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Prologue

The incredible story of
Niamh Murphy was inspired by a true incident that occurred in my
home in Ireland in the early 50's. A tinker came into our home and
during the interlude between Mothers’s rushing upstairs to get baby
clothes and returning; the unseen child in her arms caused a puddle
to form on our kitchen floor. I was a young child then, and I
remember thinking “What a naughty baby, dirtying Mammy's
floor.”

Years later, I understood that this was a
newborn babe who was naked. Her name is now, Niamh Murphy, and this
is her story.

Please remember that the
incident is true but the story is fiction, based on historical
research and personal experiences in Ireland and in Australia by
the author.

 


In Part one of this story,
available at Smashwords
and also in print our heroine, Niamh Murphy
decides to leave her clan for a better life. She has been reared by
the tinkers in Ireland, used as a means of collecting money and
goods from a young age. Her mother died when she was young, and her
father remarried her aunt Maura, who had no time for Niamh. When
Niamh leaves home during his sister's wedding, she has no idea how
complicated her life will become. Despite bearing twins, kidnapping
one of them later, losing another child because of an abusive
husband; making efforts to get to the Big Apple, in vain, ending up
in a court and in jail instead. There, her woes increase as a
handsome priest tries to 'have his way' with her. Finding her
pregnant, arrangements are quickly made to move her out of Ireland.
Niamh has travelled with her son, James and her guardian, Father
John, and now has arrived at her new home, where she has been given
a job as a nanny with a sugar cane farmer in a city called
Maryborough.
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Chapter one

20th October, 1971

Three days after we arrive
in Sydney, Australia, where we find our land legs once again after
being on the Australis,
Chandris liner for about five weeks, on our
journey from Southampton, England, we are transported by bus to a
most beautiful hotel called Menzies. I am gob-smacked at its
grandeur. Father John, my chaperone, explains to me and James,
who's not yet three years old, that he has to get some kind of
paperwork done.

“Why are we being treated
like royalty?” I ask. “Not that I mind a bit of luxury,” I say, as
I bounce up and down on the softest bed I have ever sat upon, or
even knew existed.

“I believe it is out of
respect for a Catholic priest, like myself, which I must say, seems
appropriate for someone of my standing.”

“But I thought you were
retired?” The glint that comes suddenly into his eyes does not make
me smile.

“My child, once a priest,
always a priest is my motto! I have a grand reputation in Ireland,
and my deeds have gone before me to this great land of the Holy
Spirit.”

“Sorry, Father. I just
thought...”

“No need to think, Niamh.
I shall do that for you and for your son, who has been a wonderful
child on this long journey.” He looks at James and James smiles
ever so cutely, his little lips wiggling and his bright blue eyes
darting from Father John to the many distractions in the
room.

“And don't you thieve or
even touch anything,” Father John says, wagging his index finger.
He turns to me, “Or you, Niamh. If I find one item from this room
in your possession, I shall send you back to Ireland.” My eyes
light up.

“To Dóchas he
adds.”

“Who's she?” I ask,
probably too cheekily. He frowns and breathes deeply.

“It's a prison for female
convicts; with an extra sentence attached for bad
behaviour.”

“Please, no, don't send us
there. I promise we won't touch a thing. We promise, don't we,
James?” I stand up and pull James off the bed, landing him with a
soft thud on the thickly carpeted floor. Feverishly I straighten
out the satin bedcovering. The thought of having a child with
handcuffs on storms through my mind, making me feel totally
metamorphosed, like a real Egyptian mummy.

“All right, I won’t do
that. Now, can I trust you to stay here while I meet a colleague
downstairs?”

We nod our heads. My neck
feels too stiff to move. Even though we have the price of being
exported on our heads, I feel a great joy in being in such a lavish
place, and intend to enjoy every moment, for we know not when we
will depart. I take off my shoes and lay myself down on the
comfortable bed, which is the biggest bed I have even seen. Sure,
I'm thinking: our whole clan could
sleep here with room to turn over! I
close my eyes and James snuggles up beside me. I can hear his
breathing next to my heart. Tears sting my eyes as I long for his
twin sister, Caitlin, my beautiful daughter. “God, let her be in
safe keeping, until we meet again,” I mumble. James doesn't bother
me as his breathing slows down and softens, showing his exhaustion.
In my heart I wish I had my daughter on the other side of me, and
we would be a complete family, without their father, Niall, who was
murdered from all accounts. How could I return to my clan, knowing
that they had no misgivings about allowing him to have an accident
on his lovely horse, Finn McCool? I wonder if he is buried in
Galway or in Dublin. Maybe one day I can visit his grave? I drift
off to a restless slumber with mixed thoughts and
feelings.

A couple of days later,
we're boarding a Fokker F28,
and I can tell you that I know all about the
statistics of this aircraft, because Father John decides to tell me
all about it as we roar along the runway, and me with my heart in
my mouth, trying to comfort James, who seems almost as excited as
Father John. I'm thinking that flying must be for “men only”. James
is enjoying the boiled sweets the hostess is plying him with. I
hope he doesn't choke.

“Just to distract your
neurons, now,” he says, “I’ll tell ye something and ask questions.
This aircraft was made by the Dutch. Great at engineering feats,
the Dutch are. Remember that story about the boy who saved the
country by his little finger?” I shake my head. If I speak I'll
probably scream or vomit. “It can hold up to 68 passengers; now
James, tell me, how many people are on this aircraft?” His eyes
twinkle and James looks surprised. He can't even see over the seat,
so I just shake my head. Father John turns his “noggin” back and
forth, counting. “There must be nearly fifty people sitting down,”
he says. “Can you count, James?” James looks at me. He nods his
head. “Sweeties,” he says. “Two sweeties” while at the same time
holding out his hot little hand with two sticky sweets.

“Well now, you are a big
boy.” You should see James’ chest expanding when Father says that.
I smile and we are well and truly flying with the birds by now,
high in the blue sky.

“Do you know how big the
fuselage is?” He asks James, who again shakes his head, wondering
if this will get him more sweeties.

“What is the fuselage?” I
venture my question, knowing that I might be called an egit for not
knowing such a common thing, but how else can I learn? He scowls at
me, shakes his head and pops his eyebrows up and down.

“What do you think it is,
James?”

“Airplane,” he replies. I
am not sure if he is just thinking aloud or answering Father's
question. I nearly said, “The engine”, but I wait.

“That is near enough. God
bless you. You are quite smart for a little boy.”

“Big boy,” James corrects
him.

“Of course that's right!
The fuselage is the body of the aircraft.”

How interesting, I'm
thinking. How little I know about anything at all. Before now all I
knew about was pigs, cows, horses, cats, hares, sex, poaching and
how to toast bread on an open fire. How my life has changed since
that day I took off in search of true love. I searched for love and
gained a son and a daughter, loads of suitors who wanted sex; my
only real love, Niall,
now gone, and now I've won an old priest. I also
lost my tribal connections, my earthly father and stepmother, and
my stepsister, plus numerous cousins and my mother before that.
Life for me toggles between winning and losing, with a fair bit
more of the losing it seems. Maybe the tide will turn one
day…

Father goes on, raving
about how big the fuselage is, and of course, I know which part
that is. He also tells us that this is the latest model, which does
not surprise me, because it smells like something new, with its
shiny paint and windows that we can see through. What an awesome
sight, to be higher than clouds? It's as if we are roaming through
heaven!

Finally, after we have
eaten more in a few hours than I would have had for a week, we get
the light to buckle up for landing. I hold onto James, but I fear
that I am more apprehensive than he is. He is busy with crayons and
a colouring book that one of the bright-eyed air hostesses gave
him. Still, I hold him tightly as we land ever so smoothly, but
with a final lurch that sends my stomach into a spin. I close my
lips tightly and hold my breath until we have stopped
moving.
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Eagle Farm Railway Station, Brisbane,
1973

 


We arrive in Queensland’s
capital city airport, Brisbane.

“Brisbane,” Father keeps
repeating, with emphasis on the ‘bane’. “Originally inhabited by
Aboriginal tribes, whose were the Turrbal and Jagera
mobs…”

He continues to explain
something about a man with a surname Brisbane and the history of
where settlers came back in the eighteen hundreds, so many years
ago. He goes on and on so much that I just can’t listen because of
the excitement I am feeling, just looking around at our new home
country. I have decided to make the best of everything now, for
James’ sake and for my unborn child. I just have to call this place
home. The landscape takes me right back to Ireland because it is so
green here, so amazing. They make me feel as if I am on some
tropical holiday. Then Father John changes
the topic and he tells me that there used to be a women's prison
right here. I shudder just to think about that. I am surprised how
friendly everyone seems to be, everyone gives us smiles as they
walk past, men tip their funny hats, women smiling, mouths bright
with vibrant lipstick, so confident. We sit on a painted bench seat
and wait for our ’connecting flight. Following a short stopover at
the sundrenched airport, we board a
smaller 'plane and head for a place
called Maryborough.

“It sounds like a very
Christian town,” Father John notes in a
pleased tone. He glances at me as we lurch to a stop.
“You look white, Niamh!”

“I feel white!” I reply.
His face collapses into a frowning facade. I quickly add: “but I'll be fine after I find my sea
legs.” He relaxes, which helps me to relax as
well.

“Welcome to Meraboro,” the
flight attendant says, announcing our
arrival.

“My God, it sounds like a
foreign language,” Father John whispers, emphasising the vowels in the
name. I pick James up and follow Father to
the exit.

“There's
nobody here,” I say, looking around at the
deserted land as we walk down a small
ramp. Father John looks around.

“Paddy said that
someone was coming to pick us up and
taking us to the sugar-cane farm property.”

A voice startles us. “Your
suitcases, Fadda!” The lone airport worker
says, handing us our luggage. His faded navy blue overall is opened
from the neck to the waist, revealing a
white vest. His sleeves are rolled up to his elbows. His
face, and other exposed body parts are
deeply tanned and covered with tiny beads
of perspiration. He becomes totally absorbed in a handful of
paperwork and flicks his head.

“Thank you, Sir,” Father
John replies, staring at the heavy cases
on the grass in front of us. “Did you hear what he
called me?” he says offside, his eyebrows rising
high into his balding head.
I nod my head.

“No worries Mate,” I hear
the faint response and see the back of the attendant’s
overalls.

“Fadda!” I say after
holding my giggle in for a moment to let the attendant get out of
sight. I can't help smiling at his disgusted expression.

“Well, we've got to
soldier on!” Father John says, heaving the cases and trudging
towards what looks like a roadway in the
distance. “I hope we don't have to walk too far.”
I place James on the ground.

“It's so hot,” I say. I'm
feeling quite faint actually, almost weak
at the knees.

“I knew someone would
come!” Father points to a person with a
truck waiting under the scanty shade of trees in the
distance. At that instant the parked truck moves
towards us. “Thank God,” he exclaims,
dropping the cases on the spot.

“G'day! Welcome to
Meraboro; Luigi's the name.” The men shake
hands. I smile. He nods at me. “Mam,” he
says, picking up the cases effortlessly. We happily
follow him as if he was a king. A king
who's wardrobe needs replenishing! He's wearing only a white vest
and a pair of pale greenish blue shorts, and plastic thongs on his
feet. A brown hat with a brim crowns his
head, covering his unruly dark mop of
hair. Black sunglasses shield his eyes.

“He looks like a real Ned
Kelly,” Father whispers to me as we trudge
after him. I shiver, despite the
oppressive heat. He gives me a creepy feeling! Twenty minutes later
we arrive at the home of Aaron and Olga
Schmidt. It's a high-set “Queenslander”, with
built-in rooms underneath. The steps and
ornate frontage make it appear inviting.
We file up the steps to an open front door. Olga and Aaron come to greet us. Her face is made up to
perfection, and she had permed hair that dares not to move a pale
brown curl. Her feminine strength reminds me of Mrs. Connor, the
woman who took me in when I lost my memory from a near drowning.
Aaron has an air of confidence, a very keen eye that stares at me
as if he’s reading my mind. His body is taut and muscular, like
someone I remember in Ireland, Niall, so strong, manly. I can see
the manly shape of Aaron’s torso through his open-necked striped
shirt.

“G'day,” they say,
offering a handshake, inviting us into the
wide hallway. “These are our two terrors,”
Aaron says, directing our attention to two small blonde haired,
bronze skinned boys, who come running
through from the back of the house. Their
only item of clothing is a pair of shorts. I can see
Father John's eyes popping at the
sight.

“This is Ben and Adam,”
Aaron says, catching the two by an arm and
holding on to them while they calm down. My worst fear surfaces as four round hazel coloured eyes
stare into mine.

“I'll never be able to
tell them apart,” I exclaim.

“I'll show you how.” Olga
says. “Come here Ben.” Ben steps forward.
“Ben has a mole on his right ear, and: Adam!” Adam comes reluctantly. “Adam is the shy one.
He has a mole on his left ear.”

“All you need to know is
your left from your right,” Father John
declares jovially. We all laugh to be polite, except the three
boys, and I still feel confused.

“This is James,” I say,
maneuvering him from behind my
skirt.

“How old are you James?”
Olga asks. James ducks behind my skirt
again.

“He's nearly two
and a half, going on for three,” I reply
on his behalf. James looks like a small white ghost in comparison to the twins, I'm thinking.

“Ben and Adam will turn
three in the New Year. Want to see the room?” Olga asks, marching
towards the back of the house. “Aaron, can
you look after Fadda?”

“Struth yes! Come on,
Fadda, how's about we have a cold one on
the verandah,” Aaron suggests, heading in the
opposite direction, followed by Father
John. James and I follow Olga through an
open door.

“This was
a verandah, but we had it built-in. I think you
and James will have plenty of room. You
can open the louvres to catch the
breeze. Give the lever a good yank,” she
instructs, yanking the lever. Immediately
a soft breeze stirs the air.

I'm listening and looking
around the room at the same time, trying
to absorb everything. The room is long and narrow. The roofline seems lower on the window side, which are
mostly opaque glass, so they're private. There are blue
floral curtains on the two short sides of the
room where the two single beds are
positioned. They both have a long white tulle curtain hanging from
the ceiling, making them appear bridal. On the side opposite the
windows there's a long low wooden cupboard with a row of drawers
and two doors, a bookcase, a desk, a tall
darkly stained wardrobe with a mirror, a dressing table with a
small mirror and a varnished wooden chair.
The door is in the centre of this wall. “It's grand. May I ask what the wedding veils are for?”

“They're mozzie nets. Olga
looks at me with disbelieving expression.
“You haven't heard of our mosquitoes?”

“Those! Yes, I
have.”

“You can't go to bed
without a net. There's a can of mozzie
spray as well,” she explains, picking up a blue can
from the wooden bookshelf. “One whiff and they're
off!” she exclaims triumphantly, spraying
a passing fly, which immediately succumbs
to its pungent fragrance and drops on the
floor. I stare in amazement. I love that can already!

“Come and meet Barbara.”
We follow Olga through a corridor through a double door into the
kitchen area. Olga addresses an aboriginal
woman about my age. “Barbie, this is
Niamh.” Barbara is at a bench near a sink,
busy cutting slabs of cake that have thick
pink icing.

“G'day,” Barbara greets
Olga and me with an explosive smile. She's holding a large carving
knife, whose edges are covered in pink icing. “Pleased to meet ya!”
she exclaims, placing the knife on a
chopping board, rubbing her hands in the
sides of the apron around her waist, and throwing
her arms around me.

“Gees, it's great to see
ya! I feel as I know you already!”
I stare at her sparkling deep brown eyes and
flashing white toothy smile, and feel
overwhelmed by her words and actions.

“You know about
me?”

“Paddy told us you were
coming. He's such a comedian. Said you
were true Irish, not just a descendant. An
aboriginal like me!”

“I never thought of it
like that.” I say flatly.

“Tea?” Barbara addresses
Olga now.

“Thanks Babs. On the
patio. It's such a hot day!”

“No worries
Mate!”

“Is it always this warm?”
I ask, wiping the perspiration from my
brow with the back of my hand.

“It's usually hotter,
especially in summer,” Olga replies, pushing back a strand of hair from her forehead.

“When's that?”

“December: still a month
away!”

“Oh; God;” I exclaim
quietly.

Olga must have heard me.

“Don't worry, Darl’,
you'll get used to it. You'll have to get
your gear off.” I must look shocked for she smiles.
“It's too hot for jumpers! You'll need some
lighter clothes for starters! Here, take
this plate to the patio. It's cooler there!” Gingerly I pick up two
plates piled high with pink iced pieces of
cake and stand, waiting for instructions. Olga reaches for two large jugs of water, with bits of
lemon and ice floating harmoniously together. She
moves swiftly towards the patio at the side of the house. I
follow close on her heels.

“It's hard to believe but
it's cold here in the mornings!” she says, placing the jugs on the
table where Aaron and Father John are
seated. I notice Father has removed his black jacket.

“Where do you want
this?”

“Here!” She indicates the
table. “Sit down and relax. I'll go and
get the others.” Olga gracefully moves around the table and back through the doorway. I subtly
remove my cardigan and sit down on a bench
seat. I place James next to me.
Barbie's presence fills the doorway as she enters
with a tray full of cups, glasses and a
pot of tea.

“Here we are!” She
places the tray down. She separates the glasses
and pours me a drink. “Cool drink?” she
asks, holding the glass out to me. I take
it gratefully.

“Thanks very
much!”

“What about you guys?” she
asks Aaron and Father John.

“We're right; 'aving a
beeah, “Aaron says, holding up a fat brown
glass bottle of beer with a yellow and red label. Father John nods
his head happily.

“Slainte, sure ’tis the
first today!” He raises his brown
bottle.

Luigi stomps up the steps
with Olga and the twins.

“Come on you little guys,
you can have this one all to yourselves.”
Barbie indicates a small table in the corner of the patio. She pulls up a third fold up chair. Ben and
Adam climb onto their chair. James leans
closer to me.

“Come on James! Join the
big boys,” Barbie says. James immediately
slips off the bench chair and runs over to Barbie. She lifts him onto the chair and puts a plastic plate
next to his face. He looks at me and grins from ear to ear,
happily filling his mouth with cake.

That night I lie in my new
bed and try to ignore the heat. I'm just
wearing a thin cotton nigh-dress, but the sweat is
beading on my forehead. A free-standing
fan, kindly donated by Barbara, is
whirring in my ear. James is lying on the other small bed with
thin pyjamas on him, compliments of the
Schmidts. Olga also gave him a few light pieces of clothing
to keep him going.

“Well, we've arrived in
Australia, James,” I say, mopping my
forehead with the edge of the thin sheet over me.
“James?” He doesn't reply. I look across the room
and all I can see is a still small form. He's fast asleep. Then I
realize someone else is still awake! I feel a small flutter inside
my stomach! I can't help
smiling.

“Hello!” I say, patting my
stomach. “How on earth am I going to tell
anyone about you?” It seems like only a
few minutes later a voice barges into my
world of dreams.

“Niamh, the alarm's gone
off.”

“What?” I open my eyes to
see a dark face with white eyes and
shining teeth, “Barbie?”

“Come on. Here y'are, I'll
leave these here. The showa's free.”

Showa? I muse. What is she
talking about? Barbie has left some clean
clothes on a wooden chair near the door. After a quick cool shower, Barbie's voice rings out
again.

“Come on Niamh, we've got
to get brekkie!”

“I'm on your heels,” I
reply, brushing my hair and putting some
of the special face cream on my face that Olga left
for me on the dressing table. “It’s nice,” I
mutter. Makes my skin feel silky and smooth. I help James to pull
pants and a top on.

“You look like a real
Australian now,” I say, brushing his fiery curls into shape. His
brows knit together and his little face is flushed pink on one side
where he slept soundly; his emerald green eyes are still closed as
if he’s asleep standing up. He can’t fool me.

“Come on, James, off to
work!” The pair of us head towards the
kitchen. I sniff,

“Where're the sausages?” I
ask Barbie. She’s busy cutting up
beautiful coloured fruit that smell delicious and make my mouth
water: mangoes, passionfruits, bananas, oranges, apples and piles
of grapes are strewn across the workbench, as if God dropped them
from his golden hands straight from Heaven.

“Naw, no sausages. They're
for the Ba-bie.” She continues cutting
fruit.

“So d'ya cook sausages for brekkie in
I'eland?”

“We do, or porridge. So
what's for breakfast then?”

“We make coffee, tea,
fruit juice, fruit, cereal and milk.” All
the stuff is in the pantry or fridge. And, we need to
make some toast. The toaster's on the bench. C'n
you do that?” Barbie asks.

“No worries Mate,” I
reply, smiling, beginning my journey through the pantry and fridge to locate the sliced
bread. Half an hour later, Olga, Aaron,
Ben, Adam, James, Luigi and another older
man called Bob, whose skin is as brown as dark chocolate, saunter
inside and sit down at the huge kitchen
table. I sit down next to Barbie and the
three boys.

“This is the lucky
country! So much food,” I exclaim. I honestly cannot believe how
much food is on the table, and I wonder if we should be expecting
fifty guests, not ten or so.

“We love our tukka! But
wait, there's always the washing up!”
Barbie says, helping herself to a second piece of toast.
She dribbles honey on it. I do the
same.

“Once we've cleared the
tables we let the kids watch the TV,” she
explains as we place all the dishes in a dishwasher
and press the button.

“Good God, who would have
thought of having such a machine,” I
exclaim, surprised at how quickly we cleaned up.

“The biggest job is
stacking it and clearing it.” Barbie reminds me,
grinning broadly. Barbie, the kids and I sit in the family room and
Barbie puts the TV on. There's a
children's show just starting.

“You have television!” I
exclaim, thinking how Maeve craved one. She even betrayed her clan
to get in with the country folk and watch their television. Still,
I can’t blame her for doing that. It’s really interesting to watch
moving creatures doing stuff.

“We've had it for
yonks!”

“Yonks!”

“Years; everyone's got one
now. Some have one in every room. It's our
culture, that's what I think. I don't like the kids watching some
of the rubbish on it though!” she exclaims
forcefully. She never for a moment takes her eyes off the screen. I
can see its attraction. James is
fascinated, and the other pair, I must say, is just
as fascinated by the small black, white and grey
characters in “Play School.”
I'm fascinated! I can't keep my eyes off the
person saying the Alphabet and then the
letter pops up in front of her.

“Repeat with me A, B, C,
D.” the boys and me repeat what she is
saying. After the television show is finished, Barbie flicks off the bright screen. “Morning tea,”
she announces, getting up and heading
towards the kitchen. I follow after her.
She has displayed courage, fortitude and determination by switching
off this magic, animated box.

“That show was great,
wasn't it? I nearly know the alphabet
now!”

Barbie stares at me with a quizzical
look.

“What” d'ya
mean?”

“Oh!” I can feel my face
going hot and it's not just the weather.

“I only went to school for
around three months, before I made my
first communion.”

“Struth! That's terrible.
Some people are like that. They hate
school. Wag it all the time!”

“Are they? I mean, do
they?”

“Too right mate! Did you
hate school?” She's chopping up bananas
and apples as we talk.

“No, I had to beg
instead.”

“Beg? In I'eland?
Naw!”

“It's the God's honest
truth.”

“So, you never learned the
alphabet.”

“No.”

“So, can you
read?”

“A few words. Niall taught
me.”

“She'll be apples mate!
Niamh, I'll teach you real good!”

“Would you?”

“I will. When the children
are having their afternoon nap! Before we
have ours! Education is very important Darl.” Otherwise you'll get left behind, that's what I think!
Left behind, like at a bus stop, and there’s no other bus coming
for hours!” She smiles at her words. I smile. She makes me want to
smile more.

“I'd love that. I want to
learn to read and write. I don’t want to miss any bus.”

“That settles it then.
I'll teach you. I Promise!” She licks her fingers and we make a
pledge with our hands. This is so wonderful, I’m thinking. I’ve
found a friend, a real friend.

We can hear the boys
having a bit of a friendly fight just then, so Barbie announces, “Food; come and get it,
guys.” The three run towards Barbie and
take a couple of pieces of fruit in their
hands. Barbie and I sit down. “Would you
like a cuppa with your fruit?”

“A cuppa?”

“Coffee, tea?”

“That'd be grand.” We sit
on the patio and enjoy a light easterly
breeze.

“How hot does it get in
summer?”

“Very hot, and wet,”
Barbie says, grinning.

“Oh. God! I'm sweating
now!”

“Naw, you're
not!”

“I'm not!”

“Naw, men sweat, women
perspire!” She laughs. I laugh.

“You'll get used to it
mate. You'll love it.” She flashes her white teeth. I almost believe her.

“How are you settling in?”
Olga comes marching onto the back
verandah.

“Fine Missus Schmidt,
really fine.”

“Call me Olga.” She smiles
warmly. “We've got to see the bank
manager, so I'll pick up a few things along the way.
Do you need anything, girls?”

“Sure do! There's a list
on the fridge,” Barbie says, finishing her
coffee and jumping up. “I'll get it.” She heads off
to the kitchen.

“Niamh, you ’aren’t been
told about your employment conditions,
’have you?”

“No Mam, I mean,
Olga.”

“Well, we've agreed to
give you a small retainer, plus your board
and lodging's. You should be able to get some
allowance for James. We'll have to fill in
some papers.”

“I think Father John did
that already, Mam, Olga.”

“You right with
that?”

“Yes, to be sure, I’m
right!”

Barbie returns with her
list, “Here it is. And c'n you post these
for me?”

“Sure. Barbie, if I'm not
back can you please give the men a bit of
lunch?”

“No worries! I’ll feed
them fellas,” Barbie replies, picking up our dirty cups
and heading for the kitchen again. I follow her
with the children's empty glasses.
“We're ’aving sangas for lunch. We're having
a Ba'bie for tea.”

“Sangas. Sure you're
Barbie,” I say, puzzled. I feel confused by all these strange food
events.

“Barbeque. They're not
barbequing me! We ‘aving steak and sausages and onions!”

“Oh!” I reply. Martin
would call me an egit if he was here. “I'm
never going to understand,” I moan.

“No worries mate. You'll
get the hang of it. Honest, you're doin’
great! Give yourself a chance.”

That evening I sniff the
most wonderful aroma of an Australian barbeque. Just thinking of it
makes my nose twitch and my mouth
water.

Early on Sunday morning,
Father John arrives with his brother Paddy
in his Torana, they call it. “It's yellow,
the safe colour,” Paddy says. “It's grand to meet you, Niamh.” He shakes my hand. “And this must be
James?” He extends his hand to James.
James stares and puts his fingers in his
mouth.

“Call me
Uncle Paddy, if you like!”

I shake James’ arm. “Say
hello Uncle Paddy,”

“’Ello, Uncle Paddee,”
James repeats.

“Well, that settles that!”
Paddy's eyes light up with delight. “Uncle
Paddy, that's me! Ha'vey Bay, here we come!”

“What does he mean
by have a bay?” I whisper to Father John.

“He means just that,” he
replies. Well, I'll soon find out what “have a bay” is!
A few minutes later I'm sitting in the back seat
of the car with James, going to Mass at a
place called Hervey Bay, I find out
later.

“So, are you settled in
all right?” Paddy asks as he turns the key
in the ignition.

“I am. I never saw so much
food in my life.”

“The tucker’s great all
right. It's a great country altogether,”
Paddy acknowledges, wiggling his head. “Never regret coming here,
well, mostly never,” he concludes.

“Did Missus Schmidt give
you some new clothes?” Father John
asks.

“Yes, Olga gave me quite a
few things to wear. She's so kind,” I reply. I'm wearing a pale
blue cotton baby doll dress that is very
short. I place my hands over my knees where the hem stops.

“You call your boss,
Olga?”

“She told me to.”
He's quiet for a moment, and then his neck twists
to look in disgust at my bony
knees.

“It's a bit short don't
you think?”

“I did call here Mrs.
Schmidt, and Mam, Olga…”

“The skirt I mean. A bit
short for a Christian woman, is it not?

“The miniskirts are very
fashionable ’round here,” I reply, turning
my knees slightly to the side and pulling the flowing skirt over my knees as much as possible.

“What is the world coming
to at all, at all,” he moans, turning back
and staring out the front window. Thank
God I didn't wear some of the other dresses she gave me with the halter necks! They're low at the top
and bottom! We sit in silence for a few
minutes after that. We're enjoying the
fleeting scenery of bright golden and green sugar cane,
rising high and blowing in the soft
breeze. It looks really romantic.

“They grow a lot of sugar
cane here. I've never seen the like of it
in my life. There must be a lot of sweet-tooths in
Australia, I should think,” Father John
says as we speed past fields of cane.

“There's more than sugar
in that lot!”

“How's that, Paddy?”
Father John asks thoughtfully.

“There're snakes and toad
frogs in there,” Paddy assures us.

“Have you ever seen them,
Paddy?” I ask anxiously.

“I've seen a few snakes
around these parts. They sun-bake on the
roads and the toad frogs are everywhere!”

“There're no snakes in
Ireland, you know that?” Father John
informs us loudly, and then adds, “Only the two legged
kinds!” He laughs at the old joke.

“You're probably right
there,” Paddy comments, grinning.

“And of course it was
Saint Patrick who banished them from
Ireland,” Father John tells us.

“Do you think they
immigrated to Australia, John?” Paddy asks
sarcastically.

“They might have swum
across the sea.” Father John says in an
amused voice. I feel a shiver run up my
spine as the conversation turns to spiders
and frogs. I am stiff with fright by the time we
reach Hervey Bay.

Mass is the same as in
Ireland, thank God for something familiar!
It's in English too, so that's another similarity. The
only difference is in the fashions around here.
People are wearing much lighter coloured clothes here, less
clothes, thinner fabrics. There are a few
hats, mostly sun hats with wide brims, and
a few people are wearing the old fashioned scarf and some are wearing mantillas. Father John goes
out the back to the vestry to help with
something, so I have a grand time looking around at all the latest
styles in Hervey Bay, pronounced Have a
Bay! After Mass we go to
Paddy's home. It's a small lowest fibro
home with a tiny garden at the front,
surrounded by a wire fence and a white metal gate. There's only a
road separating it from the beach.

“You can see the waves
splashing on the shore from here,” I
exclaim as I lift the latch of the gate.

“It was wonderful twenty
years ago. So peaceful you'd hear every
wave hitting the shore like a roar!”

“You're a poet and you
didn't know it,” Father John says laughing. We all laugh at the joke.

“How about we have a
picnic,” Paddy announces. “We don't have
far to go, just cross the street. It used to be a
very quiet place.” A car roars by.

“Now the roar is not the
tide, it's the tyres!” Father John
says, laughing heartily at his joke.
We are all relaxed and laughing by the time we go
to sit down in the family room. Paddy disappears into the small
kitchen, emerging with two drinks in his hands. “One for James and
one for Niamh. I'll get yours in a minute John, when you stop laughing.”

“I'll try.” Father John
mops his brow, and then blows his nose loudly.

“I think James will enjoy
having lunch on the beach,” Paddy says
loudly, above the noise. He hands a glass to James.

“Put your two hands on the
glass, otherwise you might spill it, and
upset Uncle Paddy,” I instruct.

“You won't upset me in a
hurry, mate. The carpet needs a clean
anyway since this young fella has come to stay.”

“Are ye complaining about
your own dear brother, or is there someone else around here?”
Father John asks, grinning from ear to ear, so I know they are
having a little joke together.

“Sure the mess is well
worth it. You’d think he was a nobleman, leaving tea cups all over
the place.”

“I am a nobleman, I once
had a door with no bell. I’m a no-bell man…” he laughs before he
finished his sentences. Paddy shakes his head.

“Yes, and you get the cup
every time,” he adds.

“The cup. Give me the
cup!” Father John bursts out laughing again, rubbing the tears from
his eyes. After a few moments, all is quiet again and he dons a
serious expression.

“Paddy has done
very well for himself, getting such a
great place!”

“What's that?” Paddy asks
from the kitchen where he has wandered.

“You've done well, Paddy,”
Father John says.

“I have! I'm a lucky man.
The luck of the Irish!” Paddy returns with two more glasses. He
hands a drink to his brother and sits in
an armchair. He raises his glass, “Slainte! Niamh, you're welcome to visit us any time, and James,
of course! We can’t have one without the
other.”

“Thanks very much,” I
reply.

“I'll just go down the
road and pick up a chook and bring a loaf
of bread and a few cold ones,” Paddy announces,
collecting our glasses and placing them on
the kitchen sink drainer. “I'll only be a
few minutes,” he says, skipping out the
front door.

“So, Niamh, how are you
getting along with the Schmidts?” Father John asks after Paddy
leaves.

“Great; really great. It's
more like being on holidays. Barbara reads the Bible to us every
day,” I say, trying to impress him! His
face seems suddenly dour. Not a funny statement, I’m
thinking.

“I'd be careful if I were
you. You don't want to become a
fanatic!”

“I won't.”

“As long as you don't
neglect your duties!”

“No, I'd never do that
Father.”

He leans over as he gives
me a piece of advice. “You're not there to
study, you're there to learn! I don’t want to get into their bad
books now, you hear that?”

“Yes, Father,” I
reply.

“Good girl. There's a
place for everything and everything has
its place! Too much study can be a dangerous thing, a
very dangerous thing.” He looks so serious I
almost laugh. I wish Paddy would come back and everything would
seem funny again.

“We've been doing a bit of
painting as well,” I add.

“Outside or inside?” he
asks. A picture of Barbie, the three boys
and me painting in the play room inside
when it's windy, and sitting on a rug in
the shade of the house on a fine day whiz through my
mind.

“Both. Barbie and I love
it. We've been teaching the children as
well.”

“They're a bit young for
strenuous manual work, I would have
thought!” Father John says, thoughtfully.

“I don't think so!
Children in Australia are very advanced for their age.”

“Is that right? Well, as
long as your employer is satisfied. A
woman's place is in the kitchen. That's where she should
be!”

“But, Barbie has a lot of
talent. She's been painting for years.
Lovely colours, real Australian abstract scenes.”

“I thought she was a
school teacher.”

“She is. She teaches art
as well.”

“Art? Does she? Perhaps
you should teach the children art instead
of painting?” he suggests seriously.

“Yes Father,” I reply,
trying not to smile too obviously.

“And how is James getting
along with A and B?”

“A and B?” I repeat. “Oh,
you mean Adam and Ben! I never thought of
them that way. You're brilliant Father,” I say, admiringly.

“I'm probably advanced for
my age!” he says proudly, a smile cracking his face again.
“Did you know that Ireland was once called the
Island of Saints and scholars?”

“I heard that.”

“And I suppose you heard
the rest?”

“The rogues and robbers?”
I reply.

“Sadly, that's true now.”
He places his glass on a small table next to a vase of artificial
flowers.

“And what about
you?”

“I'm fine thanks,” I
reply.

“No. what I mean is, have
you met any peers?”

“Just Barbie, and the men
who work there, nobody by the name of Peers.

He laughs at me,
surprisingly. “Peers are people your own age.”

“I see. Sorry about my
ignorance. I am improving, and I have James to take care of, and
with looking after the twins I don't get
out to meet anybody else, except you and
Uncle Paddy.”

“You should be on the
lookout for a nice young man.”

“Yes Father.”

“A Catholic boy, of
course. James needs a father to support
him, not some social system!”

“Yes, Father.”

“I'm sure we can find
someone to suit.” There's silence. We can
hear the waves splashing on the shore, mixed with
sounds of laughter and car engines
revving.

“Father John, do you know
what a chuck is?” I ask.

“It's a kind of bolt for
holding a piece of machinery. Or: my
mother throwing a plate at me!” He laughs at his
memories.

“That's what I thought!
Uncle Paddy said he's getting a
chuck.”

“Did he say
that?”

“He did.”

“Perhaps his car is in
need of repair? Or perhaps he wants to
throw something away.” As if he heard us,
just then we hear the gate clang shut and
Paddy's breathless form fills the doorway.

“Got a family size chook!”
he announces as he enters the living
room.

“The mystery is solved
Niamh. It's a chicken. Bac, bac!” Father
John says, roaring with laughter, flapping his
elbows.

“Oh.” Maeve would have
called me an egit now. My face glows. I
can feel it.

“Don't you like chook?”
Paddy asks me, placing his parcels on the
kitchen table.

“No, it's not that. I
didn't realize what a chuck was!” I stammer.

“Chook, not chuck!” Paddy
corrects me. We head across the road to
the beach and sit on a rug in the
sand.

“Here James, have a piece
of chuck!” I instruct, smiling at Uncle
Paddy.

“Close! You're a true
Aussie already!” he exclaims. I
beam.

“Ave a cold one!” he opens
a bottle and passes the cold lemonade.

“It's a wonderful place
altogether,” Father John says pensively,
gazing out towards the horizon. “If we only had old Ireland over here.”

“It's like being in
heaven,” I agree, licking my fingers to the bone.

“How about an ice cream to
finish off the meal?” Paddy asks, getting up on his
feet, brushing sand and crumbs off.

“Ice-keem.” James claps
his hands.

***
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The hot spring days turn
into hotter, more humid summer days. My
ever-growing baby is becoming more difficult to hide, even with a
large apron I borrowed from Barbie.

“How's about we go to the
Mera'bora” pool today,” Barbie says one
extremely hot and humid day just before Christmas.

“I haven't got a swimming
costume,” I protest, “or James!”

“No worries mate. You can
'ave one of mine. I've got heaps! James can wear one of the boys’
old ones. They've got heaps.”

“But.”

“No buts. I think we need
time off in a cool pool! I'll check with
Olga if you like?”

“Yes, do that!” I say.
Hopefully, I'm thinking, she'll say “no”!

Barbie goes off to find
Olga. She returns elated, holding two
swimming costumes.

“I can't swim!” I say
emphatically.

“I taught you readin' and
writin'. I can teach you to swim.” Barbie
says undaunted by my protesting. “Cossie for you!”

“Cossie?” I take the scant
item of clothing while Barbie helps the
boys get dressed for the pool.

“It's too small,” I say as
I stare at my round bulge in the
mirror.
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