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				To those who share my family tree, especially my grandmothers; Gladys, Beryl and Judith.

				

				

				

				

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				

				To produce one long thread of silk, a weaver must never allow the silkworm to fully transform or ever emerge from the cocoon into the light.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				1.

				When she was still a girl, no longer a child yet not quite a woman, my grandmother woke, one morning, to the smell of dissolving dye, bitter in her throat. She threw back her covers and ran from her bed, underneath the bedroom window, barefoot, down the passage and through the laundry where clouds of steam rose from the tub and the taste of ammonia was slivery-thick. Nausea rose in her throat. Three concrete stairs from the laundry to the backyard were ice slabs under her feet as she ran towards the outhouse at the back fence, though she fell on the ground before making it there, vomiting on the wet grass. 

				It was mid-winter in Sydney, the sky was a grey blanket, and the wind shook the world loose. Leaves were sucked from trees, lax roof shingles rattled like wind chimes and all along the street beside backyard compost patches and chook runs, wooden outhouse doors struggled against their latches. Against her side fence, where Jack lived, the back wheel of a bicycle spun against a twig caught in its spoke. Wind howled through the gap in his back door. 

				My grandmother, that girl, stood up, holding her hair back from her face, her nightgown whipping around her legs, slapping two wet spreads of fabric – from where her knees had pressed against the grass – against her skin. She shivered and wrapped her arms around herself, turning towards Jack’s house before treading the path back to the laundry door. She waited a moment, wishing he would appear at the back door, or at his window, so she could explain things. If only she, herself, fully understood what was happening. Her stomach rose in her throat a second time and she swallowed it back. 

				There was no door on her bedroom – it was not really a bedroom – and, once inside, she opened her cupboard for her winter coat, to find only her one good dress, one jumper, two pairs of shoes and three shifts. Her coat was gone. She glanced towards the passage, wondering which of her sisters had taken it. Goosebumps rose up on her skin and she ran back to her cot, tucked the bed covers around her body like a cocoon, and closed her eyes. On the outside she could hear the sounds of the house; her sisters, Beatrice and Mavis – twins one year older than her – preparing breakfast. Her father had long gone, tramping The Hungry Mile for wharfing work. The footsteps along the passage, getting louder and pausing at her doorway, were her mother’s. She said nothing to my grandmother, Pearl, but continued to the laundry, pulled up the sleeves of her cardigan to her elbows, took hold of the wooden broom and pushed my grandmother’s winter coat into the dye, her muscles straining with the weight of the wool, swelling thick.

				As I listened to my grandmother it was as though I was this story and it was us. I could see that red cocoon breaking through the water, I could smell the tang and see the dye swirling, pushed and sucked by invisible currents; dancing and spreading. Bleeding completely until the tub was full of red. I heard the horsehair bristles on that broom scraping the sides of the old cement tub but mostly I could sense my grandmother’s fear, feel the shivers on her arms and the wet patches on her nightgown. I heard the pulse of blood in her throat as she thought about what had happened to her and what the future would bring. 

				I was there in some small, insignificant way, I suppose. We were there, my sister, Sally, and I. At conception, a woman possesses all the eggs she will ever have in her lifetime, losing one each month, like a broken string of beads. Unless one is saved. We would have been there, inside our grandmother, inside our mother. Each of us a tiny potential; a tiny pearl. We were, all of us, set one inside each other like Matryoshka dolls. And we are, all of us, from the one forbidden red; the river and ruin of women.

				My mother says that sin is red and only Jesus can wash you white as snow if you let him into your heart and life and, unless I do, I will never be complete. Please, God, she prays for me daily. Claim Button, fill her to overflowing with your purity that she might accept you freely so she and I can be together again. I feel as if I am red-run through with the weight of all my sin, but I can’t take all that washing white. I just can’t. 

				My grandmother must have fallen asleep that morning when her coat was being dyed because when she woke again the house was empty. Her sisters had gone to work in the cannery, her mother to the dye-lot. It may have been the slamming of the front door that woke her, she can’t be sure. But she got out of bed for a second time, to run to the outhouse. The wind had stopped, but the sky was a blanket of fog in the passing dawn. She said that the sight of it that morning was etched in her mind. Something she’d held onto all these years above so much else. Her winter coat, once beige like everyone else’s, blood-red. Hanging on the clothesline in the fog, still steaming with the heat, red water dripping on to the grass.

				My grandmother was made to wear her red coat as her parents drove her to the train station a few days later. She held a small leather suitcase on her knees and held back her tears. She said she remembers thinking that she’d never see Jack again because of what she’d done. A baby clutching at life inside her, my mother not yet three months grown. She was so scared of what might happen, her knuckles were white on the handles of her suitcase.

				The night I ran away to find my grandmother, it was so unusually cold she had nothing else to warm my legs but that red coat she’d held onto all these years – stuffed in a box in our garage – that I had brought with me. I’d arrived with my bag, drowned from the rain like a stray kitten, on her doorstep. It only took her a moment to realise who I was and she pulled me into her arms and crushed me against her flesh. She smelled all at once of gardenias and frangipanis and coconut oil and, when she let me go, I’d left a wet imprint across the front of her. The red coat was barely across my knees, when something broke inside me and I cried and couldn’t stop. I convinced myself it was the relief of being as far away from my world and all its troubles as I could get. 

				‘At first I kept this coat because it reminded me I was no Pearl of great worth,’ my grandmother said. ‘But after, well, I kept it because it reminded me that I am worth something. You’ll be fine, Ruby,’ she said and I cried all the harder for the sound of my name. 

				I fell asleep that night with Pearl’s hand on my head and her soft humming beside me. ‘Your mother still call you Button?’ she said after a while, but I was snug tight and so tired I could have slept for months. 

				In the next room it had already begun. The sound of a hundred thousand eggs hatching; a steady drumming. Their ravenous determination. In the light of my dreaming they were fragments of the moon turned upside down and let loose, like confetti. And I was a bride in white.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				2.

				Some nights, when we were children, our mother would bring us into the kitchen to watch the moths gathering around the outside light. 

				Inside the house it would be dark, but outside we could see the light bulb, suspended like a small moon on a long wire, blowing about in the breeze. Our mother would stand behind Sally and me, her hands on our shoulders, and we’d watch the moths gather, following that false moon as it swung from side to side. At first I used to think it was beautiful; those moths circling and hovering, drawn to the light as if they were partners in a dance. Side to side, back and forth, mesmerised by the glow. 

				‘Everyone needs a light in their life,’ Mum would say. 

				And that’s what I used to think when I saw those moths; everyone needs a light. 

				If we had nightmares Mum used to make us stand at the window and hold out our thumb towards the moon, which was no bigger than an egg in the sky. 

				‘Close one eye and, that way, you are almost touching the moon. Send her your troubles and, by morning, when the sun comes up, they will be gone.’

				Our mother did not marry young, though she did marry quickly, she used to tell us in those rare moments when she loosened up. She and Dad married for love and love was a light and when it came you wanted to be close to it forever.

				‘I was a moth and your father, Brett Moon, was the light.’

				In the registry office she wore a simple yellow cotton shift, lavender flowers in her hat and borrowed blue gloves from a friend. I never asked her what shoes she wore and in the only picture I’ve ever seen, the photographer cut them both off at the knees and it’s one of those things I guess I’ll just never know. It would be a comfort if my parents looked happy in that photograph. Because, to be perfectly honest, their appearance was a disappointment and I’ve dressed them differently in my mind a hundred times since then. In my scrapbook I designed a dozen dresses to replace the one in the photograph. But happiness isn’t something you can disguise in red organza and chintz satin. Not completely.

				There was only one time I ever remember Grandma Pearl, my mother’s mother, coming to stay with us. 

				‘They are just so different,’ Dad said one day after I had asked him. ‘Your mother likes everything done a certain way, in a certain order. She likes life to be neat and simple. Whereas Pearl is a free spirit. Your mother thinks she has no morals or regard for decent society.’ I saw my father smile after saying that. ‘But she was pretty amazing – a single mother in a time when it wasn’t the done thing. It really affected your mother.’

				It seems difficult to understand, in this day and age where there are so many unmarried mothers, that the institution of marriage was once fiercely guarded and a girl or a woman could ruin, not only her own life, but the foundation of society by whom and how and if she decided to marry. 

				That first night Grandma Pearl stayed with us I begged her to join us in the kitchen to watch the moths. She stood beside our mother and I stood in front, as always, only Sally wasn’t beside me. I asked Mum to tell me about her being the moth and our father being her moon. Grandma Pearl laughed before the story was even told. 

				I turned back to glance at my mother and she had her head lowered. I felt her hand slide from my shoulder and, without saying anything, she turned and left the room. Sally, who had been standing beside the fridge, followed her and it was only Grandma Pearl and me looking at our false moon and those moths. That night it felt as if the light we all needed was slowly going out. 

				When we were in bed Sally whispered in the darkness, ‘It’s a trap.’

				‘What?’

				‘Those moths just can’t get away.’

				I was quiet.

				‘I read about it in school. Moths use the light of the moon to navigate. When they see a false moon, they’re disoriented and lost.’

				I didn’t say anything.

				‘Oh go to sleep, then, Ruby Moon.’

				When we were born, Dad insisted that he and Mum name one daughter each. Mum named Sally after her favourite childhood friend and Dad named me after his mother, Ruby, whom he’d dearly loved. She had died, some years earlier, when a Corolla skidded off the road onto the footpath where she had been standing, admiring the window front of Hastings Jewellers. Dad was never entirely happy with Sally’s name, hoping Mum would have chosen her own mother’s name, and their daughters would be a twin set of precious jewels. But there was too much tension between my mother and her own mother for her to ever have agreed. The dissatisfaction of our names was an evenly balanced equation, however, because Mum had never been happy with the name my father had given me, either. Though it had nothing to do with Dad’s mother herself, but rather the connotations of the name. According to my mother, anything ‘red’ was shameful. This judgment was just one of a substantial list of rules for decency and morality my mother maintained. Her job was to teach us what those opinions were and our job was to learn them.

				These rules included, but were not limited to:

				            1.	Never dressing babies in black, white, navy (or red).

				          2.	Always wearing a petticoat under skirts.

				           3.	Never wearing open-toed shoes with stockings.

				           4.	Always ensuring hemlines were below the knees.

				           5.	Never wearing an outfit with competing fabric patterns.

				           6.	Never resting unless the house was completely clean and clear.

				             7.	Never discussing ‘that time of the month’.

				           8.	No red lipstick.

				            9.	Staying away from boys. 

				10.	Marrying for life.

				I don’t know if there was ever a time my real name was ever used, because I only remember being called ‘Button’. I’d like to say there was something kind in this nickname but, I’m told, it is because I once swallowed a button. My mother discovered me in her wardrobe pulling clothes off her hangers. She found me surrounded by a mountain of her dresses and coats. I had a button in my hand that must have come free as I pulled the coat down. Apparently I heard her shout, turned my head to see her, promptly put the button in my mouth and swallowed. The doctor told her to make sure it passed through and I was teased about it from then on. Every now and then – at some family gathering – Mum or Dad (or Sally) would tell that story. I always felt ashamed, the kind of shame where you feel bad for doing something you have no control over, or even remember. I may as well have been called ‘silly girl’ for how that name felt. But names and judgments have a way of rubbing smooth over time, they become habitual and familiar. And you forget where they come from and what they mean. And, like a lot of things you can’t change, you get used to it. 

				I’ve always pretended not to mind but the truth is Ruby sounds a whole lot less shameful to me and I’m rather fond of short skirts and outfits with competing fabric patterns – I’ve designed and sketched many outfits with exactly such combinations. And I happen to think that red lipstick, on the right woman, can be perfect. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				3.

				I don’t remember a time when church wasn’t a part of my mother’s life, and I don’t remember a time when it was ever a part of my father’s, and perhaps in searching for simple explanations that was the problem. 

				Sundays were my mother’s favourite day of the week, days we two girls wore small golden crosses around our necks. Mum would fuss over our dresses and hair, spitting on a hanky to wipe some speck or smear from our faces before marching us to the car at eight-thirty in the morning in order to be seated and ready for the opening hymn at nine. I remember the priest talking about the light of God but I couldn’t muster the same fascination for the light of God that I had for the moth light outside our kitchen. Sally tugged on my dress or pinched my arm when Mum was praying and had her eyes closed. And, when she’d finished praying, while everyone was saying ‘Amen’, Mum would pinch my other arm for making noise during prayer. Dad never came with us. 

				Yet every so often, I would wake up on a Sunday morning and hear our mother laughing. I’d watch her washing the breakfast dishes, humming, the sun shining in through the window and the breeze fluttering the hem of her dress. I remember the smell of wildflowers on those Sundays, she would turn to us as we ate our breakfast and say, ‘Want to take a drive, girls?’ 

				Sally and I would nod and, instead of going to church, Mum would laugh before leaving the kitchen to find Dad and I’d hear her say ‘Come on Moonlight, get dressed and take us girls for a drive.’ 

				We would sit, side by side, Sally and I, in the back seat while Dad drove and Mum wound the window halfway down and rested the bend of her elbow on the ledge. There would be wind in her hair and a lazy look to her body. Like the breeze had unpicked the stitches holding her bones so tight. Sally would fall asleep on the way home, in the afternoon when the sun was going down. Dad would be humming by then, Mum would be colder. We would have spent too much on ice-cream and coffee and the gourmet cheese Dad would insist on taking home. 

				At night, on those kind of Sundays, I could fill two whole pages with sketches of dress designs I knew I would make one day. And Sally would pretend to wear each one of them, patting down imaginary box pleats, spinning on the spot to test the flow of frills. Those nights, unlike so many others, Sally and I were twins, each one needing the other, the world was a forever place, and the only light we needed was our all being together. Those were the Sundays I thought God was alive.

				Not long after Grandma Pearl stayed with us, that one time, a parcel came for Sally and me in the post. We fought over who was going to open it and ended up tearing the yellow package to pieces from either end. Grandma Pearl was always roaming the world, sending us letters with stamps and postmarks from exotic places like Paris and Rome. We weren’t interested in reading the letter that slipped out of the package onto the floor, just in discovering what present lay inside. But in our excitement to see what it was, it slipped free of both our hands and landed on the floor with a thud. A small, hardcover book by Enid Blyton. The Magic Faraway Tree.

				Somehow the arrival of this book marked the end of our kitchen gatherings because, by the time the characters, Saucepan Man and Bessy and Fanny and Silky and Toffee Pops, became as familiar to me as my own Sally, I could not remember one more night gathered in the kitchen with our mother, or a family drive together. It seemed as though one light had gone out and another was turned on inside the pages of that book. 

				The Magic Faraway Tree saw Sally and me through mumps and the chicken pox. The pages became dog-eared and yellowed. The corners of the cover became knocked and worn. 

				Some afternoons, on the way home from school, Sally and I would invent our own lands for the top of that tree and I always imagined Grandma Pearl was flying between them, travelling from one mystical worldly place to another, free as a bird, alive on love and laughter. And in the case of Grandma Pearl that seemed enough for anyone to live on. 

				At some stage after the arrival of The Magic Faraway Tree Sally and I were huddled together in her bed listening to our parents shout at each other beyond our closed door. We clutched our faraway book, each of us hoping the other would volunteer to read it first, but neither of us having the courage of distraction. We listened in case those words being shouted outside would change our lives forever. That night was the last time The Magic Faraway Tree seemed as real to us as the thought of growing older and growing up. 

				One Sunday morning a group of women had been handing out flyers and talking after church during morning tea. I had been leaning against the brick wall at the side of the church watching the kids play with hoops on the small patch of grass at the back of the kitchen, wondering where Sally had gone. Mum was standing with the women having a cup of tea when I heard their voices lower to a whisper. I inched my way closer, my back against the bricks, alert. 

				‘Not enough discipline these days,’ Mary said.

				‘I wouldn’t call it a breakaway. It’s not like those evangelical movements. The Aberdeen want to reclaim the light of God as a focus for good living. I’ve been reading their pamphlets and I’m convinced God is leading me there.’

				My mother didn’t say anything but I watched her sip her tea ever so carefully, I saw her place the cup on the saucer and I’m sure no one would have registered the change in her. But I’d heard those words, same as her, and I just knew what words like that could mean to my mother. 

				The Monday after church Mum went shopping and came home with a bag full of crucifixes. She displayed them on shelves and table tops around the house and glued magnetic tape on the back of some to put on the fridge door. In the following weeks Sally and I would come home to find her kneeling on the floor in front of the fridge, or the sideboard, which held the largest crucifix, praying, her voice strangely silent despite the relentless movement of her lips. We began finding handwritten notes around the house, Bible verses and prayers she had scribbled on pieces of paper and Blu-tacked or sticky-taped to our mirrors and lunch boxes, Dad’s car doors and even his rear-view mirror. Some nights I would wake to hear her moving around the house removing older notes and replacing them with ones she had written that day. She had even placed a glow-in-the-dark crucifix above each of our beds so the light of Jesus Christ could shine on while we slept. 

				With this change in our mother came the fighting with Dad and the absence of family drives. Sunday, said our mother, was a day for prayer and God. Nothing more.

				‘If you would only see the truth, Brett!’ Mum shouted at Dad. ‘Come to church with us, just once. If you let God into your life we would all be happier. Don’t you see the power of Satan over you?’

				Dad stopped arguing with her after that. Mum’s voice seemed to fill the house, unless she was praying. And even then her silent mouthing of words felt loud. Dad’s voice seemed to disappear altogether. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				4.

				‘I’ll pay for the material, Button,’ Sally said one afternoon, shortly after our thirteenth birthday, bringing her hands to her chin, palms clasped around her golden cross. ‘We don’t have to tell Mum.’ 

				Before I could answer her, she had opened my sketchbook and flipped through the pages until she found the dress she wanted. She turned the book around to face me, her finger tapping on the dress I had drawn last week. 

				‘Tell me what you need and I’ll get it.’

				It wasn’t my sewing that had to be kept from our mother but the reason Sally needed the dress at all. I couldn’t say ‘no’ to Sally, I didn’t want to say ‘no’. I wanted the midnight-blue satin in my hands, I wanted to pinch it at the waist, to tack the pleats in place along the fullness of the skirt, lifting the fabric up in places so that it looked like a parting curtain, revealing a rush of black tulle underneath. I wanted to fit the bodice tight around her breast and shoulder. I wanted to make that dress for someone. I wanted to make that dress for Sally; to see it alive in the world.

				At night we waited until Mum had gone to sleep, then, by torchlight, that dress was sewn by centimetres. It took a month of sleepless nights, holding the torch in my mouth while fitting the material to Sally’s body. Sewing by hand so Mum didn’t hear the Singer sewing machine, Sally and I conspiring, giggling. Sally bought a disposable camera and we laid out candles and I took pictures of her in the dress. Though we are identical I could not wear that dress like her. Even I would have believed she was older than thirteen in that dress. And so did Mathew Grayson and everyone at the Beachside High School Formal. 

				What I remember most about Sally is how life never surprised her. At least on the outside. When Matthew Grayson wanted to take her to his end-of-year formal, her only thought was about how to get the money so I could make her dress. When he wanted to have sex with her in the carpark afterwards, her only condition was that he wouldn’t damage the material. 

				Truly, I am nothing like Sally. Not in any way that matters. 

				I don’t think Mum ever found out about that night. Because we might have been shared out differently if she’d known. 

				

				A week after the formal Dad came into the kitchen.

				‘I just can’t take it any longer, Jan,’ he said. ‘We can’t go on like this.’

				Mum had been washing the dishes and she just stopped, resting her soapy hands on the edge of the sink. She became so still and quiet, as if she had disappeared inside herself. I stood in the passage, my back against the kitchen wall. 

				‘There isn’t another woman,’ Dad said. ‘But the sad thing is, Jan. I wish there was.’ 

				It was a Sunday morning and Mum finished the dishes, untied the apron from around her waist and hung it on the hook beside the back door underneath a note saying, I am the way, the truth and the life.

				‘Come on, girls,’ I heard her call. 

				Even though I had begun hating church and finding excuses to stay home, I ran my fingers through my hair and walked to stand beside my mother in the hall. We waited there but Sally didn’t appear. I had no idea where she was.

				‘You and me, Button,’ Mum said, opening the door and walking to the car. 

				At church Mum sat so close to me I felt uncomfortable. I felt her stiffen, sitting straight and upright, raising her chin against everything she wouldn’t speak about. I had no idea what to do. During the announcements, Mary stood up to the microphone and announced that the new church, The Aberdeen, needed our support and prayers as they had started their very own faith community in Darwin. Mary was moving there and took the opportunity to thank the congregation for giving her a community to belong to. She was moving to follow God more fully. She held up a wad of newsletters. ‘I’m leaving these at the back of the church,’ she said.

				After the service I watched my mother take one of the newsletters and place it in her bag. 

				All the way home she had one hand on the steering wheel and one hand worrying the cross at her neck. I don’t know where her mind was but it wasn’t in the car, with us. 

				For weeks my parents could not agree on anything. Who owned the leather couch, the photographs of our first family holiday, the vase that had been a wedding present. They fought and argued about all of their material possessions until they became worn out and deflated. 

				‘I don’t want to lose my girls,’ I heard Dad say one night.

				‘I won’t lose them,’ said Mum.

				‘I don’t know how it came to this, Jan. But I don’t want us dragging the girls through court. We owe them that, at least. Take what you like. Have it all. But for the love of—’ he stopped short of bringing up God in their conversation. ‘Just promise me we will do what’s best for the girls. No court.’

				So, in the end, Mum got a job with the new Aberdeen Church in Darwin. The advertisement for that job had been in the newsletter Mum had picked up from church: Devout Christian sought for sewing job. All applications to Brother Dan of the Aberdeen Church, Malak, Darwin. She took a few of the smaller possessions, the total of their life savings and the one daughter she had named. Dad kept the house. And me. 

				‘I’m selling our dress,’ Sally said a few nights before she and Mum had planned to leave. ‘I reckon I could get a few hundred for it.’ She was quiet and I didn’t know what to say. ‘Might need some money of my own,’ she said, turning to me and smiling to hide what we were both feeling. 

				‘I want you to make a label,’ she said, ‘like all the great designers do.’ She held the collar of the dress and pointed to the inside of the back by the opening where the label would go. ‘Your label should just be your name. “Ruby Moon” with a small embroidered silk moth underneath. What do you think?’

				I nodded.

				‘Because it is us. Opposite, identical.’

				‘Two wings grown from the same beginning,’ I said. 

				A few days later Dad and I watched a taxi pull out of our driveway taking Mum and Sally away. Sally and I waved frantically, watching each other through the rear window until the taxi turned the corner and they were gone. Standing there, that day, I felt like Sally was being torn from my skin and there was no way I could ever fly free, without her right beside me.

				It was later that night, after they had left, I discovered an envelope on the carpet under my desk. Sally must have leant it up against my lamp and it had fallen in between the desk and the curtain. Her handwriting was unmistakable, my name scrawled quickly and without complication on the front. Inside the envelope was a newspaper clipping advertising the annual Young Designer of the Year Award. On the back of the clipping she had written, . . . and the winning label is Ruby Moon. I would like to have hung it on the refrigerator door, like we used to do with all our achievements and aspirations, but it seemed wrong at that moment. So I taped it into the back of my sketchbook. That was the last thing Sally ever gave me. And it’s the only thing I have left of her as Sally had already sold that midnight-blue dress for two hundred and fifty dollars to a friend of a friend through school. 

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				5.

				‘Do you miss her, Dad?’ I asked soon after they had gone.

				‘I love you both the same,’ he said. ‘I just don’t have the right to regret how things turned out. I’m sorry for you,’ he said. And that was something, at least. 

				For our first birthday apart, Dad sent Sally a present and money for a visit but she spent the money on something else. Mum only sent me a card and that’s the way it continued. It hurt thinking that she didn’t care enough to think to send me something. I wouldn’t have minded what it was, it needn’t have been anything expensive, I just wanted something from her, to know she had been thinking of me, at least. I wrote her a letter asking why she never sent me anything and she replied, 

				Birthdays indulge our egos and God only needs our hearts. If I you were a grateful daughter you would think my letters were enough. I pray for your soul every day and ask God to look after you when I cannot. I’d like you to read Luke 1:52.

				There’s nothing you can say to something like that. Except, sorry. 

				With that letter came a pamphlet explaining the Aberdeen way. It was a fairly thick, professional publication complete with pictures of beautiful people smiling, happy, attempting to explain some of the more unusual rituals they observed. These included:

				* Accepting and submitting to the authority of God and the Aberdeen Council

				* Marrying within the Aberdeen community and wearing the white Aberdeen wedding dress (women, that is)

				* Renouncing all technology

				* Observing all rituals concerning Fast, Feast and Holy days.

				It wasn’t stated directly, but I was aware of an undercurrent through the literature suggesting that women were considered inferior and needed looking after by God and the Aberdeen Council. And of the twenty names listed comprising the council not one of them was a woman. It was sad to think of Mum and Sally subjecting themselves to that kind of domination. Because our dad never thought of women that way. 

				‘Do you understand it?’ I asked Dad, showing him a few of the letters Mum had sent.

				‘Some people take their religion very seriously,’ he said. ‘She was getting that way before she left. I think.’ He started to say something but didn’t finish. He put his paper down and took his glasses from his nose. He smiled and winked at me and he looked just like the man from our childhood. ‘It’s her choice, Button.’

				I shrugged and smiled back. I liked the feeling of being close to him, sharing something together that didn’t need speaking about. He didn’t judge anyone or anything and it was one of the things I most admired about him. Dad was the ultimate pacifist. I could have brought anyone home for dinner and he’d carry on as normal while rummaging through the cutlery drawer for an extra knife and fork. He always poured me half a glass of wine for special occasions and never treated me like a child. Just a person, the same as he was and, most of the time, I loved that about him. But sometimes I wanted to feel like a child, to know that he would stand in front of me while waves crashed towards us or arrows came at us. It should have been enough that he would take my hand, equal to equal, and we would face, whatever came, together. Yet I wanted him to climb a fence and sit on it, to raise a flag, hang a banner and stand for something. Anything. Leaving Mum was one of his few defining moments; a time he chose a road for himself. 

				At first I wondered whether he missed Sally the way I did and whether Sally missed me. But I tucked those thoughts down, worked hard at school and filled my sketchbook with dress designs and matching accessories. Drawing by torchlight under the covers late into the night. Hiding my habit for no other reason than it felt good to do it.

				‘At least I have you, though,’ Dad said, placing his glasses back on his nose and adjusting the paper. ‘How ’bout you make us a cup of tea, Button?’ he said and I thought the warmth of an Earl Grey with lemon might just make me feel better. For a while. 
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