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Appendectomy 

The day before you left Adelaide you had an appendectomy. The gym was prohibited, 
so when you got back to Sydney you started walking the dogs, seeking out the hilly 
streets to build up a sweat.  

The dogs were interested in the long grass and scruffy corners where empty bottles, 
little tussocks of weed and interesting smells accumulated. They set the pace, 
dragging you along behind, making up for weeks of boredom, lying around in the sun, 
digging holes in the grass and barking at the cat next door. Out on the street they were 
transformed into action machines, sniffing under gates and peering into houses. You 
discovered that fences between dogs turn them into snarling antagonists, but when 
they met on the footpath there were cordialities to be observed. The same was true for 
people. Strangers said hello and sometimes would stop for a chat.  

Walking the streets you were used to navigating from the car, you may as well have 
been in an entirely different suburb. In the curving side streets you lost your sense of 
direction, ending up in a completely different place to what you had imagined. You 
discovered a hidden landscape behind fences and rows of houses, behind hedges, trees 
and shop fronts. A sheer cliff face, bald rock like skin, burnished in the afternoon sun, 
with vertical runnels of ferns, behind a row of houses. Underneath the fences and 
houses it was still Gadigal land. It had a different life, a different order. 

The dogs had a nose for tucked-away spaces, ferreting them out and barrelling down 
them, with you in tow. Most of these old passageways and walkways lead nowhere in 
particular. You chanced upon a small flights of steps, with a sign, ‘Joseph Goldstein 
Reserve’, which lead to another flight of steps and another. Down a narrow alley 
between houses whose gardens towered over the walkway with tufts of palms, you 
trotted, woolly grasses and oleanders brushing you as you passed. An intimate little 
strip of suburb. Where the fences were low you could see into people's houses. A man 
sat at a desk in a room that opened out onto the path, talking on the phone and looking 
out over the vista of Bondi. From another house you could hear opera, a single 
soprano voice, clear and sharp. And somewhere behind that lay the sound of the 
waves. You had read in a strange little book you found in a second hand shop that this 
was what the word ‘bondi’ originally signified.1  

The alleyway was a liminal space, public but private, and you shushed the dogs and 
slowed down to a quieter walk. By the time you reached the bottom you had quite 
forgotten the sign and just as well; there was nothing here but another cul-de-sac. As 
the dogs took you off down the street you felt that you had just witnessed a secret. 
Despite the sign it seemed not many people visited this ‘Reserve’.  

There were other old little walkways, some of them not so hidden, but rarely used. 
There were indeed no true cul-de-sacs, only enclosed spaces opening via a secret 
flight of stairs into wider spaces which brought you, surprised, to a familiar or 
unfamiliar scene. Some had fallen into disuse and were overgrown, wending their way 
down a steep slope between trees, from one road to the other. They were a relic of the 
days when urban dwellers travelled on foot, dreamy little spaces removed from the 
street and the footpaths, those places where people were parking cars, unloading 
shopping, corralling their children and slamming doors. Here you were alone for a 
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few minutes, peeking into gardens and houses, savouring the dank humidity of trees 
after summer rain, embarking upon a short journey with no destination, in the midst of 
many lives replete yet remote.  

For a moment you felt entirely content, simultaneously inside and outside these 
comfortable homes. You savoured the benevolence of the middle class, its 
satisfactions and banishment of pain and harm. The rules were effortless and all the 
sums added up. The lounge rooms were snug, the kitchen fridges robust and potted 
plants shone with good health. 

And then the path ended, just like that, and you were on Mitchell Street. A four-wheel 
drive glided past and some children shouted and laughed in a backyard. You had the 
distinct feeling you had lost something but you didn’t want to think about that. The 
dogs were off again, panting and scrabbling, all the way home. You ushered them into 
the garden, closed the gate, hung up the leads and gave them their dinner.  

As you prepared your own meal you wondered about your mother. You have a photo 
of her as a university student in the 1940s on the wall next to your desk. She is 
dressed with gloves and handbag for an evening out and her face is alive. You sensed 
that there was something discrepant, a disjuncture between her rural childhood and 
her life as an adult. Although your aunt tells you that they had a happy childhood, 
your mother never returned to the Riverland. Did she miss the old red gums, the ones 
Aboriginal people used to make canoes, the trees you miss too? You feel you belong 
to that landscape, but the photos are cracked and blurred through multiple 
reproductions, each at one further remove from you. Their scratches and creases 
remind you that this is a world you can’t enter. You read much later about this area's 
bloody history; this silence passed down the generations. How did it play out in her 
family, which is your family? It is too late to ask her.2    

This is all you have – this handful of photos, scenes whose ‘generative 
incompleteness’3 compels you to guess. You wonder who took them and why. The 
intimacy they evoke is mediated by the unknown photographer, the person for whom 
your mother, shyly or radiantly, composed herself. These scenes ‘communicate 
through the sparest of signs and gestures’.4 You search for the bones of a story: a 
white girl in the bush; a young woman, the first in her family, at university; a mother 
with three kids and a job.  

Again you felt a dull sadness. Her life was a foreign country to you. Why did you 
know so little about it? After gnawing on these pale thoughts you put them aside. 
There was to be no answer and it was starting to rain again. You go around the house 
to close the windows. The air was soft and still warm and you paused a moment, 
feeling it against your skin. 
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* * * 

It is as if the relations of the outside, folded back to create a doubling, allow a relation 
to oneself to emerge, and so constitute an inside. (Deleuze) 

* * * 

Farewell old house 

The dogs took you past a house that was being demolished.  The wreckage of its inner 
walls and roof were disgorged in a huge heap in the front yard, including the silver 
intestinal tract of the air conditioning. The occupants had spray painted ‘farewell old 
house’ and ‘thanks for all the good times’ on the walls. Two days later there was no 
trace of the house. You recalled an early nineteenth-century map of the region with 
the words ‘good pasture land’ written over this space: you imagine the roos and then 
the dairy cows, grazing into the sea breeze. 

* * * 
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My mother and the trees5  

It had been a week of 35 degrees. You’d come back to the empty house to water the 
garden. Inside, there was dust over everything, newspapers, and unopened letters on 
the hallway table and grimy streaks on the walls. The garden path was deep in leaves 
and the garden was in a state of neglect. The lavender bushes had survived although 
they were bedraggled and dry. The hydrangea had obviously picked up a little after 
your last water, a month ago, when it had almost died. A few of the cannas and the 
tiny carnations had survived.  

It was burning hot and your plane was leaving later that day. You felt overwhelmed at 
the state of things. The vine over the shed looked ok and you took some comfort in 
that. Its pale pink tubular flowers transformed the garden. You wondered if it was one 
of those plants that flowered when stressed. You started with the vine, saturating the 
dry flaky soil, watching it turn a rich dark brown with the heavy smell of wet earth in 
your nostrils.  

You doused the hydrangea, the camellias, the frangipani and the old lavender bushes 
which had been your mother's pride and joy. They retreated into themselves, curling 
up at the tips as they clung onto life. You watered them one by one, jiggling the hose 
up and down to spread the water stream as your mother had done for so many years.  

You let the hose run on the cannas and went inside to the laundry to fill up a bucket of 
water. The fitting on the front garden hose was broken so you carted buckets of water 
up the corridor and threw them on the roses and the Japanese bamboo. You thought of 
Christine Churches’ poem about her mother trying to keep the trees alive: these 
labouring white women, awkward on the land they attempted to tend. You thought of 
the photo of your mother as a teenager with her sister standing under the huge gum 
with their shoes almost buried in the soil. This must have been a special occasion for 
which they dressed up, but their shoes could never be adequate to the task of standing 
on country. Did they ever sense a gap, a silence between themselves and this place 
they had made their home? The scratch on the surface of the photo cuts across her 
mouth and the shadow obscures her face. Is she smiling? You recognise the familiar 
self-consciousness – arms kinked at the elbow, head tilted – the withdrawal into a 
private world. Your thoughts wandered around in the landscape of your mother’s 
childhood and returned, unsatisfied.  

You hefted the full bucket onto the rim of the laundry basin then lugged it up the 
hallway to the front garden. You wondered again, miserably, about the point of this. 
How many of your mother’s carefully tended plants would survive when the property 
went onto the rental market? You hedged again at the thought of the transition of land 
into real estate,6 at the thought of the generations of your family on this land and the 
generations of Aboriginal people who owned it. Your body felt weighted, inert. You 
wanted to stay here in the ruined garden in the hot afternoon and nurse it back to 
health – but what kind of health could that be? What was it that your mother had left 
for you? As you walked up and down the hallway with buckets of water a whispering 
sound followed you, like the wheeze of the screen-door. You stopped and turned 
around. You could see nothing. The stillness and heat were alive with their own life. 
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It was half past three. You had to go. You stood in the back yard and gazed at the 
trees which were all looking the worse for wear. You remembered one of your father's 
stories. While out valuing a rural property he had come upon a lone camellia tree near 
the shell of an old home on the Hay plain. Tough as old Harry’s boots, he said. A 
strange tree in Aboriginal country. You turned off the hose and picked up the pile of 
mail on your way out. You knew when you came back that it would have to be 
different. 

* * * 

 
* * * 

Whiteness 

It wasn't until you moved away from Adelaide that you understood that the country of 
your childhood, and five generations of your family, had a contested history.  

* * * 
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Coastline 

The fractal coastline on the screen on the airline seat in front of you adjusts itself. You 
are about to pass over the northern coast of Western Australia. You imagine the long 
stretch of beaches, red soil, clumps of spinifex, black people shielding their eyes with 
black hands. You imagine rutted dirt roads, wheeling eagles, the track marks of small 
critters in the sand, rusty beer cans, hot air rasping against the skin, in small rural 
towns which look deserted apart from utes parked in the main street and dogs lying on 
verandas.  

Now you are rising above and beyond the coastline which recedes into the royal blue 
of the Timor Sea. You lose perspective: you could be skimming the ocean’s surface or 
gliding deep in space over the curve of the globe. You remember Dennis McDermott's 
line about ‘the skin of sea and land’.7 That skin which is not your skin but which 
touches you. Here you are, sitting upright above the tiny blip on the screen with pen in 
hand, streaking towards your destination, sliding over, away. You wonder about the 
weather there, and whether you should have packed your coat. You think of being in 
Budapest two years ago when your mother in Adelaide had had a stroke. Death is the 
familiar stranger who lives across the road. You walked all day along the Danube, 
beside the droning traffic in the hazy sunshine with your silent companion. 
Everything sparkled. You felt raw, new, faraway but close. 

* * * 

All the boundless creatures8  

all the boundless creatures, the residue of my estate, were not intended for literary 
purposes and difficult for a family to understand. all my household chattels, hand in 
hand with continuity, a clear awareness though it may not be complete. in our 
ordinary mind the line breaks don’t falter; she gave a little nod. a practical woman, 
simple boundaries in the middle of a lifelong experience. her whole life, we all know 
the sensation, in front of an audience. abandoning aversion and attachment; having to 
work at speed. the synoptic novel: sell, call in or convert to money, in equal shares, in 
varying degrees. the next two lines suggest immediately before my passing her feet on 
the step as possible. if any child of mine can take place in private upon such terms and 
conditions. absolute discretion, the striking yet intransigent elements. lucky enough, 
within the phrase. small niggling questions. still calmly smiling, to apportion and 
partition, I shall go today. earth, water, fire, air and space. the right hand is placed 
under the chin; let ideas, let words. as precisely as possible to allow my husband. 
grasping physical solidity, the voluptuous interior, all our belongings. the simplicity 
of trust pursuant to the clause sounds audible. to let go but every sentence. friends and 
relatives, in witness whereof I have hereunto set my hand. if she is incapable what 
you have already been given, the luminosity. 

* * * 

Leavetaking 

A late moon, 4 am, coming up deep orange over the sea. An early rising, your limbs 
akimbo. You awake from a dream of dead trees. You attempt to befriend this body 
and its leavetaking. You bring it water, the particles of a story. You sit here in the 



Brewster     Your mother’s garden 

Mud map: Australian experimental women's writing  
TEXT Special Issue 17, Moya Costello, Barbara Brooks, Anna Gibbs, Rosslyn Prosser (eds.)                 8 

temporary darkness and remind yourself of the body’s returning weight. Tomorrow 
you will finish unpacking, file papers and sort your clothes. These small transactions 
will carry you back into the world this side of the equator, a world you will learn 
anew. You attempt again to compose yourself under the sheets, to allow the body its 
passage. Soon the horizon will show you the land as it has always been. 
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