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As always Tina’s left the ironing until she
can no longer put it off. The pile sits at an odd angle like the
Leaning Tower of Pisa. Tina always used to say the Leaning Tower of
Pizza when she was younger and she smiles wryly at this thought
before pulling the first item from the top of the pile.

As always, after the first couple of shirts
she finds her mind starting to wander.

“Whatever happened to perma-press?” Tina asks
herself aloud as she stands ironing a pair of linen capri pants and
having difficulty getting the wrinkles out.

She remembers being a child of about eight or
nine, and her father telling her that wrinkling is caused by
molecules in fabrics that move when wet.

“As the fabric dries the water molecules
evaporate, and the hydrogen bonds reform to hold the fabric in the
new shape which is usually wrinkled” he explained. “Heat can be
used to change the hydrogen bonds as well as flatten the fabric so
that when the material cools, the flattened, non-wrinkle shape is
retained.”

Tina listened, fascinated as her father told
her that scientists worked on trying to find ways of making the
hydrogen bonds stay together so that clothes would never
wrinkle.

“They thought they’d cracked it in the
1930’s” her father said, smiling at her while they watched her
mother ironing a shirt. “Perma-press was when they soaked the
clothing in a chemical called formaldehyde to retain its shape so
that it didn’t wrinkle.”

“What happened?” Tina had asked, ever
curious, especially in things of a scientific nature.

“I’ll tell you what happened,” her mother had
chirped, irritated that they were both stood watching her iron, no
doubt. “It stank! It’s what they used on dead bodies and everyone
walked round smelling like corpses!”

“Not quite, but your mother’s right, it did
have a distinctive smell and gave everyone dermatitis too,” her
father added. “Plus the tie that they’d claimed wouldn’t wrinkle,
wrinkled.”

As Tina ironed, she pictured hydrogen
molecules in all her clothes as little chains, all puffed up, and
imagined flattening them each time her iron came down. Who knew
scientists were working on something as trivial as getting wrinkles
out of clothes? She’d always thought they were all trying to find
cures for diseases like cancer and such. Then again, she vaguely
remembered that formaldehyde was thought to cause cancer, so maybe
the two are linked. Maybe they’ll cure cancer and wrinkles in
clothes at the same time! Tina wrinkles her nose up at the thought.
That’s just silly, Tina, she said to herself.

It’s not that ridiculous though. If she
remembered correctly, the chemist who made the first ever synthetic
dye did so while trying to cure Malaria and accidentally produced a
thick murky mess. The more he looked at it, the more he saw a
beautiful color. This turned out to be a dye far more vibrant and
brighter than any from nature, and it didn’t wash out or fade. It
then inspired a German scientist who used the dyes to pioneer
chemotherapy so maybe fashion and diseases were linked, after
all.

Tina had always wanted to be a scientist when
she was growing up, or maybe a teacher. Her father used to sit her
down for one of their little chats about what the future might hold
for her.

“You can be whatever you want to be Tina,” he
often said to her. “Don’t let anyone make you think otherwise.”

“Always dream big.” That was another one of
his favorite sayings. Tina had loved that expression when she was
younger. She would squeeze her eyes shut and picture her dreams as
buildings, tall as skyscrapers.

What happened? she wondered now. Did she
dream big? Her dreams came crashing down when her father died,
leaving her with her mother. She’d wanted to carry on at school and
go to the university, but her mother said she couldn’t afford it.
Tina knew that her father had put money away in a trust fund
somewhere for her college education, but she also knew better than
to ask her mother about it. She probably blew it on wine and
whiskey and goodness knows what else. Instead, Tina left school as
soon as it was possible as she had to “look after” her mother. This
mainly involved holding her hair back when she’d had too much to
drink and was retching over the sink, or else cleaning the house
from top to bottom so her mother didn’t have to, and of course,
looking after her little brother whom her mother doted on. She had
already ruined her modelling career and figure, so she had nothing
left to lose when she gave birth to Tina’s baby brother. That’s how
Tina saw it anyway, or was it purely that she had been a girl and
her mother was petrified that her father would love Tina more than
he did her?

“Dream big,” Tina said aloud to herself while
she pushed the iron back and forth in a rather listless manner.
What would her father say if he saw her now? Would it make him sad
to know that she was a bored and lonely housewife instead of curing
diseases or molding young minds?

“What is the point in dwelling on it?” Tina
thought now. “It’s too late to change, too late to do anything
about it now. You’ve had your chances, you blew them, that’s that,
and now you’re stuck washing and ironing for the rest of your
life.” Tina hated when these thoughts came. She knew that it
wouldn’t be long before they spiralled out of control and so she
quickly brought her thoughts back to clothing.

From what she can recall, she thinks
perma-press was developed and refined, leading the way for
wrinkle-free clothes. She remembers buying wrinkle-free, no-iron
shirts once for her husband, thinking it would save her ironing all
the time. Oh, how he got ticked off when he found out!

“It’s not natural,” he’d grumbled. “It’s
stiff and scratchy and makes me hot.” At first Tina had thought he
suddenly had super-sensitive skin. To her it felt the same as any
other normal pressed and starched shirt. Then it came out that he’d
read an article on the chemical processes used in wrinkle-free
clothes and didn’t approve.

“I’ve had an allergic reaction. Look,” her
husband had said, rolling up his sleeves to show a few red patches
of skin.

“The federal government says the quantity of
formaldehyde used isn’t great enough now to pose any major health
risks,” Tina had argued. See, she could read too, she’d thought
triumphantly. “Plus lots of things save time and money that are of
questionable health risks—microwave ovens emit radiation, and tap
water isn’t that great to drink, and causes memory loss. I saw you
drive over the speed limit the other day, that’s more likely to
kill you than your shirt!” she continued, looking at patches of
skin on his arm that were dry and scaly.

Her husband simply pulled a face. “Don’t buy
them again, it’s a waste of money.”

He had checked his shirts regularly for a
good few months after that. His “allergic reaction” stayed for
quite a while, but still he insisted it was the shirt even though
he’d only worn it the once. Funny though, Tina had mused, he also
had the rash on his legs and when she thought about it, it
disappeared soon after she changed the washing powder.

As Tina ironed, she contemplated that life
should be simpler now with all these new-fangled technological
advancements. Tina didn’t really understand gadgets and technology
and honestly didn’t see the point in it at all. Nothing’s simple to
use anymore, even phones are like computers now—you can listen to
music, check emails, even play games on them. What’s next? You’ll
be able to watch TV on your toaster or download music to your
iron.

“Why do you need all that on a phone?” Tina
once asked her son. “Computers are just so unsociable.”

“Ah, but then you have social networking,
Mother,” her son explained.

Social networking—what nonsense. He’d tried
to explain to her how it worked, showing her one of his
profiles.

“Who cares if Nancy in Australia is having
her lunch?” she’d asked. “Why do I need to know that Pierre in
Paris hasn’t been to the bathroom today?” People just wrote
rubbish, mundane things about their lives.

Her son had laughed. “Do you not want me to
set you up an account then, Mom?” he’d asked.

“Certainly not!” Tina had retorted. “And who
are all these people, anyway? Have you ever even met these so
called ‘friends”? Fifteen hundred of them he’d had. Tina remembered
thinking at the time how many of them he actually knew. What was
the point? People sit and chat to people who are on the other side
of the world who they’ll probably never meet, and yet they ignore
their family members who are sitting in the same room as them.

What would she write if she was on a social
networking site?

Tina stood doing the ironing?

Tina’s ironing pile is never ending?

She imagined people reading it. Why would
they care? Someone would respond, no doubt, as they always did on
these things. “Good work, Tina” or “Rather you than me,” or
something equally similar.

The age that they start using computers
nowadays too is just unbelievable, Tina thought. The other day
she’d seen a five-year-old tapping away at one of those tablet
computer things in a restaurant, blatantly ignoring his parents
while they ate their food. What happened to crayons and coloring
books to entertain kids? In the supermarket she had seen children
as young as three years old with handheld computer consoles or
their parents’ phones. Whatever happened to children playing with
boxes or playing outside in the fresh air? No wonder they were all
pasty and overweight nowadays!

However, Tina would welcome any technology
that would save her from doing the ironing. If they can invent
robots that vacuum the house, why hasn’t anyone invented an iron
that works
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