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Author’s Note


These stories are all true. I have changed names to protect the privacy of all who requested it, and some who did not.


Memory can be a fickle friend. Many of the stories from my younger childhood come from memory and I have tried to corroborate these by talking to other people who were present. Conversations have been recreated both from memory and from my diaries.
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PROLOGUE


Orange, New South Wales


A frying-hot November day. I am hard at work building a new set of heavy-duty shelves in the garage of our house in Orange. I take out all the pieces, the shelves, the bolts, the slats, and lay them out neatly on the patch of floor I cleared of mess before I sliced the huge cardboard boxes with my Stanley knife.


It is almost a year since we moved into this house, yet the garage is still a disaster area. I have slithered in occasionally to retrieve particular items, but have often been startled by them, distressed, unable to take a deep breath and tidy up all the debris of our move. Flyscreen doors lean precariously against large cardboard boxes which could hold anything from my old TV shows from BBC Scotland on VHS to our son Ben’s Warhammer figures, paints and glue. A pile of suitcases has slid sideways to rest against our bicycles, higgledy-piggledy against a wall.


Our twins are at school, just a ten-minute walk away. We bought this house for its proximity to their new high school. My husband Paul is in Sydney; he stays with our oldest son Jake a couple of nights a week while he studies a postgrad course.


I pick my way to the roller doors and heave one up, glad that the door does not stick, that the metal curtain slats smoothly curl around the barrel at the top. I throw the cardboard box that held the shelves outside. The sunlight that strikes me is ferocious so I pull the roller door back down fast, turning the lock bar so sharply my fingers burn with pain.


This chaos all around me is as stifling as the heat. The flowery red cushion I brought from Mum’s house in Scotland is thick with dust; it lies askew on an old office chair. A garden fork is lying flat on top of a box, waiting to jab someone. A box of Christmas decorations has a crack along the side and tinsel spills out.


I need to build the shelves to start to create some order in here. I need to sort and tidy, bring some things into our house, recycle, donate, throw out the rest. But I need a scaffold first, secure, solid shelves, somewhere to place all the things we will keep, all the things we will use.


I scan the room again. That pile of old wellington boots. Yes, we need them, not at the moment when the drought is so severe, but once it breaks. The wellies can live on these shelves, once I build them.


And a thought darts in fast. I could hide bottles of wine in those wellies. I could pop in some sauvignon blanc; some local reds might be better though – to be drunk at room temperature. I could slide a plastic tumbler into a welly boot, too. The perfect hiding spot. I could sneak out to the garage during the day and in the evenings and just tipple away. No one would ever know.


I would know.


I would know.
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ONE


January


Edinburgh: 21 January


On the morning of Mum’s funeral, I get up early and set off to climb Arthur’s Seat, something I have never done before. For Edinburgh folk, climbing to the top of Arthur’s Seat is a rite of spring; people go up and wash their faces in the dew on May Day morning. This ancient volcano, which looks like a sphinx or a restful lion, sits within Holyrood Park beside Edinburgh’s Old Town, Scottish Parliament and Holyrood Palace. Holyrood Park is steeped in Scottish history and in our family’s story too.


I leave the large Victorian house in Duddingston which my sisters Morag and Kirsty and I have let for these few days, open the heavy iron gate and walk along to Duddingston Loch, then I turn right to climb the Hundred Steps.


I am puffing at the top of the steps and set off slow and steady along the path leading up the grassy hillside, passing prickly gorse bushes dotted here and there. Clouds go scudding by, chased by the January wind, their shadows and weak sunbeams waltzing their way across the wide parklands. After leaning into the steeper sections of the path and with more huffing and puffing, I clamber though the huge rocks to get to the top and then, at the highest point, I can see it all.


Over there is the huge expanse of the Firth of Forth, its silvery sheen leading to the grey-blue horizon. The Kingdom of Fife rises to the north, the Pentland Hills to the west and to the east the rich rolling farmlands of East Lothian where Mum had made her home. I can see far over to the west, to Juniper Green where Mum spent all her school years, and down into George Square where she went to school and to university. I look over to the hospitals where she gave birth to three of us four children, all before she was twenty-nine years old. Along the south shores of the Firth of Forth are the beaches she took us to play at and inland are the Lammermuir Hills where we had picnics by streams and rivers.


Here at the very top of Arthur’s Seat, I can see all of Holyrood Park, a place full of stories for our family; both sides lived in Scotland’s capital city for generations. My paternal grandfather, Papa, was brought up in the Dumbiedykes, the tenement slums just below Salisbury Crags on the west side of the park. He used to climb the precipitous Cat’s Nick route up the Crags at night when he was a teenager. Dad and Mum took us sledging on the little hillock called Haggis Knowe beside St Margaret’s Loch on the north side of the park when we were little. We often went to Duddingston Loch on the south side of Holyrood Park to feed the ducks, back in the days when we all believed that white bread was the very thing that ducks delighted to dine upon.


Many times Dad told us the story of the huge rock that lies below Duddingston Low Road. The rock fell suddenly one day from the crags above and killed a milkmaid as she milked a cow in the field below. Thrilling! Might her bones still be there below the rock? And the cow’s too, and the pail? Imagine the smell!


Dad had told us about the Bronze Age lake village at Duddingston Loch and the four ancient hill forts within Holyrood Park. He had pointed out the agricultural terraces on the east side of Whinny Hill, site of medieval farming. We had all thrown coins into the spring at the fifteenth-century St Margaret’s Well.


Papa used to cycle up to the highest part of the Queen’s Drive, to Dunsapie Loch. One day, in his seventies, he was feeling under the weather at home in Portobello. So Papa rode his bike up to Dunsapie where he immediately fell off and was taken to hospital in an ambulance. He had been feeling poorly because he was having a heart attack and his bike ride up that steep and winding road had not helped one bit. Papa survived and told that tale many times.


Duddingston Kirk was first built in the twelfth century and is still running Sunday services. Around the corner is the Sheep Heid Inn, the oldest pub in Scotland. An inn has been on this site since 1360, it is said; certainly Mary, Queen of Scots used to stay there. The Sheep Heid Inn has moved with the times though – I ate from the vegan menu when we met up with Mum’s brother Uncle Peter and his family for dinner last night.


Over there, south of Duddingston Loch and beyond the park, is the luxurious Prestonfield House hotel. This very grand building dates from the late 1600s and has splendid views over Arthur’s Seat. The hotel’s furnishings are opulent with plenty of stags’ heads on the walls and oil paintings. Prestonfield House was a favourite dining venue of Dad’s, somewhere he loved taking clients and friends.


I turn around in a circle one last time before I start to walk down, looking out at the panorama of the places where Mum spent her life, where her life was so deeply rooted. I feel sad that Mum had to move far away to the north for the last eighteen months of her life. It was the right thing to do, but still sad. Today is a day for all the sadness. I wish and wish and wish that Paul was here for me and that our children could be present to farewell their Granny today.


I pick my way carefully through the gigantic rocks as I leave the summit of Arthur’s Seat and set off slowly down the grassy path. Morag and family come walking up as I am walking down, strolling across the hillside on a different track, and we wave from afar. The walk down is harder than the walk up; I stumble as I go, wind in my face shifting my tears as they slide.


Our walks today add one more story to our family’s store of Holyrood Park stories. It was fitting to climb this sleeping lion and gaze from its peak on the day that we lay Mum to rest.


I shower and dress, our brother Callum arrives from his care home, and we join the wider family to farewell our mother with poems, with Scottish songs, with friends and with flowers. There is no alcohol at the afternoon tea we have arranged at Prestonfield House. Mum had made that wish very clear. I feel jittery as I get to bed.
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Mum died on January 5th. Her decline and collapse into unconsciousness had happened fairly quickly. This year had not started at all as I had expected, although it did start in a way that was horribly familiar to me: New Year’s Day, a hangover and anxiety.


Frenchs Forest, Sydney: 1 January


January 1st. I wake up with a cracking hangover and wish I had stayed sober last night. This is not the way I planned to start the New Year. I need to be on my best game today but how can I be now? My internal dialogue fires up and leaves the platform, starts to rattle along well-worn tracks.


You could have drunk nothing last night. What would have been wrong with just a couple of Diet Cokes? You knew you had a big day today.


And you knew it would be a hot day too – exactly what you don’t need when you wake up dehydrated.


So, OK, I definitely will not drink tonight. I’ll get everything I need to do done and then will pack up everything I need for the flight. I won’t drink at all tonight. I can wait until I get onto that flight to Scotland.


Can you? Let’s see.


My mother is dying in Scotland, and I have a flight booked for tomorrow, Sydney–London–Inverness. I will arrive on January 3rd and Mum may have died or she may still be alive. Mum dying was not the plan at all. When I left her to come back to Australia after a visit in late August last year, I was very firm indeed when saying goodbye to her at St Olaf Care Home in Nairn.


‘Mum, I know I have come to visit the last three Januaries, but next year I just cannot come. We’re moving house to Orange on the eighteenth of January and we need to pack up. I’ll come in March, if I can. But not January.’


And Mum, back then in August, always wanting to be helpful, had said, ‘I’ll do my best to stay alive, dear. You come to see me again in March when the daffodils are out.’


Now I’m standing in the spacious kitchen of this house in Frenchs Forest in Sydney. I’ve pulled back the glass sliding doors so that the warm breeze can soothe me. My poor head is muzzy and my legs are shaky from the hangover and I am not sure at all what is the most important thing to pack. I’ve got this one day to do what I can. My husband Paul and our four kids are not going to fly to Scotland with me and it’s likely that Paul will have to manage our coming house move on his own. What can I do to make it easy for him? How will he manage?


Mum had become more and more unwell after I left Scotland last August. In November and December she was having little strokes. By the time Christmas came, Mum could not talk and she could not walk.


My little sister Morag said to me, ‘When I go to see Mum she is often sitting in the TV room and she turns to look at me and starts crying, but she can’t say anything.’


Between Christmas and New Year, Mum started to choke when the care home staff tried to feed her. As the year ended, the decision was made to stop attempting to give her any food or liquid. She is unconscious now, dying. Yesterday, I booked the flight back to Scotland, then wired into a bottle of wine on an empty stomach.


This New Year’s Day is hot and humid, and I spend it packing up boxes of our belongings, trying to help Paul just a bit. I pack warm clothes ready for the flight tomorrow. I chat to the four kids, ask them to be helpful to their dad when I am not here.


In the morning I had promised myself I’d stay sober tonight but, by the afternoon, my scalp is crawling and my heart is trying to thump its way out of my chest. Stressed. Anxious. I know there’s a bottle of wine in the fridge. I pull it out fast – don’t think, don’t think – pour a glass and slip it down. I’ll just have one or two.


By the time I get to bed, my head is swimming and the bottle is in the recycling.


Can’t you just have one or two?


Why can’t I just have one or two?
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Next morning, a car picks me up at 4 am to go to the airport. I sit down in my seat at 6 am. The hostess glides to my side, holding a bottle of champagne with a napkin rolled around the top.


‘Would you like a glass to welcome you aboard, madam?’


The flight takes off dead on time at 6.30 am, and I drink my second glass of champagne as the plane rises and banks, heading north, heading west, heading to Scotland, heading home.


Nairn, Scotland: 4 January


I place the CD into Mum’s player and click forward to the song ‘Now I’m Easy’.


My sisters and I are taking turns to sit with Mum’s old and tired body. She isn’t really here anymore, but her body still has some heartbeats to beat and breaths to breathe. I am sitting alone with Mum for a while; my elder sister Kirsty and younger sister Morag have gone back to Morag’s house to sleep and look after the children. Jetlag is helpful – I am wakeful so I take the night watch.


We wish our brother Callum could be sitting with Mum too, but we just cannot manage to bring him here from his care home. It’s a three-hour drive and the weather is bad. Callum has not spent a night away from that care home in ten years except during stays in psychiatric hospital wards. This is not the time to see how he goes sleeping elsewhere. We talk to him on the phone. He knows Mum is dying; she might die today, or tomorrow, none of us know.


The gentle, calm voice of Eric Bogle soothes me just as it had when I first heard his songs thirty years ago, newly arrived in Australia and feeling the loss and longing for the Scotland he sang of. Eric’s song about his ceramic hot water bottle, ‘Wee China Pig’, made me laugh, and I remember my Gran telling me about her own wee china pig. His song ‘Leaving Nancy’ made me sob. Nancy was Eric’s mum and she travelled with him to the south of England to wave him off on the boat to Australia in the 1960s.


‘Now I’m Easy’ is a song about an old Australian farmer who has suffered terrible losses. As death comes, he lies at peace, accepting the end of a long, hard life.


Mum seems easy, at peace, at last. She is simply slipping away slowly, slowly.


I wipe away tears, silently thanking Eric for his songs, the soundtrack for my own messy life with its immigrant gratitude and emigrant regret.


‘Now I’m Easy’ ends and I jump the CD forward to ‘Wee China Pig’. Then I sit back down beside Mum and pick up her cool pale hand. I stroke her old fingers as I sing along to the lyrics about Eric’s ceramic hot water bottle which Mum and I had loved and sung together many times.


I chat to Mum as I sit beside her. I ask whether she can remember us going to see Eric Bogle live in a theatre in Edinburgh at least twenty years ago when I was on one of my trips home from Sydney. Eric is a generous and amusing performer and Mum enjoyed the show. I began to send her Eric Bogle CDs as Christmas presents. Mum played them often when she moved into St Olaf Care Home. I wonder if she can hear my words and the songs.


Mum’s fingers are still and I am surprised by how soft they are. Mum always had strong gardener’s hands – rough skin, dirt under her nails, however hard she scrubbed. They’re clean now. Eighteen months in this care home have kept her safe.


Mum did like St Olaf well enough but she once said to me, ‘It’s a nice place, but it’s not home.’ How I wish Mum had been able to stay at home in Ormiston with her mind intact. I wish she had been able to keel over and die quickly of a heart attack while digging up potatoes in her own garden.


But who gets the death they hope for? Not Mum, and nor did Dad almost ten years before. If not the deaths, can we have the lives we wish for? I don’t think my parents had the lives they would have wished for themselves.


And can I live the life I wish for now? Can the coming tree change to Orange help me get out of my own way and enjoy the freedom that is coming, finally? And what exactly, now, do I need to free myself from?
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Mum lies propped up on pillows. She looks like herself from the top of her head to her nose, but, below her high cheekbones, her cheeks sag and her mouth is small and puckered, not like Mum at all.


She has a blue notebook in which she penned notes to herself years before when her own father was old.


‘Do not be a burden to your family,’ she wrote. ‘Go into a care home when you need to. Do not make a fuss.’


She had written some specific requests and instructions too.


‘Please keep my teeth in even when I am dying.’


Mum always kept her false teeth in. It was a rare person who saw them out even as she became more and more unwell.


But now, when she is dying, when kindness is commonplace, voices are low and needs met, she is not allowed to wear her top and bottom plates in case they slip down her throat and choke her to death. Ironic. Maybe that was why she had wanted them left in, to shorten this stage of lifeless living limbo.


Over the three days my sisters and I spend sitting with Mum her legs and arms occasionally twitch, but for most of the time she is utterly still. Each evening she is given a small dose of morphine.


Now on this last day, Mum’s breathing is shallow, a faint sigh in and out. We three daughters are seated around her, Kirsty in the chair by the window and Morag and I on larger armchairs wheeled into the room for this sitting-in.


It is dark by the late afternoon, the mustard yellow curtains are drawn and Mum’s bedside lamp throws a splash of light onto her side table and the bed.


In the dim light I look over at her family photos, the edge of one small silver frame glinting. I move closer to look at that beautiful photo of our brother Callum as a little boy looking at the camera with a big smile, his brightly striped lifejacket half undone, the tones of the heather and the sea and the dinghy behind him the faded colours of 1970s film. Callum’s smile is innocent, infectious, charming and full of promise, there is cheekiness, joy and pleasure in it. How comforting to feel that he is here with us in some way.


We three sisters sit in contented quiet. We recline the chairs, sleeping and waking, patiently waiting. We try not to talk of anything negative, nor of her will and all we will inherit or of what we’ve inherited in other ways. Every few hours care staff come in to move Mum a little, always chatting as if she is fully aware.


The rustle of pages turning as we read, the sucking of sweeties as we eat, wind blowing outside, the pinging of the beeper that calls the care staff to tend to another old person, the rolling by of the wheels of a trolley, the soft squeak as the door opens.


‘Would you like a cup of tea?’


‘Yes, we would, we’d love a cup of tea.’


The scent of sweet peas in a vase. Mum does not know the flowers are there and her sense of smell is almost non-existent anyway. But their dusty pinks and faded blues make the room look pretty and we can inhale their sugared almond scent. They remind me of the flowers in Mum’s garden, the trellises alive with hundreds of sweet peas, their fragrance as we scampered past when we were kids.


Mum passes away on this Saturday night, approaching 8pm. I am sleeping in the reclining chair when Kirsty’s voice wakes me.


‘Seana, you need to wake up.’


‘No, I’m happy asleep,’ I mumble, feeling that dripping drag as the blanket of bemusement, heavy as mud, is dragged from me. ‘Leave me alone, go away.’


‘No, wake up. She’s leaving; it’s the end.’


Mum’s final breaths are gentle, shallow, soft, and then she breathes no more. Her life passes out of her body.


There is no need to talk about what to do next. We pull aside the curtains and open the window just a little. We stand silent, allowing Mum’s spirit to leave the room and slip away into the deep darkness of the Highland night.


Afterwards, we sit beside her body for some time then kiss her goodbye, a last kiss on her smooth cheeks with their peachy down. The care staff will look after Mum’s body as it chills and stiffens. But her spirit is out there, flying or gliding or just hovering, we do not know. Mum is free.


We arrive at Morag’s home and give her boys a hug. Children are the best balm for the death of an old person. In the cosy sitting room we talk and laugh and cry a little. There will be so many things to do: calls to make to friends and family, emails to send, an advert to be placed in the Scotsman, a funeral to be planned. But for this night, there is peace.


‘I think I will absolutely demand to keep my teeth in when I’m dying,’ I say as I reach once more for the biscuit tin then swig from my glass of wine. ‘I think I will write in a wee book just the opposite of what Mum wrote. I will be a burden to my family.’


Then I ask, ‘When you were a teenager, did Mum ever threaten that when you had your own place, she would come to your house and leave wet towels lying around on the floor like you did to her?’


‘Haha! She did!’ Morag replies.


‘I used to laugh with her because she was very restrained and not once when she stayed with me did she leave those wet towels to moulder. She always hung them up.’


‘Me too. And now I tell my own kids that I will one day come to their houses in the future and leave wet towels lying on the bathroom floors like they do.’


I pass around the bottle of wine, then go to get another. Am I behaving like a waiter, pouring wine into glasses before they’re empty, without even asking if they would like some more? The thing is, I need more. Another biscuit, a glass of wine, pieces of shortbread, another glass of wine.


You won’t sleep well tonight if you drink another glass, Seana. Be sensible, can’t you?


I’ll not sleep at all if I don’t have another glass or two, how could I? I know we have a lot to do tomorrow but let me slake my sorrowful thirst tonight. Don’t nag, Seana.


I’m not nagging, I’m your voice of reason, you idiot.
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‘They both look about twelve years old, don’t they?’


My sisters are taking down Mum and Dad’s wedding photo which had hung above Mum’s bed at St Olaf for the eighteen months she was there.


‘Yes,’ I reply, ‘and so formal too. They look pleased but are holding themselves tight.’


‘Dad has a truly cheerful smile. Mum looks wary.’


‘Or are we just reading that in?’


In the wedding photo, Mum and Dad stand together outside the church. Dad wears a charcoal-grey morning coat with long tails, polished black shoes, and stripy trousers. He looks fit and very happy. Mum wears a white wedding dress. She is very slim: her waist was twenty-two inches at the time of her marriage.


This wedding photo hung on Mum and Dad’s bedroom wall when I was a girl. I always knew they were both beautiful, but it was only in my thirties that their extreme youth struck me hard. Mum and Dad were twenty-one and twenty-two years old when they got married. That is not so very young compared with many others at that time, I know, but to us they look like babies. There is not a wrinkle on their faces, not a grey hair. Even our grandparents look young to us in that wedding photo as we lift it from its hook and wrap it in newspaper.


The differences between their marriage and those of their daughters are stark. Perhaps if my parents’ marriage had looked like one to emulate we would have married in our early twenties too, but it didn’t and we didn’t. My elder sister Kirsty married when she was twenty-eight. My sister Morag met her husband in her thirties. I met Paul when I was thirty-one and it took four children, twenty-two years and a need to get a Saudi resident’s visa before we actually did get married. And we never even used that visa.


‘What do you think life would have been like if we’d married the boyfriends we had at twenty-one?’ I ask.


‘Very different. The marriages wouldn’t have lasted long, that’s for sure.’


‘Thank God I was never the marrying kind,’ I say to my sister.


We pack Mum and Dad’s wedding photo carefully into a cardboard box, and then wrap and pack all of the photos and trinkets, the little china fox, the bronze rabbit with long ears and the mottled green seal made from marble from the Isle of Iona.


Fife, Scotland: 15 January


‘So where is it we are going again?’ my brother Callum asks; his short-term memory really has deteriorated.


‘To the Kingsgate Shopping Centre, in Dunfermline. I’ve never been before though, have you?’


I’m finding it hard to keep my eye on Google Maps on my phone while paying attention to other cars on this busy road.


‘Not sure. Maybe once or twice to go to the shops. Cannae mind.’


He twists in his seat, looks around as we arrive in the centre of Dunfermline. The streets are narrow and I am sure we should be heading in the opposite direction but we’re stuck in a one-way system.


‘Remember we are here to get a suit. Mum would love you to look very smart for her funeral.’


She would, wouldn’t she? Mum often found Callum embarrassing to be with, especially when he had food stains down the front of his t-shirt or when his trousers drooped below the waist exposing his round, bulging belly. I always expected Mum to get over worrying about what other people thought, especially of Callum, but she never did.


‘Oh aye, that’s good. I need to go to the toilet though – could we stop?’


‘Finding car parks and shopping centres is hard enough just now. Don’t ask for a loo stop too! My brain will explode.’


There’s a red light at the junction ahead and I am totally unsure of where to go. I wish Callum could help with the map-reading, but do not even ask. Too hard for him. A car toots loudly and makes me jump. Fuck!


‘Just hang on. It won’t be long. I’m in a one-way system and not sure where to find the car park entrance, but it can’t be far. You can wait, can’t you?’


‘I really do need to go.’


‘OK, just hang on, hang on.’


Trying not to cry or shriek in frustration, I turn left, see the entrance to a car park and turn sharply and speedily into it.


‘Here we are, but it’s busy. Bloody hell, give me strength.’


A whiff of urine floats up.


‘Oh Callum, did you wet yourself?’


‘Yes, looks like it, my jeans are soaking.’


The old stress training kicks in and I start taking long, slow breaths deep into my tummy as calming thoughts battle with panicked ones.


Oh my God, we are almost at the shops and his trousers are so wet. How can we still go shopping for this bloody suit? Should we turn around and go back to the care home to get cleaned up?


Now remember: nobody has died here, in fact no life is even threatened. This is just an inconvenience.


Fuck, this is a hire car. How am I going to clean it?


A parking space materialises and we swing in. I stop the car and turn to Callum.


‘This doesn’t look familiar,’ he says, not looking at all concerned that he is sitting in his own wee. That feels like a small mercy.


‘Well, not to worry, we can work something out. Let’s just get out of the car and find Top Shop and see if someone can be kind and help us. Let’s stick to the plan. Would you like to find a toilet?


‘Nah, it all came out.’


Callum opens the door and heaves himself around, putting his feet onto the ground. As he stands up, a rush of urine falls down his trouser legs and onto the car park floor. He steps around the pool and waits for me to finish getting my bag out of the boot.


I brave a look at the car seat. It is sopping. I throw a t-shirt and a jumper over it to try to soak up at least something. But then I stand up and decide to take Callum’s lead and carry on regardless.


‘Right then, let’s go. It’s not too far.’


Callum walks along very slowly, lumbering from side to side. He takes my hand, just as he did when we were children.


‘Come on then, big sister Shoshi,’ he says. ‘Let’s get this suit for Mum’s funeral.’


And we do. A very kind man helps Callum try on suit jackets and guess at the right size of trousers. Then I take him home, borrow some cloths and a bucket of hot soapy water and clean the car seat as well as I can. In my hotel room that night, I drink a bottle of wine fast. I deserve it, surely?


Next morning, I feel sick when I wake up.


You drank that whole bottle of wine on your own, Seana. On your own. That’s one more thing you said you’d never do. But you do it all the time at home and now you’re doing it here too.


Look, when I’m at home with the kids I’m not really alone, am I?


Yes, you are – come on, don’t be so dimwitted. When Paul’s away, when the kids are in bed, you are definitely drinking alone. Telltale sign, telltale sign. Your dad sometimes claimed he wasn’t an alcoholic because he drank with other people; he was adamant about it, until the days he did started drinking alone, sitting in his chair in that bloody sitting room. By then we’d all given up arguing with him about his drinking.


But here I am arguing with myself now.


Yes, Seana, here you are. And this is an argument that has been going on too long.


Glasgow, Scotland: 22 January


The limo stops at Glasgow Airport and the driver hops out as I fumble around getting my hand baggage in order. He has my suitcase ready for me and I wheel it to the business class check in. That driver was very discreet, not talking to me at all and ignoring my nose blowing and eye wiping as the road took us west from Edinburgh to Glasgow. I am booked on the old faithful 1 pm flight to Dubai which connects comfortably with the long onward flight to Sydney.


There’s a glass of vintage champagne in my hand within seconds of me parking my posterior on my seat. Streams of tiny bubbles fly up through the tawny liquid, but not for long as I down it in two swallows and ask for another. Sleek and smart, the air hostess fills it up and asks if I would like some tissues. I take those with almost as much gratitude as the bubbly, but not quite.


I have drunk champagne and cried as I left Glasgow on the way back to Sydney many times before. In the past years I have learned that being in business class really helps and not just because the bubbly is French. The flat beds, the never having to move as people come in and out of seats, the excellent nuts and snacks served in the bar area, not to mention any sort of drink I want for free. All that is soothing, and then there’s the thrill of being quite so flash. It is dizzyingly posh to be in business class when you started out as a wee Scottish girl in a wee Scottish village. For anyone with airs and graces, business class is a thrill.


Business class flights will not be a feature of our lives going forward. Paul’s retirement means living a simpler life and no more Emirates points from his flights to and from his work in the Middle East. So I’d better drink and eat as much as I can on this one. I’m a firm believer in comfort eating, only because it works. I am not sure that all the mid-air drinking is a comfort though. I know what it does to me.


On this flight, while I doze and wake and eat and drink, memories toss and turn as I do. All those family stories, all the reasons I had to leave that led me to be leaving again now. All the things we were never allowed to talk about.


That Scottish childhood, typical in so many ways, with an alcoholic father causing mayhem. But untypical in that we had so many ecstatic times, too. We kids ran wild over the islands of the Hebrides; we sailed among the rushing tides, past basking seals and seas made glassy by swarming jellyfish; we knew the lochs of Morvern and Argyll. Those are the memories that cause the ripping, tearing feeling of nostalgia in my mind and heart as I fly south and east. It’s only the painful memories, the things that confused me so much as a child, that I am still glad to escape. I ask for another glass of wine and try to sleep again.


Ormiston, Scotland: Early 1970s


The back door slammed shut. Dad was home. There was a nanosecond of silence, just a beat, then came a thump and some bumps as he stotted off the walls on his erratic journey to the sitting room. He swung open the sitting room door and in came a rush of chilly outside air.


The fire was crackling, the room toasty warm, smelling faintly of smoke and the damp dog sleeping by the hearth. I’d been looking at books in the cabinet, a finely crafted piece of furniture with doors made with small glass panels, locked with a tiny key. Dad’s favourite history books were here and in my hand I had The Fortified House in Scotland, volume 3.


Dad crashed through the doorway and sat with a humph in his easy chair. He was falling-about-drunk but not angry. He was excited, exuberant even. His cheeks were ruddy from windburn as he wrestled off his thick grey jumper with the suede shoulder patches that stopped his shotgun from slipping. He cleared his throat and I looked at him, saw the familiar glassy eyes, saw that he looked a bit wild, unsteady, excited.


‘I have just made love to another woman two times,’ he uttered. ‘But by God I wish it had been your mother.’


I froze. I had heard the words, they had gone into my ears, but they were ricocheting around inside my skull, not making sense. I was only eight or nine.


‘Pour me a drink, can you, Seana? There’s water in the jug.’


I opened the door of the booze cupboard and poured a whisky into one of the heavy crystal glasses, then added the water. I was an expert at making drinks for Dad. He took a deep swig, sighed and tipped his head against the back of the chair, closed his eyes.


‘I’m going to feed the rabbits,’ I said as I darted out, still trying to make sense of what he had said.


On that blustery autumn day, sodden grey clouds covered the sky, low and lumpy as they moved slowly to the west, dropping rain here and there. Not a chink of blue sky all day. Dad had been out shooting grouse with some of his posh friends, the red feathers above the eyes of the grouse the only bright colours amidst the speckled brown of their feathers and the faded greens and browns of the fields and the heather. The clink of glasses always followed the boom of the shotguns and the beating paws of the gun dogs. Dad often got roaring drunk after a day out shooting, and would drive home then almost fall out of the car.


But this day he hadn’t driven home; quite the opposite.


After his pronouncement and another couple of whiskies, Dad crashed his way up the curving staircase and went to bed. We four kids and Mum sat down to watch The Two Ronnies. Mum made a supper of mugs of hot chocolate and a plate of homemade biscuits and brought it through on a big tray. And we would never ever discuss this revelation of Dad’s.


This incident joined many others in a library of secrets, never to be spoken of. The memory though is as bright and clear as a flawless cube of ice, its shock and upset, with some comfort at his wish, even now.


Sydney: 23 January


When I land, the weather in Sydney is scorching, bright and blue. I take a taxi over to see our oldest son, Jake, who is living on his own in a small flat near our old house. I talk on the phone to our second son, Ben, who lives south of Sydney and is about to start an apprenticeship. I stay a night and wake to another scorcher. Then I collect my car from just outside our old home, and drive west over the Blue Mountains and then further west over the dry plains of the Central West, which has been drought-ridden for a few years. After a four-hour drive, I arrive at our new home and the start of this new chapter for our family.


There is also my own new chapter: the death of any parent is a life punctuation, and now the death of Mum means my siblings and I are the oldest generation. The ‘auld yins’, as Papa used to say. But I feel I am grieving Mum as a child, as her child. How will this play out as I try to change things, in daily life and in my own mind? Does it mean freeing myself of the messy mixed emotions about my own childhood? Can I let go of the effects of all the bad bits while keeping the positives from the wonderful parts?


Orange


Paul had managed the removalists the week before so I arrive at our new house to find our beds in the bedrooms, our sofas in the sitting room and my desk in the sunroom. Alice and Tom have chosen their bedrooms and their new school uniforms hang in their cupboards. They are excited, chattering about their holiday with Paul in Tasmania. Alice shows me a video of the trip she has made. I melt back into my family.


Here we are in our new home, a much smaller one than the five-bedroom house with a backyard pool in Frenchs Forest. Paul has retired from his thirty-year career in oil and gas; he’s only in his early fifties but he is ready for a change and so are we all. Paul spent years working twenty-eight days on, twenty-eight days off in Yemen and Kurdistan. This was exhausting for everyone. We could have moved over to Saudi Arabia, but decided to change our lives and have a ‘tree change’ to Orange instead. We are renting out the Sydney house to bring in an income and Paul will be studying editing and publishing this year, and caring for his children in a way he never has before.


Paul and I both grew up in the countryside in Scotland and we are ready to slow down, live a simpler life and, crucially, spend a lot less money than we did in Sydney – here’s hoping anyway.


A few days later, the day after the twins start Year 7 at their new school, I brave the garage. Boxes are piled upon boxes, bikes lean here and there, the drum kit has been set up.


‘There’s never going to be space in there for an actual car, is there?’ I say to Paul.


‘Not for a while anyway.’


Close by the roller door is my old blue trunk.


‘Can you help me carry the trunk into the sunroom, Paul?’


Dad bought me this trunk when I made my first marvellous escape from the peril that was my childhood. The trunk has been with Paul and me since we first left Scotland with Jake when he was only three months old. It was stored in a room in Karachi for a year then came with us to Sydney and was stored in garages in Neutral Bay, North Sydney, Willoughby and Frenchs Forest. In twenty years it has never been opened, not once.


Paul and I take a handle each and lift the trunk. It is heavy, very heavy, and we need to stop and start as we bear it through the house. My arms are sore when we place it by my desk in the sunroom.


Later I walk all the way around the kids’ school, hoping they’re getting on well in there. I feel the sunshine on my skin, and aim to be fully present, mindful. I pick lush dandelions for the rabbits, just as I did when I was a child walking our black Labrador, Bob. Close to the house I see the range of hills in the west, the phone towers on top of Mount Canobolas. At 1390 metres it is higher than Ben Nevis, Scotland’s highest mountain, one I have never climbed. My family were from a long line of coast dwellers, sailors.


Wide views; so much less domestic work with only two children at home, not four; time to play. I remember being a child, the pull of the dog on the leash, the sound of the rabbits thumping their feet. I take the dandelions home and watch as our larger bunny Lola bites at the end of a dandelion leaf and then nibbles it all. The end of the leaf pops into her mouth and I remember seeing exactly that when I was a child in Scotland. Lola moves next to a dandelion flower, nibbling the stem until the yolk-yellow blossom disappears, just as dandelion flowers did with Snowy more than forty years before.


Happy memories of childhood; there are many, and now that both my parents have died, can I enjoy those happy memories? Can I let go of the bad ones? But then, there’s that old blue trunk. I will need to work my way through all that it holds and all that is conjured forth when I lift its lid.


[image: ]


On the final day of January, the kids are safely at school and I’m walking down Summer Street in East Orange. I am heading towards the mug of sublime coffee at Bills Beans cafe which is calling my name, and also towards the old friend who called my phone earlier. I love this wide street with its old workers’ cottages, some freshly done up and sparkling smart, with pot plants and wooden chairs on the bull-nosed verandahs, others scruffy and worn, with paint peeling off the doors, looking as if they’ve never been touched since they were built in the nineteenth century. I had longed to buy one of these houses but just could not find one large enough for us. Instead we bought a teenager of a house, low-ceilinged but very practical, with four bedrooms and two bathrooms. Our house is from the 1980s not the 1890s, a home without history and with a truly appalling letterbox.


I walk past hedges of rosemary and rose bushes gaudy with blooms, some tied up carefully, others straggly and sprawling drunkenly over fence posts. I am almost at Bills Beans when I notice a rather grand old house on the other side of the road. This house has a name on a peeling varnished sign by the front door: Ormiston.


I nearly trip into the gutter. Ormiston! The name of the village I was brought up in, an East Lothian village twelve miles from Edinburgh. And I had been in Ormiston only last week, perhaps for the final time. The house called Ormiston is exactly the sort of house I had hoped to live in here in Orange, a home with heart and history and character, with high ceilings, like my childhood home, the old farmhouse Marketgate in the village of Ormiston.


‘A large flat white, thank you, thank you.’ My kind friend Sarah walks inside to place our order while I sit down on one of the metal chairs at a table outside the cafe. I decide not to mention to Sarah that I am feeling swept away by the name of the house opposite. There are plenty of other matters to natter about. Too many.


‘I really am thinking of swapping Paul for a dog,’ I say.


‘Well, you’d be wanting a greyhound then, won’t you? A rangy hound that needs one big run a day and spends the rest of its time asleep. That’s Paul, isn’t it? I’ve seen him at parkrun.’


‘Yes, he loves running. But look, if I thought that a greyhound was the right dog for me, I would just hang on to Paul. No, I’m thinking of a fluffy wee dog that would dote on me. A little lapdog who would be my best pal and would always, always be glad to see me. A wee beast who wakes up joyful every morning, full of daftness and nonsense and exuberance, ready to bound into the day.’


‘So the twins are becoming teenagers, am I guessing?’


‘Yes, they will be thirteen in May and I can feel that the shine is wearing off me as their mum. The grunting has started from Tom and the deep, long sighs from Alice. I really do not know if I can manage another set of teenagers. I’m too bloody old for it.’


I really am too old for it. I was forty-two when our gorgeous twins were born. We had been trying for a third child, so one of them was planned but we don’t know which twin is the planned one and which the bonus extra. But anyway, here we are. I have just turned fifty-five, our older boys have left home and the twins have just started high school.
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