
 

 
 
 
 
 

The Cleaning Gene 
 

Three in the morning.  Winter.  Frost on the windows.  

Outside it‟s black with no moon to light the valley below the 

house.  The only light on is in the kitchen.  Sarah sloshes the mop 

in the bucket.  Not the plastic sort with the slotted cone to twist 

the water out of the flat fibres of fabric that now pass for a mop.  

The bucket is solid steel with a foot lever and rollers.  Sarah 

presses down hard on the lever and draws the stringy mop up 

through the rollers the way her grandmother did as she kept 

spotless the corridors of the girls‟ school she worked in.  A 

cleaner proud of the service she offered: never servile, washing 

away the scuff marks, daily dirt and girls‟ secrets from the 

hallways.  Throwing it all out with the dirty water. 

 

 
 

Sarah had been dreaming.  A red hot air balloon rose from 

the valley.  She was watching through binoculars from the kitchen 

window.  She had been looking at the waterfall cascading down 

the escarpment after the heavy rain when the balloon‟s 

movement caught her eye.  Her mother is in the balloon.  Sarah 

can only see her upper body.  She‟s wearing a 1950‟s style cotton 

dress.  Pale pink with a cross over bodice and capped sleeves.  
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Her mother is tanned and healthy just like she is in the photos 

Sarah has.  Honey blonde hair to her shoulders.  An open smile.   

The balloon‟s tethered, but only loosely.  Sarah‟s eye goes 

back to the balloon and follows the length of the rope.  It‟s tied 

to something behind a large pine.  No, not something; someone 

is holding it.  A figure comes from behind the tree.  Sarah can‟t 

tell if it‟s male or female, but the figure is holding the rope slack, 

like a skipping rope held between two children in a playground.  

Even through the binoculars she can‟t make out who the figure 

is.  Sarah focuses again, but as she does, the figure drops the rope 

and the balloon begins to rise and drift.  Her mother begins to 

wave.  Not frantically.  Not even a wave goodbye.  Just the 

slightest shifting of the hand.  It‟s almost regal. 

 

 
 

Sarah had woken, pulled her doona tight around her, and 

tried to return to sleep.  She had not slept well for almost a week 

now.  This was the third time the balloon dream had come to her.  

She was too scared to try to read meaning into it.  She shook 

herself.  It was only a dream. 

 

 
 

It was impossible to sleep.  She got up and made herself a cup 

of tea in the teapot her grandmother had used each day at the 

girls‟ school.  As the tea brewed she cradled the small brown pot.  

She saw her grandmother in the cleaners‟ tearoom.  Sarah had 

visited her once or twice at the school, and remembered the 

pretty pinnies her grandmother wore.  Remembered the noisy 
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girls in box pleat uniforms, blazers and straw boaters, running 

through the hallways.  Her grandmother would simply give them 

a disapproving look and they would slow to a more ladylike pace 

until they were out of sight and then they would run again.  Sarah 

poured herself a cup of tea, and held the cup fast, letting its 

warmth flow through her hands.  As she picked the cup up, still 

in both hands, a shiver ran through her.  The cup dropped to the 

table and rolled to the floor, spilling its chamomile brew.  It did 

not break.   

The spill was small enough to clean up with a dishcloth, but 

Sarah thought she might as well give the kitchen floor a good 

clean, (even though she had only mopped it a few days ago).  She 

brought the bucket to the kitchen and filled it with the jug.  It was 

far too heavy to lift into the laundry sink. 

 

 
 

Sarah begins to wash where the tea spilled.  She wonders if 

along with her eye colour and child bearing hips she‟s inherited 

the cleaning gene.  Stronger perhaps in her grandmother‟s and 

mother‟s day.  Maybe no need for it now, yet the carpets still get 

dirty and the surfaces dusty.  Maybe the gene is in her and not so 

much recessive as reclusive, coaxed out only in times of stress.   

Sarah has always cleaned when stressed.  She remembers 

sweeping out the debris from a broken relationship.  Turfing out 

its trappings – cards, letters, photos – not concerned at any regret 

over her thoroughness.  She even threw out clothes she had worn 

when she was with him.  They didn‟t really belong to her.  He had 

cluttered her life with his thoughts and opinions, all in the name 

of improving her mind.   
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Since her mother‟s cancer had been diagnosed her house 

hadn‟t been spotlessly clean, but cleaner than usual.  In the days 

between test results, the little silver she owned had shone, and 

even the furniture was vacuumed.  The walnut finish on the 

piano buffed until her reflection was clear in it.  

A song from the radio reminds Sarah that tomorrow, no 

today, she has to drive down the highway and to the village to see 

her mother  They call it a village, but it‟s really just part of the city 

now.  The sprawl of the suburbs has surrounded the village, 

wrapped its tentacles around its ruralness, and then strangled it 

out until only brick veneer remains.   

She can‟t leave too early.  The fog on the mountain highway 

is thicker than her grandmother‟s pea soup at this time of year.  

Her dreams have made her anxious.  She knows the reality, but 

can‟t accept it.  She knows her mother is going to die; even that 

her mother is ready to go.  The last visit, just a few days ago, she 

sensed the letting go.  Her mother had said goodbye to everyone, 

putting her house in order.  But its orderliness would leave Sarah‟s 

house in disarray.  No one to chip her about the way she kept 

house or going out without a coat into a winter‟s evening.  “Your 

mother‟s cold.  Put your jacket on love,” her father said.  She 

shivers again, pulling her old cardigan closer around her 

shoulders.  Sarah tries to shake the morbid thoughts.  It‟s for the 

best, she tells herself.  Her mother is now too sick to stay.  She 

has prayed for her mother to get well; now she prays for a quiet 

release.  There has been enough pain.   
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Sarah‟s thoughts go around.  Round and around in circles; 

round and around as she mops the same spot on the floor.  She 

doesn‟t want her mother to die.  She wants her here, and well.  

She wants coffee.  Girltalk on the phone.  To know exactly what 

her extraordinarily large extended family of aunts, uncles and 

cousins and all of their offspring are up to.  She wants her mother 

to not be dying of cancer.  She‟s almost ashamed to admit it, but 

when her mother was diagnosed she thought about what that 

meant for her, Sarah.  Jumbled statistics and information.  One in 

five - a family history shortens the odds.  She grasped onto the 

hope of new discoveries with even though a cure might be years 

away.  A gene for each cancer.  She could be tested.  But what 

would she find?  Might she just discover a new fear to take 

through her days?  Sarah didn‟t want to live with more fear.  She 

knew these were selfish thoughts.  She swept them away and tried 

only to think of her mother and what it meant for her.  What did 

her mother feel?  Was she scared?  Sarah never heard her curse 

the cannibal cells.  Never heard her curse the unfairness of it all.  

Never heard her say “why me?”  But did her mother say these 

words as she polished all of the souvenir spoons in the spoon 

rack from around the globe?  Did she yell as she vacuumed the 

carpet with such intensity it was almost sucked up with any dust 

that might have dared to be there, knowing no one could hear?  

Sarah doesn‟t know, and suddenly realises there is so much about 

her mother she doesn‟t know.   

Sarah decides to head off now.  It‟s almost four o‟clock and 

she can leave while the sky‟s clear and there‟s no sign of fog 

descending.  She changes in front of the slow wood heater, then 

throws some clothes straight off the timber clothes horse and 

into a bag.  Everything else she needs is in her bag.  She‟s had it 

permanently packed for the past fortnight like a mother-to-be, 

115



 

waiting expectantly, but not for a new life.  Sarah‟s scared; she‟s 

never seen anyone die.  She curses the culture that shuts death 

away, making those who have never seen it fearful, rather than an 

acceptance that it is the natural way of things.   

 

 
 

She drives out from the farm and down the narrow road to 

the main highway.  Sarah travels through the towns of the Great 

Western Highway, a feat of pioneer engineering.  Only a few 

lights show in the houses on the way. She navigates Lapstone Hill 

and drives to the  junction that takes her to the road to the 

village.   

It‟s a section of a journey from her childhood travelled by her 

family in a variety of cars.  They drove over the mountains and 

back again to visit family.  Sarah only found out after they moved 

almost a thousand miles away why they were named The Blue 

Mountains.  Before she knew their colour was a trick of nature, 

she just thought they were sad.  They travelled this road then 

along Cowpasture Road to their suburb and its sheep streets: 

Corriedale, Shropshire, Leicester and Border.  Street signs the 

only reminder now of its former pastoral inhabitants. 

Lost in that other journey, Sarah almost misses the final turn.  

Images play through her mind frame by frame.  She sees her 

mother in her every role: daughter, sister, wife, mother, carer, 

friend, confidante, antagonist and grandmother.  She sees the 

nurse, midwife and now the patient.  But did she ever really see 

her? 
Sarah rewinds the footage in her mind, stops it and begins 

at her own earliest memory and forwards it through her own life.  
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Her mother is teaching her the practical things in life – to cook, 
to iron, to knit, to sew.  She is teaching her to nurture – how to 
heal with hugs and kisses.  Her mother teaches her about faith, 
hope and courage.  Sarah prays she will never need the courage 
her mother has.  She has come to the present and the final frame.  
The hot air balloon drifts out of view.   
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