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        The Blackburn Open Air School

        A WEAKLING’S JOURNEY

        This short-story of the life-changing experience of HOPE that was gifted to a child, in 1953.

        

        In this short story, you will meet the real-life girl who inspired the fictional character Emily in The Stolen Years novels by Ryn Shell
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      1953 Christmas. A woman dressed in a black beaded gown, far too tight, guides two sisters with her tobacco-stained fingers onto the front porch of a Victorian-era house at 16 High Street, Kew, Victoria, Australia.

      "Remain here and await Father Christmas."

      "Father Christmas doesn't exist," my nine-year-old sister shot back.

      I watched Mum's bright lips as they formed words.

      "Simply inform me when he arrives."

      She has crimson lipstick smeared on her yellowed teeth. I wondered whether I should mention it. Better not to.

      The door slammed as our mother returned to the residence she'd converted into a lodging house. My sister and I remained waiting, silent toward each other—we seldom spoke to one another.

      Time dragged on.

      Tedious.

      We shifted restlessly but dared not venture inside. One never defied our mother.

      A Black Cabs vehicle approached. Door swung open. Men's dark shoes, then fabric-covered legs appeared. Amazement—my sister and I gaped as a man's head and torso emerged from the vehicle.

      "Daddy," I screamed.

      He stood upright as I launched myself toward him. A year without contact from him immediately pardoned.

      My sister remained distant—disapproval on her features.

      Disregarding her, I seized Daddy's hand and pulled him indoors. She could inform Mummy that Daddy had returned. I desired him entirely to myself. How might I amuse and dazzle him? Five-year-olds in the fifties lacked iPads, but I displayed my belongings, just as any ordinary child today might.

      As I had no toys, I crouched and retrieved my chamber pot from beneath the bed.

      "You may use it if you want to wee.”

      "Where's the lavatory?"

      I showed the path, performing a little dance on the stool that permitted me to reach the washbasin. I observed Daddy; he had unfastened his trousers. All dark and covered with hair there—and frightening. I fled. Couldn't understand or remember why I felt such terror.
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      The Christmas meal with Mum, Dad, my sister, myself, and our lodger guests—Bruno Prizmantus (the gentleman who occupied our front chamber) and his spouse, Marianna—ended suddenly. Hmm, perhaps because Marianna inquired "What troubles you?" and I chattered about witnessing Daddy's private parts?

      As always, big sister demonstrated her superior intelligence by declaring, "It's male anatomy." Then, in her condescending tone, "He's consistently displayed it to me."

      Explosion! Seats shifted, grown-ups stood knocking over beer bottles, Mum seized and hurled Sis and me into the small kitchen and secured the door. That was fine. We observed everything through the glass window because the adults moved to the backyard to cluster and shout.

      Bruno attempted to throttle Daddy. Terrifying.

      Mum charged at them carrying a pail. Direct hit! She threw water at the men's faces, then dodged.

      Daddy staggered upright and disappeared from view, moving toward the house's front. I heard Mum telephone for a cab. When she unlocked the kitchen door, the Christmas feast and Father Christmas had vanished—and he'd forgotten to deliver gifts. Be strong, child.
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      Nineteen fifty-two. The year preceding Hope.

      Other children informed me, "My mother told me that only wicked women are abandoned by their husbands.”

      The mockery never ceased. On ANZAC Day it intensified. The instructors appeared to unite against me as well.

      "You cannot participate in the march." I was removed from the line of children preparing to proceed to the war memorial for the commemoration ceremony.

      "My daddy fought in the war too." I employed one of those looks that always prompted Mummy to say, "If the breeze shifts, your expression will remain fixed." The glare never succeeded. The grown-ups always prevailed, but I could still demonstrate my hatred of it.

      "You're forbidden to go." Children assembled around, ridiculing.

      If the breeze shifts now, I'm finished. My finest expression of disgust targeted that child chanting, "You don’t have a father."

      He was the boy displaying the most decorations, the one reveling in the honor that his dad perished in battle. "You don't either." I stuck out my tongue for effect.

      The instructor scowled at me. "William's mother is an honorable widow." She marched away to head the procession.

      Bill chuckled. "You see, scrawny?"

      He ran off, jumping with delight, to join the parade.

      I remained on the pavement, observing the procession with other children, those who were forbidden from participating because their fathers hadn't battled in combat. No reference to mothers who'd served their nation.

      The music instructor approached us ANZAC Day outcasts carrying frozen treats. That compensated for feeling excluded from life, watching from outside. She distributed ice creams to only some of us rejected from the march.

      My gift was making faces. I attempted to compel an apology.

      "It's because they're orphans,” she explained.

      My expression conveyed my feelings. She ceased smiling and couldn't meet my gaze again.

      I experienced the absence of my father profoundly that year, through others' behaviors and words and the permanent impact he'd made on my mother. I wasn't mocked frequently because I spent most of that year at home, alone, bedridden—unwell.
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      Residing in our lodging house was a young fellow who attempted to lure me into his quarters to play with a baby chick. I possessed enough wisdom to avoid falling for such a ploy. My grievances about him prompted the female residents to alert the authorities. He had been registered on their sexual predator registry.

      As a grown woman now, with an optimistic outlook on existence and a wonderful sense of wit, I truly believe in making the best of bad situations. Johnny, that twenty-year-old sexual predator and boarding house resident, met his demise at the hands of one of his prospective young targets in the novel, To Kill in Fire, that I authored. That how imaginative children become authors so they can have fun getting revenge.
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      Soon after that episode, a medical professional came to Hawthorn Primary to check the second-grade pupils. I was selected and the Department of Education physician was summoned. Mother was reached and instructed regarding my urgent requirements—nourishment. This wasn't a suggestion; there was a warning about potential consequences if she failed to cooperate.

      However, before cooperating, she initially transported me to a children's home, a multi-level concrete structure with small barred, mesh-covered windows. She warned she would abandon me there unless I vowed to behave. Then with me in the rear seat, no affection shared, no contact or consolation, we both wept. After our tears were exhausted, she drove back, with me quiet, being well-behaved, in the back seat.

      No, youth was not the finest period of my existence.

      The warning from the Department of Education physician led to the delight of my finding oranges, fresh peas, liver, and I adored them all, though not my sister's rage at my being chosen for particular attention.

      It didn't continue—just one sack of oranges, then back to the meal that Mother was so pleased she supplied for us on Sundays. My sister gave me scraps on Mondays. Then, she stretched those scraps, converting them into broth, diluted further each day to make them survive the week.

      Meanwhile, the refrigerator was packed with containers of food bearing the name Michelle, my mother's name, marked on them.

      Marianna spotted me on the front grass in my swimsuit and captured my image with her Brownie box camera. She also offered me a bit of chocolate.

      "See." She displayed the processed photograph to Mrs Aspie, another female resident. "You can observe all her ribs."

      Mrs Aspie instantly went out and purchased me a bag of confections. I divided them with my sister—the sole occasion in our youth when we acted like friends.
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      My mother's effort to care for me had me just barely surviving but the undernourished ran deeper than financial hardship. When we became adults, my sister shared her hypothesis about why it occurred, believing I'd be capable of comprehending—not that comprehension ever permitted her to pardon our mother.

      Even as a youngster I understood that Mother was fixated on other females, the ones who
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