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A PLACE NEAR EDEN: Nell Pierce

had planned to tell you everything that

happened to Sem and Celeste and me

when we were older. What happened out

at Eden, and the events that followed. But

I can see now that the story starts earlier,

at least as early as the day Sem moved
out. The day they took him away. Maybe even
earlier. With the accident on the bridge, perhaps.
Or maybe the story really began when my par-
ents decided to foster Sem.

The fact that my parents had chosen Sem
made him even dearer to me. He arrived fully
formed, 13 years old, with a flop of dark hair and a
pointed chin. I felt lucky to have him. But for my
parents it wasn’t a matter of luck. Mum talked
about the drawn-out bureaucracy of the foster
system with such frustration, it was as if she
deserved Sem, as though every hurdle was
preventing her from claiming the son she was
owed.

We were the Holmans, our name written in

cursive script across our letterbox. We lived in
Canberra, in a suburb of long streets of single-
storey houses with low front hedges and yel-
lowed lawns. The air got so cold in winter that it
hurt to breathe in. Summers were so hot that
your skin burned just walking to the car and the
sky was an eerie, saturated blue.

Almost as soon as he arrived at our house,
Sem started running away from it. When he
wasn’t running away, he was angry. Most nights
he got home from school and stormed straight to
his bedroom, shutting his door with a bang, and
wouldn’t come out until long after dinner was
over, when he would eat the plate of now-cold
food Mum had left out for him. But sometimes he
didn’t come home at all, and Mum and I would
sit in the car out the front of school for 10 min-
utes, 20 minutes, half an hour, until Mum let out
an anxious sigh and went in to see if any of the
teachers could find him.

Each time Sem disappeared was a fresh worry

Fate liesamong Gl
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Our old, faithful Ford plods along Canley Vale
Road towards Cabramatta in Western Sydney,
dubbed Smack Express for being Australia’s her-
oin capital. The weekly Sunday adventure in-
volves the luxury of a restaurant meal and to buy
the week’s groceries. The suburb reminds my
parents of Phnom Penh, where they’d shopped
on a daily basis, and everything was cheaper than
in Western grocery stores. There wasn’t any
electricity back then, MaMa tells me when I
compare their old routine to ours, let alone re-
frigerators. Not in the countryside, and definitely
not during the Cambodian Civil War.

BaBa parks off John Street to avoid the fifty-
cent fee at the Dutton Lane car park. We wait for
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him to secure the steering wheel
with a bar lock, step out and zip up
his neon wind jacket. He scoops his pep-
pered hair away from his eyes.

As we walk, my older brother Jin and younger
sister Yun stick close to MaMa, and I cling to
BaBa, self-conscious about wearing my school
shoes — fully enclosed black leather with a kitten
heel — even though they don’t match my sun-
flower dress and jumper. At nine and a half, I'd
argued for the right to choose my own footwear,
but had quickly yielded on seeing MaMa’s no-
nonsense frown.

“Careful,” MaMa says in Teochew, our native
Chinese dialect, her lilting, musical voice soft but
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for my parents. Usually, he didn’t venture too far.
Once a friend’s mother called up to say that he
was at her house, and there was the night Dad
found him down by the lake, shivering beneath a
picnic table. But sometimes he travelled further.
He took a bus out of town and the police had to
be called. One time it was three days before they
found him and brought him home.

My mother, I think, felt humiliated. It was as if
her love was not enough. And my dad, well, I
don’t think Dad had been too keen on fostering
Sem in the first place. In the days before he ar-
rived, Dad kept bringing up all the ways in which
Mum wasn’t prepared to care for a teenage boy.

“What will you do when he comes home
drunk, or smelling of weed?” Dad asked one
night over dinner.

“T'll have a mature conversation with him,”
Mum said, spooning more carrots onto her plate.

“Good luck with that.” Dad smiled mockingly.

Or, driving past a group of boys standing

around out the front of the newsagency, Dad an-
nounced, “He’ll be destructive. He’ll break
things. Make a mess. That’s what boys are like.”

Mum just shrugged and said, “We’ll deal with
that when we come to it. Material things really
aren’t that important anyway.”

So when Sem arrived only to keep trying to
leave, Dad probably felt vindicated, in a way. He
liked to say that Sem was “trouble” and “troub-
led”. When he found a pack of cigarettes under
Sem’s bed. When Sem helped with garden work
and tore the end of the drainpipe away from the
roof. When Sem swore at the dinner table, didn’t

clear. The patches of grass be-
tween driveways are hidden
beneath dozens of syringes
and their steel tips wink at
me in the sunlight.
“They’re full of dis-
eases,” BaBa says, pulling
me closer.

I survey the orange caps
that sit atop the mounds,
crowning each pile, and

evade their jabs.

On John Street, we weave
between throngs of people and fruit

piled high like pyramids, hurrying to keep

up with my father’s quick pace while lifting

my nose to inhale the fresh pandan waffles

and deep-fried Thai banana fritters. We

pass twin bronze dragons that guard the

Friendship Arch and tall marble beams

topped with an imperial roof, reminding me

of Wong Fei Hung martial arts movies. I stare

with longing at Red Lea, a BBQ chicken and

hot chips shop loaded with as much chicken

salt and paprika you can shake out of the canis-

Anna Hui Tran
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do his homework, tagged his name on his desk in
white-out, touched all the expensive and break-
able things when we were shopping. Dad had a
special tired voice that he used when he talked
about Sem. It was a tone of accusation too. Di-
rected not at Sem but at my mother, who had
brought Sem into our lives.

When [ think about it now, I'm surprised it
didn’t occur to me at the time that Sem was run-
ning from my dad and his disapproval, his obvi-
ous reluctance to have Sem in the house. But
then I think of Mum. Maybe it was her he was
trying to escape. The moment she met him, Mum
already loved Sem like she’d had him for all of his
13 years. Maybe that was what he wanted to get
away from: the great weight of her love and the
expectation that went with it. Like she’d given so
much to him — carefully packed lunches and
home-cooked dinners, freshly washed clothes
and lifts home from school — now she was wait-
ing for him to give something back.

But then I think maybe he wasn’t running
away from my parents at all. Maybe he was run-
ning towards something. Looking for a certain
place or person, or trying to get back to family or
friends that he loved.

Or maybe those were the things he was run-
ning from. Something that happened with his
mother, or later, at one of the other foster homes.
Running away from things in his past. Now, I can
understand that kind of running. To escape your
history, you have to escape yourself. Whether it’s
under a picnic table or on a bus out of town or
plunged into the alien silence underwater, you
have to find a way to somehow, even if just for a
moment, make yourself disappear.

Maybe, I think now, Sem was running away
from me.

Extracted from A Place Near Eden by Nell Pierce,
one of three shortlisted entries for The Australian/
Vogel's Literary Award 2022.

ter, but my family heads into the local Cambodi-
an restaurant, Battambang.

Inside, it’s barely lit by the sun that streams
through the door and window. The tables are full,
as usual. Large bowls of hearty pork soup sit in
front of each customer, and the aroma and slurp-
ing sounds fill the tiny shop. BaBa holds up his
hand; we need a table for five. The waiter with a
comb over gestures for us to take a seat at the
front table, the worst seats in the house, propped
up against the small window as other customers
jostle our chairs when coming and going, and so
cramped that I have to wait for my family to take
their seats one at a time before I can take mine.
The waiter places a teapot and stacked cups on
the table. MaMa orders four large bowls of gim ta
kway teow and an empty bowl for Yun.

“Bean sprouts. Fresh or cooked?” the waiter
asks in our native tongue.

MaMa requests cooked and the waiter tosses
his head back and shouts the order in Khmer
into the kitchen via the pass-through. The eld-
erly chef gives a curt nod, her hunchback a leg-
acy from the Cambodian forced labour camps.
When the Khmer Rouge seized power, MaMa
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had told me once, they declared it Year Zero, a
new beginning where everyone became farmers;
the adult camps were much worse than the child-
ren’s ones my parents had been in. And that’s
why we have to study hard so that we can use our
minds, not our hands, to work.

“You don’t want to end up like that, do you?”
MaMa had asked, her words unkind but her tone,
pitying.

I'd shuddered at the chef’s bent back that held
the permanent curve of a plastic protractor and
said, “Definitely not.”

When MaMa was sure I'd understood the les-
son, she nodded, and didn’t speak of wartime
again.

I pull a few tissues, coarse with rough-cut
edges, from the box painted with a familiar rain-
bow lorikeet logo; these are from the tissue fac-
tory where my parents work. MaMa’s on the
assembly line, monitoring the tissue cutting pro-
cess and discarding any with imperfections, and
BaBa’s a forklift driver. I pass the box to MaMa
and we share a smile. I clean the cups as MaMa

Continued on Page 17
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Caroline Overington, Literary Editor

It is the most exciting day of the year here at the Books pages, as we announce,
with great pride, the shortlist for The Australian/Vogel’s Literary Award.

The Vogel is one of the oldest and most prestigious prizes for an unpublished
manuscript by an Australian writer under the age of 35.

Let me tell you a little about its remarkable history: it started in 1980, when
Niels Stevns, the owner of the Vogel bread company in Australia, approached
the literary editor of The Australian, Peter Ward, about collaborating on a cul-
tural prize.

Stevns had come to Australia from Denmark in his early 20s. He established
Vogel’s bread, based on principles of nutrition taught to him by a Swiss naturo-
path, Dr Vogel. His approach to The Australian was inspired by his love for his
adopted country. He wanted to give back to the nation which had made possible
his flourishing business.

His two passions were literature and classical music, and after discussion, de-
cided on a literary award, with the emphasis on providing an opportunity for
young writers.

Following Stevns’ call, Ward rang Allen & Unwin’s then managing director
Patrick Gallagher, which led to the successful collaboration between Vogel’s,
The Australian and Allen & Unwin — and to the birth of The Australian/Vogel’s
Literary Award.

Alan Stevns, Niels’s son, is now the steward.

This has been my first year as a judge. I felt honoured — and a little nervous.

As ayoung kid growing up in Melton, Victoria, I dreamed about being a writ-
er one day, and | remember wanting to enter the Vogel with a decades-old
manuscript that must never see the light of day.

I dreamed also about winning it, because look at who has won it: Tim Win-
ton, Kate Grenville, Gillian Mears, Brian Castro, Mandy Sayer, Andrew
McGahan, and on the list goes.

There is a cash prize — $20,000 — but the winning entry also becomes a book,
published with care by the team at Allen & Unwin.

I am far too old to enter the Vogel now.

It seems to me that I also wouldn’t get near the prize. The standard of entries
is high, and it was difficult to get the number down to three for the shortlist.

I want to thank the team at Allen & Unwin for whittling the entries into a
manageable shortlist, and my fellow judges, Hsu-Ming Teo, a cultural historian
and novelist who won The Australian/Vogel’s Literary Award for her first novel
Love and Vertigo in 1999, and bookseller Kate Adams.

It was wonderful to collaborate with all the stakeholders. I came away from
the process feeling buoyed about the literary landscape here in Australia.

In no particular order, the shortlisted entries are:

The Spoon and the Sea, by Rachel Caplin, about the turbulent life of a Brit-
ish Jew, a woman experiencing the turmoil of the Middle East after World War
I1, including the creation of the state of Israel.

The Red Thread, by Anna Hui Tran, a portrait of family relationships, cul-
ture, customs, and aspirations within a Chinese-Cambodian family, focusing on
the narrator, Mei-Chan, as she tries to come to terms with the death of her
father by suicide.

A Place Near Eden, by Nell Pierce, about a young woman'’s relationship
with a young man, Sem, who was briefly her foster brother before her parents
divorced, set in an Australian town by the sea.

It’s an honour to publish extracts from all three books in today’s pages.
hope you enjoy them as much as we did. We will announce the winner next
week. And oh, yes! I should also tell you that entries for the 2023 Vogel award
are now open. You will find all the information you need at
allenandunwin.com/being-a-writer/the-australian-vogel-s-literary-award

Previous award winners Tim Winton éri__a"n Castro and Kate Grenville

One thing about running an extract from the shortlisted entries: we have less
space for reviews. It’s worth it, of course, but I am pleased to also publish Oliver
Reeson’s review of a new book, Homesickness, published by Ultimo Press, in
which an author revisits the 14 homes in which she lived as a child, a discom-
bobulating experience. Plus we have an extract from the great Martha Wain-
wright’s memoir, which I found rather confronting but in a good way, I guess.
And yes, we have a poem.

May7-8,2022 Review



16 Books

CHERYL AKLE
FOUNDER OF BETTER READING

Notable books

LITTLE NOTHINGS
By Julie Mayhew
Bloomsbury, fiction,
272pp, $29.99

_XQ&
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Little Nothings is a fun page-turner set on a Greek island paradise. Liv
has yearned for female friendship and finally feels as if she has found it
with Beth and Binnie. But then Ange arrives, with charisma and
money, and her alpha personality changes the group dynamic. When
Ange suggests a family trip to a luxury resort, Liv agrees to go, despite
she and husband Pete not really being able to afford it. This book
balances edge-of-your-seat tension with gossipy fun as the friendships
turn toxic, leading to a disturbing twist at the end. Perfect for fans of

Liane Moriarty and Louise Candlish.

JORDAN

DINNER WITH THE SCHNABELS
By Toni Jordan
Hachette, fiction,
368pp, $32.99
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ToniJordan’s debut novel Addition was longlisted for the 2009 Miles
Franklin Literary Award, among other awards, and she has written one
outstanding read after another since then, including her 2020 literary
mystery The Fragments. Now she has delivered the perfect Covid-19
comedy. Simon has lost his job as a successful architect and his wife
Tansy is now the breadwinner. They’ve downsized from the family
home to an apartment, and he’s struggling, especially when he’s
railroaded into landscaping a garden for a family memorial service.
With in-laws interfering, worries about his marriage, as well as his own
internal struggles over the state of his life, Simon starts to unravel. A
smart, funny novel about love, marriage and family.

behind one of the world’s most influential companies, and the wider
influence the founding group has had on us all. If you want to
understand more about the world today, start here.

THE FOUNDERS
t.—mﬂ By Jimmy Soni
kl_ Allen & Unwin, nonfiction,
Tha Bininduct 496pp, $29.99
Elon Musk,
Peter Thiel, For Jimmy Soni, an award-winning biographer, a one-hour interview
and the with Elon Musk became much more when Musk started reminiscing
Compan about PayPal, the company he founded 20 years ago. “If you have used
that Made the internet at all in the last twenty years, you've touched a product,
the Modern service, or website connected to the creators of Paypal.” Paypal’s
Internet alumni have founded, funded or advised nearly every major Silicon
limmy Soni Valley company, including Google, Facebook, YouTube, Tesla,
i _ SpaceX, LinkedIn and more. This is a fascinating look at the power

he
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THE BURNISHED SUN
By Mirandi Riwoe

UQP, short stories,

288pp, $29.99

SN

In this collection of short stories we meet ordinary characters from wide-
flung places, such as a migrant mother yearning for connection and an
Indonesian maid who misses her son back home. It is bookended by two
acclaimed novellas, the first of which, Annah the Javanese, reimagines
the women who surrounded artist Paul Gaugin, while the second, The
Fish Girls, focuses on the women in the life of playwright W. Somerset
Maugham. Riwoe’s novel Stone Sky Gold Mountain won the 2020
Queensland Literary Award, was shortlisted for the 2021 Stella Prize and

was longlisted for the 2021 Miles Franklin Literary Award. Riwoe’s
writing continues to shine here, with The Burnished Sun receiving the
2022 UQP Quentin Bryce Award.
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ELIZABETH MACARTHUR’S LETTERS
Edited by Kate Grenville
Text, nonfiction,
240pp, $34.99

In 2020 Kate Grenville published A Room Made of Leaves, in which she
reimagined the life of Elizabeth Macarthur. The book won the 2021
Christina Stead Prize for Fiction. Now Grenville has released an edited
selection of the letters that inspired the novel. Elizabeth Macarthur’s
Letters includes commentary from Grenville on the letters Elizabeth
wrote “home” from colonial Sydney over her long life — letters in which
we can hear the voice of a remarkable woman. Circumstances confronted
Elizabeth with huge challenges but also gave her opportunities unknown

to most women of the time. It was a life of tumult, of griefs and joys — all
faced with spirit, and recorded in this engaging correspondence.

SIX STRING STORIES

By Eric Clapton

Genesis Publications, nonfiction,
368pp, $89.99

“One by one these guitars were chapters of my life.” Now playing with a
skeleton collection, Eric Clapton gathered his unused guitars to go to
auction, the money made going to Crossroads Centre for addiction
treatment. Before sale, the guitars toured the US, and were recorded in
Six String Stories, a marvellous look at Clapton’s life told through his
guitars. In the introduction he writes about how selling one of his
favourite guitars was traumatic: “It’s the cause that really makes the

difference because I wouldn’t have parted with that Blackie and Brownie
for anything else.” Filled with reminisces and with photographs of each
guitar, this book tracks the evolution of one of the great musicians.
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Janlne Mikosza

HOMESICKNESS

By Janine Mikosza
Ultimo Press, nonfiction,
256pp, $32.99

Oliver Reeson
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“I can’t write in a straight line”,
the character Jin says at the
start of Janine Mikosza’s debut
memoir, Homesickness.

A reply comes, “Then I'll
translate your words into
something less crooked.”

In Homesickness, Mikosza
accompanies herself on a jour-
ney to revisit the 14 houses she
lived in across her ado-
lescence, to create a stable
structure around their difficult
memories.

The book opens with an un-
named interviewer eating cake
at a cafe with her subject, Jin.
Jin is a shortened version of
Janine that both women agree
to use throughout this meta
writing project.

Mikosza temporarily splits
and projects herself to gain the
perspective  necessary  to
understand the effects of trau-
ma and to believe her own
memories. From here, the
reader witnesses Mikosza
write these versions of herself,
not necessarily back together
but back towards each other.

Homesickness unfolds like
a road trip narrative. Jin and

her interviewer move back and
forth across the country,
sometimes driving long dis-
tances, to visit as many of the
houses as they can access.

This movement is the ve-
hicle for a long and necessary
conversation between the two
of them. The houses and their
attached memories act as clues
and prompts for a relational
search within their dialogue.

A deep trauma from Mikos-
za’s childhood has lived on in
her body and mind in ways
that have unsettled her and
made her distrust everyone,
especially herself. By splitting
the narrative voice into first
and third person, Mikosza
constructs a nuanced and ten-
der framework around com-
plex trauma and its recovery.

In Homesickness, healing
does not move in a straight
line but it does progress, quiet-
ly beneath the surface, as Mi-
kosza compassionately tests
out when to question and
when to trust herself.

In the opening chapter, Jin
expresses discomfort with the
idea of memoir — its narciss-
ism, its capacity to hurt others,
its commodification of the self.
But across the first-third per-
son divide, Mikosza is able to
toss these dilemmas back and
forth. We watch these two fa-
cets of self discuss the implica-
tions of telling her story and

we feel the weight of their con-
sideration. Mikosza writes for
herself, to herself and about
herself, yet amid all this self-
direction, by making distinct
herself as author and herself as
subject, the writing never be-
comes indulgent.

There’s a warm remove to
this storytelling. Jin pushes the
interviewer’s comfort away
and invites it back in; she re-
pels questions, then later
comes back with the answers

606

She finds a way to
share these memories
... unreliable as they
are, with herself,
trusting herself as a
friend

in her own time. The magni-
tude of these waves never van-
ishes but it lessens. The
interviewer coaxes and en-
courages, is gentle and under-
standing, and above all else,
she believes Jin’s memories,
even as they mix and change.

Across time the reader is
witness to an honest and real
friendship developing between
two women.

Along with the written text,
Mikosza includes fragmentary

imagery and notes recorded
across time: a drawing of a
plant from her garden, a scan
of an old art installation and,
most prominently, floor plans,
sketched from memory of
some of these childhood hous-
es. Despite floor plans being a
literal form of drawing, as op-
posed to a creative rendering,
here their connection to mem-
ory brings them to life.

Throughout Homesickness
Mikosza repeats floor plans of
the same house as her recol-
lection of it changes and fills.
Rooms appear and disappear,
or move location. Trees in the
yard get closer and farther
away. We can give structure to
our memories but inevitably
the structure will continue to
change.

The journey of this book is
not so much about putting to-
gether the pieces of a puzzle,
the right parts in the right pla-
ces, forcing disorder into sub-
mission. Life is chaotic, the
effects of trauma can be in-
tense and diffuse, and our
memories will always warp
and shift behind us. Mikosza
allows this chaos to exist as it
is. She finds a way to share
these memories, fallible and
unreliable as they are, with
herself, trusting herself as a
friend.

There is a moment when
Jin hands the interviewer a list

written on the back of a chem-
ist receipt. It is a list of things
that comforted her as a child,
including “Talk to someone
else”.

“The someone else was me
but an imagined me, Jin clari-
fies. She — that is, I — was the
person who cared for me. She
was me, but not me at the
same time.

“You mean another version
of you.

“Yes, she says. Someone
stronger who didn’t cry when
she was hurt, who loved me
and listened to me. She talked
to me, walked beside me every
day.”

Watching a genuine rela-
tionship develop between
these characters, with conflict
and intimacy and a gradually
encompassing sense of under-
standing is a beautiful thing.

Mikosza’s restraint and
control in writing herself like
this, her awareness and self-
compassion, are remarkable.
This is an emotionally moving
work that also pushes memoir
forward. It asks intriguing
questions about what the form
can do and be, at the same
time as it asks us what we can
do and be for ourselves, how
we can show up for ourselves
both on and off the page.

Oliver Reeson is a writer and
literary critic from Melbourne.
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THE SPOON AND THE SEA: Rachel Caplin

y mother had an astonishing collection of
Readers Digests filled with all sorts of facts.
Did you know it would take 80 trillion years
to drain the sea through a bathroom plug?
Or that oranges used to be green?
Some facts are more helpful. Like the fact
that 40 per cent of our earliest memories are entirely fictional.

Not muddled nor out of sequence but fabricated from thin air.

It was a day so clear that I could faintly see the Dead Sea to the
south. I closed my eyes to rewind.

I'was no longer in the Keshet Dementia Care Home in Jerusa-
lem, listening to the soothing cacophony of chimes and birds be-
neath an olive tree. Instead, I smelt saltwater and heard waves
crashing.

A young boy in a shallows of the turquoise Indian Ocean. My
mother behind me with a skirt hunched up around her knees.

My father watched from the sand. He did not like the feeling
of wet sand on his feet.

My father was the Chief Justice of Zanzibar. Together we went
fishing with princes and watched policemen salute as his shiny
black car approached.

“Come in the water!” [ shouted.

My father shook his head defiantly. My mother laughed,
squealing as little waves broke at her ankles.

Nothing seemed strange about this scene at the time.

My black father and my white mother. I did not know she was
Jewish, back then.

Life was carefree at the slow crossroads between East and
West. The school nuns loathed my mischief. My friends sped bi-
cycles around town squirting water on innocent pedestrians, dar-
ing each other to pinch coconuts to throw at Indian street
merchants.

Being a half-caste did not matter. [ was Ashar Al-Majid, son of
the Chief Qadi.

I pushed against the tide, wading further until the water
reached my waist.

Ready, steady, with full lungs I lunged forward. The water
drowned out the sound of children playing and fishermen shout-
ing by the docks.

One, two, three ...

I tumbled to the shore and looked expectedly to my mother,
breathlessly waiting for a scorecard.

Thirteen! Fifteen!

At the next wave, I decided to test her. I was certainly under-
water no more than eight seconds.

Eighteen! She beamed.

Crestfallen, I realised that she did not truly count how long I
was underwater.

As years passed, I wondered if it mattered.

Or if it only mattered that, for a time, she was there when I
turned around.

After all, I was nine years old when my mother disappeared.

I spent summers on a rickety dinghy wondering where she
was. Teetering on the edge of the boat, [ waited for the dancing
humpback whales. One by one they burst through the glassy
water, escaping cold South African waters for the warmer cur-
rents of Somalia. For hours, I strained my ears to decipher the
whale song of one pod from another.

Singing the right tune can be a vital part of fitting in and be-
longing to the pod.

Some found theirs, others swam on the fringe forever.

For the better part of a decade, my mother’s story took shape
without me.

She swam on the fringe, singing the right tune to fit in. As I be-
came older and wiser, I tried to be sympathetic. But oftentimes I
was still the boy who woke up and his mother was gone.

“Pick a year, Ashi,” she said softly, interrupting my thoughts
floating in the Indian Ocean.

Pick a year. Pick a year. Our little game to try to hold onto the
waves before they disappeared out to sea.

I opened my eyes. The Keshet garden was a bazaar for the sen-

Weighingupithe words
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ses designed to jolt memories from fading away. The Jerusalem
sun shone brilliantly on her diamond-encrusted brooch and sil-
ver hair.

We sat next to the wooden gazebo with two cups of coffee. She
slid down into the chair, eyes closed, and hands gently clasped
across her belly, tilting her wrinkled face to the morning rays. My
mother worshipped the sun, always had.

“Let me think,” I said slowly, taking a sip of coffee.

“Take your time. Verter zol men vegn un nit tseyln,” she re-
plied with a smile.

Words should be weighed and not counted.

On this morning, I had another one of her Yiddish sayings on
my mind.

Mit a lefl ken men dem yam nit oys‘shepn.

You cannot empty the sea with a spoon.

“Have you ever been to Jerusalem?” my mother asked sud-
denly.

I sighed and looked around at the city that was home to us
both.

For some time, I floated as a tumbleweed across Bahrain,
Aden, Kenya, Dubai and London. Breaking away at the root, I
drifted with the wind up the Judean mountains to Jerusalem. A
limestone hodgepodge for heretics, mystics, and misfits.

Misfits like me. A deplorably scruffy, coffee-skinned writer
who never wrote a book.

“Of course. We are in Jerusalem right now,” I answered
patiently. “My husband would be jealous. Even Joseph grew tired
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Rachel Caplin

of London. He was a doctor, you know.”

I said nothing as she agitatedly twisted her wedding band.

“Pick a year, Ashi,” she repeated.

“Okay, then. 1946.”

The numbers hung in the air. Nineteen. Forty. Six.

My mother shifted uncomfortably and swatted a fly that did
not exist.

“1946?”

She seemed the charming caricature of a sweet grandmother.
She watched Coronation Street and kept a silver bowl of choco-
lates by the door.

But my mother’s story was far from orthodox.

After all, I was living proof of her greatest scandal.

“Yes, 1946. If —if you ...” I spluttered.

“If I remember?” she whispered as the corners of her lips
straightened seriously.

The sun went behind a cloud and her silver hair turned grey.

This was the unjust conundrum of dementia. She could com-
fortably retrace seven decades back to the mental corridors of
childhood but got lost on the journey back to breakfast.

“Some things are unforgettable, Ashi.”

And with that, she took a spoon and started to empty the sea
between us.

Extracted from The Spoon and The Sea by Rachel Caplin, one of
three shortlisted entries for The Australian-Vogel's Literary Award
2022.

Continued from Page 15

takes care of the chopsticks
and silver spoons flecked with
small scratches.

I check the colour of the
tea, and motion for Yun to
begin serving. Yun’s long, tan
fingers have a firm grasp of the
handle but her hands are
shaky, resulting in a stream of
spilled tea.

“Yun!” MaMa says, as | mop
up the mess.

When I look over at my sis-
ter, her eyes are downcast.
Under the table, she shakes
my knee in a plea for me to
take over. I mutter under my
breath, “You're going to have
to learn eventually,” but do it
anyway.

Hot bowls and a plate with
bean sprouts and lemon quar-
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ters soon appear. BaBa, who
thinks all dishes are improved
with chili, squirts sriracha into
his bowl, while MaMa skims
Yun’s meal from the others, di-
viding the precious prawns,
fish balls and quail eggs.
MaMa offers lemon juice but
Yun shields her bowl; she pre-
fers her Cambodian noodle
soup plain. Jin and I raise our
eyebrows.

“She must be adopted,” Jin
laughs, displaying his full set
of adult teeth that are too
big for his pre-teen face;
there’s a splattering of pimples
down his forehead from
where he’s trying to grow out
his hair.

We call for our parents to
eat and wait for them to begin
their meal before we thrust our
faces above the bowls, and I sa-
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I’'m more interested
in listing the ingredients

in my head

vour the rich, sweet, comfort-
ing broth.

“The broth is good,” MaMa
says to me, “but what’s differ-
ent?”

Although MaMa  had
taught me how to cook, [ knew
I couldn’t be a cook; I have to
aim high. Each night, with the
assistance of a step stool, I pre-
pare the rice, always adding a
vegetable piece for colour, and
this year, I'd advanced to
washing, peeling and chopping
the vegetables for stir fries and

soups. | taste the clear pork
broth again.

“The flavour isn’t as bold as
we're used to,” I say. “Maybe
they changed the ratio of pork
neck and back bones. And le-
mons instead of limes.”

“And why would that be?”
BaBa asks.

I rub the tips of my fingers
with my thumb. “Everything
costs money. And when you're
running a business, that
money is your profit.”

My siblings are too busy

eating to play in the Chan fam-
ily edition of Sale of the Cen-
tury.

Outside, I squint, my eyes
adjusting to the brightness, as
MaMa asks BaBa what he
wants to eat for dinner tonight.

“Do you reckon BaBa will
let us buy some?” Jin asks,
pointing his chin towards the
Thai shopfront that sells frit-
ters freckled with sesame
seeds and silver trays full of
beef jerky. Yun looks hopeful.

“Mei should ask. BaBa lets
her have everything,” Jin says.

“Go on,” Yun says, pushing
me towards our parents. I tug
on BaBa’s jacket. “Can we
have money to buy sweets?”

“Lao gong, they just ate,”
MaMa says.

“Please?” 1 give BaBa my
best smile, but he’s already

pulling his wallet from his
trousers. MaMa sighs.

I hold out my hand to ac-
cept the five-dollar note. BaBa
keeps the money out of reach,
asking, “How much change
will you get from five dollars?”
I'm rewarded when I calculate
the correct answer and BaBa
praises my problem solving to
MaMa, wondering aloud if I'll
become a banker or engineer,
but 'm more interested in list-
ing the ingredients in my head,
certain that I taste rich coco-
nut cream and the tang of
freshly grated coconut flakes
in the crispy batter.

Extracted from The Red Thread
by Anna Hui Tran, one of three
shortlisted entries for The
Australian-Vogel's Literary
Award 2022.
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