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memory |ˈmem(ə)rē| 

noun ( pl. memories ) 

1. the faculty by which the mind stores and remembers information: my 

grandfather is losing his memory. | the brain regions responsible for 

memory. 

 

25
th

 December 2011 

 

4 Ash Close, Woodlands 

 

Alexandra Moore 

 

Each December is a parallel to the last, like a universe collapsing upon itself, time 

warping, twisting, looping. We follow the footsteps of our Christmas ghosts, a little 

taller, a little wiser. Each Christmas, Nana Grace treads the same path. She 

disappears, quieter than a whisper, but returns with an air of triumph and grace. She is 

accompanied by the most exquisite pavlova. Covered by a thick layer of cream over 

the fluffy white meringue, it is crowned by sliced strawberries and drizzles of golden 

passionfruit. 

Except for one slice. One slice, each year, misses out on the passionfruit. The scarlet 

strawberries are left uncovered by the thick, sweet juice. This slice is for Papa Sam. 

 

*** 
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If I close my eyes in ten years time, I will probably still know the feeling of the five 

minute drive to Nana Grace and Papa Sam’s.  

They live on 4 Ash Close, a quiet lane compared to the busy main road on which our 

home sits. As a child I always believed Nana Grace’s house was magic. My cousins 

and I would scale the stone stairs out the back, marveling at the magnificent magenta 

camellias that hugged the metal arches above our heads. At lunch we would sit around 

the pond amongst the ferns and watch the tadpoles grow legs and disappear. We 

lurked outside Pa’s shed, waiting for him to appear immersed in the sweet smell of 

sawdust. 

This year is our first Christmas since Papa Sam was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s. 

I hadn’t noticed anything was wrong. In March the doctor told him he had the most 

common type of dementia – Alzheimer’s. All I knew was that it meant Papa Sam 

would forget things. That’s it. Just little things – like what day it is or whether he’s 

eaten or taken his medication.  

To be honest, it feels like nothing. Really it’s a word, a label. It’s the name for his 

occasional slip of the tongue and an excuse almost for the effects of old age. The only 

way I ever notice is in his unusually aggressive temperament – he was once placid 

and gentle – and occasional blank episodes. But other than that, he is still the same 

old Papa Sam.  

“Oh, don’t you look gorgeous,” Nana Grace dotes, grabbing Elle and I and squeezing 

us close as we step through the door. “Merry Christmas!” 

“Merry Christmas, Nana Grace,” we both chorus, kissing her cheek. Everyone rushes 

around us, greeting and repeating the obligatory “Oh haven’t you grown!” I just laugh 

and smile.  

At the end of the hall is Papa Sam. 
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“Elle!” he calls to my sister who is just ahead of me. “How are you, my darling?” 

He hugs her, his eyes flicking to me over her shoulder. For a moment his face is 

shining, but then his eyes go dull, his forehead creasing. He looks slightly frightened 

staring at me. My heart stops.  

His eyes lighten to my relief and a smile spreads across his face. He lets go of Elle 

and I cross to greet him. 

“Hello…” he falters, “Other one.” 

My heart stops again, and my stomach ties into knots. Pa laughs it off and I smile 

along side him until he remembers my name. 

“Alex, of course,” he says. “The unforgettable Alexandra.” 

Now I realise that everything’s real. I’m not unforgettable. I can be just as easily 

erased from his mind as a pencil line from paper. I can’t pretend anymore that it’s just 

a label. His Alzheimer’s is there, and it is creating the tangles and plaques in his brain 

we feared.  

He is forgetting me.  

I hug him close. 

“Merry Christmas, Papa Sam,” I whisper. I kiss his cheek. A tear slides down my 

own, unnoticed. 

 

*** 

 

He isn’t the same Papa Sam anymore. That one instant, that single moment my face 

failed to register as familiar, has made me notice every little thing that is different 

about him. 
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His shakes are worse. Now his hands shake furiously. As he brings the food from his 

plate to his mouth, it is as if he is playing the game at the carnival where you struggle 

to put the ball in the mouths of the moving clowns. But this isn’t funny. He doesn’t 

talk as much either. When his eyes flick from his plate, he looks lost in a sea of 

words. Unless someone addresses him directly, he doesn’t say a word. 

I let my eyes linger upon his face – the familiar latticework of lines and shining blue 

eyes are framed by steely waves of grey hair. Why am I the one whose name he 

forgets? Is the Alzheimer’s attacking the brain cells that hold my name? Or is it 

because I’m not as memorable as everyone else? 

The clink of cutlery upon plates subsides and Nana Grace escapes to the kitchen, a 

ritual so terribly familiar after sixteen years. I take Papa Sam’s plate from him, 

making an obvious effort to be noticed, to give him something to remember. I rest my 

hand on his bony shoulder and he turns as I sweep away from him. 

“Thank you, Alex,” he smiles.  

He remembered.  

 

*** 

 

The pavlova arrives. It sits in the middle of the table in its splendor. Nana Grace cuts 

thirteen perfectly even pieces and they are eagerly passed around the table.  

Where everyone else’s slice seems complete, there is a tiny bit missing from Papa 

Sam’s as it is placed before him. The passionfruit, that juicy sweetness isn’t there. A 

small but vital ingredient, gone. Just like a lost memory. 
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memory |ˈmem(ə)rē| 

noun ( pl. memories ) 

2. something remembered from the past; a recollection: one of my earliest 

memories is of sitting on his knee. | the mind can bury all memories of 

late. 

 

30
th

 May 2012 

 

4 Ash Close, Woodlands 

 

Samuel Brodie 

 

Over the boulders a heavy doona of moss lays, Mother Nature’s way of holding the 

senseless in her arms. More shades of green than I know names for settle around me; 

asparagus, chartreuse, jungle, pine, olive, all comforting my aching bones with a 

soothing touch. Ferns cling to rocks, plunging their roots deep into the hearts of the 

boulders, the lifeless sharing life with the greenery. 

My eyes trace down the green cliff of smooth stones and dangling ferns. The creeper 

vines lean from their perches and kiss the water, gently twirling like acrobats from a 

tissue. The water whispers down from the top of the cool spring into a deep blue pool 

at its base. Each drop echoes in the pool, like the sound of rain upon water. Green 

streaks its surface, a mirror to the thick canopy above, a barrier between the real 

world and me. 
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As I approach the still pool, damp leaves from the surrounding Rimu trees stick to my 

thick boots, claiming my shoes as their friends. The branches from which they fell 

reach out beseechingly to their brothers above my head sheltering me from rain, from 

danger. Beech trees, Kahikateas and Totaras stand alongside the Rimus, the forest’s 

soldiers, bravely defending their territory. Smaller trees litter the sides of the track 

leading to the water. Rata and Tree-fuchsias look as though they are sprinkled with 

fairy lights, host to spectacularly coloured flowers. The pungent odour of stinkwood 

sidles up beside me, choking my airways until I grow accustomed to its rotting 

perfume. 

I plunge my feet into the freezing water. The cold drives the icy pins deep into my 

bones until it releases my pain into the surrounding pool, taking it for its own. I 

breathe in as the penetrating chill deepens into numbness. My eyes wander over the 

blanketing green rocks to the rippling ultramarine complexion of the pool.  

I look back to the path, the ghosts of my footsteps slowly fading. I can see the bare 

rocky silhouettes of the mountains through a clearing in the trees. Mitre Peak rises 

from the ground magnificently behind me, its rocky face beaming towards the 

heavens. The mountains around this single peak look noble, but inferior compared to 

the Mitre. It seems to rise above the others, spotlighted in the lowering sun. 

I watch the green light grow darker. The smell of Milford is now rich in my lungs, 

wriggling itself under my skin and into my veins. It will stay there for a while, and 

then I will come back to my pool to remember it again. 

 

*** 
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“Hey Papa Sam!” a young woman’s voice calls me out of my reverie. The picturesque 

images of Milford are ghostly lines when a girl’s face appears. Her white teeth flash 

in a smile and she embraces me.  

But why?  

Her chestnut hair is tied back in a ponytail and she has a light dusting of freckles 

across her nose, like icing sugar on a cake. Her eyes are an iridescent blue, shining 

like the pools of Milford, shining just like mine. 

Then something clicks. 

“Alex, my darling,” I look at my granddaughter. “Happy birthday! How old are you 

again?” 

“Too old Papa,” she laughs gently, “Too old.” 

She turns away. How could I forget? Alex, the unforgettable Alexandra Moore, who 

my very own daughter gave life to; how can something so substantial slip my mind?  

I look into the kitchen. Alex stands there, grabbing plates from the cupboard. Her face 

shares the same features as my wife’s, but more naïve, more fresh.  

How old is she now? Seventeen? Eighteen? 

Here in the moment I can see her, all that Alex is, but it is only that moment. 

Everything else is like the blurred background of a sharply focused photograph; the 

subject is the only moment captured, the rest can only be guessed. 

“Samuel,” Grace calls, “Dinner.” 

I turn to pull myself from my seat. She never looks at me anymore, as if the doctor’s 

false diagnosis is contagious through the exchange of passing glances.  

Alzheimer’s. The word is acidic on my tongue. 

But forgetting is forgetting, there is no two ways of putting it. Instead they put a fancy 

title on my head to try and excuse me for being old.  
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I don’t mind being old. I don’t need an excuse. I can still do everything. I’m not really 

forgetting, merely misplacing thoughts. 

 

*** 

 

The table seems to stretch and warp in front of my eyes, just like the constant chatter. 

Each word is disconnected from the one that precedes it and sentences are like 

scratched CDs, skipping and jumping and replaying until all I want to do is press stop. 

But in life, there is no stop button. Nothing to even pause each moment and step back 

and enjoy its perfection. No fast forward so that I can hurry past points I don’t want to 

see. No rewind to go back to better days. 

I look along the table. Grace’s seat at the other end is vacated. Next to her empty chair 

is Alex, then Elle, then Jenny, then Simon. 

Then me. 

My family. The most important people in my world, here so close that my breath can 

touch them all from where I sit. Yet the wall between us is thicker than that of Berlin. 

It impairs me. My lips cannot form the words I am thinking, and my thinking cannot 

keep up with the words I am hearing. My language is no longer the same as theirs. 

Grace reemerges from the kitchen, the pavlova sitting grandly on the plate she holds 

towards Alex. 

The chorus of “Happy Birthday” erupts around the table.  

“Happy birthday dear…” Wait. Whose birthday is it? 

“Alex!” choruses everyone else. 

“Alex,” I sing a moment too late. I sing the last line quietly. 
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The flash of Jenny’s camera puts stars before my eyes. Behind the celestial backdrop I 

see Grace’s hand placing my slice in front of me. 

“Without the passionfruit?” I ask. 

Our eyes meet, in a way they haven’t in an eternity. 

“Always.”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
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memory |ˈmem(ə)rē| 

noun ( pl. memories ) 

3. the length of time over which people continue to remember a person or 

event: it was my worst low in recent memory. 

 

13
th

 September 2012 

 

1/72 Princes Highway, Heathcoate 

 

Grace Brodie 

 

I am the trigger.  

I am the one who sets him off. 

I can’t deal with it. 

The anger. The childishness. The forgetting. All focused at me; Sam always channels 

it toward me. And nobody ever understands.  

“You’re always with him,” they all say whenever I mumble a complaint. “That’s why 

you think so. You snap as soon as he does anything because you’re tired.” 

The car trip to Scott and Rose’s house has never felt so long. The lights suddenly turn 

red and I brake hard. I quickly glance behind me, checking that the box holding the 

pavlova hasn’t slid off the seat. It still teeters there precariously. Sam sighs loudly 

beside me, tapping his finger impatiently on his lap. 

“Please Sam. Just for today. If not for me, then for Scott and Rose?”  
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“I’m not doing anything!” he cries accusingly. “If you would just let me drive…” his 

voice fades, blue eyes vacuums, piercing the side of my face. 

“You can’t drive Sam! What would you like me to say? That the doctor’s wrong?” 

“The doctor is wrong.” 

A horn blares behind us. The lights are green. I quickly accelerate away from the 

intersection.  

The doctor is wrong. The doctor is wrong? Is he delusional? After everything we have 

been through, the money I have spent over the past year and a half on getting this 

diagnosed and he thinks the doctor is wrong? 

How can he not see how he has changed?  

Each little thing Sam does, breaks a shard of my tolerance. Until I shatter.  

“He’s sick Mum,” Jenny always says. “You can’t blame him. He doesn’t understand 

what’s happening to him. Even you don’t.” 

And that’s what it is. It’s always Grace not understanding the sick man, Grace not 

being tolerant of the sick man, Grace getting angry at the sick man. No one ever 

notices the sick man not understanding Grace or the sick man getting angry. 

I look down at his arm. A white bandage sits starkly on his bruised skin. I can see a 

small stain of blood peeping through the underlays. My anger seethes at the sight of it. 

I wish he would wear a long sleeved shirt or a jumper to cover it. Stupid disease, 

forcing stupid mistakes. And he doesn’t even see it. He tries to do all the things he 

used to do as if nothing is happening. And this time it sent him to hospital.  

I’ve put a lock on the shed now. 

 

*** 
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“Where are we going?” Sam asks again. The third time since we got in the car. The 

sixth time since this morning. The twelfth time since yesterday. I always keep count. 

“Scott and Rose’s,” I say brusquely. 

“Sorry for asking,” he scowls. “Maybe if you told me…” 

I snap. 

“I have told you!” I yell, my hand hitting the steering wheel. “I have told you so many 

times, Samuel! But you don’t listen, you never listen!” 

My heart keeps beating after I stop yelling. I watch Sam shrink in his seat and stare 

ahead. 

Another light, suddenly red. 

I slam on the brakes. 

I hear the box with the pavlova hit the back of my seat. 

“Shit.” 

It’s all his fault. 
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lost |lôst, läst| 

 

adjective 

1. (of a person) very confused or insecure or in great difficulties: I stood 

there clutching my hands, feeling completely lost. | I'd be lost 

without her. 

 

 

5
th

 November 2012 

 

4/71 Walker Street, Woodlands 

 

Samuel Brodie 

 

 

The receptionist’s teeth are pristine and are framed by scarlet lips; they were probably 

once shaped by braces. She flashes them at every man and woman who walks in and 

repeats in her singsong voice, “Who are you here to see today?” or “Now, when 

would Doctor Li like to see you next?” Her false cheerfulness seems to suppress the 

mood of the room’s inmates further. She is very young and very beautiful, but her 

artificial smile is almost offensive.  

The waiting room is full of whispers and secrets. Nobody wants to believe they are 

about to be seen by the doctor so they whisper, as though their lowered voices will 

help to conceal the fact that they are sitting in the room.  

A door at the other end of the waiting room opens and a man in a powder blue shirt 

appears. 
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“Mr. and Mrs. Strong?” he calls.  

That used to be me; the man in the blue shirt. People once trusted me to diagnose 

them correctly. And I did, every time. Some people said it was a gift, others said it 

was a result of many years of hard work – they would use me as a model of success. 

And then, not long ago, they decided after almost fifty years as a doctor, I was no 

longer fit for the job. 

My legs begin to go numb from sitting on the plastic chairs. I look up at the clock and 

watch the second hand loop around the face twice. 

“Why did you bring us so early?” I hiss at Grace, sitting next to me dissolved in a 

book, “You told me we would be in and out.” 

She looks at me with tired eyes, “They’re running late Samuel. We came at the right 

time.” 

“Well, I’m going to complain.” 

“No Sam…” Grace calls behind me, but she is too late. I walk across to the desk 

where the secretary greets me with her simulated smile. 

“Is anything the problem Mr…” her eyes trace down the list of patients, “Brodie, is 

it?” 

“Yes,” I say with angry conviction. “I…” 

I turn back to Grace. She stares at me stormily. I look back to the receptionist who 

this time smiles gently. 

“Are you looking for the toilet?” she asks kindly. 

I nod, pretending I knew all along. 

“Just next to that white door at the end,” the receptionist points down the hallway. 

“Thank you,” I say. I turn and begin to walk toward the door. 

“Remember to save some for the nurse,” she winks. I laugh and push for the door. 



 15 

 

*** 

 

“Mr. and Mrs. Brodie?” the doctor calls, once again emerging from behind his white 

door. Grace places her book in her bag and we both rise. We don’t hold hands like 

other couples. I don’t need help and Grace would never admit she does. So we each 

walk alone, anger radiating from us. 

“How are you both today?” Doctor Li asks as we sit down in his office. 

“Fine thank you, Doctor Li,” Grace says smoothly. Her hands look as though they are 

neatly composed on her lap, but I can see them twisting and wringing each other. She 

is not fine. 

“Now, Mr. Brodie,” Doctor Li says gently. I like him. His eyes are soft. He is one of 

the only people in my world who doesn’t treat me like I am sick. His face is young 

and kind. “Nurse Kathy will be in here in a moment to do her normal tests while 

Grace and I have a chat to see how she’s doing. Then you can come back in here. 

Sound good?” 

I like that he checks what is wrong with Grace too. 

“Sounds perfect.” 

“But how are you Mr. Brodie? How are you going with things?” 

“I’m fine, “ I smile. “They all go on about my memory, but the old girl still works the 

way she did twenty years ago.” 

Grace sits next to me, staring vacantly at the wall opposite us. 

“Although, Grace wouldn’t say the same.” 

A knock interrupts us. A large, buxom woman with a serious face steps into the room. 

Nurse Kathy’s lips break into a smile. 
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“My favourite patient!” she cries. “How are you feeling Sam?” 

I get up from my seat, “You’re not going to trick me today Kath. I’m still all there.” 

She laughs, reaching for my hand, “Don’t worry. I have a few tricks up my sleeve. 

Thank you, Doctor Li.” 

He nods and we leave the room. 

We walk down a long white washed corridor. The doors are camouflaged into the 

wall, as though they are trying to hide the rooms from my view. The nurse reaches for 

a silver doorknob and swings one of them open. 

“Okay, so I’ll just do a blood test and a few other things and we’ll move into a more 

comfortable room. Yeah?” 

I nod, watching as her fingers play across my forearm looking for veins, like a 

guitarist plucking strings. 

Ten minutes later we are in the hall, walking back the way we came. We step through 

another white door and into a room. Two chairs face each other in the centre of the 

room, a desk between.  

Kathy smiles as she sits. 

“Okay, so you know the deal,” she says. “I’ll ask you some questions and all you have 

to do is answer the best you can.” 

She reaches into a draw and pulls out a clipboard and pen.  

This is the part I hate. The secret note taking and the marking and the judging. The 

part where they draw the false assumptions. 

“I’m sorry Sam,” Kathy says sadly. She sees it upsets me. “I’m just doing my job.” 

I smile and nod for her to start. 

“Sam, without looking at your watch, what’s today’s date?” 

I practiced this one outside. 
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“Fifth of November.” 

“Great. What year are we in?” 

“2012.” 

Scribbles. “Fantastic. Now Sam, what month is it?” 

I stop, my mind rifling through answers. It definitely isn’t a winter month – it isn’t 

cold outside, but it isn’t warm either. I pause, raking my brain, hoping the answer will 

come. 

“September?” I say wryly. Question after question is thrown at me, broken by smiling 

and scribbling. 

“Okay, do you mind if I test your memory?” 

“Sure, it’s still sharp as a thumbtack.” 

She smiles, “I’m going to say three words, and after I have said them I want you to 

repeat them. Got that? The three words are; Ball… flag… tree.” 

She nods for me to go. 

“Ball, flag…” I pause, tapping my foot impatiently, trying to remember. “Tree! The 

last word was tree!” 

Kathy laughs at my triumph. Not mockingly, but kindly, celebrating the small victory 

with me. 

“Well done, Sam. That was good. Can I ask you to begin at 100 and count back by 

sevens for me?” 

“100, 93, 86, 79… Wait,” I’m suddenly lost. “Can you please repeat the question?” 

“No don’t worry Sam, that was perfect. You were counting backwards by sevens and 

you did so well. Now can you spell the word ‘world’ backwards for me?” 

“Easy, “ I say. “W… no wait backwards wasn’t it? D, L, R, O, W.” 

“Sam, before I told you three words. Can you remember them for me?” 



 18 

My mind blanks, “Three words?” 

I don’t remember any words being said. 

“Can you remember just one of them?” 

“Tree? I think?” I am cautious now. 

“Perfect,” she says, again scribbling. My heart beats a hundred times faster. How did I 

forget something so simple? 

“You alright Sam?” I just nod, unable to form words, stunned at my own stupidity. 

“Okay, can you tell me what this is?” 

She points to her watch. 

“A watch.” 

“Great. And this?” she points at a pencil. I name it, regaining confidence. 

“Not many to go,” Kathy looks up at me kindly. “Can you repeat this after me? ‘No 

ifs, ands or buts.’ Say exactly what I did.” 

“I can do that,” I smile at her, “No ifs and buts.” 

“Great job,” scribble, “Are you right or left handed?” 

“Right.” 

“So I want you to take this piece of paper in your right hand, fold it in half and put it 

on the ground. Okay?” 

I look at the piece of paper cautiously, the steps running through my mind. Take. 

Fold. Floor. Take. Fold. Floor. Take. Fold. 

Take. I grasp the piece of paper in my right hand, pulling it towards me. 

Fold. I fold the paper in half once and place it neatly on the desk. I smile at Kathy 

triumphantly, ready for the next question. 

“I have a white card here, and I want you to read it and do exactly what it says.” 

Close your eyes. 
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I let my eyelids close. 

“Great, you can open them now. Last one, ready? Can you write me a sentence?” 

She hands me a pen and paper. 

I don’t need to be here. 

I push it across the table to Kathy, smirking. She laughs as she reads it and looks up at 

me. 

“Okay, Sam,” Kathy says, “You’re all done. We’ll go back to Doctor Li soon, I’ll just 

hand in these results. Would you like a cake while you wait?” 

I nod. No more tests for another six months. Celebratory cake sounds wonderful.  

Kathy brings over a plate with a small cake on it. I look down, upon it sits a slightly 

sad pavlova. It looks to be sagging on one side and the meringue seems to be tinged 

yellow. It does not look at all like Grace’s pavlova. 

And worst of all, Grace isn’t here to tell them that I don’t like passionfruit. 
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lost |lôst, läst| 

adjective 

2. denoting something that has been taken away or cannot be recovered: if 

only one could recapture one's lost time! 

 

25
th

 December 2012 

 

4 Ash Close, Woodlands 

 

Alexandra Moore 

 

 

Christmas is different. 

Not bad different, just different. 

But I still pretend it’s the same. 

 

*** 

 

Papa Sam sits on his bed, holding a box with silver paper loosely scrunched and 

draped around it.  

The last five years, this annual scene, this exchange of secret gifts, has looked the 

same.  

But Christmas is different this year. 

“Alex,” he stutters, his face suddenly changes, “I- I’m so sorry.” 

Tears fill his eyes and my stomach drops. I kneel in front of him. 
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“What’s wrong Pa? Hey, what’s wrong?” 

He shakes his head, “I couldn’t… couldn’t, you know, I couldn’t…” 

His brows knit and I sit confused. 

“Alex. I tried, I promise, but I just didn’t… didn’t…” 

“Didn’t what Papa Sam?” 

He shakes his head again, pointing at the wrapping paper. I look down. The silver 

sheen is in shades and shadows, crinkled from an effort to wrap it around the box. Its 

corners flap limply, not held by sticky tape, rather just draped and folded around the 

gift. 

“You didn’t wrap it? Is that it Pa?” 

“Wrap… wrap…” he forms his mouth around the word slowly. “I’m sorry I didn’t 

wrap your present Alex.” 

“Papa Sam! I’m not worried. I’m not worried at all,” I laugh gently. He nods and 

passes the box to me, the wrapping already half hanging off it.  

I know what it is. 

I peel the paper off with ease and reveal a bright red teapot.  

“It’s beautiful! I love it.” 

“Just what you wanted actually,” he says, looking at the present contentedly. “A nice, 

new, bright red…” 

He stops. I look up, my eyes tracing his face. He’s lost the word. 

“A new- new… Why can’t I remember? It’s only a- a thing that pours, and it has stuff 

in it. What does it have in it?” 

His head falls into his hands, his feet tapping to a silent beat. 

“Why can’t I remember?” he whispers under his breath, “Why can’t I remember? 

Stupid disease.” 
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His irritation increases and he begins to rifle through words, like flash cards. 

“Juice? No. Soup? No. Coffee? Maybe. Can I put coffee in there, Alex?” his voice 

speeds up. 

“Pa, it’s a teapot.” 

His eyes flash. 

“You didn’t have to tell me, Alex,” he says bitterly. “It was on the tip of my tongue 

the whole time.” 

He stares at the opposite wall, playing with the words he lost, and I found – testing 

out how they feel and trying to work out where they had gone to in the first place. 

 

*** 

 

I can see Papa Sam’s eyes wandering over everyone else’s pavlova slice. He searches 

out the similarities, the differences. 

“Why does mine look different?” he says over the top of the chatter. 

“You don’t like passionfruit Pa,” I say. 

“But what if I like passionfruit? What if I wanted it? No one asked me!” 

I look at Nana Grace at the other end of the table, her lips pursing in irritation. 

“Here,” I say. “Have a try of mine, and if you want the passionfruit we can swap 

slices. Deal?” 

He nods, his eyes lighting up like a child as I push my plate across to him. His 

shaking hand dips the fork into the fluffy cream and collects the thick passionfruit 

with it. He wraps his lips around the fork, contemplating the taste. 

“I don’t like passionfruit, “ he says, “I just remembered.”  
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reality |rēˈalətē| 

noun ( pl. realities ) 

1. the state or quality of having existence or substance: youth, when death 

has no reality. 

 

31
st
 March 2013 

 

42 Parkes Street, Woodlands 

 

Samuel Brodie 

 

 

I can see a girl. She sits. She stares at the table. She taps her pen. Her brown hair falls 

across her cheek. She thinks. 

There was a girl who looked like her once, I can’t remember her name but there was. I 

don’t remember much about her at all really. Just the long chestnut hair that fell 

across her cheeks. 

I think she may have been my wife. 

The girl tilts her head. I close my eyes. 

 

*** 

 

Colours. I only see colours and tones and shades. A swirling red. The dress she wore 

the first time I saw her. A skirt swathed in rubies. Green. Her eyes, the emerald, 
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Milford. Spinning into one. One shade of chestnut brown. Loose strands, cobwebs 

flying in the wind. Fans of thick, brown hair, swaying, swaying. 

 

*** 

 

I open them. There is a woman standing with her back to me. She talks to two girls. I 

pick up only a few words. 

“Nana Grace. Where?” says one of the girls. 

“Sydney,” the woman says. 

“When?” says the other girl. 

“Weekend,” the woman says as she turns to face me. She smiles. The words no longer 

mean anything. I don’t even know where I am. 

I close my eyes. 

 

*** 

 

Grace. Grace. Grace. 

A girl holds my heart before me, as gently as a baby sparrow. It is a baby sparrow, 

slowly opening its fragile wings. It moves to fly away, but cannot leave the warmth of 

the girl’s hands. He will never leave her hands. 

Grace. Grace. Grace. 

 

*** 
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“Dinner?” a girl with chestnut hair holds a plate before me. I nod and see another girl 

who looks similar to the first, eating from a plate on her lap. A man and a woman, 

seemingly a link between the girls, sit eating as well. 

A single word comes to mind.  

Family. 
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reality |rēˈalətē| 

noun ( pl. realities ) 

2. a thing that is actually experienced or seen, esp. when this is grim or 

problematic: the harsh realities of life with an Alzheimer’s patient. 

| the law ignores the reality of the situation. 

 

14
th

 October 2013 

 

4 Ash Close, Woodlands 

 

Grace Brodie 

 

I twist the ring on my finger. Round and round and round. The gold band winks each 

time it hits the light, sending shards reflecting off the grey linoleum. As it slips up 

towards my knuckle, I can see the indent. For the last fifty years, the ring has grown 

with my finger. 

Sam sits in his lounge across the room. It used to be his throne. Our grandchildren 

once gathered around it listening to his wild stories, or would sit in it grandly when he 

disappeared into the garden, casting furtive looks towards the shed until he 

reemerged. They would jump off pretending they were never there.  

“My chair is still warm,” he would say looking at the children, seriously. “It feels… 

different.” 

He would stare at them, determined to be stern but they would giggle and whisper 

behind tiny palms. Then he would scoop them into his strong arms, their small toes 
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curling and wiggling as he tickled them until they came up laughing and gasping for 

air. 

But now, the warm spring light settles on his frail shoulders like ripples gently 

caressing a shoreline destroyed by waves. His eyes open and close in a state of semi 

consciousness and his skin sags from his frame.  

I watch his lips move in incoherent patterns. 

I can remember the days when those lips would move incessantly. Sam never had a 

shortage of things to say. When we were young, we would sit outside long into the 

night until the velvet sky began to fade, whispering plans, forming adventures, 

deciding on dreams.  

Language was power for Sam. He treasured precision and accuracy. As a doctor, he 

could not make mistakes. That was his pride – his analytical and brilliant mind.  

But now that mind is besieged, and after resisting for two years, Sam is surrendering. 

The Alzheimer’s is choking his brain cells, interrupting ideas, messages, memories.  

I begin working around the kitchen in my almost ancient ritual, pulling down bowls 

and ingredients, turning on the oven. My mind is numb. I let go and instinct takes 

over. 

“Grace?” Sam whispers from his chair. One word. One beautiful word. So simple, yet 

so incredible to hear. 

“Sam?” 

He looks at the bowls, the ordered chaos upon the bench top and points. I watch him 

rifle through his mind desperately searching for words. Only one escapes. 

“Why?” he still points at the bench. He still remembers the times I make pavlovas and 

he still remembers why; he just doesn’t have the words to express it. I don’t have the 
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heart to tell him why. It would break him, if for only a minute until he forgot again. It 

would break him. 

“Because I love you,” I say softly. He seems satisfied and a small, rare smile lights his 

face. He turns back into his chair and sighs. His eyes close. 

My hands move of their own accord, cracking, separating, whisking. Measuring has 

long been abandoned. Instead I feel the exact amount of each ingredient. I pour to 

perfection, judge the amount of time I need to give and the angle I need to hold. This 

recipe comes as naturally as breathing. 

Fifty years. The fourteenth of October 1963. It was only a simple ceremony, but 

beautiful all the same. I remember walking down the aisle of that gleaming 

Christchurch church. Sam stood at one end with his three older brothers next to him. 

My father walked beside me, beaming for his little girl. 

Sam had been the love of my life for two years by that point. Six months before, he 

had asked me to marry him – the day he took me to his secret pool at Milford. That 

day he showed me the beauty of peace and tranquility. He told me he was the only 

one who knew of this place; he had never told even his closest friend. He wanted it 

only to himself, but he was showing me because I was the one he wanted to be a part 

of him. 

I remember it like yesterday – our bare feet twisting in the soft skeletons of fallen 

leaves. Sam pulled the ring from his breast pocket. It was a thin gold band, twisted 

into an emerald. 

“Green,” he said. “To match your eyes.” 

As I walked the aisle towards Sam, all eyes moving with each step I took, I looked 

down at the ring. Its simple beauty was another thing Sam had brought into my life. 
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And that simplicity was our bond, our glue. Almost fifty years of simple beauty. Until 

now.  

Now words like “Apolipoprotein E gene” or “amitriptyline” or “acetylcholinesterase” 

are a part of my everyday vocabulary. Things are not simply beautiful anymore.  

My arm hurts from whisking, but I continue until the mix is perfect. I look from the 

bowl of stiff egg whites across to Sam, whose eyes follow a sparrow darting between 

the windows where he sits. 

There was a time a year after we were married when I told him I wished I could fly. 

We were lying on our porch as an owl silently soared past. 

“Wouldn’t that be wonderful?” I said, staring longingly into the darkness. 

“That’s what planes are for,” Sam chuckled, brushing the hair from my face. He 

always framed it around my cheeks the way he liked it. 

“Why don’t we?” I asked, sitting back from his lap, staring him in the face. “Why 

don’t we catch a plane somewhere?” 

Sam’s eyes were calculating. The risks, the benefits, the money. 

“What about swimming?” he said, after minutes in the silent darkness. “How would 

you like to be a fish?” 

“A fish?” I laughed. “What are you talking about, Sam?” 

“A boat. To Australia.” 

And that was the conversation that defined our new direction. That is why we are now 

here and not there. Why Sam’s mother remained cold to me. Why Sam became a 

doctor and I a teacher. It is the reason everything happened the way it did. 

I spread the meringue mixture across the plate, my hand sculpting it into swirls and 

peaks.  
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Slowly, Sam pushes himself from his lounge and shuffles past me. Each step he takes 

is an achievement. Right foot. Left foot. Right foot. The swish of his socked feet 

against the carpet is comforting, a sound that is an echo of the days he would stride 

between his study and the shed checking and revising plans of projects.  

He built the beautifully crafted mahogany desk that sits in his study, now covered in 

plans that were once skeletons of ideas for future projects. He used to sit in there most 

nights sketching, imagining, creating. On the days he wasn’t working he would 

disappear into the shed, the distant hum of his electrical tools became a welcoming 

melody for my everyday tasks.  

I would hear his hurried footsteps racing down the sandstone steps, quickly kicking 

off dusty work boots outside the door. I would stand in the kitchen pretending I hadn’t 

heard him, to be busy wiping up or stacking cups and saucers, not noticing his 

presence. It was just as magical every time, when he would sweep behind me, holding 

my waist and kiss my neck softly. He whispered, “I love you” onto my skin and it 

would sink in like perfume as he ran to his study and raced back to his shed. And it 

would stay there, slowly fading until the next time he came inside. 

Then there came a day when he stopped going outside. He was no longer interested in 

the wood that sat idly outside the shed door and his study began to collect dust upon 

the desktop, the old medical books beginning to yellow in their shelves. And then he 

was diagnosed. Doctor Li said it wasn’t strange for patients to lose interest in their 

hobbies.  

So I watched the wood deteriorate. It turned grey and grew mold and became infested 

with small creatures; just like Sam’s mind. 

One day last year, I heard him call out. He had been outside reading his book on the 

lawn, moving between a state of staring at the pages blankly and sleeping. I ran 
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outside to find him in the shed, sitting on the floor, his head hung in shame. He 

clutched his left arm, blood pulsing between his fingers. I watched the band saw blade 

still slowly revolving. 

To this day I am still ashamed of how I acted. 

“What were you thinking? You stupid man!” I yelled. 

I pulled him inside and bandaged his arm, calling the ambulance.  

My anger was intense. Who was this man? My husband once used tools as deftly as a 

ballerina spins upon her toes, yet now he couldn’t turn on one of his tools without 

error. 

“He’s not the same,” I had said scathingly to my daughter that night over the phone. 

“And he does it just to spite me, you do know that?” 

I look back now, at what I used to think about Sam and his disease, and it hurts more 

than I can describe. 

But he is the same Sam I met all those years ago. The same Sam I married. 

I place my pavlova in the oven, and close the door, locking inside every ill thought I 

ever had. 

 

*** 

 

Gently, I place the strawberries upon the thick cream. I have always thought the 

pavlova looked like a fallen cloud until I decorate it. I stare at the passionfruit. The 

thick juice pulls the black seeds into a sweet embrace. I go to pour them over the 

pavlova, but stop myself. 

I hear Sam’s dull shuffling behind me. As I turn around I feel his arms close around 

my waist. His head rests upon my shoulder and I feel his heart beating steadily 
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through my shirt. I place my hands on his arms; they are stick thin and mottled from 

the drugs. 

It is like the times he came in from his shed all those years ago. The same magic fills 

my body, a yearning for the years lost without Sam’s soft touch. 

I feel his breathing become ragged and I turn to face him, still holding his arms, 

holding this moment. Tears trickle down his cheeks.  

“Hey,” I gently reach my palm to his face, softly brushing his tears with my thumb. 

“Hey.” 

I bend my head closer so I look him directly in the eyes. I smile softly. 

“Gracie,” he whispers. His deep blue eyes meet mine. 

“I’m here,” I pull him close, feeling his arms grasp me, trying not to lose himself. 

“I’m here my darling.” 

His head turns into my neck. I try to steel my eyes against the tears. I can’t let him 

see. 

And then he pulls back and looks at me. 

“Fifty years is an awfully long time, isn’t it?” 
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reality |rēˈalətē| 

noun ( pl. realities ) 

3. the world or the state of things as they actually exist, as opposed to an 

idealistic or notional idea of them: my grandfather is losing touch with 

reality. 

 

25
th

 December 2013 

 

4 Ash Close, Woodlands 

 

Alexandra Moore 

 

 

They say today might be our last Christmas with him. When he was diagnosed they 

said he might have a year, he may have fifteen.  

After three, they don’t think he has long. 

 

*** 

 

The car trip. Four minutes and twenty-three seconds. Not the five minutes I always 

thought. Thirty-seven seconds is a long time when you count in your head. I was a 

long way off. 

Papa Sam sits, his eyes glazed. They are empty, but like a seashell, they amplify the 

ambience inside of him; the memories, the musings, all echo louder with his vacancy. 

I place my hand upon his and his face turns to mine. 
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“Hey.” 

He doesn’t talk much anymore. I miss that. The conversations when he remembered. 

Even the conversation when he would forget. 

 

*** 

 

“Hey,” I say, leaning in behind Papa Sam. He turns in his seat, his blue eyes shining. 

“Elle! Darling!” 

“Alex, Pa,” I laugh. It doesn’t bother me anymore. “I’m Alexandra.” 

He laughs too, and punches my arm gently, “Only joking Alex. As much as they say I 

will, I don’t plan on forgetting your name.” 

We sit and talk, waiting for Mum to arrive. Talking about nothing in particular, just 

talking. Pa tells me the story of his mean dead Aunt three times. And I listen. Three 

times. 

Each time he forgets, I remember more. 

 

*** 

 

His lips move – no words, but what do words matter anymore? Time matters. 

“Seventy-two Christmases, hey Papa Sam,” I say gently. His eyes stare through me. 

“It’s a long time.” 

He stares. 

“What did Nan get you?” 

He stares. 
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“She probably got you a pair of socks,” I laugh. “She always says how much you love 

soft socks.” 

His lips twitch slightly. I see his eyes change for a second. One whole second he 

remembers. 

 

*** 

 

Everyone sits around the table, in an uncharacteristic silence. Food comas we call it. 

After pavlova no one has room to move for a while. 

But Papa Sam moves. He calls me as he shuffles to his room. 

“Our little secret,” he says, handing me a box, meticulously wrapped in gold paper. 

The gift tag reads “For my beautiful granddaughter”. I gently unstick each piece of 

tape, undressing the box. 

A white china teapot sits inside. It is adorned with a sparrow and edged with gold. 

I smile and thank him. It is beautiful. 

Papa Sam and I share a love for tea. Everyone in our family drinks it, but he told me 

that the first time I made him a cup, it was perfect. 

And that’s why I get the teapot. 

 

*** 

 

For the last six years I have received my secret present from Papa Sam. My teapots sit 

on a shelf in my room. I only use them when Pa comes over. 

He sinks into his chair a bit more and closes his eyes. My hand still holds his. 

“It’s no use, Alex,” Nana Grace stands before me. “He doesn’t respond anymore.” 
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I don’t have the heart to be angry with her for giving up. I can see how hard this is. 

“He doesn’t talk anymore Nan. It doesn’t mean he can’t respond.” 

Her eyes fill with tears and she rejoins everyone else before they spill. 

It takes twelve minutes and six seconds for Papa Sam to open his eyes again. He looks 

down at my hand on top of his and then up into my face. His head tilts, his empty eyes 

study mine. 

“W-where,” he begins, his voice hoarse, “I-i-is, is, i-is…” 

I can’t help but smile. Words, though disjointed, are reminiscent of an old Papa Sam. 

I grab his hand and help him up. 

“Let’s find them,” I say, gently smiling. We walk, slowly following the sound of 

voices. 

It takes us one minute and fifty-two seconds to walk the twenty steps to the others. 

The voices stop when we reach them. Twelve faces turn to stare at Papa Sam. 

“Alex,” Nana Grace begins, “Honey, Sam isn’t feeling well enough…” 

But something stops her. 

Pa’s face breaks into a smile, a tear running down his cheek. He looks Nan right in the 

face. 

“Grace.” 

 

*** 

 

Papa Sam says more than he has said in a long time. One-word conversations are 

enough to make our whole family smile. 

But he tires easily and towards the evening, Nana Grace takes him to bed. 

“Alex,” she says on returning. “Sam asked for you.” 
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She looks confused. It’s rare that he remembers anyone’s name, particularly when 

they are not standing before him. I push myself up and walk to Papa Sam’s room. 

I see him sitting on the edge of the bed. He holds in his hand a teapot. He says 

nothing. Just gently places my hands around it when I reach him, resting his fingers 

on my skin. 

It’s baby blue and plain. I have seen it before. He showed it to me the first time he 

gave me my secret gift. It is his first teapot. 

As he takes his hands away, my skin burns from where his fingers rested. 

He’s still there. 

 

 


