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‘Dandelion Wishes’ is dedicated to Coral, the magnificent woman we were privileged to know as ‘Mum’, and to all the courageous mothers whose hearts ache eternally for their forfeited, but never forgotten, children. 
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Dear Reader,                                

Writing about history is fraught with difficulties, particularly in the sensitive area of child welfare. 

Every experience within the system is unique and powerful. This book does not seek to invalidate the experiences of others in the state care, and acknowledges the personal atrocities experienced by children placed within the welfare system.

This section of Coral’s life takes place between the years of 1940 – 1950. Times were different then; personally, socially, politically, and economically. My aim is to remain faithful to the era, using common vernacular and grammar, and not softening personal descriptions, or common social practices. 
Deception, accusations, and punishments were common, and it is easy to stand at a distance and condemn society for not doing better. The problem with that viewpoint is many were doing the best with what they knew, just as we are today. 
If we truly believe in a progressive society, we can only hope that our descendants will be shaking their heads in 80 years time and saying, ‘they did what in 2023?’

Apart from Coral’s family members, all names and physical descriptions have been changed. 

My earnest hope is that through Coral’s story, you might discover that not only is the truth stranger, it is often mightier than fiction. 

Lisa King 
May 15, 2023
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Anguish flared to life deep within Coral’s belly the moment Miss Staines prised Rodney from her arms. It swept to her chest stinging and scorching, as the woman sat smugly in the car and then rose further with the doff of the man’s hat and the slam of the car door. 
The engine growled and Coral was sure she’d never breathe again. Invisible hands formed around her throat and squeezed, compressing the pain into her chest until she thought it would burst into a million pieces.
‘Rose was right,’ Coral tried to speak, but the invisible hands made sure she remained lifeless and mute. ‘They take a piece of your heart. Scoop it out, so all you feel is hollow. And then you find you’re doing things you never said you’d do, ever. Things you promised to yourself and to your baby. 
Like saying goodbye. 
Like sending them away. 
How is it possible I’m doing the one thing I said I’d never do in my life?’
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Friday 15th March, 1940—Victoria Parade, Fitzroy  


“Shit!”
Albert Maxwell tumbled through the darkened doorway, his runaway momentum stopping just short of the rattled hall table. Delia Snelling jumped to the defence of her favourite vase and captured her prize just as it toppled to the floor. 
“Shh Bert! For goodness sake.” Her frown burrowed a familiar line across her forehead, “This boarding house is one rescue mission after another.” With her precious ornament secured in place, she raised one side of her mouth while Bert found his feet. 
“It’s not grog, honest!” he whispered, “I’m just stuffed1 Mrs Snelling, that’s all.” 
He opened his mouth wide and offered her to confirm his assertions.
“I think not, Mr Maxwell.”
Bert raised calloused hands and stepped gingerly around the hall table; his voice barely discernible. “Sorry Mrs Snelling ... kids asleep?” 
“You’ve missed them again,” she nodded. “Your tea’s in the oven.”

Bert’s face filled most of the little shaving cabinet mirror. He jumped his hands between the cold and hot tap, but no matter how much he scrubbed with the bar of Solvol2, that dirt wasn’t coming off. Who’d have thought it’d be so hard to get rid of Sunbury? He snorted at his reflection just as a welcoming thud from the kitchen table announced his tea was ready. It wasn’t a hard sound, Mrs Snelling was always sure to lay that bloody lace tablecloth out every time they ate. Don’t know why she bothered. A ‘fine’ house is not something you’d ever find in Fitzroy. She probably had one of those fine homes once, but that was before the depression, and now the war. He shrugged at his reflection. A lot of men come home to worse. Particularly these days. 

The meat was stringy, and the mashed potatoes had formed a chewy crust. Bert didn’t mind. It was his usual Friday fare and the price he paid for being late. He bet the kids said it was delicious, though. His landlady wasn’t about to cook another meal just for him. Mrs Delia Snelling was many things, but a practical woman was at the top of the list. Well, except for the damn lace tablecloth that kept catching on his rough hands. She wouldn’t be moved though. Once she made her mind up, that was it. He moved the dry food around in his mouth and imagined what it was like before its stint in the oven. 

“Take the long way ’round again, did they?”
Albert chewed and swallowed the meat before it was ready. “Tommy’s missus wasn’t well, so the truck went over to Coburg first, then it came back this way.”
“I see.” 
Something was troubling the old girl. She’d tied the back of her apron around her plump frame and then fixed it again three times before preparing the teapot. Bert grimaced. It’ll be cups of tea for most of the weekend. Once back at camp, he’d knock a few or more back with the boys. The forestry camp was tough work, but without it, there’d be no sustenance payments. 

Bert leant over the newspaper, fork halfway to his mouth. War reports covered most of the front page. Maybe something in the paper triggered her off? The teapot settled on the table and Mrs Snelling gently turned it three times before she reached for the teacups in the cupboard. Bert shook the newspaper straight in his hands. “Each to their own I say, but I don’t get how these larrikins on the wharf can be on strike, jeopardising their jobs, when I can’t even find one to earn a decent pound for my lodgings.” 
“We all have our own battles and injustices to deal with Mr Maxwell.” Mrs Snelling inspected her cups without a glance at Bert. 
“True enough, Mrs.”
The older lady poured their tea and took two slices of apple pie from the warmer.
Bert folded and tossed the crumpled paper onto the table in a flash. “What, sweets too? Now this is a treat. Delia, your blood’s worth bottlin’3 the things you do for me.”
“Well, it was you who reached those top branches. There wouldn’t be extra pie without your help. The children enjoyed it.”
“I’m sure they did.”
“I kept mine to eat with you, as I have some news, Albert. And I thought a meal together would be a fitting time.” 

Delia followed her hands as they spread over the lace tablecloth and spoke without looking at him. “Remember how I told you I didn’t want my home to become a boarding house after George died? Didn’t want all these people coming and going. But you adjust when life deals you a terrible blow, don’t you?” She glanced at Bert to confirm his attention before moving on. “Often in ways and in means you’re sure you won’t adjust to, but you do. You do.” She nodded to herself and sipped at her tea. “You stand back up and ask yourself, ‘Delia, what’s the next step?’ That’s exactly what I did. If I wanted to keep the house; I needed to open it up as a boarding house. Hmmm.” She agreed with herself, “Hide the silver; open up.” 
“I like that one,” Bert chuckled. “Hide the silver, open up. I might not have silver to offer you Mrs Snelling, but at least my susso work provides enough to keep me and the kids here; we’re very grateful.”  
“My mother is very ill, Albert.”
Bert leant his forearms on the table, unsure of how familiar he should be at such a time. “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.”
“I have to go and tend to her,”
“Of course…”
“In Mansfield.”
A lump developed in Albert’s throat. He sipped nervously, but the tea wouldn’t wash it away. 
“My brother; he married a Polish girl after the Great War. Beautiful couple. He fell ill shortly after their arrival back in Australia and we lost him a month ago. Tuberculosis, you see.”
Albert nodded; grateful he didn’t need to speak.
“It’s not the life she expected, poor Anna, nor the one she wanted, but today is not the day to argue with God about such matters. Some things just are, and railing about them does nothing to ease the day. Today’s question is not about why, or woe is me, but to rise from the blow and ask ‘what’s the next step?’ That’s the predicament Anna finds herself in. And now, dear Albert, the predicament you find yourself in.”
Bert’s voice was dry. “Me? Why?” 
“Anna has agreed to run the boarding house while I tend to my mother. Daughters are closer than daughters-in-law, particularly in times of illness, you see, and I must look after my own interests and keep the house running. You do understand, don’t you?” 
“Of course, Mrs Snelling, and I’m sure I’ll like her. She sounds… resilient.”
“No. There’s a problem.” 
“A problem?”
“She doesn’t ‘do’ children, Bert. There won’t be anyone to tend the children while you are away at the Forestry Camp.” 
The lump was back. Thick and dry and strangling.
“She is firm about that. The poor dear has had enough troubles this year and as she’s doing me a favour, I don’t feel right to complain.”
“Right then.” Bert stood and paced the linoleum floor, rubbing his hands through his dark hair. 
Mrs Snelling had twisted her handkerchief into a ball. “You could always try to find another boarding house that might accommodate the children.”
“It was hard enough to find you here. I’m at a loss. I never thought I’d be 36 and desperate for a roof over my head, let alone for my three kids.” 

Bert paced while Mrs Snelling poured more tea. She rose to get the Bex4, and lifted the familiar blue and yellow box toward him in offer. He nodded. All the pubs were closed, and he’d need something to help him sleep later. For now, he just needed to keep moving. Moving and thinking. 

Mrs Snelling sipped at her Bex laden tea. “There are some scenarios, I expect, that might help you with your decision. You could take them out on the streets and see how you all fare, but no, I really can’t see you doing that. Perhaps you could find someone to leave them with, but then you’ve already exhausted all your options, or you wouldn’t have ended up here.”

Bert shook his head and continued to pace. Mrs Snelling wrung her hanky and her shoulders softened; then drooped. Poor old love, must be the early effects of the Bex. What he really needed was some scotch. 
Her voice broke through his thoughts. “It’s not anyone’s fault. It’s life, and life deals us all terrible blows at times. I’m sorry I can’t offer any more suggestions.” She rose from the table, patted his arm, and motioned to his tea before she left to retire. “Well, you know what? Anna won’t be here until Wednesday. That gives you a few days for this news to knock you down, and for you to get back up, and ask yourself, what’s next?” She tried to give a comforting smile, but the smiles they offered each other were just dismal reflections. “I’ll be leaving on the Thursday morning train.”
“Shit!” The word came out louder than expected.
“Rail for only a small while, Mr Maxwell. Then ask, what should I do next?” 

Did he nod? He felt he did. 
Mrs Snelling wandered the darkened hallway to her room at the front of the house. 
Good ol’ Delia, her big heart had extended far enough. He didn’t begrudge her a thing. 
She didn’t even have to mention what was next.  In this day and age, every man and his dog knew what was next. 
There was enough of it everywhere.
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Monday 18th March, 1940—Royal Park Depot, Parkville 



It was sunny when they left home. The elm trees along Victoria Parade had begun their colourful march toward autumn, and the crisp morning made their yellows seem sharper. It wouldn’t be long until they’d be playing in the refuse, giggling and kicking the fallen leaves into the air. 
Three-year-old Ronald wriggled and squirmed his hand inside Coral’s. She tried squeezing it, tugging it, but nothing worked. “Da-aad, Ronald won’t stop fidgeting.” 
“Here, you take my hand, Ronald. Coral, you hold on to Allan’s.”
Everyone settled, and they stepped out, Coral and Allan in the front, Dad and Ronald behind.  
Coral sighed when they turned into Nicholson Street; it stretched in front of them like it went on forever.
“Where are we going again, Dad?”
“To see a lady.”
“Do we have to walk all the way to the city?”
“C’mon, we’ve done it before.”
It was true. They once walked to the city to see the light on top of the T & G building and Dad carried them home in Mrs Snelling’s wheeled shopping basket. She always wondered how it got that funny bulge in it, but no one ever told. 
Coral squished her feet up inside her shoes, but her toes still hurt. Mrs Snelling helped dress the children; fussed over washing their faces, and insisted Coral wore the shoes with the little flower on the top.
“But I like my comfy black ones.”
“I know dear, but look how they’re scuffed and broken. They just will not do.”
“Won’t do what?” Coral asked, but Mrs Snelling just gave them longer hugs than usual, told them to be good, and sent them on their walk to the city. Dad said Mrs Snelling’s mum was sick. That must be why she looked so sad. 

Each time Coral looked at Dad, he smiled at her, but she caught just as many glances of a strange sadness etched on his face. It must be that kind of day. The city was grey, and paper blew in the streets. Even though it was sunny, the cold air ran straight up the street ‘as straight as a tram’  like Dad said. A fresh gust made the trees wave. Dad held on to his hat, and Coral pulled her cardigan closer. She was glad she’d done up all the buttons before they left. Except for the one missing near the top that she’d never noticed until the cold tickled its way around her neck.
Halfway down Nicholson Street, Dad and Coral took turns to carry Ronald, and Allan tried hard not to whine, but he was never as good at pretending as Coral. He got a magical second wind at Parliament House.
“Look at all the steps! I’m gonna climb to the top!”
He ran all the way up and then slowly stepped his way back. While they waited, Coral pulled a dandelion from a crack in the footpath. It was perfectly round and not one seed fell as she plucked it and brought it to her mouth.  
“Do you know what they do here, love?”
Coral shook her head, and let her breath slink away. She’d have to wait for Dad to finish too. 
“They make laws. The ones that affect us all, whether we like them or not.”
Allan jumped the last step and landed with both feet on the concrete. “I’d make a law that you had to eat ice-cream for tea!”
“What about you Coral?”
“That all shoes have to be comfy.” She blew hard at the dandelion, and waited with her eyes closed, but her toes still felt like they were on fire. 
Ronald contributed with a grin and a shout of “Ice Cream!” 

Dad scanned the street. “You beauty! Right on time. Quick, hold hands!”
They crossed into the middle of the road like a wayward piece of string, with little Ronald’s legs bringing up the rear. While the children were eager to cross to the other side of the road, Dad held them back.
He looked further back up the street, “Here’s a treat then.”
Ding! Ding!
Ronald’s mouth dropped open and Allan jumped up and down on the spot. A tram ride! Allan scrambled inside and knelt on the slatted board seats and Ronald giggled with every ding of the bell. At each stop and start, Coral wondered about the people getting on and off and what they were up to that day. Dad swung between laughter and sadness. He wasn’t himself at all today, but then again, all the grownups were strange lately.  Must be the war stuff they all keep talking about. Soon enough, he stood to tug on the cord.
“Here’s our stop!”
“Aww,” three little voices complained as one.  
Dad scooped Ronald up, and Allan and Coral held hands and clambered from the tram and across to the footpath. 
“More walking?” Allan asked.
“Just a short walk now.”
“Promise?”
“Promise.”
[image: image-placeholder]Dad held his hat in his hands.
“Well, here we are.”
It was a funny looking building. Big and made of red brick, but it wasn’t a school, and it didn’t look like the offices in the city either.
Once inside the heavy door, Dad arranged them in a line across the wall. “Stay there. Be good now.”
It was like a bank inside, with a big, long counter that separated the workers from the normal people. 
Allan nudged Coral, “That’s the same lady that came to our place yesterday.”
“Shh Allan.” But it was her. The short lady with the round middle and her hair in a bun at the back of her head. Her suit looked most important, just like it did yesterday when she sat at the kitchen table and had a cup of tea with Dad. There were lots of papers and Dad wasn’t cheery at all. Why have we come to see her again if dad didn’t like her?
The lady with the bun looked across the counter at the children, and Coral smiled. She didn’t smile back. Mrs Dawson. That’s what Dad said her name was.

They were still standing to attention when Dad returned. He kissed Ronald and Allan’s heads and kissed Coral on the cheek.
“You’ll be a good girl, won’t you?”
Coral frowned, and a lump formed in her throat. “Yes, Dad.” Allan was close enough to shove with her shoulder. “What about you Allan?”
“Yes, Dad.”
Ronald moved behind them and hung onto Coral’s leg. 
“I’ll be back soon. They’ll take care of you here. It’s better that you’re here for a little while.”
The lump in Coral’s throat burst into a gasp, and tears welled in her eyes. You’re leaving us here with the lady? Why? What did we do?
“It’ll be alright love. It’s like Mrs Snelling said, life’s just tough sometimes, and you must do what you think is best. It’s only for a little while, alright? You sit here. I’ll be back soon.” 

Coral sat between the boys on the hard wooden bench, held their hands, and strained to hear what the people behind the long counter were saying. 
The lady with the round tummy held papers and spoke to the others behind their desks. They wrote things down sometimes, but mostly they just nodded their heads.
“Yes, yes, a boarding house. They had one room, one bed. Such a small room too, unkempt, and unhealthy for the children. He’s quite unable to care for them.”
“Mmm, quite,” one said.
“You’ve recommended they be committed to state care, then?”
“Well, they can’t be on the streets.”
“Heavens, no.” 

Mrs Dawson strode around to their side of the counter, clipboard in hand. She ran her finger down the side of the paper.
“Hello Coral, it says here you’re nine years old.”
“Yes.”
“Allan, you’re six and little Ronald here is three.”
“Yes, that’s right,” Coral said.
Two women came, took the boys’ hands, and led them away.
“But...” Coral lunged for them, but Mrs Dawson stood in her way. 
“The boys go over there,” she explained as they disappeared behind a big swinging door. 
“But I…” and the boys were gone before she could remind them to be good, and most importantly, that Dad said it was only for a little while, and that he’d be back soon. 
[image: image-placeholder]The bathtub was warmish. Not cold, but not comforting either, not like Mrs Snelling’s tub. 
“Seems healthy and tidy.” The lady wrote her words down on some papers.
“Oh, there’s lice here,” said the other, accompanied by more scribbling. 
Mrs Dawson left her in the care of these two women who stripped her and plonked her in the bathtub without even asking her name.
Coral watched little bubbles form on the surface of the greyish water. It smelt like pine. Like the stuff Mrs Snelling washes her floors with. And for a while she imagined she had shrunk and was sitting in Mrs Snelling’s mopping bucket.
Ugh! Whatever they put on her head was cold, and it stank. Bleah! What was that smell? She knew it from somewhere. The mop bucket smelled nicer, and the pine was still there, somewhere under the acrid stink of the stuff that was dripping down the sides of her face. It’s the lamp oil! The stuff Dad put in the lamp to go to the outhouse! Her eyes slammed shut, and she tried to hold her breath and keep her head still while they scrubbed it into her hair.
“Do we know this one’s story?”
“The father’s agreed to send money to help with their care. Mother left 18 months before. They don’t know where she is; took off with another man when this little one was eight. The youngest, a boy, is about three now, probably won’t remember his mum at all.” 
“Well, that sounds fortunate, given their circumstances.”
“Their dad was working in sustenance camps out at Sunbury.”
“That’s a long way out. What happened to the kids while he was gone?”
“That’s the whole point, isn’t it?”
“At least it’s another soul out of those Fitzroy slums. And early enough that they’re not stained by such hard living.”
The bath water was cold and grey, and the stink had taken over the pine completely. Coral rubbed her arms in a hug, but the water had made her hands too cold and clammy to offer any comfort. 
[image: image-placeholder]It wasn’t sunny anymore. Clouds covered the sky all afternoon and stayed until Coral couldn’t see the sky anymore. 
“Lights out!” a voice called, and the room grew dim. It took a while for her eyes to adjust, but the streetlights along Parkville Road still crept some of their light in behind the curtains. What an enormous bedroom. Coral counted the beds; ten on this side, and ten on the other. All the same; all with grey blankets and white sheets with little bodies inside. Some tossed and turned, making the springs creak, some sobbed quietly, and some curled in little grey wool balls at the ends of their beds. 
Coral didn’t feel like crying. She didn’t feel like anything.
Her hands felt around in the sheets. They were starchy and stiffer than the ones at home. And empty. There were no brothers to cuddle into to keep warm, no snoring dad, and no funny farts to giggle at. Coral waved her hands around her face, but it still smelt like she had a cloud of kero5 around her. She pulled her blanket up around her shoulder and snuggled into the cold pillow.
It’s okay, dad said it’s only for a little while. 


‘Soon’ was one of those funny words grown-ups use.
“Mum’ll be here soon.“ That’s what he said.
“Things’ll get better soon.”
“I’ll have more money soon.”
“We’ll move out of this small room soon.”
“Y’know, when things are a bit better.”
That kind of soon seems to take forever.

But sometimes ‘soon’ came quicker than you thought it would. Like ‘It’ll be morning soon’, or when you’re playing in the street, and it feels like you’ve hardly played at all, and you have to come in soon. 

At first, Coral thought Dad’s ‘soon’ meant soon, like when he went to the pub and was home in time for tea.
Maybe his soon meant when the sun went down.
Soon didn’t mean bedtime either.
Soon was one of those words grown-ups use, to mean whatever they want it to mean. 
[image: image-placeholder]Soon didn’t mean when the sun came up either.
Or at breakfast time when she was jostled along a long table and ate weetbix and milk with more girls than she’d ever seen in one place before. Big ones and little ones, loud ones, and quiet ones.

“What day is it?” she asked the girl next to her.
“Thursday.”
“Already? I thought it was Wednesday.”
“Nope. Thursday.” Weetbix nearly fell out of the girl’s mouth as she spoke. “Hope you’re ready for the spelling test today.”
School went by in a blur, just as the days did. The classrooms were in the only white building on the grounds, and it was already cold in there, even in March. Miss Johns was a nice enough teacher, but she was often tired and unwell. The other grown-ups who took her place when she was ill were much worse. Coral made up a game and tried each day to see if she could avoid every angry grown-up in the whole place. Especially the ones who yelled and lashed out at the other children and called them horrible names and made them do awful chores on top of their normal afternoon ones. She tried, but wasn’t always successful.

Coral played sometimes too, with the other girls when they had some free time. Sometimes she’d laugh, and then feel guilty for it. Where were the boys, and why wouldn’t the grown-ups tell her anything? It was always, ‘We’ll see’, or ‘Maybe tomorrow’, or even ‘Shut up about it, would you?’
Each night, she’d say her prayers, just like they told her to, on her knees beside her bed. Her hands clenched so hard her knuckles went white. Alice Porter told her if you clench your hands tight, it makes your prayers stronger. So she’d squeeze with all her might and pray that Dad would come back and get her and the boys, and they could all go to Sunbury–wherever that was. Then they’d all be together again.
Her sheets were always cold when she climbed into bed afterwards. She rubbed at her knees. The floors were cold too. Under the covers, her hands swept all over the sheets, as if by magic a brother might appear, but they never did.
The boys must still be on the other side of that big swinging door. Dad said to be good. If I’m extra extra good, maybe they’ll let me see them tomorrow.

Miss Griggs’ shadow passed the open door in the hallway. Coral could tell it was her because she walked so softly. She quietly poked her head around the corner and entered the dark room, pulling blankets up on sleeping children, and saying quiet prayers for others. Coral liked her very much. So much more than the other grumpy and mean grown-ups. 

She caught Coral’s eye as she pulled the blanket up near her chin. “It’s freezing here, Miss Griggs.”
“I know,” she whispered, “My hands are freezing too, see? Now tuck yourself up.” 
Miss Griggs rubbed Coral’s back until she could feel some warmth and felt sleepy. 
“When can I go home?” she mumbled.
“You might not go home right away. What usually happens is someone will take you into their home.”
“Not mine? Not with Mrs Snelling?”
“No, theirs, and they’ll take care of you for a while.”
“It’ll be warmer there?”
“Oh, yes. Much warmer.”
“When can I go?”
“Remember to be good now, so there are no complaints. Mrs Dawson has to go to court for you.”
“What’s court?”
“A place where grown-ups decide about where you should live.”
“Does it matter what I want?”
“No love, as a matter of fact, for now, it doesn’t. I’ll let you know what’s going on if I hear anything. Shh now, time for sleep.”
“Miss Griggs, will my dad come back?”
“What did he tell you?”
“That it’ll be better to be here for a little while.”
“Well, there you go.”
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Saturday 23rd March, 1940—Royal Park Depot, Parkville 



Every school day was the same, and every girl’s life at the Depot was the same too. 
Coral woke and aired her bed, ate breakfast, made her bed, went to school, ate lunch, played a bit, did chores, ate dinner, did some more chores, said her prayers, and went to bed. All while avoiding, as best she could, the cranky grown-ups. 
Sometimes the kids had no way to avoid them, or no way to keep them happy. Coral jammed her fingers in her ears so she couldn’t hear them getting the cane or being strapped, and when it got really bad, she hummed as well. Be a good girl, Coral. That’s what Dad said.

But Saturdays were different. Not better. Just different.
The older girls led the way carrying large jam tins filled with runny floor polish and splashed small blobs of it onto the floor with a stick.
Coral and the younger girls followed behind them on their knees with polishing rags. They rubbed and cleaned and polished the floors from one end of the dormitory to the other. Other children cleaned the bedside tables, window ledges, and anything else that held dust. 
It always felt good to be finished, but her knees hurt like billyoh6. Two of the older girls leant against the wall, tired, but with happier knees than Coral. 
“It’d be nice, wouldn’t it, just once?” one said.
“Just once what?” asked the other.
“I dunno. A ‘thank you’. Maybe a ‘good job’.”
“You won’t be gettin’ that ’round here.”
“I know. They’re too busy reminding us we’re the dregs of society and nobody wants us.”
“Come now,” the older girl said in a fancy voice, “We are merely trying to create industrious hard-working citizens of the future.”
“Yeah, shut up and do as you’re told, more like it.”
The girls laughed the same sad laugh lots of kids had at the Depot, and when the lunch bell rang through the halls they sauntered off .
Coral stood holding her polishing rag. Indust-rulluss what?
An arm came from nowhere, grabbed hers and bolted past “It’s Susan! Susan’s coming!” Coral dropped the rag and raced down the hallway with her friend. 
When Susan O’Keefe got angry, she really flipped her lid. She’d hit and bite, and she could bite hard. When she got upset, everyone scattered, as far and as fast as they could. It didn’t take too long to learn to run, yet some were smarter than others. Susan was definitely going to get the strap again.
They arrived in the lunchroom puffing. There was no sign of Susan, but Tilly Rasmussen waved at them. She was one of Coral’s favourites - maybe everyone’s favourite. Tilly was only seven, but when she laughed, she sounded like a donkey. The girls did everything they could to make her giggle because it made laughter spread like a bushfire and everyone felt so good afterwards. Even the grown-ups.
Yet some girls didn’t laugh. Maybe they never would. But if anyone could make them, it’d be Tilly Rasmussen. 


Saturday 6th April, 1940—Royal Park Depot, Parkville



“Lights out.”  
Warm days or cold days didn’t make any difference to Coral’s aching knees. She’d polished the floor three times now. Three Saturdays. The older girls said it would get easier, but it didn’t! Meanies. Coral pouted and rubbed at her knees under the blankets, the warmth made them feel a little better. 

Miss Griggs was halfway across the room before Coral noticed her. She looked so kind in the light, praying for Susan to stop biting and hitting, and whispering to God that she wondered what would become of her. 
Miss Griggs often got in trouble for checking on the girls. Fancy that. Getting in trouble for being nice. Coral missed their talks, and liked to think that when she’d missed her, she was praying at the foot of her bed.
Miss Griggs tucked her in and whispered in her ear. “Do you know what Mrs Dawson did yesterday?”
Coral shook her head.
“She went to court.”
“So, I can leave now and go to someone’s warm home?”
“Not just yet. Now we must wait to find someone suitable.”
“Suitable?”
“Miss Griggs!” They both jumped in their skin. Mrs Silcock’s whisper sounded like a shout and Miss Griggs hurried out to the hallway, where more whispers that sounded like shouts occurred.
“Soo-tee-bull.” Coral whispered the word under her blanket as though it might float away outside of its covering. They must have to be wearing a suit then. There were lots of people that wear suits. She’d seen them in the city. There were so many to choose from; they’d find one lickety-split7.
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Friday 17th May, 1940—Royal Park Depot, Parkville



“Coral Maxwell!” It was Mrs Silcock, only this time she wasn’t whispering. “Come with me!” Her fingers dug into Coral’s shoulder and rushed her down the corridor so fast her legs couldn’t keep up. Coral’s heart thumped and she tilted herself one shoulder up, and one down to stay balanced.
Mrs Silcock’s pace eased as they arrived in the office area, and she directed Coral into a room on the left. It looked a bit like a storage room with shelves everywhere. A lady sat on her knees on the carpet, surrounded by boxes of clothes. Mrs Silcock was gone. 
“Now dear,” the lady on the floor said, “You’re off to Mrs Reynold’s today. She has a lovely home and a lovely family in a place called Carlton. Let’s get ourselves dressed then.”
The lady chose a dress and tights for Coral to put on, and helped push her arms into the thick knitted cardigan.
“These shoes are a little too big, aren’t they?” the lady said as she tied the laces, “Better than being too small,”
“It’s Friday today, isn’t it?”
“Mhmm. Why do you ask?”
“It’s nothing.”
Saturday would have marked her seventh turn of scrubbing the floors. She wiggled the muscles around her kneecaps, up and down and up and down as the lady brushed her hair and attached a pretty hair clip with daisies on it. 

Everyone in the office looked up when Coral entered. The hard wooden seats were still there, and the big swinging solid door was closed. A new lady stood in front of her in a fitted floral dress and a thin matching belt. She had a nice hat on, with yellow flowers around its band, and soft light brown gloves.
“Coral, say hello to Mrs Reynold.”
Coral looked at her shoes. “Hello.”
There were a million questions in her head. She wanted to know if her house was warm and if they lit the fire at night and if she had to scrub her floors. She didn’t know where Carlton was, but she was sure she’d heard someone talk about it once. But her mouth was closed shut, like someone had used the glue for the broken chairs on her lips.
The lady from the storage room pushed her forward a little. Coral gasped, lost her balance, and took a step towards Mrs Reynold, but stopped short. She wanted to go to the lady with the warm house, but her legs wouldn’t move, and she felt like the sheets from her bed were twisted all around her.

“Do you like baking Coral?” Mrs. Reynold’s voice was soft and kind. “I love to bake cakes and biscuits. Perhaps you’d like to help me?” 
Coral wiggled her toes inside the too-big shoes. Mum didn’t bake cakes and dad wouldn’t know how to. Sometimes Mrs Snelling made apple pies, but not that often, and she wouldn’t let them help.
“You mean I could bake a cake?” One step after another, Coral’s legs found their way to Mrs Reynold. “When we’ve finished, can we bring some back for the others?”
“Perhaps not today, dear. You’ll be too busy settling into your new home.”
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Children’s Welfare Department                         
Secretary’s Office
Flinders Street Railway Buildings
17.05.1940


Received from the Secretary of the Children’s Welfare Department, the child—female—named in the margin (Maxwell, Coral 13.9.30) in good health. Boarding out with outfit. 


Signed, 
Mrs. E. Reynold
Rathdowne St 
Carlton
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