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Bantam Books. New York.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Once Upon a Perfect Family, An Epistolary Study 
 

 3 

 

ABSTRACT 
 

Autoethnography in this study, is applied to the consideration of a personal epistolary archive. 

The researcher and the research become one in this process. The participant observer examines 

letters written to her mother, 1976-1984, and rewrites them from a contemporary perspective.  

 

This study responded to the Research Question: What can be discovered about the existence  

and significance of a culture of silence in a family where abuse has occurred, by re-examining 

letters from an adult daughter to her mother, forty years on, using the letters as a tool to assess 

the effects of the culture of silence surrounding the abuse, on the subject, her siblings and her 

mother. 

 

The researcher combines rigorous personal reflection with academic investigation and creative 

practice over a range of subject areas, (culture of silence, sibling incest, truth and disguise). 

She combines epistolary analysis with epistolary creative practice. The researcher looks 

backwards, reviews her personal development, her family history, and the culture of silence 

and hidden abuse that, while unknown to her at the time, defined her childhood and family 

relationships – and rewrites the letters from a position of knowledge. The study provides fresh 

insight into letters as tools of control and the impact of a culture of silence in families where 

abuse takes place, areas of social blight where research is sparse. 

 

Autoethnography allows for, supports and encourages the combining of individual lived 

experience with academic findings and reflections on a particular subject, creating an expanded 

and comprehensive lens through which a subject can be understood. The letters were written 

in the Middle East. This provides a further theme of truth and disguise in letters from a war 

zone existing literature has explored, but in a limited way in this study, due to its inherent focus 

on effects of a culture of silence in families where abuse takes place. This study provides insight 

from lived experience and academic scrutiny. Similarly, this study provides a unique 

perspective into letters from war zones.  

 

The study makes a positive contribution to a thinly populated area of research, and provides 

insight into letters as tools and evidence of control and disguise of the truth.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
This project answers the following research question: What can be discovered about the 

existence, significance and impact of a culture of silence on family members, in a family where 

abuse has occurred and was hidden, by re-examining letters from a non-involved adult daughter 

to her mother, forty years on, using the letters as a scaffold to assess the effects of the culture 

of silence as a tool of control, established by the mother—the effect on the subject, her siblings 

(perpetrator and victims) and her mother? The project also addresses the culture of silence the 

researcher unwittingly succumbed to in the archived letters, about the realities of the civil war 

she was living with.  

 

This research project fulfills this research challenge by examining the letters written by the 

researcher 1976-1985 to her mother, and creates a sustained argument along themes of culture 

of silence and truth and disguise in epistolary, that reveals the researcher’s truth, and unpacks 

the family’s truths – and reviews these insights in light of contemporary research into abuse 

and sibling incest. The researcher responds by re-writing the letters with contemporary 

understanding, knowledge gained since the original letters, and knowledge gained from 

research into literature and formal and clinical studies around family dynamics where abuse 

takes place, particularly sibling incest.   

 

The letters were written by the researcher in her twenties, over an eight-year period in the civil 

war period in Beirut, Lebanon. The remainder are either written in Paris, or from Saudi Arabia. 

The mother resided in Australia. Unbeknownst to the researcher, the mother kept the letters. 

The researcher had been unaware as she grew up, that she had been singled out for different 

treatment than her sisters—corralled from, and free of the abuse perpetrated by their older 

brother. 

 

Research, although sparse in this field, has demonstrated how damaging abusive family 

situations are, and this autoethnographic project will contribute to penetrating and unravelling 

and the culture of silence in families where abuse takes place. The epistolary creative practice 

that is the outcome of this autoethnographic journey is revealing, breaks the code of silence 

and is the outcome of the researcher’s journey, reflection and contemplation. These elements 

establish the warrant for this research. Not enough is understood about direct or indirect 

experience of sibling incest or of the damage caused to family members suffering within a cone 
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of silence around abuse – such is the shame and guilt that dominates this phenomenon. This 

submission goes some way to providing testimony and will make a positive contribution – to 

epistolary practice, to breaking the silence, and to reflection on lived experience. 

 

Scholarly contributions have acknowledged how little work has been done, noting the difficulty 

of pushing against the culture of silence that dominates abusive environments. ‘Deception in 

Family Therapy: Recognition, Implications and Intervention’ (2018) academics Janna North, 

Carly Shahid and Katherine M Hertlein set out that the lies, equivocation, the inability to face 

the repercussions of the truth in situations where families have secrets and live with deception 

‘has not been thoroughly studied or discussed.’ (p. 38). They also quote Imber-Black (1998) in 

stating that Family secrets create maladaptive alliances, triangulation, and disrupt the natural 

flow of relationships within a family.’ (p. 42)  

 

This research report is presented in two parts; the first is the exegesis. The second is the creative 

piece, which rewrites the researcher’s letters to her mother. Both sections respond to the 

research question. The letter has been used in this project as a research tool initially, to identify 

instances of the existence of the code of silence, and subsequently, in the second part, has been 

used as a form and model for expressing autoethnographic research in narrative form.  

 

The researcher discovers through academic exploration, that her family matched the clinical 

template for the characteristics a family hiding sibling incest as described by Katz & Hamama, 

(p. 3650-3651). This submission delivers on her commitment to finish the narrative of her 

family, in line with Evan Imber-Black’s quote that forms the epigram to this submission.  

 

This research report and creative practice is the interpretation of what I have learned about 

truth and disguise, the culture of silence in families where abuse takes place, and applying the 

knowledge to a case study of my family’s behaviours and my experience within it and beyond. 

Autoethnography provides the scaffolding for my research, and Epistolary is the tool that 

carries the creative practice as I have re-examined and re-written the letters. This research will 

be understood and valued for its originality and sincerity. It results in new knowledge of lived 

experience, and makes a contribution in the sparsely researched and hard-to-discuss space 

around the silencing of abuse.  

 

 



Once Upon a Perfect Family, An Epistolary Study 
 

 7 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The central topic and research question is what can be discovered by re-examining an epistolary 

archive for links to identified themes of culture of silence in a family where sibling incest takes 

place. That a substantial volume of the original letters were written from a war zone broadened 

the topic. The investigation of expert opinion has included letters from war zones (Balough 

2018, Roper 2009), the nature, scope and development of ethnography and its offspring 

autoethnography over the past four decades (Adams & Boylorn & Tillman (eds) 2021, Bochner 

& Ellis 2016, Bochner 2014, Ellis, 2020), to a narrower focus on  mothers and mothering, 

(Caine 2015, Griffin 2018), truth and disguise in families, (Banks 2000, Gornick 2008, Imber-

Black 1998), the power and damage caused by a culture of silence in families where abuse 

takes place, (Gibson 2015, North & Shadid & Hertlein 2018) and as a final step, to research 

into one of society’s taboos – sibling incest. (Katz & Hamama 2015, Tidefors & Larssen 2010, 

DiGiorgio-Miller 1998) 

 

The aim of my Literature Review was to uncover and discuss, compare and debate and qualify 

my research project in line with schools of thought, key theories and to identify gaps in the 

literature. A major task emerged, to find research relating to families concealing abuse, and to 

compare these findings to what I know about my family. This is a thinly researched field – the 

gap obviated itself. 

 

I have fulfilled the task of establishing an understanding of the existing research landscape in 

this small field. My research project has contributed in understanding the effect of a culture of 

silence in one particular family in this circumstance, through lived experience, using epistolary 

as a tool.  

 

Culture of Silence 

There is a conjoined relationship between culture of silence and sibling incest, in particular 

identified in two studies. Janna North, Carly Shahid and Katherine Hertlein’s work entitled 

‘Deception in Family Therapy, Recognition, Implications and Intervention. (2018). The other 

intensely focused study was undertaken by Carmit Katz and Liat Hamama, ‘From My Own 

Brother in My Own Home: Children’s Experiences and Perceptions Following Alleged Sibling 

Incest’. (2017)  North, Shahid and Hertlein’s work lifted the covers off, and I finally understood 
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the dance of concealment our life as a family had been. I had long surmised in dribs and drabs, 

but had not investigated the source and impact of that culture of silence – the enablement of 

abuse, and in our case, sibling incest. ‘… one cannot manage the repercussions of the truth,’ 

North, Shahid, Hertlein explained in their article in the Journal of Family Therapy. 2018. 

‘…This is especially true where the hidden message (in lies) has to do with the deceiver’s own 

behaviour or emotions’ (p. 39). This information helped me to understand that there was a 

closer connection than I had understood, between my mother’s silence and the enablement of 

my brother’s behaviour. 

 

Katz, C. and Hamama, L. also provided missing links. Via ‘From my Own Brother in my Own 

Home: Children’s Experiences and Perceptions Following Alleged Sibling Incest’ (2015), Katz 

and Hamama highlighted that ‘the severe effects of sibling incest (Carlson, Maciol & Schneider 

2006; Cyr, Wright, McDuff & Perron, 2002; Finkelhor, 1980; Rudd & Hertzberger, 1999; 

Simonelli, Mullis, Elliot & Pierce, 2002) … are as serious as those of father-daughter incest or 

abuse by adults.’ According to Katz and Hamama there are clear identifying characteristics 

within a family dynamic where sibling incest occurs. The length of time the abuse continued, 

the age and power discrepancy between the perpetrator and the victim, most often older brother, 

younger sister, the likelihood of denial and minimisation by parents, the likelihood that one or 

both parents may be adult survivors of abuse, the incidence of disclosure to someone outside 

the family, victim blaming, and the treatment of abuse as a family matter which inhibits access 

to or benefit from professional assistance (Katz, C, Hamama L p 3650-3651). My family ticked 

every box—it was as if Carmit Katz and Liat Hamama had made a case study of us. I had found 

what I’d been looking for. 

 

I recalled, on reading Katz and Hamama, that when I was in my early fifties and my mother 

was a frail sparrow well into her eighties, I broke her unspoken rule with a confronting 

question. ‘Mummy,’ I asked, ‘now you know what you know, and it’s all so long ago, if you 

had your time over again, would you do anything different, the way things happened when the 

incest was revealed? And afterwards?’ 

 

She replied. ‘Do you know, she followed him around from the day she could walk?’  
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She spat the words and turned her face to the wall, refusing to speak further. The victim blame 

she was expressing, and to whom it was directed— a gorgeous young thing who became a 

wreck of a human being, dead at thirty-seven, froze me.  

 

I managed to sputter, ‘Mummy, you’re talking about an innocent little girl,’ but the 

conversation was over. I left the room, went for a walk. When I returned, she chattered on as 

though the exchange had not taken place. Another of her tactics—denial.  

 

North, J, Shadid, C, and Hertlein, K. M. also confirmed the gap in the research mentioned by 

other researchers. Their opening lines spoke loudly to my searching in a vacuum. ‘The impact 

of the presence and discovery of family secrets or deceptive acts on the individual, the family 

unit, and the therapeutic process particularly, … has not been thoroughly studied or discussed.’ 

Journal of Family Therapy 2018. (p 39)  

 

As Evan Imber-Black stated in ‘The Secret Lives of families: Truth Telling, privacy, and 

reconciliation in a tell-all society,’ (1998, p. 498), ‘An unfinished narrative is a difficult fact to 

live with.’ He was referring to family secrets, and the weight they leave on those who live with 

them. This unsettling sense of incompleteness was reinforced by H Goodall, in ‘Narrative 

Inheritance: A Nuclear Family with a Toxic Secret’, (2004, p. 495) who described his betrayal 

at discovering his father’s secret life as ‘this true story– that lived inside of the story I had lived 

on the outside of.’  

 

A statement by Katz & Hamama alerted my attention. ‘Parents may be adult survivors of child 

abuse, which can suggest intergenerational transitions.’ (p. 3650). This did not apply to my 

father. All I knew of my mother’s childhood was disjointed, scattered information she had 

revealed. Reading Gibson, L. ‘Adult Children of Emotionally Immature Parents’ (2015) 

reinforced my understanding. A likely scenario is that my mother, not emotionally nurtured as 

a child, was thus unable to emotionally nurture her own children. My mother had been helpless 

and unhelped as a child. She knew silence – and it remained her only response. Abuse becomes 

intergenerational if not stopped. Gibson (2015) included a raft of expert opinion confirming 

this. Unstopped, it becomes part of the intrinsic behavioural patterns of the next generation. 

Unconscious. The risk factors are not set in concrete, but they remain.  



Once Upon a Perfect Family, An Epistolary Study 
 

 10 

The Abstract to Janet DiGiorgio-Miller’s article (1998), ‘Sibling Incest: Treatment of the 

Family and the Offender’ set out essential, but daunting multi-faceted aspects described as 

necessary for any system of treating the family, the victim and the offender in a family where 

sibling incest has taken place.  

‘Sibling incest,’ Di-Giorgio wrote, ‘takes place in the context of a family system that does not 

provide a safe environment for its members. Treatment should encompass all pertinent aspects 

of the family system and the roles of all the family members within it, and intact boundaries 

must be created. Hierarchical realignment diminishes enmeshed subsystems and produces 

more open, honest communication in the family. The offender must take responsibility for his 

or her behaviour. This stance should be supported by the parents. All family members should 

adhere to a safety plan throughout the treatment process.’ (p. 335) 

But who would be held to account – my mother or my older brother? Or both? There is 

limitation in the research. My research has uncovered clear description and understanding of 

the themes identified – but not a one-size-fits-all solution. My family fitted the identifiers 

outlined by North, Shahid and Hertlein (2018)—but not a single one of the responses referred 

to by Di-Giorgio-Miller was implemented. Instead, silence and denial continued. The outcomes 

were inevitable.  

 

Until reading Lyndsay Gibson’s Adult Children of Immature Parents (2015) I had never 

thought of her management of her children as an indicator of my mother’s emotional 

immaturity. From Gibson I learned to recognise behaviours that defined my life with my 

mother. ‘Children who feel they cannot engage their parents emotionally often try to strengthen 

their connection by playing whatever roles they believe their parents want them to.’ (p 14.) 

Things my mother couldn’t face or control were cancelled out of existence – truth and honesty, 

integrity, protection of her children all subsumed by her drive to maintain the façade of the 

perfect family she aspired to. I have learned how she did that. The question I have tried to 

address is – why?  

 

A specialist in long-term trauma helped me understand. I consulted with her after the death of 

my last surviving sibling, three years ago, trying to understand my new reality—I was an adult 

orphan. My self-worth, at the time I wrote the archived letters, had hinged on my childhood 
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version of my family – big, functional, not always happy, but intact. My later adulthood 

systematically shredded that foundation. Now they are all gone.  

 

Unpublished Notes of Consultation. J Hutchison with Dr. Halimah Hassan, Psychiatrist, BSc, 

MBBS(London), AMC, MPsych(Melb), FRANZCP, Cert Psychotherapy Psych. 201.8 

 

‘Remind me how your siblings died?’ Dr. Hassan asked me.  

I went through each of them – ‘age 37 aneurism, 41 cancer of the brain, 54 cancer of the spleen, 

58 suicide, 68 complications of pneumonia.’   

She nodded her head. 

‘What?’ I asked, wide-eyed. ‘What are you saying?’ 

‘Well Jen,’ she said, ‘this is what can happen when there is unvalidated, unresolved abuse in a 

family. It interferes with the life force of those who have to live with it.’ 

The shock of her revelation had me retreating to cryptic humour. ‘Are you telling me not to 

buy new shoes?’  

She frowned, then smiled. ‘Not at all,’ she said. ‘Remember when you first came here, you told 

me you thought you had a happy childhood, and then felt that happiness was taken away, 

because you were made the fixer, the go-to, a role that you didn’t invite or enjoy? 

I nodded. 

‘So perhaps this is the time for you to reclaim your happy childhood,’ she continued. ‘You 

spoke of the great relationship you had with your father. That cannot be taken away.’ 

 

Another question came from Dr Hassan: 

‘What sort of childhood did your mother have?’ 

‘Lonely,’ I said. ‘She spoke of a too-quiet house, a sick mother, an often-absent father. She 

never spoke of her brother. Her mother had suffered rheumatic fever as a child and was a 

barbiturate addict. She was morose, bitter. My mother disliked her, that I sensed. She didn’t 

like her older brother either, eleven years her senior. He married late in life, and had no 

children. He used to call in unannounced, in our country home, and my mother would never let 

him in the house. She would make coffee and take it outside, and she would send us girls inside. 

So, I didn’t know him. It was quite odd really.’ 

Again, Dr Hassan nodded her head. 

‘What now?’ I asked again. ‘What is it?’ 

‘Well Jen,’ she said again, ‘we’ll never know, because she’s passed … but these things are 

intergenerational.’ 

I felt the skin tingle that comes with epiphany. ‘Do you think … she may have been abused by 

her own brother?’ I sensed I had heard a truth. ‘Oh my God, why haven’t I seen that? It fits.’ 

The specialist continued to nod her head.  

We didn’t need to say much beyond that. I had a lot of thinking, re-working to do. A missing 

piece of the jig saw had had slipped into place.  

 

I agreed with Griffin’s statement, ‘emotions are changeable and shaped by the cultural norms 

in which they are situated.’ (p. 80) I was a child of my time in a family living in silence around 
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real issues, propped up by patriarchal steadiness. My father left the house at 7.45 am and 

returned at 7.00 pm. My mother controlled the household. It didn’t feel odd or unusual. I spoke 

when spoken to, was obedient, curious but easily silenced, compliant and eager to please. I was 

the perfect subject for subjugation. As Grayson noted ‘children who feel they cannot engage 

their parents emotionally often try to strengthen their connection by playing whatever roles 

they believe their parents want them to.’ (2015 p. 14)  

   

A considerable amount has been published on looking back, the search through memory, the 

reliability of autobiography, and the power of hindsight.  Goodall, H (2005) I have mentioned 

earlier, and Imber-Black, E (1998, 2010) wrote succinctly, ‘We are fundamentally homo 

narrans—humans as storytellers—and a well-told story brings with it a sense of fulfilment and 

of completion … But we don’t always inherit that sense of completion. We too often inherit a 

family’s unfinished business, and when we do, those incomplete narratives are given to us to 

fulfil.’ (p. 497)  

 At the intersection of these related topics, Mark Freeman (2010, 2014) emerges as an authority. 

In Hindsight: The Promise and Peril of Looking Backward he states that ‘hindsight, rather than 

representing the past “as it was”, reviews and reconstructs it from afar … it can be the very 

condition for the emergence of the truth.’ I am closer to a sense of comprehension at this point 

of considering these various research threads, than I have been at any other time in my life. In 

his detailed discussion of various writers, including James Frey (A Million Little Pieces) and 

Emily Fox Gordon, (Mockingbird Years) Freeman discusses at length, the techniques and 

memory tricks that looking backwards can create in the mind of the one who remembers. The 

intent though, he argues, is to understand. I took comfort too, from Freeman’s summary that 

‘Families, as we all know, are complicated to the point of ultimately frustrating most scholarly 

attempts to celebrate them.’ (p. 507) 

I concur with these academics.  I grew up believing I lived in a perfect family of my mother’s 

making. My adulthood has been spent in the search for truth and understanding.  

 

Truth and disguise in letters 

It became obvious on re-reading them after a forty-year absence that I had disguised myself in 

my letters to my mother. And she too, did not vary the culture of silence. I wrote of rosy, 

interesting experiences, when the reality was often confronting and grim Lebanon was involved 
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in a civil war when I arrived there in 1976, and I was often confronted and afraid, whether I 

should stay or quit. But I did not write of fear or failure, ever; I knew her unspoken rules. 

 

Barbara Caine (2015) argues that letters are ‘… a form of social practice and a means of self-

fashioning … letters offered a way not just of being in contact with people, but of determining 

how to represent themselves while doing so.’ (p. 483) I disagreed with Caine’s position. I 

represented myself to my mother the way she had groomed me to, I was not working it out by 

writing. Her rules were not adjusted during her lifetime. When something awful had to be 

discussed and my job was to raise, sort and solve whatever the issue was, I knew her body 

language. Letters that were confronting would have elicited a written version of the same shut-

down response. 

 

I did not have a cathartic, co-emotional relationship with my mother at any time in our lives 

together. I knew nothing of her personal life, her intimate thoughts. She did not like being 

brought problems, she liked solutions.  

 

The currency of letters as a cathartic form of communication has been researched. Of particular 

interest was the work done by D Melonas in 2021. She examined letter writing (by black 

women to black women) as ‘a mode of radical self-care’ (p. 38) and the letter’s ability to assist 

the reader to ‘move beyond inter-cultural prejudice to affirmation, pride and self-actualisation’ 

and wrote of ‘the physical, emotional and creative aspects of the act of writing and receiving 

letters, their power as instruments of self-discovery, self-expression and self-love.’ (p. 39) She 

describes the act of slowing to write or read a letter, resulting in access to self, channelled into 

creativity and expression—giving or receiving. Letters provide opportunities to move beyond 

inter-cultural prejudice to affirmation, pride and self-actualisation.  

 

‘I wish,’ I thought, as I read Melonas’ summary of her letters to and from her female, 

supportive, listening and loving relatives. That was not my experience. Supportive, personal 

sentiments beyond graciousness and thanks were not embedded in my letters to my mother, 

nor hers to me (none of which I kept). My experience was more in line with Banks (2000), who 

described holiday letters as ‘that genre (that) helps persons manage multiple dialectical tensions 

in contemporary social life by creating self-identities.’ My mother wanted interesting 

travelogues, so that’s what I sent her. They were a chore.  
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How different it could have been. In L M Ibanez, I read of her exploration of her research into 

epistolary cinema created by women in the post-modern era. One of the films Ibanez analyses 

is the film-essay Measures of Distance (1988), of letters between a mother and daughter, the 

latter exiled in London from Lebanon during its civil war—an exploration of relationship, 

distance, longing and expression of self. I was not so much exiled from my mother as 

disconnected. However, I was touched and wistful at the closeness of mother and daughter, 

and the supportive thread that bound them, despite their separation. 

 

Hungry for understanding of mothers, mothering and survival, I read memoir about mothers, 

about letters, and about survival. Ocean Vuong’s On Earth We’re Briefly Gorgeous took me 

into deep child-mother reflection. It is written as a letter from a son to his illiterate Vietnamese 

mother and is a family history in letter form, exploring class, fracturing and healing, foreign-

ness and sexuality. With its poetic and semi-autobiographical structure and its central theme of 

continued exposure of self through letters, it is a brave book and gave me courage. 

 

I am drawn to autoethnographic journeys through fraught relationships with mothers, like a 

moth to flame. Most reassure me that introspection, combined with creative practice, give the 

writer (and the reader) insight into powerful tools of self-healing. Michelle Tom’s recent 

Memoir Ten Thousand Aftershocks. (2021) is an honest re-sorting of a selfish mother-daughter 

relationship. That re-sorting is also undertaken in Amani Haydar’s 2021 memoir The Mother 

Wound as she works through the confrontation caused when her mother, the victim of coercive 

control by her paternalistic father, is murdered by him.  

 

Letters from a War Zone 

Numerous studies have tackled the question of who wrote what to whom, in letters home from 

a war zone, what was revealed and what disguised by the writer, (or censored by authorities). 

A significant voice in discussion and debate of such letters is Michael Roper’s The Secret 

Battle, 2009. ‘Who a soldier was writing his letter to had a direct bearing on the kinds of 

experiences he related.’ (Roper p. 25) He further claims that most soldiers wrote to their 

mothers (p. 25). It was also understood in war letters home that the correspondence would be 

spread around the family gathered – so privacy was not breached in letters. This group-read 

was a feature of the letters written by American Civil War soldiers, as well as a feature of 

Roper’s study of WWI correspondence.  
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I was not a soldier, but this applied to me too – I would not dream of writing anything to my 

mother that would not be suitable for my father or siblings to read, any more than I would say 

in her presence, anything that could not be broadcast. I avoided war-speak because of the time 

lapse in letters back to Australia. In my letters more-so, I was upholding her culture of silence. 

We did not speak of intimate personal matters when we were face to face – never had – and we 

did not in correspondence. My letters were a performance, designed to add the next chapter to 

how well I was doing, how happy I was, what a success I was making of my life. That she kept 

them and handed them back to me, was that a ten out of ten?   

 

As well as compliance with censorship that forbade soldiers from relaying details of position, 

the state of battle etc, Roper (2009) spoke of soldiers protecting their mothers from the realities 

of war, by not writing about them, and of also protecting themselves from recounting the 

horrors, which the act of writing necessitated. Why didn’t I write about the war in my letters 

home? It was there, and daily. I saw gruesome things, the underbelly of human spirit and was 

afraid often enough, in danger. In part, I thought (silly logic but real at the time) that if I didn’t 

acknowledge the street battles and gunfire, the nights spent hiding in the basement, the war 

wasn’t there and I didn’t have to address its perplexities, tensions and danger. I was, as Michael 

Roper said, most likely protecting myself.  If I didn’t write about it, I didn’t have to face it or 

justify why I stayed on.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Just as creative practice supports the expression of self in narrative, autoethnography also gives 

legitimacy to, and supports reflection and contemplation and interpretation of lived experience 

while applying academic investigation to ascertain cultural significance. Autoethnography, the 

term first coined by Karl Heider in 1975, to describe participant’s understanding of their own 

world, became by the nineteen nineties, a legitimate genre that ‘displays multiple layers of 

consciousness, connecting the personal to the cultural’. 

 

Carolyn Ellis and Arthur Bochner have generated new pathways for Autoethnography over the 

past four decades, nurturing a global academic cohort to the extent that the field is now widely 

respected and independent. (Gannon, S 2018, Denzin, N 1997, Jones, S 2017) 

 



Once Upon a Perfect Family, An Epistolary Study 
 

 16 

In this practice-based research project, the creative product is the outcome of an 

autoethnographic process. They co-exist comfortably. In line with Linda Candy and Ernest 

Edmonds, in an article entitled ‘Practice Based Research in the Creative Arts: Foundations and 

Futures from the Front Line.’ (2018), wrote ‘The attraction of this form of research for creative 

practitioners is that by connecting closely to existing practice, it provides a means of 

exploration that extends that work in a personal sense as well as contributing to the wider 

picture.’ (p. 63) 

 

This work contributes to a wider picture, since it will inform future understanding. As a piece 

of practice-based research that produces a refreshed archive, it contributes original epistolary 

creative non-fiction that combines historical and contemporary, informed insight.  

 

Commitment to applying objectivity in the creative process, while applying autoethnographic 

rigor to the methodology of searching through literature for knowledge and perspective along 

the stated themes, drives the methodology of this project. The technique of referring to herself 

in the third person ‘she/the researcher’ at times (although the creative practice is written the 

first person) is deliberate. It is a tool to distance the emotional from the intellectual as the 

researcher scrutinised academic literature while mindful of the bias of an intimate point of 

view. 

 

The researcher reviews 410 pages of archived letters written over ten years, choosing extracts 

relevant to the themes. Many of them significant for what they have not written about as much 

as what has been written, and form a narrative within themselves. The contemporary, letters 

also match the themes and are interspersed between their matched extracts. The entire creative 

piece is bookended with an opening letter to the reader, and opening and closing letters to the 

mother. 

 

As a method, the combination of autoethnography and creative practice enable and validate 

this research project, a sensitive and personal search through a family history, and guides the 

combination of reflections and academic findings. It creates a personal recounting, couched in 

academic investigation, combined with experience across four decades, of a largely hidden but 

endemic blight on family health. 
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Critics, collaborators and academics who have championed autoethnography include leaders 

in the field, Professors Arthur Bogner and Carolyn Ellis of the University of Southern Florida. 

Autoethnography can achieve what historical or sociological research sometimes has difficulty 

capturing – personal accounts of abuse, from all points of view – victim, those who observe 

but who are bound to silence, and even perpetrators. The method used in this research project 

crosses those boundaries and produces a powerful response to the research question, a lucid, 

relevant account of truth and disguise, and the effect of a culture of silence, expressed in 

epistolary form. 

 

The contemporary letters to her mother create the link between the past and the present. The 

researcher is the ‘she’ of 1976-1984 and ‘she’ of 2022.  

 

This methodology ties directly back to the research question, deliberately exploring what can 

be discovered by taking the tape off the researcher’s mouth to allow the unasked questions, to 

reflect and comment by using the epistolary practice to inform and clarify. 

 

Research Risk and Limitations 

I have relied on what I know to be my family’s truth, and my own, plus expert opinion about 

truth, hindsight and memory (Freeman. 2010, 2014). The original letters, and those newly 

written in the creative piece, cannot be commented on by my mother or my siblings. They are 

all deceased. There has been no temptation to dramatize the truth.  

 

Relative to other areas of research into human behaviour, there is not a massive body of work 

available in the field of sibling incest. In particular the experts referred to around family culture 

of silence and sibling incest, are DiGiorgio-Miller J 1998, Imber-Black P, 1998, North J, & 

Shahid C & Hertlein K 2018, and Katz C & Hamama L 2017. 

 

This study has taken the researcher deeper and further than was envisaged, and the length of 

the submission reflects the complexity of the matters uncovered. 

 

Ethical Matters 

I committed to take care of myself, as subject and researcher involved in a contemplative 

process, not with any serious concern. But as I dug deeper into culture of silence, and realised 
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I been trapped in it, nightmares arrived. The process reawakened the lonely, insecure and 

confused child, and triggered anxiety and bizarre scenarios delivered in technicolour.  

 

There were clear themes to my nightmares. I have lost something, and I’m searching anxiously, 

feeling responsible. I’m trying to catch a train, but I’m getting further away from it. In another 

I’m unable to reach a destination, and obstacles become more dangerous and more invasive.  

I’m trying to get to a railway station, across a ten-lane highway, up and over a mountain of 

plasticky sticky stuff that is oozing dangerous chemicals. I’ve left behind a small child I’m 

responsible for, in an exposed place on the side of the road. I’ve promised to get back, but I 

can’t.  

 

As the research continued, the nightmares disappeared. Gratitude grew. This research may 

assist others, and may inform future methodology in victim research. For me it has provided 

resolution, and has opened a pathway to healing. 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

This study has recorded a journey of personal and academic exploration, and has contributed 

fresh perspective into a space which is under-explored. Within the archive of letters that form 

the primary resource of this study is evidence that a culture of silence that influenced and 

controlled a family where sibling incest took place, was insidious and had far reaching 

influence, and delivered tragic outcomes to those directly involved. That culture constricted 

emotional growth and ability of the children of the family to thrive, suppressed by the 

subterfuge created to disguise the truth and deflect attention from the damage being done. 

I have undertaken meta-analysis, and have combined them and crossed boundaries between 

disciplines to reach new understanding of a little-researched phenomenon. The extensive 

reading that has been taken across philosophy, sociology and clinical psychology, history and 

literature. This has created a comprehensive and illuminating context in which to understand 

and interpret self, others and a family unit subjected to the scourge of sibling incest and culture 
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of silence that sacrifices truth to disguise. A blight which remains comparatively unaddressed 

and untreated in our communities. 

This study has used my archive of letters as a lens applied to the past, and my lived experience 

reinterpreted from contemporary knowledge; personal and academic. In the creative practice, 

I have then written fresh letters to close the circle of correspondence to my mother – the 

removal of disguise and the tabling of my truth. One of the gifts of autoethnography is that it 

can guide the practitioner beyond the personal, and tansform via science, to a new and 

comprehensive understanding. This has taken place on a broader scale than was originally 

imagined. 

 

As a non-clinical researcher, the review of academic findings in psychology was a search for 

information rather than for opposing points for view between academics, although that would 

have been noted if it had occurred. It has been a search for knowledge around a unique 

combination of elements— for expert recognition and understanding in an area that is described 

as under-discussed and under-examined.  

 

Much has been written about epistolary practice, much less about family dynamic and abuse, 

and even less about the role of truth and disguise in abusive settings. This examination of a 

broad range of intellectual literature delivered me into a space where not much has existed. The 

level of insight, delivered to the researcher and via this report, may add value for others and 

may guide research in the future. 

 

My research has also confirmed that letters have been and continue to be, powerful 

communication tools, whether as catalysts for truth or techniques for disguise. It is little wonder 

that contemporary literature continues to apply them to narrative in stories and film. 

 

From examining this project’s major themes of culture of silence and sibling incest, has come 

affirmation that this research project has something to contribute. I have viewed the current 

state of the intellectual landscape, and have injected a fresh perspective, from personal 

experience.  

 

So, as the research question posed, what can be discovered about the existence, significance 

and impact of a culture of silence on family members, in a family where abuse has occurred 



Once Upon a Perfect Family, An Epistolary Study 
 

 20 

and been hidden, by re-examining letters from a non-involved adult daughter to her mother, 

forty years on, using the letters as a tool to assess the effects of the culture of silence established 

by the mother; the effect on the subject, her siblings and her mother? 

 

Plenty has been learned. This exegesis has covered a lot of ground. 

 

Was my mother typical of mothers of her generation and time? Perhaps. They were often less 

equipped to emotionally nurture their children because they were brought up by mothers who 

in turn, had been brought up in the Victorian era, where mothering was commonly judged by 

the polish on the floor and the quality of a mother’s darning, not the emotional health of her 

brood. My mother’s particular circumstance was exacerbated by the likely abuse she suffered 

as a child and the coldness of her own mother. Combined, they produced a set of emotional 

barriers to adult response.  

 

The tone of my contemporary letters is mindful and respectful, open and inclusive. This process 

has been driven, and remains, one of discovery and acceptance. There has been sorrow in this 

journey, but no spite. I have chosen to proceed with this methodology, because, as is common 

in a culture of silence, what is not spoken of, not allowed to be discussed or questioned, is more 

likely to be a part of the re-interpretation than what has been said. Many of the excerpts have 

been selected for exactly that —their prevarication, superficiality, shallowness, and adept 

skimming over details that were often front of mind for the writer, but impossible to express in 

correspondence with the mother. 

 

On a profound level I am relieved and proud. This is worthy research that may either inform 

future research or assist other survivors. 
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12 May, 2022 

Dear Reader 

This autoethnographic endeavour has taken me on an epistolary journey, so it’s apt that I 

write you a letter, because it’s important you understand this research context.  

 

My research project became inevitable on re-reading my letters to my mother, more 

than forty years after I wrote them to her. I was shocked to discover the airbrushed version of 

myself and my life—communication from the suitable daughter, compliant within my 

mother’s commanding culture of behaving well, looking, sounding and appearing in control, 

being a good girl, being successful, hushing my mouth—and toward me during my childhood 

and onward through my adulthood. Her demand for silence extended to many topics: not 

breaking the rule of trespassing into no-go areas, not seeking explanation about my siblings, 

their lives, their moods and odd behaviours,  

 

I was the fifth of six children, but they’re all gone. Reading myself in my mid-

twenties to my mid-thirties and hearing in my mind, the echo of what I had not written, I 

realised I was looking at epistolary evidence that I had grown up shut down, unable to read 

others, not able to trust my instincts about people, their intentions or their circumstances.  

 

I had to look more closely, to de-code the blurry parts of my childhood once and for 

all – to reexamine the me who had written, the she I had written to, and the me of today, who 

has access to full knowledge of my family’s truth. 

 

My mother died twenty years ago. In the last decade of her life, I had grown closer to 

her, and as she became frail, I re-found the love that lingers within me. My compliance to her 

truth—not my truth, and not the truth— been there for all of my life. My curiosity re-

emerged when, the year before she died, she gave me back the letters I had written to her 

during my decade away from Australia, but I got no further than putting them into 

chronological order. To look backward was unsettling; too much pain. They went to the 

bottom drawer. One day, I thought I’ll go back and work it out. And now I have. 

 

As the fourth of four daughters, I was ignored by our older brother, nine years older 

than me—for reasons known only to my mother—and him. She knew what he was doing. I 

did not. My three older sisters certainly did, both of them his victims, one of sexual grooming 

from very young, and sexual exploitation from the age of seven. The other was a victim of his 

coercive control to maintain the silence. The eldest developed the emotional detachment my 

mother excelled at. 

 

For her own reasons, my mother quarantined me from the abuse, but failed to protect 

my sisters. They made me pay for my unwitting privilege. I grew up thinking sisters were 

odd creatures indeed. I craved inclusion but lived with rejection – with no idea that I was 

being protected or from what. I completed my education and travelled, keen to get away, not 

sure why, but determined to make my own way. But I wrote home regularly. My close 
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relationship with my father held me to the family address, but of note to this study, my letters 

were written to ‘Dear Mummy and Daddy’, never to ‘Dear Daddy and Mummy.’ 

  

By my mid-forties, back in Australia, divorced and re-partnered, with two children of 

my own and two step-children, I learned my family’s dark secrets, revealed to me by the 

whistle blower, the coerced sister two steps further up the family age-ladder, one-up from the 

victim between us. By the time I was told, the victim and the perpetrator were both dead. If I 

had connected the dots at that time, perhaps I would have broken free. I too, was the victim of 

a culture of silence that bound me to my mother’s will, as much as she controlled my sisters.  

 

Until this research, I have considered myself outside the abuse that bound my sisters. 

I was sorry it happened to them, had not connected their and the perpetrator’s early deaths to 

their upbringing. Revisiting my letters made me wonder what my research later confirmed; I 

had been brought up a victim of enforced silence as much as my sisters had. I needed to re-

examine the me who had written those letters, and the she who had received them. And re-

write to my mother from my viewpoint today. 

 

Why do this? Why put myself through this introspection and contemplation, why 

scratch at old scabs? As one of the eminent academic thinkers on these matters Mark 

Freeman said, ‘… the project of self-understanding … has hindsight at its very core. … 

specifically, the process of looking back over the terrain of the past from the standpoint of the 

present and either seeing things anew or drawing connections in retrospect.’ (2010, p. 4)  

 

The tape came off my mouth. I made sense of the household I grew up in, fathomed 

my mother’s intentions, understood and honoured my growth these past decades, beyond that 

family culture of silence, and to honour my siblings, all five of their lives cut short by the 

fallout from unresolved, unvalidated and un-treated long-term trauma. I grieve anew but have 

chosen to share the outcome of this research. We were almost a classic case study, typical of 

a family where abuse takes place.  

 

So, this wiser, resolved researcher who has been the subject of her own research, 

brings you an epistolary, autoethnographic submission. 

 

With sincerity,  

 

Jen Hutchison 
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Forty-five years on, Jen writes to her dead mother. 

 

14 April, 2022 

Dear Mummy, 

 

This is another set of letters, not those I sent you back then, that you collected and preserved 

for reasons I will never understand. These are very different to the letters you were 

accustomed to receive from me. These are likely to blow you off your cloud and make you 

drop your harp.  

 

Remember you handed over, in a dusty plastic bag, all the letters I wrote to you when 

I was outside Australia, that decade away, 1976-1984, out of your control? You visited Beirut 

when my second son was born, to be the extra set of hands, and I travelled home three times 

in that decade, for two short stays and one long one after the debacle Beirut became. In all 

the years between visits, letters and the very occasional phone call were our only method of 

communication. 

 

You didn’t say why you’d kept my letters, and you didn’t keep any of the others’ 

letters. All six of us had moved beyond your orbit for varying lengths of time in our young 

adult lives. Just me, only my letters stuffed in the back of your linen press.  

 

‘These might have something interesting in them,’ you said, your face expressionless, 

but your gaze piercing. 

 

It took me a long time, but I have read and re-read them all, and I’ve thought about 

what they said and didn’t say, about me, and you, and our family. I’ve referred to experts too, 

many of them, about the role of letters – epistolary practice it’s called. I knew so little, until 

this project began, about how powerful and effective letters can be, in revealing or disguising 

the truth. There’s a whole body of work out there Mummy, about epistolary practice in fiction 

– remember Jane Austen? And what was said or unsaid in letters from a war zone is a real 

study specialisation too. I’ve brought insight to my letters to you, my relationship with you, 

and the dynamic in our suffering household disguising itself as your perfect family. I realised 

I had been writing in line with your behavioural protocols– and although my conscious had 

been telling me I was away from it, independent and free of constraints I couldn’t name but 

could feel, I now see I wasn’t free at all.   

 

I cannot unknow what I now know, Mummy, and I want you to know too. I was 26 

when I left Australia, 35 when I returned. With expert help, and decades of re-visiting then 

hiding from further revelations, I’ve worked you out, worked our family dynamic out.  

 

So here we are. I’m 70, and you’re dead. I wish you were still here, so I could gently, 

and kindly, talk to you face to face. We could share this new understanding. There’s no sense 

of accusation or revenge in my progress through these insights. You did what you knew how 

to do, blind step by blind step. You were the product of an upbringing that left you unguided 
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and unready for the situation developing under your nose, between an entitled but un-

nurtured first-born son, and his little sister also un-nurtured, who loved him - innocent love 

until it was corrupted because you didn’t know how to set boundaries – none had been set in 

your own childhood and you were abused too, by your older brother.   

 

You’ve been gone since I was 52. And so are my siblings, all five lives cut short by 

long term, unresolved stress generated within the culture of silence you bound us all to, me 

unwittingly for decades, them knowingly. I’m an orphan a survivor.  

 

I had a look back through my diaries too, Mummy – remember I’ve been a committed 

scribbler since my teens? On reflection, if there was a single moment when this re-

examination of everything became likely, it was when the last of them died five years ago. She 

was younger than I am now. This is what I diarised … “Saturday 26 August 2017 … A month 

ago, I lost my last remaining sibling. Her death unleashed a barrage of conflicting emotions 

– about family, unfairness, loss, abuse, legacy + what it all means to me. I’ll need some help 

sorting through all this.” 

 

You have no right of reply to these letters, and I’m mindful that some of the things I’m 

going to write would upset you. But they have to be said.  

 

It’s 2022. Such a gracious old lady you became, a lively mind in a failing body. I 

knew your grey eyes and slash mouth could still form their mean line, but much of the 

stubborn woodenness had left you. Ready for an outing, a chat or a glass of wine—we had 

things we could enjoy together. In what turned out to be your final few years, I found you 

precious; the child within no longer needed a mother.  

 

I remember you telling me when I was about ten, that of all your babies—eight 

pregnancies, six live births—you mixed up baby memories, but always remembered me 

because I was born smiling. That was a rare gift, and I have chosen to let it define our 

relationship. It’s become a mantra for me when I’m down, a guiding light, beyond the dark 

and lonely times, when I felt I didn’t have a mother and was surrounded by confusing, 

bullying or indifferent siblings.  

 

My smile has cracked so many times, Mummy, during this journey through my life 

with you, and our lives within our family. I have sifted so much research and opinion, there is 

no backing away from the truth anymore. It’s been provided by clever, committed and 

courageous academics who have illuminated what you buried and ignored; sibling incest and 

the culture of silence that exists around it—kills people.  

 

Someone had to take these steps on behalf of us—to break the silence. I wish I could 

gift this update to you in person, and to my siblings – especially the victim. Her life was a 

tragedy. She deserved better. I now realise my older brother needed help. He was not a 

monster, but another unnurtured child left damaged, undirected and dangerous. 
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Regrets? I wish I’d completed the research into your imposed culture of silence and 

its source decades ago. Early death is so common in families where abuse takes place. I 

would have made a ruckus so big, that our family would have been shaken to the core, 

shocked into action. It wouldn’t have got worse - it couldn’t. So many deaths. So much 

antagonism. Some of them might still be alive, enjoying old age. You made 87. They died at 

37, 41, 54, 58 and 67. So unfair, on all of you. 

 

This is the honest set of letters, Mummy. These tell the truth about you, about me, 

about lost opportunity, about loss and grief, and heartache. There’ll be times you’ll want to 

turn away, as you were so good at doing, but please don’t. For decades I’ve wondered how 

you did what you did, and why. Now I’m as sure as I can ever be. The mosaic is complete. 

The truth is what we assemble from the facts we gather. I grew up in a family of victims. You 

too, were a victim. I am sad, a new round of grief for you, and for the burden passed to all of 

us.  

I am no longer a victim; I am a survivor, the only survivor.  

Despite all, with love, 

Jen 

 

 

EXCERPTS: Pollyanna Jen, in Beirut, writes to her mother, chat, chat, chat 

 

Excerpt: 2 February 1977. In London 
… I was very upset to hear of Keith’s accident. I wrote to him immediately, and hope he’s mending 
rapidly. He must have given you all an awful fright and it’s great to know you are living close 
enough to help out. … Love Jen 

 

Excerpt: 10 March 1977.  In London 
… I’ve been having a lovely time here with Heather and Cliff Howard. They left for Calais this 
morning to start their trip around Europe and it’s going to be really lonely without them. We’ve 
been having lots of fun together. Heather and I have gone right back to Lee Street days -and have 
been bingeing non-stop – although since last weekend we’re been trying to fast. I have become 
hooked on Indian food – have discovered a whole new world in their use of spices, nothing like any 
Indian food I have tasted at home. This stuff is really incredible but not hot. Of course, there are 
plenty of hot dishes but they’re not my pace. We’ve tried a few smaller, cheaper Indian restaurants 
and have enjoyed them. So last night, Heath and Cliff took me out for a farewell dinner to one of 
London’s top Indian restaurants, Veeraswammy’s. Unfortunately, we were dismally disappointed. 
The food was not better than we had in other places. … The prices were at least double what we 
paid elsewhere and the service wasn’t up to standard … Love Jen 

 

Excerpt: 21 August 1977. In Beirut 
… So, what’s been happening in the last while? Well, the weather is ghastly at the moment, and 
I’m beginning to wish for winter. The humidity has shot up in the last three weeks and we’re really 
suffering from the heat – about 32 degrees every day and humidity of mid 90%. I seem to live under 
the shower and in front of the fans when I’m at home. We don’t have air conditioning in the flat, 
but we’re so close to the Mediterranean that we get the sea breeze in the afternoon … It’s funny – 
Beirut feels really cool when I get back from a Gulf flight where the temperature is usually well into 
the 40s ... Love Jen 
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Excerpt: 12 January 1978.  In London 
… I’ve promised myself that tonight there will be no more excuses + I really will sit down and 
write … there’s so much news to catch on. … Christmas itself, we had on Christmas eve. I was very 
tired, having just arrived back from Frankfurt, but managed to get into the mood, We, all 10 of us, 

(all stewardesses, all expats), went to Susie Palmers for dinner; we’d managed to acquire a 
turkey, and had it with chestnut stuffing and all the trimmings. I had got the Christmas Pud and 
brandy butter, cake and bons bons from Fortnum and Mason in London – even made mince pies – 
so we had all the ingredients for a ‘proper’ Christmas and it was good fun. We even brought all the 
pressies and put them under a large Monstera. 
… Love Jen 

 

Excerpt: 13 September 1980. In London 
… Annie and I had a lovely time driving up to Scotland…I had taken much longer in London to 
complete my baby shopping and running about. We had a relaxing 4-day drive north, stopping in 
Wedgewood and on Windemere Lake for a couple of days. …The wedding was lovely. Betty was 
radiant & Jimmy his charming self. Plain Jane looked quite stunning in silk chintz. 

 Back here in Beirut, we’ve lazed around the swimming pool at the Golf Club and have generally 
gossiped ourselves from dinner party to afternoon tea to cake mornings. I’m becoming very, very 
good at being unemployed and intend to get better at it, as I’m aware that these are my last lazy, 
please-myself days for years to come. I’m savouring them. 

 Sorry I’m such a bad writer—pregnancy seems to have made me even more complacent than usual. 
I promise to write soon.  … Lots of love, Jen. 

 

Excerpt: 17 January 1981. In Beirut 
… Annie has gone, settling into London to start her midwifery course. I’m on my own, with this 
bundle of energy, 24 hours a day – it’s killing! But we are settling into some semblance of a routine 
… Some days he wants to eat normally at three hourly intervals, and then he decides he’s starving 
after two hours, and then as likely as not, isn’t hungry again for hours …; but he is lovely, 
exploring the visual world now and gurgling and giggling, smiling and wriggling and generally 
absolutely enchanting.    … Love Jen. 

 

Excerpt:  5 January 1982. In Beirut 
… Christmas Day was lovely. Didn’t even try to call you – you know the phone situation here. It’s 
been re-connected but it only worked for three days and we are again awaiting reconnection.  

 We went to Isobel’s for Christmas lunch. It was lovely to sit down to turkey and ham and all. the 
trimmings … Then we all went to Kay’s for afternoon tea, at around 4.30 pm.  By then Raif was 
bug-eyed with fatigue. He’d played with the kids all afternoon and was perfectly happy, but he’d 
finally had enough and we came home.  … Love Jen. 

 

Excerpt:  4 June 1982. In Paris 
… I have been back in Paris a week today, and have just about had enough of it already. I was 
feeling really miserable about being back here – car bombings in Beirut or not, I’d rather be in my 
own home. But maybe there’s some charter work available in Cairo, and we might re-locate there 
and I might follow S to Cairo. That would be interesting … Still no idea when Beirut might open 
again – you all know as much as we do. We are still getting mail via Beirut.  … Love Jen. 

 

Excerpt:  26 August 1982. In Paris 
… I’m still in Paris. MEA changed their minds about Cairo. Disappointing. S is away, on charters 
to Bangladesh and Hong Kong, … Raif has been swimming every couple of days and loves it – he 
comes out of the water wrinkled like a prune.  He’s still not talking … dis and dats and finger 
pointing. He’s had his hair cut and doesn’t look so much like a baby any more although still blond 
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and beautiful. He loved your picture of the dog and went into a dream state while I talked about 
you two.  …Love Jen  

 

Excerpt: 7 April 1983. In Beirut 
…It’s been a busy time – our trip out to see you, S had his leg in plaster for the past 6 weeks, 
thoroughly fed up with it by the end. …his knee seems to have mended well.  We have been back in 
Beirut now for two weeks. We bought a Volvo in Zurich, drove it to Paris and then drove it to 
Athens, via Florence and Ancona, plus a boat for two days to Pireaus.  The weather was glorious, 
full Spring. My nausea had almost disappeared and the Volvo is automatic so S could do the 
driving. Raif was ecstatic about being on a big boat … 1300 people, 500 cars … quite a liner. A 
holiday out of sick leave …. Mummy, thank you so much for the cookery book ‘Beautiful 
Australia’. It’s a dream and is living on the coffee table. … Love Jen  

 

Excerpt: 7 April 1983. In Beirut 
…We are 99% decided to buy an apartment in Beit Chebab – a new block being built by a relative 
of S’s. Beautiful place nestled in trees on a steep slope – plenty of wild bush for the kids to run – 
it’s close to Bekfaya and about 8 kilometres from Betty’s summer house. 24 kilometres from Beirut 
(and the bombs!!). Plus, a spectacular view of mountains/sea and the peninsula of West Beirut just 
poking out between the hills so we’ll still be able to see the flares! …It will take a couple of months 
to finalise and we’ll finish out the school year here until we can move up completely.  Love Jen 

 

Excerpt: 6 January 1985. In Jeddah, Saudi Arabia 
Well, it’s off to school, after two weeks off for the Christmas break. I’m substituting for a middle 
school French teacher.  … and at home we are putting up blinds, hanging light shades and pictures 
– it’s really starting to look like a home rather than a furnished house. I’ve been busy over the vac 
planting basil, marigolds, zinnias and kangaroo paw …J is really shooting ahead and is becoming 
very much a little boy. He’s teaching himself to eat with a spoon so mealtimes are really fun. Fists 
and food go flying but he finds his mouth often enough to stay alive. He’s also very much in love 
with his big brother now, and wants to do everything the same – even refuses to eat his dinner 
unless he’s got exactly the same on his plate as R. Love Jen 

 
 

 

Forty-five years on, Jen writes responds to her dead mother. 

 

15 May 2022 

Dear Mummy, 

 

So much mindless chatter filled my letters to you. I could have added more snippets by the 

dozen, all of them newsy, positive and superficial. People I met, places I visited, things I did. 

Nothing disturbing or confronting. My tone never changed. I opened most of them with an 

apology about the lapse since the previous one. Only now can I see what a chore they were; I 

remember the clawing guilt as the days and weeks went by if I hadn’t written. To write was to 

assume my Pollyanna persona, endlessly cheerful, always positive.  

 

I wonder why you bothered to keep them. Did they confirm to you, that I was secure in 

my ignorance of the true dynamic that existed our family? That your secret remained secure? 

Did you take comfort, that at least one of your children wasn’t living a nightmare? Was that 

what you measured me against – the fate of the others? Was I your success? The one chosen 

to never know the truth?  



Once Upon a Perfect Family, An Epistolary Study 
 

 33 

 

Here’s what was really happening in my life – things never spoken of in any of my 

letters.  

In many ways, Beirut was fun – an exotic if unpredictable adventure for a young, 

inexperienced ingenue to test her emerging self against. I had wanted to see Europe and the 

Middle East, and how better than with an airline paying my fares in return for safety 

briefings and food service.  

 

I’d never seen a gun close-up until the door opened on the Middle East Airlines 707 

on arrival in Beirut and a khaki-clad soldier bounded up the access stairs and stationed 

himself at the top, eyeing the passengers as we shuffled forward and disembarked, eyes down. 

His officer was at the bottom of the steps, and stepped forward to take the elbow of the man 

two-ahead of me. The fellow slumped but did not struggle, and was led away to a waiting 

army vehicle. I didn’t react and no one else did either. I copied the stony acceptance and eye-

contact avoidance of my fellow travellers. Welcome to Lebanon. I said nothing in my letters 

home.  

For the first few months, I was on the verge of leaving, regularly, but I kept writing to 

you of interesting things, skimming across the surface of a country and city wounded by civil 

war. The city was divided, bomb-scarred, full of refugees, and chaotically disorganised – on 

a good day. On bad days it was blood-cooling confronting. Focus, or risk death. I couldn’t 

tell you any of it – you were a ‘you made your bed, now lie in it’ type of mother and there was 

no breaking that. 

 

Three of we foreign girls went to a bar one night within the first few weeks, escorted 

by some of the Training Centre fellows. Without warning, the lights went off for about forty 

seconds, leaving patrons in the pitch black, eerily silent. When they came back on, there were 

spotlights on us, not the soft wall lights of earlier. So bright, I could barely discern where the 

barked commands in Arabic were coming from, to not move, whispered in translation by the 

man sitting next to me. Through my fingers I peeped up. Leaning over the mezzanine-level 

balcony was a row of soldiers, Kalashnikov’s pointed down. Two descended the Gone with 

the Wind staircase and our papers were checked –I had already learned to never go out 

without my passport and Lebanese visa. They left. The convivial mood had evaporated. We 

left. I didn’t write about this confronting episode. I remember hearing a radio National 

programme decades later, about introduced rats on Macquarie Island eating Albatross 

chicks, and the parent birds not reacting. They have no experience of rats and no coping 

mechanisms, so they watch their babies eaten alive. It reminded me of some of those 

confrontations with half trained, cocksure Syrian and Lebanese conscripts. I had no frame of 

reference. I didn’t know what to make of it, so I did nothing 

 

The war was supposed to be over when I arrived in Beirut in May 1977. They told me 

that when the airline hired me in London. But it had barely begun. Unrest festered and 

spewed on the street, any street, at any time of the day and night. Unauthorised road blocks 

were a regular feature and undisciplined street gangs parading as militia were a regular part 

of the landscape, pushing rival gangs back or forward a block, with regular irregularity. The 
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major and minor players—the United States, Syria, Israel, Iran, the weak and disorganised 

Lebanese government, and the ever-present Palestinian camps of Shabra and Shatila and 

their militias—voiced their opinions, changed their positions, and manoeuvred their political 

positions endlessly.  

 

One evening, late after a dinner date, my male escort and I stopped at a road block, 

our papers were checked, and we were waved through. There was some status and protection 

being with an airline pilot; they were treated with awe and respect. As we slowly drove on, I 

noticed to the side, a man with his legs caught beneath the wheels of a bull-nose Mercedes, 

the type used as taxis. I heard his groans. 

 

‘We have to stop, and help him,’ I cried out.  

‘We can’t,’ my companion said. ‘And keep your voice down.’ 

‘You can’t drive away and leave someone like that. He’s trapped. Please stop.’ My 

voice was strident. 

‘Those soldiers put him there. I don’t know why, and we can’t get involved. They will 

kill us, or do the same to me, and you. …. turn your head to the front. Don’t look back.’ 

We drove on. It haunted me and was the first in a series of events that made me 

realise how tentative life was in that city. I almost left. 

 

I stayed because I met a man. The wrong man, as it turned out, a smooth operator 

who had answers to everything, was well connected, well off and I thought, could keep me 

safe. I didn’t have the judgement skills or life experience to resist, and I fell under the pilot’s 

spell – and took years to get away. Narcissistic controller, manipulative, it would now be 

labelled coercive control. For years I lost my sense of myself. I remember my eldest sister, on 

one of my trips back to Australia, tapping me on the forehead and asking ‘Hello, are you in 

there? I pretended I didn’t know what she meant, but I did, but couldn’t drop my façade of 

happy. I was like a bird fluttering at a window with no knowledge of glass and no 

understanding of how to open the window.  

 

More than a decade later after I finally got away, kidnapping my children and getting 

them back to the safety of Australian law, I would learn from my father, that you and he 

hadn’t liked the entitled way he treated me, his self-seeking personality. I wept; I had stayed 

on with him partly because I was afraid of your disapproval. All the way back to Australia on 

that flight, secret except to alert that one trusted eldest sister, my greatest fear (apart from 

him sending interceptors during the fuel stop in Singapore), was that you would tell me to go 

back. I didn’t want to confess my failure or suffer your grey eyes, own that I had disappointed 

you.  

You were gracious when I arrived home. You cooked for me and the boys, but didn’t 

ask any questions. Daddy did, and he got the truth.  

 

All of that homecoming stress was five years before I learned the truth about our 

family and our upbringing.  
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There were so many moments of fear and disbelief during those years in Beirut, and 

the almost three years I then spent in Saudi Arabia, at the cruelty and indifference we 

humans can display towards each other in the name of religion, politics or economic 

rationality—none of it ever mentioned in my letters. Pollyanna can’t complain, so she didn’t. 

 

After Beirut, you remember, I went to Saudi Arabia, a country where I wasn’t allowed 

to drive, and neither leave the country nor re-enter without my husband’s permission. My 

initial relief at the relative safety and security of the Kingdom, became unease at the 

patriarchal, misogynistic and controlling ways of men—including the one I had married, and 

who now had even more complete control over me. There is a certain class of Middle Eastern 

man for whom a foreign wife is a trophy. I was one of them, and he was one of those men. 

Saudi Arabia was good to me, and the better it got, the more resentful he became. I worked 

as a script writer and news editor in the national English language radio service, and after a 

settling in period, almost every week, an article I’d written appeared in an English-language 

newspapers. I was surrounded by interesting and adventurous expatriates from all parts of 

the world, and I began to regain my independent self I’d had when I first decided, from my 

mundane workplace work in London, to go to the Middle East.  

 

I wish I could have talked to you about how and why it is that a certain type of man 

meets an interesting woman, is attracted to her spirit and spontaneity, and then gaslights her 

to a controlled mannequin, doing his bidding. Narcissists know how to pick us, we have a 

certain look – frightened rabbit, wet cat in the rain. I know, from hindsight and science, that 

my childhood home wasn’t safe and I grew up vulnerable.  

 

I wish I’d known. I wish you’d known that too.’ 

 

It took me a year and a half to plot my escape from Saudi Arabia. I learned a lot in 

that time, about patience, forbearance, confidence and determination in the face of threat. I 

wish you’d known. I like to think you would have been proud of me. I had to learn to stand up 

for myself, and to get out. To develop my own executive brain, and abide by its guidance. 

Maybe that’s what you were hoping for, by singling me out as a child. I have been a slow 

learner, prone to errors and slip ups, but I got there in the end. It would have been much 

easier if I’d known from the start, that the playing field was tilted against me. 

 

Older, and wiser, 

 

Jen 
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EXCERPTS: Jen writes to her mother, from Beirut, in a war zone 

 

Excerpt: 21 August 1977. In Beirut 
… … nothing much else to report. There hasn’t been any fighting here for ages, which is heartening 
– maybe, just maybe, it’s the end of the whole ugly scene. MEA is still the worst airline in the 
world. There is talk at the moment that they are going to remove our per diem allowance … I’ll 
resign on the spot if they do. I could not live on the basic salary. …                                                                       
Love Jen 
 

Excerpt: 4 November 1977. In Paris 
… there’s a couple of groups of Bedouins on the Bakaa Plain where we ride the horses, and they’re 
dirty and scruffy people, but interesting.  They’re still nomadic and wander their whole lives with 
their scraggly sheep and goats and dogs. Nobody knows which nationality they are – they keep 
crossing borders, meaningless to them. They catch falcons and sell them to the rich guys down the 
Gulf.  … Love Jen 

 

Excerpt: 15 February 1980. In Beirut 
… you really mustn’t worry yourselves about what’s going on here politically. We had a minor 
panic last week with the proposed withdrawal of the Syrian Peace Keeping Force, but that has 
petered out.  And ‘things’ are plodding along as before. And, if anything big breaks out, I’ll be on 
the first plane to London or Paris, so fear not. I have just finished making my menu plan for a 
Chinese Feast next Sunday night … for Chinese New Year, a couple of friends with coinciding 
birthdays, and the festival the excuse. … Love Jen                                     

 

Excerpt: 23 March 1981. In Beirut 
… I’m not planning any more trips away for quite a while. Travelling with a baby is no fun I 
discovered, so I’ll stick around here for a while. … unless of course, the situation worsens. It’s not 
very good at the moment but will probably stabilise soon, after the Presidential elections here in 
April. ... Love Jen 

 

Excerpt: 19 June 1981. In Paris 

… we still have no idea when we will be back in Beirut, (I went to Paris for Easter, battles 

broke out in Beirut and the airport closed) but … I’m feeling much more settled in Paris now, 
and have accepted the idea of staying here at least until the end of the summer. … For the moment 
Beirut is quiet, but explosive, and it’s certainly not the time to go back yet. … I worry awfully 
about my friends there. Whoever would have thought I would be living like this, unable to go home.  
Love, Jen. 

 

Excerpt: 27 July 1981. In Paris 
… Beirut is breathing a little easier for the moment, after the carnage wrought by the Israeli air 
raids of last week – more than 300 civilians dead and over 1000 injured. The tragedy is that most of 
them die for nothing. Interesting to note that the Israeli death toll for the same period is 6 – due to 
their efficient evacuation programme. Once again, the poor Lebanese bear the brunt of someone 
else’s argument.  
Love Jen. 

 

Excerpt: 5 January 1982. In Beirut 
The ‘situation’ here has been delightfully calm during the festivities… we haven’t had any more 
bullets thwacking onto our armoury along the balcony, and no bombing in the downtown. But it 
probably won’t last.     Love Jen. 
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Excerpt: 2 March 1982. In Beirut 
… The situation here, as you have no doubt been hearing, is again deteriorating, and there has been 
a spate of car bombs during the past week. There’s nothing we can do about it except living around 
the chaos – in fact I’ve been enjoying being back here and loath the thought of having to leave as we 
did last time.  
Love Jen. 

 

Excerpt: 4 June 1982. Back in Paris  
… Still no idea when Beirut Airport might open again – you know as much as we do. But it seems 
the Israelis are fed up with the cease fire as of today, so by the time you get this, the attack might be 
a fait accomplis. We dial Beirut for hours every night but have so far been unable to get through, so 
I have no idea if our house has been taken by refugees or not. We feel that if Dalal and Assem are 
still there (neighbours), our place is okay. But with the Israelis dropping leaflets every day, urging 
civilians to leave to save their lives, that’s a moot point. Anyway, if they do attack, all this 
speculation will be academic. 
Love Jen. 

 

Excerpt: 24 June 1982. In London, with Sally,  
How lovely it is to be here with Sally in her spacious apartment rather than the studio in Paris. … 
as of today, the Israelis appear to be set to invade West Beirut … the Lebanese are paying the price 
of the Middle East war … it’s certain to be a blood bath.   Love Jen. 

 
 Good news is that Sylvia and Lorna have arrived here in the UK, via France. They had themselves 

evacuated with the French government who sent a cruise ship from Alexandria in Egypt to Jounieh 
to collect the French and any other foreigners who wished to leave. They have had some very 
unpleasant moments and are quite exhausted, but well. Sylvia’s husband Lucien is also out, 
overland through Latakia to Cyprus and will be joining her here, but Lorna’s husband Roy, has 
stayed on. His family has a bank, his father is a politician and he doesn’t feel he can leave. Kay and 
Amin are also refusing to budge and Isobel has sent her two girls to the mountains with Micky and 
her tribe, but has had to remain in her building since Oussama is in Bahrain and her concierge has 
had a heart attack and cannot guard the building.  Evidently the refugee problem is severe – 
600,000 homeless seems to be an honest figure. …as in 1978, gangs are taking (empty) apartments 
at will.  Sally’s Beirut house is empty and her area has received heavy bombardment – no news from 
there.  

 
We are all trying to be philosophical about it all – we are safe and that counts for a lot, but tears 
are never far behind my mask these days. 

 
If you’re knitting Mummy, we’ve all lost our clothes. I have three pairs of jeans and one skirt with 
me. I went to Paris for five days, now it looks like I’ll be away from Beirut until Christmas at least.   
Love Jen 

 

Excerpt: 17 August 1982. In Paris 
… News from Beirut is okay for us, as far as we can gather, our house is intact … but disastrous 
for some of our friends. Lorna M’s beautiful old villa has been flattened by two direct hits and she 
has lost all her priceless antiques. Roy and Raya’s house has also been hit. Sally has lost all her 
windows but doesn’t know more.  We have been seeing some comprehensive television footage from 
here in Paris now that a ceasefire has been declared, and it’s been a shock to see the extent of the 
damage.   Love Jen. 
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Excerpt: 3 September 1982. In Paris 
… I’m registering myself for a Writers Course this winter, run by the Women’s Institute of the 
American College. It’s a start in trying to write lucidly all the things that happen and may indicate 
if I have any talent. It’s unlikely I’ll be back in Beirut before Christmas … Love Jen. 

 

Excerpt: 2 January 1984. In Beirut 
What can I tell you about what’s going on here that you will be able to keep in perspective from this 
distance? Lebanon hasn’t improved any since you left Mummy – we’re still on the path of slow but 
inexorable disintegration. But that’s all outside the door, and here we’re safe, warm and happy. … 
no evenings out with our curfew now ten months old … our phone is still cut off, it’s more than a 
month now despite us begging to have it fixed. …we are also down to 6 hours a day of electricity, 
thank heavens for the generator. We live normally but the stairs are a killer.   Love Jen 

 

Excerpt: 2 January 1984. In Beirut 
…we are ok - things are a bit grim in Beirut but we’re not in any danger. There’s no fighting 
around here but the southern suburbs are in a mess … Love Jen 

 

Excerpt: 25 November 1984. In Jeddah. 
…we are enjoying our boys here, like never before. In retrospect I can see that in Beirut and 
elsewhere our worries and fears about the ever-present political climate interfered with our ability to 
relax with the kids – and here we’re settled in one place and its great.  Love Jen 

 

 

Forty-five years on, Jen writes again to her dead mother. 

 

20 May 2022 

Dear Mummy, 

 

In the gap in communication from me to you – no letters from January to November 1984 – I 

left Beirut, evacuated. I returned to Australia via Paris, and spent four months with you 

before moving to Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. I did not return to Beirut and the civil war continued 

for a further twelve years. 

 

On the last and fiercest of those three nights of bombing, us huddled in our West 

Beirut basement, I paced, my little boys asleep on a mattress, my husband with a radio to his 

ear, trying to catch Arabic updates. We were two floors underground, at the bottom of the 

circular driveway that went down to the car park. The scream and crash, thundering and 

rumbling of the shelling and gunfire going on around us and above us was relentless. Our 

concrete building was twisting on its steel reinforcements, taking direct hits on its upper 

floors—one of them went through my apartment— and I kept looking up to the water pipes 

circling the ceiling above me, flexing in the earth-shaking vibrations, wondering if they 

would burst and we’d drown, or if they contained hot water and we’d be scalded. There had 

been an attempt to kidnap me near my front gate, a couple of days before this round of 

fighting broke out—me, a foreign woman, good hostage fodder. In the basement I watched 

the down-ramp through the candle flicker, waiting for boots clomping down the ramp, guns 

at the ready, militia-men wanting to finish what the caretaker of our building had 

interrupted, screaming like a banshee at the would-be kidnappers who were trying to herd me 
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into the back of a car, that I was the mother of, the wife of good Lebanese stock, while she 

muttered to me to get inside and race up the stairs.  

 

I had an epiphany in that chaos; I was in danger, and so were my babies. I had to get 

out, to get away. This was not my place and looking down at the cherubic faces, trusting me, 

I felt guilty that I had put these innocent lives at risk. I didn’t have to be there. This war was 

real – in its path was in its path.  

 

When the Australian Consul’s driver banged on our door the following morning with 

news of an evacuation, I didn’t hesitate. 

 

I was not conscious at times of stress and exposure to the war of the decisions I was 

making when choosing topics to relay home to you. I wrote of rosy, interesting experiences, 

when the reality was often confronting and grim. It was deliberate and conscious because of 

time and distance. If I had written of my fear, or my insecurities, that letter took from ten to 

fifteen days to reach you. By then, I would have moved away or beyond the issue or incident 

that had rattled me. For you, any alarm you felt and put into a letter back to me, giving me 

advice and instruction, would take another fifteen days. 

 

And final slice of that experience in February, 1984, after hiding in our basement for 

three days and nights, being back upstairs for about an hour only, cooking a welcome meal, 

my ears ringing with the silence of the thirteenth and finally successful cease fire, the knock 

at the door, the Consul’s driver arriving to say there was to be an evacuation, he would be 

back in twenty minutes to collect us, (he was going to search for another Australian in our 

neighbourhood, who was not found), of packing a couple of bags passports, whatever cash 

was in the house, nappies, baby bottles, formula, one change of clothes each, and making our 

way eleven floors down, my three year old grasping my hand, my five month old in a baby 

pouch on my chest, a rapid farewell and tears with our neighbours, and the silent, eery drive 

to the Australian Embassy. I chattered to my three-year-old, singing Old MacDonald had a 

Farm, to stop him focussing on the bloated body beside a burnt-out tank, mounted on the 

footpath in Rue Bliss, the shattered glass of the buildings, the power lines shredded and on 

the ground.  

 

We were picked up from the beach the following morning, 10 February 1984, after 

shaking broken glass from the mattresses on the floor of the Australian Embassy the previous 

evening and bedding down for the night. The promised evacuation could not take place that 

day; a cessation of sniper fire had not been assured. At five o’ clock next morning, the word 

came through. We descended the waterfront cliff face to Beirut’s famous but now deserted 

and trashed Corniche through secret tunnels and walkways. American Sea King helicopters 

hovered off the ground, afraid to land, and we were half-tossed, half climbed up onto the 

chopper floor, flown in groups out to a British destroyer on the mirror-flat Mediterranean of 

a perfect Spring morning. Tea and toast, and for me, baby packs of nappies and snacks, we 

gathered into groups of 60 and walked up the ramp into giant Chinooks to fly low cross the 

water to Cyprus.  
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      I never spoke to you about that experience, and you didn’t ask. I didn’t write of these 

scenes, and didn’t speak of them to you when I arrived back in Australia three weeks later. 

We were not co-emotional, you and I. You welcomed us home though, and cooked for us. 

That was what you thought being a mother was about – physical care, and you were good at 

it. 

There’s a really interested fellow Mummy, whose work l think you would have been 

impressed by, the content fascinating. His name is Michael Roper, and he undertook an 

epistolary study (that’s a study of letters, you might not be familiar with the term; I wasn’t) of 

correspondence home from war zones during the first world war, and wrote about them in a 

book called The Secret Battle. It was like Mr Roper had been in my head, and knew more of 

my mindset about matters relating to writing from a war zone, than I did. He was talking 

about soldiers; they too, mostly write to their mothers. Their letters were usually passed 

around to family members as well, so privacy was an issue. Mine were as well - read out to 

the neighbours and close friends of yours, passed to my siblings if they came to your house or 

rang you. Were you living vicariously through my experiences? Was my news somehow a 

validation and release from the darkness you knew you had enabled, had failed to address in 

our home?  

Letters from war zones were sometimes censored, Roper wrote—another reason to 

maintain silence about gruesome details, and admissions of fear and sentiments might be 

misinterpreted as weakness rather than heartfelt expression of the mindlessness of war and 

the terror it generated. I was self-censoring as though I knew what I was doing. I chose to 

ignore the war, so I could continue with my life. If I focussed on the awful things taking place 

around me, I might have to do something about it, such as leave. And in the end, it was so 

intrusive, I did, I had to face the threat, and get out of its way. In my letters I was protecting 

myself as much as avoiding details you would find confronting—Roper talked about these 

things as a common occurrence. 

 

And I thought I was being so original, my experiences and my reaction to them 

unique. I have ended up with a sense that there is nothing new under the sun. My sifting 

through research has reinforced this realisation very powerfully. In my letters from Beirut, I 

was upholding your culture of silence in adversity – and adding a culture of silence of my 

own. My letters were a performance, designed to add the next chapter to how well I was 

doing, how happy I was, what a success I was making of my life. Couldn’t let my guard down. 

 

I remember being irritated through the years in Beirut, by the inconvenience of civil 

unrest – the road blocks, the curfews, the nights spent in the basement listening to rocket fire 

and aircraft bombing. It often prevented me from doing the things I wanted to do – visits with 

my children, coffee and cake with friends, a game of squash, a swim, a day out in the 

mountains – it was not my war and I wanted nothing to do with it. I have felt guilty about how 

shallow that was, how indifferent I learned to be, dismissive of the political points of view of 

the various militias and warring clans. I just wanted everyone to get along, and get back to 

their lives. But in the light of Michael Roper’s observations, I can also see that in assuming 

this callousness I had created a protective layer around myself, so I didn’t have to face the 

danger. 
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       I’m grateful that I’ve conjured this opportunity to speak plainly to you in a new set of 

letters. They have provided a way I can review for myself and demonstrate to you, that I took 

longer to mature, and had to work harder to reach self-knowledge, insight and intrinsic 

wisdom, to live beyond the ways you shut me down. You did it to all of us in order to achieve 

your grand dream of a perfect family of your own making; it didn’t work. That culture of 

silence when abuse is taking place kills people. We were dysfunctional and miserable, 

emotionally and some of us physically abused. I feel empathy for your plight, and sorrow that 

for you, there was no resolution. You hung onto your dream long after it must have been 

obvious it was in tatters. 

 

I sign off with regret that I didn’t know all this soon enough for it to make a difference 

in your life the way this knowledge and insight makes a difference in mine. 

 

Jen 

 

 

Jen writes a penultimate letter to her dead mother 

 

22 May, 2022 

Dear Mummy,  

 

Here’s the penultimate letter - what I now know. There’s no unknowing any of it anymore. I 

was almost forty when I was given the facts of my childhood, but sadly not from you. 

 

I’d been back in Australia about five years. The whistle blower, F, then aged forty-

two, summoned me to her house. The victim had been dead two years, the perpetrator three. 

At that tense meeting she filled in my blanks of our childhood while tears dripped down my 

cheeks. That the perpetrator had groomed the victim from a very young age, had raped her 

from the age of seven, and when she was eleven, the whistle blower, unable to get your 

attention, consistently shut down each time she tried to get you to take a closer look at our 

brother and his behaviour. Distraught by your denial and the damage being perpetrated on 

her sister, she took desperate action and arranged for someone outside our family to take the 

information to our father. He believed and accepted. And our household blew up. 

 

 I remember the shouting and crying well. I had no idea what was going on, and my 

questions were silenced.  ‘Ask no questions, you’ll be told no lies,’ you said, waggling your 

finger. I was nine. Countless times you repeated this mantra to me as a youngster when I 

asked why. Prevarication – half truths were your speciality. I stopped bothering.  

 

Life went back to normal. Whatever had caused the meltdown, it was never spoken of. 

The victim received no counselling, the perpetrator was removed from the household but 

visited whenever he chose, although I noted, never when our father was at home. The whistle 

blower was pilloried by you – I remember hissing arguments and frigid glares, for years and 

years – and I was the butt of her diminishing mental health for decades. The victim took 

almost no notice of me, or anyone else and I hardly noticed her. We were not enemies nor 
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friends, living on parallel track in a household silenced to anything except ‘pass the salt’, or 

‘where are my sand shoes?’, where eggs shells seemed to pave every room to give warning if 

anyone of us was about to stamp our feet in frustration. Always the feisty one, it would be the 

whistle blower who broke ranks and a tantrum melt would follow with accusations and 

invective of hate spewing forth from her to you. I would ask how, and why she exploded.  But 

again and again, no explanation was offered. ‘She’s always been like that,’ you said. 

 

Why was the whistle blower telling me, after so long? I’d never known the answers to 

the puzzle, so why then?  You know why. It became my job to go home the next day to fill in 

the gaps you and Daddy didn’t know about the victim’s life after you thought you’d shut the 

incest down. I had to tell you and my father of the tragedy that had been B’s life before she 

died, how she had lurched from crisis to crisis from the moment she left home at eighteen 

until her death at thirty-seven – addiction, casual prostitution, domestic violence – all under 

the cover of a satisfactory career as a medical technician, which was all you knew. She lived 

far away, Brisbane then Perth to stay out of your orbit. She didn’t write to you. If she came 

home, which was rare, she came to see Daddy, not you. They went fishing.  

 

She made sure you never knew when she was in trouble, she knew there was no help 

available at your hearth. She reached out only to F, the whistle blower.  

 

Initially, that frosty morning, you were angry that I had been told, even after I 

explained the reasons why. Daddy understood; he wept anew for B. ‘My poor baby girl,’ he 

sobbed. ‘I thought I could love her enough to make everything okay.’ 

 

My father thought the incest had ceased; perhaps you always knew otherwise. It 

didn’t shut down – it went underground.  

 

But why me, after the decades of silence and secretiveness, why did I have to know, 

and why did I have to then tell you?  

 

It had to be me because my two older sisters told me at that meeting, that I was the 

only one you and our father would believe. Our eldest sister was ‘too busy’ and the whistle 

blower had exploded at you so often, nothing she said was taken as truth. And why did old 

wounds have to be opened? Because Jigsaw had been established as a data repository and 

collaboration centre in response to changes to the law that would enable an adopted child to 

seek his or her birth mother. And F knew that B had two known illegitimate children, perhaps 

more. F knew who those two were, and where they were – she had been B’s lifeline. In F’s 

troubled mind, comforted with alcohol, unstable because you had never forgiven her for 

leaking the incest information to Daddy’s secretary.  F had been at the coal face of her 

damaged sister’s often confronting emergencies for the three decades before her death. She 

was convinced that those children, two little girls, would be knocking on your door before 

long. 
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My older brother was a strange fish. Did you know that? You let him get away with so 

much. He’d been a war baby, on his own with you for almost three years before our father 

came home from Darwin at war’s end. You said they never bonded. You were not a nurturer, 

unable to give emotional support because of your own childhood, didn’t know what it was, so 

couldn’t apply it, although your nursing training had given you practical mothering skills at 

which you excelled. And our father wasn’t around enough to add his empathetic, optimistic 

openness to your parenting process. He ran a big factory and was out the door at seven, and 

not back until seven at night. Loving, but absent and pre-occupied. He left the parenting of 

all of us to you – bushwalked with us, taught us about the night sky and navigation by the 

stars, taught us to ski, listened to my prattle, tussled my curls. Weekends with him were 

precious, rare gifts and sustaining. 

 

Our brother grew up in an emotional vacuum, neither mother nor father as nurturers. 

He emptied the biscuit jar while you stood and watched, drank milk straight from the bottle in 

the fridge, dropped his dirty clothes in the laundry for you to pick up, he came and went from 

the house according to his own timetable, not yours. I can see so much now, of your 

unwillingness and powerlessness to set boundaries around him, but back then I had nothing 

to compare him with, and didn’t question his detachment, his silent stares, him following me 

home from school, walking at a distance watching me but never speaking, throwing me out of 

his room, although I knew he welcomed B there. I felt excluded, sad and lonely. She was two 

years older than I, and when I was four, five, six, and beyond, she would be in there, often 

enough. You in the kitchen, peeling potatoes, or baking meat loaf, the radio turned up. 

Favourites, I learned to think, this family is full of favourites. Our little brother wasn’t born 

until I was seven. I was the baby of the family, the fourth girl. I didn’t know, but my sisters 

understood by observation and osmosis, that you had declared me untouchable to my brother 

and that he complied. ‘Little pet,’ they called me, but it was a label, not an endearment. 

 

The culture of silence you bound us all to, I now know, Mummy, was the grist within 

your mill – and research has confirmed it’s common to families where abuse is taking place. 

You were an intelligent woman, not well educated but learned to sound knowledgeable. You 

dressed conservatively, were a gracious hostess, an avid reader of bodice rippers. You 

created yourself in the image you aspired to; the perfect mother of the perfect family.  

 

I think you would recognise and respect the expertise I came across in a 

comprehensive piece of research by Janna North, Carly Shadid and Katherine Hertlein in 

2018. Perhaps reluctantly, and after you let yourself get beyond your initial reaction of frigid 

shut-down-anger. It’s entitled ‘Deception in Family Therapy: Recognition, Implications, and 

Intervention’. There’s a list in there, of the common tactics used in families where abuse 

takes place, and I know you used them all: deception—your deliberate actions and words to 

mislead me and my siblings, lies, white lies, equivocation, obfuscation—hiding as much of the 

truth as you could to maintain disguise, denial and deception, distortion and secret-keeping. 

Quite a menu, isn’t it? There must have been times it exhausted you.  
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If this was a game of Snap, there is a match and a memory to accompany every 

iteration of these tactics in your determination to create and maintain your perfect family, 

regardless of the cost and sacrifice to its members. 

 

I have patched all the pieces together and added a substantial dose of scientific 

exploration to create a full picture. There’s another terrific piece of research by Carmit Katz 

and Liat Hamama that sets out the six common family characteristics of sibling abuse. We 

ticked every box, Mummy. The age differential between predator and victim – snap! The 

older brother/younger sister as most common scenario – snap! Denial or minimization by 

parents – snap! That one or both parents may be adult survivors of child abuse – snap! That 

disclosure is rare but the information is most often delivered to someone outside the family – 

another snap! And the humdinger sixth element? That victim blaming is common – snap! I 

cried when I came across this summary. I succumbed to renewed, honest, informed grief for 

my siblings. 

 

Do you remember when you were eighty-five, one of the few times I can remember 

crashing through—or finding the confidence to crash through—your wall of silence?  I was 

fifty. 

‘If you had your time over again, Mummy,’ I asked, ‘with a lifetime behind you, would 

you have done things differently when the incest was revealed?’ 

 

Do you remember what you did and what you said? You turned your face to the wall, 

formed your slash mouth, gripped your armchair and when you turned back, said ‘You know, 

she followed him around, from the minute she could walk.’ 

 

I gasped. ‘You’re talking about a little girl, Mummy, an innocent little girl.’  

 

You wouldn’t respond, you faced back to the wall. 

 

How was it possible for you, your decades of maintaining and insisting on the façade 

behind which such terrible things were taking place? And the tragedy for you as a mother 

was that by the time you died, you had outlived four of your children. I have lost a son – it 

crippled me for years. You never mentioned your losses, kept going, unfaltering. Once gone, 

they were not mentioned.  

 

I had no idea that what you had generated had a scientific name, well understood – 

called a culture of silence, until I searched the libraries for the science and history of 

mothering, and pieced together your own life, then turned my attention to the hard subjects, 

that culture of silence and its role in sibling incest. 

 

 From the fragments you leaked about your childhood I put the pieces together. Your 

mother was a cold, detached woman, absorbed by her rheumatoid arthritis and addiction to 

barbiturates. Your father was a sheep stockman, away a lot, a hard life on a horse. You had 

one sibling – an older brother who you disliked and distrusted, although you never said that 
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aloud. But you didn’t communicate with him, he was not included in our family, and when he 

visited us uninvited at rare intervals, you wouldn’t let him in the house. You made coffee and 

took it outside, sending we girls back inside if we ventured out. How ironic that you protected 

us from the monster without, while a monster lived within. You got away from home as soon 

as you could. You loved your father, said he protected you, but I never thought to ask from 

what or whom. But it adds up to a child unlistened to, with a secret, living in a culture of 

silence, abused by an older brother, the crime unvalidated and unresolved, resolution 

unreachable.  

 

Your childhood home was not a safe place, just like the home you created for your 

own children. Trust did not exist, or security that embraced your children. It’s tragic. You 

couldn’t nurture us emotionally, because you were not nurtured yourself—although you 

baked and sewed and cleaned. You wanted a big, functional, happy family like the one your 

husband grew up in. You clung to an image of what that happy family would look like, sound 

like, behave like. At any cost, as it turned out. The science is in on this as well, Mummy. It’s 

sad; you fit the cameo of a post-Victorian mother, indifferent to her children’s emotional 

welfare in favour of a higher order aspiration. 

 

There are so many elements that I’ve unpacked, Mummy. Why me? Why them? Why 

you?  And my search began because you gave me back my letters. Perhaps you would regret 

that, if you were still here. On reading them, I uncovered a version of myself I did not 

recognise, a version I have left behind decades ago. I had unwittingly complied with your 

command to silences, delivered via your glare, the dulcet and deadly tone of voice and 

pointed finger, veiled threats of exclusion and derision if I decided to continue whatever line 

of questioning, or whatever frustrated disobedience I was contemplating at the time. I knew 

all this by the time I was abut eight. I delivered on your insistence on good news, happy talk, 

success in all things at all times.  

 

Perhaps I have reason to be grateful – I coped because I had to. I was unable to 

reveal that my brother came to the wrong bed one night when I was ten, because B had 

invented a bed swapping game with me. I couldn’t reveal how tough my life in Beirut and in 

Saudi Arabia was at times, how hard I had to work to discover myself and mature beyond an 

emotional desert, away from siblings who unsurprisingly resented me, ignored me or bullied 

and teased, and a mother who insisted upon perfection. It was an irrelevant aim anyway, I 

now know. None of us stood a chance in that culture. I feel sorry for you, for them, for all of 

us. 

 

 I learned not to be a victim, but I can now see that it came via assured, subtle 

encouragement from my father. I knew I could count on you in some ways – to feed me lovely 

food, to chat to me about what you’d been up to, what I’d been up to – so long as I never 

went close to the touch points – about my sisters, about my older brother. You came to Beirut 

when my second son was born, and added your hands and heart to the challenges of 

managing a newborn. While you were there you were exposed to your share of danger and 

didn’t weaken or panic. I’ll always remember how we laughed when I dusted the plaster dust 
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off your face and clothes, when we’d been caught at home while a street fight raged in the 

street below us. Sniper fire and stray bullets had punched through the wall, spraying us both 

with paint flakes.  

 

‘You look like you’ve been in a bake house and have fallen into a bag of flour,’ I said, 

as we broke the strain with mirth close to hysteria, each of us with a little boy clasped in our 

arms. You were calm and matter of fact. I should have realised then, that you had 

experienced extreme trauma and were somehow equipped to cope with extreme danger. Like 

I am. You then went alone on a ship we had hastily arranged passage on, since the fighting 

had again closed the airport. We had to get you out of there, and reconnected to your 

pathway back to Australia. You were into your seventies by then. You were brave, and didn’t 

flinch. 

 

With sorrow, 

Jen. 

 

 

Jen writes her final letter to her dead mother 

 

1 June 2022 

Dear Phyl, 

 

One final note from me to you, heart to heart. Without the letters you handed back, I would 

never have known what I have discovered about myself, you and our family. Setting out my 

truth, in a new set of letters was possible because of that single act. How have I managed to 

get through with my mind intact? At times, I wondered. There have been nightmares, a bad 

back that arrived without announcement, crippling my thoughts as creaking vertebrae slowed 

my easy stride. I doubted my right to seek, but I got over it, dug for courage.  

 

I have no more rocks to look under; I’ve moved beyond the confusion of my 

childhood, the dismay and helplessness that was the legacy of my childhood home, beyond 

the challenges of my young adulthood, unskilled and inexperienced in much else except 

compliance and unquestioning acceptance. Here I am, on the approach to my old age. The 

narrative is complete, the dots joined, the jigsaw filled. I understand how you did what you 

did, and enough of why, to leave it alone in the past. Nothing can be changed. I honour all of 

you in ways I didn’t know how to prior to this epistolary journey. You, the victim, whistle 

blower and perpetrator—and the unwitting observers, Daddy, me and P. 

 

Sometimes, from the bottom of a pit, feeling unsure of my next move, I’ve reminded 

myself that I was born smiling, that my go-to re-set, is positive using what I’ve learnt to be 

better, to act smarter, sooner and better informed – to trust my hunches and be my best self. 

Five careers, two failed marriages and a third that is loving, solid and nourishing, the 

profound desolation that came with death of my first born, the lonely loss of my siblings, the 

confronting realities that have had to be faced and accepted about my family. That’s me, and 
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that’s my life to date. I’m a thinker and a processer with a good counsellor. Pollyanna is no 

more. I’m Jen, my real self. 

 

I have come to believe that time and patience can heal most things. On my fridge is an 

affirmation: 

You can get bitter or you can get better, 

It’s that simple. 

You either take what has been dealt to you  

and allow it to make you a better person, 

Or you allow it to tear you down. 

The choice does not belong to fate; 

It belongs to you. 

Josh Shipp. 

 

 

We’re both adults now, by the way, and I write to you as my peer. You’re Phyl, no 

longer carrying that outdated moniker you insisted on, way beyond its currency as the name 

for a mother. Goodbye Mummy. 

 

I like to think that you understand these words, are wise enough now to absorb this 

information and accept some responsibility. Perhaps you have already, at this stage of your 

evolution.  

 

 I hope your halo is intact.  

 

There will be no more letters. 

 

I farewell you in peace, 

 

Jen 

 


