city in the FJ Holden along Exhibition Street, which was packed with screaming kids, to the Southern Cross Hotel. Some people in the throng had climbed up poles and trees to try and get a glimpse of a Beatle because, occasionally, they would come out onto the balcony and wave. As we drove past, we wound down the windows, hung our heads out and screamed.

The year I turned 14, I was in Year 9G at the Ladies College. It turned out to be a big year for me. I started to watch a new show on the telly about a band called The Monkeys and I got my period. I was way too shy, underdeveloped emotionally and lacking in confidence to stimulate my activating hormones. Getting your period came in handy, however, especially if you hated any kind of physical activity or anything that looked remotely like sport. I hated sport, so I made sure I always had my period. Mostly, however, getting my period led me further down the path of school anxiety. One Saturday afternoon, we went to the local cinema. After the film finished, the girl in front of us got up and had blood all over the back of her white jeans. I was terrified this would happen to me on the tram coming home from school. Under our uniforms, we wore the regulation grey full-brief undies, a suspender belt and stockings. Our thighs were freezing in the winter until witches’ britches were thankfully invented. Sometimes, the tram would lurch and the boys would tumble all over us. Deliberately? (Did the driver have a deal with the college boys from up the line?) Who knows, but our dresses would end up due north and it was so embarrassing. If you had your period, the extra accoutrements were cumbersome and definitely not foolproof. I dreaded having more than just my undies exposed.

Only married women were allowed to use tampons back then, because we were supposed to be virgins and were expected to keep it that way. That summer, we had a beach holiday in a caravan. I got my period and couldn’t stuff the belt and pad inside my skin-coloured crochet bikini. (Nanna had kindly made it for me, making sure she sewed in skin-coloured undies in the bottom half.) So Mum decided to show me how to use a tampon.

Hallelujah!

The crochet bikini proved to be a disaster because my nipples popped out through the little holes, and in the surf, it got so heavy and saturated with water that it basically fell off me.

Mum must have been pondering my lack of male friends because of going to a Ladies College. She didn’t seem to notice that I was often gazing out the kitchen window onto the oval, waiting for Stephen Daniel to come out and play kick-to-kick on his own. I’d tell her, ‘I’m going over to play footy, Mum.’

Then Mum and her friend Wilma hatched a plot. Wilma’s daughter was my best friend at school. They decided Anne and I should join the Glen Iris Methodist Youth Club. This was hotly refused, but a young girl didn’t rebel then, so off we dutifully trotted. This coercion changed my life. No romances eventuated there, although I had many crushes. Several of the boys I met at the youth club are still my closest friends today, more than 50 years later, and I love them very much. We have supported each other through some traumatic events during that time.

When I look back on my years of living at home, I have so much to be grateful for: simple things such as my family and friends, home, awareness of social issues, and having space to roam around. I also had my fill of religion – even though I became a devout atheist at 11, I loved growing up surrounded by music and the uplifting power of singing. I felt loved.

Isabelle

Growing up in a middle-class family in Melbourne’s south-east suburb of Caulfield, life seemed pretty ordinary. Back in the 1990s, my parents bought an old Edwardian weatherboard house for $180,000. Talk about baby boomers making it impossible for us kids to ever crack the property market. Their house was on a huge block of land with a big silver birch in the backyard, which I loved to climb. I remember the creaky floorboards and the hideous lino in the kitchen. There was peeling peach floral wallpaper – each room had a different pattern. The cement floor of the outside toilet used to freeze my feet in winter.

We had a rescue dog and cat, who became my source of endless entertainment. Being an only child, they were like my siblings. The one TV we had in the house was rarely on, unless I was watching Degrassi High after school, or Rage on Saturday morning when Mum and Dad were sleeping in. Most of the time, I’d sit in my room in my Beverly Hills 90210 T-shirt, listening to music until dinner was ready.

At home, there always seemed to be tension. My parents worked hard and brought their daily stresses home and out on each other. I remember loud arguments, yelling and doors slamming. I hated it. I wished they would just stop. Dad was the screamer and Mum was the crier. Hearing the two people who made you, and who were meant to be happy with their life together, fight is something a child never forgets. I drowned it out with music.

I had one of those hi-fi stereos that had a six-disc rotator, plus radio, plus two cassette decks. I used to record one tape onto another, as well as my own voice singing terribly to En Vogue’s ‘Don’t Let Go’. I remember saving up all my pocket money to rush to Sanity just to buy the latest Hit Machine CD.

Growing up, music was my saviour. I found so much solace in it; the sound of harmonies and instruments took me on a melodic journey, soothing all my anxieties. That feeling of dread in my tummy like I’d been winded. It’s a feeling I’ve had many times as an adult when things aren’t okay. I’d turn the music up loud and sing, breathing deeply into my belly for every note. I’m sure what I was doing is what we currently call ‘mindfulness’. Calming my nervous system, rocking to the rhythm, blocking out the outside world and getting into my body, even though I wasn’t doing it consciously. Music made me feel good, I suppose, the way religion does for some people. My parents didn’t impose any religion onto me; they always said I could make my own mind up.

Being a French migrant, Dad loved cooking us French food. He’d ring a bell when it was ready. I'd emerge from my bedroom, hoping the argument had stopped, and the tension would dissolve as we all sat together at the dinner table every night, except for Friday nights, which were Chinese takeaway and movie nights. I used to browse around Video Ezy, looking through those clunky VHS videos. We always got the special: one overnight and two weeklies. Saturday was Hey Hey It’s Saturday and, when I got a bit older, Thursday night was Sex and the City. On Sunday nights, we’d have a treat of Mint Slices to share. I would divvy them up, making sure they were shared equally, which was hard when there was an odd number. Dad, being the anal organiser that he is, had a notepad on top of the VCR machine, where we’d write down which video we used to tape what show. Oh, the drama if someone taped over your show without asking!

I loved sport, playing netball, softball and competition tennis. I trained twice a week with competition on Saturday mornings. Before tennis, Dad would take me to the local market to get all the produce for the week. I’d help him push the trolley, pretending to look after the freshly baked baguette but, instead, eating the warm soft insides when he wasn’t looking. My parents often had their friends over for dinner parties, where they would eat a Mediterranean feast, drink lots of wine and play a French card game called ‘Tarot’.

As a teenager, I would sit on Mum’s knee, not wanting to miss out on the fun, listening to them tell funny stories. I’d take in every breath of Mum’s perfume on her neck and the smell of red wine on her breath, wanting to snuggle into her nook forever. Eventually, she’d say, ‘It’s time for bed.’ When I heard Serge Gainsbourg’s record start playing, I knew a joint was being rolled and I’d fall asleep, feeling safe and happy with the laughter and chatter echoing down the hallway.



I’ve always been passionate. Passion is one of my top values in life. Emmie describes me as ‘dramatic’ and Dad would always say in his thick accent, ‘Isabelle, you need to control your emotions.’ He didn’t mean I shouldn’t express them; he meant that I’d go from 1 to 100 very quickly, without warning. I would scream when angry, cry when sad and sometimes get worked up over the smallest things. I wondered, was it nature or nurture? Was it learned behaviour or part of my DNA? When I was 14, my parents took me to France to live for a year and then I realised. It was both.

There are just some things only bi-cultural humans can understand. Maybe it’s an identity thing, or the way we feel belonging to a culture that makes sense to us and feels like home. During my time living in France, I missed Australia terribly. I used to write weekly letters to Emmie, updating her on a boy I had a crush on, or a skiing adventure in the Alps.

I still have all her letters in a box. She would also send me Vegemite. I missed her. The soccer World Cup Final in 1998, when France won, was a moment I’ll never forget. All my extended family were at my grandparents’ house in the south of France to watch it on TV. It was a hot July night, and we had a feast outside with the cicadas humming. We painted red, white and blue on our cheeks and the champagne was poured early. When the adults weren’t looking, my cousins and I sneaked shots of alcohol from the bar cart. My French grandma seemed to be drunk, slurring her words and not moving coherently.

When we kicked the third goal, Dad erupted in dance and chanting. I’ve never seen him so happy in all my life. We hugged; I saw he was crying. He always cries when he is moved. Things that move him are the same as what move me. Beautiful music, native animals in their natural habitat and humans being extraordinary. This includes kicking goals. It wasn’t really about the game, however, it was a moment in time that you just wanted to last forever. Family, altogether… happy. Later, we found out my grandma had motor neurone disease (MND). The slurring and movement issues weren’t from drinking champagne; she was seriously ill. She died only a few short months later.

One day after school in Paris, the home phone rang. Dad was at work and Mum was out. On the other end, a woman speaking French asked me who I was. I was confused. ‘Isabelle,’ I replied. As soon as I said my name, I knew I shouldn’t have told a stranger. ‘Is your mum home?’ she continued. ‘I didn’t know he had kids.’

Almost as confusing as the phone call was my parents’ reaction when I told them. Mum brushed it off like it was nothing to be concerned about and Dad just said, ‘Oh, there are some weirdos out there.’ I always had a suspicion something wasn’t right. I looked at my mum and thought to myself, I will never be that naïve.



Emmie was waiting for us at the airport’s arrival doors when we moved back to Australia. I ran up for the biggest hug. She was crying. We made a promise that I was going to come to her place once a week for dinner. I remember the day I got my period so clearly, because I was at her place. I saw a faint hint of red on my undies and screamed out in excitement: ‘I’ve got my period!!’ She gave me a huge hug and we rang Mum. I could get my ears pierced when I got my period, Mum had promised me. I was yearning for years to reach this stage of being a woman. I remember Mum and Dad taking me out on a special celebratory dinner. I didn’t realise it back then, but it was really nice to have Dad involved in my development and transition into womanhood.

Compared to France, life in Australia was relaxed. At school, I settled in with a good core group of girlfriends. Being underage, we would hang out at the park or the local 7-Eleven and, soon enough, we got fake IDs so we could see what all the fun was about. And, boy, was there fun to be had.

It was the early 2000s. I’d lie on my bed to pull on my low-waisted jeans matched with a white boob tube. My friends and I would catch the tram to Chapel Street, where there was an array of RnB clubs to choose from. On the ride in, Lemon Ruskies or Vodka Cruisers were our pre-drink of choice. We couldn’t afford drinks at the club, and by the time we’d get there, our lips were red from the flavouring. I never lied to my parents about where I was going, or who I was with. Many times, I’d call Dad in the early hours of the morning from a payphone when there were no taxis around, asking him to please pick me up. And he always did.



OEBPS/e9781761104688/xhtml/nav.xhtml


CONTENTS



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Introduction


		Prologue: You’re What?


		Chapter 1: When I Was a Girl…


		Chapter 2: Falling in Love Like…


		Chapter 3: Mum, Why Are You Crying?


		Chapter 4: Education - Discuss


		Chapter 5: Lady Gardens, Boob Jobs and Scales - Discuss


		Chapter 6: Tell Me a Bedtime Story


		Chapter 7: Men Through Our Eyes


		Chapter 8: Can an Affair Ever Be a Good Thing?


		Chapter 9: What’s Wrong, Darling?


		Chapter 10: Are You Ever Too Old to Stop Dating?


		Chapter 11: Money is Power - Discuss


		Chapter 12: Feminism - Discuss


		Chapter 13: Lights, Camera, Gogglebox


		Chapter 14: Love You


		Epilogue: It’s a Boy


		Photographs


		Acknowledgements


		Our Help Desk


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Introduction


		Prologue


		Epilogue


		Acknowledgments


		Copyright








		I


		II


		III


		V


		VI


		VII


		VIII


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248








OEBPS/e9781761104688/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781761104688/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781761104688/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781761104688/images/9781761104688.jpg
Raw and hilarious tales of heartache, triumph and truth

—

177Y, EMMIE & KERRY





OEBPS/e9781761104688/images/title.jpg
Raw and hilarious tales of heartache, triumph and truth

OUT OF THE BOX

177Y, EMMIE & KERRY
SILBERY"

F.

SIMON &
SCHUSTER





OEBPS/e9781761104688/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


